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"All right, Chewie, try it now," Han Solo stuffed the comlink back in his pocket and stepped back abit
from the Millennium Falcon, an anxious ook on hisface. It ought to work thistime. But that was what
they had figured the time before, and the time before that. He could seeinto the Falcon's cockpit
viewports from where he stood, and Chewbacca didn't look all that confident, either. He saw
Chewbacca reach for the lift controls. Han redlized that he had been holding his breath, and forced
himsdlf to exhde.

The Millennium Facon shifted dightly on her hard stand, then rose dowly into the evening air, Chewie
took her up until the landing padswere at Han'seyeleve, and held her there.

Han pulled out the comlink again and spokeinto it.

"That'sgood," he said. "Good. Now engage the shields," The air al around the Falcon seemed to
shimmer abit, and then steadied down.

Han stepped back just abit farther, not wishing to be dl that close when Chewie cut the repulsors. "All
right, Chewie, repulsors-off!"

The glow of the repulsors dimmed, and the Falcon dropped abruptly-and stopped, suspended in midair,
with the landing pads waist-high off the ground. Sparks and scintillations flared and flickered here and
there on the hard stand as the shields energy webs shifted under stress.

"Good," Han said. "Very good.” Short of firing aturbo-laser at the ship from point-blank range, it Was
about as good afield test of overal shield strength as you could ask for. If the shields could support the
weight of the ship, then they couldSuddenly the sparking grew brighter, fiercer, just under the
number-two landing pad. "Chewie! Repulsors on! It's going to-' With a shuddering flash of light, the rear
shields blew out. The aft landing pads dammed into the hard stand with a bone-rattling impact that sent
Han sprawling. The forward end of the ship hung in midair asthe rear half bounced on itsjacks, back up
into the atr.

Just astherear of the ship was a the peak of itstravel, the forward shields died. In the same instant the
forward repulsorsflared to life. The rear repulsors came on, lighting a split second after the forward units,
and flickering abit.

Getting dammed into the pavement like that hadn't done the rear repulsor coils any good, that was for
sure. Still, Chewie had timed the recovery nicely. Han had seen shipsflipped onto their backstrying to
recover from afailed shield hover.

Chewie brought the Fal con back down to agentle landing and cut the repulsors. A moment later the
gangway lowered itself and Chewie came out, clearly none too happy with the stuation. He made aloud
bugling noise, turned back up the gangway, and returned amoment later carrying a shield-tuning set.

That was not good. After al the years Han had spent with Chewie, he knew better than to let afrustrated
Wookiee vent hisfedlings on arepair job. Hewas just aslikely to tear the shield generator out by the
roots as he wasto letuneit. "Ah, maybe that's not such agood idea, Chewie. Leaveit for now. Well
come back to it tomorrow." Chewbacca roared and threw the tool kit down.

"1 know, | know, | know," Han said. "It'staking longer than it should, and you'retired of tweaking up
subsystems that we optimized last week. But that'sthe way it ison aship like the Falcon. She'safindy



tuned instrument.

Everything affects everything e se. Adjust one system and everything e se reacts. The only way not to go
through thiswould be to sap her and start over-and you don't want to scrap the Falcon, do you?”

Chewielooked back toward the ship with an expression that told Han not to press his luck on that point.

The Wookiee never had felt as degply for the Falcon as Han had, and even Han knew the old girl would

have to be retired someday. Sooner or later it would be the scrap heap for her-or amuseum, morelikely.
That was an odd thought, but after al, the Falcon had made more than her share of history.

But just now the key thing was to get Chewbacca calmed down, or away from the shield system-or,
preferably, both.

"Tomorrow," Han said. "Back at it tomorrow. For now, let'sleaveit, dl right? Leias probably waiting
dinner on us, anyway."

The mention of food seemed to brighten Chewbacca up-as Han had intended that it do. Wookiee
management was afull-time chore, and then some. Now and then Han wondered just how much effort
Chewbacca put into Han management. But that was another point to consider later.

It was time to knock off for the day.
Amazing, how times changed, how time changed life.

After dl the close cdlls, al the battles, al the captures and rescues and risks and victories Han had been
through, now it came down to getting hometo dinner. I'm afamily man now, Han told himsdlf, till abit
amazed by thefact. And perhaps the most amazing thing of al was how much he liked being one.

Han Solo looked up into the evening sky of Coruscant.

What wasit now? Eighteen years? Eighteen years since he had hired on to fly a crazy old man named
Ben Kenobi and akid named Luke Skywalker out of Tatooine. Taking on that job had changed hislife
forever-and changed the course of gdactic history, if you wanted to get grandiose about it, It wasnine
years since the defeat of Grand Admira Thrawn and the Dark Jedi Master, Nine years since the birth of
thetwins, and just over seven since Anakin was born, " Captain Solo?’

It was afemae voice that pulled him out of hisreverie, The voice was low and throaty, and came from
behind him, Han did not recognize it, The unknown voice sounded dangerous, somehow, It wasalittle
too quiet, too cam, too cooal, "Y eah," Han replied, turning around dowly. "My nameis Solo," A smdll,
dight, dark-skinned human, awoman, stepped out of the shadows by the hangar entrance, Sheworea
dark blue uniform that might be one of the Republic Navy branches, but then it might not, Han was not
up to date on what the navy was wearing these days, "Who might you be?' he asked.

She came toward him, smiling calmly. He could see her abit better now. She was young, maybe
twenty-five standard years at most. Her eyes were set abit wide gpart, and : atrifle glassy. Her gaze
seemed to be abit off-kilter, asif she were amost, but not quite, cross-eyed. She was looking right at
Han, and yet he had the distinct impression that she was looking over his shoulder, into the middle
distancer into the next galaxy over. Her jet-black hair was done up in an elaborate braid that was coiled
on top of her head.

She waked toward him with an easy confidence that seemed to brook no discussion. "Glad to meet



you," shesaid. "You can cal meKaenda."
"All right,” Han said. "'l can call you Kdenda. So what?'
"Solhavesafor you;" hesad.

That brought Nan up short. A job? He was about to reply with some sort of flip remark, but then he
stopped. That didn't make sense.

Sile obvioudy knew who Han waswhich was not much of an accomplishment, asHan and Leiaand Luke
were famous throughout the Republic. But if she knew who he was, she would have to know he was no
longer availablefor casud hire. Something wasn't right.

"Go on," Han said, careful to keep hisvoice neutral.

Kaenda shifted that strange gaze of hers so she was |ooking amogt, but not quite, in the direction of
Chewbacca, "Perhaps we should talk alone,” she said quietly.

Therewas alow growl from Chewie, and Han did not even bother to glance over his shoulder at the
Wookiee. He knew what he would see. Let Kalenda get alook at Chewi€'s fangs. "Perhapswe
shouldn't,” hesaid. "I don't-want to hear anything you have to say that Chewbacca can't hear.”

"Very well," shesaid. "But perhaps, at least, the three of uscould talk in private?’
"Fine" Han said. "Come on aboard the Falcon.”

Kaendafrowned, Clearly, she didn't likethat idea either.

The Facon was Han'sturf. "Very well," shesad.

Han gestured toward the ship with a sweep of hisarm, and bowed very dightly, just enough to make it
clear the gesture was sarcadtic. "Right thisway," he said.

* * * The probe droid hovered silently up into position, coming up over thewadll of the hard stand area,
then dropping in behind of packing casesto keep out of Sight. it was painted matte black, and was all but
invisiblein the degpening shadows. It watched the two humans and the Wookiee head up into the ship.

It extended an audio monitor probe and aimed it at the Millennium Facon. After amoment's hesitation, it
moved in closer to the ship. Doing S0 exposed it to a greater risk of detection, but the probe droid
masters had programmed it to place a high priority on eavesdropping on just this sort of meeting. The
droid decided it would be worth the risk if its masters were able to get a good recording of the
conversation that was about to happen.

* % %

Kaendawalked up the ramp and into the ship, Han and Chewiefollowing. It might have been more
polite to lead her aboard, but Han wanted to annoy her and he had the hunch she wasn't the sort who
liked people behind her, Han could not pass up the chance to make her abit edgy. She reached the top
of the ramp and walked smoothly and confidently toward the lounge.

It took Han amoment or two to realize that she had never been aboard the ship before. She should have



stopped at the top of the ramp, uncertain of where to go next. Instead she was sSitting back in the cushiest
sedt in the lounge dmost before Han and Chewie got to the compartment. She must have pulled up some
st of plansfrom somewhere and memorized the ship'slayout. She had just demonstrated how much
research she had done on him, how much she knew.

All right then, fair wasfair. If Han wanted to play gameswith her, it was only to be expected that she
would play afew right back at him. "Fine," Han said as he sat down.

Chewie remained standing, and just happened to be blocking the exit to the compartment. ™Y ou know
everything about me, down to the blueprints of my ship,” Han went on.

"Y ou have resources. Y ou did your homework. It doesn't impressme.”
"No, | suppose not,” Kalenda said. "Y ou're probably pretty hard to impress.”

"l try to be" Han said. "And right now, I'd like to get home to my wife and family. What isit you wanted
to see me about?"

“Your wifeand family," Kaendareplied, not so much as batting an eye. Now her odd, near-off-kilter
gaze seemed to lock and track perfectly, and she looked right at Han, her expression flat and hard.

Han stiffened and leaned in toward her, and Chewie bared hisfangs. Hisfamily had been exposed to too
many dangers, too many times, for him to take even the hint of threat less than serioudy. "Threats don't
impress me either,” Han said, hisvoice as hard as her face. "With Chewbacca around, the people who
make them don't live very long. So you just pick your next words very, very carefully.”

The compartment was silent for amoment, and Kalenda stared hard at Han. Their eyeslocked. "I am nOt
threatening your family," she said, her voice dtill expressionless. "But New Republic Intelligence would
like to-make use-of them. And you."

New Republic Intelligence? What the devil was NRI doing coming to him? If Han was too well-known a
person to do smuggling work, he was definitely too well-known to be much use as a spy. Beyond which,
he didn't much like government spies, no matter who the government was, "Y ou're not improving your
survival odds," Han said.

"Just how areyou going to "use us?"

"We know you're going to Cordlia," Kdendasad.

"Nicework," Han said. "Y ou must have a crack team of researchersthat check the news every single
day. Our trip to Cordliais not exactly top secret.” If anything, it was what passed for headline newsin
these quiet times.

Leiawas part of the Coruscant delegation to amajor trade conference on the planet Coréllia.

It was supposed to be thefirst step in reopening the whole Corellian Sector. The sector had always been
an inwardlooking part of the Empire, and of the Old Republic before that. By the time Han had | ft,
Cordliahad gone past inward looking to downright secretive and hermetic.

By dl accounts, things hadn't much improved since the New Republic had taken over, It wasrareindeed
to see amention of the Corellian Sector without wordslike"insular” or "paranoid” or "distrustful”" popping



up aswell.
Leiahad counted it as atriumph just to get the Corelliansto host the conferencein the first place.

"Y our wife's attendance has been reported, yes," Kalenda said, "But there has been little or no mention
of your going adong, or your children,”

"What isdl thisabout?' Han demanded, "My wife is going to a conference on my homeworid. So what?
I'm going, and we're taking the kids, Be nice to show them where the old man came from, Isthat a
crime?isthere something suspicious about that?"

"No," Kdendasaid, "Not yet. But we'd like to make it suspicious.

"Now you'velost me. Chewie, if the next thing she says doesn't clear things up, you get to throw her off
theship."

Chewielet out ahdf yep, haf howl that had the intended effect of unnerving their visitor. "That means
he'slooking forward toit," Han said. " So, Thisisyour big chanceto tell me, clear,\y and concisdly, what
thisisall about. No moreriddles.

Kaendahad lost some-but not al-of her poise. Han had to hand it to her. Even the vague notion of
tangling with Chewie was enough to make most people snap.

"Something's going on in the Cordlian Sector," she said.
"Something big, and something bad. We don't know what.

All we do know isthat we've sent in a haf-dozen agentsand none of them have come back. None of
them has even managed to report.”

Han was impressed by that news. The NRI was, by al accounts, very, very good at what it did. It was
the successor to the old networks of Rebd spies, back during the war against the Empire. Anyone or
anything that could kill or capture NRI agents at will was aforce to be reckoned with, "I'm sorry to hear
that," he sad. "But what doesit have to do with my family?’

"We want to send in another team. And we want to provide cover for them. That's you.”

"Look, Kaenda, or whatever your nameredlly is. If the Corellians are as paranoid as you're saying they
are, they probably suspect me aready. I'm not the espionage type. | wouldn't even make agood
amateur. I'm not avery subtle person. Y our filesaren't so good if they didn't tell you that.”

"Oh, but they did tdll usthat,” Kalendasaid. "And we didn't need them to tell usthat, because everyone
knowsit aready. The Cordlianswill be watching you like ahawk.

We don't want you to do anything except act suspicioudly.”
"l don't get it," Han said.
"Wewant you to act as suspicioudy aspossible” Kaendasaid. "Give yoursef ahigh profile. Bevisble.

Ask nosy, awkward, questions. Offer bribesto the wrong people at the wrong time. Act like a bad
amateur. We want you to draw their attention, distract them while we insert our sedl teams.”



"What about my family?' Han asked. "What about my children?”’

"To befiank, your children have areputation al their own. | doubt we'd even be approaching you if they
weren't in the picture. We're assuming they'll cause the opposition headaches dl by themselves."

"I meant, will my children be sgfe?' Han asked. "I'm not so sure | should even be taking themif thingsare
ashbad asyou say."

Kdenda hesitated amoment. "The stuation on Corelliais unsettled. Thereisno question about that.
However, if our understanding of the Situation is correct, the role we are asking you to perform will not
expose them to any additiona risk. Family is<till held in high respect on Cordllia. It is consdered most
dishonorable to involve innocent family membersin aquarrd. Y ou should know that."

There was something in her tone of voicein that last answer that gave Han pause. Asif she weretaking
about something more than planetary tradition, and something alot closer to ho. The trouble was, he had
no ideawhat.

Did the NRI know things about Han's own past that Han did not? Han looked her straight in those
strange eyes ol hers, and decided that he did not want to ask. "if | understand what you're saying,” he
sad, "you bdievethejot you are asking meto do will not make Cordliaany more dangerousfor my
children, Isthat correct?'

"Yes" Kadendasaid, That didn't satisfy Han. He had the fedling that "yes' was atrue answey, if not a
complete one.

"All right, then," he said, "Now, thisnext question | am asking as afather, asa Cordlian who believesitis
dishonorable to involve the innocent. Would it be dangerous to take my children to Corellia?*

Kaenda dumped back and sighed. All the surface smugness went out of her, and Han could see doubt
and uncertainty. It was asif the NRI agent had suddenly vanished and the person behind was appearing.
"l give up being careful. Not when you put it that way. But | wish to the dark suns you hadn't asked me
that,” shesaid. "I honestly don't know. We smply don't know what's going on out there. That's why we
need to do anything we can to get agentsin place so we can find out. But there are children on Cordllia
right now. Arethey in danger? Is Corelliaariskier place than Coruscant? Almost certainly, though by
how much | couldn't say. On the other hand, travel dl by itsdf is more dangerous than staying home,

Maybe you should never trave at dl. If avoiding dl risk isyour only concern, take your children and hide
them away in acave, just to be sure. But isthat the way you want to live?!

Han looked deep into those strange eyes that seemed to see things that were not there. In hisold days,
his reckless days, he wouldn't even have thought twice about flying straight into the worst sort of danger.
But fatherhood did thingsto afellow. It wasn't just that he didn't want to endanger hiskids. It went
beyond that. He didn't want to endanger himsalf needlesdy either. Not for fear of desth on hisown
part-but the thought of leaving his children without a father-it was something he had to work into the
equation.

But suppose he did put his children in acave, and put atound-the-clock guard on them. And suppose
there was an underground rock dide? Or what if he did manage to protect them from al danger? What
sort of lifewould they have?



And how could they be expected to ded with aworld full of risk and danger as adultsif they had never
faced them - growing up?

There were no good answers, no certainties. Risk was a-part of life, and you had to teke adice of it
along with everything else. But there were questions of, honor, and duty aswell. If there wastrouble
back home, in the sector that had given him birth, what sort of man would he beiif -he could help and did
not?

There was yet another factor. Lelawas, after al, the Chief of State. She had been getting intelligence
reports about Cordlia. She had to know about the situation. Very probably she even knew the specific
fact that the NRI had agents gone missing. Y et she waswilling to bring her children long. And that was
good enough for Han.

"Thank you," Han said. "'l aways agppreciate a straight answer, But welll be going to Cordlia-and I'll do
what | canto act suspicioudy. | have afeding it will fit in with my naturd taents."

"Officidly, I'm glad to hear that," Kdndasaid. "But unofficidly-very unofficidly-I wouldn't blameyou if
you decided not togo at al.”

"Wego," Han said. "Were not going to be scared away from living our life."

"Jugt likethat?' Kaendaasked. "Without even asking any questions? The NRI doesn't have much
information, but shouldn't you know what we do?"

Chewielet out alow, throaty rumble, the Wookiee equivaent of achuckle, and then growled aretort.
"What9" Kalendaasked. "What's funny? What did he say?'

Han smiled, even if thejoke was more or less a his expense. " Something to the effect that I've never
been oneto let facts or information interfere with my decisons. But in dl seriousness, it might just be that
theless| know the better. If you want meto blunder around like an ignorant fool, maybe 1'd do better if!
wasignorant.”

"We half expected you to say that," Kaendasaid.

"If you know me that well, then the next thing you should be expecting meto say isthat it's dinnertime
and the family'swaiting." Kalendastood up. "Very wdl." She turned toward Chewbacca, who was il
blocking the entrance. "'If your - friend will excuse me?"' she asked, staring straight at Chewie. The
Wookiee gave asort of snort and let her by.

After she was gone, Chewie looked toward Han. "1 know, | know," he said. "Y ou're going to say it's
none of my business. But our agents are vanishing on my turf.

Isthat my people doing that? She said something is going wrong in the Corellian Sector, my home sector.
Should | just turn my back? Y ou tell me. What should | have said?”

Chewie didn't have an answer for that one. Instead he behind him to help him power down the ship.
grunted and turned back toward the cockpit. Han followed But the Wookiee stopped dead just inside
the to the cockpit, and Han nearly walked up his back. he cried out. "What are youChewie moved his
left arm dowly back until it was behind his back. He gestured for silence with awave hisleft hand ashe
stared straight ahead, out the cockpit 5 viewport. Han froze, and tried to see around Chewbaccals



looming bulk. He saw nothing, but that told him as much as he needed to know. A probe droid or aliving
Snooper.

Chewie had spotted something, some tiny movement or other. Nothing else would explain his reaction.
"What-what are we going to do about the shields?"
Han asked, trying to make it sound smooth and convincing.

Chewbacca took the cue, and growled a casud-sounding answer as he plopped down into the copilot's
seet. Han followed Chewi€'s gaze as the Wookiee scanned his panels.

Han saw Chewi€e's eyesflicker toward the packing cases at the edge of the hard stand for just a moment.
All right, then.

Han sat down in the pilot's seat and tried to think fast.

Someone or something had been listening in on their little chat with Kalenda. The fact that the snooper
was gtill out there could only mean they were hoping to hear more.

Otherwise, the snooper would have pulled back the moment Kaenda was gone.

And that meant the only chance of catching the snooper would be to keep him or her or it busy until
Chewie and he had managed to set something up. Better do something to sound interesting. " That sounds
good on therepulsor,” Han said. "But if our visitor wasright, hardware glitches are going to be the least
of our troubles." Chewbaccalooked toward Han in some surprise. "Oh, yeah," Han said, improvising as
best he could. "With what she was saying, we're going to have alot to talk about on the way home. Lots
of profitsinit for usif weplay it right.” That ought to be intriguing enough to keep their friendsinterested.
Han gestured with his hands, being careful to keep them well out of view of the cockpit ports. He pointed
toward himsdf, and waggled hisfirst two fingers back and forth in a pantomime of walking.

He pointed toward the outside of the ship, and then pantomimed pulling atrigger.

Chewie nodded very dightly, then pointed at himself, pointed down, indicating he would stay where he
was, and then tapped the controls for the ventra laser cannon. Chewbacca burbled his agreement on the
subject of profit and nodded a bit more emphatically for the benefit of whoever was outside.

"Listen," Han said. "Y ou finish up the power-down, al right?1 want to go take alook at the rear landing
pads and seeif they took any damage." Chewie nodded. Han dipped hisleft hand under the pilot's chair
and pulled out the small holdout blaster that he kept there. It wasn't the most powerful bit of armament,
but it was small enough to hidein the palm of his hand.

Han got up and headed toward the hatch. He made hisway toward the open gangway, moving at what
he hoped was anice, casud pace. If he and Chewie were better actors than he thought they were, or if
their snooper was abit more gullible than average, they would still have company.

He waked down the gangway, whistling tundlesdy to himsdf, and paused at the bottom. He yawned and
stretched in what he hoped was a convincing sort of way. He wandered over toward the port Side of the
ship, asif he was about to head around and ook at the aft landing pad.

By doing so, he came around the side of the heap of packing cases.



Anything or anyone hiding behind them would have to drift back abit, back into the corner, in order to
stay out of sight. Han siwung hisleft hand around so his body hid it from view, and got the holdout blaster
into position. He continued hisleisurely walk toward the rear of the ship and then suddenly shifted
direction, started running straight toward the pecking cases, moving asfast as he could, blaster at the

ready.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he could see the ventral laser cannon pep out of its recess and blaze away.
The cannon swept aong the cases from starboard to port, herding their visitor toward Han. The cases
blew apart under the withering fire, lighting up the hard stand.

And suddenly, in the flashing strobelike bursts of the laser cannon, it was bright enough for Han to seethe
thing he was chasing.

A probedroid, an old-style Imperid probot, floated in midair not ten metersfrom him, itseight
crud-looking sensor arms hanging down from its rounded central body. The laser cannon stopped firing
and darkness returned. No doubt Chewie didn't want to risk shooting Han. Thoughtful of him.

Even without the laser fire, the packing cases were burning bright enough for Han to see hisadversary.
But if Han could see the probe droid, the probe droid could see him.

One of itsarms swung around, aming a built-in blaster dead at him.

Han fired without taking the time for conscious thought, and thanks either to luck or marksmanship he
shot the blaster off the droid.

But theloss of itsblaster didn't even dow the droid down. It brought another arm to bear, onewith a
crud, needle-sharp end, and moved toward Han at speed. Han dove for the ground and rolled over on
his back asit bore down on him, that needle arm reaching to skewer him through the chest. Thearm
jabbed down, and Han rolled out of theway just barely in time. The needle arm spiked into the
permacrete and jammed there for amoment.

Han fired up at the droid, but it must have been luck on the first shot, because thistime he missed
completdy. He squeezed the trigger again and nothing happened. The holdout blaster'stiny energy cdll
had been depleted with only two shots. Han scrambled to hisfeet and realized he was boxed in by the
sound barrier wal of the hard stand. The droid pulled its needle arm up out of the permacrete, and then
turned back toward Han, ready to movein for the kill.

A single shot from the Falcon's laser cannon flared out, and caught the droid square in the body. The
ghastly thing crashed to the ground, and Han started breathing again.

Chewie came running up amoment later, carrying aglow rod. He pointed at the droid as he looked at
Han and |et out a complicated series of snarls and burbling roars.

"I can seethat,” Han said. "Imperia probe droid.

Twenty yearsold at least. Someone dug it up from somewhere and reprogrammed it.” Chewie kndlt
down by the droid and shone the light on it. He glanced up toward Han and yelped a question.

"Because that's not the way the Imperials programmed the things. They weren't supposed to fight, they
were supposed to spy. If they got caught and couldn't run, they transmitted their data on atight beam and



self-destructed.
Thisonetried to shoot itsway out. And don't ask me what that tells us, because | don't know.

Except he did know, at least in part. It told him that someone out there was playing for keeps. What the
game was, or who the players were, Han had not the dightes idea. But it had to be Cordllia. It had to be.

Han stared at the dead machine by the light of the burninl packing cases, and wondered what to do
about the probe' carcass. The fact that it had been here at this particular time and place had some
unpleasant connotations. If the NRI' agents were being followed, he certainly wasn't going t( rush to them
and report thislittleincident. No. Best keep it as quiet as possible. "No one hears about this" said. "Not
the NRI, not Luke, not Leia. Nothing they could do about it except get upset, and there might be other
listeners out there. We get rid of thisthing, fast, clean up the mess, and that'sthat." Chewbaccalooked at
Han and nodded his agreement.

Han knelt down next to the Wookiee and started trying to figure out how to get rid of the probe. Later he
could worry about the other trifling problems, such as the question of who had sent the thing and why.

It occurred to Han that he redlly only knew two things for certain.

Firgt, he knew that if someone out there was trying to make him not want to head for Corellia, they were
going about it the wrong way. Spies and vague thrests and droids might intimidate other men, but Han
never had been much for responding to intimidation.

And second, he knew it was going to be an interesting trip.

CHAPTER TWO Breakage and Rep airs aina Solo squatted down next to her younger brother and
handed him one of the circuit boards. "Come on, Anakin. Y ou can figureit out. Y ou can make it work."

Anakin Solo, al of seven and ahaf yearsold, sat on the floor of the playroom, surrounded by broken
bits of droid and rather worn-looking circuit units.

Jacen, Jainas twin brother, had done most of the scavenging for parts, digging through the discard bins
and refuse parts of adl the droid repair shops and part suppliers. Jainahad done most of the mechanical
assembly work, but now it was up to Anakin. All three of them were good with their hands, gifted in
mechanicd things-but Anakin went beyond merely being gifted. .

He could fix things so they worked-even if he didn't know what they did, or what they were. It was
amog asif he could seeinsgde machines, read the circuit patterns of even thetiniest microscopic
components-and even tempt the broken circuits to hedl themsalves. Outsiders would have thought it all
very remarkable, and perhaps even impossible.

But thetwinswere used to it. To them, al it meant was that Anakin could tap into a different aspect of
the Force than most people.

Or maybe he didn't know yet that what he did was impossible. If and when the grown-ups found out and
convinced him that he could not do what he did, then perhaps the game would be over.

For now, alittle brother who could make machinery and computers Sit up and beg was amost useful
ass=t. Inthe past, the twins had set him to work on al sorts of jobs when they went exploring the parts of
the Imperial Palace they weren't supposed to see. He had opened foolproof |ocks for them, made



security cameras shut down at just the right moments so no one would catch them, powered up lift tubes
that were supposed to be inert, and generdly comein most handy in the service of hisolder siblings.

But that had just been wandering around the old palace.
This ought to be better. This ought to be the best of dl.

Now they were going to have their own secret droid, with no grown-ups able to force overrides or
countermand instructions, or take it away as a punishment.

Anakin stared at abit of circuit board, and turned it over dowly in his hands. "This goes over that part,”
he muttered to himsdlf. "It goes sideward." Anakin could make himsdlf understood when he was talking
to the twins, or to the grown-ups, but not even Jaina or Jacen could make much sense of him when he
talked to himsdlf. It didn't much matter, of course. Not so long asthejob got done.

Jacen watched intently as hislittle brother went to work.

He was better with plants and animals, living things, than he was with machinery. Janawasthe twin who
knew machines, theway their father did. She was forever fiddling with thisbit of hardware or thet, seeing
what she could get her multitool to do. She and Jacen closdly resembled each other, with dark brown
hair and pae brown eyes.

They were solid, hedthy children, if not especidly tal or strong for their age. Anakin was something a
little different. Hewas smdl for hisage, but distinctly brawny and strong. His hair was darker, and his
eyesadisconcertingly cold iceblue. It was easy to spot the family resemblance to both parentsin dl three
children, but Anakin was the oneleast like anyone esein the family. And the least like anyone dse, for
that matter. Anakin marched to the beat of adrum that no one at all was playing.

Anakin plugged the board into the innards of the droid and pressed a button. The droid's black, boxy

body shuddered awake, it drew initswheelsto stand up a bit taler, its statuslights|it, and it made a sort
of triple beep. "That's good," he said, and pushed the button again. The droid's status lights went out, and

its body dumped down again.

Anakin picked up the next piece, amotivation actuator. He frowned at it as he turned it over in hishands.
He shook his head. "That's not good,” he announced.

"What's not good?" Jaina asked.
"Thisthing," Anakin said, handing her the actuator.
"Cantyoutdl? Theingdespartisdl mety."

Jainaand Jacen exchanged alook. "The outside looks okay," Jainasaid, giving the part to her brother.
"How can hetell what theingde of it lookslike? It's seded shut when they makeit.”

Jacen shrugged. "How can he do any of this stuff? But we need that actuator. That was the toughest part
to dig up.

| must have gone around half the city looking for one that would fit thisdroid." He turned toward hislittle
brother.



"Anakin, we don't have another one of these. Can you make it better? Can you make the insides less

melty?"

Anakin frowned. "I can make it some better. Not al the way better. A little lessmelty. Maybeit'll be
okay."

Jacen handed the actuator back to Anakin. "Okay, try it."* Anakin, still Sitting on the floor, took the
devicefrom his brother and frowned at it again. He turned it over and over in his hands, and then held it
over hishead and looked at it asif he were holding it up to thelight. "There," he said, pointing achubby
finger a one point on the unmarked surface. "In thereisthe bad part.” He rearranged himself to Sit
cross-legged, put the actuator in hislap, and put hisright index finger over the "bad” part. "Fix," he said.

"Fix." The dark brown outer case of the actuator seemed to glow for asecond with an odd blue-red
light, but then the glow sputtered out and Anakin pulled hisfinger away quickly and stuck it in hismouth,
asif he had burned it on something.

"Better now?" Jaina asked.

"Some better,” Anakin said, pulling hisfinger out of hismouth. "Not al better." Hetook the actuator in his
hand and stood up. He opened the access pand on the broken droid and plugged in the actuator. He
closed the door and looked expectantly at his older brother and sister.

"Done?" Jainaasked.

"Done," Anakin agreed. "But i'm not going to push the button.” He backed well away from the droid, sat
down on thefloor, and folded hisarms.

Jacen looked a hissigter.
"Not me," shesaid. "Thiswasyour idea.”

Jacen stepped forward to the droid, reached out to push the power button from asfar away as he could,
and then stepped hurriedly back.

Once again, the droid shuddered awake, rattling abit thistime asit did so. It pulled itswhedlsin, lit its
pand lights, and made the same triple beep. But then its camera eye viewlens wobbled back and forth,
and its pandl lights dimmed and flared. It rolled backward just abit, and then recovered itsdlf.

"Good morning, young mistress and magters,” it said.

"How may | surgeyou?'

Wéll, one word wrong, but so what? Jacen grinned and clapped his hands and rubbed them together
eagerly. "Good day, droid,” he said. They had doneit! But what to ask for first? "Firdt tidy up thisroom,"
he said. A smpletask, and one that ought to serve asagood test of what this droid could do.
"Certainly, young migter." The droid rolled toward a bit of jurk on thefloor. It extended awork arm to
pick it up and then stopped dead. Its body seemed frozen, its arm locked in place halfway toward the bit
of debris.

The onething it seemed to be able to move wasits viewlens. Thelens swiveled from one child to the



next, Md then stopped on Jacen. "Oh, dear,” the droid said. "I seem to havethrun. | am afraid | am
goinn-" The droid's voice cut out abruptly and it started rocking back and forth on itswhedls.

"Uh-oh," Anakin said, scrambling to hisfedt.

Suddenly the droid's overhead access door blew off and therewas aflash of light from itsinterior. A thin
plume of smoke drifted out of the droid. Its pand lights flared again, and then the work arm sagged
downward. The droid's body, softened by heat, sagged in on itself and drooped to the floor. The floor
and walls and ceilings of the playroom were supposed to be fireproof, but nonetheless the floor under the
droid darkened a bit, and the ceiling turned black. The ventilators kicked on high automatically, and drew
the smoke out of the room. After amoment they shut themsealves off, and the room was slent.

The three children stood, every hit as frozen to the spot as the droid was, absolutely stunned. It was
Anakin who recovered first. He walked cautioudy toward the droid and looked at it carefully, being sure
not to get too close or touchit.

"Redly melty now," he announced, and then wandered off to the other sde of the room to play with his
blocks.

The twinslooked at the droid, and then at each other.
"We're dead," Jacen announced, surveying the wreckage.
"We didn't mean to break anything," Jaina protested.

"If we only got in trouble for things we meant to do, weld never get in trouble," her brother pointed out.
"Well, hardly ever," he conceded after amoment. Uncle Luke was very insstent on the subject of
honesty, and doubly so on the subject of being honest with yourself.

"Maybe we can blameit on Anakin," Jainasaid. "We could tell them he did it. After al, heisthe one that
didit. Sort of "

Their little brother, aready having made anice stack of blocks, looked up at the twO of them, alittle bit
worried, atiny bit sartled, yet still alot camer than he should have been, under the circumstances. But
then, even the twins didn't pretend to understand Anakin completely.

"No," Jacen said. "We can't tell them. If they knew the kind of stuff Anakin can do, that would spoil
everything." So far as Jacen and Jainawere ooncerned, "they" and "them" meant the grown-ups, the
opposing team. It was the grown-ups job to stop Jacen and Jaina, and the twins job to outwit the
grown-ups. Jacen was enough of a strategist to know that sometimes you had to lose abattle in order to
winthewar. If they reveded Anakin's abilities, that might protect them for the moment, but the
grown-upswould he sure to do something about Anakin, and then where would the twins be? "We can't
let them know about Anakin. Besides, it wasn't hisfault. We did makehim doiit. It'd be no fair getting
himintrouble

"Yeah," Janasad, agreeing reluctantly. "l guessyou're right. But how do we explain amelted droid?"
Jacen shrugged and prodded the ruined machine with the toe of his shoe. "I don't think we can, he said.

"I'd sure like to hear you try," someone said from behind them.



There were very few people who could enter aroom without Jacen realizing it, and only one of that
number was likely to be anywhere near the Imperia Palace. Even if he had not recognized the voice,
Jacen would have known who it had to he, and the knowledge both relieved and mortified him. "Hello,
Uncle Luke," he said as he turned around.

If they were going to be caught, Uncle Luke was probably the best-and worst-grown-up to do the
caching.

"Hello, Uncle Luke," said Jaina, her tone no happier than Jacen's.

"Lukie!" Anakin cried out as he jumped up and rushed over to him.

At least someone didn't fed dl guilty.

Luke Skywalker, Jedi Knight and Master, hero of a hundred battles and a thousand worlds, champion of
justice, loved, revered-and feared-throughout the New Repub lie, knelt down to scoop up abundle of

fast-moving nephew.

Uncle Luke stood again, holding Anakin in one arm as he surveyed the damage. "Pretty impressive,” he
said. "So what did happen?’

Jacen Solo looked up at his uncle and swallowed nervoudy. At least it was Uncle Luke, and not Mom or
Dador worse, Chewbacca-who had caught them. "Well, it was my idea," he said. There wasno sensein
pointing at your sister and shouting "Shedid it! Shedid it!" when you were talking to an uncle who could
sensethetruth or falseness of everything you said.

"Uh-huh," Luke said. "Somehow I'm not surprised.

But what exactly wasthe idea?’

"We wanted our own droid," Jainasaid. "One we could use, without bothering the grown-ups.”

"And without getting the grown-upsto give you permission,” Luke said. It was not aquestion. "You
know you're not allowed to use droids without asking your parents or me or Chewie. And you know
why, too. So don't go pretending you" were trying to make adroid to make things easy on us.

"Well, dl right," Jaina conceded. "That's not why."

"Y ou were trying to get away with something,” said Uncle Luke. Once again, it was not aquestion.

"Yes" Jainasaid. Jacen wished she hadn't confessed quite that fast, but she knew aswell as he did that
trying to tdll fibsto Uncle Luke was pointless.

"S0. You tel me. Why aren't you alowed to use droids for most things?' Luke asked.
"Because we have to learn to do things on our own.
Because we shouldn't rely on them to do our work for us.

Because they can't do alot of things aswell aswe can.”



Jaina spoke thewordsin aflat, expressionless voice, reciting what she had learned by rote. Jacen could
have doneit aong with her.

He had gotten dl the same lectures she had.
"And you've just learned another reason,” Luke said.

"It's dangerousto fool around with things you don't understand. Suppose one of you had been closeto
the droid when it went up? Do you want to spend aweek in abacta tank regenerating?”'

"No," Jainaagreed.
"I didn't think s0," Luke said. "But therés moreto it than that. Y ou're not going to live your whole life on

Coruscant. Theres awhole galaxy out there-and most of it doesn't much care about people who can't
take care of themselves. You'rei of dways going to have droids around to pick up after you.

"But you have R2-D2," Jacen protested. "He follows you around nearly dl thetime.”

"He helps me pilot my ship, and to do data accessand to do other real jobs that he was designed for.
Artoo helps me do my work 50 1 can do it better-he doesn't do it for me, or help me get out of doing it."
L uke nodded at the melted hulk in the center of the room. "Back before you repaired him so well, do you
redly think that droid there was designed to do homework for sneaky children?”

"Wdl, no."

"Sneaky?" Anakin asked, patting L uke on the shoulder to get his attention. "Not me. I'm not sneaky."

L uke smiled and bounced Anakin up and down once more. "No, you aren't,” he agreed. "And | want to
make sure your brother and sister don't make you'"'that way. They got you to help them do this, didn't

they?

"Hep?I1 didit, mostly. They helped me."

Luke frowned thoughtfully at that, and Jacen held his bregth. If any grown-up were going to figure out
just what Anakin could do, it would be Uncle Luke. Thiswasfar from the first incident concerning
Angkin'sabilities.

But the same thing that had saved them before saved them thistime aswell. Uncle Luke laughed, and it
was plain from the look on hisface that he couldn't quite imagine seven-and-a-half-year-old Anakin Solo

assembling adroid.

"Sureyou did," Luke said. "Sure you did. But right now, | think the question is: What are your brother
and sster going to do about the little mess here?”

"Cleanit up!" Anakin said, shouting gleefully.

Lukelaughed. "That'sright. They're going to clean it up, right after dinner. And during dinner I'll haveto
think about the rest of their punishment.

"Yesh!" Anakin said, smiling. ""Punishment!”



Jacen sighed. That was the thing about Anakin. He was aways ready to help Jainaand Jacen get into
trouble. But somehow, he dways managed to avoid hel ping them back out. He plainly enjoyed avoiding
the punishments his shlings got.

Sometimes, Jacen wondered just how unsneaky Anakin redly was.

Leia Organa Solo, onetime princess, senator, ambassador, and minister of state, and present Chief of
State to the New Republic, did not like it when her family waslate to dinner.

Sheknew it wasn't fair, but there it was. If she could juggle her hopelesdy complicated scheduleto be
home for afamily med, why couldn't her hushand or brother or children manage?

Doep in her heart of hearts, Leiaknew she had little right to complain. After dl, nightly family dinnershad
been her idea-and even she had to admit that she missed more dinners than anyone esein the family.
There was a priceand a high price-to being Chief of State.

But there was not much point in struggling to maketime for her family if her family never showed up for
dinner.

Where was everyone? Leiawas on the verge of ordering the kitchen droids to program another
twenty-minute delay into the med preparation when Han and Chewbacca finaly camein the door. She
was about to light into them both for being late-but then she got alook at Han's expression, and dl her
angry words melted away.

She could ingtantly see how hard he was trying to pretend everything was fine. Maybe that lopsided grin
was sincere enough to fool abunch of smugglers around a sabacc table but Leiawas not buying it.

"Hello, Leia" Han said. Sorry we're late. Didn't quite get asfar with the shield tests as | expected.”

"l see" she said, speaking in acautious voice rather than ahard or accusatory one. Y ears of diplomatic
maneuvering had taught her how to control the tone of her voice.

She did not want to push Han. She knew that much at once.

Lgahad never really gotten caught up on her Jedi training. By now she was resigned to the knowledge
that she was never going to be as strong in the Force as her brother Luke. She might have every bit of
the potentia he did, but she had never had the time for the training. Even o, there were timeswhen she
didn't need the Force to know something was wrong. One look at hisface told her that much.

But in that same moment she knew that she had to pretend right long with him. If she pressed him,
demanded to know what was going on, he would tell her. Han might leave afew things out, but he would
never lieto her, or let anything harm her if he could prevent it. She knew that. And so if heleft things
unsaid, he had his reasons.

Leiaglanced at Chewbacca, and was even more certain that something was wrong. Wookiees had many
fine qudities, but they were decidedly below standard in concedling their emotions. Chewie was clearly
unsettled, his eyes nervous and edgy.

She was tempted to speak, to ask, to demand, but then she stopped.

No. He had areason, agood reason, for saying nothing about whatever it was.



"Itsdl right," Lelasaid, turning her tone light and casua as she stepped forward and gave him akiss.
"No one else has gotten here yet. Y ou have timeto go freshen up.” As she got close to him she could not
help but notice the dightest scent of smoke and fire, and something that smelled like the ozone after-tang
of blaster fire. But she reveded nothing of that in her expression.

"Gredt," Han said. "I'm fedling abit grubby at that.”

Chewbacca made alow growling noise and headed to the Wookiee-style refresher unit down the
halway. Chewie was afrequent enough vigtor that it had made senseto ingall the unit for his use-but
Leiahad never seen him quite this eager to get cleaned up. Clearly Chewie wanted to be out of the
way-and maybe wash the same scents out of hisfur. Something elseto ignore.
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Lelasmiled aswarmly as she could and gave Han akiss on the cheek. "See you in aminute,” she said.

Han breathed asigh of relief as he crossed through the bedroom to the refresher unit. Either she hadn't
noticed something was wrong, or she was pretending she hadn't noticed. It didn't so much matter which it
was. He stripped off his clothes, wondering if Leiahad noticed the burned smell they had picked up from
the roasted packing cases.

Hetook aquick shower and hurried a bit through the drying cycle before dressing in fresh clothes.
Somehow, the familiar ritual of getting cleaned up for dinner settled him down, |et theworry drain out of
him. The old cockiness seemed to flow back into him, and the fretful worries of ahusband and father
seemed like they belonged to another man. Let NRI chase shadows and play at spies. All they were
redly asking him to do was behave naturally, do what he would have done anyway. And after all, this
was Cordliathey weretalking about.

Hishometurf. He knew hisway around. let the probe droid lurk about. He didn't know anything
anyway. Right now the biggest challenge he faced was in getting the shields on the Falcon back up to

Speed.
Amazing how getting cleaned up could improve your whole outlook. Everything was going to befine.

Han headed back out to the living room and settled himsdlf down in hisfavorite chair just as Chewie
emerged from the refresher. Chewie gestured at the chair and gave Han aderisive little burbling noise.

"All right, S0 I'm getting allittle soft. Isthere some grand crimein liking acomfortable chair?"

Chewie didn't answer-but Han could not help notice that the Wookiee declined to take a seat himsdlf.
Han grinned and shook his head. Even after al these years, he was never quite sure what the Wookiee
would decide to get competitive about.

Leiacame back into the room. "I told the kitchen droids to go ahead and get dinner on the table. They
can reheet it for the kids. Maybe adinner or two of overcooked food will teach them to get here on
time." Han was about to reply when he heard the gpartment's outer door opening. "Looks like they'rein
just under thewire," he said. He could hear youthful voices and abit of giggling and the sound of small
feet, but it was not his children who appeared at the living-room entrance, but his brother-in-law. Han
had clean forgotten that L uke was egting with them tonight.



"Sorry we're late," Luke said as he camein. "I walked in on the kids trying to burn down the palace
again. We had to have alittletak. | sent them to go wash up.”

"What wasit thistime? Anything we need to know about?' Leiaasked.

Luke hesitated before he answered. "Weve dready sorted out apunishment. If | tell you, you might fedl
obligated to reopen negotiations' And that might end up getting usall aworseded," Lelasaid. "All right.
Tell meinaday or two, once the dust has settled.”

Han, sitting back in hisfavorite chair, couldn't help but smile. Lelaand Luke's sde of the family might be
the highand-mighty, important one, al strong in the Force and busy in palitics, but it was obviousthat his
children took after him. So what if that did mean the little monsters were a constant source of
aggravation?

It seemed asif none of his children was happy unlessthey were a hairbreadth from some sort of disaster.
He had lost count of the times they had "experimented” with their uncle Luke'slightsaber. Rulesdid not
st limits for the children of Han Solo-they represented chalenges. Han smiled, thinking back on afew
moments from his own childhood. It pleased him no end to see so much of himsdf in hischildren.

The twins, Jacen and Jaina, were more overt troublemakers than Anakin would ever be. Anakin wasa
dreamier child, seemingly off in hisown little world, but that was deceptive. He was cgpable of causing at
least as much damage as the other two put together. It was just that Anakin never seemed to notice the
chaos he caused-while the twins absolutely reveled init.

At that moment the children came tumbling into the room, the twins just alittle ahead of Anakin.
"Comeon," Han said as he stood up. "Let'sgo in to dinner.”
CHAPTER THREE

Famlly hamis Gleasry, agent of the Human League, sat in his hidden bunker, deep in the bowels of
Coruscant, an d checked his detectors one more time. He came up with nothing once again. The probe
droid had vanished utterly, and was not responding to any call codes.

Phamisfretted to himsalf, knowing just how costly and difficult it could be to get probe droids, even
obsolete ones.

Y es, you expected to lose a certain amount of equipment.

That was part of the fortunes of war. But he could not imagine the Hidden Leader would be exactly
pleased to learn the droid had vanished.

But still, the droid's task had been secondary. The redl task-of getting to Skywalker-was yet to come.
Everything had been carefully timed, the sequence of events worked out most precisely. The Hidden
Leader's plan afforded only a narrow window of timefor Pharnis. It would have to be after the moment
Organa Solo took off for Corelliaand before the planned demondtration. If he delivered the message too
soon, Organa Solo could dude thetrap. If he delivered the message too late, al of the Hidden Leader's
other plansmight well fall apart.

It was agrave respongbility. And truth to tell, Phamis had not felt completely up to it even before the loss
of the probe droid.



* * * |t was not ahappy med, Jainathought. There was something in the air, something unsettled and
nervous. Jainawas not as good as Jacen at sensing such things, but it seemed to her that, somehow, her
father was at the center of it. Something was going on with him, something that got Mom upset, and even
had Chewbaccaalittle edgy.

Jainawanted to ask what was wrong, but thought better of it. If the grown-ups wanted to pretend
everything wasfine, she could do the same thing, even if she did not know what the problem was.

Besides, there was another question preying on her mind, one occasioned by the droid they had just
blown up. They had built it to get out of doing work they didn't want to do, work that the grown-ups
didn't let droids do for the kids.

But suppose even the regular droids weren't around? She and Jacen would get stuck doing even more
chores. What if the droids weren't coming on the trip?

"Dad? Are we taking R2-D2 and C-3PO to Corellia?

Jaina asked as she stabbed at another bite of food.

Her father Sghed, gave her mother ameaningful glance, and got the dightest of nodsin return. Jainaknew
what that meant: Mom was on his sde with thisone. She ingtantly regretted having raised the question.
Bad tactical error.

There was dways the chance of getting around Mom or Dad, but she should have known there was no
hope at al when they presented a united front.

"Weve been through thisadozen times," Han said.

“One, you kids are getting way too dependent on the droids to take care of you. Two, therewon't realy
be room for them on the Falcon. Three, | don't like having droids around in generd. Four, | especidly
don't like them on my ship.

| don't carry them if | don't haveto.

"But-" Han pointed awarning finger at Jainaand cut her off.

"Andfive, I'm your father, and that'sfina.”

"| should think now was not exactly the moment for you kidsto be asking for more droid favors," Uncle
Luke said, nodding his head amost imperceptibly toward the compartment down the hal with the melted
results of their failed experiment init. | was going to talk about the other matter with your parents later,
but now you've raised the subject.

Of coursg, if you redly want me to discussit with them here and now-"

"No, no, that'sfine," Jacen said in hunried tones. "No need to bother. The droids aren't coming. Fine.
Fine"

Jainagave her twin brother adirty look. Just like him to retreet like that. But ill, what else could he do?
The grown-ups had won this round, and no doubt. Even so, there was till alittle part of her that couldn't



go down without afight. Shewas il alittle mad and embarrassed about being caught by Uncle Luke.
The temptation to stir things up on another front wasirresigtible. "Maybe there'd be room for the droidsiif
we didn't have to take the dumb old Falcon,” Jainahaf mumbled, glaring at her plate.

There was amoment of utter silence around the table, and Jainaknew, even asthe last words were
leaving her mouth, just how big amistake she had just made. She looked up to see everyone, even little
Anakin, gtaring a her. She stole aglance at her twin brother and saw him shaking his head at her in mute

exasperation.

"Y ou know how much that ship meansto your father,”" her mother said, using the coldly reasonable tone
of voice that was somehow worse than the loudest yelling. ™Y ou also know that the Falcon has saved the
lives of half the people around this table, some of them many times over.

And I know you know that we know you know. So | can only assume you said something that spiteful
and insulting with the deliberate intent of being disrespectful to your father. Am | correct?"

Jaina opened her mouth to deny it dl-but then she caught Uncle Luke's eye, and knew there was no point
to it. For that matter, her mother had the same sKkillsin truth sensing as Uncle Luke. That would bethe
onefacet of her ahilitiesin the Force that her mother would have practiced.

Lifewould have been alot easier if she could fib to her parents the way other kids could. But asit was,
therereally wasn't any point. ™Y ou're correct,” Jaina said, not quite able to keep a sulky tone out of her
voice.

"Inthat case, | think it isjust about time for you to go to your room, young lady.”
llBut_ll

"But nothing," Han said. That did it for Jaina. There was no paint in fighting againgt her father when he
used that tone of voice. She got up from the table and stalked to the room she shared with her brothers,
gtill pouting and annoyed at them all-even though she knew, deep in her heart of hearts, that it wasal her
own fault.

That wasthe other problem with dl this Jedi business.
Y ou couldn't even tdll fibsto yoursdlf.

* * * Therest of the meal did not go much better after Jalnawas sent to bed, Leiathought. There was
sort of achain reaction whenever they punished one of the twins. The other twin would get edgy, and ask
to be excused, so asto dip away to commiserate with the prisoner. Then Anakin would notice something
was wrong and want to go see what was up. Send one child away, and al three would be gone from the
table in ten minutes. Usudly the adults managed to have apleasant med afterward by themsdves, and
enjoyed the peace and quiet. Not tonight. Han was rdentlessy pretending everything wasfine, chewie
was being even less convincing, and Luke was doing his best to go aong with the charade.

"Looking forward to thetrip to Corellia?" Luke asked, plainly trying to make conversation.
"Hmm9 Oh yesh Absolutely " Han replied "It's going to be great. Wish you could come dong.”

"It'stempting,” Luke said. "But | promised Lando that I'd help him with some sort of secret project of
his"



"Y egh, he mentioned something about that," Han said.

"Any hint about whet it might be?’

Luke shook his head. "Not aword. Just that it might take afew weeks."
"Well, | can't wait to see what he's gotten himself into thistime."

"Meneither," Luke said. "Oh, Leia, by the way, peaking of secrets, I'm supposed to have a meseting
with Mon Mothmatomorrow evening. She wouldn't tell me what she wanted, either. Nothing but
classfied missonsfor me, | guess.”

Han gave Luke a strange look, and had to force asmile.
"Y eah, red hush-hush suff," he said.

At last Lelacouldn't stand it anymore. "Excuse me, shesaid. "I redly have somework | haveto do
tonight.”

She got up from the table, not redlly caring how lame the excuse sounded, and hurried dong to her study.
She closed the door and dapped the override on the light control before the automatics could brighten
the room too much. She edged thelights up just atrifle from minimum.

Letit stay diminhere.

Of course, the sad part was that work wasn't actually an excuse. There was aways some bottomless pit
of work, no matter how much she delegated. Leialet out asigh and crossed to her desk. The desk light
tund itself on, ashaft of light bright and clear, and shelé&ft it that way. She sat in the darkness, on the edge
of apool of light, and found that she could not bring hersdlf to deal with even one of the vital documents
that covered her desk.

Why should such atiny dinneflime scuffle upset her so much? She knew that most of it was the underlying
tension at the table, but there was more to it than that. There were times, and this was one of them, when,
for no clear reason & dl, the whole idea of motherhood, of the job of molding her childreninto civilized
humans, seemed suddenly terrifying.

She saw now just how much of her childhood had been spent being told to be quiet and not to fidget
during state dinners, being congtantly handed off to nannies and guardians when her father was too busy.
She had had far more meals with the droids and servants than with Bail Organa.

And what childhood she did have had not |asted very long.

She had till been in her teens when she found herself getting pulled deeper and deeper into palitics. It
had been ared accomplishment to become a senator as young as she hadbut the accomplishment was
purchased by surrendering the last of her childhood, the last of her innocence. Only now, as she looked
at the world through her children's eyes, did sheredize just how steep a price that had been.

Han never did say much about his own childhood, or about much of anything concerning hislife before
leaving Cordlia Luke had come the closest of any of them to having anormal upbringing. He had been
raised on Tatooine, thinking afarm couple, Owen and Beru Lars, were hisaunt and uncle. But hisearly



life had been just asisolated as Leids, in itsown way. A moisture farm must have been pretty londly
placefor achild to grow up on, evenin norma circumstances-and circumstances had been far from
normdl.

Owen and Beru had posed as Luke's uncle and aunt. As best Leia understood, they had been kind to
Luke, but in adistant sort of way. There had never been the closeness, the warmth, Leilawanted for her
own children.

It didn't escape Leids notice that neither she nor her brother had actually been adopted by the people
who raised them. Circumstances had required a certain degree of subterfuge, of well-intended deception,
of careful distance for everyone's protection. Foster daughter and purported nephew were the closest
tiesLeiaand Luke could claim.

There was another piece of knowledge, guilty knowledge, that gnawed at Leias conscience, and, she
had no doubt, at Luke'saswell. Each had been the unwitting, unwilling agent of death for the people who
had raised them. The planet of Alderaan was chosen as afit target for destruction by the Death Star in
large part because it was Leia's home, and Owen and Bern had been killed by Imperia stormtroopers as
they searched for the droids Luke had.

With al that baggage to carry around, it was scarcely surprising that Leiawas determined that her family
would be afamily, and not just a collection of strangers who happened to share some ancestors. Nor
wasit ever far from her mind that the children of powerful or prominent families often found themsdlves
as players-or worse, pawns-In complicated power struggles. Even if her children were not going to
inherit her office or her powers, they were till the next generation of what came closeto being the
Republic'sroyd family.

Likeit or not, intended or not, her children were, in effect, the second generation of adynasty. It did not
take much imagination to see the dangersin that. The temptations of power and wealth could be strong.
Suppose that, somehow, they proved stronger than family ties?

Suppose, twenty years from now, Anakin were plotting to gain some advantage over Jacen? Suppose
some untrustworthy adviser urged Jacen to push his brother and sister out of the way of some glittering
prize?

It seemed impossible-but history wasllittered with such tales.

But there was more, and worse. That her children were strong in the Force was, beyond doubt, a great
gift. But it was aso agreat danger. It was never far from Lelas mind that Darth VVader, her father, her
children's grandfather, had likewise been strong in the Force-and had been destroyed by the dark side.
The day would dawn, no doubt, when each of her children would have to face the dark sde. Thevery
ideaterrified leia k made her fear that they might someday bicker with eacti other over money or power
seem utterly trivid.

Every little outburst of childhood surliness, every momentary black mood, every childish temptation to tell
an obviousfib, scared her to death. It wasillogicdl, irrational, but she could never stop hersdlf from
wondering if thisbit of childish naughtiness or that bit of youthful bad judgment wasdly achild
succumbing to some temptation of the dark side of the Force.

4n theory, that was not sup~ to be possible. Jedi lore held that childish innocence was a bulwark against
the dark side. But Jedi lore dso held it dl but unheard of for any child to display the ability and Strengthiin
the Force that her children exhibited.



The dangers were grest, but it seemed to her there was but one defense againgt both dangers, adefense
so commonplace that it almost seemed absurd that it could triumph over such mighty forces, but thereit
was. The best she could do wasto raise her children well.

Leia Organa Solo was bound and determined that her children would reach adulthood with their
characters strong and firm and honest, their family ties solid, with love in their hearts for each other. If that
meant being strict with her children, or sending Jainato bed straight from dinner, or refusng them droid
servants, then so beit.

lela propped her elbows up on the desk and rubbed her eyes. Shewas just too tired, that wasal. A
minor dinnertime squabble should not induce this much worry. 1t would be good to get away, take arest.

It was afineideaof Han'sfor them al to go to Corelliafor afamily vacation before the trade conference.
It would be wonderful to have some peace and quiet.
** Brilliant move tonight, Jaina," said Jacen as he got into his bed and pulled the covers up.

"l didn't meanto doit", Jainareplied as she got into her own bed on the other side of the room. "Room,
lightsto-deep mode,” she sad.

Thelightslowered, with the only illumination coming from the dim night-light in Anakin's adjoining acove.
The three children could have had their own rooms, of course, and had even tried that arrangement at
times, but had soon discovered they were too used to being together. The present aarangement of one
big shared room, with Anakin just dightly off to one side, suited everyone best. Besides, they were going
to be abit crowded on the Falcon. They might aswell get used to it.

Neither of them spoke, and the roon WaS quiet for amoment. The twins could hear Anakin's gentle,
rhythimic bresthing. Their little brother was aready adeep.

Jacen found himsdlf in athoughtful mood as he stared up at the darkened ceiling. "Aren't you being kind
of easy on yoursdf?'

"What do you mean?"' Jainaasked.

"You didn't mean it, so it doesn't count,” he said. "It's not what you mean to do that matters. It'swhat you
actualy do." That sounded alittle preachy, especidly considering that he had been tempted to use the
didn't-mean-it defense himsalf a couple of hours before. But it seemed to Jacen that being tempted and
not doing whatever it was counted for something. "Anyway, you did mean to cause trouble, and you
know it.".

"Now you're starting to sound like Uncle Luke," Jainasaid.

"I could do worse," Jacen said, noting that his Sster hadn't denied the charge of ddliberate troublemaking.
"Uncle Lukeis pretty smart. But if it'sany help, | don't think it wasdl your, fault tonight. They were
aready upset before we camein.

"Yeah," Janaagreed. "They were al worked up over something.”

"And everyone was making believe there was nothing going on," Jacen said.



"Including us," Jaina pointed out. "We didn't say anything either, and we could tdll. The only one who
wasn't pretending was Anakin.

"Don' forget, he let Uncle Luke think he didn't have anything to do with the droid,” Jainasaid. "Hée'sthe
best actor of dl of us. We knew Anakin was the one that built the droid, and we still couldn't tell if he
was pretending with Uncle Luke. Maybe Anakin was putting us on, or maybe he didn't even know what
hedid."

"I hadn't thought of that," Jacen said. But Anakin was an old, familiar mystery. They were used to the fact
that he was incomprehensible. " So what do you think iswrong?" Jacen asked as he sed up into the cool,
quiet dark. "With the grown-ups, | mean.”

"Noidea," Janasaid. Her sheetsrustled as she turned over on her side. "But my guessisthat Dad knows
something he doesn't want to tell Mom or Uncle Luke.”

Jacen turned toward her aswell and propped his head up on his hand. He could just make her out in the
dmlight.

She was facing him, mirroring hisown pose. "Do you think it'sared big ded?' he asked her. "Or just
some dumb poalitics thing that doesn't redly matter?”

"I don't know. But whatever it is has something to do with us. Mom and Dad never act that weird unless
they're worried about usthree little darlings.”

"That'sfor sure," Jacen agreed. "They sure do worry."

Jaina chuckled softly as she turned over on her other side to go to deep. "Come on, Jacen,” she said, her
voice abit muffled by the pillow. "If you were our parents, wouldn't you worry?'

Jacen rolled back onto his back and stared at the ceiling.
He had to admit that she had a point.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Dangers of

Peace n degp space, far from any inhabited system, asmdl, solitary star hung in the firmament. It had no
name, but only a code number, astring of digitsto identify it on the celestia charts. Star Number TD-
10036-EM- 1271 had no planets to speak of, only afew debris belts that had never coalesced into
worlds of any size. It had no resources that were not available someplace € se, and was not of any
particular aesthetic or scientific importance. In short, there was no good reason for anyone to bother with
it-and no one did.

Therewere quite literaly billions of sarslikeit inthe galaxy, and it was of asze and age and type aswell
understood as any. Any astrophysicist worth hisor her or its sat anywhere in the New Republic would
have been able to make several very basic measurements of that star, and report back immediately on its
age, the course of its development, and the pattern of its future evolution.

And al of the astrophysicists would have been wrong.



Many light-years away, hidden deep in the Corellian System, a secret team of techniciansand
researcherswas seeing to that. They had been working for along time, but soon their efforts would besr
fruit. Soon the energies of their machines would reach acrossthe gars.

Soon they would change everything.

* * Luke drew himsalf up and took adeep breath before he pressed the door annunciator at Mon
Mothmas quarters.

He had learned to respect many beingsin the galaxy over the years, but Mon Mothmaheld a specia
placein his esteem. Perhaps it was because of her seeming ordinariness, her quiet, backstage approach

tothings.

Pwple who had not been paying attention might easily think that she had played, a be<t, arather minor
rolein recent gaactic history. She had commanded no fleets, fought no battles. She had no strange
powers, or mysterious past, or remarkable talent.

Shewas nothing more, and nothing less, than abrave, intdligent, ordinary human being, ahuman being
who had pressed and prodded the Rebd Alliance into being. More than any other single person, she had
created the New Republic itsdlf.

If that did not rate respect, even from a Jedi master, Luke did not know what did. He pressed the
annunciator and the door did silently open. Mon Mothma stood just inside the entrance. She nodded to
him and smiled. " Greetings, Jedi Master. Welcome to my home. Please comein.”

"Thank you, malam," Luke said. It seemed to him that "maam” wasn't much of away to addressa
person of such importance, but Mon Mothma had never been much for titles or honorifics.

Luke stepped inside, and looked about with interest. He had, of course, known Mon Mothmafor yesars,
but he had been in her home only ahandful of times.

Mon Mothmals current quarters resembled the woman hersafuiet, unassuming, yet with an air of steady
confidence. There waslittle furniture, but every piece wasfinely crafted, graceful and yet sturdy,
everything perfectly matched to everything e se, in muted shades of ivory and white. The room gavethe
appearance of being larger than it actualy was. No doubt ikat was at least in part an effect of Smple
contrast. Most homes of the high-ranking families of Coruscant were cluttered with bric-a-brac, gaudy
souvenirs and collectibles from every world of the New Republic.

It was something of arelief to find ahome that did not resemble a crowded and badly organized
musaum.

"| am pleased you could come and visit me, Jedi Master,” Mon Mothma said.

Why in spacewas she, of al people, addressng him by his most formal title?"| am pleased to come,"
Lukereplied.

"l anglad,” Mon Mothmasaid. "Please take a sedt.”

Luke sat down in asevere-looking stiff-backed chair, and was surprised to find that it was much more
comfortable than it looked. He did not speak. His host was capable of speaking her mind without



prompting from him.

Mon Mothmatook a seat opposite Luke and looked at him with an gppraising eye. "Tell me of your
current circumstances, Jedi Master.”

Luke was taken aback by the question. Then heredlized it was no question at al, but acommand. After
all, why should she ask when she knew the answer aswell as he did? She was the former chief of state.
She had accessto dl sorts of information, and had always followed L uke's career with particular interest.
"Well, maam, asyou know, the Jedi academy isnow well established. | till visit from timeto time there,
but the students are progressing well and the first class has reached the point where they should be
learning on their own, and, indeed, some now spend as much time teaching the second and third class as
they do learning.

"S0 you are not needed there.
"Not full-time, no. To be there too much at this stage would be to distract from the process of learning.”
"S0 it goes degper than your not being needed. Y ou choose to stay away so you will not interfere.”

It was not the most diplomatic way of expressing the thought, but it was true enough. "That is one way to
put it, yes."

"So what are you doing with yoursdf?'

Luke shifted in his seet, and found that it now seemed far less comfortable than it had before. He had not
expected this sort of interrogation. But even if the questions were awkward, a Jedi spoke the truth. And
even if the questions were a bit more intrusive than was polite, even anon-Jedi would find it hard to lie or
even shade the truth-when looking Mon Mothmasdtraight in the eye. "l find that | have not been doing a
great ded,” Luke said.

"No grand crusades? No desperate battles or heroic missions?'

"No, nothing likethat," Luke said, starting to fed abit annoyed. Revered figure or not, she had no right to
be so rudeto him.

"Of course not,” she said. "We're at peace.”" She smiled and laughed in atired sort of way. "That'sthe
problem with peace,”" she said. "No crigs. No trouble. No adventure. Which means there's not much
need for people who are good at dedling with crisisand trouble. There'sjust no call for adventurersthese
days. Or for revolutionaries either. Do you know, Jedi Master, that | haven't been doing a great dedl
mys=if in recent days?'

Thereredly didn't seem much Luke could say in reply to that, and Mon Mothma didn't ssemto be
expecting an answver anyway. He kept slent.

"Y ou are wise to say nothing, Jedi Master," Mon Mothmasaid. "Y ou have no ideawhy | have called you
here, or what the point of al this uncalled-for rudeness could be. Wdll, | shdl tell you." She stood up and
crossed the room to the opacified window. She touched the controls and the window turned transparent.

Coruscant's sun was setting in aglory of redsand yellowsthat lit up the sky. A spacecraft heading for
orbit streaked up through the blaze of light, and reached for the night.



"Perhaps | had them put my quarters on the wrong side of the building,” she said. "Every day | seethe
sunset, but never the sunrise. The symbolism isabit too much for me at times. Every day | look out this
window and am reminded that my day isover. | know that | have done good, that | have left my mark on
the galaxy. | know that it iseven possiblethat | will be of service someday inthefuture. Yet | cannot
imagine that the future will offer up any challengeslike the ones| confronted in the past. Praise be for
that, but it leaves me at loose ends. It is-unsettling-to have my lifeswork ended before my lifeis. Do you
ever fed that way?"

Luke could think of nothing to say. Mon Mothiriaturned away from the window and looked toward him.
"If you do fed that way, it must be harder for you than for me. My day ispast,” shesaid again, "but | am
an old woman. At my time of life, | find that, at least at times, | welcome the prospect of peace, of quit,
of leisure and privacy. The restlessness, the urgency of youth have burned themselves away, and | can
enjoy my lifeasitis"

Mon Mothmalooked directly into his eyes. "But what of you?' she asked. "What of the Jedi Master?|
fear | know the answer."

"And what isthe answver?' Luke asked.

"That your liféswork isindeed done aswell,” Mon Mothmasaid. "Y ou have fought your wars. Y ou
have saved countless lives, liberated any number of worlds, fought great battles. Y ou have restored the
Jedi Knights. Now dl that work is done and yet you are ayoung man till.

"You grew up in wartime, and thewars are over. History tells usthat peacetimeis often not very easy for
wariors.

They don't fitin. In plain words, Luke Skywaker, what will you do now?'

"I don't know," Luke said. "There arethings| could do, but-well, maybe the reason I've been at loose
endsfor awhileisjudt that I've been trying to find things to keep busy. Things| could do. Not things that
| wanted to do, or things that needed to be done." His protest sounded hollow.

Mon Mothmanodded thoughtfully. "That al sounds very familiar,” she said. "But that isthe problem.
What could compare with what we have donein the past, you and 17"

"I don't know," Luke said. "It sounds like you might have some ideas, though."

"Well, it does strike me that another member of your family has faced the same problem,” said Mon
Mothma.

"That person seemsto have dedt with it."

"I'd say that Han ismore at loose endsthan | am™ Luke said. "I don't think | want to look to him for an
example”

"It was not Han that | wasthinking of. But just in passing, | wouldn't worry about him. He might be
having aquiet spell for the moment, but somehow | don't think the universeislikely to leave him donefor

long."

"That's true enough, | suppose.”



"I wasthinking of another member of your family who a so faced the same Situation, the same trangtion
from war to peace. She did rather well for hersdlf.” Luke frowned thoughtfully. "Lela? | hadn't even
thought of her."

"My point exactly,” Mon Mothmasaid.

"But it'sdifferent for Leig," Luke said. " She was doing the same sort of diplomatic and political work
she's doing now even before the war. And after the war, shejust kept going on with it until-" Mon
Mothma smiled. "Until she got my job. | was glad to let thework go, of course, but there aretimes | miss
it.

And | might add that it'sajob that suitsLeia"

"| don't know that it'sthe sort of job that would suit me, if that'swhat you're getting at. I'm just not good
at that sort of thing. | don't think I'd likeit."

"Lelashowsfew signs of enjoying her work-but sheisgood at it. I'probably better than | was. But tell
me-what sort of aJedi isLeia?"'

Mon Mothma asked, changing the subject again with startling abruptness.

Lnke looked up in surprise. Once again, Mon Mothmasurely knew the answer aswell ashedid. But he
could tell shewas not looking for a pat answer. She wanted L uke to hear himsdlf answer. " She hasthe
innate skills, theinborn taent,” he said carefully. "That much is obvious. But there has dways been some
other demand on her time, that prevented her from pursuing a course of dedicated instruction.

That has cost her part of her potentia. Even so, if she applied hersdlf, starting now, and studied full-time,
she could, intime, have very closeto my degree of ability."

"But at present she has nowhere near your leve of sill in the ways of the Force,” Mon Mothmasaid.
" She has not made the most of her gifts.”

" She has not yet made the most of them. She il could,” Luke said, with abit more passion than he had
intended.

"If she gave up dl the other demands on her time, and studied the ways of the Force, she could develop
her illstremendoudy.”

"Do you see any chance of that happening?'

Luke shook his head dowly. "No," he said. " She has made her choices dready. Her career in politics put
too many demands on her. Besides which, she hasthree childrentoraise.”

"Yet it has dways been aregret to her-and to youthat she has not devel oped her skillsmore. Andif | am
not mistaken, the issue has been the cause of gentle and repeated reproaches from you?”

"Wl yes"

"Do you find it upsetting that your sister has great gifts and has not devel oped them? That she has not
made use of them? Do you find it something close to a scandal ous waste?!



Lukeraised his head and looked Mon Mothma straight in the eye. The truth. That was what she wanted
to getand, he redlized, what he wanted to give. Thetruth, solid and clear. "Yes" hesadinadow, firm
voice."Yes, | do."

"Then, Luke Skywalker, | suggest you consider the fact that some mirrorsreflect both ways." Suddenly
there was nothing remotely gentle or subdued about her voice or her manner.

"Excuse me, maam?' Luke asked. It occurred to him that he had had difficulty reading Mon Mothmas
emotions since he had comein here.

Her calm manner had hidden a subject about which shefelt great passion. "I don't understand.”

"I have heard it time and time again, from al sorts of people,” she said, somewhat testily. "How the two
of you are twins, how you each inherited the same potential, but only one of you made use of it, while the
other chose to do something else, something less. People say what ashameit is. And dwaysitisLea
Organa Solo, the chief of state of the Republic, that they talk about that way. The chief of state, and they
whisper that she has not done enough with hersdlf!”

"What'syour point?* Luke asked, feding histemper starting to flare.

"My pointisthat | think it islong past timefor you to consider that L uke Skywalker made some choices
aswell.

Itislong past timeto reflect on the fact that you have talents and potential you have never developed.”
"For ingance?' Luke said.

"If Lelahas potentia in the Force because you, her brother, have shown you do, doesit not follow that
you have potential in other areas because Leia, your sister, has shown she does? She has become a
leader, a stateswoman, a politician, aspouse, and a parent. Sheis building the New Republic even as she
israising anew generation of Jedi.

"Let uslook inthe mirror again,” Mon Mothmasaid.

"The Republicisin need of anew generation of politica leadership. | don't know whether you redlizeit or
not, but it isal but inevitable that you will enter politics, whether you likeit or not."

"Me?' Luke asked. "But I'm-"

"A hero of the Rebdlion. Y ou're famous throughout the Republic, and on hundreds of worlds outsideit.
The various powers-that-be will not be able to resst someone as well known, or aswell liked, or well
respected, as yoursdf will be aninevitablefoca point of political maneu” the yearsto come.”

"But I'maJedi Knight," Luke protested. terl can't go into politics. Besides, | don't Mon Mothmasmiled.
"How much r has consisted of what you wanted to dr' -6 “when the Jedi, what | most wanted to talk with
you about. What are the Jedi to become?”

"I'm sorry," Luke said. "I don't understand what you mean.” It seemed to him that the whole conversation
had been little more than riddles of one sort or another. If the Jedi were the most important thing on her
agenda, why had she waited until now to bring them up? Asfor her question, the Jedi were-Jedi. What
elsewould they be?



"All right,” Mon Mothmasaid. "L et me put it another way. In the yearsto come, asthe Jedi grow from a
handful of studentsinto an order of thousands of Knights, will they set themsaves up asan dlite
priesthood or as aband of champions? Are they to be cut off from the people by privilege and mystique,
answerable to themsalves done? Or will they act in the service of the people, be intimately bound to the
people? Will they be part of the people, the citizenry, or outside them?"

Luke had never considered the question in quite that way before. "It's obvious what answer you want,"
he said, "but | think it'sthe answer | would choose no matter what. It seemsto me that an order of Jedi
that isolated itself from the population would be avery dangerous thing indeed. It would be very easy to
forget theways of ordinary folk if you never experienced the thingsthey did."

"Precisdly,” Mon Mothmasaid. "1 believe, and believe strongly, that the Republic needs Jedi that get their
hands dirty, that are part of the Republic'sdaily life. Jedi that live in ivory towers might be more
dangerous than no Jedi at dl. Y ou need look no further than our very recent history to seethat it has
been the Dark Jedi that have sought isolation. To be aJedi of the Light, a Jedi must be onewith the
people. There must be a Jedi on every planet, a Jedi in every city-not afew planetsfull of Jedi and
nothing else.

There must be Jedi doing what ordinary folk do, Jedi who are ordinary folk. There must be Jedi doctors
and judges and soldiers and pilots-and politicians.”

"And you believe that my path will guide meinto politics” Luke said.

"Yes. If for no other reason than because it isyour duty to set an example-and you have dways been a
daveto duty. If you wander off to brood on a hilltop somewhere, your followerswill head off to find their
own hillsto brood on. If you are out in the world, 0, too, will they follow that example.”

"l seeyour point,” Luke conceded, none too happily.

Setting a good example was a laudable reason for most things, but was not one that made the heart beat
fast with excitement. But Mon Mothma had a point-excitement was going to bein short supply for a
while-and for the genera population, that was, perhaps, no bad thing. "Do you redly think I'll get pulled
that deeply into politics?'

"| certainly have no way to seeinto the future,” she said. "I cannot see your path. But people will 1ook for
leaders, and | believe they will look to you."

"l supposeit ispossble" Luke conceded.

"Itishighly probable. Probable enough that you should consider the Situation in advance.”

"But I've never been interested in power," Luke said.

"I'm not going to wake up one morning and decide to run for office."

"No, of course not. But that is not how it will happen.

Someone-1 don't know who, or when, or how many, or why-will cometo you, seeking not aleader, but

achampion. Someone who will ask you to take up their cause, speak on their behdf, fight for their rights.
Y ou are not interested in power-but could you resist acdl for hep?'



"No," Luke sad, something haf-regretful in hisvoice.

Mon Mothmawas right. It was exactly the sort of approach he would find impossibleto resst. "No, if
someone put it that way, of course I'd have to say yes.”

"And sooner or later someone will put it that way. The question then isif you are to become ared leader,
or just afigurehead.”

"I beg your pardon?' Luke said.

"Will you be afigurehead?' Mon Mothmaasked again.

"Will you know the craft of leadership, of negotiating when you should and of making difficult decisons
when you must? Or will you be full of good intentions but ill trained and ill prepared to function in the
world of politics, so that others must guide and control-and manipulate-you? If you areto be ared
leader for the people, you must prepare for the job, just asyou prepared to be a Jedi. Y ou must undergo
thetraining that Lela underwent while you were learning your Jedi kills™

There was an unmistakable hint of reproach in her tone, if not in her words. Leiawas learning kv doing
the boring, necessary drudge work while you were out having exciting adventures. She did not say it, but
Luke got the message.

"There's been alittle more to what 1've done than fun and games," he said.

"Yes, of course. Y ou have, beyond question, served the Republic well, even heroicdly. But history
MOoves on.

Times change. Tomorrow's gdaxy will demand new and different things of us. It istime that you found
waysto act as aleader, anegotiator, a spokesman for those with no voice. You will beaguideor a
commander or amentor.

Now comesthe day of the people marching together. Will you be at the head of the parade?’

"l supposeyoureright,” Luke said, though he didn't fed very convinced. "But eveniif | wanted to do
what you say, there wouldn't be much | could do about it. Not much isgoing on.”

"Yes," Mon Mothmasaid, smiling again. "Very few opportunities for dynamic leadership are presenting
themselves at the moment. That's what happensin peacetime.

Inaway, peaceisthewhole problem.”
"How could peace be aproblem?’ Luke asked.

"Pease, don't get mewrong,” Mon Mothmasaid. "War isaterrible business, and | hope it never comes
again. But there are waysin which war issmple and clear aspeacerardly is.

"Inwar, the enemy isclear, and heis outside your group. All of your friends and alies must come
together for survival. In peacetime, there isno enemy. There are merely people who vote againgt you on
thisissue, and side with you on that proposa.



"We fought the Empirein the name of liberty and justice.

But now our task isto make liberty and justice redl. We are now seeking to correct wrongs that would
have seemed trivia in the old days. There was no time to worry about the fine points of fair legidation
when we were about to get our throats cut.

"Peacetime is complicated, murky. We could win the war by blowing up aDeath Star or two-but we can
only win the peace by building new space stations, new houses, new cities. That isnot a question of
largess or generosity. if we do not rebuild, there will be new unrest, new disturbances, and new war. In
peacetime, you cannot win by destroying, but only by building-and it isawaysfar easer to destroy. That
isquite literdly alaw of nature.

"Rebuilding isdow, painstaking, work, unsuited to awarrior's mentality. That isthereal problem, for
people like you and me. We became addicted to the tirrills, the challenges, of war, and now they are
gone. There are those who will be tempted to tir up trouble just for the sake of having some excitement.”

"| doubt that isso, Mon Mothma," said Luke. "There will aways be perilsand chalenges. The universeis
adangerous place. And | aso don't know that | am addicted to such things. | could live the rest of my life
quite happily if no one ever tried to kill me again.”

"Perhaps you areright, Luke Skywalker. But even if no task now calls out for you to serve asleader-be
ready for such achance when it comes. Seizeit, learn by it. Be not just a Jedi, not even just a Jedi
Master-but a Jedi leader.”

"I will consider your wonds,” Luke said, standing up and preparing to take hisleave.

"That isdl that | hoped for," shesaid. "But there is one other matter in which | hope you will indulge an
old woman." a"And what that might be?" Luke asked, abit warily.

"Y ou areto meet with Lando Cdrissian,” she said. "Heisgoing to ask you to assist you in a-project-of
his"

"Yes," Luke said, wondering, not for the first time, where she got her information. "That isso. But | do
not yet know what the project is."

"Ah," Mon Mothma said, smiling one moretime. "I thought you might not. It just so happensthat | do
know what heisup to. It isan unusua sort of project for Lando to undertake, but it does have that
grandiose dement to it.,' "And you wish meto talk him out of it."

"On the contrary, | would like you to offer him every assstance. That it is grandiose does not makeit ill
advised.

No. Help your friend. | believe that in doing so, you will do yourse(( grest good aswell." It was not until
sometime later, when he was out the door, that Luke redized that he hadn't quite managed to ask what
she had meant by that.

CHAPTER HVE Rough We come jeutenant Belindi Kaenda hesitated amoment before she activated
the cargo transport's lightspeed engines.

Thelittle ship hung in the dark between the star's, its navigation checks complete, dl syslemsready for the
final stage of the journey to Corellia. Once shefired up the engines, she was committed, with no way



back, no way out. That shouldn't have bothered her quite so much, but she knew what was going onin
the Cordlian System-at |east she knew as much as anyone from the outside did.

Shewasflying asmal, nondescript freighter, very carefully chosen by NRI tofit her profile of adightly
down on herluck trader. She carried avaried cargo from a halfdozen worlds, and the ship'slogs had
been expertly manipulated to show that she had ineed been to al those places. Bits of litter in thetrash
matched her previous ports of cdl. Theair filters even contained stray hairs and bits of shed skin and
cargp, al of which matched the various intelligent species of the worlds to which she had alegedly been.

But the thing that got her most nervous was the ddliberate flaw in the lightspeed engines. The
remodulating buffer heat sink wasjust about to go. The NRI technicians assured her that it would
function for exactly one more start-up, and then be blown by the heatpulse at shutdown. In short, her
hyperdrive would die just as she arrived in-system. They would not be able to throw her out of the
system, and they would more or less haveto alow her to land and get to the centra repair facility, where,
by al accounts, it took weeks, or even months, to get anything repaired, unless a bribe changed hands.
And Kaendawould just barely have enough to pay the standard repair costs-if she managed to sdll her
cargo.

In shon, she was going to be stranded for an indefinite period of time the moment she hit the Cordllian
System, hoping that the role of acargo pilot having arun of bad luck would be convincing enough to let
her escape detection.

Kaenda sincerdly wished that she could wait to go in until after Solo and his family had arrived to serve
asadiverson. But that was not to be. No one could make the two operations dovetail like that, for the
very smple reason that no one elsein NRI even knew about Solo. She had been doing abit of
fredancing there. It would be better for dl if no one-and she meant no one-knew about that plan. If one
thing was plainly clear from dl the things that had gone wrong recently, it was that somehow someonein
the Corellian System had done a very good job of penetrating NRI.

If she had cleared the Solo-as-diversion plan with her superiors, the odds would have been strong that
the Corellian opposition-whoever that was-would have learned about it dready, and thewhole plan
would have been wrecked before it got started.

Besdeswhich, she had at least managed to give Solo some sort of warning that something waswrong. It
would keep him on top of things, make sure he watched out for his children. They needed some sort of
protection. Leia Organa Solo had inssted that her family travel together, aone, before the trade summit.
Oncetheofficia part of thetrip got under way, the chief of state's security detail would have afree hand.
Until such time, they were on their owngiving the NRI plenty to sweat aboui.

Speaking of being on top of things, it was past timeto get her own little operation started.
But had it been compromised? There was the question.

If talking to Solo had been abit of fredlance enterprise, then setting up Kaenda's attempted infiltration
had been a one-hundred-percent standard-issue NRI operation. NRI prided itself on meticulous planning
and ateam effort. Normaly that was al to the good, but every member added to the prep team
increased the odds that the Cordllian source would have found something out.

Kaendawished she could change her coordinatesfor arrival in-system, but she knew that was
impossible. The Corellian Defense Forces Space Service had awell-earned reputation for jumpiness asit
was. If she arrived from hyperspace outside the authorized entry coordinates, they would go absolutely



wild. At best, she would attract ahell of alot of unwanted attention for hersdf. At worst, shewould get
blown out of the sky.

Maybe, just maybe, the fact that she had dawdled abit and was going to arrive afew hourslate would
throw off any hypothetica Space Service border guards. Maybe they would think she wasn't coming
after dl, and would give up and go home. Or maybe she was just giving them time to get into position for
the intercept.

There was nothing more she could do but activate the navicomputer, make the jump to light speed, and
hope to luck. Kalenda swallowed hard, flexed her hand atime or two, and pressed the button.

She watched through the freight's forward viewport as the stars flared off into starlines and her ship
legped into the unknown and unknowable darkness of hyperspace. Shelet off asigh of relief asthelast
of the stars winked out of existence behind her. She was safe, at least for the moment.

Unfortunately, her departure point was only alight-year out from the Corellian System, and she was not
going to stay safely hidden for long. She spent the short ride worrying about al the thingsthat could go
wrong on her missionor at least some of them. She would have needed alot more time to get through the
wholelid.

All too soon the navicomputer beeped its get-ready warning. Kaenda settled hersdlf in the pilot's chair
and wrapped her hands around the controls. Thiswasit. The navicomputer finished its countdown and
dropped her back into normal space.

The universe flared back into existence around her spacecraft. Kalenda saw Cordll, Corellias sun, right
where it ought to be. She checked her navigation displays and confirmed her position. Good. Good.
Right in the middle of the authorized approach lane, nicdly on coursefor Cordliaitsdf.

Maybe she was going to pull this off after al. All she had to do was play her assigned role and everything
would be fine. Speaking of which, it wastimeto contact Corellian Traffic Contral.

She switched on the comm system and punched in the proper frequency. "Cordlian Traffic Control, this
isFreighter PBY - 1457, on gpproach to Corellia. Requesting landing and berthing instructions and
permisson-" Wham! Something dammed her forward in her restraint harness, and her freighter
shuddered from amassive impact.

Kaendalunged for theflight controls. It couldn't be the buffer heat sink blowing dready. The techs had
promised it would be at least half an hour before it went. It had to bewWham! Another hit. That was no
interna explosion.

Someone was shooting at her. Even before she had completed the thought, she had flipped her freighter
into abarre roll and taken it into adive straight for the planet.

Therewas aflare of light off her port bow as the next shot went wide. She punched up aview from the
rear external cameraon her cabin display and risked apeek at it even as shejinked her freighter
Sdeways to dodge the next shot. A Pocket Patrol Boat, just as she had thought. If anything but a PPB
had made two hits on this old tub, shewouldn' ill bedive. A PPB wasavery smal singlepilot ship that
traded high speed for limited firepower. Of course, even the popgun on a PPB would be more than
enough to take out this unshielded, unarmed junk hegp if shetook enough hits.

Shejinked again, just in time to dodge the next shot.



Blast it dl! It was obvious they had been waiting for her.

Her cover had been blown before she even entered the system. She had to think, and think fast. She
couldn't outrun a PPB, and she couldn't outmaneuver it for long. She threw another random turn into her
flight path as she rushed for the planet. Could she bluff arun back toward hyperspace?

No, think! They obvioudy knew everything el se about her.

They'd have to know her hyperspace motors had been gimmicked. The bluff wouldn't fool anyone. She
couldn't enter hyperspace without the whole hyperspace engine blowing outWham! A bigger hit that time,
harder. Alarm bells started going off, and Kaenda could smell smoke and burning insulation. Dead. She
was dead if she played by therules.

Her freighter lurched suddenly as the number-three engine flared and died.

Kaendacut power to number three and diverted it to numbers one and two. No sense worrying about
engine overloads now. The PPB would stay on her tail and use her for target practice until it ruptured the
hull and got her dead. She couldn't reach the planet and she couldn't enter hyperspace without the buffer
heat sink exploding and dropping her right back outY es! That wasit. It was anear-suicidal plan, but
everything wasrelative, and staying here would be utterly suicidd.

She reached for the hyperspace controls with one hand as she flew the ship with the other. She cut off al
the safeties and overrides, cut the selector to manual, and stabbed in the activate button before she could
think of what she was doing. An uncaibrated, uncalculated jump into hyperspace this near aplanet was
nothing more than afancy way to kill hersdf, but if she stopped long enough to tell hersdf that, she would
already be dead.

No smooth trangition to light speed thistime, but alurching, horrific crash into hyperspace, as graceful as
damming the ship into abrick wall. The freighter started to tumble end over end, but Kalenda didn't even
try to stop it. Not whenBlam! With a horrible, shuddering explosion that sent the ship into new
paroxysms, the buffer heat sink blew.

The plan had been for it to give out quietly during the cooldown phase. But with the hyperdrive under
power, the heat Sink failed in far more spectacul ar fashion, detonating with amost enough energy to tear
the ship in two. The hull breached somewhere in the engine compartment, and air thundered &ft out into
space. The cockpit's hatch dammed shut automaticaly. Alarms were clanging everywhere, and Kalenda
hit the generd override button, cutting the darms off and killing power to dl systems.

With the heat Sink destroyed, it took lessthan ahalf second for the hyperdrive coilsto overheat and melt
down.

With an even more violent lurch, the freighter crashed back into norma space. At least Kalenda hoped it
was normal space. Plenty of ships had vanished from hyperspace over the millenniaand no one knew
where they had gone.

But Kaenda had more immediate concerns than what sort of space-time continuum she wasin. She had
to keep the ship from breaking up or blowing up. She needed to get the tumble under some sort of
control. It wasn't easy with half the atitude control system destroyed, but she managed to get rid of about
ninety-five percent of the tumble, leaving the ship in asort of dow, off-kilter barrd roll.



She checked her system displays and confirmed what she had aready suspected-the hyperdrive system
wasn't there anymore. It looked asif the number-one engine was out for good aswell. That left her the
number-two engine, with avery large question mark behind it. The cockpit displays said it was till there,
and Kalenda devoutly hoped they were telling the truth.

At lagt she had timeto look around and figure out where she was-and found that she had finally drawn a
least one piece of good luck. There, hanging round and lovely in the firmament, was Cordllia, the planet
haf in daytime and haf in night from thisangle. At aguess, she had managed to travel dl of afew
hundred thousand kilometersin hypergpace, and in something roughly like theright direction. At an
eyeball estimate, she was on the opposite side of the planet than she had started out from, and perhaps
twice asfar away from it. She could just as easily have been thrown completely out of the galaxy, or into
the dark between the ars.

Intheory at least, she ought to be able to get down to Corelliafrom here. If that one engine really was
dill in one piece, she il might get out of thisthing dive.

If shewereredty lucky, the Cordlianswould think she was dead.

Maybe the PPB pilot would get it wrong and report her ship had blown up instead of jumping into
hyperspace. Or maybe everyone wouldquite properly-assume the odds againgt surviving an uncontrolled
hyperspace jump were too high to worry about her surviving.

In any event, even on the odd chance that they thought she was dive, they certainly did not know where
shewas.

She hoped to keep it that way.

* * * Part of knowing how to survive was knowing when to rush, and when to take things dowly.
Kaendagave hersdf agood three hoursfor the next step. She did a careful checkout of the freighter-or
asmuch of it as she could manage from the cockpit. The only pressure suit on the ship wasinitsrack, in
vacuum, on the other side of the sedled cockpit hatch. A triumph of planning and design, that, but there
was no help for it now.

Even on this ship, the cockpit data displays could tell her an awful lot. She concentrated on the surviving
main engine, and confirmed, by every means she could, that it was still operationa. Not that shewas
going totrust it at anything like full power, of course. She would have to assume that it was about to fall,
and treet it very gently.

The cockpit'slife support was in moderately good shape, though there seemed to be afew dow
microlesksin the hull, and the cooling system was showing sgns of falling.

She wouldn't want to stay in the cockpit more than aday or two. Not that she could, anyway. There
were no food or water or sanitary facilitiesin the cockpit. The ship's survival pack was stowed in arack
right next to the pressure suiit.

Obvioudy, the only way out of this mess-and, incidentaly, the only way she could complete her
mission-was to get down to one of the planetsin the Cordllian star system.

Cordliaitsdf wasthe obvioustarget, but not the only one.

For amoment she toyed with theidea of trying for another of the habitable planetsin the Cordlian



System. There were certainly enough of them. Besides Cordllia, there were Sdlonia, Drall, and the
Double Worlds, Talusand Traus, two planets that orbited about each other. If there were to be a search
for her, it would dmost certainly take place on Corellia, making it agood place to avoid.

But there were strong arguments against that line of reasoning. They probably did think she was dead.

Therefore, there probably would not be a search. Besides, aplanet was arather largish place. Even if
they were on the lookout for her, shewas atrained operative, after al. She ought to be able to stay one
step ahead of them.

Them. Who was the "them” in this case? And what were "they" up to that merited the taking of such
rsks?

Onedidnt attack New Republic operativeslightly. Kalendarealized she had no ideawho she was up
againgt. She had not spent any time at al wondering why the Cordlliansor some group of Cordllians-was
so intent on killing NRI agents, or on how they knew her arrival plans.

But no time to worry about such things now. They were certainly important points, but they redly didn't
matter, one way or the other, unless she stayed dive. Best to focus on that small matter firs.

She decided not to try for any of the other worlds. Corelliawas closest. She had the best odds of
reaching it. Therisk of detection was only marginaly grester there than on the other worlds. Besides,
Cordliaitsdf was where the action was. Whatever was going on, was going on there.

The question then became one of how to get there. It was all very well to look out the port and seethe
planet, but she couldn't smply point the freighter at Corelliaand switch on the engine. She needed to do
agreat deal more navigation work first. One bit of good luck was that she seemed to have retained more
or lessthe sameinitia velocity as she had started out with before her abortive jump to light speed. The
only difference wasthat she was on the other Sde of the planet, moving away rather than toward it. The
planet's gravity was dowing her, of course, and sooner or later would start pulling her back.

In plain point of fact, shewas going to fal straight in on the planet and land about as lightly and gently as
ameteorite unless she did something.

And, of course, she did not dare make anything like anormd landing. A daylight landing of any kind was
out of the question. Therisk of detection wastoo great.

A few minutes careful work with the navicomputer let Kalendawork out adow and careful approach to
the planet that met the conditions she had chosen: awater landing, at night. She managed to find a
trgectory that would alow her to comein just off the east coast of the main continent.

Not that she was especidly pleased to find it was possible to do that sort of landing, but the risks of
touching down on land at night were just too great. Kalenda did not know the lay of theland well enough
to look out the window in the dark and judge whether she was coming down in anice, empty gladeor a
village square, a soft canopy of trees or apatch of low scrubby bushesthat hid solid rock just below.

Water was water no matter how you landed on it, and was more likely to be private. The odds on being
heard or seen were much lower over water. Of course the odds on drowning were nil over land, but that
could not be helped.

Kaendalaidin her course and powered up that one remaining main engine as dowly and gently as she



could, taking agood ten minutesto bring it up to one-quarter power, to the accompaniment of anumber
of disturbing bumps and thuds and bangs as the ship's Structural members strained againgt the unba anced
thrust and bits of debris knocked themselves|oose and clattered around in the compartments behind the
cockpit door.

Kaendawatched her displays carefully, and it did not take long for her to beinspired to curse ablue
streak. Even a one-quarter power, she was getting awhole series of rather alarming readouts. The
engine seemed to want to overhest. Its cooling system must have been damaged. She backed off to
one-eighth power and tried to divert cooling power from the dead engines, to little or no effect. More
than likely she was sending commands to ssems that weren't even there anymore. Lowered thrust
required alonger engine burn, of course, but that begat having her last engine melt down. She adjusted her
course to compensate and watched Corelliagrow bigger in the viewport.

Now she did have the leisure to worry over how they had known to jump her, and over what the devil
was going on down there on the planet. The Corellians seemed to be zeroing right in on NRi's objectives,
such as hersdlf, without any need to bother searching through civiliansto find them.

There had to be some sort of leak back at HQ.

Kaenda had ahunch that the higher-upsin NRI were starting to figure that out for themselves. That
meant they were working on some more carefully compartmentaized operations againgt Corellia, wherein
the left hand would not have the least ideawhat the right was doing. She had suspicionsthat there were a
few NRI agents placed among the trade delegations.

For al she knew, the attempt to insert her was at least in part meant as adiversion, to get the opposition
looking the other way from someone else's arrival. It occurred to her that she should have been bothered
at the thought of being someone else's diversion, but that was the way of the world-at least the espionage
world. If you did not wish to risk the chance of being a piece on someone el se's game board, it was best
not to volunteer for the service.

But there was at |east the hope that, even if she did not get through, did not find out what was going onin
this madhouse of a system, someone would. Maybe that was why the thought of being adiversion did not
upset her. If shewasadiverson, and she did die, and manage to get the Corellians looking in the wrong
direction at the proper moment, then at least her death would not bein vain.

Not much of acomfort, but with the Cordllians gunning for her, and her life staked on an engine that
wanted to give up and anight water landing, Lieutenant Kaenda needed dl the comforts she could

imagine

* * * Kaendawoke with astart asthe aert buzzer blatted in her ear. She blinked, looked around,
remembered where she was, and wished she hadn't. But what had set off the dert? Had something else
given out on this old tub? She checked her boards, and her eyeslit on the chronometer.

Good. No mafunction. The dert wasfrom the plain old darm-clock function. Time to wake up and get
ready for reentry. She pushed a button and shifted in the pilot's seat and stretched as best shecouldin a
vain attempt to work the kinks out.

Now would comethe time for somered piloting. Flying afreighter in on manual, unpowered reentry was
no easy job in the best of times. Coming in a night, over hostile territory, with no guidance, in abadly
damaged ship was going to take everything she had-and maybe more.



Hold on. No sense going into this thing with such a negative attitude. Think good thoughts, about how the
freighter was a solid old ship to hold together aslong asit aready had. About al her training, and her
painstaking memorization of every map of Corellia About how it was very unlikely that anyone was
looking for her, and how she would be damned hard to find even so.

Y es, that was the tone to take. Good thoughts. Good thoughts. She checked over al her systems one
last time, and wished that they were looking better, even as she gave thanks that they were not looking
worse. She looked out the port to the huge bulk of Corellia, looming lovely and dark, so close she
thought she could reach out and touch it.

She was square over the night side of the planet, but by no means was Corelliain absolute blackness.
The lights of cities shone here and there, and starlight gleamed off gray cloud tops and blue sky and black
land, making it all seem to glow asif from within, knots and whorls and points of light shining out from the
deeping world below.

A lovely world, and onefull of danger. She would have to be careful down there. If shelived. She
checked her countdown clock. It was amost timeto cut the engines.

The normal procedure, of course, was for a powered descent, going in with the engines throttled up,
decelerating from orbital speed to flying speed with the brute force of the ship's engines. But her
freighter's sole remaining engine did not have anything like the power to manage that. She would haveto
do it the old-fashioned way, bashing her way through the atmaosphere, using air friction instead of engine
power to dow her craft. In theory, her freight was built to survive just that sort of emergency entry, but
she would have been just as happy not to test the theory. Not that she had any choicein the matter. The
countdown clock clicked off the seconds to engine stop, arriving at zero far too quickly. Her one
surviving main engine cut off, and Kaenda reoriented the ship, pointing it in the right direction for an
aero-braking reentry.

Any moment now shewould start to fed thefirst dight stirrings of atmosphere on the freighter's

hull AImost before she had finished the thought, the freighter bucked and quivered, and the controlstried
to legp out of her hand. Kaenda grabbed the flight stick in a death grip and forced the ship back to an
even ked. She had flown plenty of reentries, and on nearly dl of them initial contact with the atmosphere
had been smooth and subtle. Thiswas more like hitting abrick wall. The exterior of the freighter must
have goflen more torn up than she thought. Thiswas going to beinteresting.

There was another series of shudders and thuds, and then, with along-drawn-out shrieking noise,
something tore off the aft end of the ship and broke clear. The freighter tried to flip itself over, and it was
al Kaendacould do to forceit back to alevd flight path. On the bright Side, it seemed asiif the ship
were flying abit more steadily with the whatever-it-was gone.

She checked her actud flight path againgt her planned course. She found she was running abit fast, and a
bit high.

She made what adjustments she could, and started watching her hull temperatures climb steadily upward.
The freighter began to shudder again, with anew, deeper, noise, asort of rhythmic banging, thrown into
the mix aswell. Something el se back there wanted to tear itsdlf off, and no mistake.

The freighter plunged deeper and deeper into Cordlia's atmosphere, bucking and swaying and banging
and shrieking itsway down.

The nose of the ship started to glow acherry red, something Kaenda had never seen before. She was



used to gentle, fully powered descents, not this sort of primitive aercbraking approach.

The g forces were starting to build up, and Kalendafelt asif she were being shaken to death and crushed
to death at the sametime. A new darm went off, barely audiblein the cacophony thet filled the ship's
cockpit. Kalenda was being shaken anound so badly that she could focus her eyes only clearly enough to
seewhat the visua displaysweretelling her. A temperature darm. It had to be atemp darm.

Well, that wasjust too bad. She didn't dare take either hand off the flight stick long enough to make any
adjustments, and besides, there was preciouslittle she could do to cool things off. She couldn't even
abort the landing attempt anymore. At one-eighth power, her one remaining engine didn't have anything
like enough thrust to push her back into orbit.

Not that orbit was agood place to be on aship that was probably losing air, on aship with no accessible
food or water.

Wham! The noise was loud and sudden enough to make Kaenda jump clear out of her seet if she hadn't
been belted in. Something had just broken loose back in the ship'sinterior. A second, smaller crash
announced that whateverit-was had just dammed into the opposite bulkhead.

The vibration reached a crescendo, and just when it seemed that it would tear the freighter gpart, it began
to taper off, fading away more quickly than it had come on.

Now Kaenda had some faint hope that she was through theworst of it. The freighter was ill jouncing
around quiteimpressively, but it had at least survived the reentry phase proper. It had become a badly
damaged aircraft, not a hafwrecked spacecraft. Not that it was handling any better, or that she would be
any lessdead if shelost control of it and the freighter succumbed to its obvious desire to crash.

Kaenda heard aloud whistling from behind the cockpit door. It began at a high pitch and gradually
worked its way down through the scale to alow rumble. It was the sound of air leaking back into the aft
compartments of the ship.

Kaendadid not dare take her eyes off the viewport and the main displays for even amoment to check
the environment display, but air in the aft compartment had to be good news.

She would be able to get back there and grab the survival gear.

She checked her rates, forward and down. Still abit fast and high, but now it was a question of energy
management, of controlling her descent, trading atitude and speed for distance, rather than any question
of burning up in the amaosphere. She sat the freighter into aseries of wide, gentle S-turnsto shed a bit

more speed.

Wi, at least they were meant to be wide and gentle. If the freighter had handled like alive banthain
convulsion during reentry, in norma aerodynamic flight it handled like adead one. The ship bardly
responded to the controls at al, and she had to fight it through every moment of every turn. Something in
the control system started hammering and banging, o-testing the strain. She gave it up and got back on
her ground-track course, and never mind if she were a bit fast and high.

The ship glided downward into the velvet darkness of Corellias night sky, biting into thicker air now-and
suddenly dl of Kalenda's concerns about being fast and high vanished. The ship's performancein the

lower atmosphere was atrocious. She should have expected that, with half the aerodynamic surfaces shot
to glory, but she had been concentrating so hard on staying alive long enough to get into deep air that she



had never thought of how the ship would fly once she got there.

Suddenly it was not a question of overshooting her target point by afew kilometers, but a question of not
undershooting by several hundred kilometers. She had planned to put down just offshore, not in the
middle of deegp ocean. She had no choice but to relight her main engine and try to Stretch out her glide as
much as she could. She had hoped to avoid doing so. She didn't trust that engine, and she wasn't sure
about the ship holding together while it was taking stress from both the aerodynamic surfaces and the
engines. With the stress on the stabilizers and the off-center thrust of one engine, things could go very
wrong very fadt.

However, it was not asif she had achoice at this point. It was relight the engine or drown.

Kaendalooked out the port. It was alovely view, and even in the midst of her struggle for survivd, she
felt privileged to seeit. She granted herself a second, two seconds, to drink it al in, so that she might die
with some recent memory of beauty, if die she must. The clear and cloudless sky was blue black, pocked
with jewel-bright stars, white, red, blue; diamonds and rubies and sapphires shining down on the
blue-black sea and its gray whitecaps far below.

Lovely. Lovely. Butif shewasgoing to liveto deserve further such privileges, she was going to haveto
tear her eyes away and get back to the job at hand. As gently, as delicately as possible, she powered up
her single engine and brought it up to one-sixteenth power. The freighter dewed over abit to port, but
she managed to compensate without too much trouble. There was alow groan from the hull asthe
stresses on the ship rearranged themsealves, but that was to be expected.

She checked her displays again, and saw that she was gill losing more speed and atitude than she could
afford, evenif thelossrate had decreased. She was till going to fal short of her intended landing zone,
and that was not good. If need be, she could swim three kilometers to reach the shore-but she could not
swimfifty.

She bit her lower lip and throttled up toward one-eighth power, as dowly as she could. The hull began to
groan again, but thistime the sound did not fade out, but grew louder. The damaged ship was not likely
to take much more strain. The freighter's nose started to drift to port, and she pulled it back to
starboard-and then had to heel back over to port asit started to heel over to starboard. Almost before
sheknew it, the ship wasin adangerous oscillation, its nose wobbling back and forth, unable to hold a
dable attitude. If that oscillation got much worse at dl, the freighter would hedl over al theway and go
spirding into the drink.

Kaendathrottled down until the oscillation faded out again, and the groaning of the hull members
receded. She checked her displays and swore. Not enough. Not enough.

Shewas gtill going to land short of her intended ditch point.

Onelast card to play. She brought the nose of the ship up just abit, in hopes of tempting just abit more
lift out of the wings. For awonder, it seemed to work. Her rate of loss of dtitude faded away, and she
actudly achieved levd flight.

But Kalenda knew better than to relax her guard. Something else was bound to go wrong.

It started as alow hum, amost below the range of hearing, but it did not stay hard to hear for long.

Bi-bi-bi-be-heebee-bee-bang-bang-hang.Bang-Bang-BANG BANG BANG BANG! BANG! BANG!
It grew louder and louder, and shook the ship harder and harder. Some bit of the stabilizer, or atorn-up



piece of rudder, was damming itself againgt the hull with incredible violence. Kaenda set her teeth and
hung on. Asbest she could see with the ship bucking and bouncing like amad thing, she was Hill flying
level, and every second she did that was another few hundred meters toward shore. So long asit got her
intoward shore, the freighter could tear itsalf to pieces as much asit liked.

Getting closer now. Kaenda scanned the horizon, watching for land. There! A strip of motionless, darker
darkness off in the distance. Stars and sky, she was going to makeit.

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! Long past the time when it seemed impossible, the banging was
getting worse. What in the name of space wastrying to tear itself loose back there? BANG! BANG!
BANG! BANThere was asudden silence, and then, a heartbest later, the gut-wrenching shriek of metal
on metal and afina shudder that spasmed through the whole ship. Kadendafdt the freighter'stail pull up
and hed over to sarboard. Well, whatever it wasthat had just pulled itself loose must have been part of
the horizontal stabilizers. She corrected back toward port, but not too far. Let the ship hang at an odd
angle of atack, aslong asit wasflying straight, more or less.

How far to shore now? She checked her navigation displays. Not more than twenty kilometersto go. If
she could just hold thisthing together that much longerPing -PING! Ping-PING! Ping-PING! Kadenda hit
the darm reset and checked her displays. Damn! The engine overhest alarm. The thing was going to hit
meltdown if she kept pushing it, and no mistake. She knew what she had to do, but she didn't likeit.
What good in getting thisfar if the engine blew up and she crashed into the sea here and now? With
infinite reluctance, she throttled the engine back down to one-sixteenth power, and grimaced asthe
freighter promptly set back to work losing speed and dtitude.

Ping-PING! Ping-PING! Ping-PING! She hit the dlarm reset and swore under her bresth with afair
amount of creanvity. The enginewas till overheating. Some last cooling connection must havefalled
atogether. With al cooling systems out completely, the engine would explode in short order, no matter
how little power sheran throughtit.

For one mad moment she toyed with theidea of letting it blow, taking the explosion in trade for whatever
last driblets of thrust she could get from the engine. But if there was one thing this ship was not going to
take, it was yet another explosion.

She braced herself, and then cut dl power to the engine.

The freighter lurched violently, and tried to pull itsnose up into agtal, but she forced it back into
something likealeve glide.

And that was that. No power left, no tricks [ eft to try, al options explored. She was |eft with a deadstick
glide into a nighttime open-ocean ditch. It didn't get much worse than that. Kalendatried not to tell
hersdf that at least she had the blessing of fair weather, for fear of the universe conjuring up astorm for
her out of sheer perversity.

Flying isdivided into two sorts of time-the steady, careful stretches where the ideaiisto keep things more
or lessasthey are, and the sudden, rushing, fast-moving moments where the idealis to get from one state
to another as quickly as possble while not getting killed. Pilots should not be rushed or hurried during
cruise operations, but they must move fast for the takeoffs and landings.

AsKaendawasin the process of learning, al that was true in spades for adeadstick water landing. That
water down below was coming up on her awfully fast. Best to get ready. She was going to haveto get
out of herein ahurry, once she put down. Keeping one hand on the flying stick, she reached up with the



other and pulled down on the safety cover for the overhead escape hatch. She risked a glance up to spot
the safety releases, then got eyes forward again. Getting closer.

Much closer. She reached up without looking and flipped the rel eases, then yanked down hard on the
hatch gect lever.

Blam! The bolts blew and the hatch flew clear. Suddenly the wind was roaring past, and the stale,
burned-insulationflavored atmosphere of the cockpit was swept away by the coal, tangy sdt air of the
Corellian ocean by night.

Much, much closer. Kalenda struggled to flatten out her glide angle and braced hersdlf for impact. Water
might seem softer than land, but it till packed ahell of awallop if you hit it a speed.

And hereit came. Kaendares sted the temptation to shut her eyes, and got both hands back on the flight
gtick, hanging on for deer life.

Coming in closer, lower, faster-faster-faster! The water so close now it wasablur, al the nice neat
waves she could see so clearly from higher up nothing more than asmear of blue gray she could not
focus on. Thewind roared through the hatchway, and her hair got loose and blew wildly into her face.
Sheignored it. Better to go in hafblind than to take her hands off the stick. Closer faster can't get closer
must be there but we're not closer faster fasterWith a shuddering, roaring crash the ruined freighter
dammed into the waves, bounced clear, and dammed down again with renewed vigor. Kalenda held on
for dear life asthe ship dammed head-on into wave after wave after wave, the water dashing up over the
viewports, then clearing away before the next wave blinded her again. The shuddering, terrifying ride
seemed to go on forever, with dways the next wave lunging into view just asthe last one washed away.

But at last the freighter dowed, rode lower in the water, eased itself to ahalt, and the stupefying, crashing
roar of the landing was quite suddenly replaced by the absurdly prosaic, hollow, echoing sounds of water
doshing about under ahull, of waves crashing on anearby shore. She had made it. At least, madeit this
far.

Kaendaalowed hersdf amoment to resume bresthing.

She pedled her hands off the flight stick, released her crash blts, and stood up, more than alittle weak in
the knees.

She wanted to give hersdf timeto recover, but there was no time.
The nose was aready creeping up into the sky asthe freighter's aft end took on water.

She went to the cockpit hatch and pulled open the manual release pand. She pulled down the lever and
felt thelatch disengage. She leaned into the hatch and shoved it open.

There. The pressure suit shed never had the chance to get to-and the standard-issue survival packs. She
grabbed both ration packs and the gear case, and noticed her feet were wet. Water. Water dready
coming in. Hurry. Move. The ration packs had carry straps, and she threw one over each shoulder while
carrying the gear case by its handle. She heaved the case out the overhead escape hatch and then
scrambled through it herself asfast as she could, for fear of the case diding off the hull without her. She
managed to snatch at it just asit was threatening to dip off into the water.

In theory, therewas aliferaft in the case, dong with al the other hardware. Kalenda had planned to



open the case, get theraft and its paddles, close the casg, inflate the raft, load it up with the gear case
and the ration packs, climb in hersalf, and then paddie sedately away. She might aswell have planned to
compose afew Selonian sonnetsaswell, for al the good it would do her. The freighter was sinking
beneeth her feet, and it was, after dl, the dead of night, and far too dark for rurrunaging around in agear
caselooking for aliferaft.

Wéll, if the survival gear designers had had any senseshe heaved the gear caseinto the water. Sure
enough, praise be, it floated, and fairly high in the water at that. She readjusted the straps on the ration
packs-which seemed likely to act in the stead of flotation devicesin their own right-and stepped
doshingly off into the cool sat weter.

After an anxious moment or two when it seemed the gear case wanted to escape from her atogether, she
managed to grab it by the handle, and sort of pull hersdf on top it, so that she was lying on her ssomach
on the case, her feet dangling off the end. She discovered the case had a handle on either side, and took
onein each hand. She started paddle-kicking vigoroudy without worrying too much about which
direction she was going. She was eager to get some distance between hersalf and the sinking ship.

A ship, even asmal one, produces quite abit of suction asit goes down, and she had no desireto be
pulled under asthe freighter went to the bottom.

Judging that she was far enough away, she turned hersaf around with akick or two of her feet and
watched as her poor old freighter commenced itsfina voyage, toward itslast resting place, on the
bottom of the Corellian sea.

The nose of the ship continued to angle up out of the water. There was aflash, and a shower of sparks
illuminated the cockpit from theinsde as some power system or other shorted out. The ship'sinterior
lightsflared, guttered down, flared again, and then died altogether. There was adull thud and amass of
dirty bubbles belched out of the water from the aft end of the ship. The nose of the ship swung clear over
to the vertical. There were afew creaking sounds, and the sound of water rushing in, and the nose of the
ship sank straight down, moving with an odd sort of dignity. A final dosh, agurgle, and the nose of her
ill-starred freighter vanished beneath the waves.

Kaenda stared at the spot where it had been, more emotions than she could rightly name running through
her as she watched what might well have been her own watery grave close over itsdf, asif there had
never been any such thing asafreighter that ditched in the sea. It had vanished adtogether.

She looked up at the gleaming stars overhead. Possibly someone had seen the glowing trail of her reentry
across the sky, but Corellias skieswere just asfull of junk as most places these days. That was one grim
legacy of the Republic-Imperia War: Mogt star systems were cluttered up with shot-up spacecraft of one
sort or another. No one even bothered to report the most spectacular of fireballs anymore. She had
comein a night over water precisaly to avoid being seen, but if there were any witnesses on the planet,
her arriva would have looked just like the entry of dozens of derdlict fighters and tenders and
space-probe spacecraft that had crashed into the planet these last few years.

The odds were very good that she had made it, and that the Corellians didn't know she was here, and
would have no way of finding her if they did.

The question became-what good was that going to do?

A wave lifted her up abit, and she levered hersdf up abit over the gear caseto try and get her bearings.
Good.



Good. She was aready pointed toward land, which looked to be only afew kilometers away.
She garted kicking her feet, propelling hersdlf toward the shore.

CHAPTER SIX Fareweland Hall uke threw his black cloak back over one shoulder and stepped out of
the shadows, toward where the Millennium Falcon was sitting on her hard stand, ready for liftoff. It wasa
scene of organized chaos-or more accurately, two such scenes mixed up with each other.

On the starboard side of the ship, Han was arguing with one of the spaceport safety ingpection service,
gpparently about some sort of clearance regulation, while at the same time shouting at Chewbacca, who
was crouched down over an access panel on the starboard wing of the hull. Well, Han and Chewie had
been arguing over how to keep the Falcon patched up ever since Luke had known them. No reason to
expect they'd stop now.

On the port sde of the ship, Lelawas surrounded by alittle knot of governmental types of al sortsand
descriptions. Luke looked over the crowd. Clerks, civil-service droids, cabinet officids, senators, and a
sorinkling of military officers. No surprisesthere, either. Even in as democratic and informa a government
asLeawastrying to build, it wasn't possibleto |et the chief of state escape for her vacation without at
least afew stray details-and egosto sort out at the last minute.

A line of household service droids were rolling through, straight between the two groups and up the ship's
ramp, delivering the last of the luggage aboard the Fal con.

Han and Leasthree kidswere racing around like wild things, beside themsdlves with excitement at the
sart of the big adventure-and, no doubt, well aware of the fact that they were about to get out from
under Threepio's nagging and fussing. Luke smiled at that thought. No wonder they had wanted to make
their own droid, the way that old bucket of boltsworried and niggled over everything.

AsLeawas attempting to ded with the Bimm ambassador, Han was, by default, on child duty, doing his
best to control them. Understandably under the circumstances, his best was none too good. Seeing things
might be moving toward acriss, Luke decided to step in.

"Jacen! Jainal

Sow downaminute!” he caled out. "Takeit easy! Anakin!

That landing leg isn't for dlimbing on! Come down from there.”

"But Chewie climbs on the ship," Anakin protested. He came down off thelanding leg, but not willingly.

"But he's not playing on the ship,” Luke said, reflecting, not for the first time, on the futility of attempting
to reason with achild Anakin's age. "He'sworking onit, trying to makeit go better."

"l could makeit go better," Anakin said, poking himself in the chest with avery confident thumb. "L ots of
ways."

"I'll bet you could," Luke said, with alaugh. Anakin did seem to have aremarkably precocious way with
machinery, but somehow L uke doubted Chewbaccawould be eager to take too much help from him.

"But why don't we let your father and Chewie worry about dl that?' While Anakin was considering that,
Luke took advantage of the moment to change the subject. "Areyou al set to go on thetrip?' he asked.



"Uh-huh. | got al my suff."

"Good. Y ou ought to have lots of fun." Luke looked up and spotted Jainatrying to get into the luggage
the droids were carrying about the Facon. "Comeon, Jaina," he said. "L eave that stuff alone."

"But | wanted to get my book chips,” Jaina protested.
"| think they'rein thisbag.

"Y ou're not going to have any chanceto read until after takeoff anyway," Luke said, hoping that Jaina
was in asrel ativel y-cooperative and reasonable amood as Anakin.

He shooed the droid on itsway. "What good isit going to do to get dl your stuff dumped out on the
landing pad?'

"But | want the chips now!"

So much for being reasonable. "Well, you should have thought of that before you packed.
"l didn't pack. | would have kept the chipsout if | had.

The droids packed for me."

'l told you that you were letting them do too much for you," Luke said. "Thisisthe sort of thing that
happens.

Do thingsfor yoursdf, and they'll turn out right. Let others do them, and you've got no right to complain.
So no sulking, and remember thisfor next time. All right?"

"All right," shereplied, quite rductantly.

"Good," Luke said. Maybe, just maybe, the punishment she and Jacen had gotten for the previous droid
accident had left some sort of impression. "Now take Anakin with you and find aplaceto sit quietly until
itstimeto go."

L uke looked up and spotted Jacen at hisfather's sde. He was about to call him over, tll him to quit
bothering hisfather. Then Han put hisarm around the boy in an absentminded sort of way, while il
arguing with the ground crew. Jacen seemed most interested in the argument. Leaveitbe.

Keeping haf an eye on Jainaand Anakin, who were, for amiracle, indeed stting quietly on an overturned
shipping container, Luke went over to seeif he could help Leia extricate hersaf from the crowd of

people who seemed intent on keeping her on the landing pad, asking "just onelast question,” until night
hed falen.

But he should have listened when Mon Mothma reminded him that he was not the only one of the two
sblings with skills the other had not devel oped. The crowd around her was dready melting away, each
dignitary and hanger-on leaving with asmileon his, her, or itsface, clearly pleased with the results of the
conference, each of them plainly fegling that the Chief of State had paid specid attention to his, her, or its
concerns. Luke had never been that good with people, and he felt the dightest pang of envy to seethe
gpparent effortlessness with which she handled them all.



It was the same old story, of course-everything was easy if you practiced the skillsrequired for yearson
end. He had sold Leia short. He could not makeit up to her dl at once, with asingle gesture-but at least
he could make a start.

She was bidding her farewelIsto the last of her vistors as he came up. She turned to him and gave him
the starburstbright smile that dways melted his heart. There was no contrivance, nothing but the deepest
and sincerest feelings behind that smile. Maybe that was the secret. She ways did fed the emotions she
was expressing. "Hello, Luke" she said. "An exciting day."

"Thatitis"" heagreed. "Yourefinaly going to get alook a where he camefrom,” he said, nodding
toward Han, who was till shouting at the Wookiee and the ground staff even as he kept an affectionate
arm around his son.

"Must be hard being married to amystery man," Luke said, only haf joking. "1 bet you're looking
forward to seeing where he got his start.”

"Oh, Han's no mystery man,” Lelasaid. "What you seeis absolutely what you get. Hispast isamysery,
yes.

He's never said much and | doubt he ever will. Anyway, | don't think afamily tourist trip isgoing to do
much to shed adazzling light on the hidden corners of his persona higtory.”

"And that doesn't bother you?' Luke asked.

Leiashrugged. "It used to. Not anymore. Hanis Han.

How much more do | need to know?"

"l suppose,” Luke said. "Still, take alook at Corellia, and tell medl about it.".

“That I'll do," she said. "It will be good to get away asafamily, too, without dl that crowd' "-she gestured
inthe direction of the last of the departing dignitaries “chasing after me every two minutes.”

"Well, speaking of family,” Luke said, "I have agift | wanted to give you, brother to sster.” He pulled a
package out of his satchel. It waswrapped in the finest black velvet.

It was thin and heavy, about aslong as Leids forearm. He handed it to her.
"What isit, Luke?' she asked.
"Openit and find out."

Therewas adlver ribbon tied around the velvet. Leia undid the ribbon, unfolded the velvet-and let out a
little gasp of surprise. "But-but-"

"I know you dready have alightsaber,” he said, "but i never seeyou carry it., "It's been along time since
| felt | had theright to carry one," Lelasaid as shelifted the weapon out of the wrapping.

"A longtimesincel fdt asif i were getting remotely closeto being aJedi.”



"And that'swhy I'm giving you one," Luke said. "I couldn't think of a clearer way to say! think yourea
Jedi."

"But | should make my wegpon for mysdf,” Lelasad.
"That'soneof thetests.”

Luke shook hishead. "It can be atest. It doesn't haveto be. Yes, all the traditions say a Jedi is supposed
to make hisor her own lightsaber, as part of the progress toward knighthood. But traditionisal itis,
after al. Nothing more.

Theresno hard and fast law. And remember Obi-Wan Kenobi gave me my first lightsaber, after all. i
didn't build it. So teke thisone. i madeit for you."

Leialooked at the Lightsaber for along moment and hefted it once or twice.
"How doesit fed 7' Luke asked.

"Likeit belongsthere" Lelasaid. "Asif it's supposed to be there, in my hand. It's perfect. But-but |
haven't completed thetraining,” she said. i never built my own lightsaber because | never felt | was ready
todo so."

Luke shook hishead. "No," he said, "that's where you're wrong. If thereis anyonein this galaxy with the
right to wear a Jedi's lightsaber, it is Lela Organa Solo, Chief of State of the New Republic.

You are Jedi. Your training iscomplete. Different from mine, but complete.”

"But that's not true!" Leiaprotested. "Thereis so much | don't know. Thereis so much you still need to
teach me.

"But Mon Mothma reminded methat the reverseisaso true, - Lukereplied. "There is much you haveto
teach that | must learn. None of us ever learnsdl that we should know. If it happensthat you don't know
afew mind tricks or haven't gotten every move with alightsaber down cold, that has not prevented you
from fighting for justice, or knowing right from wrong and acting onit. Take the lightsaber. Y ou have
earned it-and you might have need of it."

Leatried the heft of the lightsaber again and then stepped back from Luke a pace or two. She pressed
the power stud and the saber flared into life with alow-throated hum of power. A shaft of glowing ruby
red leaped from the handle.

With aflick of her wrigt, she whirled the blade through the air, and the hum was suddenly louder for a
moment as the saber's lightblade did through the air. "Try me," she said to Luke, stepping back another
pace or two as she brought the saber to bear.

L uke hesitated amoment. There was something detached, distracted, about her voice and expression.
By theway her eyes werelocked on the saber's blade, L uke had no trouble understanding why.

Luke stepped back himsdlf and shrugged off hisblack cloak, letting it fal to the ground. He drew hisown
lightsaber, keeping his eyesfixed on Leia. He switched the saber on and heard the familiar low throb of
power asthe blade cameto life. Trained to watch his opponent and not himsalf, he did not see hisown
blade at al ashe held it low, closeto hisbody. Leiatook atwo-handed grip on her blade and raised it to



the classic guard position. Luke raised his own wegpon to hers, touched his blade to hers, and was
rewarded with a crackling hiss of power asthe lightblades met.

Leidsface was astudy in concentration and suppressed excitement as she drew her blade back. Luke
could understand her reaction. His blood, their father's blood, coursed through her veinsaswell. Luke
knew deep in hisheart that he dearly loved the thrill of danger, of chalenge, of baitle.

Whether that was some aspect of the dark side of the Force, or merely a perfectly normal competitive
drive, he did not pretend to know. But for dl of that, he knew the fedling in himsdf-and right now, he
could recognizeitin hissster aswell.

No doubt she had fought many battles of the mind during her recent years of government service. She
had won greet victories for the New Republic-often by outmaneuvering the enemy so tidily, winning so
completely at the conference table, that there was no need for fighting. But it had been along while since
she had been given a chanceto fight with her hands, her speed, her agility, rather than just her mind.

No wonder therewas agleam in her eye as she raised her lightsaber and swung it down toward Luke's
blade.

He deflected her first thrust down and to the left and went back to guard just in time to parry another
thrust that came close to getting under hisguard. Leialet her blade dide down Luke's and then pivoted
under hisguard, freeing her blade to face him from the right. Luke stepped back and swung around as he
adjusted his stance to meet her attack. He had intended to go easy on her, but it seemed that he was not
going to get the chance. She was too fast, too good.

L uke decided to move to the attack. He dropped hisleft hand from the saber's grip and extended his
blade in a one-handed thrugt to give himsalf more reach as he advanced toward Leia But shewould
have none of that. She brought her lightsaber crashing down at thetip of hisblade, striking with maximum
violence at precisaly the angle required to knock his blade downward. The strike forced Luke into an
awkward backhanded stance while weakening his grasp on the saber's handle. His blade dammed down
into the permacrete of the landing pad, gouging aholeinit, forcing him to concentrate, if only for a
moment, on freeing hisblade, rather than on his opponent.

He dmost had the blade clear, but it was aready too late. Leiareversed her stroke and swung hard at his
blade from the opposite direction, damming it clear of the permacrete-and knocking Luke's lightsaber
completely out of hishand. Thelightblade cut off automatically when Luke's hand was off the grip. The
wegpon went sailing through the air, landing fifteen meters away on the hard stand.

Lukelooked up at hissister in stunned surprise, and caught the wide grin on her face. She raised her
blade in sdlute, and then shut off the lightsaber. The ruby-red blade vanished with afina whir of power,
and she clipped her lightsaber to her belt.

Luke walked over to hisown lightsaber and picked it up. He clipped it to his belt. He stood there and
regarded his sister from anew angle. She was afighter. She might not beat him the next time, but she had
beaten him thistime, and even afluke victory over Luke Skywaker wasimpressve. She lacked the
polish that could only come from endless years of practice, she had an inborn talent that needed little
urging to come out. He walked back toward her, shaking his head in amazement. Y ou're good,” he said.
"Very good."

Leagrinned and patted him on the shoulder. "Y oull get me next time," she said.



"Maybe," hesaid. "If | do, it'll be because I'll know what to watch out for." He glanced over toward the
ship, and saw that the three children had seen their mother take a Jedi master gpart. Well, if it made them
treat Leiawith abit more respect, maybe getting beaten was no bad thing.

"I've been practicing when | can, on the quiet,” she said, her voice abit more serious. "Even Han doesn't
know about it.,.

"Practiced how?' Luke asked.
Leiashrugged. "With the lightsaber | dready havewhich isnothing like as good asthis one, by the way.

Againg aseries of drone opponents. Mostly I've been working in the courtyard behind my office. |
haven't been able to do much practice, but | guessit's done some good.”

"Il say," Luke said, massaging hiswrigt. It dill stung abit from having the lightsaber knocked out of his
hand.

"I don't think you redlize just how much good. Come on, let's see how Han is getting on with the safety
people.”

"I'mafraidtolook," Lelasad. "l could have gotten uswaived through al the port formalities, of course.
But thisisaprivatetrip. It didn't ssemright to pull rank just to let us go on vacation.

Han told me not to worry about it. He said to fileit al asaprivate trip, and that he would handle dl the
formditiesin hisway."

Luke couldn't help but smile &t that. Han'sway of doing things was rarely the quiet way.

* * * Han was getting on about aswell as could be expected, which wasto say not well a dl. By now
therewasasmall crowd of spaceport bureaucrats around him, al of them pointing at this regulation or
that in their datapacks, each of them engaged in loud argument with Han. 1t was probably lucky for all
concerned that Han was not wearing a blaster.

Luke would not have put it past him to quiet them al down with afew shotsinto the air-and the sars only
knew how many safety regulations that would have violated.

In the old days, there had been none of this sort of fuss over atakeoff. Y ou just sedled up your ship, got
departure clearance, and off you went. But in the old days, there had been something like atenth the
traffic in and out of Coruscant.

In recent years, there had been one or two crashes too many caused by hot-wired piles of junk that
should have been grounded. Elsewhere, flight regswere still pretty free and easy, but Coruscant just had
too many ships coming and going to let things dide. There wasredly no choice but to follow the
regulationsto the letter, and never mind that no one had paid attention to the regsin generations.

The trouble was that the regs required ships as old as the Fal con to have a thorough inspection once
every sandard year. Somehow, the Falcon had just happened to miss every ingpection for the last
umpteen years, but now the bureaucrats had finally caught up with her.

Wi, you redly couldn't blame the pencil pushersfor wanting the Chief of Stateto fly in a spacecraft that
was at least within hailing distance of the safety regs. No doubt the aforementioned Chif of State could



have smoothed everything over with aquiet word or two, or an officia signature on the right sort of
waiver, but Leiamade no move to wade into the fracas, and Luke felt no urgeto get involved if she
didn't. After al, in some strange way, Han enjoyed this sort of thing. Let him have hisfun. Leiaand Luke
stood by and watched the show.

"Hold it!" Han shouted at last. "One at atime! Oneat atime, or | call the Wookiee down off the ship and
let you shout a him." That quieted them down. "All right, then.

You," Han sad, stabbing afinger in the direction of the fussiest-looking officid. "Go."

"It'syour hyperdrive regulators, Captain Solo. The radiation shiddsfailed their ingpection last week-"
Han held up hishand, signding the ingpector to stop talking. "A dight misunderstanding.” He reached into
one of the pockets of hisvest and pulled out a sheet of paper.

He unfolded it to show the profusion of samps and sedls and officid initids that obscured haf the text of
the underlying form. "This ought to clear that up, and alot of the other problemsaswell,” hesaid. "This
certifiesthat the hyperdrive regulators, the navicomputer, the repulsor subsystems, and dl the other
systems have been reinspected and cleared.”

"But if you had thisform al aong, why have you been arguing with us?' the ingpector demanded.
"Maybe| just don't like paperwork,” Han said.

Or maybe hewaswaiting until 'oLia, hiswtfr and your boss, was standing next to him, Luke thought. It
had to be alot harder to kick up afuss over incomplete paperwork with the Chief of State tapping her
foot and waiting to be on her way.

"Here. Takeit. Hope it makes you red happy.” He handed the form to the chief ingpector, and the rest of
the ingpection team clustered around the paper, studying it carefully, pointing to the various samps and
sgnatures and gpprovas, and discussing them quite animatedly.

Luke couldn't hear what they were saying, but by the tone of their voices, it was clear they weren't
entirely convinced.

However, there were three or four other officials who didn't seem the least bit interested in the document.
"Let'ssee," Han said, addressing the one he had been shouting at the hardest, "you're from immigration,
right? Okay, like told you, my wife here has al the departure forms and passports and stuff for the
family. Lea?"

Leiastepped forward and produced the documents, doing avery bad job of hiding her amusement. All
the officids knew perfectly well that Lelawasthe Chief of State and, ultimately, was the boss. But they
al likewise knew perfectly well that Leiawastraveling with her family asaprivate citizen, to be treated
just likeeveryone ese.

And if that weren't apile of nonsense, Luke didn't know what was.

Theideathat some lowly passport clerk was going to dare find anything wrong with the Chief of State's
papers was laughable. And while the ship ingpectors might have had the nerve to challenge Han's
paperwork, they certainly weren't willing to do so in front of Leia Organa Solo. Luke didn't need the
Force to sense the doulbt, the uncertainty, in their minds even asthey ssamped the finaldeparture
gpprovason the form.



Luke heard quiet footsteps behind him, and turned to see Lando Cdrissian coming out onto the landing
stage. Lando was, if anything, looking more dapper than ever, in aturquoise cape over agleaming white
tunic and trousers the same shade as the cape. But for al of that, he did not, for once, seem much
interested in being noticed. His movements were quiet, almost subdued. Luke did not need his Force
sense to know that Lando was here to see, not to be seen. Something was up, even if Luke could not
quitetdl what.

Lando came up beside him and nodded absently. "Hello, Luke," he muttered as he watched Han and
Leiadeding with the bureaucrats. Luke looked closdly a Lando, but could read nothing from hisface.
His expression was utterly blank, dead-pan, determined to give nothing away.

Luke was tempted to use his powersin the Force to reach into Lando's mind and see what he had to do
with this, but his own momentary curiosity was no excuse for such ahugeinvasion of privacy. Let it be.

"Well, uh, hmm," said the chief inspector. "Everything, uh, seemsto bein order here," he said, the doubt
plainin hisvoice. "It would appear that we have nothing more to do than wish you a safe and pleasant

journey.”

Han gave the ingpector aroguish, lopsided grin and a clap on the shoulder that the inspector clearly did
not appreciate.

"Thanks," Han said, grabbing the officid's right hand in his own and pumping it vigoroudy. The ingpector
nodded and gave a sort of gulp, then backed away, turned, and hurried away as quickly as he could
while maintaining amodicum of dignity. His underlings scuttled away after him, and the immigration
officers and the other officials seemed no less eager to be on their way.

Han grinned walfishly at the man's back. "Come on, kids," he called to his children. "Go ahead and get
aboard.

Chewie, you can shut that ingpection pandl and stop looking intimidating. Get aboard and start the
preflight sequence.

I'll betherein aminute.”

Chewie gave a short, growled bark and nodded agreement. He pulled histools out of the service
compartment-it would seem he hadn't actualy been doing anything with them in there-and dammed the
pane shut.

Luke turned toward Lando, intending to ask him what was going on, but before he could, Lando shook
hishead and let out alow chuckle. "You did it, you old pirate," he said as he stepped forward and shook
Han'shand. "'l guessthat meansyou lose our little bet.”

"Han! Y ou and Lando haven't been betting on the Falcon again,” Lelasaid.

"Nah, nothing that exciting,” Han said. "'l just bet Lando dinner that we wouldn't get past the safety
inspectors.

"Well, that'sdl right, then." Leia smiled and patted her husband on the arm. "I'd better go ride herd on
the children before they try rewiring the wegpons panel." She turned and followed the children into the
ship.



Leawas cartanly taking things rather casudly, Luke thought, feeling more and more confused. Han was
dodging a safety ingpection and she didn't care?"Why isn't Leiaupset?' he asked. "And what's Lando
got to do with your ship getting clearance?" he asked.

"Who do you think arranged for al the clearance documentsto be forged?' Lando asked, grinning more
broadly till. "Sowhen do | collect on that dinner?' he asked, turning to Han.

Han frowned. "1'd say here and now, onboard ship with the family, before we take off, except wereina
bit of ahurry to get away. Y our people might have forged the paper and diced into the data banks to
show we passed all the safety checks, but | don't think we should push our luck.

Something might go wrong." Lando laughed again. " The man who plansto fly amuseum piece acrossthe
galaxy isworried about pushing hisluck with the safety ingpectors! That'sagood one. Let'sjust say I'll
pick my own time and place to collect," Lando said. "Good enough for now?"

"Good enough,” Han said.

But it wasn't good enough, Luke told himsdlf. Not by half. "Han-wait asecond,” he said. "It'sonething to
risk your own neck in adicey ship. But you can't take your wife and children dong in a ship that the
safety people won't pass.”

"Takeit easy, kid," Han said.

"Y ou think I'd take chances on my children? Or that Lelawould let me even if | wanted to try? | promise
you al the safety systemsthey were worried about are at spec or above. That wasn't the problem.”

"l don't getit,', Luke said.

"Redl smple" Lando said. "According to the officia records on file with Coruscant control, the Falconis
now anice, norma light stock freighter. All of theillegal wegpon systems and smuggling hardware
removed. Except Han never did get around to removing al the handly little modifications and add-ons and
military-specification sensors and weapons, and it wouldn't be agood thing if the ingpectors happened to
notice dl the things Han forgot to remove.”

"I've had other things on my mind," Han said, with adeadpan voice and expression that didn't fool
anyone-and was not meant to. "Besides, that sort of gear could come in awfully handy out there.
Peacetime or no peacetime, the Corellian Sector can be atricky piece of space. Safety regsare dl very
well, but | want alittle extra firepower on hand in case the pirates decide it's time to go shopping.”
"Well, | certainly can't blameyou for that,” Luke said.

He didn't need his Jedi abilitiesto sense Han was worried about more than the remote possibility of
tangling with hafmythicd pirates.

But whatever had Han worried, L uke was not going to make things better by pressing him on the subject.
"Y ou take care of your family, and never mind about the rest of it.,.

"That'sthe plan, kid," Han said. "An™'way come on aboard you two, and say your good-byes.

Han led the way up the Falcon's ramp with Lando and Luke following behind. Inside, they found Leia



and the children in the lounge. It felt good to be aboard the old Falcon again, Luke thought. So many of
the key eventsin hislife revolved around the Falcon in one way or another.

Helooked around, letting the flood of memorieswash over him. It was here, in the lounge compartment,
that Obi-Wan Kenobi had given him hisfirst practice with alightsaber.

It was this ship that had saved hislife at Cloud City, that had given him the covering fire he needed to
take out thefirst Death Star.

But dl that wasin the past. Just now the ship seemed too full of bustle and life for such thingsto matter.
Han had aready wandered over to the cockpit to check Chewie's preflight settings. The twinswerein
their seats, their seat belts fastened, but bouncing with so much excitement that the belts did not seem
likely to hold them down for very long. Lelawasjust getting an equally bouncy Anakin strapped in for
takeoff.

"All right, everybody," Han said, coming back from the cockpit, Chewie right behind him. "Timeto say
goodbye to Lando and Uncle Luke."

After adeafening chorus of shouted good-byes, L uke gave each child akissand ahug. He stood up,
hugged his sister, dapped Han on the shoulder, and made aformal bow of farewell to Chewbacca. It
was not wise to get too emotiona or demonstrative with aWookiee. If the Wookiee got demondtrative
and hugged back, you'd be lucky to escape with crushed ribs.

Lando was making his own farewells, further complicating the choreography in the tight spaces of the
ship. But at last al the good-byes were complete, and it was time to head down the ramp, offer onelast
wave good-bye to Han as he raised the ramp and sealed the ship, and move back to a safe distance for
the takeoff.

No ship takes off without afew moments of delay that seem inexplicable from the outsde-least of dl, the
Facon.

Luke and Lando could see Han and Chewie settling into the Fal con's cockpit, checking switches, setting
up the controls.

But & last the moment came, and the Falcon's repul sorlifts cameto life, glowing with power. Moving with
asmooth and perfect grace that seemed out of character for the cantankerous old freighter, the Falcon
rose smoothly into the air, did a ninety-degree turn to port, and lit her main sublight enginesto move off

into the dusky sky.

"Therethey go," Lando said, hisvoice betraying alow, quiet, excitement. Luke could understand. Maybe
they were only afamily off on avacation, aquick trip sandwiched in before Leiagot caught up inthe
Cordlian trade taks, but that didn't matter. They were on aship, and the ship was aready heading out
between the stars. It could have been any ship, going anywhere. To Luke, and to Lando, too, for that
matter, there could be no more powerful symbol of adventure, of possibility, of hope and freedom, than a
ship heading out into space.

Mon Mothma had told L uke that he craved adventure, and he had denied it. It hadn't taken much to
show him the error of hisways. He wanted to be out there, in the thick of things.

"Comeon, Luke," said Lando. "Y ou and | havethingsto talk about.” broke down and Organa Solo
returned to Coruscant, after Pharnis had done the Skywalker job, it could prove most embarrassing.



No. Give them timeto get well away. Tomorrow. He would do the job tomorrow.

* * * |_uke and Lando were not the only ones to watch the departure of the Millennium Falcon. Phamis
Gleasry, agent of the Human League, watched aswell, albeit from a discreet distance. He was severd
kilometers away, on an observation platform on another of Coruscant's massive towers. The platform
was crowded with tourists who took him for one of their own and paid him no mind. It was far enough
away that he was obliged to use macrobinoculars to see much of anything. The constant jostling he
suffered from the tourists did not make it any easier to keep the macrobinoculars steady.

But he could see the ship take off for al of that. And he could seetwo tiny figures, till on the hard stand.
He could see them watch the Fal con vanish, see them turn away and head back inside. Pharniswasdl
but certain that the one on the left was Skywalker. The other was definitely Lando Carissian. Good.
Good. Pharnis was pleased to get visua confirmation that his target was on-planet. With Organa Solo
safely on her way, it wastime for Skywalker.

But Pharnis had done his homework. He knaew that the Millennium Falcon was not the most reliable of
craft. Best to give her timeto get out of the system. If the Falcon

CHAPTER SEVEN

Proposal Accepted o what isthis project you want my help with, Lando?" Luke asked asthey made
their way back from the landing bay.

Lando Cdrissan smiled at L uke asthey walked, and there was more than abit of mischief in his
expression. "A whole new approach to theway | do business," he said.

“Or it might be more accurate to call it an investment opportunity. Anyway, | want your help to get it off
the ground.”

Investment opportunity? L uke thought. He glanced at his companion. Lando had dways been oneto go
after highstakes, large-scale projects, but he had never been oneto invite hisfriendsto join the wild
schemes. Even Lando knew there were limits-or at least he had, up until now.

Not that it mattered, of course. Lando could hit up Luke for money al day long, but it wouldn't do any
good. Y ou needed to have money before you could giveit to someone-and Lando ought to have known
that a Jedi Master was not the sort of person likely to have a stack of spare creditslying around. To put
it rather cruddly, saving the universe didn't pay very well.

But Lando had to know Luke was not rich. Wasit something worse still? Was he hoping to trade on
Luke's good name, get him to endorse the scheme so Lando could get othersto invest'?"Ah, Lando, |
don't think | can help you.

| really don't have the sort of big-stakes money you're after.

And | don't think 1'd be much good trying to sl it to others-" Lando burst out laughing. "Isthat what you
thought | was after? Cdrissian's Fly-by-Night Investments, as endorsed by Luke Skywalker, Hero of the
Gadaxy?No, no, Ithat's not it. That kind of gall would be beyond even me."

"Wdl, that'sardlief," Luke said. "l was scared you were about to ask me to go on some sort of
promotional tour.



Lando gave him afunny look and smiled. "Inasense,” hesaid, "I am. But not for the sort of product
youvegot inmind."

"Lando, so far you're not making sense.”

"No, | suppose not." Lando stopped walking for amoment, and Luke did aswell. Lando turned toward
Luke, took him by the arm, and seemed about to say more. But then he glanced around, asif he were
trying to judge the likelihood of unwel come eavesdroppers. "loook," he said at last. "There's something
I've been meaning to show you.

A new project of mine. Let's head there. We can sit down quietly, in private, and | can explain the whole
thing."

“All right, | suppose,” Luke said, more than alittle doubfful. "What sort of project?’ he asked.
"My new home," Lando said. " Something kind of specid. ™ "Speciad in what way?' Luke asked.
"Youll see," said Lando, dapping Luke on the shoulder. "Come on. Well take the scenic route.”

L uke had thought he knew Coruscant fairly well. but Lando led him through alabyrinth of passagesand
tunnds and lifts and moving wa kways L uke had never seen or heard of before. All of the passageways
seemed to lead off in every direction at once, but it soon became clear that they were going deeper and
deeper into the bowels of the city.

By thetime Lando had gotten to the level he wanted, L uke guessed they were at least one or two
hundred meters below ground leve-if Coruscant could be said to have aground level. The planet-wide
city of towers and monoalithic structures had been built and rebuilt and overbuilt and dug up and reburied
S0 many timesthat no one redlly knew where the origind surface was anymore. Virtudly dl of theland
surface had been built over. Here and there were hummocks of dirt where scruffy plant life had managed
to secure afoothold. But hardly any of these weretruly at "ground” level. They were just sheltered spots
where the winds and rains had been able to deposit enough dust and dirt and detritus to form a soil of
sorts, placeswhere astray seed or two from one of the lush indoor gardens had found itsway.

But for al of that, Luke knew they were unquestionably underground. Half the tunnelswere just bare,
raw rock, solid granite.

In places the tunnel walls were bone-dry. In others, they were clammy and wet, with riverlets of moisture
0o0zing down thewalls and pooling here and there.

If thiswaswhere Lando lived now, Luke could not help thinking that Lando had, quite literdly, gone
down' in the world. An underground address was considered a mark of very low status on Coruscant.

That worried Luke. He had aways known Lando to be very concerned with appearances. There had
been times he had seen Lando quite literdly threadbare-but even in the worst of times, Lando had made
adetermined and successful effort to seem prosperous. Part of it was vanity and ego.

Lando had plenty of thosein stock. But there was amore practicd sideto it aswell. Lando was, among
other things, a sadesman, and asalesman who didn't look progperous was not going to get far.

Except that Lando did look prosperous-if anything, better than he had in years. But if hewas doing so



well, why was he living underground?

For that matter, why was he taking Luke to where he lived by such around-about route? There had to
be amore direct way to get where they were going. Probably that was nothing more than force of habit.
Back in the bad old days, Lando had often felt the need to be rather secretive about the location of his
living quarters.

While he had never had haf the gdlaxy's bounty hunters after him, the way Han had a one point, Lando
Calrissian had managed to develop a pretty fair number of enemies over the years. There had been times
when not even his most trusted friends knew where he lived. Even the most trusted person could be
tailed, or be tricked into wearing atracer tab, or tortured or drugged. Nowadays, there wasn't any real
need for such precautions, but old habits died hard in ex-smugglers who didn't die young-and Lando was
il very much alive. And it could very well be that Lando still had afew old associates he didn't want to
meet unexpectedly. Maybe it wasn't so foolish to take the long way around.

Lando kept up a steady monologue as they walked, nattering on cheerfully about every subject under the
gars, from the best odds to be found in the various small-stakes gambling houses-legal and otherwise-in
the bowels of Coruscant, to the enormous profitsto be redized by anyonein theright place at the right
time, should the Corellian Trade Summit prove successful. That much about Lando had stayed the same,
Luke thought. Asinterested in the five-credit bet as he wasin thefifty-million-credit investment. And
given hisusud luck on thefifty-million sde of things, he probably waswise to pay attention to thosefive
credits.

Lando Cdrissan wasfamousfor developing a huge project, living high off the proceeds-and then,
through no fault of his own, having the whole thing crash down around his ears. He had done a splendid
job of running Cloud City on Bespin-and gotten out with not much more than the clothes he was standing
up in. It was more or less the same story for his mole-mining operation at Nkllon. And then there was
that mining on Kessd. . . If he hadn't had afair bit of skill a the gaming tables, Lando would never have
been able to recover from those disasters.

And now, it appeared, he was gearing up to tart up al over again. But if he didn't want Luke's money,
and didn't want to trade on Luke's name, then how in the galaxy did it have anything to do with Luke?

On they waked, through increasingly squalid and dirty passages. The occasiond pools of water grew
more frequent, and morefilthy. Therewere anumber of unpleasant odors, some of which Luke could
identify, and a number that he wasjust as glad he could not.

At last the walkway they were on came to a halt before a huge blastproof door. Lando punched a
combination into akeypad, and the door did back into the wall with a ponderous rumbling of machinery.

They stepped onto aterrace overlooking a huge subterranean cavern, ahollow dome, easily akilometer
across.

Luke, quite astonished, found himsdf on a platform that |ooked down into a complete pocket city of low
stone buildings and cool green parks. The dome was brightly lit, the air sweet and pure, the walkways
and byway's clean and tidy. The buildings were widdy spaced, their sonewalls brightly painted.
Pathways snaked through neatly kept lawns, and the roof of the dome was painted aroyal blue.
"Welcome to Dometown,” Lando said.

"Very nice, Lando," Luke said as he leaned over thelow wall of the terrace and admired the view. "Very



niceindeed. Not at al what | expected.”

"Well, our developerskept it quiet,” Lando said.

"Didn't want just anyone knowing about it. We found this underground chamber. it'd been built for space
knows what reason, and who knows how old it is. Back then it was full of ruined machines, and old junk,
and awhole herd of mutant hive rats and practicaly everything e se you'd ever want to find. We got it
cleaned up, refurbed the air and water and security system, and built some decent housing.

It's not exactly in the poshest neighborhood, but who cares?

Y ou can rent anice big place here for atenth what it would cost to get a high-status broom closet on the
urface.

"I supposed you were one of theinvestorsin thislittle project?”

Lukesad.

Lando laughed, clapped him on the shoulder, and led him down alow, wide ramp into the dome.
"Suppose away,” he said. "'l decided, just for once, to put my money into something small and local. Just
this once, why not be one of many partners, ingtead of being the whole show mysdlf?

Why not think smdl, and build anice neighborhood? I've run awhole city by mysdlf, and takeit fromme,
thisisesser.”

"So you're no longer thinking about the grand-scale projects?’ Luke asked.

Lando looked at him asthey waked aong, clearly surprised and maybe alittle bit hurt. "I'll never quit
doing that, Luke. If you don't think big, what's the point of thinking at al?1 just got tired of having nothing
at dl tofal back on.

It might not be in a high-status neighborhood, but status isn't everything-and no one has to know where |
live, anyway. Now I've got alittle bit of income from this place, enough to live on and just abit more, and
| have aplaceto live that's mine, that no one can take away from me.

Andit'sal inthe most bombproof and secure depths of the capital planet.”

"A safe, secureinvestment,” Luke said, grinning at hisfriend.

"I know, | know," Lando said. "Don't let it get around, or I'll ruin my reputation. Come on, my houseis
just up thisway. Let'sgoin.”

Five minutes later they were relaxing in the elegant, if somewhat spartan, confines of Lando's house. Luke
had to admit that Lando had a point about space. Only the richest of beings, or the most exalted of
government officids, could have afforded anything this Sze anywhere near the surface.

The house was built of gone-a highly cheap and available building materia when oneisbuilding
underground-and the walls and floors were smooth-polished granite. It was cool and quiet, and the
rooms were comfortably expansive.

Lando sat Luke down on alow, luxurious couch and brought him something cool to drink before Sitting



down on amatching chair next to the couch. Then Lando began to talk-and talk about everything but the
matter at hand.

Most uncharacterigtically, he seemed reluctant to come to the point. He fussed about, worrying that the
room was too hot or too cold, that Luke was not comfortable, and that his drink needed freshening up.

At last Luke decided he was going to have to push a bit.
"Lando, you didn't bring me down hereto find out how muchicel likein my drinks. Why am | here?'

"All right," Lando said. He paused for along moment, and shifted in his seet. Even if he was coming to
the point, he seemed to fed the need to do so gradually. He set down his own drink on the side table and
leaned forward, an earnest expression on hisface. "l told abit of afib back there aswe were waking up
thisway, when | wastaking about building thisplace,” he said. "Thetruthis| did stop thinking big, for a
littlewhilethere. | didn't evenredizeit at firs. | got dl involved in getting Dometown put together.

It was asafe, secure job, and they needed someone with my skills, and | liked the work. Heck, after
putting Nkllon together, getting this place built was more like ahobby than ajob-and | liked the way it
was easy. |'d been shot down and kicked out and blown up and wiped out so many times| just didn't
want to ded with that kind of big-time struggle anymore. So | put al my energy into getting Dometown
put back together and cleaned up and familiesmoved in.

"Nothing at al wrong with that,” Luke said. "Y ou've realy accomplished something here.
"Yes, | have" Lando said, atouch of pridein hisvoice.

Helooked around his parlor, obvioudy seeing beyond the walls to the town he had made. "That isto say,
| did agood job here. But then, after awhile, it dawned on me | was sill doing the job, even though the
job was done."

"l don't understand,” Luke said. "How could you be doing thejob if it was finished?!

Lando shook hishead sadly. "That's easy, Luke. Billions of beingsdo it every day. They get up inthe
morning, push some pieces of paper around on a desk, make some com calls, decide on the blue-gray
paint for the corridor over the gray blue, have amesting, and fed like they've accomplished enough for
oneday. They go home, and then they come back the next day and do it dl again. That might be dl right
for some, but not for me, and when | caught mysdlf doing it | redized it wastime to move on.”

"Move on to what?'

"I don't know," Lando said, making arather abrupt gesture of dismissal. "That's not even redly that
important just now. The main question is move on with what? My father used to say, "Y ou can't think
deeper than your pockets, and there'salot of truth to that. | started thinking back on al my schemesthat
had crashed and burned one way or the other. It seemed to methat | could have stuck it out if my
pockets had been deeper, if they had been filled with more credits.

"If | had the reserves, the resources, | could have ridden out the bad times and gotten Bespin or Nkllon
back on a paying basis. Deep pockets give you staying power, let you hang in and lose money until
you'reearning it again. | redized that the question was. How to get money? Serious money. How could |
get those deep pockets?”



"And now you've figured out how, and you want my help to doit™ Luke said, more than alittle amused.

"Right," Lando said. "Exactly right. I've figured out how to get deep pockets full of money, and | need
your heptodoit.”

"Well, then," Luke said. "How do you get deep pockets?'

"Simplest thing in the universe,” said Lando. Y ou marry them." There was amoment of dead slence as
Luke stared straight at Lando. It wasn't easy to surprise a Jedi Master, but Lando had doneit. "You're
getting married?' Luke asked a last. "To whom?'

Lando shrugged his shoulders and laughed. "I haven't thefaintest idea," he said. "Well, that's not strictly
true.

| do have ashort list of candidates, but it could be anyone on thelist, or maybe even someone | haven't
thought of yet."

"But-but-how can you marry someone you don't know?"

"I'm not marrying awho," Lando said. “I'm marrying awhét. I'm marrying money. What's so strange
about that?

People have done it since the beginning of time. A rich wife could do me alot of good-and | could do her
alot of good, too. Make her richer, for onething." Luke looked at hisold friend, and asked a careful
question. "Wheredo | comeinto al this?' Luke asked.

"Ah, now that'sthetricky part,” Lando said. "I'm not a'together unknown in the galaxy. People have
heard of me.

Unfortunately sometimesthey haven't liked what they've heard. Stories get started. Some of the stories
aren't even true. But they're out there just the same. That'swhy | want you to come with mewhile I'm
searching for my wife-"

"What? That's the reason for the trip you want meto go on?"

Lando looked surprised. "Yes. | thought | had explained that part. | want you to come with mewhilel go
wifehunting.”"

"And do what?' Luke asked. “Convince them that the true stories aren't true? | can't go around bending
thefactsjust to suit you, Lando.

"No, of coursenot,”" Lando said. "But I've changed, Luke. I'm not going to say I'm awhole new person
or any nonsense likethat. | couldn't get you to believe it anyway.

But I'm not theway | wasin the old days. I'm more solid, more steady. Could the old me have gotten this
place built?' he asked.

Y es, Luke thought. Built it and then loseit &l on one hand of sabacc. But fortunatdly for Luke, his sense
of tact was not called upon to battle with his need to tell the truth. Lando was talking on, without waiting
for an answer.



"I'm not going to deny my past,” Lando said. "Ther€'s no point in even trying. Anyway who wanted to
find out about me could do so very eadily. | have nothing to hide."

He caught thelook in Luke's eye and shrugged. "Well, nothing much. Besides, most of the women | want
to get alook at know who | am aready. Some women even like my reputation. They think it's exciting,

or romantic or something. Besides, look at where | started, and look at wherel am and all the places|'ve
been on the way. I'm proud of what I've done." Lando looked at Luke again and put hishandsup ina
mock gesture of surrender before Luke even had a chance to object. "All right, I'm not proud of dl of i,
maybe, but at least some.”

"And you ought to be proud,” Luke said, trying to be reassuring. ™Y ou've done greeat things. The New
Republic might not even be heretoday if not for you.

"Thanks," Lando said. "I gppreciate that, especidly coming from you.”
"Isthat what you want mefor?' Luke asked. "To go and say that to dl your prospective brides?'

"Nooco, not exactly,” Lando said. "l just want you to be therewith me. | figureif | show up with you,
that's going to make me more respectable even if you never say aword. They'll know my intentions are
honorableif | show up with a Jedi escort. There won't be any hanky-panky while you're around.” Luke
fought hard to repressa smile. "Wait asecond,’ he said. "Just let me understand this. Y ou want meto be
your chaperon?"

Lando rewarded L uke with one of hismost dazzling smiles. "Exactly. Couldn't have put it better myself.
With you around, I'll be respectable. They'll know I'm sincere.”

"Areyou sincere?' Luke asked. lando looked surprised again. "About money? Never anything but.”
"No," Luke said. "About marrying. What about the woman in question?”'
Lando looked puzzled. "How do you mean, what about her?"

"Wdll, you can't just walk up to awoman and say, "Hello, | heard about your large bank account, let's
get married." Why should she want to marry you? And what about love, and romance, and commitment,
and children and so on? Shelll want to know where you stand on dl that sort of thing.” laando seemed a
bit taken aback. Perhapsit had never entered his head that there was awoman alive who wouldn't want
to marry him. "Y ou've got some good pointsthere,” he said, in the tone of voice of aman tripped up by
an unexpected question. "l must admit that | haven't thought them &l through. But don't you forget that
marriages are more than just love and flowers. They're business relationships, even politica relationships.

"Besides, evenif you leave romance out of it, | redly am not at dl abad catch." He made awide
sweeping gesture with one hand. "1 have this place-not just the house, but Dometown-providing me with
anicelittleincome. I won't need my wifésmoney to liveon. I'd just useit to invest. | could take money
that'sjust lying around and make it work, make it grow. | have alot of experiencein managing large
projects and dedling with people, | have a pretty fair war record, and let'sfaceit, | do have some
connections with the powers-that-be on Coruscant.”

"And bringing me dong would remind them of dl that," Luke said.

"Absolutely,” Lando said, completely unabashed.



"Y ou'd make agreat sdestool evenif you never said asingleword.”

"l see. Well, who'son your list?" Luke asked, no longer even trying to repressasmile.

"Quite anumber of people," Lando said, hisvoice earnest and thoughtful, like a salesman who wanted to
be sure you knew just how impressive his stock was. "I've been working the data banks hard, of cour'se,
doing all sorts of searches. But not everything getsinto the computers. In fact, most thingsdon't. So I've
been working the rumor mills, reading off-planet news, talking to ship captains, that sort of thing."

"All the things you do when you're looking for a business opportunity,” Luke said.

But Lando missed thejoke. "Exactly,” he said. "I've been doing it al. And I've come up with about two
hundred and fifty candidates." "Two hundred and fifty!" Luke half shouted.

"That'sright,’, Lando said. He pulled a portable data reader out of the pocket of hisblouse. "I've got "em
al right here”

"Lando, | can't go around with you to vist two hundred and fifty women!" Even as he said thewords
Luke knew hewas trapped. Lando, galaxy-class sdlesman and con man, had pulled him in. Luke had just
let Lando know there was some lower number of women that Luke was willing to go and see. Luke
hadn't really wanted to agree, but it was dready too late. Now it was merely a question of haggling over
the price, the number of women Luke would bewilling to visit.

"Oh, | don't expect that much of you," Lando went on in the same earnest, dightly anxioustone. "For that
matter, | certainly don't plan to visit anywhere near that many myself. I'veranked thelist, and | sincerely
hope | don't have to go past the five or ten most desirable candidates.”

"Five or ten most desirable, en?”

"That'sright. Of course, when | find what I'm after, I'll stop looking. Maybe well-I'll-get lucky at the first
sop.”

Luke reached for hisdrink. "So who'sthat first stop?" he asked, making ready to take asip. "Whao's your
numberone prospect?”

"A young lady by the name of Tendra Risant. Ever heard of her?"

"No," Luke said. "Any particular reason that | should have?"

"Not redly. She'saminor functionary on Sacorria, one of the Outlier worldsin the Cordllian Sector.
She's not therichest on my ligt, but she's wedlthy enough, and her family isthered draw. They have
strong contacts throughout the Corellian Sector. And those connections could be worth alot more than
cash to theright sort of fellow.”

"To afellow sort of likeyou?' Luke asked.

Lando smiled wolfishly. "A fellow sort of likeme," he agreed.

"Who es2?" Luke asked.

"Let'ssee,” hesaid, consulting the data reader.



"There's Condren Foreck on Azbrian. She'salittle on the young side, but her father's getting onin years.
"What's that got to do with it?" L uke asked.

"Come on, Luke, think it through. If I'm going to marry an heiress for the money, I've got to consider
how long it will take meto collect." He took amoment to read over the notes on the data reader again.
"Still," he said thoughtfully, "her father has quite astack of the stuff. It'd be worth waiting for, and besides,
she getsapretty fair income off the trust fundsin the meantime. Not a bad prospect at dl.

Hmmm. | assume she's healthy enough. It says here she'safamoust athlete on her world. Of course, that
could just be Daddy buying her way to the trophies. Y ou never know."

Luke did not pretend to follow the last portion of what Lando had said. Maybe Lando wanted awife that
would die early and leave him in sole possession of the proceeds.

Or e's2 maybe he wanted ayoung healthy wife who waslikely to outlive her father in thelong run and
keep the trugt funds coming in the meantime.

"All right," hesaid. "Whao's next on your lig?"
"Actudly, thefirg onel plantovist,” Lando said.

"Sort of along shot, but she's on the way to the Corellian Sector, and that's where | want to end up, so |
can attend the last haf of the trade summit and see what dedl's are being made.”

"So who isyour choice number three?!

Lando looked at his notes again. "KariaVer Seryan,' he said. "Lives on the planet LeriaKerlsl. Getting
on toward middle years, or perhaps abit past. Widow of one Chantu Solka rather sharp fellow | knew
pretty well in the old days. He was a ship broker who made his money knowing which sdeto het onin
the war againgt the Empire-and kept his money by knowing when to change his bets. She married him
about eight years ago and he died about five years ago. Left everything to hiswife. She sold the business.
| don't have much information on her, but according to my accounts, she doesn't seem to do much now
that she has her money. | guess she's better at spending the money than earning it.,’ It didn't take much
for Luketo develop amentd image of KariaVer Seryan that was, to put it mildly, not aluring.

"And that's someone you'd be willing to marry?* he asked.

"For the right money, absolutdly. I'd leave her done and put her money to work making more money,
and sheld leave me adone and till have money to spend. More money to spend, for that matter.” Lando
glanced at the data reader again. " Then, rounding out the top five, we have Dera Jynsol on Ord Pardron,
and uh-oh yeah, one Lady L gpema Phonstom on Kaba. And so on down thelist. But I'm not going to
worry much about them until I've dedlt with the first three names.”

"Lando, you're making my blood run cold.”

"Come on, Luke. How long have you been out in the real world? Money iswhat makes the galaxy go
round.

People have trested marriage asthe business dedl it is since the beginning of time. The only difference



hereisthat I'm not dressing it up in pretty words, or pretending that I'm going to seek out my onetrue
love, and shell just happen to be the richest woman who'll have me."

"But thisisal so ruthless. Y ou'rejust looking for the woman you can make the best use of, asif you were
shopping for agood ded on alandspeeder.”

"That'stheway it isinlots of cultures. They don't have much interest in true love-just marriages that can
stand the test of time. Besides, the lady in question is going to be shopping for the best deal she can get.
The best kind of business dedl isthe one where both sides get what they want. That'sal I'm after. A nice,
honest business ded ."

"And do you serioudy think that any of these women might consider you as a husband?'

"Why not?' Lando said. "Besides, I'm not redly expecting to settle afina ded onthisrun. It'sascouting
trip." He held up the data reader. "I know some of thisinformation is dated or incomplete, maybe even
inaccurate.

| need to gather some moreinteligence. | want to get alook at afew posshbilities and let them get alook
ame"

"So these women know you are coming?' Luke asked.

"Of course, Lando said. "Not that |'ve done intense negotiations.

Just that | am shopping, I'm interested, and I'd like to come get acquainted.”

"And they've said yes?' Luke asked.

Lando shrugged. "A lot didn't." He gestured with the data reader. "These did." He dropped the data
reader down on the couch and looked L uke straight in the eye. "So what do you say?' he asked. "Want
to come aong? | need someone to keep me out of trouble. 1t'd do you some good to get off this
overgrown gpartment house of a planet.

Get out in the galaxy and spread your wings abit.”

Luke hesitated. He hated to admit it, but he was tempted.

He had been kind of cooped up on Coruscant for awhile,

And he had to confess to acertain curiosity. How the devil would Lando handle himself? 1t would require
more gall than Luke could imagine to wander the galaxy brazenly shopping for awife. And Mon Mothma
had urged Luketo join Lando on hisjourney. "How many of them do | haveto help you see?' Luke
asked, trying to retain the last scraps of his caution.

"Thefirst tenontheligt," Lando said, just abit too eagerly. "That would be enough. That would get the
word around that the great Jedi Knight was traveling with me. Even if you didn't stay with me longer, the
fact that you had been with me would help improve my credentids.”

"Three," Luke saying, knowing full well that was not what he was going to get.

"Eight," ssid Lando.



"Four," Luke said.
"Come on, Luke. For old times sake. Six."
"Wdl-five" Lukesad.

Lando'sface split into awide grin. "Great! Great. That's perfect,” he said. He stuck out his hand, and
Luketook it, more than alittle reluctantly. Lando had not wanted or hoped for Luke to go dong on any
more than five of these absurd vists. Y et he had managed to makefive vists seem likeagrand
compromise, agrest concesson on his partwhileit was Luke who was doing him the favor.

"So," Lando said. "When can you be ready to go?'

Luke stood up and shrugged vaguely. "Tomorrow morning, | guess," he said. Mon Mothma had hit close
to the mark when she had suggested that there wasn't much holding him to Coruscant. Maybe shewas
right. Maybe it would do some good for him to get back out into space. Into action.

If you could call chaperoning Lando much in theway of action.

"Great, Great," Lando said. He pulled apiece of paper out of his pocket. "Thisiswherethe Lady Luck is
berthed.

It'sjust south of the Windward docks. Know where that is?'
"Of course,”" Luke said, taking the paper. "I've flown in and out of Coruscant enough times."
"Good. See you there after breakfast?!

Luke was amost tempted to haggle over the departure time aswell, just on generd principle, but there
wasn't much point. Lando had him, had hisword as a Jedi Knight that he would go adong. Lando
wouldn't care about departure time. Tomorrow or the next day or the next week would suit him just as
well astonight. No doubt Lando had the Lady Luck being held ready to go right now, just in case Luke
had been willing to leave at once. No, Lando had rolled over him aready. No purpose would be served
by any further game playing. "See you then," Luke said, and offered hishand again.

Lando grinned and shook hands with even greater vigor.

"You've got yoursdlf aded," he said. awhole spacecraft with the power of hismind. And yet Lando had
managed to play him like awindblower.

Luke smiled to himsdlf as he reached hisfront door. No two ways around it. Some people managed just
finewithout the least little bit of help from the Force.

* * * ando gave Luke detailed instructions on how to get back to the higher levels of the city, and of
course Luke had them memorized on first hearing, but he didn't bother to follow them. He chose instead
to wander the city on his own, moving now through the sordid byways of the undercity, built by
long-forgotten workersin dayslost to memory, now through the magnificent upper city, with its mighty
castles and grand promenades and gleaming towers. Even in the darkest ways of the city, Luke
Skywalker had nothing to fear. There were few on Coruscant with so little sense asto disturb a Jedi
Master, and fewer il that Luke could not sense long before they could attack. He could walk where he



would without fear of molestation.

But Luke paid little attention to his route. Fetid tunnel and grand esplanade were dl the same to him that
night.

His mind was d sawhere. He walked for hours, thinking of Mon Mothma's advice, of hissister and her
family off on their holiday, of Lando's amazing gdl, of the hugeness of the city, and of the galaxy beyond.

But histhoughts kept returning to Lando. He was a piece of work, that was for certain. Lando had had
absolutely nothing that L uke needed, and yet he had managed to convince Luke to do exactly what he
wanted.

Amazing, redly. Luke had the power to look into the minds of others, to manipulate their thoughts. He
could lift CHAPTER EIGHT

Homeward Bound peace and quiet were rare commoditiesin Han Solo's family, and they should have
been rarer still when the family was cooped up in asmall ship. And yet, two days out from Coruscant,
things seemed to be going remarkably well. Oh, there had been one or two minor scuffles, and abit more
fussing than normd at bedtimethefirst night, but al in al, therewasfar lesstrouble than Leiahad
expected from her husband's children.

She amiled a hersdlf. No doubt she had that habit in common with every mother in history. When they
were good, they were her children. When they were bad, or when she feared they might be bad, they
were Han's.

Wi, just a the moment she was more than happy to admit to mothering this brood. 1t would be hard to
imagine any children behaving better than Jacen, Jaina, and Anakin wereright now.

It wasjust after dinner on thefirst night out from Cornscant, with the Falcon due at Corelliain twO days.
The Falcon could have madethetrip in far lesstime, of course, but just this once blind speed was not the
only consderation.

Leiahad urged Han not to try to set any records. Better they got there aday or two later, rather than not
getting there at dl because they had run the hyperdrive a max and blown out a coil or something. For
once, Han had been easy to persuade. Maybe hefelt it would be no bad thing to baby his ship, just this
once.

Things seemed so cam that Lelawondered if she was with the right family. The remains of dinner had
been cleared up, Chewie was ditting at the table with histools spread out, tinkering with some broken bit
of mechinery.

Anakin was watching Chewie with rapt attention, offering his own advice now and again, speskingina
low voice, and pointing here and there at the gizmo'sinterior. Chewie was either taking the advice
serioudy, which seemed unlikely, or else displaying adegree of patience that seemed more unlikely ill.

The twinswere sprawled out on the floor-except, Leiareminded herself, she ought to cal it adeck now
that they were on a ship-both of them reading. Han was at the auxiliary control station at the aft end of
the lounge, doing some sort of check or another on the Falcon's systems.

Probably it was something that didn't rely need doing, just some bit of fiddling with part of the bigges,
best toy in the universe-a starship. Han looked happy, at ease, in away that Leiahad not seenin quitea



while

Lelawas seated at the far end of the table from Chewbacca and Anakin. In theory, she, too, was
reading, giving hersdf the raretreat of curling up with agood hook instead of dogging through some
bureaucratic report. She had been looking forward to thisfor along time. Instead she found hersalf doing
little more than St therein amaternd glow.

Shewas basking in the moment of family, with her children and her husband around her, dl safe, al well,
and al happy to be together.

"What'sit like, Daddy?" Jainaasked, looking up from her book. There hadn't been much in the way of
conversation for awhile, but it would seem that Jainahad something on her mind.

"What'swhat like, Princess?' Han asked, turning around in his swivel sedt.

"Cordlia What'sit like? | keep hearing everyone being so excited that we're going there, but no one ever
says much about the place." Jaina stood up and walked over to her father.

Han seemed flustered for amoment, and Lelalooked at him intently. Han had hardly spoken about his
homeworld, and had said even less about hislifein the Cordlian Sector.

For years, she had forced hersdlf to restrain her curiosity.
But now. Now he would surdly have to say something.
"Wdl," Han said thoughtfully, "it'savery interesting place.”

"And you lived there when you were akid?' Jaina asked as she climbed up into her father'slap. Jacen
stayed where he was, Sitting crossed-legged on the floor, but Anakin took his cue from Jaina. He hopped
down from where he was sitting next to Chewie, went around the table, and climbed up into his mother's
lap. He could tell when it was story time.

"That'sright, | lived there," Han said, putting on his best storytelling voice. "And it'sabeautiful place. The
only troublewithit isthat alot of the names sound the same, so that sometimes outsders get alittle
confused by them. Corellians never do. And if I'm a Cordllian, and you're my children, that makesyou
Cordlians. So listen very carefully, and don't makeany mistakes, or you'll make melook bad. All right?

Jainagiggled, and Jacen smiled. Anakin nodded solemnly.

"Well, the Corellian Sector is made up of acouple of dozen star systems, but the most important star
system in the sector isthe Corellian star system. And the most important planet in the Corellian Star
system in the Corellian Sector is Cordlia, and the capital city is Coronet. The star that the planet Cordlia
goesaround is cdled Cordll, and that's where dl the other things with the word “Cordl' in them get their
name. But no one ever calsthe star “Corell." Everyone does what everyone does everywhere else and
just cdlsit ‘thesun." Everyone dways doesthat.”

"Uh-huh," Jainasad.
"Good. Now, I'll tell you all about the planet Cordliain aminute, but one of the most interesting things

about the Cordllian star system isthat it has so many inhabited planets. It'srare for astar to have even
one planet that people can live on, but it's even rarer for astar to have more than one. That's one of the



things that makes the Corellian System so specid. It hasfive habitable planets.

The Five Brothers, we cal them. The five of them have had so much to do with each other over the
generationsthat we never realy thought of them asfive different places.

They were together, the way you and Jacen and Anakin are. But Corellia has the most people and the
biggest cities, and so they call it the Elder Brother, or sometimesjuSt the Eldest.”

"But why are there five habitable planets?' Jacen asked.
"Does anyone know how that happened?!

"Good question,” Han said. "The scientists are very confused by the Cordlian System. The planets orbits
are S0 closeto each other, and are so strange, that some of the scientists think the whole star system is
artificia. They think somebody built it, along, long time ago.”

"Wow," said Jacen. " Someone built awhole star system?”
"Wl that's one idea. Other scientists say that's crazy.

They'veworked out away that it al could have happened by itself. But onething isfor sure. If the Five
Brotherswere put in their current orbits on purpose, it must have happened in the dimmest mists of time,
even before the dawn of the Old Republic, more than athousand generations ago.

"But the next thing you need to know isthat there are more than just humansin the Corellian Sector.
There are the Sdlonians and the Drdll, lots of them, and afew of dl sorts of other kinds of beings. At
least there used to be. We don't really know what things are like now."

"Why not?" Jaina asked.

"Wel, it'stricky," Lelasaid. "We have alot of generd information about what's going on in Coreliabut
it'svery hard to get solid detail on alot of things. It makesabig difference. It'slike if someone you knew
you two twins loved each other, and that's dl they knew. They wouldn't understand if they saw you
fighting with each other-and then saw you playing nicely together two minutes later. We sort of know the
broad outlines of what's been going on in the Cordllian Sector, but we don't really know the background
toit al. And we don't know what details are redly important and which don't matter.”

"Evenintheold days, you had to do alot of guessing if you were studying Corellia," said Han. "It's
always been sort of inward looking, not much worried about the outside.

And don't forget that half the gdaxy isgill recovering from the Imperid-Alliance war. Corelliahas
probably taken its lumps dong with everyone dse. But Cordlians don't like to show their dirty laundry in
public. So we might find out it's the beautiful, well-run planet we hear about, the kind of place it was
when | lived there. Or we might discover it's a hardscrabble sort of place, with lots of problemsand lots
of things not working very well."

"l don't want to go to any placethat'sal crummy, Jacen said.

"But it might do you some good if you did,” Han said.

"Y our mother and | both fed it'll be good for you to see something of life besides the cushy ded you have



on Cornscant. Y ou should see how the other half lives. After dl, it's how your parentslived, not al that
long ago.”

"Were you guys poor and stuff?"
"Well, | dwayswas," Han said. "And your motherwell, shelost everything she ever had inthewar.”

That was an understatement, L eiathought. The Empire had destroyed her entire planet, for no better
reason than to terrify the rest of the galaxy.

"Anyway," Han went on, "let metell you about the Drall and the Sdonians. An adult Drall isabout astall
asyou are, Jacen, but alot heavier set. They have two short legs and two short armsin the usual places.
They have short brown or black or gray fur-or sometimesred. Their bodies|ook alittle like taler, thinner
Ewokswith shorter fur, but their heads are completely different. Rounder, more, ah, intelligent looking to
human eyes, with abit more pronounced muzzle, and with their earsflat to the head instead of gticking
up. They are very dignified, very sensible beings, and they expect to be treated with respect. Isthat
clear?'

Han looked around and made sure he got anod out of al threekids.

"Good," hewent on. "'l won't have to warn you to take the Selonians serioudly, because you'll know to
do that five seconds after you see one. They are big and strong and quick, the average adult a bit taller
than me. Most humansthink they are avery refined-looking species. They're bipeds like humans and
Drdll, but they have long, dender bodies, and they can go on dl foursif they want to. They probably
evolved from some sort of active, nimble, swvimming mammals. They have deek, short fur and long,
pointed faces with bristly whiskers. And very sharp teeth, and long tailsjust right for whapping you if you
don't behave. They live underground mostly, and they are very good swimmers.

But there's one other thing you should know about them.

Chances are the only ones you'll ever see are going to be gerile femaes, and it'salways a serile femae
who'sthe boss. All their maes, and dl the femaes who can have children, have to stay at home, inthe
dens dl thetime.”

"That doesn't sound very fair,” Janasad.

"No, it doesn't-to ahuman,” Han said. "Maybe it doesn't even sound that fair to some of the Selonians.
But that's the way their society works. Lots of humans have tried to barge in and tell them to change their
ways, but it just doesn't work."

"Why not?" Jacen asked.

Han laughed. "Oh no, you don't. Some other time. Ask mein about ten years or S(H"

"When I'm old enough to understand,” Jacen said, rolling hiseyes.

"Exactly. Anyway, there are the three main Cordllian species. Every now and then agroup from one
world decides to move to one of the other worlds. So they pack up and off they go. Then, the next day,

or athousand years |ater, another group on another of the Brotherswill decide to move, and off they go.

"Now al that's been going on for thousands of years.



Nowadays, all of theworldsare al scrambled up, with al the specieson dl of them. Sometimes, it'sjust
onekind of people-humans or Selonians or Drall-in one town. Other places, likein Coronet, al three of
the specieslive there.

Not only them, but species from ahundred other star systems besides. They all came to Coronet to buy
and sdll and trade." Han hesitated amoment, and alook of sadness came over hisface. "At least there
used to be that many traders from the outsde,” he said. " Things have changed, because of the war, and a
lot of the traders|eft Coronet along time ago.”

"How did thewar make it change?" Anakin asked.

Han thought for amoment before he answered. "1t was sort of like those games where you set up a
wholeline of littletiles and then knock over thefirst onein line. The first one knocks over the second,
and the second knocks over the third, and soon, until they al fal over, one after another.

Even before the war really got arted, the navy found it harder and harder to keep enough patrol craft
out in the space lanes. They kept getting called away to chase this bunch of Rebel raiders, or to show the
flag in that outpost, or to deal with those crises. The more the navy wasn't there, the more the raiders and
pirates showed up. The more the pirates chased the traders, the lessworthwhile it wasfor the tradersto
do business. And when the traders went away, the trading went away, too, and lot's of peoplein the
Corellian Sector got poorer and poorer.

"And then thewar itsdlf came," Leasaid. "And the whole Cordlian Sector might aswell have built awall
around itsdf. The Emperor's Corellian government got scared,” she said at last. "Not just scared of the
Rebellion, but scared of everyone. They decided the safest thing to do was not to trust anyone at all.
They decided they didn't want the traders. In fact, they didn't want any outsiders.

The sector's government stayed more and more to themsalves. They didn't trust anyone else. The
government started making up al sorts of rulesto keep more and more things hidden and private. It got
harder and harder to get the most ordinary sort of information, harder and harder for outsidersto send
messages or vist any of the Cordlian planets. And the Cordllian |eaders stopped trusting their own
people, and put more and more of the same sort of restrictions on them. And with the Imperial
government propping up the Cordlian Diktat-that's what they called their chief of state-the Diktat could
do whatever he wanted without any fear of the people protesting.”

"But you guyswon thewar along time ago," Jacen said. "Without the Empire, didn't the Diktat guy have
to quit?’

Lelasmiled at that. If only the universe were that tidy, that sensible, so that the losers knew when it was
timeto quit, and gave up once it was over.

"The Diktat never did quit,” Leiasaid. "Not in the way you mean.

There wasn't aday when the Diktat got up in front of the cameras and announced his resignation. But
once there was no more Empire to provide outside support, people started to be less and less afraid.
They started doing what they wanted, instead of what the rules said they should do. The more people got
away with bresking therules, the braver they got, and the more rules they broke. The security forces
didn't fed brave enough to stop it al-and they didn't want to go on shooting their own people. It dl just
sort of collapsed. The Diktat was il there in his paace giving out orders and demanding that people be
executed, but no one listened anymore, and no one obeyed his orders.”



"But what happened to him?" Jacen asked.

"Nothing much, redly,” Lelasaid. "The New Republic didn't want to arrest him. After al, the Diktat was
thelegal head of government.

Evenif we had thrown himinjail, we would have angered alot of the old loyaists we weretrying to win
over. Wewere il trying to decide what to do with him when he disappeared. We think he was taken
off to one of the Outlier systems.”

"What are Outliers?' Anakin asked.

"That'sjust the namefor the star systemsin the Cordllian Sector that are sort of smdl and far away from
Cordl itsdlf,” Lelasaid. "The Outlier systems are so secretive they make Cordllialook wide open. Lots of
people from the sector's Imperia government ran off to them and just dropped out of sight. The Republic
installed anew sector governorgenerd,” Lelasaid, "aFrozian by the name of Micamberlecto, but when
the Cordliansheld locd eections, alot of the old Imperia types got back into office.”

"But can't you just kick the bad guys out?' Jacen asked.

"No," Lelasaid, "we cant, because, even if we don't like them, they followed the rules. The people
elected them."

"So this Governor-Generd Micamberlecto isagood guy who hasalot of bad guysworking for him, and
he can't do anything about it," Jacen said.

Leagmiled. "That'sabout thesze of it," shesad.
"So how are you and Dad planning to fix it al?" Jainaasked.

That question threw Leiafor aloop. It would seem that her daughter smply assumed that Leiawasin
charge of somping out al wrongdoing. "Nothing directly,” she sad.

"If wewent in and threw out al the eected officidswe didn't like, wed be just as bad as the Empire.
Sometimes you just have to hold your nose and accept the Situation.

But part of theidea of the trade summit isto make things tough for the bad guysin the future. They're the
sort that do well when things are bad. They stir people up about their troubles. When things are going
well, no one wantsto dect that sort of rabble-rouser. We're hoping that if we can get trade going again,
people won't have so many troubles for the wrong sort of candidate to exploit.”

Jacen made aface and shrugged. "'l guess| see,”" he said. "But won't the guys you want to throw out
figurethis stuff out, too, and try to stop you?'

"They surewill," Lelasaid. "So well just have to know more than they do, and think faster than they do.”
"Anyway, getting back to Cordlia," Han said, speaking just alittle too loud so asto fill up thedightly
awkward pause that had suddenly appeared in the conversation. "It's a strange and wonderful place.
Like nothing you've ever seen before. Nothing at al like Coruscant.”

And then he proceeded to tell the children all about the worlds of Corellia He told them about the



glittering, wideopen city of Coronet, so unlike the oversized, overstuffed, covered-over city-planet of
Coruscant. "On Coruscant, we'reindoors dl thetime, practically,” he said. "It'sthe capitd of the galaxy,
but you could live your whole life there without ever going outside to see the sky! Now, Coronet is
different. It'slots of little buildings, with plenty of room in between. Y ou can go outsde al thetime. The
city isfull of parksand plazas and paaces. And there's Treasure Ship Row, with dl the vendors sdling
good thingsto eat, and the shopsfull of thingsto buy from al over the galaxyat least they used to be.
Wédll, who knows, maybe they ill are. .

Lelalistened to Han, every bit as swept up in hiswords asthe children. A city full of parkland and
wide-open spaces sounded good to her. She had had enough of the troglodytic life of Coruscant for a
while, whether or not the children had. And if Han didn't say much about the casinos and saloonsand
nightclubs and less reputable establishments that clustered around Coronet's spaceport, she knew they
werethereaswell. Even if shewould never go into them hersdf, they were part of the legend of the
place, part of Corellias rough-and-tumble heritage of smugglers and pirates.

There was a certain romance to such places. Maybe she would go into one or two of them, one night.
She could get the children tucked into bed, get Chewie to watch them for the evening, dressin something
the Chief of State would never wear, and then dip out with her husband, get him to show her some of the
more grown-up playgrounds of Coronet. There could be no harm in taking in ashow or two, or even
trying her own hand at sabacc. But it seemed that Han had moved past Coronet while shewas
distracted, and wastelling them about the other worlds.

"Will we get to see Sdoniaand Drdl?" Jacen was asking.

"Wesurewill,"” Han promised. "Seloniaand Dral and the Double Worlds, Talus and Traus-maybe we
can even get alook at Centerpoint Station.”

"What's Centerpoint Station?" Jaina asked.

"Wdll, Tdusand Traus are called the Double Worlds because they are just the same size as each other.
They orbit around each other. Centerpoint Station isin the balance point. the barycenter, between Talus
and Traus. You get quiteaview from there.”

"Il bet," Jacen said.

"And then there's the Boiling Seaand Drall, and the Cloudland Peaks on Selonia, and the Gold Beaches
on Cordlia Y ou kids have never been svimming in ared, honest ocean, have you? We can al go to the
beach and build sand castles and go swimming in the gresat big ocean!”

"What about seamongters?' Anakin asked, clearly abit dubious about the swimming part.

"Widll, that'swhy well go swvimming on Corellia" Han said. He gave Jainaalittle push and she hopped
off hislap.

Han Stood up, went over to Anakin, and scooped him up in hisarms.

"There aren't any sea mongtersthere. They keep al of them on Selonia, because the oceans are much
bigger there"

"Honet"?' Anakin asked.



"Honest," Han said, quite solemn and sincere. "But | think it'stime for certain little land monstersto get
ready for bed, don't you'?"

That was enough to elicit around of good-natured groans from the children, but for once, getting them
ready for bed and down for the night was hardly astruggle a al. All three of them were suddenly
yawning, struggling to keep awake long enough to get faces washed and teeth brushed, clothes off and
pajamas on.

All three of them climbed willingly into their bunks, and snuggled happily into their pillows. Jacen and
Janawere dready fast adeep, their breathing low and regular, by the time Han knelt down by Anakin's
little bod, helped him pull the cover up over him, and gave him agentle kiss on the forehead.

But deepy as he was, Anakin was not quite ready to seep yet.
"Daddy?" he asked.

"Yes, Anakin? What isit?'

"Daddy-when are we going to get there?"

CHAPTER NINE

Courting Disaster one. There could be no further doubt. Luke Skywaker was gone. Phamis Gleasry,
agent of the Human League, could no longer deceive himsdlf. The Jedi Master had not been home for at
least afull day.

A check of Cdrissan's not-dl-that-well-hidden home in Dometown showed that it, too, was empty, and
his ship, the Lady Luck, wasno longer initsusual berth. Given that he had seen the two of them together
the night before both had vanished from Coruscant, it seemed most likely that they had gone off together.

Phamis knew there was nothing for it but to follow the backup plan, asdicey asit might be. He would
have to use the message probe and hope against hope the Jade's Fire stayed to its shipping schedule.
OtherwiseOtherwise, the Hidden Leader was not going to be pleased. And that was not a pleasant
thought. In fact, it might be best to get the probe sent, and then follow Skywalker's lead.

Given the Hidden Leader's temper, it might be wise to vanish.

"Did you haveto bring them along?’ Lando asked, not for thefirst time. The objects of his complaint, the
droids R2-D2 and C-3PO, were on the opposite side of the Lady Luck's wardroom, and neither of them
seemed to be any happier to be with Lando than Lando was to be with them.

Luke and Lando were gtting in the Lady Luck'swardroom table, relaxing after their medl. At least they
were supposed to be relaxing.

Clearly the droids were getting on Lando's nerves.

Luke smiled to himsdlf. There were other, legitimate reasons for bringing the droids along, but truth to tell,
he had wanted them on thistrip to twit Lando just alittle, pay him back in the subtlest way possible for
dragging him off on thislunatic scheme. He could never admit that to anyone but himself, of course, but
il it was so.



But Threepio answered before Luke even had a chance.

"| assureyou, Captain Carissan, that my counterpart and | have demondtrated the highest degree of
utility on any number of occasions. | might add that | in particular will doubtless be of the greatest
possible use on amission of romance. In addition to being familiar with over six million forms of
communication, i have provided myself with additiona programming. | have done extensive searches of
data sources on Coruscant not generaly available to the public.

I am now well versed in the courtship rituas of two thousand and forty-seven human cultures, aswell as
five hundred and sixteen nonhuman cultures”

"Put alidonit,” Lando said to the droid. "The day | ask your advice on how to treat alady isthe day |
take avow of chadtity."

Thisremark not only clearly took Threepio aback, it aso inspired awhole series of rather rude-sounding
beeps and bloops from Artoo. "That's scarcely accurate, Artoo, and | doubt it's the sort of advice that
Captain Cdrissan had in mind in any event.”

Artoo made an even ruder noise and backed away from Threepio just abit as he swiveled hisvisual
sensor toward Luke.

"Takeit easy, Artoo," Luke said. "No need to be quite that insulting.”

"Comeon, Luke. Do weredlly haveto put up with al this backchatter the whole trip? Can't we shut
them down, or ship them home from the first port, or something?'

Luke smiled and shook hishead no. "Every time I've brought the two of them aong, I've beenglad | did,
Lando.

Trust me, they'll comein handy.”

"Well, they'd better do it fast,” Lando growled. "Otherwise they're going to keep an appointment with the
sparepartsbin.”

"Come on, take- it easy. Besides, you've got another appointment to keep firgt," Luke reminded him.
"We should be breaking out, “of hyperspaceinto the LeriaKerlsil system any time now.

Lando glanced at the chronometer. " Another fifteen minutes or so," he said as he stood up. "We ought to
go forward to the cockpit." Threepio took a step forward, asif to follow, but Lando held up his hand.
"Hold it right there, golden boy," he said. ™Y ou two stay safely locked up and out of theway herein the
wardroom while were flying the ship and while were planetside. isthat clear?”

"Perfectly, gr," Threepio replied, "but might | suggest that-"

"Good," Lando said, cutting him off. He turned toward the hatch. Y ou ever beento LeriaKerlsl?' he
asked.

Luke shook his head as he got up to follow Lando.

"No," he said. "Not too much about it in the data banks | searched elther.”



"Wel," said Lando, "we're about to find out more.
The hatch did open and they headed for the cockpit.

* * * Thregpio watched as the hatch did shut behind the two humans-and was astonished to hear the
click of abolt diding to. Captain Calrissan had locked them in. "WdI!" he said. "Thisisnot at dl the
refined sort of treatment | expected from Captain Carissian, considering the circumstances.
Rough-and-ready manners might be al right at amining colony, but they certainly aren't the proper sort
of thing for agentleman searching for awife. At least Master Luke was kind enough to come to our
defense”

Artoo let out along, questioning series of bloops.

"What?" asked Threepio. "No, | didn't catch the name of the place were going. No one ever tellsme
anything."

Artoo let out alow moan and then repeated his query abit more dowly, with an extra flourish on the end.
"Well, if you noticed them saying were going to LeriaKerlsl, why did you bother asking me?!
Artoo replied with a series of staccato bursts.

"That isnot true!" Threepio said. "1 don't just bra about what | know. | do indeed make use of it. What
point in my searching out al those obscure mating rituasin out of-the-way data sourcesif | didn't even
think to examine the information and see-" Artoo beeped and hooped vigorously, and rocked back and
forth on hisroller legs.

"Oh! You mean | could look up what | have concerning LeriaKerlsl. Well, why didn't you say so?'
Threepio paused for amoment, and accessed his data memory. "Oh dear!" he said. "Oh my!" he said.

"Artoo! Whatever are we going to do?"

* * * |_ando Calrissian was more than alittle used to dedling with places hewas not at dl used to. He
had long ago lost count of the planets on which he had done business of one sort or another. Now, as he
et foot on LeriaKerls for thefirst time, he knew amaost nothing about it-and yet he knew more about it
than he knew about most worlds he had visited.

He had learned long ago how to improvise, how to watch thelocal customs and ways of doing things,
how to spot which werethetrivia differences, and which differenceswere vital.

But he had dso learned about more than differences. He had learned how much al backwater worlds
werethe same.

Or at least, how much the same were al the backwater worlds atrader might be interested in.

There had to be a spaceport, and that automatically meant al the things that went aong with a spaceport.
Lodgingsfor crewmen, amost aways abar or tavern of some sort, cargo facilities, some place to change
creditsin and out of theloca currency, and so on. In plain point of fact, Lando had seen little more than
the spaceport on mogt of the planets he had visited.

Hewould land, meet with the locd repsfor whatever he was buying or selling, keep an eye on the cargo



going on and off his ship, make and receive whatever payments were required, get abite to eat and
something to drink in the bar, perhaps catch anight's deep in the hogtelry if hisbankroll wasup toit and
the beds |ooked comfortable enough, and then held be on hisway in the morning. All the spaceport bars
and cargo facilities and customs clerks seemed to blur together after awhile. It didn't help that so many
of them looked dike. He had "been” to dozens of worlds wherein he had seen nothing of the local culture
beyond the customs clerk.

It wasn't dwaysthat way, of course. There had been plenty of timeswhen he had stepped outside that
imaginary bubble around the spaceport into the real life and culture of the world. Lando was determined
thiswould beone of those times he got out and saw the world he was on. After dl, if things broke the
right way, he was going to end up living on this planet-at |east part of the time-for yearsto come.

It would behoove him to get alook at as much of it as he could before he agreed to anything rash.
At firg glance, at leadt, it seemed like arather pleasant place.

The sky wasacrystd blue, with fluffy white clouds scudding aong, riding afreshening breeze. Theair
smdled pure and clean. The spaceport itsdf was smdl but well maintained, with every surface well
polished and gleaming, dl the staff cheerful and helpful.

Ason so many smal worlds, the spaceport had been built far outside the city limits, and then the city had
grown up around it. A five-minute ride in ahovercar brought them into the center of town, and a
handsome-looking center of town it was. Waist-high trees with pale blue bark and small round purple
leaves lined the neatly kept avenues. Wheded vehicles moved quietly and sedately over the well-paved
roads. The houses and shops were of modest size, but clearly it was acity of house-proud folk.
Everything wastidy and clean, everything handsome and well made.

"Not bad," Lando said asthe two of them waked aong.

"Not bad at dl. | could seethisasavery nicelittle base of operations.” Luke laughed. "Y ou're getting a
bit ahead of yoursdlf," he said. "Wouldn' it be better to wait until you had met the lady in question?”

"Wewill, wewill," Lando said. "The gppointment's not for another half an hour. | don't want to get there
too early and seem eager.”

"What will you do if she seemseager?’ Luke asked.

Lando looked over at hisfriend and winked. "Then I'll raise the ante, of course. That's how the gameis
played.”

At that, both of them laughed, and turned a corner to get alook at another street in the pleasant capita
city of LeriaKerldl.

** * "Hurry! Hurry! Burn it open if you have to, you miserable bucket of bolts," Threepio shouted at
Artoo. The little astromech unit was struggling to get the wardroom hatch open. His dataink probe was
plugged into awall socket, and hewastrying to find acircuit link that would alow him to operate the
lock from inside. "Captain Carissian could bein great danger. Hurry! Don't bother with al your fancy
datadicing! It's not going to work."

Artoo replied with atesty-sounding series of buzzes and clicks-and then the door did hafway open, just
far enough for the two of them to get out of the wardroom. "Oh, good work, Artoo,” Threepio cried. "l



knew that you could do it. Oh, why couldn't Captain Carissian or Master Luke be carrying acomlink so
we could warn them. It could betoo late already. WWe must get to a city datagport and find out if my
information is correct. Hurry! Hurry!"

* * * dataport and don't give me any more nonsense. As | was about to say, if | am right-which isnot so
rare an occurrence, thank you very much-we might well need dl the evidence we can find to convince
Captain Cdrissan of the situation. Hurry! Hurry!"

* % %

Luke Skywaker walked along beside hisfriend, enjoying the pleasant morning-but aso sarting to realize
that something was not quiteright. His Jedi senseswere trying to tell him something, but he was not quite
surewhat.

Luke glanced up and down the quiet street. There were fewer houses out thisway, and they were larger
and grander than the onesin the center of town. There were only afew passersby on the sdewalk, and
they merely glanced over at the pair of strangerswith the mildest of curiosity. No threet from that quarter,
clearly enough.

And yet there was something. L uke redlized that his hand had drifted toward the handle of his lightsaber.
He was more spooked than he redlized. He glanced over at Lando, but it was obvious that hisfriend was
quite unconcerned. Plainly there was nothing on his mind more stressful than hisusual cheerfully larcenous
schemes. So what wasit? For ahaf amoment he considered the possibility of grabbing Lando by the
arm and urging him to turn back. But no. Even aJedi Master needed more than a vague notion of
something not quite right.

* * * Thetwo droidsfinally found a public city dataport in an obscure corner of the main termina
building of the spaceport. "Plug in! Plug in!"™ Threepio cried, urging on Artoo.

"Everything, everything you can find on KariaVer Seryan.

| only hope I'm wrong-" Artoo beeped and blurped rapidly in ahigh register.

"What do you mean, why should thistime be different?' he demanded, swatting Artoo on the dome.
"Plug into the Lando and L uke managed to time their walk rather well, getting to KariaVer Seryan's
house just a minute or two before the appointed time.

Her house was hard to missin that quiet, tree-lined Street.

It was, by far, the largest in the neighborhood. Nearly all the other homes were made out of a sort of
dark yellow brick, with here or there one built from bluish-gray wood.

But Ver Seryan's house was built of well-mortared dark gray stone.

It wasfive soriestdl, although al the other nearby buildings were two or three stories at most. It stood
on apiece of land at least four times aslarge as any of the other houses. The grounds were surrounded
by ahigh fence made up of elaborately decorated black iron bars, set into the ground, twelve centimeters
apart. It looked more like afortress than ahome.

L uke noticed that the houses on either Sde of Ver Seryan's house were empty and abandoned, their
grounds overgrown with brambles, in stark contrast to the elaborate gardens and private menageries on



display everywhere else.

At firgt glance, the gardens surrounding Ver Seryan's house seemed atribute to ostentation for itsown
sake. There were paths and stone seats, and exotic plants from adozen foreign worlds. A decorative
artificid stream completely circled the house, no doubt set in motion by some sort of pumping system. A
path led from the front gate over a diminutive footbridge to the front door.

Therewas awidening in the brook on the right side of the house, and in the middle of it stood a
complicated threetiered fountain. Itsjets of water played high into the air in an intricate and ever-shifting
pattern. However, despite the distraction of the fountain, it did not escape Luke's attention thet, if the
bridge wereraised, asit seemed it could be, the decorative ciscular brook would stand in good service
asamoat.

And there, inthe middle of adl the elaborate landscaping, was the houseitself, and the house seemed to
have nothing in common with its own grounds. There was nothing pretty or ornamentd abot it. It was
built to be big and strong, and that was that. Despite the attempt to disguise the fact with fancy plantsand
whimgica fountains, it was plain to see Ver Seryan's house was afortress, designed to keep people out.

Luke looked up at the place, feeling even less happy about the circumstances. What sort of woman
needed a home that could protect her against amob? It was plainly amaob that the owner of this house
was worried about.

Moats and iron fences were not the sort of precautions that would hold back a determined burglar, or an
organized assault with modern wegpons. No. It was the sort of setup designed to Slow down and
discourage acrowd in an ugly mood, and hold a disorganized, emotiona mob at bay.

Nor wasthere any way Luke could tell himself that it was all decoretive, some sort of holdover from an
architecturd tradition. The proof wasthere, in front of hiseyes, on thewall of the house, just to the right
of the door. There was some sort of creeping plant growing up over them, but it would take more than a
few leaves and tendrilsto hide blaster burnsthat big.

"Looks like she's pretty well off,” Lando said.

L uke was about to say something, but thought better of it. There was just too much of adifference
between hisviewpoint and Lando's. Where Luke saw a defense system, Lando saw evidence of cash
flow. Who wasto say which of them was right? Maybe everything L uke had noticed involved the
previous owner, or some spot of bother brought on by the war against the Empire.

But he could not convince himself. Something was not right. Luke reached out with the Force and tried to
get asense of the place, afed for the mood of the people. Now the fedling that had bothered him before
came back, clearer and more intensaly. Luke could fed the way it centered around this point, this house.

Now that he knew what to look for, he sought out the minds of whatever people his Force sense could
locate in the generd vicinity of Ver Seryan's house.

Every mind he could find held at least some trace of the fedling. It was not uppermost in their thoughts,
but it wasthere, and it got stronger the closer people were to the house.

Not hatred, or anger. It was amuted, subtle kind of fear, something closer to the state of mind of
someone trying to avoid touching a plant with thorns, someone aware they were itting atrifle too close
to acampfire, someone wary of getting any closer to apotential dangerous animd. In the back of every



mind there was the sense that it was unwise to get too close to the house of KariaVer Seryan.

Luke refocused his Force sensein anew direction, and got another surprise. He could sense only one
sentient living mind in the house. It had to be Ver Seryan. But it was abundanfly clear from the first brush
with her mind that there was nothing maevolent there. She did not regard hersdlf as dangerous, but as
quite the opposite. In her he sensed an amost cloying benevolence, someone dmost overeager to do
good for anyone and everyone, whether they liked it or not. There was more than awhisper of greed in
her mind aswell, but nothing that could account for the cautious, careful, fear that surrounded her. If that
degree of greed was dl it took to inspire fear, Lando should have caused aworldwide panic the moment
he set foot on the planet.

Stll, it was atruism that no person ever regards himsdlf or hersdlf as evil. Even the emperor believed
himself to bein the right, even as he crushed the Old Republic and established his tyranny throughout the
gdaxy. Just because Ver Seryan regarded hersalf as good, it did not mean she was. But even o,
something here did not fit.

"Comeon, Luke," said Lando, bresking into histhoughts. ™Y ou going to spend the whole day staring at
her house? | don't want to keep the lady waiting."

Luke put hishand on hisfriend'sarm. "Lando,” he said. "Be careful, dl right?"
"In anegotiation? What else have | ever been? Come on.

Lando pushed on the gate and it swung open. He led the way into the grounds of the house, and Luke
followed a step or two behind and more than alittle reluctantly.

The two of them went up the path, crossed the little bridge, and went up the stairs to the solid-looking
steel doors of the house. Lando waited for Luke to catch up and pressed the annunciator disk as soon as
Lukejoined him.

After adday brief enough that Luke assumed they had been watched from inside the house, the door
swung open to reved agtrikingly lovely young woman. Luke was about to ask if Ver Seryan was at
home when he recdled that he had only sensed one human being in the house. This had to be her-though
thiswoman was nothing like he'd expected.

"Welcometo you both,” the woman said. "I am KariaVer Seryan. Welcometo you, Lando Carissan. |
received your communication and am eager to speak further with you. We may well be able to cometo
an arrangement of mutua interest.” She turned to Luke. "And of course, welcome to you, most high Jedi
Magter. Y our exploitsare legend, and it isthe greatest of honorsto welcome you into my humble abode.
Please, gentles both, do comein.”

Lando winked at Luke when Van Seryan was not |ooking.

Obvioudy, it was L uke's reputation that had opened this door. Lando lost no further time in stepping
through it, with Luke following behind.

Lukewas not quite sure what he had expected of the interior, but it was certainly not what he saw. The
dark solidity of the exterior was nowherein evidence. Insde, dl was softnessand light. Theinterior walls
were white stone, and they were decorated with elaborate and costly hangings and paintings from across
the galaxy. The ground floor seemed to be one vast room. A grand staircase led UP the back wal from
left to right, the line of stairs broken by landings athird and two thirds of the way up. Doorways led out



of each landing, presumably to living quarters.

Folding screens and freestanding shelves and display cases broke the space up into a number of
cozy-looking sitting areas. Comfortable-looking couches and chairs and luxurious carpets were arranged
invitingly. It looked to be the sort of room made for asplendid paity, not for sheltering one lone woman.

But if the room was unexpected, it wasfar less so than their hostess. Working from the scanty
information Lando had been able to gather, Luke had been imagining KariaVer Seryan asafrumpy,
indolent sort of woman who had married for money, and then let herself go completely once her husband
was safely dead. From the way Lando had spoken, it was clear that he had expected much the same.

But the redlity of KariaVer Seryan could not have been further from that image. She wastdl, dender,
and darkskinned, with eyes of the most startling deep violet. Her hair wasthe color of late sunset, and
she moved with aremarkably artless grace. She was dressed in asmple, elegant, black dress of modest
cut that did more to accentuate her figure than any more revealing dress could have possibly done, and a
snglelarge diamond hung around her neck on a platinum chain. Onelook at Lando, and it was obvious
that the size of bankroll he would take to get him to marry her had just shrunk rather precipitoudy.

"Your homeislovdy," hesad, "but not remotely aslovely asitsowner.”

Ver Seryan smiled prettily and gave avery dight bow of acknowledgment. "Thank you, kind air. Itis
difficult for meto hire servants, asyou might imagine. | will not disguise from you the problems of
maintaining my home with nothing but droid labor. | do fredy admit that | would be most happy to have a
man about the place-to serve as ahandyman, if nothing else.”

"I can assure you that | would be most interested in the position,” said Lando, in atone of voice that |eft
no doubt of hissincerity.

"Come," shesad. "Do st yourselves down, and make yoursdlf as you would be a home.

Lando grinned so broadly it seemed asif he was about to sprain afew muscles. He stepped forward,
took Ver Seryan'shand in his, and bent low to kissit. "1 will gladly come and sit," he said, "but | assure
you that | could not make myself any more at homethan | am at thismoment.” * * * "Oh, my!" Thregpio
cried out asthey swerved to avoid a dower-moving ground car. "Friend driver, please do be careful!"

"Careful or fagt, take your choice," the driver growled, without looking back, and pressed hisfoot down
harder on the accelerator Artoo and Threepio sat in the back of a speeding hovercar, rushing for Ver
Seryan's home. Artoo seemed to betaking it dl in stride, perhaps even enjoying the ride, but Threepio
had found the whole affair most upsetting aready.

Hefdt certain that his circuits were dready overhesting from the stress.

There are some spaceports where it ismerely difficult for adroid to hire ahover car, and otherswhereiit
isdl but impossible. LeriaKersl's spaceport, unfortunately, fell into the second category. The automated
cabsflatly refused them, their programming refusing to take orders from mere machines. That had left the
droids with no other option but to try their luck with the human-operated cabs.

Even that would have been absolutdly out of the question if Artoo had not been carrying a modest supply
of Coruscant creditsin one of his concealed compartments. Master Luke had put the money there some
years ago, againgt just the sort of emergency they now faced.



But even with ready cash in hand, it had been difficult to find adriver willing to drive droids around the
city. The only onethey did find, the disreputable-looking fellow who was now breaking every traffic law
in the city, had seemed to make some sort of mental estimate of the market value of their desperation,
and then demanded an astronomical price.

Threepio, well versed in the art of haggling, had attempted to talk the man's price down, but Artoo had
spoiled everything, as usud. He had ddliberately rammed himself into Threepio'sleg in order to silence
him. Then Artoo had smply offered all of the cash they had to the driver.

Granted, it had worked, and they werein ahurry, but even o, there were times when Artoo's
overbearing ways were most provoking.

The cab veered hard to the | eft as the driver took acorner at speed. Threepio just managed to hold on
for dear life.

Artoo, propped up next to him on the backsest, toppled over again, and immediately blegped and
blooped for Threepio to help him up. "1 should let you stay down therethistime,” Threepio said, rather
petulantly, even as he helped Artoo up. "Y ou've been even more insufferable than usud thistime out.”

The driver took another curve rather violently, but thistime Artoo kept his balance. Helet out a
triumphant burble and extended awork clamp to brace himself into one corner of the seet.

"Oh dear!" said Thregpio. "l only hope werein time after al this. According to my informetion, the
processisquite irrevocable.”

* * * |_ando Cdrissan could not have been happier. He should have thought of this getting-married
business years ago.

Here hewas, first try out of the box and, as best as he could tell, well on hisway to avery satisfactory
arrangement.

Even after only afew minutes of smal talk hewas sure of that. Kariaand he were getting dong
wonderfully. Shewas not only rich, she wasyoung, charming, and beautiful.

Clearly, there had been some errorsin hisinformation, but expecting an old battle-ax and discovering a
young goddess was the sort of mistake he could dedl with.

Lukewasthe only fly in the ointment. He was being polite enough, but not exactly charming. He seemed
digtracted, distant. If they had been sitting around atable, he would have kicked L uke in the shin and
tried to snap him out of it. Asit was, Lando, Karia, and Luke were seated facing each other in three
extremely comfortable armchairs, the fantastically luxuriant rug under their feet would be enough to buy
and sal Dometown three times over, and Kariawas giving him asmile that would have melted the door
of any bank vault. Some bit of Lando's hindbrain was ddlivering aline of charming small talk on autometic
pilat, letting Lando relax and admire Kariawithout having to worry too much. All dse wasright with the
world. He could tolerate L uke being a bit out of it.

But, it would seem, Karia had something on her mind.
She amiled gppreciatively a whatever charming compliment had just come out of his mouth, but then she

leaned forward on the arm of her chair, and her face took on amore earnest expression. "1 am glad of dl
this pleasant talk," she said, "but the folk who come to me ofttimes have but little timeto spare. | find that



| prefer coming to the point most quickly.
Would that be suitable to you?'
Lando smiled, just atrifle uncertainly, and nodded. "Absolutely."”

"That isgood,” said Karia. "It is plain that you have made inquiries concerning me, € se you would not
have come. Isthere anything that you must know now that you do not? Have you any questions?'

Lando spoke again, abit more puzzled thistime, but ill determined to play the gdlant suitor. "Thereis,
ah, much about you that | would know, and hope I will come to know, but nothing that | must know
immediady."

"Excdlent,” shesad. "l shal concedl nothing. When | received the first communication from yoursdif, |
made inquiries of my own. | must needs confessthat, in normd times, | would not consider your suit. But
times are not asthey often are. Although my time of rest isover, my life with my previous husband
was-taxing. | am not as refreshed as| might wish. Though your wealth isnot as great asit might be,
nonethelessit is subgtantia, and growing. | am impressed by your work on Dometown. | believe that
given sufficient backing, you could accomplish much in ashort space of yours. On your honor, do you
think likewise?"

"l doindeed,” Lando said, asfervently as he could.

"Yes" said Karia "l seethat you do. Y ou are young still, and energetic. One thing | have not been able
to learn from my investigations-it would seem that you are in quite good hedlth. Isthisthe case?’

"Why, yes-yes, of course," Lando said, clearly taken aback. "L ots of good yearsleftin me" Karia
leaned back in her chair. "And yet you are here.

Mogt interesting. Not unheard of, and yet most interesting.

Thereisthe saying that the candle that burns shortest burns brightest. There are those who would
disapprove, but none come here except by free choice. Y ou redlize that the process, the marriage, is
quiteirrevocable? It is quite impossible to turn back?"

Lando was very definitey starting to fed that he wasin over hishead. "I, ah, wasn't contemplating the
idea of marrying you and then divorcing in bopes of a settlement, if that iswhat you mean. When | marry,
| intend to stay married.” Kariagrinned and laughed. "There would be no hope of a settlement in any
event, of course, so that isto the good."

Apparently she had agreat dedl of confidencein her lawyers. That was definitely apoint to bear in mind.
"No, no," Lando said. "Until death do us part, and dl that."

Kariasface became serious once again. "And all that,” she echoed. She looked Lando hard in the face
for along moment, clearly trying to reach adecision. "I likeyou," shesaid. "Evenif you are young, and
hedlthy, | likeyou.

Lifeisfor taking risks, and | amfor life. Y our wedlth is not grest now, but it may well become o. | will
haveyovu, if you will have me.

Luke sat forward in his chair, and looked from Lando to Karia. "That's awfully quick,” he said. "Do you



truly wish to make such adecison so quickly?!

"As| have sad, those who come to me rarely have much time to spend in hesitation.” She smiled, and
spoke again.

"Perhaps, just thisonce, | would wish for myself the luxury of setting the pace mysdlf." She turned back
to Lando.

"What say you, gentle sir? Will you? Or will you not?

"Wéll, I, ah-any man would be honored to accept you, my dear Lady Karia. But surely we must agree to
terms before we compl ete the-ah-marriage agreement.”

"Well and wisdly put, gentle sir,” she said. "'l spoke too quickly. Let me present the offer i would give
you.

Marry me, and livewith me. | will fully Support you in dl waysfor five years, longer than isnormal.”
"You'll Support me?"' Lando asked. He could hear the capitd "S" in " Support.”

"Support mein what way?'

Kariagmiled, asif it wereaslly question. "In al ways.

| will carefor your hedlth, provide for you financidly, clothe you, feed you, and shelter you."
"Andin return?' Lando asked.

"And in return you will livewdll. It isthelaw on our world that by marrying me, | will become your sole
thar.”

"And | will become yours?' he asked.
Kaiagmiled again. "Yes, that iss0."

"I'm not quite clear here. What will happen after five years?' Lando asked. ™Y ou will cease to support
me? Will we then no longer be married?’

"Asyou said, we shal be married until death do us part.”

"But I'll haveto fend for myself, en? Well, that certainly seemsfair enough,” Lando said. "But let me
make something clear. | don't want or intend just to live off you. | want to work. | want to make things,
build things, run things. | want to find grand projects that deserve to happen and make them happen.”
"Yes, of course. That isyour gift. Y ou must pursueit.

You are pursuing it, and are willing to sacrifice dl for it.

Y ou seek asource of investment capital, and that | shal befor you. | will not be so imprudent asto give

you all of what | have, but | assure you that this "-she gestured to indicate the incredibly opulent house
and grounds-' “isbut the least of what ismine. Y ou will have the finances to do what you seek to do. Will



that be satisfactory?'

"Yes! Of course! Absolutely," Lando said. No one had ever offered him termslike these before. He
would have to be insane to turn them down, or give her a chance to change her mind.

Kariastood up. "Then let us perform the ceremony,” she said.
Lando and Luke both got up aswell, guided half by reflex, and surprised. "What, now?" Lando asked.

"Certainly," Kariasaid. "What point could there be in waiting longer? We both know what we want, and
each of usknowsthe other can provideit. Lifeisshort, and delay is death.”

"Lando, wait asecond!" Luke sad. "There's something wrong here. | don't know what it is, but thereis
something wrong.

Karia's mood changed abruptly. "Doesthe great Jedi Master question my veracity?' she asked, with
gted in her voice. "Come, look into my soul, and seeif deception lurksthere. | have nothing to fear.”

"Thereisno need,” Luke said. "1 do not doubt your intentions are dl they should be. | do not think you
intend to deceive. But even so, there is something wrong. | beg that you give my friend time-if only an
hour-to pause and reflect.”

Karids eyes flashed with anger. "1n another hour, another suitor may come. In another hour, I might not
like your friend so much as| do now. No. He knows al he needs to know, and he knowswhy he came
here. It isnow or never." Lando grabbed L uke by the arm and pulled him close.

"Luke, back off," he whispered. "She'sright. Thisiswhat | was after. Don't messthisup for me." Luke
looked Lando straight inthe eye. "Lando,” he saidinalow voice. "l tel you that something's missing
here. Are you sure you know what you're doing?"

Lando felt aknot at the pit of his stomach, and suddenly he redized he was scared. Very scared. Of
what, he did not know. But if he were aman who ran away from what scared him, the second Degth
Star might till bein the sky.

Courage was for when you were scared. "No, I'm not sure,” he whispered back. "But asthe lady said,
lifeisrisk. If here and now is my one chance, then | take my chance now. He turned back toward their
hostess, smoothed his hair down, and straightened histunic. "This ceremony,” he said in as steady avoice
as he could manage.

"Exactly whet doesit involve?'

Kariagestured toward afive-sided red canopy that stood at the south side of the great room. "There,"
shesad.

"We stand under the canopy, activate arecording device, repeat abrief oath in front of awitness,
perform the blood kiss, and the deed isdone.”

"Blood kiss?' Lando asked, abit anxioudy.

Kaiasmiled. "A most lurid namefor amost gentleritud. It isnothing. A pinprick on your right forefinger.
A spot of blood. | kissit. You do the sameto me, and that isal. We will bewed."



"And that'slegdly binding?' Lando said. "Well be married in the eyes of thelaw, and of society?!

Karialaughed again. "Oh yes, indeed. It ismost certainly abinding ceremony. We shal bewell and truly
wedded, one to the other." Lando took a deep breath and stepped forward. He extended his left hand
toward hishbride, and she put her hand on his. "Then hereis our witness, and now isthetime.”

"Lando! No!" Luke protested, and made as if to step toward him.
Lando held up hisright hand toward Luke, pam out.

"Thisiswhat | want, Luke," he said. "Thisiswhat you promised to help me get, on the oath of a Jedi
Master. | say to you that now isthe timefor you to honor that oath.

Y ou shdl be our witness." Lando could see the conflict in hisfriend's face, the fear for him struggling with
the promise Luke had made. "Very well," Luke said &t last. "On the oath of a Jedi Madter, let us perform
theritud."

* * * The cab driver had made one wrong turn, and corrected it with a U-turn of remarkable violence.
Now, & last, they werein front of the Ver Seryan house. Threepio suddenly redlized that Artoo could
not get out of the hovercar without assstance, and yet was blocking the door.

"Driver!" Threepio cried out, tapping on the scuffed clear plastic barrier that divided the front seat from
the back.

"I'm afraid | must ask your help again to get my counterpart back out of the cruiser.”
The driver turned around and glared at Thregpio most unpleasantly.
"Come on, you crazy tin box. It was tough enough getting him into the cab back at the spaceport.”

"True enough,” Threepio said. "But the sooner my counterpart isout of your vehicle, the sooner you can
be on your way." It had not escaped Threepio's notice that their driver clearly did not like theidea of
getting thiscloseto the Ver Seryan place. In any event, the argument convinced the driver. He popped
open the door to the driving compartment, got out, opened the rear door, dapped one meaty hand on
either Sde of Artoo, and pulled him out of the cab with asingle mighty heave. He dumped Artoo
unceremonioudy on the grass by the side of the road. Threepio was barely able to get out of the cab
before the driver was back behind the controls and driving off at high speed, using the acceleration of his
gart to dam the passenger door shut.

"Wel!" said Threepio. "l can't say that | am sorry to seethe last of him! Come dong, Artoo, we must
hurry."

Artoo managed to right himself, but it was plain to see that he was going to have some difficulty
navigating hisway up to the house. Artoo swiveed hisvisua sensor toward Threepio and whistled
franticaly.

"Oh! My goodness, Artoo, you are quite right. Under the circumstances, | certainly should not wait for
you.

Threepio turned toward the house, and made his ungainly way toward it, moving asfast as his somewhat



ill-coordinated locomotion system would carry him. it would be most vexing if they weretoo late, after all
the trouble they had been through. No doubt Master Luke might well be upset. It would be a great
inconvenience to everyone if it turned out Captain Carissian was doomed to morta peril.

* * They stood under the red five-sided canopy near the south wall, and low, haunting music played from
some hidden source. A single red candle stood on alow five-sided table at the exact center of the
canopy, and burned with a strange blue flame. Lando stood on the east side of the low table, and Karia
on thewest.

Luke stood, watching, just outside the canopy, on its north side, with the length of the great room at his
back.

Hedid not like this. He did not like it one little bit. But he had sworn an oath, and he saw no way out. He
watched as the wedding ceremony began.

Karialifted her hands, and offered them, palm down, to Lando, one hand on either side of the candle.
Lando placed his hands over hers, close enough to the candle that the blue flame cast itslight on his skin.

"Left hand in right, right hand in left," she began. "East to west, west to east. Sunrise facing sunset as dusk
facesdawn,” Kariasad. Life, shorter than amoment. Life, longer than memory. Each side touching each.
Two shdl be one, and one shdl bedl." She nodded to him, indicating that he should repeat the words.

"Left hand inright, right hand inleft,”" Lando said.

"East to west, west to east,” he said, speaking the words dowly and carefully. " Sunrise facing sunset, as
dusk faces dawn. Life, shorter than amoment. Life, longer than memory. Each sde touching each. Two
ghall be one, and one shdl bedl."

She nodded, and moved her |eft hand away from hisright. She reached down onto the table, and picked
up an instrument with an elaborately carved handle, resembling a ceremonia dagger. But this dagger had
no blade. Instead, it had aten-centimeter needle, its point so sharp it was hard to see. She stuck the
needl€e's point into the candl€'s flame, which flared from bright blue to glowing, ruddy red.

Her right hand was still under Lando's |eft. Now she turned Lando's left hand over so that it was pam up.
She hdld Lando's forefinger between her thumb and forefinger, raised the needle dagger andTherewasa
sudden, violent pounding at the door, so loud that both Kariaand Lando jerked back in surprise. The
door annunciator bonged loudly, over and over, and the pounding on the door redoubled.

"Hold it!" Luke said, hishand suddenly closeto hislightsaber. Whatever that was at the door might
provide away to stall. He reached out with his Force power and found that he could not sensealiving
mind there. A droid then, of some sort.

Whatever. It didn't matter. 1t might be nothing more than the grocer's droid demanding that Kariapay her
bill, but Luke didn't care.

It bought him time, and he was going to useit. "The ceremony stops!” he said. "'l don't know who or
what that is at the door, but the ceremony stops until we find out. Neither of you move." Karia seemed
about to protest, but Luke could see her eyes move toward his lightsaber. She nodded agreement
andkept silent. Lando nodded aswell. "Go," he said.

Luke turned around and hurried toward the door. He unclipped hislightsaber, just to be on the safe side.



He threw back the bolt and pulled the door open-and was astonished to find Threepio rushing into the
house.

"Threepio! What in space are you" Stop! Stop! Stop!™ Threepio cried out as he burst into the room. He
stepped inside, paused amoment as he looked around, and then spotted Lando and Karia under the
canopy.

He hurried toward them, gesticulating frantically. L uke followed behind the droid, utterly baffled.

"Go no further, Captain Carissan!" Thregpio shouted.

"Stop! Stop!”

"What are you talking about?' Lando said. "Threegpio, thisisno time for you to barge in. When you made
that racket at the door, | thought you were going to be someone important. Now get out of here.”

"But you must stop, | tell you!" Threepio turned toward Luke. "Master Luke, pleasetell me. Have they
gotten to the ceremony of the blood kiss yet?'

"No. They werejust about to do it"' Luke said.
"Then thank heavens| amintime. Y ou must stop, Captain Cdrissan. Thewoman isalife-witch!™
"She'sawhat?' Lando asked.

"A life-witch!" Threepio said, pointed at Karia. "The honorific "Ver' before her last name signifiesthat she
isalife-witch."

"That isaterm that | do not liketo hear,"” said Karia.

"Wecal ourselveslife-bearers, for that istruly what we do." Shelooked at Lando. "But did you not
know? Were you not aware? How could you seek me out and not know?"'

"What'salife-witch?' Lando asked. "And are you one?"
"l am alife-bearer,” Kariasad.

"Call it by whatever name you wish,” said the droid, in tonesthat were even more frantic than usud. "But
itistrue. True! We checked the records before we came over here, Artoo and |. HEd bein here
showing them to you, but he's having trouble getting up the steps.” Threepio turned toward Karia. "Go
ahead," hesaid. "Tell them.

We have the records. Tell them how many times you have been married.”

"Itismy gift, the gift of thelife-bearers" Kariasaid, ignoring Threepio and addressing Lando with an
unnerving calm. "We arefound only here, on thisworld, born now and again by random chance. Even
herewe arerare. Oursisaspecia gift and skill. By linking close, we can keep the old, the sick, the
dying, divefor atime. The blood kiss bonds my body chemistry to my husband's. | can link to hislife
essence, and so sustain him. The sick and the dying are relieved of pain, and can live, for atime, in vigor
and health. That isthe Support | spoke of. But we cannot provide Support forever. We can hold back
pain, and forestall desth, but only for atime. Then we must withdraw Support, or die ourselves. And a



lifeforce that has cometo rely on Support cannot long survive onitsown. It dies.
"Y ou mean after five years of Supporting me-"

"I would withdraw Support and you would die," Kariasaid. "I thought that you knew this." She shrugged.
"Y ou would not be thefirgt young and healthy man to exchange along and uncertain life for ashort one
of comfort and security. And no, before you can ask, no, | could not marry without providing Support.
We must have atime of recovery between husbands, but our life forces are likewise shaped by what we
do. A life-bearer who does not provide Support for atime will soon sicken and die.” Lando opened his
mouth and shut it again.

"Y our friend Chantu Solk was a more typica case. When he came to me, he had but afew monthsto
live, months of pain and failing hedth.

| gave him three years of health and comfort and companionship, and in return | became histheir, taking
on hiswesalth only when he had no further usefor it. Doesthat not seem afair exchange?'

Lando looked back and forth from Kariato Threepio and back to Karia before he found his voice again
and managed to gasp out asingle, strangled question. "How many husband?' he asked.

She drew hersdlf up to her full height, folded her arms, and spoke with acalm, low dignity. "I shall
conced nothing" she said. "Thelife-bearer can bear no children of her own. We are sterile. But our
compensation islong life, and time enough to do our work. | have had the honor to survive forty-nine
husbandsthusfar."

Forty-nine husbands?' Lando repeated in horrified astonishment.
Luke looked at Karia, amared. How old was this woman?
Was she awoman, ahuman, at dl?

KariaVer Seryan turned to Lando and smiled. "But dl this| thought you knew. In my eyes, and heart,
nothing has changed. | shdl have you if you shdl have me. All that remainsisthe kiss of joining, the touch
of my blood mingled with yours. Y es, there have been forty-nine. But should you ill wish to undergo the
ceremony, and the marriage, it shal be your happy deeth” five years from today, that will bring it to an
evenfifty.

CHAPTER TEN Sho wtime Something was happening to Star Number TD- 10036EM-1 271,
something that went againgt al experience, dl patterns of stellar mechanics. Strange forces reached out
for it, huge and unseen hands manipulated itsinterior, forcing the internal heat and pressure up to levels
that such astar never experienced.

The surface of TD- 10036-EM- 1271 began to roil more and more violently. Powerful seismic waves
started to pulse through the supercompressed matter at the Star's core. Its outer layers began to expand
asaresult of the increased heat and pressure. It changed in color from yellow to white to blue white to
pulsating blue white glaring up into the ultravioletAnd then, quiteimpossibly, TD- 10036-EM- 1271
exploded.

The shock-wave shell of energy rushed out into spacein al directions, an incredible blast of light and hest
that would be plainly visble to the naked eye from a half-dozen inhaited sysemsnce the light from the
explosion reached those stars, years or decades | ater.



But the event did not go unobserved. By something more than chance, an automated probe droid was on
hand to witness the explosion. It carefully recorded every detail of the supernova, noting the time, the
place, and making a scan of the background stars to confirm the coordinates.

Then it powered down its detection systems and switched on its navicomputer. It headed out of the
Th-IO03EM 1271 system, out toward where it could safely drop into hyperspace. It dropped out of
normal space, and rushed into the dark between the stars. It had an appointment to keep.

An gppointment on Cordlia* * * Han Solo had gone to deep happy indeed. After tucking the children
in, he had gone to be by himsalf and shut his own eyes, thinking nosta gic thoughts about hisold
homeworld. He had felt full of love and pride in his children, felt glad that everyone was safe and secure
aboard the good old Millennium Falcon.

But al that good feding vanished as he dept. Han was tormented by dreamsthat night, fearsome dreams
of al the most nightmarish moments of his old adventures, the monstersthat had tried to kill him or eat
him, the crash landing he should not have survived, the deadly traps he had been caught in and, by all
rights, should not have escaped. Han was not the sort of person who had nightmares very often, but
when he did have them, they struck hard, and deeand the dangers he had faced in redl life were ample
fodder for alifetime of bad dreams.

But the real dangers he had faced in the past paled in comparison with the imaginary terror Han faced in
his dresmsthat night. Again and again, he found himsdf trgpped in the same few horrifying moments.

A something, afaceless, secret, hidden, deadly something was stalking Han and hisfamily, tracking them
acrossalurid, distorted jungle landscape full of the shrieks and cries of the hunter and the hunted, the air
pungent with the stench of dead things putrefying in the steambath hest. But even asthe heat and the
gtench and the sound hit Han smack in the face, he would find himsdlf suddenly running, running for his
life, hisfamily just ahead of him, Chewiejust behind.

The children were screaming in terror asthey fled, and Lelawasin the lead, dashing a path through the
vegetation with her lightsaber.

Han knew he shouldn't waste time or energy trying to seethe something, but he could not help himsdf. He
turned, looked back over his shoulder, and tripped over avinein the path. He went sprawling, and
landed faceup, looking straight up atHis eyes snapped open, and Han redized that he was awake, safein
hisbed, on hisship, with Leiaby hisside and dl safe, al well. He sat up and swung hisfeet out of bed
and sat there for amoment, trying to steady himsdif.

Heredized that he was covered in a cold swesat. He took a deep breath and forced himsalf to relax.
He got up, moving carefully in the darkness of thetiny cabin, and made hisway out to the passageway,
out to the refresher stall. He turned on the light, squinted in the sudden brightness, ran some water, and
gplashed it on hisface.

Why had the dream frightened him so much?

It didn't take much reflection for him to come up with an answer. Hisfamily. The dream was not about
Han being in danger, but about hisfamily being in danger.

Here he was, about to bring hiswife and children to Corellia, where New Republic Intelligence thought



there was enough danger that their agents disappeared, but not so much that it would be any problem to
have Han and hisfamily serve as decoys. Coréllia, where even in the good times, pirates had been part of
everyday life. What in the universe had he been thinking of, bringing Leiaand the kids to such a place?

"Ah, giveit up," Han said to thefacein the nrirror.

Lelawould have gone anyway, to attend the trade summit, and Han knew full well just how determined
shewasto keep her family with her.

There had been too many separations over the yearsfor Leia-or Han-to put up with yet another. Even
Chewbaccawould have ingsted on goingespecidly if hefdt the kids werein any danger.

In short, thele really hadn't been anything he could have done to stop them al from going. Not without
convincing everyone that the danger was alot greter than it seemed to be.

And yet. And yet. That NRI agent had known more than she wastdllingr perhaps telling more than she
knew.

Something wasn't right. Han was certain of that.

He checked the time and sighed. He was supposed to be getting up in an hour anyway. No real sensein
going back to deep. Might aswell head up to the cockpit and start getting reedy for their arrival inthe
Cordlian System, afew hoursfrom now.

He headed back to the cabin, and dressed as quietly as he could. Leaa muttered in her deep and rolled
over, but did not awaken. Good. Han stepped back into the corridor and made his way forward to the
cockpit.

Hewas not particularly surprised to see Chewbacca there dready, in the copilot's chair, doing systems
checkouts.

"Hey, Chewie," Han said, dapping hisold friend on the shoulder. "Y ou couldn't deep ether, huh?"
Chewielet out alow growl and got on with hiswork.

Han sat down inthe pilot's chair. Heflicked on afew of the control systems, glanced at areadout or two,
but then he dropped his hands away from the control pandls, leaned back in hischair, folded one leg over
the other, and proceeded to get lost in thought.

His knowledge of Corellian politicswas at least twenty years out of date, but it might be enough to make
some educated guesses. Who was gtirring up the trouble? Humans? The Drdl? The Sdonians? And of
courseit could not belaid out that smply. All three of the races had their own factions, and the three
raceswere, after dl, on al five planets, making for adizzying number of potentid aliances and enemies
for any given faction. And who could tell what groups had faded away or sprung to lifein that time?

But Han redlized that he didn't need to worry about any of that. He knew better. The Drall were too
careful, too sensible, to start trouble they could not finish, and the Selonians ~iould seeit dl as beneath
their notice, to say nothing of unrefined, to go knocking off NRI agents. Besides, the NRI had awell
leserved reputation for keeping hands off any group that might have been oppressed under the Empire.

The NRI wouldn't have gone nosing around in Drallish or Sdonian mattersin thefirst place. Even if they



had wanted to giveit atry, they would have found it al but impossible to infiltrate native agents. It was
not much of an exaggeration to say the number of Dral or Sdonians outside Cordlian space could be
counted on thefingers of one hand. Even if the NRI had found afew, what were the odds of their finding
oneready to play spy for them againgt their own kind?

No, the NRI couldn't go up against the Drdl or Sdonians very well, and it probably wouldnt if it could,
and the Drall and Sdlonianswere not likely to give the NRI areason to try. Which, of course, |eft
humans. And, if there were various externa reasons that madeit unlikely for the nonhuman speciesto be
the source of the trouble, then there were lots of externa reasonswhy it made a great deal of sensefor
humansto be the most likely suspects.

For starters, the Empire had been notorioudy prohuman.

It had treated the members of nearly al other species as second-class citizens, a best. Han glanced over
to where Chewbacca was working. Some species, like Wookiees, were made daves. Few nonhumans
would have much reason to grieve a the Empire's demise, but there were plenty of humans for whom the
Imperia erahad been the best of times. There were no doubt quite afew humansin the Corellian Sector
who mourned the Empire's passing, and had little reason to love the New Republic.

But the sheer fact that the NRI wasinvolved madeit likely that the opposition was human. The NRI had
lots of human agents. That made it possible for the NRI to infiltrate a human opposition-and vice versa

Han sat upright. Wait a second. That was the part that had been bothering him. Kalenda had told him
that the opposition had managed to capture or kill at least six NRI agents. No one was that good. Not
unlessthey had help.

In short, it was dl but certain that the bad guys had infiltrated NRI. Han checked hisinstruments. They
had another hour and a haf before the drop out of light speed.

All right then, they would just have to make the best use of that time. "Chewie," Han said, "I'm alittle
worried about thisone."

Chewie answered with acomplicated hoot and adisplay of hisfangs.

"I know," Han said. "'I've been thinking about what Kaenda said mysdlf. It's possible that they're waiting
for uswith something besides amarching band.”

Chewie made an interrogatory sort of noise and gestured toward the navicompuiter.

"No, that'd beworse," Han said. "What with the pirates and all, the Corellians have always been very
particular about people coming out of hyperspacein just theright place and just the right time. If we
shifted our arrival coordinates, they'd blow us out of the sky first and ask questions later.

Well just have to comein at the designated time and coordinates and be ready for any surprisesthey
might have waiting for us. | want you to check al the systems and then doublecheck the weapons and
defense sysems. Evenif you find afailurein aminor system, don't fix it until you know we can fight if we
haveto. I'd rather have the plumbing go out than find out the hard way that the turbo-lasers aren't
working. I'll be back soon to give you ahand, but first I'm going to go aft and get everyone ready.”

Chewie shook his head mournfully and gave a sort of openmouthed snort.



"Hey, rdax, will you?I'm just going to have aquiet word with Leia. I'm not going to act nervous and
scarethekids, dl right?!

Chewbacca hooted quietly, clearly unconvinced.

Han climbed up out of the low seat and went back to the rear of the Falcon, to find that the kids were
aready up and, needlessto say, had gotten their mother up aswell.

They were dl bustling about the lounge area, getting breakfast together. "How is everyone thismorning?”
Han asked.

"Hi, Dad! Fine," Jacen said as he opened up ameal pack. "We gonnaget to Corelliatoday?"

"Wesureare," Han said, smiling as cheerfully as he could. "But we have to jump back out of light speed
firg, in about an hour and ahaf.”

"Wow!" Jacen said. "That must be neat to see. Can weride up in the cockpit and watch?!

"Not thistime, sport.” if things got dicey once they werein-system, the last thing Han would need would
be frightened children in the backsesat. "Maybe some other time. Right now | want you three kids to get
everything stowed, do what your mother says, and be strapped in for the jump out of hyperspace-or we
turn around and go back home. Got it?"

"Yes, Dad," Jainaand Jacen replied in unison as Anakin nodded, wide and solemn.

"Good," Han said. "Now, | want to borrow your mother for just a second, and then | have to go back to
the cockpit, so | won't see you again until after werrein Corellian space.

S0 behave yoursdf until then. Okay?'

Han was rewarded with aragged chorus of "okays' and nodded. He led leia out into the corridor and
shut the hatch to the lounge behind them.

"What isit, Han?" she asked, before he even had a chance to spesk.
"What'swhat?' he asked, alittle baffled by her rather clipped tone of voice,
"What isit that has had you worried since before we |eft?"

Out of reflex more than anything else, Han threw a big, lopsided grin on hisface, and got al set to deny it
al. But then he stopped, and let the smile fade away. Thiswas hiswife. Thiswas the mother of his
children. Moreto the point, thiswas Leia Organa Solo, Chief of State of the New Republic, war hero,
strong in the Force, and capable of being every bit asruthless asa Noghri n. He couldn't play the
fool with her and have the dightest hope of getting away with it.

Besides, it would be wrong to try. It was hisduty to play it straight, and there was nothing moreto be
gained by his pretended things were fine. Not when it was plainly obvious he wasn't fooling her.

"I don't know what'swrong,” he said, "but something is. | didn't see any point in worrying you when |
didn't know anything in thefirst place. An NRI agent approached me afew days ago and said their
agentsin the Corellian Sector weren't checking in. That was the one piece of hard information | got out of



her. | don't think she knew much more hersdf."
"So why come and tdll you that?' leiaasked.

"They wanted meto draw attention to Corellig, act suspicioudy. Make whoever it islook in my direction
S0 maybe the hest wouldn't be on their people.”

"| don't see any need to ask you that either,” Lelasaid.
"I can't remember the last time you didn't draw attention or act suspicioudy." Han smiled, but knew she
had apoint. "l know. No Corellian local bad guy would ever believel wasjust atourist. They'd haveto

watchme."

"So what's the point of NRI asking you to do what you'd do anyway so the opposition will do what
they'd do anyway?'

"I've been thinking on that,” Han said. "'l think it was awarning. Looking back on it, I'm not so surethis
agent was authorized to tell me what was up.”

"A warning of what?'

"That we might just be about to walk into abad situation.

| don't know. A haf-dozen times since then, I've dmost canceled the wholetrip. But if the NRI fdlt the
chief of sate'sfamily shouldn't go somewhere, they'd say 0. | think the agent wastrying to tell meto be
careful. | don't think shewastrying to say we werein danger.”

Iciasighed and leaned back against the bulkhead.

"That'sit?" she asked. "Nothing beyond that to get you worried?!

"Wll, one other thing. Five minutes after she left, Chewie spotted a probe droid snooping around. We
made atry for it, but this particular probe droid shot back instead of self-destructing. Chewie nailed it
just beforeit nailed me. | don't think it had achanceto report in beforeit died, and | don t think we said
al that much of interest in thefirst place.”

Lelaraised an eyebrow. "1 thought | noticed something burned smelling when you came home that night.”
"I don't know why | bother trying to fool you," Han said.

"Well, don't try. Wasthere anything else? Nearly getting killed by a probe droid is bad enough, but is
there more that's got you worried?"

"Nothing besidesthefact that it's Corellia," Han said.

"But that's enough to make me want to find reasonsto bail out. The place has the palitics of a snakepit.”
"That'swhy I'm headed therein thefirst place,” Igasaid. Leia had managed to avoid most of the
demandsfor her to appear at this planet's coronation or give a gpeech at that planet's university

commencement, or rush out and settle this diplomatic tiff or sscomp out that minor political brushfire. It
had taken alot of time and determination on her part to get things running so that she wasn't being hauled



off to every ribbon-cutting and every jurisdictiona fuss throughout the New Republic.

The very fact that she had agreed to go to Corellia showed how important the place was-and how
difficult it was going to be to straighten things out. But if they could open Corelliaback up to trade and
normal relations with the rest of the Core Sectors, it would be an incredible breakthrough.

It would resolve half the New Republic's diplomatic problems at a stroke. leid's very presence sent a
sgnd, tdling everyone just how much importance the New Republic attached to resolving the Corellian
gtugtion.

However, it dso raised the trip's vishility level that much more. It meant the stakes, which had been high,
were suddenly that much higher. The dangers were too hypothetical, too unclear, to dlow themto
interfere. Besides, the dangers might not even exist outside the fertileimagination of ajunior NRI agent.

"Wehaveto goin, don't we?' Han asked.

"But wedon't havetolikeit,, Leiasaid. "It'samost time," she said. "Y ou'd better get back forward and
dart getting ready.” Han let out asigh. "Right," he said. He gave her akiss and headed back to the
cockpit, but hesitated just outside the sedled hatch. He felt astrange sort of relief now that he had told
her. The danger-if there was danger-hadn't decreased at dl, but at |east the secret was out. He didn't like
keeping thingsfrom Leia

But enough of that. Han wasn't much interested in introspection in generd, and right now he had other
things to worry about. He dapped at the button, the hatch did open, and Han dropped, rather heavily,
back into the pilot's chair.

It wastimeto go to work.
* * * Han checked the navicomputer's countdown clock again.

They were getting close. Only afew more minutes until the drop out of hyperspace. Chewie had checked
over dl the crucid systemstwice, paying specia attention to defense and weapons. Short of pulling into a
spacedock and doing visua checks, they were as ready asthey were going to be.

And so, presumably, were their friendsin Corellia No doubt they knew the Falcon's arrival coordinates
every bit aswell asthe Facon's own navicomputer. Maybe better, given the computer's somewhat
checkered history in the reliability department. If there were any surprises-to put it more baldly, if there
was someone interested in assassinating the chief of state-they would dmost certainly make their moves
moments after the ship dropped out of hyperspace.

So why let them? Why take the chance? What point in following Corellian Traffic Control regulationsif it
meant getting jumped? Han made adecison. "Chewie-scratch everything | said before. Touchy traffic
control or not, werre going to drop out of hyperspace twenty seconds early.” That earned Han the
expected roar of complaint. "I don't care how far it takes us out of the arrival zone. We can blameit on
the navicomputer, and let the New Republic pay thefines. I'm still not happy about the situation, and I'd
rather be off course than pop into normal space lined up in some pirate's crosshairs.”

Chewbacca nodded his agreement and asked a question in adightly lower-pitched growl.

"Y eah, | thought about staying in hyperspace longer and arriving closer to the planet,” Han said. "But |
figureit's smarter to comein behind our arrival point, rather than ahead of it. Besides, the sooner we're



in-system and can report our arrival and position, the sooner we can call for help if we neediit.

Chewbaccathought it over for amoment, then nodded his assent. "All right, then,” Han said. He reached
over and switched on theintercom. "Everyone dl right back there?' he asked.

There was araucous chorus of yeses from the younger set and then leia spoke We re fine Han Almost
timed

"Just about,” he said. "I'm going to drop usin twenty seconds early, just to be on the safe sde.” Han kept
hisvoice casud, knowing that the kids could hear and not wishing to darm them. He wanted to sound
like some routine meatter, rather than amgor changein plans.

"That soundsfine," Liasaid, her voice every hit asrelaxed as hisown. "'l was about to suggest that
mysdf.”

"Glad to hear it"" he said. "See you on the other side." He flicked the intercom back to the off position,
and doublechecked the switch setting. Thiswould be the perfect timeto leave it on by accident. If things
did get hot, he didn't want the kids back there listening in.

Han spread out hisright hand, flexed hisfingerstwice, and grasped the lightspeed control levers. He
reached out with hisleft hand and cut off the automatics on the navicomputer, but left the countdown
display running. "Okay, Chewie, I'm dropping us out of light speed at minus-twenty seconds. Stay on top
of it." The numbers clicked downward, and the seconds melted away.

Han watched the countdown clock, and pushed the lightspeed control leversforward just asthe clock hit
the twenty-second mark. The universe regppeared asthe viewport filled with Starlinesthat rapidly
downshifted into the familiar points of light, the stars of Corellia The stars of home.

For amoment, and only for amoment, Han dlowed himsdf the luxury of glorying in the stars he had
known and loved as a child. He picked out two of the congtdllations that had been there in the sky when
he was growing up.

Memories of hisyouth burgt, unbidden, into his mind. The warm summer nights, staring up at asky full of

inviting starsthat seemed to be pulling a him, caling to himA warning growl from Chewie brought Han
back to himsdlf. He blinked, and found that his hands were aready on the proper controls. He made

ready to get under way.

But before he could act, the com system lit up. "Unknown vehicle, you arein arestricted area. Thisis
CordliaTraffic Control. Identify immediately,” arather brusque voice demanded.

Han responded with the little white lie he had at the ready. " Cordlia Traffic Control, thisis Millennium
Facon.

We had adight navigationa error. Now preparing to proceed to designated entry coordinates.”
There was adight pause before they got an answer.

"Very well, Millennium Falcon. proceed at standard transit velocity to designated rendezvous coordinates
and hold therefor further ingtructions.”

Rendezvous coordinates? They weren't supposed to rendezvous with anyone. Did someone on Cordllia



have a surprise waiting for them?"Will comply, Corellia Traffic Control,” Han said, looking a Chewie.
By the expression on hisface, it was clear that the Wookiee had caught the dip aswell. "Lookslike
they're telling us more than they intended,” said Han. He confirmed the Falcon'sfix on the planet Corellia,
agleaming blue-and-white marble in the sky, did an offset cal culation to the rendezvous coordinates, and
lit the sublight engines. "There we go, Chewie. On course for target point. let's see if thereésareception
committea”

But Chewie dready had the long-range passive scanners doing a sweep-and the sweep didn't have to
work very hard to find something. There. Centered exactly on the Falcon's designated entry coordinates.
No fewer than six faint blips, in aspherica formation. If the Falcon he comein where she had been
supposed to, she would have been surrounded.

Han whistled softly. "That's some rendezvous,”" he sad.

"Small military craft of some sort. It's hard for usto see them now, and if we didn't have the mil-spec
sensors, we couldn't seethem at dl. But isthat an honor guard for the chief of state, or did someone get
the bright idea.of arresting Leia?’

Chewie made adightly derisve snort with a sort of interrogative noise at the end.

"Well, yeah, it could be me they want to arrest,” Han said. "But those warrants should have expired years
ago.

Believe me, | checked on it. But it doesn't matter. With six escorts waiting for us, we can't make arun for
it anyway.

There's bound to be other patrol craft ready to cut off our escape.”

Chewie let out alow moan of agreement.

"All right, then. They have military-quaity sensors, and they're getting datafrom Cordllia Traffic Control.
But | bet they think we have the standard commercia grid we're registered as having. And if they don't
know how good our detectors are, they'll think we can't see them from way out here. So what do they

do when they can see us and think we can't see them?' He watched for a moment, and got his answer.

"They move," Han announced to Chewie, even though the Wookiee was watching the sameimage on his
own screen. "They move right toward us.

And that doesn't tell usathing. Honor guard or bandits would do the samething.”
Chewie burbled a protest.

"Yeah, youreright,” Han said. "They got off the mark awfully fast. They couldn't have chosen acourse
and timed asynchronized maneuver likethat in just afew seconds.”

Han thought for amoment. "Preprogrammed,” he said at last. "They just performed a preprogrammed
maneuver, heading straight for us.

Except we're amillion kilometers back of where we ought to be. Chewie-cut main engines and give me
rear detectors, fast!"



Most ships had blind spotsin the stern, where the thrust from the sublight engines effectively jammed any
and dl detection and visua frequencies. The Falcon had amuch smaller blind spot than mogt, but she il
had one. But by shutting down the sublight engines, she could bring her rear detector to bear.

Like most pilots, Han didn't like the maneuver because hewaslikely to need it at exactly the moment
when he could least afford to have his engines off. Normally Han would have smply spun the ship around
to bring the forward detector array to bear-but with afleet of six armed and possibly trigger-happy ships
of questionable motive bearing down on him, it did not seem to be the time for violent maneuvers.

The sublight engines died with alow groan, which was normd, and a sudden thud, which was not.
Chewie and Han exchanged glances, but then Han shrugged. "This old crate comes up with new noises
dl thetime" he said, trying to sound optimidtic. "Probably nothing at dl.”

Chewie was about to reply, but just then the rear detector came on-line, and suddenly a possible
problem with the sublight engines wasn't on the top of the list anymore. There was company coming to
vigt, and it was coming at high speed, straight for the Falcon.

There were three of them, bearing down straight for the Falcon, close enough that Han could get avisud
on them.

"Three Uglies," he shouted, "dead astern! | hate Uglies." Han had reason to hate them. "Uglies’ werean
unpleasant little speciaty of the less reputable of the Corellian shipyards-patch-up jobs cobbled together
from whatever wrecks happened to find their way into the scrap heap. By the looks of them, two of the
things-Han could not bring himsdlf to cal them "fighters' or "ships "-had started out life as X-wings.
Now, however, the wings themsel ves had been stripped off, and the side shields from a pair of
early-mode TIE fighterswere welded on.

Thethird Ugly wasn't even that recognizable. It had a cockpit section from a Corellian stock light
freighter-one of the Falcon's Sister ships-bolted onto the fuselage of abadly damaged B-wing, with a
turbo-laser cannon dung under the ship'sbelly. By thelook of it, the laser had started lifeasa
ground-based unit. It would have to be al but impaossible for the gunner to aim with great accuracy, but
with acannon that size, the gunner would only have to get lucky once.

The problem with Uglieswasthat it wasimpossible to know their specsat dl. The X-TIE fighters might
have no shields at al, or double-powered ones. Or one might have completely different armament from
the next. None of the three of them wasllikely to be dl that spaceworthy, which meant that the pilots
onboard had to be either stupid or suicidal, if not both. In any event, Ugly pilots weren't likely to be very
good-and in a close-quarters dogfight, abad and desperate pilot in an unreliable ship could be more
dangerous than a skilled pilot who vaued his own skin and knew what his ship could and could not do.
Perhaps worst of al, however, was the fact that only the real dregs of Corellian space flew Uglies.
Downon-ther-luck pirates, mercenaries who would change sides in the middle of a battle if the price was
right, loserswho had nothing left to lose. And people who did not wish to be identified.

All of thisflashed through Han's mind in something less than a heartbeat. He turned toward Chewie,
about to order him to get the main shields up and the forward lasers online, but Chewie was dready onit.

Han skipped to the next item on the agenda. " Chewie, you're gonna haveto fly her.
I'll take the upper quad-laser turret.”

Chewie nodded and gestured violently, urging Han to be on hisway.



Han hit the hatch-open button and was on the other Sde of the hatchway before the thing was haf-open.

He scrambled through the accessway to the upper laser turret and into the control chair. He jammed the
headset on and powered up the turret.

"Chewiel" hecried out. "I've got “"em on visud. Not quitein range yet, and | want it to stay that way."
With the kids onboard, he was more interested in running than duking it out with abunch of Uglies, and
maybe the honor guard, too, if they turned out to be less than honorable.

"Relight the sublight engines and get us out of here," Han said. He siwung the turret gun around and got a
tracking lock on the first X-TIE fighter. He was about to fire when the Falcon suddenly pitched around, a
hard ninety-degree rotation. Chewie waslining up the ship on atrgjectory that would get them out from
between these ships. Good. He'd settle for losing the shot if it got them out of here. He waited for the
sublight enginesto kick in and throw them clear of thismess.

But then nothing happened. Han, who had learned from bitter experience what nothing happening meant
at such times, dready knew what the story was before Chewie even roared hisfrustration. That
unexpected thump when Chewie shut down the sublight engines had meant something after all. Han
looked up the accessway panel just in time to see Chewie rushing past the base of the passage, headed
for the sublight engine access pandls.

Han muttered a silent and profane prayer to whatever powers might be looking in, asking that, for once,
it would be asmple problem. Then he thrust the question from his mind and concentrated on the
incoming Uglies. He checked histacticd display. They would be within range in another 2.5 seconds.
Thetacticd display was preparing an automated firing run, but Han dapped it over to manud. He didn't
trust acomputer to do hisfighting for him. Take the B-wing chop job with the laser canaon firt. It posed
the biggest threst.

After dl, hewasjust guessing that the B-wing's laser was hard to am. Lineit up. Pray that Chewie had
st dl the shields on max before he dove at the engines.

The B-wing was getting closer. Han held hisfirefor just afraction of a second longer than he wanted,
|etting the B-wing get fully into range. Then he pulled at thetrigger, let it have along volley of fire. He
caught it with anice series of hitsamidships asit swept past, swinging the quadiaser turret around to
pound another volley into its sublight engines. One of the ponside enginesflared suddenly and then went
dark. Good. That was not just a definite hit, but one that had done some damage. Han swung the turret
back around to take a crack at the X-TIE fighters, and suddenly reslized they had flown past with the
B-wing, flying outboard to it.

Thenit struck him. They had dl flown right past him.

They had ignored him atogether. None of them had fired at all.

"Oh, no," Han muttered to himsalf. Had he just fired on three heavily anad shipsthat had no quarrel with
him, that just happened to be flying on the same vector as his own ship? There had been an old sayingin
the Corellian Sector Fleet of the old Imperia Navy, back when Han was ajunior officer there. "Never
get an Ugly angry.” Asbest herecalled, there were very good reasons for that advice.

Then, with asudden lurch that made itsdf felt, artificid grav system or no, the sublight engines came back
on-lineand then shut down again just asfast. At aguess, Chewie had gotten them working again by doing



whatever he had done aft, and then was forced to shut them down again until he could get back forward
to the cockpit and light them up from there. Han judged how much timeit usualy took Chewieto
perform this sort of maneuver, figured in half a step'sworth of delay to account for Chewie being out of
practice, then took another quick peek down the accessway.

Sure enough, there was Chewie, hotfooting it hack to the cockpit.

Han alowed himsdf ahalf moment'sregret that he hadn't put Lein on the quad lasers. That way he could
have stayed in the cockpit while Chewie ran back and forth on repair duty. Too late for that idea now,
and besides, someone had to watch the children. Poor kids must bein afull panic by now. Not that there
was anything he could do abouit it but man the quad-laser turret.

A haf moan, haf growtcoming through the headset told Han that Chewbacca was back at the flight
controls. There was another hard jerk as the Wookiee dammed the sublight engines back on at full
power, and Han struggled to keep atrack on the Uglies as they headed straight for the honor. guard
ships. The Millennium Falcon took off at right anglesto the line between the Uglies and the honor guard.
But something waswrong. Very wrong. Neither the Uglies nor the honor guard was paying the Falcon
the dightest attention. "Chewiel" Han shouted. "Full stop! Cut the engines, do aone-hundred-and eighty
degreeturn, reverse thrust, and hold us here." Chewbacca replied with awholly predictable roar of
protest, but Han shouted right back at him.

"Doit!" he said. "Something's not right. That cholob B-wing could have vaporized us on thefirst shot
fromitsrange, and it didn't even try."

Chewbacca's voice hooted again, a bit softer, in Han's ear. "So if they were pirates, they would have
tried to disable us, not fry us. So what? They didn't try that either.

And they should have. They had us dead to rights. A blind shot to our rear as we were coming out of
hyperspace, and wed be lunch.” Leids voice came on from the ship'slounge. "Han, thisislelaona
headset link." She wastelling him the children couldn't hear. "What's going on?"

"Léater, leia Don't joggle my elbow just now." Han reached up and cut thelounge out of his com circuit.
Not the most respectful way to treat hiswife, but on the other hand, one distraction too many could be
fatal just now. He could gpologize later, if they lived. "Chewie," he said again. "Full stop, now. Reverse
course and hold this position, then adjust ship attitude to give both of usagood field of view of
whatever's going on out there." The ship lurched again as Chewie finaly obeyed his orders, and the

Fa con came about to its new heading. Han checked to make sure the tactical display was being
recorded, then zoomed the view to get agood close ook at the Uglies.

They were nearly on top of the honor guard now-but instead of engaging them, they came about,
and"Chewie-dl power to forward and starboard shields!

Now!"

Now the Uglies were opening fire on the Falcon, from amuch poorer firing angle, with twenty timesthe
distance of their closest approach, with the element of surprise gone and with the honor-guard ships-if
they were an honor guard-just about to jump on them. But why? Why? A volley of near missesfrom the
B-wing's ground laser blazed past the Falcon, bouncing off the shields and rattling the ship. It was close,
but it should have been much closer.

Chewi€e's voice growled again in the headphones, but Han cut him off. "No! Do not maneuver!" he said.



"They're shooting to miss. Even abunch of Uglies couldn't missthat completely from that range unless
they weretrying. If you move the ship, we might fly into a shot that wasintended as anear miss. Hold
position. I'm not sure, but | think | know what's going on.”

Han watched as the honor-guard ships jumped the three Uglies, none of which did avery credible job of
responding to the threat. The B-wing ignored their attack atogether, and concentrated on firing near
misses and the occasiond glancing hit at the Falcon. The X-TIE fighters turned on the interlopers and
blasted away, to very little effect. To Han's experienced eye, it was clear that either the X-TIES weagpons
were extremely underpowered, or the PPBs of the honor guard were packing some implausibly powerful
shidding-far better shidding than Han could credit in avehiclethat sze. And if they did have shiddsthat
good, they certainly couldn't have laser cannon of any size. And yet it took only five or Six desultory shots
from the lead PPB to disable one of the X-TIEs. Its engines and wegpons died and it drifted off, derdlict.
Three of the PPBstook off on aneedlessly complex synchronized maneuver and came up under the
other X-TIE, blasting away. The X-TIE came about, managed to land afew shots on the lead PPB, and
then itsleft wing blew off.

Itsfighter cover gone, the B-wing Ugly findly broke itsineffectud attack on the Falcon and came about
in rather lumbering fashion. It leveled its cannon at the one PPB that hadn't managed to do much besides
fly sraight, and thelittle fighter exploded on the first shot. The five remaining PPBs converged on the
B-wing from al sdes and concentrated their fire on it. The B-wing took severd hard hitsfrom multiple
directions and asmall explosion amidships sent it into a hard tumble. The PPBs poured the fire on from
every point of the compass. Another explosion in the B-wing's aft section sent it tumbling even harder.
Then awhole series of blasts ripped through the ship'sinterior, merging into one huge firestorm that lit up
the sky, blinding Han for amoment or two before it guflered down to nothing.

The cho job B-wing Ugly wasn't there anymore.

Han watched asthe surviving PPBs did agraceful joint victory roll. "Very nice” hesaid. "Very nice.
Almost makes me want to believeit. But will they have the nerveto Play it out to the end?"

Millennium Falcon, thisis Captain Tapron, leading Squadron Two, Corellian Space Defense Forces
Space Service. Areyou dl right?

"Ah, yes" Han said, trying to sound convincingly grateful. "Just fine, thanks. Thanksfor the rescue.”

"Our pleasure, Millennium Falcon." It had been agreed long before that dl Corellian craft would address
the ship, and not mention the name of anyone onboard, to provide at least amote of security for the chief
of sate's private visit. Apparently, Tapron was determined to honor that arrangement, evenif it was
spectacularly obvious that security was shot full of holes.

Widll, if Tdpron wanted to pretend everything was fine, Han had his own reasonsfor playing aong.
"Whose ships were those?' he asked in aconversationd tone of voice, asif he didn't already know.

"Unknown group, Millennium Falcon,” Tapron replied. "Could be any of the Corellian pirate groups out
to score big. They might be from one of the Outlier systems,” he said.

"That'll make 'em hard to trace," Han said sympatheticdly.

"Soitwill, Millennium Falcon,” Tdpron said, in aworld-weary sort of voice. "So it will."



"Well, evenif you can't track them down, we can't tell you how grateful we arefor your assstance,” Han
went on. "We're very sorry that you lost one of your craft. We would like to express our condolencesto
you and to the family of the crew you logt.”

"What?" Tapron asked. "Oh, yes. Of course. Well make the arrangements.”

"Yeah, | bet youwill," Han said under his breath, low enough so the mike wouldn't catch it. He spoke
again, louder, into the microphone. "Captain Tapron, thanks once again for assstance. However, I've
got to get my ship secured from general quarters and run some systems checks.

Will you excuse me?'

"Of course, sir. Well stand by until you are ready to proceed. Signa us when you are ready to Sart the
flight to Cordlia

"That wewill do, Captain. Millennium Falcon out.”

Han shut off the com system, hung up his headset, unstrapped himsdlf from the gunner's chair-and then
just sat there for amoment, thinking.

In the game of sabacc, the rules could change in the middle of ahand, and dl the cards that were going to
do you good could suddenly be the worst kind of bad news.

But the oppositewas also true. A disaster of a hand could turn around just as quickly, and win you the
pot. Thetrick wasin knowing exactly when, and exactly how fast, and exactly by what means the change
could come. Then you could be ready for it; know exactly how to deal with the new stuation.

Every now and again your opponent made a mistake, showed a card he should not, and you knew more
than you were supposed to. The most honest sabacc players were good enough sportsto tell their
opponents when it happened.

But sabacc players who wanted to win were never that honest.

The opposition, whoever that was, had just showed Han some of their cards. Han was not about to |et
them know he had seen anything at all.

But neither was he the least bit sure what rules he was now playing by.

¥ * * Han stepped into the cockpit, and was not overly surprised to see Leiain the pilot's seat, watching
the main viewport.

He hadn't really expected her to St by quietly while the ship was under attack. He was glad she hadn't.
Assuming she had the kids squared away, getting a second pilot into the cockpit was the best thing she
could have done. Sheturned to face Han. "Did you have a nice chat with our new friends?" she asked.
She clearly wasn't too happy about being cut out of the comlink.

"Oh, yeah," he said. "Great bunch of folks. Arethekids ill okay?"
lela nodded toward a small repeater screen that was showing aview of the lounge. Han could see three

smdl figures, their expressonsvery serious, very solemn. | told them that if they moved out of view,
there would be no dinner for aweek,” she said. "For once it seems like they knew when | needed them



to obey. But what the burning skiesis going on, Han?"

"Sorry | cut you off from the com back there," he said, answering the hurt in her voice rather than the
words of her question. "'l just needed to concentrate. If things had gone the wrong way, we could have
beenin trouble." Han wasn't redlly paying attention to what he was saying. His mind was on the problem
at hand, not on being politeto hiswife.

"Look, lemmeinto the pilot's sation, will ya? I've got to try something.” Leiagot out of the seet, but she
clearly was not yet placated. "Could have been in trouble?" she repested.

"Could have been? What do you cal pirates shooting & us?'

"There weren't any pirates, and no one was shooting a us," Han said, hisvoiceflat and tired. "That's why
| ordered Chewie not to maneuver. | wasworried we might fly into one of the intentional near misses.”
Han sttled into the pilot's chair. " Chewie, punch up thetactical playback and run it, will you? Main
screen.”

Chewie gave Han a strange ook, but obeyed. Thetactical display popped up on the screen, and showed
aschematic diagram of the encounter just past. "Watch the Ugliescomein,” he said. "Remember we
camein out of hyperspace, well short of where we were supposed to be, but on a straight-line course for
our intended arriva point. The Uglies were coming in on that same course in normal spacebut they were
expecting us to show up twenty seconds later and amillion kilometers away. Then they throw away
perfect firing position and fly right past us. They don't even shoot back when | take a shot at them. For a
second there, | thought | had just gotten usdl killed by opening fire on anonhostile ship, but then |
figured out what was going on. Instead, they flew past us, then waited until they were dmaost on top of
the honor-guard ships before they turned and opened fire on us. And they kept missing. Threepio
couldn't missusat that range."

Chewbacca growled and burbled.

"Exactly," Han said. "The Uglies were robot ships, and not very well-programmed ones. No one was
onboard those ships. They were programmed to fly to a designated point in space, then open fire with
near misses a a ship meeting the Falcon's description. They were expecting the Falcon to arrive roughly
in the center of the honor guard's spherical formation,” he said. "If we had shown up there, it would have
worked grest. It would have made perfect sense to open fire where they did. Perfectly sound tactics.

Except we camein from amillion kilometers away, and they flew past usat point-blank range, took up
an absolutely lousy firing position, and started blasting. As | said, somebody didn't program their robots
sowdll.

"Chewie, modify the display to show the encounter if we had arrived as per the flight plan.” The screen
cleared and then displayed the image of a miniature Facon popping out of subspace in the center of the
honor-guard sphere. "'If we had arrived there, in the middle of the PPB's spherical formation, and had
gotten there twenty seconds later, the act would have worked. The bad guys would have shown up
coming straight for us, gotten off a shot or two, and then been blasted by the heroic pilots of the ho n,or
guard, firing their popgun lasers at the attacking ships.

"But the PPBslost one of their own ships,” Leiaoh objected.

"Another robot-drone ship,” Han said. "The one that ended up getting shot was the one that was at the
back of the formation and flew the Smplest maneuvers.



"That doesn't proveit'sarobot,” Leiaobjected.
"Maybeit was just that the least skilled and experienced pilot was the one who got hit."

"Except that the squad leader didn't seem to care about his own pilot getting killed. He didn't seem to
know what | was talking about when | offer my condolences. Hell never win any awards for acting.

"But if they were running a deception, they ,would have thought about that sort of detail ahead of time.
"If you were running the deception, you would have thought of it,', Han replied. "Maybe these guys aren't
s0 good at this sort of thing. Or maybe they didn't have time to set things up just the way they wanted.
Maybe they'reimprovising." He looked at the display for amoment longer and then spoke again. " That
might explain the B-wing. | can't see how we were supposed to believe that those little PPBs could take
on that chop-job B-wing. Maybe they didn't have time to put together a more plausible matchup.”

"All right. Assume you'e right. The next question iswho are "they'? Thiswas a pretty big operation. You
can't just order some PPBsto go out and play shoot-'em-up.

There would have to be a huge conspiracy with a cover-up al set and ready to go. Greasing afew palms
| can see, but how can you bribe the whole armed forces?’

"With alarger bag of money," Han said. "Thisis Cordlia. Everythingisfor sde here. And cover-ups
aren't that hard when everything isa secret. It could be that the highest level of command ordered this, or
that they know nothing about it."

"Soit'sether an officia misson, or it isn't, and the military and government might be behind it, or they
might not,”" Lelasaid. "That'svery helpful.”

"Well, look on the bright Side," Han said. "For the moment at least, we have at least one advantage. We
know someone's playing games, but they don't know we know."

Chewie had been unusudly quiet for along time. Now helet out alow edgy-sounding bellow.

"l don't know why," Han replied in anirritable voice. "I can make guesses why they did it. Someonein
the Cordlian Defense Forces wanted to throw a scare into us-and make us trust the CDF."

"If they think wefdl for it", leasad.

"WEéll, it'sgood to have things nice and clear,” Han said. "But just for the moment | don't think there's
much we can do besides follow these guysin and keep our eyes open. -open, leiasaid.

Take usin Han Han set to work laying in acourse, but then looked up at the PPBs till holding formation.
Well, it wouldn't be the first time he had tangled with the heavy hittersin this part of the sky. "Just like old
times," he said to Chewie, who replied with anoncommittal yawp. Han nodded.

"You've got thet right,” he said as he went back to hiswork. "Wecometo Cordlia."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Message Intercepted ara Jade stared at the message cube, wishing she could send it to someone el se, or



make it ceaseto exist dtogether Or discard it ignoreit pretend it had never arrived. But she couldn't. Not
under the circum'stances.

Well, no sense staring a the miserable thing. She wouldn't learn anything further by looking at it. In fact,
that was the whole point. She sighed, stood up, crossed her cabin, put the cube back in the safe, and
sedled the safe's door. She stepped out into the corridor of her ship, the Jade's Fire, turned, and headed
toward the doop's bridge.

Might aswdl givethe ordersin person.
Once she had decided what ordersto give.

Long years ago, so long ago that it seemed another lifetime, back when there had ill been an Empire
and an Emperor, Mara Jade had been the Emperor's Hand, doing his bidding on a hundred missions,
carrying out hiswill in secret. She had been his courier, his courtier, hisenvoy, his n, on more
occas ons than she could count. The Emperor had sensed her power in the Force and made use I of it.
He had commanded her, ruled her, owned her, body and soul.

And then, out of nowhere, had come crashing, headlong, sudden destruction. The Rebellion, the Alliance,
had defeated the Empire and killed the Emperor.

Mara had landed on her feet, more or less, working for the smuggler and trader Talon Karede, and
keeping her past life as secret as she could. She had never developed any deep or abiding love for the
New Republic, to put it mildly, but being able to recognize and accept the redlity of aSituation wasa
aurviva skill. And if there was onething Marawas good &, it was surviving.

For that matter, she was no dacker when it came to prospering, if current evidence were any sign. She
had made a-reasonably-amicable split with Karede sometime ago, and set up in business for hersalf. It
was adifferent universe out there, one that didn't have quite so much use for smugglers anymore. She
established hersdlf asatrader in her own right, running asmall, quiet, but highly profitable trading
company. Like anumber of others who had been active in the wars, she had found the return to civilian
life more than alittle difficult. It was hard to find much excitement in getting agood price on habbis-root
after fighting for the future of the gdlaxy. Still, she was out in space, the master of her own fate, ableto go
where she wanted and do what she wanted.

She paused at the sealed hatch leading to the bridge, smoothed her tunic, and set her faceinto its usua
gern expression.

There might be other captains who tried to set their crews at ease, strove for ardlaxed atmosphere on
the bridge. Not on Mara Jade's ship, thank you very much. Her style of ship management carried over
directly from her persond style, which wasto say it was more than alittle severe.

Mara Jade was a strikingly lovely woman, her pale skin accentuating her high cheekbones. Her red-gold
hair ran down her back in athick, heavy, luxuriant braid. Her body and her graceful movementswere
morein keeping with those of a professona dancer than acaptain.

On the rare occasion when aformal reception or other social event required her to dressin something
less utilitarian than her customary one-piece jumpsuit, the effect could be startling. People would take one
look at her and instantly assume her to be some carefully bred member of the aristocracy. They expected
her to behave with demure refinement.



However, Marahad never been oneto et the expectations of others get in her way, and she had never
been one for honeyed words either. She could play that part when it suited her, but it rarely did.

What she did best was crack the whip, enforce discipline, command-and earn-respect. Nor would she
employ anyone who could not earn her respect. That was the way she handled her ship, and more or less
everything dsein her lifeaswdll. It behooved her, therefore, to appear in front of her crew inacooal,
cam, and collected state. Never mind that she was actualy more agitated than she had been inalong
time.

An Imperia code. The courier had used an Imperia code.

One that had been obsolete years before the first Death Star had become operational, but an Imperial
code nonetheless.

What could it mean?
Never mind. One step at atime. Take it one step at atime.

Mara hit the switch and the hatch did open. She stepped into the bridge of the ship and took her
accustomed place at the command station. The navigator, a goggle-eyed Mon Caamari, swiveled one
eyetoward his captain and then back to his console, but did not otherwise acknowledge her.

The pilot, ahuman male, looked over at her and gave asolemn nod.

Good. That wasthe way she liked it. Discipline Marainsisted upon, but she had no usefor people
jumping around sauting everything that moved.

To be opened in the presence of Leia Organa Solo, saf styled Chief of State of the so-called New
Republic, Han Solo, and the de facto governor-genera of the Cordllian Sector, Code Rogue Angel
Seven.

The message had been there, in old-style Imperial code, written in nest lettering on the sde of the
message cube.

Mara had unbuttoned the code amost without thinking, but knowing what the words said told her
precious little about what the cube meant.

Clearly the cube was from someone who had no great love for the New Republic, but beyond that it was
difficult to comprehend. There was another labd on the cube, but the writing on it wasin ascript Mara
did not recognize. By the look of it, the Imperidode label had been dapped on the package quickly, and
one edge of it overlapped a corner of the unreadable one. Either the Imperial one had been put on
second, in some haste, or else it was meant to look asif it had.

The cube had been aboard a message drone that had intercepted the Jade's Fire aday or two after she
arrived in the Tafaglio System, in the hinterlands of the Corellian Sector. Not that the intercept location
told her much. The drone had been equipped with lightspeed engines, and could have come from
absolutely anywhere.

But no matter where it had come from, Mara could not understand why in spaceit should follow her.
And follow her it had. There was no chance of the Jade's Fire finding the drone by chance. The drone
had horned in on the Firé's ID beacon, and the message cube itself had been wrapped up in a package



with Mara's name scrawled onit.

But who had sent it? And why? And why had they sent it to Mara? Presumably the referenceto "Code
Rogue Angel Seven™ would mean something to Organa Solo or one of the others, and let them know
how to open the cube without destroying its contents. But if it was to be opened in their presence, why
send it care of Mara Jade?

And why use the Imperia code? It certainly wasn't there to hide information. Surely the New Republic's
people could read it, given avery linle bit of time. Wasit there to inspire Mara's Imperia sympathies?
Certainty the wording of the coded message was not meant to make anyone in the New Republic happy.
Could there actualy be some Imperia remnant still remaining? It seemed utterly implausible. Or wasthe
whole affair some elaborate attempt of her businessrivalsto tag her as pro-Imperia and ruin her
business?

But that was absurd as well. The Empire was as dead as an embamed corpse. There were no remnants
left. There was nothing left to be pro-Imperial about. Besides, even if she had managed to keep the
details of who and what she had been in the old days secret, everyonein the business knew that she had
worked for the Empire. There were timeswhen that didn't make business any easier, but it was no grand
secret. There wasn't much point in trying to wreck her reputation by telling people what they aready
knew.

So what was it about? Mara knew enough about message cubes to know that she would not be able to
find out by any amount of computer dicing. The message on the outside might have beeninan
easy-to-read code, but she knew that make of message cube, and knew that it would take years of work
to diceit-and even then it might go wrong, erasing the contentsjust as she finaly got it open.

No. Therewas only oneway to find out what it was al about. And that decided her. Marahad alot of
persondity traitsthat had stood her in good stead over the years, but plain old-fashioned curiosity was
the one she had been least able to indulge. Smugglers and Imperid agents couldn't afford to stick their
noses wherever they wanted.

But well-todo traders could, if they had what others wanted. And Mara had the cube. She could trade
physica possession of the cube for knowledge of its contents. And there was dways profit in knowledge.

"Mr. Trakpha," she said to her Mon Caamari navigator. "Turn usaround, if you please. provide Mr.
Nesdin with adirect course for the Corellian System, and let's put speed ahead of fuel economy just this
once."

"Very good, Captain,” said the taciturn Tralkpha.

"Mr. Nesdin," she said, addressing the pilot. "While Mr. Tralkphais so engaged please contact our next
scheduled stop and advise that we will be delayed by a priority courier misson.” If whoever had sent the
drone had the sense to monitor transmissions from the Jade's Fire, that would tell them she wastaking the
bait, ddivering the cube.

"Then get usmoving to Cordlia”

"Yes, maam," said Nesdin. No questions, no raised eyebrows, no reminders that they had a schedule to
keep.

Just calm, competent obedience to orders. That was the sort of crew she liked.



But something else, aturn of phrase she had just used in her thoughts, wastrying to tell her something.
What wasit? Ah! of course. Taking the bait. Bait was what you put in traps. Was that the plan here?
Was someone planning to draw her into an ambush?

Mara Jade smiled to hersalf, and knew it was not a pleasant expression. Those who wished to entrap
Mara Jade were welcome to try. She doubted they would wish to repesat the experiment.

"I'll bein my cabin,” she said, standing up. It would be completely useless, of course. But she hadto take
another look at that cube.

* * * |_jeutenant Belindi Kalenda, long-term operative of New Republic Intelligence and recent
shoot-down and shipwreck victim, lay on her ssomach on alow hill and watched the sky. She was doing
her best to be inconspicuous as she hunkered down on apiece of land just to the east of Coronet

Spaceport.

The gleaming towers and graceful domes of the city were plainly visble in the middle distance, a splendid
sight on aclear morning. But Kaenda paid them no mind. The waters of the eastern ocean were there at
her back, the whitecaps amost painfully bright against the deep blue of the sea. The sun danced on the
water, ashimmering, endlessy changing congtdllation that flashed and glimmered across the face of the
deep. The surf was an endlesslow roar, and the air was flavored with the salty scent of sunbaked sand
and clean ocean.

But Kadenda had no interest in any such things. She pulled hersdlf in lower againgt the short rise of land,
and wished she could have found something more substantia to hide under than athreadbare clump of
razor grass that drooped down two or three feet over her head.

If it had been amore robust sample of the species, it would have diced her clothesto ribbonsif it so
much as brushed againgt her, but she would have gladly traded that for better cover.

She was wearing a nondescript coveral, taken from alandspeeder garage on the other side of the
continent. The landspeeder she had obtained at the same time and by the same means she had
abandoned in aditch just outside BelaVigtd, amid-size town two hundred kilometers from Coronet.
With any luck, if anyone had managed to trace her that far, they would think she was headed for Bela
Vigda and not the capitd.

It had taken dl of her skills as apickpocket to obtain a sufficient supply of creditsto finance her trip the
rest of the way, and even then she had been forced to economize.

Fortunately, she had been waylaid by agang of rather incompetent bandits shortly after she got off the
monorail from BelaVigd. The results of that encounter were doubly satisfying. Not only did she gain the
use of their landspeeder and guns and other gear-none of which they werelikely to have much usefor in
the hereafter-but al of it was quite untracesble.

Kdenda readjusted the macrobinoculars she had inherited from the bandits for the hundredth time. The
contrast enhancers just wouldn't stay aligned. Well, you couldn't expect the likes of those thugsto keep
their equipment up properly. Not that it mattered. The macrobinoculars were working quite well enough
for her present needs. She didn't need to see well when there was nothing to see. She took another scan
of the patch of sky they should have come through aready and let out asigh. There was no need to
worry. Not redly. They were dill only afew hourslate.



A thousand things could have ddlayed the Millennium Fal con. She could have suffered amechanica
problemnot for the first time, if the stories about that ship weretrue.

Some political dustup could have forced the Chief of State to delay her departure. They could have
arrived in the Cordlian System exactly on time, but then made a spur-of-the-moment decison to visit
Drdl or Sdonia, or Tdusand Traus beforeflying to Cordliaitsdf.

Or her given schedule could have changed since Kalenda left Coruscant.

Or the ship carrying the New Republic's Chief of State could have been violently converted into an
expanding cloud of disassociated atomic particles. No matter how much Organa Solo had insisted, they
should never have let her go wandering off in awindup toy like the Millennium Falcon.

Private family trip or not, the chief of state shouldn't have flown on anything smdler than a corvette.

Too late to worry about that. But if the Falcon turned up missing. there was going to be agaaxy'sworth
of troubleto pay, and no mistake. Thefact that Corelliawould amost certainly be thefoca point of the
aforementioned trouble was not lost on Kadenda. She was not looking forward to being in the middle of it
al. But no sense borrowing trouble from the future when there was so much immediately available. The
Cordlian Defense Force's Public Security Service tended to take an understandably dim view of people
who staked out spaceports. But since she had to assume that the PSS had been on her tail from the
moment she swam ashore, it might smply be aquestion of who got her first-PSS spaceport perimeter
guards. or a PSS counter intelligence team.

Or maybe. just maybe, things were actualy asthey seemed, Kadendatold herself. Maybe she had gotten
thisfar completely undetected, and faced no immediate danger worse than getting cut by the razor grass.
Wéll, she could hopefor it. but she did not dare let herself believeit. Not in her line of work.

Come )n. Where were they? Kdenda did not know exactly what she would do if they turned up and
were dl right, or what she would-or could-do if they never turned up at al. She would haveto play that
part of it by ear. What she did know was that the Chief of State and her family were about to walk into a
planet on the verge of chaos. On the surface. dl till seemed cam and controlled on CorelliaBut Belindi
Kaenda had spent the last handful of days hunkered down, struggling to stay out of sight in the dark
corners of aforeign culture. She was not the sort of person who could do that without noticing that things
were very, very wrong. The proliferation of competing security forces was not agood sign, to put it
mildly. The CDF and its offspring, the PSS, seemed to be at loggerheads as often as they cooperated
with each other.

But there were at |east three other official security forces stepping on each other's jurisdictiond toes, to
say nothing of the various private militias that seemed to be popping up everywhere. The Human League
was the biggest, but by no meansthe only such group. And of course none of the private militias, not
even the League, could have survived ten minutes without some sort of sponsorship or support from
someone in power somewhere. Kaenda had no doubt whatsoever that the League's Hidden Leader had
lots of friendsin high-and low-places. But, more importantly, things were not going well when so many of
the higher-ups wanted their own private armies.

Governor-Generd Micamberlecto' 5 Republic-ingtalled government might as well have been in another
sector of the gaaxy for al the control it had over events. It was quite obviousthat it was all but
completely disconnected from the day-to-day management of the planet. Graft, corruption, hidebound
tradition, and sheer cussedness on the part of the bureaucracy seemed set to prevent any chance of
reform.



And if the capita planet wasin this sort of shape, what was the rest of the sector likdly to be?

Worse, the economic Situation made the politica climate look promising. Thecities of Cordliawere
faling gpart.

There was no work anywhere, and no prospect of workhardly helpful for atrade-based economy that
had cut itself off from most of the outside universefor haf ageneration or more. And it was, of course,
the economic misery that made the place such afertile breeding ground for discontent.

But none of that mattered just now. There was something else. Nothing that Kaenda could put her finger
on just yet, but something was about to happen. Something big. She could senseit, fed it, dmost taste it.
She had never been wrong when she had such feglingsin the past. Who knows, maybe she had some
small ability in the Force that |et her know when something was up. Whatever it was didn't matter just
now.

What mattered was that the Chief of State-if she was ill dive-was about to wander into the middle of
chaosand Kaenda had to assume that she wasthe only surviving NRI agent, the only New Republic
security force of any kind on the planet. Kalendaknew that the NRI had been planning to insert any
number of agentsinto CorelliaMaybe dl of them had gotten through, or maybe none. It was, for obvious
reasons, best that she know nothing. That way, there was nothing she could tell either.

It had crossed her mind that there weren't redlly any other NRI coming in, but that her higher-ups had
told her there were in order to provide a headache for the opposition in the event that she, Kalenda, was
captured. Best not to worry too hard about such things. Lifein her line of work was enough of a
wilderness of mirrors without her erecting new ones on her own. It was safest to assume she wasthe only
onewho had madeit. That |eft her with the question of what she should do, and that question was easy.

She had been sent here to gather intelligence, but Kaenda had decided she knew more than enough
aready. She had to concentrate on keeping the Chief of State dive until the trade summit, when her
officid entourage-and security team-would arrive.

But to keep Leia Organa Solo dive, Kaendawould have to keep hersef dlive aswell. That wasthe
tricky part. She had to assume that the CDF or PSS were smart enough not to assume that she had died
in the crash, and were on the lookout for her specificaly, and for NRI agents generally.

Presumably, they would aso have the sense to be keeping awatch on Organa Solo'sfamily, in order to
monitor their activities, if nothing €se. Whether or not they would interfere if someone elsetook a potshot
at the Chief of Stateor whether they would make atry for her themsalves-wasimpossible to say.

In any event, they would not be likely to welcome an NRI agent popping up in their midst. They might
even decide she was a good excuse for aprovocation, and grant themselves the license to stir up trouble.
All of which meant that Kalenda did not dare make an approach to Organa Solo's party.

So dl she could do was watch from a distance, try not to get caught herself, and hope that some way to
contact them would present itself. Maybe, just maybe, she could even do some good from a distance,
though she could not imagine what, just at the moment.

But for now, al she could do waswait. Wait and watch, and hope they showed up soon.

* t Long hours later Kalenda was starting to worry in earnest.



Night was coming on, and no matter how good infrared systems got, they were never asgood asvisible
light. And thel R system on her purloined macrobinocul ars wasn't that good to start with.

Over and over again, she would spot spacecraft on gpproach, feel her heart start to race, zoom in with
the macrobinoculars-and spot a ciaft that looked nothing like the Fal con. She was starting to wonder
exactly how she was going to manage overnight surveillance, when one more ship cameinto view.
Kaendalifted her macrobinoculars to her eyes one more time, expecting to be disappointed again-and
suddenly her heart wasracing.

It was not one ship, it was six. There was the Millennium Falcon, quite unmistakable, in the center of the
formation, with five Pocket Petrol Boats flying in a standard six-boat escort formation. The aft portside
boat wasn't there. Or maybe it was just hidden from view by the Falcon. Kaenda fumbled a bit with the
controlsto get a better view. She belatedly thought to hit the record button on the macrobinoculars. She
might well want to review thisimagery later on.

No, the sixth boat was definitely not there,

Kaendaingtantly jumped to adozen conclusions, and then forced herself to stay focused on what she
was seeing.

Therewould be plenty of timefor guessing later.

The Falcon and her escorts swept past the public landing bays, lit their repulsors, and cameto astop in
midair over the military part of the field-by chance, the part Kalendawas closest to. Three of the escorts
broke formation and landed, each boat at the point of atidy isosceestriangle, while the two other PPBs
remained on g&tion in midair.

The Fa con eased downward on her repulsors, coming to asmooth landing at the exact center of the
triangle formed by the grounded boats. That was not the way a ceremonia escort acted. Something had
happened. But what?

Kaenda shifted hersalf about abit to get a better ook at the Falcon, and was rewarded with arather
nasty cut on her forearm from abit of razor grass she hadn't noticed before. She cursed absentmindedly
and zoomed in astight as she could on the Falcon. She seemed undamaged, as best Kalenda could tell
from rather extreme range.

She could see no sign that the modified freighter had been in arecent fight. But she could not know for
sure. Maybe she would be able to tell more when they al disembarked. She focused her attention on the

ship'sgangway.

At last it svung down, and she could see the tiny figure of Han Solo and the rather lesstiny figure, even
at thisdistance, of Chewbacca the Wookiee, coming down the gangway, each carrying afair-sized piece
of luggage. There was something cautious, even edgy, about their body language, asif they had had one
nasty surprise dready and were expecting another. Kaenda chided herself anew for reading too much
into the Situation. Maybe the only thing worrying them was the astronomical fees the spaceport charged.

Almost before the two of them reached the ground, the three children hurtled down the gangway and
onto the surface of Corellialt was plain to see they were glad not to be cooped up anymore. Then, last
of dl, camethe Chief of State of the New Republic, Leia Organa Solo, carrying amedium-sized bag.
Kaendalet out asigh of reief, feeing tenson ebb away that she hadn't even been aware of. Organa Solo



was dive and well. That wasthe main thing. Now if only Kaenda could make sure Organa Solo stayed
that way.

She kept watching.

Han Solo waited until hiswife was off the ship, and then punched in the lock controls. The gangway
swung shut, and the Fal con switched herself into standby mode. Kaenda watched as an open ground car
rolled up.

Organa Solo stepped away from the ship-and then hesitated a moment. She stopped walking, and
frowned, abit uncertainly. Shelooked around, apparently scanning the horizon-and then stopped, staring
straight at Kalenda. For aterrible moment Kaenda was certain that Organa Solo had spotted her,
decided shewas asniper or aterrorist, was going to shout awarning to her family, aert theloca security
forces. Kalendawanted to dive for cover, run for it, but she knew better. Staying absolutdly still was
much more likely to keep her dive. And besides, what were the odds that even a Jedi adept would be
able to seer sense-a single watcher from that sort of range?

Especidly snce dl that Organa Solo did next was shrug, frown again, and head for the ground car.
Kaendalet out asgh of relief.

Therest of the patty started following Organa Solo toward the groundcar. They all seemed cam enough.
Kaenda began to decide that she was wrong, that she had been imagining signs of trouble.

But then she noticed Solo talking with the Wookiee.
Or, more accurately, the way he was talking with the Wookiee.

Kaendawas a pretty fair lip-reader, but she knew better than to trust her skills at this extreme range.
Besides, even if she could manage to catch what Solo was saying, there was not the dightest hope of
understanding the Wookiee.

But it isatruism that throughout history, no pilot has ever talked flying to acolleague without using his
hands. There was something very close to a conventiona nomenclature and grammar of hand movements
used to describe flight and encounters with other craft.

And Han Solo was, beyond question, using his hands to help describe a spacesi de dogfight. He might not
be sending Kaenda's message, but she was certainly intercepting one.

A most important one.

Kaendawatched in fascination as Solo's hands bobbed and weaved through the air, following each
other, then breaking off to show two craft-or two sets of craft-on a collision course with each other. He
pointed up into the sky, at the PPBs <till hovering overhead on point guard, then put his hands together in
aball before pulling them apart with hisfingers spread. So. A PPB had blown up.

The Wookiee was shaking his head no, disagreeing on some point, making his own gestures.
Then Organa Solo managed to round up the last of the children. Solo and the Wookiee stopped their

conversation, plainly not wishing the children to hear. Organa Solo got the kids onto the ground car, and
sgnaled the driver to start moving.



The ground car pulled away, and Kalenda scrambled to her feet, nearly beheading herself on the stand of
razor grass before she remembered and ducked. If she wasto have any chance of following them, she
was going to have to get back to her own landspeeder on the double and position herself on the road
leading out of the spaceport, where she could pick them up as they headed into town. It would be ahell
of anoteif she had managed to spot them there and then lost them. She scrambled back toward her
landspeeder, feeling more worried than ever.

Someone had dready made atry for the Chief of State.
She wasin no doubt about that. Things were going to blow.

Things were going to blow on this planet, and the Chief of State of the New Republic was going to be
standing right at ground zero when they did.

And there was not abloody thing Belindi Kaenda could do about it.

CHAPTER TWELVE Learning Curve ando Cdrissian stepped out of the hatch of the Lady Luck onto
the surface of the planet Azbrian feeling alot less cocky than he had back on LeriaKerlsl. The encounter
with the life-witch had done afirgt-rate job of focusing his attention on the number of thingsthat could go
wrong with his marriage scheme. Luke wasright behind him, and this time both of them were carrying
comlinks, and the droids were not locked up on the ship. Lando knew how lucky he had been on Leria
Kerlsl. He had no desire to push hisluck asecond time.

He stepped out of the ship and looked around. The Lady Luck sat in the middle of agently doping
pasture of some sort. There was aherd of placid-looking black-and-white, eight-legged beasts afew
hundred meters away. They were munching on the low, bushy green plantsthat filled thefield, and every
now and then one of them would raise its bead and make along, low thrunning noise for no apparent
reason. A fence separated them from thefield in which the La} stood, and though they did not look like
the sort of crestures made for jumping or attacking, none of that fooled Lando. The way hisluck was
going, they would dl legp over the fence and savagely attack Luke and him in the next moment.

Hold it, Lando told himsdlf as he picked hisway through the bushy ankle-high plants. Get agrip. It wasn't
that bad.

It couldn't be.
"Hey, Lando, snap out of it!"
Lando turned and looked back toward Luke. "What isit?' he asked.

L uke nodded in the direction of the farmhouse at the bottom of the gentle hillsde. "Here comesthe
reception committee.”

"Oh, boy," Lando said, forcing asmile onto hisface.

"All right, herewe go." He waved toward the two whiteclad figures coming toward them, and headed
down hill toward them. A young man and ayoung woman. "Hello!" he called out.

"Hello!" the young woman called out. "I s there something we can do for you?!

"Great," Lando said under his breath to Luke. "Wrnn g landing coordinates. We've just landed on the



wrong farm.

Heraised his voice and shouted back, "We're looking for the Condren Foreck place.” The man and
woman looked at each other in some puzzlement as the two parties drew near to each other. "I'm
Condren Foreck," thewoman said in her regular speaking voice, which turned out to be abit high and
squeaky. "But I'm afraid were not expecting any vistors.

"Who might you be?" the young man asked, in atone of voice not al that far from belligerent.

"I'm Lando Cdrissan,” Lando said. "Thisismy friend, the Jedi Master Luke Skywalker." Lando took a
good look at Condren and her companion. She was a pae, reedylooking sort of woman, small and dight,
with shoulderlength frizzy blonde hair that didn't seem much interested in staying under control. Shewas
wearing aloose-fitting white ankle-length skirt and a plain white blouse. Her companion wasabig,
beefy-looking sort of fellow, sallowfaced, with his eyes perhapsjust atrifle too close together.

Hewas dressed in dirt-smeared white work clothes, and the frown on his face seemed to be permanent.
Lando put him down as some sort of hired hand and forgot about him.

"Lando Cdrissan? Oh," said Condren, in adistracted sort of voice. "Oh, dear. And you've come all this
way. | knew | should have contacted you again when, when, ah, things changed. But | never redly
thought you'd come, and things happened so fast, and well, um, | forgot. I'm sorry.”

"l don't understand,” Lando said. "Y ou should have contacted me when what changed?'

"Things," Condren said, not very helpfully, looking vaguely toward her companion. "Thisisredly
awkward," she said, and then hesitated for along moment that did not make things any less avkward.
"Oh, dear,” she said at last, and took the young man's hand. "Mr. Cdrissan, thisis Frang Colgter. My
husband. We just got back from our honeymoon last week." * * * | can't believe my information isthis
bad," Lando said as he watched the planet Azbrian dide under the Lady Luck's portsde wing. They
were leaving, and good riddance. The ship was on autopilot, and he and Luke were Sitting in the cockpit,
in the pilot and copilot's station, and watching the universeroll past. "1 mean, what's next? A potentia
bride who has been dead five years? One that's male? A Wookiee?'

"I understand that some Wookiee females are extremey romantic if you gpproach them the right way,"
Lukesad, smiling.

"Ah, you can aford to laugh," Lando said. "It's not your reputation that's going to pileit inif this stuff gets
Out.

"Hey, my lipsare sedled,” Luke said.

"Y eah, but those droids wouldn't mind spilling the beans,” Lando said, hooking his thumb toward the
wardroom, where Threepio and Artoo were. "And for that matter, | might not be ableto resist telling the
life-witch story mysdlf," he admitted, shaking his head ruefully.

"That wasascloseacdl asl'veever seen,” Luke said, ill smiling. "Still and dl, maybe you ought to
think it over again. After al, she was beautiful, young-and single.”

"Ohyeah," Lando growled. "Beautiful, young-if you don't think of three hundred years old as old-rich,
kind, gentle. But by thetime you redly get to know her, you're dead and she's on to the next lucky
victim. No, the life-witch was bad enough. But this businesswith Condren Foreck on top of it-1 grant it's



not asbad, but it isembarrassing.”

"Comeon,” Luke said. "How were you to know? It could happen to anyone. She's the one who failed to
recontact you when that Frang Colgter character popped the question. Not your fault." Lando rolled his
eyes. "Sure. Anyone could land on the planet, meet with arich young heiress to discuss the prospect of
matrimony, and then find out she'sjust back from her honeymoon. Right. No way. i'm the only one with
that kind of luck."

Lukelaughed. "WEell, you might have apoint at that,” he said. "But you're not giving up, are you?'

"Of course not,” Lando replied, trying to achieve just the note of wounded pride. "It'd take alot more
than thisto make me quit." He thought for amoment and then shrugged philosophicaly. "On the bright
sde, I'm not exactly sure how much of a prize Condren would be. I'm not sure | could have lived with
that squeaky voice. Anyway, we ve got to press on. We're expected.”

"On Sacorria, right?"

"Secorriaitis" Lando said. "We pay acdl onthe Outlier planet Saconriain the Corellian Sector, and
vist ayoung lady by the name Tendra Risant. Assuming she doesn't turn out to have six kids, three
husbands, and a beard down to here.

"That doesn't sound like alikely combination,” Luke said with asmile.

"Giveit achance" Lando growled. "In this universe, absurdity tendsto amaximum. Especidly when I'm
around.”

"Y ou know, thereisaway you could avoid alot of these problems, if you don't mind spending a bit of
time and money,” Luke said.

"What way?" Lando asked.

"Y ou could try calling ahead. People don't expect each other to cal ahead from interstellar range because
it's S0 expensive, but think about it. Y ou've comein cold twice, and it's turned out wrong twice because
your information was bad or out-of-date. Y ou could try calling this Tendra Risant viaholocom. It'd cost
you, yes-but it might save you alot of time and embarrassment in thelong run.”

Lando frowned thoughtfully.

"And besdes," Luke said mischievoudy, "think of how much it will impressthe lady to get such expensive
holocom cdls”

That was dll it took to convince Lando. He reached for his datareader and started hunting for Tendra
Risant'scal code.

* * * Lieutenant Belindi Kaenda knew she had done the best she could. She had taken advantage of the
fact that times were bad, and found an unused villaafew hundred meters up the road from where the
villathe Chief of State was|odged.

It had been a smple enough matter to break into the villaand concedl her stolen landspeeder and other
equipment, and the upper bedroom of the empty villamade for an ided observation post.



Almost too good a post. It was no good thing that the CDF security team, the uniformed officers she
could see s0 busily marching about on patrol around the Chief of State's villa, had not thought to check
out her watch post. Either they weren't good at their job, or someone was telling them not to be very
good.

In any event, she would be able to watch everything from here, so long as she didn't bother with eating or
deegping or other such trifles.

But that was absurd, of course. It wastime to accept the limits on what she could do, and they were
extreme. She could not protect the Chief of State or her family if the CDF decided to movein. She could
not tail every member of the entire party. Nor could she bein more than one placeif they decided to split
up. And if they traveled by hover car, she was out of luck aswell. There was no way she could stay
unnoticed flying aong behind them-assuming she could get her hands on ahover car that could stay inthe
ar for morethan five minutes a atime.

But there was one thing that gave her comfort. Outfitslike the CDF rardly used their own uniformed
agents and officersto do the dirty work. If they decided to make atry for the Chief of State, they would
send in covert operatives of one sort or another, quite possibly without the knowledge of the uniformed
officers. Infact, if the uniforms actualy were trying to protect Organa Solo, or maybe even died in the
attempt, that would be al to the good, from the conspiracy's point of view. It would give them deniability.

It wasthat sort of attack she could be at least some defense against. From her vantage point, Kalenda
could watch all the approachesto the house. If the security detail changed itsroutine, for examplein
someway that would open aholein the patrol pattern, that would be asign to Kalendato go on the
dert. Themost likely attack scenario would be for an assault team to come through just such aholeinthe
security, kill afew uniformed guards for the sake of veramilitude, and then wipe out the family.

She could be ready for that, ready to shoot up the assault force, or at least fire afew rounds that would
atract the attention of the uniformed guards.

Such ahit was mogt likely to come at night, in bad weather if possible. She could catch quick naps during
the middle of the day, if she put the macrobinoculars on atripod, pointed them out the window, and set
them to go off if they detected abrupt motion. She would get roused out of bed every time one of the
kids ran acrossthe yard, or asea skimmer flew past the window, but at least she would be able to get
somerest.

"No one said anything about atutor,” Jainasaid, staring up at the darkened ceiling of the room the
children were sharing. "Why do we have to have atutor?’

"So we can learn stuff, dummy,”" her brother Jacen replied, his voice coming from the bed next to her.
"Why else would they be picking one out for us?'

Jaina shrugged, although she knew her brother could not see her in the dark. "1 guess. But it's supposed
to be our vacation.”

"Sowha?'

Jacen said. "We're the leaders of tomorrow, or something, whether welikeit or not. Y ou think Mom and
Dad would give up achance this big to teach us suff we might need to help run the galaxy?*

Jainagiggled. Sheliked it when Jacen talked that way, making fun of how serioudy the grown-ups



seemed to take everything.

She sighed contentedly and rolled over in her nice big bed. Those bunks onboard ship had been awfully
small. It was nice to be planet-sde again. It wasthe end of their first day on Corellia, but they had barely
seen anything of the planet yet. The whole day had been given over to getting through the spaceport,
getting to the villaon the edge of town, unpacking, and getting organized. That didn't matter.

Jainawas glad to have arrived, even if they hadn't done much yet.

Thetrip on the Falcon had been fun, of course, but it had been getting a bit cramped onboard. Besides,
there had been that strange trouble at the end of the trip that neither of their parents waswilling to talk
about. Jacen ingisted that some other ship had been shooting at them, but that didn't make senseto Jaina.
Mom wasthe Chief of State. Why would anyone want to shoot at her?

There was a quiet murmur from Anakin, sound adeep in his bed on the other side of the room. It was
good to have them al sharing a proper room again, the way they did at home. Y es, indeed, it was good
to be off the ship.

"So what do you think the tutor's going to teach us?' she asked. "I mean, besideshow to run the
universe”

Jacen laughed. "Well, that right there will probably take most of thefirst day. | guessweéll just haveto
wait and find out about everything ese.”

The villathey had rented had afine view of the city from the one side, and an even better view of the
eastern ocean from the other. It sat on alow bluff, with a pathway affording easy accessto the white
sandy beach below.

Han was on the patio to the rear of the villa, leaning on the railing and staring out to sea. The skieswere
clear, thear was clean, and a gentle breeze was blowing. He was on his homeworld on a beautiful
morning. The three kids were down on the beach, under Chewbacca's watchful eye. Good of him to do
it, Han told himself. No one with that much fur could enjoy getting sandy-to say nothing of getting wet.

Everything should have been fine. All the folklore of the spaceways said you were never more
comfortable than on your own homeworld, where the gravity, the air-pressureand-atmospheric-gas mix,
and language and accent and cuisine and everything else were precisaly the onesthat your body had been
borninto.

But it just wasn't true for Han. Not this morning. And it was more than the incident with the PPBs and the
Udlies

That wasworrisome, but not as much asit might have seemed at first. After al, they plainly could have
killed them al, and yet did not. That meant that some powerful someone definitely wanted them dive, at
least for the m ment. It wasn't much of acomfort, but it sure beat knowing with absolute certainty that
someone wanted you dead.

But there was more. Much more. Leia had told Han that she had the very clear sense of being watched
at the spaceport, by someone outside the official security net. When a Force adept, even ahdf-trained
one, told you that something like thet, it was probably smart if you believed it.

It was the way the countryside and the city had looked asthey had driven through them. Han had



expected a certain amount of change, and even a certain amount of decline.
He had followed the news from Corelliaas well as anyone outside the sector could.

But the unkempt fields, the unpainted houses, the lines of boarded-up stores a hdf kilometer long, the
worn look of the people. It was bad, worse than he had thought. Han felt astrange, irrationa guilt for not
having been here, with his people, to experience the suffering with them.

And suddenly he was taken with an impulse to do exactly that. Be with them. Standing in avillaat the
edge of the city was no way to see what was going on here on his home planet, in the capital city. He
turned and went insde, and found Leiadtill a the breskfast table. "Listen,” he said.

"Do you think you can handle thistutor thing on your own?'
Leialooked up a himin mild surprise. "1 suppose 0," she said.
"Why?What'sup?"

"l don't know, exactly,” Han said. "l just fed like| haveto get out of here, go and seewhat it'sredly like
intown. Wak around on my own two feet, instead of driving around in anice armored CDF landcruiser.
| can catch the airlifter shuttle at the village station.” Leianodded, her expression abit sad and serious. "'l
was half expecting you'd want to goin," she said. "Go on and get alook. | can find atutor by mysdf. The
first of the candidatesisduein an hour.

Han leaned over and gave hiswife agentle kiss on the cheek. "Thanks" he said. "It redly is something |
need to do."

"Don't forget we have dinner with the Governor-Generd tonight at CoronaHouse," Leiareminded him.
"The hovercar is supposed to comefor us at eight o'clock.”

"I'll be back in plenty of timeto get ready,” Han assured her. "But | redly have to go seethecity. I've
been away too long." By the time the third candidate for the tutor's position had come through, Leiawas
aready regretting her willingnessto take the job on by hersalf. The Governor-Generd's office had sent
over aligt of candidates who had undergone intensive security clearances-and she had her own abilitiesin
the Force. She could read any attempt at deceit or fraud.

She did not have to worry about unknowingly hiring some covert operétive to educate her children.

However, it seemed that she would have to worry about hiring an absolute incompetent. Of the first
three-a human woman, afemae Seonian, and a human man-al pleasant, but none of them seemed
reliable enough to be trusted watching a kettle boil, never mind dedling with three rambunctious children.
Nor did it help that each seemed to undo the others in concocting el aborate complimentsfor Leia

She had never had much patience for such nonsense, and just at the moment she had even less.

Lea, gtting in therather forma confines of the villas study, braced herself for the next ondaught, and
pressed the button on the desk that would signal the next candidate to comein.

An dderly male Drdl entered, followed closaly, much to Leias surprise, by get-black droid. The Drall
wasfairly tdl for his species, about one and a quarter meters. Histhick, short fur was a deep gray, but
shot through with ahint of light gray here and there on hisface and at histhroat.



Hewore no clothing or decoration.

The Drdl werefairly conventiona bipeds, short, darkfurred, solemn-faced, dignifiedlooking creatures.
They were short-limbed, with clawed, fur-covered feet and hands.

And this one here was living up to the species reputation for self-confidence.

Thedroid rolled in behind the Drall, and Leiatook agood hard look at it. The droid more or less
resembled atdler, thinner verson of R2-D2-a cylinder with wheels on extendable legs. It gppeared to be
ahighly modified asiromech unit. However, unlike Artoo, thisdroid could move, not just on whedls, but
on repulsorlifts, asbest Leiacould tell. At least those looked like repulsor pads on the bottom of its
cylindrical body. Leiahad never seen adroid quite like it. However, Corellian etiquette followed the
genera pattern in regardsto droids: unlessthe droid was actually in use, you were supposed to ignoreiit.

The elderly male was asrotund as most of the Drall Leiahad seen, and even if he did not movefast ashe
camein, therewas nothing clumsy or awkward in his gait. He moved with an impressive bearing, his
jet-black eyes cdm as he gazed steadily at the Chief of State of the New Republic.

"l am Ebrihim," hesaidin alow, growly voice.

Leiafound hersdlf standing and coming around the desk to welcome him, something she had not done for
any of the other guests. This Ebrihim was the sort who commanded respect, even from a Chief of State.

"l am LelaOrgana Solo,” she said, following hislead in leaving off dl honorifics and titles. According to
the information she had, Ebrihim had quite alist of accomplishments himself.

"Y ou arelooking for atutor for your children,” he said, moving toward the visitor's chair. "Y ou wish the
same person to act as guide for your entire partty, arranging tripsto interesting places. Isdl that correct?

"Yes," Leiasad. Somehow it suddenly felt asif she were the one being interviewed.

"Good," the Drdl said. "Please, do be seated.” He pulled himsdf up into the human-height chair. Leia
obediently returned to her chair and sat down, not at al unaware of how much self-confidenceiit took to
tell the leader of the New Republic how to behave in her own office.

"I am looking for atutor,” she said. Thisfelow seemed to prefer blunt talk. Very well, shewould try it his
way.

"Why should | givethejob to you?'

"A fair question. Because the job intrigues me. | know the history of this sector. Because | have
experiencein thefield of tutelage to well-to-do humans. If | may make an educated guess or two, judging
from your background, you wish your children to have anonhuman tutor in order to exposethemto an
dien viewpoint. Y ou want that nonhuman to be one of the races native to this system, and thus provide
ingghtsthat no outsider could. | am about the same height as your children, and they will not be
intimidated by meunless | wish to intimidate them. Are those reasons sufficient, or do you wish more?”

"That ligt of reasonsis quite adequate,” Lelasaid with asmile.

"Good. Y ou have my qudlificationslisted on that data pad in front of you, | imagine. Do you know



enough to make adecision, or do you wish to examine with those ridicul ous Force powers of yours and
probe the depths of my soul?* “Y ou do not believe in the Force?' Leia asked.

"l believeinit, theway that | believein gravity or sunshine. | have observed it, and therefore know it to
be.

But | do not take it serioudy. There is not aconfidence artist or sabacc shark on this planet-or, | would
expect, any other-who does not claim to have vast skill in the Force."

"Thereis something in what you say. But how can thelies of aconfidence artist have any bearing on the
importance of the Force?’

"Because, in everyday lifefor the vast mgority of beings, the Force has no real meaning. Youliveina
world of Jedi powers, where wondrous things are commonplace. i livein aworld where| cannot lesp
five times my height no matter how much | try. | must get aladder, or have Q9-X2 lift me up. The galaxy
that you lead, that your children may well help to lead, has far more of my sort of folk than yours.

Y our children are strong in the Force, yes?'
"Very much so.

"Then don't let them rely on it too much,” Ebrihim said. "It can become a crutch, ashortcut, an easy way
out.

L et them learn the everyday way of doing things. Let them do as ordinary folk do. Let them build from
there toward the Force, rather than letting them trust to the Force to start with."

"l see," said Leialt dawned on her that she should have been mortaly offended by a number of the things
Ebrihim had said. But maybe she had been around the courtiers and flatterers too much. Shefound his
bluntnessrefreshing. And it was distinctly pleasant to deal with someone who was not faling al over
himsdlf, treating her like some sort of mythica being. He sounded more a schoolteacher giving advice
from alifetime of experience, telling a parent who was trying too hard how to back off just abit.

And, sheredized, that was exactly the sort of person she wanted schooling her children. He had a point
about the Force. It might well be good for her childern to be exposed to a viewpoint that did not see the
Force asthe bedll and end-all, the starting point and ending point of al things. After al, her children were
going to livethelr livesin auniverse where the vast mgjority of sentient beings never have theleast thing to
do with the Force. "Y ou have thejob," she said. "Will the advertised sdary be adequate?’

"I would be afoal to turn down moreif you should offer it, but yes, it is "adequate.” And if you have no
objection, | will set to work at once.”

"No objection at dl," Lelasaid.

Ebrihim got down from his chair, and turned toward hisdroid. "Come adong, Q9," he said. "We have
work to do."

Now that Ebrihim had brought attention to hisdroid, Leia could remark uponiit. "Might | say that isa
most unusua model,” shesaid. "'l don't believe | have seen onelikeit. Might | ask what use atutor has
for an astromech droid?"’



"A great dedl of useindeed,” Ebrihim replied. "His skills at data access alone are beyond value. But his
abilities extend far beyond that. He has"

"l am capable of speaking for mysdf, Master Ebrihim," the droid announced. Y ou needn't talk about me
asif | were not here”

Leiaraised an eyebrow in mild surprise. "I don't think | have ever seen an astromech droid capable of
gpesking Basic before," she said, addressing Ebrihim. "Did you modify him or doesthis modd come that

way?'

But the droid turned toward Leia™Y our pardon, maam, but as| said, | can spesk for myself. And |
might add that | modified mysdf for speech aswell.”

"QO9, that isno way to talk to the leader of the New Republic,” Ebrihim said.

"Why not?' the droid asked, in atone of voice that made it clear that it was asking out of genuine
curiosity.

"Because she could order you taken apart for spares, among other reasons.”
"Y ou would not permit her to do s0," Q9 replied. "That particular empty threat no longer impresses me.

"One of these days you will be insulting to the wrong person, and | will not be able to prevent your being
punished.”

Leiacould not help but smile. "While | would suggest you try to be more polite, | for one won't order you
taken apart.

Q9 turned toward hisowner. "You see?' he said.

"No, | don't," Ebrihim replied in mild tones. "Being forgiven isfar from the same asbeing right.”
"Perhaps s0," Q9 replied. "But thusfar | havefound it isfar easier to beforgiven than it isto beright.”
"That iswhy peopletak to you asif you aren't here," Ebrihim said. "They find out very quickly that you
are not worth talking to." Q9 looked from Leiato Ebrihim, but plainly could not think of any sufficient
rgjoinder. Instead of speaking, he amply turned toward the door and rolled himsdlf out.

"He must be tremendoudy useful if it'sworth putting up with that much backtalk," Lelasaid.
"Sometimesit'sadifficult cal,” Ebrihim replied. "But | must admit that | find him aninteresting case. |
have never encountered adroid with quite hisviewpoint. | find it most simulating. He has very definite
ideas about droids, and triesto live up to them. | think that is part of why he tinkers with himsalf
congtantly.”

"Then the voice upgrade isn't the only thing™?"

"Ohno, not at al. Whatever the latest and greatest commercially available upgradeis, he hasto haveit.
I'd estimate that something lessthan haf of himisorigina factory equipment at this point. Beyond that, of

course, he designs his own improvements. He built those repulsors himself, for example. | keep hoping
that the next addition will be a courtesy module, but no luck asyet." Either because we enjoyed talking



about hisdroid, or because he had the job, Ebrihim wasrelaxing a bit.
"Come," Lelasaid. "1 think it'stime you met the children.”
"l am looking forward to it™" Ebrihim said, making adight bow, inviting Lelato lead the way.

* t Not far from Coronet City Spaceport, Han Solo turned off Meteor Way and talked into Treasure
Ship Row, and could not bdlieveit.

Not at first. Not when he remembered how it used to be. How had it cometo this? Was he even in the
right place?

Treasure Ship Row had been the market, the bazaar, the entertainment center, the legend you had to
pass throughor, if you had no imagination or spirit of adventure at al, go around-on your way from the
spaceport into the centrd city.

He remembered the hundreds of stallsthat had crowded the center of the broad road, selling everything
imaginable, from every corner of the gaaxy. He remembered the vendors, the beings of every kind, from
gar systems Han had never even heard of, thronging here, in this place, to hawk their wares. Every day
new shipslanded, and every day the sdlestables.

Once Treasure Ship Row had been packed with buyers and sellers from acrosS the galaxy. Oncethe
very sound of the place had been overwhelming, al by itsdlf. The songs of the street players, the banging
and crashing and tootling and oompahing of the strolling musicians, the sound of athousand languages
being shouted at once as the vendors urged every person walking past to sample the finest, the most
lovely, therarest, dl going for the most absurdly low pricesand any buyer who did not haggle the price
down by at least half deserved whatever happened to him next.

Oncetheair had been full of the pungent odors of roast meats and strong drink and fresh breads, and of
less pleasant scentsaswell. Y our nose was enchanted in one moment by the most exquisite of perfumes,
and assaullted in the next by awhiff of what was either the offd from the bottom of arotted-out animal
cage or some other species idea of agood medl.

Once Treasure Ship Row had been ariot of colorbrightly hued tents, and signboards that flashed and
strobed and throbbed their messages. The shop fronts had been painted in every color of the rainbow,
and afew were painted in colors that no human could see. But you knew that the storefront that |ooked
date gray or dingy white was probably shriekingly bright in the ultraviolet or infrared, and the storeswith
the strangdly textured exteriors of intricately patterned soundreflective baffleswere full of merchandise
that would appedl to the species that navigated by echo location.

The same sort of rule applied to the small lamps that hung discreetly outside certain otherwise unmarked
doors. it took little guessing to know what sort of business was transacted behind those doors, and the
lamps that appeared to be burned out were bright in infrared or ultraviolet, sgnaing the same sort of
servicesto those specieswho quite literdly saw the world alittle differently than humans. A famous bit of
schoolboy folklore had it that there was an intricate and subtle color-coding system at work even among
the lamps visible to human eyes, though no one Han ever met could actudly explain how it worked, or
what a given color meant But it was agood story. th~~~ht5J)y T~~~~Sh~~ R:sw hiad dfb~ ~~5tth~
same, and then reo n them again as would pack up their stalls pe carnival games sabacc salonstattoo
parlors, betting shops.

The otherswould never close at dl. The singers and dancers and street playerswould come out in



greater force, and crowds from the bars and restaurants would overflow out into Y ou never wanted to
stop in one place of missing what was going on behind the next line of gdls.

Oncedl that had been. Now the sounds, the smells, the colors were vanished, the exciting days and
magic, mystenOei~inight5~—~~ ~0~~Th~y \dl:rsvard5t5hii. ThOe mstoorree; were boarded up aswdll, al
except those with their windows smashed and those that showed the scars of fire All was silent except
for the blowing of thewind, and scuttlings of mall scavenging cresturesthat hurried in O deeper hiding as
Han walked down the abandoned strest.

The only scents on the air were the fait~h~tjOrfy~Ifo~ and dry rot of moldenng wood and g, d
eb4c~I1(k)~~~tree~S fomd talthel tkedn5 s~rted oireveal of the shops Some scraps of ancient,
weather-beaten canvas, and alew hegps of abandoned poles and broken-up folding tables scattered
about were dl that were | eft, besides Ha~5 g~~f1~5 ~f~~~~0~~did~~~htS~i another life that scemed
S0 digtant that it might have happened to some

O0fl~a g~J TUft~~—~~R,0~p~bee~~ danl~erora%ch younger Han. But now the magic was over, an
Ship Row was empty and forlorn. He Han remembered afamous actor he had met once. had first seen
the man from the fourth row of the theater.

The actor had portrayed a dashing young lieutenant, and Han had never seen aman asvitd, asdive, as
energetic asthat imaginary officer. Later he had talked hisway backstage, and walked boldly into the
actor's dressing room. He saw the costume on itsrack, the wig and the sword and even the nose of the
character, each nesatly taken off and put away. And sitting in their midst was atired, gray-faced old man
with nothingin hiseyes.

It had taken a conscious act of will on Han's part before he could even believe that the old man had been
the dashing young officer moments before, that the old man fretting that it was closing night, and he had
no other part to play, had just moments before been on stage defying the universe.

Everything specid and exciting and thrilling, al theillusions, had been stripped away from Treasure Ship
Row, until now there was nothing left at al but the harsh redlity of agrimy street.

Han walked the length of the place, and then turned down Starline Avenue and headed for the center of
town. He had to see more, even if he did not want to.

* * * |t was not al ruined, Han told himsdlf. Just nearly al. Here and there, as he walked along, there
were still well-kept houses, businesses that were still open, and even one or two that looked prosperous.
But Han knew he was grasping at straws. Coronet City was Treasure Ship Row writ large.

The only difference was that Treasure Ship Row was completely dead-and the city was not. The streets
were only haf-empty, not wholly so. There were vehicles on theroad, even if afair number of them were
broken-down, still Sitting where they had been abandoned months or years before. Idlers and loiterers
gathered on nearly every street corner.

And nearly everyone he saw was human. Scarcely aDrdl or a Sdonian in sight. Each of the species had
aways had its own enclavein the city of Corona, but in the old days, it had never seemed to matter that
much. Selonianswould buy groceriesin the Drdl shops, humanswould go visit Sdlonian friends a home,
Drdlswould come and see ashow in one of the human neighborhoods.

Not now. Not when there was no money, and no work, and everybody had to look out for
themsalves-and look over their shoulders aswell.



He should not have been surprised. He knew that now.

Nearly al of Cordlias chief industries had revolved around trade in one way or another. Entertainment
for the ship crews, financia servicesfor the shipping companies, droid manufacture and repair,
shipbuilding and repair. Even the criminal offshoots of those industries had been based on trade. Con
games, money laundering, smuggling, droid hacking, and illegd ship upgrades dl required customersfrom
out-system.

In the good old days, beings had come to thisworld to have agood time, to sal their cargoes, to get their
droids and their shipslooked after. All too often people had gotten more than they bargained for-but
that, too, had been part of Corellia Now, thanks to the war, thanks to a paranoid fear of foreigners,
thanks to government antidien policies that amounted to financia suicide, no one cameto Corellia
anymore. Therewas no oneto sall to, and nothing to buy, and no creditsto buy and sdll with anyway.

AsHan walked toward the center of the city, it seemed asif thingsimproved, at least alittle. More shops
were open, and those standing in line outside them seemed bored and resigned, not brimming with anger.

Han passed through a till.prosperous neighborhood he had known in the old days, full of grand old
houses, and was pleased to see that it, at least, was much asit had been-until he noticed al the guard
droids on patrol, the discreetly placed static force-field generators, the surveillance cameras, the guard
posts. A guard droid hovered down out of the sky to float beside him as he walked aong. Han took the
hint and |eft the area. Some folks ill had money, but they were plainly afraid of those who did not.

It was getting on toward the middle of the day asHan's wandering took him toward the business digtrict.
Hewasjust on the verge of looking for a place to grab abite to eat when he heard shouting and chanting
coming toward him.

Heredized that he had been hearing the sound for afew minutes, growing louder in the distance.

Han looked around, and it suddenly dawned on him that the street was emptying out. People were
moving quickly, quietly, off the street as the sound of the march got close.

Han heard the damming of doors, therattle of window guards dropping into place. The manager burst
out of the store Han wasin front of, looked down the street, then reached for ahand crank set into the
front wall. He turned the crank and a plasted shutter started rolling down into place.

Across the street, awoman scooped up her child, turned back, and ran insde. A man ducked into a
small tavern just before the manager dammed the door and started rolling down the shutter.

The street was suddenly empty except for Han and the sounds of doors being dammed and locks being
s, and the sound of marching feet and harsh singing. Thetinkle of glas breaking floated up, followed by

heavy laughter.

Han started to run in what he judged was the opposite direction from the shouting, but the sound echoed
off the buildings and the vacant streets, making direction hard to judge. He decided to turn at the next
comerAnd ran headlong into them, blundering into the front ranks of the march before he could stop
himself. But the press of bodies was so tight, and the crowd so boisterous, that for the first few moments
at least, he was merely caught up in the crowd, swept aong by the tidd wave of bodies.

They were sainging at the top of their lungs, so loud it was impossible to understand the words. They wore



cheaply made dark brown uniforms of severe cut. Their feet were shod in metal-toed black boots. They
wore black armbands, and on the armbands was the stylized image of agrinning human skull with a
dagger clenched in itsteach, and the words HUMAN LEAGUE below.

The marcherswere dl men, and they were making a hafhearted effort to march in rhythm with their song,
but they were not well organized-or sober-enough for that.

The smell of cheap liquor was on every man's breath, mingled with the hot odor of sweety flesh.
Han untangled himsdf from the front ranks of marchers, and found himsdf more or lessin step with the
third or fourth rank. He tried to work himself toward the end of the rank, trying to escape the march-and

the marchers.

He had dmost made it when ameaty paw wrapped itself around his collar. It yanked him off hisfeet, and
another paw pulled him on the shoulder and spun him around. Han stumbled and recovered and found
himself face-to-face with a huge, greasy-looking man with bloodshot eyes, aflabby, grimy face, bad
teeth, and worse breath. The man had smply stopped dead in the middle of the Street. He let the march
flow around him, ignoring the buffeting he was taking as the marchers squeezed past. He regarded Han
closdly, then looked up again at the marchers. He reached and grabbed another marcher. "Hey! Hautisl"

"Bamley! Watch out theway you grab me."
"Hautis, get atook at thisguy," Bamley said, ignoring hisfriend's protest.

Flautis was a somewhat smaler and greasier version of Bamley. He looked a Han and his eyes widened
insurprise.

"What do yathink of that?" he asked of no onein particular.

Han was used to people recognizing him, even thislong after the adventures that had made him famous,
but these guys didn't seem to recognize him, exactly. "Ah, fdlows, isthere aproblem?’ he asked,
shouting in hisfriendliest voice over thedin of the march.

Hautis and Bamley exchanged looks, and then each of them grabbed an arm. They dragged him to the
Sde of the street, shoving the marchers out of the way. They got to the sidewalk and Barnley threw Han
up againg the side of the wall. " Okay, buddy, what's the game? Who are you?'

"No game. No game,” Han said. "l wasjust waking aong and got tangled up in your march by accident.
| wastrying to get back out when | bumped into you," he said, trying to put the best possible face on
things. "Sorry | did that, redly. Honest. And thanks for rescuing me, he said.

Bamley grabbed Han by the front of his shirt and pulled Han so close he could fed Barnley's hot bregth
on hisface.

"Y our name, buddy. Y our name right now."
"Han," hesaid in asfriendly avoice he could manage.
"Han Solo." Barnley looked at Han in greasy astonishment. " Solo?

Y eah, sure" he said. Heturned to his companion. "We gottapull himin."



"Absolutely," Hautis agreed. "We have got to check thisout.”

"But-wait asecond!" Han protested. "I didn't-" But then he felt ablow on the back of his skull, and the
universe went black.

* * * "Now then, children. We shdl begin at the beginning,” Ebrihim said. The three children-Jacen,
Jaina, and Anakin-were sitting on one side of the low table in the playroom. Ebrihim was seated on the
other sde, in the same sort of children's chair as histhree charges, and more or less a eye level with
them. Q9 stood was next to him, taller than his seated master.

"What beginning?' the boy, Jacen, demanded, ascowl on hisface. His Sister Jaina's expression was no
less unpleasant, and the little one, Anakin, seemed to be trying to take his cue from hiselders. At least he
tried to sulk, but somehow it was not avery convincing performance. He seemed to be distracted by Q9.

Ebrihii sghed. It was plain to see that his charges were not very happy to be dragged in from the beach
on abeautiful day and plopped down in front of atutor. "The beginning of your education concerning the
Cordlian Sector," he said.

He paused long enough for the groans to subside before going on. "After dl," he said, "I can scarcely
take you exploring if you don't know where we are going."

"Exploring?' Jainaasked.

That got their interest, as he intended that it would. " Of course," Ebrihim said. "There are five worldsto
get alook at. Drdl, Sdonig, Trausand Taus, Corellia-and Centerpoint Station, for that matter. | an to
be the guide for you and your families as you tour those places." "Well, dl right, then,” Jacen said.
"Where are we going firs?" he asked.

"If we areto learn about the history of this system, | thought it best if you got alook at its past. Thereisa
large archaeologica dig not far from the city of Coronet. Y our mother has agreed that we should al go
and take alook at it tomorrow."

"What kind of archaeology?' Jaina asked.

"The dtein question is actualy underground. It ppearsto be some sort of largeindustria site from long
ago. We till don't know exactly what sort of placeit is-but humans and Dral and Selonianswere clearly
using it for something-and something big-at least two thousand standard years ago, and possbly long
before that.”

"Wow," said Jacen. "Will we see skeletons?

Ebrihim nodded. "In dl probability," he said. " Quite anumber have been excavated.”

"Ishelike Artoo?" Anakin suddenly demanded, pointing apudgy finger at Q9-X2.

Q9 rolled back afew centimeters and swiveled his cameraeye around to look at Anakin. "I beg your
pardon?' he said, clearly abit sartled.

"R2-D2," Jacen explained. "It'sthe droid our uncle L uke has back home. | think he wantsto know if
you'rethe same kind of droid. "I am not," Q9 said, rolling back toward the table. "I will thank you not to



make such asuggestion again.”

"But you look like Artoo," Anakiningsted. "Kinda

But he's shorter, and you can talk regular.”

"l am aQ9, ahighly modified and experimenta type based on the R7 version, itsdf afar more advanced
verson of the R2 series. | might add that | am highly self-modified above and beyond my initia
specifications. | have nothing to do with the R2 series.”

"What'swrong with Artoo?" Anakin inssted.

Ebrihim chuckled to himsdlf. "I'm afrad Q9-X2 has arather low opinion of the R2 series.”

"Artoo isagood droid!" Anakin protested.

"That isasmay be," said Q9. "But the designers of the R2 made them effectively voiceless and equipped
them only with wheds™

"So what?"' Jacen demanded.

"The result isthat the R2s cannot do their work aswell asthey should. | find the very idea of an android
that cannot do itswork properly most upsetting. It isnot just your R2 unit, and not just a question of
design. Here on Cordllia, for example, many, many androids arein astate of disrepair, and no one can
afford to repair them. It isamassive waste of potential. | find it shocking.”

Anakin glared fiercely at Q9. "Y ou shouldn't say mean things about Artoo,” he said, then hopped down
off hischair and stalked out of the room. "Nice going, Q9," Jacen said. "I'll go bring him back." Jacen got
up and went after hislittle brother.

"l am pleased that young Master Jacen thinks | expressed mysdlf well."

Ebrihim turned toward hisassstant. "'l suspect,” he said, "that you have not quite mastered the concept of
sarcasm.

* * The lights were dim when Han woke up in the cell. Therewas adull, throbbing pain at the base of his
skull and afoul tastein his mouth.

Why in the world had this Human League crowd snatched him up off the street? The only thing he could
think of wasthat a hero of the Rebel Alliance might not be the most popular sort of person in agroup that
probably had Imperia sympathies. But even that ideadidn't hold water. He was missing something.

Han looked around, and saw that there was nothing in the cell but the dank cot he was Sitting on and a
bucket in the corner. Somehow it didn't look like the room was being used as originally intended. Rather,
he was in what looked to be a converted basement storeroom. Well, purpose-built or not, the cell was
impossiblefor him to get out of dl the same.

Han had been in enough cdlls enough times that he was not particularly terrified by being thrown in yet
another one.

Hewas safein the cell. It was when they came for him that the trouble would Start.



It was at the precise moment that he had that happy thought that the lights came on, blindingly bright, and
the door swung open. Han stumbled to his feet, struggling to force his eyesto adjust. By thetime he
could see clearly, Barriley, Hautis, and athird man, whose insignia appeared to show him to be of higher
rank, werein the cdll, peering a him intently. "Well, boys," thethird man said. "'l can seewhy you did it,
and you wereright to do it. It could have been atrick, but it turns out it wasn't. Turn him loose.”

"But-" Hautis protested.

"Orders" the third man interrupted. ""From way up, if you know what | mean."
"From the Hidden Leader?' Bamley asked, something like awein hisvoice.
Thethird man merely nodded, asif his meaning were obvious.

"Well," Hautissaid, immediately chastened. "Okay then."

Han turned toward the third man to ask what was going on, but he never got the chance. It was only as
he was about to speak that he realized that he had put his back to Bamley again.

The blow on the back of hishead didn't fed any better thistime.
The universe went dark again.

* * * |t was evening, getting on toward night, and Leia could not decide whether to be angry or worried.
Either Han was off having such agood time with some old croniesthat he had forgotten to cal home, or
else hewasin trouble. The governorgenera’s hovercar was supposed to be caling for them in ahalf
hour.

It was then that she heard the sound of ahovercar coming in. Could the GovernorGenera's car be early?
She went to the window and looked up into the sky-and knew ingtantly, by the way that hovercar was
coming in, hard, fast, without running lights, that it was not the governorgenera or anyone else cometo
pay asocid cal. The CDF security teams had installed panic buttons throughout the house. A tap on any
of them would cdll the guardsto red-alert satus.

There was one by the window, and Leiareached to dap it down.

Thereit was! The hovercar droleP~~:u\~f th~~~~gi~ sky three hundred meters shy o of itsrepulsors
throwing strange and shifting shadows on the narrow country road. The hovercar bumped once hard asit
landed A rear door popped open, and alarge, indistinct' shape was "dumped out. Almost before it came
to ahalt, the hovercar had bounced back up into the sky and away irounded Guards rushed forward
from the villaand surounded the new arrival. Kaenda grabbed her macrobinoculars and zoomed in
close. 5w that it was Thefigure lurched to its feet, and she aHan Solo looking very much the worse for
wear. ood Kaen(ia sworeto herself. Thiswas not good. Not good at al Someone was sending another
message, and even if she could not read it, it clearly was not meant to be friendly.

Things were beginning to go sour.

*** 4" |t wasaquiet evening, Kalendatold herself, but things were most likely to happen when it was
quiet. And then she heard it, the low whirring sound of ahovercar coming in onits repulsorlifts.



Suddenly the night was full of the sound of blaring darnis, and the grounds of the Chief of Statesvilla
were flooded with light. Guards scrambled for position. Kalendaignored it all and scanned the sky for
theintruder.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Conversation by

Torchlight

Dinner was done, and it had not been acheerful affair.

Getting Han patched up from hisinjuries had put them behind schedule, but they had turned what was
meant to be asocid occasion into something closer to acouncil of war.

Nor had the noise from outside helped matters. Despite being six floors up, despite the soundproofing in
CoronaHouse, the Governor-Generd's officia residence, the shouting and the singing of the
demonstrators were too loud to ignore. Now they had retired to the Governor-Genera's private study,
and from here the sound was even louder.

They had given up al pretense of not hearing it. Instead they watched the proceedings from the study's
window, the lightsin the room low both to makeit easier to see, and harder to be seen. The windows
were supposed to be blasterproof, but there was no sense taking chances. The flames of the flickering
torcheslit their faces asthey watched the march of the thugs.

Governor-Generd Micamberlecto stared through the window, looking mournfully down at the spectacle
below.

"Therethey are" hesaid. "Again tonight. And | dare not, dare not, call in the Corellia Defense Forces or
the Public Safety Service. | am not even surethey are on my side anymore. Indeed, | am nearly surethey
are no longer with me. If | called them, they might just joinin.

He sighed and leaned his spindly shoulder againgt the edge of the window frame as he watched the
rowdy demonstration below. To Leiathe sound of hissigh was the saddest part of it dl. It wassuch a
tired sound, so full of resignation and frustrated hopes that were no longer even worth recalling. That one
little Sigh told her there was no redl hope at dl.

Leiaand Han stood next to Micamberlecto, watching aswell. Gray wisps of smoke till hung intheair,
and the effigy of Micamberlecto was gill smoldering, though by now it was so trodden upon asto be
scarcely recognizable.

The demongtrators, dl of them humans, nearly dl of them men, were carrying torches asthey marchedin
acirclearound CoronaHouse. The torches et off their own smoke aswell, and it hung heavy in the
windlessair, draining the color from everything, making the night seem darker than it truly was. Those
who did not have torches had placards and sgnswith anti-Dral | and anti-Selonian dogans.

The singing-if you could cdll it Singing-started up again, louder thistime. Thelyrics were coarse, obscene,
and quite distinctly not supportive of the New Republic.

The song reached its climax, the demongrators bellowed out the last and most graphicdly offensiveline,
and then cheered for themsdlves.



"They'll go on, go on that way for quite awhileyet," said Micamberlecto. He spoke Basic with hardly a
trace of accent, but with one or two patterns of Frozian grammar and word order-most noticeably the
tendency to repeat a phrase for emphasis. "They will march for abit longer, abit longer,” the
Governor-Genera went on, "but for all intents and purposes, | expect that's the end of the show.

Not much more to see that you have not seen aready.

They'll sng and shout dogans, and get drunk and start some fights and break some windows, and drift off
to wherever they come from-until the next time. The next time. But | doubt the streetswill be safe
tonight." Micamberlecto shook his head mournfully. "I am afraid you did not pick, did not pick, the idegl
spot for your vacation.” Micamberlecto was a Frozian, and the Frozians were not known for their
cheerful outlook. No one could doubt their probity, honesty, or diligence, but they were a somewhat
melancholy race. Still, there did not seem to be much to be optimistic about at the moment. "It doesn't
look good,' Lelasaid.

"No, it does not,” Micamberlecto agreed as he turned away from the window and sat back down at his
oversized desk. Hewas atypicd Frozian-tal, gangly, a scarecrow of afigure, athird again astal asHan.
Frozianswere afairly standard hominid species, if arather e ongated one. The extrajoint in their arms
and legs made their movements abit offputting at first. To human eyes, the Frozians|ooked to have had
all their amsand legs broken. To see Micamberlecto folded up in achair, with hisarms crossed-and
recrossed through the second elbows-was a strange sight indeed.

Micamberlecto had short, golden-brown fur over his entire body. He had no noticeable external ears,
and his deep brown eyes were set wide gpart. His nose was on the end of his prominent muzzle. His
mouth was smd| and lipless, asif it decided there was no sense even atempting to compete with that
meagnificent nose. Long, black whiskers grew from ether side of his muzzle, forming asort of enormous
spiky mustache that grew past the sides of his head. He wiggled his nose thoughtfully, and the whiskers
bounced up and down vigoroudly.

Isit awaysthisbad?' Han asked.

"Yesand no," Micamberlecto said. "Mind you, even now, tonight, no doubt ninety-five percent of the city
of Coronet isquiet and cam. Four blocks from here, perhaps no one knows that there has been another
demondtration.

But it used to bethat | would assure visitors that ninetynine percent of the city wascam. Thingsare
getting worse, coming to ahead. | wish to Froz we could cancel the trade summit. But too late. Too late.
Deegates are dready on their way, and we in the New Republic cannot, cannot afford any f u,rther loss
of face herein Cordllia Sector. No, we cannot.

"I'm afraid | agree with you, friend Micamberlecto," Lelasaid, talking over her shoulder as she watched
the torchlight procession wend itsway around the building.

"Wedid not know it was like this. We should cancd, but we can't."

"But what'sit al about?' Han asked as he turned his back on the window. He winced as heturned his
head, and he was moving tiffly. Obvioudy hewas till in some pain.

"No one seemsto be able to answer me that. This should be arich planet, arich sector. It hasal the
resources and talent and investment capital it needs. It used to berich, and peaceful. What went wrong?”'



Micamberlecto shrugged eaborately and impressively.

"On Froz we have asaying. "Things are bad when there are more questions than answers, but worse, but
worse, when there are more answers than questions.” Y ou ask me one question, but | could giveyou a
dozen, ahundred answers." He extended along arm toward the window and the demonstrators beyond.
"I wonder if any of our friends out there could give one, give one. Asfor mysdf, | could tell you the
economy was bad, or that people are frustrated, or angry, or that there is much intolerance, if you like."

"Thosearedl true" Lelasad, "but those are symptoms, not the cause."

"Quiteright, quite right. Y es, economic didocation caused by the upheava of the last war isthe
proximate, proximate cause of unrest, but the root goes much deeper, deeper. Without a strong externa
government to keep the peace, mal contents and rabble-rousers of al sorts are coming out of the
woodwork. And it isnot just our friends out there. It isthe other speciesaswell. The Drdl, the
Sdlonians, and the humans have dl produced their demagogues.

And they have set to work demonizing each other. But dl those, dl those answerstell us nothing. Y our
guestion asks after the symptoms, not the disease. | think the red answer isthat you ask the wrong
question. | think you have to ask-why didn't it happen before, before now?"

Han frowned as he sat down in achair facing Micamberlecto's desk.
"Goon," hesad.

"It'sasmple question," Micamberlecto said. | askwhat has changed that makes this chaos possible? And
the answer is smple-the collgpse of empire. Thereis no power from above forcing dl of them to behave.
Therewas agun to Cordlia5 head for along time. "Pretend you love your neighbor or well kill you,'
said the Empire. No dissent, no dissent allowed, those on top supported, those below held down. No
movement possible. Except the economy decayed, decayed during the trade disruptions, and everyone
sank lower. That aggravated the crigis, but it did not cause it Leialooked out the window, down into the
(larkening night, and the gloom of atorchlit parade seen from adistance. She turned her back on the
view, crossed, and sat next to Han. "I'm not sure | like where you're going with this, but say on,” she
sad.

"For millennia, dl the species of the Corellian Sector lived under the monoalithic government of the Old
Republic, and then under the Empire. But then the war came, war came, and the Empire collapsed.
Therewas somefighting here, but not much. Here, the Imperid system simply fell inonitsdlf. It
collapsed, like aballoon with adow leak.

"Since the Empire ceased to govern here, the sector has been |€eft, left to its own devices. Our very fine
New Republic sent mein as a Governor-General, but what isthere for meto govern? Where are my
toolsto govern with? These last years, the Cordllians have learned to pay me no mind.

| have ahuge, ahuge shortage of skilled, politicaly reliable people. There are not enough actively
prnRepublic peopletofill al the needed governmental position, or to staff the interna security forces. |
must hire ex-Imperia bureaucrats and soldiers. Worse, nearly every one of these breakaway groups
employs some sort of mercenaries. Mostly ex-Imperia soldiers, but there are afew, afew retired from
the Republic's armed forces. But scarce any of them aretruly loya to me, to the New Republic. And so
the people know my soldiers and bureaucratsfail to follow my orders.



"Under the Empire, the general's and bureaucrats gobbled up other jobs with power. They were factory
managers, business directors, on the controlling board of this and that and the other thing. Now, even
with their Imperia positions and commissions gone, they still have the power of those other jobs.

"We say the Empire isdead, but herein Corelliathe body lives on after the head has been lopped off.
The little bosses are till there, doing what they have always done.

But now these police officids and Imperia bureaucrats answer to no one, no one. Thereisno higher
authority that can punish them for going too far. And they are discovering that they likeit that way. They
can have the revenge, revenge, for the harm done to them five, ten, twenty, ahundred standard years
ago, safe in the knowledge that no Imperia stormtrooperswill break down their door and take them
away. And that isthe core of the problem.

"For endless years, endless years, it was the strong central government that kept the different species
from having a each other. The Empire didn't much like nonhumans, but it liked antidien riots even less.
They were bad, bad for business. People learned that if they caused trouble, they would be punished. So
they didn't cause trouble. The three Corellian raceslived in harmony because they were forced, forced to
do so. No no oneisforcing them. Times are bad.

They need someone to blame. They blame each other.

"During the war, Corellians were asked to choose between aliance to the Republic and fedlty to the
Empire.

Now members of al the races of the Corellia system are asking, asking themsalves-why any exterior
authority at dl?' Micamberlecto gestured out the window. "They are starting to ask-why bein the New
Republicif it cannot promise order? Why not one planet, one government? Or one landmass, or one
race, one government?'

Han shook his head mournftilly. "I can't believeit. | canlook out the window. | can seeit. | know it's

happening.
But | don't bdieveit. | wasborn and raised in aunited Cordlian Sector-"

"Except that you weren't,” Lelasaid. "What Micamberlecto is saying isthat the Empire forced the
Cordliansto pretend they were united and at peace.”

"And now theywe-don't have to pretend anymore.
Incredible.

"Incredible, only perhaps, but true, certainly. The Five Brothers, the inhabited worlds of the Corell
System, are on the brink of anarchy. Generations of enforced peace between the three leading
species-human, Selonian, and Drallhave cometo an end.” Leialooked at her husband, and she needed
no ability in the Force to understand his pain, his numbness, his shock.

The sightsthey had seen were bad enough for her. She could imagine what they had been like for Han.
But for Lela, what Micamberlecto was saying was far more disturbing than amob of street brawlers. Her
wholelife had been centered around the choice between Republic or Empire. The question had dways
been which wasto be the central authority, never whether there wasto be a central authority. Now, here,
that was no longer so. Theideaof going it done was starting to take hold. It took little imagination to see



how quickly that might spread.

"Micamberlecto, we cannot alow thisto happen,” she said. "If the Cordllian Sector isalowed to
disintegrate, the idea of separatism could spread-and lead to chaos.”

"It has begun to spread dready,” said Micamberlecto in astill more morose tone of voice. "Groups of dl
three species-and of other Corellian Sector species-are starting to set up independent states in the Outlier
systemsthat surround us. Already anumber of them have broken away, broken away from the sector,
regjecting my authority-and thus, by extension, the authority of the New Republic asawhole. The sector
isthreatening to degenerate into acrazy quilt of mini-empires and rump states."

"Isthat such abad thing?' Han asked. "I mean | can seethe problems, but what does it matter if al these
little planets are independent, as long as they're peaceful and don't hurt anyone?”

Micamberlecto shook hishead sadly. "But they do hurt each other,” he said. "Y ou saw the sort calling for
independence tonight. They are rabble-rousers, and rabble-rousers need enemies. People like your
friends in the Human L eague need someone to blame. No, there will be no peaceful, amicable separation.
Therewill bewar and riot and vengeance that will go on and on. If the old enemy was the Empire, the
new enemy isfragmentation and chaos, chaos."

"How serious athreat isthe Human League?' Han asked. "And who's this Hidden Leader character?

Micamberlecto shook hishead sadly. "If | could answer those questions, | would be amost happy,
happy Froz.

There seem to be Human L eague thugs everywhere one moment, and none at al the next. They are good
at vanishing when they need to do so. And the Hidden Leader isjust that. Hidden. Some insdethe
organization know who heis, but no one, no one outside. I smply don't have the police and intelligence
facilitiesto do a proper investigation of them. And of course the NRI seemsto haveits own troubles,
own troublesin CorelliaWe don't get much information from them.”

Lelafrowned. "If the Situation gets much worse, the New Republic is not going to have much choice but
to dart acting like the Empire. Well have to bring in peace enforcement troops to stop the fighting. Well
have to impose our will on the Cordllian Sector, the same way the Empire did.”

"But we fought the war againgt the Empire to put an end to that sort of thing,” Han said.

"I know," Leiasaid. "And just think what it will beliketo get that sort of policy approved, and how
expensive it would be. But the alternative isto stand back and let a bloodbath happen.”

" am not even sure, even sure, we can impose apeace,” Micamberlecto said. "We have no heavy ships
to gpeak of in the sector.

"Can't we bring in ships and troops from el sewhere?'

Han asked.

"That would cost atremendous amount of money that we just don't have," Lelasaid. "Besideswhich,
there's not much call for warships or armies at the moment, thank the stars. Most of the forces have been

dishanded. We've got lots of New Republic and captured ex-Imperial ships, but most of them are
mothballed, or being broken up for scrap. And alot of the supposedly active-duty shipsarein drydock



getting upgrades, What few ships are effective are on duty in other sectors.
"There must be some sort of forcesin reserve," Han said.

Lelashrugged helplessly. "There are, but there aren't many. And what reserves we do have will taketime
to activate. We're siretched awfully thin. Readinessis at itslowest ebb in years.

"Then let us hope there is nothing we need be, need be ready for," said Micamberlecto. "I suspectitisa
forlorn hope, but thereit is”

"But what areweto do?' Leia asked.

Micamberlecto shrugged again. "Thereis nothing we can do," he said. "However, thereis another point,
another point. Although it sounds asif Captain Solo's capture was dmost at random, it could have been a
deliberate threat directed at al of you. A warning. A warning.”

"Y ou're saying they might be trying to chase us off,’ suggested Han.
"Possbly,” Micamberlecto said. "The staged attack certainly makesit seem that way.

"Wadl, were not going to let them win," said Han. "'l don't cut and run. | say we stay-that we stay and do
exactly what we would have done otherwise.”

"Excdlent,” said the Governor-Generd. "However, | would suggest taking one or two precautions. |
know that your ship isunder guard at the spaceport, but it is not the most secure of locations. Someone
could place atraceror, ah, other device-aboard it."

“Other device'" Leiasad. "Y ou mean abomb."

Micamberlecto nodded. "Wl yes, | do. In any event, it might be best to place the Falcon elsewhere.”
"I've been thinking on that point mysdlf,” said Han.

"But there's no place out by the villathat would be any better."

"| was about to suggest that thereisasmal, asmal landing pad and hangar complex here, on the roof of
CoronaHouse," said Micamberlecto. "Y ou could store the ship there, and | could have my own personal
technica staff examineit to make sure that no one has played any gameswith it aready.”

"Can they betrusted?' Lelaasked. "Y ou've madeit clear that you can't rely on most of your staff.

"My technica staff, and my persond bodyguards, are al decorated veterans of the war against the

Empire," hereplied. "They are dl handpicked, handpicked, and al of them have been vettd. | am quite
comfortable with my lifein their hands. It isthelocaly recruited people working in other departments|

suspect.”

"Okay, then," Han said. "I'll have Chewbacca fly the ship over tomorrow morning, first thing. It1l give him
something to do. Moreto do than well have, in any event.”

Leiasmiled, with at least some hint of rea humor in the expression. "Oh, we have alot to do, Han, if
we're going to keep up appearances.”



"Likewhat?' he asked.
"We haveto play tourigt.”
Han let out alow moan. "'l don't know," he said.

"That'swhat | was doing today, and look how it turned out.” -* * The next morning was not a pleasant
one. Thewesther had shifted, and rain was lashing down on the villa. That meant the kids were trapped
ingde, and that meant they were restless, and that meant noise. Despite the best efforts of the CDF
medical droids, Han's head was still throbbing from the beating he had taken, and that did not help either.

Han sat in the living room and watched the children set to work once again, attempting to build another
impossibly tall and spindly tower out of the blocks. Blocks. All the super-duper high-tech toysin the
universe, and they were playing with blocks.

At least Chewbacca had managed to escape. He got to fly the Falcon from the spaceport to the top of
CoronaHouse. Han reflected that things had to be pretty bad if the idea of flying a spacecraftina
rainstorm through congested airspace to arooftop landing sounded like fun by comparison. On the other
hand, Lela had retreated to her office with Ebrihim to plan their itinerary, and that didn't gppeal to Han at
dl.

Thetower of blocks collapsed in atotdly predictable roar of noise, and the kids dl laughed just abit too
loud.

Han decided to beat aretreat. He went upstairsto the library, in hopes of being done. He needed to
think things through for awhile-and maybe a bit of calm and quiet would keep his head from throbbing.

Hewent into the library and sat down in one of the infinitely comfortable reading chairs. Some part of the
back of hismind, trained back when he had been a smuggler, warned him that he had made the double
mistake of leaving the door open and sitting with hisback to it.

But Han pushed that foolish worry besides. It was just that he was nervous and edgy, and hisold reflexes
were coming back. Besides, he had other worries. He thought back to the incident-no, usethered
name-the kidnapping yesterday. Why had they grabbed him?Why had they held him? And why on
Cordliahad they let him go? The only thing he could think of wasthat, somehow"Master Solo, if | might
have aword?'

Han jumped, startled, and turned around in his chair to find Q9-X2, that weird droid of Ebrihim's,
floating behind him. So much for the idea of peace and quiet. "Don't do that," he said.

"Dowhat, Sr?"

"Come up behind me so quietly. Make alittle noise.

Use your whedlsinsteed of floating around like that.”

"But | would not have been able to get upstairs using mywhed system,” Q9 said.

“And wouldn't that have been ashame," Han muttered.



"Look, | came up here after some peace and quiet. Could you pleasejust roll away, or float away, or
something?'

"But there is something of importance that | must tell you,” the droid said asit floated around to face the
front of the chair. "Something that | thought that we should discussin private."

"Yeah?' Han asked tiredly as he leaned back in the chair. "What might that be?" It had been his
experience that what droids thought of asimportant rarely matched hisideas on the subject.

"Firgt, when | learned that Master Ebrihim and mysdlf were to serve in the household of such important
persons as yourselves, in aSituation as unsettled asthat currently obtaining on Cordlial eected to make
whatever contribution | could to your security, and | therefore made anumber of purpose-built
modificationsto mysdf.

"Huh? What?' Han asked. "What are you taking about?'

"Excuse mefor taking so long to get to the point, but you must understand that | have ingtdled quite a bit
of sophisticated detection and observation equipment. | now carry awide range of highly capable
scanners and comparators, and | have performed repeated sweeps of the vicinity, whenever possible, in
between the execution of my other duties.”

"Good for you," Han said, il not redly paying attention. Why did every droij fed the need to buttonhole
him and yammer on about its specs and capabilities?

"And good for you, too, Master Solo,” Q9 said. "'l do think you would be well advised to takewhat | am
saying more serioudy.

"And why isthat?' Han said.

"Because you are being watched."

That got hisattention. "If you mean the CDF agents-"

"Pease, Magter Solo. | am no addlebrained protocol unit. Give me some credit.

No. Infact, judging by her behavior, | believe the watcher in question is doing her best to stay out of their
sight, more than sheisworried about hiding from you or your family. ™ "She?' Han asked.

"Yes, dr. Thereisjust one, ahuman female, and she appears to be on her own. At least | have spotted
no one else working with her. She has stationed hersdf in the empty villaa short distance from here. She
watches from an upstairs window, doing her best to conceal herself. | might add that sheis probably al
but invigble to norma human vison. The window transparency isthick, theroom sheisinisdark, and
she has been quite skillful in keeping alow profile. However, | managed to record afew low-resolution
flat-image shots of her in polarized infrared before the rains blew in earlier thismorning.”

"Let'ssee” Han had expected Q9 to project afuzzy holographic image on thewall or something. Instead,
there was aquiet whirring noise, and aflat-image photo rolled out of the printout dot in Q9's chest.
Maybe there was something to be said for adroid that upgraded itsalf. "Most of the time, of course, the
macrobinoculars conced her," Q9 went on.

"Thisisthe highestresol ution image of her face that | have secured. The qudity istill quitelow, athough|



have run it through al the gppropriate enhancement routines.”

Han took the photo from the dot and looked at it. It wasrather grainy and extremely contrasty, and the
imageitsdf wasabit blurred.

But there could be no mistake. It was Kalenda, the NRI agent, caught in the act of lifting the
macrobinoculars to her face. Somehow, Han was not al surprised. She wasjust the sort of person who
would pop up out of nowhere, light-years from where he thought she was.

She had aworried look on her face, and she looked gaunt and worn.

But it was her, dl right. There could be no mistaking those disconcertingly wide-set eyes. He thought
back to what Leia had said, about her sense of being watched at the spaceport. Yes. It dl fit.

But what did it al mean? What the devil was Kadenda doing here, and if she was here, why hadn't she
tried to contact Han? The only answer he could come up with was that she didn't trust the CDF either.

"Have you told anyone e se about this?' Han asked.

"No, gir. It seemed to be that | should cometo you firgt."

Han thought for amoment. ™Y ou have done very well, Q9," he said.

"Thisisvitd information-but | must order you to tell no one-no one ese about it. Not your master, not
my wife, not anyone. It will be bad enough having me wandering around pretending not to know | am
being watched. If the whole house had to pretend, someone would makeadip.”

"Then thiswetcher isan enemy, Sr?'

"No, no. A friend. | don't exactly know what she intends, but sheison our Sde. The problem isthat we
arenot a all surethe CDF isfriendly. It might be that sheistheretrying to protect us againgt the CDF in
someway. If their &'gents discovered her, we could lose avery useful asst.

"Useful for what?'

Han shook hishead. "I don't know yet. Before | could tell you what well need her for, I'll haveto figure
out what game we're playing. But she's there, and the people we don't trust don't know it.

That might be ussful.”
"Shall | attempt to Signa her in someway?" Q9 asked.
"By some means that the CDF agents could not detect?'

"No," Han said. "Not yet. Not until I know more. The Stuation is complicated enough without introducing
anew variable. And the CDF might have afew tricks up their deeve we don't know about.”

"Very wdl, gr," Q9 said. "The dtuation israther serious, isit not?"

"More s0 than any of usthinks, if you want my opinion," Han said.



He handed the photo back to Q9. "Destroy this," he said. "Keep avery low-key eye on our friend.

And do not discuss this situation with anyone. Not even with me, unless| bring up the subject, or unless
the situation changes. Isthat understood?’

Quitewdl, gr."
"Thank you, Q9. Y ou may well have just done the most important work in your life."

Q9 backed away, and dipped down on hisrepulsors a bit, doing a pretty fair smulation of abow. "So
far, at least," he said, without atrace of humor. "So far."

Han watched the droid leave, and swore under his breath.
Something was going to blow. Something. Things could not hold together under dl this pressure for long.

And meanwhile, al they could do was play tourist and pretend they knew nothing and that everything
wasfine,

Han hated politics.
Outside, the rain thundered down.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN Sightseer herain continued into the next day, but by that time, everyone had
had quite enough of being cooped up in the house. Rain or no rain, they piled into ahovercar the
governor-genera had loaned them, and took off, with Han at the controls. He reached for dtitude as
quickly as possible, punching through the gray misery of the driving rainstorm, bouncing and bucking the
hover car'sway through the storm clouds themselves, and then up into the clear blue gleaming skies
above.

It was remarkable what a change the sight of blue skies made. Everyone's mood lifted, even
Chewbaccals, shoehorned though he wasinto a copilot's seat not nearly large enough for him. The
bickering children suddenly went quiet, and forgot the sulky arguments about who was crowding whose
sedt. All at once they were pointing out the cloud tops below to each other, and telling each other what
mongters and diensthe clouds looked like.

Han fdt better, too. Getting out from under the rain was part of it, of course, but it was aso the idea of
getting away-far away-from Coronet, if only for awhile. There was something to be said for playing
tourist if it kept you out of town.
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Kaendawatched the family hovercar with fedings of relief and fear. It wasimpossible for her to follow
them. She could rest, at least for awhile. However, it didn't seem asif they had taken agreat ded of
luggage. Probably they were only heading off on aday trip. But that would be enough for her to wash up
ahit, get adecent meal, and catch some deep. Of course, there was always the chance that the
opposition would take advantage of their absence for some sort of skulduggery. But she could set the
macrobinoculars on time-lapse record while she dept, and play the recording back later. If there was any
hanky-panky, she could still catch it on the recording and take actionin time.



The stuation was no better, and she knew that she was not likely to do anyone any good anytime soon.
But she could think of no activity more worthwhile than staying closeto the chief of satestamily.

She would figure out what to do next later.

In the meantime, she could get some deep.

* * * They flew past the clouds, and down below them, the rolling landscape of Corelliacameinto view.
Low treeovered hills and steep valeys broke up the steady march of tidy fields, and here and there, a
amall town did past the left or right of the hovercar'sline of flight.

Han looked down, and it felt good to seeit dl. Thiswas the Corelliahe remembered, or at least he could
pretend it was. Perhaps dll thosetidy little farms, al those handsome little towns, were as destitute as
Coronet. But at least he could imagine they were happy and prosperous.

The autopilot dert beeped, and an indicator light came on. They were getting close to the archaeol ogy
dig. Han looked ahead, and saw a huge pit, adark blot on the landscape. "Ebrihim!™ he called out.

Ebrihim undid his seat belt, hopped out of his seat, and came forward. "Y es, Captain Solo. What isit?!
"Isthat wherewe are going?" he asked.
"Yes, dr. At least that looks like what | have heard described.”

Han looked at the Drall in surprise. "Y ou've never been here before?' he asked. "I thought you were
gonig to be our guide.”

"And so | shdl be" Ebrihim said smoothly. "I have studied this Site from afar for sometime. | haveread
al the published papers concerning it, and talked with many of the principa investigators. It isthefirst
major archaeology site ever studied on this planet, and thus of considerableinteredt. It isjust that | have
never before been ableto get clearanceto get to it.”

"So you're using the Chief of State of the New Republic as your persond ticket into this place?' Han
asked, histone somewhere between annoyance and amusement.

"Absolutely," said Ebrihim. "How could | pass up the opportumty?'

"Thisisthefirst ever archaeologica dig on the whole planet?* Leia asked from the second row of seats.
"How could that be?'

"Y eah. No onewas interested in that kind of stuff when | lived here" Han said. "Why are they interested
now?'

Ebrihim turned the palms of his hand upward and shook his head. "It's hard to explain," he said. "I believe
it comesfrom the sudden strong species-ist fedlings on Corelliaand the other worldsin this system.

"| don't seethe connection,” Leiasaid.

"Wadll, the past has beecome an issue of pride. Who was herefirst?



Who has the strongest claim to this or that spot of land, or this or that planet? Even among those not
particularly interested in that sort of politics, antiquities have become dl therage dl onfiveworlds. I'm
told there are teams of human, Selonian, and Dm11 researchers on al the Five Brothers, performing digs,
doing research, vying against each other to prove their specieswasthefirst to arise, or had the highest
achievements earliest, and so on.

"Political archaeology,” Han said. "That's anew one on me. What are we going to see down there,
anyway?"

"That istheinteresting question,”" Ebrihim said. "No one quite knowswhat it is. It isan extremey ancient
system of artificia underground chambers, many of them collapsed or filled in by sediment or
what-have-you. Some of the chambers are in quite good condition, however.

They arefull of machinery of one sort or another, and no one knows what the machines are for, or who
built them, or why."

Han frowned. "Isn't archaeology usualy mud huts and pottery shards?' he asked.

"That'stheway we usudly think of it," Ebrihim admitted. "But civilization has been around along, long
timein oneway or another. Wetdk of the thousand generations of the Old Republic, asif that was all
that came before.

But that isonly, what, twenty thousand standard years or s0? Perhaps twenty-five thousand at most?"

"That'salongtime" Jacen said.

"Isit?" Ebrihim asked. "How long have the stars been shining? How long has there been life on the
planets?’

"A redlly long time?" Jacen asked.

Ebrihim laughed, asort of er-er-er noise. "It certainly hasbeen along time," he said. "A thousand times,
three or four thousand times as long as those thousand generations. M ore than enough timefor al sorts of
things to happen that we don't know about anymore.

"So some time before the Old Republic even got started, someone built the whatever-it-is down there?”
Han asked.

"Thebdlief isthat it isthat old," Ebrihim said. "No oneredly knowsfor sure. There are dating techniques
we could probably use, but no onein the Corellian Sector knows how to use them. Perhaps, in better
daysto come, that sort of expert will comein and visit usagain.”

Han checked his controls. "Maybe they will," he said, "but just now we've got to come for alanding.
Back to your seat, Ebrihim, and the rest of you, check your seat belts and here we go.”

* * * The surface leve of the dig resembled a colony of socia insects that someone had stepped on, with
the insects now frantically racing to repair the damage.

Workers-dl of them human-were rushing in al directions, moving piles of din and debris out of the
excavation in big roller cars. Droids of al sorts and descriptions were carrying various sorts of hardware
inand out of the huge pit.



It was organized chaos, and Han and hisfamily stepped from the hover car abit uncertain about where
to go or what to do. But there was more than uncertainty in Han's mind.

"Leia" hesaid under hisbreath. "L ook at the uniforms on the workers."
"What about them?"' she asked.

"They're the same as on the fun boys who roughed me up. The only thing missing isthe Human League
armbands.

The marchers around Corona House had them on, too."
"Youreright," shesaid. "But we can't talk about it now. Here comes our guide, | think.

A man of middle age, looking rather on the portly and well-fed side, was coming toward them. He was
darkskinned with short-cropped dark hair and a broad, toothy smile. He wore the same uniform asthe
rest of histeam, and his uniform had the same sweet stains as everyone else, but there was an elaborate
insgnia pinned on the shoulder boards of histunic, and no one else had that. His hat was abit more
elaborate aswell, and heworeit at ajaunty angle. "Greeting to you dl," he said in asurprisingly soft and
mellow voice, with the dightly durred accents of the northern reaches of the main Cordlian landmass. "l
am Generd Brimon Yarar," he said. "Welcometo our little project.” He bowed respectfully to Leia
"Madame Organa Solo. It isan honor to have you here." He stuck hishand out to Han. "Captain Solo,
an honor aswell." Han could not help but notice that their host was giving him agood hard look, asif
Han were some particular curiosity he had been eager to see for sometime. It was not a pleasant
sensation. "Thanks," he said dowly as he accepted the proffered hand. "We're glad to be here. Genera
of what, if | might ask? Wereyou in thewar?' And on which side? he wanted to ask, but did not.

"Hmmm?What? Oh, that," the generd said, clearly abit nonplussed. "An honorific only, | am afraid. An
informd titlein aprivate organization.”

"The Human League, perhgps?' Han asked. "Are you with them?"

Yarar'ssmiledimmed, if just for amoment. "Why, yes, * hesaid.

"The provide the bulk of our financing. But we try not to advertise that too broadly. Some people might
get thewrong idea. But the workerstoday are from a Human League Heritage Squad, working to reved
our species glorious part here on Corelia Are you familiar with our work, Captain Solo?”"

I'm becoming so0," Han said.

"And these must be your children," Y arar said, sweeping on past the awkward moment. He squatted
down and gave Jacen afriendly wink. "I'm surely glad to meet you dl," he said.

"Yeah, great"" Jacen said, sidling back a bit. "Glad to meet you, too.
Jainagave aforced little smile, and left it at that. Anakin didn't move amuscle, but Smply sared at Y arar.

Y arar sood up again, smiling asif he had completely charmed dl of the children. "Shall we head in?" he
asked.



"Sure," Han said. He noticed that Y arar had completely ignored both Chewbacca and Ebrihim. Han
exchanged glances with Chewbacca, and Chewie responded with adight shake of his head indicating no.
Helooked at Ebrihim and got the same response. Han agreed. No sensein forcing the introduction and
making an incident out of it. That would distract fromDigtract from what? Looking at acave full of rusting
machines? No. No, there were hidden currents here. Currents that needed to be explored. What was an
ouitfit like the Human League doing digging up old machines?

Y arar had to know he wasn't fooling anyone. It was armiesthat had generds, not archaeology clubs.
And it was armiesthat could enlist and finance the amount of manpower on display here.

So what was a private army doing, not so secretly digging up an ancient civilization? Ebrinim might have
suggested they were out to prove someideological point, and maybe Y arar would tell them the same
thing, but Han was not ready to believeit. These boys were out here looking for something, and Han
wanted to find out what. That was what he did not want to be distracted from.

"We're glad to be here," Han said. "We're dl very interested to see what you're doing out here."

Y arar laughed, and grinned hugely. "We're not doing much at al out here, but come and take alook “at
what were up to underground.”

* * Maybe the grown-ups found all this stuff interesting, but Jacen most assuredly wasfinding his
attention starting to wander. At first it had been kind of fun to be underground in the strange old tunnels.
According to what Ebrihim had said, they had found the tunndlsal full of dirt that drifted in from the
entrance, and water that had leaked in, and some them had just plain fallen in on themsalves. The tunnels
they had cleaned up so far felt weird, somehow. Maybe it wasjust that he was not used to being
underground. Maybe it was just the strange musty smdll of the tunnels. It was hard to say.

That Generd Yarar guy wasdl full of excitement and enthusiasm about al the mysterious old machines
they had found, but Jacen didn't see why. There were alot of big rooms where you could see the floors
and walls and cellings had been smooth and white and perfect about a zillion years ago, but now they
were cracked and haf caved in, and even where they had been cleaned and fixed up some, they were
gtill broken up and dirty.

And mogt of the machinesthey were finding looked asif they were amillion times worse off than the
rooms themselves. Most of them werejust piles of rust and rottedout plastic and moldered-away
synthetics. Jacen couldn't see any way you could possibly tell much about any of them.

Thelettering-if it was | ettering-on some of the machines was so faint asto be hard to make out, and
Generd Y arar told them it wasn't in any adphabet or other writing system anyone had ever found. Even
Ebrihim seemed a bit disappointed by the tour.

They didn't even get to sec much of the guys doing the work. Understandably enough, they didn't want a
bunch of tourists wandering around the active work sites. The generd |et them see one room where they
were going at it with al sorts of complicated digging machines, but after that, he just took them down a
bunch of sde tunnelswhere no one was doing anything anymore.

But something else seemed odd to Jacen. He had read some books about archaeol ogy, and about how
you aways had to be careful about leaving everything just as you found it, and being sure to go through
al the crud you dig out, to make sure that you didn't miss some incredibly vita clue that was hidden
there.



They weren't doing that here, and they weren't, as best Joen could tell, doing much to investigate the
thingsthey did find. They weren't even digging them out dl theway.

They went through room after room after room that was only half dug out. It was like they were only
digging far enough to make sure that they hadn't found the one thing they were looking for, and then
moved on. They had even |eft afew skeletons haf dug out-Selonian and human, mostly, and one
Dral-and some of the bones|ooked asif they had been damaged in the process. If there was one thing
Jacen's books had told him, it was how important it was to be careful digging out bones, and how much a
st of remains could tell you. But these guys acted asif they didn't care about the bones.

At least it waskind of exciting to look at the skeletons and enjoy acreepy little thrill of fear from looking
at the grinning skulls and the empty eye sockets.

But Jacen didn't even get achance to do much of that.

Generd Y arar was always determined to trot them off to the next room, ready to boast about how fast
his men had dug out so much dirt and rock, and how much it al cost, and how it was the equivaent to
digging ahole straight down, thisbig around, and thisfar down.

Now hewasturning a corner, leading them al into yet another tunndl, just like dl the others. At first
Jacen and his brother and sister had been leading the pack, scooting ahead, eager to see the next room.
By now, however, dl three children were hanging back, bored by it dl. Jacen was following behind the
adults, with Jainaand Anakin behind him.

But then Jacen turned around and noticed they weren't following anymore. He went back around the
corner to see what was up.

Anakin was saring fixedly at aspot on the floor of the tunnel, muttering to himself. Jainawas watching
her little brother. "What's he doing?" Jacen asked.

Jaina shook her head. "'l don't know, exactly. He just walked over to that spot and stopped dead, and
darted talking to thefloor.”

"Hasit answered?' Jacen asked, amost but not quite kidding. With Anakin around, stranger things could
happen.

"Not yet," Jainareplied.

The twinswatched their little brother intently, wondering what he would do next. Whatever it was, it was
bound to be more interesting than General Y arar blabbing on again about how much dirt they had dug

up.

"Therel"” Anakin suddenly announced, and pointed in the opposite direction of the side tunnel the
grown-ups had gone down. He turned and Started trotting down it, till staring intently at the tunnel floor.
Jacen and Jainalooked at each other, shrugged in peffect synchronization, and followed dong behind
him.

"Anakin!" Jainacaled out. "What isit? What isit you're following?'

"There!" hesaid. "Under."



"Under the tunnd floor?" Jacen asked, puffing abit with the effort of talking while he jogged dong. "Isita
cable or something?'

"Under therel" Anakin said. "Big strong power running!”

He trotted aong, following the whatever-it-was. The tunnel came to another intersection, and turned the
corner so abruptly that his brother and sister dmost ran straight past him. By the time they caught up with
him, he was aready headed down aramp that led down into alower level.

"What is he after?' Jainaasked.

Jacen shook hishead. "I don't know," he said. "But | know I'm glad Anakin's not doing this with that
generd guy around. | think his guys have been looking for something in particular-and I've got the hunch
that Anakin'sjust found it."" Q9-X2 floated o. they lefta~ ~30~0~ mostly, and if they had beei thing
Jacen'sbook 0" wasto be careful digg~"", of remains could tell you."" he didn't care about the bones. At
least it waskind of exciting following behind the fil. Hewas strongly fil a& dl timesand “ra affront that the
was adroid should Il of work to be group that was ut as useless as Aaster Ebrihim g ignored, as “iworse
being this Generd y irrationd he was not he could possibly help it. That Wookiee fellow wasin the same
gtuation.

But for dl the use Q9 was being, he might aswell be one of the children.
The children.

Suddenly it registered with Q9 that the children were no longer with the group. For afull tenth of a
millisecond, he toyed with the idea of sounding the darm, but then rgected the idea. Master Solo had
made it clear that nothing was very clear & al. There might be some reason for the children to be missing.
Perhapstheir parents had ingtructed them to find something out. Perhapstheir hostswould tekeit ill if
they found out the children had been wandering off where they should not have been.

No. After dl, he had ingtalled al that sophisticated detection and sensing equipment. It wastimethat he
put it to use.

Q9-X2 dowed to ahalt and allowed the tour group to get ahead of him. He turned around and headed
off in the opposite direction, extruding sensor probes as he went. He dready had powered up his
molecular backtrack sniffer, hisresidua heat trend directiondizer, and was sarting to absorb datafrom
them, when it dawned on him to look down.

Footprints. Footprintsin the grimy floor of the excavated tunndl. It waswith asense of mild frustration
that he pulled the sensors back into their recesses. What point in having the best equipment availableif
there was never any need to use it?

He headed off down the tunnd.

* * * Anakin was moving faster now, running full tilt down the gloomy passages of the lower leve. If
anything, it was abit danker, abit darker, than it had been above. Jacen tried to peer into the dim tunnel.
Whoever had ingtaled the lights down here had been working on atight budget, that wasfor sure. It was
dark. But that didn't seem to bother Anakin.

He was moving straight ahead, still staring at the tunnd floor. Jaina and Jacen were hard-pressed to keep
up.



Suddenly Anakin stopped dead in histracks, and the twins nearly bowled him over before they could
stop. As best either of the twins could see, he was standing in front of a stretch of corridor that |ooked
exactly like every other stretch they had seen. But that did not seem to bother Anakin. He waslliteraly
hopping with excitement. "Herel" he muttered under hisbreath. "Here! Herel | need to His voice faded
out, and he stopped moving. Then he squatted down on the floor of the tunnel, stuck hisright index finger
out, and pointed it at the tunnel floor. "There," he whispered. "And it goes up Holding hisfinger about ten
centimeters away from the floor, he moved his hand toward thewall, and then, dowly, upiit.
"He'stracing something,”" Jainasaid in awhisper. "Following it back."

"Y eah, but what's he tracing?" Jacen whispered back.

"And what's hetracing it to?"

By now, Anakin was pointing to a spot on thewall agood fifteen centimeters beyond hisreach. He
jumped up and tried to reach it, but he could not. He turned toward the twins, and it seemed to Jacen at
least that hewas only just at that moment aware of them at al. "Up!" he said.

"l need to go up. Let me up on your shoulders.”

Jainaknelt down next to her brother and he scrambled up on her shoulders. She stood up carefully,
Anakin swaying back and forth just alittle bit as she overbaanced atrifle.

"Forward!" he said. "More, more. Stop. Good. Now go left-no, right. No, no, not so far. Back
back-stop!

Good, good. Hold it.".

"Jacen, what'she doing?' Jainaasked. "'l can't see.
"He'sgot hishand flat out againgt thewall," Jacen said.
"He's pushing againg thewall, real hard. Oh, wow!™

There was adight shower of pebblesand dust. "Great, | just got aface full of gravel," Jaina spluttered.
"What hapened?'

It'sapand,” Jacen said. "Like akeypad pandl, but way different. It'safive-by-five grid of little green
buttons.

A little door popped open in the tunnd wall, and there was thislittle pand behind it. It lit up kind of all
purple and green as soon asthe little door swung open.”

"It lit up?" Jainaasked. "Y ou mean theres il alive power supply down there?'.
"| guess. Probably that was what Anakin wastracing.”

"Now what ishe doing?" Jainademanded. "Anakin, hurry up, whatever you're doing. Y ou're getting



"Just asec,” Anakin sad. "Almost got it."

"I think he'strying to figure out what button to push,” Jacen said. "Thisis getting weird."

Anakin stared hard at the purple keypad, whispering to himself and pointing at the green buttons. "Okay,"
hesaid a last. "Here goes." He started pushing buttons, one after the other. Every time he pressed a
button, another green light would wink out.

"Here goeswhat?' Jaina demanded. " Jacen, what is he doing?"

"The thing he does best," Jacen said. "He's pushing buttons.”

"Done," said Anakin. "Let me down."

Jainacomplied eagerly. "But now what?' she asked.

"What happens now?'

And then, with the dull rumble of heavy machinery, aten-meter-wide section of the tunnd wall in front of
them did out of the way, dropping down into the floor. There was a clattering of pebbles, and afeeble
cloud of dampish dust shook |oose from thewall.

Behind the false wdl was ahuge, seamless panel of faultless, gleaming slver. Suddenly aseam line
appeared in the silver wall, and a huge section of it swung back, like the door of a huge bank vault
swinging open. The children hurried to one Sde to get out of itsway.

A gleaming light poured out into the tunnel as the vault door opened, and the children had to shield their
eyesfor amoment before they could see clearly.

Inside the door was along corridor, made of the same silver stuff asthe vault door. The corridor seemed
to be open at the other end, but they could not make out clearly what was there. There did not seem to
be any sort of placefor the light to come from, but it came just the same. The three children stared down
that corridor for along moment.

They knew what to do next, but there was a universe of courage between knowing and doing.

"What isit, Anakin?' Jainaasked her little brother.

He shrugged. "Don't know. | just fdlt it there, and | followed it. Don't know what it is."

"Wdl," said Jacen with far more confidence than he fdt, "well never find out here. Come on.

The three children took each other by the hand, with Anakin in the middle, and stepped up onto the
gleaming corridor.

The corridor was a good hundred meters long, and they moved down it at adow, careful pace. At last
they reached its other end, and stood looking down at-at something that Jacen had never seen before.
He had never even seen anything like it before.

Thefloor went past the end of the corridor, and ended in aview platform about five meters across. The
platform hung out in empty space, with no guardrails or any other sort of protection around the edge.



And it was the sort of platform you wished did have guardrails. It stood at the apex of an impossibly
deep artificid cavern, made of the same silver-colored materid, ahalf kilometer deep &t least. The cavern
was in the shape of asharply angled cone, with the platform at the point, and the base of the cone on the
floor of the cavern, far below.

Jacen let go of his brother's hand, got down on his hands and knees, and crept out toward the edge of
the platform.

He stuck his head out over the edge, and swallowed hard.

The first thing he noticed was that there seemed to be no support of any kind for the platform they were
on, other than the bit of walkway that stuck out of the tunndl they had come down.

Far below, he could make out other conica shapes, much smaller than the cavern itsdlf, yet ill extremely
large. There were seven of the cones, with six in acircle around the central seventh. All of them seemed
to have the same heightto-width proportions as the cavern itsdlf.

"What in the name of space have you children gotten yoursalvesinto now?" aquerulousdroid voice
demanded.

Jacen'sreflexestried to jump him out of hisskin, nearly sending him right off the platform. He had to shut
his eyes for a second when he thought about how he could have gone right off the edge. He found he had
the shakes, and he had to lie still for amoment before he settled down. "Hello, Q9," he said. "Thanksfor
amost scaring meto death,” he said, scooting back in toward the center of the platform before sitting
himsdf up and getting to hisfeet.

"Were those thanks sincere, or was that more of this sarcasm business?' Q9 asked.

"Oh, sarcasm,” Jacen said. "Very definitely sarcasm.

Did you comelooking for us? Are the otherslooking, too, or just you?"'

"Yes, | camelooking for you," he said. "And no, none of the others arelooking for you. At least they
werent when | |eft them.”

"Good," said Jacen. "Jaina, Anakin, we've got to get out of here."
"But we just got here," protested Anakin.

"I know, | know. | want to exploreit, too. But the longer we're missing, the more likely they'll come
looking for us-and find this place. Do you want that General What'shisname-"

"Yarar," Q9 interjected.

"Right, Y arar. HEs no nice guy, no matter how hard he smiles. Do you want his peoplefinding this-this
whatever it is? It's got to be what they're looking for. And it's got to be very big and important.”

Anakin thought for amoment and then shook his head violently no. "Uh-uh,” he said. "No. Can't let that
generd guy in here



"Then we haveto leave," Jacen said. "Can you make the vault door and the panel hide themsdlves
agan?'

"Sure," said Anakin. "That's automatic when we go back out.”

"How do you know that?" Jaina demanded.

Anakin looked at her in blank surprise. "I know, that'sall. | fed it.".

"But-" Jaina began.

Jacen cut her off. "L ater, Jaina. Later. Listen, both of you-and Q9, too. We don't say anything about this
to anyone, okay? Not just yet. There might be spy eyes or snoopersin the hovercar or back at the villa
Wewait until dl of us can get together someplace safe and talk it over.

Then we decide. Okay?'

Jainanodded her agreement, and Anakin abit more dowly. The three children turned toward the droid.
"Oh, I quite agree,”" he said. "However, | do think it would be best if you alowed meto take as complete
ascan as| can before we depart. We might well want arecord of this place for future reference.”
"Okay," Jainasad, "doit, but do it quick. Jacen'sright. We haveto get out of here. Come on, Anakin."
Anakin obediently took hisbig sgter'sleft hand in hisright, and offered his own left hand to hisbig
brother. The three children hurried back down the silver corridor, Q9 hanging back for afew moments
as he floated above the view platform and got as good a scan as he could. He could not get much closer
to the edge than the human children had dared, for his repul sors were low-powered model s that would
not work more than afew meters above a surface.

If he had floated out over the platform edge, he would have dropped like a stone.

Thethree children waited for him at the entrance to the silver corridor, and at last he came zipping back
down dong it at high speed.

He came out into the dingy tunnel and floated back down it afew meters, to make sure he would be well
clear of the vault door cloiing.

Jacen stepped up to the purple keypad. "What do | do, Anakin?' he askcd.

"Push the center onein, and hold it for three grimnas.”

"What the heck isagrimnad ?'

"l don't know," Anakin said, "but that's how long you hold it in."

Jacen sighed and shook his head. Maybe someone out there had a other. If so, he wanted to meet the
guy. He stabbed hisfinger down onto the center button of the five-by-five grid. All the buttonsinstantly lit
up green again. He held the button down until the vault down began to swing shut, and then let it go and
stepped back a pace or two.

The vault door siwung to and latched itself shut. The section of tunnel wall did back up out of the floor



with arumbling thud, and the cover over the keypad panel swung itself shut. The silver corridor and the
huge conical chamber were aswell hidden asthey had ever been.

"Now al we haveto do is get back there before they notice we're gone,” Jacen said.
"Wait asecond!" Jainaobjected. "Q9-how did you find us?'

"lsn'tit obvious?' he asked.

"If it was obvious, | wouldn't ask. Tell me."

"Y our footprints,” he said. "1 smply did the obviou thing and followed your footprints."

"Oh, great,” Jainasaid, looking down. "Y arar's guyswill follow them straight here and they'll know right
whereto look."

"Maybe not," said Jacen. "All of you go back down the tunnel abit. | want to try something.” The others
obediently got out of the way, and Jacen turned his attention to the much-trampled dust of the corridor.
Uncle Luke could have smoothed it al down without even breaking a swest.

He reached out with the Force and willed the dust to smooth itself out in front of the vault entrance.
Nothing happened for amoment, but then the dust began to stir just a bit-and then, quite suddenly, al the
footprints vanished, the dirt floor of the tunnd smoothing itsdlf out.

Now that he had the hang of it, Jacen jogged back abit farther and tried it on another section of tunndl,
with equaly satisfactory results. His sster saw what he was doing and joined in. Working with the sort of
unspoken coordination that was part of being twins, they took turns smoothing out the tunnel floors
behind them asthey retraced their steps.

The three children and the droid had made it back up to the upper level, and were well on their way back
to where they had snuck away from the grown-ups when their mother came hurtling around a corner and
spotted them. "There you are,” she said, therélief in her voice obvious. "I could sense you with the

Force, but | couldn't find you. Where have you been?!

"Oh, wejust sort of wandered off with Anakin," Jacen said, hoping that he was managing to sound
casud. "Q9 found us and brought us back."

Leialooked to the droid. "Good work, Q9. I'm glad we have you along. Now let's go find the others
before our host decidesto turn the dig site upside down looking for you. Come on.”

Jacen and Jaina exchanged a knowing look astheir mother turned away on them and headed back the
way she had come. Good. They had gotten away withiit.

At least for the moment.
Lelaturned and gestured impatiently. "Come on,” she said. "Can't keep them waiting.”

Jacen thought of the huge and hidden machinesthat had clearly been waiting for avery long time indeed,
and smiled.

He had afeding they wouldn't have to wait very much longer.



Coming, Mother," he said, and hurried along to catch up.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN In Trans |l uke stuck hishead into Lando's cabin and caught him staring at the
holocom unit again. "Haven't you worked up the nerve yet?' he asked.

Lando turned in his seat and gave L uke areproachful look. "It's not that easy, you know, just calling a
woman out of the blue."

"But you do that sort of thing dl thetime," Luke said, coming into the cabin and Stting down on the bed.
"Y ou certainly managed to do dl right charming KariaVer Seryan.”

"Yeah. | charmed her so much | nearly got killed. But that was different. That wasin person. | wasthere,
infront of her. | knew | waswelcome, and | could see by the way she stood, the way she held her head,
amillionlittle things, that she was receptive. An uninvited holocom cdl is much more of anintrusion. |
don't know anything about this Tendra Risant woman. What am | going to say to her?’

"Y ou might gtart with hello and see how it goes from there," Luke suggested.

"Big advice from Luke Skywalker, noted ladies man,” Lando said.

"Okay, maybe I'm not a galaxy-class smooth-talker. | don't claim to be. But you do. Make that call.”
Luke stood up and dapped hisfriend on the shoulder. "Now." He turned and I eft the room.

"Easy for youto say," Lando muttered. But L uke had apoint. If he was going to do it, he might aswell
do it now. For about the hundredth time, he started punching in Tendras cal code. But thistime, for the
first time, he actudly got dl the way through the call code and sat still long enough for the connection to
go through.

The holocom cameto life, and the face of ayoung woman appeared in it. She was fair-skinned, with high
cheekbones and adender, expressive face. "Hello?' she said.

"Yes, hdlo," Lando said, his heart pounding so hard the holocom's microphone should have picked it up.
"My nameisLando Cdrissan. I'm trying to reach Tendra Risant?"

The woman smiled warmly. "Captain Carissian! How kind of you to cal ahead. | an TendraRisant.”

Lando smiled in relief. She hadn't cut the call connection, and she didn't have horns growing out of her
head. A good start. "I'm delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Tendra."

"And | yours. Are you coming to Sacorriasoon?' she asked.
"I'm on my way even aswe spesk, Lady Tendra."

"Please, just call me Tendra," shesaid. "'l can't tell you how much I'm looking forward to meeting you,
Captain Cairissan.

"My friends call me Lando,” hereplied, "and | hope you're going to be one of them.

Sheamiled. "'l have very little doubt of that-Lando."



laando smiled back, and wondered why he had thought this was going to be tough. "I'm very glad to hear
that, Tendra," hesaid. "Very glad indeed.”

* * * The universe exploded into being around the Jade's Fire, and Mara Jade watched placidly asthe
starlines became stars, and the Corellian System appeared around them.

"On course and enroute,” the pilot reported. " Corellian Traffic Control has acknowledged, and we are
moving toward Cordlliain the center of our traffic lane."

"Excdlent, Mr. Nesdin, said Mara. "Mr. Tralkpha," she said, addressing her Mon Calamari navigator,
"while you are not otherwise engaged, give us adeep scan of the system, if you please." No doubt he had
aready started the scan-indeed she would have been irritated if he had not shown that much initiative-but
for form's sake at least, the order had to be given.

"Yes, maam," Trakphareplied. "1'm getting some interesting results from the specid equipment.” The
Jade's Fire carried some advanced technology scannersthat any captain in the New Republic Navy
would give her right arm for. They were able to integrate the information derived from the drop out of
hyperspace into an instant snagpshot of the entire arrival star system. The system worked at an astonishing
degree of detail-sometimes. Conditions had to be just right. But today at least, it sounded asif conditions
were indeed cooperating.

"what have you got?' Mara asked.

"Nothing, malam. Almost no shipsat al in spacein thissystem.”

"What s0 interesting about that?' she asked.

"There's much, much lesstraffic than there should be, even considering the bad shape the economy'sin.
No military flights, one or two passenger shuttles here and there, and just two or three cargo vehicles
approaching Corellia The only other ships| can see show as the ones bearing the delegatesto the trade
summit-and there aren't dl that many of htem either. | think there are going to be some no shows."

"I suppose | should be surprised by that,” Marasaid, "but somehow, I'm not, Mr. Tralkpha. Therésa
bad storm coming here," she went on, "and no one wantsto be out of port when it hits."

"Can we stop having fun yet?' Han asked. He squinted a bit as he piloted the hover car thrnugh the dark
night of Cordlia, toward the bright lights of Coronet, dead ahead.

Theinterior of the hover car was dark and quiet, with the sounds of degp coming from the rear seets.
Lea, inthe copilot's seet next to him, smiled deepily.

"Just about,” she said. "As soon aswe get home.”

"Wherever that is" Han said.

Leialaughed. "It does seem to move around alot, doesn't it?" she asked. She stretched out her arms,
arched her back, and shifted in her seat before settling back down with ayawn. Well, even if we haveto

move out of thevillato doit, | won't mind getting into Corona House. | won't feel so exposed.”

"] don't know," Han said, his voice more serious.



"Even if CoronaHouse seems safer, I'm not so sureitis.

But | guess we do have to be there for the big show. It'd be areal chore commuting from the villa-and
having to fly back and forth over the city wouldn't exactly give usfirg-class security ether. But I've got to
admit I'm glad we don't have to see any more sightsfor awhile.”

A deafening, thunderous roar came from the back of the hover car, and then asort of thud and a
whimper. Chewbacca, dong with everyone else, was adeep in the rear seats, with Anakin curled upin
hislap. Anytime Chewbacca staried to snore, Anakin would wake up just enough to dug himin the chest
and make him stop. Jacen and Jainawere adeep in the rear row of seats, and Ebrihim was out aswell,
curled up at Jacen'sfedt, breathing with afunny sort of relaxed wheezing noise. Even Q9-X2 had
powered down.

Hewasintherear driver's-side corner of the car, dl power indicators off except for onetiny amber point
of light that blinked on and off.

They had been playing tourist dl acrossthe main continent of Corelliafor more days than Han could
count at this point. He had lost track of the sightsthey had seen. All of Ebrihim's careful explanations of
what they were seeingalong with Q9's fussy interruptions and corrections whenever his master skimmed
over atrifling detail-had blurred together in Han's mind.

Even ignoring the whole question of sight-seeing burnout, it had not been easy keeping up the pose of
carefreetourist family. Especidly not after the twins had told them what Anakin -had found in Genera
Y arar'slittle excavation, and they had seen the playback of Q9's scans. There could be no doubt that
Y arar's people were there looking for whatever that thing was-assuming they had not found it by now.
None of them-not Chewbacca, not Q9, not even Ebrihim-had the dightest ideawhat the massive
ingtdlation was, but no one could doubt that it wasimportant.

Otherwise, Y arar's people would not be spending so much time and effort looking for it.

The only thing anyone knew for sure was that there was bound to be trouble, sooner or later-and
probably sooner.

All they knew for certain was that someone wanted them to leave, to be scared. And for that reason, if
no other, it was important that they remain where they were, and make it as clear as possible that they
had no worries.

And 0 they had determinedly not noticed the CDF and PPB hover carsthat were forever cruising above
and behind them, providing escort. They had ignored the discreet guards that had appeared magically
around them in every museum, every historic old building and amusement park. It had not been easy,
pretending not to see the wall around them.

If there was one positive thing that had come of it al, it wasthat Han and hisfamily had cometo trust in
the CDF ground forces. The CDF Space Service was quite another matter, but Han for one no longer
had any doubt concerning the agents protecting his family. Perhaps he had seen more professona
security teams, but none that tried harder. They had been too cautious, too careful, for himto believeit
could al bean act.

In any event, he would not be dedling with them much longer. Tonight marked the last day of their
vacation, and Han had a hunch he was not the first father in history to look forward to getting back to the



regular working day.
Tomorrow wasthefirst day of the trade summit, and the handoff to Leids officia security detail.

Tonight dso marked the family's move out of the beachside villa. They would fly straight to Corona
House, where the conference would take place, and deep in the apartments waiting for them there.

Actudly, everyone but Han would deep there tonight.

It had taken some finagling on his part, but he had managed to convince Leathat he should drop
everyone off at CoronaHouse, and then fly on to the villa, deep there, and clear out the last of the
family's belongingsin the morning. Leia seemed to think that Han wanted to get anight of peace and quiet
before diving into the grueling socid whirl of adiplomatic meeting, and Han was quite willing to leave her
with that impression. He had his own private agenda to take care of overnight, and he could not do what
he had to do with company around.

* * Fifteen minutes later the hover car settled down onto the roof of Corona House. Chewbacca and
Ebrihim woke up, and Q9 switched himself back on, but dl of the children were obvioudy out cold and
they were going to stay that way. Han scooped up Jacen, Leiatook Anakin, and Chewbaccatook Jaina.
They carried the children out of the car, down the turbolift to the apartment they had been assigned on
the fifteenth floor of the twenty-story building, and got the children roused enough to ped their clothes
off, at least go through the motions of getting teeth brushed and faces washed, and get into their deep
shirts

All three of the children were sound adeep again before their heads hit their pillows. Chewbacca nodded
to himsdf in satisfaction, and yawned hugely, displaying aterrifying collection of teeth. Then he went out
of the room, leaving Han and Leiato look down on their children.

"They are beautiful, aren't they?' Leiaasked, diding her arm around her husband's back as they looked
down on the three little people, innocent and adeep, dl the cares of the galaxy quite out of their minds.

"Oh, yeah," Han said. "That, they get from your sde of the family. Wonderful children. Beautiful
children.”

Lelanestled her head on Han's shoulder. ™Y ou'll be careful tonight, won't you? | want these guysto have
afather inthemorning.”

Han sighed and patted her on the shoulder. "I don't know why | even bother trying to keep you from
woriying," hesaid. "It's not that big adea tonight. No red danger. | just need to do something without
being seen.”

"And | shouldn't know about it?" Leiaasked.

"Probably best if you don't. For one thing, we don't redly know who might be listening in right now. But
you might say I'm going to take out alittle insurance policy, and the less anyone knows about it, the more
likely it isto work. Besides, | don't know if it'sthe sort of thing we can redlly count on.”

"All right," Lelasaid, but the tone of her voice was not dtogether happy. "I love you. | trust you. Do what
you haveto do to take care of us."

"Hey, Y our Worshipfulness," he said, calling her by the old teasing nickname, "that'sal | ever do.”



Leialaughed, and looked up a him. "Y ou dwayswere agood liar," she said, and kissed him.

* * * Han said his goonnightsto Leia and then went to Chewbacca's quarters, just down the hal from his
own gpaitnt. He did not use the door annunciator, but instead knocked softly. The door came open
immediately. Chewie had guessed his next move aswell. Han decided he was going to give up trying to
fool anyone. He dip- into the Wookieg's gpartment.

"Chewig," Han said as soon as the door was shut, "you've got to promise me something.”
The Wookiee cocked his head to one side and let out a cautiouslittle hoot.

"Yes, I'll tell youwhat it isfirgt. I'm going out now, and probably I'll see you in the morning and
everything will befine. But just in case it doesn't go fine, or just in case we don't get achance, | want you
to promise me something now. Promise me you'll take care of the kids."

Chewie bared hisfangs, took astep toward Han, and let out aterrifying roar as he grabbed Han by both
shouldersand lifted him gtraight into the air.

"Hey, take it easy, will you?' Han protested, hisfeet dangling in midair. "Want to wake up everyonein
CoronaHouse? | wasn't forgetting your life debt, much as| might like to." Han had freed Chewbacca
from davers, long ago, and Chewie had sworn to protect Han's life in returnthough he had not consulted
Han about the ideafirst. There had been plenty of timesit had been less than convenient for Han to have
asdf-appointed Wookiee bodyguard. But a Wookiee life debt wasirrevocable-and it extended to the
children. At least thisone did. Han didn't pretend to know everything about the WWookiee ethica code.

Just at the moment, however, Chewbacca was threatening to tear Han's head off because the Wookiec
had taken Han's request to protect them as some sort of suggestion that the Wookiee life-debt was not
assurance enough-amorta insult if ever there was one.

Han decided to try again, and hope that thistime he could express himself clearly enough not to get
himsdlf killed. "All I meant was focus on them. Don't worry about Lelaor me. If things get tricky-and |
think they're going to-it might be that Leiaor | have to take somerisks. If we do, and you have to choose
between us and the kidsdon't even think about us, okay? And don't think about sailing into glorious battle
or Wookiee blood lust or any of that other nonsense. Get yoursdlf killed and the kids might bein big
trouble. If things get bad enough, it might be that you'll have just a plit second to decide what to do. And
you've got to decide to get the kids out of danger. Don't think about anything else. Okay?"

Chewie thought for amoment, then nodded, and let go of Han, setting him back down on the floor. "All
right, then," Han said, straightening his blouse. "And next time, don't be so touchy.”

* * * Han took the turbolift back up to the roof of Corona House, and smiled politely to the CDF guard
on duty there. "Hi," hesaid. "I'm just going to get something out of the Millennium Falcon before fly the
hover car back over to the villa. Okay?"

The guard shrugged in afriendly sort of way. "Sure, it'syour ship,” she said. "Do what you want.”

"Just thought I'd tell you first,” Han said. "Things are alittle jumpy, and | don't want to cause any
problems by accident.” | prefer to cause them deliberately, he thought, but he kept that ideato himself.

"Probably smart," the guard said. "Y ou take care of yourself.”



"Oh, | intend to," said Han. "Y ou have agood night, and I'll seeyou later."

* * * There were certain advantages to being anobody from nowhere. The security types might worry
about the Chief of State, but no one was much worried about what happened to aretired smuggler.
Once clear of LeiaHan had good hopes of being able to move around without a herd of Corellian
Defense Forces baby-sitters for company.

And the same went for the villa. As LeiaOrgana Solo was not going to be there any longer, and asthe
CDF security teamswould have their plate quite full enough dedling with the trade summit, the CDF was
packing up and moving out. Han guided the hover car down toward the villa, and was rewarded with the
sght of the CDF security team in the process of pulling out. He just hoped that histiining was good
enough. If Kalendahad pulled out as well, that was going to be too bad.

He landed the hover car and looked up the beach toward the "empty"' villa. Was she dtill there? Even if
shewas, would it do any good?

Wil no sense worrying about it. Not when held find out in afew hours. Better give thelast of the CDF
team timeto clear out firs, though.

Then hed makethetry.

* * * Beindi Kalenda had been al but despondent when she had seen the CDF team getting ready to
move out. If they left, that meant Organa Solo was gone, and she wasn't coming back. And that meant all
of Kadendaswatching, dl her waiting, dl her worrying, al of the risks she had taken had been for
nothing. She had not done the Chief of State a particle of good. She could have counted the number of
army shoes produced by the Corona Footwear Company, divided by two to estimate the size of the
army, and done more good for the New Republic.

There was nothing left for her but to wait out the CDF, and make her own retreat once the coast was
clear. She had no ideawhat she would do next. It was tough enough knowing dl this had been for
nothing.

But then. Then she had seen Han Solo come back. And, somehow, she knew. Maybe it was that niggling
little nubbin of Force potentia she thought she might have. Maybe it was something in the way he seemed
to look toward the villawhere she was hiding. Maybe it was lack of degp and she was halucinating. But
she was suddenly possessed of the absolute conviction that he knew that she was here, and that he had
come back in order to make contact.

Her heart pounded with excitement as she watched him get out of the hover car, chat with the CDF
guards, and shake a hand or two and say his thanks as he made hisway into the house. Why else would
he come back one more time? It had to be that he was here for her. It had to be.

Kaenda sttled hersdf in for onefind vigil, the one that would pay for dl. She watched asthelast of the
CDF agents packed up their gear, got into their ground cars and hover cars, and headed off into the
darkness. She watched, her eyes glued to the macrobinoculars, for five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen
minutes, giving the CDF agents plenty of time to remember something they had left behind and come
back for it.

At precisaly the moment that she herself judged that enough time had passed, that the coast was clear
and they weren't coming back, a dot of ruby-red light appeared in an upper-story window of Solo'svilla



It flashed three timeslong, then there was a pause, three more long flashes, another pause, and another
threelongs.

Mon Caamari blink code, carried by avery old-fashioned laser beam. Something utterly smple,
incredibly crude. Something that every midshipman learned, something they bashed into your head at the
NRI Academy. And something the CDF forces, with dl their high-tech com gear and snooper systems,
would be unlikely to detect at al, even if they did come back at exactly the wrong moment.

And more to the point, something they would be unlikely to be able to read.
BEET ME AT YR FRONT DR MUDNIGHZ, thesign read.

Okay, so hewasalittle out of practice. But the intent was clear.

And maybe her vigil had been worth it after al.

* * * Kadendasaw him coming up the road, moving quietly, dowly, at just the pace of afelow out for a
late-evening droll.

She saw him pause, just amoment, at the path leading to her door.

He looked around, making one last check for whoever else might have stayed behind to watch out there,
and then he walked straight up the Path to her door. She pulled it open just as he reached the porch, and
he camein without breaking stride. She shut the door behind him, and gestured for him to follow her into
the basement of thevilla

He nodded and followed without spesking. In the unlikely event that someone was gtill watching, it would
be that much tougher for a sound snooper or aspy beam to penetrate into underground, and besides,
they could risk alight once the door to the upstairs was shut. She ushered him down the darkened stairs,
closed the door, and hit thewall switch.

A warm yellow light flooded the basement storeroom, and Kaenda gasped in surprise. She hadn't dared
use an atificid light for longer than she liked to think.

"I brought you stuff,” Han said without preamble, emptying asmall carry bag out onto the old table that
the owners of the house had abandoned to the cellar sometime in the years gone by. "Some cash, a
change or two of clothesleiasjumpsuit-some fresh food and water rationsin case you're sick of what
you've got or you're running out. Glow rod, a pocket blaster-and acomlink.” Kaenda nodded, unable to
speak at first. Someone talking to her. Someone here she could trust, who trusted her.

Someone doing something for her. Shefdt atear run down her face, but she forced herself to camness,
or a least to something close, and spoke. "Thank, thank you," she said.

She grabbed for one of the ration packs and tore it open.

Food had been getting tight, and anything, anythingven just another brand of shipboard surviva
rations-would taste better than another meal of the identical meal packs she had been living on. She took
abig bite and chewed vigoroudly.

"Y ou've been watching the house thewhole time," Han said, and it was not aquestion. "Just in case we
wereintrouble, just in casethe locastried anything. Hardly any deep, nothing decent to egt.” She



swallowed so she could answer. "Y es-yes," she said, and realized that her voice was creaky from lack of
use. She hadn't had anyone to speak with for longer than she cared to think.

"I'm impressed,” Han said. "1 don't think | could have stuck it out."
"What-what do you want me to do?' Kaenda asked.

"Rest," Han said. "Find some nice quiet hotel or dosshouse in Coronet City where you can pay cash and
keep alow profile, and get somerest. Do whatever you like. Takein ashow, go for awak. Just keep
that comlink on you, and answer when | cdl you. | want you watching over us till, but now we can cal
for help if we needit.”

"Call for what kind of help?' Kalenda asked.

Han shook his head. "I won't know that until we know what kind of trouble we've got. But I've got a
hunch that you might be avery handy hole card to have, just in case.

"What do you think isgoing to happen?' Kalenda asked.

"War," Han said, making the word sound like the obscenity it was. "Whose war against what, | don't
know.

Maybe just alittle one, not much more than an oversized riot. But awar al the same. Too many people
around here are spoiling for afight. Too many people are playing rough.

Kaendanodded her agreement. "I think you'reright," she said. "But you be careful, more careful than
you think you need to be. Someone has penetrated deep into the NRI somehow. | camein-systemina
totally covert setup, topgrade cover story, the best the NRI could do-and they were waiting for me the
second | came out of hyperspace.

Shot me down. | barely got out of it alive. | don't know whoit is, or how, but they know what we're
doing."

Han Solo frowned. "That'sworse than | thought," he said. "If they know dl that, they know just how little
we have in the way of troops and shipsjust now."

"What do you mean?' Kaenda asked.

"I mean," said Han, "that if | were a Corellian who wanted to break free of the Republic, and | had
accessto NRI information, then i think 1'd figure that right now was the perfect moment to make my
move.

" Han leaned back againgt the wall of the basement and folded his arms. "which leaves the question-what
istheir move going to he?"

CHAPTER SIXTEEN Hello and Farewell Lando Cairissian stepped off the Lady Luck and had the very
digtinct impression that his luck was changing.

There she was, Tendra Risant. She was a hundred meters or so away, just outside the safety barrier,
waiting for him to come down off the ship', and waving vigoroudly.



That had to mean something.

He paused aminute and bresthed in the fresh, clean air of Sacorria. Not abad place. Not aplaceat all,
evenif it was one of the Outlier worlds. The Outliers had areputation for trouble, but Lando hadn't seen
any suchsgnssofar.

Lando turned to watch L uke come off the ship. "Fed nervous about this one?' he asked.
Luke laughed and shook hishead no. "Not at dl," hesaid. "l fed just fine."

"Good, good,” Lando said asthey waked aong toward their hostess. " She looks just fine, too, | might
add,” he said as he cast an appraising eye over Tendra.

Tendra Risant was about thirty standard years, tal, strong, and hedlthy, and obvioudy well-off. Her
complexion was rather fair, and her high cheekbones and dender face set her dark brown eyes off quite
dramaticaly. She had anice, if not spectacular, figure, though she was perhapsjust atrifle heavier set
than was fashionable. She was dressed in a pretty, sensible-looking high-collared blue dress of
consarvative cut, the hem modestly long without seeming prudish. Her hair was a somewhat nondescript
brownish blond, and sheworeit in ashort, dignified cut. Everything about her seemed open, relaxed,
friendly.

In short, she was not one little bit like the predatory sirens, the dangerous-looking sex goddesses with
everything cut high and low, the women with smoldering, provocative eyes and pastsfull of dark secrets,
that were more to Lando's usud taste.

And just a the moment, that suited Lando just fine.

"Hello, Lando," she said as soon as they were close enough, and the warmth in her voice and the smilein
her face made Lando fed asif he had known her dl hislife, that they were old friends being reunited
rather than strangers who had never met before. Lando had to hand it to Luke. There were definite
advantagesto long chats via holocom.

"Hello, Tendra," he said as he crossed the safety barrier.

She offered him her hand, and Lando, to his own astonishment, did not bend down to kissit, or make
any sort of sweeping, theatrical gesture at al. Hetook her hand in his, and shook it, the way regular

peopledid it.

Thisis getting interesting, hetold himself. "Tendra," he said, "'I'd like you to meet my very good friend
Luke Skywalker." Lando redlized that he had not said aword about Luke being agreat Jedi Master, or
any of that. Tendraknew it, of course-but Lando aready knew her well enough to know it wouldn't
matter to her at all.

"Hello, Luke," she said. "Welcome to my world. | hope that we can make your stay very pleasant
indeed."

"Thank you, Lady Tendra," said Luke, accepting the hand she offered.

"Please, just call me Tendra," she said. "Come aong, both of you. Thereisagreat ded we haveto talk
about."



* Lando found himself spending most of the evening being astonished, mostly at himsalf. He had pursued
many women over the years, of course, and his reputation for female conquest was far from exaggerated.
But with Tendra, he found himsdlf doing something it seemed to him he had never done before. He found
himsdlf talking to the woman he was interested in, having an actua conversation with her, about
something other than how beautiful shewas, or dl the lovely things he was going to do for her, or any of
the rest of thetired old nonsense.

Thethree of them had dinner at a public restaurant in a handsome old cobblestone square in the center of
town, and they talked politics, of al things. Lando could not remember when he had enjoyed a
conversation with awoman-or a conversation with anyone, for that matter-more. By the time the serving
droids had cleared away the dessert dishes and poured the after-dinner liqueurs, they had “worked
through dl the political scuttlebutt from Comscant, and had turned to more local questions.

"Things are definitely getting tense here” Tendrasaid.
"Weknow," Luke said. "Thelocal customs people dmost didn't let usland.

Tendranodded. "It was astruggle for meto get any clearance at all for you to land, and | wouldn't be
surprised if your trangt visawas canceled. Whatever isgoing onin the Cordlian System is definitey
dirring up trouble here.”

"what isgoing on in the Cordllian System?" Luke asked. "I've got family there right now."

"Not to mention that we're supposed to head there next,” Lando said. "'I'm supposed to meet some
people at that trade mesting.”

Tendrashook her head sadly. "No oneredly knows" she said. "Thereare rumorsflying in al directions,
and proclamations by this Drall or that Selonian or those humans that they are about to seize power, or
chase the oppressors from office, or whatever. They seem to spend most of their time calling each other
liars"

"what about here?' lando asked. "Thisis part of the Corellian Sector, after dl. Surely it'sdl got some
direct effect on you."

Tendrashrugged. "Y es and no. We'reruled by the Triad, so it'salittle hard for the government to play
the myspeciesfirs game.

"Triad?' Lando asked.

"Oh, sorry, of course, you're not from here. How would you know? The Triad isacouncil of three
members-a human, a Selonian, and aDral. They make all the mgjor decisions about policy and so forth.
It used to be the Triad wasn't much more than the mouthpiece for the Diktat back in Coronet, but
Coronet hasn't taken much of aninterest in usthe last few years. We've had to learn to take care of
oursalves, and these daysthe Triad pretty much runsto please itsdlf.

"And it would see that it pleases them to clamp down," Lando said, glancing out the plate-glass front of
the restaurant. A squad of rather angry-looking Seloniansin police uniforms was coming acrossthe
square, straight toward the restaurant. Selonians were generally regarded as arather handsome species,
with their long, lithe bodies that were plainly the result of evolution from active, nimble, svimming
mammas, and their deek, short fur. But these Sdlonians did not seem to have anything much to
recommend them. They were big, burly, thuggish-looking specimens, their fur abit ratty, their bodies



thickened by too much food and not enough exercise. They were plainly brawlers, not athletes. "1 don't
like any kind of cop," Lando said, "but especidly onesthat look that ticked off."

"And I've got afeding they'relooking for us" Luke said.

Tendrashook her head. "1 was afraid of this" she said.

"Sme late-working bureaucrat or other just decided the two of you are undesirable for some reason.
"But how did they find us?' Lando asked.

Tendraraised an eyebrow. "Following people is one of the few growth industries on Sacorria,” she said.
"Lando,” Luke said. "We only have afew seconds.

Thisisyour cdl. You're the one with astakein this place.

How do you want to play it?"

Lando looked toward Tendra, and then out the window at the cops. They were definitely headed straight
for therestaurant. Hisfirst ingtinct wasto raise aruckus, create adiversion, try to bribe them-anything
rather than play aong. But it was suddenly quite clear to him that he would want to come back thisway
again, as soon as possible. He had best be as law-abiding as possible. "We cooperate,' he said, most
reluctantly. He turned back toward Tendra, and smiled. "I must admit it would be morein linewith my
imageif we pulled out our blasters and shot up half the neighborhood in our heroic attempt to escape, but
| have afeding the restaurant management would object.”

"I'm afraid they would," Tendra agreed. She flipped open alittle compartment set into the arm of her
chair, and punched in aquick sequence of commands. "There," she said, "'l just bought you dinner. what
do you say we meet our uniformed friends outside instead of causing ascenein here?

"You clearly have noflair at dl for thedramatic,” Lando said as he stood up.

Tendrasmiled broadly as she got out of her chair. "Try me some other time," she said. "I might change
your mind." Luke got up aswell, and the three of them went out into the cool and pleasant night.

The squad of Selonian police came up to them immediately, and did not waste any time in pleasantries.
"Cdrissan? Skywaker?' the paunchiest of them demanded.

"That'sright," Lando said. "What can we do for you officers?'

"Y ou can get off our planet,” the head cop said, smiling unpleasantly and displaying her ull set of
extremely sharp teeth. "Visas canceled. Y ou've got six hoursto get off the planet, and eighteen to get
clear of the system. Got it?"

"Yesindeed," Lando said, struggling to keep his voice smooth and gentedl. These were the sort of cops
he hated the worst. "We get it. And we werejust going, in any event. Good evening to you, officers," he
sad.

"Y ou watch that wise-guy polite stuff," the head cop snapped, and Lando reflected that it truly wasa
snap when ajaw that size dasnmed shut suddenly. "Just get back on your ship, pretty boy, and take your



friend with you.”

"We'regoing," Lando said, no longer able to keep the edge out of hisvoice. "We will meet the deadline.”
"See that you do, pretty boy, or you'll be spending ten years banging rocks together in Dorthus Ta
prison. Well have cops watching to see that you go. Now best it." The four copsturned their backson
the three humans, and stalked off, clearly disappointed that there hadn't been afight.

Luke watched the police go, and then turned to Lando and Tendra. "Well," he said, "I hope | don't put
our police friendsto any inconvenience by going my own way, but it's my guessthat they have enough
operatives on duty to watch us even if we split up. Y ou two aren't going to have much time together, and
you don't need me tagging along.

Lady Tendra-Tendra-it has been a pleasure to meet you, but | think | had best say my good-byes here
and now."

Tendrasmiled warmly. "Thank you, Luke. It ismaost generous of you."

"Thanks, Luke," Lando said. "1 owe you one."

Luke grinned. " See you back at the ship,” he said.

"Good evening to you both." He gave apalite little bow to Tendra, and was on hisway.
"Quiteaguy,” Tendrasaid.

"That's an understatement,” Lando said. "Wak me back to my ship?

Sowly?'

"Very dowly," shesaid. "It's been good to meet you, to see you in the flesh, Lando. | don't want to lose
touch.”

"No reason why we should,” he said asthey started to walk. "1 can till cal you over the holonet.

"For the moment, anyway," she said. "But therésalot of talk going around about restricting accessto the
interstellar communications grid. Maybe even banning it dto gether. To keep usIrom getting foreign,
non-Corellian ideas, or something.

"That's bound to work real well," Lando said. "It's not that easy to keep ideas out. But it would mean
we'd have no way to keep in touch, assuming | can't get another visafor awhile. I'd assume the people
here can't get leaveto travel very eadly.” Tendrashook her head. "It'samost impossible,”" she said.

"It doesn't seem fair," Lando said. "'l just met you, and | don't want to lose touch with you."

"Ah, well, that'slife,” Tendrasaid, asad little note of resignation in her voice. "1 suppose youll just have
to move on to the next star system and try your luck there.”

"what do you mean, try my luck?' Lando said.

"Your luck & finding arich wife, of course" shesaid.



"That'swhat you're herefor, isn't it? Object, matrimony?'

"I must admit that I'm starting to rethink the whole ideaof marrying for money,” Lando said. "Thingsarea
lot more complicated than | thought.”

"Wedl, if it'sany help, I'm not asrich asdl that, anyway," Tendrasaid. "It'smy father that hasdl the

"Wadll, | could be patient, | suppose.”
"It'snot even that Smple,” Tendrasaid. "I'm afraid there's a problem or two | haven't told you about.”
"Uh-oh," Lando said. He stopped and turned toward her. "Here it comes.”

"Thefirst oneisn't so bad. Women on thisworld aren't dlowed to marry without their father's consent, no
meatter how old they are. It'sabarbaric law, but thereit is. If my father doesn't approve of you, | lose my
inheritance.”

"And that's not so bad?' Lando asked.

"| think Dad would like you, actudly,” she said. "1 could talk him around.” She smiled again. "If | decided
1 wanted you."

"Thanks, | think. But what's the bad part?' Lando asked.

"Well, you're shopping for arich wife. Y ou haven't tried to pretty that up, or treat melikeafool, o
suppose I'd better come clean. 1've been shopping for an off-world husband for quite awhile now.
Someone who could get me 268 aAbc-e Alien AT CO-AM 269 off this planet, and away from the
Triad and al the rules and regulations. Marrying an off-wonder was just about the only way awoman
could get permission to leave. | advertised here and there. That's how | ended up in whatever dataist you
wereworking from."

Lando nodded. "I sort of figured that,” he said. But even so, he was glad to hear it from her, straight and
Clear.

"So what's the problem?”

"The problem isthat xenophobiais getting worse around here. They aren't just kicking al the foreigners
off the planet. The Triad announced yesterday morning that effective immediately, it isillegal to marry an
off-worlder."

"I should havetold you at once," Tendrasaid, "but by thetime | heard the news, your ship wasaready in
itslanding pattern.

Lando did not know what to say, or even where to begin.

It was not that either of them was madly in love with the other. Not yet. It was too soon for that. And
after hisadventures with the life-witch, Lando realized that he wanted to be good and sure he knew his



intended bride very well before he did anything irrevocable. No, he told himself again, it was not love-not
yet. It might be, given half achance, giventime.

And Lando found that he didn't want to try the next star system over and see what rich women were on
offer. No.

He had found someone here. Now. Tonight. Someone who might, just might, be right for him. She was
rich, yes, and that didn't hurt.

He was even honest enough with himself to wonder what he would be thinking if shejust told him she
were poor. But rich and poor wasn't dl of it, any more than his being from off-planet was al of it for her.
They could talk to each other. They understood each other, in some way that was quite new to Lando.
She was someone with whom he would aways have to be honest. He knew that, ingtinctively. That
wasn't love, of course-but it was something he had never felt before, and he was not going to let it dry up
and blow away just because some fat-headed bureaucrat had decided to invent some new rules.

Suddenly Lando had anidea. "Listen," he said. "I just thought of something. It might be away around it if
they “do shut down the holocom net. A clumsy way, an awkward way-but away."

"what?' she asked.
"It'sanold gag | learned back in my smuggling days."
"Smuggling?' she asked.

"That's another sory, for later,' he said. "But theré's a very old communications system, that doesn't use
hyperspace at dl. It uses modulation of low-frequency eectromagnetic radiation, in the radio band of the

spectrum.

Radionics, they cal it. It's constrained by the speed of light, and it's limited in range, too, unless you beam
it or use alot of power. But no one usesit, so cops and border patrols never bother to listen for it. | have
amatched set of senders and recaivers tucked away in the hold of the ljidy Luck."

"But at light speed, if you were in another star system, it would take years for amessage to get to you
that wayif yougotitat al.”

"So who says I'm going to be in another star system?”
Lando said with asmile. "I haveto go to the trade summit.

I've promised some people. But then I'll come back here to this system, real quietly and sneskily, the way
only an old smuggler would know how to do." He hesitated for amoment, hoping for inspiration. And he
spotted hisanswer, up inthe sky. "And I'll park myself there," he said, pointing up at afat crescent
hanging high inthe sky.

"On our moon?" Tendraasked. "On Sarcophagus? It's nothing but one big burial ground. No one ever
goesthere, except to inter their relatives.”

"Then no one will ever look for me there. But you get your radio out, and point the antenna at
Sarcophagus, and I'll be gitting there, waiting to get the message. Well have time to work out some way
to see each other again. Some way for meto dip back down to the planet, or something.”



270 -rM~eAfl "It sounds crazy,” Tendrasaid, "but | can't see anything wrong with theidea."

"Oh, | can," Lando said. "There's plenty of thingsthat could go wrong. But it would be even wronger if |
let you get away without trying to get to know you."

Tendralaughed, and smiled, and threw her aams around him.

And for once, Lando Carissian meant every word of his € aborate compliment from the bottom of his
heart.

CHAPTER SEVEN TEEN News Travels Sowly hat if they gave atrade summit," Han muttered, "and
nobody came?' That wasn't exactly fair, but he had seen longer reception lines. Hewasin hiabest formal
clothes, slanding in the lineup with Leiaand Governor-Genera Micamberlecto and severa other local big
shots. So far, they hadn't had al that many handsto shake. The unsettled situation had clearly frightened
off alot of would-be delegates to the talks. And Han was willing to bet that some of the dleged delegates
wereredly NRI agents. The trade del egations were just too good a cover to pass up.

"Quiet, Han," Lelasaid, keeping the smile on her face looking warm and sincere as she chided her
husband under her breath. Han had to admit she looked stunning in the flowing, off-the-shoulder
roya-blue gown she had chosen.

It set off her coloring and her eyes and hair beautifully.

"All of these peopletook big chances coming herefor thismeeting,” shewent on, till smiling. "This
summit isimportant to them-and to your planet, in case you forgot.

So behave yoursdf and make everyone fed at home."
"Home, right,” Han said. "Asif their home was a cocktail party. Now, theré's my idea of endlesstorture.

Hello, how areyou?' he said to the next delegate, interrupting himself to greet arather rega-looking
Sdlonian female who towered over him by Six or seven centimeters.
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"And apleasureto -t you, too," Han said. He waited until the Selonian was out of earshot and added,
"whoever you are. Head over to the bar, why don't you, the booze isfree. Y up, there she goes. Hello
there," he said to the goggleed Mon Cdamari who had materidized in front of him, and accepted the
proffered flipper hand. "Welcometo our little party.” The Mon Calamari nodded, gurgled somethingina
diaect that Han could not understand, and gave him an enthusiastic dap on the back that nearly bowled
him over. By the time he had recovered, the Mon Caamari was gone. "Another great moment in the
annals of communication,” Han said. "who are these people?’

"Traders" Lelasaid, "asyou know lull well. Hello, so glad you could come,”" she said to the next person
inline

"It isadeep honor to meet you both," said the Dm11, bowing so low he nearly toppled over. Apparently
afew delegates hadn't waited to pass tlrrough the reception line before hing for the bar.



"Don't make it too deep," Han said after he helped the Dral to recover his balance and sent him on his
way. "l just can't keep this smile pasted on my face much longer."

"Wdl, how about being completely astonished ingtead?' Leiaasked. "Could you handle that?!
"l suppose,” Han said.
"Then look to see who's fourth in line a the moment.”

Han looked up, and was sufficiently amazed that he failed to make any snide commentsfor the next three
delegates.

Infact, he was not aware of talking to them at all. Mara.

MaraJade. Ex-Emperor's Hand. Ex-smuggler. The woman who had sworn to kill Luke, and then had a
change of heart.

There shewas, in along black gown that seemed to make her seem even taller, even more dender-and
even more thregtening. The years had been good to her. She had lost none of her poise, none of her
beauty-and she looked as dangerous as ever. He and hisfamily had been on better termswith her in
recent times, but there was something in her demeanor tonight that set off darm bellsin his head. It would
be best to tread carefully around her.

"Good evening, Captain Jade," Leiasaid to her, offering her hand.

Mara accepted it nodded dightly. "Good evening to you, Madame Chief of State. And to you, Captain
Solo. | have amessage for you." Maradirected her attentionto Leia

"For you both, and for the governor-generd.”

"A message?’ Lelaasked.

"A message cube, to be more exact,” shesaid. "1 couldn't open it-and | don't mind admitting that | tried.
| would suggest that you and the governor-generd find anice, safe room where we can al meet at once.”

Leiathought quickly. "My apartments,” she said. "On the fifteenth floor. They're swept for bugs and
listening devices every day. Meet ustherein twenty minutes. Han, give her athumb pass for the turbolifi.

"Huh? Oh yeah, right," Han said. The turbolift was running in secure mode. Y ou had to put a passcard in
adot and hold your thumb over a print reader beforeit would let you in. Y ou could provide guestswith
access by giving them a passcard that scanned their thumbprint and keyed it to your card. Leiawould
have carried afew of her own, but there weren't any pocketsin her long blue gown. He pulled aguest's
thumb pass, asmall white rectangle of plastic, out of his pocket. He pressed down on one of the two
scan areas. The second scan areallit up. "Press your right thumb down there," he said to Mara, and she
did so.

The glow faded from the second scan area. Han gave her the pass. "Thiswill get you in and out of thelift,
and into our gpartments,” he said. "Wait for usthere. WEll be up as soon asthe reception lineis over.”



Mara Jade took the passcard and smiled coldly at Han.

"I'll bethere," she said as she walked away, “and don't worry, | won't stedl the Silver."
"Maybe not," Han muttered to Leia " but remind me to count the spoons later just the same.”
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* * * The three children were, in theory, fast adeep. In practice, of course, the fact that al the grown-ups
were downstairs meant that it wastheir big chance to stay up late. However, bitter experience had taught

them it was safest to stay in their bed'oom, with the door shut and lights low. Grownups had a nasty habit

of coming back unexpectedly.

Even 0, none of them were quite prepared to hear the click of the lock or the sound of the door
opening. They ingtantly abandoned their board game and dl three of them dove under the covers. It was
only after hewasin bed, eyes shut, and pretending to be adeep as hard as he could, that Jacen redlized
they had left alight on. Onelook at that, and Mom and Dad would know at once they had been up after
bedtime. He toyed with the idea of using his ability in the Force, but he knew that hisfine control was not
that good. Hewould be just aslikely to smash the lamp to bits as hit the switch properly. He decided to
risk it. He dipped out of bed, crossed the room to the lamp, and flicked it off.

Hewasjust about to dive back to his bed when he noticed something. He listened carefully, to make
sure he hadn't made amistake, then tiptoed over to Jainas bed.

"Psgt, Jaina," hesad.
"Quiet!" she hissed. "Do you want to get us caught.”

"Ligten!" he said. "That's not Mom and Dad. It'sjust one person waking around, and that's not Mom's
footsteps or Dad's. There's someone in the gpartment.” Jaina sat bolt upright in bed and listened for
hersdf.

"You'reright," shesaid. "Comeon." And with that, she was out of bed and over to the door. Jacen
wanted to ask her what she thought she was doing, or what she expected to be ableto do against a
burglar that could get past adl the security in Corona House, but it wastoo late. He knew he would have
to follow after her. Otherwise, he would have to spend the rest of hislife being told what acoward he
was. He went after hissigter, out into the upstairs hallway, and was not in the least surprised to see
Anakin hopping out of bed and following after him.

The family had been put in atwo-level gpartment, with the bedroom upstairs and the living room and
dining room down below.

Theliving-room ceiling went as high asthe ceiling of the upper floor, like someone had taken dl the
roomsthat should have been over the living room and turned them into extra ceiling space. The Sairs
leading from the lower floor came up aong the west wall of the high-ceilinged living room, and ended ina
landing that ran the width of the north wall. A railing ran along the edge of the landing to keep people
from faling off into the living room below. An entryway &t the end of the landing oppositethe sarsled
off into anarrow halway, where the doors to the bedrooms were. It had taken the children about
elghteen seconds after moving into the gpartment to redlize just how good a place for spying the entryway



to thelanding was. Y ou could stay in the shadows there, and see practicaly everything that went onin
theliving room.

The three children huddled there in the shadows, and |ooked down into the living room. And what they
saw did not look much like a burglary-in-progress. For one thing, burglarsrarely turned the lights on.

A tdl, pretty lady with red-gold hair, wearing along black dress, was pacing back and forth. She had a
worried expression on her face, and she kept glancing at the door.

It was obvious that she was waiting for someone. And that someone had to be Mom and Dad.

Jacen thought for amoment, then plucked on Jaina's deeve, and gestured for her and Anakin to follow
him back to the bedroom. As soon asthey were dl back insde, he swung the door shut, but did not let it
closedl theway, for fear of making anoise. "Ligten,” he said in aslow awhisper as he could manage.
"Something isgoing on. It hasto be. That lady isthereto talk to Mom and Dad. As soon asthey come
back, thefirst thing they're going to do is check on usto make surewere deep so it'ssafeto talk.”
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"1 recognizethat lady,” Jainasaid. "It's Mara Jade."

Jacen's eyes widened. She was right. How could he have missed that?

But Jainawas till talking. "We have to be in bed, and doing the best job we ever have of pretending to
be adeep, when Mom and Dad come back. After they check on us, we can sneak back out to the
landing.”"

Anakin and Jacen nodded, and both of them hurried back to thelr beds and pulled the covers over
themsdves.

Thiswas going to beinteresting.

* * * |_eiaushered Han and Micamberlecto into the gpartment, and then followed them in, closing the
door behind her.

"I'll just be amoment,” she said. "I want to check on the children.” She crossed to the stairs and hurried
up to the children's room. She swung open the door and looked in on three softly breathing smal bodies.
Anakin's arm had dumped out again. She knelt by his bed, tucked his arm back, and gave him akisson
the forehead. He muttered something and rolled over on hisside. Lelaglanced at the tw. Clearly they
werefine. Satisfied, she turned and went out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Leareturned downgairs. "All adeep,” she announced.

"Now then, Mara, what isthe message?’

Marawas carrying asmal satchel, and she opened it up.

Shelooked around the room and nodded toward the far end of it. "Over there," she said. "On the
couches"

Theroom had been designed for holding small, informa mesetings. In the center of the living room were



three couches, formed in a U-shape, al facing alow table in the center. The open end of the U-shape
fazed the south wall, so that anyone sitting in the center couch would have his or her back to the upstairs
landing-and anyone standing at the south end of the room would be clearly visble to as many people as
you could crowd into the place. Therewas aflat pand display on the south wall. At the moment it was
showing areproduction of some painting of astirring moment in Cordlian history, but it could be set to
display more or less any twO- or three-dimensiond image.

Han, Leiaand the Governor-Genera found places on the couches, and Mara pulled the message cube
out of her handbag and set in on the low table. She stood over the open end of the U-shape, and
gestured to the other three with a sweep of her hand. "Thereitis," shesad.

None of the others made amoveto touch it. All of them knew it might have been set to activate at the
touch of ther fingerprints, or body chemistry, or whatever. All three of them leaned in and examined it
carefully.

"Any markings on the bottom of it?' Han asked.

"Beieveme," Marasaid, "I'velooked at that thing up, down, and sideways. Nothing on the bottom. The
only markings are the ones you see on the top.”

"which look suspicioudly like an Imperid code | used to crack now and again for very profitable
reasons,” said Han. " “To be opened in the presence of LeiaOrgana Solo,' " heread, " “self-styled Chief
of State of the so called New Republic, Han Solo, and the de facto Governor Generd of the Corellian
Sector. Code Rogue Angdl Seven." Well, they're not going to get high marksfor politeness, that's for
sure. what's the Rogue Angdl Seven business?!

"Oh, nothing very much," Leiasaid. "Just the key phrsefor my private diplomatic cipher. Someone wants
usto know they can read my mail." Micamberlecto let out alow whistle, a sound that somehow seemed
wholly incongruous coming from him. He unfolded hislong, multijointed legs and leaned in closer to the
cube to get a better look. "Someone knows, someone knows very much about us," he said.

"Thething | don't understand,” said Mara, "iswhy they used mefor the courier, whoever they are. They'd
have to know that my relations with you people haven't dways been of the warmest.”

"1 can answer that," Leiasaid. "Y ou were second choice. Luke. Luke was intended to be the courier for
this278 aMc-eAlcn A-IATCOfIRLM 279 message." She pointed at the cube, still being careful not to
touch it, and pointed at the lettering peeking out from under the label. "I don't read it mysdlf, but that
looks like the written form of Jawa."

"Jawa?' Mara asked.

"The language of arace from Luke's homeworld, Tatooine. He could read it pretty easly, but most other
people couldn't make anything of it without agreet ded of effortthe same way you could read the
Imperia code. I'll bet that's the same message as the code, intended for Luke's eyes.”

"Sowhy didn't Luke carry it?"

Lelashrugged. "I don't know," she said.

"l do," Han said. "Remember he was going to go meet with Lando about some business dedl just before
we | eft.



Lando told me that he was planning to go off on atrip before he came to the trade summit here. My
guessisthat Luke decided to go along for the ride, maybe on the spur of the moment.”

"And s0 he wasn't there to get the message cube," Mara said. "' So when they couldn't find him, they
threw together a backup plan and came looking for me. It makes sense.”

"Wll, now that we dl fedl better apout that, how about reading the message?' Han suggested.

"Right," said Leia. "Han, sart the sight-and-sound, F will you? | want to have arecording of this, in case
thisisone of those one-playbacknly units."

Han flipped open asmal panel on the corner of the table and pressed in abutton. "All set," he said.

"Okay, then," Lelasaid. "Here goes." She reached out gingerly with one hand and picked up the cube. It
immediately let out alow beeping noise, and therewas aloud click. Thelid of the cube popped up a
millimeter or two.

"Cued to my fingerprints, al right,” Leiasaid. She opened the lid and looked inside. "Well, that's abit
antidimeactic.

| thought there was going to be a holographic image popping out of the top. But there's nothing but adata
chip." Shetook the small black chip out of the cube. "Han, are the player controls there, too?"

"Yeah," he said, and took the chip from her. He examined it. "Wdll, it's not a one-shot, anyway. We can
play it as often aswelike. He dropped it into the dot of the player set into the tabletop.

The display screen suddenly stopped being a heroic Corellian scene and went blank.
Mara stepped out of the way.
"Everybody ready?' There was amurmur of assent, and Han pressed the play button.

Without any preamble, a screenful of numbers appeared, and stayed on the screen. A mae human voice
began to spesk in Cordlian-accented Basic. "Thiswill be your only notification prior to events," the voice
sad. "Inform no one of this message and await ingtructions so asto avoid the need for further action. we
will be monitoring al communications. Do not atempt to cal for help. Any violation of ingructions will
result in an acceleration of the schedule." The numbers stayed on the screen, but the voice said nothing
more. Han frowned. "That voice dmost sounded like me," he said. "why would they want to smulate my
voice?'

"If they did want to, they didn't do avery good job," Marasaid. "It's close to your voice, but it's not you
exactly.”

"What are those numbers?' Leiaasked, looking up at the screen. "Are they another code? what are they
supposed to tell us?!

"Those on theright are satic stellar coordinates,” Han said. "And with three extradecimal places. The
Imperia Navy used to do that, but the only people who have them that accurate isthe New Republic
Navy. Whoever wrote this got their data from the navy's secret data sets. Must have diced acomputer,
or done some good old-fashioned bribery, or € se the opposition has friendsin high places.



And that's recent data, t00." The starswere in constant 280 -rAbc-e€ Aeen

Mattili, AT CO-AM 281 motion asthey orbited the core of the galaxy. It was therefore necessary to
note not only where an object in space was, but when it had been there.

Han looked harder at the numbers. "If I've got thisright,” he said, "those are dl pointsin arough sphere
around the Cordliastar system-and the last set of coordinatesisfor the star Cordll itself. | recognizeit
from setting our navicomputer on theway in. At ag uess, the other coordinate setsare dl star positions,
too."

"The numbers on the lft are time notationsin astronomica format,” Marasaid. "Not astrogationd
notation, but the time format astronomers use. Those are extremely accurate time notationsaswell. The
first oneis about sixteen sandard days ago. The othersare dl in the future.”

"In other words," Han said, "something is going to happen at these places at these times, unlesswe do
whatever the guy who sounds like me saysin his next message.”

"Burning skies," said Micamberlecto as he sood up to hislull height. "Burning, burning skies. Three days
ago aprobot droid came out of the sky and set off a CDF beacon signal. The CDF picked it up, and
found amessage for me. Animage of astar explosion, with space-and-time coordinates. Nothing else.
The time data was sixteen days ago.

Han shrugged. " So someone got imagery of astar blowing up. So what? Mara-when did you get this
message?’

"Fourteen days ago,” she said. "After the star blew up.”
"But Luke was supposed to get the message,” Lelasaid.

"Allowing for time for them to discover he wasn't there, and to find Mara, and get the cube to her, and it
would have gotten to him before the star exploded.”

"Unlessit'sabig-time con," Han said. "The sort of thing Lando might have donein the old days. Suppose
somebody spotted the explosion, faked up the message cube to look like it was intended for Luke, and
just got there late? They could make it look like they had caused it, if they were redlly sharp.”

"But my scientiststell methe star in the image was of atype that could not possibly undergo asupernova
explosion," Micamberlecto said. "They were quite at alossto explain how it could be. They wanted to
digpatch aship at onceto get alook at it. | said we could not afford the mission-"

"But you'd better afford it now," Marasaid. "Solo'sright, it could be an extremely clever con jobr it could
be that someoneis better at blowing up stars than sending messages. | don't think you can afford to
assumeit'satrick.”

"No, we cant," Han agreed. He was punching the stellar coordinates into adata pad. "Thefirst star on
that list isin an uninhabited system. All the rest of them have inhabited planets. It lookslike they arelisted
in order of population.

The second tar just hasasmall outpogt, but the next one on the lig-" Han checked his numbersand
shook his head. "Oneinhabited planet, population eight million at thelast census. And, like | said, the last



gar onthelistisCordl." "Dowhat we say," "Leiahaf whispered." "Do what we say or well kill
everybody." At the back of the room, at the top of the stairs, inside the shadows of the entryway, three
smal scared children listened in horror.

* * * |n asecret bunker deep under the city of Coronet, the Hidden Leader of the Human League read
over the latest reports with a stern and hard-edged cam. Perhaps his underlings would have expected
him to show some sign of jubilation that the moment had finaly come, that the last piece of the puzzle was
finally in place. But that was why he was the L eader, and they were underlings. Let them show their
every reaction and emotion. The Hidden Leader would hide his emotions, aswell as hisidentity.

But for all of that, the time had come. All wasin readiness. Everything he had worked for, schemed for,
plotted for, wasin place. It wastime.

The Hidden Leader dropped the report on his desk and leaned back in his chair.
"Beginit’, hesad.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN Uprisng an! Han! Wake up and come to the window." Leiawas shaking him
hard.

Han lurched up into a seated position and stumbled out of bed. "What? What isit?' He glanced at the
wall clock and confirmed his suspicion that he hadn't gotten much deep. It had been avery late night
indeed, trying to hash out the implications of the threat message, trying to come up with some answer,
some plan of action. And none of it had cometo anything.

"Leok out thewindow!" Leiasaid again. "There, to the south of us."

Han went to the window and |ooked out-and swore to himsdlf. "Devilsin space,” he said. "It's started.
It'sstaned.” A thick plume of black smokewasrisng up out of the city, about three kilometers away. He
pulled open the window and heard, far off but distinct, the sounds of Sirens, of shouts, of blasters being
fired.

"What's started?" Leia asked.

"That's the Sdlonian Enclave on fire down there," Han said, his voice sad, bitter, tired. " Something has
touched it off-and now it will spread from there.”

Therewas aloud, far-off thud, and a second or two later adight tremor that sent just the tiniest of shakes
through the window. "Wide-area concussion grenade,” Han said.

"About three kilometers away. Probably right in the middle of al that." Even asthey watched, another
plume of smoke began climbing lazily into the air, followed by another, and another. "Thisisnt a
coincidence," hesaid. "It can't be.

There are people watching. Once they knew Mara had gotten the message to us, they touched this off.
Hasto be."

"Comeon," Lelasaid. "We haveto find the governorgenera.”

"What about the kids?' Han asked.



"chewbacca's with them, and so are Ebrihim and Q9.
They'redl right. Come on.”

* * * Micamberlecto wasin his office, where they had watched the torchlight parade. By the timethey
got there, fire was once again visible from the widnow, but thistime it was the Sdonian Enclave burning.
Back then the office had been calm, quiet, dark. Now it was the brighfly lit center of amadhouse, of
aldesrushing in and out, ass stants shouting into phones, two men in navy uniforms setting up a
large-scale wall map of the city. And, not to Han's surprise, severa of last night's supposed trade
ddegateswerein thethick of it, helping to work the com system. Well, no pomt in the NRI agents
gticking to their cover stories now.

"It'severywhere, everywhere," the governor-generd said to Han and Lelaasthey camein. "Not just here
in Coronet, but all over the planet. The other planets, other planets, too.”

"Where and when did it start?' Han asked.

"It seems asif thefirgt incident wasin Bda Vigd's Selonian neighborhood about eight hours ago.
Somebody threw apunch, and that began it, began it. But since then, everywhere. Drd| attacking
Sdonians, both attacking humans, and humans attacking, humans attacking everywhere.

Here, on Drall and Selonia, and we're getting the first reports of trouble on Tralusand Taus.”

"You'reright, Han," Leiasaid. "Thetiming istoo tight, too perfect. Someone had thisal set to go, and
sent the go code the minute we met with Mara.™

"Yes, yes" sad Micamberlecto. "That ismy concluson dso.”

"What about the CDF?' Han asked. Y esterday he had decided that he trusted them. But today nothing
wasfor sure.

"Almogt dl the ground forces are il with us, ill with us, loya to the Republic. But | have not been able
to contact anyone in authority in the spaceside, spaceside service.™

"And it was the spaceside CDF that set up that phony attack on us," Han said. "Forget them as an asst,
Governor. They aren't yours anymore. They never were yours.”

A com panel lit on the Governor's desk, and Micamberlecto pressed the answer button. "Thisisthe
Governor," hesaid.

"Sir, thisis Cgptain Boultan, CDF groundside.”

Gwunnsi&, Han thought. The loydist faction. It would seem the CDF had deady found namesfor the
two sides.

"My unit was attempting to get to the CDF barracksin the navy yard to collect our riot equipment. The
gpaceside service has secured the base. I'm pretty surethat | saw peoplein New Republic uniforms
assding them.”

"Thenavy?' Leaasked. "The nat has gone over?”



"No," Han said. "Just the navy yard has, though that's bad enough. Don't forget that used to be the
Imperia Navy Yard. lots of ex-Imperid military enlisted in the Republic Navy are herein CordliaNow
we know why." Han turned toward the governor-genera. "What about the civilian spaceport?’ he asked.

Micamberlecto shook his head. "1 don't know," he said.

"It's hard to know anything. Too little staff. They are dl here, working, and dl loya and trusted, but half
the com systems are down. We are helpless, helpless to do more than watch.”

Han looked at the Governor-General, and knew Micamberlecto wasright.

There was nothing he could do but go to the window and watch his planet burn.

* *

Within afew hours, enough information had comein so that it was at least possibleto get aclearer
picture of the confused Situation. It was soon apparent that the human rebels, the Human League, had
indeed been waiting for the sgnd to sart afight. However, their Dral and Seloniaenemies had been
ready and waiting for them, much to the apparent surprise of the Leaguers.

In the city of Coronet, it looked asif the Selonian and Dralan Enclaves had managed to throw back the
league for the moment, but only just. There was no clear information from BelaVista or any of the other
large cities on Cordlia There were only scattered reports of fighting on Dral and Sdoniaas yet, but no
hard information.

The stuation on the Double Worlds was more complicated. On Taus, amixed force of Drall and humans
seemed to be fighting off a savage Selonian attack, if the broadcasts were to be trusted. A humaniDrall
codition was holding Centerpoint Station. But on Tralus, the Selonians and Drall were making common
cause againg the humans.

The short form wasthat dl three sides-human, Selonian, and Drall-were busily engaged in grabbing as
much territory as possible, along with whatever ships and equipment they could.

It was chaos.

* * * Chewbaccaroared hisfrustration and punched another hole in the wall. He picked up awal lamp
and threw it through the hole, and it stuck there, haf in and half out of thewall.

"It's okay, Chewbacca," Jainasaid. "Y ou don't have to be scared.”

Chewbacca bared his teeth and stomped to the other side of the room.

"l don't think he's scared, Jaina," Jacen said. "'Y ou want to fight, don't you, Chewie?'

The Wookiee nodded vigoroudy, then threw his handsin the air and roared again.

"I don't know againgt who, either,” Jacen said. " Sure looks like everyone isfighting everyone el se out
there." Privately, hefelt pretty sure that half of Chewbaccals frusiration was adirect result of having to

play baby-gtter to abunch of dumb kids, but there didn't seem to be any diplomatic way to say that.

"Do you understand who's fighting who, Ebrihim?”



Jaina asked their tutor. Ebrihim and Q9 were both standing at the window, as they had been most of the
morning, watching the disaster unfold.

Ebrihim shook hishead sadly. "'l understand, and | do not understand. It is species against species, but |
believeno, | know-that the vast mgority of al three specieswould rather livein peace. Itis
rabble-rousers, fools who only know how to blame othersfor their own failures, that have sarted this
fighting. But | fear it can only spread. A human will kill aSdonian, and aSdonian will kill ahumanin
revenge-and kill aDedl he didikeswhileheisat it.

The Dral will fight back against both, or one or the other. People will get drawn in, againgt their will, by
tiesof blood."

"I'm scared,” Anakin announced from his seat facing the window.

Jainacame over and sat next to him on the couch. "It'sal right,” she said, repeating what she had said to
Chewbacca.

"Y ou don't have to be scared.” Anakin threw hisarms around hisbig sister and she rocked him back and
forth.

Apparently the formulaworked better on little brothers than Wookiees.

It was at that moment that the first explosion rocked Corona House. The sound was deafening, so loud
that it amost did not seem to be sound at dl, and over so suddenly that it was asif they never heard it at
al. The whole building shook, and the window blew out. Q9, moving with incredible speed, knocked his
magter out of the way of theflying glass, and took most of the force of the blast himsdlf. Anakinwailed in
tertor, and buried his head in Jainas shoulder.

Jacen was knocked flat by thefirst blast, and had barely gotten to hisfeet whenBlan!

Another explosion, sharper and closer, shook the building. He was about to get to hisfeet again when a
huge, furry arm scooped him up. Jacen looked up to see that Chewbacca already had his brother and
gger inhisother am.

The Wookiee roared a Jacen, loud and fast, but he at least managed to get the sense of it.

"Ebrihim!" he shouted across the wind that was suddenly blowing through the room. " Chewbacca's
taking usto the Millennium Falcon on the roof. Follow if you can.

But Ebrihim had been knocked about by the second blast, and was till too dazed to respond. Q9
extruded apair of hiscarry arms, scooped up his master, and levitated on hisrepulsors. "L ead the way!"
he shouted.

Boom! Another explosion, farther off thistime, shuddered through the building. Chewie turned and
headed for the door, aready wrenched hafway out of itsframe. He kicked it the rest of the way down
and rushed out into the hdlway, Q9 right behind him.

The turpolift had been designed to survive amgjor earthquake and still keep working. Chewbacca
dapped at the call button, and the doors of the turbalift car did open. He haf dropped, haf threw the
childreninto it, and stood aside as Q9 hustled in.



The door did shut-and Chewbacca suddenly roared in frustration again and started pounding on it. The
controls were dead.

"It's okay, Chewbacca," Jacen said. "I've got my thumbprint card.
He pulled it from his pocket, put it in the dot, and pressed histhumb down on the verification plate.
The controls cameto life, and Jacen punched the roof button. The turbolift car staed moving up.

* * * Thefirst explosion had been at ground level, and had shaken the lower floors of CoronaHouse
with grester violence.

The second had been some sort of rocket fired into the seventh or eighth floor. No one seemed quite
sure where the third had hit. Not a piece of furniture was gill slanding upright in Micamberlecto's
gxth-floor office. All thelights and the wired com lines were dead, but the portable comlinks were il
operationa. There had been two or three bad injuries from broken glass, but no fatdities, for amiracle.

"Chewiel Chewiel ThisisHan! Comein!" Han had been frantically trying to raise Chewbaccaon his
comlink since the moment of thefirst blast. His children. His children were up there. If anything had
happened to them.

"Chewiel Chewiel Comein, please!”

"Dad! It's me, Jacen. Dad, are you and Mom okay?"

"Jacen! Yes, yes, werefine. Where are you?' Relief washed over Han, and vanished just as suddenly.
They were dtill dive, but the danger wasn't going away.

"We're on the roof, headed for the Falcon. Chewi€e'stoo busy to talk.
"I'll bet heis. Did heget dl of you out?'

"Yes! Hegot dl three of uskids up here, and Ebrihim and Q9, too. But Chewie sayswe haveto leave
without you!"

"He'sright, son," Han said. "He'sright. Y our mother and 1 haveto stay here." No sensetelling him that
they had to stay here because the lower turbolift shaft had dmost certainly been blown to bits along with
the stairwell. Han wasfairly certain that the explosions had been touched off in order to bottle up the
governor-generd in hisoffice.

"Well meet up with you when we can. Right now you have to do what Chewie says, and take care of
your sister and brother.

"But, Dad-"

"No timefor that now," Han said. "Get in that ship and do what Chewie says. Tell your brother and sister
that your mother and | love you very much. Now go. Go."

"Okay," sad thetiny voice coming from the comlink.



"Well do our best. Good-good-bye, Dad.”

"Good-bye, son," Han said, wondering just how long agood-bye it might be. There were at least fair
oddsthat it would be forever. He stuffed the comlink in his pocket and went over to where Leiawas
tending to the GovernorGenerd. It looked asif Micamberlecto was only shaken up, not serioudy injured.
Not even abroken bone, which was abit of amiracle considering how long hisarm and leg bones were.

"Chewie hasthekids" Han said. "They've reached the Falcon and should be able to lift off any second
Now.

They'redl okay."

"Thank the starsfor that,” Lelasaid. "I reached out to them with the Force, and | could fed they were
scared but dl right, but they were so terrified | couldn't get anything more. Good. Good."

"Well, it'sthe only thing that is good around here," Han said.

* * * Chewbacca powered up the Millennium Falcon's repul sor engines and dammed them over to
maximum from a standard start. He did not want to let anyone get a chance to draw abead on the ship.
The Falcon shot straight up in the air, and Chewie cut in the main sublight engines the moment hewas
clear, not even thinking about a course. The Falcon legped forward and up into the sky, toward space
and the safety of the stars. Chewie had no course, and no navigational fixes, but he also had no options.
He had to get out of there and far away as soon as possible. Once they were in space, he could worry
about where they were going.

Assuming, of course, that the Falcon held together that long.

* * * Two hours after the double explosions, the Governor-Genera's office was back in some sort of
order. There didn't seem to be any hope of reaching the upper floorsfor the time being, but the
lower-level explosion had not been as effective at cutting off escape-if that indeed had been its purpose.
It might just have been someoneraising arather vigorous objection to New Republican policy. In any
event, there seemed to be two or three places where it would be possible to drop to the ground from
what was |eft of the second or third floor.

Of course, it seemed more than alittle likely that there were snipers out there. But Han didn't see much
chance of living through dl thisanyway. At this point, everyone till in CoronaHouse was, to dl intents
and purposes, apoalitica prisoner, and probably a hostage aswell. And the people running this show
didn't seem like the types who would need much excuse to shoot hostages. No, better to go out hisown
way. He had ajob to do, and hewould do it as soon as it was nightfall.

Hefound a private corner of the office, pulled out his comlink again, and set it to anew frequency. He
had to assume that someone out there was listening in-but on the other hand, either the comlink's
scramblers were working, or they weren't. It was not atimefor playing it safe. If he started talking in
vague, cryptic plrrasesthat could easily produce fatal confusion.

"Solo to Kalenda. Comein. Comein. Do you read.”

No answer. Hetried again. " Solo to Kaenda. Comein.

Comein. Do you read?'



"ThisisKadendato Solo,"” said the voice over the comlink'stiny speaker. "l was Sarting to worry."

"Wll, don't stop yet," Han said. "Things are not going to get better. | have ajob for you, and it needs
doing. Do you think you could get to the spaceport and steal aship?

Onewith ahyperrlrive?’
"Possibly," Kalendasaid. "It won't be easy.”

"Then it'stime to do something hard. Besides, | should be ableto give you some help. | an going to try
and get out of here an hour after sunset. Do you have agroundcar or a hovercar at this point?’

"Groundcar, yes."

"Good," he said. "Then meet me in three hours at the corner of Starliner and Volbick." He did not bother
to ask her if she knew where that was. If she was the sort of person who couldn't manageto find it on
her own, they were al dead anyway. "1 have a package-avery smal packagefor you. Y ou areto deliver
it directly and personaly either to Mon Motlima, Admira Ackbar, or Luke Skywalker."

"Y ou sure don't ask for much,” she said.
"I try to avoid thinking small,” Han said. "See you in three hours™

* * * Chewbaccaroared his anger as the two PPBs came back for another pass. The patrol boats had
picked him up just dter he cleared the atmosphere, and they had been maintaining the pursuit ever since.

Ordinarily, apair of PPBswould be no match for the Millennium Falcon, but Chewie wasflying with a
droid, aDral, and three children for a crew. The best he could hope for was that they would al stay
strapped in. None of them could be any help in adogfight. With no one on board capable of handling the
quad-laser turrets, the ship was without half of itsfirepower. He had to fly the ship and fight, al on his
own.

He swung the nose of the Millennium Falcon about and made ready for another pass. He fired the
forward lasers, and took out one of the PPBs, but the second shot passed over the starboard wing,
laying down intense firefrom closerange.

A lucky shot managed to get in through the shields, and the Falcon shuddered with the force of the hit.
Chewbacca brought the ship around one more time and pumped fired into the PPB. He caught it on the
last burdt, and its shielding gave out. It flared over and exploded in spectacular fashion.

That was good asfar asit went, but Chewbacca didn't even need to check the systems board to know
that the one lucky shot had blown out part of the hyperdrive.

They were stuck in the Corellian System.

It was an hour short of sunset at Corona House when the next, and biggest, surprise came. The

hol oscreen and flatview screens tuned to the standard broadcast channel's had been showing nothing but
static since dawn. Suddenly the static cleared, and an emblem Han had seen before appeared on the
screen, to the sound of trumpets blaring and drums pounding a martia best.

The emblem of agrinning, stylized human skull with aknifein itsteeth, and thewordsHUMAN



LEAGUE undernegth.
It was suddenly very plain indeed who had the upper hand, at least in the city of Coronet.

The trumpets kept up their fanfare for afew minutes, summoning everyone to come and see, come and
hear. Han, Leia, the governor-genera, and his saff gathered around the largest holovid that was il
functioning, and waited to see what would happen next.

It was not what any of them expected.

The skull emblem faded out, and a human male face took its place. A face that brought gasps from half
the peoplein theroom, and had dl of them turning and looking at Han.

It was Han'sface.

Han with black-brown hair that was shot through with gray, Han afew kilos heavier, Han with aheard,
Han with astern expression that did not belong on hisface. And yet, even with al the differences
between Han and the man in the holovid, the resembl ance was close enough to be eerie.

Han stared at the screen, and felt his heart pounding hard, his hands growing clammy with swedt. It was
imposshble.

Impossible. But thereit was.

"Humans of Cordlial" the man in the holovid said, and that was enough to evoke another gasp from
everyonein the office. The man had Han's voice aswdll. "I am the Hidden Leader of the Human League
of Cordlia, and | do now hereby reved mysdf to you. Many of you may well have known therewasa
Hidden Leader, even if you did not know who had the honor to hold the post. That person ismysdf. My
nameis Thrackan Sal-Solo.

Leialooked at the screen in astonishment. "Han-that man. HE'S"
"He'smy cousin,’ Han said, hisvoiceflat, bitter, angry.

Suddenly the past that he thought he had escaped had caught up with him again. "My first cousin, my
father's sgter's son, he went on. "Heisnot anice man, to put it mildly.

| thought he died years ago, before | |eft Corellia, back when he dropped completely out of sight.” Han
looked at the screen, at the face that was so like his own. " Of course,' he said thoughtfully, "afew people
have thought | was dead myself, now and then.”

"At leadt it explains why that Human League mob grabbed you and then let you go," Lelasaid. "They
must have thought you were someone doing abad job of pretending to be him. And it was hisvoice on
the recording.”

"I should have known then,” Han said. "Maybe | did know, and | didn't want to admit it." But Thrackan
Sd-Solo was il spesking. "I was once ahigh officia in the Imperid government of this sector,” he said,
"and | was the designated successor to the last Diktat under the Empire, before the usurpation by the so
caled New Republic. | am, therefore, the legitimate ruler of this sector, and | do here and now declare
mysdlf to bethe legaly appointed Diktat of Cordlia"My trusted comrades and | have worked long and
hard for this day. Now, findly, the day of our liberation from the oppressive al-species policy of the



traitorous New Republicisat hand. | hereby further declare the secession of the Corellian Sector from
the New Republic. From thistime forward, we shall be independent, with no Republican master in power
over us. "For those of you who doubt that my colleagues and | have the power to back up these
pronouncements, let me say more. About two weeks ago a supernova explosion occurred on the
outskirts of the Corellian Sector. The de facto Governor-Genera of the New Republic government has
recently been provided with convincing proof that it was the Human League who caused that explosion,
and the Human League that stands ready to cause further stellar explosionsif our just demands are not

"Wait asecond!" Han protested. "The message last night told usthat we weren't to tell anyone. Why ishe
teling everyone?"

"Shhh," Leasaid. "We need to hear this."

"We hereby demand that the so-called New Republic commence immediate operationsto deport dl
Drdl and Sdlonians and other nonhumans off the planet of Cordliawithin thirty standard days," Sal-Solo
went on. " Otherwise, we will be forced to proceed with plansfor our next stellar detonation.”

It was Leidsturn to object. "Is heinsane?’ she asked.

Even if we brought every transport in the gdaxy, there wouldn't be time enough to evacuate them al. And
where would we put them?’

Thrackan Sal-Solo smiled at the camera, but his eyes remained hard and flinty. "Thisisaday we have
waited for these many years. It isnow at hand. Now we can build toward freedom for al humanity in this
sector, unfettered and unsullied by association with lesser races. The current disturbances will soon be
under control. Y our new government will be issuing new pronouncements within the next few days. The
futureisfull of promise" He paused amoment, and the smilefel awvay from hisface, leaving behind only
hard-edged stedl.

"And thefutureisours" he said. "Thank you dl, and good night.

The holovid went blank, and then filled with static-and then, suddenly, wasfilled with blindingly bright
flares of color, while blaring, deafening sound roared from the speakers.

"Jamming!" Han shouted over the noise. Someone shut off the holovid, and silence returned.

"It'sdl channels" one of the com techs announced.

"Everything isblanketed."

"So that'swhy they could tell the people and il tell usnot to tell theuniverse” Leiasaid. "But if dl
communications are blanked out, how are we supposed to negotiate, or call in transports, for that
meatter?

"I havethe feding well find out,” Han said. "But I'm not playing by hisrules, anyway. I'm going to meet
Kaendain alittle over an hour, and hand her a copy of the data chip we got last night, together with
whatever other information we can get together. I'm going to create asbig adiversion as| can and hope

she can stedl aship and go for help.”

"l can't help noticing that you're not asking permission about dl this" Leiasaid. "But at least you're being



draight and telling me about it," she said.

"Then I'll keep on being straight and say that | doubt I'll be coming back anytime soon,” he said. "The guy
cregting the diversion is usualy the one who gets caught, and thistime | don't think they'll let me go
because | 100k like the boss."" "Then we don't have much time," Lelasaid, putting her arms around him
and laying her head on his shoulder.

"We never do, Princess," hesaid. "We never do."

CHAPTER NINE TEEN Cfrcle Unbroken hat's not going to work," Anakin said, looking over
Chewbacca's shoulder. "Y ou'll haveto go outsdeto fix it." The Wookiee let out an irritated burbling
noise as he traced out the burned circuit.

"Am not ether,” Anakin said. "1 don't haveto guess.”

He pointed to a component that Chewbacca hadn't gotten to yet. " See? Thistoroidal reflector went pow.
Has to be because the starboard ion regenerator misaligned. Nothing € se coulll do that.”

Chewbacca moaned as he looked at the reflector. It had indeed burned out.

Q9 hoveredin, irritatingly close. Chewbacca resisted the urge to throw him against the compartment.
"Interestirig,” the droid said. "It would appear Anakin is correct. Which meansthere is no hope of
reaching hyperspace until we can land and make repairs. Asthere is not much chance of our returning
safely to Cordlia, | would sugeest we try to reach Drall. My master's people are there, and we have at
least some hope of a peateful reception.”

Chewbacca leanod back against the bulkhead and moaned to himsalf. He had reached precisdly the
same conclusion ten minutes before. There was nothing worse than a smartaleck droid except for a
smart-aeck droid who wasright.

Kaendawatched Solo as he drove the ground car. So far it had all gonewell, in fact remarkably well
consdering theleve of chaosin the city. They had passed any number of burning buildings, shot-up
vehicles, and dead bodies.

But there did not seem to be many people willing to be out after dark, and Solo knew the city well. He
could thread them through the back streets, away from the looters and the rioters and the goon squads.

She looked again at the data chip she wasto carry back. It contained a copy of the threat message,
aong with whatever other information the staff of the governor's office could think of to include. A little
blob of black, the size of her thumb. Strange that something so small and unimportant looking could be so
vitd. If the Human League meant what it said about more supernovas, millions of lives might depend on
her getting through. She dipped it back and sedled it into the pocket of her jacket.

"Were dmost there," Han said. Y ou ready?"

"Moreor less" shesaid. "Asready as|'m going to be." But there was more she had to say. "Captain
Solo, | just wanted to say that-that I'm sorry | got your family into this."

"You didnt,” Solo said, hiseyes ill on the road ahead.

"Y ou tried to give usthe clearest warning you could, and we didn't lislen to it. | think we would have



come here no matter what you said. All you did was make us abit more careful. Y ou did right. And you
didwel."

"Thank you," she said. "That means more coming from you than you can imagine. | hope-" She stopped,
knowing she had said too much.

"Y ou hope what?" he asked.

"I hope that your family comes out of thisdl right. I'm sorry. That's awfully persona. But | spent so long
watching them, keegping an eye on them-"

"It'sdl right," hesaid. "Thank you for saying it. | hope they come out of it dl right, too." yO~Th~you, Sr.
It's-it's been an honor to serve with Solo took his eyes off the mad for thefirst time and smiled at her, a
kindly, gentle expression. "Likewise, Lieutenant. Likewise." Heturned his eyes back toward the road.
"But we're getting close to the spaceport. Where's this turnoff of yours?'

"Just up ahead," she said. "It'sbarely adirt roadthereit is"

The groundcar swerved onto the turnoff and bounced aong the washed-out road. "Keep going, keep
goingokay, dow down," she said. "Shut off dl your lights and stop here for amoment.”

Han stopped the engine. Kaenda grabbed her macrobinoculars and got out, gesturing for Han to follow
her. She dropped to her knees and crawled up alow riseto her leftand promptly cut her arm on the
same old patch of razor growth. "Thisisthe place, dl right,” she said to Han, who had managed toget to
thetop of the rise without sdf-injury.

Shelaughed quietly to hersdf.

"What?' Han asked. "What isit?'

"Full circle,” shesaid. "Thisiswhere | watched to see you comein, and here you are in the same spot to
Seeme go out.”

"It'sabigger circlethan that,” hereplied. "Wefinaly get to usethe origina plan. | draw dl the atention
by making alot of noise, and give you a chanceto do your job."

"Well, let's hope it works the second time around,” Kalenda said, and then turned back to the business at
hand.

"Anyway, thisisthe closest you can get to the perimeter fence. Seeit there, just below us, about a
hundred meters forward?'

"Right,” he said. "No problem. Y ou picked out a ship yet?' he asked.

"Givemeasecond." She pulled out her macrobinoculars and put them to her eyes. "These things never
were anything much oninfrared,” she said. "L et's see. No, nothing there but PPBs. No hypeidrive. Wait a
second. There. An X-TJE Ugly, about five hundred meters from the fence.”

"I hate Uglies" Han said, "but it'syour cdl. You sureit'll have hyperdrive?’



"It ought to," she said. "Besides, there's nothing else out there I'd even have a chance of reaching.”
"Guards?'
"One on the X-TIE, none on the PPBs. Maybe they're alittle shorthanded.”

"Let'shope so," hesaid. "And if they are, then those PPBs have a very limited future. Off | go. You just
be ready to cut that fence when | come over therise.”

Kdendapulled out her blagter. "All set now," shesad.

"Then I'll seeyou on the other side," said Han. He gave her ajaunty salute, and then crawled backward
down the hill to the ground car.

* * * Han got back into the groundcar, and made sure his own blaster was at the ready and the miniature
thermal detonators were within easy reach. He put on the flash goggles, and hoped they worked this
time. They were supposed to respond instantaneoudly to any level of ambient light, but they tended to be
alittle persnickety. Thiswas going to be interesting. He rechecked his seat belt, switched the lights back
on, and gunned the engine hard.

The lumbering old groundcar toreitsway over the rise, smashing down the stand of razor grass asit went
over thetop. A series of fast blaster shots flashed out from the right of the car as Kalenda shot up the
section of perimeter fence directly in their path. The blaster shotswereright on target, but the fence
stayed up. It must have been tougher than it looked. Han floored the accel erator and aimed the ground
car straight for the fence. The car lunged down the other side of the rise, and smashed into the fence
head-on. It dammed its way through, and Han fought to keep control asthe car bucked and swayed
over the uneven ground.

Findly itswhed s hit the hard tarmac of the landing field, and Han was back in control. He pointed the
ground car at the nearest PPB and floored the engine again.

A blaster shot flared out of the dilkness, and struck the pavement just in front of the ground car. Han
jerked the steering whedl sideways, acting on sheer reflex, and then got back on course toward the PPB.
He pulled his own blaster out and stuck it out the driver's-sde door. He fired wildly in the genera
direction of the shat, not redlly expecting to hit anything. But aflare of light exploded in the middle
distance as afud tank went up, and Han was happy to take the bonus.

Hewas amost at the first PPB. He dnopped the blaster, juggled his hands to keep one on the wheel
while he reached for aminidetonator with the other. He flicked the safety off the little bomb, dowed long
enough to tossit in the genera direction of the patrol boat, and then accelerated, having no desireto be
too close when that thing went off.

Baroom! The detonator went up with aflash of light that the goggles handled perfectly, darkening down
inthe blink of an eye. The goggles cleared, and Han risked aglance behind him. Y esindeed, the
detonator had taken the PPB with it, and judging by the size of the crater, the ground car had come close
to joining the party aswell.

Han looked back toward the fence, and spotted asmall figure, dressed in black, running for al shewas
worth, straight for the X-TIE.

"Go!" he shouted, though she could not possibly hear him. "Go!™



Bits of flaming PPB were starting to drop out of the sky al around him, and he wove back and forth
across the tarmac, struggling to avoid them all.

Fwap! Ancther blaster bolt. but this one hit hisground car right in the engine. The vehicle ingtantly burst
into flame, and Han decided it wastime to be € sewhere. With the ground car till rolling, helet go of the
whedl. He grabbed his blaster in one hand, scooped up the rest of the minidetonators and tossed themin
his pocket with the other, then undid his seat belt and popped the door.

Herolled out of the groundcar and landed hard on his pocketful of detonators. He got to hisfeet, and
trotted forward as best he could, using the rolling, burning, smoking ground car for cover as he headed
for the next PPB. He pulled out the next detonator, set it for alonger delay, and rolled it gently toward
the patrol boat.

Shorthanded or not, the spaceport guards were starting to respond.

Han could see the lights of vehicles heading toward him, and airborne PPBs coming in. More blaster fire
struck to hisright, and he fired back as he dove.

The second detonator went up, but it must have rolled past the PPB. The explosion merdly set thisone
onfire, rather than destroying it.

Han glanced toward the X-TIE just in timeto see adight figure scrambling into it.

He decided to get rid of thelittle nasties and stop worrying about causing maximum damage. He pulled
out hislast three, punched in the timer studs, and threw them asfar as he could, one in every direction but
that of the X-TIE.

Thetriple exploson was too much for the flash goggles, and they blacked out dtogether and did not
clear.

Han pedled them off, and watched, with asmile on hisface, asthe X-TIE Ugly flew directly over his
head and headed for the sky. No way the PPBs could catch that thing with ared pilotiniit.

The spaceport guards were starting to converge. A spotlight from an approaching security hovercar
caught Han in its beam. He laughed, threw down his blaster, put his hands over his head, and waited for
them to come and get him.

Mission accomplished.

* * * They had found an emergency stairwell that wasn't too full of debris, and managed to clear it far
enough for Leiato get up to the fifteenth floor of Corona House.

Early in the day these apartments had been the hometo her family, and her family had al been there, safe
and together. Now, now they were al gone, scattered to the four winds, and the apartment was a
darkened, ruined shell of aplace, with the cold wind coming in through the broken windows.

But from here, she could see the spaceport. With agood strong set of macrobinoculars, she could see
the flares of the explosions, theflicker of blaster fire, the duller flame of burning ships. She could even see
the X-TIE getting away into the sky.



But she could not see Han.
And she knew she might never see him again.

,* * The X-TIE shuddered itsway up into the sky, the crude crossbreed of a ship threatening to come
gpart at the seams at any moment. Belindi Kaenda hung on for dear life and forced the wretched thing up
into the sky, out of atmosphere, and out into the depths of space. She could see now why this sort of
chop-job ship was cdled an Ugly.

But at least this particular Ugly had an absolutely standard hyperspace drive and navicomputer. At long
last she had the X-TIE up out of the atmosphere. She st it on a course that would keep it flying while she
did the jump caculations for the run to Coruscant.

Shefrowned at the readings the navicomputer was giving her. Something was not quiteright. The
gravimetric background readings were way too high, and growing stronger even as she watched. Not
strong enough to stop her jJumping into hyperspace, but they would be soon. She had never seena
reading like that, except around an interdiction ship in training exercises.

And who would have an interdiction ship out here?

Kaenda compensated as best she could for the heightened naadings, and made ready for the jump to
hyperspace. She turned flight control over to the navicomputer and hung on.

Thelightspeed engineskicked in. Starlines formed, and the X-TIE Ugly bucked and shuddered itsway
into hyperspace.

* * %

One of them, one of the cloud of hel pers and ass stants who aways wanted something of her,- was
waiting for Leilawhen she got back downgtairs. She could see him, watching her come back in, hoping
for the nod from her, the gesture that would alow him to agpproach. Very young, very earnest, with the
inevitable datapad full of vital datain his hands.

His office worker's clothes were till neat and clean, asif the whole nightmare day had never happened.
Bright, energetic, relentlessy polite.

Oneslike him were dwayswaiting for her, wherever she went. The hel pful people with the piece of
information they wanted to give her, the people who wanted just two minutes of her time, the oneswho
wanted to give or get just onetiny bit of advice, and never mind that her husband and children had just
been swept away from her, perhaps forever. Couldn't they give her any peace?

But the answer was, of course, that they could not. There was agaaxy to run, and never enough timeto
doit. Other peoplesfamilieswerein jeopardy thisnight, and they weretrusting in Lelato put things right.
She pushed her sorrow to one side and walked briskly over to the bright young technician who wanted
to see her.

"Ah, good evening, maiam. ~ Good in what way? she thought. But the words she spoke were at least
somewhat more palite. "Good evening,” she said, her tone abit brittle. "Y ou looked asif you wanted to
seme”

"Y es, maam. There's something | think you need to know. | work in the corn section. We're not having



much luck getting through the jamming, but while | wasworking on that, | noticed some very strange
readings on the gravimetric sensors.”

"Isthat supposed to mean something?' Lelaasked in acid tones, and then ingtantly felt guilty. "I'm sorry,”
she said, rubbing her forehead. "That was uncaled for. Please tell me what 1 need to know."

"Ah, yes, maam. Thank you. What it boils down to is that something seemsto be disrupting realspacein
the same way an interdiction ship does."

Suddenly the earnest young technician had her full attention. An interdiction ship did one thing, and one
thing only-generate gravitic energy in such away that hypersgpace could not forminitsvicinity. Ships
insde aninterdiction field could not jump to hyperspace, and shipsin hyperspace that passed through an
interdiction field were abruptly-sometimes violently-decanted out into normal space. "Tdll me more,” she
sad.

"Well, right now it'safairly week effect, but it's getting stronger by the minute, asif therewereavery
powerful interdiction generator just warming up very dowly. At the moment it's not enough to forcea
ship out of hyperspace or keep one from entering it, but it will be soon. But that's not the bad part.”

"What isthe bad part?' Leiaasked.

"The sze of theinterdiction zone, maam. If thisfield kegps growing at the present rate, it's going to
blanket the entire Cordllian star system.”

"Thewhole sysem?’ Leiaasked. "That'simpossible.
No one could generate an interdiction field that big."

"Except someone is, maam. And when that field reachesfull strength, nothing is going to be able to- get
within alight-week of this star system in hyperspace. We're going to be cut off from the outside.” The
young technician put down his datapad, knit hisfingers awkwardly together, and he looked away from
Leia down at acorner of thefloor.

For thefirgt time the fear in his own voice came through.
"It means," he said, "that we're not going to get any help.”

Leia Organa Solo found a place to be alone in an empty, windowless conference room across from the
GovernorGenera's office. It was agood placefor her, just then, for from there she could not see the sky,
or the spaceport, or the stars that were suddenly so much farther away.

Her family waslost to her, lost to the depths of space.

The Cordlian System, in asingle day, had somehow found away to backdide into the worst sort of
irrationa species hatred, the sort of thing that should have been left in the dime athousand generations
before. Neighbor was turned against neighbor in athree-way fight that could only grow more vicious as
the wounds cut degper. And the Corellian Sector had seceded from the New Republic in away that
could only tempt othersto do the same. She knew how fragile the fabric of the New Republic still was.
She knew how easy it would beto tear it to shreds, how impossible it would be to put it back together.

But there were plenty of other worries besides mere politics. Where had Mara Jade gone? She had



vanished. How were abunch of thugs like the Human League capable of stedling the most secret New
Republic data? How were they able to blow up stars on command? Were they truly capable of
exterminating an entireliving Star system if they did not get their way? And who was producing this
massive new interdiction fied?

And they were dl counting on her. If she made only the dightest effort, used the least of ability inthe
Force, she could quite literdly fed their need, there in the GovernorGenerd's office. They needed her,
had faith in her, believed that she would find the way out of thisfor al of them.

And she did not have the least ideawhat to do next.

Leiareached down, degp into hersdlf, into the power of the Force, and searched for the strength that
would let her hang on.

Luke Skywalker made hisway back to the control cabin of the Laay Luck and sat down in the copilot's
sedl.

"Almost there," Lando said, glancing up from his seet at the pilot's station.

"Good," Luke said, strapping himsdlf in. "1t'll be good to see Han and Lelaand the kids again.” Lando
looked over and grinned wolfishly. "It'll be even better to cut some nice big deds at that trade summit.”

Lukelaughed. "If only it were that easy,” he said.

"Then maybe-" Suddenly the Lady Luck shuddered violently from stem to stern, and went into aviolent
tumble as haf adozen darms sounded at once. "Luke!" Lando shouted as he wrestled with the attitude
controls. "It'san interdiction field! I1t's knocked us out of hyperspace. Shut down the hyperdrive motors
before they burn out!"

Luke reached out and shut down the hyperdrive, sllencing most of the darms. Lando pulled the ship out
of itstumble and hit aseries of reset commands, quieting the last of the derts.

Luke let hisfriend work. He could sense something, a huge and powerful disturbancein the Force. He
closed his eyes and reached out with his Force senses.

"What wasthat?' Lando demanded, when he finaly had the ship put to rights. "What maniac would put
aninterdiction field way out herein the middle of nowhere?

"Not out here," Luke said as he opened hiseyes. "In there." He pointed through the viewscreen toward
the stilldistant point of light that was the star Cordll, at least two months travel away at sublight speeds.
"It'svery weak, and very subtle, but | can fed theway it interacts with the Force. Wevejust hit the
fringes of an interdiction field that coversthe whole Cordlian ar system.”

"Areyou nuts?' Lando asked. "No one could build an interdiction field that big. No one.”
"Well someone has" Luke said. "It'shere. Weve just run into the edge of it."
Luke reached out again, thistime trying not to sense the shape of afield in space, but thefed of the

mindsin the Corellian System. He did not try to reach any one mind, but instead to get some overal
sense of emotion. Even at this extreme range, he ought to be able to get something.



But the power of what he got back astonished him. Hate, fear, revenge, anger, terror-all the dark
emotionswere running wild in the minds of the Corellian System.

"Lando," Luke said, "turn this ship around. Were not more than afew hundred kilometersinsde the
interdiction field. Fly usback out of the interdiction field in norma space, and then set alightspeed course
for Coruscant. We need to go for help. Now."

Lando seemed about to protest, but then he stopped.

“You'reright," hesaid. "Y ou're absolutely right." He took up the contrals, and began turning the ship
around.

"Hurry, Lando," Luke said.

Lukelooked out the viewport again, to the gleaming light of Cordl. "Hurry," he said again.
"I've got abad feding about this."

TO BE CONTINUED
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