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Synopsis

In the blockbuster bestselling tradition of Heir to the Empire comes
thisthrilling addition to the Star Wars saga, as peace givesway to a
dire new threst...

The blackfleet criss, book one
BEFORE THE STORM

Itisatime of tranquillity for the New Republic. The remnants of the
Empire now liein complete disarray, the reemergence of the Jedi
Knights has brought power and prestige to the fledgling government on
Coruscant. Y esterday's Rebel s have become today's administrators and
diplomats, and the factions that fought againgt Imperid tyranny seem
united in savoring the fruits of peace.

But the peaceis short-lived. A restless Luke must journey to his
mother's homeworld in a desperate and dangerous quest to find her

people.

An adventurous Lando must seize amysterious spacecraft that has
wegpons of enormous power and an unknown misson. And Lelaaliving
symbol of the New Republic's triumph, must face down the ruthless
leader of the Duskhan League, an arrogant Y evethawho seems bent on a
genocida war that could shatter the fragile unity of the New Republic

and threaten itsvery surviva.
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NEW YORK TORONTO LONDON SYDNEY AUCKLAND

In memory of my grandfather, Dayton Percival Deich, 1896-1975, who
believed in auniverse of wonders beyond this Earth.

And for my children,
Matthew Tyndall, born 1983,
and AmandaKathryn, born 1995.

May ther lives be joyful journeysthrough their own universe of
wonders.
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Prologue

Eight months after the Battle of Endor The Empire's orbiting repair

yard at N'zoth, code-named Black 15, was of standard Imperial design,
with nine great shipways arrayed in asquare. On the morning of the
retrest from N'zoth, al nine dipswere occupied by Imperia

warships.

Under most circumstances, nine Star Destroyers together would have been



an intimidating Sght to any who might come under their guns.

But on the morning of the retreat from N'zoth, only one of the ninewas
ready for space.

That was the sorry assessment of Jian Paret, commander of the Imperia
garrison at N'zoth, as he looked out on the yards from his command
center. The orders he had received hours ago were still playing before
hiseyes Y ou are ordered to evacuate the planetary garrison to the

last man, at best possible speed, using any and all shipsthat are
spaceworthy. Destroy the repair yard and any and al remaining assets
before withdrawing from the system.

Paret's assessment was shared by Nil Spaar, master of the Y evethan
underground, as he rode the work shuttle up from the surface with the
first commando team. The orders he had given hours ago were il
ringinginhisears

"Notify dl teamsthat an Imperia evacuation has been ordered.
Execute the primary plan without delay.

It isour day for retribution. Our blood isin those vessals, and they
will be ours. May each of us honor the name of the Y evethatoday.”

Nineships.
Nine prizes.

The most badly damaged, Redoubtable, had taken terrible punishment in
the retreat from Endor. The others ranged from old medium cruisers
being upgraded and recommissioned, to the EX-F, aweapons and
propulsion test bed built on a Dreadnaught hull.

Thekey to them all was the massive Star Destroyer Intimidator, moored
at one of the open dips.

Spaceworthy but completely unblooded, it had been sent to Black 15 from
the Core for finish work, to free up a Super-class shipway &t the
command's home shipbuilding yard.

There was more than enough room aboard it for the garrison, and more
than enough firepower aboard to destroy the yard and the hulls

within.

Paret transferred his command to the bridge of the Intimidator within

an hour of receiving hisorders.

But Intimidator could not leave the yard as quickly as Paret would have
liked. He had only one-third of a standard crew aboard, asingle
watch--too few handsto quickly ready aship of that szeto fly



free

Moreover, nine of every ten workers on Black 15 were Y evetha. Paret
despised the gaudy-faced skeletons.

Hewould haveliked to sedl the ship in the interest of security, or to
draft additional work detailsin theinterest of speed. But either act
would prematurely dert the Y evethathat the occupation force was
leaving N'zoth, threatening the withdrawa from the surface.

All Paret would do was call asurprise departure drill and wait out its
lengthy checks and countdowns, letting the normal work details continue
until the troop trangports and the governor's shuttle had lifted off

and were en route. Then, and only then, could his crew

close the hatches, cut the moorings, and turn its back on N'zoth.
Nil Spaar knew of Commander Paret's dilemma.

Heknew al that Paret knew, and much more. For more than five years
he had worked to position dlies of the underground throughout the
conscript work-force.

Nothing of importance happened without Nil Spaar's swiftly hearing of
it. And he had taken the information he had collected and woven it
into an eegant scheme.

He had put an end to the rash of minor "mistakes" and "accidents,”
demanding that those who worked for the Empire show diligence and
grive for excdlence---while learning everything they could about the
ships and their operation. He had seen to it that the Y evethamade
themsalves indispensable to the Black Fleet's yard bosses and earned
the trust of its commanders.

It wasthat trust which had alowed the work dowdown in the months
since the Battle of Endor to go on unquestioned. It wasthat trust
which had given his Y evethathe run of both the yard and the ships
moored inthedips.

And it wasthe patient and ca culating exploitation of that trust which
had brought Nil Spaar and those who followed him to this moment.

He knew that he no longer need fear the Harridan, the Victory-class
Star Destroyer that had been protecting the yard and patrolling the
system. The Harridan had been ordered to the front three weeks ago,
joining the Imperid force fighting alosing rear-guard action at

Notak.

He knew that Paret could not sedl the Intimidator againgt his men, even
by ordering a battle-stations lockdown. More than a dozen externd
hatches in Sections 17 and 21 had been rigged by Y evetha techniciansto



report that they were secured when they were not, and to report that
they were closed when they were not.

Heknew that even if Intimidator got free of thedipinwhichit was
moored, it would not have a chance to escape or turn its guns on the
abandoned vessals. The packages of explosives concealed inside
Intimidator's hull would break it open like an egg the moment its
shieldswent up and blocked the signal that was sating the bombs.

Asthe work shuttle neared the receiving dock, Nil Spaar felt no fear,
no apprehension. Everything that could be done had been done, and
there was ajoyful inevitability about the fighting to come. He had no
doubt what the outcome would be.

Nil Spaar and the first commando team entered Intimidator through the
hatchesin Section 17, while his second, Dar Bille, and the backup team
entered through Section 21.

There was no talking. None was necessary. Every member of both teams
knew the layout of the ship aswell asany Imperid crewman. They
moved through it like ghosts, down corridors closed or cleared by
friends on work details, through crawlways and up access ladders that
appeared on no construction blueprint. In minutes they had reached the
bridge--without ever being challenged, or drawing awegpon, or firing a
shot.

But they entered the bridge with weapons drawn, knowing exactly which
stations would be occupied, where the guard station was, who could
sound ashipwide alarm. Nil Spaar shouted out no warnings, made no
theatrica announcement, demanded no surrender.

He smply walked briskly acrossthe deck toward the executive officer,
raised his blaster, and burned the officer's face avay.

Ashedid, therest of the team fanned out behind him, each to hisown
assigned target. Six of Intimidator's bridge crew were struck down in
thefirst seconds, Sitting at their stations, because of the power that
rested a their fingertips. The others, including Commander Paret,
quickly ended up facedown on the floor, hands bound behind them.

Taking the ship was not difficult. Timing theraid to avoid
retribution had dways been the chdlenge.

"Signa from the governor's shuttle,” called out a'Y evetha commando,
dipping into the seat a the communications station. " The transports
are leaving the surface. No trouble reported.”

Nil Spaar nodded approvingly. "Acknowledge the sgnd. Advisethe
crew that we're moving out to pick up the garrison. Notify theyard
that Intimidator isleaving."



Like acluster of insects returning to the hive, the fleet of Imperia
transports rose from N'zoth toward the great dagger-shaped Star
Destroyer. More than twenty thousand citizens of the Empire were
crammed into the insect fleet--soldiers and bureaucrats, technicians
and families

"Open dl hangars,” said Nil Spaar.

Their destination in Sght, the transports dowed and began to align
themsealves on approach vectors.

"Activate dl autotargeting batteries,”" said Nil Spaar.

There was a collective gasp from the prisoners on the bridge, who were
watching the same display screens as the Y evetha commandos who now
occupied their stations.

"You'redl cowards," Commander Paret called out to theinvaders, his
voice bitter with contempt and anger. "A red soldier would never do
this. Therés no honor in killing the defensd ess.™

Nil Spaar ignored him. "Lock on targets.”

"You vicious, pathetic fool. Y ou've dready won.
How can you judtify this?'

"Fire," said Nil Spaar.

The deck plates barely vibrated as the gun batteries erupted and
approaching transports disappeared in bals of fire and fragments. It
did not take long. None escaped. Moments later the communications
station began to scream with shocked and panicked inquiriesfrom all
over the ship. There had been many witnessesto the carnage.

Nil Spaar turned away from the tracking display and crossed the bridge
to where Commander Paret lay on the decking. Grabbing the Imperia
officer by the hair, he dragged Paret out of line and rolled him over
roughly with his booted foot. Seizing the front of Paret'stunic with

one hand, Nil Spaar lifted him haf off the deck. For along moment he
loomed over the officer, looking like atal, vengeful demon with his
cold, black, widdly set eyes, the white dash down hisnasa ridge, and
the deep scarlet-splashed ridges that furrowed his cheeks and chin.

Then, hissng, the Y evethamade afigt with hisfree hand and cocked it
back. A sharp, curving dew-claw emerged from the swelling at his
wrig.

"You arevermin,” Nil Spaar said coldly, and dashed the claw across
the Imperid captain'sthroat.



Nil Spaar held on through the commander's death throes, then dropped
the body carelesdy to thefloor.

Turning, helooked down into the pit at the commando who had taken over
the communications sation.

"Tell the crew that they are the prisoners of the Y evetha Protectorate
and HisGlory the viceroy," said Nil Spaar, wiping hisclaw onthe
trouser leg of hisvictim.

"Tdl them that beginning today, their lives depend on their being
useful to us. And then | wish to spesk to the viceroy, and tell him of
our triumph.”

chapter 1.

Twelveyearslater [ Inthe pristine sllence of space, the Fifth Battle
Group of the New Republic Defense Fleet blossomed over the planet
Bessmir like abeautiful, deadly flower.

Theformation of capital ships sorang into view with sartling
suddenness, trailing fire-white wakes of twisted space and brigtling
with wegpons. Angular Star Destroyers guarded fat-hulled fleet
cariers, whilethe assault cruisers, their mirror finishes gleaming,
took the point.

A hao of smaler ships appeared at the sametime.

The fighters among them quickly deployed in asphericd defensve
screen. Asthe Star Destroyers firmed up their formation, their flight
decks quickly spawned scores of additiona fighters.

At the same time, the carriers and cruisers began to disgorge the
bombers, transports, and gunboats they had ferried to the battle.

There was no reason to risk the loss of One fully |oaded--a lesson the
Republic had learned in pain. At Orinda, the commander of the fleet
carrier Endurance had kept his pilots waiting in the launch bays, to
protect the smaller craft from Imperid fire aslong as possible. They
were gtill there when Endurance took the brunt of a Super Star
Destroyer attack and vanished in aball of metd fire.

Before long more than two hundred warships, large and small, were
bearing down on Bessmir and its twin moons. But theterrible,

restless power of the armada could be heard and felt only by the ships
crews.

The silence of the gpproach was broken only on the fleet comm channels,
which had crackled to lifein the first moments with encoded bursts of
noise and cryptic ship-to-ship chatter.



At the center of the formation of great vesselswas the flagship of the
Fifth Battle Group, the fleet carrier Intrepid. She was so new from
the yards at Hakass that her corridors still reeked of sedling
compound and cleaning solvent. Her huge red space thruster engines
gtill sang with the high-pitched squed that the engine crews called

"the baby's cry.”

It would take more than ayear for the mingled scents of the crew to
displace the chemica smdlsfrom thefirst impressonsof vistors.

But after ahundred more hours under way, her engines vibrationswould
drop two octaves, to the reassuring thrum of a seasoned thruster
bank.

OnIntrepid's bridge, atal Dornean in generd's uniform paced dong

an arc of command stations equipped with large monitors. His eye-folds
were swollen and fanned by an unconscious Dornean defensive reflex, and
his leathery face was flushed purple by concern.

Before the deployment was even aminute old, Etahn A'Faht'sfirst
command had been bloodied.

The fleet tender Ahazi had overshot its jump, coming out of hyperspace
too close to Bessimir and too late for its crew to recover from the

error. Etahn A'baht watched the bright flare of light in the upper
amosphere from Intrepid's forward viewstation, knowing that it meant
X young men were deed.

But there was no timeto linger over the loss. The monitors were
flashing images from dozens of scanners on shipsand spy satellites at
afrenzied pace. Reports from the battle management section changed
moment to moment, amost as quickly asthe master battle clock counted
up the tenths and hundredths.

The assault plan wastoo intricate and tightly scheduled for afew
deathsto stop it. Battle management quickly assigned areserve flegt
tender to Ahazi's section. May your spiritsfly to the zenith and your
bodies rest peacefully in the depths, Generd A'baht thought, recaling
an old Dornean sailors blessing for the dead. Then he turned away and
studied the order of battle and tactica plan. Therewould betimeto
mourn later.

"Penetration phase complete,” sang out alieutenant at one of the
consoles. Deployment complete.

Assault leader is approaching wave-off failsafe and requests fina
authorization.”

"Penetration complete, copy,” echoed A'baht.

"Deployment complete, copy. All stations, call off."



"Battle management, go."
Combat intdligence, go."
"Tacticd, go."
"Communications, go."

"Fleet ops, go."

"Hight ops, go."
"Ground ops, go."

"I read the call board as clear,” Genera A'baht said in astrong,
confident voice. "Failsafe authorization is go, combat rulesare

green--repedt, go green.”

"Authorization is go green, copy,” acknowledged the lieutenant, turning
akey on hisconsole. "Assault leader, the word is go--you are clear
to proceed. All wegpons are live, and the target is hot.”

Almost a once, atrio of assault cruisers and their complement of
K-wing bombers broke away and surged ahead of the primary formation.

Their new course would take them looping under the ptanet's south pole
en route to their targets--the primary spacefighter base and planetary
defense batteries|ocated on the a phamoon, which was still over the
horizon from the armada’s jumppoint.

Pairs of speedy A-wing fightersflashed out of formation and fanned out
to intercept and destroy the planet's lightly armed sensor and
communications sat dlites. The A-wingsfired thefirst shots of the
assault on Bessmir, and did so with unerring accuracy, transforming
their targetsinto sparkling clouds of metal and plasted.

The A-wings dso drew the first opposing fire. Severd ion-cannon
batteries on the surface opened up in avain attempt to protect their
high-orbiting eyes. Moments after the ground batteries revealed their
location, gunners on the lead Republic assault cruisers had them
targeted.

High-powered lasers on the cruisers painted the batteries, blinding
ground sensors and testing for coun-terpunch fire from secondary
gtes.

When there was none, the great pulse cannon mounted aboard the Star
Destroyers methodically turned the ground batteriesinto smoking black
craters. The only casudty for the Republic was an A-wing from
Blackfire Flight, which picked up adegper mine on theright wing



while making its pass againgt arecon satellite,

Onthefar sdeof Bessmir, the cruiser detachment approached the
aphamoon on a high-speed collision course. As dronefighters
appeared from concealed launch chutes on the surface, the big ships
fanned out three abreast and began releasing clusters of penetration
bombs.

Tal asaman and tipped by areinforced spike, the black-cased bombs
sped down toward the fighter base as the cruisers veered off. The
dronefightersrising from the moon veered off aswell. Momentslater
adozen antiship batteries on the surface surrendered their camouflage,
opening fire on theinfaling bombs.

But the penetration bombs--propelled only by inertia, and with their
casings as dark and nearly as cold as space itsalf--did not offer much
of atarget. Most fell through the defensive barrage unmolested. Two
seconds beforeimpact, smdl thrustersin thetail of each bomb fired,
damming them into the surface at even grester peed and driving them
twicetheir length into the barren ground.

A moment later, with the dust of impact till rising, the bombs
exploded as one. The flash and flame were swallowed by the moon's
face. But the terrible concussion propagated downward and outward
through the rock. It shattered reinforced walls like matchsticks, and
collapsaed underground chambers like eggshdlls. Great plumes of gray
dust shot out of the launch chutes, and the ground itself subsided over
what had been the main hangar.

At the moment the bombs exploded, Esege Tuketu wasflying lead in an
e ghteen-ship formetion following the cruisers toward the apha moon.

"Sweet mother of chaos," he breathed, awestruck by the sight. For just
amoment, hetook his hands off the controls of his K-wing and lowered
his forehead against his crossed wrists-the Narvath gesture of
surrender to the fire that consumes all.

From the second seat of Tuketu's bomber came an equally heartfelt and
respectful "Wow!" voiced by hisweaponstechnician. "And | don't care

what they say," he added. "I felt that one."

"Seemed like did, too, Skids," said Tuketu.

"No one had a better seet for it than we did, that'sfor sure.”

They watched carefully ahead with eyesaswell as passve scanners. No
more fighters emerged from the hidden base. The antiship batteries

were dill.

But the drone fighters dready launched fought on, even though deprived
of their controllers. Following internal combat protocals, they flung



themsalves againg the largest targets, the cruisers. Agile but
lightly armed, the drones did not last long. The cruisers batted them
down like SO many insects.

"Good shooting!" Tuketu exclaimed. None of the other crewsin the
formation heard him. The attack force was following blackout
protocols-—-including strict comm silence, despite the close formation
and thecritica timing of what lay ahead.

"Thisisgoing to work," the wegpons tech said hopefully. "lsn't
it?'

"It hasto," said Tuketu, thinking about what lay ahead.

Only oneredl threst to the fleet remained the great hypervelocity gun

on thefar sde of the gravity-locked moon. Like a swift-footed sentry
making its rounds, the apha moon would soon revolve around Bessmir to
apoint wherethe HV gun would haveits pick of targetsin the fleet.

According to the New Republic's surveillance droids, the gun
emplacement was both ray-shielded and particle-shielded. Moreover,
with the weapon's power plants and shield generator buried deep inthe
rock, it could easily survive the sort of assault that had destroyed

the fighter base. If Etahn A'baht's capital ships had to dug it out

with the dphamoon's big gun, the Fifth Battle Group would surely lose
severd shipsin the process. The key to avoiding that outcome lay

with Tuketu's eighteen bombers.

"Coming up on the break," said Skids, glancing at the misson clock and
then at the broken surface of the apha moon, rushing toward them.

"I'montop of it," said Tuketu.

"You'd better be," wasthe nervousreply. "My mamals counting on me
doing more with my life than making a hole in the ground someplace
wherethey dready got enough holesin the ground.”

"Break inten,” said Tuketu. "Signaing the others.

Break infive." A collison darm began to sound in the cockpit. The
moon's surface seemed terribly close.

"Bresk!"

The entire spaceship shuddered as the emergency de-celeration thrusters
roared and the nose of the K-wing swung up toward the horizon. Tuketu
and Skids were dammed back into their flight couches as the moon
rotated dizzily under them. Bresthing came hard throughout the long
moments of the pullout.

When the ship stopped shaking and it was possible to breathe again,



Tuketu's ship was skimming the surface of the aphamoon with only two
other bombers nestled in behind. The K-wings had scattered in Six

groups, each taking a different compass heading to the target. With
luck, they would meet again over the gperture of the electromagnetic

gun.

"Pardon me, but has anyone seen my wits?' Skids said in a squeaky
voice. "l had them right here just amoment ago--" Tuketu laughed.

"That was fun, wasnt it?"

"Fun?" Skids shook his head. "Fun like having arancor St on your
lgpisfun. Sr, | am afrad | must relieve you of command, effective
immediately, on the grounds that you are clearly insane. Please
surrender the controls and come aong quietly.”

Smiling, Tuketu reached overhead and adjusted the trim thrusters. "We
were alittle late getting to the first ground check. I'm taking us up
acouple of points.

Check back there and make sure the others stay with

"Copy, Tuke," Skidssaid, twisting his head first to the left, then to
theright. "By thejewd of Haarkan, you put that much ordnance on a

K, and you get one mean-looking, chip-on-a-shoulder, fixing-for-trouble
dar kitty."

"Let'shopewe don't need dl of it," Tuketu said soberly, amost to
himsdlf.

According to reports Feet Intelligence had provided to the Fifth's
planners, Bessmir's hypervelocity gun fired at arate of 120 dugs per
minute, though rardly for more than ten seconds a atime. To avoid
deflecting the superaccelerated projectiles, the particle shield

protecting the gun was synchronized with the firing contraller. The
shield would open for each outbound s ug when the gun wasfired, while
the ray shidlding would remain in place throughout, protecting the
emplacement from any long-range counterfire.

Open, close, open, closg, like the winking eye of a shutter, likea
tempting carniva game. Time the opening correctly and win the
prize.

That waswhy two of the three K-wingsin each flight were configured as
penetrators, carrying no energy weapons at al--just

ordinary dug cannon and an extraordinary number of fichette
missles

If even one round, one explosive splinter, could dip through and find



itstarget-But to have even that dim chance, they had to get very
close--and something had to coax the gunnersinto firing.

That something was the New Republic Star Destroyer Resolve. Specidly
outfitted with multiple shiddsinto which were poured the full power

of her engines, she came out of hyperspace nearly dead center in the
gun'sfidd of fire. The K-wings were gpproaching the perimeter of the
shied zone, hiding in the clutter, hugging every contour of the

surface asthey closed in.

A'baht watched nervoudly, his shoulder spinesrippling.

A few moments|longer, and the approaching bombers would be spotted, the
threat andyzed. "Fire," he whispered. "Come on--take the bait.”

Esege Tuketu, watching his penetrators race toward the red line on his
battle display, tensed himsdf for the high-G abort maneuver he
expected them to have to execute.

A heartbegat stretched out to alifetime.

Onimpulse, Tuketu thumbed his comm switch and broke comm sllence.
"Red Leader to Red Two, Red Three, stay on the tower, stay oniit!"
"What are you doing?' Skids demanded.

Tuketu shook his head. "We have to get the gamein beforeit rains.”

Red Three suddenly broke right, away from itstarget, trying to escape
theinvisblewal that lay ahead. But Red Two flew past the wave-off
point and opened fire. Streams of silver missiles flashed from under
itswingstoward the stubby shield tower in their sghts.

"Sorry, Tuke, too late, going around,” Red Three called.

At the same moment, the big gun roared, belching astaccato stream of
dugstoward the Resolve.

Red Two broke left and up, its cannon tracking the shield tower and
firing nongtop.

"Come on, come on, come on," Tuketu said under hisbreath. "Make a
holefor us."

Theleading edge of Red Two's salvo reached the shield boundary asthe
gunwas gtill firing. Mogt shattered without exploding, crushed like
insects hurled against a cockpit canopy. A few exploded against
nothingness, their triggers overwhemed by a surging induction current
asthe particle shield cycled on and off.



But two flchette missles dipped through. The hemispheric dome of the
shield tower disgppeared inasmadl but brilliant explosion that 1eft
the metal remnants burning.

"How did you know?" Skids said wonderingly.

Tuketu shook hishead. "1 didnt," he said, pushing the throttles
forward. Ahead lay the aperture of the big gun.

Likeafrantic animd fighting for itslife, the hypergun fired on the
Resolve without pause from the moment the particle shield vanished.

The big cruiser wasn't nimble enough to evade the barrage pattern

thrown at it from the a pha moon, and Commander Syub Snunb wondered if
it was tough enough to withstand the hitsit wastaking. Shdlls

crashed againg itsinvisible shidds with such force that the ship

itself shuddered and shook.

"Red Hight isinsgde the perimeter,” alieutenant sang ouit.

Steadying himsdlf againgt a bulkhead, Snunb acknowled ged the report
with anod. "Then we've done our job. Keep tracking the incoming
fire" hesad.

"Navigator, turn and show them our heels. Keep us on an escape
heading. If they give usany kind of bresk at dl, drop the auxiliary
shields and jump us out of here."

"Y es, Commander."

Jugt then the outermost shield buckled under asalvo of shdlls, the
impacts sucking thefield strength

from the protective bubble faster than the shield generators could
restoreit. An darm sounded on the bridge as the shaking abruptly got
worse.

"The D shidd isdown. The generators are dagged!”

Snunb shook hishead. "I must remember to tell General A'baht that |
do not much like being the bait tied outside the predator'slair. How
much longer?"

Hisfirg officer pointed to the tactical display.

"Tuketu should be over the target in another few seconds.”

Another darm sounded on the bridge of the Resolve. "I hope we have
another few secondsto give him.”

The gperture of the hypergun was glowing brilliantly in theinfrared on



Tuketu's targeting compuiter.
"Let'sfinishthison thefirst pass”

"Arming Number One," Skids sang out. "Arming Number Two. Taking
attitude control, now."

Tuketu lifted his hands from the stick and throttle.
"All yours™
The nose of the K-wing lifted skyward, and the bomber began to climb.

"Range--mark. Number One away. Number Two away. Let's not hang
around, Tuke."

Asthelob bombs began to trace a clean, elegant baligtic arc, up and
over thetop of agravitationa hill, Tuketu hauled the nose of the
bomber back and around to the left so sharply that he felt momentarily
dizzy. While the broad bottom of the ship wasfacing the target, there
was adull roaring sound, abrilliant flash that cast long shadows on
the surface, and a neck-snapping vertica trandation, as though some
mighty hand had shoved the K-wing from below.

"Too soon, too soon!" Skids cried in darm. "Not ours.

At that moment Black One flashed by overhead, and the comm speaker
crackled to life with gleeful exultations.

"Scratch one big gun,” drawled Black Leader. "My stars, that wasabig
plash. Shewas dill

firing when we bracketed her--we must have jammed up a couple of
shdlsinthe barrd. Did you seeit, Red Leader?"

"Negative, Black Leader." The landscape lit up again with adouble
flash that was a pae echo of thefirgt. "Sounds like you didn't leave
much for us, Hodo," Tuketu said with agrin.

"That'll teach you not to dawdle--gir.”

"Thisis Green Leader," said anew voice. "l've made a verification
passand | confirm target destroyed,” "Thisisthe Resolve. We concur
with Green Leader, target destroyed. Thank you, boys."

"Copy, Green Leader. Copy, Resolve," said Tuketu, turning his ship
skyward, toward where the cruisers waited for them. "All ships, form
up with me. We have arendezvousto keep."

Standing at a podium and wearing the uniform of the Joint Defense
Operations Staff rather than the Mon Cadamari battle dressin which he



had earned hisfame, Admira Ackbar gestured with alarge hand toward
the display screen on hisright.

"With the Heet firmly in control of loca space, itisnow rdatively

safe for the gunships to begin opening a corridor to the surface,”

Ackbar said, looking out at the small, select audience. "Thetactics

echo those used against the hypergun--to expose well-armored vesselsto
enemy firein order to locate and destroy the defensive emplacementsin
the target sector. In this case, asyou can see, the counterfireis

coming from the heavy batteries of the vessalsin orbit.”

The monitorsin the conference hal at the New Republic Defense Force's
headquarters on Coruscant showed much the same images asthose on
Intrepid's bridge, though lagging some seconds behind.

The signalswere being relayed acrossfifteen par-secs by hyperspace
trangponder, then reviewed by military censorsto make sure that what
appeared on the displays was appropriate to the clearances of the audi
enceinthe hdl. That afternoon, little censorship was needed. The
audienceincluded al eight members of the Senate's Council on the
Common Defense, half adozen senior Fleet officers, and Princess Leia
Organa Solo, president of the Senate and commander-in-chief of the New
Republic's defense forces.

Ackbar went on, "The curvature of aplanetary body limitsthe
effectiveness of fixed emplacements with line-of-sght wegpons.

Dedtruction of only afew such emplacements creates abreach in the
planetary defenses, and a corridor from space to the surface. Y ou see
here that the Fleet is close to opening such acorridor.

Thethreet at this point would be from atmospheric fightersor
ground-to-air missileslaunched from over the horizon. But Bessimir
has no such defenses.

When the breach isfully opened, the invasion will begin.”

"Admird Ackbar--aquestion,” Senator Tolik Yar called out. "How
redigic atest isthisfor the Fleet? I sthis anything more than a
scripted performance?!

"Itisasredigic aspossble” said Ackbar. "Thisisan operationd
readiness exercise, not asmulation.

It istruethat the Fleet is opposed only by battle drones and computer
sms. But | can assure you that the defense team takes pride and
pleasure in congtructing adifficult problem for the Fleet

tacticians.”

"Admira Ackbar," said Senator Cion Marook, risng from his seat and
alowing the great, heavily veined air sacs on hisback to fully



inflate. "This has been amost impressive demondiration so far. But
on behdf of my colleagues, and those we represent, | must wonder why
command of the new task force was given to such a newcomer.”

"Senator, Genera Etahn A'baht is hardly ahatchling--heiseasly
twice my age, and | suspect heis senior to you aswell."

Marook bristled. "I did not say he was young, Senator, | said hewasa
newcomer. The commanders of the other fleets are dl veterans of the
Rebdlionleaderswho, like yoursdf, earned honor in the great battles

a Yavin, Hoth, and Endor."

Ackbar acknowledged the compliment with anod.

"But this Dornean has worn our uniform for less than two standard
years. The Fifth Fleet was authorized in no smal part on your
persond testimony and assurances, and built at great expenseto the
New Republic.

| would be much happier if it were you on the bridge of the Intrepid
and Generd A'baht were here waving a pointer in front of us."

"But you ought not be, Senator,” Ackbar said sharply. "Though it was

not part of the Rebel Alliance, Dornea hasits own heroes from the

fight againgt the Empire. Generd A'baht hasalong and exemplary

record as afleet commander with the Dornean Navy. We are fortunate to
be ableto call upon hisservices.”

"The entire Dornean Navy numbers barely eighty vessels" Senator Marook
said with agrand gesture of contempt.

Standing by the back wall of the Conference room, PrincessLeiarolled
her eyes and shook her head. It was wholly predictable that the
complainant was Marook. Hrasskis society was built around a strict
notion of succession by seniority, and the highest socid valuewas
waiting onesturn. After five yearsin the Senate, he still had not
embraced the notion of basing gppointments on merit.

"And yet, the Dornean Navy successfully defended Dorneds independence
throughout the reign of Palpatine, against Imperia forces severd
timesaslarge,” sad PrincessLea, intervening in the hope of cutting

the argument short. "Come now, Senator Marook--surely thisisan
ingppropriate time to argue over command assignments. Let's move

on.

Admira Ackbar held up hisbroad hand. "PrincessLea, if you
please--there is no better time to put thisto rest. | have heard
rumors of discontent in the Council for weeks, but thisisthefirst
time anyone has voiced such sentimentsin my hearing. | would like
the



chance to explain to Senator Marook exactly why heis so terribly
wrong."

Even offered in his measured tones, such adirect rebuke was out of
character for Admiral Ackbar, and told Leiahow angry her Calamari
friend was. "Very wdl, Admird," she said, nodding and sttling into
asedt to listen.

Given the floor, Ackbar proceeded to ignore Senator Marook completely,
addressing himsdf to the rest of the gathering. ™Y ou must understand

that the problems of invading a planetary body from space, or defending
one againg an invasion, are quite different from the problems of

destroying a planet, or blockading one, or laying Segeto one."

Ackbar moved out from behind the podium. "And it isaset of problems
with which we have had very little experience. The veterans of the
Alliance, whom Senator Marook so kindly praised, know al the secrets
of fighting as an insurgent force--the roles of sedth, of mohility,

of hit-and-run tactics, of disrupting the enemy'slines of supply and
communication.

"But acommando force cannot defend a home-world, a system, a sector.

A commando force cannot tie up its assets waiting to be attacked. A
commando force cannot carry out aninvasion. Y ou should remind
yoursdlf that a no timeinits history did the Alliance enjoy the
resourcesto fight a conventional war. And the one time we were forced
by circumstance to do so, at Hoth, we suffered aterrible defedt.

"That iswhy Etahn A'baht was sdected to command the Fifth Fleet. He
bringsto that bridge al the hard-won expertise of the Dornea, an
expertisswhich | cannot match. And it ishistactica plan which we
aretesting a Bessmir," Ackbar said, pointing at the screens behind

him.

"Unlike my colleague from the Hrasskis, | do not question the
qudifications of Generd A'baht. | am more concerned about the sharp
end of the knife than | am with who wieldsit," said Senator Tig
Peramis, rising from his seat near the door. "Admira Ackbar, | have
questions concerning the conditions of thetest.”

Leidsattention immediately perked up. Senator Peramis was the newest
member of the Council on the Common Defense, representing the worlds of
the Seventh Security Zone, including hisown, Wddla. So far he had

been aquiet member, diligently studying the Council recordsthat his

new level of clearance opened to his eyes, asking many thoughtful

guestions, and expressing few opinions.

"Proceed,” said Admira Ackbar, making a sweeping gesture.

"Y ou chose to send the Fifth Fleet againgt atarget which lacksa



planetary shield. Why isthat?'

"Senator, it isnot possible to assault a planet which enjoysthe
protection of a planetary shield until that shield has been disabled.

We would learn nothing about our new tactics from such an exercise.

And there are far more worlds like Bessmir than there are worlds with
the wedlth and technology to sustain a planetwide shield.”

"But, Admird, did you not warn the Council that it was exactly those
well-armed worlds which the New Republic lacked the capacity to
confront? And did you not promise the Council that if we built the
Fifth Fleet, even the strongest of the old Imperia worlds would not be
ableto thresten uswith impunity?"

Ackbar nodded gravely. "I believe that we are keeping that promise,
Senator Peramis. The defense of Bessmir was designed in accord with
our existing threet profiles. Operation Hammerblow represents alikely
scenario for the use of the Fifth Fleet.”

"What, to overwham an underdefended world?'
"Senator, | didnot say . . ."

"Thisisexactly the point that concerns me. An army fights asit
trains" said Senator Peramis. "Did you build the Fifth Feet to
protect us against a strategic threst, or to strengthen Coruscant?

Doesthe danger you saw lie outside our borders, or within them?’
Heturned and pointed an accusing finger in Leias direction.
"Exactly who are you preparing to invade?

Ackbar blinked, rendered wordless by surprise. The other officersin
the room scowled and bristled. The other members of the Council were
taken aback--by Peramiss intimations themselves, or, like Senator
Marook, by histemerity in speaking out of turn.

"I can only think that if you had been here when the votes were taken,
Senator Peramis, you would not ask such questions,” Lelasaid sharply,
moving to the front of the room with apurposeful stride and aswirl of
robes. "Y ou unfairly malign Admira Ackbar'shonor."

"l do not maign himin the dightest. | am sure Admird Ackbar is
faithful in hisdutiesand loyd to hissuperiors,”" Peramis said,
looking purposefully at Leia

"How dare you!" bellowed Senator Tolik Yar ashelegped to hisfest.



"If you do not withdraw your words, | will knock you down mysdf.”

Leiasent asmall, tight smilein thedirection of her champion but
waved off hisassgtance. " Senator Peramis, the Fifth Feet was built

to protect the New Republic, and for no other reason. We have no
territoria aspirations, no hunger for conquest. How could we, with

ten new applications for membership arriving every day? On the honor
of the House of Organa, | give my word--the Fifth Fleet will never be
used to invade amember world, or to coerceitswill, or subdue its
legitimate ambitions™

Even before he spoke, it was clear that Peramis was unimpressed. "What
weight shdl | give avow made on the honor of an extinct family--a
family you have no blood clam with?"

Tolik Yar'sface flushed, and his hand moved toward the ceremonia
dagger he wore on his breastplate.

But the hand of the officer standing beside him stayed the impulse.
"Wait," Generd Antillessaid softly. " Give him alittle more rope.”
Senator Peramis swept his gaze across the room

and found that every face was turned toward him. "I am sorry to spoil
the festive moment, and waste the expeng ve pyrotechnics thoughtfully
arranged for usby Admiral Ackbar and General A'baht. | am sorry to
raise Senator Y ar's blood pressure, and to offend Senator Marook's
well-honed sense of propriety. But | cannot be silent.

"What I'velearned in the months since | took my Council oath, what
I've heard and seen today, aarms me profoundly. If | could, | would
speak of thisinthewell of the Senate, before the eyes of the entire
Republic.

Y ou have not bought security--you have built the machinery of
oppression, and are about to hand it over to the progeny of the most
brutal oppressor in history's memory.

"l am deeply, undterably opposed to arming the New Republic against
itsown members-" "Y ou are mistaken--" Admiral Ackbar began.

"That iswhat you've donel" Senator Peramis said angrily. "The Fifth
Fleet isawegpon of conquest and tyranny, nothing less and nothing
more. And once awedpon isforged, it tantalizes, and tempts, and
trangfixes, until someonefindsareason to useit. You'vegiventhe
son of Darth Vader aglittering temptation to follow hisfather's

path.

Y ou've given the daughter of Darth Vader agift-wrapped invitation to
secure her power by force of arms.



"And yet you St here amiling and nodding and swalowing thefiction
that al of itisfor your protection.

| am ashamed for you--ashamed.” Senator Peramis shook his head
vigoroudy, asthough to clear it of unwelcome thoughts, then stalked
out of the conference room.

Lelaquickly turned her head away, struggling to control her
expression, and to conced the struggle.

The stunned silence was broken by embarrassed coughing and the
sguirming, shuffling sounds of officers and Council members shifting
uncomfortably in their sedts.

"Chairman! Chairman Behn-kihl-nahm!" Senator

Tolik Yar exclamed, finding hisvoice a lagt. 'l want him
reprimanded! | want him brought before the Review! Thisis
intolerable. The Seventh must send someone el se to represent it.

Intolerable, do you hear?’

"Weadl hear, Senator Yar," Behn-kihl-nahm said in hismost silken,
soothing voice as he moved toward Leia. "President Organa, allow meto
apologize for Senator Peramissregrettable lgpse--" Tolik Yar

snorted.

"Why not apologize for the Emperor's regrettable lapses aswell? It
would mean about as much.”

Behn-kihl-nahm ignored the comment. ™Y ou may remember, PrincessLea,
that the hand of the Empirefd| heavily on Wddla. Tig Peramis
remembersdl too well. Hewas only aboy, watching hisworld

conquered, his people's spirit destroyed. The memoriesfill himwith a
passion which ingpires his diligence but betrays his good sense. |

will speak with him. | am sure he dready regrets hisintemperate

words."

Behn-kihl-nahm's exit was the cue for the room to empty. The others
nearly fell over each other in their eagernessto excuse themselves,
theritua etiquette of salutes, congratulations, and good wishes so
rushed that it took on the flavor of farce. Almost before she knew it,
Lelawasdonewith Admiral Ackbar.

As shelifted aweary face to Ackbar's sympathetic gaze, she attempted
awry smile. "I thought that went well--didn't you?"

Just then, an image of Genera A'baht appeared on the primary display
screen. "Etahn A'baht, reporting to Fleet Ops, Coruscant with copy to
president of the Senate," theimage said. "Live-fireexercise



Hammer-blow satisfactorily concluded. Detailed report on casualties,
deficiencies, and the performance of individua commandsto follow.

Recommend that the Fifth Defense Task Force be considered operationa
thisdate."

Then the display went dark.

Ackbar nodded, and clasped Leiads shoulder with onelargehand ina
friendly and comforting gesture.

"Well enough, Madame President,” he said. "Better to

face bitter words than to face more fighting and dying.

| think we have dl had enough of thet for alifetime.”

She stared out the doorway through which Pera-mis had exited. "How
could he be so foolish?' she asked plaintively. "After Palpatine,
Hethrir, Durga, Dadla, Thrawn--one after another, with hardly enough
time in between to hedl the wounds and patch the hulls—-how could he
think we love war so much?"

"I have found that most foolishness beginswith fear,” said Ackbar.
"I'm not accustomed to being feared.” Lela shook her head.
"Egpecidly for no reason. It makes me angry.”

Ackbar grunted sympatheticaly. "I intend to go to my quartersand
bite the head off afrozen ormachek.

| suggest you go home and find something ugly to smash.”
Leialaughed tiredly and patted Ackbar's hand. "I just may do that.

Y ou know, | think we gtill have that Cdamari blessing pot you gave Han
and me at our wedding--"

Chapter 2

A hot, humid, breeze blew across the crown of Temple Atun, the steepest
of the ruined temples of the Massass on Yavin 4. Luke Skywalker turned
hisface into the wind and looked out over the vibrant jungle that

stretched unbroken to the horizon.

The enormous orange disk of the gas giant Y avin dominated the sky,
hanging just above the edge of theworld asits fourth moon turned
toward night.

Even &fter five years, Luke found it acompelling, nearly overwheming



sght. He had grown up on Tatooine, where the only starsin the night
were pale speckles of white on ablack canvas, and where theterrible
daytime heat came from two disks he could easily block from view smply
by raisng hishand. This, I will miss, hethought.

For months Luke had been usng Temple Atun as his sanctuary. Unlike
the Great Temple, which had been given new life as the home of the Jedi
praexeum, Atun had been |eft asit had been found, its mechanisms
inert, its passageways dark. Its outer chambers had been looted, but a
trap made of two great diding stones had long ago sedled off the upper
chambers.

T hetrap ill held the crushed bodies of the would-be thieves who had
tripped it.

Something tickled Luke's consciousness at the

hazy fringe of awareness. He closed his eyes and lowered hisinner
shiddslong enough to search the temple, reading the currents of the
Force asthey flowed around and beneath him.

Therewas|Ife everywhere, for the creatures of Yavin 4 had long ago
clamed what the M had abandoned. Collgpsed stairways limited
most vermin to the lower levels. But stonebats had made nestsin tiny
ventilation shafts al over the templesface, and Luke shared the
eyriewith purple-winged kitehawks, which soared into the sky each
evening to search the jungle's upper canopy for prey.

There was an unfamiliar presence, too--but not an unexpected one.
Streen was coming, as L uke had asked.

Luke had given Streen no ingtructions except to meet him at the top of
Temple Atun, thereby turning the keeping of the gppointment into a
find test, and the templeinto a puzzle and potentia horror-house.

Conceding himsdf by exerting nowill at dl on the currents of the
Force, Luke marked his protege's progress.

Even as an gpprentice, Streen had distinguished himsdlf by his
maturity. That quaity was evident in his purposeful ascent of the
tower. He moved lightly through the rookeries, surefootedly through
the dark passages.

Thelast fifty meters of thetrip to the crown required adizzying
fingertips-and-toes climb up the steep, crumbling sunset face of Temple
Atun. As Streen neared the top, Luke nudged the kitehawks into the air
with athought. They passed over Streen's head like beclawed shadows,
crying and beating the air with their wings. But Streen did not

dartle. Holding very 4ill, he made himsdf invisble againg the
crumbling stone until the kitehawks wheded away, then finished his



dimb.

"I'm pleased,"? Luke said, opening his eyes as Streen joined him.
"Y ou've confirmed mein my choice.

Come, St, and facethe east with me."

Streen complied wordlessly. The curve of Yavin

wasjugt touching the line of the horizon, forming the geometry of the
symbol found everywhere onthe M ruins.

"Have you made any progressin your reading of the Books of Massass?"
asked Luke quietly.

Hewas referring to a collection of tablets unearthed from a collapsed
underground chamber found two years earlier in the jungle nearby. The
tablets were written in the dense, arcane symbology of the Sith, but

not by a Sith consciousness. The Bookswere silent on their
authorship, but Luke believed they were the cregtion of asingle
Massass, alifework of essaysin higtory and faith. A minority view
held that they were the original sacred texts of the M ,an

ancient oral tradition recorded by educated daves.

"I thought | would have finished by now, but I've only reached the
gxteenth Book," Streen said. "Reading them ismoretiring than |
expected. It seemsto be athing that cannot be hurried.”

"And what have you learned about what the sight before us meant to
those who built this place?'

"That Y avin was both a beautiful and aterrible god to the Massass "
said Streen. "It lifted their eyesto the heavens, but made thelr
heartssmd| and fearful "

"Goon."

Streen gestured toward the horizon. "If | have understood whet | have
reed, theM measured themsalves againgt this al-dominating
presence and found themsel ves wanting. They stood at the pinnacle of
life on afecund world, and yet fet themselves and their attainments

to be nothing. And that paradox colored their entire history.”

"Yes'" sad Luke. "They falled to learn the lesson of humility. The
grander their works, the more they ached for the power that il
seemed so far out of reach. They gathered these stonesfor the Sithin
avain effort to touch the face of their god. And they pursued the
dark power of the Sith in avain effort to become like gods
themsalves"



"It was akind of madness.”
"A glimpse of the truth can bring on madness," Luke said softly.
"What truth isthet?'

"Look around us," Luke said, spreading hishands. "The M ae
gone, their works crumbling, battered by war, violated by

trespassers.
But Yavin ill rulesover their world."
"Yes. Yes, | see”

"Streen, | am leaving inthemorning,” Luke said quietly. "1 amno
longer needed here. It istime for someone elseto take over the
Academy. I've chosen you.”

Those words succeeded in startling Streen in away the kitehawks had
faledto. "Leaving?| don't understand,” he said, turning toward
Luke.

"Once the Force was to me like awhispered voice on thewind," Luke
said, standing and looking back toward the Great Temple. "Obi-Wan
taught meto hear it, and Y odato understand it. | trained mysdlf to
hear it no matter where | was. And in my turn | taught othersto hear
and understand. But | have not been hearing that voice well of late,
though my hearing is more acute than ever. Thereistoo much noise.

Thereistoo much | must screen out. There are too many questions, too
many demands. Everyone seemsto be shouting at me. It's painful, and

tinng."

He turned back to Streen. "'l can no longer do thiswork. And the
work | have to do cannot be done here.”

"Thenit'stimefor youto leave," Streen said, rising to hisfeet.

"Padgt time, | think, now that | understand why you've been pulling away
fromus. And | will not ask where you are going."

"Thank you," Luke said. "Do you accept the burden | have offered
you?"

"Yes" sad Streen, offering hisopen hand. "I accept it. | freeyou
in good conscience from your duties.

| will carry thisweight now." The two men clasped hands firmly and
meaningfully. Then Streen amiled.

"Though | don't fed ready."



"Good," sad Luke, answering Streen's smile and rdleasing his hand.
"That feding will hep ensure your diligence.”
"Will you tell the gpprentices, or shdl 17"

"I'll tell them. They'll expect it. And | want them to know you have
my confidence. Come, let it be done.”

Taking two long, swift steps, Luke launched himsdlf from the crown of
Temple Atun into thewarm, empty air, just asthe kitehawks did. He
tumbled, then extended hislimbs as though his robes were wings.

Fdling, he meditated on fear for long seconds, then made himsdif in
hismind a cregture of the air. Making his body aslight as his heart,

he touched down so softly near the base of the temple that the grasses
bardly protested. Streen took longer to arrive, descending the
sun-bronzed face of the temple as though rappelling with an invisble

rope.

"l hopethat wasn't my last test,” Streen said breathlesdy ashe
joined Luke.

"No," Luke said. "Just something | wanted to do one more time before |
left.”

Later, inthesmall hours of night, asolitary E-wing fighter made an
arow of light acrossthe sky, climbing from theidand of ruinsinthe
dark seaof jungle toward the stars. Only one pair of eyes saw it
go--Streen's. He was seated atop the Great Temple, meditating, and the
light and sound caused him to ook up.

"Good-bye, my teacher," he said softly astheion trall faded. "May
the Force be with you on your journey."

In some ways Jacen Solo was like any seven-year-old boy. Heliked
building houses from adeck of sabacc cards, driving toy speeders
through mud puddles, and playing with model spacecraft. The only
problem, as Han saw it, was that Jacen wanted to do al of those things
with hismind rather than hishands.

Sofar, the ability to levitate even small objects had

eluded Jacen. The E-wing and TIE fighter that dueled in the air above
his bed were suspended by threads, not by thoughts. But knowing that
it was possible was motivation enough for Han'selder son. Likea
parent enduring the first year of achild's clarinet lessons, Han had
learned how to keep the sound of small disasters, failed experiments,
and the occasiond display of impatience in the next room from making
his blood pressure spike. And, unlike Leia, he had no trouble with the



noise and chaos that are achild at play.

But Han had aharder time with the redlization that Jacen was becoming,
well, abit pudgy. Han remembered childhood aslong days of
rough-and-tumble play, as atime when he had alean, strong body that
never tired for long. Not so for Jacen.

Though the children had the run of the grounds, Han never saw hiselder
son comein from the courtyard having run himsdlf to a swesaty
exhaustion, or emerge from the gardens as dirty and happy asaworm.

And Han worried over it.

Still harder to accept was seeing Jacen away's playing aone, with no
friends outsde the family and lessinterest dl thetimein playing

with Jainaor Anakin. Han blamed the lack of friends on himself and
Leia The children had been whisked from one place to another, sent
away with bodyguards and hidden away with nannies, dl in the name of
protecting them. In the process, they had been "protected” from having
anything remotely likeanormd childhood. And for al that, they had
gtill been kidnapped by Hethrir, and nearly lost.

There was nothing to be done about it now except to try not to compound
the mistake. On thefirgt night the family was reunited, with Lela

crying tears of relief asthey held each other, Han had silently vowed
never to leave the children without the care and protection of a parent

again.

There was no disentangling Leiafrom the business of the government,
but Han saw his own position differently.

On their return to Coruscant, he had tried to

resgn hiscommisson. Admira Ackbar had pointed out that he would
lose his security clearances and Class 1 pass and Lelawould lose his
counsdl and companionship on sengitive matters.

"Finding you indispensable to the defense of the New Republic, | must
refuse your resignation,” Ackbar said.

"Now, just ablasted moment--" "However, | aso find that your current
assignment does not make the best use of your experience and
abilities" Ackbar went on. "Effectiveimmediately, | order you placed
on detached duty, assigned to the president of the Senate asliaison

for domestic defense. Yo u areto assst her in whatever way she sees
fit. Do you understand?’ If the big-eyed Caamarian had been capable
of awink, hewould have sent ady onein Han's direction at that
moment.

So Hans days were now spent at the president's residence, which he
shared with Leia, trying to make up for lost time. But hewas



discovering that children made the Millennium Falcon's hyperdrive look
dependable and predictable by comparison. Little Anakin was Han's
loyd dly, but the twinstested him early and often.

They had their own ideas about the proper order of things, and their
placeinit.

"But, Dad, Winter let us-" "But, Dad, Chewie dways-" "'But, Dad
Threepio never" Sentences beginning with those congtructions were
banned from the household by the end of the first month. "It's not
far!" followed soon theresfter. With Leiabacking up his edicts down
the line discreetly negotiating her dissentswith himin private), dl
three children eventuadly acknowledged Dad as boss of the house.

But he worried about the day he thought must inevitably come--the day a
disagreement would turn into afight he would lose. Raisng Jedi

children, he decided, waslike raisng Ralltiir tigers-cute asthey

were when young and much asthey might love you, they

gtill grew long, deadly claws. Han would never forget the afternoon
Anakin had an hourlong, Force-assisted tantrum. Every object in the
playroom was shoved or thrown againgt thewall, leaving the youngster
adoneinthemiddle of abarefloor, kicking his heds and pounding his
figs

One mercy wasthat dl the three children were basically
good-hearted.

Another was that playing with the Force seemed to make them deep
longer and more deeply. Unfortunately, Anakin and Jacen both had their
mother's stubbornness--neither could be readily compelled to do
anything they didn't want to. And Jainaand Jacen both had astreak of
irrepressible mischief, which Leiablamed on Han--both could be
regularly counted on to do something you didn't want them to.

They had established anew family ritud that seemed to please
everyone When Lelacame home, they would dl climb into the vortex
pool in the garden and spend half an hour or more being carried around
by its currents. The kids could play--Anakin had suddenly begun to
love the water so much that Ackbar proudly called him "my little
fish"--or just cling to Mom and Dad, whilefor Leiaand Han it was
therapy, asgh of relief a the end of along day.

Then, while the children were off with the valet droid, dressing for
dinner, Han and Lelaretreated to their own bedroom for what they
jokingly called "the daily briefing." It was as much apart of the
ritual asthe pool--achance for themto rail, complain, or smply
entertain while swapping stories about their day .

That evening Leathrew hersdf on the bed and hugged a pillow to her
chest. "What news from the front, General ?* she asked.



Han let himsdlf drop into aKesderitelounging chair that faced the
foot of the bed. It quickly softened and conformed to his body shape,
leaving him feding asthough he were il floating in the vortex. "
don't know what to do about Jacen," he said. "Thismorning | tried
to interest him in some friendly bolo-ball with Dad. Heturned me
down."

"Wdl--he's not very good at it, and kids want their parentsto be
proud of them,” said Leia, rolling over and taring at the calling.

"Maybe he's embarrassed to play with you, since you're so much better
thanhim.”

"He's not very good at it because he never practices!

There's no reason he couldn't be good at it. But he said it was a
dupid game."

Leawasdiplomaticaly slent.
"So | said, 'Okay, you pick," Han continued.

"'Do you want to go skate in the velocidrome, play walbal inthe
courtyard, what?' He says, 'No, thank you, Dad.” | told him he had to
gart doing something physica, strengthen hisbody. Or I'd haveto
assign him afew lgps around the inner fence with the sentry droid

every day."

"What did he say to that?"

"Hesaid, 'Why do | have to be strong? Someday I'll be ableto go
anywhere| want, or get anything | want, just by thinking about
it---like Uncle Luke."" Han shook his head. "He doesn't seem to have
noticed that Uncle Luke doesn't ook a bit like Jabbathe Hutt.”
"Neither does Jacen!" Lelasaid defensively.

"Givehimtime"

"Y ou're exaggerating.”

"l hope," Han said, though his tone was skeptical.

"But I'd be glad to see L uke remind Jacen about the physica side of
Jedi training--you know, all that stuff he used to bore us with about
the body being the instrument of the mind, not just itsvessdl?"
Leiarolled over again and propped herself up on her elbows, her

expression suddenly earnest. "Han, have you heard anything from
Luke?'



"What? No, not for awhile." He frowned while he thought. "Not for a
long time. Why?'

"l heard from Tionne on Y avin Four today. Luke's disappeared.”
"Disgppeared?’

"Gone off somewhere. He turned over the Academy to Streen.”
"He's done that before."

"From what Tionne said, thistime was different--it sounded like he
wasn't ever coming back.”

"Hmm," said Han. "Highly mysterious, | agree. | can't think of a

single reason why he might not want to put himself on adeserted idand
in the middle of the big Nowhere with agaggle of Force adepts.”
Lelathrew apillow a him, which he nestly parried.

"l just wish | knew where hewas" she said.

"With neither of us having heard from him in months, and no word before
heleft " ™Y ou'reworried about him?*

"A little. And if he's not going to be at the Academy, we could surdly

use hishelp here. | tried sending amessage to the hyperspace comm in
hisfighter, but it'snot recaiving. If it ill exists.”

"When did he leave?!

"Days ago. Can we do anything from hereto find him?'

Han snorted. "A Jedi Master who knows everything thereisto know

about New Republic geography and technology? Not unless he wantsto be
found.

Y ou've got a better chance of finding him yoursdf, with your latent
whatsis and that twin thing you two seem to have.”

Lealooked vagudy uncomfortable. "1 wondered if | could quietly ask
Admird Ackbar to list Luke's E-wing asmissing.”

"Y ou could do that," Han said, "but you couldn't do it quietly. 1t'd
take about two hoursfor the whole fleet to be buzzing with 'Luke
Skywalker has vanished!"

Feceit, Lea anything involving Lukeis news.

Which might be exactly why he dipped out the back door. What does



Streen say?'

" Streen says there's nothing he can tell us. But | got theimpression
he was protecting Luke."

"Protecting Luke's privacy, maybe?"

"Maybe" Leiasaid. "l suppose youregoingtotell mel should
respect his privacy, and stop worrying about it?

"It'sanidea," Han said. "He's a Jedi Master--and he's out there in
the best fighter we have, thanksto Admira Ackbar. If anyone can take
care of himsdf, my buddy Luke can.”

Leiaflopped on her back on the bed. "Funny, when | think that
thought, it comes out, 'If anyone can manage to find trouble, Luke
can."" "That," said Han, "isthe difference between afriend and a
gder.”

"l suppose,” Lelasad, sighing. " Speaking of ssters--did anything
€lse happen today?' "Wl let'ssee," Han said, crossing hisarms
over hischest and gazing a the ceiling. "After lunch, Jainagot

tired of being ignored by Jacen again and started sabotaging his
practice. They ended up in afight that went on so long it made them
both sick to their ssomachs..... " As soon as Luke shut down the
engines, he could hear the wind howling outside. It rocked the E-wing
onitsskids and pelted its surface with freezing sat spray ripped

from the crests of the waves breaking near the beach.

"Keep the gabilizerson," Luketold R7-T1 as he unbuckled his
harness.

The astromech droid chirped in response, and the words RECOMMEND WING
DE-ICERS ON flashed on the cockpit monitor.

"Fine, keep thewing de-icerson, too."

R7-T1 purred. PLEASE CONFIRM NEGATIVE RESPONSE TO CORUSCANT TRAFFIC
CONTROL.

"Yes, I'msurel don't want you to notify traffic control of our

arrival. Not a peep out of you--not even so much asatime
synchronization check." He reached forward and released the cockpit
latch, and the seamless bubble tilted up on concealed hinges.

Damp, bitterly cold air poured in with the sound of the surf. "I'll
be back when I've found the hangar.”

The beach was barely thirty meterswide, squeezed between an
angry-looking greenish seaand arocky diff haf again that high.



Just beyond the breakers, sculpted spires of the same reddish-black
rock jutted up from the water. Smaller chunks of rock were scattered
through the surf and dl aong the beach, half buried in the coarse
brown sand. Overhead, athick gray mat of clouds churned as the wind
droveit briskly along.

Obliviousto the cold and the wind, L uke walked dowly south aong the
rocky beach. He held one hand out in front of him, palm down, sweeping
it methodically back and forth through the air, looking amost like a

blind man feding hisway through an unfamiliar room.

Luke had not gone far when he stopped and |ooked up at the top of the
cliff for along moment, then out at the twin spires of rock. Dropping

his chin to his chest and closing 'his eyes, he turned through two full
circles, then looked back up at the cliff edge.

"Yes," hesad, thewind stedling theword from hislips. "Yes, itis
here"

He sat down on the sand, cross-legged and straight-backed, and brought
his hands together in hislap, fingertip to fingertip. Concentrating

on apicturein hismind, Luke dipped his awvareness deeply into the

flow of the Force beneath him. With eyes that |ooked inward, he found
what he was seeking, like flawsin anear-perfect crysta. He extended
hiswill.

The sand around him gtirred. The rocks shuddered, shifted, then began
to rise from the sea and the sand as though sifted from them by an
invisble screen.

Swirling through the air asthey sought their place, the stones took

shape as broken wall and shattered foundation, as arch and gate and
dome--the ruins of Darth Vader'sfortressretredt. It hung inthe air
around and above Luke asit had once stood atop the cliff, adark-faced
and forbidding edifice.

Therewas no record in Imperid City'sfilesto say whether hisfather
had ever occupied the fortress, though it had clearly been built for
him in accord with hisingtructions. It had been empty when it was
destroyed by a B-wing's blagters, in the days after the New Republic
reclaimed Coruscarnt.

Wasthiswhere Vader plotted his conquestsin the Emperor's service?
Was thiswhere he had come to rgfuvenate after a battle? Had there
been celebrations here, salf-indulgent pleasures or crudties? Luke
listened for the echoes of the old evils, and could not be certain.

But that did not matter to his plans. As he had redeemed and reclaimed
his father, he would redeem and reclam hisfather's house.



Now the stones swirled again in the air, joined by others plucked from
the sea and stripped from the face of the cliff. Now broken edge fused
againgt broken edge, and the dark faces of the rock lightened astheir
minera structure was reshuffled. Now heavy rock walls and floors
thinned to an airy eegance asif they were clay in apotter's press.

Now atower stretched skyward until it rose above the edge of the
diff.

When it was done, the. last gap closed, the last rock transformed, the
structure securely perched just above the sand on pillars of stone
extending down to the bedrock, L uke brought the E-wing down the beach
and nestled it in the chamber he had made for it. It was not a door

that closed over the opening, though, but asolid wall that closed out

not only the wind and the cold, but the world.

"Shut down dl systems,” Luketold R7-T1. "Then place yoursdlf in
standby mode, | won't be needing you for awhile.”

The last task was to ingpect his retreat from the perspective of any
outsders whose gaze might fal uponit. All was as he had planned.

From the sky, it appeared as part of the beach. From the sea, as part
of the cliffs. From the beach, as part of the sky. From the cliffs,
aspart of the sea. It was not atrick of camou flage, but asmple
matter of alowing the essences of its substance to be seen. The
retreat was of the sea, and the rock, and the sand, and the sky, in
harmony with them rather than imposed on them.

Thelast test wasto climb the tower and inspect the view. But when he
looked to the east, he found his view blocked by the lowering clouds.

So hewaited, shrugging off time as easily as he shrugged off the
cold.

Hewaited until the wind findly blew the storm away, until he could
see the snow-capped Menarai Mountains ruling over the jewel of the
Core, outlined againgt the sky by the light from the yellow-faced inner
moon.

"May thissight remind me aways that the few stones I've gathered will
not last," he said softly. "And may the memory of Anakin Skywaker
remind me awaysthat surrender is more powerful than will."

Then he descended at |ast into hisretreat, sealing the opening behind
him.

Lelasat bolt upright in the darkness. "He's here.”

"What?' Han said deepily.



"He's here--on Coruscant.”

"Who's here?'

"Luke. | fdt hismind touch mine"

"Gredt. Invite himto dinner," Han said with ayawn.

"Y ou don't understand,” she said impatiently. "I was deeping, or

thought | was. | was dreaming that Luke waslooking down a me. Then
| realized | was awake. We looked at each other for amoment, and then
he disappeared--as though he'd drawn a curtain.”

"Soundslike dreaming to me."
"No," she said, shaking her head. "Y ou were right, Han--he's hiding.
He doesn't want to be found.”

Han pulled apillow over his head. "Let him hide, then. | could deep
anignt.”

"l just want to know why. | don't understand

what's happening.” And | need to know that heisthereif | need him,
shethought.

"Hell tdl uswhen helsready,” Han said, drawing Leiadown into the
comforting circleof hisarms.

"Seep, my princess. Mornings always come too soon."
Chapter 3

The broad, curving viewpanes of the staff conference room, highinthe
restored remnant of the Imperia Palace, looked out toward the ol dest
and busiest of the three spaceports serving Imperia City.

For safety and security reasons, neither the landing nor the launch
patterns brought ships anywhere near the rebuilt administrative
complex. But it was till possible to watch their comings and goings,
and--for the sharp-eyed--to identify familiar types and even individua
vessels. On more than one occasion Leia had come to the conference
room to watch the Millennium Falcon leave on amission or watch
impatiently for itsreturn.

Rardy, though, did any of the activity a Eastport actualy demand the
attention of thosein the staff conference room. Only the largest

ships, the occasiond crash landing and explosion, or afull-power

launch abort could be heard through the transparistedd. So when the
viewpanes began to hum in sympathy with the sound bearing on them from



outside, both Leiaand Ackbar glanced up from their work to see why.

They saw abright spherical shapethreetimesthe size of an ordinary
transport descending toward the spaceport. Three much smaller escorts
crdedit like

planets around agtar. At the bottom of the spherical vessdl, waves
of atmospheric distortion rolled out of scalloped depressionsin its
hull.

"l believethat ship isusing Aradian pulse-lifters, undampered,” said
Ackbar. "Remarkable. Look how dow and steady the descent is. |
shall haveto have acloser look at that vessd."

"It gppearsthe Duskhan delegation isfindly here” Leiasaid. "'l

guess they don't put their space-portsin family neighborhoods over in
the Koornacht Cluster.”

"Are you not going to go greet Ambassador Spaar?”'

"Hrst Administrator Engh isthere, with aprotocol droid,” Leia

sad.

"l see," said Ackbar. " Sending amessage?’

"Only that they have to understand that President isn't aceremonid
title"" Leasad. "But I'm not Singling them out. I'm dighting

everyone from now on.

There arejust too many ambassadoria missons arriving each week. |
was spending haf my day waiting in arrival lounges." Her face
wrinkled with annoyance.

"Especidly when someone postpones hislanding three times, and dways
a thelast minute.”

As she spoke she quietly refolded the blue triangle of Wadlan vellum
which acourier had placed in front of her afew moment before, and set
it asde.

The act did not escape Ackbar's notice, since only one of hiseyeswas
trained on the window. "Isthat the letter from Senator Peramis?’

Lelanodded. "And?'
"It's pretty humble," she said.
"Excdlent."

Shenodded again. "'l wish | had Behn-kihinahm's gift. He d most never
leaves thumb bruises on the throats of hisvict-- of the people he's



persuading.”

"Y ou mugt find out where he buys his gloves," said Ackbar. The Duskhan
trangport was on the ground now, and the escorts were disappearing one
af ter another into alanding bay near the top of the sphere. "Do you

have mestings scheduled with Nil Spaar?”

"Inten days”

"That long?Y ou should dlow the Firg to handle some of the smdler
worlds on your schedule. Not merely meeting their delegations--the
entire admission process.”

" Showing them that they're going to be second-class members of the New
Republic?| don't think s0."

"There must be away to shift some of the weight you're carrying to
other shoulders."

"I'll take suggestions,” she said. "But Nil Spaar asked for the
delay.

He's never been to Coruscant before. He said he wants to explore a bit
before negotiations occupy him."

"l see," said Ackbar. " Perhaps he's the one sending amessage.”

"I'm not sure,” Lela said. She reached out and pulled a datapad across
the tabletop toward her. "Well, Admiral--now that it's operationd,
what shal we do with the Fifth Flegt?"

"A trickier question than | thought it would be," admitted Ackbar.

"Tig Peramis has shown us what we can expect if thereiseventhe
gppearance of gunboat diplomacy.”

Lelafrowned. "I don't want us afraid to show the flag where it might
help cooler heads prevail.”

"Then | would like to send the new fleet into the Seventh Security

Zone," said Ackbar. "'l know of several worlds which would welcome even
ashort vist from aNew Republic ship. And | can think of at least

five pins on the trouble map where alegitimate government has asked

for our help, on matters where even Senator Peramis can't object if we
intervene.”

"Giveme an example"
"Therewas anew onethismorning,” Ackbar said, folding hishands.

"TheRight Earl of QditaPrimeisgppeding for help in dedling with



pirate raiders.
Six ships have been attacked within amonth, four

of them successfully. The cargo syndicates are threatening to stop
supplying the planet.”

"Good. Very good! Go ahead and put together apatrol itinerary for
the Fifth Fleet,” said Leia. "Make sureit'sheavy on teapartiesand
rescuing lost children.

If theré's anyone else in the Seventh Security Zone who thinks the way
Senator Peramis does, | want hisfears put to rest.”

"| can have anitinerary ready before the end of the day.”

They talked for several minutes more, discussing the deployment of the
rest of the New Republic's spacegoing forces. The Second Fleet had
been on patrol the longest without home leave and shipyard services,
while the First Fleet had been enjoying the perks of serving as
Coruscant's defense force for nearly aslong.

On Ackbar's recommendation, Leia agreed to recall the Second Fleet and
to send the First Fleet to replace it along the crucia border patrol
routes the crews caled Thunder Alley.

"It should have been done sooner," said Ackbar, "but we have had too
few piecesto move about the board. | have limited myself to rotating
individua vessdls back to the yards, out of fear some enemy would take
advantage. But if we hold the Fifth Fleet here afew dayslonger, we

can make the exchange without leaving either the capitd or the

frontier unprotected.”

"Do you think therés an enemy 4ill out there?!

Leiaasked. "Someone with both the means and the will to take on the
entire New Republic? 1 find mysalf much more worried about our
Sability than our security.”

"Y ou have that luxury--I1 do not," Ackbar said.

"And remember that Admird Dadais4ill dive, and has the resources

of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Core worlds to draw upon. She can
only grow stronger astime passes, and may well have spiesin Imperia

City."
At that moment Leias comlink chirped. "Leia?' It was Tolik Yar.
"Y ou're needed here at the Senate.

Theresaproblem with Y'taa petition.”



Leiastood up from thetable. "I'm on my way."

She turned toward Ackbar and said, "We can take up the rest this
afternoon, when you have an itinerary for meto gpprove.” Then she
gmiled. "Y ou may find that some of the information you need isover &
Eastport.”

"l andmogt certain of it," Ackbar said gravely.

Leids bodyguardsfell in besde her as sheleft the room. The guard
changed four times aday, but somehow they al seemed the same--tall,
broad-shouldered, dert-eyed, and silent. Lela had nicknamed them the
Sniffer and the Shooter.

Theformer was plugged into a backpack full of dectrical and chemica
sensors. It was his job to make sure no bomb, poison, pathogen,
radiation, or micro-droid harmed her. He preceded her around corners,
through doors, and into closed spaces.

The latter wore combat armor, a persona shield, and a SoroSuub blaster
rifle with backpack generator.

Since Learefused to wear apersond shidld, it washisjob to place
himsalf between her and any would-be assassin, shield her, and strike
down her attackers.

Han had gotten the chief of security to order the protection and had
won areluctant promise from Leiato accept it.

But Leia had never adjusted to the guards presence, which seemed ever
more unnecessary. And, paradoxically, she found that the presence of
her persona guards didn't make her fed safer--just the opposite,

since they were aconstant reminder that someone might want to kill

her.

So she had learned to pretend they weren't there, even when they shared
aliftcar, ascooter, or adidewak with her. She didn't want to

learn their real names or to become friendly with them--her promise
didn't extend that far. She wanted them to be furniture.

The only time she acknowledged their presence was when the Sniffer
dlently sgnaed an darm. Then shewould let the Shooter guide her
to whatever shel tered’ spot he chose, and would wait there until the
Sniffer satisfied himsdlf that there was no threst. It happened often
enough that it no longer startled her, but infrequently enough thet it
was only aminor annoyance.

Stll, Leianever expected it to hgppen while she was walking adong the
Memoria Corridor, just outside the walls of the Senate Chamber.



One moment she was gtriding briskly past the holo statuary of the
heroes of the Rebd lion, robes flying, her mind sorting through what
she knew about the Y'taa. Then, in an eyeblink, the Sniffer sharply
raised his hands and the Shooter pushed L eiasdeways into one of the
nicheswhere the pillar between it and the next offered cover.

Her heart was suddenly racing, and her thoughts raced with it.

Unreasoning fear brought back the memory of Tig Peramis, livid with
anger, looking at her as Vader's daughter instead of asaroya child
of Alder-aan.

Was he angry enough to kill’?Had Tolik Y ar been tricked into betraying
her? How horrible to be forced to be afraid here, on the doorstep of
the New Republic's most famous symbal of freedom, thefirgt Sructure
to berebuilt after Imperid factions turned Imperia City into a

bettle zone.

Then, just as suddenly, it was over. "Clear," the Shooter said in his
emotionless voice, moving asdeto dlow Leiato emerge from the
niche

Frowning crosdy, Leiahurried after the Sniffer and demanded to know
what had prompted the darm.

"| detected anew energy field at the entrance to the Senate Hall," the
Sniffer said, pointing. "It became active as we gpproached.”

Still frowning, Leiastrode afew dozen steps farther down the
corridor, then stopped short and laughed despite herself. Hanging over
the ornate double doors of the Senate chamber was alarge holosign.

On appearance aone, the sgn belonged in afactory, beside the entry
to the work floor. Thetext it displayed cemented that impression. It
read

882 DAYSWITHOUT A SHOT FIRED IN ANGER Remember, Peace Is No Accident
Wearing asmile that was broad enough to touch her eyes, Leialooked

left and right for the perpetrators of the joke. "All right, ‘less

up,” shecdled out.

"Whose handiwork isthis?'

Tolik Yar emerged from the shadow of apillar to Leids|eft and showed

atoothy, self-satisfied grin. "If it works for broken toes, bumped

heads, and burned fingers, why not for higher stakesaswell?"

"l likeit," Leiaconfessed. "But isn't it abit--undignified?

Behn-kihl-nahm will never let it Say.”



"Behn-kihl-nahm helped arrange for it to beingtaled,” said Tolik
Yar.

"And asfor dignity--any senator more concerned with dignity than
outcomes desperately needs to be reminded why we're here.

Wouldn't you agree?"

"Youareagem, Tolik Yar," shesad, surprisng himwith ahug. She
turned back and looked up at the sign. "'l do agree. And | think we
should have alittle celebration when that number reachesa
thousand.”

"I'll et it be known. In the meantime, good news--the problem with
the Y 'taa has unexpectedly been resolved. My apologiesfor
interrupting your day." He bowed deeply and backed away.

"Scamp," she said. Her amilelasted dl the way back to her desk.

The shipyard boss beamed broadly as he led Han Solo and Chewbaccainto
the hangar where agleaming Millennium Falcon rested on its skids.

"Y ou're going to be very happy, very happy,” he said, rubbing his pams
together. "1 only let my best mechanicstouch her.”

"No droids," Han said in awarning tone, surveying the ship's
exterior.

"Y ou better not have used any droids. Droids don't understand cregtive
enginesring.”

"No droids" the yard boss said reassuringly. "It was dl hand
work.

Which iswhy the rebuild took so long, of course. The crew chief used
to work on Coréllian freighters at Toprawa. Stock, of course, nothing
likewhat you have here. But at least he knows the model well enough
to spot your modifications.”

Chewbacca stopped under one of the ship's forward-pointing mandibles
and looked up at the equipment-studded hull plates. Pointing at one of
the lower deflector emitters, he turned his head toward Han and loosed
aplantive howl.

"What?' asked the yard boss, his gaze quickly settling on the
Wookieg's point of concern. "Oh, yes, we redligned dl the emitters.

Y ou were getting interference nodes to port and starboard--left her
vulnerableto aside attack.”

"Y ou promised you wouldn't change anything," Han said thresteningly.



"I promised we'd put her right, and that'swhat we did," the yard boss
said, leading the way to the boarding ramp. "First we took her apart
down to the frame, then we took the frame apart--we have holos, you'll
have to see how twisted some of the ribs and stringers were.

Structurdly, she's about fifteen. percent new."

Han walked right past the boarding ramp, continuing to circle the ship
asthough doing apreflight check. "Y eah, well, she'shad afew
bumps.

Never failled mein the clutch, though.”
Chewbaccavoiced his agreement in adefiant guttura growl.

Frowning, the yard boss came back down the ramp and fell in behind
them. "Wl that'sa smdl miracle, consdering what we found under
the access pandls.

How you serviced her systemstheway shewas, I'll never know. When we
built her back up, dl the cables were properly tagged and bundled, all

the mechanicas shock-mounted, al the electricals grounded and
pulse-shielded--" "1 knew | should have been keeping an eyeon

you," Han said. "Probably added a couple of tonsto her
displacement--" " She's three hundred kiloslighter.”

"l would have doneit al mysdlf, you know. But therejust isn't time
anymore."

Chewie grunted expressvely.

"Yeah, | couldn't stand to see her dl in pieces, ether,” Han
agreed.

"Not with someone else's handsin her guts. Autopsies and
rebuildsdon't want to be around either one." He paused, looking up at
the drive matrix. " Say, isthat a Seinar Systems augmentor?”

"ltiS"

"Wdll, I'll bea-" His expression softened to wonder. "Wetried for
yearsto get one of those on the black market. Remember, Chewie? But
every timewe got alead on one, it tu rned out to be pre-Imperia junk,
or something pulled out of thewreck of a TIE fighter, with the scorch
marks painted over. How did you're" The yard boss amiled. "Don't

ask, Generd "

Chewbacca yawned acomment under his breath, and Han answered with a
crooked smile. "Y eah, | guesstherere afew advantagesto wearing a



brad.”

He cocked his head at the yard boss. " So are there any more
urprises?!

"A few," the yard boss said, reclaiming the role of tour guide. "We
replaced your missing escape pods.

Upgraded the tractor beam generator to aMark Seven, and the hyperdrive
motivator to a Series Four-oh-one--" "Holy mother of meteors."

"--Replaced dl the sensor lenses. Duplicated an origina Y T-1300
battery regulator from Corellian specs-" "That was probably a
migake."

"--Recarpeted the holds and crew quarters. Fixed the sticky latch on
the Number Two storage locker. Recharged the sanitizer in the
refresher.” He amiled.

"Want to take her for aspin?"
Gesturing with one furry hand, Chewbaccaregistered hisvote.

"Yeah, dl that history gone. It won't be the same Fal con without the
cresks and the shakes," Han said.

"No, it won't," said the yard boss. " Shelll be about twenty percent
faster, ten percent more efficient, and a hundred percent more
reiable”

"Keysintheignition?'

The yard boss nodded. "The security system's been reinitiaized for
you--just enter new authorization codes.”

Han looked at Chewbacca. "I think Leiacan get by without usfor a
little longer. Let'swring her out alittle”

"Havefun,” the yard boss said, his self-satisfied smile restored to
full brightness. "Y ou're dready cleared for orbit."

Waving their ID cards at the scanners, Han and Chewbacca entered the
grounds of the presidentid resdencein full strideand inthemiddle
of afull-blown argument.

"l know, | know, she's perfect,” Han said. "I know, we couldn't have
gotten her into that kind of shapein ayear of weekends. So what? |
hate perfect.”

Chewbacca shook his head and uttered along, whining growl that bespoke
hisfrugration.



"I am not being unreasonable. How can you say that?' Han demanded,
raisng hishandsin disgust.

"Weren't you paying attention? \Were you even listening while we were

landing?'
Jerking his head back sharply, Chewbacca grunted a sharp retort.

"That's right hardly a sound. She's astight asanew boot," Han said,
stopping and turning on hisfriend. "Listen, buddy, | hate new
boots.

| like my boots covered with scuffs, worn just thissde of faling
gpart, with room for my toesand alittleroll in the heds. All those
noises they took out, that's how | used

to know when | was pushing her. How am | gonnaknow how hard we're
hit next timewe'rein ascrep?’

Chewbacca shook his head and growled his disgust.
"| thought you'd understand,” Han said plaintively.

"Chewie, they replaced the cushions on the acceleration couches.” His
tonewasrich with indignation.

"Don't they understand why people keep old furniture around the
house?

That'snot my Falcon. It fedslike I'm stting in somebody's dse's

ship. | tel you, I'm gonna have to take awhole day to go around with
awrench and start loosening things-" Somewhere in the middle of Han's
tirade, Chewbacca stopped listening to him. He stood straighter and
cocked his head while attending to asound from farther away. Finaly

he grabbed Han by the shoulder and gave him alittle shake to interrupt
him.

"Arroora," the Wookiee said chidingly.

"What?' Han said, twisting around to look toward the gardens. "
didn't hear her."

Together they hurried down the walk toward Leidsvoice. They found
her on the back lawn, tailor-sitting on the grass with adatapad in her
lap. Nearby, dl three children lay side by side on their backs, with
eyes either closed or staring blankly upward. "I thought you'd be back
long beforethis" Laasaid, with ahint of impatiencein her voice.

"I had to poStpone an appointment with Senator Noimm."



Han looked down, embarrassed. "Sorry, honey," he said, sitting beside
her and reaching for her hand.

"There were problems at the yard.”

"And I'll bet you caused most of 'em,” she said, leaning over to kiss
his cheek. "Right, Chewie?"

The bronze-furred Wookiee looked away, shifted hisweight from one foot
to the other, and scratched his head distractedly.

"It'sokay, Chewie," Han said. "I'll rat on mysdlf, so you don't have
to." He nodded toward the children, who had neither moved nor made a
sound since heand

Chewbacca had arrived. "What did you do to them, kill them?"
Jainagiggled at that, spailing the effect.

"It'san exercise" Lelasad.

"What, to see who can levitate the longest?

"Biteyour tongue," said Leiasharply. "They'reworking on feding the
Force flowing through the grass, through each separate plant, without

disturbing the flow. It's one of the Jedi disciplines of moving
lightly, leaving nosgn.”

Chewbacca growled.

"Don't look & me, Chewig," said Han, lying back inthe grass. "The
best discipline | know isthe sentence 'Wait till your mother gets
home."" Leiasmiled and poked him with aforefinger. "I fed likel
hardly know enough mysdf to bethelr teacher," shesad withasgh,
"but I haveto dowhat | can." More loudly she added, "All right,
children, that'senough.”

One after another, Jacen, Jaina, and Anakin sat up. Jacen plucked a
blade of grass and sarted trying to whistle through it, drawing a
glarefrom hissister and alook of injured surprise from his younger
brother.

"Tdl mewhat you learned," Lelasaid.

Jainalooked toward her parents. "The grass doesn't mind being walked
on, but it doesfed it."

"Everything that's dive can fed what hgppenstoit,” said Lela

"That's an important truth to remember.



Anakin? Jacen? What about you?'

Anakin laced hisfingers behind hisneck asapillow.
"I don't know if | learned something or madeit up.”
"Tdl us"

"Well--1 waslooking at the clouds. And | thought | could fed the
grasslooking at them, too. Like they were wondering if it was going
toran."

"I'm surethe grassis aware of thewesather,” Leiasaid. "But
wondering is something conscious beings are blessed with.”

"Or cursed," said Han.

"| learned that the grass thinks Jaina smells bad," Jacen said

impishly, giving histwin apush and rolling away from her. "Canwego
inthe pool, Mother?"

"All right," she said, accepting that the exercise was over. Three
small bodies scrambled up from the grass and ran fleet-footedly toward
the courtyard and the vortex pool.

"I can go watch them," Han said, sitting up.

"Stay. They'll bedl right,” Lelasaid, shielding her eyes. "Chewie,

you look even taller than usua from down here. | hope your mateis
bigger than me. Did you have as hard atime as my dear husband did,
|etting someone dse work on hisjaopy?"

Chewbacca crouched down, sitting on his heels with an easy balance that
reminded Han that hisfriend came from an arbored planet. Lifting his
face to the sky, he growled proudly.

"Oh, right, fine, you're the practical one, and I'm the hot-tempered
one," Han said. "Have you ever heard such character assassination?"

"Don't worry, dear," Lelasaid, patting his hand.

"I won't let him change how | fed about you."

The Wookiegs firgt grunt was aretort, the second a question.

"Of course--go ahead,” said Leia.

Roalling his head from side to side on his neck, Chewbaccaloosed a

long, well-modulated growl. Before it was over, Han sat up with a
start, staring at Chewbacca.



"Go home?' he demanded. "Go home?"

"Of course," Leiasaid to Chewbacca. "Y ou have afamily of your own, a
mate and achild. Y our responsibility to themisevery hit as
important as the obligations you fed toward us. Tell him, Han."

"Huh? Look, who's going to help me put the Falcon out of order
agan?'

Lelapoked himintheribs.

"ol

"Try again,” shesad.

"l guessit'sbeen alongtime, pa," Han said, wearing arueful

expression. "Family won't recognize you if you don't get back there
soon and spend more time hanging around the home tree.”

Chewbacca shook his head up and down as he answered.

"Of course we understand,” Lelasaid. ™Y ou've been here taking care of
our kidsingtead of on Kash-yyyk with your. own. Y ou redly should be
there for Lumpawaroo's coming-of-age. Weinsst you go. | fed bad
that we've been so sHfish.”

The Wookiee answered with an uncharacterigtically tentative growl.

"No, well managejust fine" Lelasaid. "Thekids are safe here, and
werre not going to be running al over the galaxy. And Lukeison
Coruscant--" "Lea-" "--and helll be helping uswith the children.

No, don't giveit a second thought. Y ou should leave as soon asyou
can pack. Tdl him, Han."

Han nodded. "L eidsright, old buddy. It'sagood time. Thingsare
quiet. Well missya, but you've been standing watch on our bridge

long enough.”

Subtle movements. of muscles under fur marked Chewbaccas rdief and
gratitude. "Rrargrarg?" he asked, cocking his head.

"Shoot, pal," said Han, showing an easy grin. But hisface paled and
his eyes widened as Chewbacca asked his second favor. "Oh, no--oh,
no.

You can't ask methat. | just got her back after ahundred and
Sxty-seven days on the hook."

Chewbaccas grunt was terse and snide.



"l don't careif | said | hated new boots," Han said. "I hate having
someone else'sfeet in my boots even more. Friendship only goes so
far.

"What are you talking about?' Lela demanded.

"Aw, he'sjudt trying to hold meto my own words.

| don't have to be consigtent if | don't want to."

With a peevish growl, Chewbacca stood and started to turn away.
"Don't you move, Chewie" Lelasad shaply.

"Han, come on! Y ou should lend him the Falcon."

"Well, | don't want to," Han said, getting to his feet and pacing
nervoudy. "l don't want her bouncing around hyperspace without me. |
want her where know the worst thing that can happen isthat some
overeager mechanic with atorque wrench will come dong and tighten dl
the connectorsto spec. And you know how Wookiees fly--hell redline
it the whole way there and back."

Leiashook her head. "And you wonder why Jacen gives usa hard
time"

"Arrarrarooertr,” Chewbaccasaid plaintively to Leia

"You hear that?' Lelasaid. "Han, dear--how many years of Chewi€'s
life have you teken so far?

How long have you kept him away from Kashyyyk?'

"Me? 1 didn't doit. It'sthat crazy Wookiee life debt stuff. 1'd be
glad to let him off the hook."

"Theleast you could do islet him go back a hero, in the ship both of
you made famous. Think what that could mean to Chewie's son, to his
mate. It might go along way toward making up for Chewi€'s absence to
know that he was doing something that mattered, to see him honored.”
"l suppose,” Han said dubioudly.

"And hesyour friend. Y ou wouldn't want him to think you were willing
to lend the Millennium Falcon to Lando--" Han shook afinger
waningly.

"That's different.

That waswar. And | ill didn't likeit."



"--but not to him. Y ou wouldn't want him to think you were willing to
lose the Falcon to Lando in asabacc game, but you won't lend it--"
"Her. Her, not it.”

"--to Chewbaccafor hishomecoming. Y ou wouldn't want to hurt his
fedingslikethat, would you?'

Holding his head in his hands as though trying to massage avay a
headache, Han looked from Leiato

Chewbacca and back to Leiaagain. He squinted, frowned, chewed his
lower lip, shook his head. His mouth worked, and he made a noise that
sounded something like "Not fair."

"What?' said Leia. "What did you say?"

Han cleared histhroat and looked straight at Chewbacca. "l said |
guessif we need alift somewhere while you're gone, either the
president or the princess can probably arrange something.”

Chewbacca crowed his ddight and rushed forward to hug Han. "But you'd
better take care of her!”

Han added quickly, squirming uncomfortably in the Wookieg's crushing
embrace. "'l want her back without a scratch, d'you hear me? Not a
scratch. And fill the tanks before you leave Kashyyyk. I'm not paying
for your conjugd vists”"

The only response Chewbacca made was to ruffle Han's hair while he
showed atoothy openmouthed grin.

When Chewbacca was gone, Leiadrew Han into agentler and more
agreeable embrace. "I'm proud of you," she said. "Hed never say
anything to ether of us, but he fill hasn't sopped feding awful

ingde about the kidnapping of thekids."

Han did not have to ask Leia how she knew about Chewbaccas private
pan. "It wasn't hisfault.”

"Y oull never convince him of that. Hefedsguilty for falling us

And hefedsqguilty for neglecting hisown. Heredly needsto go home
and get his confidence back." She drew back and smiled up at her
husband.

"And fromwhat | hear, looking after Wookiee children isgood practice
for looking after Jedi children."

"Maybe | should go with him."

"You don't need to," she said, and kissed him.



"Yeah, wdl, fing" Han sad. "I'll tell you this much, though Luked
better come teach the kids how to flap their arms and fly. Because I'm
never giving Jacen the codesto the Falcon. Not in my lifetime,

anyway."

"Why? Didn't you Start piloting everything in Sght as soon asyou
could?'

"Of coursel did," Han said indignantly. "Why do you think I'm
worried?'

The unmarked office of Admiral Drayson lay buried insde five security
perimeters and hidden behind a curtain of misinformation and plausible
deniability.

The section he commanded had no publicly known name. The private
name--Alpha Blue--was known only to the dozen officialswith the very
highest clearances, and appeared nowhere in ether the government'sor
the military command's data records. Those whom Drayson commanded
carried no Alpha Blueidentification cards and passed under no Alpha
Blueinsigniaon theway to their jobs. They woretheinsggniaof a
variety of unremarkable units, or--like Drayson himsdf noindgniaat

all, and took their pay as quartermasters mates and second gunners,

ion mechanicsand civilian derks

Given that context, Drayson was just alittle surprised the morning he

entered his office and found someone dready there, uninvited and
unannounced---someone who did not work for him and yet was bold enough
to St in Drayson's chair, with hisfeet up on the corner of Drayson's

desk.

"Well," Drayson said. "Lando Carissian. You'relucky | didn't shoot
you."

Lando grinned. "I was counting on your being too curioushow | gotin
to shoot me right away."

"l said shoot you, not kill you. Blowing gpart your knee would have
been sufficient,” Drayson said.

"Now, please get out of my chair."

"Oh, if youinsgg," Lando sad, vacating the chair with aflourish
that left it dowly spinning. "'l wasjust following my dear mother's
advice"

"On bresking and entering?’'

"On avoiding stress. 'Never stand when you can sit down, and never Sit
when you can liedown."" "l see," Drayson said, stopping the rotation



of his

chair with ahand and dropping intoit. "'l haven't heard anything of
you in sometime--" "I doubt that."

"mNot snce Mara Jade showed such surprising resistance to your
chams”

"How kind of you to remember.”

Drayson steepled hisfingers. "My own theory isthat you've been
consoling yoursdlf by spending the reward from Duchess Migtd in sabacc
hals and on pleasure couches. Anything left of it?"

Lando smiled and sat on the edge of the desk.

"I'm sure you could tell meto the half-credit. Y ou never have

forgiven mefor the fact that because you and your Chandrilagoons
could never catch me and the Falcon, have you? Or for the fact that

you caught so many of the dumb and clumsy smugglers, | made afortune
onmy Chandrilaruns. | redly should have given you ashare.”

"Y ou never have gotten over this notion that smuggling is an honorable
line of work, have you?'

Drayson asked, tipping back in his chair. "What makesyou think |
would have taken your dirty money?'

"Because | knew what kind of chit the Admird of ChandrilaDefense
Fleet wasdrawing,” Lando said.

"Every good smuggler knowsthat bribeswill get him places bravado
won't."

For thefirst time, Drayson smiled. ™Y ou know, Baron, | redlly hate
thefact that | can't help but like you.”

"l know," Lando said. "I have the same problem.

| never thought | could be friends with someone who was so fond of
rules”

"Well--lifeisfull of surprises. Not that seeing youisone. To tell
the truth--" " Oh, why start now?"

"--1've been half expecting to see you since | heard that Lady Luck had
docked upgtairs. Though | didn't think it'd be with your feet up on my
desk like you were taking over." Drayson folded hisarms over his
chest. "So--what can | do for you?”

"Wrong question, Admird," Lando said. "What can | do for you?"



"Pardon?’

"I'm bored," Lando explained smply. "l goin business, | makea
littlemoney, | lose alittle money--the game isn't interesting

anymore. Someone throws atitleat me, and | pick up the pieces
someone e se dropped--until oneday | redize I'm sitting behind a

desk, turning into you. There's no chalenge in smuggling, unlessyou
want to go to the Core--and I'm too smart to be that dumb. And there's
hardly ascrap anywhere in twenty parsecs worth getting dirty for.

That'swhy I'm here"
"You're bored,"” Drayson repested.

"Exactly. Find something interesting for meto do and I'll tell you

how | got past your perimeters.” His ‘expression was suddenly touched
with regret. "I'm afraid there are a couple of security typesyou're
going to haveto let go, though."

"l see," said Drayson. "Any particular reason you happened to find
yoursdf afflicted by boredom at this moment in time?"

"Why do you ask?'

Drayson pursed hislips. "'l can't say anything more unlessyou come
back in."

"Will I besorry if | do?'
"Aren't you dways?'

Generd Lando Carissan and Admira Drayson, chief of AlphaBlue,
stood before alarge briefing screen studying aholo image of astrange

pace vessd.

Thevesd'sfivecylindrical hulls, lying pardld to each other like
abundle of logs, were so dark in color that it was hard to see much
detail. But the sensor's scale markings adong the edge of the frame
betrayed itssize.

"l giveup," Lando said findly. "l dmogt want to say it'sMon
Cdamari congtruction, but | don't think they ever built anything that
big. What isit?"

"The Tdjkon vagabond.” When Lando'sface

showed no signs of recognition, Drayson asked, "Are you familiar with
the legend of the Another Chance?"

Lando cocked an eyebrow questioningly. "The Alderaan armory ship? Of



course. Every smuggler in that sector has a story about seeing it.
Which meansthat every smuggler in that sector isabad-faced liar.”
"Y ou don't believe the legend, then?"

"Revisonig history," Lando said, shaking his head.

"Explan."

"l just can't believe that when the pacifists took over Alderaan's
Council of elders, they were cynica enough to pack al the weapons
into aship and send it hopping through hyperspace. They just had
reason to wish they had done it, when the Empire came knocking afew
yearslater." Lando sghed deeply. "Beieve me, | wish the legend was
true. | wish they'd recalled Another Chance before the Desath Star
reached Alderaan. But it's just another shaggy-ghost-ship st ory.”

"| agree," Drayson said, reaching out and tapping the surface of the
screen. "But thisisared ghost ship--probably the one that's kept
the legend of Another Chance dive. Thisholo wastaken by the New
Republic frigate Boldheart, five years ago, right in the middle of that
busnesswith Admird Dadla."

Lando smiled wryly, remembering just how close "that business' had come
to being the end of the New Republic.

"Just after thisimage was taken, Boldheart fired across the vagabond's
bow," Drayson continued. "The vagabond fired back with some weaponswe
gtill don't understand, disabling Boldheart's engines with one shot.

Then it jumped into hyperspace. It wasn't seen again for dmost two
years. Bored yet?'.

"No, goon."

Admird Drayson turned away from the briefing display and walked back
to a seet at the conference bar. "That was actually the second
documented sighting.

Thefirst to oot it was a Hrasskis monitor ship working the Teljkon
sysem."

"Thusthe name."

"Right. The Hrasskistook it for aderdlict and tried to intercept
it.

Now, mind you, they'd been hailing it for hours, and not apeepin
reply. Then the vagabond broadcast a five-second wide-spectrum
modulation that nearly burned out every comm circuit on the Hrasskis



ship. Thereésarecording, but it's so distorted it's amost
usaess.

Anyway, thirty seconds after it sent the Sgna--" "L et me guess.

Skipped into hyperspace.”

"Onthe numbers.”
"What about the third Sghting?”'

"That was ours. We thought we were going to be smart. An Intelligence
Service ferret tried to attach alocator limpet to the vagabond's
hull.

Never even got close"
"And the fourth?"

Drayson leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingertips on the
armrest. "It'sin deegp space near Gmar Askitoh right now. Were
trailling it with another ferret--" "Keeping asafe distance, | hope.”

"Very safe. But were going after it," Drayson said. "Intelligenceis
putting together asmall task force thisvery minute. They mean to

catch the vagabond, board it, and unravel theriddles. Colonel
Pakkpekait of the Intelligence Serviceisin charge. If you'd cometo
me even aweek from now, it would have been too late--they'd already
have salled.”

"Isthat 0," Lando said, hisface as unreadable asif hewereat a
sabacc table. "What fortuitoustiming.”

"Indeed. So--isthat interesting enough?'

"It'san interesting story," Lando said pointedly. "I don't see
anything interesting to do yet, though.”

Draysoh's expression turned gravely serious. "1'd like to put you on
Pakkpekatt's ship--nominally as Fleet liaison. Boldheart was regular
navy, after al. Inteligence can't deny that they have an

intereg.”

"But I'd redlly be there for you?

"No," said Drayson. "I could have put any

number of AlphaBlue agentsin the task force. In fact, you don't
know that | haven't. No, | don't want you to report to me."

"Then why do you want me on the misson?'



"Because you think like asmuggler, and Pakkpe-katt thinks like a
colonel. Because you have away of getting yourself where people don't
want you, past traps that others don't see until it'stoo |ate.

Because | think the mission has abetter chance of succeeding if you're
therethan if you aren't.”

"Thet'sal?'

"That'sdl. That'smy job," Drayson said. "To make sure that some
things happen, and make sure.

others don't. So, make up your mind. Are you interested?
Want to go chase the Teljkon vagabond?'

Lando just grinned.

Chapter 4

Inthefirst quiet moment of the day, Han's comlink unit chirped a
him.

Han, thisis Luke, afamiliar voice said.
"Will you come see me?’

"What? Luke? Hey, kid, your sister's been |ooking everywhere for
you--""1 know," Luke said. "Will you come see me, done?’

"Uh--dl right. Where are you? Are you redlly on Coruscant, like Lela
says?'

Luke did not answer directly. "Take your speeder due west from
Imperid City. When you reach the coast, turn off your nav system and
release the controls.

I'll bring you here."

"Well--okay. That's easy enough. But it'll haveto belater,” Han
said gpologeticdly. "Tonight. Somebody's got to watch the kids."

"Of course, I'll see you tonight.”

"Wait," Han said quickly, before Luke could bresk thelink. "Isthis
supposed to be asecret? Can | tell Lelawhere I'm going?”

"If you need to. | don't want you to lieto her."

"Y ou sure you don't want to just cal her yoursdlf, talk to her?!



"I'msure, Luke said. "Tel her what you need to.
But please comedone.”

The shore of the western sea had been a glittering playground, agay

and glorious world that never dept, before the clone Emperor's Force
storm had ravaged Coruscant. It had yet to fully recover. Only the
lights of afew scattered resorts marked the broken lines of the coast

as Han's speeder flashed overhead and bored into the dark sky over the
western sea.

Han waited severa long seconds, until he redlized he couldn't say what
exactly hewaswaiting for. "Okay, Luke. Hope you're listening,
wherever you are. | redly don't want to go swimming tonight.”

Leaning forward, Han reached out and switched off the nav system, a
process that took three confirmations and two overrides. A third of
the speeder's cockpit controls went dark, while abright orange legend
across the bottom of the viewshield warned FLIGHT MODE.

"Here goes nothing,”" Han said with asigh, sitting back and crossing
hisarmsover hischest.

Almost immediately the speeder veered sharply right and dived toward
thewater. It wasal Han could do to stop himsdf from grabbing the
controls again.

But the speeder soon leveed off, though at an darmingly low
dtitude.

The moon was still well below the horizon, but Han could seethe
undulating surface of the sea by the pae phosphorescent light of
millions of tiny creaturesriding the swells and currents. The Sght

was eerie and marvelous, but it was also barely an arm'slength below
the flat underside of the speeder, and racing by at adizzying clip.

"Hey, Luke--you out there?' Han said, douching as much asthe
speeder's seat and hislong legswould dlow. "Isthis gonnabe along
flight? Do | havetimefor anap?Hey, pal, you can sart food
srviceany time”

There was no response.
"Lousy spacdines" Han muttered, closing his

eyes. "They'redl amilestill they have your money and herd you on
board. Then seeif you can get aglass of water--" A long-winged sea
shrike rose from the rocksto fly in formation with Han's speeder as,
dowing, it arrowed toward the beach. Wakened by the changein the
pitch of the speeder's thrusters, Han strained to make out where it



might be headed.

Then ahole opened in the sky ahead, abrightly lit oval that hung
above the beach like adoorway to morning. The sea shrike veered off,
and the speeder coasted through the ovd of light and settled on the
floor of an otherwise empty high-ceilinged chamber.

Han twisted Sidewaysin his sest to see where he had come from, just in
time to watch the opening sedl itsdf behind him.

Hello, Han, avoice said in hismind. Come up.

"Come up?' Han said, scrambling out of-the speeder. "Therésno--" As
he began his protest, the nearest wall deformed into aladder, and an
opening gppeared in the ceiling aboveit. "Sure" Han said. "Asif it
would have been any more trouble to make gairs.”

But he reached out and clambered up the rungs dl the same, taking them
two at atime asapoint of pride. He wasn't happy, though, to hear
his own grunts at the bottom or fedl his heart racing at the top.

Han found himself standing &t the bottom of alarge spherica room
containing no furniture or technology--at least, none that he could
spot. "Now what?"

Keep coming, said the voicein hishead. Wak up thewall.
"Easy for you to say," Han said, starting to fed annoyed.

But the opening he had climbed through had aready vanished, leaving
him with little choice. He started up the curving wal, and found to
hissurprise

that wherever he stood seemed to be the bottom of the sphere.

Therewas no telling whether it was atrick with grav fields, some sort
of Jedi legerdemain, or the room itsalf was turning under him. Han
tried not to think about it, though his steps became cautious as he
went past the halfway point up thewall--or, at least, what should have
seemed like halfway up thewall.

After he had gone a dozen more tentative steps, a section of the
floor--wall? celling?--ahead of him dropped away to form aramp
leading out of the sphere. It seemed to Han as though he must be

upsde down in relation to the rest of the structure, but he found

himsdlf, gpparently right Side up, entering alarge pyramida room from
one of itsthree doping sides. It was aslacking in amenities as any

gpace he had seen so far, and lit by the same curious uniform glow that
seemed to come from behind the walls without making them bright to the
eyes. Thelight wasascold astheair.



"Nicelittletree house" Han said, moving dowly toward the center of
the room, looking up at the apex of the chamber. "And you've done a
wonderful job of cutting down on clutter. | think you've taken the
idea of concealed storageto anew level. You'll haveto give Leiathe
name of your decorator.”

"Thank you for coming, Han," avoice said behind him. "It'sgood to
seeyou.”

Han spun around and found L uke standing one long stride away, dmost as
if he had been following Han. Han's face broke into a boyish lopsided

grin.

"Well, hey, | wanted to get out of the house, and since | wasin the
neighborhood-- Y ou know, you could've come to see us, too."

"No, | couldnt,” Luke said. He wore an ankle-length patchwork robe
that seemed to be made from bits of severd other garments, including a
pilot's uniform and a Tatooine sand cape. His demeanor was relaxed but
remote, quelling Han'simpulseto grab him

inabear hug and clap him on the back. "I hope by the time you
leave, you'l understand why."

"Well--you'll haveto start at the beginning, because | don't
undergtland athing about what's going on," Han said. "What isthis
place? Why are you here?

Why areyou hiding? Why am | here? Why didn't you want Leiato
come?'

"Leawants something from me" Luke said.
"Y ou don't. Your other questionswill take longer to answer."

Han looked around with afrown. "If thisisgonnabe along
conversation--1 don't suppose you have anything like achair

anywhere?"

"Sorry," Luke said, dropping gracefully into a cross-legged meditation
posture. "Sit where you like, and I'll put an air cushion under
you."

Hewaited until Han was comfortably settled, then went on. "Asyou
see, | can hidewd | enough, even from Leia. But I'd rather be left
aone. | hopethat you'll go back and ask her to accept that. If she
doesn't--well, she's not going to get what she wants. She's only going
to drive me away from Coruscant.”

"l don't get it," Han said. "Why?Y ou two have always been close.



What happened?’
"Nothing," Luke said. "l just can't be close with anyone right now."
"Goon. I'mligening."

Luke nodded, but looked down into hislap before continuing. "1 don't
know if you can understand or not. When | first met Obi-Wan, held been
ahermit on Tatooine for ten years or more. When | first met Y oda, he
had been a hermit on Dagobah for ahundred years or more. | never
thought to ask ather of them why."

"A little late for that now," Han said with awry smile.

"At thetime, | assumed they were both in hiding.

Hiding from the Emperor, from my father. But that makes no sense.”
"No?Nothing persond, but hiding from that pair

makes great senseto me. | can think of acouple of times|1'd have
been gladto doit if | could have."

"But why in the middle of adesert, or ajungle?’
"Eh--ian't that obvious?'

"No," Luke said, shaking hishead. "It's much easier for Han Solo to
hide---even with a price on his head--than for a powerful Jedi, whether
Knight or Dark Lord. A Jedi's physica presenceisonly asmdl

portion of his connection to the universe. Change hisface, hide him
fromsight, and I'll till fed his presence when he draws on the

Force. It doesn't matter if he'sin the next room or acrossthe

system. Remember when we were taking the stolen shuttle to Endor, to
destroy the second Degth Star's shield?’

"Yeah," Han said. "Y ou were pretty jumpy. You said Vader could sense
you."

"Hedid senseme," Luke said. "I didn't have the skill yet to makethe
waters till. But Obi-Wan and Y odawere Magters. If they could hide
from the Emperor--and | believe they could--why, they could aseasly
hidein Imperid City, or on Vader'sown Star Destroyer, as anywhere.

And if their skillsweren't equal to Papatin€e's, neither distance nor
isolation could save them from being discovered.”

"Maybe they hid out in the sticks so no one else would get hurt if
Vader showed up,” Han suggested.

"Y ou've gotta admit, when you guysfight, it hasaway of getting



messy. Weve got afew monumentsto that fact downtown in Imperia
City.

Luke shook his head. "No. | discovered the rea reason while | wason
Y avin--the dilemmarthat every Jedi eventudly faces. | discovered a
very important and difficult truth, Han--afrugrating truth. The

stronger you become in the Force, the more that you can do, the more
that's expected of you, and the lessyour life belongsto you.”

"Isthisthe answer, then?' Han said, gesturing at the room with one
hand. "Running away?"

"Cdl it that if you mugt. It's one answer. There's another, even
lessgppeding,” Luke said. "Han, I'm

convinced that for each Jedi, there comes apoint at which he or she

must choose. When the world pressesin on you, threatens to drive you
mad, therere only two ways you can find peace. Oneisto impose your
will on everyone and everything around you. The other isto surrender
your will, your ego, and withdraw from those who are aways wanting you
to 'fix' ther lives"

"l don't seeit,” Han said stubbornly.

Luke smiled. "Try to imagine that you're a home. One of the children
is screaming, and the other two are tugging a your elbows, each
demanding that you punish the other for somedightre’ "Routine," Han
sad.

"Chewbaccais playing tree-drum music a ear-plitting levels.

SeeThreepio is nattering on about nothing. Artoo-Detoo is behind your
chair, arguing with the household droidsin Basic. The hypercommis
blaring two channds at once, both too loudly. Y our comlink is

chirping in your pocket. Y ou have three messages from people who want
you to come do them afavor, and Leidsingsting on your attention.

Lando has araucous sabacc game going in the next room, there's someone
at the front door, and aflight of airgpeeders keeps buzzing right over
your head."

"Okay, that'd be alittle worse than routine," Han conceded. "A
litte"

"Now imagine it goes on around the clock for aday, ten days, a month,
half ayear, ayear--not only without abreak, but getting worse all
thetime. Until you reach your limit, whatever your limit might be.

What are your choices? Control your environment, or leaveit.”

"Or go mad and destroy it," Han said. "Which hardly countsasa



choice. Yeah, | think | get the picture now."

"Do you see what athin line separates Pal patine and Y oda?' Luke said
earnestly. "Pal patine sought power over others. Y oda sought power
fromwithin.

Pd patine wanted control of everything, in the hopes of building what
he thought would be a perfect universe.

Y oda gave up theidea of controlling or perfecting the universe, in
the hopes of understanding it."

"You know," Han said dowly, "I aways kind of wondered why you drew
the short straw, why Y oda and Obi-Wan didn't team up and take on the
Emperor themsdves-" "Yed" Luke said, hisface more animated than
Han had seen it snce arriving. "l think that'swhy it fell to me,

Han. That'swhy | had to be the oneto face Vader. | till had the

passion to reshape things, a passion ObiWan and Y oda had moved

beyond.

Surrender disarmsyou.”

Han's expression showed hisdisgugt. "It's pretty useless, then, isn't
it? Jedi Knightswho won't fight?"

"Han, try to understand. The essence of the dark sdeisusing the
Forceto control others. | know that temptation firsthand. If you
champion that ides, you'rethinking just as Palpatine and my father
did--'l have the power, and it'smineto use as| wish." Do you want
that to be the code we live by? Should the Jedi rule the galaxy,
smply because we can?'

"Well--now that you put it that way--" "Good," Luke said. "But then
understand that theré's a price. When a Jedi renounces that path, it
becomes very hard to be awarrior, to lead a crusade.

Obi-Wan and Y odaweren't afraid to fight, or to die.

They felt the suffering the Empire was causing just as acutely as any

of usdid--probably more so. | wasn't stronger than them, or wiser. |
was raw, headstrong, reckless. But | had to be the one to chalenge
the Emperor--because | till could.”

Han frowned and cocked his head. "What about now?"

"Now?1 don't know," Luke said, shaking hishead. "I don't know if |
could do it now. | don't know if | could summon the outrage. | fed
mysdf standing on adividing line, a acusp. | don't know what |
should be doing with these gifts-these burdens. It's the question

I've come hereto explore.”



"And you want to beleft doneto do it.”

"I need to be, Han. Will you help Leiaunderstand?'

"l cantry,” Han said dubioudy.

"| can't ask more than that.”

"Um--look, with everything you've said, | dready know the answer. But
| gottaask, so | cantdl her | did. Lelawantsyour help with

something.”

"l know."

" She wants you to come live with usfor awhile.

She needs help with the kids."

"Shethinks shedoes,” Luke said. "I'm sorry. | haveto say no."

"Okay," Han Said with ashrug. "'l had to ask. | guess she thought,

you know, family and dl, maybe you could become a hermit next month
instead of this monthre" Luke stood. " She'simportant to me, asare

the children, asare you. Y ou know that."

"Surel™

"That'swhy my answer is no. It has nothing to do with this other
metter."

"It doesn't?" Han asked, struggling to hisfedt.

"My sgter Leiahasdl the taent and wisdom she needs to be not only
the mother, but the modd, your children need,”" Luke said. "She has
only to believein hersdlf, and shélll find that nothing is beyond

her.

Whichiswhy theworst thing | could do for your family right now is
come to her rescue, to encourage her to look to me to solve her
problems. Shélll only undercut her own authority with the children,
and yourswithiit.

They must learn their first and most important lessonsfrom you. In
that, they are no different from any other children.”

Han pursed hislips as he consdered Luke's answer.

"All right," he said, offering hishand. "Good luck, Luke. | hope
thiswon't bethelast timel seeyou.

But you cal us--wewon't cal you. Okay, buddy?'



Taking the offered hand, Luke looked intently into hisvigtor's
eyes.

"Thank you," hesaid, withasmall

but affectionate amile. "I couldn't ask for a better friend than you,
Han."

Asaways, the open emotion made Han uncomfortable.

"Y ou could ask, but you don't deserve one," he wisecracked, patting
Luke on the arm and then pulling away. He circled around L uke toward
where the chamb er's entrance used to be. ™Y ou get right to work moving
that mental furniture around, or whatever it isyou hermitsdo. I'll

just go home and tell Leiayou've cracked up-it'll bealot smpler.

No, don't bother, I can find my way out. | never have seen amaze that
couldn't be greetly smplified with agood blaster--" The golden sheen
of the droid's meta skin made a brilliant contrast to the tangle of

broad green leaves and dangling vines through which hewas noigly
making hisway.

"Impossible! Such arrogance!” the droid said aoud as he struggled

with the thick growth, though he did not yet know there was an audience
for histhoughts. "For al he listensto me, you would think that he

isthe protocol droid and | the astromech.”

Hailing hisarms at asnarl of branches blocking hisway, the golden
droid stopped and looked back the way he had come. "I hope the
stonebats rip out your circuits and nest in your equipment bays,” he
cdledinto thejungle. "1 hope akitehawk drags you off to the
temples and feeds you to her kits. It would just serve you right.”

But when he turned back to consider his own plight, the droid found his
way blocked not only by the floraof Yavin 4, but by atal,
broad-shouldered man in amilitary flight suit.

"Oh!" See-Threepio exclaimed, and fdll back astep. "Generd
Cdrissan! You startled me, sr. Where did you come from?"

Lando grinned. "With dl the noise you were making, a platoon of
stormtroopers could have snuck up and startled you. Don't tell me
you'redill fighting with

Artoo after dl thistime. Y ou two are worse than brothers."

"That stubborn, contrary pile of tinisno brother to me,” Threepio
said with giff pride. "If | had been as carelesdy congtructed as he
was, | would return mysalf to my maker to be scrapped. Inal my
years, | have never met another R unit as erratic and egotistica as



Artoo-Detoo. A smplerebuild of the secondary power grid, and Artoo
turnsit into amgjor project. | could giveyou alist of his

operational anomdiesaslong as-" "That will haveto wait," said

Lando. "Right now you need to pack your polish and power couplings.

Y oure coming with meon alittletrip.”
"Sir, | would be most delighted to accompany you.

For dl | care, Artoo can fall inamud bog and rust away," Threepio
sad, extracting himself from the snarl of vinesand circling atreeto
join Lando. "But Magter Luke brought me here to manage the
adminigtrative needs of the Academy, and he did not change those
indructions before he left.”

"Wheat did he say when heleft?!
"Not aword to either of us, Genera Carissan.

He smply vanished in the night. | have not heard from him or of him
in nineteen local days. Do you have news of Master Luke, Sr?1she
well? Do you bring new indructions from him?*

Lando pursed hislipsand considered. "Yes, | do, Threepio, new
ingructionsfor the both of you. Lukesfine, but he's gone off on
some sort of retreat, and he's assigned you to the FHeet Office until
he returns. And the Fleet Office has assigned you to me."

If | could have found Luketo ask him, I'm sure the end result would
have been the same, Lando told himsalf.

"l am glad to hear that Master Lukeiswell, General Cdrissan. No
one has been ableto tell me anything.

And I will not missYavin Four. It is so humid herethat my circuits
are always corroding. Look at

me--I can't go into the jungle without getting filthy.

But must we take Artoo with us?'

"I'm afraid S0, old man," Lando said, patting the droid's metdlic
shoulder. "But look at it thisway--you only have to ded with
Artoo.

| have to dedl with the both of you. If | can cope, so can you.”
Threepio tipped his head back, and hiseyesflashed. "Sir, | don't

understand--" "I'll explain later," Lando said, glancing at his
chrono.



"Cdll Artoo in. Weve got adeadlineto beat, and thisisn't our last
sop.”

"I will haveto inform Master Streen of our departure.”

"Already taken care of," Lando said, thinking of adifferent set of
lieshe had just told to Streen. Still can't get used to being
trusted--it's better camouflage than | thought. "Come on, tin man,
Lady Luck'swaiting for US."

Coppery cloudsrich in oxides of Tibannagas churned outside the
viewpanes of what had once been Lando Carissan's officein Bespin's
Cloud City. Indde as outsde, nothing had changed sincethelast time
he had seen it. The walls and shelves were heavily laden with the
eclectic collection of objectsthat only arich man or awell-traveled
smuggler could amass.

"I like what you've doneto the place," Lando said to the cyborg that
sat behind what had once been Lando's desk. "I guess| never did get
around to sending for my things, en?’

"l dont mind,” said Lobot. The activity lights on the interface band
he wore from ear to ear were flickering busily. "Y ou have better
judgment in subjective mattersthan | do. The calculus of room
decoration ill dudesme.”

"Well--at least you have the good taste to recognize my good taste,”
Lando said with agrin. "Still, aman can get tired of the same
surroundings day after day, no matter how splendid they are. When's
the last time you got yoursdf out of herefor awhile?"

"l go out on ingpection walkstwice aday,” Lobot said. "It takes
ninety-seven days to complete an ingpection schedule.”

"Let me put it another way. How long hasit been since you broke your
connection to Cloud City?"

A puzzled expression flashed briefly acrossthe cyborg'sface. 'l have
never broken my connection to the adminigtrative interface.”

"Just as | suspected,” Lando said. "And exactly why I'm here. Lobat,
you work too hard. Y ou're long overdue for a change of scenery--a
vacation."

"How can | leave Cloud City without an administrator?’

"Lobot, | have a secret to tell you--the people who work for you will
enjoy the novelty."

Lobot frowned. "But systemswill randomize without monitoring and
supervison.”



"Then think about how much fun you'l have putting them right when you
get back," Lando said. "And thetrip will do you good, too. Frankly,
you could use alittle practice in conversation. Am | il the only

one around here who knows you can talk?’

"Directinput ismore efficient.”

"Efficiency isoverrated, my friend,” Lando said, sitting back in his

chair and crossing hislegs, ankle over knee. "Come on, what do you

say? Knowing how much you like to work, | cooked up avacation where
ther€ll be plenty of work for you to do.”

"What sort of work?"

"l can't tdll you unlessyou say yes," Lando said, tapping theinsignia

on hisuniform. "I've got atemporary commission in my pocket, and the
security clearanceto go withit. All | can promiseyou isproblemsa

lot more interesting than the ones you're working on now. And | redlly
could useyour help. Itl belikeold times.”

Lobot stood, looking dowly about the room. "'I'll trade you my help
for your things" "hesaid findly. "I want them to say, for old
times"

"Why, you old horse trader, you. Whao's been teaching you the art of
thefinagle?"

"Youdid," Lobot said. He closed his eyes and lowered hischinto his
chest. Thelightson hisinterface bar dl flashed green, then dl

flashed red, then went dark. Raising his head, he opened hiseyesand
looked at Lando. "It'stoo quiet.”

"Go ahead and leave afew channds open, then," Lando said, standing.
"Bring with you whatever you need to be comfortable.”

A few scattered lights on Lobot's interface sprang back into
activity.

"Better,” hesaid. "Let'sgo. What is my rank? What problems need
solutions?’
"I'll tell you dl about it on the way."

The Teljkon task force, seven vessdsin al, had gathered in orbit
around the sixth planet of the Corus-cant system, where it would not so
readily attract attention. Lady Luck wasthelast to join them and the
smallest ship among them, savefor apilotless Intdligence ferret.

Lando's yacht was dwarfed by Pakkpe-katt's command ship, the cruiser



Glorious.

"I don't likethe looks of that heavy artillery,” Lando said, Sizing up
the situation from Lady Luck’s cockpit. "I thought we were being sent
to outsmart our quarry, not outgun it."

"The fact that the vagabond disabled afrigate with apparent ease may
have dictated the choice of acruiser," Lobot said.

"I'msureit did," Lando agreed. "l just don't like the way thingsare
shaping up." He reached for the comm unit. "Thisis Genera Lando
Cdrissan aboard the Lady Luck, hailing the Glorious. Request
permission to come aboard.”

"Gengrd Cdrissan, gr," said ayoung-sounding voice. "Thisis
Lieutenant Harona, officer of the day.

Weve been expecting you, Sir. Would you like usto send out the
captain's boat?"

"I'm afraid there's been some misunderstanding, Lieutenant. I'm not
looking for aridein. I'm looking for parking space on your flight
deck."

There was a static-filled pause, which ended when Harona cleared his
throat. "Genera Cdrissan, I'm afraid you're right, there has been
some confusion.

Our flight decks are filled with mission gear and our own baby birds.
Theresno room for Lady Luck inboard.”

"Then make room, Lieutenant. Unless you were planning for our best
speed to be your convoy speed.”

Lando thumbed the mute switch and added to Lobot, “"Now we'll find out
if they know how fast my littleship redly is™

The second pause was longer. "Sir, Colonel Pakkpekatt suggests that
you come aboard Glorious and let arelief crew ferry your yacht back to
Corus-cant.”

"Aha" said Lando. "That tellsme that they've got it in their minds

that I'm an observer.” He released the mute switch. "Lieutenant

Harona, we have our own mission gear aboard. Do | understan d you to
say Colond Pakkpekatt iswilling to hold here for another day or two
while you set up secure holdingsfor file and equipment transfer? If

0, put your quartermaster on, and well start telling him what well
need--" "Uh, no, gir, that would not be the colond'sfirst choice.”

Lando winked at Lobot. Now I've got them," he thought. "Lieutenant,



maybe | should just talk to Colonel Pakkpekatt directly.”

They could dmost hear the OD sgquirming. "' Sir, the colondl isvery
busy at the moment with predeparture matters-" "I'm sure heis. Tdll
you what, Lieutenant. | can solve your little problem for you without
disturbing the colondl. | see that your Number Five externa dock is
open. You pull that cap and well hook on there."

"Generd Cdrissan, I'm very sorry, but | can't authorize that--"
"Then why are you wasting my time, Lieuten ant?' Lando said
sharply.

"Go get your senior officer and put him ontheline. | want totak to
someone who can make a decision. And when we're finished with our
busi ness--which should take about two minutes--I'm going to ask him to
conduct areview of his bridge procedures and staff. | want himto

find out why aflag officer and the Fleet Operations delegation to this
mission were kept waiting while the officer of the day thumbed through
the manud for aregulationto follow."

The subsequent silence was the longest yet. "Lady Luck, Number Five
Externa Hard Dock will be ready momentarily. Prepare for
autodocking."

"Thank you, Lieutenant,” said Lando. "Lady Luck out."

"Well done, Sr," Threepio gushed. "That seemslike an excdllent
compromise.”

"Compromise, nothing. | got what | really wanted,” Lando said,
gtarting the autodocking sequence and climbing out of the pilot's
Sedt.

"I wasn't about to give up my ship, and | didn't want it locked up
ingdewhere I'd need their permissonto useit.”

"Then you achieved dl your objectives," Lobot said.

"Oh, no. We're just beginning. Now we have to reeducate them about
our roleon thismission,” Lando said. " Get ready to disembark. I'm
going to need dl of you onthis."

"Colond Pakkpekatt, sir, Generd Cdrissanto seeyou." Theensgn's
voice was abit shrill with nervousness.

Lando guessed that he had never been on the combat bridge before, or
had reason to speak to the mission commander--if he had seen him at
dl.

The ensign had been the first member of the crew Lando saw after
ducking through the inner airlock of Number 5 Dock, and he had



commandeered the young technician to escort them to Colonel
Pakkpekatt.

Lando was familiar with the layout of the Belarus-class Sar cruiser,
and could have hazarded aguess asto

where Pakkpekatt could be found. But being escorted, with his
entourage following at his hedls, allowed him to make an entrance.

Severd heads swiveded at the ensign's announcement, but most turned
immediately back to their duties after taking in the new arrivaswith
aglance.

The exception was atwo-meter-tall Hortek, whose bony armor plates were
aruddy brown in the bridge's combet lighting. Hislong neck twisted

toward the group standing by the bridge's aft blast door, and the

intense gaze from hisunblinking eyeswas nearly hypnotizing.

Curse you, Drayson--you could have told me he was a Hortek, Lando
thought reflexively. But after that he guarded his thoughts as best he
could. Besides being one of the few predator speciesin the New
Republic, the Hortek had the reputation of being telepathic not only
with their own kind, but, to an unknown degree, with anumber of other
gpeciesaswdll. It was an intimidating combination.

"Generd," Pakkpekatt said, curtly acknowledging Lando. His gaze
flicked to Lobot and the droids. "Who are these--people?”’

C-3PO stepped forward smartly. "Sir, | am See-Threegpio, human-cyborg
relaions. | am fluent in over Sx million--" " Shut up," Pakkpekatt

sad sharply.

"Yes, dr," Threepio sad, retreating behind Lobot.

Lando stepped forward. "Colonel Pakkpekatt, thisis my staff. I'd be
happy to make introductions, but | have some late updates for you which
perhaps ought to have our attention first. s your ready room

available?'

Pakkpekatt held his head high, studying Lando.

Reaching into my mind? Y ou and | need to talk, and no one ese here
needs to hear what we say.

Pakkpekatt lifted ahand in the direction of the ready room door.
"Captain, continue with preparations for departure," he said.

The moment the door wrapped privacy around them, Pakkpekatt drew
thresteningly closeto Lando.



"S0," he said, "you're the man who browbest my officer of the day.
Don't expect to do the same to me."

Lando smiled and opened up the distance between them again by dipping
intoachair. "l wouldn't even try, Colond," he said, adopting a
relaxed posture.

"Nor would | expect to need to. We're here with the same goad, working
for the same people--Princess Lea, the Senate, the Republic.”

Pakkpekatt made a sharp barking sound, the Hortek equivalent of a
grunt. "l wastold to wait for an observer from Fleet Command.

Nothing was said about gtaff."

"Why should anything need to be said? Do you go anywhere without your
aldes?' asked Lando, gesturing with both hands. "My staff has

technical expertise which very well may be the difference between
success and failure for thismisson.”

"We havefive protocol droidson board, al E series or newer,”
Pakkpekatt said. "Y ours are superfluous.”

"On the contrary, | consder my staff indispensable,” Lando said. "And
| expect them to be extended every consideration due me asthe Fleet
Officesfidd operative for thismisson.”

Pakkpekatt moved closer, looming over Lando. "Operative--now, that'sa
curiousword, Generd.

Wereyou led to believe that you'd have an active part in the conduct
of themisson?'

"Wereyou led to believe otherwise?"

"I have been assigned to recover the Teljkon vagabond,” Pakkpekatt
sad. "'l have no indructions about sharing my command or that

responghility with you."
"I don't want to share your command, Colonel.

All I want ismutua cooperation. After al, the Fleet Office's
interestsin this matter are at least equal to the Intelligence
Sarvicesinterests," Lando said. "We were the oneswho nearly lost a
frigate to the vagabond.”

tremely sengitive matter. We have no ideawhat we may find out
there”

"Colond, if wefind anything of vaue out there, it'snot going to



belong to either one of us," Lando said, flashing hisbest conciliatory
amile. "Unlessyou simply don't trust the FHeet Office, therésno
reason we can't work together toward acommon god.”

Pakkpekatt |oosed an eerie chittering sound, which caused a chill to
run down Lando's back. "What are you asking?'

"No more than you would. Run of the ship. Full and timely accessto
tactical data. Consultation on strategy. And if and when we board
her, include usin."

"Only that?"
"That'sit. All other command prerogatives remain yours."

"l see," Pakkpekatt said. "All we need do to keep you happy istake
you aong on the most sengtive part of the misson, and onefor which
you're completely unprepared.”

"Now, Colonels' "Do you take me for wounded prey?' the Hortek
demanded, showing histeeth. "We are prepared to assemble an assault
team tailored to whatever chalenges the vagabond presents. | am not
prepared to assemble one based on who thinks it would be funto go

dong.”

"Do you have alockpick?'

mWhat?

"Y ou said you're ready for anything,” Lando said.

"But it's been my experience that when someonein uniform saysthat, he
redlly means 'We havelittle guns, we have big guns, we have bombs of
al szes" There are other waysto get past alocked door. Areyou
asready to pick alock asyou areto blow one up? Asready to wheedle
asyou are to demand? As ready to coax asto capture? If not, you'd
better think again about how ready you redly are.”

"My tactica team has over fifty years intelligence experience---"
"Ligten, Colond," Lando said, coming to hisfeet

and thrusting his face close to the Hortek. "I'm sure you have good,
solid veteran players on your team. But |'ve got someringerson
mine

I've got a human with amachine interface, adroid with auniversa
linguidtic interface, and adroid with auniversal machine interface--"
"Thereis nothing specid about your staff's abilities”

"Maybe not in the specs," said Lando. "But they know how to play
together, and they know how to win. We beat Darth VVader, and we besat



the Emperor, on their turf and on their terms--" "Ancient history. And
you were lucky."

Lando smiled. "Any gambler knows you don't bet againgt alucky man.

If you keep my playersout of the game, and you lose, you're going to
have a hard time explaining that to the people who sent us out here."

"A commander's burden.”
"l wouldn't want yoursright now," Lando said.

"L ook, Colonel--no matter who or what's inside the vagabond, we have tO
be able to outthink them. Because if we don't, we lose both ways--if
we have to destroy that ship, or it hasto destroy us."

"l am very aware of that."

Lando pointed toward the door. "Well, that's R2-D2 and C-3PO out
there, Luke Skywaker's persona droids. And Lobot and | made aliving
making fools of Security and Intelligencein one system after

another.

We've beaten tricks your people haven't even thought of yet. How sure
areyou that you don't want us on your team?"

Pakkpekatt's nostrils flared. Then he bowed his neck, the Hortek
counterpart to anod of agreement.

"Very wdl. Wewill work together.”
"Good. That'sal | want," Lando said.

"I do not believe that. | know who you are," Pakkpekatt said with a
menacing siffness. "Do not think | do not. | will be watching
you."

Lando kept hismind clear. "We're going to get dong just fine,
Colond. You'l see”

Chapter 5

On themorning of her first meeting with Nil Spaar, Leiaclimbed out of
bed with an aching shoulder, tired eyes, and ablanket of fatiguein

her limbs that made her fed asthough she was on the verge of being
ill.

Anakin had avakened from aterrifying nightmare in the smdl hours, and
Leiahad dlowed him to climb into bed between her and Han in the hope
that it would help him deep. But the unfamiliar presence of athird
little body had forced her into unnatural deeping postures. Worse,



Anakin had become arestive deeper, and she had found hersalf aware of
his every move, coming fully awake time and again as he turned and
squirmed beside her.

Han, Lelahad been annoyed to discover, dept throughiit dl, including
hisown snoring.

Her grogginess persisted through breakfast. As she dressed for her
meseting with the viceroy of the Duskhan League, she thought only about
faling back into the now empty bed for anap. It wasthe kind of
morning that sorely tempted her to break her own rule about stimulants
and take a cup of naris-bud tea or chew a stick of brightgum.

The temptation got stronger once she reached the find briefing. The
conference room seemed to befull

of bodies, and everyone seemed to be talking to her at once.

"Try to get emergency trangt and landing rights on aprovisond
basis, as astepping-stone to full navigation rights. Weve got
membersin Jorunaand idek, and it'salong way around for the
freighters”

"Almost everything we know about the Koor-nacht Cluster isthirty years
old. It wasin Imperid handsfrom the time of the Clone Wars until

shortly after the Battle of Endor. The Empire didn't dlow anyonein,
and--until now--the Y evetha haven't seemed interested in coming out.”

"Asnear aswe can tell, the Duskban League only includesthe eeven
worlds populated by the Y evetha.

We believe that there are as many as seventeen worldsin the Koornacht
Cluster which are populated by other species, and not part of the
Duskhan League. But it hasn't been possible to survey or contact

them.”

"Intelligence hasn't been ableto find asingle civilian pilot wholl

admit having gone into the Koornacht Cluster. We've gotten a
deposition from one of our Imperid prisoners, aformer bridge officer
on aStar Destroyer which he says visited there on patral. It's pretty
wild stuff, though, and nothing he says can be confirmed.”

"Minera resources availablefor trade? |an't that information in the
Duskhah application file? It's supposed to be."

"Thereisn't any gpplication. They're not applying for membership.
It's more like an audition--for us.

Nil Spaar seemsto think thisis some sort of summit meeting. He
doesn't want to be called 'Ambassador,’ either.”



"Why doesn't Intelligence have better information for us? Where doesa
viceroy stand in the Duskhan power structure?”

"l don't think there's any question but that Nil Spaar represents more
worlds, alarger population, greater material riches, and amore
advanced industriad-technological base than anyone who's cometo
Imperid City inthelast twelve years. And he probably knowsit,
too."

"Leig, from astrategic standpoint, it sure would be niceto have a
friend that big Stting between us and wherever Daalas gotten hersdlf
to, in the Core. Right now Koornacht is one of the soft spots aong
the Inner Line"

"Does anyone have any solid information on what he wants?'

"A link to the New Republic hypernet and the Coruscant information went
in the second day. His staff did all the insde work, though. At

least we know they couldn't just eavesdrop on the net.”

"Wherésthe technical analyss of the Duskhan embassy ship?’

"Does anyone e se think that the Y evethamight be related to the
Twi'lek?"

"Have you had achanceto review the results of the Obra-skai library
search?'

"Leig areyou dl right?’

"PrincessLea?’

Shaking her head, Lela pushed herself away from the table and Sarted
toward the door. Lightheadedness halted her steps halfway acrossthe

room. As she swayed unsteadily, Admira Ackbar hastened to her side
and took her arm.

"Help meto my office" shewhispered.

In the privacy of the president's suite, one floor up from the
conference room, Ackbar helped L eia settle on athickly padded couch.

"What is happening to you?' Ackbar asked.

"Should | signal the medica droid?" An MD-7, amabiledroid
specidized for emergency medicine, was permanently assigned to the
executive section.

"No. I'll bedl right. | just want to lie down for afew moments.



Therewasno air in that conference room."
"Y ou don't look well. Do you want to postpone?’

She shook her head amost imperceptibly. "No--no, it would just
complicate things. Thereve been too many delaysaready. | got up
too quickly, that'sal.”

"Perhaps someone e se should take over today's session--" "No one else
can," Leiasad shaply.

"Then someone should bein there with you.”

"Nil Spaar expectsto meet in private with the Chief of State of the
New Republic. That'swhat he ingsted on. That's what we agreed to.

We can't make any changes an hour before the session--not without
giving offense" Lelasaid, and closed her eyes. "Just go away and let
me have afew minutes of quiet. I'll be ready when the time comes.

Thisignt acrigs. Everything will befine

Inasubtle bit of choreography rranged by the protocol attachesfor
both sides, Princess Leia Organa Solo, president of the New Republic,
and Nil Spaar, viceroy of the Duskhan League, entered the Grand Hall
from oppodite Sides at exactly the same moment.

Leids strides were measured and steady. She had spent the time alone
in meditation, opening her connection to the Force and drawing on its
deep, powerful currents, allowing the flow to cleanse and refresh her
body and mind. Doing so meant surrendering abit of her pride, just as
drinking naris-bud teawould have--an admission that she needed a
crutch. But it left her more ready to face the respongbility in front

of her.

Nil Spaar matched her pace, stride for stride. He was not an imposing
figure, notaler than Lela, perhaps even atouch shorter without his
thick-soled, block-hedled boots. His eyes were strikingly human,
digracting Leiaat first from the high ruff of bony armor at the back

of hisneck and the bold streaks of facid color that disappeared under
the soft swirl of fabric hewore on his head. Nil Spaar's gaze was
open and friendly, hissmiledisarming.

The Y evethan was dressed as he had been on the streetsin dl the
survelllance recordings Leiahad seen in aclose-fitting, long-deeved
tunic with tan shoulders and a brown body, darker narrow-legged pants
that tucked into his boots, and beige gloves that disappeared up the
deevesof histunic. Therewasno sign of jewdry or indgniasave

for the pin that held his head wrap in place. There were no signifiers

of rank or station, as she might expect on auniform or ceremonid
garment.



By unspoken agreement, each of them stopped when the other was along
gtride out of arm's reach.

"Viceroy," Lelasad, and bowed.

"PrincessLeia" Nil Spaar said, bowing inturn. "I am so pleased to

be here with you. Thisishow it should be. Y ou, the head of a

confederacy of worlds, strong, proud, proderous--me, the head of a
confederacy of worlds, strong, proud, prosperous. Y ou have welcomed me
asan equd, and | welcome you in the same fashion.”

"Thank you, Viceroy. Would you liketo 9t?' Lelasaid, gesturing
toward the two chairs, each with asmall sdetable, that rested in the
middle of the room facing each other.

"By al means" Nil Spaar said. His chair, provided and set up by his
mgordomo, was an S of open wire mesh. On the table beside it were two
black cylinders with feeding tubes. "We should be able to sit down

with each other and talk honestly, as statesmen and patriots. Y ou

yourself fought in the great rebellion againgt that black besst,

Pdpatine, did you not?"

"l got my knees and elbows dirty afew times,” Leasad. "But many
othersdid far morethan1.”

"Such practiced modesty! But, here again, we can hardly help but
understand each other," said Nil Spaar.

"I had my own smdll part to play in reclaiming Koor-nacht from the
pestilent minions of the Emperor. So we both know what it meansto
take up armsin a cause to which we pledge our lives and honor.

Indeed, aswe

St here thismoment, | warrant we are both gill answering the call
to duty which honor imposes on us--isthat not so?"'

Leiadid not want to be led onto such personal ground. “Lifeiswhat
happens to you while you're busy making sensible plans--or so I've
heard," shesaid withasmile. "I do what | can to preserve that which

| love. | don't know that that makes me any different from most of the
people | meet.”

"Ah, you are wiser than your years," said Nil Spaar. "But of course
you know that it iswhat you love which makes you stand apart.

Y oursdlf, of course, and your children, and your mates--but beyond
that, acircle of friends, acommunity of kin, and a collection of
idedls. And so it iswith me. How pleased | would be, if, here, away
from interference and distraction, we should be able to forge an



dliance which will benefit thosewelove™"

"That's the entire purpose of the New Republic,” Leilasaid,
sSdestepping the word dliance asif it were quicksand. "I think that

if you'll spesk to the leaders of some of the hundred worlds which have
become membersin the last twenty-eight days, you'll hear that the
benefits are substantial and immediate.”

"I do not doubt it,” said Nil Spaar. "O ne need only look at the
miracle of Coruscant. Wasit not but haf adozen years ago that this
world was ravaged by the clone Emperor himsdlf?"

"Yes-" "And now | find it rebuilt from its own ashesto anew glory
that rivalsthe stories of old," Nil Spaar said, histone admiring. "l
have walked your city for hours on end, marveling at the industry of
your people, the cleverness of your inventions, the grandness of your
visions. Such proud edifices you erect out of hope and clay. Such
bold dreams you build on the ruins of past failure.”

"We do what we can--what we must," Leiasaid.

" liketo think of Coruscant asa symbol of what's possible, amirror
in which we can see our best face.

Thevitdity you've seenisareflection of the vitaity of theentire
Republic. | want Coruscant to stand for the ideathat theré'san
aternative to war and tyranny. Cooperation and tolerance--the best of
adl of us, avalladbletodl of us”

"And there are S0 many of you! | am certain | saw more different
gpeciesin my first hour herethan | did in my entire previouslife,

Dozens, if not ahundred,” Nil Spaar said. "How doesit al work?Is
membership palitica or genetic?'

"The New Republic isamutua sdlf-protection pact among over four
hundred sentient species, and an economic partnership between eleven
thousand inhabited worlds," said Lela. "But you'll find thet the

autonomy of member worldsis hardly compromised a dl--" "Solong as
they are willing to be cooperative and tolerant,” Nil Spaar said.

"That goes without saying."

"Perhapsit ought not," said Nil Spaar. "It might lead to
misunderstandings, and mistaken assumptions.”

Puzzled, Leiafdt asthough the ground had suddenly shifted under
her.

"I don't think alegation has ever come to Coruscant expecting anything
d"



"Y ou would know better than |. But you might find some came here more
committed to getting Corus-cant to fight ther fightsthan to Leia
Organdsidedls.

Thewesk are dwayslooking for champions. Areyou certain there are
none such hiding in your skirts?"

"If the weak can't count on Coruscant's protection, then thereisno
New Republic--only anarchy.

And anarchy can only lead to more tyranny.”
Well answered.”

"Thank you!" said Leia. "But since you raised the issue, would you
mind telling mewhy you and your legation are here?"

"Not at dl. | think it important that there be no misunderstandings,”
Nil Spaar said. "Asimpressed as| am with your ideas, your capita
city, and your con federation, the Duskhah Leagueis not interested in
membership in the New Republic. Not collectively, and not as
individua worlds. Despite the fact that we submitted no application,
you seem unclear on that fact."

"I think the Duskhah League would be avaluable member of the New
Republic,” Leiasaid. "I wasn't willing to dismiss the possibility
without talking to you."

Nil Spaar amiled tolerantly. Y ou may dismissit now--please.”
"Then what are you seeking here?'

"Asl'vedready sad, an dliance. An agreement between equdls, to
the benefit of both.”

Frowning, Leiaasked, "Viceroy, are you concerned that what you call
the ‘weak' members would be too much of aburden on you?"

"No. That isnot an issue.

"Veywdl," Leasad. "But | think you should know right now that
it'll be very hard for usto come to an ‘agreement between equals
that'll dlow usto respond militarily if you'rethrestened. The
charter under which we operate dlows for mutua defense and
enforcement of the articles of membership--and that'sall.”

"Truly, you do not yet understand. We do not want or need your
protection,” Nil Spaar said. "We enjoyed the "protection’ of the
Empirefor haf my lifetime, and we are determined to avoid such
blessngsin the future. What we want more than anything isto be left



alone. Bear that in mind, and we may begin to speak the same
languege.”

At Leids prodding, Nil Spaar shared with her some of the Y evethas
experiences at the hands of Emperor Palpatine's generalsand
sormtroopers. The storieswere familiar enough in flavor, if notin
Oetail.

The Imperia governor of Koornacht had been given afreehand in
subduing the Y evetha. In histurn, he had Y evethawomen taken as
pleasure davesfor hisstaff, and Y evetha men taken aslive targets

for histroopers. The brutalized bodies were displayed in

schools, at sacred Stes, and on the public information channels
everyone was required to watch twice aday.

When that did not produce the desired degree of cooperation, the

Imperia governor had children taken instead. Dissent crumbled, but

the terror of random seizures continued. When the Imperia occupation
army was finaly driven from Koornacht, seven thousand Y evetha hostages
were found in the governor's garrison--and the bones of more than

fifteen thousand dead.

"Enough,” Lelasaid. "Please. I'm afraid we've aready reawakened
enough nightmares.”

"I wanted you to understand the depth of our fedingsin this."
"l do," said Leia. | may understand one of our own better now, too.
"Then let usturn our attention to the future,”" Nil Spaar said.

For the next hour, they worked at teasing out what the language of
aliance might sound like. Despite gpparent good faith, they

congtantly stumbled over conflicting assumptions, and their progress
was hard to measure. But at midday, when the viceroy gathered himself
and stood, he pronounced, "This has been valuable and enjoyable. Shall
we resumein one hour?'

"I'd be happy to continue through lunch," Leiaoffered. "We could have
food brought to us."

Nil Spaar looked momentarily shocked. "With al apologies, that is not
possible" hesaid. "My people hold it agreat affront to propriety to
take food in mixed company. And | personaly bdieveit foolishto
dilute aworship med with distracting conversation.”

"My gpologies" Lelasad, sanding. "In an hour, then."

"] look forward to it."



The debriefing sessonincluded Leia, Admiral Ackbar for the Fleet
Office, Admira Drayson standing in for Intelligence director Generd
Rieekan, Behn-kihl nahm for the Senate, First Administrator Engh, two
recorder droids, and haf adozen senior aides.

Everyone listened without interruption as Leia quickly recounted as
much of her conversation with Nil Spaar as her memory would alow.

Then dl had achanceto question Leiaor offer their comments.

The commentswere largdly predictable. Ackbar, ways thinking about
strategic issues, was concerned that navigation rights hadn't come up
yet, and wanted that issue given priority in the afternoon session.

Drayson, aways |ooking to open intelligence channels, wondered how the
viceroy would react to aproposa to revive the Intersystem Library
Exchange, in which some of the Y evethaworlds had once participated.

Behn-kihl-nahm, always cognizant of the ebb and flow of power,
guestioned whether Leia had the authority to negotiate at al without a

pending application.

And Engh, dways aware of the power of money to cement political bonds,
urged Leiato dangle the entire catal og of trade goods before Nil Spaar
as an inducement to reconsider membership.

"After hearing your report, | expect themtoingst that al tradeinto
and out of Koornacht be on Y evethaships,” Engh said. "Fine for their
traders, but not what ours are accustomed to."

"I'm not surethe Y evetha are terribly interested in trade,” said
Leia

"Interesting,” said Drayson. "If they don't want membership and
they're not interested in trade, why are they here?”’

"I think they're here because the New Republic has grown large enough
and strong enough to begin to worry them,” Lelasaid. "They don't want
tojoin us, but they don't want to be overrun by us, either.”

"How grong are they militarily?' Behn-kihl-nahm asked.

"I don't think we know," said Drayson.

"Before the Imperid occupation, there were three systemsin the
Koornacht Cluster with a Class Two military rating,” said Ackbar. "But
that was before.

The Empire may have seized or destroyed most of those vessals.”

"According to the viceroy, it's been nine years since the occupation



ended,” said Drayson. "At this point, | don't think we can guess how
extensvey they may have rearmed. That ship Sitting over at Eastport
certanly testifiesto their engineering abilities”

"I don't think it matters,”" Lelasad. "Thereésno question in my mind
that they fed threatened by us. | think it's critica that we give
them reason not to be."

"If they do fed threatened, that should provide you with useful
leverage" said Behn-kihl-nahm.

"I'm not looking for leverage," Lelasaid. "That's the wrong tonefor
these talks. The Y evetha have good reason to be wary of us--reasons
that everyone here ought to be able to identify with. | don't want to
twist their arm. | want to win their trugt. It'snot going to be

quick or easy. But | think Nil Spaar and | have a chance to develop
the kind of persona rapport that will carry us through the hard

parts.

| don't know if we're going to end up with an dliance or an
gpplication for membership. But I'm not going to worry about that

"Fveminutes" an aidecaled.
"Thank you, Alole"

"Please--be very careful with your promises, Leia," said Behn-kihl-nahm
asthey dl rose. "Theideathat we are dl equds, in the eyes of
Coruscant is very important to the strength of the New Republic.”

"| redizethat, Chairman."

"Then you must redize that if the Y evethawin the benefits of
membership without the obligations, therell be an uproar in the
Senate, and in thousands of capitals. And if the Y evetha are granted
privileges not available to our members, you can expect hundreds of
member worldsto resgn.”

"That won' t happen,” Lelasaid. "l expect that any treaty with the

Y evethawill provide them with only a subset of the rights contained in
the articles of confederation--no open markets, no monetary con trols,
no dispute resolution, no voicein the Senate, no military umbrella-"
"The presence of ashepherd is frequently undervaued in the absence of
awolf," said Behn-kihl-nahm.

"Maybe s0," Lelasaid. "But theresalot to be gained by forging a
link--any link, to start--with the Y evetha. The Senate will understand
thet."

"Many afoolish notion haswon support in that body," Behn-kihl-nahm



sad, "and many afasehood has enjoyed currency in that room.

Princess, no matter how much we want that aly on the Inner Line, or
access to Koornacht's metal s and the Y evetha's technol ogy, we must
always be aware of the price. We are not the suitors--they are.”

"Thank you for your counsd, Chairman.”

"Remember that Cortinaand Jandur also came here full of prideful
bluster, and both eventualy signed the standard articles of

confederation. And that was long ago, when membership meant lessthan
it doestoday."

"Time!" caled the aide.

Lelaemptied her glassquickly. "If you'll excuse me, Chairman--"
Behn-kihl-nahm nodded and backed away, leaving her donewith Admira
Drayson and arecording droid.

"End recording,” said Drayson. A black droid controller was al but
conceded in hishand. "Princess, may | have amoment?'

"A moment, but not much more."

"I'm concerned about the process, about the fact that dl your advisers
must rely on secondhand reports.

It makesit difficult for them to provide you with the independent
counsd you expect from them.”

"What are you suggesting?"

"That | arrange for more eyes and earsin the room with you. | could
provide you with a burgt-transmisson comlink smal enough that even
Generd Solo would be hard pressed to find it."

"l don't expect to be frisked by theviceroy,” Leiasaid curtly. "And
you can't promise methe comlink

would be undetectable by the Y evetha--can you? If we can listeniin,
intheory so canthey.”

"Quitetrue," said Drayson. "Technical assets are dways subject to
discovery. Of coursg, if they were covertly monitoring the sessons
themsdlves, they wouldn't be likely to---" "Do you have evidence that
they are?’

"No. But sometimes| find it more prudent to assume what'snot in
evidence than believe that what | can't seeisn't there.”

"Admira Drayson, I'm afraid | don't understand that thinking.



Especidly inthisingance."

"Time, PrincessLeia," caled Alole, peering back into the room from
the corridor.

"Coming," Leiacaled. "No ‘technicd assats in the Grand Hall,
Generd. Well have to make do with my eyesand ears. | won't take
the chance of confirming their worst fears by being caught spying.

Understood?"
"Of course, Princess.”

The Y evethan ground skimmer that picked up Nil Spaar in the bowels of
the Imperid City adminigtrative complex discharged him afew minutes
later in the bowels of the embassy ship Aramadia.

There was no one there to greet him, but that was no surprise. Nor was
the fact that the driver waited ingde the skimmer for Nil Spaar to

climb out on hisown and walk the few stepsto the airtight exit hatch

on the front wal. As soon as the hatch closed behind him, athick
ydlow gas began to fill the chamber where the skimmer hovered.

Shortly afterward a scalding spray poured down on the skimmer from
thousands of tiny jets, chasing the yellow mist down vents and
drains.

Behind the hatch, Nil Spaar found himsdf in asanitary entry
Sation.

Thedrill had dready become familiar to him, but that day there was
more urgency to his motions. Quickly removing his clothing, he dropped
it into agerileincinerator. There was areas suring pop and hiss

when he seded the-loading chute.

The face of the incinerator grew warm to the touch.
Then Nil Spaar stepped into the scrub chamber.

With eyes closed, he invoked the needle-spray showers---first the
gentlerain of the fumigant, then the agonizing bite of the scrub
jets.

Asthewater pelted hisbody, his expression softened to one
approaching bliss. Helingered in the scrub chamber, willingly

enduring asecond cycle of cleansing. Then he passed through the inner
door, where waiting hands draped his body in afire-blue gown.

"Viceroy," the attacho said, bowing.



"Thank you, Eri," he said, accepting the heavy silver viceroy's
neckguard and fagtening it in place. "'l must resgn mysdf to
it--their sink never leaves my nodirils, no matter how long | stay in
the scrub chamber.”

"You carry no taint to my senses,” Eri said.

"l will trust that is more than politeness” said Nil Spaar. "IsVor
Duull expecting me?'

"Yes, Viceroy."

"Good. Seethat abstracts of today's reports and examinations are
waiting for mein my quarters. I'll be there shortly.”

An arcart whisked him up eleven levelsto the domain of Vor Duull,
proctor of information science for the Aramadia. Nil Spaar was greeted
with aquick bow. "Welcome back, Viceroy."

"More welcome for me than for any of you," he said. "Wereyou ableto
receiveasgna?'

"Without interruption,” Vor Duull said. "A recording was made per your
ingtructions and placed in your library."

"Did you watch?'

Only enough to make certain that the decoders and stabilizers were
functioning.”

Nil Spaar nodded. "What do you think of them?"

When Vor Duull hesitated, the viceroy prodded, "Go on, | excuse you."
"They seem to me wesk, gullible--eager to please.

Sheisno match for you."

"We shdl see," Nil Spaar said. "Thank you, Proctor.

Continue your finework."

Theaircart carried him swiftly up the centra spird of the ship to
thethird level, above which only command personnd could go. He
accepted the salutes of the honor guard and akiss from his darna, then

disappeared behind locked doors.

In the privacy of his quarters, Nil Spaar sat in front of a
cryptocomm.

His brief message was beamed to N'zoth, capital of the Duskhan League,



asascrambled string of bits mixed into the stream of ordinary open
dispatches.

"I have had my firg meeting with the vermin,” Nil Spaar said. "All is
goingwal."

The datacard Admira Hiram Drayson dropped into the datapad on his desk
looked for dl theworld like astandard Universal Data Exchange
card.

But the cards used by Alpha Blue for sengtive data used a nonstandard
encoding, which made the card appear blank when placed in a standard
datapad.

Thelittle plastic rectangle could even be erased and re-formatted
without destroying the information it bore--in this case, excerptsfrom
arecording made earlier that day by atiny audio telescope concealed
in the ornate scrollwork on the ceiling of the Grand Hall.

The excerpts had been sdected for Drayson by an AlphaBlue andysis
droid, using sophisticated context-processing protocols.

Tipping back in his chair and folding his hands over his abdomen,
Drayson listened to the recording that no other sentient had heard--or
would hear, unless he chose to share it with them.

Helistened as Princess Leiasaid, "I want Corus-cant to stand for the
ideathat there's an alternative to war and tyranny. Cooperation and
tolerance--the best of all of us, availableto al of us."

Helistened as Viceroy Nil Spaar said, "We do not

want or need your protection. We enjoyed the "protection’ of the
Empirefor haf my lifetime, and we are determined to avoid such
blessngsin thefuture

And he thought as he listened, | wish that you'd chosen to let usinto
that room with you, Princess. But I'll do all | can to make certain
you don't look back on that choice with regret.

Chapter 6

Inside the protective cocoon of Luke Skywalker's secret hermitage, time
had no meaning.

To be sure, the dementa cycle of day and night was echoed in the ebb
and flow of the Force, asthe living web of Coruscant stirred and

dept, fought and foraged. The turning of the seasonswas alonger,
dower rhythm, an amost imperceptible crescendo and decrescendo of
vitaity and dormancy, fecundity and death.



Beyond that, amere whisper, lay the amost unimaginably deep, subtle
echo that wasthe birth of stars, the creation and extinction of life,

the blossoming of consciousness. Deep in meditation, profoundly
connected to the mysteries of the Force, Luke could see that through
the manifestations of life, the universe knew itsdf, and benddits

own wonders.

But to extend himsdlf that far, and reach that degree of oneness, Luke
found it necessary to let go of his everyday sensesto adegree he once
would have thought impossible.

Sealed behind opague walls, he lived in darkness for days at atime,
barely conscious of hunger, thirgt, or other bodily demands. He wore
clothing only out of habit, but the habit weakened. The winds howled
outside the hermitage, but L uke was obliviousto them.

He took no notice of the sun or moons in their courses, the rise and
fdl of thetide, the ever-changing sky painted in light and cloud.

The sea began to freeze, as the northern hemisphere did deeper into
Coruscant's short winter. Over aperiod of many days, the rocks and
beach were draped with a heavy crust of sculpted ice. But the sight
would have surprised Luke, had it mattered enough to him to seek it
OuL.

Even Leiahad stopped reaching out for him, though morein anger than
in understanding. The result mattered more to him than the reason.

His solitude was complete, timeless and undisturbed.

Then avidtor came, and everything changed.

It was his ordinary senses, reawakened, which informed Luke of the
vigtor's presence. First, a sound, which helater redized was his

own name.

At that point, it had been many days since he had spoken, or even
thought in words.

He concentrated. "Lights, medium.”
The meditation chamber regppeared around him.

Sight told him that awoman stood in the chamber with him, half adozen
steps away. Her shoulders were bare, her throat covered by along
scarf that vanished down her back. Her hair waslong and braided, her
clothing soft and flattering. Her eyes were dark, intent, and

knowing.

Hetook her at first for a projection, because it was unthinkable that
anyone could have passed through the walls, his screens, without



derting him. But then he touched her bare arm, and touch told him her
skinwasrea, and warm. He circled her, and scent told him of salt

air, dead quarrelgrass crushed underfoot, abody bathed in flowers, a
hint of the taint of the old oilsand clinging vaporsthat hung on

one's person after along flight.

"Explain yoursdf," he said when he had circled around to face her
agan.

"You are him. You are Luke, sonto Anakin." She smiled with bright
delight. "Forgive me. | thought | would never find you. It must have
been theworking

when you built this place that | felt. That was what led me here.”
"You fdt what | did? From where?"

"From Carratos," she said, naming a planet in asystem forty parsecs
from Coruscant.

Asruddy ashisvigtor had invaded his hermitage, Luke suddenly
invaded her mind, probing the secret place where sengitivity to the
Force resided. If she possessed the sort of talent her words claimed
for her, he should be thrown halfway across the room when the ancient
reflex repelled hismenta touch. It was so with every Jedi he had
probed, every candidate he had brought to Y avin for training.

Luke's probing met no resistance. He felt no shields blunting or
deflecting his examination. Her mind was open--and yet there was no
reflexive response. So sure was he of that test that he wouldn't have
considered her for amoment as a candidate for the academy.

But, ill, she had found him. She had, somehow, entered a space she
should not have been able to enter unless her giftsin the Force were
theequd of his.

"Who areyou?" he asked wonderingly.

She laughed. "Forgive me. | am Akanah, of the Fallanass, an adept of
the White Current.”

"I'mafraid | don't know your people, or that path,”" he said.

"I know," shesaid. "Y ou won't find usin your census, or the
Emperor's, or the Old Republic's. It's not our way to clam landsand
raiseflags, or stand queue to be counted. But you should know us.
That's part of why I've come."

His brows showed puzzlement. "If your people are such ciphers, why
should | know you?"



"Because your mother isone of us, Luke Skywalker. Because you are
bound to usthrough her."

Luke stared. "My mother? How can--do you--what do you mean, 'is one
of us? Leiatold me my mother isdead.”

"Y es--I know. As Obi-Wan told you that your father was dead.”
"Areyou saying my mother might be dive?'
"I don't know," said Akanah, suddenly sad-eyed.

"Who saw her fal? Whereis her grave? | wish | could answer your
guestion. But | don't even know my own mother'sfate. I've been
separated from the body of my people for too many years.”

"Separated? Why?'

"I was away when the Empire came to the world we called home then. The
Fdlanass had to take flight, because they would not let themselves

and their gifts be used for violence and evil. | don't blame them. |

know they must have waited for me aslong asthey could. That was
nineteen years ago. | was twelve--not much more than achild.”

"And you never found them again?' Therewas atouch of suspicionin
Lukesvoice. "Y ou found me."

She amiled tolerantly. "The Fallanass are more practiced at hiding

than you are, Luke Skywalker. And thereisn't much an abandoned child
can do inthe middle of awar to search for afamily that doesn't want

to befound."

"I supposenot,” hesaid dowly.

"It wasn't until the Emperor was overthrown that | could even think- of
looking--1 wastoo afraid | would betray them. And even then, it's

hard for ayoung woman on Carratos to become wedlthy enough to leave
it. Especialy to leave in her own ship, owing and answering to no

one”

"So you're looking for them now. And you say my mother could be with
them.” He shook his head. "My mother--she's been such amystery to me
my wholelifethat | can't et mysdf believe you know anything of

her.

| don't even know her name."

"She may have had other names;" Akanah said.

"Many of usdo. But among the body, sheisknown as Nashira. Itisa



gar-name, and thought a high honor.”
"Nashira," Luke echoed in awhisper.

"Yes" shesad. "Luke, | know that there's an emptinessinsde you
where memories of your mother

should be, aweskness where what she would have taught you would have
srengthened you."

"Yes-" "Therésan emptinessin my life, too, and for the same lack.

I've come here to ask you to go away with me, and help me find our
people, so you and | can both be whole again.”

"I don't think I've ever been whole," said Luke, turning hisface from

her. "The pieces of my life were scattered by astorm before | ever

had a chance to tackle the puzzle. And every missing piece that turns

up completely changesthe picture. | was aone, and then there was
Leia-my sigter. | was an orphan, and then there was Anakin--V ader--my
father."

He laughed to himsdlf. "1 wanted to go to school just to get off the

farm, and then my father's mentor came to me, and taught me the secrets
of apower | didn't know I had. | was the adopted son of amoisture
farmer living next door to nowhere, and then there was alightsaber,

and enemies--the most powerful men in the galaxy--who wanted me
dead.”

Luke turned and looked back at Akanah. "'l don't know if I'm ready to
redraw the picture again. Maybe that's what kegps me from believing
you. | want to know my mother. Y ou're right about that. But maybe
I'mjust alittle bit afraid to. And that'safedling that | haven't
fdtinalongtime”

"I knew when | came here that thiswould be a great shock,” she said.
"But you must reclaim this piece of what you are.”

"l don't know who you are," Luke said stubbornly.

"I don't know that anything you've sad istrue.

"Then | will tdl you somethingsthat you know aretrue,” said
Akanah.

"Y our father waslogt to the dark side, and you were forced to try to
kill him.

Y ou were nearly lost to the darkness yoursdlf. That must weigh heavily
on you--wondering if you carry hisweakness."



"I'vefaced that test," Luke said defensively.
"And would you have survived it without Leia?'
Luke Skywalker had no answer for that question.

"Perhapsthat iswhy you cannot let yourself love without fear," Akanah
sad softly. "Perhgps that iswhy you have no children of your own.

Y ou must fear that you will repest your family'stragedy in another
generation.

Y ou must fear that someday you will find yourself reedy to kill your
own son, and him ready to kill you."

"NO---""Y ou must fear yourself. How could you not?

How could anyone, if he had walked your path? The bond that linksyou
to dl the horrors of Darth Vader'sreign isaterrible burden. Is

that not why you're here?' she asked pointedly. "Isan't that the

meaning of this structure?’Y ou may have forgiven Anakin Skywal ker--but
you know the Republic can never forgive Vader for hiscrimesin the
service of Palpatine.”

L uke was beyond denia. "How do you know al this?' he asked
hoarsdly.

"I've studied you--before | came here, and since.

Hero of the Rebdlion, Jedi Master, defender of the Republic,” she
said. "Even on Carratos, we hear dl the stories. And | saw in them
dl thethingsl've saidto you."

Turning haf away from her, Luke shook his head.

"No. That can't be. I've voiced those fears to no one.

No one."

Akanah glided closer. "They're written in your eyes, and lie heavy on
your spirit. Y ou'd see them yourself, but for the blindnesswe dl

have when welook in amirror," she said. "But remember this,
Luke--your strength in the Force did not come only from your feather.
The gift of the Light came from your mother--and your mother was of my
people. That iswhy your heart istelling you you must come with

me.

Their eyesmet. Lukefelt her gaze like alight cast into the dark
corners of his psyche. Her voice disarmed him. Her words unveiled



him. She had taken down dl his shidds, and he was defensdess
agang her, hismind

Whoally open to her. But it was astrangely safe fedling.

She dready knew his most unthinkable thoughts, and till she held her
hand out to him.

"Test me, if youmust,” Akanah said.
"No," hesaid. "It's not necessary."

"I will wait here, if you want to return to Y avin for your testing
equipment,” she offered. "But | can tell you what you would
see--nothing. The White Current is not the Force you know, only with a
different name. But it isamanifestation of the All. | will teach

youwhat | can.”

"Y ou assume agreeat ded.”
"I speak from hope only. Will you come with me, Luke Skywaker?'

"I don't know," he said. "There's something | must do first--someone |
needtotdl.”

"Lea"
"Yes. Isthere any reason | shouldn't?”

"No reason,” she said, and smiled. "Y ou said it was not necessary to
test me. But that question--" "Y ou'reright,” Luke agreed. "If you'd
said, 'No, this hasto be our secret,' | would've doubted you. But
there's another reason | haveto do this. | have no memories of my
mother. Lelahas but afew, no more than glimpses touched by
emation.”

"There are more memories there. Nashira Was protected, just asyou
were."

"I can believe that. But what you've aready told me may be enough to

un lock any hidden doors, allow me to probe her mind with more success
than I've had in the past. And to find another few glimpses of her
here’--he touched histemple with hisfingertips--"would mean agrest
dedl. If you could tell me even more---" "I'm sorry.” Akanah's sudden
smile was touched by humor. "Fifteen years ago, you weren't
important--just Fallanass gossip. If | had known what was to come, |
would have paid more attention.”

Helaughed. "Will you wait herewhile| go seeLea?

"Of course," she said. "I've waited long enough for thisnight. |



canwait alittle longer for our journey to begin.”

Lukesflight suit felt strange on his body, both too loose and too
confining. The E-wing looked like an inert sculpturein its hangar,
covered by afine, pae coating of dust that had falen out of the
dill air.

"Artee" Luke said. "Exit standby mode."

Almogt ingantly severd lights of different colors glowed on the dome
and faceplates of the astromech droid. A moment later it gave an
answering chirrup.

"Preflight the ship,” Luke said, sarting his own quick but thorough
ingoection.

The droid whistled, and Luke glanced down at the display bar on his
flight suit.

"Y es, you can stop monitoring the house systems,” Luke said.
R7-TI'sresponse had the stridency of an aarm.

"Yes, | know there's someonein the house," Luke said, ducking under
theleft wing. "Just leave some lights on and the upper passways

open.
Shell befine”
The E-wing passed both Artee's and Luke's checks with flying colors.

Both the design and the example before Luke were rdatively new, far
more able and robust than the T-65 X-wing he had flown againgt the
first Death Star at Y avin. And the E-wing he was about to climb into
had been overhauled to factory-new condition after itslast taste of
combat.

Still, he hesitated.

Technicaly, the E-wing was on loan to the Jedi academy for training
purposes, but only because there was no provisonin the
quartermaster's regulations for loaning afront-line sarfighter toa
civilian. Ackbar had persuaded him that, given the unpredictability of
life, it wasfar more sensble for him to have afully armed E-wing at
his disposal than an unarmed sprint, ketch, or runabouit.

"Think of yoursalf asamember of the Republic's militia Anda
militiaman should have hiswegpon at

homewith him, in the event heiscdled on again,” Ackbar had said.



L uke had accepted that argument reluctantly. But in the months before

he returned to Coruscant, he had become more and more uncomfortablein
the E-wing's cockpit. It was a heavily armed killer, an intimideator,

an unspoken threat wherever it appeared. As such, it represented a

part of hislifethat he wastrying to leave behind.

His X-wing had fit him like a second skin, like an extension of

himsdlf. He had taken joy inflying it, even in battle. But that had

been another, younger Luke. The E-wing was different. It wasan
embarrassment, an ugly set of clothes he was forced to wear when he
went out in public. And he missed the familiar presence of Artoo, who
smply did not fit--physicaly or eectronicaly--in the E-wing'sR7
astromech interface.

Onelast time, he thought. Then maybethey'll let me give it back.

"Open the canopy, Artee," he said, and directed his concentration at
the hangar's front wall. Seams appeared in the unbroken expanse of
dlicon and quartz crystdl, and the wall opened on hinges that had not
exiged just moments before. Bitter air filled the hangar asthewind
screamed past the opening.

In the absence of aboarding ladder, L uke legped lightly to the edge of
the open cockpit and clambered in. Asthe canopy closed over him, he
pictured in his mind the E-wing hovering afew hands above the hangar
door and gliding sllently out into the night. Ashe pictured it, it
happened--except that the silence was broken by Artee'sinsistent
sguawking. There was no explaining to the rigid-minded astromech that
hovering with no engines did not necessarily represent an emergency.

"Power up engines," Luke said.
Artee cooed in relief and complied.

L uke climbed out from the hermitage in awidening spird, scanning the
ground for further clues about hisvisitor. As he passed over the
cliff for the second

time, he spotted her ship--an elderly Verpine Adventurer-resting a
hundred meters back from the precipice.

| can't believe | didn't hear that clunker coming, he thought.

Pre-Empire, lifting body design, hoverjets for atmospheric
mode-Memories ftirred, crossed, linked. He heard Leiasimpudent voice
saying, "'Y ou came herein that thing?

You're braver than | thought.” That had been aboard the Death Star,
the first time they'd met--when held seen himsalf rescuing a princess,
not along-lost sgter.



A long time ago.

Luke pulled the stick hard over, and the E-wing wheeled nimbly toward
Imperid City. With athought directed ahead of him, he let Leiaknow
he was coming.

For now, he kept the reason to himsdlf.

He did not see Akanah watching from the tower, her hopeful gaze
following the track of the engine exhausts as the E-wing disappeared
into the night.

Without warning Leia sat bolt upright in her bed, bresking Han's
embrace.

"What isit now?" he asked plaintively.
"He'scoming heretonight.”
"Whois?'

"Luke." Shethrew back the soft coppery sheet and climbed out of
bed.

"He'scoming to seeus.”
"How do you know?"'

"I heard hisvoice. Y ou know, what you fondly refer to asthat
smimydicd twinthing?'

"Well--he's not ringing the doorbell yet," Han said hopefully. "It'll
take him awhileto get here"

Leiaseemed not to hear him. "It'sabout time. All | havetodois

tell him about the way the kids were today--that'll give him thewhole
catalog of problems.”

"Areyou sure that'swhy he'scoming?'

"He said he needed to talk to me about family matters.”

son. "'l dunno, Leia-the kids aren't the only family you two have,"
he said, trying to didodge her from her certainty without reveding
where Lukewasliving.

"lan't it more likely to be something about your father?!

"Why do you say that?"

"I kind of got theimpresson he's il having trouble with some of



thet."
"What?No, thet'ssilly,” Leiassid dismissvely.

"Why should hefed guilty about what Father did under the control of
the Emperor and the dark side? Luke forgave Father at Endor. Y ou were
there--you saw."

Han frowned. "Wel--maybe it didn't turn out to be that smple for
Luke. After dl, afew billion people around the galaxy are ill
pretty unhappy with dear old Dad.”

"Y ou don't have to remind me about thet," said Lela, shrugging into a
white robe and tying the sash in abow. "But I'm the onewho hasto
dedl with it, not Luke. I'm the one who gets accused and screamed at
and threstened, not Luke. And I'm handling it."

As she was speaking, she moved toward the bedroom door. When she
reached it, she stopped and turned back toward Han, still Sitting
bare-chested on the bed in ajumble of sheets. "No, I'm sure you're
wrong. That's not why Luke's coming here. He seemed---excited.

Almogt happy."

Han surrendered. "All right. Whatever you say.
Where are you going?'

"I've been keegping notes on the children. | want to bring them up to
date before Luke arrives.” She threw him a quick smile and disappeared
through the doorway.

"l guesswere done here, then," he said to himsdlf.
Sighing, he climbed out of bed. "I've got a bad fedling abouit this.
Oh, yes, | do."

Eveninthe middle of the night, it wasn't possible for Luke Skywalker
to make aquiet vigt to the Chief of State of the New Republic. The
entire area sur rounding the president's residence was secured
airgpace and protected by itsown loca shield generator. That ruled
out aconvenient landing right on the grounds, or even close by.

Instead, Luke was directed to land his E-wing on amilitary pad at
Eastport. Even before he could climb out of the cockpit, asizable
crowd of ground crew and other port workers gathered at the pad. But
it was different from the kind of crowds Han till drew. Everyone hung
back, even after Luke jumped down from the cockpit to the tarmac.

It was as though they couldn't pass up a chance to see Luke Skywalker



but were too intimidated by his statusto risk trying to shake his
hand, clap him on the back, or even speak to him. Hefdt lessa
celebrity than acuriosity, more adead legend than aliving hero.

Luke wished they would dl just go away. He had no interest in being
celebrity or curiosity, legend or hero.

"Security Protocol One, Artee," he said. Asthe E-wing's canopy and
engine intake covers closed, L uke strode toward the airgpeeder waiting
for him just outsde the landing circle. The crowd parted for himin
Slence

But thair excitement buffeted him, and their ambivaencetore at him.

He heard them whispering to each other, read their faces, and hefilled
intherest.

Children--you'll never guesswho | saw at the port tonight-He's here?
What did he say? How did he seem?
Where did he go? | wonder what it means.

The airspeeder was a standard government model, with a speed governor,
an dtitude limiter, and apilot droid at the controls. To Luke, it
was as welcome asight as an escape pod on adoomed ship.

"President's residence, north entrance,” Luke said. He seemed s0
serious-So mysterious-He floated to the ground like aleaf--He was as
closeto meas| anto you--He smiled at

"l never thought I'd have a chance to meet him--Y ou can tell just
looking at him that he's a Jedi-Y ou can tell just looking at him what
he's been through-L uke closed hiseyesin relief asthe airsgpeeder took

flight.

While they were waiting for Luke, Han had lingered in the front rooms,
thinking that he might be able to get to hisfriend first and warn him
what his sster was expecting. But when the Ssgnd from the north
gatehouse finally came, Lelawas past Han and out the door before he
knew it.

"Let himin," Han told the gate guard resignedly, and hurried after his
wife

He caught up just as Leiaand Luke met on the north garden trail.
"Leia" Luke said with awarm smile, and they embraced.

"I knew you'd come," Lelasaid, kissing him on the cheek and taking his
arm. "1 knew you'd change your mind. | can't tell you how glad | am



to seeyou.

How long can you stay?"

"We have some work to do together,” Luke said.

"I don't know how long it will take. And then | have somethingsto
tell you. Hello, Han." Luke clapped the taller man on the back with
hisfree hand. "It's good to see you again.

"Y ou don't know the hdf of it, kid," Han said wryly.
"Comeon--let'sgoingde” Leiasad. "Did they make you leave your
bag at the gatehouse? That's so foolish of them-"I didn't bring a
bag," Lukesaid. "I didn't plan on Saying. But if it'stoo late for

you, | can passthe night out here, and we can work in the morning.
I've dways liked these gardens.”

Lelastopped, turning toward L uke and frowning.

" think I've missed something here, she said. "The children are
deeping--at last--so0 we couldn't Sart

work until morning anyway. But I'm sureit's going to take days, more
likely weeks, to make any progress.”

"Leia | haven't cometo train the children. Didn't Han tell you my
fedingsonthat?'

"l told her," Han said.

"Han told meyou said it was my problem,” Lelasaid. "And that was so
unlike you that | was sure held gotten it wrong."

Luke shook his head. "It suffersabit for being condensed, but |
supposethe kernd is il there" he said. "Leia, therés nothing |

can do right now that won't make your lives and theirs harder in the
long run. I've meditated on thisfor along time. I'm surethisis
theright decison.”

"Then--you came here because you want something?

Not because we need help?!

"I'm here because | may have some new information about our mother.”
Han was startled by Luke'swords, but, so far as he could see, Leids

expresson didn't waver or soften in the dightest. "What new'
information?" she asked.



"Where doesit come from?"

"l don't want to tell you yet," Luke said. "I'm hoping that you'll let
me probe your mind again fird.

| have anideawhat to look for now."

Her body language foretold her answer. She held hersdlf back from him,
armswrapped around hersdlf, her mouth hard, her eyes darting, angry.

"No," she said. "Go back to wherever you came from." Sheturned
abruptly and started back toward the residence.

"Leia-" Han said, reaching for her as she neared where he stood.
She duded histouch with atwist and a sidestep.
"And you, if you take hisside, you can go with him."

"Lela-" Han'stone was plaintive now, and it had no effect. In
moments, the two men were aone on the path.

"| thought | was just out of practice flying," Luke said with asigh.
"For what it'sworth, kid, she had kind of ahard

day," Han said. "L elds been negotiating with the same guy for a
month now, and it's sarting to drive her nuts. And | don't know how
they do it, but the twins seem to know when she's not up to dealing
with them, and redly push the limits."

"If sheéld just draw on the Force," Luke said, shaking his head. "It's
inexhaudible”

"Wdll--she's not. For whatever reason. | guess you'd better come
back."

"No," Luke said. "I'm going to talk to her. She hasto redlize how
important thisisto both of us."

"Kid, I can't recommend it--" "It'l bedl right," Luke said, and
started up the path.

Thevdet droid helpfully told Luke that Leiawasin the private
kitchen. Hefound her sitting on astool at the med bar, cupping a
tal glassin both hands and staring out the window with faraway

eyes.

"That's perfect,” she said as he entered. "1 wasjust trying to
remember if you'd ever done anything | asked you to."



"Once or twice, by accident,” he said lightly, hoping to draw asmile
from her. "But we madeit through anyway."

Lelasad nothing, choosing instead to sip from her glass.

"Thisisimportant for both of us, Leia. For your children, too," Luke
said. His glance acknowledged Han, who had followed asfar asthe
doorway and taken up aposition leaning, arms crossed, against the
frame. "1 think there redlly might be a chance to break through and
discover our mother asared person.”

"Why?" Sheturned her face toward him for thefirst time, and he saw
thewearinessin her eyes.

"Y ou've probed me more timesthan | can remember.

Y ou had Artoo and Threepio on Obra-skai for months, searching the
librariesfor any clue" She emptied her glassand st it down on the
bar. "Youand | sat in aJedi meditation circle for hours on end,

night

after night, calling on Obi-Wan and Anakin and Y oda, Owen and Beru, my
foster parents, anyone we knew of who might have known her. Caling
her, too--remember?’

"l remember.”

"And when we were done, we knew exactly as much aswe had before. A
congpiracy of dlence, you cdledit.”

"It seemed that way," Luke said. "But | think the silence hasjust
been broken. | think | know why we never found any trace of her."

"Y ou're obsessed with the past,” she said, her tone sharp. "l just
can't let mysdlf keep caring that much. Father and Mother are deed,
and nothing you do can changethat. My children are the future.”

"How do we know that Mother's dead?’ L uke asked, easing onto a stool
on the opposite side of the medl bar. "Wher€'s her grave? Who saw her
die? Did you?'

"No--" "How do we know she didn't leave Alderaan, leave you on
Alderaan, to hide from Father? How do we know she didn't succeed?’

"Therésasmple answer to that," Lelasaid, raising her head. "She's
dead, Luke. If shewere il alive, theréd be nothing to stop her
from coming herefor areunion.”

"She might be as young asfifty,” Luke said. "It could il
happen.”



"It'sbeen twelve years, Luke," she said. "And we're not hard to
find--at least, I'm not.”

"What does that mean?' asked Luke.

"I'm going to tell you something I've kept from you, just because of

the way you are about thisthing," Leiasaid dowly. "Since the end of

the war--since | made Coruscant my home, and the work of the New
Republic my life--there's been a steady stream of women coming here and
claming that they're our long-lost mother." Shelooked to Han. "How
many have there been now, honey?"

"More than two hundred,” Han said, nodding.

"More of them lately, for some reason--dmost one aweek so far this
year."

"The security gaff cdlsthem 'mad grannies™ Lelasad. " Some of
them aren't old enough by haf--some aren't even human. But they're
dl firmly in love with theideathat they married the mongter and gave
birth to the heroes of the Rebellion.” She shook her head sadlly.

"But there might be reasons we don't know of for her not to come," Luke
said earnestly. " She may need to protect those who protected her. She
might not want to face our questions. For al she knows, we curse her
memory. That'swhy we may haveto find her. Please, Leia-let melook
into your mind one moretime. | have asignpost thistime--aname.”

"And what if you find what you're looking for?'

"Then I'm going away with the woman who brought me the name, to find
therest.”

Leiaraised her handsin exasperation. "Y ou see?

Y ou see? Therell never be an end to it--you'll never be ableto let
itgo."

"l just haveto know thetruth," Luke said. "I don't understand why
you don't fed the same way--" ""Listen to me--we're never going to have
atidy family tree," Lela snapped. "Why can't you realize?

We're never going to know our parents better than we do right now.
We're never going to have fond stories of our grandparentsto tell our
children. We're better off telling them about Owen and Beru, about
Bail--the real people who cared for us, protected us, loved uslike we
weretheir own. Y ou make too much of blood."

"It's more than blood--" Luke began.



"l don't care," Lelasaid, dapping the top of the bar with theflat of

her right hand. The noise was so sudden and loud that it made Han
jump. "You cant invent anorma childhood for us, no matter how much
you turn up about Mother and Father. And if you do find the truth, as
you cdl it, you just might find you

don't likeit very much. Y ou might end up wishing you'd let them Stay
dead."

"Could anything be worse than what we dready know?'

"I'd rather not know the answer to that question,” Leiasaid curtly,
pushing hersdlf back from the bar so violently that her stool toppled
to thefloor as she dipped off it. "You and | are foundlings, Luke.

That'show it is, likeit or not. Our family tree starts here--with
thisfamily, and these children. And they're going to know their
parents, and their uncle, and dl our wonderful friends.”

Leasface and voicefilled with arising fury as she spoke, fury a
theworld, the past, at Luke, at all who stood as obstaclesto her
vision of what should be.

"My children are going to have norma family soriesto tell their
children, little funny stories about everyday nothings, storieswhere

no one dies too young or hasto carry aburden of shame. I'm going to
seeto that, with your help or without it--" Han approached from the
doorway. "Leia-" "Nothing matters more to me, do you understand?
she demanded, jabbing afinger in Luke'sface.

"Nothing. So you do what you think you have to, brother--go wherever
you have to with whoever you want to, chasing whatever shado w of ahint
of apromise of aclueyou like. | don't care about any of it.

Don't ask for my help again. And don't bring the past into this
house,

Itsdl just pain and death. You wadlow init if you want to. I've
had enough of it for ten lifetimes.”

Stunned by the vehemence of her outburst, both men stood mute asLeia
staked out of the kitchen.

"I'msorry,” Lukesaid a lagt. "Y ou wereright. | let mysdf think |
know her better than you do."

"I don't know who's right and who'swrong, kid.

| just know you're both stubborn as tauntauns,” Han said. "And that
thiswould probably be agood timeto beleaving.”



Lukedid not argue.

Like most small sport spacecraft with bold names, Akanah's Verpine
Adventurer offered few amenities, technica or persondl.

It had no wesapons, combat shields, or astromech droid, and its sublight
gpeed rating was ameager 2.5.

The navigational deflector array had been upgraded to the Block 3
standard somewhere during its history, but its hyperdrive motivator was
gill Block 1. Therewas only asingle pressurized compartment, which
the flight stations shared with a single-width deeper and tiny

curtained refresher unit. The meal-service console was limited to

three drink sdections, Akanah explained apologeticdly, snce she
hadn't been able to afford repairsto the food dispensers.

But the pilot's station was roomy enough for Luke to forgo his service
flight suit in favor of looser, more casud clothing, and the amdl

cargo hold had more than room enough for Luke's one modest bag beside
Akanah'sluggage and supplies.

"Isthat dl?' Akanah shouted over the wind.

"That'sdl," Luke sad, retrieving acomlink from aconcedled
pocket.

"(Go on, get ingde--you're shivering.
Artee, can you hear me?"
The comlink chirped brightly.

Luke helped Akanah climb through the narrow access chute, then moved
away from the Adventurer.

"Artee, I'm going away for awhile," he said, cupping the comlink in
one bare hand. "Maintain Security Protocol Five. If anyone breaches
the perimeter, send Code Alpha-five-zeal-apha on Control Channel
One.

Acknowledge., R7-T1 acknowledged the instructions obediently.

It wasinnocent of the fact that the code it had been given would
topple the hermitage into the seg, shattering it on the rock spiresand
plunging the E-wing below the waves.

"Endlink," Luke said, and switched the comlink off. Turning away, he
returned to the Adventurer and climbed the access ladder two rungsat a
time

"Iseverything dl right?' Akanah asked ashejoined her.



"Everything'sfine" he said, pushing the lever that folded the ladder
and sedled the hatch behind him.

"Do you want the controls?'
"That's not necessary,”" she said, dipping in the second sest.
"If you dont mind, I'll help,” Luke said as he buckled himsdif in.

"Buit first you have to tell me which way to point the little end of the
ship.”

"Our destination is Lucazec," she said. "That was our last home.
Well start our search there."
Chapter 7

In deep space far from any sar, the Teljkon vagabond drifted in the
darkness, slent and inert.

Gmar Askilon, the nearest of the cold lightswoven into the eternal
curtain of night, wastoo far away to raise more than the faintest
gleam on the vagabond's gray meta skin.

Trailing well behind was the much smdler black-hulled Intdligence
ferret 1X-44F--one ghost shadowing another. The ferret was nearly as
inert asitsquarry.

It announced itsalf only with periodic position updates broadcast to
Coruscant by hypercomm, and by an optical-laser pulse aimed directly
aft.

The laser pulse was the rendezvous target for Pakkpekatt's approaching
armada, which had come out of hyperspace on tiptoe, one ship at atime,
hundreds of thousands of klicks behind the vagabond. Following the
ferret's beacon, the armada had taken days to close the gap, its dow,
slent gpproach that of an infinitely patient predator.

For most of that approach, the armadawas arrayed singlefileona
heading that allowed the hull of thetiny ferret itsdf to hidethe

approaching ships from the vagabond. Only two days ago had the armada
broken file and, using thrusters only, begun to spread itself out into

the intercept formation.

The three pickets that made up the interdiction screen moved the
farthest out and forward. Their orders called for them to flank the
vagabond on three sdes, and move ahead of it. By thetimetherest of
the armada caught up to the ferret, the interdiction pickets wereto be

in position to cut off a hyperspace escape.



Spreading out almost as widely were the three spotter ships--two
escorts and the Lightning, a converted Prinawe racer--assigned to make
complete visua and full-spectrum recordings of the intercept

atempt.

If the vagabond tried to runin real space, it was Lightning'sjob to
runwithit.

Glorious, the gunship Marauder, and the pilotlessferret D-89 remained
ontheinitia intercept heading, closing with the shadowing ferret so
dowly that at times an impatient Lando thought they would never reach
it.

"This Pakkpekait is so cautious, he makes you look impetuous,
Threepio," Lando complained in the privacy of Lady Luck'smain cabin.

"l agree with histactics" said Lobot.

"Youwould," Lando said wryly.

"Isit not prudent to take dl painsto avoid aarming one's prey?"
"Weve gone far beyond prudent,” Lando grumbled.

"I'm beginning to suspect the Hortek hunt by boring their prey to
desth.”

But findly the hour came when al ten shipswerein position, and
IX-44F and its three-man crew were relieved from their seventy-nine-day

deployment.

"Captain, you are free to return to base, with our thanks,” Pakkpekatt
sgnded theferret. "I'm afraid you will have to make agtedth
withdrawa from the target zone, however."

"Thank you, Colond," camethe response. "A couple of days more or
lessin this closet don't mean much to us at this point. Good luck and

good hunting."
As|X-44F veered dowly off the intercept heading
and fell behind, the cruiser Glorioustook up its position.

"What do you think isinsde, General Caris-san?' asked Pakkpekatt
asthey stood together at the main bridge viewport.

"Why isit here? Whereisit going?

Tdl mewha yourethinking."



"Wherever it'sgoing, Colond, it'snot inahurry,” Lando said
egly.

"Just like us, eh? Have you made afina decison onwhentosendin
your ferret?!

"l intend to establish an observation basdine before making any
approach,” Pakkpekatt said. "Have you and your staff made any progress
on thesigna fragment from the Hrasskis contact?*

"Colond, you know our hands have been tied by your blackout orders.

Weve had hardly any bandwidth available to us on the HoloNet. Lady
Luck doesn't have the kind of data capacity you have here on
Glorious.

We depend more heavily than you do on access to records located
elsawhere

"I will take that as areport of 'No progress,™ Pakkpekatt said. With
alight touch on the main viewport's controls, he increased the gain on
the photo-amplifiersuntil the outline of the vagabond sharpened and
the body of the vessdl brightened enough to show the gross detail.

"Look at it, Generd," he went on. "For al we know, it may befive
hundred years old, or fifty thousand.

It may have been roaming space since both our species were too young to
raise our eyesto the gars.

Perhaps the only reason we can get this close isthat the work of some
ancient engineer has at long last begun to decay and fail."

"The odds favor ashorter history,” Lando said, surprised at the
Hortek's sentimentality. " There are many dangersin space.”

"Yes," said Pakkpekatt, "and to the vagabond, we are one of them. Do
you know, Generd, that no ship likethis, no plan or design, appears
inany registry of any New Republic world? No shipwright weve found
will clamit ashishandiwork, though al seem to ad mire the craft
evident iniit. If the vagabond was built by any species we know, no
other like it was ever made."

"Qur catalog of everything that ever wasisalong way from being
complete,” said Lando. "The oddsfavor aless exotic history."

"How can agambler post the odds without knowing the game?" scoffed
Pakkpekatt. " Perhaps this ship before usis home to a specieswhich
has no other home. Perhapsit's anew and curious visitor to this part

of the universe, from places for which we have no names. Or perhapsit
comes here from deep in the Core, where we have vanishingly few



friends. All are possible--as are auniverse of possibilities beyond
our present imagining.”

"Yes, possible" Lando admitted. "Not likely."

"But reason enough to be cautious, wouldn't you agree?" Pakkpekatt
said pointedly. "Reason enough for patience, even to the point of
pain. Even to the point of boredom. We will watch them for awhile,
Generd. Well let them watch usfor awhile aswall.

And I'll tell you when we're ready to do more. Can you live with thét,
Generd?'

Lando's skin prickled to hear echoes of his private conversationsin
Pakkpekatt's words. It seemed more than a coincidence, and yet he had,
on many occasions, seen charlatans perform even more convincing feats
of mind reading through trickery.

"For now, Colond," Lando said. "I just hope whoever or whatever's
ingdethat thing isn't busy making plansto destroy it to keep it out
of our hands.

That's part of your universe of possibilities, too. | hope you won't
forgetit.”

Pakkpekatt's express on was unreadable. "1 will ask the communications
officer to alot what dack time there may bein our HoloNet queueto
your staff.

Perhapsthat will alow you to make faster progress.”

"Thank you, Colond," Lando said with courtly politene ss. "That'd bea
depintheright direction.”

"What amess," Lieutenant Norda Proi said, studying the

high-resol ution scan of space directly ahead of the Steadfast. The

three-D digplay showed more than twelve thousand objects, from hundreds
no larger than a stormtrooper's combat boot to one that promised to be
the aft third of an Imperia Star Destroyer.

"Must have been onewild party.”

Captain Oolas nodded. "Well be here amonth, at least. Where would
you liketo gtart, Lieutenant?"

"The big piece of cake, of course,” Proi said, pointing. "But we can
launch droids on theway in, and let them start picking up the
crumbs”

For nearly ayear the fleet hauler Steadfast had traced a solitary
course through some of the most famous regions of what had once been



Imperid space.

Known in Fleet Office dang as ajunker, Steadfast had served in the
Battle of Endor, in the defense of Corus-cant against Admira Thrawn,
and in the pursuit of the Knight Hammer.

But with the cessation of hodtilities, the four oldest fleet haulers

had been recalled--at the request of the Intelligence Section--from the
combat groupsthey usualy served. Equipped with dozens of specidized
droids and with Intelligence officers supplementing the usua crew, the
junkers were reborn as scavengers.

Their mission orderstook them to the coordinates of mgjor battles
between the Empire and its enemies, where they searched through the
wreckage for objects or information of potentia value.

"Do you think were thefirst ones herethistime?"
asked Captain Oolas.

Norda Proi studied the spectroscopic analysis of the objects being
tracked. "Just possibly so, Captain. | don't want to get my hopes up,
though. Well know pretty quickly when we board the wreck if the mice
have been here before us."

Operation Fotsam had been launched when military artifacts, Rebe and
Imperid, began showing up on the private collectors market. When
further investi gation showed that the artifacts had not been stolen

but had been salvaged from battle zones by smugglers and other
entrepreneurs, the Senate acted with unusua speed and unanimity.

The Higtoric Battle Site Protection Act established more than two dozen
restricted areas and claimed ownership of all combat debris everywhere
in the name of the Alliance War Museum. But security, not history, was
the prime concern. Many observers credited the explosion of athermal
detonator in awedthy resdential zone on Givin and a Rudrig crime
ring'suse of an Imperid interrogator droid on akidnap victim with
putting the fear into the Senate.

But adeclaration of ownership by Coruscant only madethetrafficin
atifactsillegd--it didnt end it.

That took gunship patrols through the restricted aress, the arrest of
the notorious Huttese smuggler Uta, and the seizure of weapons and
other exotic collectibles from the upper-class customers of a
well-known Imperid City art dedler. Even at that, the arriva of
Steadfast had twice sent would-be poachers running, and the debris
fieldsit had surveyed so far had &l seemed picked over.

"I have apogtive identification on the wreck, Lieutenant,” ajunior
Intelligence officer called out.



"It'sthe |-class Star Destroyer Gnisnd, our registry number SD-489.

Reported destroyed by interna explosions during the Imperia
evacuation of Narth and Ihopek. The report isfrom Alliance
sources.”

"All right,” said Norda Proi, nodding. "Let'smovein.”

First aboard the wreck were half a dozen scanning and monitoring
droids, which jetted acrossto it on their own power while the
Steadfast held station a safe distance away.

Working in pairs, so that anything that happened to one would be
documented by the other, the droids fanned out according to asearch
plan tailored to that class of vessdl. The prioritieswerelive

weapons, known booby traps, and other possible hazards to the living,
breathing search teamsthat were ready to follow.

The threats were not merely theoretical. The junker Seloniahad been
badly damaged when a poacher's bomb disguised as a datapad went off in
itshold. A year earlier, theironicaly named surveyor Foresight had

been destroyed by autofiring laser cannon when search teams tripped an
adarm insde an abandoned Imperid cruiser.

But onerule of thumb had never faled the scavengers-if the droids
found bodies aboard, there would be no bombs. Imperid guile did not
extend to using the bodies of their own asbait for their enemies, and
poachers--out of superstition or respect--always cleared the corridors
and compartments of corpses.

Still, Norda Proi found that it made him uncomfortable to be gladdened
by the sight of bodies aboard the Gnisndl.

"Did you hear about the fellow Republic Security arrested on Derra Four
last month?* Proi asked, studying the images being relayed to

Steadfast by SM-6. "He had eleven Imperia corpsesin cryotanksina
hangar, al of themin full armor or deck uniform. Crazy."

"l heard," said Captain Oolas. "Crazy and sad.
Apparently he was keeping them until his son was old enough to betold
what happened to his mother during the occupation. Seems he planned to

hand his son whatever wegpon he wanted and let him take hisrevenge.”

"I'm glad | had anormad father,” Proi said, switching the display to
thesgna from SM-1.

Captain Oolas sat back and folded hishandson hislap. "I'm glad my
homeworld was never occupied by the Empire.”



At that moment, SM-1 bumped againgt afloating body, sending it dowly
cartwhedling away. But for just amoment, the face of adead Imperid
petty officer--burned by fire or explosion and blistered by decom
pression--seemed to hover in front of the droid's optical scanner.

"Y ou know, Lieutenant,” said Oolas, "even ajust war doesn't look quite
so glorioudy heroic to those of uswho have to pick up afterward.”

"l won't disagree” said Proi. "I'm glad it'sover.”

The droid team of SM-3 and SM-4 found what was | eft of the power and
propulsion decks of the Gnisndl. ajungle of scorched and twisted
durasted yawning open to space.

"The explosonwasinternd, dl right," Norda Proi said after studying
the side-by-side images sent back by the droids. "Lookslike afailure
of the primary transfer coupling for the solar ionization reactor.

Which is about as fool proof a piece of equipment asthereisaboard a
Star Destroyer."

"Sabotage?’

"Or plain bad luck," said Proi. "Whatever happened, it dropped the
hyperspace motivator right down the pipeinto the reactor core. The
secondary explosion broke her back and carried away just about
everything below the twenty-sixth deck. Poor sods wouldn't have had
any warning at al. Concussion done probably killed most everyone on
the upper decks."

Proi switched to the Sgnd from SM-5 and SM-6, which were dowly
making their way to the bridge.

"Ensgn, what would the norma ship's complement befor the intact
portion of the Gnisnd?"

"One moment, gir," said therating, leaning over hisconsole. "At
battle gations, gpproximatdy twelve thousand. At norma watch
gtations, approximately seven thousand, four hundred.”

"Too many to take home," said Oolas.

Norda Proi shook his head. "Chances are half the crew or morewas
comprised of conscripts, most of them from what are now New Republic
worlds," hesaid. "I'll put in arequest to have afleet transport

diverted hereto take the overflow."

The primary operator for SM-1 sat beside data analysisdroid DA-1 at a
console in Steadfast's forward hold. Together they monitored in regl
time the steady stream of images and sensor data from inside Gnisndl.



A few steps away sat the operator for SM-2 and hisanadysis droid,
performing the sametasksin pardld.

The primary task for the droids and their operators was to inventory
the ship's hangars, which had been located forward of the reactor, and
its gun batteries, which ordinarily bristled from every face of the
wedge-shaped main hull. But enough of the ship was missing that that
task was well ahead of schedule. Both droids were dready well &ft, in
the sections below the Star Destroyer's superstructure.

Gnisnd's hull was intact there, and the droids moved through the outer
corridors on the port side without difficulty or obstruction. But when
they turned down an inner corridor leading to the aft emplace-ments,
alarms began sounding' at both consoles.

"Ambient light detected,” DA-1 announced. But it was obviousto both
operators without interpretation-the corridor ahead was brightly lit by
itsown overhead lights.

Immediately, the operator paged the Steadfast's bridge. "Lieutenant
Proi, thisis Makki on Number One. Sir, thelightsare on in Corridor
R, Level Ninety.

Theré's till power aboard.” The operator's voice was shadowed by
concern.

"Interesting,” said Oolas, glancing at the range marker on the
navigation display.

"Redundant systlems,” Proi said, frowning, calling athree-view plan of
the ship to hisdisplay. "That section is served by the Number Four
power cell, backed up by the Number Eight. | guess one of them's il
working. Givethe Imps credit, they built those babiesto last.”

"Should | have the helmsman put alittle more distance between us and
the wreck?' Oolas's upper tentacles wrapped themsdlves protectively
around his thin neck as he spoke, showing his nervousness.

"No," Proi said. Hefrowned, seemingly lost in thought. "That's
combat lighting, not emergency lighting.

Y ou know--as quickly as this ship went bad, there's a chance they
didn't havetimeto initiate a purge-- Makki, you there?"

"Yes, gr."

"Any sgnsof movement? Any vibration or hot spotsin the
bulkheads?"

"No, gr."



"Then | want you to check something for me," he said. "Send the droid
up to Level Ninety-six, Corridor Q."

"What's there?" asked Oolas.

Norda Proi shook his head. "Wait. I'm supertitious about wishing out
loud."

With itstwin following, SM-1 entered a turbolift shaft and began
risng toward Level Ninety-six. Oolas watched anxioudy, while Proi
watched with Slent anticipation.

When thefirst droid had cleared the shaft, they saw an abandoned
guardpost by a set of open blast doors. Thousands of jagged, dlittery
fragmentsdrifted inthe air like snow.

"The viewports on thislevel must have imploded after the explosion,”
said Oolas.

"No--too thin. Those are fragments from display screens,” Proi said.
"Which tellsmewerein the right place. Makki, turn to starboard.

Forward, now. Through the blast doors. Look for an access corridor on
the right, about twenty meters ahead.”

The droid's maneuvering jets stirred the cloud of fragmentsinto
frantic motion asit made itsway aong, finding and turning down the
access corridor. Before long, the corridor opened into alarge,
high-ceilinged room.

More than forty workstations, their displays al shattered, were
arrayed intwo haf-circles. All faced the two-meter-tall metalic
cylinder that stood like an unfinished scul pture on a platform againgt
thefar wall.

Hanging on thewall to either sde of the cylinder were digital display

panels aswide as blast doors. An ever changing array of multicolored
messagesin Basic and binary filled most of the face of the left

pand.

"By my mother'sjewed" Proi sad in awve.

"What isit?"

"Our expressticket back to Coruscant,” said Lieutenant Norda Proi.
"Anintact Imperid memory core.

The Number 4 memory core from the Star Destroyer Gnisnd soodina
Technica Section laboratory coupled to three heavy-duty power droids



in a cascade chain. One droid was sufficient to keep the corestiers
and channd s from collgpsing; the others were insurance.

The contents of the memory core were too valuableto risk.

Accessing the contents, though, required knowing which of morethan a
hundred Imperia data sequencing a gorithms had been used to write
information to the core. And that knowledge was not stored anywherein
the coreitsdf, but in the dua system controllers--which had not
survived the destruction of the ship.

Only fourteen of those dgorithmswere known in detail to the experts
of the Technica Section. Inthefirst day the Gnisnd corewasin the
laboratory, al fourteen weretried on it, without success. The
contents of the core poured out as seemingly impenetrable gibberish.

Five different teams made up of crack information-science speciaists
alded by speedy analysisdroidsimmediately set out to find the
patternsin the gibberish.

Using files captured from other Imperid vessalsasaguide, they
searched through the digita jigsaw puzzle for pieces that went
together. Even afew short strings could be enough to dlow the droids
to re-create the unknown agorithm, and unlock whatever secretsthe
memory core held.

Jarse Motempe's Team 3 assembled the first fragmentary string, made up
of the names and ranks of two of Gnisnd's command officers. Withina
day Team5

had found an even longer string containing astandard Imperia
hypercomm message header.

Thefind breakthrough belonged to M otempe again--the complete
fifteen-point standing maintenance order for a TIE bomber. Its more
than fourteen hundred sequentia data bits seemed to map every detail
of the new agorithm. Confirmation came quickly Thefirg file
reconstructed was the ship's duty roster.

The second wasits daily communications log for the day it was
destroyed.

After that, things moved very quickly. Aninterface droid was
programmed with the new agorithm and linked to the Gnisnd core, and
thistime tens of thousand of object and data files poured forth

instead of gibberish. Each file was copied, tagged, classified, and
forwarded to the Analysis Section for distribution.

One of them, given the ID number AK031995 and a priority code of Most
Urgent, ended up in the hands of Ayddar Nylykerka.



Officialy, Ayddar Nylykerkawas a catal oger, and his assgnment was
Assat Tracking. Practicdly, that meant he made lidts, requested

lists, collected ligts, collated ligts, cross-indexed ligts. All of

the lists concerned the same subject--Imperia warships.

The Assat Tracking office had been set up in the wake of an

intelligence failure that had nearly led to disaster. Grand Admird

Thrawn had been thefirst to rediscover the more than ahundred hidden

Old Republic Dreadnaughts known as the Katana fleet, and had managed to
seize the great mgority of them before the New Republic caught up.

Thrawn'svastly strengthened fleet then attacked more than twenty New
Republic systems. By the time he was defeated, a great price had been
padinlivesand materid.

Asset Tracking existed to make sure that there were no more such
painful surprises.

But the office had undergone many changes sinceit had been
edtablished. At firg it enjoyed agtaff of fifteen--eight
researchers, three catal ogers, two analysts, and two clerica
droids.

The size of the Saff reflected the importance given the task, and the
chief analyst wasinvariably well connected in the Heet Office.

Reports from the Asset Tracking office regularly received high-level
attention.

Over time, however, the office's star faded. The easy work was done
early, and each report contained less new and useful information. The
passage of time raised doubts about the usefulness of Asset Tracking
asessments, sinceit gave potential enemiesthe chanceto build and
launch new vesdls. Little by little, staff wasreassigned to
higher-priority tasks, and the positions that remained cameto be
viewed as career dead ends. Those who could get out, did--except for
Ayddar Nylykerka.

At thetime the Gnisna intelligence reached him, Ayddar Nylykerkawas
the Asset Tracking office. Starting out as aresearcher, he had moved
up to cataloger when no one else had seemed to want the job, and had
added the andlyst's hat when the office's last licensed analyst had

been reassigned. For more than seven years he had carried the burden
aone. He had the smallest cubiclein the Threat Assessment section,

no more than a box with adoor. To go with the absence of creature
comforts, he also had no staff, no status or perks, and no contactsto

tell him wherefile AK031995 had come from.

Ayddar Nylykerkadid not know about the evacuation of Narth and I potek,
the destruction of the Gnisnal, or the discoveries of the Steadfast.



He had never heard of Captain Oolas, Norda Proi, Jarse Motempe, or any
of the otherswhose work had brought the file to him. He was not aware
that outside his cubicle walls he was consdered laughably humorless

and harmlesdy obsessive.

But he knew his job, which had not changed since the office had been
established to inventory and determine the status of every warship
known to the New Republic and not under the control of the New
Republic.

And he knew that in the entire history of the Asset Tracking office,
it had never before had available to it what he now had before him a
complete Imperia order of battle.

It was dl there Every warship, by name, class, cdlsign, and

commander, assigned to every fleet and combat command. Every fighter,
interceptor, bomber, and assault squadron posted to every SD, SSD,
carrier, and Dreadnaught, with squadron strengths detailed.

Every sormtrooper company and infantry battalion assigned to every
transport, occupation force, outpost, and fort. Every crippleina
drydock and every ked in ashipyard, with projected repair and
completion dates. Even the second-tier vessels dlocated to training
commands were included.

The datestamp on the file was more than ten years old, but it was il
atreasure beyond price. The order of battle encompassed information
far beyond that which ordinary ship captains and task force commanders
would have at their disposdl, information that only aranking sector
commander or the Emperor's own military aides would possess.

And that made Ayddar Nylykerka suspi cious--suspicious enough to spend
the next severd hourstrying to show that thefilewasafraud, a
late-discovered Imperid disnformation trick.

When he could not do so, he called hiswives and told them not to
expect him that night.

Then hethrew himsdf into the real task before him finding something
in AK031995 to jusdtify the last saven years of his professond life,
something to remind everyone in the Fleet Command that the Asset
Tracking office existed for areason. Having authenticated the order
of battle with his highest-confidence intelligence, he put hisfaith
behind it, certain that he would never have such an opportunity
agan.

As he studied the data, the unofficia motto of the Intelligence
Section lingered in hismind As dangerous as what we don't know are
the thingswe "know" that aren't so.

Ayddar Nylykerka did not leave his desk for three days. When at last



he did, it was not to go home. With his datapad tucked tightly under
his arm, he ordered an airspeeder from the pool and headed for Victory
Lake.

The Coruscant home of Admira Ackbar was made up of two squat off-white
cylinders. One cylinder, windowless, rose from the grassy shore of

Victory Lake. The other, haf transparisted, rose from the tranquil

blue water. They were linked by athird cylinder, along, dender

shape that enclosed a second-story skywalk. A graceful single-seat

Caamari water skimmer was moored to apylon in the lake.

Ayddar's Fleet ID was enough to get him past the guardpost at the
security perimeter, though he was obliged to surrender his datapad for
screening, then park the airgpeeder and walk up to the house. There he
presented himsdlf at the entrance to the lakeshore cylinder.

"Ayddar Nylykerka, chief andyst of the Asset Tracking office,
Intelligence Section, Fleet Command, to see Admira Ackbar.”

A few seconds later the curved door flashed open with ahissto revedl
aFleet vaet droid. Folding itsarms acrossits chest, it seemed to

take up thewhole doorway. "Anayst, Admiral Ackbar doesn't see anyone
below the rank of commodore when heshome,” the droid said. "He
gpends enough time out of water asitis. Cal hisofficein the

morning and ask for an gppointment.”

Ayddar stared disbelievingly. "Y ou don't understand.
Thisisimportant.”

"Then it'simportant enough to disturb your immediate superior firgt,"
the droid said. "Run it up through channels. The admird will

condder it if and when it reaches his desk."

"No," Ayddar said stubbornly. Hetried to look beyond the droid into
the house, but al he saw wastheinner door of the security lock.

"Not acceptable. |

have to see him persondly. | can't take the chance that this
information won't be brought to his attention.”

"Mr. Nylykerka, Admira Ackbar isresting. Heisnot availableto see
you," thedroid said implacably.

"Now, will you leave, or do | need to sgna the guard?’

Hugging the datapad to his chest, Ayddar squinted angrily at the
droid.

"“Very well," hesadfinaly. "Il go."



"Thank you, Mr. Nylykerka," said the droid. It waited until Ayddar
had turned and taken hisfirst steps down the path before closing the
door.

The moment the door closed, however, Ayddar whedled around on the path
and ran past the entrance toward the shore. Gritting histeeth and
cringing, he waded clumsglly out into the water, splashing wildly.

Alarms began to sound, and abrilliant bank of lights on the underside
of the skywalk suddenly cut short the twilight. With an animd cry,
Ayddar flung himsdlf headlong into the wai st-deep water and began to
thrash hisway toward the lake cylinder in awretched imitation of
svimming.

Hissmple and single-minded impul se had been to pound on the
lake-level viewpanesto get Ackbar's attention.

But as he got closer, he saw that the cylinder was an aquahab, filled
with water nearly to thelevel of the skywalk.

A security airspeeder swooped low overhead, and an amplified voice
bellowed ordersat him. " Attention, intruder-thisis your only

warning. Y ou are trespassing on government property. Antipersonnel
blasters are aimed at you. Stop Where you are, and you will not be
fired on. If you do not surrender, you-will be shot.”

Panicked, Ayddar raised hisarms. When he did, hisfragile grasp of
swimming abruptly ended, and he did below the surface. Before he
redlized what was happening, he found himself mired hand and foot ina
layer of muck on the bottom, unable to push off and free himsdlf to
return to the surface.

A ring of lamps around the base of the aquahab flooded the dark waters
with light. For thefirst time Ayddar could see that there was an
underwater entrance to the cylinder. He fought hisway aong the

bottom to it, reached up with his free hand, and squeezed the Open
lever.

Nothing happened.

Infina desperation, with the sound of ajetboat's engines surrounding

him and quickly growing louder, Ayddar reached up and swung the datapad
againg the hatch. It seemed to movein dow motion and to make hardly

any sound when it struck.

But to Ayddar's surprise, the hatch did open. A blur in the water
grasped him firmly by thefront of his shirt and dragged him insde
with an ease that spoke of impressive strength. Moments later Ayddar
found himsdlf breaking the surface at the top of the aguahab.



Gasping noisily, he grabbed wildly for the edge. Only when his
fingertips had found precarious purchase there did Ayddar redlize that
he no longer had the datapad.

Helooked around wildly and found Admird Ackbar watching him. The
Cdamari glided easly through the water on the far Sde of the pool,
making barely aripple.

"You are Tammarian, are you not?' Ackbar said.

Ayddar was shaking uncontrollably as he clung to the edge of the
walkway surrounding the water. "Y es, Ad-Admird."

"I have heard that Tammar has an unusudly thin atmospherefor an
inhabited world," said Ackbar casualy.

"That ist-true, Admird."

"I have heard,” the admiral went on, "that as a consequence your people
evolved asort of chemica pouch where you store oxygen while at
reg.”

"Yes," Ayddar said through chattering lips. "The cbagbizstorre. It
alodlows usto expend en-en-energy faster, for--for ashort time, than
res-respiration one would a-alow."

"l antold,” said Ackbar, "that thisiswhy your people can free-live
in vacuum for short periods of time."

Fedling nauseous, Ayddar closed his eyes and rested his head on his
ams."Yes" hesad, hisvoice smdl and muffled.

"l have ds0 heard," said the Cdamari, gliding nearby, "that your
planet iswholly without surface water, and that your peopl€'s most
powerful fears have cometo involve being immersad in standing
waeter."

Ayddar nodded weakly.

"| confessthat such fears are completely diento me," said Ackbar.
"Y et you willingly entered the lake in an effort to seeme”

"Y-Yes, Admird. | thought it was my d-duty."

Effortlesdy, the big Cdamari eased himself out of the water and onto
the ledge. Ayddar saw that he held the datapad securely in one big
hand.

"Wadl," Ackbar said, extending hisempty hand to Ayddar, "l find | am
not resting any longer. So perhaps you will come to my study with me



and tell me what news hasinspired such reckless devotion to duty.”

The track outside the officers gymnasium at Fleet Headquarters wound
itsway for akilometer over hilly, wooded ground. Secured, shielded,

and privacy-screened, it had been used many timesfor discrest,

deniable meetings--not least by the man for whom Admira Ackbar waited
inthe cool morning ar.

Ackbar stood at the edge of the line of trees, afew strides from the
cinder track, and looked back toward the rising sun as asolitary

runner crested asmall rise.

Astherunner drew near, Ackbar stepped out from the trees. "l seeyou
are dill acreature of habit, Hiram," he said with cheerful

gruffness

Admira Hiram Drayson dowed from hisbrisk jogto awalk. "l see
you're dill asdothful asever. It'sbeen along time since you've
beeninthegym.”

"l do not much enjoy coming here, but sometimes| have no choice,"
Ackbar said, fdling in besde

Drayson. "Will you take pity and walk with me awhile?!

"I think | can accommodate mysdlf to your pace,”" said Drayson. "What's
new?'

"l had avigt last night from the senior analyst of Asset Tracking,”
said Ackbar.

"Indeed.”

"So---you have dready heard."

"I heard there was a disturbance at your residences--nothing more.”

"l will chooseto believethat,” Ackbar said.

"Ayddar has uncovered something which concerns me, and about which |
would like your counsdl. But | did not want to be seen coming to your
office, or dlow thisto be placed on the Fleet net.”

"Goon."

Even at their modest pace, Ackbar was beginning to pant. "Ayddar has
been studying the Imperia order of battle taken from the Gnisnd a
month ago. He has found a discrepancy.”

"Another Katana?"



"Nothing so large or Clear-cut,” Ackbar said.

"What the young man has discovered isthis There are an unusua number
of vessals assigned to the Empire's Black Sword Command which we cannot
account for."

"Black Sword Command defended the center of the Empires Rim
territories,”" Drayson noted. "Praxlis, Corridan, the entire Kokash and
Farlax sectors.™

"Yes" Ackbar said, nearly gasping for breath. He placed ahand on
Drayson's shoulder and turned him.

"Please--may we stop?’
"Of course.”

"Thank you," said Ackbar, his neck and upper chest heaving. "l
gpologize. Theolder | get, the harder it isfor meto keep my lungs
wetinar."

"Apology not necessary. Y ou were saying--" "Yes, of course." Ackbar
glanced up and down the track, then dropped hisvoice. "According to
Ayddar, the order of battle for Black Sword includes forty-four capital
ships which we have not seen nor

heard of sncethefal of the Emperor. None smdler than a
Victory-class Star Destroyer. Three are Superclass vesses.”

Drayson whistled. "What do you think of hisanalysis?’

"l find it indisputable.”

"Y ou know that that's more than enough firepower to overwhelm any
planetary system in the New Republic,” said Drayson. " Coruscant
included."

"Yes," said Ackbar. "If those ships till exist, they would represent
aseriousthreat.”

"If?"

"If," Ackbar repested. "Y ou see, there are many wrinklesto this
matter. All but five of the forty-four were either newly laid kedsor
in ayard somewherefor refit or mgor repairs.”

"Which yards?'

"Ayddar cannot say. The names given are either not known to us, or are
unknown code names for places we do know."



"Or they may not exist at dl the yards or the ships,” said Drayson.

"Don't rule out the possibility that the order of battle is padded with
paper assets. If neither Daalanor Thrawn could lay hands on these
shipsto throw a us-" "That isaconsderation.”

Drayson frowned. "What are the chancesthat some or dl of them were
samply renamed, and we have seen them since? We've certainly known
Imperid Command to play that game.”

"Ayddar telsmethat, at mogt, that could account for five of the
missing vessHs”

"Which would ill leave asubstantia force unaccounted for," mused
Drayson. "How long after the destruction of the Gnisnal did the Black
Sword Command withdraw from the Rim?"

"Lessthanayear."

"Long enough for at least some of those vessels to have been completed
or repaired,” said Drayson.

"Morethan haf, if the projected commissioning datesin the order of
battle were met.”

"So the Empire may have taken upwards of twenty more ships than we knew
back with them to the Deep Core."

"Y es. But there's another possibility, which concerns me rather more,”
said Ackbar. "The Empire preferred to establish military shipyardsin
every sector they controlled, so that no one facility was critical to

the war effort, and damaged ships did not need to travel far for
repairs---" "Which would suggest that those unidentified yards were
likely located somewhere in Black Sword Command's patrol area.”

"Which would mean that as many astwenty Star Destroyers could be very
much closer to usthan the Core."

Drayson sguinted a Ackbar. "Ordinarily, 1'd expect the Empireto
destroy any assetsthey couldn't take with them.”

"I would be happy to know that they had done s0," said Ackbar "But we
haven't found any ruined shipyardsin that area. Though that is not
conclusive--there are large areas of Kokash and Farlax which have never
been properly surveyed. Including the Morath Nebula and the K oornacht
Cluger.”

"Ah," said Drayson. "l seewherethisisleading.”

"Hiram, | don't want to know how you might know the answers. But |
know you have resources not available outsde your office. | am



concerned by this business with Nil Spaan Negotiations have been a a
standdtill for weeks, and yet Lelatill urges patience.

And | wonder to myself, could the Y evetha be hiding these shipsfor
Dada?Isit possible the Duskhan Leagueis il dlied with the
Core?'

After amoment's measured consideration, Drayson said, "1 have no
information to support such athess.

Ortoruleit out."

"Then | am at alossasto how to proceed,” Ackbar said. "The
negotiationsin progress mekethisa

delicate matter. | cannot make accusations without evidence.
Nor can | ignore apotentid threet of this magnitude.”
"What would you do if the decision were yours?*

"I would begin asearch for this Black Fleet, and not stop until we
have found it, or itswreckage, and made certain it isnot Sitting on
our doorstep. We must know the fate of these ships.”

Drayson nodded thoughtfully. "Then | think you should take Ayddar's
information to Princess Leia, and make that recommendation. Perhaps
shéll alow you to persuade her.”

"| fear otherwise," said Ackbar. "Still, I can but try."

"l wish you success. In the meantime-can you see your way to--" Ackbar
pressed adatacard into Drayson's hand.

"Thelig of the missng ships, and the mystery shipyards.”

Two other runnerswerein sight now and drawing nearer. With a
perfectly practiced casua ness, Drayson made the datacard disappear
into apocket. "I'll dowhat | can," he said, and flashed a stage

gmile. "Nice seeing you again, Admiral."

At the pace at which Drayson then struck out down the track, Ackbar
doubted that any other runner would head him.

Chapter 8

"Let me make sure| understand,” said Princess Leia, turning away from
the broad windows of the executive conference room to face Admira
Ackbar and Generd A'baht. "No one has seen any of these vesselsfor
ten years—-and that's why you're worried about them?'



Ackbar and A'baht exchanged |ooks, negotiating who would answer.
"Essentidly, that is correct--" said Ackbar, who lost.

"Why doesn't it sound as silly to you asit doesto me? | believe
youreworried about literdly nothing.”

Ackbar cleared histhroat. "Princess, you know the price of being
wrong. It can be afatal error to underestimate an enemy's strength,
or the seriousness of athreat. Our own success against the Empire
owed much to the Emperor's making exactly that error.”

"Better to take precautions that aren't needed than to fail to take
them when they are,”" A'baht said, dmost to himself.

"No oneisgoing to attack the New Republic," Leiasaid flatly.

Both Ackbar and A'baht were taken aback by her pronouncement. "If
you're so sure of that, then let's mothball the Fleet and muster out
thetroops,” A'baht

sad scornfully. "I'm surewe dl have better thingswe could be
doing."

"Generd, it's because of the Fleet that no one's going to attack us,"
sad Lea "Ackbar tells me we can now cal on more ships than fought
on both sdesin the largest battle of the Rebellion. Do | have that

right, Admird?'

Ackbar nodded silently.

"That's more than enough to bloody the nose of anyone who makesthe
mistake of taking aswing & us.

And everyone out there knowsit," she said. "They have moreto gain by
joining usthan they do by opposing us. Look at the Duskhan
League--they clearly represent afirgt-order civilization, economically
and technologicaly. What arethey doing? They're here negotiating
withus"

The genera remained undeterred. " To take your metaphor, Princess, one
swing can both start and end afight if it comes without warning.”

"Are we suddenly more vulnerable to surprise attack than we were aweek
ago?'

"No, Princess-" "Then are you telling me that we've dways been
vulnerableto a surprise attack?"

"I'm telling you that there's more to being ready to defend yoursdlf
than posting sentries at the border,” said A'baht, atouch of



impatiencein histone. ™Y ou must plan, and you must train, for the
battle you don't want to fight, against the enemy you don't want to
face, on the ground you don't want to defend. Then, and only then, do
you have a credible deterrent.”

Sheturned quickly to face Ackbar. "And haven't you done that,
Admird?Haven't you seento it that our forces are thoroughly trained
and thoughtfully deployed?If not, I'm afraid | may havetofire

you."

"Y es, we have done those things, Princess-" "Then will you explain to
enerd A'baht--" "--but thereismore to consider,” Ackbar said
forcefully. "If thisBlack FHeet exigts, and if it isoperationd, it
represents a secret weapon. And it is the nature of secret weapons

to upset dl the careful planning of one's adversaries. Indeed,

Princess, that istheir purpose.”

Leialooked down and studied the list displayed on her datapad, then
shook her head. "Do these shipsredlly represent athreat on that
scde?'

"Yes," A'baht said firmly. "The Empire's stlandard Sector Group
strength was only twenty-four Star De stroyers. They were ableto
exercise control over an entire system with asingle Imperia-class
ship. They were able to overwhelm anything up to a Class Four
planetary defense with one-third of a Sector Group."

Closing her datapad, Leiastudied A'baht next.

"But those were the Empire's best, and fully equipped with the Empire's
best. When acapitd warship isin the yards, does the crew ordinarily
stay aboard?"

"No, of course not.”

"What about the troops, the fighters? Are they kept aboard?”

"| suspect the Princess knows better,” said A'baht.

"When ashipislaid up for any sgnificant time, its complement would
normally be reassigned.”

"So--let's say that dl of these shipsfdl into other hands when the
Empire withdrew. They'd be empty shells. They won't have six TIE
squadrons aboard.

They won't have adivision of ssormtroopers. They won't have assault
gunboats. They won't have an army of ATATS."

A'baht was unmoved. "The Princessis grasping at straws," he said.



"The grestest threet in this Stuation isthat those ships never left
Imperid hands, or that region of space.”

"They couldn't have been on continuous deployment for tenyears” Leia
protested.

"No," said Ackbar. "But there are more than two hundred inhabited
worldsin Hatawa and Farlax, many of which we till know little
about.

Some may gtill befriendswith our enemies. And thereis il the
matter of the five unknown shipyards used by the Black Sword Command.

No matter who ownsthem, | would

like to know what has come off the waysin those ten years.”

Pressed from both sides, by one she knew and trusted and by another she
did not know but respected, Leiarelented. "1 redlly don't need this

right now," she said, sghing. 'What exactly are you recommending?"
"Princess, the Fifth Fleet isabout to sail on its show-the-flag

excurson,” said A'baht. "'l would suggest to you that searching for

the Black Fleet would be a better use of those ships.”

"Y ou want to take the entire Fifth into Hatawa and Farlax?"

"I would not want to find the Black Flegt with anything lesat my
command Princess.”

Y ou redlize, of course, that the Koornacht Cluster isin Farlax."
Ackbar nodded. "Y es-of course.”

"Thenyou redizethat you'll have to exempt Koornacht from any
search.

Nil Spaar has been adamant about territorid integrity,” she said.

"Their claim extendsto the entire cluster. He hasn't even agreed to
grant emergency landing or pass-through rights yet.

Any intruson by Republic warships, no matter what the misson, is
completely unacceptable to him and to me."

Once again Ackbar and A'baht exchanged glances.
Thistime A'baht logt. "Princess, perhaps you can explain to methe

logic in gtarting a search and announcing asafe hiding place at the
sametime.”



"Ackbar said thererre over two hundred inhabited worldsin that
region,” Lelasaid. "That should give you enough to keep you busy
until I've reached an agreement with the Y evetha.”

"Koornacht is centrally located, and the Y evetha are technologically
adept,” said A'baht. "It'salikely location for at least one of the
shipyards.”

"The Y evetha hate the Empire as much asanyone,” said Leia. "They ran
them out of Koornacht at

thefirst opportunity. Y ou can be sure there are no secret weapons
hidden there."

"Perhaps. And perhaps Nil Spaar will view the missing vesselswith
more aarm than you have," said A'baht. "Why not ask him for
permission for my shipsto search the Cluster for the Black Fleet?

Make him say no for himsdif."

"Y ou obvioudy don't understand the Situation with the Y evetha, or you
would never make such arequest,” Leiasaid sharply. "Admira Ackbar,
| know you understand.”

"| understand your reluctance, and | understand General A'baht's
concern,” said Ackbar. "Given that, asyou say, the Y evethaare no
friends of the Empire, | would like to see the question put before the
viceroy.

He could surpriseyou.”
"No," said Leiawith ashake of her head. "The question doneisa
threat. The presence of warshipswould be an open provocation. He

could never agreeto such athing.”

A'baht pressed her again. "Let him say so. Put the question before
him, asthe admira suggedts.”

"No," Leiasad firmly. "Don't ask me again. Genera, you may take
the Fifth into Hatawa and Farlax to search for Nylykerkas phantoms.

Y ou will respect the boundaries asserted by the Duskhan League, and not
enter the Koornacht Cluster without explicit permisson fromme. Is
that understood?"

A'baht rose from his seat and made himself tdl. "I understand,” he
said. "Please excuse me, Princess. | have agreat deal to seeto.”

"Good day, Generd."

He sduted smartly and was gone.



"I want your word, too, Admira," Lelasaid, turning to Ackbar. "l

won't have all my effortswith Nil Spaar compromised. I've worked very
hard to earn histrugt. | don't intend to lose it because somejunior
intdligence analyst couldn't get hisligsto agree.”

"You are Chief of State, and my superior,” said Ackbar, standing. "You
do not need my word, but |

giveit to you--your orderswill be obeyed. But | cannot give you my
approval. | believe you've wrongly placed alesser matter above a
gregter one."

"Curious-that's exactly how | fdt listening to you and Generd
A'baht," Lelasaid. "l consdered it quite aconcession on my part to
agree to send the Fifth into those sectors at al. Y ou might try to
gppreciate that alittle more, and lecture me alittle less.”

"Han, darling?'

Han'sface was buried in a pillow, and his answer was muffled.
"Um--what?'

"I'm thinking something | don' like thinking."

Rolling over, Han made as polite a show of interest as he could manage
hdf adeep. "What'sthat?'

"These aren't negotiations anymore. With Nil Spaar. All they areis
conversations.”

"What do you mean?"

Lelasat up in bed. "In the beginning, | thought what | had to do was
learn enough about them to find something they wanted--wanted enough to
make them reconsider their position.”

"Y ou can't bargain with aman who doesn't want to buy,” Han said.

"No," said Leia. "Y ou'reright about that. The viceroy was sent here

to preserve the status quo. No trade, no cultural exchange, no
technicd or scientific information access, mutual agreement on borders
and territories, strict border controls. To the Y evetha, only the

status quo is acceptable--and the status quo isiso-lationism.”

"Wdl--that'stheir choice, isn't it?"

"But | want to bring N'zoth and Coruscant closer together. This could
be the most important aliance of thelast ten years--or the next

fifty."



"Ther€'s always someone who doesn't want to join the club,” said Han.
"Sometimesto be contrary.

Sometimes because they like not having to answer to anyone, follow
anyone e Se'srules. Independence isworth something, Leia. | knew a
man on the Praff

runs, name of--oh, blast, what was his name?--Hatirma Havighasu. He
always worked alone. Said cooperation was for cowards.”

"How did that work for him?"
"Wdl he couldn't take the big jobs, of course.

Or the ones where you've got to have someone to watch your back. But
hewas dill divewhen | moved on. | imagine he probably ill is,
tough ashewas."

Lelasighed. "Maybethat'sit,”" she said. "Maybetheway the Y evetha
see themselves, they have to be standing aone, owing no one

anything.

The viceroy hasn't given me asingle concrete reason to hope for an
agreement on any terms but his--except for the fact that he comes back
day after day."

"Then why continue?' Han said, propping him self up on hiselbows so
he could see her better inthe dimly lit room. "It's been eating up
your time and stedling your energy for two months now."

"Because Nil Spaar'snot likethat,” said Leia.

"He's reasonable, even though the League isn't ready to be. HEs even
friendly at times, even though the League doesn't want to be. Right
now, the only thread that connects the L eague and the Republic is our
persond relaionship.”

"Pretty thin threed, isn't it?'

"I don't think so. The viceroy is more open-minded than whoever wrote
hisorders. | have avery clear sensethat he wants meto
succeed--he's trying to give metime. He hopes I'll find away to

bring ustogether.”

"Areyou sure you're not just trying one more time to win your argument
with Luke?'

"What do you mean?"'



"If the Y evethawant to hide away out there like so many hermits, I'm
not sure why they should care how we fed about it," Han said,
shrugging. "Unlessyou're thinking about twigting arms. Which you
probably could, thistime."

"I'm not thinking about any such thing,” Lelasaid tersdly. "Haven't
you been ligening?'

"I'm just trying to figure out why it matters so much to you to make
something happen when this business with the viceroy is obvioudy going
nowhere" Han said defensively.

"Maybethat'swhy," Lelasaid, looking down at her hands. "Maybe
because I'm the only onein that room with him. No one else can do

thisbut me." She hesitated. "Maybe somelittle part of meisill
trying to provethat | belong here.”

"No one questions that.”

"That'skind, Han, but it's not true. I1t'd be no trouble at all to
make you alist of ahundred senators who'd be ddlighted to see me

go.

"Well--you can't please everyone. If everybody likes you, you're
probably not doing your job."

"It'snot about being liked," Lelasaid, then hesitated.
"l guess| question whether | belong here.”
Han rolled toward her. "Now that's just crazy."

"No, it isn't. | never redized how much Mon Mothmadid, or how hard
it was. Thisjob isso overwheming.

Everyone dways wants apiece of you. It takes someone specid to deal
withitdl."

"Y ou are someone specid, boss lady.”

"Somedays| just don't fed uptoit,” she said, shaking her head.
"Behn-kihl-nahm, now, held be aterrific president. HE's got the
experience, the indght, the patience---he's been here more than thirty
years, Han.

Half thetimel fed like an accident of history. What happensif you
and Luke don't get it into your heads to rescue me? Poof. No Princess

Lea"

"l seem to remember acertain feisty young princess taking charge of



her own rescue,” Han said dryly.

"I don't know if any of uswould have gotten out of there without all
of us”

"Thepointis, | could easily have died on the Degth Star,” Leia
sad.

"I don't doubt that my father was capable of killing meto get what
Grand Moff Tarkin wanted."

"You never have talked about that."

"I don't like even thinking about it," she said.

"He didn't know you were his daughter.”

She smiled sadly. "That says something, doesn't it?

Oh, listen to me--I'm sounding more and more like Luke dl thetime.
Thisiswhy | hate looking back.

Nothing good comes from looking back."

"Sowhy areyou doing it?"

"Because you asked me why' these negotiations metter to me," she
sad.

Then she quickly amended her answer, saying, "No--that's not fair to
you. It'snot your doing. I've been lying here for an hour afraid to
gotodeep, and | can't think of anything ese but.”

"Oh," said Han. "Did you dream about Alderaan again?'

"Twiceinthelast week," said Lela "And that's another reason to
question mysdf.”

"Because you have bad dreams? Anyone who was there would."

"Tarkin said | had dictated the choice of targetsfor the Death Star's
demondration,” Lelasaid softly. "I haven't been able to make mysdlf
stop hearing that. | still seethe explosion.” Shelooked away. "And
sometimes| can't help feding as though they died because of me. That
| survived because | betrayed them. And what kind of qudificationis
thet?'

"Nonsense. They died because of Tarkin," Han said. "He only said that
to manipulate you. | hate to see that it's till working."



"Memories have along reach," she said, sttling back against her
pillows. "l just redized something else, Han. About why this

matters. And it's a better answer to your question than my doubts

about belonging where | am.” She shook her head dowly and closed her
eyes. "My father did so much to divide the galaxy.

| fed asthough | haveto do what | canto uniteit."

"You can't takedl that on--" "I can't not take it on. | have my

demons, too--L uke's not the only one. That's why you can never ask me
towalk away," Leiasad. "l don't know if | belongin thisjob, and

it makes me bone-tired and half crazy sometimes, but | want to be

here.

Here, maybel can

make adifference.” Sheturned to her husband in the darkness.

"That'sdl I'm trying to do in that room with Nil Spaar, Han-make a
difference. Isthat wrong?"

Han reached for her hand and squeezed it affectionately, forgivingly.
"No. There's nothing wrong with that. But you might think about
throwing in avacation here and there, when you start to fed thewalls

closngin. Let someone dse mind the sorefor awhile.”

"Thereisn't anyone dse,” she said, with ahint of sadness. "They
come here to seethe president. So that'swho | haveto be."

"Viceroy, before we recess for the day--1 wond er if | could ask afavor
of you."

"What isthat?"

"I wonder if you might be able to satisfy my curiosity on ahistorica
metter."

Nil Spaar bowed hishead. "If | can, Princess. | an not a
higorian.”

"Thisisrecent higory," Leasad, "wdl within your own lifetime."
"That isno guarantee that | am acquainted with the answer," the
viceroy said with asmile. "But ask, and | shall seewhat | can tell

you."

"When the Empire occupied the League worlds, did they establish any
shipyardsthere?'

"Oh, yes," Nil Spaar said. "Severd of them. Thishistory | am well



acquainted with. We Y evetha are skilled in matters of making. Itisa
gift of our very being.

These hands'--he waggled six long, glove-covered fingers before his
face--"are sure. These minds'--he tapped histhorax, just below his
neck--"learn quickly.

But the Empire made our gifts our curse. Thousands of my people were
made to work as davesto repair the very machinesthat were used to
oppress us, and to wage war on your Rebdllion.”

"When the Empire left Koornacht--" "They took al that they could with
them, and destroyed what they could not. The shipyards, the space
ports, the power stationsthat fed them, even our own few vessels
killing more than six thousand Y evetha in the process. It was one

find act of savagery to end areign of crudty,” said Nil Spaar.

"But, tell me, Princess--how isit that you ask this question? | know
your face, and thisisnot idle curiogity.”

"No," Leiaadmitted. "My defense advisers have become concerned about
the possibility of old Imperid capital shipsin the patrol areaof the

Black Sword Command--Farlax and Hatawa. It's more a matter of
bookkeeping than anything else, but I've had to give my permission for
some further investigation.”

"Your advisersare only prudent toinsst on it,” said Nil Spaar.

"They serve you well to worry over such things. Tell me, how many
shipsarethey seeking?'

"Forty-four. Viceroy, | can't offer you anything but my goodwill. But
you could be of great help to mein what should be asmall matter," she
sad. "If you could ask your historiansto look at the list of missing
ships, and relay what you can about the fate of any that may have been
in Koornacht--" "Y ou ask usto revist old unpleasantries,”" said Nil

Spaar.

"I'm sorry. | was only hoping to keep the search vessdls asfar from
K oornacht as possible--perhaps even make the search unnecessary.”

"I did not say you should not have asked. | would, in your
postion.”

"Thank you for understanding.”

"Nor did | say wewould not help,” Nil Spaar went on. "My missonis
to protect my people. If | can help put the fears of your advisersto
re, then | am serving that duty. Give metheligt. | will transmit

it to the proctor of records and antiquities, and we shal seewhat can
belearned.”



"I want you to know, Admird, that | do not plan to make a habit of
idleexercise," said Ackbar, wheez ing as he walked along the cinder
track beside Drayson.

"| thought you should know that Lelagave himtheligt.”
"What?'
"At thethird session, thisevening.”

" She should not have done that,” Ackbar said darkly. "What could she
bethinking?"

""She asked the viceroy for areport on what the Y evetha know about the
missing ships," said Drayson, hisvoice calm. "In effect, she asked

him to search his own pockets, so the Fifth doesn't haveto frisk

him"

"How foolish of her."

"But logical, from acertain point of view. Shetrustshim.”

"Doyou?’

"I'm not paid to be trusting," said Drayson.

"And if the Y evetha are holding those ships?"

"Then these conversations with Nil Spaar are every bit asimportant as
the princess believesthem to be."

"I do not like the way he has separated her from her staff. She should
have talked to us before doing this" Ackbar said, shaking his head
dowly.

"But shedidn't,” said Drayson. "There's one bright spot to consider,
though. When he tranamitsthat list home, we should findly be ableto
break their encryption key. The list ismore than long enough, with
highly digtinctive sequences.”

Ackbar did not seem to take much comfort from D rayson'swords. "In
the meantime, we may havetipped our hand--and the Fifth Fleet sallsin
two days.

What am | to tell Generd A'baht?"

"Nothing," Drayson said firmly. "There's nothing we can tell him
yel.

Let's see how the viceroy respondsto Leias request. That may tell us



something useful.”

Thelist Leiahad given Nil Spaar was now yelowed by disnfectant and
sedled behind aheavy layer of transparent isophane. It wasthefirst
Republic arti fact the viceroy had alowed into his quarters on the
Aramadiamand that only because he needed to think at length about what
it meant.

For more than an hour he carefully reviewed the plan he had been
following, consdering whether the list before him dtered any of its
assumptions.

In the end he concluded that it did not. All would continue as
before.

Only thetimetable might change.
"They know," hesgnaled hislieutenant on N'zoth.
"Makeready. It will not belong.”

Then hewalked to the bulkhead and opened the night-womb where his
nesting awaited him hopefully.

He sank back into its comforting softness and soothing scent, letting
it enfold him in darkness, enclose him in shelter, embrace himin fond,
tender concern. Bliss came on him, and he surrendered to the joy of
reunion.

"l have good newsfor you, Princess,” said Nil Spaar asthey met the
next morning in the center of the Grand Hall. As he spoke he handed a
copy of Leiaslist back to her, and she scanned it quickly. The
majority of the forty-four names had been marked, in one of two
colors.

"I have consulted with those most knowledgeable in this matter,” he
went on, "and they can account for dl of the vessas| have
indicated.

The grester number were destroyed in the shipyards at N'zoth, Zhina,
and Wakiza. The others are known to have taken part in the destruction
and retreat.”

"Viceroy, I'm overwhelmed. Thisis most welcome news--more than I'd
hoped for. And to have an answer so quickly makes me all the more
grateful.”

Nil Spaar nodded. "No greset difficulty wasinvolved, Princess. It was
smply amatter where we had knowledge that you did not. Shal we
gt?'



"Of course," she said, and they settled in their familiar places.

"Viceroy, | wishthat | could repay thisfavor in kind. Isthereno
guestion that we could answer for you? A matter of science, of

history--perhaps

even your own history? The Republic hasfull accessto the gaactic
libraries of Obra-skai."

"No," said Nil Spaar. "I'm sure your offer iswell meant. But | do

not think your libraries give importance to that which the Y evetha

vaue. | fed | must tell you that those who gave me the information

you asked for urged me to aso bring you the names of the six thousand,
four hundred and five Y evethawho died that day. | wastold | should
correct you, as parent corrects child, telling you that your interest
inthefate of machines over thefate of living beingsis unseemly.”

"But, Viceroy--" "Now, | know you asthey do not, and | know that your
heart isnot cold to our loss. But, you see, hereis another way we

are different your people and mine. And when the differencesrun so
deep, it iseasy to give offense. Perhapsinevitable. It is one of

the dangers of closer contact.”

"l am so sorry, Viceroy," Leiasaid. "I meant no insult to those who
died. You know | only want to try to seethat no one else need die.

Pease--will you accept my gpology?”
"Y our apology isunnecessary,” said Nil Spaar. "I do not judge you as
| would judge Y evetha. It isenough. Let us spesk of something

d"

"Good morning, Admira," the voice on the comlink said. "Areyou
adone?'

Ackbar was momentarily taken aback. "1--- Y es, go ahead.”

"There's something you should know before you talk to the commander,”
Drayson said. "Nil Spaar gave her hisanswer alittle while ago, and

it was what she wanted to hear--that most of them are gone. But he
never tranamitted the list home."

"Areyou sure?'

"Yes. | don't know what he did send, but it was far too short to have
been thelist. And theré's been no reply.”

"Doesthis mean that heislying--or that he aready knew where they
ae?'

"It may only mean he had al the records he needed already at hand.



It'simpossibleto say."
"Y ou should betdling Leiathis, not me."
"Y ou know that's not possible. She's set on playing by therules.”

"Sowhat do | tell the general?* Ackbar said, hisvoicerisngin
exagperation. "The Fifth sailsin lessthan forty hours.”

"You'll have afight on your hands before that happens” said
Drayson.

"But tdl himto be very, very careful.”

"--S0 you see, we can go back to the origind plansfor the Fifth
Fleet," Leiasad. "This needlesdy provocative misson to Hatawaand

Farlax isn't necessary.

Theresno Black Fleet hiding there."

Admiral Ackbar scanned thelist and handed it on to Genera A'baht,
sitting to hisright at the great conference table. "Princess, | do

not believe this changes anything,” Ackbar said. "It ismy intention
that General A'baht carry out the search mission as planned.”

"l don't understand, Admird," Leiasaid, her face showing open
surprise. "I went to the viceroy and got you the answers you wanted.

Why won't you accept them?”

"Thisismeaningless" Genera A'baht said, dropping thelist on the
table. "There's no documentation, no proof. It'sonly their word."

"I'm satisfied that the viceroy'sword isgood,” Lelasaid.

"Why?' challenged A'baht. "Because you like him? Have you led such a
sheltered life that you've never been lied to by someone you liked
before?'

"I believe him because he wantsthe same things| do."

"Or issmart enough to let you believe he does.”

"Generd," Ackbar said reprovingly. "Princess, | must remind you that
you are the one who agreed to

meet with him adone. We are a adisadvantage in judging his
motives.

But that isnot theissue”



"Whet is?'

"Whether we are ready to accept that we are now a great power,” said
Ackbar. "Princess, athird of that region is now digned with the
Republic. Another third or moreis unclaimed, uninhabited, or under
dispute.

Even if you accept the Duskhan hegemony over dl of Koornacht, they
control barely atenth of theregion.

We have every right to be there."

"Because no government there can stop us?' demanded Leia "Isthat
the mordity you think the New Republic should be following? Y ou sound
more like an adviser to the Emperor.”

"Lela, wemust follow our own principles, or they are meaningless”
said Ackbar. "Under Article Eleven of the Charter, we proclaim a
principle of free navigation.

Both interstellar space and hyperspace are owned by none, and open to
al. We recognize no territoria claims beyond the boundaries of a
gnglesar system.

Do you believein the principle of free navigation?'

"Of course"

"Then thereis no precedent for the Duskhan League's claim to an entire
dtar cluster,” said Ackbar.

"I am willing to accept that we will choose not to enter Koornacht at
thistime. I am not willing to accept that we have no right to go
there”

"It'swhat the Duskhan League iswilling to accept that matters
here”

"Not more than our principles,” said A'baht.

"And not more than our own security. Theideathat we should stay away
from Farlax because it might upset the Y evethais absurd. If it comes
from them, it's unreasonable paranoia. If it comesfromyou, it's
unressoneble timidity.”

Leiaseyesflashed dark anger. "Generd, you sound like you don't
care about the possibility of aienating the Duskhan League.”

"If you're afraid to offend someone, they control



you," A'baht said. "And that's no way to govern. Or negotiate. No
one respects weakness."

"Isthat dl friendship isto you--weskness?'

"Treatiesaren't built on friendship. They're built on mutua
sdf-interest, or they're no more than politelies.”

"Y ou are quite the cynic, aren't you?"

"I'm afraid the generd isright,” said Ackbar. "We must honor the
same claims we make on our own behalf.

But we cannot sacrifice our freedom of action smply to pleasea
would-be aly. We cannot shackle our own hands simply to appease a
possible enemy. If we do, we have given away our strength to them. We
have raised them up and made them equal to when they are not.”

"| thought equdity was another of our principles.”

"Between members of the Republic, yes. But even there, you must admit,
some are more equal than others,” Ackbar said. "We must look to our
own interestsfirgt, Princess. and our first and strongest interest

hereisto learn the fate of the Black Fleet. | would be more than

glad if we confirm what the viceroy hastold you.

But we must confirmit.”

"The ships about which Nil Spaar could say nothing are enough in
themselvesfor concern,” said A'baht.

Leiaignored him, focusing her attention on Ackbar. "Y ou fed that
strongly abouit this?*

"Yes. If you do not agreeto let the Fleet's orders stand, you will
have to find someoneto replace me," said the Calamari. "I will have
no choice. | cannot continue without your confidence.”

Leiaclosed her eyes and bowed her head dightly.

Searching her heart, she could not find the strength to resist Ackbar's
earnest certainty. How could she place her judgment above his? This
was hisdomain. Shedid not trust hersdlf that much.

"Very wdl," shesad. "The orders stand.”

Han Solo knew that something was up when Leia came back to the
president's residence in the middle of the afternoon. But he could

never have guessed what she was going to ask him when shefound himin
the garden.



"Han, | need you to go with the Fifth Heet on thismission.
"What? That's crazy. What do you need mefor?'

"ItsA'baht," shesaid. "l don't know if he really accepts my
authority and judgment.”

"Then ask Admird Ackbar to relieve him of command.

Y ou have aright to senior commanders you have confidencein.”
"Thereisn't anything | can point to to judtify it," Leiasaid. "He
hasn't done anything wrong. I'm just not sure what helll do when he's
on hisown out there."

"That's reason enough,” said Han. " Ackbar will understand.”
"No," Lelasad. "Hewon't. Han, | just have afeding that | need to
be there, by proxy, right at Generd A'baht'sside. | can't explain

it. Theideaof watching the Fleet sail tomorrow without afriend on
board makes me very afraid.”

"Why me?'

"You'rethe only person | trust completely,” said Leia. "And you have
al the necessary clearancesin place.”

"What about the kids?

"I've aready talked to Winter. She'swilling to come back and take
over whileyou'regone.”

Han glowered. "That's not the way we decided it was going to be."
"Itl bedl right. I'll spend moretime here.”
"Y ou know A'baht's going to hatethis," said Han.

"Commanders dways hate feding like they're being watched. And he's
gonnatakeit out on me."

"You'l bear up."

"He's gonnaexpect meto bein full uniform. I'm gonna have to shave
every morning--"

"I know I'm asking alot, Han. The chances areit'll bealong,
boring deployment. | hopeit will be."

"Sowhy am | going?'



"Just in case | don't get my wish.”

He combed hisfingersthrough his hair, then scratched the back of his
neck vigoroudy. "Son of a-How you get meto do thesethings-" Leia
hugged him and rested her head on his shoulder.

"Thank you, darling.”

"Yeah, that's how.” He sighed. "I'm gonna need to catch ashuttle up
tonight, aren't I."

"By nine or 0. They're holding a Fleet four-place for you at
Eastport.”

"Then I'd better goin. | need to pack.”

Her armstightened around him. "I already sent the vaet to pack for
you," shesaid. "You need to say here and hold me until the last
possible second.”

"Right," said Han. "That'swhat | was about to say.”
Chapter 9

For twenty-two days Colonel Pakkpekait's little armada had flown
station with the Teljkon vagabond in deep space near Gmar Askilon. In
al that time the mystery ship had done nothing to acknowledge their
presence.

The vagabond had not changed course, accelerated, decelerated, emitted
any radiation, transmitted any coherent energy, dtered its heat

sgnature, or scanned the armada by any means known to the New
Republic. It was coadting, seemingly inert, on the same heading it had
been on when spotted by ferret 1X-44 nearly three months before.

The armada had done its part to preserve the silence.

No messages had been sent to the vagabond. No active scanners had
painted it with energy. No ship had approached closer than fifteen
kilometers--respecting the facts that the Hrasskis contact had been at
aradius of thirteen klicks and the debacle with the frigate Boldheart
had been at a distance of ten.

Pakkpekatt's technica experts had captured countlessimages of the
ship, using every band of the spectrum. They had modded it in three
dimensionsfor structura analyss. They had tried to correlate the
visible structure and mechanisms with known technologies.

And for dl that, there was still not much basisfor choosing among
the many possibilities There were no sentient beings aboard. There
were beings aboard once, but they had abandoned it. There were beings



aboard once, but they were long dead.

There were beings aboard, but in hibernation. There were beings
aboard, but their ship was disabled.

There were beings aboard, but they didn't consider the armada worthy of
notice. There were beings aboard, waiting for Pakkpekatt to make the
first move. There were beings aboard, waiting for Pakkpekatt to make a
wrong move.

It was nearly impossible to have a conversation of any length without
someone asking, " So, what's your guess?’ Betting on one outcome or
another had become rampant, and it was all Lando could do to make
himself stay out of the action.

But when Lobot asked him privately, Lando opted for one of the less
popular choices.

"Seemsto methat thisisn't much of adegtination, but it's a pretty
good placeto hide," Lando said.

"Same with the other known sightings—-al in desp in-terstdllar
Space.

Theres nothing out here to bring in even the low-rent
crowd--prospectors, smugglers, short haulers.”

"Virtudly dl interstelar traffic goes by way of hyperspace.”

"Which skipsright over thisneighborhood,” Lando said. "Nobody goes
to deep interstellar except pirates, and not many of them. Thisis

about the londliest place I've ever seen. And, something else--this

ship doesn't seem to bein ahurry to get anywhere dse.

| don't think theré's anyone on board.”
"Then what would beits purpose?’

"To hide something," said Lando. "To kegp something safe. Something
incredibly vauable, congdering the effort. I'm thinking what we have
hereis some sort of treasury ship.”

"There are twenty-two thousand, four hundred

eight known cultures which entomb riches with the dead,” said Lobot,
opening alink.

"That many? See, this could be some planetary potentate's tomb, packed
to the scupperswith dl hisworldly goods. That'd explain alot about
why it's here, doing what it'sdoing.” Lando pursed hislipsashe

thought. "l likethisnotionalot.”



"Tomb robbers are reported to be acommon problem,” said Lobot, still
processing the link he had opened. "Tomb design frequently
incorporates traps, barriers, dea d-end passages, false entrances, and
other defenses againg intrusion.”

"Soundslikefun," said Lando, showing an easy grin. "Maybe you'd
better catalog dl those defensivetricks, though.”

"l an doing s0," said Lobot. "'Lando, my information suggests that tomb
thefts are common immediately after congtruction is completed, unless
the congtruction workers who have knowledge of the defenses are
executed. Perhapsthis vessel has dready been entered.”

"If anyone es2d gotten inside that ship, they'd have taken her home
with them," said Lando, shaking hishead. "She's il locked up tight
and ready tofight.

Y ou watch tomorrow, when we viol ate the perimeter. If she doesn't put
up asquawk, I'll walk back to Corus-cant.”

The pilotlessferret D-89 had an gppointment with an imaginary spot in
space, twelve kilometers directly astern of the Teljkon vagabond.

Racing in on atrgectory at right anglesto that of the vagabond, it
would dice acrossthe imaginary defensive sphere surrounding the
vagabond in the maneuver sailorscal crossng the T. D-89'smission
was to breach the perimeter much as the Hrasskis ship had, but not as
aggressively asthe Boldheart had.

"Minima provocation, minimal risk to our assets," P akkpekatt had
ordered.

According to the plan, the ferret would beinside
the vagabond's defense perimeter for less than a second.

If the alien vessd tried to jump into hyperspace, the interdiction
pickets were directly ahead, ready to stop it.

"Like clgpping your hands behind a sandfrog to make him jump into your
net," said Lando. "1 hope the net holds, Colondl."

"Do you have any reason to think it won't?"
Lando shrugged. "We don't know what sort of hyperspace drive that ship
has. Aninterdiction field designed for our engines might not work on

it"

"It isnot amatter of design, but of principle. No hyperdrive can
operate in the shadow of a planetary gravity well. Or so | am assured



by my technicians.
And | have confidencein their expertise.”

"I'll bet the captain of the Boldheart had confidencein his shidds,
too," Lando said. "A pity the Intelligence Service couldn't lay hands
on afull-fledged Interdictor for thismission--" "Here it comes,”
Pakkpekatt said quietly.

"All recordersare on,” sang out Lieutenant Haro-na.
"All shildsat full strength. All commands report reedy.

Interdiction field isready. The captain of the Lightning reports he
isstanding by to pursueif needed.”

"Nobody blink," Lando said under his bregth.

In preparation for the intercept, Pakkpekatt had ordered that the
Glorious be moved back from its usud trailing position fifteen klicks
aft of the vagabond to the safer distance of twenty-five kilometers.

At that distance, the ferret would have been visible as adot moving in
swiftly from the right, the vagabond as an oblong dead ahead--if ether
ship had been lit by anearby sun, carrying running lights or
highlighted againgt the background of abright nebula. None of those
was the case, so there was nothing to see.

"Tracking," said Pakkpekatt.

A red circle appeared around the position of the dien vessd. A
moving green circle marked the progress of the ferret.

"Magnify center, right,” said the colond.

The now familiar shadowy view of thetail of the vagabond ship filled
the right third of the viewscreen.

"Let's have the feed from Lightning, left," Pakkpekatt said. The left
section of the forward bridge viewscreen acquired a pale blue border
and shimmered into aprofile-view of the strange vessd.

"l want to seetherange,” Pakkpekatt said.

Numbers appeared at the top of the forward viewscreen decrementing
quickly &t firgt, then ever more dowly. Thetwo circleson the

display merged for amoment as the range paused at the number 12.001,
then began to increase.

Suddenly the bridge's speakers began blasting out awildly modulated
sound. It could not be called musical, but there was no other ready



word to describe the experience of it. Three men with headsets on tore
them off and threw them down, only to find the sound <till hammering at
them, nearly asloudly, from the ship's comm system.

Lando smiled in surprise when he discovered that the sound was both
familiar and new to his ear--the same as the Hrasskis recording, but
much more digtinct.

For thefirst time, he could tdll that there were two "melody” lines,
something that only signal anayzers had been able to detect before.

Therewasrelief on the bridge when the signal from the vagabond
abruptly ceased. Itsjob done, D-89 continued out of the intercept
areaand off the bridge display.

Almogt at the ingtant D-89's tracking circle vanished, abrilliant
whiteflash filled al three sections of the display, so intensely that
those looking that way were left momentarily blinded. When the flash
faded, the vagabond was gone from the Lightning feed and suddenly
amdler inthemagnified view.

"What was that?' Pakkpekatt demanded.
"Target jJumped--but thefiedd held it in real-space,”" said Harona
"Target has moved ahead about

three kilometers. Jugt Sitting there now--no sign of sublight engine
activity."

"My heart jumped, too," said Lando. "For amoment there | thought
she'd blown up. Or taken ashot at us.”

They waited for nearly an hour before deciding that nothing el sewas
going to happen. Then Pakkpe-katt ordered the spotter shipsto move
up, and had Glorious brought back to its accustomed position, trailing
fifteen klicks behind the vagabond.

"Briefing in my wardroom, thirty minutes," he announced to the
bridge.

"I want preliminary encounter datafrom al teamsat thet time. And |
want the commanders of the landing teams present.”

"Did you get it?' Lando asked Lobot eagerly.
"We could not help but 'get it," said Lobot.
"The same pattern was broadcast at multiple frequencies aong the

energy spectrum, and not only monitored by active receivers, but
induced in passvecircuits”



"Isit the same asthe Hrasskissigna ? It sounded like it to me."
Artoo-Detoo chirped a short, emphatic response.

Threepio sraightened himself to aforma standing posture before
trandating. "Artoo reportsthat if he alowsfor the missing and
distorted sections of the origina recording, the probability that the
new signd isidentical isgreater than ninety-nine percent.”

"Sowevefilled in dl the blanks? That's something.
Do you recognize the language now, Threepio?"

"No, Magter Lando," Threepio said with a convincing emulation of
regret. "Although | am fluent in more than one thousand languages and
codes which employ single-frequency vibrations as meaning units, this
does not match the syntax of any of those methods of communication.”

"Blagt," said Lando. "1 think Pakky's about to send in the landing
teams, and we gtill don't know

what that ship's been trying to say to us. Kegp working onit,
everyone. Well talk morewhen | get back.”

The captain's wardroom aboard the Glorious had not been built to
accommodate as many bodies as were crowded into it. By the time Lando
arrived, there was no room |eft at the table, and al but one of the

auxiliary seets along the walls were occupied.

The vacant chair was directly behind Pakkpekatt, who was seated in the
middle a ong one side of the oblong table. Lando opted to leave the
chair vacant, settling instead for standing in front of the pandls

where the ship's history was recounted.

"We can begin now," Pakkpekatt said, indirectly acknowledging Lando's
presence. "1'd like the report from the tracking team first. Keep it
succinct.”

"Yes, gr," said adender officer seated to Lando'sright. "Close
approach was twel ve-point-zero-zero-one kilometers. Initial target
response occurred point-eight seconds after close approach and lasted
Sx seconds.

Secondary target response occurred six seconds later--" "Not long on
patience, arethey,” Lando said.

Two officerslaughed, then immediately looked sheepish.

"--and resulted in an aborted jump of two-point-eight kilometers dong
theflight vector.”



"Nor am |, asarule, Generd Cdrissan. If you could confine your
comments to matters germane to thismeeting--" "I think the quick
trigger these folks have shown is absolutely one hundred percent

germane,” Lando said. "Whatever the meaning of that sgnd wedl
heard, they don't wait very long for the right response on our part.

Wed better be awfully sure of ourselvesthe next time we cross that
line"

"Thank you for your thoughts, General," Pakkpe-katt said in a decidedly
ungrateful tone. "Was there anything else, Agent Jod?'

The dender officer shook hishead. "Only that by

all appearances, the hyperspace entry and exit of the target were
indistinguishable from those of a ship equipped with our standard Class
Two fusion engine and motivator."

"Very good," Pakkpekatt said, glancing meaningfully at Lando. "Report
of the scanning team, please.”

"Therewere atotd of twenty-eight distinct variances and events
detected by the combined sensor array during the encounter. The six
we've been ableto identify ..."

Leaning his broad back againgt the plague, Lando suffered silently
through six more reports before Pakkpekatt called for the one which
most concerned him.

"Foray commander, your report on team readiness.”

The foray commander, Bijo Hammax, was one of the few officers under
Pakkpekatt's command for whom Lando still had any respect after a
month's exposure.

Technicdly astute and mentally tough, Bijo had been amember of the
Narvath underground and fought with the Alliance regularsthrough the
last year of the Rebellion.

"Theteamisasready ascan be" Bijo said, sanding dowly. "Weve
identified two suspected hatchways and a couple of candidate Stesin
case we haveto cut our way in. Of course, well take active soundings
right off the hull as soon as we have the cofferdam up, and be ready to
adjust accordingly. I'Ve got one man down with acold and not fit for
work in asuit, but that shouldn't affect our ability to do thejob."

"Have you isolated this sick man from the rest of your team?"

"Heisolated himsdlf, a the first symptoms," said Bijo.



"Can | assumethat you'd have no problem being ready for ago order at
fifteen hundred hourstomorrow?"

"Noneat dl, Colond."
"Thank you." As Bijo sat down, Pakkpekatt

turned toward the other end of theroom. "Genera Carissian, what
can you tdll us about the vagabond's hailing sgna ?*

Lando wastaken by surprise at being caled on. "I can tell you that
it'sadua-frequency carrier, modulating up to athousand timesa
second. | cantell you that the data capacity is at least fifty
thousand units, and could be ten timesthat. And | can tell you that
we gtill don't know if they're saying 'Hat or I'll shoot' or "'Welcome
to the Cold Space Bazaar, tranamit credit information immediately.”

Have your people had any better luck?!
Pakkpekatt |ooked down the table for an answer.

"Er, the contact protocol team believes that the signal recorded by the
Hrasskis and in today's contact was an automated collison darm,” a
young rating said, his voice touched by nervousness. "In our opinion,
it has no informational content. 1t's Ssmply meant to be heard loudly
and clearly, no matter what sort of communicationsrecelversan
approaching ship might use™

Lando walked forward to the table and leaned down to rest hisweight on
it. "Areyou saying that the vagabond jumped to avoid acollision that
was never going to happen?'

"Y ou have another explanation, Generd ?"

"How about that it was trying to get away from US?"

"Do you think the target didn't know we were here until the intercept
took place?

"No, I--" "Then why would the target wait until now to try to get
avey?'

"I'll giveyou three answersfor the price of one" Lando said.
"Because some animals freeze first when a predator's nearby. Because

until now, we hadn't made any aggressive moves. And because we flunked
whatever intdligencetest it sent ustoday.”

"Mr. Taisdan," said Pakkpekatt, keeping his steady gaze on Lando, "is
there as much asaminority



opinion on your team that believes we should xvait until we have
deciphered what Generd Cadrissan has cdled the 'intdligence
tet'?"

"No, gr, Colond."

"Genera Cdrissan, do you have any clear evidence of informationd
content in the signal recorded during today's intercept?'

"No," Lando admitted reluctantly.

"Thank you," said Pakkpekatt. "' Captain Ham-max, inform your team that
we will begin operations at fifteen hundred hours tomorrow. Foray Team
Onewill makethefirgt attempt, in Assault Barge One. Everyone, make
sure your sections are ready. Thank you--that's all.”

Lando waited, arms crossed over his chest, as the other officers and
saff filed out past him. Hewaslike arock inthe middie of a
river.

"Wasthere something else, Generd ?'

"I'mjust trying to find out if you and | are even on the same menu,”
said Lando. "We waited weeks before taking the first tentative step,
and now we're going to rush ahead and try to board her? Shouldn't we
alow sometimeto process what we've learned?”

"l am dlowing timefor that," Pakkpekatt said.

"Why do you think we're holding off until fifteen hundred hours
tomorrow?"

"That's not very blasted much time,” Lando said angrily. Y ou've
bought into this collison-adarm theory because it suits your

PUrpOSES.

If you think you've seen the last of the vagabond's defenses, you
should think again. Y ouretreating that ship like ayacht with a
burglar darm, when you should betreating it like--like awarship.”

"The assault barges are fully armored and have augmented shields. The
agentswill bein full armor aswell," said Pakkpekatt. "How long

would you have mewait for you while your vaunted cyborgs and droids
fail to decipher something my expertstell me has no meaning to begin
with?"

"Longer than twenty hours."
"No, Generd," Pakkpekatt said firmly. "Even twenty hours may betoo

much. | will not relax for amoment until fifteen hundred hours
arrives. Wetook a step forward today. We are no longer just curious



companions, traveling in company. Our next step hasto follow quickly,
before whoever or whatever controls that ship decidesto act rather
than react. | would rather that the foray team was boarding the

shuttle this minute. So use what time | have given you. And surely

you can find better usesfor it than arguing with me."

Lando frowned, and the frown quickly turned into a sour expression. He
started to turn away toward the door, then stopped and turned back,
heed held high.

"More?" asked Pakkpekait.
"Y ou promised that we'd be included in the boarding party.”

Pakkpekatt showed surprise. "I thought that with your apparent
disapprova of my plans, you wouldn't want to risk yourself or your
daff. But, very well.

There is one space open on Barge One. Choose your representative and
notify Captain Hammax within the hour."

"One! That wasn't our agreement--" Lando began, warming up to blister
the colond's leathery hide.

"Oneor none," Pakkpekatt said firmly. "Y our choice. Notify Bijo
ether way." He swept out of the room, moving swiftly and lightly
despite his mass, before Lando could say another word.

"All right," said Lando with aquiet seriousness.

"Tomorrow &t fifteen hundred hours, Colond Pakkpe-katt's going to send
his brush salesmen knocking at the vagabond's door. The colond's
accepted an opinion that the sgnd isjust awarning hall. | think if

it were that easy, the vagabond wouldn't be here for usto puzzle

over.

"But were running out of timeto offer the colonel any dternatives.

Weve got one of every kind of brain thereisin thisroom,” he said
with agrin. "Let'sdo some serious brainsorming.
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"Here'sthe situation in anutshell Weve got a good, clean capture of
the sgna from the vagabond. It looksto beidentica to the sgna
captured by the Hrasskis. A warning hail? Maybe. What else could it
be? Maybe if we can figure out what it is, well be ableto crack what
it says. | want to hear every idea every one of you has. | don't care
if it's been brought up before.”

"l am il inclined toward arecognition code,” said Lobot. "The



telesponders on our ships send out an ID profile when interrogated.
Thismay have been an interrogation of that sort.”
"It'sthousands of modulationslong.”

Lobot considered. "Then perhaps our proximity served asthe
interrogation, and this was the response.

We don't know what information they might consder crucid.”
"And the way the ship tried to run today, after' giving the sgnd?"
"Failureto respond inkind."

"They said hello, and we didn't say hello back," said See-Threepio. "A
clear breach of etiquette.”

Lando considered. "A ship closes with the vagabond--the vagabond pipes
out itsID code, then listens for the same--when it doesn't come, it
treats the approaching ship as athresat, and bolts."

""Cdll and response,” said Lobot.
"Sign and countersign,” said Lando. "It wantsto hear the password.

But why didn't it try again to get away? All it would have had to do
isturn to anew heading. The interdiction pickets could never have
re-positioned themselvesintime.”

"Thereisahigh probability that this vessel was built before

interdiction fieldswereinvented,” said Lobot. "'If we are dedling

with an automated response system, what just happened may have been
outside the parameters of the identification and security routines.”

"Okay," said Lando. "Maybetheir black box doesn't look outside to
make sure that the jump actualy took placeif the motivator and the
drive report

normaly, it assumesthat the ship jumped. And by thetimedl that
was over, D-89 waslong gone--no threat within the threat horizon."

"That seemsplausble”
"I'm going to play a hunch here and say it'smore than plausible,”
Lando said. "The ship wants an answer from anyone who comes

knocking.

No answer, no entry. And it won't wait around for you to keep
guessing. It wants the answer right away."



See-Threepio cocked his head. "But Master Lando--what isthe
question?’

"That'swhat we have to figure out, Thregpio.”

Hours of frustrating and fruitless verbal wandering passed before the
group finaly found a path that seemed asif it might lead somewhere.

"Think, everyone--think. Let's back up and look at thisagain," Lando
sad impatiently. "Y ou want to lock up a spaceship you're sending out
to the great nowhere.

Y ou want to make sure no outsider can get in uninvited, but you and
yours aways have accessre” "Excuse me,” said Lobot. "We don't know
that the builders of the vagabond intended to reenter it after it was
launched."

"That'strue," admitted Lando. "But if they locked the door and threw
away the code, we might as well go home before we get somebody
killed.

We haveto assumetherésaway in."
"Very wdl. But | will congder thisan axiom rather than afact.”

"Heresafact If I'd built it, thered be at least two waysin--a

front door, and aback door for when something goes wrong with the
front door,” Lando said. "But, | was saying--you don't want to use a
physica key, because you don't want to let anyone that close without
checking them out. So we're talking about a password, basicaly. A

redly long binary password.”
"Forgive me, Master Lando, but in my experience

no sentient being could remember apassword of thislength and
comp lexity," said Threepio.

"The answer might not be aslong as the question--" Lando began.

"It could be longer," said Lobot.

"That's not the point. Maybe the question only looks long and complex
because we don't understand it. Human beings can remember incredibly
long sequencesif they have meaning,” said Lando. "I knew asmuggler
who'd memorized the Hundred Prescriptions of Alsdaswhen hewasakid
taking rdigioustraining, and he could till rattle them off thirty

yearslater. My mother knew hundreds of songs and poems by heart.

And there are species with much better memories than human beings.”

"I don't dispute that. There are many feats of memory recorded in the



libraries," said Lobot. "Even so, passwords and access codes, whether
mathematica or linguigtic, are not error-tolerant. No matter how long
the expected response may be, it must contain no errors.”

"Wadll, that's dways the problem, isn't it?" said Lando. "How do

people remember al the things they have to remember? What do they do
when there's something they can't allow themsdlvesto forget? Some
people have incredible memories, and others have trouble remembering
their kids birthdays, much lesstheir ID numbers and the access codes
for digita locksthey haven't opened in years. So people cheat.”

"Mnemonics

"Yes, but they chesat in other ways, t00," said Lando. "They carry the
passcodes with them--" "But that compromises security. Anything that's
carried can be stolen.”

"Right. So sometry to disguise the passcode as something el se--"
"That'slittle better. Anything that's hidden can be found.”

"Right again," said Lando. "A pickpocket on Pyjridj once told me that
four of every five bt

pouches he saw had passcodes in them, and it rarely took him even a
minute to find them. Sometimes the passcode was the only handwritten
itemin the pouch.”

"Y ou could ask adroid to remember the passcode for you,” said
Threepio. "A droid can beinstructed to tell no one but you, does not
make mistakes, and will not forget.”

"But droids can be stolen, just like pouches,” Lobot said. "Droids can
have their memories read, or wiped. Droids will dump their memory data
under sensor-torture. Droids dso know what it isthat they know,

which can lead to erratic behavior. Droids have reveded crimind acts

by their owners, refused orders from their owners, wiped their own
memories, destroyed themselves--" To Thregpio's seeming relief, Artoo
interrupted the litany of falingswith atrill.

"Artoo wishesto remind usthat al combat astromechs have protected
memory segments which can be used to store sensitive information,” said
Threepio. "He saysthat in more than thirty years of operation, no
captured R2 unit has ever reved ed the contents of a protected memory

"That'sfine, Artoo," said Lando. "Y ou can tuck something away in your
memory where even you won't know what'sin it, so you can't be forced
to reved it. But you can till be blown to bits or snatched away from
me--and then what am | supposed to do?

A little better shooting by the Empire, and the technica readouts on



the Death Star would never have reached General Dodonnaat Y avin."
"The key must bereplicable," Lobot said.

"Exactly," Lando agreed. "Otherwise the key itsdlf isthe weak
point.

Like having dl your richesin avault, and only one guy who knows
wherethe only key is. Too risky." He stood and started to pacein

the confined space of Lady Luck's galley. "Come on, come on--we're
getting close to something here, | fed it. What haven't we looked

a?

Where'sthe missing piece?’

"What about the fact that there are pairs of tonesin the
transmission?’ asked Lobot.

"Good, good,” said Lando rubbing his hands together.

"But arethey pairs, or isit two separate channels of information? Do
the individua modulations count, or just the pairs? Pairs, long
sequences, replications, securely conceal able--what kinds of
information fit that description?"

L obot could no more have explained how he listened to the stream of
datathat passed through his consciousness in the next few seconds than
ablind man could describe fireworks, or adroid could describe giving
birth. Inthe early days of histraining, he had imagined himself

cregting asieve to place in the torrent, asieve that would catch only

the information he sought.

But that crude metaphor no longer sufficed. Now heimmersed himsdlf in
the flow and somehow let himsdf seedl of it, not just the pieces of
acertain Sze or shapethat fit his preconceptions. Even the flow was
under his control--the depth, the speed, the temperature, the colors.

But dl metgphors ultimately failed. In the end, al he could say was
that he sent out his thoughts, and brought back an answer.

"Long, unique nonrandom sequences are found in most genetic codes,”
sad Lobot. "The code for asngle distinctive molecule would suffice
to meet your conditions.”

"A genetic code? But it would only have four different pairs.”

"Only if it were human. The number of code pairs varies from one
planet'slife-formsto another.”

"How many parsaretherein the fragment?’



"Eighteen.”

"How many species have eighteen different molecular pairsin their
genetic code?"

Lobot lowered his eyesfor amoment, searching for the answer. "There
are Six recorded species with eighteen-pair genetic structures. But
genetic information isnot availablefor al known species, or for
unknown species.”

"Do any of the Sx have a pitch-based language?'

"One," Lobot said. "The Qdla. | am passing the genetic sample
library marker to Artoo-Detoo for andyss.”

Attoo's dome rotated left and right as the droid aigned its processors
for thetask. Lightsflickered on and off across the function panel.

After several secondsthe droid responded with asingle high-pitched
beep.

"What?' demanded Lando. "What isit?"

"Master Lando, | blieve the closest trandation would be ‘Bonanza.""
Lando'sface broke into abroad grin. "It matches?"

He clapped Lobot on the shoulder enthusiastically. "Son of a- You did
it, old buddy!"

Artoo burbled dectronicaly.

"What's he saying?' Lando demanded.

"Artoo saysthat there is a ninety-nine-point-nine percent certainty
that the Sgnd from the ship is arepresentation of asegment of the
genetic code of the Qdlla," said lobot. "But the sequence endsin the

middle--it's not complete.”

"Of course not,” said Lando. "That's the answer they're expecting--the
rest of the sequence. Isthisthing avocaization, or synthesized?

Artoo, can you sing the next fragment?’
Artoo's coo in response sounded almost sorrowful.

"Master Lando, an R2 unit has only asimple vocabulator,” said
Threepio. "But if | may offer my assstance-" "Offer away.”

"Sir, in order to fulfill my primary function asaprotocol droid, |
was congtructed with the capacity for polyharmony. | believethat |
can sing the sequence, with Artoo's help.”



"Giveitatry."

For severa seconds Threepio and Artoo huddled together and conversed
dlently over the droid transmission channd, passing information in
binary far

faster than Basic or Artoo's own idiosyncratic dialect would alow.

Then Threepio straightened up, looked toward Lando, and cocked his
head.

Almost at once the room wasfilled by an eerie echo of the vagabond's
hailing Sgnd--distinctively different, but unmistakably thework of
the same composer.

"All right,” Lando said, punching theair with afigt. "That'sthe
key. We're going in the front door.

Threepio, Lobat, tell me al about the Qella. Maybe we can get an
edge”

"Master Lando, for some reason | do not understand, | do not have any
information on the language and customs of the Qella," said Threepio.

"But now that we know the owners of thisvessa, we must return it to
them. 1t would be a serious breach of etiquette to enter it without an
invitation."

"Areyou saying you'd refuse to send the response--" " One moment,
Lando," said Lobot. "I have been accessing al records available to
me, and | believe | know the reason, Threepio. The best-established
fact seemsto bethat the Qela have been extinct for more than one
hundred fifty years."

"Extinct?' Lando said in surprise. 'l guesswe can't hang that one on
the Emperor. What happened to them?”

"According to areport in the Gaactic Survey," Lobot said, "their
planet appeared to have been struck by severa large asteroids, and its
ecosystem destroyed.”

"That doesn't make any sense,” said Lando frowning. "Any world that
could build something like the vagabond should have been able to push
an off-course asteroid or three out of the way." He shook his head.
"One mystery just leads to another.”

Nodding, Lando said, "Perhaps the answersto all of them wait for us
insgdethe Qellavess."



Lando's expression darkened. "Except there isn't going to be any
IlJS"

The colond'sonly giving me one

ticket for the boat, and I'm pretty sureit doesn't comewith a
front-row seat."

"I'm certain that if you tell him what weve discovered, helll make
roomfor dl of us" said Threepio.

"It would be the reasonable thing to do.”

"Hortek are only reasonable when they don't have the upper hand,” said
Lando. "And hethinks he does."

He paced. The otherswaited.

"Y ou know, there's only one way we're going to know if thisredly is
thekey," hesad findly. "Otherwise, we might just be believing what
wewant to."

"| agree," said Lobot.

"And Pakkpekatt's going to want evidence. It's clear that, to him,
we're just baggage he couldn't manage to dump. | wouldn't exactly say
he's been cooperative.”

"No," said Lobot.

Lando nodded dowly. "Threepio, Artoo, it's been along day--or |
supposeit's night by now. And tomorrow could be alonger one. | want
you both to power down, recharge, and run your system optimizers. Set
your reactivation clocks for thirteen hundred hours.

That will give us plenty of time."

"Shouldn't we notify Colonel Pakkpekatt first, Master Lando?"

"I'll take care of that," Lando said, with aglance at Lobot's
impassveface.

"Very wdl, gr. Closing down.” Thedroid's eyes dimmed ingtantly.

A moment later Artoo rolled over to the power port, hooked up to it,
and echoed the acknowledgment before its displays aso went dark.

Lando did easlly back into achair at the table and studied Lobot with
one eyebrow raised questioningly.

"Areyou sure about this?'



"It isour theory," said Lobot. "It'sright that we should take the
rsk."

"All right, then," said Lando, leaning back in hischair. "In that
case, you and I'd better get some rest, too. Tomorrow's gonnabe an
interesting day."

A few minutes before 1300 hours, Lando and Lobot did into the cockpit
couches aboard Lady L uck.

"| figure we have twelve seconds minimum before they try to get alock
onus," said Lando. "l intend to be insde no-man's-land by then.

He's been so scared to even ping the ship that no one on that bridgeis
going to bein ahurry to point atractor beamin that direction.”

"That will require avery high rate of acceleration.”
Lando nodded, his lips pressed tightly together.

"Y eah, we just might end up blistering the paint on old Glorious. So

it goes."

Lady Luck had been flying with her engines cold, a parasite on the Sde
of the cruiser, for more than amonth. Respecting that fact, Lando

went through an unusualy thorough system check in the minutesthat
remained, bringing the enginesto astate of readiness just one step
below going hot.

At 1300 hours exactly, Lando thumbed the ship's com unit. "Threepio,
areyou there?'

"Yes, Magter Lando."
"How about Artoo?"

"He reactivated on schedule,” said Threepio. "Sir, what did the
colond say when you told him our news?"

"He wasn't exactly ready to hear it," Lando said.
"Do you remember the song from last night?'
"Yes, of course, ar."

"Then both of you grab something to hold on to, and, Threepio--you get
reedy tosing.”

The moment Lady Luck disengaged from the docking ring, darms began to
sound on the bridge of Glorious. In moments the yacht was roaring away



from its mooring point and toward the vagabond, itsfiery engine
exhaudts clearly vishble from the bridge's forward viewports.

"What in white blazes-" exclaimed Lieutenant Herone. " Sparks,
where'sthe colond?"

"Down in Hangar Three, with Bijo and the foray team.”

"Cdl him up here," Herone said, and took a deep breath. "Lady Luck,
thisisthe Glorious. | order you to come about and bring your vessel
aongside. If you do not come about immediately, | will order the
weapons master to disable your ship.”

"Y ou'd better think about that again, Lieutenant,” Lando answered
breezily. "Blaster fire near the vagabond?

Remember the Boldheart.
Herone sighed. "Genera, what do you think you're doing out there?"

"Research,”" Lando said. "I'd make sure | wasrecording thisif | were
you."

"Turn your ship about, Generd. Thisisyour last warning."

At that moment the bridge was filled with the sound of the vagabond's
keening chorus.

"Tracking! Range!" Herone cdled out.

"Eleven klicksand closing fagt."

"Get atractor beam on that ship, and I mean now."

"Ready, now, Thregpio,” said Lando, hisfacetight with anxiety.

"Don't wait for me. Use every band you have. I'll pipe the sandard
channds out from here.”

"Very well, Magter Lando. I'm extremely glad the colonel agreed to let
ustest our own theory.”

"Hedidn't give meaWord of argument,” Lando said. "Ready--here we
go."

There was no more than a heartbest's hesitation between the end of the
vagabond's transmission and Threepio'staking up the song. Throttling
the ship back sharply, Lando held his breath and waited, watching the
seconds dip by on the bridge chronometer.

"Thisisexaiting," Lobot said. "Thank you for inviting me."



"Dying'sexciting, too, | hear," Lando said, shaking hishead. "You
pick the strangest times--What's the status of the interdiction
fidd?'

IIItIS Up_"

Lando peered a hisinstruments. "Where's that tractor beam? They
can't bethisdow. What's happening?’

Glancing sdeways at adisplay, Lobot said, "There's asecondary shield
up. Thetractor beam has been deflected.”

"What?" Lando demanded. "The vagabond is protecting us?'
"Yes," said Lobot. "That appears to be the case.

We have been recognized. We have | eft the colonel's armada and joined
theQdla”

Chapter 10

In the wee hours of the morning of the Fifth Fleet's departure from
Coruscant, a dark-blue bubble-topped Fleet speeder reached the entry
gate at Admira Ackbar'sresidence on Victory Lake. It dowed only
briefly, then was waved through, following the drive up to the house.

There was dready avehicle parked there, adeek-winged Poranji

orbital jumper--the smallest ground-to-orbit spacecraft licensed for

use on Coruscant, and afavorite of kidswith dreams of the stars. But
the adult who emerged from the speeder was not beyond the appedl of
such glittery attractions. Despite the hour and the weight on his
shoulders, Genera Etahn A'baht paused to look over the Poranji jumper
before turning toward the door.

Light flooded the lawn briefly as Admira Ackbar admitted the commander
of the Fifth Fleet. The light dso revealed A'baht'stired eyesand
unhappy expression.

"Ah, Etahn, comein," said Ackbar, stepping aside to clear the way.

"Thank you for coming. I know you're needed elsewhere, and | will not
kesp you long."

"l don't know why whatever business we have at this point couldn't have
been conducted by holo comm," A'baht grumbled. "1 should have been at
Eastpott two hoursago asit is.”

"| am certain that the Fifth will not sail without you, Generd," said
Ackbar, guiding A'baht through the house. "And | think you will not
begrudge thetime.”



"I wouldn't begrudgeit if | had it. | could be on my way to the
Intrepid right now. | should be."

"Thereis someone | want you to meet before you go," Ackbar said,
leading the way into around-walled Inner room.

"It'sacurious hour for asocid cdl," said A'baht, following.
"It would be," agreed Ackbar as athird man rose from awide,
soft-cushioned chair and approached them. "Etahn, | want you to meet

Hiram Drayson.”

"Admira Drayson, of Chandrila?" asked A'baht, caught uncertainly
between a sdl ute and taking the hand offered him in greeting.

"Once upon atime," said Drayson, smiling.
"I know of you, sir. | did not know you were still on Coruscant.”

"Let usdispensewith 'srs and saluting,” said Ackbar. "Thismeeting
isquite unofficid, so it might aswell beinformd.”

"All right," said A'baht. "Wheat's this about?'

"Etahn, Hiramisthe director of Alpha Blue. Have you heard that name
before?'

"No."
"Good. Y ou should not have, until now," said Ackbar. "Hiram and Alpha
Bluework within Feet Intelligence, and beyond itsreach. They havea

charter which recognizes the ambiguities of war and politics, and
inherit the jobs which require working outside the rules of polite

ociey.”

"Diplomaticaly put,” said Drayson, smiling pleasantly.

"Hiram has some information for you," Ackbar continued. "1 would
listen to him carefully. | mysdlf havefound it valuableto do soin
the past--and to

have his counsd, aswell." He nodded at Drayson.

"And now | will say good night."

"Wait--where are you going?"' asked A'baht.

"This conversation is not meant for my ears,” said Ackbar. "l am going
to the water column, to deep. It isquite late, you know."



A'baht watched him leave the room, then turned to Drayson. "I have the
curious feding that being favored with an introduction to you isless
an honor than a portent.”

Drayson smiled. "It Sgnifiesthat Ackbar trustsyou implicitly, and
that's no mean compliment. But | won't deny it--introductionsto me
seem to have away of cogting folks the blessings of a peaceful

deep.”
"Just s0. Well--what did you want to talk to me about?"
"Your travel plans" said Drayson. "Come, let'ssit.”

"I've been trying for months to establish some assets in the K oornacht
Clugter," said Drayson. "It hasn't been easy, even for me." He smiled
sl f-deprecatingly.

"Traderswill go to the fringes of the Cluster, but the deep Cluster
worlds belonging to the League are another story. Apparently the

Y evetha have a straightforward method of dedling with trespasseramthey
execute them on sight. And frankly, | find that to be reason for
concerninitsown right.”

"They liketheir privacy."

"Perhgpsalittletoo much,” said Drayson. "Which is congstent with
the behavior of the viceroy here. The Y evetha stay in their ship, and
the viceroy limits his outside contacts to afew hours every other day
with Leia

| don't know if there are ten of them in there, or athousand--" "Y ou
don't trust them, ether.”

"No, | don't,” said Drayson. "I'm certain that Nil Spaar has been
lyingto Leia Theviceroy isaplayer. | haven't quite figured out

the game, and | can't tell how far beyond normal diplomatic posturing
theliesgo.

But onething | know for certain isthat they've been learning about
us faster than we've been learning about them. That's another reason
for concern.”

"Y ou think they've been studying us.”

"They'd befoolsif they weren't, and | don't think they'refools,”

said Drayson. "That Y evethan spaceship has had access to the Republic
hypernet and the planetary NCI channels since the second day it was
here.

And the viceroy has had unimpeded accessto the Chief of State of the
Republic. Meanwhile, | can't even confirm how many League worldsthere



are, or their names and locations. I've been shut out completely, and
I'm not accustomed to that happening.”

"Istha why you're having this conversation with me instead of with
the princess?’

"That's one reason,” said Drayson. "The other isthat you're going out
there with thirty warships, and she'snot.”

"Can you tel me anything about what I'm likely to find?"

"Some. There are severd worlds on the fringe of the Cluster which are
inhabited by species other than the Y evetha," said Drayson. "Along the
border, theré's a sizable colony of Kubaz, two smal mining

ingdlations owned by the Morath, and acommune of H'kig cultissswho
gpparently left Rishii over adoctrind conflict.

A little farther in, therésanest of Corasgh established by the

Empire and then abandoned, and adroid-run Imperial factory farm,
likewise abandoned, which represents afree lunch for any cargomaster
willing torisk thetrip.”

"The droids are ill tending and harvesting crops?”

"Y es. Put aship down at the loading docks, and the droidsfill the
hold without even being asked!" said Drayson. "Now, dl of those are
new since the last genera survey of that sector, and there could be
more.

Based on that survey, there are dso at least five indigenous sentient
gpeciesin the Clugter, none of which

have achieved hyperspace travel. Some haven't even gotten off the
ground.”

"Not avery likely place for the Empireto put akey forward
shipyard.”

"Not with the Y evethan worlds nearby."
"Do you think they have the ships?*

"It would have been unusualy doppy of the Empireto dlow that to
happen,” said Drayson. "But | dont ruleit out."

"1t would be nice to know."

"Wouldn't it? But | don't. Chances are you'll end up finding out and
telling me, instead of the other way around.” Drayson rubbed his eyes,
then finger-combed his short black hair. "But hereé's something | keep
thinking about. The Y evetha had just achieved interplanetary



paceflight a the time of the generd survey.

Very bright, technicaly clever, rather proud of themsalves, but no
threat to anyone.”

"Then the Empire shows up.”

"And putsthe Y evethato work for afew yearsin Imperid shipyards,
building and repairing vessals which represent abig legp beyond what
the Y evetha had been doing on their own. Whether or not the Y evetha
acquired any ships or shipyards from the Empire, they almost certainly
acquired the knowledge of how to build them.”

"They could have crested their own Black Fleet."
"Indeed," Drayson said. "How's your memory, Generd?'

“Why?

"I'm going to teach you acode,”" Drayson said. "If you begin amessage
with it, that message will come to me without ever being seen a FHeet
Headquarters. And if | send you a message, that same code will decrypt
it"

"l don't likethis" said A'baht, frowning deeply.

"And | don't believel likeyou, Admird. If Admira Ackbar hadn't
spoken up for you, | would wonder at your loyalty. Now | find mysdlf
wondering at hisjudgment.

spire with you to conceal information from the president or from Fleet
Command?'

"Let me answer your question with a question--do you trust Lelas
judgment where the viceroy and the Y evetha are concerned?’

A'baht looked away and remained mute.

"That'swhy," said Drayson. "The purpose of the codeisn't to conced
anything. Just the reverse--it's meant to ensure that you can get the
information you need, and that you can provide uswith the samein
turn. Information that might otherwise befiltered out by the
prejudices of those who control the comm channels.”

A'baht drew a deep breath and sighed. "Thisisthe red reason for
thismedting.”

"Only oneof severd," said Drayson. "'l want you to have everything
you need to do your job out there, General. | want you and your people
maintaining ahigh levd of dertnessthrough the whole deployment.



| want you to see the punch coming, if thereisone. | want you to
come back without ever having had to open your gun ports. But if you
do have to open them, | want you to know who you're trying to kill, and

"Isthat dl?| have people waiting for me."

"No," said Drayson. "Therée's one more thing. | understand you know
KilesL'toth, the associate director of the Astrographic Survey
Indtitute.”

"We served together in the Dornean Navy."

"More than that, you were friends. Perhaps he even owesyou a
favor."

"Now I'm sure| don't like you. Y ou know too much.”
"You're not thefirst to think so, or say s0," said Drayson.

"] want abetter answer than that, Admira. What does Kiles haveto do
with this?'

"Nothing, yet," Drayson said. "l just think it's been much too long
snceyou and Kilestalked. A pity there's so little contact between
the Heet and the civil

service. Sometimes | think they're two completely disconnected
worlds™"

The bark in A'baht's voice betrayed his growing anger. " Speak
planiy!

What are you getting at?"

"The Inditute isalong way from the Fleet Office, or the Palace,”

said Drayson. "About asfar awvay from the Senate and the president and
theinner circle as could be. It must be nice not to have everyone
breathing down your neck. It must be nice to be able to just do your
job, without anyone questioning your every move. And they've been
given everything they need--awhole fleet of astrographic and survey
vesHs"

A'baht stared, struck slent.

"Maybe you should cal him before you leave," Drayson suggested
oftly.

A frown hardened A'baht's gaze till further as he weighed the
implications. "l don't like you, no, Sir," hegrowled & last.



"You don't haveto."

"No, | suppose| don't,"” said A'baht, and hesitated.

"But | suppose you'd better teach methat bloody code after al."”
"Kiles"

"Etahn? What are you doing cdling at thishour?”

"Calling in adebt,” A'baht said.

"I'll be glad to haveit paid," said Kiles, touching the stump of his
right leg unconscioudy. "L ong overdue.

What do you need?’

"How many of your ships can you put together quietly, without
attracting alot of attention?”"

"How quickly?'
llve,ylll

"Well--six, maybe. Possibly seven or eight, depending on whereyou
need them."

"Farlax Sector."

"Ah. Not much out thereright now. Six isthe best | could do without
rolling some people out of bed, and that can't be done quietly.”

"Then sx will haveto be enough,” A'baht said.

"Kiles, | need an updated survey of the Koornacht Cluster and its
immediate neighborhood. The old survey just won't do. | can't tell
you why--""1 didn't ask."

"l can't even makethisan officia request.”

"| figured out that thiswas unofficid on my own," said L'toth. " ou
know, Etahn, things don't really change out there dl that fast.”

"The things I'm worried about change al too fast,” A'baht said.
"It'snot navigation that concernsyou.”
"No. It'sdl thelittle flags--the who, the what, and the where."

"Will my people be at risk out there?



"I don't know, Kiles" A'baht said. "I just know that if it turns out
that they are, it'll be the most important work they've ever done.”

"All right," Kilessad. "I can livewith that."
"I'd take my own peoplethereif | could. Y ou know that."

"l do. | know you that well. Y ou hate to ask for help from anyone. |
was starting to think | was going to carry this debt to my death.”

"l need your help now, Kiles."
"Youll haveit. I'll start diverting the shipsright away."
"Thank you, old friend."

"Good luck, Etahn," L'toth said. "Watch your back out there--watch it
better than | did.”

The Fifth Fleet had marshaed at an orbital parking Site called Zone
0

Ead. It lay just outside Corus-cant's planetary shield, but within
sght of the vast military space station which served it, and through
which the Fleet's crews and supplies flowed.

Asthe time for departure neared, there was little Ssgn of sentiment or
ceremony, either on the gation or the ships of the Fleet. All the

tearful and earnest goodbyes had been said at the Eastport, Westport,
and Newport gates, most of them days ago. Almost every one on the
crew rosters and everything on the manifests were aready aboard.

Only the stragglers of the last watch to be recaled from liberty were
aboard the tail-gtting shuttles that rose from the surface to the

gtation. Only the most urgent suppliesjoined the stragglers aboard

the tenders and tugs that moved back and forth between the station and
the Fleet like scuttling insects.

"Y ou should have just gone on up without me," said Skids, peering
worriedly ahead through the view-port for the carrier Imperious.

Tuketu'slong limbs were sprawled casudly acrossthree of thetug's
tiny passenger couches. "The heck with that," he said, histone

light.
"l never go anywhere without my triggerman.”
"We're both going to get black-marked for sure.

Well belucky if we both don't get taken off the flight roster.”



"Well--weve been pretty lucky together, right?"

Skids shook hishead, only haf listening. "1 had it dl timed out to
the minute--exactly when | had to leave Noriasto get back to
Newport.

How was | supposed to know that a Duraka gang was going to hit the
resort exchange?'

"No way you could, Skids. So stop swesting it."

"The police kept everything bigger than abird on the ground for dmost
eleven hours, till they caught them. And then | get pulled down over
Surtsey for speeding, trying to make up time--over Surtsey, mind you.

If they've got enough aircopsto patrol Surtsey, you think they'd be
ableto catch acouple of four-foot-tall jewd thievesalittle

fagter--" "Theresheis," Tuketu sad, pointing toward the upper right
corner of the viewport.

"What? Where? Oh--dl right. Be therein no time now," Skidssaid,
seitling down in an empty seet. 'Y ou think they'll move Hodo up to
sguadron commander?

I'd rather it was Hodo than Miranda, mysdlf. | don't know how you
fed--" "Skids-"

"Wha?'
"Y ou're babbling."”

"Am[?Okay. Youreright, | am. I'll stop,” Skidssaid, his
expression sheepish. "l just fed so bad about dl this, isall. |

can't believeit happened.” He glanced a hiswatch. "Almogt twelve
hours late--the captain's going to stuff usin adrone and use usfor
target practice.

Next time, don't wait for me. Just leave me there and go on up by
yoursdf!"

Standing insde the hatch of the four-seat shuttle he had flown up to

the Glorious, Generd Han Solo tugged unhappily at the stiff fabric of
his uniform, vainly trying to make it more comfortable. He had gained
weight on two months of regular family meals, which only made matters
worse. He heard Lelds voice tdling him, Y ou look dashingly handsome,
dear. It'syour head that is uncomfortable in uniform, not your

body.
Sighing, he surrendered and pushed the hatch release.

Theflight-deck crew aready had an egressladder in place for him, and



the deck officer was waiting at the bottom of it.
"Lieutenant,” Han said. "Permission to come aboard.”

"Generd Solo, sir! Granted--welcome aboard. | hadn't heard that you
were coming to see us off, Sir.”

"I'm not," said Han, smartly descending the ladder.

"I'm coming dong for theride. Have my gear brought off, and then get
one of your ferry pilotsto take thisthing back to the station before
you lock down, would you?"

Yes, g, right away." The lieutenant's startled look quickly gave way
to the dightly worshipful eagerness Han had learned to expect, but
never to accept.

"I'mjust sorry you didn't come up in the Falcon, sir. | would have
liked to see her.”

"I'd kindalike to see her right now mysdf," said Han. "Whereis
Generd A'baht?"

"The generd isnot aboard, Sir. We're expecting

him at any time. Captain Morano is on the bridge. 1'd be happy to
show you theway."

Looking past the lieutenant, Han scanned the cruiser's bay, making a
quick inventory of its contents.

"Lookslikeatight pack," he said with anod.
"Yes, gr. Capacity plus. Took in haf adozen more E-wingsthis
morning. But we can gtill get things moved around when we need to, so

it's not too bad."

"Make sure you can get them launched in ahurry,” said Han. "That's
what counts most in ascrap.”

"Yes, sir. Would you like that escort to the bridge now?

"If you could just find out where my quarters are, that would do for
now," Han said, tugging at thetight collar of hisshirt. "Oh, and let

me know when Genera A'baht comes aboard.”

Han lay bare-chested on his back in the bunk of what until recently had
been the quarters of the ship's surgeon. His shirt hung from awall

clip nearby, and his shoes made a pile at the foot of the bunk.

It had been along day, and Han's body wanted deep. But the ship,



like the station, was on Standard Time, eight hours out of sync with
Imperid City. Han knew from experience that the best way to adjust to
it wasto extend hisday further ill, and turnin with the first

watch. He had | eft the overhead lights on asinsurance againg fdling

adeep.

But his body welcomed the quietude, and his eyes needed rest from the
light, and his mind wanted relief from the thoughts that gnawed at
him.

Nothing felt right--being away from Leiaand the kids, going off lone
without Luke or Chewbacca, resenting Leiafor asking when she knew he
could not refuse her, hating his own inability to say no. Somewhere he
had |lost the independence he had once cherished as hismost precious
possession, and the worst part was that he knew he had given it up

fredy.

No--the worst part was that here he was, on his

own, and he couldn't remember how to enjoy it. It didn't fed right
to be aone.

Han flung an arm across hisface and tried to makeit dl vanish. Ina
littlewhile, it did.

Generad A'baht climbed out of the Poranji jumper with respectable
limbernessfor someone his age.

"Generd," the deck officer said, sdluting smartly.

"Good to seeyou, Sr. Captain Morano'sin conference with the task
force captains, and the XO is on the bridge.”

"Thank you," A'baht said, jJumping down and jerking athumb in the
direction of the jumper. "Find someplace to strap this down, will you,
Marty? It's borrowed, but I've taken kind of afancy toiit.”

"Yes, dr. Will do."

There was something about the deck officer's demeanor--something in his
voice, or the way he held his mouth--that wasn't quite right. But it

wasn't until A'baht turned to walk forward toward the exit that he got
aclueastowhat it was. That was when he saw that fully half the

bay's crew had stopped work to look hisway. Severa seemed to be
wearing ether funered regret or indignant distress on their faces.

"Marty, what's going on?"

The deck officer swallowed hard. "Sir, Genera Han Solo showed up a
couple of hoursago--" "Did he" A'baht said thoughtfully.



"Yes, gr. | figured that he was here to see us off, but the captain
put himin Dr. Archimar's quarters.”

"Didhe"

"Yes, gr. |-- Generd, theré'stalk that Solo's here to take over the
Heet."

"If heis" A'baht said evenly, "then Captain Morano gave him the wrong
quarters. Whereis Generd Solo now, Marty?'

"I can find out for you. He asked to be notified when you came aboard,
ar.

"Find out for me," said A'baht, nodding. "But let me be the oneto
give him the message.”

A smile cracked the deck officer's mask of concern.
"Yes gar.”

Thefirst that Han knew he had fallen adegp was when he was startled
awake by asharp noise. Sitting bolt upright, wild-eyed, he found a
tal Dornean in aHeet Command uniform looming over him. The age
lines on the Dornean's face showed that he was over ahundred years
old. The barson his jacket showed that he was General A'baht.

"Generd Solo" A'baht said. "There's- arumor al over the ship that
I'm out and you're in. Want to tell me what that's about?'

"I don't know what that's about," said Han, swinging his feet over the
sde of the bunk and grasping for hisshirt. Still haf addled by his

nap, he needed three swipesto grab it away from the clip. "Y ourethe
commander of the Fifth Fleet. Nothing's changed.”

"You're here" A'baht said, settling back againgt the vanity. "That's
achange.”

Han shrugged into his shirt and began struggling with the buttons.

"Tell meabout it," he said. "L ook, Genera, | know you don't want me
here, and thetruth is| redly don't want to be here. Maybeif we

give each other some breathing space on that understanding, thiswon't
be too bad for either of us."

"l see | was prepared to give you too much credit on your reputation,”
said A'baht.

"What are you talking about?"

"Among the Dornean, amaleis expected to know when it istime to put



down his babies and take up hisweapon. But to be shamed into that
duty by hisfemde--" "Y eah, well, tdl it to someone who cares," Han
said, annoyed. "I've done my turn, and then some--and if it's not
enough to satisfy you, ask meif it'sgonna cost me any deep. You're
not exactly diving on the Death Star in asnub fighter yoursdlf, you
know."

A'baht laughed. "At least you have enough teeth | eft to bite back,” he
said. "Can | seeyour orders?!

"There wasn't enough time for formalities" Han said, pushing thetail
of hisshirt down into his waistband.

"Look, I'm no diplomat--ask anyone. Let'stry talking plainly and see
wherethat gets us. I'm not here to replace you. | wouldn't begin to
know how to fight thistask force, and | wasn't planning ontaking a
crash course.”

"Very well. Why areyou here, if not to replace me?'

"Now I'm giving you too much credit. | thought you could figure that
one out on your own."

"l do not enjoy the princesssfull confidence.”

"Right. But | do. Soif | tdll her everything'sfine, shell believe
it"

"No, there must be more," said A'baht. "'l don't enjoy the princesss
full confidence--but she couldn't find areason to justify replacing
me. If you're not here to replace me, are you hereto find her that
reason?'

"I'm hereto help you not do anything supid,” said Han. "If it turns
out you don't need any help with that, that'sfine with me. I'll
sharpen up my barlaz gamein your rec hdl, find where your
quartermaster keeps the medicina dragonjuice, and catch up on my
deep.”

"She dill fearsan incident with the Y evetha."
"Y ou could say that."

"Perhaps she should fear the Y evethainstead,” said A'baht. "I'd like
to hear your opinions concerning the Black Fleet."

"Outsde my jurisdiction,” said Han.
"And you said you were no diplomat.”

Han grinned crookedly. "I guess L eias been more of abad influence on



methan | thought."

"|sthere enough of the soldier |eft inyou--" "I was never, ever a
soldier, Generd, even when | was wearing one of these," Han said,
tugging at the front of his shirt. "Too independent-minded--taking
orderswas never my strength | was a Rebd."

"And now?"

"I'm--apatriot, | guess. If that'swhat you cdll

someone who thinks the New Republic has the old Empire beet al
hollow."

"Very well," said A'baht. "Then | ask the patriot in Han Solo to let
me share with him asoldier's view of why we are taking this ship to
Hatawa and Farlax.

"All right,” Han said. "If it can wait until al of usarealittle
more awake.

"It can wait, but not too long," said A'baht.

"Have you eaten?'

"Nothing snce my feet left the ground.”

" Then | suggest you come with meto the captain's mess, and well catch
amed while Captain Morano jumps usinto thefirst grid. Unlessyour
stomach takes exception to the combination of food and hyperspace?'
"Not at dl," said Han. "That'skind of you. Let mefind my shoes."
"Oh--not entirdly kind," said A'baht.

"Oh?Isthe cgptain's cook il struggling to master hisgaley?

A'baht smiled. " Since you're senior to me--and especidly since you're
Han Solo--your presenceisaproblem for me wherethe crew is
concerned,” he said.

"If youwill dlow it, I'd like to use your presence to underline the
seriousness of thismisson, and turn anegetive into apogtive. And
having you seen as my guest aboard will kill the rumorsyour arriva
gpawned faster than any announcement | could make."

Han nodded. "Let'sdo it, then. I'm not here to make your job
harder."

At 2440 hours exactly, between the pararolls and the Dornean brandy,
the Fifth Fleet jJumped into Hatawa Sector. The search for Ayddar



Nylykerkas Black Fleet had begun.
Chapter 11

By the time Colonedl Pakkpekatt reached a comm station, Lady Luck had
moved within two kilometers of the vagabond and wasclosing at a
leisurely rate that would nonethel ess place it dongside in amatter of
minutes. The sight of it brought the threet ruffles on Pakkpekatt's

back to full flourish, and histhroat turned crimson--adisplay no one

in hisbridge crew had ever seen before.

"Cdrissan, you are amadman,” said Pakkpekatt with an icy evenness.

"Y ou will lose more than your commission over this, | promiseyou
thet."

"Colond, I'll take that as your promise to do everything you can to
hel p keep me divelong enough to satisfy your fine sense of outrage.

| understand the Fleet doesn't allow you to court-martia a corpse.”

"There are other usesfor corpses,” said Pakkpekatt with a cold
amile

"Whileyou are il dive, perhaps you would like to place your
judtifications on the record.”

"Gladly," said Lando. "Y our decision to exclude us from the foray team
endangered not only the lives of Bijo and his men, but the whole
mission. And your attitude during yesterday's briefing convinced me
that you'd never give any red weight to anything we brought to the
table--"

"Y ou mean to blame me for your recklessness?’

Pakkpekatt raged, hisfrosty reserve vaporizing in an ingtant. "Y ou
brought nothing to the table. Y ou obvioudly came here with secret
information about thisvessel, which you denied having, and denied to
lﬁ"

"Secret information? What're you blathering about, Colonel ?*

"Y ou as much as admitted it. Y ou are the one who knew that the foray
team would be in danger. Y ou knew that the target was expecting a

countersign, which you aready possessed.”

"Colond, you don't know what you're talking about. | had ahunch
about what the builders of this ship out here were doing, and thiswas
the only way to play my hunch.”

"Y ou expect meto believe that you risked your lives and your shipon a



"hunch'?"

Lando chuckled, alow, smooth sound. "Y ou've never played sabacc with
me, have you, Colong? Y ou haveto bewilling to lose big if you're
hoping to win big. No one ever got rich wagering one credit at a

time"

"I hope you've enjoyed your little game, Generd.

But | had always understood that hiding cards was considered
dishones.”

"Colond, we didn't have any secret information.

We smply happened to look in theright place in the Imperid archives,
and just barely in time, too. Now werein, and we're going to do what
we can whilewere here. | trust you have the recorders running by
now?"'

Pakkpekatt muted the link and looked away from the comm unit toward his
operations officer. "Do we have the recording of the key signal Lady
Luck used to enter the restricted zone?!

"Yes gr."

"Isthetractor beam on D-89 strong enough to tie up Lady Luck?"
"Eadly," sad the operations officer with contempt.

"She'sjugt acivilian pleasure yacht.”

"Istheinterdiction fidd up?'

"Yes, dr, thefidd isoperationd.”

"Then queue up that key, and get ready to send the picket in to yank
them out of there." Pakkpekatt turned back to the comm unit and opened
thelink.

"We're doing the best we can," hetold Lando. "But some systems were
inthe middle of acdibration diagnogtic, getting ready for our

attempt later today, and they're not back up yet. Can you stand off at

your present range and give usalittletime? A few minutes ought to
be enough.”

"| guessthat's reasonable enough. But | hope you're not thinking
about trying to send theforay team in," Lando said warningly. "Weve
talked about it here, and we have doubts that the key will work a
second time.”

"No," said Pakkpekatt, "we have no plansto do that. Just stand by."



Hebrokethelink. "Ready?"
"Yes gar.”
"Thendoit.”

Since making its pass at the vagabond the day before, D-89 had been
flying formation with Glorious, awaiting its next job as the second
spotter platform for the long-range stereo recordings to be made of the
foray team's contact. When its real space engines suddenly roared to
life, it had only afew kilometersto cover before reaching the

invisble boundary of the vagabond's security sphere.

D-89 was il accelerating when the vagabond hailed it--asignal heard
on board Lady Luck and Glorious aswell. Lobot wasthe first aboard
the former to redlize the cause. "There's another vessal gpproaching
the vagabond.”

Almogt at the sametime, Threepio said, "Master Lando, that is not the
same sequence.”

"I know," said Lando grimly. "'l can hear it. Ah, | was afraid he was
going to try this-" The signa from the vagabond ended, and the
response began, relayed from Glorious through D-89's

own transmitters. But even before the response was complete, afierce
blue light began dancing over the entire aft third of the vagabond's
hull.

"Hold on, everyone!™ Lando cried on seeing it. He threw himself
across the console, reaching for the control that would boost Lady
Luck's combat shiddswith the full output of her engines.

But his hand had not reached the switch when the cockpit was flooded
with light, alight so harsh that even Threepio flinched from it, a

light so cold that it made Lando shiver. Half adozen alarms began to
sound &t once, as though the yacht itself were crying out in

urprise.

And piercing the cacophony was the keening wail of afrantic Artoo.

From the vantage of those watching on the bridge of the Glorious; it

all seemed to take only amoment, afew heartbeats. Those who glanced
down at their consolesin that moment missed it. When their heads
swiveled and jerked upward at the collective gasp, dl that was|eft to
see was the sudden spreading cloud of flotsam in space between the
cruiser and the vagabond.

The blue glow had made the vagabond suddenly bright on the cruiser's
screens. Then three beams of energy had lanced out from thetail of



the ship, knifing across space like searchlights, sweeping toward the
same target. The beamsintersected, merged, and at that moment, that
point, therewas asmall but spectacularly intense explosion.

At the sametime, al the telemetry from D-89 vanished from the bridge
consoles of the Glorious.

Then the lances disappeared as quickly asthey had appeared, and there
was sllence. The vagabond dropped back into near invisibility as small
secondary explosionslit the atomized debrisfrom within, like tiny
novastarsingde ahot nebula

"What about Lady Luck?' Pakkpekatt quietly asked atill shaken
tracking technician.

perses. It'stoo heavily ionized. But the Marauder il has Lady
Luck on her screens.”

"How very interesting,”" Pakkpekatt said, straightening to hisfull
height.

"Colond, Captain Hannser of the Marauder, asking for your
ingructions.”

"Tdl himtowait," said Pakkpekatt, turning toward the bridge
windows.

"Imaging, replay the attack, half-speed. Everyone, watch your
monitors. Let's see what we can learn about the generd's friends."

One by one, Lando silenced the darms--the radiation darm, the
proximity alarm, the contact alarm, the systems darm, the anomaly
adarm. The ship seemed unharmed, even untouched.

"What wasthat?'

"I'm showing an explosion eight kilometers aft of us" said Lobot. "'l
believe we have now seen ademondiration of the wegpons technology of
the Qdla"

"Holy queen of sailors-tell meit wasn't the foray shuttle, Lobot.”

Lobot opened alink to one of Glorious's unsecured processors. "It was
the ferret D-89. No one was on board.”

"Thank the stars.” With atouch on the console before him, Lando
signaled the cruiser. "Colonel, one of these daysyou're going to
learn to stop ignoring whet | tell you."

"Anytime you careto Sart telling methe truth, Generd, | will be
happy to ligen.”



"Thetruth?'

"Yes, thetruth,” Pakkpekatt snarled. ™Y ou could begin with who you
areworking for, what's inside the target, and why you chose to become
atraitor to the New Republic. The vagabond alowed you to approach,
and now it's protecting you."

"Generd, | warned you that the key might not work a second time. The
chdlengeto theferret was different than the chdlenge to

us--probably to stop someone from doing exactly what you tried to do,
namely snoop and stedl the key. If the vagabond's protecting us, it's
only becauseit thinkswe belong here."

"Areyou gill daiming that dl thisissmply the outcome of a
gambler'slucky hunch?'

"Colond, we're breaking and entering. We're not here to keep an
gopointment.”

"Then why isthe vagabond il here?’

Lando looked up and stared out Lady Luck's front port. The weapon that
had been used againgt the ferret would be equally effective agal nst the
interdiction pickets. And with even one of them destroyed or disabled,
there would be nothing to stop the vagabond's escape.

"l don't know, Colond," said Lando. "Maybe she'swaiting for us. I'm
going to art closing with her again and see what happens.” With a
light touch he edged the thruster control forward. "'In the meantime,

if you'll stop trying to send in the cavary long enough to listen,

well pass along everything we know, or think we do."

Artoo and Threepio had been having their own conversation at the rear
of the yacht's flight deck, and now Threepio stepped forward to where
Lando and Lobot sat. "Sir--" "Wait, Threepio.”

"Sir, Artoo says that the new sequence sent by the Qellavessel does
not appear in the information from the survey archives.

"What?'

"Artoo says he is unable to determine what the correct response might
mll

Lando shook hishead. "I fed likel'min aspdlling bee and the kid
infront of me just went out on aword | don't know either. Colone,
areyou getting dl this?'

"Getting it, yes. Understanding it, no."



"We matched the origina sgnd from the vagabond to the genetic code
of aspeciescaled the Qdla

The correct response was the next portion of the code,” Lando said.

"But it interrogated the ferret with a different sequence, and we don't
seem to know what

comes next. Maybe L obot has an explanation--he's the one who found
thematch inthefirst place.

"An explanation isreadily available," Lobot said.
"But it will not help uswith our problem.”

"I'd liketo hear it anyway," said Pakkpekatt.
Lando nodded his agreement.

"I have reviewed the history of the records concerning the Qella. They
were discovered by the Third Generd Survey, which was the Republic's
first comprehensve examination of habitable worldsin the gdactic
arms,”" Lobot said. "But the only report isfrom the survey vessdl. By
the time the contact vessd arrived eight yearslater, dl of the Qdlla

were dead, and more than one-third of the planet was covered by ice up
to ahundred metersthick."

"All dead? What happened?'
"An agteroid impact was postulated,” said Lobot.

"The contact vessdl collected genetic samples and technological
artifacts from two gites, but it wasn't equipped for archaeological
work, and there were many worlds with live populations waiting for a
contact vessdl. Qdllawas marked for afollow-up visit by an

archaeol ogical team, and the contact vessal continued on. But there
was no follow-up.”

"Why not?' Lando demanded.

"The Third General Survey was never completed,” said Pakkpekait. "It
was terminated at the outbreak of the Clone Wars."

"The. colond iscorrect,” Lobot said. "All survey and contact
vessels were taken over by the Imperid Navy with the Third Generd
Survey only sixty-one percent complete.”

"Which meanswe have dl the information were going to have about the
Qdla?' Lando asked. "There must be more somewhere. They obvioudy
had inter-stellar travel. They must have had neighbors, trading
partners--" " Perhaps the colond's staff can locate such information,”



said Lobot. "1 have been unable to locate any other referencesto this
planet and itsinhabitants.

"I have people working on it," Pakkpekatt said curtly. "If | had been
given thisinformation when you first developed it, | might have had
some resultsfor you by now."

The vagabond now nearly filled Lady Luck's forward viewscreen.

"Colonel, you can dedl two different players the same hand; one of them
will winwith it, and the other lose. If we had given you the chance
to play our hunch, what would you have done with it?

Wherewould Biio Hammax be right now?"

After along pause, theintelligence officer said, "Point taken,
Genegrd."

"Thank you, Colond. We're getting pretty close now, as| guessyou
cantel. Theway | seethings, I'd better start concentrating on the
game going on out here," Lando said. "WEell keep in touch, but that's
not going to be my first worry."

"If you would leave an audio channd open--" "Y ou'll probably want to
pick up all our cockpit sensor feeds--L obot can route them to you.”

"Wewill dowhat we canto assst you," said Pakkpekatt.

Lando knew that those must have been difficult words for the Hortek to
say. "Youll hear usydl," hesad. "But if youd redly liketo

help, maybe you want to see what you can do about getting a ship sent
to Qdlla, fast. There may till be answers there that we're gonnaneed
beforethisisover.”

With Lady Luck cruisng dowly adong the hull of the vagabond &t a
distance of only a hundred meters, Lando fdt as though he were seeing
the ship clearly for thefirst time.

At adistance, the hull seemed lumpy and irregular.

Up closg, it looked like nothing so much as abundle of massivetree
trunks woven round with thick, crisscrossing vines, which had grown
into the metallic bark. But the scale was dl wrong for that
comparison--the "vines' were large enough in cross-section to park
the

yacht indde one, and the "trunks' would easily have swallowed the
bulk of the cruiser.

"Looksabit likeaFoss," said Lando. "What do you think about those
extrusons?'



"I can't tell whether the designis symbolic or functiond,” sad
Lobot. "There is no repesting pattern that | can perceive.”

"Maybe those extrusions are some sort of energy conduit for the
weapons,” said Lando. "I can't see anything elsethat lookslike a

wegpon."

"It is possible that their wegpons use surface-charge capacitance,”
said Lobot. "SEE is consdered unsafe for task force operations, but
sngle vessas can accumul ate very large surface charges without
affecting interna systems. Deep spaceisagood insulator.”

" So the entire surface might be an accumulator for that weapon we
saw?'

"Yes. The extrusions, asyou cal them, increase the surface area.
The actua weapon apertures could be quite small.”

"Perhaps we should send a greeting message," said Threepio. "I would
be happy to offer my services."

"Not yet, Threepio,” said Lando. "Look, there'sthe primary attach
Stethat Bijo was planning to use--there, swing the spot up and to the
right.”

"That's not ahatchway," said Lobot after amoment'sinspection. "It's
asurface marking. There are no seams.”

"The secondary attach steisfarther forward.

Well go tekealook at that.”

"Generd Cdrissan,” Pakkpekatt said.

"Yes, Colond."

"| thought you would like to know that 1X-26 has been diverted from its
patrol in Nouaneto pick up an archaeological team from the Obroan
Ingtitute," said Pakkpekatt. "They are on their way to Qellanow.”

"Thank you, Colond."

"My chief of dataacquisition has asked meto relay arequest to you,"
Pakkpekatt continued. "He

would like you to attach atracking and monitoring limpet to the
target at first opportunity. In the foray team's action plan, that was
conddered amisson fallsafe.”



"Colond, | intend to attach this entire yacht to the vagabond, as soon
as| canfigure out whereto do it.

WeElIl do ahand attachment of aTRAML then, if everything's il
quiet. I'm not going to fireanything at her if | can avoid it."

"Lando," said Lobot suddenly. "Look."
The surface of the vagabond had suddenly come dive with small, pae
patches of light. They appeared and disappeared in orderly patterns

aong thetop of the hull extrusions, forming sequencesthat drew the
eye forward, and then to the edge of the curving hull, where they

disappeared.

"Oh, no! Artoo, look out! It's getting ready to attack!"
Threepio exclamed.

"That's not what happened the last time they fired," said Lando.

"The last time they fired, we were two klicks avay," Lobot reminded
him. "We wouldn't have been able to see this stage from there.”

"Some thought here that thisis engine activity, and thetarget is
preparing to jump into hyperspace,” said Pakkpekatt over the comm.

"Suggest you back away and launch that limpet now. Y ou may not get
another chance.”

"Thereisanother possbility,” said Lobot. "This could be the next
guestion for us. If 0, it isone were not prepared to answer."

"Generd, | strongly suggest you drop the limpet and get your people
out of there," Pakkpekatt said forcefully.

"No!" said Lando. "I want to know what's happening on the rest of the
hull, the part we can't see.

Where do the lights go? Isthere a beginning, an end?
Lobot, where are those other video feeds?!

"l am monitoring,” said Lobot. "The light Sreams originate at apoint
aft of our position and divergeinto

two stresms which wind forward along the hull, following the surface
contours. Both streams end at separate points on the far side of the
sip."

"Threepio, can you make anything out of this?



Weve got two streams again. Isthis another duet?”

"l do not recognize this as any form of language known to me, Master
Lando. But perhgpsit isnot linguigtic, but symboalic
communication.”

"What are you talking about?"
"Sir, perhapsthey are pointers, not streams.”
" Pointers--so which one do we follow?"

"Master Lando, might | suggest that you follow them both, back to the
point of divergence?"

"That's backwardd!"

"Sir, the conventions of symbolic communication are not universd. You
have been conditioned by the customs of your culture to extrapolatein
the direction of movement, rather than to look for the source.”

"Threepio'sright,” said Lobot. "You can follow astream toitsorigin

or its destination. Perhaps weve taken so long since we first

sgnaled them that they've decided we missed the portal, or don't know
how tofind it."

Lando raised his handsin agesture of surrender.
"Backwardsitis," he said, and reached for the thruster controls.

Watching the stream ing lights flicker by and disappear in the direction
of the bow, Lando could not help fedling they were going the wrong

way.

But when they reached the spot from which the light seemed to appear, a
dark holeirised open there, and the streaming lights vanished.

"They'reinviting usingde,” said Lobot.

"Wdll, I'll bethelast pup of anion storm--" Lando breathed in
ddighted wonder. " So they are, Lobot. So they are. What kind of
amosphere did the survey ship record on Qella?”

"Nitrogen seventy-five percent, carbon dioxide thirteen percent, oxygen
nine percent, water vapor one percent, argon one percent, traces
helium, neon--"

"That'senough,” Lando said, putting Lady Luck on autométic
dtation-keeping. "The droids won't mind, but it'sabit thick for my
lungs. It'ssuitsfor us, pd.



Let'sgo get prepped.”

The yacht's outer airlock and the opening in the vagabond's hull were
mismatched in both shape and size. The solution was an old invention,
eegant initssmplicity, which Lando had made standard equipment on
al hisvessds-an extensible cofferdam. Flexible yet vapor-tight,

the cofferdam could telescope out from the hull of Lady Luck and atach
itsdlf to the other ship, forming an enclosed tunnd between the

arlocks.

Lando locked the helmet of his suit in place with atwist and looked
across the compartment at L obot.

"Everything al right?" he called, more loudly than necessary. Hed
gpent aslittle time as possible in space-suits and il had the
neophyte's reflex of trying to shout through the faceplate.

"Everythingisfine" said Lobot. "I have nomina pressure and
temperature, and thereisminimd interference.”

"All right, then. Extending the cofferdam.”

Lando pressed the switch, engaging a specidized autopilot which not
only controlled the movement of the tunndl of rings, but took over
thruster control for Lady Luck aswell. The autopilot reported its
progressin relentless detail, which Lando ignored until just before
contact.

"Beginning cofferdam attach sequence. Attempting magnetic lock," the
autopilot announced.

"Testing. Magnetic lock failed. Attempting negative pressure lock.
Tegting. Pressure lock failed. Attempting Chemica Lock One.
Testing. Chemica Lock Onefailed--" "What'sthat hull made of ?*
Lando demanded.

"We may haveto free-fly over there," said Lobot.

"Y ou sound dmost hopeful .

"I'velearned that it's something many peopletry on their
vacations."

"--Atterpting Chemica Lock Three. Tegting.
Chemica Lock Threefailed. Attempting Mechanical Lock One.

Teding.



Mechanicd Lock One holding.”

Mechanica Lock One consisted of thousands of tiny composite barbs
attached to monomolecular threads. The barbs were driven into the hull
like so many anchors, and then the dack was taken up, pulling the
cofferdam's ring sed snug againgt the surface.

"Any change, Colond?' asked Lando.

"No change, Generd "

"She doesn't seem to havefdt it," said Lando to his companions.
"Pressurizing the cofferdam.” They could not hear the hissing, but the

transfer pumps made the deck under their feet vibrate. "Lookslikea
good sed. Pressureisholding.”

"Good luck, Generd," said Pakkpekatt, reduced now to the role of
Spectator. "l envy you."

Lando drew adeep breath and offered ajaunty grin. "1 might trade
placeswith you if | could, Colond," he said. "L obot, if you lose
contact with me, take the ship out of here. Don't comein after me."

L obot cocked a questioning eyebrow. Do you redly expect meto follow
that order?"

"Wadl ... " Lando said, and the grin returned.

"At least wait until 1 ydl twice."

"Good luck, Lando," Lobot said, and opened the inner airlock.

"Do be careful, Master Lando,” Threepio caled after him.

The cofferdam's rigid rings had handhol ds spaced at intervals, which
Lando used to pull himsdlf dong through the five-meter-long tunnd
between the ships.

He paused outside the vagabond's portd to switch on his suit and
helmet spots, as the chamber beyond was Hill lit only by the overspill
from the lamps at Lady Luck'sairlock.

With his own spotlights on, Lando's shadow no longer led the way for
him. But the lightsrevedled little detail ingde the Qella

vessel--only an empty space en closed by blank walls of the same
mottled color asthe hull itsdlf.

Grasping the upper rim of the opening, Lando raised hisfeet and
floated himsdlf through, twisting to look in dl directions. He had



half expected lights to come on as he entered, but that did not
happen.

But the lights he wore were enough to assure him that he was done.

"All right, I'min," said Lando. "This chamber is about twice my

height in every dimension--plenty of room for dl four of us. No
response to my presence yet. There's no light, and there doesn't seem
to be another doorway. But then, | can't see any mechanism for the
hatch I came through, so maybe | just can't recogni ze the exit."

"Watch your assumptions," said anew voice--Bijo Hammax. "Just because
you came out through a double-hatch airlock doesn't mean that's what
you've entered.”

"Hey, Bijo! | thought you'd be sore & mefor steding your date.”

"| decided to wait and see what happened,” saild Hammax. "If shekills
you, | planto forgive you."

"Thanks, buddy," said Lando, turning. "Wait, here's something--that's
oddre" Looking back toward the outer hull, Lando thought he could see
the attachment ring through the wall of the chamber, encircling the
opening asafaint gray shadow. Heturned off his suit lights, and the

ring became more digtinct.

"Why have you turned your lights off, Generd?"

"Can you see this?' Lando demanded. "I don't know why or how, but |
can see the attachment ring through the bulkhead. Therésagray ring,
ashadow, exactly that size, visble ontheingde."

"Not visble ontherelay. Areyou saying that the hull is
tranducent, Lando?" asked L obot.

"Wdl--yes. Wherere the ship's spots? Can you sweep them across the

"Coming up."

With Lady Luck's brilliant spotlightstrained on the hull, there was

no mistaking the 9ght--the whole bulkhead glowed faintly, and thering
darkened to a sharp-edged black shadow. When Lando brushed his gloved
fingertips across the surface, he could fed that the shadow was

dightly raised.

"It'sadmost likeabruise" hesad. "Likethe hull issweling where
those thousands of tiny grapples have grabbed on to it. Artoo, comein
here. | want you to scan and record this."

"That could be asdlf-repair function at work,” said Hammax.



"Mechanical One does do some microscopic damage to the attach point.

Asfor the tranducent hull--General, you may have discovered why the
ship has so few surface features. Were not seeing the true hull, just
an outer membrane, probably differentialy transparent to radiation.

All the sensors are concealed underneath.”

By the time Hammax finished his speculations, Artoo appeared at the
porta. He chirped at Lando, then entered when Lando waved himiin.

Thelack of handholdsin the chamber was not the problem for the droid
that it wasfor the genera. Thanksto the array of small gas

thrusters built into al astromech droids, Artoo's motionswere far

more controlled than Lando's--who found he kept drifting into one
bulkhead or another, dowly twisting from side to side and turning end
over end.

"Y ou getting abetter image now?' Lando called.
"Much clearer,” said Lobot. "Areyou ready for the rest of us?"

"There's nothing e'seto see,” said Lando, switching his suit's
floodlamps back on. "The bulkheads are completely bare.”

"Doesit appear to be the same materid asthe outer hull?* asked
Hammax. "If so, there could be any kind or number of sensorsor
weapons concealed underneeth it. They could use that material the way
we use one-way mirrors. For al we know, they could be as

closeto you asthe nearest bulkhead, watching and listening.”

"Thank you for that thought," said Lando. "But if thisisaQella

ship, it'sadead ship. It's been in space too long. And, Colond,

thisis starting to look like adead end. We may have to make our own
entrance.”

"Lando, remember what we talked about yesterday," said Lobot. "Any
obvious path, any unlocked passageway, may be atrap. If therewasa
big red switch in the middle of one of those wdlls, | wouldn't want you
to touch it. Access must require more than observation--it requires
knowledge. The perfect lock isinvisible to you and self-evident to

the Qdla”

"Maybe there's something about the mottling on thesewalls" said
Lando, craning his head. "It'sthe only thing in here | can seethat
could carry information.

Lobot, Threepio, why don't you come on over and see what you can make
of it. Bring the equipment ded with you, too. Artoo's making out



likeafishinwater, but the rest of us can use something to hang on
to."

Lando sighed and touched a suit control to blow ajet of cool air
acrosshisface. "l havent aclue" he said finaly. "Colonel ?

Anything there?"

It was Bijo Hammax who replied, "No. Were stumped here, Lando.”
"Being ssumped was my best sirategy,” Lando said forlornly. "'l was
hoping that if we showed ourselvesto be dow learners again, they'd
give usanother hint."

Bijo laughed.

"Maybeif we touch the right pattern of spots,” Lobot suggested.

"| touched about thirty spots aready before you got here, with my
head, my elbows, my bottom, my knees-" "I said the right pattern, not

arandom pattern.”

"So tell mewhat theright patternis,” Lando said sharply. "Light or
dark? Fast or dow? Léft to right or top to bottom?”

"I don't know," Lobot said. "I'm sorry."

"Aw--it's not your fault. What we need right now isa Qellabrain, and
we're fresh out of them. | knew I'd forget to pack something.”

"Lando--" "What?'
"Have you ever seen Donadi stain-painting?”

"What? Lobot, you've picked astrange time to start practicing idle
conversation.”

"Answer my question,” Lobot said shortly.
"All right--no, | haven't. What's that got to do with anything?"

"To human perception, stain-painting conssts of huge canvases covered
with random splotches of color.

The Donadi St and stare at a painting for ten minutes or more a a
time. If they starelong enough, and practice what they cal ‘looking
past,’ something happensin their brain that turns the splotchesinto a
three-dimengond image.”

"I'veseenit," said Hammax. " Strangest thing.



The Donadi go into this meditation thing and end up in agtate of high
rapture over something that might aswell be ahdlucination.”

"Butitisnt ahdlucinaion,” said Lobot. "A Donadi painting isn't
animage--it'sastimulusto the perception of animage. Theimage
isn't red, but it's contained in the painting dl the same. It'sa
perceptual trick, and it only worksfor their species.”

"Y ou think maybeif aQelacamein here, hed see the answer right

aey?

"I'm saying that these markings may have been made not just for Qdla
eyes, but for Qelaminds.”

Lando frowned and shook his head. "Even if you're right, that doesn't
get usany closer.”

"Artoo isthe only one of us capable of seeing the entire chamber at
once. | can send him alternate sets of perceptual parameters, which |
am retrieving now from the Ingtitute for Sentient Studies on Baraboo.

They have the most comprehens ve collection of neurocogni-rive models
that exists. Artoo can reprocess the image

according to the parameters| provide, and project it for usto
%‘ll

"Soundsalot like trying to fill out a sabacc on adraw of four cards
tome"

"Luck ischanceinformed by applied knowledge," said Lobot. "You said
0 yoursdf."

" did?"
"You did. Stand by."

Itissaid on Gaiosthat a seed does not know the flower that produced
it. What istrue of seedsand flowersistrue of civilizationsand

worlds. Inthelong history of the galaxy, many afamily tree has

grown too tangled to be clearly remenbered by either ancestor or
descendant.

On athousand thousand worlds and more, life erupted from creation's
crucible of energy and time--and vanished into extinctioninan
eyeblink.

On a hundred thousand worlds and more, life erupted from the crucible
and would not be didodged, brandishing cleverness and fecundity asits
wegpons against entropy and change.



On ten thousand worlds and more, life erupted from the crucible and
then transcended it, learning to bridge the unbridgeable distances,
venturing forth as explorer, and settler, and conqueror to worlds far
from that which gaveit birth.

And some of those worlds touched with the gift of lifein time passed

it on to their own children, until the gift had been passed acrossthe
eonsto amillion worlds, flower begetting seed begetting flower until

the gdlaxy itself sang of it. But indl the higtory of dl that is,

no species anywhere has ever known itswhole heritage, for memoriesare
shorter than forever, and the only witnessto those hard first births

isthe Forceitsdlf.

The people who cadled themsalves the Qellahad no children of their
own. No colony worlds owed them alegiance. No free worlds owed them
honor. The

Qellahad possessed the tools to leave their homeworld, but they had
lacked asufficient reason.

But the Qdlla had parents, parents they scarcely remembered, but to
whom much of what they were and knew could be traced. The parents of
the Qedlahad caled themsalves the Qonet, and they had had many
offspring, as had their parents, who called themselvesthe Ahra

Naffi.

So athough the Qellahad no children, they had sblingsin some
number, and cousins close and distant in numbers beyond counting.

It was with the hope of finding such kin asthe Qdlamight have that
Lobot sfted the archives of the Ingtitute for Sentient Studies. Lobot
knew no more about the family history of the Qellathan did the Qella
themselves, but he knew the patterns and principlesthat applied. His
hope depended not on luck but on awell-chosen search dgorithm, the
thoroughness of the archivigts, and the fruitfulness and resilience of

the AhraNaffi line,

Or, at least, so Lobot would forever claim. Luck was Lando's game, and
Lobot preferred to distance himsdf from anything so ephemerd and
unpredictable.

It wasasglent rivary, and Lobot took unvoiced pleasure from the
timeswhen Lando's way failed him and Lobot's own succeeded. He prided
himsdlf on playing amore precise and controlled line, where competence
counted for more than chance and diligence was rewarded more often than
daring.

Thistime the reward was the mind-prints of the Khotta, of Kho Nai.

The image Artoo was projecting covered only part of onewall, but
incorporated the patterns of the entire chamber asthey would have been



perceived by a Khotta. Compressed, processed, and trandated, they
needed no explanation. The entire image had but one focal point and
one possible meaning.

"There" said Lando. "In that corner. Theresyour big red switch.”

"I don't see anything,” Threepio declared. "Artoo, you must be making
amigeke.”

"Y ou're not supposed to seeit,” said Lando. "Not unless you havethe
right eyes. But it'sthere.” Pushing off from the equipment ded, he
floated toward the corner.

"Generd Cdrissan? Hammax here. Suggest you have your R2 unit make
theinitia contact withitsclaw arm.”

"Wheréesthe colond ?'
"Colond Pakkpekatt is monitoring.”

"Tdl him | wish hewashere," said Lando. "Okay, Artoo. Y ou havethe
spot zeroed in?"

Artoo chittered enthusiaticaly.

"Okay--let'sring the bell.”

Artoo rose from the equipment ded where he had been clinging and
jetted across the open space. The droid's left equipment door snapped
open, and the telescoping claw arm extended toward a spot dong the
curved corner where the two bulkheads merged.

The claw yawned open to itsfullest and amoment later touched the
bulkheed.

Nothing happened.
"More pressure, Artoo," said Lando.

Thedroid's thrusters spat plumes of vapor into the chamber, until its
dlver body wasvisbly vibrating.

"That'senough, Artoo," Lando said. "Let mein there.”
"What are you thinking, General ?* asked Ham-max.

"That maybe this ship knowsit wasn't built by droids," said Lando,
extending his gloved hand to touch the same spot Artoo had tried.

Again there was no response, even when Lando's suit thrusters exerted
themsdves.



"We must have misread theingtructions," said Threepio. "Artoo, could
you possibly have turned everything upside down?'

Thelittle droid's response was indignantly terse.
"l can't get any redl pressureonit,” Lando fumed.

"Maybe these Qellawere stronger than we are, at least under these
conditions”

" Strength hasn't opened any Qelladoorsyet,” 'said Lobot.
Lando twisted around to look at Lobot. "No, it hasn't, hasit?"

Grasping hisright wrist joint, Lando squeezed the release and
twisted.

"What are you doing?' Hammax protested.

"A spacesuit and adroid probably register about the same, wouldn't you
say?" With asharp yank, Lando tugged the glove off hisright hand.

Theair in the chamber was bitterly cold, and his hand begun to ache
amogt at once. Tucking the glove under hisleft elbow, Lando spun
back to face the corner and reached out to touch the bulkhead.

It retreated under histouch, the surface folding back on all sdes

until therewas aholein the corner dmost aslarge as abubble helmet
and deep enough that Lando was uncertain whether he could reach the
farthest recesses.

"Hedidit!" Threepio exulted.

"There's some sort of handle back here," Lando said, peering into the
opening. "At least, that'swhat it looks like to me. Artoo, get over
here and get a picture for the' folks at home."

"Generd, suggest you reglove,” Hammax said while Artoo atended to
that duty. "The handle might be keyed to Qellan biology."

"I guesswell find out, won't we?' Lando said.

"That's enough, Artoo. Anyone want to retreat back into Lady Luck
before | knock on the door? Counting one, two, three--" "We're ready
here, Lando,” said Lobot.

"Okay, then." Drawing a deep breath, Lando reached with his bare hand
for the handle deep inside the hole. His shoulder was pressed against

the opening before hisfingertips brushed it. He had to dip his

shoulder ingde the hole and press his hdmet against the bulkhead to



close hisfingers around the handle.
"Got it," he said. "What do you think, Lobot?
Push, pull, twig, lift--" But Lobot never had a chance to answer.

Therewas aflash of brilliant blue light outside the portd, and when
it was gone, so wasthe tunnel to Lady Luck'sairlock. In the next
ingtant the atmosphere in the chamber began boiling out into space,
sweeping everything and everyone toward the open portal.

Lando clung desperately to the handle inside the hole, though he lost

his grip on the glove and watched it being whisked away beyond his
reach. But both Artoo and L obot were being swept toward the opening,
their thrusters unequal to the sudden windstorm.

The equipment ded, with Threepio perched atop it, Spun crazily toward
the opening aswell.

The glove, far lighter and moving faster than any of the party, struck

the outer bulkhead, rebounded, and tumbled out into space. But bare
moments before Artoo reached the opening, there suddenly was no
opening. As negtly asthe smaler hole had opened under Lando's touch,
the portal knitted itself closed from edge to center.

Artoo, Threepio, Lobot, and the ded all struck an unbroken chamber
wall--and then began diding aft dong it.

"The ship'smoving!" Lando cried, fedling the acceleration pressing
him morefirmly againg the aft bulkheed. "Hammax! Colond! What's
goingon?'

There was no answer--not even gtic. "Anyone on the Glorious,
respond!”

"Lando!" Lobot caled. "All of my links are gone.
We're not just moving. This ship just jumped into hyperspace.”

It al happened so quickly that no one witness was certain of al the
Oetalls.

Without warning, one of the Qella's beam weapons diced Lady Luck free
from the vagabond. Another pierced the hull of the interdiction picket
Kauri and leftit in flames.

Astheinterdiction field collgpsed, the vagabond swung about with
surprising swiftness and accel erated away from its previous course.

The captain of the Marauder screamed for permission to fire—-just as
the Qellavessdl seemed to suddenly stretch to twice itstrue length



and then vanish into a blinding white pinch of spacetime.

Lady Luck was|eft drifting, the remnants of the cofferdam trailing
fromitsairlock.

"Do we have agood track?" Pakkpekatt demanded.
"Yes gar."

"That's something to work with," he said.

"Sir, she jumped toward the Core.”

Pakkpekatt's expression did not change. " Dispatch a crew to recover
the yacht. Bring Lightning around to the target'slast heading and
jump her out ten. Well go out twenty, Marauder thirty, and then walk
it out at intervas of onelight-year till we get to the border.

She's got to be out there somewhere."

"Y es, sr--but how far? She could have jumped dl the way to Byss, for
al weknow."

The mere mention of the former Emperor's throne world, degp in the
Core, darkened the mood on the bridge still further.

"Let'shope not, sailor,” said Pakkpekatt. "L et us earnestly hope

Chapter 12

Long before they reached Lucazec, Luke Skywalker settled on Mud Soth
asthe namefor Akanah s previoudy Unnamed Verpine Adventurer.

He redlized he had been spoiled by yearsin high-performance military
gpacecraft, operating under wartime conditions or amilitary waiver.

But redlizing that didn't make it any easier to adjust to civilian
navigation regtrictions. Not only was Mud Sloth adawdler in

real space, but its hyperspace motivator smply refused to enter or
leave hyperspace within a planetary Hight Control Zone.

Luke didn't object in principleto FCZ regulations.

They helped ensure that less experienced pilotsin less capable ships
made dow approaches to populated worlds and busy spacelanes. But he
had never been subjected to afour-day rea space crawl just to leave
Coruscant. He was accustomed to reaching for the hyperdrive moments
after his ship cleared the atmosphere.

Mud Sloth ingsted on waiting until it had cleared the star system.



But there was nothing to be done about it. The Adventurer wouldn't
accept hismilitary waiver, and didn't even have a System Configuration
optiononits

cockpit displays. It was designed to prevent such meddling.

Driven by impatience, Luke briefly consdered powering down the
hyperdrive and opening up the service access to see what he could do
withit. But he soon talked himsdf out of it, redizing that
reprogramming amotivator was beyond histaents asatinkerer. Evena
garship as smple asthe Adventurer was far more complex than the
Incom T-16s and landspeeders held spent so many days hopping and
rebuilding back on Tatooine.

No, when it came to hyperspace, it was too easy for asmall oversight
to become afind, fata error.

Anyonewho'd flown for long had heard the stories and respected the
danger. Of al therisksinherent in traveling unimaginable distances

at incalculable speeds, the one that entered most pilots nightmares

was the one-way jump---never coming out of hyperspace. Even Han and
Chewie | eft the exacting business of rebaancing amotivator to
professionals, and never begrudged them their hefty fees.

But that had |eft Luke trapped in cramped quarters with Akanah for just
over eleven days on the way to L ucazec--something he had not been
prepared for.

After monthsin isolation, he had not been prepared for that much close
contact with anyone. Luke wondered how he would have borneit if
Akanah had not been so willing to make alowances.

She did not force conversation on him, either idle or earnest. Nor did
she make him feel asthough he was being watched, that she was waiting
for him to do something. Without his ever asking, she granted him the
only kind of privacy available under the circumstances--the privacy of
the mind and heart. She did not intrude there without hisinvitation,
hiding her own needs and curiosity so perfectly that they seemed more
like comfortable old friends than strangers.

At her suggestion, they adopted awatch schedule that had them deeping
at opposite ends of the day, spaced so that neither of them had to
cdimbinto ahot

bunk. She seemed to wel come the reassurance that someone was awake
while sherested, and did not seem to mind that the schedul e reduced
their time together to afew hourstwice aday.

L uke thought Akanah must be accustomed to being alone, for she seemed
to have magtered the art of keeping time moving without restless



motion. She read from a battered old datapad, meditated in the
copilot's couch, and intently studied the Adventurer's owner, pilot,
and system helps.

At times she even sought privacy for herself.

Akanah practiced her Falanass craft in silence behind the drawn
curtain of the deeper, and stripped to a body-hugging monoskin to
exercise only when it was Lukéesturn in the zippered bunkbag. She
even politdy ignored him when he made both discoveries, making it
unnecessary for him to gpologize, or for her to explain.

They did take med s together, dipping twice aday into Akanah's modest
cache of stabilized foodstores-many of them long-expired Imperia
expedition packs, atelltale Sgn of desperately tight finances. But

even meals did not become an occasion for substantive conversation
until near the end, with Lucazec visble through the viewport and the
reason for their journey too much in their thoughtsto be ignored.

"Sixteen more hours," Luke said, tearing open a pouch of Noryath brown
mestbread. "I hate the waiting.

| want to crawl back in the bunk and deep until the autopilot starts
asking whether we want to orbit or land.”

"If I thought thiswasthe end of our journey, rather than just theend
of thebeginning, | might fed the sameway," said Akanah, and spped
at her flask of tart pawel juice.

"Do you think there's any chance the Fallanass may have come back,
after thewar?'

"No," said Akanah. "Y ou see, the Empire feared us aswell as coveted
our power. They didn't come down with weapons drawn to round us up, as
they did with so many other populationsthey endaved--"

"Y eah, |'ve seen how they work. But how did they even know you
existed? | thought you were a secret sect. Or am | the only onewho
never heard of the Fallanass ?"

"You areright, thereisacontradiction,” said Akanah. "The
explanation issmple, but an embarrassment.

We were divided among oursel ves about the coming war and what our moral
duty was. One of our community, for reasons of her own, went to the
Imperiad governor and reveded hersdlf.”

"Y ou were betrayed.”

"No--no, that'stoo strong aword. Even though her nameisno longer
gpoken, she had ahigh purposein what she did. She believed that by



alying ourselves with the Empire, we could be the water that would

quench theflame." Akanah's eyes were touched by wistfulness. "But
shewaswrong. It wastoo late for that--the fire was aready beyond
control.”

"Well--1 don't know why you caled it an embarrassment,” said Luke.

"The only communitiesthat think with one mind are those that only have
onemind. And | havent met anyone yet who hasn't ever been
pass onately wrong about something, sometime.”

"You are generous,” said Akanah, "more generous than the circle was
abletobe"

"It'seasier for me," hesaid. "l wasn't the one betrayed.”

She acknowledged him with anod. "The Empire sent General Taggeto
WiIdu--who held the wand of privilege then--to offer us the protection
of the Emperor.

He said it wasimportant for usto show our loyalty--that that wasthe
only way we could escape the fate of the Jedi. We knew what that
meant. The Jedi were being hunted down as traitors and sorcerers, and
no one dared openly favor or befriend them."

"Forgive me--1 don't mean to sound suspicious.

But how do you know al this?' Luke asked. "Y ou said you werejust a
child, and offplanet a thetime."

"No, | was till on Lucazec when Generd Tagge camethere” said
Akanah. "My mother--her name

was |selamwas one of the women who met with Wiau in circle afterward,
to decide what to do. And children are not protected from adult
concernsin our community, asthey arein so many places. Isdatold

me of the Empiresinvitation, and what it might mean to refuseit.”

"l guess| don't understand, then," said Luke, trying to remember where
he had heard the general's name before. "How did you become separated
from the others? | assume the Fallanass let Lucazec rather than

either refuse or accept.”

"No, that was months|later,” explained Akanah.
"Widu did refuse Generd Tagge. Shetold him that the loydty of the
Fdlanass wasto the Light, and that we would not let oursalves be

used to further the ambition of generds, kings, or emperors.”

"Tagge--I remember now," said Luke. "He was on thefirst Death Star
when Leiawas a prisoner.” He paused, then added, "He was probably



gtill on board when my proton torpedo blew it to bits.”

Lukedidn 't know what possessed him to make that claim before Akanah,
and her response made him fed even more foolish for having done so.

She diffened as he spoke, and he could fed her withdrawing from him,
though she barely moved.

"Do you seek honor from mefor this? In time you will understand that
the Fallanass honor no heroesfor killing, not even killing one who
has been our tormentor,” said Akanah.

"I'msorry,” Luke said, and wondered at his own words. Everything
suddenly seemed upside down. It was strange and unsettling that the
deed for which he had been so lionized now became touched with
regret--regret over the killing of an enemy who had been hisown
sster'stormentor. That moment had decided both his future and the
gdaxy's, and he had never, in dl the years Since, questioned the
rightness of what he had done.

Akanah nodded, and her face seemed to soften. "'l will not speak of it
agan.”

Luke was happy to leave behind hisill-considered words, and the
jumbled thoughts and darming fedings that had followed them. "How
did the Empire respond to Widu?' he asked. "Is that when you | eft
Lucazec?'

"No, not until later," said Akanah. "Taggetried to force usto come

to him by destroying our relationship with our neighbors. Lucazec was
an open-immigration world then, and tolerant--or so we thought. We
shopped in villages nearest to ours and hired workers from them. Tagge
placed agentsin those villages, to kill house animals, and st fires,

and turn the waters bitter, and make other strange things happen.”

"And then blame the Fallanass," Luke guessed.

"Y es. The Empire's agents whispered againgt us, until those who'd been
our friends feared us. The workers stopped coming to our village, and
three of our circle were attacked when they went to Jsasu for food and
to sl our medicines.

"That was when my mother sent me awaywnot to protect me, because she
and the others could protect the children well enough. But she didn't

want to expose me to the hate that surrounded us then. | was one of

five who were sent away, to friends on Paig, to schools on Teyr or
Caratos.”

"How many of you went to Carratos?'

"Only me" Akanah said. She smiled sadly, her eyesbright with



tears.

"They were to send for us when L ucazec was peaceful again, or comefor
us when they headed for anew home."

"But they never did."

"No. | never heard from any of the body again.”
She shook her head. "1 don't know why."

"And you still don't know what happened?’

"All I was ever ableto learn isthat they left Lucazec, that our
village was abandoned and in ruins.

| couldn't even find the other children, on Teyr and Paig. | think the
circlecamefor them. | think | wasthe only oneleft behind." She
tried to say it matter-of-factly, but the hurt still showed.

"Or maybe you're the only one the Empire didn't find. Have you
consdered that?"

"I have tried not to think about that,” Akanah said, looking past him

to the pale brown disk of Lucazec. "I would rather be the only one

|eft behind than the only oneleft dive.”

The region of Lucazec that Akanah called the North Plateau had no true
spaceport. Luke was directed to set the Mud Soth down at aquiet
littlearfield identified only by itslatitude and longitude. There

he and Akanah were met by three men wearing drab brown clothing so
gmilar oneto the next that it might aswell have been auniform.

They identified themsdves asthe airfidld marshd, the didtrict

censor, and the port magistrate. The censor had asmall recorder, into
which he both spoke and repested their answers. "Point of origin.”
"Coruscant,” said Luke.

"Regidry of your vess."

"Carratos," Akanah supplied.

"Do you affirm that you are both citizens of the New Republic?'
"Weare," said Luke.

"Purpose of your vigt."

"Research," said Akanah. "Archaeological research.”



"No digging is permitted without alicense from the proctor of
higory,”" the magistrate warned them.

"All artifacts must be submitted to the Office of the Proctor so that
the appropriate taxes can be determined.

Evasion of antiquitiestaxesis a state crime punishable by--" Luke
made asmall gesture, dicing theair with hisfingertips. "We are
aware of theregulations, Magidrate.”

"What? Y es, of course," the magisirate said, and lgpsed into
dlence

Luke turned to the shortest of the three men.
"Marshd, | would liketo arrange for my ship to be

hangared. | wouldn't want any curious children to accidently injure
themsdlves"

"I'm afraid there are no--" "I'm prepared to pay the reasonable and
customary fees, of course.”

"How long do you think you'll be on Lucazec?'
"I couldn't say," Luke said. "Isthat aproblem?’

"No, no. | believe some space recently became available in Hangar Kaa,
our newest and most secure.

I'll have your ship towed in. A Verpine Adventurer, isn't it? | hear
that'safine vessd. | don't think we've ever had one of thosein
here before--" "Thank you," Luke said. His gaze settled on the
censor.

"Wasthere anything el se?'

"I must see your identity cards, of course,” the censor said, puffing
up hischest.

"Weve dready shown themto you,” Luke said, intensifying hisfocuson
the man.

"Of course," said the censor, his eyes suddenly blank. "Y our
destination was--" "Jsasu," said Akanah.

"Yes, of course. You'll want to hire acart. Go by the East Didtrict
Trail--the bridge at Crown Pass Road has been out sincethelast rain,
and theriver can't be forded on account of the debris.”

Luke nodded. "Very kind of you," he said, smiling pleasantly. "I'll



be sure to mention your helpfulnessin my report.” He hoisted both
their bags and dung them over one shoulder. "Come, Lady Anna. I'd
liketo seeif we can't get there before dark.”

"Lady Annal" Akanah said when they enjoyed the privacy of the road,
jolting along in one of the big-whed ed, two-seated utility vehicles
common on' Lucazec. "l likethat. And what shdl | call you? The
Duke of Skye?"

"I'd prefer not to giveany name at dl," said Luke. "I'd rather
anyone we meet not quite be able to recall my face, or remember my
name, as though they were too distracted by you to pay attention.”

"I'd likethat, too," she said with asmile.

There had been afew structures near the airfield that might have been
houses, but East Didtrict Trail had quickly turned into aroad through
abrown and hilly nowhere. "'Is anything familiar yet? Do you know
thispart of thedigtrict?"

"It'sdl familiar, after afashion. | knew Crown Pass Road
better--that was the short way to Jisasu and Big Hill. But | hardly
recognized the airfidd, it's o built up now."

Luke shot her asurprised look. "Built up?’

"Oh, yes. When | left here, the airfield was nothing more than aflat

spot everyone had agreed not to farm or fence, and afew marks on the
ground to guide the pilotsin. There weren't any hangars, because

there weren't any flyers kept there.”

"Or perhaps the other way around,” said Luke.

"I'm glad we 'didn't need a docking bay on this stop--we would've had
to put down five hundred kilometers from here.”

"Yes, & The Towers. It'salong trip. But then, | remember this
being along trip--and look, theré's the river ahead, you can mark it
by the trees. See beyond, where it gets more hilly? That's Hastings
Watershed.

The haze isfrom cookfires--there are villages dl through the
Hastings, anywhere there's a permanent supply of water."

"Any impressons of our welcoming committee?’

"Cold," said Akanah. "No one ever carried or asked for an identity
card back then. People didn't automatically look & you with

suspicion.”

"They were bureaucrats,” Luke reminded her.



"There weren't any officidsin charge of suspicion back then."

"Well--thiswas occupied territory. Strike even afriendly animal
often enough-- Whoops, hang on."

The cart pitched sharply down and jerked to a stop as the front wheel
dropped into a deep rut. Both Luke and Akanah were thrown forward,
nearly catapulted from their seats. Akanah grabbed for the side board
and seat back, while Luke clutched the steering arm in one hand and
braced himsdlf with afoot against the splashboards.

For along moment the constant-speed motors driving the rear wheels
whined in complaint, until the front wheel popped free of the rut and
the cart lurched forward.

"Oh, something else," said Akanah. "The roads are alot smoother

"Yourekidding."

"No. We used to have to hang on with both hands the whole way to
Jsasu." Sheamiled to hersdf at the memory. "The kids made agame
of it, stlanding up in the cargo box, holding on to the back of the
Segts--or not--trying to keep from faling down or faling out. | did
both." Just then arock under the left whed sent ahard jolt up both
Luke's and Akanah's spines. "But that was along time ago. | suppose
alittlelevitation is out of the question--" "Are you asking, or

offering?'
"Either. Bath."

Another cart appeared over the rise ahead of them, coming toward
them.

"I think we'd better keep the whedlson the ground,” Luke said. "It's
alittlelate to start disguisng us asawhirldust.”

Akanah nodded, raising her cupped hands in greeting to the wiry old
farmer and clean-faced young woman in the approaching cart.

"And | gill think concedling oursdveswould be amistake,” she
sad.

"We may dill haveto talk to the neighborsto find out what we need
to." She paused asthe other cart passed by at close range, neither
occupant answering her greeting or offering more than aquick
sony-eyed sdewise glance. "'If anyonewill talk to us, that is."

They missed the turnoff for ladtra, becauseit no longer existed.



section of Crown Pass Road and ldtr a Trail was gone, itslocation
marked only by the stump of its centerpost.

And there was no longer aroad to the village of the Fallanass, not
even by the modest standards of L ucazec--which, Luke had decided,
required only athree-rut path from which the largest rocks had been
removed. The old ruts could still be seen, but it seemed as though the
trail had been ddliberately strewn with large rocks, especialy where
it had once joined the main road.

"Areyou surethisistheright place?'
"Yes" Akanah sad. "Completdy sure
"I've got abad feding about this," Luke said, shaking his head.

"Sodol, Luke" she said timoroudy, reaching for hishand. "So do
1"

Inits heyday |atrahad had more than thirty buildings, and al but a
few had transcended the Ssmple, pragmatic architecture of the region.

The circle house had stood three stories high, with agreat open
archway that divided the lower floorsin half, and tiled facingsin
complex abstract designs. Its rooftop gardens, fed by pipe and solar
pump, offered not only lush grass and flowersin profusion, but aview
over thesurrounding hills.

Medicinals and food crops once grew under three trand ucent domes
nested between pairs of small workhouses.

Ring dwellings had been scattered everywhere, each with half adozen
wedge-roofed deeping cottages surrounding the common rooms.

laltra had enjoyed two wells and awalled pond, and along wandering
meditation trail with more than adozen hillside shelters. One dope
facing north had been carved away into an open-air amphitheeter large
enough to seat the entire community, with afocusthat could
accommodate either a performing stage or a ceremonid fire.

None of it remained untouched, and it was clear

to both Luke and Akanah that weather and time alone had not done the
damage.

The circle house had been collapsed into rubble, its supporting walls
knocked out from under it. The growing domes had been exploded from
within--fragments of the clear crystaline materid littered the ground
everywhere, crunching underfoot asthe vistors waked dowly among the
ruins. The amphitheater was buried under alanddide.



The walled pond had been breached and now was bone dry. The large well
had been filled and hegped over with masonry from awrecked ring
dwdling. The smal well appeared to have been poisoned with whatever
solvents and reagents could be found--a smal mound of empty,
dust-covered containers of assorted shapes and sizes standing nearby
gavetestimony to that.

A few of the ring dwellings stood nearly intact, but even those had

been defaced. Their tiled facings had been smashed, and a symbol--two
lines dashed across a circle--had been crudely burned onto the walls
with blagter fire. Akanah stood by one of these, biting her lower lip,
saying nothing. Anguish and sadness radiated from her with such
intengity that Luke found it necessary to shield himsdlf from most of

it.

"Thiswasour home," Akanah said at last. "Isdaand | lived
here--Tomaand J and Norika next to us on thisside. Nori was my best
friend."” Closing her eyes, she bowed her head for amoment, asthough
geding hersdlf. Then she ducked through an entry arch, walking

across the door that had once sedled it.

The door had had no lock, but its hinges were blaster-scorched and
melted dl the same.

Lukewaited outside, granting Akanah privacy in the ruins of her
memories. Shergoined him afew minuteslater, sanding taler and
seeming stronger.

"They weren't here when this happened,” she said. "Whether they were
taken or escaped, none of them died here.”

"Why do you say that?"

"Because of theway it fedshere" Akanah said. "I don't know quite
how to describe it, except that I'm surethat I'd be ableto fed it if
even one of us had been killed here. Thiswas--an empty gesture. It
didn't touch the Current.”

"It fedlsthat way to me, too," Luke said. "And I'd vote for
‘escgped.” I've been thinking as | look around that thiswas all done
out of frustration. They desecrated your home because that was dl
they could do.

Something ese--they didn't use anything bigger than apersona blaster
for this. Nothing military grade. Thisisn't the Empireswork."

"Our friendsin Big Hill and Jsasu,” Akanah said iffly.
"They werelied to,” said Luke. "None of usareimmuneto fear."

"Please--don't try to stop me from being angry at them," Akanah said.



"We do not pretend to emotiond purity. Thiswas my home. | havethe
right.”

"Of course," Luke said. "Akanah--which was my mother's house?"
Akanah closed her eyesin thought for amoment.
"There," she said, opening her eyes and pointing across the compound.

"Number Four." She smiled faintly. "1 understand. Go on--I'm dl
right.”

Nodding his appreciation, Luke turned and started across the open
ground toward the ruined ring dwelling at the foot of the highest of
the enclosing hills. But he was not even halfway there when ascream
froze him. He whirled, his cape sweeping outward, and a blaster bolt
burned past him so close that he could smdll the hest.

Herolled away from the heat, came out of the roll with aforward flip
that carried him five meters away from where he had stood, and ended
theflip searching for his attacker, hislightsaber in hisright

hand.

There were two men near Akanah, who was huddled on her kneeswith an
arm raised as though she had just fended off a blow.

"Akanah!" he cried, and charged toward them.

The next blaster bolt was dead on target, but L uke deflected it neatly
skyward with hislightsaber. In the next moment he drew deeply on the
Force and reached out to crush the blaster with a thought as powerful
asavise. His next thought yanked the disabled wegpon from the man's
hand and hurled it far out of reach.

Akanah had raised her head when he called her name. "No, Luke,
don't--" she cried.

But L uke's focus was the second man, who was now showing aweapon,
too--pointed at Akanah.

"Keep your distance!" the man shouted at Luke. He did not sound
afrad.

Luke's answer was a thought-blow that tore the blaster from the man's
hand and smashed it againgt thewall of the dwelling behind him. It
exploded into a shower of sparks and shattered into adozen
fragments.

Then he was on them, the lightsaber held for attack, not defense. The
first man he had disarmed projected a persona shield, which blunted



Lukesinitial stroke. But the blow took the man to hiskneesall the
same. The next stroke, with the power of the lightsaber married to the
will of aJedi Master, diced through the shield and deep into the
assailant's chest. He gasped once as blood erupted, then crumpled
backward onto the hard ground.

Turning quickly, Luke found the second man closing on Akanah again,
reaching for her, asthough meaning to use her ashis shield.

Instantly Luke threw his lightsaber, spinning the wegpon end over end
with asharp snap of hiswridt. It scythed through the air, severing

the attacker's |eft arm above the elbow. The man screamed and
collapsed as L uke brought the lightsaber back to his hand.

"Who areyou?"' Luke demanded, standing over the falen attacker.

The stump of hisarm scarcely bled. "Commander Paffen
reporting--Skywaker," the man said. Then he closed hiseyes, and his
entire body shuddered. A mo ment later his eyesflew open again.
"Skywaker ishere.”

With aflick of thetip of hislightsaber, L uke disabled the comlink on

the man's equipment belt. "Who are you?' he demanded again. "Why are
you here?'

"Not fair--waited so long,” the man said, and moaned. "We only
expected thewitch."

"Why were you waiting? What did you want?"

The man grimaced. "They said the poison wouldn't hurt,” the man
whispered, and died, still Saring at the sky.

Wearing amask of worry, Luke crouched beside Akanah, who was il
huddled on the ground, shaking from head to toe and sobbing.

"Akanah--are you hurt?' he asked, touching her arm.

Recoiling violently from histouch, she turned away from him.

"I'm sorry--I must have been distracted,” he said, shifting to where he
could see her face. "'l should have known they were here. But it's

over. They can't hurt you now."

Still trembling, Akanah turned away from him again. "They never could
have hurt me"

"What are you talking about? Y ou screamed--you were on the ground--"
"I wasn't hurt. | wasn't in danger. There was no reason for what you
did--" "What | did--" With awill, she gathered her feet under her and



staggered away from him, hugging hersdf fiercdy. Hefollowed, dimly
beginning to grasp that the depth of her distress came from the second
assault, not the first--his acts, not the acts of the dead men.

"| thought you werein trouble," he said.

"Couldn't you have protected us without harming them?* she demanded,
whirling to face him. "They sartled me--nothing more.”

Luke extended his avareness, searching the ruins, the hills. "Well
haveto talk about thislater,” he said.

"These were Imperid agents. Therés no telling how close or how far
away their friends are. We have to leave. We have to get back to the
ship, now."

"No---no, not yet--" " Akanah, no matter what you think, we can be
harmed--" "Isthe river harmed by the rock a child throws?!

"Wedon't havetimeto debate thisnow," Luke said impatiently. "The
Mud Sloth may not be much, but | don't want to lose her. This planet
isn't what | had in mind for my retirement, and I'd rather not have to
play hide-and-seek with an Imperia gunship to get out of here.”

"Where do you suggest we go?' Akanah asked.

"It doesn't matter. Away from Lucazec, asfast aswe can. We're not
going to find the Fallanass here--the only explanation for dl this

that makes senseisthat your people escaped both the Empire and the
mob. The Empire doesn't know where they are, and we don't want to be
the oneswho show them. It'stimeto go.”

Akanah shook her head dowly. "There's something | have to show you
fird," shesad. "Come."

Backing away, she led him through the arch into what had once been her

home. Light streamed in through the windows and broken roof of the
common room, but the deeping cottages were cool and dim beyond the

light trap.
"Thiswas my mother's space," Akanah said.

"There--can you seeit?' Her sweeping gesture took in the full width
of the back wall.

"Seewhat?'
"Ligten for the sound,” she said. "Like water dipping through sand.

Drop dl your shidds"



LUKe tried to concentrate on the wall, but confusion was the enemy of
concentration. "What isit--is there something written there? Am |
supposed to seeit, or hear it?'

"Yes" shesad, her one answer covering dl his questions.
"Yourealot of hep," he said, squinting.

"Let go of the Force," shesaid. "It can't hep you inthis. You've
trained yoursdlf to see the shadows. Let yoursdlf seethelight.”

Drawing adeep breath, Luke tried to focus on the wall--to open his
awareness to every aspect of its existence asamateria object
traveling through time, every immanent qudity perceivable on any
plane. Color and texture, mass and temperature, the feeble tug of
gravity, thefaint glow of radiation, its solidity deflecting the
currents of air, its opacity blocking thelight, its contribution to

the scent and flavor of the air, and ahundred more subtle measures
that defined itsredlity.

"Let mehelp," she sad, taking his hand. "Do you perceive the
wal?'

"Yes-" "Takeit away. Stop perceiving the substance.

Make it disgppear from your thoughts, and look insdeit. Stay
open---let me guide your eyes."

Then he saw it--not written on the wall, but written within it, the
pale white shapes of symbols drawn not with matter, but with some
eementd essence swirling withinit.

"Isthat it?" he asked, asthough she could not only guide hiseyes
but see through them.

She amiled and tightened her grip on hishand.
"Theway homeisaways marked. That isthe promise madeto us"
"Can you read it? What doesit say?'

"I know where we haveto go," Akanah said, and released hishand. "Can
you dill seeit now, without my help?'

The symbols had been brightening, but they vanished abruptly when the
contact was broken. "No--it's completely gone. | can remember the
shapes, but | can't see them now."

Nodding, she said, "It doesn't matter. If you can see Current scribing
with guidance, | can teach you to seeit on your own. It's how
childrenlearn.”



"Isthere more--in the other cottages, or outside, on the other
buildings?'

"No. Just here. Thiswas meant for me."

"The attack--it came after you'd been in the house," Luke said with
sudden understanding. "They knew there was something there. That's
why the Empire ill had agents here. They were just waiting for
someone who could read it to show up.”

"But would the Empire risk sending a ship this deep into New Republic
territory?'

"That depends on how badly someone gtill wantsthe Fallanass,” Luke
sad. "l don't think we should wait around to see.”

Akanah frowned. "No."
"And we can't be followed."
"No," she agreed. "Can you cloak us?’

"| can disguise our appearance. But we have to do more than that,"
Luke said. "Y ou need to erase the message.”

Even without looking at her, hefdt her reluctance and resistance.
"It'sthe only way to be sure this trap has been disarmed,”" he added.
"Canyou eraeit? Canit bedoneat al?'

"Scribing opens atiny breach between the red and the unredl,” Akanah
said withadow nod. "It'seasier to collgpse it than cregteit.”

She hesitated, then sighed. "Wait for me outside.”
Shedid not keep him waiting long.

"It'sdone," shesaid, taking hisarm as shejoined him. "But, just to
be certain no one can undo it, please knock it down."

"Areyou sure?'

"Mease" shesad. "I'm never coming back here.

Bring dl of it down."

Without moving from where they stood, L uke complied. A twist of a

corner, apush in the middle of along wall, opened a spiderweb of
cracks. The cracks widened in turn, until the stonework fdll inand



the
roof collapsed atop it, kicking up abillow of yellow dust.
"Wed better hurry now," Luke said.

"Theresone morething," she said. ™Y ou need to go insde your
mother's cottage.”

He shook hishead sadly. "Thereisn't time."

"Takethetime," shesaid. "I'll hide us, 0 you can stay open while
you'rethere."

"Akanah--""A few minutes won't matter to the outcome,” shesaid. "The
nearest friend of the men you killed iselther very close dready, or a
very long way away. But those few minutes may matter agreet ded to
you.

GO."

Luke sat in the middle of what had been the floor of the ruined cottage
and whispered his mother's name, asif to ask the broken stones whether
they rememberedit.

"Nashira," he said, but the sound fled into the dark corners and
vanished.

"Nashira," he caled, but the echoes escaped out through the cracks and
fissuresinthewdls.

He brushed the litter aside and pressed the palms of hishandsto the
floor, drew the dusty air deep into his nostrils and tasted it on his
tongue, dowly scanned dl around him for anything that might have
belonged to the last person to make a home of that space.

"Mother," he sad, and theredlity of the moment welled up insde
him.

It was apoint of contact, after so many years without one. She had
been where he was nOW.

It did not matter that he could not find her touch lingering on the

rude substance surrounding him. The knowledge aone was enough. Where
before he could only pretend, now he could imagine, and imagination
overlegped the time that separated them.

She had dept here, laughed here, retreated here for sanctuary, cried
and sought peace here, perhaps loved and grieved here, moving through
thisgpace asred as



life and as human asthe rush of longing Luke fdt in that moment.

He could not see her face or hear her voice, but, even so, she was more
red to him in that moment than she had ever been before.

It was not enough, not by haf, but it was abeginning.

Thevillage wasin shadow by the time L uke emerged from Nashiras
cottage and rgjoined Akanah.

The sun had dropped below the hills, and the breeze had a softer
edge.

"How longwas| in there?’
"It doesn't matter,” she said. "Areyou ready?"
Luke nodded. "Y ou wereright,” he said. "Thank you."

"I knew it was important. But we'd better hurry now. Itll be dark
beforewereach the arfield.”

Neither had anything more to say asthey returned to the cart and
climbed atop it for the return trip. Luke checked it closdly for any
sgn of atracker or tampering, then raised the vehicle ameter off the
ground.

"No bumpsthistrip,” he said withasmall smile. "But I'd fill hold
on. "What do they cdl those carrion birds here?'

"Nackhawns."

"That'swhat we are, then. A big, ugly nack hawn." Luke swung the
catinawidecircle over the hillsenclosing ldtra, scanning for any
other vehicles,

He found none, and wondered how the Imperia agents had followed them
there.

But L uke shook off the thought, and sent the cart arrowing toward the
southeast and the airfield. Their passage was silent but for the air
tearing past the contours of a vehicle that was never meant to fly.

Not long after, back in the ruins of the village of latra, the bodies

of two dead Imperia agents merged with the shadows that had envel oped
them, and vanished as though they had never been.

Chapter 13

Near abrown dwarf star on the edge of the Koornacht Cluster, the New
Republic astrographic probe Astrolabe dropped out of hyperspace.



The broad flat underside of the small unarmed ship was heavily sudded
with scanners. Four scan platforms carried everything from stereo
imagers and neutron dippers to quark detectors and wide-band
photometricons. Many of the instruments were duplicated as a hedge
againg mafunctions. The combination of the thin, wide profileand

the scanner configuration had given the Astrogator-class probes the
nickname"flatfish,” which in turn had given riseto an unofficid logo
popular with the crews.

"Y our tour operators, the Astrographic Survey Ingtitute, welcome you to
Doornik-1142," the pilot called back to his survey team. "Be sureto
takein dl the recreational opportunities of this undiscovered gem of
Farlax Sector--look out the viewports! Then later, you can look out

the viewportsl And whatever € se you do during your nineteen-hour
stay, make sure you take the time to look out the viewports!"

It wasan old, familiar joke, and drew no more than ritud chuckles
from the survey team. AS vessalswere the restless, peripatetic
travelers of the starsProfessiond tourists on breathless Sightseeing
expeditions through the galaxy. Capable of exceptiondly high speeds
in realspace, aflatfish rarely took more than aday to completea
mapping and survey pass across the top of an entire star system.

Most planets were overflown at close to maximum speed. Only if the
approach data showed signs of life would aprobe dow to
quarter-speed.

Only the markers of technological habitation could make them linger as
long asasingle orbit. Only the most extraordinary anomaiesin the
scans could make aflatfish lot turn back and make a second pass. And
landings were so rare as to be nearly unheard of.

Astrolabe had been diverted from work in Torranix Sector to fill agap
in the standard star charts--a gap left by the falen Empire's

obsessive secrecy, which treated ordinary astrographic data about the
territory it controlled as classfied military data

The pilot, an eighteen-year veteran known to his crew as Gabby, had
overflown more than athousand planetsin his career--but had set foot
on only three.

His senior surveyor, Tanea, had nearly three thousand overflights on
her jacket, yet had ground-level memories of only half adozen. The
junior surveyor, Rulffe, expected to passthe five hundred mark on this
tour, but had never drawn abreath on any world but his homeworld.

Thismission began like dl the others. Thefirst hour wasthe
busiest--while Tanea and Rulffe checked out the scanners, Gabby
calibrated the probe's autonav for the shortest-path mapping pass over
the system's quartet of cold, gaseous planets. They had every reason



to think that their visit to Doornik-1142 would be short and
uneventful, ending with a compressed data dump to Coruscant and the
jump to the next gravitationa well.

But it would end early, and hard.

Gabby and Taneawere playing aword game over the ship's comm system as
Asgtrolabe approached the second planet.

"Hemodtat," said Gabby.
"Oh, easy. Statidtics.”
"Eh--experience.”

Tanealaughed. "That's not legd, but I'm going to giveit to you
anyway, because I'm such akind and loving soul. Encephdlitis.”

"Tisue"

Taneafrowned. "I take it back. | think you've got me now--" Without
warning the ship began to shake violently.

The cabin wasfilled with aroaring sound like an anima wind, adesp
growly rumble, and crackling likefire.

"Whét the hdll!" Rulffe exclaimed.

"Something's wrong with the engines!” Gabby cried astheroar became a
screaming whidle.

In the next moment, the air was ripped from hislungsin afrosty
plume, and silence reigned.

Moments later, with the temperature plunging, the cabin lights
faled.

The trouble board, now amass of blinking red and yellow squares,
provided the only illumination.

In the last excruciating seconds of consciousness, with the gases
bailing in hisblood vessdls, the pilot tried to reach the switchesto
manudly fire the emergency buoy and transmit thelog. But hislimbs,
bound up by agony, would not obey him. He was dready dead, and
consciousness soon gratefully followed volition into the abyss.

Vol Noorr, primate of the battle cruiser Purity, watched approvingly as
afierce sdvo of high-energy laser pulses blindsided the intruding
vess.

The accuracy and discipline of hisgun crews pleased him, and hemade a



note to commend the wegpons master. Thefiring ceased with the vessel
holed and ravaged but not destroyed. A cloud of white fire and metal
dust would have had littleto tell them.

But there would be wreckage enough to examine, and

Vol Noorr'sfollow-up report could be as complete and useful as
possble.

"Send out the salvors," he ordered. "Make certain they maintain
hygienic protocols on all material recovered.”

Then Vol Noorr locked himsdf in the secure communications booth. A
few minuteslater he transmitted what would be the only dert
concerning the destruction of the Astrolabe to be sent from
Doornik-1142--ashort burst of code aimed not at the Astrographic
Survey Ingtitute on Coruscant but at the viceroy's flagship Aramadia,
ground-moored a Imperid City's Eastport.

"Three daysinarow now," Princess Leia said to those gathered in the
gaff conference room. "Does anyone have any hint why Nil Spaar has
been cancding our sessons? Isheill? Do we know anything about
what he's been doing?!

"He'sonly let the ship once," said General Carlist Rieekan. "He went
to the diplomatic hostel and stayed two hours and thirteen minutes--"
"Never mind that. Who did he go there to see?" asked Ackbar.

"Weweren't ableto develop that information,” Rieekan admitted. "You
know what the hostd islike--hot and cold running privacy. The
diplomatic missions expect that. | can tel you that the hostel host

has been keeping a chalet reserved for the Y evetha since before they
arrived, and thisisthefirst time any of them have turned up

there

"So he could have met with any or dl of the legates Saying at the
hogtdl," said Lela

"That's correct.”
"l want to seealigt," Ackbar demanded.

"We've prepared one, and transmitted it to everyone on the clearance
sheet for thismeeting,” said Rieekan. "'l do have some additiona
information, which was given to me just before | eft the officeto
come over here. The viceroy received visitorstoday on board the
Aramadia-"

"What?" exclaimed Nanaod Engh. "They haven't alowed anyone but
their own past the porta since that ship arrived. Who wasiit?"



"Senator Peramis, Senator Hodidiji, and Senator Marook," said
Rieekan.

"They arrived together, and al stayed more than two hours. Senator
Marook |eft before the others.”

"Do we know if they wereinvited or they invited themsalves?" asked
Leia

"I made adiscreet inquiry to Senator Marook's staff. It seemsthey
wereinvited."

"Have they been in contact with the Y evethadl along?’
"Princess Organa, | can't answer that.”

"Let'sget them dl in here, and well get some answers,” Admird
Ackbar said testily. "L et Senator Peramis answer."

"Easy, my friend. Let'stry to keep thisin perspective,” said Leia

"Theviceroy has every right to meet with whomever he chooses. He
doesn't need our permission to hold atea party.”

"Princess, forgive me--if you were not ready to hear the answers, why
did you ask the question?"

Leaturned to Rieekan and frowned. "What are you talking about?"

"Y ou asked if anyone had any notion why the viceroy was canceling his
sessonswith you. Now you learn that he's met privately with some of
the candidate legations, and publicly with some of the Senate's most
iconoclastic members. He's not only broken all precedent, but
pointedly extended courtesies to othersthat he's never extended to
you--and you refuse to draw the obvious conclusion.”

"Whichis-" "Tha something fundamenta has changed. That your
negotiationswith Nil Spaar are over.”

"But what could have caused the change?' Leia protested. "There were
no problems at our last meeting. | can't believe that he would throw
al our work away without so much asaword!"

Admird Ackbar, who was standing, was the first to notice the

viewpanes of the conference room beginning to hum. The broad expanses
of trangparisted had been darkened against the morning sun and prying
eyes, S0 he could not immediately see the cause of the tremor when he
turned.

"Princess--amoment--" "What isit?"'



"I know that sound--" Engh was saying.
"Something big over at Eastport,” Rieekan said.
"Can't you hear it?"'

By that time, Ackbar had strode to the controls for the viewpanes, and
the room was abruptly flooded with light. As one, they turned their
facestoward it and squinted into the glare.

They saw the bright spherical shape of Aramadiadowly ascending from
the spaceport, with itsthree tiny escortscircling it like planets

around astar. Ripples of atmaospheric distortion rolled out of

scaloped depressonsinitshull.

"l guessweéll haveto believeit now," said Engh.

"I have the port commander onling" Rieekan said.

"Letdl of ushear it," sad Leia

"Yes, ar. Go ahead, Commander--what's happening out there?

Theroar of the Y evethan vessdl's pulse-lifterswas louder over the
comm line than it wasin the conference room. "We're dtill sorting
thingsout. | cantell you Aramadiadid not request alaunch window
from the tower. Our first warning she was gonnalift waswhen she
started to launch escorts. That wasn't enough warning to get everyone
clear of the downblast. There are Six port sentries and at least three
ground personnel injured, and the ship in the nearest bay, Motber
Vakyrie, lookslikeit took some substantial damage. Those
pulse-lifters are nasty--we've got reports of ships being bounced as
far away asthe commuter docks.”

"Thank you, Commander. Stand by," Rieekan

sad, and closed thelink. "Princess, | recommend weimmediately
place the Home Fleet on high alert.”

"We must do more than that," said Ackbar. "1 have ordered the
Brilliant to move into position to fire on the Aramadiaiif

necessary."
"What? Why would that be necessary?'

"Princess, Ararnadiaisingde our planetary shidd,” said Rieekan. "A
ship that size could carry enough munitions to make quite amess down
here--at least the equivalent of a couple of Imperial assault

frigates.

We can't wait until we know what she meansto do to respond.”



"Thisisinsane" Lelaprotested. "It'sadiplomatic vessdl. We have
no evidencethat it's even armed. Why would Nil Spaar do such a
thing?' Shelooked back over her shoulder a Alole. "Any response?’

Her aide shook her head. "No, sr. No answer at all to your earlier
messages, or to my red-line page.”

"Princess," Ackbar said, "with respect, the question we need to be
asking right now is not why he might do it, but what we can doto
prevent it. /e can't afford the luxury of thinking we have friends on
thet ship.”

"| agree," said Rieekan. "The casudties a Eastport testify to Nil

Spaar's priorities. They had to know what the consequences of a
full-powver lift with no advance warning would be. They've demonstrated
that their convenience was more important to them than the lives of our
people on the ground.”

"Not convenience,” Ackbar said. "Thiswas no coincidence. Thiswas
caculated. He must have known that we were meeting. Thiswas meant
to embarrassyou, just like the invitation to the senators.”

"No--I can't believethat," said Leia But her face wore a defeated
expression. "Nevertheless-" She sighed. "Alert the fleet and the
ground defen ses. Ingtruct the captain of the Brilliant to take up
position and stand by for further orders. But we will not bethe first
to fire--I want that understood by everyone. This

has to be a misunderstanding. Let's not do anything to make it
worse."

Aramadiawent into orbit forty klicks below the lower limit of
Coruscant's planetary shield, with Brilliant shadowing it astern.

Thereit remained for the next two hours, as mute and inscrutable as
ever--in Genera Rieskan'swords, "running the yard like adog who
knows exactly where thefenceis." Ackbar and Leiawatched the orbital
traces of both ships on amonitor in her office, with Leilagrowing more
and moreimpatient.

"What ishewaiting for?' she demanded of no onein particular, pacing
the room. "He wasin such a hurry to raise ship, and now hejust sits
there. It doesn't make any sense. If he's planning to leave, hell

haveto ask for clearance to trangit the shield, won't he?"

"So far aswe know," said Ackbar, "it's not possible to jump through or
over our planetary shield.”

"That'swhat | thought. But if he has something elsein mind, he's
sguandered his moment of surprise, and then some. So what could this



be about?"
"Maybe he's giving us a chance to apologize.”
"Apologize? For what? Am | supposed to guess?

It's hard enough dealing with al the oneswho won't say what they
mean, or tell you what they think you want to hear--what am | supposed
to do when they won't talk at dl? They come here and expect meto
dance at their protocol bal without ever showing me the stleps-" As
she spoke, Ackbar recoiled at the bitterness of her words and the
harshness of her tone. Belatedly Lelanoticed hisreaction. "I'm

sorry," she said, and sighed deeply. "It isn't you. | just don't

understand why thisis happening, and it'smaking mealittle crazy."

"Princess," said Ackbar, "that may be exactly why it's hgppening.”

At therostrum of the huge Senate chamber, Behn-kihlmahm gaveled the
body into order. He wondered

at the unusua number of senators present for the opening--more than
haf the number seated, if hiseyesdid not decaeive him.

There had been much talk in the corridor and the cloakrooms about the
sudden departure of the Y evetha that morning, but that could not
account for the turnout.

Thefirgt hour or more of each daily session wasusualy lost to
self-serving speechesintended more for the homeworlds than for the
senators peers. It was common to find the chamber empty except for
those waiting to speak. Behn-kihl-nahm glanced at thelist and could
find no name that could explain the high attendance or the speed with
which the senators were moving to their seats.

Thereis something here, he thought worriedly.

"The chair recognizes Senator Hodidiji."

"| riseto gpeak on apoint of privilege."

"Senator Hodidiji isrecognized on apoint of persond privilege.”
Hodidiji rose at his seat and addressed the rostrum without benefit of
the microphone available to him, hisvoice booming out acrossthe rows
of planetary representatives. "Chairman, amatter of substantial

urgency hasarisen since |l first requested my time.

Dueto the seriousness of this matter, | dect to yield my timeto

Senator Peramis of Waldla, and | ask that this body attend carefully
to his presentation.”



Therewasadtir in the chamber, but less of one than Behn-kihl-nahm
would have expected. Apparently Peramis was the reason for the
turnout. Just as apparently, Behn-kihl-nahm had not heard dl of the
morning's gossip and rumors, a prospect that brought afrown to his
face. " Senator Peramis," he said with anod, then stepped back from
the podium.

"Thank you, Chairman. And | thank Senator Hodidiji for his
indulgence," said Peramis. "Most of you know by now that the Y evethan
consular ship Aramadiamade an unscheduled liftoff from Eastport this
morning. | have been informed that three port employees are dead and
more than a score injured--"

Thistimethe stir had an angry edgetoit.

Behn-kihl-nahm reached out and dragged an aide closer by meansof a
fistful of fabric. "Cal the princess" he whispered harshly. "Tell
her sheld better get hersalf down here, now--and bring her firesuit.”

"--Three ships were aso damaged, including a consular ship belonging
to the autonomous territory of Pagwepori.

"However, it's not the collapse of negotiations with the Y evetha, or

the damage to property, or even the loss of life which should make this
ameatter of great import to us" said Peramis. "It isthe reason why
these things happened which must concern us.

"So far, there's been no information forthcoming from the president's
office about these events--not aword of explanation, or regret, or
indignation. The princess has been unavailable, and there's been only
slence from her geff.

"I'm not surprised by that. When you've heard what you're about to
hear, you won't be surprised, ether.

Thereisn't much they can say without lying, because the truth shames
them.”

Senator Tolik Yar shot to hisfeet. "A point of privilegeisnot a
licenseto dander and defame, Sir?

"Chairman, | ask for order in the chamber," Peramis said, not even
looking in Senator Y ar's direction.

"The chamber will bein order," Behn-kihl-nahm said without
enthudaam.

"l warn you, recant your words, before you flirt with treason--"

Peramis shot the round-bodied Oolid alook of contempt. "Sit down and
ligten, Senator, and you will learn something about treason, and about
thiswoman you call your friend. Chairman, | ask that the Senate



recorder activate the chamber's display screens and set them to Channel
Eighty-one, the diplomatic frequency.”

"For what purpose, Senator?"
"For the purpose of alowing Viceroy Nil Spaar of

the Y evetha to address this body from aboard Aramadia, whichis
presently orbiting Coruscant.”

Behn-kihl-nahm turned away from the podium just long enough to send a
second aide on ahasty mission.

"Thisismod irregular, Senator Peramis.”

"So arethe eventsin dispute, Chairman. And | consider the
information the viceroy can provide thisbody not merely relevant, but
essentia to understanding those events.™

"Am | to understand that you aready have knowledge of what the viceroy
will say?'

"I was contacted by the viceroy and asked if | would help bring the
truth to light. When | learned what the truth was, it seemed unlikely
to me that we would hear it from any other source, and | agreed.”

There was a growing restlessnessin the chamber.

"Let's hear what the viceroy hasto say!" cried avoice from the high
rows.

"It'sapoint of privilege--he can introduce whatever helikes,"
shouted another.

"If you don't want to heer it, leavel”

"Senator Noimm made us ook at recordings of her last brood-birth, and
you dlowed thet irregularity.”

Therewas aripple of laughter at that reminder, though Senator Noimm
glared unhappily.

"Turn 'emon!" someone caled, and it became achorus. "Turn 'em
on!

Let's hear from the viceroy.”
Behn-kihl-nahm pounded his gavel. "The chamber will bein order.

Sergeant, you are to g ect the next member | identify who speaks out of
turn. Therewill be order, or | will suspend this sesson.”



The sergeant-at-arms, a hulking Gamorrean, moved forward from his usud
post to the center of the well, from which he glowered up at the front
benches.

With Behn-kihl-nahm dternately pounding the gavel and pointing it a
the worst offenders, the chamber dowly settled into something
resembling cvility.

"That's better,” Behn-kihl-nahm said scoldingly.

"Remember who you are! Thisisthe Senate of the

New Republic. We are not arabble." He peered down to his|eft.
"Senator Peramis.”

"Yes, Charman.”

"Do you accept responsibility for your speaker's remarks as though they
were your own, including any and dl sanctions which would fal on any
member of thisbody for transgressions againgt the Senate's code of
conduct?'

"l do."

"Then proceed with your presentation.”

When Behn-kihl-nahm's first warning reached Princess Lelain her
office, she headed not for the door but for the darkened display on
which she was able to monitor the Senate's hypercomm feed on Channel
11.

"I'm not rushing down there to put out afire until | know what's
burning," shetold Ackbar.

Moments |ater they werejoined by First Administrator Engh, who had
been routindy monitoring the Senate on his own and came running to
detlLea

"Did you hear him? No information forthcoming!”

Engh raged. "The stuation's still devel oping--what isthereto say?
Aramadiaisgill sitting up thereignoring us. Bless Tolik Yar,

anyway. Peramis hasn't even caled here--he didn't try to get our Side
of it."

"Shhh," Leiasaid. "'l can't hear what hé's saying.”

They did not have to watch long for Leiato conclude there waslittle



she could accomplish by going to the Senate chamber.

"They know me," she said. "They know him. Let him make whatever
intimations he wants. The Senate won't rush to judgment. I'll get my
turn to be heard--but not today, in a shouting match with Peramis. He
can havethefloor to himsdf thismorning.”

But when Peramis announced hisintention to have Nil Spaar addressthe
Senate, Ackbar becamelivid.

"Thisisabsurd. Benny can't let Peramisdo that."
"Hecan't sop him," Lelasaid. "Hehasto dlow it."

public,” Ackbar said. "Nil Spaar has no right to use the diplomatic
channds”

"A technicdlity," said Leia. "The chairman doesn't dare hold such a
feeble reed up in the wind that's blowing down there.”

"If the viceroy addresses the Senate on Channd Eighty-one, it'sgoing
to go out on the repeaters to every New Republic homeworld,” Engh
sad.

"Let me cal someone | kno w over at Network Operations.
Hed bewilling to stop thisfrom going offplanet on my word."

"No," said Lela "I'm not afraid of what he might say. Besides, the
newsgrids are sureto haveit by now.

No, if the viceroy won't speak to me, let him speak to whomever he
wants. At least welll find out what thisisall about.”

"Then proceed with your presentation,” Behn-kihl-nahm was saying.
"| told you held haveto dlow it," said Leia

"Quiet, both of you, until he'sdone. | don't want to miss any of
this"

Both the Coruscant Global Newsgrid and the independent New Republic
Prime Newsgrid, tipped off by staffers from the offices of Senators
Hodidiji and Peramis, had been following the contretempsin the Senate
snce Peramis had taken the floor.

Port officials hadn't released any of the images captured by the
officia visud logs, but Global had an amateur recording of the

liftoff of Ararnadia, made by a Belovian envoy who was seeing family
off at the Eastport termindl.



That such arecording existed was amost inevitable, given how many
lenses had been pointed in the direction of the Y evethan consular ship
gnceitsariva.

But it was just chance that the first moments of the recording included
ablurry glimpse of one of the sentries being tumbled aong the ground
by the downblast like arag doll.

Primesrecording of the liftoff had been made

from much farther away, by a space hobbyist who kept abank of
automated recorders on the balcony of his dormitory, and included no
such graphic detail. But Prime had somehow gotten close-ups of the
damage on the ground, including shots of bodies draped in deathrobes
lying on the ground and being loaded onto emergency speeders.

Nil Spaar studied both the Globa and Prime broadcastsintently as he
awaited the outcome of the wrangling between the two vermin. As had
been the case ever since the Y evethamission had begun, what he saw on
the grids was ingructive. He had been obliged to learn how to think

like the vermin in order to exploit their weaknesses, and the grids had
brought him dl the lessons and opportunities he could have asked

for.

But the viceroy could gtill hardly believe the mad absurdities he had
witnessed, not least of al the scene playing out before him.

Theideathat the vermin were dlowed to speak againgt their supreme
leader, without fear that they would be dain on the spot and their
blood used to drown their children--the idea that an anointed body of
elderswould even listen to an outsider, much less give credenceto an
outsder'sinsults-these were notions no Y evetha could easily

accept.

If Nil Spaar had not seen for himself the weak hand that now ruled over
the vermin, he could not have credited such reports.

The body and the spirit of the vermin werefataly polluted by

impurities of blood and honor. Their thousands of species had the same
qudity of unity asahandful of pebbles--each till separate, and its
separate identity preventing it from merging into agreeter whole. The
vermin were contentioudy divided, sdlfishly predatory, foolishly

trugting, relentlesdy irretiond, fataly idedlistic. Not aone of

them had earned his respect. And none had earned more of his contempt
than Tig Peramis, the traitor whose face now filled both displays.

"l do," Peramiswas saying.

They will kill you dowly when they learn what you have done, thought
Nil Spaar, and you will well deserveit.



"Then proceed with your presentation,” said Behn-kihl-nahm.

A signd light appeared before Nil Spaar, and he muted the grid
disolays.

"Yes, Senator," hesad. "l am here”

Hislong fingers steepled with gentle precison, Hiram Drayson leaned
back in his chair and watched as the face on the Senate monitor changed
from that of Tig Peramisto that of Nil Spaar.

Drayson had hoped for--though not expected--a glimpseinsdethe
Aramadia, but the Y evetha had avoided that bit of carelessness.

Wherever Nil Spaar was transmitting from, the space behind him appeared
as empty and unenlightening as ablank bulkheed.

Given the universa propengty of starship designerstofill every
available space, Drayson suspected the use of ascreen, either physical
or eectronic.

"Before | begin, | want to share my deep regret over the unfortunate
casuaties resulting from our ascent from Eastport,” the viceroy
sad.

"It was with great sorrow that | learned that our warnings had not been
honored and the thrust radius of the Aramadia had not been cleared. We
had no thought or intention of injuring anyone. We left Eastport to

avoid acon frontation, not to cause one."

"Oh, very good," Drayson said to himself, nodding.
"Wel done."

"| regret the casualties,” Nil Spaar went on, "but | cannot take
responsibility for them. For more than three days we requested
clearance to leave Coruscant.

Three members of your Senate witnessed two such attempts and can
testify that we recelved only sllencein reply.

"We warned the tower at Eastport and the president that we would raise
ship without clearanceif they

left us no other choice. Their only response was to surround our ship
with more soldiers and replace the ground crews with agents of the
Intelligence Service"

Ah!" Drayson thought. Very interesting. Now, isit that you think
they'll believe any accusation againgt the Service, or do you have an
honest card to play to help sdll thelies?



Allowing hisfingersto lace together, Drayson rocked dowly in his
chair as he listened for the answer.

"Starsonfire," Engh breathed. "Isit possiblethat any of thisis
true? Could there have been some sort of misunderstanding, and we
didn't hear them asking for clearance?’

"Shut up,” Lelasad.

Nearly every segt in the Senate chamber was full now. Those not
occupied by their owners had been commandeered by curious
interlopers.

Dozens more stafferslingered in the aides, dong the back wall, and
in the open areas near the entrance doors. The six-meter-tall image of
Nil Spaar on the display boards commanded their attention more
powerfully than anyone at the podium or in the well was accustomed
to.

"It became clear that the government of Leia Or-ganaintended to hold
us here againgt our will," Nil Spaar said. "It became clear to me that
we could not wait any longer. We risked losing not only theright of
free navigation we had been promised, but the capacity to exercise

it.

Aramadiaisaconsular ship. Itisill equipped to repel an armed
assault.

"l am sure that those of you who think you know Princess Leia Organa
may doubt that sheis capable of ordering soldiersto attack
diplomats.

After spending so many hourswith her, | thought | knew her, and 1
would have trouble believing it, if there were not other evidence of
her bed faith."

The screen flickered, and Nil Spaar's face was replaced by images of
burned and twisted meta laid out on bronze decking. "What you see now
isthe wreck age of aNew Republic spy ship which violated the

territorid hegemony of the Duskhan League four days ago. It
sdlf-destructed when spotted by aloca patrol vessd, but we were able
to recover enough of it to identify its purpose and origin.”

At that moment, the audience in the Senate, in officesall over

Imperia City, and on worlds throughout the New Republic saw Y evethan
hands turn over alarge fragment to revea arecognizable portion of

the New Republic sedl--the blue crest, thering of stars, and the gold
crcle

Drayson leaned forward, staring, then dowly roseto hisfeet. "Bloody



bilge---that's no prowler. That's aflatfish, or used to be." He
stabbed at his communication computer with afinger. "Verify."

"Verified--Drayson, Hiram."
"Cdll KilesL'toth. Scramble.”
"Cdling KilesL'toth. Waiting. Verifying. Ready."

"Kiles-thisis Drayson. Isthat one of your ships being splashed dl
over the grids by the Y evethan ambassador?’

The associate director's voice was shaky. "We, uh--yes, we think so.

It could be the Astrolabe. She'sfour hours overdue for her logout
from D oornikN 1142."

"Four hours. The viceroy said this happened four days ago. How isit
you didn't know you'd lost abird?"

"Admird, you know therés not usudly much traffic while they're
in-system. Look, what he's saying--it's not true. Astrolabe wasn't on
aspy misson.

Thiswasroutine survey work--" "1 didn't ask," said Drayson. "But
otherswill.

Better work on your answers."

Princess Leas face paled when three red body bags appeared briefly on
the monitor.

"| regret to report that there were no survivors,” Nil Spaar was
saying. "We were able to recover three

bodies, which we are prepared to make arrangements to return.”

The viceroy's face regppeared. "But we cannot and will not negotiate
this or any other matter with President Princess Lela Organa Solo.

Everything she has said to us has been revedled by her actionsasa
lie

She clamsto negotiate in good faith, while she sends spiesto our
homelands. She claimsto respect our independence, and yet she sendsa
New Republic fleet toward our territory. She clamsto want atreaty
between equals, and yet she seeks to weaken our position with espionage
and thrests.

"I do not know that any act isbeyond her, if shethinksit will help
secure her power. | am gravely disgppointed to learn that shefalls so



short of the idealsto which the New Republic aspires.

"At thisvery moment, |, my staff, and my crew areimprisoned within
the planetary shield of Corus-cant.

We are being hounded by a battle cruiser of the Coruscant Home Feet.
We want nothing but to return to our homeworld--but PrincessLeia
gtandsin our way, denying us the freedomsto which she so glibly gives
lipsarvice

"| ask the chairmen of the Senate a nd each member world represented
there to use whatever influence you can to persuade the princessto
abandon her needlesdly reckless and aggressive course. Open the
shidd.

Allow usto go home."

The Senate erupted in angry voices and harsh words as Nil Spaar'sface
vanished from the displays.

"Turn it off," Lelasad, and dumped into achair.

"Turnit off!" she repeated sharply when Engh and Ackbar were dow to
move,

Engh findly complied, and the monitor dimmed to the color and
brightness of thewall on which it hung. For amoment there was
dlencein the room.

Ackbar turned away to the viewpane, embarrassed for hisfriend. "This
isadisagter,” hesad smply.

"Hes mignterpreted everything,” Leiasaid disbdievingly.

"How could this have happened? We played

right into their strongest fears. How could it have gone so wrong?”'
"Lea-we must do somethings' Engh pleaded with hiseyes.

She nodded, and it seemed agreat effort. "Contact Generd Baintorf.
Have him open the shield. Tell the Brilliant to bresk off. Let them

go. Ask Benny if helll appoint arepresentative of the Senate to

arangeretrieva of the bodies.”

"Yes, Princess. Right away." Engh excused himsdlf asthough glad to
escape.

"Hawlesdy played,” said Hiram Drayson. He stood with crossed arms



before the monitor, watching as Senator Peramis and Senator Hodidiji
submitted Articles of Withdrawad for their respective worlds. Three
other small worlds, al represented in the Senate by their hereditary
rulers, followed suit before Behn-kihl-nahm succeeded in suspending the
sesson.

Asthe grids broke away from live coverage to andysis, Drayson cdled
up arecording of Nil Spaar's address. "Utterly flawless" he said

after watching the replay, affirming hisorigind judgment. Therewas
more than atouch of admiration in hisvoice.

"But theré's one missing piece, Viceroy," he added, stroking hisface
with one large hand, athoughtful expresson in hisintent black

eyes.

"What did it gain you? What's the payoff for weakening Leias hand and
gtirring up the Senate? There's something not seen here--" Turning

back to his desk, Drayson spun his computer toward him. "Verify."
"Verified--Drayson, Hiram."

"Cadll Etahn A'baht. Scramble and blind-route.”

"Cdling Etahn A'baht. Working. Waiting, Verifying--" "Admird
Ackbar."

The big Cdamari turned away from the viewpane
to find the princess standing near the door. "Yes, Leia”

"Why was one of our ships anywhere near Koornacht? Did you know
anything about this?"'

"l do not have any answers," Ackbar said uncomfortably.
"Try to find some for me," she said, and turned away.
"Where are you going?'

Leialooked back over her shoulder. "Home, to think about
resgning.”
"Leia-""Don't try to argue with me," she said. "Not now.

Maybe tomorrow."

The Battle Operations Center of the fleet carrier intrepid was deserted
except for two generals carrying unhappy burdens. Genera Etahn A'baht
carried the burden of knowing what he had done, while General Han Solo
carried the burden of knowing what must come.



For more than two hours A'baht had been signaling Coruscant, attempting
to speek directly with Princess Leia. All hisattempts, usng every
direct and indirect route available to him, had failed.

He had reached Fleet Operations, the administrative message center, an
gpologetic first adminigrator, an uncharacteristicaly taciturn

Admira Ackbar, the president's communications and protocol droid, and
message boxes for haf adozen offices and their highly placed

occupants. But Leia hersalf seemed to have disappeared from the
command and communications structure of Imperid City, and no one
A'baht spoke to seemed overly eager to look for her.

Finaly Ackbar had agreed to carry a message for A'baht to the
resident's residence, asking Leiato CONtact him on board the Intrepid.
That was when the waiting began--an excruciatingly tedious exercisein
clock-watching and uncomfortable silence. The sprawling BOC, which
eadly absorbed dozens of officersand

ratings when staffed, seemed as claustrophobic asacdl in Intrepid's
brig.

When the hypercomm finaly lit up and squawked aRed Line dert, both
men started. When the holodisplay brightened to show Leiafrom the
shoulders up, Han was startled and dismayed by how pallid her face was,
how dark and lifeless her eyes.

"Generd A'baht," she said with anod. Her voice was husky, and she
cleared her throat after she spoke.

"PrincessLeia" said A'baht. "Thank you for responding to my
reques.”

"I understand from Admira Ackbar that you have some information for
r.rell

"Yes, Princess." He straightened hisback and sat tall in hischair.

"I am the person responsible for the astrographic probes being sent
into Farlax. Before the Fifth saled, | requested an updated survey of
that sector, including Koornacht Clugter. | did thiswith the full
knowledge that thiswasin violation of your orders. | offer no
excuse, and accept full respongbility for my actions.”

Therewas hardly aflicker of reaction on Leidsface. "Thank you,
Generd. You arerdieved of command, effective immediately. The next
person to Sit here will decide therest.” Her eyes sought Han.

"Generd Solo.”

"Yes, Leig" Han sad, stepping forward.



"I'm placing you in command in Generd A'baht's steed. Y our ordersare
to bring the Fifth Fleet back to Coruscant as soon as possible.”

"Uh--Leia-" Her pain shone momentarily through the mask of numbness.
"Just come home, Han--please.”" The holodisplay went dark.

A'baht turned away from the hypercomm. "I'm sorry,” he said,
ganding.

"Y ou will need to recall the patrols before turning the formation.”

"What? Sure. Now forget excuses, and tel mewhy you did it." When
A'baht hesitated, Han added, "That's an order."”

"Very wdl," said A'baht. "'l believed | had been denied the
information | needed to do my job properly--both parts of my job,
protecting my command and protecting the New Republic'sinterests.
Princess Lelamade amilitary decison for politica reasons, and it

left mein an untenable pogition. | attempted to make an end run
around her objections by going outside the Fleet, to the Astrographic
Survey Indtitute. Y ou aready know the results.”

"I think 1 do. Do you?'

"What do you mean?"

"That flatfish was no spy ship.”

"No."

"And it didn't blow itsdlf up, did it?"

"No."

"Then maybe it found what you wanted it to find--what you were worried
isout here.”

"Perhgps so," said A'baht. "But it doesn't matter.

The probe made no report, and therell be no more probes sent into that
area. Whatever secretsthe Y evetha have, they'll keep." He saluted
diffidently.

"Request permission to return to my quarters, sir.”

Han frowned. "Granted," he said, and A'baht headed for the hatchway.

"Genera--" A'baht paused and turned back.



"How many prowlers are assigned to the Fifth Fleet?"

"One squadron--eight. There are aso two squadrons of reconnaissance
drones.”

Han gestured broadly at the bank of empty stations.

"Y ou want to tell me which one of these buttons calsin your tacticdl
Saff?"

"What are you saying?' A'baht's face wore an uncertain expression.

"Wdl--we know someone or something out here's unfriendly to the New
Republic,” Han sad grimly.

"Right?
"I'd say s0."

"Seems as though wed better do something to

cover our withdrawal, then. That seem reasonable to you?'
"You arein command of the FHeet, Generdl Solo."

"Sol am," Han said. "And | never turn my back to adark corner when |
know someone's after me.

Which button”?"
A'baht pointed. "There."
chapter 14

toornacht Cluster” was aways an outsider's name--an astronomer's name,
hundreds of years old, but barely more meaningful than a cataloger's
letters and numbers,

Aitro Koornacht had done afavor involving awoman and an Imperid
coach for the First Observer at the Court of Emperor Preedu 111, on
Tamban. That next night, the astronomer spotted abright, fuzzy disk
in the eyepiece of his newest telescope. That grateful First Observer
hed repaid his benefactor by naming the newly discovered star cluster
after the night commander of the palace guard.

But that same gathering of stars had other names.

Tothe Faof Gaantos, in whose skiesit appeared asagreet ova of
light, it was known as The Multitude.

The Wehttam, another galactic neighbor, revered it as God's Temple.



The Kaaa, awandering species old enough to have seen the youngest
garsin the Cluster wink on, remembered it asno'aat padu'LL the
Little Nursery.

The Yevethaknew it by aword that meant Home.

Two thousand suns and twenty thousand worlds, al born together from
the same great cloud of dust and gasthat ill filled the spaces

between them. They were young suns and hard worlds, and there were
few

eyes on hand to know either. The faces of fewer than ahundred
planets had been brightened with the colors of life, and only asingle
species spawned in the Cluster had made the legp from its home soil to
the sars.

Two thousand suns keeping company in space, burning so brightly in the
skies over N'zoth and its daughter worlds that they blinded the eyeto
the dimmer lights, the wider galaxy beyond. It was not until vistors
came from beyond the Clugter to mineitsrichesthat the Y evetha
learned they were not done.

It was adifficult lesson. A young specieswith ahard ethic, the
Y evetha were accustomed to their place as the center of their
universe.

The relentless otherness of the outsiders was a profound challenge to
the Y evetha's conception of themselves. In the end, the answer to that
challengewas anew vison built on purity of line, sanctity of

territory, and hate.

The occupation by the Empire had been an education for the Y evetha, in
more ways than one.

When the Empire came to Koornacht, it belonged to the Y evethadone.

Traveling through red space in their immeaculate spherical thrustships,
they had spread from the spawnworld of N'zoth to eleven daughter
worlds.

In dl the recorded history of the galaxy, no species had established
more interstellar colonieswithout the benefit of hyperdrive
technology. To the Y evetha, the stars of N'zoth's bright night sky
seemed to hover just above their heads, beckoning. Their will was
strong enough to leap the distances between the sars.

After the Empire retreated from Koornacht, that will was wedded to a
technology that could leap the distances between the stars. Vastly

faster ships made the other Y evethan worlds seem no farther away from
N'zoth than the other side of the globe, and Imperial comm units could



carry the viceroy's voice throughout the Cluster in ameatter of
minutes

N'zoth and its daughter worlds were bound together as onein away
never before possible, and the

Second Birth began. The Y evetha scouted and settled a dozen more
prime worldsin a gpasm of expansion that satisfied the frustrated
ambition of the occupation years.

But the greater vision guiding the Y evetharequired alonger period of
preparation and congderation. In that time, Y evethan engineers worked
to adapt thrustship designsto Imperia technologies, while the metal
artisans labored to complete and repair the captured warships.

Claiming and protecting dl of the Y evethan birthright would require
that and more, an unparalleled marshaling of effort--not only shipsand
crews, but whole communities, an entire generation ready to leave their
birthworld for ahomein the sky of sars.

And it would also require that someone go before and prepare the way.

For during itstime as trustee of Koornacht Cluster, the Empire had
alowed some immigrant colonies, encouraged others, and created till
othersfor its own purposes. When the Empire. left Koornacht, the

Y evethawere no longer aone.

The transfer between Aramadiaand the elght-kilometer-long Star
Destroyer Pride of Y evethatook place at areridezvous point deep in
the heart of the Koornacht Clugter, far from any prying eyes.

Threetrips by the thrustship's ferry were required to complete the
transfer of the viceroy. In thefirdt trip his darnaand breeding

meates came across. The second brought his personal staff, including
firg attach Eri Pdle. Thefind run delivered the honor guard, Nil
Spaar himsdlf, and Vor Duull, Ararnadias proctor of information
science. Vor Duull'sincluson was areward for hiswork during the
successful Coruscant misson.

They were met by Dar Bille, who had been Nil Spaar'sloya second since
long before the day of retribution.

Now primate of Pride of Y evetha, he had directed the training of the
other primates as each

former Imperia warship had joined the growing Black Fleet.

"Etaias," Dar Bille said, adding the sdlute of obeisanceto the
honorific. It was more than was cdled for by the differencein their
ganding, and drove the lower-ranking officers behind him to asmilar
excess; each dropped to one knee and bowed his head.



"Noreti," Nil Spaar said warmly. "Thiswas unnecessary, but it pleases
me. Eri, see that everyonefinds his quarters. Dar, lead meto the
bridge. Isthefleet ready?'

"Thisway, Viceroy. Thefleetiswell ready. But Glory could not be
launched intimetojoin us" Dar Bille said, knowing that Nil Spaar
would not be surprised by that news. Glory wasthe vessd the
Imperids had caled EX-F, and its curious propulsion system, unlike
that in any other starship, had been an ongoing vexation.

Ashefollowed Dar Billeinto the corridor, Nil Spaar let his

fingertips graze across the bare necks of the knedling officersashe
passed them. The touch symbolized his acceptance of the offer of their
lives, and freed them to rise. "And the others?' he asked.

"After thelast combat tria, | made the decision that the crew of
Blessngswas not ready. But that will not hinder uson this
misson.”

"| presume the primate earned the expected reward for hisfallure.”
"Hedid, at my hand, and his second aswell."

"Excdlent,” said Nil Spaar. "It doesn't do for those who servein the
lesser pogtsto think that the knife will cut only the throat of
authority.”

"The new primate of Blessings expects another combeat trid when we
return. Perhaps you would like to witnessit.”

"Perhaps,” Nil Spaar said asthey reached the bridge. "For now, my
mind isfull of thework ahead of us. And of memories. It ssemsa
right thing to me that you should be the primate of my flagship
today.

Do

you remember the Beauty, and the day we discovered the first nest of
thevermin?'

Thelittle starship Beauty, aformer Imperid corvette, had carried Nil
Spaar to the far reaches of the Cluster and beyond. That long scouting
mission had opened his eyesto the true challenge ahead and had given
purpose to everything he had done since. He had taken the measure of
the All and understood its meaning, taken the measure of their enemies
and understood their threat, and had come home to N'zoth to make
himsdf viceroy.

"Of course, etaias. And here we are again, together on the bridge of a
fine ship. Soon we will again look down undetected on the nests of the



vermin--but thistime they will know that we were there." Helooked
past Nil Spaar to the proctor of information. "Li[atb--what news do
you have of the New Republic's Fifth Flegt?'

"Primate, our shadow reports the fleet has disappeared from Hatawa.
Our contacts on Coruscant tell usthat it has been recalled.”

Nil Spaar bowed his head and bresthed relief.

"Thenit will be done. | am vindicated.”

Dar Billeturned aproud and joyful face toward Nil Spaar. "On your
orders, Viceroy."

"l wishto spesk to al our vessdls.”

Turning quickly toward the proctor of communications, Dar Bille
arranged the necessary connections and announced the viceroy to the
crews of the twenty five warships secreted in twos and threes across
the Cludter.

"Remember that we are the blessed, born of thelight of the All," Nil
Spaar told them. "All beauty belongsto us. All that we seein our
skieswas meant for our children. It was not meant for the creatures
that creep in from the darkness beyond. Their presence done foulsthe
light and defaces the beauty of the All.

"Today wewill remove them, asthe seward of agranary must removethe
vermin to keep the stocks pure. And when next you stand on N'zoth and
look to

the sky, you will know that none but the children of N'zoth stand
aboveyou."

Then Nil Spaar stepped away from the hyper-comm and looked back to Dar
Bille."Y ou may givethe order,” he said generoudly.

Dar Bille's crests swelled with pride and gratitude.

"All vessels of the Black Heet--thisisthe primate of the flagship
Pride of Yevetha" he said in astrong clear voice. "On the word of
the viceroy, | direct you to commence your attacks. May each of us
honor the name of the Y evethatoday."

Wearing an approving look on hisdirty, deep-lined face, Negus Nigekus
dammed the check hatch shut and threw the locking bolt home. The ore
sheds were more than two-thirds full, and there was till amonth to go
before the gypsy freighter returned to New Brigia. Perhapsthistime
therewould finally be enough profit over the cost of their suppliesto
clear the last of their passage debit.



Nigekus would never have dreamed that after eighteen yearsworking the
chromite digsin the hills above the village, thelittle colony would

gtill owe adebt to the captain of the freighter that had brought them

there. In the beginning the land had been generous.

And with the Cluster under the Empire's protection and their claim to
New Brigia accepted by Coruscant, there had been more than enough
buyersfor the blue-white metal to ensure good prices.

War--so long asit stayed at a safe distance--was good for business.

Inthefirst four years there wasn't aquarter when the community

faled to pare its debt. Even with the extra costs as families | eft

the longhousesfor cottage shelters, even feeding new mouths too young
to contribute, and the mothers who gave their [abor sharein the

nursery rather than the mines, even the summer when the crops withered
and the winter when the processing dome burned, there was always
something offered againg their obligations.

But then theland had grown stingy, and, not long fter, the Empire

was gone. With the spacel anes from K oornacht to Galantos and Wehitam
no longer secure, the colony's best buyers lowered their offers or

stopped bidding at dl, pointing to the risk of piracy.

In time only Captain Stanz and the Freebird came calling, and hisprice
wasthelowest of al--an insult to the sweat and |abor of thetwo
hundred who each morning hiked up from the villageto the diggings and
each evening returned bowed by their [abors. But Stanz was apiratein
heart if not in fact, and had no sympathy for them.

"Thisisdroid work yer doing," he said, "picking rocks from the
ground. Y ou can't expect aliving wage for droid work. Even at these
prices, it's hardly worth my trouble to come here."

Nigekus doubted the truth of that, but there was no point in arguing.

He had no choice but to ANd there and listen to Stanz's poor-mouthing
as hefigured the load and ca culated the overage, using whatever
pricesthe old Bothan'swhim dictated. And for years the overage had
hovered around the figure for aquarter'sinterest, sometimes alittle
more, more often alittle less, with the shortfall added to THEIR

debt.

If the community had had its own hauler, even aworn-out Corellian
freighter or a battered space barge---but that was a dream beyond
reason.

Stll, theland had suddenly turned kind again, with two new diggings
bringing up rich ore that reminded the surviving eders of the promise
that had coaxed them there from Brigia. If they earned no more for



thisload than the price Stanz had paid on hislast vist, the overage
should cover not only the interest but the balance.

To guarantee that, Nigekus had decided that thistime he would hold
back athird of the ore until Stanz set the price. It was atactic not
without risk, or it might have been tried long before. If the Bothan
took offense, the community could loseitslifdine--and the offender
might losehislife

But Nigekus was determined to see New Brigia escape Captain Stanz's
thrall before the dust-cough that now plagued him at night rendered him
fit only to sweeten the dirt of the gardens. If Stanz snapped his neck
inafury a being caught as a chest, Nigekuswould loselittle.

"Hewill only spare methe last weeks of the coughing death," he had
sad to the other edersin winning their approva. "And you can then
kill him without shame, and claim his ship as honor payment to my
family."

Negus Nigekus walked dowly but proudly across the common toward the
processing dome, histhin body warmed by the knowledge that aturning
was coming.

It had been hard for him to admit that he could no longer make the
climb to the diggings and do more than take up spacein the pit. The
aches of hard |abor were easier to bear than the deep ache of fedling
usdless, of standing with the children and feding that he had become
one of them, amouth that could not earn itstable share. He was
grateful to have found away of escaping that fedling.

Before Nigekus reached the dome, a shadow flashed across the common.

But by the time he looked skyward, there was nothing to be seen. The
whine and clatter of the machinery had covered the sound of the
approaching dropships until very near the end, and the landing Sites
were downriver around the bend, safely out of view. Shaking his head,
Nigekus entered the dome, ignorant of the threat dready moving up the
valley toward thevillage,

When he |ft the dome just afew minutes|ater, hisingpection

complete, everything had changed. Tal creaturesin green and brown
body armor were advancing through thevillagein awideline, their
wespons turning the cottages into burned and broken shells. A child's
screaming pierced the din of the machinery behind him, then ended with
ominous abruptness.

Nigekuswasignored or overlooked long enough
to take haf adozen uncertain steps out into the common, long enough

to redizein horror that some of the blackened OBJECT Slittering the
ground were carcasses, long enough to fed awild rush of indignation



over the fact that he did not even know the species of theinvaders.

Then hefound hisvoice and cried out hisrage, raised both fistsin
defiance and started across the common toward the nearest of the
soldiers. A slver-barreled weapon turned hisway, and Nigekusfell in
agony, hislast bregth full of fire.

Two of thediggersat Pit 4 had seen the descending ships, making that
crew thefirst to art back down to the village. The pall of black

smoke rising over the ridgdines drew the other crews away from their
work and onto the well-trod trails. Some had shouldered their tools as
weapons, but most were armed only with fear for their families. They

had had no enemies on New Brigia, and energy wegpons were aluxury the
colony could not afford.

The Y evethan troops, masked against the smoke and the stench of the
vermin, waited patiently in the village for the diggersto return.

There was no need to do anything more. As Nil Spaar had predicted, the
sght of the ravaged village gave the diggersthe final spur toa
reckless charge.

It was amethodical daughter. Standing back to back inacircle on
the common, the soldiers alowed the diggersto reach the valey floor,
then cut them down.

Thelast few desthswere suicidesin dl but name.

With both the carnage and the futility before them, the remaining
Brigians dropped their inadequate weapons, gave up their cover, and
walked down the dopesto the village, offering themselves astargets
rather than be |eft alive to remember.

When it was over, and the breeze fdling through the valey had blown
al but the last tendrils of smoke

away, only the Y evethan troops, the ore sheds, and the processing dome
wereleft ganding.

It was no accident that those buildings had survived.

Asthetroops returned downriver to their dropships, afat-bodied cargo
trangport landed on the common. Within an hour itsempty belly easily
swallowed both the contents of the ore sheds and the machinery from the
processing dome.

Once the cargo trangport was safely clear of the target zone, Star
Dream completed its Serilization of the valley with along salvo from
the cruiser's heavy batteries.

The bodies turned to vapor and vanished, and the blood was scorched



from the rocks. The ground turned to black glass, and the river
exploded into steam.

When the barrage was over, nothing was | ft of the vermin but the holes
they had carved in the ground with their hands and the trailsthey had
besten into the hillswith their footsteps.

Star Dream returned to N'zoth triumphant in her glorious victory,
carrying apassage pricein chromitein her hold.

In agarden city on Jt'p'tan, aworld gentled by patient hands, a
woman awoke from adream to anightmare. A falling Sar becamea
sarship, the starship awarship, and the warship afountain of death
raining on the face of the world. In the dream, or the nightmare, the
Current ran wild with the thrashings of murdered souls, and ran dark
with the stain of blood.

"Rouse everyone, at once," Widu said, shaking her daughter.
"Hurry--something terrible has begun.”

New Brigiawasthe smallest of the thirteen aien settlementsvisited
by the ships of the Black Fleet in the first hour of the Great Purge.

POL neye was the largest, and the only oneto fight back.

Orbiting astar on thefar sde of the Cluster from Coruscant, Polneye
was an orphan child of the Empire,

It had been established to serve as a secret military transshipment

port for Farlax Sector. Cloaked in high dtitude clouds whoserains
rarely reached the ground, arid Polneye became hometo avast open-air
armory and supply depot.

Bustling hub-and-spoke landing and holding zones sprawled acrossthe
dusky-brown flats. Eventualy, even the largest vessel's cgpabl e of
grounding could be accommodated, with cargoes unloaded, assembled, and
transferred by small armies of droids.

Asthetraffic through Polneye grew, so did the population. At first
it wasapurey military billet, saffed by the Supply Command ona
normd rotation.

The planet was chosen to satisfy certain strategic criteria, not for
itssuitability for habitation. But over time, as more and more jobs
ere bid out to civilians, the center of each landing zone had grown
intoasmdl city largely comprised of semipermanent residents.

When the beaten remnants of the Imperia Fleet abandoned Farlax and
retreated into the Core, the military staff fled in whatever shipswere
available on the ground. But the civilian population, which by then



numbered nearly a quarter-million scattered acrossfifty Sites, was
left behind to fend for itsalf.

And though, suddenly, transports no longer dropped through the clouds
with thrusters roaring to land on Polneye, the droids and cargoes that
had been waiting for them proved arich enough treasure to ease the
shock of abandonment. Virtually everything agreat army and afleet of
gtarships required to function could be found somewhere in the cargo
containers left scattered on holding pads across the face of Polneye.

There were few missteps, and little was wasted or discarded. Polneye
was blessed by strong leadership at the outset, and the cargoes became
the raw materia for atransformation from client to self-sustaining
settlement to aunified state of eight consolidated cities.

So it wasthat the Y evethan warships Honor, Liberty, and Devotion
arrived over aplanet boasting ahealthy population of nearly three
hundred thousand

sentients, seventy thousand droids--and six operationd TIE
interceptors.

"Weapons master! Attend me! Why has the attack not begun?”

The weapons master of the Star Destroyer Devotion bowed deeply to Jip
Toorr before speaking.

"Primate, thereis an ionization inverson above the clouds over this
planet. Together, the two are interfering with the targeting computers
ondl our ships. | am not confident that the accuracy of our firing

will satisfy your expectations.”

"The viceroy has expectations aswdl, which we both must fulfill,”
said Jip Toorr. "How do you propose that we do so?"

"Sir--there are scout fighters waiting in their baysto confirm the
success of our attack. | ask that three of them be launched now and
sent balow the clouds to direct the fire of our batteries.”

"Will this provide the accuracy needed to ensure the success of our
misson?'
"Without fall, Primate.”

"Then | so order it. Tactics master, launch three scout fighters. The
wegpons master will direct them.”

Thelagt of the navigation satellites on which Polneyestraffic
control system had depended had failed nearly ayear earlier, or the
arriva of the Y evethan task force would have been detected as soon as

the ships exited hyperspace.



But the ground components of the traffic control system were ill
operationd. Alarms began to sound the moment the Y evethan scout
fighters cleared the ioni zation boundary, caling techniciansto rarely
t ended gtations. Many other Polneyi ran outside to look up and see
what sort of vistors had come calling.

Those whose eyes were sharp enough saw threetiny black shipscircling
just below the clouds. One was over the city called Nine South, a
second over Eleven North, and the third over the ghost city of

Fourteen North, which was till being cannibalized for its structures
and equipment.

Then fire poured down from the sky. Fierce turbolaser pulsestore
holesin the clouds and split the air, and al three cities vanished

under acrid mushroom clouds of golden dust and black smoke. Even after
the firing stopped, thunder rumbled across the open reaches of Polneye
like desth drums.

On what had been one of the wide, flat landing pads of Ten South, those
who had come out to watch the visitors land were evenly divided between
the stunned and the screaming. A man near Plat Mdlar went to his

knees and vomited. Turning away from the sght, Malar found awoman
clawing madly at her dlsuit with such force that she was bleeding
profusely from beneath what was | eft of her nails. Thesght

gavanized Mdlar out of hispardyss, and he began edging hisway
toward the east edge of the pad.

Then acry went up, as someone in the gathering saw that thetiny ship
that had been circling over Nine South was moving to anew position
over Nine North.

In amatter of moments, the crowd broke and ran, some for the feeble
but comforting shelter of the termina buildings, somefor the open
gpaces beyond the city, asfar from the city astheir legswould carry
them.

Mallar fought free of the sudden stampede, then turned and ran as
wall.

Tweve studentsin Mdlar's second-form engineering classes had been
granted the privilege of learning to maintain and fly the TIE

interceptor berthed in 10S Technica Ingtitute's docking bay and
equipment garage.

The bay was hdfway around the terminal hub from where he had stood
with the crowd, and though he ran as hard as he could, he didn't expect
to bethefirs of thetwelveto arrive.

But hewas. The bay doors were standing open, and members of the



junior form were hadtily clearing away the droids and vehicles blocking
the entrance, but the cockpit of the interceptor was ill
unoccupied.

breather from the equipment lockers, he clambered up on the
interceptor's right-side wing brace and popped the access hatch
release. "You!" he shouted, pointing at the nearest student. "I need
apower droid over here, now!"

By thetime Madlar settled in the cockpit and started the power-up
sequence, two other would-be pilots had arrived. With acool and
purposeful efficiency that would have done acarrier deck crew credit,
they helped hasten the dull gray power droid into position beside the
fighter.

The moment the power coupling clicked in the starting port, Mdlar ran
up the capacitorsfor both ion engines, then. dropped them back to a
neutra idle.

There was no point in completing the rest of the system checks. There
was no timefor repairs, and crashing was no more fearful a prospect
than the next attack from beyond the clouds.

"That'sgot it," Mdlar caled over the microphone.
"Uncouple me, and then clear the bay--I'm flying her out.”

Ordinarily, the TIE would have been towed out of the bay and onto the
landing pad on her skids by atug droid. But that would take precious
time, and Mallar was dready afraid he wasfar too late. The moment
the lagt of the other students fled out the bay doorway, he shoved the
throttle forward.

The interceptor jerked forward as the engine back-blast lifted loose
debrisand rained it on the fighter's combat-hardened solar panels.

Picking up speed rapidly, the ship began to lift just asit passed
through the bay doorway, and the upper edge of the left panel dragged
againg the durasted frame with ascreech that shivered everyonein
earshot, including Malar.

Then, with abump and alurch, the ship cleared the bay, burgting out

into the bright, diffuselight of a Polneye midday. Pointing the twin

booms of the wing-mounted cannon skyward, Mallar threw the interceptor
into afull-power climb.

Thetiny black shipsweredill circling highinthe
ar likecarrion birds. Activating histargeting system, Mallar was

heartened to see that three more of the settlement's TIE interceptors
werein theair. Selecting the nearest target and steering toward it,



Mallar then did something no instructor had ever authorized--powered up
the four Seinar laser cannon.

With an indgstent beeping, the targeting system informed Mallar that it
had identified the primary target asa TIE/rc reconnai ssance fighter.

But to Mdlar's surprise, there was no safety interlock preventing him
from firing on what the interceptor took to be afriendly target.

Moments after the target was identified, the attack computer |ocked
on.

TARGET tARGET, sad the cockpit diplay asthe indicators changed from
red to green.

He squeezed both triggers, and the ship quivered around him as the quad
cannon spoke.

No one was more surprised than Mallar when the target stayed in his
sghts and then exploded in aydlow-white gout of flame. Whether it
was the interceptor's superior speed, Malar's crude headlong rush up
from the surface, or smple surprise, the TIE/rc never responded to the
approaching ship's presence.

As heblew past thefaling debris, Mdlar heard voices over the
interceptor's combat comm, exulting.

But he himsdlf felt neither joy nor rdlief. He was shaking and covered
in clammy swest, the reckless momentum diss pated, the awful redity
ankingin.

The interceptor entered the clouds, and in the next moment Malar was
suddenly blinded by light pouring in through the viewports. The
interceptor was shoved roughly sideways as though by agreat hand, and
shuddered violently in the aftermath. For along moment he was certain
his ship had been hit and he was about to die.

But the moment stretched out, and he did not die.

The afterimage of the flash began to fade from his eyes, and his ship,
gill climbing, emerged intact into the space between the clouds and
the stars.

gently a him, and Mallar squinted, first to read the display, then to

peer out the viewport. What hefindly saw nearly overwhelmed him with
fear. Riding above him in orbit was the largest ship he had ever seen,
agreat triangular shape bristling with gun ports and launching
fightersfrom bays on ether Sde.

"I dentify."



PRIMARY TARGET VICTORY-CLASS STAR DESTROYER, the computer informed
him.

And hewas 4till climbing toward it.
SECONDARY TARGETS"I don't want to know," Mdlar said nervoudy.

Hauling the interceptor over on its back, he dove away from the
garship at aflat angle and al possible speed, seeking the cover of
the clouds.

The weapons master of the Devotion lay cowering on the bridge
cawalk.

The ship's primate, whose backhand blow had sent the master sprawling,
loomed over him.

"Y our incompetence sacrificed the life of a'Y evethan pilot!" the
primate bellowed. "How will you repay hisfamily for thisdishonor?!

"Sir! | wasn't told that thisinfestation was capable of resstance--"
"The scout fighter was under your direction. Y ou did not freehim to
pursue or evade when the vermin fighter gppeared. That isyour
offense”

"Wewere preparing to fire--" "Y ou are relieved. And there will bea
pricein blood, | promise. Get out of here. Report to the
stockade."

The primate turned to the tactics master.

"Launch your fighters. | want the skies of Polneye cleared of
vermin.”

Thefight for Polneye did not last long.

One of thethree TIE interceptorsthat followed Mdlar into the air was
piloted by afirst-form student who had never been doft. That he got
the ship off the ground under control was a credit to the smplicity

of

Imperia cockpit design. But the first-former's target melted into

the cloudswhile hewas il caling for help unlocking the laser
cannon. Not long after, asquadron of Y evethan fighters, tracking his
commsgnd, fell on him from the clouds. Hisflight ended in afiery
flat spin and an explosion on the plains east of Twelve North.

The interceptor launched from Eleven South was piloted by the
engineering ingructor. Like Madlar, he climbed through the cloud
layer to the edge of space and found the cruiser Liberty orbiting
above. Unlike Mallar, he did not escape after hisdiscovery. An



antifighter turbolaser battery on the cruiser tracked the interceptor
and blew it into athousand pieces, which returned to the surfaceasa
rain of metdl.

A veteran combat pilot was at the controls of the interceptor from Nine
North, but he barely escaped the destruction of the city, and one of

the fighter's engines was damaged by shrapnd. It fdtered ashe was
swept into a dogfight with three Y evethan fighters, and he and his ship
vanished inabrilliant ball of flame.

Thefourth interceptor was destiroyed on the ground by strafing TIE
fightersasafrantic volunteer crew tried to ready it for launch.

Thefifth waslost in the first moments of the attack, as Eleven North
came under Liberty's savage cannonade.

Plat Mallar's success againgt the TIE/rc wasthe only victory of the

day, and no one was more aware than he how meaninglessit was. Because
hewas afraid to die, hefled to thefar sde of the planet, hiding in

the clouds under theionization shield the Empire had cre ated for

Polneye. Because he was afraid to face the guilt of not dying, he

lingered there, circling.

Beforelong, though, both of those fears paled against the fear that no
onewould ever know what had happened to his parentsand loversand
friends

After reviewing the images captured by his combat recorder, he redized
that he had to have more, and turn ed back.

Approaching the cities of Polneye, Mallar brought the interceptor up
above the clouds just long enough to record the three marauding
warships, now orbiting together.

If hislittle fighter appeared on their defense screensat dl, it was
asamomentary blip among the static caused by theinversion.

Then he dipped below the clouds, and found the sky free of fighters.

His holocam scanned across the ruins of seven cities, captured seven
thin plumes of smoke spaced across the plains. But only seven, for Ten
South was il standing, and a giant transport was ground-docked
besideit.

The sght brought the first hope to Mdlar's heart snce Nine South had
disappeared under blaster fire.

There was a chance for more than mere justice--there was a chance he
could bring hdp intimeto matter.

Ducking back between the vells, he pushed both the interceptor and his



ability to contral it to the limit, racing for the receding horizon.

Half an hour later, on thefar sde of Polneye, atiny single-seat
fighter with a determined young student at the controlsflung itself up
from the clouds and out toward the stars.

Aboard the flagship Pride of Y evetha, Viceroy Nil Spaar personally
supervised the extermination of the Kubaz colony--aparticularly
repulsive variety of vermin, he thought, with faces so hideoudy
mutated that he actively took pleasurein their destruction.

Then, as Pride continued on to seize the Imperid factory farm a
Pirol-5, the viceroy retired to his quartersto receive the attentions
of hisdarnaand the reports from the other elements of the fleet.

The newswas uniformly good. There had been an unfortunate accident at
Polneyethat had |eft a pilot dead and the weapons master asuicide,

but that was of no consequence. Everywhere the ships of the Y evetha
appeared, the vermin were swept off the faces of the worlds they had
Soiled.

Camly, ruthless, efficiently, the Black Fleet drew a

curtain of desth acrossthe Cluster. One after another the vermin
settlementsfdl beneath it--the Kubaz, the Brigia, the Polneye, the
Morath, the Corasgh, the H'kig. The targetsincluded coloniesand
species whose names and histories were unknown to those who plotted
their eradication.

Full sterilizations were carried out on the two worlds to be reclaimed

for the Y evetha. The colonists meant for those planets were aready
outbound from The Twelvein the new thrustships, which were faster than
light itsdlf. Otherswould soon follow.

It wasthe redlization of agreat destiny. At the end of onelong day
of glory, the All again belonged to the Y evetha done.

When the last report was in hand, Nil Spaar called his broodmates to
join him and hisdarnain celebration.

Afterward, the viceroy dept long, deep, and well.

Leia Organa Solo waited hopefully, eagerly, behind the gate for the
Fleet shuttle to land at Eastport 18. The moment the shuttle's engines
were cut, she brushed past the gate supervisor's earnest cautions and
ran out onto the landing pad. When the hatch hissed open and the
boarding stairs unfolded, she was aready waiting at the bottom.

Han was the first to gppear on the top step, wearing hislopsided grin
and carrying hisflight bag over one shoulder. Taking the sairsin
threelong strides, he tossed the flight bag down and gathered Leiaup



in ahug so deep and warm that it dmost began to drive away theicy
chill that had invaded her spirit snce the collapse of the Y evethan
negotiations and her humiliation by Peramisand Nil Spaar. She hid her
tearsagaing his chest.

"lt'sgonnabedl right,” Han murmured into her hair. ™Y ou should
hear about some of the bad days I've had.”

Lelalaughed despite hersdf and hugged him fiercely. "Let'sgo
home"

"Can't think of one good reason not to," Han said, bending to pluck
hisflight bag from the ground.

"Don't make too much of it, hon, but | kinda missed you."

Twenty-three hours out from Polneye, Plat Mallar turned on the cockpit
recorder of the TIE interceptor.

Hisface was pale and dick with perspiration. His voice was weak, and
his eyes wandered as he tried to force his blurred vison to clear.

Designed without hyperdrive, the interceptor had never been intended
for the kind of journey Mallar had attempted--across real space from one
gtar to another.

He had fled Polneye, luded the Y evetha, and left Koornacht Cluster
behind, but he could not escape the cold equations of time, energy, and
distance.

Mallar had run the fighter wide open for aslong as the solar panels
and the capacitors had alowed, accelerating the little shipto a
straightline speed well above that any pilot could use in combat. He
had even persuaded the autopilot, designed for smplein-system
navigation problems, to accept Galantos as a destination.

But the engines had been cold for hours now, and only emptiness
surrounded his hurtling craft. The nose of the fighter was pointed
directly at Galantos, but it would not reach that system for--he
caculated--nearly three years. And Madllar did not expect to live
another three hours.

The ship'ssmall oxygen reserve was gone. Hisre-breather could no
longer cleanse the breaths he drew well enough to end the agonizing
headaches. The recirculators were keeping the air dry, but he was
dowly suffocating on his own waste gases.

Memory had deceived him. The images from his childhood, of Polneye as
abustling port, as the hub of the region's spacel anes, were too strong

to be shaken by facts. Those images offered what had proved afase
promise--that he would find another ship to offer help or transport.



Dirtbound hiswholelife, hefound it was beyond him to imagine how
empty space was, or to believe how deserted that region had become. In
twenty-three hours, not asingle vessdl of any size had been detected

by the interceptor's targeting system. He knew hewas going to die,

and hewas going to dieaone.

He cleared histhroat, an uglier sound than hisrasping bresths. "My
nameisPlat Malar," hesad. "l wasborn in the city of Three North,
on the planet Polneye. My mother was Fall Topas. She was a plant
biologigt, and quite beautiful. My father was Plat Hovath, adroid
mechanic. | wastheir only son. Welived in Ten South, on blue leve,
near the agae poal.

"Y esterday wasthefortieth day of Molar. Y esterday warships attacked
Polneye without any warning--without any cause. Unidentified ships.

Imperia designs. They destroyed most of Polneye--killed my
parents--killed most of us. | think the survivors are hostages
now--there was a transport--" He paused, heart pounding, to try to
catch his breath. His voice had become frail and wheezy.

When he could continue, Malar said, "The combat recorders of my ship
contain evidence of this attack-of the destruction of my home. They
murdered my people, thousands and thousands and thousands.

Please help us. Please--if any are till dive--try to save them.

Whoever sees this-you must find these monsters and punish them. It's
wrong. It'sterribly wrong. | beg--1 beg for justice for the dead.

For my parents. For my friends. For me."

Madllar sagged back into his seat, exhausted by the effort of
gpesking.
But the recorder kept running--he could not manage to raise an arm to

gopit. It kept on, faithfully capturing Madlar'simage, for aslong
as he moved or made a sound at turns.

But it stopped when at last he dipped into unconsciousness.

Hewas 4till unconscious, bardly clinging to life, when the crew of the
Fifth Fleet prowler SP8 sumbled on his hurtling ship.

Chapter 15
Thefirg early-morning rays from Coruscant's sun were throwing long

shadows down the east-west Streets of Imperia City when Admira Ackbar
reached the family entrance to the presidentia residence.



"Good morning,” said the security droid. "Thisentranceis closed.

Thefamily isnot recelving vistors at thistime. Please come back
another time, or call the scheduling center for further informetion.”

Ackbar cocked hishead and blinked in surprise. "1 am Admiral
Ackbar."

"Good morning, Admiral Ackbar. Thisentranceis closed. Please move
back to the sidewalk."

"Itsdl right,” Ackbar said. "I have akey." He squeezed hiseyes
shut while he concentrated. " Aleph--lamed--zayin--shin. Yes, | think
that'sit."

"Good morning, Admira Ackbar," thedroid said.
"Y ou may enter."

The grounds were quiet, except for the tiny cowl pups grazing on the
lawns. When Ackbar passed too closeto one, it growled at him with a
ferociousnessal out of proportiontoitssize.

"Go back to your breakfast,” Ackbar said, amused. "I'm not here for
you."

None of the early rays reached the well-shaded

main house, and there were no lights on insde, except in the kitchen,
where abutler droid was completing its nightly maintenance. Therewas
no sound from the direction of the children'srooms, which wasa
relief--he was not ready to deal with their eager energy. Ackbar
supposed that, with Han's return, the whole family had been up late.

Segpinaslong asyou like, children, he thought with amelancholy
tenderness. Sleep in while you can.

Ackbar followed memory and the floorboard glow strips through the
darkened hdlsto Leiaand Han's bedroom. Out of consideration for the
children, the door was closed but not secured. He hoped hisfriends
were not busy mating.

"Open," Ackbar told the housecomm. "Lights."

When the bedroom was suddenly flooded with light, Han reflexively spun
over on hisback and sat bolt upright. Squinting, he sighed away the
rush of adrenaine when he recognized Ackbar. "Y ou," Han said

gruffly.

"It'salucky thing for you | don't deep with ablaster anymore.”



"Not luck," the Calamari said. "Y ou told me, after thetime you and
Jaina scared each other haf to death.”

Han's sudden movements had shaken the bed enough to bring Leiaup from
her deeper deep. Now sherose on her elbows.

"Admira Ackbar," she said, aquizzica expresson on her face. "When
| invited you to cometalk me out of resigning, | thought you might at
least wait until | was awake.”

"Good morning, Princess.”

"Don' try to dissrm me with politeness” Lelasaid. "What are you
doing here at thishour?"

"Getting you out of bed," Ackbar said. "I'll wait outsde whileyou
get dressed.”

"Oh, you will? Then what?"

"Then there's somewhere we have to go. | have a speeder waiting."

"Slow down asecond. I'm not on call,” said Leia

"Not for state business. Especidly not at this hour--what timeisit,
anyway?"' She glanced sSdeways at the bedroom chrono. "Oh, heaven--I'm
sorry | looked."

"l understand how you fed," said Ackbar. "I would rather have stayed
inthe water mysdlf. Still, there's somewhere we have to go.”

"Why don't you tell me alittle more and let me make that decison?’

"I'mafraid | can't do that," said Ackbar, holding out her robe. ™Y our
head isn't clear yet. Y ou'l haveto trust me--if you do trust me."

Leiafrowned as she studied him. Findly she sat up and took the robe
from hishand.

"Thank you, Princess." His gaze moved to Han.
"Generd Solo, | think you should come, too."
"What isthis, divide and conquer?"

"Please. Thisinvolvesyou aswdl.”

"Let mefind my pants” Han sad resgnedly.

"Lea, tdl me again why we gave the fishhead akey to the front
door--" Leia peered through the viewpane of the Fleet infirmary's



Intensive Care Unit Number 5 at the pal e-faced young man who had just
been transferred from amedical cocoon to the bactatank. A Fleet
doctor and two M D-7 medical droids hovered over the biomonitors.

"Whoishe?'

"Heis Grannan by stock, Polneye by dlegiance," Ackbar said. "His
nameisPat Mdlar. He's suffering from savere metabolic disruption
dueto breathing his own wastes. He may not live. | thought you
should see him now, just in case.”

"Why?" asked Leia. "I'm sorry for him, of course, but ..." Sheleft
the sentence unfinished.

"Polneye? | never heard of it," Han said. "What happened to him?'
"According to the prowler that found him, hewas

trying to make an interstdllar runin a TIE interceptor--" "Why would
anyone do afoal thing like that?"

Han asked dismissvely. "It'ssuicide.”

"Or sAf-sacrifice” said Ackbar. "Sometimesthey are hard to tell

"What are you talking about?'

"It appearsthat Plat Mallar wastrying to get amessage out of
Koornacht Cluster--apparently the only way he could.”

Leidseyesflashed. "What message?'
"I will show you," Ackbar said. "Buit let us say here awhile longer.

| do not know why it is, but the Fleet casudty officer tells me that
patients with family and friends to wish them hedlth are strengthened

by it.
And | am afraid this young pilot needs every edge right now."

In the privacy of Admira Ackbar's offices at Fleet Headquarters, in
grim slence, Han and Leiawatched the holo-recordings taken from Plat
Mallar's TIE interceptor.

It was unsettling to seethe familiar, forbidding shapes of warships

once again at the business of dealing out destruction, and profoundly
dismaying to see the cities of Polneye reduced to smoking scorch marks
on the planer's barren plains. But Mdlar's deathly ill face gavethe
greatest power to hiswords.



"--Please help us. Please--if any are il dlive--try to save them.

Whoever seesthis-you must find these mongters and punish them. It's
wrong. It'sterribly wrong. | beg--I beg for justice for the dead.

For my parents. For my friends. For me."

When it was over, Leia pushed back from the table without aword,
turning her back on Han and the admira. Hugging herself, she stood
before the galactic holomap that covered nearly one whole wall of
Ackbar's office, staring up into it with haunted eyes.

"Did you orchestrate al thisto humiliate me, Ackbar?' she said
findly, till facing the map.

"No, Leia," Ackbar protested, surprised. "1 do not understand.”
"That makestwo of us" Han said, standing.

"What are you talking about, hon? This doesn't have anything to do
withyou."

Shewhirled around to face them. "Doesn't it?

Look at him--he'sjust sitting there waiting for me to draw the same
conclusion he has. If you wanted to convince meto resign, Admird,
you couldn't have picked any better way."

"I'm missing something here," Han said, looking to Ackbar for help.

"Princess, you arewrong," said Ackbar. "Y ou could not be more
wrong.

Y ou are the Chief of State of the New Republic. | would not have
anyone dse st inthat chair. We need your strength and
dedication--and more now than we did yesterday, to answer this

chdlenge”

Ackbar's praise deflected off Lelas defensiveness, leaving her
untouched. "Whose ships were those?' she asked, pointing at the
monitor.

"Y ou know aswell asl."

"Imperia design. Imperia fighters. What doesthat prove?

"Plat Mdlar got close enough to thefirg ship to interrogate it with
his targeting system. It answered asthe Imperia Star Destroyer

Vdorous."

"Areyou arguing with me?"



"Vaorouswas one of the Black Sword shipson Nylykerkaslist."
"I know that," shesaid. "And if it was at Polneye under Y evethan
command, then you're looking at the biggest fool inthewhole
Republic.

But we don't know that, do we?"

"Doesit matter?"

"lan't that why you brought mein here?'Y our subtle way of telling me
| waswrong?'

Ackbar shook hishead dowly. "I thought that before you made your
decision about giving up your work, you needed to know that therée's
gill morefor us

to do. Whoever sent those shipsto Polneye is the enemy of the peace
you'vetried so hard to build.”

"lsn't there something in the gpocrypha about wisdom beginning with
knowing your limitations?

Peace was agoal, not a guarantee. Besides--I was naive.

Which would make afine summeation of my short career,” she added
acerbicly.

"Admira Ackbar'sright,” Han said, shaking his heed. "All this other
stuff who burned the toast, who borrowed whose shirt, who left the
light on--none of that matters. What mattersis, what are we going to
do now?'

"What can | do?' Lelaasked plaintively. "Nothing.

Polneye wasn't amember of the New Republic.

They weren't even gpplicants.”

"Y ou're talking about obligations,” said Han.

"I'm talking about the right thing to do.”

"But that's the trick, isn't it? Y ou can't get three people to agree
ontheright thing to do," Lelasaid.

"Peaceisimpossible. No matter what, it seemslike theré's always
someone who wantsto kill someone ese. Y ou can't give them enough
reasons not to. At least, | can't.”



"Leia-""1'm sorry about the Polneye, | truly am. But it'stoo late

to help them. Besides, if | were to send forces anywhere near
Koornacht, | wouldn't have to resign--the Senate would hang mefirst
and impeach me later.”

Leiashook her head. "1 hope Madllar lives-though I'm not sure that's

not being crue, if it turns out he'sthe only survivor. Who dse
knows about him?Who & se has seen the recording?”’

"A very short ligt," Ackbar said.
"Seethat it staysthat way," she said, and moved toward the door.
"I'm going home, Han. Areyou coming?'

Han was|ooking at her asthough shewere astranger. "l think I'll
day awhile" hesad.

Lelashrugged. "Suit yoursdf.”
As soon as the door closed behind her, Han

cocked his head to one side and shot Ackbar aquizzical l1ook. "'l have
just one question--who was that person, and what have you done with
Lea?'

"Sheishurting,” said Ackbar. "Sheis questioning herself, and her
idedls”
"Tdl me something | don't know," Han said.

"What in the world happened while | was avay?'

"I will tell youwhat | can,” said Ackbar. "But | am afraid some of
the answerswill have to come from her."

A stranger was Sitting cross-legged in the street outside the family
entrance, facing the house, when Lelareached it in aborrowed Feet
skimmer. He was dressed in along robe the color of saffron, which
spilled out around himin acircle on the pavement. She recognized
neither his profile nor his species, and dowed only so that she could
hop the fence at a speed that wouldn't darm the house defenses.

But after she had disembarked and sent the speeder heading back,
curiogty got the better of her.

She walked out to the fence and, with the security droid hovering
protectively nearby, caled out to him.

"Y ou--who are you?"



" Jobath, the councillor of the Fia, of Gaantos," he said, and then his
face brightened. "But | know you.

Y ou are Princess Leig, the warrior queen who rallied the oppressed to
rise up againgt the Emperor. Y ou saved my people from davery.”

"Well--you're welcome. But that was along time ago,” shesaid. "And
| don't know whose version of history you've been listening to,

anyway.

| don't remember ever being aqueen or awarrior.”

"Oh, yes, | know dl the stories. Y ou are agreat woman. Itisan
honor to meet you."

"What are you doing out there?"

"l anwaiting for you," the Fian said. "Y our meta servant said that
you were not recalving visitors, but my need isurgent. And now | see
you havereturned. May | rise and approach without alarming your
loya protector?’

"What? Oh, the droid. No, he doesn't like people loitering around the
entrances. What was your name again?"'

"Jobeth, of the Fia"

"Did we have an gppointment, Jobath of the Fia?"

"No, Princess."

"All right. | was afraid for amoment I'd forgotten,” she said.
"Herestheway it is, Jobath of the Fia-I intend to goinsdeand
deep for about three days. If I'm till president when | get up, you
can make an gppointment with the scheduling center, in the protocol
office. Sheturned away from the fence and started toward the

house.

"Princess! Please, wait! I've come about what's happening in The
Multitude. Y ou must talk to me now!"

"Must 17" said Leia, looking back. "The Multitude--what's that?"
"The Great Multitude of the Circle of the Heavens," Jobath said
earnedly. "Thereisanother name, an ugly name--" "Areyou taking
about Koornacht?'

"Yed" Jobath said brightly. "Koornacht.”

Lelascowled. "Thisistoo much. You tdl Ackbar that I'm tired of



being manipulated.”
"Admird Ackbar?'

"Right. Tell him he can havethisjob anytime hewantsit. All he has
to doissay theword."

"Oh, yes, Ackbar, | know this name, too. He, too, was a grest warrior
inthe Rebelion. But you are mistaken.

| have not had the honor of the counsdl of the Ackbar," said Jobath.
"No?"'

"I have come here directly from your Eastport, and before that from
Galantos, to speak with you in amatter of grest urgency. A terrible

evil prowls The Multitude. Many have died dready. My peoplefear for
their future.”

As he was speaking, Leiawas dowly drawn back to the fence. She
curled her fingers around the wrought work and closed them into
figs

"How do you know what's happened?’

"There was awarning sent to us from a ship which came out of The
Multitude," said Jobath. " A freighter bound for Woquaintercepted the
beam of thissignd, or we would not have heard the warning for avery
long time--if ever. We sent our own vessdl out to find thisship. It,

too, found the Sgnd, but the ship itsdf has vanished.”

Lelaredized that Plat Mallar, facing unconsciousness, must have used
the interceptor's combat comm to transmit his recordings toward his
destination. Doing so would make him, and even his ship, expendable,
snce no forcein the galaxy could gather up or destroy hiscomm
sgnd.

"We havethe ship," she said, resting her forehead againgt the fence.
"Andthe pilot."

"I am glad to know this. | would like to offer him refuge on Galantas,
and, if hewishesit, ctizenshipinthe Ha."

"That will haveto wait, I'm afraid,” said Leia
"What do you want from me?"
"I've come to ask the protection of the New Republic and the gresat

Princess Leiafor my planet and my people," said Jobath, clasping the
fence with long fingered hands just below where Leiaclung toiit. "l



be seech you to accept a petition for membership, and fortify us
agang these murderers.”

Leiapulled her hands back as though fearing contact with Jobath.

"I'll consider your petition,” she said uncomfortably, and started to
back away.

"Please hurry,” said Jobath. "Thereislittletime.

If they who fell on Polneye chooseto leave The Multitude, we could be
the next to suffer their predation.

Our entire navy has only two patrol corvettes, and the cutter which
brought me here. Half amillion livesare at risk on Galantos
done”

matic hostel. They'll provide you with quarters. I'll send word to
youthere"

Then sheturned and fled into the-house. But the walls did not offer
the same sanctuary they had recently promised, and deep was no longer

possible.

Within an hour of Jobath'sarriva at the diplomatic hogtd, three

other worlds with legations quartered there submitted emergency
petitions for membership. Two of the three were located in sectors far
from Koornacht, the third in Hatawa, but till many light-years from
the trouble.

All three, dong with the Fig, received only slencein reply.

For the moment there was silence, too, on the newsgrids. So far the
Polneye tragedy had escaped their attention. Coruscant Globa Newsgrid
was il dissecting the fallout from the explosive Senate sesson

earlier in the week.

But initsmidday refresh, Globa added anew item to the festure
gueue--a speculative report that Princess Leia had dready resigned as
president. According to the rumor (treated as fact), an announcement
would be made as soon as the top miilitary leaders and the Senate agreed
on areplacement.

Sitting in his Fleet office, Admird Ackbar viewed that newswith mixed
contempt and bemusement. Even if Lelahad resigned, the ideathat the
Fleet would have any part in selecting anew Chief of State was
absurd.

Theideathat any such negotiations would take place without him was
equally absurd.



But Ackbar pondered long and hard whether he should pick up his comlink
and tart arumor of hisown. "We ought to get out in front this

time" he said doud to himsdlf. "Put Plat Mallar'sface and story on

the grids. Show everyone what happened on Polneye, and bring them over
to Leassde. That'swhat | would do. If she could just bring

hersdf to admit that the viceroy never was afriend--" He shook his

head. It wasn't time yet. He would

watch the news from Farlax, where the Fifth Fleet's prowlers were now
al on gtation outside Koornacht Cluster, siweeping hyperspace with

their sengtive ripplefilters, and the news from the Senate and
adminigrative complex, where every anayst and commentator in Imperid
City was on duty, Sfting the corridor gossip with their hypersensitive
news antennae. And he would wait to see which situation changed

fird.

Absurd or not, the Globa report on Leids resignation ran through the
diplomatic hogtel like avirulent infection. It puzzled many, and
worried Jobath, who began to fear he had brought his appedl to the
wrong ears. That fear carried him, in the company of the seneschal of
the Marais, to the office of Chairman Behn-kihl-nahm.

Half an hour later they | ft the office reassured that Leiadtill held
executive power for the New Republic and that their petitions were
being acted on with al possible digpatch. The moment they were gone,
Behn-kihl-nahm tried one more time to reach Princess Leia. But he had
no more success than with any of hismany previous attempts that
morning.

Behn-kihl-nahm was fast |osing patience with her--Leiahad closed
everyone out at exactly the worst time, when they should be planning
their strategy and response together. He didiked having to make
tactical decisonsunilateraly.

Would Leiagpprove of histying the withdrawals of the Walalaand the
others up in procedura knots, as he had successfully done that
morning? Or would she have preferred he smply let them go? Should he
offer Peramis and Hodidiji the gppointment to negotiate the return of

the bodies? He thought it might give both away to jugtify achange of
heart, but would they conduct themsalveswith dignity, or Smply become
an embarrassment?

Even more than making decisions, Behn-kihl-nahm didiked being caught
out uninformed. The business with the Polneye, the pilot in the
hospita--why

should he have had to hear about' that from a couple of'
ambassadors-without-portfolio? How had one of them been able to meet
with Leiawhile his calswere dtill going begging? Was she going to
resgn? If not, what was she going to do about the petitions for
protection?



When his usud sources were unable to satisfy his curiosity,
Behn-kihl-nahm called Hiram Drayson. The machinery of governance was
frozen, paralyzed in the face of crisesthat would only grow worse if

not attended to. Did Drayson know what had gotten stuck inits

gears?

"l couldn't say, Chairman,” Drayson said.
"Y ou can't say, or you don't know?"

"Chairman, my suggestion to you would be to put up the best pretense
you can that everything's under control. And that includes | etting
whoever wantsto huff and puff in the well of the Senate do so to his
or her heart's content."

"Admird," said Behn-kihl-nahm gravely, "that advice worries me more
than any other devel opment of the last week."

"Admira Ackbar."

Theman in the doorway wore casud civilian clothing, but he till hed
the posture of asoldier in uniform.

"Mr. Drayson. Comein."
"I'm not hereto visit thistime. Can you get meinto seeLeia?’

"I'mafraid | cannot,” said Ackbar. "My key was deactivated this
morming.”

"l havetotak to her," Drayson said smply. "Do you have any
uggestions?'

Ackbar grunted. "I'm alittle surprised to learn that the Old Ghost of
Coruscant has no secret passages or secret passwords available to
him"

"Getting in isn't the problem,” said Drayson. -" Getting listened to
is. I'm afraid that none of the means at my disposa would be likely
to earn me areasoned hearing."

"There are many people who want to talk to her," said Ackbar. "She
does not seem to want to talk to US."

"I'm afraid | can't permit her the luxury of refusing,” said Drayson.
"Sheistired of being pushed and poked at," said Ackbar. "If we give

her sometimem" Drayson shook his head so dightly it was amost
imperceptible. "Therésno moretime," hesaid.



Blinking dowly, Ackbar sat back in his chair. "Do you know her
husband?"

"Not professondly,” Drayson said. "But hisloyaty to her iswell
known."

Ackbar nodded thoughtfully. "He was here with mefor three hours
today," he said. "He was the one who ordered the prowlersto
Koornacht--not General A'baht.”

"Interesting”

"Thereis more. He brought the Fifth Fleet back, as she ordered--but
only asfar asthe outer marshaing point, and he kept it at combat
readiness, with full crews aboard. He understands the stakes. He may
be more sympathetic than you expect. But | cannot promise that she
will evenligentohim.”

"Thank you, Admira," said Drayson. "That's useful. If you'll excuse
me-""Admird--""Yes?'

"| was wondering--could the viceroy have donethisto Leia? All those
hours he spent aone with he r--we know so little about the Y evetha,”
said Ackbar. "Isit possible that something happened in that room?1s
it possible that he has done something to her mind?!

"No," said Drayson. "No, | can tell you that nothing happened in that
room."

The answer did not seem to please Ackbar.
"Thank you," he said dl the same.

The sounds of splashing and glesful childish laughter covered any
sounds of footsteps on the walk.

But Leia, with her wariness magnified by powerful fedings of
isolation, was aware of Admira Drayson's gpproach before he had even
emerged from the trees.

Jaina, in turn, quickly sensed her mother's dark mood. "Mommy, who's
that? Do you want me to make him go avay?"

"No--no," Lelasaid with aquick smile, and touded her daughter's wet,
gringy hair. "Jacen, Jaing, take Anakiningde. | want you dl dry
and dressed when | comein.”

For once the children obeyed without argumen.

Leathought it atelling sign that the stress and chaos of the last
weeks, of the last few days, was affecting them aswell.



Drayson stopped a polite distance away, hands laced together behind his
back. "Princess.”

"Y ou know, if security is supposed to keep unwanted people out, the
security around the president's residence leaves a great deal to be
desired."

"Y our husband admitted me, PrincessLeia.”

"Did he" shesaid. "Well, my husband leaves a bit to be desired
himsdf lady. What do you want?'

"Five minutes," said Drayson. He brought hisright hand forward and
showed her the datacard he had cradled in the palm. "I think thiswill
be ussful to you in regard to the decison you'refacing.”

"Which oneisthat?'

"The only one that matters.”

"Hveminutes?'

"AndthenI'll begone.”

"All right," she sad withasigh. "Five minutes.”

The datacard contained a brief recording, timestamped less than two
hours earlier. The recording showed a pair of Y evethan thrustships
unloading on ahilly, brush-covered landscape. The kind and volume of
materia being unloaded and the shape and size of the clearing being
madefor it dictated one

concluson--it wasthe first phase of a colonization landing.
"Whereisthis?'

"The astrographic office knows it as Doornik-319," Drayson said. "It's
part of asystem inside the K oornacht Cluster. The Kubaz who lived
theretill yesterday cdled it Morning's Bell."

"What happened yesterday ?*

"The same thing that happened to Polneye," said Drayson. "And it
doesn't stop there. The evidence I've seen suggests that every

non-Y evethan settlement in Koornacht received the same sort of
trestment.”

"What evidence? Where did you get thisrecording?’

"I'd rather you not ask me that, Princess."



"l am asking you."

Drayson nodded. "Princess, isit absolutely necessary that you know
the source for you to credit the evidence? If so, then I'll answer.

But if you don't need that knowledge to accept what that recording
means, then I'd rather not risk those assets any more than | already
have by revealing what they've discovered. Theinformation iswhat
matters”

Leagared at him.

"| think my fiveminutesare up,” he said, with alittle bow. "Thank
you for seeing me."

"Stop!" she said sharply. "Who areyou, redly?"

Drayson turned and looked back at her. "1 do what | do under the
authority of an executive order issued by Mon Mothma," he said.

"Youll find it in your persond library files as D9020616."

"Mon Mothmal She never said aword about this-" "She found the
machinery of the New Republic unwieldy when it cameto certain aspects
of statecraft---getting information into the right hands, projecting

policy into ambiguous Situations. | try to address those

shortcomings.”

"Who do you answer to?"

oneat our level does," Drayson said. "'l answer to my conscience and
my sense of duty. And yes, if either ever fails us, we can do agreat
dedl of harm--and probably hide most of it, too. But that's al there
is, isn't it? Conscience or obedience. Leader or follower. Whose
orders do you obey?' He pointed at the datacard. "Who will tell you
what to do about that? Y ou see? Conscience and duty." He bowed
again. "Good evening, Princess.”

Shelethimgo.

Turning back to her datapad, Leiawatched the recording a second time
and then athird. Theimages were sharp and unambiguous. The design
of the shipswas digtinctive and incriminating. Y evethan colonists

were stting up housekeeping on aworld which one day earlier had

bel onged to the Kubaz.

Leladug her comlink out of the drawer where she had thrown it the
night before and sdlected afamiliar channd. "Han," shesaid. "You
can stop hiding from me now. Where are you? Please--come talk to
rrell



"Murderers,”" Han muttered as he watched the recording from
Doornik-319.

He shook his head dishdlievingly.

"I've been around enough to see some cold moves pulled, but killing a
family one day and moving into their house the next isright up there
with anything our old buddy Pd patine ever thought up.”

Lelanodded. "I'm beginning to wonder if the greatest indignity that
the Empire subjected the Y evetha to wasn't holding them to a higher
standard of behavior," she said.

"Now, that'sa picture, isn't it? The Emperor's stormtroopers setting
the example for good manners" Han said. "Like arming protocol droids
with blagters™

Hetried to win asmile from her, but she had looked away to gaze at
the map of Koornacht Cluster displayed on the main screen, and he
turned his attention there aswell. "L ook at what they've done--it
makesno sense at dl,” hesaid. "It'snot like any of these

settlements were crowding the League worlds. Or that red estateis
getting scarcein there.”

"I'm afraid it makes perfect sense,” said Leia, propping her chinon
folded hands. "' So much of what he said sounds different to me
now--amost as though he lied to me with the truth. "What we want more
than anything isto beleft done.” | remember that clearly, from the

first time we met. He mentioned how strange it was to see so many
different species. He told me the Y evetha didn't need our

protection.”

"No," said Han. "It was the Kubaz who needed protection.”

"He as much astold methat, too,” said Leia. "He said it was his
mission to protect his people--and he did. He kept them inside that
ship, safely away from us. He controlled his own exposure to us--as
though he were afraid of contamination. That'swhy those settlements
were destroyed, Han. Thiswasn't a boundary war, or amatter of
competing territorid clams. It was an act of revulsion.”

Han looked dubious. "Maybe so. But there's something else, too. Look
at the results. Doornike319 sits nearly on aline between Coruscant
and N'zoth, just where you'd want aforward base. These other
targets-it's like they burned afirebreak between themselvesand all

of us"

She reached out and touched the point of light that was Doornik-319.

"Or dug amoat. Complete with gate and drawbridge, maybe."



"Yeah," said Han. "So what are you going to do?"'

Withdrawing her finger, Leiashook her head dowly. "It ssemsas
though it'saready dl over. All | can seeto do now istry to make

sure Nil Spaar stays on his side of the moat. Protect the settlements
that haven't been torched--Galatos, Wehttam, The Marais." She looked
up a Han. "I'm going to have to send the Fifth Fleet back to

Farlax."

"| thought that might happen,” Han said. | left the Fleet at
readiness high--no shore leaves, no mgjor maintenance. They should be
ableto sail on ahdf hour'snotice.

Shetouched hishand. "I'm sorry. | know you don't want this."

"Hold on just amoment,” Han said, pulling back from her. "I'm not
going anywhere.”

"l can't change commanders on them again, not twicein aweek, not
under these circumstances. Y ou've been out there with them for two
months now. That gives some continuity, &t least.”

"Right idea, wrong man,” said Han. "If it wereme, thefirst thing I'd
do is hand the Fifth back to Generd A'baht.”

"How can | do that? Hewas didoya to me."

"Was he? He disobeyed your orders, but isthat the same thing as being
didoya?Did he do what he did for persona gain? Did hedo it to
enhance his career, or aid the enemy? No. He was trying to protect

all those people out there with him, and all the people back here,

too.

And hell, Leia-he wasright. He ought to get some pointsfor that."
"You sadit yoursdf," she sad giffly. "He disobeyed my orders.

"He disobeyed an order you never should have given,” Han said. "And if
that's your reason, you're going to have to disqudify me, too. That
prowler that picked up Plat Mdlar--what do you think it was doing out
there?"

She redlized she had never asked hersdlf that question.

"l guess| assumed it was Admira Drayson's handiwork.”

"Y ou weren't paying close enough attention,” Han said. "That'saFifth
Fleet prowler. | sent it there.”

"You?' Lelasaid and her eyesflashed anger. "I don't understand. Is



it because I'm awoman? Isthat why lately everyone seemsto treat my
orderslike suggestions?'

"Aw--blagt, no, Leia. | keep teling you the uniform doesn't fit me
very well," hesaid. "I'm just as bad at following ordersfrom men. |
aways have been--you know that. Look, | wasthere. Y ou werent.

| did it on ahunch."
"How do you explain Generd A'baht?

"Why don't you ask him?*' Han parried. "But remember this-before he
cameto Coruscant, General A'baht was the senior military commander of
the Dornea. He was accustomed to agreater degree of autonomy than we
grant our Fleet commanders. He answered to his own conscience. |
happen to think he was tremendoudy loyd to you--not least in the way

he accepted his demotion. Y ou could do alot worse than to ask him to
come back."

"How can 1?1 humiliated him in front of his crew, his command.”

"If you think what you did changed how they felt about him, you've
forgotten the rules of the game," Han said. "What you did changed how
they felt about you. Give them back their commander. They won't have
anything worse to say about you than they're dready saying. Y ou might
even win back acouple of points.”

"What should | say?'

"Y ou don't have to say anything, not to them.

Send the Fifth Fleet back to Farlax under General A'baht's command, and

they'll get the message,” Han said. "L eia, only weak leaders never
admit to mistakes.

Strong leaders don't need to pretend to be infdlible.

Judt fix this. There are bigger problemsto chew on.”

She glanced up at the map of Koornacht, then studied the backs of her
hands. "I have Bail Organas stubborn pride," she said quietly. "It's

hard for me to admit when someone e se was more right than | was."

"If you weren't headstrong, you wouldn't be my Leia," Han sadd witha
crooked, affectionate grin.

"Y ou're staying on, then? No resignation.”

"l can't leave thismessfor someonedse,” Leiasaid. "I'm going to
have to take the responsbility. for it.



Nil Spaar wouldn't have donethisif he hadn't been sure that we would
let him. That | would let him."

"Y ou're not responsible for his miscaculation.”

"What do you mean?"

"Werenot goingto let him."

"Oh," Lelasad. "Do you know where General A'baht is?"

"He came back with mein the skiff. He's probably over in the Feet
dormitories, expecting to be court-martiaed.

The Heet Officewill know."

"I'd better go see him,” she said, gathering her feet under her. "I'll
cdl ontheway over."

"You'redoing theright thing," Han said. "I'll hang out with the kids
till you get back."

"Thanks." She kissed him quickly and started to leave, then stopped
and turned back. "Han--" "What?'

"How could | have been so wrong about Nil Spaar? How could | have sat
there for so long, being lied to with smiles, and never have known?

I'm aJedi. I'm supposed to be more perceptive than that."

"Y ou don't lean on that talent very hard,” he said.

"Fromwhat | can see, you don't redly want to."

"| guesstheres sometruth in that,” she admitted.

"Still, I can't stop thinking | should have known what he was."

"| think maybe you saw what you wanted to see," Han said gently. "You
dill believe in the basic goodness and rationdity of the people you
meet. Not everyone has that handicap.”

Though he likely could have had for the asking one of the suites held
for senior officers and guests, General A'baht was billeted in adouble
in one of the enlisted dormitories. And though he had more than enough
right to have it closed, the door to his room was standing open,

respecting atradition that redrew the boundaries of privacy from the
firgt day of training.

A'baht himsdf was prone on the floor, turned half away from the door,
going through a strenuous series of body liftswithout so much asa



grunt.
"Generd," Leasad. "May | comein?'
The Dornean officer cameto hisfeet smoothly

and saluted smartly. "Princess," he said. "I am--surprised--to see
you."

Lelaclosed the door behind her. "'l think we need to talk. | received

your gpology, and offer to resign, on the way over here--" "Princess, |
hope you understand that | am not bargaining to escape the consequences
of my actions," A'baht said. "I'm willing to stand for court-martid,

or resign, or accept demotion to whatever grade you deem fit--whatever
you think would be best for the Fleet and the Republic. | do not want

to be the cause of any further embarrassment for you, or the Flest, or
Chandrila™

Lelapulled a straight-backed chair out from under the small desk and
sat down. "Y ou know, Generd, I've been thinking alot about resgning
mysdlf. I've made severd--mistakes--lately that 1've had trouble

accepting.
"A littlewhile ago, after talking things over with my best friend in
theworld, | decided that the hardest thing for me to do would beto

stay where | am--and so that waswhat | was going to do. And it's
going to be hard enough that | think 1'd better have your help.

Y our offer to resign isrejected.”

"| understand, Princess. If | may--has a date been selected for my
trid?"

"Trid?' She shook her head. "Y ou don't havetimefor atrid,
Genegrd. You and | both still have work to do."

IIS' I?I
She sighed. "Generd--I waswrong. | can't put it any more plainly.

Will you accept my gpology, and return to the Intrepid as commander of
the Fifth Fleet?'

Surprise sat uncomfortably on the Dornean's features.

"Princess, can | possibly have your confidence after what's
happened?’

"What happened shouldn't have happened. But the blameis mine, not
yours," Lelasaid. "Y our conduct--and your judgment--were both
faultless



viceto the New Republic remains on such ahigh plane.

A'baht was visibly embarrassed. " Then--Princess, | thank you for your
apology, which you did not oweme. And | am a your disposd, to serve
inwhatever capacity you fed | can be useful.”

"Good," she said, standing and gesturing at their surroundings.
"Because you redly don't belong here.
Can | giveyou arideto Eastport, General ?'

The loyaty of smal men can be bought cheaply, because greed has no
pride.

Within minutes of Generd Etahn A'baht'sreturn to the Fifth Fleet, the
armadajumped into hyperspace, heading for Farlax and Koornacht
Clugter. Within minutes of that event, Belezaboth Ourn, extraordinary
consul of the Pagwepori, had reported it to Viceroy Nil Spaar by

hyperspace comm.

"I don't know what ordersthe genera has been given, of course,” Ourn
sad. "But the princess hersdlf was seen ddlivering him to his

shuttle, and the entire fleet isgone, as quickly asit returned, and

with aslittle explanation.”

"Thank you, Consul,” Nil Spaar said gravely.
"Y our assistance will not be forgotten by the Y evetha.

| urge you to be on guard for more lies from the princess and those who
serve her.”

"Oh, wewill watch her, we will watch her,” said Ourn. "Viceroy--a
smdl quetion.”

"Of course"

"When can we expect ddlivery of the thrustship you promised, in payment
for the damage to MotherR Vakyrie which we agreed to alow? Should |
decide to leave Coruscant, my only options are to charter avessd, at
considerable expense, or take acommercid flight, a consderable
inconvenience.”

Nil Spaar smiled ingratiatingly. " Soon, Consul, soon. The newest
vessd from our best shipyard isbeing altered to your specifications
aswe speak. Have patience. Y ou will not be disappointed.”

In an empty room of adeserted lodge on the grounds of the diplomatic
hostel in Imperia City, ahypercomm repester answered a coded call



from light-years away.

The repegter in turn activated a delicate and el egant transmitter,

which bounced acurious sgnd into the heart of abland-faced building
filled with the machinery of the New Republic government's officid
information net.

Moments later, second-shift supervisor Turat Il Feensat in
open-mouthed amazement at his master controller station as the Channel
1 homeworld notification system awakened of its own accord.

Only three offices could originate the rare Channel 1 dispatches--the
Ruling Council, the President, and the Fleet High Command. But the
background blue screen that appeared on Channel 1 carried none of their
identifying inggnia. All that appeared were the words TRANSMISSION
BEGINSIN, followed by a counter.

Even s0, Channd 1 went active. Thetickle went out, derting the net
that a priority message wasimminent.

Almost immediately, hypercomm receivers on every homeworld and in every
adminidrative center began to respond, signaling their readiness.

"We're being hacked," Turat raged at histechnicians.

"Find out wherethe signd isgetting in. If we can't lock it out, |
want to take the system down."

But there waslittle they could do. "Not enough time," atechnician
muttered. " C-Ones are supposed to get out no matter what. That'sthe
way we built the system.”

At Turat's station, the acknowledgment counter had climbed to
ninety-five percent. "Do something," he pleaded. "If welet apirate
broadcast out on C-One, well al belucky to get jobsas grid
ingdlers”

But they had run out of time. The counter reached 0000 and stopped.
The blue background began to fade.

Turat looked at the acknowledgment counter and thought about the
audience it represented--not only the countless thousands of receivers
and recorders, but the officias charged with attending them. Cabinet
ministers and diplomatic liaisons, senior advisers and planetary

rulers, roused from deep, caled away from other duties, torn away
from their private businessto gather in front of monitorson every
planet from Bespin to Byss.

Turat 11 Feen could not St quietly with that audience and watch his
career ending. Asthe broadcast began, he stood up from his station,



turned away, and walked oui.

"Citizens of the New Republic--" The door did closed behind him. He
heard no more. In that, he was one of the few.

At the moment the broadcast began, alate meeting was under way in the
officewing of the president's resdence. Behn-kihl-nahm, Admira

Ackbar, Admird Drayson, Leia, and Han were painstakingly crafting an
announcement about the Y evethan massacres, and a strategy to guide them
after itsrelease in the morning.

They had just broken a deadlock over how to handle Plat Mallar's
involvement--Lelawas determined not to exploit him, and carried the
argument--when dl four datapads on the table began to chirp warning
sgnds

"Channe One" Lelasad, slencing her darm.

"Did any of you--" "No," said Ackbar.

"Absolutely not," said Behn-kihl-nahm.

"Then who?"' asked Drayson.

"I've got abad feding about this" Han said darkly.

The holomonitor on the end wall came on by itsdlf for aChanne 1
dispatch. "Citizens of the New Republic,” said theimage of Nil

Spaar.
"l beg your

indulgencefor thisintrusion, and | gpologize for the unhappy newsl
must bring you."

Behn-kihl-nahm flushed in an angry red. "'If any member of the Senate
has had any partin this-" "Quiet," Drayson said sharply.

"I am the viceroy of the Duskhan League, afree federation of Y evetha
worldsin what you cal the Koornacht Cluster," said Nil Spaar. "l
have come to you a second timeto tell you of eventsfar from your
homeworlds, and warn you of adanger very close a hand.

"Two days ago, the forces of the Y evethan Protectorate successfully
thwarted adeadly plot against our people and our way of life. The
plot involved inhabitants of three planets--" "Three?' said
Behn-kihl-nahm. "They can't count or tell the truth.”

"--located near the boundaries of our territory.

These outsiders, whom we had generoudy alowed to settle on Y evethan



soil, betrayed our trust and hospitality.

All were discovered to be secretly assisting our enemies prepare for an
invasion.

"We have escaped the immediate danger. We acted swiftly and forcefully
in our defense, and we make no apology for doing so. All those
responsible have been executed for their crimes--" "Greet stars," said
Ackbar. "He's claiming credit for the massacres.”

"--but you, the homeworlds, remain in danger.

Because the plot against us was hatched on Coruscant, by anew
generation of warlords. They are our enemies--not because wewishit,
but because they have chosenit.

"They areyour enemies aswell. They hide their faces and their evils
behind acloak of open government.

Do not underestimate their perfidy. A New Empireisbeing born, led by
achild of the old Empire.

Y our dream has been betrayed. Y ou have placed your trust inimmoral
and decaitful leaders.

"l accuse President Princess Leia Organa Solo of high crimes against
her office, and against my people.

"Even now, after her conspiracy has been revealed, she threatens us.

Warships of the New Empire arein Farlax at this very moment, seeking
to compe my slence and our submission. She covets our wedth, and
fears our independence.

"But know this--the Y evethawill never bow our necksto thiswoman and
her hired killers. Wewill resist her predationsto the fullest

measure. Her spies and conspirators know that now. Her generdswill
know it soon. Wewill resst, and we will prevail.

"We regret the deaths which have dready transpired.
But they are on her hands, and the hands of those who serve her without
guestion. We have theright to protect oursalves. We will never

accept the authority of the Coruscant warlords over our dominion.

And we will not tolerate the daughter of Vader meddling in our
dfairs

"If you do not renounce her, and you will not restrain her, then be
prepared for war."
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