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THE BLOCKBUSTER
SAGA CONTINUES

STARWARS

AstheNewRepublic takes devastating |osses in the ongoing war with the
scattered remnants of the Empire, the galaxy's future depends on three small
children--among them the Jedi twins--butorn to incredible powers and perils,
as an extraordinary new Star Wars R saga unfolds....

While theNewRepublic struggles to decide what to do with the deadly Sun
Crusher--a new doomsday wespon stolen from the Empire by Han Solo--the
renegade imperid Admira Daala uses her fleet of Star Destroyers to conduct
guerrillawarfare on peaceful planets. And now she threatens the watery
homeworld of Admira Ackbar. But asthe battle for aplanet rages, an even
greater danger emerges a L uke Skywalker's Jedi academy. A brilliant student
delves dangeroudy into the dark side of the Force and unleashes the spirit

of

an ancient master of the evil order that warped Darth VVader himself.

Working together, they may become an enemy greater than any the New

Republic has ever fought... more powerful than even a Jedi Master can face.
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DARK APPRENTICE

The huge orange sphere of the gas planet Y avin heaved itself over the
horizon of itsfourth mood. Soft, misty light shone acrossthe ever-gtirring
jungles and the ancient stone temples.

Luke Skywaker used a Jedi refreshing technique to remove weariness from

his body. He had dept soundly--but the future of theNewRepublic and the



fate of the gdaxy weighed heavily upon him.

Luke stood atop the squared pyramid of theGreat Temple that had been
abandoned millenniabefore by thelost Massass race. During theAlliance's
early struggles againgt the Empire, they had built asecret basein the

ruins,

from which they had launched their desperate attack against the first Desth
Star. Now, eleven years after the Rebels departure, Luke had returned to
the

fourth moon of Yavin.

Now hewasaJedi. A Jedi Master. He would be thefirst of anew
generation, like those who had protected the Republic for athousand
generations. The old Jedi Knights had been respected and powerful, until
Darth

Vader and the Emperor had hunted and daughtered virtudly al of them.
Luke had received support from Mon Mothma, theNewRepublic 's Chief of
State, to seek others who had a potentia to use the Force--trainees who
might

become part of anew order of Jedi. Luke had managed to bring a dozen
Students

to his"academy” on Yavin 4, but he felt uncertain about the best way to
tran

them.

His own instruction by Obi-Wan and Y oda had been abbreviated, and Luke
had since discovered facets of Jedi lore that made him realize just how much
he «till did not know. Even agreat Jedi like Obi-Wan Kenobi had failed with

his student and had let Anakin Skywalker become a monster named Darth Vader.



Now L uke was expected to instruct others and make no mistakes.

Do or do not, Y oda had said, thereisno try.

L uke stood on the smooth, cool stones of the rooftop and looked out
across the awakening jungle, smelling the myriad sharp and sweet scents as
the

ar warmed in the morning light. The spicy tang of blueeaf shrub and the
perfume of lush orchids drifted up to him.

Luke closed hiseyes and let his hands hang at hisside, hisfingers

spread. Helet hismind open and relax; he drew strength from the Force,
touching ripples made by the life-forms crowding the jungles below. With
heightened senses he could hear the rustle of millions of leaves, twigs
scraping, smal animals scurrying through the underbrush.

Letting out ayelp of pain and terror, arodent thrashed and died asa
predator crushed it initsjaws. Flying creatures sang mating songsto each
other through the dense treetops. Large grazing mammalsfed on leaves,
tearing

tender shoots from high branches or grubbing for fungi in the forest deboris,
A widewarm river, sgpphire-blue overlaid with muddy swirls of brown,
flowed past theGreatTemple, barely visible under the thick trees. The
river

bifurcated to send atributary past the old Rebel power-generating station,
which Luke and Artoo-Detoo had repaired during their preparation for the
Jedi

academy. Where theriver doshed around a submerged, half-rotted tree, Luke

could sense alarge aquatic predator lurking in the shadows, waiting for



amaller fishlike cresturesto swim by.

The plants grew. The animals flourished. The moon awakened to anew day.
Y avin 4 was dive--and Luke Skywaker felt energized.

Ligtening intently, he heard two people gpproaching from far off in the
densefoliage. They moved quietly, without speaking, but he could sensethe
changein the jungle astwo of his Jedi candidates made a path through the
undergrowth.

Luke'sintrospective moment had ended. He smiled and decided to go down
and meet them.

As heturned to go back into the echoing stone hdls of the temple, Luke
looked up at the sky to see the stresking trails of a shuttlecraft

descending

through the humid atmosphere. He redlized with agtart that they were due
for

another delivery of supplies.

L uke had been so focused on training new Jedi that he had lost touch with
galactic palitics. Upon seeing the shuttle, he felt adeep longing to know
about Leiaand Han and their children. He hoped the pilot would bring news.
He shrugged down the hood of his brown Jedi cloak. The garment wastoo
warm for the jungle humidity, but Luke had stopped noticing minor physica
discomfort. He had walked acrossfire on Eol Shaand gone to the spice mines
of Kessdl, and he could not be bothered by alittle perspiration.

When the Rebels had first set up their hidden basein the Massass

temple, they had scoured the thick plant life from the chambers. Acrossthe
river scood another prominent temple, and according to orbital surveys, more

structureslay buried under the implacable vegetation. But theAlliance had



been far too wrapped up initswar againgt the Empire to bother with
detailed

archaeologica ingpections. Th e vanished race of temple builders remained
as

much amystery now as when the Rebels had first set foot on Yavin 4.

The templ€'s flagstoned corridors were uneven but remarkably unscathed
after centuries of exposure to the elements. L uke took aturbolift from the
pinnacle down to the third level, where other students dept or meditated in
the early morning. As he stepped out of the turbolift, Artoo-Detoo puttered
out to greet him. The droid's wheels hummed a ong the bumpy flagstones, and
his hemispherical head rotated back and forth, chittering at Luke.

"Yes, Artoo, | saw the shuttle coming down. Would you go down to the
clearing to meet it for me? Gantoris and Streen are returning from their
sojourn inthe jungle. | want to greet them and learn what they've found.”
Artoo acknowledged with ableep and trundled over to astone ramp. Luke
continued through the cool confines of the temple, smdlling the mustiness of
the enclosed air, the powdery tang of crumbling stones. Along the halls,
some

of the oldAlliance banners ill hung outside empty quarters.

Luke's Jedi academy was by no meansluxurious, in fact, it was barely

even comfortable. But he and his students had concerns that absorbed their
energy far more than smple conveniences. Luke had not repaired al of the
damage caused by time, but he had refurbished the glowpanels, water systems,
and food-prep facilitiestheAlliance had ingtalled.

When he reached the ground level of the temple, the partially raised



hangar-bay doors stood like the dark dit of a mouth. L uke sensed echoes of
the past insde the hangar bay, afaint resdue of sarfighter fuel and

coolant, clinging dust and grease in the corners. He stepped outside to the
jungle, blinking in the washed-and-faded sunlight as evaporating mistsrose
from the damp undergrowth.

Luke'stiming was perfect. As hewalked through the lush foliage, he

heard histwo Jedi trainees approach.

Asan exercise in resourcefulness and as an opportunity for uninterrupted
concentration, Luke sent his studentsin pairsinto the wilderness. Alone,

with no other abilities but their own, they worked on powers of

concentration,

sensing and studying other life-forms, touching the Force.

Luke raised his hand in greeting as the two stepped through feather ferns

and thick bludleaf shrubs. Tal, dark Gantoris parted heavy branchesand
came

forward to meet Luke. His high forehead had been shaven clean of eyebrows,
his

skin looked chapped and wegthered. Though Gantoris had camly lived among
geysersand lavaflows on Eol Sha, he seemed startled to see the Jedi

Magter;

but he covered hisreaction instantly.

On hishellish world, Gantoris had used an innate talent with the Force

to keep asmdl group of forgotten colonists alive. Gantoris had had
nightmares of aterrible "dark man" who would tempt him with power and then
destroy him. At first he had thought L uke was that man--L uke, who appeared

in



hisdark Jedi robe, striding through ageyser field to ask Gantoristo come
to

his academy. Gantoris had tested L uke by making him walk acrosslavaand
dimb

through geysers.

Behind Gantoris came Streen, the second candidate L uke had found in his
Jedi search. Streen had lived as a gas prospector in an abandoned floating
city on the planet Bespin. Streen had been able to predict eruptions of
vauable gases from deep within the cloud layers. Luke had tempted him with
the ability to shut off the clamoring voices Streen heard in his head
whenever

he went to populated areas.

Asthe trainees bowed, L uke clasped their hands. "Welcome back. Tell me
what you've learned.”

"Wefound another Massass temple!™ Streen said breathlesdy, looking
back and forth. Hiswispy pae hair was tangled, matted with flecks of
vegetation.

"Yes," Gantoris said. The man'sruddy face and his braided dark hair were
smudged with sweat and dirt. "The new temple isn't aslarge as this one, but
It seems more potent somehow. It's made of obsdian, Sitting out in the
middle

of ashalow glassy lake, with atall statue of agresat lord.”

"A dteof great power!" Streen said.

"| felt the power too," Gantoris added. He straightened, tossing his

thick braid behind him. "We should learn al we can about the Massass race.



They seem to have been very powerful, but they vanished entirely. What
happened to them? |s there something we need to fear?'

Luke nodded gravely. He, too, had sensed the power in the temples. The
first time he had cometo Yavin 4, Luke had been little more than aboy
thrust

headfirst into the Rebellion againgt the Empire. He had barely redlized the
extent of the Force; in fact, he had learned of its existence only days
before.

But he returned to the jungle moon a Jedi Master, and he could sense many
things that had been hidden to him before. He knew the dark power that
Gantoris had detected, and athough he told his students they must share
whet

they learned, Lukefdt that certain knowledge could be deadly.

Darth Vader had discovered the wrong kind of knowledge. L uke could not
dismissthe possbility that one of his students would be seduced by the
dark

Sde.

Luke clapped his hands on their shoulders. "Comeinsde. Takeadrink. A
supply shuttleislanding, so let's go greet our guest.”

When they reached the cleared landing pad, Artoo-Detoo waited next to the
grid-control kiosk, chittering coordinates to a descending X-23 StarWorker
space barge.

Craning his neck, L uke watched the craft descend with agrinding whine of
engines and ablast of jets. The StarWorker barge looked like a trapezoidal
cargo container with Incom sublight engines strgpped on. The intrasystem

craft



had seen better daysits gray metalic hull showed discolorations from
blaster fire and countless pitted scabs from meteor encounters. But the
engine

sounded loud and strong as the landing gear kicked in.

The space barge flashed its running lights around its belly, then settled
down gently. Luketried to squint through the tiny front port as agroup of
flying creaturesin the treetops burst into flight, screeching and scolding

the metdl thing that had lumbered into theirthe forest.

Heavy plasted support struts extended, locking to the ground with ahiss
of hydraulic pressure. The bitter-oil smell of exhaust hung in the humid

ar,

mixing with the peppery and sweet scents of jungle flowers and |eaves.
The mechanica smell reminded Luke of the bustling metropolis of Imperid
City, the governmenta center of theNewRepublic . Though he had been a
peace

for months now on Yavin 4, Luke fdt atingle of sweat down hisback. He
could

not let hisguard dip for one second--he had amission to do for the New
Republic. Thiswas not avacation.

The hull of the space barge continued to muitter to itself asit settled.

With acoughing hisstherear cargo doors did apart dowly asif two giants
pushed them back one step at atime. Bluish-white light shone down on crates
and boxes wrapped in storage nets or bolted to the walls--food,
communications

equipment, clothing, and amenities.



Moving softly across the packed clearing, Gantoris and Streen came up
beside him. Streen's eyes went wide with a sense of wonder, but Gantoris
wore

apuzzled, sour expression. His skin remained dark, asif in a constant

angry

blush. "Do we need these things, Master Skywalker?"

Luke glanced at the contents. Judging from the materid--the unnec
materid--included in the shipment, Leia hersdf must have compiled the
cargo

list. Exotic food synthesizers, comfortable clothes, hesters, humidity-
neutraizers, even afew hollow Ithorian wind chimes.

"Well makedo," he said.

A narrow ramp extended with agroan of pistons and rollers from the

raised pilot compartment. The silhouette of aman appeared on the ramp,
booted

fet, wrinkled and padded flightsuit, rounded helmet. He descended, yanking
hiswhite helmet off as his gloved bands covered the blue scooped-arc symbol
of the New Republic. The pilot shook his head, tossing short dark hair from
Sdetoside.

"Wedgel" Luke grinned and shouted. "Doesn't theNewRepublic have
anything better for its generalsto do? A ddivery driver in space!”
WedgeAntilles stuffed his helmet under the padded orange deeve of his
flightsuit and extended a hand to L uke. Luke embraced Wedge in the greeting
of

two friends who had not seen each other in far too long.

"Y ou've got to admit I'm qudified for the job,” Wedge said. "Besides, |



got tired of doing demoalition work in the armpit ofImperia City , and

before

that | got tired of cleaning up wrecked spacecraft in orbit around

Coruscant.

| figured adelivery driver was better than a garbageman.”

Wedge flicked aglance over Luke's shoulder, and another smile dimpled

his cheeks. Gantoris came forward from the cargo bay and gave Wedge a quick,
amost brutal handshake as he locked eyes with the pilot. "Genera Antilles,
have you any word from my people? | trust they have dl been safdy shuttled
to their new home on Dantooine?!

"Yes, Gantoris, they're dl settled in and doing fine. We drop-lifted an

entire settlement of self-erecting living modules. We sent them programming
units and agricultural droids so they could establish aviable colony right
away. Dantooineisavery mild planet--plenty of animasto hunt and native
vegetation to eat. Trust me, they'll be much more comfortable than they were
on Eol Sha"

Gantoris nodded solemnly. "That | do not doubt." Hisglittering eyes

lo oked past Wedge to the treetops. Orange light from the rising gas giant
mede

his eyesflicker like the lava pools he had made L uke walk across on Eol
Sha

"Gantoris, Streen--please start unloading the supplies,” Luke said. "I

don' think you'll have trouble lifting the crates with alittle nudge from

the Force. Consider it atest. Artoo, please call KiranaTi and Dorsk 81

from



their quartersto help.”

Streen and Gantoris moved to the corrugated ramp from the loading bay.
Artoo-Detoo hummed across the landing grid and disappeared into the shadowy
hangar of theGreatTemplein search of the other Jedi candidates.

Luke clapped hisfriend on the shoulder. "I'm starving for news, Wedge. |

hope you brought some gossip with you.”

Wedge raised his eyebrows. His narrow chin and soft features made him

look more youthful than Luke. They had been through alot together Wedge had
flown beside L uke on his triumphant run down the Death Star corridor, had
assigted in the defense of Echo Base on theice planet Hoth, and had fought
against the second Death Star over Endor.

"Gossip?' Wedge asked, laughing. "That doesn't sound like something that
would interest a Jedi Master.”

"Y ou got me there, Wedge. How are Leiaand Han? How is Mon Mothma? How
arethings on Coruscant? When is Han going to bring Kyp Durron to my

traning

center? That boy had enormous potential, and | want to start working with

him.

Wedge shook hishead at the volley of questions. "Kyp will be here, Luke,
don't worry. He spent most of hislife in the spice mines of Kessdl, and

he's

only been out amonth. Han'strying to show the kid how to live alittle

firs."

L uke remembered the dark-haired teen Han had rescued from the black spice

mines. When Luke had used a Jedi testing technique to seeif Kyp had



potential

to use the Force, the boy's response had knocked L uke across the room. In
his

entire Jedi search, Luke had never encountered such power.

"And what about Lea?'

Wedge considered, and L uke appreciated that he didn't just answer with a
ample"Of course everything'sfine." " She seemsto be spending more and
more

timewith her duties as Minigter of State. Mon Mothma has been handing off a
lot of important responsibilitiesto Lelawhile she hersdf staysin her

private chambers and rules from adistance. It'sgot alot of people
disturbed.”

That behavior seemed highly unusud for the strong, compassionate ruler
Luke remembered. "And how is Leiahandling it?' He longed to know athousand
things at once, wishing he could bein thethick of it dl again... while

another part of him preferred the peace of Yavin 4.

Wedge sat on the edge of the doping ramp. He propped one leg next to a
support strut, then balanced his helmet on hisknee. "Lelasdoing a
wonderful

job, but she'strying to do too much, if you ask me. Even with baby Anakin
ill in hiding, she does have the twinsto watch over now. Thregpio helps,
but Jacen and Jainaare still only two and ahaf yearsold. It's more than

a

full-timejob, and Leais getting exhausted.”

"She could come herefor arest,” Luke suggested. "Have her bring the



twins, since | need to get them started on basic Jedi skills.”

"I'm sure Letawould love to come here," Wedge said. They turned and
watched as Streen and Gantoris emerged from the barge carrying tall crates.
Thetwo Jedi candidates walked smoothly, carrying loads that seemed
impossible, and Wedge's eyes widened at the impressive feats of strength. "I
had to have labor droids put those boxes onboard. | couldn't budge one

mysdf.

"Then my students must be showing some progress.” Luke nodded. "What
about you, Wedge? Y ou going to be addivery driver the rest of your
career?'

Wedge smiled; then with aflick of hiswrist he tossed the helmet up the
ramp and into the open cockpit. It clacked and thumped across the floor.
"No.

Infact | came here because | have anew assgnment, and | won't get a
chance

to see you again for sometime. The New Republic Council feelsthat Dr. Qwi
Xux may bein danger from espionage. Admira Dadlais il out there
somewhere with her fleet of Imperia Star Destroyers, and any time now |
expect her to start blasting planets at random with hit-and-run strikes. She
may try to get Qwi back."

Luke nodded gravely. Qwi Xux had been the top scientist in the Imperia
research facility from which Han Solo had escaped--with Qwi's help. "If
Admiral Daaladoesn't want Dr. Xux back, I'm sure someone dse will."
"Yeah," Wedge said, "that's why |'ve been assigned as her personal

bodyguard and escort. In the meantime the Council still hasn't decided what



to

do with the Sun Crusher weapon that Han captured.” Wedge sighed. "That's
just

scratching the surface of everything going on back on Coruscant.”

Luke stared at Gantoris and Streen asthey continued to unload the cargo
bay, marching across the clearing to deposit their cratesin the empty, cool
hangar. Artoo-Detoo rattled out of the temple, leading two other students.
"Sounds like you need the new Jedi Knights more than ever,” Luke said.

Wedge agreed emphaticdly. "More than you can know."

Fidgeting from the long voyage in the expanded B-wing fighter, Leia

Organa Solo rode in silence beside Admird Ackbar. Thetwo of them satin
the

cramped, metalic-smelling cockpit as the ship plunged through hyperspace.
Being Minister of State kept Leiaon the move, shuttling from diplomatic
event to ambassadoria reception to political emergency. Dutifully, she
hopped

acrossthe galaxy, putting out fires and helping Mon Mothma hold together a
fragiledliance in the vacuum I eft by thefal of the Empire,

Leiahad aready reviewed the background holos of the planet Vortex
dozens of times, but she could not keep her mind on the upcoming Concert of
the Winds. Diplomatic dutiestook her away far too often, and she used quiet
moments to think about her husband Han, her twin children Jacen and Jaina.
It

had been too long since she had held her youngest baby, Anakin, who remained



isolated and protected on the secret planet Anoth.

It seemed that whenever Leiatried to spend aweek, aday, even an hour
aone with her family, something interrupted. She seethed insde each time,
unable to show her fedings because she had to wear acam political mask.
In her younger days Leiahad devoted her life to the Rebellion; she had
worked behind the scenes as a princess of Alderaan, as Senator Bail Organa's
daughter; she had fought against Darth VVader and the Emperor, and more
recently againgt Grand Admira Thrawn. Now, though, she felt torn between
her

duties as Minister of State and her duties as Han Solo's wife and as mother
to

three children. She had allowed theNewRepublic to comefirg. Thistime.
Agan.

Beside her in the cockpit Admiral Ackbar moved his amphibious hands
fluidly as he manipulated severd control levers. "Dropping out of
hyperspace

now," hesaid in hisgravelly voice.

The samon-colored alien seemed perfectly comfortablein hiswhite
uniform. Ackbar swiveled hisgigantic glassy eyesfrom sdeto Sde, asif

to

takein every detall of hiscraft. Through the hours of their journey, Leia

had not seen him fidget once.

He and the other inhabitants of the watery world Calamari had suffered
much under the Empire'siron grip. They had learned how to be quiet, yet
listen to every detail, how to make their own decisions, and how to act upon

them. Working asaloya member of the Rebellion, Ackbar himsdlf had been



instrumenta in developing the B-wing class of sarfightersthat had taken

such ahugetall onthe Imperid TIE fighters.

AsLeawatched him pilot the stretched-out, cumbersome-looking fighter,
Ackbar seemed an integral part of the gangly craft that appeared to be all
wings and turbolaser turrets mounted around adua cockpit. Ackbar's crew of
fishlike Cdamarians, led by his chief starship mechanic, Terpfen, had
expanded the former one-man craft into Ackbar's personal diplomatic shuttle,
adding asingle passenger sedt.

Through the curved dome of the cockpit windows, Leiawatched as
multicolored knots of hyperspace evaporated into a star-strewn panorama. The
sublight engines kicked in, and the B-wing streaked toward the planet

Vortex.

Leidsdressuniform fet damp and clingy, and shetried to adjust the

folds of dick fabric to make hersalf more comfortable. As Ackbar
concentrated

on the approach to Vortex, Leia pulled out her pocket holopad, laying the
flat

slvery plate on her lap.

"Beautiful," she said, peering out the viewport to the planet beneath

them. The blue and metallic-gray ball hung alonein space, moonless. Its
amosphere showed complex embroideries of cloudbanks and storm systems,
racing

gpirasof cloudsthat swirled in horrendous gales.

Lelaremembered her astronomica briefings about VVortex. The sharp tilt

of the planet's axis produced severe seasona changes. At the onset of



winter,

avast polar cap formed rapidly from gasesthat froze out of the atmosphere.
The sudden drop in pressure caused immense air currents, like agresat flood
going down adrain; clouds and vapor streamed southward in a battering ram
to

fill the empty zone where the aimosphere had solidified.

The Vors, hollow-boned humanoids with arack of lacy wingson their

backs, went to ground during storm season, taking shelter in half-buried
hummock dwellings. To celebrate the winds, though, the V ors had established
a

cultur d festiva renowned throughout the galaxy....

Deciding to review the details one more time before they landed and the
diplomatic reception began, Leiatouched the icons etched into the synthetic
marble frame of her datapad. It would not do for theNewRepublic 's Minister
of State to make apolitica faux pas.

A tranducent image shimmered and grew out of the Slvery screenina
miniaturized projection of the Cathedra of Winds. Defying the hurricane
gdes

that thrashed through their atmosphere, the VVors had built atall ethereal
gtructure that had resisted the fierce storm winds for centuries. Delicate

and

incredibly intricate, the Cathedra of Windsrose like a castle made of
eggshdl-thin crystd. Thousands of passageways wound through hollow
chambers

and turrets and spires. Sunlight glittered on the Structure, reflecting the

rippling fields of windblown grasses that sprawled across the surrounding



plans.

At the beginning of storm season, gusts of wind blew through thousands of
different-szed openingsin the honey combed walls, whipping up a
reverberating, mournful music through pipes of various diameters.

Thewind music was never the same twice, and the Vors allowed their
cathedrd to play only once each year. During the concert thousands of Vors
flew into or climbed through the spires and windpipes, opening and closing
ar

passages to mold the music into a scul pture, awork of art created by the
weather systems of the storm planet and the Vor people.

On the holopad L eia skimmed to the next files. The music of thewinds had
not been heard for decades, not since Senator Palpatine had announced his
New

Order and declared himsalf Emperor. Objecting to the excesses of the Empire,
the Vors had seded the holesin their cathedral and refused to let the

music

play for anyone.

But this season the Vors had invited representatives from the New
Republic to come and listen.

Ackbar opened acomm channel and pushed hisfishlike face closer to the
voice pickup. Lelawatched the bristly feders around his mouth jiggle ashe
spoke. "Vortex Cathedra landing pad, thisis Admiral Ackbar. Wearein
orbit

and gpproaching your pogtion.”

A Vor voice like two dry twigs rattling together crackled back over the



speaker. "New Republic shuttle, we are tranamitting landing coordinates that
take into account wind shear and storm systems aong your descent. Our
amaospheric turbulenceis quite unpredictable and dangerous. Please follow
precisdy.”

"Understood." Ackbar settled back into his seat, rubbing broad shoulder
blades against the ridged back of the chair. He pulled severd black

restraint

strands across his chest. "You'd better strap in, Lela," Ackbar said. "It's
going to be abumpy ride."

Leia switched off her holopad and tucked it beside her seat. She secured
hersdlf, fedling confined by the webbing, and took a deep breath of the
dde

recycled air. The faintest fishy undertone suggested Calamarian anxiety.
Staring ahead, Ackbar took his B-wing into the swirling atmosphere of
Vortex, straight toward the storm systems.

* x %

Ackbar knew that humans could not read expressions on broad Calamarian
faces. He hoped Leiadid not redlize how uneasy hefdt flying through such
hellish wegther patterns.

Leiadid not know that Ackbar had volunteered to take the mission because
he trusted no other person to pilot someone asimportant asthe Minister of
State, and he trusted no other vehicle more than his persona B-wing
fighter.

He turned both of his brown eyesforward to watch the approaching cloud
layers. The ship cut through the outer layers of atmosphere, zooming into

buffeting turbulence. The sharp wings of the starfighter diced theair,



curling wind in arippling wake. The wing edges glowed cherry-red from the
screaming descent.

Ackbar gripped the controlswith his flipper-hands, concentrating on fast
reactions, split-second decisions, making sure everything worked just right.
In thislanding there would be no room for error. He cocked hisright eye
down

to scan the landing coordinates the V or technician had transmitted.

The craft began to rattle and jitter. His ssomach lurched as a sudden

updraft knocked them severd hundred meters higher and then let them fdl in
a

deep plunge until he managed to wrestle control back. Blurry fists of high-
rising clouds pummeled the transparisted viewports, leaving trails of
condensed moisture that fanned out and evaporated.

Ackbar tracked from side to sSide across the panelswith his|eft eye,
verifying the readouts. No red lights. Hisright eye cocked back to catch a
glimpseof Leiagtting rigid and slent, held in place by black restraint

cords. Her dark eyes seemed almost aswide asaMon Caamarian's, but her
lips

were pressed together in athin white line. She seemed afraid, but afraid to
show it, trusting in his ability. Lelasaid no word to distract him.

The B-wing headed down in aspird, skirting an immense cyclonic
disturbance. The wind hooked the rattling wings of the fighter, knocking the
craft from sdeto side. Ackbar deployed the secondary aileron strutsin an
attempit to regain stability and retracted the laser-cannon turretsto

minmize



wind resstance.

"New Republic shuttle, we show you off course,” the brittle-twig voice of
the VVor controller came over the speaker, muffled by the roaring wind.
"Please

advie"

Ackbar turned hisleft eye to double-check the coordinate display, and
saw that the starfighter had indeed veered off course. Calm and focused, he
tried to force the craft back onto the appropriate vector. He couldn't
believe

he had gone so far astray, unless he had misread the coordinatesin the

firg

place.

As he yanked the B-wing toward awall of spiraling clouds, ablast of
gale-force winds hammered them into aroll and dammed Ackbar againgt his
pilot seat. Thefighter soun end over end, battered by the wild storm.
Leialet out asmall scream before clamping her mouth shut. Ackbar hauled
with dl hisstrength upon the levers, firing Sabilizer jetsina
counterclockwise maneuver to counteract the spin.

The B-wing responded, finadly dowing its crazed descent. Ackbar looked
up to see himself surrounded by awhirlwind of mist. He had no ideawhich
direction was up or down. He accordioned out the craft's set of
perpendicular

wings and locked them into amore stable cruising postion. His craft
responded duggishly, but the cockpit pandstold him that the wingswerein
place.

"New Republic shuttle, please respond.” The Vor did not sound at al



concerned.

Ackbar findly got the B-wing upright and flying again, but found he had
missed his coordinates once more. He angled back into them as easily ashe
could. His mouth felt desiccated as he checked the atitude panels and saw
with darm how far the ship had dropped.

The meta hull plates smoked and glowed orange from tearing through the
atmosphere. Lightning dashed on al sdes. Blue bdls of discharge

eectricity flared from thetips of the wings. His readouts scrambled with
racing curls of static, then came back on again. The cockpit power systems
dimmed, then brightened as reserve power kicked in.

Ackbar risked another glance at Leiaand saw her fighting wide-eyed fear
and helplessness. He knew she was awoman of action and would do anything to
help him out--but there was nothing she could do. If he had to, Ackbar could
gect her to safety--but he did not dare risk losing his B-wing yet. He

could

gl pull off adesperate but intact landing.

Suddenly, the clouds pedled away like awet rag ripped from hiseyes. The
wind-whipped plains of Vortex spread out below, furred with golden-brown and
purple grasses. The grasdands rippled as the wind combed invisible fingers
through the blades. Concentric circles of bunkerlike Vor shelters surrounded
the center of their civilization.

He heard Leiagasp in adeegp wonder that diced through even her terror.
The enormous Cathedral of Winds glinted with light and roiling shadows as
clouds marched overhead. The high lacy structure seemed far too delicate to

withstand the storms. Winged creatures swarmed up and down the sides of the



fluted chambers, opening passages for the wind to blow through and create
the

famous music. Faintly distant, he could hear the lilting, eerie notes.

"New Republic shuttle, you are on the wrong course. Thisis an emergency.

Y ou must abort your landing.”

With ashock Ackbar saw that the displayed coordinates had changed again.
The B-wing did not respond as he fought the controls. The Cathedra of Winds
grew larger every second.

Cocking an eyeto look through the upper rim of the domed viewport,

Ackbar saw that one of the perpendicular wings had jammed at asevere angle,
yielding maximum wind resstance. The angled wing dapped againgt the
turbulence and jerked the starfighter to the I ft.

His cockpit panelsinssted that both wings had deployed properly, yet
hisown vison told him otherwise.

Ackbar jabbed the controls again, trying to straighten thewing, to

regain control. The bottom haf of hisbody felt cold and tingly ashe
channdled reserves of energy into hismind and his hands on the control

levers.

"Something isvery wrong here," he said.

Leiagtared out the viewport. "We're heading straight for the cathedral!"

One of the aileron struts buckled and snapped from the plasted hulll,

dragging power cabl esasit tore free.Sparks flew, and more hull plates
ripped up.

Ackbar strangled an outcry. Suddenly the contral lightsflickered and

dimmed. He heard the grinding hum as his main cockpit panelswent dead. He

hit



the second auxiliary backup he had personally designed into the B-wing.

"l don't understand it," Ackbar said, hisvoice guttura in the confines

of the cockpit. "This ship was just reconditioned. My own Calamarian
mechanics

were the only oneswho touched it."

"New Republic shuttle," the voice on theradio inssted.

On the crystdline Cathedra of Winds, multicolored Vors scrambled down
the Sdes, fleeing asthey saw the craft hurtling toward them. Some of the
creatures took flight, while others stared. Thousands of them were packed
into

the immense glassy Structure.

Ackbar hauled the controlsto the right, to the left - comanything to

make the craft swerve--but nothing responded. All the power had died.
He couldn't raise or lower the ship'swings. He was alarge deadweight
fdling straight toward the cathedral. Desperately he hit the full battery
reserves, knowing they could do nothing for the mechanical subsystems, but
a

least he could lock in afull-power crash shield around the B-wing.

And before that, he could bresk Leiafreeto safety.

"I'm sorry, Leia" Ackbar said. "Tdl themthat | am sorry.” He punched a
button on the control panel that cracked open the right side of the cockpit,
splitting the hull and blasting free the tacked-on passenger sedt.

Asit shot Leiainto the clawlike winds, Ackbar heard the wind screech at
him through the open cockpit. The crash shield hummed as he hurtled toward

the



great crystdline structure. The fighter's engine smoldered and smoked.
Ackbar stared straight ahead until the end, never blinking hishuge

Cdamarian eyes.

Lelafound hersdf flying through the air. The blast of the gection seat

had knocked the breath out of her.

She couldn't even shout as the wind caught and spun her chair. The seat's
safety repulsorlifts held her like agentle hand and dowly lowered her
toward

the whiplike strands of pale-hued grasses below.

She looked up to see Ackbar's B-wing shuttle in the last instant before

it crashed. The starfighter smoked and whined asit plunged like ameta
filing toward a powerful magnet.

In afrozen moment she heard the loud, mournful fluting of winds

whistling through thousands of crystaline chambers. The breeze picked up
with

agust, making the music sound like a sudden gasp of terror. Thewinged Vors
scrambled and attempted to flee, but most could not move quickly enough.
Ackbar's B-wing plowed into the lower levels of the Cathedrd of Winds
like a meteor. The booming impact detonated the crystalline towersinto a
hail

of razor-edged spearsthat flew in dl directions. The sound of tinkling
glass, theroar of sharp broken pieces, the shriek of the wind, the screams
of

the dashed Vors--al combined into the most agonizing sound Leiahad ever

heard.



The entire glasdike structure seemed to take forever to collapse. Tower
after tower fell inward.

Thewinds kept blowing, drawing somber notes from the hollow columns,
changing pitch. The music became athinner and thinner wail, until only a
handful of intact wind tubes wereleft lying on their Sdesin the glassy
rubble.

AsLeawept with great sobs that seemed to tear her gpart, the automatic
escape chair gently drifted to the ground and settled in the whispering

grasses.

The polar regions of Coruscant reminded Han Solo of the ice planet Hoth--
with one crucid difference. Han was here by choice with hisyoung friend
Kyp

Durron for avacation while Leiawent off with Admira Ackbar on yet another
diplomatic misson.

Han stood atop the crumpled blue-whiteice dliffs, feding warmin his
insulated charcod-gray parkaand red heater gloves. The ever-present
auroras

in the purplish skies sent rainbow curtains flickering and refracting of f

the

ice. He drew in adeep breath of crackling cold air that seemed to curl his
nogtril hairs.

He turned to Kyp beside him. "About ready to go, kid?"

For thefifth time the dark-haired el ghteen-year-old bent over to adjust

the fagtenings on histurbo-skis. "Uh, dmog," Kyp said.



Han leaned forward to peer down the steep turbo-ski run of rippled ice,
feding alump formin histhroat but unwilling to show it.

Blue and white glaciers shone in dim light from the months-long twilight.
Below, ice-boring machines had chewed deep tunnelsinto the thick ice caps;
other excavators had chopped broad terraces on the cliffs as they mined
centuries-old snowpack, melting it with fusion furnaces to be delivered via
titanic water pipelinesto the dense metropolitan areasin the temperate
Zones.

"Youredly think | can do this?' Kyp said, straightening and gripping

his deflector poles.

Han laughed. "Kid, if you can pilot us single-handed through ablack hole
clugter, | think you can handle aturbo-ski dope on the most civilized

planet

inthegdaxy."

Kyp looked at Han with asmilein hisdark eyes. The boy reminded Han of
ayoung Luke Skywaker. Ever since Han had rescued Kyp from hisdavery in
the

spice mines of Kessd, the young man had clung to him. After years of
wrongful

Imperia imprisonment, Kyp had missed the best years of hislife. Han vowed
to

make up for that.

"Comeon, kid," he said, leaning forward and igniting the motors of his
turbo-skis. With thickly gloved hands Han held on to the deflector polesand
flicked them on. He felt the cushioning repulsorfield emanating from each

point, making the polesbob in the air to keep his balance.



"You'reon," Kyp said, and fired up hisown skis. "But not the kiddie
dope." Heturned from the wide ice pathway and pointed instead to aside
run

that branched off over severa treacherous ledges, across the scabby ice of
a

rotten glacier, and findly over afrozen waterfdl toa

receiving-and-rescue

area. Winking red laser beacons clearly marked the dangerous path.

"No way, Kyp! It's much too--was But Kyp launched himsdlf forward and
blasted down the dope.

"Hey!" Han said. Hefdt sick in the pit of his ssomach, sure hewould

have to pick up Kyp's broken body somewhere aong the path. But now he had
no

choice but to blast after the boy. "Kid, thisisredly astupid thing to

do."

Crystalsof powdery snow sprayed behind Kyp's turbo-skis as he bent
forward, touching the ground a occasiond intervaswith his deflector
poles.

He kept his balance like an expert, intuitively knowing what to do. After
only

asecond of the thundering descent, Han realized that Kyp might be more
likly

to survivethisride than he was.

AsHan rocketed down the dope, the snow and ice hissed beneath him like

ajet of compressed air. Han hit afrozen outcropping that sent him flying,



and he somersaullted through the air, flailing with his deflector poles.
Stabilizer jets on hisbdt righted him just in time as he dammed into the
snow again. He continued down the dope with the speed of a stampeding
bantha

He squinted behind ice goggles, concentrating intensely on keeping

himself upright. The landscape seemed too sharp--every razor-edged drift of
snow, the glittering sheared-off face of ice--asif every sngle detall

might

behislast.

Kyp let out aloud whoop of delight as he dewed |eft onto the dangerous
offshoot turbo-ski path. The whoop echoed three times around the sharp-edged
diffs

Han began cursing the young man's recklessness, then experienced a sudden
inner warmth as he redlized he had expected little el se from Kyp. Making the
best of it, Han let out an answering whoop of his own and turned to follow.
Red laser beacons flared, warning and guiding the foolish turbo-skiers

aong the path. The rippled surface whispered beneath the soft cushioning
fields of histurbo-skis.

Ahead, theicy roadway seemed foreshortened and continued at a different
elevation. Han redlized the danger an instant before he reached the
precipice.

"Cliffl"

Kyp bent low, asif he had smply become another component of his turbo-
skis. He tucked his deflector poles close to his sides, then fired up the

rear

jetsof hisskis. He rocketed over the edge of the cliff, arcing downina



long smooth curve to the resumption of thetrail.

Bardly intime, Han activated his own jets and launched himself over

empty space. His ssomach dropped even faster than gravity could tug him
down.

Wind ruffled the edges of his parka hood.

Infront of him Kyp landed smoothly without so much as awobble and shot
downdope.

Han had time to take only one gulping bregth as the plateau of ice rushed
up to meet histurbo-skiswith aloud crack. He gripped his deflector poles,
desperate to maintain his balance.

A powdery ribbon of drifted snow curled acrosstheir path. Kyp jammed
down with his deflector poles, hopping up into the air and cleanly missng
the

drift--but Han plowed straight through.

Snow flew into his goggles, blinding him. He wobbled and jabbed from side
to sdewith his poles. He managed to swipe a gloved hand across his goggles
jugtintimeto swerve left and avoid smashing into amonalithicice
outcropping.

Before he had recovered his balance, Han launched over ayawning chasmin
the rotten glacier that fell out beneath him. For atimelessingtant he

Stared

down at adrop of about amillion kilometers, and then he landed on the far
side. Behind him, he heard awhump as ablock of age-old snow lost its
precarious grip on the wall and plunged into the crevasse.

Ahead, Kyp encountered a blocky, rubble-strewn glacier fidld. More widdly



spaced now, the laser beacons seemed to give up and let foolhardy
turbo-skiers

choose their own path. Kyp wobbled as he struck hummocks of ice and snow. He
raised the repulsorfield to skim higher over the surface.

Asthe crusty glacier grew rougher, clogged with grainy blown snow, Han
muttered complaints and curses through gritted teeth. He kept his balance
somehow, but Kyp had lost ground. Han found himself breathing the boy's
wake,

pushing closer and faster--and suddenly the race meant something to him
again.

Afterward, while gtting around in a cantinaand swapping stories, he would
somehow convince himsdf that the whole thing had been agreat ded of fun.
Feeling abit of the recklessness he had just cursed Kyp for, Han pulsed

the jets, lunging forward in an adrendine-filled burst of speed that

brought

him side by side with Kyp.

A snowfield sprawled in front of them, sparkling white and unsullied by

other turbo-ski tracks--even though it had not snowed for more than amonth
in

thisarid frigid climate--demongtrating exactly how few people had been
foolish enough to attempt the dangerous path.

Ahead, the roped-off receiving-and-rescue arealay like a sanctuary
communications gear, warming huts, powered-down medical droidsthat could be
reactivated at a moment's notice, and an old hot-beverage shop that had long
since gone out of business. Home free--they had made it!

Kyp glanced sdeways a him, hisdark eyes crinkled at the corners. He



crouched down and blasted his skisat full power. Han hunched over to
decrease

hisar resstance. Pristine snow flew around him, hissing in hisears.
Theline of laser beacons switched off like metallic eyes blinking shut.

Han had no time to wonder about it before the smooth blanket of snow ahead
bulged, then doughed inward.

A crunching, grinding sound accompanied the straining of massive engines,
Gouts of steam erupted from the collapsed snowfield as the glowing red nose
of

amechanica therma borer thrust into the open air. The screw-shaped tip
continued to turn asit chewed itsway out of the solid ice.

"Look out!" Han yelled, but Kyp had aready veered off to the left Side,
leaning hard on one deflector pole and jabbing at the air with his other.
Han

punched his stabilizing jets and streaked to the right as the mammoth ice-
process ng machine chewed the opening of itstunnd wider, clutching the
wadls

with clawed tractor treads.

Han skimmed past the gaping pit, feding ablast of hot steam across his
cheeks. His goggles fogged again, but he found hisway to the steep ice
waterfdl, thefind obstacle before the finish line. The edge of the

precipice flowed with long tendrils of icicleslike dangling cablesthat had
built up over centuries during the brief spring thaws.

Kyp launched himsdlf over the edge of the frozen river, igniting both ski

jets. Han did the same, tucking his poles againgt hisribs, watching the



packed snow fly up to strike the bottoms of his skiswith aloud dap that
echoed dong theicefiddsin unison with the sound of Kyp's landing.

They both charged forward, then dewed to astop in front of the cluster

of prefab huts. Kyp peeled down the hood of his parkaand started laughing.
Han held on to his deflector poles, fedling his body tremble with relief and
an overdose of excitement. Then he, too, began chuckling.

"That wasredly stupid, kid," Han managed at last.

"Oh?" Kyp shrugged. "Who was stupid enough to follow me? After the spice
mines of Kessd, | wouldn't consider alittle turbo-ski dope too dangerous.
Hey, maybe we could ask Threepio to tell usthe odds of successfully
negotiating that dope when we get back.”

Han shook his head and gave alopsided grin. "I'm not interested in odds.
Wedidit. That'swhat counts.”

Kyp stared across the frozen distance. His eyes seemed to follow the
arrow-gtraight lines of nonreflective water conduits ringed with pressure
jointsand pumping stetions.

"I'm glad welve had so much fun, Han," he said, staring into something

only he seemed to see. "I've done alifetimesworth of hedling since you
rescued me."

Han felt uncomfortable at the thick emotion he heard in Kyp's voice. He
tried to lighten the mood. "Well, kid, you had as much to do with our escape
asl did"

Kyp didn't seem to hear. "I've been thinking about what L uke Skywalker
said when he found my ability to usethe Force. | only know alittle bit

about

it, but it ssemsto be caling me. | could do ahuge service to the New



Republic. The Empire ruined my life and destroyed my family--I wouldn't mind
getting achanceto strike back."

Han swallowed, knowing what the boy was trying to say. "So you think
you're ready to go study with Luke and the other Jedi trainees?’

Kyp nodded. "I'd rather stay here and have fun for the rest of my life,
but--was

Han said in asoft voice, "Y ou deserve it, you know."

But Kyp shook hishead. "I think it'stime| start taking mysalf

serioudy. If | do havethisgift of using the Force, | can't let it go to

wagte."

Han gripped the young man's shoulder and squeezed hard, feding Kyp's
rangy frame through his bulky gloves. "I'll seethat you get agood flight

to

Yavin4."

Thewhirring hum of repulsorlifts broke the quiet moment. Han looked up
as amessenger droid approached, streaking like achromium projectile over
the

icefields. The droid arrowed straight for them.

Han muttered, "If that's a representative from the turbo-ski resort, I'm

going to fileacomplaint about that ice-mining machine. We could have been
killed."

But as the messenger droid hovered over them, lowering itsdlf to Han's
eyelevd, it snapped open a scanning pand and spoke in agenderless
monotone. " Generd Solo, please confirm identification. V oice match will be

aufficent.”



Han groaned. "Aww, I'm on vacation. | don't want to bother with any
diplomatic messright now."

"V oice match confirmed. Thank you," the droid said. "Prepare to receive
encoded message.”

The droid hovered asit projected a holographic image onto the clean

snow. Han recognized the auburn-haired figure of Mon Mothma. He straightened
in surprise--the Chief of State rarely communicated with him directly.

"Han," Mon Mothmasaid in aquiet, troubled voice. He noticed immediately
that she had called him by hisfirst nameinstead of his more formal rank. A
fist of sudden dread clenched his stomach.

"I'm sending you this message because there has been an accident. Admiral
Ackbar's shuttle crashed on the planet Vortex. Leiawaswith him, but she's
safe and unharmed. The admira gected her to safety before his ship flew

out

of control, directly into alarge cultural center. Admiral Ackbar managed to
power up his crash shields, but the entire structure was destroyed. So far

a

least 358 VVors are confirmed dead in the wreckage.

"Thisisatragic day for us, Han. Come hometo Imperid City. | think
Leiamight need you as soon as shereturns.” Mon Mothmasimage wavered,
then

dissolved into staticky snowflakesthat faded inthe air.

The messenger droid said, "Thank you. Hereisyour receipt.” It spat out
atiny blue chit that landed in a puff of snow a Han'sfedt.

Han stared as the droid turned and streaked back toward the base camp. He

sguashed the blue chit into the snow with the base of histurbo-ski. He felt



sick. The excitement he had just experienced, dl the joy with Kyp, had
evaporated, leaving only aleaden dread inside him.

"Comeon, Kyp. Let'sgo."

See-Threepio thought that if hisfine-motor control had dlowed it, his

entire golden body would be chattering with cold. Hisinternd thermd units
were no match for the frozen polar regions of Coruscant.

Hewasaprotocol droid, fluent in over six million forms of

communication. He was able to perform an incredible number of diverse
tasks--

al of which seemed more gppedling at the moment than baby-sitting apair of
wild two-and-a-haf-year-olds who saw him astheir plaything.

Threepio had taken the twins to the snow-play area at the bottom of the

ice dopes, where they could ride tame tauntauns. Little Jacen and his

Sger

Jainaseemed to enjoy the spitting, cumbersome cregtures--and the Umgullian
rancher who had brought the furry animasto Coruscant seemed delighted to
have the business,

Afterward Threepio had stoically endured as the twinsinssted on making
a"snow droid" of him, packing layers of snow around his shiny body. He
il

felt ice crystals caked insgde hisjoints. As he enhanced the output from

his

optical sensors, Threepio thought that his golden alloy had taken on a

decidedly bluish tinge from the low temperature.



On adedding dope the twins spun around, giggling and shrieking asthey
bounced against padded restraintsin a child's snow skimmer. Threegpio waited
for them at the bottom, then began the long trudge back up the hill so the
children could do it dl over again. He fdt like alow-capacity labor droid
with too little computing power to understand the drudgery of itsown
existence. "Oh, how | wish Master Solo would get back soon,” he said.

At the top of the ramp he secured Jacen and Jainasnugly into theirthe

seats. In tandem they looked up at him with rosy-cheeked faces. Humans
clamed

to find the winter chill exhilarating; Threepio wished he had outfitted

himsdlf with more efficient low-temperature lubricants.

"Now, you children be careful on the ride down,” he said. "I shal meet

you at the bottom and bring you back up.” He paused. "Again.”

He launched the children in the spinning snow skimmer. Jacen and Jaina
laughed and squedled as feathers of snow sprayed down the dope. Threepio
began to move with arapid gait down the long ramp.

When he reached the bottom, the twins were aready attempting to unstrap
themselves. jaina had managed to disconnect one buckle, though the attendant
at the equipment-rental station had assured Threepio that the restraints

were

utterly childproof.

"Children, leavethat alone!" he said. He refastened Jainals restraint

and switched on the hoverfield beneath the snow skimmer. He grasped the
handles and began to climb back up the dope to the launching platform.
When he reached the top, both twins shouted, "Again!" in unison, asif

their minds were linked. Threepio decided it wastimeto lecture the



children

about overindulgence in enjoyment, but before he could formulate a speech
with

the appropriate levels of sternness and vocabulary, a crowded shuttle
skimmer

arrived. Han Solo emerged, pulling back the hood of hisgray parkaand
balancing his turbo-skis on hisleft shoulder. Kyp Durron followed him out
of

the transport.

Threepio raised agolden arm. "Over here," he said. "Master Solo, over
herel”

"Daddy!" Jainasaid. Jacen echoed her afraction of asecond later.
"Thank heavens," Threepio said, and started to unfasten the restraints.
"Get ready to go," Han said as he marched forward, his expression
unaccountably troubled. Threepio reached forward, about to begin hislitany
of

complaints, but Han dropped the bulky turbo-skisinto the droid'sarms.
"Master Solo, is something wrong?' Threepio tried to balance the heavy
is.

"Sorry to cut your vacation short, kids, but we have to get back home,"
Han sad, ignoring the droid.

Threepio straightened. "I'm very glad to hear that, sir. | don't mean to
complain, but | was not designed for temperature extremes.”

Hefelt an impact againgt the back of hishead asalarge lump of snow

gplattered him. "Oh!" he said, raisng hisarmsin darm, bardy managing to



keep hold of the skis. "Master Solo, | must protest!” he said.

Jacen and Jaina giggled as they each picked up another snowball to throw
at the droid.

Han turned to the twins. " Stop playing with Threepio, you two. We haveto

get back home."

Down in the repair bays of the revamped Imperia Palace on Coruscant,

Lando Cdrissan couldn't imagine how Chewbacca managed to cram his enormous
furry body insde the Falcon's narrow maintenance crawlway. Standing in the
corridor, Lando saw the Wookiee as atangle of brown fur wedged between the
emergency power generator, the accel eration compensator, and the
anticoncussion field generator.

Chewbaccalet out ayowl as he dropped a hydrospanner. The tool bounced
and fell with aseries of ricocheting clangsuntil it landed in acompletdy
inaccessible spot. The Wookiee snarled and then let out ayelp as he banged

his shaggy head on a coolant pipe.

"No, no, Chewbaccal" Lando said, brushing back his deek cape and

gticking hisarm into the maintenance crawlway. Hetried to point toward the
circuitry. "That goes here, and this goes there!" Chewbacca grumbled back,
disagreeing.

"Look, Chewie, | know this ship like the back of my hand, too. | owned

her for quite afew years, you know."

Chewbaccamade a string of ululating soundsthat echoed inddethe

enclosed chamber.

"All right, haveit your way. | can work the access hatches on the

outside hull. I'll retrieve your hydrospanner. Who knows what other junk



well

find there?'

Lando turned and made hisway to the entry ramp, stomping down into the
cacophony of shouted requests and engine noises in the starship mechanic
bay.

Theair smdled oily and tifling, tainted with gaseous coolants and exhaust
fumesfrom small diplomatic shuttlesto large freighters. Human and dien
engineersworked on their ships. Stubby Ugnaughts clambered inside access
hatches and chattered at each other, requesting tools and diagrams for

fixing

troublesome engines.

Admird Ackbar's carefully picked crew of Caamarian starship mechanics
oversaw specid modificationsto smal vesselsin the New Republic fledt.
Terpfen, Ackbar's chief mechanic, wandered from ship to ship, status board
in

hand, verifying requested repairs and scrutinizing the work with his glassy
fisheyes.

Lando pried open the access hatch on the Falcon's outer hull. The
hydrospanner clattered out and fell into his outstretched hands, along with
burned-out cyberfuses, adiscarded hyperdrive shunt, and the wrapper from a
package of dehydrated food.

"Got it, Chewbacca," he shouted. The Wookiee's answer was muffled inside
the cramped access hatch.

Lando looked at the scorch marks aong the Falcon's battered hull. The

ship seemed to be one massive collection of patches and repairs. Herana



calused hand dong the hull, caressing the metd.

"Hey! What are you doing to my ship?'

Lando jerked his hand away from the Falcon and looked around guiltily to
see Han Solo approaching. Chewbacca bellowed a greeting from the maintenance
crawlway.

Han's face reflected athunderstorm of bad moods as he strode across the
debris-strewn floor of the mechanic bay. "I need my ship right now. Isshe
ready to fly?' Han said.

Lando put hishands at hisside. "l wasjust making some repairs and
modifications, old buddy. What's the problem?”

"Who told you you could make any modifications?' Han looked unaccountably
angry. "Chewie, weve got to fly right away. Why did you let this clown mess
around with my engines?'

"Wait aminute, Han! Thisused to be my ship, you know," Lando said, not
knowing what had provoked such anger in hisfriend. "Besides, who rescued
this

ship from Kessal? Who saved your tail from the Imperid fleet?"
See-Threepio hastened gtiffly into the mechanic bay. "Ah, greetings,

Generd Cdrissan,” hesad.

Lando ignored thedroid. "1 lost the Lady Luck rescuing your ship. I'd

think that deserves alittle gratitude, don't you? In fact, sncel

sacrificed

my own ship to save your hide, | thought maybe you'd be grateful enough to
give me back the Falcon.”

"Oh, my!" Thregpio said. "That isan ideathat might warrant some

congderation, Master Solo.”



"Shut up, Thregpio," Han said without glancing in the droid's direction.
"Lookslike you've got an attitude problem, Han," Lando said withagrin

he knew would annoy hisfriend. But Han had stepped over the bounds of
common

courtesy with his sngppish accusations, and Lando had no intention of

letting

him get away withit.

Han looked ready to explode. Lando couldn't figure out what was bothering
him. "My problem is you've been sabotaging my ship. | don't ever want you
touching her again, do you understand? Get your own ship. Seemsto me that
with the million-credit reward you got at the blob races on Umgul, you could
buy just aout any ship you want and stop messing around with mine.”

"An excdlent ideg, dr," Threepio added hel pfully. "With that amount of
money, Generd Carissan, you could indeed buy afine ship.”

"Bequiet, Thregpio,” Lando said, putting his hands on his hips. "I don't

want to buy another ship, old buddy." He stressed the last two words with
thick sarcasm. "If | can't have the Lady Luck, | want the Falcon. Y our wife
is

the Minigter of State, Han. Y ou can have the government provide you with any
sort of trangport you want--whichyou not get yoursaf anew fighter right
from

the Caamarian shipyards?'

"I'm certain that could be arranged, Sir," Threepio agreed.

"Shut up, Threepio,” Han said again, keeping hiseyeson Lando. "I don't

want any old ship. The Fdlconismine."



Lando glowered at Han. "Y ou won her from me in a sabacc game, and to tell
you the truth--old buddy--1've aways suspected you cheated in that game.”
Han becamelivid, backing away. "Y ou're accusng me of cheating?1've

been called a scoundrdl before, but never achest! Infact, it ssemsto me,”

he said in alow, threatening voice, "that you won the Falcon yourself ina
sabacc game before | came dong. Didn't you aso win the Cloud City Tibanna
gas mines from the former Baron Administrator in asabacc game? What could
you

possibly have used as collatera for abet like that? Y ou're adirty no-good
swindler, Lando. Admit it."

"Andyou'reapirate!" Lando said, stalking forward, hisfists bunched at

his side. He had made his reputation as an expert gambler.

Chewbacca growled from within the Falcon, making loud clangs and thumps
as he extricated himself from the cramped passage. He ssumbled down the
entry

ramp and stood gripping the piston supports.

AsHan and Lando closed to within striking distance, Thregpio wriggledin
between them. "Excuse me, Sirs, but might | make asuggestion? If indeed you
both won the ship in a sabacc game, and if you are contesting the results,
could you perhaps smply play another game of sabacc to settle thisissue
once

and for dl?" Threepio turned his glowing optical sensorsfirst at Lando,

then

at Han.

"l just came down here to get my ship,” Han said, "but now you've made it

into apoint of honor."



Lando glared a Han without flinching. "I can beat you any day of the
week, Han Solo."

"Not thisday," Han said, lowering hisvoice even further. "But not just
sabacc. WEIl makeit random sabacc.”

Lando raised his eyebrows, but met Han's gaze stare for stare. "Who's
going to keep track of the plays?’

Han jerked his chin to the sde. "Well use Threepio as our modulator.
Goldenrod doesn't have enough brainsto cheet.”

"But, Sr, | redly don't have the programming to--was Threepio said.
Han and Lando snapped in unison, "Shut up, Threepio!”

"All right, Han," Lando said, "let'sdo it before you lose your nerve.”
"Y ou're going to lose more than nerve before thisgameisover," Han

sad.

As Lando set up the cards and the sabacc table, Han Solo ushered the last

of the off-duty bureaucrats toward the door of the small lounge. "Ou. Come
on!

We need to use this place for awhile.”

They grumbled and objected in avariety of languages, but Han asssted

them through the entryway with gentle shoves. "File acomplaint with the New
Republic." Then he closed and sedled the door, turning to Lando. "Y ou ready
yet?

Thiswasfar different from the stuffy, smoke-filled parlorswhere he

used to play sabacc, such as the underground game where he had once won a

planet for Leiain an attempt to buy her affections.



At the sabacc table Lando spread out a handful of rectangular cardswith
crystalline screens sandwiched between meta layers. "Ready when you are,
buddy." But he looked uneasy. "Han, we don't redly haveto do this—-was
Han sniffed the air, frowning at the cloying smells of deodorizing mists

and ambassadorial perfumes. "Yes, | do. Leiasbeen in an accident on one of
her diplomatic missions, and | want to escort her back home, not some
hospita

ship.”

"Leidshurt?' Lando said, standing up in surprise. "So that'swhat has

been bothering you. Forget it, take the ship. | wasjust kidding anyway.
Well

do this some other time."

"No! We do it now, or you'll never be off my case. Threepio, get in here,
What'staking so long?' Han said.

The golden droid scooted in from the back-room computer station, looking
flugtered, asusual. "I'm here, Magter Solo. | wasjust reviewing the

sabacc-

rules programming.”

Han punched his sdlectionsinto the console of the bartender droid,

smiling as he selected afruity, prissy drink for Lando--complete with a
blue

tropical flower asagarnish--and aspiced defor himsalf. He sat down,

did

the drink across the surface to Lando, and sipped hisde.

Lando took aswallow of the mixture, winced, and forced asmile. "Thanks,

Han. Should | ded?" He held the sabacc cardsin his hand, leaning over the



table's projecting fied.

"Not yet." Han held up ahand. " Threepio, double-check to make sure those
card surfaces are completely randomized.”

"But, Sr' surdy--was

"Just do it. We want to make sure nobody gets an unfair advantage--don't
we, old buddy?’

Lando managed to retain hisforced smile as he handed the deck to
Threepio, who ran the cards through ascrambler at the side of the table.
"They are completdy mixed, Sr.”

Threepio meticuloudy dedlt five of theflat metallic cards each to Lando
and to Han. "Asyou know, thisis random sabacc, a combination of variant
formsof the game," Threepio said, asif reciting the programming he had
just

uploaded. "There are five different sets of rules, shifted by chance, and
changed at random time intervals as determined by the computer's random
generator--that's me!"

"We know therules!" Han growled, but he wasn't so certain. "And we dso
know the stakes.”

Lando's deep, flinty eyes met his acrossthe table. "Winner takes the
Falcon. Loser takes Coruscant public trangt from now on."

"Very wdl, ars" Thregpio said, "activate your cards. Thefirst player

to reach ascore of one hundred pointswill be declared the winner. Our
firg

round will be played according to..." He paused briefly as hisrandomizing

function made a saection from the scrambled list of rules. his-comCloud



City

Casno dternaterules.”

Han stared at the images agppearing on his cards as hismind raced to
remember how Cloud City Casino rules differed from the Bespin Standard form
of

the game. He stared at a mixed-up assortment of the four suits in sabacc--
sabres, coins, flasks, and staves, with various positive and negative scores

on each.

"Each player may sdect one and only one of his cards for a spin-change,

and then we tally to see who comes closest to a score of positive or

negdive

twenty-three, or zero."

Han scanned his cards, concentrating, but found no set that would add up

to an appropriate taly. Lando wore abroad smile--but Lando always carried
such an expression when he gambled. Han took asip of hisbitter spiced de,
swallowed hard, and chose acard. "Ready?' Heraised hiseyesto look at
Lando.

Lando pushed the small scrambler button on the bottom left corner of a

card. Han did the same, watching theimage of the eight of coinsflicker and
reform into atwelve of flasks. Together with anine of flasksin hishand,

he

added to twenty-one. Not great. But when he saw Lando scow! at his own new
card, he hoped it would be good enough.

"Twenty-one," Han said, dapping his cards on the table.

"Eighteen,” Lando answered with ascowl. "Y ou get the difference.”

"Change of rules! Time haseapsed!" Threepio said. "Three pointsin



favor of Master Solo. Next round isby... Empress Teta Preferred system.”
Han looked at his new hand of cards, delighted to see afirm straight--

but, if he remembered right, under Empress Tetarules the players swapped
one

card at random, and when Lando reached over to pluck acard from the right
side, Han hoped to replace it with a Commander of Sabers--but the hand
faled.

Lando won the round and came out with asmall lead, but before they could
tally the scores, Thregpio chimed in with another "Change of ruled” This
time, scored under the Bespin Standard system, Lando's lead doubled.

Han cursed to himself as he stared at a chaotic messin the next hand,

not knowing what to bid, what to throw away. Before he made his decision,
though, the random clock in Threepio's dectronic brain forced himto call
another rules change. "Corellian Gambit thistime, grs.”

Han whooped in ddlight, for under the new rulesthe suitsfit together

with acompletely different pattern. "Gotchal" he cried, laying down his
hand.

Lando grumbled, showing awild card that, while vauable only moments
before, now cost him fourteen points under the new scoring system.

Han crept ahead over the next severd hands, then lost ground when rules
changed back to Cloud City Casino style, which deemed all wild cards
forfeit.

Han reached forward to snatch one of Lando's cards, just as Lando selected
one

of hiscardsto change a random. They both froze. "Threepio, tel usagain



which ruleswere playing under.”
"New timeinterval anyway," the golden droid said. "Change to Bespin
Standard. No, wait--notew time interval again! Back to Empress Teta

Preferred.

Han and Lando looked &t their new cards again, mindswhirling in
confusion. Han took another sip of his spiced ale, and Lando drained his
fruity concoction with agrimace. At the bottom the bright-colored flower
had

begun to sprout writhing roots that crawled on the bottom of his glass.
"Threepio, tell usthe scores one moretime,”" Lando said.

"Cdculating for the last rules change, grs, the totd is ninety-three

pointsfor Master Solo and eighty-seven for Generd Carissian.”

Han and Lando glared at each other. "Last hand, buddy,” Han said.

"Enjoy your remaining few seconds of ownership, Han," Lando said.
"Cordlian Gambit rules, last-hand specid case," Thregpio annhounced.

Han fdt his head pounding, trying to remember what happened in the last
hand of the Cordlian Gambit. Then he saw Lando locking in the denomination
of

only one of hiscards, making ready to place his hand into the flux field in
the center of the sabacc table.

Han studied his high-ranking face cards, Baance and Moderation, either

of which would nudge him over the total score of a hundred. He pushed the
retainer button on Balance, for eleven points, then thrust the rest of his

hand into the flux field.

Han and Lando leaned over, staring in suspense as the images on the cards



swirled and changed, flickering from one value to another in ablur until

they

stabilized, one by one.

Lando stared at low-demonination numeric cards, nothing at al

spectacular, while Han got the best dedl he had seen throughout the entire
game. All face cards, Demise, Endurance, The Star, and The Queen of Air and
Darkness, along with the Balance card he had kept. His score handily passed
the god, leaving Lando in the dust.

He cheered at the same ingtant Threepio declared another " Change of

rulesl” Han glared a the golden droid, waiting.

"Thishand will be scored under the Ecclesss Figg Variation,” Threepio

sad.

Han and Lando looked at each other, mouthing the words. "What isthe Figg
Vaiaion?'

"In thefina round the scores of al odd-numbered face cards are

subtracted instead of added to the final score. This means, Master Solo,

that

while you gain ten points for Endurance and The Queen of Air and Darkness,
you

forfeit atotd of forty-one for Balance, The Star, and Demise."

Threepio paused. "I'm afraid you lose, Sr. Generd Cdrissan gains

sixteen points for atota score of one hundred three, while you are left

with

af inal score of Sixty-two."

Han blinked in shock at his haf-empty glass of spiced deaslLando



pounded the tabletop in triumph. "Good game, Han. Now go on off to fetch
Leia

Want me to come with you?”'

Han kept gtaring at the table, at hisae, at anything but Lando. He felt
hollow insde. Not only had he learned of Leidstragedy today, but he had
aso lost the ship he had owned for more than a decade.

"Take her, she'syours,” Han mumbled. He finally looked up to meet
Lando's eyes.

"Come on, Han. Y ou're distraught. Y ou never should have made the bet in
thefirst place. ust--was

"No, the Falcon isyours, Lando. I'm not achest, and | made the dedl

going into the game." Han stood, turning his back on Lando, leaving the rest
of hisae untouched. "Threepio, authorize achange of registration for the
Facon. And you'd better get in touch with central transportation control.
Arrange adiplomatic transport for Leia | won't be picking her up after

dl."

Lando shifted uncomfortably. "Uh, I'll take good care of her, Han. Not a
scratch.”

Without another word Han went to the door of the lounge, unsedled it, and

walked out into the echoing hdls.

With black-gloved hands clasped behind her back, Admira Daala stood at
atention on the bridge of the Imperid Star Destroyer Gorgon.

Infront of the bridge viewport, brilliant gasesilluminated by aknot of
blue-giant stars turned the Cauldron Nebulainto a spectacular light show.

Beside her in parking formation hung the Basilisk and the Manticore. The



ionized gases played havoc with ships sensors, making the nebulaa perfect
hiding place for her three fully armed battleships.

Dada heard atentative bootstep behind her and turned to face Commander
Kratas. "Y es, Commander?' Asshe moved, her olive-gray uniform clung likea
second skin, while her mane of coppery hair trailed behind her like thetall

of acomet.

Kratas snapped off a perfect salute and remained standing one step below
her observation platform. "Admiral," he said, "as of oh-nine-hundred hours
we

have completed our assessment of the losses suffered during our battle at
Kessd."

Dadaformed her lipsinto atight, emotionless line. Kratas was a short

man, recruited into the Imperia Navy from an occupation force on one of the
conscripted planets. He had dark hair trimmed to regulation length, wide
watery eyes set under beetling brows, and ajutting chin that hung below
amost nonexigtent lips. The best part of Kratas, though, Daala thought, was
that he dwaysfollowed orders. He had been trained well in the Imperid
Military Academy on Carida.

"Give me the breskdown, Commander," Dadlasaid.

Kratasdid not blink as herattled off the numbers from memory.

"Together, welost atota of three TIE squadrons, and of course dl hands
and

resources on board the Hydra."

Dadafet acold stab of anger at the mention of her wrecked battleship.

Kratas must have seen something in her expression, because he flinched,



though

he did not move aside.

The Hydra, Dadlds fourth Star Destroyer, had been torn gpart in one of

the Maw clugter's black holes. It had been Dadasfirgt significant lossin
combat, one fourth of her destructive capability wiped out by Han Solo and
the

traitorous scientist Qwi Xux, who had stolen the Sun Crusher superweapon and
fled the Empire's closaly guarded Maw Ingtalation.

"However," Kratas continued. His voice quavered the smalest bit, then he
sraightened. "Forty TIE fighters from the Hydra did manage to reach safety
insgdethe other Star Destroyers, which makes up somewhat for the other
losses”

Dadas Star Destroyers had emerged from the Maw cluster, expecting to
engulf and obliterate Han Solo--but her ships had run headlong into Kessdl's
ragtag fleet like frenzied battledogs. Though her Star Destroyers had
defested

nearly two thirds of Kessdl's ships, the Basilisk had suffered severe damage
and had to be linked with the Gorgon's navicomputers for escape to a secret
location in the Cauldron Nebula.

"What isthe status of repairsto the Basilisk?' she said.

Kratas clicked his hedls smartly asif pleased to give good news. "Three

of the four damaged turbolaser cannons have been refurbished and are now
operationd. We expect to finish repairs on the fourth battery within the

next

two days. Armored spacetroopers have completed work on the breached external

hull. Decks 7 through 9 are airtight again, and we are currently



replenishing

the atmosphere. The damaged flight-control circuitry has been rerouted, and
the navicomp and targeting consoles are now fully operationa.”

Hedrew in adeep breath. "In short, Admird, | believe our entire fleet
isready for battle again.”

Dadaleaned closer to the observation window, curling her long fingers
around the smulated wood of therailing. Shetried unsuccessfully to stop a
smile from cregping across her lips. The metalic smél of the air comforted
her. She had lived on the Gorgon for over adecade now. The air had been
reprocessed and replenished until pungent organic odors had been scoured
avay,

leaving only gterile smels, the tang of metd and lubricating ails, the
reassuring scent of pressed Imperia Navy uniforms and polished stormtrooper
armor.

"If I might ask aquestion, Admira," Kratas said, glancing around to see

the other personnel at their stations, every head turned studiously away
from

the conversation, pretending not to listen. Daalaraised her eyebrows,
waiting

for him to continue.

"With the information we gained from interrogating Han Solo, and with
transmissions we've received, we know that the Emperor isno longer dive,
that Darth VVader and Grand Moff Tarkin are aso dead, and that the Empire
hes

fragmented into civil war." Kratas hesitated.



Dada spoke for him. ™Y ou are wondering, Commander, who our Commander in
Chief is?"

Kratas nodded vigoroudy. "Grand Admira Thrawn has been killed, ashas
Warlord Zsinj. We know of several commanders dtill fighting over the
remnants

of the Empire, but they seem more interested in destroying each other than
in

battling the Rebdlion. If | may make asuggestion? The Imperid Military
Academy on Carida still appearsto be stable and loyal, with agreat many
weapons at their disposal. Perhaps it would be best to--was

"l don't think s0," Dadlasaid sharply, turning from him to smother her

scowl. She had been trained and trounced in the harsh military academy on
Carida. Because she was female, Daala had been passed over for promotion
after

promotion; she had been given the worst assgnments. She had been
brutalized.

And that had only increased her drive to succeed.

Findly she had crested afaseidentity for hersalf through Carida's

vast computer networks and used that identity in combat Ssmulation rooms.
She

had won repeatedly, creating breakthrough tactics that had been adopted by
many of the Imperia Army's ground assault forces. After Moff Tarkin had
discovered Daalas true identity and realized her talent, he had secretly
whisked her away, using his new authority as Grand Moff of the Outer Rim
territories. He had promoted her to the rank of admiral--asfar as she knew,

the only femae admird inthe entire Imperia Heet.



Y et because of the Emperor's own prejudices against women and nonhuman
races, Tarkin had kept the truth about his new admira a secret. Dadlaand
Tarkin had become lovers, and to keep her from coming to the Emperor's
attention, he had given her command of four Star Destroyers assigned to
guard

the supersecret think tank inside the black hole cluster.

But now that she had come out with her battleships, ready to devastate

any planet loyal to the Rebdllion, Daala could not conceive of handing over
that authority to her former persecutors on Carida.

Shetook a deep breath again and faced Commander Kratas. He stood without
moving, still waiting for her reponse. Around the bridge other crew members
looked up from their stations; but when Daala glanced at them, they quickly
found other thingsto do.

"'Since the factions seem to have forgotten that our true enemy isthe

Rebdlion, I think we will set an example for them. We must focustheir
attention on the appropriate enemy--the Rebelswho killed Grand Moff Tarkin,
who destroyed the Death Star, who murdered the Emperor. Since Grand Admira
Thrawn wasthe only person in the Imperid fleet with arank higher than my
own, | must assumethat my rank isnow at least ashigh asany of the
pretenders.”

Kratas's eyes widened, but Daala shook her head. Her long hair swirled
likeflickering flames. "No, Commander, | have no intention of putting in my
bid for what isleft of the Empire. That's not ajob | would relish. Well

leave that to the petty dictators. | just want to cause damage. Lots of it."

Her lipscurled in asnarl, and her voice grew husky. "I think our best



chanceisto rely on hit-and-run tactics, guerrillawarfare. We have three
Star Destroyers. That's enough to wipe out the civilizations on any number
of

worlds. We mugt hit fast and run fast. We will continue to pound the Rebels
for aslong aswe can.”

She glanced around the bridge to see that all personnd stood staring at

her, some with wide eyes and gaping mouths, others grinning. Her crew had
been

bottled up for so long in the Maw, ready to fight but denied any chance at
action because they were forced to guard the group of primadonnaweapons
scientists.

Dada g lanced out a the Cauldron Nebula, saw the bright lights of other
dar systems piercing the haze of ionized gas. Many targets waited out

there.

Sheturned to the navigator's station. "Lieutenant, | want you to plot a
coursefor the last-known shipping lanes closest to our position.”

"Yes, Admird," thelieutenant said, practicaly legping toward his

detion.

"Inform al personnel on the three ships," Dadlasaid. A bold grin lit

her face; shefdt asif her blood had become molten copper. Her green eyes
seemed to sparkle with laser bolts ready to be fired on unsuspecting prey.
Thefight was about to begin.

"Let'sgo hunting," Daala said, and a spontaneous cheer erupted from the

bridge crew.

Deep in gpace, the pack of Imperial Star Destroyers waited, sensors dert



and scanning for the ripples of approaching ships. They hung at a hyperspace
node on the far end of the Cordllian Trade Spine, where al ships bound for
Anoat or Bespin or other planets dong the line would drop out of hyperspace
to recdibrate their course and set off on anew vector.

Daala paced the Gorgon's bridge, keeping her gaze moving, watching her
personnd as they waited. Waited. Her scrutiny kept them on edge, nervous,
intent on performing flawlesdy. She was proud of her crew. Shefdt
confident

that they could wrench a proud victory from the Rebd scum.

One of the lieutenants straightened at his sensor console. "Admiral!
Fluctuationsindicate a ship arriving in hyperspace. Tracking... it'scoming
through.”

Daala snapped commands. "Full dert. Ingtruct Basilisk and Manticore to
power up their turbolaser batteries.”

Commander Kratas whirled from his station to delegate tasks. Theintense
aarm signal whooped through the decks of the Star Destroyer. Stormtroopers
rushed to their posts, armor and boots clattering.

"Gunners," Dada shouted through the intercom, "target to disable only!

We must take the ship.”

"Hereit comes!" said the lieutenant.

Daala spun to stare at the black emptiness of space, a the stars hanging
motionless in complex patterns. A ripple appeared, like ascratch on black-
painted glass, and amidsized ship broke through into norma space and hung
a

apreprogrammed halt for navigationd recdibration.



Dadasmiled, trying to imagine the expression on the captain'sface as

he suddenly found himself blockaded by three Imperia-class Star Destroyers.
"A Cordlian Corvette, Admiral," Kratas said, asif Daalacould not

identify it herself. She glanced at the ditinctive hammerhead shape of the
bridge section and the bank of twelve enormous hyperdrive and sublight
rocket

motors glowing blue-white with exhaust. "They're the most common galactic
trangports. Might just be merchants.”

"What doesthat matter?' Dadlasaid. "Preparetofire. Let'stest the

Basilisk's repaired turbolaser batteries.”

"Admird, the captain of the Corvetteissgnding us" the comm officer

called.

"Ignoreit. Bagilisk, open fire. Two surgical shots. Take out the rear
hyperdrive units."

Dadawatched, feding the dectric thrill of command. Two blinding green
arrows lanced out. Thefirgt bolt spattered and diffused against the
Corvette'sincreased shields, but the second blast punched through the
weakened areaand crippled the rocket engines. The Corvette rocked in space,
then dowly spun like a dead rodent on awire. Red-yellow glow diffused from
a

ruptured power core.

Thethree Star Destroyers|oomed over the crippled ship.

"The Corvette's cgptain issignaing surrender,” the comm officer sad.
Dadafdt abrief twinge of disgppointment but brought it under control.

She could not alow hersdlf to make stupid mistakes. She had aready been

overeager in pursuing Han Solo and the stolen Sun Crusher--and that



zed ousness had caused her to lose the Hydra.

Commander Kratas stepped behind her, lowering hisvoice. "What if this
ship isnot part of the Rebd Alliance? Many smugglersaso use Cordlian
Corvettes."

"A point well-taken," Dadla said. Long ago Tarkin had impressed upon her
that agood commander always listened to the opinions and suggestions of her
trusted officers. "I the captain has connections with a smuggling network
rather than the Rebellion, then perhaps we can put him to work for us. We
could hire some spies, saboteurs.”

Kratas nodded at the suggestion.

"Engage atractor beam,” Daala said. "Open the lower-bay doors, and welll
draw the Corvetteinto our hangar.”

Daalatoggled the narrow-beam comm system by her station, and an image of
an Imperia Army genera rose from the holo dais. Hisform flickered blue at
the fringes from transmission distortion. Daala bent over theimage, likea
giant contemplating atoy. "General Odosk, prepare your boarding party. Have
you briefed your troops?!

"Yes, Admira," camethefiltered voice. "Weknow what to do."
Dadlawhisked hisimageinto thin sparkles of gtic. It would befitting

to let survivors from the Hydra be the boarding party of therr first

captured

ship.

The crippled Corvette, till leaking therma emissionsfrom its breached
power core, rose on invisble strings of the Gorgon'stractor beam. The

lower



bay of the Star Destroyer did open like the jaws of an enormous carnivore.
The comm officer spoke again. "Admiral, the captain of the Corvette
continuesto ask for ingtructions. She sounds rather distraught.”

Daala snapped around. " She? The Corvette has afema e captain?'
"It'safemaevoice, Admird."

Dadatapped her fingerstogether, pondering the new information. Women
seemed to have amuch easier time at gaining command in the Rebdl Alliance--
but the extra burden of brutd struggle had made Daala stronger.

"Keep her in suspense.”

"Capture complete, Admird," Commander Kratas said. "The Corvette offered
no resistance. Boarding parties are ready.”

"Close the hangar-bay doors," Dadlasaid. "Send adicer teamto drain

the prisoner's computer core for information. We need maps, history tapes.
We

have too much to learn."

"Didn't you just order General Odosk and his special crew to board the
ship?' Kratas said.

Dadafrowned sharply a him. "They have other orders. Y ou follow yours."
"Yes, Admird," Kratas said inasmall voice.

"Bring the captain of the Corvette to the interrogation chambers. We may
need to encourage abit of truthfulness.” Kratas nodded and walked briskly
off

the bridge.

Thedoor of the grim interrogation room sighed open with adiscouraging



hiss. When Daala entered, she was disappointed to see the captured captain a
short, mouse-faced Sullustan with thick rubbery jowls hanging around aweak
chin. Hisgreat glassy eyes, pitch-dark and glittering, reminded her of the
black holesin the Maw clugter.

The Sullustan captain jabbered in apanic, hislipswet with foaming

drool. Beside him marched an old-model chrome protocol droid that served as
histrandator. The droid moved arms and legs with humming, ratcheting
motivators asif its computer brain was so scrambled it could no longer
control dl of its systems at once.

The droid spoke in abrusque femae voice. "Admira! I'm so glad weve
finally been brought to someonein charge. Can we straighten out this
difficulty? We have done nothing wrong."

Besdethe droid, the Sullustan captain pushed on the tight skin-cap

covering hisdoping head. He jabbered away with amonotonous
blub-blub-blub.

The droid trandated, " Captain T'nun Bdu demands an explanation--was The
Sullustan babbled in dlarm and clutched the platinum arm of the droid.
"Correction, the captain respectfully requests that you be so kind asto
explain your actions. Pleasetdll usif thereis anything he can do to avoid

a

diplomatic incident, as he has no wish to initiate any conflict.”

The Sullustan captain nodded vigoroudy. A froth of sdiva collected on
hislipsand ran in runndls between hisflappy jowls.

"Wipeyour chin," Daglasaid. She looked at the horrendous interrogation

chair stragpped in the shadows of the room. The walls were covered with



unfinished iron plates, held in place by large blocky bolts. Stains marked
various places that had not been cleaned after earlier interrogations. The
chair itsdlf had angled pipes and tubing, restraints, chains, spikes, most

of

which served no purpose other than to increase avictim'sterror.

"What wewould like from the captain right now," Dadla said, turning back
asif ignoring the chair, "is some information. Perhaps you can provide it
to

uswithout our needing to resort to any... unpleasantness.”

The captain flinched in terror. The platinum femae droid shifted from

foot to foot and then seemed to reach a decision. The droid looked with
gpparent adoration at the Sullustan captain and then straightened hersdlf
and

gpokein aclear, unfluttered voice. "Admiral, | can provide that
information.

Thereisno need for you to torture my captain.”

The Sullustan blub-blub-blubbed again, but the droid seemed not to hear.
"We are on amission to provide supplies and new living unitsfor asmal
colony on the planet Dantooine. The colony is not affiliated with the
Rebdlion as of this moment. The colonists are harmless refugees.”

"How many arein thiscolony?' Dadaasked.

"Approximately fifty, taken from the old mining outpost Eol Sha. They are
not presently armed.”

"l see" Dadasaid. "Wdll, Captain, we must liberate your assets. |
believe that the cargo hold of a Corellian Corvette routinely carries

provisonsfor up to ayear without restocking. | am commandeering those



provisonsfor the service of the Empire. This colony on Dantooine will have
to get their supplies some other way."

The Sullustan chittered in dismay, and Daala Skewered him with aglare.
"Perhaps, Captain, you would like to step outsde the airlock and filea
complant?'

The Sullustan shut up ingtantly.

The door of theinterrogation chamber sighed open again, reveding two
stormtrooper guards and Commander Kratas. "Take the captain and hisdroid
back

to hisship," Daalasaid, then cocked her head down to stare at the

Sullugtan.

"Our crew isaready emptying your cargo holds, but Genera Odosk has set
his

men to repairing and bypassing the damaged engine. Enough that you could
limp

to another system.”

The Sullustan bowed, speaking nonstop in hisrodent-like language. The
femde droid stood at attention and spoke in an astonished voice. "Why thank
you, Admird. That is most respectful of you. We appreciate your

hopitality.”

The stormtroopers took them away, clomping down the serile hdls of the
Star Destroyer. The doors sealed shut again, leaving Dadlaaone with
Commander Kratas. He turned to her with wide dark eyes below his beetling
brows. "Admiral, have we lowered oursalvesto the level of space pirates?

Attacking transport ships and stedling supplies?’



Daaaremoved adatapad from her hip and punched a button to cal up her
latest readout. She turned it toward him so he could look at the
information.

"| appreciate your respect for the honor of the Imperia Navy, Commander.
However, before | came to see the captives, | recelved areport regarding
the

contents of the Corvette's cargo hold. There are indeed suppliesfor anew
colony, but we aso found heavy weaponry, communications gear, and
prefabricated equipment for starfighter hangars.”

She gestured toward the door. "Back to the bridge. | want to see what
happens next."

"What do you mean?' Kratas said.

Dadla switched off the datapad and looked at him. ™Y ou'll see. Be patient
for now."

Asthey l€ft, the door of the interrogation chamber did shut, seding

behind it the darkness and the smell of fear trapped in the room.

The close-up image of General Odosk flickered, but she could seethe
sf-satisfied grin on hiswide, swarthy face. "Mission accomplished,

Admird.

"Excdlent, Generd. | trust you are a agood vantage point?'

Odosk nodded. "'l wouldn't missit. Thank you."

Daadaturned back to the viewing window on the bridge. The wounded
Cordlian Corvette dropped out of the Gorgon's hangar bay and drifted free

in



space. "Back away," shetold the navigator. "Order the Basilisk and the
Manticore to do the same.”

"Yes, Admird."

The three Star Destroyers spread out and moved away from the much smaler
ship. The Corvette's damaged rocket engine no longer glowed.

Kratas shook hishead. "I till can't believe you're letting him go.”
Dadaintentionaly spoke loud enough for the rest of bridge crew to

hear. Sherardly felt the need to explain her ordersto underlings, but at
certain times explaining her reasoning might make them respect her even
more.

"Shipsvanish dl thetime, Commander,” Dadlasad. "If wesmply
destroyed this ship, it could be written off as some accident in
transportation. A meteor storm, a breached reactor plate, bad navigation
through hyperspace. But if we let this captain send amessagefird, then
the

Rebd Alliance will know what we have done. We can accomplish the same task,
but increase the terror and chaos. Do you agree?”

Kratas nodded, but he still looked doubtful.

The comm officer spoke up. " The trangponder we implanted in hiscomm
system has activated. He's sending a tight-beam transmission to specific
coordinates.”

Dadasmiled. "Good, | didn't think hed wait until he got clear.”

The comm officer pressed an ear jack to the Side of hishead. "He's
reporting the situation, Admiral. Three Star Destroyers... fired upon

without



warning... taken prisoner and interrogated.”

"| think that's enough,” Dadla said. She opened the comm channel.

"Generd Odosk, proceed.” She shielded her eyes.

The therma detonators planted againgt the reactor walls of the twelve
rocket pods detonated smultaneoudy, blasting the inferno open and sending
a

tidal wave of deadly radiation through the Cordllian ship. An ingant later

the raging heet evaporated the entire hull, turning it into metallic steam.

The rocket pods blew up in brilliant sunbursts; then the rest of the ship
expanded outward in ablinding glare.

Dadanodded. "I think the survivors of the Hydra have had their revenge.

In stunned admiration Kratas smiled. "I believe so, Admird."

She turned to face the rest of her bridge crew. "We now have accurate
maps and information on the political Stuation of the Rebd Alliance. We
have

struck our firgt blow--thefirst of many.”

Dadadrew adeep breath, feding vibrant and dive with euphoria. Grand
Moff Tarkin would have been proud of her.

"Our next stop will bethe planet Dantooine," she said. "We have a colony

tovigt."

Luke Skywalker, Jedi Magter, gathered histwelve studentsin the grand
audience chamber of theM temple.
Diffuse orange light trickled through the narrow skylights. Lush vines

climbed the stonewalls, spreading out in verdant websin the corners. Most



of

theflat stones were a nonreflective smoky gray; other lozenges of dark
green

and vermilion and ocher stone ornamented the enormous chamber.

Luke remembered standing here as ayoung man after their brief victory
celebration following the destruction of the Death Star. He smiled ashe
recalled how Princess Leia had presented meda s to him and Han Solo and
Chewbacca. Now the grand audience chamber stood empty except for Luke and
his

small group of Jedi candidates.

Luke watched the students file toward him aong the broad promenade.
Wearing dark-brown Jedi robes, the candidates walked in eerie sllence across
the dick floor that had long ago been polished smooth by the mysterious
Massass.

Streen and Gantoris moved first, sde by side; Gantorislooked full of
sef-importance. Of al those Luke had gathered at his Jedi training center,
Gantoris had so far shown the most progress, the most inner strength--yet
the

man from Eol Shadid not seem to redlize that he stood at a crossroads.
Gantoris would soon need to decide exactly how he would proceed in his
growth

with the Force.

Behind the two of them came Kirana Ti, one of the young and powerful
witches of Dathomir, who had | ft the other Force-wielding, rancor-riding

women on her homeworld to learn better control. Kirana Ti and the other



witches had been instrumenta in helping him recover an ancient wrecked
space

gtation, the Chu'unthor, in which resded many records of old Jedi

training--

records that Luke had studied to develop exercisesfor his Jedi trainees.
Beside KiranaTi came Dorsk 81, abad green-and yellow-skinned humanoid
from aworld where dl family unitswere genetically identical, cloned and
raised to carry on the status quo. But Dorsk 81, the eighty-first
reincarnation of the same genetic attributes, had somehow been dramaticaly
changed. Though he seemed identical in every way, his mind worked
differently,

his thoughts moved aong different paths, and he could fed the Force
working

through him. With the hope of becoming aJedi Knight, Dorsk 81 had |ft his
homeworld of identica people for something new.

Then came Kam Solusar, an older man, son of a Jedi that Vader had
daughtered long ago. Solusar had fled the Empire after the great Jedi purge
and had spent decades in isolation beyond the inhabited star systems. Upon
returning, Solusar had been captured and tortured by evil Jedi, twisted to
the

dark side of the Force, but Luke had bested him in the game of Lightsider.
Solusar had received advanced training in certain areas, but because of his
sef-imposed exile, he till knew little about many aspects of the Force.
Astherest of the candidates gathered at the raised platform, Luke
shrugged back his hood and tried to mask his pride at seeing the group. If

he



successfully completed their training, these candidates would form the core
of

anew order of Jedi Knights, champions of the Force, to help protect the New
Republic againgt dark times.

He heard them stirring, not speaking to each other, each one no doubt
wrapped up in thoughts of touching the Force, finding new pathwaysto inner
strength and windows to the universe that only Jedi teachings could open for
them. Thelir collective talent amazed him, but he hoped for even more
trainees.

Soon Han Solo would send his young friend, Kyp Durron; and Luke had strongly
hinted for hisformer opponent Mara Jade to join them, since they had struck
an uneasy truce during the battle against Joruus C'baoth.

At the podium Luketried to stand tall. He found the core of peaceinside
him that alowed him to speak with afirmvoice. "I have brought you hereto
Sudy and to learn, but | mysdlf am till learning. Every living thing must
continue to learn until it dies. Those who ceaseto learn, die that much
soone.

"Perhapsit was mideading when | cdled thisan "academy” for Jedi.

Though | will teach you everything | know, | don't want you merely to listen
to me lecture.

"Your training will be alandscape of sdf-discovery. Learn new things

and share what you have learned with others. | will cal thisplacea

praxeum.

Thisword, made up of ancient roots, wasfirst used by the Jedi scholar

Karena, didtilling the concepts of learning combined with action. Our



praxeum,
then, isaplacefor thelearning of action. A Jedi isaware, but he does

not

wagte time in mindless contemplation. When action isrequired, aJedi acts."
Luke repositioned asmall tranducent cube on the raised dais behind him.
Heran hisfingers over the cool surface of the ancient knowledge repository
Leiahad stolen from the resurrected Emperor. The Jedi Holocron.
"Wewill invoke apast Jedi Magter from the Holocron,” Luke said. "We
have used this device to learn the ways of the old Jedi Knights. Let us see
what goriesit hasfor usthismorning.”

He activated the precious artifact. In the distant past it had been

traditiona for each Jedi Master to compile hislifes knowledge and store

it

within agrest repository such asthis, which was then passed to one of his
students. Luke had only begun to fathom its depths.

An image formed both inside and outside the cube, ahdf-tangible
projection that was more than just a stored bit of data; it wasan

interactive

representation of the Jedi Master--a stubby aien, part insectile, part
crustacean. It seemed to be bent with age or too much gravity. Its head
extended into along funnel, like abeak from which dangled whiskery
protuberances. Close-set, glassy eyes stared like glittering pinpoints of
knowledge.

The creature leaned on along wooden staff, itslegs spindly and knobby
asit swiveled itsfunnellike face to contemplate the new audience. Tattered

rags covered its body, sticking out in odd directions like clothing or



externd skin. Itsvoice came out in areedy melody, like high-pitched music
played under fast running water.

"] am Master Vodo-Sosk Baas."

"Master Vodo," Luke said, "I am Master Skywalker, and these are my
apprentices. Y ou have seen many things and recorded many thoughts. We'd be
honored if you would tell us something we should know."

Theimage of Master Vodo-Siosk Baas hung his beaklike head on ajointed
elbow of neck, asif in contemplation. Luke knew that the Holocron was
smply

uploading and sifting through reams of data, choosing an appropriate story
through a persondity agorithm stored with the Jedi Master'simage.

"I must tell you of the Great Sith War that occurred--was Here theimage
paused as the Holocron assessed the current situation. "Four thousand years
before your time.

"Thiswar was caused by a student of mine, Exar Kun, who found forbidden
teachings of the ancient Sith. He imitated the ways of the long-falen Sith
and used them to form his own philosophy of the Jedi Code, a distortion of
dl

we know to be true and right. With this knowledge Exar Kun established a
ves

and powerful brotherhood and claimed thetitle of thefirst Dark Lord of the
Sth"

Luke stiffened. "Others have claimed that title," he said, "evento this

time" Including Darth Vader.

Master Vodo-Siosk Baas seemed to lean more heavily on hiswalking stick.



"1 had hoped Exar Kun and hiskind were defeated once and for all. Exar Kun
joined forces with another powerful Jedi and great warlord, Ulic Qel-Droma.
Exar Kunworked hisinvisble threadsinto the fabric of the Old Republic,
bringing downfal through treachery and his distorted abilitieswith the

Force."

Master Vodo looked at the gathered students. Gantoris seemed incredibly
eager to hear more, leaning forward and staring with wide, dark eyes. The
image of the long-dead Jedi Magter turned to face Luke. "Y ou must warn your
students to beware of the temptations of conquest. Thatisal | can tell

you

for now."

The imageflickered and wavered. With afeding of degp uneasiness Luke
slenced the Holocron. Theimages returned to swirling pearlescenceinsde
its

cubica walls.

"| think that's enough for thismorning,” Luke said. "Wedl know that

other Jedi have followed the wrong path, bringing not only themselves but
millions of innocent livesto doom and suffering. But | trust you. A Jedi

must

trust himsdf, and a Jedi Master must trust his apprentices.

"Explore yourvs and your surroundings, in teams or aone, whichever makes
you comfortable. Go to the jungle. Go to other parts of thistemple. Or
smply

go back to your chambers. The choiceisyours."

Luke sat down on the edge of the raised stage and watched the students

file out of the grand hall. The trand ucent cube of the Holocron stood mute



besde him, avessd filled with vauable but dangerous knowledge.

Obi-Wan Kenobi had been Luke's teacher. Luke had listened to every word
the old man had said, trusting it; yet L uke had later learned how often Obi-
Wan had obscured the facts, had distorted information--or as Obi-Wan
explained

it, amply offered the truth "from a certain point of view."

L uke watched the robed forms and wondered if his students could handle
the knowledge they might discover. What if, like ancient Exar Kunin Master
Vodo's story, they were tempted to uncover the forbidden teachings of the
Sith, that so subtly yet cruciadly differed from the Jedi Code?

Luke feared what might happen should one of his studentstravel down the
wrong path. But he also knew that he had to trust them--or they could never

become Jedi Knights.

Deep into the night Gantoris hunched over the cluttered worktable,

secretly congtructing his own lightsaber.

A blanket of shadows surrounded him, obliterating distractions that might
keep him from histask. His dark eyes had adjusted to the tight-beam
glowlamp

that spilled aharsh poal of light over his debris-strewn work surface,
leaving the rest of the room in murk. As Gantoris moved to pick up another
precision tool, his shadow flapped like abird of prey acrossthe ancient
sonewals.

The Great Temple sat silent, like an ancient trap to stifle sound. The

other studentsin Master Skywaker's Jedi academy--his praxeum, as he cdled



it--had retired to their private chambersto fal into an exhausted deep or

to meditate on Jedi relaxing techniques.

Gantoriss neck ached, and his shoulder muscles burned from holding his
cramped position for hours. He breathed in and out, smelling the thickness
of

old smoke and the scratchy moss that had worked for millenniato pry through
cracksin the precisaly placed temple blocks.

The moss had withered not long after Gantoris had taken up residencein
the chambers....

Outside, thejungle of Y avin 4 smmered with restlesslife, rustling,
chittering, snging, and shrieking, as stronger creatures fed, as wesker
creaturesdied.

Gantoris continued to work. He no longer needed deep. He could draw the
energy herequired using different methods, secrets he had been taught that
the other students did not suspect. His unbraided black hair stuck out in
wiry

shocks, and an acrid, gunpowdery smell clung to his cloak, hisskin.

He focused on the components scattered across the table silver

electronics, dull metd, glinting glass. He did hisfingertips acrossthe

cold hits of wire, picked up a sharp-edged microcontrol box with trembling
hands. Widening his eyesin annoyance, Gantoris stared at his hands until
the

trembling stopped, then set to work again.

He understood how the pieces would al fit together. Once he =new, once
he had drawn together sufficient Jedi knowledge, everything seemed obvious

to



him. Obvious.

The elegant energy blade served as the persona weapon of the Jedi, a
symbol of authority, skill, and honor. Cruder weapons could cause more
random

destruction, but no other artifact evoked as much legend and mystery asthe
lightsaber. Gantoriswould settle for nothing else.

Every Jedi built hisown lightsaber. It was arite of passagein the

training of anew student. Master Skywalker had not yet begun to teach him,
though Gantoris had waited and waited. He knew he was the best of the
students-—-and he chose not to wait any longer.

Master Skywalker did not know everything atrue Jedi Master must teach
new apprentices. Skywalker had gapsin his knowledge, blank spaces he either
did not understand or did not wish to teach. But Master Skywa ker was not
the

only source of Jedi knowledge....

Once he had forsaken deep, Gantoris had taken to roaming the halls of

the Great Temple, diding barefoot and in silence dong the cold floors that
seemed to drink heat, no matter how warm the jungle had become during the
day.

Sometimes he wandered out into the rain forest at night, surrounded by

mists and Snging insects. The dew splashed hisfeet, hisrobe, making

indeci pherable patterns across his body like coded messages. Gantoris walked
unarmed, slently daring any predator to chalenge him, knowing that his

Jedi

skillswould be proof against mere claws and fangs; but nothing molested



him,

and only once did he hear alarge beast charging away from him through the
underbrush.

But the dark and mysterious voice that cameto him in his nightmares had
given him ingtructions on how to build alightsaber. Gantoris had been

driven

with anew purpose. A true Jedi was resourceful. A true Jedi could make do.
A

true Jedi found what he needed.

Using his ability to manipulate s mple objects, he had broken past the
sedsinto thelocked Rebel control roomsin the temple'slower levels.

Banks

of machinery, computers, landing-grid panels, and automated defense systems
sat covered with grime from a decade of abandonment. Master Skywalker had
repaired little of the equipment. Jedi apprentices had no need for most of

it.

Quietly and aone, Gantoris had removed access panels, stripped out
microcomponents, focusing lenses, laser diodes, and acylindrical casing
twenty-seven centimeterslong....

It had taken him three nights, tearing apart the silent equipment,

stirring up dust and spores, sending rodents and arachnids scurrying to
safety. But Gantoris had found what he needed.

Now he assembled the pieces.

Under the garish light Gantoris picked up the cylindrical casing. He used
aspot laser-welder to cut notches for the control switches.

Each Jedi built his own lightsaber to arange of specificationsand



persond preferences. Someincluded safety switchesthat shut off the
glowing

blade if the handle was released, while other weapons could be locked on.
Gantoris had afew ideas of hisown.

Heingdled asmall but efficient power cell. It sngpped into place,
connecting precisely. Gantoris Sighed, concentrated amoment to il his
trembling hands again, then picked up another set of delicate wires.

He flinched, whirling to ook behind him in the shadows. He thought he
had heard someone breathing, the rustle of dark garments. Gantoris stared
with

hisred-rimmed eyes, trying to discern adim human formin the corner.
"Speak, if you'retherel” Gantoris cried. Hisvoice sounded harsh, asif

he had swallowed burning coals.

When the shadows did not answer him, he sighed with cool rdlief. His
mouith tasted dry, and sorenessworked its way through histhroat. But he
willed away the feding. He could drink water in the morning. A Jedi
endured.

Building the lightsaber was his personal test. He had to do it alone.

Next, he took out the most precious piece of the weapon. Three corusca
jewds, cast out from the high-pressure hell of the gas giant Y avin's core.
When he and his addlebrained companion Streen had discovered the new
M e

templefar out in the jungle, Gantoris had found these gems on the steep
obsidian walls. Embedded among the hypnotic pictographs etched into the

black



volcanic glass, the jewels had glinted in the hazy orange daylight.

Though they had remained untouched for thousands of years, these three
gems had flaked off as Gantoris stared at them. They fell to hisfeet inthe
crushed lavarock surrounding the lost temple. Gantoris had picked up the
gems, cupping the warm crystalsin his hands as Streen wandered among the
obdlisks, chattering to himsdlf.

Now Gantoris removed the jewels—-one watery pink, another deep red, and
the third starkly trangparent with an inner dectric blue fireaong the

edges

of the facets. He was meant to have these jewels; they were destined for his
own lightsaber. He knew that now. He understood dl of hisformer
nightmares,

hisformer fears.

Most lightsabers had only asingle jewe that focused the pure energy

from the power cdl into atight beam. By adding more than one gem,
Gantoriss

blade would have unexpected capabilitiesto surprise Master Skywalker.
Findly, hisfingersraw and aching, Gantoris sat up. Pain embroidered
firdlines across his neck, shoulders, and back, but he washed it away with a
smple Jedi exercise. Outside the Great Temple he could hear the changing
symphony of jungle sounds as nocturna creatures found their dens, and
daylight animals began to dtir.

Gantoris held the cylindrical handle of his lightsaber and inspected it

under the glowlamp's unforgiving light. Craftsmanship was everything ina
weapon likethis. A barely noticeable variance could cause adisastrous

blunder. But Gantoris had done everything right. He had taken no shortcuts,



alowed no doppiness. His wegpon was perfect.

He pushed the activator button. With a snap-hiss, the awesome blade
thrummed and pulsed like aliving creature. The chain of three jewe s gave
the

energy blade apae purplish hue, white at the core, amethyst at the

fringes,

with rainbow colorsrippling up and down the beam.

Accustomed to the dimness, Gantoris squeezed his eyesto block out the
glare, then gradualy opened them again, staring in amazement a what he had
made.

He moved the blade, and the air crackled around him. The hum sounded like
thunder, but none of the other studentswould hear it through the mammoth
thickness of the sonewalls. In hisgrip the blade fdt like awinged

serpent, sending the sharp scent of ozone curling to his nose.

He dashed back and forth. The lightsaber became apart of him, an
extension of hisarm connected through the Force to strike down any enemy.
He

sensed no heat from the vibrating blade, only acold annihilating fire.

He deactivated the blade, awash in euphoria, and carefully hid the
completed lightsaber under hisdeeping pallet.

"Now Master Skywaker will seel am atrue Jedi," he said to the shadows

aong the walls. But no one answered him.,

The private investigatory proceedings of the New Republic'sruling

Council stood closed againgt Admiral Ackbar. He waited in the anteroom



outside, staring at the tall steelstone door asif it wereawal blocking

the

end of hislife. He stared unblinking at the designs and scrollwork modeled
by

the Emperor Palpatine after ancient Sith hieroglyphics, and they disturbed
him.

Ackbar sat on the cold synthetic-stone bench, feding only his misery,
despair, and failure. He nursed his bandaged |eft arm and felt pain dice up
and down his biceps where tiny needles held the dashed salmon-colored skin
together. Ackbar had refused standard treatment by medica droid or healing
in

abactatank programmed for Caamarian physiology. He preferred to et the
painful recuperation remind him of the destruction he had caused on Vortex.
He cocked his enormous head, listening to the rise and fal of heated

voices through the closed door. He could make out only amingled murmur of
mixed voices, some strident, some insistent. He looked down and slf-
conscioudy brushed at his clean white admird's uniform.

Hisremaining injuries seemed inggnificant compared to the pain insde

him. In hismind he kept seeing the crystalline Cathedral of Winds shatter
around him in an avdanche of shards, hurling astorm of glassy daggersin

dl

directions. He saw the bodies of winged VVors tumbling around him,
daughtered

by the razor-edged crystal sabers. Ackbar had g ected Leiato safety, but he
wished he had been brave enough to switch off the crash field, because he

did



not want to live with such disgrace. Ackbar had been piloting the deadly
ship,

no one else. He had crashed into the precious Cathedra of Winds. No one
dse

Helooked up at the sound of shuffling footsteps and saw another
Caamarian approaching tentatively down the rose-hued corridors. The other
ducked hishead, but swiveled his great fish eyesup to look at hisadmiral.
"Terpfen,” Ackbar said. His voice sounded listless, like words dropped

onto the polished floor, but he tried to dredge up enthusiasm. "Y ou've come
aterdl.”

"I could never desert you, Admira. The Caamarian crewmen remain your
firm supporters, even efter...."

Ackbar nodded, knowing the unshakable loyalty of hischief sarship
mechanic. Aswith many of his people, Terpfen had been taken away from his
watery homeworld, kidnapped by Imperid endavers, and forced to work on
designing and refining their Star Destroyers with the renowned Caamarian
starship-building expertise. But Terpfen had attempted sabotage and had been
tortured. Severely. The scars till showed on his battered head.

During the Imperia occupation of the planet Calamari, Ackbar himsdf had
been pressad into service asarductant ad to Moff Tarkin. He had served
Tarkin for severd years until he finaly escaped during a Rebel attack.

"Have you completed your investigation?' Ackbar asked. "Have you gone
over the records that survived the crash?

Terpfen turned his head away. He clasped his broad flipper-hands

together. His skin flushed with splotches of bright maroon, showing his



embarrassment and shame. "I have dready filed my report with the New
Republic

Council." He looked meaningfully at the closed door of the chamber. "I
Suspect

they are discussing it even now."

Ackbar fdt asif he had just attempted to swim under anicefloe. "And
what did you find?' he said in afirm voice, trying to resurrect the power
of

command.

"| found no indication of mechanica failure, Admird. I've gone over the
crash tapesagain and again, and | have smulated the flight path through
the

recorded wind patterns on Vortex. | continue to come up with the same
answer.

Nothing was wrong with your ship." He looked up at the admira then turned
away again. Ackbar could tell that thisreport was as difficult for Terpfen
to

say asit wasfor Ackbar to hear.

"I checked your ship myself before you took off for Vortex. | found no
indications of mechanica ingahilities. | suppose | could have missed
something...."

Ackbar shook his head. "Not you, Terpfen. I know your work too well."
Terpfen continued in aquieter voice. "'l can reach only one conclusion
from the data, Admiral--was But Terpfen'svoice cut off, asif he refused to
peak theinevitable.

Ackbar did it for him. "Pilot error, " hesaid. "l caused the crash. It's



my fault. I'veknownit dl dong."

Terpfen stood; his head hung so low that he showed only the bulging,
sacklike dome of his cranium. "I wish there was someway | could prove
othewise, Admird."

Ackbar extended aflipper-hand and placed it on Terpfen'sgray crewman's
uniform. "1 know you've done your best. Now please do me one more favor.
Outfit another B-wing for my personal use and provison it for along
journey.

I'll beflying done.

" Someone might object to having you fly again, Admird," Terpfen said,

"but don't worry. | can find someway around the problem. Where will you be
going?”

"Home," Ackbar answered, "after | tend to some unfinished business”
Terpfen sdluted smartly. ™Y our ship will bewaiting for you, sir."

Ackbar felt ahard knot in his chest as he returned the salute. He

stepped forward to the closed steelstone door and pounded on the ornate
surface, demanding to belet in.

The heavy door groaned open on automatic hinges. Ackbar stood at the
threshold as the members of the ruling Council turned to look at him.

The flowstone seats were sculpted and polished to ahigh luster,

including the empty chair that still bore hisown name. The air wastoo dry
for hisnogtrils and stlank with the underlying dusty smell of amuseum. He
could detect the pungent nervous odor of human sweat mixed with the peppery
steam from their chosen hot drinks and refreshments.

Obese Senator Hrekin Thorm waved a pudgy hand at Ackbar. "Why don't we



make him lead the reparations team? That seems appropriate to me.”

"I wouldn't think the VVorswant him anywhere near their planet,” Senator
Be-lblissad.

"The Vors haven't asked usto help them rebuild at dl,” Leia Organa Solo

sad, "but that doesn't mean we should ignoreit.”

"We're lucky the Vors are not as emotiona as other races. Thisis

dready aterrible tragedy, but it does not seem likely it will turninto a
gdacticincident,” Mon Mothmasaid.

Gripping the edge of the table, she stood and finaly acknowledged

Ackbar's presence. Her skin looked pale, her face gaunt, her eyes and cheeks
sunken. She had skipped many important meetings lately. Ackbar wondered if
the

Vortex tragedy had worsened her hedlth.

"Admird," Mon Mothmasaid, "these proceedings are closed. We will summon
you after we have taken avote." Her voice seemed stern and cracking, devoid
of the compassion that had launched her career in galactic palitics.

Minister of State Leia Organa Solo looked at him with her dark eyes. A

flood of sympathy crossed her face, but Ackbar turned away with astab of
anger and embarrassment. He knew Leiawould argue his case most strongly,
and

he expected support from Generd Rieekan and Generd Dodonna; but he did not
know how Senators Garm Bel-Iblis, Hrekin Thorm, or even Mon Mothma herself
would vote.

That doesn't matter, Ackbar thought. He would remove their need to

decide, remove the possibility of further humiliation. "Perhaps| can make

these ddiberationseasier on dl of us," Ackbar said.



"What do you mean, Admirad?' Mon Mothmasaid, frowning at him. Her face
was seamed with deep lines.

Leiahaf rose as she suddenly understood. "Don't--was

Ackbar made a decisve gesture with hisleft fin-hand, and Leia

reluctantly sat down again.

Hetouched the | eft breast on his pristine-white uniform, fumbling with

the catch as he removed hisadmird's-rank inggnia. "I have caused enormous
pain and suffering to the people of Vortex. | have brought immense
embarrassment to the New Republic, and | have cdled down terrible shame
upon

mysdlf. | hereby resign as commander of the New Republic Fledt, effective
immediately. | regret the circumstances of my departure, but | am proud of
the

years| have served the Alliance. | only wish | could have done more."

He placed hisinsgniaon the creamy dabaster shelf in front of the

empty Council seat that had once been hisown.

In shocked silence the other Council members stared at him likeamute
tribuna. Before they could voice their mandatory--and probably insincere--
objections, Ackbar turned and strode out of the room, walking astall as he
dared, yet feding crushed and inggnificant.

He went back toward his quarters to pack his most prized possessions
before heading to the hangar bay, where he would take the ship Terpfen had
promised him. He had one placeto visit firgt, and then hewould return to
his

homeworld of Cdamari.



If Genera Obi-Wan Kenobi could vanish into obscurity on adesert planet
like Tatooine, Ackbar could do the same and live out the rest of hislife

among the lush seatree forests under the sess.

With the pretense of taking out a B-wing fighter to test its response

under extreme stress, Terpfen soared away from Coruscant. The other
disraught

Cadamarian crewmen wished him luck before he departed, assuming he intended
to

continue his desperate work to clear Admira Ackbar's name.

But just before the jump into hyperspace, Terpfen entered anew series of
coordinates into the navicomputer.

The B-wing lurched with ablast of hyperdrive engines. Starlines appeared
around him, and the ship snapped into the frenzied, incomprehensible swirl
of

hyperspace. He reflexively did the nictating membrane over hisglassy eyes.
Terpfen felt shudders pass through his body as he strained to resist the
cdling. But he knew by now, after al these years, that he could do nothing
to fight it. Screaming nightmares never let him forget hisorded inthe

hellish conditioning on the Imperia military training planet of Carida.

The scars on his battered head were not just from torture, but from

Imperia vivisection, where the doctors had sawed open his skull and scooped
out portions of his brain--segments that controlled a Cdamarian'sloyalty,
hisvalition, and his resistance to specia commands. The cruel xenosurgeons
had replaced the missing areas of Terpfen's brain with specially grown

organic



circuitsthat mimicked the Size, shape, and composition of the removed
tissue.

The organic circuits were perfectly camouflaged and could resist the most
penetrating medical scan, but they made him a helpless cyborg, a perfect spy
and saboteur who could not think for himsalf when the Imperidswanted him
to

think their thoughts. The circuits left him sufficient menta capacity to

play

his part, to make his own excuses each time the Imperials summoned him....
After guiding his ship for severa standard time units, Terpfen looked at

the chronometer. At the precise ingtant indicated he pulled the leversthat
switched off the hyperdrive motors and kicked in the sublight engines.

His ship hung near thelacy veil of the Cron Drift, the gassous remnants

of amultiple supernovawhere four stars had smultaneoudy erupted some
four

millenniaago. Thewisps of gas crackled with pinks, greens, and searing
white. Theresdud x rays and gamma radiation from the old supernova caused
datic over hiscomm system, but it would aso mask this meeting from prying
eyes.

A dark Caridan ship dready hung there waiting for him. With aflat

stedth coating onits hull, the Caridan ship looked like amatte-black

insect

that swallowed starlight, leaving only ajagged slhouette againgt the

gtarfield. Protrusions of assault blasters and sensor antennas stuck out

like



Spines.

A burst of static came across Terpfen's comm system; then the tight-beam
holotransmission of Ambassador Furgan's head focused itsdf insdethe
B-wing

cockpit.

"Waell, my littlefish," Furgan said. His huge eyebrows looked like black
feathers curling up on hisforehead. "What is your report? Explain why our
two

victimswere not killed in the crash you engineered.”

Terpfen tried to stop the words from coming, but the organic circuits
kicked in, providing al the answer the Imperia ambassador needed. "'l
sabotaged Ackbar's persona ship, and that should have meant death for both
passengers--but even | underestimated Ackbar's skill asapilot.”

Furgan scowled. "So the mission failed.”

"Onthe contrary,” Terpfen said, "l believeit is even more successful.

The New Republic isfar more affected by this chain of eventsthan it would
be

if asgmple crash had killed the Minister of State and the admird. Their

fleet commander has now resigned in disgrace, and the ruling Council is|eft
without an obvious replacement.”

Furgan considered for amoment, then nodded as adow smile spread across
hisfat, dark lips. He changed the subject. "Have you made any progressin
uncovering the location of the third Jedi baby?'

During historturous conditioning, Terpfen had spent four weekswith his
head entirely encased in asolid plasted helmet that kept him blinded, sent

jabs of pain at random and maliciousintervals. He could not speak or drink



or

eqt, fed entirely through intravenous nutritional supplements. Now, ashe

st

trapped ingde the cockpit of the B-wing fighter, hefelt swalowed upin

that

black pit again.

Terpfen answered in asteady, uninflected voice. "I havetold you before,
Ambassador. Anakin Solo isbeing held on a secret planet, the location of
which isknown only to avery few, including Admiral Ackbar and the Jedi
Madter Luke Skywaker. | think it highly unlikely that Ackbar will divulge

it

in casud conversation.”

Furgan looked asif he had just bit into something sour and wanted to

Spit it out. "Then what good are you?'

Terpfen would have taken no offense even if hisorganic circuitry had
alowed himto. "I have set into motion another plan that may providethe
information you seek."

Terpfen had performed the task with parts of hismind he did not own.
Flipper-hands moving not of hisown volition had completed what the rest of
him wanted to scream againg.

"Y our plan had better work," Furgan said. "And onelast question--I've
noticed that Mon Mothma has avoided public appearances for several weeks.
She

has not attended many important meetings, sending proxiesinstead. Tell me,

how is dear Mon Mothma's health?' He began to chuckle.



"Failing," Terpfen sad, curang himsdf. The laughter in Furgan'sface
suddenly vanished, and his holographic eyes stared into Terpfen's great
watery

disks.

"Go back to Coruscant, my little fish, before they notice you've
disappeared. We wouldn't want to lose you, when there is so much work |eft
to

do."

Furgan'stransmission winked out. A moment later the beetlelike ship
turned and, with ablue-white flare of its hyperdrive engines, burst into a
fold of space and vanished.

Terpfen hung donein the darkness, looking out a the glowing dash of

the Cron Drift, surrounded by the echoing walls of hisown betraya.

Bearing only adim glowlamp, Luke Skywalker led aprocesson of his Jedi
students deep into the lower levels of the Massass temple. Dressed in
hooded

robes, none of them voiced objectionsto L uke's nighttime journey; by now
they

had grown accustomed to his eccentric training methods.

L uke noted the cold, smooth stone againgt his bare feet, then dismissed
the sensation. A Jedi must be aware of his environment, but must not let it
affect himin ways he does not desire. Luke repeated the phrase to himself,
focusing on the state of perfect control he had learned only gradualy
through

the teachings of Obi-Wan Kenobi, Y oda, and his own exercises of sdlf-



discovery.

Heinitidly noted the sllence of the temple, then scolded himself ashe
broadened his perceptions. The Great Temple was not silent The stone blocks
ticked and trembled as they cooled in the degpening night. Air currents
danced

infaint breaths, dow-motion rivers through the enclosed passageways. Tiny,
sharp-footed arachnids clicked across the floors and walls. Dust settled.

Luke led his group down the flagstoned steps until he stood facing a

blank stonewall. He waited.

Dark-haired Gantoris was the first to notice a tenuous wisp of pae mist
through aflaw intherock. "I see steam.”

"l smell sulfur,” Kam Solusar said.

"Good," Luke said. He worked the secret pandl that did aside the stone

door to amaze of sunken and half-collapsed passages. The tunnel doped
down,

and the students followed as he ducked into the deeper shadows. His glowlamp
spilled aflickering poal of light in afaint, washed-out circle. Hisown

shadow looked like a hooded monster, adistortion of Darth Vader's black
form

againg the cramped walls.

The underground passage hooked to the |eft, and now L uke could smell

bright and sharp brimstone fumes; the lumpy rock wept condensed moisture. In
a

moment he could hear the Smmering of water, the whisper of steam, the stone

sghing with escaping het.



Luke emerged into the grotto and paused to draw a deep breath of the
acrid air. The stonefelt dick beneath the soles of hisfeet, warm and wet.
The other traineesjoined him, looking down a aroughly circular minera
spring. Pearllike chains of bubbles laced the clear water as volcanic gases
seeped through the rocks. Steam rose from the pool's surface, twisting in
dray air currents. The water reflected the glowlamp with ajewe-blue color
from agae clinging to the sdes. Ledges of stone and crusted minera
deposits

made footholds and shallow seats on the walls of the hot spring.
"Thisisour destination,” Luke said, then switched off the glowlamp.

The underground darkness swallowed them, but only for amoment. Luke
heard two trainees draw in deep breaths--Streen and Dorsk 81--2 the others
managed to restrain their surprise.

Luke stared into the blackness, willing it to pedl back. Gradudly light

did filter back, adistant gleam of reflected starlight from an opening in

the

celling high above.

"Thisisan exercise to help you concentrate and attune yoursdlf to the
Force" Luke sad. "Thewater is aperfect temperature you will float, you
will drift, you will reach out and touch the rest of the universe.”

He shed his Jedi robe in the near darkness and dipped without a splash
into the spring. He heard the rustle of cloth asthe others disrobed and
moved

toward the edge.

The water's sudden heat stung his skin, and the foam of rising bubbles

tingled againgt him. Ripplestraversed the pool asthe Jedi candidates did



in

one at atime. He sensed them floating, relaxing, alowing themselvesto
gasp

with pleasure and warmth.

Luke drew dow, deep breaths as he lay back, drifting, purging hismind
and body. The bite of sulfur in the air scrubbed histhroat raw and clean;
the

hest and bubbles opened his pores.

"Thereisno emotion; thereis peace," he said, echoing words from the
Jedi Codethat Y oda had taught him. "There is no ignorance; thereis
knowledge. Thereisno passion; thereis serenity. Thereisno degath; there
is

the Force."

He heard mingling voices as the twelve others repeated hiswords. But
thiswastoo formd for him, too stiff and tilted--he wanted them to
understand him, not memorize mantras. "Right now you arefloating in warmth,
in near darkness. Imagine yourvstotally immersed, surrounded, free. Let
your

minds wander of their own accord, travel aong the ripplesin the Force."
He swirled his hands, gently stroking back and forth to generate wavesin
the pool. The other students stirred. He could sense them around him,
concentrating, trying too hard.

"Look up,” hesaid. "First you must find the place where you are before
you can journey elsewhere.”

Overhead, high up in therocky celling, adash of stars spilled through



acrack. The pinpoints winked and shimmered with currentsin Yavin 4's
amosphere.

"Fed the Force," he said in awhisper, then repeated the words with
greater strength. "Fedl the Force. Y ou are part of it. Y ou can travel with
the

Force, down into the core of this moon, and out into the stars. Every living
thing strengthens the Force, and everything draws strength fromit.
Concentrate with me and observe the limitless vistas your skillswill show
you."

Drifting in the warm water, feding the fizz of bubblesagaingt hisskin,

Luke looked up at the confined patch of stars through the broken celling,
then

looked back down to the darkened pool. "Can you seeit?' he said.

The bottom of the pool flickered, opening agateway to the universe. He
saw the glory of stars, arms of the galaxy, stars exploding in titanic death
throes, nebulae coaescing in ablazing wash of birth.

He heard unbridled gasps as the Jedi candidates saw the same vision. They
each seemed to be a salf-contained form hovering over the universe, where
they

could get the ultimate perspective, atrue view from aheight.

Luke felt thewonder pulsing through him as he identified Coruscant and
the Emperor's Core worlds. He saw the embattled systems where tattered
Imperid remnants fought each other in civil warfare; he saw the empty
systems

that had once been controlled by the Ss Ruuk Imperium, until they had been

defeated by the combined Empire and Rebel forces at Bakura. L uke recognized



and named planets he had known, Tatooine, Bespin, Hoth, Endor, Dathomir, and
many others-—-including the secret world of Anoth, where heand Admird
Ackbar

had hidden Han and Leias third baby.

But then the names and coordinates of the planets soured in hismind, and

Luke scolded himself for thinking like atactician, like agtarship pilot.

Names meant nothing, positions meant nothing. Every world and every star was
a

part of the whole of the galaxy, aswere Luke and histrainees at the Jedi
praxeum. Aswere the plants and creaturesin the jungle above--

His attuned senses picked up achange degp within the subterranean

chambers, deeping volcanic outletsthat provided geothermal hest to the
minera spring. Somewhere deep in the crust of Y avin 4, abubble had burg,
spewing hot gases upward, Ssmmering through cracksin therock, rising,
seeking an escape route. Coming toward them.

A dark rift appeared in the image of the galaxy below them. With a sudden
wave of alarm, four of the Jedi trainees doshed in the warm weter,

atempting

to reach the edge. Others clenched themselvesin panic.

Luke fought down his own fear and made hisvoice rich and forceful, ashe

had once tried to sound when negotiating with Jabba the Hutt. His words came
out rgpidly, filling the remaining seconds.

"A Jedi feddsno heet or cold. A Jedi can extinguish pain. Strengthen
yourvswith the Force!" Luke thought of the time he had walked acrosslava

in



one of the tests Gantoris had imposed upon him. He willed extra protection
into his body, forming an imaginary sheath around his exposed skin, thin as
a

thought and strong as athought.

He scanned the concerned facesin aflash, saw Kirana Ti close her green
eyesand grit her teeth; middle-aged Kam Solusar stared at nothing, yet
maintained a confident air; Streen, the Bespin cloud hermit, seemed not to
understand, but he ingtinctively increased his protection.

Ast helarge, shifting bubbles boiled to the surface, Dorsk 81, the
yellow-skinned clone from the bureaucratic planet, scrambled toward the
edge.

Luke saw that he would never makeit intime; unless Dorsk 81 set up his
personal defensesin the next few seconds, he would be boiled asthe hot gas
escaped into the air.

Before Luke could move, Gantoris reached Dorsk 81, gripping the dien's
naked shoulder with his callused hand. "Ride it with me!" Gantoris said,
raising his voice above the hissng noise. Vol canic gas bubbles surged to
the

surface of the hot spring. Luke saw awall of protection surround Gantoris
and

Dorsk 81, incredibly strong--and then the primal, potent gases bel ched
around

them, churning the water into afoaming fury.

Lukefdt the stab of intense heat, but he willed it away. He could fedl

the strength grow as the candidates a so understood and reinforced each

other.



The scading ondaught lasted only afew seconds, and the boiling surface of
the pool began to return to stillness.

Thewindow to the universe had vanished.

"Enough for tonight," Luke said, Sghing in satisfaction. He heaved

himsdlf dripping over thelip of the minera spring and stood. He could

andl

sulfurous steam rising from his body as he found the rough folds of his Jedi
robe piled on thefloor. "Think about what you have learned.”

With that the trainees began laughing and congratul ating each other. They
climbed out, one by one. Gantoris assisted Dorsk 81, who thanked him before
donning hisrobe. "Next time| will be stronger,” Dorsk 81 said inthe
dimness.

"I know you will be."

Luke met the dark-haired man as he pulled the robe over his head. "That
was agood thing you did, Gantoris."

"It was only hesat," Gantoris said, and hisvoice became grim. "There are

far worse things than heat." He paused, then spoke asif divulging asecret.
"Master Skywalker--you are not the dark man who haunted my nightmares on Eol
Sha. | know that now."

The confession took Luke aback. He could not see Gantoriss expression in
the dim light. On Eol Sha, Gantoris had suffered horrifying premonitions,

but

he had not spoken of his nightmaressince arriving on Yavin 4. Luketried to
ask why he had mentioned it now, but the other man turned, gliding past the

gathered trainees as they made their way back up the gloomy tunnels.



* * %

In the humid morning the trainees gathered in the ship-landing areato
continue their exercises. Mists rose to the crown of the Great Temple.
Sounds

of the tirring jungle buzzed around the students as they practiced
preposterous lessons to improve their supernatura balance, to encourage
smplefeatsof levitation.

L uke paced among them asthey attempted the things Y oda had taught him in
the steamy swamps of Dagobah. He smiled asKirana Ti and the young
mingrelsthistorian Tionne joined forces. Laughing and concentrating, the
two

women lifted Artoo-Detoo in the air asthe little droid puttered about,
clearing the ever-encroaching weeds from the landing grid. Artoo vented
electronic beeps and whistles as he floated; histreads spunintheair.
Behind them Gantoris emerged from the shadowy mouth of the temple,
griding into the hazy light. L uke turned to watch him gpproach.

"Glad you could join us, Gantorisl" he said with acombined touch of good
humor and scolding as he looked significantly up at how high the orange gas
giant had risen to fill much of the sky.

Gantoriss face looked rough and red, asif scorched; tough, smooth skin
covered hisforehead where his eyebrows should have been. He had braided his
thick black hair into along strand that hung past his shoulders.

"1 have been preparing for anew test,” Gantoris said, and reached into
thefolds of hisrobe. He removed ablack cylinder.

Luke blinked his eyesin astonishment at seeing anewly constructed

lightscber.



Artoo crashed to the ground with aterrified squed as both KiranaTi and
Tionne lost their concentration. The others ceased their lessons and stared
in

astonishment.

"Fight me, Master Skywalker," Gantoris said. He removed hisrobeto
display the padded captain’s uniform he had worn as the leader of his people
on Edl Sha

"Where did you get alightsaber?' Luke asked cautioudy, hismind
whirling. None of his students should have been able to master the
technology

or thediscipline yet.

Gantorisfingered the controls on the handle, andwithaloud spitting
sound the glowing blade extended, a white incandescent core of energy
fringed

with deep violet. He moved hiswrig, flicking the blade back and forth,
testing it. A bone-vibrating hum scalded the air. "Isn't it the test of a

Jedi

to build hisown lightsaber?’

Luke proceeded carefully. "The lightsaber may seem the smplest of
wespons, but it isdifficult to master. An unpracticed wielder isaslikely
to

injure himsdf as his opponent. Y ou aren't ready for this, Gantoris.”

But Gantoris stood like awesthered Massass colossus, holding the
blazing edge of hislightsaber vertically in front of hisface. "If you

don't



ignite your lightsaber and fight me, I will cut you down right here." He
paused with asmirk. "That would be arather embarrassing fate for a Jedi
Master, wouldn't it?"

Reluctantly, Luke shrugged out of hisrobe. He pulled his own lightsaber
from thewaist of his comfortable gray flightsuit and, feding the Force
thrum

through him, ignited the yellow-green blade.

The other trainees watched in amazed silence. Luke wondered how he could
have misca culated so greatly, how Gantoris had gained access to information
that only an advanced student should have obtained.

He stepped forward, raising his blade. Gantoris stared unblinking. Luke
saw hisred-rimmed eyes burn with adepthlessintengity, and he felt a
twinge

of fear.

They crossed blades with acrackle of dissipating power, testing each
other. He felt the resistance of the energy blades, the flow of the Force.

He

and Gantoris struck again, harder thistime, and sparksflew.

Abandoning dl pretense of testing, Gantorislaunched himself at Luke,
hacking and dashing with the white-violet saber. Luke blocked each blow,
but

fought only defensively to keep from provoking his student.

Gantoris made no sound as he struck again and again. The lightsabers
intersected with aflash of multicolored lightning. Thefury in Gantoris
astonished Luke, and he backed toward the jungle's edge, unnerved by the

violence,



Gantoris pressed his advantage. L uke blocked away al thoughts of the
other trainees watching.

"Am | aJedi now?' Gantoris asked in ahusky voice.

Luke parried, then blocked another blow, locking both bladesin a
snapping, Szzling spray of discharged energy. He spoke through clenched
teeth. "Training requires diligence and commitment. And control. A Jedi
needs

to know more than how to build alightsaber. He must aso learn how and when
to useit!"

Luke drove forward, suddenly taking the offensive. He struck and struck,
careful not to injure Gantoris but confident in showing hismastery. "The
lightsaber isthe weapon of aJedi Knight, but atrue Jedi rarely usesit to
settleadispute. It is better to outthink and outmaneuver your opponent.

But

when forced, aJedi strikes quickly and decisively!" He dashed down, hard.
Clumsly defending himsdlf, Gantoris backed into atangle of jungle. Dew
sprayed from underbrush as they trampled stands of climbing ferns. Startled
flying creatures flapped away with squawks. Gantoris swung and dashed
wildly

at Luke'slightsaber, using brute force but no finesse. He bumped againgt a
wide-boled M tree, and flakes of purplish bark fell to the ground in
an

uneven patter.

Luke stood over him, intending to call an end to the dudl, but Gantoriss

eyes blazed brighter. Asif springing atrap, he fingered a button on his



lightsaber handle--and the violet-edged blade suddenly extended like a
Spear,

flashing outward to nearly doubleitslength.

Reacting with lightning reflexes, Luke jerked aside, and the point of
Gantoriss energy blade dashed through the deeve of hisgray flightsuit,
leaving asmoldering gash.

He stared at Gantorisin disbelief for a precious fraction of a second.

Not only had Gantoris built his own lightsaber, but he had constructed a
blade

with multiple jewels, dlowing him to adjust the amplitude of his blade.
Such

awegpon was a least twice as difficult to make as atraditiona
lightsaber,

and Gantoris had doneit by himsdif!

Without pausing Gantoris pressed his advantage, lunging with hislonger
blade, knowing that L uke could not come close enough to touch him.
The thin, wavering voice of Streen cdled out, "Gantorigl" unheeded by
Luke or Gantoris. The other students pressed toward the edge of the jungle,
but this battle was between L uke and Gantoris alone.

He was dismayed to see the recklessnessin Gantoris-—-it reminded him of
hisown lagt battle with Darth Vader asthe Emperor gloated, encouraging
Luke

to fed the anger flow through him. Luke had dmost falen then, dmost
alowed himsdf to givein to hisanger and begin the journey to the dark
side. But he had been strong enough in the end.

Gantoris seemed dangeroudly closeto the edge.



L uke coiled his muscles, gathered his strength, and legped upward. With a
boost of hislevitating ability, he soared high enough to reach athick

lower

branch of the M tree. He landed gently, keeping his balance as he
looked down at the outraged Gantoris.

"How did you learn dl this?" Luke cdled over the hum of lightsabers,
trying to break through Gantorissintensity.

The fiery-tempered man turned hisface up, glaring with red-rimmed eyes.
"Y ou are not the only teacher of the Jedi way!"

With alow-throated outcry, Gantoris held his lightsaber with both hands
and dashed sdeways, Sizzling through the massive trunk of the tree. Sparks
and smoke and the wet cinnamon smell of scalded sap spilled into the air.
The

ancient tree shifted sdeways, then crashed through clinging upper branches
as

it toppled.

Luke legped free and landed eadily in arotting tangle of mossand falen
branches. He needed to end this soon. Gantoris seemed possessed by an anger
he

could not control, and smple Jedi caming techniques could not reach him.
Gantoris shortened his blade to amore usable length, matching Luke's as
he camein for the attack. L uke let his student press him back, through
climbing fernsand brilliant nebula orchids. He reached out through the
Force,

sensing the jungle around them, looking for auseful diversion.



And foundit.

He faked a stumble against a broken fungus-covered rock and lurched
sdewaystoward athicket. Gantoris charged after him, dashing vines out of
the way in puffs of gray steam. Gantoriswould never hear the burbling
grunting noises coming from the thicket.

Luke jumped aside as Gantoris hammered down with hislightsaber. The
violet-white blade diced through thorns and interlocked twigs-—-and a
sartled, outraged beast charged out of the underbrush with an operatic
range

of bellows.

The snorting runyip flailed from sde to Sde asit Sampeded past them.

It was amassive, clumsy creature covered with oily fur and clods of dirt
stuck to its flexible nose where it had been rooting among the decaying
vegetation.

The outburst distracted Gantorisfor only a second. But Luke used the
moment to reach out with the Force. Grasping with invisible hands, he yanked
the lightsaber handle out of Gantoriss grip and used his kill to push the
button that deactivated the blade.

L uke snatched Gantoriss weapon from the air, gripping it with hisleft
hand, and switched off his own lightsaber. Suddenly, without the roaring
hiss

of dud blades, thejungle seemed disturbingly slent.

Gantoris stared at him, unmoving. Both of them panted with trembling
exhaugtion. They stood close to each other, within arm's reach. Pearls of
swesat appeared on their foreheads.

Reaching his decison, Luke broke the frozen moment. He flipped the



handle of Gantoriss lightsaber forward and extended it toward the other
man.

Gantoris tentatively took hiswegpon back, glanced at it, then met Luke's
geze

agan.

"Good exercise, Gantoris," Luke said, "but you must learn to control your

anger. It could be your undoing.”

Through the sSmmering haze of a security fidld degp within the stedlcrete

mazes of Coruscant, Kyp Durron looked at the thorn shape of the Sun Crusher.
He squinted to get abetter view, leaning forward until three heavily

armed New Republic guards strode to bar hisway. Within the hangar he could
see another crew of guards standing around the Sun Crusher itself. Just

insde

the electrogtatic security field, ahuge blast door hung ready to clang down

at amoment's notice.

With hissmdl wiry frame, free grin, and touded dark hair, Kyp didn't

think he could possibly pose any threst, but the three guards pointed their
blaster riflesat hischest. "Thisisarestricted area,” the sergeant said.
"Leaveimmediately, or wewill shoot.”

"Hey, rdax," Kyp sad, raisng hishands. "If | wanted to sed the

thing, | would never have flown it herein thefirgt place.”

The sergeant looked at him skeptically. It was obvious he didn't have a
cluewhat Kyp was taking about.

"I'm Kyp Durron. | flew the Sun Crusher with Han Solo from Maw



Instalation. | just wanted to have another look.”

The sergeant's stony expression did not change. "1 don't know Genera

Solo personaly,”" hesaid, "but | have ordersto restrict all access. No
exceptions.”

Kyp shifted to one side to see between the guards. He disregarded their
presence, looking again at the angular superwegpon that had been developed
by

the captive scientist Qwi Xux at Maw Ingtdlation.

Dr. Xux had innocently designed aweapon that could trigger astar to
explode, wiping out dl lifein an entire solar system. Qwi had doneit as

an

exerciseto test thelimits of her scientific abilities; but Han had broken

through her brainwashing and made her redlize what she had created. Qwi had
then helped them stedl the superwegpon and escape from Admira Dadlaand Maw
Ingalation.

Kyp was glad the Sun Crusher was now in the hands of the New Republic,
but it concerned him that the Senate couldn't decide what to do withit. The
existence of such a powerful weapon seemed to change the attitudes of even
good people in the government.

Kyp watched as engineers and mechanics attempted to understand how the
Sun Crusher worked. They used laser-welders against the ultradense quantum-
plated armor, but nothing could scratch the indestructible craft.

Two mechanics clambered out of the upper hatch, carrying ameta cylinder
ameter and ahdf long and haf ameter wide. Three engineers at the bottom
of the hangar bay craned their necksto look up at the cylinder and dropped

their hydrospannersin horror. Another engineer put down her precision



caibrator and backed away very dowly.

"It's one of the supernovatorpedoes!” an engineer said.

The two mechanics carrying it suddenly froze. Someone sounded a squawking
adam. The guardsinside the security field ran about looking for targetsto
shoot. The trapped engineers and mechanics screamed for the deadly security
field to be dropped so they could evacuate. The three guards outside whirled
and leveled their blaster riflesat Kyp, asif he had become a thresat after

dl.

Helaughed. "It's only amessage cylinder,” he said. "Have them openit
up--they'll see. It'swhere the log recorders are kept so vital data can be
gected if the Sun Crusher ever gets destroyed.”

But as darms hammered through the air, and people insde the restricted
hangar ran around in panic, the guards showed no interest in Kyp's
explanations. "Y ou'd better leave now, young man. Immediately!" the sergeant
sad.

Shaking his head, part in amusement and part in annoyance, Kyp circled

back up the long corridors, wondering how long it would take the supposed

expertsto figureit out.

Wedge Antilles watched with admiration as the beautiful and etheresl

aien scientist, Qwi Xux, stepped forward and prepared to address the New
Republic Assembly.

Qwi did not liketo talk in front of an audience, and she had been

nervous for days after setting up this speech. A solitary person, she had

begun to confide in Wedge now that he spent most of histime as her officid



bodyguard and liaison. Wedge had encouraged her in every way, trying to cam
her, ingsting that she would do awonderful job. He supported her belief

that

she could no longer ignore the Sun Crusher.

Qwi had looked a him gratefully. Her wide indigo eyeswerein gtriking

contrast to her pale, pale blue skin and the gemlike cap of pearlescent
feathersthat draped from her head down to her shoulders.

Now Qwi stared at Mon Mothma and the other ministers. She straightened

her back, letting her thin arms hang at her sides. She spoke with aflutey

voice that sounded like birdsong.

"Mon Mothma and esteemed representatives of the New Republic government,”
Qwi said, "when | first came to you seeking sanctuary and bringing the Sun
Crusher, you invited me to speak to you whenever | felt the need. Now | must
tell you of my grave concerns. | will try to be brief, because you must come

to adecison.”

Beside Wedge, the enormous form of Chewbaccarumbled alow growl of
displeasure; but Wedge was impressed at how quiet and restrained the Wookiee
had managed to hold himsalf. Chewbacca was not known for his ability to Sit
gill.

Threepio spoke in a soft voice. "Cam down, Chewbacca. You'll havea
chance to speak soon enough. Are you quite certain you don't want meto edit
your words into m appropriate language? | am a protocol droid, you know, and
I

am familiar with the requirements.”

Chewie blatted a quiet but definite negative. Wedge shushed them both so

he could hear Qwi as she spoke. Her musical voice didn't fater, and Wedge



felt awarm pride spreading in his chest.

"The Sun Crusher isthe most formidable wegpon ever devised,” Qwi said.

"l know this better than anyone, because | designed it. It isan order of
magnitude more dangerous than even the Death Star. It isno longer in the
clutches of Imperia powers--but I'm concerned about what the New Republic
intends. | have refused to divulge its workings for areason, but you have

kept it locked in your research bays for weeks, tinkering with it, studying

it, trying to unlock its secrets. It will do you no good.”

She paused to take along breath, and Wedge worried that she might lose

her nerve. But Qwi straightened her dender form and spoke again. "'l urge

you

to destroy the Sun Crusher. A weapon of such power should not be trusted in
the hands of any government.”

Mon Mothma looked weak and weary as she gazed down at Qwi. Below and to
her left, old General Jan Dodonna spoke up. "Dr. Xux, according to reports
from our engineers, thisweapon cannot be destroyed. The quantum armor makes
itimpossiblefor usevento dismantleit.”

"Then you must find some other way to digpose of the Sun Crusher,” Qwi

sad.

Sounding flustered, Senator Garm Bel-1blis, Mon Mothma's old nemess,
roseto hisfeet. "We cannot alow aweapon of such power to dip out of our
grasp,” he said. "With the Sun Crusher, we have atactica advantage

avalable

to none of our Imperia enemies.”

"Enough,” Mon Mothmasaid in aquavering voice. Her cheeks were flushed,



which served to highlight the palor of her skin. "We have debated this many
times," she said, "and my opinion stands unchanged. A wegpon of such hideous
destructive power isabruta and inhuman device. The Emperor might have
been

monster enough to consider using it, but under no circumstances will the New
Republic be party to such barbarism. We have no need for such aweapon, and
its presence only servesto divide us. | shall veto any attempts to study

the

Sun Crusher further, and | will fight to my last breath any of you who

suggest

using it againgt any foe, Imperid or otherwise."

She looked at her military commanders, and Wedge felt intimidated by the
anger and sheer conviction in her voice. The vacant seat of Admira Ackbar,
who was normaly avoice of sanity and moderation, remained empty and hollow
like adeep wound. Wedge silently urged Qwi to speak up again, to tell her
idea.

Asif on cue, she said in her melodious voice, "Excuse me, but might |

make a suggestion? Since the Sun Crusher cannot be destroyed by any normal
means, we should use the automatic pilot to send it into the heart of asun,

or at least to the core of agas-giant planet, whereit will be impossible

to

recover.”

Generd Crix Madine spoke up. "A gas-giant planet would be sufficient.

The pressures at the core are far beyond what even our most sophisticated
vessdls can withstand. The Sun Crusher would be out of reach for al time."

Bd-Iblislooked around, his dark eyesflashing. Asif sensing defeat and



redizing that a gas planet was marginaly more acceptabl e than the blinding
fury of adar, hesaid, "All right, dump it into agas giant then, for

whatever good it will do."

Mon Mothmaraised her hand asif to issue an officia directive, but Bel-
Iblisinterrupted. "On ardated topic, | hope you have not forgotten that

the

Maw Ingalation itsdf remains athreat. The Imperiad admira may have
taken

her Star Destroyers, but the scientists are fill thereinside the black

hole

cluster. According to Generd Solo's report, they have afully functiona
Death Star prototype.” He sent achalenging look toward Mon Mothma
Chewbacca lurched to hisfeet and bellowed. His roar echoed through the
chamber, stopping dl conversation. Threepio waved his golden metdlic arms.
"Not yet, Chewbacca, not yet! It's not our turn.”

But Mon Mothma looked at the agitated \WWookiee and acknowledged him. "Y ou
have something to say to us, Chewbacca? Please."

Chewbacca spoke along rumbling sentence in his Wookiee language. Ashe
spoke, Threepio stood beside him and trandated quickly in his prissy
synthetic voice.

"Chewbaccawishes to remind this auspicious gathering that not only is

Maw Ingdlation the home of numerous highly intelligent Imperid

scientigts,

but it isaso aprison for some number of Wookiee captives who have been

held



for nearly a decade. Chewbacca respectfully wishesto suggest--was
Threepio raised ameta hand in front of the Wookiee's mouth. "Sow down,
Chewbaccal I'm doing the best | can." He faced forward again. "Excuse me.
Chewbacca respectfully wishes to request that the New Republic Council
consider an expedition to Maw Ingtalation, both as arescue party and asan
occupdation forcefor theingdlation.”

Chewbaccaroared but Threepio did not seem disturbed. "I know that's not
what you said, Chewbacca, but it'swhat you meant--so be quiet and let me
finish.

"Ahem, with such an occupation force the New Republic can ensure the
security and whereabouts of whatever unpleasant weapons have been devel oped
a

Maw Ingallation. Chewbacca thanks you for your time and consideration, and
he

wishesyou to have apleasant day."

Chewbacca cuffed him, and Threepio sat down in a siff-legged tumble of
golden armsand legs. "Oh, do be quiet,” the droid said. "Every change |
mede

was an improvement.”

Mon Mothmalooked to the gathered Council members. All of them seemed
pleased with the suggestion to send aforce to Maw Ingtallation. Qwi Xux
backed toward Wedge, nervous and relieved; he squeezed her shoulder in
congratulation. She smiled a him, and he smiled back.

"I believe were al agreed on this matter,” Mon Mothma said, and forced
awesk amile, "for once. We shal set up arescue and occupation forceto go

to Maw Ingtallation. We must move decisively, as soon as possible, but not



0
quickly that we make mistakes."

AsMon Mothmalooked around, she seemed to want nothing more than to
leave the chamber and return to her quarters where she could rest. Wedge
frowned in concern.

"If thereis no other business,” Mon Mothmasaid, "thismeeting is

adjourned.”

The Imperid Star Destroyer Gorgon entered planetary orbit like awide-
bladed knife ready to strike. Flanking the flagship on either sde rode the

fully operationd cruisers Basilisk and Manticore.

Commander Kratas relayed a message from the navigation console. "We have
achieved orbit around Dantooine."

Dada clasped her gloved hands behind her back and turned to survey the
bridge crew. " Sensor sweep,” she said, and waited asthe lieutenant

cdibrated

hisinsrumentsto scan the visible face of the planet.

"A very primitive world, Admiral. No detectible industry. A few nomadic
settlements...” He paused. "Wait. At the terminator | detect a cluster of
people.”

Daala studied the swirling olive, blue, and brown face of the planet,

observing the edge of daylight creeping across the surface.

"I've found what appear to be the ruins of alarger base that seems

mostly abandoned now. Theinhabited areais not very well developed--mostly

smdl prefabricated dwellings." The lieutenant scratched his short brown



hair

and bent closer to his glowing screen.

"| see excavations where new superstructures are being set up,” he said,
looking up a& Dada. "This configuration is consstent with alarge
transmitting dish. Perhaps even ashield generator.”

Dada's brow furrowed as she pondered how her former mentor Grand Moff
Tarkin would have handled this Situation.

Commander Kratas seemed to sense her hesitation and offered, "It doesn't
appear that they could muster much resstance,” he said.

Dadapursed her lips. "Evenif they did resst, we would till defest

them. That's not the point.” Sheran adender finger dong her chin, then
brushed her coppery hair back behind her shoulders. "To start with, we will
target the abandoned base from orbit and leve it with our turbolasers. It

will be aspectacular display.”

Dadds Star Destroyers controlled enough power to turn entire planetsto
dag, but she didn't want to do that here. "Dantooine istoo remote for an
effective demondration,” she said, "'but we can make use of it nonetheless.
Commander Kratas, | want you to lead astrike force. Teketwo AT-AT'Sfrom
the

Gorgon and apair from each of the other two ships. Six Armored Transports
should be enough.”

"Me, Admira? But surely General Odosk or one of the other Imperia Army
commanders--was

"Do you have a problem with my orders, Commander?"

"No, Admird. Not at all."

"l want you to show your versatility. Didn't they put you through those



exerciseson Carida?'

"Yes, Admird," Kratas said, "1 smply thought it would be more efficient

just to blast them from orbit.”

Daalafixed him with her emerald stare. "Consider it an exercise,

Commander. We've been cooped up guarding Maw Ingtdlation for too long, and
we

won't have another opportunity to catch the New Republic so unprepared.”

Now that he was ahopeful colonist, Warton got up in time to watch
Dantooine's peaceful pastel sunrise. He stretched and stepped outside his
prefab self-erecting home unit, enjoying every moment of dawn. Hefdt safe
and at peacefor thefirgt timein hislife.

His bones ached, but it was a pleasant soreness from gratifying work. He
would never recover completely from his hard life on the tortured world of
Eol

Sha, but just spending aday without earthquakes or lavaflows or scading
geysaers made hislife happy.

The other colony units, made of brightly colored polymers set with
transparistedd windows, looked across the whispering savannas of Dantooine.
All the people rescued from Eol Shaagreed that this place seemed like
paradise with tal, waving lavender grasses and broad-boled, jagged-branched
blbatrees.

The southeastern horizon grew bright where Dantooine's amber sun would
rise. Overhead in the purplish skies he saw three brilliant stars moving

againg the other points of light.



A clusgter of Sx meteors streaked through the sky toward the horizon,

their bright trailslike dashes of claws. Then the supersonic screeching
noise of their descent shattered the early-morning stiliness. He saw the
meteorsimpact; the savanna glowed with spreading flames not far from the
colony.

Other colonistsfrom Eol Sha scrambled out of their huts, roused by the
noise from the sky. Not far to the east, the empty ruins of the old Rebel
base

rose like adobe bulwarks out of the grasses. A small team of New Republic
congtruction engineers bustled about their encampment.

"What isit?" hiswife Glenasaid as she stepped out of the dwelling to

stand beside Warton. He shook his head, unable to answer.

Then deadly lightning began to rain down from above.

Thesinging of macefliesfel into Slence. Blinding bolts of green

laser fire shot down, striking the abandoned base and ripping up huge clouds
of fragmented buildings and shards of synthetic rock.

Turbolaser beamsfrom orbit flashed again, cutting acrosstheir earlier

path. In seconds they had obliterated the entire abandoned base, leaving
only

asmoldering rubble-strewn scar.

The colonists ran out of their dwellings. Some screamed; othersjust

stared in stupefied terror. Luke Skywaker had promised he would find a
place

of safety for the people of Eol Sha--but it seemed the Jedi had been
mistaken.

Asthe ruins of the base continued to crackle and steam, and fires spread



across the dry savannas, Warton heard a pulsating, low-pitched sound the
humming of massive engines, the clanking of meta, thunderousfootfdls.

He squinted into the brightening morning, till dazzled from the green

laser bolts, until he could discern the monstrous silhouettes of gigantic
walking machines. Four-legged and camdllike, the Imperid wakers--All
Teran

Armored Transports--strode from their smoldering landing sites and marched
in

hulking formation across the savanna.

The cockpit "heads' of the attacking AT-AT'S bent lower to aim banks of
laser cannons. Precision bolts of green and red fire shot down. The ancient
swollen blbatrees erupted into flames that spread out in concentric circles
acrossthe dry grasses. Greasy smoke curled up, carrying the stench of
burning

wet vegetation and roasted smal animals,

Warton shouted, "Run everyone! Get away from the dwellings. They will
target them firg."

The refugees from Eol Shawaded acrossthetal grasses as Imperid
walkers plodded forward. The AT-AT'S covered more distance with each step
than

ahuman could runin haf aminute. Thewakerstook aim at the fleeing
colonigts, striking each individua with enough firepower to destroy asmall
fighter ship.

Glenayanked her hand away from Warton and shouted at him, "Wait!" She

turned around to run back toward their smdl dwelling.



"No!" heydled, unable to imagine anything that would cause her to turn

and run into the attack.

Before she could say another word, ablinding lance of turbolaser fire
exploded full in her chest, and Warton watched in utter horror as Glena
vanished in ablazing, sizzling cloud of red steam.

The six walkers continued to march ahead, firing at blbatrees, a colony

huts, and at anything that moved. The great machines spread out to encircle
the entire settlement.

Over at their encampment the New Republic engineers had managed to set up
asingle-ion cannon. Warton, sill standing stricken and motionless, watched
their tiny forms asthey scrambled to rig the dish-shaped generator. He knew
the people manning the ion cannon were smply congtruction engineerswith no
battletraining.

"Why?" Warton wanted to know. But so many questionsfilled his head that
he could not be more specific than that Why?

The New Republic engineers powered up theion cannon and focused asingle
blast toward the lower section of the closest Imperid walker. The bolt

struck

and fused the kneejoint of the AT-AT'Sfront foreleg, melting the

servomotor

mechanisms. The walker halted and tried to limp backward in astiff-legged
retreat.

The other five AT-AT'S swiveled their headsin unison, targeting the
singleion cannon with ariver of laser blastsin agreat gout of green

fire--

obliterating communications gear and ion cannon in asingle splash of light.



The wakers advanced again, firing indiscriminately. The prefabricated

colony huts exploded one by one. Hungry flames raged through the dry grasses
on the savanna.

Warton's people screamed as they ran, and stumbled, and died. Theroar of
destruction rang in hisears, and still he could not move. He stood with his
hands at his Sdes. His entire body trembled.

Even the blasted world of Eol Shahad never been as hdlish as Dantooine.

Commander Kratas sat inthe AT-AT'S unfamiliar cockpit, directing the
movement of hissx great machines. They fired at anyonewho tried to
€sCape,

igniting idands of grass and flushing out burning colonistiswho had
atempted

to hide there. Kratas intended to |eave them no place to hide.

He verified that every one of the huts had been blown to pieces, and dl
moving colonists had been cut down asthey fled. The Rebd engineersand
their

ion cannon had been taken out with asingle strike, and the minor damage
inflicted on one walker could be repaired easily in the workshops back on
the

Gorgon.

"l wish hed move," the gunner said.

Kratas|ooked down to see a single man standing among the wreckage,
motionless and Saring.

"It'snot much of achdlengeto hit adationary target,” the gunner



sad, lifting the visor of hisblack helmet. "If held run, | could get

better

practice.”

Kratas surveyed the devastation and the black smoke curling up from a
thousand different fires. Their job here was done. "Take him out anyway,"
Kratas said. "We don't havetimeto play games.”

The gunner squeezed hisfiring buttons, and the lone surviving man
vanished in aflare of greenfire.

Commander Kratas signaed the flagship, and he nodded to Daalastiny
shimmering form on the transmitter platform. "The mission isacomplete
success, Admird. No casuaties on our part, very minor damage to one
AT-AT.

"Y ou're sure nothing isleft dive down there?' Dadlasaid.

"Nothing, Admira. No structure isleft sanding. The placeisa
wasteland.”

"Good," Dadlasaid with adight nod. ™Y ou may return to the ships. |
believe we've made our point. Weve had our practice.”

She continued with asmile, "Next timewell choose amore important

world to grike."

The deep of aJedi wasrarely troubled by dreams. Pure rest brought
about through concentration and meditation techniques left little room for
disturbing thoughts or shadow plays. But thistime nightmares did bresk
through to Luke Skywalker.

A voice cdled him acrossamisty blank dreamscape. "L uke, Luke my son.

Y ou must hear mel"



A shadowy form rose out of the mists even as the surroundings began to
sharpen. Luke saw himsdlf in his pae-gray flightsuit, stained with swest,
grime, and pain--as he had looked when he took hisfather's body from the
second Degth Star.

The features on the spectral slhouette shimmered with apae aura. Luke
saw thefirm face of Anakin Skywalker, restored from the ravages Darth
Vader's

evil had worked on his body.

"Father!" Luke cdled. His own voice had an odd, echoing qudlity, asif

it bounced off the mists.

"Luke," theimage of Anakin said.

Lukefelt tingling amazement surge through him. It was another sending,
just like hislast contact from Obi-Wan Kenobi. But Obi-Wan had bid him
farewdl, claming that he could never contact Luke again. "Father, why are
you here?'

Anakin stood taller. Hisrobesrippled in arising wind that drove back

the migts. Suddenly the world surrounding them was no longer festureless.
Luke

recognized that he and the image of hisfather stood atop the Great Temple
on

Y avin 4. The orange gas giant hung overhead, and the timelessjungles below
looked unchanged. But the stones of the temple were white and new with
bright

scars from fresh quarrying. A sketchy framework of scaffolding laced one

wal



of the ziggurat. Far below, Luke heard mumbling and chanting, incantations
from suffering daves.

He saw people of the vanished Massass race laboring together, straining

to haul enormous stone blocks along roads they had chopped through the
jungle.

The grayish-green M were humanoid, smooth-skinned, with large
lanternlike eyes. Anakin Skywaker stood on the highest point of the temple,
asif directing the work gangs below.

"Do not be deceived, Luke. Do not trust everything you think to be the
truth." Anakin'swords carried an odd, distant lilt, like the faint accent

of

an ancient race. "Obi-Wan lied to you, more than once."

Lukefdt uneasinesswell up within him. No matter how much he loved Obi-
Wan Kenaobi, he knew the old man had not always been completdly forthcoming
with him. "Yes, | know he hid the truth from me. He told me Darth \Vader had
killed you, when you had redly become Vader."

Anakin turned from the illusory Massass |aborers below. He met Luke's
gaze with eyes as bottomless as the universeitself. "Wasthat the only lie
Obi-Wan told you?'

"No. He hid other things from me." Luke looked off into thejungled
distance, toward the moon's foreshortened horizon to see another clearing,
another tall temple being erected.

"And Obi-Wan rationdized it as being for your own protection. Did you

ask for such protection, Luke?'

"No." Luketried to fight back his uneasiness.

"Obi-Wan wanted you to be his student, but he wouldn't allow you the



freedom to make your own decisons. Did hetrust you so little? Did you
adways

agree with his"certain point of view"?"

"No," Luke sad, feding the words swallowed up in doubt.

Anakin's voice became tinged with anger. "Obi-Wan fought against the
complex Sith teachings | had uncovered. He did not understand them himsdif,
but he forbade me to sudy them--though he dwaysinssted that | must learn
for mysdlf and choose my own peth. | rebelled againgt him for his narrow-
mindedness, and | inssted on unlocking secretsfor which | was not ready.

In

the end it consumed me--1 fell to the dark side, and | became the Dark Lord
of

theSith."

Anakin looked at Luke with an anguished, apologetic expression. "Bt if
Ohbi-Wan had let melearn the teachings a my own pace, | would have grown
stronger. | would have remained uncorrupted. He never understood that.”
Anakin'simage shook hishead. "If you are going to teach other Jedi,

Luke, you must understand the consequences of what they may learn. Y ou, too,
must study the ancient heritage of the Sith. Itisapart of your Jedi

traning.”

Luke swalowed. "I'm afraid to believe you, Father. | have dready felt

the power of the dark side.”

Below, Massass labor crews hummed and sang in stuporous unison, far
beyond exhaustion, as they hauled an enormous block up amud-covered ramp

made



of stripped logs.

Atop the dream temple, the wavering image of Anakin Skywa ker spoke more
forcefully. "Y es, but the ways of the Sith can lead you to a stronger grasp

of

your own power. Y ou can wipe out the last vestiges of the pitiful Empire
that

continues to harass your New Republic. Y ou can become more than amere
servant

to afrall and corrupt government. Y ou can administer the galaxy yoursdlf as
a

benevolent ruler.

"Y ou deserve it more than any other person, Luke. Y ou can control
everything, if you usethe Force asyour tool, instead of alowing yoursdlf

to

becomeits servant."

Luke stiffened, unable to believe what hisfather was saying. Then he
noticed that with the rising passion in hisvoice, theimage of Anakin

Skywa ker became less distinct, wavering, until it transformed into only a
black outline, an engulfing hooded form that sucked energy from the air.
Sowly, Lukeredized thetruth. "Y ou are not my father!" he shouted as
theillusion began to crumble. "My father was agood man in the end, healed
by

thelight sde"

Streaks of brilliant light flashed across the dreamscape sky of ancient

Yavin 4. Bdow, Massass davesfled into the junglesin terror asthe

monumental temples crumbled under abarrage of laser blastsfrom orbit. Old



Republic battleships had arrived, immol ating the moon's surface.

"Who are you?"' Luke shouted &t the figure through the roar of sudden
blazing devadtation around him. "Who?"

Instead, the hollow shadow laughed and laughed, ignoring the destruction
that erupted from the construction sites--or amused by it. The Massass
temples exploded. Thethick rain forests burst into flame.

The dark man's silhouette grew larger and larger, swallowing up the sky.
L uke backed away from it, but his dream feet reached the edge of the
imposing

temple, and he sumbled backward, faling away, faling....

Surrounded by the thick stone walls of his quarters, Gantoris did not
even attempt to deep. He sat on hisbunk dreading the arrival of the dark
man

from hisnightmares.

He fingered the lightsaber he had constructed, fedling its smooth
cylinder, the rough spots where he had welded the pieces together, the
buttons

that would activate the energy blade. He wondered how he could useit
agang

the ancient spectre who had taught him things that terrified him, things
that

Master Skywaker would never show his Jedi trainees.

"Do you mean to strike me down with that weapon?' the hollow voice said.

Gantoriswhirled to seethe aily, infinitely black silhouette ooze out of



the massive stonesin thewal. Hisimpulse was to ignite the lightsaber and
dash the violet-white blade across the dark form. But he restrained

himsdf,

knowing it would do no good.

The shadow man laughed, then spoke with his antiquated accent. "Good! |
am glad to see you have learned to respect me. Four thousand years ago the
entire military fleet of the Old Republic and the combined forces of

hundreds

of Jedi Masters could not destroy me. Y ou would certainly be unable to do so
done”

The dark man had shown him how to borrow energy from other living things,
to shore up his own reserves. Hismind was dert, but his nerves were frayed
and hisbody exhausted. "What do you want with me?* Gantorissaid. "You
don't

just want to teeach me."

The shadow man agreed. "1 want your anger, Gantoris. | want you to open
the doorways of power. | am barred from the physica plane--but with enough
other Sith followers, | could be at peace. | could even liveagain.”

"I won't let you have my anger." Gantoris swallowed, searching for acore

of strength within himsdlf. "A Jedi does not giveinto anger. Thereisno
passion; thereis serenity.”

"Don't quote platitudesto me!" the dark man said inacold, vibrating

voice,

"Thereisno ignorance; thereis knowledge," Gantoris continued,

repeeting the Jedi Code. "Thereisno passion; thereis serenity.”

The dark man laughed again. " Serenity? L et me show you wheat is happening



a thismoment. Do you recal the people you saved from Eol Sha? How happy
you

wereto learn they had been taken to a place of safety, a paradise world?
Observe."

Insde the black cut-out form of the hooded man, an image appeared,
displaying the grasdands of the planet Dantooine. The scene looked familiar
to Gantoris after seeing the progress tapes delivered by Wedge Antilles.
But now he saw Imperid lasers striking down, leveling colony buildings,
giant armored walkers striding across the savanna, blasting anything that
moved, igniting the temporary living units. People ran screaming. His
people.

Gantoris recognized most of their faces, but before he could name them,
they dissolved one by onein brilliant flashes asthey tried to flee. The

trees blazed in conical bonfires; black clumpy smoke rosein jagged swirls.
"Youliel Thisisatrick!"

"I have no need of lieswhen the truth is so devastating. Y ou can do
nothing to stop it. Do you enjoy watching your people die? Doesthat not
spark

your anger? In your anger lies strength.”

Gantoris saw the old man Warton, whom he had known his entire life,
standing in the middle of the holocaust. Warton stared around him, hands
dangling at hissides, frozen in shock, until athick green bolt cut him

down.

"No!" Gantoris shouted.

"L et loose your anger. Make me stronger.”



"No!" he repested, turning his head away from the images of burned ruins
and blackened bodies.
"They ared| dead. All of them," the dark man taunted. "No survivors."

Gantorisignited hislightsaber and lunged at the dark man.

With an insstent bleeping Artoo-Detoo woke Luke from his nightmares. He
snapped awake, using a Jedi technique to dispel the weariness and shock of
the

sudden waking.

"What isit, Artoo?"

Thedroid whigtled, telling him something about amessage waiting in the
command center. Luke shrugged into his soft robe and hurried across the cold
floor inthe early light of planetrise. Taking the turbolift down to the

second level of the temple, he entered the once-bustling command center.
"Artoo, bring up thelights." He picked his path through the equipment,
dust-covered chairs, shut-down computer consoles, document tables cluttered
with debris. He powered on the communications station that Wedge had
indsted

on ingaling during hislast supply run.

Theimage of Han Solo waited impeatiently for him, fidgeting in the

holofield. When he saw L uke appesar in the transmission locus, Han grinned up
a him. "Hey, Luke! Sorry | forgot to account for time differentia. Not

even

dawn there, isit?"

L uke brushed his brown hair into place with hisfingers. "Even Jedi need

to deep sometime, Han."



Han laughed. "Wdll, you'l be getting less degp when your new student
arrives. | just wanted to tell you that Kyp Durron has had enough of his
vacation. | think after dl that time in the spice mines, he got used to

being

miserable. The closest thing to the spice mines | could think of was your
Jedi

academy--that way he can work al day long, but at least helll beimproving
himsdlf in the process™

Luke smiled at hisold friend. "1'd be honored to have him join us, Han.
I've been waiting for him. He has the strongest potentia of al the
trainees

I've seen so far."

"Just wanted to let you know he'scoming,” Han said. "I'mtrying to
arrange for the next available transport to Yavin 4."

Luke frowned. "Why don't you just bring him in the Falcon?"

Han hung his head, looking extremely troubled. "Because | don't own the
Facon anymore.”

"What?'

Han seemed filled with embarrassment, eager to end the communication.

"Look, I'vegot to go. I'll tell Leiahello for you and give thekidsa

hug.
"All right, Han, but--was

Han gave asheegpish grin and quickly terminated the transmission.

L uke continued to stare at the blank space where Han's image had been.

Firgt hisnightmare of adark man masquerading as Anakin Skywaker, and now



the grim newsthat Han had lost the Millennium Falcon--

L uke heard a disturbance coming down the hall clumsy footsteps dapping
on the stone floor, panicked shouts. He looked up, ready to scold one of his
students for such blatant lack of control, when the cloned dien Dorsk 81
rushed into the control center. "Master Skywalker! Y ou must come
immediatey!"

L uke sensed waves of horror and misery spilling from his candidate. "What
isit?" he asked. "Use the caming technique | showed you."

But Dorsk 81 grabbed hisarm. "Thisway!" The yelow-olive dien urged
him out of the cluttered control room. Luke sensed widening ripples of darm
traveling like an earthquake through the solid stone of the temple.

They ran dong the flagstoned corridors, up the turbolift, and into the

section of living quarters where the trainees made their homes.

A sour, smoky stenchfilled theair, and Lukefdt anicy lumpin his

stomach as he pushed cautioudy forward. Hard-bitten Kam Solusar and addled
Streen both stood outside the open doorway to Gantoriss quarters, looking
pasty andill.

Luke hestated for afraction of a second, then moved through the

doorway.

Insde the smal stone chamber, he saw what was |eft of Gantoris. The

body lay crisped and blackened on the floor, burned from the inside out.
Singed stains on the flagstones showed where he had thrashed about in the
conflagration. Gantoriss skin flaked in black, peding ashes over his
powdery

bones. Rising wisps of steam curled from the remaining fabric of his Jedi

robe.



On thefloor the newly constructed lightsaber lay where Gantoris had
dropped it, asif he had tried to fight something--and lost.

Luke leaned against the cool stonewall to catch hisbaance. Hisvison
blurred, but he could not tear his gaze from his dead student sprawled in
front of him.

By now the other eleven trainees had gathered. L uke grasped theworn
stone bricks at the edge of the door until even the rounded corners bruised
hisfingers. He applied a Jedi caming technique three times before he felt
confident enough to trust hisvoice. The wordstasted like wet ashin his
mouth, as Y oda had told him so long ago.

"Bawarethedark sdg," he said.

After eight seemingly random hyperspace jumpsto shake any possible
pursuit, Ackbar took his B-wing fighter along the correct vector to the
hidden

planet Anoth. Terpfen had "borrowed" the fighter for him, claming to have
purged the records of its existence; Ackbar didn't want to know how his
mechanic had gotten through the security systems so eedlly.

For yearsisolated Anoth had been a haven for the Jedi children,

protected by its perfect obscurity and anonymity. The twins had gone hometo
Coruscant only amonth or two before, but the youngest child--one-year-old
baby Anakin - comremained under the protection of Leia's devoted servant
Winter, far from prying Imperia eyes or dark-sde influencesthat could
corrupt the baby's fragile Force-sengtive mind.

As space snapped into sharp focus, Ackbar saw the clustered multiple



planet of Anoth. The world was composed of three large fragments orbiting a
common center of mass. The two largest pieces hovered nearly in contact,
sharing a poisonous stormy atmaosphere. The third and more distant fragment
orbited in a precarious, am-safe position where Ackbar, Luke, and Winter
had

St up ahidden stronghold.

Skittering e ectrostatic discharges danced from the two touching pieces

of Anoth, and theionized fury bathed the habitable chunk in dectrica
sorms

that served to mask the planet from prying eyes. The entire system was
ungtable, and in ablink of cosmic timeit would destroy itsdlf, but for the
last century or so it had been possible for humanoid lifeto establish a
foothold there.

Ackbar brought his B-wing in on close approach through the deep-purple
skies of Anoth. Sparks discharged from thewing of hisfighter, but hefelt
no

threat. Thiswas not like flying through the storms of Vortex.

Inside the cramped B-wing, Ackbar wore only aflightsuit over hisbig
frame, not hisadmira's uniform. Later he would leave the "borrowed"
fighter

in the Calamarian shipyards, where aNew Republic pilot could shuttleit
back

to Coruscant. Ackbar would not be flying a starfighter again, so he had no
need of it.

He sent abrief sgnd to inform Winter of hisarriva, but he did not

respond to her surprise or her questions. Switching off the fighter's comm



unit, he renearsed how he would tell her dl that had happened. Then he
concentrated on guiding the B-wing in for alanding.

Below him the surface of Anoth was a craggy forest of rocky spires, sharp
ledges, and clawlike peaks that were riddled with caves | eft behind when
volatileinclusonsin the rocks had evaporated over the centuries, leaving
only glasdikerock.

Inside the labyrinth of smooth tunnels Winter had made atemporary home
with the Jedi babies. Now she had only one child left to care for; and in
another year, when Anakin reached the age of two, Winter could return to
Coruscant and to active service with the New Republic government.

The smdll white sun never brought much daylight to Anoth, bathing the
world in Gothic purpletwilight lit by stark flashes of interplanetary
lightning discharges. Ackbar and Luke Skywaker had found this planet,
choosing it from among the possibilities asthe safest place to hide the

Jedi

children. And now Ackbar had come one last time before returning to his
homeworld of Caamari.

Hefdt sympathy for baby Anakin, who had not known amore welcoming
place during hisfirst year. Ackbar had alwaysfelt a close attachment to
the

third child, but he had come to say goodbye before fading from public view
forever.

Heflew the B-wing in among the spired forests and rock outcroppings. It
reminded him of thetal| fluted towers of the Cathedra of Windson Vortex.

That thought gave him astab of pain, and hetried not to think of it



further.

He cruised the ship in among the rocks, flying confidently as he arrowed
toward the opening to the network of caves. With landing jets and a careful
manipulation of repulsorlifts, Ackbar managed to land the starfighter

smoothly

on thewide grotto floor.

As he powered down the engines and prepared to disembark, a metal crash
door swung open. A tall rigid-looking woman stood at the doorway. Her robes
and her white hair clearly identified her as Leias ageless servant Winter.

Even for ahuman, she looked gtrikingly distinctive to Ackbar.

He climbed stiffly out of his ship and turned his sdmon-colored heed

away to keep from mesting her eyes. He saw with a backward glance that the
one-year-old baby toddled at Winter's feet, making happy noises, curiousto
seethe new vigitor. Ackbar felt ashudder go through him as he redlized he
would probably never see the dark-haired boy again.

Winter spoke in her flat, no-nonsense voice. He had never heard her upset
before. "Admira Ackbar, pleasetell mewhat has happened.”

Heturned to face her, showing hisflightsuit, hislack of military

inggnia. "l amno longer an admird," hesad, "and itisalong ory."

Ackbar sat eating ameal of recongtituted rations that Winter had somehow
managed to make palatable. As hetold her every detail of the tragedy on
Vortex and how he had resigned from his service, Winter did not appear
judgmenta. She smply listened, blinking rarely, nodding even less often.
Baby Anakin crouched on Ackbar's lap, cooing and reaching up in curiosity

to pat Ackbar's clammy skin and touch his huge glassy eyes. Anakin giggled



as
the round eyes swiveled in various directions to avoid being poked by pudgy
fingers

"Will you stay herefor an evening'srest--his' Winter said. Her sentence

cut off sharply, asif she had been about to cal him admird.

"No," Ackbar said, holding the baby againgt him with flipper-hands. "I

can't. No one must suspect that | have come here, and if | delay too long,
they will redlize | have not gone directly to Caamari.”

Winter hesitated and then spokein avoice that seemed less ableto

conceal emotion than it normaly did. "Ackbar, you know | have the greatest
respect for your abilities. It would honor meif you would stay here with me
ingtead of going into hiding on your homeworld."

Ackbar looked at the human woman and felt asurge of emotion well up
ingde him. Winter's mere suggestion had been powerful enough to strip away
layers of guilt and shame with which he had buried himsdif.

When he did not answver immediately, she pressed further. "I'm al done
here, and | could use your help. It getslonely for the baby... and for me."
Ackbar finaly managed to spesk, avoiding Winter's gaze but giving his
answer before he could change hismind. ™Y our offer honors me, Winter, but |
am not worthy. At least not a the moment. | must go to Calamari and search
for peacethere. If 1--was The words caught in histhroat again, and he
redized hewastrembling. "If | find my peace, perhaps| shdl returnto

yOou-

-and the baby."

"I--wéll be herewaiting, if you change your mind," she said, then



escorted him back to the hangar grotto.

Ackbar fdt her watching him as he climbed back into the B-wing. He
lifted the ship on its repulsorlift jets and turned to see her standing at

the

doorway. Heflicked hisrunning lightsto sgnd her.

Winter raised ahand in sad goodbye. Then, with her other hand, she made
Anakin's pudgy arm wave to him too.

Ackbar's sarfighter soared into space, leaving them behind.

Back on Coruscant, Terpfen lay sick and shivering in his private

quarters, trying with dl hismight to resst. But in the end the org anic
circuitry indde what was left of hisbrain took over.

Moving with forced steps, he descended to the dispatching and receiving
network in the lower levels of the old Imperial Palace. No one watched him
in

the echoing, crowded room as diplomeatic droids and packages camein and
|eft,

streaking off to various embassies and spaceports on Coruscant, bearing
important dispatches.

Terpfen coded his secret message, summarizing information he had received
from the hidden tracking device he had planted on Ackbar's ship. He sealed
the

message ins de a coffin-sized hyperspace courier tube and shielded the
entire

gpparatus. He glanced around suspicioudy before he keyed in Admira

Ackbar's



persond diplomatic security code, which would dlow it to bypassdl checks
and tariff points. No one would have thought to revoke Ackbar's access yet.
The routing doors opened up at the far end of the center, and the silvery
message canister rose on itslaunching fields. In areflex action Terpfen
reached out, trying to grasp the dick sides of the canister, scraping with

the sharp points of his hands--but the container rocketed out, picking up
peed asit soared into the Coruscant sky.

Terpfen had programmed five aternate routes to discourage tracking. The
message canister would arrive unhindered and without delay at the Imperid
Military Academy on Carida. The coded message would be displayed for the
eyes

of Ambassador Furgan only--divulging the location of the secret planet where

the last Jedi baby was hidden.

"Youll dojus fine, kid," Han said, trying to maintain hisroguish

orin.

Standing at the door of Han and Leias quarters, Kyp Durron nodded. Han
noticed afaint trembling around the young man'slips. "I'll do my best,

Han.

Y ou know that."

Suddenly unable to say another word, Han embraced Kyp, slently cursing
the stinging tearsthat rose to hiseyes. "Y ou'll be the greatest Jedi ever.
Youll giveeven Lukearun for hismoney.”

"l doubt that," Kyp said. He broke away and averted his face but not

before Han caught the shimmer of tearsin his eyestoo.



"Wait," Han said, "I've got something for you before you go." He ducked
back insde and returned to the door with a soft package. Kyp took it with a
tentative smile and unwrapped the top layers of paper.

Han watched the young man's expression. Kyp reached into the package and
withdrew aflowing black capethat glittered with sublimind reflective
threads, asif it had been woven out of aclear starry night.

"Lando gave it to me--fedling guilty about winning the Falcon, | guess--

but | can't wear stuff likethis. | want you to haveit. Y ou deserve

something

nice, after al those years you spent in the dirty spice mines.”

Kyp laughed. "Y ou mean so | can dressup for al those forma occasions

at the Jedi academy?' His expression became serious. "Thanks, Han... for
everything. But I've got to be going. Generd Antillesis escorting the Sun
Crusher to Yavin, and I'll be going with him. Hell drop me off at Luke's
"Good luck," Han said.

Kyp sad, "I'm sorry you lost the Falcon.”

"Don't worry about it," Han said. "She'sahunk of junk anyway."

"Y ou got that right,” Kyp said with asmile, but both of them knew he

didnt meanit.

"Want me to walk with you down to the hangar?' Han asked, redizing ashe
said it that he wasn't sure he wanted to.

"Naw," Kyp said, turning away from the door. "I hate long goodbyes. See
you around.”

"Sure, kid," Han said. He watched Kyp's back for along time as the young

man waked with afeigned bouncy step down the corridors to the turbolift.



Han thought about going back into his room, then decided held rather go
for adrink ingtead. Leiawasin yet another late-night Council meeting with
Mon Mothma, and the kids were dready in bed, so Han left Thregpio with
ingtructions to remain powered up so he could baby-git.

Han eventudly returned to the lounge where he and Lando had played
sabacc for possession of the Falcon.

The window |looked out across the sweeping geometrical skyline of the
rebuilt Imperia City. Towering metal and transparisted pillars stretched

to

rarefied heights. Warning beacons and transmitting towers blinked in
multicolored patterns as flying craft swooped on the updrafts between the
tall

buildings.

At another table a hammerheaded Ithorian ambassador sat by himsalf next
toasmal musicad synthesizer. He hummed aong with the atond noisesand
plucked smdl leaves off afresh ferny-looking snack. A pug-faced Ugnaught
chittered and played e ectronic dice with awell-groomed Ranat. The
bartender

droid drifted from one table to another, attempting to be of service.

Han soon lost himsdlf in thought, wondering where he had cometto,
thinking about how much hislife had changed since hisyearsasa spice
smuggler for Jabba the Hutt and then asagenera in the Rebd Alliance.

He continued to do important thingswith hislife, but it just didn't

seem asred anymore. He had enjoyed spending time with young Kyp Durron.

The



young man reminded him so much of himsdlf, and now Kyp had gone off to
become

aJedi just like Luke.

"Y ou're gonnamissthekid, aren't you?' adeep voice said. Han looked up
to see Lando Calrissan standing over him with abig amile.

"What are you doing here?' Han said grumpily.

"I'm buying you adrink, old buddy," Lando said. He shoved forward one of
the prissy fruity concoctions, complete with bright tropical flower, that

Han

had bought Lando on the night of their sabacc game.

Han scowled and accepted it. "Thanksalot." Hetook asip, grimaced,

then took agulp. Lando pulled up achair.

"l didnt inviteyou to St down," Han said.

"Look, Han," Lando said, adding a stern edge to his voice, "when you won
the Falcon from me in a sabacc game, did | spend years pouting and not
taking

toyou?'

Han shrugged and looked up. "I don't know. | pretty much stayed away dl
those years." He paused, then added quickly, "And the next time we saw each
other, you betrayed usto Darth Vader."

"Hey, that wasn't my fault, and I've more than made up for it since,”

Lando said. "Ligten, I've got adedl for you. Next time you get achance,
why

don't the both of us take the Falcon and go back to what's | eft of Kessdel?
Maybe we can find my old ship there. If we do, I'd gladly take the Lady Luck

back, and you can have the Falcon." He held out his broad hand. "Ded?"



Han grudgingly admitted that it was the best he could hopefor. "All

right, pal,” he said, and shook Lando's hand.

"Solo," awoman's sharp voice said. "They told meI'd find you here.”

"Can't aguy get some peace?' he said, and turned to seeatrim,

atractive woman standing at the lounge entrance. She had shoulder-length
reddish brown hair the color of some exotic spice. Her featureswere finely
chisdled anarrow chin and amouth that looked asif it had spent too many
years frowning and was just now learning the shape of asmile. The shards of
ice that were Mara Jade's eyes had warmed somewhat since the last time Han
had

Seen her.

Lando stood up, sweeping his cape behind him and extending his hand.
"Wadl hd-lo! Pleasejoin us, Miss Jade. May | get you anything? Welve met
before but I'm not sure you remember me. I'm--was

"Shut up, Cdrissan. | need to talk to Solo.”

Lando laughed and went to get her adrink anyway.

Dark patches stood out on the shoulders and deeves of Marasflight

jacket, asif it had once borne the insignia of military service. Mara Jade

had been the Emperor's Hand, a specia servant to Palpatine himself, and she
had seen her life crumble after his desth; she had blamed L uke for that and
held avendettaagaingt him until recently.

Now, after the retirement of the great smuggler Talon Karrde, Mara seemed
to become more open and ready to participate in broader events. She had
managed atenuous codition of smugglersto help fight againgt Grand Admira

Thrawn, and she sill maintained aloose dliance, even though some of the



worgt offenders--such as Moruth Doole on K essel--refused to have anything to
do with the New Republic and the smuggler'sdliance.

"What brings you back to Coruscant, Mara?' Han said. Lando returned
bearing another one of hisfruity drinksfor her and anew one for himself.
She looked at it, pointedly ignored it, and continued talking to Han.

"I'm bringing amessage. Y ou can passit on to the appropriate people.

Y our Imperid friend Admiral Daala has been sending out fedlers, trying to
hire smugglers as spies and saboteurs. A few have taken the offer, but |
don't

expect many of them to trust Daala after what she did to the forces of
Kessl.

Even though Moruth Doole wasn't part of our dliance, hewas dill a
smuggler,

and smugglerstend to stick together--especidly against Imperials.”

"Yes," Han sad, "we got the message that she had attacked one of the
supply ships and destroyed it beforeit could get to Dantooine.”
Maralooked at him, and her gaze became hard again. "Haven't you heard
what happened to your colony on Dantooine? Daalas already been there, you
know."

"What?' Han said, and Lando echoed his surprise.

"A smal group of New Republic engineersis setting up acommunications
base there," Han said, "but we haven't contacted them in the last week or

two.

"Wll, theré's no need to,” Marasaid. "Dantooine has been leveled. Every

person inyour colony and all of your New Repub lic engineers are dead, as



of

two days ago. Dadla attacked with her three Star Destroyers and vanished
agan

to wherever her hiding placeis.

"And s0 you came herejust to give usthisinformation?' Han said, trying

to recover from his shock.

Maratook along, dow drink of the cloying concoction that Lando seemed
to be enjoying so much. She shrugged. "'l have an agreement with the New
Republic, and | keep my agreements.”

AsHan felt anger and shock starting to boil inside him at what Daalahad
done, Lando changed the subject.

"So where are you off to now, Miss Jade?' he said. Leaning forward on the
table, he seemed to be trying to melt her with hisbig brown eyes. Han
rolled

his

"Y ou're welcome to stay here for awhile,” Lando said. "1'd be happy to
show you some of the Sights of the city. There's some beautiful views on top
of the Grand Towers." Maralooked at him asif considering how much effort
it

was worth for her to answer his question.

"I'll beleaving immediatdy," shesad. "I'm going to spend sometime at
Skywalker's Jedi training center. It makes good business senseto learn how
to

usemy Jedi abilities, if only for self-protection.”

Han sat up in surprise. "You're going to learn from Luke? | thought you



ill hated Luke! Y ou'vetried to kill him often enough.”

Mards eyes stared back asif ready to blaze through him; then she

softened and even smiled. "Weve... reconciled our differences. Y ou might
Sy

we negotiated atruce.” Shelooked down at her drink but did not touchit.
"For now, at least," she added, and then smiled even more. She stood up to
leave. "Thanksfor your time, Solo." Sheignored Lando completely and walked
out of the lounge.

Lando watched Maraleave, admiring the dick satiny gray fabric of her
dacks and tight padded flightshirt. " She sure has gotten beautiful .

"Yeah, | hear that happens to most assassins once they retire,” Han
answered.

Lando didn't seem to hear him. "How could | have missed her in Jabbathe
Hutt's throne room? She was there, and | was there, but | didn't notice her
a

dl."

"l wastheretoo," Han said, "and | didn't see her. Of course, | was
frozenin ablock of carbonite a thetime."

"I think shelikesme," Lando said. "Maybe I'll volunteer to takethe

next delivery of suppliesto Yavin4, just so | can see her."

Han shook his head. "Lando, she wanted you to disappear. She didn't even
acknowledge your presence.”

Lando shrugged. "Sometimesit just takesmy charm alittle longer to

work." Heflashed one of hisbest lady-killer smiles. "But when it does...."
"Oh, brother,” Han said. Hefinished hisdrink and left Lando sitting

there, daydreaming as his own drink sat unnoticed beside him.



The next night Leiahad just sat down to cherish arelaxing mea with her
husband and her children when the summons from Mon Mothmaarrived.
Asusud, she had been wrapped up in governmental proceedingsall day.
After the disaster on Vortex, she had been alowed no respite, and the
pressure had increased as Mon Mothmawithdrew further from her
respons bilities, begging off the unimportant receptions and meetings and
sending Lelaas her proxy.

Living on the peaceful world of Alderaan asthe daughter of the powerful
Senator Bail Organa, Leiahad grown up surrounded by politics. She was used
to

the constant demands, the communiqu@es arriving at al hours, the sudden
emergencies, the whispered negotiations, and the forced smiles. She had
chosen

to follow in Senator Organa's footsteps, knowing full well the demands that
would be made of her.

But she treasured the scant quiet times she managed to sted with Han and
thetwins. It seemed ages since she had been ableto visit baby Anakin,
though

Han himsalf had accompanied Winter twice in the last two months.

Tonight Leiahad come home late, flustered and harried, but Han was there
waiting with Jacen and Jaina. They had held dinner for her, which Threepio
had

prepared as atest of his new and dubious gourmet programming at the food

synthesizers.



They sat down in the dining area, where illumination strips bathed the

room in soft pink and peach colors. Han played the relaxing music of one of
her favorite Alderaani composers, and they sat down to et off fine Imperia
chinataken from the late Emperor's private stock.

It was not intended to be aromantic dinner with two-and-a-half-year-old
twins banging their slverware and demanding constant attention--but Leia
didn't mind. Han had done his best to commemorate dinner asafamily.
Lelasmiled as Thregpio delivered their medl, avery passable-looking
grazer roulade accompanied by skewers of spiced tubers and sweet
marble-berry

fritters. "l believe you will be quite impressed, MistressLela," the droid
sad, gently bowing and setting smdller platesin front of Jacen and Jaina.
"Yuck," Jacen said.

Jainalooked at her brother for confirmation, then said, "'l don't like

this"

Threepio straightened in indignation. " Children, you have not even tasted
thefood. | ingst that you sample your dinners.”

Leiaand Han looked at each other and smiled. Jacen and Jaina both had
bright eyes and well-defined features below thick dark-brown hair--just like
their parents. The twinswere extremely precocious, speaking in short but
compl ete sentences and amazing their parents with the concepts they had
aready managed to grasp and communicate.

Jacen and Jaina seemed to share akind of psychic link, speaking in half
sentences to each other or somehow communicating in complete silence. This
didn't surprise Leia-as Luke had told her, the Force was strong in their

family.



Han clamed that the two kids knew how to use their powers more than they
admitted. He had found cabinet doors mysterioudy unlocked after he had
fastened them securely, and sometimes shiny baubles|eft on high shelves
were

suddenly found underfoot asif they had been played with. The food
synthesizers, far out of reach, had once been reprogrammed to add a double
portion of sweetening to al recipes, even the soup.

Perplexed with the mysterious occurrences, Threepio had dug through
diverse and obscure data records, ingsting that the best explanation could
be

found in an ancient superstition of poltergeists--but Leia suspected it had
more to do with smal Jedi children.

Shetook abite of her thinly diced, herb-crusted grazer. It smelled
wonderfully nutty asthe aroma curled up to her nose. It was tender and
perfectly seasoned to counteract the pungent unpleasant aftertaste often
found

inimported grazer filet. She consdered complimenting Threepio, but decided
that it would probably make the protocol droid at too pleased with himself.
"Look what Jainas doing!" Jacen said.

Lelagared in astonishment asthelittle girl balanced her ddlicate

skewer of spiced tubersimpossibly onitstip and used the Force to twirl it
around like atop.

"Midtress Jaina, please stop playing with your food," Threepio said.

Lelaand Han met each other's gaze in amazement. Shewas glad that Luke

had formed his Jedi academy, so these children would learn to understand the



powerful and beautiful gift they had been given.

The door chime sounded like atubular bell through their living quarters.
The noise startled Jaing, and her ddlicately balanced skewer toppled over--
which made her beginto cry.

Han sighed, and Leiagot up with ascowl. "I didn't think we could Sit
through an entire medl uninterrupted.”

She opened the door, and the ornate plasted plate hummed aside to reved
ahovering messenger droid that bobbed up and down in the corridor, blinking
itslightsinaswirl.

"Minister Leia Organa Solo, Chief of State Mon Mothma requests your
presenceimmediately in her private quartersfor an important consultation.
Pleasefollow me.”

Back at the table Han rolled his eyes and glowered at no onein

particular as Leiawas taken from him again. Jainacontinued crying, and now
Jacen added his own squalsto the racket. Threepio tried to calm the two
children down, completely without effect.

Lelalooked imploringly at Han, but he gave a short wave of dismissd.

"Go on, Mon Mothmaneeds you.”

Shehit her lower lip, sensing the bitterness he tried to cover. "I'll

cut it short,” shesaid. "I'll be back as soon as| can.”

Han nodded and turned to his egting asif he didn't believe her. Leia

felt her somach knot as she hurried after the hovering droid through the
arched, wdl-lit corridors. She felt asimmering annoyance and stubborn
resistance build within her, and she walked with purposeful steps.

She agreed to too many things. She bowed her head and trotted anywhere

Mon Mothmaasked her to go. Well, Leiahad her own life, and she had to



spend

more time with her family. Her career wasimportant too--crucid, in
fact--and

she vowed to do both. But she had to reestablish some priorities and ground
rules.

As shefollowed the messenger droid into aturbolift that took her to
secluded portions of the old Imperia Palace, Leiawas actudly glad that
Mon

M othma had summoned her. She had afew thingsto say to the Chief of State,
and the two of them would have to work out some sort of compromise.

But when the droid transmitted the specia unlocking code that caused Mon
Mothmals armored door to grind aside, Leiafdt acold fingernail twistin

her

chest. Mon Mothmal's quarters were too dark, lit only by soft greenish
glowing

lamps designed to be soothing, restful... healing. She breathed the sveet
tang

of odd medicines, and the clinging aftertaste of sickness caught in her

throat.

Lelastepped forward into the chambers and saw that they had been filled
with bright novalilies and nebula orchids that showered heady perfumesinto
the air, masking the unpleasant medicina smell.

"Mon Mothma?' she said. Her voice sounded small in the enclosed space.
Motion off to her right made her turn her head to see a bullet-headed

Too-Onebee medica droid. Mon Mothma looked gaunt and skeletal as shelay on



a
broad bed surrounded by diagnostic equipment. Another smaller droid
monitored

the readouts. Everything hung in silence except for the faint hum of

machinery.

Leiaaso saw--fedling foolish for noticing such asmal thing--that Mon
Mothmakept an array of makeup jars and synthetic skin-coloring agents on

her

dressing table in adesperate attempt to make herself look presentablein

public.

"Ah, Lela" Mon Mothmasaid. Her voice sounded patheticaly weak, a

rustle of dry leaves. "Thank you for coming. | can't keep my secret any

longer. | must tell you everything.”

Lelaswdlowed. All her indignant arguments evaporated like mist under a

red giant sun. She sat down in the small padded chair next to Mon Mothmaand

listened.

Han had not had time to put the twins to bed before Leiareturned. He had
felt angry and distracted during the rest of dinner, listless at having her

gone again. He had played with the twins, seeking solace in their company.
Threepio wasjust finishing the kids evening ripple bath when Lelacame
quietly through the doors. Han had been sitting in their main living area,
looking at the sentimenta " Remembrances of Alderaan” framed images he had
given her asagift. Displayed prominently on asmal pedestd sat the
ridiculous Corellian fast-food mascot statue Leia had bought for him,

thinking



it agaudy but important piece of sculpture from Han's homeworld.

When Lelaentered, he sat up quickly, brushing his hair with hisfingers.

But she turned her back to him and worked the door controls, saying nothing.
Leiaseemed smaller and drawn into herf. She moved with extreme downess and
caution, asif everything might breek at any sudden motion.

Han said, "'l didn't expect you back until late. Did Mon Mothmalet you

off the hook?'

When sheturned to him, he saw that her eyes shimmered with bright flecks
of light from restrained tears. The skin around her eyes |ooked puffy, and

her

mouth was drawn.

"What isit?' Han said. "What does Mon Mothmawant you to do thistime?
If it'stoo much, I'll go tdll her off mysdf. Y ou should--was

"Shelsdying,” Leiasad.

Han stopped short, feding his arguments pop like fragile soap bubbles.

His mind whirled. Before he could ask again, Leiabegan to spill her story.
"'She has some sort of mysterious wasting disease. The medic droids can't
pinpoint it. They've never seen anything likeit, and it's pulling her down

fad. It'samogt asif something istaking her gpart genetically from the

ingde.

"Remember the four days when she supposedly went to a secret conference
on Cloud City? She didn't go anywhere. There was no conference. She spent
the

timein abactatank in alast-ditch effort to be heded--but even though

the



bactatank completely purged her system, it could do nothing to help. Her
body

isfaling apart. At therate the disease istaking over, she could be...

dhe

could be dead in lessthan amonth.”

Han swallowed, thinking of the strong woman who had founded the New
Republic, led the politica side of the Rebel Alliance. " So that'swhy she's
been delegating so many of her respongibilities,” Han said. "Why you've had
to

take over more and more."

"Y es, she'strying to keep up gppearances in public--but you should see

her, Han! She looks like she can barely stand. She can't keep up the charade
much longer.”

"S0..." Han began, not knowing what else to suggest or what he could say.
"What does this mean? What do you haveto do?'

Leabit her lip and seemed to dredge up strength inside herself. She
cameforward and hugged him. He held her close.

"With Mon Mothmaweskening,” she said, "and Admira Ackbar in exile, the
moderate side of the Council will be gone. | can't let the New Republic turn
into an aggressor government. We have aready suffered too much. Now isthe
time for usto strengthen our ties, to make the New Republic firm through
political dliances, with planetary systemsjoining with us-—-not to go

blasting leftover Imperid strongholdsin this sector of the gdaxy.”

"L et me guesswho wantsto do that," Han said, thinking of anumber of

the old generalswho had reveled in their days of glory during the mgjor

battles of the Rebdlion.



"l haveto bring Ackbar back," she said, looking up to meet Han's eyes.

Her face was pale and as beautiful as he had ever seen it. He remembered her
garing a him on Cloud City just before Darth VVader had plunged himinto
the

carbon-freeze chamber. Han had spent months locked in afrozen non-existence
with only her words "l loveyou" ringing in hismind.

Hetried not to let his disgppointment show. "So you're going off to the

planet Cdamari?'

She nodded, but kept her face pressed against his chest. "I have to, Han.

We can't let Ackbar hide a atimelike this. He can't keep blaming himsdlf

for an accident. He's needed here.”

Threepio interrupted them as he walked into the main room. "Oh," he said,
dartled. "Greetings, Mistress Leia Welcome home." Runnels of splashed
bathwater trickled down his shiny form and dripped onto the soft floor. He
held two fluffy white towels draped over hisarms. In the back hal two

naked

children giggled and ran to their bedroom.

"Thetwinsareready for their evening tale,” Threepio said. "Would you

like meto sdlect one, Sir?"

Han shook his head. "No, they aways cry when you choose." He looked at

Leia "Comeon, you can ligten too. I'll tell them a bedtime story."

With the twins snuggled in their pgjamas under warm blankets, Han sat
between their small beds. Leiasat in another chair, looking longingly at

her



children.

"Which story do you want tonight, kids?' Han said. He held astory
platform in front of him that would display words and animated pictures.
"| getto pick," Jainasaid.

"l want to pick," Jacen said.

"You picked lagt night, Jaina. It'syour brother'sturn.”

"l want The Little Lost Bantha Cub," Jainasaid.

"My pick!" Jaceninssted. "Little Lost Bantha Cub.”

Han amiled. "Big surprise,” he muttered. Leia saw that he had dready
caled up the story on the board before the twins made their decision.
He began to read. "After the sandstorm that drove him from home, the
little lost bantha cub wandered alone.

"So he waked, and he walked through the desert hest till noon, when he
found a Jawa sandcrawler upon asandy dune.

"'l amlog," sad the banthacub, "Please hdp mefind my herd,” but the
little Jawas shook their heads and gave their final word.”

The twinsleaned forward to watch the accompanying images activated by
Han's voice and the scrolling words. Though they had heard the story adozen
times dready, they still seemed disappointed when the Jawas refused to
help.

"So hewalked, and hewaked till he met ashiny droid. After waking by
himsalf so long, the cub was overjoyed.

"I amlog," said the bantha cub, "Please help mefind my herd." "I am
not programmed to help you," said the droid, "Don't be absurd.”

"The droid kept walking straight ahead, not looking left or right; the

bantha cub just watched until the droid was out of Sight.”



Leialistened asthelittle bantha cub's adventures continued in an

encounter with amoisture farmer, and finally ahuge krayt dragon. Thetwins
sat wide-eyed with suspense.

"I will eat you," purred the dragon, then he lunged with snapping jaws!

So the bantha cub began to run without the dightest pause.”

Jacen and Jainawere delighted when the bantha cub findly found atribe

of Sand People, who reunited him with his parents and his herd. Leia shook
her

head, marveling at the fascination the children showed.

After Han finished telling the story and switched off the platter in his

hands, he and L eiaeach gave the twins a good-night kiss and tucked them in
before quietly walking out to the hall.

"I wish you would let me embdlish your te with sound effects,”

Threepio said, waking beside them. "It would be so much morereditic and
enjoyablefor the children.”

"No," Han sad, "youll givethem nightmares.”

"Indeed!" Threepio said in ahuff, then moved to the kitchen area.
Lelasmiled and held Han's arm, hugging him. She kissed him on the cheek.
"Y ou're agood daddy, Han."

He blushed, but didn't disagree with her.

Small, but infinitely deadly, the Sun Crusher superwegpon entered orbit
around the gas giant of Y avin, flying sSde by sde with the armored New
Republic transport.

Sitting in the streamlined pilot's seet, young Kyp Durron felt the Sun



Crusher's advanced controls respond to hisfingertips. He stared through the
segmented viewport at the eddying orange planet below, awaiting bottomless
pit where the Sun Crusher would be buried forever.

"Ready to send her down, Kyp?' the voice of Wedge Antilles crackled
across the comm unit. " Straight-line plunge.”

Kyp fingered the controls, feding achill of reluctance. The Sun Crusher

was such a perfect wegpon, well designed, able to withstand any ondaught.
Kyp

felt a strange attachment to the splinter-shaped craft that had brought him

and Han Solo to freedom. But he aso knew that Qwi Xux wasright in that the
temptation to use such power would eventudly corrupt anyone. Qwi kept the
knowledgein her head, vowing to share it with no one. But the functiona
superweapon itself had to be taken out of everyone's grasp.

He adjusted the sublight course vectors. "I'm setting the nav systems

now," he said. "Prepare to dock.”

Kyp programmed a set of coordinates that would fire the Sun Crusher's
maneuvering jets and send the smal ship down in asharp elipseto bury it

in

the turbulent clouds and the high-pressure core below.

"We're ready for transfer,” Wedge said.

"Just aminute,” Kyp answered. He locked down the controls and caressed
the deceptively smple pand onelast time. The New Republic scientists and
engineers had not been able to understand the machinery inside. They had not
known how to deactivate the resonance torpedoes that would spark supernova
explosions. Qwi Xux had refused to help them... and now the Sun Crusher

would



be goneforever.

Qwi'sbirdlike voice interrupted his thoughts over the comm channdl.

"Make certain al power systems are shut down,” she said, "and sedl the
containment field."

Kyp flicked arow of switches. "Already done." He heard the muffled thump
of hull againgt hull as Wedge brought the armored transport against the Sun
Crusher.

"Magnetic fieldsin place, Kyp," Wedge said. "Open the hatch and come on
over."

"Setting the timer," Kyp said. He activated the autopilot, dimmed the
lightsin the cockpit, and clambered toward the small hatch. He opened it
and

met Wedge's waiting arms as the smiling dark-haired man helped Kyp into the
transport.

They seded the Sun Crusher behind them, then disengaged the docking
connection. Wedge moved back to the pilot's seat of the armored transport
and

flopped into the cockpit chair beside the wispy-looking Qwi Xux.

Qwi sat strapped in with crash restraints. Her pale-blue skin looked
gplotchy, and she was obvioudly filled with anxiety. Wedge nudged the
attitude-control thrusters and swung the armored transport around so they
could watch. The elongated crystal shape of the Sun Crusher increased its
distance, drifting closer to the gravitational jaws of Yavin.

Kyp hunkered between Wedge and Qwi, watching through the viewport asthe

Sun Crusher followed its preprogrammed course. Kyp could see the



torus-shaped

resonance-field generator at the bottom of the ship'slong spike.

The Sun Crusher dwindled to amere speck that approached the chaotic
sormsof Yavin. He bresthed asigh of rdlief to know that this weapon would
never be used to destroy any star system.

Qwi sat thin-lipped, silent, intense. Wedge reached over to pat her arm,
and she jumped.

Kyp continued to concentrate on the Sun Crusher, watching the speck. He
was afraid to look away because he might lose the ship againgt thetitanic
field of orange-colored clouds.

He saw the shape plunge into the upper atmosphere, plowing down onits
unalterable course toward the planetary core. He imagined the Sun Crusher
streaking deeper and deeper into the dense atmosphere. Scorching heat
generated by atmospheric friction would throw off ripples and sonic booms as
the Sun Crusher went down, down to the gas giant's diamond-thick core.
"Well," Wedge said, sounding cheerful, "we never have to worry about that
thing again.”

Qwi's efin face seemed to be a catalog of contradictory expressions. She
fluttered the lashes of her indigo eyes.

"It'sfor the best,” Kyp agreed, mumbling hiswords.

Wedge ignited the thrusters of the armored transport and arced them away
from close orhit to the fringes of the system of moons. "Wdl, Qwi and | are
due to go inspect the reparation work on Vortex. Still want to go down to
the

jungle moon, Kyp?' Wedge said.

Kyp nodded, somewhat uneasy but eager to begin anew phase of hislife.



"Yes" heanswered quietly; then drawing adeep bregth, he said, "Yed" to
show hisenthusaam. "Master Skywalker iswaiting for me."

Wedge turned back to the craft's controls, arrowing for the tiny emerald
circle that was the fourth moon of Y avin. He flashed agrin. "Well then,

Kyp,

may the Force be with you."

Followed by his group of students, Luke Skywalker emerged from the greeat
M temple to watch the arriva of the transport and their new Jedi
student.

Luke had told them al of Kyp's coming. They had responded with measured
enthusiasm, glad to have another trainee among their number, yet tempered by
the clinging memory of Gantoriss dark and fiery degth.

A rectangular ship emblazoned with the scooped blue sign of the New
Republic gpproached through the hazy skies. Itstracking lights flickered

on,

and broad landing struts extended.

Artoo trundled to the side of the landing grid in front of the Great

Temple. Luke approached where the ship was about to set down. Blasts of
repulsorlift jets fluttered his hood and ruffled his hair. Luke stared a

the

ship, blinking grit from his eyes until the transport cameto rest.

The boarding ramp extended, and Wedge Antilles stepped out, reaching
behind him to help the bluish female scientist descend.

Lukeraised hisleft hand in greeting and turned his atention to the



young man emerging from the craft. Kyp Durron was awiry eighteen-year-old
full of energy and eagerness, toughened from years of labor in the spice

mines

of Kess.

In the mines Kyp had received asmdl initiation into the Force through
another prisoner there, the fallen Jedi woman Vima-Da-Boda Kyp had
Ingtinctively used those skillsto help Han and Chewbacca escape from Kessel
and from the Maw Ingtdlation. When L uke had tested the young man for Jedi
potentid, the strength of Kyp's response had thrown L uke backward.

Luke had been waiting for astudent like thisto come to his academy.

Kyp stepped down the landing platform, averting his eyes at first; but

then he paused and looked up to stare into Luke's eyes. Luke saw an
intelligence, aquick wit, and aquick temper, survivad ingincts born from
years of struggle--but he aso saw unshakable determination. That was the
most

important factor in a Jedi trainee.

"Welcome, Kyp Durron,” Luke said.

"I'm ready, Master Skywalker," Kyp answered. "Teach me the Jedi ways."

Staring out the observation window of the orbiting station, Leiathought

the Calamarian shipyards |ooked even more impressve than their reputation
hed

led her to expect.

The starship-congtruction facilities rode high above the mottled blue

planet. Supply platforms sprawled in three dimensions, dotted with winking

red, yellow, and green lights that indicated landing pads and docking bays.



Smadll girder impellers pushed huge mounds of plasted extruded from
transorbita rubble shipments from the planet's sngle moon; the girders
would

be used in the frameworks of the famous Mon Calamari star cruisers. Crablike
constructor pods flitted in and around a tremendous spacedock hangar like
tiny

insects againg the mammoth form of ahalf-built cruiser.

"Excuse me, Minister Organa Solo?"!

Leaturned to see asmdl Cdamarian fema e wearing pae-blue
ambassadorid robes. While the males had bulbous and lumpy heads, the
femaes

were more streamlined, with olive-colored mottling over the pale salmon of
their hides.

"l am Cilghd." When the Calamarian fema e raised both of her hands, Leia
noticed that the webbing between her spatul ate fingers seemed more

trand ucent

than Ackbar's.

Lelaraised her own hand in acknowledgment. " Thank you for meeting me,
Ambassador. | gppreciate your help.”

Cilghd's mottling darkened in areaction that Leiarecognized as humor

or amusement. "Y ou humans have called the Mon Calamari the "soul of the
Rebdlion.” After such acompliment, how can we turn down any request for
hep?'

The ambassador stepped forward to gesture out at the bustling spacedock

facility. "l see you have been observing our work on the Startide. 1t will



be

our firgt addition to the New Republic fleet in many months. We have been
devoting most of our resourcesto recovering from last year's attack by the
Emperor's World Devastators."”

Leianodded, looking again at the splotchy organic shape of the Mon
Cadamari gtar cruiser, the New Republic's equivalent of the Imperid Star
Destroyer. The ovoid battleship had lumpy protrusionsfor gun emplacements,
fiedld generators, viewports, and staterooms placed a seemingly random
intervals. Each star cruiser was unique, modeled after the same basic
design,

yet atered to meet individud criteriathat Leiadidn't quite understand.

"All thedrive unitsareinddled,” Cilgha continued, "and the hull is

amost complete. We tested the sublight enginesjust yesterday, hauling the
whole spacedock facility once around the planet. It will take another two
months to complete the inner bulkheads, staterooms, and crew quarters.”
Leatore her gaze from the activity and nodded at the ambassador. "As
aways, I'm astonished at the resourcefulness and dedication of the
Cdamarians. Y ou have given so much after your endavement by the Empire,
after the attacks you've suffered. | fed reluctant to ask for further

help--

but | desper ately need to speak with Admiral Ackbar.”

Cilghal straightened her sky-blue robes. "We have respected Ackbar's
request for privacy and his need for contemplation after the tragedy on
Vortex, but our people remain proud of him and support him entirely. If you
wish to bring further charges againgt--was

"No, no!" Lelasaid. "I'm one of his greatest supporters. But



circumstances have changed since he exiled himsdlf here” Leiaswalowed and
decided that she would get further if shetrusted Cilghd. "'I've cometo beg
him to return.”

Cilghd flushed with an dlive tinge. She moved quickly, gliding across

thefloor of the orbita gtation. "In that case, ashuttleisready to take

you down."

Lelagripped the widely spaced arms of the passenger seat as Cilghal
maneuvered the egg-shaped shuttle through deeting rain and knotted gray
gorm

clouds.

Whitecaps stippled the dull surface of Calamari's deep oceans. Cilghal
swung the shuttle lower, ssemingly unconcerned with the ssorm winds. She
held

her splayed hands over the controls and bent to the viewing panels. The
high-

resol ution viewing instruments had been designed for wide-set Cdamarian
eyes,

and the blunt controls were adapted for the digits of the aquatic people.
Cilgha maneuvered the shuttle like asireamlined fish through water. The
vessd curved away from smal marshy idands--sparse dots of habitable land
where the amphibious Cdamarians had first established their civilization.
Narrow rivulets of rainwater trickled down the passenger window as Cilghal
turned broadside to the wind.

The Cdamarian ambassador nudged one of the bulbous control knobs and



gpoke into an invisible voice pickup. "Foamwander City, thisis shuttle
SQSTONE. Please provide awesther update and an approach vector." Cilghal's
voice sounded smooth and soft, asif she hadn't needed to shout in her
entire

life.

A guttura mae voice came over the speaker. "Ambassador Cilgha, we are
transmitting your approach vector. We are currently experiencing risng
winds

that are well within seasond norms. No difficulties expected, but we are
issuing an advisory againg topside travel for the afternoon.”
"Acknowledged,” Cilghd said. "We were planning on making the rest of our
journey underwater. Thank you." She signed off, then turned back to Leia
"Don't worry, Minister. | can senseyour anxiety, but | assure you, thereis
nothing to be concerned about.”

Leasa up, trying to quell her nervousness until she put her finger on

its cause. "'l don't doubt you, Ambassador, it'sjust thet... thelast time

flew in astorm was on Vortex."

Cilghal nodded somberly. "I understand.” Leia sensed Cilghd's Sncerity,
and the look on her fishlike face was comforting. "Well be safely landed in
a

few minutes”

Through the mists and the whipping spray Leiawatched them approach a
metd idand. Lumpy, but smoothed, like an organic cord reef, Foamwander
City

rose in ahemisphere out of the whitecaps. A forest of reinforced

watchtowers



and communications antennas rose from the top of the city, but the rest of
the

drifting metropolis had soft angles and polished outcroppingslikeaMon
Cdamari star cruiser.

The bright lights of thousands of above-surface windows shed jewels of
light even through the whipping rain. Below the hemispherical dome Leiaknew
that the floating cities had underwater towers and descending complexeslike
the mirror image of a Coruscant skyline. The inverted skyscrapers of
dwdling

units and water-processing stations beneath the hemi sphere made the city
look

likeamechanicd jlyfish.

Starved for raw materids on their marshy idands, the Mon Cadamari had
not been ableto build acivilization until they joined forces with another
intelligent speciesthat lived benesth the oceans. The Quarren, ahumanoid
race with helmet-shaped heads and faces that looked like afistful of
tentacles sprouting beneath close-set eyes, had excavated metalic ores from
the ocean crugt. Working with the Cdamarians, they built dozens of floating
cities. Though the Quarren could also breathe air, they choseto remain
under

the seawhile the Caamarians designed starshipsto explore the bright
"idandsin space.”

Cilghd approached the lumpy hemisphere of Foamwander City, circling to
the leeward side, where the bulk of the metropolis protected them from

buffeting winds. Whitecaps broke against the dull gray of the city's outer



shell, sending arcs of droplets high like ahandful of diamonds.

"Open wave doors,” Cilgha said into the voice pickup. She aimed the
shuttle toward aline of bright lightsthat guided the ship in. Before Leia
could detect the seam, heavy doors split open diagonaly like a crooked
mouth.

Without dowing, Cilghd shot the vessd into asmooth tunnd, well it

by greenillumination strips. Behind them the wave doors closed, seding the

metropolis againgt the ondaught of the storm.

Lelafdt hersdf swept dong as the ambassador moved with aliquid

grace, camly but relentlesdy, to the underwater sections of the floating

city. Cilghd set asteady, rapid pace that helped Leiahurry but caused no
darm. Thiswas no smple diplomatic misson.

AsLeastrode through the curved colorful hals of the upper levels, she

was reminded of the corkscrewing chambersinside agigantic shell. She saw
no

sharp corners, only rounded edges and smooth, polished decorations made of
coral and mother-of-pearl. Even insde the enclosed city, theair had a

sdlty

tang, but it was not unpleasant.

"Do you know where Ackbar is?' Leiafinally asked.

"Not exactly," the ambassador said. "We dlowed him his privacy and did

not follow him." Cilghd touched Lela's shoulder with abroad fin-hand. "But
do not be concerned. The Calamarians have sources of information that the
Empire never suspected. Even during the occupation we were able to keep our

collective knowledge intact. We will find Ackbar."



Leafollowed Cilghd into aturboalift that plunged down into the deep
underwater levels of the floating city. When they emerged, the qudity of

the

corridors had changed. Thelighting was dimmer and shimmering, ajewe-blue
reflected through faceted glowlamps and thick trangparisted windows that
looked out into the ocean depths.

Lelacould see divers swvimming among the tangle of nets and mooring

lines, satdllite cages, and small submersible vehicles moving about the
inverted towers of the city. The air was thicker and damper. The peoplein
these levelswere primarily Quarren, moving about their business, not
acknowledging the presence of the visitors.

Though the Quarren and the Calamarians had alied themselvesto build
thiscivilization, Leiaknew that the two communities did not work together
without friction. The Calamariansinsisted on their dreamsto reach the

dtars,

while the Quarren wished to return to the oceans. Rumors suggested that the
Quarren had betrayed their planet to the Empire, but that they had then been
treated just as badly under Imperia occupation asthe Calamarians.

Cilghal stopped and spoke to a Quarren who stood by avalve-control
gtation. The Quarren looked up at theinterruption, flashing dark eyes at
Leia then at Cilghd. The Cadamarian ambassador spoke in ahigh-pitched
bubbly language, and the Quarren answered abruptly in kind. He gestured to
the

left down a steep ramp that corkscrewed to the lower level.

Cilghd nodded her thanks, undisturbed by the Quarren's attitude as she



led Leiadown the ramp. They emerged into an open equipment bay that had
been

pressurized to alow easy accessto the water.

Five Calamarian males worked on asmall submersible hoisted on atractor
beam; they moved together to unload dripping crates from a seatree cargo
hold.

Quarren, dressed in deek, flat-black suits that seemed covered with minute
scales, dived through accessfiddsinto the watery depths. The walls of the
equipment bay flickered astraces of dim light wandered up and down the
polished surfaces, creating a hypnotic bath of dark green and deep blue.
Cilghal went to arow of smadl porcelain compartments and opened one.
Before she could reach inside, two Quarren workers rushed over, speaking
quickly and harshly in their bubbling language. Leiasmelled anew, sour
scent

risng from them.

Cilghd bowed in gpology, then moved to adifferent set of compartments,
opening them with more caution. Leiafollowed, trying to make hersaf small.
She redized she was the only non-native in the entire chamber. The Quarren
stared at her, though the Calamarians took no notice.

Cilghd removed apair of the dithery suitsworn by the diving Quarren,
handing oneto Lela Lelaran her fingers over the fabric. It scemed aive,
clinging and dippery a the sametime; the tiny mesh expanded and
contracted

asif seeking an appropriate shape to best serve the wearer.

Cilghd indicated anarrow closet-sized door. "Our changing compartments

areabit cramped, I'm afraid.”



Leiastepped indde, seding the door behind her as blue-green

illumination intengfied in the small chamber. She disrobed and didinto

the

black suit, feding her skin tingle as the fabric shifted and adjusted,

trying

to conform. When the crawly sensations stopped, it was the most comfortable
garment she had ever worn--warm yet cool, light yet insulating, fuzzy yet
dick.

When Lelaemerged, Cilgha stood outside the door already wearing her
water garment. Without speaking Cilghd fitted awater jetpack over Leids
shoulders, then rigged a crude net for her long hair. Looking at the smooth
sdmon-and-olive dome of Cilghd's head and the fleshy scalps of the
Quarren,

Leiasad, "l don't suppose you have much need for hair nets around here.”
Cilgha made a sound that Lela suspected might be alaugh, and led her

over to one of the access fields. Beside around opening that shimmered with
fant satic asit held the Calamarian ocean back, Cilgha dipped her broad
hands into a bubbling urn. She pulled out afloppy trand ucent sheet and

held

it up. Water streamed off its surface, fizzing with tiny bubbles.

"Humans sometimes find thisunpleasant,” Cilghd said. "'l gpologize.”
Without further warning she dapped the gelainous mass across Lela's mouth
and nose. The membrane was cold and wet, clinging to her cheeks, her skin.
Leladiffenedin darm and tried to struggle, but the strange soft gel

stuck



fast to her face.

"Relax, and you can breathe," Cilgha said. "This symbiote filters oxygen
from the sea. It can last for weeks under water."

Starved for air, Lelatried to suck in adeep breath and found that she
could indeed inhde clean, ozone-smelling air. Pure oxygen filled her lungs,
and as she breathed dowly out, the bubbles percolated back through the
symbiote membrane.

Cilghd applied one of the symbiotesto her own angular face and then
poked atiny microphone unit into the soft jelly before adjusting another in
her ear hole.

She handed Lelaa pair of the small devices. The microphone did into the
gelainous membrane, but the symbiote held it firmly. When she put the
second

jack into her ear, Cilghd's voice came through clearly.

"Y ou must take care to articulate your words," Cilghd said, "but this
systemisquite satisfactory.”

Without another word Cilgha took Leiasarm. She could fed the
ambassador's grip, every detail of her webbed hands transmitted through the
remarkable mesh of the dick suit. Together, they plunged through the

containment field and into the deep oceans of Calamari.

Asthey jetted through the water, Leiafelt warm currents on her forehead

and around her eyes. The symbiote fed her asteady supply of air, and the

fine

mesh suit kept her warm and dry and comfortable. Some of her hair broke free

of the makeshift netting, and thick strandsflipped and flailed around her



head as she cruised dong.

Behind them, the glittering inverted metropolis of Foamwander City

drifted like ahuge undersea cresture with thousands of tiny figures
svimming

around it. On the seafloor Leiacould see dull orange glows and domed
cities

stes of Quarren degp-mining operationsin the ocean crust. Above, the light
turned milky asit filtered through waves churned by the pelting storm.
Cilgha spokeittle, though the radio pickup worked quite well. They

|eft the floating city far behind, and Leia began to fed uneasy at being so

far from civilization.

Lelaremained close beside Cilghal astheir jetpacks bubbled and

streamed. Eventudly, Cilghd gestured toward a crevasse broken into the
ocean

crust, surrounded by lumps of cora and waving fronds of red and brown
seaweed. "We are going to the Caamarian knowledge bank,” Cilgha said
through

thetiny voice pickup.

They cruised between zigzags of rock overgrown with dow scul ptures of
cora and hair-fine tendrils of deep plants. The water streamed faster as

the

rock walls channeled stray currents. Above and around them fleets of bright-
colored fish skimmed about, fed upon by larger fish that snapped, swallowed,
and returned to feed again.

Leialooked ahead and saw ahaphazard bed of shells, polished hulking



mollusks ameter across. A faint lustrous glow seemed to come from the
Sdls

themsdlves.

Cilgha unexpectedly switched off her jetpack, and Leiashot past her
before managing to stop her own thrusters. Cilgha kicked her broad feet to
push herself toward the bottom with long gliding motions.

Leiastruggled to keep up asthey approached the enormous mollusks.
Sowly kicking her feet to maintain her position againgt the current,

Cilghd

spread her arms wide as she bent over the largest of the humped shdlls at
the

front of the large bed. She hummed, a strange noise that vibrated through
the

water as much as it moved through the pickup circuit in Leids ear.

"We have questions,” Cilghd said, speaking to the giant shells. "We
require access to the knowledge stored here in the great collection of
memories. We must know if you have the answers we seek.”

Thetop shell of the largest mollusk groaned open. The crack between its
bivave shellswidened until a stream of golden illumination shone out, as

if

precious sunlight had been captured and held insde the impenetrable shell
wadls,

Lelacouldn't say anything in her astonishment. Asthe shell cracked open
even wider, she saw the soft fleshy massinside, swirled and curved - comn
just the meaty lump of ashellfish, but the contours of abrain, an enormous

brain that pulsed and shone with ydlow light.



A duggish pulsing sound drummed at L eids ears through the water, and
Cilghd turned to her. "They will answer,” she said.

AsLeawatched, row upon row of the giant shells opened, shedding rays
of warm light into the narrow crevasse and exposing the swirled lumps of
other

large brains.

"They st," Cilghd said. "They wait. They listen. They know everything
that happens on this planet--and they never forget."

Cilghd began along, ritudistic communion with the mollusk knowledge
bank in adow hypnotic language. Leiafloated in place and watched,
mydtified

and anxious.

Findly Cilghd swam backward, brushing her flipper-hands back and forth
as she drifted away. Thethick mollusks closed their shells, sedling the
golden light away from the shadows of the canyon.

Leiahad trouble seeing in the suddenly restored dimness of the depths,
but the ambassador's words came crisply through the ear jack. "They have
told

mewhereto find him."

Lelacould detect no emation in Cilghal's even voice, but shefdt her

own thrill of dation.

Asthey turned to swim upward, Leia stared toward the lip of the
crevasse. She froze as she saw a deadly deek form like an Imperid attack
ship above--an enormous living creature with along bullet-shaped body,

pined



fins, amouth filled with fangs. On either sde of the mouth streamed
whipping

tentacles, each tipped with razor-jawed pincers.

Leiabegan to swim franticaly backward. Cilghd grabbed her shoulder and
pulled her down. "Krakana," she said.

The monster seemed to notice the bubbles caused by Leias struggle. A
stream of fizz came from the symbiote on Leia's mouth as she panted with
terror, but Cilghd held her inafirm grip.

"Will it attack us?' Leiasaid into the voice pickup.

"If it sensesus,” Cilghd said. "Thekrakanawill est anything.”

"Then what--was Leiasad.

"It won't find us." Cilgha sounded dt too cam. Fish swam franticaly

away from the torpedo shape of the predator. Cilgha seemed to be
concentrating.

"No, it will get that one," she gestured with one large hand, "the blue-
and-ydlow-griped kider. After that it will take that smaler orange one

in

the middle of the schoal. By then al the otherswill havefled, and the
krakanawill continue on itsway. Then we can leave.”

"How do you know that?" Leiasaid, gripping the rough-edged lump of cora
on the side of the chasm.

"I know," Cilghd said. "It'salittletrick | have."

Leiawatched in horrified fascination as the krakana streaked forward,
coming unexpectedly from below asit reached out with its mass of tentacles
to

grab the blue-and-yelow kieler and rip it to ragged shreds before stuffing



itsfang-filled mouth.

By the time the mongter had grabbed the pale-orange fish, the rest of the
school had vanished to hidden corners of the crevasse or fled into the broad
expanse of the ocean. The krakana did away asit cruised the depths,
congtantly in search of amed.

Lelagtared at Cilghd, amazed a her prescient ability, but the

Caamarian ambassador squeezed Leids upper arm before igniting her water
jetpack.

"Now we must go find Ackbar," she said.

Lelaand Cilgha swam closer to the choppy surface after hours of gliding
benesth the waves. Around them leathery seatrees veined with iridescent blue
and red swirled in the churning current, stirred by the continuing storm.

The seatree fronds formed atangled forest around them, filled with
thousands of strangely shaped blob-fish, crustaceans, and tentacled things;
most were small, but others cast large shadows as they drifted among the
fronds, feeding on the air-filled fruit bladders that kept the dense weed
afloat.

"When Ackbar was younger, he had asmall dwelling herein thewild
seatreethickets" Cilghal said. "Thefish noticed hisreturn, and though

they

have short memories, they passed the word from creature to creature until it
reached the mollusk knowledge bank."

Leidsarms and legs ached as she continued the long swim, though the

wonderful clinging mesh suit seemed to revitdize her muscles. "All | want



is

totak tohim."

Ahead she saw aspherica dwelling made of plasted covered with algae
and draping weed that had grown up from the spray clinging to its hull.
Large

valves of water-recirculation eguipment, desalination devi ces, and round
viewports dotted the open spaces on the curved walls; a bare deck looked
clean

and bright, asif recently scrubbed. A white utility submersible, ovoid with
a

mass of articulated working arms, had been lashed to the side of the deck.
Leatreaded water on the surface in the pelting rain and the whipping
wind, dill breathing through the symbiote. Cilghd tugged her arm,
motioning

for her to go down. "The entrance will be below," she said.

They stroked down through the water. Thick seatree trunks anchored the
dwelling module in place, rocking it from sdeto sde. Trgps and nets
dangled

beneath the water; some held tiny green fish that could easilly swim through
the open mesh. From inside, shafts of illumination struck down into the
depths

like watery spears.

On the bottom of the hull they found an opening like awide mouth.

Cilghd went firgt through the containment field, and Leiafollowed,
brushing

her shoulders against the metal lip. When her head plunged through into the



dim interior, she stripped off the symbiote, shook hersdlf, and looked into
Ackbar's cluttered home.

He stood up in darm from a bench made of pitted flowstone, speechless as
Cilgha and Leia eased themsalves out of thewater. Leiadripped for a
moment,

until the wondrous mesh suit absorbed and dissi pated the water inits
microthin layers.

Lelasighed with relief to see Ackbar, but she sensed his sudden
discomfort at her presence--and something more. All her well-rehearsed
speeches drained away like so much seawater splashing to the floor. They
stood

dlently staring at each other for along moment. Findly Leiarecovered
enough to speak. "Admira Ackbar, I'm glad weve found you."

"Leia" Ackbar said. He hed hishandsin front of him, then withdrew
them asif completely at aloss. He turned to Cilghal. " Ambassador, |
believe

we have met twice before?”

"It was an honor both times, Admird," Cilgha said.

"Please," he said, "just call me Ackbar. | no longer hold that rank.”
Hisdwelling waslike alarge, solid bubble with extruded knobs for

sitting, pedestals for tables, and cubbyholes for storage. Possessionslay
strewn about, though the back of the room was negtly organized, cleaned,
polished, asif he had methodically begun repairing and organizing the chaos
one square meter at atime.

Ackbar gestured toward the warmly lit galley areawhere ddicious-



smelling food bubbled over a heater. "Would you join me? | would not insult
a
potentia Jedi by asking how you found me--but I would like to know what has

brought you dl the way from Coruscant.”

Later they sat finishing bowls of smple but deliciousfish slew. Leia

chewed on the tender mest, swallowed another mouthful, and licked her lips
to

taste the burning sweet tingle of Calamarian spices.

She had spent the meal trying to work up her courage, but Ackbar findly
addressed the question himsdlf. "Leia, you have not yet said why you are

here.

Leladrew adeep breath, then sat up straight. "To speak with you,
Admira--ah--Ackbar. And to ask you the same question. Why are you here?’
Ackbar seemed to ddliberately misunderstand her. "Thisismy home."
Frustrated, Leiawas not ready to give up yet. "I know thisisyour
homeworld, but there are many others who need you. The New Republic--was
Ackbar stood and turned away, gathering the empty stew bowls. "My own
people aso need me. There has been much destruction. Many deaths..." Leia
wondered if he referred to the Imperid attacks on Calamari, or hisown

crash

at the Cathedra of Winds.

"Mon Mothmaisdying," Leiasaid abruptly before she could change her
mind. Cilghal sat up in the most sudden reaction Leiahad yet seen from the

calm ambassador.



Ackbar heaved hisweary eyesto look at her. He set the stew bowls down.
"How can you be certain of this?'

"It'sawasting disease that's tearing her apart,” Lelaanswered. "The

medica droids and the experts can't find anything wrong with her. She looks
bad. Y ou saw her before you left us. Mon Mothmawas covering the worst with
extensve makeup to hide how ill sheredly is.

"We need you back, Admiral." Leia used his rank on purpose. Sheleaned on
Ackbar's smdll table and stared at him, her dark eyes pleading.

"I'msorry, Lela" Ackbar said, shaking his head. He indicated the newly
refurbished workroom and his equipment. "I have important work to do here.
My

planet was badly damaged during the Imperia attacks, and there have been
many

tectonic disturbances. I've taken it upon myself to find out if our planet's

crust has become unstable. | need to gather more data. My people could bein
danger. No more liveswill be lost because of me.”

Cilghal turned her head from sde to Side, watching the debate but saying
nothing.

"Admiral, you can't just let the New Republic fall apart because of your
guilty conscience,” Lelasaid. "Many lives acrossthe galaxy are at stake.”

But Ackbar moved about uneasily, asif trying to shut out Lelaswords.
"Thereis so much work to do, | cannot delay another moment. | was just
preparing to set some new seismic sensors.” He shuffled toward a shelf

filled

with packaged dectronic equipment. "Please, leave mein peace.



Lelastood up quickly. "WEell help you set out your sensors, Admird.”
Ackbar hesitated, asif londly but afraid to have their company. He

turned to meet Leids eyes, then Cilghd's. "Yes, | would be honored to have
your assstance. My submersible can carry the three of us." He blinked his
large, sad eyes. "'l enjoy your company--even though your requests are most

difficult.”

Strapped into one of the seats in the cramped utility sub, Leiawatched

as water doshed around the upper ports. The sea swallowed the craft, and
they

descended into the isol ated sestree forest until the ocean around them
looked

like panels of dark-green smoked glass. Leiawatched in awe as Ackbar picked
a

course through thick ropy strands and wide pillars.

Underwater, the seaflowers blossomed in shimmering reds and bluesto
attract darting creaturesthat flitted in and out of the fronds. As one of

the

smdl fish cametoo closeto abrilliant flower, the petds suddenly
contracted like afigt, snatching its prey and swallowing it whole.

"I have only begun deploying my seismic network,” Ackbar said, asif to
divert the conversation. "I've set up the basdline grid benesth my dwelling,
but | need to extend into the seatree forest to get higher-resolution
soundings.”

Cilghd said, "I am pleased with the important work you are doing for our

planet, Admird." Lelawas amused at how the ambassador



continued--whichether

conscioudy or unconscioudy--to use hismilitary title.

"It is necessary to do important thingswith your life," Ackbar said,

then said no more, waling himsdlf off with slence. Behind them, stowed
seismic equipment rattled beside the empty nets and sea-harvest baskets.
Leiacleared her throat and spoke, keeping her voice gentle. "Ackbar... |
understand how you must fedl. | was there too, remember?”

"You arekind, Leia. But you do not understand how | fed. wereyou
piloting the B-wing that crashed? Are you responsible for hundreds of
deaths?'

He shook his head sadly. "Do you hear their voicesin your dreams each
night,

cdling out to you?'

Ackbar switched on the sub's depth lights, and a bright cone-shaped beam
diced through the water. Thefunnd of illumination glanced off colorful
fish

and strips of seaweed.

Lela spoke more from intuition than from knowledge. ™Y ou can't hide on
Cdamari forever."

Ackbar still would not ook &t her. "I am not hiding. | have my work.
Important work."

They drifted toward the sty ocean bottom near one of the gnarled
segtree boles. Rounded hummocks of dark rock thrust out from the milky sand.
A

coating of agae smoothed every surface, making the sea floor gppear soft



and

soothing. Ackbar hunched forward to stare through the murk, searching for a
stable place to implant another seismic sensor.

"Important work, perhaps,” Lelasaid, "but not your work. Many
Cdamarianswould gladly help with that research, Admiral. Are you equipped
to

handle such atask by yourself? Remember that old proverb you used to quote
when | complained about al those senseless Council meetings? "Many eyes see
what one aone cannot.” Wouldn't it be best to share your concernswith a
team

of goecidigts?’

Cilghd interrupted, leaning forward to indicate some curved half-buried
sections of metd, like the ribbed shell of some sort of escape pod. "What's
that?'

The edges had corroded, and tracings of agae grew in the protected
crevices. "Perhaps awrecked ship,” Ackbar said.

Cilgha nodded. "We fought back when the Imperiastried to endave us.
Many of their shipslie benegth our waters."

Ackbar inserted his handsinto the waldo control glovesfor the automated
metallic clawsthat extended from the front of the smal sub. The sharp

jerky

motions reminded Leia of the vicious krakanamonster near the mollusk
knowledge bank.

"If that wreckage has been stable here for years," Ackbar said, "thisis

agood place to deploy another set of sensors.”

Watching the externd metal arms, Leia saw Ackbar remove acanister from



the externa storage bin on the submersible. Ackbar lowered the craft until
plumes of pale sand drifted up from the disturbance like adow-motion
Tatooine dust scorm. The nimble robotic claws positioned the cy linder
upright

in the soft Slt.

Reversing propdlers, Ackbar lifted them away. Craning his neck so he
could see better through the front viewport, Ackbar pushed the ACTIVATE
button. With avibrating thump that Leiacould fee through the sub's hull,
the seismic canister detonated itstiny explosive. A long rod plunged deep
into the ocean floor while spraying out aweb of secondary detectors
symmetrically around the core like ashooting Sar.

"Now well send atest sgna,” Ackbar said. With awhirr helifted the

sub through the densdly tangled seatree forest, moving dowly enough so the
fronds could be nudged out of theway, dithering over the rounded hull.
Leafidgeted, swalowing numerous phrases that sounded flat to her.
"Admira, you know better than anyone on thisworld how important it isto
have the right leadership, to have everyone working toward a common god.
You

helped lead a band of Rebelsfrom ahundred different planets, turned them
into aunited fleet that was able to defeat the Empire, and you guided them
as

they formed anew government.”

Ackbar let the sub drift and turned to meet her gaze. She continued

rapidly, hoping to cut off any arguments. "At least come with meto

Coruscant



and talk to Mon Mothma. Weve been part of the same team for many years, you
and 1. Youwon't stand by and watch the New Republic fall apart.”

Ackbar sighed and gripped his controls. Seatree branches flapped against

the viewing windows. "It seems you know me better than | had thought. 1--was
A pinging alarm beeped from the control panel. Ackbar reacted smoothly

and swiftly, dowing the sub. He peered into hiswiddly set stereoscopic

sensor displays. "Thisisinteresting,” he said.

"What isit?' Leiasaid.

"Ancther large metalic mass tangled in the weeds right above us.”

"Maybeit's part of that crashed ship,” Cilghd said.

"If something fdll into the seatree fores, it could have been swallowed

up for eternity,” Ackbar said. He eased the sub ahead.

AsLeasaw the outline of alarge multilegged thing wrapped with

seetrees and overgrown with algae, she thought it was some kind of aien

life-

form. Then she recognized the squashed dliptica head, the segmented body
coretrailing jointed mechanica arms, its nonreflective black surface.

She had seen something like this on theice planet Hoth, when Han Solo

and Chewbacca had stumbled upon the Imperia probe droid. "Admird--wasLea
sad.

"l seeit. Arakyd Viper Series Probot. The Empire dispatched thousands to

all corners of the galaxy to hunt down Rebel bases.”

"It must have landed years ago on Cdamari,” Cilghd sad. "Thewreckage

we found below wasits landing pod.”

Ackbar nodded. "But when the probe droid tried to rise to the surface, it

tangled in the seaweed. It must have shut down." He nudged the sub closer,



shining his depth light on the outer surface.

But when the beam struck the probot's rounded head, its entire bank of

round eyesblinked to life,

"It'sbeen activated!" Leiasaid. She could hear the high-pitched

vibrating hum of powerful generators as the probe droid began to move again.
The head swiveled and directed its own glowing beam at the sub.

Ackbar pushed the propdlersinto reverse; but before the sub could move
away, the probot launched out with its spiderlike claws. Mechanica arms
latched on to one of the sub's rounded fins. The head of the probe droid
rotated dowly, trying to bring its built-in blaster cannonsto bear, but

the

segtree fronds tangled itsjoints.

Ackbar threw al the sub's power into pulling away and succeeded only in
yanking the probe droid dong with him, tearing it free of ancient strands

of

weed.

Ackbar dug hisflippersinto the wide gloves that controlled hissub's
articulated arms. He brought up two of the segmented mechanical tools,
wrestling with the probe droid's gripping black claws.

Through the speskers of the comm unit, a sudden static-filled burst of
subspace gibberish blasted out from the probe droid in some kind of powerful
coded signd. Thelong chain of data shouted toward space even as the deadly
probot wrestled with Ackbar's sub.

Theblack droid finally succeeded in rotating its head, bending its laser

cannons toward the sub.



Ackbar fired the latera jets, wrenching them and the probe droid
Sdewaysasavolley of vicious laser blasts screamed past them, plowing a
tunnel of sudden steam through the water. He tugged at the waldos and
brought

another of his equipment armsto bear, asmal cutting laser.

Itstip heated to incandescent red-white as he dashed through the probe
droid's gripping metd claw, severing the plasted and breaking them free.
Ackbar pulled the sub away and brought the cutting laser to bear again just
as

the probe droid turned to fire a second time.

Lelaknew it was hopeless. They couldn't get away, and the cutting laser
would do nothing against the far-superior weapons of the probot. And unlike
Luke, she had not mastered Jedi skills enough to mount even afeeble
defense.

But Ackbar, till looking cool and in control, fired two blasts from the
cutting laser a the head of the probe droid, attempting to blind its

optical

sensors. The feeble beams struck--

The probot detonated in an unexpected explosion. Bright concentric waves
of light hurled the sub back, tumbling it end over end. They were thrown
backward; Leiafdt the chair's restraints automatically tighten round her.
The shock wave rang againg the hull, sending a sound like agong through
the

enclosed sub. A fury of bubbles and drifting debris surged around them.
Large

splintered seatree trunks sank to the ocean bottom.



"The probe sdf-destructed!" Cilghd said. "But we didn't stand a chance
agang it

Lelaremembered Han's conjecture on Hoth. "The probe droids have
programming to destroy themselves rather than risk letting their datafall
into enemy hands."

Ackbar finaly managed to stabilize the spinning submersible. Four of the
mechanical arms extending from the front of the sub had been snapped off,
leaving only frayed edges of broken meta and dead circuitry.

Ackbar blew one of the ballast tanks, and the sub rose toward the
surface. Leianoticed three hairline cracks in the transparistedl windowport
and redlized how close they had come to being crushed by the shock wave,
"But the probot dready sentitssignd,” Cilgha said. "We heard it

before the self-destruct.”

Leiafelt acold fist of fear close around her ssomach, but Ackbar tried

to dismissthe peril.

"This probe droid has been here for ten years or more, and that would
have been avery old code, dmost certainly obsolete" he said. "Eveniif the

Imperids could still understand its message, who would be out there

listening?'

With her three Imperia Star destroyers safely hidden among theionized
idands of the Cauldron Nebula, Admirad Dadaretired to her private
quarters

to review tactics.

She st giffly inadick lounge chair, refusing to relax into the warm



contours. Too much comfort made Dada distinctly uncomfortable.

The holographic image of Grand Moff Tarkin stood with her inthedim
room, unchanged after al these years. The gaunt, hard man presented his
recorded lectures, his communiqu@es. Dadla had watched them dozens of times
before.

In the privacy of her chambers, she dlowed hersdlf to missthe one

person in the Imperid Military Academy who had seen her talent. Tarkin had
raised her rank to admird - comz far as she knew, the highest rank held by
any femaein the Imperia armed forces.

During her years of exilein Maw Ingtalation, Daala had often replayed
Tarkin's messages, but now she studied them intently. Her eyebrows knitted
together, and her bright green eyes narrowed as she concentrated on every
word

he spoke, searching for some indispensable advice for her private war
agang

the Rebdlion.

"Liquidating adozen small threatsis easier than rooting out one well-
established center of defiance,” hisimage said, in aspeech given on Carida
explaining the"Tarkin Doctrine." ""Rule through the fear of force rather

than

through forceitsdlf. If we use our strength wisdly, we shdl intimidate
thousands of worlds with the example of asdect few."

Dadarewound the holotape to listen to hiswords again, thinking she had
been on the verge of capturing acrucid insight. But the door chime
interrupted her. She switched off the holoprojector. "Lights up.”

Stocky Commander Kratas stood stiffly a her door, his uniform wrinkle



free, his hands clasped behind his back. He was trying to mask asmug grin
of

satisfaction, but the expression displayed itsdlf inasmall facid tick and

the dight upturn of hisvanishingly thinlips.

"Y es, Commander, what isit?' shesaid.

"We have intercepted asigna,” Kratas said. "It appearsto be from an
Imperia probe droid transmitting covert data gathered on an important Rebel
planet caled Caamari, the Site of one of their prime starship-building
facilities. We can't tell how recent theinformationis.”

Dadaraised her eyebrows and let her colorlesslipsform asmile. With
both hands she swept her molten-meta hair behind her shoulders, feding
datic dectricity crackle through her fingertips, asif generated from the
excitement building within her. "Areyou certain thistransmissonis
genuine?

Wherewasit directed?’

"It was a broad-sp ectrum signd, Admira. My assumption isthat these
probe droids were deployed in awidely scattered pattern. They would not
know

the location of any particular Star Destroyer when they transmitted a
report.”

"Could it be ahoax sent by the Rebels? A trap?’

"l don't believe 0. It was heavily encoded. We almost couldn't crack it
ourselves until we double-checked against one of the new codes Grand Moff
Tarkin delivered on hislagt visit to Maw Ingalation.”

"Excdlent, Commander," she said, brushing her pdms down the smooth



olive-gray of her uniform dacks. "We've been looking for anew target to
grike, and if thisisan important starship-construction facility, that

sounds like agood candidate. As good as anything, | suppose. | want you and
the captains of the other two shipsto meet mein the war room. Prepare the
Star Destroyers for immediate departure. Recharge al turbolaser batteries.
Outfit dl TIE fighters.

"Thistimewewill follow Grand Moff Tarkin's strategy to the letter.”

She punctuated the last phrase with an index finger jabbing the air. "Have
everyone review ther tapes. | want no mistakes. A flawless attack.”

She dimmed the lights as she stepped into the corridor. Her two
stormtrooper bodyguards fdll into ranks behind her. Their boot hedls clicked
on thefloor in perfect echoing unison.

"We are through practicing,” Dadlasaid to Kratas. "After our strike the
planet Cdamari will be nothing more than arubble heep.”

Leiapiloted Ackbar's open-canopied wavespeeder as they rushed over the
oceans of Calamari. The sky was sill a congeaed soup of dark clouds, but
the

previous day's storm had run out of energy. The wind remained fresh and
coal,

tossing droplets of salty spray into theirthe faces--but Leia could not stop
amiling with relief just to know that Ackbar had agreed to come to Coruscant
with her, if only to spesk with Mon Mothma

She and Cilghal would take him back to Foamwander City, where he could
turn over his seismic datato other Cdamarian scientists. Sitting in the

backseat of the wavespeeder, Ackbar seemed deeply troubled and unsure of



himsdif.

The lumpy hemisphere of the Caamarian city looked like agunmetd-gray
idand. Other small seaskimmers drifted in and out, gathering up netsand
dashing back to access openings.

Ackbar sat up iffly. "Listen!”

Over the rushing noise of the wind and waves, Leia heard the sharp tones
of an dl-hands alarm. She grabbed the comm unit, punching buttons for
Foamwander City control. "Thisis wavespeeder seventeen-oh-onestseven. What
IS

the cause of thealarm?”’

Before Leiacould receive an answer, acurtain of brilliant light diced
through the clouds, dashing the ocean surface near the floating city.
Geysers

of suddenly vaporized water plumed into the air with awhoop.

"Those areturbolasers!” Lelasad.

Ackbar gripped the Sde of his seet. "We're being fired on from orbit.”
"Wavedoorsare closng," said amaddeningly cadm Cadamarian voice
through the speaker system. "All citizenstake shelter immediately. Repedt,
wave doorsareclosng.”

Most of the other seavehicles had disappeared insde the various
openings around the hull of Foamwander City. Those who could not makeit to
the doors abandoned their craft and dived overboard to swim down to
submerged

entryways.

Many wave doors had dready clamped shut like diagonad mouths. Leiaaimed



for one of the remaining openings and punched the wavespeeder's accelerator.
The lurch pressed al three of them back against their padded seats.
Overhead, like aflock of razor-winged carrion birds, came an entire
sguadron of TIE fighters and TIE bombers. They swooped down in asteep
descent

with aroaring howl of their Twin lon Engines.

The TIE bombers released glowing energy packets that exploded in the seg,
sending out shock waves and foam and spray. TIE fighters roared over
Foamwander City, strafing with their [aser cannons. Lances of green light
etched smoldering damage into the city shell.

One of the shock waves tossed awall of water at Lelas wavespeeder. She
fought for control but did not dow down, keeping her eyes fixed on the
closng wave doors. If they didn't make it through the gap, they would be
hel pless out on the water, ready targets for the Imperial bombardment.
Ackbar said, "We left a squadron of B-wing fightersto defend the

orbiting shipyards. Where are they? | have to learn what's happening up

there.

Cilgha maintained a quiet, steady voice. "Perhapsthey are otherwise
occupied.”

"Hangon!" Leiasaid, and fired emergency thrusters.

The wavespeeder lifted another meter above the surface of the ocean asit
flew in alagt-ditch effort to get through the closing gap. Leiaducked as
the

diagonal metal wave doors ground closer and closer....

The bottom layer of plasted plating scraped off the wavespeeder asLeia



struck the sharp edge of the heavy door; then they shot into the protected
green-lit tunnel. With the vehicle traveling at such high speed, even that
minor impact was enough to send them spinning. Lelawrestled with the
contrals, trying to dow the vehicle asit caromed off onewal and then the
opposite wal, sending out showers of sparks. Findly it ground to ahdt.
Behind them, with athunderous echo, the wave doors dammed shuit.
Pausing only long enough to confirm thet they were dl unharmed, Leia
picked her way out of the wreckage. Through the thick armor of the floating
city she heard the repeated thuds of explosionsfrom TIE bombers and the
screams from firing laser cannons.

Ackbar stepped away from the wreckage and turned to Cilghal. "Take meto
the control center immediately. | want to be linked with the orbital defense
forces." He already looked more dive, moredert. "If | can seewhat's
going

on, maybe canfigure out away to hep usal.”

"Yes, Admird," Cilghd said. Leiawondered if she had used hisrank
intentionally.

Flashing lights and alarm sirens echoed as they hurried through the
serpentine corridors. Groups of Quarren rushed past, burbling exclamations
through their tentacled faces as they scrambled down access shaftsto the
underwater levels. Leiahad no doubt they were abandoning the city
structure,

swimming down to where they thought they were safe.

When Cilghd reached aturbolift door, other Calamariansflocked toiit,

trying to get to the city's protected inner chambers. Cilgha raised her



voice, thefirg time Lelahad heard her do so. "Make way for Admiral
Ackbar!

We must get to Central Command.”

"Ackbar," several Cadamarians echoed, stepping asdeto dlow him
passage. "Admira Ackbar!"

Ackbar seemed taller now, without the haunted look he had worn since the
crash on Vortex. Leiaknew that al Calamarians remembered the nightmare of
Imperid atacks- comb if anyone could mount a successful defense with what
little resources they had, it would be Ackbar.

After the turbolift spilled them out onto the proper level, Ambassador
Cilghd led the way. She used her diplomatic access codesto let them into
the

core of Foamwander City until they finaly emerged into the chaotic Central
Command.

Seven Cdamarian tactical experts sat at command stations, watching the
battle overhead. In the center of the room a holographic wireframe diagram
of

the planet and its moon hovered amid sparkling pinpoints of fightersflying
in

defensive formation.

Lelagtared in awe at the two Imperial Star Destroyersthat orbited the
planet Sde by side, firing turbolaser blasts into the oceans. Overheed, TIE
sguadrons continued to harass Foamwander City. Externd viewers showed
smoldering holes where proton bombs had punctured the city's armored
plating.

Foamwander's defensive lasersfired upward, burning ship after ship out of



the

sky--but more attackers kept coming down.

Redling with shock, the city commander turned from his post and noticed
them for thefirst time. "Admira Ackbar! Please, s, help uswith our
defense. | cede my position.”

"Give meatactica update," Ackbar said, stepping to the holographic
projection.

"Cilghd," Lelasaid, raisng her voice over the hubbub, "get meto the

comm system. | can usemy priority codesto send for New Republic military
assstance. On alow frequency the codes can punch through any interference
from those Star Destroyers.”

"Canther battleships get herein time?" Cilgha asked.

"Depends on how long we can maintain our defenses here,” Lelasaid.
Though Leia could read no specific emotion on Cilghd's face, she sensed
some messure of pride. "The Mon Caamari broke thefirst Imperial occupation
using only common tools and scientific implements. Thistime we have regl
wegpons. We can hold them off aslong as necessary." Cilgha motioned to a
nearby control pand. ™Y ou may use that communication station to send your
message.”

Leiahurried to the comm station and punched in the override codesto

send atight-beam encoded signd directly to Coruscant. "Thisis Minister
Lea

Organa Solo," shesaid. "The planet Caamari is currently under attack by
two

Imperid Star Destroyers. We request immediate assistance. Repest, immediate



assstance! If you don't get here soon, don't bother to come.”

The city commander thrust awebbed hand into the holographic display of
the battle. "We positioned the entire squadron of B-wing fightersto defend
the shipyards, because we thought that would be the most likely target. But
when the Star Destroyers came out of hyperspace, they went into orbit and
began an assault on the floating cities. Right now both Star Destroyers are
concentrating their firegpower on Reef Home City. They've left two squadrons
of

TIE fighters and TIE bombersto cover Foamwander City. Another three
squadrons

are currently pummeling Cora Depths."”

"Commander," one of the Calamarian tacticians spoke up, touching an
implanted microphone a his ear hole. "Wevelost dl contact with Reef
Home.

Their last transmissions showed the outer hull breached in &t least fifteen
separate places, water rushing in. Thefina image showed alarge-scae
exploson. Static sgnature analysisimpliesthat the entire city has been
destroyed.”

A quiet moan of dismay rippled through Centrd Command. The city
commander said tentatively, "I was about to withdraw defenses from the
shipyardsto attack the Star Destroyers.”

Ackbar looked at the swarms of B-wings still harrying the Imperia
fighters. "Good decision, Commander,” he said, but stared intently at the
map,

at the moon, at thetwo Star Destroyers on the far side of the planet. "Wait

a



moment,” he said. " Something looks very familiar to me.”

He paused, nodding dowly asif hisgreat head weretoo heavy for his
shoulders. "Y es, Commander--withdraw the B-wing fighters, al of them. Send
them to fight the Star Destroyers. Leave the shipyards entirely undefended.”
"Isthat wise, Admiral?' Leiaasked.

"No," hesad, "itisatrap.”

On the bridge of the Star Destroyer Gorgon, Admiral Daala watched the
battle unfold below her, exactly as planned.

In her heart shefelt awarm glow of pride for the tactica genius of

Grand Moff Tarkin. Beside her ship the Basilisk mowed a swath of death
across

thewatery surface. Like aswarm of angry insects, the TIE fighters swept
avay

the pitiful resistance the Calamarians managed to mount.

The Rebel B-wing fighters and some of the midsized capitd shipsin orbit
proved only aminor nuisance. Asthe Gorgon and the Basilisk went through
their carefully choreographed mideading attack, the Caamarian defense
forces

had followed aong as expected, like marionettes pulled by strings.

She turned to the communications officer at his station. " Contact Captain
Brusc on the Manticore," she said. "The Cdamarian forces have findly left

their shipyards undefended. He may begin his attack at once.”

Ackbar gestured with his hands and spoke with an undignified rapidity, as



if he knew he didn't have much time. "Before | was liberated by the Rebel
Alliance, | was Moff Tarkin'sindentured assistant. He took grest pleasure
in

telling me exactly how he was going to endave other worlds. By observing
him

| learned the fundamentals of space-warfaretactics, including Tarkin'sown
favorite Srategies”

He pointed aflipper-hand into the images of the two Star Destroyers.
"Tarkin isdead, but | recognizethistrick. | know what the Imperia
commander plansto do. Do we have a sensor network on the far sde of the
moon?'

"No, Admira," the city commander said. "We had considered it years ago
but--was

"l didn't think so," Ackbar said. "So we're blind there, correct?'

"Correct."

"What are you getting &, Admirad?' Leiasaid.

"Theresathird Star Destroyer hiding behind our moon.”

When Ackbar said that, half of the chattering voicesin the room fell

dlent. The othersturned toward him in amazement. "What proof do you have?'
Leatried to use her fledgling powers with the Force to sense the hidden
enemy ship, but either it wastoo distant, or she was not skilled enough...
or

it wasn't there.

"The actions of the Imperid commander tell medl | need,” Ackbar said.
"Their main target isindeed the shipyards. Moments after these two Star

Destroyers came out of hyperspace, athird aso emerged, concedled in the



shadow of our moon. The vanguard attack is designed to lure us away from the
shipyards, tricking usinto throwing our entire defenses againgt afeint.

When

the third Star Destroyer comesin at full sublight speed, the shipyards will

be helpless. With one run the third Star Destroyer can obliterate our
garship

asmbly facilitieswith virtudly no losses of itsown.”

"But, Admird," the city commander said, "why did you just withdraw all

of our forces from the shipyards?'

Ackbar nodded. "Because you are going to give me remote command of that
ship." Heindicated the huge spacedock hangar where the skeleta hull of the
new battle cruiser Startide hung in orbit.

"But, Sr, none of the Startide's wegpons are functiond.”

"But itsengineswork, if | am not mistaken?"

"Yes," the city commander said, "we tested the sublight engines only last
week. The hyperdrive reactor core has been installed, but we have never
taken

the ship into hyperspace.”

"Not necessary,” Ackbar said. "Have al the consiruction engineers been
evacuated?'

"Yes, at first 9gn of the attack.”

"Then give me remote operations.”

"Admira--was the city commander said tentatively, then punchedina
command-code sequence. "If it were anyone other than you..."

Taking control, Ackbar stepped into the field where virtua imageswere



projected with a parallax designed for wide-set telescopic eyes.

The half-constructed ship powered up its engines and locked into drone
mode. With an inaudible roar of massve sublight engines the unarmed
battleship crawled away from the orbita shipyards, picking up speed asit
ascended from the planet's gravity well. The engines were powerful enough to
haul aong the entire connected framework of the spacedock.

Ackbar didn't mind. The more mass, the better.

Lelabit her lip asthe echoes of attack thundered from above, asthe

externa imagers showed the damage to Foamwander's outer shell, as another
wave of TIE fighters swooped down to scorch any exposed surface.

Cilgha seemed to have goneinto akind of atrance. Leiawondered if the
shock had numbed her. The ambassador stood before the orbital images of
swarming fighters, both the B-wing defenders and TIE attackers. She reached
out with her fingers, touching seemingly random blipsof light.

"Thisone, now thisone... now thisone," she said. Barely amoment after

she touched each one, the screen flared bright, marking the destruction of

the

indicated ships.

Lelawas amazed, unableto believe that Cilgha could pick them so
accurately. But with the fledgling abilities Luke had taught her, Leiacould

fed atug in the female ambassador, an ingtinctive working of the Force,

She

asked, dready suspecting the answer, "How are you doing that?"

"Jugt like with the school of fish," Cilghd said quietly. "It'sonly a

trick--but I wish | could get in contact with our fighters. Thisone, this



one!" With along finger she traced one of the B-wing fighters that seemed
perfectly safein the midst of its own squadron, but then adamaged TIE
fighter out of control spiraled through the group of ships and impacted the
doomed B-wing. Cilghal had done the same thing with the school of fish as
the

krakana monster fed.

The female ambassador |ooked astonished and stricken. " There's not enough
time" shesaid. "l can't figureit out soon enough.”

Despite the fury of the Imperid attack, Leiafdt athread of wonder

pass through her. Even without further testing, she knew that Cilgha had
the

potential to use her powers as a Jedi. Leiawould have to send Cilghal to

Lukestraining center on Y avin 4--96 they somehow survived here.

Ackbar felt asif hewere part of the massive derdlict ship ashe

controlled it from the core of Foamwander City. He paid no attention to the
loud status reports and alarmsin Centrad Command. His entire body was an
extension of the Startide, and he stared through sensor eyes.

Its engines added velocity to the great hulk. Calamari's moon grew larger

as he approached it, then began to streak by close to the airless cratered
surface and out of sensor range to the dark side of the moon. Wherethe
third

Star Destroyer lay in wait.

Ackbar powered up the Startide's hyperdrive reactors and shut off the

automeatic coolant systems. Alarms ran through his body as the ship'swarning



routines screamed at him. But Ackbar increased the power output, trying to
hold it in, restraining the seething energy that waited to explode from the
great uncompleted battleship.

As he brought the Startide around the curve of the moon, Ackbar saw the
arrowhead shape of athird Star Destroyer just powering up its wegpons
betteries. "Thereitis."

The third Star Destroyer suddenly detected the Mon Calamari battle
cruiser and began unleashing aflurry of turbolaser bolts--but Ackbar didn't
care.

One of the blasts detonated ajoint in the spacedock framework
surrounding the Startide, and a network of girders dropped into space.
Molten

dropletsflew from the starboard flank where adirect hit vaporized part of
the hull.

Ackbar drove on at full speed on his suicide run, heading directly down

the Star Destroyer's throat. The Imperid ship continued to fire.

Ackbar released the last safety mechanismsthat held the unshielded
hyperdrive reactor in check. The super-heated energy furnace would reach its
flash point within seconds.

He disconnected himself from the command console and | et the laws of

physicstake their course.

Admird D adashouted into the comm system. " Captain Brusc, tell me
what'sgoing on!"
The Manticore had just begun its triumphant run to destroy the Caamarian

shipyardswhen al havoc broke loose. Alarmsinterrupted her transmission.



The captain scrambled and shouted orders. "It's another ship, Admira!"
Brusc said, flashing a glance and wanting to bark orders, yet not quite
daring

toignore Dadla "It came out of nowhere. They must have known we were
here"

"Impossible," Dadlasaid. "They couldn't have known we were there. We

left no sensor trace. Ops! Give me the Manticore'stactica sensors.”

On the screen Daala saw her third Star Destroyer and the skeletal

Calamarian star cruiser. It looked ridiculousy cumbersome, dragged back by
heavy congtruction frameworks--yet it moved inexorably. Daala understood the
suicidetacticimmediately.

"Get out of therel"

The Manticore veered to get out of the Startide's path, but the

Cdamarian cruiser came on too fast. The Manticore's turbolaser batteries

did

nothing to dow its approach.

Daadlaheld her back rigid, forcing herself not to wince. She gripped the

cold rail a her bridge gtation. Her knuckles whitened. The plasted floor
seemed to drop out from under her. Her dry mouth opened in awordless shout
of

No!

The Caamarian battleship struck the underbelly of the Manticore. Just

before the impact, though, the Startide went nova, erupting into blinding

waves of energy that tore the Manticore apart.

Captain Brusc'stransmission cut off aboruptly.



Dadaturned away, gritting her teeth and refusing to let acid tears of
falurewdl up in her green eyes. She thought of al the weaponry, dl the
personnel, al the respongbility that had just been destroyed.

She stared into space, blinded by the brilliant double explosion that

flowed out behind Calamari's moon, creating an artificid eclipse.

18

Kyp Durron felt exhilarated, yet foolish at the sametime. The other Jedi
students had stopped their own exercises and dropped back to watch Kyp at
work.

Surrounded by the dense foliage of the jungle, with humid air wrapped

like sweat around him, Kyp balanced his body. His feet extended straight up
into the air, hisback rigid; he held himsdf upright with one hand resting

flat on the rough ground. The hed of his palm sank into the soft dirt.

Blades

of sharp grass stuck between hisfingers.

He could baance himsdlf with less difficulty on amore leve piece of
ground--but that would be too easy. His dark hair hung around hisface;
droplets of perspiration ran intiny trickles along his scalp.

With hisfree hand Kyp supported a moss-covered boulder he had uprooted
from the ground. Clumps of dirt pattered to the grass. He held therock in
the

air with only asmdl effort, using the Force to do most of the work.
Artoo-Detoo bleeped in darm, chittering from high in the branches above.

Kyp had levitated him up there as awarm-up exercise, and he would get the



little droid down in good time; for now he maintained his concentration.

He blocked out his awareness of the other Jedi trainees. He let hiseyes

dit halfway closed as he concentrated and raised afdlen, fungus-shrouded
treelimb, yanking it from atangle of bludeaf shrubsand standing it on

end

besdehim.

Kyp blew out along, dow breath and concentrated on keeping every piece
initsplace. Therest of the universe focused around him. Highly attuned,

he

felt avibration in the Force, aripple of amazement and pride.

Master Skywaker had come to watch him.

Kyp knew how to fed the Force, how to useit. It came naturdly to him.

It seemed ingtinctive, just as navigating the Sun Crusher through the black
hole cluster had been. He felt that he had been ready for thisdl hislife,

but he could not see it smply because he had never been shown how to use
his

abilities. But now that Master Skywaker had nudged him, the new skill came
flooding into hm asif along-closed valve had been twisted open.

Inlittle more than aweek of intensive work, Kyp had surpassed the
achievements of the other Jedi students. Kyp shut himsdf off from
socidization among the trainees. He spoke to few of the others, focusing
every moment upon honing his Jedi ability, increasing his concentration,
developing arapport with the Force. He hounded Master Skywalker to give him
new tasks, to set him greater challenges so he could continue to learn and

grow stronger in the Force.



Now, enclosed by the jungle and observed by other trainees, Kyp did not
see his exercises as showing off. He didn't care whether Master Skywalker
watched him or not. He smply meant to push the boundaries of what he could
do. After he completed one set of exercises, hetried another more difficult
routine, adding grester chalenges. In that way he could continue to

improve.

While trapped in the detention levels of the Star Destroyer Gorgon, when

he had been sentenced to death by Admira Dada, Kyp had vowed that he would
never again allow himsalf to become so helpless. A Jedi was never helpless,
sncethe Force camefrom dl living things.

Still balancing, dark eyes closed, Kyp felt the other creaturesin the

jungle, traced their ripplesin the great tapestry of the Force. He smelled

the plants and flowers and smdll creaturesin the rain forest. Heignored

the

tiny gnats swarming around his head and body.

Hefdt thetidd vibrations of the gas giant Y avin and its other moons

as he extended his thoughts outward to space. He felt at peace, apart of

the

cosmos. He pondered what difficulties he could add to his balancing act. But
before he could decide, Kyp sensed Artoo-Detoo being lifted from his perch
highintheM trees and lowered gently to the ground. Thelittle

droid

made relieved beeping sounds.

Then Kyp felt the mossy boulder invisibly removed from his hand and set
back in its depression. The rotting branch a so drifted down, replaced

exactly



initsformer place on the mulch of the junglefloor.

Kyp felt adash of annoyance a having his exerciseforcibly stopped,

and he opened his eyesto see Master Skywalker grinning proudly at him.
"Very good, Kyp," Master Skywaker said. "Infact, it'sincredible. I'm

not sure even Obi-Wan or Y oda would know what to do with you."

Kyp nudged with hislevitating skillsto flip himsdf upright so that he

landed on hisfeet. Staring into Master Skywalker's eyes, hefelt hisheart
pounding with exhilaration, filled with far more energy than he knew how to
contain.

He spoke breathlesdy, blinking asif he had suddenly opened hiseyes

into the brighter daylight on Yavin 4. "What else can you teach me today,
Magter?' Hefelt hisskin flush. Droplets of swest trickled from his dark
hair

and dong hischeeks.

Master Skywalker shook his head. "Nothing more for today, Kyp." The other
Jedi candidates stood dumped in exhaustion, resting on broken stumps and
overgrown rocks.

Kyp tried not to let his disappointment show. "But there is so much more
tolearn,” hesaid.

"Yes'" Magter Skywalker answered with abarely contained smile, "and
patience is one of thosethingsto learn. The ability to do athing isnot

dl

thereis. Y ou must know thething. Y ou must master every facet of it. You
must

undergtand how it fitswith everything € se you know. Y ou must possessit



for

it to betruly yours."

Kyp nodded solemnly at the spoken words of wisdom, as Jedi students were
expected to do. But he promised himsalf that he would do everything
necessary

to make all of these new ahilitieshis.

Even in the degpest hours of the night, Kyp did not deep. He had eaten a
bland but filling mea by himsdf, then retired to his cool quartersto
meditate and practice the kills he had aready |earned.

As he concentrated, with only asmall glowlamp in the corner, he sent his
mind out to feel between the cracks of al the stone blocksin the Great
Temple. Hefollowed the life cycles of the strands of moss. He tracked tiny
arachnids skittering through the corridors and vanishing into dark spaces,
where his delicate touch could follow them through the blacknessinto
theirthe

hidden homes.

Kyp fdt asif he had plugged into anetwork of living things thet

expanded his mind and made him fed both inggnificant and infinite & the
sametime,

AsKyp thought and dabbled with hisfledgling ahilities, he felt agreat
cold ripinthe Force, like ablack gash opening the structure of the
universe. He snapped himsalf back to the present.

Kyp whirled and saw behind him the looming shadow of atall cloaked
figure. Even in the dim room the dark man's silhouette seemed intensely

black,



aholethat svalowed up dl glimmersof light. Kyp said nothing, but as he
continued to gaze, he saw thetiny starpoints of distant sunswithin the
outline of hismysteriousvistor.

"The Forceis strong in you, Kyp Durron,” the shadowy figure said.

Kyp looked up, feding no fear. He had been imprisoned and sentenced to
death by the Empire. He had lived in the pitch-dark spice mines of Kessdl
for

over adecade. He had fought against a predatory energy spider. And he had
flown through ablack-hole cluster. As helooked at the imposing
liquid-black

outline, though, hefdt awve and curiosity.

"Who areyou?' Kyp asked.

"l could be your teacher," the dark shape said. "I could show you many
things that even your Master Skywalker does not comprehend.”

Kyp fet athrill rush throug h him. "What things?'

"I could show you techniques that were lost thousands of years ago,

secret rites and hidden doorways of power that no weak Jedi Master like
Skywalker daresto touch. But you are strong, Kyp Durron. Do you dare to
learn?’

Kyp felt reckless, but he trusted hisingtincts. They had served him well
inthe past. "I'm not afraid to learn,” he said, "but you haveto tel me

your

name. | won't learn from aman who isafraid to identify himsdf.”

Kyp fdt foolish even as he said it. The shadowy form seemed to ripple as

if with slent laughter. His voice boomed out again, full of pride.



"| wasthe greatest Dark Lord of the Sith. | am Exar Kun.”

Han Solo dashed into hisand Leias empty deeping chambers. "Lightd"” he
shouted so loudly that the voice receptors didn't understand hiswords. Han
forced himsdlf to articulate with bruta clarity through clenched teeth,
"Lights" until theillumination came onin the room.

He glanced from side to side, trying to think of everything he would need

to bring. After unsealing the coded security chamber atop one of their
closets, he snatched afully charged persona blaster, then grabbed an extra
power pack. He pulled out aclean set of clothes, felt astartled pang as he
saw Leds garments hanging untouched in the storage unit.

"Chewiel" hebdlowed. "In here”

For some reason the voice-response lights went off again. In disgust he
snapped, "Lightson!” for thethird time.

See-Threepio strutted into the room with two bawling children in tow.

"Sir, must you be so rushed? Y ou're upsetting the children. Will you please
take amoment to explain what's going on?"

Chewbacca roared from the outer room, and Han could hear him knocking
furniture aside as he ran to the bedroom. The Wookiee stood in the doorway,
histan fur ruffled. He opened hiswide pink mouth, showing hisfangs, and
roared again so loudly that it startled the children.

The bedroom lights went off for a second time.

Han saw that Chewbacca carried his deadly bowcaster and a pack of
concentrated emergency rations, ready to go. Fumbling in the dimness, Han
opened up another small compartment beside the closet and pulled out the

trusty automatic medikit he had removed from the Millennium Facon.



"Lights," Thregpio said in acam voice, and theillumination stayed on
thistime,

"Threepio, whereés Lando?' Han said. "Find him for me."

"He's down in the starship bays, Sir. He left me amessageto tell you

that heis not impressed with your standards of maintenance on your former
ship.”

"Well, héld better have the Facon running now, that'sall | can say,”

Han said.

Jainasniffed loudly and between sobs cried out, "Wheres Mommy?"

Han stopped asif hit with astun beam. He kndlt, looking into hislittle
girl'sface. He brushed aside the tears on her cheeks and placed his hands
on

her tiny shoulders, giving asqueeze of confidence.

"Daddy's going to rescue her," Han said.

"Rescue her? Oh, dear!” Threepio interrupted. "Why does MistressLeia
need rescuing?' Chewbacca bellowed in answer, but Threepio waved mechanical
hands a him. "Y ou're not hel ping, you know!"

Han turned to the Wookiee. "Not thistime, buddy. | need you hereto
watch over thekids. Theré'sno one else | trust as much." Chewbacca blatted
a

response, but Han shook his head. "No, | don't have aplan yet. All | know
is

| need to get to Calamari before the Imperids destroy it. | can't just stay
hereand let Leiaface them done.”

Han stuffed what he needed into alightweight mesh sack and grabbed the



emergency rations from Chewbaccas hairy arms, glancing at the labelsto
make

sure the food was compatible with human digestive systems.

"How long will you be gone, sir?* Threepio asked, trying to stop Jacen
from climbing into the open closets.

"Aslong asit takesto rescue my wife," Han answered.

He sprinted toward the door, taking two steps before he froze. He spun
around and returned to histwo children. He bent down again and gathered
Jacen

and Jainain abig hug. "Y ou two behave for Chewie and Threepio. Y ou haveto
watch out for each other."

"Weare good," Jacen answered with atouch of indignation. At that moment
thelittle boy looked heart-wrenchingly like Leia.

"I have recently updated my child-care programming, Sir,” Threepio said.
"WEell have no trouble a al." The golden droid nudged thetwinsas he

tried

to usher them back to their own room. "Come, children, | will tell you an
entertaining story."

Jacen and Jaina began crying again.

Han took alast longing look at the twins and then ran out of theliving
quarters, pausing only amoment to straighten the soft chair Chewbacca had

knocked over.

The cyberfuse made a popping sound asit clattered on the cockpit floor
of the Millennium Falcon. Lando Cdrissan stared &t it in disgudt, then

turned back to the control panels.



He had finished updating the navicomputer software, but somehow that had
caused the cockpit lights to short out. He rummaged around in the small bin
of

old greasy-smelling replacement fuses and yanked out one that |ooked
appropriate.

The Falcon had been cobbled together from so many different parts, he
could never keep track of how much spit and monofilament wire kept the ship
running. He wondered for the hundredth time why heloved the craft so much.
He popped in the fuse, activated it, and flicked arow of switchesthat
remained glassy dead. "Comeon,” Lando said, smacking the pand hard with
the

flat of hisleft pam.

With ahumming whirr and ablast of cold chemicd-amdling air from the
recirculating ducts, the controlswinked to life. Lando closed his eyeswith

a

sgh. "Good old emergency repair procedure number one,” he said.

"Hey, Lando!"

He heard the loud, determined voice from outside in the repair bay.

Without looking Lando knew Han Solo had come to shout at him about
something.

Hefdt tired, itchy from sweat and frustrated at how long it was taking

to get the Millennium Falcon performing up to his exacting sandards. He
stood

up from the open control panels and walked across the short corridor, his

boots making impatient clangs on the deck plates. He bent down on the



entrance

ramp to stick his head out.

"Lando," Han said again, hurrying toward him, hisface red with

agitation. Sweat clumped his dark hair together, and he marched forward with
the unstoppabl e attitude of an Imperia congtruction droid.

"Han," Lando said, scowling, "you didn't tell methisjunk hegp wasin

such bad shape when we played sabacc.”

Han ignored the comment and sprinted up the ramp, carrying amesh sack of
supplies and wearing a blaster at his hip. Lando raised his eyebrows. "Han--
was

"Lando, | need the Falcon. Now." He pushed past Lando, dropped his sack
on the deck plates, and hit the controls for the entrance ramp. Lando had to
jump inside as the greased cylinders hauled the danted metal ramp back into
position.

"Han, thisismy ship now. Y ou can't just--was

Han went directly to the cockpit and threw himsdlf into the pilot seat.

Lando charged up behind Han. "What do you think you're doing?'

Han spun around in the pilot chair and fixed Lando with astare that
skewered him likeapair of stun bolts. "The planet Caamari isbeing
attacked

by Admira Dadaat this very moment. Leidstrapped there. Now, areyou
going

to help me go rescue her in the Falcon, or do | pick you up by your scruffy
neck and throw you off the ship?"

Lando backed off, holding both palms up in agesture of peace. "Whoa,

whoa, Han! Leidsin trouble? Let's go--but I'm flying," he said, motioning



for Han to moveinto the copilot'schair. "It ismy ship.”

Grudgingly, Han unbuckled his restraints and did over to the right-hand

seat normaly reserved for Chewbacca. Lando toggled on the comm system.
"Millennium Fa con requesting clearance for immediate departure.”

Heraised the modified light freighter off the floor on its repulsorlift

jets, hovered, and punched the sublight engines the moment Coruscant Control
gave them permission to depart. The Falcon shot through the atmosphere and

headed out to the stars.

On the planet Vortex, Qwi Xux wandered on the fringes of the
recongtruction site of the Cathedral of Winds. Her companion, Wedge
Antilles

had joined the other New Republic cleanup crews. The workers wore thick
gloves

to protect their hands from the razor edges of the crystal shards they

heuled

to the materid s-reprocessing bins, dissolving broken fragments and
synthesizing new building materid.

Overhead the swirling gray clouds warned of the rapidly approaching storm
season. Soon al thewinged Vorswould take shelter in their
low-to-the-ground

bunkers and wait out the hurricane-force gales. Already cold gusts hissed
across the unbroken plains of pale grasses. Qwi feared that her own ethereal
form might take flight, whisked into the air by a sudden powerful gust to

join



the lacy-winged inhabitants.

The Vors kept away from the New Republic teams, working at the Site of
the devadtated cathedra, reinforcing the foundations and preparing to erect

a

new network of hollow musical towers. The diensfollowed no plan that
anyone

could see, and had answered only with silence when the engineers asked to
study the architectural drawings.

Qwi watched the activity, wishing she could help. The Vors had not
demanded aid from the New Republic; in fact, they had barely acknowledged
it,

smply accepting the new workers and continuing the breakneck pace of their
project. The seemingly emotionless Vors had filed no formal protest, made no
threats of cutting off relations. It was asif they understood the New

Republic bore them no ill will; but as arace they had been stunned and

could

not return to normal activities until their Cathedral of Winds sang again.

As she wa ked among the scattered shards of crystal pipes, Qwi found a
smdll, narrow tube, a broken piece of one of the high-pitched windpipes from
thetallest pinnacles of the towers. She bent and picked it up with her long
fingers, careful to avoid the sharp edges.

Thewind gusted around her, rippling the fabric of her tunic, tossng her
pearlescent feathery hair around her head. She stared at thetiny flute.

Back

at Maw Ingallation, Qwi had often programmed her own computers using

musca



notes, whistling and humming to set subroutinesin motion. She had not
played

musicinalongtime....

Over at the materia s-reprocessing station, Wedge and two hel pers
accidentally dropped alarge section of crystal pipe, which crashed to the
ground. Wedge shouted, and the others jumped out of the way to escape the
fragments.

At the congtruction stethe Vorsfluttered up in the air in apanic,

aarmed by the sound of breaking crystd.

Qwi put the flute to her mouth, taking atentative breath. The smooth
crystd felt cool againgt her thin bluelips. She blew into the unbroken end
and held afinger over one of the holes, |etting atest note whistle through
the tube. She tried another, and athird, gaining afed for the songsthe
crystd flute could Sing.

She planted her feet among the crushed glassy fragments on the ground,
steadying hersdlf againgt the blowing wind, and she played. It took her
severd triesto work the notes into the shapes she wanted, but she closed
her

largeindigo eyes and let the music flow from her.

The Vorsflapped through the air, approaching her, circling overhead.
Some landed in the whipping lavender grass nearby, turning their angular
faces

toward her, blinking horny eydids over pupilless obsdian eyes. They
listened.

Qwi thought of the destruction of the Cathedra of Winds, theloss of a



great artifact and work of art, the deaths of so many Vors; the music took

on

akeening tone. In her mind she dso saw her own home planet of Omwat, when
Moff Tarkin had placed her in an orbita training habitat asachild so she

and other talented Omwati children could watch as he destroyed their
families

honeycomb settlementsif ever the children failed an examination....

Music skirled out of the flute, rising and falling. She heard the flap of

Vor wings over the sound of the notes and the wind. Qwi blinked nervoudy
and

looked up at her sllent audience, but she kept playing.

From his position with the New Republic workers, Wedge came running over
to seeif she needed help. The other human engineers noticed the attention
she

had drawn.

As Wedge approached, breathless and wide-eyed, Qwi stopped playing. She
took a deep breath and lowered her crystd flute.

Surrounding her, the Vorsdid not spesk. They stared at her, fluttering

their wingsto keep their balance. Segmented, leathery armor covered their
faces, masking any readable expressions. She couldn't think of anything to
sy.

A largemae Vor, obvioudy aclan leader of somekind, stepped forward

and extended his hand to take the flute from her. Still nervous, Qwi placed
the ddlicate ingrument in his leathery pam.

With a sudden, violent gesture, the Vor squeezed his hand shut and

crushed theflute. The thin crystal sides of the tube shattered. He opened



his

hand to let the fragmentsfal to the ground. Thin lines of blood blossomed
on

hispam.

"No moremusic,” he said. Her entire audience of Vors spread their wings
and leaped into the winds, flying back over to the congtruction site.
Theleader kept hisgaze on her. "Not until we arefinished here," he

said, and flew off to join the others.

Stuck in hyperspace, Han Solo could do nothing but wait. He couldn't

hurry the passage of time.

He paced around the common area, looking at the battered holographic game
board and thinking of when he had first seen Artoo-Detoo playing with
Chewbacca. That had been before he had even met Leia, when Luke Skywalker
was

awet-beh-the-ears moisture farmer and Obi-Wan Kenobi was just a crazy old
man. If he had known how hislife would change &fter that day inthe Mos
Eidey cantina, Han wondered if he would have taken therisk to pick up two
passengers and their droids bound for Alderaan.

But then he would never have met Leia. Never have married her. Never have
fathered three children. Never have helped defeat the Empire. Yes, he

thought

despite dl the turmoil, Han would make the same choices al over again.

And now Leiawasin grest peril.

Lando came from the cockpit. "' She's on autopilot.” He looked at the



dgjected expression on Han's face and shook his head. "Han, why don't you
res? Let'skill sometime.” Then, asif theideahad just occurred to him,
"How about we play around of... sabacc?' Lando raised his eyebrows and
flashed one of hisfamousgrins.

Han wondered if hisfriend was just trying to cheer him up and decided to
see how serious Lando really was. "I'm not interested in sabacc right now.”
He

sat down and lowered hisvoice. "l don't suppose you'd put up my shipasa
Steke?!

Lando scowled. "It'smy ship, Han."

Han leaned forward across the holographic chesstable. "Not for long,

buddy--or are you afraid?"

The Falcon shot through hyperspace on autopilot, obliviousto the fact

that her ownership was being decided.

Tiny pearls of sweat tickled the back of Han's neck as he stared at his
cards. Lando, who prided himsdf on a perfect bluffing expression, showed
concern and uneasiness. For the third time in as many minutes, he wiped a
hand

across his brow.

The scoring computer held them at ninety-four points each. The time now
passed in aflash, and Han found himsalf so intent on the game that he had
not

thought about L ela's desperate Situation for at least fifteen seconds.

"How do | know you don't have some trick programmed into “the cards?"

Lando said, staring at the aluminized plates but holding the displays out of



Han'slineof sght.

"Y ou suggested this game, buddy. These were my old cards, but you
degaussed them yoursdlf. They're straight, no tricks.” He let asmile creep
across hislips. "And thistime there's no sudden change of rules during the
find scoring round.”

Han waited a second longer, then impatiently took theinitiative. "I'm
keeping three cards," he said, and put two others facedown in the center of
the randomizer field. He pressed the scan button to change the value and
it

on his cards, then did them back out of thefield to look at what he had
drawn.

Lando held out two cards and thought better of it, biting hislower lip,

and pulled out athird. Han felt awave of jubilation. Lando's hand was even
worse than his own.

Han's heart pounded. He had aflush of Staves, alow flush with no face
cards; but if he could best Lando, this hand would give him enough pointsto
pass the target score. Lando stared at his own cards, smiling alittle bit,

but Han thought it was forced.

"Go on," Han said, and dipped his cards one at atime onto the platform.
"Do | get extrapointsfor having acompletely random hand?' Lando said,
then sighed. He put his ebows on the table and frowned.

Han dapped ahand on hisflush. "The Facon'smine again!™

Lando smirked, asif losng the ship wereamixed blessing. "At lesst

you're getting her back in better condition.”

Han clapped hisfriend on the back andwitha light step danced back toward



the cockpit. Sowly, with asigh of satisfaction, he lowered himself back
into

the pilot's sedt.

Now, he thought, if he could just get to Lelain time, thiswould be a

perfect day.

20

Kyp Durron trudged through the denserain forest of Yavin 4, trying to

find hidden paths where the jungle would dlow him to pass. He knew exactly
whereto go. The dark spirit of Exar Kun had shown him.

With the stirring of the underbrush, reptilian predator birds burst

squawking into flight, disturbed from the bloody carcass of akill they had
dragged into the canopy.

Kyp's assigned companion Dorsk 81 stumbled beside him. The thin, smooth-
skinned dien had amuch more difficult time with the Seamy air and the

steep

dimbs.

A purple-furred woolamander clambered through the overhead network of
M trees. Dorsk 81 looked up, startled--but Kyp had sensed the beast
minutes before, feding itsprima panic and indecision build until findly

it

had toflee.

Kyp wiped sweat out of hiseyes and shook his head, sending droplets of
perspiration flying. He squinted again and moved forward with greater speed,

knowing they had amost reached their destination--though Dorsk 81 had no



idea

yet.

Insects and smdll biting creatures buzzed and scuttled around them, but

none bothered Kyp. He conscioudy exuded a shadow of uneasiness around him
0

that lower creatures had no incentive to come nearer. Exar Kun had taught
him

that trick too.

Dorsk 81 opened hislipless mouth, panting as he tried to keep up with

the vigorous pace. His yellow and olive-green skin was unblemished, his nose
flattened and smo oth, his ears tucked back againgt his head asif someone
hed

designed hisracein awind tunnd. The dien looked miserable; hiswide-set
eyes blinked, and his face gleamed with a sheen of moisture. "1 was not bred
for this"" Dorsk 81 said.

Kyp dowed, but not enough to bring relief to his companion. He softened
thetone of hisingtinctive retort. "Y ou were not bred for anything but
bureaucracy and acomfortablelife. | don't understand how the planet Khomm
could have survived unchanged for athousand years. Or why your people
wanted

itto."

Dorsk 81 took no offense and followed Kyp. "Our society and our genetics
reached their perfection amillennium ago, or at least that's what we

decided

a thetime. To prevent undesirable changes, we froze our culture at that



level. Wetook our perfect race and cloned them rather than risking genetic
anomalies,

"I am the eighty-first clone of Dorsk. Eighty generations before me have
been identical, doing the same jobs with the samelevd of sKill,

mantaning

our level of perfection and not dipping back." Dorsk 81 frowned, andwitha
burgt of surprisng energy he pushed around Kyp. He flung himsdlf into the
effort of making a path through the dense brush with al the strength he
possessed. "But | wasafailure” hesad. "I was different.”

Kyp gestured to an identical-looking thicket of raven-thorns, spotting
theinvisble maze of ardatively smple path. "Y ou have the potentia to
become a Jedi Knight," he said. "How can you consider that afailure?
Dorsk 81 clawed hisway out of the tangle he had become trapped in.
Stainsfrom crushed berries and flower petals dotted hisuniform. "It is
unsettling... to be different,” he said.

Kyp spoke partly to himself and partly to his companion. "Y es, but
sometimesit's exhilarating to know you can rise above the otherswho are
trapped down below.”

He ducked into the low tunndl of gloomy foliage and dangling mosses. Tiny
gnats flew away from hisface. The degp shadows suddenly made him think of
the

black spice mines of Kessal where he had been forced to work asadave.
"The Empireruined my life" Kyp said. "My parents were politica

ressters. They marked the anniversary of the Ghorman Massacre, and they
protested the destruction of Alderaan--but by that time the Emperor had lost

al patience with political objections.



"Stormtroopers came in the middle of the night, battered their way into

our home on the colony of Deyer. They took my parents, stunned them in front
of our eyes, leaving them paralyzed and twitching on the floor. My father
couldn't even close hiseyes. Tearsran down his cheek, but hisarmsand his
legs kept jittering. He couldn't get up. The stormtroopers dragged him and
my

mother out.

"My brother Zeth wasfive years older than me. They took him. Hewas only
fourteen, | think. They put stun-cuffs on his hands. They kicked him, pushed
him out, and then they stunned me.

"| found out later that they took Zeth to the Imperid Military Academy

on Carida. They put my parents and mein the Correctiona Facility on
Kess,

where we had to work in the spice mines. | spent most of my daysin pitch-
darkness because any light straying into the mine shafts spoils spice

crystals. My parents died there after only afew years.

"I had to take care of mysdlf even when the prisoners overthrew the
Correctiona Facility and took over. The crimelord there, Moruth Doole,
tossed the captured Imperias down into the spice mines. Doole let some of
the

prisoners out--but not many and not me. Our masters had changed, but we
remained daves"

Dorsk 81 looked at him with his glittering wide-set eyes. "How did you
escape?’ hesaid.

"Han Solo rescued me," Kyp answered; warmth filtered into hisvoice. "We



stole ashuttle and fled into the black hole cluster. There we stumbled upon
a

secret Imperid research ingtdlation, and we were captured again--thistime
by Admira Dadlaand her fleet of Star Destroyers. Han got us out of there
after Dadla had placed a death sentence on me.”

Anger curled through him, making his head buzz, making him fedl stronger.
Hetapped into t strength. "Y ou can understand why the Imperiadls make me so
furious," he said. "It seemsthat every step of my life the Empire hastried

to beat meinto submission, tried to take away the rights and pleasures that
other life-formsenjoy."

"Y ou can't fight the Empiredone," Dorsk 81 said.

Kyp didn't answer for along moment. "Perhaps not yet," he said.

Before Dorsk 81 could say anything, Kyp parted adense clump of bluel eaf
branches. Hefdt an dectric thrill down his spine asthe Forcetold him

they

hed arrived.

"This," Kyp whigpered, "thisis our destination.”

Infront of them the jungle gave way to acircular pond that shonelikea

flat quickslver mirror, completely free of ripples. In the center of the

lake

stood asmal idand dominated by an obsidian split-pyramid of sharp angles
showing the distinctive markings of M architecture another temple,
the

same one Gantoris and Streen had located weeks before, but L uke Skywalker
had

not yet explored it. Exar Kun had told Kyp al about it.



Between the bifurcated spire of thetal pyramid stood a colossus, a

polished black statue of adark man, with long hair swept back behind him,
the

tattoo of ablack sun emblazoned on hisforehead, and the padded garments of
an ancient lord, the Dark Lord of the Sith.

Kyp swalowed hard at seeing the image of Exar Kun.

"Who do you think he was?' Dorsk 81 asked, squinting to stare acrossthe
water.

Kyp answered in aquiet, husky voice. " Someone very powerful."

The great orange sphere of Y avin lurked on the horizon with only afuzzy
curve peegping over the tops of the jungle. The system’'s small sun would also
be setting soon. Thetwin lightsin the sky cast intersecting glitter paths
acrossthe dtill lake,

Kyp gestured toward the temple. "We can spend the night there if you'd

like"" hesad.

Dorsk 81 nodded with more eagerness than Kyp had expected. "1 would like
to degpingde shelter again,” he said, "rather than up in atree tangled

in

vines. But how are we going to get out there? How deep isthe lake?"

Kyp went to the edge. The water was as transparent as diamond and so deep
that it reflected the bottom like alens, making it impossible to determine

how far down the water went. Just below the surface he saw columns of rock
rising from the bottom like submerged stepping stones that stopped just
bardy

beneath the water.



Kyp stepped out onto one. The clear water rippled around the bottom of

his shoe, but he did not sink in. He took another step to the second stone.
Dorsk 81 stared at him; Kyp knew that he must appear to be walking
directly across the surface of the water. "Are you using the Force?' Dorsk

81

sad.

Kyp laughed. "No, I'm using stepping sones.”

Without hesitation he splashed to the next sone and then the next, eager

to reach the temple--a source of new knowledge and secret techniques. On the
idand he stepped onto mounds of pitted vol canic rock splotched with orange
and green lichen that looked like droplets of dien blood. He could dready
fed the power.

Kyp turned to watch his companion pick hisway acrossthe lake. It looked
very much asif Dorsk 81 baanced on the fragile membrane of the pool's
aurface. Theilluson was very effective. Around him slence blanketed the
idand, asif none of the jungle creatures or insects dared to come near the
empty temple.

"It'scold here," Dorsk 81 said, shaking water off hisfeet and looking

around. The smooth-skinned aien hunched his head closer to his shoulders.
"Y ou were complaining before about how hot it was," Kyp said. ™Y ou should
be grateful.”

Dorsk 81 clamped hislipless mouth shut and nodded once, but said nothing
dse

Kyp waked around, looking at the polished black glass angles of the
pyramid, the jutting point at the top. The architecture had been designed as

an angular funne to concentrate the Force, assembled to enhance the powers



of

Sthrituds.

He stared up at the frozen statue of Exar Kun. The brooding dark lord
looked so redl to him, so awe inspiring, that Kyp expected the sculpture to
bend down and grasp him.

Kyp knew now that the Great Temple was the focal point for the entire
Massass civilization that Exar Kun had built up from primitive decay. The
Great Temple had been the headquarters, the prime focus of Kun's battlesin
the Sith War. But thissmall, isolated temple had been more of aprivate
retreat, the place where Exar Kun had concentrated on improving hisown
abilities, srengthening himsalf.

A cool wind breathed out of the wedge-shaped opening asif the silent
temple were some kind of deeping mongter. "Let'sgoinsde” Kyp sad.
He ducked his head and took one step into the enfolding darkness. But
when he blinked his eyes, the light gradudly grew insde the chamber asif
lightning bolts trapped within the black dabs of glass continued to send
faint sparks visble only from the corner of hiseye. When Kyp faced the
polished dark walls, he saw nothing in them, only faint etched markings of
hieroglyphicsin along-forgotten language. He could not read any of the
words.

Deep green tendrils of mossgrew like frozen biological flames that

worked their way up the polished stones. Againgt one wall stood a smooth
rounded cistern filled with water.

Kyp stepped over to the cistern and dipped hisfingersin, surprised and

ddighted to find the liquid cold and clean. He splashed his sweety face,



and

then he drank, savoring the sweetness of the water asit did down his
throat.

Hesghed.

Dorsk 81 stood just within the opening, looking out at the jungle beyond
thelake. The sphere of Y avin had vanished below the treetops, and the sky
began to thicken with purple twilight as the distant sun dso s&t. "I'm very
deepy dl of asudden,” he said.

Kyp frowned, but thought he knew what was happening. "Y ou'vetraveled a
long way today," he said. "It's cool and dark in here. Why don't you deep?
The floor looks smooth and comfortable. Y ou can curl up againgt the wall."
Asif hypnotized, Dorsk 81 shambled over to acorner and dithered down
againg thewall until helay with his back pressed againgt the obsidian

dab.

Hefell adeep aimost before he had settled into place.

"Now you and | can continue in a more appropriate setting.” The deep,
loud voice echoed like distant thunder inside the chamber.

Kyp turned to see the hooded silhouette of Exar Kun like ablack oil

gan shimmering inthear. Kyp stood tal, squashing athrill of terror

every timethe ancient Lord of the Sith spoke to him.

Kyp indicated Dorsk 81. "Will he wake up? Will he seeyou?'

Exar Kun raised his shadowy arms. "Not until we havefinished,” he said.
"All right." Kyp squatted on the cool floor, tucking his robe around him

as he found acomfortable position. He knew that his relaxed attitude might
appear to be haughtiness or defiance of Exar Kun, but he didn't care.

The ancient Sith Lord began to speak. " Skywalker has taught you



everything he knows. He makes excuses, but he can go no further because he
hes

denied himself other options. He cannot grow as a Jedi by blocking out
possibilities, by wearing blinders to what can be and what should be."

Exar Kun loomed over Kyp, hovering closer even though he didn't appear to
have taken astep. "Y ou have aready learned more than Skywalker will ever
know, my student.”

Kyp felt enthusiasm and pride burn through him, and he tensed his body,
wanting to legp to hisfeet. But he restrained himsdlf.

"L ook at what | can show you today," Exar Kun said, gesturing toward the
obsidian walls and the incomprehensible hieroglyphs bardly visible, black
lines against black volcanic glass. But as Kyp looked at them, the words
filled with white fire, sanding out against the bottomless, opagque

background

until they burned into hiseyes.

And suddenly Kyp could understand. The words snapped into focus and
filled hismind, an incredible history from four thousand years ago, tdlling

how Exar Kun had begun to learn forbidden teachings, how he had cometo the
fourth moon of Yavin to find alost Sith power object, and how he had
endaved

the timid and weak Massass people, making them build enormous templesfor
him

asfoca pointsfor the dark forces he played with.

"The Brotherhood of the Sith could have ruled the galaxy, could have

suashed the doddering Republic and turned the other Jedi Knightsinto mere



parlor magicians--but | was betrayed.” The shadow of Exar Kun drifted about
the floor of the temple, making no sound as he moved. He hovered over the
deeping and helplessform of Dorsk 81.

"When the Jedi combined their might and came here to thismoon to fight

me, they unleashed such power that | had to drain dry every last one of the

M just to trap my spirit within these temples--to survive so that one
day | could come back."

Kun's coal-black arms reached down, asif to strangle Dorsk 81. The
smooth-skinned clone stirred uneasily in his spellbound deep, but he made

no

move to defend himself.

With athrill of fear and reluctance, Kyp cdled out, "Exar Kun! I'm the
oneyou'retrying to teach. Don't waste your time with him."

He was enthralled by the new wonders Kun had shown him, but Kyp was savvy
enough to know when he was being manipulated. Exar Kun thought he was
playing

Kyp like amesmerized convert. But Kyp was skeptica--Han Solo had taught
him

that much. He could play his own part, however, to get what he so
desperatdy

wanted.

As Exar Kun turned back to face him, leaving Dorsk 81 unharmed, Kyp
spread wide his armsin complete acceptance of hisnew ingtructor. "Teach me
more about the ancient Sith ways."

Kyp swallowed, then made his voice strong, because thiswaswhat he

redlly wanted. "Tell me how to use these new powers so | can crush the



Empire

onceand for dl."

On Coruscant, Chewbacca and Threepio took the twins through the scul pted
duracrete columns at the entrance to the Holographic Zoo of Extinct Animas.
At home the pestering children had rapidly worn down even Threepio's
patience programming and had driven Chewbaccainto aroaring frenzy. Getting
Jacen and Jaina outs de seemed like agood ideafor al concerned. The
foursome took trangt tubes across the upper skyscrapersin old Imperid

City

to reach the rooftop levels of the Holographic Zoo.

At the Zoo's gaudy archway Chewbaccalet hisfurry arms dangle behind
him; his huge paws engulfed the tiny hands of the children. Chewbacca took
two

sprawling strides forward, then waited for the twinsto catch up before he
took two more steps and waited again. Threepio scuttled ahead asif he were
in

charge. He had just undergone adeep oil bath so that hisgold aloy plating
gleamed intheartificid lights.

They stepped under the grandiose arches. Threepio went to the cashier
kiosk, punching in Han and Leids credit code. Chewbacca, impatient with
Jacen's and Jaina's short legs, scooped up the twins, onein each arm, and
strode forward.

They endured adull preshow in an empty waiting room filled with chairs,

cages, and sockets to accommodate the bodies of dl dien vigtors, until



the

far doors automatically clicked open. Chewbacca, till carrying thetwins,
marched down adoped tunndl to the lower levels. Threepio hurried after,
trying to lead the way, but he could not get past the bulky Wookiee.
Arcing, glowing lights shot overhead, inept smulations of sarsand

comets and planets. Asthey passed motion sensors, booming godlike voices
echoed in stereo from microspeskersin thewals.

"Journey down the corridors of time! Travel the lanes of space! Y ou will
experience forgotten wonders from along time ago and far, far away. You
will

see extinct creatureslost from our galaxy but recreated here--and now!"
Thewalls around them darkened. Stresks of light shot out, funneling down
in acrude animation of starlinesfor afake journey into hyperspace. The
floor benesth their feet rumbled and vibrated in the smulation. The

children

were gartled, but Chewbacca groaned at the corniness of it. Theillusion
ended, and the recorded voice spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. "We have
arived... at auniverse of posshbilitied”

They stood before a choice of severa doorways.

"Thisway children, thisway," Threepio said, sepping forward. He had
aready scanned the data brochures about the exhibits, and after correlating
them with the twins interests, decided exactly which dioramas he would show
them first. "L et us go see the mammoth krabbex of Cdamari.”

Asthey stepped through the portal, holograms flared, surrounding them
with aturbulent oceanscape, ajagged reef thrusting out from white foamy

waters. Standing in aswirl of green-and-purple seaweed battered by the



rushing waves sood a segmented crustacean, aten-legged krabbex with dua
mandiblesin its mouth, twin rows of spines down its back, and eighteen
glossy

black eyes, four of which were on itsfront grasping claws. The krabbex
reared

up and let out abellow like awampaice creature set onfire.

The twinswatched as three green-skinned mermen thrashed out of the
foaming waves, cocking jagged spears made of pale bone. The mermen hauled
themselves onto the reef and attacked.

The spears pierced the exoskeleton of the krabbex, and the monster

clipped at them with its pincers. It swung to the left and grabbed one of

the

mermen, dicing into his smooth green flesh and dragging him out of the
water,

where hisfused finned legs thrashed like the tail of afish.

"Let'sgo," Janasad.

"Next one," Jacen said.

"But, children, | haven't told you the biologica background of these
cregtures yet," Threepio said.

"Go now," Jainaindsted.

They waked right through the surrounding illusion to the far wal, where
several more openings presented themselves. Chewbacca urged the children
through the left-hand door.

"Oh, not that one, Chewbacca," Threepio said. "I'm not certain--was

But they had aready entered the second chamber to be surrounded by the



illusion of adesert planet. Waves of invisible heat rippled from a scabbed,
dried clay surface. A strange creature scuttled atop arocky outcropping
with

abloodcurdling roar. It had a squarish humanoid head and amassive feine
body, huge curved claws, and a segmented tail that thrashed back and forth,
capped with awicked-looking scorpion stinger. Asit opened its mouth to
bellow again, cracked yellow fangs dripped with venom.

"A manticore?' Threepio said in disbdief. "Wdl, redly! I'm astonished

they haven't updated their display yet. That creature was proved to be a
jumble of mismatched fossilslong ago. Manticores never existed.”

Directly behind them in the hologram another mantico re echoed the
bellowing challenge and climbed over the baked rocks. The twinstugged on
Chewbacca's furry arms and headed through the nonexistent creatures toward
the

next set of openings.

"L et me choosethistime, children,” Threepio said.

Chewbacca groaned. The twinsdidn't seem to care.

"Go home," Jacen said.

Jainanodded in agreement. "l want to go home."

"But, children," Thregpio said, "I'm sureyou'll enjoy thisnext one. Let

metdl you dl aout the mournful snging fig treesof Al Diller...."

After three more dioramas and three more of Thregpio's boring lectures,
the twins decided that they would much rather play hide-and-seek than
continue

the tedious expedition through the Holographic Zoo.



While they couldn't communicate telepathically with each other word for
word, they did know in aclear but generd way what the other was thinking.
When Jacen broke away from Chewbacca to run through the glacier eyries of
the

Snow Falcons, he headed to the left. At the sametime, Jaina sprinted in the
oppositedirection, brushing past a startled Threepio. The twins used their
fledgling talent with the Force to guide them into one of the other openings
that led to an exit corridor.

Chewbacca bellowed; Threepio cdled after the children, but Jacen and
Jainamet up outside the dioramas, pleased with their escape and giggling.
They trotted down the white-tiled corridor asfast asthey could go, past
iconsfor refreshments, rest-and-recharge rooms, repair facilities.

At an intersection of corridors, an old maintenance droid worked in an

open turbalift. Jacen and Jaina had seen turbolifts before. That was how
they

got back home once they reached the Imperia Palace.

The maintenance droid was gunmetal-gray with two heads and numerous
mechanica arms, each studded with ahandful of attachments. The droid'stwo
heads faced each other. One head bore a set of bright optical sensors, while
the other face was ablank screen that displayed data, Satistics, and

officid Imperid Building Code specs.

Muittering to itsdf in binary, the droid searched its back compartment

for aparticular tool, found it missing from its bin, then puttered down the
corridor. It left the turbolift wide open with only asmall dangling sign

saying Out of Service,



The children ran for the turbolift and ducked insde. They had watched

their parents and Threepio use the controls many times.

The pand looked different from the onein the Imperia Padace much less
ornate, discolored with age and rough use, with awall of buttons marking
hundreds of different floorsin the kilometer-high metropalis. Since the
lower

levels of the city had been abandoned and buried long ago, athick metal
plate

had been welded onto the bottom half of the panel, sedling off thefirst 150
floors. But the maintenance droid had removed the barrier plate to check the
turbolift circuits.

The children barely knew their numbers, though Threepio had been trying
to get them to recognize the primary numeras. The lessons frequently
frustrated the protocol droid, but the twinswere bright. They had picked up
more than Threepio had redlized.

The rows of buttons|ooked like shiny colorful circlesto Jacen and

Jaina. They stared a them, not knowing which to push, but they did
recognize

some of the numbers.

Jainaspotted it first. "Number one," she said.

Jacen pushed the button. "Number one," he repeated.

Theturbolift door closed, and the floor fell away asthe elevator shot
downward, humming asit accelerated. Jacen and Jainalooked at each other in
momentary terror; then they giggled. The turbolift descent went and on,

until

findly the platform cameto a stop. The door whisked open.



Jacen and Jainastood blinking. They stepped out into the shadowy bottom
levels of the forbidden metropolitan wilderness. Around them they heard
large

dartled crestures clattering through the fallen debris.

"It'sdark," Jacen said.

Behind the twins the turbolift door did shut asthe elevator reset

itself and returned to the upper floors, leaving Jacen and Jainaaone.

Chewbacca blasted through the exhibits like aland-speeder out of

control. He howled and called out for the two lost children. Threepio
scurried

behind him, trying to keep up.

"I can't see anything through these holograms,” Threepio said. Chewbacca
sniffed for the twins. He charged through another opening.

All the shouting and chaos findly brought one of the Bothan zoo

attendants. The Bothan fluffed up hiswhite fur and flailed hisarmsashe
tried to get Chewbaccato cam down. " Shhhh! Y ou are disturbing our other
patrons. Thisisaquiet place for enjoyment and education.”
Chewbaccaroared a him. The Bothan, much smaller, stood on his pointed
toes, trying to draw himsdf up in alaughably ineffective attempt a

mesting

Chewbacca's eyes. "We never should have let Wookiees into the Holographic

Z00.

Chewbacca grabbed the Bothan by the white chest hairs and hefted him of f



the ground. He let loose a string of growls, grunts, and howls.

Threepio rushed up to them. "Excuse me, if | might be allowed to
trandate," the droid said, "my friend Chewbaccaand | are currently
searching

for two small children who appear to be lost. Their names are Jacen and
Jana

They are two-and-a-haf yearsold.”

Chewbaccaroared again.

"Yes, yes, | wasjust getting to that. Thisisredly something of an
emergency. The children just ran off from us, and any assstance you could
offer--was

Chewbacca used both hands to shake the Bothan attendant like arag doll.
his-comwd be most appreciated,” Threepio finished.

But the Bothan had fainted.

Jacen and Jaina hiked through aforest of fallen girders, orange and

yelow toadstoals, and lumpy fungus growing in ancient garbage. Unseen feet
skittered across fallen beams and webwork structures overhead.

The massve foundations of the buildings |ooked indestructible, overgrown
with thick moss. Things moved in the shadows, but nothing came clear, even
as

the childrens eyes adjusted to the shadowy light. Drips of warm,

bad-tasting

water fdl around them in adow arrhythmic rain.

Jacen looked up, and the enormous buildings seemed to rise forever and

ever. He could glimpse only ablurred dice of what might have been the sky.



"I want to go home," Jainasaid.

The wreckage of abandoned equipment lay in piles, rusted and corroded.
Thetwins scrambled over crashed vehicles, the hulks of discarded
battleships

and fighting machines, deep debris|eft from the previous year's civil
warfare.

Jacen and Jaina came upon a haf-collapsed wall that had once contained a
computer screen. Thetermina lay tilted on its Side with the screen smashed
inward, leaving broken teeth of transparisted . But the twins recognized it
as

adataunit smilar to the onesingde their own quarters.

Jacen stood in front of the broken panel and put hissmall handson his
hips, trying to look like hisfather. He addressed the computer screen--and
he

knew exactly what to say, after having heard the bedtime story many times
before. "We arelogt," he said. "Please help usfind our home."

Hewaited and waited but recelved no response. No lightsilluminated the
pands. He heard no answer from the torn speaker unit, where glistening
black

beetles had made a nest.

Jacen dghed. Jainatook his hand, and the two turned around as they
heard adithering sound down the cramped aleyway.

A formless gray-green cresture paused behind them, agranite dug with
two eyes protruding on gelatinous staks asiif ng the two children.

AS



it moved, it scoured green dudge off the cracked duracrete dleyway,

traling

thick tranducent dime.

The granite dug dithered toward them, and the twins backed away. From
the bottom of the dug's underbelly, ajagged crack opened up, aquivering
lipless mouth that sucked in along hollow whistle of air.

Jaina stepped up to it. It was her turn thistime.

"Wearelog," she said. "Please help usfind our home."

The granite dug reared until it towered over thelittle girl. She

blinked up at it. Jacen stood by her side.

Then the granite dug seemed to deflate again, hooked its body into a

broken passage to the right, and landed on the stones with awet dapping
sound.

A rustle of wind suddenly kicked up, and the granite dug churned down
thesdeadley indarm. Jacen looked up just in time to see the sharp
mantalike wings of a hawk-bat that swooped down from high above, metallic
talons outstretched.

The granite dug attempted to burrow into the rusted debris, but the
hawk-bat |anded on top of the wreckage, ripping and tearing at the falen
hunks of metal with its claws. Itstriangular beak bobbed up and down likea
piston until it had exposed the granite dug and dashed a the dimy

creature. The hawk-bat flapped its broad wings again, heading toward the sky
with itssquirming, dripping prey.

Jacen and Jainalooked up at the creature, then at each other. The two
began trudging through the dark underworld of Coruscant again.

Jainasaid, "And hewaked, and hewaked..."



"We must sound the darm immediately, Chewbaccal" Threepio said. But the
Wookiee seemed reluctant to admit they had lost the two small children.
They |eft the unconscious Bothan attendant in one of the holographic
dioramas, then made their way to the white-tiled corridor leading to the
souvenir shops, refreshment stands, and other parts of the museum. Threepio
wondered what the poor Bothan would think when he woke up lying inside the
web

lair of acanniba arachnid from Duros.

A maintenance droid finished its turbolift repairs and removed the Out of
Service Sgn. Itstwo heads began humming aduet to themselves at having
completed a satisfying menid task.

Chewbacca pointed to the maintenance droid, but Threepio became
indignant. "What could alow-level maintenance droid possibly know about
this

Stuation? Those models aren't much smarter than loader vehicles." But a
large

Wookiee hand dragged him dong. "Oh, dl right, if you ingg.”
Chewbacca sprinted ahead and stood in the path of the trundling
maintenance droid. Automatic sensorsinstructed the droid to Swerve one way,
then the other, but Chewbaccaforced it to stop. The maintenance droid
emitted

ahigh-pitched whine of confusion.

Threepio came up behind it. "Excuse me," he said, and garbled out along

series of crude binary questions. The maintenance droid answered with ablat



like a stepped-on steam whistle. Threepio repeated his question, but got the
same answer.

"l told you held be no use," Threepio said. "Maintenance droids aren't
programmed to notice anything. They just do their repairs and wait for new
ingructions.”

Chewbacca moaned, shaking hisbig hairy head.

Threepio said, "Oh, be quigt, you... you big waking carpet--1 was not
talking too much! Besides, you're the one who hasthe life debt to Han
Solo."

The maintenance droid continued, obliviousto their bickering. Thregpio
wished that he could amplify hisown programming and be so blissfully
ignorant in the ways of the galaxy. Hefdt his circuits overheating asthe
full impact of what might happen to him dammed down on his poor heed.
"Master Solo will probably remove my legs and make me recompile and

aphabetize dl the fragmented filesin the Imperia Information Center!"

In the dim underworld Jacen pointed to anoisy machinein front of them
asthe cluttered street widened. "Look," he said. "Droid."

The children ran, waving their hands and hoping to get the droid's
attention. But they stopped as the machine continued aong a polished path
worn through the debris.

The droid was vastly older than the maintenance model up at the

turbalift. It had bulkier joints, squarish limbs; large bolts held the

pieces

together. The antique repair droid was little more than a mobile cart of

tools



with atorso, arms, and an angled hexagona head. One of its optical sensors
had falen off. Thick cables ran down its spine and along its neck, corroded
and caked with dust and dirt. Moss had begun to grow on its Sides. It moved
with astuttering motion asif desperately in need of lubricant.

Along the street aline of corroded poles stood ameter taler than the

twins. Atop each pole rested an old glowcrystd, engraved with magnifying
facets, but each crystal was a dead trand ucent gray, shedding no light into
the dim streets. Some poles had come |oose from their ground-level moorings
and tilted Sdeways.

Therepair droid worked itsway to the end of the Street, stopped at an
appropriate position, and ratcheted its torso high on accordion joints so

its

arms could reach the darkened glowcrysta. The droid removed the burned-out
crystd, cradling it carefully in segmented pincers. After placingitinthe

back of the cart, the repair droid removed another thick glowcrystal from an
open bin. Following complex programming, the droid positioned the
replacement

crystal on top of the pole and activated it.

The new glowcrystal remained as dead and lightless asthe first, but the

repair droid didn't seem to notice. It moved to the next pole, repeating the
process.

Jacen stood in front of the droid, addressing it in hisbest Daddy voice.
"Werelost," hesad.

Jainacame up beside him. "Please help usfind our home."

Therepair droid ratcheted up asif in darm, then lowered itsdf down to



study the children with itssingle optica sensor. "Logt?" itsaidina
clanking voice.

"Home," Jainaingsted.

"Not in my programming,” thedroid said. "Not my main task." It ratcheted
up again and moved to athird mafunctioning glowcrysa pole. "Not in my
programming.”

Jaina and Jacen began to cry. But upon hearing each other, rather than
reinforcing their tears, the twins stopped. "Be brave," Jainasaid.

"Brave," Jacen agreed.

Thetwo exhausted twins sat down on atime-smoothed chunk of duracretein
the middle of the open street. They watched the repair droid continue
removing

dead glowcrystas from poles and replacing them with equally usdesslights.
The droid moved dl the way to the end of the Street, unsuccessful in
getting any of the streetlights to work again. Then, picking up speed, it
whirred down the worn path it had traveled for a hundred years, back to
where

it had started.

Thedroid stopped in front of the first dead glowcrystd pole dl over

again, ratcheted itself up, and replaced the lightless crystd it had

changed

only ashort while earlier with another one....

Stll reding from the destruction of the Manticore, Admiral Dada
dumped againgt the bridge rail. She found herself a alossfor words as

the



battle on Calamari continued.

"Wipethem out,” she said. "Open fire with al turbolaser batteries from
orbit. Target every floating city." She stared with glassy eyesout the
Gorgon'swide viewport. "Destroy them al.”

She couldn't understand what had gone wrong. She had followed Grand Moff
Tarkin'stactics exactly. He had trained her carefully, giving her al the
information she should have needed. But since Daala had emerged from Maw
Ingtallation, she had met with one disaster after another. The Sun Crusher
fdleninto Rebd hands, the Hydra destroyed, and now the Manticore. True,
dhe

had been successful in hijacking asmall supply vessd, and she had
obliterated an insignificant colony on Dantooine--but now on her first mgor
attack against a Rebel world, she had again lost a Star Destroyer through
her

own overconfidence.

She had failed. Utterly.

Besde the Gorgon in a companion flightpath rode the Basilisk. Together,
they fired volleys of turbolasersinto the oceans, incinerating submerged
Cadamarian structures. In moments they would crossthe terminator line
between

day and night, where they could fire down upon two more of the massive
floating cities. They would vaporize the structures, sending dl the
inhabitants to awatery desth.

"Digpatch the last TIE squadron,” she said, staring at thefiery

battlefield of the ocean world below. "I want to lay thisentire planet



waste.

"Admira!" Commander Kratas ran between the sensor and tactical stations
and up the two steps to the observation platform. "Rebel battleships have
just

come out of hyperspace, an entire fleet, more than we can hopeto fight."
Dadawhirled in dishelief. "They responded to adistress cal that

quickly?' Then shetoo saw the glinting figures of large battleships

Sresking

like comets toward them in planetary orhit.

Her breath caught in her throat. The shipyards remained unscathed except
for minor sorties. She had not met her primary objective in the attack on
Cadamari. Still... they had destroyed at least one floating city, wrecked
another, damaged two more.

"Recall dl TIE squadrons," Dadlasaid. "Plot a straight-line vector

through hyperspace to the Cauldron Nebula. We'l go back and reassess our
tactics, determine our losses." She paused, then raised her voicellikea
torch

of anger. "And well prepare our next attack!"

The TIE fighters streamed back into the holds of the Star Destroyers. The
Rebd defensive forces sivung around in orbit like a pack of carnivores.
Dada

did not darerisk fighting them, though she wanted nothing morethantorip
the throats out of their commanders with her bare hands.

"Ready for hyperspace,” she said before the reinforcements could swoop in

to attack. Dadlawatched the starfields e ongate into bright white lines



that
funneled into avanishing point on the other Sde of the universe.
Her Star Destroyers entered hyperspace, leaving the New Republic forces

hopelessly behind.

Han Solo and Lando Calrissian soared through the skies of Calamari inthe
Millennium Falcon, searching for columns of smoke rising from devastated
floating settlements.

They had found Foamwander City, but when they landed on one of the
emergency pads, they learned that Admiral Ackbar, Leia, and Ambassador
Cilghd

had already departed on arescue mission to the sunken city of Reef Home.
Han, wrapped up in dismay at the devastation caused by Admira Daalas
forces, felt no particular jubilation at being the pilot and owner of the

Falcon. All exhilaration at winning his ship back had evaporated upon seeing
the destruction that had been wreaked on the ocean world.

Lando sat at Chewbaccas gation, staring at the navigation charts.

"Looks like Reef Home City should be coming up somewhere below. | detect
plenty of scattered metallic masses, but nothing that might be a

metropolis.”

"No, just theremains" Han saidin alow voice.

Asthey skimmed low, helooked out the Falcon's viewports at floating
wreckage scattered on the waves. Blackened tracings of blaster scars showed
prominently on the fragmented metal. Broken chunks of the floating city,

seded an d airtight with flood bulkheads, remained afloat like buoyant



coffins; Cdamarian and Quarren rescuers swarmed over the self-contained
segments, trying to break through to freethose inside.

"That used to look like Cloud City," Han said. "Now it lookslike

leftovers from a garbage masher." He pointed to asmooth chunk of Reef
Home's

outer shell. "Think we can set down on that section over there?”

Lando gave anonchaant shrug. "Nobody'd even notice the Falcon among dll
thisother junk."

"Hey," Han said.

Lando looked at him. " She's your ship, Han. | just wish | had the Lady
Luck back."

Han set the Falcon down on the rocking plasted debris, locked down the
stabilizers, then broke open the door sedls. As he clambered down the exit
ramp, he scanned the rescuersto seeif he could find Leia. He hadn't held
her

inhisamsin solong.

Asusud, when they were forced gpart, he thought of al sorts of things

he wanted to say to her, the promises and sweet nothings she deserved,
though

he usudly didn't manage to force them through his gruff exterior.

Lando followed him, and they both stared at the wounded who had been
dragged onto the floating wreckage of the Cdamarian city. Although waves
doshed over the metal edges, for now they had been designated infirmary
aress, relaivey stable platforms on which the medics could tend the
injured.

Thesmédl of blood and sdt filled the air, mixed with the chemica



stench of laser burns, molten meta quenched in the seg, and smoke from
fires

that continued to burn.

Tentacle-faced Quarren bobbed up from the waves. Water trickled down
their heads as they brought up important components from Reef Home's
computer

core or persond items rescued from breached living quarters. The Quarren
would no doubt clam salvage rightsfor the entire hulk, and they would sd
persona belongings back to the Cdamarians.

Han stood with his legs spread wide for greater balance on adrifting
fragment. The choppy seamade the platform lurch in dow moation, rocking up
and down. He finally noticed awavespeeder skimming toward the wreckage.
Leia

piloted it, accompanied by Ackbar and afemale Caamarian.

Han waved frantically, and the wavespeeder veered toward him, coming
alongside. Leialeaped off the vehicle as Ackbar lashed it to aragged sstump
of torn metd. She waked confidently, then ran, keeping her bdance as she
flung herself into Han'sarms. He hugged her againgt his chest ashe kissed
her again and again. "I'm so glad you're safel”

Shelooked at him. "I know."

"Stop that," Han said. "'I'm serious. Dadladid this, didn't she?'

"Wethink so, but we have no proof yet."

He cut her off. "No question in my mind about it. Daala has no political
motives-she just wants to destroy things.”

Thefemae Cdamarian climbed out of the wavespeeder and went to the



triage area, glancing at the bleeding Caamarians asfar too few medics
attempted to tend them. She walked among the injured, making quick
pronouncements, asif she could somehow determine their chancesfor
urvivdl.

Two medics worked desperately to resuscitate a Quarren whose arm had been
amputated and his chest crushed. She took one glance and said, "Hewon't
survive, and you can do nothing more to make him survive." Thetwo
Cdamarian

hedlerslooked at her and, seeing the absol ute conviction on her face, moved
to another patient and let the Quarren die.

Likean angd of life and degth, she walked among them, staring down,

tilting her head and swiveing her round Caamarian eyesfrom sideto side.
Han watched her as she moved. "Who isthat?'

"Her nameis Cilghal. She'sthe Calamarian ambassador,” Lelasaid, then
lowered her voice. "'l think she has Jedi powers. She doesn't know it yet.

I'm

going to make sure she goesto see Luke." Leiahugged her husband again.
"I'm

so glad you came.”

"l was on my way the moment | heard,” Han answered. He cocked an eyebrow
as helooked at Lando. "By the way, we played another little game of sabacc
en

route. Thistimel won." He offered an arm to hiswife. "Would you likea
ride

homein my ship, Lea?'

"The Falcon'syours again?' she said with delight, then dipped her arm



through his. Still grinning, shelooked at Lando. "Sorry to hear that,

Lando."

He shrugged. "It was one way to get him off my back.”

Ackbar climbed out of the skimmer and stood on the rocking wreckage. He
raised one broad hand to shield hislumpy brow as he looked over the
scattered

debris of Reef Home City. Han had never been good at telling expressonson
the Caamarian admira's face, but Ackbar seemed devastated.

He went to where Ackbar stood all done. "Admira," Han said, "'l heard
what you did, how you defeated an entire Star Destroyer. Great work."
Leiamoved beside him in her white robes. "Admira, your victory here

must make up for the smple accident on VVortex. | hope you aren't
considering

going back into hiding?"

Ackbar shook hismassive head. "No, Leia. Y ou've reminded me of one thing
with your friendly ingstence. | am not the type of person who can hide. |

must do what | can, and asmuch as| can. Hiding isfor others. Actionis

for

mysdf.”

Leiaplaced ahand on the Admird'sthick bicep. "Thank you, Admira. The
New Republic needsyou,” shesad.

But Ackbar shook hishead. "No, Leia, | won't be returning to Coruscant.
After thisattack | can seejust how much my own people need me. | must stay
here on Caamari to help my people rebuild, to strengthen their

cavilization,



and to tighten their defenses againgt future Imperia strikes.

"We gtill have not recovered from the ondaught of the World Devastators,
and now anew fleet haslaid waste to our floating cities. | can't just

leave

Caamari now and go back." He turned his circular eyes up into the leaden
ky

and said, "This planet ismy home. These are my people. | must devote my
energiesto heping them.”

Han dipped hisarm around Leias waist and squeezed her. She fdlt iff

and cold; he knew exactly what she wasthinking. "I understand... Ackbar,"
Lelasad, findly dropping hismilitary title.

Han could sense her tension, knowing how the loss of Ackbar devastated
her. Han gripped her shoulder, fedling iron cords of tension rippling

beneath

her smooth skin.

With Ackbar's refusd to return to Coruscant, and with Mon Mothma growing
weaker day by day, that meant Leiahad to face dl the problems of the New

Republic done.

Daylight shone through the rectangular skylights of the Great Temple. Kyp
sat on an uncomfortable stone bench in the grand audience chamber, listening
to Master Skywalker. He pretended to pay attention, though it became more
and

more difficult as his opinion of Skywalker's knowledge dwindled.

The other Jedi trainees sat in rapt attention as Master Skywalker placed

the smal white Holocron on its pedestdl. It told yet another story of the



ancient Jedi Knights, extolling their heroic adventures, their battles

agang

the dark sde--dl ultimately ineffectua, because the Emperor and Darth
Vader

had been stronger than the Jedi Knights, squashing them.

Skywaker refused to learn from that failure. If he meant to bring the

new Jedi Knightsto greater power, he would have to recognize new abilities,
make his Order of Jedi Knights powerful enough to resst apurgelike
Vader's.

Exar Kun had shown Kyp the ways of the Sith. But Master Skywalker would
never adopt those teachings. Kyp wondered why he bothered to keep listening
to

Skywalker. He seemed so weak, so indecisive.

The other students were a potential wellspring of strength. They had

learned how to tap the Force, but they had gone no further than anovice
level, mere magicians, playacting in arole that wastoo big for any of

them.

They refused to peek behind the doors of greater power; but Kyp was not
afraid. He could handle the responsbility.

Another holographic gatekeeper of the Holocron agppeared and began telling
the story of how young Y oda had become a Jedi. Kyp stifled ayawn, unable to
understand why they had to keep watching these trivia histories.

He craned his neck to look at the walls of the enormous stone temple. In
hismind hetried to imagine the great Sith War four thousand years ago. He

thought of the damp-skinned Massass race endaved by Exar Kun, used by him



as

toolsto build the temples that he had reconstructed from even more ancient
and forgotten Sith records. Kun had revitaized the dark teachings, granting
himsdf thetitle of Dark Lord of the Sith, atradition passed down al the
way to Darth Vader, who had been the last Sith Lord.

Exar Kun'stemples had been erected across Y avin 4--the last
archaeological resting place of the incredibly ancient Sith race--asfocal
pointsfor his power. Kun had ruled here on the jungle moon, controlling
forcesthat had nearly defeated the Old Republic. But the warlord Jedi Ulic
Qd-Dromahad betrayed him; and dl the united Jedi had swept downina
find

battle on Y avin 4, exterminating the Massass natives, leveling most of the
Sith temples, razing most of therain forest in a holocaust from the skies.
But Exar Kun had managed to encyst his spirit here, waiting four thousand
years until other Jedi cameto awaken him....

Kyp fidgeted and pretended to pay attention. The temple chamber seemed
extremely hot. The Holocron droned on and on.

Luke listened with abegtific smile, and the other students continued to

observe theimages. Kyp g azed at the walls and wondered why he was there.

Ashdf night fell acrossthe junglesof Yavin 4, Luke Skywalker sat back
and dlowed himsdf to relax in one of the meeting hals. Smaller than the
grand audience chamber, the hall had arched stone ceilings and polished
tables, dong with serviceable furniture left behind by the Rebel
occupation.

Bright glowlamps hung in old torch sconces.



Luke felt bone weariness seeping through his body and hunger gnawingin
his ssomach. For now the students relaxed, recharging their menta energy.
All day long Luke had supervised them through Force exercises, levitation
training, visuaizing baitles and conflicts, senang other animalsand
creaturesin theforest, learning Jedi history from the Holocron. He was
pleased with how well they were doing; though the death of Gantoris il
felt

like an open wound, he saw that his other students were making great
progress.

Hefdt confident in being ableto bring back the Jedi Knights.

One of thetrainees, Tionne, sat in the corner preparing to play a

stringed musicd instrument two hollow resonating boxes separated by a shaft
strung with tond cords.

"Thisisthe ballad of Nomi Sunrider,” she said, "one of the hitorical

Jedi Knights." She smiled. Long slvery hair streamed past her shoulders,
hanging down to her chest and splitting like awhite-capped river down her
back. Her eyeswere small and close s, glinting with amother-of-pearl
sheen. Her nose was smdll, her jaw squarish. Luke thought she looked more
exotic than beautiful.

Tionne had agrest passion for the old Jedi legends and balads and
histories. Even before Luke found her, she had dedicated her lifeto
resurrecting the old stories, digging them out of the archivesand
popularizing them. Luke had tested Tionne's Jedi talent, and while her
potential was perhaps less than the other students, she made up for it with

absolute devotion and enthusiasm.



The othersfound chairs, benches, or just a smooth spot on the floor to
hear Tionne sing. Shelaid the instrument in her lap, and asthetrainees
listened, she plucked the strings with both hands, setting up an echoing
music

that fed and subtracted from her lyrics as she sang.

Luke closed hiseyes and heard her tale about young Nomi Sunrider, who,
after her husband's murder, attended the Jedi training that had been meant
for

him. Nomi had become apivotd character in the devastating Sith War that
pitted Jedi againgt Jedi in the ancient days of the Old Republic.

Luke smiled as he heard the music, the resonating notes, Tionne's soft

and watery voice as she sang with passion. From the far sde of the room,
Luke

heard arestless stirring and turned to see Kyp Durron, hisface stormy with
a

scowl. The young man sighed, scowled again, and finaly stood up,
interrupting

Tionné's song.

"I wish you wouldn't perpetuate that ridiculous story,” Kyp said. "Nomi
Sunrider was avictim. She fought in the Sith Wars without ever
understanding

what the battles were about. She listened blindly to her Jedi Masters, who
were afraid because Exar Kun had discovered away for the Jedi to increase
their power."

Tionne set her musical instrument on the flagstones and gripped her knees

through the fabric of her robe. Her face looked stricken, her small eyes



glinting with confusion. "What are you taking about?' Her voice wasthick
with discouragement. "'I've spent weeks recongtructing that legend. Everyone
here knew what | was doing. If you had other information, Kyp, why didn't
you

shareit with me?'

"Wheredid you learn dl this history, Kyp?' Luke said, sanding up. He

put hishands on his hips, trying to stare Kyp down. The young man had
become

more and more volatile as he acquired Jedi knowledge. Cam, you must be
cam,

Y oda had said, but Luke didn't know how to make Kyp calm.

Kyp flashed his glance across the trainees, who looked a himin

astonishment. "If the Sith War had turned out differently,” he sad,

perhaps

the Jedi Knightswould have learned how to defend themselves when Darth
Vader

came hunting, and they wouldn't dl have been daughtered. The Jedi would
never have falen, and we wouldn't be here, taught by someone who doesn't
know

any morethanwedo."

Luke remained adamant. "Kyp, tell mewhereyou learned dl this™

Kyp pushed hislipstogether and narrowed his eyes. He drew several deep
bresths, and L uke could sense the turmoil insde him, asif hismind were
working rapidly to come up with an answer. "l can use the Holocron too," he

sad. "AsMaster Skywalker keepstelling us, we are dl obligated to learn



everything we can.”

Luke didn't quite believe the young man's words, but before he could ask
another question, Artoo trundled in, warbling and chittering in darm. Luke
deciphered some of the dectronic language. "No ideawho it is?' he said.
Artoo whistled a descending hooting negetive.

"Wehaveavigtor," Luke announced. "A shipislanding on the grid right
now. Shall we go out to greet the pilot?' He turned to place afirm hand on
Kyp's shoulder, but the young man shrugged away. "Well discussthis|ater,
Kyp."

Relieved to have adistraction that would shatter the tension, Luke led
theway. The other Jedi students followed him down the stone steps and
through

the hangar bay to the cleared landing grid.

A small persona fighter--aZ-95 Headhunter, a deek metdlic cruiser

often used by smugglers--circled and eased down into the clearing. The other
students stood at the edge of the grid, but Luke came forward.

The cockpit doors swung up like the wings of agreat insect and the pilot
emerged. Luke saw adeek slvery suit clinging to the curves of ayoung
woman's body. She stepped down, pulled off an opague helmet and shook her
dark

reddish-brown hair. Her angular face had once been pinched with
determination,

but now seemed softened, her eyes wider, her full lips not entirely
unaccustomed to agmile.

"MaraJade," Luke said.

She tucked the helmet under her left arm, squeezing it againgt her rib



cage. "Helo, Luke." Shelooked a him with just the hint of afriendly
expression, then raised her eyebrows. "Or do | haveto call you "Master
Skywdker" now?'

Luke shrugged, holding out hisarmsto welcome her. "That depends on why
you're here."

She | eft the Headhunter open behind her as she strode across the clearing

to take hishand in greeting. Then she swiveled in amilitary-style maneuver
to survey the dozen students that had come to Lukeé's training center.

"You told me| had the ability to use the Force," shesaid. "'l came here

to learn more about it. Jedi powers could help me run the smugglers guild.”
She unzipped aflexible pouch at her side and tugged out a packet of
microcompacted folds of cloth, more than Luke could believe would fit inside
a

tiny package. She shook the brownish folds, unwrapping her garment.

She looked at the identical garmentson all of Luke'strainees and then

back a him. "See," she said. "'l even brought a Jedi robe."

Over agenerous meal of spiced runyip stew and bowls of chopped edible
greens, Luke watched Mara Jade feed hersdlf asif she were famished. Luke
savored every hite, sensing the nutrients and energies asthey dowly
permesated his body.

"The New Republicis counting on your Jedi Knights, Luke, and thingsare
getting much worse out there," she said.

Luke leaned forward, lacing hisfingerstogether and trying to pick up

echoes of her emotions. "What's happening?’ he said. "We're starved for



news."

"Well," Mara Jade said, still chewing amouthful of greens. She swallowed
and took adrink of cold spring water, frowning at it asif she had expected
something dse.

"Admira Daalahas continued her depredations. She doesn't seem to be
alied with any of the Imperid warlords. From what we can tell, she'sjust
trying to cause alot of damage to anyone who opposed the Empire--and sheis
causing plenty of damage. Y ou know that she has been hitting supply ships,
blowing them out of space? Sheleveled the new colony on Dantooine.”
"Dantooine!" Luke said.

Maralooked at him. "Yes, isn't one of your students from that group of
people?’

Luke sat rigid. Some of the trainees gasped in shock. His mind whirled,
thinking of al the refugees he had helped relocate to a supposedly safe

place

from the treacherous world of Eol Sha. But now they had been wiped out.
"Not anymore," he said. "Gantoris died. He was... unprepared for the
powers hetried to use.”

Mara Jade raised her thin eyebrows, waited for him to explain further.

When Luke said nothing else, she continued. "The worst part was when Daala
struck the planet Calamari. Seems she meant to take out the orbiting
shipyards, but Admiral Ackbar recognized her tactics. He blew up one of her
three Star Destroyers - comb Daaa still managed to sink two Caamarian
floating cities. Countlessthousands died.”

Kyp Durron stood up at the far end of thelong table. "Daalalost another

one of her Star Destroyers?”



Mara Jade looked a him asif noticing the young dark-haired man for the
firg time. " She ill hastwo Star Destroyers, and no inhibitions. Admira
Dadla can till cause incredible destruction, and she has a weapon no one
dse

seemsto have she knows she's got nothing to lose.”

"l should have sacrificed mysdlf,” Kyp said. "'l could havekilled her

with my bare hands when | was on the Gorgon.”

Helowe red hisvoice, relating the story Luke aready knew. "We stole the
Sun Crusher out from under her nose, and we wasted our opportunity. We had a
weapon that could have struck a decisive blow against the worlds till loyal

to the Empire--but what did we do with it? We threw the Sun Crusher into a
gas

planet whereit won't hep usat al.”

"Cam," Luke said. He gestured for Kyp to sit back down, but Kyp placed
his handsflat on the veined stone table, leaning over to glare at L uke.

"The Imperid threat isnot going to go away!" he said. "If we pool our

Jedi powers, we can resurrect the Sun Crusher, tear it out from the core of
Yavin. We can take it and go hunt the Imperias. What could be a clearer
mission for us? Why are we just hiding here on this backwater moon?”

He paused, fuming. When the other students looked at him, Kyp glared back
a them. "Areyou dl stupid?' he shouted. "We don't have the luxury to

fine-

tune our levitating abilities, or balance rocks, or sense rodents out in the
jungle. What good does that do? If we aren't going to use our powersto help

the New Republic, then why bother?!



Luke looked at Mara Jade, who seemed greatly interested in this

discusson. He refocused his attention on Kyp. The young man's med was
practicaly untouched.

"Becausethat isn't the Jedi way," Luke said. "Y ou've studied the Code.

Y ou know how we must approach adifficult Stuation. The Jedi do not set out
to destroy recklesdy.”

Kyp turned his back on Luke and stormed toward the door of the dining
chamber. At the arched stone entrance to the room, Kyp whirled and said, "If
we don't use our power, then we may aswell not have it. We're betraying the
Force with our cowardice.”

He gritted histeeth, and his words came out much more quietly. "I'm not
certainwhat else | can learn here, Magter Skywaker." With that, he

vanished

into the corridor.

Kyp felt his skin tingling with barely contained power, asif hisblood

had begun to fizz insde of him. He moved down the temple corridorslike a
projectile, and when he reached the heavy door to his quarters, he used the
forcetofling it open and dam it againgt the far wall with enough strength

to flake along splinter of stone from the blocks.

How could he ever have admired Master Skywalker? What did Han Solo seein
him asafriend? The Jedi teacher was blind to redlity, ignoring problems,
covering hiseyeswith his Jedi cloak, and refusing to use his own powers

for

the good of the New Republic! The Empire remained athreat, as Daalas

attacks



on Cdamari and Dantooine demonstrated--if Skywalker refused to use his
powers

to wipe out the enemy, then perhaps his convictions were not strong enough.
But Kyp'swere.

He could stay at the Jedi academy no longer. He yanked at the collar of

his robeto tear it off. From his stash of personal belongings Kyp pulled

out

asatchd that contained the flowing black cape that Han had given him asa
good-bye gift. During histraining at the praxeum, he had been content to
wear

the rough old robe Master Skywalker provided. But now he wanted nothing more
to dowithit.

Exar Kun had shown him how to unleash great powers. Kyp did not trust the
Sith Lord, but he could not deny the truth of what the shadow man taught.
Kyp

could see the power actualy working.

For now he had to get away to ponder and sort through the conflicting
thoughtsin hismind.

He opened up the satchd to look at the black cape. A pair of small,
lightning-fast rodents dashed out from their nest in his garment and

vanished

like hot liquid through achink in the sone wall.

Alarmed, Kyp lost control of hisanger for an ingtant and let fly a

searing blast of power that followed the two rodents down their narrow

tunnds



and incinerated them as they ran. Blackened bones tumbled forward with the
momentum, then dumped to dust in the stone tunndl.

Paying no more heed to the distraction, Kyp pulled out the flowing cape,
holding it in front of him. Its embedded reflective threads sparkled as if

with hidden power. Kyp wrapped it around himsdlf and gathered afew of his
other possessions.

He had to go far away. He had to think. He had to be strong.

Later that evening, when Artoo sounded all the darms, Luke awoke
instantly. He sprinted down the corridors to the outside the landing area.
Mara Jade ran beside him, aready dert, asif she had agood idea of what
might be happening.

Luke's eyes adjusted rapidly to the star-strewn sky, which was fuzzy and
paein the south with skyshine from the gas giant Y avin. Maraand Luke
stood

outside the haf-open hangar doors as they watched her Z-95 Headhunter rise
from the landing grid with dl its running lights darkened.

"He's steding my ship!" Mara Jade shouted. The Headhunter's sublight
engines kicked in, burning white-hot behind the craft asit shot into the
sky.

Luke shook hishead in disbelief and redlized that he had unconscioudy
extended one hand, beckoning for Kyp Durron to return.

The smdl ship became awhite stresk of light that grew smdler and
smdler asit reached orbit, then set out among the sars.

Lukefdt adevastating emptiness, knowing that he had lost another of

his Jedi studentsforever.



Every flagstone gleamed. Every Imperia column had been scrubbed white.
Every colorful banner representing the Empires most loya worlds hung
absolutdly straight, displayed without awrinkle. Everything wasin order at
the main citadd of the Imperid Military Academy on Carida.

Ambassador Furgan nodded. Just theway he liked it.

Three hundred crack stormtroopers stood at attention in the echoing hall,
motionlessin perfect ranks. Their white armor glistened like polished bone.
They wereidentical, intensvely trained, precise military machines. These
stormtroopers were the best of the best in the academy. Only the top
Imperid

recruits even began stormtrooper training, and these three hundred had
excdledin every way.

Ambassador Furgan moved toward the podium to address them. The smdll of
oils and waxes on the synthetic wood seemed potent in the otherwise
erilized

ar. Furgan drew himsdlf up, trying to look larger than his stocky stature
alowed. Thewhite helmets turned in unison to track him with their black
goggles.

"Imperid troops," he said, "you have been chosen to lead the most
important misson sincethefdl of our beloved Emperor. Y ou have endured
hardship and passed many tests during your training. | have chosen you as
the

elite, the best trainees remaining on Carida.”

They did not stir, did not congratulate each other. They remained like



ranks of statues-which itsdf attested to the thoroughness of their

traning.

Since receiving the long-awaited coordinates of the secret planet Anoth,
Furgan had plotted this operation with extreme caution. He had studied the
personnel data of thousands of his best troops. He had analyzed the records
of

their training exercises mock combat in the harsh ice caps of Carida;
prolonged sieges out in the baked and waterl ess deserts; jungle survival
tours

through dense and uncharted rain forestsfilled with primitive predators,
carnivorous plants, and poiSonous insects.

Furgan had culled the names of those stormtroopers who had shown the most
staming, the most initiative, the greatest success, coupled with the

strongest

willingnessto follow every order.

He was proud of his assault force.

"We have obtained secret information regarding the location of acertain
baby. A child with enormous potentia for using the Force." He paused,
expecting to hear them groan, but the stormtroopers made no sound.
"Thischild isthe son of Leia Organa Solo, the New Republic's Minister

of State. If we wereto gpprehend this child, it would dedl an enormous
psychological blow to the Rebellion--but beyond that, this boy isthe
grandson

of Darth Veder."

There, findly, he thought he heard arustle of superdtitiousfear or

awe.



"This child could be extremely vauable to the rebirth of the Empire. A

child such asthis, raised properly and trained properly, could become a
worthy successor to the Emperor Palatine.”

Furgan kept talking, faster now as he felt the excitement within him. He
was more than just an ambassador; he planned to go aong on this assault
himsdf. He would not expose himsdlf to any part of the attack, of course,
but

he would be there to snatch the young child named Anakin.

"Y our unit leaderswill provide you with specific assgnments. This
expedition is currently being provisioned. We have secured transports to
take

you to the secret location of thisworld.”

Furgan alowed himself abroad grin with histhick purplish lips. "Itis

aso my pleasure to announce that this assault will mark the first combat
use

of our new Mountain Terrain Armored Transports on which you have been
traning

these past months. That isdl. Hail to the Emperor!™

The thunderous response of filtered stormtrooper voices came back at him,
rocking the hdl. "Hall to the Emperor!"

Furgan dipped behind the hanging purple curtainsinto awakway that led
down empty glow-lit corridorstoward his secure office. Insde his chambers
he

closed the blast-proof door and sealed it with a cipher lock. He brushed

adde



models and plans of the deadly new MT-AT attack vehicles. He felt immensely
pleased with himself and eager for the assault to Start.

Sitting on Carida during the years of turmoail, Furgan had been upset with

al the squabbling Imperid commanders since the Emperor's death. Many of
the

warlordsin the Core Systems were extremely powerful, yet they spent their
time wrestling for dominance among the remnants of the Imperid fleet rather
than fighting againgt their red enemy, the Rebdlion.

Grand Admira Thrawn had seemed their greatest hope, but he had been
defeated; and ayear later even the resurrected Emperor had been defeated.
The

power vacuum of leadership left the Imperid forceswith no leadership, no
god, battling only for their own advancemen.

Even this surprise new threat by renegade Admiral Daala disturbed Furgan.
At least Dadlawas putting her Star Destroyers to an appropriate use,
attacking Rebel worlds and creating as much havoc as possible. But Dadla had
no overriding plan, no strategy that would bring her ultimate success. She
was

samply ajuggernaut, striking target after target for the satisfaction of

causing pain.

Furgan had discovered to his surprise that Daala hersdlf had been trained

on Carida. Digging through old records, he had uncovered many disciplinary
actions taken againgt her, reprimandsin her file. Even then shehad been a
maverick, performing admirably but refusing to learn her place, inssting

that

she deserved promotions instead of others. Furgan had no record of her



advancement to admira, but Moff Tarkin had transferred her to his persona
staff after one of hisbrief ingpection tours. Furgan had no other

information

about Dadlasince that time.

It angered him that thisadmiral continued her attacks on the Rebdlion
without even attempting to get in touch with Carida. Perhaps Dadla
considered

hersdf avigilante, but the Empire needed its soldiersto fight as parts of
animmense whole. The Empire did not need vigilantes.

Furgan had tried to contact some of the other battling Imperia
commandersto get capital shipsfor hisassault on Anoth. The Emperor and
Grand Admira Thrawn and other depredations had already taken most of the
shipsavailableto Carida. On the military training planet, Furgan had

access

to some of the most sophisticated weaponry and soldiersin the entire
galaxy--

but because of the perpetud squabbles between the Imperia Army and the
spacefaring Imperia Navy, he had no place to go with histroops. This|eft
Furgan in aposition of being on the most heavily armed--but usel ess--planet
il loya to the Empire.

Furgan absently played with one of the articulated moddls of the MT-AT
fighting vehicle. It would be fascinating to see the marvel ous new machine

in

operation. Even with the death of the Emperor, hisloyaty to the Empire and

the New Order had never been shaken, not even dightly.



Furgan kept doing his best to strike vita blows against the New

Republic, oneway or another. He was pleased to watch indirect reports that
gave him evidence of the inexorable progress of Mon Mothma's "mysterious
illness." Shewould be dead before long.

And as soon as Furgan had the grandson of Darth Vader in his possession,

al those dill loyd to the Empirewould haveto listen to him.

When Wedge Antilleswasn't looking, Qwi Xux stole aglance a the
coordinates displayed on his navigation panel. Sitting in the co-pilot's

Seat

of the disguised persona space yacht, Qwi used her nimblefingersto tap

the

coordinates into the navicomputer, requesting afull display.

Wedge looked away from the starfield and caught what she was doing. "Hey!
" he said, then grinned sheepishly ashe lowered hisgaze. "Thiswas
supposed

to beasurprise.”

Qwi laughed, a cascade of short musicd tones. "1 just wanted to know the
name of the planet.” She frowned asthe display came up. "Ithor? Never heard
of it

Wedge chuckled and reached over to squeeze her dender shoulder. Shefelt
the warmth of histouch linger for several moments after he removed his
hand.

"Qwi, you've never heard of most placesin the galaxy. Y ou spent your entire
life cooped up in Maw Inddlation.”

"IsIthor anice place?' she asked.



He dghed. "It's beautiful. A pristine natura world covered with forests

and jungles, rivers and waterfalls. Well be incognito, and you won't have

to

worry about anybody knowing who you are.”

Qwi looked around at the meta-edged control panels of the space yacht,

at the synthetic fabric of the seatsthat felt so smooth and soft. She

sndled

therecirculated air. Qwi had lived for yearsinsde acompletely enclosed
environment; she knew nothing about plants and animas and other life-forms.
She hoped it would be fascinating.

"Areyou sure well be safe?" she asked, swalowing hard. Her grestest
nightmare was that some Imperia spy might recapture her and haul her back
to

the black-hole research lab where they would tear the weapons knowledge out
of

her head, no matter how much she resisted.

"Yes," Wedge said after along pause. "Ithor isan isolated paradise.
It'saworld where many young couples'--he paused, then swalowed asif
embarrassed by the word he had just spoken--"uh, tourists go for vacations.
Many people come and go, and the Ithorians welcome everyone.

"The Empire blockaded thisworld during the Rebdlion, causng some
damage as ashow of force. But after one of the Ithorians gave the Empire
accessto the agricultura and cloning information they wanted, Ithor was
bescdly left done”

Wedge looked out at the starfield where the brilliant sun of the Ithorian



system gleamed awhitish blue. He increased the thrust from the sublight
engines and vectored them toward a bright green planet veined with blue and
swathed with white clouds.

"Just pretend were on vacation,” Wedge said. "WEell be tourists, and

I'll show you what you've been missing. | can't think of a better placeto
dart."

"l redlly look forward toit." Qwi smiled warmly & him.

Wedge blushed, then seemed to concentrate furioudy on the rdatively

smpletask of entering alow orbit.

Qwi placed her pae-blue fingers against the Sde viewport as she stared

at the lush vistas below. She had never seen such excotic scenery before, so
different from the serilewhite-walled roomsin Maw Ingtallation.

Below her, between the treetops of atropical paradise, broad rivers

furled with white rapids as the current flowed over broken rocks. The space
yacht soared above broad meadows splattered with brilliant colors, blooming
flowersin red and yelow, blue and purple. The sheer vibrancy of the
growing

things dazzled her eyes.

They passed over achain of ova lakesthat glittered and reflected the
sunlight, like the string of jewels on the necklace Wedge had given her asa
gift afew days earlier. Overhead the sky was amuted lavender.

"Beautiful," shesad.

"Told you s0," Wedge agreed, giving her ahaf smile. "Y ou can trust me."
Shelooked a him, then blinked her indigo eyes. "Y es, Wedge, | trust

you."



He cleared histhroat and turned away quickly, pointing out the front
viewport. "The Ithorians alow no damage to their environment,” he said as
if

reading adatasummary. "In fact, they consider it sacrilege even to set
foot

on the ground of their mother jungle.”

"Then how do they live?" Qwi asked.

"Look," Wedge said.

Asthey soared above the treetops, Qwi made out a strange shape coming
over the horizon, rapidly growing larger asthey approached. "Isthat a
aity?"

shesad.

"Morethan just acity,” Wedge said, "an entire enclosed environment. The
Ithorianscdl it the Tafanda Bay."

The enormous disk-shaped congtruction swelled tofill their front

viewport, looking larger and larger--and larger, like afat coin greater in
diameter than the entire Maw Ingtdlation. Though the city gppeared to be
mede

of plasted, it dso seemed at least partidly dive.

A chaosof platforms, flight decks, transmission antennas, and roving
machinery studded the hull of the Ithorian floating city--but the exposed
surfaces were covered with hanging moss; large trees grew out of specid
pockets on the side walls, rising to the sky and looking thicker and greener
than the metallic towers.

Onthetop flat surface of the disk, greenhouse domes sparkled like a



thousand eyesin the sun. Qwi could see through the transparent domesto
dense

botanicd gardensin carefully manicured rows. Small shipsflitted like

gnats

about the landing ports and shipping bays.

Undernesth the Tafanda Bay, banks of diffused repulsorlift engines kept

the entire city hovering over the treetops, casting an dliptica shadow

over

the leafy surface. The Ithorian city dowly drifted dong awandering course
with no destination in particular, without touching the sacred ground.

Wedge keyed in hisrequest for landing coordinates and was answvered by an
odd echoing voice that Qwi thought sounded like someone speaking through a
long, empty tube. After amoment the comm system crackled again with the
voice--or wasit another one? - - changing the coordinates.

"Excuse usfor the oversight, Sir. A specia representative will meet you

at the landing bay. We hope you enjoy your stay here on our homeworld."
Wedge |ooked suspicioudy at the comm unit. "Why would they be giving us
specia trestment?’ he said to Qwi. "Nobody is supposed to know who we
redly

ae"

Qwi looked around, and suddenly the cockpit of the space yacht seemed
smaller. "Do you think were in danger? Should we turn around and find some
other placeto go?"

Wedge looked asif that was indeed what he wanted to do. "No, it'sal
right,” he said bravely. "I can protect you. Don't worry."

They landed on the pad indicated, and Wedge extended the passenger ramp.



He climbed down the gangway first and reached up to take Qwi by the hand,
leading her gently down. She could easily have disembarked by hersdf, but
she

enjoyed the attention he showered on her.

Surrounding the space yacht were wide-boled gray-barked trees with low
branchesthat spread out to form along, flat platform. Brilliant white and

blue flowers spangled the leaves. Staring around her, Qwi took a deep bregath
of themoig air. Everything smelled fresh and dive, filled with asymphony

of scentsthat startled her imagination.

"Greetings." Qwi turned to see an exceedingly strange-looking aien

hulking toward them, flanked by two ten-year-old human boys. The hunchbacked
alien wore awhite cape trimmed with braid. Its head looked like along

ladle,

asif someone had taken aface made of soft clay and stretched it into an S
curve, looping the front up and yanking out two eye stalks. The mouth was
hidden far under the doping canopy of its head. As Qwi watched, the
cumbersome-looking creature took steps forward with agentle, careful grace.
The two human boys beside the creature wore smilar white capes, over
bright-green jumpsuits. Pale-haired and blue-eyed, both wore bestific
expressions, but neither of them spoke.

Wedge must have seen how startled Qwi was by the dien's gppearance. "l
guess | should have warned you. The Ithorians are commonly called

Hammerheads.

Qwi nodded dowly, thinking about other strange creatures she had seen,



from the fish-faced Admiral Ackbar to the tentacle-headed Tol Sivron who had
run Maw Ingtalation. Perhgps not dl intelligent cresturesin the galaxy

could be as attractive as some humans... such as Wedge.

"Actudly," thedien said, stepping closer, "we didike the name

Hammerheads. It seems deprecating to us."

"My agpologies, gr," Wedge said, bowing dightly.

"I am Momaw Nadon, and | am honored to be of service to you, Wedge
Antillesand Qwi Xux."

Wedge took one step back in panic. "How do you know our names?' he said.
Momaw Nadon made a hollow bubbling sound that came from both sides of his
mouth in astereophonic echo. "Mon Mothma asked meto give you specia
accommodetions.”

"Why would Mon Mothmatell you we were coming here?' Wedge said. "Were
supposed to be keeping alow profile” AsNadon gave adight bow, his

ladle-

shaped head see-sawed up and down. "1 have sympathized with the Rebel
Alliance

since my days of exile on Tatooine, more than adecade ago. My people
banished

me to the desert planet, where | could tend the sands rather than our

beautiful forests. The Empire had demanded certain agricultura information,
and | gaveit to them to save our forests from being obliterated--but il

my

people exiled me. | returned here after the Emperor's death, and | have
continued to make amends ever since.”

Nadon gestured to the two human boys. "Take their luggage. We will show



them their staterooms.”

The youths moved in unison--without the pell-méll franticness of young
boys--entering the space yacht and returning with the dick silvery

containers

of vacation clothes.

Nadon led them away from the landing bay, ducking his head under the low-
hanging branches that surrounded the landing pad. The passage seemed likea
living green tunnd.

"l wasaso in the cantinain Mos Eidey when Luke Skywaker and Obi-Wan
Kenobi first met Captain Solo. | did not know my brush with history at that
time, but | remember it clearly, though | was preoccupied with... other
concernséat thetime.”

"I'm amazed you could recdl ameeting like that after so many years,”
Wedge said.

Nadon indicated a disguised turbolift that opened like agreet leafy pod
inthewall. They al stepped insde and began to descend deeper within the
TafandaBay.

After along pause Nadon findly said, "Ithorians have long memories.”

He led them through winding corridors, past smal domesthat contained
gpecimens of plant life from different parts of the planet. Near a

ddicately

spraying fountain, Nadon pointed to two doors across the corridor from each
other.

"l have assigned you these staterooms,” he said. ""Please contact me if

you desire other amenities. | am hereto serveyou.” The two mysterious boys



deposited the luggage in the corridor and stepped back to stand on either
Sde

of Nadon.

Qwi findly said, ™Y ou haven't introduced usto the children. Areyou

their caretaker?'

Nadon made arumbling bubbly sound in histwin throats. "They are...
seedlings, grown from the flesh of my enemy. They are dso amemory of my
days

on Tatooine." Nadon hung his ladle-shaped head.

The two boys remained impassive, and Nadon ushered them off. Without a
backward glance he left Wedge and Qwi standing outside their staterooms,

wondering what he meant.

After nightfal on the upper observation deck of the Tafanda Bay, Qwi
went with Wedge to watch the moonsrise. The lavender skieshad turned a
deep

violet, punctuated by brilliant starsin awash across the heavens.

A smdl mooninfull phase climbed over the eastern horizon, while the
fingernall crescent of amuch larger moon hung close to the western sky,
following the brilliant colors of sunset over the edge of theworld. High
up,

two other moons showed swollen quarter phases.

Qwi took adeep breath of the humid air, smelling a plethora of spicy
perfumes from green plants and night-blooming flowers, like acomplex
mixture

of al the perfumesand all the pleasant cooking herbs she had ever smdlled.



The breeze grew paradoxicaly warmer with nightfal, and shefet her
feathery hair drifting about. She straightened it with her dender fingers,
knowing that Wedge liked to see her pearly strands glisten in thelight. She
had changed into a soft wrap swirled with pastel colorsthat accentuated the
ethered beauty of her wispy body.

The Ithorian eco-city cruised dowly over the tregtops. The gentle hum of
the Tafanda Bay's banks of repulsorlift engines blended with the Smmering
night sounds of the jungle below. The breeze rustled leavesin thetal

hedges

and stands of scale trees around the observation deck.

Other Ithorians arrived, standing in sllence or thrumming in their

strange stereo language. Wedge and Qwi said nothing to each other.

She stepped closer, brushed againg him, then findly let herself snuggle

up to hisside. Nervoudly, it seemed, Wedge dipped an arm around her waist
and she--Qwi Xux, inventor of the Sun Crusher, co-creator of the Death
Star--

felt honored to be under the protection of Generd Wedge Antilles.

She knew that Imperia loyalists would be desperate to regain the secret
knowledge locked in her brain. But Qwi redlized that here, at least, she

felt

completely safe.

Jacen and Jaina continued their trek across Coruscant's dank underbdlly.
They couldn't tell if the dim hdf light that filtered down from high above

sgnified nighttime or day. The air smelled thick with rotted garbage, dead



things, corroded meta, and stagnant water. They walked aong the widest
streets, dodging rubble, clambering over falen and ancient wreckage. They
hed

seen nothing familiar for hours, and neither of them knew what to do next.
"I'm hungry,” Jainasad.

"Metoo," Jacen said.

The degp underground was smothered in asilence overlaid with white
noise. Shadowy creatures, sartled by the twins, fled into darker hiding
spots. Bumping one pile of debris, Jacen and Jaina sparked an avalanche of
frightening clatters. The twinsran from the noise, generating further
junkfalsthat tinkled and clanged from great heights.

"My feet hurt," Jacen said.

"Minedont," Jainaanswered.

Up ahead they finally saw awelcome sign a cave dwelling made of shored-
up wreckage, walls built from piled chunks of duracrete mortared together
with

apaste of dried dgae, mud, and darker substances. Smoky lights burned deep
ingde the cave, looking enticing in contrast to the forbidding bleskness of
the undercity.

Jacen and Jainamoved forward &t the same time. "Food?' Jacen asked. His
Sster nodded.

Outside of the strange dumped cave they saw cables running through
lichen-clogged eye bolts mounted at various points. Along thewalsand
ceilings, metal bands like long fingerbones dangled in adecoreation, linked
together by sagging segments of chain.

"In here" Jainasaid, taking the lead. Dimness folded over them, leading



them toward the enticing lights.

Near her head a scratching, scuttling sound came from the shadows. The
girl looked to see an elongated spider-roach nearly the size of her head.
Bumping againgt her, Jacen leaned forward to get a better ook at the
creature. The spider-roach clambered up the lumpy wall and hesitated,
turning

three glassy amber eyes at them.

Suddenly, with aratcheting clatter, afistful of metd flangesfrom the
calling svung loose like aprehensle mechanica hand dangling on chains,
Dozens of sted fingers dammed against thewall to trap the spider-roach,
clamping it into amakeshift metalic cage. The creature thrashed and
flaled,

clacking its mandibles. Sparksflew as chitinous forelimbs scrabbled againgt
the impenetrable bars.

In panic Jacen and Jaina hurried down the tunnd toward the flickering
orange lights. But the twins stopped , smultaneoudly sensing athrill of
danger. They looked up just in timeto seeamuch larger cage, dl prongs
and

sharp metal edges, collapse down around them. Mechanica metal claws
surrounded them like dozens of fists chained together.

"Trgp!" Janasad.

Shuffling footsteps came toward them--athud, then ascrape asalarge
hulking cresture emerged from the depths of thelair. The silhouette
appeared

first, amassve tufted head with enormous arms dragging dmost to the



ground.

Onethickly muscled thigh looked the size of atree trunk, but the other leg
was much shorter, twisted and withered.

Jacen and Jainarattled the sharp metal edges of the cage, but the
mechanica clawsdrew tighter together like scissors. "Help!™ Jacen said.
Then their captor cameinto full view, lit from the Sde by reflected

smoky lights. The creature was covered with apet of shaggy hair, showing
no

distinction between its enormous head and the rest of itstorso, asif both
pieces had been smashed together into one barrel-shaped mass.

The thing's mouth hung in along crooked dash, twisted sdeways and
sraightened back only partway. Its|eft eye was overgrown with amass of
tumors and rotting flesh; the other eye, nearly aslarge asthetwins

fids,

shoneasickly yelow, streaked with red lines.

Jacen and Jainawere too afraid to say anything. Their ogrelike captor
shambled past, ignoring them for the moment as he rocked back and forth on
his

stubby withered leg. He picked up the small trap to ingpect the frantic
Spider-roach.

The children could sméll the stink from the monster as he next bent

toward the bars of their cage, thrusting his giant yellow eye close, but
Jacen

and Jaina scrambled to the other side of the cage.

The ogre disconnected long chains from the wall, draped them over his

shoulder, and dragged the twins cage clattering down the corridor into his



firelit den. The cagerolled and crashed againgt unseen obstacles, and the
twins had to scramble to keep themsalves upright.

Inside, gnawed bones from large and small crestures cluttered the
monster's lair, some piled in baskets, others cracked and strewn over the
broken floor. Smoky red flames came from smoldering potsfilled with a
rancid-

sandlingfa.

Chained in acleared area of the pit sat atusked ratlike creature

covered with bristling fur. Itsblack rubbery lips stretched back ina
perpetua snarl. Gobbets of drool flew from its mouth as it snarled and
threw

itsdlf to theend of itschain.

A set of broken manacles from a detention area hung on the spike-
encrusted walls of the chamber. Asthe ogre moved about in the brighter
light,

tatters of an old prison uniform could be seen among his greasy curls of
body

hair.

The ogre pried open the metal fingers of the small spider-roach trap. He
picked up the arachnid with hislumpy bare hands and tossed it to the giant
rat-mongter. The glossy spider-roach flailed itslong legs asit tumbled end
over end, and the rat-monster snapped it out of the air. But the bug managed
to grab on to the rubbery lipswith its sharp legs, and it sung hard.

The rat-creature yel ped, gnashing its tusks until it chomped down and

split the exoskeleton of the spider-roach with acracking pop. Then,



contented, it durped the juicy soft meat and licked itsblack lips. The

rat-

creature panted and rolled its wet red eyes at the two children.

Hopeful, the twins peered out from the cage. "We arelogt," Jainasaid,
cdling to the ogre from between the bars.

"Please help usfind our home," Jacen added.

The ogrefixed itsyellow eye on them. A foul wet slench came from his
mouith, like dime scraped from the bottoms of athousand sewers. He spokein
a

bubbling voice, durring the words. "No," the ogre said. "Gonnaest you!"
Then hetottered off on his shriveled leg toward asmoldering fireplace.
The ogrefound apair of long sharp tongs resting in the hot coas. Holding
the implements high, the ogre turned back to the twins.

Jacen and Jaina both looked at the top of their cage. The articulated

finger joints were held together by smal pins clogged with grease and rugt,
but smooth enough that the cage could open and close.

The twins each knew which pinsthe other concentrated on--and used their
rudimentary ability with the Force, just asthey did when they played tricks
on Threepio and played the games that their Uncle Luke showed them.
They popped out the cage pinstwo a atimein rapid succession. Smdll
pieces of metd flew liketiny projectilesin al directions. Suddenly

without

support, the long metal fingersfell open to the ground with anincredible
clang.

"Run!™ Jacen cried. Jainatook hishand and they scrambled toward the

tunnd.



The ogrelet out afurious roar and stumped after them, but he could not
keep up on hisuneven legs. Instead he grabbed the thick chain holding the
rat-monster to thewall and yanked out the long spike that held its collar
together.

Set free, the rat-creature lunged. Turning, it tried to snap itsteeth at

the ogre - comb he used amuscle-swollen arm to bash the rat-thing away from
him. He gestured toward the fleaing children.

And they ran, and they ran.

The rat-creature came howling and davering after them. The twinsran out
of thefirelit opening and dashed down an aley. Behind them they could hear
the steam-engine sounds of the cresture asit snorted, following their

scent.

Its claws clattered on the pavement.

Jainafound asmall dark gash in thewall, ahole broken into the layered
duracrete. "Here," shesaid.

Jainadived into thetiny hole headfirst, and her brother clambered

after. Only asecond later the rat-creature jammed its tusked snout against
the jagged opening, but it could not get its head through the hole.

By that time Jacen and Jaina had scrambled on their hands and knees,

burrowing deep into the unexplored darkness.

"Oh, we never should have agreed to baby-sit!" Threepio wailed. "I wonder
how often baby-sitters actually lose their children." Chewbacca growled at
him.

"Why didn't you listen to me, Chewbacca? Midtress Leiawill havedl your



fur shaved off so she can make anew rug. Y ou will bethefirst bald Wookiee
in higory.”

Chewbacca bellowed a suggestion as they ssormed down the corridors, till
searching the Holographic Zoo for Extinct Animals.

"Y ou can go to the control room if you like. | think we should sound the
alarm here and now. It is perfectly acceptable to summon help. Thisisan
emergency.”

Threepio found thefire darm and activated it with one golden hand;

next, he searched among the holographic exhibits until he dso found a
security alarm. Without hesitation he pressed the button. "There, that

should

doit."

Chewbacca growled in Threepio's face with enough force that the android's
audio sensors shut down to reset themselves. Then he manhandled Threepioin
his furred Wookiee arms, carrying him bodily down the hdl at afast lope.
"All right, haveit your way, then," Threepio said. "Well goto the

control center and shut down al the holograms.”

Jacen and Jainafelt the dimy surface of the tunnel asthey crawled

downward. They had no ideawhere they were going, but they knew they had to
find some other way home.

Jacen reached up, felt no close ceiling, and climbed to hisfeet. The

twins could see nothing in the darkness, only afaint glow ahead. They made
their way toward it--cautioudy thistime, afraid they might find another

ogre. Jacen smelled sizzling mest, and he heard gutturd words, the first

human voices they had heard since deciding to go home without Threepio and



Chewbacca.

Jacen gtarted toward the light, but Jainaheld on to hisarm. " Careful,”

she said. Jacen nodded and put afinger to hislipsasareminder. They

inched

forward, hearts hammering. They smelled the delicious scents of cooked food,
heard the crackle of fire, the chattering voices.

They reached a corner and peered around it to see alarge blasted-out

room, alow-level reception area used thousands of years ago. Jacen and
Jana

could see abonfire, tattered figures moving between light and shadow, banks
of dimly functioning glowcrystas, and aglimpse of blinking computer
equipment. Then suddenly, from &l sides, slent hands reached out to grab
them.

Firm grips, wiry arms. Five sentries struck at once, snatching Jacen and
Jainaand whisking them off their feet before they had a chanceto struggle.
The sentries laughed even asthe children squealed in terror. A cheer

went up from the people around the bonfire asthe sentries carried the twins

out into the bright light.

Alarms pulsed and whooped in the control center of the Holographic Zoo.
Red sgndsflashed; yelow lights blinked on and off in indecipherable
patterns.

Threepio wasimpressed at the commotion he had managed to cause just by
activating afew security systems.

The zoo's control droid sat in the center of an octagona computer bank.



It had a spherical head encircled by optical sensors mounted every

thirty-six

degrees. Fromits central station the control droid sprouted eight segmented
limbs that scrambled over the pandls, pecking at the buttonsin ablur of
motion like fire-linked blaster cannons.

"Permission denied,” the control droid said to them.

Chewbaccaroared, but the control droid merely spun its sphericd head

and ignored the Wookiee's outburst.

"| fedl required to warn you," Threepio said to the other droid, "that

when Wookieeslose their tempersthey are known to rip limbs out of their
sockets. | believe Chewbacca here is on the verge of losing histemper.”
Chewbaccaleaned forward on one of the segmented control pands, gripped
it with hishairy paws, and roared again into one set of the multiple eyes.
"Permission still denied,” the control droid said.

"But you don't understand!" Threepio inssted. "There are two lost

children inside your Holographic Zoo. If you would just shut down theimage
generators, we could search the habitats and find them.”

"Unacceptable,” the control droid said. "It would cause too grest a
disturbance among the other guests.”

Threepio indignantly propped his metallic aams on his hips. "But the zoo
looked empty when we toured it. How many other patrons are currently using
the

fadlity?'

"Irrelevant,” the control droid said. "Such an action is grictly

forbidden except in conditions of extreme emergency.”

Threepio waved hisgolden handsin theair. "But thisis an emergency!”



Chewbacca had gpparently had enough of formd requests. He bunched his
fiststogether and brought them down on the first control bank, smashing the
glossy black coverings and shattering circuit connections.

Sparks flew. The control droid's head spun around like a planet knocked
out of itsorbit. "Excuse me," the control droid said, "please don't touch

the

controls.”

Chewbacca went to the second segment of the octagonal board and smashed
it aswdll. The control droid flailed itseight articulated limbs, trying to
bypass circuitsin the remaining systems.

"I must admit, Chewbacca, that your enthusiasm makes up for any lack of
finesse" Threepio said.

In no time the Wookiee had ruined the entire set of pandls. Without a

single functioning hologram-generating system, the control droid folded all
eight of itsarticulated arms like a dead insect and seemed to sulk.
Chewbacca yanked Threepio's mechanical arm and hauled him back down to
the holographic habitats. Now every chamber was empty, white-tiled walls
with

strategically mounted hologram generators at the vertices of the room.
Various

guests had dropped garbage in among the illusions, refreshment wrappers,
torn

scraps of paper, and half-eaten nonorganic treats that had failed to
decompose.

"Jacen! Jainal" Threepio caled.



Alarms continued to squawk as Chewbacca and Threepio passed from one
habitat to the next. Threepio caled up the data brochureinsde his

computer

brain and guided the search, methodically moving from one room to another.
Every cdl in the deactivated Holographic Zoo looked identical, and they
found

the children in none of them.

When they finaly hurried to the last chamber, hoping againgt hope that

they would discover the twins crouched in the corner and waiting to be
rescued, they were suddenly met by the New Republic militia charging toward
them in responseto dl theadarms.

"Halt!" the captain of the guard said.

Threepio ingtantly counted eighteen humans, al wearing blaster-proof

armor. The militiamembers drew their wegpons and leveled them.

Indl hisadventures Thregpio couldn't recall ever having seen so many
blaster barrels pointed directly a him.

"Oh, my!" hesaid.

The fera humans brought Jacen and Jaina before their king. The

flickering warmth of the junk-hegp bonfire made a pleasant smell. The gtrips
of unrecognizeable meat roasting on long skewers caused both children to
lick

ther lips.

Grimy-faced sentries |ooked down at the twins and smiled. Their mouths
seemed a checkerboard of yellow teeth and black gaps. The king of the

underground humans sat on atal pile of ragged cushions. He laughed. "These



are thefearsomeintruders?’

Jacen and Jainalooked around themselves, gathering details. The refugees

in the former reception area had bedrolls, tattered clothing, and stashes of
scavenged possessions. Some sat mending rags, others worked on spring-loaded
animd traps. Two old men crouched holding smal musica insruments cobbled
together from old pipes; they blew into the mouthpieces, comparing high
whigling notes.

Theferd people wore torn and threadbare clothing, some mended, some

not, dl very old. They had long hair; the men wore bushy beards. Their skin
was pale, asif they had not seen sunlight for decades. Some of them might
never have seen naturd light at all.

Theking seemed to have the best materials. He wore shoulder pads and
polished white gloves taken from a stormtrooper. His eyebrows were large,

his

reddish-brown beard wispy. Though his face was the color of raw bread dough,
his eyeswere bright and dert. His smile aso showed gaps from missing

teeth,

but it contained real humor.

Around and behind the king hung jury-rigged € ectronic equipment,

computer panels, holographic display modules, even one old-model food-
processing unit. Ancient generators had been wired into the frayed energy

grid

of the skyscrapers, skimming power from the main flow through Imperid City.
The lost people had obvioudy been down herealong time.

" Get these children somefood," the king yelled, bending down to look at



them. "Wdl, now, my nameis Daykim. What're your names?"

"Jaina" Jacen said, indicating hissister.

Jaina pointed to her brother. " Jacen.”

A sentry with gray-blond hair tied in along ponytail brought asmoking
skewer of the roasted meat. He yanked off the red-black pieces of meat with
hisfingers and dropped them onto a squarish meta platter that had
origindly

been some sort of cover plate. The sentry blew on hisfingers, licked the
juices, and grinned at the children. He set the platter down in front of

them,

and the twins sat on the floor, crossing their legs.

"Blow on the meat before you put it in your mouths,”" theking said. "It's
Thetwins picked up smdl morsels, dutifully blowing until the meet was
cool enough to chew. King Daykim seemed to ddight in just watching them.
"So what were you doing down here dl aone? It's dangerous, you know.
Would you liketo stay here with us?* the king said. "We'redl growing old.
It's been too long since young people joined us down here.”

Jacen and Jainashook their heads. "We arelogt," Jainasaid around a
mouthful of meat. A thick welling of tears appeared on the edge of her
eydids.

Jacen dso sarted to cry. "Please help usfind our home," he said,

looking toward the high celling. Somewhere up in the distance lay their
living

quarters.

"Up there?' King Daykim said, comicaly incredulous. "Why would you want



to go back up there? The Emperor lives up there. Hes abad man." Daykim
shook

his head and gestured around him. "We have everything we want here. We have
food, we havelight, we have... our things."

Jacen shook hishead at Daykim. "'l want to go home."

With asigh Daykim glanced back at his banks of computer termindsand

then flashed them adefested smile.

"Of course you want to go home. Just finish up your supper. You'll need

your grength.”

The sergeant of the militia escorted Threepio and Chewbacca back to Han
and Lelas quartersin the old Imperia Paace. "Our records indicate that
Minister Organa Solo and her husband returned not more than an hour ago,”
the

sergeant said.

Chewbacca moaned degjectedly. Threepio shot asharp glance at him. "l
think you should be the oneto tell them what happened, Chewbacca. After
dl,

I'm only adroid.”

"Rest assured we're doing everything we can,” the sergeant said. "We've
had our teams combing the Holographic Zoo and the adjoining floorsjust in
case the twins found an emergency staircase. We're checking the logs of the
maintenance droid just to be sure that no one used the turbolift that was
being serviced." He snapped to attention. "WEell find them, don't you

worry."



Threepio used the override code on the doorway to open it. Then he and
Chewbacca stepped into the living quarters--to find Han and Lela sitting on
the sdlf-conforming chairs, with the twins balanced on their knees.
"Children! Oh, thank goodness, you're home!" Threepio cried. Chewbacca
thundered a high-pitched bellow.

Han and Leiaboth turned to look at them. "Wdll, there you two are.”
Threepio noticed at once that one of the panelsfrom the air-ventilation
system had been knocked off, apparently from theinside. A stranger, alarge
man, dressed in tattered but ornate clothing dashed to shelter behind one of
the larger pieces of furniture. He had long reddish-brown hair, awispy
beard,

and uncommonly pae skin.

Leareturned her attention to the rag-clad man. " Serioudy, Mr. Daykim,

| can't tell you how much we appreciate what you've done. | assure you the
New

Republic will do everything it can to repatriate dl your people.”

Daykim shook hishead. "The Emperor never forgave mistakes, not even
accounting mistakes. We saw many of our fellow civil servants either
executed

or sent off to horrendous pend colonies. As soon aswe caught oursavesin
a

ample but irrevocablefiling error, we knew we didn't have long to live--so
we grabbed what we could and fled to the underlevels of Imperid City. My
people have been living there for years. We're just abunch of ferd
bureaucrats who don't know any other life.”

"We could find aplace for you in the New Republic. We don't punish



people for smple mistakes. We could bring you dl back," Leiasaid again.
"Look around you, we could give you your own quarters like these. Many of
the

buildingsin the old Imperid City are abandoned.”

"Weknow," Daykim said, "we live there oursal ves sometimes. Thank you for
your offer." He stood up and cast a suspicious glance toward Threepio and
Chewbacca. He patted Jacen and Jaina on the head and flashed his gap-toothed
smile. "Y ou're good little children. Y our mommy and daddy should be proud of
you."

Han cleared histhroat and extended his hand in thanks. The tattered man
grabbed it and shook vigoroudy asif pleased to give afirm, businesdike
handshake.

"I still don't understand why you want to stay down in those murky |lower
levels" Han said.

Daykim swung oneleg into the ventilation duct and looked around. "It's

very smple” hesaid. "Up here| wasjust afile clerk--down therel ama
=ing!"

With alagt amilefor dl of them, Daykim vanished into the ventilation

ducts. They heard him thumping and scrambling as he disappeared down the
access tubes.

"Wdll, everything turned out right after dl,” Thregpio said. "It this
wonderful 7'

In answer Han and Leia both glared a him.

"Wewant agtory!" thetwinssaid in unison.



Kyp Durron brought his stolen ship into orbit around the small forest

moon of Endor, where the second Death Star had been destroyed.
Ignoring the sensors on board his stolen Z-95 Headhunter, helet hiseyes
fal closed. He reached out with his sense ability, seeking acrossthe

entire

landscape for shadows or ripplesin the Force. He had to find the last
resing

place of the only other Dark Lord of the Sith he knew of .

Darth Vader.

Exar Kun, who had lived long before V ader, was pleased to know that the
Lords of the Sith had continued for millennia. But Kyp 4till felt driven to
find answersto the clamoring questionsin hismind.

Master Skywaker said that Darth Vader, his own father, had returned to
thelight sidein the end. From this Kyp concluded that the powers of the
Sth

were not permanently connected with evil. That gave him athread of hope. He
recognized full well that the dark spirit of Exar Kun had lied to him, or at
least mided him. Therisk wasterrible, but the reward would benefit the
entiregdaxy.

If he succeeded.

Here on Endor, Kyp fdt he could hide from the watchful eyes of Exar Kun.
He didn't know how far Kun's power extended, but he didn't think the ancient
Sith Lord could leave Yavin 4. Not yet at least.

Kyp ingtinctively worked the controls of Mara Jade's fighter, bringing

the Headhunter lower as he scanned the forests. After the Rebel celebration

of



their victory over the Emperor, Luke Skywaker had built apyrefor his
fether

near the towering trees, not far from the Ewok villages. He had watched the
roaring flames consume the remnants of Darth Vader's mechanical attire.
But perhaps something had survived....

Asthe Headhunter cruised over the tops of the immense Ewok father trees,
Kyp searched with hismind, ironically making use of the exercises Master
Skywalker had taught him, how to reach out and touch dl life-forms.

He caught the ftirrings of the furry Ewoksin thelr tree cities. He

sensed large predators on the prowl one humanoid behemoth, a giant Gorax,
crashed through the trees, black hair swinging from sdeto side ashe
searched for Ewok dwellingslow enough to grab.

As heflew onward, Kyp's mind ranged far and wide across the Endor
wilderness. Then hefelt aripple, an echo of something that definitey did
not... belong.

Everything ese seemed to haveits place, but thisdid not conform. A

stain that seemed to absorb dl other senses, casting waves of leftover
darkness that caused the creatures on Endor to avoid the place
inginctively.

Kyp changed course and arrowed to the coordinates, circling once until he
found an gppropriate clearing. The repulsorlifts whined, and hislanding

jets

kicked up falen forest debris as he landed the Headhunter in the
underbrush.

Afraid and yet eager, Kyp swung out of the cockpit and hopped down,



landing with a crunch in the twigs and dead leaves. The breeze died, asif
the

evening forest were holding its breath around him. Silvery planetshine
trickled through the dense leaves, lighting the clearing with awan, milky
olow.

Kyp took four steps and stopped before the scorched site of Vader's
funerd pyre.

The ground surrounding the old burned area remained dead and brown.
Though the thick forests of Endor were tenacious and fast-growing, no plants
dared approach the scar, even after seven years.

The bonfire had been large and hot, incinerating Vader's uniform. Only a
few heat-warped bits of body armor had survived, along with tatters of a
black

cape tangled in broken rocks and time-packed ashes. A twisted lacing of
Sted

reinforcement lay like atorn spiderweb covered.

Kyp swalowed and knelt in the dirt. He reached out tentatively, afraid,
until he let hisfingertips brush the age-crumbled ashes.

Hejerked his hand away, then brought it back. The spot was cold, but the
coldness seemed to go away as his hands grew numb.

Kyp used the Force to scatter bits of ash, blowing clear thetiny,

buckled resdue that had survived thefire, an unrecognizable lump of black
plasted that might have been Vader's helmet. Growing more desperate, Kyp
increased his power, scouring away debris and leaving only asad jumble of
wires, melted plasted, and shreds of tough cloth.

Darth Vader, former Dark Lord of the Sith, had been reduced to only



pathetic scraps and nightmarish memories.

Kyp reached out to stroke the remnants. Electric tingles went through his
hands. He knew he shouldn't be touching these rdlics, yet he could not turn
away now. Kyp had to find answersto his questions, even if he had to answer
them himsdf.

"Darth Vader, where did you go wrong?' he asked, staring down at the
fragments of armor. His voice, unused for more than aday, croaked at him.
Vader had been amonster, with the blood of billions on his hands.

According to Exar Kun, Anakin Skywalker had been unprepared for the power he
had touched, and it had overwhelmed him.

Kyp recognized that he had begun to walk down a similar path--but he was
not so naive. Unlike Anakin Skywalker, he understood the dangers. He could
guard himsdlf. Hewould not be tricked by the temptations and the

brutdities

that had lured Vader deeper and deeper into the dark side.

Feeling cold and alone in the night, Kyp returned to the ship and took

out the long cape Han Solo had given him. He wrapped the fabric around his
dark jumpsuit to keep warm, then went back to sit on the barren ground by
the

ashes of Vader's pyre. The peaceful sounds of the forest gradually returned,
chirping and whigtling around him like alullaoy.

Kyp wasin no hurry. He could wait here on Endor. He needed to make sure
he wasn't kidding himself. He was no fool. He knew the dangerous edge he was
waking, and it frightened him.

Ashe sat in peace, running hisfingersdong the dick, fine fabric of



his cloak, Kyp thought of how hisfriend Han Solo had freed him from the
pice

mines... but even that happy thought twisted around to make him redize just
how much of hislife the Empire had stolen from him.

Kyp rarely recdled the diamond-edged memories of hisyouth, when he and
his older brother Zeth had lived on the colony world of Deyer. He thought of
theraft citiesanchored in acomplex of terraformed lakes stocked with

fish.

Zeth had taken him out many times on a pleasure skimmer to sSink
crustacean nets or just to swim under the ocher-colored skies. His brother
Zeth had long dark hair, eyes narrowed against the brightness of the sun,

his

body wiry and rippling with lean muscles, his skin tanned from long days
spent

outside.

The colonists had tried to build a perfect society on Deyer, fully

democratic with every person serving aterm on the council of raft towns.
Unanimoudly, the representatives on Deyer had voted to condemn the
destruction

of Alderaan, to request that Emperor Palpatine rescind his New Order. They
had

worked through the appropriate political channels, naively believing that
with

their votes they could influence the Emperor's decisions.

Instead Palpatine had crushed the "dissidents’ on Deyer, overrunning the

entire colony, scattering the people to various penal centers, and taking



Zeth

away forever....

Kyp found his hands clenched tight, and he thought again of the powers

that Exar Kun had shown him, the dark secretsthat Master Skywalker refused
to

consider. He frowned and took a deep breath. The cool night air bit into his
lungs, and helet it out dowly.

He vowed not to let Exar Kun twist him into another Vader. Kyp felt
confident in his determination, in his own strength of character; he could

use

the power of the dark side for the benefit of the New Republic.

Master Skywal ker waswrong. The New Republic stood on the moral high
ground and was justified in using any weapon, any force, to eradicate the

last

dansof theevil Empire.

Kyp stood up and wrapped the black cape around his chest. He could make
amends. He aone could show how well those powers could be used.

Exar Kun was long dead, and Darth VVader lay in ashes on Endor. "Now | am
the Lord of the Sith," Kyp said. With that admisson hefelt acold strength
creep up his backbone, asif his spine had turned into a column of ice.

He clambered back abo ard his small spacecraft. The determination felt

like flamesin hisfeet, making him move, making his heart pound, focusing

his

resolution into alaser-bright beam.

Now he, and he alone, had the opportunity to solve al of the New



Republic's problems - com™hmf.

Reflected glows from the Cauldron Nebula made dow dancing patterns on
the polished surface of the Gorgon's war-room table. Admira Dadlasat done
at thefar end, separated from Commander Kratas, Imperia Army Genera
Odosk,

and Captain Mullinore of the Basilisk.

Dadagtared at her own drawn and distorted reflection in theliquid

sheen of thetable. She kept her emerald eyes fixedly ahead as she squeezed
her fit, fedling the supple black |egther of her gloves. Her head pounded
with adull ache, like the imagined echoes of screaming troopers on the
exploding Manticore. Hot blood roared through her veins as she thought of
how

she had dso lost the Star Destroyer Hydra. Half of her force obliterated!
What would Tarkin think of her? In her nightmares she pictured his

spectre drawing back his open hand to strike her across the face for her
miserable failure. Failure! She had to make up for it.

Commander Kratas drew his bushy eyebrows together in an expression of
concern. HisImperia cap rested againgt his short dark hair. He turned away
from Daalds stare, then looked toward the general and the captain of the
other Star Destroyer. No one spoke. They waited for Daala, and shetried to
summon the courage to speak.

"Gentlemen,” shefindly said. Thewordsfdt like rusty nails catching

in her throat; but her voice was strong, startling the three commandersinto
attention. She eyed each onein turn, then swiveled her chair so she could

gaze out at the seething Cauldron gases. A knot of bright blue-giant stars



a

the heart of the nebula poured out intense energy thet illuminated the cloud
of gas.

"l have reassessed our mission.” Dadlaswalowed. Thewords aready
sounded like defest to her, but she would not giveinto it. "We must
somehow

differentiate between conflicting priorities. Our origind command from
Grand

Moff Tarkin wasto protect the Maw Ingalation at dl costs. That iswhy we
were given four Star Destroyers. Tarkin considered the scientiststhere a
pricelessresource for the ultimate victory of the Empire.”

She clenched her teeth and hesitated again. Her body betrayed her and
started to tremble, but she gripped the edge of the polished table with her
glove, gripped it hard until the cramped musclesin her fingers steedied her
agan.

"But we alowed the Sun Crusher, the most powerful weapon ever designed,
to be stolen from our grasp, and we lost one fourth of our fleet in afalled
attempt to recapture it. Upon learning of the changed situation with the
Rebdlion, | decided that it was more important to fight the enemies of the
Empire. Weleft Maw Instdllation undefended as we harried Rebe worlds. Now,
after the disaster at Caamari, | see we havefailed in that too."

Commander Kratas rose partway to hisfeet asif he felt compelled to
defend her actions. His skin flushed darker, and Daala noticed a disgraceful
hint of subble on hisjaw. If these had been norma disciplinary conditions

insde Maw Ingallation, she would have reprimanded him serioudly.



"Admird," hesaid, "l agree that we've suffered severe losses, but we

have aso struck crushing blows against the Rebel traitors. The assault on
Dantooine--was

Dadds hand siwung up to silence him with the finality of avibroaxe.

Kratas clamped histhin lips shut and dithered back into his chair.

"l am fully aware of the battle satistics, Commander. | see the numbers
inmy deep. | have studied the datapads over and over." Her voicerose and
became molten with anger. "No matter how much damage we have doneto the
Rebdllion, their losses have been insgnificant compared to ours.”

Then her voice dropped to such a sudden quiet coldness that she saw
Generd Odosk'swatery eyeswidenin fear. "And so | intend to use my last
resourcesin onefind assault. If successful, it will fulfill both of our

missons”

Her gloved fingers worked the controls at the end of the table. From a
holoprojector in the center of the black dab rose the computer-generated
image she had worked up that afternoon in her private quarterswhile the
imege

of Grand Moff Tarkin droned on with his prerecorded lectures.

"l mean to stab at the heart of the Rebellion,” she said. " Coruscant

itsdlf."

A high-resolution mapping of the last-known surface topography of the
Emperor's planet focused on aworld-sized metropolis with frozen polar caps
and sparkling chains of city lights on the night Side of the planet. She saw
spacedocks, curved solar mirrors that warmed the upper and lower latitudes
of

the planet, communications satellites, large freighters, streams of orbital



traffic.

Dadla gestured, and two fully rendered images of her Star Destroyers
appeared traveling side by side at high speed toward Coruscant.

"l intend to take al shipsand al personnd onto the Gorgon, leaving

only a skeleton crew--of volunteers, of course--on board the Basilisk. Our
Star Destroyers will come out of hyperspace just beyond the moons of
Coruscant. Wewill drivein at full sublight speed, without hesitation,
Straight toward our target.

"Wewill give no warning, and we will fire every turbolaser battery we
have, clearing acorridor to head directly for Imperia City. Any ship that
gtandsin our way will become acloud of ionized metal.”

As she spoke, the computer animation demonstrated her tactics. The two
Star Destroyers arrowed toward the capita city of the New Republic.
"The Cadamarian commander who defeated the Manticore gave me an ideawith
his suicide run, and we shall turn the tables on them." Dadlawatched the
stony face of General Odosk, the appalled look of disbelief on Captain
Mullinore, and the stern support of Commander Kratas.

"Thiswill be our deadliest hit-and-run,” Dadlasaid. "It will cause

enough damage for our namesto live forever in the annas of Imperia
history.

We shall dedl adegth blow to the Rebd government.

"Aswe gpproach in-system, the Badilisk's small volunteer crew will begin
asdf-destruct countdown. The Gorgon will run interference until we reach
our

target, at which timewewill turn aside. At full speed the Basilisk will



plunge into the atmosphere of Coruscant. It will be unstoppable.”

On the smulated image one Star Destroyer plit away before touching the
skin of ar, curving in atight orbit around Coruscant and then stresking

off

into space asthefirgt ship plummeted flaming into the atmosphere toward
the

most heavily populated center on the planet.

"When the Basilisk detonates..." Daala said. She paused as the planetary
image flashed with abrilliant ring of fire that sent ripplesigniting

through

the atmosphere. All thelights on the night Side of the planet went dark.
Cracks of fire appeared across the land masses.

"Theexploson will be sufficient to leve the buildingson haf a

continent. The shock wave traveling through the planetary core could topple
citieson the other sde of the world. The underground reservoirswill bresk
open. Tida waveswill cause damage aong the coasts. For the price of one
Star Degtroyer, we can lay waste to Coruscant.”

Odosk looked grimly admiring at the smulation. " A good plan, Admird."
"But my ship--was Captain Mullinore said.

"It will beaglorious sacrifice," Commander Kratas said. He steepled his
fingers and leaned across the polished table. "l agree.”

The smulated death of Coruscant continued, showing spreading fires
acrossthe cities, seilsmic disturbances and destruction that continued long
after the Gorgon vanished into an incandescent spot of light in hyperspace.
"But what of us?' Kratas said. "What will we do then?'

Dadafolded her arms across her chest. "We will accomplish both of our



missons, as| said. When the Basilisk has destroyed Coruscant, the Gorgon
and

al of our personne shall return to Maw Ingtdlation, wherewe will defend

it

to the death with every resource available. The Rebelsknow it is
there--they

will be sure to come sniffing around.”

Daalas need for vengeance forged her heart into awhite-hot brand that
threatened to burst itsway steaming and pulsing out of her chest. "Grand
Moff

Tarkin once said that setbacks are merely an opportunity for usto do twice
as

much damage the second time around.”

Captain Mullinore looked even paer than usud; pinpricks of blood

vessals speckled his milky-white skin. His blond hair had been cropped
severdy closeto hishead, making him seem bald in acertain light.
"Admira," hesad, "let me volunteer to remain onboard the Basilisk for
thismisson. | will be proud to captain my ship until the end.”

Dadalooked a him and tried to determineif he sought some sort of
compassion from her. She decided he wanted none. "I accept, Captain,” she
sad.

Mullinore sat down and gave atight nod that jerked his chin toward his
throat.

Dadaroseto her feet. The musclesin her thighs and back felt like

tightly bundled wires. Her entire body had been a clenched fist ancethe



debacle on Caamari, and she knew the only way to release the crushing
tengon

would beto strike a devastating blow against the Rebdllion.

"Begin the transfer of personnd and equipm ent,” she said. "We must
strike Coruscant at once."

Dada glanced once more at the seething nebulathat hid her ship, and
then she left the war room. She headed to her quarters, where she would
review

Tarkin'stactica tapes, searching for lost and secret wisdom that would

guarantee her victory.

29

The Calamarian female emerged from her teardrop-shaped transport pod and
swiveled her head as shetook in thethick jungles of Yavin 4, thetall
ancient temples. Shewaited.

Luke hurried out of the hangar bay and tried to maintain acareful pace
acrossthe cleared landing area. Artoo accompanied him across the packed
ground.

He noted that the Calamarian femae had asmdller stature than Admiral
Ackbar. She wore ydlow-and-turquoise robes that hung loosely about her
frame,

deevesthat flowed like waterfalls. He sensed a sad determination from her.
The Cdamarian femade saw L uke and gestured with aflipper-hand to the
unseen pilot of the transport pod. Behind her the craft rose skyward with a

magnetic hum, leaving her behind. She did not look up to watch the pod



streak

back into the low-lying clouds, but seemed intent on staying right where she
was.

"Master Skywalker," she said with avelvety burr that put him at ease. "I

am Ambassador Cilgha from Cdamari. | have amessage for you." She reached
into one of her flowing deeves and withdrew a gleaming disk traced with
patterns of copper and gold.

"Artoo?' Lukesad.

Thelittledroid trundled forward, and Cilgha bent down to insert the
message disk into Artoo's drive. After amomentary whir Artoo projected a
flickeringimage of Leiaintheair infront of him.

Luke stood back surprised, then looked at Cilghal with adeeper interest

as Leladtarted speaking.

"Luke, | hopedl iswell with you. | think I've found someone for your

Jedi training center. Ambassador Cilghal comeswith my highest
recommendation.

She has demonstrated to my satisfaction that she has atrue proficiency in
using the Force. She seemsto have aknack for healing and for short-range
prediction. She was agreat help during the recent battle on Calamari.
Pease

help her and train her. We need more Jedi Knights."

Her image smiled up at him. "We hope to hear soon that some of your
students are ready to help with our struggle against the Empire. These are
dtill desperate times. We can't let our guard dip for amoment.”

Her expression softened, and she seemed to look directly into hiseyes.



"I missyou. Thetwins keep asking when they'll seetheir Uncle Luke again.

I

hope you can visit--or maybe well cometo Yavin 4." She straightened,
taking

aforma toneagain. "I'm sureyou'll find Cilgha to be one of your most
promising candidates.” She crossed her arms and smiled as the message
flickered and vanished.

Cilghd stood in silence, waiting for Luke to respond. His mind spun.

"Uh, welcome," hefindly said.

He had been disturbed since his confrontation with Kyp Durron; Luke did
not know where the young man had gone after stedling Mara Jade's ship. The
gruesome death of Gantoris, coupled with Kyp's rebellion, had been more than
enough to resurrect the old fear in Luke again. His best students were going
sour, getting impatient, trying to push thelimits of their abilities.

But he had sensed a greater, degper menace that vibrated within the very
stones of the Great Templeitsdf... evil, and well hidden. Working alone,
Luke had attempted to find its source, running hisfingers aong the stone
blocks of the walls, trying to tap the cold shadow--but he had found

nothing.

He had only his suspicions.

How could Kyp have known the details of the Great Sith War? How could
Gantoris have learned how to build his own lightsaber? What had Gantoris
seen

that last terrible night before he was consumed? What dreaded magic had he
attempted? L uke was missing an important piece of the puzzle, and until he

found it, he could not strike against the threst.



Ambassador Cilghd shifted and looked at him again. "Master Skywalker,

you seem preoccupied. Perhaps Leiawaswrong in suggesting that | come here
to

Say?'

Lukelooked at her, feding the weight of respongibility on his

shoulders. "No, no," hesaid, "that's not it. If Leiathinks you have Jedi

potential, then | would be honored to teach you here. In fact,” he said

jokingly, "an even-tempered Caamarian will be awe come change.” He amiled.
"Follow me. Well find quartersfor you insde the temple.”

S—_—

The students at L uke'straining center continued their lessons of self-

discovery, working eagerly or meditatively, honing their sills.

Newcomer Mara Jade listened intently to Cilghd's firsthand descriptions

of the attack on Calamari, pressing the ambassador with detailed questions
about the Star Destroyers and the number of TIE squadrons they had carried.
Old Streen sat next to Kirana Ti on arounded bench, listening to silver-

haired Tionne practice new ballads. The remaining students sat in other
common

rooms, or studied in their private chambers, or walked out in thejungles.
Satisfied at their activities, Luke dipped back into the deserted

corridors and headed toward his own rooms. Artoo came around the corner and
whistled aquestion at him, but Luke shook his head. "No, Artoo, | don't

want

to be disturbed for awhile."

He stepped insde his stone-walled chamber, the small room where he had



stayed as an X-wing pilot in the Alliance. Luke had removed the other bunks,
furnished the room to histaste; but the room seemed barren, with only a
deeping palet and some small Massass artifacts.

On aledge of black stone laced with blood-colored impurities sat the

trand ucent cube of the Jedi Holocron.

Luke sedled hisdoor, the first time he had ever locked it Since

returning to the abandoned temple. He held the Holocron in hispam and
activated it, digging deep to seek hisinformation.

"] wish to see Master Vodo-Siosk Baas," he said.

The ghostly image of the nozzle-faced, stunted Jedi Master rose out of

the cube, robed and covered with bangles, leaning on along gnarled stick.

"I

am the gatekeeper, | am Master Vodo-Siosk Baas,” the image said.

Luke squatted in front of the interactive holographic image. "1 need
information from you, Master Vodo. Y ou were a Jedi during the time of the
Great Sith War. Y ou have told us about your student Exar Kun and how he
created the Brotherhood of the Sith. Y ou've told usthat he fought for
dominance over the other Jedi loyd to the Old Republic.”

Luke took a deep breath. "I need you to tell me more. How did Exar Kun
fal at the end of the war? What happened to him? How did he die--or were
you

findly ableto bring him back to the light sde?’

"Exar Kunwas my greatest sudent,” Master Vodo said, "yet hewas
corrupted. He was seduced by the powers available to him through studies of
ancient Sith teachings.”

Luke nodded gravely. "l am afraid that the same thing might have happened



to some of my own students, Master Vodo. Did Exar Kun ever return to the
powers of good?"

"That was not to be," the image of Master Vodo said. "Because | was his
Master, | aone of the alied Jedi went to confront him, hoping that | could
turn him back. | knew it was afoolish mission, but | had no choice. | had
to

try."

"What happened?' Luke asked.

Theimageflickered, asif something had sparked insde the Holocron;

then Master VVodo regppeared. "Exar Kun destroyed me. He dew hisown
master.”

Lukewas suddenly jarred out of the story, remembering that the
gatekeeper imagesin the Holocron were interactive smulacrawith
personalities imprinted upon them--not the real spirits of long-dead Jedi
Masters.

"Then what happened to Kun at the end of the Sith War?" Luke asked.
"All the Jedi banded together and came to the jungle moon in aunited
front againg the Sith stronghold Exar Kun had built. The dlied Jedi
combined

their power into amassive annihilating strike."

Master Vodo'simage flickered again, dissolved into tatic, then
reassembled itsdf. his... which obliterated the surviving Massass natives
and..." Theimage broke up, flickered, re-formed, then broke up again--asiif
something werejammingit.

"But Exar Kun--whichat happened to Exar Kun?' Luke demanded. He couldn't



understand what was going wrong with the Holocron. He shook the Holocron,
tapped it afew times, then set it down on the flat, hard table and stepped
back to get a better view of the holographic Jedi Master.

Inside the static-filled cube adark knot appeared, like astorm

gathering within itstranducent walls. Master Vodo-Siosk Baas regppeared.
his-comb Kun was able to--was

Suddenly Master Vodo's image shattered into athousand glittering
fragments of colored light, asif agreeter force had torn it gpart from

within.

The darknessinsde the Holocron grew deeper and larger, swelling likea
dow-motion explosion. Arcsof red fire struck out in al directionsfrom

the

black fist. With a high-pitched shrieking noise of discharged energy, the
faces of the cube split. The Holocron steamed asiit collapsed with a shower
of

sparks, astream of black curling smoke, and a stench of melted eectronics
and organic components.

Luke backed away, raising his handsto shield his eyes from the blaze.

For amoment it seemed that a solid black hooded form like awalking
slhouette rose up from the Holocron, laughing in a deep subsonic voice.
Then

it drifted away, disspating into the sonewalls.

Lukefdt cold fear grip him. The smal white cube of the treasured
Holocron lay in ameted lump on thetable.

Lukewould haveto find his own answers--and soon.



"Luke, I've had enough of thid"

Luke looked up as Mara Jade emerged from the turbolift in the hangar bay
of the Great Temple. She had stayed on the jungle moon afew days, long
enough

to learn how to use her own Jedi kills, but the incident with Kyp Durron
and

theloss of her personal ship had soured the experience for her.

L uke turned from where he stood next to Artoo-Detoo and two Jedli
trainees. KiranaTi bent over to heft a pack of wilderness supplies as she
and

Streen prepared for a short sojourn out in the jungles. She wore the
reptile-

skin garments and ornate lacquered battle helm she had brought from her
harsh

world of Dathomir.

Streen fidgeted and glanced toward the shaft of sunlight that camein

under the half-opened hangar door. He wore the many-pocketed jumpsuit he had
kept from his gas-prospecting days on Bespin.

Marawalked briskly toward them, cinching her Jedi robe tighter around
her waist. Luke looked at her and thought how different she looked from when
he had first met her on the hostile smuggler world of Myrkyour.

Mara stopped in front of him, glanced at the two Jedi trainees waiting to
depart on their jungle trek, then ignored them completely. "I can't deny
what

I'velearned here, Luke. But Talon Karrde gave me control of the smugglers



aliance, and I've got too much to do. | can't just meditate dl day long.”

Her narrow chiseled face seemed flushed eveninthedim light. "I need to
send

for another transport to get out of here, since your prize student ran off

with my ship.”

Luke nodded, partly amused at her predicament but stung by the mention of
Kyp Durron's betrayd. "We've got acommunications setup in the second-tier
war room. Y ou can cal Karrde and request anew ship."

Mara snorted. "Karrde only lets me contact him at prearranged intervals.

He keeps moving around--says it's because he's afraid someone has a bounty
on

his head. | suspect he just doesn't want to be bothered. He claimsthat he's
retired from the smuggling life and wantsto live as a privete citizen.”

"Y ou can always contact Coruscant,” Luke said in acongenia voice. "I'm
sure they'll send ashuttlefor you. In fact, we're probably due for another
upply run anyway."

Mara pursed her generous lips. "It would be nice to have the New Republic
chauffeur me around for achange.”

Luke searched for any hidden sarcasm in her comment but saw only wry
humor instead. He shook hishead. "I don't know who you'd get to volunteer
for

abrutd job likethat."

When Lando came rushing into Han and L eids quarters without knocking,
Han Solo wasintent on studying alist of interactive entertainment options

for the twins. On the floor Jacen and Jaina played impatiently with shiny



self-aware toysthat kept trying to run away from the children's grasping
hands.

See-Threepio stood nervoudy next to him. "I am perfectly qudified to
make sdections, gr. I'm certain | can find something to amuse the twins.”
"I don't trust your choices, Thregpio," Han said. "Remember how much they
enjoyed the Holographic Zoo for Extinct Animas?*

"That was an anomaly, sir,” Threepio said.

Lando rushed into the room, looking around. "Han, old buddy! | need a
favor--abig favor.”

With asigh Han turned the salection process over to Threepio. "Okay,
pick something--but if the kids don' likeit, I'll et them amuse

themsdlves

by running a maintenance check on you."

"|.... understand completdly, sir,” Threepio said, and bent to the task.
"What kind of favor?' he asked Lando warily.

Lando flung his cape over his shoulder and rubbed his hands together. "I,
uh, need to borrow the Falcon--just for alittle while."

"What?' Han said.

Lando answered in arush. "MaraJade is stuck on Yavin 4, and she needs a
lift. | want to be the gallant gentleman who rescues her. Let me take the
Falcon. Please?’

Han shook his head. "My ship isn't going anywhere without me. Besides, if
you'retrying to impress Mara Jade, taking aship like the Falcon isn't the
way todoit."

"Comeon, Han," Lando said. "l took you to rescue Lelawhen Cdamari was



under attack. Y ou owe me one."
Han sighed. "'l suppose | could use an excuseto go see Luke and Kyp at
the Jedi academy." He turned and smirked at Threepio. "Besides, thistime at

least Leids here to watch out for the children.”

When the Millennium Falcon landed in front of the grest Massass temple,

Han emerged to see L uke sprinting toward him wearing an expression of boyish
delight. Han grinned and stepped down the entry ramp, his boots clomping on
the metd plates. Luke came forward to hug him in an enthusiastic embrace

that

was digtinctly undignified for a Jedi Magter.

Han said, "Enjoying your little vacation away from the thick of galactic

politics, Luke?!

Luke's expression becametroubled. "I wouldn't exactly say that.”

Lando Cdrissan emerged from the Falcon after taking an extrafew
momentsto groom his hair, sraighten his clothes, and make certain his
appearance was as dashing as he could make it. Han had rolled his eyes,
convinced that suave gentility was no way to win the affections of Mara

Jade.

Though her scalding anger seemed to have cooled somewhat, Mara il

showed arough-edged hardness that made Han wonder why Lando would get so
excited about the woman who had once called hersalf "The Emperor's Hand."
With

aflash of insght Han redized that Lela hersdlf had come acrossasa

mixture

of fiery temper and icy coolness when he had first met her--and look at how



that had turned out!

Mara Jade's dender figure emerged from the half-open hangar doors at the
base of the blocky stone ziggurat. She carried a satchel dung over her
shoulder.

Lando hurried down the ramp and cursorily clapped L uke on the back. "How
you doing, Luke?' He practically tripped over himsdlf as he trotted across
the

landing pad to meet Mara. "We hear you need alift,” he said, offering to
take

her satchel. "What happened to your own ship?

"Dont ask," she said, then smiled wryly at him before handing over her
heavy bag. " So you findly found something you're qudified to do,

Cdrissan.

Baggage handler.”

He carried her satchel over his shoulder and gestured to the Falcon.

"Right thisway to the VIP shuttle, madam.”

Han stepped back from Luke and looked around at the steaming jungles and
the vine-covered Great Temple. "So, where's Kyp?' he asked.

Luke looked down at hisfeet, and then, asif gathering courage through
some kind of Jedi exercise, he looked up to meet Han's gaze. "'l've got bad
news for you. Kyp... disagreed with me about how fast he should learn
dangerous new skills and how best to develop his ability with the Force."
"What do you mean?' Han asked. He grabbed one of the piston supports of
the entry ramp to keep himsdlf upright. "Was he hurt? Why didn't you call

me?'



Luke shook his head. "I don't know what happened to him. He's been
practicing certain techniquesthat | fear may lead him to the dark side. I'm
very concerned, Han. He's the most powerful of all the students I've had
here.

He stole Mara Jade's ship and | eft Yavin 4. | have no ideawhere heis now
or

what he'sdoing.”

Han forced his mouth into athin line, but Luke continued. "Kyp hasa
great dedl of power, and agreat dedl of anger and ambition--but little
understanding or patience. That's a dangerous combination.”

Han felt helpless. He barely noticed as Lando escorted Mara Jade up the
ramp into the Falcon. "I don't know what to do, Luke," Han said.

Luke nodded grimly. "Neither do 1."

The Millennium Falcon cruised through hyperspace with avibrating hum of
hyperdrive engines. Lando tried to keep his voice down as he leaned close to
Han in the cockpit.

"Just let me tinker with the food-processing units, Han. Please? I've
memorized some programming from the finest Cloud City casinos, and | can
generate recipes that would make Mara Jade float with pleasure.”

"No." Han scanned the chronometer that counted down how much time
remained on the journey back to Coruscant. "I like the food processors the
way

they are.”

Exasperated, Lando dumped into the copilot's chair and sighed. "They're

al programmed for greasy, heavy Cordllian recipes. Someone like Mara needs



exotic food, specid preparation. Not nerf sausage and dumplings with soggy
charbote roots."

"Lando, that's the food | was brought up on--and on my ship, | want the
food-prep unitsto make dishesthat | like. | already wasted the whole
journey

to Yavin heping you scrub the living compartmentsin the back, polishing
the

holochesstable, and perfuming the whole ship with disinfectant.”

"Han," Lando sad, "the ship wasfilthy, and it stank."

"Well, | liked it that way,” Han indsted. "It was my dirt, and my gtink,
onmy ship.”

"Only because you got lucky in sabacc." Lando stood up, straightened his

cape, and smoothed his purplish jJumpsuit. "1 let you win. Y ou could never do

itagan.”

Han and Lando glared at each other across the hastily cleared game board.
Lando kept flicking glances toward Mara Jade as he randomized the rectangles
of Han's old sabacc deck.

Marahad ignored Lando f or most of the journey to Coruscant. She had
rebuffed his attemptsto prepare dinner, find musical sdlectionsfor her,

and

engage her in conversation. Now as she watched them playing cardsto settle

a

dispute over the ownership of the Falcon, she scowled asif they were no

more



than two little boys scuffling in achild's amusement pen.

Lando took the pack of glittering metallic cards so that the crystaline

faces showed and held them toward Mara. "My lady, would you care to cut the
cards?'

"No," shesaid, "I would not."

"I'm getting tired of this, Lando," Han said. "First | won the Falcon

from you in a sabacc game on Bespin, then you won her back from meinthe
diplomatic lounge on Coruscant, and | won her back from you en route to
Cdamari. Enough isenough. Thisisour last hand.”

"Fine with me, old buddy," Lando said, and started dedling the cards.

"No rematches," Han said.

"No rematches," Lando agreed.

"Whoever winsthistime keegps the Falcon from now on.”

"Yougotit," Lando said. "The Millennium Facon belongs to the winner to
do with as he pleases. No more borrowing, no more arguing.”

Han nodded. "L oser getsalifetime of Coruscant public transport.” He

picked up his cards. " Shut up and play.”

Han tossed down the cards that had betrayed him and stood up to hide the
devastating sense of loss coursing through him. He felt asif his heart had
been crumpled like a piece of discarded paper and then stuffed back into his
chest. "Go ahead and gloat, Lando.”

Cooal-faced, Mara Jade had watched the entire game with less indifference
than she pretended to show. Now she scowled asif she expected Lando to
stand

up and cheer in triumph. Han anticipated the same reaction.



Hafway to hisfeet, Lando stopped and cdmed himsdlf, sraighteningina
dignified fashion. "That'sit," hesaidin adow, rich voice. "End of game.
Well never play for the Falcon again.”

"Yeah," Han said in abarely audible voice, "that's what we agreed.”

"And the Falconismine, to dowith as| please," Lando said.

"Go ahead and gloat," Han said, again, using sarcasm to mask hisown
despair. He kicked himsdlf for being lured into another stupid game. He had
been anidiot, with nothing to gain, and now he had lost everything. "'

should

have known better than to play with you."

"Just like vornskyrs hissing at each other in aterritorid dispute,”

Marasaid, shaking her head. Her exotic spice-colored hair hung to one side.
She did nothing to make herself look attractive, yet somehow it worked to
her

advantage.

Lando glanced at Mara, then turned partly asde asif ignoring her. With
agrand flourish he spread his hands wide and gestured to Han.

"But since you're my friend, Han Solo, and since | know that the Falcon
means even more to you than she does to me*--Lando paused for effect and
sole

another glance a Mara Jade before continuing - com?l chooseto givethe
Millennium Falcon back to you. A gift from meto you. A testimony to our
years

of friendship, and dl that we've been through together.”

Han collgpsed back into his chair, fedling his knees turn weak and



watery. Histhroat shriveled, and he opened and closed his mouth severa
times, completely at alossfor what to say.

"I'm going to the food-prep units" Lando said gdlantly. "If Han will

let me adjust the programming, I'll seeif | can prepare the finest repast
your units can manufacture, and well al have anice med together.”

Han felt too stunned to argue, and Lando didn't wait for an answer. He
cast asecond look back at Mara Jade as he went toward the galley.

Still in shock, Han saw her raise her eyebrows and look after him with a
surprised and mystified smile, asif completely reassessing her opinion of
Lando Cdrissan - - wh, Han concluded, must have been Lando's plan al

adong.

The Hammerhead Momaw Nadon arranged for Wedge Antilles and Qwi Xux to go
sght-seeing across the pristine Ithorian landscape in an open-air skimmer.
On

the trangt landing platform, the dazzling morning sky was apaewhitish
purplewith high wisps of cloud that masked severa dim moonstill riding
the

ky.

Qwi strapped hersdf into the plush vegetabl e-fiber seat and looked into

the sunshine. "Why didn't you want Momaw Nadon to guide us?' she asked,
studying the topographic information and the scenic highlights Nadon had
suggested. "He seems very proud of hisworld.”

Wedge concentrated on the control pand, though the vehicle looked rather
smpleto operate. "Well, because he's very busy, and because..." Hisvoice

trailed off, and he looked up at her with afaint smile. "'l kind of wanted



to

be donewith you."

Qwi felt agiddy dation rising within her. "Yes, | think that would be

nicer.”

Wedge lifted their skimmer off the pad, and they soared away from the
great disk of the Ithorian eco-city and acrossthe treetops. The Tafanda Bay
had drifted many kilometers during the course of the night, and Wedge had to
recalibrate the skimmer's coordinates. Daylight warmed their faces asthe
wind

breathed cool drafts against their skin.

They headed for alow ridge where the dark-green junglesfdll away into a
paler forest. "What are you taking me to see?' Qwi asked.

Wedge leaned forward, staring at the horizon. "A large grove of bafforr
trees that was half-destroyed by the Imperids during their Sege many years
"|sthere something specid about those trees?' Qwi asked.

"The Ithoriansworship them," he said. "They're semi-intdligent, likea

hive mind. The greater the forest grows, the more intelligent the trees
become."

Asthey skimmed closer, Qwi could see that an aguamarine crystaline
forest glowed faintly in the sunlight, covering part of the hillside. Wedge

let the skimmer hover asthey bent over the sdesto gaze down at the glassy
trunks, a the smooth yet sharp webs of bafforr branches. Scattered around
the

perimeter, large, dark cylinders had toppled to the ground and broken like



tubes of burned transparisted. It reminded her of the debris scattered
around

the gte of the smashed Cathedra of Windson Vortex. Tiny saplingslike
inverted icicles protruded from the rocky earth.

"The forest seemsto be growing back,” Wedge said. The thin saplings
glowed awhiter blue than the rest of the forest.

"I see people down there!" Qwi said, pointing off to the Side. The smooth
grayish forms of four Ithorians dashed for the cover of the thick
undergrowth

onthe sde of theridge. "I thought they weren't supposed to set foot in

the

jungle”

Wedge stared down at them, baffled. He raised the skimmer higher, but the
four renegade Ithorians had aready vanished into the tree cover. His brow
furrowed asif searching for an answer. He drew in aquick breath.

"l seem to remember something about the M other Jungle summoning certain
Ithorians. It'sarare calling that no one can explain. They leave

everything

behind and live in the wilderness, forbidden to return to their eco-cities.

In

away, they become fugitives. Since the Ithorians consider it such sacrilege
to touch the forest, the calling must be pretty strong.”

Qwi looked down at the burned glasdike trunks of the bafforr trees
destroyed by Imperid turbolaser fire. "I'm glad to know they're tending the
forest, though." She wondered how much of the bafforr forest's collective

intelligence had returned. "L et's go somewhere else, Wedge, so they can get



back to their work."

Wedge took Qwi to a high plateau studded with flat gray and tan rocks,
covered with vermilion scrub brush and black vines. A confluence of three
rivers came together in agreat snkhole on the edge of the towering dliff,
pouring into a spectacular triple waterfal that plunged into the plateau’s
deep pit. At the bottom of the plateau, water spilled out of athousand
broken

caves, flowing into aturgid, foamy marsh filled with swaying reeds and
legping fish.

Wedge circled the open-air skimmer above the enormous sinkhole on the
plateau, and Qwi gaped at the fabulous waterfall. Curtains of spray rose
from

thundering echoes of plunging water. Rainbows sparkled againgt the lavender
ky.

Qwi turned her head thisway and that, trying to look at everything at

once. Wedge grinned like adaredevil and took them over the center of the
three waterfals, hovering and then lowering them down the core of the
snkhole.

Qwi laughed asthethick, cold mist blanketed them, drenching their
clothes. Wedge dropped the skimmer to where al three rivers crashed against
the rocks with asound like exploding planets. Green batlike creatures
flitted

through the spray, catching insects and tiny fish that tumbled over the

fdls.



"Thisisfantestic,” Qwi shouted.

"It gets better,” Wedge said, "'if Momaw Nadon gave us good information.”
He steered the skimmer toward acluster of dick black outcroppings that
jutted from the side of the pit. The overhang sheltered them from most of

the

cold spray and cyclonic winds swirling in the rock-waled chimney. The
booming

echo of water became a constant background.

Wedge brought the skimmer in among the rocks to a sheltered place where
shafts of sunlight pierced therising swirls of spray. "Nadon said we could

land here.”

He reached into a compartment under the seat, pulled out two trand ucent
waterproof capes, and removed two packages of self-heating meals Nadon had
aso provided. Wedge hel ped Qwi fasten one of the waterproof garments over
her

narrow shoul ders, then fastened his own. He picked up their lunches and
indicated the smooth rocks under the overhang.

"Let'shaveapicnic,” hesad.

At the end of an exhausting day Qwi stood outside her vine-covered
stateroom door on the Tafanda Bay. Wedge looked into her indigo eyes and
shuffled hisfeet.

"Thank you," Qwi said. "This has been the most wonderful day of my life."
Wedge opened his mouth and closed it three times, asif searching for
something to say. Findly he bent forward, touched her silky mother-of-pearl

hair, then kissed her. Helet hiswarm lipslinger on hersfor along



moment.

She pushed closer to him and felt delight surge through her.

"And now you've given me one moreinteresting thing,” shesaid in her

quiet musical voice,

Blushing, Wedge backed away from her and said, "Uh, I'll seeyouinthe
morning." Heturned and practically fled back to his own stateroom.

With awistful smile Qwi watched his door close. She opened her stateroom
and dipped ingde, feding asif she had repulsorliftsin her feet. She

leaned againgt the door asit closed and shut her eyes asthe gentle
illumination in her room dowly brightened. She heaved a contented sigh.
And opened her eyesto see adark man rising from his crouch in the
shadowy corners of the room.

Thelooming silhouette approached her, and shefrozein terror a the

sght of the swirling black cape that flowed around his body.

Darth Vader!

Shetried to shout for help, but her voice locked in her throat asif an
invisble hand had stilled her vocal cords. She whirled for the door and
hung

in midstride, yanked back by unseen spiderwebs.

The dark man was closer now, gliding toward her. What did he want? She
couldn't scream. She heard his hollow breathing echo like the snarl of a
beast.

A hand reached out for her, and Qwi couldn't move, couldn't duck away as
the fingers wrapped around the top of her head. Shefelt him pressing there,

The other hand, cold and supple, grasped her face. She blinked her wide eyes



and looked up to see the face of Kyp Durron, eyesblazing, his expression
soulless.

He spokein afreezing voice. "I have found you, Dr. Xux. Y ou hold too
much dangerous knowledge," he said. "I must make certain no one can ever
agan

creste the weapons you've been responsible for. There must be no more Death
Stars. No more Sun Crushers."

Hisfingers clamped down harder on her forehead, on her face. Her skull
seemed ready to shatter. Waves of pain plunged through her brain like the
claws of anightmare mongter. She felt the sharp points of meta talons
scragping through her mind, digging, prying up, and ripping out memoriesand
scientific knowledge she had accumulated over the course of many years.
Qwi findly managed a scream, but it was awesk, watery cry that faded as
shefdl down along, dark tunnd into forgetfulness. She dumped againgt

the

vine-covered wall of her quarters.

Asher Sght turned dim in front of her, the last thing she saw wasthe
black-shrouded form of her attacker as he opened her stateroom door and

gaked out into the night.

Next morning Wedge whistled to himsdlf as he dressed, smilinginto a

reflection plate as he straightened his dark hair. He ordered an exotic

breakfast for two. Qwi was an early riser, especialy now that she was

excited

about the sight-seeing they would do on Ithor. Momaw Nadon had promised them

the open-air skimmer for another day.



He sauntered across the corridor, signaled at her stateroom door, and
waited. No answer.

He signaled again and again until, darmed, hetried to open the door.

Finding the entrance to Qwi's room unlocked, he was even more alarmed. Had
someone cometo nate her in the night? Did the Imperids know her
location, after al? He pushed the door open and rushed insde. Darkness and
shadowsfilled her quarters.

"Lights" heydled. Sudden illumination bathed the room in pale peach-
colored light.

He heard Qwi before he saw her. She sat crouched in corner, sobbing. She
clutched her pearlescent hair with both hands, squeezing her temples asif
trying to hold thoughtsinsde that kept dipping through her fingers.

"Qwi!" he shouted, and ran to her. Bending down, he took her wrist and
gently forced her to turn her head. He stared into her wide, blank eyes.
"What

happened?’

Shedidn't appear to recognize him, and Wedge's somach sank with horror.
Qwi looked confused and devagtated. She frowned asif searching her memory.
She shook her head dowly, then closed her big eyes, squeezing them tight as
she fought with her own thoughts. Tearsran down her cheeks, oozing in small
drops, then larger splashes as she bit her lip in furious concentration. She
blinked up a him again, findly finding the name that had euded her.

"Widj? Wedge?' shesaid at lagt. "Is your name Wedge?'

He nodded numbly, and with another great weeping cry shethrew herself

into hisarms. He held her, feeling her body tremble with sobs. "What



happened?' he repeated. "Qwi, tel me!™

"l don't know." She shook her head, and fegtherlike hair flowed in asow
wave from one shoulder to the other. "I barely know you. | can't remember.
My

mind feels so empty... filled with blank spots.”

Wedge held her tight asshe said, "I've lost everything. Most of my

memory, my life-isgone."

Kyp Durron returned to the fourth moon of Y avin in the heartbest
dillness of thejungle night. Filled with a power he had decided to useto
itsfullest, he felt ready to explode in an exhilarating outpouring of the
Force--but he could not let such childish demonstrations seduce him. He had
a

mission to accomplish, one that would affect the future of the entire

galaxy.

Without running lights or landing beacon, he brought the Z-95 Headhunter
he had taken from Mara Jade to agentle rest on the dightly overgrown
landing

pad in front of the Great Temple. Kyp had no interest in reacquainting
himsalf

with the other weak Jedi trainees or even with the misguided and cowardly
Master Skywaker. He smply needed access to the ancient Massass temples
Exar

Kun had designed asfocd pointsfor concentrating the power of the Sith.
Above him the night sky was lush with stars, and the stirrings of the

surrounding jungle wove atapestry of hushed sounds. But the insects made



their music more quietly, and few large animas crashed through the
underbrush. The entire rain forest seemed stunned by Kyp's return.

Kyp tossed the oddly glittering black cape over his shoulders. Timeto be
about his business.

L eaving the Headhunter fighter behind him, he gpproached the monoalithic
zZiggurat of the Great Temple. Rust-colored vermiform vines writhed out of
his

way, avoiding Kyp's footsteps, asif hisentire body exuded a deadly hest.
Chisdl-cut stone stepsran up the side of the pyramid. He set onefoot in
front of the other, climbing dowly, listening to the soft echoes of his
breathing. Anticipation built within him.

In hismind Kyp heard cheering ghosts, saw visonslike avideoloop from
four thousand years ago when Exar Kun had found the last resting place of
the

ancient Sith. Kun had rediscovered their teachings. He had built grest
temples, establishing the Brotherhood of the Sith among disiliusioned Jedi
Knights. Here on Y avin 4, Kun had used the Massass people as expendable
resources, power conduits to redefine the chaos and corruption of the Old
Republic. He had chalenged the foolish Jedi who followed their incompetent
leaders without thinking smply because they had sworn to do so....

Now Kyp would finish the battle, though the enemy was no longer the
incompetent, decaying Republic, but the fraudulent New Order and the
repressive Empire that had taken the Old Republic's place. While Master
Skywalker limited the training of hisnew Jedi Knights, Kyp Durron hed

learned



more. Much more.

He reached the second tier of the ziggurat and paused to look down at the
insectile shape of his Z-95 fighter resting in the center of the landing

grid.

No one had yet girred from inside the temple.

A pastdl glow crept into the sky at the horizon as the rapid rotation of

the jungle moon brought planetrise closer. Kyp continued to climb the long
series of steps, saring toward the apex of the Great Temple.

Kyp had aready struck hisfirst blow by erasing dangerous knowledge from
the Imperid scientist, Qwi Xux. Only Qwi had known how to build another Sun
Crusher--but Kyp, using his bare hands and his newfound power, had torn that
knowledge from her brain and scattered it into nothingness. No one could
ever

find it again.

Next, he would apply a postic justice that ddlighted his sensihility,

that made him thrill with revengefor al that the Empire had done against
him

and hisfamily and his colony world. Kyp would resurrect the Sun Crusher
itself and use it to obliterate the remains of the Empire. Hewould be
accountable to no one but himsalf. He trusted no one else to make the hard
decisons.

Kyp reached the summit of the Great Temple just as the huge orange ball

of Yavin heaved itsdf over the horizon. Misty and pale, the gas giant
swirled

with tremendous storm systems large enough to swallow smaler worlds.

The templ€'s diamond-shaped flagstones covered the small observation



platform above the grand audience chamber. Vines and stunted M trees
poked up from the corners of the old stones.

Kyp looke d skyward. The small plants and animalsfilling the jungles of

Y avin 4 wereinggnificant to him. They mattered nothing in the grand scheme
of what he was about to undertake. The importance of hisvision far exceeded
the petty needs of any single planet.

Asthe sphere of Yavin roseinto the sky, Kyp lifted hisarms, and the

dick black fabric of his capefell behind him. His hands were dender and
smdl, the hands of ayoung man. But insde, power Szzled through his

bones.

"Exar Kun, hdp me,” Kyp said, closing hiseyes.

He reached out with hismind, following the paths of the Forcethat led

to every object in the universe, drawing power from the cosmic foca point

of

the Massass temple. He searched, sending his thoughts like a probe deep
into

the storm systems of the gas giant.

Behind him Kyp felt the black-ice power of Exar Kun arise, tapping into

hm and reinforcing his abilities. His own feeble exploratory touch suddenly
plunged forward like a blaster bolt. Kyp felt larger, apart of the jungle

moon, then a part of the entire planetary system, until he burrowed into the
heart of the gas giant itsdlf.

Pale orange clouds whipped past him. He sensed pressure increasing as he
plummeted down, down to theincredibly dense layers near the core. He sought

thetiny speck of machinery, asmall, indestructible ship that had been cast



avay.

When he reached the bottommost levels of the atmosphere, Kyp finaly
found the Sun Crusher. It stood out like abeacon, abull's-eyein the
funnding field lines of the Force.

Size matters not, Master Skywalker had repeated. Kyp engulfed the Sun
Crusher with hismind, surrounding it, touching it with hislimitless,
invisble hands. He thought about heaving it back up, dragging the Sun
Crusher

out of the depths of Y avin. But he discarded that thought.

Instead, with the assstance of Exar Kun, he used hisinnate skill to

power up the controls again, to move control levers, push buttonsto ater
the

course stored in the Sun Crusher's memory, bringing it out of its
entombment.

Kyp continued to watch the weapon's progress, focusing on the sphere of
the enormous planet asiit crested the misty treetops. The Sun Crusher
appeared

asadlvery dot, seeming no larger than an atom asit emerged from the
highest cloud layers and streaked across space toward the emera d-green moon
where Kyp waited.

He stared upward and waited, opening hisarmsto receive the
indestructible wespon.

The Sun Crusher approached like along, sharp thorn of crystalinedloy,
cruisng upright onitslong axis. Thetoroida resonance-torpedo launcher
hung at the bottom of the long hook. It looked beautiful.

The Sun Crusher descended through the jungle moon's atmosphere, straight



down--like aspike to impaethe Great Temple. Kyp controlled it, dowed its
descent, until the superweapon hovered to a stop, suspended in front of him.
Asthe sky brightened with planetrise, the dloy hull of the Sun Crusher
seemed as pristine as afirefacet gem, scoured of al oxidation and debris

by

the intense temperatures and pressures at the core of Yavin. The Sun Crusher
looked clean, and deadly, and ready for him.

"Thank you, Exar Kun," Kyp whispered.

* x %

Luke Skywalker awoke from another series of nightmares. He sat bolt
upright on his pdlet, insantly aware. He had fdt agreet disturbancein

the

Force. Something was not right.

He got up, moving cautioudy as he sent out histhoughtsto check on his
sudents KiranaTi, Dorsk 81, the new Caamarian arrival Cilghdl, Streen,
Tionne, Kam Solusar, and al the others. Nothing seemed amiss. They dept
soundly--amost too soundly, asif anet of deep had been cast over them.
When he reached out farther, he was stunned to fed acold, black

whirlpool of twisted Force around the peak of the temple. It stunned him.
Luke sprinted to the door of his chambers, hesitated, then stepped back

to retrieve hislightsaber. He marched down the corridors, smoothing his
fear

as he rode the turbolift to the upper levels of the ancient pyramid.

Cam, Y odahad said, you must remain cam.

But the sight that greeted him under the dawn sky nearly overwhelmed



Luke.

The Sun Crusher hung suspended over the temple, still sleaming in the
morning air, resurrected from its tomb at the core of the gas giant. Kyp
Durron spun around to stare at Luke, his black cape swirling with the rapid
motion.

Stunned, Luke redled backward. "How dare you bring that weapon back!" he
sad. "It goesagaing al the Jedi knowledge | have taught you."

Kyp laughed a him. "Y ou haven't taught me very much, Master Skywalker.
I've learned agreat deal beyond your feeble teachings. Y ou pretend to be a
great ingructor, but you're afraid to learn for yourself.”

He looked back at the Sun Crusher. "I will do what must be done to
eradicate the Empire. While | make the gdaxy safe for everyone, you can

Stay

here and practice your smple Jedi tricks. But they are no more than
children'sgames."

"Kyp," Luke said, kegping his voice even and taking a step toward him,
"you've been lured by the dark side, but you must return. Y ou were deceived
and mided. Come back before its grip becomes too strong.” He swallowed. "
went over to the dark side once, and | came back. It can be doneif you're
strong enough and brave enough. Are you?"

Kyp laughed in dishdief. " Skywalker, it's embarrassing for meto listen

toyou talk. You are afraid to risk anything yourself, yet you want to call
yoursalf aJedi Master. It doesn't work that way. Y ou've stunted the

training

of your other Jedi candidates because of your own narrow-mindedness. Perhaps



should just defeat you here and now, and then | can take over their
traning.”

With trembling hands and a deep-seated dread in his heart, Luke reached
to his sde and wrapped his hand around the dick handle of hislightsaber.
He

pulled it free, igniting it with the familiar sngp-hiss. The brilliant green

blade extended, humming and ready for battle.

A Jedi could not attack an unarmed opponent, could not resort to violence
before al other avenues had been exhausted--but L uke knew the deadly
potentia of his most talented student. If Kyp had fallen to the dark side,
he

could become another Darth Vader. Perhaps even worse....

"Don't make me do this," Luke said, raising hislightsaber, but unsure

what to do. He couldn't just cut down his student, who stood unarmed at the
top of thetemple. But if he didnt...

"We have to send the Sun Crusher back," Luke said. "At onetime you
yoursdlf indsted that it should never be used.”

"] spoke out of ignorance,” Kyp said, "just asyou do."

"Don't make mefight you," Luke said in alow voice.

Kyp made a dismissive gesture with one hand, and a sudden wave of dark
ripples splashed acrossthe air like the shock front from a concussion
grenade.

Luke stumbled backward. The lightsaber turned cold in his hand. Frost
crystasgrew in feathery patterns around the handle. At the core of the

brilliant green blade a shadow appeared, a black disease rotting away the



purity of the beam. The humming blade sputtered, sounding like asickly
cough.

Theblack taint rapidly grew stronger, swallowing up the green beam.

With afizzle of sparks Lukeslightsaber died.

Trying to contral hisgrowing fear, Luke felt asudden brush of cold

behind him. He turned to see a black, hooded silhouette--the image that had
impersonated Anakin Skywalker in Luke's nightmare... the dark man who had
lured Gantorisinto a devastating loss of control.

Kyp'svoice came asif from agreat distance. "At last, Master Skywalker,
you can meet my mentor--Exar Kun."

Luke dropped his useless lightsaber and crouched. His every muscle
suddenly coiled and tensed. Herallied all the powers of the Force around
him,

seeking any defengvetactic.

With the Sun Crusher looming behind him, Kyp stretched out both hands and
blasted L uke with lightning boltslike black cracksin the Force. Dark
tendrils rose up from gapsin the temple flagstones, fanged, illusory vipers
that struck at him from &l sides.

Luke cried out and tried to strike back, but the shadow of Exar Kun

joined the attack, adding more deadly force. The ancient Dark Lord of the
Sth

lashed out with waves of blackness, driving long icicles of frozen poison

into

Luke's body.

Hethrashed, but felt helpless. To lose control to anger and desperation

would be asgrest afalure asif hedid nothing at al. Luke called upon



the

powers that Y oda and Obi-Wan had taught him--but everything he did, every
skillful technique, failed utterly.

Againg thefull might of Kyp Durron and the forbidden weapons of the
long-dead spirit of Exar Kun, even aJedi Master such as Luke Skywalker
could

not prevall.

The black serpentlike tentacles of evil force struck at him again and

agan, filling hisbody with apain like lava courang through hisveins. As

he screamed, his voice was swallowed by a hurricane from the dark side.
Luke cried out one last time and crumpled backward to the blessedly cool
flagstones of the Great M Temple, as everything turned a smothering,

fina black around him....

Near the center of the Cauldron Nebula, the two surviving Star Destroyers
hung poised and ready to launch their attack on Coruscant.

Admird Dadagtood tdl on her bridge platform, filled with an

eectrifying new self-confidence and det ermination. She had not dept in

the

past day.

Her officers sat at their stations, keyed up and anxious. A double
complement of stormtroopers marched up and down the Gorgon's hals, fully
armed and battle ready. They had had a decade of drills, and now they would
usether training to strike the greatest blow they could imagine for their

cause.



"Commander Kratas, report,” Dadlasaid.

Kratas snapped to attention, barking out his report. "All equipment and
weaponry have been transferred from the Basilisk to the Gorgon. Only a
skeleton crew of volunteers-al stormtroopers--remains on the Basilisk.
Captain Mullinore reportsheisready for hisfina misson.”

Dadaturned to the lieutenant at the comm station. "Patch me through to
Captain Mullinore.”

Theimage of the Basilisk's captain appeared in front of her. The

hologram wavered, but the man himself ssemed completely rigidand in
control,

looking stoic ashe met Admiral Dadlas emerald eyes. "Yes, Admird," he
sad.

"Captain, isyour ship ready?" She paused, clasping her hands behind her
back. "Areyou ready?"

"Yes, Admird. We have reconfigured al wegpons systems to increase power
to our shields. The stormtrooper crew hasrigged the self-destruct mechanism
into our primary hyperdrive reactors.” He paused asif gathering courage,

but

his close-cropped blond hair showed not aglimmer of sweat. "The Bagilisk is
ready whenever you give theword, Admira."

"Thank you, Captain. History will remember your sacrifice--l swear it."
Sheturned to therest of her crew and switched on the intraship comm
system. Her clipped voice rang throughout the Gorgon. "All hands, battle
sations! Prepare to begin our run. We will destroy Coruscant and strike a

death blow to the heart of the Rebdlion.”



Kyp Durron piloted the Sun Crusher to the core of the Cauldron Nebula,
where Exar Kun had told him Admira Dadlasfleet lay in wait.

The controls of the Sun Crusher felt cool and familiar as he sat forward

in the hard, uncomfortable pilot seat, |ooking through the segmented
viewpanels. He had hel ped fly the superweapon during the escape from Maw
Ingtalation with Han Solo.

During that battle they had taken out one of Daala's Star Destroyers. Now
he would use the Sun Crusher to obliterate the rest of her fleet.

Igniting an entire nebula seemed like an excessve blow to squash an

Imperia insect, but Kyp gppreciated theirony of destroying them with their
own weapons. And it would signal to the rest of the fragmented Empire what
was

about to befal them as Kyp continued his purge.

The Sun Crusher's sensor pandls became uselessin theionized discharge
from the knot of blue-giant starsthat illuminated the Cauldron Nebula. The
front viewscreens dimmed to filter out the blazing light.

Kyp stretched out with the Force, dropping hisinhibitions and letting

the power burst from him like compressed gas. After the effort of yanking
the

Sun Crusher from the core of Yavin, finding afew Star Destroyers seemed a
sampleexercise.

After only amoment he sensed the arrowhead-shaped silhouettes of two
Imperid battleships.

He piloted the Sun Crusher toward the bloated super-giants at the heart

of the nebula. Thetitanic blue stars were huge, and young, and ripe for



destruction. On acosmic timescae they would burn hot, but briefly, ending
their livesin supernova explosons that would send shock waves through an
entireregion of the galaxy.

With the Sun Crusher, though, Kyp could ignite the supernovas now, rather
than in ahundred thousand years.

He stared across the soothing rainbow sea of gas and thought of the
splashed-color sunsets on his colony world of Deyer, the placid terraformed
lakes around the peaceful raft towns where he and his brother Zeth had
played.

But the Empire had broken into Kyp's home and taken him and hisfamily
away--

without warning.

Y ears ago the Death Star had approached the quiet and pristine planet of
Alderaan and had blown it to pieces with its planet-destroying superlaser--
without warning.

Admira Daala had captured Kyp and Han and Chewbacca after they had
passed through the black-hole maze; but because Kyp had possessed no
"worthwhil€" information for her, she had sentenced him to desth.

Dadla deserved no warning. None at al.

Kyp increased the radiation shields on the Sun Crusher and approached the
mammoth blue-giant stars, seething in their ocean of star materid. He
powered

up thetargeting display in front of him.

A recessed section of the control pand did aside. A screen popped up,
displaying adiagram of closdy orbiting spheres. Seven enormous stars

crowded



in the middle of the nebula, circling in complex orbits asthey stole gas

from

each other. Their intense radiation shone through the scattered hydrogen,
oxygen, and neon clouds.

Kyp'sface was agrim mask as he flicked arow of red activator switches.

He knew exactly how the Sun Crusher worked; he had stolen those memories
from

Qwi Xux.

Warning beacons flashed across the command-system pands, and Kyp
confirmed hisintentions to the onboard computer. The torus-shaped generator
at the long end of the Sun Crusher powered up, crackling with blue plasma.
Kyp remembered the New Republic engineers attempting to determine how the
superwegpon worked, how they had panicked at the sight of asimple message
cylinder. The resonance torpedoes that triggered stellar explosions were
dense

packets of energy, programmed and modulated to make the core of a star
unstable. The torpedoes could initiate a collapse and rebound of the outer
layersof sar materia, unleashing atremendoudy violent explosion that

would rip astar apart.

Kyp targeted the cluster of blue-giant stars. He did not hesitate. He

knew in his heart what he had to do.

He pushed the activation buttons. The Sun Crusher shuddered asthe
superweapon launched seven high-power resonance torpedoes.

Agang the muted swirls of the Cauldron Nebula, he saw szzling ovoid

shapes of dectric green, white, and yellow fire. The energy torpedoes



stresked out, plunging into the boiling surfaces of the giant stars.

Kyp dimmed the segmented viewport and fixed his gaze on the blue giants.
The cluster would explode simultaneoudy, and the shock waves would ignite
vast oceans of nebular materia in agaactic wildfire. It would bea

perfectly clear sgnd to the remnants of the Empire.

But it would take hoursfor the torpedoesto tunnd to the stellar cores

and set up the chain reaction. The wave of destruction would boil up from
the

depths of the sars until aflash of incredible force spewed brilliant

light,

high-energy radiation, and star matter into the Cauldron. The entire sector
would become an inferno.

Kyp fet acold fist clench insde his somach. He could not turn back

now. Once launched, the resonance torpedoes were irrevocable. These seven
stars were doomed to explode in afew hours.

He pulled away at aleisurely pace, killing time. The Sun Crusher was o
amall that few sensor systems could detect it, especialy within the

el ectromagnetic chaos of the Cauldron Nebula. The weapon was designed to
flit

into asystem, drop itstorpedo into astar, and vanish without a battle,
without loss of ordnance or personnel. A smplefirg--and fina--strike.
Admird Daalawould never detect his presence.

Kyp's gaze wandered back to the chronometer, impatient to watch Dadlas
ships being wiped out in the murderous waves ripping through the nebula. He
had the most powerful weapon ever invented, and he had the powers of the

Sith



that Exar Kun had shown him.

Where others had failed against the Empire, Kyp Durron would succeed.
Completely.

As he drifted away from the blue-giant cluster, he noted that only about

an hour remained before the massve explosionswould begin. Thewaiting
seemed

to go on forever. He sent out histhoughts again, wishing he could taunt
Dadla

Then, unexpectedly, her Star Destroyers began to move. The Basilisk and
the Gorgon powered up their sublight engines and started adow drift,
aligning themsalvesto a hyperspace path, asif they were ready to launch
another attack.

Kyp felt aflame of anger sear through him. "No--she can't leave now!"

He could not go back and stop the explosion of the core stars. Daadla had

to stay where she would be trapped!

Kyp dapped at the Sun Crusher's weapon-control systems, powering up the
defensve laser cannons mounted at sharp angles on the weapon. Then he shot
forward at full thrust.

When he and Han had first escaped from the Maw cluster, Dadla had thrown
all of her fightersat him in a desperate attempt to recapture the Sun

Crusher.

Kyp figured it would take little more than afew potshotsto give her the

incentive to stay around.

Admira Daalaraised her right hand, looking at the navigator. " Prepare



to engage hyperdrive," shesaid.

"Admira!" the lieutenant at the sensor station cried. "I've detected an
intruder!"

A tiny ship streaked across the bow of the Gorgon, blagting at them with
puny laser strikes.

"What?' Dadlasad, turning. "Viewscreen," she cdled, "Enhance.”

A shimmering image of Captain Mullinore from the Basilisk appeared at the
comm gation beside her. "Admira, we have just detected the Sun Crusher,”
he

sad. "Shal we engage?'

"The Sun Crusher!" Daalatook a second to accept the information. She
could not answer before the smal ship flitted in front of the Gorgon's

bridge

tower again, blasting at the turbolaser batteries. She instantly recognized

the thorn-shaped ship, the tiny superwegpon bristling with defensive laser
turrets. But the Sun Crusher's lasers had too little power to cause damage
to

aStar Destroyer.

"Launch two TIE squadrons” Dadlasaid, feding anew excitement. "1 want
the Sun Crusher recaptured. This changes everything in our Strategy against
the New Republic.”

The stormtroopers, dready keyed up from aday's worth of red-aert

status, swarmed across the decks. Moments later the bottom bay of the Gorgon
opened and spewed out a hundred plane-winged TIE fighters soaring through
the

curling gas of the nebula,



Daalawatched the small battle unfold. The Sun Crusher had been designed
to be extremdy swift and maneuverable. With itsindestructible quantum
armor,

the superweagpon seemed to laugh at the attack she sent againgt it. It was
only

amatter of time, though.

"But why does he attack us at al?' Dadla said, tapping black-gloved
fingerson the bridge railing. " Something's wrong here. He provoked us, but
he

has no way of causing us damage. Why did he cdl attention to himsdlf,” she
mused, "and how did he find us here?'

Commander Kratas answered her, though she had been muttering to herself.
"I can't speculate on that, Admiral."

"Bring the Star Destroyers about,” she said. "L ock atractor beam on the
Sun Crusher next timeit passes.”

"The Sun Crusher's pilot is maneuvering at Speeds much too high for usto
be certain of afirm lock," Kratas said.

Dadaglared at him. "Doesthat mean you're unableto try?"

"No, Admira.” Kratas turned and clapped his hands, directing the

tactica officerson the bridge. "Y ou heard the Admiral! Set to it
immediady.”

"Admird, the Sun Crusher issignding us," the comm officer said.
"Voice-only transmisson.”

Dadlawhirled. "Put the pilot on."

With a crackle the thin voice of amere boy echoed through the Gorgon's



command center. "Admira Daala, I'm Kyp Durron--remember me?| hope so. You
put me under a death sentence. That made quite an impression on me. | hope
it

made some sort of impression on you."

Dadarecaled the wiry, dark-haired youth who had been taken prisoner
aong with the Rebealswho had blundered into the Maw Ingtallation. She
motioned for the comm officer to open achannel.

"Kyp Durron, if you surrender immediately and ddliver the Sun Crusher
intact, we will take you to the planet of your choice. Y ou can befree.
Don't

befoolish."

"Not achance, Admird." Kyp laughed at her. "I'm thumbing my nose at
your supposed Imperid superiority. I'll take my chances.” He cut off the
transmission and streaked by again, firing darts of laser energy that
bounced

harmlesdy off the shielded hull of the Star Destroyer.

"Tractor-beam lock--was the tactical officer said, his... lost it."
"Admirad!" the sensor chief brokein, hisvoicefilled with urgency. "I'm
picking up unusud readings from the star cluster. The blue giantsare
fluctuating, dl seven of them, I've never seen anything like--was
Dadafroze. Her mouth dropped open in horror as she suddenly redized
theterrible plan this... thisboy had put into effect against her fleet.

"Full about!" she shouted. "One hundred eighty degrees, maximum speed.
Get out of the nebula, now!"

"But, Admira--his' Commander Kratas said.

"He's used the Sun Crusher!" she screamed. "The stars are going to



explode! He'sjust trying to stdl us here so welll be trapped.”

Kratas scrambled to the navigation station himsdlf. The Gorgon lurched as
the sublight engines kicked in, spinning the enormous Star Destroyer abot.
"We no longer have our navicomputer lock on Coruscant,” the navigation
officer said. "When we turned to strike at the Sun Crusher, we lost our
dignment.”

"Get usout of herenow,"” Dadlasaid. "Any vector! Inform the Basilisk."

The sublight engines powered up, blasting as they lumbered away from the
center of the nebula, picking up speed. The hyperdrive engineswere primed,
gathering power. The Star Destroyers began to move away--

Then al the stars exploded.

Kyp Durron watched the Star Destroyers wheel about and flee like wounded
banthas.

"Y ou can't get away fast enough.” He smiled. "Not fast enough.”

The Gorgon and the Basilisk began to heave themsel ves through the nebula
at top speed, abandoning scores of TIE fighters. The small Imperid fighters
veered off in a panic when their mother ships suddenly turned to run.

Kyp ignored the rest of the TIE fighters and punched hisenginesto twice
the Sun Crusher's maximum-rated capacity, shooting straight up and out the
plane of the nebular cloud.

When the cluster of blue giants detonated, concentric shock waves of
blinding light and searing radiation blasted outward like acosmic

hurricane.

The Gorgon had managed to pull two ship lengths ahead of the Basilisk.



Hauling on the controls, Kyp continued the Sun Crusher's race upward,
confident that the quantum armor would protect him from theworst. The
incredible surge of energy from the supernovas darkened his viewportsto
near

opacity.

Curtains of fire overtook the Basilisk, washing over the Star Destroyer

and igniting it like another tiny novaerupting in the nebula, asthe

firestorm front swept on.

The viewscreen blackened, but where the Gorgon had been Kyp saw another

flash--and then the firestorm obliterated al detail.

After his screens opaqued completely, Kyp used the onboard navicomputer
to set anew course. Thiswas just the beginning.

Leaving the gdlactic inferno behind him, and awed by the power of the Sun
Crusher, Kyp moved off to seek out those remaining worlds that still swore
dlegianceto the Empire.

Now, without doubt, he had al the power he needed.

With the morn+ coolness of Y avin 4, Ambassador Cilghal rosein her
austere quarters and basked in the shadowy dampness of the stone temple.
She had been at the Jedi praxeum for only afew days, but already she

felt asif the whole universe had opened for her. Master Skywalker's
exercises

in attuning her mind to the Force had shown her how to turn her gazeina
new

direction, to seethingsin full view that she had previoudy only glimpsed



out of the corners of her eyes. He had given her anudge down along, smooth
dope of discovery; the more she learned, the easier it wasto learn more.
She splashed tepid water across her face, moistening her rubbery skin,
scrubbing the delicate tendrils that hung benesth her dit of amouth.

Though

theair of thejungle moon wasthick with humidity, she dill felt more
comfortable when she could keep her exposed skin moist.

Cilghal left her quarters and moved to join the dozen other Jedi

candidatesin the dining hal, where each would consume asmdll breskfast of
fruits or meats competible with his or her biochemidry.

Dorsk 81 sat at atable contemplating colored rectangles of processed
nutrients. Because he had lived for so long on a self-contained,
environmentaly controlled world, the cloned Jedi trainee could not digest
foods that had not been heavily processed.

The gaunt, hardened Jedi Kam Solusar attempted to talk to wild-haired
Streen, who kept flicking his gaze from side to Sde asif distracted.

Therest of the Jedi trainees sat by themsalves or in small groups,

talking uneasily. Cilgha did not see Magter Skywalker among them. He was
usudly thefirg to enter the dining hdl, waiting for his sudentsto join

him. The other Jedi trainees seemed disconcerted by the change of routine.
Cilgha worked the food-processing unit to prepare a breakfast of diced
smoked fish and a pungent-tasting grain mash she enjoyed. Finally she asked
the sudentsin generd, "Whereis Master Skywalker?!

The trainees|ooked at each other asif they had been wanting to ask the

same question.



Streen stood up and looked around in darm. "It'stoo quiet,” he said.

"Too quiet. | wanted it quiet, but thisistoo much. | can't hear Master
Skywalker. | could always sense voicesin my heed. | hear dl of yours. It's
too quiet." He sat down again asif embarrassed. "Too quiet.”

Tionnerushed into the dining hall, clutching her twin-boxed musica
ingrument. Her silvery hair streamed behind her in awild mass, and her
pearly eyeswere wide and panic-stricken. "Come quickly! I've found Master
Skywaker."

Without question, without confusion, al the Jedi traineesroseina
coordinated, flowing movement. They moved together and sprinted after Tionne
as sheran down the winding moss-grown halls. Cilghd attempted to keep up
with the more athletic members, such asKiranaTi and Tionne.

They ran through the echoing grand audience chamber where vines covered
the walls and the long polished sests slood empty in shafts of sunlight.
"Thisway," Tionnesaid. "I don't know what's happened to him."

They reached a back staircase of worn stone stepsthat led to the
observation platform at the top of the ziggurat.

Cilghd drew up short as she noticed the robed figure sprawled on the
flagstones under the sky. His hands were thrown back asif to defend against
something.

"Master Skywalker!" she called. The other trainees rushed forward.

Cilgha pushed through the gathered students and knelt beside the fallen

man.

Luke's face seemed curdled in an outcry of pain or fear. His eyeswere
squeezed shut, hislipswere curled back in agrimace.

On the stone floor beside him lay his lightsaber, asif it had proved



useless againgt whatever enemy he had fought.

Cilghd propped Luke's head up, touching his pale-brown hair. Rivulets of
cold swest glistened on hisface, but she felt no warmth on his skin. She
probed, using her newfound abilitiesin the Force, desperately searching.
"What happened to him?' Dorsk 81 said in great darm.

"Ishedive?' Streen asked. "l can't hear him."

Cilghd probed with her sensing abilities and shook her orange and muddy-
green head. "He's breathing. | can sense very little heartbeet, just the
faintest pulse. But | can't find himingde. When | touch him with the
Force,

al | find isagreat empty spot...."

Sheturned to look at the others with her sad round Calamarian eyes.
"It'sasif hehasleft us"

"What can we do?' KiranaTi asked.

Cilghd cradled Luke's motionless head in her 1ap and blinked her huge
Caamarian eyes, unable to speak for along moment.

"Wearedl donenow,” shefindly sad.



