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ONE If the system's primary was distressed by the events that had transpired on and about the fourth
closest of itsbrood, it betrayed nothing to the naked eye. Saturating local space with golden radiance, the
star was as unperturbed now asit was before the battle had begun. Only the conquered world had
suffered, its punished surface revealed in the steady crawl of sunlight. Regionsthat had once been green,
blue, or white appeared ash-gray or reddish-brown. Below banks of panicked clouds, smoke chimneyed



from immolated cities and billowed from tracts of firestormed evergreen forests. Steam roiled from the
superheated beds of glacier-fed lakes and shallow seas.

Deep within the planet's shroud of cinder and debris moved the warship most responsible for the
devadtation. The vessel was amassive ovoid of yorik cora, its scabrous black surface relieved in places
by bands of smoother stuff, lustrous as volcanic glass. In the pitsthat dimpled the coarse stretches hid
projectile launchers and plasma wegpons. Other, more crater-like depressions housed the laser-gobbling
dovin basdsthat both drove the vessel and shielded it from harm. From fore and aft extended bloodred
and cobalt arms, to which asteroid-like fighters clung like barnacles. Smaller craft buzzed around it, some
effecting repairs to battle-damaged areas, others keen on recharging depl eted wegpons systems, afew
ddivering plunder from the planet's scorched crust.

Farther removed from the battle floated asmaller vessdl, black, aswell, but faceted and polished smooth
asagemstone. Light pulsed through the ship at intervas, exciting one facet, then another, asif datawere
being conveyed from sector to sector.

From aroost in the underside of its angular snout, a gaunt figure, cross-legged on cushions, scanned the
flotsam and jetsam aquirk of agravitationd drift had borne closeto his ship pieces of New Republic
capital ships and starfighters, space-suited bodiesin eerie repose, undetonated projectiles, the holed
fusdlage of anoncombeat craft whose legend identified it as thePenga Rift .

In the near distance hung the blackened skeleton of a defense platform. Off to one side aruined cruiser
rolled end over end in adecaying orbit, surrendering its contents to vacuum like aburst pod scattering
fine seeds. Elsewhere afleeing transport, snagged by the spike of abloated capture vessd, was being
tugged inexorably toward the bowel s of the giant warship.

The seated figure beheld these sights without cheer or regret. Necessity had engineered the destruction.
What had been done needed to be done.

An acolyte stood in the rear of the command roost, relaying updates as they were received by adender,
living device fastened to hisright inner forearm by six insectilelegs.

"Victory isours, Eminence. Our ar and ground forces have overwhelmed the principa population centers
and awar coordinator hasingtaled itsdf in the mantle.” The acolyte glanced at the receiving villip on his
arm, whose soft bioluminescent glow added appreciably to the roost's scant light. "Commander Tlas
battle tactician is of the opinion that the astrogation charts and historical data stored here will prove
vauableto our campaign.”

The priest, Harrar, glanced at the warship. "Has the tactician made his fedings known to Commander
Tia?'

The acolyte's hesitancy was answer enough, but Harrar suffered the verbal reply anyway.

"Our arrival does not please the commander, Eminence. He does not dismiss out of hand the need for
sacrifice, but he assarts that the campaign has been successful thus far without the need for religious
overseers. Hefearsthat our presence will only confound histask.”

"Commander Tlafallsto grasp that we engage the enemy on different fronts," Harrar said. "Any
opponent can be beaten into submission, but compliance is no guarantee that you have won him over to
your beliefs"

"Shdl | relay as much to the commander, Eminence?'

"Itisnot your place. Leavethat to me."

Harrar, amae of middle years, rose and moved to thelip of the roost's polygonal trangparency, where
he stood with three-fingered hands clasped at the small of his back - the missing digits having been
offered in dedication ceremonies and ritud sacrifices, asameans of escaating himsdf. Histall dender
frame was draped in supple fabrics of muted tones. A head cloth, patterned and significantly knotted,
bound his long black tresses. The back of his neck showed vibrant markings etched into skin stretched
taut by prominent vertebrae.

The planet turned beneath him.

"What isthisworld caled?"

"Obroa-skal, Eminence.”

"Obroa-skai," Harrar mused doud. "What does the name sgnify?'



"The meaning is unknown at present. Though no doubt some explanation can be found among the
captured data."

Harrar'sright hand gestured in dismissdl. "It'sadead issue.”

A flash of weapons drew his eyeto Obroa-ska's terminator, where ayorik cora gunship was angling
into the light, spewing rear fire at aquartet of snub-nosed sarfightersthat had evidently chased it from the
planet'sdark side. Thelittle X-wingswere closing fadt, thrusters ablaze and wingtips lancing energy
beams at the larger ship. Harrar had heard that the New Republic pilots had become adept at foiling the
dovin basals by dtering the frequency and intensity of the laser bolts the fighters discharged. These four
pursued the gunship with a single-mindedness born of thorough salf-possession. Such fierce confidence
spoketo qualitiesthe Y uuzhan Vong would need to keep solidly in mind asthe invasion advanced.
Largdy obliviousto nuance, the warrior caste would have to be taught to appreciate that surviva figured
as strongly inthe enemy's beliefs as death figured in the beliefs of the Y uuzhan Vong.

The gunship had changed vector and was climbing now, seemingly intent on availing itself of the
protection offered by Commander Tla'swarship. But the four fighters were determined to haveiit.
Breaking formation, they accelerated, ensnaring the gunship at the center of their wrath.

The X-wing pilots executed their attack with impressve precision. Laser bolts and brilliant pink
torpedoes rained from them, taxing the abilities of the gunship's dovin basas. For every bolt and torpedo
engulfed by the gravitic collgpses the dovin basas fashioned, another penetrated, searing fissuresin the
assault craft and sending hunks of reddish-black yorik coral exploding in al directions. Stunned by
relentless strikes, the gunship huddled ingde its shidds, hoping for amoment's respite, but the starfighters
refused to grant it any quarter. Bursts of livid energy assailed the ship, shaking it off course. The dovin
basa's began to falter. With defenses hopelesdy compromised, the larger ship diverted power to
weapons and counterattacked.

In adesperate show of force, vengeful golden fire erupted from a dozen gun emplacements. But the
garfighters were smply too quick and agile. They made pass after pass, raking fire across the gunship's
suddenly vulnerable hull. Gouts of dagged flesh fountained from deegp wounds and lasered trenches. The
destruction of aplasmalauncher sent achain of explosions marching down the starboard side. Molten
yorik cora streamed from the ship like avapor trail. Shafts of blinding light began to pour from the core.
The ship rolled over on its belly, shedding velocity. Then, jolted by afinal paroxysm, it disgppearedina
short-lived globe of fire.

It looked asif the X-wings might attempt to take the fight to the warship itself, but at the last moment the
pilotsturned tail. Salvos from the warship's weapons crisscrossed nearby space, but no missilesfound
their mark.

His scarified face a deeply shadowed mask, Harrar glanced over his shoulder at the acolyte. " Suggest to
Commander Tlathat his zeal ous gunners adlow thelittle onesto escape,” he said with incongruous
composure. "After al, someone needsto live to speak of what happened here.”

"Theinfidelsfought well and died bravely,”" the acolyte risked remarking.

Harrar pivoted to face him fully, abemused glint in his deeply set eyes. "Isthat respect | hear?!

The acolyte nodded his head in deference. "Nothing more than an observation, Eminence. To earn my
respect, they would have to embrace willingly the truth we bring them.”

A herdd of lesser ation gppeared in the roos, offering saute by snapping hisfiststo opposite
shoulders. "Belek tiu, Eminence. | bring word that the captives have been gathered.”

"How many?'

"Severa hundred - of diverse agpect. Do you wish to oversee the selection for the sacrifice?”

Harrar squared his shoulders and adjusted thefall of his elegant robes. "1 am most eager to do s0."

The transport gullet's digphanous seal opened on an immense hold, packed to the bulkheads with
captives taken on and in the skies above Obroa-skai. Harrar's entourage of persona guards and
attendants moved into the hold, followed by the priest himself, perched atop alevitated cushion, oneleg
folded benesth him, the other dangling over the edge, The throbbing heart-shaped dovin basal that kept



the cushion aoft answered to Harrar's quiet prompts, attracting itself to the hold's vaulted celling when
the priest called for greater levation, drawing itsalf toward one or another distant bulkhead when Harrar
wished to be borne forward, backward, or to either side.

Wl illuminated by bioluminescent patches that rashed the walls and ceiling, the hold had been sectioned
off into a score of separate inhibition fields, arranged in two pardld rows and maintained by larger dovin
basals. Pressed shoulder to shoulder in each field stood scholars and researchers from ahost of worlds,
humans and others - Bothans, Bith, Quarren, and Caamas - dl jabbering a oncein aweter of tongues,
while black-clad wardens armed with amphi staffs supervised the winnowing process. Meant for
coralskipper sustenance rather than living cargo, the immense space reeked of natural secretions, blood,
and swedt.

Mostly, though, fear wasintheair.

Harrar hovered on the cushion, surveying the scene with hooded eyes. Hisretainersfell back so that he
could proceed directly down the center aide and inspect prisonersto both sides. In order to reach the
first pair of inhibition fields, however, the priest was obliged to circumvent alarge access shaft that hed
been filled to overflowing with confiscated droids, hundreds of them, hegped together in amound of
entangled limbs, appendages, and other mechanica parts.

When Harrar ordered a halt dongside the small mountain of machines, those droids that congtituted the
summit began to tremble under his scrutiny. With awhirring of strained servomotors, domed, rectangular,
and humaniform heads swiveled, audio sensors perked up, and countless photoreceptors came into sharp
focus

A momentary avalanche sent severa machines screeching and tumbling to the base of the pile, far

bel owdecks.

Harrar'sintrigued gaze fell on a contorted protocol droid whose upper right arm boasted aband of
colored cloth. He commanded the cushion to bring him within reach of the immobilized machine. "Why
are some of these abominations affecting garments?’ he asked his chief atendant.

"They appear to have functioned as research assistants, Eminence," the attendant explained.
"Obroa-skai's libraries could be accessed only by those who had contracted with trained researchers.
The symbol depicted on the machine's armband is that of the so-called Obroan Indtitute.”

Harrar was aghast. "Do you mean to say that serious researchers consorted with these things as equal s?!
The attendant nodded once. " Apparently so, Eminence.”

Harrar's expression changed to one of contempt. "Allow amachineto think of itsdf asan equal and it will
soon come to consider itsalf superior.” He reached out, tore the armband from the droid's arm, and
threw it to the deck. "Include a representative sampling of these monstrositiesin the sacrifice,” he
ordered, "and incinerate the rest.”

"We're donefor,” amuffled synthetic voice whined from deep within the pile.

Living arms of sundry lengths, colors, and textures reached imploringly for Harrar as the cushion carried
him toward the closest inhibition field. Some of the prisoners begged for mercy, but most fell slent in
sark gpprehension. Harrar regarded them indifferently, until his eyes happened on afurred humanoid,
from whose bulging brow emerged apair of ringed, cone-shaped horns. Bare hands and feet were
hardened by physica labor, but the calluses belied a deep intelligence evidenced in the creature's limpid
eyes. The humanoid wore a deeve ess sack-like garment that fell raggedly to the knees and was cinched
a thewal st by abraided cord fashioned from naturd fiber.

"What speciesare you?' Harrar asked in flawless Basic.

"l an Gotd."

Harrar indicated the belted sackcloth. "Y our dttire befits a penitent more than ascholar. Which are you?”'
"l am both, and | am neither,” the Gotal said with purposeful ambiguity. "1 aman Hkig priest.”

Harrar twisted spiritedly on the cushion to address his retinue. "Good fortune. We have a holy onein our
midst." His gaze returned to the Gotdl. "Tell me something of your rdigion, H'kig priest.”

"What interest could you havein my beliefs?

"Ah, but I, too, am aperformer of rituas. As one priest to another, then."

"WeHkig beievein thevaue of ampleliving,” the Gotd said plainly.



"Y es, but to what end? To ensure bountiful harvests, to escalate yoursdlf, to secure aplacein the
atelife?"

"Virtueisitsown reward."

Harrar adopted a puzzled look. ™Y our gods have said as much?!

"It issmply our truth - one among many."

"One among many. And what of the truth the Y uuzhan VVong bring you? Aver that you recognize our
godsand | may beinclined to spare your life."

The Gotal stared at him dispassionately. "Only afalse god would thirst so for degth and destruction.”
"Thenit'strueyou fear death.”

"I have no fear of adeath suffered in the cause of truth, the dleviation of suffering, or the abolishment of
evil."

"Suffering?’ Harrar leaned menacingly toward him. "Let metell you of suffering, priest. Misery isthe
maingtay of life. Those who accept this truth understand that desth is the rel ease from suffering. That's
why we go willingly to our desths, for we are the resigned ones." He scanned the captives and raised his
voice. "We ask no more of you than we do ourselvesto repay the gods for the sacrificesthey endured in
creating the cosmos. We offer flesh and blood so that their work might endure.”

"Our god demands no tribute other than good acts,” the Gotal rgjoined.

"Actsthat raise calluses,” Harrar said indisdain. "If thisisall that is expected of you, it's no wonder your
gods have abandoned you in your time of need.”

"We have not been abandoned. We gill have the Jedi.”

Murmurs of fellowship moved through the throng of captives, reticently at first, then with mounting
conviction.

Harrar regarded the disparate faces below him the labrous and the thin-lipped, the rugose and the
smooth, the hairless and the hirsute, the horned and the furrowed. In their home galaxy, the Y uuzhan
Vong had attempted to eradicate such diversity, prompting wars that had raged for millenniaand had
clamed thelives of peoples and worlds too numerousto count. Thistime, though, the Y uuzhan VVong
planned to be more circumspect, destroying only those peoples and worlds necessary to complete the
cdeanang.

"These Jedi are your gods?' Harrar asked at last.

The Gota took amoment to answer. "The Jedi Knights are the trustees of peace and justice.”

"And this 'Force | have heard about - how would you describe it?"

The Gotd grinned faintly. "It is something you will never touch. Although if | didn't know better, | would
swear you were sprung from itsdark side.”

Harrar'sinterest was piqued. "The Force contains both light and dark?’

"Asdodl things."

"And which are you with regard to us? Are you so sure you embody the light?"

"I know only what my heart teaches."

Harrar deliberated. "Then this struggle is more than some peity war. Thisisacontest of gods, in which
you and | are but mere ingruments.”

The Gotal held hishead high. "That may be so. But thefinal judgment is aready decided.”

Harrar sneered. "May that belief comfort you in your final hour, priest - which, | assureyou, isclose at
hand." Again he addressed the multitudes. "Up until now your species have faced only Y uuzhan VVong
warriors and politicians. As of today know that the true architects of | your destiny have arrived.”

He beckoned his entourage forward. "This Forceisastrange, stubborn faith,” he said quietly as one of
his attendants came alongsde the dovin basal cushion. "If ever we'reto rule here, we need to understand
just how it binds these myriad beings together. And we need to vanquish the Jedi Knights, once and for
al”

TWO In agdaxy fraught with wonders, the convergence of columnar tree trunks and forking branches
that supported the Wookiee city of Rwookrrorro enjoyed a place of specia honor. Viewed from above
againgt its backdrop of fathomlessforest, the city gppeared to have been rescued from the planet's harsh
underworld and submitted to Kashyyyk's scudded sky as an example of nature and technology in



consummeate poise.

At the outskirts of the city, distant from the circular buildings that rose from its spongy floor and scaed
the trunks of the giant trees themselves, atop a massive falen branch that spanned severd treetops, a
ceremony was in progress, enacted in observance of nature'stimeless cycle of life and degth.

The participants, including two dozen Wookiees and humans of both sexes, were arranged in aloose
circle around awooden table that happened also to be circular. Some stood, others sat on their haunches
or on the ground, but al wore solemn expressions, save for the group's only nonliving members, the
droids C-3PO and R2-D2, whose aloy countenances remained, in al circumstances, essentially neutral.
C-3PO stood with his bulbous head tilted dightly to one side and hisarms bent at angles rarely adopted
by the life-form after which he had been modeled. To the droid the rigid posture seemed entirely naturd,
aconsequence of theway he was put together and the ever-changing demands of the servomotors that
permitted him to gesticulate and move about. Beside him, R2-D2 stood il as afixture, locomotion struts
planted firmly on the fallen wroshyr tree branch and center tread retracted.

In passing, C-3PO noted that the view from the fallen branch wasredlly quite extraordinary. Fog was
thick in the tregtops, concedling the nearest of the Wookiee nursery rings and diffusing the morning light
asmight aprism. Theview could even be said - though certainly not by him - to bebresthtaking .

[We gather in memory of Chewbacca honorable son, beloved mate, devoted father, loya friend and
comradein ams, champion and clan uncleto dl of usin spirit, if not in the traditiona way .|

The Wookiee speaker was cdled Rarracheen, though C-3PO had often heard him referred to smply as
Rdrra Hewastal and aged, even for hisarborea species, but it wasn't the graying muzzle that
distinguished him so much as his curious speech impediment. On any other occasion C-3PO would have
been tasked to serve astrandator and interpreter, but none of the humans present had need of his
polyglot facultiesthat particular morning.

[In Chewbacca, the defiant flame burned brightest,] Ralrrawent on, black nose twitching and long arms
dangling a his sides. [On Kashyyyk or farr afield on distant worlds, he was never less than courageous
and incorruptible - aWookiee with heart enough for ten and eagerr strength enough forr fifty. |
Chewbacca had died six standard months earlier, during an ill-fated rescue attempt on the planet
Sernpidal, after it had been targeted for destruction by the Y uuzhan Vong. Thefact that it hadn't been
possible to retrieve his body was a source of sorrow to al, for had Chewbacca been returned to
Kashyyyk afunera would have been held - though for honor family members only. What Wookiees did
with their dead remained a closaly guarded secret. Some experts specul ated that the dead were
cremated; others, that they were either buried within tree knots or lowered by kshyy vinesinto the murky
depths from which the species had risen. Still others claimed that the dead were hacked to pieceswith
sacred ryyyk blades and scattered on select wroshyr branchesto be carried off by predatory katarns or
kroyie birds.

C-3PO understood that he may not have been alowed to attend the funera, in any case. Everyone
attending the memoria was amember of Chewbacca's extended family, but it was unlikely that the
affiliation gpplied to him - much lessto his counterpart, R2-D2. For dl their espousa to machines,
intelligent and otherwise, flesh and bloods could be extremely proprietary about matters of kinship and
family.

Close to Rdrra squatted Chewbaccas father, Attichitcuk, aong with Chewbacca's auburn-furred sister,
Kalabow. Alongside them sat Chewbacca's widow, Malatobuck, and their son, Lumpawarrump, who
had taken the name Lumpawaroo - Waroo for short - on the successful completion of hisrite of passage.
I nterspersed among the Wookiee contingent stood assorted friends, kin-brothers, cousins, nieces, and
nephews - Lowbaccaamong the latter, a Jedi Knight.

The humans numbered only six Master Luke, Mistress Leia, Master Han, and the three Sol o offspring,
Anakin, Jacen, and Jaina. Conspicuoudy absent was Lando Carissian, who, much to Master Han's
disquiet, had sent word that unexpected - and unspecified - developments would prevent his attending.
Magter Lukeswife, Mara, might have attended if a sudden relgpse in her mysterious malady hadn't
forced her to remain on Coruscant.

The exquisitely carved table at the center of the circle rested on a carpet of wroshyr tree leaves, its



pedestal base entwined with dark-green kshyy vines and its round top strewn with kolvissh blossoms,
wasaka berries, Orgaroot, and the glossy yelow petals of the syren plant. The cool air was redolent with
the aromaof smoldering tree-resn incense.

[Here on Kashyyyk, Chewbaccas mettle made itself known at an early age]] Ralrra continued. [With his
late friend Salporin] - he paused to glance a Salporin's widow, Gorrlyn - [Chewbacca left the nursery
ring to venture down along the Rryait Trail to the Well of the Dead, in the heart of the Shadow Forest.
Armed only with aryyyk blade, he braved mock shyrr, jaddyyk moss, needlebug, trap-spinnerr, and
shadow-keeperr to harvest strands from the heart of the flesh-esting syren, thus earning the right to wearr
abadric, carry aweapon, and confirm the name he chose to be known by. Here, too, Chewbacca
ventured into the great Anarrad pit - not once or even twice, but five times, taking down the taloned
katarn on three of those hunts and once receiving awound from the beast in return.] Rarraindicated a
spot on his shaggy torso. [Here, on the left Side of his chest.

[In preparation for his marriage, which took place atop this very branch, Chewbacca descended to the
fifth level and there with hare hands captured a quillarat and presented it to Malaas an expression of his
love. And when it came time for Waroo'sinitiation, Chewbaccawas steadfast in his support and
encouraging of hisson'squest of the scuttle grazerr.]

While some of Chewbacca's accomplishments on his homeworld were familiar to C-3PO, hismemory
lacked anything in the way of corroborative data, so he summoned recollections of his own experiences
with the Wookiee and was immediately inundated with a rapid-fire sequence of images, some of them
dating back twenty-five standard years.

Hisfirst sght of Chewbacca, standing like a cinnamon-colored tower outside Docking Bay 94 inthe
Mos Eidey spaceport on Tatooine ... Chewbacca as a sore loser in dgjarik holoboard contests ...
Chewbacca on Bespin's Cloud City, incorrectly reattaching C-3PO's head after it had been used by
Ugnaughts as a plaything in agame of Wookieein the Middle ... Master Han's assertion that Chewbacca
was adways thinking with his somach ... The many, many times Chewbaccawas referred to as
"flea-bitten furbal," "overgrown mophead,” "waking carpet,” or "noisy brute," occasionaly by C-3PO
himsdlf - inimitation of humans, of course - and aways with affection, given Chewbacca's scrupulous
character and great size.

A sudden flutter gripped C-3PO, and he found that he was unable to summon additiona recollections.
An unnatura and most discomfiting heet surged through his circuitry, prompting him to run adiagnostic
program, which ultimately |eft the source of the glitch unreveded.

Ralrrawoofed, brayed, and barked.

[Naturd curiosity compelled Chewbaccato leave Kashyyyk a an early age, but like dl of ushewas
soon endaved by the Empire. Fortunately, Chewbacca regained his freedom at the hands of aman of like
strength and honorr - ourr revered brotherr Han Solo. And in the company of Han Solo, to whom he had
pledged hislife, Chewbaccawasto play acrucid rolein the Rebellion, and in the eventsthat led
eventually to the downfall of Emperor Papatine)

C-3PO focused his photoreceptors on Master Han, whose eyes were red-rimmed and narrowed, and
whose right hand Mistress Jaina had taken between her own. The dark-blue military-style trousers
Master Han was wearing were smilar to the tattered pair he had attempted to preserve for posterity, but
which only the previous day had proved incgpable of conforming to Master Han's dightly increased
waistline and had torn irreparably. Present during the incident - the cause of no smal measure of vexation
to Master Han - C-3PO had assisted in affixing to the outside seams of the replacement trouserstwin
embelishments known as Corellian Bloodstripes.

Across from the father and daughter stood Master Jacen and Mistress Leia, her head resting on her elder
son's shoulder and her cheeks glistening with tears. Near them squatted Master Anakin, brooding and
withdrawn, along with Magter Luke, certainly no stranger to death, having lost both his natural and
adoptive parents, aswell as Obi-Wan Kenobi and Y oda, two of his Jedi mentors.

[ Chewbacca went on to become asoldierr in the New Republic,] Rarraboomed and rumbled. [He
aded in Kashyyyk'sliberation afterr the Battle of Endorr. But he remained first and foremost devoted to
Han Solo, asfriend and indebted protectorr, and as guardian to Han Solo's spouse and three children.]



Rarraturned to Han. [It was Chewbacca's honorr to have been able to come to hisfriend's rescue on
severd occasions, even as recently asthe crissinvolving the Y evetha, when he freed Han Solo from
imprisonment aboard a 'Y evethan warship.]

Once more C-3PO tightened the focus of his photoreceptors on Master Han, who lowered hishead in
abject grief, as Jaina stroked his shoulders. Master Han's hip with Chewbaccawas smilar to C-3PO's
R2-D2, though it seemed at timesthat the two had been together even longer than had the human and the
Wookiee.

R2-D2 must have been regarding Master Han, aswell, for the astromech suddenly rotated his monocular
receptor to C-3PO and warbled tremuloudy, aimost asif he, too, had picked up an enigmatic flutter.
C-3PO changed the cant of his head.

The past severd months had afforded ample opportunitiesto study humansin grief, but for dl his
observations he was no closer to understanding the process than he had been before Chewbacca's death
on that dreadful world. All living beings eventually died, when not from the effects of age, then asthe
result of accidents or illnesses dmost too myriad to catalog. Desth was in some way's anadlogous to
deactivation or memory erasure, but in fact it was something quite different, atotal ceasing-to-be - the
end to all adventuring, indeed. In the face of that revelation, C-3PO felt compelled to wonder if he hadn't
been wrong al along about hislot inlife. If, as he so often declared, droids were made to suffer, what
then of flesh and bloods?

Perhaps it was better not to know.

As congtructed, C-3PO wasincapable of shedding tears or enduring heartbreak, asit was caled, but his
programming did alow him to experience sorrow of asort, if not nearly to the depth experienced by
humans and other living beings. And it was suddenly clear that sorrow was the source of the flutter that
continued to plague him. Try as he might, he could not summon a sound thought, and with each glance a
Master Han his dismay increased.

Asthe one closest to Chewbacca - and perhaps because he was a veryhuman being - Master Han
seemed to be suffering the mogt, aternating between anguish and rage, despondency and agitation. The
man C-3PO had once dismissed asimpossible was now deeply distraught, as unreachable asif he were
encased in carbonite, and there seemed nothing C-3PO could do to put the matter right. Being fluent in
millions of forms of communication did not guarantee an understanding of human behavior, let done
human emotions. C-3PO was only adroid, after al, and not very knowledgeable about such things.
There had been an incident during Master Han's courtship of then Princess Leiawhen Master Han had
had occasion to place ahand on C-3PO'sarm and say, "Y ou're agood droid, Threepio. There's not
many droids| likeasmuch as| like you." He had gone on to ask C-3PO's advice on matters of the
heart, and C-3PO had gladly provided a poem for Master Han to use as ammunition in his contest with
Prince Isolder for the princesss hand.

But curse my metal body, C-3PO said to himself. Why hadn't his maker equipped him with the necessary
programming to come to Master Han'said now? Instead, dl he could offer was mindless philosophizing!
[Adventureisasdluring and potentialy dangerous athing asthe heart of the syren plant,] Rarraroared
plaintively. [But even Chewbaccasfind act was one of sacrifice, giving hislife to save someone dearr to
him.] The aged Wookiee looked at young Anakin, then at Master Han and MistressLeia. [And aseverr
he kept his claws retracted in battle. Now, in the same way the branches of the wroshyr seek out and
support one anotherr, Chewbacca's spirit merges with and gives sustenance to ourr own, strengthening us
forr the chalenges we have yet to confront.|

Warfare had figured in C-3PO's existence for so long that anew invasion shouldn't have comeasa
surprise. But there was something different about the Y uuzhan V ong and the harrowing war they were
waging on agaactic scae. It wasn't merely that they didn't distinguish among species or among worlds -
New Republic, Imperia Remnant, or nonaigned - or even that their biotic warships and weapons
packed such awesome destructive power. What worried C-3PO most was that this most recent conflict
was onein which not even droids were spared. And that meant that, like it or not, he might yet arrive at a
true understanding of grief and desth.



The circular table was covered with foodstuffs - bowls of xachibik broth, barbecued trakkrrrn ribs,
forest-honey cakes, sadlad garnished with rillrrnn seeds, and flasks of wines, juices, and liquors. Humans
and Wookiees were conversing in groups, recounting tales of Chewbacca's exploits that brought
laughter, tears, or moments of sober reflection. The breeze had picked up, stirring leaves and enlivening
wind chimes.

Han sat dejectedly on a short-legged wooden stoal, resting his elbows on his knees. "Y 'know, | never
thought I'd hear mysdlf say this, but | think | actudly envy Threepio.”

Jainafollowed her father's gaze to where the droid was standing with his squat counterpart, looking
completely a aloss. "It's better not to have a heart, you mean.”

"At timeslikethis, anyway." Han exhded wearily and ran hisright hand down over hisface.
Jainamotioned to the table. "L et me get you something to eat, Dad. Y ou must be starved.”

He managed aamile. "Thanks, sweetie, but I'm not hungry.”

"Y ou should have something anyway," she said in amaterna way.

Han brightened dightly and reached for her hand. "Y ou hdp yoursdf, I'm fine."

Shefrowned. "Areyou sure?'

"Pogtive." He gestured with his chin. "Get going. Eat enough for the both of us.”

Reluctantly, Jaina headed for the table. Han watched her for along moment as she mingled with her
sblings, Luke, and Lowbacca. Observing them, he wondered what he might do if he could use the Force
the way the Jedi did. Would he remain on thelight side, or would he avail himsdlf of the sinister powers
of the dark side to teach the Y uuzhan Vong athing or two about vengeance? Violent and ghastly images
blossomed in hismind like explosions, but he put aquick end to them. He had had months of such
images aready, and they had come to nothing. No amount of vengeful thinking was going to bring
Chewie back.

He glanced a his hands and found them balled into fists. While held spent the past six monthsisolated
and incapacitated, often in the dark or secreted inside atapcaf on Coruscant, the Jedi had at least been
taking thefight to the enemy, and that was exactly what he needed to do.

He berated himsdlf silently, then took a deep bresth and blew it out through pursed lips. Loosening his
hands, he dapped histhighsin agesture of findity and got to hisfeet. He was starting out for the table
when Mallatobuck and severd other members of Chewbaccas family approached him. Malawas
cradling ameter-long wooden box.

[Han Solo,] she said, smiling down at him, [we want you to have this]

Han's brows knitted. He set the box down on the stool and unlatched its finely wrought metal clasp.
Insde, shug in abed of cushioning materid was abeautifully carved bowcaster, its marked and
blemished skeleton stock polished to adeep brown gleam. An artfully disguised magnetic accelerator, the
weapon propelled explosive quarrels at extremely high speeds. This one was equipped with asighting
scope and a recocking mechanism few human hands would be capable of operating.

"| recognizethis,” Han said, nodding. He compressed hislipsto trap amoan fighting to escape him. "It's
one of thefirst | ever saw him make."

Malla hooted. [ Chewbacca fashioned it shortly after we married - while you were here. He fashioned
better versonsin histime, but this one retains the warmth and power of him.]

Han hefted the wegpon. | fed it." He turned and hugged Malla, his head barely reaching her chin. "I'll
tressureit.”

Waroo handed Han a carry pouch made of hide. [ This aso belonged to my father. | know he would
have wanted you to haveit.]

Han placed the curve-bottomed pouch over his shoulder, knowing full well that it would hang down past
his knees. Mdla, Waroo, Lowbacca, and the rest boomed their delight in earsplitting yowls. Jaina
returned with aplate of food in timeto join in the laughter.

"If Chewie could see you now," she said, grinning for thefirst time dl day.

Han backhanded atear from hisleft eye, amiled, and put hisarm around his daughter'swaist. "The big lug
would bust agut.”



Jowdrrl, Chewbaccas chestnut-col ored fema e cousin, growled something to Mallathat Han didn't
catch. Seeing Han'sinquisitive expresson, Malla explained. [Jowdrrl iswondering when you and your
family will be returning to Coruscant.]

Han and Jainatraded shrugs. "'l hadn't thought about it," Han said. " Tomorrow sometime, | Suppose.”
Jowdrrl lowed in elaboration. [I ask only because Dryantaand | need asmall measure of timeto
prepare]

Han's features mirrored his bewilderment. " Prepare for what? Are you coming to Coruscant with us?"
Chewbaccasfather, Attichitcuk, yaupped in ameaningful way. [Jowdrrl and Dryanta are arranging the
feast for Waroo and Lowbaccasfarewell.]

"Waroo and Lowbacca," Han said nervoudly.

[They will be assuming Chewbaccas life debt.]

Han's jaw came unhinged. He glanced from one Wookiee to the next in rising dismay. "But - but you
can't. Chewi€'sdead. All debts are off."

Attichitcuk issued asustained, bass-register growl. [Death may have extinguished my son's defiant flame,
but our debt to you continues until yoursis extinguished.]

Her lower lip between her teeth, Jaina placed acomforting hand on her father'sarm, only to have it
shrugged off. Han was shaking his head back and forth.

"No, no, | can't accept this. Chewie saved my life ten times over. Hedied saving Anakin'slife His
agitation increased as he spoke. "Besides, I'm the one who owes all of you alife debt.” He cut hiseyesto
the dark-brown son of Dewlannamapia. ™Y our mother was kinder to me than my own.” He searched out
Gorrlyn. "Y our husband, Sdlporin, gave hislife protecting Leiafrom Noghri assassins.” He gppeded to
Jowdrrl and Dryanta. ™Y our cousin Shoran died aboard thePride of Y evethasavingme!"

[Asyou would have died for them,] Attichitcuk rumbled, nearly showing hisfangs. [A life debt isjust
thet.]

Malla, too, was glowering a Han. ['Y ou would not defame Chewbacca's memory by refusing to dlow his
debt to be honored.]

Jainaswalowed audibly. "Dad doesn't mean any dishonor.” She glanced at her father. "Right, Dad?"
Han stared at her, mouth gtill gar. Malas vibrato growl had summoned amemory of aday following the
wedding when Han had tried to persuade Chewie into remaining behind with his bride rather than
accompanying him back to Nar Shaddaa. He thought, too, of Groznik, a\Wookiee who had attached
himsdlf to the Rogue Squadron pilot Elscol Loro, wife of aman named Throm to whom Groznik was
life-debted.

"Right, right," he said at last, looking from Jainato Mala "1'd cut off my arm before I'd dishonor
Chewies memory in any way. You know that. It'sjust thet ..."

Everyonewaited.

"It'sjust that I'm not ready." He shook his head asif to clear it, then looked up at Attichitcuk and the
others. "Chewiestill alivefor me. | can't just dlow himto be ... replaced. Y ou've gotta understand that.
He was more than a protector. Hewas my closest friend.”

The Wookiees exchanged sympathetic looks and indeci pherable brays.

[He clingsto hismemory of my husband,] Malaremarked sadly.

[He needstime)] Attichitcuk growled, somehow without making it sound menacing.

"That'sit,” Han said, grasping at straws. "'l just need time."

After what seemed an eternity, Chewbaccas father nodded his huge head. [ Then time well grant you.
Thelife debt involves more than amply providing shelter from bodily harm. It succorsthe spirit, aswell ]
Han saw thetruth of it. "'l want that to go on."

Malaput her huge paws on hisshoulders. [Theniit shall ]

THREE Holographic images of star systems and entire galactic sectors pirouetted in ablue-gray shaft of
projected light. Flashing overlays showed hyperspace lanes that linked far-flung regions of space. The
pressure of afingertip againg atouch screen was sufficient to conjure information on individua worlds,
gars, or lightspeed routes. Dots of artificiad light expanded to reveal dataon native species and cultures,
planetary topography, population statistics, and in some cases defense capabilities.



"It disheartens me to have to subject you to inert technology, Eminence,” Commander Tlastactician
apologized, "but we have yet to discover away to separate the datafrom the metdlic shellsthat sustain
them. And until our villips have had a chance to absorb the captured information, we have no choice but
to make do with some of the enemy's own machines. Each has been cleansed and purified, but I'm afraid
thereissmply no disguising their vacuity of spirit.”

Though repulsed by the devices that had been conveyed to him, Harrar granted the tactician absol ution.
"To abhor athing inignoranceisto fear it. A degper understanding of machine nature will only firm my
resolve to see machines exterminated.” He waved his abbreviated hand. "Proceed.”

Thetactician, Raff, inclined histattooed head in abow, then raised a bony, gloved hand to the animated
hologram. "As you can see, Eminence, we have here nothing less than a portrait of the galaxy. In broad
strokes to be sure, and yet detailed enough to aid usin our push toward the Core."

His protected forefinger made contact with the touch screen, and a representation of the Obroa-skai and
neighboring star systemstook shapein the cone of light.

Scrawniness wasn't confined to the tactician's hands. Rail-thin wrists poked from the voluminous deeves
of hisrobe, and a spindly neck protruded like abaton from the robe's high and equally spacious collar.
Pledged in serviceto Y un-Yammka, the god of war, Raff had amouth that was a black-stained maw,
featuring an outs ze tooth that sometimes wresked havoc with the clarity of his speech. But it washis
powers of rumination and anaysis that counted most. Frequent rapport with war coordinators and dovin
basals kept him abreast of nearly al aspects of the war, from details on individual New Republic
warshipsto combat casudty statistics. In keeping with his abilities, his hairless and distended cranium was
adorned with etchings suggestive of the eddies and convolutions of the enhanced brain contained within.,
"Unfortunately, the bulk of the liberated dataiis historical in nature and of dubious vaue. Obroa-skai
dedicated itsdlf to preserving cultural documentsin the origina languages and access formats.” The
tactician gestured toward alevitated pallet stacked with blood-smeared durashest texts, data cards, and
other storage contrivances, waiting to be dagged by haly fire. "Thusthe need for such an endless array of
decryption and trand ation devices. Even o, our assault on the library world wasjugtified. Ultimately -
and once rendered in villip speech - these documents will yield awedlth of information regarding the
psychologica makeup of many of these species, and that knowledge will be crucid to our maintaining
control over conquered territories.”

A mae attendant, barefoot and sheathed in along tunic, climbed the rough-hewn yorik cora steps of the
command platform to place plates of food and a carafe of amber-colored liquid on the low table that
separated the priest and the tactician. His pointed chin was etched in deep purple to suggest abeard, and
the sacs under his closdaly set eyeswere fully tattooed. His forehead doped sharply back from a
prominent brow and wasin the same way covered with sgnsand designs.

At the base of the platform alone figure waited patiently in the shadows. Harrar bade the attendant
prepare libations for himself, the tactician, and the figure below. He sipped his drink while he considered
thetactician's appraisal of the spoils of battle.

Generdions of travel in intergalactic space had taken atoll on many Y uuzhan Vong vessals - warships
and worldships alike. Where their interiors had once been warmed by sumptuous curtains and carpets,
and the monatony of their decks balanced by rich mosaic inlays, an austere coldness now prevailed. The
vaulted cellings of communal spaces were still supported by ornamenta columns, but their surfaceswere
grazed, marred, and cheerless. The bioluminescent growths that provided oxygen and light didn't thrive as
they once had, and often flickered like guttering candles. Even the grotto-like spaces reserved for the
elite had aforlorn aspect.

"What do the seized documents have to say about the Jedi?* Harrar asked after amoment.

"Curioudy little, Eminence. One sensesthat data on the Jedi were either purposdly withheld from the
library or systematicdly purged.”

Harrar st hisdrink down. "The distinction is significant. Which interpretation do you favor?'

"Thelatter. Since thelibraries are replete with philosophica documents of dl variety, why disallow
dudieson the Jedi?"

"Perhapsit isthe Jedi who disallow such documentation,” Harrar suggested. " Perhapsthey are more



secretive than weredize”

"That would explain the lack of iconography attached to them, along with the fact that the Force does not
appear to be the manifestation of a supreme being.”

"And yet you have reason to believe that the records were purged.”

"Evenif proscribed by law, Eminence, it'slikely that awritten or ora history would have been compiled -
if not by a Jedi, then by someone outside the order, even someone who was opposed to it. A chronicle
of Jedi deeds, biographies of prominent Jedi, that sort of thing."

"An order, you say."

Tactician Raff glanced at the unreveded figure below, then nodded in affirmation. " The Jedi appear to
have begun as an order devoted to the pursuit of philosophica and theologica studies. It's unclear
whether they were the first to discover the energy source they cal the Force, or whether they were
samply thefirst to discover ways of accessing it. In either case they seem to have evolved gradudly from
cloistered meditators to public servants, and for thousands of generations they served as the guardians of
judtice throughout thisgaaxy.”

Harrar steepled his six fingers and tapped them againgt histattooed lips. " That would have required an
amy."

"Precisdly, Eminence.”

"But no army of Jedi has been dispatched against our warriors. Battle reports indicate encounters with a
mere handful." The priest smiled faintly in revelation. " Someone not only purged Obroa-skai's libraries
but the Jedi order itsdlf."

"Thatismy belief."

"But who?'

Thetactician shrugged. "Advocates of the so-called dark side? Those whom the Jedi cdl Sith?”

Harrar leaned back againgt the cushionsthat propped him. "Then we may have dliesin the galaxy.”

"If any Sith remain, we may indeed.”

Resolute footsteps trespassed on Harrar's reply. Their source was ayoung female of severe beaty,
whose long, shimmering garment accentuated an already lean frame. A turban encased most of her raven
hair, and iridescent insects shone from the borders of her robe. Long strides carried her boldly to the foot
of the command platform, where she folded her arms under her breasts and inclined her head and
shouldersin adeferentia bow.

"Welcome, Elan," Harrar said pleasantly.

Elan lifted her head, which was neither as doped asthe priest's nor as asymmetrical asthetactician's.
Wide across the cheekbones, her face tapered to a cleft chin.

Ice-blue, her eyes swvam in aseaof lavender and maroon swirls, and her nose was wide and dmost
without abridge.

"Y our pleasure, Eminence?"

"For the moment, only that you join us." In invitation, and absent even ahint of condescenson, Harrar
patted the cushion adjacent to hisown. "Y ou've arrived in time to witness the sacrifice.”

Elan glanced over her shoulder.

Accompanying her was adiminutive creature of motley countenance and a peculiar manner. Made
piebad by an arrangement of short feathers, the trim torso supported two thin arms, each of which ended
in graceful four-fingered hands. Willowy ears and twin antennae corkscrewed from an elongated,
modestly disproportionate head, whose rear attenuated to afindy feathered ridge. The dightly concave
face was dant-eyed, wide-mouthed, and delicately whiskered. A pair of reverse-articulated legs and
Splayed feet propelled the creaturein agile lesps.

Harrar took note of Elan's hesitation. "Y our familiar isaso welcometo join us.”

Elan glanced at the stranger standing nearby, then reached for her companion's right hand. "Come,
Vergere." She climbed the stairs and sat, making room for Vergere, who settled in like anesting avian.
Then she looked at the priest. "Why have | been summoned, Eminence?’

Harrar feigned disgppoi ntment and motioned to the nearest attendant. "L et us observe the sacrifice.”
The attendant bowed and voiced acommand to apair of artfully concealed receiving villips, which



ingtantly fashioned an opticd field. A sweeping view of loca space resolved in midair, filling the entire
forward portion of the compartment and eclipsing bulkheads and furnishings dike. It was asif that
portion of the faceted ship had been rendered clear as transparisteel and the cosmos ushered aboard.
Obroa-skai's primary was aroiling cauldron at the center of the villip-chair field. Hurtling toward the star
was a battered Gallofree trangport that had been captured during the battle, its ablative shidds just
beginning to blush with hegat. Inside the pod-shaped vessdl, some two thousand captives and droids,
cleansed by sound, purified by incense, and stacked like split firewood, lived out the remainder of their
lives

Harrar, hisguests, and attendantsfell sillent and remained so as the rosiness the star had imparted to the
nose of the trangport began to spread aft, reddening alloy and liquefying superstructures. Parabolic
dishes, sensor arrays, and shield generators melted like wax. The outer husk wrinkled and began to ped
back from the frame. The hull blistered, buckled, and finaly caved. The ship became atorch, ahyphen of
flame, then vanished.

Harrar raised his hands to shoulder height and held them palms outward. "In praise of the Crestor,

Y un-Y uuzhan, and in humble gratitude for his actionsin our behaf, accept these lives unworthy of life.
May we find continued support for the challenge you have set before us, of bringing your light to this dark
realm and of ridding it of ignorance and evil. We open oursdvestoyou ..."

"May you find sustenance in our offerings," the othersin the hold murmured.

"Welift up our hearts...."

"That you might prosper.”

"Wegiveoursavesfredy ..."

"Through you will we conquer.”

Caught in the embrace of nuclear fire, the sgnd villip that had been tailing the transport was incinerated.
Asthevisua field destabilized and faded, Harrar's attendants gradually resumed their duties.

"I will arrange for the images to be analyzed for portents,” the tactician promised.

Harrar nodded. " See that the results are sent to Commander Tla, He may not place much stock in such
things, but where omens are ignored and failure ensues, we have the makings of a convert.”

Thetactician bowed. "So beit."

Abruptly Harrar's cushion rose from the command platform and carried him out over the steps. "We will
now speak to the matter at hand,” he announced.

Elan made her eyes dert with interest and squeezed Vergere's hand.

"Thusfar our campaign has been blessed with easy victories," the priest began. "Worlds crumble and
populationsfall at our feet. But while I've no doubt that we will someday rule these species, | fear well
encounter great difficultiesin atering the way they think. Something other than superior weaponry will be
required to accomplish that.”

He gazed at Elan. " Our chief impediment isagroup that cdlsitsdf the Jedi. Think of them asakind of
mora policeforce- smal in number but very influentid.”

Elan glanced briefly at VVergere and once more squeezed her hand. "What sort of gods do these Jedi
worship?' she asked.

"None to spesk of. Rather, they draw spiritud strength from a pervasive reservoir of energy known as
the Force."

"And you have some drategy for subverting or nullifying this Force?"

" At the moment, no. However, there may be something we can do about the Jedi."

Harrar indicated the stranger at the foot of the sairs. "Elan, thisis one of our field agents, Executor Nom
Anor. Asdefrom being instrumenta in helping secure afoothold in the Outer Rim, Nom Anor has
managed to recruit agents from among the native populations and carry out many acts of sabotage and
subversion. Heistaking time out from hisusua dutiesto oversee aproject he and | have planned.”

Elan leveled an appraising gaze at Nom Anor as he climbed the stairs to stand before her. Sender and of
medium height, he was ordinary-looking, even with the facial markings and broken facia bones that
attested to more than the usud sacrifices. Somewhere dong the way, he had either lost or purposay
surrendered an eye. Though the socket was a black aperture just now, Elan could discern that the bones



had been reconfigured to house a plaeryin bol - the venom-spitting organ that resembled an eyeball.
"Dressed in an ooglith masguer, this one could easily passfor ahuman,” she whispered to Vergere.
"He's an ambitious one, Mistress," Vergere whispered back. "Take care.”

Nom Anor bowed to Harrar, though not as deeply as he might have.

"Before the invason commenced, and as ameans of testing what we were up againgt,” Nom Anor said,
"| seeded severa worldswith avariety of illness-producing spores of my own design. One class of
spores- acoomb variant - met with success, causing some one hundred individuasto fal ill and die, save
for one - ahuman female Jedi Knight. Neither self-propagating nor contagious, the malady has not
spread to the other Jedi.”

Nom Anor scrutinized Elan. "By dl accounts the human remains gravely ill, but she has thus far managed
to survive, | assume by drawing on the Force. Her resistance, however, isablessing in disguise, for | fed
certain that we can make use of it to get close to the Jedi.”

"Infiltrate them, you mean?' Elan said.

"Assassinate them," Harrar answered from his cushion. "Or &t least, as many aspossble.”

Nom Anor nodded. " Such an event would prove demoralizing to countless populations. If even the Jedi
could be brought down, what hope could there be for the rest? Confidence in the Jedi and the Force
would be dedlt an irreversible blow. Worlds would begin to capitulate without afight. Supreme Overlord
Shimrra could be apprised that our mission has been executed ahead of schedule, and that we await his
coming.”

Elan looked from Harrar to Nom Anor and back again. "What part am | to play indl this?'

The priest moved forward, until he was hovering before her. "One for which a priestess of the deception
sect isuniquely suited.”

FOUR Han stood on the brink, with the tips of his knee-high black boots projecting over the edge of the
natura bridge. Thevoices of hisfriendswere distant enough to be inditinct. Fog that had clung to the
giant treesal morning wasfalling like fat drops of rain. At once rank and perfumed, the breath of
Kashyyyk's perilous and impenetrable underworld made his head swim. Nearby, apair of kroyie birds
rode updraftsin an oblique ray of sunlight.

With ddliberate intent Han | et go of a piece of wrashyr bark he had been turning about in his hands and
watched it fal from sght. That section of the bridge lacked anything in the way of arailing, and nothing
stood between him and the abyss.

"Y ou'll want to watch that first step, flyboy," Lelasaid from behind him.

Han gave agtart but didn't turn around. "Funny thing is, ground zero's always alot closer than you think."
Leiasfootsteps drew nearer. "Evenif that'strue, you might want to consider asturdy pair of repulsor
boots."

He aimed askewed grin over his shoulder. Kashyyyk's humidity had fashioned amane of Leidslong
hair, and updrafts tugged at her flowing skirt and deeveless blouse.

"No need to worry, sweetheart. I'm aready down there."

Lelacame aongside him and glanced warily over the edge. "And | thought the view from our gpartment
was unnerving ..." Shetook gentle hold of Han's arm and eased him back from the edge. "Y ou're making
me nervous.”

"That'sgottabe afirs." Heforced agmile. "I'm fine."

Leidsbrow furrowed. "Areyou, Han? | heard about what happened with Mallaand Waroo."

He shook hishead in renewed agitation. "I have to put an end to thislife-debt business once and for al.”
"Just giveit time. They'll understand. Remember when | couldn't even go to the 'fresher without
Khabarakh or one of the other Noghri insisting on accompanying me?'

"Y eah, and you've still got the Noghri bodyguarding you. Not to take anything away from al they've
donefor you."

"l know what you're getting at."

Han shook his head. "Uh-uh, you don't know what I'm getting at. See, you could probablycommand the
Noghri to stay away from you. But Wookiees are different. If you think that Lowbaccaor Waroo are
going to let thisdide, you'd better think again.”



Leiacrossed her arms and grinned. "Okay. So as soon aswe get back to Coruscant I'll have Cal Omas
or someone propose legidation that limits the terms of a\Wookieelife debt.”

"And risk angering Councilor Triebakk? Forget it. I'll dedl with thisin my ownway."

Chilled by Han's scowl, Leiastraightened her smile. "'l didn't mean to sound flippant, Han. | understand
what you'refedling. Today couldn't have been easy for you."

He averted hisgaze. "l wish | understood what | wasfedling. | thought the ceremony would help put
thingsto rest, but it's only made mattersworse. Maybe if 1'd been able to retrieve Chewie's body and
thered been somekind of funerd ..." He adlowed hiswordsto trail off, then shook hishead angrily.
"What am | talking about? 1t's more than missing out on someritua.”

Lelawaited for him to continue.

"I know | can't change what happened at Sernpidd, but | blame mysdlf for getting usinto that fix to begin
with."

"Y ou weretrying to savelives, Han."

"And alot of good it did anyone.”

"Have you told Anakin that you've made your peace with not being able to save Chewie?' Leiaasked
cautioudy.

Bitterness contorted Han'sface. "That was my biggest mistake - putting himin the pilot's seet.”

"Han "

"l don't mean that it was Anakin'sfault. But | know | wouldn't have made the same decisions he made.”
He snorted a bitter laugh. "Wed dl be dead - Chewie, Anakin, me ... And now this craziness about
continuing the life debt." Han paced away, then whirled to face her. "Thereé's no way 1'm going to be
responsible for the death of another member of the honor family, Leia.”

"Y ou weren't responsible.”

"l was," he snapped. "Who knows what kind of life Chewie would have had if | hadn't dragged him all
over the galaxy running spice and chak-root and whatever €l se we could smuggle.”

Leafrowned. "Meaning what, Han? That you shouldn't have rescued him from davery? For dl you
know, Chewie might have ended up dying in an Imperial |abor camp or in some construction accident.

Y ou can't dlow yoursdlf to think that way. Besides, don't try to tell methat Chewie didn't enjoy
gdlivanting around, with you - and that had nothing to do with alife debt. Y ou heard what Ralrrasaid
Adventure was the reason Chewie left Kashyyyk to begin with. Y ou and he were two of akind."

Han firmed hislips. "I guess| know that. Still ..." He shook his head mournfully.

Leiaplaced her fingers under Han's chin and turned his head. Pogitioning hersdlf in his gaze, she smiled
broadly. "Y ou know what | remember most? The time Chewie strapped meto his chest and carried me
across the underside of Rwookrrorro. Like | wasatoddler.”

Han snorted. "Consider yourself lucky. Onetime | had to ridein aquulaar dung from Tarkazza."
Leiaclamped ahand over her mouth but laughed anyway. "Kataras father - the one with the silver stripe
on hisback?'

"That'sthe one." Han laughed with her, but only for amoment. Then he turned and gazed but over the
tree-tops. "It gets easier for amoment, then I'm right back to remembering. How long doesiit take, Leia?
Till youre pagt it?'

She sighed. "I don't know how to answer that without sounding trite. Lifeisal about change, Han. Look
at this place luma-poles have begun to replace phosflealanterns, repulsorlift vehiclesare replacing
banthas ... Things have astrange way of reversing direction when you least expect them to. Enemies
become friends, adversaries become confederates. The very Noghri who tried to kill me became my
protectors. Gilad Pellaeon, who once came here to endave Wookiees, fought with us at Ithor against the
Y uuzhan Vong. Could anyone have predicted that?" Leia extended her hands to massage his shoulders.
"Eventudly the heartache fades.”

Han's muscles bunched under her touch. "That's the problem. The heartache fades.”

He sat down, letting hisfeet dangle over the edge of the bridge. Lela squatted behind him and wrapped
her asams around him. They remained unmoving for along moment.

"I'mlosing him, Leia," he said despondently. "1 know he's dead, but | used to be ableto fed him



aongside me, just outside the edge of my vison. It'slikeif | turned quickly enough, I'd catch sight of him.
| could hear him, too, clear as day, laughing or complaining about something I'd done. | swear, I've had
conversations with him that were asred asthis one. But something's changed. | haveto think long and
hard to redly see him, or hear him."

"Y ou're getting on with your life, Han," Lelasaid softly.

Helaughed shortly. " Getting on with my life? | don't think so. Not till I've found someway to make his
death count for something."

"He saved Angkin," Leiareminded.

"That's not what | mean. | want the Y uuzhan Vong to pay for what they did at Sernpidal - and for al that
they're continuing to do."

Leladtiffened. "l can understand that coining from Anakin, Han, because he's young and hasn't figured
things out. But please don't make me hear it from you."

He shrugged out of her hold. "What makes you think | know any more about life than Anakin knows?"'
She dropped her hands by her sides and stood up. " That's something | hadn't considered, Han."

"Well, maybe you should," he rasped, without turning around.

Where moments earlier images of the sacrifice had played, twenty captives now huddied insgde an
inhibition field, raised arid sustained by two small bloodred dovin basals. At the center of the
mixed-species group stood the Gotal H'kig priest, whom Harrar had promised imminent deeth. The
fidd'shemispherica outline shimmered like waves of rising heet.

With Harrar, Nom Anor, Raff, Elan, and her pet observing from the command platform, a youthful

Y uuzhan Vong warrior wearing awine-colored tunic entered the hold, paid obeisance to hiselite
audience, and approached thefield.

"An n," Elan said to Vergerein hushed surprise.

"A mere gpprentice,”" Harrar amended. " Said to show little promise - though the task heis about to
execute will escalate himin the eyes of many.”

Ripples played across the immaterid surface of theinhibition field as the warrior stepped through its
one-way perimeter. Nearby guards raised their amphistaffsin anticipation of a desperate charge, but
whether out of fear or curiosity none of the prisoners made a move againgt the intruder. Onceinside,
neither did the warrior move, except to turn dightly in the direction of the priest.

"Observe closdly,” Harrar said to Elan.

A subtle gesture of Harrar's right hand wasthe n'ssigna to begin. Swinging about, the youth
emptied hislungswith ashbilant and protracted exha ation.

The effect on the captives was dmost immediate. To abeing they fdl back in surprise, then in stunned
redization, and finaly in agony, clutching at their windpipes asif the inhibition field had been drained of
breathable air. Smooth faces turned a ghastly shade of cyan; otherslost color entirely or blackened, asif
scorched by fire. Limbs and appendages spasmed, and tufts of fur wafted from the hirsute. Sudden blood
mottled the flesh, then began to seep and mist from burst capillaries. Some of the prisonersfdl to their
knees and vomited blood; the more resilient staggered about, lurching into one another, until they fell
writhing and gasping to the deck.

Only the n remained standing, but not for long. Knowing better than to draw a breeth, he hurried
for safety, only to find that the dovin basals maintaining the field were denying him egress. He spent a
desperate moment moving aong the perimeter, asif hoping to discover some gap, some oversight that
would permit him to escape. Then the full awareness of his predicament dawned on him. Turning to
Harrar, he drew himsalf up to hisfull height, snapped his closed fists to the opposite shoulders, and
inhaled deeply. Blood began to stream from his nose and eyes. Torment warped hisfeaturesinto a
macabre mask, but no sounds escaped him. His body trembled from head to foot, then he pitched
forward to the deck.

All a oncetheinhibition field began to teem with hundreds of spontaneoudy generated life-formsno
larger than phosfleas. In crazed motion they scuttled over the prostrate bodies and massed aong the



edges of the field, as keen on finding some way out asthe warrior had been.

Harrar motioned one of his acolytes forward. " Capture a specimen and bring it here - quickly!"

The acolyte bowed and rushed to the field. Reaching a gloved hand through the invisible barrier, he
pinched one of the scurrying critters between histhumb and index finger and ran it to the command
platform. Even before he had reached the steps, the frenetic activity in the field began to abate, asif the
swarm had suddenly expended its energy and was dying.

The acolyte ddivered histiny hostage to Harrar, who pinched thejittery thing between the three fingers of
his right hand and held it up for Elan'sinspection. Faintly opalescent, the cresture was aflattened disk,
from which sprouted threetiny pairs of articulated legs.

"Bo'tous," Harrar explained. "Both carrier and byproduct of the toxin. Precipitated from the assassin's
breath. They grow rapidly in the presence of abundant oxygen, but are extremely short-lived.”

"Y our wegpon againg the Jedi,” Elan said knowingly.

"A skilled host can manage up to four bo'tous exhalations. But in asealed environment, thereisno
defense - even for the host. Do you understand?”

"| understand that ahost runstherisk of dying with hisvictims."

"Thetoxic effect of theexhdation isvery brief,” Nom Anor added. "A host must bein close proximity to
her! target.”

"Her target," Elan said.

Harrar held her in hisgaze. "We would like to arrange for you to be captured by New Republic forces.
Commander Tla- while not entirely enthusiastic - has even agreed to afford them avictory in the
process. Onceintheir custody you would ask for politica asylum.”

Elan looked skepticdl. "Why would they accept me?!

"Because we would convince them that you are aworthy prize," Nom Anor answered.

Harrar confirmed it with anod. "Y ou would provide them with valuable information. Information
regarding why we have cometo their galaxy and what we have left in our wake. Y ou would also tell them
of dissension among our ranks - of disputes that prompted your flight - aswel asinformation of some
drategic merit.”

"Does Commander Tlaknow of al this?' Raff interjected uncertainly.

"Mogt of it," Harrar replied.

"Then | must protest, Eminence. | fear thiswill become too cosily an enterprise.”

"I will accept respongbility,” Harrar said. "L et us not have genuine dissension, tactician.”

Tactician Raff stood his ground. "Eminence, has not Executor Nom Anor just informed usthat a Jedi
Knight survived an earlier attempt at poisoning? Why, then, should bo'tous prove effective againgt any
one of them, let done a cadre of Jedi?' He glanced at Elan. "Notwithstanding the obvious sophigtication
of your designated ddivery system.”

Momentary doubt clouded Harrar's expression. ™Y ou do justice to your station, tactician. Y our
suggestions?'

Raff consdered it. "At the very least, your infiltrator should be provided with accessory weapons -
whatever Executor Nom Anor deems necessary to ensure success, should the bo'tous prove ineffectua .”
Harrar looked at Nom Anor, who motioned in dismissal. "Unnecessary. But easily accomplished. There
isaspecies of amphigtaff that can be modified and implanted in the body for just such apurpose.”
Satisfied, Harrar nodded. "' Continue, Executor.”

Nom Anor placed himsdlf in Elan'sview. "Unfortunately, | know of no accessoriesthat will guarantee
your success with New Republic Intelligence. That would depend on you. Y ou would begin by claiming
to have information regarding the coomb spores| introduced. Y ou would, however, ingst on delivering
that information only to the Jedi. But be warned the Jedi possess akind of divining ability. They would be
quick to discover deception - even in one trained since youth to beguile and midead. Thusthe need for a
quick-acting toxin, carried by a quick-thinking host."

Harrar extended the pinched creature to Elan. "Quickly, Elan, takeit in your palm and clench your hand
aroundit.”

Elan stared at him. "Should | do so, | am committed.”



Harrar gazed back at her. "1 will not command you to accept this charge, Elan. The choiceisyours.”
Elan looked to Vergere. "How would you counsd me?"

Vergere's oblique eyes clouded over with sadness. "1 would counsdl you to refuse, Mistress. And yet you
have long desired to be tested. To be given amission worthy of your talents. Sadly, | know of no more
unswerving path to escdation.”

Harrar glanced at the priestesss exotic pet. "Take her along if it pleases you, Elan. She may even prove
to be of assstance.”

Elan looked &t Vergere once more. ™Y ou would accompany me?'

"When havel not?'

Elan took the minuscule creature into her hand and closed her long ringers around it. When sherelaxed
her hand, the thing had been absorbed.

"It will migrateto your lungs and there mature," Nom Anor said, smiling. ™Y ou will know when thetoxin
has reached maximum potency. Then you will loose your four breeths against as many Jedi asyou can
arrange to be gathered in one place.”

Elan looked a Harrar. "What then, Eminence?’

"What's to become of you, you mean?' Harrar took hold of her fine hand, examining the palm that had
absorbed the carrier. "Nom Anor and | will do al we can to monitor your whereabouts, but | cannot
promise you rescue, only exatation. Should you succeed, you will either die with the Jedi or face
execution afterwards."

Elan grinned faintly. "That choiceisaso mine."

Harrar patted her hand. "L ook to the world beyond for recompense, Elan. | envy you your imminent

departure.”

Cordoned off by kshyy vines and Wookiee security guards, theMillennium Falcon sat on landing platform
Thiss, dongside the shuttle Luke, Jacen, Anakin, and Lowbacca had flown to Kashyyyk. What remained
of awroshyr limb horizontally pruned close to the trunk, the fire-blackened platform at the edge of
Rwookrrorro was large enough to accommodate passenger liners, but theFalcon and the deek shuttle
had the stage to themselves. Not since Chewbacca had piloted theFal con to Kashyyyk during the

Y evethan criss had the city drawn so many well-wishers, tourists, and curiosity seekers. From
Karryntora, Northaykk, the Wartaki Idands, and the distant Thikkiiana Peninsulathey came, most in the
hope of catching aglimpse of Luke, Han, or Leia, but many to have alook at the Corellian Y T-1300
freighter Chewbacca and Han had made famous.

Likeataurill navigating afield of profligate shag ferns, Han edged hisway through athrong of vociferous
Wookiessintent on sngpping his spine with backd apping blows or fracturing his ribs with crushing hugs.
By the time he ssumbled into the cordoned-off area surrounding theFalcon he looked asif held gone one
too many roundsin ag-force smulator. Leia, Luke, the kids, and the droids were waiting at the foot of
the extended boarding ramp.

"Dad, | thought we weren't leaving until tomorrow,” Jaina said as Han approached.

"Change of plans" he muttered. "Did you do a preflight?’

"Yeah, but -"

"Then let's get everyone aboard and raise ship.”

"Why the rush, Han?' Luke said, purposely stepping into his path. The cowl of his Jedi cloak wasthrown
back, and hislightsaber hung from the belt that cinched his black robes. " Are we running toward
something or away from it?"

Han stopped short. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lelawince and turn to one side. "How's that
again?' he asked Luke.

Luke's expression was unreadable. "Pressing concerns on Coruscant?

Han worked hisjaw. "Tomorrow, today, what difference doesit make? But if you have to know, yeah,
pressing concerns. A little matter called the Y uuzhan VVong and the fate of the galaxy."

"Han-"



"Don't!" Han interrupted. He bit back whatever he was going to say and began again in amore controlled
voice. "Luke, it'sjust thet I've had my fill of sympathy. So let'sjust dropit.”

"If that's what you want, Han."

Han started up the ramp, then stopped and whirled. ™Y ou know, | don't know what's worse,
everybody's fumbling attempts to make me fed better or your saf-importance. Y ou may think you have
me figured out, pal, but you don't. Not by along shot. Oh, | know you've lost friends and family, and
now, with Marabeing sick and al, but Chewie gave hislifefor my son, and that makesit different. You
can't know about that, Luke."

"I don't pretend to know about that,” Luke said camly. "But asyou say, | do know something about
orief."

Han held up his hands. "Don't talk to me about the Force - not now. | told you along timeago | don't
believein one power controlling everything, and maybe | wasright, after al.”

"After dl we've been through?'

"What we've been through,” Han said, pointing hisforefinger at Luke'sface, "had alot moreto do with
blasterfire than swordplay, and you know it."

"It was the Force that brought down the Empire.”

"And just how doesthat help me?' Han glanced around at Leia, their three children, Lowbacca, C-3PO,
and R2-D2, dl of whom looked uncomfortable. "I don't have the abilities of a Jedi or the delete functions
of adroid. I'mjust anorma guy with normal fedings and maybe more than his share of shortcomings. |
don'tsee Chewie, Luke. Not the way you claim to have seen Obi-Wan, Y oda, and your father. | don't
have the Force at my back."

"But you do, Han. That'sall I'mtrying to tell you. Let go of your anger and bitterness and you will see
Chewie"

Han opened his mouth and closed it. He spun on his heels and hurried up the ramp only to stop and
reverse directions again. "1'm not ready to walk this plank,” he grated as he passed Luke.

"Han!" Lelashouted.

Heturned, but looked through her a Jaina. "' Take theFal con back to Coruscant.”

Jainas eyes widened. She swallowed hard and ssammered, "But what about you?"

"I'll find my own way back," he yeled over his shoulder as he marched off.

In the command center of Harrar's faceted ship, a bioengineered quadruped the size of an Ewok was
meandering about the confines of the inhibition field, employing itslong snout asavacuum to rid the area
of the carcasses of the carriers birthed by the n'stoxic exhalation.

The dead captives - dong with the body of their assassin - had yet to be removed.

Harrar and Nom Anor stood at the perimeter of the field, watching the creature at work. Elan and
Vergere had | eft the compartment.

"Much hinges on the success of thisplan,” Harrar remarked.

"More than you know," Nom Anor agreed. "Ever since Prefect DaGarasfailure at Helska, | am not held
inthe esteem | once was."

"I havefathinyou, Executor.”

Nom Anor inclined his head in thanks. "Do you think Elan will eect to die with the Jedi, or take her
chancesthat the New Republic will spare her life?"

"l suspect shewill diewith the Jedi.”

"And that doesn't trouble you? After dl, her domainisvery powerful. Her father hasthe ear of Supreme
Overlord Shimrra, does he not?"

"Heisahigh priest," Harrar said, then sighed with purpose. "Only Elan can carry thistask to fruition. |
will lament her death. But it's often necessary to sacrifice the bait to ensnare the quarry.”

FIVE TheMillennium Falcon put verdant Kashyyyk behind her. Jainaand Leiasat Sde by sdeinthe
outrigger cockpit, with C-3PO, quieter than usual, behind them in the navigator's chair. At Streen's
unexpected request, Luke wastaking everyone eseto Y avin 4. Jainamight have gone along, but Leia



had said she didn't want to pilot theFalcon home aone.

While the navicomputer calculated lightspeed coordinates for the jump to Coruscant, Jainaglanced at her
mother, who looked small and fragile in the oversize seet Chewie had occupied for so many years. She
had scarcely said aword since lifting off from platform Thiss.

"Not often | get to fly Dad's ship," Jainasaid casudly, hoping to open aconversation.

Lelareacted asif she had been yanked from atrance. "What?'

"l said | was surprised Dad asked meto fly theFalcon home.”

Lelasmiled &t her. "Record holder at Lando's Folly ... Rogue Squadron pilot ... Y our father thinks very
highly of your skills"

Jainawas quiet for amoment. "1 hope he getshomedl right.”

Leialaughed. "Don't worry, hell hop afreighter or atrader's ship and probably beat us back to
Coruscant. He doesn't need help in that area.”

"Or any other area,” Jainasaid, frowning.

Leiamade her lipsathin line and took her daughter's hand. "Don't confuse refusing hel p with not needing
it

"Why ishelike that?"

"How much time do we have?' Leiajoked. "The short answer isthat your father wasn't raised the way
you and | were. He didn't have the support of afamily or the comfort of a stable home." She shook her
head. "He's been so many things - aswoop racer, apilot, an officer in the Imperial Navy, asmuggler -
but al those occupations have one thing in common they require extreme self-rdiance and acertain
amount of doofness. He didn't grow up accustomed to getting help, so he's certainly not about to ask for
it

"But he's been acting like he's the only one who misses Chewie."

"He knowsthat isn't true, and he's aware of how he's been acting. When he and | returned to Sernpidal
after Chewiedied, hetold me he suddenly felt that the world had become unsafe - that held aways
thought of our family and close friends as dmaost immuneto tragedy, living in akind of bubble. How al of
us have managed to survive the things we've been through is nothing short of astonishing. But dl the
narrow escapes, the flirting with death, only made Han fed more invulnerable. Chewi€'s desth changed
that. Y our father even included Marasillness as evidence of how insecure and unpredictable everything
has become.”

Lelapaused, recalling something. "It didn't occur to me until later on that 1'd heard him express the same
doubts once before - just after you and Jacen and Anakin had been kidnapped by Hethrir. Do you
remember how protective he became?’

Jaina shook her head. "Not redly.”

"WEell, you were pretty young. But trust me, your dad wouldn't let any of you kids out of hissight for
months." Lelaglanced a Jaina. "Hed like to have everyone believe he's a hardened skeptic, but the fact
is, herunsonfath."

"Then why is he kegping such adistance from everyone?'

"Because giving in to his pain would require him to bresk down and really grieve, instead of shutting
himsdf off from theworld. And he'stoo dick for that.”

"Isthat how he got that nickname?*

Leiashook her head. "That's another story."

Jainatortured her lower lip with her teeth. "Mom, he will come home, won't he? | mean, wereal he has
right now, right?*

"Of course," Leia gtarted to say, when C-3PO interjected, "1 only hopeit's enough.”

Mif Kumas, Calibop sergeant at arms of the New Republic Senate for two terms running, spread his
wings as he rose from his commodious seat on the dais of Coruscant's Grand Convocation Chamber.
"Senators, | would caution you to refrain from disrupting these proceedings with vocal displays or
outburgts, warranted or otherwise." Kumaswaited until everyone had fallen silent, then inclined his maned
head toward the speaker's rostrum that stood opposite the dais on the polished stone floor of the greeat
hall. "Director bel-dar-Nolek of the Obroan Ingtitute has been recognized, and he deserves to be heard



Nodding curtly to Kumas in appreciation, bel-dar-Nolek resumed histirade. "Furthermore, it isthe
Ingtitute's contention that the New Republic hasfailed to honor its obligation to provide defense where
needed.”

A human of consderable girth, he affected custom-tailored suits and awalking cane hand-carved from
greel wood. Hisjowls quivered as he spoke, and he frequently punctuated his remarks by stabbing the
ar with achubby forefinger.

"It was clear to the members of this body that Obroa-skai was imperiled, but nothing was done to
safeguard us from attack. The Y uuzhan V ong descended on uslike velkers, picking our cities clean.” He
paused to clear histhroat. "1 was tending to business on Coruscant at the time, but | have seen the holo
reports.” Hushed utterings, few of them flattering, spread through the hal, prompting Kumasto repest his
apped for some measure of decorum. Gratified by the commotion his remarks had dlicited,
bel-dar-Nolek folded his stout arms and rested them on his ample abdomen.

Tiersof randomly positioned gdleries, boxes, and ba coniesloomed on al sides, rising clear to the
domed ceiling, with page, protocol, and interpreter droids moving aong the ramps, bridges, and
gairwaysthat linked them. While placement was not an indication of rank, many of the senators seated in
the upper levels represented worlds only recently admitted to the New Republic and were frequently
regarded by the lower-tier delegates as audience members rather than participants. As an appeasement
to them, therewastak of equipping some of the loftiest galleries with detachable hover platforms, such
as had been used in the waning days of the Old Republic, but no one gave the rumors much credence.
From one of those gdleries came the voice of Thuv Shinev, spokesperson for 175 inhabited planetsin
the outer reaches of the Tion Hegemony. Simultaneoudly, alife-sze hologram of the human senator
resolved from a projector well on the chamber floor between the speaker's rostrum and the advisory
council'sdais, with itstight arc of heterogeneous chairs. Anyone in doubt asto the senator'sidentity could
accessinformation on smdl displays built into the armrests of every chair inthe hall.

"I submit to this body that atask force was deployed to protect Obroa-skai," Shinev argued, "and that al
within reason was done."

Bel-dar-Nolek addressed Shinev's hologram. "A pair of reconditioned Golan Defense Platformsand a
couple of antique warships hardly congtitute atask force, Senator.”

"That was all that could be spared, Director,” Bothan Chief of State Borsk Fey'lya growled from his seat
onthedais Hisviolet eyesflashed. "What'smore, | find such recriminations reprehengble, in light of the
enemy's erratic movements and often unpredictable strategies.”

Be-dar-Nolek spread his hands placatingly. "Chief Fey'lya, I'm smply trying to prevent further errorsin
judgment. It's one thing to ignore the pleas of Outer Rim worlds, but to dlow aworld of Obroa-skai's
prominenceto fal into enemy hands-"

"| object to the director's blatant chauvinism!™ the senator from Agamar interrupted. "And by what right
does Obroa-skai portray itsalf as acynosure?

Bel-dar-Nolek glowered at the human and flung his words with brutal carelessness. "Obroa-skai's
dedication to the perpetuation of cultura diversity makesit more important than other worlds. | demand
that something be done to rescue what remains of our historical documents beforeit'stoo late.”
"Secretary Kumas," adeep and mdlifluous femae voice rang out, "1 ask to be recognized.”

Kumas spread hiswings. " The senate recognizes Senator Vigi Shesh of Kuat."

A dender, handsome woman of indeterminate age, Shesh flipped radiant black hair over her shoulder as
sherose from her balcony seat. Relatively new to palitics, she had quickly become known asaclever
dea maker, with aknack for keeping al sides happy. The mediahad taken an immediate interest in her,
to the point where she had been the subject of countless news stories, and her face was aimost as widdly
recognized asthat of Chief of State Fey'lya.

"On the matter of rescuing data, Director, it ismy understanding that shiploads of important documents
were relocated to the Ingtitute's facility on Coruscant well in advance of the attack on Obroa-skai. Was|
mignformed?’

"A fraction of what we had hoped to save," bel-dar-Nolek countered nastily.



Shesh beetled her fine brows and nodded in away that combined gravity and conceit. "Forgive my
saying so, but the past concerns me far lessthan the future. While the loss of Obroa-skai isaterrible
blow, the New Republic military is hardly in a postion to spare shipsto retake aworld when it is dready
overextended in defending so many others. The Y uuzhan Vong are widening their hold of key sectorsin
the Outer and Mid Rims, and unlesstheir advance is thwarted, they could reach the Colonies or the Core
in astandard year, leaving even Coruscant itsdf vulnerable to assault.”

Bel-dar-Nolek studied her stonily. "I see through you, Senator. Obroa-skai was surrendered because it
lacks strategic vaue. When Y uuzhan V ong warships begin to close on Kuat, Chandrila, or Bothawui, |
doubt very much that the New Republic fleets will be otherwise engaged. The military wasin force at
Ithor. Even the Imperid Remnant.”

"And Ithor was despoiled in spite of our efforts,” Shesh said. "I sympathize, Director, but | certainly don't
see what can be done now."

Bd-dar-Nolek dammed hisfist into his open hand. "We can appedl to the Y uuzhan VVong to alow
Obroa-skal to remain accessible to scholars.”

Denunciations flew from every quarter. While Kumas was attempting to restore order, Borsk Fey'lyagot
to hisfeet, his cream-colored fur bristling. "It isnot the policy of this body to bargain with aggressors,” he
pronounced, in away that |eft little room for argument.

But bel-dar-Nolek was unmoved. "Then I'm afraid you leave the Obroan I nstitute no choice but to forge
aseparate peace with the Y uuzhan Vong."

"| strongly advise againgt that. Director," Shesh said.

"The mogt recent attempt at appedling to the Y uuzhan Vong's sense of fair play ended in the gridy murder
of one of our own - Senator Elegos A'Kla."

"I hold Luke Skywalker and the Jedi accountable for the death of Senator A'Kla," bel-dar-Nolek said in
disgus, "and al that has befdlen us. Where were they when Obroa-skai fell? Anyone would think they
would have been thefirgt to protect a center of learning.”

"Even the Jedi can't be everywhere at once," Fey'lyasad.

"Still, | blame them. | blame the Jedi and the Bothans own Admird Traest Krefey, who has become a
dangerousrogue!”

"I demand aretraction,” Fey'lyafulminated. " Such remarks are blatantly inflammatory and provocative!™
"What information do we have about the genesis of thiswar?" the director said, playing to the audience.
"We have only theword of the Jedi that the Y uuzhan V ong wiped out the ExGal outpost on Belkadan
and attacked Dubrillion and Sernpida. But who isto say that the Y uuzhan VVong weren't provoked to
such actions by the Jedi themselves? Met with hostility, perhaps they smply responded in kind. Perhaps
this conflict is nothing more than a perpetuation of that initid misunderstanding, fueled by the subsequent
actions of the Jedi at Dantooine and Ithor, in league with certain dements of the military, including
Admira Krefey and Rogue Squadron, along with other hapless units that have been dragged into this
druggle”

Bel-dar-Nolek paused dramatically and gestured broadly to the hall. "Where are the Jedi even now?
Whereis Ambassador Organa Solo? Wasn't it she, senators and representatives, who first brought the

Y uuzhan VVong to your attention?”

Alderaanian councilor Ca Omas spoke up. "Ambassador Organa Solo is attending to personal

"And may | remind Director bel-dar-Nolek and other members of this assembly that she does not
represent the Jedi Knights," Shesh added.

"Then just who does?' bel-dar-Nolek pressed. "Why are they permitted to take whatever actions they
seefit, without having to answer to this body or to the Defense Force? We are aleged to be members of
aNew Republic, and yet it seemsto me that we are weaker than the Old Republic, which at least had
the Jedi under rein.”

Helooked around the hall. "'l ask you, too, what are the Jedi waiting for? Do they fear the Y uuzhan
Vong, or isit that they harbor secret designs of their own? | suggest that you put an end to their reckless
conduct, and that you open negotiations with the Y uuzhan Vong, without using the Jedi - or anyonewith



tiesto the Jedi, like Elegos A'Klahad - asintermediaries.”

Vigi Shesh wasthefirst to spesk when the hall had quieted sufficiently for anyoneto be heard. " Senators,
if nothing else, I think we can al take some consolation in the fact that Director bel-dar-Nolek isneither a
politician nor amilitary strategist.” She waited for the laughter and gpplause to subside. "We must not
alow oursavesto be undermined by divisveness, nor should we dlow thefal of Ithor and now
Obroa-skai to undermine our confidencein the Jedi. | know that you will agree with mewhen | say that
by weakening the Jedi Knights, we only weaken ourselves."

SIX Mararose from the couch to greet L uke as he came through the doorway of their suite on
Coruscant. He met her halfway with open arms.

"It'sabout time," she said, shutting her eyes and holding him close.

R2-D2 trailed Luke into the room, toodled a greeting to Mara, and immediately headed for the suite's
recharge station.

"I would've been back sooner if Streen hadn't asked metogoto Yavin4."

"Trouble?'

"Could be. Now that the Y uuzhan V ong have occupied Obroa-skai, they could discover the academy. If
that happens, we have to think about relocating the younger Jedi. In the meantime, Streen, Kam, and
Tionne are watching over things."

They had been separated for only astandard week, but L uke was darmed at how ddlicate Marafelt to
histouch. He considered trying to fed her through the Force, but feared she would detect him and resent
theintrusion. Instead he luxuriated in her embrace for amoment longer, then backed away to hold her at
am'slength. "Let melook at you."

"If you must,” she said with elaborate sufferance.

Her face was pale and her eyes were underscored by dark circles, but some of the sheen had returned to
her red-gold hair, and her green eyes sparked to life under his gaze.

"What's the verdict, doctor?'

L uke pretended not to hear the quaver in her voice, but Mara saw through his pretense. There wasn't
much they could hide from each other, though one of the more devastating aspects of Marasillness had
been its detrimenta effect on the depth and intensity of their bond.

"Youtdl me"

"It hasn't been my best week." She smiled frailly, then compressed her lipsin annoyance. "But | don't
know how | ever let you talk meinto coming here - and don't say you got me at aweak moment.”

"l wasn't going to."

Months earlier, Mara had determined that the best way to fight the illness was to remain active and fully
attuned to the Force. But after the brutal murder of Elegos A'Klaand the devastation visited on Ithor her
condition had worsened. If al of Luke'sand Marasingtincts were wrong and the illnesswasn't linked to
something the Y uuzhan Vong had introduced to the galaxy, her vitdlity at least appeared to wax and
wane in accordance with the invasion. Where following the minor victories a Helskaand Dantooine she
had emerged strong, Ithor had congtituted a new low, not only for Mara but for everyone.

Luke dipped out of hiscloak, and the two of them moved arm in arm into the suite's modestly furnished
gtting room, hisblack trousers and shirt in stark contrast to Maras white sheeth. Maralowered herself
into a corner of the couch, her taut legs tucked beneath her. She gathered her long hair in one hand and
twirled it behind her head, then spent amoment staring out the window at passing traffic. The apartment
wasn't far from the Grand Convocation Center, but sonic-cancellation glass kept the noise from intruding.
"Did you meet with Dr. Oolos?' Luke asked at last.

Sheturned to him. "'l did."

"And?

"Hetold methe samething Cilgha and TomlaEl told me seven months ago. Theillnessisnt like anything
he's ever seen, and there's nothing he can do. But | could have told you that - and saved both of usthe
trouble of coming here. Oolos wouldn't come right out and say that the Force isthe only thing keeping
meadive, but heimplied asmuch."

"Therésthe one other ... case," Luke started to say.



Marashook her head. "He died. Just after you left for Kashyyyk."

Luke dlowed his disgppointment to show. A Ho'Din, Ism Oolos was not only anoted physician, but also
aresearcher of some celebrity, asaresult of hisinvestigationsinto the Death Seed plague that had swept
through the Meridian sector twelve years earlier.

"Did he have anything to say about the beetle?'

"The infamous Belkadan beetle,” Marasaid jocularly, then shook her head. "Other than that it'saso like
nothing he's ever seen. But the tests he ran didn't show any evidence that my illnessis connected to the
thing."

Luke grew introgpective. Many years earlier, the Mon Cdamari Jedi Cilghal had employed the Forceto
hed then Chief of State Mon Mothma of an n-induced nano-destroyer virus. So how wasit that
she and Oolos and the Ithorian hedler Tomla El could al remain powerless against the molecular disorder
that had assailed Mara? It could only have come from the Y uuzhan VVong, Luke told himsdf. In the midst
of an al-embracing conflict, he and Marawere waging their own private struggle.

"Wasthe memorid difficult?’ Marasaid, clearly eager to talk about something other than the Sate of her
hedith.

Lukelooked up and took a bresth. "Not for Chewbaccasimmediate family. Wookiees are very
accepting of death. But | am worried about Han.”

Marafrowned sympatheticaly. "Y our Sster might be Han's soul mate, but Chewbaccawas hisfirst mate.
It'sgoing to taketime.”

"l didn't help mattersany. When | tried to suggest that he open himself up to the Force, he made a point
of reminding methat heisnt aJedi.”

"Which is another reason he and Chewbaccawere so close,” Marasaid. "He's surrounded on al sides.”
She grew quiet, then surfaced from her thoughts and looked at Luke. "l wasjust remembering atime
saw your father hurl someone against abulkhead for showing alack of respect for the Force."

"I don't think that's the right approach to take with Han," Luke said wryly.

"But it's exactly the approach the Jedi are expected to take with the Y uuzhan Vong."

"Y es. By the same people who fear ustaking over the galaxy or succumbing to the dark side.”
Marasmiled wanly. "Things haven't exactly turned out as planned, have they? Even after the peace
accord, | never doubted that we'd face challenges and go through the usua ups and downs. But | truly
believed we'd be able to send any enemies of the New Republic running for cover. Now I'm not so
ure”

Luke nodded, wondering if Marawas referring obliquely to her own enemy. If so, her words suggested
that shewaslosing confidencein her gbility to prevall.

"Mon Mothmaonce asked meif | thought my studentswould eventudly set themselvesup asan dlite
priesthood or as aband of champions. Would the Jedi choose to insulate themsalves or act in the service
of those in need? Would we be a part of the citizenry or outsideit?' He narrowed his eyesin recollection.
" She envisoned Jedi who would be willing to get their hands dirty, Jedi in al walks of life-medicine, law,
politics, and the military. She saw it asmy duty to set an example, to become a genuine leader rather than
amerefigurehead.”

"And sheld be thefirst to admit that her concerns were unfounded.”

"Would she? Obi-Wan and Y oda never talked about what the distant future held for me. Maybeiif |
hadn't spent the past few yearstrying to learn how to overcome ysalamiri and tune my lightsaber to
cleave cortosis ore, I'd know what course the Jedi should take now. It'sthe dark side that calls
constantly for aggression and revenge - even againgt the Y uuzhan VVong. The stronger you become, the
more you're tempted.” Luke gazed at hiswife. "Maybe Jacen'sright about there being alternativesto
fighting."

"He certainly didn't get that from hisfather."

"His coming to it on hisown makesit al the more sgnificant. He thinks I've paid too much attention to
the Force as power, at the expense of understanding amore unifying Force."

"Jacen isgill ayoung man."

"He'syoung, but he's a deep thinker. What's more, he'sright. I've aways been more concerned with



eventsin the here and now than the future. | don't have the long view, so | missthe big picture. I've had a
harder timefighting mysdf than | had fighting my clone

Luke stood up and moved to the window. " The Jedi have always been peacemakers. They've never
been mercenaries. That'swhy I'vetried to protect our independence and keep us from swearing
alegiance to the New Republic. We aren't an arm of their military, and we never will be."

Marawaited until she was certain he wasfinished. "Y ou're starting to sound like that Fallanass woman
who took you on awild yunax chase looking for your mother."

"Akanah Norand Pdll," Luke supplied. "l wish | knew where her people went."

Marasnorted. "Even if you found them, | don't think the Y uuzhan VVong are going to be as susceptible to
Fdlanass-created illusons asthe Y evethawere."

"Not judging by what we've seen.”

Anironic laugh escaped Mara. "Akanah. Akanah, Gaeriel Captison, Calida... Luke Skywalker'slogt
loves. Not to mention that one on Folor ..."

"Fondor,” Luke corrected. "And | was never inlove with Tanith Shire.”

"Just the same, you met each of them during atime of crigs.”

"When haven't we beenin crigs?'

"That'swhat I'm getting a. Should | be worried that someone new will crass your path thistime?”

Luke went to her. "Our crigsisthe one that concerns me most," he said earnestly. "We need avictory."

"Y ou want to talk about irony? My father told me astory that happened right here in the Meridian sector,
maybe twelve standard years ago.”

Captain Skent Graff - human and proud of it, with broad shoulders and aface that turned heads - was
half perched on the com-scan integrator console of theSoothfast 's cramped bridge, one high-booted leg
extended to the floor. His captive audience, douched at sundry duty stations, were the half dozen who
made up the light cruiser's bridge crew. The stations chirped and chimed intermittently, and the ship's
Damorian power plant thrummed. The doping viewports of the ingot-shaped vessal looked out on
cloud-blanketed Exodo 11 and its poor excuse for amoon, and some lightyears distant, the luminous dust
clouds of the Spangled Vel Nebula

"He's stationed aboard theCorbantis, out of Durren Orbital, when the ship's tasked to investigate reports
of apirae attack on Ampliquen. Actualy, nobody knew for sure whether it was pirates or forcesfrom
Budpock violating atruce accord, but in fact the whole thing turned out to be aruse engineered by
Loronar Corp, a contingent of Imperials, and aguy named Ashgad, who wastrying to spread a plague
through this entire sector.”

"The Desth Seed plague,” the young femae Sullustan at the navicomputer said.

"Givethelady aglitterstim spliff," Graff said good-naturedly. " She knows her history. Anyway,
theCorbantis never makesit to Ampliquen. It'squilled by aflock of Loronar's smart missilesand left for
dead in anice chasm on Damonite Y ors-B - not too far from here as the mynock flies. But then dong
comes Han Solo and hisWookiee pa -"

"Who just happened to be in the neighborhood?" the communi cations officer asked.

"Actualy they were searching for Chief of State Leia Organa Solo, who'd gone missing, but that's beside
the point." Graff rested his elbow on a deactivated R series droid fastened to the bulkhead. " Solo and the
Wookiee investigate theCorbantis and find seventeen severdly rad-burned survivors - one of which was
my father - and they take them to the sector medicd facility at Bagsho on Nim Drovis. At thetimethe
place was being run by some well-known Ho'Din physician - | can't remember his name, Oolups or
Ooploss, something like that - and Ooploss does everything he can for his patients. The problem was
that the med facility was so overcrowded that some of the survivors had to be rel ocated to bactawards
in the annex. And what do you think happens?’

"They come down with the Death Seed plague,” the navigator ventured.

Graff nodded. "They come down with the Death Seed plague. Which just goes to show you that even
when you figure you've cheated the odds, you're still a statistic waiting to happen.”



"And now hereyou are, al theseyearslater,” the navigator said, "right back where your father was,
making loca space safe for Droviss zwil packers."

"Zwil?" the Twi'lek enlisted-rating at the threat-assessment station said.

"Some sort of narcotic,” Graff said.

The navigator's recurved mouth quirked asmile. "For those with membrane-lined breathing tubeswide
enoughto -"

"Captain,” the comm officer interrupted. " Durren reports that their hyperspace orbiter has picked up a
Cronau radiation event in our sector. Confidenceis high that alarge ship has reverted to red space.
Interrogators are awaiting a telesponder return.”

Graff legpt to hisfeet and hurried to his swivel-mounted chair. "Do we have visud contact?’

"Not yet, gr. The event iswell outside our sensor range.”

Graff turned to the comsec officer. " Scramble Gauntlet squadron and go to genera quarters.”

Srens blared throughout the ship, and garnet light began to suffuse the bridge.

The comsec officer looked over his shoulder at Graff. "Sir, forward tech station reports countermeasures
enabled, shields up and fully charged.”

"Dataon the event coming in,” the enlisted-rating said. " Ship isan unknown quantity. Radar and
laser-imaging computers are compiling aportrait.”

Graff swung to face the holo-imager, where the ghostly likeness of an enormous, faceted polyhedron,
black as onyx, was aready taking shape.

"Y uuzhan Vong?'

"Unknown, sir," the enlisted-rating said. "It doesn't match anything in our data banks."

"Move usout of stationary orbit.”

"Sir, drive profiles of the intruder match those of avessd in the enemy flotillathat attacked Obroa-skai.”
"Gauntlet squadron is out the door, moving to recon postion.”

"Any chatter from the Y uuzhan Vong vessd ?* Graff asked.

"Negative, dr. No, wait. Scanners now show two ships.”

Again, Graff swiveled to face the holo-imager, where a second, smaler polyhedron was forming
adongsdetheorigind. "Isthat thing anew arriva, or are we observing some sort of mitoss?!

"It appears to be a component of the larger vessdl, Sir. Vessel oneis changing course, bearing for Durren
Orbital Station. Module is accelerating to intercept our starfighters. Gauntlet is breaking formation,
gplitting up into attack elements.”

"Patch me through to Gauntlet leeder,” Graff ordered the comm officer.

"Gauntlet leader is patched through,” the woman said.

"Gauntlet One, can you show uswhat you're seeing?"

Relayed over the command net annunciator, the squadron leader's voice was thin sounding and disrupted
by burgts of gatic. "Transmitting. Looks like the galaxy's biggest decoder ring logt its stone.”

"Will you look at that thing," someone on the bridge remarked as areal-time image replaced the
holosmulation. " Sir, bioenergy massing in the smaller ship. They have usin target lock.”

Graff engaged the chair's safety harness. "Brace for impact.”

Effulgent golden light filled theSoothfast 'sforward viewports. The ship shook asif snatched and shaken
by agiant hand.

"Plasmaenergy,” the enlisted-rating reported. " Cons stent with Y uuzhan VV ong-ranged wegpons. No
damageto vita systems. Shiddsare holding.”

"Range?”

"Secondary vessdl ismoving within griking distance, Sr."

Graff gave hiscommand cap adownward tug. "Tell Gauntlet squadron to steer clear. Starboard main
batteries, stand by to return fire."

A retrofittedProficient -class ship of Corellian design, theSoothfast was 850 meterslong, but with only
ten heavy turbolasers and twenty ion cannonsit was wanting in firepower. Some of the
compartmentalization that had originaly reinforced the cruiser's hull had been removed to create a
docking bay for sarfighters, but even with the fighters the sharp-nosed ship remained an ancillary



wespon.
"Gauntletisclear, gr."

Graff nodded. "Ready proton torpedoes. Set for detonation at thefirst hint of gravitic anomalies.”

"Sir, torpedoes are armed as dictated by new protocol.”

"Ready starboard turbolasers," Graff ordered. "Sir, turbolasers enabled.”

Graff looked at the weapons officer. "If that 'stone' operates true to form, it'll vacuum the torpedoes, but
the lasers stand a good chance of scoring.”

"Understood, Captain.”

Graff pivoted hischair. "Main batteries, commencefire.”

Blinding projectiles streaked into space, followed by lances of blue-green light, converging far in the
distance with radiant, strobing flashes.

"Direct hit."

"Hre" Graff repested.

Again, torpedoes and coherent light streamed from the ship and explosions wreathed the enemy ship,
vying with the starsfor brilliance.

"Cessefire" Graff glanced at his executive officer. "Let's hope that softened things up. Commander, tell
Gauntlet to beginthelr run.”

The XO relayed the order over the command net. On the bridge's main display screen, magnified views
showed T-65A3 X-wings and E2 B-wings commencing attack runs against the lapidary ship. Bursts of
scarlet laser-fire spewed from the snubfighters wingtip cannons, and proton torpedoes loosed by the
B-wings blazed radiant pink trails through space. But the enemy ship merely consumed the energy and
answered the attack with geysers of molten rock. Resembling shards of mirrored glass, individua hull
facetsflared to life, then winked out, becoming black as the ship's background.

"Soothfadt, thisthing's going after our shields,” Gauntlet One reported a moment later.

"Gauntlet One, order your fightersto expand the field of theinertial compensators and switch over to
new scan and targeting protocols. And keep an eye out for cora skippers.”

"Already done,Soothfast . But shields can't be expanded enough to compensate for the warship's
drawing power."

"Shieldsdown," another voice said. "Bresking off."

"Stay with your wingmates," Gauntlet One shouted. "Keep your lasers quadded up on rapid cycle.”
"Compensator isin falure. Aborting attack run.”

"Watch your tail, Gauntlet Eight!"

"Captain, energy massing in the Y uuzhan VVong vessd "

Graff swiveled to his XO. "Instruct Gauntlet to abort.”

"Enemy vesH isfiring."

On the main screen, real-time holo showed three starfighters vanish in flegting explosions. A sense of
urgency punctuated Gauntlet One's words over the net.

"We're taking casudties - Two, Four, and Five. Still can't get afix on dovin basa or wegpons
emplacements.”

"What's he talking about?' Graff asked brusquely.

The Twi'lek enlisted-rating flipped his head-tails over his shoulders and studied console displays. "Battle
analysis computer isworking onit, Sir. Enemy weapons and singularity projectors appear to be mobile.
Sir, it'slikethe entire hull is capable of ddlivering fire and creating gravitic anomaies.”

"Captain, module has drawn another bead on us."

No sooner had the words | eft the comm officer's mouth than the cruiser wasjarred by a powerful strike.
Bridgeillumination diminished, then brightened, and blue e ectricity danced over one of the consoles.
Vibrated free of its magnetic hold on the bulkhead, the R-series droid tipped forward to the deck. Fans
clicked on, exhausting smoke from the area.

"Damage assessment coming in from forward technical station. Number-two power generator is down.
Deflector shiddsare margind.”

"Order Gauntlet to regroup and pull back," Graff said quickly. "Alert crash and recovery crewsto make



ready. Fire control stand by to coordinate forward turbolasers and ion cannons. | want a sustained burst
to rakethat ship poleto pole. A glance at the display screen showed him what remained of Gauntlet
squadron fleeing for their lives. "Fird™

Once more, energy stresked from the ship, but no telltale flashes followed.

Graff sudied the display screen. "Did we miss?' he asked in disbelief.

"Negative, Sr. Enemy vessel appears to have absorbed the energy.”

"All guns" Graff sad. "Firel"

Light painted loca space with such intendity that everyone on the bridge had to turn from the viewports.
It was asif theSoothfast had been clipped on the jaw by aheavy fist and was seeing stars.

"Enemy ship isdtering course, taking evasve action.”

"All guns, fire" Graff barked.

"Multipledirect hits. Evidence of debris. Enemy isdtering course again, speed isdiminishing.”

Graff twisted to the navigator. "Maintain pursuit. Stay on it!"

Then, without warning, an enormous explosion erupted in the distance, saturating the display screenswith
white light. When Graff could, he stared out the viewport, but could see no sign of the Y uuzhan VVong
ship.

"Wheredid it go? Did it jump?"

"Negative, gr," the enligted-rating told him. "Debrisis consstent with an dl-out kill."

A spontaneous cheer rose from the bridge crew.

"Quiet!" Graff shouted. "Did we just get lucky, or did we discover awesk spot?”

"Unknown, gir, but the vessdl is completely destroyed. We must have overwhelmed it. The ship that
generated the module is bearing away from Durren Orbital Station, al speed.”

Graff removed his hat and scratched hishead. "I don't get it."

"Captain, Gauntlet leader reports that the destroyed vessdl jettisoned an escape pod. The pod should
comeinto visud range any moment.”

Graff turned to the display screen. "Full magnification.”

Thenavigator pointed to afast-moving glimmer of light. "Thereitis, Sr."

Graff saw what looked like acylindrica asteroid, far from home, asmadl portion of its aft surface faceted.
"What'sits course?'

"Bearing for ExodoI1."

"Wouldn't be my first choice," Graff remarked.

"Present heading will bring it just in range of number-two tractor beam.”

Graff glanced at his XO.

"Could be atrap, Sir. Some kind of deeper bomb."

Graff nodded grimly. "Engage the tractor beam, but only to hold that thing at bay. Commander, dert
Gauntlet. Tell them to scan for any evidence of wegpons, but to keep their distance. Evenif it turnsout to
be harmless, | don't want it anywhere near this ship. And patch me through to fleet office.”

A new voice crackled from the annunciator.

"Soothfagt, thisis Gauntlet Three. It's definitely an escape pod, probably yorik cora. Negative for
armaments, but registering life readings. No bigger than alandspeeder. Rudimentary dovin basd retros
and attitude control. Faceted but transparent canopy. Like asheet of mica. Request permission to
investigate at closerange.”

Graff mulled it over for amoment, then said, "Gauntlet Three, you are green to investigate. But stay
sharp.”

"Affirmative Soothfast , staying sharp.”

No one spoke for along moment. Then the speaker crackled back to life.

"Soothfast, | got a peek at the interior. Looks to be two, repeat, two occupants. One appearsto be
femde. Theother ... Well, Sr, the other is anyone's guess.”

SEVEN On Coruscant, Han stepped apprehensively into Eastport's Docking Bay 3733 and pamed the
wall-mounted illuminator bar. A glow ring concentric to theinterior rim of the docking bay'siris dome
powered up, washing theMillennium Falcon in harsh light. Umbilicaed to sundry diagnostic and



monitoring devices, the ship looked asif it were a patient on life support. The glow ring hummed loudly,
and thear smdled faintly of ozone. The floor was acanvas of lubricant spills, scorch marks, and paint
overspray.

Bay 3733 was|eased to one Vyyk Drago, but in spite of Han's attempts to keep alow profile, amost
everyonein Coruscant's adminigtrative district knew that theFal con was berthed there. In setting the ship
down aweek earlier, Jainahad bull's-eyed the permacrete's faded red landing circle. After what had
happened on Kashyyyk, it had taken Han that long to marshal the nerveto visit. Three days aboard a
dilapidated freighter hadn't helped any.

Approaching thelal con head-on, her boxy mandiblesaimed at him, herecaled hisfirst glimpse of the
ship on the Hutt world of Nar Shaddaa amost thirty years earlier. She had then been the property of
Lando, who had won her - so the story went - in a sabacc game in Bespin's Cloud City. Though he had
seen countless Corellian Y T-1300s, it was love at first Sight for Han, for there was something singular
about theFalcon , Asde from promising amazing Speed and maneuverability, the ship was built for
adventure and proud of its obvioudy checkered past. Han had resolved that she would be his, one way
or another.

Ironicaly, the chance camein Cloud City, during afour-day-long elimination-round sabacc tournament
that ultimately found Lando and Han pitted against each other, with Han holding a pure sabacc hand to
Lando's bluff of awinning idiot's array. Short on credits Lando had offered amarker - good for any ship
on hislot - which Han had eagerly accepted. Dismayed by Han's win, Lando had tried to maneuver him
into selecting anewer-modé light stock Y T-2400, but Han had chosen theFalcon .

He gtill savored memories of hisfirst momentsin the pilot's seet, awed by the power of her sublight
engines and the response of her military-grade hyperdrive. She had speed, al right, but she needed
muscle and stedlth. So had begun a process of retrofitting and upgrading that would continue for twenty
years. To Han theFalcon was awork in progress, awork of art, never to be completed. Throughout
those years he had protected her with hislife, worrying about her as only a parent would, missing her as
only a spouse could. There was the time Egome Pass and Juoch had made off with her on Ddllah; the
time theFalcon had clung to the aft command tower of the Star DestroyerAvenger ; the time Lando and
Nien Nunb had flown her againgt the second Death Ster ...

Maras tasking her cherishedJade's Fire to crash into afortress on Nirauan some years back was a
decision hewould never understand.

Circling the ship now, Han could il identify signs of some of the modifications he and others had made.
At Shug Ninx's spacebarn in the Corellian section of Nar Shaddaa, Han and Chewie had ingtalled a
military-grade rectenna, aventral quad laser cannon, and concussion missile launchers between the
mandibles. Shug had macrofused to the hull just &ft of the starboard docking arm a small sheet of armor
plating from the Star DestroyerLiquidator .

Thanksto agroup of outlaw techs who operated in the Corporate Sector, theFal con was soon sporting
augmented defensive shidlds, heavy-duty acceleration compensators, oversize thruster ports, and a
late-mode sensor suite, aswell. Back then, the ship had had the ditinction of violating the Corporate
Sector Authority's performance-profile Waivers List in more ways than any ship of itsclass.

While theFal con was on Kashyyyk during the Y evethan crisis, Jowdrrl had retrofit a quartet of
trangparent optical transducer panelsto enhance port and aft vigbility. Chewie's cousin had aso designed
the cockpit's auto-tracking fire controllers for the gun turrets.

More recently, as hotilities with remnant Imperia factions had begun to wane - and through no fault of
Han's - thelFalcon had dowly become akinder, gentler ship. Routine maintenance at the hands of a
well-meaning but bumbling shipyard boss on Coruscant had resulted in anear restoration. Cables had
been tagged and bundled, mechanica's shock-mounted, e ectricals grounded and pulse-shielded. A
Sienar Systems augmenter had been added to the drive matrix, aMark 7 generator to the tractor beam
array, a Series 401 motivator to the hyperdrive. Sensor lenses had been replaced, dings hammered out,
holds recarpeted ... Han had nearly gone berserk.

Heliked that the ship wore all the bumps and bruises that had shaped her, much as he might have worn,
had it not been for bacta trestments and synthflesh. He sometimes wondered what he might look likeif



held let al the wounds scar like the one on his chin, the result of aknife dash received in another lifetime.
The ultimate damage to theal con had been done amere six months ago, however, with Chewi€'s death.
What she lacked now, and what was likely to keep her grounded for an indeterminate time, no
modification could offset.

Overcome by sudden grief, Han stood motionless bel ow the starboard hexagona docking ring, lost in
time. TheFalcon was so laden with memories, such achronicle of hisand Chewie's adventures and
misadventures, that he could scarcely bring himsdlf to look at her, much less board her. But after a
moment he entered an authorization code into ahandheld remote, and the ship's ramp lowered toward
him, asif daring him to enter.

When he did so, he was like aman relearning to walk.

Theramp led directly to the ship's circular ring corridor. Han stopped &t the intersection and ran his hand
over the corridor's now unblemished padding. In the past five years, theFa con had become such a spiffy
ship. Thefloor grating had been replated, the interior lights worked, and there was awaysfood in the
galey and something fragrant in the air. Once utilized to concedl loads of spice or personnel, the shielded
smuggling compartments just forward of the passageway to the ladder well had of late housed luggage for
family outings, or piecesof folk art Leiahad purchased for their home on Coruscant.

Han moved past the outrigger cockpit connector and deeper into the ship. A year back, thinking vaguely
about returning theFalcon to stock, he had made a start on stripping her of many of the add-ons. The

Y T-1300 was aclassic, after all, nearly asvauable a collector's item as the J-type 327 Nubian. And for
all her rattles, squeaks, and carbon-scoring, she wasin fine shape - not to mention of considerable
historical interest.

Oneof thefirgt thingsto go had been the concussion missle launchersin the jaws, which had dways
interfered with the operation of the cargo-loading mandibles. But that, of course, was before the Y uuzhan
Vong had appeared out of nowhere to present the galaxy with aterrible new threat. Who could say how
many besides Chewie would have died in the Outer Rim had he removed the quad lasers.

Han stepped down into the main forward hold and sat dgjectedly in the engineering console's swivel
chair. Flashy new carpeting covered both the smooth meta deck plates and portside grating - another
accommodeation to family travel. It wasfrom here that he had watched L uke practice lightsaber technique
againgt astinging remote. He swiveled to face the dgjarik hologame board, a which Chewie had spent
countless hours, and around which - only afew years earlier - Leia, Admira Pellaeon, and the late
Elegos A'Klahad sat talking about peace.

Han drew his hand down hisface, asif to erase the memories that came to mind unbidden, then he
pushed himsdlf up, crossed the hold, and stepped up into the circuitry/maintenance bay. Here, he and
Leiahad shared their firg kiss, only to be rudely interrupted by C-3PO, announcing that he had located
the reverse power flux coupling or some blasted thing.

A million years ago, Han told himsdlf.

Worming hisway &ft, he emerged from the bay into the portsde ring corridor, opposite the bunk room
where Luke had recuperated after [osing his hand to hisfather's lightsaber.

The corridor passed under the power core ducting and exhaust vents into the main rear hold, which had
seen more dterations than any other portion of the ship. Reduced in size to accommodate the hyperdrive,
the hold had been partitioned in any number of arrangements. A would-be daver named Zlarb had come
to agrim end back here.

The location of the escape pods hadn't changed since the Corporate Sector days, but the origina
capsule-shaped pods - entered by way of hinged grates - had been replaced by spherical ones equipped
with snazzy iris hetches.

Entering the starboard aft corridor and moving forward, Han passed the bunk room he'd often used as
his persona quarters, and within which he had nearly had a showdown with Gallandro, then the gdaxy's
fastest gun.

Dead now, like so many others from the glory days.

Han spread hisarmsin ahatchway in theinterior wall and leaned into the gdley. Laughing to himsdlf, he
recalled preparing pudding in corashells and spiced aric tongue for Leia, when held spirited her off to



Dathomir during his very wrongheaded courtship of her.

A few more steps brought him full circle to the docking arm. But instead of exiting, Han continued on to
the cockpit pod and reluctantly entered. Stepping between the pair of rear chairs, he leaned stiff-armed
on the console and gazed through the fan-shaped viewport at the spare-parts shelves he and Chewie had
erected on the docking bay wall only the year before.

Ultimately he dropped himself into the outsize copilot's seat and sat for along while with his eyes closed
and histhoughts shut down.

A month earlier, Chewie had still seemed so aliveto him that he could amost hear the sound of the
Wookieg's angry yaups or happy foghorn laughs reverberating in the docking bay. Sitting in the
pilot's-seat, Han would glance to hisright, and there Chewie would be, regarding him sardonicaly with
armsfolded across his chest or paws linked behind his head.

Chewie wasnt the only aien hedd flown with - theréd been the Togorian Muuurgh inthe Ylesayears -
but the WWookiee had been hisonly red partner, and he couldn't imagine piloting theFal con with anyone
else. So he could either mothball her, as he had his BlasTech sde-arm, or donate her to the Alliance War
Museum on Coruscant, as persistent curators had been urging him to do for fifteen years.

A museum was probably where he belonged, aswell, Han told himsdlf. Like theFalcon , he was part of
the past and of little use to anyone now.

He sighed heavily. Life was like agame of sabacc the cards could change at random, and what you were
sure was awinning hand could end up losing you the pot.

Ingtinctively, he reached under the control console for the metdlic flask of vacuum-didtilled jet juice he
and Chewie had often kept secreted there, but it was gone - placed €l sewhere by one of the kids or
swiped by some disreputable mechanic.

His minor disgppointment quickly turned to bitter anger, and he dammed the edge of hisright fist
repestedly on the console until his hand went numb. Then helowered his head to hisfolded armsand let
histearsflow.

"Ah, Chewie" hesaid out loud.

Han was on hisway to Eastport's trangport center when avoice behind him yelled, "Slick!"

Without dowing his pace, he glanced over his shoulder, then came to adead stop on the beltway and
Spun around, grinning ear to ear. "Now that'saname | haven't heard in along time," he said to the
stocky, gray-haired human who was hurrying to catch up with him.

The man grasped Han's proffered hand and tugged him into a backd gpping embrace. When they
separated, Han was il smiling broadly.

"What'sit been, Roa - thirty years?'

"I couldn't tell you exactly when, but | can tell you where. Departure termina of Roonadan Spaceport in
the Corporate Sector. Y ou and alovely, dark-haired young woman were waiting to board thelady of
Mindor to Ammuud, | believe."

"Fiollaof Lorrd," Han said, asif snatching the name from thin air. He gestured with his chin toward Roa
"Y ou had on awhite business suit, with some kind of rainbow sash ..."

"And you, my young friend, were wearing an especialy wary look.” Roa's rheumy blue eyes glinted.

"Y ou told me you were out of the business, running a collection agency. Han Solo Associated, wasn't it?
The next thing | hear, you've won the Battle of Y avin single-handed.”

"Not true," Han said, "'l had help.”

Roa stroked his clean-shaven jaw. "Let's see, then | heard that you'd had yourself encased in carbonite -
for posterity, | assumed at thetime."

Han narrowed hiseyes. "Actudly, | wasthinking of marketing molds of mysdf.”

Roalaughed, then showed him alook of mild rebuke. "I warned you about working with the Hutts."

"Y ou should have warned Jabba about working with me."

Han gppraised Roa's Askgjian suit, chromasheath ankle boots, and the rings that sparkled on the pinkies
of his plump hands. Roawas aready the grand old man of the smuggling trade when the late Mako



Spince had introduced Han to him on Nar Shaddaa. Honorable, good-natured, and generousto afault,
Roa had launched many ayoung outlaw into the business, including Han, whom Roa had brought through
hisfirst Kessel Run. Han had even worked for him for atime, and aong with Chewie, Lando, Sdla
Zend, and a couple of the other Nar Shaddaa regulars, had attended Roa's wedding, after which the old
man had retired from smuggling, at hiswifesinsstence.

" S0, you Hill inimport-export?”

"Sold everything - dmost ten years ago now."

Han studied him some more. "Roa, you don't look like you've aged a day snce Roonadan.”

"Nor do you," Roasaid, amost convincingly.

Han smiled lopsidedly and tapped his forefinger againgt hisfront teeth. "Regrown.” He touched his nose.
"Broken and repaired so many timesthere's hardly any origind tissueleft. Plus, my faceisdl out of
whack. This eye's higher than the other one.”

"And you think | come by my youthful appearance naturaly?' Roaasked theatrically.

"Dont tell me, youreaclone, right?'

Roalaughed. "Next best thing regjuvenation therapy, coupled with some daily myostim.” He displayed a
noble profile. "'l instructed the cosmeds to leave just enough age to keep melooking distinguished.”
"And you do, you old scoundrd.”

"Beddes, the treatments were Leidsidea- mostly.”

Han had an image of Roas rich-voiced, blond-haired, € egant wife. "How is she?’

Roasmiled weekly. " She died afew months back."

Han'slipsbecame athin line. "I'm sorry to hear that, Roa."

Roadidn't respond immediately. "And | was sorry to hear about Chewbacca, Han. | actualy tried to
obtain authorization to visit Kashyyyk for the memorid, but you know how Wookiees can be about
granting permisson to humans.”

Han nodded. "They've got along memory for what the Empire did to them,”

"Who doesnt.”

Han was quiet for amoment. " So what brings you to Coruscant? | thought you liked wide open space.”
Roas eyesdarted. "To tdl you the truth, Han - you. Y ou're the reason I'm here.”

Han felt ashiver pass through him. Because of a series of unexpected encounters with Roa over the
years, in out-of-the-way places like Nar Shaddaa and Roonadan, the old man had become one of those
people who made Han wonder if the galaxy wasn't alot smaller than hed been led to believe, regardiess
of hisown far-ranging journeys.

"Somehow | expected you to say thet,” he said at last.

Roa put his hands on Han's shoulders. "What do you say we go someplace where we can tak?"

Han nodded. "There's arestaurant in the transport center.”

They rode the beltway indoors, talking about old friends - Vonze, Tregga, Sonniod, the Briil twins- and
familiar places, though Han was clearly preoccupied. All these years later he could till recite Roa's Rules
- never ignore acal for help; take only from those who are richer than yourself; don't play sabacc unless
you're prepared to lose; don't pilot a ship under the influence; and always be prepared to make a quick
getaway - but that didn't mean he trusted Roa unconditionally.

At the Spacer's L ounge, a courtesy droid showed them to atable on the patio, where a group of Duros
and Gotals were watching a shock-bal match on the HoloNet. Bland renditions of twenty-year-old jizz
classcs wafted from unseen emitters. For old times sake Han and Roa ordered flagons of eblabeer - a
Bonadan export. Hafway through their first, Han asked to know the purpose of Roa's seeking him ouit.
"Fair enough,” Roa said, setting the flagon down on the table and patting his mouth dry. "Do you
remember asmuggler from the old days named Reck Desh?”

Han thought for amoment and grinned. "Tall, snewy guy. Fond of body markings, piercings, eectrum
jewdry. Chewbaccaand | partnered with him on asmal job for you, running R'dlaminera water into
Rampa." His grin broadened. "TheFa con was being worked on by Doc Vandangante, so you loaned us
your ship - theWayfarer . Reck clamed she was faster than theFalcon , and after the Rampa Rapids run,
we raced for fifty cases of Gizerale."



"Which you and the Wook won, hands down."

Han nodded. "Reck was a decent navigator, but he never impressed me asapilot.”

Roatook adrink and licked hislips. " Sometimes you only know a soldier when he becomes an officer.”
"Meaning what?"

"Reck'sgone over."

"Gone over to who?"

"To the enemy, Han," Roasaid, leaning forward. "Or at least to agroup of mercenaries working for the
Y uuzhan Vong."

"That can't beright. Reck wasn't the traitor type. Besides, he and Chewie got along great. No way Reck
would have anything to do with the VVong after what they did to Chewie."

"Maybe he didn't hear about Chewie. Or maybe the credits are too good.” Roa paused briefly. "The
group Reck'sfalen in with call themsel ves the Peace Brigade. Word isthey're stirring up anti-Jedi
sentiment and scouting out worlds where the Y uuzhan V ong can repest what they did a Sernpidal.”
Han'seyesnarrowed in irritation. "Why are you tdling methis, Roa?"

Roalowered his gaze. "Because Lwyll died on one of the worlds the Peace Brigade softened up for the
kill."

Han's voice deserted him. He stared &t hisold friend.

"If we had left aday sooner,” Roawent on, without looking at Han. "But | had to take care of some
business" Helaughed shortly and ruefully, then looked at Han, hiseyesmoigt. "Always busness. Lwyll
died inthefirgt Y uuzhan VVong wave. | was one of ahandful who madeit out dive.”

Han squeezed his eyes shut and struck the table with the edge of his hand. But when he raised hiseyesto
Roa, hisanger was muted by redlization. "So your coming here - thisis as much between you and Reck
asit is between you and me."

Roaheld Han's polar gaze. "I don't want anyone else to suffer because of what Reck and his cohorts are
doing. The Y uuzhan Vong are masterful enough at causing tragedies without the Peace Brigade's help. If
| could dedl with Reck on my own, | would, but I'm more frail than | ook, Han."

"Y eah, and who better to help you than me, huh? A guy who just lost his partner.”

"Toputit bluntly yes."

Han snorted. "Never ignore acdl for help, right, Roa?' He got to hisfeet and walked to the tall windows
that overlooked the spaceport'sliftoff zones. There wasn't amoment when some ship wasn't leaving for
somewhere. When he returned to the table, he spun the chair around and straddled it.

"Where are Reck and his crew now?"' he asked in alow voice.

"I don't know, Han. But | know where we could go to find out. First stop would be -"

Han threw up hishands. "Don't say anything. If | don't know where we're going, then | can't tell anyone."
"Wed haveto leave while the scent isfresh,” Roasaid.

Han tugged at hislower lip and thought for amoment. Y our ship's here?!

Roalooked surprised. "Of course. But you wantme to pilotyou ? Now that's aswitch.”

"Yesor no, Roa?'

Roamade a placating gesture. "Don't get me wrong, son, I'm more than happy to oblige. | just naturally
figured you'd want to take theFalcon ."

Han shook his head. "As an occasionaly smart-mouthed droid | know once said, theFalcon 's better
configured for running away than engagement. And besides, she's become aghost ship.”

EIGHT "Aggressive postures are somewhat problematic when you haventt the dightest notion of your
enemy's battle plan,” Colond Ixidro Legorburu told the commanders of the New Republic Defense
Force and ameange of high-ranking officers. "Only now, with thefal of thirty planetary systems, the
destruction of Helska, Sernpida, and Ithor, and the more recent loss of Obroa-skai, are we beginning to
have some sense of the path the Y uuzhan VVong are intent on cutting through the galaxy."

Legorburu's upbringing on agrarian M'hadli belied ashrewd intellect and urbane wit. A former intelligence
officer, he had served as atactical aide during the Y evethan crisis and had since been promoted to
director of the Home Fleet's Battle Assessment Divison.

"L et me emphasize, though, that the strategy underlying their incursion remains as much amystery astheir



ultimate objective.”

Exigency had dictated that the briefing be held on Kuat rather than Coruscant, though severd officersand
speciaists were participating viared-time hologram from the New Republic capital and ahost of other
worlds.

"What have we been able to conclude regarding their origin?' Admira Sien Sovv asked. Fulcrum of the
Defense Force command staff, the Sullustan sat at a data console adapted to his smallish hands and
capable of filtering background noise, which might otherwise have proved irritating to his keen hearing.
"Asyou know, thefirst world to fall to the Y uuzhan Vong - to be razed by them, | should say - was
Belkadan, where the ExGa Society had alistening post." Legorburu manipulated a parabolic
holoprojector to fashion a3-D view of the gdaxy's Tingd Arm. "However, despitetalk of an
extragdactic arrival, our initial supposition wasthat they were native to some unknown stellar system,
here, in the central Tingel, midway between the Corporate Sector and Imperia Remnant space.”
"Doesthat hypothesisremain viable?' Brigadier Genera Etahn A'baht asked. Former commander of the
Fifth Fleet, A'baht had aso been involved in the Y evethan crisis. A Dornean, A'baht had tough aubergine
skin and eyefolds that swelled and tanned out.

Legorburu looked to the representative from the Institute for Sentient Studies, headquartered on
Baraboo. But before the Ithorian could respond, Sovv roseto hisfeet.

"I know | spesk for everyone herein expressing my extreme sorrow at what has befalen your
homeworld," the admira said. "The gaaxy isgrestly diminished.”

Tamaab Moalis acknowledged Sovv's sentiments with amotion of hislong, upward curving head. "
thank the admird," he said out of both mouths.

Attentiveness replaced the sadness in hiswidely spaced eyes. "Pursuant to the supposition that the

Y uuzhan Vong originated in the Tingel Arm, we conducted a thorough search of our databases, but were
unable to discover corroborating evidence. A protocol droid at Dubrillion stated that the Y uuzhan Vong
language is reminiscent of Janguine, but that trail hasled nowhere. We are continuing to investigate the
possibility that the Y uuzhan VVong are along-vanished race indigenous to our galaxy that has suddenly
reappeared.”

"Wasthat area of the Tingel Arm once populated?’ Sovv asked.

The Ithorian deferred to the virtual presence of Been L'toth of the Astrographic Survey Ingtitute. Another
Dornean, Been was the son of Kiles L'toth, who had assumed command of the Fifth Fleet after hisfriend
Etahn A'baht had been relieved of duty.

"We rgect the possibility that a species as powerful asthe Y uuzhan Vong could have originated there,"

L 'toth's hologram began. " Given the extent of their resources and the Size of their war fleet, they would be
in control of hundreds of worlds, if not systems, and would certainly have cometo our attention by now.
At the very least, we would have heard about them from the Trianii or some other speciesthat inhabits
that areaof the Tingd.

"Granted, however, the Tinge Arm has yet to be thoroughly mapped. The origina explorationswere
terminated by the outbreak of the Clone Wars. That was one of the reasons Emperor Pa patine granted
the Corporate Sector Authority freereign in their corner of the Tingel. Our thinking now isthat the

Y uuzhan Vong are indeed from outside our galaxy.” L'toth paused. "Not merely from anearby star
clugter, aswas the case with the Ssi-ruuk, but from another galaxy entirely.”

A'baht huffed. "Any species capable of crossing interga actic space would have to be considerably more
advanced than any of us- on the order of ahundred generations more advanced. And yet the Y uuzhan
Vong ships have been utilizing the same hyperspace entry points and egresses used by our own vessdls.™
"But suppose they have been intrangit for hundreds of generations," Legorburu said. "Imagineif you will,
afleet of vessdls plying the void, comparable to the Ithorian herd ships, only many timestheir sze.”
A'baht waved ahand. "I'm interested in facts, not poetry.”

Legorburu gained control of himself. "At present we're trying to determine if Emperor Pa patine had any
knowledge of the Y uuzhan Vong, as he did the Ss-ruuk. Thanksto the generosity of Moff Ephin Sarreti,
we've been given accessto Imperial records relevant to the Outbound Fight Project.”

Funded by the senate at the behest of Jedi Master Jorus C'baoth, the Outbound Flight Project had



congtituted afailed attempt to peer past the edge of the galaxy.

Transmitted from Bastion, in the distant Imperid Remnant, Sarreti's life-sze hologram was dmost
colorless, and disrupted by diagonal lines of interference. A technician boosted the audio gain.

"... Imperia records do not contain any mention of the Y uuzhan Vong - dthough it is now understood
that Emperor Pa patine returned Chiss Grand Admira Thrawn to the Unknown Regions on learning that
the Chiss had been fortifying their syssems againgt the threet of invasion by an unknown aggressor.”
Sovv and hisfellow commanderstook amoment to confer. "Are you suggesting that the Y uuzhan Vong
might be that aggressor?' Sovv asked at last.

"If we could establish direct contact with the Chiss, we might know for certain,” Sarreti said. "But Jag F€l
has no interest in serving asaliaison, and dl attempts at communi cations with Nirauan have gone
unanswered.”

"Have you tried digpatching aship?' A'baht asked.

Sarreti smiled. "Have you, Genera?' When A'baht grimaced, the moff added, "We have no desireto
intrude on Chiss space and risk having to wage wars on two fronts."

"Understood, Moff Sarreti," Sovv said, nodding glumly. He looked at Legorburu. " Continue with your
briefing, Colond.”

Legorburu brought aclose-up of the Tingedl Arm to thelight table. "The Y uuzhan Vong are using the
centra Tingd asarendezvous point and staging area. Reconnai ssance forces sent to adjoining sectors -
both here, inthe Trianii colonies, and here, at Dathomir - have detected a buildup of significantly larger
ships”

"l want numbers" A'baht said.

Legorburu nodded to the Tammarian Ayddar Nylykerka, chief analyst for asset tracking during the

Y evethan criss and now director of Fleet Intelligence. "Based on available data, we are now estimating
Y uuzhan Vong nava strength at one thousand capital ships, deployed in task forces and flotillas,
comprising anywhere from twenty-five to seventy-five vessels.”

Sovv and the others exchanged looks of astonishment.

"It may pleasethe generd staff to know," Nylykerkaadded quickly, "that the senate hasratified the
Universal Conscription bill, and that the Kuat, Bilbringi, Sluis Van, and Fondor shipyards expect to
double their production of heavy cruisers by the end of next year."

"Next year," Sovv repeated. "The Y uuzhan Vong could bein our laps by then.”

"Yes, dr, but with our present stock of Mon CaamariMediator -class battle cruisers, Bothan Assault
Cruisers, and CordlianViscount -class Star Defenders, we have sufficient firepower to engage the

Y uuzhan VVong in multiple theaters.™

Sovv nodded tentatively. "How do the enemy ships compare to our signature ships?”'
Nylykerkaglanced at durasheet notes. "Rated by size and armament, the fleet is comprised of warship
analogs, cruisers, destroyers, troop carriers, frigates, corvettes, and gunboats, dong with starfighter

anal ogs known as coral skippers. Reconnai ssance reports indicate that the more recently arrived Y uuzhan
Vong vessals are comparable in size and firepower toSuper -class Star Destroyers.”

A Y uuzhan Vong warship took shape above the light table. " The command ship at Obroa-skai,"
Nylykerkasaid. "Myriad areas of itsyorik cora surface are capable of unleashing destructive energy on
the order of that delivered by our most powerful turbolaser and ion cannons. The vessel does not so
much erect shidlds as employ gravitic anomdiesto engulf or deflect anything directed againgt it. The
anomdlies are engineered by organic devices caled dovin basads, which al'so combine the functions of
repulsorlift, sublight, and hyperspace drives.

Nylykerkaused alaser pointer to indicate the dender projections that emanated from the command
ship's bow and stern. "The arms are al o equipped with plasmalaunchers, sedled at the tips by organic,
trefoil valves. What's more, each carries the equivaent of awing of coraskippers, which are smilarly
shielded and capable of firing projectiles or plasma. It wasinitidly believed that the cord skippers were
remotes, like the old Trade Federation droid starfighters or Loronar Corporation's CCIRs, but in fact
they areindividualy piloted - or at least to a certain extent. By that | mean that combat tactics seem to be
directed by acreature known as ayammosk, or war coordinator, which serves asakind of biotic battle



andysscomputer.”

Thelaser pointer called attention to irregularities on the command ship's hull. "We have not been ableto
determine why some portions of the ship are smooth. However, certain markings observed on the
smooth areas suggest smilarities to the symbols and glyphs often seen on the ovoid vessels of the
Aing-Tii monks. We believe that they might serve asindicators of lineage or status rather than military
rank.”

Legorburu broke the stunned silence of the commanders.

"Since entering the Tingd Arm, the Y uuzhan V ong have been moving oblique to the Core. The attack on
Obroa-skai may mark the beginning of a push into the Mid Rim, but it would be premature to speculate
a thispoint.”

"Well, someone had better start speculating,” A'baht growled. "We can't remain on the defensive
indefinitdy.”

Legorburu wedged afinger into the collar of hisuniform and continued. " Should the Y uuzhan VVong
adhereto their current heading, without significant deviation from the ecliptic, they will pass outward of
the Hapes Cluster, and perhaps Kashyyyk. But the Meridian sector, Hutt space, Bothawui, Rodia, and
Ryloth liedmog directly in their path."

A'baht's swelling eyestook in the room. "Does anyone here actualy believe that the Y uuzhan Vong are
merely passing through, destroying worlds and sacrificing populations on awhim?' When no one
answered, he added, "What are our optionsif they swing toward the Core?"

Nylykerkadirected the holoprojector to display adisposition of the main fleets. "Admira Pellaeon has
returned the ships under his command to the Imperid Remnant to safeguard it from invasion. Elements of
the Third and Fourth Fleets are spread dong the Hydian Way and the Perlemian Trade Route. Mogt of
the Second Fleet is positioned Coreward of the Hapes Cluster, near Borleias. Elements of the First and
Fifth are deployed at Coruscant, Kuat, Chandrila, Gommenor, and Fondor."

"Heet strength and digposition get usonly so far,” Sovv said after amoment. "It's more important that we
achieve some understanding of the Y uuzhan Vong as a species. Exactly what sort of beings are we
deding with?'

Legorburu scanned faces in the console displays. "Uh, Dr. Eicroth, perhaps you'd care to shed some light
on theadmird's question.”

Joi Eicroth's hologram did justice to her fair-haired alure. Briefly married to Admira Drayson, she dill
worked with him as an operative in Alpha Blue, a covert branch of New Republic Intelligence. One of
thefirst to have alook at a Qellarecovered on Maltha Obex some years earlier, shewas currently a
member of the xenobiology team tasked with compiling aprofile on the Y uuzhan Vong.

"Essentidly we are dedling with anear-human species” Eicroth said, "both externdly and interndly -
excepting, for the moment, the semisentient reptoid proxy troops the Y uuzhan Vong deployed at
Dantooine, Gargi, and Ithor. Thisisborne out by the fact that Jedi Master Luke Skywaker suffered noill
effects after donning both a'Y uuzhan Vong cora skipper cognition hood and an organic breathing
gpparatus. However, the examples we've autopsied present some intriguing puzzles.”

Holographic representations of three Y uuzhan V ong appeared above the light table, rotating dowly while
Eicroth continued.

"The digtinctions you see - this one's curiously elongated head, this one's auxiliary ribs, the deep patterns
etched into the torso of this one - may indicate the existence of separate lineage groups among the

Y uuzhan Vong. What is clear isthat they undergo what must be excruciating physical dterationsin
sarviceto somerdigious or warrior idedl. In any case, the uniformity of the disfigurements and markings
suggestsacomplex socia hierarchy.

"Thisisfully consgstent with the nature of 'Y uuzhan V ong gpplied science, which, from what weve been
ableto determine, is based exclusvely on aform of animated technology. The use of bioreactors,
neuroengines, and biologica weaponsisindicative of aspeciesthat places great importance on organic
rather than artificia innovation. Where we invent machines, they creete life-formsthat servethe same
function as machines.

"Can they be brought down?' A'baht asked above the murmur of several separate conversations.



"They aretdler and heavier than most humans,” Eicroth said. "They are strong on an individua basisand
in some instances enhanced or encased by living armor. However, they can be killed by conventiona
wespons and apparently by Jedi lightsabers. Bafforr tree pollen shows promise as an allergen that affects
the armor, but it will be some time before the pollen can be synthesized in the amounts needed to serve
as an effective deterrent or biologica agent. Still, each encounter has furnished us with additiona dataas
to their weak points - psychological, anatomical, and socid.”

Silence prevailed until Commodore Brand, former commander of the Fifth Fleet cruiserindomitable and
the most curmudgeonly of the cardinal commanders, drummed histhick fingersloudly on the console.
"All thewhile I've been sitting here listening to these reports I've been asking mysdlf one question What is
it they ultimately want from us? Isthiswar about territory, resources, religion, some injustice committed
by one of us so far in the past we don't even have arecord of it? Do the Y uuzhan VVong consider us
vermin like the Y everhan Duskhan League did, or do they want our life energies asthe Ss-ruuk did?"
Anyonewho might have been formulating areply wasinterrupted by the communications technician.
"Sirs" he said, addressing Sovv and his peers, "I have Director Scaur with an urgent message he says
should be heard by al of you."

Sovv muttered acurse. "All right. Activate isolation and patch him through.”

A haf-size hologram of the director of New Republic Intelligence resolved within the sonic containment
fied that sequestered the commanders.

"Admird, | just received word of an incident that occurred in the Meridian sector early yesterday,
standard time," the cadaverous Scaur began. " The good newsisthat the light cruiserSoothfast engaged
and destroyed an enemy vessel near Exodo 1. The better newsisthat two Y uuzhan V ong who jettisoned
in an escape pod were captured dive. But the intriguing newsisthat the captives have requested politica
asylum.”

Hisround black eyes even glasser than normal, Sovv reclined in his seat and glanced in astonishment at
A'baht and Brand. "Wéll, gentlemen, it seemswe may be about to learn what the Y uuzhan V ong want
after dl."

NINE "I aways knew you had asoft spot for the high life," Roaremarked as he and Han climbed from
the repul sor cab that had ddlivered them to the skyway balcony of the Solo residence, in one of the
adminigtrative digtrict's most exclusive neighborhoods.

"Dont kid yoursdlf," Han said. "It'ssmdler ingdethan it looks."

Roawent to the bal cony railing and glanced down, then up. Though the e egant gpartment was well
located, there was dmost as much building above as below it. "Why, you're scarcely three hundred
meters from the top. Practicaly the penthouse." He smiled roguishly at Han. "Y ou should be proud of
your accomplishments. | can't think of another pupil of mine who's done nearly aswell."

"Thank my wife," Han muttered in embarrassment. "Her job comeswith alot of fringe benefits.”
"Always nice to know what my taxes are paying for."

The door recognized Han and opened. Arms not quite akimbo on his webbed midriff and head tilted to
one sde, C-3PO was standing in the tile-floored atrium.

"Why, it's Master Solo - and a guest. Welcome home, sir.” To Roa, he added, "I am See-Threepio,
human-cyborg relations.”

Taking in the domed entryway, Roawhistled softly. "How long before | hear the echo?

"Cut it out, will you," Han said out of the corner of his mouth. "Besides, we used to have asmdler place
in the Orowood Tower, but once the kids started spreading out ..."

Roastopped him. "Y ou need never rationalize luxury for my sake. | wouldn't live on Coruscant for dl the
creditsin the New Republic Bank, but if you've got to be here, the high lifeisthe way to go.”

Han frowned and turned to C-3PO. "Where's Leia?'

"In the master suite, Sir. | was just engaged in hel ping her pack when she sent me downstairsto fetch
this." C-3PO held out ashimmersilk scarf Han had purchased for her on their most recent trip to
Bimmisaari.

"Pack? Wher€'s she going?"

"Actudly, sr, | have yet to. beinformed of the destination.”



"Must makeit difficult to slect awardrobe," Roa commented.

C-3PO turned to him. Had he the necessary parts, his brightly illuminated photoreceptors might have
blinked. "Sr?'

Roamerely amiled.

Han glanced a Roa. "Y ou'd better wait down here while | handlethis™

Roanodded. "I agree wholeheartedly.”

"Master Solo, gir, it seemsthat | am to accompany Midtress Leia™

"What of it?' Han asked as he headed for the winding staircase.

"Well, sr, knowing as you do my attitude toward spacetravel, | thought you might be ableto putina
word for me."

Han laughed shortly. "I redlly fed for you, Threepio.”

C-3PO tilted hishead in agesture of pleasant surprise, Han's sarcasm entirely, lost on him. "Why, thank
you, sir. Compassion may not rescue me from my responsibilities, but it isrefreshing to note that at least
one person cares enough to say so. It has long been my contention that you are the most human of
humans. Infact, only last week | was saying ..."

The droid's extemporaneous chatter pursued Han al the way to the master suite, where hefound Leia
laying out items of clothing on the bed. Barefoot, she wore adelft shimmersilk robe. Her hair was clipped
behind her head, but loose strands dangled at her cheeks.

"Seemslike every timel come up here lately, you're getting ready to leave. Maybe you should just keep
abag packed."

Shefroze on seeing him. "Where have you been? I've been trying to reach you al morning.”

Han rubbed his nose. "Memory Lane. Anyway, | had my comlink switched off." He gestured to the open
suitcase. "Threepio tells me you two are going somewhere.”

Lelasat down on the edge of the large bed and curled astrand of hair behind her ear. "Ord Mantell, of
al places. The refugee problem has become overwheming, Han. Food shortages, disease, families
Separated ... On top of everything else, there's widespread suspicion of the New Republic's motivesin
helping out. The advisory council asked me to meet with the heads of state of severa Mid and Inner Rim
worldsto discuss possible solutions.”

"Suspicion about what?'

"A lot of peoplefed that the New Republic will beill aposition to annex hundreds of worlds and systems
once weve dedt with the Y uuzhan Vong."

"Not if things keep going likethey're going."

"l know," Leiasaid in atroubled voice.

Han cut his eyesto the suitcase once more. "Don't you ever get tired of mercy missons?'

"Mercy beginsat home," C-3PO interrupted, then amended, "No, wait. | do believe the phraseis
‘dtruism begins a home." Why, | must have picked up aflutter. The anxiety of packing for aspace
voyage-"

"Thregpio!l" Han said, thrusting a cautionary index finger a him.

Human body language being among the millions of others with which he was conversant, C-3PO
immediady slenced himsdf.

Leialooked from the droid to Han. "'Mercy missions arewhat | do. I'm trying to help any way | can.”
Han nodded nonchdantly. "Actudly, the timing couldn't be better, because I'll be away for awhile
mysdf."

Leadared & him. "Away where?"

"I'mnot sure.”

Leiaraised her eyebrows. "Y ou're not sure?!

"It'safact," Han said, glancing down into the foyer, where Roawas appraising a crysta statue Leiahad
picked up on Vortex.

Lelafollowed hisgaze. "Who'sthat?"

"Anoldfriend.

"Does he have aname?’



"Roa"”
"Wadl, that'sadart," Lelasaid facetioudy. "I don't know where you're going, but at least | know who
you'll bewith - just in case | need to reach you." She paused. "Are you taking theFalcon 7'

Han shook his head. "Fed freeto take her out for a spin whenever you want.”

Lelastudied him. "Han, what'sal this about?'

"We'rejust going to check up on amutud friend.”

"And you haveto leaveimmediady?'

Han shot her alook. "Now or never, Leia It'sthat smple.” He grabbed atravel pack from the closet and
began to Suff clothesintoiit.

Leawatched him for along moment. "Can you at least stay until Anakin gets home?'Y ou've been
avoiding him al week."

Han kept his back to her. "Y ou can tell him good-bye for me."

Leiamoved ddiberately into hisview. "Y ou two have more to say to each other than good-bye. He's
confused, Han. Y ou tell him he shouldn't fedl responsible for what happened on Sernpida, but your
slence and anger send the opposite message. Y ou have to help him through this."

Han looked &t her. "What's he need me for? He's got the Force." His eyes narrowed. "What wasit Luke
said to me? Something like, because the kids are Jedi, | won't be able to keep up with them much longer.
Wi, that's exactly what's happened. They've grown beyond me."

"Luke didn't mean that the way youretaking it." Leiagpproached him. "Han, listen to me. Anakin's need
to avenge Chewie has as much to do with pleasing you as absolving himself. He needs your
understanding and your support. He needs your love, Han. Even the Force can't grant him that.”

Han blew out his bregth. "If you're trying to make mefed quilty, avard yoursdf ameda.”

"I'm not trying to make you fed guilty. I'monly trying to -" She stopped hersdf and let her shoulders sink.
"Forget it, Han. Y ou know what? Maybe it'll be good for you to get away for awhile."

Without comment, Han went to the wall unit and began to rummage through one of the drawers. Ina
moment he had hold of histhirty-year-old BlasTech DL-44. Heran histhumb over the nub of the front
sght blade, then he dipped the wegpon into its holster, purposaly cut to expose the blaster's trigger
guard.

Leiawatched him place the handgun in his pack. "Promise me that's for a quick-draw contest,” she said
worriedly.

At first glance the attache case dangling from the hand of the fair-complected human in theinexpensive
trousers looked to be an ordinary valise, something the snatch-and-run thieves who worked the Bagsho
termina on Nim Droviswouldn't have been interested in. The firmness of the man's grip might have
persuaded some that the case was more valuable than it seemed, but the man himself was enough to give
even the most desperate thief pause. Hiswalk was entirely too confident and hisloose-fitting jacket didn't
fully disguise thewidth of his shoulders. More important, he was trying abit too hard to appear
nondescript.

He cleared immigration without incident and followed arouting linefor the pubtransflitter that would take
him to the Sector Medicd Facility.

Nim Drovis had changed since the days |sm Oolos had run the facility. In amends for what the Death
Seed plague had wrought during Seti Ashgad's reign on nearby Nam Chorios, the New Republic had
financed awesather Station to regulate the teeming rain that had been aquotidian event, and the Jedi
Knights had negotiated an accord between the Drovians and the Gopsoto tribes. The opportunistic
molds and fungi that had reproduced so exuberantly had been brought under control, and even the cand's
of Old Town weren't the fetid swamps they once were. Slug ranching had become big business.

Arriving & the renovated medical center, the man with the attache case took secret delight in the number
of armed Drovian guards roaming the grounds, blaster rifles cradled in tentacles or clenched in pincers.
Submitting to aroutine scan at the entrance, he was admitted to a spacious reception area saffed by
Drovians and humans, some of whom may well have been descendants of Nim Drovissorigina



Alderaanian colonigs.

The man proceeded to the Drovian femae receptionist at the front desk. "'l have an appointment with Dr.
"Y our name?" she asked, around the quid of zwil lodged in her cheek.

"Cof Yoly."

She motioned him to aseat. Moments later, she motioned him back to the desk, where a human voice
addressed him through an intercom.

"ThisisDr. Saychel. Y ou asked for me?'

"Yes. | believel contracted acase of trichinitison Ampliquen.”

"Why didn't you have it treated there?'

"The med center refused to honor my insurance.” Saychel fell slent for amoment. "Take the door to the
|eft of the desk and follow the routing linesto the lab.”

The routing linestook him past examination rooms and primitive operating theaters, in and out of wooden
buildings, and finaly through amaze of dimly lighted corridors that ended & theisolation ward, where
victims of the Death Seed plague had been quarantined twelve years earlier. Saychd, the station chief of
Nim Drovis, waswearing a partially seded anticontamination suit and macrolens goggles.

"Welcome to Bagsho, Mgor Showalter,” Saychel said warmly. "I didn't figure someone of your stature
would comedl thisway."

"Actudly, | won the cointoss,” Showolter said. "l guess| can understand everyone'sinterest.” Showolter
and Saychel knew each other from Coruscant, where they had worked together in an Intelligence safe
house in the bowel s of the governmenta district, and had occasiondly hobnobbed with the likes of Luke
Skywalker, Han Solo, and Lando Calrissan. Saychel's thick blond hair had since become ayelow-white
helmet, and his cheeks were reddened by patches of burst capillaries.

"I'm certainit'syou,” Saychd said, "but I'd prefer to double-check.”

Showolter nodded and spread his arms for the scanner Saychel produced from one of the biohazard
auit's pouch pockets. "That's what we pay you for, Professor.”

The scanner quickly located the implant Showolter worein hisright biceps and verified hisidentity.

"So where are our two prizes?' Showolter asked.

Saychel led him through aretinal-print-secured door to alarge, one-way transparisted window in the
rear wall of the lab. Dressed in hospitd robes, the two alleged defectors were seated on separate cotsin
the room behind the window, quietly conversing in what Showolter assumed was their own language. The
room aso contained atable, chairs, and a portable refresher unit.

Fdling on the Y uuzhan Vong femae, Showolter's brown eyes widened with interest. "1 didn't think the
enemy was capable of producing anything so attractive."

"Yes," Saychd agreed, peering through the transparisted, "she is a handsome specimen.”

"And the other is, what - pet or partner?'

"A little of both, I think. They'reinseparable, in any case. And the 'pet’, for lack of a better word, seems
every bit asintdligent asher mistress.”

"Her?'

"Indisputably. Perhaps of a speciesindigenousto the Y uuzhan Vong's home galaxy or vat grown -
gendticdly engineered.”

"Any problemswith the transfer?'

Saychel shook his head. "Don't ask me where they got it, but the team from theSoothfast brought them
down thewell in an energy cage. We moved them in here after we completed our initiad scansand tests.”
"| read the reports. Any surprises?’

"None to speak of."

"What about with the escape pod?"

"Similar to the Y uuzhan Vong fighters, though lacking weaponry. Composed of atype of black cord and
propelled by adovin basa - which unfortunately was dead on arrival.” Saychel indicated anearby
counter-top, where ameter-wide, blue-spiked, heart-shaped mass floated in alarge flask of
preservative.



"Moreinteresting than your standard repulsor engine.”

"Quite," Saychd said humorlesdy.

Showolter switched his gaze to a second, smaller flask, which held abrownish pod, about the size of a
human head and crowned by anubby ridge. "What's that thing?"

Saychel moved to the flask. "1t fits the description of avillip - an organic communicator.”

"Isit dive?"

"It seemsto be."

"Hasit ... sad anything?"

"No. But then | didn't think to poseit any questions.”

Showolter frowned, unconscioudy massaging hisright biceps, then turned to regard the captives. "Have
they been fed?'

"Routingly. In fact, thelittle one has quite an appetite for our foodstuffs.”

"Maybe that's the way we win thiswar with food."

"I've heard crazier suggestions,”

"Have you been ableto talk to them?"

"The Y uuzhan Vong female - her nameis Elan, by the way - speaks Basic. She says shelearned it as
part of her training.”

"Aswhat?'

Saychd grinned. "Are you ready for this? A priestess.”

Showolter's thick brows beetled. "Y ou're kidding." He glanced at Elan. "' wonder if they're cdlibate.”

"I didn't think to ask," Saychel said. "But she sounds sincere about wanting political asylum. | rana
voice-gtress andysisjust for fun, and the test results back me up.”

"Have they asked for anything e se?'

"To meet with the Jedi. Elan claimsto have information about a spore-borneillnessthe Y uuzhan VVong let
loose before they launched their invasion.”

Showalter scratched hishead. "The pet likes our food; the priestess speaks Basic, knows about the Jedi,
and wants sanctuary ... Next thing you'l tell me they have abet down on the smashball finds." He sghed
with purpose. "Director Scaur wants them transported to Wayland for a preliminary debriefing.
Discrestly, of course. Our Noghri agents there have aready been apprised.”

"Youll be handling the relocation?'

Showolter nodded.

"It'sobvioudy atrap,” Saychel sad. "Thesetwo, | mean."

"Of courseit is. But this could be our only chance to interrogate one of them, and we're in no position to
passthat up. Even if we do have to arrange a meeting with the Jedi."

"Welcome aboard,” Roa said as he and Han reached the top of the SoroSuub 3000's carpeted
passenger ramp.

A quick look around, and it was Han's turn to whistle. Even stock models of the deek,
arrowhead-shaped craft were considered luxury yachts, but theHappy Dagger raised the ante. From
walkways to bulkheads, what wasn't furniture-grade wood was made to appear so, and in every nook
and niche stood a vauable work of art or costly hologram. A nearby accel eration couch was uphol stered
in crosh-hide and shimmersilk.

"IsthisFijig?" Han asked in disbelief, squatting to run hisfingers over asection of parquet.

"Actudly it'suwa," Roasaid. "Got it out of a salvaged Alderaanian pleasure craft. Pirates had stripped
thething of practicaly everything e

Han roamed about, ingpecting details and shaking hishead. ™Y ou know who used to fly one of these?
Lando Cdrissian. But even hisdidn't measure up to this."

"Unless Lando's changed since | knew him, he probably spent more on tracking devices and wegpons
than it cost meto ouitfit the entire ship."

"Maybe, maybe." Han grinned at Roa, grateful for the opportunity to get back at him for the ribbing he'd



taken at home. " So, what do you do, rent out cabin space to traveling jizz orchestras?!

Roalaughed shortly. "1 make no secret of the fact that the tax-and-tariff agents | employed on Bonadan
made me awedlthy man. But now thisshipisdl | have”

He clapped Han on the shoulder and steered him toward the main forward hold, where a burnished silver
protocol droid stepped from aforward compartment to intercept them. "Pardon me, Master Roa, but a
stranger is approaching the ship.”

"Han, meet Void," Roasaid. "He escaped destruction at the hands of some antidroid zealots on
Rhommamool, but the incident was so traumatizing he had to undergo amemory wipe. | picked him up
for asong, but it cost me five hundred Coruscant creditsto get him up to speed.”

Roainstructed VVoid to show him the stranger the security scanners had zeroed in on in the docking bay.
A console screen ingtantly displayed video of adight, brown-haired, blue-eyed teenager wearing an
off-white, rough-weave tunic over brown leggings.

"Y ou recognize him?' Roa asked.

Han's eyes narrowed. "My younger son."

Anakin was aready at the foot of theHappy Dagger ‘s ramp by the time Han appeared. The scanners
had captured the boy's agitation. Now the disquiet turned to wariness. "Hey, Dad," he said carefully.
Han stormed down the ramp and planted his hands on his hips, thumbs backward. "How'd you track me
down?'

Anakin took a step back. "Mom said you were traveling with someone named Roa, and that you weren't
taking theFalcon . Wasn't dl that hard to locate the right docking bay."

Han's expression hardened. "I hope she didn't send you here to find out where I'm going, becauseit'slike
| told her, | don't know yet."

Anakin frowned. "She didn't send me. | came on my own."

"Oh," Han said softly and awkwardly. "So ..."

"l - 1 have something for you." Anakin unclipped asmall legther case from the belt that cinched histunic.
"Condder it agoing-away present.”

The lightweight cylinder Han prized from the case was shorter than his hand and no more than four
fingerswide. Scored along itslength, it appeared to be made of some sort of shape-memory aloy.

"l giveup," hesad a lagt. "What isit?"

"A survivd tool." Brightening dightly, Anakin took back the device and ran through proceduresfor
accessing ascore of miniature utensils, including knife blades, spanners, aluma, and the like. The tool
even featured amacrofuser and aminiature transpirator.

For amoment, Han didn't know what to say. "L ook, kid, it'saclever piece of hardware, but | don't have
any hiking trips planned for the near future.”

"Chewie madeit for me" Anakin said evenly.

Han'sfacefdl. "All the morereason | can't tekeit, if he madeit for you."

Anakin placed it in Han's hand nevertheless. "I want you to haveit, Dad." His eyes darted nervoudly.
Han started to protest but thought better of it. The tool was a peace offering, and refusing to accept it
would only widen therift that had separated them since Sernpidd.

"Firgt, Chewie's bowcaster and shoulder bag, now asurviva tool. | usualy don't do thiswell at
birthdays." He forced asmile and turned the tool about in his hands. "Who knows, maybeit'll comein

"l hopeit does," Anakin muttered.

Han lifted an eyebrow. "Why'sthat sound like some cryptic remark your uncle would make?*

"I only meant that Chewie would get akick out of your using something he made."

"Y eah, he probably would at that,” Han said, averting his gaze. "Thanks, kid."

Anakin was about to speak when Roa called down to Han from the top of the ramp.

"Were cleared for liftoff."

Han turned to Anakin. "Timeto go."



"Sure, Dad. Teke care.”

They embraced, stiffly and briefly. Han started for theHappy Dagger but stopped hafway up the ramp
and swung back to Anakin. "It'sgoing to be dl right, you know."

Anakin stared at him, blinking back tears. "What is - the war, my fedling terrible about Chewie, or your
taking off without letting anyone know where you're going?'

TEN Imposing in size, coloration, and carriage, Commander Tla paced back and forth at the foot of the
rough-hewn command platform at the heart of Harrar's ship. Dangling from the points of his broad
shoulders, the commander's long campaign cloak swished as he swung to face the priest and Nom Anor.
"Destroying the spawn ship was a profligate act,” Tlabellowed. ™Y ou should have found some other way
to place Elan in their hands.”

"Other stratagems might have proved even more costly in the long run,” Harrar countered. "Asit was, the
crew of the spawn ship went willingly to their deaths, content to be ennobled by the importance of the
sacrifice”

Tlacast an angry glance at histactician. Promoted in the wake of Shedao Shai's death on Ithor, Tlawore
hisrank like ascowl.

"All respects, Eminence Harrar," Raff said, "but thisisn't some game that can be decided by cleverness.
Werewaging aholy war."

"Ah, but any war isaways agame of sorts. We needed to make certain that Elan'sflight from us
appeared credible.”

Tlascoffed. Y ou're newly arrived in thisarena, priest. Y ou don't give the infidels enough credit. They
will lay your artifice bare beforelong.”

"Indeed? Would it surprise you to learn that Elan has aready been taken into protective custody?"
Tactician Raff showed Harrar adubiouslook. "1 would advise you not read too much into that,
Eminence. Elanisthefirgt of usthey have managed to capture dive.”

"Of course. But the point isthat | know where sheis, and | know where sheisto be taken next.”
Tlaturned skeptically to Nom Anor. "Isthis the doing of your dupes and agents, Executor?'

Nom Anor smiled faintly, but shook his head. "Unfortunately, no, Commander.”

"Then how do you know?" Tla demanded.

Harrar motioned to one of his acolytes, who carried forward, as one might a newborn, alight-brown and
dightly oblate villip. Carefully, Harrar took the villip into his hands, then cradled it in hisleft arm.

"Elan's cgptors were beguiled enough to bring thislittle one's twin dong with Elan. It has been most
dutiful in reporting back to us" Harrar stroked the villip'sridge with histhree-fingered right hand. "Come,
little one, repeat what you told me earlier.”

Commander Tlaand the tactician moved closer ininterest.

The puckered tissue at the center of the nubby ridge expanded, and the villip began to turn insde out.
Fully everted, the creature did its best to mimic Elan's comely features.

"Way-land," the cresture said. "Way-Illand."

Sowed by braking thrugters, the civilian shuttleSegue coursed above the craggy northeastern uplands of
Wayland's principal continent. Dense, canopied forest cloaked the southern sopes of now truncated
Mount Tantiss, but to the east lay vast areas denuded by the seismic explosion that had destroyed
Emperor Pd patine's sorehouse more than fifteen years earlier.

One of three passengersin the shuttle, Belindi Kalenda, NRI's deputy director of operations, pressed her
face to the window to soak in as much of the view as possible. Asthe shuttle continued to descend, a
smdl city cameinto view at the base of the mountain.

"I'm shocked,” Kalendaremarked to her seatmate. "'l was picturing New Nystao aslittle more than a
hamlet." Sim and dark-complected, with widely spaced eyes and a husky voice, she had been with NRI
for only twelve years, but her successin foiling adangerous conspiracy in the Corellian system had
resulted in rapid advancement.

Xenobiologist Joi Eicroth leaned toward the window to have alook. "It started out that way. Now there
are close to ten thousand living in the immediate area. Myneyrshi, Psadans, and humans, in addition to the



five hundred or so Noghri that founded the place.”

"And everyone getsdong?"

"Sofa.

Kaendalaughed, mostly to hersdf. "The Noghri despise anything related to Palpatine, but they'refine
living on aworld he named."

"It has never been documented that \Wayland was P patine's code name for the planet,” Dr. Yintd said
from the seat behind the two women. "1 submit that human colonists conceived the appdlation long
before the Emperor decided to use Mount Tantiss as atreasure vault.”

Ananadys for Fleet Intelligence, Yintal wasasmall pensive man, and the suddenness of his outburst
prompted Kaenda and Eicroth to exchange secret smiles of amusement.

"And where el se would the Noghri get to pile dirt on anything that belonged to Pa patine, right, Doc?"
Eicroth asked over her shoulder.

"That's certainly a contributing factor to their contentment with the arrangements,” he observed coally.
The shuttle circled, then settled down on alanding pad in the center of New Nystao. The three
passengers gathered their belongings and waited at the hatchway. Wayland greeted them with
resplendent light and crisp, sweet-smélling air.

A hodgepodge of wattle huts, wooden buildings, and stone mansions, the burgeoning city reflected its mix
of cultures. Perplexing, however, was the profusion of hotels and ethnic restaurants that surrounded the
landing pad. Kaendawas about to quiz Eicroth when Maor Showolter arrived on the scene perched
atop an old SoroSuub Corvair landspeeder. Out of passenger compartments missing their folding access
pand s climbed two Noghri.

Showolter was sporting tinted driver's goggles and alocally purchased poncho. He saluted Kaenda and
shook handswith Eicroth and Yintal. Then he introduced everyone to Mobvekhar and Khakraim of clan
Hakh'khar, who were attached to NRI's safe house. The pleasant sunshine did little to soften the savage
brawn and vampiric hideousness of the gnomish gray beings.

Kaenda peered dubioudy into the passenger compartment of the battered |andspeeder. "Is there room
for dl of usinthisthing?'

"| thought we'd walk," Showolter said, making it sound like aquestion. "It'snot far.”

Kaenda made an ushering motion with her hand. "Lead on, Mgor."

The Noghri ingsted on carrying the bags. The narrow pressbonded lanes were crowded with spindly
Myneyrshi, armored Psadans, humans, and Noghri, but interspersed among them were small groups of
Bimms, Falleen, Bothans, and other species, lingering in front of hotels or Sipping drinks at Streetside cafe
tables.

Baffled, Kdendafinaly asked about it.

"A serendipitous result of the Debbie Agreement,” Showolter said while they walked. " The agreement
dtipulates that any works of art - formerly the property of Papatine - found in or around Mount Tantiss
can be reclaimed by the cultures that produced them. Ever since it was put into effect, curators and
acquisition types from hundreds of worlds have been coming here to retrieve artifacts that survived the
explosion and have since been discovered in the course of New Nystao's expansion. Off-worlders need
to be housed and fed, of course, so hotels and restaurants started springing up, which in turn hasled to
the growth of thetown.”

"And to the discovery of yet more cultural artifacts,” Yintd added.

Showolter nodded. " Treasure hunters have become as common as vine snakes."

Asthe NRI team neared the Noghri section of the settlement, the primitive dwellings of the Myneyrshi
and the rock fortresses of the Psadans gave way to basic but well-constructed huts of lumber and stone.
Thevillage had been transplanted from Honoghr after the officia razing of Mount Tantiss hed
commenced.

A short but steep uphill walk brought them to an inconspicuous Noghri-style dwelling nestled against the
mountainsde and shaded by flowering trees. Mobvekhar and Khakraim stationed themsalves outside,



while Showolter escorted everyone dseinto asparsdaly furnished, windowless front room.

"The back door opens onto one of the tunnels that honeycomb Tantiss," the mgjor explained. "About as
hardened asite as you'l find between Wayland and Borleias." He gestured to aside room. "Our
would-be defector's in here. We've got the other one - the pet - stashed downstairs.”

"Isthat her term or yours?" Eicroth asked. Showolter turned to her. "What she actudly said was
familiar.™

The four operatives entered the sde room, where the Y uuzhan V ong femae was sitting in ameditative
posture on a pillow she'd borrowed from the cot. In place of the exotic garb she was wearing in the 2-D
opticals Kalenda had seen, Elan was now attired in drawstring trousers and a hooded overshirt. Though
outlandishly tattooed, she was even more striking and statuesgue in person than she looked in the photos.
Her oblique eyes - avivid blue - snapped open and darted from face to face.

"Elan, these are some of my associates,” Showolter said smoothly.

Sheglared & him. "Whereis Vergere?'

"Downdairs- egting, when | last saw her."

"You've deliberately separated us."

"Judt for thetime being.”

"What is Vergereto you, Elan?' Eicroth said, moving to the cot and sitting down.

"Sheismy familiar."

Kaendaand Eicroth traded brief glances. "We understand the term, but perhaps in adifferent context.
Do you mean that Vergere is something more than acompanion?' Kaenda asked.

"Sheisthat, aswell."

"S0, an aide and acomrade.”

"Sheisnot acomrade. Sheisafamiliar." Elan rearranged hersdf on the pillow. ™Y ou've cometo test me
further?'

Kaendasat down aongside Eicroth. "Just afew questions.”

"Questions your despicable scanners and analyzersfailed to answer?' Elan smiled mdicioudy. "How can
meachines be expected to communicate with aliving being?’

Kaendaforced asmile. " Suppose we consider thisameans of getting acquainted.”

"We Y uuzhan Vong have no such protocols. We know who others are. We wear who we are.” Sheran
her fingertips across her patterned cheeks. "What you seereflectswhat isinside. Y ou are foolsto
suspect that | am other than what my face and body declare meto be. Why do you refuse to grant me
political asylum?"

"The Y uuzhan V ong would accept one of uswithout question?’ Yinta countered.

Elan looked hard at him. "Where doubt or suspicion exist, we have the bresking.”

"What isthe bresking?" Yinta asked, clearly intrigued.

"An expedient way of arriving a thetruth.”

Eicroth waited for Elan to go on, but ingtead Elan fell silent. "Y ou say that you wear who you ace. Are
you referring to your body markings?'

"Markings?' Elan repeated with unconcealed revulsion. "I am apriestess of Yun-Harla" Shetouched her
broad foreheed, then her cleft chin. "Thisis Y un-Harlas forehead; thisis her chin. These are not
markings. | an dite”

"Why would an elite desert her people?’ Yinta asked bluntly.

Elan narrowed her eyesin apparent ddiberation. "Thereisdissenson. Not al Y uuzhan Vong believe that
we should have journeyed across the void to come here. As many believe that thiswar isnot onethe
godswish. Because | am apriestess of the high arts, | would have you see the light in other ways."

"Y ou don't condone the mass murder and sacrifices that have characterized your campaign so far?!
Kaendasad.

Elan turned to her. " Sacrifice is essentia to existence. We 'Y uuzhan V ong sacrifice oursalves as often as
we do infidels. Whether or not your galaxy isthe chosen land, it must be purified to be made habitable.”
She paused briefly. "Degth is not what we wish for you, however. Only that you accept the truth.”
"Thetruth asreveded by your gods," Eicroth said leadingly.



"Thegods," Elan corrected her.

Yintal made asound of disdain. "Y ou're not a priestess. Y ou're an espionage agent - apretender. The
ship you jettisoned from was destroyed much too easily.”

Elan'seyesflashed. "Vergere and | had aready conceded ourselvesin the escape pod when the battle
began. We didn't know the ship would be destroyed. Our launch was.... fortuitous.”

"Evenif that'strue, why would your military leaders deploy such asmall warship againgt our own, when a
much larger ship wasin thevicinity?'

Elan sneered a him. "Should | judge you by sze, little man? The smaller ship was the more wdll armed of
the two. Why else would the larger have fled with the destruction of its spawn?!

Yinta looked at Kdendaand Eicroth. "She'slying.”

Elan sighed wearily. "Y ou are a suspicious species. I've cometo do good.”

"Inwhat way, Elan?' Kaenda asked.

"Y ou must take meto the Jedi. | can supply information about the malady.”

Yintal stepped closer to Elan and appraised her openly. "What does a priestess know about disease?’
She shook her head. "It isnot adisease. It isareaction to the coomb spores. The Jedi will know."
"Why can't you smply tell us?' Kdendasad. "Why isit so important that you meet with the Jedi?'

Elan sharpened her gaze. "Tdl them what | have told you and they will understand.”

Yinta paced away from her, then whirled. "We need proof that you've come as a benefactor and not as
aspy.”

Elan spread her armswide. "Y ou see me. What more proof can | offer?”

Yintal tightened hislips and squatted before her. "Military data."

Elan'sface clouded over with perplexity. "Isthat what you wish?'

"Give us something we can take to our superiors,” Kalenda urged. "If what you give us can be
corroborated, we might be able to do as you request and arrange a meeting with the Jedi.”

Elan consdered it for amoment. "My order works closdly with the warriors to assure that the auguries
are advantageous. We forecast which tacticsto employ ..."

"Then tell uswhere your fleet will strike next,” Yinta demanded. "Nametheworld.”

Elan had her mouth open to respond when a crashing sound issued from the front room, followed by
muffled shouting, in Basic and Honoghran.

While Kadendaand Eicroth were rising from the cot, atal, powerfully built man dammed into the
doorjamb and fell to the floor, but quickly regained hisfooting. Dressed in spacer's garb, he stood
swaying in the doorway for amoment, taking in the room. Blood seeped through ripsin hisjumpsuit and
ran from dashes that crisscrossed hisface. Eyesfixed on Elan, he wedged the forefinger of hisright hand
into the crease asde hisright nogtril and launched ablood-curdling, Y uuzhan V ong scream to the calling.
"Do-roik vong pratte!"

Then severd things happened at once.

Asif possessed of awill of itsown, the man's skin peeled back from hisface, revedling amacabore,
misshapen mask of whorls and undulating lines. Undercurrent to his scream, ripping and popping sounds
emanated from beneath his clothing; then two torrents of gelatinous muck poured from his pantslegs,
consolidated into one mass, and stresked away like an animated oil dick.

Elan legpt to her feet and reared back againgt thewall, hissing and snarling at the intruder and curving her
long fingersinto claws.

"Assassin!" she dhrieked through bared teeth. "They've found me!”

Yinta swung around and stepped in front of the n, only to take a backhand to the face that
snapped hisneck like atwig. The smal man flew clear across the room, colliding with Showolter and
dropping him to the floor.

The n was preparing to throw himsdf at Elan when he was suddenly attacked from behind by
Mobvekhar and Khakraim, their snewy limbs and lumpy craniums displaying scarlet bruises and wounds.
Thetwo Noghri drove the Y uuzhan Vong forward into the sdewall of the hut, narrowly missing Elan,
who ducked at the last moment and rolled hersalf under the cot.

The Y uuzhan Vong met the wall facefirst with bone-shattering force, and for amoment it seemed thet he



would succumb to the Noghri's dashing assault. All at once, however, he straightened, propelling the two
commandos off him with such power that they salled to the far Sdes of the room, crashing into opposite
wallsand collapsing to the floor.

The Y uuzhan Vong whipped around, flinging blood in dl directions, his closdly set eyes searching the
room. Barreling between Kaenda and Eicroth, whom he toppled like rag dolls, he overturned the cot
with one hand and grabbed hold of Elan with the other. Hisfingers vised around the priestess's long neck,
and helifted her off her feet and pressed her to the wall.

At the sameingtant, M obvekhar regained consciousness. Powerful legslaunching him off thefloor, he
caught the n around the waist and sank histeeth into the enemy’s back.

TheY uuzhan Vong howled. Swinging aflalling Elan to one sde, he used hisfreefist to rain hammer
blows on the Noghri fastened to him. Mobvekhar grunted and moaned asthe air was driven from his
lungs, but he clung tenacioudy to his prey.

Dazed, Kaenda struggled to her feet, gave her head a clearing shake, then legpt onto the assassin's
pumping arm, which she rode up and down for amoment, until the Y uuzhan VVong hurled her asdelike
some minor inconvenience. Her head struck something solid, and she blacked out. Bright shapes
punctuated the momentary darkness;, then, contorted in a corner of the room, she had an upside-down
view of Showolter, his poncho twisted around his neck, crawling out from under Yintal and drawing a
amall blaster from ashoulder holster.

From aprone position - and careful to miss Mobvekhar, who had been driven to the floor - the mgor
fired, catching the Y uuzhan V ong between the shoulder blades. Smells of 0zone and burned flesh mingled
intheair, but the assassin barely reacted. Showolter fired again, catching the Y uuzhan VVong in the back
of the neck and setting hishair onfire.

Showolter fired afind time.

The assassin stiffened and crumpled to the floor in ascorched heap, hisleft hand still clasped to Elan's
throat. Bleeding from her nose and eyes, the priestess pried open histhick fingers and did down the wall,
gasping for air.

Gracelessy, Kalenda somersaulted, and was bellying forward to help Elan when the hut was rocked by a
powerful explosion. Showolter's comlink chimed, and he fumbled it out of his pocket.

"Y uuzhan Vong cora skippers,”" someone reported over the link. "Maybe haf a dozen, executing strafing
runs over New Nystan.Soothfast has been derted. Starfighters are on their way.”

Showolter clamped his hand around Kaenda's forearm. "Move her into the hardened area,” he rasped,
coughing up blood. "Now!"

At the cold edge of the star system in which Wayland orbited, asolitary Y uuzhan VVong gunboat lurked.
On the bridge, Nom Anor stood before avisud field fashioned by distant signd villips, observing
coraskippers and New Republic Starfighters exchanging fire in the skies over New Nystao.

"Don' try too hard," he said aoud to the pilots who manned the cora skippers. " Just enough to convince
them.”

ELEVEN Through theHappy Dagger 's wraparound dit of cockpit viewport, Han gazed queasily at the
mottled indifference of hyperspace. Alongside him Roadozed in the pilot's seat, snoring softly, and
behind him one of the ship's droids was monitoring the navicomputer.

If only timewere as easly outraced aslight, Han thought. Then he might jump forward to a point where
Sernpidal was adistant memory, or perhaps backward to a point before that harrowing day on the
planet, so that he might restructure the events and put thingsright.

Asit was, hewastrgpped in atragic moment, compelled to reliveit over and again ...

TheFacon , taking on evacuees, hovering just above the bucking surface of Sernpidal. The smal moon
called Dobido caught in the grip of a'Y uuzhan V ong monstrosity and descending.

Chewie on the ground with akid under each massive arm, the wind tearing at his coa. Then Chewie and
Anakin using blaster bolts and the Force to free a downed shuttle of rubble that held it fast.

TheFa con holding its own in adeafening wind, as Chewie rescued another child, thrusting him up into



Han's arms as he dangled from the extended ramp.

Sernpidal heaving and breaking apart.

Chewielifting Anakin in hisarms. Hisresigned expression as he tossed Anakin to Han. Thefrightful wall
of theFalcon 's repul sorlift engines; the ship drifting up and to one Side as Han, agroup of evacuees
holding him by the legs, reached desperately for Chewie.

The pitching surface carrying Chewie away.

Anakin hurrying to the bridge, weaving the upendedFa con through quickly narrowing dleys and around
collapsing buildings. A fleeting view of Chewie, hisback to theFalcon and hislong arms upraised to
Dobido, a plummeting stresk of fire.

Thearivd of Tod-karu.

A searing wind that burned Han's face and hands and sent Chewie flying and buildings toppling.

TheFa con 's shields groaning in protest.

Chewie once more, his blood-matted coat ... regaining hisfooting ... stlanding high on apile of rubble,
roaring defiantly at the seized moon, asif to hurl it back whereit belonged.

The Fdcon, dill in Anakin's hands, clawing for space, abandoning Chewieto fate.

Han'sfirg utteranceto hisson"Y ou left him."

The memory of those words as heartrending, as piercing, as Chewie's death. A condemnation uttered in
grief, and impossible dl these months later to rescind.

Hollowed by anguish, Han squeezed his eyes shut and balled his hands. How long might he remain thus
gtill dangling from theFalcon''s ramp, arms extended to Chewie -

Beside him, Roa stirred, yawned loudly, and stretched his arms over hishead. He blinked and swiveled
to the droid at the navicomputer.

"Arewe nearly there?'

"The ship will shortly revert to red space, Master Roa"

Roagrinned at Han. "Like old times, isnt it, you and me on arun?'

Han forced himsdlf from harsh reflection, hisblood rushing like acid through hisveins. "'l remember that
first Kessdl Run likeit was yesterday.”

Roa's smile became enigmatic. " Speaking of Kessdl, 1've been meaning to ask you something. Now,
granted, stories can change quite abit in traveling from Tatooine to Bonadan. But theway | heard it, you
claimed to have made the Kessdl Run in less than twelve parsecs.”

Han said nothing in ablank-faced definite way.

"Well?' Roa pressed.

"Ancient history, Roa. And that was dways my worst subject.”

"Think hard. I'll grade you on acurve."

Han showed the palms of his hands. "L ook, Jabba was breathing down my neck for dumping aload of
spice. Chewie and | needed the work, and sometimes you do or say whatever you haveto.”

"But it'strue - you actudly made it under twelve?'

Han brought hisfingertipsto his chest. "Would | make up something like that? When brag, | mean every
word of it."

Roaregarded him for amoment, then burst out laughing. "Ah, Han, whatever became of those days?
Whatever became of chasing fortune and glory?*

"Therésno futureinit." Han gave hishead aquick shake. "Still, the ideathat decent guys like Reck
would willingly throw in with the enemy ... The Y uuzhan VVong make the Hutts seem like schoolyard
bullies. They make Pa patine seem like an enlightened despot.”

"Perhaps. But the winning side is paying better,” Roasaid soberly. "Besides, credits don't have to come
from clean hands to be appreciated by Reck and hisilk."

Han smiled. "Y ou've become quite the philosopher in your old age.”

Roas shoulders heaved in ashrug. "When your partner dies, you suddenly have alot of timeto think."
Helooked at Han. "Y ou've probably found that out.”

Han sad nothing.

The navicomputer chimed.



"Master Roa, we are emerging from hyperspace,” the droid announced.

Roa and Han swiveled to the control console to prepare theHappy Dagger for sublight.

"Sublight engaged,” Roasaid shortly.

Han flipped afind switch. " Shields are enadbled.”

Elongated, blue-shifted light tunneled them into red space. Abruptly, the lines collapsed to pinpoints,
rotating dightly before codescing into agtar field, each distant sun like apiercing to an dternate redlity.
Savefor abrief shudder, the ship executed the trangition smoothly.

"Entering the Anobis system,” the droid reported.

"Anobis?' Han said in surprise. "This place is the back end of nowhere. | can't see even Reck wanting to
hide out here"

Roawas shaking his head when Han looked at him. "Anobisisonly aside-door entry to our final
degtination. A direct jump might havelanded usin the midst of an enemy flotillaor an Imperid Remnant
patrol." He amed athick finger out the starboard viewport. "Take alook at that."

Han swiveled to theright. Almost close enough to touch floated the holed and battle-scorched remains of
a Star Destroyer. Listed to, port and nimbused by debris, the great ship's command, tower and pointed
bow had been blown away. Her once-gleaming aft plating was pockmarked by immense blackened
craters. Power cables and ducting trailed from her ruptured innards. Han thought back to the attack on
Y uuzhan VVong-held Helska 4 and the Star DestroyerRe uvenator that had gone down with nearly al
hands aboard.

"Do we have afighting chance againgt these thugs?' Roaasked.

"The Y uuzhan Vong wouldn't have it any other way." Han swung from the view. "So just where are we
going, Roa?'

Roatapped hisforefinger on astar chart he called up on adisplay screen. "Ord Mantell.”

Han's mouth fell open ahit, then he threw his head back and launched an explosive laugh at the calling.
Roaregarded him quizzicdly. "Worried about running into someone from your past?'

""Someone from the here and now," Han muttered. "My wife."

Ord Mantell was ill the same undistinguished sphere Han remembered from previous visits, which had
been many over the years, some intentional, more by misadventure. But something new had been added
snce Han's stint as grand marshd of the Blockade Runners Derby asmall space station of outmoded ring
design, pieced together from salvaged and Huitt-supplied parts by a consortium of Mid Rim engineering
companies. Parts of the station - two of its spokes and perhaps ten degrees of the outer ring - were till
incomplete, and were likely to remain that way for some time to come, Since construction crews had
abandoned the project after the destruction of Ithor.

Thedubilee Whed , Roacdled it.

"Except for the gravitation debt, the station doesn't have much to do with Ord Mantell," he told Han from
the pilot's seat of theHappy Dagger . "It was afree port. A highly successful one, until the Y uuzhan VVong
invasion put adamper on trade. Now it'satrangt point, filled with some of the most desperate types
you'reever likely to meet.”

"Long as our business doesn't take us down the well, I'm ready for anything,” Han said. "It's Ord Mantell
that's been bad luck for me."

Roa nodded, "Then well have to do our best to keep our feet from touching the ground.”

Awaiting docking assignments, ships of al typeswere queued up around the station. Some were empty
freighters and barges with nowhere to go - their home ports occupied by the Y uuzhan Vong or their
holding companies bankrupted by the war - filled with haf-starved spacers caught in apolitical
no-man's-land. Others were fifty-year-old crimson-red diplomatic cruisers, and warships recently
recommissioned from mothballed fleets. Then there were the passenger transports - including severa
shallow bowl-shaped Ithorian herd ships - crammed with displaced beings from conquered or immolated
worlds, aso in search of some planet to call home, even temporarily. And catering to the needs of those
refugees with credits to spend were aged scows and tenders, crewed by pirates selling dreams of anew
lifeto the blindly optimidtic.

Waiting for clearance, Roa and Han passed the time running checks on the SoroSuub 3000's security



systems and generdly battening down the hatch™ The crowded and filthy docking bay the ship wasfinally
allocated had been salvaged from an MC80 cruiser and, in fact, still bore some of the origind Mon
Cdamari markings

Firgt down the ramp, while Roa saw to lockdown procedures, Han was confronted by a group of five
aliens of a gpecies he had never encountered.

"Y ou need perhaps someone to watch over your ship?' their spokesman asked abovethedin, in
whigtling, heavily accented Basic.

Han eyed the dien up and down. "I need perhaps someone to watch over you."

Thedien - clearly amale - took amoment to catch on, then laughed loudly, a hearty, basso laugh that
amos made Han amile.

A head shorter than Han, he was a biped with muscular legs and adender yet ussful-looking tail. Those
parts of him left unconcealed by acolorful vest and strategicaly dit culottes were covered with short,
smoke-colored fuzz, save for the backs of hisforearms and tail, where the hair was darker in hue, tiff as
dender rods, and possibly capable of inflicting damage.

Like the two other malesin the group, the one who approached Han had a soft snow-white mustache
that drooped past his pointed chin, and afright wig of matching white hair. Hisfront-facing eyeswere
large and bright; his nose was a chitinous beak that curved down over athin-lipped mouth and was
perforated likeamusicd instrument.

Slightly smaller than the males, the two women of the group were about the same size, with shapely
curvesto their compact bodies and splashes of vibrant color highlighting velvety, taupe coats. They
lacked the drooping mustachios, and in place of crests had lustrous dicked-back hair that fell to the
shoulders. Thetips of their smooth tails looked asif they had been dipped in sky-blue paint. Jewdry of a
sort hung in loops from their long necks, accented their smal ears and five-fingered hands, and studded
their nodrils.

"All right, dl right,” their mouthpiece was saying, "you perhaps prefer to have someone clean and detall
the ship?'

Han put his hands on his hips and laughed. He was still sniggering when Roa came down the ramp
followed by two of theHappy Dagger ‘s crew - Void and an EV supervisor droid, whose head
resembled the curving bill of alarge, fruit-eating avian.

"Roa, you want to hire this bunch to sonic the carpets and clean the ‘freshers?’

Roaregarded the dienswith keen interest. "That'swhat the droids arefor," he told the spokesman.
"Then we watch over the ship. Lots of thieves about.”

"I do appreciate the offer,” Roasaid congenidly, "but no thanks. Some other time, perhaps.”

The diens exchanged words in their mel odic native language, nodded to Han and Roa, and moved off
toward the neighboring ship in the bay, an old SienarMarauder -class corvette.

"It'slike somebody tossed a manka cat and awoolamander into ablender,” Han said, watching the
diens.

"Ryn," Roasaid, identifying the species. "1 used to run into them occasionaly on out-of-the-way worlds
inthe CorpSec - Ession, Ninn, Matra V1. They're nomads - that is, when they're not being hunted or
endaved, chased from one place to another, or made the scapegoat for someone else's crimes or
misdemeanors. They've areputation for thievery and confidence games. but I've never had a problem
with them. They work hard, a just about any trade, from ship salvaging to jewelry making. And I'll tell
you, Han, they perform the most exhilarating music I've ever heard - music you can't help but danceto.”
"I'm sure | could stop mysdlf,” Han said.

"No, riot even you could. I'm not talking about jizz or any of the new music. | mean fiery, passionate
music.

Han gave them another look. "Where'stheir home-world?!

Roashook his head. "No one's ever been ableto tell me."

Han laughed through his nose. "' Just when you think you've seenit al.”

Leaving the droidsin charge, they headed for immigration and customs, where long lines of mixed species
were undergoing document checks and security scans.



Han showed his documents, which identified him as Roaky Laamu, afred ance laser-welder. He had
congdered wearing adisguise - synthskin, prosthetics, abeard - but in the end had opted for smply
changing his hairstyle and leaving hisface undepilated. He had often used the same approach when
traveling with Lelaand the kids, and it had usualy served him well. After al, most circulated images of
him depicted ayouthful Alliance leader, with bright eyes, sideburns, and amop of shiny brown hair.
Things didn't go awry until he reached the scanners.

"Open your pack," the young agent ordered in response to a prompt from the droid he was partnered
with.

Han unsed ed the pack, and the agent quickly located the blagter, itslarge scope and conically shaped
flash suppressor stowed in a separate case.

"IsthisaDL-447" he asked increduloudly.

"Moreor less," Han said. "I've made some specia modifications-"

The agent laughed and got the attention of a human coworker. "Boz, doesthis classify asaweapon or an
antique?'

"Antique," Boz answered around a broad smile.

"Laughit up, felas" Han said, refraining from boasting about the blaster's cgpabilities.

The agent glanced at Han's identity documents. "Either way, Laamu, I've got to drain the power pack.”
Han put histongue in his cheek, then shrugged. ""Long as you've done that with the other wegpons that
have come through.”

"All the onesweve discovered,” the agent said.

"That'scomforting."

"We're looking for the Bet's Off 7' Roa asked while the agent wasfitting a depletor to the power pack.
"Assuming you two have normal-gpectrum vision, Red route to the Y ellow tram to White Two, then all
the way down the Shaft. Y ou can't missit.”

"What do you tell the color-blind?* Han said nadtily.

The agent placed the depleted blaster in the travel pack and resedled it. "I tell them to take acab.”

Roaingsted on taking a cab. Their Sullustan driver was aformer ambassador to Ithor, marooned on
thedubilee Whed waiting for trangt documentsto arrive from his homeworld.

"It'sthe same story over and over,” Roatold Han when the cab had dropped them off in White Two.
"Some trying to get home, some fleeing their homes, some without homes - and rarely the required
documentation to get them off station, let done transport to their desired destinations. So you find
diplomats working as drivers, university professorstending bar, important types from you-name-it waiting
tables or risking their savings on sabacc games - most of which arerigged.”

In the Shaft, they made their way through a mixed-species crowd of hopelessfolks - Ithorians,
Sahedlindedi, Brigians, Ruurians, Bimms, Ddldtians - refugees from up and down the Hydian Way,
clutching meager possessionsto their torsos or holding tight to their children, shuffling aimlesdy, in search
of the miracle that was going to get them off theWhed , as many referred to the station. People huddied
in the shadows, hungry, trapped, and wary. Elsewhere prowled the ones the war had el evated uniformed
soldiers, reclamation and savage experts, document forgers, scavengers, scammers, relief flyers, and the
res.

Han recalled what Leia had said about the refugee situation, about the lack of food and shelter, the
diseases, the separation of families, and it began to dawn on him that he wasn't the only onein abad
way.

Hewas gill mulling it over ashort timelater, while he and Roa s pped Gizersin the Bet's Off, acrowded
and somewhat elegant tapcaf, with a back room devoted to sabacc and other games of chance.

"Time | started making someinquiries,”" Roaannounced when heid finished hisdrink. He stood up and
squared his shoulders. "'l won't belong.”

Han watched him move off in the direction of the circular bar, then returned his attention to the pale-blue
ale. Movement caught his eye, however, and when he glanced up, two Ryn males were standing at the



table, darker and better dressed than the ones he had met in the docking bay.

"Youll pardon theintruson,” thetdler onesaid in atrilling voice, "but you're off the recently arrived
SoroSuub 30007

Han extended his arms over the backs of the chairs adjacent to his. "Word gets around fast. What of it?"
"Wadll, kind sir," the other took over, "we were wondering - that is, Cisgat and mysdlf - if your onward
travels might be taking you in the vicinity of Rhinna, or perhapsif you could be induced, for an equitable
sum, to carry some passengersthere.”

"Sorry, boys, but we're not Core bound.”

The two exchanged concerned glances.

"Perhapsif we explained,” Cisgat said. "Y ou see, thisisamatter of some urgency. Wewereto
rendezvous here with other members of our extended family, but there seemsto have been a problem,
and they have not arrived.”

"Our contingency plan caled for usto meet on Rhinnal,” the other added, "but, asisthe case with so
many on theWwhed , we find ourselves marooned here, with dwindling resources and little hope of
securing onward transportation.”

"Wefear our clanmates may move on from Rhinnal without being able to get word to us."

Han folded hisarms over hischest. "I'm sorry to hear that your family's scattered, but it'slike | told you
"We can pay you wdll."

"Wewon't cause you any problems.”

"Holdit," Han said loudly. "I said I'm sorry. But I'm out of the rescue business, you understand?”

The pair fdl slent for along moment. "We, too, are sorry to hear that,” the tall one remarked.

Han angrily drained hisdrink as the Ryn waked off. No sooner did he set the glass down than Roa
returned.

"What did they want?'

"A rideto Rhinnd."

Roafrowned and sat down. "As| said, everyone's desperate.”

"Dyou learn anything?"

Roa nodded his chin toward arangy, red-haired spacer who was approaching from the bar with adrink
in hand. "Roaky Laamu, meet Fasgo," he said as the man took a chair and extended his hand to Han.
"Just make sure to count your fingers when you're done shaking."

Fasgo grinned broadly, showing stained teeth, and took along swallow from the de Roa had obviousy
paid for.

"Fasgo was one of my best tax-and-tariff boys," Roa continued. "Just ask him and helll tell you. Since he
left my employ, he's had occasion to work with Reck Desh.”

Han watched Fasgo's smile collapse.

"Any ideawhere Reck can be found?' Roa asked pleasantly.

Fasgo swallowed hard. "L ook, Roa, | appreciate your buying me adrink, but -"

"Roaky and | know all about Reck's new employers,” Roa cut him off, "so there'sno need to feed usa
tde"

Fasgo licked hislips and forced a short laugh. ™Y ou know Reck, Roa, he follows the credits.”

Han put hiselbows on thetable. "If the pay'sal that good, how come you're not still with him?”

"Not my style," Fasgo said, shaking hishead. "I'm no traitor.”

Han and Roa glanced at each other. "' So what about Reck?' Roa said.

Fasgo shook his head once more. "I don't know where heis now." Gauging the look in Han's eyes, he
added, "I'm being straight with you guys, | don't know." He glanced around and leaned forward
conspiratoridly. "There is someone on station who can probably tell you. He runsthings around here -
the underground things. They call him BossB."

"And just where do wefind thisBoss B?' Roasaid.

Fasgo made hisvoice awhisper. "Ask around for him and hell find you."

Asthe spacer was about to rise, Han laid arestraining hand on his shoulder. "Who's running Reck's



enterprise? Who's his control ?*

The color drained from Fasgo's face. "Y ou don't want to meet them, Roaky. They're nasty asthey come,
and then some."

"Give meaname?'

"I never learned any names - honest." Fasgo swallowed whatever €l se he was about to say and riveted
his gaze on something over Han's shoulder.

Han twisted around to se? three Trandoshans moving toward the table, armed with Merr-Sonn and
BlasTech blasters and wearing knee-length, climate-control coveralls. While two cameto ahalt on ether
sdeof hischair, thelargest of the saurian trio - older, by the look of hisgraying skin - circled the table
twice, never taking his black-pupiled, red eyes from Han. Eventually, he took up aposition directly
acrossfrom him.

"Now, you look very familiar,” he rasped. Hislong tongue emerged from alipless mouth and wriggled in
the air for amoment. "And you taste even more familiar.”

Han forced himsdlf to relax. While the Trandoshan had clearly recognized him, Han wasn't sureif he and
the dien had ever crossed paths. Native to aworld in the same star system as Kashyyyk, the
brackish-smelling Trandoshans had been instrumentd in persuading the Empire to endave the Wookiees
and had often worked as daversthemsalves.

"Last timel saw atonguelike that it was hanging in ameat market collecting stink-flies," Han said.

The Trandoshan's death trap of amouth approximated abaeful smile, and he planted histriple-clawed
hands on the table. "Now, the human you resembl e has since become avery important person, but when
| knew him he was just a second-rate smuggler, running spice for Jabbathe Hutt and anyone else witless
enough to employ him."

Bossk?Han wondered. Could it possibly be ... "Ah, you must have been the cutest little egg at thetime,”
he goaded.

Conversation at surrounding tables was quieting, as patronstried to determineif they should stay seated
for the rest of the show or seek cover as quickly as possible.

"Among other dishonorable acts, this piece of human filth once interfered with alegitimate daver
operation on Gandolo IV.."

Roa shifted in his seat and spoke up. "What's past is past, big guy. Or isit that you're so short on hunter's
points you've got to disturb a couple of old friends sharing drinks?"

The Trandoshan glowered at Roa, then Han. "1 don't know thisfat one, but | do know you - Han Solo."
"Solo?' Fasgo said in astonishment.

Han held the Trandoshan's gaze. It had to be Bossk. He could only hope that the E-1V A1 the alien wore
on his hip had been drained at customs.

"Tell me, Solo, areyou dtill sticking your twisted beak in the busness of others?”

Han smiled lopsidedly. " Only when there's the chance of wrecking someone's starship and humiliating her
captanwhileI'matit.”

The Trandoshan straightened to hisfull and considerable height. "I heard you lost the Wookiee, Solo.
Rumor hasit you let amoon come crashing down on him. Whichisjust what 1'd do if | had a\Wookiee
following me around.”

Much to the dien's ddlight, Han had nearly come out of his seat when Roathrew an arm across his chest.
"What'sthe use, Han? They'll only regenerate anything we bregk off them."”

The Trandoshan grinned maevolently. "But what's one flea-bitten \Wookiee or another,” he continued
with elaborate casuaness. "Why not just go out and get yoursdlf another one?’

Han threw the punch that started it dl.

TWELVE "I spent timein abactatank during the jump to Coruscant,” Bdlindi Kaendatold the six
members of the Security and Intelligence Council, by way of explaining why she looked better than she
fdt.

"Y our efforts are beyond the call of duty, Colond,”" Diamaan Senator Porolo Miatamiasaid from the far
end of the long wooden table, hisleathery face radiating genuine concern. Y ou should have remained on
Wayland. We could have arranged for a holoconference.”



Kaendasmiled faintly. "Wayland hardly has the technology for a holoconference, Senator.”

"Then let's come to the point, shall we?' Senator Krall Praget said from the chair closest to Kaenda
Never one to mince words, Praget, representing Edatha, had sought to remove Leia Solo from office
during the Y evethan crigs,

Between Praget and Miatamia sat senators Gron Martab of Mon Calamari, Tolik Yar of Oolidi, Ab'dl
Bogen of Raltiir, and Vigi Shesh of Kuat. Also present was L uke Skywalker, curioudy slent and al but
shrouded by his Jedi robe, and his saturnine teenage nephew, Anakin Solo.

Kaenda addressed them. "Thank you for coming, Master Skywalker and Jedi Solo.”

Skywa ker offered anod of acknowledgment and nothing more.

"To beginwith," Kdendasaid, risng with obvious effort from her chair, "the enemy raid on Wayland
judtifies the precautions we took in moving the defectorsthere. The air strike inflicted sgnificant damage
to New Nystao, but fatalities were minimal - which wouldn't have been the case had we rel ocated them
to Bilbringi or some other more populousworld.”

Shetook apained breath. "One of thefataitieswasDr. Yinta of Fleet Intelligence, though hedied asa
result of injuries sustained in the direct attack on Elan - the Y uuzhan VVong priestess. Dr. Joi Eicroth of
AlphaBlue aso sustained injuries, but sheiswell on her way to afull recovery, asisMagor Showolter,
who suffered severa broken ribs and a punctured lung. Our two Noghri agents were aready back on
their feet when | left Wayland.”

"Where are the defectors now?" Senator Shesh asked.

"They've been relocated to Myrkr for safekeeping until we decide just what to do with them.”

"Colond," Praget interjected, "it ismy understanding that one of the defectorsis not thought to be

Y uuzhan Vong, that some question remains asto what she actudly is."

"That'strue. We have yet to determineif Vergereis of aspecies native to the Y uuzhan VVong home
galaxy or if she'saproduct of their genetic engineering.”

"Were you ableto gain any further indgght into what compelled the enemy to invade the Outer Rim to
begin with?' Miatamia asked.

Kaenda shook her head. "The n's attack occurred shortly into the interview. Up to that point, Elan
reiterated much of what we aready know about the motives of the Y uuzhan Vong. At the behest of their
gods, they are determined to cleanse our galaxy and/or convert usto their religion. Elan contends that
they would much rather convert than exterminate us. Recordings of the debriefing - such asit was - are
availablefor your review."

Shetook abreath. "What I've cometo tell you, however, isthat, following the attack, Elan provided us
with intelligence of ahighly senstive and potentialy inva uable nature. Should it bear out, Director Scaur
and | will be seeking authorization to relocate the defectors here, to Coruscant.”

Senator Shesh's honeyed voice cut through the resultant murmur. "Isthat wise, considering what
happened on Wayland? Asit is, New Nystao is demanding reparations.”

"In part, we chose Coruscant precisely because it isnot easly targeted. I'll be the first to admit that
appropriate precautions weren't exercised in moving the defectors from Nim Drovisto Wayland, but that
won't happen again. The plan we've worked out takes advantage of the current chaosin the Mid Rim, by
effectively losing Elan and Vergere among the crowds of displaced peoples and jumping them to
Coruscant viaacircuitous route. At the same time, multiple decoy teamswill be dispatched to confuse
anyone with designs on sabotaging the operation.”

Kaenda stopped to pass out durasheet documents, color-coded for most-secret data. " The route will
take Elan and Vergere through Bilbringi, Jagga- Two, and Chandrila- assuming, of course, that nothing
untoward occurs - and precluding the advent of any intelligence suggesting that such amove posesa
threet to New Republic security.”

"| fail to seethe purpose of bringing - them here," Bogen said, shaking his head amost hard enough to
muss his meticuloudy styled blond hair. ™Y our point that the Y uuzhan Vong attack attests to the status of
the defectorsiswell taken. But that attack might have been aploy aimed at nothing more than convincing
usof Elan'susefulness.”

With utmost care, Kadendaresumed her seet at thetable. "Again, Senator, the plan is contingent on



corroboration of the intelligence Elan furnished.” She paused briefly. "I'm as suspicious as anyone here -
weadl are- but | am aso convinced that Elan could prove crucia to our efforts, even if sheispart of a
ruse. Not only does she claim to know the whereabouts of Y uuzhan V ong operatives who have infiltrated
New Republic worlds, but aso the identity of many of the agents they have recruited from among cells of
smugglers, mercenaries, pirates, and thelike.

"Infact, we have reason to believe that one such cell, which callsitself the Peace Brigade, may have been
responsible for apprising the Y uuzhan Vong that Elan and V ergere were relocated to Wayland." Kadenda
passed out additiona durasheets, bearing the mercenary cdll'sinsgniaof two clasped hands one that
could have been human; the other, fully tattooed. "These contain dossiers on the members of the Peace
Brigade, dong with abrief summary of their suspected acts of subversion.” She glanced a Luke
Skywalker. "Stirring anti-Jedi sentiment is apparently one of their specidties.”

Skywalker nodded.

"I hope Intelligence is kegping awatchful eye on thisgroup,” Shesh said, lifting her eyesfrom the
durashest.

"Read on," Kaendasaid pleasantly.

Bogen cleared histhroat loudly. " About the importance of thisElan ..."

Kaendaturned to him. "Asde from being able to identify agents, Elan knows how the Y uuzhan Vong
tacticiansthink - No, it goes beyond that. She knows the auguries and omensthey look for in plotting
their attacks. She may even be able to lead us to worlds where war coordinators have been entrenched.”
"Just amoment,” Tolik Yar brokein, one hand entering aflurry of commandsinto adatapad. "One report
- | can't locate it just now - suggests that these war coordinators have telepathic abilities." Y ar stopped
doing input to glance at Kalenda. " Suppose this putative defector is telepathically linked to the creatures
and is busy sendingthem intelligence aboutus ?*

"Thereport you refer to wasfiled by an ExGa scientist who spent abrief timein Y uuzhan VVong
captivity," Kaendasupplied. "In any case, the possihility of alink between the defectors and the Y uuzhan
Vong - whether telepathic or otherwise - isthe reason we've been kegping them essentidly blind.
They've been kept isolated from anything that could be of drategic vaueto the enemy. Evenif the

Y uuzhan V ong somehow manage to reclaim them, they’ll have nothing vitd to present.”

"Why are these two so eager to defect?’ Senator Shesh asked.

"Elan hinted at dissenson among the Y uuzhan Vong ranks. Some disagreement asto the legitimacy of the
invasion. Seemingly, shewantsto help us."

"In return for what - wedlth, anew identity, a hiding place? I'm not convinced that she doesn't have some
ulterior motive. Even avornskr that losesits teeth doesn't necessarily loseits nature.”

Kaenda's eyes narrowed. "Elan does have one request.” She looked pointedly at Skywalker. "She
wishesto meet with the Jedi Knights.”

Skywaker gave the disclosure hisfull attention. Even Anakin perked up. "Did she say why?' Skywaker
asked. "She said it hasto do with some sort of ilinessthe Y uuzhan Vong introduced in advance of the
arrival of their worldships. She refused to elaborate. She said the Jedi would understand.”

Skywaker and his nephew traded astonished glances. "Nothing more?' the elder Jedi said, clearly
intrigued.

Kaendashook her head. "As| told Senator Miatamia, fed freeto review the recordings of the
debriefing. In fact, I'd welcome your comments. Maybe you can pick up on something we missed.”
"Master Skywaker," Gron Marrab interrupted, one bulging eye fixed on the Jedi while the other
continued to regard Kaenda. "This probably doesn't need to be stated, but | want it made clear that you
should fed under no obligation in this matter.”

"Of course not,” Senator Praget added, with atwisted grin. "After dl, it'snot asif the Jedi werein service
to the New Republic.”

"That was uncalled for, Senator,” Shesh said in rebuke,

But Skywaker appeared indifferent to Praget'sremark. "Wewill discussit,” hesaid at last. "Persondly,
though, | can say that I'm eager to meet with the priestess.”

Everyonefdl slent for amoment, then Shesh spoke up once more. "Colond Kaenda, what isthe nature



of theinteligence Elan furnished?"
"The Y uuzhan VVong's next target - Ord Mantell.”

With her back to the gentle sea that washed Worlport's sand-fringed southern coast, Leiatook a moment
to gaze at the buttes that soared from the smog-blanketed northern wastes, out past the expansive
junkyards, al theway to Ten Mile Plateau. Her view from the transparisted crown of Ord Mantdll's
Government House - site of the Conclave on the Plight of the Refugees - encompassed much of the
vertiginous capitd city aswell, with its once grand examples of Cordllian classic-reviva architecture.
However, most of the ornate spires, great sweeping colonnades, and huge rotundas, with their tal
round-topped arches, monalithic lintels, and carved entablatures, were now engulfed by a sprawl of
ersatz rococo domes and obelisks, which catered to the bana tastes of the gamblers and hedonists who
frequented the planet in droves, and the whole of it was fissured by alabyrinth of narrow stairways,
curving ramps, sheltered bridges, and dank tunnels.

Easy to lose your way in that maze, Leiatold hersdf, asindeed she had lost her way some twenty-five
years earlier at the end of her tenure as princess and diplomat but before Hoth and Endor, and long
before marriage and children. Mentally, shetried to trace aroute from Government House down to the
brown plains far below, agame to occupy the moment, to keep her from wondering about the kids, or
where Han might be -

"Ambassador Organa Solo," the representative from Bamorraintruded, "is something wrong?*
Lelasurfaced from her ruminations and steered a contrite smile acrossthe table. "Excuse me. Y ou were
sying..."

"| was saying that you haven't answered my question,” the dender, starched human said in amiffed tone.
"How does the New Republic justify such arequest, when countless habitable worlds exist where
refugees might be sheltered, without the danger of their jeopardizing the economic well-being of native
populations?’

Lelafought to maintain diplomatic gplomb. "Of course we have the meansto transport tens of millions of
refugeesto any number of planetsin outlying sectors. But our amisnot smply to rid ourselves of an
inconvenience. We're talking about peoples who contribute significantly to the stability and prosperity of
the New Republic, and who have lost everything - homes, livelihood, in many cases family membersor
entirekin groups.”

"What good are such groups without worlds," someone at the table scoffed.

"Precisely the point,” Leilasaid. "What the Senate Select Committee for Refugees requires are worlds
with intact infrastructures - not only with habitable land, but also planetary defenses, spaceports, surface
transportation networks, arid dependable communication with Coruscant and the Core Worlds."
Alsakan's ringlet-haired representative sniffed. "A very laudable idedl, Ambassador, but who's going to
feed and clothe these diplaced billions? Whao's going to congtruct the shelters and ingtd| theirradiatorsto
ensure that the native populations are protected against whatever diseases the refugees might be
harboring?'

"The senate has already alocated funds to address those very concerns.”

"But for how long?" the twin-horned envoy from Devaron asked. " Should the New Republic renege on
its promises - or be forced to by circumstance - economic responsbilitieswill fal to the host worlds,
which by then will hardly bein aposition to banish the groups they accepted in dl good faith. The result
could be economic catastrophe.”

Leiadlowed some of her frustration to show. "Need | remind you that we arein the midst of awar that
threatens the very existence of that economy - not to mention the freedoms all of us have enjoyed since
the defeet of the Empire?”

When she was certain she had their attention, she went on. "We have the capacity to move populaions
from the Outer Rim to worlds closer to the Core. Where necessary - and where they can be spared - we
will make use of bulk transports and freighters to relocate tens of thousands at atime. But before that can
happen, some of you are going to have to volunteer to accept these peoples, as Mon Caamari did with



the displaced Ithorians, and as Bimmisaari has recently done with those who fled Obroa-skai.

"Our god isto create sdlf-sufficient enclaves, to be managed by appropriate individuds selected from
within the refugee populations - administrators, physicians, teachers, technicians. However, these
enclaves will serve astemporary facilitiesonly. Little by little, we will rel ocate specific groups or species
to suitable worlds, or perhaps introduce populations to currently uninhabited worlds."

"Individua enclavesfor each species?’ Jagga-Two's delegate asked.

"Where possible" Leiasaid. "Otherwise, we plan to place compatible groups together.”

"And seeto the diverse needs of those groups?’

"Of course.”

"And what happens when antagonistic groups are required to share the same enclave?' the representative
from arepopulated world in the Koornacht Cluster asked.

"WEIl ded with those problems asthey arise.”

"How - by providing security forces?'

"Some forceswill be necessary, yes."

The Bamorran loosed an incredulous laugh. Y ou use the wordenclaves, but what you meanto say is
containment camps.”

The Devaronian glared at Leia. "What if additiona worlds should fal to the Y uuzhan Vong? How many
refugees will we be asked to accept? Isthere alimit, or does the New Republic plan to squeeze the
populations of thousands of worlds onto hundreds?”

"Wewill limit the number," Lelareplied. She turned to Ord Mantell's representative. "Ord Mantell could
inaugurate the plan by alowing people stranded on thedubilee Whedl to settle in temporary camps north
of theaity.”

The planet's button-nosed femal e representative looked aghast. "I'm afraid that'simpossible,
Ambassador. Why, for one thing, the areaaround Ten Mile Plateau is one of our most important tourist
atractions”

"Tourig atractions?' Lelasaid in dishdief. "Ord Mantdll lies practicaly on the edge of contested space.
How many tourists do you expect to receive in the coming months?'

The woman made her face long. "Ord Mantell appears to have been spared the horrors. We anticipate
an upswing in tourism very soon.”

Leiatook acaming breath. "Farther to the west, then,” she suggested.

The woman ridiculed the proposa with acondescending laugh. "I'm very sorry, but those lands have
been set aside as reserves for the Mantellian savrip. Hunters come from grest distances for the honor of
gaking the beasts™

Lelaexhded in exasperation. "Isthere no one here who will step forward?’

The representative of Gyndine and the Circarpous system spoke up. "Gyndine will accept some of those
stranded on thedubilee Whed ."

"Thank you," Leiasad.

"Aswill Ruan," delegate Borert Harbright of Salliche Ag announced proudly. "House Harbright will do
whatever it can for the cause.”

Lelasmiled appreciatively, but she had to forceit. A powerful and wealthy corporation, Sdliche Ag
controlled astring of worlds on the fringe of the Degp Core, with Ruan and ahost of similar worlds
idedlly suited to relocation centers. But there was something about the supercilious Count Harbright that
put her ingtantly on guard. Duplicity seemed to shine from his cod-black eyes and lurk behind hisobliging
amile

But Leiathanked him anyway. "On behdf of the thousands whose lives your generogity will save, the
Advisory Council applaudsyou.” Her gaze swept the table. "Now, perhaps some of the rest of you can
be persuaded to follow the count'slead.”

When the meeting adjourned for lunch, Leiahurried to exit the circular room before anyone had a chance
to get her ear. Olmahk, one of her Noghri bodyguards, was waiting in the hallway, aong with C-3PO.



"I do hope the meeting went well, Mistress Leia," C-3PO said, hurrying to match her pace.

"Aswadll as could be expected,” Leiamuttered. They made their way to aturbolift and descended to
Government House's spacious and ostentatious lobby, where every droid in sight appeared to be moving
with uncommon haste toward the building's severd exits. "What's dl this about?' Leia stopped to ask. "I
can scarcely imagine,”" C-3PO answered. "But I'll do my best to find out.”

C-3PO angled across the lobby, placing himsdf directly in the path of an adminigtrative droid, whose
head was shaped like an inverted test tube. The 3D-4X was forced to come to a skittering hat on the
polished floor. In an impossibly rapid exchange, the pair traded information like two insects meeting on a
foragetrall.

A moment later, C-3PO whirled and headed back toward Leia, stiff-backed and arms pumping in away
she had come to associate with trouble.

"MidressLeig, | have just received the most distressing news,” C-3PO sputtered. "It seemsthat Ord
Mantell has been targeted for attack by the Y uuzhan Vong!"

THIRTEEN "The brute might have killed you, mistress" Vergere remarked in the secret tongue of the
deception sect, while she ministered to the injuries Elan had received at the hands of the n.

The priestess moved Vergere aside so she could regard her image in the mirror Showolter had provided.
"I never feared for my life. | feared only for the development of the bo'tous. The fool's blows might have
damaged the carriers or retarded their growth.”

Vergere sat back on her reverse-articulated legs, and her long ears pricked up. "Do you think they
urvived?'

Elan ran her hand over her lower chest and smiled malicioudy. "'l can fed them ripening, Vergere. They
whisper to me. They await the four breathsthat will liberate them. | can fed their eagerness”

"Theirsor yours?'

Elan turned from the mirror to regard her familiar. "For loosing their deadly toxin, my reward will be
great. Word may well reach the ear of Supreme Overlord Shimrra.”

"Without question,” Vergere assured. " Although it will be the members of your domain who profit.”

Elan continued to regard her. "Y ou have so little faith that Harrar will be able to retrieve us after | have
dispensed with the Jedi?"

Misgiving narrowed Vergere's danted eyes and ruffled the short feathers at the back of her neck. "I trust
that Harrar will do dl in his power to find you. But our movementswon't be easily monitored from this
point on. Not after the n's attack. Showolter will jump us about until were so deeply entrenched in
New Republic space that even Nom Anor won't be able to reach us.”

Hisinjuries notwithstanding, the ever atentive Mgor Showolter had been careful not to identify theworld
to which they had been moved, though by al appearances it was even more remote and primitive than
thelast. On arriving, Elan had had the briefest view of impenetrable forests of peculiar trees. From
snatches of overheard conversation it was clear that the planet boasted at least one small city, but aso
clear that Elan, Vergere, and the Intelligence operatives were far removed fromiit.

Elan stroked Vergere's downy back. "If my duties demand that | die, then so beit, my pet. My domain
will prosper. My father will be escaated to the rank of most-high priest.”

"And the determined Harrar will prosper.”

"That isnot our concern.”

Vergerefolded her arms and bowed her elongated head. "' will remain by your Sde, mistress.”

Gingerly, Elan examined the raw bruises the assassin's powerful fingers had Ieft on her neck. "I know the
one Harrar sent,” she said after amoment. ""He apprenticed under the Shai.”

Vergere pressed her handsto her eyes and applied some of her tearsto Elan's abraded flesh. "The same
sect that spawned Commander Shedao Domain Shai.”

"Thevery same. Those of Domain Shal ddight ininflicting pain for pain's own sake - to themselves or to
others unfortunate enough to stray into their reach. To the Shai, thereis no higher calling than torment, the
‘embrace of pain.' Pain isthe beginning and the end.” Elan sighed relievedly. "Y our tears refresh, my pet.”
Vergere continued to minister to her. "Harrar's aim was to convince our captors of your importance, and
inthat he chose wisdly. Better the New Republic thinks the Y uuzhan V ong intractabl e than reasonable.”



Elan nodded, without commen.

Though Vergere might have been born of the Y uuzhan VVong's masterful talent for genetic manipulation,
the exotic creature had in fact been transported to the main fleet two generations earlier by one of thefirst
reams to reconnoiter the galaxy that had produced the Jedi. The scouting party had returned dozens of
gpecimensto the worldships, including humans, Verpine, Talz, and others. After extensive experiments,
some had expired and others had been sacrificed, but afew had been awarded as petsto children of
select dite, such as Elan, youngest daughter of an adviser to Supreme Overlord Shimrra. Vergere's
uniqueness was thought by some to be sacred. Through the long years of negotiating the intergaactic
void, through the long years of Elan'srigoroustraining in the deception sect, Vergere had been her
constant companion, confidante, friend, even tutor.

"Doesit cheer you to be back among your own kind?" Elan asked carefully.

"Hardly my own kind, migtress.”

"Among your home species, then?"

Vergere'slarge eyes smiled. "We Fosh were never at home among them. We were too few in number.
Humankind had filled al the evolutionary gaps, bringing about the extinction of specieslike mine, which
were merely holding aplace, anichein the continuum.”

"But you are ddighted with the food.”

"Ah, thefood," Vergere said, laughing. "That is another matter."

Elan grew serious. ™Y ou could revedl the truth to Showolter and escape back into your own realm.”
Vergere reached for Elan's patterned hand and caressed it. "I am your familiar. Wereit not for you, |
would have been sacrificed or disposed of. We arelinked until one of usdies.

Elan exhded with intent. " Despite what you say or what you choose to reved, you know these species
better than anyone else - even Nom Anor."

Vergere shook her head. "The executor has made it his mission to study them - to know them better than
they know themsalves. We Fosh were more devoted to concealing ourselves.”

"From what little you know, then, are Showolter and the women who visited ustaken in?"

"Werel privy to the debriefing I might be able to answer with certainty. Undoubtedly the n's
dedication to duty has helped to dlay some of Showolter'sinitial misgivings.”

Elan's expression changed. "He is most accommodating, that one.”

"Because you have charmed him - asyou do dl."

"Or course you would say that. Then you believe they will provide me with an opportunity to meet with
the Jedi ?*

"It istoo soon to tell, mistress. Should Commander Tladeem it wise to furnish the New Republic with a
victory to support the data you provided, you may yet meet with them.”

Elan consdered it in slence. "Did you know of them in your time here?"

"As| say, the Fosh moved discreetly, but of course we knew of the Jedi. They were manifold. | was
surprised to learn that they are now few." She paused briefly. "I thank you for revedling nothing of my
past to Harrar, mistress.”

Elan merdy smiled. "Did you ever witnessthe Jedi employ the Force?"

"The Jedi congder the Forceto be al around us, permesting al living things. So in that regard, I'm certain
| witnessed the Force at work."

"Perhgpsit would benefit the Y uuzhan Vong to learn how to useit.”

Vergere took amoment to respond. "The Forceis asword with two edges, mistress. Cut oneway and
vanquish. But be careless on the backswing, or alow your mind to wander, and you risk undoing al
you've accomplished." She gazed at Elan. "Indeed, it might befit the Y uuzhan V ong to become aware of
the Force, but it isnot for al to employ. Such power should be reserved for those with the strength to
heft the sword and the wisdom to know when to wield it."

Squadrons of T-65A3 X-wings, E-wings, and TIE interceptors dropped from the forward launch bay of
theErinnic, animperid Il -class Star Destroyer parked between Ord Mantell's like-sized and
close-quartered moons.



"Fighter groups are away," an enlisted-rating reported from one of the crew pits below the overbridge's
command wakway. "Digperang to assgned coordinates.”

"May the Force bewith you," Vice Admira Ark Poinard sent over the command net.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw awry smile take shape on the deeply lined face of Generd Yad
Sutel, onetime adversary turned dly in the war againgt the Y uuzhan VVong. "Problem, Generd?' Poinard
asked, raising one bushy white eyebrow as he turned to Sutel.

Sutel shook his blockish head but kept smiling. "It'sjust that I'm il not used to hearing you say it.”
Poinard snorted. "Believeit or not, | used to say it to mysalf even when this ship carried only TIE
fighters"

"I don't believe that for amoment,” Sutel said. "Despite appearances, | dways held the Forcein high
esteem.” Hands clasped behind their backs, the two elderly veterans continued to advance on the
bridge's semicircular expanse of triangular windows. As an accommodation to both the New Republic
and the Imperia Remnant, Poinard had retained his honorific as captain of the flagship, while Sutel had
been designated task force commander.

Of the sixteen vesselsthat comprised the group, some flew escort to theErinnic , but most - including
aMediator -class Mon Caamari battle cruiser, twoQuasar Fire -class cruiser-carriers, three escort
frigates, and fiveRanger -class gunships - had taken up positions above the bright side of the star system'’s
fifth planet. Since any ships jumping from Y uuzhan V ong-held space would have to enter the Bright Jewel
Cluster Rimward of the planet, it was hoped that concealment would further enhance the element of
urprise.

Poinard paused above the most forward of the crew pits. "Any signs of activity?' he asked atechnician
standing at one of the consoles.

"Negative, Sr." The woman glanced at areadout, then up at the two commanders. "Forward e ements
report al quiet.”

"Lookslike Admira Sovv'stacticians have us misdirecting our efforts,” Poinard told Sutel in confidence.
"This came down from Intelligence" Sutel said.

"Even worse. Ord Mantd| haslittle strategic value.”

Sutdl cut his eyes from the starfield to Poinard. "Did Ithor? Did Obroa-skai? The Y uuzhan Vong are
waging a psychologica war. You of al people should understand. Didn't your brother once command an
AT-AT divison?'

"Walkers had their place.”

"Asprodigd terror wegpons," Sutdl said. "The Y uuzhan Vong obvioudy mean to terrorize usin the same
way - to break us by demoraizing us."

"But Ord Mantdl," Poinard said dubioudly. "Gamblers and tourists are the only onesthey'll demordize.”
"Admiral Poinard," the woman in the crew pit interrupted. " Forward e ements report enemy vessal's
emerging from hyperspace and shedding velocity. Performance and drive profiles confirm Y uuzhan Vong
warships”

Poinard swung to the crew in the pit on the opposite side of the walkway, as banks of threat assessors
began to talk to one another in machine code.

"Goto full dert satus. All nonessentids are confined to quarters. Engage sublight drives and pull ustight
to number-two moon." He turned back to the femaetech in thefirdt pit. "How many vessals?"

"Sir, two corvette andogs, five frigate andogs, three light cruiser analogs, one warship anaog.”

Someone behind Poinard and Sutel spoke up. "Sirs, wing commander reports from target approach point
that fighter deployment is complete. Awaiting authorization to engage. Tactica bridge reportsthe call
board as clear and all systems enabled.”

A holoprojection of the theater resolved above alight table in the forward pit. Poinard and Sutdl studied
itinslence

"Looks like we're evenly matched for once," the general commented after amoment.

"Save for one advantage,” Poinard pointed out. "They don't know we're here.”

FOURTEEN Han leaned hisright shoulder against the pitted bars of the cramped jall cell and gently
meassaged the swollen knuckle of hisleft ring finger. "Good fight,” he said. "1 redly enjoyed it.”



Fasgo and Roa were seated on the squalid floor, backs against an equally fouled wall, the former with a
comicaly swollen right ear, the latter looking remarkably unscathed.

"Some mess," Roasaid around agrin.

Fasgo gently fingered thetip of hisnose. "Fedsbroken," he muttered.

Roa clapped hisformer tax-and-tariff agent on the shoulder. "Next time remember that keeping out of
rangeis often the best defense.”

"I'm only sorry the big onedidn't die," Fasgo said.

"Givehimtime" Han said loudly, gazing deliberately at the three Trandoshansin the cell directly across
fromthers.

Fasgo held histhumb and forefinger close together. "The chair missed him by that much.”

"Tough break for that poor Bith at the next table," Han said.

"We're lucky he thought one of the Trandoshansthrew it," Roainterjected.

Fasgo nodded. "Having that group of balloon heads on our sde definitely helped.”

"Keep your voice down,” Roaadvised quietly. "They're only two cells down the corridor.”

Fasgo waved a hand. "Half the crowd in the Bet's Off isin here." He glanced a Han and laughed. "We
redly started something.”

"Y eah, and security finished it." Han chuckled. "No wonder theWhed doesn't dlow armed blasters.”

A gatein desperate need of lubricant did open down the corridor, and in short order a burly security
guard in agray uniform strode into view.

"All right, old-timers," the guard announced churlishly, "you'refreeto go.”

Han, Roa, and Fasgo exchanged mystified glances. "I thought we couldn't post bail until the
aragnment?’ Roasad.

"You're not being arraigned,” the guard said. ™Y ou must have some friendsin high places.”

Roalooked at Han. "I think you've been made, 'Roaky Laamu.' The Trandoshan certainly had no trouble
recognizing you."

Han saw the sense of it. The word was out, and someone had contacted Leia

The cdl door did aside, and the three of them filed out. Han stopped at the Trandoshans cell, careful to
remain just out of their clawed reach. "Well haveto do thisagain red soon,” he said, smiling.

"Count onit, Solo," Bossk rasped.

The guard led them out of the confinement zone, turned their belongings, and pointed them to the exit.
"Turn up here again and, friends or no, you'll be sorry," the man warned.

"Charming fellow," Roamuttered.

Han agreed. "Probably worksfor Vessel Regidtration on his days off."

No sooner had they stepped into the passageway than a surprisingly well-mannered Aqudish
approached them. "Roa, Fasgo, Roaky Laamu," the dien began in somewhat garbled Basic, courtesy of
hisinward-turning tusks. "My employer requests the pleasure of your company.”

"BossB," Roareminded Han quietly. "The information broker."

Fasgo gulped.

"Did we ask around?' Han asked theatrically. "I don't recall us asking around.”

The Aqudish - aQuara- showed the pams of fingered hands. "Come now, gentlemen. Surely you can
spare afew moments for the person who arranged for your release.”

The sprung trio traded surprised glances. "Well, in that case," Han said, "lead on."

A repulsor limousine conveyed them ninety degrees around theéWhed |, at times maneuvering through
knots of stranded and despondent refugees. The swank hatchway to Boss B's lair was flanked by
pug-nosed and prognathous Gamorrean sentinds, and the plush anteroom was filled with an assortment
of toadies, sycophants, and camp followers. Stroking their long head-tails, two Twi'lek women in mesh
bodysuits sorawled seductively in conform loungers. Elsawhere, a Rodian, a Kubaz, a Whiphid, and two
Weequays were engaged in a desultory game of laro, while abored Bith ran musical scales on adender
horn.

The Aqudish showed Han and the others to overstuffed armchairs in the main room and offered them
drinks. Han remained standing.



"Savethe Gizersfor the Bet's Off," adisembodied baritone voice suggested. "Have atumbler of
Whyren's Reserve ingtead.”

"Now, that | won't turn down," Fasgo said, beaming.

"Makeit two," Roatold the Aqualish.

"Three," Han said hesitantly, trying to discern the source of the resonant voice. One entire wall of the
room was devoted to flatscreen displays, showing frequently shifting views of different sectors of
theWhed . On one monitor, Han recognized the immigration station where his blaster had been drained.
"Sit, please," the voice rumbled.

Han consented to the request when the amber-colored Corellian whiskey arrived. "Cheers," he said,
setting histravel pack on thefloor and lifting hisglassin theair to their unreveded host.

"More of the same," Roasaid, joining Han in the toast.

"Y our reputation precedes you, gentlemen,” the voice said.

Fasgo ran the back of hishand over his mouth. "If you mean the damage to the Bet's Off, the
Trandoshans were responsible for most of it -"

"Y ou can blame mefor that," Boss B interrupted. "1 put themup toit.”

"You? Why?' Han demanded.

"How else could | have ensured that you would accept my hospitality, except by arranging for you to be
released from incarceration?'

"l don't get it," Han said.

BossB laughed. "1 am persondly informed when individuas of honorable or disreputable digtinction
arrive on thedubilee Whed . Such was the case with you, Roa. But imagine my surprise when, after abit
of machine-assisted scrutiny, | discovered your traveling partner to be none other than Han Solo.”

On hearing the name, the Bith ceased his noodling and the Twi'lek women and the cardplayersturned in
unison. Han drained the glassin one gulp and et it down roughly.

Boss B laughed boomingly. "I haveto say, Solo, | expected ayounger man.”

"Yeah, well, | usedto be one."

"Asdidl," BossB conceded. "In any event, after | learned that you were bound for the Bet's Off -
where | dready knew Bossk and his comradesto be - | smply relayed word to the Trandoshan that an
oldriva of hishad turned up. It wasn't difficult to predict where things would go from there."
"That'syour ideaof hospitdity, hunh?' Han said.

"Come, Solo, you said yourself that you enjoyed thefight.”

Han snorted. "Y ou planning to show yourself or are we going to have to play 'name that voice?

Not three metersin front of Han, ashroud field dissipated, reveding what might have been the outcome
of aHutt and human mating. Though the lavender-hued humanoid managed to get around on two
tree-trunk-thick legs - possibly with the assistance of repulsorcoil implants - he had the girth of ayoung
Hutt and ahead too large to fit through an ordinary hatchway. His round face was symmetrica and
possessed the usual human features, but each was so outsized that they vied with one another for
prominence. Shiny and dightly protruding, his eyeswere the Sze of smal saucers, hisnosewasalarge
flattened disk, and athick, bristly gray mustache covered dmost al of hislabrose mouth. Disheveled,
date-colored hair crowned his head like an abandoned avian's nest, and enormous pink ears flapped
againg his skull like wings. In the reddish-stained fingers of one huge hand he held afat, chak-root
cigara

Han nearly fell out of hischair. "Big Bunji?"

The giant humanoid guffawed in merriment, laughing his mouth empty of aromatic smoke. "Boss Bunji,
Han."

Roasmiled broadly. "It's amazing that you and | never met, considering al the mutua friendswe had on
Etti 1V and other hauntsin the Corporate Sector. A pleasure after all these years." He gestured to Fasgo
and introduced him.

Bunji regarded the red-haired spacer. "Y es, Fasgo's petty scams aboard theWheel have not escaped our
notice.”

Fasgo swallowed hard, but said nothing.



Han was till shaking his head inincredulity. "I figure | must be dying, because | keep seeing my life
flashing before my eyes" He grinned a Bunji. "If Ploovo Two-For-One shows up right about now, I'm
folding my hand."

"Were Ploovo to show up, Han, | can assure you he would be less than courteous. Even after extensive
reconstruction surgery, he never quite got over the damage done to his proboscis by the dinko you so
cleverly sicced on him in the Free Hight Dance Dome. For atime, in fact, he paid well for anyonewho
brought him adinko - dead or dive. Taxidermied specimens of the vicious things were everywhere on
display in hishomes, his offices, aboard his ships. He even took to wearing a charm bracelet composed
entirely of dinko fangs and the serrated spurs of their hind legs. | do believe he brought the speciesto the
edge of extinction."

Han frowned. "I'm sorry to hear that, but | never cared much for people who tried to cheat me out of
what was mine."

Bunji guffawed once more, dl but rattling the bulkheads with hislaugh. "As| mysdlf learned.”

"Y ou're not ill sore about my strafing your pressure dome on that asteroid -"

"Not at al," Bunji said. "l deserved it for trying to get the better of you on those chak-root runsto
Gaurick."

"Y ou took the words right out of my mouth.” Han laughed. "Y ou fix up theFal con for what happened to
her on Gaurick, then you go and deduct the costs from what you owe me. That's what sent me to Ploovo
for aloan to begin with."

Bunji'ssigh wasawarm wind. "Welive and learn, Han, we live and learn. But surely you knew I'd
forgiven you. Thefact is, | owe you ahuge debt of gratitude for what you accomplished on Tatooine.”
He gestured broadly. "Y ou could say that much of this station owesto your efforts.”

Han jabbed himsdf in the chest. "Whatl did on Tatooine?!

Bunji puffed on his cigarraand grinned. " To be more precise, what your wife did. Y ou see, Han, | had
attempted to relocate my business enterprise to Tatooine, only to be run off by Jabba. Not content to
have done that, the Hutt al but crippled my cash flow for the next few years. His death, however,
presented me with an opportunity to rebuild my power base, though | had to contend with the likes of
Lady Vaarian and afew others. Nevertheless, afew shrewd deals made during the Thrawn yearsand |
was back on my feet. Then, just ayear ago, | had theWhedl assembled in a nearby system and towed
here, to Ord Mantell."

"Thisisyours?' Han said.

"Mogt of it. Borgathe Hutt hasasmall stakeinit. Now, if the New Republic would only do something
about the Y uuzhan Vong."

Han's amile straightened. "Some of usaretrying to do just that, Bunji."

"Isthat what has brought you here - under afdse identity, no less?’

"Han and | aretrying to hunt down aformer associate,” Roa answered.

Bunji inclined hishead ininterest. "Hunt down?"

"Or just locate," Han said. "That al depends on what he sayswhen we find him.”

"Which former associate?"

"His name's Reck Desh.”

Bunji fell slent for along moment. Heinhaled on the cigarraand launched ajumbo smoke ring toward
the calling. "What do you want with him?"

"It'salong story," Han said, "even longer than yours."

Bunji nodded. "If | were you, Han, | wouldn't be so quick to catch up with Reck Desh.”

Han leaned forward, resting hisforearms on hisknees. "Why's that?"

"Things have changed since the old days. Folks are engaged in activities now that wouldn't have been
tolerated then - even by riffraff like Bossk."

"Whet sort of activities?'

"Such as providing information about planetary defenses, or pirating shiploads of refugees and delivering
them into Y uuzhan Vong hands for sacrifices"

The musclesin Han'sjaw bunched. Bunji continued. "Reck and the gang he runswith - they call



themsalves the Peace Brigade - have been colluding with Y uuzhan V ong operatives by helping to spread
anti-Jedi sentiment and destabilize planetary systemsin advance of invasion. In some cases, they've
persuaded worlds to capitulate to the Y uuzhan VVong beforehand.”

"Y ou wouldn't happen to know where Reck is currently?' Roaasked judicioudly.

"At last report, the Peace Brigade was operating in Hutt space,” Bunji said, "much to Borgas dismay. If
you'd like, | could make afew inquiries.”

Han showed him a skeptica look. "Why would you be willing to do that for us?'

Bunji shrugged. "As| say, | oweyou. If that isn't reason enough, then I'm doing it for the Wook. It near
broke my heartsto hear that he had died. I'd have given anything to have had a partner like Chewbacca.”
Before Han could respond, sirens began to blare and the illumination in Bunji's well-appointed enclave
flickered. Without warning, thedubilee Whed shuddered asif it had been poked by thefinger of a
colossa hand. One of Bunji's henchmen rushed to anearby termina and called up data on adisplay
screen.

"Y uuzhan Vong attack!" he blurted.

Humans and others legpt to their feet, running every which way for exits, shelter, and the antique
Sdeboard that held the Whyren's Reserve and smilarly exceptiond libations. Directly in the path of a
panicked Whiphid, Han and Fasgo were knocked to the floor.

Roawedged his hands under Han's arms and yanked him upright. Bunji and the more important members
of his coterie were dready disgppearing through a gaping hatchway in the cabin'srear wall. Han threw his
pack over his shoulder and stumbled forward, only to hear the hatch lock solidly as hereached it.

"To theHappy Dagger ," Roasaid from the anteroom. "1've no intention of being on thiswhed when the
Y uuzhan Vong decideto rall it downhill!™

FIFTEEN Ord Mantdll's yellow star at its back, the New Republic task force emerged from behind the
system'sfifth planet with wegpons blazing. Simultaneoudly from around the jagged edges of the planet's
large moon, fighter squadrons raced forward to engage the invaders, the radiance of their ion drives
dwindlinginthenight.

Batteries on the Mon Caamari battle cruiser and the escort frigates ranged toward distant targets and
fired. Laser beams dashed outward, visible in vacuum as wrathful hyphens of energy. Strikes registered
in the remote blackness. Overlapping spheres of brilliance flared in darkness, blossoming thicker than a
meadow of wildflowers.

The Y uuzhan Vong vessds - pitted yorik cora and facet-hulled - withstood the initid barrage. Fashioned
by dovin basals, defensive singularities formed around the enemy ships, guzzling countless ergs of energy.
Answering burgts from fearsomely powerful arrays streaked toward the task force as spiraling golden
projectiles, grotesqudy beautiful againgt the sarfield.

Diverting energy to their shields, the New Republic ships held their own, then returned fire. Laser light
and nova-bright missiles gridded the night as the two flotillas continued to trade volleys.

X-wings, B-wings, E-wings, and TIE interceptors arrived from the defenders precinct and began to
distract, harass, and sting the vanguard Y uuzhan V ong vessel swith narrow-beam fire. Dazed by the
battle cruiser'sinitia volley, acorvette-sze pyramid of yorik cora dropped its guard momentarily.
Slipping through vulnerable spotsin the ship's defenses, carefully placed proton torpedoes from a quartet
of B-wings detonated againgt the carbon-black hull. Chunks of scabrous flesh large as starfighters blazed
fiery trallsthrough local space.

Centerpiece of the task force, the battle cruiser altered course, intent on steering the battle avay from
Ord Mantell and the many civilian vessd's anchored there and in close proximity to theJubilee Whed! .
Turbolaser batteries and ion cannons swiveled and traversed. Light tore from aready superheated aloy
barrels, and blinding flashes strobed in the distance.

A second Y uuzhan Vong corvette tried unsuccessfully to evade the barrage. Sieved by laser spears, it
disappeared in an effulgent globe of fire,

Ageroid-like cora skippers, varying in size, shape, and color, advanced in an unstoppable cloud, forging
through the intense hail and swarming into the midst of the sarfighter groups. Well-maintained formations
broke apart as crafts peeled away to al sides, barrdl- and snap-rolling into furious engagements with their



quarries. In abloodbath of swirling combat, coralskipper preyed on starfighter and starfighter on
coraskipper.

Wingmates fought to remain together, but were more often separated by furious blasts and forced into
one-on-one contests. Dovin basds pillaged the New Republic fighters of their shieldsand led them
with streams of molten rock gushed from cone-shaped wegpons emplacements. Rendered defensaless,
X-wings and E-wings were daughtered by the dozen. Locked into fierce, pitched battles, opponents
jinked and looped through evasive maneuvers.

Counterfire from the Y uuzhan Vong's largest ship silenced the bettle cruiser temporarily. Retreating
behind its shields, the Mon Cdamari vessel endured storm after storm of projectile and plasmabarrage,
asfrenzied eectricity danced and coruscated at the boundaries of the great ship'sinvisible barriers.
Biding itstime, the cruiser waited until the Y uuzhan V ong warship paused to repower, then it opened fire
with al guns. Still stronger laser beams diced through the night, someto be swalowed by gravitic
anomalies, while others chipped away at the enemy ship'syorik cora hull. TwoRanger -class gunships
moved in, determined to outflank the warship. Pounding discharges from their main batteries vaporized
dozens of coraskippers and escort craft at aburst. Desperate ploys saved some of the Y uuzhan Vong
fighters, but most were outwitted, disintegrated, or transformed into short-lived comets.

Theflatillas began to close ranks, saturating space with flaming missiles and harnessed light. Caught up in
friendly fire, atrio of TIESvanished without atrace.

L aser beams from aNew Republic escort frigate skewered another Y uuzhan Vong corvette through its
long axis, coral, weapons, and the rest disappearing in acloud of fire. Asif inriposte, apack of
coraskippersisolated and surrounded alone gunship, leaching it of its shields, then battering it with
projectiles, kindling adeadly inferno that quickly engulfed the ship.

Elsawhere, juking through whirling hunks of debris, a squadron of E-wings converged on amaimed

Y uuzhan VVong ship and began to nip at it mercilessy. Proton torpedoes punched through itsimperiled
defenses and dammed into the bow. Stratified layers began to ped away from the ship, rubble exploding
outward, rocketing from sight. A second, smaller craft, smilarly lanced by laser fire, also blew to pieces,
showering nearby space with briefly glowing motes.

Close to Ord Mantdl's outermost moon, a chaotic melee raged as coral skippers, X-wings, and TIES
mixed it up, ferocioudy and with grim resolve. The starfighters came out of smooth ralls, inverted dives,
and predatory banksto go to gunswith their prey, riding them until they were annihilated. Other ships
revectored, racing through fragment clouds to escape the carnage or form up for reengagement,
sometimes dewing wildly out of control.

In midsystem the battle cruiser and warship advanced on each other, now trading fusillades and
broadsides. Locadized ssorms of blue lightning envel oped both ships astheir extended energy defenses
made contact. The Y uuzhan Vong vessd poured its most lethd fireinto the larger ship, and the cruiser
replied with volley after volley of directed light. Caught between the two, an escort took adirect hit,
sending scorched and misshapen pieces of wreckage spinning off into space.

Asif angered by theloss, the cruiser upped the ante with escalating fire. Boul der-size blocks of
mirror-finish cord flew from the warship, but it was not about to be humbled. Plasma streamed from the
tips of the enemy ship'sforward arms, raising blistering explosions along the cruiser's port armor plate.
Weapons blazed and flared. Fire fountaining from the cruiser's aft hull, the ship began to founder, tipping
to one side with main guns il discharging and sensor arraysin flames. Projectiles continued to penetrate
her armor until the hull surrendered integrity and precious atmosphere began to stream outward. With
artificia gravity disabled, hatches and sedls, turrets, and sensor pods blew. Then vacuum played itshole
card, tugging crew and contents into the polar night.

X-wings and E-wings rushed dauntlessy to the cruiser's support. Proton torpedoes found soft spotsin
the warship's tattered defenses, bursting against the superstructural arms and command ridge, and loosing
geysersof spindrift cordl.

But the starfighters efforts cametoo late.

A hdlish exploson pushed outward from arift in the hull of the Mon Cdamari vessd, splitting it in half.
Escape pods launched, vectoring toward Ord Mantell like drops of radioactive rain, while the battle



cruiser became aballooning sphere of roiling incandescence, then exploded brilliantly.

The Star Destroyer emerged from between Ord Mantell's moons with main and auxiliary thrust nozzles
flaring. Throwing itself headlong into thefray, it fired repeatedly asits pointed bow swung in the direction
of the warship. Thread-fine againgt its enormous bulk, blue lines of energy from aft turbolasersand ion
cannons stabbed unrelentingly at the black ship.

TheErinnic braced for return fire, but the plasmaand projectiles never arrived.

Abruptly the warship changed course, accelerated, and began to unleash its fury on Ord Mantdll, cutting
loosewith dl forward guns. Blinding missiles streaked toward the planet's surface, burning seething
tunné s through the atmosphere. Detonations on the ground lighted the undersides of ragged clouds.
Then, from adark orifice in the bow, the warship extruded an enormous hose that was more living
monstrosity than machine. The blunt nose of the stipple-skinned gargantuan caught the scent of the
nearbyJubilee Whed and, € ongating, began to close on the smal orbital Sation, weaving itsway through
theWhed 'sflock of freighters, barges, and passenger ships.

A trailing wedge of X-wingsand TIEs launched from the cruiser-carrier Thurse attacked the herpetoid
terror weapon like ravenous birds of prey, but to no avail. Still attached to the warship and shielded by
dovin basdls, the outsi ze cresture struck at theWhed like avenomous serpent. Asif intent on yanking it
from orbit, the creature recoiled and struck again, thistime sinking its maw-like mouth into the rim,
clamping down on theWhed asif it were apiece of ring pastry, and shaking it back and forth.

In the florid haze of emergency illumination, and with blaring warning srens making it dmost impossibleto
hear one another, Han, Roa, and Fasgo raced down a curving stretch of corridor, hoping to reach
theHappy Dagger before whatever had theWhed in its grip decided to shake it apart.

Concussions from the battle raging outs de the space station heaved them to and fro asthey ran,
sometimesinto sections of padded bulkhead, but too often into unyielding objects wrenched loose by the
intense paroxysms.

Mogt of the panicked tide was going against them, but Roamaintained that he was following the shortest
route to the docking bay. Each violent tremor sent crowds of people dipping, diding, or hurtling through
the passageways, many to be dammed into bulkheads or crushed under the weight of bodies massed in
alcoves and junctions. Folk in repulsor cabs fared no better, as vehicles careened into walls or one
another, frequently overturning and spilling riders across the deck.

With Han and Fasgo on hishedls, Roa jinked left into one of theWhed 's spokes, hurrying down afrozen
stairway into anarrow, twisting corridor whose walls were in places caved in or crumpled. Sparks rained
down from ruptured power ducts and exploded energy mains.

They weren't ten metersinto the corridor when the station suffered another powerful jolt that temporarily
disabled the artificid gravity generators. One moment Han and the others were snaking through the
damage and the next they were airborne, drifting toward the partidly collapsed ceiling like divers
swimming for the surface of the sea. Then, just as suddenly, the gravity system reenabled, and they were
jerked facefirst to the hard deck.

"Not much futurein this," Roa shouted as he picked himsdlf up and began to stagger forward once more.
"The futures what you makeit," Han hollered back, somehow managing to hold on to his pack and keep
his baance through a violent quake that brought down what remained of overhead tiles and ducting.
Ahead of them aheavy metd curtain dropped, sealing off the way and forcing them to detour back to the
station's outer rim. Reaching a central passageway, they were immediately swept up in amixed-species
mob that wasfighting itsway toward the launch bays.

All at once the station sustained a strike of unprecedented force. Earsplitting, nerve-grating sounds of
rending dloy filled the corridor as ahuge arc of exterior bulkhead was smply ripped away.

And toward that dark breach the crowd was inexorably pulled.

Screams overwhelmed the metallic stridency. Waging alosing battle, people clawed a walls, deck
plating, and one another in an effort to keep from being sucked into the maw.

Pressed to the inner wall of the curve, Han, Fasgo, and Roa managed to grab hold of the twisted remains



of ahand railing. But even asthey struggled to secure themsalves - bodies lifted pardld to the deck by
the vacuuming force - the railing tore away from the bulkhead.

Thethree of them were sucked forward several meters before the railing snagged on a section of floor
grating wedged into astairwell, but the force of the sudden stop didodged them. FHlags snappingin an
incessant wind, they latched on to whatever handholds they could find, as people and droids flew past
them into the breach and atmosphere roared out like an angry river.

An airborne, shoebox-size M SE-6 droid caught Fasgo square in the head and carried him shrieking into
the current. Han watched him sail toward the breach, arms outsiretched and flailing, asif plummeting
from agreat height.

Han tore his gaze away before Fasgo vanished.

"Looks like wetook awrong turn,” he shouted to Roa, who was just out of reach to Han'sleft, plump
fingertips curled around the dightest of ledgesin the wrinkled section of bulkhead.

Roatwisted his head around. "Too bad the rguvenation techs didn't equip me with the strength of a
young man in addition to the good looks."

"Hang on, Roa"

"How | wish | could. But | think | hear Lwyll calling me.”

"Dont say that! Just hang ontill | get there!™

Roa grunted in effort. "Bad luck cregpsin through the hatch you leave open, Han. Fortune smiles, then
betrays."

Han spit acurse. "All right, keep talking if you haveto. But just hang on.”

"I can't, Han. I'm sorry. | just don't haveit in me." Roas face betrayed the struggle. "Take care, old
friend. Finish our businesswith Reck.” Smiling resignedly, he submitted to the flow.

"Roa, no!" Han screamed, daring to extend one arm and nearly alowing himsdlf to be carried away.
Han shut his eyes, hung his head for amoment, then screamed in anger until histhroat hurt.

When his breath returned, he secured the travel pack to his back and began to pick hisway toward arib
left exposed by flayed bulkhead sheets. He had no sooner wrapped his arms around the structura
member when someone hurtled past hisface a hair's breadth away and latched desperately onto his
outstretched legs.

Han's backbone stretched like a rubber band and groaned in protest. When the shock abated, he peered
down the length of himsdlf and saw that his unsolicited hanger-on was amae Ryn, arms clutched around
Han's knees and legs thrashing. This one was sporting a soft, brimless cap of bright red and blue squares,
worn at arakish angle.

"Mindif | rest hereamoment?' the dien asked in melodic Basic. "If I'm too heavy, I'll tossthe cap.”
Han scowled at him. "Long asyour head'sinit.”

"Soyou'd rather | let go."

"If you make sure to close the door on your way out.”

"That isn't vacuum out there," the Ryn said, nodding toward the breach. "There's amouth on the other
gdeof that hole”

"Amouth ?*

"The mouth of a'Y uuzhan Vong dread wespon. For taking captives.”

Han ingtantly saw thelogic of it. The people, droids, and objects zipping past him weren't victims of
compromised gravity; they were effectively beinginhaed by whatever it wasthat had taken agiant-sze
bite out of theWhed 'srim.

"So how do we gag that thing?' Han said.

The Ryn shook his head, long mustachios whipping about. "1 don't think we can. But there might be a
way to difleit.”

Han followed the Ryn's gaze to a seam in the corridor celling, between them and the maw.

"A blagt shidd!"

The problem was that the mushroom-shaped button that could |ower the shield was located on the
corridor wall, some five meters closer to the breach.

"Theresasupport strut just beyond me," the Ryn said. "If | release my grip on you, | may be ableto grab



hold of it. But | till won't be ableto reach the shield activation button.”

"Finish your thought,” Han said, trying to ignore asinking feding.

"Then you'll haveto let go and catch hold of me. That should put you close enough to tap the button with
your foot."

"Assuming | manage to catch hold of you!"

The Ryn snickered. "Assuming aso that | manage to catch hold of the strut. If | miss, well, | supposeit's
amatter of how long you think you can hold on. Otherwise...."

"Otherwise what?"

The Ryn grinned. "Otherwise, I'll sseyouin hel.”

Han regarded him quizzically for amoment, then nodded grimly. "Y ou've got yoursdf aded. Good luck."
The velvet-coated Ryn eased himsalf down Han'slegs until he was dangling from Han's ankles, then
disengaged. Han heard rather than saw him make harsh contact with the strut.

"Youdl right?" he cdled.

"Your turn,” the Ryn ydled shortly.

Han took a steadying breeth. Carefully unwrapping himsdf from thealoy rib, helet fly. The current was
even stronger than he expected. In asplit second he was rushing past the Ryn, but when he reached out
wildly to arrest hismotion he hugged only air.

Hewas dready imagining himsdf indde the Y uuzhan V ong dread weapon when something wrapped itsdlf
around his chest under hisarms, yanking him to ahalt. It took Han amoment to grasp that the Ryn had
snagged him with histalil.

"Kick the button, kick the button!" the dlien squedled in a pained voice. "Or plan on taking part of me
with you into that creaturel™

Han looked to hisright and spied the mushroom-button, almost within reach of hisright foot. "Swing me
totheright!" heyeled.

The Ryn'smuscular tail spasmed just enough to set Han swaying and bring him within reach of the
corridor wall. He extended his foot and caught the button with the toe of his boot.

The blast shield dropped rapidly, hitting the grooved deck with aloud and reassuring thud. At once, Han,
the Ryn, and everyone lft in the corridor followed suit, faling to the floor like stones.

While Han wasrighting to regain hiswind, the Ryn sprang to hisfeet and tugged his cap down on his
forehead. Han took in the rest of the alien's brightly colored ouitfit of vest, culottes, and ankle boots.
"What time do they switch you on?" he asked between breaths.

The Ryn laughed. "Round about your bedtime. Now what?'

Han stood up, clapping grit from hishands. "We get off this sation before that thing decidesit's il
hungry.”

"Thelaunch baysarethisway," the two of them said at the same time, although rushing off in opposite
directions.

"Trust me," the Ryn said before Han could spesk.

Han stared a him stonily, then waved him on and fdll in behind.

Powerful spasms continued to rock theWhed , throwing them from side to side. Han stopped to collect a
pair of crying Bimm children who had become separated from their families. Other children and adults
began to attach themsalves to Han and the Ryn, if for no other reason than the two at least appeared to
know where they were going.

"You'd better beright,” Han warned as heran. "Don't worry," the Ryn called over his shoulder. "I'm too
youngto die"

"Y eah, and I'm too well-known." Ahead, the corridor swept broadly to the right, and Han began to
recognize where he was. The docking bays were only a short distance away.

"Canyou pilot aship?' the Ryn asked breathlesdy. Han grinned smugly. "Don't worry -"

"Y ou know afew maneuvers”

Han's nogtrilsflared. ™Y ou're some conversationdigt, pa.”

"Try to Say awake, anyway."

The Ryn skidded to ahalt at the first docking bay door and tapped the entry switch repestedly. " Security



lock," he announced.

Han shoved him aside to study the lock's control touchpad.

"Hurry!" someonein their crowd of distressed followers said. "We've got to get out of herel™

Han spun angrily from the mechanism and had his mouth open to respond when the Ryn said, "He's
working on it, hesworking onit."

Han thrust asilencing forefinger at the Ryn, then whirled and entered an override code on the touchpad.
The hatch remained closed. He tried another code, then athird. "What 1'd give for aloaded blaster right
about now," he mused.

"Would an R-series droid do?' the Ryn asked.

"If wehad one." Han shot him asarcastic glance. "Unless, of course, you've got a droid summoner tucked
away in that suit of lights™

He had returned his atention to the touchpad, figuring to give it onefina try, when from the edge of the
crowd he heard the characteristic chirps, toodles, twitters, and warbles of an R2 unit. Swinging around in
elated surprise, though, he saw that the sounds were coming from the Ryn, who was fingering the
perforationsin his chitinous besk asif it were aflute.

Han regarded the aien open-mouthed, then shook his head in aflustered way. "Do you sing and dance,
too?'

"Only for credits" The Ryn smiled in e aborate sdf-satifaction. " Sometimes | amaze even mysdf.”

Han took amenacing step toward the dien. "Now, listen you -"

A mdlifluous cascade of genuine hoots and whistles interrupted him as a red-domed R2 unit whedled
onto the scene.

"It wantsto know how it can be of assstance," the Ryn trandated.

Han gazed from the dien to the droid in disbelief, then silently indicated the hatch's security lock.

The droid extended a manipulator arm from acompartment high up onitscylindrica body, inserted it into
an access port above the lock, and quickly diced the code. The hatch raised and the crowd surged
forward, amost flattening Han in the process.

"I'm certain they'll al thank you later on," the Ryn said as he brushed past.

Waiting on one of the docking bay launch pads was a bullet-shaped civilian shuttle, just spacious enough
to accommodate everyone. Han hurried for the cockpit while the Ryn supervised the boarding; then the
Ryn joined Han at the cockpit controls, dipping comfortably into the copilot's seet and buckling into the
safety harness, despite hislong tail.

Han flicked the switch that enabled the repul sorlift generators and raised the ship. Rotating it through a
180-degree turn, he maneuvered the shuttle through the docking bay door and out into the launch bay.
Loca space wasthick with fighters and lighted by flashes of explosivelight. A band of corad skippers
raced past the bay's magnetic containment window, pursued by twice their number of X-wingsand TIE
interceptors, lasersfiring steedily.

"We're not out of thisyet,” Han said, gritting histeeth as he amed the shuttle for the gperture.

SIXTEEN The shuttle veered left and right, as Han wove ajagged course among the hundreds of ships
moored in theWhed 's shadow. Most of the barges and freighters remained at anchor, but some were
every hit as bent on escape as Han was, and were moving out at al speed, in whatever direction seemed
best.

Han twisted the shuttle to port, hugging the curve of the station's outer rim, ascending or descending as
necessary to avoid debris yanked from the interior by the Y uuzhan Vong dread wespon that had struck
it. A quarter of the way around theWhed an enormous enemy warship cameinto view, black as night
and made more hideous by pairs of branching yorik cora arms. Retracting into an orifice in the bow was
the colossal serpentine creature obvioudy responsible for the trio of erose breaches along the outer face
of that part of the gation'srim.

"That's gotta be the thing that swallowed Roaand Fasgo,” Han growled to the Ryn. "Y ou and | might
have beeninsdeit right now." Firewaling the shuttles throttle, he accelerated straight for the creature,
obliviousto his copilot'swide-eyed distress.

"What are you doing?' the Ryn screamed.



Han gestured with his stubbled chin out the viewport. "My friends are imprisoned in that thing."

The Ryn's voice abandoned him momentarily, then he exclamed, "Y ou can't just break them out!"

"You just watch me," Han said out of the corner of his mouth.

"Y ou're demented!"

"Tdl me something | don't know."

"Okay, how about,were unarmed !"

Han suddenly grasped that he wasn't aboard theFalcon , and he cursed to himself. If hewas aone, or
evenif it wasjust him and the Ryn, he might have risked attacking the dread weapon anyway. But the
shuittle's passenger compartment was filled with scores of innocents who were dready on the run from
the war, and who definitely didn't deserve to be taken into battle by a madman at the controls of a
wesponless and unshielded craft.

It dso dawned on Han that he wasin the same position Anakin had found himsglf in on Sernpidal, forced
to choose between the lives of ashipload of strangers and the life of one friend. The redlization pierced
Han's heart like avibroblade, and he swore to himsdf that if he made it homein one piece, he would put
things right with his estranged son.

Stll, Han couldn't resist harassing the creature with aflyby. When the nose of the thing loomed dl but
close enough to touch - and the Ryn was haf out of his seat in naked alarm - Han dewed the shuttle hard
to port, hoping the dithering aberration would get agood taste of the ship'sion exhaudt.

Thefact that the cresture suddenly shot from the warship, nearly snagging the shuttle with its vacuuming
mouth, suggested that Han's wish had been redlized.

"Nicegoing!" the Rynfairly shrieked. "Y ou certainly managed to get its attention!™

A bit wide-eyed himsdlf, Han took the shuttle through a power climb, then a series of evasive loops and
rolls while the creature continued to snap &t it.

"Blasted thing's as temperamental as aspace dug!”

"Y eah, and were the mynock who riled it!" the Ryn said.

Han tightened his grip on the contrals. Firing the braking thrusters, he shoved the etheric rudder hard to
the right at the same time, then executed a nosedive that took the shuttle corkscrewing around the neck
of the enraged creature and ultimately under the bow of the enemy warship.

"Who's going to clean up the passenger cabin?' the Ryn asked when held swallowed his gorge.

"WEéll worry about thet later.”

For the sake of the passengers, Han dided up the gain on theinertial compensator and trimmed back
their speed. The shuttle wasjust emerging on the far side of the bow when the instrument panel began to
scream.

Han'smouth fell open.

"What?" the Ryn asked nervoudy. "What?' He glanced at the indicators. "Why are you dowing down?'
Han fought with the controls. " A dovin basal hasus! The ship's drawing us back!"

The Ryn sat up in his seat and reached for the auxiliary controls. While Han struggled with the stick, the
Ryn opened up the engines, rocketing the shuttle through a steep hull-hugging climb that carried them
over thetop of the warship and down along the opposite Sideinto an inverted dive.

"Good thinking," Han remarked as the shuttle shot for what looked to be clear space. "Glad to be away
fromthat thing -"

Another outburst from the Ryn erased Han's words. Four cora skippers had launched from the underside
of the ship and were dready opening fire with projectile launchers.

Han broke right, angling away from the skips and soaring through a series of evasive maneuvers.

"Y ou had to go and scare their pet!" the Ryn hollered while fiery missles streaked past the shuttle to both
Sdes.

Dead ahead a veritable swarm of coral skippers were making for the warship, with New Republic
garfightersin hot pursuit. Han throttled down and banked, only to see the pointed bow of a Star
Destroyer edge into view from behind the closest of Ord Mantell's moons. Angry blue hyphens of energy
lanced from the fortresses forward gun turrets, ling the fleaing skips and very nearly impaling the
shuttle. Then the Y uuzhan V ong warship responded with plasma, as blinding and wrathful as sellar



pprominences.

All caution forgotten, Han engaged the thrusters and veered from the thick of the firefight. But the four
skipsthey had encountered earlier were still glued to the shuttle'stail.

"No doubt about it," Han muttered, "my past is definitely catching up with me.”

The Ryn glanced at him. "Then you're not running fast enough!™

Han tightened hislips. "Well see about that. Plot a course for theWhed .

"We're going back?'

"Youheard me"

"Would it help any to deny it?"

"Stop your squawking,” Han barked. " Give me everything the thrusters have.”

The Ryn set himsdf to the task, grumbling al thewhile. "1 don't know why your past hasto catch up
withme."

"| think it has something to do with your hat," Han said. "Besides, who asked you to latch on to me?'
"You'reright. Next timel'll pick someone eseto hang with."

Han took the shuttle straight for the outer rim of theWhed , but at the last moment he climbed over the
top, then dived sharply and shot between two of the station's tubular spokes. The four skipsfollowed,
but only three succeeded in matching the precarious maneuvers. The pilot in thetrailing craft failed to
swerve a the right moment and flew head-on into one of the spokes, pulverizing himself.

Out from theWhed , Han leveled the shuttle out, then made a dash for empty space.

"Projectiles coming in fast!" the Ryn warned.

Engaging the braking thrusters, Han dammed the control stick hard to one side, then punched the throttle
and dived, spinning the ship 180 degrees and vectoring back toward theWhed . Thetrio of coralskippers
didn't bother attempting to mimic the maneuver, and by the time they were coming out of their wide turns,
the shuttle was closing once more on the orbita station's outer rim.

Han jerked the control stick back, then forward, whipping the ship over the top of therim. But thistime,
just short of the hub, he juked hard to starboard and dived, racing under one of the radiating spokes,
then curved around to port, lifting the shuttlé's nose to climb over the top of the next one. While the skip
pilotstried to follow - losing another of their teammates in the process - Han threw the shuttle into an
inverted dive and, reversing his course, made afigure eight of the maneuver.

Emerging out from under the rim, however, Han and his copilot found themselves back where they had
garted, twining their way through clusters of closely anchored ships.

"Any sgn of those skips?' Han asked when he could.

The Ryn studied the display screens. "Only two left. But they're sticking with us.”

Han coaxed the shuttle through atight turn while the Ryn kept the retrothrusters from staling. They were
aimed back toward the ring when alavender-and-red TaggeCo luxury yacht suddenly blasted from one
of thelaunch bays, not only making straight for the shuttle but opening fire to boot, intent on clearing a
path.

Han howled and twisted the ship up on end, narrowly avoiding laser beams and what would have been a
sure collision. Lifting his eyes asthe yacht tore past them, he caught aquick glimpse of the occupants of
the cockpit and dammed hisfist on the console.

"I'll bet anything that was Big Bunji'sship!”

"What arefriendsfor," the Ryn remarked.

But just then, one of the pursuing coralskipperstook alaser bolt from the yacht and exploded. "Well,
thereyou go," Han said, shaking his head in wonderment.

"That il leavesone," the Ryn reminded.

"Wannabet?'

The shuttle legpt toward theWhed , but Han didn't trust that he could outfly the surviving Y uuzhan Vong
pilot with more over-and-under maneuvers. Instead he angled for the uncompleted portion of the outer
rim, where congtruction gantries, hover platforms, and a scattering of inert drone ships created akind of
obstacle course.

Clasping both hands around the control stick, he threw the shuttle into a vertical swoop to dodge a



platform, then rolled out to port to bring the shuttle beneath the longest of the open-framework gantries.
Hafway aong, however, a plasma discharge from the cora skipper dagged the gantry, forcing Han to
veer sharply for the hub. Along the way, he came close to losing awing to arectenna projecting from the
underside of one of the spokes, but the real problem was the enemy pilot himsdlf, who was as accurate
with hisweapons as he was skillful with his craft.

With console indicators screaming arid flashing, Han powered the shuttle through a circle concentric to
the hub, cheating the turn tighter and tighter yet, then vectored outward, accelerating back toward the
skeletal arc of the outer rim.

Tugging himsdlf upright, the Ryn leaned toward the viewport in obvious misgiving. "Y ou can't be serioud”
he stammered.

Han studied the skinlessrim, and the exposed ribs and structural members through which he planned to
steer the shuttle. "Theres ho skin on the far Sde, either,” he said in the most reassuring tone he could
muster. "I checked."

"Y ouchecked ? When?"

"Earlier," Han said nonchaantly. "Trust me, there's clear space on the other side. Just hang on.”

The shuttle'sinstruments went into a panic, screeching and blinking warnings of impending doom, but Han
did his best to ignore them. With the cora skipper pasted to the shuttles tail, he increased speed. Then,
just short of the rim, he feinted a climb by goosing the forward attitude adjustment jets. The skip pilot
took the bait and soared upward. Redlizing his error, the Y uuzhan VVong tried to increase the angle of his
ascent and execute a backward loop, but he was too close to the rim. The skip clipped girder after
girder, losng pieces of itsaf with each impact, then careened off to one Side and smashed into a curve of
unyielding hull where spoke and rim met.

Five degreesto port, committed to hisorigina plan, Han took the shuttle straight into the rim, daloming
through aforest of reinforcing ribs, beams, stanchions, and struts. But just as he had surmised, the outer
face of the rim had yet to bewalled in, and clear space was only a heartbeat away.

"See, that wasn't so bad," he started to say, when something dammed deafeningly into the transparisted
viewport.

Han's and the Ryn'sarmsflew to their faces. Han was certain the ship had sustained mgjor damage, but
when helooked he found only a protocol droid, spread-eagled on the viewport and hanging on for dear
life

"Hitchhiker," the Ryn said.

Severd options presented themsalves for didodging the droid, but Han didn't act on any of them.
"Wheresthe harm,” he said.

He held the shuttle to an unswerving course until they were some distance from theWhed , then banked
through along, descending curve. The areawas free of coralskippers, and the Y uuzhan Vong warship
was beginning to move off, its dovin basals devouring most of what the Star Destroyer and a pack of
garfighterswere hurling @t it.

"Plot usacourseto Ord Mantell," Han said at last. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw the Ryn nodding

goprovingly.
Han grinned. "'l -", he Started to say and stopped himsaif.
The Ryn stared a him questioningly.

"- have my moments," Han completed quietly, but by rote and absent any emotion.
Infact, it wasn't a al like old times. Roaand Fasgo were either captive or dead, and the hand Han had
clamped about the shuttle's control stick was trembling uncontrollably.

From the overbridge of theErinnic, Vice Admira Poinard and Generd Sutel watched a
projectile-shaped shuttle wend through debris surrounding thedubilee Wheel and make haste for Ord
Mantell. Out beyond the planet's moons, what remained of the Y uuzhan VVong flotillawasin full retrest.
"Sirs, technical command reports that shields have been badly damaged,” an enlisted-rating said from the
starboard crew pit, "and does not, repeat not, advise pursuit.”



"Affirmative," Poinard said. "Tell technica command that we will stand pat. Secure from generd
quarters”

"Maybeit'sfor the best,” Sutel remarked. " Seeing their forces limping home might give the Y uuzhan Vong
peuse.”

Eyesriveted on the withdrawing ships, Poinard didn't respond.

"Sirs, after-action reports coming in,” the same crewmember said. "In addition to the cruiser, welost one
escort frigate and three gunboats." She paused briefly. "Battle assessment estimates enemy losses as
ggnificantly high. Thedubilee Whed israttled but holding together. Ord Mantdll describes extensve
damage to someinland population centers, but adds that shields protected the coastal cities from the
worgt of it and that fires are under control.”

Sutel turned to hiscomrade in arms. "That has to cheer you some, Admird."

Poinard grunted noncommittally, then swung away from the observation bay. " Advise headquarters that
their intelligence was not unfounded,” he instructed his adjutant. "1'm not certain how, but we managed to
chasethem off."

SEVENTEEN Moving with cocky assurance, Reck Desh, black-haired, streamlined, and newly
tattooed, stepped into the Nebula Orchid and took in the room at a glance. Patronsin the popular Kuat
City eatery included the usua boisterous mix of human and nonhuman technicians, engineers, and
shipfitters, many on surface leave from Kuat Drive Y ards orbita starship construction facilities, dong
with adozen or so civilians. Among the latter were three veiled telbunsin heavy purple-and-red robes
and tall cylindricd hatsmates-in-training for the spoiled daughters of the Kuati dite. Flesh-and-blood and
droid waiters dashed about, taking orders and ddlivering overpriced platters of artisticaly styled medls.
"Where are you supposed to wait?" the larger of Reck's two cohorts asked.

Reck nodded his lantern jaw toward the booths that lined the back of the room. "Number six."

The big man counted the booths out loud, head bobbing as he moved |eft to right from tall windows that
overlooked the street. "Six isempty.”

"Then were off to agood start,” Reck remarked.

"Y ou and Ven grab seats where you can keep an eye on me. But stay put. Don't do anything unless|
giveasgn.

"Got it," Wotson said as he and his partner headed for an unoccupied table in the center of the room.
Reck hitched up baggy trousers, crossed the room, and folded himsdlf into booth six. Booth five was aso
empty, but in seven sat alone telbun whose facia vell covered al but his eyes. Reck settled back against
the padded seat to wait for his mystery contact to turn up. He was abouit to hail awaiter when the telbun
sitting back-to-back with him spoke up.

"Don't turn around, Reck," the Kuati ordered in the neutered tone typica of ahigh-priced voice
scrambler.

Reck barely managed to sit ill. In hismind's eye he replayed his brief ook at the telbun, and he
reassessed the conclusions held naturdly drawn. Therich robes and tall hat could conced abeing of any
of awide variety of species, and the voice scrambler made it impossible to know if the speaker was mae
or femde.

"Y ou the genuine article, or are you just on your way to amasquerade?’ he asked after amoment.

The stranger ignored the sarcasm. "Signa your associatesthat everything isin order, Reck."

Reck leaned his head back, amost touching the telbun's, "What's to stop me from calling them over here
and ripping that vell off your face?'

"Not athing. But you'd be afool to think I'd come here without backup.”

Reck's hazdl eyesleapt about, searching for likely candidates. Bluff or no bluff, therewaslittleharmin
hearing the telbun out. He turned partway in the booth and waved an okay to VVen and Wotson.

"Nicely done," thetelbun said. "As | mentioned when we spoke by comlink, | have some information for
you."

"Good for you," Reck said. "But first | want to know how you knew where to reach me."

"The smple explanation isthat the activities and current whereabouts of the Peace Brigade are known to
more people than you might imagine.”



Reck blew his breath out sharply and gave his head amournful shake. "That either meanswe're working
for the same people or you have access to sendtive data. And since | doubt we're on the same team,
you're either military security or New Republic Intelligence.”

"Y ou don't need to know that just now."

"Maybe yes, maybe no, but I came dl the way from Nar Shaddaa for this meseting."

"And I'm sure you're dready homesick for the Hutts."

"All I'm saying isthat you'd better have something worthwhile.

The telbun took a moment to respond. ™Y ou run with the Peace Brigade, but you answer to Y uuzhan
Vong operdives."

Reck took a moment, aswell. "Y ou aready know that or you wouldn't have asked me to come here.”
"Correct response. I'm something of astickler for honesty."

"Get to the point,” Reck hissed. "What information do you have?!

"l know away to put you in good stead with your bosses."

"Y eah, 0 you said when you made contact. But what makes you think I'm not in good standing?”’

"Y ou showed up here. | wasn't sure where you stood when | comlinked you, but | know now. You're
ambitious and you'reintrigued.”

Reck snorted again. "I'll let you know when | hear the rest of what you haveto say."

"The New Republic hasa 'Y uuzhan Vong defector in custody. She's an dlite - a priestess of some sort.
She jettisoned from an enemy ship destroyed in the Meridian sector. The Y uuzhan VVong have dready
made an attempt &t retrieving het, and after what just happened at Ord Mantell | suspect they'll double
their efforts.”

Reck's brows knitted. "What happened at Ord Mantell?*

"Based on intdlligence provided by the defector, a New Republic task force thwarted a Y uuzhan Vong
attack."

Reck loosed a surprised whistle. "So this priestess is now a hot property.”

"She'straveling with amascot. The two are being transferred from the Mid Rim to Coruscant for
safekeeping. | know the route they'retaking.”

Reck checked an impulseto turn around. "I'm not sure | follow you."

"Think about it. Whoever returns the defector to the fold will be doing the Y uuzhan Vong a tremendous
favor.”

"Now | get it. | make everyone happy, and maybe earn myself areward. But what's your payoff in this?
Y ou want apiece of the action, right?"

"Wrong. In exchange, you keep me apprised of the Peace Brigade's future dedlings with the Y uuzhan
Vong."

"Andif | refuseto keep my sde of the bargain?"

"I'll bring everyone down on you - military and New Republic Intelligence. After the stunts you've pulled,
you'll be lucky to get alife sentence on Fodurant.”

"Cards on the table, huh? So why do you want to see this defector returned?’

Thetelbun laughed shortly. "Did you throw in with the enemy only for the credits, Reck?!

"Credits scammed are twice as sweet as credits earned.”

"That's cute, but | don't accept it. Doubtless, credits figured into your decision, but you know aswell as|
that there arelarger issues at stake."

"Whet larger issues?'

"The New Republic isgoing to lose thiswar, and there's nothing to be gained by being on thelosing side.
Play thisright, Reck, and both of uswill come out winners.”

"I'd belyingif | said it wasn't atempting offer,” Reck said tentatively. "But since you had no trouble
getting to me, that must mean that NRI aready has the Peace Brigade under surveillance.”

"You leavethat tome.”

"Toyou ... And when do | get to know who you are?"

"When thetime'sright - and | make that decison.”

Reck took adow bresth. "All right,” hesaid a lagt. "I'm willing to give thisa shot.”



"Y ou won't be sorry.” The telbun paused briefly. " The defector and her companion are being relocated to
Bilbringi aboard an old starliner caledQueen of Empire. I'll furnish you with their travel plansand keep
you updated on additiond detailsas| learn them. But | suggest you grab them before they reach
Bilbringi."

"You leave that to me," Reck said, glad for the chance to even the score.

"One more thing you keep quiet about where you received thisinformation - even with your Y uuzhan
Vong controllers. For thetime being, thisis strictly between you and me, and your two cronies.”

"| candothat - on atrid basisanyway."

"I know you won't disappoint me, Reck.” A hand touched Reck’s shoulder. Then, with arustling of
fabric, the telbun stood.

"I'll bein touch. Don't attempt to follow me." Reck stayed put but his eyes swept the room for signs of
the telbun's accomplices. When no one rose to follow the robed figure out the restaurant's back entrance,
he swung to Ven and Wotson. "Quick - after him!"

Reck was one step beyond the pair asthey plowed through the rear doors, only to confront a sunken
courtyard filled wall to wall with identicaly attired telbuns.

Warbling srens signaled an dl-clear as C-3PO hurried past the open-air launch pads of Ord Mantdll's
primary spaceport. Defense shields had protected the city from aerial bombardment, but to the north - in
the direction of the planet's renowned junkyards - thick columns of oily black smoke climbed into a
smudged sky.

"Thank the maker,” C-3PO muttered as he walked. "Thank the maker."

Secreted with her vigilant Noghri bodyguard, Mistress L eia had tasked C-3PO with assuring that their
spacecraft hadn't suffered damage during the Y uuzhan Vong attack, and indeed that had proved to be
the case. But severad ships had been caught unawares, and the sight of their scorched and punctured hulls
had given C-3PO an unshakable flutter.

He shuddered to think what might have been hisfate had the New Republic task force failed to fail the
enemy attack. Why, he might well have ended up in ascrap heap or, worse yet, a the bottom of a pit
filled with incinerated droids, such as he had witnessed on Rhommamool, after abrief but disquieting
encounter with the late Nom Anor.

"Y our exigtence offends me," the palitical troublemaker had told him, with aminatory look that was
permanently burned into C-3PO's memory core.

It was one thing to be shunned by Gotal's, whose impressionable sensory organs tended to become
overloaded by the energy output of droids, but it was quite another to be singled out for deactivation or
annihilation. Of course, there had been caseswhere adroid was actually responsiblefor ingtigating
antidroid sentiment, such aswhen aMerenData EV supervisor droid serving under Lando Carissan on
Bespin had destroyed one-quarter of Cloud City's droid population. But EV-9D9'signominious acts
were hardly typica of droid behavior.

Moreto the point, what could droids, or asingle droid, have possibly doneto fill Nom Anor with such
hatred? In searching for precedent’s, C-3PO could recall instances of droid enmity coming from humans
forced to weer artificid parts. But many humans were perfectly comfortable with harboring nonliving
parts. C-3PO couldn't recal asingleinstance of Magter Luke railing against his replacement hand.

It wasdl so baffling!

C-3PO had had more than his share of persond brushes with annihilation. An arm torn off by Tusken
Raiders, traumatic dismemberment by Imperids on Cloud City and rioters on Bothawui, an eye yanked
out by Jabba the Hutt's Kowakian monkey-lizard ... But only to be reassembled after each calamity,
defragged and degaussed, bathed in oil - adroid's bacta tank - and polished back to hisauric splendor.
Those periodic resurrections made actua deactivation inconceivable, or at the very least, chalenging to
contemplate. In effect, ceasing-to-be was shutting down permanently - eternaly. But how could that be?
And how torturousit must be to suffer forced deactivation at the hands of adversaries!

"We'red| doomed," C-3PO muittered aoud. "It'sthelot of al sentient beings, metal and otherwise, to



auffer.”

But exactly why was deactivation such afrightening prospect to ponder?

Did thefear owe to adesperate desire to remain activated, to sustain awareness indefinitely and at dl
costs? Or did it owe to an unnatura attachment to existence? An attachment that, if surrendered, would
takewith it dl fears of ceasing-to-be -

The revelation discombobulated him momentarily, and he came to so sudden ahalt on the permacrete
landing field that a protocol droid not entirely unlike himsdf rear-ended him.,

"E chu tato you!" C-3PO said, throwing the droid's rude expletive right back at him.

The nerve, he told himself as he resumed his pace. To disrespect one who had seen so much in histime,
who had traveled so widely, who had amassed so much knowledge since hisfirst job of programming
binary loadlifters-

Quite unexpectedly his photoreceptors zeroed in on Master Solo. Conversing with a... why, aRyn, of al
Species.

As C-3PO hastened toward them he couldn't help but note that Master Han and the Ryn looked
somewhat the worse for wear, as did the shuttle they had obvioudy exited, accompanied by amixed lot
of woebegone beings and ared-capped R2 unit. And, in fact, Master Solo and the Ryn weren't so much
conversing asarguing .

"Seeyou around,” the Ryn was concluding as C-3PO neared.

"Notif | can hdpit, partner,” Han said, in amanner that held little sympathy.

"Master Solo!" C-3PO cdled, waving an arm over his head. "Master Solo!"

Han turned and saw him, then snorted alaugh - not at al as surprised as C-3PO might have expected
him to be. But then, he had been made aware of Mistress Leiaand C-3PO'simpending visit to Ord
Mantell. So perhaps he had come looking for them.

"Magter Solo, you'reinjured,” C-3PO exclaimed, on seeing dried blood on his hands and face.
"Couldve been alot worse" Han replied with hisusua penchant for understatement. "Where's Leia,
Thregpio?"

"Why, she's a the Hotel Grand aswe Spesk, sir.”

Han thought for aminute, eyes narrowing as he glanced at C-3PO. "I don't suppose there's any chance
of your not mentioning you ran into me?'

C-3PO inclined hishead in perplexity.

"No, | suppose not," Han said, answering for himself. He blew out his breath. "In that case, | guessyou'd
better lead meto her."

EIGHTEEN "I «ill can't believeyou're here," Leiasaid as she applied atransderma bacta patch to a
nasty abrasion above Han's right eyebrow. Han was seated a the vanity in Leias elegant hotel room,
with Leialeaning over him and C-3PO standing slently in the background. Olmahk and Bashakhan hed
posted themselves at the door. "Where's your friend Roa?!

Han spoke through gritted teeth. "That's an excedllent question, Leia. He got sucked into some sort of

Y uuzhan V ong snakeship that latched on to theJubilee Whed ."

Leiaplaced her hands on his shoulders. "Oh, Han, no."

"Maybe he's only been captured,” Han vented. "But that's even worse." He clenched hisjaw and shook
his head back and forth.

"Did you two accomplish what you set out to do?'

Lelaasked guardedly.

Han's eyes found hersin the vanity mirror. "The enemy interrupted us,”

"I'm sorry to hear that." Leiaaverted her gaze and returned to smoothing the bacta patch. "What will you
do now?'

Abruptly Han stood up and paced away from the vanity, combing his hair back from hisface with his
fingers. "'l don't know. Look for him, | guess."

Lelaregarded him with disbelief. "L ook for him? How do you intend to do that?*

Han shook hishead. "I don't know yet." He glanced at Leia and scowled. "What do you expect meto do
- pretend it never happened?’



"Of course not. | only meant -" Han waved hishand at her. "Ah, how could | expect you to understand?"
Leiafolded her arms and squinted. "Y ou think | don't know what it's like to lose afriend?”

Han held up ahand. "I don't need you reminding me about Alderaan or Elegos A'Kla-"
Ledseyesflashed. "Have you completdly lost your mind? How dare you say that?"

Han met her gaze. "Careful, Leig," he advised, "I'm not in the best mood.”

Leiaclutched her neck in eaborate concern. "And | certainly wouldn't want my name added to the list of
people who have crossed the infamous Han Solo."

Han pivoted dightly to throw C-3PO awry glance. "Grest little fighter for her weight, don't you think,
Thregpio?'

C-3PO gtared at him. "Pardon me for asking, sir, but -"

"Are you coming back to Coruscant with us?' Leiaasked, planting her fistson her hips.

Han shook hishead. "It'slike | told you, Roaand | were interrupted.”

"And you've no intention of telling me what thisis about.”

Han shrugged.

"What happened to the man who preferred a straight fight to sneaking around?”

Han's brow furrowed and hisjaw dropped abit. "Who's sneaking around?"

She frowned in disagppointment. ™Y ou've changed, Han."

"What are you talking about?' he protested. "I'm the same as ever. Timeproof, weatherproof, rust
ressant.”

"You think s0?' Leiatook him by the shoulders and swung him around to face the mirror. "Take agood
look."

Hanfdl slent for amoment. "That's not the years, it's the parsecs.”

Lelaexhaed wearily. "Y ou can be so exasperating.”

He snorted. "Y eah, | guess you wish you'd married some pro zoneball player instead of asmuggler,
huh?'

Leiafirmed her lipsinanger. "That'snot it a al.” She gestured to the window. "It's reckless of you to be
roaming about out there. For al you know, the Y uuzhan Vong have some kind of dossier on you. There
might even be aprice on your head.”

"I'm not exactly 'roaming about,' Leia”

"Then tel mewhat you're doing."

Han started to say something but stopped himsdlf and began again. "1 knew it would be amistake to
come here," he mumbled.

Leiastepped back in genuine dismay. Now she stopped Han when he started to speak. Y ou know what
| think, Han? | think that you should plot a course around Coruscant until you've worked thisout. | mean
it

Han nodded, tight-lipped. "Maybe you're right, Leia. Maybe that's for the best.”

She made no attempt to restrain him as he snatched histravel pack from the floor and let himself out. But
no sooner did the door seal than she sank to the bed, asif stunned.

"Well, that certainly wasn't in the plans,” she said flatly to C-3PO.

"The plans, Migtress?'

She looked a him askance. "It's an expression, Threepio. | didn't really have any plans.”

C-3PO agppeared to douch. Leiasmiled in spite of hersdlf. "Human thinking isn't dl it's prized to be,
Threepio. In fact, sometimes it's betternot to know what's on someone else'smind.”

Han placed his hand over the top of the squarish glassto prevent the four-armed bartender from refilling
it.

"Alcohal isn't the answer," hesaid.

The Codru-J studied him from behind the counter. "What's the question?”

"How do you change the past?'

"Simple. By changing the way you remember it."



"Yeah, | suppose | could get my memory wiped.”

The bartender nodded in understanding. " Another whiskey and you'd be well on your way."

Han ran hishand over his stubbled jaw, then shook his head. "To nowhere."

The bartender shrugged. " Suit yoursdlf, pa."

The bar a the Lady Fate Casino was dmost empty, but the gaming tables were crowded with people
celebrating their good fortune in escaping immolation - perhaps the longest shot any oddsmaker had ever
posted. Han figured he, too, would have been in amood to reve, if not for what had happened to Roa
and Fasgo.

But what sense was there in dragging Leiadown with him? She wasn't to blame for their disappearance
any more than Anakin was responsible for Chewi€e's degth - perhaps any more than Reck Desh was. So
maybe it was time to forget about searching for Roa or the so-called Peace Brigade and return to
Coruscant, where he might even be able to engage in something congtructive.

He paid for the drink, tipped the Codru-J generoudly, and was headed for the exit when Big Bunji's
Aqudish lieutenant intercepted him.

"| see you made it off theWhed in one piece," Han said with eaborate disappointment.

"Good to see you, too, Solo. Boss B thought you might be found here.”

"Tdl Bunji | want to thank him for leaving us behind.”

"He sends his gpologies. In the haste of the moment, he completdly forgot that he had guests.”

Han's upper lip twitched. "I'll be sureto tell that to Roa and Fasgo - assuming they survive whatever the
Y uuzhan Vong have planned for them.”

The Aqudish nodded inscrutably. "Perhaps thiswill help, Solo. The boss has learned that the human you
were asking about - the one called Reck Desh - has an operation planned for Bilbringi."

Han's expression went from anger to wary interest. "What sort of operation?”

"Unknown. Only thet it involves the entire Peace Brigade."

"When?'

"lmminently.”

"Bilbringi, you say."

"That much isknown."

Han pushed his hair from hisforehead and loosed adow exhde. "Okay, tell Bunji thanks."

The Aqualish gestured farewel | and moved off, and Han returned to the bar to think. Presumably,
theHappy Dagger was till docked on theWhed , but there would be no way of knowing whether it had
survived the attack without returning upside. The dternative wasto find public trangport to Bilbringi and
nose around for clues asto what Reck was up to. Leia could probably pull the necessary stringsto get
him aboard a ship, but he couldn't ask her without coming clean, and he wasn't ready to risk that. Not
e, anyway.

But C-3PO ... C-3PO could arrange for his passage on a Bilbringi-bound vessd.

As per Han's discreetly relayed request, C-3PO rendezvoused with him at the entrance to the Ord
Mantell spaceport.

"Nothing better than aprompt droid,” Han said smiling.

"I must confess, Master Solo," C-3PO responded anxioudy, "that | fed less than right about this -
especidly about mimicking Leids voiceto arrange for your passage.”

"Comeon, Thregpio. Youve doneit before. You did it to fool Grand Admira Thrawn'sforces."
"That's not very reassuring, Sr. What's more, that was amatter of protecting the princess from assassins.
Thisisamatter of protecting you from ... I'm not quite sure what, Master Solo.”

"I'm not asking you to lie, Thregpio," Han said, dragging the final word out. "1'm only asking you to
overlook. If Leiadoesn't ask you about me, then there's no need for you to say wherel've gone."
"But surely shewill ask about you, r.”

"Okay, but she might not ask directly if you have any ideawhere | went, or wherel am.”

"But, Sr, what if she does?'



Han consdered it. "If she does, you tell her." He regarded the droid for amoment. ™Y ou'd haveto,
wouldn't you?'

C-3PO grew jittery. "It's beyond logic."

"Exactly,” Han said. "It'sbeyond logic. Y ou know, sometimes people are better off not knowing certain
things”

"G

"Sometimes it's more painful to know the truth than not to know it."

C-3PO paid close attention. " Put that way, it doesn't sound so bad," he started to say, then made a
flustered gesture. "But this matter of stretching the truth is as confusing as ceasing-to-be!”

Han raised an eyebrow. "Ceasing-to-be? What's a droid doing thinking about death? Y ou can't die."
"Perhaps not the way a human can, Sir. But | can be deactivated. And what will become of my memories,
then - the memories of dl I've accomplished and dl I've been through?!

Han stared at him. "Did somebody |oosen your motivator or something? If that's all you're worried about,
we can download your memory to adata storage facility.” He narrowed his gaze with clear intent. "In
fact, | just might be willing to arrange for that, Threepio - especidly if you'll agree not to say anything to
Leiaabout Bilbringi."

C-3PO tipped his head to one side.

"Immortdity, Thregpio," Han said enticingly.

"But, §r-"

"It'l be like having aclone onice. Y our mind winds up in adifferent body, but you don't even know you
weregone."

"Oh, I'm confident | could adjust to anew body, sir. After dl, | am amind morethan | an abody.”
"That'sthe spirit, kid."

"That's the spirit," C-3PO repeated excitedly, then came back to himsdlf. "But, Master Solo, sir, about
this ship on which you have passage. There's something you should know -"

"It'sbound for Bilbringi?"

"Yes, gr, but -"

"Thenthat'sdl that matters. Where'sit leave from?'

"Tenders and boarding shuttles are scheduled to depart from Launch Bay 4061 at thirteen hundred
hours, locdl time. But, g, if you'd just give me amoment to explain -"

"No time, Thregpio,” Han said, glancing at anearby time display. "And thanks - for everything. Y ou
won't regret this"

C-3PO raised both hands above his head in agitation. "But, Sir," he called out as Han was hurrying off,
"it'stheQueen of Empire - ajinxed vess if ever there was onel”

NINETEEN Showolter grimaced as he watched the ooglith masguer captured on Wayland envelop and
attach itsdlf to Elan, extruding microscopic hooks and tentacles that inserted themselvesinto pores, sweat
ducts, wrinkles, and folds. Naked, Elan had her back turned to him, but he could tell by her contortions
and theinvoluntary flexing of her shipshape musclesthat the process of donning the living mantle was
excruciating -exquisitely so, according to Elan.

Alert to his curiogity, she had asked him to watch, in amanner that had managed to mix indifference with
ahint of flirtation. He could endure only so much of her agonized moaning, however, and turned away to
gaze out the safe house's sole window at a stand of trees, whose high meta content made that part of
Myrkr achallengefor transceivers and other communication arrays.

"All finished," Elan announced stoically, and Showolter turned again to find her clothed not only inthe

Y uuzhan VVong second-skin but also in the robe he had originally handed her. She looked more human
than ever.

Elan massaged her cheeks, forehead, and chin, as one might smooth away creases. "Y ou see,
Showolter? No trace of my markings, no evidence of who and what | truly am.”

Showalter redized hed been holding his breath, and helet it out. "One size clogker fitsdl, huh?'

"Why, areyou interested intrying it on?"

"No," hereplied quickly. "Just wondering whether there are male and femde versons™



"Why should there be?"

He scratched hishead. "Wdll, not every Y uuzhan Vong could have your shape.”

Elan glanced a Vergere, squatting nearby, and the two traded cryptic smiles. Vergeres disguise
amounted to no more than aloose-fitting garment that concealed her feathered torso and
reverse-articulated legs. There wasn't much that could be done about her exctic face, but with so many
folks digplaced from the Outer Rim, immigration and customs officials were getting used to seeing new
species every day.

"|s there something wrong with my shape, Showolter?' Elan asked &t last.

"Quite the opposite.” He laughed avkwardly.

"But surely you object to my facid and torso markings."

"Frogting," he said, trying to make it sound like ajoke.

Shetipped her head and regarded him frankly. "Perhaps you have the makings of a'Y uuzhan VVong -
despite your reluctance to assume the ooglith masquer.”

"| doubt it. Though | might go asfar as getting mysdlf tattooed.”

Her amile raightened. "If you think that the Y uuzhan Vong processisless painful, you're dead wrong."
He shrugged nonchdantly. " Sacrifices have to be made.”

"Oh, indeed they do, Showolter.” Shelet the remark hang in the air for amoment, then added, "But I'm
afraid my breath might offend you. It's somewhat contaminated -"

"Fromthefood," Vergere interrupted. "We're not accustomed to eating so much processed
nourishment.”

Showolter glanced at her. " Sorry, but thereés nothing | can do about that." He appraised the concealing
abilities of the ooglith masguer and gave his head abemused shake. A nerf in taopari's clothing,” he
muttered.

Elan'sfine brows besetled.

"A play onasaying," heexplained. "A taopari in nerf's clothing - abeast disguised asagrazer to infiltrate
the herd."

Elan's eyes brightened in revelation. "So I'm agrazer in beast's clothing.”

"I was thinking of the assassin your people sent.”

"Of courseyou were."

Showolter cleared histhroat and handed her undergarments, asimple dress, ajacket, and shoes.
"Anyway, herésyour outfit."

Elan examined theitems one by one. "Who am | supposed to be, Showolter?’

"My wife. Werre refugees, displaced from aplanet called Sernpidal, traveling with our servant.”

"That would be me," Vergere said, "asever.”

Elan looked from Vergere to Showalter. "I've no training in wifely duties.”

"No one expects you to live the part. Just play it. WEll go over the details before we leave.”

"It will bejust thethree of us?' Elan asked.

"WEell be met by backup on the ship.”

"Arewe going to amore popul ated world?"

He nodded.

"Youwill show methesghts?'

"That might take some doing. But, yes, eventudly."

"How ddightful."

Showolter |eft her to dress and went into the adjoining room to check on the two three-member decoy
teams. Thetwo female agents, faces painted in swirls and whorls and aready attired in outfitsidentical to
the one held given Elan, bore enough of a superficia resemblance to the Y uuzhan Vong priestessto pass
for her. But Showolter was less confident about the Mrlss and the Bimm operatives chosen to pass for
Vergere.

"Maybe we'd have been better off employing a couple of Drall," he commented as he appraised the two
costumed diens.

"What about me, Showolter?" one of the women asked playfully. "Dol | fit the bill as Miss Defector?' She



struck athestrically dluring pose and batted her eydlashesat him. ™'Y ou will show methe sghts?" she
sad, aping Elan'svoice.

Everyone but Showolter laughed. Instead, he began distributing weapons and last-minute ingtructions
written on salf-destruct durasheet.

"Let yoursalves be seen in Hyllyard City," he told the members of thefirst team, "but don't overplay
things. If there are Y uuzhan V ong operatives about, they're not going to be easily fooled.” He handed
them travel vouchers. ™Y ou'll be departing Myrkr for Gyndine, then traveling on to Thyferra."

Another set of vouchers went to the male member of the second team. "Myrkr to Bimmisaari to Kessd."
He dipped ablaster into his shoulder holster. "Everyone staysin touch with HQ through channels. Once
our informants have reached Coruscant, you'll be notified to drop the charade and report in.”

"What's your bet, Mgor?' team one's |eader asked. Showolter pulled down the corners of his mouth and
shook hishead. "After the recent setback at Ord Mantell, the Y uuzhan VVong might just avoid that sector.
Besdes," he added, buttoning hisjacket over the holster, "what would they want with abunch of
refugeestraveling on adecrepit Sarliner?!

Asthe packed-to-the-bulkheads tender pulled into docking position aongs de the once magnificent
luxury liner, Han suddenly realized what C-3PO had been trying to tell him back on Ord Mantell.

Of all ships, he said to himself asthe vessal's faded and battle-scarred legend came into view. TheQueen
of Empire.

Origindly owned and operated by Hg Shipping Lines, acompany whose loydty to the Empire and the
Alliance had varied in response to which side had the most to offer, theQueen had been the vessdl of
choicefor passengerstraveling between Corelliaand Gyndine - with numerous ports of cdl en route -
and occasiondly Rimward asfar as Nar Hekka, in Huit space.

Slightly larger than an Imperiad Star Destroyer, the ship was capable of carrying tens of thousands, but
instead had restricted its passenger list to a mere five thousand, so asto provide unparaleled comfort,
exceptiona service, and more diversions than anyone had aright to savor. Species-specific pools, spas,
restaurants, shopping malls, climate zones, and exercise rooms, tonsoria parlorsfor the hirsute and
buffing stations for the smooth-skinned, jizz lounges and null-g ballrooms, casinos, observation blisters,
and amusement aress ... dl on more decks than could possibly be explored on asingle cruise. The
plushest of her many nightclubs had been the Star Winds |ounge, where fifteen-limbed Rughjas had
played the finest in swing-bob, and affluent passengers had danced the margengai-glidetill al hours.

In her heyday, theQueen had rivaled the ol derQuamar Messenger and the Mon Caamari sarlinerKuari
Princess and had been the template for newer vessdls, such astheTinta Paette andJewd of Churba. But
frequently the target of pirates, amagnet for meteors, and once stranded hi hyperspace for five days,
theQueen had fdlen on hard times.

Han had never been aboard, but he had heard al about the ship from Lando, who had met Han's first
love, Bria Tharen, aboard theQueen . Briawas by then a high-ranking member of the Corellian
resistance, and Lando, his usua dapper sdf.

Han was till deep in recollection when he transferred to the liner, and it wasn't until he was aboard that
he grasped just how far theQueen had falen.

While he and ahandful of others actualy held tickets, the ship was overwhelmed with kedrunners,
casudties of war, and refugees previoudy stranded on Ord Mantell and theWhed and now on their way
to various Colony and Core worlds, thanksin large part to Leids efforts.

A babd of languages and a dizzying amagam of smdlls, theQueen 's once grand ballrooms and lounges
had become temporary camps, wherefolks of ahundred different species huddled insde makeshift tents
and shdlters, carefully safeguarding children, pets, or whet little foodstuffs and bel ongings they possessed.
Among them roamed guards and soldiers, settling disputes over deck space or alleged theft, or breaking
up vicious fights born of plain and smple discrimination. Also circulaing were droids, vendors, and
hawkers - many protected by bodyguards - charging exorbitant pricesfor quick-prep meals, derma
supplements, dubious Pharmaceuticals, and tickets to the portable refreshers that lined some of the



passageways.

Picking hisway among everyone, Han followed deck routing linesto the sour-smelling, cramped
compartment to which histicket entitled him. Perching himsdlf on the edge of the tiny, swaybacked bed,
he consdered his situation. The cabin space didn't bother him; Bilbringi was only two jumps distant, and
theQueen was scheduled to arrive within three ship days. Once there - where Han had contacts and
acquaintances - he would snoop around for Reck or other members of the Peace Brigade, and perhaps
even get alead on what had happened to victims of the Y uuzhan Vong attack on theJubilee Whed .

He dozed for afew moments and awoke ravenous - no surprise, in that he hadn't esten anything since
bar snacksin the Lady Fate Casino.

Ticketed passengers were supposed to be afforded exclusive privileges to both an upper-deck cafeteria
and the only restaurant that hadn't been converted into living spaces for the refugees. But crowding had
overtaxed whatever controls had once been in place, and the cafeteria had been set upon by
near-starved passengers. By thetime Han arrived, only limited quantities of food remained and there
wasn't autens| to be found. It had come down to using hands, claws, pincers, or whatever foraging
appendages nature had bestowed.

Han was assessing whether any of the grime on his hands might be toxic when he remembered the
survivd tool Anakin had given him - the one Chewie had made - which, remarkably, after al that Han
had been through on theWhed , was till clipped to hisbdt. And sure enough, the tool contained afork
attachment.

Han prized the three-lined utensi| from its clever recess and edged into the crowd surrounding the buffet
table. Closing on the warming trays, he saw that only one piece of nerf steak remained - an overdone,
gristly piece at that - but he wasn't about to passit up. As he reached forward and speared it, however, a
talon-like nail attached to asomewhat velvety, five-fingered hand lanced the steek at the same ingtant.
Han whirled and found himself face-to-face with the male Ryn in whose company he had escaped
theWhed . The prehensle-tailed alien was sporting the same vibrantly colored culottes, vest, and jaunty
beret.

"Hal" the Ryn yapped in amused surprise. "l told you I'd see you around!”

Han grimaced. " Around five years from how would have been moreto my liking."

"Ah, but you cant fight fate, my friend."

"l cantry,” Han snapped. "What are you doing here, anyway?'

"Why, the same as you traveling forward." He cut hislarge eyesto the thin dab of mest. "So who dams
the prize?'

"l guesswe shareit,” Han said in arankled tone. "Providing you egt the half you stuck your fingernall
into."

The Ryn laughed. "And folks say there are no honest beings about.”

Han trandferred the steak to an inexpertly washed plate, and the two of them found opposing seatsat a
nearby table, anong amixed group of Sullustans and Bimms.

"Droma," the Ryn said, extending ahand as he was sitting down.

"Roaky Laamu,” Han told him, reluctantly shaking hands.

"l haveto say, Roaky, you look alot better than when | saw you last.”

Han scratched at the rectangle of synthflesh Leiahad applied to hisforehead. "The marvel of bacta. Wish
| could -"

"- say the same for you," Droma completed.

Han dapped the tabletop and leaned forward angrily. Y ou and | need to come to an arrangement. |
don't know thetrick to how you do it, but from now on you're going to keep my thoughtsto yourself,
understand?"

"Quiteachdlenge,” Dromamused.

"That'syour problem.” Han stared a him for amoment. "Just how do you do it?'

"Why, haven't you heard that al Ryn are mind readers and fortune-tellers?' Droma asked facetioudy.
"Yeeh, and I'maJedi Knight."

Dromalaughed. "Now, that would be a stretch.”



Han frowned and used the survival tool's knife blade to saw the stegk in haf - its blackened underside
bearing the stamp of the provider, Nebula Consumables.

With obvious hesitation, Han forked asmall portion into his mouth. Dromawatched Han'sface ashe
chewed - or tried to.

"Not what you expected?'

"| expected edible,” Han mumbled around the piece.

"That bad?'

Droma borrowed the surviva tool to saw abite-size portion from his half.

Han pushed an empty saucer toward him. "Y ou can spit your teeth in here.”

Droma chewed for severd moments before politely taking the piece into his cupped hand and dropping it
under the table.

Han forced a breath. "L ook, what do you say wetry the restaurant - my treat."

Dromagrinned. "I thought you'd never ask."

They left the cafeteriaand walked a short distance aong the promenade deck to a crowded dining room
that had managed to retain some of the grandeur long surrendered by the rest of theQueen . Asthey
were about to be seated, however, aKlaatooinian maitre d' intervened.

"I'm sorry, Sr," hetold Han, "but we can't servethe ... Ryn."

Han showed the heavy-lidded, long-jawed humanoid an incredulous look. "What, do you think you're
working on theTintaRainbow ? Thisisarefugee ship!"

The maitre d' sniffed. "We gill have our policies”

Han's nogtrilsflared and he cocked hisarm back, only to have Dromarestrain him.

"A fight won't change anything,” Dromaadvised, al but hanging from Han's biceps.

"Except my mood,” Han growled.

"But not our appetites.”

Han lowered his arm and snatched amenu from a passing waiter. Scanning it, he jabbed hisfinger a a
chef's speciaty and thrust the menu into the maitre d'slong-fingered hands.

"Two of these-t0 go."

The Klaatooinian looked down hisnose at Han, then hurried off, returning shortly with the requested
items

Han and Dromatook the packaged medl s to tattered deck chairsin the observation bay and ate without
conversation as theQueen maneuvered out of Ord Mantell space, accruing velocity for the jump to
lightspeed. Starlight shone on the badly damaged outer ring of thedubilee Whed . Han was determined to
keep thoughts of Roaand Fasgo from hismind - a least until Bilbringi.

Sated, he leaned back in the chair and locked his hands behind his head. "Where are the Ryn from?' he
asked while Dromawas licking hisfingers clean. "Origindly, | mean.”

Droma smoothed the ends of his white mustache. A world in the Core, but even we Ryn don't know
which one"

"Were you forced to leave?’

"There are two schools of thought. The first has us descended from atribe of ten thousand musicians
donated to a nearby world that was bereft of artists. The second has us descended from warriors
deployed againgt an Inner Rim threat. Our language contains many military terms, such as Our word
fornon-Ryn , which haslinguigtic tiesto the wordcivilian ."

"How'd so many of you wind up in the Corporate Sector?"

"We were essentiadly chased there by circumstance. After leaving the Core, the Ryn learned farming,
metal-working, and other skills, but suspicion followed us everywhere. With forged documents of safe
passage, we were allowed to settle on remote worlds in Corporate Sector space. It hel ped that our
hedling techniques, borrowed from many disparate groups, saved the life of an important Authority
executive.

"Still, our nomadic ways, our fondness for secrecy, our lack of written records - al for the sake of
sdlf-preservation - persuaded othersto believe us black mages or sedlthy thieves. We were said to feast
on living flesh, and in some sectors laws were enacted that madeit legdl to hunt, brand, or kill us. We



were blamed for the crimes of others. Our native language was outlawed, and many of uswere sold into
davery or made breedersfor dave children.”

Soberly, Han recalled the Ryn on theWhed who had approached theHappy Dagger , and the pair that
had approached him persondly in the Bet's Off, regarding onward passage to the Core.

"How did you end up on thedubilee Whed ?' he asked.

"| was among acaravan of Ryn shipsthat had left the Corporate Sector for the Lesser Plooriod Cluster
when the Y uuzhan V ong pushed into the Onega system and destroyed Ithor.”

"You'reaprofessond pilot?'

"A fair one" Dromasaid, "aswell asascout and al-around spacer.”

"So what happened after Ithor?"

"Our shipswere scattered, aswere our families. I've been searching for my clanmates ever since,
including asster and severa cousins.”

"Tough," Han said.

Droma nodded. "But what about you, Roaky?'Y ou handle a ship as masterfully as a starfighter pilot - or
asuccessful smuggler. What brings you out here?!

Han took amoment to collect histhoughts. "'I'm more amechanic than | am a pilot. Taking time off from
normd lifeto figure somethingsout.”

"So you, dso, aretrying to return to your family?' Dromasaid.

Han looked at him. "Maybel am.”

From the restaurant came the strains of " Smoky Dreams," asong that had been perfectly matched to Bria
Tharen'swhiskey contralto, and one she would often sing.

"The song reminds you of something,” Dromasaid, observing Han cannily.

Han smiled without showing histeeth. "Good old days."

"How old?'

"Old enough to be good,” Han told him.

TWENTY His back to the room, Luke was standing at the wraparound transparisted window when
Kyp Durron, Wurth Skidder, Cilghal, and the other jedi he had asked to come to Coruscant filed in. The
chamber occupied the top floor of the Ministry of Jugtice building, which whilefar from the tallest tower
inthe vicinity, neverthel ess enjoyed mgestic, panoramic views of the cityscapein dl directions. Againgt
the light of the sinking sun, the windows were darkly tinted, but not so impenetrable that the chamber
wasn't bathed in the same reds and oranges that painted the sky.

L uke was seemingly absorbed in watching Coruscant's ceasdl esstraffic flow. By the time he turned from
the window, dl twenty Jedi Knights had entered and were taking seats at the round table or smply
standing about, hoods lowered, waiting for Luke to explain why held asked them to come nearly hafway
acrossthe galaxy.

"The New Republic has two enemy defectorsin custody,” he announced without preamble. "Oneisa
priestess, the other is gpparently her mascot or companion. Asaresult of their supplying military
intelligence that was at least in part responsible for the recent victory at Ord Mantell, the defectors are
being brought to Coruscant for further debriefing.”

"Now we're getting somewhere," Kyp Durron said above outpourings of surprise and excitement. "l
knew there had to be some disaffected among the Y uuzhan Vong." He showed L uke an eager,
thin-lipped smile. "When do we get ashot at debriefing them?'

"But it hasto be subterfuge, doesn't it?" Cilghd said before L uke could respond. "Notwithstanding the
aleged military intelligence." Her webbed hands were conceded in the opposite deeves of her Jedi robe,
and her bulbous eyestook in Luke and Kyp smultaneoudly.

Luke nodded as he moved to the table. "The New Republic is being cautious. If the defectors continue to
supply intelligence that holds up, they'll be given more credence.”

"They've agreed to provide more?' Wurth Skidder asked. He was the only one who wasn't wearing Jedi
robes, though from the touded look of hisblond hair he might have passed the entire journey from Y avin
4 with the hood of his cloak raised.

"Conditiondly."



Many of the Jedi traded glances, but no one spoke. L uke perched himsdlf on the edge of the table, with
one booted foot extended to the floor.

"They've requested ameeting with us."

The gray-haired and bearded Streen uttered ashort laugh. "Exactly the sort of thing | expected.” He
regarded Luke. "Did they happen to say why they want to meet with us?'

Luke stood up and took afew steps toward the former Bespin miner. "They claim to have information
about anillness Y uuzhan Vong agents introduced, long before the first worldshipslanded on Helska 4."
A shocked silence fell over the room.

"l won't try to fool any of you," Luke said after amoment. "With al my heart | want to believeit'sthe
illness Mara has been suffering, but that remainsto be seen.”

"If itisthe same," Cilghd said, il abit stunned by the revelation, "dare we surmise that the Y uuzhan
Vongknow that Maraisill?"

Luke tightened hislips and shook hishead. "I don't think we should legp to that conclusion.”

"Of course they know," Wurth said firmly. "What's more, | say they're usng Marato get to usthe same
way they got to her."

"Y ou don't know that,” Anakin said sharply. "The defectors have been scanned for just that sort of thing,
and they'll be scanned again before we meet with them.”

Nonplussed, Wurth sat back in his chair and stared at Luke. " Then you've dready made up your mind to
meet with them?”

Luke nodded once. "As an accommodation to the New Republic as much as anything else - away of
demondtrating to them that we can work together.”

Severd meaningful glances were exchanged.

"We can all appreciate that, Master," Ganner Rhysode said, "but if we're going to do this, let'sdo it for
Maraand not for the New Republic. Personally, | couldn't care less about accommodating the military or
the senate after dl that's happened.”

Murmurs of agreement filled the room. Luke waited for everyone to settle down, then said, "I'm going to
propose that the defectors meet with Maraand me aone.”

Jacen shot to hisfeet. " oudo think it'satrap!™

Luketurned to him. "I don't know that itisor it isn't."

"Then let them meet with me or Streen or Kam Solusar,” Jacen said. "Any one of uswould bewilling to
risk our livesto help Mara."

Cilgha looked at Jacen and Luke, her broad dash of mouth dightly gar. ™Y our nephew is correct,
Madgter. If thereis somerisk, you and Mara are the last ones who should assumeit.”

Luke glanced around the room. "What are you suggesting, that dl of us meet with them?"

"Y ou can count mein," Kyp said. "I'd like nothing better than afew moments aone with a'Y uuzhan
Vong."

"Kyp speaksfor me, aswell," Wurth said.

Lowbaccabrayed forcefully. Em Teedee, the miniaturized trandator droid hovering near Lowie's
shoulder on his own repulsorlift jets, supplied, "Weredl for one. Together, we are stronger than the sum
of our individua powers." Built by Chewbacca and programmed by C-3PO, Em Teedee spokein the
voice of the protocol droid, but absent his sometimes prissy inflection.

"I stand with Lowbacca," Streen said. "Whatever ingghts are to be gained about the Y uuzhan Vong will
be shared by dl of us."

"I, too," Tend Kaadded.

Luke clasped his hands behind his back and paced to the windows. The camaraderie heartened him. He
thought back to the early years of the academy, and how his students had rallied to defeat the spirit of a
dark Jedi who had sought to possess Y avin 4. Some of those in the room now had been there - Cilghd,
Streen, even the kids. And some who had joined the fight were dead, as were Cray Mingla, Nichos
Marr, Miko Reglia, Daesharacor ...

Luke exnded dowly, turned, and nodded. "I'll inform New Republic Inteligence of our decison. Well
meet with the defectors as soon as they arrive on Coruscant.”



"Onefor the human,” the dedler said, pressing a sabacc chip-card from the shoe.

An Ithorian card-bearer fitted with a paddle appendage where an arm should have been did his
wafer-thin device beneath the microcircuitry-embedded card and deposited it faceup in front of Han.
"Six of sabers," the dealer announced to the table.

Han calculated the total of the three cards he held and made a subtle waving motion with the forefinger
and middlefinger of hisright hand, sgnading the dedler that he would stand.

The dedler, a Bith whose opposable thumb and little fingers made for adroit card handling, looked to the
Sullustan seated to Han's I eft for ingtructions. The heavy-jowled, jut-eared being rapped hisfist once on
the long table's nonskid surface and failed to repress agrin when a card flipped by the bearer's paddle
turned out to be the face card Endurance.

The Bothan in the next seat folded, as did the diminutive Chadra-Fan alongside him. That |eft Han playing
againg the Sullustan, and to Han's right, an Ithorian and a Rodian - both of whom were unscrupulous
vendors - the latter holding tightly to thetwo cards originally dedlt to him, and with none on the table.
Han leaned back to show Droma his concedled cards the Ace of coins, worth fifteen, and the one of
staves - recently atered by the sabacc randomizer from the Queen of Air and Darkness. With the six of
sabers showing, the hand had atota value of twenty-two, amere point away from a pure sabacc. He felt
certain that the Sullustan wasn't holding more than twenty, despite the Endurance face card. The
Ithorian's two table cards a one valued twelve, and from the way the alien had bet, Han doubted he held
more than eighteen or nineteen. Asfor the Rodian, histwo cards certainly totaled more than twenty but
probably not more than twenty-two. A pure sabacc dedlt to him earlier in the game had al but propelled
him from his chair, and while he had greeted the present hand with excitement, therewas nothingin his
glassy, bulging eyesto suggest another ingtant win.

No one had fixed the vaue of any chip-cards by placing them in the interference field at the tabl€'s
center.

Additional cardswererefused dl around, and fina bets were placed. Unless the randomizer struck again,
Han knew he had the pot.

The Sullustan cdled, and everyone showed their hands. Han'singtincts were right on the money, and he
won histhird straight pot. Under the wary and watchful gaze of a human pit boss with enhanced vision for
spotting skifters - rigged chip-cards sneaked into the game - or players attempting to glimpse color
reflections from ionization of the interference field, the bearer's paddle gathered the cards, and the banker
assembled Han'swinningsinto neat stacks and did them acrossthe table.

The game was being conducted in theQueen 's sole extant gaming parlor, where acouple of uvide and
jubilee wheds spun noisily in the background and a haf-dozen Twi'lek women with tattooed head-tails
moved about with trays of free drinks, transdermal drugs, and a host of smokable substances.

Curioudy, Dromahad ridiculed Han's decision to buy into the game - at the cost of dmogt dl his credits -
even when Han had judtified it asameans of delaying the inevitable return to hisfilthy cabin, where Han
had reluctantly passed the previous night and most of the day, and even the current win failed to disabuse
the Ryn of disdain.

"An enterprise entirely lacking in depth,” Droma commented as Han, with arrogant delight, made even
neater stacks of hiswinnings. "And humans, owing perhapsto their evolutionary good fortune, seem
moreinclined to be taken in than any other species.”

Han'sretort was asmug snort, but he couldn't help recalling asimilar sentiment held heard expressed
more than twenty yearsearlier.

"Of al the races who gamble their well-being on uncertain returns - and there aren't many, statisticaly -
the trait's most noticeable in humans, one of the most successful life-forms.”

The speaker had been a Ruurian academic named Skynx, who had accompanied Han on the search for
Xim the Despot's treasure.

"Laugh dl youwant," Han told Droma, "but I've been playing since | was fourteen, and sabacc once won
me aship, not to mention a planet.”



"It'safool's enterprise, nonetheless," Dromasaid.

Han amiled cavdierly. "I'll take ahandful of luck to acargo hold of wisdom any day."

The Bith loaded anew deck into the shoe and showed the palms of his hands - ritual assurance that he
had nothing up his deeves, aswell asthe sgna for the sart of anew round.

Traditiona sabacc games pitted player againgt player in acontest to come closest to negative or positive
twenty-three, without bombing out by breaking twenty-three or holding cards equal to zero. And while
theQueen 's casino employed the standard four-suit, seventy-six-chip-card deck, randomizer, and
interference Geld, the house not only demanded a buy-in price but withheld 20 percent of dl pots - the
entire pot if al playersfolded - haf of which went into a specia bank for rounds played against the
house. TheQueen a so had specid rules governing pure sabacc hands. A positive twenty-three beat out
negative twenty-three, but atwo-card twenty-three beat out a three-card twenty-three, and no player
was permitted to request more than three cardsin addition to the two received on the dedl.

The next round found Han with an initia value of fourteen, atwenty after one randomizer hit, but a
thirteen after an unexpected second randomizer hit. Even so, he drew the five of coins and, through
skillful bluffing, managed to keep three of his opponents betting until the cal, when he raked in another
pot.

The following round went much the same, though he wound up edging out the Sullustari by amere point
and winning with afifteen. With hisorigina buy-in stake, plus hiswinnings, Han had closeto eight
thousand credits stacked on the table.

"When they fold every time you bet agood hand, you play to their eyes," he bragged to Droma, just
loudly enough to be heard.

He was about to ante up for another round when Droma called, "Bank!™

While Han's jaw was dropping, the pit boss hurried over to confer with the cashier, who shortly
announced that Han needed 7800 credits to play the hand against the house.

Murder in hiseyes, Han whirled on Droma. "Isthat fright wig of yours growing down into your brain?If |
lose, I'm cleaned out!"”

Dromamerdy shrugged. "The randomizer isthe only worthy opponent in thisgame. Therandomizer is
fate. Play againg that if you want to impress me."

"Impressyou?' Han echoed irascibly. "Impressyou? Why you -"

"You caled 'bank,™ the strapping pit boss reminded in athreatening tone. "Are you playing or not?"
Everyone at the table looked at Han, and a crowd of passengers began to gather round. To decline
would not only be gutless but an insult to the players he had nearly cleaned out. He shoved the credits
toward the center of the table.

"Bank," he grated.

Asthe Bith prized cards from the shoe, the passengers pressed closer to watch. Outside of tournaments,
it wasrare to see so many credits wagered on asingle hand.

Han carefully lifted histwo cards and forced them apart twenty-one.

Almost immediatdly the randomizer struck, reducing the vaue to thirteen.

He threw the Commander of flasks, worth twelve, into the interference field - just short of another strike,
which vaue converted the one of coinsinto the Idiot, with aof zero.

He asked for acard and drew the Evil One, valued a negative fifteen, leaving him with atota vaue of
negative three. Whispered disappointment spread through the crowd.

Tenson mounted as Han studied the shoe, glanced at the randomi zer, then studied the shoe some more.
When he announced that he would stand, the audience gasped in unison. A twelvein the interferencefield
and a negative fifteen on the table; he was either an inspired player or aborn loser.

The Bith turned over the house's two cards, the one of staves and the Commander of coins, for atotal of
thirteen. House rules required the dedler to draw athird card on atwelve or thirteen.

The Bith's hand went to the shoe and the crowd held its breath. A ranked card would put the house on
the wrong side of twenty-three, and aface card could very well drop the house into the negative. Han
appeared to have afighting chance. A rivulet of sweat coursed down the side of hisface and dripped
from hisjaw.



But when the bearer's paddle lifted the card, Han caught a glimpse of itsreflection in the interference
fidd.

The nine of sabers.

A twenty-two for the dedler.

Han's heart sunk. In the same ingtant the randomizer struck for an unprecedented third time. Han's Evil
One became the Migtress of staves, increasing histota to twenty-five! But then the Idiot transformed, as
well - to the Queen of Air and Darkness, valued at negative two, for atotal of twenty-three. Pure
sabacc.

Sitting tal in the chair once more, Han showed his hand. Wild applause erupted behind him. He had won
agan.

The banker shoved Han'swinnings forward and closed the table. Asthe disheartened playersleft and the
crowd dispersed - save for a Twi'lek woman trying desperately to attract Han's attention - Han counted
out hisinitid buy-in stakes and pushed the hefty remainder to Droma.

"Here," he snarled, "buy yoursdf anew ouitfit - something that doesn't shout.”

Droma grinned and swept the creditsinto his two-toned beret. "1 know some folks on the lower decks
who can usethis”

Han showed him agimlet sare. "Y ou knew I'd win."

"I may have had ahunch,” Dromaadlowed. "So you'reaplayer.”

Dromashook his head. "But | am familiar with the cards. The Ryn invented them. The ranked and face
cads, that is"

Han made aface. "This| gotta hear."

"Each card embodied certain spiritua principles” Dromawent on. "In sum they were atraining device for
spiritua growth, you might say - but never meant to be used in agame of chance.”

He reached across the table for one of the discarded decks. Fanning the deck in one hand, Dromarid it
of the suit cards numbered one through eleven. The rest he spread in asemicircle on the tabletop.
"Theranked cards - Commander, Mistress, Master, and Ace - represented individual s of specific
inclination, with the staves corresponding to spiritua enterprise, the flasksto emotiona states, the sabers
to mentd pursuits, and the coinsto material well-being. But regard the eight pairs of face cards and ask
yoursdf why agame would include such titles as Balance, Endurance, Moderation, Demise."

Droma plucked the Master of staves from the semicircleand placed it in front of Han. "You," hesaid. "A
dark-haired man of formidable strength and intuition, but often brash and sdlf-absorbed. Despite his
years, he charges boldly into every Stuation, regardless of the odds, sometimes banging his head on
things. And yet heisat heart a seeker of knowledge.”

"Hokey religions," Han said under his breeth, but deliberately loud enough for Dromato hear.

Grinning, Dromaleaned away from him, twirling the left tip of his mustache. "Think so? Let's see what we
can see”

Leaving the Master of staves undisturbed, he gathered the rest of the ranked and face cards, shuffled
them deftly, performed a one-handed cut, and set the abridged deck on the table. Peeling a card from the
top of the pack, he placed it faceup below the Master of staves.

"The Magter of flasks," Dromasaid. "A father figure, protector, or close friend. Loving, dedicated, loya
to afault." Hefingered another card from the pack, placed it on top of and perpendicular to the Master
of flasks, and frowned. "Crossed by the Evil One. A harmful addiction in some cases, but more often a
powerful enemy.”

Han swalowed, but said nothing.

Thethird card - Demise - crossed Han's card in the same way. Han felt Droma's gaze on him.

"You lost afriend - aprotector?' Droma asked.

Han put on his best sabacc face. "Go ahead, finish with your little divination.”

Droma placed acard to the |eft of the Master of staves. "The Idiot. The start of ajourney or quest,
usualy down an unknown path. A sometimes unsettling plunge into the unknown." The next card
crowned the Magter. "Moderation - but inverted. A craving for retribution or vengeance.”

Han nodded and snorted. ™Y ou're good, you're really good. Y ou watch and you pay close attention to



what people say. That way you get a sense of who someoneis or what someone's going through. Then
you put it dl in anicely wrapped package" - he indicated the spread of cards - "and feed it right back.
Just like your second-guessing what someone's about to say.”

Dromamade hisface long in feigned astonishment. "I'm smply laying out cards.”

Han gestured in dismissd. "Y ou arranged the cards when you shuffled. Or maybe you're dedling
seconds.”

Dromallifted his handsto his shoulders and nodded to the deck. "Draw four cardsin rapid succession
and line them up aongside the Master of staves.”

Han hesitated, then did so. But before Droma could speak, he jabbed hisfinger at the first of the quartet.
"Don't tell mewhat it means, just tell me what the location sandsfor."

"'Someone who might be affected by your actions.”

Disquiet tugged at the corners of Han's mouth as he scrutinized the card. " The Commander of sabers” he
said quietly. "Maybe ayounger verson of the Master. Headstrong, clever ..."

"And brave," Dromaadded. "An ablefighter.”

Anakin?Han asked himsdlf. He moved hisfinger to the next card.

"It occupies the place of unforeseen consequence or hidden danger,” Droma supplied.

"The Queen of Air and Darkness," Han mused, examining her depiction for clues. "Could be aperson
hiding something. Or adelusion, maybe."

Droma nodded. " Something unrevedled.” Heindicated the next card in the line. "How best to proceed.”
"Baance," Han said. "Being ableto stay on your feet when the going gets rough and the ground around
you'ssheking."

"Adjustment to what life dishesout,” Droma daborated. "Persstence in the face of adversity. And
Spiritua power."

Han'sfinger fdl onthefina card. "Thefuture?

Dromarocked hishead back and forth. A likely outcome. In this case, what the Idiot may find.”

Han scowled and regarded the card. "The Star. But upside down - inverted.” He glanced at Droma.
"Not dl it could be. Less than a complete success.”

Dromasmiled with his eyes and nodded. " Congratul ations, Roaky. Fortune has granted you a glimpse of
itsinnermogt designs.”

TWENTY -ONE Above a gibbous Obroa-skai, Harrar's faceted ship hung in the shadow of the most
recently arrived of the Y uuzhan VVong'syorik cord battleships, under the command of Mdlik Carr.
Where the one dazzled the eye, the other looked to have been cast fully formed from the churning bowels
of someimpossibly gargantuan volcano.

In the command center of the smaler vessdl, Malik Carr, Nom Anor, Harrar, Commander Tla, and his
chief tactician studied a holographic swirl of star systems given life by datafed to the war coordinator
lodged in Obroa-skai's mutilated surface, and relayed to the faceted ship by signa villip. In dimly lighted
recesses, attendants and acolytes stood still as statues.

"The auguries are encouraging,” Commander Tlawastelling his peer. " Our campaign proceeds apace. In
addition, agroup of captives fresh from Ord Mantdll's orbital station isbeing assigned to aspecid project
that may provide uswith new insgghtsinto the speciesthat dominate thisgalaxy.”

Commander Malik Carr nodded in gpprova. "Warmaster Tsavong Lah will be pleased to learn.” A tall
male whose incised face and bare upper torso touted an illustrious military career, he wore avibrant
turban, which conformed closdly to hiseongated skull. His shoulders and hips bulged with newly
acquired bone and cartilage, from which hung a resplendent command cloak. "Where do the auguries
direct us next?'

Tactician Raff answered. "The environment isrich with targets, Commander Mdik Carr." Heingructed
the signa villip to enlarge and enhance specific sectorswithin an area of space referred to by the New
Republic asthe Colonies. "In anticipation of our striking at the Core, the enemy has deployed itsfleets at
hyperspace egresses throughout this region. The worldsthat lie dong our side of the frontier - Borleias,
Ralltiir, Kuat, and Commenor - al make for excellent staging areas for an eventua assault on Coruscant,
the cagpitd world."



"The auguries suggest caution, however," Harrar interjected.

Thetactician concurred. " At this moment in the perpetuation, careful thought must be given to the battle
plan. Advance too dowly and we provide the New Republic with an opportunity to initiate
counterattacks along our flanks. Advance too quickly and we run the risk of encountering more
resistance than we are prepared to overcome.”

Malik Carr grunted. "Additiona warships are forthcoming from Sernpidal. With those we will be ableto
engage and occupy the enemy on numerous fronts. At the sametime, we may be able to discover amore
subtle approach to Coruscant.” He looked at Nom Anor. "What of these Hultt creatures I've been
hearing about, Executor? Do they pose athreat?"

Nom Anor advanced astep. "I have had severd meetingswith Borgathe Hutt - in my guise as
intercessor, of course - and am delighted to report that the Hutts are more interested in reaching an
accord than in going to war, even in defense of their territory. Their sector of spaceis extensive, and
includes numerous worlds that can easily be remade to provide us with yorik cora and other resources,
one of which they have dready placed at our disposal. Thus, abrief detour into Hutt space would not be
unwarranted. | have also tasked some of my agentsto sow disinformation in advance of your arriva."
"Duly noted," the battleship commander said. "And what of the Jedi?"

Harrar vouchsafed athin smile. "Their days may be numbered, aswell. We have taken stepsto provide
the Jedi with acrigs, by infiltrating one of our own among them - Priestess Elan.”

"We have even gone so far asto provide the New Republic with minor victoriesin the Meridian sector
and at Ord Mantell to substantiate the peerless value of our operative," Commander Tla added.

Harrar intruded eagerly. "It isour belief that Elan is en route to ameeting with the Jedi even now."

The priest stopped himsalf when he saw aherald appear a the entry to the command center, bearing a
villipin hisfolded arms. Approaching Nom Anor, the herald stroked the villip'sridge, inducing it to evert.
Nom Anor gestured for one of his own dedicated villips to be brought forth, and watched asthe
transforming villip took on the agpect of one of his'Y uuzhan Vong underlings.

"Executor,” the subdtern's facsmile began, "agroup of your agents - those enlisted in the Peace Brigade
- have apparently taken it upon themselves to return something seemingly lost to us”

Nom Anor's eyes grew wide. "Not Elan,” he said in false hope.

"She, Executor.”

"What?' Harrar said in darm. "What's this?"

"How isthis possible?' Nom Anor asked. " The Peace Brigade was never made aware of Elan'sfeigned
defection. What's more, you yourself informed me that the Peace Brigade was occupied in Hutt space.”
"Asthey were, Executor - a least until they learned of Elan's defection and capture.”

Nom Anor's face contorted in mortification. ""From whom?'

"l have not been ableto ascertain.”

"Thisisludicrous" Harrar shouted. "How do they plan to retrieve her?!

"Apparently they have been apprised of the means by which sheisto be relocated to Coruscant.”

Nom Anor'svillip mirrored hisrancorous expression. "Impossible. Even | had difficulty sorting through
the New Republic's subterfuges. Even within the Intelligence division the route isa closely guarded
secret.”

"I know only that the Peace Brigade is planning to move againgt a passenger ship bound for Bilbringi," the
subdtern said. "They have persuaded at least one of their immediate controllersto assst them. And they
have adovin basal in their possesson.”

"We mugt seetoit that they are prevented from interfering.” Harrar became angrier as he spoke. "At any
Nom Anor induced his own villip to return to normal and dismissed the herald. Commanders Tlaand
Malik Carr were watching him and the priest closdly.

"Isanything wrong, Executor?' Malik Carr asked &t lagt, raising afaint eyebrow.

Nom Anor traded quick glanceswith Harrar. " A possible setback involving our operative,” he conceded.
Regaining control of hisindignation, he gestured negatively and fixed his gaze on Mdik Carr. "Nothing we
can't handle. Though | may have need of your swiftest frigate, Commander.”



"We're husband and wife,” Showolter told the Askgjian officer stationed at the most forward of
theQueen of Empire's starboard boarding gates. The Sarliner was in stationary orbit above the planet
Vortex. "Recently displaced from Sernpidd.”

"Where the moon came down?" the officer asked.

"Unfortunatdly, yes."

"What wasit you folks called that moon?| remember hearing on the newsnet ..."

"Tos-karu."

"That wasit." The stout near-human regarded Vergere. "'Is.... he with you?'

"She," Showolter amended. "Our servant.”

The boarding officer nodded uncertainly, then returned the identity documents and tickets Showolter had
provided. "Y our stateroom is located on deck twenty-four, berthing space twelve. Welcome aboard, and
safejourney.”

Showolter took Elan's hand and led her and Vergere to the nearest bank of interdeck transfer tubes -
broad cylindersthat functioned like turbolifts, but without cars. Buoyed by repul sorlift fields, riders could
ascend or descend as necessary, in lift tubes or drop shafts respectively.

TheQueen was just waking from relative night, and clamorous throngs of refugeeswerelined up at the
species-specific refreshers or searching for food. Droids rushed about performing tasks that were
assumed to be benegth the dignity of living beings.

Despite the ease of the trip from Myrkr to Vortex and the smooth boarding, Showolter remained dert for
sgnsthat they were being watched or followed - by in-place NRI operatives or by unknowns. Vergere
drew afew curiouslooks, but most folks were 0o preoccupied guarding their claimsto deck spaceto
take much interest in her. Still, Showolter knew that he wouldn't relax until his backup agents made
contact.

The stateroom was more spacious than he had expected, with asitting area of couch, table, and chairs,
and four pull-down beds. Ushering the two defectorsinside, Showolter checked the passageway before
securing the door.

"Home sweet home," he said. "Until tomorrow, &t least.”

"What happensthen?' Elan asked as she sat down on one of the platform beds.

"I'll tell you when thetime comes."

She shook her head at him. "Y ou till don't trust me, do you?”

"Nothing persond,” he said. "Just following procedure.”

"I'll bet you say that to dl your defectors,” Vergere offered from one of the other beds, atop which she
roosted like an outsize avian.

Showolter set their luggage in acorner and made certain that the door to the adjoining suite was locked.
He was about to make himself comfortable when someone knocked at the entry door.

Drawing his blaster from his shoulder holster, he positioned himself dongsidethelock jamb. "What isit?"
"Cabin service," aresonant voice said in Corellian-accented Basic.

"We didn't request anything."

"Compliments of Captain Scaur,” the man in the passageway replied. "He dso invitesyou to be his guests
a histablethisevening.”

"That can be arranged.”

"Il tell him you said 0."

Showolter lowered his wegpon and hit the hatch release. A tall, dark-haired, and dangerous-looking
human entered, followed by a Rodian.

"I'm Darda," the man announced. "Thisis Capo." Green, coarse-complected, and abit hard on the
human nose, Capo had alithe grace and an easygoing air. Catching sight of Elan and VVergere, he drew
his partner's attention to them.

"Whered you come aboard?' Showolter asked. Darda pivoted away from Elan to face him. "Right here
at Vortex. We were ahead of you in the boarding line.”



Showolter grinned. "Y eah, | noticed you. Isit just you two?"

"Three more are dready on board,” Darda supplied. "Mingling with the refugeesin steerage. They'll
probably show themselves at dinner.”

Showolter nodded. "Wher€'s your cabin?'

Darda nodded his square chin at the passage door to the adjoining suite. "Right next to you."
"Convenient,” Showolter remarked. "Someone at HQ actudly did their homework." He glanced a Capo.
"Where do you work out of, Capo?"

"Bilbringi," the Rodian said, pressing suction-cupped fingerti ps together.

Showolter's eyesreturned to Darda. "Y ou?"

"Lately out of Gamorr, but they're pulling me back to Coruscant after this op.”

Showolter looked surprised. "Isthat right? Who's your new boss?!

Darda had his mouth open to respond when another knock sounded at the door.

Showolter gestured for sllence and raised his blaster once more. "What isit?"

"Cabin sarvice," ahuman voice replied.

The three NRI operatives exchanged disconcerted glances. Showolter gestured Darda and Capo into the
adjoining suite and motioned for Elan and VVergere to remain still. When the passage door closed behind
Capo, Showolter moved to the entrance.

"Wedidn't request anything."

"Compliments of Captain Scaur. He dso invitesyou to be hisguests at histable this evening.”

"That can be arranged.”

"Il tell himyou said s0."

With an economy of movement, Showolter did his blaster under apillow on the couch, arranged two
chairs so that their backs were turned to the passage door, and opened the entry door. A muscular
human mal e and a handsome Bothan fema e entered, introducing themsalves as Jode Tee and Saiga
Brelya

Shrewdly, Showolter maneuvered them into the chairs and asked where they'd come aboard.

"Weve been aboard since Ord Mantdll,” the Bothan said after sheld had a pure eyeful of Elan and
Vergere.

"Isit just the two of you?'

"Two others were supposed to have come aboard at Anobis, but they haven't made contact yet.”
"Where'syour cabin?' Showolter asked Jode Tee.

"Ten doors down the passageway, starboard side.”

"Convenient." Showolter sat on the couch, facing them, his hand closing dowly on the concedled blagter.
"Where are you based?’

"Bilbringi," Jode Teesad.

"What about you, Saiga?"

"Ord Mantdll.”

The passage door began to open, revealing Darda with ablaster raised to his chin in atwo-handed grip.
Showolter made brief eye contact and laughed to cover any sounds the door might make in opening
wide.

"So was that serious about dinner at the captain'stable?' he asked.

"l wish," Sagasad, smiling.

Showolter brought the blaster out with cool efficiency and fired. The bolt flashed between Jode Tee and
the Bothan, hitting Darda squarely in the chest. Dardaflew back from the doorway asif kicked by a
gundark, but managed to squeeze off one blast that caught Jode Tee in the back, propelling him onto the
couch.

Showolter and Saiga hit the deck. At the sametime, Vergere leapt from her bed to protect Elan, forcing
her into a corner of the cabin and planting hersalf between the priestess and harm.

Capo dithered through the doorway on his belly, weapon extended in front of him and firing repeatedly.
Blaster beams ricocheted sibilantly around the stateroom. Showolter rolled acrossthe floor until he hit the
corridor bulkhead. With nowhere to go, he risked a shot at the doorway, but by then Capo had moved.



Showolter rolled back the way he came and managed to get to one knee, but Capo had him in hissights
and fired. The blast found hisleft shoulder, just under the collarbone, and soun him completely around.
Thesmel of burned cloth and seared flesh filled hisnodtrils. But even as he wasfaling, shotsfrom the
floor told him that Saiga had joined thefight.

A bloodcurdling scream rang out, followed by an agonizing moan. Showolter blinked hiseyesopenin
time to see awounded Capo dragging himsalf toward the front door of the adjacent suite, and Saiga -
propelling hersalf backward on her rear-pressing a hand to the gaping hole a blaster bolt had opened in
the center of her chest.

Showolter came to hisfeet and staggered into the adjoining cabin space, gun raised in one shaking hand.
Capo was dready hafway into the corridor, and al Showolter's shot did was provide him with an
impetusto hurry. Showolter ssumbled to the door, but only to close and lock it. Wisps of smoke coiling
from his charred shoulder, he wobbled back to his cabin.

Hisfingersfound no pulsein Jode Teesthroat. Throwing Elan and Vergere aquick look, he crawled
over to Saiga, who had propped hersdlf against the entry door.

"Did you get him, Mgor?' she asked weakly.

Showolter shook his head.

"Who werethey?"

"I don't know, but they had the code."

The Bothan's eyes widened. "Our code?"

"Sameonel wasgiven."

"Then how did you know we were on the level?

"One of them claimed to be working out of Gamorr. | guess whoever supplied the code didn't know that
we phased out that safe house along while ago.”

A pained groan escaped Saiga.

"Saiga," Showolter said sharply. ™Y ou said we have two more aboard.”

Eydidsfluttering, she managed anod.

"Who are they? How were you instructed to make contact? Saiga. Saigal”

Her eyesrolled up into her head. A final breath rattled from her lungs and she died.

Showolter's eyes glazed over. He turned and sat unmoving on the floor.

"You're hurt,” Elan said, closeto hisear, in what sounded like genuine concern.

TheQueen trembled innocently. "Lightspeed,” Showolter durred, mostly to himsdlf. Hetried to focuson
Elan. "Got to get you out of here. Cagpo'll be coming back with reinforcements.” He made afutile attempt
at standing, then pointed to the luggage. "1n my bag ... painkillers and bandages.”

Vergere was suddenly beside him, her danted eyes brimming with tears. "Let me hep you," she said.
Cupping her ddlicate hands, she held them to her eyes. Then she rubbed her moistened pal ms together
and pressed them to Showolter's wound. He locked histeeth againgt intense but short-lived pain, then he
took along, shuddering breath.

"Better?' Vergere asked.

"Yes," hetold her, plainly astonished.

"It'satemporary repair. Y ou're going to need medicd attention.”

He nodded in understanding, pushed himsdlf to hisfeet, and rearmed his blaster. Cautioudy opening the
door, he peered into the passageway.

"Wereleaving," he said. "Our only chanceisto locate my backup.”

"But you don't know who you're looking for," Elan reminded.

Showolter nodded grimly. "I'm hoping they'll recognize me."

Elan offered her shoulder for support, and the three of them headed for the communal areas belowdecks.
TWENTY -TWO Han emerged from the portable refresher like aman on hislast legs, damming the door
behind him asif to prevent something horrible from escaping. "I'll bet anything some Gamorrean'sbeenin
there," he growled to Droma. "Can't stick to their own 'freshers. Haveto foul ours.”

"Isthisyour typica morning mood?' Dromaasked. Han glared a him. "No, but it's my mood when |
don't get any deep.”



The Ryn made asound of dismissal. "I didn't ask to share your cabin space. | wasfine being in steerage.”
Han stopped short in the passageway. "I don't mind sharing my cabin space. What | mind'syour tail in
my face hdf thenight!"

Dromafrowned. "We Ryn are compelled to dter our deep positions frequently. We never deep twicein
the same spot.”

"Next timeI'll reserve the balroom," Han said sarcadticaly. "Would that give you enough room?
"We're asuperditiousfolk," Dromaexplained as they resumed waking. "We never eet three timesfrom
the same bowl, and we have many rituas regarding bodily fluids-"

Han's handsflew up. "I don't want to know about them.” He glanced a Droma. "Why are you ill on
board, anyway? Y ou told me you were getting off a Vortex."

Dromashrugged. "1 decided I'd have better luck finding arideto Rdltiir from Bilbringi."

"Yeah," Han said dowly. "But | thought you only had fareto Vortex."

Dromaadopted adocilelook. "Thetruthis, | kept just enough of what you won at the sabacc table to
secure onward passage.”

"A finething," Han snorted.

The Ryn'sformer pugnacity resurfaced. "Y ou'd begrudge me amodest remuneration, even after | didn't
charge you for the card reading?’

Han stopped again. "Charge me? Y ou're the one who laid out the cards.”

"l don't recal you tdling meto dess.”

"l was being polite.”

"Impossible” Dromasaid. "Y oureincapable.”

"Hey, if you knew the company | keep ..."

Dromalooked bemused. "Rich and famous customersin the ship repair business?'

"l ... Ah, thisishopeless" Han said.

Shouldering the travel pack, he accelerated, figuring that the Ryn's short legswouldn't allow him to keep
up. Leaving Droma behind after twenty long strides, he quickly rounded a corner in the passageway, then
another. Then, out of nowhere, powerful arms grabbed him from behind, holding him fast and whirling
him around.

"Han!" hisinterdictor said, latching on to him for dear life. "I won't even try to imagine how Scaur talked
you into this duty, but I'm sure glad to seeyou.”

"Scaur?' Han said, then recognition dawned. " Showolter? What the -"

"They hit usin the cabin, Han. Agents working for the Y uuzhan Vong. Killed two of my people. | got one
of them, but the other got away - a dippery-looking Rodian named Capo. He's probably got
reinforcements aboard, and they're probably searching for us now. Y ou've got to find a secure place to
hidethem."

Han followed Showolter's hand to Elan and Vergere. "What's so important -"

"They're Y uuzhan Vong," Showolter rasped. "Defectors.”

Mouith faling open, Han gave them acloser look, then returned his attention to Showolter. "How'd you -"
"Isthisyour partner?' the NRI operative asked.

Han spun, found Dromastanding behind him, and frowned. "He's -"

"Jugt until Bilbringi, Han," Showolter said with sudden frailty.

"Han?' Dromaasked in mild surprise.

Showolter collapsed back againgt the corridor wall and did to hisrear, with Han following him down.
"Backup personnd will meet you in Bilbringi. They'll handle the transfer from there.” The NRI officer
groaned in pain.

Han redized he had blood on his hands and cut his eyesto Showolter's shoulder. ™Y ou're hurt -"
Showolter shook his head. "Can't afford thetime. Send amed, I'll be dl right.”

Han rose and grabbed hold of a passing Duros steward. " This man needs to be moved to sick bay,” he
sad. "Immediady - got it?'

The steward's round head bobbed nervoudy. "Yes, ir, immediatdy.”

Han sent him flying with ashove and bent down to support Showolter. ™Y ou have awegpon?"



Showolter looked up a him and nodded. "Y ou need it?

Han restrained Showolter's hand from going to his shoulder holster. "No, you do - in case they find you."
Showolter screwed his eyes shut against awave of pain. "Get going, Han."

Han turned to the defectors. "Y ou two are coming with me. Any trouble and I'll stick you in alocker for
the rest of the voyage, understand?*

Thewoman bristled, but thelittle dien nodded. "Werein your hands.”

Han raised hisindex finger. "Remember that."

They hadn't gone ten meters when he heard Dromaask, "Han?"

"My code name," Han said over his shoulder.

"Y ou're anintelligence agent?'

Han cameto ahalt and whirled around. " Stay out of this, Droma. We're not playing cards now."
Dromatilted his head. "Where are you planning to hide them - in your cabin? | know this ship better than
you do. The only safe place is down below, where you can lose them in the crowd.”

Han mulled it over, then nodded curtly. "All right. Let'sgo."

They set out for the nearest turbolift and were just shy of them when theQueen sustained an unexpected
jolt, powerful enough to send Elan off her feet. While Droma hel ped her up, Han hastened to anearby
observation bligter. In place of the purplish-white chaos of lightspeed, loca space was fracturing into
elongating lines of light. Han watched the lines compress to pinpoints, only to disgppear and elongate
once more. Finaly, the pinpoints spun and arranged themsalvesinto astarfield. In the middle distance a
large, heavily pitted planetoid was reveded by adistant red-orange sun.

"Weve been decanted,” he said, not without puzzlement.

Dromaglanced at atime display on the corridor wall. "It'stoo soon for Bilbringi -"

Howling srens silenced him, and the PA annunciators came dive.

"Attention, al passengers,” someone began in standard Basic. "Thisis the captain spesking. We have
been forcibly reverted to realspace by unknown raiders. Onboard confederates of the raiders are already
assaulting the bridge.™

"Raiders," Han sniggered. "They're not raiders, they're after someonein particular.”

"Areyou sure?' Dromaasked warily.

Han thought back to another time he'd been separated from Chewie and theFalcon , booking commercia
passage aboard the luxury linerLady of Mindor with Fiolla, acompanion far more enjoyable than the Ryn
beside him. That ship, too, had suffered a phony pirate attack - led by Fiollastraitorous right-hand man,
Magg.

"Pretty sure,” Han deadpanned.

"It'smy people!" Elan said, stricken with fear. "They've brought adovin basdl to bear onthe ship." She
dug short nailsinto Han's biceps. "Please don't let them find us -please "

"Our shields have been rendered useless,” the captain continued, "and our pursuers are coming aongside
to board. Didtress cdls have been dispatched. I'm certain that someone will cometo our ad. But in the
meantime | request that everyone remain calm. | repest, | urge everyoneto remain cam.”

"The nerve of him," Lelasaid, venting to Luke and Mara as she paced thetile floor of their apartment on
Coruscant. "Telling me I'm incapable of understanding his grief, then running off to who knowswhere."

"Y ou can take the boy out of Cordllia, but you can't take Corelliaout of the boy," Mararemarked from
the couch.

Lukesmiled faintly. "Lea, thisisn't the first time Han's done something like this. Remember when heand |
went to Crseih Research Station?”!

"That was different,” Lelasaid, shaking her head. "All right, he might have been yearning for the good old
days, but that trip was more about his resignation from the military.” She took a sest opposite her brother
and hiswife. "What he's doing now has nothing to do with nostagiaor hisfeding hemmed in by an
honorific. It'sal about Chewie."

"But that'snaturd," Maraoffered carefully.



"The grief and confusion, yes" Lelasaid. "But | think he's bent on vengeance." She sighed with purpose.
"An old friend came to see him - aman named Roa. And off they went to Ord Mantell. Why would they
venture so close to enemy-held space unless Roa had information of some sort?!

"But of what sort?" Luke asked. "The Y uuzhan Vong directly responsible for what happened on
Sernpida are dead. Han helped seeto that himsdf at Helska4."

"Luke, if that was any consolation, he wouldn't be out there,” Leiasaid.

Luke saw thetruth of it. "Even so, Han's beyond doing anything rash.”

Leiapinched her lower lip between her teeth.

"When Han and | first met, he had me convinced that he was as reckless as he pretendsto be,” Luke
continued. "But Obi-Wan said something I'll never forget. He said that there was more to Han than met
the eye, and that he had redl substance benegath his calousfront.” He smiled in recollection and looked at
Leia "Obi-Wan dso said that only a specid person would have a\Wookiee for acompanion - and that
not just any Wookiee would be found roving the galaxy in the company of someone like Han."
Leiasmiled sadly. ™Y ou don't have to remind me that Han's specid. But that'sjust the problem. He needs
that kind of companionship. Chewie and Han, | don't know, they seemed to steady each other. Chewie
kept Han in check." Forcing hersdlf to brighten, she turned to Mara. "'I'm sorry to unleash on you two. |
haven't even asked how you are.”

"I'mfeding alot stronger,” Marasaid, and let it go at that.

Leiasmiled to hersdf, thinking about how deeply she cared for Mara. She asked herself how she could
ever have distrusted her. "1 thought you would have returned to Y avin 4 by now," she said after a
moment.

Luke and Maratraded secretive |ooks. "Have you been informed that a'Y uuzhan VVong has defected?”
Lelagaped a him. "What? When?"

"Shortly before you left for Ord Mantell. She's being brought to Coruscant for further debriefing.”
"That's great news." Leids eyeslit up briefly, then she trained them on Luke. "Does the defector have
something to do with your sill being here?!

" She's asked to meet with some of us.”

"Us asin Jedi?' Lelagtraightened in her chair. "Don't tell meyou've agreed toit.”

"She clamsto have information about an illnessthe Y uuzhan Vong brought to our galaxy,” Mara
answered.

Leiabrought one hand to her mouth. "But, Mara-"

A familiar shriek emanated from the adjoining room, and C-3PO hurried into view, jerky movements
reflecting hisinner agitation. Behind him rolled R2-D2, razzing and squesking in what was clearly
derison.

"Oh, please don't deactivate me!™ C-3PO whined. "It wasn't my fault! | was only trying to help!™

R2-D2 zithered something scornful.

"Oh, switch off, youllittle....drink caddy ."

"Threepio, cdlm down," Lelasaid. "What'sthisal about?’

He swung to her. "It was just on the newsnet, Mistress Leia. TheQueen of Empire has been set upon by
raiders, Rimward of the Bilbringi system! A distress call was dispatched, but the ship is probably being
boarded at thisvery moment!"

Luke showed Leiaaquizzica look.

"A vessd transporting refugees from Ord Mantell to the Core," she explained. "Threepio, accessthe
newsnet and seeif you can learn anything more. It may be pirates rather than Y uuzhan Vong."

"But Master Solo!" C-3PO said.

Lelagtared. "What about him?"*

C-3PO threw hishandsin the air. "He's aboard the ship!"

Leiashook her head asif she hadn't heard him correctly. "Threepio, | don't understand -"

"Oh, | shouldn't have listened to him. But when he repeated the very same words you had used earlier, |
was certain that my decison wasjudtified.”

"What words?'



"That sometimesit's betternot to know what others are thinking. That sometimesit'sless painful not to
know thetruth. Y ou yourself said so, mistress.”

R2-D2 whigtled in sarcasm.

"Bedill!" C-3PO said, hopdesdy flustered.

"But what does dl that have to do with Han being aboard theQueen of Empire ?' Leia asked.

"Master Han asked meto arrange for his passage, and | did so by impersonating you, Mistress Leia -
your vocal patterns, at any rate. And asto why | never made mention of Master Han's whereabouts, that
was because you never once asked medirectly if | had knowledge to that effect. Master Solo promised
to arrange for my memoriesto be stored, in the event of my deactivation. That way | might be ableto
practice detachment -"

"Threegpio!" Lelacut him off. "I'm certain you're not fully to blame - not when it concerns Han. But be
honest with me now, why was he going to Bilbringi?"

"I know nothing of hisreasons, Misiress.”

R2-D2 rotated hisdomed head in afull circle, chirping and chittering, in amix of rebuke and concern.
Leianarrowed her eyes at her brother. " So Han wouldn't do anything rash, huh?"

"Threepio,” Luke said, "you said that the ship issued adistress cal ?*

"According to the newsnet reports, yes, Master Luke.”

Lukelooked a Leia. "Hep is probably on the way."

Leiashook her head in anger. "Who's going to care enough about the lives of afew thousand refugees -
epecidly if they'vefdleninto Y uuzhan Vong hands?!

"We could go," Luke said.

Marathrew him adubious glance. "Even if we used the Namadii Corridor, wed never makeitin time.”
Lelashot to her feet. "Y ou're forgetting one thing. Well be flying the fastest hunk of junk in the galaxy!"
TWENTY-THREE "Y ou mustn't et them find us" Elan wailed into Han's ear asthey threaded and
shouldered their way through amixed-species mob jamming the passageway .

Han angled his head just enough to throw her awarning look. "Either you pipe down or | turn you over
to them mysdf!”

Elan's eyes became hooded.

Han snorted in response. "That the best you can do?”’

"You'd dowell to fear me," shetold him.

"Save the threats for someone who cares, sweetheart. I'm only doing this because Showolter took a
blaster beam for you, which means he thinks you're pretty important.”

"More important than you know."

"Well see about that. But right now you're my charge and you'll do as| say, got it?"

She dlowed adefiant nod.

The captain's request for cam notwithstanding, disorder reigned. Reports of raiders were seldom greeted
with enthusiasm, but the fact that most of theQueen 's passengers had experienced the Y uuzhan Vong
firsthand had only made matters worse. M ost were searching out places of concealment in utility lockers,
ventilation shafts, cargo containers, and the narrow closets of lower deck cabins. As a consequence,
crowds of passengers and crewmembers swarmed the corridors and clogged the interdeck transfer
chutes. Many had made frantic dashes for escape-pod bays only to find them locked down; others had
stormed the upper decks only to be repelled by armed contingents of ship's officers and vendors. Clearly
intent on ignoring the time-proven dictum that surrender was the best survival strategy againg pirates,
theQueen 's refugees had turned the starliner into a seething catacomb.

In spite of everything, Han and company had succeeded in making their way to the docking bay deck,
whereif nothing ese, the crowd was more dispersed and acquiescent. The worst that could happen, Han
had told himself, isthat he would end up in the same fix as Roaand Fasgo.

From aportside blister it was poss ble to observe the approach of the raiders ship, from relatively below
and dightly aft of the garliner. Running lights suggested along, cylindricaly shaped vessd, equivadent in
Szeto an old Blockade Runner.

Asit maneuvered within range of theQueen's, outboard illumination arrays, Han saw - much to hisinitia



bafflement - that the ship wasin fact an old Corellian corvette, though heavily modified and anodized a
non-reflective black. In addition to the standard aft and ventral turbolaser batteries, the vessdl's
barrel-shaped bow boasted side-mounted Taim & Bak H9 cannons, and the dome that usually
supported the communications array had been elongated to house elther aformidable interdiction field
generator - or the Y uuzhan Vong dovin basal that had tugged theQueen from hyperspace.

A trio of twenty-year-oldMartia -class shuttles dropped from aretrofitted launch bay in the corvette's
belly and made for theQueen 's own ventra docking bay deck. Asthe corvette's steering thrustersfired
to bring her into alignment with the liner's portside airlock, Han got agood look at the starboard side,
where just aft of the cockpit module the matte hull was emblazoned with the clasped-handsinsgnia of the
Peace Brigade.

Thewords of Big Bunji's Aqualish lieutenant rushed to mind. They have an operation planned for Bilbringi

Reck!Han said to himsalf in astonishment.

The Peace Brigade was after the defectors. Reck might already be aboard theQueen , he thought. With
luck the mercenary would turn out to be the one Showolter claimed to have killed.

"Why are we standing here?' Elan asked anxioudy. "The agent who escaped will be searching for us.”
"That isn't a'Y uuzhan Vong ship,” Han told her.

"Buttha is" Dromasad, pointing.

Han followed the Ryn'sthin, velvety finger. High up in the blister, starlight glinting off a curve of scabrous
surface, aflattened ova of yorik coral was paraleling the corvette, asif waiting in the wings. Fear
laddered up Han's back as he recdled going to gunswith smilar Y uuzhan VVong a Dubrillion and Helska
monthsearlier.

Heturned to Elan. "I take back what | said. Y ou must be pretty important for them to send awarship.”
"Asimportant to my people as| amnto yours," she answered in arush, without atrace of arrogance. "l
have vita information for your Jedi Knights.”

Han's brows knitted in interest. "Concerning what?"

"Anillnessmy peopleintroduced.”

Before he could stop himsdlf, Han had taken her roughly by the shoulders. "Y ou're serious about this?
She nodded, seemingly unruffled by the pressure of hishands. "I am against the use of bacteria wegpons.
Such atactic demeansthe Y uuzhan VVong."

Han tightened his grip and held her gaze. "Don't toy with me, Sster. | wasat Sernpidal and Dubrillion. |
know exactly what you people are capable of, and alittle thing like disease wouldn't raitle the Y uuzhan
Vong conscience for amoment.”

Sheraised her head haughtily. "It prompted me to secrete myself in an escape pod and dlow mysdf to
be captured by your forces."

Han looked over at the woman's wondrous companion. "And you?"

Vergereregarded him camly. "1 am with her.”

Han let go of Elan and jerked athumb toward Droma. "Y eah, well, heswith me and that doesn't say a
whaolelot."

"l couldn't have put it more ddlicately,” Droma muttered.

Vergere looked at Droma, then Han. "'I'm Elan's familiar. Where she goes, | follow."

Han ran his hand down hisface. Out of nowhere another choice had been forced on him. By remaining
on theQueen he might be able to finish the businesswith Reck, as Roa had put it. But if Elan waswho
she claimed to be, her safe conduct to Coruscant could mean a cure for Marasillness,

He blew out his bresth. Reck would have to wait.

"Maybe you are worth the effort after dl,” he said at last. "Which means we should be thinking about
getting you some different clothes.” He glanced at Droma. "Think you could rustle up new ouitfits for
these two?'

Dromarocked his head from side to side. "Provided that they're not particular about size or fashion.”
"They can't afford to be." Han paused to study Elan in earnest. "Isthat the real you or are you wearing
one of those living body sheaths?'



"| am adorned with an ooglith masquer.”

Han nodded. "Wél, aY uuzhan VVong in amasquer fooled the members of the ExGal team on Belkadan.
Let'sseeif it works aswell with the Peace Brigade.”

TheQueen shuddered concussively asthe corvette fastened herself dongside.

"The raiderswill hook up with the survivors of the team that hit Showolter and begin a deck-by-deck
search,” Han said, hisnose al but pressed to the transparisteel bubble. "They might sweep with sensors
or dose the ship with obah or some other disabling gas." He whirled from the view. "We need to move
fedt."

"Whereto?' Dromaasked.

"The docking bay. Our only hope isto make off with one of their own ships.”

A hatchet-faced Peace Brigade member met Reck Desh and his heavily armed escort asthey emerged
from the docking bay. Reck was ouitfitted with only a hand blaster, but his riot-helmeted cadre carried
stun batons, stun nets, flechette launchers, and other antipersonnel weapons. By Reck's side marched the
Y uuzhan Vong overseer held persuaded to join them in the retrieval operation, cloaked to conced the
telltale markings of hiskind.

"Bridgeis secured?' Reck asked as he brought everyone to ahdt.

His confederate nodded. "But we've got problems. Which do you want to hear about first?"

Reck glanced around. "Wher€'s Darda? Has he got them?'

"Dardas dead. The Rodian took abeam, too, but hell live. Capo being the only one who's seen the
defectors, we had him patched up. Heswaiting for you in sickbay.”

Sudden blood mottled Reck'sface. "The two of them tried to take on the Intelligence team?"

"There were only three agents. Capo swears that two of them are dead, and the third is badly wounded.
Besides, Dardainssted oniit.”

"And Capo lisened to him," Reck grated. "I'll ded with him later.”

"Thiswas supposed to bein and out," the hulking human to Reck's | eft said. "Thereisn't timeto search
the entire ship. | say we abort."

Two of the other men grumbled agreement.

"Stow it!" Reck told them. "What else?" he asked the bearer of bad news.

"A Y uuzhan Vong ship has shown up.”

"What?' Reck stared in disbelief, then sivung to the Y uuzhan Vong among them.

The enemy operative nodded. "I was compelled to revea the nature of this operation to my superiors. It's
likely that the ship has been sent to support us."

Reck gestured broadly and furioudly. "That ship's going to draw New Republic forcesinto this! They've
got too much to worry about to bother with chasing pirates. But with the Y uuzhan Vong involved-"
"Maybe the ship can buy usthe time we need to flush out the defectors,” the sharp-festured messenger
said. "Even if New Republic forces do show. So long as we're the onesto return the defectors, nothing's
changed, right?*

Reck tugged at his jewel-studded lower lip for amoment, then nodded. " Time the passengers knew the
score.”

The messenger pointed to acomlink on the bulkhead. "We can tie into the public address system.”

Reck took the comlink in hand while one of his men fiddled with the channd selector. The man nodded
when he found the proper channel, and Reck switched on the handheld device.

"Attention, al passengers,” hebegan in Basic. "Just to set dl of you at ease, we have no designson
hijacking, piracy, or turning you over to the Y uuzhan Vong. Were looking for two passengersin
particular - a human-looking female and a nonhuman female, probably in the company of awounded
human male. If they want to come forward and save everyone alot of grief, they should report to the
bridge. If anyone hasinformation on their whereabouts and isinterested in collecting a substantia reward,
they should also cometo the bridge.

"If no one comes forward and we're forced to conduct a deck-by-deck search, we're going to go hard



on everyone, and you just might end up in enemy hands after al.” Reck paused briefly. "Oh, and anote
to the two were searching for we have ways of identifying you. If you think you can hide or lose yoursdlf
inthe crowd, think again.”

An ovoid of yorik coral, nubbed with cone-shaped projectile launchers and propelled by adovin basa of
the highest caliber, Commander Mdik Carr's persona ship wasthe swiftest vessd in hisflotilla. From the
bridge, Nom Anor addressed villips consciousness-joined to the commander and Harrar. Hisview
through the crystaline viewport took in not only the Peace Brigade's gunship and theQueen , but also
severd cratered planetoids and the distant sun beyond them, all in near syzygy.

"l have my agents under surveillance," Nom Anor updated. "The capabilities of the dovin basal aboard
the gunship have been neutralized, and | have commanded our own dovin basal to prevent the gunship
from separating from the starliner. Should the Peace Brigade succeed in locating Elan, any attempt at
embarkation will fail."

"That corvette may carry fightersthat will be ableto launch,” Harrar's villip relayed with agrimace.
"Three vessdls have aready done so and have docked aboard the liner. | will utilize our dovin basa to
thwart their return to the gunship.”

"House adovin basa in aremote to accomplish both tasks and prepare to withdraw,” Commander Malik
Carr'svillip relayed. "By the time your agents discover what has happened, New Republic shipswill have
cometo theliner'srescue.”

Harrar's villip spoke. "No doubt your misguided operatives are aware of our presence. When they redize
that they are unableto launch, they will wonder why you aren't coming to their assistance and they may
atempt contact.”

"L et them wonder," Nora Anor sngpped. "I'm only interested in persuading the New Republic to
conclude that the actions of the Peace Brigade are Smply another attempt on our part to retrieve Elan.”
Hewasinterrupted by his second on the bridge, fists snapped to opposite shouldersin gpology for the
intruson.

"A ship emerging from hyperspace, Executor.” The subdtern pointed out the viewport in the direction of
the nearby primary. "Our ssignd villip identifiesit asaNew Republic cruiser-carrier.”

Nom Anor addressed thevillips. "The arrival of that vessel should smplify matters. As suggested, | will
position the dovin basal in aremote. The Peace Brigade will attempt to flee and be apprehended, and
Elanwill remainin custody.”

He swung to the bridge officer. "Make ready to engage the enemy's sarfighters, aswell. Y ou may
disapprove of this, Subdtern, but you're going to have to make it gppear asif you were chased off. You
have my word that your losseswill not be held against you.”

TWENTY -FOUR Still recovering from the bruising it had taken at the battle of Ord Mantdll, the
cruiser-carrier Thurse winked into real space at the Rimward edge of the Bilbringi system, X-wings
tumbling from her launch bays like bedevilers from an agitated nest. Between the cruiser and the distant
blip that authenticators had recognized as a Y uuzhan V ong warship floated theQueen of Empire, with
what appeared to be a seasoned corvette nursing at one of the starliner's airlocks.

Apex of thefighter formation that gradually assumed shape, Wing Commander Kol Eyttyn chinned the
helmet switch that opened the command net.

"Thurse, we have visua on the Y uuzhan Vong ship. Low-profile cord ova. Looksto befrigate classor
thereabouts. Reminds me of the stones 1'd skim across water in the carefree days of my youth.”

"Let's seethat it doesn't come skimming thisway, Commander,” the voice of the cruiser-carrier's captain
sadin hisleft ear. "That's affirmative.”

Screen chatter from the R2 unit socketed behind the cockpit canopy told him that short-range scans had
picked up aflock of Y uuzhan VVong fighters - skips. Eyttyn chinned open the tactical net.

"Blips are enemy vessdls, cord skipper designation,” hetold the pilots of the gathered squadrons. "Enable
countermeasures and deflector shields. Inertiad compensators to maximum boost. Keep in mind we're
sacrificing laser yield for increased bursts. That means mixing it up at close quarters, so listen to your



group leaders and stick to your wingmates.”

Eyttyn cdled on the life-maintenance system controlsto expand the sarfighter'sinertial compensator
field. While the volume of protection afforded by the enhanced field had been determined to be sufficient
for tricking the compensator into treating Y uuzhan Vong-created gravitic anomdieslike any others, the
field could be overwhelmed by large dovin basals or a confluence of sngularities, such asmight easily be
fashioned by three or more skips.

The same held true for the sensor database package devel oped in the wake of engagementsin the Outer
Rim. While the retrofitted tracking adjunct augmented a pilot's ability to target coral skippers, substantia
variationsin the size and shape of thefighterslimited the effectiveness of the array. Asever, an X-wing
was only asgood asits pilot and droid.

Eyttyn increased the gain on the sensors and, with his thumb, flicked weapons control to lasers, quadding
them up so al four would fire with asingle squeeze of the stick'strigger.

"Red and Green Squadronswill lay back to ded with assaults directed at theThurse . Blue will form up
behind meto take the fight to the command ship. All other squadronswill bresk on my command.”
Eyttyn tightened his seat harness and waited for the droid to affirm that the coral skipper swvarm was
within range; then he flipped aswitch that locked the X-wing's S-foilsin attack position and gave the
word to engage.

Almosgt immediady the cora skippers opened fire with their volcano-like guns, loosing astorm of fiery
projectiles. The opposing sides met in adizzying contest of feints, rolls, and loops, punctuated by torrents
of laser-fire and streams of deadly plasma. Thetactica net grew cacophonous with warnings, exuberant
outburgs, and dhrill criesfor help.

"Blue Four, skip locking onto your Six."

"Thanks for the heads up, Three. | think | can shake him."

"I've got your flank, Four."

"Blue Eight, can you give meafix on Blue Ten?"

"Negative, Ten. Things are fast and furiousjust now."

"Waich your starboard, Five. Three skipsanglingin!™

"Scissor right, Five, they're on you!™

"I can't shakethem! Shields down to 30 percent!"

"Hold tight, Five. I'm on my way!"

Though loud in hisright ear, Eyttyn ignored what cries he could. For Blue Squadron it wasgoing to bea
matter of avoiding hits and conserving firepower. Whileindividualy piloted, theyorik cord fighterswere
thought to answer at least in part to organic elements aboard the command vessels - what the enemy
called yammosks, or war coordinators - like the droid ships of old. Eyttyn knew better than to expect
that Blue Squadron could take out the ship, even with proton torpedoes, but as New Republic forces
had proved time and again, distraction was often enough to sow turmoil among the cora skipper pilots
and dow the responses of their craft.

Y uuzhan VVong fliersrelied less on evasive tactics than on the capabilities of their shidd-nullifying dovin
basds, in any case. As he maneuvered through the swarm, Eyttyn could fed the influence of that
macabre, biogeneticaly hatched technology tugging at the X-wing's shiddswith invisblefingers. The R2
unit could fed thetug, aswell, and signaled its dismay with flurries of trandated code that scrolled across
the cockpit digplay screen.

Ancther thing to ignore, Eyttyn told himsdif.

With two skips closing on him, herolled the X-wing up on its stabilizers and veered away to starboard.
In the same ingtant, hiswingmeate peeled away in an abrupt bank, then dived to rgoin Eyttyn on the
original approach vector. Another pair of cora skippers swooped beneath him, but only one came about
in pursuit and was easily evaded.

Eyttyn glanced at hisrange finder. Already the frigate was growing larger in his canopy, but it had yet to
open fire, and probably wouldn't until Blue Squadron began their runsagaingt it.

Off to Eyttyn'sleft, Blue Four began to wobble under the influence of two skipsthat had fastened
themselvesto the X-wing'stail. Eyttyn'swingmate dropped back to loose aburst at one of the craft, but



it refused to take the bait. Hoping that Blue Four'slead pursuer might cut across his own path, Eyttyn
decreased velocity, but the cora skipper pilot divined Eyttyn'stactic and wasin and out of hissghtsina
flash.

Inadazzling digplay of evasive maneuvers, Blue Three broke from the pack to speed to hiswingmate's
ad. Hafway there, however, destructive projectiles sought and found him, blowing the X-wing to pieces.
The two cora skippers chasing Blue Four accdlerated, settled into kill position, and opened fire. Caught
by an dlipss of blazing missiles, Blue Four vanished in arailing of crimson fire and white-hot gas.

Eyttyn summoned hisremaining shipsinto aweaving, mutudly protective circle. Laser bolts from Blues
Eight and Nine sheared off chunks of an encroaching skip; crippled, the ship spiraled off to port and
exploded.

Not amoment later, Blue Six made akill, but soon found himsdlf trapped at the center of intense return
fire. Shidds pilfered, the X-wing sustained hit after hit, splitting into four pieces before disgppearing from
gght.

Eyttyn glanced at his primary monitor. Bright red damage icons peppered the screen. " Stay with your
wingmates," he warned over the net. "Conservefire until we're in the pocket.”

He snap-rolled to bring one Y uuzhan Vong killer under hisweapons. With abelly-up dew to starboard,
he seized the cord skipper in his Sghts and tightened his middle finger on the stick'sauxiliary trigger
button. With the X-wing's lasers cycling more rapidly than they would have in single-fire mode, each bolt
burned with a scarlet intensity that belied its reduced strength. Dazzled by the task of distinguishing the
heavier, morelethal bolts from the hail of essentidly harmless boltsloosed by the quadded lasers, the
skip'sdovin basdl failed, and a packet of Eyttyn's energy dartsfound their mark.

The coraskipper cracked apart like pumice and disappeared.

Blue Six avenged, Eyttyn raced through the Y uuzhan V ong's debris cloud of glowing motesto closeon
another coralskipper. A sustained, convergent burst of flickers from the X-wing's wingtips caught the
enemy unprepared, destroying him, aswell.

With Blue Squadron down to nine fighters, Eyttyn formed everyone up into atrailing wedge. But no
sooner had they closed on the frigate than they ingtantly became targets of its crater-like gun ports.
Another X-wing was annihilated, then another, although by then Eyttyn wasin position to make astrafing
run. Jnking to port, he paid out a pair of proton torpedoes, only to watch in utter stupefaction asthe
scintillating spheres soared away into empty space.

He had grown accustomed to seeing laser beams and torpedoes swallowed by gravitic anomalies, but
thiswas something different. It was asif the enemy ship itself had disappeared.

He glanced frantically around the canopy, thinking that he had somehow become disoriented and that the
frigate was actudly above him. Star-swept darkness met hisgaze in dl directions. Data scrolls from the
R2 weretdling him that the Y uuzhan VVong ship had moved, but the droid was obvioudy mistaken. No
vessd could move that quickly - even when making microjumps.

"Whered the blasted thing go?' he asked over the net.

"Don't know, Commander,” Blue Two responded. "I was right on your Six when it disappeared - ina
blink."

"Cloaking device?' Blue Eleven suggested.

"Well, it vanished like it was cloaked,” Eyttyn said, "but | figureweld il pick up residud gravitic traces
from aship that massve."

"Hyperspace," Blue Ten interjected.

"Not without taking mewithiit," Eyttyntold him. "It's-"

"Commander,” Blue Two cut him off. "I've located it."

Eyttyn aimed the X-wing's scopes at the coordinates Blue Two supplied, and sure enough, the frigate
was there - two thousand kilometers away.

Blue Eleven offered astunned whigtle. "That ship jumped two thousand clicksin asplit second.”

Eyttyn forced a breath and tightened his grip on the controls. "Adjust course,” he ordered. "If it'sagame
of tag they want, it'sagame of tag they'll get.”

TheMillennium Falcon burst into redl space on the far side of Bilbringi's profusion of orbital habitats and



heavily mined planetoids. Leilaand L uke had the forward seets, with Marabehind Luke in the chair
normally assigned to acommunications officer and C-3PO in the navigator's chair. R2-D2 had planted
himsdlf at the rear of the cockpit, with his grasping arm clamped to aslender conduit.

In the fan-shaped viewport, theQueen of Empire was well off to starboard. Rimward, locd spacewasa
pyrotechnic welter of laser beams, radiant projectiles, fusd thrusters, and blossoming explosions.
"Unidentified Cordlian freighter,” an incensed voice barked over the comm, “thisis Captain Jorlen of the
New Republic cruiser-carrierThurse . Y ou've jumped into acombat zone. | suggest you hold fast or
return to wherever you came from."

"Captain Jorlen,” Lelasaid, "thisis Ambassador Organa Solo.”

"Ambassador, what in blazes are you doing here?' The captain sounded surprised, though hardly
cheered. "And when isthat husband of yours going to get around to installing an authorized transponder?
"I'll ask him when | see him, Captain. He's aboard theQueen of Empire . Welve cometo lend ahand, if
you'll have our hdp."

"Negative, Ambassador. | request you hold your position. Weve got a'Y uuzhan Vong frigate jumping dl
over thearena. For al weknow, it'll bein your lap next."

"Acknowledged, Captain, well stay put. For now," Leiaadded under her bresth. "Have the raiders
issued demands of any sort?"

"Weve had no contact with them," Jorlen said impatiently. "We assume they've come for the passengers
themselves - to supply the Y uuzhan VVong with sacrifices.”

"Then why the Y uuzhan VVong warship, Captain?'

"Why, indeed," Jorlen mused.

"Something's out there,” Luke said, pointing away from both the starliner and the ongoing firefight.

At firg Leiawasn't sure whether hed sensed something through the Force or merely observed it, but
when shefollowed hisfinger she saw what he was referring to and caled up an enhanced view on the
console display. The screen showed a blunt-nosed object reminiscent of ayorik cord fighter but clearly
reinforced by some sort of burnished black armor. "Disabled ship?' Mara suggested. "Could be," Luke
said, staring not at the screen but out the viewport. "But I'm sensing something dse..."

"A space mine?'

Luke shook hishead. "A void."

Leiaand Marareached out with the Force, verifying the emptiness that had drawn Luke's attention. Luke
was about to speak when the comm board came dive once more.

"Ambassador Solo," Jorlen updated, "we've just been hailed by theQueen of Empire . The raiders have
issued an ultimatum. Unlessal New Republic forces move off, they're going to begin expelling
passengers out the airlocks.”

"Oh, my!" C-3PO said in trepidation.

R2-D2 twittered, then whimpered.

Leas eyes clouded over with darm. "What was your response, Captain?’

Jorlen took amoment to answer. "It's contrary to New Republic policy to bargain with pirates,
Ambassador. I'm sorry that your husband is aboard, but the fight goes on. More to the point, if the
raiders havein fact comefor captives, their threat is an empty one, since theQueen 's passengers are
aready marked for death.”

"That'shardly arelief, Captain.”

"My apologies, Ambassador. But therell be no negotiations while that Y uuzhan VVong ship is present.”
"Then well have to do something about that.”

No sooner did Leiasign off when Luke said, "Whatever that object is, it's abetting the coralskippersin
someway."

"A war coordinator?' Leiaventured.

Hetore hiseyesfrom the viewport to regard hissister. "A dovin basdl.”

Lelaadopted a determined expression and centered herself over the controls. "Living. But not for long.”

* k%

With concussive explosions rocking theQueen , Han peeked around the corner of a corridor at ahatch



that opened on the docking bay. Guarding the way were two men armed with blasters and stun nets. Han
congdered bringing out his blaster, which was still secreted in histravel pack, but then recalled that the
power pack had yet to be replenished.

"No good," hetold Dromaand the recostumed Y uuzhan VVong, "they've seded off every approach.”
Withdrawing, he pressed his back to the bulkhead and glanced left and right. "We need aholeto hidein.
With dl that's going on outside, it won't be long before the Peace Brigade surrenders or attempts an
escape.”

Heled them to abank of drop shafts and cautioudy peered over the edge of one of them. Far below was
the floor of acargo hold.

"In case you haven't noticed," Dromasaid, "the shafts have been deactivated.”

"So we find some shock cord,” Han said. "It's only, what, fifty meters or so to the bottom?"
Dromalooked skeptical. "Might aswell be from here to Coruscant.”

The sound of approaching footsteps put a quick end to the dilemma. Slinking away from the drop shéfts,
thefour of them entered an intersecting passageway, where they were greeted by the sound of yet more
footsteps, along with achorus of piqued voices. They hurried around another corner, searching high and
low for aplaceto hide.

Determined footsteps to their left grew louder, and not a moment later the owners of the piqued voices
strode into view. Han's eyes roamed over the raiders. Even after all the years, Reck Desh was
recognizable by his cocky gait and full deeve of tattoos. With him walked five examples of well-armed
Peace Brigade thuggery and a spindly miscreant who would have made a perfect Y uuzhan VVong, if in
fact he wasn't one, disguised by an oversize cloak.

Reck stationed one of his men at the intersection of the corridors and moved on.

Han felt hisblood rush and heard his heart pounding in his ears. He thought about Chewie, and about
Lwyll, Roa, and Fasgo. Thetravel pack did from his hand onto the floor, and he immediately squatted
down and pulled out hisempty blaster.

Dromawatched him with mounting concern. "'l thought the ideawas to sted a shuttle and get off ship.”
"That canwait,” Han grumbled. "Thisispersond.”

"Persond?' Dromawhispered harshly. "I fed compelled to mention that your wegpon -"

"Saveit for someone who cares," Han interrupted.

He regarded the blaster, compressing hislipsin anger, then forced a bresth and stood up.

"What ishe doing?' Elan asked Dromaworriedly.

Dromashrugged resignedly. "He has this need for confrontation, even when unnecessary.”

Han swung to them. "Find yoursalves someplace to hide. I'll be back for you."

Cautioudy and with the useless blagter raised, Han moved toward the intersection Reck and company
had passed through. The man Reck had left behind remained obliviousto Han's presence until he felt the
business end of the blaster touch the side of his neck.

"Not asound,” Han warned.

The man tensed and swallowed audibly.

Han'sright hand closed on the raider's blaster. "I'm relieving you of your wegpon, soldier.”

The man nodded. "It's your party, pa."

Han grinned. "Y ou catch on fast.”

"What now?"

Han pressed the muzzle of the loaded blaster against the man's back and took hold of his own wespon
by the barrd, raising it over hishead. "Thismight hurt abit," he said.

The man turned ever so dightly. "What might -"

Han brought the grip of the blaster down hard on the back of the raider's neck, crumpling him to the
deck. Then he set out in the direction Reck had taken. Approaching another intersection, he could hear
voices ahead. Pressed to the wall, he lowered himsalf somewhat, and peered around the corner. Reck
and the possible Y uuzhan VVong were only ten meters away. With no plan in mind, other than to finish



thingswith Reck, Han started around the corner. At the same time, however, he heard something behind
him and swung to the sound. A thickset human in spacer garb had a Tenloss disrupter rifletrained on him.
Han dived to the right, getting off one shot as he did. Theraider fired back but also missed. Han caught a
glimpse of Reck turning toward him as he disappeared into another corridor and straight into the blaster
sghts of two more Peace Brigaders. He jinked to the left, firing blindly, then launched himsalf feetfirst at
thelarger of the pair. The raider grunted in pain and tumbled backward, losing his wegpon. But Han hit
the floor harder than he had planned to and lost most of hiswind. By the time he had scrambled to a
crouch, the smaller raider was al over him, dong with the one with the Tenloss.

Han sivung wildly, struggling for al it wasworth, but it didn't take long for them to pin him, flat on hisface
with the right foot of the largest raider planted on the back of his neck.

With askewed view of the corridor, Han watched Reck and the rangy miscreant hurry onto the scene.
"All right, hero,” thebig raider said, "get up.”

The pressure on his neck eased, and Han expelled his breath. He tasted blood in his mouth and was
suddenly aware of athrobbing painin hisright hand. As he was pushing himsdf to hisfeet another raider
showed up, escorting Droma, Elan, and Vergere at blasterpoint.

"| found these three running scared,” he reported to Reck.

"Wewere just searching for a'fresher,” Han heard Dromasay in agood-natured way. "They're never
around when you need them.”

Reck advanced a couple of steps and swept his eyes over everyone. Much to Han's surprise, Reck
didn't gppear to recognize him, but perhaps only because he was too busy scrutinizing Droma.
"Yourea... Ryn?' Reck ventured.

Dromabowed dightly. "Theimpossible-to-find item on every scavenger hunt list.”

Reck ignored the remark, squinted at Vergere, and shook his head. "I haven't aclue.”

Vergere adopted abashful expression. "l get that alot.”

Reck moved down the line and gazed curioudy a Elan. Shortly, aknowing smile began to pull at the
cornersof hismouth. He turned and waved asigna to hisrail-thin confederate.

From asturdy carry case the lanky man set at hisfeet, he extracted - by the scruff of itsbristly neck - a
nasty-tempered, sharp-toothed creature that |ooked like the offspring of ang'ok and aquillarat. Han
heard Elan's sharp intake of breath and saw her eyes widen asthe creature's handler let thething get a
whiff of her. All a once alayer of skin seemed to pedl back from Elan's nose, cheeks, and neck and
withdraw into the collar of the blouse Droma had found for her. Bulging asit rushed down her body, the
layer of skin flowed out the hem of her skirt and down her bare legs to mass on the floor and dither of f
for safety, reveding Elan in dl her tattooed splendor.

Out of the corner of hiseye, Han saw Droma's jaw drop in unabashed wonder.

"Got'cha" Reck said, beaming.

Two men stepped in to take charge of Elan. At the sametime, the creature who had sniffed out the
ooglith masquer legpt snarling from its handler's arms and went after the living sheath with avengeance,
snatching it with itsrazor-sharp teeth and shaking it around asif it were adab of meat. The Y uuzhan
Vong followed, grabbed hold of the creature, and shoved it and the shredded flesh-garment back into the
carry case. Reck couldn't have been more pleased. "That's the thing about ooglith masquers,” he said to
newly decorticated Elan, "they're aseasy to intimidate as ..."

Reck'swords trailed off as his gaze settled on Han. Then he, too, went abit wide-eyed, in amanner that
mixed plessant surprise with sudden disquiet.

"Han?' hesaid. "Han, itisyou, right? Grayer, heavier, but, son of agun, same off-kilter mouth and
lady-killer looks."

"Hello, Reck."

Reck grinned broadly and gestured to Han's chin. "I don't remember that scar.”

"I could have had it fixed, Reck, but it reminds me that my past wasred."

Reck looked confused for amoment, then laughed asif he meant it. "Han Solo." Shaking his head back
and forth, he swung to his comrades. "Can you believe this? Han Solo." By the time he camefull circle,
however, the smile had been replaced by alook of vexation. "Figuresthey'd put you in charge of these



two."

"That isn't exactly the way it happened, Reck."

"I'm sure." He gestured to the Y uuzhan Vong's carry case. "What do you think of the unmasker?'

"I'll say this much, you don't make many mistakes." Reck snorted. "Hey, they don't et me."

"Have you taken alook outside, Reck? How far do you think you're going to get?"

"l only need to get asfar asthat Y uuzhan VVong ship.”

"If | wereyou, I'd start rethinking my loydties.

"Loyadlties?' Reck said in exaggerated dismay. "What's loydty worth on the open market?' He laughed
again, mordantly thistime. "Guyslike you bresk me up, Han.

Profiteers without the guts to change sides suddenly cdling themselves patriots. Iknow who's coming out
ontopinthisone, and I'll do whatever | haveto, to live happily ever after.”

"Y ou'retalking treason, Reck."

"l speek it fluently, friend.”

Han fought down an urge to throw his stiffened fingersinto Reck's windpipe. "Remember Chewbacca?'
"The Wookiee? Sure | do. Best of the best.”

Han swdlowed. "Y our new employerskilled him. Pulled amoon down on him."

Reck's eyebrows arched. "The Wook was at Sernpida?' He puffed out his breath and shook his head
back and forth. "I'm sorry to hear that, Han - honest. But | had nothing to do with that op."

"What about the op on Atzerri, Reck? That's where Roas wife, Lwyll, died because of what the Peace
Brigade s&t in mation.”

"Roaswife?' Reck blinked, then began to shake hishead in protest. "That op wasn't supposed to end
likeit did."

Han's eyes bored into him. "Doesthat make it easier to swalow?"

Reck frowned. "A man hasto work,"

Han lunged for him, barely managing to wrap his hands around Reck's neck before someone knocked
him to the deck.

"I don't mind aturncoat, Reck," Han said, gazing up as he got to hisfeet, "but | draw theline at
second-rate ones. Y ou're going to give mercenaries abad name.”

Reck'srgoinder was a sneer. He pulled out his personal comlink and thumbed it on. "We've got them,”
he said into the pickup. "Well be heading back to the ship momentarily.”

"Won't do you much good," abrittle voice replied from the unit. "We can't detach from the airlock. All
systems, even sublight and repulsors, are down. No response at al from the dovin basdl. It'slikethe
thing'sgoneinto sasis.”

Reck swung to the unmasker's handler, who looked mystified.

"Have you atempted to contact the Y uuzhan Vong ship?' Reck said into the comlink. "No response.”
Reck cursed. "All right," he said after amoment. "I'll take her to them in my shuttle.”

The man at the other end of the link laughed. "It's doomsday out here, Reck. Y ou'll be lucky to clear the
launch bay without getting yoursdf wasted.”

" Are the weapons operating?'

"Affirmative”

"Then you just clear apath for me. The New Republic's not going to interfere while we're holding severa
thousand hostages. Once | make the Y uuzhan VVong ship, I'll seetoit that the rest of you are brought
over."

Reck switched off the comlink. He had his mouth open to say something to Han when another Peace
Brigade contingent arrived on the scene, making haste for the docking bay. Supported by two of them
was awounded Rodian who had to be Capo.

"Y ou people are supposed to be on the bridge," Reck bellowed.

"Thisisyour operation, Reck," the largest among them answered. ™Y ou want to stay and feed refugeesto
the vacuum, that's your business. But were out of here.”

The man who had discovered Han and Droma started to raise his disrupter rifle, but Reck restrained him.
"Knock it off. Fighting among oursavesisn't going to do any good. Well pack the shuttles and convoy



for the Y uuzhan Vong ship.”

Han smirked. "Proverbid droch in the ointment, huh, Reck?"

Reck gestured two of the men to take charge of Vergere, then he turned to Han. ™Y ou know, I'm less
worried about interference from those starfighters than | am about interference from you.”

He drew his blaster and ordered Han to move to the nearest drop shaft. Dromafollowed silently. At the
blaster'sinsstence, Han backed himsdlf to the edge of the tube, then he held hishand over it.

"Not much of abreeze," he thought to point out.

Reck grinned. "Y ou dwayswere afunny guy, Han."

Han shrugged. ™Y ou know what they say about a punch line being the best revenge.”

Reck consdered it. "If wed met somewhere ese, we could be sharing ice-cold Gizersright now. Buit |
can't have you trying to follow us or talking to your New Republic friends. Y ou've got way too much
good fortune on your side. Y ou dwaysdid.”

"Seem'smy luck'srun out,” Han and Droma said at the sametime.

Reck looked from one to the other, then laughed shortly. ™Y ou two make quite apair. Too bad I've got
to split you up." Helifted the blaster's barrel. "Down you go, Han. Next stop, the cargo hold.”

Han gulped. "Come on, Reck, you don't need to do this. For old times sake."

"Oh, but | do, old friend." Again, he motioned with the blaster. "Be agood sport. Don't make me shoot
you."

Han tightened the straps of histravel pack, thinking that it might somehow cushion hisfdl. Then he
sguared his shoulders and blew out his breath. Narrowing his eyes at Reck, he took a backward step
into the abyss.

Dromalet out an anguished shriek and went rigid with shock.

TWENTY -FIVE Relayed to Obroa-skai by signd villip, thefierce fighting at the Rimward edge of the
Bilbringi system unfolded in redl time for commanders Malik Carr and Tla, tactician Raff, and Harrar,
aboard the priest's faceted starship.

"The Peace Brigade gunship has made severd attempts at communication,” avillip of Nom Anor
reported, "but we have refused al appealsto render aid.”

Behind himinthesgnad villip'svisud field, outsde the frigate's observation bay, light stresked and flashed
inthe black of space. Every so often a snub-nosed fighter would pass close to the bay, discharging
blinding globes of encapsulated energy. Most were immediately gobbled up by singularities, but some
detonated againg the ship with trembling force, crazing the villip feed with undulating lines of interference
or suspending it dtogether.

"With due respect, Commander Mdik Carr,” Tlasaid, "1 find it irksome to have to abandon dlies - even
though they wrongly took it on themselvesto redeem Executor Nom Anor'sinfiltrators. More, | didike
having our forces|egp about to avoid engaging the enemy directly.”

Harrar placed himsdf infull view of theissuing villip.

"Areyou concerned that some may judge your actions cowardly?' he asked Nom Anor.

"Knowing that my actions are for agreater cause, no, I am not concerned.”

Tlaglowered. "Y our opinions matter not, Executor.”

Commander Maik Carr watched Tlafor amoment, then turned to face the transmitting villip. "Would
you surrender your command to assuage Commander Tla's concerns, Executor?!

Nom Anor ridiculed theidea. "Even | know better than to exchange alesser indignity for agreeter one.”
From somewhere outside the confines of the visud field, the subatern in command of the frigate bridge
spoke. "Executor, an enemy ship has targeted the dovin basal we housed in akeeper. Thusfar the dovin
basa has been unsuccessful at repelling the attack. It reacts asif dazed.”

"Show usthat ship,” Nom Anor ordered.

Thereceiving villip on Harrar's vessel relayed an image of a gray-white saucer-shaped vessdl with
protruding mandibles and armaments of extraordinary firepower.

Nom Anor'svillip looked to the tactician. ™Y ou've studied the villip images of our previous battleswith
New Republic forces. Do you recognize this ship?'

Raff's enhanced brain went to work on it. Findly, he nodded. "The ship was present at Helska," he



announced to those in the command center aswell asto those aboard the frigate. "1t was remembered by
thevillip beaconsleft in place by Prefect Dagara.”

"At Helska," Malik Carr said in surprise. "Jedi?" he asked Nom Anor. " Could they have grasped your
intent?"

Nom Anor shook hishead firmly. "Unlikely. And if in fact they are Jedi pilots, they're too focused on
confusing the dovin basal and prevailing in thisinsgnificant contest to redlize what they're doing.
"Subaltern," he continued, "do nothing to protect the remote dovin basal. Should that ship succeed in
destroying it, you will instruct our coraskipper pilotsto behave asif thrown into sudden disarray.”
Tactician Raff spoke up. "1 would point out that the destruction of the dovin basal will dlow the smaller
shipsthat boarded the starliner to launch -"

"The dovin basal has been destroyed,” the subaltern updated.

Thevillip field showed those aboard Harrar's ship the saucer-shaped ship up on its Sde, streaking away
from the annihilated remote.

"Three shuttles have left the starliner,” the subaltern reported to Nom Anor. "Two are disappearing
behind the passenger vessdl, bearing toward the planet. Oneis vectoring for our current position.”

"It would appear that the Peace Brigade hasreclaimed Elan,” Commander Malik Carr said flatly,
breaking the sllence that fell over the command center. "I suspect they're attempting to bring her home."
"Their gunshipisdtill held fast to the liner," Nom Anor countered. "They could be hoping for sanctuary,
and nothing more.”

Commander Tlawas unsuccessful at concealing his sdlf-satisfaction.

"Exercisediscretion,” Harrar said at last, "but hold the shuttle at bay.”

"And if Priestess Elan isindeed aboard?' Maik Carr asked.

Harrar glanced a Nom Anor'svillip, who answered for the priest. "Elan will know what to do.”

Dromawas till wailing when Han findly hauled himsdlf hand over hand up the Ryn'stail and swung
panting to the deck, a safe distance from the edge of the deactivated drop shaft.

Dromaimmediatdy fel to dl fours and began crawling around, weeping in pain.

Han caught his breath and went to hisside. "Must be something | can do to help.”

"Yes" Dromasaid, scowling a him through tears, "learn to fal more gracefully. Learnto fal brilliantly.”
Han dropped into a sitting position, with his hands resting on his raised knees. "Easy for someonewith a
tall to say." Helet amoment pass, then he grinned. "Y ou saved my neck, Droma. | won't forget this."
Dromasnorted. "1 couldn't very well let you fal. Asyou said, you're too well-known to die.”

"You'd better believeit." Clapping him on the back, Han helped him to hisfeet. "Come on, we might il
be ableto catch them.”

Dromaexhded in exasperation. "Y ou never give up, do you?'

Han threw asmile over his shoulder. "Thanksto you I've got my second wind."

"I'll know better next time," Droma muttered. With the Ryn hobbling after, Han raced down the
passageway for the hatch to the docking bay. But even from a distance it was clear that the hatch-release
mechanism had been rendered inoperative by awell-amed blaster bolt.

Han pamed the release pad anyway, then turned to Droma, frowning. "Reck doesn't missatrick.”

They raced back down the passageway and through a series of right-angle turns that brought them to
another hatch - also fused by blasterfire. It was the same at every hatch that accessed the docking bay
from that part of theQueen . But by the time they had circled back to thefirst hatch, the passageway was
thick with the astringent smell of molten plastedl, and aneat haf circle had been burned through the hatch.
"Hull cutter,” Han said excitedly. He and Dromafd| back asthe cutter completed itswork. Moments
later amassive disk of aloy dropped from the hatch with aresounding boom and rolled afew meters
down the passageway, gyrating like a.coin beforeit ultimately settled to the floor. Through wisps of white
smoke agitated by the pressure differentia surged adozen New Republic diteforcesin black helmets
and A/KT combat jumpsuits, carrying BlasTech E-15A rifles and grenade launchers.

Han and Droma ducked into a recess as the soldiers stormed down the passageway, seemingly unaware



that most of the Peace Brigade had aready abandoned ship. Han motioned Dromathrough the circular
breach in the hatch. In the spacious pressurized bay beyond sat the deek assault craft that had brought
the troopers aboard, along with two X-wings.

One of the starfighter pilots was just climbing from the cockpit when Han ran up to him to ask if held
seen any shipsleaving the bay.

The pilot took off hishelmet and shook hislong hair out of hisface. "Word isthat three shuttles launched,
but | didn't see any of them." The pilot gave Han and Dromaa distrustful look. "Who are you two?"

Han was considering just whose name he should drop to facilitate commandeering a fighter when another
ship nosed through the docking bay's transparent force field and surrendered itself to the grasp of the
daliner'satificd gravity.

It took Han amoment to accept that it really was theFalcon .

Dromaguffawed in derison. "Will you look what theQueen dragged in.”

Han whirled on him, brows beetled and mouth an eongated O. "Hey, that's my ship you'retalking
about.”

Dromalooked from Han to thelalcon and back again. ™Y our ship?”

Without bothering to explain, Han hastened for the landing zone while theFal con was settling down on
her broad disks of landing gear. He was waiting at the foot of the starboard ramp when Luke, Mara, and
Leiagppeared. Behind them came R2-D2 and C-3PO, who on seeing Han, raised hisarms and nearly
took atumblein hishaste to reach him.

"Thank the maker you're divel" the droid exclaimed. "'l don't know what | might have done had my
actions contributed to your demise!” He turned to his counterpart. "Y ou see, Artoo, no matter how greet
the odds, thereis always a chance of beating them.”

Leidsfacelit up. Shetried to run to Han'sarms, but he deftly avoided contact.

"Did you spot any departing shuttles when you were coming in?" he asked.

She shook her head. "We -"

"Leia, meet Droma," he said in arush, dragging the Ryn between them. "Dromamy wife, Leia" Lea
blinked. "Droma? Who -"

"The corvette" Han said to Luke. "Isit away?"

"No, Han -"

"Reck must be headed for the Y uuzhan Vong ship,” Han said, shooting Dromaalook. "Reck?’ Leia
asked. "Peace Brigade," Han said, asif oneword. "They reclaimed the defectors.”

Luke regarded him with intense interest. "Defectors?' Han turned to him and afragile-looking Mara,
clenching hisfigtsin recdl of what Elan had said about a'Y uuzhan Vong-introduced ilIness.

"Notimeto explain." He raced up the ramp. Dromaglanced at Leia. "Nice to meet you," he said, then
dashed up the ramp, tiff tail shaking behind him.

Lukelooked a Leiain puzzlement. "Han, wait," he started to say, when Leialaid arestraining hand on
hisarm.

"No, Luke, let him go." She gazed up the ramp as Han and his accomplice were vanishing from view.
"I'veafeding he needsthis.”

Han let momentum carry him into the outrigger cockpit and clear into the pilot's seat. He wasflipping
switches and toggles when Droma entered.

"Y ou familiar with Y T-1300s?"' Han asked over his shoulder, both handsin ceaseless mation.

"Our caravan from the Corporate Sector included several 1300s - though that wasn't something we
bragged about.”

Han scowled and gestured to the copilot's seat. " Strap in, scratch coat. This one's something to brag
about."

Droma edged uncertainly between the rear chairs and settled into the outsize chair to Han'sright. ™Y ou'd
have to be aperson of congderable dimensonsto fill this seat,” he said.

Han stopped what he was doing to look a Droma. And for abrief moment he had avision of



Chewbacca. Sitting tall in the seat, the Wookiee had agrin on hisface and his big paws clasped behind
his shaggy head. His black-tipped, cinnamon fur shone asif freshly shampooed and his teeth gleamed. He
turned toward Han and boomed his ddlight in an earsplitting yowl, then woofed with laughter that
reverberated throughout the ship.

Han's chest filled with atight warmth and his eyes brimmed with tears. He had to swallow to find his
voice.

"Y ou can say that again,” he muttered, swinging toward the viewport.

Droma assessed the cockpit as theFalcon powered up and repulsors moved her toward the hold's
magnetic trangparency and the starfield beyond. "I thought you said you ran with awedthy crowd.”

Han snorted alaugh and jerked histhumb over his shoulder. "That guy in the robe back there - that was
Luke Skywalker."

Dromalooked impressed. "The Jedi Skywalker?'

"One and the same. My wifeisLeiaOrgana.”

Droma scratched his head. " So your real nameis Han Organa?”’

"Solo," Han growled in annoyance. "Han Solo." When Dromajust stared at him, he added, "Y ou're
saying you haven't heard of me?'

"I may have," Dromaalowed. "But we Ryn meet so many people.”

Han loosed along exha e and concentrated on the business at hand. Loca space was till frenetic with
war craft and fire, but thereal fighting had moved far afield of the starliner, out toward where an ovoid

Y uuzhan Vong ship was defending itself against an ondaught of laser beams and proton torpedoes.

In thetime it had taken Leiato dock theFalcon , the Peace Brigade's corvette had managed to disengage
from theQueen and just now was trading shots with aquartet of X-wingsin aracefor thefar sde of the
largest of the nearby planetoids. Closer to the planetoid, over which aNew Republic cruiser-carrier hung
like alightsaber, starfighters and coral skippers were matched in atumultuous baitle.

" Set the friend-or-foe authenticator to scan for Sienar Fleet SystemsMartial -class shuttles,” Han directed
Dromawhile he increased power to theFalcon 'sdrive.

Dromalocated the authenticator and initiated a scan. "Found one," he reported amost immediately.
"Making for the Y uuzhan VVong ship.”

Han compressed hislips. In the heat of battle the New Republic pilots hadn't recognized the shuttle as an
enemy. "That would be Reck," he said. "Weéll never catch him."

Han threw him asidelong glance. "Don't be fooled by age, partner.”

Despite the high setting of theinertial compensator, theFalcon 's sudden increase in vel ocity nearly pinned
Dromato the seatback. His rakish cap flew from his head and his eyes opened wide in astonishment. He
loosed araucous cry.

"Y ee-ha, what a ship! What a beauty!"

Han merely grinned. "When you catch your breath, tell me about that shuttle.”

"Still dosing on the enemy vessdl," Dromasaid through histhrill.

"Come on, comeon," Han urged his ship.

Unexpectedly, the comm board crackled to life. "Millennium Falcon, thisistheThurse . Ambassador, |
thought | asked you to keep out of this."

"Ambassador Organa Solo is presently aboard theQueen ," Han said toward the console's audio pickup.
"Isthat you, Han? It'sMak Jorlen."

"Mak!"

"What are doing out there, Han?"

"Chasing down a shuttle that has something the New Republic needs. Mak, once | grab it, | might need
support on the way back in."

"Affirmative,Millennium Falcon . And, Han, welcome back to the cause. Now | know weve got a
fighting chance"

Han fdt Dromaseyeson him.

"This gets more and more curious," Dromasaid.

Han enabled the autotracking fire controller for theFalcon 's aft warship-rated quad laser. Bracketing the



fleeing shuttle in the display'stargeting reticle, he moved hisright hand to the trigger joystick.

He was about to fire when, without warning, theFal con seemed to plunge through agravitic anomaly.
Han barely had timeto hit the reverse thrusters to keep the ship from pouncing on its quarry in the worst
of ways.

In fact, though, the shuttle had dowed drastically and was all but drifting in space. "It'slikeit hit a
repulsor field," Han said as he made rapid adjustments to the controls.

Dromanodded. " She looks dead." When the distance between theFal con and the shuttle had decreased
to afew kilometers, Han unfastened his seat harness and stood up.

"Takeover," hetold Droma. "Maneuver us alongsde. Usethe tractor beam if you need to. I'll ready the
portside grapple and cofferdam.”

"Y ou're planning to board?' Droma blurted, gawking & him. "The Y uuzhan VVong must know whét it's
carrying. What if that ship draws abead on us?'

Han glanced out the viewport. Still some distance away and illuminated by brilliant spherica explosions,
thefrigate st & the center of aswirling firefight.

"Guess I'll haveto work fast," Han said, and rushed from the cockpit.

On the bridge of the Y uuzhan VVong frigate, Nom Anor studied the villip's enhanced view of the
droop-winged shuttle the onboard dovin basal had repulsed and evidently traumatized. The same
saucer-shaped ship that had destroyed the remote dovin basal had linked itself to the drifting shuttle, and
those aboard - whether or not Jedi - were surely in the process of reclaiming the priestess the Peace
Brigade hed reclaimed earlier.

With the decimeation the coral skippers were undergoing and the pounding Commander Mdik Carr's
persond ship was taking, Nom Anor found it challenging to fix his attention on asingle agpect of the
battle. But as Harrar had made abundantly clear, there was no more significant aspect than the recapture
of Elan.

Tothesubdtern, hesad, "Allow the New Republic ship afew moments with the shuttle before giving
chase. We mugt convince them without overtaking them. By then, our coralskipperswill have been dl but
annihilated and our find jump from thisfarce will at least appear credible.”

He glanced out the viewport at the maglstrom. "All glory to you warriors," he sent quietly to the
coraskipper pilots.

Suited up for EVA and armed with ablagter rifle, Han floated through the extensible vapor-tight tube that
magneticaly linked theFalcon 's portside docking arm to the shuttle's starboard airlock. Making use of
the cofferdam’s rigid-ring handholds, Han propelled himsdf dong.

He stopped at the shuttl€'s hatch to communicate with Dromaover the hedmet comlink afind time. "Any
reply?”

"Nothing," Dromatold him once more. "The shuttle must have taken a hit without our noticing. Keep your
it tight.”

"Y egh, thanks,” Han said.

He switched off therifle's safety, brought a gloved hand to the externad hatch release, and moved into the
shuttle's airlock. Once the hatch had resedled and the airlock had cycled, heraised therifleto his
midsection and hit the internal hatch release,

No one met him at the door.

"I'mingde" herdayed to Droma. "Pressure, gravity, and atmosphere are dl operative. I'm going into the
passenger compartment first."

Opening the hatch, he stepped inside. A grainy black substance, which crunched underfoot, covered the
deck plates and nearly every horizonta surface. Han stooped to take a pinch between his gloved fingers
and bring it to the helmet's faceplate. "Some kind of black stuff al over the place" he said into the
comlink. "Liketiny nut husks or something."



"Any sgn of Reck?'

Han moved down the aide and gave a art as he came to the forward row of seats. Slumped there were
three of Reck's comrades, their faces hideoudy contorted and their shirts soaked with blood that had
cascaded from eyes, ears, and noses.

"What isit?' Dromaasked in anxious response to Han's brief outcry.

"Three dead - from | don't even know what. Massive blood vessdl ruptures, it lookslike."

"Y ou're certain the shuttle didn't depressurize?

"Evenif it did, thisislike nothing I've ever seen." Han glanced at the open forward hatch. "I'm moving
into the cockpit.”

Inside he found the same black grit, aswell as Reck, Capo, and the one Han thought to be a'Y uuzhan
Vong - al dead and smilarly drenched in blood. Open and overturned on the floor was the case the
enemy agent had carried. Close by lay the body of the vicious creature that had sent Elan's ooglith
masquer into apanic.

"Reck'sdead,” Han said into the comlink. "They're dl dead.”

"Thefemaes, too?'

"No sgn of them. Unlessthey'rein cargo.”

Han took onelast ook a Reck. "Down you go," he said, mostly to himsdlf.

He waked back through the passenger compartment to the rear hold and hit the hatch release. "Found
them,” he told Droma, even before the hatch had pocketed itsdlf.

Onalarge square of deck grating lay Elan and Vergere, unconscious but otherwise unharmed. The hold
was free of black husks. Han put hisarm under Elan's narrow shoulders and gently lifted her. Her intense
blue eyes blinked open, then went widein fright. Sheflailed in hisarms, her sudden movements causing
Vergereto dir, aswell.

"It'sme- Han!" he said through the EV A suit's external speaker.

Elan began to relax. "They drugged us," she said groggily, then glanced around in confused gpprehension.
"Where are they? What happened? Why are you wearing a space suit?"

He helped her to her feet and dowly led her into the passenger compartment. Her foot had scarcely
touched the black grit when she gasped and stood petrified.

"Bo'tous" she said, in what Han assumed was Y uuzhan VVong. " A biowegpon - an airborne blood
agent!”

"Thisblack stuff isho -whatever?'

Elan shook her head. "What you seeisthe aftermath of bo'tous - aharmlessresidue.” She gestured to the
forward seats. "What they inhaled killed them.”

Vergere stepped from the cargo hold and stifled a scream.

"Everyone but you two are dead,” Han said.

Elan sared a him in bewilderment. "But who did this?'

"That'swhat 1'd like to know. Could the Peace Brigade have been carrying some of thet ... suff?"

"Y es, possibly. They had adovin basa and an unmasker. They might have hadbo'tous, aswell.” She
looked at Han. " Perhaps they planned to use it on passengers aboard the starliner.”

"Why didn't it affect you?"

"On launch from theQueen of Empire, they sealed usinto the compartment where you found us." She
held hisgaze. "We Y uuzhan Vong areimmune, in any case."

Han nodded noncommittally and activated the comlink. "Droma, meet mein the docking arm. I'm
bringing them aboard.”

"Y ou'd better be quick about it," Dromareplied rapidly. "That warship's headed right for usl”
TWENTY-SX With missilesfrom the Y uuzhan Vong frigate damming againgt her shields and detonating
to al sdes, theMillennium Falcon raced back toward the still-immobile starliner. Beamsfrom theThurse's
main batteries|ashed blue light at the frigate, but to no apparent effect.

"Youretdling meit jumped that far in a second?’

Han ydled a Dromawhile he fought to stabilize his ship.

"That's exactly what I'm telling you! One second it wasthere, the next it was practically right on top of



g
Han's hands flew across the cockpit console. "Anglethe rear deflectord! If we can't outrun them, we can
at least try to stay in one piece!" He looked over his shoulder a Elan and Vergere. "Get to the
acceleration couch in the forward hold!™

Dromawaited until they had disappeared to say, "V ergere's not an extragalactic, Han. | don't know the
gpecies, but | have seen her type before.”

Han glanced at him. "What are you telling me? That she's an impostor?*

"I'm not sure. Maybe only that those two don't add up.”

"Y ou don't trust them?"

"Doyou?'

Han considered his answer, then shook his head. " Something's been nagging at me. Why would the

Y uuzhan Vong send awarship to back up the Peace Brigade? If they knew Elan was aboard theQueen,
they would have done the job themsalves. And another thing even if some Y uuzhan V ong biowegpon
escaped aboard the shuttle, that doesn't explain the shuttle's decelerating the way it did.”

"Unlessthe Y uuzhan VVong ddiberately dowed it down.”

Han made hislipsathin line. "Exactly what | wasthinking. Y ou remember Reck's man reporting that the
corvette was glitched - that they couldn't disengage from theQueen 7

Dromanodded. "The corvette pulled theQueen from hyperspace, but suddenly was unable to break
away from her."

"Which could happen if the Y uuzhan V ong tasked the dovin basa aboard the corvette to hold fast to
theQueen ."

TheFa con shook as a projectile caught up with her. Han and Droma flinched, but dozens more missiles
streaked past the ship to port and starboard.

"I'm tempted to see what happensif we stop taking evasive action.”

"Not too tempted, | hope," Dromasaid worriedly. Han growled. "I've gone up against the Y uuzhan Vong
ships before. They just don't missthis often. It'slike they're doing everything they can to convince usthey
want their property back -"

"When they actudly want Elan and Vergereto remain wherethey are.”

Han rubbed hisjaw. "But why the ruse?’

"Something unrevealed,” Dromasaid leadingly. "The Queen of Air and Darkness.”

Han scowled. "I don't put any stock in card games.”

Droma shrugged. "Watching you play sabacc, | would have thought otherwise."

Han fell slent for amoment, then reached for his pack and located his bolstered blaster. Getting to his
feet, he buckled the holster around his hips and fastened the thigh grip.

"Take over," hetold Droma.

He hurried to the forward hold, where Elan and V ergere were seated side by side on the acceleration
couch.

"Can you outspeed the warship?' Elan asked in away that was meant to sound guileless.

"Probably not," hetold her. "But | think your people will make usthink we did.”

Shelooked a him questioningly.

"I mean that I'm beginning to think they don't want you back. That thiswhole thing - your defection,
maybe even this battle - is part of some eaborate scheme your superiors cooked up.”

"You don't carethat | have important information for the Jedi?' she said in ascurrilous but composed
voice.

Wrestling with uncertainty, Han paced the hold. "I don't know what to think." He cameto ahalt and
regarded the two of them. "I suppose | could take you back to theQueen and let Jedi Master Skywalker
decide”

"Yes," Elan sad hurriedly, "you must a least do that.”

Han heard her. But what struck him wasthe look of shocked recognition that played briefly over
Vergere's exotic features.

"Youreright," hesaid at last. "l guess|'m just being overly suspicious.”



Heturned, asif to head to the cockpit, then stopped and said, " That creature that shredded your ooglith
masquer aboard theQueen - doesit respond only to a'Y uuzhan Vong handler or will it adapt to anyone?”
"Only aYuuzhan Vong," Elan said.

Han saw her giffen, if ever so dightly. ™Y ou said the Y uuzhan VVong are immune to that bioweapon that
got loose aboard the shuttle.

Face tightened with hatred, she nodded.

And Han grinned.

"Y ou just remembered that | found the handler dead in the cockpit - aY uuzhan Vong handler. You
loosed that biowegpon from the safety of the cargo hold. When the toxin had dispersed enough, you
came out and tipped over the handler's carry case, knowing it would draw my attention. Y ou were never
drugged. That wasdl part of the act.”

Han's smile straightened and he cocked his head toward theFalcon 's starboard ring corridor. "Dromal
Take us about. Steer a course for the Y uuzhan Vong ship!”

Though muted by distance, Dromas"What?' teemed with disbelief.

"Y ou heard me. UnlessI'm serioudy mistaken, they won't fireon us." Drawing his blaster, he ordered
Elan and Vergereto rise from the couch. "1'm not taking any chances with you two."

"Y ou're making abig mistake," Elan said.

"It wouldn't bethefirgt time, Sster. Stand up and get moving."

He gestured them into the portside ring corridor and marched them aft to theFalcon 's noisy rear
compartment. Scrunched between the deck and the exhaust conduits of the bellowing power core, and
to either Sde of an access shaft that had once contained afreight elevator, were the ship's escape pods.
Roomy, state-of-the-art spheroidsin keeping with theFalcon 's status as afamily vehicle, the podswere
launched through ventral hatches by explosive separator charges, and featured such amenities as padded
g-couches; a sophisticated sensor, communications, and flight-control suite; an autometicaly activated
distress beacon; maneuvering jets; soft-landing coils; and enough rations and survival gear to keep two or
three people equipped for agood while.

Han considered confining the bogus defectorsin one of the pods, but quickly changed hismind. For all
he knew, they had some way of poisoning theFalcon the way they had Reck's shuittle.

He approached one of the portsde pods and dammed his hand on the hatch release stud. When the
broad, circular hatch had irised open, Han motioned to it. ™Y ou're going back where you belong, ladies,
marked 'returned to sender.™

He waved the blaster, and Elan climbed nimbly into the pod. Vergere was about to follow when Elan
suddenly brushed her aside, grabbed hold of Han, and tugged him headfirst into the sphere. Samming
him into the curved hull, she backed toward the still-open hatch, her mouth an intentiona rictus of
retdiation.

Han shook his head in an attempt to uncross his eyes. He raised the blaster and squeezed the trigger,
only to redizethat it was depleted. Staring at the useless thing, he felt hisjaw drop.

"Careless," Elan said as she continued to sidle toward the hatch. "But don't worry, I'll gladly put you out
of your misery.”

"Huh?' he asked dizzily.

She grinned maevolently. " One breath for you, oneleft for the Jedi. Breathe deeply,Han ."

Crouched to spring through the hatch, she forced an interminable exhde. Then, whirling about, she legpt
for the hatch. But theFalcon , dodging fire, dewed acutely to starboard and the hatch irised shut.
Dumped onto his back, Han again got the wind knocked out of him. At the sametime, Elan hit the
closing hatch and rebounded.

Bug-eyed with fear, she scrambled to her feet and tried desperately to force the hatch open. She balled
her hands and pounded on the porthole with al her might. Expertly, she side-kicked it, then threw her
weight against the hatch repeatedly, but it refused to budge.

Dumbfounded and still unable to catch his breath, Han heard a voice say,Poisoned air - though he
couldn't be sure just whose voice he was hearing, or indeed if it was actudly avoice or athought that had
cometo him in response to what he'd observed on the shuttle.



Asif onitsown, his hand seized the surviva tool clipped to his belt. Fumbling franticaly with the
compressed oxygen feature, he findly managed to shove the twin-tanked device to hislips and bite down
on the spatul ate mouthpiece to Sart the oxygen flowing. Through the pod porthole, he caught a brief
glimpse of Vergere, but he couldn't tell if she was attempting to open the hatch or secureit further.

Elan swvung away from the hatch in dread, her lips pressed tightly together and her face ablotchy red.
Staring at Han, she made agrab for him, but he sidestepped and tripped her in the process. Collapsing to
her hands and knees, she threw abaleful ook over her shoulder, cursing Han with every cdll in her body,
then inhaled hoarsdly.

Her body went rigid. A sudden cough sent blood fountaining from her mouth. From eyes, ears, and nose
it poured as she lifted her head and howled in anguish. Mouth twisted around the lifesaving inhaer, Han
backed away, pressng himsdlf to the curved wall and averting his gaze. Spots formed before his eyes,
and he thought he might pass out. Then the spots began to precipitate and scurry madly around the pod.
The black resdue of Elan'stoxic exhaation crawling al over him, he staggered for the hatch and
hammered the rel ease stud with the hedl of his hand. Wild-eyed he hastened to the pod's comlink, only to
find it dead, owing perhapsto a Y uuzhan Vong projectile that had penetrated theFal con 's weakened
shields. He brushed franticaly at thetiny life-forms and crushed dozens a atime with somps of hisfeet.
A warning tone sounded from the surviva tool. He was fast running out of air. Eyes bulging from his
head, he dammed hisfists against the padded hatch and porthole. He was down to recycling hislast
breath when the hatch suddenly irised open, and he pitched headfirst to the floor of the rear hold.
Gulping air, helooked up to see Dromastanding over him.

"What made you come back here?' Han asked between breaths.

"A feding,” Dromatold him.

Han gestured weakly to the pod. "The bugs...."

Droma caught sight of Elan's bloodied corpse and momentarily froze. Then he quickly resesled the hatch
and began killing escapees with his hands and feet. Shortly, some of the few remaining critters began to
expire on their own, transforming into featherweight husks.

Han propped himsdlf againgt the bulkhead and wiped sweet from hisforehead. "That'stwo | owe you.”
"I'll add it to your tab," Droma said, panting.

A ship-rattling exploson brought Han fully dert. "WhereésVergere?'

Droma glanced down the ring corridor and shook his head.

"Get back to the cockpit,” Han said. "I'll find her."

Another powerful strike sent theFalcon on edge, and out of the starboard ring corridor flew Elan's
familiar, crashing into Han just as he was getting to hisfeet. The collision sent him careening againgt the
sedl ed escape pod and the hatch release stud. The hatch irised open once more and afew last critters
leapt through the door and found purchase on the front of Han's shirt. Stuttering a phobic cry, he whisked
them away, then turned his attention to Vergere, who had planted herself in the center of the hold, arms
at her sdes and her reverse-articulated legs tensed for action.

"Don't make this hard on yoursdlf,” Han warned.

Another projectile found the ship, rocking it to its ribs. Dromal's voice wailed from an intercom
annunciator in the bulkhead. "Han, you sure the Y uuzhan V ong don't want them back? They're being
awfully convinang!"

Han kept his gaze on Vergere and adopted a combat stance. "They're gonna have to settle for half,” he
mumbled.

Vergere brought out her right hand to show Han adrinking bulb she had obvioudy grabbed from the
gdley. Squeezing the bulb, she suddenly brought it to her right eye asif to suction brimming tears.

Han hurled himself at her, but Vergere executed an agile legp that carried her out of reach, then another
that front-flipped her straight into the escape pod. Han made alunge for the pod, but an evasive
maneuver by Droma set the ship on edge once more, and Han went sailing past the pod and a quarter of
the way down the portside ring corridor. By the time he regained his balance and had stumbled back to
therear hold, Vergere was dready arming the pod's separator charges. Han reached through the hatch
for her, only to have his hands deflected.



"Thank you, Han Solo, for giving me the chance to return to my own kind," she told him. Without
warning, shetossed thefilled bulb a him. " See that thisreachesthe jedi.”

Reflexively, Han caught the bulb, then tossed it aside. He threw himsdlf at the closing hatch, but not in
time. The pod'slaunch warning system cameto life with flashing light and metered sound.

Han beat afadt retreat into the rear hold and flattened himself to the deck grating as the pod launched
with a concussive thump that made his ears pop.

"Blagt!" he screamed, yanking himsdlf upright.

Rushing to the cockpit, he found Droma gtill steering adalom course directly for the Y uuzhan VVong
frigate.

"The other way, the other way!" Han screamed, heaving himself into the pilot's sedt.

"Make up your mind!" Dromayeled back.

Han took the controls and threw theFal con into an ascending loop, hoping to catch sight of the launched
escape pod on the downward curve. For amoment he had the sphere in the ship's tracking reticle, but he
lost it just as quickly asaY uuzhan Vong missile streaked across theFalcon 's bow.

The flaming projectile appeared to lock on to the pod like a predator hot on ablood scent. A blinding
explosion forced Han to glance away, and when he looked back the pod was gone. A second later,
however, he thought he glimpsed it out of the corner of hiseye, plunging toward the night side of aheavily
cratered planetoid. Then again, it was possible that the frigate's dovin basa had aready captured the pod
and brought it on board.

An agitated voice issued from the communications console. "Han, what the blazes are you doing? |
thought you wanted cover fire."

"Wedo, wedo!" Han told Mak Jorlen. "Punch it, Droma"

TheFa con banked sharply, barrel-rolled to evade adew of projectiles, and sped toward theThurse .
With thefield clear, the cruiser-carrier opened up with al batteries, ssunning the Y uuzhan VVong ship with
ion cannon and turbolaser fire. A few remaining battleworthy coral skippers attempted to launch suicide
runs at theThurse, but were ingtantly pulverized. Defensdess, the frigate abandoned pursuit of theFalcon
. Then, streaking away, it made an abrupt jump to lightspeed.

Han leveled out the ship and Droma cut her speed. He and the Ryn collgpsed in their seats, asif
someone had just |et the air out of them.

"Isit over?' Dromaasked after amoment.

Han nodded. "For thetime being.”

Dromaglanced at Han and uttered a short laugh. "Y ou know, | could lmost believe you've been doing
thissort of thing dl your life”

Han pushed himsdlf upright in the chair and favored him with aroguish grin. "What makesyou think |
havent?'

TWENTY-SEVEN Removed from the frenzied tempo of lofty Coruscant, deep in averticd dice of the
city-world known colloquialy asthe Abyss, amixed-species dozen sat nervoudy at along tableina
windowless and otherwise secure chamber. The chamber resided at the heart of the entombed
headquarters of the New Republic's Intelligence divison and was ble to upper-echelon officers
only. Inagerileredm of atificid illumination and sunlight purloined by shafts and mirrors, the big-lesfed
shrub lodged in a corner of the chamber stood out like achance oasis, and so had been given the name
Mirage.

Separate conversations came to art abrupt halt when an entry-granted tone sounded from the door and
Director Dif Scaur slamped into the room, a sheaf of durasheet documents and optical prints under one
arm and agunmetal-gray modified protocol droid trailing in hiswake. Everyone was standing by thetime
he reached the head of the table, but the obvious attempt at deference only deepened his scowl and he
motioned brusquely for everyone to be seated. A former admiral with the Fourth Fleet, Scaur wastall
and gaunt, with watery blue eyes and a pronounced widow's peak.

"I've been in meetings with Defense Force command gtaff dl morning,” he began on asullen note, "and
the advisory council isexpecting afull report later this afternoon. So the sooner we get this donethe
better.”



Scaur glanced angrily at his deputy director of operations. "Colonel Kaenda, since you've been attached
to thisfiasco from the beginning, I'd like you to start by telling me which parts of Han Solo's report can
be considered fact and which parts can be dismissed as owing to an obvious case of space giddiness.
Frankly, I'm not even clear on how the defectors wound up in his handsto begin with."

Belindi Kdendadtirred in her chair. "Sir, after Mgor Showolter and his support team were ambushed by
members of the Peace Brigade, Showolter and the defectors went in search of backup elements known
to be aboard theQueen of Empire . When the major spotted Solo, he assumed that Solo was part of the
operation -"

"When has Han Solo ever worked with this agency?'

Kdendacleared her throat. "Wdll, Sir, | did recruit his help during the Centerpoint Station crigs.”

Scaur's nogtrilsflared. "That was seven years ago, Colond."

Kaendareturned the look. "Mgjor Showolter was in bad shape, sir.”

The director's expresson softened. "How is he doing?'

"Hetook anasty burn to the upper chest, but he's coming aong.”

Scaur nodded and glanced around the table. "My condolencesto any of you who worked with officers
Jode Tee and SaigaBrelya, or with Dr. Yintal of Fleet Intel. Their deasths and the desths of Showolter's
backup agents, who were apparently tortured into reveding the countersign, add tragedy to this
caamity." Heturned to Kaenda once more. " So the defectors became the property of Solo, who then
proceeded to surrender them to the Peace Brigade."

"The Peace Brigade had a means of identifying the one called Elan. They took her and her companion,
Vergere, aboard their shuttle and were attempting to reach a'Y uuzhan VVong warship when the entire
crew was gpparently poisoned by Elan.”

"By Elan'sexhdations, | takeit."

"Yes, ar. Solo retrieved her and Vergere, but was then convinced that both were part of an intricate plan
to nate as many Jedi as possible. Asyou know, they had requested to meet with the Jedi to furnish
details about anillness released by Y uuzhan VVong agents. We have since ascertained that Elan may have
been referring to amolecular maady that has claimed some one hundred livesthis past year - though just
what the Jedi have to do with the maady is presently unknown.

"In any case, Solo considered the enticement to be part of the plot and was preparing to g ect the
defectorsfrom his ship when he himsdf amost fell victim to Elan - to Elan'sexhdations, that is. Sir."
Scaur stared at her for along moment before replying. "On what basis did Solo determine them to be
assassnsrather than politicad fugitives?'

"Asl say, sr, Solo became convinced that Elan had killed the members of the Peace Brigade to prevent
them from returning her to the Y uuzhan Vong. The residue we collected from the Peace Brigade's shuttle
matches that found aboard Solo's ship. Autopsies conducted on the men - including a'Y uuzhan Vong
operdive - reveaed that they died of hemorrhagic shock, induced by an inhaled vesicant toxin - ablood
agent - of an unknown type."

Scaur located Solo's report from among the documents he had brought with him, scanned it, then tapped
it with the back of hisfingertips. "Solo clamsthat whet you refer to as residue was actualy dive a one
point. He describes the creatures as some son of mites that appeared out of thin air.”

Kaenda compressed her lips. "Sir, | won't pretend to understand the nature of the toxin or the mechanics
of itsddivery. | know only that Solo was clearly meant to die."

"And instead, this Elan succumbed to thetoxin hersdf.”

"Presumably. Inside an escape pod, which Elan's companion subsequently employed to make her
escape.”

"Do we know what became of the pod?’

"Not yet. We conducted a search of the planetoid, but nothing turned up. Whileit's possiblethe pod is
there somewhere, lodged in some crevasse or cave, it could just as easily have been recovered by the
enemy frigate or destroyed during the firefight between the frigate and the cruiser-carrier Thurse "

"I still don't understand why Solo had to take it upon himself to send them back," Scaur grumbled. "No,
belay that. Knowing Solo as | do, those actions are entirely consistent with his brash character.”



"In defense of Solo's actions, Sr, he was being pursued by an enemy warship.”

"Y es, but the enemy obvioudy didn't want the defectors returned.”

" Solo was convinced that Elan had aready killed once and would do so again - perhaps even kill him to
safeguard her secret, which in fact she attempted to do. Had Solo died and had Elan been brought into
our midst, who knows what she might have done. In addition, g, this defection has been suspect from
the start. The commander of the cruiserSoothfast will attest to that."

Scaur nodded at Kalenda. "Granted, Colond. Assuming for the moment that Solo's actions were
justified, the New Republic's successin the Meridian sector must be reassessed, dong with the victory at
Ord Mantell." He shook his head regretfully. "We should have allowed military intelligence to handle this.
Do you redlize how this makes uslook?"

"Sir?' Kalenda asked.

"The command staff is convinced that we bumbled the job. Despite the fact that Elan posed athreet,
much could have been gained from having her in custody. What's more, it's pparent that someone with
top secret clearance apprised the Peace Brigade of the plansto rel ocate Elan to Coruscant.”

Scaur extracted another durasheet document from the sheaf and glanced at it. "Six members of military
intelligence, fourteen in-house officers, the half-dozen senators who make up the Security and Intelligence
Council ... Someone legked the information - either directly to the Peace Brigade or to athird party who
did s0." Helooked around the table. "Do any of theseindividuas appear alikely sourcefor aleak of this
megnitude?'

"All of them had accessto the same information,” Kaenda supplied. "But whoever it was not only made
contact with the Peace Brigade, but also managed to diceinto our network and discontinue surveillance
on thegroup. Traces of that dicing are fill being anayzed.”

"All well and good," Scaur pronounced, "but the real question to ask is whether we have atraitor in our
midst or amole - an enemy agent?”

"Someone wearing an ooglith masgquer?' aMon Cdamari officer asked from the far end of the table.
"Not necessarily. The Y uuzhan Vong probably bought the services of the Peace Brigade. The same
could hold true for whoever passed the information on to them. Members of the New Republic
government could bein colluson with the enemy.”

"But returning Elan to the Y uuzhan Vong ran counter to the entire plan,” the Bothan deputy director of
intelligence thought to point out.

Scaur plucked at hislower lip. "It's possible our traitor wasn't aware of the plan, only of the defection.
Our seeming win at Ord Mantell convinced the traitor that Elan needed to be retrieved before further
harm was done.”

"Could have been someone testing the waters," Kaenda mused. "Reaching out to the Peace Brigade,
without having any affiliation with the Y uuzhan Vong."

"Perhaps the Peace Brigade had something on thetraitor,” ahuman officer suggested. "The traitor may
have been erasng adebt.”

Scaur put his elbows on the table. "Did we get anything from the captured Peace Brigade members?’
"Two of thirteen we have in custody maintain that the only person who had contact with the traitor was
Reck Desh, who died aboard the Peace Brigade shuttle. They clam that theinitia contact was made by
comlink, and that the only meeting between Desh and the source took place on Kuat, where Desh
goparently met with atelbun.”

Scaur grimaced. "A telbun?’

"The telbun could have been an intermediary for the one were actually looking for," Kadendasaid.

Scaur snorted. "So what you'reredlly telling meisthat we're without leads.”

Kalendanodded. "Thanksto Elan, Reck Desh took his secret to the grave.”

In lofty Coruscant - though not so high up that the skyscraping spires, obelisks, and towers of the nucleus
didn't defy perspective and boggle the mind - the Mon Cdamari Jedi Cilghdl, the Ithorian heder Tomla
El, and the Ho'Din physician sm, Oolos waited expectantly for the MD-1 technician to complete its



anadysisof thetears Vergere had dlegedly shed into adrink bulb aboard theMillennium Falcon .
Shortly, the vagudly human-like droid projected the results as animated holograms of the liquid's chemical
composition and itsinteraction with cells scraped from the inside of Mara Jade Skywalker's cheek.
"The chemica gructure reflects what might be expected from tears,”" Tomla El said, leaning forward on
his great buttressed feet, ""but we've no way of determining whether they areindeed characteristic of
Vergere's species.”

"Yes, but look here," Oolos said excitedly, gesturing to the interaction hologram. " See how the substance
isbeing drawn into the cells, dmost asif being sponged up. And look how the cell reects! Likean
infuson of nutrient!"

Tdller than aWookiee, though rail-thin, Oolos had a broad, lipless mouth and a serpentine crown of
Stubby tresses, brilliant with red and violet scales. Like TomlaEl, he wore along white coat, which set
the pair gpart from Cilghal, whose homespun tunic and trousers were the color of fine sand.

"I'm encouraged,” Oolos said to the laboratory's other two occupants. "Come, seefor yourselves.”
Hand in hand, Luke and Mara stepped closer to the droid's hol ographic projections and made a pretense
of regarding them with the same scientific captivation demonstrated by the Ithorian and the Ho'Din. Luke
was keenly aware that one of Cilghal's bulbous eyeswas trained on Mararather than on the displays.
TomlaEl turned his sinuous head toward Luke and said out of both mouths, "I'm uneasy.”
Everyonewaited for him to continue.

"The priestess Elan was aweapon, dispatched by the Y uuzhan Vong to nate the Jedi. Why think
that Vergere wasn't an accomplice, equally involved? Han Solo obvioudy believed that shewas, or he
wouldn't have sought to return her to the enemy.”

"Han wasn't sure about Vergere," Cilghd said, answering for Luke.

"Why would Elan be harboring a deadly toxin, while her own familiar harbored an antidote to Maras
illness?"

"Perhaps V ergere was not what she seemed,” Luke said, "even to Elan.” He paused briefly, then added,
"Han admitsthat he was tempted to destroy the drink bulb, until he began to think about what Vergere
said to him before shejettisoned in the escape pod. She thanked him for giving her the chance to return
to her own people.”

"Naturdly," TomlaEl sad, inakind of lilting stereo. "The Y uuzhan VVong."

"But Han said that earlier Vergere had reacted to hearing my name. And Droma claimed that he once
encountered amember of Vergere's species in the Corporate Sector.”

"That meanslittle” TomlaEl argued. "Y uuzhan VVong agentsinfiltrated our galaxy asfar back asfifty
standard years. Vergere's species could be an extragaactic client race of the Y uuzhan VVong."
"TomlaEl iscorrect about onething,” Oolos said, turning from the holograms. "We can't be sure this
ostensible gift isn't part of aplan to ingtill uswith false confidence and inadvertently do greater harmto
Mara"

All eyesfdl on her. Aswan as she had become over the course of only afew weeks, she continued to
reveal boundless grit and defiance. "I'm finding it pretty hard to swallow that the Y uuzhan VVong would go
to dl thistroubleto kill one Jedi - namely, me - when Elan was out to assassinate dl of us."

Oolostold the M D droid to deactivate the holograms; then he spent amoment in degp contemplation.
"We should proceed cautioudy.” Helooked at the drinking bulb. "We don't even know whether the
liquid is supposed to beinjected, ingested, or applied.”

"Wedo haveaclue" Luke said. "Vergere used her tears to mend a blaster wound suffered by an
intelligence officer aboard theQueen of Empire . She applied them by hand.”

"Topicdly," Oolosdarified.

Cilgha studied him with one eye. "But Marasillnessisn't topicdl, it's systemic.”

All a once Luke called the bulb to his hand with the Force. Inverting it, he brought it to his mouth,
prepared to squeeze adrop onto histongue. But Marajust as quickly snatched it from him and took a
few dropsinto her own mouth before L uke could stop her.

"Mara" Oolosand TomlaEl said in unison.

But Marawasn't in distress. Sheinhaed sharply, then opened her eyeswide. "Oh, Luke," she said, asif



inawe. "l can't explain exactly how | fed, but it'slike water after days of going without it." Shelooked at
her hands - firgt the pams, then the backs - and touched her face. "My fingers and my face aretingling.”
Gently, Luke took the bulb from her and squeezed adrop onto histongue. "'l don't fed anything,” he said
after amoment.

Maratook the bulb back and held it close to her heart. "There's no reason you should fed anything.”
Lukelooked hiswifein the eye. "Mara, there's one more thing you need to hear Showolter said that the
hedling effect was temporary. Vergere told him as much when she cameto hisaid. He was dready going
into shock when he found Han."

"That doesn't mean it will work that way on me," Marasaid firmly. "Besides, at thispoint, I'll accept
temporary." Sheforced a breath and took Luke's hand in hers. "Y ou have to let me do this, Luke. |
know that you and Cilghal have been trying to heal me through the Force, and | know that | haven't made
it easy for you by withdrawing into myself. But thisillness has been part of mefor over ayear now. It's
been my chdlenge, and I've fought it every way | know how. But it'swinning, Luke. It'swinning,"
Shelifted the bulb to eyelevd. "If this makes thingsworse, then I'll just have to fight even harder. But
everything in metels me that won't happen. Do you understand?

"At least let usmonitor you," TomlaEl advised. "If something beginsto go wrong, there are stepswe may
be ableto take."

"No," Luke sad, holding Maras gaze. "WEell do thisMarasway."

She gave his hand a squeeze, then moved to anearby countertop and carefully dribbled some of the tears
into her cupped right hand. Before she could bring the transparent liquid to her lips or face, however, it
vanished.

"My hand absorbed it," she said in amazement, showing her palm.

Oolos gpproached, looking down at her from histowering height. "Mara, at least tell uswhat you're
feding.”

Shetook a stuttering breath. "1'm not sure. Lightheaded, flushed. Everything is suddenly so bright -" She
gaveadart. "It'striggering something insdeme! | can-"

Maras arms and legs began to tremble. She put her head back, asif fighting for bresth. She might have
fdlenif Luke had not hurried to her sde.

"Quickly, Luke, convey her to thetable," Oolos said.

Luke carried her to the diagnogtic table and set her down on her back. Eyestightly shut, Mara groaned
and hugged her trembling torso.

"WEell have readouts momentarily,” Tomla El said from the table's control console.

Lukeseyesdidn't movefrom Mara. "Mara," Luke whispered, closeto her ear. "Mara..."

She groaned once more and then gave a start, staring wide-eyed at Luke. "1 don't know," she said, her
voicearaspy whisper. "I can't explain what I'm fedling. Did | make the wrong choice, my love?' Her
expression becameimploring. "Look a me, Luke. Look & me..."

Her voicetrailed off and shelgpsed into a state of semiconsciousness. Luke searched for encouragement
inthe eyes of Cilghal, TomlaEl, and Oolos, but found none. He returned his gaze to Mara and reached
for her in the Force.

Ashedid, the spastic movements of her limbs began to subside and her entire countenance began to
change. Her face relaxed and tears |eaked from the outside corners of her eyes. Luke's face grew warm,
and hiseyesgrew moist with relief and vigilant joy.

Maras eyes blinked open and she smiled weekly. "I think it'sworking,” she said softly, wetting her lips
with her tongue. She closed her eyes once more, asif luxuriating in what she was experiencing. "l can fed
it coursing through me. It'sasif every cdl in my body were being bathed in light." She groped blindly for
Luke'shand and drew it to her breast. "I think I'm hedling, Luke. I'm sureI'm healing.”

"Oh, Mara," Cilghd said tearfully, coming to the table to lay her webbed hand on Maras shoulder.

Luke caught sight of the skeptical glances exchanged by TomlaEl and Oolos, but he said nothing.
Rather, he looked again at Marathrough the Force and found her luminous.

A smile of unabashed ddight split hisface. He put hisarm under hiswife's shoulders and gently lifted her
into hisembrace. Her arams encircled his neck, and she clung to him, crying quietly and joyoudy.



"We have our victory," Luke whispered.

TWENTY-EIGHT Leahurried through the apartment's front entry onto the skyway bacony. But as
eager as she wasto give Han and Anakin the good news about Mara, she restrained hersdlf from
intruding on their conversation.

"Thething | sill can't figure out,” Han was saying, "iswhat put it in my head that Elan's breath was
deadly. It waslike| heard avoice warning me. That'swhen | grabbed the multitool .

Gazing out across the city canyon, Han had one foot up on the bacony railing and the surviva tool in his
right hand. Histravel pack sat a hisfeet. When along moment had elapsed and Anakin till hadn't
responded, Han turned to him and loosed a short laugh.

"Thanks"

Anakin's brooding look changed to one of perplexity. "For what, Dad?'

"For not telling me that | was hearing Chewie through the Force."

Anakin smiled. "Y eah, like I'd even think about saying that to you."

Han raised hisindex finger. "And don't even think about telling your uncle, either. All | need isfor Luketo
hear that I'm hearing voices. Thisis gtrictly between you and me and the dair pillar, got it?* Heturned
dightly in Leidsdirection. "No offense, sweetheart.”

Lelashowed him ablatantly counterfeit smile. "Better the stair pillar than the tread, sweetheart "

Han nodded smugly, stood up, and approached Anakin. "Anyway, | just wanted to say thanksfor
showing up at Roas ship that day.” He proffered the survival tool. "If it wasn't for this... well, you know
al about that."

"Thank Chewie," Anakin said. "He madeit."

Han shook his head. "'I've dready thanked Chewie. Thisis something between you and me." He grasped
Anakin by the shoulders and tugged him into atight embrace.

Leiathought her heart might bresk. Her hand flew to her mouth and she fought back tears.

Han moved Anakin away, but he kept his hands on his son's shoulders. "I'm sorry for what | said and the
way |'ve been acting snce Chewie died, Anakin. We did everything we could have done a Sernpidal,
and Chewie knew that. We both know who's responsible for hisdying. But | don't want vengeance
prompting you to do anything foolish, you understand? Y ou and Jacen and Jaina are more important to
me than you'll ever know."

Anakin nodded and almost grinned. He and Han embraced once more.

"I've gottaget going," Anakin said after amoment. "Uncle Luke is expecting me back on Yavin4."
"Onething beforeyou leave," Leiasad, smiling. "Vergeres gift seemsto beworking." She cut her eyes
to Han. "l just heard from Luke that Marais stronger than she's been in months. Whatever the tears
contain, they'retaking alot out of her, but Oolos and TomlaEl are hopeful that Marawill bein full
remissonin afew weeks"

Thethree of them fell into abrief, gleeful embrace, which Anakin broke.

"Hirgt the Y uuzhan VVong poison Mara, then they send an assassin againgt us," he said hitterly. "I'll
remember what you said about vengeance, Dad, but they've made this war persond .”

Leaseyes clouded over with misgiving, and she gave Anakin another hug and akiss on the cheek.
"Take care of yoursdf."

"Hey, kid," Han shouted as Anakin was heading for the skyway bridge. "Any chance that Lowbacca's
become so busy with Jedi stuff that he and Waroo have forgotten about the life debt?!

"Not when | spoketo him last.”

"Blagt," Han muttered. "1 guess I'm going to have to ded with this sooner or later." Heglanced at Leia
and smiled. "So Vergere was on the levd, after dl." He gave his head an incredul ous shake. "1t'sfunny
the way thingswork out. Y ou go in search of one thing and end up finding something ese. If | didn't
know better, I'd think it was the Force at work."

Lelakept quiet.

Han narrowed his eyes and nodded. "Wookiees have an expression, that the rea quarry of every hunt is
the unexpected. But | guess you tend to forget that when you've been out of the game for along while."
Leia heard something different and troublesomein histone. Sheindicated histravel pack. "That hasn't left



your side since you got back," she said, as casudly as she could. "Are you going to unpack or are you
planning to have it suffed and mounted?'

Han moved for the pack. "No use in unpacking just yet."

Leiafolded her arms under her breasts. "'l guess | should have seen this coming. Then you're not reglly
home."

"I've been home too much lately.” He grinned at her. "I figured you must be getting tired of seeing me
hanging around.”

Leladidnt move. "Don't try to turn thisaround, Han."

He gestured to himsdlf. "Whao's trying to turn anything around? I'm only saying that I've got afew things
that need doing.”

"Such asfinding Roa, for sarters. And helping Roalocate his clanmates. He saved my skin, you know -
twice"

Lelalaunched asardonic laugh to the sky. "Don't tell me you owe Dromaalife debt. Thisistoo much,
Han - evenfor you."

His brow furrowed. "Y ou can't expect meto just forget about Roa or leave Dromahanging.”

Shetook a step toward him. "Do Wookiees have anything to say about taking senselessrisks? Not a
moment ago | sood herelistening to you caution Anakin againgt doing anything foolish, and now you tell
me you're going off after Roaand Dromas missing clanmates. Make up your mind which way you want it
to be, Han."

"What's wrong with having it both ways?'

Lelasnorted. "Relgpse complete. Say hdllo to your former sdf, Han."

"Relapse, nothing. Thisisthe same me you married, sweetheart. Besides, you're oneto talk. While | was
moping around here, you were on Dantooine, in Imperial Remnant space, al over the place, taking
exactly the samekind of risks."

"Areyou saying that if | give up helping refugees, you'll give up your fling with the past?*

"My fling?' he said. "What do you cal what you're doing?"

Leis darted to say something but changed her mind and began again. "The New Republicisin atough
spot, Han. | could use your help.”

Han held up hishands. "I've heard that before.”

"And youveusudly lisened.”

Han paced to therailing and back, avoiding her gaze. "In away I'm aready helping you out. | mean with
Dromasfamily being refugeesand dl ..."

Leafdl dlent for amoment. Asrdieved as shewasto see him findly emerging from grief, she couldn't
help but sense that he was intent on starting over, as he had done dl hislife - from abandoned kid to
Imperid officer, and from smuggler to Rebel leader - dways re-creating himsdf. From whet little she
knew of Dromafrom their few encounters, he seemed cut from the same cloth. For all Dromals concerns
about his scattered clanmates, he was a drifter and arogue at heart, addicted to adventure.
Leiawatched Han pace the edge of the balcony. "I don't know how you've doneit for so long," she said
findly.

He stopped to look at her. "Done what?'

"Raseafamily. Wdk so far from the edge.”

"That wasjust my ‘fling' with stability." Hetried out hisgrin, but it didn't work. "L ook, I'm just leaving,
okay?1've got obligations.”

"What about your obligationsto us?"

"This has nothing to do with us"

"Oh, no?" She advanced on him. "I learned along time ago that you couldn't be bound by anyone's
preconceived ideas of who you should be. And I'll admit | love that about you. But keep onething in
mind I'm not Malla, Han. | won't have you dropping by here once ayear, using our home as abase for
your escapades.”

Han curled hisupper lip. "Y oure way off the mark.”



She smiled faintly. "I suppose well just have to see about that.”

Han frowned sadly, then put hisarms around her. "Trust me."

She leaned away to show him adubious|ook. "I've heard that before.”

He raised her hand and kissed the palm. "Tuck that in your pocket for later on."
Scooping up his pack, he made for the sky bridge without ooking back.

Elsewherein the Solo apartment, C-3PO and R2-D2 were just concluding data upgrades that had
obliged them to plug into the HoloNet and newsnet feeds. The 3-D images ill shone from the HoloNet
projectors, but the two droids were paying more attention to their own interna circuitry than to the
disolays.

"Events couldn't possibly have worked out better,” C-3PO wastelling his squat counterpart. "Mistress
Maraiswell on her way to recovery, Master Han has returned home, and the Y uuzhan Vong have
suffered amagjor setback. | couldn't be more content if 1'd just emerged from arefurbishing bath at an
excusveoil spa”

R2-D2 rotated his hemispherical head and intoned a series of discomfiting chitters and modulating
whidles

C-3PO gazed at him for amoment. "What do you mean, | need to have my neura processor
overhauled? What do you know of eventsthat | don't?

R2-D2 fluted areply.

"Master Han has not returned home?”

The astromech droid mewled and directed C-3PO's attention to a display screen fed by the front entry
security cam. The screen showed Master Han crossing the sky bridge in the direction of apublic
transportation balcony, and Midiress Leia, with the fingertips of one hand to her mouth, watching him
leave.

"Oh, dear, you'reright. But perhaps he's only going on an errand.”

R2-D2 warbled truculently.

"Well, how should I know why he has histravel pack with him or why Mistress L eia appears dismayed?
I'm certain ther€'s a reasonable explanation.”

R2-D2 |oosed alengthy and haughty chirrup.

"What's that you say? The New Republic was tricked into thinking it was victorious at Ord Mantel?"
C-3PO adopted an akimbo posture. "'l don't know where you're receiving your information, but | suggest
you pay closer attention to what's going on around you, and stop spending so much time plugged into the
HoloNet."

R2-D2 rotated his head to the newsnet hologram, where red-time images beamed in from aMid Rim
world showed droids of al variety hurrying to escape ariotous mob bent on destroying them.

"Oh, my," C-3PO said in digtress, then immediately adopted a peeved tone of voice. "l seethat you
continue to excd at presenting the worst side of things. But | have some news for those gloomy sensors
of yours No matter what you may choose to parade before my photoreceptors, you will never again hear
me express concerns about deactivation.”

R2-D2's zither gpproximated a derisive laugh.

"W, of course you wouldn't understand what I'm talking about, because you have no awareness that
fears of deectivation are the result of unhedlthy aspirations for uninterrupted activation. With abit of
detachment” even you will find that al fears disappear.”

R2-D2 razzed.

"Y ou just watch your language, you barrdl of bits And sowhat if | am beginning to think like ahuman
being. Y ou say that asif it was something negative."

R2-D2 hooted and toodled in rebuke.

"Oh, so you're going to remind me of al thiswhen we're both being melted down for spare parts, are
you? What makes you think you'll be in any position to remind anyone of anything? And just you try, in
any case. I'll have you know that Master Han has promised to store all my memories, so that in the event



of the destruction of my meta body, my thoughts and memories could smply be transferred to another -
perhaps even to anewer modd of the protocol serieswith the SyntheTech AAA-2 verbobrain.”

R2-D2 issued arazz, the meaning of which was beyond dispute, and rolled off toward the doorway.
"Put arestraining bolt where?' C-3PO said in shock. "Why, I've agood mind to forewarn Master Luke
that your circuitry isirreparably glitched. Go ahead, roll our on me," he said to the astromech's back.
"Seewhereit getsyou. Y ou'll soon return, wanting to learn al | know about becoming ared person.”

A sudden flutter brought a quick end to C-3PO'stirade, and hetilted his head in consternation. Folks of
al manner had frequently characterized him as priggish, fretful, and faultfinding, but his newfound inaghts
into the nature of existence appeared to have boosted those persondlity traits, aswell. If awareness could
be achieved only at the expense of logic and dispassion, it might not be such adesirable state after dll.
"Why, it'sno wonder sentients wage war on one another,” he said doud as he hurried out the door after
R2-D2.

TWENTY-NINE Harrar rued the day he had been sent to Obroa-skai. Still recovering from the
pummeling Y uuzhan V ong warships had inflicted weeks eerlier, the planet sat framed in the command
center hull transparency of the priest's black jewel of aship, enshrouded by gray clouds, asif too
traumati zed to so much asrotate. Harrar was constrained to suffer the view while he sought to offer
explanation for the probable failure of hisand Nom Anor's plan.

"At this point, Excellency, we do not know for certain whether Elan and Vergere are in captivity or
missnginaction.”

"Or dead,” Commander Tlasaid from behind him.

Harrar was left to wonder how accurately his dedicated villip rendered his pained grimace for those at
the receiving end of the communique - namely the high priest Jakan, father of Elan, chief of their domain,
and adviser to Supreme Overlord Shimrra; Nas Choka, supreme commander of the flagship of the

Y uuzhan Vong fleet; and Prefect Drathul, administrator of the worldshipHarla.. Consciousness-linked
villips of the three rested in outsize eggeup-like holders positioned between Harrar and the view he found
so abhorrent. It was Jakan who responded to Tla's utterance.

"Why do you include degth in Harrar's list of possible outcomes, Commander?' While spectacular to
behold, the villip scarcely did jugtice to the high priest's fully reshaped and transfigured visage, withits
nub of nose and deeply set eyes.

Tlaturned to one of the transmitting villips. "Despite our firing on it, the New Republic ship carrying Elan
and Vergere was racingtoward our vessd, clearly intent on returning the priestess. Theinfidelsin
command must have divined that we had restrained the shuitle, and as well that Elan had exterminated the
crew. At the last moment before it atered course and fled, the ship jettisoned an escape pod, but Nom
Anor falled toretrieveit.”

Nom Anor worked hisjaw but offered no apology.

"Then you did attempt to retrieve it?" Jakan asked.

"| did, Excdlency,” Nom Anor dlowed.

"Even in the knowledge that by doing so you would have doomed Harrar's plan to failure?’

Nom Anor glanced briefly at the priest, then nodded.

Supreme Commander Chokals villip spoke, summoning Commander Tlaand his scrawny tactician
forward. Chokasfacia tattoos lent him gravity; histrace of mustache and merest wisp of beard, anoble
demeanor.

"As| understand it, Commander, your part in thiswasto arrange for New Republic victories, to ensure
that Elan was well appraised.” Choka's decurved eyes - above large bluish sacs - fdll on the tactician.
"But a what expenseto us?'

"It was a costly enterprise, Supreme Commander,”

Tactician Raff began. "Many coral skippers were sacrificed, and severd smal warships were destroyed.
Were our resources replete, the losses would be insgnificant. But Belkadan and Sernpidal are overtaxed
and resupply has dowed. To continue to guarantee adequate defense for the fleet, we will need to
cannibalize some of our larger shipsto reinforce the coralskipper battle groups, or divert from the
invasion corridor and replenish by preparing new worldsfor yorik cora production.”



Raff gestured to Nom Anor. "Executor Nom Anor has assured usthat we will receive awarm reception
in anearby sector known as Hutt space, as the reigning species - the Hutts - have no wish to engage us
inwafare"

"Nom Anor assures,” Choka said contemptuoudly. " Continue, tactician.”

Thetactician inclined hishead. "Lastly, the New Republic military has deployed itsfleetsto protect the
Core, or perhapsin the aim of mounting a counteroffense. | remain confident that we could repulse an
attack, but | am obligated to report that they are learning dowly how to dupe our dovin basals and
frustrate our weapons.”

"Therewill be no cannibalizing of ships" Chokaordered gruffly. "I will be arriving soon from our shipyard
a Sernpidal with ayoung yammosk and additional forces. In the meantime, the fleet will divert to Hutt
space, under the leadership of Commander Malik Carr.”

Malik Carr stepped forward and offered salute.

"Commander Tlaand Eminence Harrar are hereby recalled to the Outer Rim."

Tlaand Harrar said nothing.

Attention turned to the third villip, consciousness-joined to Prefect Drathul. "' would speak privately with
Executor Nom Anor," Drathul said.

When everyone dse had filed from the command center, the prefect's wide and broad-browed face took
on aminatory look. "Precisaly what occurred, Executor?

Nom Anor gestured in dismissal. "The blame lieswith Harrar and Elan. They had no knack for
improvistion.”

"Werethe Jedi involved in thwarting us?'

"They may havehad ahandinit.”

Drathul's villip nodded. "Word has reached my ear that some of your agents were responsible.”

"They weretrying to protect our interests, nothing more."

Drathul considered it. "For your sake, Executor, | hope so. After the Pragtorite's disaster in the Helska
system, Warmaster Tsavong Lah will brook no further failures on your part.”

Nom Anor nodded. "I understand, Prefect. | have anew plan in mind, which | intend to launch once the
fleet has been relocated to Hutt space.”

"Do not disgppoint me."

"Y ou have my word. What's more, we may have found a potentia aly on Coruscant. Someone as yet
unknown - though highly placed in the New Republic military or intelligence divisions - reached out to us
through my agents™”

"Interesting,” Prefect Drathul alowed. "Learn theidentity of thisone.”

"l will dos0."

"Onefind question, Executor. Have we underestimated these infidels?"

Nom Anor scoffed. "Only their blind good fortune.”

"Wewere lucky," Dromacalled down to Han from the roof of theFalcon . " Some minor scoring around
the aft heat exhaust vents, but nothing abit of plasted and paint won't remedy.”

"We don't have thetime for that,” Han said from the floor of Docking Bay 3733. "Besides, | like her
scratched and imperfect.”

TheFacon sat onits hard stand, umbilicaled to diagnostic monitors, pressurizers, and tanks of coolant
and liquid metd fud. They had spent more than two days going over the ship, insgde and out, making
repairs where necessary and generaly tidying up. Dromahad shown himself to be an able mechanic,
athough dightly better at intuitive problem solving than he was with hydro-spanners or macrofusers.
"Cometo think of it, apaint job might not be such abad idea,” Han said amoment later. "After what
happened in the Bilbringi system, opticas of thelal con are probably plastered insde every Y uuzhan
Vong warship and coral skipper.”

"Provided the paint job turns out better than your beard.”

Han frowned and grabbed hold of hischin. ™Y ou want to talk about follicle disasters, if those mustachios
of yours get any longer, you'l betripping on them.”



Droma climbed down off the roof and jumped nimbly to the floor. Han tossed him arag and watched as
Droma cleaned his hands, then used the bristly edges of his handsto clean hisvelvety fur.

Aware of Han's gaze, Droma paused. "What?' he asked.

Han concedled agrin. "Nothing. How 'bout you unhook the outboard power feeds while | take care of
therefuding lines?'

Dromashrugged. "Finewith me."

"Then | guessweredl s."

Dromastudied him for amoment. "Will Leiabe coming by to see you off?"

"l don't think s0."

"A pity. | wanted to tel her good-bye."

"Next time," Han said, then quickly added, "Not that there'slikely to be anext time."

"Well, then, tell her good-bye for me - the next time you see her.”

Han scowled. "All I'm saying isthat | don't want you making yourself too comfortable in the copilot's
char."

"l know better than to do that.”

"I'mjust trying to make clear that thisisn't a permanent arrangement. Y ou and me, | mean. It'sjust till we
find your family.”

Dromaamiled faintly. "What happened to thetab | was running for you?"

"Look, chum, humans don't believe in life debts. When somebody does us afavor, wereturn it and the
date'swiped clean. | help you locate your clanmates, then we both go our separate ways, understand?”
"As opposed to what - my flying around the gdaxy with you inthisreic?'

Han sniffed. "Y ou weren't saying that when we went after Reck."

"l wasjust being polite. | had you figured for the type who'd be sengtive about his ship.”

"Sureyou did."

They fdl into an awkward silence, which Droma broke. "I'll seeto the power feeds." He had started for
the stern when Han called out to him.

"Hey, Droma. Well find your sster, you know." Han alowed agrin. "Even if we have to search half the

galaxy.”



