STARWARS: DARK FORCES

Rebe Agent

BY

William C. Degts

EzraTucker

CHAPTER ONE

Morgan Katarn was afraid. Afraid that he had missed something important, afraid that the planet
which hung just beyond the transparisted view port would prove unsuitable, and afraid that in spite of his
considerable efforts, the Imperials would find the three hundred and forty-seven men, women, and
children under his care and transport them to dave labor camps from which few, if any, would return.

All because they had exercised that most basic of human liberties - the right of free speech. First in
meetings held within the privacy of their own homes, then in loosely organized getherings, and findly in
Baron's Hed, Sulons principa city. Because the demonstration was over before Imperia forceshad time
to react, the colonists escaped without arrest, much to the loca Commandant's embarrassment.

However, thanks to the holos that had been taken and atraitor in their midst, it was only a matter of
time before the "agitators’ would be identified and punished.

Even though Morgan Katarn admired the philosophy of nonviolent resistance, which the
demongtrators espoused, and believed the strategy would work in the long run, he feared the "long run”
might last athousand years - aperiod of time during which millions might suffer and die. That being the
case, he had eected to stay home. Some of the demongtrators had labeled him a coward and pointed out
that nonviolent res stance often required more courage than combat, but M organ stuck to his convictions.
Armed res stance had weakened the Empire's grip and armed resistance would bring it down.

The Imperias could have responded to the demonsiration in anynumber of ways - including show
trias, transportation to dave labor camps, or out-and-out murder. But the demonstrators considered that
unlikely . . . until three families were massacred in one night, their homes burned to the ground, and
Imperial AT-AT tracks|eft for everyoneto see.



Morgan Katarn had their attention by then and, with funding supplied by Rebd sympathizers,
organized an escape plan. The effort that followed, which involved hiding the fugitiveson a
long-abandoned space station, hiring ablockade runner, dipping out of Sulon's system undetected, and
making the long, uncomfortable flight to Ruusan, had been nothing less than a series of minor miracles.
However, the hard part was over now - or so Morgan hoped. He turned to Captain Jerg.

The merchant officer was atal, somewhat gaunt man, who favored a Republic-era Captain's cap, a
swest-stained tank top, and once-white pants. His feet, for reasons Morgan had never understood, went
eterndly bare. "So," Morgan asked, "what'sit like down there?'

Jerg gave acharacterigtic shrug. "There's some low-profile indigs, pockets of ruins, and alot of
good-for-nothing red estate. The planet has a class-one atmosphere though, enough gravity to keep your
feet on the ground, and something more . . . Something so specid you can't hardly find it anymore.”

Morgan saw the gleam in the other man's eyes, knew it was a setup, and asked the question anyway.
Success, assuming such athing was possible, would hinge on Jerg's cooperation. "Y es? What's that ?*

Jerg grinned. Histeeth were badly in need of cleaning. "There ain't no Imperiasdown there..... Get
it?"

Morgan forced achuckle, indicated that he "got it," and posed the obvious question. " So how did
you find it? And what's to say the Imperials won't, too?"

Jerg shrugged. "It happened about ten years ago. There was a Destroyer on our tails. Wetook a
random hyperspace jump and wound up here. Asfor the rest, heck, you're old enough to know there
ain't no certainties, no way to be absolutely sure of the crew or to guarantee that an Imperid probe droid
won't drop in for alook-see. But it ain't happened yet . . . and that makes this the best shot you're likely
to get.”

The answer wasn't especialy reassuring, but it was honest, and the fact that Jerg and his crew
continued to store contraband on Ruusan was atestament to the blockade runner'sfaith. That, plusthe
fact that the space station's holds were both cold and crowded hel ped make the decision. Morgan
nodded. "All right, then . . . take them down."

The Cyclops carried two shuttles - both of which were kept in excellent repair - anecessity since so
many of Jerg's cargoes were transferred under less-than-ided circumstances. And it was agood thing,
since each shuttle would have to make nine trips before the fugitives and their gear arrived dirtside.
Morgan accompanied the first load of passengers.

The colonidts, for that's what they were about to bccome, were an uncharacteristicaly silent group -
teeth chattering from days spent in the nearfreezing holds and bodies hidden beneath multiple layers of
clothes. The children, anormally rambunctious lot, were withdrawn.

Morgan could hardly blame them. Life on Sulon had been hard, but most of the protesters had been
second- or even third-generation farmers, which meant the security of ahouseto livein, whatever
possessions they had managed to accumulate, and enough to est.

Now they faced starting over, and, even worse, on a planet they'd never heard of, with aminimum of
supplies and the congtant thresat of discovery. It was enough to make the most determined optimist alittle
depressed. A lineformed and jerked through the lock as a crew member checked the settlers againgt the



list on his datapad.

Morgan spotted awoman struggling to corral three smal boys. Citizen Roskin, if he remembered
correctly. The Rebel leader scooped the youngest of the brood into his arms and offered the boy's
mother a grandfatherly smile. "Can | give you ahand? My son isgrown. But | remember when he was
thissze"

The woman smiled gratefully, provided her name to the purser, and passed through the lock. Morgan
nodded and followed. One vessd was dawn on the surface, so the hangar bay seemed half empty. The
remaining shuttle crouched asif ready for action. The ramp gave dightly asthey shuffled aboard. The
interior smelled of paint and ozone. Twenty rows of bolt-down seats had been ingtaled in the cargo
compartment. A crew woman pointed them toward the rear, and they obeyed. Morgan found a seet for
the boy, secured his harness, and did the same for himself.

There was await, and the youngster atarted to fuss. Morgan removed the multi-tool from abelt
pouch, popped the power pak into the palm of his hand, and offered the device for inspection. Kyle had
givenit to him five years before, and the handle bore hisinitias. The toddler grabbed the tool and shoved
one end into his mouth.

Morgan remembered that Kyle had been equally fascinated by hisfather'stools and, more important,
by what they could accomplish. By the time he was ateenager, the lad could disassemble, troubleshoot,
and repair anything on the farm, including Wee Gee, the family's one-of-a-kind droid.

The pilot interrupted Morgan's thoughts with a perfunctory safety lecture, lifted the shuttle on its
repulsors, and guided the vessel out through widely gaping doors. The cargo compartment had no view
ports, so there was nothing to look at.

The boy removed the now-gooey object from his mouth, said something unintelligible, and alowed
thetool to dip from his grasp. Morgan strained againgt his harness and managed to grab the device
beforeit drifted away. His thoughts returned to Kyle.

Therewere only two things he regretted about hislife - hiswifée's premature desth, and the fact that
hislack of financia resources had forced Kyle into a choice between life as a subsistence farmer and the
Imperid Military Academy on Carida, an indtitution well known for its engineering curriculum, its
unbending discipline, and its ability to produce the kind of fanatics he sought to defest.

Morgan remembered the day they had parted - how Kyle had looked in his uniform and how difficult
it had been to keep hisvoice steady. "'l want you to remember, son, when you're a the Academy, how
very proud | am of you."

Kyle nodded, said dl theright things, and boarded the first in aseries of shipsthat would carry him to
Carida. Time passed, but the questions continued to nag: What would the Imperids make of hisson? A
man to be proud of ? Or amonster capable of murdering peoplein their beds? And whose fault would
that be? Kyle's? Or his?

The boy gurgled, smiled engagingly, and crossed his eyes. Morgan smiled in return. "I don't know
about Kyle, but they won't get you."



"Fort Nowhere," as Jerg's crew liked to call it, was shaped like a six-pointed star. All-purpose
blaster cannon had been mounted at each of the star's points, the ball turrets ensuring that any attacker,
regardless of approach, would enter an effective crossfire.

The cannons, plus subsurface missile batteries and rammed-earth walls, made the fort impregnable by
anything lessthan afull-scale Imperia raid. A more-thansufficient deterrent to pirates and the rarely seen
netives.

A series of interconnected caverns were used to warehouse Jerg's cargoes and the supplies required
to maintain the'Clops.

The pilot produced the necessary codes, received clearance, and lowered the shuttle onto a
sun-faded X.

The ramp touched duracrete, alight appeared, harnesses were rel eased, and the passengers were
alowed to disembark. Many

appeared dazed as they |eft the ship, staggered under the weight of the noonday sun, and shucked layer
after layer of clothes.

Morgan followed them off the ship, located those he had identified as having leadership potentia, and
led them through a blastproof gate. Theland looked tough, asif it had been half-cooked and then left out
to dry under the sun.

Mountains were abarely seen presence to the west. A roadbed so old that only its vegetation-clad
Symmetry served to give it away angled to meet them. The settlers eyed the harsh landscape, squinted
into the sun, and kept their thoughts to themsalves asthey climbed ahill. Fresh crawler tracksled the

way.

The supplies were stacked as Morgan had requested, within eyesight of the fort but beyond the
scope of itsdirect influence, anecessity if the newcomerswere to establish their independence and
protect their children from the seamier aspects of fortresslife.

The Site occupied arise and looked out onto one of the planet's many reddish-orange wastelands.
The location, plusthe supplies, and the coal, clean water that gushed from the recently drilled well, were
aufficient to raise the colonists spirits. Jokes were told and discussions begun. Twenty minutes later, the
newly landed colonistswere hard a work revisng Morgan's plans, arguing over how to divide the
surrounding land, and jockeying for power within agovernment they hadn't formed yet. Morgan smiled.
Thingswere on theright track.

Morgan stayed with the settlersfor three locd days, welcomed successive waves of colonists,
ensured fair trestment of the newcomers by the "firsties,” helped erect temporary shelters, and guided
groupsinto the caverns where mirrors and fiber-optic cable would be used to pipe sunlight down from
the surface. Morgan was afarmer himself, and when he explained how sunlight could be combined with
fertilizer and drip-styleirrigation to produce hedthy crops, they beieved him.

Finally, when it became apparent that some of the colonists had become too dependent on his
leadership and others chafed under the restrictions it imposed, Morgan knew that it wastimeto leave
them for awhile.



He borrowed a skimmer. It was more than ten years old, dented from hard use, and nearly stripped
of itsyelow paint. The name Old Codger had been hand | ettered onto the floater's bow, and that seemed
to tell the story. But appearances can be deceiving. Morgan conducted his own inspection and found that
the skimmer, likedl of Jerg's equipment, wasin excellent repair.

The rear seats had been removed to make room for cargo, so Morgan had plenty of space to stash
his borrowed camping gear, acrate full of

parts, the tools required to ingtdl them, and four five-liter containers of water. Thiswould be more than
enough if hewas careful.

The natives weren't supposed to be hostile, but Morgan took ablast riflejust to be safe, dong with a
comm set and surviva gear.

Morgan knew that asin most desert environments, the best timeto travel was a night. But he wanted
to see the countryside. By traveling in the morning and evening, he hoped to avoid the worst part of the
heat and gtill seethe sights.

Heleft so early in the morning that the stars were out, and the sentry shook his head in amazement.
Hefigured that anyone who ventured into the badlands, and didn't have to, was out of hismind.

Morgan, who hadn't taken anything like a vacation in more than fifteen years, gloried in hisfreedom.
The speeder hummed, the stars wheeled, and the wind caressed hisface. It was fresh and carried the
scent of the low-growing bushes - from which aromatic oil could be extracted if the colonists cared to
giveit atry - that covered much of theland.

For lack of a better destination, Morgan chose to follow the old roadbed. It took considerable
resourcesto build such ahighway . . . . So wherewould it lead? To acity? Full of ancient ruins? He
hoped so.

Jerg's crew, none of whom looked forward to rotations on Ruusan, did what they were required to
do but ventured no farther than was absol utely necessary. Theinitia survey, conducted years before, had
revea ed one low-profile sentient life form, and that was al they needed or wanted to know.

Morgan, who never tired of learning, reveled in the opportunity to explore and observe. The
landscape assumed a soft, dmost surreal quality asthe early morning light painted it in shades of lavender
and gold. Theair, which was so completdy different from the stale, recycled stuff available aboard ship,
was fresh and codl.

The fedling of intoxication was so strong that he laughed out loud, opened the throttle, and cheered as
the skimmer surged ahead. It was good to be dive!

Hours passed, the sun hung high in the sky, and Morgan looked for a place to stop. He was hungry
and, more important, very, very warm. A semirigid avning had been included in his equipment, and it
wastimeto deploy it.

Morgan scanned the terrain ahead, spotted an interesting rock formation, and angled off to meet it.
The boulder, for that was what it appeared to be, looked like a haf-buried loaf of bread. The sun was
just pagt its zenith, which meant that "big loaf" threw some shade to the east. Morgan steered the speeder
into the rock's protection and felt the temperature drop.



Work had always come before play in Morgan'slife, and some habits are hard to break. He
instructed the on-board computer to run a routine diagnostics check on the floater's power plant and
tugged, snapped, and swore the awning into place. It was then, and only then, that he took time for lunch.

The cooler, which had its own power source, was extremely efficient. The beer was cold, the localy
grown fruit juicy, and the sandwich filling.

Having eaten hisfill and restowed his gear, Morgan decided to circle the rock. The landmark was so
prominent and so close to the road that it was certain to have been noticed. Maybe, just maybe, held find
something of interest.

Gravel crunched under his boots, an insect buzzed in his face, and beads of sweat dotted Morgan's
forehead. A wave of hot, sultry air swept in from the plains, ruffled the low-growing bushes, and logt its
will tolive.

Fissures appeared in the rock. Some were large enough to stick his hand into, though he didntt.
Patches of lichen clung here and there, and an animal scurried into its burrow. Interesting but not what he
had hoped for. No graffiti, no pictographs, and no tool marks.

Findly, having circumnavigated three-quarters of the rock and concluding that it had no secretsto
conced, Morgan found the very thing held been looking for - Sgnsof life,

Thefirgt thing he noticed was that while the blue-green ground cover grew fairly evenly everywhere
else, this patch of earth was bare. So bare, and covered with strange, striated tracks, that he concluded it
was subject to ongoing use.

of equa interest wasthe fact that twenty-five or thirty holes had been excavated in the area. All were
shdlow, and some contained scraps of semitrangparent tissue that produced an unpleasant odor and
dwindled in size asinsects carved the treasure into bug-sized servings and carried them away. What was
the stuff, anyway? And, more important, what created it? And why?

At first, Morgan thought the holes were too symmetrical to be thework of animals, but that was
before he remembered the nearly identica neststhat Sulon'sflatwings liked to construct and redlized his
assumption was wrong. He had no reason to believe that sentients were associated with the holes, but
that wasthe way it felt. Such fedings Morgan had fought to suppress hisentire adult life.

Morgan had aways been aware of the Force. Asachild, with no oneto guide his actions, he had
used his abilitiesto animate toys, to entertain his baby sster, to nudge peoplein the direction he wanted
them to go and, findlly, in an act that changed the rest of hislife, to push abully off balance. Not much,
just alittle, so hisfirst blow would be more effective. And the stratagem had worked. How could
Morgan know that the bully would stagger backward? Would trip over aroot? Would fal ten metersto
the rocks below? Would die as aresult?

No one knew what had actually taken place that day, and no one ever would, except for Morgan.
And what he knew, or thought he knew, was that he was too weak, too flawed to be trusted with such
an ability, ataent that never ceased to plague him, to convey information he didn't want to receive, to
remind him of that terrible day.

Suddenly paranoid, Morgan looked up and scanned the horizon. The desert shimmered and, with the
exception of asinglewind rider, was empty of life. Or so it gppeared. But the Force said otherwise.



Morgan returned to his skimmer, his steps not quite as deliberate as he would have liked them to be,
and was pleased to see everything just as held left it. The decision to abandon the origina plan and travel
during theworst part of the day suddenly seemed natural.

The next few hours were as unpleasant asthe first few had been pleasant. In following the roadbed,
Morgan was forced to face the sun. The goggles helped but failed to eiminate the glare. The sun screen
provided shade but couldn't counter the hest.

Still, time passed, and the kilometers unwound. Sunset found Morgan at the point where the desert
gathered itsdlf into dunes. The road had disappeared by then, lost below tons of drifting sand. Morgan
steered the floater between a pair of wind-scul pted mounds, found a U-shaped harbor, and brought the
vehicleto astop.

The Rebd knew there might be, and probably were, better camping sites back in the foothills, but
finding them in the dark would be difficult if not impossible, and he wastired.

It took the better part of an hour to secure the skimmer and find the equipment he needed. Dinner
conssted of stew and an ice-cold beer. It was refreshing, but the temperature dropped while he was
drinking it, and that caused him to shiver. He donned a jacket, emptied the can, and started some tea.

The sun disgppeared behind a mountainous dune while Morgan washed his dishes and laid out the
makings for breakfast. He found the utility lamps, connected them to the skimmer's distribution pandl, and
flipped a switch. The darkness took a sudden jump backward.

The wind shifted and blew from the north. Morgan shivered, shoved his handsinto his pockets, and
felt something approach.

Under normal circumstances, he would have refused the Force. But this was different. Hewas aone,
along way from help, and extremely vulnerable. The talent and the information it provided were suddenly
wecome.

The Rebd tried to appear casud as he strolled over to the Codger, killed the work lights, and
grabbed the blagt rifle. The meta felt cool and reassuring as the human fumbled for aglow rod and
moved away. Intruders, if there were any, would approach the vehicle, and lie had no intention of being
there when they arrived.

Sand shifted under Morgan's boots as he climbed the side of the dune. Perhaps he'd be able to see
who or what the creature or crestures were from a higher vantage point.

Ruusan had three smal moonlets, which Jerg's crew referred to as"the triplets.” Thefirst satdllite
popped over the eastern horizon as Morgan arrived on the dune's wind-scul pted summit. The breeze
made his collar flap.

The moonlight cast asurreal glow over the desert, and Morgan used it to reconnoiter. Something, or
an entire group of somethings, had entered the area. He couldn't see them, but he knew they were there.

Then, just as a second moon joined the first, he saw what he had come for. The natives were shaped
like medicine bals. There werefifty or sixty of them, dl told, rolling before the wind, headed hisway.

The very ideawas threatening. Morgan raised the blast rifle, sghted on the lead organism, and knew
he couldn't fire, not without provocation. He lowered the wegpon, felt for the electrobinoculars, and



switched them on. Though larger, the creatures appeared as little more than green blobs when viewed on
infrared.

The third moon appeared, adding even more light to the scene. Now Morgan redlized the natives
were possessed of specialized flaps of skin that acted as vanes. The natives could navigate in whatever
direction they chose by raising, lowering, or turning their flaps.

Theindigs, for he had no other name for them, had a ghostly quaity. They ran before thewind and
tacked as agroup. They sought out minor obstacles such as boulders, hit them in amanner that threw
their bodies high into the air, and tried to float asfar asthey could.

Something about the manner in which they moved communicated such freedom that Morgan wished
he could be among them, rolling through the night, bouncing with joy.

It was that behavior more than anything else that caused Morgan to smile and ding the blast rifle over
his shoulder. He was halfway down the dune before the risks associated with such acourse of action
occurred to him.

The bouncers, for that name seemed morefitting, deployed wind vanes, whedled to the right, and
rolled toward the dune. By thetime

Morgan reached the bottom, the natives were a hundred meters away and starting to dow.

Morgan wasn't clear on the dynamics of the process but watched in mute fascination as tentacles
appeared from within, curved back over globe-shaped bodies, and writhed when they touched the
ground. Morgan theorized that the sulbtle manipulation of the tentacles, plusfriction with the sand,
alowed them to brake.

The ball-shaped beings coasted to a halt, stood on gathered tentacles, and opened their enormous,
light-gathering eyes. It wasthen, asthe Rebel |ooked into their immense pupils, thet he redlized the
creatures were nocturnal. One of the natives "walked" forward on its tentacles, made a series of whistling
noises, and waited for aresponse.

Morgan shrugged hdplesdy. " Sorry, folks, | don't understand.”

A second globe approached, used one tentacle to smooth the sand and another to write with.
Morgan was pleasantly surprised. The syntax was strange, the words archaic but understandable
nonetheless. He trandated as they appeared. "Findly, you have come.” Morgan scanned the text again.
The words seemed to suggest that the bouncers had been expecting him. But that wasimpossible. He
held the glow rod in hisleft hand and used the multi-tool asastylus. ™Y ou were expecting me?"

The native read the words, smoothed them away, and wrote hisreply. "'And aKnight shal come, a
battle will be fought, and the prisoners go fre€. So saith the poem of ages.”

Morgan frowned. It seemed the natives had mistaken him for a character mentioned in the poem of
ages - whatever that might be. He chose hiswords with care. "Forgive me. . . but you are mistaken. |
am not now, nor have | ever been, a Jedi Knight."

This declaration seemed to ssump the bouncer, but only momentarily. Therewas agreat deal of
whistling and warbling as he, she, or it consulted the other members of the tribe. Then, with agreat sense
of dignity, the native wrote hisreply. "An dien knight will arrive from the east. Hewill fly through the air,



stay the night in the city ofOlmondo , and request directionsto the Vadley. So it iswritten. Knights can
manipulate the Force; you manipulate the Force, so you are aKnight."

Morgan felt a sense of wonder. Could the bouncers mani pulate the Force? He doubted that was the
case, but it seemed clear that at least some of them could fed it, which explained how they had managed
to locate him. Morgan swept the words away. New ones replaced them. "It'strue that | have the ability
to detect fluctuationsin the Force and that | flew across the desert, but the smilarity ends there. Please
alow meto point out that | didn't stay in the city ofOlmondo . Nor have | asked for any directions.”

The bouncer read the words, exchanged whistles with its companions, and wrote one word: "Wait."

Morgan watched in amazement as bouncers danced every which way, formed acircle, and Sarted to
dig. Half of their tentacles ended in deltashaped appendages which acted as small but efficient shovels.
Sand flew, and a crater appeared.

Then, just as Morgan was about to ask what they were doing, the activity stopped. A bouncer
nudged the human from behind; lie sumbled and paused in front of the newly formed depression. His
light wobbled over the ground, dipped into the crater, and settled on something completely unexpected -
the top of astone obelisk. It was black, and alien script descended into the sand.

The bouncer's leader, assuming that was what he was, wrote with one tentacle and pointed with
another, not in the direction of the recently uncovered artifact, but straight downward. "Olmondo.”

Morgan felt ice water trickle through hisveins. Olmondo! A city was buried benesth hisfeet! Who
knew how tall the obelisk was? Twenty? Twenty-five meters? How the bouncers knew where to dig was
acomplete mystery, aswas the extent to which his actions were digned with the poem. Wasthewhole
thing coincidence or something more? What if the bully had lived? What if Morgan had learned to use his
talent, had studied under aMaster, had carned a Knighthood? Would fate have drawn him here, to
complete amission laid down hundreds of years before? There was no way to be certain.

The question sounded innocent enough but raised the very real possibility that the bouncer was
meaking fun of him: "Areyou ready for the directions?'

Morgan rose early, prepared a Spartan breakfast, and went looking for the natives. While the
human'singtincts had driven him to find safety among the dunes, the bouncers had preferred to spend the
night out on the plains.

He rounded the same dune he had climbed the night before, fully cxpecting to see the bouncers
nestled into the sand but was domed to disappointment. Rather than the bouncers themselves, hefound a
series of shallow depressions, each covered by what looked like a carefully shaped, plastic tent which
was actudly made of thin, semitransparent tissue, the same sort of stuff held seen next to the
bread-loaf-shaped rock. Unlike most tents, each of these contained a strange, inverted cone.

A closer ingpection showed that the early morning sun had already warmed the air ingde the tentsto
the point where water droplets had started to form on the inner surface of the cones. Morgan could see
that asthe water globules grew larger, they would eventudly dide down the super-dick surface into the
tissue-lined reservoir at the bottom of the depression. Later, when the bouncers emerged from whatever



hiding place they had retreated into, a supply of water would be ready and waiting for them.

The solar il in the skimmer's surviva kit operated on the same principle. It was an interesting
example of the manner in which environment can shape evol ution. The human was careful to leavethe
depressions undisturbed.

Morgan scanned the entire area but was unable to find any trace of the black obelisk. The bouncers
had reburied the monument rather than risk discovery. The human felt honored by the extent of their trust
and wished he'd been able to spend more time with them.

Ason the day before, the morning hours were quite enjoyable. The air was cool and crisp, and his
spirits were high. The path, memorized from directions received the night before, carried Morgan into the
foothills. Theland appeared untouched at first, consisting asit did of rocky, scree-covered hillsides; hard,
flat-topped mesas, and deep, flood-carved canyons.

But astime passed, and Morgan's eyes grew accustomed to his surroundings, he saw hints of the
distant past. Or did he? Had nature carved out the seemingly uniform terraces that interrupted a distant
hillsde? Could that pile of boulders have been part of abuilding once? Was he tracing the course of a
riverbed or an ancient thoroughfare? There was no way to be sure.

Onething was certain, however. Asthe sun rose, and Morgan made his way even deeper into what
he had come to think of as"the badlands,” the Force thickened and acquired substance.

With it came the weight of his own doulbts, failures, and inadequacies. Did he believe in destiny? And
wasthis particular destiny his?

The possihility that it might hefilled Morgan with regret. What had the poem said?"And aKnight
shal come, abattle will be fought, and the prisoners go free?' What battle? What prisoners? Wasthe
poem little more than historical gibberish, or wasit something important, something he should have
prepared for . . . . The human hoped for thefirst - but feared the second.

The hours passed, an ancient roadbed appeared, and he followed it upward. The air, which should
have grown progressively thinner with increasing dtitude, became thicker insteed - so thick that the

human found it difficult to breathe and wondered why the skimmer was unimpaired. He checked his
indicators and checked them again. All were green.

Then, astheroad took aturn to the right and passed between piles of rubble, he felt something tickle
the back of hismind.

Thetouch wasfeather light initidly but evolved into asteady hum. The vibration increased until his
flesh tingled and histeeth Sarted to chatter.

Morgan wanted to turn back, wanted to run, and knew that was the way he was supposed to fed!.
Someone, or something, didn't like visitors and knew how to keep them away.

Thewors part was the knowledge that while he had the natura, inborn talent necessary to handle the
Stuation, it wasn't enough. He lacked the knowledge and experience necessary to make use of the talent.
That being the case, Morgan could do little more than observe and pass his observations on to someone
dse



The road gave way to an open area guarded by towering rock formations that looked like sentinels.
Curiosity plus a sense of persona connection drew him on. The skimmer dowed and coasted to astop.

Morgan saw an opening, its edges ragged with broken rock, and knew the mystery lay below.

The human | eft the skimmer and started for the hole. The atmosphere thickened, turned to quicksand,
and pulled at hislegs. Voices, so distant that the words merged into asingle moan, caused his head to
throb.

The opening, created when the roof of acavern had collapsed, was a haf-kilometer across. A single
shaft of light found the bottom, and shadows hid the rest.

The stairswere covered with debris but were still navigable. They curved to the right. The voices
continued to moan, and some grew more distinct than others. They pushed, prodded, and pulled at his
consciousness. These were the prisoners of the poem, the entities he'd been sent to rescue but lacked the
resourcesto help.

Findly, having curved hafway around the vertica shaft, the stairs came to an end. Morgan stepped
out onto the Valey floor, moved under an entrancelike arch, and was stunned by what he saw.

A shaft of sunlight danted down to illuminate the VValey's floor and the hundreds upon hundreds of
monuments that covered it. Some were little more than upright dabs, made from rock that had been part
of the chamber's ceiling. Others were more el aborate, ranging from blocky tombsto beautifully scul pted
Satues, miniature temples, and spires covered with dien hieroglyphics.

The human knew without being told that thiswas a place of death, aprison full of unreleased spirits,
and arepository of unthinkable power. Power so vast, so terrible, that it could extinguish asun, plunge an
entire solar system into darkness, and condemn billionsto death. But only if it fell into the wrong hands

He pulled the multi-tool from its pouch with the intention of scratching awarning into the archway but
couldn't contral it. The device fell from nervelessfingers and struck the ground-

The moaning grew to a crescendo. Morgan placed his hands over his cars, but the sound originated
from within. He back-pedaled, his head splitting with pain, knowing he had failed. All he could do was
hope that ared Jedi Knight would discover the place, fight the battle that must be fought, and release the
prisoners from their bondage.

Tears flowed from Morgan's eyes and wet his beard as he climbed the stairs and made hisway to the
skimmer. No matter what, he told himself, no matter how many excuses offered themselvesto hislips, he
couldn't escape the fact that he had failed.

It took hoursfor thewailsto fade, for the atmosphere to release him from its cloying grip, and for the
Forceto fed asit should.

During the daysit took to reach the fort and the weeks that passed during the voyage home, Morgan
never forgot the Valley or the spiritstrapped there.

So strong were hisfedings that the experience was ftill very much on his mind many months later
when his activities on behdf of theAlliance brought M organ into contact with a Jedi named Rahn.



It had been along day, and they had finished dinner. Wee Gee removed dishesfrom thetableasa
fire crackled in the fireplace and shadows danced across the walls. When the conversation took a
philosophical turn and the moment seemed right, Morgan took the plunge.

Thewordswere hdting at first, but Rahn was agood listener, and clearly interested . . . so interested
that he leaned forward and placed his chin on hisfists. Rahn had dark skin, high cheekbones, and
extremdy white teeth. His eyes sparkled with excitement. "Y es! Go on. The Master Y odatold me about
such aplace, and | searched for it. What did you find there?"

Morgan finished the story and watched, fascinated, as Rahn paced back and forth. Energy seemed to
crackle around him. His robes swirled and were attacked by sparks from thefire. "Thisisimportant . . .
very important. So important that | must gather ateam to investigate. We need expertsto probe and
understand this place. Then, with you as our guide, we will make the necessary journey.”

Morgan remembered the cavern and shuddered at the thought. Still, if it meant freedom for the voices
that continued to fill his head, then he would go. "Whatever you say. I'll provide the coordinates.”

"No!"

The answer was so vehement that Morgan was taken aback. Rahn saw his confusion and held up a
hand. "Sorry, my friend, but the knowledge is safer with you. Much safer. | must travel. And there are
those who hope to find me. Hide what you know and leave ingtructions for someone you trust. Those
who follow the dark side would like nothing better than to find this place and useit for evil."

Rahn |eft the following day, and the Knight who never was etched is secret into stone and left it for
his son. Then, like countless farmers before him, he plowed and planted. Winter waited, and people must
edt.

He was murdered afew months later.

CHAPTER TWO

The planet had been abeautiful place, possessed of long, sunny days, snow-topped mountains,
rushing rivers, and broad, fertile valleys. Valleysthat had been cleared, farmed, and owned by four
generations of settlers.

But that was before the Rebdllion, before the resources it had consumed, and before one of the
SoroSuub Corporation's mineral reconnai ssance droids settled into the middle of Farmer Zytho's Braal
field, tested the soil, and literdly hit pay dirt.

Little more than three loca months had passed before the liners dropped into orbit, and the settlers
were "paid" for their farms and shipped to a desert world on the edge of the Rim.

Theliners had barely broken orbit when apair of SoroSuub freighters appeared and sent shuttles
down toward the surface. Ten thousand machines rumbled out of their durasted bellies, established their



positions viaglobal positioning satdllites, and growled toward preassigned sectors. Each could edt,
process, and deliver fifty tons of ore aday. The Emperor would get hisweagpons - and the share owners
would get their money. Nothing else mattered.

This explained why the roads had falen into disrepair, many of the once-tidy farmhouses had sarted
to sag, and previoudy green fields had been transformed into machine-carved pits.

None of thisheld any particular interest for the three Jedi or the troops who accompanied them.
Their attention was on the Jedi called Maw. He stood in the first skimmer's bow, nogtrilsflaring as he
sampled the wind, looking like the figurehead on some barbaric ship. The

occasiond jab of ahand was sufficient to impart hiswishes. The helmsman steered accordingly.

The skimmers were perfect for the task. The large, open platforms housed repul sorlift engines and
made excdlent time over the gently rolling hills. Though vulnerable to ground fire, they afforded clear
views of the surrounding territory and, thanksto semirigid awnings, offered protection from the summer
un.

Maw grinned and alowed the wind to support asmall portion of hisweight. In spite of the fact that
the Rebelswere clever and skilled at covering their tracks, they couldn't hide what they felt. Their fear
sent ripples through the dark side of the Force, ripples Maw would follow inward until that which caused
them was located and killed.

Sarissand Y un watched with amusement. Though just asruthless, they felt somewhat superior and
viewed Maw with the same affection that hunters reserve for ther trackers.

Sarisswas an attractive woman of medium height. She wore her hair boyishly short and, like her
mentor, Jerec, ways dressed in black. Black, with just atouch of red on her lips, collar, and nails. Her
interest in the acquigtion and exercise of power made her one of Jerec's most trusted Lieutenants - yet
threatened the Dark Jedi aswell.

Y un, aJedi so young he appeared to be barely beyond his teens, sat to her right. She was his mentor
and the center of hismora universe. Not only the fact that he had been invited to come but that he was
treated as an equal added to hisinborn sense of superiority.

A comm unit crackled. An officer touched a button, saw the welknown face, and said, "Yes, dr."

Sariss detected the stiffness in his voice and knew who the caller was. She accepted the hand-held
unit and saw that she was correct.

"Jerec. How nice of you to cdl.”

"Have you captured them yet?' Thelack of agreeting wasintentiona one of the many devices Jerec
used to keep others off balance. The Jedi wastall, dmost regd in the way he carried himsdlf, and so
emaciated that his nearly tranducent skin gppeared to have been sprayed onto the surface of hisskull. A
strip of black leather concealed the caves where his eyes had been, and tattoos curved away from his
thin-upped mouth. The vengeance was in orbit above, but her sensors touched the ground.

Sariss smiled thinly. He knew that she knew that he aready knew the answer to the question. It, like
many of the things that Jerec said, wasintended to subjugate her. "No, my lord, but soon."



Jerec smiled. No one but Sariss referred to him as"lord."” 1t was

part of her never-ending attempt to manipulate him, and he enjoyed it. He commanded only the ship
beneath his boots, but he needed more. Much more. Hiswords were cold and said more than they were
intended to. "Good. | grow tired of waiting."

Rahn looked out over the skimmer's blaster-scorched stern. A three-day growth of beard covered
hisjaw. His once white robe was red with Rebel blood, and black where the blaster bolt had scorched
his shoulder. He could fedl those who followed - and knew what they were.

Rahn turned toward the bow. His companionsincluded Duno Dree, ayoung and not-so-experienced
pilot; Nij Por Ra, aportly professor of ancient linguistics; Cee Norley, awire-thin weapons expert; and
Rolanda Gron, aKlatooinian technologist. They looked for encouragement, and he offered asmile. The
wind caught the Jedi's words and hurled them into hisface.

"We haveachance. . . if we can buy sometime, if we can reach the ship, if we can shakethe TIE
fighters. Herésmy plan. . ." The Rebelslistened and were quick to agree.

Such was the confidence of those on board that the Imperia skimmersfollowed the road at acam,
amogt leisurdly pace. The Rebels could run, but they couldn't hide. Not with Maw on thejob. They
approached an intersection. Crudely made markersidentified the spot where thirty-six farmers had died
inavain attempt to defend their land. Sarissdidn't even notice. Her thoughts were focused on hersdif -
and the task before her.

Maw saw none of the beauty around him. None of the still-unviolated fields, the sun-dappled trees,
or the curve of anearby river. He sensed only fear, which drew him like carrion to blood.

Y un found Maw's talent distasteful, likening hisfellow Jedi to aNek battle dog, sniffing itsprey. He
preferred more eegant demongtrations of power, such as the way in which the dipstream sought to avoid
al contact with his carefully combed hair, or the manner in which acommando struggled to satisfy a
nonexistent itch. A rather interesting manipulationinwhichhehad.. . .

The missile struck as the second skimmer breasted the rise behind them. Y un missed the actud
explosion but turned in time to see wreckage cartwhed through the air and plunge to the ground. The
imperial force had been reduced by fifty percent. The ambush had Rahn written al over it. At least one of
his companions had known how to control their fear. He, or she, had gone undetected.

Y un grabbed arail asthe skimmer turned toward the threet. Sarisswas on her feet, eyes narrowed,
figts clenched.



Norley was till watching the effects of her handiwork rain down, still holding the empty missle
launcher on her shoulder when thefirst skimmer started to turn.

The weapons expert dropped the first tube, grabbed a second, and brought it to her shoulder. The
skimmer steadied and held. The Rebe'sfinger sought the firing stud. Something caressed her neck. She
shivered and resisted the temptation to check it out.

"Hold. .. hold. .. center on thetarget." That's what Tech Sergeant Hooly had said over and over
again - and that's what she did. The caressfelt soft, like the scarves her mother wore. Then it Sarted to
tighten, and tighten, and tighten some more.

Norley dropped the launcher, clawed at her throat, and gasped for air. It wastoo late. Her eyes had
started to bulge, and her skin had taken on a bluish tinge by the time the blaster bolt drilled a hole through
her chest.

Sariss saw the Rebe fall, snarled an order, and prepared for the turn. The bow came around and the
skimmer accelerated. Time had been lost - and gained. A Rebd had been sacrificed. Why? The answer
was obvious. Thefugitives had aship. All they needed was enough timeto reach it. Sariss snarled at the
helmsman. And the secondsticked away.

The ship, the same vessdl that brought the team to Dorlo in the first place, was small but adequate to
their needs. Precious seconds el apsed as the Rebdl s ripped the camouflage away, pounded up the ramp,
and strgpped themselvesin.

Duno Dree had dirty-blond hair, freckles that dusted the top of his nose, and peach fuzz on both
cheeks. He claimed to be twenty but was actualy seventeen. He cut the preflight sequence by fifty
percent, eyed indicators as he flipped switches, and wished he was half the pilot he claimed to be. HEd
flown hisfather'sin-system freightersfor six years. Well - threg, given that haf histime was spent in
schoal. It wasn't enough.

Thetrip had seemed like alark at first, an adventure to tell his children about, not the life-and-degth
mission it had become. The team had landed on Dorlo in order to convince Nij Por Ral that he should
join them. Something he had agreed to do, but with obvious reluctance.

It seemed that SoroSuub's mining droids had uncovered an ancient, three-milelong wall, and the
company had hired the professor to decipher the writing that covered its surface. Not to preserve the
remains of aonce-great culture but to take advantage of whatever knowledge was at hand. Por Ral had
decided to tolerate the endeavor rather than see the artifact destroyed. To leave now, and to do so
without securing the company's permission, wasto sacrifice dl that he had worked for.

Dreeflipped thefina switch, listened to repulsors scream, and pushed the planet away. He harbored
no illusions about what would happen next. It wastoo late to tell the truth, too late to tell Norley how
much he cared about her, and too late to take refuge in hisfather's

business.



The ship came off the ground, spun on its axis, and nosed down the road. Norley was dead, and the
Imperidswould pay.

Maw spotted the vessdl firgt, roared a challenge, and waved hislightsaber over hishead. The ship
fired its blaster cannons, carved matching trenches down both sides of the road, and disappeared.

The skimmer bucked asit entered the ship's dipstream, veered off course, and rammed a hand-built
stonewall. Maw jumped prior to theimpact, Sarisswasthrown clear, and Y un bruised athigh. With the
single exception of the helmsman, whom Maw beheaded, casudtieswerelight.

The TIE fighters were waiting &t the point where the last vestiges of the planet's aimosphere
disappeared and space began. Dree put the ship into aturn, pushed the power plantsto max, and
entered a carefully prepared trap.

Likedl shipsof her size, the VVengeance mounted multiple tractorbeam projectors. Though normally
reserved for docking and maintenance related purposes, they could be used to immobilize any ship
foolish

enough to passwithin range. The only problem was the fact that they consumed agreat deal of power
and required skilled operators. The vengeance lacked neither.

Dree swore as hisvessd |ost forward momentum. He fought to dampen the runaway power plants,
and wished he were home with hisfamily. Sensors beeped, a shuttle approached, and he was powerless
to Sopit.

Boc, dso known as Boc the Crude, wasin an excellent mood. And why not? Life was good. He
enjoyed tormenting other living creatures and looked forward to the hours ahead.

A green light appeared as the assault shuttle made lock-to-lock contact with the Rebel ship. Boc
released his harness, stood, and made hisway forward. He wondered what the Commandos were
thinking. The Imperids, ninety-nine percent of whom were human, had astrong xenophobic stresk and
were suspicious of diens.

His species, the Twi'leks, had twin gppendages that protruded from the back of their heads, which
explained why bigotsreferred to them as "worm heads."”

Still, the Commanders were his, not the other way around. His to use, abuse, conserve, or spend. He
could do anything he wanted with their human bodies, and the thought brought him pleasure as did the
opportunity to assert his superiority. "On your feet, scum. Thereswork to do."

The Jedi led from the front and would have been amazed to know that the Commandos respected,



even liked him for it. Not that it mattered, since thcir opinions were of no value whatsoever.

An order went to the Rebels: "Throw down your weapons, open your lock, and surrender. Y ou have
sixty secondsto comply.”

Sixty seconds passed, and nothing happened. Boc shrugged, motioned toward the hatch, and
watched a specidly trained team drill a hole through the barrier and shove anozzle into the newly created
opening. The deegp gas made a hissing sound asit entered the Rebel vessd.

Then, with their opponents unconscious, it was a simple matter to force the lock, strap the Rebelsto
gretchers, and remove them to the shuttle.

The Rebel vessd wasleft to drift, and the assault shuttle was on fina clearance into the Star
Dedtroyer's hangar bay, when the XO authorized alive-fire exercise. Turbolaser Battery Five scored a
direct hit. The crew cheered, and the ship ccased to exist.

Rahn opened his eyes and looked up from his position on the deck. Something, he wasn't sure what,
looked back. It had two heads - wait a minute - two heads and two bodies. One was two meterstall,
and the other agood deal smaler - so small, that it hung off the larger creature's combat harness. Both
carried lightsabers, and that suggested Jedi. The smaller one spoke. "Get up.”

Rahn's hand went to the place where hislightsaber would hang. Not the first weapon, the one that he
had left for Katarn's son, but the second, which had been Y odas. The smaller creature, who was known
asPic, smiled. "Thanksfor thelightsaber . . . Hurry up. Or well useit on you.”

Rahn struggled to hisfeet. The deep gas had aftereffects. His head hurt as did the blaster burn. A
hatch opened. The giant had an oversized lightsaber. He used it asapointer. A grunt took the place of
words.

Rahnforced aamile. "A creature of few words. How refreshing.”
Pic frowned. "Shut up.”

Rahn nodded agreesbly and stepped out into the corridor. A squad of Commandos stood behind his
companions. They were abedraggled lot, and Gron was bleeding from arecent cut. The Jedi started to
say something but stopped when he was shoved from behind.

It was along march down gleaming corridors, past the sick bay and weapons control center, and
onto the bridge. A utility droid crossed in front of them, and crew people passed in the other direction.
None of them had the dightest bit of interest in who the prisoners were or what would happen to them.
Rahn had never felt so londly and isolated. More than that - he'd never encountered a concentration of
evil likethat which lay ahead.

It felt as though the Force had been turned insde out. The dark, inner core was a seductive placein
which power could be had, but at the cost of one's spirit.

And there, like a shadow within a shadow, waited the one caled Jerec. A man once, but lessthan



that now - or so it seemed to Rahn. The Force churned as the Dark Jedi schemed, hated, wanted, and
plotted.

But the good side of the Force was present as well, and Rahn drew on its power, wrapped himself in
acloak of white, and smiled as the darkness retreated before him.

Duno Dree, Nij Por Ral, and Rolanda Gron followed behind, their features downcast, unaware that a
battle had begun.

Jerec waited as he had chosen to wait, with his back to the

command pit and his nonexistent eyes on the stars beyond. It was atrick, but an effective one. At least
half the crew believed he could see, in pite of the fact that both of hiseyeswere clearly missing. The
manipulation amused the Dark Jedi and fed his gigantic ego.

There was a cong derable amount of shouting and ssomping as anoncom led the prisoners onto the
bridge and rattled off some military nonsense. Regardless of what his position seemed to imply, Jerec had
never spent so much asaday in the military. He saw their rituas as boring.

The Jedi waited for the commotion to cease and waited some more. He wanted to turn, wanted to
rip the knowledge from their brains, but refused to submit to such weakness. No, it required disciplineto
control his spirit, aswell as those belonging to his subordinates, subordinates who had more power than
they knew, or werelikely to know, since jedousy, envy, and anearly universal lust for power kept them
gpart. That'swhy he never showed any signs of weakness, never reveded what he really wanted, even
when others thought they knew.

Findly, when the sdlf-imposed penance had been paid, Jerec turned. Captain Sysco was waiting.
"The prisoners are ready for interrogation, sr.”

Jerec nodded. He felt Rahn the way hands fed afire, as a presence that can warm flesh or burn it
beyond al recognition. Even here, even now, the man was dangerous. Fear trickled through Jerec's veins
and made him angry. Others were supposed to react thisway, especidly when he arrived. But him?
Never!

Rahn watched the other Jedi's approach. Sadnessfilled his heart. Here was a spirit o malignant that
it rivaled Emperor Papatines. If alowed to achieveitsgodls, it would plunge the civilized worldsinto a
darkness so complete that athousand years would pass before the light managed to dawn. The Jedi's
head continued to hurt, and his shoulder felt hot. He pushed both sensations aside and waited for the
assault.

Six additiond Jedi, including Y un, Sariss, Maw, Boc, Gore, and Pic, emerged from the shadows and
added their power to the growing sense of menace. Duno Dree, Nij Por Ral, and Rolanda Gron stirred
uneegly.

Jerec, careful to count his steps, stopped five meters short of his subjects and regarded them through
long-dead eyes. "Rahn - we meset &t last. And who might these sad specimens be? Servants, perhaps?’

"| spesk for mysdlf," the Klatooinian technologist growled. "My name is Rolanda Gron, and you will
learn nothing from me."

Jerec seemed to consider the technol ogist's words. He nodded in agreement. "It shal be asyou say.



Kill him."

Rahn lurched toward Jerec, but hands held him fast. The odd pair known as"the twins' shambled
forward. Gorc walked and Pic rode. The Klatooinian tried to back away asthe pair approached, but
guards held himin place. Gore activated his clubsized lightsaber and seemed ready to strike when Pic
jumped for the technologist's chest. He landed, hissed, and drove adagger into the scientist's throat.

The Klatooinian looked surprised, felt blood gush through hisfingers, and toppled over backward.
Pic rode the body down, retrieved his knife, and wiped it on hisvictim's clothes. Histhree-toed feet |eft
tracks through the blood. He jumped onto one of Gorestree-trunk-sized legs and scrambled upward.

"S0," Jerec said reasonably, "now that the stakes are clear, please answer my questions. | have
reason to believe that you know about the Valey of the Jedi, that you may have been there. Whereisit?
Provide the coordinates for the planet, or the location where the coordinates can be found, and diea
merciful death. Deny my request, and the suffering will last along time. The choiceisyours.”

Rahn had spent agreat ded of hislifein contemplation. He knew there were things worse than desth.
"No."

Jerec turned to Y un. " Show us your strength.”

Head up, eyes bright, the youngest Jedi stepped forth. Hislightsaber crackled into life. Nij Por Ral
swayed and fdll to hisknees. "Please! | beg of you, spare usl Rahn has the information you seek - not |."

Y un, conscious that al eyeswere on him, paused, ready to strike. His eyeslocked with Rahn's. " So,
what will it he old man? The coordinates, or desth?"

Rahn, who knew hr was executing Por Ra as surdly asif he held the lightsaber in his own hand,
closed hiseyes. "Desath.”

The linguistics expert screamed as the bar of bright blue energv sank into his shoulder. He screamed
again as the blade was withdrawn from his till-smoking flesh. Y un was embarrassed by hisfailureto
make a clean kill. Helifted the weapon over his head and brought it down. This blow was successful.

Jerec spoke as the badly mangled body hit the deck. "Not very pretty. But degth rarely is. What of
the mercy that men such as yoursdlf prattle about? | fail to see how your methods differ from mine. Give
me the coordinates.”

Rahn turned to Duno Dree. The young man stood, tears streaming down his cheeks, his body
shaking with fear. Rahn knew the boy, knew who he could have been, and found hiseyes. "Tell them,
Duno - tdl them for both of us"

Dree's eyes seemed to grow larger as he turned toward Jerec. The

Dark Jedi couldn't see the boy's face, but he felt the young man's determination and heard hisreply.
"No."

Boc the Crude accepted therole of executioner thistime. Dree closed his eyes. He could hear the
shuffling feet and smell the Jedi's breath. Hands blurred, the young man's neck snapped, and he

collapsed.



Rahn stumbled forward as he was released. Maw was waiting. The blows came hard and fast, more
than he could count, and more than he wanted to know. His knees thumped againgt stedl, and blood
gplattered onto the highly polished deck. Boots appeared, turned in his direction, and paused. He stared
into his own reflection and readied himsdlf for the kick. It never arrived.

Jerec went to one knee and whispered into the other Jedi's ear. The words smelled of mint. "Give me
what | ask - or | will takeit."

Rahn felt the other man's power and feared that what he said was true. Perhaps Jerec could take
whatever he wanted, regardless of Rahn's wishes. He preferred death and tried to provokeit. "Why
wait? Strike me down!™”

Jerec touched Rahn's shoulder asif to comfort him. "In time, old man when I'm done with you."

Rahn felt something soft wrap itself around his neck. He started to choke and willed himsdf to die.
His eyes sought Y un's, and the other Jedi looked away. Rahn welcomed desth's embrace and was more
than halfway there when oxygen flooded hislungs.

Jerec stood. A rare smile touched hislips. "Thanks, old man. It might please you to know that
Morgan Katarn journeyed here before you, suffered as you have, and took the secret to hisgrave.
However, thanksto the fact that you instructed him to leave arecord, we know what to look for.”

So saying, Jerec turned away. Rahn tapped the energy that flowed around him and sent it forth.

Yunfdt hislightsaber fly out of hisbelt and saw it flash across the intervening space. Warnings were
shouted, bodies moved, but the damage was done. Rahn caught the weapon, rose to hisfeet, and turned
iton. Theair szzled asabar of bright-blue energy appeared over Rahn's shoulder.

Boc came a him, awkward at firgt, then unexpectedly graceful. He executed a series of diversonary
Spins, stopped, and dashed at a head that was no longer there.

Rahn ducked, made asweep at his opponent'slegs, and saw blood fly. Boc tried to advance,
wondered what waswrong, and fell. Y un pulled him clear. It was later, in the sSick bay, that Boc learned
atendon had been severed.

Captain Sysco frowned, drew his sidearm, and was about to fire when Jerec touched hisarm.
"Thank you, Captain, but no. The practice will do them good.”

Sysco wondered if Boc would agree, nodded obediently, and holstered his weapon. "Practice. Yes,
ar.

Sariss came next, offered aflurry of classica moves, and was blocked at every turn.

Maw bellowed awarning, charged into the fray, and vanished in awelter of blood. Medics had
arrived by thistime and dragged historso clear. Hislegs, one lying across the other, stayed behind.

Gorc chose that moment to attack from the side. Rahn sensed his presence, turned, and knocked the
lightsaber from the other Jedi's hands. Pic hissed and was about to leap the gap when Jerec intervened.
A blast of energy threw Rahn backward. He fell, skidded, and attempted to rise.

Energy crackled as alightsaber cameto life. There was something birdlike about Jerec's approach.



He raised the wegpon and brought it down. Rahn saw an explosion of light, an old friend's face, and
relished hisfreedom.

Jerec looked around asif actualy able to see - and killed the power to hislightsaber. The air stank of
ozone and blood. "Clean up the mess, set acourse for Sulon, and arrange something specid for dinner.
The Vdley isours." Jerec's heds made a clacking sound as he left the bridge. The rest of the Jedi, those
dtill ableto wak, followed him out.

Sysco said "Yes, Sir,” stepped over Maw's legs, and headed for his cabin. There was a bottle of
Bonadan booze stashed in the bottom drawer of his desk. This seemed like agood time to break it open.
The bridge crew, their expressions neutral, watched him go. It was a scene they'd never forget.

CHAPTER THREE

The Rimmer's Rest was more than abar - it was an ingtitution, a place where members of every
known race could find their favorite intoxicants among the establishment's collection of 1,241 bottles,
decanters, tubes, vids, jars, inhaers, and bulbs. And then, with the gppropriate stimulant or depressant in
hand, claw, or tentacle, members could retire to one of more than a hundred booths, some of which had
been engineered to accommodate specific species.

Once ensconced, the average customer would be ableto find at least afew samples of his, her, or its
native cuisine. That - combined with the establishment's rather lenient policies toward wegpons and their
use - madethe Rest anided place to conduct business. Any kind of business, ranging from the mundane
to the out-and-out illegd, dl of which explained why the droid known as 8t88 paused, eyed the dlien
hieroglyphic over the door, and entered.

Servoswhined asthe droid paused to get his bearings. He attracted some attention because of both
his somewhat antiquated agppearance and the fact that he had arrived done. Where was his owner?

The question was to be expected. But it assumed that al machines were necessarily subordinate to
beings having "naturd intdligence." An absurd but commonly held notion that 88 resented with every
circuit in hisbody. Originaly designed for bookkeeping and other administrative tasks, the first 88
eventudly became outmoded and was junked.

Somehow, and the present-day 88 wasn't quite sure what had taken place, hisorigina head and
processor had disappeared and had

been replaced by a unit that appeared too smdll for histwo-meter frame. Or was it the other way
around? There was no way to be sure.

8t88 had only vague memories of his previous existence. Nonetheless, he hated the cavalier manner
inwhich his parts had been reconfigured. With that in processor, 88 was accumulating wedlth, alarge of
amount of wealth, which would be used to find and punish the person or persons responsible for his
disfigurement. It was not the sort of thing the average droid worried about, but 88 was anything but
average.



No one took issue with the droid's presence, which was hardly surprising in an establishment where
the saying "mind your own business’ was not a platitude but a strategy for staying dive.

8t88 turned and walked down an aide. Tiny white lights blinked adong the margins. The bar was kept

dark to hide the many layers of grime and to protect customers privacy. Red, blue, and green rings
rippled the length of the evenly spaced support columns and were reflected in the celling tiles.

8t88 switched to infrared and watched while bodies, weapons, and plates of recently delivered food
were transformed into bright green blobs. The man he was ooking for, abounty hunter known as Boba
Fett, would be somewhere toward the back, watching those around him, playing out one more day in the
never-ending game of eat or be eaten.

8t88 waited for abrightly attired Rybet to pass, and walked down an aide. The droid's hip made a
squeaking sound and drew attention. A multiplicity of eyes checked him againgt mentd lists, scanned him
for wesgpons, and calculated his current market value. Once satisfied, they returned to their own affairs.

Mogt of the beings around 88 were biologicasor, if possessed of machine parts, mostly biologicd.
888 pitied them. The process of dying had begun the day they'd been born, hatched, or decanted. Yes,
science might delay their demise, but entropy would have itsinevitable way. Except with machines, which
could have themsalves rebuilt and thereby live forever. The thought pleased 88 and resulted in what
others perceived as agrimace.

The bounty hunter sat in a corner booth, hisback to the wall, hisjetpack on the seet besde him. A
human might have resented the Tshaped visor and the fact that it obscured the bounty hunter's face, but
88 fdt no such discomfort. HEd heard humans refer to eyes as "windows to the spirit" but had no idea
what they were talking about. His voice was flat and synthesi zed. "Boba Fett?"

The human nodded. "And you are?’

"A potentid client. They cal me 8t88."

Fett gestured toward the opposite side of the booth. "Take aload off. Are you representing yourself
or someone el se?'

"Doesit matter?"
The bounty hunter shrugged. "Nope. Just curious. Never worked for amachine before.”

With no flesh to soften it, 88's grin took on athreatening quaity. "Then get used to it - machines are
thefuture.”

"Maybe," Fett replied calmly, "and maybe not.”

"A man named Kyle Katarn will enter thisbar in an hour or so. He hasinformation that | want."
Boba Fett leaned backward. Light rolled across the surface of hisvisor. "So? Ask him."
"Hemay not wishtotell me.”

"And that'swhere| comein?'



"Exactly."
The bounty hunter remained silent for afull thirty seconds. "1 don't think so."
"Why not?'

"Because |'ve heard of Katarn. Some say he's digned with the Empire, while others claim he works
for theAlliance .

"S0?'Y ou've done work for the Empire.”

"True, but theAlliance has been on arall of late. Who knows? They might come out on top. Either
way, I'll gt thisone out.”

"Tha'syour find word?"
"That'sit."

8t88 stood and stepped into the aide. He was about to leave when Fett cleared histhroat. "One
morething..."

Thedroid turned. A ball joint squeaked in protest. "Y es?"

"Get alubejob.”

Kyle Katarn tossed his drink back, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and triggered the
cube. The holo played for what? Thefifth time? The man with the beard was hisfather - and the boy was
him. A younger, more innocent him before he left for thelmperiaMilitaryAcademy on Carida, before the
Imperials murdered hisfather, before the raid on Danuta's research facility. Five years had passed since
then - though it seemed likefifty - and the search went on. Who had murdered hisfather? He, she, or it
would pay dearly for the mistake. Maybe this was the night the truth would be known.

The holo flickered. Morgan seemed transparent, but his words

were warm and strong: "1 want you to remember, son, when you're at the Academy, how very proud |
amof you."

Something squeaked as adroid did into the far side of the booth. The synthesizer sounded flat and
unemoationd. "How touching."

The holo disappeared. Shadows hid Kyle's eyes. He removed the tiny tracker droid from his pocket,
pressed the button on its back, and alowed the device to scuttle away. It sought 88'sleg, activated an
internal magnet, and went to work. If the larger droid felt anything, he gave no sign of it.

"Don't waste my time, 88. Y ou called this meeting. Who killed my father?

8t88 switched to infrared, checked to seeif the bounty hunters had taken their places and saw they
hadn't. Blast the idiots anyway! Boba Fett would have arrived on time. He cursed the human's



intransigence. All he could do was stdl. "When someone desires information, they cometo me.”

Kyle brought the pistol up from the darkness. Light rippled aong the top surface of the barrdl.
llArﬂ?l

The droid spoke quickly. "Patience. Hesa Dark Jedi."

The hand weapon remained as before, only centimeters from 88's scanner plate.

"Jedi ?'

"Dark Jedi. Heisknown as Jerec. He has gresat plansfor the rebirth of the Empire.”

8t88 saw two green blobs appear in the booth beyond. Help, such, asit was, had arrived.

Kylefet hisheart begt alittle bit faster. Jerec! The same Jerec who had attended the graduation
ceremony at Cliffsde! The same Jerec who had sought him out, pinned the medd to his chest, and
spoken asif to an old acquaintance?

"Greetings, Kyle Katarn. Y ou have accomplished agreat deal for one so young. Recognitionis
swet, isit not? However, remember that recognition isagift given by those who have power to those
who don't. Thisisbut thefirst step .... Climb the ladder swiftly, join those who possess power, and claim
what isyours. | will bewaiting."

Kyle hadn't been aware of it at the time, but hisfather had been killed weeks before. Was Jerec
aware of that? Not only aware of it but of the reason for it? Had Jerec murdered his father?

The Rebd had no more than framed the question when someone rammed a blaster into the base of
his skull. Something or someone laughed, and 88 made a clicking noise. "Ouch! That looks
uncomfortable. I'll take the blaster so nobody gets hurt.”

Kyle released his grip on the weapon and watched the droid placeit on the far sde of the table.
"Now, where were we? Oh yes, our friend Jerec. He has many plans, Jerec does. Unfortunately, you
don't factor into any of them. But I'm not without a heart. Ooops! My mistake. . . | am without a heart!
Stll, I might dlow youto live, if you answer my questions.”

8t88 held up adisk. It was approximately six centimetersin diameter and gleamed in the light. "Look
familiar? Wdll, it should. | found dozens of them in your father's home.”

Kyle made agrab for the disk, but hands held him back. The droid didn't seem to notice. "I'm pretty
good with codes, but this one e udes me. Perhaps you'd be so kind as to provide some advice. Or shdl |
alow my friendsto indulge the darker aspects of their persondities?!

Kyle eyed the disk and wondered what was on it. "The dark side? I've been there. Do your wors."

8t88 shook his head. "Too bad. What'sthe saying - "Like father, like son'? Not avery pleasant
thought, given the way your father ended his days. Have anice evening.”

Thedroid did sideways, got to hisfeet, and made for the door. Someone chuckled as another body
took the recently vacated sedt. It was a Gran, and all three of his stalk-mounted eyes were bloodshot.
His voice sounded like agravel crusher stuck in low gear. "Remember me? It took three monthsfor that



blaster burn to hed ."

"Can't say that | do,” Kylereplied honestly, "but the streets are filled with trash - and it's hard to tell
one piece from another.”

The Gran was just starting to respond when Kyle reached over his shoulder, grabbed the second
bounty hunter, afoul-smelling Rodian, and yanked. The diminutive dien arced through the air and
dammed onto the table. The blaster took on alife of itsown. It did across the wellworn surface and into
Kyle's hand. The Gran blinked in quick succession. "Y ou'll never leave here dive. Nar Shaddaawill be
your gravel”

Kylegrinned. "I'm not interested in leaving. Not till I conclude some businesswith 8t88. ... "

The bounty hunters watched the Rebd dide out of the booth, get to hisfeet, and back away. "Thanks
for everything. Let's have lunch sometime.”

Nobody laughed.

Jan Ors guided the Moldy Crow down through the upper reaches of the city. There were dl sorts of
navigational hazards - spires, gantries, platforms, and sky bridges - dl of which had been constructed for
the

convenience of those who owned them, without regard for the public good. It seemed asthough an
entire congtellation of red warning lights floated around her. Not to mention the sometimes deceptive
sgnsthat might guide pilotsto their destination - or into an isolated cargo bay where they would be
murdered and their cargos stolen.

Not that the Crow waslikely to attract much attention, especialy in light of her lowly status and
battered appearance. Originally commissioned as afreighter, she had filled many roles since then and had
suffered in the process. She was Cordlian-built, though - faster than she looked, and armed to the teeth -
just right for the sort of jobs theAlliance assigned to its network of agents.

Jan frowned, bit her lower lip, and killed forward motion. The globeshaped drone-ship roselikea
bubble from the bottom of the sea. Repulsors strobed the darkness below aslights circled its vast
midsection. Static crackled over the cockpit speakers asthe other vessdl climbed and cleared the nearby
towers. Lightning stabbed a distant tower, causing the view screen to darken.

Jan checked her sensors, peered into the night, and eased the ship forward. The Rebel agent hadn't
gone more than a hundred meters before aformation of three ships hurtled past. Turbulence threw the
Crow sdeways, and Jan fought for control. A voice blasted her ears. "Thisain't no parking lot. Fly it or

park it."

The ships, two TIE fightersand a TIE bomber, were gone before Jan could reply. Theimperids-
and there was no shortage - were as arrogant as ever. The Empire might be on the ropes somewhere,
but there was no evidence of it in the vertical city. Fighting them, and what they represented, had
consumed most of her life, alife that would have come to a premature end on Rebel-occupied asteroid
AX-456 had anyone but Cadet Leader Kyle Katarn led the raid to recapture it.

Kylésact of mercy and their subsequent friendship had formed the basis of a successful partnership,



oneinwhich he dwaysfound new waysto get into trouble - and sheto bail him out. When shewas
alowed to, that is.....

Thetrip to Nar Shaddaa served as an excellent example. Jan had opposed the idea and believed she
had talked Kyle out of it only to discover that he had gone without her. What would she find? Some
crusty remains? A full-fledged firefight? Or the little boy "why worry about me?" act? There was no way
to know. Kylewas good at any number of things, but teamwork wasn't one of them.

A remote-controlled landing drone appeared, ordered Jan to follow, and drew her toward the public
landing platforms. Lights strobed, and shefollowed it in.

Kyle pulled asmal comm set from his hip pocket, put the plug in his ear, and heard a clicking sound.
It grew weaker when he turned right and stronger when he angled to the left. 88 and the tracker that had
attached itsdlf to hisleg were on the move. There was asteady flow of foot traffic, and the Rebel
shouldered hisway through.

A Twi'lek passed by his robes shimmering as he argued with an Ithorian herd merchant.

There was no way to know who or what rodein the heavily curtained sedan chair, only that he, she,
or it must have been heavy, judging from the construction droids chosen to support the load.

AnImperia officer gppeared, hisrank hidden benesth acloak, closdly followed by his Commando
bodyguards. Kylefdt his somach musclestighten and alowed his hand to stray toward the cross-draw
holster at hiswaist. The vertical city recognized no authority saveits own, and the Empire wanted him for
desertion, treason, murder, and other crimes too numerous to mention.

Kyle bumped into along-nosed Kubaz, ignored the invective directed at his back, and passed a
bank of turbolifts.

The clicking lost some of its urgency. The Rebel did an about-face, forced hisway onto an aready
packed platform, and felt his somach do a somersault asit surged upward. Where was 88 headed,
anyway? There was no way to be sure, but the launch platforms were up above, and that suggested a
ship. Once 88 was gone, it would be next to impossible to recover the disk.

The clicking grew louder and settled into an unbroken tone. The droid was close, very close, yet
beyond hisreach. The agent swore under his breath as the platform coasted to a stop and paused while a
femae Whiphid ssumped aboard. Findly, after what seemed like an eternity, the turbolift resumed its

journey.

Kylewaited for thewords"Launch Deck Three" to appear on the entry arch and jumped when they
did. Thetracker was s0 loud that Kyle removed the receiver from hisear. Thetiny comlink made an
excdlent subgtitute. There was no way to tdl if Jan wasin the vicinity. But he would hear when and if she
caled. The Rebel craned his neck, saw his quarry disappear through acircular portal, and hurried to

intercept.

8t88 had composed five different lies to account for hisfailure. Which would Jerec believe? The
droid wondered as he stepped through a portal and descended a short flight of stairs. He was forced to
pause. The clones were human, wore little more than rags, and

were linked by short lengths of chain. They were miserable creatures with even less freedom than the
average droid. A Gamorrean guard issued a steady stream of grunts, snorts, and burping noises. The



prisoners kept their eyes on the deck.

While 8t88 waited for the davesto pass, the brighter of histwo bodyguards, a heavily muscled
specimen who went by the name of Grentho, saw something and bent to examineit. The tracker clung
stubbornly at first, popped free, and tried to escape. The human clamped the scorpion-shaped device
between a heavily calused thumb and anic-i-tain-stained forefinger. "Hey, boss! Look what | found on

your leg!"

8t88 recognized the tiny machineingtantly, instructed the bodyguard to destroy it, and took a quick
look around. Kyle Katarn gppeared asif on cue, moving to intercept.

The tracker squeded as Grentho ended its mechanica life. Windblown grit peppered 88'sdloy skin.
Klaxons sounded as an Imperid shuttle invaded the bay. Like most of hiskind, 88 liked precison. The
fact that the ship was on schedule pleased him. Various kinds of comm units had been incorporated into
the droid's body and he used one of them to make contact with the pilot. "Punctudity isavirtue,
Lieutenant. | shal seethat your superiors hear of it. Theré's no need to land. Just lower theramp.”

The shuttle roared obediently and moved in over the ramp. Kyle drew hiswegpon, made the legp to
the platform below, and yelled over the noise. "What? L eaving so soon?"

Sparksflew as the ramp touched the deck. 8t88 felt a sudden desire to taunt the human. He removed
the disk from a storage compartment and waved it over his head. "Is thiswhat you want? Come and get
it!"

The bodyguards were reaching for their wegpons when Kyle fired. The energy bolt removed 88's
arm with dmogt surgica precison. The droid watched in disbelieving horror asthe now-severed limb
cartwheeled through the air, spewing hydraulic fluid in every direction, and clanged on the deck.

Kyle watched the arm roll to the edge of the platform, wobble, and disappear. The disk, ill
contained within the droid's tightly clenched fist, went dong for theride.

8t88 grabbed for his stump, located the arterylike tube, and pinched it off. A stormtrooper appeared,
wrapped an arm around 88's midsection, and hel ped the droid up the ramp. The walkway cleared the
platform and started to retract.

An energy bolt blipped past Kyle's shoulder, grazed a passing Weequav, and scorched the bulkhead
beyond. The none-too-intelligent creature roared his outrage, swung his pike at agroup of Bith sand
artists, and triggered a stampede.

Kylefired in return. Grentho threw hisarms out asif to welcome afriend and toppled over
backward. Smoke eddied from the hole in his chest.

The second bodyguard fared better at first. She made it onto the ramp and was headed for the lock
when astormtrooper shot her in the face. She tumbled backward, fell off the ramp, and smashed into the
platform below.

The shuttle rose on brightly flaring repulsors, turned, and headed away. Kyle took a parting shot, saw
movement from the corner of hiseye, and dived for cover. He wasflying through the air, wishing that the
deck was made of something softer than durastedl, when blaster fire scorched the platform behind him.
The shuttle was clear, and an Imperia TIE bomber had been dispatched to even the score. The platform
smashed into his chest, and he struggled to bresthe.



All Kyle could do was watch as the TIE bomber rose - and swiveled in hisdirection. There was no
placeto hide. The Rebd stared into the laser cannon and waited for them to blink coherent light. Hewas
gtill waiting when cannon fire struck the bomber from behind. It stlaggered and drifted into awall. The
resulting explosion lit the area, triggered various darms, and activated the tower's emergency response
sysems.

Wall-mounted nozzles covered the wreckage with foam as rescue, medical, and hazmat droids
walked, rolled, and, in one case, dithered to the rescue.

Still another ship descended into view, and Kyle, who was determined to go down fighting, lifted his
weapon. He was about to fire when he recognized the ship's beaklike bow. Though not especialy pretty,
the Crow was awelcome sght. Jan wasworried, relieved, and angry -dl a the sametime. "You're
adwaysintroublel"

The Rebd holstered hiswegpon. "Not after you bail me out.”

The pilot grinned in spite of hersdlf. "1 saw the vultures gathering over something and figured it might
be you. How would you manage without me?"

Kyle scanned the still-smoking debris. " Perish the thought. | wouldn't last long, that'sfor sure.”

Cockpit darms started to sound, and Jan checked her screens. "M ore company on the way. Jump
on theramp, and well makearunfor it."

Kyle shook his head. "Thanks, but no thanks. Meet me at the top! The disk fell off the platform. I'm
going after it."

Jan wanted to ask, "What disk?' Wanted to find out what made it so important. But she knew Kyle
wouldn't take thetimeto tell her. Darn him, anyway. He was brave to the point of recklessnessand
eterndly out to prove himself even when the testswere over - fird, at thelmperiaMilitaryAcademy , and
later within theAlliance , where hislong list of accomplishments was credentia enough, or should have
been.

All of thisand more passed through Jan's mind in the twinkling of an eye. Someday there would be
timeto talk - but not now. Assuming they lived that long. "Roger that - be careful. I'll seeyou at thetop.”

The Crow spun on her axis, paused, and moved away.

Kyle scanned his surroundings, spotted alikely 1ooking maintenance ladder, and jogged in its
direction. It was asturdy affair, made of durasted and welded to an outer wall. On closer examination,
Kyle saw that the ladder had been built to accommodate bipeds and, judging from the track mechanism
mounted besideit, ahighly specidized maintenance droid. What if he got hafway down and the droid
arived?

The Rebel looked up, looked down, and debated what to do. This decision, like so many, was taken
from his hands. The stormtroopers doubletimed onto the far side of the platform, paused, and waited for
orders. Theranking NCO had a parade ground voice and liked to useit. "All right, men spread out and
find him! Therésaprice on his head - so you could be rich by morning.”

The noncom's words were more than sufficient motivation. The stormtroopers had been summoned



from nearby nightspots and, though not entirely sober, were adequate for the task at hand.

Kyletook onelook, sivung over the abyss, and located the first crosspiece with hisfeet. The rungs
were close together - asif to accommodate beings with shorter legs - and ice cold. The Rebd wished he
had gloves and pulled his handsinto his deeves, usng them for insulation.

The city rose around him as the agent lowered himsdlf into the depths. With adight turn of hishead,
Kyle could see dl manner of vertica structures, their cylindrical, rectangular, and even trapezoidal shapes
connected by sky bridges, causeways, and arches. Everything was so intertwined that Kyle had the
impression of multiple trunks all risng from acommon set of roots, asif the entire city was part of asingle
organism on which awide variety of symbiotes and parasites managed to flourish. And what did that
make him, he wondered? A momentary infestation?

The thought amused him. He amost laughed aoud when an unexpected blast threstened to tear him
loose. At leadt it felt like a blast, athough there was nothing natural about the behemoth that caused it or
about theway the air pummeled Kyle's body.

The ship wasfar too large for use within the narrow confines of Nar Shaddaa's lower canyons and
had been pressed into use without regard for the safety of those who lived in the surrounding towers. A
searchlight swept across Kyle's body, paused on the wall beyond, and came back again. A voice was
amplified and audible over the ship's repulsors. "Hey, you! The man on the ladder! Hold it right there!”

Kyleignored the order and increased hisrate of descent. A rectangle of white light appeared and
was gone. Kyle had the impression of awoman dressed in white, aMon Caamari officer, and a
chromeplated droid. They al looked surprised, and the woman, if shewastypical, frightened.

The people on the ship were annoyed. Cannon fire rippled across the wall beneath Kyle's boots. He
had no choice but to climb, evenif that meant going to the landing platform above. Or did he?Kyle
climbed up to the window, paused, and peered into the room. The occupants had fled.

Whoever commanded the ship took exception to the pause and fired. Kyle scrambled upward, heard
the transparistedl windows shatter, and saw lights appear. Stormtroopers? No, a maintenance droid, sent
to knock him clear.

The ship, unableto hold its position for more than afew seconds, had fallen two or three storiesand
was in the process of rising again. Kylelowered himsdf downward, eyed the window, and made the

Sdewayslesp.

The maneuver was more difficult than hedd thought it would be. Hisarms hit thewindowsill, hislegs
kicked the wall, and the ship hovered meters away. It was so close that he might have been ableto see
the crew's faces had he turned to look. What were they doing? Waiting for him to fal?

The droid, well aware of its circumstances, wailed asit roared by. The crash came five seconds later.

The vessal was s0 huge, so overpowering, that it took every bit of Kyl€e's courage to throw aleg over
the sill, ignore the cuts he had suffered, and pull himsdlf into the recently devastated gpartment. The ship
addressed him viathe loudspeakers. He waved in hopes that they would continue to hold their fire.
Debrislay everywhere, holes had been punched through walls, and afire burned in one corner of the
room.

There was nothing graceful about the way he tumbled through the window, scrabbled toward the



gtill-open door, and threw himsdlf through it. He was barely through when the ship fired. The recently
vacated gpartment seemed to explode.

Kyle madeit to hisfeet, sorinted down the hall, and heard the ship continueto fire. Windows
shattered, walls vanished, and kitchens exploded as the Imperias probed the ingde of the building. How
many had died? The Imperias neither knew nor cared.

The corridor came to an end; the agent dipped into afire escape and made hisway downward. The
attack and the noise that accompanied it gradually died away.

It was tempting to take amoment to reflect on what he'd been through, to check whatever wounds
he'd sustained, but Kyle knew better than to do so. The Imperialswould stop at nothing, and
reinforcements were on the way. He took the stairstwo at atime.

Kyle considered using the turbolifts after three or four floors but knew they would be dangerous and
settled on the stairs, drop tubes, and ladderways instead. And he was not aone. Over time, other beings
had been forced into the city's back ways. Now they called them home.

Still, threatening as some of them were, most had no desire to mix it up with the wild-eyed lunatic
who came careening out of the dark, blood clotting along one side of hisface, clothes hanging in shreds.

They appeared like snapshots, their expressions of fear, hatred, or surprise forever burned into
Kyle's memory asthey peered out of tunnels, bared their fangs, or jumped out of hisway. Gravity and his
own inertia pulled him downward.

There wasn't much time to think, to analyze his progress, but certain things were obvious. The city
was congiructed in layers. By descending into Nar Shaddaa's depths, Kyle was traveling back in time.

The metd benesth his boots took on adifferent ring as old aloys replaced new.
The ever-present graffiti trangitioned from standard to dien hieroglyphics and back again.

Murds spoke through layers of grime, telling stories of a people so wedthy, aculturethat hed art in
such high esteem, that it beautified even the most indgnificant of passageways.

Wreckage, including the hull of an ancient spaceship, spoke of hard times, too, when someone or
something had been shackled to wellanchored ring bolts and spent days scratching its nameinto thewall.

The farther Kyle went, the warmer it became - so warm that moisture ran down the walls, rust
coated everything in sight, and his clothes hung heavy on his bodly.

The source of the warmth was no mystery. AsKyle neared the moon's surface, he entered the realm
of the city's massive exhaust ports. Built to vent the excessive heat thrown off by Nar Shaddaals
antiquated power plants, the stacks were one of the reasons why the

city'sresdents had pushed their structures up and away from the moon's rocky surface.
Sweat poured off Kyl€e's body as he made hisway down ancient stone stairs, passed through a

shattered gate, and stepped over a strangel ooking skeleton. The Rebel activated aglow rod and played
the beam on the areain front of him.



Water was everywhere, dripping, gurgling, and gushing, asif part of aconspiracy to mask the sounds
his enemies made. The agent swalowed and drew his blaster. I1tsweight was comforting.

A series of |eft-hand turns carried the Rebel away from the tower and out into agap. An exhaust
stack roseto Kyle's|left, the remains of what appeared to be atemple appeared on the right, and aplaza
opened in front of him.

Therain waswarm and sticky. It soaked Kyle's hair and ran down hisface. Moving cautioudly, his
eyes probing for movement, the agent edged hisway forward. A landscape composed of puddies
surrounded him. The rain churned them into miniature oceans with waves that dashed every which way.

Light gleamed off something, and Kyle used the back of his gun hand to wipe water from his brow.
The glow rod wavered, touched something, and returned. Could it be? Y es, thereit was! 88'sarm was
sump-down and fistup! The disk glowed with reflected light.

Kyle splashed hisway forward and was reaching for the disk when a Trandoshan exploded out of
the water next to him. He was armed with avibroaxe and knew how to useit. It seemed that what the
Rebel had taken for a puddle was a good deal deeper - deegp enough to hide a bounty hunter.

Kyleturned in the direction of hisattacker, raised the blagter, and fdlt it struck from his hand.

The Trandoshan was proud of the manner in which he had disarmed his opponent on the upswing
and planned to cleave the human's skull on the downstroke. One blow, onekill. Now, that's the way of
thewarrior!

Kyle, who had no desire to be split like a piece of firewood, dived to the sde. He saw 88's arm and
took it with him. Water broke the Rebel'sfdl, sprayed sideways, and rushed back in.

Furious at the manner in which the cowardly human sought to avoid what the bounty hunter saw asa
righteous and well-deserved desthblow, the Trandoshan charged.

Kyle turned onto his back and instinctively raised his hands. The vibro-axe made a clanging sound as
it hit 88'sarm. The Trandoshan roared, raised his weapon, and went cross-eyed as Kyle kicked him
between the legs.

The resulting splash brought help from the shadows. "Porg? Is that you? What's going on?"

Kyle swore, grabbed the bobbing glow rod, and turned it off. The agent felt the secondstick away as
he groped for the wegpon's familiar outlines. Then he remembered the trick, the one held learned by
accident and had used in the Rimmer's Rest. Would it work?

The agent forced himsdf to concentrate, to step outsde hisfear and fed the blaster in hishand.
Suddenly it wasthere, butt-first, ready for use. He brought the weapon up out of the water and
wondered if it would fire.

The Aqudish carried alight-mounted blast rifle and ssomped out into the open asif he owned the
place.

Kyle aimed just above the light, shot the bounty hunter in the chest, and watched the bolt bounce
away. Body armor! A head shot, then.. . .



The Trandoshan sat up. It was apoor decision. The Aqudish fired first the human second. The
Trandoshan took both bolts. Water boiled around the still-functioning vibro-axe.

The Aquaish was not only surprised but momentarily taken aback and paid the price. Kyle shot him
in the head, paused to make sure of thekill, and took amoment to pry the disk out of 88's till-clenched
fid.

Then, with the shouts of even more reinforcementsringing in hisears, Kyle decided to run. He knew
the glow rod could betray his position. But he wasforced to useit. It was either that or injure himself on
unseen obstacles.

Kyle splashed through an ancient cemetery, wove between the rainsmoothed tombstones, and aimed
for adimly visblearch.

The noise was barely noticesble at first but grew in volume until it shook the ground under Kyle's
feet. Thump. Thump! THUMP! It sounded like a heartbest, asif the moon was alive and Kyle had
discovered its pulse.

The source of the sound wasamystery at first but gradually revealed itself to be an upward spirding
ramp, outlined by widely spaced lights. It quickly became apparent that the conveyor belt emerged from
deep within the planetoid's crust, followed the ramp upward, and ddlivered ore to the loading docks high
above. Kyle had heard of the mines and knew they played an important part in Nar Shaddaa's history
but had no ideathat they were till operationd.

While the Rebel didn't care about the mines or the ore they produced, the conveyor belt had definite
possihilities

He passed under the arch and climbed over piles of quietly rusting partswhich, like the bones of
some extinct mongter, lay strewn where amachine had fallen fifty years before. Once free of their
brooding

presence, he headed straight for the point where the conveyor belt emerged from underground. A
carefully sedled metd housing prevented access.

The agent located aladder. It vibrated in sympathy with the machinery above. Kyle climbed quickly,
arrived on a maintenance platform, and paused to check hisback trail. Lights, it seemed like two or
three, bobbed as they passed through the cemetery. Kyle swore and turned toward the belt.

The ore was reddish-orange in color and was moving at two or three kilometers an hour. Jumping
onto the belt would be relatively easy. But then how to escape? He glanced over his shoulder. Thelights
were closer now thefirst had cleared the cemetery.

Kyle secured hisblaster and jumped.

The TIE fighters attacked the Crow within minutes after J; cleared the tower. There were two of
them, and, like the TIE bomb she had destroyed minutes before, they showed an amazing disregard for
the safety of Nar Shaddaa's citizens. More of the same old arrogance - or desperation born of recent
defeats? It was an interesting question but one best saved for later.



Jan put the Crow into aright-hand turn, placed the bulk of alarge tower between the fighters and
hersdlf, and applied more power. Lights blurred meters away, and her back blast shattered arow of
windows.

Swest beaded Jan's forehead. What now? She couldn't fly in circlesforever. There had to bea
better way. Then she saw it, adistant spire till under construction, the top twenty floorswaiting for walls.

Jan bit her lip asshe dived into awell-lit canyon. Thefirst TIE fighter cleared the building, tried a
deflection shot, and missed. One end of asky bridge sagged and fell. The freeend dammedinto a
building, severed the last connection, and disappeared into the abyss.

Jan wondered how many had died and continued to pull the Imperials awvay. She zigzagged between
buildings, opened alead, and struggled to extend it. A few extra seconds. That was al she needed.

The spire soared toward space, amonument to someone's ego and the perfect place to hide. Jan
killed the Crow's navigationd lights, put the ship into a sweeping curve, and gpproached the building from
the other side.

It took every bit of her skill to dump the right amount of speed, guide the ship into arectangular dot,
and put her down.

The TIE fighters swept past the building, failed to spot her, and circled back. They were dower this
time and more methodical but were looking for thewrong thing - aship in flight. Jan waited, hoping to

escape.

Then, one of the fighters spotted Jan - or, more likely, the heat generated by her engine - and came
to investigate. Jan gritted her teeth, waited for the Imperid to fill the rectanglein front of her, and fired her
cannon. The TIE fighter exploded. Flames blocked the Rebel's primary escape route.

Knowing the other ship would find her unless she moved, Jan lit the Crow's repul sors and eased her
sSdeways. There was agrating noise as the top surface of the hull scraped againgt the ceiling, followed by
slence as the agent made the necessary adjustment and looked for away to escape.

Energy flared as TIE fighter number two spotted the Rebel and fired. There wasn't much Jan could
do....unless...

Asinal of Nar Shaddaa's high-rise buildings, there were turbolift shafts toward the center of the
spire. Large turbolift shafts, capable of trangporting tons of suppliesto the levels above. This building was
no exception.

Jan did the Crow into one such shaft, heaved asigh of relief, and blasted upward. The TIE fighter,
dill in position and il blagting away, seemed completely unaware asthe Rebel vessd emerged from the
top of the building and circled down. Cannonsfired, and the TIE fighter hit the Sde of the building,
exploded into flames, and fell like acomet. The wreckage lit the canyon below.

Kyle stood knee-deep in ore, ducked to avoid a cross brace, and stared up through the gloom. He
blinked asthe rain hit his eyes. What was that structure, anyway? A cover - or something agood dedl
more ominous? Whatever it was made alot of noise, asif the ore was being crushed, or forced through
somekind of sorter.



Much as the agent had enjoyed the ride, he had no desire to get tangled up with the machinery. He
waited for the next cross brace, jumped as hard as he could, and managed to get agrip. Hedid a
chin-up, threw one leg across the girder, and pulled the rest of his body over the top.

A quick scan revealed a catwalk twenty metersaway. All Kyle had to do waswalk the length of the
beam and climb aboard. He made the mistake of 1ooking down. It was along, long way. Lights bobbed
as his pursuers climbed amaintenance ladder.

The Rebel swore, scooted dong the beam, and transferred to the catwalk. It was agood decision,
onethat alowed himto travel faster. The catwak led Kyle to aladder which gave accessto a
mai ntenance platform and a nearby freight lift. Finaly! Something he could rest on.

A wave of fatiguerolled over Kyle, and without the constant flow of adrenaline to keep him going, he
collapsed in acorner. Thelift stopped occasiondly to alow adroid on or off, but there were no signs of
pursuit. Did that mean what Kyle hoped? That he had worn em down? That the chase was over?

The platform dowed, the words "roof access' appeared ont eindicator pand, and thelift cameto a
stop. Kyle struggled to hisfeet, waited for the doors to open, and peered outside. Nothing. He felt for
the earpiece and the comm unit that it served. Both had disappeared, lost in the darkness below.

The doors started to close and buzzed when Kyle used his blaster to keep them apart. They sensed
the resistance, opened, and alowed him to pass. The attack came without warning as a blaster bolt
drilled ahole through Kyl€'s shoulder. He staggered and tried to respond but felt very, very tired. The
blaster seemed so heavy that he could bardly lift it. The bounty hunters were little more than ablur. He
backpeda ed, fdlt his shoulders hit the door, and waited for the shot that would end hislife.

A voice sounded inside his head. "Go to the peace within. Nothing can touch you there. The Force
will protect you."

Kyle had heard of the Force and ingtinctively knew that what he thought of as "the gun trick” relied
on an energy source externd to himsalf. That knowledge, plus extreme desperation, caused him to listen.

Kyle cdled on the Force, became one with it, and felt events start to dow. There wastime now,
plenty of timein which to assess the bounty hunters arrayed before him, raise his wegpon, and open fire.

The Rebe felt removed somehow, like awitnessto someone dse'slife. He watched as a Rodian
toppled, aGamorrean fell, and a human collapsed.

A feding of smug invincibility settled over Kyle ashisenemiesfdl like whest before ascythe. No one
could stand before him! No one was as smart, as powerful, as. . .

Suddenly, and without warning, the dow, amost dreamy battle snapped into fast forward. An energy
beam sizzled past Kyl€e's head and he understood his mistake. The Force was the source of his
protection, not . . . A grenade exploded, the deck disappeared, and his head struck metdl.

Jan had landed on the platform three hours before but had been forced to leave as other ships
arrived. Astronomical fees, levied by the minute, |eft her no other choice.

That being the case, the Rebd had returned every haf hour or so, landing when she could, scanning
the areaand calling over the radio when she couldn't.



It was aboring, frustrating duty - the kind she always wound up with - al because the only thing
worse than working with Kyle was working without him.

The Crow was on find approach when the grenade went off. Jan saw the flash of light and guessed
the rest. Kyle had arrived, and someone wanted to stop him. She goosed the drives and tried the comm.
"Crow to Kyle - do you read me? Over."

Slence

Jan felt her heart beat faster, brought the Crow's weapons on-line, and pronounced a death sentence
on anyone who tried to stop her.

The bounty hunters, those still standing after Kyle had thinned their ranks, heard the ship and turned.
There were three of them, and they, plus the body dumped againgt the elevators, were al Jan needed to
see.

Blasters winked asthe Rebel kicked the ship to theleft, fired the bow cannon, and swung the noseto
the right. Coherent light stuttered out, punched holes through the bounty hunters chests, and scorched the
deck beyond. They staggered, spun, and fell, all without coming anywhere near Kyl€'s motionless body.

The Crow settled over the bounty hunters bodies like abird on carrion. The ramp fell, and Jan exited
holding ablaster in each hand. A bounty hunter, the only one dtill dive, saw the expression on the agent's
face and continued to play dead.

Jan, careful to keep an eye on her surroundings, made her way over to Kyle's till-unconscious body,
stuck one of the blastersin its holster, and used her free hand to check his pulse. It was thready but
steady. Aswith many blaster wounds, the hole had been cauterized as the energy bolt passed through it,
and while caked with blood, Kyle's skull seemed intact.

Jan gave asigh of relief, stuck the remaining blaster into her waistband, and grabbed Kyle under the
armpits. Her partner's head flopped up and down as the agent dragged him to the ship and up the ramp.
He was bigger than she, and Jan was forced to stop occasionaly to regain her strength.

Finally, with the ramp retracted and Kyle secured in abunk, she lifted off. The Crow swung out over
the abyss, rose toward the blackness of space, and |eft Nar Shaddaa behind. Kyle needed help - and
Janwouldfind it.

CHAPTER FOUR

The hospita ship Mercy, an antiquated Dreadnaught, two assault frigates, a squadron of Corellian
gun ships, and assorted support vessdl orbited arecently devastated world. Cities of colored glass, now
reduced to rubble, merged with plains of heat-fused earth. Thiswasjust one of the many planetslaid to
waste during the last few years.



The Mercy, which had been "liberated” while still under congtruction, was enormous. More than two
kilometerslong and a quarterkilometer across, she could accommodate up to five thousand patients plus
the equipment, droids, and staff needed to operate and maintain her.

In spite of her consderable size however, the Mercy was badly overcrowded. More than six
thousand Rebel casuaties were crammed into her hull. They filled her wards and spilled out into the
passageway’s, where they stood, sat, or lay on improvised beds. Even worse was the fact that patients
who should have been immersed in one of the vessal's 4,250 bacta tanks were forced to wait.

It meant older, less effective medical procedures had to be brought into play. And that meant some
of thewounded would suffer permanent disabilities snce the longer bacta therapy was delayed the less
effectiveit became.

Jan felt alump in her throat as she threaded her way through packed corridors and caught glimpses
of bodies cut in hdf, heads without faces, and beings so burned she couldn't determine whether they
were human or members of another species.

Thefact that she wasn't immortd, that she could have been one of them, made her ssomach queasy.
Jan knew she'd never forget the Mercy

corridors, the sacrifices her fellow Rebels had made, or the true price of freedom.

It took fifteen minutes to reach bactaward 114. Three replacement units had been pressed into
service and placed out in the corridor. They contained what remained of agun ship's twelve-person
-crew. The ship, the GS-138, had been ambushed while on atop-secret raid. Debris and some life pods
wered| that remained when help arrived.

The survivors - including aman, awoman, and amae Mon Caamari were suspended in bactaand
mercifully unconscious. Medd s hung from the jury-rigged cables that connected their tanksto the ship's
computerized monitoring systems. Notes, drawings, and snapshots were taped to the tanks. A
tired-looking medic turned to greet her. He was balding and dightly overweight. "Y es?"

"I'm looking for a patient named Kyle Katarn."

Although there was no outward sign of its specid status, ward 114 was reserved for members of the
Alliances Intelligence and Specia Operations contingents. Though not especidly nice to contemplate, the
fact was that some casudties were considered more important than others, and Kyle - aproven if not
completely trusted agent - was on thelist of those dated to receive highpriority medica trestment. That
being the case, certain security measures werein place.

The medic consdered himsdlf to be something of an expert where cloak and dagger typeswere
concerned. The civilian flight suit, nonstandard sidearm, and haunted eyes dl pointed to one concluson: a
spy cometo see aspy. They were jumpy at times, so it paid to be careful. The medic kept hisvoice
neutrd. "May | seeyour 1.D.?"

Jan produced her card and watched it pass through the reader. The medic checked the readout and
nodded toward ahatch. ™Y our friend isin tank twenty-three. Well pull him later today. That's good, you
know. Hell be up and around soon.”

Jan thanked the medic, triggered the door, and stepped within. A maintenance droid was working on
an empty tank, and aside from gentle tool noises, the ward was quiet. The air had atangy smell which



might have been pleasant if it weren't for the Sghtsthat went withit.

The tanks were numbered and contained things Jan didn't really want to see, thingsthet floated like
specimensin jars. Some appeared intact, but others bore obvious wounds. The agent was glad they were

adeep.

Tank 23 looked like those around it except for the fact that no one had |eft any medals or notesonit.
Kylefloated there, hisbody curled into thefeta position, hishair drifting like seaweed. He looked
innocent, more boy than man.

The agent approached the unit and placed her hands on the tank's transparistedl surface. It was cool
and damp, like recently showered skin or the hull of a starship. Something caught at the back of her
throat as Jan remembered the three long days during which Kylé€'s condition had vacillated between good
and bad. She had stabilized the shoulder wound, but the concussion led to vomiting and periods of
unconsciousness, symptoms the ship'srather limited medica references flagged as serious.

But they made it to Rebel-held space, and while Kyle entered bacta tank 23, Jan collapsed on a cot.
Twelve hours of deep left her rested but concerned. She had no ideawhat Kyle had been up toin Nar
Shaddaa or why he'd gone after the disk. Thiswas not the sort of admission she wanted to make to their
superiors. Especidly when she was senior, and nominaly in charge.

Each bactatank had asmall cupboard where persona items were kept. Jan kndlt, tugged on the
door, and pulled it open. Kyl€e's clothes were there dong with his sidearm and boots. She rummaged
through his pockets and came up with awallet, aholo cube, and, yes, the mysterious disk.

Jan felt torn. It wasn't right to snoop through Kyl€'s belongings. But agents weren't supposed to have
any privacy - not where their partners were concerned. In spite of the fact that Jan had completetrust in
Kyle, it was hard to convince others that they should fed the same way, especidly at timeslikethis.

She triggered the holo projector, watched Morgan Katarn bid his son good-bye, and bit her lower
lip. The walet came next. She had glanced through the contents and was about to return it when she saw
something unexpected. The agent came across a 3-D snapshot of hersalf! How and when had Kyle
obtained it? There was no way to know. But the fact that it was there meant alot.

Tearstrickled down Jan's cheeks as she dipped the disk into her pocket, restored the rest of Kyl€'s
bel ongings to the cabinet, and got to her feet. Her fingers|eft outlines on the transparisted casing. The
prints faded when she removed her hands. "I'm sorry, Kyle- I loveyou."

Then, walking fast, S0 asto complete the chore as quickly possible, Jan left the ward. The medic
watched her go, wished someone cared enough to cry over him, and returned to hiswork. There were
chartsto update, and Lieutenant Commander Nidifer would check to make sure they were done.

Jan spent the better part of two hourstrying to access the disk's contents but finally gave up. The
contents were encrypted, and she couldn't break through. She needed help, expert help, the kind of help
resident on the flagship.

Rather than request clearance for the Crow and fly the relatively short distance to the New Hope Jan
decided to take advantage of aregularly scheduled shuttle. Thetrip to the refurbished Dreadnaught took
less than fifteen minutes. Once aboard, the agent went in search of an old acquaintance, afriend of her
father's, presently in charge of the flagship's Electronic Counter Measures section. His name was Chief
Warrant Officer Yiong Wong, "Chiefy" to hisfriends and "that miserable old geezer” to those who



abused his equipment and were caught at it.

She found Chiefy the same way she dways did, by asking his subordinates where the trouble was
and descending into the bowels of the ship. After that, it was asimple matter to follow atrail of
temporarily abandoned tools through a crawl space and into afloodlit equipment bay. The Warrant
Officer, dong with two of histechs, was hard at work. Cables squirmed into the space from five or six
directions and converged on an open junction box.

Chiefy took onelook at her, gave awhoop of joy, and offered to buy her lunch - apurely symbolic
invitation, sSince anyone could enter the chow hdl free of charge.

Jan accepted, ignored the stares, and followed Wong out. There was very little chance that he could
access the disk. But he'd know people who could.

Kyle awoke between clean, crisp sheets. He remembered the bactatank - but it was nowhereto be
seen. Seep pulled him down. He dreamt of hisfather's home, of Jan staring at him through awindow, of
aman he'd never seen before. The man had dark skin and wore a plain white robe. There was something
about his voice, about the way that he spoke, that captured Kyle's attention.

"A crossroadsliesbefore you ... The same man who murdered your father contemplates an even
greater evil. Hisnameis Jerec, and he seeks a place caled the Valey of the Jedi, a place where
thousands of Jedi spirits are trapped, a place of dmost unbelievable power, a place he must never reach.
Becauseif he does - the results could be catastrophic. Imagine someone who could destroy a star with a
whisper, eradicate asolar system with asnap of hisfingers, or “think' a planet from its orhbit.

"Y our father gave hislifeto protect thisplace. . . and the power it contains. His destiny was linked
withit. . . and your destiny islinked with his.

"Y our apprenticeship has been underway for some time now. The disk will help you absorb the ways
of the Jedi. Learn them well, and learn them quickly, for timeis short."

Rahn faded from sight, strange-looking rock formations appeared, and Kyle struggled to see. The
image steadied for amoment, dipped from focus, and faded away. The name Jerec meant something, but
he couldn't remember what. Kyle was thinking about that, or trying to, when deep pulled him down,

again.

Chief Warrant Officer Xiong Wong used a hydrospanner to bang on the hatch. "Hey Wires, | know
you'rein there, so open up."

Slence

Wong looked at Jan and winked. "Don't worry. | have asurefire way to get his attention.” The
spanner banged again.

"Okay, Wires. Have it your way. Lieutenant Commander Olifer seemslike areasonable man .... The
fact that you have appropriated thirty-two percent of the tracking computer's excess capacity for your
own persond gain won't bother himin the least.”



The hatch jerked open, and asmal man with along, thin nose peered out. He had small, beady eyes.
They ran the length of Jan's body and flicked to Wong. "What's the problem, Chiefy? I'm busy."

"Busy running avirtua gambling casno,” Wong said equably. "Not that | care - aslong asyour
computer's combat ready.”

"S0?You cameto tdl methat?"

"No," Chiefy replied cdmly, "I cameto get your help on this" Wong held the disk between thumb
and forefinger. Light winked off its surface. "It's read-protected, and my friend wantsin."

Wires|ooked from the disk to the Warrant Officer'sface. "I crack it, and you leave me done?"
"Affirmative”

"And Olifer?"

"Remains blissfully ignorant until you get greedy and give yoursdf away."

"Done. Let'sget onwithit."

Jan spent the next two hours in the overcrowded storeroom which Wires had converted to hisown
nefarious purposes. There waslittle to nothing the agent could do to help, but she felt obliged to stay.
Partly because Chiefy had, and partly because Wires was clearly untrustworthy.

The computer expert knew what he was doing, but it was dow going, nonetheless. First, he gpplied
some off-the-shelf encryption software. It didn't work. More than alittle angry now, and agood dedl
more engaged, Wirestried again. The next program he ran made use of software he had written himself.
Even that didn't work the first time through, athough Jan did catch aglimpse of amiddie-aged man who
looked alot like Morgan Katarn.

Findly, with awhoop of triumph, Wires made apartia breakthrough. It waslike staring through a
snowstorm, and the static made some of the words hard to hear, but there was no mistaking what was
sad.

Jan swore both men to secrecy, took the origind and the partially decoded copy, and gave Chiefy a
hug. Wireslooked as though he would have enjoyed a hug, too, but was forced to settle for a
handshake. The wak from the storeroom to the Dreadnaught's bridge was one of the longest Jan had
ever made.

Like the Dreadnaught herself, the cabin dated back to prelmperia days and was extremely spacious
- fitting quartersfor an admird whaose duties were mainly ceremonid.

The ship had been something of afixture over Churba, where it had functioned as an orbital war
museum until it was"liberated” by the Rebels and refitted. There were no resources to squander on
decor, however, which explained why the same tapestries that had graced the bulkheads prior to the
Rebdlion till hung there, adding to the somewhat musty smell. Mon Mothma had grown used to the
odor, but Leia Organa, formerly Princess Organa, hadn't. She sneezed, and her brother, Luke



Skywalker, said, "Blessyou.”

Mon Mothma, who was deeply engaged in alogistical problem, took scant notice. Sneezes and what
people said about them were less important than medica supplies and the systems used to distribute
them. Mon Mothmawore her hair short so asto minimize maintenance and preferred loose-fitting robes -
worn with asingle clasp or pin - to the tunics and trousers that Leiafavored. Perhapsit was a habit
picked up during her years as a senator or - and this seemed more likely - it was a matter of comfort.
Whatever the reason, the administrator's robes swished this way and that as she strode back and forth.

"And s0," she continued, "the efficient distribution of medica supplies not only will savelives, it will
sgna the government's priorities and our ability to ddiver onthem.”

Luke, who knew he should care about such matters, struggled to pay attention. The administrative
and political mattersthat Mon Mothmaand his sster found so fascinating often left him cold or, more
accurately, bored. That being the case, he looked hopeful when one of Mon Mothmal's aides dipped into
the compartment and whispered something into the administrator's ear. Any sort of distraction would be
welcome. The administrator listened, nodded, and said something in return.

The aideleft, and Mon Mothma turned to her guests. "Excuse the interruption, but it seems as though
something rather urgent has come up.”

Lelaand Lukerose asif to leave, and Mon Mothma gestured for them to stay. "No. | would
gppreciate your opinionson this."

The hatch opened, and awoman entered. L eia noticed she was pretty, though not self-conscioudy
30, and dressed in acivilian flight suit. The fact that she had passed through a security check and till
wore asidearm testified to her clearance. Mon Mothma gave the newcomer ahug and turned to her
guests. "Jan, thisis Leia Organa and her brother Luke Skywalker... Leia, Luke, thisis Jan Ors. It was
Jan who, along with an agent named Kyle Katarn, stole the Death Star plans from the [ab on Danuta™

Jan felt blood rush to her cheeks.Leia Organa? Asin Princess Leia Organa? And Luke Skywaker?
The Jedi Knight? Both were famous. She wasn't sure what kind of reception she would get.

But there was no mistaking their enthusiasm, the warmth of Leia's handshake, or thegrin on
Skywaker'sface asthey circled thetable to greet her. "Thisisared pleasure .... What you did took
guts. And it saved alot of lives. Thank you."

Jan blushed al over again, sammered something about how Kyle had carried out the most difficult
part of the mission, and was glad when Mon Mothma brought the conversation back to the present.
"Y ou have something to report? Something about avaley?!

Jan nodded. "It's called the Valey of the Jedi."

Luke sat up straight. "What did you say? The Vdley of what?'

Alarmed and somewhat taken aback, Jan repeated the name. "The Valley of the Jedi . . . Why?
Have you heard of it?"

Luke looked thoughtful. "Yes, I've heard of it. First from Y oda. And then from others. None of them
had actudly seenit, though . . . and that makes me wonder."



Jan shrugged and held the disk up for them to see. "Wdll, Kyle'sfather thought it wasred and left a
message to that effect.”

Lelafrowned. "Thought it was red ? What happened to him?"

Jan remembered the holo she and Kyle had seen on board the Star
of Empire and winced. "The Imperials murdered Morgan Katarn and placed hishead on aspike."
L uke raised an eyebrow. "He was beheaded? That's how they killed him?"
"l guess s0. Does it make a difference?!

The Jedi's bionic hand strayed to the lightsaber at hisside. "Maybe, and maybe not," hereplied
vaguely. "But it's my observation that beheadings are as rare as the weapons used to carry them out.”

Jan was just starting to consider the implications of that when Mon Mothma gestured toward the
disk. "Let's seewhat Katarn hasto say."

Jan apologized for the quality and dropped the disk into a player. What |ooked like a snowstorm
swirled, static crackled, and an image appeared. The man had gray, amost white hair, and afull growth
of beard. Hiseyeswere kindly but tired. A workshop or similar area appeared in the background.

"This message isintended for my son Kyle Katarn -" crackle. . . pop, . . . crackle. . . "- Kyle, | have
left two very important itemsfor you. Thefirst isamap to the Valey of the Jedi, which isembedded in
the stone celling above thisroom. The other isalightsaber that once belonged to a Jedi named Rahn. Use
itwell. Useit for good."

Mon Mothma knew Rahn and wondered where he was. Luke had heard of the Jedi from Y oda.

Leiabroke the silence. "No offense to you or the Katarn family, but so what? Why should the
Alliance get involved? Resources are scarce. They must be dlocated with care.” Mon Mothmanodded in
agreemernt.

Jan felt defensive and tried to conced it. "The Imperias care, so we should care. They tried to keep
thedisk, lost it to Kyle, and fought to get it back. That's the best answer | can give.”

Lukeintervened before Leiacould reply. "Listen to the legend, and you will understand.”

Mon Mothma started to say something and thought better of it. Luke continued. "Hundreds and
hundreds of years ago a Jedi named Kaan turned away from the light and formed the Brotherhood of
Darkness. The Brotherhood used the dark side of the Force to build an empire and were well on their
way toward expanding it when an army was raised to oppose them.

"The army of opposition conssted of beings from many species and planets, representing al walks of
life. But they had one thing in common. They were Jedi.

"The two sides came together on aremote and little-known world. Salvos of pure energy were
exchanged, sorms raged across the land, and lightning flashed from the skies. Entire citieswere
destroyed, a species was pushed to the edge of extermination, and spirits separated from their bodies.



"Findly, after days of mortal combat, the Brotherhood was defeated. Knowing that he had lost but
unwilling to accept defeat, Kaan lured his opponentsinto avaley. And it was there that the Brotherhood
of Darkness committed suicide, taking good Jedi with them. Not to the freedom of desth but into a state
of sugpended animation where they remain trapped.

"Their spirits should be released and alowed to merge with the Force, but there are those who would
tap the energy they represent and use it for evil. Assuming the stories are true, assuming such aplace
exigts, it would bewell worth fighting for.”

There was momentary silence asthe rest of the group took the story in. Jan was thefirst to spesk.
"Kylewill be up and around soon. Well find the map.”

Mon Mothmashook her head. "I don't think that's a very good idea, Jan. Kyle needstimeto hedl."

Lelasaw theway Jan's eyes narrowed, the manner in which her mouth formed ahard, sraight line,
and knew the agent disagreed. What she didn't know was the extent to which Jan had matured over the
last year or so, giving her the courage to chalenge Mon Mothmas authority.

"With al due respect, agents are wounded dl the time and thrown into action the moment they can
walk. If thisisabout Kyle and the fact that he was an Imperid officer, then say s0."

Thefact that the agent in question had been amember of the Imperial military forceswas newsto
Lelaand Luke. They exchanged glances but remained silent. Mon Mothma felt no such compunction.
"All right, it may not befair, but | don't trust him. He's agraduate of the Imperid Military Academy. How
canwe be sure of hisloyaty?'

Leialooked from one woman to the other and said what she felt. "Han was asmuggler, and some
say worse. He graduated from the Academy, yet you trust him. People can and do change.”

Jan shot Leiaagrateful look. It confirmed what Leiahad suspected dll dong. Jan Orswasin love
with Kyle Katarn - for better or worse.

If Mon Mothmawas annoyed, she gave no sign of it. "So, Luke, you've heard both sides of theissue.
What do you think?'

The Jedi gtared at the floor, lost in thought. His words came dowly, asif from adistance. "1 think the
second part of the message bears on thefirst. What did Katarn say? Something about alightsaber that
belonged to Rahn? The gift impliestaent - talent and something more connectionsthat | sense but can't
put into words. | believe we can trust Kyle. The red question iswhether he can trust himself. A
sef-taught Jedi? A great deal could go wrong. Still, the path is his, and he must walk it."

Mon Mothmalooked thoughtful for amoment and turned to Jan. "' Say nothing of this meeting. Allow
Kyleto do ashewill. If he'seven haf theman you say heis, al will bewel. If heturnson us- kill him.
Agreed?’

Kyle? Jedi? Was such a thing possible? And what about Mon Mothma's orders? Jan remembered
Danuta - and the moment when she had pointed her blaster at Kyl€e's head. She hadn't been ableto do it
then. Could she do it now? Probably not. But she nodded anyway. "Agreed.”

Lelasaw thelie and dlowed hersalf thetiniest of amiles. Life had never been, and never would be,
smple



Kyle hovered somewhere between deep and wakefulness. He heard the medic enter the room,
watched her through carefully ditted eyes, and maintained his silence. The shoulder wound felt better,
much better, but he wasin no mood to talk.

The medic glanced in his direction asif to make sure that the agent was dl right and turned her
attention to the officer in the next bed. Tubes snaked in and out of hisbody, and the respirator made a
gentle wheezing sound as it pushed oxygen into hislungs. The medic checked to make sure everything
was operating properly, tapped some readings into a datapad, and | eft the compartment.

Kyle alowed himsdlf to drift and was just about to take still another nap when someone entered. The
medic? Back already? He peered through half-closed eyes.

Jan camein, looked around, and approached the foot of his bed. Shelooked just plain wonderful -
pretty in spite of the coverals shewore, yet pensive, asif she wasworried about something.

Kyle was about to greet Jan, to tell her he felt better, when she turned away. Two lockers, onefor
each patient, were bolted to the bulkhead. Jan opened Kyle's, removed histrousers, and dipped her
hand into a pocket. Then, after placing akiss on hisforehead, shel€ft.

Kyle waited to make sure she wouldn't return, swung hisfeet over the side of the bed, and got to his
feet. The deck was cold and hard. He opened the locker, grabbed his pants, and checked the pockets.
Everything, including the al-important disk, wasjust as hed Ieft it. Or wasit? What was Jan doing
anyway? And if she had removed something - only to replace it - what had it been? Hiswadlet? The
disk? The holo cube? And why?

The agent frowned, shucked his gown, and started to dress. The disk, the dream, and Jan. The pieces
werein front of him. But how did they fit? The answer was out there - and he would find it.

CHAPTER FIVE

Sullust hung hugein the sky as Boc stood watching the troops guide the heavily loaded grav palet up
the ramp and into the shuttle's hold. The tiles were numbered and ready for reassembly. He shifted his
weight and winced in pain.

The ache originated from the point where his tendon had been severed and reconnected. Boc
favored his opposite foot as he turned to Yun. "That was the last load.”

The younger Jedi nodded. "What now?"
"Here comes Sariss. . . . A her."

Y un turned toward his mentor. "And to what fabul ous destination are we bound?"



"To Baron's Hed, s0 8t88 can examine the map and try to make sense of it."

"Ah," Yunreplied lightly, "and afine piece of machinery heis.... Come, Boc. Thebright lights
beckon."

There was no answer.

Y un and Sariss turned to see where the other Jedi had gone. He stood with his back to them. His
eyes scanned the countryside. Y un spoke again. "Boc? Comeon - it'stimeto go."

"Someoneiswatching. | canfed it."

"S0?" Sariss responded impatiently. "What did you expect? Thisis more activity than thelocals have
seen for along time. Were hard to miss.”

"The Forceis strong in thisone," Boc continued, "and he seeksto destroy us.”
"Him and afew million more,” Yun said dismissvely. "Come. Lunch awaits.”

"Into the shuttle, Boc," Sariss ordered sternly. " Jerec wants the map, and he wantsit soon." Boc took
onelast look, turned, and shuffled toward the ramp. The remaining Jedi exchanged glances, shook their
heads in wonderment, and followed.

Kyle couldn't hear what the Imperias were saying. And he didn't redly care. From his vantage point
up on the hill he could see thefidlds, the tap tree that stood in front of the house, and the Imperia shuttle
that squatted beyond. Heat shimmered above the ship's hull and distorted the vehicle parked beyond. It
contained a half-dozen transports, some gravdeds, and amaobile command post.

Timing was everything, or so the saying went, and his had been poor. The heavily loaded grav palets
meant that the Imperials had removed something. But what? Whatever it was would have to be agood
deal more valuable than hisfather'stools and equipment to justify the expenditure of so many resources.

Kylefdt amomentary sense of pride. The Empire had murdered Morgan Katarn - but hisimpact
lingered on.

It appeared as though the Imperials were preparing to leave. Some of them, anyway. The agent
raised his electrobinoculars and took one last look. Two men and awoman stood in front of the shuttle.
They were Jedi, judging from the lightsabers they wore. But none was Jerec. Where was he anyway, the
mysterious figure who had attended Kyl€e's graduation, murdered hisfather, and sent 8t88 to find him?
Close, very close, but out of reach.

Kyle touched a button and zoomed to maximum magnification. He examined each Jedi in turn. The
woman wore bright red lipgtick, the youngster displayed an "I'm better than you are" sneer, and the last
wasa Twi'lek, ararity among Imperia forces. The dien turned toward Kyle. The agent fdlt his heart sart
to pound as he made contact with the space-black eyes.

Kyle lowered the eectrobinoculars, certain that held been discovered. But he redlized that he hadn't.
Not in thenormal sense, anyway . . ..



The others spoke to the strange-looking Jedi, and he turned away. Kyle fdt light-headed and fought
to control his bresthing. The encounter had been frightening and exhilarating at the sametime. Herewas
partia validation of hisdream. Maybe, just maybe, he could

become a Jedi - not the kind that murdered people but the kind that fought to protect them.

The Jedi, dong with a contingent of stormtroopers, had boarded the shuttle by now, and the ship was
lifting. Repulsorsflared, the nose rotated toward the east, and thrustersfired.

Kyle went facedown as the shuttle passed directly over his position. Bushes swayed and dust filled
theair. The Rebd looked back over his shoulder, spit grass, and was thankful when the spacecraft

disappeared.

He stood, gave thanks that Jan hadn't been around to witness his rather undignified dive, and brushed
grass off hisclothes.

A quick check confirmed that dthough the Jedi had | eft, sormtroopers and mercenaries till patrolled
the area around the house while an AT-ST minced through an unplanted field.

Tough odds, but not impossible ones, especidly for someone who had spent his childhood there and
knew every square centimeter.

Kyle checked hisblaster, shoved it back into its holster, and moved dong the side of the hill. Imperia
troops had a strong tendency to do everything by the book, and having studied their books, he knew
what to expect.

Sentrieswould be posted al around the structure to be defended. Not many, just enough to dow an
incursion and cdl for reinforcements. Once that occurred, a heavily armed response force would rush to
the area and provide whatever muscle was necessary.

That being the case, Kyle hoped to dip between the sentries and avoid the massive response. He
stayed off the well-established footpaths and took the sort of routesthat only a child would be aware of,
routes that were much more likely to be free of sentries, sensors, and trip wires. One such path, which
was little more than agametrail now, required Kyleto get down on his ssomach and elbow hisway
forward. Bushes closed over his head and brushed his sides.

The going was agood deal more difficult than he remembered. Of course, now he had an adult body,
and the undergrowth had closed in on itsdf during his absence.

The smells were the same, though, especiadly the yeasty odor of wild poro poppies and the swest,
amost nauseating scent of nantha blossoms.

Insects scurried to get out of hisway.

A harmless eye-eye snake hissed, aimed its head-eyein the direction of travel, and used the tail-eye
to monitor pursuit.

A holebdl, itsfur eternaly matted with the debris that provided its camouflage, took one look at the
enormous invader, gave asqueak of darm, and rolled into one of its multitudinous holes.



Kyle smiled. All the creatures around him were old friends, or descendants of old friends, first
encountered during his boyhood.

The undergrowth thinned, and the farmhouse appeared through the foliage. The Rebe squirmed his
way forward, spotted a patch of telltale white armor, and ceased al movement.

The stormtrooper paused, scanned the surrounding area, and resumed his patrol. Kyle waited for the
sentry to leave, pushed hisway forward, and stuck his head out. The way was clear, except for a
blaster-burned, agro droid.

Kyle dashed across the intervening space, tried the back door, and felt it open under hishand. The
lock, such asit was, had been blasted away.

The kitchen was adisaster. Cupboard doors gaped open, graffiti covered thewalls, and debris
crunched under his boots. The agent paused, listened, and moved on.

It appeared asif the house had been ransacked on repeated occasions. The Imperials had been firgt,
followed by thieveswho'd seen Morgan Katarn's head on display at the spaceport, then people with
nothing better to do.

Someone had camped in the living room. A collection of dirty pots and pans was stacked next to the
fireplace, and trash filled the northeast corner of the room. More than alittle nervous, Kyle made hisway
to the front room and peered out the window. A Commando appeared, and the Rebel pulled back.

Getting in was one thing - getting out would be another. Still, no one had shown any inclination to
enter the house, for which he was thankful. Perhaps most of them had been there dready or had orders
to stay out. Whatever the reason, it was fine with Kyle.

A trail of masonry drew aline between the much-abused front door and Morgan Katarn's workshop.
Kylefollowed it until apicture caught hiseye. It hung askew, asif ready to fal. Not too surprisng, given
what the place had been through.

Kylewaked over, removed the 3-D print from the wall, and gazed into his mother'sface. Hehad a
sngle memory of her - of being held in her arms, of crying over something, something that didn't seem so
bad with her arms wrapped around him.

Tenderly, reverently Kyle removed the picture fromitsframe and rolled it into acylinder. A scrap of
wire served to secure the roll, which went into his right cargo pocket. It might take a besting during the
hours ahead, but anything was preferable to leaving the print where it was.

The agent entered the workshop. Hisfather and he had spent

countless hoursthere, taking things apart, putting them back together, or just plain fooling around. The
shop had been the center of the house and, in someways, of their relationship.

A single glance was enough to determine that it, too, had suffered at the hands of theinvaders. It
appeared as though at least one minor explosion had taken place. The vast mgority of hisfather'stools
were missing, and athick layer of debris obscured the floor. of course, that was to be expected. But
where had the celling gone? And why?

Kyle remembered the heavily |aden grav pallets and wondered if the two were connected somehow.



But wait - what wasthat? A pattern on the remaining ceiling tiles?

Kyle removed aglow rod from his belt, climbed up onto an empty crate, and examined the areain
guestion. He noticed that the tiles, none of which had been there on the day he left for the Academy,
matched those on the kitchen counters. That meant they had originated in the same quarry - aplace
located twenty kilometersto the north. Etchings had been carved into the squares, some of which were
clearly decorative, while others resembled amap - amap from which the central and most important
section was missing.

What had Rahn said? Something about the Vdley of the Jedi? Was that what the Imperials had come
for? A sngp that would guide them to the VValey? There was no direct evidence to support his theory, but
Kylefdt it wastrue and had learned to trust such impressions.

The agent climbed down, directed the light into one of the darker corners of the room, and saw
something familiar. It was covered with loose plaster but was recognizable, nonetheless. "Wee Gee? s
that you?'

There was no answer as Kyle made hisway across the room, scooped chunks of plaster out of the
way, and embraced afamiliar figure. Though capable of awide variety of configurations, the droid
currently resembled an inverted U with a sensor pod mounted on top. Wee Gee boasted two graspers,
one designed for strength and one intended for more delicate tasks. Kyle dragged the droid out into the
middle of the room and checked its readouts.

"Hey, Weeg - what did they do to you? Whatever it was put some dentsin your processor housing.
No magjor damage, though. Let's check you out.”

Morgan Katarn had built the droid himself, but Kyle had performed routine maintenance on the robot
since the age of twelve and knew itsworkings insde out. Beyond the dirt, grime, and dents, the machine
wasintact.

The half dots seemed unrelated to each other until Kyle rotated

both of them into aignment and pushed the disk through the opening. Parts whirred, clicked, and
hummed. A holo gppeared, and with it, hisfather'simage. It was crystal clear.

"Thismessage isintended for my son, Kyle Katarn. Kyle, | have left two very important items for
you. Thefirgt isamap to the Valey of the Jedi - and is embedded in the stone celling above thisroom . .

Kyle watched hisfather gesture toward the once-smooth celling and knew his theory had been
correct. Something whirred; the agent turned and pulled his blaster. Wee Gee remained motionless. A
hatch opened in his Side, and acylinder popped out. The agent caught the object and the narration
continued. "The other isalightsaber that belonged to a Jedi named Rahn. Useit well. Useit for good.”

The holo snapped out of existence. A fedling of warmth suffused Kyl€e's body. Not only would the
new image replace the one of hisfather's head on aspike, it meant that his father had been aware of his
talent and wanted him to develop it.

Kyle thumbed aswitch, and the lightsaber popped to life. The air crackled, and the smell of ozone
permesated the room. He made some experimenta passes, gloried in the power that the weapon
conveyed, and heard hisfather's words echo through hismind. "Useit well.... Useit for good.”



The thought had a sobering effect, as did the knowledge that the Imperias had taken possession of
information that hisfather had goneto gresat lengthsto protect. He thumbed the power switch, felt the
handle cool, and stuck the lightsaber through his belt.

There was a series of beeps and whistles. The agent turned to find Wee Gee floating two meters off
thefloor. The droid held a chunk of rock in his power grasper and seemed prepared to throw it. "Hey
Weeg. It'sme, Kyle"

The droid seemed doubtful and moved in for acloser look. The begps and whistles had aplaintive
sound.

Kyle shook hishead. "I look older because | am older. Not too old to remember how you fished me
out of theriver, though, and didn't tell Dad.”

The droid responded with aseries of quick, joyful sounds. Kyle patted the droid's sensor housing.
"Y ou've been out of circulation for awhile Weeg, and things have changed. I'd like nothing better than to
see Dad again, but the Imperids murdered him. I'm fighting for the Rebs now.”

It took the better part of five minutesto bring the droid up to date. Once that had been accomplished
and Wee Gee had absorbed al the changes, it was Kyle'sturn to ask the questions.

"So, Weeg, what's the ded with the celling? What made it so valuable that the imperidswould take
the time and trouble to tear it out?"

Thedroid directed its vid pickup toward the areain question and issued along sequence of beeps
and whistles. The Rebel made the necessary trandation. It seemed that hisfather had taken along trip
and had seemed preoccupied on hisreturn. It was asif he knew of something important but wasn't sure
what to do about it. The droid continued.

"Later, after Master Rahn came to stay, your father worked on the ceiling. It took morethan a
month, and | helped. | liked the etchings. But your father must not have because he ordered me to cover
them with plagter.”

Kylefdt his heart beat faster. "Rahn? A man named Rahn cameto stay?"
"Why, yes," the droid begped. "A wonderful gentleman. Y our father thought very highly of him."
Kyle's mouth was dry. "Describe Master Rahn.”

Wee Gee projected aholo into the air. A lump formed in Kyl€sthroat as he watched the man he
knew as Rahn hand abook and alightsaber to Morgan Katarn. Thelr friendship was obvious.

Kyle swdlowed hard. In spite of dl held learned, the main prize continued to eude him. Given the
fact that the shuttle had disappeared in the direction of Baron's Hed, that seemed like the place to start.
But how to get there? Especidly with Wee Geein tow. Y es, he could leave the droid behind, but he
knew what would happen. Wee Gee was like amember of the family, the only member |eft outside of
himself, and couldn't survive on hisown. No, there had to beaway ....

The answer popped into hismind asif it had been waiting there all dong. Kyle snapped hisfingers
and motioned to the droid. "Come on, Weeg. Let's get out of here.”



The towering tap tree that stood out front was more than ornamentd. Its roots went down hundreds
of meters, where they "tapped” an underground aquifer and brought water to the surface. More water
than the tree and its various symbiotes could use. That being the case, Morgan Katarn and his neighbors
had used the trees as biological pumps, diverting the excesswater to their crops and supplementing the
sometimesinadequate rainfdl.

However, bringing the water to the surface was one thing and distributing it to the crops was another.
Like his neighbors, Morgan Katarn employed aforce of droidsto establish and maintain an extensive
network of underground tunnels, pipes, and tubes, which took the

wet stuff wherever it was needed. The system could be accessed from anumber of locations, one of
which was located not ten meters from the back door.

The agent made hisway through the kitchen, pushed againgt the door in question, and peered through
the crack. A stormtrooper stood five meters away. A mercenary sauntered up to greet him. The
Gamorrean had green skin, apig-style snout, and some nasty-looking tusks. He wore a bloodsucking
morrt on each bicep - an indication that he had put afew credits asde and was coming up in the world.
He made some grunting noises, and the human responded.

"Hey Brallo. It'sbeen awhile. Y ou ready to lose thisweek's pay?'

The Gamorrean's response was lost as Kyle backed into the room. Which was more important,
gedth - or time? The Rebel considered the Jedi, how easy it would be for them to leave the planet, and
made the decision accordingly.

"Weeg, seethe door? When | say "go,' pile through it and turn to the left. Don't go right, ‘cause youll
beinthelineof fire. Got it?'

Servoswhined asthe droid positioned himself opposite the back door and beeped his readiness.

Kyle nodded, pulled his blaster, and took one last peek. The trooper had removed a datapad from
his pocket and pointed at the screen. " So, who do you want? Y our cousin Blotho - or Master Sergeant
Kine? The smart money'son Kine."

The agent pulled back. "Okay Weeg . . . ready . . .st . . .go!"

Kyle had expected the droid to pull the door open and was just as surprised asthe imperias were
when Wee Gee crashed through the wood, |eaving nothing but splinters hanging from the hinges. There
was no time to discuss the matter, however - and the strategy worked.

The Imperidswere till recovering from the shock, sill reaching for their weapons when Kyle shot
them. The Gamorrean died first, hisface registering surprise, and the trooper fell second. It took three
shotsto penetrate his armor, but the outcome was the same.

Kyle turned, pulled aquick three-sixty to ensure that the incident had gone undetected, and headed
for the access door, which lay flush to the ground, where layers of dirt and debris served to camouflage
it. Kylefound the handle and tugged. Nothing. It was jammed tight.

Wee Gee beeped, whistled, and moved into position. The droid's power grasper dipped through the
handle, and a servo whined. Metal groaned as the door opened upward, and a set of stairswas reveaed.



"Down the hatch," Kyle ordered, "and switch on your lights.”

The droid beeped obediently and lowered itsdlf into the underground passageway. Kyle pulled the
door into avertica postion and

ducked asit fell the last couple of meters. HEd be very lucky - or the Imperids extremely stupid - if the
hatch went undiscovered.

It was dark in the tunnel, or would have been if it weren't for Wee Gee and his floodlights. Together
they lit up fifteen to twenty meters of tunndl.

The earthen walls till bore the tool marks|eft by the droids who had dug and subsequently
maintained the tunnels. They weeped here and there as water from arecent rainstorm percolated
downward.

Sidetunnels, some of which weretoo small for the adult Kyle to negotiate, branched |eft and right.
Black pipes or, in some cases, tubing followed them off into the darkness. The air was moist and smelled
likedirt. This particular shaft, a passageway labeled "main centrd” led toward the northwest and the area
where the vehicle park had been established. The perfect place to borrow some transportation . . .

The attack came without warning. The passageway was empty one moment and full the next. The
war droid was alumbering thing, long outdated but threstening, nonetheless. There was no way to know
if it had been sent into the tunnels or had smply logt itsway. Whatever the reason, the machine had
sensed their gpproach, lain in wait, and lurched out of aside passage.

The machine could and probably would have killed Kyle within the first few seconds of combat, but
Wee Gee was a more difficult opponent. Though extremely mild mannered and not equipped for combet,
the droid had been programmed by Morgan Katarn to protect Kyle at al costs. That, plusthe fact that
Wee Gee had been built for heavy-duty farm work, evened the odds.

Metd rang on metd as the machines came together. The war droid boasted a variety of weapons but
discovered it was too late to use them.

Kyletried to see past Wee Gee, waved his blaster, and shouted advice - none of which was very
useful.

The matter wasredly quite smple from Wee Gee's perspective. Lacking the programming and
initiative to do anything else, his opponent was using tactics that might have been effective againg a
human but were wasted on him.

While the war droid went for Wee Gee's nonexistent vital organs, Wee Gee used his power grasper
to grab the other machine'sthroat and rip its head off. A column of sparks shot upward, a servo
screeched, and the battle was over.

Wee Gee passed over the decapitated hulk, beeped awarning, and continued on hisway.

Kyle shook his head in amazement, stepped on the war droid's chest, and followed aong behind.

Cautious now, with blaster drawn and mud sucking at his boots, Kyle waited for another attack. But,

with the exception of asmall cave-in, there were no more obstaclesto bar the way. Wee Gee plowed
through the blockage without difficulty and stopped when the tunndl came to an abrupt end. The whistles,



beeps, and buzz ended with a nearly audible question mark.

"Now | reconnoiter,” Kyle answered, indicating aladder and the hatch above. "If memory serves,
this should bring us out in the center of their vehicle park.”

Thedroid's vidcam swiveled back and forth as various aspects of his programming cameinto conflict
and made him nervous. The noises he produced were hard and demanding.

"Thank you," Kylereplied sncerdly, "but my father isgone now, and | would appreciateit if you
would accept my judgmentsin place of his"

There was abrief moment of silence while Wee Gee considered Kyl€e's request. The reply was both
brief and contrite.

"Good," Kylesad firmly. "I'll takealook - you wait here."

The droid watched as the Rebel agent climbed the rusty ladder, shoved on the hatch, and shoved
again. Kyle grimaced as meta screeched and the cover popped free. He waited to see if the noise drew
any atention and wasrelieved when it didntt.

The agent pushed upward on the lid, stopped when it hit something solid, and squirmed through the
gap. The"something" was atrangport. Hed been lucky, very lucky, since there were plenty of Imperids,
and the vehide hid him from view.

A pair of shiny black boots crunched by, acomm unit crackled, and someone coughed. Then, with a
suddenness that made the agent's heart skip a beat, a shout was heard. Had he been spotted? The Rebel
rolled thisway and that, looking for someoneto shoot . . . . But the boots, and the bodies above them,
were running avay. Running toward the house. Why?

Then it came to him. Someone had discovered the bodies and aderted the rest. How long before they
found the hatch - and followed the tunnel to the point where Wee Gee waited? Not very long.

Kyle knew that seconds were precious as he elbowed hisway out from under the vehicle, took a
quick look around, and saw nothing but backs as stormtroopers, mercenaries, and commandos headed
for the house.

The T-4 was alarge vehicle with an open cab. Normally used to move equipment and troops, it
boasted afive-ton payload, light Sde

armor, and a double-barreled, al-purpose, energy cannon mounted behind the cab.

Kyle jumped onto the running board, climbed into the driver's seat, and scanned the dashboard. Like
his classmates, he had quadified in T-4s during his second year at the Academy. The transport boasted no
fewer than four repulsor-lift engines and, like most military vehicles, was secured with akey pad. A key
pad which many company commanders chose to ignore since it meant that each and every potentia
driver had to memorize the necessary code. The factory setting consisted of four zeros. Many settings
were just |eft that way.

Kyle mentdly crossed hisfingers, hit the zero button four times, and received agreen light. The Rebel
grinned as heflipped dl four of the enginesdect switchesinto the "on" position, hit the starter button, and
heard the power plants whineinto life. Each had its own specid pitch that was soon lost in the sound



made by the others.

Oncethe T-4 was up off its skids, it was a S mple matter to dide out of the way and watch Wee Gee
float up and out of his hiding place. The moment the droid was aboard and secured to his seat, Kyle took
off.

A mercenary ydled something incoherent, the Imperiasturned to look, and the chasewason ...
Blaster bolts szzled past the agent's head, and one of them punched a hole through the windshield. Wee
Geeissued a series of urgent whistles and beeps.

"Excdlent advice," Kylereplied grimly. "Hold on to your circuits. . . because here we go!™

Empty and possessed of considerable power, the T-4 was capable of eighty kilometers per hour. It
accelerated down the lane, spewed gravel in every direction, and roared onto the highway. Baron's Hed
lay to the eadt, athirty-minute drive a mogt.

The highway had seen heavy use, but that was before the Imperialsimposed a system of travel
permitsand "usage-" based taxes. In order to minimize costs and defend against bandits, farmers used
heavily armed convoysto take their crops to market and rode tax-exempt farm animalsfor local
trangportation. Animal droppings lined the sde of the road, which was otherwise clear.

What had been a convoy appeared up ahead, the line of burnedout hulks attesting not only to the
dangersthat lay in wait but the extent to which the Imperias dlowed banditsto terrorize the land.

Kyleturned into a curve and felt the T-4 tilt in order to compensate. A turnout provided accessto
what had been arest area. It was currently home to aband of Tusken Raiders. Though they were native
to the planet Tatooine, the Tuskens had been brought in by the Imperialsto function as"enforcers” arole
they relished. The mercenaries

had taken to the speeder bikes like an Aqualish to water and used them to "patrol” the local roads.
None of them seemed to miss the bantha, the huge beasts they rode on Tatooine.

An advisory had gone out within seconds of Kyle's escape, and the Tuskens were prepared. Engines
roared asthey lurched into the air. Though vertica when parked, the long, deek machines quickly went
horizontal and formed on their leader, a Raider named Rogg.

Rogg knew hisfollowers would be looking to him for encouragement. He waved ahand over his
head and screamed atriba war cry. It waslost in the dipstream. But it made him fed better.

The Tusken enjoyed hisleadership position, liked the power it conveyed, but didn't relish moments
likethis. Rogg regarded the notion of leading from the front asimpractical, especiadly snce said leader
eventudly got killed, resulting in theloss of his vauable knowledge and experience, not to mention hislife.

The Tusken leader had opened the matter for discussion, hoping the rest of the band would see how
slly the traditiona system was, but had been blocked by Bordo, his nominal number two, and one of two
or threeindividua s who hoped to inherit his position.

Ah well, the charm pouch he wore around his neck had protected him thislong and would again. The
Tusken fired his dua-nose cannon and rejoiced as the coherent energy blipped toward the T-4'stailgate
and blistered the transport's paint.



Kyle checked hismirror, saw the closdly packed bikers, and spoke from the side of his mouth.
"Takethe controls, Weeg. I'll teach them some manners.

Wee Gee beeped by way of aresponse, activated the second set of controls, and wondered if he
had the proper programming. A quick check revealed that the buttons, switches, and pedals arrayed
before him weren't dl that different from those on acombine, which was fortunate since Kyle had

disappeared.

Theturret gun sat in alightly armored tub located behind the control cab. The agent climbed over the
Sde, settled into the gunner's saddle, and flicked the power switch- An entire row of indicator lights
flashed green.

Blaster bolts splashed on armor, flashed over the Rebel's head, and flew wide asthe lead Tuskens
fired their weapons.

Kyle found the safety, switched to "livefire," and peered through the sight. Though swerving back
and forth in an attempt to ruin hisaim, the bikers till formed a highly concentrated target. The firing studs
were |ocated to either end of the handlebar controls. The Rebel pressed with both thumbs, watched
coherent light stutter into the tightly packed formation, and whooped when a bike exploded.

Debrisflew in every direction and diced off abiker's head, leaving the body intact. The torso was ill
in place, till gripping the control, when the two-whedler smashed into a bridge support. The pieceswere
everywhere, narrowly missed the end of the formation, and threw up clouds of dirt.

The twenty-kilometer bridge led into Baron's Hed. Six lanes narrowed to four as Wee Gee guided
the transport onto the span. He glanced into aside mirror, saw that the Tuskens were gaining, and
pushed with his power grasper. Nothing happened. The droid redized that the accel erator was already
on thefloor.

Rogg had survived. The knowledge made him happy. Heraised hisright hand, gaveasigna, and
veered to the right. Kyle tracked the movement with the handlebar, fired athree-bolt burst, and swore
when another rider was snatched from his seat. The bike swerved, narrowly avoided another, and
tumbled end over end.

If Kyle was disappointed that Rogg survived, it was nothing compared to what Bordo felt. Hewas
number two and had been for three long years. Three years of "Y es, Rogg, whatever you say Rogg, and
thank you, Rogg." It was enough to gag aKrayt dragon.

So Bordo led the second echelon over the left side of the transport, set his controlsto auto, and
dropped to the back.

Helogt hisbadance, fdl, and stood. A quick check was sufficient to make certain that the human was
occupied by the need to repel additional boarders. Bordo staggered toward the opposite side of the
trangport. A singlelook confirmed that his cowardly leader had taken his own sweet time getting into
position. Bordo smiled behind his bandages, waited for Rogg to look in hisdirection, and shot himin the

goggles

The speeder bike wobbled, veered away, and soared over the canyon. The engine quit, and the bike
fell like arock. Confident that his actions had been lost in the confusion of battle, Bordo waved the band
ahead, turned in the direction of the control cab, and made hisway forward.



Wee Gee saw an unrecogni zable blob up ahead, zoomed in on it, and knew what it was. A
roadblock! A big roadblock, capable of stopping the T4 dead initstracks.... He caled for Kyle, knew
the human couldn't hear, and wondered what to do.

Jan brought the Moldy Crow down from five thousand meters, found the ribbon of highway, and
followed it toward the bridge. It had

been difficult to watch over Kyle without being spotted, but she had managed to do so. Now, with the
transport fleeing toward town and the bikersin hot pursuit, there was no need for pretense. If even one
TIE fighter arrived - and was allowed to attack - the battle would be over. " Crow to Kyle - do you
copy?'

Kyle had inserted the comm plug into his ear so long ago he had forgotten it wasthere. A Tusken
had come aboard and was headed hisway. The agent pulled his blaster. "Y eah, | copy - what took so

long?'
"Y ou told meto stay clear - remember?’

Kyle raised hisweapon and watched the Tusken do likewise. "When did you start taking orders from
me?'

"l don't," Jan said primly, "asyou can tdll from the fact that the Crow ishanging over your mostly
empty head.”

"Right," Kylereplied as he shot Bordo through the chest, "which brings us back to where we started.
What took so long?'

Jan smiled and was about to reply when she noticed the roadblock. " They threw a barricade across
the highway. Prepare for pickup.”

Kyle saw the Crow start to descend and turned toward the cab. He threw himself forward. "Hey,
Weeg! Set the controlsto auto! Jan will pick usup!™”

Thedroid didn't know who Jan was. But he had no desire to wind up as scrap. He did as he was
told, rose from the passenger position, and turned toward the rear. A blaster bolt scored the side of his
processor housing. He gave along, drawn-out beep.

Kylefired. A Tusken fell backward over the tailgate, was hit by one of the speeder bikes, and
tumbled down the highway.

Wind whipped through Kyl€e's hair, and heat wrapped his shoulders as the Crow descended. The
Tuskensfired at the ship as a hatch opened, aramp was extended, and Jan shouted in Kyle's ear. "Here
comes the roadblock! Jump!™

The Rebel heard her and was about to relay the order when he was snatched into the air. The droid
had seen the ramp, grabbed the human's utility belt, and fired his repulsorlift engine. They had passed
through the hatch by the time the transport hit the barricade.

Theimpact and the explosion that followed sent an AT-ST off the bridge, killed aplatoon of



stormtroopers, and created awall of fire. Most of the surviving Tuskens were going too fast to stop.
They screamed asthelr bikes raced into the conflagration and blew up.

A few, those blessed with quick reactions or positioned toward the rear of the pack, curved away.
Heavy, dark smoke boiled up into the skv, pointed afinger toward the ship named vengeance, and was
blown away.

CHAPTER SIX

Kyle squirmed forward, waited for Jan to join him, and looked down on Baron's Hed. It had been an
attractive city once, back during his childhood, but things had changed since then. He brought the
electrobinoculars up to his eyes, made aminor adjustment, and scanned the sprawl below.

A cadtlelike structure served asthe natura foca point of the city. It was called Government House
and stood at the very top of ahill called Baron's Knoll, the geologica feature around which the town was
built.

Though not as high asthe hill on which the agents|ay, the tower wastal enough to offer atactica
advantage to anyone who sought to defend it. It aso forced those below to look up asif to ahigher
authority - apsychologica trick that was anything but accidental. No less an entity than Jerec himsdf had
supervised its congtruction during his brief tenure as Governor.

The city fell away from the stone-built house in aseries of steps, not unlike atraditional wedding
cake, with the wedlthiest citizens living toward the top and the poor at the very bottom.

Walsthat Kyle remembered as eye-catchingly white had been dlowed to turn gray, dmost black,
and the gardens, traditionally red with pyro flowers at that time of year, were largely untended now, or
home to the weapons emplacements, antennafarms, and other military equipment deployed to cope with
Rebd attacks. Attacks that had increased since the day Morgan Katarn's head appeared on aspike.

The spaceport was located a haf-klick to the east and showed signs of regular use. Repulsorsflared
asafreighter lifted off, paused asif to get its bearings, and departed toward the south.

"S0," Jan sad, dlowing her glassesto fdl, "What do you think?"

"I think it'll betough,” Kylereplied honestly. "The city is crawling with Imperid troops, bounty
hunters, and mercenaries.”

"Government House seemslikethe logical objective.”
"Y eah, but how to get in? Knock on the door?"
"| could drop you on the roof."

"Thanks, but no thanks," Kylereplied. "Y ou'd have to wait, and that would give them timeto



organize. Look at those wegpons emplacements. They'd cut you to pieces.”

Jan raised an eyebrow. "Me? Or the Moldy Crow?' She made it sound like ajoke, but she knew it
wan't.

Kyle met her eyes and looked away. ™Y ou. The Crow can be replaced.”

It was the closest the agent had come to declaring hisfedingsfor her, and athough Jan regretted the
manner in which the comment had been dicited, sheliked the response. The silence felt avkward. She
brokeit. "Be careful down there - call, and I'll come running.”

Kyle smiled and indicated the comm unit on hiswrigt. "Don't worry. | will."

Jan nodded. She wanted to say something more but wasn't sure how it would come out. "Okay - see
you later."

"Yeah," Kylereplied, swalowing the lump in histhroat. "Later.”

The female agent backed away, leaving Kyle to contemplate the city below. The sun had dropped
toward the west, and lights twinkled through the evening haze. The city looked inviting, especidly inthe
twilight, but Kyle knew better. He sghed and worked hisway down off the skyline. A trail led toward
the bottom. Gravity pulled him down.

Theroom was large but lacked externa windows and felt dreary. A table had been placed at the
center of the space and was bathed in light. 8t88 moved dightly, which caused thearm to do likewise. It
was new, to him anyway, and had been removed from another 88 unit which he maintained for parts.
How that machine felt or would manage without one of itslimbswas of no interest to the droid. Thearm
had been flown in earlier that day. Lacking the services of aqudified roboticigt, the droid had installed
the part himsdlf.

The wiring harness had been connected as had the tubes that carried hydraulic fluid to that particular
extremity. He would fine-tune the wrist relay, adjust the roto-actuators, and test it out. Once that was
accomplished, hewould dedl with the issue of the room.

8t88 held out hisleft hand. "Tuning stylus." The droid maintained alarge retinue of servants, dl of
which were biologicals. Thefact that "naturas' had crested him and that he had endaved them pleased
the machine. Metal rang on metal as ahuman placed atool in 88's hand. The droid threw it acrossthe
room. Thetuning stylus, idiot! "Here give methat."

The robot took the correct instrument, made the necessary adjustments, and was finished ashort
timelater. "There," 8t88 said while making afig, "that's better, much better. Summon the fool in charge.”

8t88's henchmen, two humans and a Gamorrean, looked at each other, shrugged, and wrote off the
request as one of the droid's numerous eccentricities. A human mined Rol, the same one who couldn't tell
the difference between atuning stylus and atesting probe, |€ft the room.

The person he sought - arather snooty specimen who bragged that he had served Jerec during that
individud's stint as planetary governor and for every executive since - had assumed what could only be
described as airs. He took his own sweet time answering his page, preceded Rol up the stairs, and swept



into the droid's somewhat Spartan quarters. Thetiniest of smilestouched the mgjordomo's carefully
pursed lips as he entered the room and bowed to 8t88. " Greetings, your eminence. Can | be of service?'
The words dripped with condescension. They made even Rol unegsy.

"Y ou can tel me about the history of thishouse," 8t88 replied smoothly.
"Why, certainly,” the mgjordomo replied. "What would you like to know?"

"Let'sgtart with thisroom,” the droid said casudly, waving toward his surroundings. "'l noticeit
adjoinsthe balroom. A rather unusua location for guest quarters. Tell meto what purposethis
magnificent enclosure was origindly dedicated - and why | was chosen to occupy it."

The mgordomo swalowed nervoudy. The assgnment had been ajest, hisway of putting an uppity
machinein its place while impressng the staff. The possibility that the droid could and would take him to
task for it had never occurred to the increasingly nervous human. Tiny beads of perspiration appeared on
hisforehead. His hands started to shake. Should he apologize - or bluff it out? He chose the second, less
humiliating dterntive.

"ThisisaVIP uite, Sre, chosen because of your stature and rank. And located in close proximity to
your work."

8t88 wiggled hisright index finger. It operated flawlessy, which pleased him. "Come alittle closer,
please. My amplifiers aren't what they used to be."

Rol exchanged looks with the Gamorrean. They knew that 8t88 could hear apin drop from a
hundred meters avay.

Convinced that his story had been accepted, and eager to insinuate himsdlf into the machine's good
graces, the magjordomo shuffled forward. He wore an e aborate, self-invented uniform. A robe dragged
behind him. 1t was dirty where the edge touched the floor.

8t88 waited until the human was within range of his new right arm, reached out, and grabbed afistful
of robe. The mgjordomo's head snapped forward as the droid pulled him closer. "L ook into my faceit's
thelast thing you will ever see

The previoudy haughty servant seemed to come apart as he gazed into the machine's metal
countenance. "Please! I'm sorry | gave offense - tell me how to make amends!”

"Ah," 88 said judicioudy, "if only you could. But the mafunction is hidden within your skull, adifficult
place to make repairs. | don't know if you've seen any brainslately, but they're hard to sort out. A CPU
makes more sense.”

The human was beside himsalf by now. A puddie had collected at hisfeet, and the guards wrinkled
their noses - except for the Gamorrean, that is, who didn't notice. "My brain?”'

"Why, yes," the droid replied. "Assuming you have one ... Y ou know, the organ thet believesit's
superior to machines, and enjoys making fun of them."

The majordomo tried to object, tried to explain as the metal-cold hand spanned his face but soon lost
interest. It seemed that the pressure, plusthe sound of cracking facia bones, had caused him to faint. Not
before he screamed, though - and sent birds fluttering out from the eaves.



If the security in and around Baron's Hed had been lacking before, it certainly wasn't now. Kyle's
presence at the farm and subsequent escape had resulted in aheightened level of security.

Lines had formed in front of the city gates. Residents were eyescanned prior to admission, and
nonresi dents were subject to interrogation. It was not a process the agent wanted to endure, especialy
given his status as a renegade and the price on his head. No, there had to be a better way to gain access,
or so he hoped.

An hour passed while Kyle lurked in a heavily shadowed doorway and watched the western gate.
Disguises, ruses, and al manner of clever and notso-clever stratagems were conceived, considered, and
rejected, including apotentidly suicida plan that involved climbing thewall and shooting the guards.
There were so many plans, in fact, that he nearly failed to recognize the chance when it came.

The Imperias sent patrols out into the countryside on aregular basis, which meant that they returned
at all hoursof day and night. A pair of commandos on speeder bikes passed the doorway, followed by
an armored hoverscout loaded with stormtroopers.

Kyle had been on smilar patrols and knew how tiring they were. The troopers wanted to shuck their
armor, take a shower, and find some beer. Their morae, like their sate of readiness, was at itslowest
ebb .... Perfect for someone as desperate as he was.

An XI'-ST followed behind the hoverscout, and it - plus an unexpected diversion - provided the
opportunity for which the Rebd had been waiting.

The diversion came courtesy of an unfortunate citizen who had the monumentally bad luck to drive
hisflock out into the arterid at the exact moment that the patrol happened past.

The speeder bikes diced the herd in haf, the graran in circles, and their owner tried to put things
right. It wasn't easy, though, and the commandaos didn't help when they kicked the goatlike animals,
garting apanic.

What with the owner shouting, the grabawling, and the Imperids swearing, Kyle had little difficulty
dipping out of the doorway, dashing across a section of pavement, and jumping onto one of the AT-ST's
podlike feet. Then, having plastered himsdlf against the ingde of thewaker'sleg, Kyle did hisbest to
hang on, a seemingly smpletask that turned out to be agood ded more difficult than he had predicted.

Riding the pod up off the hesat-fused pavement was reatively smple. The hard part followed. The
quarter-ton foot fell with darming speed and struck the ground with so much force that Kyle nearly lost
his grip. The impact made the agent's knees bend, sent ajolt up his spine, and rattled his teeth.

The whole thing was so bad that he barely noticed as the machine crushed agra, minced through the
remains of the herd, and turned toward a heavily guarded gate.

The agent held his breath as the sentry aimed a salute at the ATST's commanding officer, looked up
when he should've looked down, and missed seeing asuspicious pair of arms.

Kyle hdd on for dear life asthe machine made itsway through



the warren of streets that comprised low town, the section of Baron's Hed where the poorest citizens
lived and the mgjority of businesses were located.

The patrol turned a corner preparatory to heading for their barracks. The Rebel waited for alikely
looking shadow, jumped just before the pod hit ground, and scurried for cover.

The agent hid in the shelter of avine-draped wall, made sure that his departure had gone unnoticed,
and straightened his clothes. The fact that they still bore traces of mud and grease would work in his
favor. Theideawasto fit in, and the citizens of low town weren't known for their sartorial splendor.

Kyle stepped out onto the street, adopted the air of someone who bel onged there, and made for the
center of town. The homes of high town werewell lit, which gave definition to the hill on which they sat.
Government House, which blazed with lights, crowned the very top. Finding it would be easy - getting in
would be more difficult.

The sde direet gave way to Rimmer's Alley, along, garishly lit thoroughfare that led to the base of the
hill. Signs glowed, lights pulsed, and music blared beyond eternaly open doors. The dleys stank of urine,
vomit, and the incense used to cover up the smell.

Traffic, crust of which was pedestrian, increased, and so did the danger. Kyle dlowed his hand to
drift toward his weapon as a brace of sormtroopers appeared on the far side of the street, paused to
guestion a street vendor, and continued on their way. The agent felt relieved but knew the most
dangerous adversaries would be less obvious.

A spacer lurched out of abar, staggered to the curb, and threw up.
A droid, its extremities twisted by accident or design, begged (or ams.
A woman, her makeup glowing asif lit from within, smiled and winked.

None posed athreat, but those hidden among them did. The Rodian bounty hunter, his eyes scanning
for prey, theinformer listening while he svept the street, and the Imperia agent made obvious by his
boots - al were enemies.

Kyle waked the length of the street as quickly as he could without drawing undue attention to
himsdf. It wasn't until he had |eft the main drag and entered the relative darkness of aresdential areathat
the Rebel knew hel'd been followed. He felt the other person's presence before he actually saw her with
his eyes. The Forcerippled away from thetail in the same manner that oil separatesitself from water.

Kylewaited for the pool of light offered by one of the widely spaced streetlamps, paused asiif
looking for alandmark, and turned.

Thetail made no attempt to mask her interest and nodded politely. The woman had been attractive
once, but that was before her left eye had been destroyed and abionic implant ingalled inits place. The
device was equipped with athree-lens turret which whirred asit turned and ddlivered atight shot to her
hard-wired brain. Kyle noticed that the woman wore two blastersto hisone. A sphere hovered over one
shoulder, its purpose unclear. Her voice was degp and husky. "Y ou looking for something, citizen?
Maybel can help."

"Thanks," Kylereplied, "but no thanks. How 'bout you? Would you like some directions? Or do you
plantofollow meadl night?'



"That's an interesting weapon you have there," the woman replied easly. "Kindarareisn't it?"
Kyle cursed his own stupidity. The lightsaber was not only rare but vauable and certain to attract

attention. He should have concedled it. The woman might or might not have help. Kyle had no desireto
find out; he'd have to dedl with her, and quickly.

"Yeah, itiskindarare, sort of like that sphere over your shoulder .... Interested in atrade?!

Kyle moved hisleft hand toward the lightsaber and went for the blaster with hisright. He pulled the
wespon and fired it atenth of a second before the would-be thief fired hers. Her bolt went wide his
struck her throat. She made a gargling sound and collapsed in a heap.

Kyle shifted his attention to the sphere, saw an eight-centimeter-long spike emerge, and backed
away. The bal hummed menacingly, wove back and forth, and bored inward.

The agent backpedaled again, tried to correct hisaim, and tripped on the curb. Hefell over
backward, felt the blaster fly out of his hand, and heard it clatter on the pavement. He was about to roll in
that direction, about to expose his back to the needle-sharp probe, when avoice entered hismind. He'd
heard it before - and knew it belonged to Rahn.

"Remember Nar Shaddaa? Go to the peace within."

Kyleremembered the landing platform, the manner in which time had dowed, and the ensuing battle.
Achieving the necessary sate was eadier thistime. The sphere dowed, and the hum became alowpitched
growl.

"Now," Rahn continued, "fight like a Jedi."

Kyle stood, thumbed a button, and heard the air crackle asthe lightsaber cameto life. Though dower
now, the sphere continued its hypnotic motion.

"Good," Rahn said. "Now, close your eyes.”

Kyle eyed the deadly looking sphere and shook his head. "I don't think that's avery good idea.”

"Closeyour eyes, or | will leave. There are other students, some of whom show considerable
promise.”" The criticism hurt, but the fact that Rahn regarded him as astudent made Kyle fed good. He
remembered the Academy's fencing instructor - aman who had expected unquestioning obedience from
his students and never abused their trust. He closed his eyes.

"Now," Rahn continued, "fed the sphere, fed the way it moves, and mergewithiit."

Kyletried to see himsdf the way the sphere would, as a heat signature, moving, but in waysthat his
on-board computer could analyze and extrapolate from.

"Excdlent,” Rahn said encouragingly. ™Y ou know where the sphere will go next. Aim for that spot.”

Kyle"knew" the sphere would move to theright, brought the lightsaber down through the spot where
it would be, and knew he'd missed.



"Youwereclose" Rahn said, "very close. Try again.”

Kyletried again. He visudized agrid thistime, green, with whitelines, and "saw" the sphere
displayed onit. It moved left, right, and | eft again. He sensed where the target would go and acted
accordingly. Asthe agent opened hiseyes, it was to confirm what he already knew ...

The sphere exploded, and atiny fragment of hot plastic hit his cheek. Shrapnd flew, and time
returned to normal. It felt asif an hour had passed, but a quick check of his chrono suggested otherwise.
The entire incident had lasted no more than three or four minutes.

The Rebd hit the thumb switch, stuck the lightsaber through his belt, and retrieved hisblaster. Time
was passing - and there was reason to hurry.

Jerec couldn't see 8t88 in spite of the fact that the hol ographic projection was eight meterstall and
more than eleven meters wide. He pretended that he could, though, knowing his actions would feed the
carefully fashioned myths that surrounded him. Mythsthat overstated his consderable power by afactor
of ten.

Still, he could imagine how 8t88 looked, along with the re-created mosaic and the holo-animated star
map. Imagine, and glory in the knowledge that he was about to become the most powerful individua in
the civilized worlds no, in the universe - a pogtion for which he was eminently suited.

"Well done, 8t88. The Vdley of the Jedi will soon be mine. Mest the
cargo ship Sulon Star at the refueling station outside of Baron's Hed. Y our payment awaits.”

The droid bobbed his head in what could have been interpreted as anod or abow, touched a
button, and was gone.

Jerec turned his back to the holo tank and et the bridge crew gaze into long-dead eyes. Sarisswas
there - he could fedl her presence. "We have what we camefor . . . . Sariss, prepare the Vengeance for

hyperspace.”

Sarissbowed. "Yes, my lord."

Orderswere given, drives engaged, and the ship broke orhit.

Though not possessed of the emotiona nuances that human beings claim to experience, 8t88 felt
what he imagined to be an enormous sense of satisfaction.

In order to complete his assgnment, the droid had created athreedimensiond star map from the
ceiling mosaic and beamed the digitized information up to the Vengeance. The origina, which 8t88
continued to project toward the center of the room, floated before him. It was athing of beauty . . . . He
took onelast look before shutting the image down. The map had been ddlivered, payment was assured,
and he could afford to gloat.

The mgjordomo's deeth had worked wonders on the household staff, who had a sudden and



unprecedented respect for intelligent machines. The throndlike chair was alittle over the top, perhaps, but
the symbolism was gppreciated, and 8t88 took pleasurein using it. His pet, awinged monstrosity with an
underthrust jaw and heavily lidded eyes, growled and crouched to hisright. Its short, stubby tail made a
thumping sound asit struck the wooden floor.

A long, ornately carved table stretched toward the far end of the room. Chairs stood to either side,
some pulled back to alow access, some pushed forward. The reassembled maosaic occupied most of the
table's surface. The beast growled and sniffed the air. The droid patted the monster's head. "What's the

matter, my pet? Hungry again?'

The shadows stirred. Kyle Katarn stepped out into the light. He held ablaster in his hand. The beast
roseto itsfeet. Salivadripped fromitsjaws, and agrowl rumbled deep in itsthroat. 88 took agrip on
the anima's harness. "Not yet, my pet - you can eat him later."

"l seeyou found anew arm,” Kyle commented lightly. "I should have aimed for your head.”
The droid stood. An dectronic signa went out. "Rot! Hontho! Trox! Take him!™

The Rebd shook his head mockingly. "Sorry, old rust bucket, but Rol and hisfriendsare
permanently indisposed. | want the map."”

The droid gestured toward the table. " So? Take the map. Go ahead - put it in your pockets.”
"Thanks," Kyle said dryly, "but no thanks. The digita verson will be agood deal more convenient.”
A motor whined, a section of celling started to descend, and light lesked around it. Kyle shifted his

aim to cover the platform as apair of legs appeared. 88 backed away. His pet resisted and |eft claw
marks on floor.

Y un smiled, dropped to the table, and thumbed hislightsaber. It popped to life. Y ou want the map?
Here, I'll cutitto size"

The lightsaber rose and fell. Super-heated tiles exploded. Kyle adjusted hisaim and felt a
dedgehammer hit his chest. Not areal dedgehammer but one shaped from the Force, and just as
effective. He backpedaled and dammed into achair. The blaster tumbled away, and Y un shook his head.

"So, thisiswhat the light Side sends against us. No wonder we succeed.” So saying, lightsaber
buzzing in his hand, he strode the length of the table. Broken tile skittered away from his bets.

Kyle recognized the Jedi as one of the three he'd seen at thefarm . . . the young one.

The Rebd raised hisfeet, kicked the table, and did a backward somersault. The chair crashed to
floor, and the agent landed on his knees.

8t88 dragged his till-unwilling pet into an dcove. A durasted door dammed down in front of him.
Machinery whined asthe turbolift carried him upward.

Surprised by Kyle's move and more than alittle intrigued, Y un moved forward. Kyle, who was il
on hisknees and at adisadvantage, pulled hislightsaber. Energy crackled and the smell of ozonefilled the
air asthe Rebd managed to raise his weapon and block the Jedi's blow.



Y un frowned. It seemed that his opponent was more capable than the first impression would have
suggested. The Jedi fdlt thetiniest trickle of fear enter hisbdly.

Kyle sensed the other man's hesitation, gained hisfeet, and alowed his opponent to disengage. In
Spite of thefact that hisfencing lessons had made use of afixed blade and his duel with the sphere had
been somewnhat brief, the combination gave the Rebe experience from which to draw. He concentrated
on the Jedi's eyes, fdt the Force flow around him, and lunged to theright.

Y un saw his adversary shift position, moved to intercept, and ducked as|etha energy swept through
the space where his head had been. It was close. Too close for acomplete novice.

Kyle struck again. Though dightly off, his blow diced through the upper part of Yun'sarm and drew
blood, which was cauterized by the weapon's hedt.

A cry escaped the Jedi'slips as the lightsaber fell from his hand, and helost his balance and skidded
on his back. Kyle approached, and Y un raised hisarm. He was frightened, very frightened, but
determined to maintain hispride. "So, kill me, Rebd, just as1 would kill you!™

It seemed like good advice, and Kyle raised hisweapon. But as he was about to strike, the other
man's words echoed in his head. "Just as| would kill you." Wasthat the kind of man he wanted to be?
The kind who would kill without reason? 8t88 had the map, and the Jedi had been neutralized. Kyle took
three steps backward, lowered hisweapon, and turned the device off. Rahn, absent till now, reappeared.

"Y our father and | are proud of you, my son, for mercy isfirst and foremost among a Jedi's virtues.”

Y un was amazed yet philosophica at the same time. There was something about the other Jedi's
actionsthat felt right. But how could that be? Mercy was synonymous with weakness, He thought of
Sariss, of how ashamed his mentor would be, and willed himself to be e sewhere. Y un floated toward the
ceiling. Hiswegpon followed.

Kyle watched for amoment, his eyeslocked with Yun's, and realized his mistake. 8t88! The agent
turned and raised hisweapon. But the room was empty, or so it seemed until ablaster bolt Sizzled past
the agent'shead. "There heid Kill him!"

Blaster bolts flashed out of the darkness and bounced away as Kyle used the lightsaber to deflect
them. The action seemed natural. But it threw a scare into the ssormtroopers. "Did you seethat? Hesa
Jedi!"

There was a pause as some of the trooperstried to run and were stopped by a blaster-wielding
noncom. It was necessary to kneecap one of them before the tide turned.

Kyleretrieved hisblaster, backed hisway into astairwell, and brought the wrist comm to his mouith.
"Hey Jan, how 'bout alift?'

Jan circled the house, waited for an Imperia shuttle to clear the roof pad, and camein for alanding.
"Ready and waiting, Kyle - meet me on theroof.”

"Glad to hear it,” Kylereplied, spraying the balroom with blaster fire. "1 seem to have overstayed my
welcome.”

"Y ou have that effect on people sometimes,” Jan agreed. "'I'm the exception.”



Kyle pounded up the stairs, pushed the door open, and stepped into the night. Repulsors flared as
the Crow settled onto the pad. The agent grinned. "Lucky for me."

"Yeah," Jan agreed, "lucky for you. Now, get aboard."

Kyle ran up the ramp, entered the ship's belly, and made his way to the control room- "Did you see
someone leave?!

"Y eah, ashuttle took off just as| camein.”

Kyleswore. "That was 88. . . . The miserable pile of junk hasthe map! Don't let him escape!™

Jan knew she should have asked "What map?" but wastired of the charade. "No, gr. Yes, ar.”

The Crow lifted free of the roof, turned as an anti-aircraft battery opened up, and blasted toward the
south. A stream of energy bolts cut across the bow. Jan took evasive action. Kyle was thrown to the
deck. He scrambled to hisfeet. "Thanks for the warning.”

"Sorry. A dip of the hand, that's al. Better strap in.”

Kyle did as he was told and watched Jan out of the corner of his eye. She was both wonderful and
maddening at the sametime. How did she manage that?

Lights appeared on the horizon, and Jan smiled.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Fuel City had been sited ten klicks south of the spaceport for reasons of safety. It included rows of
storage tanks, which were connected by amaze of pipes and served nine elevated refuding stations.
Lights, which seemed to have been mounted hdlter-skedlter throughout the complex, threw athousand
mysterious shadows.

The Sulon Star hovered by station six and was held in place by anetwork of interlocking tractor
beams. Fuel entered the ship via hoseslarge enough to crawl through.

8t88 guided the shuttle in under the cargo vessdl's belly and waited while computers communicated
with each other. A hatch opened, and the shuttle rose inside a cone of greenish-blue light. The bay was
intentionaly small to maximize the vessal's cargo capacity. There were dotsfor four smdl craft, three of
which were taken - two by lifeboats and one by an Imperial shuttle.

8t88 registered a sense of satisfaction as he engaged the ship's autopilot and Ieft the cockpit. The
shuttle belonged to the Vengeance. Jerec was efficient - arare quality where biologicals were concerned,
and one worth celebrating.



The beast licked himsdlf, heard anoise, and turned in that direction. Histail thumped inquiringly. 83
nodded. "Y es, my pet, you can come.”

The beast purred and stretched his wings while 88 released its harness. The machine would have
preferred to leave the animal behind, but with no bodyguards to protect his back, the beast was better
then nothing.

They |eft the shuttle, made their way to ahatch, and waited for it to

open. There was no oneto greet them - an insult the droid wouldn't forget, and still another manifestation
of antimachine bias.

Footsteps echoed off bulkheads, and claws clicked on metd as the twosome made their way through
empty corridors and entered the ship's wardroom. Light gleamed off the surface of ascratched meta
table, shadows clung to recesses set into the bulkheads, and there were no signs of life. The droid's hip
squesked as he turned. "Hello? Anyone here?

Something stirred. One, no, two figures separated themsel ves from the darkness and stepped out into
thelight. 8t88 felt the same sense of notrightness that humansrefer to when they have a"bad feding”
about something. Gorc? Pic? Why would Jerec dispatch Jedi on what amounted to aroutine errand? Or
had someone decided to afford him the respect he was due? Y es, the droid decided, that would explain
it. He spoke with the authority natura to a superior being. "I'm hereto collect my pay.”

The"twins' smiled, but the expressions were empty of humor. It was Pic who spoke. "Good -
because were hereto deliver it.”

Jan was still gpologizing to Fud City air control, still making excuses, asthe Crow departed. " Sorry
about that, Control. | got confused, that'sal. Over."

Captain Zyak was well aware of how confused civilian pilots could be. He shook hishead in disgust.
He wore a pencil-thin mustache and a standard-issue sneer. "Copy, one-niner-two. Just get that pile of
junk off my screen. Arid be more careful in the future.”

Jan grinned. "Roger thet, Control.”

Zyak liked the sound of her voice and decided to offer some advice. "Watch your vector,
one-niner-two, there was trouble in Baron's Hed, and it would be red easy for one of those missile
batteries to make a mistake. Over."

Jan struggled to sound concerned. "Trouble - yes, ar - thanks for the tip. Over."

Zyak walked to the window and watched the running lights lose themsel ves among the galaxy of
floods. He wondered what the pilot looked like and knew he would never get to find out. Life, if that's
what thistour of duty could be caled, was anything but fair.

Kyle watched the Crow depart, waited long enough to ensure that Jan was okay, and turned to the
task at hand. Tracking 8t88 was mach more difficult by the fact that machines didn't seem to disturb the
Forcetheway living beingsdid.



Thanksto the fact that only three of the nine refueling stations were occupied, however, the agent
was able to narrow his choices. One vessdl wastoo smal, and one was fully automated, which left a
cargo vessal named the Sulon Star. The Rebel chose what appeared to be the correct catwalk. It was
empty and rang to his footsteps.

Aswith most vessdls of her type, the Sulon Star was equipped with an emergency-access hatch
located on the topmost surface of her hull. The catwalk passed approximately ten meters aboveit. Kyle
paused, checked the surrounding area, and swung hislegs over therailing. The jump seemed do-able, in
spite of the hull's curvature.

Having checked hisweapons to make sure they were secure, the agent stepped out into midair and
fell like arock. He absorbed most of the impact with bent knees, checked to make sure the jump was
unobserved, and made hisway to the hatch.

Thetop hatch, like the rest of the ship'slocks, was open in compliance with the station's safety regs.
The open ports would alow autohoses to enter in case of fire while the crew escaped.

Kyle had concocted astory to explain his presence should he run into a crew member. But he wasn't
caled upon to useit. The agent lowered himsalf through the lock and dropped into the corridor all
without chdlenge.

Was the ship deserted? It seemed that way until Kyle felt the Force ripple away from something and
knew others were about. 8t88? No, but the fedling was reminiscent of the droid'sloathsome pet. And if
the pet was present . . .

Cautious now, and having no desire to go head-to-head with the winged beast, Kyle pulled his
blagter.

The corridor curved right, and he curved with it. He could fed the creature. And something less
defined, asif it were somehow screened.

The agent rounded a corner, saw light spill out through a hatch, and paralleled the bulkhead. He
paused next to the opening, listened for movement, and heard air whisper through the overhead ducting.
It was strange, very strange, and Kyle didn't likeit.

The Rebe narrowed his eyes, rewrgpped hisfingers around his blaster, and made his move. He
dipped through the hatch, put alayer of durastee behind his back, and scanned the compartment.

He saw 88 and heard the grow! at the same moment. The droid was seated in a chair with his back
to the door, and the monster squatted

beyond. Its eyes were red and made tunnels through the darkness. Kyle half expected the beast to
attack, but it remained where it was. Somewhat reassured but ready to fireif the need arose, the Rebel
moved forward. "I've been waiting for this moment.”

"And so havel," avoicesad.

A number of things happened at once. 8t88's head toppled from his shoulders, bounced off hislap,
and rolled across the deck. The monster pounced, swallowed the tidbit whole, and looked surprised.

Kyle heard the voice and turned toward the sound. A mental shield dropped, and the shadows



produced something huge. It wore ahelmet, chin guard, and chest armor . . . . But of even more
importance was the enormous lightsaber that the Dark Jedi clutched in athree-fingered hand. Theair
crackled as the monsirous weapon scythed through the air.

Kyle frowned, wondered how a Jedi could be so stupid, and shot Gorein the face. The giant swayed
and toppled backward. He landed with athud. Hislightsaber pinwheded through the air, hit
handle-down, and turned itsdlf off.

Kylewas still thinking about what had occurred when a banshee dropped onto his back and sank
razor-sharp talonsinto hisflesh. "Y ou killed Gorc! Now you will pay!"

Kyle attempted to shake the lant off, felt a blade nick the side of histhroat, and released the
blaster. Fingers sought the agent's eyes as he reached up and back. He found a bone-thin arm and
wrestled with it as he backpedaled across the room. The agent hit the bulkhead as hard as he could.
There was a crunching sound.

Pic uttered a high-pitched scream, directed ablast of energy at Kyle's mind, and fell to the deck.
Stunned by the attack and bleeding from a half-dozen puncture wounds, Kyle staggered away.

Aroused by the scent of blood and eager to make an easy kill, the beast launched its attack. The
mongter's claws made a scratching noise as they sought traction on the deck. A roar emanated from deep
withinitsthroat asit charged.

Though dowed by the painin his head, Kyle still managed to pull the lightsaber from hisbelt and turn.
The weapon blurred through the air, took the monster in the mouth, and cut off the top of its head.

Kyle was unaware that the anima was dead - its legs continued to pump until the mongter hit an
equipment locker and collapsed. Metal buckled, doors popped open, and spare parts spilled onto the
deck.

Dazed, and glad to be dive, Kyle killed the lightsaber and fdll into achair. The once-immaculate
room had been transformed into a charndl house. The sight of it, not to mention the smell of it, made him
NaLISeous.

Sowly, so asto minimize the pain, the agent rose to hisfeet. He stood over the monster and
pondered what to do. The creature lay facedown, or would have, had itsface survived.

The Rebd grabbed hold of aquickly stiffening leg, levered the monster over, and re-lit the lightsaber.
Thesmdl of burnt hair filled Kyle's nogtrils as he made along, only dightly wavy incision.

The agent gagged as cails of blue-green intestine boiled out of the monster's abdomina cavity and
squirmed over the deck. There were three ssomachs to choose from. But only onelooked twiceits
normd sze.

Wrinkling hisnosein disgust, Kyle diced the organ open, spotted 88's head, and reached in to get it.
The agent's fingers did through a coating of green bile, found the droid's scanner sockets, and used them
to secure purchase. Kyle pulled the casing free and fought a series of dry heaves.

Having wiped the head dry with linen taken from alocker, the agent was about to depart when a
high-pitched scream caused him to turn.



Pic had regained consciousness. The Jedi waslittle more than ablur. He had covered haf the
distance between them and was airborne by the time the Rebd started to react. There was no timeto
think. Instinct took over.

The head weighed a good ten kilos and was made of metal. It described an arc around Kyl€'s body
and struck with considerable force. There was aloud cracking noise as skull hit skull, and Pic, who
resembled nothing so much asarag dall, flew across the compartment, smashed into a bulkhead, and fell
to the deck.

Paranoid by now, the Rebd recovered his blaster, checked each body for asign of life, and Ieft the
compartment: The safest, most expedient thing to do wasto return the way he had come.

Kyle turned to the I eft, heard someone shout, and sensed rather than saw the energy bolt that flashed
past his head. The agent ydled into hiswrist comm and ducked around a corner. He had what hed come
for. But could he escape?

The 3-D print had been rolled into acylinder and secured with a piece of wire. Jan had come across
theitem while searching for her multi-tool and had opened it up. A woman stared out at her, awoman so
pretty that Jan felt momentarily jealous until she recognized Kyle's eyes and knew where they had come
from. Here was awoman who had loved him, too, abeit in adifferent way.

The sound of his voice made her jump. "Hey Jan. | got what | came for, but these clownswant it
back. How 'bout aride? Over."

Jan took her boots off the console and spoke into her headset. "Hang in there. I'm on my way.
Over."

All the mgjor systems were on-line. Jan flipped some switches, waited for the corresponding green
lights, and fired the ship's repulsors. The Crow went straight up.

A farmer returning from alate-night errand saw the starship rise out of the hollow, lost control of his
gravded, and took anasty tumble.

Jan turned the bow toward Fuedl City and added power. The lighthearted banter didn't fool her for a
moment - Kylewas in trouble. Seconds would count.

Shewaslow thistime - so low, that Fudl City Control wouldn't see her till it wastoo late. A flock of
grascattered as she skimmed a hilltop, and lights twinkled on the horizon.

It seemed asif someone had caled for help because the ship was crawling with troops. Kyle shot an
officer, hurtled down the passageway, and saw the access ladder.

Armored legs appeared, followed by a stormtrooper's torso. His boots hit the deck; he turned, saw
Kyle, and went for his assault weapon. It was dung across his back and not readily ble. The agent
shot the Imperid threetimesin quick succession and watched him fall.



Anindicator flashed red and signaed the need for afresh power pack. There were backups on the
agent's belt but no time to mess with them, not with a perfectly good assaullt rifle waiting to be taken. He
holstered the blaster, grabbed the more powerful weapon, and spun toward the other end of the

passageway .
A trio of Commandos came around the corner, paused by their officer's body, and opened fire.

Kyle ducked, fired three short bursts, and brought two of them down. The third thought better of the
wholething and fled.

Kyletook advantage of the respite to scramble up the ladder and dam the inner hatch. Two minutes
worth of sustained fire was sufficient to spotweld the door in place.

Once that was accomplished, the Rebel climbed through the lock and stuck his head outside. There
was no sign of Jan. But there was | ots of opposition. Ten or twelve Imperias were visible on the
catwa ks around him. A trooper spotted him, yelled something incoherent, and opened fire.

Thankful for the protection offered by the lock, Kyle returned the favor. The Imperid threw out his
arms and fdll into the darkness below. Orders were shouted, and fire came from al around.

Captain Zyak had completed his shift and was about to head for his quarters when al heck broke
loose. Information was hard to come by but judging from fragmentary comm traffic and the manner in
which energy beams zipped back and forth, afull-fledged firefight was under way.

Given thefact that his replacement - a sallow-faced specimen named Nomo - had just graduated
from air-traffic control school, the officer decided to stay. He peered through el ectrobinoculars and
spoke from the side of his mouth.

"Lieutenant Nomo. Get ahold of theidiot in charge of those troops and remind him that they named
this complex "Fue City' for areason. One shot in the wrong place and every single one of usis dead.”

Nomo's hand shook as he lifted a comlink and made the necessary cdll.
"Incoming ship,” atech said laconically. "Vector eight - and coming fast."
"Tdl themto break it off," Zyak ordered, scanning the battle below. "I have enough problems.™

"l spokewith their commanding officer,” Nomo said urgently. "He has ordersto kill theinfiltrators
regardless of cost.”

"Hisbutt will bethefirst tofry," the officer said wearily, "but there's no reasoning with people like
that. Call operations - tell them to stop the pumps and bleed the pipes. Order switching to close valves
onethrough forty-gx. Thelessfud in circulation, the better.”

"Theincoming craft suggests that we perform an unnaturd act on ourselves,” the tech said patiently.
"Respons=?’

Zyak turned, strode over to the tech's position, and scanned his screens. He'd seen the target before.
One-niner-two was back - and there was very little doubt astowhy . . . . The pilot with the nice voice



had dropped ateam of agentsinto his complex and was planning to extract them. Zyak remembered the
advice he had given and felt betrayed. It was stupid - he knew that - but that's how he fdlt.

"Blow her out of the ky," Zyak said flatly, "and do it now."

Jan kicked the Crow from port to starboard in an effort to confuse the surface-to-air missile
batteries. She heard atone as the weapons were launched. The ship's computer found the missiles,
classified them by type, and fed the information to her console.

Jan gected chaff in an effort to create more targets, fired four antimissile missiles, and used her
energy cannon to strafe an outlying fuel tank. It exploded, attracted every heet-seeking missiletheninthe
air, and erupted again. An obscene red-orange flower blossomed, consuming everything around it, and
sent petalstoward the sky.

"By dl the gods,” Nomo said, his voicefilled with wonder, "look at that! We blew the ship out of the
ar!"

"That was storage tank sixteen, you idiot,” Zyak replied crosdy. "Have they bled the pipesyet?!

Nomo checked a console. "Not entirely, sir. They read seventy percent and falling.”

"And thevaves?'

"They'reworking on it - somekind of relay went down. What's so important about bleeding the.. . . "

Nomo's question was cut short as tanks fifteen, fourteen, and thirteen blew in quick succession. The
explosions shook the transparisteel windows and sent amug crashing to the deck. Fires, each
overlgpping the next, lit the night.

"That'swhy the pipesare so important,” Zyak said bleakly. "Aslong asthey have fud in them and the
vaves remain open, they function as fuses. Well, Nomo, it's your shift. Sort this one out and you'll bea
Captain by Monday. Fail, and you'll be working in the mines.”

The color drained from the younger officer's face as he watched Zyak remove persond itemsfrom a
drawer. "Mines? What mines? Where will you go?'

"Asfar asl can," Zyak sad grimly. "Asfar as| can.”

The Crow banked |&ft, then right as Jan guided the ship between pillars of fire. The control tower
appeared on the left, and she passed within fifty meters of it. A frightened face peered out and
disappeared. "Kyle? Where the heck are you? We won't get a second chance. Over."

Kyle watched another storage tank explode off to the north, redlized the destruction was marching
hisway, and spoke into hiswrist comm. "Look for station six. I'm on the top surface of alarge cargo
ship. Over."

Fud City's computerized docking system was till up and running. A diagram appeared on the
Crow's nav screen. Jan spotted station six, dodged acommunications pylon, and fired her retros. The
ship dowed, dropped into the appropriate approach dot, and eased forward. Blaster fire splashed



againg the ship's hull but lacked the force to penetrate. The larger, more powerful wegpons, the ones
assigned to defend the entire complex, were equipped with stops that prevented them from firingon a
fueling station - arather wise precaution, al things considered.

The Crow was backlit by adistant fire. Kyle raised his arms and brought hiswrists together asthe
ship coasted into position. The ramp whirred, and jerked to astop. A gust of wind hit the starboard side
of the hull, and Jan fought for control.

The agent checked to make sure that he had agood grip on 88's head, waited for the ramp to swing
hisway, and made the necessary jump. The ramp bounced, swayed, and pulled Kyle up. Energy bolts
flashed, but none came close enough to worry abouit.

Onceingde, Kyle made hisway to the cockpit. Jan wrinkled her nose. "Who's your friend? He could
use some deodorant.”

Kyle grinned. "Jan, meet 8188. What's | eft of him, anyway. 8t88, meet Jan. She's cranky sometimes.
But very good looking. Not something you could relate to.”

It was a nice compliment, and one that Jan would have enjoyed alot moreif the circumstances had
been different. Sensors went off asa TIE fighter approached. She performed awing-over, circled a
dtillintact storage unit, and opened fire. The enemy ship seemed to stagger, nose-dived into the tank, and
triggered amassive explosion. Shrapnd flew in every direction, punctured aline, and sent fuel spilling out
onto the ground. A piece of still-burning debris splashed into the liquid and set it afire. The lake expanded
and wrapped the maintenance facility in ared-hot embrace.

Kyle swalowed and fought the desire to grab the controls. "Where the heck did he come from?'

"I believe TIE fighters are manufactured by Sienar Fleet Systems," Jan replied sweetly, "or were you
referring to the pilot?!

"Ex-pilot," Kyle said dryly. "Head for the Nefra Canyons. Maybe we can lose them.”

Though not as familiar with Sulon as Kyle, Jan knew the canyons were part of the dry, semiarid
region that lay just beyond the Hanto mountain range, only minutes away asthe crow flies. The sun had
broken over the eastern horizon by then and flooded the land with pink light.

Jan turned toward the east, saw Kyle rise from his chair, and knew what he intended to do. The
Crow was vulnerable from behind.

Mountains appeared ahead. A brace of TIE fighterstook up position behind them and opened fire.
Jan jinked back and forth. The cannon fire went wide.

A pair of jagged peaks stabbed the sky. They were so close together that locals referred to them as
"thetwins." Jan spoke into awire-thin boom mike. " Grab something solid - and hang tight."”

The Crow stood on her right wing as she passed between the peaks. Kyle, who had opened the top
hatch and was facing backward, had a bird's-eye view of what happened next.

Thefirgt TIE fighter imitated Jan's move and made it through the gap. The second wasn't so
fortunate. It was hard to tell what went wrong, whether the pilot migudged the distances involved or
experienced amomentary mafunction. Whatever the reason, the Imperid ship caught the Side of a pesk,



exploded, and sent an avalanche thundering toward the base of the mountain.
The surviving pilot hung back for amoment, seemed to regain his confidence, and took up the chase.

Kyle fought the backward pressure exerted by the dipstream and drew hisblaster. It contained a
fresh power pack, and theindicator glowed green. The agent struggled to hold the weapon steady,
pressed thefiring stud, and watched energy blip toward the fighter. It wasredly kind of sy, like hunting
akrayt dragon with a peashooter, but something was better than nothing. The Imperia ignored Kyle and
opened fire. The bolts went wide.

Jan eyed the labyrinth of canyons, wished she knew them better, and put the ship into along, shalow
dive

Reddish-brown walls rose around the Crow as the agent dived into one of the larger ravines,
followed it to the right, and passed beneath aland bridge.

Kyle watched heavily eroded cliffs flash by hoped Jan knew what she was doing, and forced himsdlf
toletit go. The Rebd fdt atremendous sense of cam as everything seemed to dow. Now he had timeto
think - to concentrate. Hefired, rode the burst of energy outward, and flew wide of the target.

The agent corrected hisaim, "saw" where the TIE fighter would go next, and triggered the next shot.
Herodethisonedl the way to the transparisted canopy that protected the Imperid pilot and felt himself
disspate againgt it. Though not strong enough to punch itsway through, the energy bolt did manageto
blister the outer surface of the windshield.

The pilot leaned over Sdewaysin an attempt to see around the blockage, lost his concentration, and
paid for the mistake with hislife.

Jan saw adliff hurtling toward her face, pulled back on the control yoke, and felt something heavy hit
the bottom of her scomach.

The Crow stood on her tail, Kyle struggled to hang on, and the TIE fighter kept going. It hit thewall,
exploded, and showered the canyon with debris.

Jan leveled out, checked her sensors, and spoke into the mike. "Kyle? Are you okay?'

The voice came from right beside her as Kyle dropped into the copilot's seat. "No, I'm not okay -
you took fiveyears off my life"

Jan smiled. "And why not? I've saved it enough times. Whereto?”'
"Thefarm - so 88 can tell uswhat he knows."
"Doesthat make sense? Y our father's place was crawling with Imperias.”

Kyle nodded. "Y eah, but I'm guessing they're gone by now, pulled off to dedl with the problemsin
Baron'sHed and Fuel City."

Jan looked toward the south. A column of smoke marked the spot where the refueling complex was
located. And, judging from the way it billowed upward, the fires continued to burn. Y ou could beright.
But how 'bout some deep? Say, eight hours worth?”



Kyle gaveit somethought. A rest would feel good - and would give the Imperids that much more
timeto clear thefarm. "Copy that . . . Seep firgt, farm second.”

The sun hung low in the sky, shadows pointed toward the east, and the day was coming to an end.
Jan circled the farm for the third time, searched the ground for signs of Imperid troops, and failed to see
any. "Lookslikeyou wereright, Kyle. I'll put her down."

The agent nodded. Jan had hidden the Crow in the ruins of alongdefunct factory, where a section of
partialy intact roof screened the vessdl from orbital scrutiny. Snug in their hiding place and with Wee Gee
to serve as alookout, they dept through most of the day.

They awoke well past noon and took turnsin the fresher. Jan tended to Kyl€'s cuts, scratchces, and
puncture wounds, and he made dinner. They ate outside, Sitting within the ruins of a once-prosperous
factory, talking about smple things - things that had nothing to do with war, fear, and degth. It felt good
and left both of them re-energized.

There was a gentle thump as the ship touched down. They |eft the vessdl with blastersin hand. There
were tracks but no sign of the troops who had made them. Kyle returned the blaster to its holster, called
Wee Gee, and |led the way to the house.

Hinges squeaked as the door swung open. Kyle checked for booby traps, failed to find any, and
stepped insde. Thingswere just as held left them. Jan had never been in the house before and tried to
imagine what it had been like - the man with the beard going about hiswork while alittle boy took things
gpart and put them back together again - not unlike the many happy hours she had spent with her father.
Kylé's voice brought her back to the present. " Jan? What are you smiling about?!

Caught unawares, and more than allittle embarrassed, Jan shrugged. "Nothing specia. So where's
thisworkshop I've heard so much about?'

"Right thisway," Kyle replied. "Watch your step, though - our guests forgot to clean up after
themsalves"

The lights came on, and after alittle bit of searching, Kyle found the items he required. It took the
better part of ten minutes to locate the necessary cables, make the proper connections, and hook the
droidstogether. "There," Jan said, "that should do it. What now?"

"Now, we learn something very important,” Kyle said gravely. "Something my father and at least one
Jedi gavetheir livesto protect - the coordinates for along-lost world and the Valey of the Jedi.”

The way that he said it sent atingle down Jan's spine. Wee Gee held the droid's head aoft and sent
the necessary signal. Beams of light shot out of 88's eyes, and a series of seemingly random images
appeared, followed by the one Kyle had been waiting for: a shot of the reconstructed celling mosaic,
followed by layer after layer of star maps and a shot of an orange-green world.

Kyle gave awhoop of joy, and grabbed Jan and danced her around the room. She laughed and
tripped on apile of debris.

Kyle saved her from afdl, held her in hisarms, and looked into her eyes. He liked what he saw



there, and what hefdt astheir lipstouched.

Findly, after what seemed like along time but actudly was not, the kiss cameto an end. Kylefelt
awkward and dightly embarrassed. "Sorry. | didn't mean to take advantage.”

Jan shook her head. "Don't be. I'm not."

Repulsors rumbled, the walls shook, and Kyle went for hisblaster. An extremely strong persondity
had arrived. One that sent waves through the Force and seemed to radiate strength. "The

Imperias! They're back! Disconnect the head. Come on, Weeg let's get out of here."

The agent dashed out of the workshop and entered the living room. With aquick glance through the
window, he skidded to ahdt. A ship had landed, al right. But not the kind he had expected. The Rebel
Xwing sat more than ahundred meters away. Its pilot, aman not that much older than Kyle himsdf,
stood before the tap tree.

Something about the man's stance, the way in which he paused to pay his respectsto another life
form, was more eloquent than words. That plus the lightsaber that hung by his side signaed who and
what hewas. a Jedi Knight.

Jan spoke from beside him. "That's Luke Skywalker. | met him aboard the New Hope."
Kyle frowned. " Skywalker? Here? Why?'
"I think he was sent to check on us," Jan said gently, "to see how we're doing.”

Suddenly, Kyle was bedridden again, watching through haf-dit eyes as Jan placed something in one
of hispockets. "Y ou took the disk and gave it to them! They sent you to spy on me!”

Hisvoice wasfilled with anger, and Jan hardened herself againgt it. "Yes, | did." The agent'schin
came up, and her eyes glowed with defiance. "And I'd do it again. | loveyou, Kyle Katarn. But | love
freedom even more .... The Valley of the Jedi istoo important, too dangerous, for you to handle aone.”

Kyle shook hishead. "And to think that | trusted you."

Now it was Jan'sturn to be angry. "Did you? Isthat why you kept everything to yoursdf - asked me
torisk my lifefor something | didn't know abouit - treated me like a convenience - ignored the chain of
command - acted asif you were smarter than everyone € s2?

They were harsh words made al the worse by the fact that Kyle knew they were true. One part of
him wanted to strike back, to hurt Jan in the same way that she had hurt him, but another, wiser aspect of
his personality offered counsel. Which was more important? His pride? Or the relationship hiswords
could destroy?

Silence hung like a blanket between them. Jan waited. What would Kyle say? What would he do?

Findly, after what seemed like an eternity, he took her handsin his. "I'm sorry, Jan. It won't happen
agan.”

Jan kissed Kyle on the cheek, took him by the hand, and led him outside. Skywalker, who seemed



to have been waiting for such amove, turned in their direction. He smiled and held out hishand. "Kyle
Katarn - Luke Skywalker. It's a pleasure to meet you."

Kyle blushed at the unexpected compliment. "Thanks. The pleasureis mutud.

Skywaker gestured toward the lightsaber thrust through Kyles belt. "That comes with aprice, you
know."

Kyle shrugged. "Everything does.”

"Y ou found the coordinates?’

Kyle nodded. "Y es, but Jerec got to them firgt."

The other Jedi looked thoughtful. "'Y ou plan to go there?"

Kylelooked at Jan, saw her nod, and looked back. " Somebody hasto.”

Skywaker was slent for amoment - asif listening to someone they couldn't see or hear. The words
he spoke raised goose bumps on Kyle Katarn'sarms. "Y es - for it iswritten that 'a Knight shal come, a
battle will be fought, and the prisonersgo free.™

Jan wasthefirst to break the ensuing silence. "Those words where did they come from?”

Skywaker smiled. "I'm not sure. But | heard them from a Jedi who never was - a soldier who gave
hislifefor freedom - and afather who bdieved in hisson .... A man named Morgan Katarn."

The tap tree didn't notice when the Rebelsleft. Trueto its nature, it danced with the wind, took
communion from the stars, and pulled sustenance through itsroots. For thetap tree, like dl itskind, knew
the sun would return.



