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Asthewar between the Republic and the scattered remnants of the Empire
continues, two children--the Jedi twins--will comeinto their powersina
universe on the brink of vast changes and challenges. In thistime of

turmoil and discovery, an extraordinary new Star Wars sagabegins....

While Luke Skywalker takes the first step toward setting up an academy to
train anew order of Jedi Knights, Han Solo and Chewbacca are taken prisoner

on the planet

Kessdl and forced to work in the fathomless depths of a spice mine. But when
Han and Chewie bresk away, they flee desperately to a secret Imperid
research laboratory surrounded by acluster of black holes--and go from one

danger to afar greater one. ...

On Kess, Luke picksup thetrail of histwo friends, only to come



face-to-face with aweapon so awesome, it can wipe out an entire solar

system. It isadegath ship called the

Sun Crusher, invented by areclusive genius and piloted by none other than

Han himsdf. ...
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The black hole cluster near Kessdl reached out for the Millennium Falcon
with jaws of gravity, drawing it close. Evenin the mottled blur of
hyperspace, Han Solo could see the huge distortion as a bruised whirlpool,

trying to suck them down to infinity.

"Hey, Chewie! Don't you think that'stoo close?' He stared at the Falcon's
navicomputer, wishing they had chosen a course that would take them a safer
distance from the Maw. "What do you think thisis, an old smuggling misson?

We got nothing to hidethistime.”

Beside him, Chewbacca looked disappointed and grunted an excuse, waving his

hairy pawsin the stifling air of the cockpit.

"Y eah, well werre on an officia misson thistime. No more skulking about.

Try to act dignified, okay?"



Chewbacca groaned a skepticd reply, then turned to his navigationa

Screens.

Han felt apang at returning to his old haunts, reminded of when he had been
just on the other side of the law, running spice, being chased by Imperia

scout ships. When hislife had been free and easy.

On one of those frantic missions, he and Chewbacca had practically shaved
the bottom plating off the Falcon, taking a shortcut and skimming closer to
the Maw cluster of black holes than had ever before been recorded. Sensible
pilots avoided the area, using longer paths that kept them clear of the

black holes, but the Falcon's speed had carried them to safety on the other
sde, making the Kessdl run in under twelve parsecs. But that "guaranteed
surething” mission had ended in disaster anyway; Han had dumped hisload of

spice just before being boarded by Imperids.

Thistime, though, Han was returning to Kessd under different
circumstances. Hiswife Leiahad gppointed him an officid representative of
theNewRepublic , an ambassador of sorts, though the title seemed somewhat

honorary.

But even an honorary title had its advantages. Han and Chewbacca no longer
had to dodge scout ships, or duck under planetary sensor nets, or use the
secret compartments under the deck plates. Han Solo found himself inthe
unlikely, and uncomfortable, position of being respectable. Therewasno

other word for it.



But Han's new responsibilities weren't just quaint annoyances. He was

married to Lela-who could have imagined that?--and he had three children.

Han leaned back in hisflight chair and locked his hands behind his head. He
alowed awistful smileto cross hisface. He had visited the kids as often
ashe could, intheir protective isolation on asecret planet, and the twins
were due to come home to Coruscant in aweek. Anakin, the third little baby,
had filled him with wonder as hetickled thetiny ribs, watching an

expression of amusement crosstheinfant'sface.

Han Solo, afather figure? Leiahad said along time ago that sheliked

"nice men"--and that was exactly what Han was turning into!

He caught Chewbaccalooking at him out of the corner of hiseye.
Embarrassed, Han sat up straight and frowned down at the controls. "Where

arewe? Shouldn't it be about time to end thisjump?"

Chewie growled an affirmative, then reached out with afurry paw to grasp
the hyperspace controls. The Wookiee watched the numberstick away on his
control pand; at the appropriate moment he hauled backward on the lever

that dropped them back into normal space.

Themottled coloring of hyperspace fanned into starlines with aroar that

Han felt more than heard; then they were surrounded by the expected tapestry



of stars.

Behind them the spectacle of the Maw looked like agarish finger painting as
ionized gas plunged into multiple black holes. Directly in front of the

Facon, Han saw the blue-white glare of Kessdl's sun. Asthe ship rotated to
aign them with the ecliptic, Kessd itself cameinto view, potato-shaped

and maned with the tendrils of escaping atmosphere, orbited by alarge moon

that had once housed a garrison of Imperia troopers.

"Right on target, Chewie," Han said. "Now let me have the controls.”

Kessd looked like awraith coasting dong its orbit, too small to hold on

to its own atmosphere. Huge generating factories constantly processed the
raw rocks to release oxygen and carbon dioxide, making it possible for
people to survive outside with smple bresth masksinstead of total
environment suits. A good portion of the newly manufactured atmosphere
escaped into space, wisping behind the smal planet likethetail of agiant

COMet.

Chewbacca barked a short, nasal comment.

Han nodded. "Y eah, it looks great from up here. Too bad it's so different

when you get acloser look. | never liked the place.

Kessd wasamgor planet for spice production and seet of heavy smuggling

activities, aswdl asthe stefor one of the toughest prisonsin the



gdaxy. The Empire had controlled spice production except for what smugglers
managed to steal from under Imperia noses. But with thefdl of the
Emperor, the smugglers and the prisonersin the Imperia Correction Facility

took over the planet.

Kessd had laid low during the depredations of Grand Admira Thrawn and the
recent resurrection of the Emperor, kegping quiet and trying hard not to be

noticed, answering no one's request for help.

A low growl rumbled in Chewiesthroat.

Han sighed and shook his head, "L ook, I'm not happy about going back there
either, buddy. But things are different now, and we're the best people to do

it,"

With the civil war ended and theNewRepublic once again firmly seated on
Coruscant, leaving scattered groups of Imperid warshipsto fight each
other, it was time to reopen negotiations. Better to get them on our side
than to let them sdll out wherever they can, Han thought, which iswhat
they'll probably do anyway. As representative of the new unified smugglers,
Luke's old nemesis Mara Jade had tried to contact Kessdl and been flatly

rebuffed.

The Millennium Falcon gpproached Kessd, firing aft thrustersto help them

catch up with the planet's motion, preparing for insertion into orbit. On



the helm's scanner screens, Han checked their approach. "Vectoring in,” he

sad.

Chewie made aquick comment and pointed at the screens. Han looked down to
see blipsdready in orbit around the planet, emerging from the blanketing
clouds of the atmosphere. "I see'em. Looks like about ahalf dozen ships.

Too far away to determine the types.”

Han brushed aside Chewie's uneasy growl. "Wdll, then well just tell them
who we are. Don't worry. Why do you think Lelamade such afuss about

getting us proper diplomatic ID signds and everything?'

He switched on theNewRepublic beacon that automatically pinged out their
identification in Basic and severa other languages. To hissurprise, the
orbiting ships changed their vector in unison and increased speed to

intercept the Falcon.

"Hey!" Han shouted, then redlized he had not switched on the audio pickup.
Chewieroared. Han toggled the switch on. "Thisis Han Solo of the New
Republic ship Millennium Facon. We are on adiplomatic misson." Hismind
raced, wondering what words areal diplomat would use. "Uh, please state

your intentions.”

Thetwo closest shipsraced in, first growing indistinct points of light,
then taking on shapes. "Chewie, | think you'd better get our forward

deflector shields up. I've got abad fedling about this."



He reached for the communi cations switch as Chewbacca brought up the
shidds, but then he looked through the front viewport. The two incoming
shipsroared toward him at unbelievable speed, spreading out on either side.
The sght of their squared-off solar panels and centrd pilot compartments

turned Han's blood to ice weter.

TIE fighters.

"Chewieg, get over here. I'm taking the laser cannon.” Before the Wookiee
could reply, Han hauled himsdf up the access tube into the gun well. He
grabbed on to the gunner's chair, trying to reorient himself in the new

gravity fidd.

The TIE fighters camein for atwo-pronged attack, spreading above and below
the Falcon and firing their lasers. Asthe ship lurched from the impact, Han
managed to throw himsdlf into the gunner's chair, grabbing for the harness
buckle and strapping himself in. One of the attacking ships swooped

overhead, and the Fal con's sensor panel's howled with the sound of Twin lon
Engines, from which the TIE fighter took its name. The enemy vessd fired

again, but the beams streaked harmlessly through space.

"Chewie, take evasve action! Don' just fly straight!” The Wookiee shouted
something from below, and Han ydlled back. "I don't know--you're piloting,

you figureit out!" Obvioudy Kessd had not rolled out the welcome mat for



them. Had some vestige of the Empire taken over the planet? If so, Han

needed to get that information back to Coruscant.

Other ships were approaching now, and somehow Han didn't think they were
coming to help. Up ahead, the two TIE fighters swooped up in atight arc,
executing a complete one-eighty and roaring back for a second attack on the

Facon.

But thistime Han had managed to strap himself in and power up the laser
batteries. On his scope the TIE fighter made a digitized target, growing

larger. The enemy ship came closer and closer. Han tightened his grip around
thefiring levers, knowing the TIE pilot would be doing the same. He waited,
fedling swest build up on his neck. He realized he was holding his breeth.

One more second. One more second. The targeting cross showed dead center on

the starboard wing of the fighter.

Theinstant Han pressed the firing button, Chewbacca threw the Falcon into
anevasveroll. The laser blasts went wide, spraying toward the distant
gars. The TIE fighter's shot also missed, streaking in the opposite

direction and coming periloudy closeto gtriking the second TIE fighter.

The second fighter managed to readjust hisaim quickly enough that histwo
shots scored the Falcon's shields. Han heard sparks spraying from the
control panels. Chewie bellowed a preiminary damage report. Aft shieds
gone. Forward shields il holding well. That meant they had to take the

TIE fighters head-on.



Asthefirg fighter sivung around for athird pass, Han swiveled hisgun
turret asfar asit would go and stared at the targeting screen again. This
time he would forget about finesse and perfect accuracy. He just wanted to
blast the sucker. Hislaserswere fully charged, and he could afford to

waste afew shots, aslong asthis wasn't going to be a prolonged battle.

As soon as the targeting cross touched the image of the fighter, Han
sueezed hisfiring buttons at full power, strafing his deadly laser across

the path of the incoming ship. The Imperia fighter swooped in but could not
changeits course quickly enough, plowing through the shower of laser bolts.
The ship erupted into aflame-flower of exploding fud tanks and expanding

amosphere.

Han and Chewbacca shouted their triumph in unison. Even euphoric, Han didn't
St around patting himsalf on the back. "Let's go after the other one,

Chewie." The second TIE fighter swerved outward in along trgectory, then
headed back toward Kessdl. "Hurry, before those reinforcements can get
here." Hewondered if perhaps he and Chewbacca shouldn't turn and flee
immediately. But part of him refused to let anybody take potshots at the

Millennium Falcon and just walk away fromiit.

Chewbaccaincreased speed, closing the gap between the Falcon and the TIE

fighter. "Just get me one good shot, Chewie. One good shot.”



Hewasin an unmarked modified light freighter--why would the TIE fighters
come out shooting at them in the first place? Wasit the New Republic ID
beacon? What was going on at Kessel? Lela sat around thinking about details
likethat, analyzing the possihilities, and coming up with scenarios. With

her tremendousload of diplomatic duties, she was becoming more and more of
athinker each day, trying to solve things by committee and negotiation. But
apolitical solution wouldn't work if an Imperia TIE fighter camein

shooting at you.

Another ship soared up from behind as they chased the TIE fighter toward
Kessd. Han shot off afew burstsfrom hislaser, but they all missed; then

he turned his attention to the ship tailing them. The Falcon had no

operationa shields back there. Chewbacca cdled out again from below; then

Han got his second surprisefor the day. "l seeit, | seeit!”

An X-wing fighter approached from the rear, dowly gaining on the Falcon as
they neared Kessdl. Han took another potshot at the TIE fighter. Even from
this distance the X-wing fighter seemed old and battered, asif it had been

repaired many times.

"Chewie, contact the X-wing and tell him we'd appreciate whatever help he
can give us." Han pressed his back againgt the firing chair and focused his

attention on histarget.

Thefleeing TIE fighter soared into the wispy tail of atmosphere behind the

planet. Han could see a bright pathway asthe speed of the ship ionized the



gas. Then the X-wing fired on the Facon from behind. The lasers scored a
direct hit, incinerating the protruding sensor dish mounted on the top of

the ship.

Han and Chewie shouted at each other, scrambling to figure what to do.
Chewbaccatook the Falcon into atight dive closer to the atmosphere of
Kessd. "Turn usaround! Turn usaround!” They had to get their unprotected

aft section out of the X-wing'sline of fire.

The X-wing shot again, burning meta on the hull of the Falcon. All the
lights went out inside the ship. From the lurch of the cabin Han knew the
hit had been abad one. He could aready smell something burning below

decks. Emergency lightsclicked on.

"Weve got to get out of herel”

Chewbacca barked the Wookiee equivalent of "no kidding."

They ducked into the atmospheric tail, buffeted by the suddenly dense gas
particles pelting the ship. Around them streamers of heated gas glowed

orange and blue. The X-wing camein from behind, il firing.

Han's mind raced. They could skim around Kessdl in atight orbit, then
dingshot back out of the system. With the black hole cluster so close at

hand, no one would risk jumping into hyperspace without intensive prior



caculations, and neither he nor Chewie could spare the time to do them.

With the Falcon's sensor dish dagged, Han couldn't even send out adistress
cal or try to sweet-talk the traitorous commander of the X-wing. He
couldn't even surrender! Talk about being stuck. "Chewie, if you have any

suggestions--" He stopped talking as his mouth dropped open.

Asthey swept around Kessdl, Han detected wave after wave of fighter ships
launching from the garrison moon, raising adefensive curtain the Millennium

Falcon would never be ableto cross.

He saw hundreds of ships of every size and make imaginable, sdvaged
warships and stolen pleasure cruisers. Reaching the safety of numbers, the
second TIE fighter did another tight loop to join the rest of the group. And
they all camein shooting with ablur of turbolaser boltsthat |looked likea
fireworks digplay. Despite the motley appearance of the Kessdl flegt, Han's
sensors showed that their weapons worked just fine. The atacking X-wing

scored adirect hit. The cabin shook.

The Falcon took aturn upward as Chewbacca tried to flee the oncoming wave
of ships. Han sent abarrage of laser fireinto the cluster and was

gratified to see the engine pod of asmall Z-95 Headhunter fighter burst

into flames. The snub fighter dropped out of the attacking fleet and wobbled

toward Kessdl's atmosphere. Han hoped it would crash.

Seeing that it would serve no purpose to keep firing against overwhelming



odds, Han dropped back down the access shaft of the gun turret to the

cockpit to see what he could do to assist Chewbacca.

Then thefleet of shipsbegan pummeling them.

The X-wing fired again, scoring a second direct hit. A firestorm of laser
blasts struck their forward deflector shields. Chewie dewed the Falcon from
Sdeto sdein afutile evasve maneuver. Han settled himsdlf into the

other pilot'schair just in timeto seetheindicator lightsfor the forward

shieldswink out. They were now unprotected from the front and from behind.

Another hit rocked them, and Han's chest smacked against the control pandl.
"There goes the main drive unit. We're space-meat in the next barrage. Take
us down, Chewie. Get usinto the atmosphere. It's the only thing we can do."
Chewbacca started to express his disbdlief, but Han grabbed the controls and
sent them lurching down toward Kessdl. "It's gonna be abumpy ride. Hold on

toyour fur."

The swarm of attacking shipswhirled in space as the Falcon plowed into the
white atmosphere of Kessdl. Han grabbed his seet asthe ship struck the
clouds. He suddenly felt the buffeting winds caused by gouts of air escaping
into space. From his control panels and the stench leaking from the back
compartments, Han knew that his maneuvering capabilitieswould be minimdl.
By the groaning sounds from his copilot, he knew the Wookiee had redlized

the samething.



"Think of it thisway, Chewie. If weland thisthing in one piece, our sKill
aspilotswill be legendary from one end of the galaxy to the other!” Han
said with ahumor he did not fed. 'l knew | shouldn't have come back to

Kessd."

The Facon was going down. Both Han and Chewbacca fought to keep a steady

downward course that would not burn them up in the insubstantial atmosphere.

Kessdl's main defensive fleet swept into orbit and prepared for an orderly
descent. One deek, insectile ship, which Han recognized asa
black-market-built Hornet Interceptor, peded off, streaking downward in the

Fa con's backdraft.

Chewbaccasaw it first. The ship, aerodynamically perfect, did through the
atmosphere like a vibroblade, ignoring the heat generated on itshull. The
ship fired surgica srikes of turbolasers at the Falcon's maneuvering jets,

disabling them further.

"We're dready crashing!" Han bellowed. "What more do they want?' But he
knew: they wanted the Fal con to be destroyed on impact, all occupants

erased. Han suspected he didn't need any help from the Hornet Interceptor.

Asthey plunged downward, the Falcon approached one of the giant atmosphere
factories, a huge smokestack mounted on the surface of Kessdl, whereimmense

engines catalyzed the rock and cooked out gasesinto a cyclone of breathable



ar.

The Hornet Interceptor fired again. The Facon lurched from anear miss.
Chewbaccals face was grim. His fangs showed as he concentrated on keeping

them dive.

"Chewie, pull as closeto the plume asyou can. I've got an idea." Chewbacca

yowled, but Han cut him off. "Just do it, buddy!"

When the Hornet tried to outflank them, Han swept the ship asde asthe
towering plume of atmaosphere boiled into the sky. The Hornet Interceptor
tried to second-guess his move, but Han lurched sideways again, driving the

Hornet into the roaring upward flow of wind.

An aileron strut in the delicate insectile wing snapped off, and the Hornet
spun into the cyclone. Other parts of its hull broke apart asthe ship tried

to escape but lurched deeper into the danger zone. Han gave acry of triumph
as the ship exploded into flames that were pulled to tatters by the

atmosphere factory's vortex.

Then the surface of Kessel rushed up at them like agigantic hammer.

Han fought with the contrals. "At least well have a soft landing with the

new repulsorliftsweingtaled,” he said. He grabbed at the pandl, priming

the controls. Chewbacca barked at him to hurry. Han activated the



repulsorlifts as he sSmultaneoudy heaved asigh of relief.

Nothing.

"What?' He dammed hisfingers on the switch again and again, but the
repul sorlifts refused to operate. "'l just had those fixed!" Han yelled above
the noise of screaming wind as he fought to bring the Falcon under some

semblance of control. "Okay, Chewie, | am definitely open for suggestiond!™

But Chewbacca had no time to answer before the ship crashed into the rugged

aurface of Kessd.

The towers of Imperia City roseto the sky, high above the shadowed surface
of the planet Coruscant. The cornerstones of the towers had been in place
for more than athousand generations, dating back to the formative days of
the Old Republic. Over the millenniahigher and higher structures had been

built on top of the ruined foundations.

Luke Skywalker stepped onto a shuttle-landing platform that jutted out from
the scarred, monolithic face of the former Imperia Paace. Gusts of wind

whipped around him, and he pulled back the hood of his Jedi robe.

Helooked into the sky, pondering the thin layer of atmosphere that
protected Coruscant from space beyond. Wrecked ships till rode in haphazard
orbits, debris from the vicious battles when the Alliance had recently

recaptured the planet from Imperia control during civil war in the remnants



of the Empire.

Higher than the tops of the towers, kite-like hawk-bats rode thermal

currentsrising from the canyons of the city. As he watched, one hawk-bat
swooped down, down, into the dark crevasses between ancient buildings,
finaly emerging amoment later with something cylindrical and dripping--a

granite dug, perhaps--in itsclaws.

Luke bided histime, usng a Jedi meditation technique to quell the anxiety
ingde him. Asayounger man he had been fidgety and impatient, filled with
uncertainty. But Y oda had taught him patience, dong with so many other

things. A true Jedi Knight could wait aslong as necessary.

The New Republic Senate had been in session for only an hour, and they would
gtill be working on mundane issues. Luke wanted to Sartle them after they

had been talking for awhile.

Theimmense metropolis of Imperia City bustled around him, little changed
now that it was the seat of the New Republic instead of the Empire; prior to
that it had been capital of the Old Republic. The capitol building, formerly
Emperor Palpatine's palace, was made of polished gray-green rock and
mirrored crystas, sparkling in the hazy sunlight of Coruscant asit towered

over al other structures, even the adjoining Senate building.

Much of Imperia City had been laid waste during the months of civil war



following the downfal of Grand Admira Thrawn. The variousfactions of the
old Empire had fought over the Emperor's homeworld, turning vast districts

into graveyards of crashed ships and exploded buildings.

But the tide of battle had turned, and the New Republic had driven back the
vestiges of the Empire. Many Alliance soldiers now turned their effortsto
repairing the damage, hisfriend Wedge Antilles among them. Top priority had
been given to rebuilding the former Imperia Palace and the Senate chambers.
The Emperor's own construction droids ranged through the battle-scarred
wastelands, automatically scraping up raw materias from the wreckage for

converson into new buildings.

In the distance L uke could see one of the enormous droids, forty stories

tal, wrecking ahaf-collgpsed building shell and plowing apath whereits
programming had deemed a new devated transport path should be routed. Its
girder armstoppled the stone face of the building, pulling free meta

support structures and feeding the debris into a processing mouth where the

materials would be separated and new components extruded.

During the previous year of violent gtrife, Luke had been whisked away to
the resurrected Emperor's stronghold in the galactic core, and there he had

dlowed himsdf to learn the dark sde.

He had become the Emperor's chief lieutenant, just like hisfather, Darth
Vader. The struggle had been great within him, and only with the help, and

the friendship, and the love of Leiaand Han had he been able to break free.



Luke saw adiplomatic shuttle dropping down from orbit with itslocator
lightsrippling in acomplex sequence. Itsjetsturned off with awhining

sound asit coasted toward alanding pad on the far side of the palace.

Luke Skywalker had been through the fire now.

Inside, his heart seemed a diamond-hard lump. He wasn't merely another Jedi
Knight--he was the only remaining Jedi Master. He had survived tests and
rigors more potent than routine Jedi training prepared him for. Luke
understood more about the Force now than he had ever dreamed possible.

Sometimesit terrified him.

He thought of the dayswhen he had been idedlistic and adventuresome, riding
the Millennium Facon and dudling blindly with a practice remote as Ben
Kenobi watched. Luke remembered also the skepticism he had felt ashe
swooped down upon thefirst Death Star during the Battle of Yavin, trying to
locate atiny thermal-exhaust port; Ben's voice had spoken to him then,

telling him to trust in the Force.

L uke understood much more now, especialy why the old man's eyes had held

such ahaunted 1ook.

Another hawk-bat swooped down into the dark maze of the lower levels of



buildings, flapping itswings asit climbed back up, holding asguirming
prizeinits claws. AsLuke watched, a second hawk-bat dovein onan
intercept course, grabbing the prey out of thefirst's grasp. Far away, he
could hear their cawing sounds as they dashed and tore at each other. The
squirming prey, no longer heeded, fdll through the air, buffeted by rising
currents, until it struck ground somewherein the aley dimness. Thetwo
hawk-bats, locked in mortal combat, also fell asthey struggled with each
other, until they too smashed into an outcropping of the abandoned lower

leves.

A troubled expression crossed Luke's face. An omen? He was about to address
the New Republic Senate. The time had come. He turned and waked back inside

the coal corridors, pulling hisrobetightly around himsdif.

Luke stood at the entrance to the Senate assembly chamber. The room swept
down to agiant amphitheater in which sat theinner circle of gppointed
senators and outer rows of representatives from different planets, different
aien races. Redltime holos of the proceedings would be broadcast around

Imperia City and recorded for transmission to other planets.

Sunlight filtered through the fragmented crystal ssgmentsin the celling

high overhead, fanning out the spectrum in arainbow effect over the most
important people at the center of the room, scintillating around them as

they moved--designed, Luke knew, by the Emperor himsdlf to strike awe into

those observing him.



As she spoke now on the centra dais, Mon Mothma, the New Republic's Chief
of State, seemed uncomfortable in the grandeur of the assembly chamber. Luke
alowed asmileto cross his face as he remembered the first time he had

seen Mon Mothmadescribing the plans of the second Death Star as the Rebels

approached Endor.

With her short reddish hair and soft voice, Mon Mothmadid not look like a
tough-as-nails military commander. Asaformer member of the Imperia
Senate, Mon Mothma seemed to be more in her eement now, trying to forge the

pieces of the New Republic into a strong, unified government.

Beside Mon Mothmasat Luke's sister Leia Organa Solo, straight-backed and
listening to every moment of the proceedings. Leiahad been performing more

and more important diplomatic activitieswith each passing month.

Around the dais sat the members of the Alliance High Command, important
figuresin the Rebdlion given rolesin the new government: Generd Jan
Dodonna, who had led the Battle of Y avin against the first Death Star;
Generd Carlist Riegkan, former commander of Echo Base on theice planet
Hoth; Generd Crix Madine, an Imperia defector who had been invaluablein
planning the destruction of the second Death Star; Admira Ackbar, who had
led the rebel fleet in the Battle of Endor; Senator Garm Bel Iblis, who had

brought his Dreadnought ships against Grand Admird Thrawn.

Battlefield credentias did not necessarily imply that these brave leaders



would be gifted politicians aswell, but since the hold of the New Republic
was gtill shaky, asthe recent devagtating civil war had shown, it made good

sense to keep military commandersin positions of power.

Finishing her speech, Mon Mothmaraised her hands. For amoment it looked as
if she were about to give abenediction. "I call for any new business. Does

anyone wish to speak?’

Lukestiming had been perfect. He stepped into the light at the entrance
archway and drew back his hood. He spoke softly, but used his Jedi powersto
project with sufficient strength that everyone in the entire amphithester

heard him.

"l would address the assembly, Mon Mothma If | may?"

He waked down the steps with agliding stride, quickly enough that the
otherswould not |ose patience, but with enough graceto imply hisown
strength of character. Appearances could deceive, Y oda had said, but
sometimes gppearances could be very important. As he descended the long
ramp, Lukefdt al eyesturntoward him. A hush fdl over the assembly.
Luke Skywalker, the lone remaining Jedi Master, dmost never took partin

governmenta proceedings.

"l have an important matter to address,”" he said. For amoment he was
reminded of when he had walked alone into the dank corridors of Jabbathe

Hutt's palace--but thistime there were no pig-like Gamorrean guards that he



could manipulate with atwist of hisfingers and atouch of the Force.

Mon Mothma gave him a soft, mysterious smile and gestured for himto take a
centra position. "The words of a Jedi Knight are ways welcome to the New

Republic," shesad.

Luketried not to look pleased. She had provided the perfect opening for
him. "In the Old Republic," he said, "Jedi Knights were the protectors and
guardians of dl. For athousand generations the Jedi used the powers of the
Forceto guide, defend, and provide support for the rightful government of
worlds--before the dark days of the Empire came, and the Jedi Knightswere

killed."

He let hiswords hang, then took another breath. "Now we have aNew
Republic. The Empire appears to be defeated. We have founded anew
government based upon the old, but |et us hope we learn from our mistakes.
Before, an entire order of Jedi watched over the Republic, offering

srength. Now | am the only Jedi Master who remains.

"Without that order of protectorsto provide abackbone of strength for the
New Republic, can we survive? Will we be able to wegather the sorms and the
difficulties of forging anew union? Until now we have suffered severe

struggles--but in the future they will be seen as nothing more than birth

pangs.”



Before the other senators could disagree with that, L uke continued. " Our

people had acommon foe in the Empire, and we must not |et our defenses
lapse just because we have internd problems. More to the point, what will
happen when we begin squabbling among oursalves over petty matters? The old
Jedi helped to mediate many types of disputes. What if there are no Jedi

Knightsto protect usin the difficult times ahead?"

Luke moved under the diffracting rainbow colorsfrom the crystd light
overhead. Hetook histimeto fix his gaze on dl the senators present; he

turned his attention to Leialast.

Her eyeswere wide but supportive. He had not discussed hisideawith her

beforehand.

"My ggter isundergoing Jedi training. She hasagreat ded of ill inthe
Force. Her three children are dso likely candidates to be trained as young
Jedi. In recent years | have come to know awoman named Mara Jade, who is
now unifying the smugglers--the former smugglers™” he amended, "into an
organization that can support the needs of the New Republic. Shedso hasa
talent for the Force. | have encountered othersin my travels." Another
pause. The audience was listening so far. "But are these the only ones? We
aready know that the ability to use the Forceis passed from generation to
generation. Most of the Jedi were killed in the Emperor's purge--but could
he possibly have eradicated al of the descendants of those Knights?|

myself was unaware of the potentia power within me until Obi-Wan Kenobi

taught me how to useit. My sister Leilawas amilarly unaware.



"How many people are abroad in this galaxy who have acomparable strength in
the Force, who are potentia members of anew order of Jedi Knights, but are

unaware of who they are?’

Lukelooked at them again. "In my brief search | have dready discovered
that there are indeed some descendants of former Jedi. | have come hereto
asK"'--he turned to gesture toward Mon Mothma, swept his hand acrossthe

people gathered there in the chamber--"for two things."

"Hirdt, that the New Republic officidly sanction my search for those with a
hidden talent for the Force, to seek them out and try to bring them to our

sarvice. For this| will need some hdp.”

Admira Ackbar interrupted, blinking his huge fish eyesand turning his
head. "But if you yourself did not know your power when you were young, how

will these other people know? How will you find them, Jedi Skywaker?!

Lukefolded hishandsin front of him. "Severa ways. First, with the help

of two dedicated droidswho will spend their days searching through the
Imperid City databases, we may find likely candidates, people who have
experienced miraculous strokes of luck, whose lives seem filled with
incredible coincidences. We could look for people who seem unusualy
charismatic or those whom legend credits with working miracles. These could

al be unconscious manifestations of askill with the Force."



Luke held up another finger. "Aswell, the droids could search the database
for forgotten descendants of known Jedi Knights from the Old Republic days.

We should turn up afew leads.”

"And what will you yoursdlf be doing?' Mon Mothmaasked, shifting in her

robes.

"I've dready found severd candidates | wish to investigate. All | ask
right now isthat you agree thisis something we should pursue, that the

search for Jedi be conducted by others and not just myself.”

Mon Mothmasat up straighter in her centra seet. "1 think we can agreeto
that without further discussion.” She looked around to the other senators,

seeing them nod agreement. "Tdl us your second request.”

Luke stood tdler. Thiswas most important to him. He saw Lela dtiffen. "If
sufficient candidates are found who have potentia for using the Force, |
wish to be allowed--with the New Republic's blessing--to establish in some
gppropriate place an intensve training center, a Jedi academy, if you will.
Under my direction we can help these students discover their abilities, to
focus and strengthen their power. Ultimately, this academy would provide a
core group that could alow usto restore the Jedi Knights as protectors of

the New Republic." He drew in a deep breath and waited.

Senator Bdl Iblisraised himsdlf dowly to hisfeet. "A comment, if | may?



I'm sorry, Luke, but | have to raise the question--we've aready seen the
terrible damage a Jedi can causeif he alows himself to be swayed by the
dark side. Wejust recently fought against Joruus C'baoth, and of course
Darth Vader nearly caused the death of usdll. If ateacher asgreat as
Obi-Wan Kenobi could fail and let his student fall to evil, how can we take
therisk of training an entire new order of Jedi Knights? How many will turn

to the dark sde? How many new enemies will we make for ourselves?'

L uke nodded somberly. The question had been working at the back of hisown
mind, and he had pondered it deeply. "I can only say that we have seen these
terrible examples, and we must learn from them. | myself have touched the
dark side and come through stronger and more wary of its powers than ever
before. | agreethereisarisk, but | cannot believe the New Republic will

be safer without anew force of Jedi."

A murmur rippled through the chamber. Bl 1blis stood amoment longer, asif

he meant to say something el se, but instead he sat down, looking satisfied.

Admira Ackbar got to hisfeet and gpplauded with hisflipper-like hands. "I
agreethat the Jedi's request isin the best interests of the New Republic,”

hesad.

Jan Dodonna aso stood. After narrowly surviving the Battle of Yavin,

Dodonna had treated L uke with completetrust. I agree aswell!”



Soon al the senators were standing. Luke saw abroad grin on Leidsface as
shetoo stood. Hefdt the rainbows around him from the crystal ceiling,

seemingly full of power, and hefdt warmingde.

Mon Mothmasat, nodding gravely. She wasthe last to stand up, and she
raised her hand for silence. "I give you my hopesfor the rebirth of the
Jedi Knights. We will offer whatever help we can. May the Force be with

you."

Before Luke could turn, gpplause from the audiencerolled like astorm

through the chamber.

Leds quarters were among the most spacious and accommodating in the
Emperor's abandoned palace--and the room echoed with emptiness. Leia Organa
Solo, formerly aprincess, currently the New Republic's Minister of

State--felt tired and worn as she returned to her rooms at the end of along

day. The high point had been Luke's triumphant address before the assembly,

but that was merely one detail in aday filled with problems. Confusing
contradictionsin multilingud tregtiesthat even Threepio couldn't fathom,

dien cultura regtrictions that made diplomacy nearly impossible--it made

her head spin!

AsLealooked around her quarters, afrown etched her face. "lllumination
up two points," she said, and the room grew brighter, driving some of the
quiet shadows farther away. Han and Chewbacca were gone, ostensibly to

reestablish contact with the planet Kessdl, dthough she believed it was



more of avacation for him, away to relivethe "good old days' of
gdlivanting across the galaxy. Sometimes she wondered if Han ever regretted
marrying someone 0o different from himsdlf, settling down with diplomatic
entanglements on Coruscant. He tolerated endless receptions during which he
had to dress nicdly in clothesthat obvioudy made him uncomfortable. In
conversations he had to speak with ameasured tact that was completely

foreignto him.

But Han was off having fun at the moment, leaving her stuck in Imperid

City. The New Republic's Chief of State, Mon Mothma, gave Leiamore and more
assgnments, letting the fate of planets hang on how well she accomplished

her tasks. So far Leiahad performed well, but the seven years since the

Battle of Endor had been filled with many setbacks: the war againgt the

dien Ss-ruuk Imperium, the resurgence of Grand Admira Thrawn and hisbid

to reassemble the Empire, not to mention the resurrected Emperor and his

gigantic World Devastator machines. Though they seemed to be enjoying atime

of relative peace at last, the constant warfare had | eft the New Republic on

shaky ground.

Inaway it had been easier when they had the Empireto fight againg, to
unify dl thefactions of the Alliance. But now the enemy was not so clearly
defined. Now Leiaand the others had to re-forge links between dl the
planets that had once been crushed under the Imperia boot. Some of those
worlds, though, had suffered so much that now they wanted to be left alone,

giventimeto lick their wounds and hed. Many wanted no part of a



gaaxy-wide federation of planets. They wanted their independence. But
independent worlds could be picked off one by oneif other powerful forces

ever dlied themsdlves againgt them.

Lelawaked into her bedchamber and stripped off the diplomatic clothing she
had worn dl day. Thismorning it had been crisp and bright, but the fabric
logt its vigor after too much time under the rainbow lights of the grand

audience chamber.

Within the next week or so, Lelawould have to arrange meetings with
ambassadors from six different worldsin an effort to convincethemtojoin
the New Republic. Four seemed amenable, but two insisted on complete

neutraity until their planets specific issues were addressed.

Her most difficult task would be two weeks hence, when the Caridan
ambassador would arrive. Caridawas deep in territory till held by vestiges

of the Empire, home of one of the primary Imperid military training bases.

Even though Emperor P patine was dead and Grand Admira Thrawn overthrown,
Caridarefused to face redlity. It had been amgjor victory that the
ambassador agreed to come to Coruscant at al--and Leiawould have to

entertain him, no doubt smiling pleasantly the entiretime.

Leaturned on the controls of the sonic bath and st it for agentle
massage. She eased hersdlf into the chamber, letting out along sigh,

wanting just to blank out the troubles from her head.



Around her, fresh-cut flowers from the Skydome Botanica Gardens brightened
the room with their faint perfume. Mounted on the wall were nostalgic scenes
from the planet Alderaan, pictures of the planet where she had grown up, the
planet Grand Moff Tarkin had destroyed to demonstrate the power of his Death
Star: the peaceful, sweeping grasdands that whispered in the wind, the

soaring kite creatures that ferried people from one smooth tower city to
another, the industry and deep settlements built into the walls of wide

cracks plunging into Alderaan's crust ... her home city risng from the

center of alake.

Han had procured those picturesfor her just last year; he wouldn't say
where he had found them. For months the images wrenched her heart every time
shelooked at them. She thought of her foster father, Senator Bail Organa,

and her childhood as a princess, never suspecting her true heritage.

Now L eialooked on those pictures with bittersweet fondness, as an
indication of Han'slovefor her. He had, after al, once won awhole planet
in acard game and had given it to her for the other survivors of Alderaan.

Hedidlove her.

Even though he wasn't here now.

After only afew minutes the sonic bath unknotted her muscles, revitaizing

and refreshing her. Leladressed again, thistime in something more



comfortable. In the mirror shelooked at hersdlf. Leiano longer spent the
meticulous timewith her hair that she had when she was a princesson

Alderaan.

Since then she had borne three children, the twins, who were now two years
old, and recently athird baby. She was able to see them only afew timesa

year, and she missed them terribly.

Because of the potentia power carried by the grandchildren of Anakin
Skywalker, the twins and the baby boy had been taken to a carefully guarded
planet, Anoth. All other knowledge of the planet had been blocked from her
mind, to prevent anyone from prying it out of her thoughts. During their

first two years, Luke said, Jedi children were most vulnerable. Any contact

with the dark side could warp their minds and abilitiesfor life.

She activated the small holodais that projected recent images of her
children. The two-year-old twins, Jacen and Jaina, played insde a colorful
sculptured playground artifact. In another image Lela's personal servant
Winter held the new baby, Anakin, smiling at something out of view. Leia

smiled back, though the static images couldn't see her.

Part of that long loneliness would soon be over.

Jacen and Jaina could now use some of the Jedi powersto protect themselves,

and Leacould shidd thetwins aswdl. Within little more than aweek--no,

it was exactly eight days--her little boy and girl would be returning home.



Knowing that the twins were coming to stay lightened her mood. Leia eased
back into the self-conforming chair as she turned on the entertainment
gynthesizers, playing a pastorale melody written by afamous composer from

Alderaan.

The door chime sounded, startling her from her reverie. She glanced down to

make certain she had remembered to dress hersdlf, then went to the entryway.

Her brother Luke stood in the shadows, cowled in his brown hood and cloak.

"Hello, Luke!" she said, then gasped. "Oh, | forgot completely!™

"Developing your Jedi powersis nothing to takelightly, Leia" He frowned,

asif scolding her.

She gestured him to comeingde. "'I'm sure you'll have me make it up with

extrapractice sessons.”

When seen from adistance, the huge construction droid moved at a plodding
pace, lifting itsimmense support pods only once every haf hour to shuffle
asep forward. But standing right benegath it, General Wedge Antilles and

his demoalition teams saw the construction droid as ablur of motion, its
thousands of articulated arms working on structures to be disassembled. The
walking factory plowed deeper into the morass of collgpsing and

half-destroyed buildingsin an old sector of Imperid City.



Some of the droid's limbs ended with implosion wrecking balls or plasma
cuttersthat sent explosive joltsinto the wals. Collector arms sorted

through the rubble, yanking out girders, shoveling boulders and stedlcrete

into dispensing receptacles. Other raw wreckage was scooped directly into
the churning mandibles and conveyor belts that brought the resources down to
elementa separators, which in turn pulled out the useful substances and
processed them into new building components. The heet rising from its
interna factoriesrippled in mirage-like waves, making the immense machine

glow in Coruscant's star-filled night.

The congtruction droid continued to work itsway through the buildings
damaged from the devadtating firefights during the recent civil warfare.
With so much to repair or destroy, sometimes the droid's collector arams and

debris netswere not sufficient.

Wedge Antilles looked up just in time to see a packed receptacle split from

itsmoorings. "Hey, keep back, everybody! Under cover!"

The demoalition team scrambled under the protection of an outcropping of wall
asthe debrisfell twenty stories. A rain of boulders, transparisted, and
twisted rebars crashed with explosive force into the street below. Someone

yd ped into the comlink, then promptly silenced himself.

"Lookslikethismain building isgoing to go any minute,” Wedge said. "Team

Orange, | want you to keep at least half ablock away from that thing.



There's no telling what that droid's going to do, and | don't want to shut
it down. It takesthree daysto reinitidize and get it working again.”
Wedge had not been thrilled with using the outdated and unpredictable
technology of the construction droids, but they did seem to be the fastest

way to clear the wreckage.

"l copy, Wedge," the Orange Team Leader said, "But if we see any more of
those ferd refugees, were going to have to try and rescue them--even if
they arefaster and hide better." Then the comlink channd brokeinto

chatter as he ordered other team members to move.

Wedge smiled. Even though he, like Lando Calrissan and Han Solo, had been
promoted to the rank of genera, Wedge il fdt like "one of the guys.” He
was afighter pilot at heart, and heliked it that way. He had spent the

last four months in space with the salvage crews there, hauling wrecked
fightersinto higher orbits where they would pose no risk to theincoming

ships. He had salvaged the vessals not too badly damaged and sdlf-destructed

those that posed too great ahazard in the orbital traffic lanes.

L ast month Wedge had requested a ground assignment for a change, though he
loved to fly in space. Now he wasin charge of ailmost two hundred people,
supervising the four congtruction droids that churned through this section

of the city, restoring it and erasing battle scars from the war againgt the

Empire.



The congtruction droids each had a master plan deep in their computer cores.
Asthey repaired Imperia City in swaths, the droids checked the buildings
infront of them, fixing those that needed minor repairs, demolishing those

that didn't fit into the new plan.

Mogt of the sentient life forms had been evacuated from the deep underworld
of the ancient metropolis, although some creaturesliving in the darkest

aleys could no longer be classified as fully human. Shabby and naked, with
pallid skin and sunken eyes, they were the descendants of those who had long
ago fled to Coruscant's darkest alleysto escape political retribution; some
looked as though they had not seen the sun their entire lives. When the New
Republic returned to Coruscant, an effort spearheaded by the old veteran of
Y avin 4, Genera Jan Dodonna, had been to help these poor souls, but they

were wild and smart, and eluded capture every time.

The streets--or what had been streets centuries ago--were covered with dank
moss and alush growth of fungus. The smells of decaying garbage and

stagnant water swirled around them anytime Wedge's team moved. Microclimates
of rigng air and condensing moisture created tiny rainsormsin the dleys,

but the dripping water smelled no fresher than the stlanding pools or

gutters. Wedge's teams deployed floating repul sor-lights, but clouds of

stling dust from the demolition work filled the air with thick murk.

The congtruction droid paused in itswork for amoment, and the relative
slence sounded like athud in Wedge's ears. He looked up to see the droid

extending two of itsbig wrecking-ball arms. It siwung the balswith mammoath



force, toppling thewal in front of it. Then thedroid levered its

support-pod legs forward to take a step into the collapsing building.

But the sde of thewall did not dough inward quite as Wedge expected;
something insde had been reinforced more than the rest of the building. The

congtruction droid tried to step down, but the wall would not yield.

Thetitanic droid began making loud, hydraulic sounds asit attempted to
regain its bdance. Theforty-story-tall mechanica factory tilted Sideways
and hung poised on the verge of toppling. Wedge jerked out his comlink. If
the congtruction droid fll, it would take out half ablock of buildings

with it, including the areawhere he had just sent Team Orange to take

refuge.

But then a dozen of its arms|ocked together and extended to the adjacent
wall of buildings, splaying out, bresking through in places, but steadying
the droid'sweight just long enough for it to regain its balance. A rustling
noise came over the comlink as Wedge'steams et out a collective sigh of

relief.

Wedge tried to see by the light of the shimmering aurora overhead and the
floating lights they had strung. Hidden behind an edifice indistinguishable
from therest of the buildings stood solid meta walls, heavily reinforced

but buckled and ruptured by the enormous foot of the construction droid.



Wedge frowned. The demoalition teams had encountered alot of ancient
artifactsin the ruined buildings, but nothing that had been so powerfully

shielded and hidden. Something told him thiswas important.

He looked up with astart to see that the construction droid had reoriented
itself and returned to the reinforced building that stood in itsway.

Bending down its scanner-dome head, the droid inspected the tough walls of
the shielded room, asif andyzing how best to rip it to shreds. Two of the

explosive dectrica claws extended downward.

The congtruction droid knew nothing about what secrets these buildings might
contain. The droid merely followed the blueprint in its computer mind and

carried out its programmed modifications.

Wedge felt an agonized moment of indecision. If he shut the droid down to
ingpect the mysterious building, it would take three daysto reset dl the
systems and power it up again. But if the droid had indeed uncovered
something important, something the Cabinet should know about, what would a

few days matter?

Blue-white lightning flickered on the ends of the congtruction droid's

explosve claws asit reached toward the shilded walls.

Wedge picked up his comlink and made ready to shut down the droid--and then

his mind blanked. What was the code?



Besde him Lieutenant Deegan saw his moment of panicked confusion and
snapped the answer. "SGW zero-zero-two-seven!” Wedge ingtantly keyed it into

the comlink.

Thedroid froze just asit was about to discharge its eectrica claws.

Wedge heard the hissing rumble as the factories inside went into standby
mode, powering down and cooling off. Wedge hoped he had made the right
decison. "Okay, Purple and Silver Teams come on in with me, Were going to

do alittle exploring here."

Summoning acluster of floating lightsto follow them, the teams converged
at thefoot of the construction droid and then moved into the wreckage.

Loose dust flickered down.

They scrambled over the rubble, careful not to cut themsalves on shattered
trangparisted and protruding metal. Wedge heard the skittering sounds of
andl lifeformshiding in the new cracks. The patter of falling sones
continued to fall asthe collapsing walls shifted and re-shifted. “Watch

your backs--thisplaceis dtill faling apart,” Wedge said.

Ahead awide cave-like gash had opened in the heavily shielded room, showing
only alightlessinterior. "Let'sgoin. Nice and easy.” Wedge narrowed his
eyes at the shadows around them. "Be ready to retreat at a moment's notice.

We don't know what'sin there."



A deafening screech sounded far above, reverberating in the night. The
demoalition teams jumped, then forced themsalvesto relax when they found it
was only the cooling construction droid venting waste heat. Wedge stepped to
the edge of the darkened hole. The buckled crack in the wall was completely

dark, showing nothing.

The moment he poked his head into the darkness, the monster lunged forward,

al fangs and spewing sdiva

Wedge cried out and stumbled back, bouncing against the jagged edge of the
opening asthelocomoative of claws and fur and armored body plating charged
at him. Before he could straighten his thoughts--before he could even

imagine shouting an order to his troops--a spiderweb of crisscrossed blaster
fire erupted into the night. Mogt of the beams struck home with a smoking

hissinto the creature's body. A second round of blaster fire lanced out.

The monster roared in explosive surprise and pain before collapsing with
enough forceto start asmall avalanchein the debris. Its desth sigh

sounded like steam escaping from afurnace.

Wedge dumped to the ground and suddenly felt his heart begin beating again.

"Thanks, guyd™

The rest of them stood, frozen in surprise and terror, gawking at their own
reflexively drawn blasters and at the heaving, dying hulk of the monster

that hed dwelled within the shielded building.



Thething looked like a huge armored rat with spines dong its back and
tusks coming out of its mouth. It had the tail of akrayt dragon, flicking
initsfinal convulsions as black-purple blood oozed around burned craters
of blagter woundsinitshide. "Guessit got hungry waiting in there," Wedge

said. "Y our fearless leader needsto be alittle more careful from now on."

He sent the bobbing lights through the opening to illuminate the chamber
ahead. Nothing e se seemed to be moving insde. Behind them the giant

armored rat shuddered with alast groaning sigh, then sagged.

In pairsthey pushed through the opening into the isolated chamber. The
metal-plated floor was strewn with cracked bones and skulls from the

sub-humansthet lived in the city'slower levels.

"l guessit found something to est after dl,” Wedge said.

On thefar side of the dark room, they found another tunnel from deeper
underground where a grate had been peeled asde. The grate was rusted, but
bright score marks from large claws showed where the rat-thing had torn its

way through.

"Not it--ashe," Lieutenant Deegan said. "And now you can see why she was S0

upset.” He pointed to the corner where the worst damage had occurred.



Broken blocks of building materid lay piled on the rat-thing's nest. Bright
smears of blood showed where three of the creature's young--each onethe

Size of an Endorian pony--had been crushed by the boulders.

Wedge stared for amoment before he looked around the rest of the gloomy
room. Adjusting the light-enhancers on hisvisor, he could see dark gadgets,
consoles, bed-platforms with manacles and chains. Parked and dormant on two
stands were glossy black Imperid interrogation droids; secret computer

ports stared gray and dead like amphibious eyes.

"Some sort of torture center?’ Lieutenant Deegan asked.

"Lookslikeit,” Wedge answered. "Interrogation. This could yield alot of

information the Emperor didn't want usto have."

"Good thing you shut down the congtruction droid, Wedge," Deegan said. "It's

worth thedday.”

Wedge pursed hislips. Y eah, good thing."

Helooked at the cruel interrogation droids and the torture equipment. A

part of him wished he had never found this place.

The sculpture on Leids crystd table jittered forward, stopped, then rose
into the air. Thefigure was afat man with spread pamsand agrin wide

enough to swallow an X-wing fighter.



The dedler had assured Lelathat it was a genuine Corellian sculpture, that

it would make Han think fond memories of hisown world just as Han'simages
of Alderaan did for her. Upon recelving the anniversary gift, Han had

thanked her profusaly, but could bardly control hislaughter. Hefindly
explained that the statue was atrademarked figurine stolen from a chain of

chegp Cordlian eating establishments. ...

"Keep concentrating, Leia," Luke whispered into the silence, leaning closer.
Hewatched her intently. Her eyeswere focused in the far distance, not
seeing the sculpture a al. The statue continued to levitate, risng higher

off the table; then suddenly it bumped forward to topple onto the floor.

Lelaheaved asigh and dumped back in the saf-conforming chair. Luketried

to cover his disappointment as he remembered his own training. Y oda had made
him stand on his head while balancing rocks and other heavy objects. Luke

had received other training from the twisted Joruus C'baoth, and he had

learned the depths of the dark side from the resurrected Emperor himself.

His sgter's training had been much less rigorous, and more haphazard as she
continualy rescheduled lessons to accommodate her increasing diplomatic
duties. But Leiaconcerned him: he had been working with her for more than
seven years now, and she seemed to be blocked, having reached the limit of
the powers she could master. Given her heritage as the daughter of Anakin

Skywalker, Leia should have been easy to train. Luke wondered how he would



manage to ingtruct alarge group of students at his proposed Jedi academy if

he could not succeed with hisown sigter.

Leiastood and picked up the fallen statue from the floor, setting it back
on thetable. Luke watched her, keeping hisface free of any downcast

expression. "Leia what isit?' he asked.

She looked a him with her dark eyes and hesitated before answering. " Just
feding sorry for mysdlf, | guess. Han should have arrived on Kessdl two
days ago, but he hasn't bothered to send amessage. That's no big surprise,

consdering him!" But Luke saw more wistfulness than sarcasm in her eyes.

"Sometimesit wears on me not to have my own children here. I've been with
the twinsfor only afraction of therr lives. | can count on one hand the
number of times I've visited the baby. | haven't had timeto fed likea
mother. The diplomatic choreswon't give mearest." Then she looked
directly a him. "And you're about to go off on your great Jedi hunt. | fedl

likeI'm missing out on life"

L uke reached out to touch her arm. ™Y ou could become a very powerful Jedi if
you would only devote some concentration to your work. To follow the Force,
you must let your training be the focus of your life and not become

digtracted by other things."

Leareacted more strongly than he had anticipated, drawing away. "Maybe I'm

afraid of that, Luke. When | look &t you, | see ahaunted expression in your



eyes, asif avitd part of you has been burned away by the personal hells
youve waked through. Trying to kill your own father, dueling with aclone
of yoursdlf, serving the Dark Side for the Emperor. If that'swhat it takes

to be a powerful Jedi, maybe | don't want the job!"

She held up her hand to stop him from saying anything until she had
finished. "I am doing important work for the Council. I'm helping to rebuild
awhole republic of athousand star systems. Maybe that ismy lifeswork,
not being a Jedi. And maybe, just maybe, | might want to fit being amother

in there, too."

Luke looked at her, unmoved. No one could read his expressions anymore; he
was no longer innocent. "If that isyour destiny, Leia, it'sagood thing

I'll start training other Jedi soon.” They stared at each other in an
uncomfortable slence for afew moments. Luke looked away firdt, retresting

from that line of conversation.

"But you gill need to protect yourself from the Dark Side. Let'swork a
little more with shielding and your inner defenses, and thenwell cal ita

night." Leianodded, but he could sense that her spirits had sunk further.

He reached out with hisfingersto touch her dark hair, drifting over the
contours of her head. "I'm going to try to probe your mind. I'll use
different techniques, different touches. Try to resist me, or &t least

pinpoint wherel am."



Lukelet hiseyesfdl half-closed, then sent faint tendrils of thoughts

into her mind, deftly touching the topography of her memory. At first she
didn't react, but then he could fed her concentrating, building an
invisblewall around his probe. Though dow, she succeeded in blocking him
off. "Good, now I'm going to try different places." He moved histouchto a

different center. "Resst meif you can.”

As he kept probing deeper, Leiabecame better a fending him off. She
parried his attempts with greater speed and stronger force as he guided her
to put up barriers. He grew more pleased as he worked with her, touching
random spotsin her mind, trying to take her by surprise. He could fed her

own ddight with her improving abilities.

L uke reached to the back of her mind, an area of deep prima memories but
little conscious thought. He doubted he could get any defensive reaction
there, but no attacker would be likely to strike at such places. Her

thoughts were like amap laid out in front of him, and Luke touched inward

to anisolated nub in her mind. He pushed--

And suddenly fdt asif agiant invisble pam had planted itself on his
chest and shoved backward. Luke stumbled to keep his balance, taking two
steps away from her. Leias eyes went wide, and her mouth dropped openin

urprise.

Lukesaid, "What did you do?" in the same moment Lelasaid, "What did |



do?'; then both answered, "I don't know!" ssimultaneoudly.

Luketried to reconstruct what he had done. "L et metry that again. Just

rdax."

She seemed anything but relaxed as he probed her again, reaching to the back

of her mind, finding the isolated nub among her ingtinctive centers.

Touching it, hefound himsalf knocked away again with physica force.

"But | didn't do anything!" Lelainssted.

Luke dlowed himsdf to amile. "Y our reflexes did, Leia When amedica

droid taps your knee, your leg jerks whether you want it to or not. We may

have just sumbled upon something a potential Jedi hasthat othersdon't. |

want you to try it on me. Here, close your eyesand I'll give you an image

of what | did to you."

"Doyou think I'll be ableto?" Leiaasked.

"If it truly isingtinctive, dl you need to do isfind the right spot.”

"I'll try." Her face wore a skeptical expression.

"Do, or do not. Thereisno try. That'swhat Y odaalways said.”



"Oh, stop quoting him. Y ou don't need to impress me!”

Leiatouched her brother's temples, and he took a deep breath, using Jedi

rel axation techniques to drop his guard. He had erected so much mental armor
in the past seven yearsthat he hoped he could il et her insde. Hefelt

the touch of her thoughts, delicate mentd fingers tracing the contours of

his brain. He directed her search toward the back, where primitive thoughts
dept. "Can you--' Before he could finish his question, Leiastumbled

backward into the self-conforming seat. "Wow! | found the nub, but when |

touched it, you knocked me off my feet."

Luke felt wonder tingle through him. " And it was completely unconscious on
my part. | wasn't aware of doing anything." Luke touched hislips as new
thoughts raced through hismind. "I need to try this on other people. If
it'scompletely areflex reaction, this could be avery useful test for

finding people who have latent Jedi powers.”

Next morning, the metropolitan shuttle skimmed over the rooftops of Imperia
City, like abus on the therma srising from chasms between the tall
buildings. The drip of buildings newly erected by the construction droids

looked like a gleaming stripe through the ancient city.

Admira Ackbar piloted the shuttle himsdlf, holding the controlsin his
articulated fin-hands as he watched the skieswith hiswiddly set fish eyes.
Behind him, strapped into their seats, rode Luke Skywalker and Leia Organa

Solo. The bright dawn spread long shadows in the lower levels of the city.



Ackbar leaned forward to the comlink. "Genera Antilles, we are on approach.

| can see the congtruction droid up ahead. I's everything cleared for our

landing?

"Yes, dr," Wedge's voice sounded clearly from the speaker. "Theresagood

spot just to the right of the droid that should be perfect for landing.”

Ackbar cocked his head to peer through the curved viewplate, then brought
the metropolitan shuttlein, digning it with gapsin the buildings,

descending to the unexplored Street levels.

Wedge came out to meet them after Ackbar had settled the shuttle beside the
powered-down congtruction droid. Ackbar emerged firgt into the rubble-strewn
clearing, tilting his domed head up to look &t the strip of sunlight coming

from high above. Luke and Leia stepped out Side by side asthe vehicle

hummed into it's sandby-cool down mode.

"Hi, Wedge!" Luke called. "Or should | say, Genera Antilles?’

Wedge grinned. "Wait until you see what the demalition crew found. | just

might get promoted again.”

"I'm not sure you'd want to," Leiasaid. "Then you'd be stuck with

diplomatic duties"



Wedge motioned for them to follow. The construction droid blocked out the
sun. Luke could hear teams scrambling up access ladders and automated lifts
on the outer shdll of the droid. Maintenance crews were taking advantage of
the shutdown time to check the internal factories and resource processors,

to modify some of the programming inside the droid's computer blueprint.

The stripped carcass of alarge beast lay in the rubble just outside the
opening of the shielded room. Wedge gestured to it. "That thing attacked us
last night, and my team killed it. Sometime when wewere up inthe
congtruction droid's pilot lounge, napping and cleaning up, other scavengers
came out and stripped the meat off its bones. Too bad. The xenobiologists

might have wanted to classify it, but now there's not much left.”

Wedge ducked insde the breached meta walls of the shielded room. Luke
could hear people shuffling and banging insde. He saw Leiawrinkle her nose

at the strange smdlswafting out.

Luke's eyestook amoment to adjust to the glowing yellow illumination of
the floating lights posted around the chamber. Something powerful had gone
berserk in here. At first he saw broken equipment scattered on the floor,
wirestorn out, smashed computer terminas. Long claw marks gashed the
walls. A black spherical Imperid interrogation droid lay split openinone
corner. He saw Lelas eyesfix onit, and he sensed awave of revulsion pass

through her.



Severa people from Wedge's team had wrestled a heavy meta grate back into
place againgt one wal and were now laser-weding it into it's channel. The

grate had been horribly bent.

"More excitement last night," Wedge said. The welders looked up from their
work, waved to Wedge, then bent back to their beams. "The mate of that
rat-creature came back up through the tunnels, found its companion killed,
and smashed everything it could.” He frowned. "Ruined most of the old
equipment here, but we still might be able to savage something. The Emperor
kept the place under tight security. Seemsto be some kind of deep

interrogation facility."

"Yes, indeed," Ackbar said, striding through the wreckage. Broken circuit
boards crunched under hiswide feet. "We wouldn't want any of thisto fall

into thewrong hands.”

Luke's attention drifted over to atangle of wires and flat sheet-crystd
readers on the floor. His forehead furrowed with concentration as he went to

look more closdly. "Isthat what | think it is?' he mumbled.

"What did you say, Luke?' Leiaasked, following him.

Hedidn't answer her as he bent over the equipment, pulling wires and cables

and trying to sort through the mess. "It looks like there were three

separate units here. They're probably al destroyed.” But he felt agrowing



excitement within him. Maybe they would be able to piece the components

together.

"What isit?' Leiaasked again.

Luke uncoiled one of the cables and found an intact sheet-crystal reader at
theend. It looked like aglassy Slver paddie longer than hishand. "I've
read about thisin my research on the old Jedi Knights. The Emperor's hunter

teams used it to seek out Jedi who were hiding during his great purge.”

He found a second intact sheet-crystal paddle, then picked the control pack
that looked the least damaged. With his cyborg hand, L uke brushed aside some
of the dugt, then jacked the cablesinto either side of the pack, holding

the paddles, one in each hand. He flipped the power switch on the control

pack and was gratified to see awarm flurry of lights as the unit went

through itsinitidization diagnogtics.

"The Emperor's teams used equipment like this as sort of a Force detector,
for his henchmen to read the auras of people they suspected of having Jedi
talent. According to the records, the remnants of the Jedi Knights held this

thing in gresat fear--but maybe we can use it to restore the Jedi.”

He grinned, and for amoment he felt like the fresh, excited farm boy he had

been back on Tatooine. "Hold ill, Leia. Let metest thison you.”

She stood back, alarmed. "But what does it do?' Both Wedge and Ackbar had



stepped over to watch.

"Trust me," Luke said. He held the sheet-crystal paddles at arm'slength,
bracketing Leia. When he tripped the scan switch, athin dice of coppery
light traced down Leias body from head to toe. Suspended in air above the
control pack, asmaller echo of the copper scan-line reappeared in reverse

motion, assmilating the dataand congtructing atiny hologram of Leia

It looked different from the small holo of Leathat Artoo Detoo had
projected for Ben Kenobi. Instead, it was awire-frame silhouette of her
body, with color-coded lines tagged to readings that projected a column of
numbersin theair. Surrounding the outline was a corona of flickering blue,

fant but definite.

"Can you understand anything from that, Luke?' Admira Ackbar said, peering

closer.

"Let's get another onefor comparison.” Thistime Luke pointed the paddles
at Wedge, who flinched as the coppery scan line ran up and down hisuniform.
When hiswire-frame holo appeared besde Leia's, most of the color-coded

detailswere smilar--but hisimage showed no blue corona.

"Now let'stry you, Admiral.” He extended the paddies toward the Mon
Cdamarian, adjusting the control pack to take Ackbar's alien physiology

into account. When his scanned image appeared, it too lacked the blue aura.



"Leia, would you do it to me, just so we can be more sure?!

Lelahandled the equipment reluctantly, asif uneasy to touch a device that
had been used by those who had designed the interrogation droid. But she
operated the scanner easily, holding the sheet-crystal paddies on either

sdeof Luke.

Hisimage bore the bright corona.

"Thisisvery vauable" Lukesaid. "Y ou don't need any particular skill
with the Force to use this equipment. We can find people with Jedi potentia
just by scanning them. It will be agreat help in finding candidates for my

academy. Maybe some good will come of this device after al these years.”

"Very good, Luke," Ackbar said.

Luke pursed hislips. "Wedge, | want to try something. Would you relax for a

minute and let me do amind touch on you?'

"Uh," Wedge said, then saw histeam memberslooking at him. He straightened.

"Whatever you say, Luke."

L uke wasted no time, reaching out to touch Wedge's temples, running amenta
probe over the surface of hismind, back to the primitive area, the

surprising nub in the contour of thoughts--



But when Luke touched it, nothing happened.

Wedge probably didn't even know he was being probed. Luke pushed harder, but
he triggered no reflexive counteraction, no uncontrolled push as Leia had

givenhim.

"What wasthat al about?' Wedge asked. "Did you do anything?"

Luke smiled. "l just strengthened atheory of mine. We have gotten alot

closer to bringing back the Jedi Knights."

At least the ship didn't explode on impact.

That was thefirgt thing Han Solo thought as painful consciousness returned.
He blinked his eyes, listened to the hissing of atmosphere streaming through
breachesin the Millennium Facon's hull. Somehow they had survived acrash

landing. He wondered what planet he was on.

Kess!

His eyes widened as he saw red splashes across the control panels. Hisown
blood. Hisleg fdt asif it were onfire, and hetasted liquid tinin his

mouth. As he coughed, more blood splashed out. Han had not managed to strap
himsalf in before the crash. It was agood thing he had not stayed up in the

gunwell. From his skewed vantage he could see that the ship had spun on



impact, with the top gun well crushed beneath them.

He hoped Chewbacca had fared better. Turning his head, Han felt asif shards
of ground glass were rubbing his spine. In the copilot's chair, the WWookiee
lay motionless, his pelt matted with discolored blood 0ozing from wounds

hidden by hisshaggy fur.

"Chewiel" he managed to croak. " Say something, okay?"'

Han heard the thud of asmall explosive charge on the primary hatch; then
someone from outside managed to hot-wire the ramp. The rest of the Falcon's
air spurted into Kessd'sthin atmosphere. "Great," he mumbled. With the

shattering painin hisribs, it had dready been hard enough to bresthe.

Heavy footsteps marched up the ramp. Han wanted to pull out his blaster or
at least knock afew enemies down in afistfight. But he could barely raise
his eyes, expecting to see an orderly column of white-armored stormtroopers.

That would be an appropriate end to aday likethis.

Instead, the intruders wore a hodgepodge of armor, some parts modified from
prison-guard uniforms, other plates adapted from stormtrooper equipment.
None of it made any sense to Han, but his mind had aready maxed out with
thingsthat should never have happened. A TIE fighter and an X-wing fighting

sdeby sde? Againgt him?

The boarding party wore oxygen masksfitted over their facesto let them



breathe the thin atmosphere of Kessdl. Their voices were muffled asthey

shouted orders to each other.

One man, looking scarecrowish with imposs bly long arms and neck, strode
into the Falcon's cockpit. Han felt recognition stir ingde him, but he
couldn't pinpoint aname. The scarecrow wore armbands from an Imperia
prison, but at his side he carried amodified double-blaster that was
patently illegd on most planets. The scarecrow turned wide-s&t, flinty eyes

on Han.

"Han Solo," he said. Though the breath mask covered his lower face, Han
could tell the man was grinning widdly. "Y ou're going to wish you never

survived landing on Kesd."

With aflash of memory, the scarecrow's name came to Han. Skynxnex. That was
it! But Skynxnex had been locked up in the Imperia Correction Fecility,

barely avoiding adeath sentence. Questions had just begun forming in his

mouth when Skynxnex brought an armored fist down on Han's head, sending him

back into unconsciousness...

Kessd. Spice. Histhoughts mixed into nightmares as he fought to come back
to himself. Han had always been proud to boast that the Falcon had made the
Kessd runin record time, but he rarely recounted the whole tale, that he

had actudly been fleeing Kessdl with afull load of spicein his secret

bel ow-decks compartments, when Imperid tariff ships had tagged him.



Han got the shipment, as aways, from Moruth Doole, the froglike manin
charge of skimming black-market spice from Imperia production quotas. Doole
was some sort of officid in the gigantic Imperid prison complex, from

which came most of the spice-mine laborers. The Empire maintained strict
control over the spice output, but Doole managed to keep quite alittle sde
market of hisown. Han Solo and Chewbacca had run spice for him, whisking it
past Imperid patrols and putting it into distribution channels run by

gangsters such as Jabbathe Hutt.

But Moruth Doole had a habit of stringing dong his helpers until he decided
he could gain bigger favor by turning them over to the authorities. Han had
never been ableto proveit, but he suspected that Doole himself had tipped
off the tariff shipson the Falcon'sflight away from Kessdl, providing the

exact coordinates where Han planned to enter hyperspace.

Han had been forced to jettison his entire cargo of glitterstim spice, worth
afortune, just before being boarded. When Han tried to circle back later
and retrieve the floating cargo, the Imperias had given pursuit. During the
chase he had desperately skimmed closer to the gravity influence of the
immense black hole cluster than the navcharts claimed was possible. One of
the tariff ships had been lost in the swirling magl strom of hot gases

plunging into abottomless sngularity. But the Falcon had survived,

breaking into hyperspace and fleeing to safety.

Temporary safety. Thelost cargo of spice aone had been worth 12,400



credits and Jabba the Hutt had aready paid for it in full. Jabba had not

been pleased. ...

Thethought of al those monthsfrozen in carbonite, motionless, hanging on
Jabbaswall, made him shiver. The cold was black around him, and he

couldn't see. Histeeth chattered together--

"Cease your therma convulsiond” araspy metallic voice snapped. 1t sounded
like aplasmasaw cutting through rock. "The temperature in the medical

center has been lowered to minimize surgica shock to your metabolism.”

Opening hiseyes, Han stared up into the bullet-like face of amedical

droid. Most of the metal was a primary green, but ablack hooded attachment
extended over its optical sensors. Segmented mechanical arms reached toward
him, displaying awide variety of out-of-date medical implements, dl of

them sharp. "'l am the prison medical droid. | have not been programmed for
anesthetics or the niceties of making you comfortable. If you fal to

cooperate, your treatment will only be more unpleasant.”

Hanrolled hiseyes back. Thiswasafar cry from traditional medical droids
who were programmed specificaly with the patient's comfort in mind. Han
tried to move. Around him the prison medica center was white and cold, with
gleaming medica appliances and empty bacta tanks mounted on the wall. Han
vaguely sensed severd guards standing near the doors. When he turned his

head, the medicd droid reached out with cold meta handsto clamp against



histemples. "Y ou must remain motionless. Thiswill hurt. A great dedl. Now

relax--immediately!"

Out of sight on the other side of the room, Chewbacca let out a great roar
of pain. Han was relieved to know the Wookiee was till dive. Before

treatment, at leadt.

Han winced as the medica droid began to work on him.

Chewbacca shook him awake with ahairy, enthusiagtic, and grateful hug. Han
groaned and blinked his eyes, but the room was so dim he had to starefor a
few minutes before anything came into focus. His entire body felt asif it

had been beaten instead of healed.

Chewbacca groaned and hugged him again. "Take it easy, Chewie! You'l send
me back to that medica droid!" Han said. Instantly, the WWookiee rel eased

his grip. Han mentally assessed how he felt. He sat up, flexed hisarms,

then got to hisfeet. Two, no three of hisribs, aswdll ashisleft leg,

tingled with the maddening bee stings that indicated where bone knitters had
repaired the fractures. Han remained wesak, but replacement-nutrient

solutions had probably brought him back up to nomind levels.

Chewbacca aso looked scruffy and haggard. Patches of fur had been shaved
from his body, and Han could discern lumpy scars where medical droids had
made quick patchwork with no finesse. After treatment the two of them had

been tossed into this dank place. Finally, Han took a deep whiff of theair



ingde the chamber. "What died in here?' He suddenly redlized that wasn't

just ajoking comment.

Chewbacca answered by pointing to the hulking form that occupied athird of

the space in the cell. Han blinked again to be sure his vision was adjusting

properly.

The thing was huge and hideous--part crustacean, part arachnid, and judging
from the rows of dagger teeth, entirely carnivorous. Its claw handswere as
big as ahuman wastall, and itsjointed body armor was covered with
scab-like bumps. The only good thing about it wasthet it was dead. The

carcass reeked.

Thefirst time Han had been near arancor, he had been blind from
hibernation sickness after being thawed in Jabba's palace. Jabba fed the
monster below his throne room with his enemies--or anyone else a random.
Han had seen many more rancors on the planet Dathomir during his courtship
of Princess Leia. One of the beasts had somehow died herein the Imperid
Correction Facility. Therancor had decayed asfar asit was going to, and

then mummified the rest of the way.

The prison itsdlf, from what Han knew of it, was a cross between a zoo and a
correctiond facility, because the different life-forms had different
degrees of sentience. The only factor in common was that they were dl

violent.



Their cdl was gigantic, asfar as cells went--large enough to hold the

rancor and give it room to maneuver. Brittle, moldy boneslay scattered
around the floor, many of which had been gnawed and pulverized, asif ina
desperate attempt by the starving rancor to find more food. Green and blue
smears of dime oozed down thewals. Tiny dripping sounds were the only

noises Han could hear.

"How long have we been here, Chewie? Do you know?"

Chewbacca didn't know.

Hanranit over againin hismind. They had cometo Kessd, they had
identified themsaves both by name and with aNew Republic call sgn. A
fleet of ships had come out to attack them--TIE fighters and X-wingsand a
motley bunch of other ships. Obvioudy, the people in charge of Kessdl were

up to something, and they didn't want the New Republic to know about it.

Then he remembered scarecrow-like Skynxnex, who had boarded the crashed
Facon. Skynxnex had been athief and an n, the primary point of

contact between Moruth Doole and the spice smugglers. Skynxnex had wrangled
anomina post asa prison guard in the correction facility, but now he

seemed to have changed jobs ...

Han heard the click and hum of the deactivation field around the cdll doors,

and then agrating whirr as hydraulic lifts hauled the huge door upward. As



the door raised, garish white light flooded into the room. Han clapped a

hand over his eyes. He hadn't redlized the cell was so dim.

"Get ready, Chewiel" Han whispered. If there weren't too many guards, they
could rush them, dug their way out, and escape. But then hefdt atwinge

of pain from hisrecently broken ribs, and dizziness washed over him.
Chewbacca leaned weakly against one of the damp walls of the rancor's cell

and groaned.

Wedl, maybeif there's only one guard, who has poor eyesight and is

recovering from weeks worth of dysentery ...

"Never mind, Chewie. Let's see what they haveto say.”

The skeletal figure standing in the door was obvioudy Skynxnex. AsHan's
eyes adjusted to the light, he could see four other guards behind Skynxnex,
wearing not-quite prison uniforms, patches of body armor to protect

sengtive areas but showing no rank or indgnia.

"S0, Han Solo, | trust you appreciate our ... hospitality?" Skynxnex asked.

Han smirked and |ooked behind him at the dank cell, the dead rancor. "Y esh,

you guys areredly turning Kessdl into aresort world. Just like the planet

Ithor."



Skynxnex followed his gaze to the mummified monger. "Ah yes, during the
turmoil when we took over the prison, someone forgot to feed the rancor. It
was a pity. Months passed before we remembered him. A double pity, too,
because by the time we thought of him, we had plenty of Imperia prisoners
we needed to dispose of. That would have been fun to watch. Instead, we had

to send them all into the spice mines.”

Skynxnex smiled for just an ingant; then hisface took on itsflat,

mechanical composure again. "I hope the medica droids helped you recover
from your crashinjuries. It'simportant that you both are hedlthy enough to
withstand interrogation. We want to learn exactly why you cameto spy on

KessH."

It occurred to Han that for once he could actudly tell the truth and be
completely open about his mission. "Ready when you are, Skynxnex." Somehow

he was afraid the truth wouldn't be good enough in this case.

The gangly man allowed ancther flash of asmile. "So you do remember me,

Solo? Good. Moruth Doole will want to talk to you immediately.”

Han raised hiseyebrows. That meant Doole was il dive, dill running
things--but Han had no idea how the piecesfit together. "I'd love to talk

to old Moruth. It's been along time. He was agood buddy of mine!"

Skynxnex snickered at that, then stopped. The other guards behind him also

chuckled. "Yes" Skynxnex sad, "I do bdieve I've heard him mention your



name. Severd times”

Thelift took them out of the main cell-block areas, dong atubeto the

outer corners of the correctiona facility. They rocketed skyward along the
angled metal tracks. Looking through the scratched transparent walls of the
elevator, Han could see that the prison itself was a massive tan-and-gray
edifice made of plasted and synthetic rock. Theflat front face doped
backward at about aforty-five-degree angle; eevator turrets glided aong
each of the corners. A glassed and mirrored substructure protruded from the

danted face, housing the adminigtrative offices and prison personnd.

Inthe racing eevator car Skynxnex watched both of them with flickers of
amusement, keeping his modified double-blaster trained on them. Thetwo
guards, armed with more conventional weapons, also stood tense and readly.
Seeing this, Han felt ironically impressed. He didn't know what he had done

toingtill such fear in these people.

Both Han and Chewbacca had been strapped into stun-cuffs, arestraining
fixture acrossthe wrigtsthat sent pardyzing jolts of eectricity directly

into the nervous system, proportiona in strength to the amount of struggle
aprisoner exerted. Han controlled himself well enough and received only an
unpleasant tingle dong hisforearms. As usua, Chewbacca could not keep his

temper in check and managed to stun himsalf into a stupor.

When the elevator doors opened, Skynxnex prodded the two prisoners forward.



Han complied and walked easily ahead, trying to put a self-confident spring
in his step. He'd had his troubles with Moruth Doole, and he did not trust
the man abit--but asfar as he knew, there was no powerful grudge between

them.

Skynxnex escorted them through adminigirative offices, many of which had
been ransacked or burned. They went past a broad anteroom to a huge office
faced by giant windows that looked out upon the barrens of Kessdl. Inthe
distance Han could see the crumbled sdt flats. Grest jetsfrom the

atmosphere factories sent gouts of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide into
the pinkish sky, keeping the planet barely habitable. Powerful radiation
shieldsin orbit filtered out alarge percentage of the deadly X-raysand
gammarays pouring from the nearby Maw. If not for the precious spice, no

onewould bother trying to live on Kessd!.

The origina sign on the desk-unit announced thisto be the warden's
headquarters, but someone had crossed out the previous | D tag and mounted a
hand-lettered sgn in Basic: Doole's Place. On thewall to the right of the
desk-unit hung aman captured in find throes of agony, frozen in carbonite.
Doole had taken alesson from Jabba, displaying some old nemesisfor al to
see. Han shivered just to look at the trophy. Next to the window a
barrel-shaped form stood silhouetted by the garish light. Han recognized

Moruth Dooleimmediately.

Doolewas a Rybet, squat and soft-skinned. His bright-green coloring and tan

highlights looked like worm stripes up and down his cheeks, arms, and



shoulders. His skin was dry, but so smooth it looked dimy. Asaways Doole
dressed in the skins of less-fortunate reptiles. Hiswaistcoat looked like
something from an ancient history vid. Doole sported a bright-yellow cravat,
which meant he wasin mating readiness, though Han couldn't imagine where on

the planet Doole would ever find awilling femae of hisown species.

Dooleturned around, displaying amuch-changed face, jittered with nervous
ticsand paranoia. His Rybet eyes were overlarge, lantern-like, with

vertica dits-but one of his eyeswas now milky white, like a half-cooked
egg. He wore amechanica focusing device over his other eye, strapped onto

his smooth head with brown lesther straps.

Doole fiddled with his mechanicd eye, and the lenses clicked and whirred
into place, like acameraunit. His Rybet fingerswere long and wide at the
end, showing signs of vestigia suction cups as he adjusted the focus and
pressed hisface closeto Han's. The blind eye stared milkily off in another
direction. After along ingpection hefindly hissed in recognition. "Itis

you, Han Solo!"

Han frowned. "Been hitting the spice too heavily, | see, Moruth. Always gets

theeyesght firs."

"It wasn't spicethat did this," Doole snapped, tapping the contraption on
hiseye. He drew in another long sputtering breath that sounded like a

carbonated drink spilled on hot cods. "Why are you here, Solo? | want you



to tell me, but maybe | want you to resst just alittle bit so | can make

thishurt."

Chewbaccaroared in anger. Han tried to spread out his hands, but the
stun-cuffs zgpped him. "Wait aminute, Moruth! Y ou'd better explain afew

thingsto me. | don't quite know--"

Dooledidn't hear him, rubbing his splayed hands together and smiling with
hissquishy lips. "The hardest part isgoing to be restraining mysdf from

having you dismembered right here where | can watch.”

Han felt his heart pound. "Can we be reasonable for just aminute? We were
business partners, Moruth, and | never crossed you." Han didn't mention his
suspicionsthat Doole had crossed himin that last spice run. "1 gpologize

if | did something to upset you. Can we work it out?'

He remembered his conversation with the hit man Greedo in the Mos Eidey
cantina. Once offended, Jabba the Hutt had never been interested in working

anything out. He hoped Doole would be more reasonable.

Moruth Doole stepped backward, fluttering hislong-fingered hands. "Work it
out? What are you going to do, buy me adroid replacement for my eye?| hate
droids! Because of you, Jabbatried to have mekilled. | had to beg them to
take only my eye. | had to beg them to take my eye!" He jabbed at his

boiled-egg blind side.



Skynxnex shambled closer to Doole, lowering hisvoice. "l think you're
confusing him, rather than frightening him, Moruth. Maybe heredly doesnt

know what happened.”

Doole sat down at his desk and straightened hislizard-skin waistcodt,
regaining his composure. "When you dumped your load of spice, Jabbablamed

it on me! He put out a contract on my life. All because of your cowardice.”

Chewbaccaroared in outrage. Han barely kept his anger in check. " Jabba put
out a contract on me too, Doole. Greedo tried to nate me on Tatooine.
Boba Fett captured me on Bespin and | was trapped in carbonite, just like
your friend there"--he gestured to the gruesome trophy on the wall--"and |

got sent to Jabba anyway."

Doolewaved ahand in dismissa. " Jabbas men had dready infiltrated the
Spice-mining operations, and he wanted to expose me, so his own people could
procure the glitterstim directly. One of hishit men fried my eye and haf

blinded the other. He was about to do more, but Skynxnex killed him."

At the doorway the scarecrow smiled with pride.

" Jabba forced my hand, and | had to act. We staged the prison revolt. The
warden himsdlf was Jabba's man, but half of the guardswere on my side. |
paid them well, you see. Luckily, the Empire was thrown into chaos right

about the sasmetime. Wetook Kessdl for oursdves. Therewere afew other



upstart dave lords on the other side of the planet, but they didn't last
long. I've been stockpiling spice supplies and building up amassve defense
fleet with everything | can scrape together. Nobody--and | mean nobody!--is

going to come here and take things away from me."

Doole grabbed his head with hislong fingersin a gesture of weariness.
"Everything was going just fine before you had to get Jabbaangry at mel!
Everything was safe. | knew just how to play the game. Now I'm jumping a

shadows, afraid every moment.”

Doole stared a Han with his mechanica eye. "But ruining my lifeonceisn't

good enough for you, isit?Y ou come back here broadcasting a message from
the New Republic. Somehow | thought remnants of the Empire would try to grab
the spice mines back firgt, but big governments are al the same. You area

spy, aparticularly inept one. Did you think you could just fly into our

space, look around, and go back to your Republic with al the information

they need to come take us over?' He dapped his pam on the desktop with a
damp splat. "Well srike thefirst blow by killing their spy, and we will

be ready to blast them out of the sky the moment your attack ships come out

of hyperspace!”

"Y ou haven't got a chance!" Skynxnex sneered.

Han alowed himsdlf to amile, then actudly chuckled. "Y ou boys haveit dl

wrong. Absolutely wrong." Chewbacca grunted his agreement.



Skynxnex scowled. Doole stared at Han in sllence for amoment. "Well see

about that."

Doole reached into the pocket of hiswaistcoat and withdrew a small
ancient-looking key, which he inserted into one of the drawers of the former
warden's desk. He fumbled with the lock, then opened the drawer. Reaching
in, he pulled out an armored strongbox. He hefted the strongbox to the

table, then dug in another pocket of hiswaistcoat to extract a second key.

Han watched, his curiosity piqued, as Doole opened the strongbox and
withdrew asmaller seded container. Doole meticuloudy dipped both his

keys back into his pockets before looking at Han.

"I'd like to gpend time interrogating you thoroughly, but | want to know

exactly when the New Republic plansto comein and take over, how many ships
they are sending, what type of forcesthey will use. I'll get the

information now, but | may have timeto enjoy interrogating you later, just

on generd principle.”

Doole placed his webbed Rybet palm on the top of the sedled container. With
adight hum abeam of light curled around hisfingersin an ID scan; the
small container burped asthe airtight seal was broken. Thelid did away to

reveal apadded interior compartment.

The box wasfilled with dender, black-wrapped cylinders about haf aslong



asafinger. Han recognized them immediately. "Glitterstim,” he said.

Doolelooked a him. "The most potent form of spice. Withit I'll be ableto

read the truth of what you say. Y our errant thoughts will betray you."

Han fet asudden sense of relief. "But what if | don't have any hidden

thoughts to betray?'

Skynxnex struck Han's head with the back of his hand, sending him redling.
Chewbaccatried to stagger forward, but the stun-cuffs silenced his bellows

and made him sway dizzily, barely able to keep his balance,

Doole selected one of the dim black cylindersand held it in hisfingers.
With adeft motion he peeled off the opague outer wrapper and withdrew a
thin bundle of transparent glassy fibers. As Doole held the inert

glitterstim up to the light pouring through the broad viewing window, the

light-sengitive spice began to scintillate and glow from within, ripening.

Han watched until it was ready for Doole to consume. He swalowed adry lump

in histhroat.

Doole opened his mouth when the segment of glitterstim glowed a pearlescent
blue. He extended his sharp purplish tongue to wrap around the crystaline
fibers, which he drew back into his mouth. The glitterstim crackled and

fizzed; as Doole flexed hislips, tiny sparks seeped out the corners.



Han stared as Doole closed his blind eye and breathed deep, watery breaths.
The spice would act on Doole's mind, pump up hislatent powers. The
automatic focusing gears of Dool€e's mechanica eye clicked and whirred,
spinning around asiit tried to make sense of the visions pouring through the

Rybet's mind. Then Doole turned to face Han and Chewbacca.

Han winced as hefdt tiny fingers clawing around in hisbrain, picking

through the lobes of memory, images he had stored in his
thoughts...searching, searching. Hetried to shrink away but knew he could
keep no secrets from anyone pumped on glitterstim. Skynxnex chuckled, then
immediately fel slent, asif afraid of directing Dool€'s attention to

himsdlf, where his own brain could be picked.

Han felt anger growing, outrage that Moruth Doole could dissect the private
moments he had with Leia, could observe the births of Han's three children.
But the spice effects lasted only afew moments, and Doole would be

concerned mainly with learning why Han and Chewbacca had cometo Kessdl.

"I redlly wastelling you the truth, Doole," Han said quietly. "Weareon a
peaceful mission to reestablish diplomatic contact with Kessal. The New
Republic istrying to open up trade and welcome you. We camein peace, but

you just declared war on yoursdlf by shooting down their first ambassadors.”

Chewbacca growled.



Skynxnex gtiffened, then took afew awkward steps forward. "What ishe

talking about?"

Han raised hisvoice. "Read the truth in my mind, Moruth.”

The Rybet's mouth hung dack, and Han could see glitterstim sparks
Sputtering around his cheeks. He felt the tiny probing fingers crawl deeper
and deeper into hismind, scrabbling around. Doole was frantically trying to

find some proof of his suspicions as the spice enhancement faded away .

But Doole could find nothing; there was nothing to find. The only thing he
did learn was the power of the Alliance forces that would be arrayed against
him. A fleet that had succeeded in overthrowing the entire Empire would

certainly be sufficient to destroy aragtag outlaw operation on Kessdl.

"No!" Doolewailed. He whirled to glare at Skynxnex. "What are we going to

do? He'stdling thetruth!”

"He can't bel" Skynxnex said. "He's a-he's-"

"The spice doesn't lie. HE's here for exactly the reasons he said. And we

shot him down. Wetook him prisoner. The New Republic is going to come after

us, and they'll wipe usout.”

"Kill thetwo of them now," Skynxnex said. "If wework fast, we can cover

everything up.”



Han falt sudden fear return. "Now, wait aminute! I'm surewe can fix this
with afew careful messages. | am the ambassador, after dl! Diplomatic

credentials and everything. | wouldn't want asimple misunderstanding--"

'No!" Skynxnex said, keeping his attention fixed on Doole. "We can't risk
that. Y ou know what Solo has done before. He knows you tipped off the

Imperid tariff shipsto go after him."

Actudly, Han hadn't been certain until that very moment. "Now, therésno

need to panic,” he said again. "I can talk to the New Republic Senate. |

know Mon Mothma persondly, and my wife Leiais a cabinet member, and--"
Hismind whirled, trying to think of how Leiawould handle this. Many times

he had watched her smooth diplomatic problems. She had afinesse with words,
away of approaching other people's concerns and stroking them, ddlicately
maneuvering opposing Sdesinto acompromise. But right now Leiawasn't with

him.

"Yes, | think | agree" Doole said, tapping afinger againgt hisswollen

lips. Han let out asigh of relief. "l agree with Skynxnex. I'll review the

battle tapes, but | don't believe you transmitted any messages after coming

out of hyperspace. One of our fighters shot off your subspace antenna dish.

The New Republic has no way of knowing you arrived safely. With no evidence

they will conclude you got swallowed up by the Maw."



Doole began to pacein front of the large viewing window. "Well delete any
mention of you from our records. Instruct al my mercenariesto forget about

the attack. Y es, that'll be the safest dlternativel™

"Y ou're making abig mistake!" Han said. He could barely restrain hisurge

to yank at the stun-cuffs.

"No," Doolereplied, tapping his squishy-tipped fingers together. "1 don't

think s0."

Chewbacca bdlowed aloud string of guttural words.

"My best bet would beto kill you right away," Doole answered; then he
rubbed hisfingersagaing hisblind eye. "But you till owe mefor this,

Solo. Even if you worked every day for ahundred years, it would never repay
me for the loss of my eye. Y ou both are going down into the spice mines, the
deepest and most distant tunnels. They've been needing quite afew

replacements|ately.”

Doole grinned with hiswide froglike mouth. A find flicker of blue sparks

rippled at the corner of hislips.

"No one will ever find you down there."

The former Imperid Information Center lay buried deep beneath the old

palace, covered by layers of shielding walls and guarded by tight security



a every entrance. To keep the temperatures within tolerable limits for the
great data archive machines, vast heat-exchanger systems and powerful

cooling unitsfilled the room with abackground roar.

Hunched over fourteen consoles were lumpy dull-gray dicer droids, hardwired
into the terminals as they meticuloudy hacked &t the security encryption

codes and backup viruses set up in the Emperor's mainframes. The dicer
droids had been working for afull year, ferreting out vitd tidbitsfrom

the labyrinthine databases. Already they had exposed twenty-three Imperial

spiesin deep cover trying to sabotage the burgeoning New Republic.

The hum of the cooling units and the motionlessness of the dicer droids
blanketed the Center with an echoing emptiness. Londly and fidgety, the
protocol droid See-Threepio paced back and forth, his servomotors whirring,

as he viewed the room with his optical sensorsfor the hundredth time.

"Haven't you found anything yet, Artoo?"' he said.

Jacked into one of the information ports, Artoo-Detoo blegped an impatient
negative and continued whirring as he tunndled through the overwhelming

amounts of information.

"Don't forget to double-check everything," Threepio said, and began pacing
agan. "And don't be afraid to follow unlikely leads. Master Luke would cal

them hunches. Thisis very important, Artoo."



Artoo hooted indignantly.

"And remember to check every planet from the Old Republic. The Empiredidn't

necessarily havetimeto updateitsinformation on dl of them.”

Thistime Artoo did not bother to reply but continued to work.

A moment later Threepio heard the outer doors open, and a shadowy figure
moved toward them with silent grace. Asaways, Luke Skywalker wore his Jedi
cloak, but thistime the hood was draped casudly over his shoulders. Luke

walked with an eagernessin his step.

Threepio was glad to see aresurgence of the excited boyishness that had so
characterized young L uke when the droids first met him after they had been
purchased from the Jawas on Tatooine. Of late Luke's eyes had not been able

to hide the haunted |ook and the barely contained power of a Jedi Master.

"Master Luke! How good of you to check on ug!"

"How'sit going, Threepio? Found anything yet?"

Artoo beeped an answer, which Threepio trandated. "Artoo says he'sgoing as

fast as he can, but he wishes meto remind you of the enormous amount of

datahe must inspect.”



"Wdl, I'll beleaving in afew hoursto follow up on some earlier leads|
uncovered by mysdlf. | just wanted to make sure you two have everything you

need before | take off."

Threepio Sraightened in agesture of surprise. "Might | ask whereyou are

going, Master Luke?"

Artoo chittered and Luke turned to him. "Not thistime, Artoo. It'smore

important that you stay here and continue the search. | can fly by mysdf.”

Luke turned to answer Threepio's question. "I'm going to Bespin to check on
somebody there, but first | want to go to an old outpost called Eol Sha

I've got reason to believe that at least one lost Jedi descendant might be
there." With aswish of hiscloak, Luke turned to depart from the
Information Center. "I'll check back with you when | come home." The door

did shut behind him.

Threepio spoke immediately to Artoo. "Punch up the dataon Eol Sha--let's

seewhere Magter Lukeisgoing.”

Artoo obliged, asif the idea had been in hisown circuits. When the
planetary statistics came up on the screen accompanied by ancient
two-dimensiona images, Threepio raised his golden mechanicad armsin

horror. "Earthquakes! Geysers! Volcanoesand laval Oh my!"



When Luke emerged from hyperspace, the sarlinesin the viewport funneled
into points. Suddenly brilliant pastel colors splashed acrossthe
universe--magentas, oranges, and icicle-blues of ionized gasin avast
gaactic ocean known as the Cauldron Nebula. The automatic dimmersin the
pilot's compartment muted the glare. Luke looked at the spectacle and

smiled.

L eaving the hyperspace node, he punched in the coordinates for Eol Sha. His
modified passenger shuttle arced through the wispy gas, leaving the nebula
above him as the engines kicked in. The double wedge-shaped craft descended

toward Eol Sha.

He had wanted to take histrusty old X-wing, but that ship wasa
single-person craft, with room for only an astromech droid in the back. If
L uke's hunches about Jedi descendants proved correct, he would be bringing

two candidates back to Coruscant with him....

According to outdated records, the settlement on Eol Shawas established a
century before by entrepreneurs who intended to use ramjet mining shipsto
plow through the Cauldron Nebulaand scoop up vauable gases. The mineship
pilotswould digtill the gaseous harvest into pure, rare eementsfor sde

to other outposts.

Eol Shawasthe only habitable world close enough to support the commercia
venture, but its days were numbered. A tandem moon orbited very closeto the

planet, spiraling in on adeath plunge as gravity dragged it down. Within



another hundred years the moon would crash into the planet, smashing both

into rubble.

The nebulamining scheme had never paid off. The incompetent entrepreneurs
had not counted on the true costs of ramjet ships and the unremarkable
composition of the Cauldron's gases. The outpost on Eol Sha had been left to
fend for itself. At about that time the Emperor's New Order had begun, and
the Old Republic had crumbled to pieces. The few survivors on Eol Shahad

been forgotten in the chaos.

The outpost had been rediscovered two years ago by a New Republic
sociologist who had visited them briefly, recorded hisinsghts, and filed a

report recommending immediate evacuation of the doomed colony--al of which
was promptly forgotten in the aready blossoming bureaucracy of the New

Republic and the depredations of Grand Admira Thrawn.

Theitem that had attracted L uke's attention, though, was that awoman named
Taania--an illegitimate descendant of a Jedi--had been one of the origina
colonists on Eol Sha. Luke would have suspected the Jedi's bloodline had

ended there, except for one small detail.

According to the sociologist's report, the leader of the ragtag colonidts, a
man named Gantoris, was said to be able to sense impending earthquakes, and
he had miraculoudy survived as achild when his playmates werekilled in an

avalanche. Somehow Gantoris escaped injury while the others, amere arm's



length away on either side of him, had been crushed.

L uke attributed many of these Storiesto exaggeration in retelling, for even
someone with agreat ded of Jedi potentia could not control such things
without training--as he himsdlf knew. But till the cluesand the
circumstantial evidence led him to Eol Sha He had to follow every lead if

he was to find enough candidates for his Jedi training center.

Luketook the modified shuttle on afigure-eight trgjectory around the
looming moon and vectored in on the remnants of the outpost on Eol Sha
After crossng the terminator where the planet's night fell into day, Luke

looked out the viewport at the scabbed and uninviting surface of the planet.

His hands worked the controls automatically. As he swooped low, he could see
the decrepit and shored-up habitation modules that had been battered by
natural disasters for decades. In the near distance hardened mounds of lava
sprawled around avolcanic cone from old eruptions. Curling smoke rose from
the heart of the volcano, and glowing orange smudges showed where fresh lava

seeped through cracksinitsside.

L uke took the shuttle past the battered settlement and beyond a stretch of
cratered, jumbled terrain. The shuttle settled onto the rocky hardpan, and

Luke exited through flip-up doors behind the passenger sests.

Theair of Eol Shasmoldered in his nodtrils, filled with acrid sulfurous

smoke and chemica vapors. The gigantic moon hulked on the horizon like a



platter of beaten brass, casting its own shadows even in daylight. Murky

clouds and volcanic ash hovered inthe air like ahazy blanket.

When Luke stepped away from the passenger shuttle, he could fedl the ground
hum benegth his boots. With senses helghtened from the Force, he could touch
the incredible strain the close moon placed on Eol Sha, squeezing and

tearing it with tidal forces that grew worse each passing year as the moon
gpiraled closer. A hissng white noise permested the air, asif the

innumerable steam vents and fumaroles breathed out gasps of pain from the

world.

Pulling the dark cloak about him and securing the lightsaber & his belt,
L uke strode across the rough terrain toward the settlement. Around him small
craters and deep pits dotted the ground, encircled by white and tan minera

deposits. Sounds of gurgling steam came from deep beneath them.

Hafway to the settlement L uke fdll to hiskneeswhen ajolt went through
the ground. The rocks bounced and the earth rumbled. Luke spread hisarmsto
keep his baance. Thetremorsrose, then fell, then increased again before

stopping abruptly.

Suddenly, the random craters around him crackled, then bel ched towers of
steam and scalding droplets of water. Geysers, al of them--he had walked
into afield of geysers, triggered by the earthquake to erupt

smultaneoudy. Steam rolled over the ground like adensefog.



Luke pulled the hood over his head for protection and took shallow bresths
as hetrudged forward. The settlement was not far away. On al sdesof him
the geyser field continued to gasp and howl, gradualy lessening asthe

spumes declined in intengity.

When Luke finaly emerged from the steam, he saw two men staring a him from
the doorway of arusted and ancient prefab shelter. The outpost on Eol Sha
had been built from modified cargo containers and modular self-erecting
shelters. By thelooks of the hovels, though, the maintenance subsystems had
failed decades before, leaving the forgotten people to eke out acrude

exigence. Therest of the settlement seemed deserted and quiet.

The two men stopped their work shoring up a collapsed entranceway, but they
didn't seem to know how to react to the presence of a stranger. Luke was
probably the first new person they had seen since the sociologist had

visted them two years exlier.

"l have come to spesk with Gantoris," Luke said. They looked at him with
bleak expressions. Their clothes appeared worn and patched, sewn together
from pieces of other garments. Luke's gaze held one of the two men. The

other shied back into the shadows. "Are you Gantoris?' Luke asked softly.

"No. My nameis Warton." He fumbled for words; then they came out in arush.
"Everyoneisgone. There's been arock didein one of the crevasses. It

buried two of our youngest, who went out to spear bugdillos. Gantoris and



the others are there, trying to dig them out.”

Lukefelt astab of urgency and grasped Warton'sarm. " Take me there. Maybe

| can help.”

Warton alowed himsdlf to be nudged into motion, and he took Luke dong a
winding path through jagged rocks. The second man remained behind among the
collgpsing shelters. Luke and Warton descended through switchbacks down the
steep wall of acrack in the ground, a split wrenched apart by tidal forces.

Down here the air seemed thicker, smellier, more claustrophobic.

Warton knew exactly where to find the other survivorsin the maze of sde
channels and partial landdides. Luke saw them shoulder to shoulder inan
elbow of the crevasse, scrambling over newly falen rock, working to haul
boulders aside. Every one of the thirty people there wore the same
implacable expression, asif their optimism had burned away but they could
not alow themselvesto give up their duties. Two of the women bent over the

rubble, caling into the cracks.

One man worked with twice the effort of the others. Hislong black hair hung
inabraid on theleft Sde of hisface. His eyebrows and eyel ashes had been
plucked away, leaving his broad face smooth and angular and flushed with his
exertion. He shoved rocks aside, which the other people hauled away. They
had already managed to clear some of the debris, but they had not yet

uncovered the two victims. The dark-haired man paused to glance a L uke,



failed to recognize him or understand his presence, then returned to his
efforts. By the way Warton and the otherslooked to him, Luke guessed the

man must be Gantoris himsdf.

Before Warton had taken him to the base of the rockfall, L uke stopped and,
with aquick glance, took in the postioning of the boulders. Helet his
armsfal to hissdes, rolled his eyes back in concentration, and reached

out through the Force, using the strength he found there to fed the

boulders, to move them, and to keep other rocks from doing further damage.
When Y oda had trained him to lift large stones, it had been merely agame, a

training exercise; now two lives depended on it.

He paid no attention to the astonished sounds as the colonists stepped back,
ducking out of theway as Luke mentaly hurled boulder after boulder from
the top of the rock pile, tossing them into other parts of the crevasse. He

could fed life down in the shadowy depths, somewhere.

When the rocks began to show splashes of blood, and he exposed apale arm,
part of ashoulder hunched in the secret shadows of the avalanche, severa
people rushed forward. Luke made an extra effort to keep the unstable pile

of rocks steady enough for the rescue operations. He continued to remove

falen boulders.

"She'sdivel" someone shouted, and severd helpers rushed into the debris,
brushing away stones and hauling free ayoung girl. Her face and legswere

battered and bloody, one arm was obvioudly broken; she began weeping with



pain and relief asthe rescuers pulled her out. Luke knew shewould be al

right.

Near the girl, however, the young boy had not been so lucky. The avalanche

had crushed him ingtantly. The boy had been dead long before Luke arrived.

L uke continued to work grimly, until they had excavated the body. Amid sobs

of grief, he released himsdlf from his semi-trance and opened his eyes.

Gantoris stood directly in front of him. Barely suppressed anger seethed

beneath his controlled expression.

"Why are you here?' Gantoris asked. "Who are you?"

Warton stepped up beside Luke. "1 saw him walk out of the geyser field. All
the geysers went off at once, and he just strode out of the steam.” Warton
blinked in awe as he looked at L uke. "He says he has comefor you,

Gantoris."

"Yes-| know," Gantoris muttered to himsaf.

Luke met the other man'seyes. "I am Luke Skywalker, a JJedi Knight. The
Empire hasfallen, and aNew Republic hastaken its place." He drew adeep
breath. "If you are Gantoris and if you have the ahility, | have cometo

teach you how to use the Force."



Severd of the otherswalked up, bearing the broken, rag-doll body of the
dead boy. The man carrying the boy et his stony expresson flicker for just

an ingant.

The look on Gantoriss face seemed afrightening mixture of horror and
eagerness. "'l have dreamed of you. A dark man who offers me incredible
secrets, then destroysme. | am logt if | go with you." Gantoris

straightened. "Y ou are ademon.”

Surprised, especidly after his effortsto save the two children, Luketried

to placate him. "No, that isn't it."

Other colonists gathered around the confrontation, finding afocusfor their
anger and suspicion. They looked at Luke, at this stranger who had arrived

intimeto usher in the death of one of their dwindling number.

L uke glanced at the people around him and decided to gamble. He stared
directly into Gantoriss eyes. "What can | do to prove my intentionsto you?
| am your guest, or your prisoner. What | want is your cooperation. Please

listento what | haveto say.”

Gantoris reached out to take the body of the boy in hisown arms. The man
who had been carrying him looked forlorn and lost as he stared at the
bloodstains on his deeves. Gantoris nodded back to Luke. "Take the dark



Severa people reached forward to grasp Luke's arms. He did not struggle.

Bearing the dead boy, Gantorisled adow procession out of the chasm. He

turned once briefly to glare at Luke. "Wewill learn why you are here.”

Lelastood in the private communications chamber, heaving asigh asshe
glanced again at the chronometer. The Caridan ambassador was late. He was

probably doing it just to spite her.

Out of deference to the ambassador, she had reset her clock to Caridan local
time. Though Ambassador Furgan had suggested the transmisson time himself,

it seemed he couldn't be bothered to abide by it.

Two-way mirrors displayed empty corridors outside the communications
chamber. At thislate hour most sensible people were deeply adeep in their
own quarters--but no one had ever promised Leia Organa Solo that diplomatic

duties kept regular hours.

When such obligations crept into her schedule, Han usudly grumbled at being
awakened in the depths of the night, complaining that even pirates and
smugglers kept their activitiesto more civilized time dots. But this

evening Leias darm had awvakened her to empty and silent rooms. Han il

had not caled.



A cleaning droid puttered aong the corridor, polishing thewalsand
scouring the two-way mirrors, Leiawatched its lamprey-like scrubbers do

their work.

With aburst of gtatic from poorly tuned holonet transmitters, the image of
Ambassador Furgan of Caridaformed in the center of the receiving dais.
Maybe the poor transmission quality was deliberate--yet another rude
reaction. The chronometer told Leiathat the ambassador had made his
transmisson afull Sx minutes past the time he himself had ingsted on.
Furgan made no attempt to apologize for histardiness, and Leiastudiousy

avoided cdling atention to it.

Furgan was a barrel-chested humanoid with spindly arms and legs. The

eyebrows on his squarish face flared upward like birds wings.

Despite the Emperor's known prejudice against nonhuman species, apparently
the Caridans had been acceptable enough to secure the Emperor's business,
snce Pdpatine had built his most important Imperid military training

center on Carida

"PrincessLeia," Furgan said, "you needed to discuss certain planning
detailswith me? Please be brief.” He crossed hisarms over hisbroad chest

in clearly hostile body language.

Lelatried not to let her exasperation show. "Asamatter of protocol |

would prefer if you could address me as minister rather than princess. The



planet on which | was a princess no longer exigts." Leiaworked hard to keep

the scowl off her face.

Furgan waved her comment aside asif it were of no consequence. "Very well

then, Minister, what did you wish to discuss?'

Leiatook adeep breath, quelling the hot temper rising behind her cool
expression. "1 wanted to inform you that Mon Mothma and the other Cabinet
members of the New Republic will be hosting aforma reception in your honor

when you reach Coruscant.”

Furgan bristled. "A frivolous reception? Am | supposed to give awarm and
glowing speech? Make no mistake, | am coming to Coruscant on apilgrimageto
vigt the home of the late Emperor Pal patine--not to be pampered by an

upstart, illegitimate band of terrorists. Our loyaty remainswith the

Empire”

"Ambassador Furgan, thereisno centralized Empire.” It took al her effort
not to riseto the bait. Her dark eyes burned with obsidian fires, but she
smiled instead at the ambassador. "Nevertheess, we will extend to you every
courtesy in the confidence that your planet will find away to adapt to

politicd redity inthe gdaxy.”

The Caridan's holographic image shimmered. "Politica redities change," he

sad. "It remainsto be seen just how long your rebdlion will lagt.”



Furgan'simage fizzled into Satic as he cut the transmisson. Leiasighed
and rubbed her temples, trying to massage away the headache lurking behind

her eyes. She left the communications chamber discouraged.

What away to end the day.

Deep underground in the Imperia Information Center, dl hours looked the
same, but See-Thregpio'sinterna chronometer told him it was the middle of
Coruscant'snight. A pair of repair droids worked at dismantling one of the
great air-exchange systemsthat had burned out. The repair droids dropped
tools and discarded pieces of metd shielding with reckless abandon, making
the echoing chamber sound like awar zone. Threegpio much preferred the

humming londiness of the previous day.

Buried in their own universe of data networks, the hunched dicer droids
worked undisturbed. Artoo-Detoo davishly continued his days-long search
without pause. With aloud clatter the repair droids dropped an entire
three-bladed fan assembly. "I'm going to give those droids a piece of my

mind!" Threepio said.

Before Threepio could march off, Artoo jacked out of the data port and began

chittering and whistling. In his excitement the little astromech droid

rocked back and forth, bleeping.

"Oh!" Threepio said. "Y ou'd better let me check that, Artoo. It's probably



another one of your fdsedams.”

When data scrolled up on the screen, Thregpio could see nothing that would
have captured Artoo's interest--until the other droid recompiled the
information to emphasize his point. A name popped up beside every

entry--TYMMO.

"Oh, my! It does appear suspicious when you look at it that way. This Tymmo
person seemsalikely candidate indeed." Threepio straightened, suddenly at
aloss. "But Master Luke isn't here, and he gave us no further ingtructions.

Whom canwetd|?"

Artoo bleegped, then whistled aquestion. Threepio turned to him with
offended dignity. "I will not wake Migtress Leiain the middle of the night!

| am aprotocol droid, and there isaproper way to go about these things.”
He nodded in affirmation of hisdecison. "Wewill inform her first thing in

themorning.”

The levitating breskfast tray brought itsalf to Leidstable on the park
ba cony highin the Imperid towers. The sun gleamed on the city that
dretched across the entire landmass of Coruscant. High intheair flying

creatures rode the morning thermals.

Leiascowled down at the food the breakfast tray presented to her. None of

it looked appetizing, but she knew she had to eat. She selected asmall



plate of assorted pastries and sent the breakfast tray on itsway. Before it

departed, the tray told her to have a pleasant day.

She sighed and picked at her bregkfast. She felt exhausted mentaly aswell

asphyscdly.

She hated to fedl so dependent, even on her own husband, but she never dept
well while he was away. Han should have arrived on Kessel three days ago,

and he was due back in two days.

Shedidn't want to cling, but it disappointed her that he had not yet
transmitted so much as a greeting. With diplomatic duties that kept her busy
at al hours, they saw too little of each other even when they were both on

the same planet.

Wéll, the twinswould be coming homein another six days. Han and Chewbacca
would be back by then, and their entire lifestyle would change. A pair of
two-year-olds running around the pal ace would force Han and Leiato look

differently at many of the thingsthey took for granted.

But why hadn't Han gotten in touch? It shouldn't have been so difficult to
send aholonet communiqueé from the Falcon's cockpit. She wasn't quite ready

yet to admit she was worried about him.

With agreeting signa from the archway of the park bal cony, an older-model

protocol droid marched into view. "Excuse me, Minister Organa Solo. Someone



wishesto see you. Are you accepting visitors?'

Leiaset down her breakfast pastry. "Why not?" It was probably some lobbyist
wanting to complain to her in private, or a panicked minor functionary who
needed her to make adecision on some uninteresting detail, or one of the

other senatorstrying to hand off some of hisown duties.

Instead, with aflourish of hisvermillion cape, Lando Carissan waked

through the arch.

"Good morning, Madame Minigter. | hope I'm not disturbing your breskfast?"

He flashed abroad, disarming smile.

Seeing him, Leiafelt her mood immediately lighten. She sood up and met him
near the archway. He gdllantly kissed her hand, but she was not satisfied
until she had given him afriendly hug. "Lando, you're the last person |

expected thismorning!"

He followed her back to the table overlooking the skyline of Imperid City
and pulled up achair, sweeping his cape over its back. Without asking,

Lando took one of her untouched pastries and began to munch onit.

"So what brings you to Coruscant?" she asked. She realized how eager she was
just to have anorma conversation without diplomeatic entanglements and

hidden agendas.



Lando brushed crumbs from his mustache. "I just cameto see how you al are

doing inthebig city. Wherés Han?"

She grumbled. "That seemsto be a sore subject this morning. He and Chewie
went off to Kessdl, but | think they just used it as an excuseto go

joyriding and remembering their glory years."

"Kessdl can be a pretty rough place.”

Leiaavoided hiseyes. "Han hasn't bothered to cdll in Six days.”

"That'snot like him," Lando said.

"Oh, yes, itis-and you know it! | suppose well have words when he comes
back day after tomorrow." Then sheforced an artificid air of brightness.
"But let's not talk about that right now. How can you find time to trot

around visiting people? A respectable man like yourself has so many

responghilities”

Lando averted her gaze thistime and began fidgeting. He stared at the
expanses of gleaming new buildings visble through the metropolis. For the
first time Leianoticed adight scruffinessto his gppearance. His clothes
seemed a bit ragged around the edges, the colors faded asif from too much

wear.



He spread his hands, then took another breskfast pastry. "To tell you the
truth, I'm ... um, in between engagementsright now." He gave her alopsided

grin, but she frowned back a him.

"What happened to your big mining operation on Nkllon? Didn't the New

Republic replace most of your destroyed machinery?*

"Well, it was till alot of work, and not paying off--bad publicity after
the Suis Van attack, you know. And Nkllon isahdlish place--you were

there. | just needed achange.”

Lelacrossed her asams and looked at him skeptically. "All right, Lando. The
appropriate excuses are logged and recorded. Now, what really happened to

NKkllon?'

He squirmed. "Well, | logt it in asabacc game."

She couldn't keep herself from laughing. " So you're out of work?' His
expression of wounded pride was obvioudy faked. Leia considered for a
moment. "We could aways reactivate your commission asagenerd inthe New

Republic. Y ou and Wedge were agreat team on Cdamari."

Hiseyeswidened. "Areyou offering meajob?| can't imagine what you would

want meto do."



"Formal receptions, state dinners...plenty of wedthy backers wandering

around,” Lelasad. "The possbilitiesare endless”

Just then the old protocol droid shuffled through the arch again, but before

he could announce his business, See-Threepio and Artoo-Detoo bustled around
him, making adirect path to Lela. "Princess Leia" Threepio could not

contain hisexcitement. "We've found one. Artoo, tell the princess. Oh,

Generd Cdrissan! What are you doing here?!

Artoo launched into a series of €ectronic sounds, which Threepio dutifully
trandated. " Artoo was checking the records of various winnersin different
gambling establishments throughout the gaaxy. We seem to have encountered a

man who has extraordinary luck at the Umgullian blob races.”

Threepio handed ahardcopy printout of thewinning statisticsto Leia, but
she passed it on to Lando. "Y ou're better trained to understand thisthan |
am." Lando took the page of figures and stared a them. He didn't appear to

know what he was looking for.

Threepio added his own commentary. "If it is displayed only aswinsand
losses, Mr. Tymmo's record shows nothing out of the ordinary. But when | had
Artoo plot the magnitude of wins, you will note that while Mr. Tymmo loses
quite often in minor races, in every instance when he bets morethan a

hundred credits on a particular blob, that blob winsthe racel™

Lando tapped the sheet of numbers. "He'sright. Thisis pretty unusud. I've



never seen the Umgullian blob races mysdlf, and I'm no expert in the

nuances, but I'm inclined to say that these odds are next to impossible.”

"Thisisexactly the sort of thing Master Luke asked usto look for."
Threepio moved hisarms up and down, whirring the servomotors until they
whined in protest. "Do you think Mr. Tymmo could be a potentia Jedi for

Master Luke's academy?!

Lando looked at Leiawith questionsin hiseyes. He had obvioudy not heard
of Luke's recent speech. But Leids eyes sparkled. " Someone needs to check
thisout. If it'sjust ascam, we need a person who knows his way around

gambling establishments, Lando, isn't that ajob you could do?!

She knew his answer before she even asked the question.

The cracked and gasping wastelands of Kessdl always made Moruth Doole
hungry. Staring out the landscape window, Doole's mechanica eye focused to

thefar distance.

Kessd's surface was whitish and powdery, with afew hardy transplanted
weeds trying to survivein the crevices. Greet plumes from the atmosphere
factories gushed into the pinkish sky in alosing bettle againgt the weak
gravity. Unseen radiation from the Maw crackled against the atmospheric
shidds. The garrison moon housing Kessdl's defense fleet was just setting

on the horizon.



Doole turned from the window and went to an alcove in the former warden's

office. Timefor asnack.

Hewithdrew acage of fat and juicy flying insects, pressing hisface close
to the mesh so he could see better with hisdim eyesight. The insects had
ten legs, iridescent body cases, and succulent abdomens. They panicked the

moment he moved the cage.

Doole rapped spongy fingers on the mesh, stirring them up. Theinsectsflew
around the confined space in afrenzy. Somehow terror released ahormone

that made their meet sweeter. He licked his swollen Rybet lips.

Opening the mesh door, Doole thrust his entire head into the cage. The
insects fluttered around his eyes, hisears, his cheeks. Dool€e's sharp
tongue shot out again and again, spearing the insects and durping them into

his mouth. He snapped up three more, then paused to swalow.

Their squirming legstickled theinsde of his mouth. Giving asgh of
pleasure, Doole lapped up another pair. Oneinsect flew directly into his

open mouth, and Doole swallowed it whole.

Someone knocked on his door and marched in before he could respond. Wearing
the insect cage over his head, Doole turned around to see Skynxnex, his

gangly ams and legsjittering. "I have areport, Moruth.”



Doole extricated his head from the insect cage, then sealed the opening.
Three bugs managed to escape and flew to the wide picture window, flinging
themselves againgt the transparisted . Doole decided to catch them later.

"Yes? What isit?'

"We havefinished overhauling the Millennium Facon. All identifying marks
are removed, replaced with fake seria numbers. We made afew other
modificationsin addition to the regular repairsit needed. With your
permission I'll haveit flown up to the garrison moon where it can be
incorporated into our space navy. Light freighters aren't the best warships,
but with agood pilot they can ill cause plenty of damage--and the Falcon

iscloser to afighter than afreighter.”

Doole nodded. " Good, good. What about our work on the energy shield
generators? | want them functional as soon as possible, just in casethe New

Republic comes after us™"

"Our engineers on the moonbase think they can reroute the circuits so we

won't need al the partswe're missing. Kessel will be impregnable before

long."

Doolessingle eyelit up with eagerness. "Have Han Solo and hisWookiee

goneinto the minesyet?'

Skynxnex tapped hisfingertips together. "I've reserved an armored personnel



transport and will make the ddlivery persondly within the hour.” He
fingered his double-blagter. "I they try anything, | want to be the oneto

dedl withit."

Doole smiled. "I look forward to them rotting in the dark.” He waved his
gplayed hands. "Wdll, what are you waiting for?' Moving with hisjerky walk,

Skynxnex | eft the warden's chambers.

Doole smiled at the thought of his revenge on Solo, but uneasinesstugged a
him. The New Republic seemed far away and insgnificant, but from hisscan
of Han'smind, he knew the magnitude of firepower that could be directed
againg him. Not since Doole had taken over the prison facilitiesfrom

Kessd's upstart dave lords had he felt such impending doom.

Under the old system it had been so much smpler. By blackmailing or paying
off prison guards, Doole had managed to set himsdlf up asakingpin of spice
smuggling right under the Empire's nose. He sold maps and access codes for
Kessd's energy shield, fostering small-time spice operations on other parts
of the planet. Hapless entrepreneurs would work their new mines, then sdll
the product in secret to Doole. Once the spice veins began to play out,
Doole (acting asaloyd prison officid) would "discover” theillicit

operation and report it to hisImperia contact. When Imperia troops raided
thoseillegad mines, Dool€e's handpicked guards made certain that anyone who
could point afinger a Doole never survived capture. The other helpless
lackeys would be put to work in the primary mines. It wasawin-win

dtuation for Doole.



During the prison revolt Doole targeted his primary rivals and made the
toughest guards go after the worst smugglers until they daughtered each
other. Thisleft Moruth Doole in charge, with Skynxnex as hisright-hand

man.

Doole had captured the warden, sending him to work in the spice mines until
he was broken. Then, for the entertainment value, Doole had planted spice
grubsin hisbody. Asthe grubs chewed up hisinsdes, the warden had gone
through marveloudy theetrical convulsons, inthe middle of which Doole
encased him in carbonite, using freezing equipment that had once been used

to prepare violent and dangerous prisonersfor transport.

Reminiscing dways aroused him. Reaching into adrawer of hisdesk, Doole
withdrew the bright-yellow cravat that sgnified hisreadinessto mate. He
secured it in place, then drew in along hissing bresth as he refocused his

mechanica eye and glanced a hisreflection. Irresstible!

Doole rubbed his pamsadong hisribsto straighten the lizard-skin

waistcoat, then strutted out of his office, down the corridor. He entered

the secure wing, keying in the access code that only he knew; then he sucked
in adeep breath. FHicking histonguein and out, he could pick up the

pheromonesfrom theair.

Insdetheir cubicle-cdls, the captive Rybet femaes huddled in the



corners, trying to hide in the shadows. Dool€s yellow cravat seemed very

bright in the dimness.

Alone on Kessdl, Moruth Doole had been frustrated for many years. But now
that he ran the planet, he could afford to have dozens of female daves
shipped from his homeworld. Sometimes the females did not cooperate, but
after years of working in the correctiond facility, Doole had plenty of

experiencein degling with unruly prisoners.

Latdy, hisonly difficulty had been in choosing among the females. Ashe
sauntered down the narrow corridor, setting his mechanica eyeto high focus
and peering into the cells, Moruth Dool€s writhing lipsformed a huge,

lugtful amile

Kessd's landscape rushed beneath the armored prisoner transport. Han Solo
could see only anarrow strip through the window ditsin the prisoners
compartment. He and Chewie had been strapped into their seats and linked to
resistance-feedback e ectrodes that would knock them unconsciousif they
struggled too much. Chewbacca had even more trouble with the full-body

restraint than he had with the stun-cuffs.

Skynxnex hunched over the pilot contrals, circling the transport away from

the battlements of the Imperid Correction Facility. An armored guard sat in

the copilot's seat, directing his blaster rifle toward Han and Chewie.

"Hey, how about pointing out some of the landmarks, Skynxnex?' Han said.



"What kind of tour isthis, anyway?"

"Shut up, Solo!" Skynxnex said.

"Why should 1?1 bought afull-priceticket."

Skynxnex sent apainful jolt through the restraining e ectrodes. Chewbacca

roared. Han muttered, "There goes your tip, Skynxnex."

The scarecrow guided the transport around a huge open pit that plunged deep
into the ground. Rusted girders and support structures stood like skeletal
fingers propped up in the whitish barrens. It took Han a moment to redlize
thiswas ashaft bored into the crust by the giant atmosphere factories,
chewing through the rocks and dissolving out oxygen and carbon dioxide to
replenish the congtantly fading air. After the huge factory had sucked out

the viable breathing gases, it had |eft accessto an entire network of

underground tunnelsfor spice mining.

Skynxnex set the prisoner transport down on the rocky ground and fitted a

bresth mask over his nose and mouth; he gave another mask to the guard.

"What about us?' Han said.

"Y ouwon't be out very long," Skynxnex said. "A little light-heededness will

do you good."



Punching a button on the control panel, Skynxnex released their restraints.
Han stretched his sore arms. Ingtantly, the guard snapped up hisrifle, and
Skynxnex whipped out his modified double-blaster, both pointing the deadly

barrels directly at Han.

Han froze. "Just ... stretching. It's okay. Cam down!"

When Skynxnex opened the side door to the transport vehicle, Han felt his
earspop. Moist air flashed into white vapor, wafting in the rarefied

atmosphere next to the open pit.

Han felt oxygen being stolen from hislungs. Indtinctively, hedrew ina
deep breath, but that helped little. He and Chewbacca stumbled out of the

craft as Skynxnex and the guard prodded them.

At the rim of the crater they found an elevator cage on tracks that plunged

deep into the pit. Skynxnex seemed to be moving with deliberate downess.
Unableto breathe, Han tried to hurry, ssumbling into the eevator cage and
gesturing Chewbacca after him. He gasped and wheezed. Black spots began to
appear in front of hiseyes. When he did manage to breathe an entire lungful

of thethin air, the cold of Kessd bit into his chest.

"A few years ago we had the atmosphere factories running full tilt,"
Skynxnex said, hiswords muffled behind the facemask. "Doole figured it was

afrivolouswaste of energy.”



The guard shut the wire mesh door, and Skynxnex operated the elevator
controls. The cage descended a arapid clip until the window of sky shrank

to asmal spot of bluelight high above.

They saw openingsinto the rock wall sedled off with sted doors. At each
leve aring of light encircled the pit, but many of theilluminators had

elther burned out or been broken.

Chewbacca hung on to the bars of the elevator with hislong hairy arms,
panting for air. His pink tongue protruded, turning purplish from lack of
oxygen. Han, shivering and dizzy and starved for bresth, dumped to the

bottom of the devator.

When the elevator abruptly stopped, thejolt dammed Han's head into the

mesh. As he looked down through the open cage floor, he saw the pit

continuing immeasurably far below them.

"Get up!" Skynxnex said, kicking him. "No timeto deegp. Come on, you'll get

abreath of fresh air indde.”

With some help from Skynxnex, Han managed to haul himsdf to hisfeet. The

smdller guard had much more difficulty manhandling Chewbaccaforward.

Opening the gate of the eevator, they had access to one of the sedled meta



doors. Skynxnex cranked the hatch, and all four of them staggered into a

small tiled chamber.

Han could barely see anymore. His ears buzzed. His eyesight was a mixture of
black specks, roaring blood, and dim shadows of the objects around him. But

as soon as Skynxnex sealed the door, glorious oxygen flooded the chamber.

Before the captives could recover, the guard shoved the barrel of his
blaster rifle under Chewbacca's chin, and Skynxnex held his own wegpon

againgt Han's head. "Almost there,” Skynxnex said. "No funny stuff now."

Han, happy just to be breathing again, couldn't dream of doing anything. At

least not yet.

On the other sde of the airlock was alarge muster room filled with
lethargic-looking workers ready to begin their shift in the spice mines. The
muster room had been blasted out of solid rock, and atall bank of bunksran
along one sde of the room. An empty esting section with long tables took up

the centrd area.

Cameras stared down at the activity from perches on the walls. Guardsin
hodgepodge stormtrooper uniforms waited behind screensin the control rooms.
Other guards kept an eye on the people moving about in the muster area. Al
the workers looked pale and haggard, asif they had been underground and

underfed for years.



A burly man strode up to meet them, keeping his eyesfixed on Skynxnex. The
man had alumpy face, alumpy chin covered with bristly black stubble, and
lumpy arms asif his massive muscles had al been attached at the wrong

places.

"Y ou brought me two more?"' the man said. "Only two? That's not enough.” He
reached out to grab Chewbaccas hairy arm. Chewbacca roared and flinched
away, but the lumpy man didn't notice. "Well, the Wookiee's worth three men,
but | don't know about the other one. This doesn't take care of half the

peopleI'velogt.”

Skynxnex glowered at him. "' So stop losing people,” he said with avoice of

ice, then nudged Han. "Thisis Boss Roke. He'sin charge of bresking you. He

gets extra pointswith Moruth Doole to make your life miserable.”

"He doesn't seem to be doing a very good job of keeping track of his

workers," Han said.

Roke flashed him awithering glare. " Something's taking my men down inthe

deep tunndls. I've had two more missing Since yesterday. They vanish without

atrace--no locators, nothing."

Han shrugged. "It's hard to get good help these days.”

Skynxnex pulled out his double-blaster and shoved it in Han'sface again,



but he spoke to Boss Roke. "Get thermd suits for these two. WeIl watch

them whilethey get into uniform.”

Roke snapped his fingers, and two guards went rummaging through some
cubicles. "The human won't be difficult, but the Wookiee--we don't carry

muchintha 9ze"

In the end the guard found a large misshapen suit that had once been worn by
some dien creature that had three arms, but it fit Chewbaccawell enough
after they seded off the third arm; the empty deeve and glove dangled down

hischest.

A hesater-pack between the shoulder blades powered the whole thing to keep
them warm down in the frigid mine tunnels. Han was relieved to seeasmall

breath mask attached to the suit.

Skynxnex backed toward the elevator. The guard had already entered the
arlock chamber. Onelast time, asif hefelt he hadn't used enough tiresome
threats for one afternoon, Skynxnex pointed the double-blaster at Han. "Next

time maybe Moruth will let me usethis."

"If you clean up your room without being told, and if you et al your

vegetables," Han taunted, "then he might let you have a specid treat.”

"Shift dpha, ready for work detail!" Boss Roke bellowed into the muster

room, and dozens of weary people shuffled to squares painted on the floor.



Roke pointed to two empty squares. "Y ou two, positions eighteen and

nineteen. Now!"

"What, no new-employee orientation?' Han asked.

With asadigtic grin on hisface, Boss Roke shoved him toward the squares.

"It'son-the-job training.”

At some unspoken signa the workers mounted breath masks on their faces.
Seeing this, Han and Chewbacca followed suit. A big metd door on the far

sde of thewall did opento reved an illuminated chamber ahundred meters
long, in which floated a centipede-like mine transport of little cars linked

together by magnetic attractors.

A high-pitched tone pinged through hidden speskers, and the workers took
their seats on one of the floating mine cars. As people climbed aboard, the

separate sections of the cars swayed back and forth.

Chewbacca grunted a question. Han looked around, blinking. "I don't know any
more about this than you do, buddy.” Now that Skynxnex had departed, he no
longer needed to continue his blustering. Fear started to trickle into his

limbs.

Boss Roke took a seat in the pilot car; other guards were stationed evenly

throughout the open tram. All the guards wore infrared goggles. Every one of



the prisoners sat motionless. Behind them the metal door dammed sht.

Everyone seemed to be waiting for something.

"Now what?' Han mumbled to himsdif.

All the lights went out. Han and Chewbacca plunged into an absolute

suffocating blackness like a blanket of tar.

"What the--" Han drew a sudden deep breath. The blackness was palpable. He
couldn't see athing. Beside him Chewbacca groaned in darm. He heard the
other workers moving, shuffling. Han's ears strained as hisimagination

tried to understand what was going on. He heard a clunking, diding sound.

"Hold on, Chewig," he said.

A metal door at the opposite Sde of the chamber opened up. The sound of its
movement along rough metal tracks echoed in the enclosed space. Wind rushed
around their ears asthe air spilled outward into the mine tunnels of

Kessd.

In a sudden panic Han pushed his breath mask tighter againgt hisfacejust
as he fdlt the amosphere grow thin. The fleeing air took with it whatever

hest had remained, making his exposed skin tingle with cold.

The mine carslurched on their repul sorlifts, picking up speed. Acceleration
dammed Han into his hard, uncomfortable seat. He could hear the air roaring

past his heed, fed the tunnd walls around him. The transport whipped



around acurve, and Han grabbed the cold metd railing to keep himsdf from
flying out of his seat. The mine cars whisked dong, tilting downward, then
lurching sideways. He had no idea how Boss Roke could possibly seewhere he

was going unless the whole system was computer controlled.

Behind them, just after they had passed under an echoing archway, a heavy

meta door dammed shut with asound like an avalanche of scrap metd.

Han couldn't understand why the spice minersdidn't string up at least some
chegp illuminators as guideposts dong the tunnels. But then it cameto him
likeadapintheface theredization that Snce glitterstim spice was
photoactive--made potent in the presence of light--it obvioudly had to be

mined in total darkness or e seit would be ruined.

Total darkness.

Han and Chewbaccawould spend their days at hard |abor in the mines without
ever being able to see each other, or where they were, or what they were
doing. Han had to blink his eyesjust to make sure they were open instead of

closed--not that it made any difference.

A shiver went down his back. Boss Roke had said that some unknown thing deep
in the mineswas preying on hel plessworkers, snatching them unawares. How
could anybody run from a carnivorous attacker while surrounded was complete

darkness?



The qudity of the sound changed off and on. As Han's mind grew accustomed
to processing information through his ears, it became obvious whenever the
rushing mine car passed side tunnels, because of the sudden holein the

wind. Breathing through the mask, he could smdll nothing other than flat

recycled air.

The mine car wobbled from side to side, rocking as somebody moved about in
the seats, climbing over theindividua cars. The person dowly clambered
over one seat back, then another, approaching their position. Han thought he

heard someone breathing, Sraining, growing nearer.

"Y ou there! Number fourteen! Sit down!" aguard shouted.

Number fourteen? Han thought. How could the guard possibly see which one had

been moving about? Then he remembered the infrared goggles. The guards could

probably see everyone, bright silhouettes against the backdrop of blackness.

The car stopped jostling for afew moments, but then the rocking started

again. The mysterious person kept moving toward them. Somebody heaved

himself over the seat to the empty spot right behind Han and Chewbacca.

"Hey, | told you to sit down!" the guard shouted.

"Thisismy new sedt,” avoice sad.



"That's your new seat!" the guard said, strangely repeeting the words before

hefel Slent.

Han forced himsdlf not to speak. Since he couldn't see anything himsdif, the
intruder must be just shifting about, unable to tell where hewas going. Or

could he have his own set of infrared goggles? Had Skynxnex or Moruth Doole
hired some assassin to get rid of Han and Chewbacca while no one was

weatching?

A quick dash from avibrator knife? A shovethat knocked him off the
floating trangport, abandoning him down in the empty labyrinth of tunnels?
In the darkness Han would never be able to find hisway back. He wondered if

hewould garve, freeze, or suffocatefirst. He didn't want to find out.

He heard the faint, echoed breathing of someone speaking behind a bresth

maskK, leaning closer. Besde him Chewbacca bristled in anticipation.

"Areyou redly from the outsde?’ the voice said. "I haven't been above
ground for years." It seemed hopeful, soft, and tenor, but muffled behind
the bresth mask and the rushing wind. Han couldn't tell if it wasthe voice
of an aged man, adeep-voiced woman, or aquiet and meek clerk from the

former Imperid prison.

Han's mind pictured askeletal old man with long scraggly hair, tattered

beard, and ragged clothes. "Y eah, we're from out there. A lot of things have



changed.”

"I'm Kyp. Kyp Durron."

After amoment's hesitation Han introduced himself and Chewbacca. Suspecting
some kind of trap, he decided not to give too much information. Kyp Durron
seemed to sense this and talked about himsalf without asking too many prying

guestions.

"You'l get to know everybody here. That'sjust theway of it. I'velived
most of my life on Kessdl. My parents were politica prisoners, exiled on
this planet when the Emperor started cracking down on civil unrest. My
brother Zeth was taken off to the Imperia military training center on
Carida, and we never heard another word from him. | got stuck herein the
spice mines. | always thought they'd come back and haul me to Caridatoo,

but | guessthey forgot."

Han tried to imagine Kyp'slife going from bad to worse. "How come you're

dill downinthe mines?'

"During the prison revolt they didn't much care who ended up here. Now most
of the workers are the old Imperia prison guards. Nobody thought to let me

out when they changed everything up top. I've never been important enough.”

Kyp made a sound that must have been a bitter laugh. "People say | have good

luck in al sorts of things, but my luck has never been good enough to let



me haveanormd life." He paused, asif gathering hope. In that moment Han
wished he could see the stranger'sface. "Isit really true the Empire has

fdlen?'

"Seven years ago, Kyp," Han said. "The Emperor was blown up with his Death
Star. Weve been fighting battles ever since, but the New Republicistrying

to keep everything together. Chewie and | came here as ambassadors to
reestablish contact with Kessal." He paused. "Obvioudy the people of Kessd

weren't interested.”

Han snapped his attention to the front as he heard something happen to the
cars ahead. Thefront car split off; he could hear it echo with a

diminishing swoosh down one of the sidetunnds. A few momentslater another
two cars separated themsalves and went down another side tunnel astheir
sounds diminished in the hollow distance. The rest of the floating mine car

continued down themain tunnd.

"They're separating the mining teams,” Kyp said. "I wanted to be with you.

Tdl meeverything.”

"Kyp," Han sad withasgh, "it lookslike well have plenty of timeto

giveyou the details.”

The audio hum of the mine cars repulsorlifts deepened. Han felt the breeze

on hisface dwindle asthey dowed. His hands and face were numb; hisears



tingled with the cold, but the rest of hisbody seemed comfortably warmin

the heated thermd auit.

The guard who had shouted at Kyp spoke when the floating cars stopped.

"Everybody out. Link up. March to thework area.”

The remaining cars swayed as the prisoners climbed off and stood in silence
on the crumbled ground. Their equipment grated againgt each other inthe
darkness, and their boots scuffed the dirt. A pandemonium of little sounds
echoed in the claustrophobic tunnel, making the blackness pressin even more

heavily.

"Where arewe going?' Han said.

Kyp grabbed aloop on Han's blt. "Just hold the person in front of you.

Believe me, you don't want to get lost down here.”

"l believeyou," Han said. Chewbacca made his own noise of agreemen.

When thework detail had lined up, the front guard began to march them
aong. Han took small shuffling stepsto keep from stumbling over rubble on

the floor, but he till tripped into Chewbacca severa times.

They turned to pass through another tunnel entrance. Han heard afaint thump
and ayowl of pain from the Wookiee. "Watch your head there, buddy,” he

said. He heard therustle of fur insde athermal suit as Chewbacca bent



down to pass through the arch.

"Herestherall,” the guard said. " Stop here, take your time, and go down."

"What'sarail?' Han asked.

"Onceyoutouchit, you'll figureit out,” Kyp answered.

The noises he heard made no sense to Han. He couldn't determine what was

actually happening. He discerned diding sounds of fabric, bitten-back

outcries of surprise or fear. When Chewbacca shuffled up, he voiced a

guttura complaint, shaking hisentire body in refusd.

The guard lashed out with something hard that struck Chewbacca. The Wookiee

roared in pain and swung hisarm trying to hit the guard, but apparently

smacked only the rock wall instead. Chewbacca grew more upset, flailing

right and left. Han had to duck to keep from being battered.

"Chewiel Cam down! Stop it!" The Wookiee dowly regained control of himsalf

at the sound of Han'svoice.

"Dowhat | tell you!" the guard shouted.

"It'sokay," Kyp added his own encouragement. "We do this every day."



"Il gofird, Chewig" Han sad, "whatever itis."

"Down there," the guard snapped.

Han bent over, fumbled with hishands, and fdt abig holein thefloor like
atrapdoor to lower tunnels, with piled rubble al around it. Hisfingers
found acold metd railing about the Size of atypica sted girder,

polished smooth and plunging downward, like adide or ameta banister.

"Y ou want meto ride that?' Han asked. "Where doesit go?"

"Don't worry," Kyp said again. "It's the best way down."

"You've got to bekidding!"

Then he heard Chewbaccalaughing, anasd, chuffing sound. That made up
Han's mind for him. He sat down on the meta rail and wrapped hislegs
around it, placing his hands behind his hips and gripping therail asbest

he could. The dippery fabric of the thermd suit immediately started him
diding. The darkness grabbed at him as he picked up speed. Han imagined
sharp st actites just centimeters above his head, waiting to take off the

top of hisskull if he sat up at the wrong moment. He continued to

accderate. "'l don't likethid" he said.

Suddenly therail disappeared beneath him, and he tumbled onto a mound of

powdery sand. Another two workers scrambled forward to yank him clear of the



end of therall. He brushed dust off histherma suit, though he couldn't

seethedirt anyway.

A few momentslater Chewbacca came down with along, echoing howl, and
shortly after that came Kyp Durron and the guard. "Line up again!" the guard

sad.

Chewbacca grunted and huffed afew words. Han snorted. "Don't tell meit was

fun!™

The guard marched them ahead. When the ground dropped out from under them,
they splashed into a shalow lake. The pressure of the water pushed against
thelegs of Han's suit. The captive miners doshed ahead, holding on to each

other in thair blindness.

The water had asour, brackish smell, and Han's scomach clenched,
anticipating adrop-off that would plunge him in over his head. Chewbacca

whined but kept his commentsto himself.

Under the water something soft and fingerlike poked against Han'slegs.

Other contacts nudged at hisfeet, prodding and coiling around his calves.

"Hey!" He thrashed about with hisfeet. The ghostly, touching things svarmed
about him. Han pictured soft blind grubs, hungry in the darkness; their

mouths would be filled with fangs, waiting for something to eet, something



hel plessin the dark--as he was. He splashed again to drive them away.

"Don't cdl atention to yourself,” Kyp Durron said in alow voice. "That

will only bring more of them."

Han forced himsdlf not to overreact, to walk with gliding, even strides.
None of the other prisoners cried out; apparently, no one had been eaten
dive yet, though the small probing fingers or suckers or mouths continued

to play around hislegs. Histhroat felt very dry.

He wanted to drop to his knees when they findly reached the tunnel on the
other sde of the subterranean lake. Behind them dripping water and tiny

gplashing sounds echoed in the grotto.

An unknown time later they arrived a the actud spice-mining area. The
guard withdrew an apparatus from his pack, making shuffling and clinking

noises as he did so. Unseen, he set it up dong thewalls of the tunndl.

"We have to go deep to get the good spice deposits,” Kyp said. "Down here
the glitterstim is fresh and fibrous, instead of old and powdery likein the
higher mines. The spice veinsare laid in crisscross patterns along the

walls of the tunnd, never going much below the surface of therock.”

Before Han could say anything else, a high-pitched, teeth-jarring hum
pounded against the tunnel. Chewbacca roared in pain. Then askin of rock

aong theinner tunnel doughed off. The guard had used an acoustic



disruptor that penetrated only afew inchesinto the rock, crumbling it

down. "Get toit!" hesaid.

Kneeling on the rubble-strewn floor, Kyp showed Han and Chewbacca how to
sort through the crushed rock, feding with cold-numbed fingers through the
broken pebbles and debristo pluck out strands of glitterstim, like tufts of

hair or ashestosfiber.

Han'shandsfelt raw from the work and the biting cold, but none of the
other prisoners complained. They al seemed beaten. He could hear them
bresthing and gasping as they continued to exert themselves. Han stuffed
fragments of glitterstim into the gathering pouch a hiship. Hefet a
sinking feding, like aknifetwigting ingde him. He could be a thisjob

for along, longtime.

After the team finished sfting through the rubble, the guard moved them
farther down the tunndl, then activated his acoustic disruptor to bring down

ancther section of thewall.

Asthey huddled in the tunndl, picking at broken rock, Han could think only
of hisaching knees, his burning fingers. Of how nice it would be to be back
with Leiaagain. No one had told him how long a shift was--not that he had
any way of telling timein the darkness. He grew hungry. He grew thirsty. He

kept working.



During alull Han felt atingle go up his spine. He looked, knowing he could
see nothing in the dark. But his ears, now attuned as his primary sense,

picked up adistant rustling, athousand whispering voices growing louder,
picking up speed like a hydrolocomoative bulleting down atube. A pearly glow

seemed to seep out of the air.

"What--his'

"Shhh!" Kyp answered. The prisoners had stopped working. A faint glittering
dazzlelike adense cloud of faint fireflies shot through the tunnd,

humming and chittering.

Han ducked. Around him he heard the others dso fdling flat on the

debris-covered floor.

The glowing thing shot down the hollow tube, ralling and roiling. Onceit
passed them and went beyond the point where they had mined spice from the
walls, the glowing thing suddenly curved right and plunged straight into the

solid rock, vanishing like afish falling back into adark poal.

Behind them, aong the curving lengths of the tunnd, tiny blue sparks
flickered from the exposed spice that had been activated by the light source

whizzing past. The blue sparks sputtered and flickered, and quickly faded.

Han's eyes ached from the sudden barrage of light--alight that was probably

too dim for him to have seen under normal circumstances, but his eyes had



been yearning in blackness for hours now. "What was that?' he shouted.

He heard Kyp panting beside him. "Nobody knows. It's about the fifteenth one
I've seen over the years. We cdl them bogeys. They've never hurt anybody,
or so we think, but nobody knows what's grabbing those people down in the

deep mines.”

The guard himsalf seemed shaken, and Han could hear aquaver in hisvoice.

"That's enough. End of shift. Let's make our way back to the cars.

That sounded like agood ideato Han.

When the string of mine cars returned to the long holding grotto and the

meta door closed behind them, Han heard the sound of weapons being drawn.
All workerswere ordered to strip out of their therma suits. Han could
understand the precautions--with a brief menta boost from stolen

glitterstim, a prisoner might be able to stage an escape...dthough Han had

been to the barren surface of Kessal and wondered where an escapee might go.

When the standard lightsfinally came back on, the blinding glare was enough
to make Han crouch over, asif someone had punched himin the gut. He

shielded hiseyes.

Hefdt ahand take him and lead him into the muster room. "It's okay, Han.

Just follow me. Let your eyes get used toit. There'sno hurry."



But Han wasin ahurry to seewhat Kyp Durron looked like. He kept blinking
away tears and forcing his pupilsto contract enough that he could make
sense out of the brilliant images showering around him. But when hefindly

discerned Kyp'sform, he blinked again--thistime in surprise.

"Yourejust akid!" Han saw adark, toude-headed teen who looked asiif he
cropped hisown hair with ablunt object. He had wide eyes surrounded by
dark rims, and his skin was pae from years of living in the darkness of the
gpice mines. Kyp waswiry and tough looking. He stared at Han with hope and

alitleintimidation.

"Dont worry,” Kyp said. "I do thebest | can.”

Kyp reminded him of the brash and wide-eyed young L uke Skywalker Han had
first met inthe Mos Eidey cantina. But Kyp seemed tougher than Luke had
been, not quite so naive. With the rough life Kyp had had, growing up on

Kessdl and locked in the spice mines without anyone to watch over him, it

was no wonder the kid had ahard streak in him.

At the moment Han couldn't decide which he hated more--the Empire, for
inflicting such hardships on Kyp and hisfamily, or Moruth Doole for
perpetuating them ... or himsdlf, for getting Chewie and him into thismess

inthefirg place.

Night on Eol Shaoffered little rest. Faling darkness fought against the



smmering orange glow from the nearby volcano, the pastel blaze of the
Cauldron Nebula, and the looming spotlight of the too-close moon. Hissing

blasts from the geyser field broke the quiet at irregular intervals.

Luke sat donein the cramped storage module Gantoris had given him for
deeping accommodations. Never intended asaliving area, the module had few
comforts: abasin of filmy water and a cloth-covered mound of dirt for a

bed.

Gantoristook a perverse pleasurein telling Luke that it had been one of
the dead boy's favorite placesto play. Either the refugees blamed L uke for
not being able to save both children, or perhaps Gantoris just wanted to

keep him off baance.

Luke had hislightsaber and dl the powers he had learned from Jedi

training, should he decide to escape. But that was not the reason he had
cometo Eol Sha. Cupping hischinin his hands, he stared out &t the hostile
night. He needed to convince Gantoristo listen to him, to see the need for
rebuilding the Jedi Knights--but why would someone from anisolated colony,

with no conception of gaactic politics, bother to care?

If Gantoris was indeed a descendant of the long-ago Taania, Luke had to

make him care.

When the other people drifted to their quartersfor the evening, Warton



brought him a steamed bugdillo to eat. L uke poked at the glossy black shell
of the crustacean, splitting open the cracksin its multiply segmented body
to get at the pinkish mest. That afternoon aboy had been killed trying to

spear these small creatures. ...

At any time Luke could leave the battered module, walk to the passenger
shuttle on the far sde of the geyser fidd, and retrieve hisown rations,
but he didn't want to leave, not until Gantoris agreed to come with him.

L uke ate the sour-tasting meet, chewing in slence.

"Comewith me." Gantoris stood silhouetted in the square doorway of Luke's

quarters.

Luke blinked and came out of histrance, refreshed and surprised to seethe
gray morning light shining through cracksin the module. Without aword, he

stood up and stepped outside.

Gantoriswore the faded uniform of atrader captain. It fit him poorly, but
he carried himsdf with pride. The uniform must have been passed down from
generation to generation as the hopeful colonists waited for the ramjet gas

minersto return and make their settlement a booming town.

"Where arewe going?' Luke asked.

Gantoris handed him awoven pouch, then dung asimilar one over hisown

shoulder. "To get food.” Tossing histhick black braid behind him, he



marched toward the geyser field.

Lukefollowed across the rugged terrain, sidestepping the lime-encrusted
network of geysers and steam vents. The planet of Eol Sha hummed with the

tidal gtrain, like fading vibrations from astruck gong.

Gantoris moved with outward confidence, but Luke sensed trepidation, an
uncertainty in him. Luke decided this might be agood timeto talk about the
Force and its powers. "Y ou must have learned something about the order of
Jedi Knights," he began. "For athousand generations they served the Old
Republic as guardians and keepers of order. | believe one of your own
ancestors--Taania-was the daughter of a Jedi. That iswhy I've cometo

you. She was among the people who established this colony on Eol Sha.

"The Emperor hunted down and killed dl the Jedi Knights his assassins could
find, but | don't believe he could have traced every descendant, every
bloodline. Now the Empire has falen and the New Republic needsto

reestablish the Jedi Knights." He paused. "1 want you to be one of them."

He gripped Gantoriss shoulder. The other man flinched, and pushed Luke's
hand away. L uke's voice took on amore pleading tone. "I want to show you
the powers of the Force, theinfinite doorsit can open. With this new
strength you'll be able to help hold the entire galaxy together. | promise

welll take your people and move them to a safe planet, one that will seem

like aparadise after Eol Sha"



Luke redlized he was prosdlytizing.

Gantorislooked a him with dark, unfathomable eyes. "Empires and republics
mean nothing to me. What have they cared for us before? My universeis here,

on thisworld."

He stopped in front of the wide opening to ageyser and peered into it's
depths. The creeping stink of rotten eggs wafted into the morning air. From
his hip pouch Gantoris withdrew a battered old datapad and consulted a
column of numbers that |ooked to be some sort of timetable. "Here. We will

go ingdethe geyser and harvest.”

Luke blinked. "Harvest what?"

Without answering Gantoris lowered himself over thelip of the geyser hole.
Luke shrugged off his Jedi cloak and |€ft it beside the geyser rim, then
followed the other man underground. Was Gantorisjust trying to seeif Luke

would follow him down into the belly of the geyser?

The shaft was anarrow, winding chimney through porous rock, apipelineto
gush superheated water. Colorful mineral deposits sparkled white and tan and
blue, powdery in hishand. Luke found plenty of footholds as he followed
Gantorisinto the honeycombed passages. The rock felt warm and dimy. Acrid

vapors risng from below stung hiseyes.



Gantorisworked hisway into aside crevice. Luke asked, "What do you want

meto do?"'

In answer Gantoris wedged himsalf deeper into a crack and shrugged the woven
pouch off his shoulder. "Look in the dark pockets, the ones protected from

the scalding water." Gantoris dug hisfingersinto acrevice, felt around,

and pulled out a handful of rubbery tendrils. "With the heat and the minera
deposits, the lichens have arich growing ground. It takes agreat dedl of
processing, but we can make something edible out of this. On our world we

don't have many choices. My people must take what we can find."

Luke likewise removed his pouch and began to search in the cracks, probing
with his progthetic hand. What if something poisonous lurked in the crevices
to sting him? He could read ominous intentions from Gantoris but couldn't
pinpoint them. Was Gantoris looking for asmpleway to kill the"dark man”
from hisdreams? On histhird try L uke found amass of spongy growth and

yanked it out.

Gantoris |ooked over his shoulder at Luke. "It would be better if we split
up. If you stay by me, you will find only my leavings. | can never feed our
people that way." Gantoriss voice changed to amocking tone, and his
forehead crinkled, raising his shaven eyebrows. "Unless your Force can

miraculoudy creete a banquet?’

Keeping his handholds, Luke edged over to another crack as Gantoris worked



deeper into his own fissure, turning ajagged corner. A flurry of uneasiness

shot through him, but L uke began to search among the crevices.

Thelichen wasnt difficult to find, and Luke quickly filled his pouch,

crawling through narrow openings. Perhaps Gantoris had expected him to get
lost among the fissures. But even disoriented underground, L uke could dways
retrace his path. He had heard nothing from the other man, and, deciding

that he had fulfilled his obligation, Luke began to work hisway back to

where they had split up.

When he reached the joined passage, L uke saw that Gantoris was no longer
there. He crawled deeper into the fissure, looking for the other man, all
the while expecting atrap but confident he could dedl with it. He would

have to impress Gantoriswith his Jedi ahilities.

The passage ended in ablocked wall of eroded stone. The smdlls of sulfurous
smoke grew stronger, engendering a deep sense of claustrophobiain him. Luke
recalled the two children buried under the avalanche, bright blood splashed

on the bottoms of the fallen rocks. The ground around him hummed with barely
contained murderous energy--what if another earthquake happened while he was

wedged in the narrow cracks underground?

Gantoriswas nowherein sght. "Gantorig!" he called, but heard no answer.
Looking up the shaft of daylight poking through from the surface, Luke
findly saw the man's silhouette nearly at the top. Gantoris scrambled up

the jagged walls, climbing asfast as he could manage, leaving Luke behind.



He was fleeing something.

L uke sensed rather than heard the buildup of pressure degp within the
planet, the water table heated against magma crouching near the surface,

coming to aboail, rising up, finding the most direct way to escape.

Gantoris had carried his own timetable. The geysers must erupt at regular
intervals. He intended to trap L uke underground, where he would be cooked to

the bone by curtains of superheated steam.

Luke grabbed for ahandhold and hauled himsalf up, scrabbling with his boot
for aplace to rest hisfoot. He clambered up the bumps and corners of the
chimney leading up. The heet increased around him, making it difficult to
breathe. He gasped and blinked burning tears out of his eyes. Steam curled

upward, asif seeping out of the very rocks.

Hisfoot dipped and he nearly plunged downward, but his prosthetic hand
flashed out, grabbing on to an outcropping and refusing to let go. When he

findly regained his baance, the outcropping crumbled to pieces.

Luke had lost precious seconds. The light above shone brighter, urging him

on. He held on to another corner, crawled up another few feet, reached out

again.



Briefly he saw a shadowed head peer down into the geyser chimney, watching

him. Gantoris. But he offered no help.

Luke clawed hisway up, ignoring historn flightsuit, cimbing asfast as

hislimbs could carry him. Then heran out of time.

He heard the explosion deep beneath him, the rumbling roar of a plume of
boiling water rushing to the surface. Luke braced himself and knew he had

one chance.

He had donethisin Cloud City on Bespin, and during histraining with Y oda,
and other times. Asthejet of steam and deadly water blasted toward him,
Luke gathered his strength, his concentration, and sprang straight up,

hurling hisbody out of the geyser shaft. He used the Force as a springboard
to throw himsdf high and freg, just asif he werelifting an inanimate

object.

Luke shot out of the geyser chimney, flailing his arms as he dropped to the
rugged ground. He tucked his shoulder and rolled, striking with enough force

to knock the breath from him.

A second after he hit the ground, awall of steam and superheated water

bel ched from the geyser. L uke shielded his exposed flesh from the scalding

droplets and waited for the blast to dwindle.

The geyser eruption lasted severd minutes. When Lukefindly crawled to his



knees, he saw Gantoris and the other people of Eol Shawaking toward him,
their facesgrim, as usud. They had set him up, trapped him, tried to kill

him.

But the anger faded quickly. Hadn't Luke chalenged Gantoristo test him, to
let him prove hisintentions? L uke gathered his drenched Jedi cloak from the

geyser rim and waited for them.

Gantoris crossed hisarms over his chest and nodded. His face looked wide
and bleak without eyebrows or eyelashes. "Y ou passed my first test, dark
man." Luke sensed both eagerness and terror from the man. "Now come and face

your last trid."

Asthe people stepped forward to take him again, Luke did not resist. He had

decided to take whatever risks proved necessary to rebuild the Jedi Knights.

He hoped the riskswould be worth it.

It waslike ardigious procession. With Gantorisin the lead, the people of
Eol Shabegan along march up the dopeto the cracks of lava. Luke walked
straight and proud, determined not to show fear, though the people had
aready proved their murderousintentions. Despite his Jedi training, he was

invery rea danger. The oppressive moon hung overhead like agigantic fist.



Spiresof lavarock jutted out of the hillside like rotten teeth. Gantoris
did not dow his pace when the dope took a steep turn, but he stopped when
they reached ashdltered opening in the volcano wall. Overhead apdl of

smoke and ash hung intheair.

"Follow meingde" Gantoristold Luke. The othersfiled past, continuing
along the rugged path. Luke stepped after him. He needed to earn Gantoriss
respect, if not trust. In this circumstance Gantoris was making dl the

rules.

Gantoris strode confidently down the narrow passage into the dense shadows,
alavatube blasted through the side of the cone to ease pressure from an
ancient eruption. Up ahead afiery orange glow lit their way. Lukefelt

growing anticipation mixed with dread with each step they took.

The lavatube spread out, revedling aboiling lake of fire. Though the
fissure opened to the sky, and other openings et in gusting cross-drafts,
the chamber fdlt like the blast of an oven. Luke ducked his heed, trying to

shield hisface with the damp Jedi hood, but Gantoris seemed unaffected.

Squinting through noxious gases belching from the lava, Luke weatched the

other people arrive on the far sde of the chamber, lining up and waiting.

All faces turned toward him.

Gantoris had to raise his voice over the growling sounds of the churning



magma. "Wak acrossthefire, dark man. If you reach the other sde safely,
| will dlow you to teach me whatever you wish." Without waiting for areply

Gantoris disappeared back into the darkness of the lavatube.

Luke stared after him for amoment, wondering if Gantoris could be
serious--but then he noticed dark objectsin the blaze of bright lava. Hard
stepping stones of denser rock that did not melt but made a precarious path

acrossthelake of fire.

Was Gantoristesting his courage? What did the man want, and what did his

dreams of ademonic "dark man" portend?

Luke swallowed, but histhroat was dry as parchment. He stepped to the edge

of the smmering lava. The stones beckoned, but common sense warned him to
go back, to return to his shuttle and fly away. He could find other

candidates for his Jedi academy. Threepio and Artoo must have uncovered some
leads by now, and he himsdf had another possibility on Bespin. Luke hadn't

even tested Gantoris yet; why should herisk hislife for someone who might

or might not actualy have Jedi potentia?

Because he had to. Forming anew order of Jedi Knights would be difficult,

and if he flinched from thefirgt test of his own powers, how could he

consder himsdlf worthy of attempting such atask?

Impossible heat swirled around him. Stepping to the edge of thefire, Luke



looked at the broken sky above him. Then he set hisfoot down on the first

stepping stone.

It supported hisweight. Luke looked ahead, fixing his gaze on the opposite

side. The gathered people kept watching.

Lavabubbled around him, belching noxious gasesinto the air. Hetried to
breathe in shalow gasps. He took another step. The other side seemed very

far away.

Blinking irritated tears from his eyes, he counted the stones ahead of him.

Fourteen more. Luke stepped to the next one.

Gantoris appeared on the far side, joining the other refugees of Eol Sha
Luke didn't expect them to cheer him on, but they remained too eerily

Slent.

Another step. Around him the lavagurgled like the belly of agiant beest, a

hungry beest.

Luke moved to another step, then another. A tendril of euphoria began to
risewithin him. Thiswasn't as difficult as he had feared. He would be able

to pass thistest. With reckless courage and speed, he strode to the halfway

point.

Then the lava began to bubble and hiss more forcefully, gushing as something



stirred below. The volcanic chamber throbbed with a sound that drummed from
just below hisrange of hearing, but enough to vibrate histeeth. Hefelt
his ssomach plunge with apprehension. He tensed, waiting to see what horror

awaited him. Something lived within thelake of lava. Something moved.

Suddenly a serpent-like creature burst above the surface, hissing like

rocket fuel caught onfire.

Thefireworm had atriangular head and pointed ear tufts. Crystdline scales
armored every inch of itsbody. Itswide eyeswere jewels glowing with a
fire of their own. Insulated air intakes sucked in the hot atmosphere,

filling bladders deep within the cresture's core and making it rise to the
surface of the lava pool, huge and fierce. The sllicon armor plates

glittered like mirrorsin thefirdight.

Luke kept his precarious balance on the stepping stone, avoiding sudden

death in the molten rock, then legped to the next rock. Asthe fireworm rose
and coiled above him, he knew he could never outrun the monster. He stopped
and found securefooting. Ingtinctively, he drew hislightsaber, igniting it

with asnap-hiss. The green glow of his blade fought againgt thefiery

orange of the lava chamber.

Onthefar sde of the lavalake, the gathered people of Eol Shawatched in

glence, unmoving.



The fireworm glared down at L uke with its viper's head. It opened avast
metallic mouth and spewed congedling lavaat the wall. Armored intakes
continued to suck air, raising coils of the behemoth's body to the surface.
Luke held up hislightsaber, but it seemed pitifully smal to fight alava

dragon.

With an ultrasonic bellow the fireworm dove benegth the magmaagain,
gplashing molten rock into the air. Luke danced from stepping stoneto
stepping stone, trying to avoid the deadly firefal. Globs of lavaset his

Jedi cloak on fire, but Luke managed to yank it over his shoulders and toss

it into the bubbling pool, whereit burst into bright flames.

He held hislightsaber in front of him. His eyeswidened. He reached out
with his Jedi senses, trying to second-guess the cresture. His every nerve
was tuned, ready to respond, but he saw only the restless surface of the

lava

"Where areyou?" he whispered.

The fireworm's head exploded out of the lava on the other side, rearing up
to gtrike. It plunged down, opening its huge mouth to reved fangslike
gdactites. Luke whirled, bringing up his lightsaber and dancing back to

the previous stepping stone.

Asthe fireworm struck, L uke dashed with his humming green blade. But when

the lightsaber smashed against the mirrored armor plates, the glowing green



edge refracted into a thousand components, splitting and ricocheting around
the chamber. Sparks showered dl around him. The energy blade that could

supposedly dice through anything broke only one smal silicon armor plate.

On the other sde of the chamber, the people of Eol Sha ducked to escape the
flying shards of green power. Splintered rock fell into the magmalake. Luke

knew he could not use the lightsaber against the monster again.

The fireworm yowled in surprise more than pain, then dove for refuge under
the lava. Luke crouched, desperately trying to figure out what he should do
next. He turned, ready to run to the other side where the people waited for

him.

The fireworm would return any minute. He didn't know how much time hewould

have.

Suddenly, the creature launched itsdf out of the lava, roaring and hissing
and making sounds too horrible for Luke to describe. He turned, lightsaber
in hand and ready to diein battle--but now the monster had no interest in

himat dl.

Gouts of acrid smoke poured from the chink in the silicon armor, where lava
ateitsway into the fireworm's body core. The cresture writhed and tossed,
gpewing lavainto the air. Molten rock devoured the fireworm'sinternal

organslike acid, killing it from theingde out. Burning within, the



fireworm thrashed in agony, spraying lava as flames and foul smoke boiled
out of thetiny breach initsarmor. When thefiery rock burned through to

thefireworm'sinflated air bladders, the creature exploded.

Splatters of hardening lavarained down. Luke managed to deflect most of the
burning chunks with the Force, but some scorched his back and shoulder. The
fireworm's death throes churned wavesin the molten rock, then gradudly

subsided.

Lukeraised hiseyes, blinking in disbelief. The people of Eol Shafill

waited for him.

Most of the stepping stones had been washed away in the turmoil. Nothing but
impassable lava remained between him and Gantoris. He could not finish his
journey. Giddy with terror and a backwash of possibilities from the Force,

Luke stared at the impassable river of flames between him and hisgodl.

He thought of the potential for his proposed academy, for the return of the

Jedi Knights. The New Republic needed him. He had to complete his promise.
He would gather candidates to teach the ways of the Force. He would. Without
adoubt in hismind, gill throbbing with the Force after his battle against

the fireworm, he closed hiseyes.

Luke waked across the lake of fire.

Hedid not think about it. The lavarefused to touch hisfeet. Only the



Force burned bright around him. One step after another, he strode acrossthe
flaming rock, letting himsalf see nothing but hisgod until he ood again
on solid ground on the far Side of the lake of fire, with Gantorisand his

people.

When he reached safety, he nearly collgpsed with relief, but he could not
alow himsdlf to show achange of expression. Hetried not to think about

what he had just done.

Gantoris stood before him, an expression of awe on his broad face. The
others backed away, but Gantoris remained motionless. He swallowed as he met
Luke'sgaze. "1 will abide by my promise." He drew adeep breath. "Teach me

how to use this mysterious power within me."

Without athought Luke reached forward with trembling hands and touched
Gantoriss head. He sent menta fingersinward, probing to the back of the
other man's mind, searching until he found the mysterious nub in Gantoriss

subconscious, and pushed--

The strength of his reflexive reaction knocked Luke backward so that he had
to catch his baance before tumbling into the lava. Gantoris did indeed have
the Jedi potentia, enough to make him aformidable candidate for the Jedi

academy.

Luke dlowed himsdlf asgh of rdlief. Theterror and the testing had been



worth it. He took Gantoris's hand, then looked at the gathered survivors of

the abandoned colony.

"Wewill find anew home for your people. But first you will comewith meto

Coruscant.”

Lando Cdrissan's ship, the Lady Luck, received clearancefrom a
bored-sounding traffic controller to land in the spaceport of Umgul. Asthe

ship coasted through the misty atmosphere, Lando was amazed at the number of
private ships, space yachts, and luxurious ground skimmers bustling around

the landing center.

Lando cruised with the other traffic over flatlands surrounding abroad
river on hisway to Umgul City. Fleets of sail barges drifted over the
duggish river. Looking down, he could see flashing lightsand gyrating

bodiesthat spoke of wild parties on the barge decks.

A moist planet, but cool, Umgul was frequently blanketed by densefog and
low-hanging clouds; even now, in the middle of the day, wisps of mist
drifted up from the river and spread across the lowlands. Though
unremarkable in resources and strategic importance, Umgul had earned

gdactic fame as a sports center, home of the renowned Umgullian blob races.

The Lady Luck followed her designated vector to a spaceport carved into
limestone bluffs rising above theriver. Accompanied on either Sde by tiny

two-person pleasure skimmers, Lando brought his ship through the cavern



mouth. He barely managed to avoid hitting a blue zeppdin full of tourigs.
Inside, hairy attendants wearing bright-orange vests directed the Lady Luck

into her parking stall by waving handheld laser beacons.

Lando turned to the two droids next to him in the pilot's compartment. "Are

you boys about ready to have fun?'

Artoo beeped something Lando could not understand, but Threepio straightened
inindignation. "We are not here to have fun, Generd Cdrissan. We are

hereto assst Master Luke!"

"I'm here as a private citizen going to the blob races." Lando jabbed a
finger a him. Being in close quarterswith Threepio for only aday had
aready been enough for the prissy droid to get on hisnerves. "You are my
protocol droid, and you'd better play the part--or I'll have you run a

complete diagnostic of dl the sawage-control sysemson Umgul City."

"| ... understand clearly, Sir."

Asthe Lady Luck's ramp tongued out, Lando stepped into the chaos of the
Umgullian reception center. V oices blurred by background noise made
perpetua announcements over the intercom systems. Roars from departing
vehicles echoed in the grotto. Acrid smells of exhaust fumes and

engine-fuding ports stung Lando's nogtrils.



Nonetheless, he held hishead high and strode down the ramp, swirling his
cape and beckoning the two droidsto follow. "Threepio, can you understand

any of those announcements? Figure out where we're supposed to go.”

Threepio scanned the datawalls that listed services offered by Umgul City.
Text scrolled out in several languages. Four stubby vendors rushed over to
the new visitor, pushing trinkets and souvenirs at Lando. The
scruffy-looking hucksters were Ugnaughts, the ugly little maintenance

creaturesthat filled the lower levels of Cloud City.

"Why not bring ababy blob homefor the kids, sir?' The Ugnaught thrust out

agreenish, 00zing massthat looked like afist-szed wad of phlegm.

"How about some blob candy, sr? Best in the city! My secondary mate makes
it a home." The gdatinous blob candy looked identica to the baby blob the

first Ugnaught had offered.

"Good-luck charm?" said athird Ugnaught. "Worksfor dl religiond™

Lando waved them away. "Thregpio, where are we going?"

"Adjusting for loca time, sir, | believe thereis an important blob race
beginning in lessthan one stlandard hour. The Umgullian mass-trangt systems
will take us directly to the blob arena. | believe the mass-transit access

is-" Thefour Ugnaught souvenir vendors began faling over each other

offering to guide the fine gentleman to the arena. '--to our left.” Thregpio



gestured to abrightly painted tunnd entrance.

"Comeon," Lando said and, without looking back, walked over to the
mass-trangt entrance. The disgppointed Ugnaughts hurried off to hunt for

other customers.

The mass-trangt trip was like aroller-coaster ride without wheels. A dim
tube-like car shot through the tunnd up to the top of the bluff, splashing
through high-rising fog and rushing over woodlands where trees crammed into
notchesin the weathered limestone. The ground was acrazy quilt of bright
sgnsdescribing tourist attractions, esting establishments, pawnshops, and

high-interest, no-questions-asked gambling loans.

At the great entry kiosksto the blob arena, streams of people and other
creatures pushed in, paying their credits and obtaining seet assgnments.
Lando paid for himsdlf but argued with the ticket-taking computer over
whether histwo droids were companions (and thus needed to buy tickets) or
subservient information-processing attendants; Lando won the argument,
though Threepio seemed insulted a being classed aslittle more than an

appliance.

The blob-racing stadium was a vast sinkhole that had collgpsed into the top
of the bluff, acircular pit in the rocky ground. The Umgullian stadium
management had carved thousands of seats, sdls, pits, and sockets out of

the doping rocky wallsto accommodate dl manner of bodily configurations.



Giant whirring fans had been mounted around the rim of the sinkhole,
generating a hefty breeze to shove back the encroaching fog that pushed in

from dl sides, driving it into the open air, where it dissipated.

After pushing hisway aong the crowded halls, Lando found his seet, pleased
to seethat it had agood view of the entire "blobstacle course” below. The
odds pand in front of his seat listed information about the fourteen blob
challengersfor the day'sfirst heat and aso counted down the twenty

minutes remaining before the next race would begin.

A grin spread across Lando's face as he took in the smdlls of treats and
condiments, saw whirring robotic drink dispensers drifting through the
stands. He was enjoying this already. It brought back plenty of old

memories.

As baron-administrator of Bespin's Cloud City, Lando had spent much of his
timein the high-class casnos, watching the tourists and high rollers. He
had never seen blob racing before, but the excitement in the air made his

heart begt faster.

Threepio fidgeted, looking at the crowd. A white ursine cresture nearly
knocked him over asit pushed itsway to a seat farther down the mezzanine.
Lando couldn't forget the primary reason why he was here, though. Mounted to
Artoo's body core was the power pack of the Imperia Jedi-detecting device,

and Lando kept the sheet-crystal detector paddles secured to hisown side.



"Okay, Artoo. Let'sseeif we can find our friend Tymmo. Jack into the
stadium computer and seeif he's bought aticket or placed abet. If so,

let'sfind out where he's seated.”

The announcer's voice echoed around the arena. " Sentient beings of dl
genders--welcome to the galaxy-renowned blob races of Umgul! Before we begin
this afternoon'sfirst heat, weld liketo call your attention to next week's
specid gdablob derby to be hosted in honor of avigting dignitary, the

Duchess Migtd from our sister planet Dargul. We hopeyou'll dl atend.”

The gpathetic reaction from the crowd told Lando just how many visiting

dignitaries Umgul must host throughout the yeer.

"For this afternoon's event well be running fourteen thoroughbred racing
blobs through a twelve-point blobstacle course that has been thoroughly
inspected and certified by the gdactic racing commission. All dataon the
age, mass, and viscosity of our racing blobsisavailable at thetermina in

front of your seet."

Lando smiled grimly at that. Umgul City claimed to run clean blob races, and

cheeting was a capital offense. "What does he mean by "thoroughbred racing

blobs'?" he asked.

Threegpio heard him. "This species of blob has severd variantsthat are used



for different purposes throughout the system. Some upper-class people
actually keep them as pets. Others have seen certain medicind vauein blob
treatment, such as|etting ablob ooze across one's back for massage therapy

or soaking one's aching feet in the warm gelatinous mass.”

"But these areracers?'

"Yes, gr, bred for speed and fluidity.”

The announcer finished reading severa standard disclaimers. "At this point
we officialy declare dl betting substations to be closed. The odds
computer will post fina probability tables, which are now available a your
terminas. We shal begin the racein just amoment. Please enjoy a

refreshment compatible with your biochemistry while you wait!"

Hearing aratcheting sound, Lando directed his attention to the rear of the
playing field. Conveyor mechanismsraised the blob platformsto ahigh ramp,
stopping in front of agate that held the 0ozing blobs back from the

launching dide. The fourteen separate chutesin the steep, lubricated ramp

were designed to boost a blob's momentum at the sarting sgnd.

"On your mark!" the announcer said.

Lando could sense a blanketing hush through the stadium as the spectators

craned forward, staring at the chutes and waiting for the blobs to emerge.



A loud dectronic tone reverberated through the air, like abullet hitting a
brass bell, and suddenly the gates flew open. The rampstilted forward,

spilling the multicolored blobs down the lubricated chutes.

Fourteen syrupy masses tumbled and oozed pell-mell down the dides, striking
thelow walls and dithering asfast asthey could to the bottom of the

ramp. The blobs showed arange of colors, primarily grayish green but laced
with bright hues. Variegated strands of vermillion stood out on one,

turquoi se on another, lime-green on athird. Each blob had a holographic
number imprinted in its protoplasm; the number somehow stayed upright no

matter which way the blob oriented itself.

With the chutes equally lubricated, al fourteen blobs struck the bottom of
the ramp at about the same time. When the low walls no longer separated the
tracks, the frantic blobs began to make their way helter-skelter around each

other, gushing forward into the blobstacle course.

One contender, Blob 11--a dark-green specimen laced with a striking amethyst
pattern--burst onto the flat of the track with pseudopods aready extended,
asif trying to scramble away the moment it hit the bottom of the ramp. It

squirted forward, clenching itsalf together and 0ozing its body core ahead.

The amethyst blob had pulled asmdl lead by thetimeit hit the first
obstacle, atall metal screen with awide mesh. Blob 11 hurled itself onto

the mesh grid with itsfull body and began to push its entire self through,



dribbling in ahundred tiny segments out the other sde, whereit flowed its
gelainous mass back together again. It managed to push itself hafway
through before the next blob struck a different part of the screen. Lando
decided to cheer for the amethyst blob, though he had no money riding on the

race. He «ill liked to root for winners.

The second blob took a different tactic, concentrating its body into a
narrow streamer that spouted through one of the mesh holes, pouring its mass

to the other side.

The amethyst blob finished reassembling itself on the bottom of the grid,

took no timeto rest, and pushed onward.

By thistime dl the other blobs were struggling to get through the first
obstacle. The amethyst blob frantically mushed ahead, increasing itslead as

if fleeing in terror.

"Go!" Lando shouted.

The second magjor obstacle proved more formidable. A tal ratline made of
chain linksled up to another steep, lubricated dide that dropped into a

sharp, banked curve.

Blob 11 reached the bottom of the ratline and extended a pseudopod up to the
first loop of chain, wrapping the jellylike tendril onto the flexible rung

and extending another pseudopod again and again until it flowed like a



tentacled amoeba, desperately hauling its amorphous form upward faster than

gravity could durp it back down.

The amethyst blob dipped, and alarge segment of its body mass drooled
downward, barely connected to the main core by athin stream of mucus.
According to the officia rules posted in front of Lando's seet, the entire
body mass of ablob had to get to the finishing circle; it could not leave

portions of itself behind.

The second and third blobs reached the bottom of the ratline, aso trying to

scramble up.

The amethyst blob hovered on theratline, sagging asit worked to siphon its
precarioudy baanced appendage back into the main core. The chain links
began to work through the soft organic material, but the blob moved faster,
finally drawing itself up, and hooked over another loop of chain. Behind it

the next two blobs managed to ascend to the second level of chain loops.

Back at thefirst blobstacle, the last of the blobs squeezed through the

mesh and began creeping at top speed toward the ratline.

Blob 11 reached the top of the ratlines and, coiling its mass, shot onto the
Steep, greased dide, rolling and spinning and tumbling. Its holographic
number remained upright al the while. The blob reached the high banked

curve at the bottom of the dide, rebounded, and gushed toward the next



blobstacle.

The crowd was roaring and shouting now. Lando felt exhilaration burst

through him. He decided he'd have to return to Umgul when he had moretime

to rdax, to make afew rea bets.

"Excuse me, S, but are we expressing enthusiasm for Blob Eleven?’

"Yes, Thregpio!"

"Thank you, Sir. | just wanted to be certain." The droid paused, then

amplified hisvoice. "Go, number eeven!”

The second and third blobs reached the top of the ratlines s multaneoudly,
and both legped onto the lubricated dide, squirting down at an darming
rate. Many of the spectators jumped out of their seats and screamed with

excitement.

The two blobs tumbled next to each other, grappling with pseudopods and

rolling. The steep, banked curve rose up in front of them like awall.

"Oh, | can't watch!" Threepio said. "They're going to crash!”

The two blobs both struck the corner at the same instant and splattered into

each other, forming one giant ball. The crowd roared with absolute delight.



"Totd fuson!" the announcer cried.

The spectators continued to cheer. The two blobs had combined into one much
larger mass, and they seemed to be working at cross purposes, trying to
lumber over to the Side of the track and out of the way of other oncoming

blobs. Meanwhile, the amethyst blob increased itslead.

"Those two are out of therace," Lando muttered.

Artoo returned, bleeping with excitement. "Excuse me, Sir,” Threepio said,

"but Artoo haslocated our man Tymmo. He hasindeed cometo the races and

placed avery large bet. We have his segting assgnment. We can go see him

now if you wish."

Lando was startled to be interrupted during the race; then he jumped to his

feet. "Wefound him aready?"

"Yes, dr. And as| said, he has placed avery large bet, if you take my

meaning, Sr."

"Let meguess" Lando said. "On Blob Eleven, right?'

"Correct, Sr."

"Lookslike hesdoneit again,” Lando said. "Let'sgo."



They pushed past other spectators who had not bothered to take segts, then
emerged into the flagstoned halls. Lando alowed Artoo to lead, puttering
down near-empty interior corridors. Lando was reluctant, wanting to see the

outcome of the competition. "Hurry up, Artoo.”

Thelittle droid hummed downhill toward the lower levels of the snkhole
stadium. Through a graffiti-scrawled archway they passed into the section of
least expensive seats filled with desperate-looking people, the oneswho had
staked everything on guessing the winner of just one race. Somehow Lando
hadn't expected awinner aslucky as Tymmo to be in the low-rent section.

Maybe hewastrying to keep alow profile.

Though support pillars and debris screens crowded the view thisfar downin
the crater, Lando could seethat Blob 11 had increased itslead
subgtantiadly, afull obstacle ahead of the remaining nine blobs. Farther

back on the track two blobs lay motionless and rubbery in abed of
desiccant, too dow to cross the deadly obstacle before they suffered

termind dehydration.

The surviving blobsworked at stringing themsalves through a sequence of
metal rings dangling on ropes, each swaying and trying to extend a pseudopod
to the next ring before the pendulum motion stretched it to the breaking

point.

The amethyst blob had aready crossed the desiccant trap and the rings and



was now 00zing precarioudy over along bed of sharp spikesthat continually
poked through its outer membrane. Tireless, Blob 11 threw itself forward

with wild abandon, not heeding the spears jabbing through its body.

Artoo whistled, and Threepio pointed to a man three benches down. "Generd

Cdrissan, Artoo saysthisisthe man we want."

Lando sgquinted at Tymmo. Y oung and attractive, but with afidgety, furtive
look, he had adisreputable air. Though his blob was winning by awide
margin, he did not seem eated. The other people around him cheered or
wailed, depending on where they had cast their bets, but Tymmo just sat and

waited, asif he dready knew the outcome.

Blob 11 dragged the last of itsdlf off the bed of nails, tugging to remove a
few clinging strands from the spike points. The nailshad dowed itto a
crawl just in front of the next obstacle--adowly turning propeller blade

with razor edges.

The amethyst blob poised itself but seemed too panicked to plan the best way
through the spinning blades. It squirted forward, elongating to gain speed,
then shoved its body into the gap between the whirring fan blades. About a
quarter of the blob made it through before the sharp edges dashed through,

bisecting it.

Mucus squirted but clung in onelong, liquid thread on the propeller blade.



One segment of the blob waited safely on the other side of the blobstacle.
The remaining three quarters hunched, then lunged through the next gap in
the blades. Thistime haf of its mass passed successfully through, and the
second segment oozed forward to rgjoin the first small mass. The rest of
Blob 11 madeit through with only anick inits posterior portion, but as
the fan blades spun around again, droplets of dime on the edges congealed
into asmall lump and dropped off, rolling to safety, where al the portions

conjoined once more.

The crowd cheered. Some of thelosersin the lower level's began throwing
drink containers againgt the guard mesh in front of them. Blue sparks
flickered from the éectrified wires. Tymmo hunched forward in his seet,

keeping one hand in his pocket. Lando wondered if he carried some kind of

weapon.

Tymmo looked around, blinking hiseyesin darm asif he suspected he was
being watched. Lando winced, knowing that hisfine clothes and rich cape
made him appear painfully out of placein the lower levels. Tymmo noticed
Lando and the two droids, tensed, then forced himsdlf to watch the end of

therace.

Blob 11 approached the final blobstacle, hauling pseudopods over the rungs
of aladder asit dripped down. It seemed burned to exhaustion, but till it
pushed on asif demonswere chasing it. Its bright amethyst tracings had
faded to mere speckles. Reaching the top of the ladder, the blob descended

into an array of wide funnelsthat had exit holes of varying szes, many of



which were seded shut. The amethyst blob thrust extensons of itsdf into
variousfunnds, poking around until it found one with alarge enough hole

in the bottom.

Behind, the nearest other blob began negotiating the bed of nailsin front

of the whirling propeller. Choosing an acceptable funndl, Blob 11 dumped
itself into the cone and pushed. A pasty stream ribboned out the narrow end,
rolling and piling on the ground as the blob re-collected itsdlf. Thethin

strand of blob went on and on, coming out in spurts near the end until

findly thetall plopped out of thefunnel. Blob 11's entire body shimmered
asit trembled with exhaustion. It charged toward the finishing circle and

looked asif it intended to keep going.

The crowd continued to cheer, but the race was clearly over. Lando watched

Tymmo. The other man adjusted something in his pocket.

Blob 11 cameto asudden hdt in thefinishing circle. Blob wranglersin
coveralsrushed onto the track with wide shovels and alevitating barrow to
scoop up the exhausted thing and return it to the blob pensfor rehydration
and along rest. The audience then began to root for which blobs would place

and show.

Tymmo did out of his seat and flicked aquick glance from sideto side, but
Lando had already stepped behind a support pillar. Tymmo jostled the

spectators still watching the rest of the race, making hisway toward one of



the cashiering stations where other winners had aready queued up. Most of
the winners jumped up and down, chattering with shared excitement; even the
more reserved ones wore broad grins. Tymmo, though, showed only ametallic,

unreadable expression. He seemed very nervous.

Lando and the two droids eased themselvesinto the line, butting through the
crowd. Tymmo kept glancing back, but he did not see them again. Over the

loudspeakers the announcer listed the order of winnersin the blob race.

Lando pulled the cable jacks to the sheet-crystal Jedi detectors out of his
deeves and plugged them into the power pack on Artoo's body. He did the
flat paddliesinto the palms of his hands, ready for achance when he could
scan Tymmo to confirm whether or not he had the bluish aura of apossble

traineefor Luke's academy.

Threepio seemed very excited. "Why don't we just go up to him and tell him

the good news, Genera Cdrissan?'

"Because something'sfishy here" he said, "and | want to make sure before

we get oursalvesin too deep."”

"Fishy?" Threepio asked, then looked around asif to locate any aquatic

spectators at the blob races.

"Histurnisnext a the termind. When he keysin his betting chit, it'll

take aminute to process and cash in hiswinnings. He's effectively trapped



until the transaction is done, unless he wantsto throw away alot of

credits.”

Of course, Lando remembered, cheeting was punishable by desth on Umgul, and
Tymmo might be happy enough just to get away with hislife. What had he been

hiding in his pocket?

As Tymmo stepped up to the terminal and inserted his chit, the announcer
broke through the background noise to remind everyone once again of the next
week's racesin honor of the visiting duchess from Dargul. Tymmo flinched
vigbly, but keyed in hisID code and inserted his account card to collect

hiswinnings

"Comeon," Lando said, stepping out of line and moving toward the cashiering
dation. He flicked the power switch on the scanning pack; its warm-up hum

vanished in the background noise.

Tymmo looked intently at the display on the cashiering station, punchingin
his access code and transferring his winnings as quickly as he could. Lando
stepped up beside him and swept either side of the man with the detector

paddles before Tymmo realized what was happening.

Tymmo looked up, saw Lando holding something that might have been awesapon,
saw the two droids that might have been armed mechanical bodyguards, and

panicked just asthe termina gected his account card and called for the



next customer. Tymmo snatched his card and fled, scattering a pack of

Ugnaughts as he ran into the crowded stands.

"Hey, Tymmo, stop!" yelled Lando. The man was swallowed up in the surge of

spectators exiting the stands after the race.

"Sir, aren't we going to follow him?' Threepio asked.

Other spectators had turned to stare. The next winner, grinning and

oblivious, stepped up to the cashiering station.

"No." Lando shook his head. "We've got areading for now. Let's check it

out."

In ashadowed corner, not caring if anyone saw what they were doing since
nobody would understand it anyway, Lando watched the power pack of the
Imperia detector reconstruct a holographic auramapping of Tymmo. AsLando
had unfortunately expected, Tymmo's reading showed a perfectly normal
outline: no bluish haze of Jedi potentia, nothing a al out of the

ordinary. "He'safraud.”

Threepio seemed disappointed. "Can you be certain, sir? | should point out
that many people were standing around, and they could have disturbed the
readings. Y ou aso scanned him very quickly, and none too closdly. Remember,
too, that the detector itsdlf is extremely old and may not be completely

rdiable”



Lando gave the protocol droid askeptical frown, but Threepio's arguments
did have some merit. He should take the trouble to be sure. Besides, Lando
was enjoying himsalf on Umgul sofar. "All right, well check him out a

litlefurther."

Relieved that the New Republic would pick up thetab, Lando relaxed in his
gpacious hotel accommodeations. From the dispenser he ordered acold
punch-like drink popular on Umgul and went to the ba cony to watch thick
evening mists curl aong the streets. He Sipped the drink, unable to remove

his perplexed frown or smooth his creased forehead.

"Could | get you anything ese, gr, or shdl | power down for thetime

being?' Threepio asked.

"Please do!" he sad, redlizing how niceit would be to keep the protocol
droid quiet for awhile. "But leave the circuit open in case Artoo triesto

get back in touch.”

"Certainly, sir."

Posing as a maintenance droid, Artoo had gone poking around the blob stables
to seeif he could uncover anything out of the ordinary. Thelittle
astromech droid had tuned his communication frequency to Lando's comlink so

he could send a message.



Now with Threepio quiet Lando could findly think. He went over to the
room's courtesy termina and punched in arequest for information. The
screen automatically displayed a complete schedule for the next three weeks

of blob racing, but Lando selected another menu.

The Umgullian Racing Commission was fanatica about being forthcoming with
al information relating to the races and the blobs themsdves. A sample of
protoplasm was taken from each blob before and after any race, then
subjected to rigorous andysis, the results of which were availableto the

public.

With help from the information assstant built into the terminal, Lando was
ableto collate the before-and-after testsfor al of Tymmao's high-stakes
winners. He didn't know what he was looking for, but he suspected some drug
used to urge the blobs to greater speed, some incentive that would affect

only thewinners.

"Runacorrdation,” Lando said. "Isthere anything unusua about these

particular winners? Something found in these blobs, but not in the others?!

Tymmo bet only oncein awhile, and if his manipulation was subtle enough,
Lando could imagine that the Umgullian racing commission might have missed a
tiny modification. But Lando knew that one variabletied these particular
winners together apart from the other blobs. Since hundreds of people bet

and won on each race, the commission would have no reason to look at only



those particular races where Tymmo had cashed in.

"Oneminor anomay found in dl cases" theinformation assstant said.

"Whet isit?'

"Faint traces of carbon, silicon, and copper in the post-race chemicd tests

of each winner in this subset."

"Thiswasn't noticed before?' Lando asked.

"Dismissed asirrdevant. Probable explanation: minor environmental

contaminants from the blobstacl es themsdves."

"Hmmm, and these same traces show up on every one of the winners?'

"Do they show up on any of the other blob tests, winnersor losers, in any

race?"'

"Checking." After a pausethe termind answered, "No, sr.”

Lando looked at the test results. The amounts of contaminant were absol utely

trivid, nothing that should have had any effect. " Speculation on what might



have caused this?'

"None" thetermina answered.

"Thanksalot," Lando said.

"You'rewdcome."

Threepio sat bolt upright, Sartled out of hisrecharging state. " Genera
Cdrissan! Artoo hasjust contacted me." Threepio bumped the comlink with
his golden finger, and blegping noises burst through the speaker. "Mr. Tymmo
has appeared at the blob corrals, disguised as ablob wrangler. Artoo has

verified hisidentification. What could he be doing there?!

"Let'sgo," Lando said. "'l didn't expect him to try again so soon, but now

weve got him, whatever he'sdoing.”

Lando grabbed his cape and dung it over his shoulders before he swept out
of the room. Threepio raised his handsin darm but shuffled off asfast as

he could, his motivatorswhirring.

Thetwo ran through the darkened, misty streets of Umgul City. Around them
blockish limestone dwellings rose high, stacked upon each other like cracker
boxes, lacquered to a high gloss with moisture sedlants. Streetlights hung

at the street intersections, shedding a pearly hado into the mist. Workers

climbed on scaffolds, tearing down old banners that advertised the vist of



onedignitary and putting up new ones we coming the Duchess Mista to Umgull

City.

Lando sprinted up the cobblestoned streets with Threepio scurrying stiffly
behind. Steep thoroughfares climbed the bluffs. Ahead and adjacent to the
sinkhole arena, they could see alarge lighted structure where the blobs

were kept and monitored.

L ando ducked through a service entrance to the blob corras, and Threepio
followed. Strange smells, damp and musty, filled the air. Cleanup droids
chugged through the hdls, while others checked temperature controls for the
blob pens. Thelights had been dimmed for the evening, encouraging the blobs

torest.

"Threepio, do you know where we're going?'

"I believe| can locate Artoo, Sr," Threepio said, and turned in dow

circles before he pointed the way.

Down another level they reached a shadowy chamber cut into the limestone.
The lightsingde had been st to thair lowest illumination, and moisture
generators kept the room damp and clammy. "Artoo isin here, Genera

Cdrissan."

"Okay, be quiet. Let's see what'sgoing on."



"Do you redly think Mr. Tymmo could be chesting, Sr? Even with the threet

of capitd punishment?'

Lando frowned a him. "No, I'm sure he has a perfectly legitimate reason to
be wearing ablob wrangler's uniform, dipping into the blob corrd late at

night, and skulking around in the darkness."

"What ardlief, sr. I'm glad to hear he may yet be a Jedi candidate.”

"Shut up, Threepio!™

They crept through the entrance into aroom lined with blob pens. Banks of
about twenty small enclosures blocked hisline of sight in the shadowy room.

Within each pen a gdlatinous blob burbled and vibrated asit rested.

From thefar sde of the room came arattling noise: a blob pen being eased
open. Lando crept silently down the rows of blob enclosures, letting his
eyes adjust to the dimness. In the shadows of the far row of pens, Lando
gpotted a human form. He recognized Tymmo's build, hisfurtive movements,
hislanky dark hair. Tymmo hunched over a cage, reaching insde, doing

something to the blob in front of him.

Lando leaned close to Threepio and breathed words in the faintest of
whispers, knowing he would not be overheard in the genera stirring of the

blobs. "Enhance your optical sensors so you can make out what he's doing,



and record everything for later playback. We may need proof if we're going

to get thisguy.”

Before the droid could answer, Lando clamped his hand over Thregpio's mouth

to keep him glent.

Threepio nodded and turned to stare a the man in the shadows.

With awhirring sound Artoo-Detoo puttered down the wakway between the
pens. Tymmo looked up, startled, but Artoo carried a cleaning attachment and
scrubbed the floor under the pens. He whirred right by Tymmo, ignoring the
man just as acleaning droid would do. Lando nodded in admiration for the

little astromech.

Tymmo turned back to hiswork, shaken by Artoo's appearance and apparently

wanting to be out of there as soon as possible.

"Sir" Threepio cried. "Hejust implanted asmal object in the protoplasm

of that blob!"

Tymmo whirled and grabbed at one of the pockets of hisjumpsuit. Lando

didn't need greater illumination to recognize ablaster being drawn.

"Thanksalot, Threepio!" he said as he tackled the droid. An instant later

ablaster bolt sparked off the wall near where they had been standing a



moment before, "Come on!"

He scrambled to hisfeet and ran over to where Tymmo had been hiding,

ducking to take advantage of the cover the blob pens offered. Another

blaster shot ricocheted through the dimness, missing them by awide margin.

"Artoo!" Threepio wailed. "Sound the darmg! Cal the guards! Alert the

corrd owner! Anybody!"

Tymmo shot at them again, and Threepio gasped as sparks erupted closeto his

head.

"Oh, dear!"

Insde the corra the blobs awakened and stirred, rearing up against the

bars of their pens.

He heard Tymmo crash into the corner of acage. They reached the pen where

Tymmo had been meddling. Lando kept hishead low. "Threepio, seeif you can

tell what he planted in that blob.”

"Doyou redly think that'swiseright at the moment, Sir?"

"Doit!" Lando had his own blaster drawn, scanning the shadows for Tymmo's

form. Ratcheting darmsrang out. "Good work, Artoo," Lando mumbled.



Seeing a hunched, moving form, Lando risked ashot on stun but missed. An
indignant series of dectronic noisestold him he had dmost deactivated

Artoo. "Sorry about that."

By firing his blaster Lando had given away his position. Tymmo shot back,
but his energy bolt spanged off the wall. Lando fired again, and asthe stun
beam expanded outward, he saw severa blobsin its path curl up and condense

Sdeways.

"A shoot-out at the blob corral,” Lando said to himsdlf. " Just theway |

wanted to spend my vacation.”

Threepio stood next to the pen trying to determine exactly what Tymmo had
been doing. The blob itsdlf, riled by the disturbance, reared up againgt the
bars, leaning into the cage door. Dim light glinted off Threepio's polished
body, offering aclear target; but thistime when Tymmo fired, hisblaster

bolt incinerated the lock on the pen. With the pressing weight of the blob,

the door flung open, and the entire gelatinous mass dumped onto Threepio's
head, oozing down his body. The droid's muffled cries of panic came through

the wet protoplasm.

Seeing Tymmo's form move through the shadows, Lando sprinted after him. The
other man made for the archway exit asfast as he could movein the

murkiness. "Tymmo! Hold it right there!”



Tymmo turned to glance in Lando's direction, then put on aburst of reckless
gpeed. At that moment Artoo scuttled out of the shadows, placing himself
directly in the running man's path. Tymmo crashed into the droid,

somersaulted into the air, and landed on his back.

Lando pounced, grabbing Tymmo's blaster arm and yanking it behind his back

until the weapon dropped free. "Good job, Artoo.”

Tymmo thrashed and struggled as the darms continued to sound. "Get away

fromme! | won't let you take me back to her!"

"Help me! Help!" Threepio cried. Hewaved hisarms, franticaly trying to

wipe blob materid from hisouter shell.

Guard droids and human security officers scrambled into the grotto. Lights

flared on as somebody upped the illumination. Tymmo fought more franticaly.

"Over herel" Lando cdled.

The guard droids took possession of Tymmo, clamping their restraining arms
around him. Another reached out to grasp Lando, and he suddenly realized he

had no good reason to be in the blob corrd either.

"What in the blegping miasmais going on herel" adeep voiceroared. A
hirsute man who looked asif he had dressed hurriedly strodeinto the corral

area. "And shut off those blasted darms! They're upsetting my blobs, and



they're giving me a headache.”

"Over here, Mr. Fondine," one of the human guards answered.

The man came over to see Tymmo struggling in the guard droid's straitjacket
grasp. Lando caught his attention. "I've uncovered a possible sabotage of

the races, sir. Thisman here has been tinkering with the blobs.”

The man gave Tymmo an acid glance, then turned back to Lando. "I'm Slish
Fondine, owner of these tables. Y ou'd better tell me who you are and why

you're here.”

Lando redlized, with some surprise, that he had nothing to hide. "'I'm
General Cdrissan, arepresentative of the New Republic. | have been
investigating thisman, Tymmo, as part of an entirdly different misson, but

| believe you will be very interested to study histrack record of wins."

Tymmo glared at Lando. "Y ou'll never take me back to her! | couldn't stand

that--you don't know how sheis. I'll diefirg.”

Slish Fondine shushed him with awave of hishand. "That can be arranged, if

what the generad saysistrue. On Umgul cheaters are executed.” Theaarm

grensfindly fell Slent.

"Will somebody please help me!" Threepio cried.



Fondine saw the droid struggling with the dripping greenish mass and rushed
over to assist him. Brushing the protoplasm back up into the main mass,
Fondine shushed and cooed the blob. "Easy now." He spoke to Threepio as
well. "Stop struggling! The blob isasafraid of you asyou are of it. Just

be calm." Helowered hisvoice. "They can sensefear, you know."

Threepio tried to remain gtill as Fondine gently coerced the blob to
reincorporate back toward its pen. Threepio suddenly grew excited again.
"Sir! I've just found a near-microscopic eectronic object ingde this

blob's protoplasm. Magnifying ... it gppearsto be amicro-motivator!”

Lando suddenly understood what Tymmo had been doing. A micro-motivator
implanted in the blob could send out apowerful internal stimulus, provoke a
frantic flight responsein any cregture. If tuned properly, the

micro-motivator could give ablob the speed born of absolute terror. The
gadget was so tiny that Tymmo could sdlf-destruct it after the blob had
successfully won arace, leaving only minuscule traces of afew component

dementsin the blab tissue. And no one would ever know.

Slish Fondine glared daggers a Tymmo.

"That is vile blagphemy againgt the whole spirit of blob racing.”

Tymmo squirmed. "1 had to have the money! | had to get off planet before she

getshere”



In exasperation Lando said, "Who are you talking about? Who is she?' He

freed himsdlf from the guard droid's grip.

Tymmo's eyes goggled at Lando's question. "Didn't she send you to get me? |
saw you spying on me at the races. Y ou tried to catch me, but | escaped.

I'll never go back to her."

"Who?" both Lando and Slish Fondine balowed in unison.

"The Duchess Migtd, of course. She clingsto me every second, she blowsin
my ear, shewon't let me out of her sight--and | couldn't stand it anymore.

| had to get away."

Lando and Fondine looked at each other without comprehension, but Artoo
trundled up, chittering an explanation. Threepio, extricated from the blob

mass, stepped forward to trandate.

"Artoo has run acheck. The Duchess Migtal of Dargul has posted a
million-credit reward for the safe return of her lost consort--apparently,
he ran away from her. The man's officia nameis Dack, but his description

precisely matchesthat of Mr. Tymmo here.”

Tymmo hung his head in misery. Fondine crossed hisarms over his chest.

"Wdl?What have you got to say for yoursdf?"



"Yes, I'm Dack." He heaved ahuge sigh. "The Duchess Mistdl reached her age
of marriage two years ago and decided to find the perfect consort. She
advertised across the galaxy for likely candidates, and she received

millions of gpplicants. | was one of them. Who wouldn't want the job? She
wasrich and young and beautiful. All the consort would haveto doislive

in total opulence and be doted upon by the duchess.”

Tears sorang to Tymmo's eyes. "My particular talent was electronic wizardry.
| built those micro-moativators from scratch. When | gpplied for the consort
pogition, | knew my odds were small. But | succeeded in hacking into the
central computer in Palace Dargul, sabotaging the other applicants, planting
an agorithm so that the computer would spit out my name asthe perfect

choice™

Slish Fondine looked nauseated at the mere concept of cheating in such a

heinous manner.

"The duchessand | were married, and everything seemed exactly as| had
expected--at first. But the duchess was convinced | was her perfect match,
fated to be with her forever. Every waking moment of the day she refused to
let me move more than arm'slength away from her. She would wake me up a
al hours of the night, find me during her med breaks. Shewould trgp mein

the gardens, inthelibraries.”

Tymmo'seyes grew wild, shining with panic. "I thought shewould get tired



of me--or at least used to having me around--but it went on for more than a
year! | couldn't deep, | jumped at shadows. | was awreck, and that made

her fedl sorry for me... so she clung even tighter!

"And | couldn't leavel On Dargul they matefor life. Life! Shell never give
up searching, and shelll never take another mate aslong asl live" Tymmo

looked asif ascream hovered on hislips. "I'll never befree of her! | had

to escape.”

"Well, it lookslike you'vefindly found away out,” Sish Fondinesaidin
an angry voice. "Asan admitted scam artist, you'll be promptly executed

under thelaws of Umgul.”

To Lando's surprise Tymmo didn't even try to defend himself. He seemed

resgned to hisfate.

But Lando wasn't so sure about the idea. "L et's think about this a minute,
Mr. Fondine. Did you say theresamillion-credit reward for his safe return

to the duchess, Artoo?'

Artoo chirped an affirmative.

"Now, Mr. Fondine, think of what awonderful gift of state thiswould be for

the upcoming visit of the duchess, returning her consort in timeto ease her

londiness”



Tymmo groaned in misary.

"On the other hand, if you were to execute him, knowing heis her missing
consort, things could get very unpleasant between Umgul and your sister

planet. Might even be causefor war."

Fondine's face darkened with the possibilities, but his honor had been so
offended that the choice was not clear to him. He Sighed. "We will leaveit
up to the prisoner himself. Tymmo, or Dack, or whatever your name is--do you

wish to be executed or returned to the Duchess Mista 7"

Tymmo swallowed hard. "How long do | haveto think about it?"

"It'snot atrick question!” Lando said.

Tymmo sighed. "Can | at least be dlowed to rest until she getshere? I'm

going to need dl my srength.”

The Lady Luck cruised out of the huge grotto of Umgul's spaceport, rising
above the migtsinto the sky. Sish Fondine had ingsted, out of fairness,
that he would transfer haf of the duchesss reward into Lando's account

when she arrived.

No longer penniless, Lando would have seed money to invest in some new

operation, some other scheme that could excite him. He had tried the molten



meta mines on Nkllon, and the Tibanna gas mines on Bespin. He wondered what

he might find next.

Though he had tried his best to track down aworthy candidate for Luke's
Jedi academy, he hated to return empty-handed to Coruscant. But he knew

there would be others.

Threepio remained uncharacteristicaly silent asthe Lady Luck burst into

hyperspace, heading home.

Images of starshipswhirled through space like pinpoints of fire around
Coruscant. The holographic map of the system showed the locations of all
vessalsin range and plotted approved approach orbits on a huge spherical
grid. Dataterminas spewed information on vessdl szesand landing
requirements, keeping track of anyone reporting impaired control. A
scattering of red danger zones marked debris clouds of wrecked ships that

had not yet been removed from the battle over Coruscant.

Dozens of space-traffic controllers stood at their stations around the 3-D
map of the planet, pointing at images with light pens and drawing
safe-gpproach vectors or prioritizing landing patterns. One of the
war-damaged spaceports on the western end of Imperia City had just been
brought back on-line in the last week, and much of the shuttle traffic was
being rerouted there to ease the burden on landing platforms around the

Imperia Pdace.



Lela Organa Solo stood beside one of the traffic controllers. Seeing how
busy the woman was directing space traffic, Lelatried not to ask too many

questions, but she found it difficult to wait.

"There's something.” Thetraffic controller reached up with the light pento
indicate asquarish violet icon used for Small Starship--Type Unknown.
"Could that be the one you're waiting for, Minister Organa Solo? Just popped

out of hyperspace. Unable to determine previous vector."

Leiafdt asurge of excitement. "Y es, that's the one. Have they requested

clearance yet?

Thetraffic controller touched arecaiver implant at her temple. "Comingin

now. The pilot sends only her name. Sounds like some kind of code. Winter?'

Leiasmiled. "No, that's her redl name. Give her clearanceto land on the

top northside platform of the Imperia Pdace, my authorization.” She drew

in adeep breath, feeling her heart pound faster. "I'll go meet her

persondly." She turned and took two quick steps away before she remembered
to thank the traffic controller for her help. "Come on, Threepio,” Leilasaid

as she bustled past him.

The protocol droid snapped to attention, then hurried after her with his
stiff-legged gait. He had returned to Coruscant with Artoo and Lando three

days earlier and spent four hoursin aluxurious lubricant-and-scrubber



bath. Now he gleamed like new, with al traces of blob mucus removed from

hisfinish.

Leiaheard Threepio's motivators humming as he followed. Sheignored him,
lost in her own conflicting thoughts. Han should have been back from Kessd
two days ago, but gtill she had heard no word from him. Hed probably falen
inwith some of hisold smuggling buddies, had too much to drink, gambled

far into the late hours, and completely forgotten about his other

obligations. It was a good thing Chewbacca had sworn ablood oath to protect
him, because Han was going to have to face her when he got back, and hewas
going to need a Wookiee's protection. How dare he forget something like

this?

For now, Leiawould we come her twin children home. Alone.

Standing on the top deck of the palace, Leia craned her neck and searched
the hazy skies. Coruscant's aurora shimmered through the twilight, eclipsed

by the complex matrix of the great orbiting shipyards.

"Threepio, tell me the minute you see them coming.” The breeze tossed loose

srands of hair in front of her eyes.

"Yes, MidressLeia I'm searching.” In an imitation of a human gesture,
Threepio cupped two golden hands around his optica sensorsasif it would

help him focus better. "Don't you think it would be wiser for usto step



back dightly from the edge?"

Leiahdd her breath. Her children were coming home. They had not set foot
on Coruscant for nearly two years, but now they would be back to stay. She

could be areal mother to them, at last.

Just after their birth the twins had been sequestered on a secret planet
uncovered by Luke and Admiral Ackbar. It was aworld unrecorded on any
chart, but habitable and protected. Luke and Ackbar had established a
heavily guarded base there, leaving Leias trusted servant Winter behind to

watch over the Jedi children.

She suspected L uke had given the children abit more than just Winter for

protection, though.

During their protective isolation Leia had managed to visit Jacen, Jaing,

and Anakin every few months, usudly with Han in tow. At aprearranged time
Winter would pop out of hyperspace in along-distance shuttle. Without ever
knowing their destination, Leiaand Han would climb aboard the shuittle, be
sedled in the back passenger compartment, and Winter would take them to the
protected planet. The New Republic Senate was appdled at Leias mysterious

movements, but Luke and Ackbar had silenced their objections.

Leiahoped she would be able to find the timeto visit her baby boy, little
Anakin, now that she had the twinsto watch over. It would be atragedy if

she had to be even less of amother to the baby than she had been to these



"Thereitis, MidressLeia" Threepio pointed up at aflickering point of

light that grew brighter every second. "A shuttleis coming down.”

Shefdt agpasm of anxiety mixed with athrill of excitement.

The shuttle approached, winking red and green lightsin the twilight sky. It
circled the former Imperia Pdace, then activated its repul sorlifts to come
down with agentle sigh on the landing platform. Angular and bug-like, the

shuttle bore no markings, no indication of its planet of origin.

With ahiss of equdizing pressure, the hatch of the shuttl€'s passenger
compartment split open, gently extending aramp. Leiabit her lip and took a
step forward, squinting into the sharp shadows. The shuttle blocked most of

the breeze, leaving the area dtill and silent.

The young twins stepped out side by side and waited at the top of the ramp.
Lelastared at Jacen and Jaina, both self-composed and dark-haired, with
wide avid eyes and small faces that |ooked like the ghosts of Han and Leia
After asecond's hesitation Lelaran up the ramp, gathering the childreniin
her arms. Both Jacen and Jainahugged their mother. "\Welcome home!” she

sad, whispering.

She sensed fear and reservation in them; Leiaredized with apang that she



wasavirtua stranger to them. Winter had been their nanny for aslong as
they could remember. Leiahad been just avisitor whenever she could find
timein her duties. But she would makeit up to them. She promised hersdlf

that much.

All the outstanding obligations rose up in her mind, haunting her with the
specter of duty. She still had to ded with the Caridan ambassador and a
thousand other delicate tasks to hold the New Republic together. Dozens of
planetary systemswere on the verge of joining the Republic if askilled
representative--L ela hersdlf--showed good faith by making avist of state.

If Mon Mothma summoned Lelato help ratify atreaty, or to take her place at
adate dinner, how could Learefuse? Thefate of the gdaxy hunginthe

balance, clearly dependent on what she did.

How could mere children take precedence over that? And what kind of amother

did it make her even to think about it?

"Where's Daddy?" Jacen asked.

Anger went through Leialike a spear of ice. "He's not here right now."

Winter finally worked her way back from the pilot compartment. Leialooked

up a her friend and confidante, and warm memories washed over her.

Winter had had snow-white hair for aslong as Leia could remember, a serene

facethat rarely alowed even atwinge of anger to show through. Noticing



Han's absence, Winter raised her eyebrows, filling her face with questions,

but sheremained slent.

"Where's baby Anakin?' Jainaasked.

"He hasto stay with me for awhile longer,” Winter said, nudging the two

children down the ramp. "Come, now, well take you to your new home."

Thetwo children dutifully marched ahead, with Leiafollowing close beside
them. Threepio didn't seem to know what he was expected to do during the
reunion, so he just followed, waving his arms and making flustered

exclamations.

"How long we stay here?" Jacen asked.

"Where's our room?"' Jainasaid.

Leiasmiled at the questions and took a deep breath before answering them.

From now on she had afedling she would be hearing alot of questions.

When Leiafinally kissed the twins good night, Threepio couldn't decide
whether mother or twins looked more exhausted. Leia pushed loose dark hair
away from her eyes as she stood at the doorway to their room and blew

another Kiss.



After adjugting his servomotorsto alow alittle moreflexibility in his
joints, Threepio hunkered down between the twins beds. He had aready taken
care of important details such as providing fresh cups of water for the

children and ingdling smdl night-lightsin the dark corners.

"Y ou two be good for Threepio,” Lelasaid. "Hell stay here until you go to
deep. You've had exciting things happen today, and well do alot more
tomorrow. I'm so glad to have you back." Leiaflashed a heartfelt amile at

them, showing joy even through the weariness on her face.

"I'm certain | can handlethis, MistressLeia" Threepio said. "l have
reviewed most of the available child psychology databases, except for those

recommended by the Emperor, of course.”

Leiasanswering look seemed to carry abit of skepticism, which puzzled

Threepio.

"Don't wannago deep,” Jacen said, Sitting up in bed.

Leladtill smiled. "But you need your rest. Maybe Threepio will tdll you a
bedtime story if you're good." She waved once more, then faded back into the

mainliving area

The children had indeed had abusy day. After their journey with Winter they
had been taken on aquick tour of the Imperial Paace, then shown their new

quarters. Even with her duties as Minister of State, Leiahad managed to



redecorate the twins bedchamber in warm, soothing colors.

Threepio would have offered his own assistance in the project, but at the
time he had been with Lando Carissan at the blob races. Thinking back,

Threepio would have preferred the decorating chores.

Severd timesduring the tour Leiawas interrupted by insgstent cals,
documents that needed to be authorized, brief conversationsthat could not
be ddayed. Each time Leialooked guilty, asif redizing thiswasan

indication of thingsto come.

Thetwins, though filled with excitement and wonder of the new things around
them, grew cranky asthey becametired. They had been overwhelmed by too
much strangenessin one day, given anew home, and toldto deepin an
unfamiliar room. According to the information Threepio had recently
uploaded, it was perfectly normd for the children to cause minor

difficulties

"Don't wanna bedtime story," Jacen said, crossing hissmal hands over his

chest and looking defiantly at Threepio.

"No story," Jaina echoed.

"Of courseyou do," Threepio inssted. "I have scoured the collected works

of children'sliterature on thousands of planetary systems. | have sdected



what | believe will beatruly enjoyable story. It iscaled The Little Lost
Bantha Cub, a classc that has been popular for generations with children of

your age."

He had been looking forward to telling this story, recaling how much he had
enjoyed telling the Ewoks of his adventureswith Master Luke and Captain
Solo. He had even sdlected some very exciting sound effects for gppropriate
pointsin the Bantha Cub story. Threepio had never actualy been closeto a
live bantha during histime on Tatooine, but bantha riders-the Tusken
Raiders-had dismantled him during their first attack on Master Luke. He

supposed that gave him some smdl claim to expertise.

"Don't wanna story!" Jacen repegted. Both children had unruly dark hair, and
the deep brown eyes of their mother. Right now the young boy had a
determined and stubborn look on his face that Threepio had often seen on Han

Solo.

Threepio redlized that theissue a hand had very little to do with the

actua story. According to his new information on young children, the twins
were right now feding displaced and helpless. With so many things out of
their control, they needed to exert their power, to insst on sometiny spot
of stability. Jacen needed to see that he could have some effect on his
surroundings. Right now the boy was very upset; Jaina, picking up on her

brother's distress, seemed on the verge of tears.

"Very well, young Master Jacen. | will tell you the story some other time.”



Threepio knew just the trick to keep the twins happy and let them drift off
to deep. Hewas, after dl, fluent in over six million forms of
communication. He could sing lullabyesin any number of languages, any

number of styles.

He selected afew that were guaranteed to please the twins. Jacen and Jaina

would be adegpin no time. He began to sing.

"Now what are they crying about?' Leiasaid, sitting up sharply and looking

toward the bedroom. "Maybe | should go and see.”

Winter reached out to touch her wrist, stopping her. "Il be dl right.
They'retired, they're frightened, they're anxious. Bear with them. And
snceyoure new to them, they'll be testing your limits every moment,
finding out how they can manipulate you. Don't teach them that you'll come

running every time they make asound. Children learn those sorts of things

very quickly."

Lelasighed and looked at her persond servant. For years Winter had advised
her in many things, and she was usudly right. "Lookslike I'm the one who

needsto learn things quickly."

"Every part of itisalearning process. Y ou must balance your love for them

with their need for gability. That'swhat parenting isdl about.”



Lela scowled as hidden concern began to drown out her happiness at having

the children back with her. "I might be doing thisal by mysdf.”

Winter's gaze seemed incisive, and she asked the question that had been on

her mind for hours. "Whereis Han?"

"He's not here--that's where heig!l"

Not wanting Winter to see her flustered outrage, Leia stood up and turned

her back. Over and over, she had imagined possibilities of Han hurt, log,
attacked ... but shefound it safer to believe other possibilities. "He's

flying around in the Fal con with Chewbacca. He should have been back two
days ago. He knew when the twins were coming home, but he couldn't bother to
be herel It's bad enough we've been practically nonexistent as parents for
thefirgt two years of their lives, but he can't even sparethetimeto

greet Jacen and Jainawhen they findly come home.”

Han had felt therazor of Leias words many times, and her tongue had grown

more precise with years of diplomatic practice. A smal part of her wasglad

he was not here to bear the brunt of her anger. But then again, if he had

been here, she would not have had cause for such anger.

"Wheredid he go?'

Lelawaved her hand, trying to sound casual. " Off to Kessdl, to seeif he



could convince any of the old spice minersto join the New Republic. He

hasn't bothered to call since heleft."”

Winter gazed a her, not blinking. Winter's intense periods of thought
dwaysunsettled Lela "Let metdl you this Lea | think I'mright. If it

were anyone else on amission like this, two days overdue and no contact for
aweek or so, you would be concerned. Very concerned. With Han, you are
making an assumption that heisjust being irresponsible. What if something

happened to him?"

"That's crazy." Sheturned away again, to keep Winter from seeing that the

sameworries had been plaguing her.

Winter's grave expression did not change.

"According to the reports | have seen, Kessdl isrelatively hogtile
territory. Not only the spice mines, but the Imperid Correction Fecility,
with some powerful defensesin place to keep prisoners from escaping. The

entire system has been out of contact with usfor sometime.”

Winter paused, asif accessing other memories. "When Mara Jade and Taon
Karrde unified some of the smugglerstwo years ago, Jade noted that Kessel
might cause certain problems. Shouldn't you check with a diplomatic contact

there to make certain nothing has happened to the Millennium Falcon?!



Leiablinked her eyes, annoyed at Winter's suggestion, though she had
thought of it herself dozens of times. " Seems like overreacting, doesn't

it?'

Winter regarded her camly. "Or are you just unwilling to show your concern

because it would embarrass you?'

* % *

The private communications chamber looked different in the bustle of a
bright morning on Coruscant. The last time Lela had stood inside the room

had been to contact the infuriating Caridan ambassador in the dead of night.

Now, as she looked out the mirrored walls, Leiawatched minor functionaries
hurrying to daily assgnments, administrative and service personnel who had
probably worked in Imperid City for years, caring little for what overall

government ruled the galaxy.

Not long ago, Leiathought, the Alliance had been made up of the bravest and
most dedicated fighters, those willing to die for their ideals. How could

the New Republic degenerate into bureaucracy so quickly? She thought of
heroes she had known, like Jek Porkins and Biggs Darklighter, who had died
to destroy the first Death Star; she hoped their spirit still remained

somewhere in the new government.

At the tranamission console Winter made asmall noiseto attract Leias



attention. "Thishas been difficult, Lea, but | think | have acontact. The
entire city of Kessendra seems to be abandoned, but | was able to obtain
communications codes for the Imperia Correction Facility. With further
inquiries | have tracked down a person who seemsto be a least nomindly in
charge of what passes for agovernment there. Hisnameis Moruth Doole,
origindly in the administration of the prison. Somehow heisnow overseeing

the spice-mining operations.

"There seemsto be quite abit of chaosthere. My first contact was with the
garrison station on Kessdl's moon. Everyone seems quite darmed at being
contacted by the New Republic. | was bounced to severa others before Moruth

Doolefinally agreed to spesk with us. Heiswaiting for you now."

"Go ahead," Leiasaid. Winter checked her board, then initiated contact.

Lelastepped into the transmission field.

A small hologram of afroglike creature appeared abovethe dais. Static
caused by poor transmission equipment on the Kessal end smeared Dool€e's
coloring into yellowish green. His archaic waistcoat and bright-yellow

cravat made him look acomicd figure.

"Y ou must be Minister Organa Solo?' Doole said. He spread his hands toward
her image in a placating gesture. She noticed that he wore some sort of
mechanical contraption, afocusing mechanism perhaps, over one of his

lantern-like eyes. "I am extremely pleased to hear from arepresentative of



the New Republic, and | gpologize for any difficulty in getting in touch
with me. Welve had some socia turmoil over the past couple of years, and

I'm afraid we have not yet managed to qudll al disturbances.”

Hisfleshy amphibian lips stretched upward in what must have been meant asa
smile. A long, sharp tongue flicked out as he spoke, but Doole talked so
quickly that Leiacould not get aword in edgewise. In her years of

diplomatic service Lelahad learned not to count too much on reading body

language from nonhumans, but could thisbe asign of nervousness?

"Now then, Minigter, how can | help you? Believe me, we have been
considering sending a representative to establish relations with the New
Republic. | would like to extend an invitation for you to send an ambassador
to our world, in the interests of maintaining harmony. On Kessel weliketo

think of the New Republic asour friends.”

Doole stopped talking abruptly, asif he redized he had said too much. Leia
frowned inwardly but controlled her expression. Moruth Doole was saying
exactly what she wanted to hear, giving perfect politica answerswithout
her having to ask the questions. Odd. What was he thinking?"Actually, Mr.
Doole--I'm afraid | don't know your proper title. How do you wish to be

addressed?”

Doole stared with his one eye and fiddled with the mechanicd lenses, asif
he had never considered the question before. "Uh, Commissioner Doolewill do

nicdy, | think."



"Commissioner Doole, | welcome your offer of openness and cooperation, and |
hope we have not aready acted prematurely. One of our representatives went
to Kessel more than aweek ago, but we have heard nothing from him. Hewas
dueto return three days ago. | am contacting you to seeif you could verify

that he did indeed arrive safely?"

Doole raised hislong-fingered hands to his cheeks. "A representative, you

say? Here? | am aware of no such arriva."

Leiakept her face placid, though her heart grew cold. "Could you check to
seeif hisship, the Millennium Falcon arrived? We had some difficulty
tracking down aperson in charge just moments ago. Perhaps he reported to

someone other than yourself."

Doole sounded doubtful. "Well, of course| can check." He punched at adata
terminal unseen beyond the fringe of the transmission field. Almost
immediately--too fast, Leiathought--Doole straightened. "No, | am sorry,
Minister. We have no record of a ship called the Millennium Falcon ever

arriving in Kessdl space. Who was piloting the ship?”

"HisnameisHan Solo. Heismy husband.”

Doole straightened in shock. "I'm terribly sorry to hear that. Is he agood

pilot? Asyou may know, the black hole cluster near Kessel makesfor



extremely hazardous flying conditions, even in hyperspace. The Maw is one of
the wonders of the galaxy, but if he wasto take awrong path through the

clugter ... | hope nothing happened to him!"

Lelaleaned deeper into the transmission field. "Han isavery good pilot,

Commissoner Doole"

"I'll muster a search team at once, Minister. Bdieve me, Kessdl will offer
whatever ass stance we can in this matter. Well scour the surface of the
planet and the moon, and well search space for any disabled ship. | will

inform you immediately of any progresswe make."

Doole reached forward to the controls of his holotransmitter, then paused.
"And of course we look forward to formally receiving any other ambassador
you choose to send. | hope the next time we speak will be under happier

circumgtances, Minister Organa Solo."

AsMoruth Doolesimage fizzled into atic, Lelalet her stony expresson

fal into ascowl of confusion and suspicion.

Winter looked up from her controls. "I detected no outright contradictions

of fact, but | am not convinced of thetotd truth of what he was saying.”

Leas gaze focused on something far away. Anxiety twisted her insdes, and
shefet very foolish for being angry with Han. " Something is definitely

wrong here."



When Han Solo'stemper finally snapped, he hauled off with aroundhouse
punch that knocked the guard backward. Han leaped on the man, punching him
again and again in the chest and stomach, cracking his knuckles on the

scuffed stormtrooper armor.

The other guardsin the muster room scrambled toward him, knocking Han to
the floor. Behind the transparisted observation cubicles, shift monitors
sounded the darm and summoned assistance. The door did open from the

commund areas, and four more guards charged in, drawing their weapons.

Chewbacca let out a thunderous Wookiee roar and waded through the other
guards, yanking them off Han's back. Hislife debt to his partner took

precedence over common sense.

Han continued to swing, yelling incoherently at his captors. Chewbacca
smashed two of the guards heads together and dropped their limp bodies. The
reinforcements looked up at the Wookiee, and they goggled asthey saw the

wall of fur and musclein front of them. They drew their weapons.

Y oung Kyp Durron bent low and dove into the knees of the closest armed

guard, knocking him to the floor. Kyp scrambled out of the way, yanking at

boots and legs, tripping two more men.

With nothing to lose, other prisonersjoined in the brawl, indiscriminatey



punching anything nearby, guards or other prisoners. Many of the captive
gpice miners were themselves former prison guards who had been on the wrong

side during Moruth Dool€e's rebellion--and the other prisoners hated them.

With awhoop of energy, blue arcs of ablaster set on stun lanced out and
knocked Chewbaccaflat on his back, where he coughed and groaned and tried

to raise himsdf on hisdbows.

The darms kept ringing, athrobbing sound that increased the chaosin the
muster room. More guards rushed out of the communal area. Blue stun bolts
rippled through the air, mowing down the rioting prisoners and taking out

other guards a the sametime.

"Enough!" Boss Roke shouted into amicrophone on his collar. The voice
exploded through the muster-room speakers. "Stop it, or well stun you dl

and then dissect you to learn what's wrong with your braing!"

One more stun bolt wasfired, dropping two struggling workers to the floor

like sacks of gdlatin.

Han yanked himsdlf free of the guards and rubbed his split knuckles. Anger
continued to seethe through his mind, and he had to work double timeto cam

himself so he wouldn't get shot.

"Everybody to the bunks! Now!" Boss Roke said. Hislip curled; bluish-black

stubble looked like asmear of dirty oil on hischin. Hislumpy body seemed



coiled and dangerous.

Kyp Durron lifted himsdlf up, but as he caught Han's gaze, heflashed a
smile. No matter what their punishment would be, Kyp had enjoyed lashing

out.

Two very uneasy guards hauled Chewbaccato hisfeet, draping hishairy arms
over their shoulders. Another guard wearing a battered old stormtrooper
helmet trained his gun on the Wookiee. Chewbaccas arms and legs twitched as
if dill trying to struggle, but the stun bolt had thrown his nerve impulses

into turmoil. The guardstossed him into one of the holding cellsand

activated the door before Chewbacca could engage his muscular control. He

sagged to the ground in aflurry of mussed brown hair.

His eyes dark with anger, Han moved with taut readiness. He followed Kyp to
theline of metal bunks. The guards brushed themselves off and glared at
him. Han climbed into his uncomfortable degping pdlet. Around him the

metal rods holding the mattresses and bunks apart seemed like another cage.

Kyp climbed to the upper bunk and leaned down. "What wasthat al about?' he

sad. "What set you off?"

One of the guards rapped astun stick against the side of the bunk. "Keep

your head ingde!™



Kyp's face popped back into his own area, but Han could till hear him
moving. "Jugt touchy, | guess,” Han mumbled. Hefelt ahollow sorrow inside.
"l just redlized that today isthe day my kids are coming home. | wasn't

there to be with them."

Before Kyp could acknowledge, Boss Roke flicked on the deep-generating
field that pulsed around the bunks and sent Han, <till resisting, on an

endless plungeinto dull nightmares.

Standing outside the doorway of the spice-processing annex, Moruth Doole
fitted an infrared attachment into place over his mechanical eye. He hissed
in hisown uneasiness, flicking histongue in and out to tate the air, to

keep himsdf safe.

The recent transmission from Solo's woman made him very nervous about what
the New Republic might do to him. In the warm darkness of the
spice-processing rooms, he could relax. Looking at the blind and helpless
workersthat did his bidding hour after hour made him fedl sironger, morein

control.

The heavy meta door thudded into place, seding out thelight. The
secondary entrance did open to awomblike vault that glowed in hisIR
attachment, warm and red from the body hest of the workers. Doole took a

deep breath, sniffing the musty dankness of the gathered life-forms.

Helooked at the blurry orange images crouched over the processing line.



They dirred, slently afraid of his presence. That made Doole fedl good. He

strode in among them, inspecting their work.

Hundreds of blind larvae, pde and wormlike with large sightless eyes,
fumbled with four dender armsto handle the delicate spice crystas. They
wrapped the fibrous segments in opague paper and loaded them into specia
protective cases, which would then be ferried up to the shipyard and
transfer base on Kessdl's moon. With the larvae working comfortably in the
total darkness necessary for spice processing, Dool€'s operation ran much

more smoothly than it had under Imperia control.

The brief telepathic boost offered by glitterstim spice had made the
substance ava uable commodity tightly controlled by the Empire. Other
planets had awesker form of spice, sometimes known asthe minera ryll, but
Kessd wasthe only place where glitterstim could be found. The Empire had
kept an iron fist around Kessdl's pice production, keeping the glitterstim

for espionage and interrogation purposes, aswdll as checks on loyadty and

the granting of security clearances.

But there had dways been avast demand on the invisible market: lovers
wanting to share an ephemerd telepathic link, cregtive artists seeking
ingpiration, investorstrying to obtain ingde information, scam operators
wanting to duperich clients. Many smugglers delivered the spice to Jabba

the Hutt and other gangster distributors.



But the Empire no longer controlled spice production. Doole had expected to

have no further problems--until Solo came back.

Doole had been waiting for the call from Coruscant for days. He had
rehearsed his answers over and over, knowing exactly what he should say.
Perhaps he had rehearsed too much, coming up with snap answers that might

make Minister Organa Solo suspicious.

Skynxnex told Doole he was overreacting, that they just needed to play their
part. Solo and the Wookiee had been safely exiled to the spice mines. No one
would ever find them. But there was dways a chance something could go
wrong. Maybe it would be best if he just ordered Solo killed and got rid of

dl therisks.

Doole waked aong the rows of larva workers. Hisvison in the blurry
infrared was not much worse than the norma eyesight from hismechanica
eye. The caterpillar-like larvae bowed in silence, working davishly. Doole
had taken them from the egg sac and raised them here, centering their

existence on processing spice. He was agod to them.

As Doole passed, one of the largest males reared up in adefensive posture,
waving hisfrall amsasif to ward off Doole from histerritory. To his

shock Doole noticed that the mae larva had nearly reached maturity. Had
time gone by so quickly? This one would soon shed hisskin and emergeasa

strong adullt.



Doolewould haveto kill him well before that. The last thing he needed
right now was competition--even if it did mean killing one of hisown

children.

Boss Roke stood in the muster room with hands on hiships, giving the
workers alumpy, gppraising smile. "Welost another team yesterday. A guard
and four workers, down in the degp new tunnels.” He waited for that to sink

in, but most of the prisoners had aready noticed the missing workers.

"The samples brought up earlier show that this could be one of the richest
strikes of spiceweve found, and I'm not going to let incompetence and
superdtition cheat me out of abig payoff. | need some volunteersto go down
with meto the lower tunnels and check it out--and if | don't get

volunteers, I'll pick them anyway." Boss Roke waited. "Don't al volunteer

a once."

He scanned the room. Watching him, Han knew that because of hispart in the
brawl the day before, he would be one of those picked. But he didn't
mind--not if his suspicions were correct. Rather than give Roke the
satisfaction of coercing him, Han stepped forward. "I'll volunteer. Beats

another day of getting dirt under my fingernails.”

Rokelooked at him in surprise, then narrowed hiseyesin suspicion.

"I'll go dong, too." Kyp Durron stepped beside Han. Han felt a happy warmth



swell up insgde him, but he pushed it back. He didn't want to explain

anything, not just yet.

Chewbacca yowled in surprise, then grunted a question about Han's sanity.

"Wheat did he say?" Boss Roke asked.

"He's volunteering, too," Han said.

Chawielet out an uncomfortable snort of denid but made no further

argumen.

"One more volunteer," Roke said, then scanned the room. "Y ou, Clorr." He
pointed to aformer prison worker who had done alot of damagein Han's

brawl. "I'm taking one guard and you four. Suit up. Let'sgo.”

Roke didn't waste any time. By now Han had grown used to pulling on his
thermal suit and adjusting the breath mask. He switched on the power pack to
gart warmth pul sating through his suit. Chewbaccalooked ridiculous with

his suit'sempty third deeve limp and taped flat againgt historso.

Kyp and Chewbacca kept staring at Han, wondering what he had in mind. Han

moved his hands dightly to quell their questionsfor the time being. Of

course he had a plan.

One of the other guards, looking fidgety and uncomfortable, shifted a



blagter rifle from shoulder to shoulder.

"Let'sgo!" Boss Roke said, and clapped his hands.

Thefour volunteers and the second guard lined up at the opening to thelong
metal chamber that housed the floating mine cars. They entered, and Boss
Roke disengaged three cars from the long train. Roke and the guard sat up

front, while the others crammed into the remaining two cars.

"Hey, how about some of those infrared goggles?’ Han caled. "If there

redlly is something out there, welll need to be able to see whereto run.”

Roke contemptuoudy put his own goggles over hiseyes. "Y ou're expendable.”
He activated the guidance system on the front car's contrals. The lights
went out, and the opposite door groaned open, flooding the compartment with

cold, thinair.

"So much for that idea," Han said, then scrambled to put his breath mask in

place.

The unenthusiagtic prisoner, Clorr, groaned in dismay. Then the floating
carslurched into motion, gaining speed until they bulleted through the
tunnels. The air whooshed as the car sped close to crumbling rock tubes from

which generations of spice miners had peded glitterstim deposits.



When the wind of their passage drowned out other noises, Kyp leaned closer
to Han, speaking through his breath mask. "Okay, so tell me what we got

oursalvesinto."

Han shrugged. "I have an ideg, and if I'm right, we can dl get out of this

mess."

Chewbacca made a skeptical sound but ended in a question.

"Think about it, Chewie. People have been disappearing off and on from the
same place--what if they found away to escape? They've been working new
tunnels, going into unexplored areas |ooking for spice, then suddenly a

bunch of them don't come back. Y ou and | know there are plenty of abandoned
shaftsfrom theillicit minersthat dipped through Imperid security. This

planet is honeycombed with entrances to the spice tunnels.”

Han paused, hoping they had dready figured it out. "Roke's teams usudly
have one guard and five blind prisoners. What if they came around the corner
and suddenly found an opening to the surface, letting them see again. They

could overpower the guard and make their way to freedom.

"Once Roke discovers the way out, though, helll block it up and we won't
have another chance. If we're ever going to get out, if I'm ever going to
get back and see Leiaand the kids, I've got to try. | thought maybe this

desperate gamble would beworth it."



"Sounds like agood chance," Kyp said. "I've been down here so long, I'm

willing totry anything.”

Chewbacca agreed, but with somewhat |ess enthusiasm.

They plunged down and down, whipping around sharp corners. Severd timesHan
thought the rocky walls brushed within a handbreadth of his head, and he

tried to crouch down insde the car. He didn't want to imagine what would

happen if Chewbaccas head struck an outcropping at the speed they were

moving.

In the black spice mines Han rapidly lost al conception of time. He had no
ideahow long they traveled, how far they went, or how fast the floating

cars moved through the tunnel's. Boss Roke brought the vehicle to a stop and
caled for the prisonersto dismount. The guard noisily unshouldered his

blagter rifle.

Han paid extra attention to the small noises he heard, building the best
mental picture possible of where Boss Roke and the guard were standing at
al times. That was something he would need to know if he had to make a
quick escape. But they had gone down so deegp now, he could not imagine

finding a passage to the surface.

"Follow me," Boss Roke said. "I want one prisoner up front ahead of me and

the guard taking the rear.”



Han heard a shove and a gasp, then someone stumbled forward. Wasit Kyp? No,
from the unpleasant groan he determined that the point man would be Clorr,

the former prison worker.

Boss Roke rustled in his pack, withdrawing some piece of equipment. Han
heard an eectronic clicking and pinging sound. It was some sort of
detector. Han strained his ears, listening to the tones change as Roke moved

the scanner from sideto side.

"Spicedl around us," Roke said. "Just as we thought, and the concentration

seems even higher up ahead. Move forward.”

Clorr ssumbled into the blackness, followed by Boss Roke. Han walked
blindly. He fet Kyp taking hold of hiswaist, and he heard Chewbacca's

breath echoing behind his breath mask.

Asthey went farther, the tunnels grew colder and colder. Han's naked
fingers crackled when he bent them. He turned up the heat in his suit, but

the warmth comforted him little.

The eectronic clicks from Roke's detector grew louder. " Concentration
increasing,” he said. "These are some of the densest, freshest veins of
spice weve ever uncovered. Therell be alot more work for you prisonersto

do."



The detector clicked, and they shuffled ahead. Other than their own noises,
the spice tunndl seemed amouth of silence. Han thought he heard a sudden
scuttling noise farther down the passage, something massive that moved,
stopped, moved again, then dowly began to come back, asif staking. Up

front Clorr muttered to himsdf, but Han heard Boss Roke shove him onward.

"The reading gets stronger right up around the corner.” Boss Roke's gravelly

voice carried achildlike hint of excitement. "I'm going to haveto

recdibrate this sensor."

Han heard the distant skittering sound again, but it seemed farther ahead.

It wasn't anoise that anyonein their party had made. It sounded like sharp

metd pointsticking againgt glass.

The tenor of shuffling human footsteps changed as they turned the corner.

"Spicereading is off the scalel” Boss Roke cried.

Suddenly Clorr screamed.

"Hey!" Roke said.

Clorr screamed again, but the sound came from much deeper in the tunnel, as

if something had yanked him away and fled, carrying him to a secret lair.

"Where are--" Roke said, then he, too, gave a startled shout.



Han heard booted feet turning around, running back. Han nudged Kyp aside,

back the way they had come. "Watch yoursdlf!"

Boss Roke stumbled into Han, then fell backward. Han redled against the
rocky wall but kept his balance. Roke clawed at the floor, desperate to

flee

"Turn around!" Han shouted to Kyp, giving the young man a push toward the
floating cars. "What isit?' heyelled to Boss Roke. He heard the pointy,
ticking sound again, moving closer, skittering like many sharp legsthat

ended in diletto claws.

Roke screamed, then gave an 0ooof! asthe air was knocked out of him. Han
heard athud as the man hit the ground, but Roke clambered to his feet

again, or at least to his knees, crawling forward.

AsHan gtarted to run, Roke grabbed hisleg and held on. Han tried to jerk

free, shouting, "Stop it! We've got to get out of herel™

But before Roke could let go, something behind him--something very large and
very, very close--grabbed Roke and yanked him backward, breaking his grip.
Roke'sfingernails were like claws as he tried to grasp the dick fabric of
Han'stherma suit, but with aquick whisking sound he was dragged away down

thetunnd, still gurgling and crying out.



In the darkness Han could see nothing at al.

"Run!" Han shouted.

Chewbaccaroared, then plowed like a demolition vehicle into the guard
behind him. Kyp followed the Wookiee and |egped over the falen man, but Han

stumbled on him, sprawling flat on the broken rocky floor. Nobody could see

anything.

The guard scrambled to his knees and started thrashing and pummeling asiif
Han were the enemy. But Han, blinded and desperate, grabbed for something
else. He snatched at the infrared goggles on the guard's face and pulled

them free.

Thewalswere closing in around him. The screams and sounds of panicked
fleeing and thetick tick noise of the gpproaching monstrous thing made

claustrophobic thunder around him.

Thefdlen guard'swail of sudden blindness and dismay was muffled by his
breath mask. He clutched at Han, but Han knocked the breath mask free. The
escaping oxygen made awhistling sound. The guard had to release Han to

replace his mask.

Han scrabbled forward. He had to see. They needed to find the floating cars

so they could get away. "Run, Chewie! Straight ahead! Make sure Kyp goes



with you!"

He dapped the goggles over his head. He heard the scuttling, thumping
sounds of the sharp, scampering legs again. Had an army of the things come

to attack, or wasit just one very large specimen with many legs?

Looking through the goggles, he could see the bright blob of thefalen
guard'sinfrared signature and the fleeing brilliant shapes of Kyp and
Chewbacca. He heard the thunder of hard, pointed legs coming back up the

tunnel, sampeding down on them.

The guard moved, clambered to his feet, and began stumbling behind Han, but
the man could not see. He weaved back and forth and struck the wall,
smacking his head on ahard outcropping. Running, monstrous feet came
closer, like a patter of meteorites peting the sde of aship. The guard

screamed.

Han turned around to watch him, but he saw nothing e sein the blackness of
the tunnel, no shape, no signature, no body heat from any creature--nothing

that was dive.

The guard suddenly froze, asif agiant invisble hand had grabbed him from
behind. Then Han saw, to his horror, the silhouette of along, spindly leg
reaching around in front of the guard's waist and another one clipped over
his shoulder, totaly black, like a cutout from the infrared form of the

guard. The man struggled and wailed.



The guard yanked at something--his blaster rifle. Han gasped as a brilliant
lance erupted in the pitch darkness, striking against the multi-legged

thing, illuminating it for the shaved splinter of aheartbeat. Han saw what
seemed to be awrithing mass of sharp twigs, arat's nest of spindly legs

and claws and fangs intermixed with eyes--many, many eyes. Then the cresture

absorbed al thelight, plunging the tunndls back into opaque blindness.

The guard was lifted high in the air and turned around. Other shadows of the
icicle legs wrapped around him. The glowing rectangle of the therma suit's
battery pack burned brilliantly in the infrared, but one of the sharp claws
thrugt into x like astinger. Sparks flew into the darkness, leaving

glimmersin front of Han'seyes.

AsHan ran backward, stumbling and tripping, he saw the man'sinfrared
outline grow dim as he became as cold as his surroundings. The cresture,
whatever it was, must be draining or feeding on energy, on body hesat or

anything it could find in the cold empty tunnels.

"Keep running!" Han yelled, now that he could see the forms ahead. He made
out adim glow of warmth ill radiating from the floating mine transport.

"The car'sright in front of you, Chewie! Get onit!"

The Wookiee bumped into the metal side of the vehicle and dragged himsdlf to

astop. Chewbacca reached over and grabbed Kyp, hauling him into the seet of



thecar.

Then Han heard the clacking, scrambling footsteps behind him again, charging
down the tunnel. He was the next onein line. He dashed ahead, gasping,
tripping on debris and bumping into walls he could not see. His blood had

turned to ice water.

Chewbacca fumbled dong the control pand of the floating mine car, trying
to distinguish the buttonsin the dark. Han kept running. The sounds of the

sharp legs grew louder, rumbling.

Han risked aglance over his shoulder. Though he could hear the thing
charging a top speed after him, he could see nothing in the darkness,
nothing at al. He reached the floating car and legped in. " Just punch

return, Chewie! Hit anything!"

Chewbacca hit the start button, and the car pivoted on its axis to move back

in the direction they had come.

The galloping sounds of the ice-pick-legged creature skittered faster and
faster. Thefloating mine car picked up speed, but the creature kept coming

behind it. Han still couldn't seeit with theinfrared goggles.

With aloud spang something struck the back car, rocking it Sdeways and
damming it againgt the sde wall of the tunnel. Sparksflew asit scraped

along the rocks, but the vehicle continued to accelerate.



Han heard ahollow roar behind them, and then they | eft the noises farther
and farther away. The creature ceased chasing them. The darknessrolled

ahead like agreat black vacuum.

Han knew they were automaticaly heading back to the muster room. Chewbacca
groaned and roared at him. Kyp sat panting in terror. "What did you see?"

Kyp asked.

"I don't know," Han said. "Nothing like I've ever seen before.”

Chewbacca chuffed in anger and annoyance and immenserelief, and Han sighed.

"I agree. Thiswasn't one of my smarter idess."

Luke Skywalker showed Gantoris the wonders of the universe. He took his
passenger into orbit in the modified shuttle, Ietting the man look down on
the doomed planet of Eol Sha. The too-close moon hung above theworld like a

raised fist againgt acurtain of gars.

Igniting the shuttle's sublight engines, Luke soared into the blazing wonder
of the Cauldron Nebula as Gantoris stared out the viewportsinto the
chaotic, glowing gases. Then they plunged down the endless,

other-dimensiona hole through hyperspace, shortcutting across the galaxy.

To Bespin.



During the uneventful trip Luke began telling Gantoris about the Force,

about the training the candidates would undergo at the proposed Jedi

academy. Now that he had agreed to come along, Gantoris seemed willing and
even eager to understand the strange echoes and fedlings that had touched

hismind throughout hislife.

The hum of the shuttl€'s powerful engines and the giddy, abstract swirls of
hyperspace were conducive to beginning afew exercisesfor awakening
Gantoriss potential. Luke was surprised at the man's powers of
concentration, at how he could close hiseyesand sink into hismind
undistracted. L uke had been an impatient young man during his own Jedi
training; Gantoris had had amuch harsher upbringing, making him grim and

enduring.

"Reach out and fed your mind, fed your body, fed the universe surrounding
you. The Force stretches around and through everything. Everything is a part

of everything dse”

Luke paid close attention to what he asked Gantoris to do. Obi-Wan Kenobi
had spent sometimetraining Luke, and Y oda had spent much more. But Luke
had a so undergone the abortive training of Joruus C'baoth aswell as

learning the powers of the dark side during histime with the resurrected

Emperor.

Luke could not forget that Obi-Wan'straining had a so transformed Anakin



Skywalker into Darth Vader. Would it be worth bringing back the Jedi Knights
if the price wasthe creation of another Vader? Gantoriss ominous dreams of

a"dark man" who would show him power and then destroy him made Luke very

uneasy.

By the time L uke brought the shuttle out of hyperspace on an gpproach to
Bespin, he thought Gantoris might be overwhelmed with new sights. But the
stern man gawked out the viewports like a child, awed by theroiling gas
planet where Lando Calrissan had once run Cloud City. Thesight of the
swirling planet suddenly brought back some of the greatest horrorsin Luke's

life. He squeezed his eyes shut as he fdlt the sing of those memories.

Gantoris, in the passenger compartment behind him, bent forward. "'Is

something wrong? | just sensed astrong flow of emotions from you."

Luke blinked. "Y ou could detect that?"

Gantoris shrugged. "Now that you've taught me how to fed and how to listen,

it camethrough very clearly. What's disturbing you? Are we in danger?"

L uke opened his eyes and looked out at Bespin again. He thought of his
friend Han Solo kidnapped and frozen in carbonite for delivery to Jabbathe
Huit; he thought of the duel with Darth VVader on the catwalks of Cloud City
that had cost Luke hishand. And, worst of al, he recalled Vader's deep

voice pronouncing histerrible message. "L uke, | am your father!"



L uke shuddered, but he turned to look back into Gantoriss dark eyes. "'l

have powerful memories of thisplace.”

Gantoris kept hissilence, asking no further questions.

Airborne mining ingtalations rode Bespin'swind currents—-floating
automated refineries, storage tanks bobbing above the clouds, and facilities
to scoop va uable gases from the cloud banks. Not dl of these floating
ingtalations had proved profitable, though. The drifting colossus of

Tibannopolis hung empty, a creaking ghost town in the sky.

Luketracked the derelict floating city on his navigation screens. The
construction hovered over the dark clouds as a storm gathered. The city

tilted due to mafunctioning repulsorlift generators.

"Isthat where werre going?* Gantoris said.

The roof, decks, and sides of Tibannopolis had been picked over by
scavengers hauling away scrap metal. It looked like askeleton of itsformer
sdf, with buckled plates and twisted support girdersin abroad hemisphere;
dented ballast tanks hung below. Numerous antennae and weether vanes

protruded from the joints.

"We're going to wait for someone here," Luke answered.



He brought the shuttle down on aprimary landing deck that looked sturdy
enough to support his ship. The crisscrossed structura beams were covered
with scaled plating, but in some spots the seams had bent upward, popping

their welds.

Luke emerged from the shuttle, and Gantoris joined him. The other man'slong
dark hair whipped around him like a mane, no longer braided, but he stood
proudly in his hand-me-down pilot's outfit. His black eyes glittered with

wonder.

The high wind gusting through the carcass of Tibannopolis made amoaning
sound. The swaying meta groaned as rusted joints rubbed against each other.
Thewind had abitter chemica tang from trace gases wafting to higher

dtitudes.

Black birdlike crestures with triangular heads clustered in the open gaps of
buildings, nesting on stripped girders. As Luke and Gantoris moved forward,
the flying creatures stirred and rustled leathery wings. Their mouths

snapped open and closed with croaking sounds.

Below and around Tibannopoalis, the clouds had turned the smoky gray of

impending thunderstorms. Flashes of lightning rippled through the cloud bank

bel ow.

"What now?' Gantoris asked.



Luke sighed and gathered some inflatable blankets and adeep roll from the
passenger shuttle's storage compartments. "We've spent two days cooped up in
the ship. | have no way of knowing when Streen might come back, and | think

we should try to get agood rest.”

"Streen?' Gantoris asked.

"The manwerewaiting for.”

The storm came through that night and rinsed off the exposed surfaces of
Tibannopoalis, causing fresh blooms of rust and patina on the construction
dloys. Luke and Gantoris had found shelter in the decaying buildings of
Tibannopolis, resting on the danted floor because of the derdlict city's

tilt.

Awash in aJedi trance more restful than deep, Luke paid little attention
to his surroundings but kept asmall window open in hismind, ready to flick

him back to wakefulness.

Gantoris surprised him. "Luke, | think someone's coming. | can senseit.”

Luke became instantly awake and sat up from under the sheltered metdl
acove, looking out at the washed-clean swirls of clouds. It took his mind
only amoment to locate the approaching presence of a human--but he was

impressed that Gantoris had been able to sense the distant stranger at al.



"l was practicing,” Gantoris said, "reaching out and looking with my mind.

Thereisn't much around hereto distract me."

"Good work." Luketried to keep the pleased expression from his face but

faled. "Thisisthe man weve been waiting for."

He used his sense to focus on a black shape approaching across the skyscape
of rigng gases. Luke saw an amazing cluster of lashed-together platforms

and bulbous tanks held a oft by balloons and maneuvered with propellers that
stuck out at al angles. The hodgepodge vehicle drifted toward them, riding

thewinds.

Luke smiled at the bizarre congtruction, while Gantoris stared in awe. They
could make out the Silhouette of asingle man standing at thehdm as
buffeting breezesrippled trim sails at the sdes of the main platform.

Streen, the gas prospector, was returning home.

Luke and Gantoris made their way down to the landing platform to wait for
him. Asthe collection of gastanks, balloons, and flat walkways approached,

Streen findly noticed them.

At the controls of his contraption he swerved and circled around the ruined
city, asif frightened and reluctant to land. But somehow, seeing only the

two of them waiting, he regained his nerve and rode the breezesin.



Streen did not land his vehicle, merdly bringing it to the edge of the
landing platform and lashing it to support posts mounted at therail. Luke

held on to the fiber-chains and hel ped Streen secure hisvessd.

No one spoke. Streen kept surreptitioudy dipping glancesin their

direction.

Luke sized him up. Streen was gpproaching old age, bearded, with brown hair
so intermingled with strands of gray thet it had turned to acreamy color.

His skin bore aleathery look, asif the rough winds and harsh open air had
sucked something essentia out of hisflesh. The prospector wascladina
well-worn jumpsuit studded with pockets, many of which bulged with hidden

contents.

As Streen stepped onto the landing area, four of the black birdlike

creatures fluttered up from roosts among the platforms, venting stacks, and

gastanks of Streen'svessd, returning to the jungle of congtruction frames

in the floating Gity.

"Tibannopolis hasn't been inhabited for years,” Streen said. "Why have you

come here?"

Luke stood tall and faced the man. "We cameto seeyou.”

Gantoris stood patiently beside Luke Skywalker, feding odd to beina



different position now. He had joined the Jedi to learn from him, swept up
by hisvisions of arestored order of Jedi Knights and the powersthey could

tap through the Force.

Thistime Gantoris listened as Skywaker began to tell Streen of hisplans
for an academy, of hisneed for potentia candidates who might have ataent
for using the Force. He watched the skepticism on Streen'sface, smilar to
what he himsalf must have shown ét first. But unless Streen had suffered the
same dark dreams or premonitions, this hermit on Bespin should be amore

open-minded listener than Gantoris himself had been.

Streen hunkered on the corroded surface of the landing platform and squinted
into the sky before looking back to Skywaker. "But why me? Why did you come

here?'

Skywalker turned instead to Gantoris. "There are many vauable substances
dissolved in Bespin's atmosphere at variouslayers. Thefloating citiesare
huge mining operations that remain in place asthey draw gas from below the
cloud layers. But Streen isa cloud prospector. At certain times some storm
or adeep atmospheric upheava will make acloud of volatiles belch up,
waiting to be siphoned off. Streen goes out on the winds with histanks,

looking for the treasure.

"Bespin has computerized satellites to detect these outbursts and to

digpatch company men--but Streen dways gets there first. He somehow knows



an upheava isgoing to happen beforeit does. Heisthere waiting with his
empty tanksto siphon off whatever comes bubbling up and sdll it back to the

independent refineries”

Skywaker squatted next to the hermit. "Tell me, Streen--how do you know

when agaslayer isgoing to rise? Where do you get your information?”

Streen blinked and fidgeted. Now he looked even more frightened than when he
had first seen the strangers waiting on the landing platform. "l just ...

know. | can't explainit.”

Skywaker smiled. "Everyone can use the Force to some extent, but afew have
agtronger innate talent. When | form my Jedi academy, | want to work most
closaly with those who aready have the talent but don't know how to useit.

Gantorisis one of my candidates. | think you should be another one.”

"Comewith us" Gantoris added. "If Skywaker isright, think of dl the

things we could accomplish!”

"How can you be sure about me?' Streen asked. "'l dwaysthought it was just

luck."

"Let metouch your forehead,” Skywalker said. When Streen did not move away,
Skywalker tentatively reached forward with hisfingers, brushing the man's
temples. Gantoris couldn't figure out what Skywalker was doing until he

remembered the test L uke had performed on him down in the lava chamber.



Skywaker's face |ooked blank and lost in concentration for amoment, then
suddenly hejerked backward asif his body had been burned. "Now I'm sure,

Streen. Y ou do have the talent. Thereis nothing to fear.”

But Streen till looked nervous. "'l came out to this place because | need to
be done. I'm not comfortable around people. | fed them pressing in around
me. | like people. I'm londly, but ... it's very difficult for me. It'sdl

| can do to be around them just while | deliver my cargo. Then | havetorun

avay.

"Seven or eight years ago, when the Empire took over Cloud City, everything
got much worse. The people were agitated. Their thoughts were full of
chaos." Helooked up at Skywalker in dismay. "I haven't spent much timewith

peoplefor eight years."

Gantoris could sense the man's emotions winding toward panic--and just when
Gantorisfelt certain Streen would refuse, Skywalker held up ahand. "Wait,"
he said. "Why not just watch ustrain for awhile? Maybe you'll seewhat I'm

talking about.”

Asif pleased at having an option that did not require him to make an
immediate decision, Streen nodded. He looked toward his floating platforms
and gas tankswith a papable stab of regret, asif wishing he had never

come back to Tibannopolis. Gantoris could feel an echo of the other man's



emoations, the yearning for freedom that Bespin's clouds offered, the solace

of being done.

""Show me your new Jedi exercises, Magter. Teach me other things." Skywalker
seemed to flinch at being caled "Master," and Gantoris wondered what he had
done wrong--was not Luke Skywalker a Jedi Master? How e se should he be

called?

Skywalker brushed aside the comment. He pointed to the thicket of girders
and rusted metal barsin which flocks of the |legthery black crestures made
their homes, chittering and moving about in the afternoon. Far below, the

clouds thickened into what could become another storm.

"Thoseflying crestures” Skywalker sad. "Wewill usethem.”

Streen giffened. Hisface grew dark and ruddy. "Hey, don't disturb my
rawwks." Then helowered his eyes, turning away asif embarrassed by his

outburg. "They've been my only company dl these years.”

"Wewon't harm them,” Skywalker said. "Just watch." He lowered hisvoiceto
peak as an indructor to Gantoris. "This city isacomplex mechanism. Every
girder, every metd plate, every life-form from those rawwks to the airborne
algee sacks and everything around us, each hasits own positionin the

Force. Size matters not. Tiny insects or entire floating cities, eachisan

integra part of the universe. Y ou must fed it, senseit.”



He nodded to the derdlict structures around them. "I want you to look at
thiscity, imagine how the piecesfit together, find the girderswith your

mind, tell me what you can sense and how one thing touches another. When you
think you have found the intersection where arawwk and girder touch, | want

you to reach out and push with your mind. Make alittle vibration.”

Skywalker curled hisforefinger around his thumb and stretched forward ashe
nodded toward alone ravwk sitting on the end of awegther vane. He flicked
out hisfinger, asif to shoo away agnat, and Gantoris heard adistant

pinnngg. Startled into the air, the rawwk flapped itswings and cried out in

dam.

Gantoris chuckled and, eager to try, flicked his own finger in imitation of
what the Jedi had just done. He imagined seeing awhole flock of the rawwks

take flight--but nothing happened.

"It isnot that easy," Skywaker said. "Y ou aren't concentrating. Think,
fed yoursdf doing it, envison your success--then reach out with your

mind."

More seriousthistime, Gantoris pursed hislips and squinted, looking for
histarget. He saw a delicate many-branched antenna on which five ravwks
sat. He pictured the antenna, knowing his target, and stared. He took adeep
breath and pushed. He il didn't quite know what he was doing, but he felt

something happening in his mind, something working, some outsde ... force



linking him and the antenna.

He watched asthe antennadowly swayed. The ravwks stirred but remained on
their perches. Anyone e se watching might have assumed the wind had shifted

at that moment, but Gantoris knew he had doneit.

"Good attempt. Y ou have the right idea, but now close your eyes,” Skywalker
sad. "You'reletting your sight blind you. Y ou know where the antennais,

you know where the ravwks are. Y ou can sense their place in the Force. You
don't need to see with your eyes. Tighten your focus. Fed it, know what you

want to do."

Skeptical, Gantoris closed his eyes; but as he concentrated, he could indeed
see vague outlines of what he had just looked at, tiny afterimages imprinted
on the Force with tendril s reaching out and connecting them to everything

dse

He reached out with hisfingersto make the flicking gesture again but

hesitated. He redlized he did not need that either. Flicking the fingerswas
smply an example for Skywalker to make his point. Whatever actions he made,
waving his hands or muttering spellswere just so much mumbo jumbo.

Understanding the Force was what alowed him to do what he needed.

Pleased with this sudden ingight, Gantoris kept his eyes closed and folded
hisarms. Heflicked out an imaginary finger, feding the metd, picturing

hisfingernal griking the hard surface. In hishead he heard the hollow



bong asit struck, then opened his eyesto watch the five rawwks burst into

flight, cawing at each other asif cagting blame.

"Good!" Skywaker said. "I'm impressed. | thought thiswas going to be much
more difficult.” Still grinning, he looked a Streen, who had been watching
themin silence. "Would you liketo try it?'Y ou have the potentid. | could

show you how."

Streen balked. "No, I ... | don't think | could do that."

"ltisn't asdifficult asit looks," Gantorissaid. "Y oulll fed adifferent

strength comeinto you."

"| don't want to," Streen said again, defensively. Then helowered hiseyes
and patted his pockets, asif looking for something he didn't expect to

find. Gantoris thought he was just making distracted movements.

The old man swallowed, then looked back at Skywaker. "If you teach me how
to usethis...sense | have--can you a so teach me how to switch it off?1

want to learn how not to fee the people around me, not to be bombarded by
their moods and prying thoughts and sour ideas. I'm tired of having only

rawwks for company. I'd very much like to be part of the human race again.”

Skywaker clapped him on the shoulder. In hisdark jumpsuit helooked like a

benevolent god. "That much | can show you."



Luke watched as Streen cut |oose the fiber-chains holding his floating
hodgepodge ship to the Tibannopolis docking area. Standing on the docking
platform, he gave his ship an unnecessary shove out into the breezes. The
empty barge of platforms and balloons, propellers and gas storage tanks,

drifted out to be caught up by swirling ar currents.

Streen had emptied the pocketsin his jumpsuit and now looked at Luke. "l

know I'm not coming back. That old lifeisover.”

The three of them climbed aboard L uke's passenger shuttle and made ready to
depart Bespin. Luke felt aglowing satisfaction, not just to be leaving the
gas planet that held so many dark memories, but to have both passenger seats

filled, to have two new candidates for his Jedi academy.

He raised the shuttle off the landing platform, then began asteep climb
toward orbit. Below them, in the opposite direction, Streen's abandoned
platform continued drifting on its own, widening the gap between it and the

derdlict city.

Streen looked out the passenger window, staring with ableak sadness that

struck Luke's heart with pity. Below, the ghost town of Tibannopoliswas

truly empty again.

Then Luke watched something amazing happen. The city came dive with

movement, sSwarming astiny black figurestook to the air. Thousands and



thousands of rawvwks that had made their home with Streen suddenly took
flight, departing the abandoned metropolisin a huge flock that kept coming
and coming and coming, spreading out among the cloudsin afarewell saute

to Streen.

L ooking out the window and watching this, Streen smiled.

Skynxnex inserted anew charge pack into his double-blaster, smiled at the
wegpon, then thrugt it into the holster. "Thank you, Moruth,” hesaid. "You

won't regret this"

Doole tapped his spongy fingers on the former warden's desk. One of the
loose iridescent insects fluttered around the room, battering itsalf again

and again on the wide landscape window.

"Just try not to makeamess of it," Doolesaid. "l want Solo gone and al
traces removed. Nothing left. It's only ameatter of time before the New
Republic comes nosing around. Weve got to be absolutely clean. Isthe

energy shied functiona yet?'

"Weretedting it this morning, and our engineers are confident it'll work.

Solo and the Wookiee will be dead by then," Skynxnex said. "My personal

guarantee.”

Dool€eslips curled like arubbery gasket stretched out of shape. "Don't



enjoy yourself too much.”

Skynxnex smiled back at him and turned to leave. Hisblack eyes glittered.

"Only as much as necessary,” he said.

The mine car roared through the tunnesin total blackness. Han had no

choice but to trust the computer guidance system.

Chewbacca had found the accel erator button and punched it repeatedly, trying

to get farther away from the multi-legged horror deep in the mines.

Han gripped the sides of the car with hands gone white from cold and terror.
Each time they shot past agaping Side tunnd, hisimagination heard noises
of skittering legs and scythe-like claws reaching out to pluck them from the

passing car.

"Our course istaking us back to the muster room," Kyp said. "This could be

our chance to escape.”

"Where d'se should we go?' Han asked. He felt his heart pounding. Chewbacca

groaned aquestion, and Han trandated it. "Do you know any other way out of

these tunnds?*

"l don't," Kyp said, "but maybe | could find one."

Han fought to contain a sudden fit of shudders. "1 don't know about you, but



I'min no mood to go wandering through dark tunnels feding for away
out--not with that thing chasing after us." The thought of afreezing deeth
in the energy-draining fangs of the monster made the option of imprisonment

in the spice mines seem not so terrible after all.

Before they could form some sort of aternative plan, the floating mine cars
coasted to ahalt in thelong holding chamber. The metal door at the far end
dammed shut behind them. With hisinfrared goggles, Han could seethe

activation controls on the wall next to an inner door. His knees were wesk;

his hands trembled as he punched access for the muster room.

Light flooded around them, and the three survivors staggered inside, holding
each other. Chewbacca used his hairy armsto keep both Han and Kyp on their

feet.

Dazzled, Han cupped his hands over hiseyes and let the infrared goggles

dangle on his neck. "Boss Rokeisdead,” he croaked to no onein particular.

"Therésamongter in the tunnels. It attacked the guard. We barely got

away."

"Han--" Kyp said.

Chewbacca sniffed, then roared in anger.

Han fought to focus hisvison. He heard people rustling in the muster room.



He saw only shadowsin the glare. Findly, he could make out atall, gangly

form with dark hair and sunken eyes on a skull-like face.

"Glad you're back, Solo," Skynxnex said from the other side of the room. He

drew the double-blaster at hiship.

Everything seemed to move dowly for Han. He had not yet come down from the
boost of adrenaine caused by utter terror. Han saw the gun, saw Skynxnex,

saw the man's cadaverous face. Doole had sent his henchman to kill them.

Han wasted no time, shoving Chewbacca backward. "Back in, Chewie! We've got
to get out of herel" He yanked Kyp through the open doorway. Chewbacca let
out ayowl! and lunged into the dark chamber where the floating mine cars

waited.

"Hey!" Skynxnex began to runin long, leaping strides that carried him
across the muster room. Han sedled the door in hisface, scrambling the lock

mechanism.

"It'll take him a second to figure the access code. Get in the car, now!"
Han legped onto the swaying pilot seet. "L ooks like were going to try one

of those dternatives you wanted, Kyp."

He powered up the rocking vehicle. From the other side of the door came
pounding and then the sounds of blasters striking the metal. Skynxnex was

going to disntegrate hisway through. They had to get to the relative



safety of thetunnelsright away.

Han punched up the computer guidance system and et the vehicle go. The
great metal door on the far sde of the long holding tunnd did open with a
grinding sound as the mine car accelerated back down the centra tunnel from

which they had just come.

"l hate to go back there," Han said. Chewbacca roared a comment, and Han

nodded. "Y eah, | hate even worse to be blasted.”

"Do you know Skynxnex?' Kyp asked, regaining his breath.

"Wereold buddies" Han said. "That'swhy hewantsto kill us."

The floating car rushed through the half-open metd gate just as the door

from the muster room melted open, spilling awedge of light into the tunnd.

"They're only going to be aminute behind us," Han said. With hisinfrared
goggles he could see the pilot controls now--but none of the coordinates
meant anything to him. The only exit he knew of was back through the muster

room. "Any idess, Kyp?"'

"It'san automated course,” Kyp said. "If | had timeto think and get my

bearings, | might be able to figure out something."



"We don't have that luxury right now."

The great metd door did not close behind them after they passed through.
Wind whipped past their ears as Han kept hisfinger on the accel erator

button. From behind they heard shouits, other people climbing into waiting
mine cars. Han leaned over the controls, but the repul sorlifts could go only

0 fast.

Unable to see, and without any knowledge of the |abyrinth of underground
tunndls, Han did not dare fly the car manualy. He would have to hope he

could get far enough ahead so that Skynxnex could not follow ... but then
what? They would belogt in the cold, dark maze. How many other multi-legged

monsters waited for them in the shadows?

The sound of another mine car came roaring up behind them. Han had three
carslinked together, hauling three riders with only one engine. If Skynxnex
and the otherstook one car each, they would travel faster. They would bein

blaster range within moments.

"Solo!" Skynxnex bellowed.

"Hold on!" Kyp said.

Han ingtinctively braced himself as the computer guidance system yanked them

to theleft-hand fork in an unseen tunnel, then plunged them steeply

downward. Before Han could wonder if they had lost their pursuers, he heard



the echoing whine of repul sorlift vehicles soaring down the tunnel after

them.

"I'm open to suggestions,” Han said. He looked behind them with hisinfrared
goggles and saw the glowing target of Skynxnex and two other piloted
vehicles. In the cold darkness his own body heat would be just as apparent

to the pursuers.

Chewbacca held on to Kyp, pushing him down to safety in the second car. The
Wookiee reached behind him, fumbling with the catch to the empty third car.
Skynxnex and the two guards closed the gap. With agrowl at the pursuers,

Chewbacca decoupled the magnetic bearing from the third car.

Suddenly released, the empty car swung out behind them, dropping toward the

ground. Skynxnex cried out as he swerved up to avoid acollison.

The other two guards both curved to the left, battering into each other, but

somehow al three pursuers kept their balance. They roared after Han.

"Nicetry, Chewie," Han said.

Skynxnex pulled out his modified double-blaster, powered it on, and aimed.
When hefired, the two barrels sent their beams out at dight intersecting
anglesto each other. A short distance beyond the muzzle, the two beams

coalesced and phased, forming a staccato series of bursts, each one



containing abrief impulse of power ten timesthat of asingle blaster beam.
Though the weapon |ooked impressive, it was amost impossibleto aim, and
most other users--even hardened criminals-—-had dropped them in favor of more

reliable weapons.

The phased double beam poured out, striking the cealling of the tunnel aheed

of Han. The exploson of heat and light blinded him through the infrared
goggles. Somehow Kyp reacted with molten speed and yanked the floating car
sdeways. Miraculoudy, they swerved around the debristhat fell from above,

struck only by the patter of small pebbles.

"Everybody okay?' Han said.

Chewbaccagrunted. "So far,” Kyp said.

Han turned to look as Skynxnex zoomed safely through thetiny avalanche he

had caused. Faling rocks and debris pelted the next car, though, making it

spinout of control. The car struck the rough tunnel wall in a shower of

sparks, then exploded, spewing shards of metal everywhere.

"Onedown,” Kyp said.

Echoing sounds came from the open tunnel mouth ahead. Through the infrared

goggles Han could see other spots of warmth, a caravan. They shot past the

sdetunnd just asanother train of floating mine cars emerged.



"They've got reinforcements” Han said in dismay. But then he saw the cars
were dl linked together--another mining party on itsway back to the muster

room at the end of a shift.

Skynxnex and the other guard plowed right into them. Their accelerating cars
rode up and over, knocking three hapless workers out of their seats and
leaving them blind and lost in the tunnel. The driver of thework train

dewed out of theway, ramming into the rocky wall of the tunnel.

Skynxnex spun in the air but somehow kept his seat. The second guard fared
even better, pulling up beside Skynxnex asthey zoomed away from the Site of

thewreck and the shouting work crew.

Han had no ideawhere they were going, but they were getting farther and
farther away from anyplace good. With Skynxnex and his double-blaster behind

them, they had no choice but to keep fleeing deeper into the tunnels.

Ahead in the inky blackness a sudden clump of pearlescent glitters sprang

out of abarerock wal, wavering in the air. Then the luminescence started

traveling down the tunnel away from them, asif trying to outrun the

gpproaching cars.

"Another bogey!" Kyp cried.

Their floating car followed the bogey, closing the gap. But asthey neared,



the swirling glowing thing accderated, asif taunting them by flying ahead,
whipping around curvesjust in front of them. By the faint glow Han could

actually see thewinding curves of rock.

Skynxnex and the other pursuer zoomed along in their wake.

"Uh-oh," Kyp said. "'l think | just figured out what course we're on. Al

thisfedsvery familiar.”

"What?' Han said. "How can you tell?"

"The most recent set of degtination coordinates in this navigation computer
was programmed by Boss Roke. We're going back down to where that monster

wad!"

The glowing bogey roiled ahead of them, dipping up and down but refusing to
pop back into the spice-covered walls. Asit rushed aong, the bogey's
bodily illumination activated threadlike vaeins of glitterstim, leaving a

patchwork of blue sparksin their wake.

Inalong, straight stretch of tunndl Skynxnex fired his double-blaster

again.

Asif he could sense the blast coming, Kyp rocked the car to one side asthe
intense pulsed bolt shot down the tube, passed through the bogey without

harming it, and struck adistant wall. The impact blew open ahuge aperture



into another grotto.

Seeing an escape, the bogey ducked through the new opening.

"Put it onmanud,” Kyp sad. "Let mefly it." By now their eyes had grown

accustomed to the bogey's glow, and they could actualy see where they were

going.

"I don't want afree return trip to where that monster iswaiting." Han
relinquished the controls. Without amoment's pause Kyp launched the car

into the wide-open section of wall that led to an unknown maze.

"Thisisthe same series of tunnels" Kyp said.

Asthey plunged into the new grotto, something long and fibrous stung Han's

facelike asharp wire whipping past him.

The bogey shot into the vast chamber, flying across the darknessto the far
wall. Upon striking the rock face, though, it did not melt through and
vanish asthefirst bogey had done days earlier. Instead, the glowing ball

stuck on the rough rock surface. It glittered and spangled and pulsed, asif

gruggling.

Another whip-like strand struck Han's face asthey flew through the air.

Around the bogey in the glow, wide veins of spicefizzled blue asthe



illumination activated them. The light crackled and spread outward in a
network, geometrical criss-crossngs along thewal. All of the spicein the
chamber began to race around in long lines asthe light increased in achain

reaction. The pattern looked familiar.

"Likeaweb!" Han said.

The bogey struggled franticaly asthe spice around it grew brighter and
brighten. Han saw long fibers of free-hanging glitterstim draped through the
open air of the grotto. From behind them Skynxnex fired againin along
continuous blast that missed them in the wide space. The powerful pulsed
beam struck the far ceiling of the chamber, making it erupt with hot broken
stone that poured down from the roof of the tunndl. Theimagesin Han's

infrared goggleswere blindingly bright.

The bogey stretched and struggled as parts of the spice web tore away inthe

avadanche, yanking portions of the glow withiit.

Then Han saw the monstrous creature rise up from itslair on the grotto
floor--a huge spider made of blown glass, dl sharp edges, with ahundred
legs and athousand eyes. The bristling legs moved in ablur asit clambered

up the debris toward the glowing bogey struggling in the spice web.

Han wrenched the floating car around, ready to plow hisway out and away
from the monster that had amost captured him in the tunnels-even if he had

to fly right down Skynxnex'sthroat.



On the rocks below, tossed aside like wadded sheets of used paper, lay the
crumbled forms of Boss Roke, Clorr, and the guard, frozen solid and drained

of every drop of their bodily energy.

The creature must lay down deposits of spice asitsweb to capture bogeys,
Han thought, or any other warm cregture it can find down in these tunnels.

That waswhy light activated the glitterstim spice--to trigger the bogeys

capturein thetrap.

Skynxnex and the pursuing guard roared into the grotto. The scarecrow fired
agan, paying little attention to where he was going. His blast ricocheted

off thewadll, activating more spice.

The spider-thing glowed adull blue with dectric arcs crawling up and down
itsneedlelike limbs, asif the crestureitsaf were made out of activated

spice. Attracted to the approaching heat source, it reared up.

Skynxnex did not seeit until he had driven hisfloating mine car nearly
into the grappling-hook claws. In the last instant Skynxnex pointed his hot
double-blaster down and fired at the voracious creature--but the energy

spider absorbed the blaster's power and snatched out with a dozen limbs.

Skynxnex tried to legp out of the doomed car, but the spider thing speared

him with asharp leg, raising his scarecrow body higher. With the last of



his strength, Skynxnex flailed hisarms as his body grew cold.

The multi-legged creature began to feed.

The pursuing guard rebounded sideways as he struck athick mass of spice
fibers dangling from the ceiling. The glitterstim sparked and glowed inthe
growing illumination. Asthe guard saw Skynxnex captured, saw the huge
energy pider and the collapsing celling of the grotto, hewhirled his
floating mine car around and fled back out the cavern entrance asfast ashe

could go.

Han, though, saw an open passage in the ceiling and noticed adim trickle of
light coming from it. He wanted only to be out of there before the thing
came scrambling after them, clawing itsway up glasdike strands of

glitterstim. ...

"Up there!" Han urged.

Kyp plunged the car upward into the ceiling opening and suddenly came upon
another network of tunnels. But these catacombs |ooked man-made. At last,
oneof theillicit mining shafts dug by spice smugglers searching to find

activevens.

Han let out awhoop of delight. "Thisisit! Were out of here now!"
Chewbacca clapped him on the back, nearly belting Han out of the pilot's

sedt.



They raced upward. The distant daylight pierced through the jagged obstacles
of the passage. Han did not want to dow down. Kyp accelerated toward the

light.

Thefloating car burt into the thin open air of Kessdl, where watery light
blinded them like asupernova. Blinking and struggling to see, Han yanked
off hisgoggles and took back the pilot controls. He evened out their

trgectory above theflat, desolate surface of the small planet.

Off to their right he saw the towering stack of an atmosphere factory
gushing white steam and air vapor into the sky. "That way," Kyp said. "Well

beabletofind aship.”

"Good idea," Han said.

Asthey gpproached the enormous congtruction, flying low enough to avoid
notice, he kept an eye out. Moruth Doole would not know of their escape
until the lone surviving guard returned to the muster room and made his
report. Han, Kyp, and Chewbacca would have afew momentsto get a head

gart, but not very long.

Adjacent to the atmosphere factory, Han did indeed see abroad landing pad
with four craft onit. Two of the shipswere local landskimmers and useless

to them--but the others were small supply shuttles, spaceworthy enough,



though they wouldn't go fast.

Holding the bresth mask againgt hisface, Han pointed with his other hand.
"Down there. Get one of those ships and we're away from Kessdl." He grabbed

Kyp's shoulder. "We can go home."

When Luke returned to Coruscant, he had ajoyous reunion with Han and Leids
two-year-old children, whom he had not seen for sometime, not since he and

Ackbar had set up the secret, protected planet for them.

Hewaited in Leiasliving quarters, playing with the twins, tossng themin
theair and juggling them using his Jedi powers. Jacen and Jainasquealed in
delight, giggling and intuitively trugting that their Uncle Luke would never

let them fall.

Children were awonder to him. Raised with his Uncle Owen and Aunt Beru on
the parched world of Tatooine, Luke had had little timefor playing with
children because the life of amoisture farmer was wrapped up in such hard

work.

When he left Tatooine with Ben Kenobi, Luke had joined the Rebd Alliance,
gpending time asafighter pilot and in Jedi training with Y oda. He never

had time or opportunity to see children--and now he felt as much pleasure
playing with them, watching their wide-eyed innocence, asthey seemed to

enjoy having him around.



"Faster! Faster!" Jacen cried.

Instead, just to tease him, Luke stopped the boy cold intheair, letting
him hang motionless as L uke orbited Jainaaround him. Thelittle girl

sguedled and stretched out her hand, trying to grab her brother's ear as she

spun.

Tiring of that, Luke let Jainadrift into a cushioned sest while he reached
out to catch Jacen asthe boy descended, holding him in hisarms. Jaina

sguirmed and reached her pudgy arms up, wanting to be held too.

Luke made faces at thelittle boy, puckering hislips and wiggling them back
and forth. He spoke in afunny head-cold voice that sounded something like
Y odas. "The Forceis strong in thislittle one, hmmmm? Y es!" But then Luke
wrinkled his nose and noticed something he didn't need Jedi powersto
understand. "'Or maybe that's not the Force | sense. Leia, | think you need

to perform amotherly duty.” He hed Jacen in front of him.

Threepio bustled into the room. "Allow meto take care of that, Sir. | have

been getting agreat dedl of practice in the past day or two."

Luke smiled at the thought of Threepio trying to manage squirming twins. He
noticed the droid looked a bit scuffed and battered. "Was that part of your

protocol programming?’



"My manud dexterity issufficient to the task, Magter Luke." Threepio
flexed his golden motorized fingers, then took Jacen from Luke'sgrasp. "And
believe me, | enjoy these duties much more than gallivanting through space,

getting shot at by Imperid fighters, or getting lost in asteroid fidlds."

Leiacameinto the room. Sheforced asmile that Luke could tell was amask.
She looked very tired. It wasn't just the strain of combining her diplomatic
duties with being a mother; something else deeply concerned her, but she
hadn't said anything. Luke did not pry--he could have reached in and taken

the secret from her mind, but he would not do that to hissister. And she

might even have figured out how to block him by now. Hewould let her broach

the subject in her own way.

"The prep unit will have the med ready injust afew minutes,” Lelasad.

"I'm very glad you're back, and the twins seem to be pleased too."

Luke redlized that he hadn't seen Han since his return; but because of their

busy schedules, seeing Han and Leiain the same place at the sametimewasa
rare occurrence anyway. It was awonder they had somehow managed to have
three children! Could Han's absence have something to do with Leias hidden

concern?

Luke picked up Jainawith the Force again, raisng her into the air. She
giggled and began flailing her aams and legs asif swimming through the open

spaces of the room.



"Lea, | need your help in acouple of bureaucratic matters,” Luke said.

"Sure" Shesmiled wryly a him. "What can | do?"

"| still need to contact Mara Jade and a handful of other possible Jedi
candidates. But now that | have two trainees here and waiting, I've got to
find aplace where we can begin our Jedi studies. And | haveto find it

Soon.

"I've spoken with Streen and Gantoris, and it's clear to me that Coruscant
isnot appropriate. Streen doesn't like to be around people, and he's not
going to be very comfortable anywherein Imperia City. All of Coruscant is

covered with metropolis, buildings on top of buildings.

"And--" He hesitated, but thiswas a private conversation with Leia; he

could not hide any of hisworriesfrom her. "There is some danger about what
we might do. Who am | to be teaching al these Jedi potentiads? | have no
way of knowing what might trigger adisaster like one of the Emperor's Force
storms. It would be better if we found someplace isolated, a place of

solitude where we can conduct our training without interference.”

"Andin sfety.” Leidsdark eyesmet his, and he knew that both of them
werethinking of Darth Vader. "Yes, | agree. I'll try to find you an

appropriate place.”



"And whileyou're looking," Luke continued, "we aso need to rlocate dl of
the people on Eol Sha. There's only about fifty of them left on that
outpost, but the planet is doomed. When | took Gantoris, | promised we would

find anew homefor the survivors. See what you can do.”

"For agroup of peoplethat smdll, it shouldn't be difficult,” Leia

answered. "Anyplace sounds better than the planet they're leaving.”

Lukelaughed. "Or you could dways have Han win another planet for themina

card game!”

Shelooked at him asif stung. Y esindeed, he thought. It was something to
do with Han. He bounced Jainaup in the air again, touching her to the

ceiling, then letting her fal back down.

Suddenly Lando Cdrissian burgt into the room unannounced. "Leial Winter
just told me that Han hasn't come back yet. Why haven't you talked to me

about it?"

Startled, Lukelet Jainafall and barely managed to catch her intheair a
handbreadth above the hard floor. Jainagiggled ddirioudy, confident that

the whole thing had been planned.

Lando looked upset and angry as he glared at Leia, planting his hands on his
hips, pushing back the cape to hang behind him. Then he noticed Luke

ganding in the room. "L uke, are you going to do anything about this?'



"l don't know what you're talking about--but | think Leiawas just about to

tdl me"

Both men looked at her. She Sighed and sat down. "Y es, Hanismissing. He
went off to Kessal about two weeks ago, but now he's four days late coming
back. He never contacted me, so yesterday | got in touch with Kessdl. |

spoke to someone who seemsto be in charge, a Rybet named Moruth Doole.

"Doole saysthat Han and Chewie never arrived. Kessal has no record of the
Millennium Falcon. Doole suggested they might have gotten lost in the black

holecluster.”

"Not Han!" Lando said. "And not in the Falcon. He knows how to fly that

thing dmost aswell as1 do.”

Leianodded. "All through the conversation | sensed something wrong with the
way Doole was acting. His answers were too pat, and he seemed nervous. | had
the distinct feding he was expecting my call and had aready made up

appropriate excuses."

"] don't like that," Lando said.

"Wl if Hanismissing and you knew since yesterday, why didn't you send

out afleet of New Republic scouts?' Luke said. "A forma search party? What



if heislos in the Maw somewhere?'

Leadghed. "Think about it, Luke. If | mobilized an officid force, |

could create agalactic incident just when weretrying to get Kessdl into

the New Republic. And besides," she admitted, "you know Han. Therésavery
real chance he'sjust goofing around. He forgot his kids were coming back.
Maybe he found a good game of sabacc or started talking old times with some
of his spice-smuggler buddies--that's why he wanted to go on themissionin

thefirs place.

"WEII go look for him ourselves,” Lando said.

Luke could tell by the way Leids face brightened that this was what she
intended to ask al dong. "Well go snoop around,” he said. "There won't be

any officid digpatch or record of our misson.”

Lando said, "Wed better take the Lady Luck. She'sjust aprivately owned

yacht with some pretty good punch in her engines.”

Leia stepped forward and plucked Jainaout of Luke'slap and cradled her.

"I'll watch over Gantoris and Streen while you're gone.”

L uke nodded and spread hishands wide. "Y ou see, that'swhy yourea
diplomat--you think of detailslikethat. Just don't let the two of them get

into any trouble.”



"We should take Artoo with us," Lando said. "That little droid sure hel ped

me out at the blob races."

Luke had heard of Lando's exploits with the scam artist Tymmo. "Y ou can tell

meall about it on our way there. Leidswaited long enough.”

"Let'sgoto Kessd," Lando said.

They managed to sed the second shuittle.

Han and Chewbaccawasted precioustimein thefirst cargo ship on the
atmosphere factory'slanding pad, trying to cross-circuit the controls as

Kyp Durron kept watch in the open hatch. The air was cold on their exposed
skin, and they didn't know how much stray radiation from the Maw actualy
penetrated the atmospheric shield; the sounds of breathing hissed behind

their breath masks. No one had seen them. Y et.

After only afew minutes, Han accidentaly triggered the shuttl€'s automatic
lockout systems. He dammed his hand on the pandl. " Should have known |

couldn't beat the high-level security interlockd™

Chewbacca pulled off an access plate and tossed it into the back compartment
with the sound of a crashing landspeeder. Roaring in hisWookiee language,
he began yanking wires out of the controls and jamming them into override

ports, but thefew lights still functioning on the pandls continued to burn



red.

"Forget it, Chewie. WEll try the other ship,” Han said. "I think | know

what | did wrong last time."

Kyp kept watch on the tiny doors of the atmosphere factory's massive stack.

"Still no movement from ingde. Wereclear."

They raced across the open spaces of the landing field to the second cargo
shuttle, an old Imperid mode with scarred armor and long planar wings that
madeit look like amechanica flying fish. Han and Chewbacca had flown a
smilar Lambda-class shuttle on their guerrillamission to Endor; but this
model looked even older. Prison facilities must have low priority for new

equipment acquisitions, he thought.

Chewbacca opened the hatch, and Han ducked inside, moving straight to the
controls. The Wookiee clambered after him asfour guards marched into view
around the perimeter of the atmosphere stack. The squad wore
cobbled-together uniforms of old stormtrooper armor and thermal suitsfrom

the mines.

Kyp plastered himsdlf to thewall just inside the open hatch. Looking across
thelanding field, he saw that they had forgotten to close the doorway on

the firgt shuttle, and now their tampering was painfully obvious. He
swallowed. "Better hurry, Han. Weve got company, but they haven't seen us

yet."



"If this doesn't work, were in deep bantha dung,” Han muttered, punching up

the command screens and removing the access plate to the security override.

The squad of guards marched on what was probably aroutine patrol. Han
glanced up to see them through the shuttle's windowport, but the

reflectorized transparisted would prevent them from observing the pilot's
compartment. He wondered how many times a day the guards walked around the
circular perimeter of the atmosphere stack. He hoped they were degpwalking

by now.

Hetried to fire up the shuttl€s engines. The control pand gave him an
ERROR message. "Banthadung it is, then," he said. But he had one morething

totry.

The lead guard suddenly stopped and gestured toward the open hatch in the
first shuttle. Hetilted his head to speak into his hedmet comlink, then
went cautioudy forward. He took another guard with him, while the remaining

two drew their weapons and spread out, looking from side to side.

"Oh boy," Kyp sad.

Han rewired the security circuit, feeding the password-checking mechanisms

back into themselves; then he snapped the plate back on. "Let'stry it. Kyp,

get ready to close the hatch. If thisworks, those guards are going to be



upset. If it doesn't work, I'm going to be upset.”

The two guards poked their heads out of the first shuttle, gesturing wildly.
They had seen the sabotage. The other two jabbered into their helmet radios,

then sprinted toward the second shuttle, drawing their weapons.

Kyp dapped the button that dammed the hatch shut. All the guards began

running, pointing their blagters at the shuttle.

Han punched the start controls. With amerciful whine and hum, the engines
ignited. Power surged through the shuttle. Han gave awhoop of triumph, but
Chewbacca knocked him back into the pilot's seat as he furioudy worked the

controlswith hisbig hairy handsto lift them off the pad.

The guardsfired blasters at the shuttle. Han heard the S zzling thumps as
the beams struck, but the ship's armor could withstand attack from minor

hand weapons.

At the base of the atmosphere stack, doors opened and an entire squad of
guards boiled out like Anoat lizard-ants in mating season. One bright laser
bolt splashed across the transparisted directly in front of Han's eyes,

dazzling him. "Timeto leavethisparty,” he said.

Chewbaccaraised them off the ground, maneuvering the shuttle away from the

other vehicles on the landing pad.



Two guards wrestled ablaster cannon into place, erecting it on itstripod
and cranking up the aim point. Chewbacca growled, and Han took over the
controls. "I know. That thing could bered troubleif we don't get some

dtitudefadt.”

A flurry of hand-blagter bolts pinged againgt the lower hull. Han flew the

ship higher, adjacent to the gigantic stack, spirding upward and using the
curving walls as ashield. The guards managed to fire only one shot from the
blaster-cannon, but the beam scattered wide as Han corkscrewed up, keeping
the stack between him and the troops. Below, the guards ran around the
perimeter to keep within firing range, but Han flew the shuttle beyond the

reach of small wegponsfire.

"We're out of here!" Han said. "Punch it, Chewidl"

Then the massive |aser turrets mounted on the atmosphere tower began firing

a them.

"What!" Han cried. "What are they doing with weapons on an atmosphere stack?

It'safactory, not agarrison!”

One brilliant green bolt struck the starboard planar wing of the shuttle,
sending the vessd into aroll. Han and Chewbacca grappled with the controls

asthey spun, and Kyp clung to the supports of the pilot's chair.



They careened into the gushing white updraft from the stack, knocked from
sdeto sde by manufactured air dumping into Kessdl's atmosphere. "Hang

on!" Han ydled. He did not want to crash on the planet again.

At the shuttles top acceleration, he took them aong the stream of air,
roaring upward like aboat riding the rapids. Green blasts from the turret
lasers continued to streak up, but by riding the center stream, Han kept the

shuttlein the blind spot of their targeting mechaniams.

They zoomed toward the fringes of the atmosphere. Han looked at both Kyp and

Chewbacca

"Well, so much for sneaking out of here. Now Moruth Dooleis going to know

we escaped.”

Asif on cue the shuttle's comm crackled, and they could hear Doole's

croaking voice in the background. "Isthisit? Did you get the right

ovaride channd thistime?'

"Yes, Commissong.”

"Solo! Han Solo, can you hear me?”

"Why, it sounds like my old friend Moruth Doolel" Han said. "How areyou

doing, buddy? 1 hope you fed better than your assstant Skynxnex.”



"Solo, you have caused me more grief than any other life-forminthe
gaaxy--including Jabbathe Huitt! | should have squashed you when | had you

inmy office”

Han rolled hiseyes. "Well, you missed your chance, and | don't plan on

giving you ancther one."

Doole chuckled, ahissng heh-heh-heh laugh like afat man choking on sand.
"Youwon't get away. I'll mobilize everything againgt you. Better Sart

thinking about the afterlife now.”

Kyp squinted out the port, asif deep in concentration. The atmosphere
thinned around the fleeing ship at the far limit of where Kessdl's gravity
could keep hold. He saw Kessd's moon and suddenly shivered uncontrollgbly.

He blinked in confusion.

Chewbacca bdllowed into the speaker mesh. "Y ou tell him, Chewie," Han said,

then switched off the radio.

Kyp scrambled forward and grabbed the controls, activating the maneuvering
rockets and making the shuttle lurch forward with enough force to dam Han
and Chewbacca againgt their seats. Kyp tumbled backward, unable to keep his

baancein the accderation.

"What did you do that for?' Han demanded, glaring at Kyp.



But Chewbacca made an darmed noise and dragged Han back to the console.
Just below them the atmosphere shimmered and crinkled as an impenetrable

ionized screen appeared, blanketing the planet.

"They've got their energy shield operational!” Han said. Theworkerson
Kessdl's moonbase had repaired the protective screen that blocked off the
prison planet. If Kyp hadn't punched their acceleration exactly when he did,
they would have been sizzled in the bath of power or trapped benesth the

shield, unable to escape.

"How did you know?' Han said, looking over his shoulder at Kyp. Kyp picked
himsdf up off the floor, shaking his head to clear histhoughts. "Never

mind. Areyou okay?"

"Yeah. Just get us away from Kessd."

Han spun around to the shuttle's controls. " Chewie, contact the New
Republic. No waiting thistime. They've got to learn what's going on here,

just in case we don't make it back.”

The Wookiee bent over the comm controls as Han struggled with the
navicomputer. Han gawked at thetask in front of him. "Damn! Thisthing'san
old five-hundred-X moded! Haven't seen one of these outside amuseum. | hope
they gave us a scratchpad to do backup calculations. That might be faster

and more accuratel”



Chewbacca moaned and pounded his hairy fist on the console with enough force
to buckle the panels. Han flashed asidelong look at him. "What do you mean

were being jammed? Who's jamming us?’

Kyp turned to the side viewport, said in alow voice, "Here they come.”

The garrison on Kessdl's moon spewed fighters, dozens of rgjuvenated battle
craft, armored freighters, dim and heavily armed X-wings, and TIE fighters.
Many of the ships must have been damaged during the recent war and then
sadvaged. Now Doole had aso gotten his planetary defense shield running

again. Kessdl would be averitable stronghold against any attack.

Streams of X-wingsand Y -wings coursed out, flanked on either Sdeby a
squadron of TIE fighters. They roared through the wispy tail of atmosphere
in Kessdl's orbital wake, leaving aglowing window of ionized gasfrom their

sublight engines.

"Strap yoursdvesin," Han said. "Thisisgoing to beahdl of aride." He
reached for the controls, preparing to fight, then felt aboulder dropin
his stomach. "What? Thisship isunarmed!" He franticaly scanned the

console. "Nothing! Not asingle laser! Not even adingshot!™

Kyp held the back of Han's pilot chair, bracing himsdlf. "We stole asupply

ship, not afighter. What did you expect?’



"Chewie, pump everything into our shields-and | mean everything, including
life support. Weve got enough air in hereto last longer than thisshipis
likely to hold. Boogt shidds until they're off the scale. We're going to

haveto outrun them."

Thefirst wave of TIE fighters soared in, their Twin lon Engines howling
over the cockpit's feedback speakers. Laser spears shot out, pummeling the

shuttle, but the shields held. X-wings attacked from the rear.

"Can't thisship go any faster?' Kyp asked. The lights dimmed as Chewbacca

reinforced the shieds.

"Likeyou said, kid, we stole acargo shuttle. Thisisn't aracing ship, and

it sureisn't the Falcon. Get ready for ajump to hyperspace as soon asthis
fossilized navicomputer gives an answer." He stared at the readout, then
pounded on the panel. "It'll be another ten minutes before it coughsup a
safetrgectory. Damn! The black hole cluster is screwing up the

cdculaions”

Chewbaccainterjected aloud, bleating comment.

"What did he say?' Kyp asked.

"He sad our shieldsare going to fail in about two minutes. | wish | had

wespons--1'd even settle for arock to throw out the window!" His eyes were



wide and suddenly empty of hope. "There's no way we can last long enough,
and Doole sure won't take prisoners a second time. Sorry | got you into

this kid."

Kyp bit hislip, then turned to point out the front windowport. "Go there."

The Maw.

Swirling clouds of gaslooped into the bottomless pits of black holes,
making space look like atangled skein of incandescent yarn. Gravity waited
to tear apart any ship that came too close. The inexorable Maw cluster was
destined to swallow up the Kessd system itself in only another thousand

years--but Han didn't want to feed its appetite any sooner than that.

Chewbacca roared something that needed no trandation. "Areyou crazy?' Han

asked.

"Y ou said we're dead anyway."

Four Y -wings fired smultaneoudy on the port side of the shuittle, rocking

it. A shower of sparks blasted from the comm unit, and Chewbacca struggled

to reroute the circuits.

"There are supposed to be safe pathsthrough it,” Kyp said. "There must be."



"Y eah, and about amillion paths that are sudden deeth!”

"It'l beflying arazor's edge dl the way through." Kyp's young eyes
looked immeasurably old as he stared at Han. "Do we have a better chance

daying hereand fighting?'

The enormous gravity wells of the Maw made amaze of dl the hyperspace and
normal space paths through the cluster. Most of the routes were either dead
ends or went right down the gullet of ablack hole. "Wed never find the

right course,” Han said. "It'd be suicide.”

Kyp gripped Han's shoulder. "1 can show you the way."

"What? How?'

A TIE fighter looped overhead, rotating in flight and firing at the hijacked
shuttle. Cruisers from the moonbase approached, closing the gap. Againgt the
capital-ships turbolasers, the escapees would be vaporized within moments.

Chewbacca groaned astheir rear shields weakened and failed.

Han scrambled with the controls; both he and Chewbaccatried to reinforce
week points by draining the stronger shields up front. Lightsin the cabin

dimmed as the shields gulped more power.

"I helped you navigate through the dark spice tunnels when we were running

from Skynxnex, didn't 17" Kyp said. "1 knew when Doole was going to switch



on theenergy shidd! | can find theright path into the Maw."

"Thet ill doesn't tell me how, kid!" Han shouted.

Kyp wore an embarrassed expression for amoment; then he spoke quickly.
"Thisisgoing to sound like ahokey old religion--but it works! An old

woman who spent part of her sentence in the spice tunnelstold me | had some
sort of tremendous potential. She showed me how to use something caled "the

power" or "the strength” or something.”

"TheForcel" Han cried in rdlief. He wanted to grab Kyp and hug him. "Why

didn't you say s0? Who was thiswoman?"

"Her name was Vima-Da-Boda. Down in the spice mines she taught me only afew
things before the guards hauled her away. | never saw her again, but I've
been practicing what she taught me. It's helped afew times, but | don't

redly understand how."

"Vima-DaBodal" Han said, remembering the withered falen Jedi heand Leia
had found on Na Hutta During her guilt-ridden hiding, Vima-Da-Boda had
somehow spent time in the spice mines, long enough to train Kyp in afew

essentia skills. Han hoped that would be good enough.

"I don't likethis," Han said.



Another pair of fighters soared by, firing repeatedly. "But | like it better

than our other options right now."

He altered course, swinging around and heading straight toward the seething
cluster of black holes. He hoped the shuttle€'s weakened shieldswould last

long enough to get them there.

Thefirst of the capita ships reached them and fired, looping overhead,
then returning, asif to ram them. The shape of the attacking freighter made
Han's blood turn to water, and he stared in silent dismay for afull second
before he managed to cry out. "That's the Millennium Falcon! That's my

shipt"

The Falcon came straight at them, firing again and again asthe shuttle's

forward shieldstried to compensate for the pummeling. At the last moment
Han wrenched the stolen shuttle into a steep dive so the Falcon scraped by
overhead. One of the shots passed through the wavering shields to scar the

armor of the shuttle.

"That doesit!" Han said. "Now I'm mad. Chewie, a my order drop shields and
dump everything into thrust. Pump every last erg into our engines and take

us straight into the Maw." He glanced down at hisreadouts. "Shields are
failing in lessthan aminute anyway, and the navicomputer needs another Six

tofinish its calculations. Blasted five-hundred-X modelgl"

Another wing of fighters strafed them, then roared by, leaving agap to



their rear asahuge Lancer frigate closed the distance. A wave of
system-patrol craft and Carrack cruisers followed, ready to bring afull

armada of turbolasersto bear. Moruth Doole was taking no chancesthistime.

"Go, Chewiel" Han said.

The Wookiee dropped shields and channeled all power to the sublight engines.

The shuttle burst forward in an unexpected spurt of speed, startling the

pursuing ships.

"Surpriseisonly going to help usfor afew seconds,” Han said. "Then were

on our own."

"By that time we should be in the grip of the Maw," Kyp whispered.

"If you're not right about this, kid, well never know it."

Curtains of incandescent gas blazed in front of them, swirling residue
heated by friction asit spiraled in complex orbits through the Roche lobe
of one black hole and down the gullet of another. Deadly X-raysfilled

space, forcing the transparisted to dim itsdlf to protect the eyes of the

passengers.

"Only acompleteidiot would try something likethis" Han said. Chewbacca

agreed.



The Kessel ships poured on additiona acceleration, desperately trying to
catch the escapees before Han could reach the Maw cluster. Han hunched over
the controls, white-knuckled, asif to increase their speed by sheer force

of will.

The fighters unleashed alaser firestorm, but the Maw's huge gravitationd
distortions spread out their focus and sent them on long arcs away from the

target.

"Let'sjust hope these guys aren't idiotstoo!" Kyp said. Han drove toward

the blazing shreds of hot gas.

The Kessdl ships pursued until the last ingtant, then peeled off at full
thrust with their maneuvering engines, letting their prey go to certain

desth.

Han's ship plunged into the gravitationa jaws of the black hole cluster.

Lelasuppressed adignified smile as she led Gantorisinto the projection
chamber. The dark-haired man stared in his puppet-like way as hetried to

gawk at everything at the sametime.

Gantoris was replendent in anew uniform, tailored to match the
generations-old pilot suit he had worn asleader on Eol Sha. Leiahad loaded

atailor droid with patterns from the archives and presented the uniform to



Gantorisasagift. He had been ddighted, puffed with admiration.

Even after getting to know him, Leiafelt uncomfortable around Gantoris.
Though Luke assured her of the strong Jedi potentia in the man, Leiadid

not like the thought of the deadly "tests' Gantoris had given Luke before he
would agreeto leave Eol Sha. Gantoris had lived ahdlish life, she

admitted, but he seemed too intense, his dark eyesfiery pits of contained

fury. He had the look of aman accustomed to power suddenly shown how small

heisin the grand scheme of things.

But the other Sde of Gantorisintrigued Leia. Shewatched him flick his
eyes back and forth, craning his head to stare at thetall building pires
rising to the fringes of Coruscant's atmosphere. He gaped in astonishment at
the sparkling audience chambers, at the minor persond amenitiesin the
quarters Luke had obtained for him. He had never before seen or even

imagined things that L eia cons dered commonplace.

Now, asthey entered the projection room, Gantoris stared at the giant
windows thét filled the walls with broad vistas of Coruscant and the
centuries-old buildingsthat girdled the world. The two of them were not
redly high enough for such aview, Leiaknew; the projection room was
actually adeep internal chamber, and the "windows' were high-resolution
screens displaying images from cameras mounted at the top of the Imperial

Pdace.



"What isthis place?' Gantoris asked.

Lelagmiled, folding her arms over her robe. "Right now thisisjust aroom.

In amoment, though, I'll give you anew world."

She stepped to the control daisin the middle of the room and caled up
images she had compiled from the archives, records|eft over from Old

Republic surveys and the dossiers compiled during the Alliance occupation.

The window screensflickered, and the images changed, startling Gantoris. He
whirled as the landscape suddenly showed acompletely different planet. His

eyes grew wide and panicked, asif Leiahad just transported him across the

galaxy.

"I'm showing you anew home. Thisis Dantooine, the place we have chosen for

the people of Eol Sha."

Around them the window screens displayed vast plains of grasdand and spiky
trees. Purplish hillsrolled across the distant horizon. A herd of small,

hairy beasts roamed across the savanng; in the air acluster of bright
balloon-like things, either plants or rudimentary animals, drifted about; a

few had snagged on pointed branches of the spiky trees. Two moons, one

lavender and one greenish, soared overhead.

"We established one of our first Rebe bases on Dantooine. It hasamild

climate, abundant life-forms, plenty of water. A few nomadic tribes roam up



and down the coasts of the ocean, but for the most part the planet is

uninhabited.”

Leiahad used Dantooine as a decoy when Grand Moff Tarkin interrogated her
aboard the Death Star. To save her beloved planet of Alderaan, Lelahad
divulged the location of the old Rebel base on Dantooine rather than naming
thered base on Yavin 4; but Tarkin destroyed Alderaan anyway, because
Dantooine was too remote for an effective demonstration of the Death Star's
power. Now, though, Dantooine could be put to use again, asahomefor the

refugees of Eol Sha.

"Do you think your peoplewould liketo liveon aplacelikethis?' Leia

raised her eyebrows.

Gantoris, who had so far seen only his own blasted world, the gas planet of
Bespin, and the city-covered surface of Coruscant, seemed impressed. "This
looks like a paradise. No volcanoes? No earthquakes? Plenty to eat, and no

Sorawling cities?"

She nodded. Before Gantoris could say anything else, the door to the
projection room opened. Leiaturned, surprised to see the Chief of State,

Mon Mothma, coming to join them.

The auburn-haired woman walked with a sure step that made her glide across

thefloor. The leader of the New Republic extended a hand to Gantoris. "Y ou



must be one of Luke Skywalker'sfirst Jedi trainees. Please let me welcome
you to Coruscant and wish you the best of successin becoming part of anew

order of Jedi Knights."

Gantoristook Mon Mothma's hand and nodded to her with adight bow; but
Leiacaught aflesting impression that he considered himself aleader

meeting an equdl.

"Mon Mothma," Leiasaid, "l wasjust showing Gantoris some images of
Dantooine. We are considering moving the refugees from Eol Shato our old

basethere."

Mon Mothmasmiled. "Good. I'm aware of the plight of your people, and |
would like to see them safely on Dantooine. | dways thought it was one of
our most pleasant bases, not quite as rigorous as Hoth or Pinnacle Base,
without the dense jungles of Yavin 4." Sheturned to Gantoris. "If this
world meetswith your gpprova, I'll direct Minister Organa Solo to begin

the relocation work immediately.”

Gantoris nodded. "If these are representative pictures, this place Dantooine

would be a perfect new home for my people.”

Leafdt asurgeof reief. "l wasthinking of putting Wedge ... | mean
Generd Antillesin charge of the relocation duties. HE's been supervising
the recongtruction of the lower city levelsfor months, and frankly, | think

that'sawaste of histaents."



"l agree," Mon Mothma said. Though buried under more diplomatic
entanglements and bureaucratic decisons than Leia could imagine, Mon Mothma
somehow maintained acam energy. "Also, my calendar just reminded me that
the Caridan ambassador will be arriving in two days. Aredl the

preparations going smoothly? Can | offer my assstance in any way?"

"Just plan to be there. That'sthe most | can ask of you. | have decided to
move the reception to the Skydome Botanica Gardens, rather than holding it
here in the Imperid Palace. Since Ambassador Furgan seems hostileto our
cause, | didn't want to exacerbate his reactions by receiving himin the
former seat of the Emperor's government. In fact, the ambassador istrying
to disguise hismisson here asamere pilgrimageto vidt the Ste of

various Imperid landmarks.

Mon Mothmanodded dightly but gave asmile. "At least he'scoming. That's

the best sgnd of al."

"l suppose.” Leiaremained skeptical.

"By theway, | never received your report on Han's mission to Kessdl. That
was abrilliant ideato send him instead of aforma ambassador. Han can
speak to those peoplein their own language, and reopening the spice
channels away from the black market might do wondersfor the new economy.

Did he have any success?!



Feeling awkward, Leia dropped her gaze to the floor. "He has been delayed,
Mon Mothma, so | don't have any information at the moment. I'll giveyou a

full report as soon as he gets back. Let's hope hismission is a success.”

"Agreed.” Mon Mothma's expression hinted that she suspected there was more
to Lelds story, but she asked no further questions. "1 have to go debate

with the Ugnaught representatives about salvage rights for the wrecked ships

in orbit around Coruscant. I'm afraid it's going to be along afternoon, and

| just wanted to greet you while | had the chance. Gantoris, it wasa

pleasure.”

Mon Mothmaturned to go but flashed a glance back at Leia. "By the way,
you're doing afinejob, Leia. Too often in government we get inundated by
so0 many dissatisfied interest groups, so many complaints, that we forget the

thingswere doing right. Y ou are doing alot of thingsright.”

Lelacouldn't cover an embarrassed smile. If only she hadn't lost her

husband, she might have been alot happier.

* * %

The twins began bawling in unison as soon as Winter stepped onto the ramp of
her unmarked shuttle. Leias personal servant stopped, keeping her back

turned to Jacen and Jaina, and then dowly faced them.



Leiagripped the shoulders of the two children, but they till treated their
mother as a stranger, even after severa days. She held on tightly, which
sheredlized might not have been the best thing to do, but she felt suddenly

possessive of thetwins.

Winter's face was cold and impassive beneath her white hair. " Children, stop

crying thisingtant.”

Jacen snuffled. "We want you to stay, Winter."

Winter thrust out one hand, pointing her finger likeaspear at Leia "That
Isyour mother. | was only taking care of you. Y ou are big children now, and
it'stimefor you to be at your own home. | have to go back and take care of

your baby brother."

Leiakept hersdf from trembling. She had known Winter along time; the
woman had tota recdl of anything she had ever seen or heard, and she
rarely showed any sort of emotion. Now Leiathought she could detect a
sadnessin her, asense of loss as shefindly gave over care of her two

wards.

Lelakndt besidethe twins. "Y oull be staying with me now, both of you.

And your daddy should be home soon. WEII havelots of fun together.”

Thetwinsturned to look at her; Winter took that moment to dip insdethe



shuttle. Before Jacen and Jaina noticed she had gone, Winter activated the

doors, seding hersdlf inside.

Leiastood beside the children on the windswept landing pad. The shuttle's
repulsorlifts whined, powering up. Leiastepped backward, nudging the twins
with her. "Out of the way now. Back whereit's safe.” Jacen and Jaina till
sniffled, on the verge of crying again. In her untrained way Leiatried to

send them cam, loving thoughts.

She spokeinto acomlink on the lapel of her robe. "Grant departure
clearance to unmarked shuttle on top northside platform of the Pdace,

authority of Minister Organa Solo.”

The orbital traffic controllers acknowledged, and Winter's shuttle rose from
the platform, pivoted, then angled into the ky. Lelaraised her handina

farewd | sdute. "Waveto Winter," shesaid.

Thetwinsflaled their pudgy amsintheair. Winter flashed thelightsin
the shuttle at them; then the orhita-burn rockets kicked in, and the vessel

shot into the aurora-streaked distance.

"Comeon, you two," Leiasaid to them. "I've got alot of lost timeto make

up for."

Streen sat atop the ruined and abandoned skyscraper where he had made his

home. When L uke brought him to the yammering mass of Imperia City, where



millions of people covered the planet with al their thoughtsand dl thelr
fedings, Streen had begged for a place where he could have some solitude
until they moved off-planet to their Jedi training center. Luke showed him
the abandoned parts of the city, and Streen had selected the tallest

building. Being high up reminded him of the clouds of Bespin.

Now Leiabrought the twinswith her, keeping afirm grip on each of their
hands as she led them into the bardly functionad lift, which took them to

the rooftop. They waked out onto the upper platform where Streen sat done
on the edge. The old man dangled hisfeet over the sides, unperturbed by the
unbroken kilometer drop below him. Helooked up and out at the unrelenting
cityscape, the geometric spires of sprawling buildings. He watched the tiny

shapes of hawk-bats riding thermals.

Lelawalked across the rooftop. She had never been afraid of heights,
athough with the young children at hand shefdt an dt different kind of
fear, astomach-clenching paranoia of the millions of thingsthat could

bring danger to her children. Jacen and Jainawanted to dash to the edge of

the platform and look over, but she refused to release her grip.

Upon hearing them gpproach, Streen turned. Leianoted that he till wore his

many-pocketed jumpsuit, not wanting to change into the warmer or more

comfortable clothes she had offered him.

"Wejust came to check on you, Streen. With Luke gone | wanted to make sure



there was nothing € se you needed.”

Streen paused amoment before answering. "What 1'd like is solitude, but |
fear therésno place | can have that on this entire planet. Eveninthe
quietest places on Coruscant, | can still hear aconstant hum of whispering
thoughts and voices. It be very difficult for me here, until | learn how

to block it out. The Jedi Master promised to teach me how to do that."

"Luke should be back shortly,” Lelasaid.

They approached the edge, and Leiainssted on standing a safe distance
away. But Jaina pulled forward to the full reach of Leiasarm, to where she
could peer over the edge and gape dl the way down. "That'sfar!" Jaina

sad.

"Toofar tofdl," Leiatold her.

"l wont fal."

"Me nether," Jacen said. Then heingsted on straining forward to look over

the edge aswell.

Streen stared at them with akind of wonder. "Y ou're better than the others,
The children's minds are smple and straightforward, and they don't bother
me. It's only when thoughts are complex and filled with a thousand subtexts

that it makes my head ache. And you, Minister Organa Solo, are quieter and



more focused than most other people.”

"L uke taught me how to control my own mind. | don't leak out the thoughts
and fedings that bother you so much. | keep from broadcasting them to

anyoneds"

Streen gave awan smile, then stared out at the vast Sky. On various
parabolic courses, blinking lights of incoming and departing diplomatic

shuttlestraveled across the sky.

"1 hope al the Jedi trainees can learn to be as silent asyou are,
Minigter. I'd very much like to be around other people, part of acommunity

like yoursdf and the Jedi Magter. How long will it be, do you think?*

Helooked deeply into her eyes, and she pulled the children away from the

edge. "Soon," Leiasaid. "As soon as possible.”

She vowed that she would find aplace for Luke's academy before he returned
from Kessd. It had to be theright place, and she had to find it without

delay.

Lelaand Threepio ingsted on giving the twins awarm ripple bath before
bedtime. Leiaran the water as Threepio checked to make sure its temperature

was perfect.



L ela shooed Jacen and Jainatoward the rippling water. Jacen balked. "Put

bubblesin firg!"

"I'll put the bubblesin while the water's il running. Now just getin.”

"Winter puts bubblesinfirs," Janasad.

"Well, thistimewell doit alittle different,” Leiaexplained abit

tedtily.

"] want bubbles now!" Jacen cried.

"Dear me! Perhaps we had better put the bubblesin, Mistress Leia," Threepio

sad.

But the twins defiance had awakened Leia's own stubbornness. "No, | told

you to get in the bath. | don't care how Winter did it. Thisisthe place

you live now. Sometimes we do things differently.”

Jainabeganto cry.

"It'sdl right!" Leiasaid. "It's<till anice bath. Look." She splashed

her hand in the warm water. "It doesn't make any difference when you put the

bubblesin."

"| put bubblesin?' Jaina asked.



"If you get in, you can add the bubbles.”

Jaina promptly climbed into the water and held out her hands. Leiagave her

an amber-colored sphere that would dissolve in the agitation of theripples.

Jacen jumped into the ripple bath. "Now | put bubblesin!”

"Toolate" Leasad. "Next timeitll be your turn.”

"Perhaps we should |et them add another sphere of bubbles?’ Threepio said,

bending over to Stuate the children in the water.

Jacen used both of his handsto fling water into the droid'sface. "I want

home!"

"Thisishome, Jacen. Y ou live here now. I'm your mother."

"No. | want home!"

Leiabegan to wonder why her diplomatic skillswerefailing her now. The

twins began splashing each other. It looked like light play at firdt, but

suddenly--for no apparent reason--they both began to cry. Perhaps thiswould

be good preparation for meeting the Caridan ambassador, Leia thought.



She squeezed her eyes shut as the two continued wailing. Threepio, growing
more and more flustered, frantically tried to determine what the difficulty

was.

Leawished she knew where Han was.

The stolen shuttle plummeted into the Maw. Maglstroms of hot gas buffeted
them from side to Side as Kyp fought to guide Han along their tenuous
course. The safe path was convoluted and treacherous where the gravitational

sngularities canceled each other out.

The Maw itsdlf was one of the wonders of the galaxy. The very existence of a
black hole cluster seemed astrophysically impossible and had led to much
conjecture about its origin. Old Republic scientists cited probability
arguments, that among the near-infinite sarsin the universe, something

like the Maw had to occur at least once.

Other speculations, including those voiced by superdtitious smugglers,
suggested that the Maw had actually been built, assembled by avastly
powerful ancient race that had created the black holesin abarely stable

configuration to open gatewaysinto new dimensions.

At the moment, Han Solo cared only that the Maw was likely to be the cause

of hisdeath.

The shuttl€sinterior was dark and hot and stuffy. The wild colorsand



blazing light made psycheddlic fireworks outside the ship and weird shadows
indgde. All lighting, life support, and temperature regulation had been shut

down to increase power to thefailing shields.

Han sweated in the pilot seet, watching the navigationd controls he had
relinquished to Kyp. Though he had been fighting for hislife dmaost

constantly during the past week, he missed Leiavery much. She had no idea
what had happened to him, and she must be terribly worried--but no doubt too
proud to show it. Han hated even more to know that his children had finaly
returned from their sanctuary planet, and he hadn't been there to greet

them.

But hewould never see any of them again if the shuttle didn't survive
passage through the Maw. Everything depended on Kyp Durron's mysterious

abilities.

Kyp struggled with the contrals, guiding the shuttle through some of the

most ddlicate, most difficult maneuvers Han had ever seen--and Kyp kept his
eyes closed! The young man seemed to be seeing through a different set of
eyes, looking at some path not apparent with normal vision. Staring at the
deadly black holes dl around the shuttle, Han wanted to close his own eyes,

too.

Kyp continued to negotiate the implacable obstacle course intuitively,

threading through fragile points of stability. Chewbacca sat frozen with his



own tension, afraid to disturb the young man'’s concentration.

Sparks flew on one of the far control panels as a shield gave out. Chewbacca
growled as he jammed |long fingers down on the controls, rerouting and
gpreading the remaining protection evenly around them. If asingle gap

appeared in the shields, the X-rays and fiery gases would tear them apart.

Kyp didn't flinch. "Coming up on the end of thisride," he said without
opening hiseyes. "Thereésagravitationaly safeidand in the middle of

the clugter, like the eye of astorm.”

Han fdt relief rush through him. "Wed better hide there for awhile,
recharge the power sources and make afew quick-and-dirty repairs.”

Chewbacca grunted his agreement.

"And take agood long rest," Kyp said.

Han noticed a sheen of perspiration on hisforehead. Despite his outward

cam Kyp seemed to be concentrating enormoudy, straining hisfledgling

abilities. "We il haveto find our way back out, you know."

The swirling ionized gases parted like a curtain thrown aside to revedl the

gravitational oassin the cluster's core, a safe haven for them to

recuperate before returning to Coruscant.

"Madeit!" Han said inawhigper.



But someone else had aready found the hiding place.

Orhiting asmall rocky idand in the center of the Maw hung four gigantic

Imperia Star Destroyers, bristling with weaponry.

Within amoment of their arrival swarms of TIE fighters poured out of the

Star Destroyer hangar baysin atruly impressive show of force.

Han stared, unable to speak. They had just escaped execution at the hands of
Skynxnex, the energy-spider attack in the spice mines, battle with the

entire space fleet of Kessdl, and destruction in the gravitationa maze of

the Maw. Now the shuttle€'s shidds were failing, they had no wespons--and an

Imperia armada had just been launched at them.

"Theway things are going, well end up accidentally destroying the gdaxy

before suppertime,” Han said. "Kick al the engines back on, Chewie! Let's

turn thisthing around. Kyp, find us another path out!"

"There aren't many paths to choose from,” Kyp said.

The ship shuddered as if someone had kicked it from behind; then sparks

sprayed out. Chewbacca groaned in dismay.

Han looked at the readouts. "All our shields just went out." He stared at



thefour Star Destroyers and the waves of TIE fightersand TIE Interceptors
surging toward them. | fed like we've got abig targeting cross painted

right on our hull,” Han said. "They can wipe us out with just apotshot.” He
glanced around, searching for something hard enough to kick; hefound a

bulkhead and lashed out &t it.

The comm crackled, and for amoment Han expected another threatening message
from Moruth Doole, but the ionized gases and distortions of the black holes

would ruin any transmission passing through the outer shell of the Maw.

Gruff words spilled out of the speakers. "Imperia shuttle, welcome! It has
been along time since we received word from the outside. Please provide

your security access code. Our TIE squadron is coming to escort you.”

Han giffened, remembering that they had stolen an old Imperia shuttle.
They would have afew seconds before they were blown out of the sky. But a

security access code? He had to think fast.

Han toggled the transmitter switch. "ThisisImperia shuttle, uh...Endor
coming in. Weve, uh, had arough ride through the Maw, and most of our
computer systems are down. We request assistance.” He paused, then

swalowed. "Just how long hasit been since you got news from the outside

anyway?"

A loud click came from the other end. The TIE fighters continued toward

them. Han squirmed, knowing his bluff couldn't work, that they were an



unprotected target to be blown away by itchy Imperid trigger fingers.

The voice came back, gruffer and crigper thistime. "Imperia shuttle Endor,

we repest --what isthe security access code? Transmit immediately!"

Han turned to his copilat. "Chewie, how long until we get those shidds?"

The Wookiee had removed the access panel s on the Side power compartments,
yanking out masses of wires as he strung them through hisfingersand tried
to straighten the connections. Chewbacca sniffed to find burned circuits. It

would be along time before they had the systems even marginaly functiona

again.

Han opened the transmitter circuit once more. "Uh, as| said, we've

sustained substantial computer damage. We are unable to--"

'‘Unacceptable excuse! The code phraseisverbd."

"Just checking,” Han said. "The code phraseis--" He looked to Kyp,
desperately hoping that the young man would be ableto pull the code out of
theair, but even Luke Skywaker was unlikdly to do something like that. Kyp

could only shrug.

"Uh, thelast code phrase we have isRJ-TWO stroke ZZ stroke eight

thousand.



Awaiting your confirmation.” He clicked off, then looked & Chewbaccaand

Kyp, spreading his hands. "It wasworth atry."

"Improper response,” the gruff voice snapped.

"What asurprise,”" Han mumbled.

The transmission continued. ™Y ou have obvioudy not been sent by Grand Moff
Tarkin. Shuttle Endor, you are to be taken prisoner immediately and brought
aboard Imperia Star Destroyer Gorgon for deep interrogation. Any attempt at

escape or resistance will result in your being destroyed.”

Han wondered if he should bother to acknowledge, then decided against it. He
was puzzled by the mention of Grand Moff Tarkin, the brutal governor who had
built thefirst Death Star. Tarkin had been destroyed aong with his

doomsday weapon ten years before. Could these people have been out of touch

for that long?

The shuttle lurched asif agiant invisible hand had grabbed it. Han could
hear the metal plates groaning as pressure constricted the outer hull. "It's

atractor beam," he said.

The giant arrowhead shape of the flagship Star Destroyer loomed up at them.
Chewbacca groaned something, and Han agreed. He had had afedling about

this, too.



"Don't even bother, Chewie. We could never break that tractor beam, we could
never run out of herefast enough, and we could never survive another

passage through the Maw."

A squadron of TIE fighters surrounded the hijacked shuttle like a cocoon,
making it impossible for them to deviate from the direct path of the tractor
beam. The Star Destroyer Gorgon opened its huge receiving bay to swallow the

prisoners. TIE fighters streaked up and into the cavernous metd mouth.

Han remembered being taken captive aboard the first Death Star in much the
sameway, flanked by Imperia sarfighters, fighting againgt a powerful

tractor beam. But that time he had been flying his own ship, and they had
been able to hide in the Falcon's secret storage compartments. Now they
didn't even have uniformsto sted ; they wore only the thermal prison suits

used for working in the spice mines of Kessd.

"We're not going to make avery good impression,” Kyp said.

The four Star Destroyers hovered over a cluster of interconnected rocky

bodies at the very center of the Maw. Other constructions and skeletal

debris orbited low to the asteroid archipelago.

Han wondered again what all thiswas. A staging area? A secret base? Why

would the Empire have squandered so much firepower to protect thelittle



clump of rocks below?

Thetractor beam lifted the shuttle into the Gorgon's bay and hauled it over
to an isolated landing area. Asthe shuttle cameto rest, Han heard faint
groaning and ticking sounds, like achorus of mechanica sighsof relief
from the battered ship. Armed stormtroopers hustled into position, running
in regimented columns that showed they were till well drilled, il highly

trained. They carried old-mode! blasters held at the ready.

"Wed better see what they want,” Han said. "Any bright ideas?’

"Only dim ones," Kyp answered with a shake of hisdark head.

Han sighed in resignation. "Let's go out together. Hands up and move very

dowly."

Chewbacca grumbled that he had no particular averson to dying while

fighting, if they were going to be executed anyway.

"Wedon't know that," Han said. "Let'sgo."

Chewbacca, the most intimidating, took the centra position while Han and

the smaller form of Kyp Durron flanked him. They walked out and surrendered.
The stormtroopers instantly directed their weapons toward the three. Han
wondered how he could have earned himsdlf such an unrelenting streak of bad

luck.



At asignd for attention the back ranks of stormtroopers snapped erect,
shouldering their weapons, while the front ranks held unwavering aim at the
prisoners. Han watched as doors at the rear of the landing bay did open and

atall woman strode through, accompanied by a bodyguard on each side.

She had adender build and precise movements. Shewore an olive-gray
jumpsuit and black gloves. She marched forward, paying little attention to
those around her, asif the troops were mere fixtures. She fastened her gaze

on the prisoners.

Her most striking festure was afull head of hair that billowed around her
shoulders and disappeared to some unknown length down her back. Her hair was
the color of hot copper and seemed to crackle with an electric life of its

own. Her eyeswere green and piercing, like turbolaser bolts. She walked

sraight toward them. Han saw theinsigniaat her collar and was taken aback

to recognize the rank of afull admiral.

Han had attended the Imperial academy himsalf when he was young and knew
that awoman reaching the rank of admira was unheard of. Emperor Papatine
had had awell-known pregjudice against nonhumans, but he sustained more
subtle discrimination against women, rarely promoting even those who passed
the rigorous tests. For thiswoman to have the rank of full

admira--especidly of asmal fleet of Imperia-class Star Destroyers--was

remarkable. Han put himsdf immediately on guard; thiswas no person to be



trifled with.

She stopped at the foot of the ramp and looked stiffly up at them. Her
featureswere asfindy carved and as cold and rigid as a statue's. Her lips

barely moved as she spoke.

"I an Admird Dadla, in charge of the fleet guarding Maw Ingdlation." She
flashed her green glance to each of theminturn. "You threearein alot of

trouble."

Luke and Artoo had little to do as Lando Calrissian piloted the Lady Luck
toward Kessdl. A nebulous haze of escaping atmosphere surrounded the

potato-shaped rock, while the jagged garrison moon rodein its close orhit.

"Welcome to the garden spot of the galaxy,” Lando said.

Luke thought of his home planet of Tatooine, the Dune Sea, the Great Pit of
Carkoon, the Jundland Wastes. "I've seen worse," he said. Artoo bleeped in

agreement.

Lando leaned closer to the viewports. "Y eah, well don't make any hasty
judgments. We haven't looked at this place up close yet." He opened acomm
channel. If Kessdl had agood tracking network, the station should have
pinpointed the Lady L uck the moment they came out of hyperspace. "Hello,
Kessd! Isanybody listening? I'm looking for someone named Moruth Doole.

I've got a business proposition for him. Please respond.”



"Whoisthis?' agtartled-sounding voice brokein. "ldentify yoursdf."

"Name's Tymmo, and if you want any other information, have Doole ask me
himsdlf." Lando grinned at Luke. They thought using the fake name of the
scam artist from the blob races added another bit of irony to their mission.
"In the meantime my associate and | have some money to dispose of--haf a

million credits, to be exact--so run dong and fetch Doole."

The spesker remained slent, evidently while the communications officer
conferred with someone; then the answer came back. "We're transmitting
parametersfor aholding orbit, Mr., uh, Tymmao. Follow these ingtructions
precisaly. Our energy shidd is currently operationd and will disntegrate

you if you make an unauthorized attempt to land. Do you understand?”

Lukelooked at Lando, and they both shrugged. Lando spoke into the comm
channd, "Well wait right here for Dooleto roll out the welcome mat. But

if hetakestoo long, I'll go spend my cash somewhere else.” Helaced his
fingers behind his head and leaned back in the pilot's chair. Below, Kessd
filled the viewports. It was Lando'sjob to fast-talk them into places,

while Luke would keep his eyes and Jedi senses open for any trace of Han.

Before leaving Coruscant they had doctored up false persond backgrounds for
themselves, removing any mention of the New Republic but keeping enough

hints at shady dealings and fast transactions to provide corroborating



evidence. Lukewould remain nameless, if at al possble.

A raspy voicefindly burst out of the speakers. "Mr. Tymmo? ThisisMoruth

Doole. Do | know you?'

"Not a the moment ... but I've got alarge and liquid credit account that

saysyou might want to."

They heard abubbling intake of breath. "And what might that mean? My

communications officer said something about haf amillion credits?!

"I recently hit it big a the Umgullian blob races. I'm looking for aplace
to invest the credits, and I've aways thought there was money to be madein

gpicemining. Youwilling to talk?'

Doole bardly paused. "Haf amillion creditsis certainly worth talking
about. I'll send aflyer escort for you. They'll take you through a safe

corridor inthe energy shield.”

"l look forward to meeting you face-to-face," Lando said.

Doole only made ahissing, froglike sound.

Lando left the Lady Luck on the landing pad of the Imperia Correction

Facility, surrounded by scout vehicles, ground transports, and other ships

that had been cannibalized for functional parts. He stood dressed in finery,



amiling and bright-eyed. Beside him L uke wore anondescript jumpsuit from

which dl indggniahad been removed.

A squad dressed in hodgepodge stormtrooper armor and prison uniformsled
Luke, Lando, and Artoo-Detoo toward the enormous trapezoida edifice of the
correction facility. The brooding mass of the prison seemed to throb with

years of pain and punishment, working a L uke's enhanced senses. He remained
slent, on guard. At least the escorts kept their weapons holstered and

behaved in aswelcoming afashion asthey could manage.

They rode the tube devators that climbed the doping front wall of the
prison. Through the transparisted L uke watched the wastel ands of Kessal

spread hopelesdy in front of them.

When the e evators opened into the mirrored adminisirative substructure, the
guards motioned them to follow. Clerks, bureaucrats, and seedy-looking
functionaries bustled through the hdls, looking busier than they wanted to

be. Luke wondered if Doole had staged this activity as an impressve show

for Lando; but the frantic scrambling seemed more chaotic than efficient.

Moruth Doole himsdf met them in one of the corridors. The squat amphibian

rubbed his splayed hands together and bobbed his head at them. A mechanical

contraption covering one eye focused and refocused itsalf.

"Wecome, Mr. Tymmo!" Doole said. "L et me gpologize for our turmoil here.



Y ou haven't picked avery good timeto visit. Yesterday | lost my right-hand
man and my primary shift bossin atunne mishap. Please excuse meif | seem

abit ... flustered.”

"Quitedl right," Lando said, shaking Dool€e's extended hand. "I've been
adminigrator of severa large mining operations mysdlf. Sometimesthe

planet itself doesn't want to cooperate.”

"Very truel" Doole said, opening and closing his mouth like ayoung ravwk

begging for food. "Interesting way of looking at it."

"I hopethe disaster didn't hurt your spice production too much?' Lando

sad.

"Oh, well be back up to full output innotime.™

Lando gestured to Luke. "My associate is here to help me check out the
details of spice mining and to advise me on its potential as an investment.”
Hetook adeep breath. "1 know | must have taken you by surprise. Tell me,

isthere any part of your operation that | might invest in?'

Doole motioned for them to follow toward his office. Hislizard-skin
waistcoat rippled in the uncertain light of the corridors. "Comein, and

well talk some more." Doole waddled ahead, turning his head from sideto
sdeasif he had trouble seeing where he was going. Inside the former

warden's office Doole indicated for them to take a seat. Artoo idled beside



Luke.

Glancing around the office, Luke noticed the carbon-frozen man hanging on
onewall; the life-support indicator lights on the control pand weredl

dark. "Friend of yours?' he asked.

Doole sputtered ahissing laugh. "A former rival. He used to be warden of
the prison here, before our little revolution brought genuine capitdism to
the spice-mining industry." He sat down heavily behind the desk. "May |

offer you any refreshment?”

Once seated, Lando folded hisbandsin hislap. "I'd rather talk business
firgt. If our negotiations ook promising, maybe we can celebrate with a

drink."

"Good policy," Doole said, rubbing his bands again. "Now then, I've been
thinking ever snce your transmisson, and | may well have something that
could be the perfect investment. It so happens that just before his demise,
our shift boss uncovered an exceptionally rich deposit of glitterstim spice.
It'll take agood amount of money and effort to makerepairsin the
collapsed tunnel and to exploit this resource, but the payoff can be greater

than your wildest dreams.”

"l have some pretty wild dreams,”" Lando said, flashing hisbroadest smile.



Lukeinterrupted with a stern, skeptical voice. "Those are extravagant

clams, Mr. Doole. Would you allow our Artoo unit to tap into your network
and inspect the profits-loss picture of your operationsfor, say, the past

two years? That will give me hard data on which to make arecommendation to

Mr. Tymmo."

Doole squirmed on being asked to open hisrecords, but Lando pulled his
credit-transfer card from his pocket. "1 can assure you the droid will do no
damage to your data system, and I'd be happy to give you asmall deposit, if

it would make you fed more comfortable. Say, five thousand?'

Doole was trapped between his own uneasy wish for confidentiality and his
need to appear aboveboard in front of apotentia big investor--not to

mention wanting the five thousand creditsfor its own sake.

"I suppose that would be al right. But | can give your droid accessfor
only five minutes. It shouldn't need any moretime than that to find the

information.”

Luke nodded. "That'll befine, thank you." Artoo wouldn't waste effort
checking out bogus profits-loss reports anyway. He would begin immediately
trying to track down any record of Han Solo, Chewbacca, or the Millennium

Facon.

Humming forward, Artoo jacked into the terminal port beside Moruth Dool€'s

desk. Hisdata-link arm whirred as it accessed the information buried in the



prison complex’'s compuiter.

Whilethey waited, Lando continued his discusson with Doole. "I'd like to
see all agpects of your spice mining and production. I'm sure you can

arrange atour immediately. Let us observe firsthand how the business works.
Including these collapsed tunndls of yours—-maybe I'd liketo invest in

repairs, if agood payoff seemslikely.”

"Uh," Doole said, looking behind him asif to find an excuse. "As| sad,
now is not avery good time. Perhaps we could arrange amore convenient time

for you to come back--" Doole spread his squishy hands.

Lando shrugged eloquently and stood asif to leave. "I understand. If you're
not interested, | can go someplace ese. Thismoney isburning aholein my
account. | want to do something with it, right now. There are other spice

mines on other planets.”

"Ah, but they are sources of ryll spice, not glitterstim--"

They are dill profitable.”

Artoo withdrew and chittered to Luke. Though Luke only partialy understood

the droid's language, he heard enough to know that Artoo had not found Han,

nor anything particularly incriminating asfar as Doole was concerned. If

the information banks had held any record of the Falcon, they had been wiped



clean.

"Wdll, what's your droid's opinion?' Doole asked, hearing the bleeps.

"He finds nothing out of the ordinary,” Luke said. He exchanged a dejected

glance with Lando.

Doole stood up, beaming. "All right. | understand your concerns, Mr. Tymmo.
Sometimes inconvenience must take precedence in business matters. | wouldn't
want you to leave Kessal with any doubts. Come, I'll show you the
spice-processing line, then well arrange atour of the newly opened

tunnds”

He burbled off, leading the way asthey followed, till looking for any sgn

of Han.

A floater car took them across the surface to the entrance shaft of the
collgpsed tunnels. Luke and Lando ducked involuntarily asthey sped into the

narrow corkscrew passage.

"Thiswasthe gteof anillega mining operation back when the Imperid
Correction Facility wasin full control,” Doole said, raising hisvoice
above the sound of the speeding engines. " The perpetrators were caught, and

this access shaft was sedled off until arecent avalanche opened everything

up again.”



Doole took them down into awide grotto where part of the ceiling had fallen
in. Wan light spilled down, illuminating the open areas. Workers had strung
lights around the perimeter as they hammered and hauled broken rock. A crew
of thirty or so milled around the chamber, shoring up walls and removing
debris. Thetunnes out of the grotto had been blocked by portable pneumetic

doorsthat seadled the rest of the tunnesin blackness.

"Thisisarare opportunity, Mr. Tymmo," Doole said. He had grown more and
more loquacious after showing them the spice-processing rooms where the

blind larvee packaged glitterstim.

" Spice must be mined in total darkness, so we almost never get to seethe

tunndsin direct illumination. But the avdanchelet in sunlight that

spoiled dl this glitterstim anyway. We sedled off the other shaftsto

preserve therest.”

"So what really happened here?' Lando asked, looking around.

"Tectonic disturbance," Doole said.

L uke could see the blackened marks where powerful blaster strikes had scored

the stone walls, and he knew there was much more to this than smple seismic

activity.

Hefdt asurge of Sartled fear from Lando. "What'sthat thing!" Lando



pointed to the other side of the grotto.

Buried under apile of jagged rubble, dozens of glassy spear-likelegs
protruded at al angles. Dim jewel-like nodules dotted the spherical body
core, eyes glazed in death. Therest of the body seemed to be made entirely
of fangs. Falling chunks of rock had crushed it, and the cresture's

whip-like legslay askew asif it had tried to flail the bouldersaside.

Doole strutted over to the carcass. "That, my friends, seemsto bethething
that createsthe spiceitsalf. It'sthe first such cresture welve

encountered, but there must be others deep in the tunnels. We're getting a
xenobiologist to study it. The bulk of its body seemsto be made of
glitterstim itsdlf, and the strands we pull from the tunnel walls are what

it usesasaweh." Doole stopped short of actualy touching the falen

monger.

The guard in charge of dissection joined them. He nudged one of the sharp
crystaline legswith hisboot. "We want to seeif we can extract raw

glitterstim from the web sac and spinneretsin the dead body."

Doole bobbed hishead up and down. "Wouldn't that be something? Absolutely

pure glitterstim!”

Lando nodded noncommittally. Luke, playing his part, fished around for more
information. "So how doesthis affect your safety record? Did this cresture

prey on any of the miners?"



"Yes, it killed severd, including the shift boss and my ass stant--the ones
| told you about. How many bodies have you found so far?' Doole asked the

guard.

"Three fresh ones and two old ones, and we think it killed a bunch more.

There'sabig Wookiee and some other prisoners still unaccounted for.”

Doole scowled at the guard, but quickly regained hisfase amile.

Lukefelt cold upon hearing the news. Of course, there was no way of knowing
whether the Wookiee in question was Chewbacca:--the Empire had taken a great
many daves from the Wookiee homeworld of Kashyyyk, and many survivors could
well have been shipped off to Kessdl. Luke met Lando's gaze, and the other

man shook his head ever so dightly. "Very interesting,” Lando said.

"Come on, theres more to see," Doole said as he strode back to the floating

cars. "l hopedl thisisimpressng you.”

"Certainly is"" Lando said. "Y ou have an amazing operation here, Moruth.”

Lukeremained silent. All day long he had been straining his senses,
searching for some echo of Han or Chewbacca, but he had found nothing.
Plenty of otherswallowed in pain and misery here, but Luke found no hint of

the ones he sought.



Han Solo might never have reached Kessdl, and he was certainly no longer

there. At least not dive.

The admiral’s quarters on an Imperia-class Star Destroyer were spacious and

functiona, and they had been Daala's only home for more than a decade.

Y ear after year she operated in avacuum, alone as dways, following
Tarkin's parting ingructions with no further input from the Grand Moff. The
great digtortion of the Maw itself blacked out al externa holonet
transmissions. Her fleet had been isolated, and the crew on her four Star
Dedtroyers had falen into aroutine, but Daaladid not relax her grip. She
was afraid to wonder about events outside in the galaxy, confident at least
that she could count on the Empire with its unbending rules, sometimes cruel

but dways clear-cut.

But now, in her turmoil, shewas glad her quarters were sealed and locked,
quiet and empty, so no one could see her likethis. It would ruin her image
entirdly. Everything had been cut-and-dried before the interrogation of the

New prisoners. ...

Daala punched up the recording and watched it again, though she had aready
replayed the sequence a dozen times. She could mouth the words as the
prisoner spoke them, but thistiny image could not convey the impact she had

felt when watching him firsthand.



The man, Han Solo, sat strapped in anightmarish, convoluted chair with
stedl tubes and wires and piping tangled around him. The gadgetry looked
sharp and ominous--most of it served no purpose other than to increase the

prisoner'sterror, and in that it proved effective.

On the recording, Daala stood by Commander Kratas, the captain of her
flagship, the Gorgon. She could smdll the prisoner's fear, but his demeanor

was full of bluster and sarcasm. Hewould crack easily.

"Tdl uswhere you come from," Dadlasad. "Isthe Rebd Alliance crushed

yet? What has happened in the Empire?’

"Go kissaHutt!" Solo snapped.

Dada stared woodenly at him for amoment, then shrugged, nodding to Kratas.
The commander punched a control pad, and one of the metal bars acrossthe

restraining chair hummed.

The musclesin Solo's|eft thigh began to spasm, jittering. Hisleg bounced
up and down. The spasms grew worse. He had a puzzled, confused ook on his
face, asif he couldn't understand why his own body was suddenly behaving so

grangdy. Theinvoluntary seizure clenched the muscles under hisskin.

Dadlasmiled.



Kratas adjusted one of the controls, and Solo flinched as the musclesaong
the left Sde of hisrib cage aso began spasming, tightening his body, but

the chair would not et him move. Solo fought back an outcry.

The seizures were not S0 painful as they were maddening. Daala had found
that amost effective interrogation technique was smply to induce an
unrelenting facid tick that made the eyes blink over and over and over

again for hourswithout end.

"Tdl usabout the Empire," shesaid again.

"The Empireisin the garbage masher!" Solo said. Dada could see the whites

of hiseyesas Solo tried to look down at his rebelliousleg muscles. "The

Emperor isdead. He died in the explosion of the second Degth Star.”

Daala and Kratas both snapped their heads up. " Second Death Star? Tell me

about it."

"No," Solo sad.

"Yes" Dadasaid.

Kratas adjusted another button. The barsin the [abyrinthine chair hummed,

and Solo'sright hand began twitching, hisfingers scrabbling against the

smooth metd, jittering and shaking. Solo tried to ook everywhere at once.



"The second Death Star?' Daala asked again.

"It was till under construction when we set off achain reactioninits
core. Darth Vader and the Emperor were on board." Solo resisted, but he

seemed to delight in telling the news.

"And what happened to thefirst Death Star?' Dadlasaid.

Solo grinned. "The Alliance blew it up, too."

Dadlawas skeptica enough that she didn't believe him entirely. A prisoner

would say anything, especialy adefiant onelikethis. But in her gut she

feared it might be true--because it explained other things, such asthe

years of slence.

"And what about Grand Moff Tarkin?'

"He'sin abillion atoms scattered across the Y avin system. He burned with

his Death Star. He paid for the lives of dl the people on Alderaan, a

planet he destroyed.”

"Alderaan is destroyed?' Daalaraised her eyebrows.

Kratas increased the power vibrating through the chair. Tiny pearls of swest

appeared on hisown forehead. Dadla knew what the commander was thinking:



during dl these years of isolation they had been assuming the Emperor would
maintain hisiron grip, that the fleet of al-powerful Star Destroyers and

the secret Death Star would cement Imperid rule across the galaxy. The Old
Republic had lasted athousand generations. And the Empire ... could it have

fdleninjust afew decades?

"How long since the explosion of the second Death Star?”

"Saven years"

"What has happened snce?' Dadafindly sat down. "Tell me everything."

But Solo seemed to gain inner strength and clammed up. He glared with his
dark, angry eyes. Dadlasighed. It was like arehearsed show they had to
perform. Kratas adjusted the controls until Solo's entire body was a
writhing, spasming mass of twitching muscles, asif a storm were happening

inside hisbody.

Gradually, the prisoner spilled the entire story of the other battles, the

civil war, Grand Admiral Thrawn, the resurrected Emperor, the truce at
Bakura, the terrible conflicts in which the waning Empire had been defeated
again and again --until finaly she had Kratas release him. Theloud humming
of the chair suddenly stopped, and Han Solo dumped into exhausted bliss at

being freed from the ondaught of hisown muscles.

Daalamationed outside the door of the holding cell, summoning aglossy



black interrogation droid that floated in with hypodermic needies glistening
like spearsin the dim reddish light. Solo tried to cringe back, and Dadla

could seethefear in hiseyes.

"There" Dadasad. "Now the interrogator droid will confirm everything you

told us." She got up and I ft.

Later she had found out that Solo was indeed telling the truth in everything
hesaid. Alonein her quarters, Admira Daaa switched off the recording.
Her head pounded with a gnawing, throbbing achelike dull fingernails

scraping theinside of her skull.

One of the Maw Ingtdlation scientists, learning that the new prisoner had
actually been on board the completed Death Star, demanded to speak with him.
Daalawould send the scientist thisinterrogation report--after she edited

It, of course. Sometimesit wasimpossible to keep these prima donna

scientists happy. They had such anarrow view of things.

Right now Daala had greater worries. She had to decide what to do with this

new information.

In her quarters Daala stood between two full-length curved mirrors that
projected areflection of her body, head to toe. Her olive-gray uniform
showed no wrinkle, only crigp creases and near-invisible seams. Through a

drict regimen of exercises and drills, she had not added afraction to her



weight during her long assignment; her appearance, though older and harder

now, still pleased her.

Dadawore her bright admird'sinsgnia proudly over her |eft breast: arow
of six scarlet rectangles set above arow of blue rectangles. To her
knowledge she was the only woman ever to wear such arank in the Imperia
Navy. It had been a specid promotion, given directly by Grand Moff Tarkin
himsdf, and it was possible the Emperor did not even know of it. He

certainly did not know about the Maw Ingtallation.

Her coppery hair flowed over her shoulders, rippled down her back to below
her hips. More than a decade ago Dadlahad arrived at Maw Ingtallation with
her hair cropped short and bristly, part of the humiliation the Imperid

military academy inflicted upon femae candidates.

After being sedled indgde the Maw, though, Daala was placed in charge by
direct order from Tarkin. Asinine regulations-for-the-sake-of-regulations
meant nothing to her anymore. She refused to cut her hair, as a gesture of
her own independence: rank had its privileges. Shefdt Tarkin would have

approved. But Tarkin was dead now.

Turning, she dimmed the lights, then activated the door. Outside, two
bodyguards snapped to attention and continued staring ahead. Despite Maw
Ingtdlation'sisolation, Dadlaingsted on peak performance, regular

drills, war-gaming sessions. She had been trained in the Imperid military

mold; though the system had doneits best to squash her ambitions, Dada



followed itstenets.

Beneath their armor the two guards were well built and attractive; but Daala
had not taken alover since Grand Moff Tarkin. After him fantasizing had

been enough.

"Escort meto the shuttle bay," she said, stepping into the corridor. "I'm

going down to the Ingtdlation." She strode off, hearing the bodyguards

march behind her, wegpons ready. "Inform the duty commander that | havea
meeting with Tol Sivron." One of the bodyguards muttered into his helmet

comlink.

She strode down the corridors, pondering the complexity of her ship, the
troops, the support personnel. In the Imperia fleet asingle Star Destroyer
housed thirty-seven thousand crew and ninety-seven hundred troops, but
because of the secrecy of the Maw Ingtdlation, Tarkin had assigned her only
askeleton crew--people without families, without connectionsto the
outside, some recruited from worlds devastated by the early battles of the

Empire.

Even under rigid discipline, though, her crew had been trapped here for
eleven yearswith no furloughs, no R and R other than the meager amusement
facilities available on board. Her troops had grown weary of the
entertainment libraries--restless, bored, and angry at being placed on

standby dert for so long without word from the outside. They were well



armed and itching to go out and do something--as was Dadla herself.

At her fingertips Daala had the might of Sixty turbolaser batteries, Sxty
ion cannons, and ten tractor-beam projectors, one of which had just been
used to capture the battered Imperial shuttle. Insde the hangar baysthe
Gorgon aone carried six TIE fighter squadrons, two gammea-class assault

shuttles, twenty AT-ST walkers, and thirty AT-ST scout walkers.

Three moreidentical ships, the Manticore, the Basilisk, and the Hydra,
orbited Maw Ingtalation, also under Daala's command. Y ears ago Moff Tarkin
had taken Dadla herself to the Kuat Drive Y ards to watch her four Star

Destroyers under congtruction.

Tarkin and Dadla had flown asmall ingpection shuttle around the enormous
superstructures being assembled in orbit. The two remained silent for the
most part, staring at the enormity of the project. Around them in space the
tiny lights of workers, trangport vessdls, rubble smelters, and girder

extruders made a hive of activity.

Tarkin had placed ahand on her shoulders, squeezing with a grip made of
gted cords. "Dada," hesad, "l am giving you enough power to turn any

planettodag.”

Now, aboard the Star Destroyer Gorgon, Admiral Daala entered a personnel
lift that took her and her bodyguards from the command quarters below the

bridge tower to one of the hangar bays. She did not announce her arrival



when the doors did open. Dadlawas pleased to see her troops bustling about
the TIE fighters, the shuttles, and service vehicles. After so many years of

boredom, her personnel kept every system functioning perfectly.

Only months after the completion of Maw Ingtalation, Dadla had noticed a
malai se cregping through the personnel. Part of it was because of her, she
was sure; commanded by the only female flag officer, assigned to baby-sit a
bunch of scientistsin the most protected spot in the galaxy, the troops had
grown lax. But afew graphic executions and continual threats kept Dadlas
crew congtantly on edge, honing their skills and making it inconceivable for

them to shirk their duties.

That tactic had been one of Tarkin's prime lessons. Command through the fear
of force rather than force itself. Daala had 180,000 people at her disposa,
not counting the wegpons designersin Maw Ingdlation itsdlf. She did not

want to waste them.

She glanced up and down the hangar, her molten-meta hair trailing behind
her. Insde an e ectromagnetic cage that shielded the entire vessd,
technicians scoured the battered Imperia shuttle Endor that had been

brought in by the new captives. Endor--what kind of name was that? She had
never heard the term before. The technicians would be checking for service

markings, locator beacons, and course-log files.

For amoment Daala considered taking the battered shuttleitself downto Tol



Sivron, the chief scientist of Maw Ingtdlation; the effect would probably
shock him into paying attention to her for once. But that would be a
childish gesture. Shelet the technicians continue their work and chose

ingtead the Imperid shuttle Edict.

"I can pilot thismysdf," she said to her bodyguards. "Leave me." Onthe
flight down she wanted time a one. She knew what Sivron would say on hearing

the news, but thistime she would not let him get away withit.

The bodyguards dropped back and to the side as Daala stepped up the ramp
into the shuttle. She moved with quick, habituad movements, powering up the
engines, running through the automated checklist. She mounted the headset
nodes to her temple and to her ear, listening to her course vector as she
raised the Edict from its pad and arrowed it out through the magnetic

shieldsthat closed off the hangar bay from the vacuum of space.

Surrounding her was the colorful, deadly shell of gases swirling into the
endlessgullets of black holes. Below hung Maw Ingdlation itsdf, a
clugter of planetoids crammed at the exact center of the gravitationa
idand. The surfaces of the barren rocks touched in some places, grinding
together. Immense bridges and bands held the asteroids in place. Access

tubes and trangit rails connected the cluster of drifting rocks.

Under Grand Moff Tarkin'sdirection Imperia constructors had ferried the
rocks across space and through the obstacle course into the Maw. The insides

of the asteroids were hollowed out into habitation chambers, |aboratory



aress, prototype assembly bays, and meeting halls.

If we present the citizens with awegpon so powerful, so immense asto defy
al conceivable attack againgt it, awegpon invulnerable and invinciblein
battle, that shall become the symbal for the Empire. Daala had read a draft

of the communiqué Tarkin had sent to the Emperor, urging the creation of
superweapons. We may need only a handful of these weapons to subjugate
thousands of worlds, each containing millions upon millions of beings. Such
aweapon must have force great enough to dispatch an entire system, and the

fear it shdl inspirewill be great enough for you to rule the galaxy

unchallenged.

After getting permission for his scheme, Tarkin had used his new authority

as Grand Moff to put together this super-secret think-tank installation,

where he could isolate the mogt brilliant scientists and theoreticians,

giving them ordersto develop new wespons for the Emperor. Since Tarkin took
credit for everything without citing his sources, the Emperor himself did

not know of theingtallation's existence.

The workers and architects who built the place had boarded areturn ship,
thinking their job finished, but Dada had reprogrammed their navicomputers
hersalf with an incorrect course out of the Maw. Instead of flying to their
freedom, they had plunged straight into the mouth of ablack hole. No loose

ends.



The secret of Maw Ingtalation had been protected. After Tol Sivron and his
teams proved theinitia concept of the Death Star, Grand Moff Tarkin had
taken one of the Ingtalation's top scientists, Bevel Lemelisk, to the Outer

Rim to oversee actua congtruction of the first production-model Deegth Star.

Tarkin's last words to the Maw scientists had been a challenge: "Good. Now
create an even more powerful weapon. Surpassing the Death Star may seem
inconceivable, but we must maintain our superiority, we must maintain a
sense of fear among the citizens of the Empire. The Death Star isterrible.

Think of something worse. That isyour reason for existence.”

Tarkin gave them nine years to devel op his next-generation ultimate weapon.
And now, since Tarkin was dead and no one else knew Maw Installation even

existed--Daala could make her own decisions, plan her own course of action.

Findly reeching the smdl gravity field of the centrd adminidrative

asteroid, Daala secured the shuttle Edict in the docking bay. She stood
beside her shuittle, breathing deeply of the dusty, exhaust-laden air and
aready wishing she could be back on the gleaming and sterile decks of the

Gorgon. She would ded with Tol Sivron quickly, then return.

A contingent of stormtroopers assigned to ground duty bustled to assist her.

"Follow me," she said. A show of force would smother any protests from the

scientist administrator.

She did not announce her arrival but strode directly through the anterooms,



gartling the various clerks and adminidtrative assstants. The
stormtroopers stood at attention. The clerks stared at them, then dowly

took their seats again and refrained from making any outbursts.

"Tol Sivron, | need to spesk with you," Daalasaid, entering his office. "I

have some important news."

The stientist adminisirator's office was cluttered, but with al thewrong
things. More abureaucrat than ascientist, Tol Sivron required the
theoreticians and designers to build concept models and tiny prototypes of
their ideas, which Sivron left on shelves, on furniture, in alcoves. Dadla

guessed that Sivron played with them astoys during dull moments.

Around the office lay piles of proposas, design Studies, regular progress
reports, charts of optimized parameters that the scientist administrator
required in hardcopy. His clerks studied these reports, then wrote their own
reports summarizing them and referencing il further documents. Dadla

didn't believe the administrator read any of them.

"Tol Sivron swiveled hischair to look at her with a bored expression.

"News? We haven't had any newsin adecade.”

Sivron was a Twi'lek, pasty-faced and hairless, with two whip-like
head-tallsthat dangled from his skull. The tentaclesfell over his

shoulderslike two skinless blood-edls sucking the back of his cranium.



Sivron's close-set pig-ike eyes and mouthful of jagged teeth heightened

Dadasdisgust. Twi'leks were generdly adisreputable lot, dinking around
with smugglers and acting as henchmen for crimelords like Jabba the Huitt.
Though Dadarardly questioned Grand Moff Tarkin's decisons, shedidn't

understand how Tol Sivron had obtained his position here.

"Well, we have news today. We captured three prisoners who blundered into
the Maw in astolen Imperia shuttle. We have put them al through deep
guestioning, and | see no reason to doubt the veracity of thisinformation,

as unpleasant asit may seem.”

"So what isthis unpleasant informetion?”

Dadakept her face absolutely rigid. "The Emperor is dead, the Rebds have
won. A few warlordstried to put the Empire back together, but they merdly

caused years of civil war. A new Republic isnow the primary government in

the gdaxy."

Sivron sat up in shock. In anervous gesture his head-tails coiled behind

his neck. "But how could that happen? With our Death Star design--"

'Grand Moff Tarkin built one Death Star, but the Rebels managed to stedl the
plans, and somehow they discovered aflaw, athermal-exhaust port that
alowed one small fighter access to the reactor core. The Rebels destroyed

the Death Star and killed Tarkin."



"I'll assign ateam to look over the plans so we can correct thisflan!”

Sivron said, amatter of prideto him. "At oncel”

"How isthat going to help anything now?' Daala snapped. "Tarkin had Bevel
Lemeisk with him on the outside. After thefirst Death Star was destroyed,
the Emperor himself asked Lemedlisk to design alarger modd, thistime
eliminating the known flaw. The second Degth Star was till under

congtruction when the Rebels destroyed it.”

Sivron scowled, asif trying to figure out how he could solve aproblem
dready severd years old. Asthe years stretched out with no word from
outside, Sivron had sent salf-destructing drones through the fiery walls of
the Maw, carrying coded transmission bursts, updates for Tarkin. Daala had

drict orders not to leave Maw Ingtalation, and so they waited. And waited.

Dadas primary mistake had been overestimating the abilities of her mentor,
Tarkin. She had graduated from the Imperia military academy on Carida, one
of the toughest training grounds for military servicein the Empire. She had
excelled in every curriculum, defeasted many warriorsin single combet, used

her strategic skillsto wipe out entire armiesin war games.

But because she was awoman, and because femal e officers were extremely rare
in Imperia military service, the Caridan academy assgned Dadlato
difficult, thanklessjobs, while they promoted the less talented men--men

she hersdf had bested time and again--into positions of authority.



Out of frustration Daala had created a fa se personain the computer

networks, a pseudonym under which she could make suggestions that would be
listened to. After ahandful of thesetruly radical ideas paid off, Moff

Tarkin had cometo Caridato find this brilliant new tactician -comb his

detective work had uncovered Daalainstead.

Luckily, Tarkin was more innovative and open-minded than the Emperor. He
quietly reassigned Dadato his persona staff, took her to the Outer Rim

territorieson hisfleet of Star Destroyers, and let her work with him.

They became lovers, two like minds, hard in spirit and unforgiving. Though
he was older than she, Tarkin had apower and a charismathat Daala admired.
Gaunt and tirelessin his quiet viciousness, he had a self-confidence so

great that he did not flinch even in the presence of Darth Vader.

To keep Dadla hidden, Grand Moff Tarkin gave her four Star Destroyers and
charged her with the task of guarding Maw Ingta lation. But now that she had

obtained new information from the captives, everything was changed.

Everything.

Sivron gared at her with anger glowing in hiseyes. "Where are these

captives now?"'

"In detention cells on board the Gorgon. They are recuperating from the

..figors of interrogation.”



"What if someone comes looking for them?' He turned to glance out the

transparisted window on hisofficewall.

"They were escapees from the spice-mining operation on Kessdl. They had no
ideawhere they were going. They'll be presumed lost in the Maw--I mysalf
can't understand how they survived the passage through the cluster in the

firdg place”

"Why didn't you just dispose of them?" Sivron asked.

Dadamaintained her patience with an effort. Thiswasyet another example

of Twi'lek shortsghtedness. "Because they arethe only link with the

outside we've had in adecade. Qwi Xux has aready requested an interview
with the prisonersto ask them for details about the actua Desth Star. We
may need to pump them for further information--before we decide what to do

Sivron blinked his piggish eyes. "What to do? What do you mean? What is

thereto do?'

She crossed her arms over her chest. "We can take the new Sun Crusher and
destroy the New Republic system by system.” She stared at him with her green

eyes, not blinking.



The Twi'lek squirmed. "But the Sun Crusher isn't finished yet. We dlill have

teststo run, reportsto file--"

'Y ou have been procrastinating for two years. Y ou are behind schedul e thanks
to your bureaucracy and ineptness. Grand Moff Tarkin is not coming back, and
you no longer have an excuse to delay. | need the weapon now, and I'm going

totakeit."

Her mind kept replaying the words Tarkin had told her while ingpecting the
Kuat Drive Yards. | am giving you enough power to turn any planet to dag.
And with the newly designed Sun Crusher weapon, she could bring the New

Republic to its knees.

"If Soloistdling thetruth,” Dadlasaid, "then my fleet could be the most
powerful remnant of the Imperid Navy." She picked up oneof Tol Sivron's
smdl modds. "We can't just wait here any longer. Now it's our turn to show

them what we can do."

The Caridan ambassador arrived with his entourage on the recently repaired
west landing platform, far from the Imperid Paace. His diplomatic shuttle
looked like aglossy black beetle, bristling with wegpons that had been

remotely neutralized before the ship was alowed to gpproach Coruscant.

On the landing platform Leiawaited to greet Ambassador Furgan with afull
contingent of New Republic honor guard. The wind picked up, blowing around

thetadl buildings, asif trying to push the Caridan delegation back in the



direction it had come. She wore her forma government robes aswell asrank

inggniafor the Alliance forces.

Carida, with its powerful military training center, was one of the most
important strongholds still loya to the Empire. If she could crack open
negotiations with them, her coup would not be soon forgotten. But the
Caridan system was going to be atough jewel-fruit to crack, especialy with

arude and icy ambassador like Furgan.

The shuttle's hatch hissed open as the denser air of Caridarushed out. Two
stormtroopers marched down the ramp, shouldering ceremonia blaster rifles
equipped with bayonets. Their white armor gleamed from meticul ous polishing.
They moved like droids, walking off the ramp and stepping to either Side,

then freezing in position as a second pair of stormtroopers followed them

down and waited at the end of the ramp.

Ambassador Furgan strode down, stubby-legged and self-important, asif to
ceremonia music. His uniform was spattered with more badges, insignia, and

ribbons than any person could possbly have earned in alifetime.

After two more stormtrooper officersfollowed the ambassador down, Furgan

drew adeep breath, looking into the distance and ignoring Lela.

"Ah, theair of Imperid Center." He turned toward the waiting reception

committee, beetling histhick brows. " Smells abit sour now, though. The



taint of rebdlion.”

Leadisregarded the comment. "Welcome to Coruscant, Ambassador Furgan. | am

Minigter of State Lela Organa Solo."

"Yes, yes" Furgan said impatiently. "After Mon Mothmals words about the
extreme importance of Carida, | expected her to send more than aminor

officid to greet me. A dapintheface”

Leiahad to fal back on some of Luke's temper-controlling exercises, a Jedi
mind-blanking technique that alowed her to quedll the surge of anger. "l see

you have not taken the time to familiari ze yourself with the ructure of

our government, Ambassador. Though Mon Mothmaisthe New Republic's Chief of
State, the Cabinet isthe actud governing body, of which the Minister of

State and my subordinate diplomatic corps comprise perhaps the most

important arm.”

Lelastopped hersdlf, angry with Furgan for goading her, and angry with
hersdlf for letting him manipulate her into petty games. Mon Mothmahed
ingtructed her to extend every diplomeatic courtesy to the ambassador. She

wished Han or Luke were there beside her.

"Mon Mothmahas agreat many other duties, but she has arranged for a brief
face-to-face meeting with you later inthe day,” Lelasaid. "Until then,
would you like meto show you to your quarters? Some refreshment, perhaps,

after your journey?'



Furgan's eyes |ooked like smdll, overripe berries as he directed his gaze at
her. "My bodyguardswill go to my quartersfirst. They will sweep every inch
of therooms, every gppliance, every wall and floor to remove hidden
listening devicesor nation tools. The remaining guardswill be with

me at every moment. They will provide my food and drink from our own

uppliesto ensure againg any possbility of poisoning.”

Leiawas gppaled a hisingnuation. She sopped hersdlf from ingsting
that Furgan's actions were not necessary, since that would no doubt play
directly into hishands. Instead, she showed him asmall indulgent smile.

"Of coursg, if such things make you fed more comfortable. ..."

"Inthe meantime," Furgan said, "I would like an immediate tour of the

Imperia Pdace. Arrange one. | came on a pilgrimage to see my Emperor's

home and to pay my respects.”

Leiahesitated. "We hadn't planned on--' Furgan held up ahand. Beside him
the stormtroopers snapped even more stiffly to attention. The ambassador
took one step closer to Leig, asif trying to look intimidating.

"Neverthdess, you will arrangeit.”

That afternoon Mon Mothma stood in the dimmed audience chamber, waiting at
the base of the holoprojector's controls. Though she had athousand other

dutiesto attend to, Carida seemed the likdiest flash point of resistance



to New Republic stability. She had made it clear to Leiathat she considered

her sacrifice of time an investment to avert apossible war.

Without moving Mon Mothma seemed to fill the room with her quiet, commanding
presence. Leianever ceased admiring her subtle but undeniable power, which

Mon Mothma managed to exhibit even without Jedi training.

Leiafollowed Ambassador Furgan as he strode down the ramp to the base of
the holoprojector. Grumpy, he looked behind him to where his stormtrooper
bodyguards waited at the entrance to the chamber. Furgan had refused to
leave them behind, and Mon Mothma had refused to let even disarmed Imperid
stormtroopers near her. The power play had been brief and sharp, but in the
end Mon Mothma allowed the stormtroopers to wait within sight of the

ambassador, though outsi de the chamber.

But she had aso won a seemingly minor concession. Mon Mothmarequired the
stormtroopers to remove their helmets while they remained in her presence.
The soldiers stood unmasked, holding the skull-like helmets under their

arms, reveded to be humans, young cadets dressed in armor but with their

anonymity taken away.

"Stand right there, Ambassador Furgan,” she said without formaly gresting

him. "l would like to show you something."

The holoprojector shimmered, and the known gaaxy filled the room, billions

of star-gpecks flung in swirling arms throughout the enclosed chamber. The



lights automatically dimmed asthe sea-spray of stars came into focus. At
the doorway the stormtroopers craned their necksto stare up at the huge
image. On the chamber floor both Mon Mothma and Ambassador Furgan seemed

inggnificant.

"Thisisour gdaxy," Mon Mothmasaid. "We have meticuloudy plotted every
recorded system. These stars'--she waved her hand, and awash of blue

spangled across the arms of the galaxy--"have dready sworn their alegiance
to the New Republic. Others have remained neutra, though not unfriendly to

our cause." A sprinkling of green gppeared among the stars.

"The darkened areaiswhat remains of the Ssi-Ruuk Imperium.” Sheindicated
agplotch covering aportion of one spird arm. "We have not yet fully
explored their worlds, though it has been seven years since Imperia and

Alliance forcesjoined hands at Bakurato drive out the invaders.

"Findly,” Mon Mothmasaid, "we know of these systemsthat ill remain
loyd to thefdlen Empire” A much smaller splash of red dusted theimage,
concentrated primarily toward the gdactic core, from which the resurrected

Emperor had launched hisforces. "Asyou can see, your support isdwindling

rapidly.”

Furgan did not seem impressed. " Anyone can paint dotson amap.”

Inwardly outraged, Lelamarveled at the quiet way Mon Mothma handled the



Stuation. Her voice did not grow louder; she merely looked a him with her
calm, deep eyes. "Y ou are welcome to speak to any of the ambassadors from

these worldsto confirm their dlegiances.”

" Ambassadors can be bribed as easily as colors can be changed on a

projection map."

Thistime Mon Mothma's voice grew just abit brittle. "There are no bribes

that can change the facts, Ambassador Furgan.”

"If that isthe case, then sometimes the facts themsalves must be changed.”

Leiacould not keep hersdf from rolling her eyes. Inaway thiswas
amusing, but it seemed like awaste of time. Furgan was as unchangesble asa

man frozen in carbonite.

The entire planetary surface of Coruscant had been covered with layer upon
layer of buildings, rebuilt, demolished, and rebuilt again. Gaactic
governments changed over the millennia, but Coruscant had always been the

center of palitics.

The complex congtruction patterns and towering metal and transparisteel
pinnacles made weeather difficult to predict. Occasiondly, unexpected sorms
coaesced out of water evaporating from millions of exhaust vents,
condensing and rising from the skyscraper forests, making smal squallsthat

dumped rain down upon the hard surfaces of the buildings.



Asthe various diplomats gathered in the Skydome Botanicd Gardensfor
Ambassador Furgan's reception, a sudden flurry of raindrops pattered down on

the transparent panes, masking the bright curtains of Coruscant's aurora.

In the distance, near the horizon, the rebuilt Imperial Pdace stood likea
cobbled-together cathedra and pyramid, showing sgns of many different
eras. Leiahad not wanted Furgan's reception to be held in any place that

recdled the fallen Emperor's opulence and grandeur.

The Skydome Botanical Gardens rested on the leve roof of an isolated
skyscraper. Constructed by an Old Republic philanthropist who had grown rich
by establishing the Gdactic News Service, the giant terrarium was a

carefully tended place with compartmentaized environments to house and

display otherwise extinct or exotic florafrom various sysemsin the

gaaxy.

Lelaarrived with Threepio and her two childrenin tow just astherain
began to fdl againgt the transparent ceiling. As Leiastepped through the
door, she hdd hersdlf defensively, her justifications on the tip of her
tongue. She knew the presence of the twins might cause atir at a Stuffy

diplomatic reception, but she did not care.

Throughout the day Furgan had pushed her around, complaining, demanding,

acting generdly rude. Leiahad given up dl of her timewith thetwinsto



be with the ambassador, and she decided that it was no longer worth the
misery. She might be an important Cabinet member in the New Republic, but
shewas aso amother, il trying to adapt to the new demands on her time.
In her quarterswhile changing clothes for the reception, Leiahad felt her
smmering resentment cometo abail. If shewas going to be gone dl the

time anyway, she might aswell have | eft Jacen and Jainawith Winter!

Besides, Threepio accompanied them, and he was a protocol droid. He could
watch the twins and a so help out with the fine points of the reception and

trandation if need be.

Since Han had disappeared, she was worried to the point of nausea much of
thetime. Luke and Lando had sent no word yet. She needed to have some
gable point in her life. Leiaamost hoped someone would chalenge her

about bringing the twins, so she could lash out.

When she passed through the door, Furgan's stormtrooper goons stopped her.
The till-helmetl ess stormtroopers looked uncomfortable at meeting her eye
to eye, but they stood firmly in her path. Behind them an equa number of

New Republic guards stood at attention, watching the stormtroopers.

"What isthe problem"--she glanced at the stormtrooper'sinsigniaand

ddiberatdy misread it--"Lieutenant?'

"Captain,” he corrected. "Were checking everyone. A precaution againgt

assassins.”



"Assassins?' she said, deciding to be amused rather than upset. "1 see.”

One of the stormtroopers removed a handheld scanner and played it over
Leidsbody, testing for hidden wegpons. Leaicily submitted to the scan.
"Thisisfor the ambassador's safety,” he said. Helooked disapprovingly at

Jacen and Jaina. "We weren't informed there would be children attending.”

"Areyou afraid one of them isgoing to murder Ambassador Furgan?' Lela
dtared at the man's naked, pale face, scowling until he flinched. "That
doesn't say much for your skills as abodyguard, doesit, Captain?' His
flustered fidgeting was worth any amount of inconvenience he might cause

her, Leiathought.

"Just routine precautions.” The captain scanned Jacen and Jaina, showing

visble discomfort at having to do so. When histask was complete, he ill

refused to move aside.

Lelacrossed her arms over her chest. "Now what?"

"Your droid, Minigter," the captain said. "We need to run a complete systems

check. He could have ndroid programming.”

"Me, sr?" Threepio said. "Oh, my! Y ou can't be serious.”



Leiarolled her eyes at the mere thought of the prissy protocol droid being

an assassin.

"And how long will this complete systems check take?!

"Not long." The captain took a different scanner that trailed disconnected

leads.

"MigressLea, | object!" Thregpio's voice carried an edge of panic. "If
you will recdll, I have been malicioudy reprogrammed in the past! | never

want to trust a strange probe again.”

Leiaspoketo the droid but let her gaze bore into the stormtrooper
captain'seyes. "Let him do it Thregpio. And if your programming is atered

inthe dightest, this man will be responsble for agdactic incident that

could well lead to war--awar in which his own home system of Caridawould

be the prime target for the combined forces of the New Republic.”

"l will be very careful, Minigter," the scormtrooper said.

"Indeed, dr, you will!" Threepio indsted.

When they findly managed to get through to the reception area, the rainfal

dwindled to atrickle. People wandered along the tour-paths to observe the

brilliant and bizarre shapes of dien plant life. Asthe guests stepped

through force-field environmenta barriers, the humidity and temperature



changed drastically to provide proper growing conditions for varioustypes
of plants. Tiny placards displayed scientific names written in adozen

different aphabets.

Holding their mother's hands, Jacen and Jaina stared with amazement at the

people garbed in diplomatic finery, the exotic plants from distant worlds.

In abright desart scenario at the center of the chamber, amonstrousy
large tentacl e-cactus served hors d'oeuvres, waving itsthick stalks back
and forth and digplaying tiny sandwiches, fruit dices, sausages, and
pastries stuck on itslong spines. Guests snatched snacks from the spines

whenever the tentacle-cactus waved in their direction.

Stocky Ambassador Furgan seemed the center of attention, but everyone looked
a him from the corners of their eyesrather than spesking to him directly.
Fedling her political obligations, Leiasghed and walked toward him, the

children trotting beside her.

Furgan fixed his gaze on the twins and drained the drink he was holding. She
watched as he held the empty glassto apump flask at hisright hip. Furgan
depressed the button and squirted himsalf anew drink of honey-greenish
liquid. Of course, she thought, anyone paranoid about poisonswould bring

his own supply. Hewore an identica flask on hisleft hip.

"S0, Minister Organa Solo, these are the famous Jedi twins? Jacen and Jaina,



| believe you named them? Don't you have athird child aswell, named

Anakin?'

Leablinked, unnerved that Furgan knew so much about her family. "Yes, the
baby is elsewhere--safe and protected.” She knew he could not possibly have
uncovered the location of the sheltered planet, but a mother'sinstinct

meagnified her fear.

Furgan patted Jaina on the head. "I hope you protect these two aswell. It

would be ashame for such sweet children to become politica pawns."

"They arevery safe," Leiasaid, suddenly feding helpless. Keeping an eye
on the ambassador, she turned the twins around. ™Y ou two take Threepio and

go play now."

"It will be avery educationa experience for them, Migtress Leia," Threepio

sad, bustling the children off to look at the plant exhibits.

Furgan continued his conversation with Lela. "If you want my opinion, it's
too bad the Emperor didn't manage to wipe out al of the Jedi. Incomplete

tasks aways end up causing trouble.”

"And why areyou so afraid of the Jedi Knights?' Leiasaid. Though she
didiked thisline of conversation, she might glean someinformation from

Furgan.



The ambassador took along sip from hisdrink. "My feding isthat with our
sophisticated technology, we should not cringe in fear of sorcery and
bizarre mental powersthat belong only to afew random individuals. It seems

ditigt. Jedi Knights? They were like strongmen for awesk old government.”

Leiatook up the debate. "The Emperor whom you revere so much was very

powerful in the Force, aswas Darth VVader. How are they so different?’

"The Emperor isentitled to specid powers" Furgan said, asif sating the
obvious. "After al, he'sthe Emperor. And Vader turned out to be atraitor
intheend. As| understand it, he was the one who actudly killed the

Emperor. All the more reason to outlaw such powers.”

Leiaknew he must have seen Luke'swidely broadcast speech to the Council.

"Neverthdess, the Jedi have managed to survive, and the entire order of
Jedi Knightswill be restored. My brother will seeto that. Within afew
yearsthe new Jedi Knightswill fill the samerole asthe old, as protectors

of the Republic.”

"Too bad," Furgan said, turning away to seek other conversation, but no one

seemed to want to talk to him.

Threepio lost track of the twins amost immediately, when they decided to

play hide-and-seek among the floraexhibits, crawling under guardrailstoo



low for Threepio to manage, then chasing each other around areas marked DO
NOT ENTER. When the droid called for them to come back, Jacen and Jaina

developed a selective hearing difficulty and continued to dash away.

He chased them through a grove of mucustreesthat dripped yellow pollinated
ooze dl over hispolished body shell; but at least the dimeleft atrall
of footprintsfor him to follow. Threepio wailed in dismay when he saw the

small footprintsleading directly into the " Carnivorous Plants' area.

"Oh, my!" he said, imagining bloodthirsty shrubs aready digesting pieces of
the small children. Before he could sound an al-out darm, though, Threepio
heard Jacen's high-pitched giggles, joined by hissigter'slaughter. Using

directiond locators, Threepio bustled back to the center of the exhibit.

Sitting in the middle of the giant tentacle-cactus, the twins played with
the waving fronds, oblivious to the thorns. Somehow they had blithely eased
their way past the dagger-like points and made a pillow out of the central

meass of fine new bristles.

"Master Jacen and Mistress Jaina, come out of there thisingtant!" Threepio
sadinagernvoice. "l must ingst!" Instead, Jaina giggled and waved to

him.

In atizzy Threepio wondered how he could rescue the children from the great

plant without didodging any of the hors d'oeuvres.



A lull fell in the conversation, the type of pause that often occursin
forced socid Stuations. During the quiet Ambassador Furgan made his move.

" require your atention!" he called.

Leiawatched him suddenly step away from her. Not knowing what he might do,

she tensed, ready for anything.

The few conversations stuttered to ahalt. All eyesturned to the Caridan
ambassador. Mon Mothma had been chatting with General Jan Dodonna, the aged
tactician who had planned the strike on the first Death Star. Mon Mothma

raised her eyebrows, curious a Furgan's call for silence. Jan Dodonna

stopped telling histale and held his handsin mid-gesture as he stared.

Furgan took hisempty glass and dropped it to hiship, filling it from the
left hip flask thistime. Leiawondered if he had dready emptied theright

flask.

Raising hisglass high, he took one step toward Mon Mothma, grinning. Leia

watched in dishdlief. Was the rude ambassador going to propose atoast?

Furgan looked around the enclosed Skydome, making certain he had everyone's
attention. Even the patchy rain had ceased. "To dl gathered here, | wishto

he heard. As ambassador of Carida, | have been empowered to speak for the
Imperid military training center, my planet, and my entire system.

Therefore, | must deliver amessageto you al."



Heraised hisvoice and raised hisglass. "To Mon Mothma, who calls hersalf
leader of the New Republic--" With avicious sneer he hurled hisdrink into
her face. The honey-green liquid splashed on her cheeks, her hair, her

chest. She staggered back, appaled. Jan Dodonna caught her shoulders,

Steadying her; his mouth gaped open in astonishment.

The New Republic guards at the door immediately drew their weapons but

somehow refrained from firing.

"We denounce your foul rebellion of lawbreakers and murderers. Y ou have
tried to impress me with the number of other weak-minded systems that have
joined your Alliance, but no amount of rabble can erase your crimes against

the Empire”

He smashed his empty glass on the floor and ground the shards under his boot

hed. "Caridawill never surrender to your so-called New Republic.”

With aflourish Furgan took his entourage and stormed off. At the doorway
the gathered stormtroopers triumphantly placed the white helmets back on
their heads, hiding their faces, and followed the ambassador out. The New

Republic guards stared after them, weapons ready but not knowing what to do.

After ashocked silence the crowd erupted into a babble of outraged
conversations. Leiaran to the Chief of State. Dodonnawas aready swabbing

at Mon Mothma's damp robes.



The gticky drink drying on her face, Mon Mothmaforced asmilefor Leia

Into the risng hubbub of indignation she said, "Well, we didn't lose

anything by trying, did we?'

In her disappointment Leiacould not answer.

Thetinny voice of Threepio burst over the background noise. "Excuse me,

Migress Leia?"

Leiafrantically looked around for the twins, afraid Furgan had somehow
kidnapped them during hisdiversion, but was relieved when she saw Jacen and
Jaina standing with their faces pressed againgt the curved window looking

out a the skyline of Imperia City.

Finaly, from the corner of her eye, she noticed a golden arm flailing about
in adlarm. Somehow Threepio had gotten tangled in the tentacle-cactus
exhibit; even from across the room Leia could see how badly scratched his

plating had become. Hors d'oeuvres lay scattered about the floor.

"Could anyone assst mein getting free from this plant?' Threepio cried.

"Please?

Han Solo seemed to be drowning in asyrup of nightmares. He could not escape

the drugged and painful interrogation, as the hardened and



porcean-beautiful face of Admira Dadlastared a him and pummeled him

with questions.

"Just put him over here," awoman'strilling voice said. Not Dadla.

Hisbody was being dragged like luggage across afloor.

"We have been ordered to stand guard,” said afuzzed voice filtered through

astormtrooper helmet.

"Stand guard, then, but do it outsde my lab. | want to talk to himin

peace."” Thewoman'svoice again.

"For your own protection--' the stormtrooper began. Han felt himself dropped

to thefloor. Hislimbs didn't seem to remember how to bend.

"Protection? What is he going to do--he doesn't seem to have the energy to
sneeze. If you left any unscrambled memoriesin hishead, | want to pick at

them without any interference.”

Han felt himsalf hauled upright again, hisarmswrapped behind him. Cold,
smooth stone pressed against hisback. "Yes, yes," the woman'svoice said,
"chain him to the column. I'm sure I'll be safe. | promiseto stay out of

reach of hisfangs.”

He heard the marching boots of stormtroopers leaving the room. Hismind



became active long before his body figured out how to respond. He remembered
parts of theinterrogation, but not al of it. What had hetold Admird
Dada? His heart began pounding harder. Had he divulged any crucial secrets?

Did he even know any crucia secrets?

Hewasfairly certain he had told her the basic events about the fall of the
Empire and the rise of the New Republic--but that caused no harm, and it
might even lead to benefits. If Dadlaknew she had no chance, perhaps she

would surrender. And if banthas had wings...

Hiseyesfinaly opened grudgingly, letting light daminsde. Heflinched
away from returning vison, but eventudly his eyesfocused. Hefound
himself in aspacious room, some kind of laboratory or analys's center, not

his detention cell on the Gorgon. He heard singing and the sound of flutes.

Han turned his head to see awillowy aien woman standing in front of a

device that seemed to be a combination musica keyboard and data-entry pad.
He had heard her voice arguing with the ssormtrooper. She hummed a complex
string of notes as her fingers played on the musica keys; in front of her a
rotating blueprint of athree-dimensiona triangular shape took form, likea
shard of glass capped with atetrahedron and some sort of energy pod
dangling from the lower point. With each tone the woman processed,

additiona lines appeared on the complicated diagram.

Han worked histongue around in his mouth and tried to talk. He meant to



say, "Who are you?' but hislipsand vocd cordswould not cooperate. The

sounds came out more like "Whaaaaa yuuuurrrr?”'

Startled, thefemale dien fluttered her dender hands around the 3-D
geometrical image. Then she pranced over to where Han lay. She wore a badge
on her smock, imprinted with her likeness and glittering holograms of the

kind used for cipher-locks.

She was an attractive humanoid, tall and dender, with abluish tint to her
skin. Her gossamer hair seemed like strands of pearl escent feathers. When
she spoke, her voice was high and reedy. Her eyeswere wide and deep blue,

carrying an expression of perpetual astonishment.

"I've been waiting for you to wake up!" she said. "I have so many questions

to ask you. Isit true that you actualy set foot on the first Desth Star,

and you got alook at the second one while it was under congtruction? Tell

me what it was like. Anything you can remember. Every detail would belikea

treasure troveto me.”

The babbled questions came at him too quickly to assmilate. What did the
Death Star have to do with anything? That was ten years ago! Instead, Han

focused his gaze past her.

Pastel gases glowed on the other side of the broad window, swirling around
the insatiable mouths of the black holes. He counted al four Star

Destroyersin orbital formation high above. That meant he must be somewhere



inthelittle cluster of planetoidsin the center of the gravitationa

idand.

And hewas adone. Neither Kyp nor Chewbacca had ended up here with him. He
hoped they had at least survived Daalas vicious interrogation. He worked

his mouth, trying to form words again. "Who are you?"

The aien woman touched her badge with one of her long-fingered hands. "My
nameis Qwi Xux. And | know that you are Han Solo. I've read a hardcopy of

the debriefing you gave Admird Dada."

Debriefing? Did she mean the interrogation, the torture chair that made his

entire body spasm?

Qwi Xux's entire demeanor seemed superficid and distracted, asif she were
paying only asmall amount of attention to details while she kept her mind
preoccupied with something ese. "Now then, please tell me about the Death
Star. I'm very eager to hear what you remember. Y ou're thefirst person |

can talk to who was actudly there"

Han wondered if the interrogation drugs were till muddling hisbrain, or if
there redly was a reason why someone should want him to talk about the
defunct Degth Star. And why should hetell thisImperid scientist anything
anyway? Had he divulged anything important to Daala? What if she took her

four Star Destroyers and attacked Coruscant?



"I've already been interrogated.” He was pleased to hear hiswords come out

clearly enough to be understood thistime.

In one bluish hand Qwi held up ashort printout. "I want your redl
impressons about it," she continued. "Wheat did it sound like? What did it
fed like when you waked down the corridors? Tell me everything you can

remember." Shewrung her handsin barely restrained excitement.

"NO_"

His response apparently shocked Qwi enough that she took a step backward and
let out astartled musical squawk. "Y ou haveto! I'm one of thetop

scientists here." Her mouth hung partly open in confusion. She began to pace
around the pillar where he had been bound, forcing Han to turn hishead. The

effort nearly made him pass out.

"What good doesit do to withhold information?* Qwi asked. "Informationis
for everyone. We build on the knowledge we have, add to it, and leave a

greater legacy for our successors.”

Qwi struck him as being impossibly naive. Han wondered how long she had been

sheltered in the middle of the black hole cluster. " Does that mean you share

your information with anyone who asks?' he said.

Qwi bobbed her head. "That's the way Maw Instalation works. It isthe



foundation of dl our research.”

Han bardly managed agrin of triumph. "All right, then tell me where my
friendsare. | camein here with ayoung man and aWookiee. Share that

information with me, and I'll seewhat | can remember about the Death Star.”

Qwi's uneasy reaction told him that she had never before considered anything

but clear-cut cases.

"l don't know if | cantell you that,” she said. "Y ou don't have aneed to

know."

Han managed a shrug. "Then | see how much your own code of ethics meansto

you.

Qwi glanced toward the door, asif contemplating whether to summon the
stormtroopers after dl. "It isin my charter here as aresearcher that |
have accessto dl the datal need. Why won't you answer my few smple

questions?'

"Why won't you answer mine? | never Sgned your charter. I'm under no

obligetion to you."

Han waited, fixing hiseyes on her as shefidgeted. Findly, Qwi pulled out

her datapad and hummed as she keyed in arequest.



Shelooked a him with wide deep-blue eyesthat blinked rapidly. Her hair
seemed like aglittering waterfal of fine down spilling to her shoulders.

When she whistled again, the datapad gave aresponse.

"Y our Wookiee companion has been assigned to alabor detail in the
engine-maintenance sector. The physicist formerly in charge of concept
development and implementation always swore by Wookiee laborers. He had
about a hundred of them taken from Kashyyyk and brought to the Ingtallation
when it was formed. We don't have many left. It's hard and dangerous work

there, you know."

Han shifted hispostion, ill finding it difficult to move. He had heard
rumors that Wookiee daves had been put to work during the actual
congtruction of thefirst Death Star. But Qwi spoke of these things with

smplefrankness,

"What about my other friend?' Han asked.

"Someone named Kyp Durron--isthat him? Heis still aboard the Gorgonin the
detention area, high security. | don't see much of areport from his

debriefing, so apparently he didn't have much to tell them.”

Han frowned, trying to assess the information, but Qwi became animated
agan. "All right, I've shared the information you wanted. Now tell me about

the Death Star!" She stepped closer to him but remained well out of reach.



Han rolled his eyes but saw no reason not to. The Death Star had been
destroyed long ago, and the plans were safely locked inside the protected

data core of theformer Imperia Information Center.

Han told Qwi about the corridors, the noises. He knew the most about the
hangar bay, the detention area, and the garbage masher, but she didn't seem

much interested in those details.

"But did you see the core? The propulsion systems?

"Sorry. | wasjust running interference while someone el se knocked out the

tractor-beam generators." Han pursed hislips. "Why are you so interested in

al thisanyway?'

Sheblinked her eyes. "Because | designed most of the Desth Star!™

Before she could notice Han's shocked response, she trotted over to the near
wall and worked afew controls that turned a section of the metal plating
trangparent. Suddenly adizzying panoramareplaced his narrow view of the
bright gases. He could see the other clustered rocks that made up Maw

Ingdlation.

"Infact, we've dtill got the prototype Death Star right here at the

Ingdlation.”



As Qwi spoke, agigantic wire-frame sphere aslarge as any of the asteroids
rose behind the shortened horizon of the nearest planetoid like a deadly
sunrise. The prototype looked like agiant armillary sphere, circular rings
connected at the poles and spread out for support. Nested in the framework
and superstructure hung the enormous reactor core and the planet-destroying

superlaser.

"Thisisjust the functiona part,” Qwi said, staring out the window with
admiration in her eyes. "The core, the superlaser, and the reactor, without
ahyperdrive propulsion system. We didn't see any need to add the structura

support and al the housing decks for troops and administrators.”

Han found hisvoice again. "Doesit work?"

Qwi smiled a him, her eyes sparkling. "Oh yes, it works beautifully!"

Kyp Durron felt like an anima trapped in acage. He stared at the dulll
confining wals of the detention cdll. 1llumination came through ditted
grillsinthe ceiling, too bright and too reddish to be comfortable on his

eyes. He sat on his bunk, stared at the wail, and tried not to think.

Leftover pain till throbbed through hisbody. Theinterrogator droid had
been viciousin finding the pain stimuli in his body, damping endorphins so
the dightest scratch seemed like agony. The sharp hypodermic needles felt

like spears as they plunged into his flesh; the will-bresking drugs flowed



likelavathrough hisveins.

He had begged his memoriesto divulge some detail the interrogators would
find useful, if only to stop the questioning--but Kyp Durron was nobody, a
hapless prisoner who had spent most of hislife on Kessdl. He didn't know
anything to tdl the Imperia mongers. In the end they had found him

worthless.

Kyp stared at the salf-making meal the door dispenser had given to him. By
opening the lid of the pack, he spontaneoudy heated the textured protein
main course and chilled the synthetic fruit dessert; after ashort timethe
utensils themselves began to break down and could be eaten as snacks. But

Kyp could find no spark of hunger inside him.

Histhoughts drifted again to Han Solo's predicament. Unlike Kyp, Han knew a
great deal about the New Republic and had many secretsto divulge. Han's
interrogation would have been far more thorough than hisown. And Admira
Dadla's minigtrations had been worse than anything Kyp had experienced
during hisyearsin the Imperid Correction Fecility. At least downinthe

gpice mines he knew how to avoid caling attention to himsslf.

Since the age of eight, Kyp had lived on Kessel, coping with the rules, the
torturous work, the miserable conditions under the old Imperia rule or
under the chain of usurpers and dave lords such as Moruth Doole. His

parents were dead, his brother Zeth conscripted away to the stormtrooper



academy, but Kyp had learned how to lie low, to survive, to endure.

Not until Han Solo's arrival, though, had he considered escape. Han showed
that asmall, determined group could break free of a prisoner's shackles.
That they had ssumbled into an even worse Situation inside the Maw seemed

irrdevant.

Piloting the stolen shuttle, Kyp had used hisfledgling powersto steer them
safely through the black hole clugter. In the years since the withered
Vima-Da-Boda had taught him the fundamentals of her Jedi sills, Kyp had

made little use of hisown affinity for the Force.

He remembered Vima-Da-Boda's face as shrunken and leprous; and she had a
habit of huddling in corners, of pulling shadows around hersdlf asif to

hide from immense prying eyes. Thefdlen Jedi had aguilty conscience that
suffocated her like a blanket, but she had taken the time to teach Kyp afew
things before the Imperia s whisked her away. "Y ou have greet potentia,”

she had told him in one of her last brief lessons.

Kyp had paid little attention to that, until now.

He stared fixedly at his untouched medl. Perhapsif he concentrated, focused

his abilities on manipulating something, moving atiny object, he could turn

that skill into an escape.

Escapel Theword rang through his heart, conjuring images of hope. Hewas



not certain how he did what he did. Sensing the best route through darkened
spice tunnels seemed perfectly natura to him. When flying the shuttle
through the fiery gas clouds, he had listened to the mysterious whispering
voicedirecting him. Kyp turned and atered course, spinning and whirling

whenever it seemed right.

But now that he needed to make use of the Force, he didn't know whereto

begin.

Hefixed his gaze on the flimsy foil covering of the ingtant medl, trying to
bend it. He pushed with his mind, picturing the thin meta twisting and
crumpling into a ball--but nothing happened. Kyp wondered how much of

Vima-Da-Bodas ramblings had been smple supergtition and craziness.

His parents had no special sort of powers. On the Deyer colony of the Anoat
system, they had both been outspoken locd paliticians. Upon hearing of a
growing rebellion against the Emperor'srigid policies, they decided to work
from within, peaking out againgt Pal patine to make him more moderate rather
than overthrow him entirely. They resoundingly protested the destruction of
Alderaan--but their efforts had only gotten the two of them and their sons

Zeth and Kyp arrested.

Kyp remembered that night of terror, when the stormtroopers had melted down
the door of the family dwelling even though it was unlocked. The armed

soldiers marched into the living quarters, kicked over thefragile



fiber-grown furniture. The stormtrooper captain read an arrest order through
thefiltered speaker in hishemet, accusing Kyp's parents of treason; then
the stormtroopers drew their blasters and stunned the two astonished adults.
Kyp's older brother Zeth had tried to protect them, so the troopers stunned

himaswadll.

Kyp, with tears streaming down hisface, could only starein dishelief at
the three crumpled forms as the stormtroopers linked stun-cuffs around his
wrigts. He still couldn't imagine how they had considered him athreet,

since he had been only eight yearsold at thetime.

Kyp and his parents were taken to Kessel, while fourteen-year-old Zeth was
hauled off as abrainwashed recruit to the Imperia military academy in

Carida They had never heard from Zeth again.

After little more than a year Kessd went into enormousinterna upheavals,

with prison revolts, the Imperias overthrown, davelordstaking over.

Kyp's parents had died during the commotion, executed for being on the wrong
dde at the wrong moment. Kyp himsalf had survived by hiding, becoming

slent and invisible. He had rotted in the darkness of the tunndlsfor eight

years, and now he had escaped.

Only to be captured again.

Somehow, it seemed, the Imperials were dways there to wreck his

aspirations. On Deyer the stormtroopers had stolen him away from his home;



on Kessd they had thrown him into the spice mines. Now that he and Han had

finaly escaped, the stormtroopers had clamped around him again.

Kyp's anger focused into a projectile, and he tried again to use his ability
on themedl tray. He pushed, and adrop of swet fell into his eyes,

blurring hisvison. Had the tray moved, jerked alittle? He saw asmall

dent in the textured protein patty that formed the main course. Had he done

that?

Perhaps anger was the key to focusing hislatent energies.

He wished Vima-Da-Boda had spent more time ingtructing him down in the
mines. He concentrated on the walls, on his narrow surroundings. He had to

find some way of escaping Han had aready proved that it could be done.

Kyp vowed that if he did manage to get away, he would find someone to teach
him how to use these mysterious powers. He never wanted to be left so

helplessagain.

Looking at the delicate, birdlike Qwi Xux, Han somehow could not imagine her

asthe developer of the Death Star. But she worked willingly inthe Maw

Installation, and she had admitted her role in a matter-of-fact way.

"What'sanicegirl likeyou doing in aplacelikethis?" hefindly said.



"Thisiswhat | do. Thisiswhat I'm best at." Qwi nodded her head absently,
asif consdering her answer. "Here | have a chance to grapple with the
greatest mysteries of the cosmos, to solve problems that others have claimed

are unsolvable. To see my wild ideas take shape. It's very thrilling."

Han still could not understand. "But how did this happen to you? Why are you

here?'

"Oh, that!" Qwi said, asif suddenly understanding the question. "My home
planet was Omwet, in the Outer Rim. Moff Tarkin took ten young Omwati
children from various cities. He placed usin intense forced-education
camps, trying to mold usinto great designers and problem solvers. | wasthe
best. | was the only one who madeit through al thetraining. | was his

prize, and he sent me here asareward.

"At first | worked with Bevel Lemdisk to bring the Death Star to fruition.

When we had the blueprints completed, Tarkin took Bevel away, leaving meto

create newer and better concepts.”

"Okay," Han said, "so I'll ask you again, why do you do this suff?"

Qwi looked at him asif he had suddenly grown stupid. "It'sthe most

interesting thing | canimagine. | have my pick of the chalenges, and I'm

usually successful. What more could | want?'

Han knew he wasn't getting through. "How can you enjoy working on things



likethis?It'shorriblel™

Qwi took another step backward, looking baffled and hurt. "What do you mean
by that? It's fascinating work, if you think about it. One of our concepts

was to modify existing molecular furnace devicesinto autonomous"World
Devadators' that could strip raw materials from a planet's surface, feed it

into huge automated onboard factories, and produce useful machines. Were
quite proud of that idea. We transmitted the proposal off to Tarkin shortly

after hetook Bevel with him." Her voicetrailed off. "'| wonder what ever

happened to that idea.”

Han blinked in astonishment. Theterrifying fleet of World Devastators hed
attacked Admira Ackbar's home planet, laying waste part of the beautiful
water world before the juggernauts were destroyed. " The World Devastators

have dready been built,” Han mumbled, "and put to very efficient use.”

Qwi'sfacelit up. "Oh, that's wonderful!"

"No, it isn't!" he shouted into her face. She sprang back. "Don't you know

what your inventions are used for? Do you have any idea?’'

Qwi backed off, straightening up again defensively. "Yes, of course. The
Death Star was to be used to break up dead planetsto allow direct mining of
the heavy metals trapped in the core. The World Devastators would be

autonomous factories combing asteroids or sterile worldsto produce awide



range of itemswithout polluting inhabited planets.”

Han snorted and rolled hiseyes. "If you believe that, you'll believe
anything. Listen to their names! Death Star, World Devagtator--that doesn't

sound like something for peacetime economic devel opment, doesit?"

Qwi scowled and turned her back on it. "Oh, what difference doesit make?"

"The Death Star'sfirdt target was the planet Alderaan--my wife's home
world! It murdered billions of innocent people. The World Devastators were
turned loose on the inhabited world of Calamari. Hundreds of thousands of
people died. Those efficient factories of yours manufactured TIE fighters

and other weapons of destruction, nothing else.”

"l don't believe you." Her voice did not sound confident.

"I wasthere! | flew through the rubble of Alderaan, | saw the devastation

on Caamari. Didn't you read about it in my interrogation report? Admira

Dadla pressed me over and over again for those details.”

Qwi crossed her dender bluish arms over her chest. "No, that wasn't in your

debriefing summary, which you so melodramaticdly cal an "interrogation.™

"Then you didn't get the whole report,” Han said.

"Nonsense. I'm entitled to dl data" She stared at her feet. "Besides, |



only develop the concepts. | make them work. If someone on the outside
abuses my inventions, | can't be held responsible. That's beyond the scope

of what | do."

Han made anoncommittal sound, smmering with anger. Her words sounded
rehearsed, like something that had been drilled into her. She didn't even

seem to think about what she was saying.

Qwi flitted back to her 3-D display pand, tapping on the musical keysand
humming to sharpen the long, angular image she had been congtructing when
Han opened hiseyes. "Would you like to see what I'm working on now?" Qwi

asked, studioudy avoiding any mention of the previous discussion.

"Sure," Han said, afraid that when she no longer needed to talk to him, Qwi

would send him back to his detention cdll.

She gestured to the image of the small craft. Four-sided and €longated, it
looked like the long shard of afirefacet gem. From the diagram he could see
apilot's compartment with space enough for six people. Small lasers studded
drategic aress, the bottom of the long point carried a strange toroidal

transmitting dish.

"Right now we're working on enhancing the armor,” Qwi said. "Though the
craft isnot much larger than a single-man fighter, we need it to be

completely imperviousto atack. By introducing quantum-crystalline armor,



where only afew layers of atoms are stacked as densdly as physics permits,
laminated on top of another thin film just as tough but phase shifted, we

can be confident that nothing will harm it. Not so much asadent.”

Han nodded to the laser emplacements; he couldn't see well from his vantage
chained against a support pillar. "Then why add the weaponry if the shipis
indestructible?' He had visons of afleet of thesethingsreplacing the TIE
fighters, asmdl force of indestructible assault craft could fly into any

New Republic fleet and carve the shipsup at their leisure.

"This craft is highly maneuverable, and smal enough not to be noticed on a
system-wide scan, but they till might encounter some resistance. Remember,
the Death Star was the size of asmall moon. This accomplishes through

finesse what the Death Star brought about through brute force.™

With acold fear inside Han did not want to know the answer to his next
question. How could she compare this small ship to the Death Star? But he

couldn't stop himsdf from asking, "And what isit? What doesit do?'

Qwi looked at theimage with awe, pride, and fear. "Well, we haven't
actualy tested it yet, but thefirgt full-scale modd isbasicaly
completed. We cdl this concept the Sun Crusher, tiny but immensaly
powerful. One smdl, impervious craft launches amodul ated resonance
projectile into astar, which triggers achain reaction in the core,

igniting a supernovaeven in low-mass gars. Straightforward and smple.”



In his horror, Han could think of nothing to say. The Death Star destroyed

planets, but the Sun Crusher could destroy whole solar systems.

Luke and Lando stood with Moruth Doole high insde one of Kessl's
amosphere stacks. They held the rusted guard railing a the edge of a
catwak, staring down the dizzying drop. Leaning into the stack, they
bresthed the manufactured air boiling into the sky; it reminded Luke of the

greet air shaft in Cloud City.

Doole shouted into the roaring background noise. " According to oneold
Imperia study, there's only enough raw materia in Kessd's crust to keep
the atmosphere in equilibrium for a century or two at our present rate of
consumption." He shrugged, hunching his bumpy shouldersin asort of
saizure. "A few years ago the output was higher so that the daves could

walk around and bregthe the air--but what's the point in alowing that?*

Lando nodded sagdly, asif il interested, while Luke said nothing. Doole

had been their tour guide for an entire day, talking more than even the
long-winded senators on Coruscant. Doole wanted Lando's haf million credits
and went about extolling Kessdl's virtues like a representative from the

planetary chamber of commerce.

Wherever Dooletook them, Luke strained his Jedi senses, reaching out to
find some sign of Han or Chewbacca. But Luke could fed noticklein the

Force, no ripple of hisfriends presence. Perhaps they were truly dead



after all.

Lando continued his conversation with Doole, shouting into the rushing wind
that rose through the stack. "A lot can change around here by the time the

ar runsout. What mattersiswhat you accomplish during your own lifetime.”

Dool€e's hissing laugh was swallowed by background noise. He reached up to
lay ahand on Lando's shoulder. "Wethink dike, Mr. Tymmo. Who cares what
happens after were space dust? I'd rather squeeze Kessel dry while I've got

itinmy fig."

"Y ou seem to have such an enormous operation. Why are you gtill running it

s0l07" Lando asked.

Dooleflinched at the term "solo," and Luke knew Lando had chosen hisword
carefully; both of them caught the Rybet's reaction. "What do you mean?"

Doole asked.

"Wdl, when the Imperia confiscation of spice ended, | would have thought
you'd open all your markets, get athousand representatives to spread the
product. Jabbathe Huitt is dead. Why didn't you link up with the unified
smugglers under Talon Karrde and Mara Jade? That must have hurt your

profits.

Doole pointed one gummy-ended finger a Lando. "Our profits are growing

enormoudy, now that we get dl the glitterstim, rather than just what we



can sted from under Imperia noses. And after being so long under the yoke
of the Empire, | didn't want to get into the same position with the New

Republic. Everybody knows that Jade and Karrde are just puppets.”

Seeing Lando's skepticism, Doole waved his hands. "Oh, but we are
consdering it, of course. In fact, I've dready spoken with aminister from
the New Republic, opening up aline of communication that may eventualy

lead to an dliance.”

"Sounds like good news," Lando said in anoncommittal voice.

Doole led them back aong the catwalk to the access doorway, where Artoo
waited. Shutting the heavy door behind them, Doole paused a moment for their
earsto adjust to the sudden silence. "Asyou can see, agreat dedl is

changing around here. Y ou, my friend, have chosen agood timetojoinin.”

"If | decidetoinvest,” Lando said firmly.

"Yes, yes, if you decideto invest. Thetruthis, this could be even more
important, Mr. Tymmo. Since the desth of Skynxnex, I'll be needing anew,

er, assgant for running the spice mines.”

Lando fluffed the cape behind him in asdlf-important gesture. "If I'm
investing haf amillion credits, Doole, I'd expect to be more of apartner

than an assgtant.”



Doole practically kowtowed. "Of course. Trivid details can be worked out.
I'll dso need anew shift boss. Maybe your companion here would be

interested in thework?' Helooked at Luke, squinting with his egg-white

eye.

Luke met the Rybet's mechanica eye and stared into the focus-changing
lenses, trying to pry some secrets from Dool€s brain. Luke said, "I'll have

to think about it."

Dooleignored him, focusing his attention back on Lando. "Now then, you've

seen practicaly everything. Isthere anything else | can show you?”

Lando looked to Luke, who pondered a moment. Thoughts of the jagged moon and
Its security base kept troubling him. If Han was not on Kessdl itsdlf,

perhaps he was imprisoned on the moonbase.

"Aren't you worried about attack from remnants of the Empire?’ Luke asked.

"Or consolidation forces from the New Republic?’

Doole brushed aside the comment. "We have our own defenses. Don't worry.”

But Luke perssted, trying to sound like a cautious business associate. " If
we're going to invest, we should see these dleged defenses. We know about
the energy shield left by the Imperid Correction Facility. But do you have

afleet of any sort?'



Doole began to spuitter, but Lando took charge. "Moruth, if there's something

you don't want usto see...."

"No, no, it'sno trouble at dl. I'll just have to arrange ashuttle up to

the moonbase. | don't want you to think we have anything to hide!"

Doole bustled off to arrange for the shuttle, leaving Luke and Lando to

exchange skeptical glances.

Lando did not liketheideaof leaving the Lady Luck behind on thelanding
pad of the Imperia Correction Fecility, but Doole continued to play the
gracious hogt. Luke silently tried to console him asthey lifted off inthe
short-range shuttle, but Lando kept looking out the small window asif he

would never see his ship again.

Kessdl's moon approached, 1ooking like a hollowed sphere with most of the
rock scooped out to house alargeinterna hangar and the enormous
generators and transmitters that crested the protective energy shield

surrounding the planet.

After they landed, Moruth Doole strutted out of the shuttle, gesturing them
to follow with an impatience that made L uke curious. Doole stood waiting for
them as Artoo worked hisway down the ramp and into the giant grotto. Behind

atransparent atmosphere-containment screen, Luke could see stars and the



trailing wisps of gas looping around the black hole clugter.

Doole seemed prouder of his defensive fleet than he was of any other aspect

of the Kessel operations. "Follow me."

Hewaddled across the rock floor of the hangar bay, leading them aong rows
and rows of fighter craft arranged in seemingly random order. They passed
ships Luke found familiar and others so exotic he could not even identify
them. He called on his knowledge as afighter pilot to assessthe flet:
X-wings, Y-wings, powerful Corellian Corvettes, asngle B-wing, TIE
fighters, TIE interceptors, four TIE bombers, severa Skipray blastboats,
gammarclass assault shuttles. In space, like prizes around the ragged

opening of the moon, hovered larger attack ships--three Carrack cruisers,

two big Lancer frigates, asingle Loronar strike cruiser.

"After we drove out the Empire," Doole said, "I placed the highest priority
on adefensvefleet. | bought every fighter | could find, no matter what
its condition, and hired experienced mechanics from the Corellian sector of

Nar Shaddaa."

He grinned with hisamphibian lips. "Wejust got the energy shield
operationa again two days ago. | can heave abig sigh of relief now. With
the shiddsfindly up and our new fleet as a backup, Kessd is safe and
independent. We can set glitterstim prices across the gal axy without

interference from anybody."



"Sureisalot of ships," Lando agreed. "I'm impressed.”

L uke recaled how much trouble the New Republic had obtaining sufficient
fighting shipsduring Admira Thrawn's guerrillacampaigns. If Moruth Doole
had been pulling al the strings he could to obtain every functiona shipin

the sector, no wonder supplies had been so limited.

"We should be able to defend against spice pirates, don't you think?' Doole

sad.

They kept walking along the rows of parked ships. Suddenly Lando froze, and
Lukefelt asurge of shocked emation from him. Artoo began chittering
wildly. Lukelooked around until he saw one modified light freighter of

Cordlian manufacture--a ship that |ooked decidedly familiar.

"What isit?' Doole asked, looking down &t the droid.

Lando took a moment to regain his composure. He rapped his knuckles on
Artoo'stop dome. "Stray cosmic ray, | suppose. Occasionally these old
adiromech unitsfrazzleacircuit." He swallowed. "Could | spesk with my

assgant for amoment in private, Moruth?'

"Oh, uh, of course.” Doole discreetly backed away. "I'll go make surethe
mechanics are prepping the shuttle for our return to Kessdl." Heturned to

Luke and forced humor into histone. "Now, don't go talking your boss out of



making an investment herel™

The moment Doole moved out of earshot, Lando nodded excitedly to the
freighter. "That'sthe Falcon, Luke! | know her like akrabbex knowsits

dll”

Luke looked at the ship, recognizing it himself but wanting more proof. Y ou

positive?"

"It'sthe Falcon, Luke. | owned her, remember, before Han stole her from me
in a sabacc game. If you look, you can see the streaking scar on top where |
knocked off the subspace antenna dish trying to zip away from the Degth

Sar."

L uke a so noticed scorch marks from arecent space combat. " They could have
changed the markings, wiped the memory core. Isthere any other way we can

proveit?'

"Just get me ingde the cockpit. Han's made some modificationsto the ship

nobody e se would know about.”

When Doole returned, Lando said, "My ass stant wants to be sure you've been
doing thorough maintenance on these ships. If you're not taking care of
them, they don't make much of adefensivefledt. Let'stake alook insde

one at random ... say, that Corellian ship over there.”



Doole seemed taken by surprise, glancing at the Falcon. "That one? Uh, we
have plenty of top-notch fighters you can check out. That oneis something

of a... pieceof junk."

Lando waggled hisfinger. "If you choose the ship for us, Moruth, that
contradicts the whole point of arandom inspection, doesn't it? Open this

oneup. Goon."

Reluctantly, Doole worked the externa controls that dropped the Falcon's
ramp. Lando took the lead, followed by Luke, while Artoo puttered so closdly

behind Doole that he nearly ran over the Rybet's hedls.

Insgde, Lando strode to the cockpit, ostensibly to check out the systems.
Running hisfingerslovingly over the stained, worn surfaces, heflicked a

few switches. "lon-flux stabilizer checks out as optimal, so doesthe
stasis-field generator. Should we go back and check out the power converter?

Those things are notorious for breaking down in Cordllian freighters.”

Lando backed down the narrow corridor leading from the cockpit to the
central living section of the ship. Turning left toward the entry ramp, he
stepped carefully on the main deck plates. From the control panels he had
unlatched the hidden locks, and when he stomped on the appropriate plates
with hisboot hed, they popped up, revealing the seven secret compartments

Han had personally installed as spice-smuggling bins beneath the floor.



"Caught you, Doole, you bastard!" Lando grabbed him by the yellow cravat at

histhroat. "What have you done with Han and Chewbacca?'

Doole seemed completdly astonished, flailing his splayed handsin the air.
"What are you talking about?' he croaked. As Lando glared down into the
Rybet's huge eyes, Doole dipped one of his handsinto hiswaistcoat and
yanked free asmall "hold-out” blaster pistol. Luke saw it and reacted
ingantly, shoving with hismind and using the Force to hurl Moruth Doole

away from Lando.

The blaster went off, sending a deadly beam ricocheting around the Falcon's
corridor. Doole fell backward, then scrambled to hisfeet. Hefired at them
again, but his mechanical eye had no time to focus, and the beam went wide.
Doole dove down the ramp, bellowing for the guards. His mechanica eyefdll
off, clanging and rolling across the floor. He scrambled efter itina

panic, feding blindly with hishands.

L uke smacked the door controls, raising the ramp and sedling the hatch. "We

should have kept him asahostage,” he said. "Now it'sgoing to be alot

more difficult to get out of here.”

Outside, Doole raised the aarm. Guards scrambled through the parked ships,

drawing blasters, fastening their armor.

"Artoo, get to the computer!" Luke said.



Lando jumped into the chair behind the controls. "I doubt we can do anything
for Han anymore. We need to get back and tell Leia. She can bring a
full-scale occupation force to Kessel. WEIl go over thisplacewith a

high-res scanner.”

"If we get out of heredive," Luke said.

"Artoo," Lando caled, "jack into the copilot's computer and tieinto the
hangar controls." The astromech droid chittered hiswillingnessto help and

rolled toward the navicomp console.

Outside in the hangar, security horns sounded. People ran around every which
direction, not knowing whereto go. Luke saw immediately that these
mercenaries had far |ess experience working together than the doppiest
Imperid regiment. But the moment Lando lifted the ship off the landing-pad

floor, everyone had an unmistakable target.

"Artoo, get that door field down!" Lando shouted. Using maneuvering
thrusters, he edged the ship forward, picking up speed asthey rose over the
other parked fighters. Filots scrambled into their ships, ready for a space
battle. In orbit around the moon, the capita shipsdid not yet seem aware

of the dtuation.

Lando accelerated toward the wide hangar opening to space. They could not

seetheinvigble shidd. Artoo bleeped and whistled, but the sounds were



not pogtive. "Get the shield down!™ Lando inssted.

Artoo'sinterface jack whirred as he worked with the hangar bay's computer,

trying to skirt the password controls.

"We need the shidld down now, Artoo!" Luke said.

The Facon'srear thrusters kicked in and they lurched forward, gaining
speed. "Comeon," Lando said to the ship. "You candoit. Do it onelast

timefor Han."

Artoo bleeped in triumph amoment before they shot through the opening. Luke
flinched, but the shield dropped just in time. Alert lights began to wink on
in the big battleshipsriding in orbit. Wegpons systems warmed up, targeting

modules locked on to ampoints.

The Millennium Falcon soared into open space as, behind them, the Kessal

forces scrambled in pursuiit.

Hunched in hisdark robes, Tol Sivron cameto visit Qwi Xux in her research
room. He drew in along, hissing breath, and his head-tails twitched with
uneasiness as he stared at her setup. The Twi'lek administrator gave the
impression of never having set foot ingde an actud |aboratory

before--which seemed odd to Qwi, since he wasin charge of the entire

indalation.



Qwi stopped her musica calculation with an atona squawk. "Director Sivron!

What can | do for you?'

Tol Sivron demanded regular written reports, feasibility sudies, and
progress summaries; he hosted aweekly meeting among the scientists to share

their ideas and their work in afrank and stimulating exchange.

But Tol Sivron did not make a habit of vigiting.

He shuffled around the room, poking at things, kneading his knuckles, and
looking at the standard equipment asiif deeply interested. He brushed his

clawed fingertips over the cdibration gauge of aweld-stress analyzer,

muttering, "Mmm hmmm, good work!" asif Qwi hersdf had invented the common

instrument.

"l just came to commend you for your consistently fine efforts, Dr. Xux."
Sivron stroked one of the vermiform head-tails draped around his neck; then
his voice grew stern. "But | hope you are about finished with your endless
iterations on the Sun Crusher project. We're past Grand Moff Tarkin's target
date, you know, and we must move soon. | insst you write your final report

and get dl the documentation in order. Submit it to my office assoon as

possible”

Qwi blinked a him in annoyance. She had submitted five separate "find"

reports dready, but each time Sivron had asked her to rerun aparticular



smulation or to retest the structural welds in the Sun Crusher's quantum
armor. He never gave any reasons, and Qwi got the impression that he never
read the reports anyway. If it had been up to her, the Sun Crusher would
have been ready for deployment two years ago. She was getting bored with it,
wanting to move on to anew design she could start from scratch and get back

to the enjoyable, imaginative work again.

"You'l have the report by this evening, Director Sivron!" Shewould just

send arepeat of thelast one.

"Good, good," Sivron sad, stroking his head-tail again. "l just wanted to

make sure everything isin order.”

For what? Qwi thought. We're not going anywhere. She hated it when the
adminigtrators and the military types kept sticking their nosesin her work.

Without another word Tol Sivron |eft.

Qwi stared after him, then activated the rarely used privacy lock on her
door. Returning to her imaging termina, she continued trying to crack the

wall of passwordsin front of her. She did like chalenges, after dl.

Qwi could not stop thinking about what Han Solo had told her. At firgt it
was anew puzzleto solve, but then shefindly began paying atention. To
her al the prototypes she devel oped were abstract concepts turned into

redity through mathematical music and brilliant intuitions.



She kept telling hersdf that she did not know, or care, what her inventions
were used for. She could certainly guess, but shetried not to. She didn't
want to know! She blocked those thoughts before they could surface. But Qwi

Xux wasn't stupid.

The Death Star was supposed to be used to break apart depleted, dead planets
to provide access to raw materias deep in the core. Right! Had she thought

up that excuse afterward? The World Devastators were supposed to be immense
wandering factories taking usel ess rubble and fabricating scores of valuable
industrial components. Right! Tarkin had been with her during the immense

pressure of her original training. She knew what the man was capable of.

And the new Sun Crusher was--"What?' Han had said, raising his voice so that
it hurt her fragile ears. "What in al the galaxy could the Sun Crusher be

used for other than to completely wipe out dl lifein sysemsthe Imperias

don't like? Y ou don't even have a bogus excuse like rubble mining. The Sun
Crusher has one purpose only: to bring degth to countless innocent people.

Nothing more."

But Qwi could not possibly have the responsibility for lives on her hands.
That wasn't part of her job. Shejust drew up blueprints, toyed with
designs, solved equations. It exhilarated her to discover something

previousy consdered impossible.

On the other hand, she was perfectly aware of what she wasdoing ... though



feigned naiveté provided such anice excuse, such aperfect shiedd against

her own conscience.

In the Maw databanks Qwi had discovered the complete "debriefing” of Han
Solo--protected by a password she had easily broken--full video instead of
just atranscription. Sivron and Daala had indeed kept much of it from

her--but why?

As Qwi watched the entire torture session, she could not believe her eyes.
She had never sugpected the information had been taken from himin that

manner! The words on paper seemed so cool and cooperative.

But on adeeper, professiona level shewas outraged at Admiral Daala.
Accessto datawas supposedly open to dl Maw scientists. She had never been
denied asingle information request in twelve yearsingde the black hole

cluster! But this was even worse. She hadn't just been denied accessto the

full report--she had been deceived into thinking Han's debriefing held no

more data

But information is meant to be shared! Qwi thought. How can | do my work if

| don't have the pertinent data?

Qwi had little trouble bresking through the various passwords. Apparently,
no one had expected her to bother looking. She read the full report with
sickened astonishment: the destruction of Alderaan, the attack on Yavin 4,

the ambush of the Rebel fleet over Endor, the huge hospital ship and



personnel carriers blown into micrometeoroids by the second Death Star's

superlaser.

"What did you think they were going to be used for?' Han had said. Qwi

closed her eyesto the thought.

Focus on the problem. It had been amantra of her childhood. Be distracted
by nothing ese. Solving the problem was the only important thing. Solving

the problem meant survivd itsdf. ...

Asachild she remembered spending two yearsin the Serile, silent
environment of the orbital education sphere above her homeworld of Omwat.
Qwi had been ten standard years old, the same age as her other nine

companions, each sdected from different Omwati honeycomb settlements.

From orbit the orange and green continents looked surred, blurred by clouds
and dimpled with canyons, blemished by upthrust mountains--nothing like the

clean maps she had seen before.

But beside Qwi's educational sphere orbited Moff Tarkin's personal Star
Destroyer. It had been amere Victory class ship, but powerful enough to

rain death and ruin down on Omwat if the students should fail.

For two yearslifefor Qwi had been an endless succession of training,

testing, training, testing, with no other purpose than to cram the tota



knowledge of engineering disciplinesinto pliable young Omwati minds--or to
burst their brainsin the process. Tarkin's research had shown that Omwati
children were capable of amazing mental fedts, if pushed properly and
aufficiently. Most of the young minds would collapse under the pressure, but
some emerged like precious jewels, brilliant and creative. Moff Tarkin had

wanted to test that possibility.

The gaunt, stedl-hard man had stood in his dress uniform during important
examinations, saring at the surviving Omwati children asthey wrestled with
problemsthat had stymied the Empire's best designers. Qwi remembered how
aarmed they had been when one of her classmates, ayoung male named Rillik,
suddenly fdl to thefloor in somekind of seizure, grasping his head and
screaming. He managed to climb to his knees, weeping, before the guards
grabbed him. He still grasped for his examination paper asthey hauled him

away, yelling that he wanted to finish hiswork.

In silence Qwi and her three surviving classmates went to the window of the
educational sphere so they could watch as turbolasers from the Victory-class
Star Destroyer obliterated Pillik's honeycomb settlement in punishment for

hisfalure

Qwi could not be distracted by consequences. If her concentration faltered,
everyone would die. She had to lock away dl caring. Problems were pure, and
safe, to be solved for their own sake. She could not alow hersdf to think

beyond the abstract challenge at hand.



In the end Qwi had been the only one of her group who made it through the
training. She received no ingruction in biologica sciences, saving her
memory space for more physics, mathematics, and engineering. Tarkin had
whisked her off to the new Maw Instdlation and placed her under the
tutelage of the great engineer Bevel Lemeisk. Qwi had been inthe Maw ever

{nce

Problems had to be solved for their own sake. If she allowed hersdlf to be
distracted by fedings, terrible things would happen. She remembered images
of burning Omwati citieswinking like faraway campfiresfrom orbit, the
laser-ignited wildfires that swept across the savannas of her world--but she

had too many caculationsto finish, too many designsto modify.

Qwi had saved her conscience by laying the responsibility on others. But
the truth was, she created devicesthat had directly caused the deaths of
entire civilizations, the destruction of whole worlds. With the Sun Crusher

she could wipe out solar systems with the push of abutton.

Qwi Xux had alot of thinking to do, but she didn't know how to go about
thiskind of pondering. Thiswas an entirely new and different type of

problem to solve.

Chewbacca stood like a statue, refusing to move and daring the keeper to use

his power-lash again.



The keeper did.

Chewbaccaroared at the pain lancing across his skin; his nerveswrithed in
the aftermath of the charge. He raised his hairy arms, seething with the

desretorip thefat, placid man'slimbs from his spherical torso.

Fourteen stormtroopers leveled their blasters at him.

"Are you going back to work, Wookiee, or do | have to nudge the power
Setting up acouple more notches?' The keeper tapped the handle of the
power-lash againgt his palm, gazing at Chewbaccawith abland expression.
His complexion was dusty-looking and bloodless, asif no hint of life had

ever passed beneath the skin.

"Any other timel might have enjoyed the chalenge of bresking you, Wookiee.
I've been here fourteen standard years with an entire crew of Wookiee

daves. Welost afew during the process, but | cracked them al, and now
they follow orders and do their work. But Admird Daadlaingststhat

everything bein top-notch condition for mobilization by tomorrow."

Heflicked the szzling greentip of thelash intheair in front of
Chewbaccas face, sngeing some of the fur. Chewbacca peeled back his black

lipsand growled.

"l don't havetimeto play gamesright now," the keeper said. "If | haveto

waste any more time disciplining you, 1'm going to dump you out into space.



Do you understand?’

Chewbacca considered roaring in hisface, but the keeper looked serious. At
the very least Chewbacca had to survive long enough to find out what had
happened to Han. A long time ago Han had rescued Chewbacca from other
endavers, and he still owed the man alife debt. He gave alow grunt of

acquiescence.

"Good, now get back to that assault shuttle!™

Chewbaccawore gray work coveralls with pockets to hold engine diagnostic
tools and hydrospanners. None of the tools could be used as awespon;

Chewbacca had aready checked that much out.

The gammarclass assault shuttle took up agood portion of the Gorgon's lower
hangar bay. Chewbacca had asmall databoard listing the configurations for
the tractor-beam projector and the deflector-shield generators. He had
worked on other ships before, and he knew the Falcon inside out thanksto
the many on-the-spot repairs he and Han had been forced to make. With the
specs on the databoard he could easily service decades-old Imperia

technology.

On the rear of the assault shuttle Chewbacca checked the exhaust nozzles of
the thrust reactors and grudgingly tested the blaster-cannon mountings. In

the front of the vessdl a convenient boarding hatch allowed access for the



command crew, but Chewbacca opted for the more rigorous method of popping
open and climbing through one of the foldaway launch doors used to disgorge

zero-G stormtroopers during a space assaullt.

Inside, he had accessto the engineering level, where he tinkered with the
power modulators and the life-support systems. He restrained hisurgetorip
out circuits and damage the equipment--the keeper would execute him
immediately, and such aminor sabotage would accomplish nothing. Even subtle

damage was likely to be discovered in theinitial checkout procedure.

The assault shuttle's spartan passenger section held only benchesfor its
complement of spacetroopers, aswell as power-coupled storage compartments

for their bulky zero-G armor.

Up front Chewbacca powered up and checked out the command console, did a
test run of the twin-tandem flight computers ... and thought about uprooting

the chairs on which the five members of the command crew would Sit.

Outside in the Gorgon's hangar bay the fat keeper shouted and lashed at the
air. Chewbaccafelt asurge of anger upon hearing cries of agony from the

other cowed Wookiee daves. He knew nothing about hisfellow captives, he
had been held in a separate cell, and they were not alowed to speak to each

other.

Chewbacca wondered how long it had been since these exhausted daves had

touched the branches of their home trees.



"Get working!" the keeper ydled. "We have alot that needsto be done
today! Three hundred ships on the Gorgon done!" And Chewbaccaknew the
three other star destroyers had an equa number of TIE fighters, blastboats,

and assault shuttles.

Chewbacca clenched hisfist around an upraised storagelid, bending it

noticeably. He wanted to know why Admiral Daalainssted on such desperate

Speed.

Qwi Xux did not like to be muscled around by stormtroopers. In her years at
the Maw Ingtallation, she had learned to ignore the rigid troopers marching
around the corridorsin white armor, in endless robotic training and
formations that made no sense at al. Did they dl have faulty memories, or
what? Once she learned something, she didn't need to keep drilling,

drilling, drilling. Qwi paid little attention to them anymore--until asguad

marched into her laboratory and inssted that she follow them.

Only moments earlier Qwi had shut down her illicit database searches, and
she had disengaged the privacy lock on her lab's entryway. She had no reason
to think the stormtroopers suspected anything, but she still felt

unreasoni ng terror.

The troopers folded around her in a protective bubble as they marched her

aong thetiled corridors. "Where are you taking me?' Qwi findly managed to



"Admird Dadawishesto seeyou," the captain said through thefiltered

speaker on hishelmet.

"Oh. Why?"

"Shell haveto tdl you that hersdlf."

Qwi swalowed acold lump in her throat and put a haughty tonein her voice.

"Why couldn't she come to me hersdf?'

"Because Admird Dadaisabusy person.”

"I'm abusy person, too."

"Sheisour commanding officer. You arent.”

Qwi asked no further questions but followed in silence asthey took her

across an access tube to another asteroid in the main conglomeration, then

aboard asmadl shuttlein thelanding bay.

When they arrived aboard the Star Destroyer Gorgon, Qwi could not keep

hersdf from staring in wide-eyed fascination. Though the enormous ships had

hung in the sky above Maw Ingtdlation for aslong as she could remember,

Qwi rarely had an opportunity to board them. Her stormtrooper escorts took



her directly to the Gorgon's bridge.

The trapezoidal command tower rose high above the arrowhead-shaped main
body, giving apanoramic view overlooking the vast landscape of the ship.
Qwi stood and stared out the front viewport toward the cobbled-together
collection of rocks that made up Maw Ingtalation. For amoment she
remembered watching from the orbiting educationa sphere as Moff Tarkin

obliterated Omwati citiesfar below. ...

Command crew bustled about their stations, intent on their work asif inthe
middle of an important drill. In the corridors stormtroopers marched by at a
brisk pace. Overlapping intercom messages peppered the air. Qwi wondered how

the troops could be so busy after a decade of doing nothing.

Admird Dadlastood by her command console, staring at the deadly swirling
gases that blocked her from the outside. Qwi saw her trim, perfect figure
masked by an auroraof chestnut hair that flowed like aliving blanket down
her back. When Dadlaturned to face her, some of the hair remained where it

hung, wrapping around her waist while other strands arced behind her.

"Y ou wanted to see me?' Qwi asked. Her reedy voice quavered despite her

effortsto control her nervousness.

Dadalooked at her for amoment, and Qwi had the impression of being placed

under amagnifying lensin preparation for dissection. Then Dadlasuddenly



seemed to recognize her. "Ah! Y ou are Qwi Xux, in charge of the Sun Crusher

project?’

"Yes, Admira." She paused amoment, then blurted, "Have | done something

wrong?"

"l don't know. Have you?' Daala answered, then turned back to the broad
window, staring out at her other ships. "'l can't get any straight

information out of Tol Sivron, o I'll tell you directly. If you have any

further work to do on your Sun Crusher, finish it now. We are mobilizing the

flegt."

Dadamisinterpreted Qwi's shocked silence. "Don't worry--1'll authorize
whatever assstance you need, but everything must be done within aday.
Y ou've had two yearslonger than Grand Moff Tarkin gave you. It istimeto

put the Sun Crusher to use.”

Qwi took adeep breath, trying to keep her thoughts from spinning. "But why

now?Why such arush?'

Daadawhirled back at her, wearing asour expression. "We have received new
information. The Empire lieswounded and vulnerable on the outside, and we
can't just St here and wait. We have four Star Destroyers, afull fleet the
Rebellion knows nothing about. Since the Death Star prototypeis not capable
of hyperspacetravd, it isusdessto usin this operation--but we will

have the Sun Crusher. Y our beautiful Sun Crusher.” Thelights of thefiery



gases outsde glimmered in Dadlds eyes. "With it we can destroy the New

Republic, system by system.”

All of Han'swarnings echoed asloud as screamsin Qwi's head. He had been

right about everything.

Daala dismissed her, and Qwi stumbled as the stormtroopers escorted her back
toward the waiting shuttle. Qwi would have to make her decision sooner than

she had expected.

In her own quartersimages of planets scrolled in front of Lelas eyes.
Statistics, populations, resources--cold data that she had to absorb and
assess to make her decision. She rgected most of the worlds out of hand;
others she marked as possihilities. So far nothing had jumped out at her as

the perfect placefor Luke to establish his Jedi academy.

It hadn't seemed like such adifficult request, since the New Republic
encompassed so many possible planets. She had found Dantooine as anew home
for the survivorsfrom Eol Sha--why was an academy Ste causing her so much

trouble?

After meeting Luke'sfirgt two trainees and seeing how unusud they were,
Leia suspected the Jedi studies would require complete isolation. She had
spoken again to Gantoris and Streen in the past day and was discouraged to

find both of them fedling miserable and abandoned. If only Luke would come



back soon--with Han!

As she thought of other places, Leia pondered how Y oda had trained Luke on
the svampy planet of Dagobah, a place completely devoid of other intelligent

life. Her brother would want someplace smilar for hisown trainees.

Okay, what about Dagobah itself? she thought, putting afingertip on her
lower lip. The swamps had hidden Y odafor centuries, and it was certainly
isolated from the mainstream of galactic traffic ... but Dagobah had no
gppropriate facilities either. They would have to erect an academy from
scratch. Mobilizing the New Republic construction forces, Lela could get the
job donein short order--but she wasn't sure that was the right answer.
Somehow she felt theright site would jump out at her. Because the
restoration of the Jedi Knights meant so much, Luke would be very selective

about the proper dsite. She just hadn't found it yet.

The message center buzzed. Again. Though it was barely midmorning, she had
aready lost count of the interruptions. With asigh Lelaanswvered it,
seeing the image of another minor functionary take shapein the centra

focus.

"Minigter Organa Solo," the functionary said, "I'm sorry to call you a
home, but we need you to decide on amed sdlection for the Bimmini banquet.
The deadlineistoday. The choices are grazer filletswith tart sauce, nerf

medal lions with sweet fungi, broiled dewback--'



"I'll take the nerf meddlions. Thank you!" She switched off the receiver,

then camed herself before returning to theimages of the planets.

In the bedchambers Jacen burst into loud sobs, joined in amoment by his
Sister. Threepio cooed sounds of consolation, then began another one of his
lullabies, which set them to crying louder. Part of Leiawanted to hurry

into the children's room to see what was the matter, while another part of

her just wanted to seal their door so she could have alittle more quiet.

On the morning after the reception at the Skydome Botanical Gardens, both
children had come down with acold. Slight fever, congestion, and genera
crankiness--the type of frequent minor illness the twinswould no doubt
suffer for another few years--but Leiadidn't want to just abandon them to

the care of Threepio.

After somerefresher programming, the protocol droid had proved himsalf
capable of caring for the two-year-olds. But Lelafelt adefensvenessin
hersdf. She was their mother; while it was anew set of responsbilities

for her, Leiadid not want adroid to watch them all the time, no matter how
competent his programming. The children had dready spent so much of their
liveswith Winter that Leiawanted to make up for lost time--if her

political dutieswould only give her the chance!

Before she could call up the file on another planet to consider, the message

center buzzed again. "What isit?' she said, mustering every scrap of



civility she dill possessed. She did not recognize the dien administrator

intheimage.

"Ah, Minigter Organa Solo, | am calling from the office of the deputy
assstant minister of industry. | wastold you might be able to offer a
suggestion about atype of music that would be appropriate to play during

thearrivd of the Ishi Tib delegate?’

For amoment Leiareconsidered her time as a prisoner of Jabbathe Hutt. At
least the dug-like crimelord had not required her to do anything more than

gt there and look beautiful....

Before shefinished signing off, amessage camein from Admira Ackbar.
Though sheliked the Cdlamarian admird, she found it difficult to keep her
temper from boiling. How was she supposed to get anything donewith all

these interruptions?

"Hdlo, Admira--can | help you quickly?1'm in the middle of arather large

project right now."

Ackbar nodded gracioudy, swiveling hisbig fish eyestothefrontina
gesture of courtesy. "Of course, Leia. | gpologize for the interruption, but
I'd like to solicit your comments on the speech | have just written. Asyou
remember, | am giving it before the Cabinet tomorrow, and you agreed to
provide me with data on the rezoning of embassy sectorsin the devastated

aress of Imperid City. | did write the speech without your input, but |



need to have the information before tomorrow. I've marked clearly where you

need to add your thoughts. Would it be possible--'

"Of course, Admird. I'm sorry | haven't been more attentive. Please send it

to my personal network address, and I'll get to it right away. | promise.”

Ackbar nodded his salmon-colored head. "Thank you, and | apologize again for

the interruption. I'll et you get back to work."

When he signed off, Leia could do no more than sit with her eyes closed,
hoping for afew moments of silence. In quiet times, though, she began to

worry too much about Han....

The door chime sounded. Leiaamost screamed.

Mon Mothmastood at the doorway in her flowing white robes. "Hello, Leia. Do

youmindif I comein?'

Lelagtuttered, trying to regain her composure. "Uh, pleasel™ Mon Mothma had
never come visiting, never shown the dightest inclination to make any sort
of socid cdl. Though calm and quietly charismatic, the Chief of State had

aways distanced hersdf from anyone ese.

During the early days of the Rebellion, Mon Mothma had sparred with Lelas

father Bail Organaon the floor of the Senate. Mon M othmawas a new senator



then, afirebrand inssting on rapid and sweeping changes that dismayed the
seasoned and cynica Bail Organa. Eventudly, though, they joined forcesto
oppose Senator Pd patine in his quest to become President; when they failed
and Palpatine proclaimed himsdlf 'Emperor.” Mon Mothma began to speak of
open rebdlion. A horrified Bail Organahad not seen the need until after

the Ghorman Massacre, when he findly redlized that the Republic he had

served for so long was truly dead.

The degth of Bail Organa and the destruction of Alderaan had affected Mon
Mothmadeeply. But she had never hinted that she wished to become friends
with the daughter of her old rival. "What can | do for you, Mon Mothma?'

Leiaasked.

Mon Mothmalooked around the private quarters, fixing her gaze on the
sweeping landscapes of Alderaan mounted on thewalls, the grassands, the
organic-looking tower cities, the underground settlements. The faintest

sheen of tears seemed to film her eyes.

"| learned that your children are sick, and | wanted to offer my
consolations.” Shefixed asharp gazeon Leia. "And | have also learned that
Han and Chewbacca never returned from their Kessel mission. | wish you

hadn't tried to hide that from me. Isthere anything | can do?'

Leialooked down. "No. Lando Calrissian and my brother Luke have aready

goneto see what they can find. | hope they bring back news soon.”



Mon Mothmanodded. "And | aso wanted to commend you on the job you are

doing. Or perhaps console you isthe better word."

Leiacould not hide her surprise. "The reception for Ambassador Furgan was a

disaster!”

Mon Mothma shrugged. "And do you think anyone could have performed better
than you did? Y ou did a perfectly adequate job with the Caridans. Some
battles smply cannot be won. Given the Caridans potentid for gaactic
mayhem, | think getting adrink thrown in my faceisardatively minor

debacle.”

With afaint smile Leiahad to admit that the Chief of State wasright.

"Now, if only | could find aplace to house Luke's Jedi academy, 1'd fedl

like I'm making some progress through thiswhole morass.”

Mon Mothmasmiled. "I've been thinking about that too, ever snce Luke made

his speech. | believe | have asuggestion.”

Leldsdark eyeswidened in surprise. "Please!”

Mon Mothmaindicated the datatermina in Leidsliving chamber. "May 17"

Leiagestured for her to use the system. Though alife-long politician, Mon

Mothma set to work on the database; she was obvioudy no stranger to doing



her own research.

When images of the new planet crystallized in the projection zone, Leiafelt
thetingle of excitement creep through her. The confident feding that this
was the right place grew in her heart. She wondered how she had overlooked

something o obvious.

"Congder," Mon Mothmasaid, smiling. "It has everything he could possibly

need--privacy, good climate, facilitiesaready in place.”

"It'sperfect! | don't know why | didn't think of it myself."

The message center buzzed again.

"What?' Leiabarked at the caller. Sheredized she should have been more
restrained, but she had reached the end of her fuse. Mon Mothmaremained at

the datatermina, watching from outsdethefield of view.

The caller aso dispensed with tact. "We need your report right now,
Minigter Organa Solo. The orbital debris committeeis deliberating on the
disposition of wreckage around Coruscant. Y ou were supposed to attend our

discussionsthis morning--'

Learecognized the functionary as Andur, the vice-chairman of the
committee. "My aide has dready canceled my gppointments for today. I'm

sorry | was unableto attend.”



"We received your cancellation, but we didn't receive your report. You
agreed to write asummary and distribute it to us a this session. It's past

due! Sick children do not make the New Republic stop functioning.”

Seeing red, Leiaremembered standing in Jabba's paace, holding the pulsing
therma detonator in her hand, waiting for it to explode and kill them all.

Five, four, three, two...

Somehow she restrained herself. Perhaps spending aday with Ambassador
Furgan had toughened her calluses. "I may be the Minister of State, Mr.
Andur, but I am aso amother. | have to do both jobs--I can't sacrifice one

for the sake of the other. My children need me now. The committee can wait.

Miffed, the vice-chairman raised hisvoice. "It would have been much easier
to complete our deliberationsif you had been here rather than home playing
nurse--couldn't you hireamedical droid to take care of your kids runny
noses? Thisisan important issue we're dealing with, affecting the fate of

al spacetraffic gpproaching and leaving Coruscant!”

Leadiffened. "Thisisan important issue I'm dedling with here, too! How
can you expect meto care about the whole galaxy if | don't even care for my
own family?If you wanted mindless devotion to duty without caring about
people, then you should have stayed with the old Empire!™ She reached for

the controls. "My report will beissued to you in duetime, Mr. Andur." She



switched him off before he could say another word.

At the end of her outburst, Leladumped into her self-conforming chair,

suddenly remembering her guest. Her face turned scarlet with embarrassment.

"That committee meets weekly, and there's no reason why they couldn't have
waited until next time," she said inasmmering, defensvevoice. "I'm
redly not going to let any important negotiations go down thedrain. | know

my duty.”

Mon Mothmanodded, sharing one of her placid, heart-felt smiles. "Of course
youwon't, Leia. | understand. Don't worry about it." The Chief of State

looked at Leiawith what seemed to be anew and surprising respect.

Leiasighed and stared at the planetary image on the datatermind. "Maybel
should go off and spend afew months at the Jedi academy myself as soon as
Luke getsit under way--though | know that'll never happen. Taking a
vacation from Imperia City isabout as easy aswaking away from ablack

hole. Affairs of state swalow up my entire day."

She caught herself complaining and quickly added, "But of course restoring
the order of the Jedi Knightsis very important. | have the potential to use
the Force and so do the twins. But thorough training will take alot of time

and concentration--two commodities | don't seem to have."

Mon Mothmalooked at her gravely, then squeezed Leias shoulder. "Don't



worry too much. Y ou have other important thingsin store for you."

Han rolled over with agroan in the detention cdll. The hard ridgeson the
surface of his bunk--Han thought of them as "discomfort stripes’--made deep

itsdlf anightmare.

He awoke from adream about Leia, perhaps the only enjoyment he had
experienced in three weeks. The dim reddish light filtered down, hurting his

eyeswithout providing useful illumination.

He blinked his eyes open, hearing people move outside his cell door, the
clank of stormtrooper boots on the floor gratings, muffled voices. The

cyberlock clicked as someone activated the password code.

He sat up, suddenly aert. Hisbody ached, hismind sill buzzed from the
interrogation drugs, but he tensed as the door opened. He had no ideawhat

thiswas, but he fdt certain hewouldn't likeit.

Corridor light flooded in, and Qwi Xux stood beside an armed stormtrooper.
She looked battered and abused by her own thoughts, which gave Han asmug
grin. He hoped she had lost alot of deep after learning of the devastating

use to which her inventions had been put. She might be ableto fool herself,

but she couldn't fool him.

"What, have you come back to discuss afew more mord issues, Doc? Am |



supposed to be your conscience?

Qwi crossed her pale-bluish arms over her chest. "Admira Daalahas given me
permission to interrogate you again,”" she said coldly, though her body
language did not match her tone. She turned to the guard, her pearlescent

hair sparkling in the dim corridor. "Would you accompany meinside for the

interrogation, Lieutenant? I'm afraid the prisoner might not cooperate.”

"Yes, Dr. Xux," the guard said, following her into the cell. He did the

door partidly closed behind him.

While his back was turned, Qwi withdrew a blaster from the utility pocket on
her smock, pointed it a the guard, and fired a stun blast. Rippling arcs of

blue fire surrounded him, then faded as he crumpled to the floor.

Han leaped to hisfeet. "What are you doing!"

Qwi stepped over the falen stormtrooper. The previous day she had seemed
more fragile; the Imperia-issue heavy blagter pistol looked hugein her
delicate hand. "Admird Dadlais mobilizing thisentireflegt inlessthan a

day. She plansto take the Sun Crusher and her four Star Destroyersto wipe
out the New Republic. Y our friend Kyp Durron is also scheduled for
termination this afternoon.” She raised her feathery eyebrows. "Doesthat

add up to enough of an excuse to escape as soon as we can?”

Han'smind reded. At the moment al he could think of was seeing Kyp and



Chewbacca again, then getting back to Coruscant so he could be reunited with
Leiaand thetwins. "l don't have any appointments | couldn't be persuaded

to cancd.”

"Good," Qwi said. "Any questions?’

Han smirked as he began to pull on his disguise of stormtrooper armor. "No,

I'm used to doing this sort of thing."

Kyp could sense the differencein the air--hisfirst indication that his
effortsto focus the Force were actualy accomplishing something. He studied
every dight changein air currents, in the duggish odors around the cell,

the myriad tiny sounds that echoed through the metd walls.

Stretching his mind through invisible webs of the Force, Kyp could fed a
surge from the guards when they walked past his cell. He could sensea
twinge each time someone dispensed the food tray through the door. But their
attitudes had changed. Over the whole ship he could catch faint ripples of

activity, tensgon, growing anxiety.

Something was about to happen.

Closer a hand, he understood a deeper gut-wrenching truth. The emotions had

been so clear in the guard stationed beside his door the previous deep

period. Kyp Durron was not to be part of whatever activity the Star



Destroyers were preparing. A young man from the spice mines of Kessel could

provide no useful information; they had no reason to keep him dive.

Admiral Daalahad dready scheduled Kyp's termination. He had not much

longer to live. Hislips curled back in an angry snarl. The Empire had been

trying to destroy him dl hislife, and now they were about to succeed.

When he heard voices outside his door, he sensed the barrage of their

uneasiness, the curdling plans of violence behind the forefront of their

minds.

He had no way to defend himself! Despairing, Kyp did his head againgt the

cool metal wall of the door, trying to pick out afew select words of the

conversation.

'....scheduled for execution this afternoon.”

... know that. We are ... take him. Admird ... authorization right here.”

"...irregular. Why ... want him?"

"Weaponstest ... target ... new concept ... vital to the fleet's new

armaments... right avay!"

"... need specific ... only agenera authorization.”



"No ... good enough!™

Thevoicesrose, but Kyp couldn't make out more of the words. Hetried to
decipher three voicestaking al at once. Kyp made ready to lash out the
moment the door did open. He knew he would be cut down by blaster firein
no time--but &t least it would be over, and he would be shot on hisown

terms, not the Empire's.

'... check with ... first. Wait--'

Suddenly Kyp heard athump and a muffled blast. A heavy object smashed
againgt the doorway. Kyp flinched back as the door whisked open. The dead
stormtrooper guard sprawled backward into his cell with aclatter of white
armor. A smoking hole oozed steam from the waist joint in the brittle
uniform. Another ssormtrooper stepped inside holding the still-warm blaster
pistol. Beside him stood awillowy aien woman, looking delicate but

outraged at the sametime.

"l hope that was sufficient authorization,” the ssormtrooper said, then

pulled off hishemet.

"Han!" Kyp cried.

"| redly hate red tape," Han said, nudging the dead guard with hisfoot.

"Think you can fit into thisuniform, kid?"



"No, | don't want one of the dow old ones!” Qwi snapped at the keeper of
the Wookiee work detail. Through the narrowed field of view in his
stormtrooper helmet, Han watched the delicate woman play the part of a

tough, impetient researcher.

The rotund man glanced & his hairy charges, unintimidated asif he were
accustomed to being shouted at by prima donna scientists. The keeper's face

looked like pale, wet clay.

Han fidgeted, swesting in the cramped uniform. The helmet had nosefilters,
but the suit till smelled of body odor from its former owner. The
sormtroopers at Maw Ingdlation lived in their uniformsand likely

disnfected the interiors much less often than they polished the exteriors.

The keeper shrugged, asif Qwi'simpatience did not concern him. "These
Wookiees have been worked hard for over adecade. What do you expect from

them? They'redl dow and worthless”

Han could see that most of the other Wookiees wandering around the hangar
bay had patchy fur and stooped shoulders, bringing them almost to the height
of ahuman. These daveslooked asif their will had been crushed over years

of harsh servitude.

"l don't want to hear your excuses," Qwi said. She tossed her head, making

the feathery pearls of her hair shimmer. "We've been ordered to get alot of



work done before the fleet departs, and | need a\Wookiee with some energy.

Give methat new prisoner you have. Hell do the work."

"Not agood idea," the keeper said, wrinkling his pasty forehead. "He's
unruly, and you'd have to double-check hiswork. Can't trust him not to try

sabotage.”

"l don't care how unruly he can get!" Qwi snapped. "At least hewontt fall

adeep onthejob."

Onthefar side of the bay atall Wookiee stepped out of agamma-class
assault shuttle. He straightened from the cramped quarters and looked around
the bay. Han had to force himself not to yank off hishelmet and cal out
Chewbaccas name. The Wookiee seemed ready to strike, barely restraining
himsdlf from flying into asuicida rage. With his bare hands Chewbacca

could dismantlefive or Sx TIE fighters before the ssormtroopers took him

down. The keeper glanced at Chewbacca, asif consdering.

"| have authorization from Admira Dadahersdf,” Qwi said, holding out a
curled hardcopy bearing Daala's seal. Han glanced at the other stormtroopers
gtanding guard in the engine pool. He could not invoke the same violent

"authorization" he had used to spring Kyp Durron from hiscell.

Beside Qwi Xux, Kyp--wearing the smaller of the two stolen stormtrooper

uniforms--stood stock-4till. Han knew the kid must be terrified, but Kyp had



sngpped to attention and done everything Han suggested. Han felt arush of
warmth insde, and he hoped Kyp could get out of here to the normd life he

deserved.

"All right, but you take him a your own risk," the keeper findly said. "l
won't beresponsibleif he ruins whatever you have him working on." He

whistled and motioned for apair of stormtroopersto bring Chewbacca over.

The Wookiee growled in anger, glaring around with hard, dark eyes. He did
not recognize Han, nor did he know Qwi Xux. Chewbacca glared at them,

resenting another assgnment.

"A little more cooperation!” the keeper ydled, then struck out with his

energy lash, burning a smoking welt across Chewbacca's shoulder blades.

The Wookiee howled and snarled but somehow restrained himself as the other
stormtroopers hauled out their blasters, ready to stun him if he went wild.

Han tensed, clenching hisfists as much as the armored gloveswould alow.
More than anything he wanted to shove the generating handle of the

energy-lash down the keeper'sthroat and switch it on full power.

But instead Han stood at attention, doing nothing, saying nothing. Likea

good stormtroope.

The four of them marched out of the hangar bay. The keeper ignored them as

he strode to the other captive Wookiees and began to strike left and right



with hisenergy-lash, venting his anger. Han fdlt his somach knotting.

Chewbacca kept looking from sideto Side, asif searching for his chanceto
escape. Han just hoped they could get someplace private before the big

Wookiee decided to tear them all apart.

Thedoors closed, leaving them in aharshly lit white corridor. "Chewiel™
Han said, pulling off his ssormtrooper helmet. After breathing through the

sour nosefilters, even the musky scent of a\Wookiee smelled sweet to him.

Chewbacca bleated in delighted surprise and grabbed Han in ahuge hug,

wrapping hairy arms around him and lifting him off the floor. Han gasped for

breath, grateful for the protection of the armor. "Put me down!" he said,

trying to stop himsalf from chuckling. "If somebody seesyou, they'll think

you'rekilling me! Wouldn't that be a stupid reason to get blasted?”

Chewbacca agreed and lowered him back to the floor.

"Now what?' Han asked Qwi.

"If you can pilot us out of here, we can escape,” Qwi said.

Han grinned. "If that's our only problem, we're homefree. | can pilot any

ship--just give me the chance.”



"Then let'sget out of here" shesaid. "Timeisrunning out.”

* * *

When they boarded the shuttle back down to Maw Ingtdlation, Han could ask
no further questions. Surrounded by other ssormtroopersrigidly minding
their own business, neither he nor Kyp could speak with Qwi. Casua

conversation seemed forbidden.

Qwi fidgeted, looking at the shuttle walls, the narrow windows showing the

deadly barrier of the Maw itsdlf with its secret pathways--if they could

escape.

Han desperately wanted to see Lelaand thetwins again. They filled his
thoughts more and more, preoccupying him at times when he should have fixed
every iotaof attention on the peril around him. He ached to hold Leia
again--but thinking of her while he wore a stormtrooper uniform seemed to

taint the emotion.

Beside him sat Kyp, unreadable behind a stormtrooper mask. But the eyeholes
of the helmet continued to turn toward Han, asif seeking reassurance. Han

wished he had more to offer--but he did not know Qwi's plan.

Why were they returning to Maw Ingtdlation, rather than just stedling a
ship and racing off into space? It would be a breakneck run, no matter when

they started--and Admira Daala's attack preparations grew more complete



with each hour.

Han had to warn the New Republic of the disaster about to befdl it. Firs,

he had been concerned about the concentration of space power around
Kessdl--but the fleet of four Star Destroyers and the Maw Ingtdlation's

secret weapons looked infinitely worse than whatever Moruth Doole had pieced

together from the scrap hesp.

Chewbacca wore mechanic's overals, looking like aworker assigned to
perform maintenance on some piece of equipment down in one of the
|aboratories. He made grunting sounds to himself, content to be reunited

with hisfriends but anxiousfor action.

Qwi remained uncommunicative, keeping her thin bluish handsfolded in her
lap. Han wondered if he had gonetoo far in his accusations of her naiveté

and the evil nature of her work. He wished he knew what she was thinking.

When the shuttle landed in one of the Ingtalation's asteroids and the
stormtroopers disembarked, Qwi led Han, Kyp, and Chewbacca away from the
rocky hangar through atunnd high enough to alow the movement of ships.

"Thisway," shesad.

Han did not recognize where she was taking them. "Aren't we going back to

your lab, Doc?'



Qwi froze in mid-step before turning to him. "No, never again." Then she

moved on.

When they reached atall metd doorway guarded by two stormtroopers standing
at attention, Qwi took out her badge again, flashing the imprinted holograms

in the light. The stormtroopers straightened to attention.

"Open up for me," Qwi said.

"Yes, Dr. Xux," the head guard said. "Y our badge, please?"

She handed him her badge with abardly controlled smile. Han began to grow
uneasy. These guards recognized Qwi by sight, and she seemed more
comfortable now than she had been during other parts of their escape. Was
thissome kind of treachery? But to what purpose? He and Kyp turned toward

each other, but the stormtrooper helmets kept their expressions unreadable,

"The Wookiee is here to do heavy maintenance on the engines--a complete
coolant overhaul before tomorrow's deployment of the fleet,” Qwi said.
"These two guards are specidly trained to prevent him from acting up. This
Wookiee has caused some damage before, and we can't afford delays.” Han
tried not to cringe. Qwi wastalking too quickly, letting her nervousness

show through.

"Just give methe proper authorizations," the guard said. ™Y ou know the

routine." He did her badge through a scanner to log Qwi in, then handed it



back to her. The stormtrooper seemed unconcerned, asif glad to be posted

here rather than in the middle of frantic preparations for deployment.

Qwi went to the door's data termina and punched up arequest, then she
handed him the hardcopy printout of Admiral Daalas permission again. Han

wondered how many times she was going to use the same piece of paper!

"There, you'll see the approved work request for the \Wookiee with anotation

for specid handlers. It's been authorized by Tol Sivron himself."

The guard shrugged. "As usual. Let me scan the service numbers of these two
troopers. Then you'refreeto goin." He entered Han's and Kyp's numbers,

then worked the door controls.

The great stee crete doors ground to each side, reveding ahangar lit by
levitating globes of light. Overhead, wide rectangular skylightslet inthe

eerie glow of swirling gases around the Maw. Qwi stepped inside the chamber,
and her whole demeanor changed, asif she had suddenly turned breathless.

Han, Kyp, and Chewbacca followed.

The guard worked his controls, and the doors did closed, sedling them

indde. Qwi visibly relaxed.

Han stared up at a ship like none he had ever seen before. Smaller than the

Millennium Falcon, this craft was oblong and faceted, like along shard of



crystd. Itsown repulsorlifts kept it upright, with an actud ladder
leading to the open hatch. Defensive lasers bristled from the corners of its

facets.

The armor plating was multicolored and shimmering, like a constantly
changing pool of oil and molten metd. At the lower vertex hung the oddly
fuzzy torus of animmensealy powerful resonance-torpedo transmitter. Though
not much larger than afighter craft, the Sun Crusher hummed with deadly

potential.

"We're going to stedl that?' Han cried.

"Of course,” Qwi Xux said. "It'sthe greatest weapon ever devised, and I've
spent eight years of my life designing it. Y ou didn't expect meto leaveit

herefor Admird Dada, did you?'

The Millennium Fal con's sub-space engines flared white hot as the ship

blasted away from Kessdl's garrison moon. A swarm of fighters streamed after
it, peppering space with multicolored blaster fire. Large capital ships

began to nose into the Falcon's flight-path like deeping giants roused by

dinging insects.

Lando Cdrissian did his best to dodge the concentrated blaster fire. "The
sublight engines are il optimal. Either Han's been maintaining her with a
real mechanic for achange, or Doole reconditioned her for hisflegt," he

said. "Let's see how well the weapons systemswork.”



A pair of wasp-like Z-95 Headhunters streaked after them, shooting
fire-linked banks of triple blasters; close behind followed three battered

Y -wing long-rangefighters.

Luke spun around and whistled in surprise. "Headhunterd! | didn't think

anybody used those anymore!”

"Doole couldn't be choosy, | guess," Lando said.

The Falcon rocked with severd direct blaster hits; the fresh and fully

charged shields held, though, for the moment.

Lando dropped the blaster cannon through its ventral hatch, then fired back
at the pursuers. After five prolonged shots, Lando managed to hit the
exhaust nacelle of a'Y-wing, forcing it to bresk formation and ped off for

repairs.

"One down--only about athousand moreto go," Lando said.

The Z-95 Headhunters pummeled them with repeated blaster fire, asif to

punish the Falcon.

"Go down close to the planet and skim the atmosphere,” Luke said. "Let's

burn them up inthe energy shidd.”



Lando set coursefor the lumpy world of Kessel as he voiced his complaints.
"We can't detect that energy shield either. How do you know we won't get

disntegrated oursdves?'

"Weve got better reactions than they do.”

Lando didn't seem convinced. "I've dready dmost flown into an energy

shield once during our attack on the Death Star. I'm not anxious to repest

the process."

"Trust me" Lukesad.

Kessd swdlled in front of them, pockmarked and wresthed in acottony halo

of escaping air. "We're getting close.”

Luke held the back of the pilot chair, his eyes haf-closed. He breathed

regularly, reaching out, sensing the pulsing power generated as a protective

blanket by the garrison moon.

"Dont fal adegp on me, Luke!™

"Keepflying."

The Headhunters siwooped after, flanked by the remaining pair of Y -wings.



"The aft deflector shidd is Sarting to fed the pounding,” Lando said. "If

these guys get any closer, they're going to fly up my exhaust ports!™

"Get ready,” Luke said.

Kes= filled their entire viewport now, boiling with its turbulent thin-air
gorms, tiny plumes from the numerous atimaosphere factoriestracing lines

above the landscape.

“I'm ready, I'm ready! Just say the word and I--"

"Pull up, now!"

Lando'stension helped him react like a spring-loaded catapult. He hauled up
on the contrals, ripping the Falcon straight up in atight cartwhed. Taken

by surprise, dl four of the attacking ships splattered into clouds of

ignited fud and ionized metd asthey dammed into theinvisble energy

shidd.

"Missed it by acouple of metersat least,” Luke said. "Relax, Lando.”

Artoo bleeped, and Luke answered him after looking at the expression on

Lando'sface. "No, Artoo, | don't think he'sinterested in an exact

measurement.”



They soared just above the atmosphere on atight orbit that took them around
Kessd's poles. The curtain of starsrolled out from the edge of the planet
as the landscape sped beneath them; then they looped back into spaceina

mad dash to escape.

They ran straight into the wave of fighters bel ching out of the garrison

moon.

Yédling insurprise, Lando launched apair of Arakyd concusson missiles
from the front tubes. The density of approaching shipswas so greet that
even the wild shots scored twice, taking out a TIE fighter and a blast bodt,

while the hot debris cloud destroyed a heavily armed B-wing.

"Let'snot get cocky because we took care of acouple of ships. I've got

only Sx moremissles”

"Wewill not surrender now," Luke said.

"No, | just mean we're running, not fighting. At least theenginesarein

tip-top condition," Lando said. "The Facon hasn't been this pampered since

| owned her."

"How fast can we get out of here?' Luke asked.

Jacked next to the copilot's chair, Artoo chittered and bleeped. Luke

glanced down and saw rows of flickering red lights on the navigation pandl.



"Uhoh."

"What ishe saying?' Lando said. Heflicked his gaze from the ships swarming

by the front viewport to the little astromech droid. "What's wrong with

him?'

"The navicomp's not working," Luke said.

"Well, fixit!"

L uke had aready dashed around the bend in the corridor to pry off the

access pand to the Falcon's navicomputer. He glanced at the boards, fedling

his heart snk into ablack hole as deegp asthe Maw. "They've pulled the

coordinate module. It's not here."

Lando groaned. "Now what are we going to do?'

In response to Lando's concussion missiles, the Kessdl fighters formed into

tighter battle groups, striking at the Falcon with afirestorm of blaster

bolts. Luke had to shield his eyes from the blinding flashes of near misses

and deflected hits.

"] don't know, but we'd better do it asfast aswe can."”

"They're from the New Republic!" Moruth Doole fumed in hisrage, somping up



and down. "They'll go back and report everything!" He straightened his
mussed yellow cravat to regain his composure, but it didn't work. He wanted
to squash the escapeeslike apair of bugsto eat. Spiesand traitors! They

had led him dong, lied to him, taunted him.

"Send out every ship we havel" he screamed into the open channdl that
broadcast to hisforces. He had managed to make it to the command center on
the garrison moon. " Surround them, crush them, smash into them. | don't care

what it takes!"

"Sending out every ship might not be agood strategy,” responded one of the
captains. "The pilots don't know the formations, and they'll just get in

each other'sway."

Doole's mechanica eyelay in pieces scattered about the top of the console,
and he could not see well enough to put it back together. With the blurry
focus of hisone hdf-blind eye, Doole could not identify the dissenting

mercenary.

"l don't care! | don't want to lose these like we lost Han Solo!™ He pounded

his soft fist on the console, jarring the pieces of his mechanical eye. The

primary lens bounced, then did off the edge to shatter on the floor.

The Falcon ran straight toward the Maw, leaving Kessdl behind.

"Well bedl right,” Luke said. "'l can use the Force to guide usthrough on



asdfe path.”

"If thereisasafe path,” Lando muttered.

Swest stood out on Luke's forehead. "What other choice do we have? We can't
hide anyplace else, we can't outrun all those fighters, and we can't go into

hyperspace without anavicomp.”

"What agreat selection of options," Lando said.

Finaly mobilized, the capitd ships came after them, firing ion cannon
blasts powerful enough to clear apath through an asteroid field. Thetwo
big Lancer frigates made adeadly web in front of the Falcon with their
twenty quad-firing laser cannons; but the Lancers were duggish, and the

Faconincreased itslead.

Somehow the other capita ships anticipated their run to the black hole
cluster and converged ahead of them as Lando pushed the Falcon's engines.

"Come on, come on! Just squeeze alittle more speed out.”

Ten system patrol craft, origindly designed for maximum speed to combat
smugglers and pirates, surged past the Falcon and lined up in a blockade.
But in the three-dimensiond vastness of space, Lando managed to dip under

their grasp. Laser blasts erupted al around them.



"Our shidds are edging theredlines" Lando said.

Three Carrack-class light cruisers—-midway in size between the Lancer
frigates and the larger Dreadnaughts such asthe onesin Bdl 1blisslost

Dark Force--formed atriple-pronged pincer, right, left, and top.

In hot pursuit behind the Falcon came the jagged ovoid of a Loronar strike
cruiser, thelargest ship in the Kessdl fleet. Asthe chase plowed through
the net of system patrol craft, the strike cruiser harmlesdy took stray

fire meant for the Falcon.

Lando stared out the viewport windows at the horrifying spectacle of the Maw
and the giant battleships moving to meet them. Artoo bleeped something that

even Luke could not trand ate.

"Only acompleteidiot would go into aplacelikethat,” Lando said. He

sgueezed his eyes shuit.

"Then let'sjust hopethey're not idiots, too,” Luke said.

Admira Dadastood in the bridge tower of the Star Destroyer Gorgon,
looking out at her fleet and feding the energy build ingde her. Thetime
wasat hand! The Empire might have fallen, but with it went al the people
who had squashed her. Now she could show her worth. Dagla could fight her

own battle.



She gazed at the misty colors of the Maw and the clump of strung-together
rocks that had spawned the wegpons for her assault. In formation the Hydra,
the Basilisk, and the Manticore powered up, waiting to spring out upon the
galaxy with swift and deadly precison. The New Republic would fal to its

knees.

She had no interest in ruling the former Empire hersdf--Dadla never had any
such aspirations. Her main intent right now was just to cause them pain. She
licked her lips, and her hair hung heavy down her back, serpentine like the
demon for whom her flagship had been named. Grand Moff Tarkin would have

been proud.

Commander Kratas, the man who ran the subsystems of the Gorgon, spoke to her
from acommunication termind. "Admira Dada, | have apriority message

from the detention levd!"

"Detention levd ?What isit?"

"The prisoners Han Solo and Kyp Durron have escaped! One guard was found
stunned in Solo's detention chamber, and another isdead in Durron's cell.
Both were stripped of their armor. We are attempting to question the

urvivor now."

Dadafelt ajolt of anger disrupt the eagerness snging through her veins.

Shedrew hersdf up taller, raising her eyebrows and focusing intently on



Kratas. "Track the service numbers of the stolen uniforms. Maybe they've

logged in somewhere." Her orders came like staccato laser blasts.

Kratas consulted histermina, spoke into the comlink. Daala clasped her
hands behind her back and paced, barking ordersto the bridge personnd.
"Put together a search party immediately. Well comb every deck of the
Gorgon. They can't have gotten off the ship. Thereé'sno place sethey

could have gone."

"Admird!" Commander Kratas said. "The surviving guard claimsthat one of
the scientists from the Installation came to see Solo. Qwi Xux. The guard

inggtsthat Dr. Xux had an authorization directly from you."

Dadds jaw dropped; then she clamped her lips together in abloodless, iron

line. "Check on the Wookiee! See what's happened to him."

Kratas queried the database. " The keeper says that the new Wookiee prisoner
has been requisitioned and taken to ahigher-priority assgnment.” He
swallowed. "Qwi Xux was the one who requisitioned him. She used your

authorization code again.”

Dadds nogtrilsflared, but then another thought struck her like acrashing

agteroid. "Oh no!" shesad. "They're after the Sun Crusher!”

Alonein the guarded hangar holding the Sun Crusher, Han clambered into the

hatch. "Can't remember thelast time | had to use aladder to get insde a



ship! Pretty primitive for such a sophisticated wegpon.”

"It works." Qwi hauled herself up the rungs behind him. " The sophigtication

isingde. All therestisjust window dressing.”

Han sat down in the pilot's chair in the cockpit and looked at the contrals.
"Everything seemsto be labeled the way it should be, though the placement

isalittle odd. What'sthisfor? Wait aminute, I'll figureit out."

Kyp reached the top of the ladder, paused, then pulled off his stormtrooper
helmet. "Those mask filters ink!" he said, then with obvious pleasure
tossed the skull-like helmet to the floor of the chamber. It clattered and
bounced like asevered head. Kyp's dark hair was curled with sweat and

mussed from the confining helmet, but hisface shonewith agrin.

Chewbacca swung into the compartment, ducking his head and squeezing through
the narrow hatch. He looked at the skylightsin the chamber's ceiling, then

growled at the shape of a Star Destroyer orbiting overhead.

Han dropped his own helmet to the floor of the cockpit. Kyp kicked it under
the seat and out of the way. Han touched the Sun Crusher's navicomp,
switching it on. "Thisthing isin better shape than the Imperid shuttle we

stole. Are dl the coordinates burned into the database, Doc?"

Qwi nodded, sitting down primly and strapping hersdf into her seet. "The



Sun Crusher has been ready to go for years. We've just been waiting for

ordersfrom the Empire. Good thing nobody came back, right?’

Han pursed hislips, scanning the controls. "Everything herelooks pretty

sandard,” he said. "1 won't have much timefor practice.”

Chewbacca gave an ear-splitting Wookiee bellow of challenge. Below, Han
heard the heavy armored door grind open and then clattering footsteps as a

sguad of stormtroopers charged into the chamber.

Standing at the door, Kyp stuck his head out of the narrow hatch. "Here they

comel"

"Sedl that hatch, kid," Han shouted. "We'rein here for the duration now!

Chewie, have you found the weapons controls yet?'

In the copilot's chair, Chewbaccaran his huge hands over the buttons and
dids Findly finding what he wanted, helet out ayowl. Defensive laser
cannons mounted at different targeting angles swiveled as he tested the

aming mechanisms.

Small thuds banged againgt the Sun Crusher's hull as the ssormtroopersfired

their blaster rifles, causing no damage. Han looked at Qwi. "We don't even

have the shieldson!"

"Thisarmor will hold againgt anything they can throw againg us," she said



with asmug smile. "It was designed to."

Han grinned and cracked hisknuckles. "Well, in that case let'stake an
extrafew seconds and do thisright!" He worked the controls, activating the
repulsorlift engines. Theinterior of the Sun Crusher wobbled asthe entire
craft roseinto the air, floating on its repulsor cushion. Outside they

could hear the faint screeching of an aarm.

"Chewie, point those laser cannons straight up. Let'sgive oursavesa

twenty-one-gun sa ute--right through the roof!"

The Wookiee roared to himsdlf; then, without waiting for Han to give the
order, hefired al of the Sun Crusher's wegponry at once. Kyp scrambled for
his seet, strapping himsdf in. Qwi stared at the roof of the cockpit with

wide eyes.

The celling of the hangar chamber blasted outward under the barrage of laser
energy. Some of the larger chunks of rubble fell downward, clanging againgt
the Sun Crusher's hull, but most of the skylights burst into space with the

outrushing of contained air that spewed into the Maw.

Stormtroopers, flailing their arms and legs, were sucked out through the
breach, flotsam among the rock and transparisted debrisin low orbit around
the clustered rocks. Their armor might protect them against massve

decompression for afew minutes, but every one of them was doomed.



Han raised the Sun Crusher up, accelerating through the escape hole they had
blown through the top of the chamber. They shot into open space, and Han

felt an exhilaration he had not felt since they had firgt arrived at Kessdl.

"Here goes nothing!" he said. "Now for the fun part.”

Staring down at the Ingtdlation from the Gorgon's bridge, Admira Dada
felt her ssomach knot. For years her entire duty had been to protect that
small clump of planetoids, to pamper the scientists. Grand Moff Tarkin had
said these people held the future security of the Empire, and she had

bdieved him.

Daala had been stepped on, abused, taken advantage of at the Caridan
military academy. Tarkin had rescued her from that. He had given her the
responsibility and the power she had earned through her own abilities. She

owed Tarkin everything.

She would avenge him by destroying the New Republic as she caused their star
systemsto go supernova one by one. They could hide nowhere. At the same
time, she would make her mark on the history of the galaxy, awarlord who

had succeeded where an entire Empire had failed. The thought made Dadla's

paelipscurl upward inagrim amile.

As shewatched, Dadlasaw the puff of an explosion on one of the rocks of

Maw Ingtalation. Then thetiny form of the Sun Crusher stresked by, a



characterigtically angular speck fleeing the confines of the planetoid

containing it.

"Red dert!" she shouted. "Mobilize dl forces. They have the Sun Crusher,

and we can't let them take it away. That is our most vauable wegpon!™

"But ... Admiral,” Commander Kratas said, "if the technical reportsare

correct, nothing can harm the Sun Crusher.”

"We mugt find some way to capture them. Mobilize the other Star Destroyers.
Well try to blockade them, cut off their escape. Release enough small

fightersto overwhelm them.”

She fixed Kratas with her gaze. Her hair seemed to rise by itsdlf, asif
threatening to become a garrote for histhroat. "Make certain you understand
this, Commander. | don't care how many losses we take, we cannot forfeit the
Sun Crusher. That one wegpon isworth moreto methan dl six TIE fighter

sguadrons onboard this Star Destroyer. Retrieveit at dl costs.”

Three Star Destroyers closed in behind the stolen Sun Crusher.

"Didn't take them long to figure something was up,” Han said.

Clouds of TIE fighters spewed out of the launching bays of the Manticore and

the Gorgon, swarming toward them in formations so dense that Han could not



see through them. Flashing, splattering laser bolts struck like pelting

raindrops on the viewscreen.

"l dwayswanted to seeif | could fly blindfolded,” Han said.

"What are they doing? Trying to smother us or just confuse us?' Qwi said.

The Sun Crusher, undamaged, rocked left and right from the pummeling of
blaster strikes. "No, but they can wipe out our external weaponry--in fact,
they dready have," Han said, checking the readouts. "Every one of our

lasrsisoffline”

"Wejust haveto outrun them then,” Kyp said.

Another Star Destroyer, the Basilisk, unleashed its squadrons of TIE

fightersin wave after wave out of the launching bay.

"Those ships are going to clog space so we can't even move!" Han wrenched
the Sun Crusher's contrals, trying to dodge but just squeezing his eyes shut
most of thetime. "Whoever heard of atraffic jam in the middle of ablack

holecluser?'

Kyp grabbed his shoulder. "Watch out, Han."

The fourth and last Star Destroyer reared up between them and the outside

universe, blocking their passage. The Hydralanced out with its enormous



turbolaser cannons, aiming concentrated firepower at the single small ship.
The remaining three Star Destroyers pressed in from behind to cut off their

escape through the maze of the black hole clugter.

"Now what?' Kyp asked. The great arrowhead shape of the Hydrafilled space

in front of them.

"Qwi, you said thisarmor could take anything, didn't you?' Han asked.

"Everything | could test it with."

"All right, hold on. Time to accelerate for whatever thisfancy toy is
worth." He jammed the control levers back. The sudden force shoved the four
escapees back into their seats as the Sun Crusher surged forward, straight

toward the Hydra.

The huge battleship grew larger and larger, filling their entire field of
view, and dill expanding. Great green turbolaser bolts shot out at them,
but the cannons could not refocus their aimpoints fast enough to compensate

for the ship streaking directly at them.

"Han, what are you doing?' Kyp cried.

"Trust me," Han said. "Or actudly, trust her." He nodded toward Qwi. "If

she messed up her test measurements, were al going to be one big organic



The Hydras trapezoidd bridge tower rushed toward them, directly in their
path. One suicida TIE fighter rammed into the Sun Crusher to deflect its
course, but merely exploded upon hitting the invincible quantum armor. Han

had no trouble compensating for the error in trgjectory.

"Look out!" Qwi yelled.

Details of the bridge tower filled their view now asthey screamed toward
the Imperid battleship. Han could actualy see the windows of the bridge,
thetiny figures of the command crew, some of them pardyzed in horror,

othersfleaing medly.

"Han!" Qwi and Kyp screamed in unison. Chewbacca gave awordlessroar.

"Right down their throat!" Han said.

The armored Sun Crusher tore through the Hydras control bridge likea

bullet. Flying debris sprayed in their wake. The ship shot out the other

Sde, shredding the superstructure on itsway oui.

Theimpact, theinferno, and a sound like athousand gongs knocked them into

atemporary stupor. Han finaly whooped. "We madeit!" Behind them the great

battleship erupted in flames.



"You'recrazy! Qwi sad.

"Don't thank meyet, Doc,” Han said.

Burning, out of control, the decapitated Hydra wheded backward, drifting
helplesdy toward the gravitationa trap of one of the black holes. A flurry
of escape pods shot out of the crew decks, but the low-power lifeboat
engines could not generate sufficient acceleration to take them free of the

black holes, and their trgectories began to spird in.

The lower decks and the immense hyperdrive engines of the doomed Star
Destroyer began to explode as it toppled into the unstable trap of the Maw
clugter. Clouds of belching flames stretched out and elongated, mingling

with the swirling gas as the Hydra began itsinfinite plungeinto the

sangularity.

"We're not home free by along shot," Han said as he soared into the soup of
ionized gas. "Okay, Kyp," he said. "Now it's your turn to take the controls.

Get usout of here"

Moments |ater the other three Star Destroyersrdlied behind them in howling

pursuit.

On the Gorgon's bridge, Admiral Daalawatched in horror asthe Hydra

crumpled into destruction, its command bridge blown apart from the impact of



the Sun Crusher. The battleship's only survivorswould be the fightersin

the six TIE squadrons, otherwise, al handswould belost.

Though her expression was carved inice, hot tears burned unshed in Dadla's
eyes. Thousands of people crashed to their deaths asthe Hydrafell likea

great dain dragon into the black whirlpoal.

Glinting with its maddening invincibility, the Sun Crusher streaked through

the wreckage, arrowing for the outer wall of the Maw.

"After them!" Dadlasnapped. "Full pursuit.”

Failure crashed down on her like an anvil. She had been hiding in the Maw
for too long, drilling her troops, putting them through practice exercises
and dress rehearsals—-but that had not been enough. In her first actud
battle Daala had lost a quarter of her command--against four escaped

prisoners!

Grand Moff Tarkin would have struck her sharply acrossthe face and relieved
her of her rank. Daala's cheeks stung with theimaginary blow. "They will

regret the day they ever unleashed usl” she whispered.

But without the Sun Crusher, her plans to spread havoc among the New
Republic would fal apart. She took a deep, sharp breath. No time to panic

now. Think fast. Make decisons. Salvage the Situation.



The communications dais shimmered, and an image of Tol Sivron gppeared. The
transmission flickered with staticky disruptions caused by the laser blasts
flashing around them. "Admira Dada If you intend to deploy your flest, |

inggt that you take the scientists of Maw Ingtallation with you.”

Not bothering to turn and look at the image of the Twi'lek, Daala continued
to watch the Hydrasfiery death. She thought of al the run-ins shedd had

with the administrator--Sivron's incompetence, hisdelays, his excuses, his
Ingistence on reports and tests ad nauseum. "Y ou're on your own, Tol Sivron.

It istime we do our duty asImperid soldiers.”

Tol Sivron flicked hishead-tails straight out behind himin agitation. "Are
you just going to leave us undefended? What about the orders Grand Moff
Tarkin gave you? Y ou are supposed to protect us! At least |eave one of your

Star Destroyers behind.”

Daalashook her head, making coppery hair stream around her. "Tarkinis
dead, and I'm making all the decisons now. | need every ounce of firepower

to dedl afatal blow to the New Republic.”

"Admird Daala, | must ingst--was Dadla yanked out the blaster pistol at

her hip and pointed it at Sivron'simage on the communications dais. If the
Twi'lek had been on the bridge in person, shewould have killed him; but she
would not destroy vauable equipment in afit of anger. Keeping the blaster

pointed directly into Tol Sivron'simage, asif to threaten him, she strode



forward. "Request denied, Director Sivron,” Daala said, then disconnected

the dais. She turned back to watch her fleet, undisturbed.

"Commander Kratas, we are going to leave the Maw in pursuit of the Sun

Crusher. Recdl dl TIE fighter squadrons, now!"

Kratas gave the order, and she watched as the tiny ships streamed back
toward their bays. Daalafidgeted, hating the ddlay. "Have dl three Star
Destroyerslink into the same course computer. 1 will cal up the specific

coordinates from my own persona records, coded to my password.”

The last time anyone had left Maw Ingtallation, it had been the congtruction
engineers—-and they had been given the wrong course, dooming them to fall
into one of the black holes. Thistime, though, Admira Dadlaand dl the
firepower a her disposa would spring out upon the unwary galaxy, ready to

take it back.

The Sun Crusher vibrated from athousand stresses asit rode the razor's

edge of gravity through the maglstrom of the Maw.

Kyp Durron sat at the smplified controls, next to the watchful eyes of Han
Solo, but Han didn't dream of interfering with Kyp'sintuition, no matter

how nightmarish the path ahead seemed.

Kyp half closed his eyes as helooked through amenta vision of the

perilous maze to safety. He jerked the ship to starboard, then plunged down,



franticaly avoiding unseen obstacles. Han kept afirm, reassuring pressure

on the kid's shoulder. Hot gas blazed around them like hell's furnace.

Qwi Xux stared at Kyp and hisblind piloting, her dark-blue eyeswide and

her face transfixed with terror.

"Don't worry," Han said. "The kid knowswhat he's doing. Hell get us

through, if anybody can.”

"But how ishedoing it?" Qwi's voice sounded flutey, like high-pitched

notes played by an amateur performer.

"Not in any way your science can explain. I'm not sure | understand the
Force mysdlf, but | don't questioniit. | used to think it was a hokey

religion, but not anymore.”

Abruptly the curtains of gas parted in front of them, peeling away to reved

the black infinity of open space. At last they were free of the Maw!

In their mad run away from the forces of Kessdl, Luke and Lando tried to
push through the clustered capita ships. They winced smultaneoudy every

time a bolt impacted the Falcon's shields.

The mammoth form of the Loronar strike cruiser lay directly acrosstheir

path, cutting them off from a dubious escape into the Maw. Thetenion



cannons mounted in front of the strike cruiser belched destruction at them.

One balt struck the Millennium Facon dead on, and their systems flickered

as sparks flew out of the control panels.

Lando grabbed at the overrides and yelled to Luke, "Our shields arefailing,

and these guys don't want to take prisoners.”

"Just get usinto the Maw," Luke said. "It's our only chance.”

"I never thought 1'd be keeping my fingers crossed for that to happen!”
Lando hunched over the controls. "Artoo, seeif you can pump up the front
shields. We're going to take quite a pounding from that strike cruiser when

we pass by. One good hit and we're fried.”

"Wait," Luke said, squinting at the swirling gases ahead of them.

"Something's coming out!"

Thethorn-like form of the Sun Crusher streaked away from the cluster,
leaving atrail of hot gases. A few moments later three fully armed

Imperia-class Star Destroyers charged out of the Maw like banthas onfire.

Han'ssigh of relief turned into an exclamation of dismay as he saw the
array of Kessd's battle fleet massed in front of them, weapons aready
blazing. "Where did al those ships comefrom! They can't fill bewaiting

for ug!"



Exhausted from his piloting orded, Kyp said, "Han, why isit thet every

time we escape, we end up in aworse Stuation than the one we left?"

"Just good timing, kid." He dammed hisfist down on the armored controls.

"Thisisn't fair! They should have given us up for dead days ago!”

Chewbacca yowled and jabbed his hairy finger at the viewport, pointing to a

ship a the vanguard of the gathered attack forces. The Millennium Falcon.

Han'slip curled downward. "I'm going to get that dime merchant who's

flying my ship. Don't we have any of our laser cannons <till operationa?”

After rechecking the banks of instruments, Chewbacca grunted a negative.

"Then well ram them likewe did that Star Destroyer.”

"Han," Kyp said, "it looks to me like those other ships are chasing the

Falcon. They're shooting at it."

Han leaned forward to take a closer look. Qwi agreed with Kyp's assessment.

"That light freighter doesn't gppear to be part of the attacking fleet.”

Green turbolaser bolts streaked toward the Falcon from the system patrol

craft, the big strike cruiser, and the Carrack-class light cruisers. Han's



expression changed immediately. "Hey, what's going on here? They better not

blow up my ship!"

Then Daadlas Star Destroyers emerged behind them, plowing their way out of

the clutches of the Maw.

"Look ontherear screens, Han!" Kyp said.

The Star Destroyers Gorgon, Basilisk, and Manticore burst out like monsters
leaping from aclost, giant demons|oaded with destructive weaponry from

thefdlen Empire.

The pell-mell mercenary forces of Kessdl, dready firing their laser cannons
at the Falcon, ran headlong into the Imperia fleet. Some peeled sdeways,
turning to flee back toward the sanctuary of Kessdl. Others panicked and

opened fire on the Star Destroyers.

Admira Dadatried to control the actions of her entire fleet fromasingle
gtation on the bridge. Encountering the strange warships on the other Sde
of the Maw shocked her, but she reacted quickly. "Shieldsup! Thiswasa

trap. The Rebels had their forces here waiting.”

How had Han Solo deceived her interrogation droid? Had the Rebel s somehow
found out about the Ingtallation and sent Solo inside with a cooked-up story

to lure Dadlasfleet out where they could be destroyed?



She saw the enemy fleet opening fire on her ships, but they were no match
for her firepower. After dl, Grand Moff Tarkin had given her enough

wesponry to dag whole planets.

"Battle stations! Let'smop up thisrabble once and for dl." She pointed to

the conglomeration of fighters swarming across her path. "' Open firel"

* * *

Luke and Lando spared amoment to glance at each other asthe crossfire

erupted around them.

"This could be our chanceto get out of herel” Lando said.

"Y eah, they might not even notice usleaving,” Luke said. "But wherein the

universe did those Star Destroyers come from?”

Suddenly a beep sounded from the Falcon's comm-channels, distinctive because
it sounded so innocent amid the warning tones of overloading systems and

failing shieds. Artoo whistled, caling attention to it. Lando looked down.

"We're getting amessage over the Fal con's private comm frequency.” Lando
frowned. "How would anybody know to transmit that? How would anybody even

know the Falcon's private code?’



Then Han Solo's angry voice burst over the speaker. "Whoever ison the

Falcon better have adamned good reason for flying my ship!”

"Han! Isthat you?' Lando said. A sudden thrill surged through Luke.

"Lando?' Han said after apause. Over the speakers Chewbacca's roar drowned

out Han's own exclamation. "What are you doing here?'

In space around them, blinding lances of light flashed as the weapons of two
fleets were brought to bear. Likeriva krayt dragonsin mating season, the

Kessd and Imperid forces dammed into each other in atotd free-for-dll

space brawl.

"Han, listen to me. Luke is here, too," Lando said. "Weve got to get away

from Kessdl, but the Falcon's navicomputer is disabled. We can't make the

jump into hyperspace.”

An explosion rocked them from the starboard side, but most of the Kessdl
fighters concentrated their firepower on the much larger threat of Dadlds
Imperid flegt. Though hopelesdy outmatched, the three Carrack cruisers

lined up and began to blast the Basilisk.

Over the private comm channel Han spoke to someone €l se behind him, then
answered Lando. "We can dump the coordinates to your navicomp, and well fly

tandem back to Coruscant.”



Lando checked the computer, saw the numbers scrolling through, and raised a

fistin triumph. "Got it! Artoo, get ready to go."

"Y ou'd better keep my ship safe, Lando,” Han said. "Onmy signd.”

"Y ou have my word, Han." Lando's hands flew over the Falcon's familiar

controls.

"Ready to enter hyperspace!” Han said.

The Kessdl forces flanked and attacked the far larger Star Destroyers,
pummeling the Imperia shipswith blastsfrom their ion cannons and
turbolaser banks. But the Star Destroyers disgorged their own squadrons of

TIE fightersto butcher the unregimented forces from Kessdl.

"Onyour mark, Han!"

"Punchit!”

Thelast thing they saw was Kessdl's massive Loronar strike cruiser

exploding under the concerted fire from the Manticore and the Gorgon. They

watched the flaming hulk redl and ram into the Star Destroyer Basilisk,

causing the bottom of the arrowhead hull to buckle and burn.

Then the universefilled with garlines.



The reunion was everything Han had imagined. He had spent alot of time

thinking about it during the long hyperspace flight back to Coruscarnt.

Leaand the twins met him the moment the Sun Crusher and the Millennium

Fa con touched down side by side at the high landing platform. Han backed

out of the Sun Crusher's hatch and began climbing down the ladder, but Leia

ran forward and hugged him before he managed to get al the way down.

"Glad I'm back?" he asked.

"I missed you!" she said, kissng him.

"l know," he said with aroguish smile.

She put her hands on her hips. "What?Y ou didn't miss me?"'

Han turned away sheepishly. "Well, first we crashed on Kessdl, then we were

stuck in the spice mines, then we got captured by abunch of Imperidsin

the middle of ablack hole clugter. | redlly didn't have awholelot of--'

When Leialooked asif she were going to punch him, Han reacted with agrin.

"But even through al that | don't remember more than about two seconds when

| didnt missyouwith dl my heart.”

Leiakissed him again.



Artoo trundled down the Falcon's ramp, and Threepio bustled to greet him.
"Artoo-Detoo! I'm so glad you're back. Y ou wouldn't believe the difficulties

I've had while you were gone!”

Artoo bleeped something nobody bothered to trand ate.

Kyp Durron and Qwi Xux climbed down from the Sun Crusher and stared out a
the endless spires and towers of Imperid City, the metropolis of glinting
transparisted and alloy that stretched to the horizon. Above them the tiny
lights of shuttleswinked acrossthe sky. "Now that'sacity!" Kyp said with

adgh.

Qwi looked overwhelmed. The Sun Crusher would be transferred to a

high-security hangar for study by the scientists of the New Republic.

Qwi did not like abandoning it, but she had no choice.

Han strode over to histwo children, bending his knees and gathering Jacen

and Jainainto hisarms.

"Hey, kidsl Do you remember your daddy? It's been along time, huh?*

He mussed their hair and stared down at them with the wide-eyed astonishment

he dwaysfdt when seeing how much they had grown between the visits Winter



arranged to the hidden planet of Anoth. Now, though, Jacen and Jaina's two
years of isolation and protection were over, and the children were hometo

stay, leaving only baby Anakinin need of specid protection.

Jacen nodded; then amoment later Jaina nodded as wdll. Han wasn't sure he
believed their answer, but he hugged them anyway. "Well, if you don't

remember me, I'll try to make it up to you from now on."

* * %

A puffed-up officia wearing the bright uniform of an offworld

adminigrative office finaly cornered Lando in ahigh-brow diplometic
lounge. The officia held an armored briefcase smilar to the type credit
investigators carried, and he had the same pinch-faced demeanor of aperson

being given amisson whose importance he dragtically overestimated.

"Areyou Lando Cdrissan?' the officid said. "I have been attempting to
locate you for severa days. Y ou've made my job most difficult.” He bustled

forward.

Lando saw that he could not dip out the back entrance of the lounge. Beside
him at the table Han raised his eyebrows. Both of them had goneto the
lounge to relax and settle down after their long debriefings by the Alliance

High Command.

Unfortunately, the lounge catered to bureaucrats and politica



functionaries, and served only cloyingly sweet drinks. Han and Lando spped

theirsdowly, trying to keep from grimacing.

Lando had heard rumors about an investigator trying to track him down and
had managed to avoid him thusfar. He feared some debtor coming after him,
or acomplaint regarding the tibanna gas mining operations he had abandoned

on Bespin or the hot metal mines he had recently lost on Nkllon.

"Yes, you findly caught me" Lando said with asigh. "What do you want?|

can get the best legd representation in the galaxy herein Imperid City."

"That won't be necessary,” the investigator said, heaving hisarmored
briefcase onto the table, then fiddling with the cyberlock. "I'll be glad to

berid of this"

Helifted thelid of hiscase, and glittering light sparkled out. Other
peoplein the lounge turned to gape. The briefcase brimmed with carefully

sorted packets of firefacet gems and shimmering chrysopaz.

"I am from the planet Dargul, and thisis the reward owed to you by the
Duchess Migtd for the safe return of her beloved consort Dack. Y ou can have
them appraised, but | am told these jewels are valued at approximately one

million credits. Plusthe briefcase, which isworth another forty.”

Lando stared, hunched over the briefcase and dazzled by its contents. "A



million?' hesad.

"A million, plusforty for the briefcase.”

"But | was only supposed to get haf of the reward.”

Theinvestigator reached into his pocket. "I neglected to give you this. It
isamessage wafer for you from Sish Fondine, the owner of the blob stables
where you ass sted apprehending our consort Dack.” He handed Lando asmdll

rectangular object.

Lando turned it over in hishand, frowning, then ran hisfingernail dong
the crease in its center. He cracked the message wafer open, then folded the

two haves back to stand it upright on their small table.

Animage of the blob-stable owner wafted up. " Greetings, Lando Carissan.
Since you are ligening to thismessage, | will assume you've received your
reward. I'm happy to say that your suggestion of not executing the crimina
Tymmo has proved advantageousto al concerned. Duchess Mistal was so
ddighted to receive her consort back that sheinssted on paying you the

full reward, aswell as offering to build a subsidiary blobstacle course for

me in the main stadium on Umgul. We are dready hiring creative engineersto
design even tougher blobstaclesfor the new course, which, at the Duchess

Migtd's request, will be called the "Dack Track."

"I am forwarding these firefacet and chrysopaz gems to you and hope you will



spend the reward wisdly. Why not come to Umgul and do some gambling?1'd be

happy to be your host.”

Asthe message dissolved into wisps of light, Lando could do little more

than stare open-mouthed at hisfortune.

Han laughed, then gestured for the short investigator to Sit down. "Join us

for adrink. In fact, here--you can have mine! It'stoo sweet for me

anyway."

Theinvestigator shook his head, the hard expression remaining on hisface.
"No, thank you. | don't think | would enjoy that. I'd rather get back to my

work." With that theinvestigator |eft the lounge.

Han clapped Lando on the shoulder. "What are you going to do with al that

money? Still thinking of invegting it in spice mining?"

Lando came back to redlity with astreak of defensiveness. "I hate to say

this, but when Moruth Doole showed us around, | was rather impressed by the
potentia there. Spice has plenty of good uses, too--perfectly legitimate
dternativesin psychologicd therapy, crimind investigation, communication
with adien races, even artigtic ingpiration and entertainment. Y ou knew

that, Han, or you wouldn't have run spice yoursdf in the old days.”

"You'vegot apoint, Lando."



But Lando's imagination kept working on the problem. "1 don't see why the
spice mines have to be run as some sort of dave-lord operation. A lot of
that could be automated. Even if there are more of those energy spiders
running around, we could just use super-cooled droids down in the deeper

tunnels. No big investment. | don't see what the problemis.”

Han looked at him skeptically, took agulp of his sweet drink, then puckered

hislips. "Uh-huh.”

"Besides," Lando said, "I'm in the market for anew ship. | had to leave the
Lady Luck stranded on Kessdl. | may never get her back. What am | supposed

to do for thetime being?"

Seeing the eager stares from the othersin the lounge, Lando snapped shut
thelid of the armored briefcase. "Well, anyway, it'swonderful just to be

solvent again!”

"Everybody in!" Wedge Antilles called inside the echoing Imperid City

spaceport. "L et's get ready to go."

The last of the New Republic colonization specidists, sociologists, and

survivd ingructors hauled their personal packs up the ramp of the medium
trangport. The ninety-meter-long ship occupied the better part of an entire
bay in the supply sector, but the group needed a transport large enough to

haul the Eol Sha survivors and their meager possessions, aswell asthe



supplies necessary to set up anew home on Dantooine.

Wedge kept track of thefind details of the operation, skimming achecklist
on his datapad. At least this was a better assignment than knocking down
ruined buildings--for the time being. He was glad to be flying again, even

if it was only aduggish trangport carrier instead of afighter.

But he knew tougher assgnmentslay in the near future. Admiral Dadlaand
her three Imperid Star Destroyers had devastated the Kessel system, then
vanished into hyperspace. The New Republic had sent its best trackersto
find where she had gone to hide. Han insisted she was bound to make
destructive guerrillastrikes, popping out of hyperspace and blasting a
random planet. A loose cannon like Dadlawould not follow a predictable

overdl strategy. The entire New Republic had to be on its guard.

Chewbaccains sted that a New Republic occupation force head out to the Maw
Ingtdlation to free the other Wookiee daves. The Alliance High Command

also wanted to get their hands on any other plans and prototypes remaining

in the secret wegpons lab. So much for relaxing and picking up pieces, Wedge

thought. Things are going to get alot more interesting.

But right now his assignment was to get the people of Eol Shato safety on

their new homeworld.

When everything checked out onboard, Wedge noticed Gantoris standing aone



beside supply containers piled next to the wall. The displaced colony leader
looked tall and powerful, but didn't seem to know how to react to seeing the

relocation ship leave.

"Don't worry," Wedge called, "well take your people to their new home.

After living with volcanoes and earthquakes dl their lives, Dantooine will

seem like a paradise to them.”

Gantoris nodded, furrowing his smooth forehead. " Give them my greetings.”

Wedge waved to him. "Y ou just go and become the best of the new Jedi

Knights"

L uke looked deep into the eyes of Kyp Durron, searching for the core of a

Jedi. The younger man flinched but continued to meet Luke's gaze.

"Areyou nervous, Kyp?' Luke asked.

"A little. Should | be?'

Luke smiled as he remembered boagting to Y oda that he wasn't afraid of his

impending Jedi training. "Y ouwill be" Y odahad said, "you will bel"

Han interrupted them, clapping his hand on Kyp's shoulder. ™Y ou should have
been there to watch him zipping through the dark spice tunnels. And he

navigated us right through the Maw with hiseyes closed! Thiskid hasalot



of potentid, Luke."

L uke nodded. "1 was about to do that trick in the Maw mysdif. | know how

difficult it must have been."

"Doesthat mean you'll take me for your Jedi academy?' Kyp asked. "I want to
know how to use this power | have. While| was stting in acell on the Star

Dedtroyer, | vowed never to be helpless again.”

Luke withdrew the power pack and sheet-crystal sensor paddles from the old
Imperia scanner that had once been used to detect Jedi descendants. "Let's

try this scanner firs."

Untangling the cords, Luke stretched out the sheet-crystal paddies on either
gdeof Kyp. "Thiswon't hurt or anything. It just maps the potential of

your Senses.”

He tripped the scan switch on the control pack, and anarrow line of coppery
light traveled down Kyp's body as asmaller image of the copper scan-line
regppeared in reverse motion in front of them, digitizing itsandysis of

Kyp Durron.

Kyp's reproduction hung in the air, bathed with the pale-blue corona L uke
had found on the others with genuine Jedi potentia. But the aurawaxed and

waned, knotting itsdlf, turning darker, growing brighter, streaked with red,



then becoming tangled.

"What doesthat mean?' Kyp said.

"He's okay, isn't he?' Han seemed eager to have his protégé accepted.

L uke wondered at the anomal ous mapping, disturbed because he didn't know how
to interpret it. The shimmer could be aresult of faulty scanning equipment,

since the instrument had been roughly treated and could no longer be
calibrated--or it could be that because of the strain and pressure on Kyp

for so many years, he hadn't quite sprung back to hisfull potentid yet.

"l seealot of power there. A lot," Luke said, and Kyp sighed at the

reassurance. "Let metry one other test.”

L uke stretched out his hands to touch the curly black hair on Kyp's head.

"Let him do what he needsto,” Han whispered to the young man. "Trust him."

Luke closed hiseyes and sent atendril of thought to the back of Kyp's mind
where the degp prima memories hid, leaving little room for conscious
thought. L uke touched inward to the isolated nub in his subconscious. He
pushed--and suddenly found himsalf hurled backward, tossed aside like a
piece of fluff in aBespin wind storm. He landed flat on his back on the

other side of the room, gasping.

Han and Kyp ran toward him as he struggled to prop himsalf up on hiselbows.



Luke shook the daze from his head.

"I'm sorry!" Kyp said. "I don't know what | did! | didn't try to. Honest!"

"What happened?' Han said. "What does that mean for Kyp?"

Luke blinked, then smiled at the others. "Don't worry about me. | triggered

that myself." He shook his head. "Kyp, you have amazing power!"

L uke stood up and gripped the young man's hand. "Y ou're definitely welcome
to train a my academy. | just hope I know how to handleit when you come

into full control of your abilitied"

* EPILOGUE *

Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master, stood atop the Great Temple on the fourth moon

of Yavin.

Below hisfeet lay the empty throne room and grand audience chamber with
skylights open to the sun. Garbed in anew Jedi cloak, wearing his
lightsaber a hissde, Lukefdt warmth bathing him. Spicy, lingering

scents rose as steam from the lush rain forest bel ow.

The ancient ruinsleft behind by the vanished Massass race sprawled out in

great geometrica edifices, now overgrown by voraciousjungles. Luke stood



on top of the ziggurat that had once been atowering lookout station when

the Rebd base had been housed on Y avin 4.

In the sky aswollen sphere of pae orange filled most of hisview, the
looming planet Y avin. The bloated gas giant had been ashield for the Rebel
base asthe first Death Star orbited into postion to fire with its
planet-destroying superlaser. The Y avin base had been abandoned by the
Rebe s years before. But many of the broken stone structures were il

sarviceable.

With the unleashed might of the Maw fleet, and the expected depredations of
Admira Dada, the New Republic desperately needed a strong force beyond

pure military might, agroup of guardiansto maintain order in the galaxy.

L uke intended to bring together everyone he could, immediately--not just
Gantoris and Streen, but also Kyp Durron, Mara Jade, severd of the witches
of Dathomir, Kam Solusar, and others he had encountered since the Battle of
Endor. And the search for new people with Jedi potential would have to be

intensified. He needed candidates, as many as possible.

Thetop levels of some of the flat-roofed M structures had been clear
enough for Luketo land his ship. On the broad courtyard once used asa
launching pad by the Alliance, Luke'sold X-wing fighter lay cooling in the

risng migsfromthe Yavinjungles.

When Mon Mothma and Lelahad offered Luke the abandoned Rebel base, he had



jumped at the chance.

To begin hisactud training, Luketried to recreate dl the exercises Y oda

had taught him on Dagobah, as well as the practice sessions Obi-Wan Kenobi
had begun. Luke aso had the ancient Jedi Holocron, the visud historical
database L eia had taken from the resurrected Emperor's stronghold. He had
sudied the information from the hidden repository of Jedi knowledge on
Dathomir. He had many tools, and his students carried inside themselves

doorwaysto great power.

But again Luke worried. If one of histrainees--or more than onel--fell to
the dark side, would he himsdlf have the power to bring him back? And who
wasthis"dark man" who haunted Gantoriss dreams with prophesies of

destruction?

As L uke looked across the sweeping vista of dense wilderness, he saw wide
burned scars where fires had ravaged the rain forests. But the ecology of

the moon struck back with avengeance, healing itself. Dense clusters of
sharp-smelling bludleaf shrubs, Massass trees, and climbing ferns clogged
the ground in an impenetrable mesh that stretched asfar as he could see,

broken only by scattered templ e ruins poking through the greensward.

The dien congructions left behind by the Massass seemed filled with
secrets and knowledge of their own. Luke blinked his eyes and felt the power

of the place around him, the wonder, the mystery of it dl. He could not



wait to begin bringing his sudents here.

It was the perfect place to train anew order of Jedi Knights.



