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Thetree sood in the middle of asmall jungle dearing, itsgnarled,

woody tentacles wrathing through the air in search of prey.

As Zekk approached, the tentacles twitched, sensing his movement.

The sinuous vines were ewnouflaged, deceptively lush and green. He
took another step forward. The ground around the treeswarty trunk
was littered with bones-broken grayish-white remnants of previous
victims, stripped of flesh, now decaying in the humid air of Yavin 4

Zekk moved even closer, and the hungry tree trembled in anticipation.

Hetold himsdf he had nothing to fear. Of course he would have been
much more comfortable had he been carrying alightsaber, a Jedi wegpon
that could counter any attack from this plant-thing-but that would have

been too easy. Much too easy.

Zekk wasn't interested in asmple end to thisexercise.

Instead, he conied only aplain staff. He had found the length of

dried wood in the jungle and stripped off itsbark. 1t wasall the

wegpon hewould alow himsdf to usein thisimportant test.



He stepped forward, faced the wrathing tentacle tree, and prepared to
do battle. "I will let the Force guide me," he murmured to himsdif,
"dlow it to direct my Jedi reflexesto respond to any tricks the enemy

may devie."

The carnivorous tentacle tree reached toward him, its deadly branches

whispering together in aleafy sigh.

"Mogt of dl," hewent onin ahushed voice, "I must not let mysdlf be

tempted by the easy power | can unleash through the dark side.”

Zekk had dready traveled the dark paths of the Force when he trained
at the Shadow Academy. Now he was a new student learning to use the
light Sde-but at the same time, he was an old student ... with many

scars on his conscience.

Heraised hisstick. The treg'stentacles quivered asit prepared for

thiseasy prey.

"The Forceiswith me," Zekk said, and stepped in among the dangling

branches, his staff held high.

Three of the whipping vinesthrashed at him, making the stick their
primary target. Zekk snapped hiswrist downward. A loud crack rang

out as the staff beat back two of the tentacles.



Another serpentine appendage crackled and wrapped itself around Zekk's
right wrigt. Without hesitation, he tossed the saff to hisleft hand,
swvung it up, and battered the offending tentacle as he yanked his hand

free.

His skin burned and tingled as the clutching vine tore away from his
wrist. Heredlized then that this plant-thing exuded some kind of
irritating acid through itstiny spines. His hand began to swell, but
Zekk turned his concentration back to the vines that still lashed at

him. He could deal with the pain later.

He gtruck left and right, knocking the thrashing vines away. Hishand
turned red and throbbed; he could bardly bend hisfingers. A forest of
tentacles now whipped and clawed at him. He could have severed them
al with asingle sweep of alightsaber blade, but Zekk drove them back

one-handed, using only his staff.

Simplevictorieswere not worth fighting for. Without achalenge,
victory was meaningless. He had come here to learn anew lesson-and

unlearn an old one.

To begin Zekk'straining in the light Sde of the Force, Master
Skywaker had told him to start with Smple exercisesto test his most

basic skills. Somehow, Zekk didn't think that venturing out into the



junglesto battle this carnivorous tree was quite what the Jedi teacher
hed inmind. Perspiration trickled down Zekk's face and neck. His

long dark hair clung in damp strands around his emerad-green eyes.

Zekk smiled.

He gritted histeeth and drove inward. He had fought many times

before. The Dark Jedi Brakiss had trained Zekk to become the Second
Imperium's darkest knight. Together, they-aong with many other
followers of the Emperor'sways-had battled L uke Skywalker's sudents

at the Jedi academy.

But Zekk and the other Dark Jedi had been soundly defeated, and Brakiss
killed. Broken, Zekk had turned away from the dark side. Eventhough

he had formerly been a close friend of the Solo twins, Jacen and Jaina,
Zekk could not eadily grant himsdlf forgiveness. He couldn't just join
hisfriendsand begin training asaJedi of thelight Sde asif

nothing had happened.

Instead, Zekk had gone off on his own to search for meaning in his
life. He trained to become a bounty hunter and used his Jedi prowess
to hunt down difficult bounties that no one else could capture. Butin
those months Zekk had learned something important about himsdif:
athough he had the skills, he didn't have the mind-set that would
dlow himto find any quarry for whatever reason and smply turn the

victim over to anyone who happened to pay the price.



When Nolaa Tarkona, head of a subversive palitical group called the
Diversity Alliance, had set an open bounty on the merchant Boman Thul,
Zekk had at first gone on the search, hoping to prove himsalf to Boba
Fett and dl the other bounty hunters. But Zekk had redized intime

that the information Nolaa Tarkonawanted from the human merchant
concerned adeadly human-killing plague-and that if he succeeded in his

task, the entire human race might become extinct.

Such conseguences had forced him to change his mind and join forces
with the young Jedi Knights after dll. After they defeated the

Diversty Alliance and the Emperor's plague was destroyed, Zekk had
decided to start dl over again, to become atrue Jedi Knight. This

time hewould do histraining in the right way.

If only thistreewould et him.

Shorter, spikier tentacles emerged from the hole of the tree,

thrashing, grasping at him, but again Zekk drove them back with his
daff. He could have pulled back at any time, but instead he pushed
closer. Then, dthough theirritant chemicd in hisswollenright hand
bothered him, he gripped the stick with both hands again. He would not

let the pain dow him down.

Zekk didn't have any clear ideaof how he would define "victory."



Hedid not intend to kill the tree, but as his battle fever picked up,

he fought more furioudy, pounding the tentacleswith his hard staff.

Another whiplike vine snapped sharply and struck him in the forehead
just above hiseye, drawing atrickle of blood. He reeled backward,

blinking his eyes againgt the stinging tears and red droplets.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, two of the vines wrapped themselves around his
stick, twisted hard, and yanked it from Zekk's hand, tearing the flesh

on hispams. Then, asif sensing victory, the rlentlesstentacles

also grabbed at hisarms and legs. Zekk stood trapped in ablizzard of

grasping strands.

A black static of anger overpowered hisfear. Zekk used the Forceto
reach out and locate his stolen staff. He jerked the stick back toward
him-so furioudy that two vines ripped away from the centra mass of

the tree and began oozing clear sap.

With the dying tentacles il dangling from his staff, Zekk swung
around, using it asaflail againg the others. He used the Force
againtotie savera of the strands into knots and laughed out loud at

how easy this battle was becoming.

Then, in aflash of comprehension, Zekk redized that he was not truly

succeeding; he had unleashed his anger and tapped the dark sdeasa



conduit to his Jedi skills.

"No!" he said through gritted teeth. He refused to win againg the
plant-thing in thisway. Zekk threw the retrieved staff aside and
stood unarmed as the stinging tentacles drew back, then poised

themsalves to attack with renewed force.

But Zekk kept hismind clear, histhoughts cam. "I am not your prey,"

he murmured.

Thetree had no intelligence, just arudimentary mass of vascular plant
fiber with reflexes that responded like muscles. Hungry tentacles
lashed a him-only to dide harmlesdy away, asif hisentire body were

coated with some invisible super lubricant.

"1 wn not your prey," Zekk repested.

Theineffective vines reached toward him, but they could not touch his
skin. Sinuous appendages danced in frustration around hisamns, his

head, his back.

Zekk turned away from the tree and walked dowly beyond the reach of
the grasping tentacles. He knew he had temporarily let down his guard,
afailure of sorts. But he had seen the dark side, recognized it, and

rgjected it! Hewould put it behind him now. Hefdt asif he had



emerged from araging storm with only afew drops of water clinging to

him. The storm was past. A sense of warmth and peace came over him.

At the edge of the clearing, standing beside the thick bushes, he saw

Madter Luke Skywalker watching him with aquiet smile on hisface.

"I'm proud of you, Zekk," he said. "It took courage to turn away from
your old indtincts. Sometimesit's harder to unlearn bad teaching than
itistolearn new skills. 1t will be hard to forget what Brakiss

taught you.”

"Yes" Zekk said. "I'vegot to learn it the right way now. | fed

like akid learning to walk again-and | thought | aready knew how.

It's...intimidating." He said theword inasmdl voice, asif
reluctant to admit it. "All the tests and exercises here remind me of
what | learned at the Shadow Academy. I'm afraid to do things the same

way. | mean, what if | do them wrong again?'

"There's no single way to become a Jedi," Luke Skywalker said.

"If it makes you more comfortable, well find adifferent path. Try a

new assgnment. Take something you're dready good at-somethirg you

enjoy-and use the Force, little by little, to enhance your abilities.

It doesn't have to be fighting with astaff, or levitating rocks, or



sensing danger. TheForceisindl things. Find atask that fedls
right. Enjoy it, but let the Force guide you. Y ou need to learn to

accept your Jedi abilities, not fear them."”

"l cantry anything?' Zekk said. "Anything | enjoy?'

"I'm sure you can think of something, Zekk," Luke said.

The dark-haired young man just smiled.

Jedi trainees dragged afew more dried branches and pieces of dead wood

from the surrounding jungle and piled it high in the courtyard.

Master Luke Skywaker readied a bonfire while his students gathered to

hear him spesk.

Jacen Solo ran ahand through histouded hair, scratched anitch on

his scalp, and settled down on the ledge beside hisfriend Tend Ka.

They had found seats on one of the stone blocks of the rebuilt
pyramid'slower leves, from there they would have agood view of the

fireand Jacen'suncle Luke.

Jacen'stwin sster Jaina, who loved to tinker with machines, had spent

the afternoon with their Wookiee friend L owbacca and his miniaturized



trandating droid, Em Teedee. They had worked benegath the Hapan
passenger cruiser's navigational consoles, upgrading its slarmaps and
position-finding capabilities. As Princess of Hapes, the warrior girl

Tend Kaactualy owned the Rock Dragon, but she preferred to let Jaina

and Lowiepilot it.

Now the two tinkerers and the tiny, slver droid hurried up to sit
beside Jacen and Tenel Kaasfour new students prepared to light the

borfire.

Jainagtill had afew smudges of grease on her cheeksand chin.

Lowi€es ginger-colored fur was ruffled, but they both looked

satisfied.

"So, the ship's up and working again?' Jacen asked. "Therésno
telling when we might need to grab it and go rescue somebody. We're

Jedi Knights now, you know."

Jainagave an unladylike snort, asif insulted at the suggestion that
she might not have left the ship in perfect working order. "Of course

itsworking. Rock Dragon's ready whenever we are.”

"Oh, my," Em Teedee said. "I do hope you aren't planning any
emergencies. Infuture, | suggest that we avoid any adventures that

might involve emergencies. Far too dangerous, if you ask me."



"Come on, Em Teedeg," Jacen said. "Weve upgraded your capabilities.

Don't you want to test your limits?'

"Indeed not," the little droid said from his place at Lowbacca's

belt.

The Wookiee chuffed and patted the droid good-naturedly.

Tend Kasface remained solemn during this exchange-then again, she
usualy was serious, Jacen thought, even though he congtantly tried to
make her laugh. "1 am ready for whatever circumstances dictate,” she

sad. "Weare now required to look at the fire and listen to Master

Skywaker."

"Thisisafact,” Jacen said with achuckle, repeating Tend Kasown

oft-used phrase.

Earlier that afternoon, a ship had comein bearing a pair of Jedi
Knights who had been trainees when L uke Skywalker founded his Jedi
academy here. Thetwo Jedi visitors, exhausted from a dangerous
mission they had just completed, had gone quickly into the temple to
refresh themsalves. Not long afterward, L uke had announced a

celebration for that evening. Jacen wondered eagerly what hisuncle



intended to talk about.

Now thefire blazed high. Orange flames crackled through the pile of

dead wood; spicy-smd ling smokb waited upward from the burning lichens
and mossesthat clung to the underbrush. Whilethelast few Jedi

trainees made their way to their seets, Jacen played with asmall
bluishgreen frill lizard he had found making anest out of amound of

dry leavesin a crevice between the Great Templ€'s stone blocks.

The lizard appeared content to Sit on Jacen'seft fist, but seemed
much less comfortable with Jacen's opposite hand. Every timehe
brought hisright forefinger closeto the lizard's nose, the cresture
flared out an intimidating scarlet frill around its neck and flapped
its scalesin sAlf-defense. When Jacen pulled hisfinger away, the
frill went back down. He moved hisfinger close again; thefrill

reappeared, and the lizard's eyes opened wide.

Tend Kawatched with interest. The lizard-skin armor she wore clung
to her body and glittered in the firelight. Though the night would be
cool, thewarrior girl never seemed to require any more warmth than the

supple armor provided.

Asahush fdl over the crowd gathered by the ancient pyramid, Master
Skywaker stepped in front of the bonfire. The flames blazed higher
behind him. He stood silhouetted in warm light, just anormasized

man, despite the fact that he had changed the fate of the entire



gaaxy.

"We're all here because we are-or want to be-Jedi Knights," Luke

sad.

"Except for me, of course” Em Teedee said primly, and Lowie shushed

him with agrowl.

"Jedi Knights protected the Republic ... but it isimportant for usto
think about whether being protected is dways, good." He paused to let
that snk in. Tenel Kafrowned, and Jacen tried to think of a

circumstance where protection might not be desired.

"We learn from our mistakes," Luke continued. "And sometimes, if we
shelter people from dl the bad things that can happen, they don't
learn to protect themselves ... and even gregter tragedies may

occur."

During this speech, Zekk quietly joined hisfriends on the ledge.

One arm was bandaged. Lowie rumbled aquestion, but Zekk just gave a

secretive smile and focused on Master Skywalker.

"l grew up on Tatooine," Luke said. "A desert planet with two suns. |

was the foster son of my uncle Owen, apoor moisture farmer who had



little happinessin alifefilled only with hard work. Aunt Beru spent
days at home watching the farm while my uncle and | checked our
moisture vaporators, or went into Anchorhead or Mos Eidey to get

supplies we couldn't buy from Jawatraders.

"Uncle Owen knew who | was: the son of Anakin Skywalker, whom most of
you remember as Darth Vader. My uncle knew | had the potentia to bea
great Jedi, but he wanted to protect me. Hetried to keep me from my
dreams because of the risks | might encounter dong theway. Hewas

doing what he thought was best for me.

"My uncle was asad man, with great guilt on his shoulders. He knew
what Darth Vader had done, and-because he was afraid for me-he spent
hislife protecting me on that desert planet. His heart wasin the

right place ... but if he had succeeded, think of the outcome: | would

dill be amoisture farmer on Tatooine, the Empire might till bein

power, and there would be no Jedi Knights.”

Luke looked up. Hiseyesglittered in thefirdight, though most of
his body was cast in shadow. Perched on the stone blocks beside Jacen,
Tendl Kanodded. He sat closer to her as his uncle's point became

clear tohim.

"Challenges and diversity make us strong. Too much protection can
prevent us from learning, from reaching our potential. We can learn

from others, but we must aso learn from our own experiences ... and



our own mistakes," Luke said. Heamiled. "Just try not to make too

many of them beforeyou learn.”

Another figure emerged from the base of the temple, ayoung man with

dark hair and squared shoulders dressed in ablack jumpsuit and a

cape.

The deek Jedi outfit looked comfortable, serviceable, and welworn.

"Master Skywaker isright. And some of us certainly made huge
blunders before we managed to come back to theright course,” the young

man sad.

"ThisisKyp Durron,” Luke announced with abroad grin, "one of my
first students here at the Jedi academy, many years ago. Han Solo
rescued him from the spice mines of Kessd, and he came hereto learn

the ways of the Force."

Kyp nodded at the audience with agrim smile. Firdight splashed
across hisface. "'l came hereto learn, but | wasimpatient. |

listened too closely to the spirit of an old Dark Lord of the Sith,
Exar Kun, and I'm sorry to say | caused quite abit of trouble for the

new Jedi Knights."

"Likeme" Zekk murmured.



"Sodid |," another voice said as a second man emerged from the

temple.

A nimbus of wild white hair floated around his head and fluttered above
histhin beard. He wore avest and breeches with so many pockets that
Jacen thought he probably could have carried al the componentsfor his

own gtarship engineingde them.

"That's Streen,” Jainawhispered, and Jacen immediately recognized the
man. Once a cloud prospector on Bespin, the old hermit had developed

an afinity for controlling the weather and the winds.

Luke said, "These two have been Jedi Knightsfor well over ten years
now. They learned from their mistakes and their successes, and they've
served the New Republic admirably.” Kyp Dutton and Streen looked both
powerful and exhausted, asif they had come through someterrible

orded that had made them stronger-though neither seemed ready to tell

the Sory.

"Lookslike they've had some interesting adventures,” Jaina observed.

Lowie rumbled thoughtfully. Zekk nodded.

"I, for one, do not wish to hear about them," Em Teedee said. "l've

heard quite enough horrifying stories about Jedi adventuresin Mistress



Tionneslegends™ The slvery-hared ingtructor was a Jedi scholar

and mingrel, and had also been among Luke'sfirst trainees.

"Then | guess Tionnell just have to make up some songs about the new

Jedi Knights," Jacen said.

Tenel Kanodded. "Soon there will be many Jedi Knights, we must

remember our heroes."

Jacen brought hisfinger closeto thelizard again. It flashed its

scarlet frill and raised up onitsforelegs. Thefrill spread about

the creature like atiny cape. A sudden thought occurred to Jacen. He
glanced over at hissster and knew she was thinking the samething:

Kyp Durron had been avery close companion of Han Solo's.

"Think Dad knowsKypison Yavin 47" Janasad.

Jacen gave hissigter ady grin. "Wadll, there's no reason we can't

send him amessage. Hey, you never know -Dad might even comefor a
vist" Asit turned out, Han Solo was dready en routeto Yavin 4 to
vidt his children when he got word of Kyp Dutton'sarrival on the

jungle moon.

Since he had just finished his business on Kashyyyk, he caculated the

fastest possible route for the Millennium Falcon and, with abit of



fancy piloting, got therein record time.

With aths cerning eye, Jainawatched the battered light freighter

descend. She had spent plenty of time honing her own engineering

skills and studying the mechanics of how starshipsworked. By now, the
Fa con was one mass of repairs and replacement parts. Sections of new
hull plating had replaced old blaster-scarred shields. She wondered

how many-or how few-of the ship's origind components remained. Many
fancier shipswere available to Han Solo, but the Falcon held such a
gpecid placein hisheart that Jainaknew her father would never get

rid of it.

Jaina noted that the repul sorjets seemed stronger on the starboard side

than on the port side, causing the Falcon to sway asit landed.

Fortunately her father was asuperb pilot and knew full well how to

compensate for any eccentricities of hisbeloved craft.

A flock of stubby-winged avians swept above the overgrown temple ruins
toward the deep jungles. They flew in atriangular formation, emitting
deep hooting sounds, like a broken Kloo horn. Jacen watched them

jpass.

Jainacould tell that he wastrying to identify the species of birdand

probably wondering if he had ever caught one for his menagerie.



When the boarding ramp extended, Jacen and Jaina rushed acrossthe
weedy clearing, and Han Solo emerged from his ship wearing abig

orin.

Jaina expected to see Chewbacca standing behind him, thetall, hairy

form that her mother had once reportedly caled a"waking car pet.”

Instead of the huge Wookiee, though, only her little brother came

out.

Anakin was dight of build, quiet, and dark-haired, ayear and a half
younger than thetwins. Ther brother did not usudly attend training

sessons at the Jedi academy at the same times Jacen and Jainadid.

"Anakin" Jacen said, and their younger brother beamed.

Jacen and Jainahugged their father. At sixteen they both felt abit
old for such digplays of affection, but Jainagot little enough timeto

see her father, and she enjoyed every moment of it.

"Hey, kids," Han Solo said. "'l was on my way here when | got your
message. Y our mom couldn't bresk away from the Senate, but | got an
interesting assgnment and figured it was agood excusefor a Solo

family outing."



"Aw, and | thought you came just to see me," Kyp Durron cdled, waking

from the temple to the landing field and waving. The darkhaired Jedi

Knight looked thoroughly refreshed now after anight'srest and a

change of clothes.

Streen had gone off by himsdlf to enjoy the solitude of thejungle.

Jainaremembered that the old cloud prospector liked peace and quiet

more than anything else.

Upon seeing hisfriend, with whom held gone through so many adventures

back when the twinswere just smdl children, Han Solo'sface it up.

He came forward to clasp Kyp Dutton in an enthusiastic embrace. "How

you doin', kid?' He pounded Kyp on the back.

Kyp smiled. "Not so much akid anymore, Han."

"Y eah, Dad-you've got kids of your own," Jacen pointed out.

"And we're hardly kids anymore ether,” Jainasaid.

Han gave adismissve wave of hishand. "Y ou'll dwaysbekidsto

me.

All of you. Evenyour uncle Luke" He seemed barely ableto contain



his excitement at seeing Kyp as they walked from the Falcon back toward

the Great Temple. "What've you been up to? | haven't seenyou in

snce ah..."

"It'sbeen along time, Han," Kyp said. "I've been off saving

colonies, daying mongters, rescuing the universe ... you know, the
usud. Master Skywa ker sends most of the Jedi he'strained out on
missions, while our friend Tionne stays here and helps him handle the

younggters™ He jerked an elbow toward Jaina. "Likethese"

Jainaflushed, and her brothers both laughed.

"Heard about your fight with the Leviathan of Corbos," Han said.

"That was atough one," Kyp answered. "KiranaTi, Dorsk 82, Streen,

and | redly had our hands full on that misson. But Jedi Knights

expect to face challenges like that."

Han amiled. "I know some younger Jedi Knightswho've runinto quitea

few chalenges of their own." Hetouded Jacen's hair, and the young

man flinched.

"Dad, I'm not alittle boy anymore.”



"Uh-oh. That mean you're too old to go with me to the Blockade Runners

Derby on Ord Mantell?" Han raised his eyebrows at histwin children.

" Y ou mean therace?' Jainasaid. She had heard of the annua
gpectacle, one of the grandest, most daring races a pilot could

enter.

It was an honor just to compete in the Derby.

Han nodded. "The Falcon won it three times aready during my smuggling
days. But thistime I'll be going as a representative of the New

Republic. Folksrunning the Derby sent in an officid request, asking

for meastheir Grand Marshd." He gave hiswry grin. "How could |

refuse?'

Jainalaughed. "I doubt they could've kept you from that raceif they

put afew Imperial Star Destroyersin the way."

Han Solo squared his shoulders. "Hey, my wife and kids aren't the only

oneswho enjoy facing some challenges every now and then.”

"I wish I could go with you, Han," Kyp said, stopping at the base of
the looming onetemple. "But Streen and | may haveto leave againin
afew days. Even though Master Skywalker trains more Jedi every yesr,

the New Republicisabig place. There arelots of missonsto send



Jedi Knights on and not enough of usto handle dl the situations that

need our attention.”

Han turned to his three children with mock sernnessin his

expression.

"W, I'm not |etting you kids go on any missonsfor thetime

being.

Y ou're coming with mein the Falcon, and your assgnment isto have

somefun. Some ... quaity time together, afamily vacation.

Y ou're gonnalove the Blockade Runners Derby."

Lowbacca, waking down one of the Great Temple's exterior Stairways,

let out aloud Wookiee bellow of greeting. Perplexed, Jainabit her

lower lip and turned back to the Falcon.

"l know Mom couldn't makeit, Dad, but where's Chewie?"

"Ah. Chewiéd been talking about vigting hisfamily, you know.

And I'd been talking about spending some time a one with you kids.

So when this Derby thing came up, | suggested now might be agood time



for Chewieto take that vacation back to Kashyyyk. Dropped him off on
my way here," Han answered, then lowered hisvoice and gave her a
conspiratoria wink. "Besides, that means | need agood copilot for a

while. Know anybody | might be able to use?'

Jaina perked up. "Me? Youd let me help fly the Falcon &t the

Derby?'

Han gave her an appraising look. ™Y ou've certainly got plenty of

experience. I'm awfully proud of you, you know. If it's not too much

of animpogtion. . ."

"What arewewaiting for?" Jaina asked.

"It'saded then?"

"Doesthat mean we're entering the race?' Jacen said.

"Naw, I'm not a contestant thistime," Han said. "I'm gtrictly at the

Derby inan officid capacity. My hotshot days are well behind me,

since I'm, well ... respectable now. Anyhow, your mother sure wouldn't

want metaking any chanceswith you kids."

"No. Of course not," Jacen said with mock seriousness.

Kyp gave Han acurious glance. "Y ou've got that ook in your eye



agan.

"l think he/sgot aplan,” Anakin said quietly.

Han gestured toward himself, his face the picture of innocence.

"Me? How can you think such athing of your father?"

"Heésgot aplan,” Jacen and Jainasaid in unison.

Han shrugged. "Least I've got agood copilot. Well stay herefor a

few hourswhile you kids pack. Kyp and | have alot to catch up on.

Did we ever tell you about the time he stole the Sun Crusher and went

after the Imperids, asif he could take on the whole Empirewith his

bare hands?"

"Yes," Jacen answered quickly.

"Youtold us" Anakin sad.

"Plenty of times," Jaina added.

" Wadll, it'sagood story-about what not to do,” Kyp said hurriedly,

his cheeksturning red. "I'velearned alot since then.”



"That'sardief,” Han joked. "I'd rather not have to chase you again
from one end of the galaxy to the other." He turned back toward his
children and draped his arms across their shoulders asthey dl waked
into the cool shadows of the temple'sinterior. With flashing lights

and a bleeping sound Artoo-Detoo trundled forward to meet them.

Han reached around Anakin and patted the droid's domed head in

gresting.

"1t'll be good to spend some time aone with the family. Just my kids

and me" Han said. "A quigt, relaxing vacetion.”

"Oh, | doubt that, Dad," Jainasaid. "From what | hear, therés aways

something interesting happening on Ord Mantell.”

Even if Jacen wasn't entirely thrilled about leaving his closefriend

Tend Kabehind for afew days, Janareveled in the chanceto fly

beside her father as his genuine copilot. Although shefdt dwarfed by

the huge seat that normally accommodated a burly Wookiee, she handled

the Falcon with as much expertise as she did the Rock Dragon.

So far it was one of the best times she had ever shared with her
father. Y oung Anakin, with hisability for grasping problemsand
solving complex puzzles, sudied the navigationd chartsand considered

various paths through hyperspace, until he announced that he had found



aperfectly safe shortcut to Ord Mantell.

After Han Solo double-checked Anakin's calculations, he announced that
he saw no reason not to try the new route. If hisson wasright, the

new path would cut afull sx standard hours off their trangit time.

Once the Falcon wasin hyperspace, Han said to his children, "Ord
Mantdl'sin the middle of nowhere, but that's not necessarily a
disadvantage. A lot of smuggling traffic goesthrough there. Its
position makes the planet about equally closeto anyplace elseaong
certain hyperspace paths. So even though it's not exactly convenient,

Ord Mantell makes agood way station or stopping point.”

"If it'sasmugglers hangout, you probably spent sometime there
between Derbies-right, Dad?" Jacen asked. "Before you became

respectable, | mean.”

Han Solo laughed. "Plenty of times, Jacen. | never tried to hide my
checkered past from you al. Doesn't seem to bother your mother
anymore. After dl, | learned some of my most useful skillswhen | was
asmuggler and acrack pilot-even studied at the Imperid Academy for a
while. All that stuff in my past is part of who | am; the thingsl

learned made me avitd asset to the Rebellion when we fought the
Empire. | don't spend time regretting what I've donein my life, so

long as| can useit now to help the people| love."



Jainaraised her eyebrows. "So if we ever do anything you think is
dumb, you'll understand, right? Y ou'll just accept it as part of our

growth and training?"

Han knitted his brows. "Uh, that's not exactly what | meant.”

Jacen stood leaning againgt the back of hisfather'schair inthe

Facon's cockpit. "Tell uswhat you did on Ord Mantell, Dad.”

"I ended up there pretty often when | wasasmuggler. Seemslike every
time | went to Ord Mantdll | ran into one bounty hunter or another, and
every one of 'em meant trouble. One of the worst was an insect

cresture named Cypher Bos, amercenary, as vile and selfcentered as
they come. He wasimpersonating hisidentica hatch-mate brother, who
was a Rebd sympathizer. But dl those bug-people look dike, and |
couldn't tell the difference. Cypher Bos sold us out and almost

captured your mom and Luke and me. Then the three of us nearly got fed
to the Imperids by acyborg bounty hunter named Skoff. They just

never learn." He shook his head.

"But one of theworst pinches| ever got into was againgt atough

smuggler named Czethros, and his Rybet henchman Brim. They were
licensed bounty hunters, aswell as black-marketeersin the Ord Mantell
system, and had some connection to Black Sun. When Chewieand | were

in atight Situation once with the Falcon, we had to land on Ord



Mantell and get repairs. The system was crawling with Imperids, but

we made it without getting stopped.

"When Czethros found out | was on Ord Mantell, he and hispal set up a
trap, kidnapped Chewie." Han gave ahdfhearted grin as herdived the
memory of hisbygone adventure. "Told meto give mysdf up for the

reward, or held kill my Wookieefriend."

"So how did you get away?' Jacen said.

"Turned the tables on ‘em, of course. 1'd been keeping an eye on
Czethros through some smuggler friends and found out he and Briff were
taking an unmarked skimmer out to the place where | was supposed to
givemysdf up. | stole Czethross own ship fromits hangar bay, did a
few things calculated to make the Imperiads mad, then led themon a

merry chase on my way to the exchange point.”

"Must've been quite aride," Jainasaid.

Han grimaced. "Not one I'd like to repest. | madeit to the

rendezvous with just enough time to hide before the stormtroopers

showed up and nabbed Czethros a ong with his Rybet buddy. He dlaimed

total innocence, of course, but the ship obvioudy belonged to him.

The stormtroopers searched the ship and found plenty of ...



irregularities.

Weapons, drugs, and so on. While they were busy, | managed to sneak
over and free Chewie. Next thing we heard, the Imperials had carted
Czethros and Briff off to the spice mineson Kessd. | think his
henchman worked some kind of dedl ayear later with Moruth Doole, a
Rybet who worked on Kessdl. From what |'ve seen in recent reports,
Czethrosis actualy something of arespectable businessman on Ord
Mantdll these days. 'Course I'd bet my Ieft repul sorpack module that

he'sgill heavily into the smuggling busness™”

"Aren't you afraid he might try to cause trouble for you whilewere

there?' Jainaasked. "He could gtill be holding agrudge.”

Han blew air through hislips. "Not achance. Been too many years.

It'sdl lavaunder the bridge by now." But Jainanoticed atwinge of

concern on hisface.

She turned toward the navigation controls. "Timeto drop out of

hyperspace. We should be pretty closeto Ord Mantell.”

Han looked over and smiled at hisyoungest son. "Well, Anakin, let's

see how your calculationsworked out.”



Jainawas pleased to see, asthey dropped out of hyperspace, that the
Facon was aready so close to the correct position that they were able

to dip into orbit with only minor course modifications.

Ord Mantell was abland planet of average Sze, with average gravity,

and an average atmosphere. Itstopography showed the usua landscape
variations-mountains, forests, and swamps. Skeinsof clouds

embroidered white patternsin the sky below. However, for orbital
convenience and launching maneuvers, much of the equatoria band across
the continents had been settled and converted into spaceports that

boasted large docking bays and no-questions-asked cargo-handling

policies.

Ord Mantell had some of the most lenient banking lawsin the New
Republic, famousfor therr flexibility. Banks there would accommodate
anyone, inany lineof busness. Aslong as customersdidn't cause
trouble, or at least didn't get caught-and remembered to pay the
appropriate landing fees, tariffs, and permit taxes-bankers never

interfered.

Han looked over at hisdaughter. "Ever piloted aship down from orbit

al theway into adocking bay?' he asked.

Jainabrightened. "Nothing asbig asthe Falcon. I've doneit with

the Rock Dragon quite afew times, though.”



"Well then, thisll be no problem for you," Han said, but hislop sded
smiletwitched dightly, asif hewere nervous. Jaina pretended not to

notice. "Go ahead and take her down."

Jaina used the copilot controlsto dter their vector and plow into the
amosphere at ashdlow angle. While they descended, Anakin helped her
to locate alanding beacon from the docking bay a which Han had
reserved a berth for the Falcon. He programmed in their landing

coordinates.

The atmosphere shone blue on the equator asthey dove closer to the
surface. Jainawatched the silver-white belt of development that
girdled theworld resolve itself into abustling metropolisfilled with
blocky prefab buildings, large flat rooftops, and countless ba conies
that extended out far enough for smal private craft to launch secretly

inthe dead of night.

"Most of those buildings don't have addresses," Han Solo explained.

"Onthisplangt, if you don't know where you are and where you're

going, then you don't belong there."

"How do peoplefind their way around?' Jacen asked.

"It looks chdlenging,” Anakin said.



"Except for the Derby, Ord Mantell's no place for tourigts,” Han went
on. "People don't come just to hang around. Y ou can get alot of
things done hereif you happen to be willing to bend afew rules-but
sightseeing isn't one of them. Thisplanet'smainly for passng

through, aplace to pick up cargo or get anew assignment. Imperids
used this system for fleet training maneuvers because the outer
planetary orbits are so hazardous. The cometary cloud's pretty

thick-that'swhere the course isfor the Blockade Runners Derby."

While Han rambled on, Jaina sweeted. She gripped the controlsin
preparation for landing the big Corellian ship. She didn't know why

she suddenly felt so anxious, but her hands grew damp with perspiration
as she brought the Falcon in. Maybe she just wanted her father to be
proud of her. Gusty winds swirled around the tall blocky buildingin

the center of her scope. Far below, red, blue, and green ground cars

crawled dong; illuminated skimmers soared between the buildingsin

skyward dleys.

"Just take it easy, Jaina. You'redoing fine" Han said.

"Y eah, don't swet it," Jacen said. "Wetrugt you."

Jaina paused and let her confidence build, despite the warble of

uneasiness she had heard in her twin brother's voice. She took a deep



breath.

"Well, what are you waiting for?" she muttered to hersdlf, and brought

the Falcon down toward the big flat rooftop outside the landing bay.

As she gpproached, running lightsilluminated arectangular dit that
yawned open, wide and dark. "Those're the docking doors, Jaina. You

have to float down below. Our berth isin the upper bay."

Jainaswallowed. She had thought just landing thelight freighter on

the rooftop would be challenge enough; now she had to dip through this
narrow holethat, from this height, looked barely a meter wider than

the Falcon'shull. She couldn't et anything happen to her dad's

ship.

"May the Force be with you," she heard Jacen whisper. Then she
remembered that her uncle Luke awaystold them to use their Jedi

sensesin addition to ther training in any skill.

Shewas agood pilot. And shewas a Jedi. She drew a deep breath, let

her body relax into the seat.

The Millennium Fal con became part of Jaina, an extenson of her mind,
and she could sense the distance to the outer walls. She dipped the
light freighter between the opening doors without so much asawobble

or ajitter.



Han looked at her in proud amazement. "That's very smooth, Jaina"

"Just tell mewhereto land,” she said. Her fingers danced acrossthe
repulsor engine controls. Her calm voice betrayed none of her

unEasi Ness.

"Over there" Han gestured, and she saw a broad docking bay where a

group of people stood waiting to greet them. Amber lightsflashed, and

someone holding bright laser torches directed the Falcon to itslanding

place.

With afind hiss, the landing pads touched down on the deck plates.

Janafdt athrill of exhilaration. What had she been so worried

about?

Han hugged her.

Asthey al unbuckled their crash restraints and stood up to head for

the landing ramp, Han said, "Wonder who'sin our welcoming committee.

" "They couldve hired musicians ... maybe some kind of aband," Jacen

sad. "You arean officia representative of the New Republic.”



"Not only that,” Han said, brushing the front of hisvest. "I'm Grand
Marsha of the Blockade Runners Derby. That's a pretty big honor

around these parts.”

Han Solo, dong with Anakin, Jacen, and Jaina, hurried to the landing

ramp-only to find agroup of armed soldiers blocking their exit.

Looming in front of them was atall, broad-shouldered man who wore a
cape and blagters at his hip. Close-cropped moss-green hair covered
the top of hishead. A band of metd, inset with lights and sensors,
encircled his head like aring around some pae-green planet. The

front hdf of the silver metal band was avisor that completely covered
hiseyes. Therest of the metal band appeared to be permanently
affixed about his ears and the back of hisskull. He seemed to be
receiving a continuous flow of information through the gpparatus, and
hislipscurled inasneer. A congtantly moving cyberoptica laser

sensor burned through athin dit in the narrow visor, glaring at all

of them.

Han Solo stopped in histracks. His confident expression quickly

faded. "Czethrod" hesaid, alook of disbdief in hiseyes.

The gnigter-looking man lifted his chin, his gaze frozen in ametd
glare. "Han Solo," he said inarough, gravely voice. "I knew if |

waited long enough, you'd return to Ord Mantell."



Though Han fought to keep acam expression on hisface, Jacen sensed

the sudden wave of apprehension rippling through hisfather.

The guards|ooked tense, ready to fire.

Han had long since stopped carrying a blaster a his hip-agood thing,
Jacen supposed; otherwise they'd probably bein the middle of a
shoot-out right now. Hisfather had been hoping for acam family
outing while he did abit of officid work for the New Republic asa

specia guest at the famousrace. They hadn't been prepared for

anything likethis.

Then Czethros stepped forward and surprised them dl by extending his
thickly gloved hand. The skin on hisface rippled as hislips twisted
inasmile. "Welcome back to Ord Mantell, Solo. A lot has changed

snceyou and | were ... opponents those many-years ago."

Eyes narrowing just afraction, Han Solo reluctantly did hishand into

the former smuggler and bounty hunter'sgrip. "Uh, yes... that's

right," hesad, still cautious. Jacen fdlt thethick uneasinessin

theair.

He, Jaina, and Anakin looked at each other in confusion.

"Back then, | wasan officidly licensed bounty hunter. Y ouwerea



posted Imperid target,” Czethros said. "Nothing persond, of

course.

No hard fedings."

"Of course." Han flashed the meta-visored man one of hismost
charming lopsided grins. "I thought after al those yearsin the spice

minesyou might, uh, hold agrudge.”

"It'sthe nature of the bounty-hunting business,”" Czethros said. His
laser-red cyber-eye drifted left and then right. "1 used every trick

to apprehend you, and you used every trick to get away. You just
happened to have one moretrick in your repertoire than | did-at the
time, at least." He stepped back toward the gathered guards. "But I'm
no longer in that line of work. | have athriving business here on Ord
Mantdll. Infact, | pulled afew stringsto get you selected as Grand
Marshal for the Blockade Runners Derby. Since you'd settled down and
weren't likely to be one of our contestantsthis year, | thought you

might want to participate in some smal way ... if only to seewhat

youremissing."

"Thanks, Czethros," Han said, polite but uncertain. "1 appreciate the

gesture” Moving in unison, the forma guards spun about on their

heds.

Their machine precision reminded Jacen eerily of trained



stormtroopers.

"I've assigned this honor guard to escort you to your quarters, Solo.

Tomorrow isthe big opening rdly, and the Millennium Falcon will be
the 'pace craft." Y ou'll run through the course before any of the
actual contestants. The honor isaways given to apilot who has
demondtrated great bravery and kill ... inthe past.” Shoulders back,

head held high, Han walked close to the former bounty hunter.

"Well, it'sal just abunch of show, if you ask me. Limp gun dark

noodles."

"But the spectatorsloveit,” Czethros said, without looking at him.

"Remember your old glory days, when you were one of those hotshot

pilots... along time ago?'

Han stiffened, but said nothing as Czethros continued. " The course
changes each year due to orbital mechanics, and we've mapped out a
particularly convoluted obstacle path. | think it will mekethis

year's Derby the most exciting ever.”

"I'm familiar with therouting," Han said in aclipped voice. "I've

won the race three times, remember.”



Jainaand Han Solo spent the next morning in the docking bay facilities
fully reconditioning the Falcon's hyperdrive and coolant systems, as

well asits maneuvering jets.

When Jaina assured her brothers that the repairs were under control,

they retired to acorner of the docking bay. Jacen produced a
programmable holoprojector puzzle and tried to concoct intricate
designsto stump the younger boy, but Anakin managed to solve each 3-D

maze before Jacen could come up with anew one.

Han stubbornly resisted most of his daughter's attemptsto recdlibrate
the systems, but she won out eventudly, after demonstrating to him

that the ship redlly would be safer and would fly more precisdly.

't quite manage to conced his proud smile.

inaly, when the time had come for their exhibition run through the
space course, Jainasignaed for her brothersto join them inthe

ship.

Inlessthan aminute, Jacen and Anakin were fastening themselvesin
with crash restraints as Jaina sedl ed the boarding ramp and Han powered
up the repulsor engines. From the Falcon's cockpit, Han informed the

Derby officidsthey were ready.



"Hang on, kids," Han said. He was clearly not comfortable to be the
center of SO much attention as Grand Marsha of the Blockade Runners
Derby, but he was aso just cocky enough to want to show off for dl

the spectators.

"It'sjust alittle practice trip,” Jacen said. "No big ded.” Both

Jainaand Han turned to look at him with mischievous glintsin their

eyes.

"We might have to execute afew fast turns” Jainasaid.

"Just to make it moreredistic,” Han added.

" 'Execute,' " Jacen said. "I'm not sure | like the sound of that."

Anakin gave his brother ateasing look. "Nervous?'

"Don't worry, we've got everything under control,” Jainaassured her

twin.

Together, she and her father worked the Falcon's systems, moving like
an experienced team. Jaina could sense what her father intended to do,
and she redlized she might indeed have the makings of agrest

copilot.



"Hey, where does afull-grown bantha sit?" Jacen asked.

Jainagroaned and rolled her eyes, but Anakin played dong. He
answered in aserious voice, asif thistopic had been of alifelong
concern to him. "I've dways wondered about that-where does a

fullgrown bantha st?

Jacen chortled. "Anywhere hewantsto!"

Jainareached behind her seet to give her twin agood-natured swat as

the comm spesakers crackled to life.

"Thisis Ord Mantell docking control to Millennium Falcon,” avoice

announced. "We are ready for you to begin."

"We're coming," Han said as the Falcon drifted up through the rooftop
hatches. The bright sunlight in Ord Mantell's open sky splashed across

the hull, gleaming through the cockpit windowports.

As Jainas eyes adjusted, she saw that the blocky, drab buildings were
now festooned with colorful banners. Bobbing repul sorspheres floated
intheair, trailing narrow metdlic sreamers. Rainbow-hued tasss,

likelevitating balls of tangled ribbon, flitted about in flocks.

Jacen cried out with ddight. "Hey, they'redive! I've heard of

them-Ord Mantdlian flutterplumes.™



Jaina could see that the tiny ribbons were indeed dive, drifting like

clusers of colorful wormsintheair.

The voice over the cockpit speakers grew louder, asif shouting to
millions of other liseners. "The Ninety-Third Annua Blockade Runners
Derby isabout to begin! Please wel come the Millennium Falcon, piloted

by General Han Solo, three-time winner of the Derby!"

The cheers drifting up from the rooftops below sounded like a distant
avalanche. Small one-person fliers drew close to the Falcon, shoving
holocams to the viewports and taking pictures as the ship cruised

adong. Han grinned and waved at the nearest HoloNet news reporter.

"Didn't expect such abig send-off,” Jainamuttered.

Han grinned a her. "Guess weld better give them a show worth

watching." He punched the sublight engines, and a blue-white glow

flared from the rear of the Millennium Facon, pushing them forward.

They arrowed up into the sky, leaving the holocams and the crowds

behind. Their journey would be broadcast, though, by remote observer

cams planted in buoys all dong the route to record the race.

Jaina caled up the course diagram and displayed it in three dimensions



so that Anakin and Jacen could study it to find any potentia points of
difficulty Han and Jainamight have missed. The Blockade Runners Derby
ran up out of the orbital plane into the tangled, diffuse cometary

cloud that surrounded the Ord Mantell system like a distant bubble made

up of mountains of ice and rock.

Frequently, gravitationa perturbations from nearby star syslemsor
planetary alignments would knock some of these tenuoudly held comets
loose from their holding patterns, and the comets would fal down
toward the sun. Asthey heated up, the gases would evaporate,
dretching out into wispy tails of dust and ionized gas, making

beautiful Sghtsin the Ord Mantdlian sky. But out here, in the deep
cold of space, the comet chunks were dark, erratic navigational

hazards, as dangerous as aswarm of piranha beetles.

During the Blockade Runners Derby, ships weaved through the tumbling
ice cloud, ducking around and through protocomets. Speed and skill

counted for everything ... including aship's surviva, of course,

Leaving the planet's atmosphere, Han Solo increased the Falcon's

speed.

Heroared up at full acceleration, straight out of the ecliptic and
into the cometary cloud. Jainafelt the skin on her cheeks pulled back
by gravitationd force as the engineslabored. She was glad they had

just tuned them up.



"Why sofast, Dad?" Jacen said from his seet intherear. "Were just

adow, sedate pace craft, not an official contestant.”

Anakinsadinalevd voice, "l think Dad's just trying to get some of

the frustration out of his system.”

"Not exactly,” Han said to his sons. "We're running through the

course, but"-he raised hisforefinger-"they're so recording our

time

So wouldn't it be wonderful if the old Falcon happened to do better

than any of the actua contestants? How could the red winner ever

live down his shame?"

"Or her shamg" Jainasaid.

"Or its shame," Jacen added.

"| get the point,” Han said. "1 intend to beat even my last speed

record, when | actudly won thisthing."

"Isthat bregking the rules?' Anakin asked.

"Naw. But itll give the crowds something to talk about for years."



Han worked the controls, increasing speed again. "Hang on,

everybody.

Comet cloud ahead."

Jaina adjusted the controls, activating the newly ingtalled windowport
filters "I'mincreasing infrared pickup,” shesaid. "Therésnot
much reflected sunlight out here, but thisway well be able to detect

the comets alittle better.”

Suddenly the view changed color asthey hurtled forward. Glinting,
tumbling specks became visblelike acloud of sparks drifting toward
them. In the holographic projection of the cometary cloud, a dotted
linewove like aneedle and thread through the loosdly packed cluster

of ice fragments.

"All right,” Han said. "Get ready for some tricky maneuvers.”

Almogt before Jainaredized it, they exploded into the blizzard of ice
chunks. Some were nearly round, some blocky and geometric, others

spiny with crygdline formations.

Han gave ahowl of ddight as he spun the Falcon around. Jainawatched
the engines while Anakin monitored their course. They skimmed low over

oneicefield, then looped around. The cometswere so small and light



that their weak gravity had little effect on the ship's navigation.

A tiny fragment of ice too smal to be detected on their sensors
evaporated against their deflector screen in asparkle of light. More

bright flashes gppeared as the Fa con continued without dowing.

"Hey, it'slikewerein asnowstorm," Jacen said.

"Morelikeahalstorm,” Jainasad. "Thoselittle bits of icewould
poke holes right through us a our speed if the deflector shields

weren't working."

"Y ou did tune them up, didn't you?" Jacen asked.

"Naturaly. Nothing to worry about.”

Han focused ahead and plowed through agaping cavein afragileice

latticework, acomet that looked like crystal straws melted together.

One of thetiny shafts struck the deflector shield and snapped. The
entire cave opening began to collapse as the Fal con soared through and
burst out the other side. But the comet's gravity was so low thet it
would take wdll over an hour for the avalanche to completeitsalf “I'm

increasing speed,” Han said.



"Dad, you're aready closeto thered lines," Jainawarned.

"And close to beating my record, too. Let's keep on with it, but keep

your Jedi senses dert for anything unexpected.”

"Wewill," Jacen said with conviction.

"We awaysdo," Anakin added.

The ice boulders spun around as they whipped through a denser orbit.

Jaina spotted holocam buoys mounted on some of the ice chunks, and she

knew that thousands of spectators on Ord Mantell were even now watching

their flight. By now everyone would see that Han Solo wasrecklesdy

trying to break his speed record, and that his kids were helping him.

Jainasmiled to hersdlf. Shewould just have to make sure her father

didn't get embarrassed.

"Let'stighten the course," she said, looking at the projection.

"Gravity calculations show we could come even closer to that next
comet, make a sharper turn to shave off abit of distance hereand
increase our speed, whip around this hazard, come out in a backward

spird, and pull up.”



"Yeah. That might make just enough difference,” Han said witha

orin.

They soared so closeto the rotating ball of ice that Jaina could have
extended the landing ramp and scraped along gouge acrosstheice

fidd.

"Thisisjust like when we ran through the rubble field of Alderean,”

Jacen sad.

Ahead, four large fragments drifted close together where one comet had
broken into loosdly attached boulders. Han narrowed his eyes, and

Jaina scanned the motion of the chunks.

Anakin watched them intently. "I see the patterns' he said. "Wecan

go Sraight through-if you timeit right.”

"At full peed?’ Han said.

"Y ou're going to haveto,” Anakin answered.

Han roared ahead, straight toward the apparent blockade, but Jaina
could see the comets moving, opening up. She saw the gap spreading and

wondered if it would be wide enough to alow their ship to pass

through.



"I've got abad fedling about this" Jacen said. Jainathought her
brother was making ajoke with their father's oft-used phrase, but as

they approached the broken comet, she felt uneasiness hersdlf.

"Y es, something'swrong,” Anakin said.

Jainawatched the fragments moving, plotted their course again. It

would betight, but it seemed clear they would makeit. Theship

entered the dowly opening gap between rocky mountains of snow. Their
deflector shield sizzled, vaporizing some of the snow and ice away from

the broken comet.

"If you're worried about something, kids, tell me now."

"It's not the comet, Dad,” Jainasaid. "It's. . ." Then shelooked

up a the enhanced infrared filter and saw an array of smdl artificia

objects, amatrix of tiny spheres, hovering just outside of the broken

cometary hulk.

"Hey, what arethose?' Jacen said.

"Space mines," Anakin answered in amaddeningly cam voice.

"Punchit, Dad!" Jainacried. Han Solo reacted ingtantly, hammering

at the emergency thrugters. The Falcon was dready sailing at twice



the expected speed for the pace craft, and now it went into an

overdrivelaunch.

Jainagrabbed the navigation controls hersdf and yanked the ship to
one sde, putting the Falcon into atight corkscrew that plowed through
the array of space mineslike adrill bit. They zoomed by so fast
Jainabardly caught aglimpse of the deadly explosve devices asthe

cluster detonated.

The Falcon roared away asfast as the shock wave accel erated toward
them. Fourteen of the space mines blew up behind them. Jainacould
count them through the rear sensor screens. When it struck, the shock
wave knocked them about, but they were dready tumbling. The Facon
narrowly missed another large comet as Jainaregained control in the

copilot's seat.

"Spacemined" Han cried. "How did they get out here? Thisisthe
Derby course! It's supposed to be completely mapped and checked out

before anyone ever fliesit.”

The Falcon dowed, recovering, and Jaina, Jacen, and Anakin al looked
at each other. Han gasped, "If we hadn't been traveling so fast, and

you kids hadn't warned mein time, we would've been right in the middle
of that cluster when it exploded. But you dodged it, Jaina. Good

piloting. And our speed hel ped us outrun mogt of the shock wave."



"But the course should have been clear and safe" Jacen insisted.

"That'swhy they have a pace craft, isn't it, Dad?' Anakin said

suddenly. "To prove that the course is safe for the contestants?”

"Sure... but it'salways been just aformality. Until now."

Jainashivered and gripped her crash restraintstightly. ™Y ou mean
maybe somebody put the explosives there on purpose-knowing the Falcon

would bethefirst ship to fly through.”

After the"accident,” Han Solo circled back to collect debrisfrom the
space mines and deactivate two unexploded duds. The pieceswould serve

as evidence of the explosons and help them to find out who had set the

trap.

"I guessthisruined your chance a arecord-breaking time," Jacen said
as the ship headed back toward Ord Mantell. Jainaand Anakin
scrutinized the exploded bits of meta and the unmarked casings,
careful not to contaminate the pieces so that they could be andyzed

more thoroughly later.

"Hey, weredive," Han said. "That's more important than any speed

record.”



When the Falcon landed back on the rooftop receiving area, Czethros and
severa other concerned representatives rushed forward to help the Solo
family dissmbark. The crowds of spectators who had witnessed the
explosion werein an uproar, and the people sent up a cheer as Han Solo
and his children gave a confident wave to show that they were dl

right.

A nervous-looking race official approached Han, bowing and

gammering.

"Oh, I'm most sorry, sir! Thisisterrible! We have, of course,
postponed the Blockade Runners Derby at least until tomorrow. Weve
dready sent acrew of freelance ingpectors up to comb through the

obstacle course in search of any other hidden traps.”

"Thiswas anear-tragedy. We must not risk anything worse happening,”

sad asecond officid.

Czethros stood tal, sunlight making hisgreen hair look likea
mosscovered boulder. "I doubt theingpectorswill find anything,” he
sadgrimly. "My guessisthose mineswere originaly being taken to

An obis, aplanet in the next system that has been engaged in acivil

war for decades now. They frequently order weapons from black-market
dedlerson Ord Mantell." The Derby officidsflushed in degper

embarrassment.



"Hey, how could space minesfrom somecivil war land right in the

middle of the racecourse?' Jacen asked.

"Thewar's till going on, and has been for dmost thirty years.

Many of Ord Mantell's smugglers work as gun runnersto supply the war
effort.” Czethros shrugged. "Those mines could have been part of a
dropped shipment, or even atrap set for former space authorities

before Ord Mantell became more enlightened and alowed freer trade.”

"Uh-huh," Han said.

Thefollowing day, after the brief and frantic postponement, racing
officids attempted to relaunch the Blockade Runners Derby with renewed
fanfare. Looking forward to the day's festivities with subdued

eagerness, Jacen, Jaina, Anakin, and their father ascended atall

observation tower above the docking buildings.

Bdd, pink-skinned Bith band members followed them, playing stirring
and dramatic music to mark the beginning of the Derby. The crowd
cheered. The ever-present HoloNet news reporters made repeated
references to the Solo family's miracul ous escape from deadly

explosivesthe previous day.

Insde the observation tower, Jacen sat next to his Sister and younger



brother, while most of the reporters focused their attention on Generd
Solo. The huge windowscreens were transparent to alow the gathered
VIPs an unobstructed view across the landing centers and docking bays
of the Ord Mantdll strip. Once the Blockade Runners Derby began, most
of the screenswould turn opague and show images transmitted from the
holocam buoys. Thiswould |et everyone follow the haphazard progress
of the contestantsin their assorted souped-up ships asthey roared

through the tangle of the outer cometary cloud.

Severd lavishly dressed racing officials hovered near Han Solo,
preoccupying themsaveswith inggnificant details. Han looked

somewhat out of hisdement, uncomfortablein hisforma clothes.

"Since | dready flew the course once, what exactly do you want meto

do here as Grand Marsha ?'

"Wdl, whenever youreready," one of the bureaucrats said, fluttering

perspiration-damp handsin the air and indicating asingle red button

on apand, "we need you to push this button."

"Thet'sit?' Han said.

"It'savery important task,” the bureaucrat answered, blinkingin

urprise. "lt'show we start therace."



Han gave him alopsided grin. "Well then, I'll be sureto do my

"No need to worry, Sir," the bureaucrat said. "Sofar, inthe
ninetythree-year history of the Derby, only two Grand Marshas have

faledto doit correctly.”

Jacen couldn't imagine how anyone could possibly manageto push a
single button incorrectly, but then held seen some pretty disastrous

bungling of smple mattersin the course of his adventures.

"All right then, let's get this over with," Han said, hisfinger

hovering near the button.

"No, no! Not yet," the bureaucrat inssted.

"You said, whenever | wasready,” Han reminded him.

"But we have to send the thirty-second warning to the contestants

firs. And the HoloNet reporters need to get into postion.” The

bureaucrat frantically twiddled some dia's and punched codesinto a

small yelow touchpad.

In the observation tower severd of the broad windowscreens dimmed, now

displaying transmitted images of spacecraft up in orhbit.



Other contestants remained on landing pads as a second wave in the
breakneck race through the cometary obstacle course. All shipswould

be clocked, and the winner would be determined by the fastest time

through.

Han grinned. "Did | ever tell you kids how | madethe Kessd runin

under-" "Yes," Anakin brokein.

"How could we not know, Dad?' Jacen said. "It's one of the most

famousthingsyou've ever done.”

Han brushed hisfingers down hisvest. "I wouldn't say that,

exactly.

| mean, saving your uncle Luke countlesstimes, infiltrating the Desth

Star, freeing your mom from an Imperia prison chamber, hel ping defeat

the entire Empire, exploring unknown worlds-" The bureaucrat

interrupted him. "Now you may proceed, sir,” he said. "All shipshave

been informed and are ready to begin.”

Han stepped forward to the red button and extended hisfinger.

"Thisbutton, right?"

"Y es, that'stheone.”



"Y ou're sure I'm doing this properly?"

The bureaucrat did not pick up on hissarcasm at dl. "Y ou seemto be

performing most admirably.”

"Good," Han said. He pushed the button. The Blockade Runners Derby

began.

Shipsroared off pell-mell, choosing their own preferred routes to the
cometary cloud, some swinging around the planet for agravitationd
boogt, others heading in astraight-line path, till otherstaking an

incomprehensibly convoluted course.

The holocam buoys captured some of the contestants asthey streaked by,
an odd assortment of supercharged vessels, modified so that the pilots
could withstand excessive accel eration; some ships had heavily

reinforced shiedsto alow them to rip through the course without

worrying about ramming into afew comets aong the way.

Jainagared at the viewscreens, her facefilled with fascination.

"L ook at the range of spacecraft!” shesad. "Skimmers, freighter's,

courier vessdls ... Dad, | don't even recognize some of those vehicle

types.”



"Anybody with afew spare parts and someingenuity can create their own

new vehicletype," Han said. "Doneit mysdf afew times."

A new ship flashed across the screen so rapidly that though Jacen
thought for just amoment that he recognized the configuration, he
decided it must bejust hisimagination. After al, hed been
daydreaming about Tend Ka. It wasonly naturd. Even though hewas
glad about being able to spend some time with hisfather, heaso

missed the young warrior girl.

And Lowie, too, of course....

Since the discovery of the space mine cluster on the course, severd
contestants had dropped out. Han had commented that they must have
been too fainthearted in the first place and it was no gresat loss. Now

only the toughest, most seasoned pilots remained in the race.

The shipsjockeyed for position, jostling each other and nearly causing
afew collisonsasthey tried to find the best routes that didn't

intersect each other. The vehicles scraped by far closer than their
collison-avoidance systems should ever have dlowed, but most of these

crack pilots had probably shut off their warning systems anyway.

One viewscreen showed a graphical representation of the race. Blips

with code numberstraveled through the obstacle course on the grid.



Jacen could watch the progress of the contestants by tracking the
colored lights. Some blips moved forward; othersfell behind. The
holocam buoys, while an ingenious ideato cover the race, nevertheless
provided only infrequent snapshots a discrete points-not enough images

for anyoneto follow the entire spectacle.

A Sullustan Vector-class spaceskimmer went dightly off course, and
careened into the comet field. The buoy holocams caught theimage as
the skimmer struck anicy protrusion, then went into a spin. Enhanced
deflector shields protected the pilot from instant deeth, but the ship
was knocked completely awry, and the Sullustan pilot, disoriented,

zoomed away in the wrong direction.

A pair of Corellian single-occupant fightercraft swept aong opposite
sides of acomet and nearly collided with each other at the other

end.

They spun out. One ship crashed intheicefield, itspilot gecting
inalifepod at the last moment and sending out a distress beacon. To
their credit, race officias reacted ingtantly, dispatching medical

droids and rescue craft that waited just outside the cometary cloud.

"I wish Lowie were hereto seethis," Jainasaid, till fascinated by

the dazzling images of the grest race.



"And Tend Ka," Jacen said, narrowing his eyes. "She must be thinking
of us. | fed like I'm sensing them somehow-asif they're closer than

wethink."

On the gridmap of al the racing ships, Anakin pointed to one blip that
was dowly passing every competing vessd. "Thisonewill win," he
sad. "l cantdl by the piloting, by the speed. It has dready

overtaken most of the othersthat were launched firgt, and this ship
entered the race near the end. It won't crash, either. I'm sure of

it,"

Outsidein the streets of Ord Mantell, spectators watched the flat
unmarked walls of square buildingsthat had been turned into
transmission screensto carry images from the buoys scattered aong the
racecourse. Elsawherein the New Republic-particularly in gambling
casinos such asthose in Cloud City on Bespin, cantinas on Borgo Prime,
and various other legal and illegad meeting places-people placed bets

on the Derby's outcome.

If Jacen had ever decided to gamble, he would certainly have taken his
younger brother's recommendation. Anakin had an uncanny ability to
predict things such asthis. He watched the blip creep past severa

other racers as the ship zoomed through the cometary debris.

"Who isthat contesant?' Jacen asked. He looked down at the code



number, but it meant nothing to him.

The bureaucrat came over, al smiles. "That one qudified at thelast
minute”" He rubbed his hands together in anervous gesture. "Andit
looks asif we were correct to |et them enter so late. The pilot seems

mogt killful."

The mysterious ship passed two more competitors, swooped around alarge

comet, then zigzagged through the toughest part of the course.

The craft moved in time with the broken icy space debris, reminding
Jacen of an intricate dance. The ship and the comets seemed to be
cooperating, moving as one connected system. He had never before seen
anyone fly with such sengtivity to the surrounding environment and

obstacles.

The ship hurtled around the last comet and then looped back toward Ord
Mantell and thefinish line. The time displayed on one of the screens
was better than any of the other competitors had clocked. No one would

be ableto best it.

Asthe craft zoomed past the last holocam buoy, Jacen and Jaina watched
the blur. Jainarecognized it dmost immediately, but took amoment to
put her thoughtsinto words. "That ... that's a Hapan passenger

cruiser. | recognizethe design.”



"ItsTend Ka" Jacen said. "And Lowie. They must have agreat

pilot”

"I've never seen Lowiefly that fast,” Jainasad.

"Well," Han said, "they certainly won the race.”

The bureaucrat stood up. "Come, Han Solo. Y ou are the Grand

Marshd.

Y ou must be on the upper platform to greet our winners asthey arrive

back from the cometary cloud. The other shipswill stragglein, but

you must be there to wave and shake their hands ... or gppendages.”

"Well, somebody's got to do the job,” Han agreed.

"Weregoing dong," Jacen replied. "If that'sLowie and Tend Kain

the Rock Dragon, | want to bethefirst to seetheir faces.”

The bureaucrat glanced at him after checking the race contestant

records. "I'm afraid you may be mistaken. No one by the name of

‘Lowi€ or "Tend Ka isregistered asthe pilot of thisvessd."

"Well just seefor oursalves,” Janasaid.



A turbolift took them to the top of the observation tower, and then a
floating platform shuttled them across the crowded rooftops. The
hastily erected grand stadium stood by itself, garlanded with beautiful
feathers, flowers, and the colorful flutterplume creatures that Jacen

had identified.

Jacen shaded his eyes and looked up at the azure sky until he saw a
glint of the ship gppearing from high orbit, cutting through the gusty
winds. The pilot unerringly found the reception platform and the
waiting celebration. Jacen and Jainawaved, recognizing the Hapan
passenger cruiser that Jaina hersdf had flown so often with Lowie at

her side as copilot.

"Youreright, kids" Han Solo said. "That's the Rock Dragon. No

doubt about it."

When the smal ship settled down, dozens of new floaters surrounded the
stage and platform, holocams and curiosity seekers. In the distance,
cheering crowds of humans and diens stood on rooftop landing pads, in
ship hangars, and on balcony flight decks, waving banners and

shouting.

Jacen could aready see other contestants coming in to land, now

fighting for second or third place.

But when the Rock Dragon's hatch opened and afigure emerged, Jacen was



astonished to find that it was neither Tend Kanor Lowie.

"Zekk!" Jainacried. Behind Zekk, her other two friends stepped out

and stood next to their new dark-haired pilot.

Tend Kagave only the faintest smile upon seeing Jacen-then again, she
never gave more than afaint smile about anything-but Lowie bellowed
loudly, raising aginger-furred fist in victory. He seemed immensdly

pleased that the Rock Dragon had won the prestigious daredevil race.

Zekk'semerad eyesflashed, and he gave hisfriendsawarm smile.

"Jugt following Master Skywalker'singructions," hesaid. "Hetold me
to find something | was aready good at, and try to use my Jedi skills
to become even better. I've dwaysenjoyed piloting, so | thought a

hotshot race might just be agood test.”

"And it wasindeed quite achdlengefor usal,” Em Teedee chirped,

sounding exhausted.

Jacen looked around at hisfriends. The crowd cheered the winners, but

all that mattered to Jacen was having the young Jedi Knights back

together again.

Together again, the young Jedi Knightslearned how to ded with being



ceebrities. Jacen, Jaina, and Anakin had aready spent alot of time

with their father in his duties as Grand Marsha of the Blockade

Runners Derby, but now that Zekk, Tend Ka, and Lowie had actually won
therace, publicity seekers and HoloNet reporters pestered them
condantly, taking their images, interviewing them, asking them what it

was like to receive such an honor.

In the history of the Derby, no crew so young had ever won the
chdlenge. Upon discovering that these were Jedi trainees, some of the
loserscried "foul," claiming that the use of the Force gave an unfair
advantage-though the Rock Dragon had not taken advantage of the
permitted mechanica modifications, as most of the other contestants

had.

Fortunately the controversy died down quickly. The newspeople had
other planetsin the galaxy to dash off to, and Ord Mantell preferred
to keep media attention to aminimum. Large groups of organized
smugglers-some of them rivals, some dlies-were apowerful political
force, and they managed to shoo away the reporters shortly after the

Derby ended.

Some of Ord Mantell's most prestigious " businessmen” (important
smugglers, Jaina presumed) had invited Han Solo to a banquet to thank
him for hiswork as Grand Marshd, no doubt in an attempt to curry
favor with the husband of the New Republic's Chief of State. Jana

smiled as she thought of this possibility: her father had nothing to



gain by taking bribes, but she doubted the smugglerswould redize

this. Jainawondered if Czethros would be there.

Meanwhile, the Solo children spent the afternoon with their friendsin

the docking bay where the Falcon was berthed. At Han Solo's request,
Zekk had been allowed to dock the Rock Dragon in the same secure V.1.P
bay where Jaina had landed the Fal con, so that the Grand Marsha's ship
and the Derby winner wereisolated and protected in the same security

area

When the twinstold their friends about their adventure during the

trial run of the obstacle course, Tend Kaimmediately suspected an
nation attempt. The warrior girl tossed her red-gold braids and
sguared her shoulders, obvioudy ready for action. Sheld had plenty of
experiencewith palitica intriguesin the tough environment of the

Royal House of Hapes.

L owie expressed concern and Em Teedee dutifully trandated, though

Jaina could aready make out many of the ginger-furred Wooklee's

words.

"Master Lowbacca suggests that we look at the space mine debris.

Perhaps with some attentive analys's, we can determine the mines

origin.



"Good idea, Em Teedee," Jaina said absently, then looked up into

Lowie'sgolden eyes. "'l mean, Lowie"

Thelittle trandating droid detached himsdlf from Lowiesfiber belt
and floated in the air on his microrepul sorjets, bobbing about the
docking bay. They went to the storage locker near the Falcon, where
Han had inssted on keeping the evidence, bdieving that only heand
his New Republic technicians could be trusted to perform athorough

andyss.

"For somereason,” Jainasaid, "Dad isn't too confident that the people

on Ord Mantdll will give us an honest answer.”

Jacen said, "They're probably more interested in keeping their

smuggling records secret.”

"Secretsarefine," Zekk said, "except when one of those secrets holds

the key to who tried to kill you."

On aworktable mounted to the docking bay wall, Jaina spread out the
twisted fragments that had been scooped up by the Fal con's tractor
beam. The young Jedi Knights pressed closer. Not much remained after
the mines detonation and vaporization in space, but Anakin scrutinized
the shrapnd carefully and began to sort the piecesinto piles he knew

went to individua mines. Jainalet her younger brother work, knowing



how well he was able to solve puzzles and visudize the way piecesfit

together in three dimensions.

In short order, Anakin had severd partial mines reassembled. Lowie
and Jainahdped him with the wiring, finding parts of serid numbers
and determining theinitia configuration usng thetwo dudsasa
reference. The duds were dangerous, though they had been defused. If
the mines had not detonated as programmed, Jainadidn't trust them to

behave properly when deactivated either.

Lowie growled as he picked up some of the pieces with hislong

fingers

Zekk studied the shrapnel aswll. "I think these are contraband war
materids,” he said. " So much smuggling goes on through Ord Mantell,

this could have come from a black-market wespons merchant.”

Jacen suggested, "Didn't Czethros say something about acivil war ona
nearby planet? Anobis? The smugglersare supplying them with

munitions.

"But were those mines out there just dumped by a gun runner who was
about to be caught,” Jainaasked, "or were they intentional ly set up to

take us out of the picture?'



Jacen sghed. "With al those HoloNet news reporters here covering the
race, you'd think some of them would want to do a story about that

terrible war everybody's talking about.”

"That would be too dangerous,” Zekk said with asnort. "They'd rather
do anice, fun story about aspacerace.”" Jaina set down one of the

broken space mines and shook her head.

"Weé're not going to find out anything € se unless we learn who some of
the weapons dedlers are. But for now ... I'm hungry!" Sheamiled at
Zekk, then turned to Tend Ka. "Don't suppose you upgraded the

food-prep units on the Rock Dragon yet?"

Tend Kanodded. "Thisisafact. They are now progrwnmed to provide

the best Hapan cuisne.”

" Sounds good-I'm starved.” Jacen said, then looked over at the warrior
girl. "Infact, let me push the buttons so | can say | made you afine

lunch.”

"That would be most appreciated, friend Jacen.”

Ducking insde the Rock Dragon, Jacen tinkered with the food-prep units

until they produced some kind of meal whose name he couldn't

jpronounce.



Tend Kacdled it "authentic" and "ddicious’; Jainafound it

"interesting.”

They laughed and talked, sharing food and friendship. Jainaespecidly
enjoyed having Zekk asaclose friend again, rather than an enemy or a
guilt-ridden young man. Zekk was rapidly becoming the person she had
known for so many years. No, not the same person-better. More

meature.

Around amouthful of food, Jacen said, "Hey, sop meif you've heard
thisone. A bounty hunter, aJedi Knight, and a Jawatrader walk into
acantina" A resounding chorus of "We've heard that onel" rang

through the cabin.

Inthe middle of aswirling gelainous dessert that ingsted on

crawling around the plates by itself, Tend Kasat up straight and

dert, her eyebrowsraised asif something waswrong. Lowiedso

growled.

"what'sup?' Jacen asked.

"l sense something,” Tend Kasad. "'l would liketo investigate.”

She stepped out of the Rock Dragon, moving with feline grace, reaching

out with her senses. Jainawatched thewarrior girl, admiring the



smoothness of her actions. Although shehad lost her leftarmina
lightsaber battle with Jacen, Tend Kahad not alowed the handicap to

dow her down.

The docking bay was silent, except for the hum of machinery, the
ventilation system, and the distant sky traffic overhead through the
rooftop doors. The bay wallswere smooth gray metd. TheMillennium

Falcon sat unattended in shadows.

Tend Kafrozefor amoment, then stepped away from the Rock Dragon,
flicking her granite-gray gaze from side to Sde as she walked deeper
into the docking bay. Jaina stood beside Lowie at the hatch. The

young Wookieg's fur bristled, and she could fed hisuneasiness.

Tend Kastood stock still in the middle of thelarge room, her
shouldersrigid, her arm partidly bent at her side. She scanned the

wall and studied the shadows, the old lubricant stains and smoke smears
from hundreds of landings and takeoffs. She took three steps closer to
the small workbench where the recovered space mine fragments had been

Spread out.

Tend Kawaited, narrowed her eyes, listened, and finally pulled out

her rancor-tooth lightsaber. Jaina couldn't figure out whet the

warrior girl wasdoing. Thewalsremained gray and featureless.

Tenson hung thick intheair. Finaly, whenthewarrior girl held up



and switched on the glowing turquoise blade ... the shadows on the wall

began to move!

Jainagasped. Lowie surged past her and ran to help. Figureson the
walls shifted, and Jaina could make out gray-skinned creatures, vaguely
humanoid. They moved like spiders with angular arms and legs that
alowed them to crawl up the metd wals. The colors on their smooth,
clwnmy skin shifted, patterns of stains on the wallsreflected in their
body pigmentation. When they held till, the chameleon-like creatures
were amogt invisible-but now that Tenel Kahad startled them, they
were more easily seen. These shadows might beidentical in color to

thewadlls, but the play of light exposed them.

Em Teedee cried, "Oh, dear! What are those creatures? I'm cartain

they'renct a dl friendly.”

One of the gray-skinned things scuttled down, snatched up an intact dud
space mine, and scrambled back up the wal toward an air vent near the

caling. Another chame eon-thing grabbed two more fragments.

"They're seding the evidence!" Zekk said.

Then dl the young Jedi Knights charged toward the docking bay wall to

jointhefray. Lightsabersignited: Lowi€'s molten-bronze blade that

was nearly aswide as Jainas arm, her own electric-violet sword, and



Jacen'semerad green. Zekk, who had forsaken his lightsaber upon

returning to the Jedi academy, now drew ahandy old blaster.

Thinking fast, Anakin raced to the Rock Dragon's communications console

and sounded an darm, caling for the authorities.

One of the chameleon-skinned creatures dropped from above to land on
Tend Kas shoulder, driving her to the ground, its hands around her
neck. Jacen tackled the thing and knocked it off hisfriend. Tend Ka
recovered quickly. Soon she and Jacen stood side by side with their

lightsabers, driving the cresture back.

Severd other creatures ran back to the wall, pressed themsdlves
againg it, and vanished in front of Jainas eyes. But she knew they
were there. Zekk reached up with hisblaster, turned the setting to
"stun,” and fired at the blank spot onthewall. Circular blue arcs
rippled out to illuminate the lumpy form of achameleon cresture. It
dropped like an insect sprayed with poison and curled up on the

floor.

Jaina could hear the movement of soft gripping hands and feet asmore

of the creatures moved aong. She had no idea how many of them there

were, only that the young Jedi Knights were greatly outnumbered.

But they were Jedi, so the odds were fairly even.



One of the unseen crestures struck Jainafrom behind. Shewhirled
about, il holding her lightsaber. With asizzle, theviolet blade
connected with something solid, and one of the creatures|et out a
hollow wail. She saw it clearly in the flash of her energy blade, its
lips smooth, its mouth toothless. Patternson its skin shifted likea

thunderstorm of colorsinitspain.

Zekk fired his blaster again, and a second chameleon creature fell,
thistime from the celling, agreat enough height that Jaina could hear

the sharp sound of hollow bones cracking from the impact.

Lowiefought in amass of muscular, ginger-furred arms. Em Teedee
cried out, "To your left, Master Lowbacca. | senseadigtortion! To

your |eft!" Lowie turned as one of the chameleon creatures |eapt.

With his free hand the Wookiee smacked its soft smooth skin and belted

thething aside.

Suddenly, at the peak of the battle, Jaina saw a stranger chargeinto

the docking bay-a young woman in her mid-twenties. Shewaswiry and
moved likeawhip. Her hair was dark, but streaked with lineslike

honey, asif she had woven strands of pale blond hair through her thick
mane; a patterned leather band was wrapped around her forehead, holding
her hair in place. Her face was narrow, her almond-shaped eyeslarge

and dark and sad.



But what most astonished Jainawas that the young woman carried a

blazing lightsaber!

The newcomer uttered ahowl of chalenge and ran into the fight,
dashing from one sde to the other, widding her acid-yelow blade
likeaclub. All theyoung Jedi Knights paused in shock, asdid the

chameleon creatures.

The stranger took advantage of the hesitation and attacked. She seemed
able to see the camouflaged creatures, or perhapsin the young woman's
wild frenzy, she struck at everything in sight and happened to get

lucky severd times.

Two of the cregturesrippled into vishility, clutching their smoking
wounds. They fdl with the now-familiar hollow cries of pain before

they died.

"Don' just stand there-keep fighting!" the woman snarled, and the

young Jedi Knights resumed the battle.

But with the appearance of the newcomer, the creatures fighting

resolve broke. They began to flee, aflicker of barely seen shadows.

"Hey, they're getting the space mines!” Jacen cried. Jainaraced

toward the workbench as the surviving crestures grabbed the last



components and swarmed up toward the air vent near the ceiling.

Jainawatched the dark shaft swallow the shadowy creatures. Theyoung
woman ran ahead with aburst of speed and leapt up at thewall,
sweeping with her lightsaber and dtriking the last chameleon creature

in the back. It fdl with another wordlesswail astherest of its

companions escaped.

Jainafrowned a thislast needless daughter. "Y ou didn't haveto do

that. 1t was running, not attacking us."

"They dl need to be dead," the young woman said bitterly.

Zekk and Lowie knelt over one of the fallen bodies, looking at the
fading colorsin the skin tone. Jainaknelt beside the one she had

struck, gasping itslast bresths.

"Who are you? Who sent you?"' she said, but breath only rattled in the
creature'sinhuman face, and it died. Then she saw emblazoned iniits
fading multicolored skin amark, asolid dark circlewith designs

around it.

She recognized the symbol. Zekk stood next to her, looked at the

tattoo and then at Jaina. "That symbol reminds me of Black Sun."



Jainaswallowed hard. She knew of the legendary underworld crimina
organization run by vile gangsters and evil crime lords such as Prince
Xizor inthe days of the Rebellion. Many other cruel leaders had aso
had far-reaching claws that extended into numerous activities,

controlling alarge portion of the most ingdious crimesin the

gaaxy.

"But Black Sun's been quiet for years," she said.

Zekk frowned. "l wonder if they're starting up again. Or if thisis

something dse”

Jacen turned to their unlikely helper. The wiry young woman stood
there, large eyeswide, pupilsdilated, body till trembling. Her arms
jittered asif shewere abarely contained mass of energy searching for
another target to fight. Her comfortable, form-fitting shirt Ieft her
arms bare, displaying atattoo on her right shoulder that |ooked to
Jacen something like a piranha beetle with alightning bolt onits

back, but definitely not Black Sun.

"These creatures don't know anything. They're only henchmen, sent here
to remove your evidence. Those space mineswere a setup to destroy the

Millennium Fdcon."

"Y eah, we guessed that too,” Jainasaid. "But what | can't figureis

who you are. Areyou aJedi Knight?'



The woman snorted. "Just because | can use alightsaber doesn't mean
I'madJdedi. | don't need dl that elite training mumbo jumbo. | can

fight just fine on my own."

"We could see that," Jacen said, enthralled.

Tenel Kanarrowed her eyes. "Fighting with finesseisagrester

chdlenge than indulging asmple battle frenzy."

The woman scowled. "Yesh? | seem to remember taking out more targets

inthislittle skirmish than you did."

At that moment, Han Solo came rushing in, accompanied by severa
members of the Ord Mantell security forces. Helooked around, taking
inthe carnage and the Sight of the young Jedi Knights standing with
thar lightsabers dtill blazing. ""We came as soon as we got Anakin's

dam! Areyou kids okay?'

Jainaswitched off her weapon. "We handled it, Dad,” she said.

"| can seethat.” Then he noticed the young stranger, who was now
garing a him, her dark eyes ablaze with fury. She stepped forward in
atense, threatening posture, her yelow lightsaber held out in front

of her. "Han Solo!" she said, her voice dripping with anger.



Han looked at her, but his face showed no recognition.

"Han Solo," sherepeated. "Y ou killed my father!”

Upon hearing the stranger's shocking and sinister announcement, Jacen

ingtinctively moved with hissgter to sand beside their father.

Anakin came out of the Rock Dragon, lifting his chin high.

"I don't know what you're talking about, young lady," Han said.

"I don't even know who you are.”

"Y ou'd better explain yoursdf," Jacen said. "Sure, were glad you

helped us out, but how dare you go accusing my father of murder?"

The young woman did not tear her gaze away from Han Solo. Her dark,

sad eyes narrowed, as hard and glassy as chips of obsidian. Tend Ka,
Lowie, and Zekk aso stood beside Han, but the young woman did not seem
to care awhit about being outnumbered. She Hill held her flickering

lightsaber asif ready to take them al on.

"My nameisAnja," shesaid, her voice cold and even. "Anja

Gdlandro.



" Jacen watched hisfather flinch and draw back. Hisexpresson fell,
and he swallowed hard. Jacen blinked, surprised at the guilty reaction
hisfather had shown. Was there something to what this young woman had

- said?

"You ... youre Galandro's daughter?*

"Intheflesh,” Anjasaid. "l wasjust an infant when you murdered my

fether."

"Wait aminute Han held up ahand. "I didn't kill Gallandro.”

"I'm surprised you even remember him," Anjasaid bitterly. "Witha
career like yours, the way you stepped on your competition, cheated
people, dumped your spice loads at the first sign of Imperid patrols,

no wonder you've had a price on your head for most of your life."

"Of course | remember Galandro,” Han spluttered. He looked around
nervoudy a the Ord Mantell security troops who had come with him to
investigate the alarm, at the dead chameleon cresturesthat lay strewn
on thefloor. Han didn't seem to notice that the space mines had been

golen.

He said to the troops, "Clean up thismess and ... report everything to

the authorities. | want tofilean officid complaint.” Hetossed his



dark hair back. "My kids were threatened. They could have been

hurt."

"How touching,” Anjasaid.

Han marched briskly toward the Millennium Falcon with astrong

gesture.

"Comewith me. Well talk insde the Falcon, where we can have abit

of privacy." He strode up the boarding ramp and did not look back.

Jacen turned to his sister, and they shared ahard glance. Thendll
the young Jedi Knights quickly followed Han into hisbeloved, battered
ship. Anjasniffed, drew adeep bresth, and switched off her

lightsaber.

Sheclipped it a her side. After waiting for them al to board the

Falcon ahead of her, she followed them up, wary, asif suspecting a

trap.

Han dumped heavily into a seet in the smal recreation lounge, with

its scratched and dented hologame table in the center. Equipment,
spare parts, and leftovers from various cargo trips hung in the supply
bins and nets. The ship looked lived in, comfortable and messy, likea

familiar bedroom that wasn't cleaned up any more than it had to be.



Jacen knew that their mother Leia never made any demands on Han Solo's
upkeep of the Falcon. Thiswas his private area, and he could do what

he wanted here, so long asit was safe.

"You can't lieto me, Solo," Anjasaid, preferring to stand despite the
empty seatsavailable. Instead, she watched him, then paced around the

room looking a Han's mementos and trophies of missions he had flown.

"I've spent my life learningabout my father. My mother told me some

stories before she died, and there are plenty of recordsin the

Corporate Sector Authority archives.”

"W, your father was ahard oneto forget,” Han Solo admitted.

"He was reputed to be the fastest draw in the galaxy. Chdlenged the

clan leader to adud on the planet Ammuud, but when | was picked as

his opponent, Gallandro declined to fight me."

Anjasnorted in dishelief "Therewas moreto it than that. My father

was working for the Corporate Sector Authority to bresk adaving

rng.

Saversyou wereinvolved with, Solo."

"I didn't know!" Han said. "Anyway, I'm the one that got dl the



records the Corporate Sector needed to convict the ringleaders.”

"But then you overwhemed my father, humiliated him, and fled justice

S0 you couldn't be charged for the crimes you had committed.”

Han looked at his children, who stared back with questionsin their
eyes. "Hey, that wasalong time ago-and | didn't redlly do anything

wrong."

Anjalaughed bitterly. "Nothing wrong? How about when you killed my

fether?'

"But," Hanindged, "'l didn't kill him. | wasn't even there. He had
stunned me, and then went off-" "Hah. Y ou werein the buried derdlict

Queen of Rangoon, searching for the lost treasure of Xim the Despot.

My father and you had agreed to work together to find the hoard that

had been hidden thousands of years before the rise of the Old

Republic.

But when you finally discovered the treasure vaults, you double-crossed

him. Shot him in the back, from what | hear."

"No. That's not true," Han Solo said, hisface drawn and angry now.

Jacen looked back and forth, from the stern, troubled anger of the



young woman to hisfather's baffled yet clearly guilt-ridden denid.

"It wasn't my fault,” Han said.

"And afew yearslater, | was|eft an orphan on war-torn Anobis.

My father had come through Ord Mantell many times. He met my mother on
nearby Anobisjust asthe civil war was starting. They fell inlove,
but he wasn't home much because he had his missonsto accomplish. My

father did great work as an agent for the Corporate Sector.

"But from one misson he never returned home. My mother was
devastated. My planet was being ripped apart by acivil war caused by
the Imperids and the Rebdllion-and she died in despair, awidow. You

took my father away."

"Hey, | didn't kill your father. Gallandro was respongblefor hisown
death. He made a choice, and let down hisguard...... Han struggled to

find theright words. "He set himself up for what happened.”

"Yeah. And you shot him," Anjareplied.

Han Solo spread his hands but seemed to see the futility of making any

further protestations. Jacen wondered why hisfather couldn't just

convince her, why he didn't haul out proof of what had actualy



happened, why he didn't even explain himsdf fully. What did he have

to hide?

Anjasniffed the recirculated air inside the Falcon's enclosed

spaces.

Jacen suddenly noticed the sour sméll of Ifibricants, old upholstery,
numerous meals from Cordllian food packs, and the metallic tang from

air that had gone too many times through the oxygen scrubbers.

"You've donewell for yoursdlf, Solo," Anjasaid, her eyeshuge and
tired. "Married to the New Republic's Chief of State, three kids
training to be Jedi, Grand Marshd of the Blockade Runners Derby. 1l

bet you're pretty proud. But at whét pricedid you gain dl this?

Everyone you stepped on aong the way can see full well how you got

whereyou are." Anjaabruptly turned and marched toward the boarding

ramp. "Thisisnt what | expected. | had hoped for afight. | wanted

you to argue.

But you, Han Solo ... you're nothing. Compared to my father, what he

was and what he did, youretoo insgnificant for metokill."

"Wait!" Han Solo said with no conviction in hisvoice whatsoever.

"Thereésalot | cantdl you about your father. Heand | weren't



aways enemies, you know. Morelikerivals, just competitors.”

"l don't want to hear it, Solo. Especidly not fromyou.” She strode
out. The young Jedi Knights followed her to the boarding ramp, and Han

Solo joined them as Anjastalked away from the ship.

Outsde, the Ord Mantell guards and cleanup crew had nearly finished
restoring the docking bay to areasonably tidy appearance. They pad
no attention to the angry young woman who hurried away from the

battered spaceship.

Suddenly Anjastopped, asif gathering her nerve, and turned around to
flash another angry glance a Han. "If you're such achampion of
goodness and righteousness, Solo,” Anjasaid, her voice laced with
venom, "and if you and the New Republic really have the best interests
of thegaaxy in mind, why isit that for about twenty-five
yearsthroughout the Rebellion and now during the growth of the New
Republic-you have smply ignored my war-torn world? Why has Anobis
been completely passed over by al of your peacekeeping and reparation
efforts? Why have we received no hep?' Her voice was choked with

emaotion.

Jainaturned to her father. "'l never even heard of Anobis beforewe

cameto Ord Mantdll," she said.



Anjacontinued, hurling thewords at him like wegpons. "Anobis began
to fight with itsdf in the last days of the Empirewhenthe

agriculturd plainsvillagestook up the cause of the Rebellion, hoping
to overthrow Imperia rule. Themountain mining villages, though,
required interstellar trade to survive and wanted to maintain the
gability of the Empire. Thusacivil war began, with Rebe
sympathizers and Imperia sympathizerstearing each other gpart. It's

never stopped, and our world is now one big scar.”

"But the Rebdllion's been over for decades,” Jacen said. "How could it

gill be anissue? The Emperor'slong dead.”

"And my peopleare il fighting. Only now they'refighting for a

cause rather than for redity. Y ou should go to Anohis, Solo. Takea
good look at what's happening there. If you can tear yourself away

from such important diplomatic duties as watching space races or waving

bannersinthewinner'scircle.

She glanced one more time over her shoulder. "Why don't you find out
whereyour help isreally needed? If you're brave enough to accept the
chdlenge” Then Anjamarched away, leaving Han Solo and the young

Jedi Knights behind, flustered and disturbed.

Putting the despised Han Solo behind her, Anjahurried away from the
docking bay, moving faster than she had expected. Emotions surged

through her, and adrenaline flooded her body. She had been warned that



the encounter might affect her strongly, but she now found herself

relishing the moment she had anticipated dl her life.

The setup had been perfect, and Solo's reaction was priceless. Guilt
had been written like abrilliant holographic billboard across his

face.

Even his own children would have to doubt him now.

Oh, how she hated the man. Anjagripped the lightsaber hilt that hung
a her waist. Her fingers spasmed. She stretched out her hand in
front of her and watched her fingerstremble until sheforced acam

upon them.

Cam...cadm.

She stepped into aturbolift that took her down to the lower levels of
thetall, nondescript warehouses. She paced inside the enclosed lift,
feding likeatrapped anima. With a clenched fist she pounded on the
metal wall, but the dow repulsor engines took no notice of her
frudtration. She gritted her teeth and breathed deeply, but the cold

ar held atart and metalic smell. Swest trickled down her temples

and leaked out from under the leather headband.

Han Solo'sface kept flashing in front of her mind's eye, taunting her



with the thought of dl the unfair advantageshe had in hislife-his
three ddightful children, hisbeautiful quartersat the old Imperid

Palace...

After an eternity, the lift doors opened, and Anja dashed out onto the

midlevel connecting walkways. She glanced at her wrist chronometer.

It was late. Shewould miss her meeting unlesssheran. A ferd grin
spread across her face. She could handleit. She had plenty of excess
energy to burn off, so she sprinted. Her smdl feet made light

clanging sounds on the metal walkways as she turned, descended a
hollow-sounding staircase, and ran between a pair of large buildingsin

search of theright entrance.

Because of the privacy and secrecy requirements on Ord Mantell, most
buildings were not numbered or identified in any way. That proved a

detriment only to people who didn't know where they were going.

And Anja Gdlandro knew where she was going.

Inside the echoing, complicated enclosures, she saw ahost of
shadylooking cregtures. Some were bounty hunters or scavengers,
crimindsof various sorts huddling in the dleyways. Suspicious eyes
gleamed a her, some on swiveling staks, some with faceted insect eyes
that captured multiple images of her figure as sheflitted down one

narrow dley into another. When she finaly reached a sedled door with



ahidden keypad, Anja punched in the code, then paced and fidgeted for
the two secondsit took for the door to acknowledge her presence and

dide open.

She ducked inside, hot, anxious, burning with inner energy. The door
sedled behind her with athunk. Inside, the room was dark. Anja
waited, refusing to beintimidated. Her heart ill pounded, and her
head seemed to crackle with static from the fading aftereffects of the

dose she had taken.

Suddenly al the chamber lights blazed on. Anjastood blinking,
unmoving. She knew this couldn't be atrap, because her employer had
had ample opportunity to kill her before-and now she had information he

needed.

"So what have you learned, little velser?' Czethrossaid from his
comfortable seat. Hissingle cybernetic eye blazed red behind his

Visor.

Vesar. Atfirg, Anjahad hated the nickname Czethros gave her after

taking her under hiswing and training hdll- to be histoal, his

wespon.

But then Anjahad learned that velsers- :refearsome, fastflying

predatory creatures from Bespin. They were deek, deadly attackers.



She could think of worse thingsto be called.

"I learned quite abit. | met Han Solo,” she said. "I told you those

old space mines you set as atrap wouldn't fool him for an instant.

Now he'son hisguard. | hate the man, but | respect his abilities.

His children have excdlent skills aswell-1 watched them fight." She

tossed her streaked hair back, adjusted her headband, and raised her

chin. "Not as good as me, of course, even though they're using Jedi

kills. They don't have quitethe... enthusasm.” Czethros

laughed.

"Enthusasam? Y ou go into a berserker rage when you've had too much.”

"It'suseful sometimes,” Anjasaid. "And | managed to drive back most

of those clumsy chameleon attackers. Y our work, | presume?”

"Did they get away with the evidence?"

"Eadly. | hopeyou didnt mind losing afew of them. We had to kill

about seven.”

Czethros shrugged. "They're cheap. | can aways buy more.”



"Now it'll be harder to kill Solo," Anjasaid. "Theonething I'm

after. Y ou might have screwed up my chances.”

Czethroslaughed, though his pale, sickly-looking face showed no humor

a dl. Heran one hand over hismoss green hair. "Solo is cocky.

His easy escape from the space mines, and your resounding defest of the
chameleon crestures, will probably only make him more willing to jump
into peril, not less. He doesn't know how to be careful. And his

children seem to have even greater potentia for getting into trouble

than he does."

"Wdll, I've planted the suggestion in hismind,” Anjasaid, getting
down to business. "I taunted Solo with the desperate Situation on
Anobis. If herisesto the bait and blunders happily into the war

there, he's doomed.”

"Excelent,” Czethrossaid. "That way my overdl plan can proceed

without hisinterference. HE's one of the few peoplein the galaxy who

can expose the enterprises we're trying to build through Black Sun.”

"And, if you help me get rid of him, there can be no greater payback

for me than to avenge my mother and father.”

"Bepatient, Anja. Thetimewill come," Czethrossaid. "Y ouvewaited



thislong. Let'sdoit right.”

She bit her lip and nodded. She tapped her fingers on the metal

surface of the nearest table, stood up and fidgeted, looked around. "

may need to go with Solo, in order to nudge afew thingsadong." She

hesitated.

Czethros watched her with his cybernetic red laser eye, waiting.

The crud stresk was coming out in him. He had to know what she

wanted, but he twisted the screws, making her ask for it. For what she

needed.

She drew hersdlf up again, trying not to look weak. "But in order to

be at my peak performance, asthismission requires, I'll need. .

Shetrailed off. He knew what she meant.

Czethros continued watching her. "Yes?'

Anjafet aflash of anger, and pounded her fist on the metal wall with

adull dang. "I need my supply! | used my last dose of spicein

order to fight your clumsy henchmen.”



Czethroslaughed and then made ataking sound. ™Y ou seem s0

desperate.

Don't worry, little velser. 'Y ou can count on me." From his pocket he
withdrew aseded black case and held it aloft, just far enough away
that she would have to step forward and reach out to take it from

him.

Hetried to toy with her, pulling it back, but Anjamoved too

quickly.

Still inthe aftereffects of her hypersenstivity, she snatched the
case before he could play hislittletrick. Czethros covered his

surprise a the speed of her reactions.

"There'syour supply of andrisspice,” he said. "Y ou'retaking too
much of it, you know. | can't keep up thisrate of payment without

further results”

"You'l get results" Anjasaid, checking the contents of the tiny
carbon-freeze box. Each of the smdl cylindrical containersingdewas
wrapped in an insulated covering. Exposing the andris fibersto deep
cold intensified the effect of the spice. But she didn't need another

dose now-though she wanted one very, very badly. She would keep the

samples, hoard them, take them only when she needed the spice.



When she needed it more than she did now.

Without aword of thanks or goodbye, Anjaturned and dipped back out
of Czethros's hidden warehouse. She would keep aclose watch on Han
Solo, and ingnuate hersdlf into hisjourney to Anobis. She wasamost

certain hewouldn't be able to resist going there now that she had

chdlenged him.

And once he got there, he would be very surprised indeed.

Back in the diplomatic suite of Ord Mantell's most luxurious hotdl, the

Ord Ambassador, Jacen could not get hismind off the girl Anja.

Her sad, pain-filled eyes had seemed so out of place. Her features

were delicate and beautiful ... and there had been such astrength in

her whip-thin body that Jacen had expected her gaze to be as steady and
cool as Tenel Kas. But her persona pain-perhaps even adight
madness-had been all too apparent in the looks sho had given Jacen and

hisfriends.

Zekk had fdt it too, because Jacen had seen the older boy's
sympathetic nod when Anjaspoke of her father's death, and about having
been raised as an orphan. Who would understand better than Zekk how

such events could change alife?



But Jacen didn't have Zekk to talk to right now. The tonner Dark Jedi
had returned with Tenel Kaand Lowie to the Rock Dragon for the

night.

Jacen sighed and ran his hands through histouded curls. Why couldn't
he stop thinking about Anja? He paced restlesdy about the central
chamber of the suite. After thelong day today, Jacen had taken a hot
sonic shower, but hismind did not fedl refreshed. Something was
bothering him, and he couldn't quite, put hisfinger onit. When his
brother Anakin entered the room, hair still damp from his own shower,

the younger boy'sice-blue gaze stopped Jacen in histracks.

"Something'swrong,” Anakin said. A statement, not a question.

Startled, asadways, that his younger brother could sense things so
quickly, Jacen hunched his shoulders and plopped himsdlf downon a
stone repulsor bench beside the ornamental firepit in the center of the

room.

Anakin perched himsdlf on abench opposite Jacen and stared into the
flames. "Shewas avery interesting person, wasn't she?' hesad

quietly, then waited for Jacen to answer.

Jacen glanced sharply at hislittle brother and stared at him for a

full minute before the reason for hisinner turmoil clicked into



focus.

"Dad never redly explained what happened to her father," hefindly

blurted. "He just evaded her questions with vague answers.”

"Well, he said he didnt kill Galandro. What more do you want to
know?" Jainaasked, gliding into the room and helping hersdlf to a
seat between her two brothers. She wore aloose robe, and droplets of

moisture still sparkled on her cheeks from her recent bath.

Jacen st hischin stubbornly. "1 want to know what happened.”

Anakin shrugged. "Then let'sask Dad.”

"Ask mewha?' Han said, entering the room, awhite sheet of absorbent

material draped around his neck so that it hung down his bare torso.

Hetook a seat opposite Jaina and between his two sons; the four Solo
family memberswerelike points of acompass, with the artificid fire

at their center. Jacen glanced a hissigter. Shebit her lower

lip.

Anakin gestured to him, asif to say, Thisisyour question; ask it.

Jacen knew he might sound rude, but he wanted an answer and he didn't

know how eseto put it. "Anjasaid you killed her father. Y ou denied



it, but you never explained what happened to Gallandro.”

Han nodded dowly. "That young lady took me by surprise. She reminded
me of an incident from my past ... atime I'm not too proud of. "
Jacen wondered if guilt was the source of the hesitation he heard in

hisfather's voice.

"So, what happened?' Jaina prompted, her brandy-brown eyes dight now

with interest.

"Wewerelooking for an ancient treasure, alost legacy of Ximthe
Despot,” Han began. He paused, then sat up straighter. He spread his
hands asif backing up to provide more explanation. "Gdlandrowasa
smuggler, you see. A quick draw, a sharpshooter and, uh"-a corner of
Han's mouth quirked in alopsided smile-"afellow scoundrel. We found
where Xim hid histreasure, but Gallandro betrayed the rest of our
team. Decided hewanted it dl for himself. Chdlenged meto a

blagter fight."

Jacen was ingtantly aert. Hisfather had aways been one of the best

shotsin the New Republic. "And?'

Hisfather lifted one shoulder for a second, then gazed down into the

flames. "And | log."



All three young Jedi stared at him in disbelief "But you're not deed,”

Jacen pointed out.

"How did Gallandro die, then?' Anakin asked.

"Hisaim was good, but not fatal. Hedrew firgt, hit meinthe

shoulder. My shot went wide, and | dropped my blaster as| fell.

While | was down he put binders on me and went off to chase one of the

other members of our team, aRuurian.”

"They look kind of like miniature Hutts, don't they?* Anakin asked.

"Only furry, and with legs?'

Han nodded again. "'l wasn't even there when Galandro caught up with
the Ruurian. But the treasure vaults had been booby-trappedrigged so
that if you drew aweapon in certain aress, the automated defenses
would take you out. Therewerewarning lightsin those areas, but the

Ruurian had removed them. Gdlandro never redized he waswalking into

atrap."

Han grimaced. "1 don't know. Maybe I'd've done the same thing.

The Ruurian explained it to me afterward: he figured Gallandro had

nothing to worry about-so long as hisintentions were peaceful. But if



the guy drew hisblaster ... well, then he'd get what he deserved.

Could bethat Gallandro only meant to injure the Ruurian, like he did

me. In any case, the vault'sdefenses did the rest.”

Jaina squeezed her eyes shut. "How awful.”

Jacen remained skeptical. "If that's the way it happened, then why

didn't you just tdl Anja?'

Hisfather's eyes clashed with his. "Tdl her what? That her father
was atraitor? A man who turned on his own team once the treasure was
found and took it from them? A hotshot blaster jockey who got fried

because he thought with hisweaponsingtead of hisbrain?’

Han drew adeep breath, let it out with adow shake of his head.

"Besides, | had no idea before today that Gallandro had a daughteror
that she's blamed mefor hisdeath dl these years. With the

resentment she'sbuilt up in her life, if | told her what redlly

happened, she might just take it into her head to go after the Ruurian,
Skynx, because he disabled the glow signalsthat would've warned her

father not to draw hisblaster.”

Han's eyesfilled with doubt, and he looked back into the artificia



firepit. "Still, 1 do fed akind of responsbility toward her. |

wish there was something | could do.”

Jacen wondered if there was some additional reason why hisfather

should fed responsible. Had hetold them everything?

"Maybe there is something we can do," Anakin said.

Han sat back, athoughtful look on hisface. "Her planet, you mean?'

Jacen brightened at thisidea. "That'sright. Anobisisn't too far

from here. And that civil war soundsterrible.”

"It wouldn't hurt to go check it out,” Han admitted. "Inmy officd

capacity, of course-seeif there's anything the New Republic could do

to hdp."

"Kind of adiplomatic misson, you mean?' Janasad.

"I'm sure Mom would agreeto that."

A dow lopsided grin spread across Han Solo'sface. "Yegh. | think

shewould," he said, getting to hisfest.

He reached out to ruffle both of hissons hair, then walked around the

circle, leaned down, and kissed Jainaon the cheek. "Y ou kids get some



deep now. I'm gonnaget dressed, go down to acomm center, and put in

an officid cal to the Chief of State of the New Republic.”

Jacen nodded with satisfaction. It wastheleast hisfather could

do.

After astrangely restless night populated by images of unbearably sad
eyesand flowing dark hair streaked with blond, Jacen woketo find his
sgter standing beside the cushioned palet on which he dept. She

tossed aclean jumpsuit a him.

"Timeto get up, deepyhead. We want to get an early sart.”

Jacen, groggy from hislack of ret, blinked up at her. "What for?'

Just then Anakin appeared in the doorway, atravel satchel dung over

one shoulder. "I'm al packed,”" he announced.

"For thefact-finding misson to Anobis" Jainaexplained. "Mom said
it was agood idea. She sent Dad atransmission this morning of
everything the New Republic knows about the planet and their civil

war.

Unfortunately, it'snot much.”



Theimpact of hissgter'swordsfindly sank in, and Jacen camefully
awake. Untangling himsalf from the cushions and blankets, he legpt to

hisfedt. "Where's Dad now?"

"Went down to the docking bay to start preflight checks on the Falcon,”

Janasad.

"Weleavein lessthan an hour, Jacen-if you'reready,” Anakin said,
running a skeptica eye over hisolder brother. "Zekk, Lowie, and

Tend Kaaredready therewaiting.”

As he scrambled to get dressed, Jacen felt miraculoudy energetic.

They were going to do something to help Anjas planet, he thought.

Maybe they could find away to banish the sadness from her eyes
forever. The young Jedi Knights were going on atrue rescue misson,

just like the ones Tionne used to tell them about from Jedi legends.

He flashed hissblingsachearful grin. "Don't worry. I'll be

ready.”

By the time Jacen reached the docking bay, Anakin was aready at work
at the navigation controls and Jainawas examining the externa
sublight engines. Tendl Ka, Zekk, and Lowie were gathered around Han

Solo, being briefed on the upcoming misson.



Seeing Jacen, Han gestured for him to join the other young Jedi
Knights. "So, if this planet isastorn up from thewar as Anjasays
itis" he concluded, "we might just need afew extrahelping hands. |
think we should dl stick together on the Falcon, though. Got plenty
of room and theré€'s less chance of running into trouble if we don't

dipup." Jainalooked up from her work on the sublight engines.

"But what about the Rock Dragon?' she protested.

Han glanced at the Hapan passenger cruiser. "I think we can station an

extraguard or two here without much difficulty.”

Tend Kaslipscurled in ahard smile. "And the vessdl hasitsown

... SECUrity sysems.”

"Indeed, yes," Em Teedee said. "And they aemost efficient. | had a

fine conversation with them jusgt thismorning.”

"It's settled then." Han clapped his hands and began giving out

assgnments.

Jacen was glad to know that dl of hisfriends would be coming aong.

They worked well asateam, and he had no doubt that together they



could handle anything that happened on Anobis.

He had no sooner begun histask of exwnining the Falcon'slower hull
than afamiliar figure sauntered into the docking bay. She held
herself straight and proud, and her dark, streaked hair trailed behind

her likethetail of acomet.

"Hey, what are you doing here, Anja?' Jacen asked, managing to sound
brash, if not outright rude. Hefdt himsdf turn red with

embarrassment as heredlized his blunder.

The young woman seemed not to notice. She bent to look at him benegath
the Falcon's hull, her big eyes serious. "After what happened

yesterday, | wanted to make sure that your ship had come to no harm.”

"Hey, that'skind of a coincidence," Jacen said. He started to stand

to get abetter look at her, but only succeeded in smacking his head on
the belly of the Falcon. He quickly ducked down again. "What | mean
is, weredl on our way to Anobis-to help your people, likeyou

uggested.”

Anjacocked her head dightly as she digested thisinformation, then

shrugged asiif this were no more than she had expected. "I'm on my way

back there mysdf."

"Hey, Jacen. Don't forget to check those two rear struts when you're



finished," hisfather'svoice cdled frominsde.

"Uh, Dad?" Jacen called back. "Do we have room for another

passenger?'

"Depends. Who-?" Han jumped off the ramp to land beside the ship, and

his question ended in awordlesswhistle of surprise.

"Anjaneedsto go to Anobis, too," Jacen hastily explained, seeing the
strained look that passed between his father and Gallandro's

daughter.

Anjabacked away from the Facon, drew hersdlf to her full height, and
folded her dender arms across her chest. Her attention remained on

Han Solo while Jacen continued.

"I thought maybe we could give her aride. She can probably show us

the safest places to land, maybe even introduce usto afew important

people”

Hisfather returned the girl's chdlenging stare. "Would you be

willing to do that?"

Anjagave acurt nod. "Maybe not to help you-but to help my people,

yes”



Han gave her ahard look, asif he didn't quite trust her motives.

"All right. Y ou're welcome on the Falcon, then. Y ou can tell usmore

about your planet'swar once we're under way."

Jacen listened with fascination as Anjarecounted the tale of the
srife that had been raging among her people for decades, since the

days of the Empire.

."And s0," Anjacontinued, "the people of the valey who worked dl of
the rich farmlands declared war on the mountain people smply because
we traded with the Empire. They stopped trading with us or selling us
food. What else could we do?' She looked earnestly around to her

circleof lisgeners.

"In the mountains we had no way to make aliving except with our
mining. If we hadn't agreed to trade with the Empire, the Imperials
would have come and taken the raw materids from us by force. We had

very few herd beasts, and no croplands. We would have starved.”

Seeing the skepticism on the faces of hisfather and hissister, Jacen
could not help but cometo Anjas defense. "Thevalley people should
have been helping you. After dl, it wasn't acrimejust to trade with

the Empire. A lot of current members of the New Republic did that."



Anjagave asad sSgh and nodded. "Not only did the farmers declare war

on us, they also sabotaged our mines by booby-trapping the tunnels.

They continue to do so even today. The tunnels collapse, our people

arekilled, and our work becomes ever more difficult.”

"Yeah, well, there are two sidesto every story, kid," Han said.

"Maybe more than two."

Jacen thought about the story hisfather had told Anja about

Gdlandro's death, and what he had told Jacen, Jainag, and Anakin the

night before. He wondered if there might not be more than two sidesto

that story aswell....

"We're on afact-finding mission here" Han went on. "And weld liketo

get the story from as many points of view as we can before we decide

how the New Republic can help.”

Anjagave him ahaughty look. "Of course, | just have to hope you know

the truth when you heer it."

Jacen wondered.

Asthey cruised away from Ord Mantdll, Anjasat stiffly againgt a



bulkhead wall facing the Falcon's cockpit, where Han Solo and Jaina sat

at the ship's controls. Anjasface was hard, her aamsfolded over her

chest.

Acrossfrom her, Jacen smiled. "Why don't you relax,” he said.

"WEell find away to help your planet.”

Anjaclosed her big, sad eyes and gave amirthlesslaugh. "Right.

A few pampered kids and one former smuggler will fix everything. |

fed better dready.”

Lowie gave a soft growl, turning in the passenger seat to look at

Anja

Tend Kasat Hiffly beside Jacen, asif ready to protect him. "This

isnot afact. We are not children,” shesaid. "We are Jedi

Knights.

We havedl faced hardship.”

"And war," Jainaadded. "And the death of friendsand family."

Zekk spoke up from beside Lowie. "And General Solo here has somered

influence with the New Republic fleet."



Anjalooked skeptical. "It'sjust hard to believe, snce nobody in the
New Republic has ever bothered to think of us before, much less offer

ushdp."

"Give usachance," Jacen said. "We're your friends-at least we'd like

tobe"

"With the past history between our fathers, I'm not certain becoming

friendsispossble” shesadin aflat voice. No anger, no hope

no emotion at al now. Jacen watched her, wondering deep in his heart

exactly what had happened between Han Solo and Gallandro so many years

before the twinswere born. "Besides," Anjacontinued, "theflight to

Anobisisbrief enough that there'slittle point in getting

comfortable"

"The hyperspace route to the Anobis systemis short,” Anakin said.

"Well arrivein lessthan aday.”

"Then that'swhen the fun starts,” Anjamurmured.

She removed her lightsaber and began playing with it, looking & the



intricate knobs and buttons. Every lightsaber was different, made from
various raw materias. Jacen, Jaina, Tenel Ka, and Lowie had built
persona energy blades using their skillsand thelr imaginations. Anja
was not a Jedi trainee, yet she had a sophisticated-looking lightsaber,

gpparently an ancient one.

Jacen tried again to strike up aconversation. "Hey, that'san

interesting wegpon. Have you had any Jedi training?”"

Anjathrew her head back and looked at him with scorn. "I don't have
timeto st around in the jungle and concentrate at rocks and

leaves"

She made arude noise. "No. | bought thislightsaber from an old

trader. He said it's some sort of Jedi relic. Who cares? It works.

That'sdl that mattersto me."

"But you used it well againgt the chameleon attackers,” Tend Ka

observed.

Han Solo turned in his pilot's seet. ™Y ou don't need to be a Jedi to
usealightsaber, kids," he sad, il trying to make agesture of

peace toward Anja. "Factis, | used your uncle Luke's lightsaber on
Hoth, to cut open atauntaun so we'd have a place to keep warm until |

could set up asnow shdlter.” Anjalooked at her wespon again, studied



the ancient carvings and scrollwork onits handle. She shrugged. "l
can fight with reckless enthusiasm and enough skill to overpower any
opponent I've encountered so far. It doesn't matter whether the Force

iswith meor not."

Fifteen hours later, the Falcon dropped out of hyperspace at the edge

of the Anobis system.

In the cockpit Jaina sat with Zekk looking over her shoulder at the

copilot controls. The dark-haired young man seemed intrigued by the

systems of the modiified light freighter.

"I canfly thisship,” he ,ad.

"No you cant," Han answered.

"Intheory, | meant," Zekk said. "The Lightning Rod'svery amilar,

only alittle smaler and designed to be flown by only one person.”

He looked down at the sensor array that scanned space in front of

them.

He pointed to the smdll blip just as Jaina hersdf noticed it.

"Ther€'s another ship sharing our course," Zekk said.



"We're gpproaching pretty fast. That ship doesn't seem to bein much

of ahurry,” Janasaid. "Must beacargo hauler.”

Zekk nodded. "It has smaller engines, abulky design. Not built for

speed. It'sacargo hauler dl right.”

"Better let them know we're here" Han Solo leaned forward to the comm
unit and opened a hailing frequency. " Ship ahead, thisisthe

Millennium Facon. Looks like we're on the same heading. Please
identify yourself " Insteed, the smal hauler released acluster of

metallic spheresthat drifted in space for afew seconds before

exploding in ablossom of multicolored fire. Then the ship jinked to
theright, atered course, and swept downward using its low-power
engines. The Falcon dodged the debris and rapidly closed the

disance.

"Space mines," Zekk said.

"Agan? Does hethink he'srunning his own Derby out there?”

Jainaasked.

"Well catch upto himinnotime," Zekk said. "He's got no chance of

outrunning the Falcon.”



The pilot ahead seemed to redize the samething. Hereturned to his
course and responded over the comm system. "H-hdlo, Millennium
Falcon. ThisisLilnt, captain of the Rude Awakening-an officidly
licensed cargo hauler from Ord Mantell. M-m-my gpologies for that
accidentd release aminute ago. Our defendve systems ma functioned

and identified you asan enemy. | trust no one wasinjured?'

Han grunted. He nudged the Falcon closer to the other ship.

"What'syour destination, Lilmit?’

"Anohis. I've g-got some important ... suppliesto ddiver."

Anjaglanced up from where she sat behind an invisible psychologica

wall that cut her off from the companions. She came forward to the

cockpit.

"He must mean food and medicina supplies” Janasaid, not redizing

that Han still had the comm circuit open.

"N-not, uh, exactly, Millennium Falcon,” Lilmit said. "But my c-cargo

isimportant to the war effort, nevertheless.”

Anjamoved farther into the cockpit. "He's running weapons," she

sad.



Her voice dripped with scorn.

"Lilmit, thisis Han Solo, aspecid emissary from the New Republic.

I'll be coming aboard for a brief ingpection.” He brought the Falcon

30 closeto the smal cargo hauler that their hulls nearly touched.

"Y-Y-Youwhat?' Lilmit sammered. The Rude Awakening put on aburst
of gpeed that the Falcon easily matched. Y -you have no right to

detain my ship. I'm-I'm officidly licensed.”

"Then we should have no problem. Besides, I'm well aware of how much a
licensefrom Ord Mantdl isworth,” Han said, "and exactly how much one

costs." Heglanced a Anja. Her face bore atroubled expression.

"Areyou ready to be boarded?' he said into the comm system.

Thetwo shipsflew dong side by sde, nearly touching, but Lilmit

gtill refused to answer. Han extended his grappling hook and attached
the docking field. "Let'sdo this peacefully, Lilmit. Don't make me
blast you and take over the wreck of your ship. It'd be aheck of a

lot of troublefor both of us."

The other pilot mumbled something unintelligible, which Em Teedee

offered to relay, but the young Jedi Knights quickly assured him that



some things were better |eft untrand ated.

&' C-c-come on aboard, then,” Lilruit grumbled. "B-but you're ddaying

my ddivery. I'm perfectly legd."

"His actions suggest otherwise," Tend Kasad.

The docking clamp engaged with aloud metalic clank, and after ahiss

of ar equdization, both shipswere ready. "I'm going acrossfirg,

kids" Han said, teking thelead. "Just in casetherésatrap.”

"If it'satrap, Dad," Jainasaid, following close behind him, "youll

need us next to you, not hiding insde the Falcon.”

Han looked over his shoulder and cocked an eyebrow at her. ™Y ou know,

you may beright."

He opened the hatch and quickly descended into the smaller ship.

Anjasface contained athunderstorm of anger in anticipation of what

she knew they would find aboard the smuggler's ship.

Lilmit, asmall grayish-skinned man, had winglike eyebrowsand a

wrinkled, ridged scalp. He met them with frowns and flailing hands.



Jainanoticed that hisfingertips were connected by thin tranducent
webs of skin. Findly, heforced aridiculoudy fake smile onto his

face.

41 Han Solo! W-welcome aboard my ship,” hesaid. "It'snotin very
g-good condition, but it'spaid for. I've had it for many years-and
thiswar on Anobis has been providing some of our best busnesssince
the Empirefdl." He rambled on, histone obsequious. "Weve g-g-got
alot in common, don't we? Y ou used to be asmuggler yourself. Y-you

ran spice for Jabbathe Huit, didn't you?'

"Nearly cost memy lifeafew times," Han answered. "It's been decades

sncel ran those kinds of risksfor aquick profit.”

Lilmit sghed. "If only we c-could kick back in a cantinaon Ord
Mantdll, sh-share a Rhuvian fizz or some Osskom de. Then wed have

timeto socidize"

"I'm not hereto socidize, Lilmit," Han sad coldly. "We're hereto

check out your ship'scargo.”

Anjasnatched out her lightsaber, switching it on so that its

acidydlow glare flooded the smal compartment. " Show us your cargo
now! " Lilmit recoiled, holding up hiswebbed hands. "It'sj-just my
usud run! I've been doing thisfor years. N-rmobody's ever bothered

me before.”



"Then today's your lucky day," Zekk said, standing closeto Anja.

The young woman, tall and dender, had a sort of animal energy that
dominated the room. Zekk had no lightsaber himsdlf. Jaina, Jacen,
Tend Ka, and Lowie did not draw their wegpons, though the smuggler

could surely seethem at their Sdes.

"All right, dl right. C-comewith me."

Inside the cargo hold they found cratesfilled with munitions:

blasters, burrowing detonators, sonic punchers, and other explosive

devices.

"Just as| thought,” Anjasaid. She pointed to the box of sonic

punchers. "He'staking these wegpons to the enemy.”

"War materid isforbidden, even for smugglers,” Han Solo said.

"l can't remember the exact statute or regulation in the New Republic

charter, but I'm sure that's the case.”

"1 would be pleased to look it up for you, Master Solo,” Em Teedee

volunteered. Lowie rumbled that it didn't matter at the moment.



Lilmit looked completely flustered. "I'm m-merdly trying to make a
living. Thereé'sagood m-market for these things on Anobis. There's

quite ademand. P-people need to defend themsalves."

"And which sde have you chosen?' Tendl Kasaid. "Which army do you

support?’

"Oh, | couldn't teke ssidesin acivil war," Lilmit said. "That would
beunfar. | supply everybody. L-I-let them work it out. That'smy

creed.”

Anjaflared with anger, barely able to keep hersdf from cleaving the
smuggler intwo with her lightsaber. ™Y ou supply the enemy and our

Sde? You =l to both equally?

"Wait aminute," Jainasaid. "Which oneis’our' sde? We're just

going thereto investigate.”

Anjadidnt hear her. Sheturned to Han Solo. "If you redly pride
yoursdf in being ahigh-and-mighty representative of the New Republic,
you cannot let him deliver these wegpons. Think of how many people
these munitionswill kill ... how much more blood will be on your

hands."

Han drew himsdlf up. "Anjasright. We're going to have to confiscate

your cargo, Lilmit."



"You c-can't do that!" the smuggler wailed. "I've got m-mouthsto
feed-an entire litter of offgpring back at Ord Mantell. Y ou'd put them

out into the streetd! I'll f-fileacomplaint!”

"1 happen to know it doesn't cost much moreto get alicense

permanently canceled than it coststo buy onein thefirgt place.”

Han'sgaze didn't waver. "And in your case, |I'd consder the credits
well spent. Y ou might want to try amore reputable line of

busness"

Han gestured to Lowie, who helped him lift alarge crate of burrowing
detonators and set it in the center of the cargo floor, just above an
irisng space hatch. "Let's pile these other crates on top,” Han

sad.

Zekk, Tend Ka, and the twins used the Force to help, while Anakin did
his best to be of assstance in directing their efforts. Anjaremained
where shewas, her lightsaber still drawn asif daring Lilmit to argue

with them.

"I'll report you to the authorities on Ord Mantell,” the smuggler
whined. "Y -you say you're confiscating my cargo, but you'll probably

fenceit yoursdf, ss-sdll it on the black market.”



"Hey, not achance," Jacen said.

Han Solo opened up acrate and removed one of the powerful

detonators.

After setting itstimer, he placed it back in the box and sedled it.

They locked al of the cargo crates together magnetically and coded the
locksto asingle control. After Anakin scrambled the coded
combination for him, Han stood back. "I think wed better leave our

friend Lilmit alone so he can jettison his crates.”

"B-b-but theres afortunetied up in those wegpong!” thelittleman
sad. He waved hiswebbed hands as his eyebrows flew upward like

flamesto hiswrinkled scap.

Han drew his blaster and pointed toward the crate with the timer
ticking down. "If | wereyou, I'd get rid of the cargo, Lilmit. If

you don't your ship'll become the newest, brightest little star in this
part of the galaxy. | can't make that choice for you, but I'm not

going to wait around to see what you do." He gestured, and the young

Jedi Knights hurried after him to the Millennium Falcon's docking

port.

Lilmit wailed, "B-but I'll never get that openintime! How m-much



time did you set the countdown for?'

"Oh, aminute ... maybe two. Can't remember exactly."

The smuggler ran to the crate, pounded onitsside. "I can't g-get it

open!”

"| suggest you jettison your cargo without delay,” Tend Kasaid.

Lowbacca added hisgrowl of affirmation.

The companions scrambled back into the Falcon. Han headed straight for
the pilot's seat and strapped himsdlf in while Jainareeased the
magnetic docking connection. They split away from the smdler cargo

hauler and drifted off to asafe distance.

"How long does he have, Dad?' Jaina asked.

"Plenty of time," Han said. "I think.”

Findly they saw acluster of glittering objects pop out from the

bottom of the smuggler's ship. Lilmit'ssublight engineskickedin,

and he streaked away only moments before the jettisoned cargo

containers erupted into awhite-hot ball of light.



;,Looks like he ' made theright decision,” Jacen said.

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kaagreed.

"Not bad, Solo,” Anjasaid. "Y our method was crude, but it's good to

know you occasondly do make the right decision.”

Aboard hissmal ship, Lilmit swung between despair and outrage. He
had just lost ahuge profit. It would have paid for hislong-awaited
vacation on Tatooine. For years he had scrimped and saved so that he
could fly out under the double suns, soak up warmth from the glittering
sands, enjoy thewild nightlifein Mos Eidey. Now those dreams and

plans were trashed.

With trembling fingers he opened a specid private comm sgnd. It was
time to express his anger to the peoplein charge. Perhapsthey could

do something about this marauder, this space pirate named Han Solo.

Lilmit denched afi, trying to control hisanger.

The image of Czethros appeared on the screen. The angry-faced leader

appeared greatly annoyed that Lilmit had bothered him. Hisred laser

eye burned bright behind his metd visor.

"Y ou m-must do something about Han Solo!" the smuggler blurted,

leaning so close that hisflat nose nearly touched the viewplate.



"He and agroup of kidsjust boarded my ship en route to Anobis. They

confiseatedmy cargo and forced meto destroy al the weapons.”

"Redly?' Czethrossaid. "Y ou didn't mention my name, did you?

| don't want Anjato know that Black Sunisinvolved in her own little

war.

"Of course | kept m-m-my mouth shut,” Lilmit said. "But what am |

supposed to do rmow?’

"Obvioudy, you'll have to make up for these |osses.™

"D-don't you think | know that?" Lilmit said. "But | want you to make
Solo p-p-pay for this-in blood. | work hard, | pay my protection
money, and | do whatever you ask. Now it'stimefor Black Sunto do
something for me. K-keep the spacelanesto Anobis safe for us gun
runners” Czethroslaughed, but the laser-red eyein hisvisor did not

waver.

"Y ou can't order me around, Lilmit. Y ou're no one, amere underling

who drives acraft and ddivers boxes."

Lilmit trembled, knowing he had overstepped his boundsin talking to



Czethrosthat way. One didn't make an enemy of the powerful crime
organization without paying asteep price. Thanksto the efforts of
Czethros, Black Sun's tentacles now reached into every known business

inthis part of the galaxy.

Then Czethros did smile; it appeared to be a genuine smile, or perhaps
the man was amuch better actor than Lilmit thought. "It just so
happens, though, that your wishes exactly paralel minewith regard to
Solo. Sort of apersond grudge of mine. Don't worry about it for

"But how will | g-get redtitution?" Lilmit Suttered.

"Someone hasto p-pay for my lost cargo.”

"Y ou're absolutely right,” Czethrossaid. "You do. You dlowed
yoursalf to be boarded. Y ou didn't deal with the Situation properly,

and you lost the wegpons. It comes out of your account.”

Lilmit swallowed hard. He knew of no way he could escape his

obligation now.

Czethroslaughed. "If it'sany consolation, Solo iswaking right into
he civil war on Anobis. He seemsto think he can make everything
better, but I've got about a thousand different ways to make sure he

never leavesthat planet dive."



"Widl," Lilmit mumbled. "That's one thing to look forward to a

least.” Sumping deep into his pilot chair, he switched off the
communications channdl, then called up his credit records and banking
tablesin an attempt to figure out how he could possibly pay for the

lost merchandise.

From the corner of her eye, ditting in the Falcon's copilot's seet,

Jaina observed the changein Anjas demeaner after the run-in with the
wegpons smuggler. 1t seemed the thin, angry girl had gained asmall
measure of respect for Han Solo, though it was clear she dtill carried

an enormous chip on her shoulder.

Then, as Han brought the ship down through the atmosphere of Anobis

toward the war-scarred inhabited areas, something happened to fire up

Anjastemper al over agan.

She pointed to awrinkled ridge of mountainsin atemperate zone.

"My mining villageisdown there. The leader of the town, Elis, holds

great power in the loose federation of mountain villages. We should

talk to him. Hell confirm everything I'vesaid.”

"But aren't they the Imperia sympathizers?' Zekk said.



Anjabrigled. "That'swhat the original debate was about, over twenty

years ago. Now the war has become ... something more.”

But instead of heading for the mountains, Han arced the Falcon awvay
toward the flat fertile ground embroidered with rivers and green

forests, square patches that had once been fields, and smdll clusters

of homes. The farmland, now brown and abandoned, was dotted with small

craters.

"l want to try talking to the people of afarm villagefirst," Han

sad. "Weve dready heard Anjas sde of the story. Let'sget a

little perspective” Anjafumed. Shejutted her chin forward. "You

don't believe me?

Youthink | lied to you?'

"l didn't say that at al," Han said.

"Hejust wantsto get adifferent point of view now," Jacen said.

"Don't worry. WEell talk to both sdes.”

Anjalowered her voice. "Right. More than twenty years of war and a

former spice smuggler issupposed to trot in, talk to afew people, and

put an end to thefighting.”



Tend Kas voice became gruff, matching Lowie's degp growl.

"Perhapsit istime someone did something to prevent your people from

continuing their fighting."

"You'reasking for trouble," Anjasaid bitterly. "Those farmers down
there can't be trusted. They'll probably try to blast you out of the

skiesasyou comeinfor alanding."

"Good thing we just upgraded the Falcon's shields, then,” Han said.

Jainagrimaced. "If we can't even land safely, how did you expect us

to surviveinthe midst of awhole civil war?"

Anjanarrowed her eyesasif this exact question had occurred to her
aready. Somewhat unsettled, Jainaturned back to the copilot controls

and scanned the ravaged landscape that rolled past beneath them.

Anobis had been an agricultura and mining colony world, never heavily
populated and somewhat off the beaten path, despiteits easy accessto
Ord Mantell. 1t seemed that the colonists managed to survive well
enough to build their homes and live their lives, but no one ever
became rich here. Except maybe the gun runners, Jainathought, snce

the war had continued for so many years.



Even before the days of the Empire, the miners and the farmers had
traditionally been separate groups with different needs and distinctly
different outlooks. From the sketchy background files her mother had
sent, Jainaknew that the miners and farmers had once cooperated with

each other, exchanging metals and raw materiasfor produce.

But the two groups had been divided by their political leanings during

the Rebelion. The miners, more dependent on offworld trade, worked to
maintain the status quo of the Empire. The farmers had wanted freedom
instead-the ability to succeed or fail on their own merits without the

angry yellow eyes of the Emperor watching them.

Asgdactic struggles had raged and resolved themsdl ves independently
around Anobis, the colonists had battered each other, continuing to

fight long after the New Republic had won itsvictory.

As Jainalooked out the Fa con's cockpit windows, she saw aworld with
the potential for beauty, but with so many scarsthat along time of

peace would be needed for complete hedling. A large forest fire burned
inthehills, far from the nearest farming village. 1t might even have

been anaturd fire.

"Jacen," Han said, "try the comm system; seeif you can talk to anybody

down there. Let them know we're here to help, not to fight.”

Anjarolled her eyes and sat back, crossing her arms over her chest.



Jacen sent out repeated cals on the comm system, but received no

answer.

"Doesn't mean they don't hear us," Jaina pointed out. "They might just

have areceiver and no transmitter.”

"Or they might be setting atrap,” Anjasaid.

Han brought the ship in low over the largest fanning village he could
find. Jainamaneuvered the Falcon to a smooth landing not far from the
cluster of rickety homes. The boarding ramp extended, and the group

climbed out, blinking in the hazy sunlight of the war-torn world.

In the distance, the smoke from the distant fire curled up from the

hills

Thetimid villagers dowly crept out of their huts, heads lowered and
shoulders hunched. They gaped in astonishment and fear at the Strange

gpaceship. Jainaand her companionslifted their handsin awave of

gresting.

Han Solo said, "I'm an officia representative from the New Republic,
cometo investigate your civil war and to offer any assstance we

can.



The people remained quiet and did not venture any farther out of their

shdters.

"Y ou'd think they'd have some kind of welcoming conu-nittee,” Zekk

muttered. He stepped close to Jaina.

"Maybethey can't afford one," Han mused aoud.

The buildings needed agrest dedl of work. Every one of them had
obvioudy been patched and rebuilt numeroustimesin the wake of
repeated battles. Some of the walls were new; others were composed
entirdy of salvage and scrap. A rickety grain-storage tower barely

managed to stand upright at the rear of the village.

The hazy sky was bright, the air humid and warm, smelling of smoke.

Cleared flatlands extended into the distance toward athick forest that
separated them from the rugged mountains. From what little Jainaknew
about farming, she suspected this should have been the peak of the
growing season-but she saw only afew skittish figures out working in
thefields, hopping and dodging about in a strange way that made no
sense to her. No crops grew in the barren fields, only afew patches

of greenery that had sprouted al on their own.

Jacen bowed and flashed afriendly smile, trying to charm the



villagers. "Take usto your leader?’

Finaly, severd of thefarmers came out. Their eyeswere sunken,

their faces gaunt. Some looked angry; many wore bandages from

injuries.

Anjahung back, scowling, and muttered to Jacen, "I can't believe we

were ever afraid of these people. They look too kittish to fight a

nerf colt.”

"They've probably been through alot,” Jacen said.

"'So have my peoplein the mountains,” Anjaretorted.

The other villagers faced one of the central dwellings and waited until

adoor swung open and a broad-shoul dered man hobbled out. He had

obvioudy once been amuscular person, perhaps agreat farmer who could

lift hisown weight in punjagrain or fight herd beasts bare-handed.

But now the man's skin had a pale appearance, asif he spent dl his

timeindoors.

As he stepped forward, the man's | eft foot clanked on the ground.

Jaina saw that hisrea leg had been amputated just below the knee; he



wore amakeshift replacement limb, cobbled together from secondhand
droid partsthat didn't quite fit together. Although the servomotors
no longer functioned, the man used hisdroid limb asapeg leg to help

him walk about as he needed.

"We don't get many visitors here," the man said, "except for people

wanting to sall usweapons ... or to prey on us."

"We're not trying to do either,” Han Solo said. "Wewant to help. "
"Then | don't know what you think you can do for us" Theman sghed
and clomped forward, extending a calused hand. Han Solo took it
gratefully. Jainaaso shook the man's hand while the others greeted
himintheir ownways. Anjaremained at adistance, her face amask of

distrust.

"My nameisYnos," theman said. "I'm what passesfor aleader inthis

group of villagers, though werre mostly starving and we don't amount to

much of anything."

"If you're starving then why aren't you out working the fields?*

Jainaasked. "There seemsto be plenty of cropland, and it'sa

beautiful day.”

"Becausewerearadto,” Ynossad, hislipstwisting in an angry

snarl. "The mountain miners haveruined al of our fertileland.



There was atime when we harvested enough to keep usfat, with plenty
left over for trading with the miners, aswell asfor export

offworld.

Now we barely scrape by with our tiny gardens here.”

He gestured to small patches of plants outside the ramshackle homes.

"A few of our people havetried to clear some of our old acreage, but

it'sadangerous task. The cursed miners plant burrowing detonators

everywhere."

Jaina shuddered. She had heard about mobile robotic explosives that

tunneled into the ground and waited there for someone-anyone-to

unwittingly step on them.

"Some of our braver young men and women venture into the foreststo

hunt for food, but even the trees and shrubs are booby-trapped with

deadly pitsand trip wires. Sometimes our hunters don't come back."

Severd villagers sighed or smothered soft moans of despair.

"Itisonly amatter of time beforewereal wiped out,” Ynossaid.



"Then the mountain villagerswill have won thewar."

"Unlesswekill them firgt," said one brash young helper.

"And then we will dl be dead anyway," Y nosreplied in aheavy voice.

Tenel Kalooked at the man and studied his stump of aleg. She seemed
to fed acamaraderie with Y nos, though her injury had been caused by
an accident, and hisby an act of war. "Thereisno honor in such
destruction. Only cowards kill those they cannot see. And only afool

kills when there are other options.”

Y nos sighed and looked around at the squaid village. Jainafollowed
hisgaze. Her heart went out to the desperate workersin the nearby
fields. She saw afew figuresmoving dowly, taking each step with

meticulous care.

A sudden wash of dread flooded through her. All the young Jedi Knights
whirled and focused on the samefidld, sensing the dangerjust as one of
the distant farmers stepped forward. An explosion ripped under his

feet, sending up acloud of dust and dirt shards, dong with an

incinerating het.

The scattered workersin the fields screamed. Some frozein utter
terror, while othersran blindly back aong the narrow, well-packed

trailsthat led safely through the cropland. Thevillagerslurched



into motion, rushing toward thefield.

Anakin popped back into the Falcon and emerged a moment later carrying
the medikit. Tend Karan like ahunting cat, with Anjapacing her

step for step, asif it were some kind of acompetition rather than a

race to rescue an injured man who had stepped on a burrowing

detonator.

"Becareful!" Y nos shouted, limping behind them as the other young

Jedi ran. At the edge of the fields, many of the farmers stopped to
embrace those who had successfully made it onto safe ground. Theyoung
Jedi Knights followed the narrow footpaths. Jaina could see where

other detonators had |eft craters and pockmarksin thefields,

uprooting precious crops, leaving their poisonous residue as achemical

gain on the once-fertile dirt.

Ahead, Jaina saw the mangled body of the man who had been hurled high
by the explosion and dropped back down among the rocks and clods of
dirt. Hisclothesweretorn, hisface and limbs scorched from the

blast. Blood seeped from massveinjuriesin hislegsand chest. The

man groaned. Jainaand her companions rushed to hisside.

"Saw it...... the man groaned, " saw it coming toward me....

jumped." He gasped for breath, and Jaina thought she could hear his



ribs cracking asheinhded. "Not fast enough. Thisplace...

infested with burrowers."

Han came up, panting. "L ooks bad. Can we get him back to the Falcon's

medica bay?'

Anakin opened the medikit, but the mangled man shuddered. Blood ill
oozed from hiswounds. A moment later, he collapsed backward with a

convulson. Jainacould tell without checking that he had died.

Just then Y nos hobbled up on his mechanical leg and looked down at the
dead man. He assessed the injuries with narrowed eyes and nodded
grimly. "Perhapsit's best he died quickly. Hed never have

recovered, and he would have hated being crippled.”

"That isnot for usto judge," Tenel Kasaid. "We cannot know what he

might have contributed-even with a handicap-had he survived.”

Y nos shook his shaggy head in despair. "There will be more deaths and
injurieslikethis. Many more, and there's nothing we can do about

it.

The miners buy burrowing detonators and turn them loose in our fields

faster than we can clear them. WEeIl never have happy lives again.



Well dl garve™

Han Solo forced an optimistic expression and put ahand on the old

man's shoulder asthree farmers gently carried their friend's body

avay.

"Y ou won't starve tonight. The Falcon has plenty of food packsinits
prep unit. | can make you al adecent meal, something to give you

grength. It's not much, but it's the best we can do right now."

Y noslooked at them, hunger in hiseyes. Jainacould see he

desperately wanted to accept the offer.

"No argument,” Han said, before the limping man could think of anything

to say.

One by one, the other villagers approached, eyes still wide with horror
at the death they had witnessed, but ready to see how Han and the young

Jedi Knightsintended to help them.

Before Han Solo and the young Jedi Knights prepared evening med in the
Millennium Falcon, the villagers al worked together to dig agravefor

the man who had died that afternoon. They buried himin an area

aready dotted with mounds, and Jacen redlized with shock that each

mound was agrave. He doubted that many of the dead had fallen prey to



natura causes.

Anobis appeared worn out and stretched to itslimits, asif it were
making alast gasp for life. Asfar as Jacen could tell, agricultura
settlements such asthis one continued fighting only out of sheer
habit, not because of any lingering convictions. The current of hatred

ran too deep to be diverted by any rational arguments.

The fanners ate the Fal con's food supplies with great gusto as Jacen

and Jaina served med after med from the galley. Tend Ka, Lowie, and

Em Teedee wel comed guests and cleaned up after each one, while Zekk and
Anakin tinkered with the food-prep unit to seeif it could produce the

measfaster.

The sun of Anobis set in acoppery orange glow behind the ominous
mountains where the enemy mining villages were located. The smokein
the air made the colors more vivid. Keeping to hersdf, Anjagazed
toward the craggy shadows with something akin to longing, whilethe

farming villagerslooked a the mountains with fear and loathing.

Outside, Han ate with old Y nos. The village leader seemed content that
his people had received this small reprieve. "So who spesksfor dl
thefarmers?' Han asked. "Isthere acouncil | could talk to? Whet
would it take to bring about a cease-fire between the minersand

farmers-stop all this death and destruction, even temporarily?*



Jacen paused in hisserving to listen to the old farmer.

"Each of the farm communitiesis separate and independent, though ours
isoneof thelargest," Ynossaid, wiping hismouth. "I can speak for

these people aswell asanyone ese. | know how they fed."

He heaved agreat sigh. "Y ou saw what happened this afternoon.

It isacommon occurrence. Day after day, our people are daughtered
indiscriminately by brutal wegponsthat strike unarmed targets. None
of usare soldiers. Thegraveyard beyond the villageisfilled with

theinnocent victims of the miners hatred.”

Jacen saw hisfather shoot aglance over at Anja, hisface troubled.

Jacen was confused because the young woman had told acompletely
different story about how much pain the farmers caused the peoplein
the mountains. He would have to assume that neither story was exactly

correct.

Astwilight turned into deeper dusk, the most physicdly fit young men
and women finished eating their fill of the donated rations, then went
out as sentriesto guard the village. The mine-laced fields sprawled
toward the forests and mountainsin the west, while behind them rocky

hills etched with canyonslooked just asinhospitable. Night insects,



birds, and more sinister-sounding creatures bumbled and set up their
songs around the darkening plain, particularly from the rugged hillsto

the east where the brush fire il glowed.

"What areyou afraid of ?* Jacen asked one of thevillagers. "What are

you guarding agang?'

The gaunt young man looked a him in shock. "Everything," he said.

When Jacen findlly settled down to egt, he felt uncomfortable with his

usud large plateful when these people had been starving for so long.

Off in the darkness he heard the strange night sounds getting louder.

A low hooting and snarling from the rocks came closer. Thevillagers

looked upinaarm.

Theferocious sound grew louder, echoing, asif it came from dozens,

perhaps even hundreds of throats. Now arustling approached through

the distant, fire-ravaged hills. After amoment of rising tension, the

sentries shouted an darm.

Tend Kasprang to her feet and stood beside Jacen. "What isit?"

shesaid. "Arethe mountain miners attacking?"



Anjadropped back toward the Falcon, astartled ook on her face.

Lowie sniffed theair and growled. "Dear me, Master Lowbacca,” Em
Teedee sad. "I'm certain | can't identify the specie,;, but | do

agreethose definitely sound like the voices of predators.”

The sentriesyelled out, "Knaars! Knaard™ Thevillagerswho were
still eating dropped their plates of precious food and scrambled back
to their homes. Some grabbed sticks, others gathered prized

pOSSEssions.

Many wailed in panic.

"What isit?' Jacen cried. "What are knaars?"

"Mongerd" Ynossad, pivoting on hisdroid leg. "It soundslike an

entire herd migrating from the hills. The fire must have driven them

inour direction.”" He hung his head asvillagers continued their

disorganized evacuation efforts al around them. "Now the minerswill

have cause to rejoice. Our villagewill bewiped out."

"Can you not fight these mongters?* Tend Kasaid.

"For afew minutes," one of thevillagers sad.



"I'm going to kill five before they take me down," a brash young man
said, though the look of terror on his pale face belied his brave

words.

"Killing fivewon't even hdp,” Ynossaid. "A migration pack contains

hundreds, and the fire has driven them into afrenzy."

"We can fight besideyou." Tend Kaclutched her lightsaber. "We are

Jedi "

"Then you might kill fiveyourself But well gill dl fal under their
fangsand claws." Y nos shook his head. "We may aswdl fightthere's
nowhereto run." He glanced over at the deadly minefields blocking

their path toward the forest, their direction of escape.

Han stood up and put a protective hand on Jacen's shoulder asthe
sounds of hooting and howling grew louder. They heard thundering feet,
claws skittering on stones. "l could take some refugeesin the

Facon.

| can't carry nearly enough, though.”

Aniastood beside the boarding rwnp. "I'll get my lightsaber,” she

said, and ducked inside.

Jacen glanced after her with a questioning look. He had thought she



aways wore the weapon at her belt. But that hardly mattered now. He

was much more concerned about the oncoming predators.

Inside the back cabin where she had stashed her pack, Anjarummaged

among her belongings and took out the small black carbon-freeze unit.

Her fingerstrembled. She had been wanting the spice so badly; now, at

last, she had a perfect excuse.

Hunching over to hide what she was doing, Anjatook one of thetiny
black cylindersin her hand. Its coldnessfelt welcome againgt her
sweaty pam. Czethros had given her only enough andrisfor four
doses-not as many as she wanted ... but she would have to make it

last.

Looking longingly &t the three remaining packages of spice, she sedled
them in her pack. Then she carefully unwrapped the insulating opague
paper that surrounded the spice. The andris spice came from anewly

discovered vein on Kessd, the highest qudity available.

Anjacould barely wait. Outsde she heard shouts, human voices among

the predatory growls. Shewould haveto hurry.

Before the spice could warm to air temperature, she dipped it under

her tongue and felt the energy course through her. Her muscles sang.



Her nerves became much more sengtive. Her thoughtswhirled. Her
blood pumped more fredly, the air tasted sweeter, and her mind opened

to things around her that she had never before noticed.

The spice heightened her senses, increased her ability to fight,
improved her reflexes. Anjaclasped the ancient lightsaber at her
sde. With the full dose of spice surging through her body, shefelt

vibrant, powerful, ready to take on any foe.

AsHan Solo led agroup of escaping villagersinto the Falcon, Anja
pushed past him to run outside. At this moment she didn't care how

many knaars were attacking. She could handlethem all.

"Theresno timeto argue, Dad," Janasaid, sanding at the base of

the ramp as Han Solo tried to cram alast few people aboard. Zekk had
aready goneinto the cockpit and was powering up the enginesfor
immediate takeoff. A dozen of the remaining villagers huddied around
Janain terror, holding sticks and agricultural implements. One woman

had asmdl laser drilling toal.

"Take Anakin and go," Jainaingsted. "We have our lightsabers, and we

have to help these people.”

"But | can't leave my own kidsbehind,” Han said, obvioudy torn.



"We're Jedi Knights, Dad. We have abetter chance than any of these

villagers. We've got to protect them.”

And with that, the first knaars charged out of the darkness at the
ramshackleline of buildings, looking for prey. Jainastood startled

for amoment. Tend Ka, Lowie, and Jacen all sared at their new

enemy.

"We're doomed," Em Teedee wailed.

The knaars were fast-moving reptilian predators, deek saurianswith
purplish-blue scales and asiver frill of razor-sharp spinesaong

their backs. Tailsdashed back and forth, inflicting damage on
anything around them with their wicked barbs. The creatures muscular
anusended in afistful of claws, and their immense jaws were heavy

mechinery designed only for eating.

The pack of bloodthirsty beasts sampeded into the village. They
swiveled their heads from side to Sde, clenching and unclenching their

grasping claws, looking for flesh to tear.

Asthe Facon blasted its repul sobets and rose up, Jainawatched it
swive around and fly low to the ground, approaching the predatory
knaars. Han and Zekk would use blaster cannons to shoot the cregtures,

Jainaknew, but as the pack of monsters continued to flow from the



hills, sherealized it would never be enough. Thismigratory pack
consisted of hundreds upon hundreds of members, each hungry from its

long charge through the rocky hills.

Jainas lightsaber blazed violet in her hand, and her friends drew

their weapons aswell. Anjarushed up, looking flushed and full of
adrenaline; she danced from foot to foot, asif anxious to attack
anything that came close. But the moment the knaarsfell upon the
nearest guard and tore the old woman apart, the other villagersturned

and fled, forgetting to put up even apretense of afight.

Instantly Jaina saw that the battle was hopeless. Even with their
lightsabers, even with the Millennium Falcon's blagters, they couldn't
possibly drive the knaars away. Their best choice wasto flee and hope
to find aplace of refuge or a protected areain which they could make

astand.

And their only path to escape lay through the detonator-sated

fields

The Falcon blasted two of the leading knaars. Severd of ther fellows
fell upon the bodies, stripping the mest off the bones of the dead

predators. But scores of knaars kept coming.

The Falcon fired again. Heedless of thisminor interruption, the

monsters surged forward, dashing with claws, snapping their jaws at



their helpless prey. Jaina, with her companions and the remaining
villagers, turned and ran headlong into fieds full of burrowing

detonators.

Asthe Millennium Falcon took off with aroar, Zekk heard the villagers
crowded in the back of the Falcon moan with fear. Hisattention,
though, was focused on the sparks and flashes of light that signified

lightsabers as the young Jedi Knights fought down below.

"Zekk, get into the gun well and start blasting those creatures!™

Han Solo shouted.

"I hope your laser cannons arefully charged,” Zekk said, climbing down
into the gunwell. He dropped into the chair, strapped in, and powered

up the Falcon's weaponry.

Han soared low to the ground, swooping back toward the ramshackle
village. Thereptilian predators prowled along, moving with the speed

of hunger, cunning evident in their inteligent yellow eyes.

"There are SO many of them!" Zekk muttered, seeing the Snuous shapes
dart forward like purplish-blue shadows. One of the creatures grabbed
ayoung man and swallowed him in asingle gulp before Zekk could aim

the laser cannons. He wondered if that victim had been one of the



brash young men who had tried to act so brave when the knaars were

firs coming.

Zekk targeted and fired, blowing the reptilian creature to sizzling
bits. Herotated in the gun well again, seeking another target. It
was difficult to zero in on the dark shadowy monsters-and he didn't

darerisk hitting one of the people.

Below, aknaar advanced dong the paewadl of abuilding. One

villager had tried to take shelter around the corner, in the doorway.

The knaar gpproached, sniffing, its claws extended. Zekk targeted and

fired.

The frightened villager scrambled to one side as the smoking body of
the enormous reptile dumped to the ground in front of him, itsfanged

mouth open wide.

A shot now fired from the other gun well, striking one of the saurians

initslower leg. The moment it collgpsed, honking and howling in

pain, other knaarsfell upon their wounded companion.

"Hope you don't mind, Zekk," Anakin said through the comm system.

"I've had abit of target training mysdlf, but the twins get to

practice more often.”



The knaars continued to sweep forward. Two new ones seemed to appear

for every one Zekk blasted.

Han Solo circled around and came back for another run. His concerned

voice came over the comm system. "What's she doing?”

"Jainas |leading them toward the minefidd!" Anakin's voice replied.

Zekk looked down and saw by the glow of the lightsaber blades that the
young Jedi Knights had turned and headed with the remaining villagers

into the barren fields that were full of burrowing detonators.

He thought of Jaina down there fighting against monsters and running
into even more dangerousterritory. His heart sank, but he gritted his
teeth and grabbed the firing controls. If he couldn't pull off a
spectacular rescue, at least held do his part to keep her safe-or as

safe as she could possibly be under the circumstances.

Jainaplanted her feet firmly on the rough ground and held her

lightsaber high. The davering knaar in front of her did not seem at

al intimidated by her violet Jedi blade. The reptilian cresture gave
ahigh-pitched bellow, then reached forward with its claws, snapping
with powerful jaws that |ooked strong enough to rip arepulsorpod from

agarship engine.



Jainaswung forward and down with her crackling lightsaber, cleaving

the mongter from its shoulder down to the center of itsrib cage.

The creature thrashed and fell down as smoking blood bubbled from its

dying heart.

Anjacontinued to let out loud whoops and shouts of chalenge. Sheran
faster than the knaars, darting from one to another, wounding them with
her lightsaber and diving out of theway astheir claws dashed at

her.

Shelet the other carnivores do the rest of thework for her. She
needed only to wound a beast, then the other knaars would teer it to

pieces for the medt.

Anjashair flew in thewind, barely held in place by the leather

band.

Sweat dripped down her temples onto her flushed face, but she was so

full of adrendine she seemed incapable of dowing down.

Lowbacca let out aloud Wookiee roar as he and Jacen motioned the
villagersto follow them into the treacherous cropland. Thevillagers
dropped their fanning implements and ran. Panicked, some of them

dashed right past the young Jedi.



"Wait! We haveto find a safe path for you!" Jacen yelled. But one
middle-aged woman clutching asatchel of valuables over her shoulder

tore ahead in blind terror as she fled from the knaars.

"No! Wat!"

Sheran through the uncleared cropland. Jacen felt anintuitive stab

and achill a the back of his neck-a premonition-just before she

stepped down on one of the hidden burrowing detonators. The explosion
ripped the night with aflash of brilliance and aboom of echoing

thunder. The woman fell ingtantly, but the monsters charged toward the
fields and Jacen could not take amoment to determine whether or not
she had survived. The villagers screamed in despair, caught between

their fear of the minefield ahead and the rampaging predators behind.

Lowie roared something at Jacen about the Force and gestured to the
ground. Em Teedee quickly trandated. "Magter Lowbacca suggests that
by using your Jedi senses, you could perhaps determine the locations of
the burrowing detonators and thus avoid them. That would give usthe

best chance of survivd."

Jacen redlized that his Wookiee friend wasright. If he could calm
himsalf enough to use the Force, he might be able to map out a safe

path that the villagers could follow-a path that the knaars would not



understand.

"And | do suggest you be careful,” thelittle droid added. "'l haveno
desire to become a usdless lump of floating metal with no oneto

trandaefor.”

Ashiseyes adjusted to adarkness it only by the green glow of his
lightsaber and Em Teede€g's optical sensors, Jacen trotted ahead as fast
as he dared, keeping his eyesto the ground. Stretching out hisfree
hand before him, he sensed ripplesin the dirt, tiny echoes of
movementand then he spotted a dight trembling where the mechanica
explosives had tunneled beneath the surface. Acrossthefieldshe

could see acheckerboard pattern of placesto avoid, and places where

it was safeto walk.

"Follow ud" he shouted, holding his emerad lightsaber like abeacon

overhead. "We can see apath!”

The ginger-furred Wookiee bellowed a confirmation, raised hisown
molten-bronze blade, and sprinted ahead on hislong legs. A magenta

glow from Tenel Ka's rancor-tooth lightsaber indicated another safe

path.

Jainaand Anjaremained behind to guard the group's retreat and to dow
down the charging beasts. Overhead, the Millennium Falcon'sengines

rumbled intheair. Laser beams lanced out from both gun turrets,



griking knaars. Still more of the migratory pack surged likea

camlyorous flood out of the rocky hills.

The villagers ran onward, grasping at any shred of hope asthey
followed Jacen and Lowie through the minefidd. Fortunatdly, the
knaars did not understand the explosives. They surged forward on their

scaly, muscular legs, ready to snatch anyone who fell behind.

Two of thelargest knaars, their silvery razor frillsraised and yellow
eyes glowing like lampsin the darkness, circled around to the left to
charge ahead of the fleeing group and cut off their retreat. Tend Ka
turned to face them, glaring with her granite-gray eyesasif daring

them to approach.

The two reptiles kept moving, staying close together. When the larger
knaar stomped on one of the burrowing detonators, the explosion knocked
both creatures aside, tearing open their rib cages. They lay wounded

on the ground, honking and roaring in pain. Tend Kawould have
dispatched them hersdlf, but their noises only served to attract other
hungry knaars. Before long, under the double moonlight of Anobis, the
two predatorsfell silent astheir roars were replaced by the wet

sounds of tearing meat and gnashing fangs.

The Falcon soared above the knaars, blasting more of the creatures.



One of the villagerstripped. Before he could scrambleto hisfeet
again, two mongersfel upon him. When another young man turned back
with ashout and tried to defend hisfriend, the knaars attacked him as

wdl.

At the last ingtant, when it seemed the young man was surely doomed,
Anja appeared beside him. Her lightsaber swept out in ablazing swath
of acid yellow to lop off both forearms of the predator. Theszzing
stumps of its clawed hands fell to the ground, and the monster roared,
flailing about, unable to grasp anything. In blind rage it chomped at

the nearest creature-another knaar. The two reptilestore at each
other, wrestling one another to the ground. In moments, other

predators camein to finish off both of them.

The cropland stretched ahead, seemingly forever. Jacen continued to
run, finding it easier to pick hisway around the burrowing detonators
now. He saw some active ones shifting their positions undernegth the

soil.

Beyond, the thick forest looked likeagod line. If only they could
get to the shelter of the trees, perhapsthey could fight better than
out in the open. But Jacen couldn't be sure. For now they were just

running.

He couldn't imagine how the group could possibly turn aside dl the

knears, even with five active lightsaber blades and ass stance from the



Millennium Facon.

Two more explosions ripped the night, and Jacen wasrelieved to see
that it was only more reptilian predators ssumbling upon the

explosives. He looked to one side and saw a bobbing metallic sphere.

Em Teedee had detached himself from Lowi€e's belt and drifted ahead on
his microrepulsolets, flitting from sSide to Sdein front of the beasts

like aremote practice drone.

One of the largest knaars lumbered forward, attracted by Lowi€'s
molten-bronze lightsaber blade. The Wookiee stopped his headlong run
and whirled to face the mongter. The knaar charged forward, exposing

itsrazor tecth.

Em Teedeeflitted in front of the mongter'sjaws, distracting the
creature so that it snapped at the silvery sphere and diverted its
fiery gaze from Lowbacca. Lowie used the moment of distraction to
strike sdeways, severing the knaar's body at the waist; its head till

twisted and snapped even though it had no body to move.

Thesurviving villagerskept running. Ahead of them, the forests
loomed taler. Dozens and dozens of the saurian giants had been
killed, but though the pack seemed to be thinning abit, Jacen did not

fed a dl relieved. The Facon circled by again, blasting away.



More of the mongters died. The people continued to ssumble dong on
the haphazard path the young Jedi Knights picked for them through the
booby-trapped fidld. Many villagerswerein shock, just following,

placing one foot in front of another, unableto fully face their

peril.

Jacen sensed their fear and could only hope the situation would change
once they entered the thick trees. "Hurry up. Get to the forest!” he
shouted. With despairing sighs, the people nearest him tried to
increase their pace, but they were too exhausted. Week from
manutrition and years of living in fear for their lives, severd of

them stumbled and fell, only to be helped to their feet by their

equally exhausted companions. Jacen could tell that everyone's energy

reserves were running out.

If they had to continue this battle, they would not make it much

farther.

The Falcon swept overhead, strafing the oncoming mongters. Jainaand
Anjafought behind the others, attacking more of the knaars. Theair
wasfilled with the snarls of the predators, the Szzling buzz of the

lightsabers, and the despairing cries of the staggering villagers.

Then, to Jacen's surprise, the migratory knaarsfdtered in their

advance, honking at each other uneasily. Many in the pack were covered



with blood from their victims, both human and reptilian. But they dl
paused in their tracks asif unwilling to come any closer to the

forest.

Jacen, sensng the mongters hesitation, desperatdly tried to use his
Jedi sensesin another way. The knaars were at the edge of their
territorid range. Jacen could fed that they had never comethisfar
before, that the forests ahead were agreat unknown, and that the
predators had little desire to keep following. He sent out his
thoughts, giving the knaars a vague feding that they had come far

enough, that they should turn and go home.

They smdled theblood intheair, dimly understood that a great many

of their number had aready died on thistrek.

The knaars honked at each other in arudimentary form of

communication.

With sagging shoulders and trembling knees, the villagersturned to
watch in shock asthe predators ground to a hdt, snapping sharp teeth

into the air asif they had reached some invisible boundary.

Lowie gestured with hisbig hairy armsto keep the people moving toward
the forest during this unexpected respite. "Dear mel How very odd! |

do hope the knaars don't change their minds and attack again,” Em



Teedee said.

The Falcon circled back and blasted one motionless knaar who stood in
thelead. The other reptiles howled and snapped their jawsin defiance
of the disk-shaped ship that cruised overhead. Then they turned about,
moving much dower now, and began their trek back through the
minefidd. The stragglers stopped to snort anong the scraps of meat

that remained on the carcasses they'd left behind during their chase

after thefleaing villagers.

Jacen stood at the edge of the forest, surveying thetall dark trees
and the shadows beyond. Farther in the distance, beyond the forest,
steep mountains with winding switchback roadsled up to the open

tunndsand diffsde stone villages of theminers.

The Falcon came to the edge of the forest and hovered low. Jacen and
Lowie reached out with their Jedi senses, found an area clear of the
burrowing detonators, and gestured for Han to land. With ahissnot
unlikethat of the mongtrous knaars, the ship settled down on the

uneven terrain. The boarding ramp extended, and Han and Zekk bounded

OUL.

"You kids okay?' Han said, bregthless.

"Weare, Dad," Jacen said. Hissgter, looking exhausted, came up next

tohim.



"Welog quite afew of thevillagers" Jainasaid, "but there was

nothing more we could do. Wetried our best.”

Zekk turned his emerad-green gaze on her. "Without you, they would
al have been daughtered. | just wish I'd had my own lightsaber so |

could have fought at your sde.”

Jainatouched hisarm. "Y ou'll have one soon, Zekk-and you'll earnit

theright way."

"Y ou helped us out just finein the Falcon," Anakin said.

Janasmiled. "Y ou weren't so bad yoursdf-for alittle brother, or
course” Anjajoined them now, swesting, flushed, but seething with

energy.

To Jacen it dmost seemed asif she wanted the knaarsto attack again,

just s0 she could enjoy the fight.

Hisdroid foot clanging on the boarding ramp, Y nos stepped to the
opening of the ship and gazed back acrossthefieldsto where an
explosion boomed in the distance. One of the retreating knaars had

stepped on another burrowing detonator.



"That's oneway to clear aminefield,” Jacen said. Anjachuckled, but

Jacen didn't fed like making any more attempts at humor.

"Now we have nothing." 'Y nos shook his shaggy head, and his broad
shoulders gppeared to carry more weight than even his once-great
muscles could bear. "We've abandoned our village, and the only way to
get back isto crosstheland-minefield again. Even then, the knaars
have destroyed many of our homes, and will be waiting for usif we
return to the village now. Weve survived this night, but now what do

wedo?'

Anjastood, flushed, her lightsaber till in hand. Though the other
young Jedi Knights had switched theirs off, she kept hers powered on
and throbbing. Itsgarish yellow light threw stark shadows on her face

as she pointed it up at the mountainsjust visible above the trees.

"Y ou can go there. That'swherel used to live, my villagein the

mountans.”

Thefarmerscried out in anger, and Y nos glowered at her. "What, and

become davesto the miners?"

Han Solo, perhaps till hoping to make peace between himsdf and Anja,
ewneforward. "1 can take some of you up to that villagein the
Facon. Well talk to their leader. | need to hear both sides of the

story anyway. This could be the best way to get your groups



talking."

"Hey, what are the rest of us supposed to do?" Jacen said. "Should we

just wait here and make camp?"

"We could walk through the forest,” one of the villagers said.

Lowie growled, and Em Teedee trandated. "Master Lowbaccarecalls

hearing about other traps and detonators throughout the forest.”

Jainanodded. "Right. But it could be just as dangerousto Sit out

here in the open-especidly if those knaars decide to come back.”

"I know asafe way through,” oneyoung villager said. "I've been into

thisforest many times. We just haveto be careful.”

Han stood close to Anja, who pointedly took astep from him. "We can
take Y nos and the weaker farmers and fly up to the mountains. The rest
of you follow usthrough theforest. It's safer than any of the
dternatives” Tend Kalooked sternly at the villagers, who, though
exhausted, seemed fearful of going to the mountains. "If thiswar is

to end, many things must change. Y ou must face your fears and be

responsible for yourselves”

"I till wish we had wegpons. . . Shce we're going into the household



of our enemies,”" one of thevillagerssaid.

"Then you'd missthe point entirdly,” Janasad, till shaky and
exhaugted from her battle; she was growing frustrated with the
villagers stonewdling. It could well be, she mused, that the reason
the civil war had dragged on for so long, and with so many innocent
casudties, wasthat no one on either sde was ready to facethe

chalenge of making peace.

"Look," Han said, "I'm going up there even if none of you comeswith

me. But thisisyour war, not nne. Y ou should beinvolved in this"

"Wewill go,” Ynossaid. "But | don't expect anything to come of it.

" As Anjaboarded the Falcon, Zekk turned back to Jaina. "I'll gowith
the ship,” he said, and then looked at the villagers. "Y ou haveto

have faith that there are options open to you. Trust inyour own

abilities, and in each other, and in the Force." Thevillagersjust
mumbled. Han hugged each of hischildren. He looked squardly at Jacen
and Jaina. "You kidsareawfully brave," he said. "But it may tekea

while before | learn to stop thinking of you as children.”

A few moments|ater the Falcon lifted off above the trees. Jacen and
Janawaved farewd, and the flattened ship's white sublight engines

lit asthe craft roared off across the forest toward the mountains.



Jacen, Jaina, Tenel Ka, and Lowie looked at the refugees around them.

"We're apretty ragtag group,” Jainasaid.

Em Teedee drifted back down to be reattached to the Wookiee's balt.

"Indeed, yes," the little droid commented.

"These people are our respongihility,” Tend Kasaid. Lowie grunted

his agreement and patted Jaina's back with afurry hand.

Jainasighed. "Right. What arewewaiting for?' Shelooked into the

thick forest and gave her brother anudge.

Jacen turned toward a young woman and two young men who claimed to know
the way to the mountain village. "Let'sgo," hesad, lifting his
lightsaber like agreen torch to light the way through the murk of the

trees. "Weve got along march ahead of us before we get to shelter.

" Asthe ominous anima sounds grew louder, the young Jedi Knights
plunged into the thick wilderness, knowing that thisforest held as

many deadly pitfals and booby traps as the minefield had.

By the time the Falcon flew |ow over the knotted mass of the forest,

dawn announced its arriva with asplash of color behind the mountain



crags. Asthesunrose, light spilled down the rugged stone dliff

faces.

Zekk could make out the thin white dash of aroad winding itsway up
the steep mountainside. Scattered black holes marked entrancesto

mining tunnels and the city within the rocks.

Anjacame forward from the passenger compartment and eagerly drank in

the sight of the rough stonewall through the windowports.

"It'sbeen many years since | came back here," shesad. "I've made my

life offworld on Ord Mantell, doing whatever | could to survive.”

Zekk looked at her. "Soundsfamiliar,” he sad. "I've been through a

lot of the same thingsyou have."

Sheglared a him. "No on€'s been through what | have.”

"Don't be so quick to judge," hereplied. Hisvoicewas hard, but it

held no anger. "My parents were both killed on Ennth. When | was

gtill young | fled offworld, and lived on the streets of Coruscant,

deep in the underlevels where no one goes-at |east no one who wantsto
day dive. | survived for years as a scavenger, until | was kidnapped

by the Shadow Academy. They trained me asa Dark Jedi to fight for the

Second Imperium.”



Anjashrugged one shoulder. "Our mountain villagestook the side of

the Empirealong time ago. It's nothing to be ashamed of" "Maybe.

But now I'velearned and grown and adapted instead of wallowing in
bitterness about my past. Sure, things went wrong with my life, but |

think I'vefinaly learned how to make something better."

"Or you'vefindly convinced yoursdlf to let the people who hurt you

get away without punishment.”

The dark-haired young man could tdll that Han was listening to this
exchange with great interest. Zekk gaveawry smile. "If punishing
other peopleisthe most important thing in your life, then perhaps you

need to look for another hobby."

Anjaturned away. "Other things are important to me." Somewhat

subdued, she moved to the back of the cockpit.

Y nos staggered forward and |ooked at the approaching mountain city.

"No one from our village has gone openly into that place sncethe

beginning of thewar."

I'd say it's about time for achange, then," Han said. He arrowed

toward the widest opening in the cliffsde, wherelightsand alanding



pad werevisible. Zekk guessed these must be facilitiesfor smuggler
ships, supply runners, and weapons merchants like Lilmit, who cameto

take advantage of the desperate plight of the people of Anobis.

Han turned to Anja. "Do we need to contact them or request permission

to land?"

She shook her head. "The only shipsthat comein are unauthorized

smugglers” She raised an eyebrow. "Y ou know the type, Solo.”

Han and Zekk landed the Falcon in the middle of abroad rocky floor.

Tunnelsriddled the walls between buildings built from blastedstone
blocks mortared together, chips of rock cemented into multiunit
structures. People came from the buildings and tunnelsto study the

ship suspicioudy.

Anjarecognized the man in front, who had a black beard, thick

eyebrows, and hair with along streak of gray down the left sSide.

"He'stheoneto tak to," shesaid. "HisnameisElis"

The miners held stone-cutting implements, pickaxes, vibrohammers, and

other excavating devices. To Zekk the toolslooked like potential

deadly weapons.



Han extended the boarding ramp. "Let mego first. Anja, you can come

with meif youlike

She looked over a him, gave acurt nod. "Aslong asyou don't makeit

sem asif weredlies”

Zekk looked at the young woman, wondering what he could do to reach her

and whether he could somehow didodge the large chip on her shoulder.

AnjaGallandro could have been strikingly beautiful if she hadn't had

such asour demeanor.

"Just give him achance, Anja" Zekk said. "Nobody planned that knaar
stampede, but for now were dl in thistogether.” She shot hima

resentful glare.

Han, Anja, and Zekk emerged from the ship together asthe miners
pressed forward. Dark-haired Elistook the lead, scrutinizing them
curioudy. Herecognized Anja. "It'sbeen along time snce weve
seenyou,” hesaid. "And who isthisyou've brought with you? Another

trader?"

"Han Solo,” shesaid. "And aboard this ship are Y nos and many

survivorsfrom aknaar attack on the farming village below.”



At this, Y nos hobbled forward on hisdroid leg. Though broad and
burly, he still held the boarding ramp piston for support. Theminers

set up agruff cheer.

Elis smiled, showing histeeth from within the dark nest of his

beard.

"Excdlent work, Anja. With such important hostages, we can end this

war once and for dl."

"Now wait aminutel" Han cried.

Elis gestured and the miners rushed toward the Falcon, their

stonecutting implements raised like wegpons.

if it hadn't been for the minefield and the ferocious knaars behind
them, the dense dark forest would not have been an acceptable option at

al.

In the dim but colorful light of sunrise, Jacen could seethe dense
branches adorned with blue-silver leaves. Some of the trunks were

smooth and metdlic, others blistered with scaly orange-red bark.

Lichens and mosses dangled down, clustered with lemon-yellow flowers

that opened and closed in snow plant reflexes.



Tenel Kastood next to Jacen, ready to use her lightsaber asa

machete,

"Wél, what arewewaiting for?' Jainaasked. "Let'sget hiking."

One of the young men from the village gestured ahead. "I know the way,
but you'l havetofollow carefully.” He started forward, scanning the
ground, squinting in the dim forest shadows as the ragtag band pushed

their way into the wilderness.

Jacen and Jaina flanked the young villager, with Tenel Kaand Lowbacca

each moving out on either Sde of the group, their sensesdert.

Lowi€sdark nose snuffled the air, and his ginger fur bristled with

intense concentration. The young Wookiee had survived the dangerous
underleve forests of Kashyyyk, and had won his precious fiber belt by
snatching the threads from a carnivorous syren plant. Compared with

the ominous forests of the Wookiee world, the woods of Anobis couldn't

be too dangerous, Jacen thought.

But then, he wondered, after twenty years of civil war, how many hidden

booby traps had been planted in the dense foliage?

They crunched their way along anill-defined path. Jacen's feet popped

spherica mushrooms, and wet shapeless things dithered out of the way



in the weeds. With abuzzing cry of darm, two flying creaturesthat
looked halfway between moth and bird fluttered into the upper sparkling

leaves.

Within momentsit seemed asif the forest had swallowed them up, and

Jacen could no longer see the cleared cropland behind them.

Asthe day strengthened and the sunlight grew brighter, the forest
shadows remained athick lattice around them, alowing only scattered

glimpses of the bright blue sky overhead.

Tend Katurned her gray eyestoward Jacen; in acold voice, she said,
"Anjacould have stayed here to help guide us through. Perhaps she and

some of her people planted their own traps.”

Jacen fdt anirrationa urgeto defend the orphaned girl. "Y ou don't
know that about her," he said. "Just because her people have suffered
as much asthese”’-he turned his chin toward the sumbling

villagers'doesn't mean you have to think theworst of her."

Tend Kagave him apuzzled look. "We just need to be aware of the

dangers here," she said, and then drifted away.

Suddenly, Lowie howled and raised his hairy arms, gesturing for them
al to stop. The people, adready on edge, hdted in their tracks,

glancing around with wide eyes. Em Teedee said, "Ah, yes, Master



Lowbacca | seeit too. How horriblel™

"M%at isit?" Jainacame closeto the Wookiee. Asthesunlight
glittered through, Jacen could see afine tracery stretched between the

slver tree trunks, agossamer line like the whisper of a cobweb.

Lowie picked up a branch from the ground and tossed it in front of

him.

The branch passed through the faint lines and dropped to the ground on

the other Sde, diced cleanly into small pieces.

"Monafilament wire?' Jaina asked.

Jacen ewne close and understood the threat: afiber so strong and so
thin it surpassed even the sharpest razor blade. Anything that touched

it would pass through and be diced in two.

Thevillager in front stopped, looking greenish with dismay. "Thet
wasn't here before," he said. "I dipped through here to the mountain

villagejust Sx standard daysago.”

"Then everything has changed,” Tend Kasaid, not asking whét this

farmer would have been doing on hisway to the mining settlement.



"We must be cautious.”

Carefully, they skirted the wire-strung trees, giving them awide

berth. But just asthey passed into what they thought was safety, a

hidden motion sensor hummed. A laser beam tracked them, spraying ared
targeting lance toward the group. "Look out!" Jainacried asthe

refugees scattered and dove.

The weapon discharged and blazed holes through nearby trees. One
middle-aged man cried out and fell backward into the busheswith a
blackened hole through one shoulder. Then, after only afew seconds,

the laser ceased firing.

Theyoung Jedi Knightswaited in hiding for afew moments, expecting
another attack, but when the forest fell quiet again except for the
leftover squawks and rustlings of disturbed forest creatures, Jaina

stood up and made her way toward the source of the laser blasts.

She found the hidden weapon, its energy pack drained. "It'sa

sngle-use munition,” shesaid. "Strictly here to gun down one or two

trespassers.”

"It was made only to kill," Tend Kasaid. "Tokill anyone. Not

specificdly an enemy, or afriend ... anyone."

"Thisisadifferent kind of war than anything weve seen so far, Jaina



sad, her expression grim. "With no objectivein mind, no military

targets. Thefactionsjust want to destroy everything.”

"Y ou see how horriblethe minersare?' onevillager said. "They plant
burrowing detonatorsin our cropland, and look what they've donein
thisforest, where we haveto hunt! | can't believe your father wants

usto talk peace with them.”

"Let'sjust get to the mountains and take it from there," Jacen said.

"I'm sure Anjawill put in agood word for us.”

After encountering these two deadly traps, they proceeded with the

utmost caution, and continued on for hours without further incident.

"Not finding any booby trapsis even more nerve-racking than sumbling

upon one," Jacen muttered.

Finally, after what seemed an interminable time, they paused for a

rest. A few villagers had found edible fruit on atree, which they

passed around to their exhausted and hungry companions. They had been
through aterrible orded, but over the years of civil war they had

become inured to such circumstances. They walked with numb shock,

fearing another trap.



Jainaand Tend Kasuggested that Em Teedee scan the fruit for
implanted poisons, but the little droid happily pronounced each one of

thered scaly clustersto be clean of contamination.

Lowielooked up at atdl, slver-trunked tree and chuffed a
suggestion. "Master Lowbaccawishesto climb up to the canopy and take
alook around,” Em Teedee said. "Hebdievesit might beuseful in

meaking certain we're close to the mountain village."

"| agree," Jainasaid. "Go takealook around, Lowie."

With hislanky arms and legs, the Wookiee scrambled from one branch to

another, in no time disappearing into the mass of slvery-blue

leaves.

Lowbaccaloved to climb tall treesand St in solitude. The

Wookiee probably wanted to rest up there, but they couldn't it back

and wait.

With a crashing of smal branches, Lowie bounded down, legping from
branch to bough, enjoying the freedom. He landed on both feet in the
middle of the clearing, and gave his quick report with barks and

growls.

"We are very closeto the edge of theforest,” Em Teedee said. "l am



50 pleased to be nearly out of thisdisma place.”

"Then let'sget moving,” Jacen said. "I'm anxious to have our whole

group back together."

With a collective groan of weariness, the villagers struggled into
motion again. The man who had been injured from the laser blast was
carried dong by two of hiscompanions. They moved dowly, with
exquidte care, and Jacen was very proud that they had not lost any of

their party through the various traps planted among the trees.

Oneof thevillagers caled for them to moveleft in order to avoid a
flower-filled meadow. Jacen saw nothing suspicious, though he did fed
atingling through the Force, warning him of danger. With awan grin,

the young man dipped over to another tree trunk and pushed a hidden
button, switching off atiny holographic generator. Part of the placid
meadow disappeared, reveding ajagged-edged holefilled with durastedl

pikersthat gleamed in theforest light.

| "The mountain miners aren't the only oneswho can plant traps,” he

sad proudly.

Jacen felt Sckened. "That'sno way to end awar,” he muttered,

thinking that Anjas villagers might have falen into that deadly

trap.



"Y ou've seen what the miners have doneto us," onefarmer said.

"How can you fault our people for defending ourselves?!

"Thisisno defense” Tend Kasad.

Soon they could see daylight and cliffs through the tattered edge of

theforest. The mountain and its steep pathway lay ahead.

Asthey were about to emerge from the forest, though, just when Jacen
thought they had passed through without incident, one member of the
group close to Lowbacca stepped on aflat sone, which triggered a

detonator that blew up beneath one of the wide-trunked trees.

The booby trap didn't kill the woman who had triggered it, but instead

blasted the roots from the huge tree and shoved it back toward them.

Its sprawling branches crashed through the adjoining trees as it

tumbled.

"Look out!" Jacen cried.

Lowieroared and dashed at the oncoming branches with his

lightsaber.



The other villagers scattered, screaming. One ran straight between two
microfilament-laced trees and died an instant, bloody death. Another
villager stepped on asmadl explosive, which blew himinto the air
before he fell dead and broken atop the thick-trunked tree asiit
crashed in among where they had dl been standing only moments

before.

Thevillagerswailed. Jacen felt asharp painin hisheart. "We

amost madeit through,” he said.

-, Wereal going to die," one of the villagers said.

'No you're not," Jaina snapped. "Wejust have to keep moving."

Raising her chin high, shewaked bravely forward, accompanied by her
brother and friends. The villagersfollowed, relieved to stand in the
sunlight again, where they could look up at the sky after so many hours
in the murky shadows. But now, free of theforest at last, they gazed

at the steep pathways chiseled into the gray granite sides of the

mountain, and they appeared on the verge of despair again.

"Comeon. It'sup thisroad," Jacen said. He could seethe cave
openings-numerous mining tunnels and the large, smooth-edged mouth
where Jacen figured the mining village must belocated. "My father and

Y nos have dready been in there, making arrangementsfor us. I'm sure



they'll have food and water and a safe placefor usdl to rest.”

"Or they'll just use blasters to gun us down as we walk toward them,”

onefarmer said.

"And maybe acomet will crash down right now and wipe out the mountain
village," Jainasad, impatient. "Y ou can worry al you want, but I'd

liketo get wherel canrest.”

They started up the steep switchbacked pathway. Sinceit wasaroad
used by the miners themselves, Jacen didn't expect to find any pitfals

planted there.

Though the clear sunlight baked down, the air grew thin and cooler.

Overhead, wispy white clouds did little to cool off the day. The

rugged mountai nside provided no shade, but Jacen and his companions led
the others on adow, steady march. He could sense people watching him
from above, thought he saw faces peering out from the honeycombed mine

shaftsin the rock face.

Now that they had accepted their destination, the villagers plodded
aong without complaint, without any comment whatsoever. Jacen could
tell they were a the end of their rope. They had littleto livefor,

and little hope that anything would get better soon.



Findly, panting and swesting, Jacen and hissster arrived at the top
edge of the dliff city. Wearily, with aheavy arm, he gestured down to
the group that had straggled out along the steep path. "Comeon. It's

cool, and there's shade up here.”

The city seemed quiet, though he could see people in doorways, watching
them suspicioudy. But he could think only about getting indde and

resting. The farmerstrudged in, standing in the cool rock grotto,

where burn marks on the floor showed that many spacecraft had come and

gone.

Jacen's heart surged when he saw the Millennium Falcon, landed off to
one sdewith arippling rock wall arcing overhead. "See? We.z dl

safe now," he said as Tenel Kaand Lowbacca brought up the rear.

"Oh, my. Thisis much better," Em Teedee quipped.

Then, when dl the villagers sood inside the cave, the miners marched
out in awell-coordinated group. Others poured out of the mining
tunnels below and came up from the rear, encircling them. Jacen saw no
sgn of hisfather or Anja, nor did he see any welcoming expresson on

the miners faces. Each one of them bore aweapon of some sort.

"Asenemies of the mining community,” one man spoke up, "wewill hold

you as prisonersfor crimesyou have committed against our people.”



Zekk found himself imprisoned in the same stone-walled room with Han
and Anakin Solo. The miners provided them with some sparse

comforts-food and water, blankets and furniture. Anjaswork,

perhaps?

Zekk wondered. Zekk guessed they were being treated far better than
the other captive villagers, though their repeated questions about Y nos

and the farmers went unanswered.

After hours without explanations, the dark-haired and bearded |eader
Elis came to them with surprise guestsin tow, surrounded by guards

from the mountain villages.

"Jand" Zekk cried. Jacen, Tend Ka, and Lowbaccaaso came with

them.

Han Solo legpt to hisfeet to see his children safely arrived. "You
made it through the forest then,” Han said. "I was worried about

you."

"Had a pretty unpleasant welcoming committee when we got up hereto the

mining settlements, though," Jainasaid. "What do these people think

they're doing?'

"They think they can end their war thisway," Zekk mumbled.



"Y ou don't understand the type of people were deding with," Elis
sad, hisvoicealow growl. "The fanners have done heinousthings"
"But those people were under my protection,” Han inssted. "I'm from
the New Republic. | trusted you to recognize my diplomatic

immunity.”

"And we are not harming you or your closefriends, General Solo," Elis
sad. "You persondly have caused us no damage. Ynosand his
murderous farmers have done us great harm, though, and wewill not
treet them likevigting roydty." A storm seemed to pass across
Elissface, but he brought his emotions under control. "It was only

out of courtesy and respect for your position that we did not execute

every one of those villagers asthey arrived.”

"That's something at least,” Han said, considering Elisthrough

narrowed eyes.

"Weve seen the cropland where you planted al those burrowing
detonators. Those wesgpons take their toll on innocent people, aswell
asfighters” Jainasad. "I'd call that an act of terrorism, not a

brave military gtrike."

"Thereare no innocentsin thefanning villages" Elissaid. "'l don't

know what liesthey'vetold you. Y nostriesto make himsdlf appear



helpless and pitiable, but he has the blood of hundreds of minerson

his hands."

"Ah. Aha. Y et he himsdlf stepped on one of your burrowing

detonators,” Tenel Kasaid coldly. "That ishow helogt hisleg.”

"His heart was dead long before that," Elis answered. "For many years
we had abooming business here. My mountain workers labored hard to
excavate the various ores and crystals from the rich minerd veins. We
gill sell whatever wefind to offworld traders, smugglers, anyone

brave enough to come to this world and take the meager richeswe have
to offer. Inexchange, they bring us supplies and equipment and

food."

"And weapons, too," Zekk pointed out. "We stopped one of those

shipments.”

"We must protect oursalves," Elis answered, standing at the doorway to
the stone chambers. "We have aright to do that, don't we? The
fannerswon't trade with us anymore. Wewould starveif it weren't for
the smugglers. The fanners once provided us with what we needed, and

we did the same for them.

"But because the bloodthirsty rebellion brought its message hereto
Anobis, beyond where even the Emperor cared to look, everything came

crashing down. Anobis could have remained neutral, stayed out of dl



thefighting, but the farmers had to choose aside. They stopped
trading with us. | ask you, what good does palitics do any of us, if

we're barely managing to survive from day to day?"

He gestured for them to come with him out into the dimly lit tunnels.

"Come, we have something to show you," Elissaid. "Y ou need to see

this"

Han went first. Zekk took Jaina's hand and followed, with the others
close behind. They walked through stone corridors, excavated tunnels
that jerked left and right, curving Sideways and down as the miners
followed veins of precious minerds. Asthe minersworked the
mountains, it looked as though they |eft open chambers where new
families built housesinto the sdes of the rough walls using rubble

and tailings from the mine mortared together.

Findly the group reached a place where temporary support beams were
hammered into place. Sedant foam had been sprayed on the ceilings and
walls, and crossheams stretched from one side of the tunnel to the

other. Past severd posted DANGER signs, Zekk could see that glowlamps

had been crushed and the ceiling had fallen down in broken dabs.

The debriswas pale and fresh, and the air smelled dusty. Zekk heard

tiny pebblestrickling down asthe rockfal settled.



Elis gestured with abroad grimy hand. Hisfingernailswere broken, as

if hedid most of hiswork by grasping the rock with hisbare

fingers

"Thiswas one of our largest mining chambers, our most active vein.

Numerous tunnels led to this place-and now what do you see?’

"Just rubble," Zekk said.

"Y ou don't want to see what's buried in that rubble," Elissaid, his
voice hallow. "An entire mining crew wasin there. Sixteen men and

women, working hard at excavating. There are many tunnelslike

"Wasit arock dide?' Jainaasked.

"No. Thefanning villagersdid this"" Elissaid. "Commandos comein
the night. They make their way through the forest, wait for sundown,
then race up the pathway and into our mine access shafts. Their sonic
punchers are quite effective. They dip them ingde active tunndls,
hiding them in the shadows behind stones or at floor level in cracksin
the rocks where no one can see them. Then they set an activation timer

and flee back into the night like the cowardsthey are.”



"What are sonic punchers?' Jacen asked.

"Motion-activated grenades,” Elissaid, hislipscurling, histeeth
pressed so tightly together that Zekk thought they might crack at any
moment. "It's not enough for the farming villagers just to destroy our
tunnels or hinder our work. These weapons are more ingdious than

thet.

A sonic puncher waits until someone comesby. When it explodes, a

person getskilled. Every time"

He nodded toward the rubble pile; faint pae dust sifted into his dark
har. "Asafresh mining crew entered this grotto, their movements set
off one of the sonic punchers. Thetrigger could have been the sound

of their laughter, or the songs they sang asthey went to work.

"The sonic blast cracked and shattered the rock walls and the

ceiling.

The entire crew was buried-crushed and battered to death under the

collapse of the cave.

"We can never gointo thisareaagain. It'stoo unstable. We do not
even dare to excavate the grotto to retrieve their bodies." Elisdrew

along shuddering breeth. "The miners must rest here, buried in the



tunnels where they worked. Over the ages they will become part of the

mounta n themsdves.

"Perhaps by then, there will be an end to thiswar." Themining

|eader's voice was blesk.

Seeing the anger in the man's eyes, Zekk wondered.

When dl the prisoners, including Han Solo and the young Jedi Knights,

had been separated by Elis and the miners, Anjadipped away.

She saw an opportunity too good to ignore. She dso knew exactly the

person who could best take advantage of the circumstances.

Protas, the younger brother of the mining leader, was abitter and
grim-faced youth, barely nineteen. He had awispy, pale beard and
dusty skin from spending most of hislifeinsde the Sonetunnels,
working hisfingersuntil they bled among therocks. But theintense
young man aso made frequent unofficid excursons down to the forests
and croplands, where he planted traps to do his part in the fight

agang thefanning villagers.

Now, with Anjas help, he could strike a blow the farmers would never

forget.

When one of the mining crewstook a break, Anjatrotted down through



the tunndls asking questions until she wasfindly directed to Eliss
younger brother. She gestured for him to join her in one of the

shadowed rocky alcoves. "Protas, | need to speak to you.”

Heraised his eyebrows. They had been children together, and if Anja
had stayed on Anohis, they might well have gotten married. But she had

dipped off to Ord Mantell to join some band of smugglers.

Because of ther past, though, Anjaknew Protas would listen to what

she had to say.

"We now hold dl of the farmersfrom one village captive insde the

tunnds," shesad.

Protas grinned. "1 know. What more could we ask for? Y ou led them

right to us. Thank you, Anja"

"I'll tell you what more you could ask for." Anjasmiled, moving

coser to him. The skin under her leather headband itched, but she

ignored it. Her voice was breathless as she spilled out her plan.

"Their village is aandoned now. They left it completely unoccupied.

We can go there tonight, dip in and burn everything down. Not only

have we captured them, we can destroy everything they hold dear.”



Protas's eyes gleamed, and he placed a conspiratoria hand on her
shoulder. "We till have plenty of burrowing detonators, but we could
never before get close enough to plant them right in the village. But
now, we can rig explosvesin dl of their homes, make it so that the
fanners destroy their own dwellings. Just by going home, they'll bring

about their own doom!™

Anjaslarge, dark eyestwinkled. "That's even better. Thisway, if
any of the farmers survive, they can blame Han Solo and his companions

for meddling. | knew | could count on you."

Protas nodded to her. "I'll get the weapons and bring some of my

men.

Well depart as soon asthe sun sets.”

They did not sharetheir plan with Elisor any of the other miners.

Anja, Protas, and four angry-faced commandos dipped out through one of

the smaller tunnels, walking with sure feet on the smooth stone

walkways.

Outside, careful but confident, they dashed down the mountain

switchbacks, listening to loose rocks clatter behind them asthey raced

dong.



The double moonlight provided but apae slvery illumination and stole
al colorsfrom the landscape, marking the terrain with only lightness

and shadow.

Asthey entered the thick forest, the sounds of night insects and small
creatures rustling through the branches did not bother Anja. She had

her lightsaber. And minutes before leaving the mountain village, she

had gone done into the Millennium Falcon and taken one of her precious
doses of andris. With enhanced senses, she could experience the sharp
edges of details around her. Shewould spot any trapswaiting for

them. Protas and hisfighters had chosen asafetrail that avoided dl

of the deadly surprisesthey had themsalves rigged.

Heading east, she wondered about the knaars that had swept through the
ramshackle village and across the croplands. But that had been afull

day and ahalf before; given dim pickings, the migratory herd's

surviving members would have gonein search of other villages or
abandoned livestock |eft to graze by fannerswho had been killed during

thelong civil war.

The group of commandos picked their way across the barren fields.

Protas consulted a diagram of where they had planted burrowing

detonators . The tunneling robotic explosives could move about, but



only within a certain radius of where they had been buried.

As shetrotted along beside the young man, Anja saw blasted craters
where detonators had exploded, some triggered by the heavy footsteps of

the knaars, others by farmers bumbling into the wrong place.

The stark moonlight shone down, making the croplandslook like a
moonscape. None of the once-rich fields had been planted for many
years. Perhaps, she thought, the miners could use their new captives
asdavesto work the land again and provide food for the mountain

villages. Or maybe that was just too much trouble.

She saw a shattered skeleton lying on the dirt, afemur and a hipbone,
part of arib cage. The knaars had stripped al the flesh from the
bones of their victims, whether human or reptilian. Anjafdt asmdl
twinge of pity. Han Solo and his young companions had landed the
Fa con here despite her protests. Though reluctant, she had esten a
meal with these people, had listened to their pathetic sob story of dl

thetridsthey'd endured.

The knaars were not part of thiswar. They had not been sent by the
mountain miners, but were smply avicious vagary of the natura

world.

Anjawas glad the attack had happened here, rather than in her own

village. The knaars had unwittingly helped the miners fight, removing



some of thair enemies.

When they reached the abandoned village, she could see the Silhouettes
of the dark, leaning houses, uninhabited now that the farmers had

fled.

Their usualy well-guarded homes now had no defenses whatsoever. If
the miners had come at any other time, the farmerswould have put up a

fierce resstance-but not this night.

"Thevillageisours™" Protas said. "Nothing can stop usfrom

destroying everything." The men gave ahusky cheer.

They opened their packs to remove the burrowing detonators.

Anjasfingerstingled in an afterwash of spice. She reached into her
sack and took out one of the smal mechanica bombs. It was an oblong
hemisphere, segmented and flexiblelike apillbug. Claws and scoops
moved on articulated joints so the device could tunndl benegth the soft

dirt, implant itself, and wait for an unsuspecting footstep.

With asnle, Anjadecided that she would plant one of the detonators
directly on the doorstep of Y nos, the village leader. Shecould claim
that smal victory for hersdlf ... if the one-legged farmer ever

managed to get free of his captivity in the mines.



Anjabent down, cradling the device. She peered into the hollow shell
of the homewhere Y noslived. The hut waswindowless, itswalls
patched and repaired. A dight evening breeze whispered through, like
the breath of a degping man in the midst of anightmare. She had not
seen him with awife or any family. Maybe they had died in earlier

battles. The place seemed so londly, so empty, S0 ... sad.

Anjashook her head, gritting her teeth until her jaw hurt. She
couldn't think of things like that now. They had amisson to

accomplish.

She pushed the activation button and set the small burrower on the
ground. Itsmetdlicjointswhirred, digging in. The blunt nose of

the roving mine tunneled undernegth the surface like arobotic mole and
covered itsdf, shifting the topsoil so that it left no sign of its

presence.

She backed away carefully, knowing that the land mine now lay in wait
for Y noswhen he came back to cross the threshold of his abandoned

home.

Satisfied, shejogged to anew building and planted her second
detonator. Then she circled behind the scattered village and found one

of Protas's men ingpecting the nearly empty grain storage warehouse.



He stepped toward the silo, igniter in hand, ready to set fire to the

building.

Helooked a Anja, hiseyesgleaming. "I want to see something burn

thisnight.”

"Fine" shesaid, "but takethe grain out first. Our own villagers

need it. Well taketurns carrying it back to the mines."

The young man nodded, went into the silo, and salvaged al that he
found: three limp sacks containing bardly enough for asingle med,
though the farmers had hoarded it asiif it were gold. Then Anjastood
back to watch as the man set histhermd igniter in one of the

corners.

Theflame blazed white-hot, and the silo caught fireimmediately.

Flamestrickled up the walls to the rooftop, and soon the entire

Structure was engulfed.

Thefire crackled and hissed, and the smoke smelled sharp and
satiffying in Anjasnodtrils. The other commandos shouted that they

were finished, and Anjacame back around to the front of the cluster of

wellings



"Let'sgo," shesad. "We haveto get back before daybreak."

"Wait," Protas said. "I've got one last burrower to plant.” He held
it high, grinning through hiswispy blond beard. Then, to Anjas
horror, he ran straight toward the village leader's house. "I'm going

togive Ynosared surpriseif ever he comes home.”

"No!" she shouted. "Wait, | dready-" But before he could stop,
Protas stepped directly on the spot where Anjahad planted her

detonator.

The explosion ripped the night, throwing Protas high inthe air, his
clothesin flames, hisbody mangled. The front wals of Y noss house
collapsed into rubble. The young man's scream was swallowed in the

echoes of the blast.

Anjapressed her hands to her mouth in horror. The other young men
stood in shock, staring a where the young brother of their village
leader had been only moments before. Asrocks, clods of dirt, and
other debris began to patter down like asmal meteor storm, Anja

suddenly broke through her stunned immobility and raced forward.

"Protas!" she shouted, knowing in the pit of her ssomach that there
was nothing she could do. She found the young man's body lying broken
and bent in odd places, asif someone had folded him up and swatted him

like abothersomeinsect. His skin was burned, his open wounds bled,



but his heart no longer pumped. Breeth no longer filled hislungs.

Shelooked up in bleak despair, her dark eyes burning as she blinked
and blinked. Her throat condtricted painfully. Heedless of the blood

that stained her hands, she touched the young man's shoulder, ran her
fingers aong the wispy blond strands of his beard that now would never

grow to bushy fullness like his older brother's.

The commandos stared speechless at what they had inadvertently done.

Anjas heart felt like alead weight in her chest. She knew that she

hersdlf, and no one dse, would haveto tdl Elis.

in one of the sone-walled gathering rooms, Eliss anguished wails
echoed from the rocks and seemed to hang inthe air like cold

icides.

Jacen shuddered at hearing the pain and sadnessin that voice. The
dark-bearded man cried out again, awordless moan. He squeezed his
eyes shut, and tears coursed down through the rugged crevicesin his
dusty face. When he ground his teeth together, his bushy beard stood

out like black spines.

Jacen stood without moving, frozen in the moment next to hisfriends

and hisfather. It was early morning. They had dept uncomfortably,



restlesdy, and then they had been summoned from their roomsto meet
with themining leader. Eliswanted to discuss what the New Republic

could possibly do to improve the situation on Anobis.

With fresh hope, the group had trooped into the room to listen to the
village leader and to offer suggestions asto how the long and painful
civil war might finally reach a cease-fire, so that the parties could
gart talking. Although nothing had changed in decades, nothing was
likely to change until the miners and the fanners at least began to
communicate. Then, perhapsthey could learn to talk inacivilized

fashion.

But before Han Solo or Elis could speak, Anjahad burst into the room,
her face drawn, her huge eyes even more grief-stricken than Jacen was
accustomed to seeing them. She kept her trembling voice low, but Jacen
understood most of the devastating news she passed to Elis. Zekk
caught his breath. Lowbacca, with his sensitive Wookiee ears, listened
and groaned. Em Teedee made no effort to trandate. Han Solo fidgeted

uncomfortably. Jacen and Jainalooked at each other.

Elisturned away from them, hiding hisface. The dark-haired mining
leader clenched hisleft hand into afist and began pounding on the
sonewadl of the meeting room. His chest was racked with sobsthat he
tried to contain within himself. As Elis smashed hisknuckles again

and again againgt the stone, Jacen saw agrowing smear of blood

blossoming there.



Findly, the leader drew a deep bresth and seemed to control himself.

When Elis opened his eyes, thelook of pure hatred behind them made
Jacen turn cold. "l will kill them!" Elisroared. "Bring Y noshere
now!" he shouted, and other miners scurried off to the cellsto fetch

the one-legged farming leader.

"Why blamehim?' Zekk asked, hisvoice surprisngly stern. His
nogtrilsflared. "Those farmersdidn't do anything thistime. From
what | could hear, the fault belonged to your brother-and those who

went with him."

Anjalooked up in dismay, but did not argue.

Jaina spoke up. "Ynosand hisvillagersdidnt kill Protas, did they,
Anja?' shesad. "It was one of your own burrowing detonators,

Elis

Y ou planted them. Y ou seeded the fields so that no one could grow

crops anymore. It was an accident caused by your people, with your own

wespons.”

"Yeah," Jacen sad. "Y ou certainly can't be angry with the fannersfor

this"



"The true casudties of war arerarely those we expect,” Tend Ka

added.

Stricken, Eliswas unable to sort through histhoughts. He didn't seem
to hear anything the young Jedi Knights said. He stood up and looked
down at hisbloodied knuckles, asif surprised. "l will cal Lilmit or
one of our other suppliers. They will help us get enough wegponsto
wipe out the fanners and end thiswar forever. My brother will bethe

last casualty on our side.”

"It'skind of odd, don't you think?' Han Solo said. "That Lilmitis
sdlling weapons to both sides, | mean. If you buy more, then the other
sdewill buy more. Pretty soon you won't be ableto count al the

victims"

")'a?" Elissad, agonished. "Lilmit? Impossible. He wantsto

help uswin."

"No," Anjacroaked, her voice rough and weak. "We intercepted him on
hisway here and confiseatedhis cargo. He had weapons for our miners,
al right. But he aso had sonic punchers and other equipment the

famersuse agang us”

"They're sdling to both sdes?' Elissaid in horror.



Just then, the guards dragged in an indignant and weary-looking Y nos.

His mechanica droid leg scraped dong the sone floors. He had heard

thelast of the exchange. Standing, he shook off the grasp of the

guards.

"Y ou buy wegponsfrom Lilmit aswell?" he growled.

Elislooked at him, and the expression on hisface rippled with pure

rage. "They're playing both sidesfor fools-supplying al of us, while

we continueto fight and harm each other al for nothing!™

"] wouldn't be so sure." Zekk crossed his anus over his chest.

"They may have been keeping thislittle war going for aslong as

possible, just because businessis so good.”

Y nos and Elis glared daggers at each other.

"l understand your little brother wastrying to destroy our village,

and had alittle accident,” the one-legged man taunted.

With aroar, Elis charged toward the farming leader, but Jacen and

Jainamoved with their father and friendsto block hisway.



"Protas shouldn't have goneto the village last night. Anjawasthere

with him," Jainasaid. ™Y nos had nothing to do with it.”

"It'smy fault," Anjasad. "I planted that burrowing detonator to

destroy Y nosshome. It went off ... too soon, and the explosion

killed your brother."

"My homeisgone?' Ynossaid. "Our villageisruined, aswell."

He hung his shaggy head. He turned his eyestoward Anja. "Andwho

would have died if the detonator hadn't gone off ‘too soon'?"

Anjadid not meet hiseyes.

"Someone mugt pay," Elisindgsted. "Y ou farmers have much to atone

for-dl of the sonic punchers you have planted, the tunnels you have

collgpsed, the minersyou have killed with your cowardly hidden

wespons.” Y nosdrew himsdf up. "And whowill pay for dl of my

people who died while trying to plant crops for our very survival?

What of the victims of your burrowing detonators, your monofilament

netsin the forest?"

"Nothing you do can bring those people back," Jacen said.

"Blasgter baltdl If you keep trying to take revenge for what the other



ddedoes, thiswar will never end.”

"Y our people have demondtrated that over thelast twenty years," Anakin

pointed out.

"But we can't just forget and put it al behind us," Elissaid witha

scowl. "Too much blood has been shed, and too many traps remain.

Peoplewill continueto diefor years as they sumble upon leftover

sonic punchers buried by these ... renegadesin our precious mines.”

"And how areweto farm?' Ynoscried. "All of our most fertileland

isdtill full of deadly explosives. We can't even plow thefields,

much less plant our seeds.”

"Then maybe al of you should work together to clear out those traps

and explogves," Jacen sad, "ingtead of wasting al your timerigging

more murder weapons to strike back at each other.”

"Why spend your efforts on causing more damage instead of on healing

your world?' Tend Kaasked.

Anjalooked up at them, her eyes weary. She heaved ahuge sigh.

"You ask theimpossible.”



Jacen and Jainalooked at each other, recdling their uncle Luke's

gory of hisJedi training with Yoda. Luke had thought Y oda asked the

impossible

"Believing that peaceisimpossible-that you can't change-is what keeps

your war going," Janasaid.

"That'sasurefire way to fail,” Jacen said.

"It'strue," Zekk said. A look of painflashed in hisemerad eyes.

"Y ou haveto bewilling firg-willing to do things anew way, willing

to look forward instead of back."

"And spesking of willing," Han said, "our offer ill gands. If
yourewilling to forget the word ‘impossible,’ werewilling to help

out in any way we can.”

Elisclosed hiseyestightly, hisface etched with grief, asif hewere
reliving decades of murder, destruction, and hopelessnessin his

mind.

"What do you say, old man?' hesaid, turning toward Y nos without
opening hiseyes. "Arewewilling?' A singletear escaped from

beneath onelid.



Y nos's voi ce was rough with emotion. "Our way has hel ped no one-except
for those who sold usweapons. | do not know how we can make this

change. But, yes, | anwilling."

Elis opened hiseyes. "Where do we begin?'

Anakin'sfacelit up as he considered the problem. "I think | just

might have anidea.”

When the young Jedi Knights began cleanup operations on Anobis, they
redlized it wasn't exactly the type of battle they were accustomed to

fighting ... but it was a battle nevertheess.

The nondiscriminating wespons planted by both sides had taken countless
victims, and not just soldiersin battle. Many of the deadly traps had
been set years, even decades before, and continued to take their toll,

asmuchinterror asin blood.

Jacen doubted the planet's scars would ever vanish-completely, but with

the temporary cease-fire brought on by grief and despair, the wounds

might at least beginto hed.

Han Solo came back from the Millennium Falcon in the landing grotto.



He rubbed his hands briskly together and smiled &t his children.

"Well, | just sent out a message, summoned alittle help from afew

friends"

"We can use dl the help we can get,” Zekk said.

Han gave one of hisfamouswry smiles. "Y ou saying a couple of Jedi

Knights can't handle everything?

Lowie stood tal among them, chuffing asuggestion. Em Teedee
trandated. "Master Lowbacca believesthat perhaps some of the key
commandos from each side could help uslocate the booby traps that were

planted.”

"'If they can remember," Jacen said. "There are S0 many of them.”

"Then we've got alot of work to do,” Jaina observed. "What are we

waiting for?'

While the others went off on separate missions, Jacen and Zekk made
their way to the dangerous mining tunnels. Accompanied by Anjaand two

downcast farmers they searched for hidden sonic punchers.

Many times, farmers had dipped into the mining tunnels from the cliff

face, and so Jacen, Zekk, and Anja, and the others climbed down the



steep mountain path outside and entered through the boarded-up

entrances to played-out shafts.

They moved dong holding shining glowsticksthat bore an eery
resemblance to miniature lightsabers. The pae, cold light spilled
ahead of them into the passageways. Thefarmersblinked, warily
looking in both directions. Anjafollowed, tense and seething, lips
pressed together, asif she could bardly resist the urge to pull out
her ancient lightsaber and strike these enemies down. But she

contained her anger and focused on disarming the hidden traps.

"We haven't worked these tunnelsfor years." Anjanarrowed her sad
eyesa thefarmers. "It would have been foolish to plant asonic

puncher here."

The two young men looked sheepishly at each other. "We don't know much
about your work," one said. "Wejust planted the punchers wherever we

could."

They turned ajagged corner to abranching of dark tunnels. The

glowsticks shone ahead, but pushed back the shadows only asmall

disance.

"Wait," Zekk said, holding up hishand.



Jacen felt his sensestingling. "Down there" he said, pointing to the

|eft.

One of the farmers shook his head. "No, we didn't go down there.

I'm sure of it."

"Doesn't matter," Zekk said. "We sense danger down there.”

"Could be an older trap,” one of the men suggested.

"Old or new, we haveto get rid of them all," Jacen said. "Y ou three

gtay here” He and Zekk edged forward, pushing the glowsticks into the

ominous tunnd.

"Quiet," Zekk cautioned in awhisper. "Sonic punchers are activated by

disturbancesintheair. If we get too close, well st it off."

Despite their warning to stay back, Anja.came up behind them.

"How areyou going to get rid of it? Once a puncher is activated, no

one can get close without blowing it up.”

"Maybewe can," Jacen murmured, raising an eyebrow. For some reason,
he wanted to impress Anja. He saw sweat darkening the leather headband

she wore and heading on her forehead. He and Zekk stood shoulder to



shoulder, looking deeper into the darkness.

"Our Jedi senses can do the searching for us,” Zekk said inalow

voice. Heturned to hisfriend. "Areyou up toit?'

Jacen nodded. Caming himself, he reached out with hismind, and used
the extra eyes and ears the Force gave him. He could tell Zekk was
doing the same. They scanned into the dimness of the tunnd, locating
rocks, crystdline formations, rubble piled at the bottom of the

channd. Hismind moved in farther. He breathed dowly, feding his

heartbegt. Blood pounded in histemples.

There. He sensed something wrong, an object out of place ... adevice

that didn't belong in the rocky debris.

"Foundit," Jacen said.

"Metoo," Zekk answered.

With hismind Jacen ran invisible fingers over an outer metd casing,

glittering controls, and finely tuned sensors just waiting to be

triggered by an unexpected motionintheair.

"Careful," Jacen whispered. "Help melift it out.”



They used the Force, stretching out together with their minds, to move
the rubble gently away from the weapon. Thissmdl device contained
enough power to crack open fissuresin the tunnel wals and bring the

entire calling down.

Anjacame up close behind them. "Maybe you should just detonateit in
there," she said. Her soft words startled Jacen, nearly making him

lose control of his concentration. He could fedl her warm breeth on

the side of hisface and neck. "Throw afew rocks down the tunnel and

stitoff." Zekk glanced back over his shoulder toward her. "No.

We may need to explode some of them, but | think we can do most of the

punchers our way. There's been enough damage dready.”

Working as ateam, they used asilent Jedi mind grip to lift the sonic
puncher, carefully raisng it off the floor. Just then, aloose rock
fell from apile and clattered to the floor. The sound waslike

thunder, and the vibration was enough to activate the trigger.

"No!" Jacen cried. With hismind he clamped onto the distant

contrals, freezing the mechanism.

Zekk reacted in adifferent way, lashing out with the Forcetorip
circuits free ingde the detonator, deactivating it forcibly. An
ingant later hisfacefel, asif he was ashamed of himsdf "Y ou found

abetter way, Jacen."



"Either one would have worked,” Jacen said. "Just let the Force guide

you, and say cadminside.”

Together they waked into the tunnel and picked up the now-inert sonic
grenade. Jacen handed it to Anja. "A souvenir for you. Our first

success.”

"Fine" shesaid, and looked skepticdly at it. "But don't get

cocky.

| hear welve till got about forty to go.”

Lowbaccareveled in being in the forest again, despite the hidden traps
and dangers he knew waited for them there. Tenel Katrotted at his
gde among the silvery trees. A few miners and fanners came with them,

trying to recall where each group had planted wespons.

They stopped at the edge of a pristine-looking meadow, with its
colorful wildflowerslike fireworks among the grasses. Tend Ka
marched immediately to where the holographic generator covered a
spike-filled pit. She picked up arock and threw it. They al watched
asit vanished into the lush grasses. The camouflage hologram rippled

with aflicker of static, then returned to its serene appearance.



The miners gasped. Lowie went over to astout tree and with his bare
hands ripped the controls away, shorting them out. The hologram

flickered and faded, reveding the open pit and its sharp spikes.

The minerslooked furious at the thought of the cowardly trap the farm
villagershad set. But onefarmer snarled, "'Isthat any more vicious
than your monofilament wire that can butcher usinto piecesaswe

wak?'

The minerstook the lead, showing where they had strung their wires
between trees. Lowie could bardly seethe laser-sharp lines, but he

knew they were there. He and Tend Kadrew their lightsabers and swept
through the air, asif fighting invisible spiderwebs. The scaring

blades savered the monofilament wire, making the passage safe again.

Lowie sniffed. On the forest floor below where the cutting web had

been strung, he saw numerous dead animals: birds whose wings had been
neetly amputated when they flew between the wrong trees, and larger
forest animals, cut down asthey walked, |eft to decay in the forest
mulch, surrounded by the bodies of carrion eaters who'd also ventured

into the deadly trap.

Both sides were subdued now, resentful but cowed.

"Come," Tend Kasad gruffly, marching forward. Her pae skinand

glittering lizard-hide armor looked out of placein the slent,



primeva forest. "We have much ground to cover, and years of

accumulated dangersto iminate.”

Jainaonce again took her place as the Millennium Falcon's copilot.

Shefelt very comfortable in the position, though she redized thet as

soon asthey |eft Anobis, her father would travel with Chewbacca

again.

Shedidn't fed sad, however. Being her father's copilot wasa
wonderful experience and had taught her much, but she preferred flying
the Rock Dragon. Even though the Hapan passenger cruiser technicaly
belonged to Tend Ka, Jainaknew that once her skillswere sufficiently
advanced, shewould get acruiser of her own, perhaps an old ship like
Zekk's Lightning Rod, or maybe something newer and fagter.... She

grinned & the thought.

Han looked over at her, wondering what she wasthinking. "Don't get

digtracted now, Jaina," he said. "Thisisatouchy operation.”

The Falcon cruised over the treetops and suddenly burst out above the
open cropland. Jaina could see where the land had long ago been
cleared for farming. Green weeds showed how fertile the dirt could be,
but first the deadly harvest planted benegth the soil, the burrowing

detonatorsthat waited for any unsuspecting footfall, would have to be



removed.

"All right, kids," Han said. Anakin came forward to stand between
Jainaand hisfather. "1 need something that not even the Falcon can
do for me. Use your Jedi sensesto help your old man find those

detonators and get rid of them.”

Anakin nodded, squinting his eyesin concentration. Jainarecaled how

she had avoided the buried explosives during their desperate flight

from the knaars. In her mind she saw adotted pattern of ripples

below, like a scrambled checkerboard of targets on the ground.

"There'san awful lot of them, Dad," Jainasaid.

"Swarms," Anakin added.

"Well, let's get started then. Give me some coordinates.”

"Just fly inadow rig-zag acrossthefield, Dad," Jainasad.

"It will be hard not to find a detonator,” Anakin agreed. He helped

his sister am one of the ship'slaser cannons.

Jainafired from the copilot's controls, and was rewarded with alarge
explosion, much greater than the laser should have made. "Got onel”

shecried.



"There are hundreds more," Anakin said.

Jainatargeted another detonator, and the laser cannon eliminated that

oneaswdl. After she blew up three more, Han asked, "We getting

doxx?'

"Not intheleast," Jainasad. "Thisll takedl day."

"A snglefootstep could set one off at any time," Anakin said.

"But they move around abit. Well have to target each one

precisdy.”

"You kidsare doing grest." Han patted the Falcon's control pandl.

"But | think I've got afaster way."

"We can't missasingleone," Jainawarned. "It could start the

fighting dl over again."

"Don't worry, | think we can get full coverage.” Han activated the
ship's deflector shields, which had blasted comets out of the way
during their find trid run of the Derby. Now, as he cruised low, the

forcefidd pressed down, like a heavy unseen hand, on the ground.



"WEell just cruise over thefields. Theforcefield will push down and

pop any of those land mines we encounter.”

The Falcon moved dowly, its deflector shields placing pressure on the
dirt. Asthe deflectorsruffled the soil, one of the burrowing
detonators exploded directly beneath them, rocking the craft from side

tosde.

Jainaand Anakin looked at their father.

"Not to worry," Han said. "This ship can handlie alot more than

thet.

" They flew in agtraight line as Anakin marked the pattern of their

flight on aholochart he called up. Three more detonators exploded.

Clouds of suspended dust and smoke looked like phantom trees growing

from the barren fid d.

"Ah, lookslike our reinforcements have arrived,”" Han said.

Jainalooked into the sky to see the fleeting shape of another ship-a

familiar ship. The Hapan passenger cruiser circled low, coming into

pace them. "But-we |eft the Rock Dragon on Ord Mantell."



Han shrugged. "I asked somebody to pick it up for us." Hetoggled the

conim switch. "Hey, Kyp. That you, kid?'

"You bet," Kyp Dutton said. "With Streen-and | brought some more
assistants from the Jedi academy, in case you could use an extra

hand."

"Or hoof," another voice brokein.

"Isthat Lusa?" Jainaasked, suddenly recognizing the voice of the

centaur girl who had cometo Y avin 4 after escgping from the Diversity

Alliance.

"Y es, weve got Lusa here, and young Raynar, another friend of yours,"

Kyp continued. The young man from the Bomaryn trading fleet greeted

them.

"Lookslike were going to have quite areunion tonight,” Kyp said.

"But for now, we've got some land minesto clear.”

"Hey, I'm just agood pilot who happensto be here on adiplomatic

misson,” Han Solo said. "I'mtrusting dl of you to use your Jedi

powers to make sure we do athorough job."



The two ships parted and began to crisscross the vast acreage that had
once been cropland. It was clear that the fields of Anobis could grow

food enough to feed dl itsinhabitants, once the land was made safe

agan.

The rumble of repesated |and-mine detonations sounded like rapid
gunshotsin the empty sky. The Rock Dragon and the Millennium Falcon
continued without pause. Their deflector shields pushed down on the
fertile ground, at the same time smoothing out many of the jagged holes

and pitsleft from earlier explosions.

"Never thought we'd be using our spaceshipsto harvest bombs," Jaina

sad.

Han amiled at her. "The Falcon's good for just about anything,” he

sad." 'Course| prefer to give her more glamorous duties.”

Both ships|eft their comm systems open. Jaina chattered with Raynar
and the centaur girl Lusa, catching up on news asthey continued their
work. Toward the end of the afternoon, Lowie and Tendl Kaemerged from

the dense forest and waved up at the ships crisscrossing the air.

"Lookslikethey'refinished," Janasad. "But | havethefeding we
just did the easier parts of the job. We can go home once these
weapons are cleaned up. But the people of Anobis still have to cometo

termswith all their hatreds and prgjudices. They've got along



history to overcome.”

Han looked at his daughter. Another burrowing detonator exploded
behind them, but he didn't even seem to notice. "Therestisgoing to
be up to them,” he said. " Sure, your mom'll send in some New Republic
peacekeepers and ingpection teams, but these people have to determine

in their own hearts whether thiswar will ever end.”

"That was hard work. I'm starved,”" Jainasaid. She collapsed onto a
wooden bench beside her brother and looked appreciatively at the feast
being laid out by both miners and farmers on long shedy tablesin the

fading afternoon sunlight at the foot of the mountains.

"Youre hungry?' Jacen said. "Hey, what about us? Zekk and Anjaand

| weren't just Sitting on aship and flying around al day, you know.

There was nothing between us and those explosives except for the Force

and our lightsabers.™

"Lowbaccaand | were also in considerable danger afoot,” Tenel

Ka pointed out.

Jainagrinned good-naturedly. "Guess you're probably even him grier

than | am then, huh?'



The one-armed warrior girl crooked an eyebrow at her. "Thisisa

fact."

Anjastood with feet spread apart, shook back her long silky hair, and

heaved adramatic Sgh. "1 could eat awhole gun dark right about now,

without even bothering to cook it first."

"I know what you mean," Zekk said.

Jainanoted with amusement-and perhaps a hint of alarm-the playful ook

Anjadirected at both Zekk and Jacen asshe said, "'l don't like to

shae"

Jacen chuckled. "Don't worry. Well find our own gundarks.”

"S0, uh, how doesit fed ?* Jainaasked, changing the subject. She

looked at Anja, then gestured toward the miners and farmers asthey

uneasily worked together to prepare the medl.

"Strange," Anjaadmitted. "It's... hard to start trusting someone

you've hated dl your life. I'm not sure what to do with mysdlf now.

I've dways been afighter and asmuggler, not aminer.”

"Why not come back to Yavin 4 with us?' Jacen suggested. Jaina



blinked in surprise a what her brother had said.

"Redly?' Anjaasked.

"Sure" Zekk said with atwinklein hisemerald eyes. "After dl,

you're pretty dangerouswith alightsaber aready. Master Skywalker

might be able to teach you a bit more about control.”

Jacen said, "It's obvious you've got some talent.”

A suspicious ook entered Anjas enormous dark eyes. "1 don't know. |

don't take rgjection very well. Y our Master Skywaker might not let me

study there. 1'd hate to make the trip for nothing."

"Trip? Wherere you heading?' Han Solo asked, striding up with

Anakin, Kyp Durron, and Streen.

"Urn, Jacen had an ideathat Anjamight want to study for awhile at

the Jedi academy,” Jainasaid uncertainly.

Kyp smiled and looked at Han. "1 was quite a handful mysdlf, asl

recal.”

Han drew adeep breath, let it out dowly in asoundlesswhistle. He

looked into the eyes of the young woman who had hated him for so many



years. "If you'reredly interested, I'll put in agood word for you

with Luke"

Jainatensed, expecting Anjato throw her father's offer back in his

face. Ingead, the young woman said tiffly, "Thank you. | accept.”

Then shewhirled, her long hair lashing like asilken whip behind

her.

"Now if you'll excuse me," she said over her shoulder. "I haveto say

some goodbyes. I'll returninan hour.” Without another word she

sprinted off toward her village.

Anakin stared quizzicaly after the young woman. "It'sall seitled

then?' he asked.

"Guess 0," Jainamurmured.

Just then Lusatrotted up, with Raynar running essily beside her, asif

he were now used to such exercise. "Elissaysthefeast isamogt

ready," the centaur girl said. "We must come and est.”

Han nodded. "Well stay for evening med, and then take off. You kids

want meto fly back to Y avin 4 with you?"

"Naw," Jacen said. "WEell befinein the Rock Dragon."



"We can manage," Jainaadded. "There's plenty of roomfor al of

LIS,"

Her father nodded again, asif he had expected this.

"In that case, do you mind if Streen and | get alift back to Corus

cant with you?' Kyp Dutton asked. "Master Skywalker told usthat's

wherewe'd begin our next assgnment.”

This suggestion brought a grin of pleasure to Han Solo'sface.

"Hey, no problem. Bejust like old times, huh, kid?'

"Two of the best hotshot pilotsin the galaxy together again,” Kyp

agreed.

Anakin looked over a hissgter. "Thiscould beinteregting.”

Jainabit her lower lip and looked in the direction Anjahad taken

toward themountain village. "Yes. Veay interegting.”

Anjasgtood impatiently in front of the viewscreen in the mining
village's secondary comm center. She crossed her dender arms over her

chest and tried not to fidget. It would not do to show her



impatience.

Why was the transmission taking so long to go through?

Findly, the static on the screen cleared, reveding the close-cropped
green hair and the rugged, visored face she had been expecting:
Czethros. "Things didn't go exactly asyou had planned,” she said with
atight amile "Soloisdill dive. But I've managed to get the

situation back under control."

Czethrossimage remained impassive, but Anjacould seetheinterestin

hiseyes. "Tel me" hesad.

"Solo's own children invited me to join them at the Jedi academy.”

Czethross mouth opened dightly. He looked suitably impressed.

"Oncel'minplaceon Yavin4," Aniawent on, "I'll win their

confidence. And | believe many opportunitieswill present

themsdves.

Czethros nodded his moss-green head, and a dangerous smile formed on
hisface. "You've donewel. Aslong asyou can stay in touch with

me, I'll make sure you're supplied with andris.”



Czethros broke the connection and Anjaalowed hersdf to relax.

That was all she had needed to hear.

For Jacen, thereturn trip to Yavin 4 proved to be endlesdy

fascinating.

While Jainaand Lowie piloted the Rock Dragon with Em Teedee astheir
navigator, Zekk, Raynar, Lusa, Tenel Ka, Anja, and Jacen gathered in

the crowded crew cabin to talk.

They shared stories of their adventures on various planets. Lusa spoke
of her experienceswith the Diversty Alliance. Zekk talked about the
Shadow Academy and about histime as abounty hunter. Raynar spoke
hatingly of the bounty Nolaa Tarkona had placed on hisfather's head,

and of Boman Thul's death in the Emperor's plague storehouse.

Jacen and Tend Kaexplained how thewarrior girl had lost her amina
lightsaber training accident. Last, Anja shared more about her

experiences growing up as an orphan on the war-torn planet of Anobis.

Asghetold her story, tears formed occasiondly in her huge sad eyes,
but she never alowed them to fal. Jacen found it hard to imaginethe

horror of seeing so many friends die year after year.



"Wegot rid of alot of theland mines, punchers, and detonators,”
Jacen sad, trying to comfort her. "Maybe now your people can stop

livinginfear."

"Ah," Tend Kasaid. "Aha But that isonly abeginning.”

"That'strue," Zekk said. "War changes people. They're going to have
to learn how to trust and accept each other now. It ... it doesn't

come naturdly.”

Anjalooked ruefully around at the faces of the young Jedi Knights.

"That's going to be difficult for metoo. It'sbeen along time since

| trusted anyone.”

Lowie roared a comment from the cockpit. "Master Lowbaccawishesto
inform you that we will be emerging from hyperspace in one standard

minute," Em Teedee said.

"Almost there," Jainaadded. "Hang on, everybody." The companions
moved forward to the cockpit to get agood view of thetiny jungle

moon.

When it appeared in the front windowports, Jacen said, "Thereit s,

Anja Yavin 4. For now, your new home."
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laina Solo, daughter of the legendary pilot and smuggler Han Solo, ran

through the dense jungles of Yavin 4 asif her life depended uponiit.

Crashing sounds in the nearby underbrush bore testament to the fact

that she was not alone.

Her mother, former princess of Alderaan and the New Republic's current
Chief of State, would have been aghast at Jainas disheveled

appearance. Her straight brown hair dripped with sweet. Leaves,



branches, and trailing vines whipped at her face, though she hardly

seemed to notice.

She let the Force guide her footsteps. Therich spicy scent of jungle
foliagefilled her lungs. Jainaran headlong through the dternating

light and shadows of |ate afternoon, out of breath.

The crashing sounds came not from pursuing enemies, however, but from
her companions: the ginger-furred Wookiee Lowbacca, and Tenel Ka,

princess of the Hapes system and warrior from Dathomir.

Stll, Jainafled-not from her friends or from the Jedi academy where
shetrained, but from afeding that she couldn't shake, a sensethat
something was not right. The fedling hounded her like anek battle dog
snapping at her heds. From far behind, Lowie belowed a suggestion,
and Jaina veered off onto a narrow path that would lead themto a

clearing near theriver.

"Got it! Almogt there" she yelled without dowing down. The

unpleasant feding ill followed her like some vicious beast reedy to

pounce. She hurdled aM tree that had fallen across the path.

Tend Kaand Lowie converged behind her and legpt over thefalen

tree.

Jainaand her friends burst through the densefoliage and into the



clearing by the broad, dow-moving river.

Near the water stood a boy, about Jaina's age, with around face and
Spiky blond hair. Besde him was a centaurifoffn young woman whose
rich cinnamon hair matched the color of her glossy flanks. Her long

mane flowed down her bare back. The two had been skipping stoneson

the water, but at Jaina's approach, the blond-haired young man looked

up.

"Wdl, wel, wel. Glad you could makeit," he said.

"Hi, Raynar, Lusa," Jainasaid, coming to a stop and panting hard.

"Areyou dl right?" Raynar asked.

"The opportunity to exercise was most welcome," Tend Kasaid.

Lowie and the Wookieg's miniaturized trandating droid, Em Teedee,

added their greetings. Lowie combed hislong fingers through the dark

gresk in hiswindblown fur.

Lusa gave them ameasuring look. "Isanything wrong?'

Jaina shrugged uncomfortably, still unable to pinpoint the source of

her disturbing fedings. Avoiding her friends gaze, shetook off her



flightsuit and removed her boots.

Raynar glanced around. "Where are Jacen and Zekk? Didn't they come

with you?"

Jaina sighed and waded into the river. Oncein the shalows, shedug
her toesinto the mud and pondered. This, of course, was the heart of

the problem.

"Our friends Jacen and Zekk opted to assst Anja Galandro with her
lightsaber training,” Tend Kaexplained. "She dready owns awegpon,

but wishes to become more proficient in its use."

Raynar looked disappointed. "Couldn't they have done that later?’

"It wastheir choice," Tenel Kasaid smply. Removing her lizardhide
boots and armor, she plunged into the river water without the dightest

hedtation.

"They could haveinvited Anjadong to go swimming with us" Raynar

sad. "It might have made her fed welcome, more & home.”

At last Jainasaid what was on her mind. "Anja's been at the Jedi
academy for weeks now, and | don't think shelll ever fed at home. I'm
not even sure shewantsto. I'vetried to be friendly and show her

around, but mogt of the time she just ignores me-except when she wants



to complain about something. Like the wegther: she hatesthe

humidity.

Or the food: it's not prepared properly. And our lessons: it's stupid

to gt around thinking at rocksal day." Not to mention the

entertainment: theré's nothing to do on Yavin 4."

Lowierumbled acomment. "Indeed," Em Teedee trand ated.

"Master Lowbacca has dso made every effort to befriend Anja Gailandro,

but to no avail ."

Tenel Kasurfaced and shook back her red-gold warrior braids. "1, too,

have been rebuffed.”

""She has not spoken five wordsto me," Lusasaid.

Jainasighed again. " She seems perfectly happy to spend time with

Jacen ... and Zekk."

"And they with her,"” Tend Kapointed out. Jainacouldn't tel whether

or not she detected a note of jealousy inthewarrior girl's comment.

Raynar opened his mouth asif he were about to ask something, then

seemed to think better of it. Hesmply said, "Oh." The blond haired



boy looked curioudy from Jainato Tenel Kafor amoment, then added,
"WEéll, | hope they know what they're doing.” Heflushed dightly. "I
... | mean, lightsaber practice with someone who isn't redlly trained

in the Force can be pretty dangerous.”

Jainalooked up and flashed him one of the lopsided grinsfor which the

Soloswere so famous. "Zekk assured me he was just going to coach.

And | don't think we need to worry about my brother. He's fought some

of the mogt ferocious creatures dive with hislightsaber.”

She chuckled. "Including Tend Ka."

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kasad, rasing her sngle hand asif it held
the rancor-tooth lightsaber hilt that normaly hung at her waist. The
warrior girl's other arm had been cut off abovethe elbow ina

lightsaber training accident.

"Now," Jaina continued, "why don't wedl swim. That iswhy we came,

intit? Anyway, Zekk and Jacen are Jedi. I'm sure they won't let

anyone get hurt.”

"Ow!" Jacen yelped, pulling back with the hand that held hisemerald

green lightsaber. "Y ou snged the hair off my arm!™

A bland smile wasfixed on AnjaGalandro'sface, asmilethat did not



reach her large, sad eyes. She seemed not the least bit perturbed.

"Then | guessyou should have moved a bit faster, huh?'

Zekk gpproached the two combatants. Hisintense green eyesflashed an
emerdd fire as cutting as that of Jacen'slightsaber. "That wasa
foolishrisk, Ania"" hesaid. "Thispracticeisto learn about control

with the wegpon.”

Anjashook back the dilky hair that fell to her waist. Her dark hair,
highlighted with streaks of honey gold, was held out of her eyesonly
by astrip of leather bound about her forehead. She gave Zekk a
haughty look. "Y ou're just angry because | don't need to control my

fighting, and it makes you real Jedi look bad."

"No. That move was unnecessarily risky," Zekk said in astern voice
that Jacen had rarely heard him use before. "Not only did Jacen dmost
lose achunk of hisarm, but if he had been trying to hurt you, you

left him the perfect opening to sweep back with hislightsaber like
this'-he demongtrated with a stun stick he was holding-"dlice through

your ribs, and cut you into two negt pieces.”

Anjaglared a Zekk for along moment. He endured her gaze without
flinching, casudly set down his stun stick, and reached back to retie

the narrow theng that kept his own hair in place a the nape of his



neck.

A symbolic gesture, Jacen guessed.

Zekk's hair was as dark as his past, yet he had learned to contral it,

to put it behind him. Anja, on the other hand, often spoke with anger
about the life she had led; she barely kept her impulsesin check, just
as her headband barely kept her hair from flowing wild. Jacen glanced

back and forth as the tension built between histwo friends.

Findly Anjalooked away and shrugged one shoulder. "Y ou sad yoursdlf

thiswas alesson in control. | knew Jacen wouldn't take advantage of

the opening.”

Jacen's mouth fell open in astonishment. But before he could speak, he
saw Master Luke Skywalker emerge from the base of the Great Temple and

gesture for him to come over.

"I haveto gotak to Uncle Luke," he said warily. "Can you two keep

working for afew minuteswithout me?' He offered hislightsaber to

Zekk and gave atentative grin. "Without killing each other, |

mean?’

"l can managethat," Zekk said.

"Anja," Jacen warned, "just remember that you can't afford to make



mistakes like that one againgt ared enemy. Hewon't giveyou a

second chance.”

She smiled her imperturbable smile. "Don't be so sure.”

Jacen shook his head. Running ahand through his disheveled brown
curls, hetrotted off to where the Jedi Master stood in the shadow of

the rebuilt pyramid.

"How'sthetraining going?' Luke Skywalker asked, hiseyeson Anjaand
Zekk asthey began to spar again. Anjas acid-yelow blade swept out

inawild and furious attack, but Zekk parried her blows easily.

"She, urn... has her own way of doing things," Jacen said.

"Kinda stubborn, you know?'

"So I've noticed,” Luke said. "I've spent severd training sessions

with her mysdf and-in spite of the talents you seein her-l haven't

been able to sense any Jedi potentia at al. She doesn't seem to make

any connection with the Force."

"Hey, that doesn't mean it's not there,” Jacen said. "Give her some

time. Sheé'shad atough life. Maybeit's just hidden somehow."



Luke pursed hislips. "Perhaps. But if it weren't for the fact that
your father asked me to keep her here at the academy as a special
favor, I'm not sure I'd dlow her to stay. She has a deep shadow

ingdeher.”

"Well, thanksfor giving her achance," Jacen said. "'I'm sureyou

won't be disappointed.”

For the third time that morning, Tenel Kareplaced a cyberfuze on the
Rock Dragon that did not need replacing. Beside her, Jainahunched
over the navigational console of the Hapan passenger cruiser, biting
her lower lip. She used Em Teedee to run an unnecessary calibration
check, while Lowbacca conditioned the a ready-clean outer hull with

|ubricants.

The three of them had fdlt inexplicably downcast, Tend Kathought,
since the previous afternoon when Jacen and Zekk had chosen not to
accompany them to the jungle. Today, the warrior girl had risen at
firgt light from an unsatisfactory deep and performed the most
rigorous caisthenic routine she had ever devised for hersdlf. She had
hoped to purge any lingering resentment from her mind ... but it hadn't

worked.

After that, she had scaled the outside of the huge M pyramid,
sngle-armed, wearing her briefest lizard-hide and using only her

grappling hook and fibercord to assst her. Thisexertion had proved



stimulating enough-and distracting enough-that she decided to go for a

ten-kilometer run aswel.

Jaina, having just finished along Jedi meditation, had trotted up to
join her. Although Jainawas fresh, she was not as strong arunner as
Tend Ka, and the warrior girl enjoyed the feding that she could

outdistance her friend at any time-although she chose not to.

Asthe two friends swung back toward the Great Temple on the last
kilometer of their run, athird young woman joined them. Anja, looking
rested and relaxed, had clearly not been out doing calisthenicsthis
morning. But that did not make the Situation any lessirritating when
the tanned older girl broke into a sprint and raced ahead of Tend Ka

and Jaina back to the Great Temple.

It didn't help matters, either, when Tenel Ka noticed Jacen watching
Anjawith amused gpprova from his vantage point at the base of the
Great Temple. She knew she shouldn't have alowed the situation to
disturb her, but she had retreated immediately, making some excuse
about the Rock Dragon's needing repairs. Jainaand Lowie had followed

her. Jacen, Zekk, and Anjahad not.

Jaina had moved the Rock Dragon out onto the open landing field, and

for the next few hours the companions had worked in a heavy silence.



Unfortunatdy, the activities they normally found so soothing had
brought no comfort today. Tend Kagrimaced and replaced another

cyberfuze that wasin perfect condition.

To make mattersworse, her own normally well-controlled emotions were
playing strange tricks on her. For the past severd days she'd had a
profound feding of missing Jacen ... and Zekk, of course. It didn't

make sense. It wasn't asif the two young men were gone, as Lowie had
been when held accompanied his friend Raabato vist the Diveraty

Alliance.

No, Tend Kasaw Jacen-and Zekk-every day. Y et somehow, each time she
saw the smuggler girl Anjalaughing with the two young men, most likely

at some joke Jacen had told, Tenel Kafelt an ache that was amost

physical.

Perhaps a change of scenery wasthe answer. If Tenel Kacould get away
from Yavin 4 for awhile, it might clear her mind-and she might be able

to escape the constant reminders that Jacen no longer spent most of his
freetime with her. She found the pain as haunting and indefinable as

the phantom pangs she sometimes felt from her severed arm.

Scowling, Tendl Katouched aprobeto acircuit, overloaded it to 10,
20, 30 percent more than its capacity. The cyberfuzefindly faledin
atiny puff of white smoke. Tend Kanodded with satisfaction. Asshe

began to replace the component, aloud Wookiee bellow drifted in from



outside.

"Vigtors?' Em Teedee said. "Why, whatever could he mean? We weren't

expecting anyone, were we?"

"] do not bdieve s0," Tend Kasaid to thelittle droid. Thewhine of
sublight enginesfilled the air around the Rock Dragon. "Perhapswe

should invedtigate.”

Jainayanked the little Slver droid's |eads free from the navigationd

console. "Wdll, then, what are we waiting for?"

"It'sLando!" Jainacried. Her spiritslifted even asthe Lady Luck
touched down on the stubbly grass of the landing field not far from the
Rock Dragon. The sght of Lando Carissan's space yacht kindled a
sense of excitement in her that had been missing for weeks. Hisvists

adways meant something interesting.

Asusud, her father's old smuggling buddy made a dashing entrance.

With aburgundy cape fluttering behind him, he seemed to glide down the

Lady Luck'sramp, hisdark handsome featureslit by adazzling smile.

By the time he reached the bottom of the ramp and greeted Jainaand

Tenel Kawith akiss each on the hand, and Lowbaccawith afriendly



dap between hisfurry shoulders, Zekk and Jacen were running across
the landing field toward them. Master Luke Skywalker followed & a

more leisurely pace.

"Hey, what are you doing here?' Jacen asked.

"Arewe going to GemDiver Saion?' Zekk added. "I've never seenthe

place, but Jainaand Jacen told me all about it."

Lando laughed. "No, not quite. I'm glad you kidsare all here,
though, because | have an invitation for you. A business proposd,

redly.”

Jainaexchanged an intrigued glance with Tend Ka "We are prepared to

assist you," Tend Kasaid. Lowierumbled his agreement.

Lando grinned. "Asit turnsout, | aready talked to al of your

parents and got permisson.”

" Hey, that's great," Jacen said.

'What isit you need from us?" Zekk asked.

"Some professond assistance. From professiona young peoplelike

yourselves. But it's not on GemDiver Station. |'ve got the coruscagem

mining operation running pretty well by itsdlf. Right now, I'm on my



way to Cloud City."

"Bepin?' Jainasaid. "Y ou gtill own property there?"

Lando smiled. "At the moment, quitealot. Y ou know how | amaways
looking for some new way to make credits. | decided | needed to
diversfy my holdingsabit more, so | talked to one of my old smuggler
buddies who lives on Cloud City and we came up with the perfect

investment." Tenel Ka's eyebrows rose as Lando spoke.

"Old smuggler buddy?* Jaina asked.

"Oh, don't worry, he'scompletely legit now," Lando said. "Hehasa
wife, two little girls, and dl hisinvestments are grictly on the

up-and-up.”

"What do you need usfor?' Zekk asked again.

Lando went on. "Cojahn and | are sarting aline of high-tech family
entertainment and amusement centers. We're putting thefirst oneright
in Cloud City. Werecdling it SkyCenter Galeria. Cloud City won't
be just for gambling anymore. This placeisgonnahaverides,
restaurants, shopping, the neatest and dickest holomazes, experience

chambers... every kind of thrill you can think of.



"I've been interested in this sort of thing for along time. See,

before you kids were even born, | looked into getting aplace caled
Hologram Funworld as an investment. It didn't work out, but that place
was nothing compared to what were building now. SkyCenter Galleria
will have something for people of dl ages, something for every human

or dieninthegaaxy.”

Luke Skywaker, who had quietly joined them during Lando's description,

amiled. "That sounds like one of your best ideas yet, Lando.

Do you have somethrill ridesthat only Jedi cantest?' Therewasa

twinkle of amusement in the Jedi Master's eyes.

Lando chuckled. "Not exactly, but close. | was hoping to borrow this
fine crew of young peopleto visit the place with me before | open it

to the public. Give metheir ideas and opinions, maybe even
doublecheck things to make sure there aren't any potential hazards our

engineers have overlooked.

"See, my buddy Cojahn has two daughters, atwelve-year-old and a
five-year-old, but | need someone alittle older to let me know what
worksfor them and what doesn't. Y our young Jedi Knights here could
think of it asavacation, and it'll hep me out aswell." Hewinked

a Luke. "l promisenot to let anyone get kidnapped thistime.”

The Jedi Magter narrowed his eyes thoughtfully and then nodded.



"Yes. | think these students could benefit from an opportunity like

that." Lowie gave an exultant bellow.

"Good. Wed lovetol" Janasad.

"We would be honored to assist.” Tenel Kanodded; her red-gold warrior

braids swung around her seriousface. "It will be... fun.”

"Oh, indeed, Master Lando! | should be most gratified if you'd accept

my servicesaswell.”

Lando gaveasmal bow. "Y ou bet, Em Teedee. Y ou can never have
enough competent droids around on aproject likethis. | wouldn't

think of leaving you behind."

"Hey, speaking of being left behind," Jacen said, "weve got anew
friend staying here with us a the Jedi academy. Would you mind if she
cameaong? She'sonly been herefor afew weeks-she'saformer
smuggler-but she's having kind of arough time and | think she could

use a change of scenery.”

"A former smuggler? Sure, bring her dong," Lando said with abright

gmile "She soundslike my kind of young lady."



AnjaGalandro finished packing for thetrip to Bespin in lessthan
fiveminutes. Slinging her satchel of belongings over one
shoulder-including the few specia items she wanted no one to know
about-she headed down the templ€e's ancient stone corridor toward the

adjoining quarters occupied by the Solo twins.

She reached up to tighten the leather headband that held her flowing

hair in check, though just barely enough to keep it out of her face.

Anjasighed as she thought of Jacen and Jaina. Everyonein the Solo
family seemed to have an effect on her life, and shefound it both

irritating and unnerving.

Firgt, Han Solo had murdered her father; then, when Anjahad confronted
him after alifetime of planning the moment, he had denied it, and
somehow thwarted al of her attemptsto get revenge. Fndly, tling
hersdlf it would be the easiest way to hurt Han Solo, she had followed

his children to Y avin 4, pretending to be their friend. She had

believed that as she got to know the twins better, their true

characters would emerge, and she would find ample reason (and
opportunity) to inflict some sort of punishment on them. But that

hadn't turned out as she'd expected ether.

Instead of proving heartless, salf-centered, and prideful as she had
believed they would be, Jacen, Jaina, and their friends at the Jedi

academy had shown themsalves to be helpful, patient, and honorable-even



intheface of her most withering sarcasm. To make matters worse,
Jacen had turned out to have an endearing love for animalsand a

quirky, silly sense of humor that Anjahad cometo find more and more

pleasant as the days passed.

She stamped her foot in annoyance outside the door to Jacen's

chambers.

How could this be happening? She wanted to hate these young Jedi
Knights, wanted to find them despicablein every way. Their talk about
trusting in the Force was a bunch of nonsense. They weretrying to
change her with their talk of control and inner cadm. So why didn't

she despise them?

Anjacouldn't alow hersdlf to become fond of these "friends” she

reminded hersalf She needed to get revenge for the degth of her father,

the great Galandro. She could never dlow hersdf totrusta... a

Solo.

They would probably show their true colors sometime soon.

Perhapsif shetried goading them abit more ...

Squaring her shoulders, Anjaraised one fist to knock on Jace's door.



But before she could do so, Jainaemerged from the next room over.

"All ready for Cloud City, | see," Jainaobserved. "Metoo." She

patted the small duffel she carried. "How about Jacen?”

"1 was about to check,” Anjareplied in as cold avoice as she could

muster. "lan't it obvious?"

Jaina's brandy-brown eyes blinked at Anja's rudeness, but then she
shrugged it off and gave ahestant amile. "Guess| should have
figured that out, huh?" Then she stepped forward, tapped once lightly

on the door, and poked her head in without waiting for an answer.

Anjacould see past Jainainto the room to where the toude-haired
young man stood in front of awall filled with cages and aquariums. A

bal of bright blue fluff sat on his shoulder.

Heturned around and waved hissister and Anjainsde. Hisfacelit
withaquick smile. "Hey, I'm dmost done here. | wasjust setting
the timers on those new feeding and exercise monitors you designed,

Jana

Raynar said hed look in on my menagerie, just in case, and Uncle Luke
even offered to take care of Nicta," he said, pointing to the feathery

blue ball perched on his shoulder.



"We shouldn't keep Cdrissan waiting," Anjasaid gruffly, impatiently,

though she wasn't the least bit eager to go.

A rich chuckle came from the doorway. "No, it doesn't pay to keep me

walting-unless, of course, you're abeautiful young lady."

Anjaturned to look at the speaker and saw in the arched doorway a

dashingly handsome man with dark festures and adazzling white smile.

"Well, hello.... What have we here?' the man said, griding into the
room. "Two beautiful young ladies?' He took Anjas hand, bowed, and
kissed it lightly. "It'sapleasure to meet you." Heheld her handin

hisand favored her with abrilliant smile.

She sucked in aquick breath. This man was too smooth and hand some
for hisown good. And shewasnt at dl pleased that shefet adight
flush of pleasureto be the center of his attention. From the corner

of her eye she saw Jaina clap a hand over her mouth to suppressa

giggle

"Ummm, Lando Cdrissan, thisisAnjaGalandro," Jacen sad, flushing
aswdll. "Anja, meet Lando Carissian, one of my father's oldest and
best friends. Lando used to be a pretty big gambler, and he's aformer

smuggler, too."



At these words Anja stiffened and snatched her hand from Calrissan's
grasp. Her gaze turned frosty, and her lip curled back inan

involuntary sneer. "What ashame. | kind of like smugglers. But I've
aways found people who cal themsdlves tonner smugglersto be sort of

... df-righteous.”

Rather than being offended, as Anjahad hoped, Lando Calrissan raised
hiseyebrows asif held found her statement interesting. "Well, well

just haveto seeif we can't correct that impression,” hesaid. "Il

wait for you three down at the Lady Luck. The others are aready

there

He gave an enigmatic nod and |eft the room with a swirl of his cape.

As Anjaturned back toward the twins, she saw disgpprova in Jainas

brandy-brown eyes.

"That was pretty rude."

Anjablinked a her with feigned innocence. "Oh, redly? Wasit?"

Tenson crackled in the air between them until Jacen intervened.

"Lando has been like an uncle to us since we were born. He'srisked

hislife more than once for every member of our family. | know it's

hard for you to trust people, Anja, but Lando's one of the best. Give



him achance."

Jainapointed out, "After dl, he was nice enough to invite you along

to Bespin, even though he doesn't know you."

Anjanodded and the tension broke. "Sure. I'll give him achance.”

"Just try to relax-and try not to insult anyone," Jacen added.

Jainagrinned the lopsided grin that made her ook like her father, Han

Solo. "Fortunately for you, Lando Carissan doesn't insult too

eadly.”

Jaina nodded to Lando from the copilot's position in the Lady Luck.

"Ready for jump to hyperspace.”

"Hang on, everybody," Lando said. Heflipped afew switches and the

twinkling lights outside the front viewport stretched into brilliant

garlines around them.

"Too bad we couldn't have brought the Rock Dragon,” Jainasaid.

"Or the Lightning Rod," Zekk spoke up from behind her in the crew

cahin.



Lowie gave anoncommittal rumble.

"Comeon, now," Lando said, "we didn't need to bring awhole flegt! "

"It was unnecessary,” Tenel Kaagreed.

"Indeed, and the Lady Luck iscertainly quite afine ship,” Em Teedee

sad.

"And she's big enough for acrew twicethissize. Anyhow, | promised
your familiesand Lukethat I'd keep an eyeon dl of you. Y ou know,
not let anything happen. How could | do that if you were off in some

other ship?* Lando turned his most charming smile on Jaina.

"Besdes, don't tell meit'sahardship to practice your copiloting

skillsinthe Lady Luck."

Jainalaughed. "No, | enjoy flying morethan | could possibly enjoy

any ridein your new amusement park, and you know it."

Lando'sface shone with childish excitement. "l don't know about

thet.

SkyCenter Gdleriaisfantagtic. | can't wait to show it to you. My
friend Cojahn and | are sparing no expensein making it the best

entertainment complex inthe gdaxy. If you can't find something to



enjoy in our galleria, you're probably dead. Cojahn's putting

everythingintoit.

He spends every waking hour there. He takes hiswife and daughters

with him at least once aweek just to show them the progress.”

"Y ou said he's another former smuggler?' Anjaasked from the back of

the cockpit. "1 suppose that means he's respectable, too?"

"He had a pretty tough time of it up until the past few years, but

things haveredlly turned around for him. Thisis hisbiggest bresk.

| tell you, since we started working on this new project I've never

seen him so0 happy.” He grinned over hisshoulder. "Youll likehim.

Hesaniceguy ... likeme"

The white metropoliswas like an idand in the sky, with towersand
turrets and transparisted windows that gleamed in the light from
Bespin'sbrilliant sun. All around them the soup of clouds swirled in
arainbow of pinks and oranges from airborne micro-algae and plankton
that lived on thewinds. A flurry of tiny shipscircled like moths

around the lights of the docking bays.

"Dazzling," Zekk sad.



"I never get tired of looking at her," Lando said quietly.

Lowie gave an enthusiastic rumble as the Lady L uck touched down on a

landing platform on the outskirts of Cloud City. "Goodness, yes!"

Em Teedee agreed. "It israther high, isnt it?"

Cloud City's dtitude suited Lowie just fine. Being so high reminded

him of the great wroshyr trees on his home planet of Kashyyyk. It gave
him afeding of home and safety. He was dways most comfortable when
he was up high, and the young Wookiee couldn't wait to get out and
explore, maybe climb some of the highest towers or just hang out on

some of the externdl hover-scaffolding.

With Em Teedee clipped firmly to his syren-fiber belt, Lowie wasthe
first to bound down the Lady Luck'slanding ramp. Eager to seethe
view, Lowie strode to the edge of the landing platform to get a better

look at the layered clouds below.

Asdefrom thefloating cities, Tibannagasrefineries, and storage
tanksthat drifted in Bespin's aimosphere, the planet had no habitable
landmasses. The view was exhilarating, and Lowie gave a contented
sgh. It wasso high up! Hisfriendsfrom the Jedi academy joined

him.



"Ah," Tend Kasad. "Aha Aninteresting sensation.”

Zekk said, "Whoa-and | thought the trees you liked to climb were

high'"

He gave Lowie an admiring look and stepped back from the edge of the

platform. "I surewouldn't want to fall.”

"Hey, they've got some neet indigenous animads,”" Jacen said, pointing

at aflock of smdl creaturesflying below themin the clouds.

"Begpin haslife-forms different from any place dsein the gaaxy.”

Anjaseemed completely at ease with the height and moved up close
beside Lowie a the edge of the platform, standing with one hand cocked

on her hip. "Niceview," she commented.

AsLando and Jaina emerged after shutting down the Lady Luck's systems,
asmall and somber group of Exex, the city officids, marched across

the docking platform toward the space yacht. At first Lowiethought it
might be asmal committee to wel come home the former
Baron-Adminigtrator of Cloud City-but he could senseimmediately that

something was wrong.

Lando raised ahand in greeting. "Good to be back. How yadoing?' He



looked at them, perplexed. "Thisisdl thefanfare you could

manage?'

But thetiny group of officias converged around Lando and al began

gpeaking at once in hushed voices.

"Wha? Wait aminute, now! Oneat atime." Lowie, hearing Lando's
voicerisein darm, moved closer so he could hear. Hissengtive
Wookiee ears picked up the words, and he froze as one of the female

officids spokein alow firm voice.

"It'strue, Sr. | saw himfal mysdf. TheWing Guard hasruled it a

auicide. Y our partner Cojahn isdead.”

When the young Jedi Knights accompanied Lando into the sprawling
congtruction site of his high-tech entertainment complex, Jainalooked

around in wnazement.

Once completed, the amusement park would be an imaginary city within
the floating city, with rides, games, food booths, themed " shopping
environments,” and live-action shows. SkyCenter Galeriawould be a
fabulous vacation spot for sentient crestures of al ages. Therewas

no doubt that the high-dtitude entertainment center offered fun for

everyone.

But the sad news about Cojahn had not |eft Lando and the young Jedi



Knights much in the mood for fun.

Lando held asmall datapad that projected a holographic model of the
SkyCenter Gdleriaplans, but he rarely consulted the schematicsas he
walked dong through the bustling, confusing congtruction site. Since
learningabout the death of hisfriend and partner, Cloud City'sformer
Baron-Administrator seemed to lack enthusiasm for the promising

investment.

Lando used his passcard to enter the sit€'swork areas, and his guests
followed him, curious but dso wary around the sparking laser welders
and the groaning repul ser-cranes. Temporary fabric walsand
force-fidld windows protected the structures and circuitry from the

dements.

"Pretty different from when the New Republic engineersrebuilt the

Great Temple at the Jedi academy,” Jainasaid.

"Thisisjust abit more modern than afour-thousand-year-old pyramid

inthejungles," Lando pointed out.

Tend Kapeered upward at the girders and levitating scaffolds that
Ugnaught congtruction workers were using to build the upper gondolas

and sweeping tracks of amusement rides. "Impressive,” she said.



"D'you think we could have fun here?" Jacen asked her. "Whenit'sal

done, | mean."

"It seems designed to be most amusing,” Tenel Ka observed in adeadpan

voice.

Asthey walked dong, Lando squinted up at the uniformed workers.

A gray-tufted Ugnaught shift supervisor chittered at him, then squesked
what must have been an announcement for al the construction workersto
take abrief break. The shift supervisor descended from the top of a

tall hovercoaster section, swinging down arm over arm from alattice of

support structures until he landed in front of Lando.

He chattered dong in alengthy speech, waving hisarms and
gesticulating as he made some sort of explanation. From Lowiesside
Em Teedee piped up, "I believe | speak Ugnaught rather well, Master

Cdrissan. Would you like meto trandate?"

" Not necessary, Em Teedee," he said. "I spent plenty of yearson

Cloud City. | wouldn't have been much good as a Baron-Administrator if

| couldn't speak Ugnaught, now would 7"

Lando chattered something back in the dlien-sounding language.

The Ugnaught shift boss nodded, then leapt to a crossbrace on the



hovercoaster track and clambered up, yelling for the crew to get back
to their duties. The other Ugnaughts returned to work, ataching

crossbraces to the high-speed levitating hovercoaster.

"The new shift supervisor says everything's on schedule,”" Lando told

them.

"What happened to the previous supervisor?' Zekk asked, narrowing his
eyes agang theflickering play of shadows, dazzling laser light, and

high-spectrum glowpands.

"Cojahn fired him afew days before he fell from the balcony. Kind of
afasy Ugnaught. He was dways arguing with Cojahn about

something.

Didtinctive-looking guy, | guess. According to the records, a patch of
fur got burned off his head in an accident, because he refused to use

appropriate safety procedures.” Lando frowned suspicioudy.

"Apparently Cojahn disagreed with the former supervisor's methods. His
replacement, though, assures me that Cojahn was agood boss, very
attentive, ingsting that al work be done to exacting standards. He
accepted dower progress just so they could add more safety

features”



Lando shook his head.

Jaina stepped closer to him. "If Cojahn was so concerned with safety,
it doesn't seem likely held be careless enough to dip and fdl off a

dangerous outer balcony.”

"Not on your life," Lando said vehemently. " Cojahn was so careful, so

protective of other people and his own safety he wouldn't even let his

daughters St in their repulsorswings without being strapped in.

Hed never havejust fdlen off abacony.”

"He could have jumped though,” Anjasuggested in her usual sour tone.

Shetossed her long mane of hair behind her shoulders and straightened

the headband. " Couldn't take the pressure or the responsibility,

maybe? Y ou never can tell about some people.”

"I can," Lando said. "And | cantell you that Cojahn would never have

taken aswan dive-and certainly not & thistimein hislife.

Everything was going right for him. Thiswas gonnabe our big

bresk."

Together, they continued walking through anarrow, oddly angled

corridor. Thetrgpezoida walls and upwardly doping ramps seemed



designed to disorient and confuse any visitors. Moving mirrors added

to the confusion, and Jainafound it difficult to keep her footing.

Asthey stepped past a et of hidden sensorsthat triggered anew
display, glimmering images of davering holographic mongters suddenly
appeared inthe air. Scaed and clawed beasts lunged out of darkened

acoves with ferocious synthesized roars.

Zekk ydled. Lowie snarled. Tend Kaleapt into a battle stance,
yanking the rancor-tooth lightsaber loose from her belt. But Jacen

just laughed, making aface at the hideousimages. "Thosesmulated
crestures areridiculous, Lando," he said. "Who could bdlieve anything

that ugly would exig inthisuniverse?'

Anjajust snorted. "1've seen plenty of ugly things™

"Okay, but thefed isdl wrong. If these are supposed to be

landbound predators, they need some sort of camouflage coloring, not

glowpand yellow or repulsodet blue. They wouldn't al comefromthe

samedirection, ether. Y ou could add some high ledges or branches.

And it wouldn't be hard to program your holobeasts to respond to

visgtors movements.”

Lando glanced gppraisngly at theillusonary mongers, which ill



roared and dashed ineffectively at them. He waved hishandsin front
of the nearest image; the projected beast didn't react. "Maybe you're
right, Jacen. We should make the holothreats a bit more interesting at
that." Next they passed an enormous antigravity playchamber-currently
nonfunctiond. The spherica room had padded walls and strange
formed-foam obstacles protruding from the sides. As Jaina peered
through one of the observation ports, she could see that the chamber
must have been tested at least once, judging by the discarded, dented
paint containers and the splattersthat had dl falen in animpact

pattern around the curved walls.

Lando punched acommand into his datapad and reoriented his holographic
model. Asthe othersdrew closer to look at the tiny rendering of the
amusement park, he pointed out the various rides and experience
chambers he and Cojahn had planned in their grand scheme for SkyCenter

Gdleria

"Some of thiswas going to bein Phase1l." He shook his head.

He kept hisvoiceflat as he struggled to control his emotions, though
Jainacould tdll that Lando remained deeply disturbed. "Wed intended
this place to be along-term investment, our grestest success. We had

aten-year plan for expanding, bringing in new people.”

He stared upward at the catwalks, support braces, and colorful

backdrops of cloth. "That'swhy it was so important for me to have you



kids here as 'test consultants." We wanted to get everything right-the
look, the details, the thrills. Now | don't know how I'm gonnado half

of thisby mysdf.”

"Can't you find other investors?' Jacen asked. "Thisplaceisagreat

idea" Tend Kalooked at him, and Lowie grumbled acomment.

Lando nodded sincerely. "Probably, in apinch-but it won't be the
same. Half of SkyCenter Galleriawas Cojahn'sidea" They arrived at

the top of avortex tunnel. "Thisonewasmy idea, though.”

Bright red-and-white barricades blocked off the dangerous-looking pit

... but the barricades |ooked like props, part of the scenery.

Stepping closer, Jainalooked down into the ominous shaft, where mist

and colored lights swirled, increasing the mysery.

"Come on, it's about time we had alittlefun," Lando said. "Follow

me, everybody."

He grabbed Jaina's arm and the two of them jumped into the hole.

Ingtinctively she cried out. Before she knew it, Jacen and Tend Ka
had jumped in after them. Anjafought unsuccessfully when Zekk pushed

the older girl into the pit, then jumped in with Lowie close behind.



As Jainadropped, she could hear the miniaturized trandating droid
scolding asthey all dropped down, down...... Oh my! Master Lowbacca,
are you absolutely certain that thisis safe? It may not have been

tested yet. We could be doomed......

Jainaclamped her mouth shut and let hersdlf fdl, drifting down,
confident that Lando would never have led them into danger, though she
redlized his stunned grief might have caused him to be more impetuous

than he normally would have been.

One by one they dropped. First they descended through ablast of
supercold migt that froze into frost on thetiny hairson Jainas

ams.

Next they dropped through awarm, tropica steam. They kept fdling,
swirling, spinning around as cyclonic winds tugged them from leve to
level. Loud rushing sounds roared in their ears as they plunged past
Speakers embedded in the walls, no doubt intended to increase the

sensation of speed and "danger” in their fdl.

Finaly, after they'd passed through araft of semisolid bubbles that

dowed their descent, ablasting air cushion rocketed up from below.

Suddenly buoyant, they drifted gently down to land on athick pad at

the bottom.



With a carefree laugh, Jaina reached up to catch her brother, while the

big hairy mass of Lowbacca nearly bowled Lando over on the mat.

They staggered off the padded landing platform into the holding area.

"Did you kidsenjoy that?' Lando said, checking abank of controlsand

over-rides. All thelightsregistered green.

"Welovedit," Jainasaid.

'Canwedoit again?' Jacen asked.

"Dear me, no! Pleasefed freeto enjoy the experience without me next

time" Em Teedee huffed.

"It was quite simulating,” Tend Kaagreed.

Without aword, Anjasmoothed back her hair and adjusted her

garments.

She glared daggers at Zekk, but he didn't seem to care.

"I'd cdll that a successful test run," Lando said, then sighed.



"Maybethiswill work out after al.”

"l sure hope s0," Jainasad.

Ashewalked aong between utility shedsand piles of supply crates,

listening to the congtruction sounds and the movement of materiasfrom
the Port Town docks and the other levels on Cloud City, Lando placed
his hands on his hips. He had begun to recover from his shock and now

replaced it with agrim determination.

"The SkyCenter congtruction'son track,” he said. "Cojahn took care of
that much, at least, but I've till got about athousand administrative

detailsto take care of. That wasmy end of the bargain.”

He heaved a heavy sgh and muttered to himself. "I sure could've used
your help right now, old buddy. Whatever made you stumble off the edge

of acity inthe clouds?' He shook his head.

Jainabit her lip and said out loud what she knew must have been on

everyone elsgsminds. "Maybe he didn't. What if he was pushed?'

Lando looked at her sharply, hisbig brown eyes narrowing. "l've

considered that."

An . acrossed her aams over her chest and let out asnort. "Y esh,

right,” shesaid. "Alwayslook for something Snister.”



"It makes awhole lot more sense than to think that he jumped o hisown

freewill," Lando said, hisnodtrilsflaring.

"Well never know unlesswe investigate," Zekk said.

Lowie gave aWookiee grumble, and thelittle droid trand ated.

"Magter Lowbacca says there can be no doubt that something very much

out of the ordinary isgoing on here. Cloud City doesnot ...

andl right.”

Jacen clapped one hand on his sster's shoulder and one on Tend

Kas.

"And well do our best to help you look into it, Lando. We're Jedi

Knights, after dl. Thisispart of our job."

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kaagreed.

"Well then, what'rewewaiting for?" Jainaasked. Lowie took up the

chdlengewith aroar.

Lando looked gratefully at the companions. Y ou know, kids, one of the



thingsI'velearned in my lifeis never to turn down asincere offer of

help-especidly if the offer comesfrom a Jedi Knight."

With aswirl of hiscolorful cape, Lando Cdrissan went off tofilea
forma complaint and request an officid investigation into Cojahn's
desth from Cloud City Security. He still had anetwork of friendsand

political connections from his days as Baron-Administrator.

Meanwhile, the young Jedi Knights found their way to ahigh observation
platform, an open atmospheric patio on the upper ring of Kerros

Tower.

Here at the top of the immense metropalisin the sky, they were
buffeted by winds. The temperatures varied: cool and warm breezes
swirled as updrafts caught around the structure, carrying snatches of

vapors from the cloud depths below.

Off at adistance in the clouds, they could see steaming Tibannagas
refineries and drifting storage cylinders. Anjalounged back ona
chair, propped up one knee, and studioudy ignored both the sights and

theglitz

The Tourism Board of Cloud City had issued restrictions and setback

limitationsfor the chemica processing and industrid facilities.

Sincerich patrons frequently came from hafway acrossthe galaxy to



relax and spend their vacations on Bespin, the Board required that all
amelly and noisy activitiesremain far enough away o as not to spoil

theview.

The sun stole below the far horizon as the planet's rotation carried
them toward nightfall. Far beneath the patio platform the soup of
clouds turned pink and orange with the sheen of phosphorescent

microorganisms.

Bespin spun so fast on its axis that each day was only twelve standard
hourslong. Jacen estimated that he would need to deep only every
other night, and asmdl part of the day. Visitorsto Cloud City found
that such a schedule kept the place bustling, frantic, and awake at dll

hours.

Jacen pointed down to the colorful clouds, nudging Tenel Kabeside

him.

"Those colors are caused by microspheres of airborne algae,” he said.

"They live on thelittle droplets of water vapor and other trace

chemicasthat boil up from below. It'slike aforest of sky plankton

down there."

"Ah. Aha" she said, but made no other comment.



"I thought you wanted to talk about this supposed foul play in Cojahn's

death," Anjasaid. "Asif we have any chance of solvingiit."

"With such anegative atitude, why even sart?' Zekk frowned at

her.

"I'm surprised you have so little faith in your own abilities, Anja."

She scowled back at the dark-haired boy. "It'snot my abilities|

doubt." Sheturned away and stared off into the clouds.

Suddenly, light burst from al sides of Cloud City, colorful beacons
that swirled and played out acrossthe sky. Disant music hummed from
speakers set into the hover-scaffolding at the edges of the

metropoalis.

"What'sgoing on?' Jainaasked.

‘A show, | think," Jacen said. Tend Kaleaned forward to watch.

To the sounds of muffled cheersfrom dl up and down the sides of the
huge levitating city, agroup of creatures arrowed out of one of the
broad docking bays with aflutter of wings. The snub-nosed, bullet
shaped creatures flapped their broad wings like giant fish swimming

gracefully under thick water. They had no feathers, only gray leathery



skin, like sails gtretched tight over flexible cartilage and anetwork
of thin bones. Except for the rushing of air, the beasts made no sound

intheir flight.

"Hey, those are thrantas!" Jacen cried. Heturned to Jaina. "Weve

seen holos of them. Remember some of theimages Mom has? Thrantas
were actudly native to Alderaan, but someone brought them here many
years ago to use as beasts of burden at the gas refineries and for
congtructing thefloating cities.” He nodded toward the cluster of

swooping batlike creaturesthat circled, dove, and flew in formation.

"Since Alderaan was destroyed, those are probably the last onesin

existence," Jaina pointed out.

"Only because Alderaan never made any attempt to defend itself,” Anja
muttered. "Y our Luke Skywalker proved that the Death Star wasn't quite

as unconquerable as the Empire thought.”

The thrantas circled back toward the dazzling lights of Cloud City,
diving through the brightly colored hewns asif they tonned aglowing
watefdl. Asthe thrantas|ooped around, preparing to head back out
to the open sky, many small figures dropped off alaunching ramp from

the Sdes of the white metropalis.

Lowiegrowled in surprise. "Peoplearejumping!" Jainacried.



"Out into open air!”

"Wait. They seem to know what they're doing," Zekk pointed out.

"Waich. | think it's part of the show."

Jacen's eyes gleamed. "They'rethrantariderd”

Smooth-skinned lanky humanoids dove from their precarious perches,
somersaulting into the open sky without acare. Jacen could see that
their exposed skin was painted with whorls of color, in black and red,
yellow and green. The humanoidsfdl and tumbled without fear ... and
each thranta nosed out and dove toward a particular rider, movingin a

beautifully choreographed dance.

Flapping sail-like wings, the thrantas swooped beneath the tumbling,
dropping humanoids. The thrantariders completed their aeria
acrobatics and each one of them landed perfectly in position on asmal
harness on athranta's back. With aresonant sound muffled by distance
and the vastness of the giant floating city, spectators applauded and

cheered the show.

"They must betraining for their sky rodeo,” Jacen said. "I've read
about them. Once amonth they perform here on Cloud City in what has

to bethe mogt terrific exhibition in thisspird arm. Amazing



creatures-and the riders, t0o."

Severd of the thrantariders now stood on the dippery backs of their
beadts, holding their hands up. The squadron of thrantas swooped
around each other in figure eights and swirled about like a swvarm of
maddened insects. Inadglent, perfectly executed motion, the standing
thrantariders|egpt off the backs of their own creatures and landed on
other ones. The riders switched mounts without asingle mistake,
without so much asadip. Every movement was beautiful and precise,

like patternsin a kal eidoscope.

"If thisispractice," Jainasaid, "can you imagine what thereal show

islike?"

"Maybe Cojahn was hoping to become athrantarider,” Anjasuggested

sarcadticdly. "He jumped off ... but missed. Should've practiced

morein the smulation chambers, | guess.”

"That isan interesting hypothesis,” Tend Kareplied, surprisng

Anja

Zekk nodded. "Maybe we should at least talk to some of those thranta

riders, find out if they saw something......

Jaina sat up as cool dusk wind blew her straight brown hair around her



face. "Ought to talk to the people a the SkyCenter construction Site,
too. Maybe the Ugnaught shift bosswho got fired, if we can find him,

and anyone ese Cojahn had contact with."

Zekk nodded. "Wevegot alot of leadsto follow, but at least Cloud
City isn't asbig asaplanet. How many places can there be to

look?"

Anjastood up in disgust, putting her hands on her hips. Her piranha
beetl e tattoo stood out on her upper right arm. "Well never find
anything even if welook. The explanation is pretty clear; it'sright
infront of us. Lando just doesn't want to admit that it could have

been a suicide or even asmple accident.”

"And maybeit wasn't," Jacen said. "It'sup to usto find out." He
gave her awry grin. "And believe me, weve solved greeter puzzles

than thisbefore."

"Right," Jainasaid. "So what are wewaiting for?' lanagaspedin
amazement as she walked into the Cloud Dance restaurant, where they had
agreed to meet Lando for amorning mealthough with Bespin's short daily

cycle, any med could have been amorning, midday, or evening medl.

The eating establishment was at one of the upper levels of the floating

city, extending in aring from atal cylindrica tower.



Transparisted windowports gave a 360-degree view of the clouds, the
sunrise, the passing cloud-car traffic, and a portion of the cluttered

SkyCenter building site, which was covered by temporary screensand

awnings.

With the exception of an opaque wakway around the perimeter of the

circular room, the floor and ceiling were transparent aswell. At the

center of theroom, abubble of transparisted rose from the floor.

Insideit, clouds swirled and danced in ever-changing patterns, lit

from above by multicolored glowpanels.

Lowie bounded past Jainainto the room with atriumphant woof, asif

claming the restaurant for himsdf.

Jainachuckled. "Thought you'd likeit. It'syour kind of place.

"Thisisafact," said Tend Ka, entering behind her.

"Hey, I'm starved," Jacen said, rubbing ahand deepily through his

touded brown curls.

Jainagave her brother aplayful punchinthearm. ™Y oull get your

food soon enough. What do you think of the view?"



Jacen took two steps forward. Jainawatched in amusement asthefull
impact of the view hit him and he looked around for something to hold

onto.

Lowie crouched on the opagque walkway, staring down into the cloudy
depths, barking enthusiastic comments. "Master Lowbaccawishesto
assure you that-even if the food turns out to be dreadfulthisisthe
finest establishment he has ever had the pleasure of dining in,” Em

Teedee trand ated unnecessarily.

Lando entered, flashing aweary grin. "l can assure you, Lowbacca,
that you'll find the food here more than adequate. Glad you could dl
joinme." He glanced around at the assembled young Jedi. "At least

most of you, that is."

With aflash of imitation Jainanoted that Anjahadn't bothered to show
up ontime. Neither had Zekk. Because of the sad-eyed young woman's
hard life, Jainatried to make alowancesfor Anjas brusque nature,

but she found it difficult to understand the fascination she seemed to

hold for Jacen and Zekk.

Asquickly asthe negative thoughts arose, Jaina squelched them, firmly
forcing her mind to more pleasant thoughts. She noticed that adight
frown had creased her brother's brow. "I'm sure they'll both be here

soon,” Jainasad.



Lando sdlected the table with the best view in the restaurant, and they

all settled onto trangparent repul sorbenches.

"Here's Zekk now!" Jacen said, waving hisfriend over. "And Anjds
probably just out exploring. She gets up early most mornings, you

know. She hasan awful lot of energy.”

Lando's brown eyes narrowed thoughtfully and he gave adow nod.

"l canwdl imagine"" He paused, carefully considering hiswords. "I
know it looks tempting to have dl that instant energy, but don't let

her talk you into trying any andris, dl right? Spice can do alot of
damage in the long run, and once you're hooked, well ... I've known a

couple people who tried to quit and didn't makeit."

Jaina, Jacen, and the others exchanged confused glances. "What areyou

talking about?" Jacen asked. "Who said anything about spice?’

"Ah. Ahg" Tend Kasaid. "You believe AnjaGalandro is addicted to

Fice?'

Jainabit her lower lip, stared at Lando in shock. Looking at the
circle of serious faces around him, Lando spread hishandswidein
gpology. "I ... | thought you knew. Believe me, I'verun into this

enough timesthat | recognize the symptoms: wide eyeswith huge dilated



pupils, excess energy, restlessness, large appetite but never seeming
to gain any weight. Not to mention aways looking for chancesto get
off done and then coming back with afresh burst of energy, and the

pale, dmost trand ucent skin, quick temper. .

Jainasighed. "Soundslike Anja, dl right.”

"That'simpossible," Jacen said. "I would have known."

Zekk said nothing, although he suddenly looked asif he were reviewing

recent eventsin hismind.

Jainashrugged. She usualy believed that the straightforward approach

was best. "Why don't wejust ask her? There sheisnow."

Anjastood impatiently in the doorway of the restaurant. Spying the
group, shetrotted over to thetable. Her glanceflitted around Cloud
Dance on the way to the table, noting her surroundings but showing

little reaction to them.

"Uh, hi," Jacen said uncertainly as she did into a seat between him

and Zekk.

No one else spoke. Anjaignored the silence and began studying the
holomenu that appeared on the table in front of her as soon as she sat

down. She seemed to build aninvisiblewall around her, separating



hersdf from any companionship.

Lowie nudged Jainain the ribs, encouraging her to speak. She looked

over a Lando, who raised his eyebrows, obvioudy waiting.

Jaina cleared her throat. "Before we dart eating, | have aquestion

for you, Anja It's... about andris spice.”

Anjasreaction wasimmediate and defensve. Shejerked upright and
pushed back from thetable. "It'snot mine. I'm just keeping it for a
friend. And besides, who are you to go rummeaging through my things
and-" Jacen's mouth fell open. He stared at her asif thiswasthe

last thing he'd expected to hear. " So you do have spice?!

Anjasface flushed, and her words werefilled with heat. "Wéll,
obvioudy Janamust have found it. Otherwise, why would she-" "Wait,"
Jainasaid. "Nobody found anything. And we haven't been going through

your suff. But there were, urn... you just seemto ...

shefaltered, ". . . to be showing signs of spice addiction.”

Anjarounded on her. "I am not addicted. Not that it's any of your

business, but yes, | do take andris. Sometimes. Andris does have

legal uses, you know. | use spice when | want to, because | likeit.



It'snot aproblem. And I can quit anytime | want to."

Anjastood, her face sormy. "Anyway, none of you has any right to

guestion me. Who do you think you are, my father?' Sheglared a

Jaina, then Jacen. Her voice became even colder. "l don't havea

father.

Han Solo killed him, remember?’

With that, she ssormed out of the restaurant.

Anjashook with fury as she stalked down one corridor after another.

Images and emotions seethed in her mind, twisted her somach. How dare

they confront her likethat ... imply that she was addicted to spice!

She dapped ahand impatiently against one leg as she walked.

She had started to think of some of the young Jedi Knights as her

friends. But what gave them theright to ask about her private life?

It was none of their business whether she took spice or not. Their

business here wasto visit SkyCenter Gdleriaand give Lando their

opinion of it.

They had al cometo Cloud City to enjoy themsalves and-until nowAnja



had been enjoying hersdlf, in spite of the somber news about Cojahn's
death. It certainly wasn't her fault that the clumsy guy had taken a

cloud dive.

Anjadrew in adeep breath. Of course, she did have an inkling whose
faultit might be. Indl likelihood, Cojahn's death had not been an
accident. Anjawas observant and had aready seen afew sgnsthat
Black Sun wasinvolved herein someway. She had long known that
Czethroshdd an interest in severd of the gambling casinos on Cloud
City. It wasentirely possible that Carissan'sfriend had gottenin

the way and Czethros had been forced to have his people remove him. It

was not a pleasant thought, but not shocking either.

Shedid fed edgy, though, out of control. How she wished she could
take adose of andrisright now. She didn't need it, of course, she

assured hersdf But it would make her fed so much better....

The urge was dmost overwhelming, yet she had little enough of the
precious spice. Czethros was so stingy with what he gave her, even
after dl she had donefor him. Perhgpsif she gave him some

information he might be grateful enoughto ...

Her footsteps quickened, and in less than five minutes she found
herself at the doorway to a private comm center. She paid her credits

and dipped into a soundproof booth. She knew the transmission codes



by heart, and within moments an image tonned on the screen in front of
her. The man had close-cropped moss-green hair and an eye visor that
circled the base of his skull like aring around an oddly shaped

plandt.

"This had better be important,” Czethros said, dispensing with any

pretense a civilities.

Anjarecognized the room behind him as his office on Ord Mantell.

She nodded and got to the point. "It's business, of course-what

dse?

I'm on Cloud City, Staying at the Y erith Bespin."

She explained how she and the young Jedi Knights had learned of
Cojahn's desth and the suspicious circumstances surrounding it, and how

very intent her companionswere on discovering Cojahn'sred killer.

The moving red light on Czethross visor hiccuped in agitetion as she
relayed her story, and she knew he understood her silent implication:

if hewasat dl involved, he'd better cover histracks quickly.

"" | hoped thisinformation might be ... worth something to you?' she

said, trying to keep the desperate tone out of her voice.



Czethros's scarred face betrayed no expression. ™Y ou wereright to

tell me, my littlevelser,” hesad. "You'll be suitably rewarded.

I'll contact you." With that, he abruptly terminated the

communicationslink.

Anjasmiled. That had gonewell, she thought. Since more would be
coming any time, perhaps she would reward hersdf with just asmall

dose of spice.

Asthe morning wore on, Tenel Kafound hersaf growing more and more
impressed with Lando Cdrissian. She had never gotten to know the man
very well, never spent as much timewith him as Jacen, Jaina, or even
Lowbacca had But as the former smuggler led them on atour of yet
another portion of hisenormous, not-quite-finished amusement complex,
it becameincreasingly clear that the man wasintelligent and

quick-witted, aloyd friend and a shrewd businessman.

Even as Lando explained each new attraction to the interested young
Jedi Knights, she could tell he kept his eyes open for any cluesto
what redly lay behind Cojahn's death. He had asked them to use the
Force to sense any hidden dangers at the congtruction site: workers
with mdlicious thoughts, sabotaged assemblies, or substandard

materids.



Asthey did this, Lando reviewed the SkyCenter'swork logs and message
boards; he interviewed with subtle, probing questions any crew members
they encountered. But the senses of the young Jedi reveded nothing

more unusud in thework crew than sadness, curiosity, or indifference

on the subject of their former bosss demise.

Lando led them down one of twenty transparent corridors that spoked out
from acentral domed hub. "Wecall thisareaour Climateria, where
vigitors can choose from over adozen different climates. In each

zone," he said, pointing down to the pie-shaped spaces between the
trangparent walkways, "people will be able to visit aholographic zoo

that displays creaturesliving in that sort of climate, go on some

rides, ligten to music, vist informationa exhibits, and eat food

associated with that particular climate on various planets. For

example, we have arain forest climate, alow desert climate, an ocean
climate, svamps and marshes-" Tend Kahad aways thought that the
rigorous training Master Skywalker had undergone on Dagobah sounded

interesting and chdlenging.

"May wevigt thisswamp climate?' she asked.

"' Sure. Lando beamed. "After dl, that'swhat you're herefor. My
professional test cases. We used afew areas on Dagobah as models, as
well asthe Bith homeworld and aplanet in the Hapes clugter. | can't
remember themdl." Hisvoice grew wigtful. "This project was

Cojahn's baby. He dways got so excited when he talked about the



different kinds of entertainment hewas going to bring in here.”

Lando led them around the edge of the centra hub until he cameto a
door marked SwWAmp, MARSH, BOG, BAY OU. They stepped through the doorway

and found themsavesin asmall antechamber.

"Here, put theseon.” Lando handed each of them agauzy jumpsuit of
trangparalon. "Best way to protect your clotheswhile were visiting

thisattraction. It ... getsalittle messy."

They dipped the jumpsuits on over their boots and clothing, and
crimped any excess materia so that the transparal on formed atemporary
seam, dlowing each person to adjust the suit for its most comfortable

fit.

Before the Wookiee donned his suit, Em Teedee detached himself from
Lowi€'s syren-fiber belt and the little droid hovered to and fro,

"supervisng'” the process and making helpful suggestions.

Tend Kaprepared to sedl off the empty suit deeve below the stump of
her severed arm, but before she could reach over with her good arm,
Jacen was dready there doing it for her. 1t was the most attention he
had paid her in days, and she was touched by his helpfulness. "Thank

you Jacen, my friend."



Lando rubbed his hands together. "Everyone reedy? Let's get into some

mud.”

Asthey entered the swamps, Tend Kareached out with her Jedi senses
to detect anything amiss. A tide of sounds and smells and tastes

washed over them. The odors of mildew, algae, and decaying plant
matter assailed her nodtrils, yet she did not find them offensive. The

ar waswarm and humid, though not uncomfortable. Chirrups, gurgles,
croaks, buzzes, twitters, and growls chorused from every tree and muddy

pool around them.

Occasiondly, Tend Kanoticed congtruction workers adding finishing
touches to the exhibit-a bit more hanging moss here, another
holographic swamp cresture there-but otherwise, the impression of an

unexplored swampland was surprisingly convincing.

She found along vine dangling across their path and, on the assumption
that thiswas aso part of the entertainment, she wrapped her arm
around it, tested her weight. 1t held. Then, grasping thevinea

little farther up, she swung out hafway over amurky brownish-green
pool and let go. She splashed down with satisfying force and found

hersalf waist degp in muddy, lukewarm water.

Lando grinned. "Glad to see you're getting into the spirit of this.

That water's perfectly clean, by the way. It'sbeen atificidly



'muddied’ with purified sand and food colorings.”

Tendl Kawatched with grest interest as her transparalon suit repelled

the"dirty" water. Insde the suit she was comfortably clean and

dry.

"But whatever isthe point of dl this?" Em Teedee asked.

Lowie chuffed with laughter. Jainaand Jacen giggled. "It'sfun, Em

Teedee," Jacen said. "Loosen up alittleand get into it.”

"I shall do my utmost, Master Jacen. Provided | don't damage any of my

circuits. It's certainly acomfort that Mistress Jaina saw fit to

waterproof my casing last year."

Lando reached out and helped haul Tenel Kaback out of the mud.

"l can show you some even better poolsif you al want to go for aswim
after midday med." He led them around a dense clump of treesand

bushes. "Thisiswhere we're going to egt."

He gestured to an open areathat hadn't been visblefrom thetrail.

"We cdl thisthe Bayou Buffet." He spread hisarms and indicated a

sarving areafifty meterslong. The tables were madeto look like



fallen and rotting logs whose tops just happened to be perfectly

flat.

A smdl Ugnaught construction worker tinkered with something under one

of thetables.

"And over hereisthe stage," Lando said, walking to araised platform
at the center of the open area. "How you doin?" he greeted a scrawny
young man with awispy beard who was busily connecting pieces of a

sound system to speakers embedded at the base of the stage.

The young man nodded, but continued working.

Lando turned back to the young Jedi Knights. "Cojahn was planning on

booking bandsthat could play real swamp music, maybe some Bith

muscians. The band will provide entertainment while people sit and

et authentic meals from various svamp climates.”

"Soundslikefun," Janasad.

"Yeah, well," Lando said wigtfully, "I guess he never got around to

booking aband before-" "Excuse me, Sir," the scrawny young man on the

stage interrupted.

Tend Kasensed tension in the wispy-bearded boy.



"Yes?' Lando gavethe boy hisfull attention.

"Begging your pardon, but Master Cojahn did book a band for this

stage.”

Lando's eyebrows went up. He looked relieved that one mgjor detail had

aready been taken care of "Oh? Which band? When do they start?’

The young man glanced around, asif to make sure no one was watching or

listening, then lowered his voice and leaned toward Lando.

"Call themsdlves Figrin D'an and the Modal Nodes. And they aready

sarted." He glanced furtively around again, nodded severd times, and

then said, "But they stopped.”

"Fgrin D'an? Great band. Used to bump into them here and therein my

smuggling days. But how could they have finished their gig dready?"

Lando mused. "We haven't even opened yet.”

"Master Cojahn had them doing promotiona appearances at casnoson

Cloud City, to get some advance interest for SkyCenter here."

"So where arethey now?' Lando asked.



"Exactly," the boy whispered, nodding asif Lando had discovered some
deep truth. "They're gone, disappeared, run off in the night. They

were supposed to be here dl the way through the grand opening, but the
same day Master Cojahn went over that bal cony-the whole band packed up
and left Bespin. No explanation at dl. Didn't even bother to collect

the credits they were owed for the gig they did that day.” He nodded

agan.

"Didn't collect their credits? That doesn't sound like Figrin at

an”

Now it was Lando's turn to glance around to see if anyone was watching
or ligening. "Thank you,” hesaidin alow voice. "Y ouve been abig

hdp."

"It soundsto me like they must have seen something or learned
something,” Zekk said. "Leaving likethat isasign that someone's

dafrad and on therun."

"It's not much of aconnection," Jainaobserved quietly.

"No," Lando said, "but it'sthe best lead we've got so far. I'd say
that the band's disappearing on the same day Cojahn died isabit too
much of acoincidence. One way or another, I've got to find out what

they know."



"They aregone,” Tend Ka pointed out. "How will you find them?'

Lando squared his shoulders and gave them all adetermined look.

"I'll have to check the passenger records for that day, but I'd be
willing to bet they went to ground in the safest place they could think
of-on the Bith homeworld. And if | haveto, I'll follow them thereto

find out what happened.”

Ord Mantell had been his home, his base of operations... hislair, for
many years, but Czethros knew well enough never to get too attached to

any one place.

The true mastery and skill of running an important part of the

ultrasecret Black Sun organization meant that he had to be flexible-as
flexible asan Umgullian blob. He had two completely separate lives:

one asawdl-respected and influentid businessman on Ord Mantell, and
one as apowerful lieutenant of theingdious crimind organization

that had infiltrated many important industries and businessesin the

New Republic. He was amixture of light and darkness, aman no one

truly knew. He lived in the shadows.

Czethros sat at his cluttered desk in a high warehouse tower on Ord
Mantell. Outside in the anteroom, computer screens and robotic

receptionists diverted the common business activities, aboveboard



correspondence, and trivial conversationsthat allowed Czethrosto run
one of the most successful shipping and packaging companies on the

entire planet.

Everything had been set up for him through Black Sun.

But these legitimate activities were amere cover-up, thetiniest

fraction of the income he contributed to the hidden coffers of the
underground crimind group. After dl thistime, he found it somewhat
bothersome to keep such a clean public face for inconsequentia people
like Han Solo and the other nosy officias of the New Republic. Ina
way, however, the pretense amused him, and he would keep it up for

now.

Soon though, once his plans were completed, hisarm of Black Sun would
be so solid and so influentia that no one in the New Republic would

dare question anything he did.

Czethros had been alieutenant in the once-powerful Black Sun, a
henchman, ahired killer, abounty hunter-an expediter for the plans of
powerful leaders such as Prince Xizor and Durgathe Hutt. He had
learned how to be ruthless, how to kill, how to take care of difficult

Stuations before they became real problems.

Y et numerous crackdowns and disasters had forced Black Sun to go

underground, into hiding. Some thought the crimina organization had



been mortally weakened. But now Czethros and afew other lieutenants

were working to build a newer, more powerful organization.

This new Black Sun wou'J become dominant, because Czethros knew how to

work both sides of the law, the dark and the light.

Keeping track of the many ongoing threads of his master plan put him

under constant pressure.

He sat back at his desk, touched a hidden control under the front
drawer, and hisflat image screen flipped over to reveal a secret

termind.

Tweaking avolume control, he turned up the dissonant Sullustan opera
that had been playing in the background. The squeaky, overlapping
tones gave most people instant headaches-at the very least, the noise
kept strangers out of hisoffice. Coincidentdly, Sullustan operahad

the added benefit of being particularly effective at jamming al known

histening devices.

Czethros focused his cyber-eye on the secondary screen and scratched at
the moss-green hair that covered his scarred head. Then he adjusted

the visor over his eyes, tuning the reception spectrum deeper into the
infrared. He nodded with satisfaction asaformerly invisble series

of letters and words suddenly appeared on the screen. Human eyes could



not read them, but with hisvisor Czethros could pick up every letter

asperfectly asif it werewritteninfire,

He knew he would not be disturbed. In the reception areaoutside, his
two beautifully polished female-form receptionist droids handled the

incoming calls and correspondence with their protocol programming.

Dimly, he could hear their sultry voices repesting the familiar
phrases. "Magter Czethrosisin amesting,” "Master Czethrosis
unavailable" "Youll find that Master Czethros has dready attended to

that matter."

Meanwhile, he sat back and called up the encrypted files that showed
summaries of the most important Black Sun activities. Thiswas how he

got hisred work done.

Hisweapons-running business had shown a gresat profit over the past few
years, especialy with the dragged-out civil war on Anobis. But saes

of destructive devices had taken arecent downturn there, thanksto the
cursed peacemaking efforts of that meddling Han Solo and the young Jedi

Knights.

Czethros had tried to have Anjatake care of the meddlers, but since
he'd been forced to keep hisinvolvement in Anobis gun-running
activities asecret-especialy from her-he could hardly explainto Anja

why it wasimportant to him. Anjawas so volatile, such aloose



cannon, that she might even turn againg him, if she ever found out he

had kept the war going on her home planet to increase his profits.

Czethros sighed. 1t was merely atemporary setback in the overdl
picture. He was certain Black Sun operatives would be able to start
wars and revolutions on severd other planets. It usudly wasn't

hard.

Scapegoats could be found everywhere-an unattributed comment here, an
anonymous bomb planted there-and before long, two uneasy factions would
be at each other'sthroats (or whatever other breathing mechanisms

their species used). His stockpile of weapons would soon be back in

demand.

Hefine-tuned his plansfor digging Black Sun's clawsinto the gambling
and entertainment activities on various planets such as Bespin and
Borgo Prime. Everything was proceeding quite satisfactorily. Now that
he had gotten rid of the main opposition on Cloud City, Czethros knew
the way was clear for him. Black Sun operatives would soon beraking
in profitsfrom dl those establishments, aswdl asinfiltrating the

floating gambling casinos and resorts on the oceans of Mon Caamari.

On the spectrum-shifted screen a star map displayed bright points that
represented Black Sun strongholds; the galaxy looked very bright

indeed. After such along buildup, his operativeswerein place



preparing for the great revolt. It would not be long before Czethros
could givethesignd. But first he had to cement the rest of his

plans.

Theillicit spice-running market continued to grow. His pirates and
smugglers hijacked shipments of glitterstim, andris, and ryll spice,

s ling the contraband substances at greetly inflated pricesto waiting
customers. Shortly before the brief battle and its utterly assured
victory, Czethroswould place himself in control of the famed spice

mines of Kes.

From that point on-within days, if everything worked out rightthe rest
of the gdaxy would bein hishands. Hisfinancid and political power
would befirmly established. The banner of Black Sun would fly proudly

beside theflag of the New Republic.

Czethros switched off the spectrum-shifted terminal, hid it benesth the
normal innocuous screen again, and stood. Taking two quick strides
toward the wide window, he gazed across the equatorial band of

metropolisthat girdled Ord Mantell. So much out there, so many

possbilities

But he dared not let hisinvolvement be exposed yet. Thetiming was
too ddlicate. If thewrong people learned that Black Sun activities
were being controlled in part by the respected businessman Czethros, he

might lose everything. Hislaser eyeflashed fromright to left in his



visor, burning red.

Within weeks, though, when he sent hissignd, and the battle cry went
out to dl their infiltrators, the grand coup would establish Black

Sun's power in countless places at once. The victory would be so
sudden, smultaneous, and far-reaching that the New Republic could
never extricate the criminal organization, short of declaring outright

war on its own worlds.

Unfortunately, the news Anjahad just sent him from Cloud City meant
that the young Jedi Knightswould not rest until they had meddied in
dl of hisaffars. He knew he'd have to take care of the Situation
quickly and cleanly. His choice was clear, and his conscience-if he
still possessed one-would not trouble him. Besides, Czethros aready
had plenty of blood on hishands. A little more would make no

difference.

Without a second thought, he dispatched ordersthat would neatly

dispose of Han Solo'stwins and their companions. He had scores of

operatives dready in place on Bespin who would be eeger for the extra

assgnment, the overtime pay.

Rubhbing his hands together, Czethros moved on to the next challenge.

Hefixed asmile on hisface and signaded hisreceptionist droids that



it was safe to begin admitting regular visitors. Czethrosand his

shipping company were now open for business.

He had askill for presenting a polite and friendly facadeto
prospective customers, but it remained quite an orded for him. He

hated to amile.

Soon, Czethros hoped he would never haveto feign asmile again.

Lando, Jaina, and Zekk worked on the Lady Luck, preparing it for a
quick journey to the Bith homeworld of Clak'dor V11. Though Jecen,
Lowie, and Tend Kawould remain on Cloud City to continue the local
investigation, they helped with the flight preparations. Anja,

however, kept to herself and was nowhere to be found.

"Sorry | can't takeyou al with me," Lando said, wiping a smudge of
lubricant off hisburgundy cape. "Buit it'salong shot tracking down
that band. They definitely went to Clak'dor V11, but they're on the
run, and | don't want to waste precioustimein case-" Jacen said,
"Don't worry about us here, Lando. Weve got plenty of investigating

to do on Cloud City."

"Can't wait to compare notes when we get back,” Jainasaid.

"Hey, Em Teedee," Zekk caled, tying back hislong, dark hair, "did you

go over our route to the Bith homeworld? We don't want to get lost on



our way there."

"Why certainly, Master Zekk," thelittledroid said. "I checked and
double-checked dl of the coordinates and ran an agorithm to ensure
that the navicomputer had chosen the proper course, free of any serious

natura hazards. The Lady Luck and | are on very cordia terms.”

"Clak'dor VII isn't aplace many people go by choice,” Lando said.

"I've been to more planetsin this galaxy than | can name, but | don't

ever remember setting foot on that world.”

"Themusica prowess of Bith band membersis renowned throughout the
New Republic,” Tend Kasaid. "They travel widdy, taking their
entertainment talents to numerous venues. Thereislittle reason to

travel to Clak'dor V11 to hear Bith music, sncetheir bands are easily

found in many fine establishments.”

"Not to mention some pretty seedy ones,” Zekk pointed out, remembering

the Mos Eidey cantina

"Wel, | think it's mighty suspiciousthat they packed up in such a
hurry and left Cloud City right after Cojahn vanished. We need to
track down Figrin D'an and the Modal Nodes and see what they can tell

us.



Wisps of high-flying clouds mixed with pink and tan vapors swirled
around the open dock. Holding on to anornate Sde strut on the Lady
Luck, Jainagazed out at the broad empty landscape of clouds and

sunlight and sky.

Hearing someone approach, she turned around with surprise when her

brother said, "Hey, itsAnjal"

They dl glanced up to seethetdl, muscular girl lounging againgt the

docking bay door. "Y eah, | wanted to see you before you guys|eft.”

She shrugged her tattooed shoulder. "1 didn't want you dl to think |

was hot-tempered or anything."

Recaling the girl's outburst, Jaina raised her eyebrows. To Jainas
now-aert eye, the young woman seemed cheerful and energized, her
enormous eyes bright, the pupilswide. Lando absorbed al these
detalswith adight nod, asif it confirmed his suspicions about

Anjas use of andris spice. But he made no comment.

Lowie growled something and Em Teedee trand ated, completely missing

the Wookieg's sarcasm. "Master Lowbaccawonders whatever could have

given usthat idea, MistressAnja.”

"Sometimes my ... enthusiasm getsthe best of me," Anjasaid.



"| think shel's gpologizing,” Zekk said in a stage whisper.

Jainashot ateasing glance a her dark-haired friend. "Let's not get

carried away, now."

"Don't pushit, kids," Lando warned. "She's gpologized ... in her own

way."

Anjanarrowed her huge eyes. "All right. I'm sorry. Isthat clear
enough?* She crossed her arms over her chest and stood with forced
relaxation, though Jaina could see her tensed muscles. A sheen of
sweat sparkled on her forehead, darkening the leather headband. Her
skin was flushed asif she were overheating, bursting with energy, but

Anjakept hersalf under tight control.

Lando banged on the outer hull of his space yacht. "Ready to head

Out.

Let's seewhat we can learn from that Bith band." He bowed low and
gestured up the boarding ramp for Jaina. "My lady Jaina, Master Zekk,
if you'd be so kind asto board our conveyance?' Heflashed abright

grin & the companions remaining behind. "Next stop, Clak'dor.”

As Jainaclimbed the steep ramp she turned to Zekk. "Hope you brought



your swamp boots along.”

Zekk grinned back at her. "And my bug repdlent.”

Lando followed them up and cast aglance over his shoulder to Jacen,

Tend Ka, Lowie, and Anja. "See? TheBith liveinamarvelous

place.

Don't you guyswish you were coming dong?"

"Graciousno! | can assure you that we will do our utmost to put our

time hereto valuable use," Em Teedee answered quickly.

"Sure, but | do kind of like Bith music,” Jacen said.

Anjawaved adismissive hand and looked bored. "I prefer Ishi Tib.

Besides, you've heard one sivamp band you've heard 'em all.”

Jacen looked up at the clean white trappings of Cloud City, the ornate

embellishments even on the docking bay ba cony; he thought of thefine

towers, the culture, and the beautiful sky rodeo rehearsd they had

seen the night before.

"l guesswell just haveto roughit here" he said with afeigned

sgh.



Clak'dor VII had once been a paradise, perfectly suited for organic
carbon-based life and thriving with countless species. But centuries
of ecological damage and interculturd warfare among factions of the

Bith race had ruined the world.

"Lookslikeamuddied mess," Zekk said, looking out the Lady Luck's

front windowport as they approached.

"A long time ago there was a pretty nasty conflict here," Lando said.

"Two riva groups disagreed on the decison of aprivate
arbitrator-that's the way the Bith solve problems-and both factions
unleashed biochemica weapons, strange viruses, and mutation gases that
al but ruined thisworld's ecosystem. The planet has settled down

some, but it'll be thousands of years more before it completely

recovers.”

"| read in the database that most Bith cities are enclosed in sedled

domes and the people stay insde,” Jainasaid.

"Isthat where you think well find Figrin D'an and the band?"

Zekk asked. "Indgdeadome?’



"Not achance," Lando answered. "It wouldn't be that easy. My sources

tell methey'rein complete isolation, outside the protective domes.

I've already sent tracers out. Remember, the Moda Nodes are scared
and on the run. Fortunately for us, they're not overly bright about

hiding their tracks.”

"Huh. | thought Bithswereintdligent," Janasaid, thinking of their

enlarged pink heads and their highly developed craniums.

"It varies" Lando said. "That Figrin D'an isadie-hard sabace

player. | should know, since I've played againgt him quite afew
timesand so has your father, Han. Figrin recently spent abunch of hot
credits, registered some property, and bought wilderness supplies. It
seems he and the rest of the band have gone into hiding on one of the

dense bayous."

"Good thing we brought our swamp boots, huh?' Jainasad with a

sdelong glance a Zekk.

"I've got the coordinates of where they've gone," Lando said ashe

arrowed toward the swirling mud-green landmass to the south.

"If they're so scared and S0 anxiousto hide," Zekk asked, "how'd you

track them down o easily?’



Sitting in the Lady Luck's padded andornately carved captain's chair,

Lando smiled. "I happen to know alot of Figrin's gambling buddies

and they know me. | cdledin afew favors”

"Then it shouldn't be too hard for someone eseto find him and the

band, either," Jainasaid with alarm.

"Wed better hurry," Lando agreed. He brought the ship down low,
cruisng over aclugter of transparisted domes protruding like giant

bubbles from the middle of asteaming swamp. The domed city was
surrounded by covered watercourses and an open-air spaceport. Vines
and moss had grown over the bases of some of the hemispheres, and Jaina
could seetiny figuresand smal dwellings stacked in hivelike

structures under the protective glass.

"We're not going there," Lando said. "I just needed agtarting point,

to orient my land coordinate system.”

The Lady Luck cruised over the encased Bith city without stopping and

then headed southward, deeper into the mangled wilderness areas that

had long ago been devastated.

Onascreenin front of him, Lando called up adetailed topographica



map of the swamps and waterways. Jaina, as copilot, watched the
progress of their flight, comparing the diagram with the sinuous creeks

and riversthat diced through the overgrown wasteland.

Warm brownish water moved duggishly around knobby tree roots and
vine-draped spreading trees. Clumps of phosphorescent plankton drifted
about on the broad open watery arees, their light flickering like a

floating thunderstorm.

"Welcome to the garden spot of Clak'dor VII," Zekk said.

"We'reclose," Lando Stated, scrutinizing the diagram and the numerical
coordinates on his controls. He scowled at the unwelcoming vista of

geamy marshes. "Now to find aplaceto land.”

Jainaand Zekk aso scanned the areain search of adry patch or a
clearing. "Not quite enough docking bays on this planet,” Zekk

grumbled.

In the middle of one broad pond, awide areaof sand rose up likea
beached sea beast. The place looked damp, but solid enough to support
the weight of the small space yacht. "There. Try that sandbar,” Jaina

sad.

Lando studied the clear area skepticdly, using his own scanners. "l

might get the Ssdewallsdirty ... but you'reright. | don't seea



better place." With aburst of repulsorjetsthe Lady Luck settled down
onto the wet sand, showering clumps of mucky debrisinto theair and

out over the placid surface of the pond.

Lured by thetiny splashes, snuous ed-like creatures swarmed up,
snatched the tasteless morsel's, and spat them back out. Theed
creaturesraised their heads up out of the murky water-though the
"heads' werelittle more than jagged sucking mouths surrounded by
circular rings of black eyes-and stared at the space yacht asit

settled hard on the sandbar and then sat Silent.

"Lookslikewell haveto walk the rest of theway," Lando said ashe
extended the boarding ramp. " Are you both wearing those transpardon

uits| gaveyou?'

Jainalooked in dismay out at the dripping, humid marshland.

"Sure," shesaid. "But | doubt itll handledl this"

"Sometimes you've got to get alittle dirty to be ared Jedi

Knight."

Zekk tromped down the ramp and stepped onto the sandbar, 1ooking for
the shallowest way to solid ground in this swamp-but none of the ground

looked particularly solid.



"l hopethey didn't seeusfly in," Jainasad, following him. "What

if they decide to disgppear even from their little shacks?'

"Wecameinlow and quiet,” Lando said. "1 doubt they saw anything.

It'shard to seevery far if youre a the water level."

Together they splashed across the knee-deep water as glowing plankton
clumps swirled around their boottops. Theair smelled like garbage and
overripefruit. Unlikethe air in the sanitized Climateria swamp at

SkyCenter Galleria, the odors here were not at dl pleasant.

Jaina stepped on some round-shelled crestures that tried to scuttle out
of theway under the mud. She grabbed on to Zekk to keep her balance,
and he held her shoulder. Thetwo of them daoshed aong together until

they reached abank covered with tufted blue and yellow grasses.

Three colorful insectsthe size of small birds flapped around, hissng
and spitting tiny globs of adticky fluid a them, which Jainabrushed
aside. Between her fingersthe fluid felt like molten spiderwebs. The
butterfly-like things swirled in the air and flew off into the

treetops; alarge creature with areptilian head and brightly feathered

wings swooped down and gobbled two of theinsectsin asingle dive.

"Jacen would redlly likeit here" Jainasaid. "Hed have fun watching



dl thisbayou life"

"Your brother'swdcometo al of it he can handle” Zekk said.

"For meit'sjust noisy and digtracting.”

They trudged onward as Lando consulted his electronic map. Off to
their eft they saw severa haystack-sized mounds of mud and straw and
branches. Smdl mammalswith broad, rounded ears poked their heads out

of the mounds, blinking their large glistening eyes a the intruders.

Lando paid no attention, but kept walking, shoving dangling wet moss

out of hisface and ducking under spine-covered branches.

"I've heard of popular musicians needing to hide from their fans," Zekk

sad, "but thisisridiculous.”

"Obvioudy therés moreto it than that," Lando agreed. "It'sagood

son”

Dripping green and dimy swamp residue, their faces scratched by
branches and stung by insects, the three doshed deeper into the bayou,
trusting Lando's sense of direction and his presumably reliable

information on the location of Figrin D'an and the Modal Nodes.



At lagt, parting head-high tufts of bluish marsh grass and pushing the
blades asde, Jainalooked into a clearing surrounded by knotted
low-hanging water trees. Lando and Zekk crept closer on either side of

her.

Inthe middle of the wet, flat area stood three ramshackle houses on
dtilts, teetering like weary swamp birds on unsteady legs. Their
windows were small, the walls made of woven marsh grass and patched

with thick wads of the resinous mossthat hung from every tree.

Buzzing firegnats, butterfly creatures, and fis-sized beetlesflew dl

around, droning into the hot, humid air.

Jainaheard quiet mournful notes of music drifting up from the shacks,
asif morose band members were passing the time by rehearsing afew old

favorite tunes.

"Sounds like the Biths we're looking for,” Zekk said.

Lando nodded. He pushed forward into the clearing, with the two young
Jedi besde him. "Hdlo! Isanybody insde there? I'm looking for

Figrin D'an and the Modal Nodes."

The music suddenly stopped with aloud squawk. They heard clatters,
thuds, and bumping noises, asif people were scurrying about in apanic

inddethetiny huts. One polished pink head popped up, just barely



vigblethrough atiny window opening, and Jainarecognized the

familiar dien form of aBith mudician.

Then the creature ducked down. Clanking and dissonant notes rang out

from musical instruments asthey were tossed aside.

"Go away! Leaveusdone" shouted one saucy-voiced Bith insdethe

huts. His Basic was heavily accented, high-pitched with arm.

oundslike Figrinhimsdf," Lando said. "Hgrin! Wait, itsme!”

Jainas eyes went wide when she saw an ominous-looking tube appear
through the window opening, athick-walled cylinder sawed from an
iron-cane stalk. The black hole in the tube looked very much like the

mouth of aweapon.

"Look out!" shecried, just asarumbling blast erupted from the tube
with apuff of smoke. Zekk and Jaina both dove to one side, tumbling
facefirg into the marsh. Lando staggered backward to get out of the

way. A hurtling mass of brown crashed into the trees behind them.

"Hey!" Lando shouted. "There's no cause for-', A second tube emerged
from another window. Thistime the blast caught Lando squarely inthe

center of hischest.



"No!" Jaina shouted.

Lando staggered as the amorphous brown shape dammed into him,
splattering in dl directions, hurling himinto atreetrunk. He
looked down in horror at his chest, asif expecting to see blood and

bones.

Instead, he encountered only torn transparalon and sticky, dripping

muck-the same muck they'd been dogging through for hours, dredged up

from the bottom of the swvamp.

"It'sjust mud!" hesaid, aghast. "They're shooting mud bombs at

LIS,"

Then he stormed forward, daoshing toward the houses on stilts.

"That doesit. You've gonetoo far thistime, Figrin! Y ou'veruined

my shirt! You'l pay for thisout of your sabace winningg"

Jainaand Zekk hurried up behind him. Jainawondered if she should

draw her lightsaber. A single swipe at the stilts would topple any one

of those housesinto the marshy pond.

"Hey, man. Who's out there?' said the origind Bith voice.

"It'sLando Cdrissian,” Lando said. "And if you don't stop firing mud



a me, I've got two Jedi Knights here who'll do more than get your

shirtsdirty.”

"Lando, my man!" A Bith raised up hispink cranium and poked his
smooth head out the window. Jainacouldn't tell if the dien was
amiling or not. Hishuge black eyes glittered in the hazy bayou

light.

He raised animble hand whaose fingers had the dexterity to play just

about any musicd ingrument in the universe. "Why didn't you say

s0?

We thought you were some of those Black Sun people trying to rub us

out."

"Black SUn?' Jainasadindam.

Lando doshed closer to the huts and Figrin D'an lowered arickety

wooden ladder. "Comeon up! Wed loveto jam!™ the handleader

sad.

"Maybe even play alittle round of sabace or two."

Other Bith band members stood up in the adjoining shacksto look with

huge black eyes at the new arrivas. A few dissonant musica notes



rang out asthey gathered up their jumbled instruments.

"Next time you should check out who's at your door before you open
fire" Lando said, wiping another smear of mud off the chest of his

filthy shirt.

"Hey, couldn't take the chance," Figrin said. ™Y ou know how it is,

man. We got a price on our heads."

Lando hauled himsdf up the ladder, then reached down with his
muck-encrusted grip to help Jaina climb off the ladder and into the

hut.

"Well, if weredly were thugs out to kill you," Lando said, "that
little mud-cannon of yourswouldn't have done much other than annoy

us.

Then you'd have been facing aredly unpleasant interrogation

ssson.”

Two of the Bith band members groaned. One picked up hisjazz stick and

blew awailing strident note.

Zekk climbed up to join Jainaand Lando in the central one-roomed

hut.



The place smelled of mildew and damp wood aswell as strange spicy stew
that had obvioudy been bubbling for along time on atherma stove set

on astone plate in the center of the room.

A pair of the band membersretrieved their instruments and set about
plugging in powerpacks and tuning up. Disconnected musica notes

waited through the air like clouds of ortellian whisper bats.

Lando made the introductions. "These two are my associates, Zekk"'-the
dark-haired young man nodded-"and Jaina Solo. Y ou remember her

fether."

Figrin sat back and twiddled his big-knuckled fingers. "Solo? Asin

Han Solo's daughter? Y eah, Han and | spent many an hour at the sabace
table" With dl of thefleshy folds around the Bith's mouth, Jaina

dill couldn't tell whether he was smiling. "How 'bout agamethis

afternoon, Lando? Just likeold times."

"Not yet. We need someinformation,” Lando said. "There's been some
trouble on Cloud City and I'm pretty sure you know something about

it.

Y ou've got to tell uswhatever you can. What happened to my friend

Cojan?'



Figrin sghed and afew of hisband members struck up alow, mournful

tune. "Man, that'sasad song," hereplied. "A red tearjerker.

We don't usudly have stuff like that in our repertoire. Cojahn ...

that story has good guys, bad guys, treachery and tragedy. Y ou know,

al the stuff that makesfor asurefire hit."

"Soyoull tdl useverything?' Jainasaid. "All thedetals?'

Figrin sat back againg the rickety wal of the hut. The other band

members adjusted their instruments, ready to play.

"Why not?" the Bith handleader said. "We got plenty of time.....

and it's been too long since we had aredly attentive audience. in
therain forest sector of the Climateria, Lowie hung upside down from
an atificid tree branch, admiring the view. Em Teedee hovered
right-side-up half ameter beneath the Wookiee. Anja, who paced back
and forth on alimb adjacent to Lowi€e's, seemed as edgy and impatient
asever. Two meters lower down, Tenel Ka straddled abranch and
practiced Jedi relaxation techniques while Jacen searched invain for

tiny creatures on the bark of the synthetic tree.

"Remind me exactly what it iswe're supposed to be pretending to look

for while Carissan and the others are off joyriding,” Anjasaid with



an exaggerated sigh.

Lowierumbled areply and, snce Anjadid not understand the growling
language, Em Teedee obligingly trandated. "Master L owbacca points out
that we are not pretending to look for anything. We are pretending to
enjoy ourselveswhilst actually searching for any indication that

someone might have wanted Master Cojahn ... disposed of "

"We're not really sure what we'relooking for," Jacen explained
hepfully. "But while Lando, Jaina, and Zekk are poking around on the
Bith homeworld, it's our job to keep an eye out for anything suspicious
here. Any sort of shady dedlings Cojahn might have learned about,

maybe some sort of espionage, drug dedling, embezzling-who knows?"

"We must remain watchful and follow any leads,” Tend Kasad.

Anjasnorted. "Wdl, thiswatchfulnessis about asinteresting as

watching al of you contemplate the Force or think at rocks back on

Yavin4."

She gave an experimenta bounce on the tree branch fifty meters above

the ground, took another step and bounced again, then again.

Step-bounce, step-bounce. A dangerous game. Lowie gave acautionary

woof, but she seemed utterly confident and tensed like a predatory



animd ready to spring. Thethought of falling did not seem to worry
Anja; infact, Lowie wondered if it had even occurred to her. Then

again, he mused, maybe it had and she found the thought exhilarating.

Jacen, gpparently giving up on finding any interesting creaturesin the
artificia tree, sood up and began pacing and bouncing just as Anja
wasdoing. Lowie growled awarning at him aswell. Jacen stopped,

inhded deeply, let hiseyesfdl hdfway shut. His entire body seemed

to relax, and he walked with asmooth effortless grace to the far end

of thelimb he was on, then headed back toward Tendl Ka, who was seated

closer to the trunk, drawing in dow, deep breeaths.

Anjasnorted and continued bouncing aong her branch. "And exactly

what sort of clues do you expect to find at the top of atree?

Jacen glanced up at the young woman-and in that moment she missed her

footing. "Oh, Mistress Anja, look out!" Em Teedee cried.

Anjatried to regain her balance, but to no avail. Lowie watched her

tumble from the branch asif in dow motion.

Before Em Teedee had finished speaking, both Jacen and Tenel Kawere
completely dert. Lowiesfurry arm shot out, and he managed to dow
Anjas descent, but he could not get agrip on her. Jacen and Tend

Ka, however, each succeeded in grasping one of her limbs and pulled

Anjato safety on their branch.



"Thanks." Anjasvoice carried an uncharacteristic quaver, and her
face was paer than usud, her eyes brighter, with an unaccustomed
dartled look in them. "I must not have been paying close enough

atention. | guess| owe you one."

"Hey, don't worry about it. That'swhat friendsarefor,” Jacen

sad.

"To bethere. All of usyoung Jedi Knights have saved each other's

hides more than once."

"Thisisafact,” Tend Kasad, then changed the subject. "And |

believe Anjawas correct: thistreetop will not aid usin our

investigation.

We should continue our search in aplace morelikely to yied clues”

Anjasmiled a thewarrior girl-agenuine smile. The expression was

not acommon onefor her, especialy when addressing either Jainaor

Tend Ka.

"Okay, where do we go then? I'm open to suggestions,” Jacen said.

"' Someplace with more people, to start with?' Anjasaid, making a shaky



attempt at humor.

"An areawith more congruction perhgps?' Tenel Kaoffered.

Jacen waggled his eyebrows. "1 guess maybe we should get back to our

roots, then."

Tend Kanodded. Anjasmiled.

"It'stoo bad ... just when | was starting to branch out,” Jacen went

on.

Lowie groaned.

"All right, dl right." Jacen shot him amischievousgrin. "I know it

goes againg the grain, but maybe we should al leaf now."

Lowie grumbled ahdfhearted protest, reluctantly swung off hisbranch,

and began clambering back down the tree.

"Yes," Tend Kasaid dowly. "I wood advise climbing down

immediately.”

"Great," Anjasad, "l think that'savineidea."

Tendl Kastared at her in surprise. Lowie gave acurious growl.



Jacen's mouth fell open.

"It's certainly more advisable than risking lifeand limb,” Em Teedee

added unexpectedly, shocking them dl into amazed laughter.

Anjawas glad to be on the move again as she and the others trekked
through the amusement complex, keeping up their pretense of having

fun.

All of them seemed to find the physicd activity relaxing.

Anjacertainly welcomed the relaxation. Sheld become increasingly
tense as her suspicions had mounted, and she'd begun to believe that
Cdrissan was right and Cojahn's death had not been an accident after
dl. It was even more uncomfortable to know -since she had been
enlisted in the search for clues-that Czethros had interests here on
Bespin. She had little doubt that if Cojahn had gotten in hisway,
Czethros would not have hesitated to have the man "removed.” Whet if
Anjafound out that Czethros did have Cojahn murdered? Would she be

forced to cover up her boss's actions?

Anjashivered. She couldn't believe how strongly she had reacted to
her minor dip on the tree branch, how grateful she had been for her

friends help. Jacen and Tenel Kahad saved her. Would Czethros ever



have done something so noble for her?

"Get agrip," she scolded hersdlf quietly asthey entered achilly,

dazzling white polar environment chamber.

Jacen Solo was the son of her worst enemy. She could have taken the
opportunity in the treetops to throw him off baance; the fal would
have looked like an accident. After dl, hadn't she cometo Yavin 4
and now to Bespin to find away to hurt Han Solo through his

children?

Objectively speaking, what could have been more fortunate than if Jacen

had fallen to injury or death?

But even asthe thought entered her mind, Anja's somach clenched.

How could she be so ungrateful-he had been there for her when she
needed him. As shelooked around at the bleak whiteness of the polar
environment chamber, resentment welled up in her. Who had asked Jacen
to be so nice to her? His sdfless actions just muddled her thoughts

and confused her plans.

| do want to hurt Han Solo, sheinsisted silently to herself It'sthe
only way to make him Pay for my father's death. In frustration, she
reached down, packed some snow together into aball, and threw it

directly at Jacen's chest. Helaughed asit broke agpart into thousands



of fluffy whitechunks. Heretdiated immediately.

A fast and furious snowbd| fight ensued, and by the time she, Jacen,
Tend Ka, and Lowie stepped back into the central hub ten minutes

later, Anjahad pushed all thoughts of weakness from her mind.

"Dear me. What wasthat?' Em Teedee asked, bobbing along above
Lowie's shoulder, alight dusting of snow melting on hissilvery

casing.

Lowie gave aquestioning growl.

"Over there" Em Teedee said. "It scurried up the access corridor. "

")1/2at did?" Jacen said.

"Someone-or something," Em Teedeereplied. "An Ugnaught, | believe.

Hewas carrying some sort of case with ahandle onit. Cometo think
of it, | do believe that creature was lurking about earlier whilst we
were building our fortressin the sand in the seashore environmenthe

had the same odd patch of missing fur on his head.”

Anjahad an unsettled feding in her somach as Jacen trotted over to

the corridor that the trandating droid had indicated.



"l saw him," Jacen said. "He just disappeared through atrapdoor in

the corridor. Let'sfind out what hesup to."

"What for?' Anjaasked indarm.

"Because he's acting suspicious,” Jacen replied, asif the answer were
obvious. "If Em Teedeeisright about his patchy fur, he may bethe

same Ugnaught foreman who got fired afew days before Cojahn’'s death.

That's suspicious, isn't it? What would he be doing here? He

shouldn't be at the construction Ste at dl."

Anjastension returned with full force, and she had a sudden
overwhelming urge to go back to her quarters, where she could think,

where she could be aone, where she had stored her spice.

"I don't find hislurking or his disgppearance the least bit
suspicious. Maybe the guy just left sometools behind,” shesaid. "He
came, he got histoals, heleft. | think you'redl just abit too

desperate to find something to investigate.”

Tenel Kashook back her red-gold warrior braids and looked directly at

Anja "But | sensed something through the Force: danger.”

"Metoo," Jacen said.



Lowierumbled his agreement.

"The sentiment appears to be unanimous, Mistress Anja," Em Teedee

sad.

"Well, you can count meout,” Anjasaid. "I've had my share of bad

experiences with Ugnaughts, and | don't really want to repest them.

Besdes, dark tunndstend to remind me of explosons-just likein the
booby-trapped mines on Anohis." She shuddered at the thought of the
decades-long civil war between the miners of her mountain village and
thefarmersin thevalleys. "Go ahead without me, if you want. I'm

heading back to my room. I'll seeyou dl a evening med."

"Okay," Jacen said doubtfully. "I'm surewe won't belong. Well see

you later."

With that, he, Tenel Ka, Lowie, and Em Teedee hurried up the corridor
to the trgpdoor the Ugnaught had used. In lessthan aminute they had

dissppeared into the floor, following him.

Anjabreathed asigh of relief when they were gone. Why wasit that
being among these young Jedi brought up such conflicting emotions
within her? She walked down another hallway in the direction of her

room asfast as her legswould go.



Shefelt an overwhelming urge to take some andris. She needed it.

She had assured her friends that she wasn't addicted to the spice, but
she knew without a doubt that her need for it right now could not be

ignored.

he stepped into aturbolift and dumped againgt its rounded wall.

The door did shut behind her and she noticed that her hands were
shaking. Was she addicted? she wondered. Asthe turbolift shot

upward, she shrugged off the idea.

No, it was only naturd, given the circumstances, the tenson, her near
fal from thetree, that she might need asmal extraboost. A light

Swesgt broke out on her forehead and her vision blurred for amoment,
then cleared. Theingant the turbolift door opened, she dashed down
the hallway toward her quarters, burst through the door, and scrambled

over to the satchd that held her belongings.

Not wanting to waste time searching, she dumped the contents
unceremonioudy onto the deeping pad and grabbed for thelittle black
box that held her precious andris. Her trembling fingersfumbled with
the catch and she withdrew one of the insulation-wrapped packets. She
ripped away the covering that kept the via chilled and in the process

dropped the container into her pile of clothes.



She was panting now and closeto tears. Sherecited half adozen
choice cursesthat she had never spoken in front of the young Jedi

Knights as she rummaged again for the smal vid among her

belongings.

There. Thereit was.

Anjahad no memory of the intervening few minutesin which she opened

thevia and took the spice. The next thing she knew, shefelt energy

coursing through her body. Her vison was clear and acute, her mind

dert, her doubts gone.

Y es, now she could think clearly. She didn't haveto have andris.

She could give it up anytime she wanted, of course.

But she didn't want to. It made her fed so much better.

"Wow. | had no ideadll these tunnels were even down here," Jacen

said, gazing at the maze of passagesthat stretched in dl directions

beneath the entertainment complex. He kept hisvoice low in casethe

Ugnaught they were following was somehow gl within hearing range.

Thewarrenswere dimly lit, and just barely tal enough for Jacen to



gtand up in. Lowie, however, had to stoop to move around.

"Em Teedee, would you please give usalittle extralight?' Jacen

murmured. "But not too much-we don't want to be seen.”

"Certainly, Master Jacen,” Em Teedee said in aloud whisper. "1 should
be delighted to be of service." He bobbed up to the top of the tunnel
and directed the light from his optical sensors down toward the floor

of the passage. "But however are you going to locate that Ugnaught

now?"'

"We mugt use the Force," Tendl Kasaid. "He cannot have gonefar.”

Asif to prove her point, Lowie suddenly woofed and pointed to aside

corridor about ten meters away.

"Right. | senseit too," Jacen said, thinking of the seedier areas
deep within Cloud City. "He must be heading to lower levels, probably

Port Town. Let'sgo.”

Em Teedee stopped. "Just amoment, Master Jacen. Dear me! Althoughl
redlize I'm not endowed with the Force, | was attempting to reach out
with al my sensors, and | believe I've just intercepted acomm
transmisson originating from somewhere extremely close by. Thewords
werein Ugnaught dia ogue-with which | am of course quite familiar,

being fluent in over sixteen forms of communication-" Lowie growled and



tapped the floating droid with onefinger, asif to remind him that

they wereinahurry.

"Ah. Aha. What did the communication say?' Tenel Kaasked.

"Yes, of course, | was coming to that. It was something to this

effect: Retrieved the spice. Dedl isback on. Meet outside tunnel 83,

section 11. Bring hard creditsonly.”

Jacen, Tend Ka, and Lowie exchanged concerned glances. Jacen gavea

low whidtle. "A drug ded, then. For hard cash?’

Tenel Kaquirked an eyebrow at him. "So it would appear.”

Lowie gave athoughtful growl.

"Right," Jacen said. "If that's not suspicious, | don't know what

IS

"l sense him moving away," Tend Kawarned.

"Let's say with the Ugnaught then,” Jacen said, moving up the tunnel

and toward the side passageway. "I've got astronger feding than ever

that this guy knows something about Cojahn's desth.”



Asthey followed the Ugnaught through convol uted catacombs to the
lower, darker levels of Cloud City, Jacen wondered if the cresture had

any ideawhere hewas going.

"I think thisguy'slogt," he muttered quietly to Tend Ka

Lowie groaned softly, and Em Teedee trandated asthe little droid

bobbed in front of them on his microrepulsorjets. "We must be quiet.

Stedthisof utmost importance.”

After passing through the cluttered, seedier levels of Port Townthe
"bad part” of Cloud City-Jacen and his friends needed to use their Jedi
skillsto thefullest just to keep track of their quarry. They hurried
through dimly lit sectors, ducked around junked equipment and debris
that had been waiting for centuries to be hauled awvay and sorted into

one of the scrap incinerators.

Each time they thought they had lost the Ugnaught, they managed to
glimpse his patchy-furred head once again, just asthey were about to
give up hope. If the former foreman knew he was being followed, he

certainly made no attempt to elude or avoid them.

After they hurried past agroup of Ishi Tibshuddlied in acorner
placing bets on some sort of combat insects, they saw the small apelike

creature turn sharply to the left.



"Wheredid hego?" Jacen asked.

Lowie grunted, extending atuffed arm to point at asmall chute
opening. Without hesitation, Tenel Kasprinted ahead and scrambled
into the chute. Jacen and Lowbaccafollowed. "Oh, my!" Em Teedee
sad. "Areyou certain these passages are safe enough to use for

transportation?'

"The Ugnaughts use them,” Tend Kasaid. "They livein thesetunnd

warrens.”

Asthey proceeded, the light around them grew red and warm. Lowie
sniffed, using hisWookiee noseto follow the scent. They ducked low
and took shortcuts through passageway's that seemed no larger than air
shafts. Em Teedee hovered next to the big ginger-furred Wookiee, who
had congderadle difficulty fitting into the cramped spaceswhile
remaining quiet and secretive. Somehow, they managed to stay on the
Ugnaught'strail as he led them deeper and deeper into Cloud City's

interior.

Jacen mentally reviewed what he knew about the Ugnaughts and their
culture, how they had come here as dave creatures for arich and
eccentric developer named Ecclesss Figg. Lord Figg had promised them

their freedom if they would help him to complete hisimpossible dream



of building acity inthe clouds.

Now, Ugnaughts were among the most respected inhabitants of the huge
metropolisin Bespin's skies. The creatures filled important positions
inal drataof society, from city politicians and bureaucratsto

sdvage engineers on the hot conveyor lines.

This Ugnaught had been an engineer, the chief construction foreman on
SkyCenter Galleria, before Cojahn had fired him for "certain

irregularities™ So what had he been doing back at the amusement

fadility?

And where was he going now?

The Ugnaught scuttled along without a backward glance, seemingly
without noticing the young Jedi Knightsfollowing him. In the cramped
tunnes and halsthey heard few other creatures moving around, just

the throbbing sounds of machinery and equipment deep in the Tibanna gas

processng levels of the giant city.

A tingle of fear skittered up and down Jacen's spine. Tend Katouched

hisarm and he could fed the tension rippling through her aswell.

"Something isnot right,” she said.

"I know it," he answered, frowning. He knew they had been quiet, using



thair Jedi skills, but in such an uninhabited area, hefound it hard to

believe that the Ugnaught ahead didn't suspect their presence.

The furry creature popped down another dropshaft, and Jacen, Tenel Ka,
and Lowie hurried so they wouldn't lose Sight of him. "1 wish | knew
where hewas going,” Jacen muttered. "Thisislike ascaredmynock

At the bottom of the shaft they emerged into alarge storage area, and
Jacen immediately sensed the danger. Thelarge chamber was silent,
muffled with shadows; they saw no sign of their quarry whatsoever,

though he had dropped into this room only seconds ago.

The three companions stood together, stock il in the shadows.

Jacen glanced around, his Jedi senses at the peak of alertness. He saw
no movement. A shroud of deethly quiet hung around them. It wastoo

qui€t.

Lowie snuffled, trying to detect scentsin the musty air. Each bregth
echoed in the enclosed storage room. Em Teedee's golden optical
sensors glowed in the dimness as he floated above them, unconscioudy

marking their position.

Tend Kapressed closer to Jacen, her back against his. The contact



sent atingle through his senses, though he would have enjoyed it more

had they not been in such atense Situation.

Lowie growled deep in histhroat. The Wookiee formed no actua words,

but the miniaturized trandating droid relayed the meaning anyway.

"Master Lowbacca believes the Ugnaught hasled usinto atrap.”

Just as Jacen's hand twitched toward the lightsaber at hiswaist, all

the room's glowpanels flashed on, dazzling their eyes with the burst of

light. Blinking furioudy in an attempt to focus, Jacen saw only

blocky shadows, stacked crates, and hunks of decommissioned machinery

wrapped in transparent sheeting.

A moment later seven burly, murderous-looking creatures stepped
forward, amix of races. some human, some craggy-faced brutes. One
glistening dien dripped blue dimein tiny puddles onto the floor

plates.

The seven were armed with blasters, grenade launchers, and various
long-distance weapons-and each of them |ooked mean and scarred and

intent on mayhem.

Anicicle of dread did down Jacen's back. Even three Jedi Knights
would not be able to resist a combined attack from these hired

killers



"Don't move," snarled the dime-dripping dien. Weapons came up and

took aim, holding them &t bay.

A broad-shouldered human with a hairy face from eyebrowsto chin

growled in awet, phlegmy voice, "Arethese the ones?’ Oneddeof his

face appeared to have been eaten away by acid.

The seven thugs pulled out images printed on evaporating flimiplast.

The patchy-furred Ugnaught scurried out from hishiding place behind a

rusty disconnected pumping generator. He chittered and squesled,

pointing vigoroudy at them.

"Yeah, | know they werefollowing you. Good job," the hairyfaced man

gargled. "But thisisonly half the number werre supposed to kill.

Where are the rest-the Lando guy and the other kids?"

The Ugnaught squedled something. Em Teedee said, "Shdll | trandate

what the Ugnaught has just explained?”

"No," Tend Kasaid quickly.

The Wookiee roared, and Jacen nodded. "I agree, Lowie-if we can't



fight them, wed better turn around and run!”

The thugs shouted in surprise and fired off scattered blaster shots as
Jacen, Lowie, and Tenel Kabolted toward the nearest exit door. Ther
feet clanging on the metal decks of the lower levelsin Port Town, the
young Jedi Knights dashed out of the room, sprinting ahead asfast as
they could go. Jacen swung around metal-walled corners, his swegty
hands squeaking on grimy durasted plates as he grabbed them for

baance.

. Lowie banged his head on thelow celling and yowled in pain, but kept

charging ahead. Em Teedee sputtered along, doing his best to keep

up.

"Wait for me!"

The suspicious Ugnaught had led them into atrap. They had blundered
into it in spite of sensing warnings through the Force. But whet

chilled Jacen most was knowing that he and his friends had aready been
marked astargets. These ns, carrying images of Lando and the
young Jedi Knights, apparently had ordersto kill al of them. He had
seen aglimpse of his own face on the printed flimiplast, a contract

for their deaths.

The surly bunch behind them bellowed, firing their blasters

recklesdly.



Apparently they had no training in teamwork, though. The scaring
energy bolts bounced off the reflective walls, skittering like molten

cannonballs down the passageways.

Ahead, Jacen saw an opening in the floor that dropped into awide air
shaft. Helegpt down it and the othersfollowed, bouncing and jolting
againg the dick metal walls until they shot out into an open bay

where cold steam hissed upward. Tubes dangled like tentaclesfrom
overhead supports. They landed on arickety catwalk, and Jacen grabbed
therailing to reassert hisbaance. Amber light burned from

mini-glows hidden in pipes, conduits, and pressure-rel ease valves.

Beside Jacen, Lowbacca reached out to grab ahorizontal dangling chain
overhead. Using his powerful Wookiee muscles, he hauled himsdlf across
it hand-overhand until he reached alower platform on asolid catwalk,
then swung a chain back down to hisfriends so that Tenel Kaand Jacen

could each swing over to him. Em Teedee flew across by himself.

The lift-shaft door opened with ahiss. A blocky, gray-skinned man and
the dime-dripping dien lunged into theindustrid chamber,

immediately spotting their prey. More blaster fire rang out. One bolt
breached a lubricant-containment vessdl, cracking open its outer

sl



Slick greenish-blueliquid spilled onto the floor, turned smoky, and
dowly began to burn. Thetwo hitmen growled and coughed, waving the
curling, noxious smoke away from their faces. More blue dime dripped

from the messy dien.

"Thisisno placeto camp out," Jacen said. "How about wetry

somewhere ds?"

They ran dong the catwak and scrambled down a set of meta ladders

rung by rung until they reached an even lower leve, then scurried

across adirt-stained floor.

"Whereiseverybody?' Jacen said. "Isthis section of Cloud City

off-limits, or what?"

"Perhapstoday itis" Tend Ka, barely even breathing hard, stopped

next to him. "I believe they moved all workers out of thisarea.

They wished to keep the field clear for their hunt.”

"Y ou mean they planned thisthat much ahead?" Jacen said.

Lowie chuffed and nodded in agreement. "Oh, no! We're doomed!" Em

Teedee wailed.

They ducked under a half-open shipping bay door and entered an



Inventory sector where canisters of spin-sealed Tibanna gas stood
behind guard fields. Since Tibanna gas was used for hyperdrive cores
aswell as blaster powerpacks, hazardous-materia signs marked every

door and each separate shipment.

Stll running, they dropped down two more levels. With each new room

or corridor intersection, they hoped to encounter crowds again.

That way they could disappear among other sentient beings and find
protection ... but it appeared asif these hidden levels of Port Town

had been entirely evacuated.

"We are close to the bottom of Cloud City," Tenel Kasaid after
climbing down three more ladders. Jacen could see her arm beginning to
shake from the effort. "Perhaps there is an express|ift tube that

would return usto the upper levels."

"Not down here," Jacen said. "They try to keep these levels separate

from the tourists and credit-paying customers.”

Tenel Kaflicked her red-gold braids away, and he saw a sheen of sweat

on her face. Hewondered if it was from exertion or from fear.

He decided it must be from exertion.



All around them the room became too quiet again. Thethree of them
moved toward aheavy door that led out into the dim passageways of
living quarters. Lowie sniffed. They could hear noises,

conversations, sounds of the city's other inhabitants, and Jacen
guessed these must be the warrensfilled with Ugnaught families tucked

into cramped tubes and smal dwelling aress.

Tend Kadrew her lightsaber and switched it on. The turquoise blade

hummed and flickered in the shadowy room. "Still quiet,” shesaid.

"But we are now close to other people.”

Jacen, trugting hisfriend'singtincts, removed his own lightsaber.

Lowiedid the same. But before they could switch on their weapons, a
side door whisked open and three of the deadly hunters charged out,

bellowing and opening fire without even taking aim.

Tenel Kadeflected one of the blaster boltswith her blade. The shot
left asmoking hole in the metd wall mere centimeters from the head of
the man who had fired it. More blaster fire erupted, ricocheting off

walls and blasting equipment into ruined shreds.

Jacen ducked to avoid the blizzard of powerful shots. "I don't think

thisisagood place either,” he panted. They backed up.



Lowie grabbed Tend Kaand Jacen, hauling them after him as he charged
back through the door, sprinted toward another access shaft, and jumped
downtoafind leve. Tend Kaheld her glowin- lightsaber far away

from her friends asthey al scrambled backward onto ametal grid floor
covered with strange circular markings, ribs, and hatches that led to

other shafts. The corridor glowpanels pulsed, too bright and harsh for
Jacen's eyesto adjust quickly. Twirling darm sgnas overhead warned
them of some impending hazard, but gave no indication asto what it

might be.

Jacen looked around, histangled hair damp with swest. Hislungs
burned from the long run. Do you think we've gotten away from them?"

hesad.

"Too easy," Tend Kaanswered with an emphatic shake of her head. Her

lightsaber still hummed and vibrated in her hand.

Up ahead they spotted aladder that would lead to ahigher level.

"Wemust climb again,” Tend Kasaid. She switched off her lightsaber

and clipped it back to her belt so she could use her single hand for

dimbing.

"It'salong way back up,” Jacen gasped. He struggled to force air

back into hislungs, then Sghed. "So | guesswed better get



Sarted.”

But as they rushed toward the beckoning escape ladder, atrio of their
pursuers scrambled out of another side shaft and came to a halt,
leering at the three young Jedi clustered together. A scaly-skinned,
skullfaced bandit snarled, preparing to fire; the hairy man brought up

his heavy blagter rifle. Beside them the little Ugnaught panted.

Raising agnarled, furry hand, the creature chittered and squeded in

triumph.

Em Teedee said, "Oh no! He sayshe'sgoing to-" The Ugnaught dapped a
button set into the wall, and suddenly the floor dropped out from under
Jacen'sfeet. He, Tene Ka, and the gingerfurred Wookiee dl tumbled
down into a bottomless shaft. They fell and rolled, damming againgt

the wallswith bruising force-nothing at dl like their enjoyable

experiencein the vortex tunne at the SkyCenter Galleria.

Dropping first, Lowie bounced and jolted down the curves of the steep
tube, with Tend Kaclose behind. In therear, Jacen tried to grab
Tend Kasleg or foot, anything to dow them down, but the shaft walls

werefar too dick, and gravity did itswork. They picked up speed.

Twenty meters below them, awide hatch opened up, around circle that
let in abreeze and raw daylight. Jacen redized with horror that this

was agarbage chute or an exhaust tube-something that led out into



Bespin's open sky.

With ayowl of dismay, Lowbacca shot down through the hatch, faling,

tumbling, dropping into empty space.

He reached out with hislong Wookiee arms and managed to grab onto a
dangling transmission antenna. With a sudden severejerk, he hung
dill, holding on with his powerful grip, hislegsdangling over the

sea of infinite clouds.

He roared and extended his other arm as Tendl Kadropped beside him.

With lightning reflexes he snatched a her. Just intime the warrior
girl reacted, flailed backward with her sngle arm-and grasped his

powerful furred grip like aKarduran acrobat.

A split second later, Jacen came tumbling down, yelling a the top of
hislungs, flaling hisarmsand legs, trying to grab on to

something.

Lowie hung in the notch of the antenna with one arm and grasped the

dangling Tend Kawith the other. He roared, but he had no free arm.

Tenel Kahad only one hand, and that was grasped tightly in

Lowbaccas.



Thinking fast, she swung her body, arched her back, and reached out

with her legs.

Jacen managed to grab her calf but then did down, clutching at her
lizard-hide boot for just amoment. His swest-dick fingers gripped

her ankle; then dipped....

"Jacen!" Tend Kacried.

Jacen looked up at her for onelast fleting instant as shetried to

reach out to him. Lowie yowled in despair.

Jacen'sfingers did from Tenel Ka's boot, and he dropped....

Dropped far away from Cloud City. . . plummeting into the bottomless

sea of sky, where he vanished like a speck of dugt.

Surrounded by the bayou sounds of hoots and hums and squawks that
seeped from the dense marsh through the ragged walls of the shack,

Jaina sat back to listen to the band's tale.

Thefame of Figrin D'an and his crew had risen and falen over the
years, and "Fiery Figrin® himsdlf never understood what they were doing
right or wrong. All through old Imperia days, thetime of Rebellion,

and then the formation of the New Republic, the Modal Nodes had played



their own music, sometimesto greeat fanfare, sometimesto few-if

any-gppreciative ears.

But they played and they traveled. That'swhat the Bith &d. They were
membersin good standing of the Intergdactic Musicians Guild and
generdly made agood living, dthough Figrin had along-standing
tradition of losing their earnings at the sabace table. He never could

resst agood high-stakes game, and more than once had lost hisown
instruments and those of hisfellow band members, only to win them back

againin hisnext al-too-brief streak of luck.

For atime they had been Jabba the Hutt's favorite band. Then they had
reluctantly agreed to play at the disastrous wedding of the Lady
Vaarianin MosEidey, a which point they had been stuck performing

asamere bar band in the cantina, lucky to emerge with their lives.

Since then, they had moved on from planet to planet, playing in any
paying venue, from prestigious resorts to drained-dry fanning
communities. They had gone to Borgo Prime, where they'd been the hit
of Shanko's Hive for five months running before a bad gambling debt had
forced Figrin and his band membersto leave discreetly in the night on

thefirst cargo ship they could stow away on.

They'd dso done adtint in the floating casinos on Mon Calamari, but

the gambling tables proved too tempting for Figrin, and hisown



musi cians had finally dragged him away and taken abooking on Cloud
City. Lando's business partner, Cojahn, had promised them that their
new gig to publicize SkyCenter Galeriawould be arenaissance for

them, areal comeback tour.

Now, though, that had fallen to piecesaswell.

"But that doesn't explainit, Figrin," Lando said. " Cojahn was my

friend. Youve got to tell me what redly went down.”

Behind him, the band members continued their accompaniment on the
Fizzz, the fanfar, and the ommni box. The eerie music added depth to

the story, making Figrin's words richer, more ominous.

"It'sdl about Black Sun,” Figrin said. "They've gone underground for
many years, but they've got a cover story now. Black Sun lieutenants
act respectable, but when nobody's |ooking, they set up their old
criminal connections, just like Prince Xizor used to do, and Durgathe
Hutt, and dl the other deposed kingpins. Black Sun hasits clutches
on weapons runners, illega spicetrade, and now the gambling and

entertainment industries.”

Figrin swiped a hand across his high, smooth cranium, knocking away
tiny droplets of swest that had collected there. "That'swhy they were
trying to get their toehold on Cloud City-especidly your new

establishment, Lando. Black Sun wanted a cut of SkyCenter



Gdleria...

In fact, they wanted to run the place. In absentia, of course.”

Lando just shook his head. "Cojahn would never have allowed that to
happen to our entertainment center-which is a perfectly legitimate
place, | might add. A red family amusement center with no shedy

dedlings whatsoever, despite what you may have heard about mein the

pst”

"Believe me, Lando, compared to Black Sun, you're just an Ewok that got

happy on juri juice

"Thanks... | think," Lando said.

"But youreright," Figrin said. "Cojahn wasn't easly pushed

around.”

The mus cians kept playing from the corners of the hut asif they had
practiced this number over and over again and knew exactly what to

do.

Jainawondered if they had considered writing a song about their ordeal

on Bespin. Maybeit would even be ahit.



Zekk nodded and rested his chinin hishands. "If yourerunning a
business like Cojahn was, you'd have to be ready to stand up to

hoodlums and dl sorts of people trying to push you around.”

"Yeah, you get that alot,” Lando said. "But most of them are cowards

anyway.”

"Cojahn did his best, man, but Black Sun infiltrators popped up
everywhere. Y ou never knew who they were, or when they might come
after you in adark corridor down in Port Town. Got so you had to have

aWing Guard escort to take you to the gambling tables and back

agan.

Those bullies could stick your head in a carbon-freezing tube, or drop

you out an exhaust shaft. They meant business.”

Lando nodded grimly. "But Cojahn didn't givein to them?"

"He should have," Figrin said. "He reported Black Sun'sthreatsto a
couple high-level Exex on Cloud City, but they lost the complaint or it
was midfiled. Hetried again, but nothing was ever done. FHndly,

Cojahn fired his Ugnaught crew boss when hefigured out the guy wasin

thick with Black Sun.”

Figrin shook his domed head. "Not long after that, Cojahn took his

little dive off ahigh bacony. Man, that guy's probably il



falling."

One of the musicians made ahigh, thin, squawking note on his

ingrument. "Y ou know, there's no end to the clouds on Bespin.”

"Sowhy'd you run, Figrin?' Lando asked. "Were they after you,

too?'

"Black Sun'strying to get its handsinto the Intergdactic Musicians
Guild. They wanted usto pay triple membership dues just so they could
take their cut-and man, Cojahn hadn't paid us much. Wed only donea
few gigsfor him. | mean, SkyCenter Gdleriaisn't even open yet! We
got afew tips when we played the barsin the Y erith Bespin, but not
enough for that kind of extortion." He shook his huge smooth head. "I

hate gangsters that don't have budget payment plans!™

He continued. "Once Cojahn died, we knew Black Sun would tighten its
hold on us, apply more pressure. Onetimethey put Singer edsinsde

the mouthpieces of al our ingruments.”

Zekk made agrimace of distaste.

"Oh, we caught the critters soon enough. Fed ‘em to one of the bar's

customers, and even got a big tip-but we didn't dare stick around Cloud

City. Too dangerousthere.



"Yeah," Zekk sad, rolling hiseyes. "Y ou needed to come back to a
nice safe, pleasant place like this war-ravaged wasteland of Clak'dor

"Hey, homeishome," Figrin said with ashrug.

Jainafet sckened. "So Cojahn stood up for hismorals and ethics

and padfor it with hislife.”

"That about sumsit up, young lady," Figrin agreed.

"At least now we know what happened,” Zekk said. Sweat dained his

clothing benegth the transparalon suit.

Lando stared grimly across the dim hut, gazing through the proppedopen

window. "Y eah, but we don't know who killed him or who ordered his

deeth." He swallowed hard. "And believe me, someone's going to pay

for my friend's death. Someonein Black Sun will haveto answer for

it,"

"Guessit'stimeto get back to Cloud City, then," Jainasaid.

Perspiration trickled down her neck and her back.

The band members stood up, bustled around the hut, and propped the rest



of thewindows, |etting aheavy duggish breeze drift in. The hazy
light on Clak'dor V11 grew richer in color as the sun set toward the
swamp treesin the west. Outside they could hear the burning sounds of

millions of insects tirring in the twilight.

"At least it outside with usfor afew minutes before you go,” Figrin
sad. "Thisisour nightly jam sesson. It'd be, nice to have people

lisening for achange.”

The band members dropped through trapdoors to emerge outside the
dtilted hut. They tuned up on ramshackle stoops, ladders, and

bal conies, tossing off riffs and snatches of melody.

Outside, stting on arock, aviolet puffer turtle swelled its
bladders, graining the limits of its shell'sflexibility, and then
exhaled on alow bassoon note. Heavy beetles crawled up trees and

clicked their rear legstogether in arattling rhythm.

"It'sthe music of the swamp,” Figrin said. "The symphony of Clak'dor
VIl. TheBith evolved with music likethid Since my people hide
under their domes dl the time, they don't get to hear the natural

musc. Comeon, joinin." He picked up his battered old long-reed

jazz, thrust it into his mouth folds, and began to play.

The other band members added their own inspirations and embellishments,



joining in with the mood synthes zer and humming clak begpbox. Asthey
did into tune with the natural sounds and music, a hoot-bat flapped
overhead, emitting short blasts of sound that the musicians

incorporated as a counterpoint to their piece.

Jainalistened, enjoying the exatic tune. She had never heard music
likethisin her life, and she knew it was an experience shewouldn't
forget. Shewinked at Zekk. "Thisisamost better than dry clothes,"

shesad.

Zekk flashed agrin back at her. "Not quite" hesaid. "Bt it's

interesting.”

When it wasfindly timeto go, Lando and the two young Jedi took their
leave of theforlorn Biths Stting in their run-down huts, hiding out

inthe middle of the swamp.

"Y ou'll have an audience soon enough, Figrin," Lando said softly.

"Once we take care of Black Sun, you can come back and play to your

heart's content. I'll even double your wagesfor the first week."

Figrin raised abig-knuckled hand. "Just make sure you have an open
sabace tablefor me, Cdrissan." Theband kept playing asther

unexpected vigitorsturned to leave.



"What, you want to lose dl your wages again?' Lando said over his

shoulder.

"l dwayswin 'em back," Figrin answered, waving goodbye.

The band's melody turned sour and skeptical at these words, and Jaina
sensed that Figrin's companions didn't have much confidencein their

leader's gambling prowess.

Tend Kasnormdly aert mind went numb with shock as Jacen plummeted
out of reach. She hung precarioudy, sill dangling in the Wookleg's

strong grasp. She could havefdlen a any ingtant. But for afull

hundred heartbeats she could only stare down into the sea of clouds

that had swallowed her friend Jacen.

At his sde she had fought Dark Jedi, vicious beasts, bounty hunters,
assassins, and misguided patriots. But never, evenin her wildest
nightmares, had sheimagined that he could be taken from her like
this-lost in an ingtant to gravity and some nebulous foe against whom

sheld never even had the opportunity to fight.

The sharp pain in her arm did not come close to matching the wrenching

painin her heart, but it did bring her back to redity. Lowie groaned



in weariness and despair. Tend Ka's booted feet flailed inthe air.

The only thing that kept her from sharing Jacen's fate was L owbacca's

strong grip on her one good arm.

But that couldn't last forever.

or asplit second, she considered letting go, plunging after Jacen into
the clouds. At least that would save Lowbacca, and she wouldn't have
to livewith the guilt of knowing thishad dl indirectly been her

fault.

A long time ago, if she hadn't been trying so hard to impress Jacen

when they'd firgt built their lightsabers, her pride would not have led

her to fight him with asubstandard weapon. . . would not have led to

the accident in which her arm had been lost-an arm that would have been
there to save Jacen from hisfall, had it not been for her own

foolishness,

She should have been there to catch him. Tend Kahad failed Jacen.

Why had she smply not told him how much his friendship meant to her?

Tend Kas sweaty hand dipped in Lowie's grasp. With aharsh bark of

warning, Lowbacca extended his razor-sharp Wookiee claws and dug them

deep into her arm. Hewould not let her fall.



She winced, distracted from her torturous thoughts, and welcomed the
pain that brought her mind back to sharp redity. Thewarrior girl
looked up into Lowie's golden eyes and saw there areflection of her

own anguish ... and something more: determination.

Deten,nination to stay dive. Determination not to lose another
friend. Determination to warn Jaina, Zekk, and Lando that their lives
werein danger too. Determination to find whoever had donethisand

bring them to judtice.

Blood trickled from the deep wounds where Lowie's talons dug fiercely
into her skin. Through the Force she fdt hisresolve flow into her,

like the warm blood that poured down her arm. The wind made her
red-gold braids whip wildly around her and caught at the droplets of

blood, spattering them across her face.

The braids of awarrior. The blood of a princess.

Tend Kagritted her teeth. She would not fal, and she would not

alow Jacen's murderersto go free. Her eyes gtill locked with

Lowbacca's, she used the Force to steady herself. "I'mreedy.”

The Wookiee, who still had one arm wrapped around the sturdy antenna

that protruded from the bottom of the city's structure, pulled himself



upward with that arm until he was able to wrap his strong legs around a
crossbar. With both hands freed, he pulled her up by one arm and
grasped her around the waist with the other. Then, sheking fromthe
grain, he curled upward toward the antenna, asif sitting up and

lifting weights smultaneoudy, until Tend Kacould grasp the center

bar of the antenna hersaf.

When he withdrew his claws from her arm the gush of blood made the
antenna dippery and harder to hold on to, though Tend Kahardly
noticed. She quickly hooked aleg over the crossbar and hel ped
Lowbaccapull himsdf upright. For several long momentsthey clung to

the antenna, shuddering from their efforts.

Findly Tend Kadrew adeep breath. "Thank you, Lowbacca, my

friend.

Let uscontinue.

Lowieroared and pointed up toward the chute through which they had
fdlen. Tend Kalooked and saw with despair that the hatch had closed

behind them! "Y ou are correct, my friend. We seem to be stranded.”

A split second later the hatch mysterioudly did open of itsown
accord. Lowie gave atriumphant bellow. They would till need to find
away to climb inside the sheer tube, but the first hurdle had been

overcome. Asthetwo young Jedi struggled to a standing position on



the antenna crossbar, afamiliar slver ovoid hovered down through the

open disposal chute.

"Oh, thank the Maker! Master Lowbacca, Mistress Tend Kal

Youredivel Do make haste-I'm not certain how long | can keep this

access hatch open.”

Tend Kafumbled with the pouch clipped a her waist and removed her

grappling hook and fibercord.

"Oh, excellentidea!” Em Teedee said. "Thereisaledge exactly three
point seven meters above you where an air vent feedsinto this disposal
tube" Tend Kafet astrange light-headed sensation as she attempted
to swing the grappling hook for her throw. Her fingers were bloody and

the hook dipped from her grasp as she made the toss.

L owbacca's hand shot out and snatched the cord before the hook could
fdl. Tend Kasaw thisasif from agreat distance. The Wookiee then
secured one arm around her wai st and the antennawhile he used his

other hand to draw in the grappling hook, swing, and make the throw.

The hook caught and held firm.

"Excedlent shot, Master Lowbaccal" Em Teedee said. " say, wherever



could Master Jacen be?!

An angry Wookiee bellow exploded beside Tend Kasear, but it didn't
matter. A curtain of soft darkness descended upon her mind and she

remembered nothing more.

Anjahad everything back under control. She had reminded herself of
her priorities and her gods, of who she was and who her enemies

were.

She felt refreshed, invigorated, ready to take on anyone or anything.

She was once again convinced that she had not befriended Jacen, Jaina,

and their associates. She was merely using them to get to Han Solo.

W, perhaps she had dipped abit and begun to think that their silly
belief in the Force might actudly give them some advantage, some power

that she didn't possess. But the sentiment had been short-lived.

Everything seemed so much clearer to her now. She was completely
sf-aufficient. AnjaGalandro needed nothing and no one except Anja
Gdlandro. She had her wits, her intuition, her reflexes. And that

made her every bit asgood asa Jedi Knight.

Asthese comforting thoughts filled her mind, aheavy knock sounded on

the door to her quarters. She hurriedly swept al of her private



bel ongings off the deeping pad and back into the satchel from which
they had come hours earlier, including the empty spicevid. She
stepped to the refresher unit and stuffed the satchel into a corner

before answering the knock.

Shewaved her hand over the OPEN switch, and the door did aside with a
hiss. Lowbacca, Tendl Ka, and Em Teedee practicaly fell into the

room. Em Teedee's casing had been badly scratched, Tenel Kasarm
seeped blood from several deep wounds, and Lowie's ginger fur stuck out

wildly indl directions.

Startling asit wasto see them in this bedraggled condition, Anjawas
determined not to lose her composure again. Sheraised her eyebrows
and tried for some humor. "I see you've come to gppreciate my opinion

of Ugnaughts.”

"Y ou wereright not to comewith us," Tend Kasaid in aweak voice.

Her eyelids drooped, and Anja could now see that the Wookiee was

supporting most of thewarrior girl'sweight. Blood dripped from Tend

Kaswoundsto the floor.

"It wasatrap,” Em Teedee cried. "Cursemy foolish circuits, | should

have seenit ealier.”



Lowiegrowled. "Oh, yed" Em Teedeetrandated. "And Migtress Tenel

Karequiresimmediate medica assstance-immediate!”

"Trap," Tenel Kaechoed. Her face was pale, her breathing ragged.

Lowie picked up thewarrior girl and gently deposited her on the

deeping pallet.

Anja pushed a button on the comm unit beside the door. "Emergency

medical team to room 0914."

"Request acknowledged,” adroid voicereplied. "Edimated arriva: two

point four minutes."

Anjanodded and turned back toward the two Jedi. "So where's Jacen?"

she asked. "Torturing the Ugnaughts by telling them jokes?"

Lowie leaned back against the wall and crooned a strange note that Anja
had never before heard from aWookiee. Tend Kadid not reply, but
tears appeared from beneath,her eyelids. Anjaguessed that her pain
must be terrible, because she had never seen thewarrior girl betray

any emotion whatsoever.

The Wookiee crooning grew louder. The miniaturized trandating droid
spokein an oddly hushed voice. "If Master Lowbacca were capable of

making any reply, he would regretfully inform you that Master Jacen



isdead." With that, thelittle droid fell slent and hovered
fretfully between the Wookiee and the warrior girl, asif trying to

comfort them.

Ridiculoust Anjathought. Jacen could not be dead. She had seen him

only afew hoursago. This had to be somebody'sidea of ajoke.

But Lowi€'s eerie crooning and Tend Kastears convinced her that
something terrible had indeed occurred-more surely than any words could

have.

In subdued tones, the trand ating droid explained what had taken

place.

Anjawas not prepared for the storm of conflicting emotions that swept
through her. Anger, guilt, hopel essness, loss, despair. Jacen had not
deserved to die. He had befriended Anja, amused her, taught her,
defended her, learned from her, saved her life. He had been there for

Anja That'swhat friends are for, he had said.

But she had not been there for him.

An even worse thought now occur-red to her: she might actualy have



caused Jacen's death ... just as she had aways told Czethros she would
do someday, given the chance. It had been alie. She hadn't meant

to.

Not redly.

But Anjahersdlf had told Czethros of the young Jedi Knights arriva

on Cloud City and what they wereinvestigating. Now Lowie and Tend Ka
were wounded. And Jacen was dead. If Anjaknew Czethrosand she
thought she did-these events were not unrelated. That meant Czethros

did have something to do with Cojahn's degth and that Anjasfriends

had come too closeto finding out abot it.

She had no one to blame but herself. Her chest began heaving, and

deep, wordless sobs wrenched from her throat.

Shehad lied. She had lied to Czethros. She had lied to hersdlf.

Jacen had been her friend. Why should he be dead now?

Anicy knife of anguish plunged deep into Anjas heart. Hot tears

spilled down her cheeks. She stumbled backward into the refresher unit

and shut the door tightly behind her. Racking sobs shook her as she

scrambled in the corner for what she needed-what she had to have.

Therewas no choice.... The spicewould help her.



A minute later, when the emergency medical team arrived at the door to
her quarters, Anjacame out of the refresher unit and let themin. She

was controlled now, full of energy.

But nothing, nothing, could dull the pain....

lacenfell.

And he kept on faling.

As he plunged down from Cloud City, the giant hanging metropolis seemed
to shoot up and away from him like a spacecraft rocketing toward

orbit.

Inthefirst severa seconds helet out a panicked cry for help. But
he kept dropping ... dropping, with no bottom in sght. A cold wind
rushed past hisface, roaring in hisears, rippling his clothes, making
it hard for him even to draw a breath. He quickly redlized that

screaming only wasted his precious energy.

Jacen concentrated, trying to use what Jedi powers he possessed to help
him stop hisendlessfal. He had to think of away. With the Force
he could make himsdlf lighter, perhaps dow hisdescent ... for dl the

good that would do him-it would only prolong the inevitable.



Hefdt asif he werefloating and envisoned the Force asan invishle
hand cradling him, lifting him up ... but he knew that was only an

illuson. No matter how hard he concentrated, how much hetried to use
his Jedi skills, he could not push himself back up to the now-distant

Cloud City.

Worse, Bespin was agas giant, ahuge bal of atmospheric mixes, with
no true surface, only asuperdense liquid core hidden under thousands
of kilometers of clouds. Jacen would keep falling into denser and
denser gases, but he would be crushed long before he ever reached the
central sphere. Hewould just fal forever into the gas giant, until

the pressure squashed him flat.

The clouds swirled below, streaming in spirdslikeawhirlpool far,
far beneath him. With each ingtant hefdll closer and closer to

oblivion.

Inhismind hetried to cdl out to hissster Jainaor to Tend Ka,
but he couldn't seem to make contact. In any case, there was nothing

they could do ... at least, not in time.

Hedid use his Jedi training to keep himsdf cam, remembering the
techniquesthat Master Skywalker had taught him. Grest, he thought

with aflash of griryi humor, a least I'll die cam.



But he was not ready to give up yet. Helay back and continued to fall
and fdl and fal, sending out asilent cry for help ... though he

didn't know whereto direct it.

Thewind and gases burned hiseyes. Helet them drift hafway shut.

Even 50, the sunlight dazzled him, creating tiny rainbows through the
ice crystas high in Bespin's atmosphere, and the colors of the pink

and orange arborne dgae seemed painfully bright.

Then, curving out at the edge of hisvision, he saw aflicker of dark
wings swoop through anst of clouds and stresk away. He blinked and

spun around inthe air. The gusting winds caught at his clothes.

He saw the shape again. It flitted by, closer thistime. Suddenly,
with aburst of speed, the flying creature cruised closer ill to

examine him like some giant curious hawkbat with a smooth bullet-shaped

body and fleshy wings.

A thrantal "Hdp!" Jacen shouted. The colorfully painted rider on
the creature's back gently tweaked the harness, directing the

thranta.

Jacen continued to drop, and the flying creature swooped down aswell,

effortlesdy sweeping the air asde with its broad wings. Jacen heard



the flapping sounds and afaint squea that might have been a
high-pitched subsonic call. Asthey streaked downward together the
thranta rider met Jacen's eyes, nodded, and brought the creature under
him, matching the speed of the young man's descent. Then he nudged
upward so that Jacen dropped gently onto the creature's broad back, as

if caught in asafety net.

The rider tossed Jacen the loose end of a sturdy rope that he had tied
about hisown waist. Jacen clutched the rope, trembling asthe
redlization that he had dmost died caught up with him. He gasped, but

for along moment could say nothing more than "Thank you."

Seeing Jacen secured on the back of his mount, the rider gave the
harness alight snap and nudged the thrantawith hisknees. The
creature took off with glee, soaring toward awhite cloud bank far from
the gleaming technologica idand of Cloud City, whichwasnow only a

slvery sparklein the distant sky.

As he sweated and shuddered, just trying to catch his breath, Jacen
pulled himsdf forward and held on to the skinny thrantarider by the
wast. Hewas ayoung male, earless, with smooth skin that was painted
or tattooed in swirling colors and patterns that made the thranta rider
himsdf look likean opticd illuson. Therider glanced over hisbony
shoulder at his unexpected passenger, smiling and flashing ebony teeth

like polished gems.



" That's not avery good acrobatic routine you have, my friend," the
thrantarider said. "Y ou redly shouldn't jump unless you know your
mount will be thereto catch you." Therider's voice was high-pitched

and musicd, in contrast with the roaring air around them.

"l ... 1 didn't mean to jJump,” Jacen admitted, then heaved ahuge sigh

of relief Hisentire body shuddered. "We were ambushed by assassins.

My two friends managed to catch themselves on an antenna beneath Cloud

City, but | couldn't hang on.”

"Ambushed and fdll," the thrantarider said. He nodded, hisface
pinched and sorrowful. "Yep. I've seen that before” Heflew on

without further explanation.

Jacen held on tightly, gradudly regaining his composure, and findly
heintroduced himsdf "I suppose | should tdl you whose lifeyou

saved. I'm Jacen. Jacen Solo.”

Thethrantarider said, "My nameisM'kim. | practice with the sky
rodeo troupe, but I'm not afull-fledged member of the performing team

.. yet"

The boy snapped the reins of the thranta, and it dove like ameteor,

then pulled up into asharp loop inthe air. Jacen was afraid he'd



fal, but the thranta circled, somersaulted, and becameleve again.

At any other time, he might have enjoyed the brief rush of

exhilaration, but hed aready had enough thrills for one day.

" Somost days| come out with my friend here." M'kim patted the solid
fleshy sde of the flying creature, and the thranta ducked and bobbed

intheair, showing off. "Just to practice.

"Hey, I'm certainly impressed,” Jacen said. He held on, and found he
was actudly enjoying himsdf as the thranta soared and danced. Life
seemed so sweet and exhilarating after hislong fal and near brush

with deeth.

Suddenly heredlized withasick jolt that if Lowie and Tenel Kahad
managed to rescue themsalves under Cloud City, they would believe he
had fallen to hisdeath. He couldn't let hisfriendslive with such

grief amoment longer.

" I've got to get back," he said, shouting into M'kim'sear hole. "

need to let my friends know that I'm dive."

But the thrantarider set hisfacein agrim expression and flew on,

arrowing deeper into the clouds below, and away from Cloud City.

"If | take you back too soon,” M'kim said, "those who tried to kill you



might dill bewaiting. Better for now to let them think you're

dead.”

"But that means everybody e se thinks I'm dead too," Jacen said.

"And my friends may need my help."

The thranta soared through alayer of mist that dapped Jacenin the
face; he pluttered in the cold moisture and smelled astrong chemica

tang of gasesthat drifted up from the deep cloud-deck layers below.

"Well go herefirg." M'kim released the harness and gestured ahead

inthe direction of the thrantasflight.

Behind an obscuring vell of white mist, a heavy green-brown cloud
floated like amat above the other layers of vapor. Thedark idandin
the sky seemed solid enough, and as the thranta brought them closer,
Jacen saw that the dudgy raft-cloud was actualy ahuge cluster of
agae nodules. The airborne sacs of gasHilled plant life drifted at

an equilibrium leve in the clouds and photosynthesi zed by soaking up

sunlight, water vapor, and chemicas from the clouds.

"Amazing!" Jacen said. "It'slikealivingidand.”

The thranta flapped its sal-like wings and drove them closer to the



spinning, bobbling raft in the Sky. "Thisisaplace of solitude,”
M'kim said. "We can talk here and rest without fear of being

discovered.

Thereésno hurry. You're not at risk with me.”

Jacen nodded. He was still degply concerned about his friends, though,
and worried about what €l se might be happening to them while he wasn't
thereto help. He didn't even know for certain that the two Jedi

Knights had managed to rescue themselves from their precarious perch
beneath Cloud City, but he believed hisfriends were resourceful enough

to get themsdves out of afix like that.

The thranta hovered over thefloating agaeidand. Uncertain, Jacen
looked down at the squishy surface. But M'kim deffly danced off the
back of hisflying creature and landed on the soft clusters of dgae

sacs, bouncing on the surface of the green-brown nodules asif he were

svimming.

Thethrantarider lay back, gesturing for Jacen to join him. "Come

on.

We can watch the clouds go by and talk about what's reglly happening
over therein Cloud City." Hisfaceturned grave. "I haveafeding

you need to know this."



Still holding the harness, Jacen stood up on wobbly legs and balanced

on the back of the thranta. Then he jumped.

)acen fell for the second time that day, but thistime he landed on the
soft, squishy mat of tangled algae clugters. It waslike adamp
organic mattressthat floated aimlesdy, carried by thewinds. The
bumpy green masses made a soft, uneven surface, like acluster of

lighter-than-air pillows.

Watching him, M'kim lay back laughing as Jacen sumbled, then fell on
hisface into the wet algae nodules. The greenish clugters shifted
likealiving mass of solid bubbles. One greenish-brown bubble popped
with asplat infront of him, spraying Jacen with the strong, earthy

samell of compost.

He struggled to wipe away the sticky juice, but finaly lounged back
and forced himsdf to rdlax. He could change his clotheslater, and he

desperately needed arest.

Rootlike tendrils dangled from the bottom of the lgaeidand to soak
up moisture droplets and nourishing chemicas. Jacen listened to the
breeze rustling the tendrils. He heard the little fluttering noises of

smdll flying creatures darting in and around the tangled organic mat.

He spotted tiny insects and colored plantlike things that made up the



idand complex, forming an entire ecosystem.

"I'm surprised there's so much life around here,” Jacen said. "'l

thought Bespinwasjudt ... just an empty gas giant.”

"Nothing in the universeisredly empty,” M'kim said. "Our troupe has
traveled dl over, and I've found very few placesthat aretruly

dead.

Lifeis... tenacious."

"Yeah, | suredidn't expect to fill be dive after that fdl.”

Bespin had many different levelswhere life clung, whether in

artificid cities, gas-storage refineries, or -temperate-layer dgae

idands.

Thunderheads gathered in the vast sky overhead.

Jacen crawled to the edge of the squishy algae platform and |ooked over

the edge toward the soup of clouds far below. He saw flashes of

lightning and deep glows that skittered benesth the surface. Large

storms rose up as deep heat currentsin the lower layers of the gas

giant girred and shifted. It till looked impossibly far down.

Jacen gulped. If M'kim hadn't rescued him on histhranta, he would



dill befdling....

Free of itsrider, the thranta swooped above and below them, circling
the algae idand, nibbling at the tender ends of the dangling root
threads and playing in the sky. Watching the exuberant creature, M'kim

laughed.

Jacen turned to the thranta rider. "What did you mean when you said
that other people were ambushed and fell off Cloud City? Someone we
know recently vanished off abacony. The officid report said he
jumped to hisdeath." He shuddered, thinking of Cojahn and the long,

long terror he must have endured during his drop through the clouds.

M'kim looked nervous and sad. "When wasthis? When did it happen?"

Jacen counted back. "It would have been ... Six standard days ago, |

guess

M'kim nodded, pursing hislips. "Twelve Bespin days. Y es, that's what

| thought."

"Y ou know something about it?* Jacen jerked and tried to Sit upright
too quickly; the agae nodules shifted under him, and he had to squirm

to regain hisbadance. "Please, tell me."



M'kim looked away. Histhranta swooped overhead again, giving its
near-slent high-pitched call. "I saw it with my own eyes” the

thrantarider admitted.

Jacen scrambled closer to the thin, painted boy. "What happened to

Cojahn? We need to know."

Thethrantarider stared off into the distant skies. Thesunlight
filtering through layers of mists dappled the tattoos on hisface and

in.

M'kim sad, "I cantdl you thismuch. Your friend didn't jump of his

own freewill."

:'What happened to Cojahn?" Jacen pressed again.

"We were out practicing, flying around on the other side of Cloud

City.

Wed gone to the top to do loops around Kerros Tower. | was behind the
rest of the group, because I'm not part of the actual act yet, even
though | practice with the team. | saw aman on one of the outer

bal conies, but he waan't alone.

"Who? Who waswithhim?' Jacen said.



"Onebig, angry man who looked like he wasin charge, and a couple of
thugs. | was surprised that the two thugs didn't do the dirty work for

the angry man."

"What did theman look like?" Jacen said.

"Pretty strange. He had some sort of visor across hisface, ared
optical sensor, and short green hair the color of thisagae you're

gtting on. He was quite unmigtakable.

Jacen swallowed hard as he recognized the description: Czethros!

But the former bounty hunter and smuggler who had once promised to take
revenge against Han Solo was now a respectable businessman on Ord

Mantd l-wasn't he?

"I know who you're talking about," Jacen said, "but what would Czethros

be doing on Cloud City?*

"That man shows up every oncein awhile” M'kim said. "Thingsgo on
in Port Town and in some of the casinosthat the Cloud City Gambling
Authority intentiondly ignores. 1've heard rumors that a powerful
crimina organization istrying to take over the gambling,

entertaimuent, music ... everything that happens on Bespin-and probably

other planetsaswel. Nobody pays much attention to us thranta



riders, but we seethings. . . ."

Jacen thought of the sky-rodeo performers darting past windows, looking
in. Nobody would think to watch for a spy from the outside on acity

inthe clouds.

"That man with the green hair-Czethros, wasit?he comes here,
supposedly on legitimate business. He meets with some of the important

Exex." M'kim shook his head. "But something strangeisgoing on.”

"What happened to Cojahn on the balcony? Was he pushed?’

"They were having an argument,” M'kim said. "The man with the green
hair seemed very sure of himself, but when Cojahn didn't agree, the two
thugs came forward to threaten him. Czethros waved them away. Hejust
picked your friend up by the collar, yelled something a him, and

tossed him off the balcony. Just ... threw him over like apiece of

garbage. Themanfdl."

Sickened, Jacen imagined Lando's friend reaching out for help and
dropping, dropping.. .. "You couldn't help him? Y ou couldn't catch

him like you caught me?'

M'kim shook his head. Tearsglistened in hiseyes. "We were pretty
high above Cloud City. | swooped down, but the winds were too

strong.



Thunder clouds wererising, and the sky was so dark that the man just

vanished into the black clouds. We couldn't find him."

Jacen drew a deep breath. "So why didn't you report this?'

"We don't know who we can trust.” M'kim shook hishead vigoroudly.

"Do you know how easy it would be for someone to sabotage one of our
harnesses or drug one of the thrantas before a show? Weve dready
received warnings and threats-nothing specific ... butenough to make us

worried." He drew a deep bregth.

"Cloud City has areputation as a clean place. If you gamble here, you
know everything'sfair. But someoné'strying to change that. We do

our sky rodeo, and our performances are well-attended. Weve dways
been paid well; werisk our lives. But now"-he cleared his

throat-"other factors are making life ... uncomfortable." Jacen felt
decidedly uneasy. "I need to get back to Cloud City," hesaid. "I

haveto tel my friends”

M'kim hung hishead. "1 know. We can go now. My people will
be.worried about metoo, | suppose.” He placed hislong fingersto his
lipsand blew aloud shrill whistle, startling Jacen. Ingantly, the

thranta flapped up above the edge of theidand, hovered overhead, and



bobbed about playfully.

"Climb up,” M'kim said as the thranta dipped one of its broad, sturdy
wings. Jacen scrambled onto the smooth back. The thrantarider leapt
into place, grasped the harness with one hand, and snapped it lightly

to set theflying creature in motion.

Asthey flapped away from the agae idand, Jacen looked down to watch
the matted mass disappear in the mists below. The thrantaswept its
wings gracefully in broad powerful strokesthat carried them higher and

higher into the sky.

Thick clouds had gathered, knotted conglomerations of mist and gas,
turning the sky dark. Jacen couldn't tell in which direction Cloud

City lay, but he hoped they would get back before the storm.

"Hey, how do you know wherewe're going?' he said closeto M'kim's

ear.

The thrantarider shrugged. "We know."

The thrantaflew onward and upward as a thunderhead nearly the size of
an agteroid rose in front of them. Thethrantacircled around, keeping
agood distance between them and the storm cloud. Lightning crackled

inddethe huge cloud liketiny explosons.



Jacen spotted several black shapes circling the outer surface of the
great storm. M'kim seemed more uneasy now, and the thranta gave the

thunderhead an even wider berth.

"Arethose morethrantas?' Jacen said, pointin, to the other large

flying creatures that seemed drawn by the discharges from the storm.

"No. Wehaveto stay clear,” M'kim said. "Those arevelsars”

Jacen watched with amixture of dread and fascination. He'd heard of
the deek, fast-flying predators on Bespin that could swoop inand rip

gpart their prey with rows upon rows of ja,ged teeth.

"If those valsers see our thranta,” M'kim said, "we're donefor."

"But why are they so closeto the scorm?" Jacen asked. "It it

dangerous for them?'

"Velsarsare dways attracted by storms. | think thelightning

discharges give them somekind of energy.” With anervous chuckle,
M'kim shrugged again. "All | know isthat | don't want to get close
enough to oneto find out.” Though Jacen would have loved to see such
aspectacular creature up close, he redlized that would befoolish. He

had already come too near to desth for one day.



They climbed higher and swept past the thunderhead. The velsersdidn't
notice them, and Jacen could sense M'kim relaxing. Jacen patted the
side of thethranta. "Good work," he whispered, though he had no idea

if the creature could hear him.

Findly, he spotted the gleaming metropolis of Cloud City up ahead.

Lights spangled the sides of its hemispherical dome. The thrantadrove
toward it, and Jacen drew a deep breath. He couldn't remember ever

seeing such abeautiful Sghtinhislife.

Hed survived his orded-and he fervently hoped that Lowie and Tend Ka

had survived theirsaswell.

Flanked by a stoic L owbacca and a disturbed but a oof-looking Anja,
Tend Kawaited for the Lady Luck to cruise back into the docking port
on Cloud City. Fedling her ssomach muscles knot, she closed her

burning eyes and tried to face down the fear inside.

The prospect of doing this, of telling Jaina Solo that her brother had
been killed, was more frightening than any battle or other orded Tenel

KasJedi training had put her through.

Thewarrior girl'sthroat wastight. Though she and Lowie had amost
died inthe same nation attempt, she ill felt there must have

been something more she could have done to keep her friend Jacen



dive

Shewas aJedi! But she had failed him.

Another more subtle failure haunted her aswdl. Tend Kahad dways
believed that the connection between her and Jacen was so close, so

strong, that she would be able to senseif any harm cameto him.

She should have felt it through the Force the instant he died-but she
hadn't. Instead, her emotions had betrayed her, taunted her with the
hope that Jacen had survived somehow. She even imagined she'd heard
hisvoice caling out to her in her mind. But she had been ddlirious

a thetime, in shock from loss of blood. The Cloud City medics had
been ableto heal the wounds on her arm, but not the onesin her

oul.

Heeting thoughts tormented her even now, daring her to believe that

Jacen was ill dive.

Lowbacca fidgeted beside her, hisdark lips drawn down in afrown.

Em Teedeg, slent for once, had dimmed his optical sensorsin agesture
of respect. Anjas paefacelooked pinched and she avoided eye
contact with the others. Tend Ka could sense tendrils of pain and

sorrow floating like atangible mist dl around them. It was so



difficult to face thistruth.

Jacen was gone.

Lando's polished space yacht followed floor guidancelights asiit

landed on the platform. Tend Ka's cool gray eyesfilled with tears

and she took one step forward to face the ship. Lowbacca put astrong,
hairy hand on Tenel Ka's bare shoulder. Anjamoved back to stand alone
behind them. Em Teedee hung silent and unmoving on Lowi€'s syrenfiber

belt.

The Lady Luck settled in and landing clamps locked it down. Tenel Ka
seded hersdf for the fresh grief her newswould bring. But just

moments after the space yacht's landing ramp descended, a door on the
other side of the docking bay whooshed opened. Tend Katurned, unable

to believe what she saw with her own granite-gray eyes.

Jacen himsdlf entered the bay, looking bedraggled and dirty, but

perfectly hedthy. He grinned aweary, lopsided grin.

"Jacen Solo!" Tend Kacried. "Jacen, my friend!" She bounded toward

him, moving even faster than the Wookieg'slong legs could carry him.

When Tend Kafairly tackled Jacen, throwing her arm around himin a

joyous embrace, he was nearly as astonished asthewarrior girl.



He hugged her back, laughing. "Wow! That wasadmos worth faling

for"

Lowbacca swept both of them together into a massive Wookiee hug.

Jacen spat ginger fur out of hismouth. "Okay, okay! I'madl right,

you big walking carpet! At least | wasfineuntil | gotinto this

pileup here.”

"But how, Jacen, my friend? What happened? How are you dive?

How did you get back here?' Tend Kaasked inarush.

Lowieroared his own barrage of questions, and Em Teedee added ina

scolding tone, "Master Jacen, you gave usdl such afright. It was

redly terribly inconsderate of you."

"Thanks, Em Teedee. I'm glad to seeyou, too," Jacen said. "I'll try

nottodoit agan.”

Lando, Jaina, and Zekk emerged from the Lady Luck, blinking in surprise

asthe other young Jedi Knights remained clustered around Jacen insteed

of greeting them upon their return from Clak'dor VII.

"Hey, did | misssomething here?' Lando said.



Em Teedee answered for them dl, speaking loudly in histinny voice.

"You certainly did, Magter Cdrissan. And you don't know the half of

it,"

Anjacame up to Jacen, trembling. He could seetherdief in her eyes,

which shetried to cover up with abland imperturbable amile.

"Now, thisisone story I've got to hear,” she said. "Dont tdl me

Jedi Knights can fly now?"

Jainaand Zekk ranto join their friends as Lando sealed his space

yacht behind them. "Wild trip. Wegot alot of information,” Jaina

sad.

"Found out what's going on herein Cloud City."

"Ah, wefound out afew morethings, too," Jacen said. "And|

discovered exactly what happened to Cojahn on that balcony.”

Tenel Kacouldn't cover her gasp of surprise. Lowie growled.

Lando'sinterest was obvioudy piqued. "Looks likeweveadl got some

talking to do."



Anja seemed unaccountably disturbed. She crossed her arms over her
chest and gave Jacen ashaky smile. "You'rejust full of surprises,

arentyou?'

"Hey, never underestimate a Jedi," he said.

Asthey sat together Spping hot broth drinksin aquiet cantina that
overlooked the thranta practice for the upcoming sky rodeo, they al

shared their separate stories.

Lando, Jaina, and Zekk recounted what they had learned from Figrin D'an
and his band about how Black Sun wastrying to infiltrate the workings

of Cloud City. Tend Ka, with additionsfrom Lowie, told of the

n atack after they had followed the fired Ugnaught construction
boss, while Jacen described his rescue by M'kim the thrantarider, and
how M'kim had seen a visored man with agae-green hair murder Cojahn

... ah angry, ruthless man who was dmost certainly Czethros himsdif.

"But you can't proveit's Czethros," Anjasaid. "It'sabig gdaxy.

There are plenty of other people with moss-green hair."

"And the laser visor?' Jaina asked skepticaly.

"Certainly not enough evidenceto convict anyone," Anjasad firmly.



"| prefer solid proof mysdlf, instead of hearsay from an 'eyewitness
who was flying around with the setting sunin hiseyes. If M'kim was
s0 close that he could make out the facid features of the person who
alegedly boosted Cojahn over the side of the balcony, how come he

wasn't close enough to catch the man ashe fell?

"| dready explained that," Jacen said. "There were sorms-" Lando
raised a hand for peace. "It's easy enough to determine whether or not
Czethroswas here. | ill have my old BaronAdministrator access
codes. Let'sjust find anice quiet business area, and we can check
Cloud City's central computer banks. Lowie, | think you might hep me

with that."

The young Wookiee chuffed in agreement and nodded his shaggy head.

"We can check the records. Everyone cominginor out of Cloud City has

to leave some sort of passport information. Docking records, passenger

manifests, tariff documents. It'll be quite asearch......

"Czethrosiskind of hard to miss," Zekk said.

Lowie stood up from the table, hisginger fur bristling, the dark

streak prominent on hisforehead. Em Teedee said, "If | can be of any

help, | would most gladly offer the assstance of my circuits.”



"Thanks, Em Teedeg," Lando said. "Let's see what Lowbacca can find

firg."

Asthe other young Jedi Knights gathered around the computer terminals,
L owie bounced through the public records databases, scanning for the

name Czethros. The search ultimately turned up nothing.

"See, he never came here" Anjasaid. "Y our thrantarider madea

mistake."

"| thought you told uswe were gullible,” Zekk answered. "Any man
who's got that many connectionsand isinvolved inillega activities

would know how to hide histracks."

Next, Lowie looked through docking records, credit receipts, list of
purchases made and transmissons sent. 1t was amonumental task and
required al of the Wookiee's concentration aswell asthe full access

givento him by Lando's high-level security codes.

"Sure glad you were Baron-Adminidrator,” Jainasaid. "Wewould've hit
adead end right away if you hadn't opened some of those passworded

files"

"Wemay Hill hit adead end,” Lando said. "Just alot farther dong

theway."



Anjawatched, arms crossed over her chet, still skeptical. She had so
obvioudy been relieved, even overjoyed, to see that Jacen ill
lived.... Now, perhaps out of embarrassment, she hid behind a haughty

mask.

Lowi€'s golden eyes narrowed in suspicion as he stared at theimages
that flickered by from docking bay holocams. He plugged Em Teedeein
to help him monitor the data. Some of the video snapshots stuttered

and wavered. Em Teedee suddenly blurted in ashrill voice, "Oh desr,
these images have been tampered with! I'm detecting skillful erasures

and finevideo cuts. Most sophidticated.”

Lando watched as Lowie worked furioudly, hislong fingers tapping the
controls. He growled something, and Em Teedee said, "Master Lowbacca
is attempting to move beyond the obvious. If someone hasasssted in
covering up the arriva of Czethros, they most likely have sanitized

recordings from the docking bay ... but they may have overlooked other

Imagesflowed by inarapid blur. Jaina peered over Lowi€'s

shoulder.

Everyoneintently studied the screen. Findly, Lowie growledin

triumph.



"Therd | seeit, too!" Janasad aningtant later.

"That'shim," Jacen agreed. "Good old respectable Czethros.”

An externd holocams from one of the Port Town gambling casnos had
managed to catch the image of atal man with moss-green hair and a
narrow slver laser visor; the man emerged from adocking port and
ducked into the shadows between buildings, trying to lose himsdlf in

the crowd.

"He couldn't clean up everything,” Lando said.

Lowiefrozetheimage and enlarged it.

"Now do you have any doubts?' Zekk asked Anja. She avoided hisgaze
as he continued. "Any man who intentionally removes dl record of his

presence here has got something to hide."

"It doesn't mean he murdered anybody,” Anjasaid.

Jacen looked at her in surprise. "Maybe not. But hewas here at
exactly theright time, in secret, and tried to erase adl evidence of
his presence from Cloud City records. We know that acrimina
organization has been blackmailing and threstening professonds here

on Bespinacrimina organization that hastiesto Ord Mantdll, where



Czethroslives. And we a so have an eyewitnesswho says he saw
Czethros throw Cojahn off the balcony. How much more proof do you

want?'

Tend Kanodded grimly. "Do you believe Czethrosisinvolved with

Black Sun crimind activities?'

Lando frowned. "More than that, I'm afraid. From his background and
from what I've seen here, | think Czethros may well be one of the key
figures behind Black Sun. Worseyet," he added, "the fact that al

these records and images have been doctored tells me that he must have
some pretty important people in Cloud City's administration under his

thumb."

"Figrin said Cojahn had tried to report the danger to the authorities,

but they never did anything about it," Zekk pointed out.

"Welve got to report this," Jainasaid in adetermined voice. "But
thistime to someone wholll takeit serioudy. If Black Sunisonthe
prowl again, we've got to do something before they get too powerful to

sop.”

Nobody noticed how Anjajumped when she heard Jainas words.

With the doorlock cyber-sealed, Anjaretrieved the meager luggage she

had brought from the Jedi academy. She rummaged in the bottom of her



case, popped out the false bottom, and removed the high-power small
transmitter screen that she used only in emergencies. When the screen
wasn't switched on, it looked like aportable mirror. But it was much

more.

Moving her fingers along the edges of the frame, she depressed buttons,
entering acode and sending her signd. Shetossed her long,

honey-streaked hair behind her, feding swest prickle her scalp.

Oh, how she needed a dose of spiceright now. She had to have one

but the need wasn't any greater than it had been dl day. Anjajust
didn't know how long she could tolerate this pressure. Her persona
supply was nearly gone, and she didn't know what she would dounless

Czethros came through for her. She hated to depend on him.

The secret crimelord followed his own paths, busy setting up hisown
game. Inthe past, though, he had spent an incredible amount of time
with her on Ord Mantell, taking her under hiswing, training her inthe

ways of making aprofit at the expense of less-vigilant people.

Anjahad connected with him in the first place because of ashared
hatred for Han Solo. Czethros had helped her arrange the fateful

meeting with him and the attempted ambushes on Anobis, but Han Solo had



aurvivedit dl. Then, Solo's own children had adopted her astheir

friend.

At firgt she had gone dong, pretending. Anjahad been most eager to
do whatever she could to hurt Han Solo for his despicable crimefor
shooting her father Galandro in the back. Even though Han Solo denied

it, Anjaknew the truth. Czethros had told her what had redly

happened.

After an interminable slence and atransmisson delay, the mirror
finaly clouded, and the face of Czethros gppeared. The laser-red dot

of hisoptical sensor beamed through the visor that covered hisface.

His moss-green hair seemed distorted, discolored by the numerous

scrambling and descrambling routines buried inhissigndl.

"Ahh, my littlevesers' hesaid. "Y ou mugt sill be on Cloud City.

By now I'm sure you've learned of the tragedy that has befalen your

young Jedi friends."

"Tragedy?' Aniasaid with afrown of distaste. "So, you did set that

up.”

"Of course," Czethros said. Helooked down at hisfingertips, then

back up again, smiling at her.



"Well, they're not dead,” she said in aflat voice. "None of them.”

Alarmed, Czethros drew back. "But I've dready had areport from my
operatives. At least three of those meddling kids were thrown down an

exhaust chute and dumped out into the open skies of Bespin.”

"Isthat the best you could do?" Anjachided. "I'vetold you before,
they're resourceful and strong,” She was amused by his obvious
aurprise. "They've been trained by the Jedi Master Luke Skywalker
himsdf, and they've been through alot worse than faling down a

hole"

Czethros snarled. Anjatook anew tack, scowling back at him.

"How could you send abunch of hired assassinsto kill afew

teenagers?

Even for you, isn't that a bit"-she searched for the right

word-"cowardly?'

Czethrosraised his eyebrows above the visor, and the red laser eye
flashed back and forth in agitation. "Do | detect compassion for the
Solosin your voice, AnjaGallandro? | must not have trained you well

enough. Y ou were a predator, as ruthless as the velsers on Bespin.



And now you're feding sorry for the children of the man who killed
your father?' He laughed out loud. "Do you redize how ridiculous

thet is?"

Anjabit back areply, not sure exactly how she felt. Jacen had been
so friendly toward her. Jaina had accepted her. And eventhar
friends considered her part of the group. Sheld never felt thisway
before. She'd dways been bitter about her life, holding on by her

fingernails, fighting for every little advantage she managed to get.

Never before had Anjafdt the dightest bit sentimentd.

Czethrosleaned closer, hisface growing larger on the mirror-screen.

"Have you changed your mind? Don't you want Solo's children killed?

Perhaps you'd like me to send some flowersto Han Solo himself.?!

Anjafet torn. After what Solo had done to her father, she'd spent

her lifetrying to get even with him. He deserved to be hurt. But

when she had bdlieved Jacen Solo was dead, it had twisted her

inddes.

The pain had been unbearable.



"It doesn't matter anyway," Czethros said. "Evenif you did change

your mind | doubt | could stop my plans now. Everything is set.

Soon | will send my signd, and Black Sun will appear everywhere,

smultaneoudy taking over key indalations and assuming key

positions.

Then the gdlaxy will run smoothly for us.

"My operatives arein place. They received orders days ago to
eliminate Jacen and Jaina Solo and their friends, aswell asLando
Cdrissan. | can't afford to let anyone find out too much about how

we've been working our way through the bureaucratic levels of Cloud

City.

Bespin will be ours, aswill Kessel, Mon Cdamari, Ord Mantell, Borgo
Prime, and every other important instalation. Even Coruscant will
fed our srength.” Anjaswallowed hard and forced hersdlf to change

the subject.

"I'm ... dmost out of spice,” shesaid. "Y ou promised me more, and

I've done everything you asked.”

"Yes, yes" hesad, brushing aside her comment. "I'll get it toyou

assoonasl| can”



"When?' shesaid. Her lipstrembled. Her eyes stung. She hated to

beg.

Czethroslooked at her and smiled faintly. "It'son my schedule.

Don't worry your pretty head, my little velser. Now get back to your
work. | have detailsto attend to. My killers are professionals, who
aways carry out their orders. Just stay clear of Lando Carissan and

the Solo kids, and you'll be safe.”

Czethros switched off the flat screen from hisend, and it becamea
mirror againin Anjas hands. She stared at the polished surfacefor a
long time, seeing only her own reflection ... and Anjadid not like

what she saw there.

When Lando went straight to the Wing Guard on Cloud City and demanded a
high-level investigation into the nation attempt on Jacen, Tend
Ka, and Lowie, he held back his suspicions about Black Sun ... for

now.

When the appropriate Exex and Wing Guard commanders responded, they

summoned the three "aleged victims' to aprivate debriefing at an

unfamiliar addresshigh in Cloud City.

Lando, Jaina, Zekk, and Anjaintended to accompany the othersto add



their observations on the story, but asthey prepared to leave their
V.l.Proomsin the extravagant Y erith Bespin, Lando received an urgent
message. He read the screen, then turned away from the comm system,

frowning.

"Weve got trouble at the congtruction site," he said. "Therés

something strange going on, and | haveto attend to it." He looked

over at Jacen. "Do you three think you can handle the interview

done?'

"Hey, no problem," Jacen said. "Blagter bolts, if welived through the

incident itsdlf, | guesswe can handle talking about it."

"All right," Lando said, grabbing his burgundy cape and preparing to

dedl with whatever troubles he might encounter down at SkyCenter

Galeria

"WEeIl come with you, Lando,” Jainasaid. ™Y ou might need some...

Jedi backup.”

"1 know better than to turn down help. Soundslikethisissomekind

of labor dispute.”

Anjalooked from one group to the other, and offered to join Jaina,



Zekk, and Lando. Thefour of them ran to alift tube as Jacen, Tend

Ka, and Lowbacca headed off to their own meeting.

After dropping down severd levels, then trangting to the outer walls
of the city, Lando took his group to the site of the
soon-to-be-completed SkyCenter Galleria. Using his passwords, he
escorted them into the barricaded construction area. Jaina stood next

to Zekk, looking around.

Anjafidgeted, feding very out of place. The four of them stayed
close together asthe sheer sllence and oppressivetensionintheair

gtruck them.

"What'sgoing on?' Lando said. "There was supposed to be ariot

happening here."

"Lookslike everybody went home early,” Zekk said.

Anjasnorted. "Fasedam, then."

They moved farther indgde, under thetall, skeletal structure of the

primary hovercoaster. Bright glowpanels dangled from exposed wires

high in the girders and catwalks overhead. The temporary fabricwalls

blocked most of the high breezes, but till let draftswhistlein.

There were no other sounds. The shadows werethick.



"Helo!" Lando caled out. "Uh, what seemsto be the problem here?"

Hiswords echoed from the equipment and construction shacks, but no one

answered.

"Whereis everyone? Weve got acompletion schedule to mest,” he said

with ahuff, toming to Zekk, Anja, and Jaina. "'l promised mysdlf that

I wouldn't let Cojahn's work go to waste. Well openthisgdleriaon

time"

Zekk frowned. "Not if all your workersare gone.”

"There must be some explanation for this," Lando said. They ventured

deeper in. Doors of congtruction shacks hung open, loose. Computer

terminals glowed with inventory records, unattended.

"It'slikethey dl got up and ran away," Jainasaid.

"Y eah, maybe somebody sounded an evacuation darm,” Anja suggested.

Asthe four continued into the congtruction site, exploring and passing

under overhangs, Jainamumbled, "I've got a bad fedling about this.”

Suddenly, from under some debris hidden behind stacks of crates, a



small brown Ugnaught dashed out. Ducking past the artled Jainaand

Lando, heran, squedling and chittering.

"Hey, wait!" Jainasaid.

Zekk legpt to intercept the small creature, but the Ugnaught shrieked
interror, split to one sde, and dove headfirst down an open

arventilation duct. He disgppeared with athud of tumbling limbs.

Zekk peered into the darkened shaft. "He certainly wasin ahurry to

leave

"Maybe he knows something we don't,”" Jaina said, looking around with wy
gpprehension. Cautioudy she drew her lightsaber and ignited it. The

blaze of violet rippled and flickered againgt the naked structurd

meta of thetal entertainment machinery. "Just to be safe,” she

explained, though she knew its brilliant glow might draw attention to

their hiding place. Anjamade no move to draw her own antique Jedi

wespon.

Suddenly dl the garish glowpands overhead winked out, plunging the
enclosed congtruction areainto deep shadows that were dleviated only
by the glow of Jaina's wegpon and by scores of tiny emergency lights
that reminded her of the phosfleas the Wookiees used in their forest

citieson Kashyyyk.



"Great," Zekk said. "Now I've got abad feding about this, too."

Two doors opened up on ether side of the congtruction areaand in the
blaze of light from the exterior corridors, Jaina could see burly
slhouettes of heavily armed men wearing padded bodysuits. The ominous

figures stepped forward.

Lando heaved asigh of relief. "Ah, those are uniformed Wing Guards,”

hesad. "Man, arewe glad to seeyou!"

Then, in unison, the guards opened fire-directly at them.

"Look out!" Jainatackled Lando to the ground, while Zekk moved fast

enough of hisown accord, dropping and rolling under alow girder.

Anjastaggered back and fumbled for her lightsaber. Deadly blaster

bolts ricocheted and sponged from girders, sending out sparkswith

every impact.

"Get down," Jainawarned the older girl, deflecting one of the bolts

with her weapon.

"Sed the other exitd" one of the traitorous Wing Guards said.

"Hey, you're supposed to be the good guys!" Lando bellowed.



"What are you doing?' More blaster fire cut off further discussion.

"It was asetup,” Zekk said through gritted teeth. "We were lured

here. These must be hit men, paid off by Black Sun.”

Lando grumbled, "There's something rotten in Cloud City."

They ducked into the shadows, taking shelter behind crates. "At least

we've got plenty of placesto hide," Jainasaid.

"They didn't think very well before they planned thisambush,” Anja

said, crouching beside her.

Lando shook his head and frowned. "Maybe not, but if they've got the
exits covered, we have no place elseto go. They can tekether

time"

They heard the marching of booted feet as more turncoat security forces
entered the congtruction area and barricaded the doors. Jainawiped
perspiration from her hand and gripped her lightsaber more securely,

ready for hand-to-hand battle.

"Maybewe could climb up,” Zekk suggested, "find some way out the top

to ahigher level."



Jainalooked up toward the nest of girders and hover-scaffolding,

trying to scout out an escape hatch-but she suddenly redlized that the
thick building frameswere moving, asif dive. She saw theflickering
shadow of ahumanoid shape as something scuttled down, crawling like an

insect.

"More of those chameleon creatures” Jainasaid, remembering the
murderous henchmen that had attacked them in the docking bay on Ord
Mantdl. Though foiled in ther nation attempt, the chameleon
creatures had stolen the evidence of the space minesthat had nearly
destroyed the Millennium Falcon. Jaina drew a deep bregth asit hit

her: even that must have been part of acomplicated Black Sun plot.

"Now | know what Jacen, Tend Ka, and Lowiefdt like when the
assassinscornered them down in Port Town,” Jainasaid. "Thistimewe

get dl the excitement while they attend their little meeting.”

"Well," Lando said. "With these traitorous Wing Guards here, | don't

believe anything isasit seems. | hope they're safe.”

Another volley of blaster bolts erupted, and Lando ducked as sparks

flew overhead. The deadly chameleon creatures scrambled closer,

surrounding their prey, closing the trap.

"Right now, let'sjust worry about oursalves," he said.



When Jacen arrived with Tenel Kaand Lowie at the addressfor the
supposed debriefing facility, they found only an empty hangar dock
filled with old-mode cloud cars and other small sky vehicleswaiting

for repair.

"There's nobody here," Jacen said.

Tend Kalooked around. "Areyou certain thisisthe correct

location?"

Jacen checked again. "Thisiswherethey told usto come."

"Indeed, | can verify that,” Em Teedee added, though no one had asked

him.

Lowiesiffed theair. His black \WWookiee nose wrinkled, and he let out

alow, uneasy groan.

"Something isnot right here,” Tend Kasaid.

"Hey-thisisafact," Jacen agreed with forced humor. Tendl Kaand

Lowie unconsciously moved closer to him, asif preparing for battle.

The outer bay doors were open wide, and clouds stretched out in avast

empty skyscape, tal gray thunderheads risng above the whiteritists



far below. Judging from the weather patterns, Jacen suspected that

heavy sormswould strike the floating city before the day was ot.

The three went deeper into the docking bay, looking around, growing
more uncertain by the moment. "Wed better check with someone,” Jacen

sad.

Lowie stopped by two of the cloud cars, bent over, and touched their
control panels. One was painted arich blue, the other abright
scarlet. Both weretypica recreationa vehicles, cloud carsthat had

been souped up and probably used for races or sky patrols.

Lowie grumbled something, and Em Teedee scolded him. "Master Lowbacca,
these are not our vehicles. It's of no concern to usthat they are

dill functiond. Were going to be late for our debriefing.”

"Weare here," Tendl Kapointed out. "The othersare not.”

Jacen glanced at Lowie. "Hey, maybe you and Jainacould tinker with
some of those thingslater. Lando could probably get them for us

cheap, if they'rejust Stting here, decommissoned.”

Tene Ka, her reflexes coiled like an overwound spring, suddenly
whirled about. In the only entrance to the cloud-car bay were the

hairyfaced bounty hunter and the dime-dripping dien from thefirst



attempt on their lives. Beside them stood two Wing Guard security

policemen.

"Hey, you caught them," Jacen said to the Wing Guards, thinking that
thiswas part of the debriefing: identifying two of the hit men who had

attacked them. "Those are the oneswho tried to kill us."

"l say! If those men have been arrested, why are they dl carrying
their own wegpons?' Em Teedee said, as the Wing Guards and the two hit

men hauled out thar blagter rifles.

Lowieroared in outrage.

"We have been betrayed,” Tend Kasaid.

Jacen backed up, holding his handsin front of him to prove he had no

weapons. Only afew meters behind them stretched the open entrance to

the cloud-car bay and another immense drop.

"Just keep backing up until you're over the edge,” the dimedripping

killer said with achuckle. "Save us some energy in our blaster

packs.

" "Not again," Jacen said with agroan. Lowie snarled. Tend Ka

reached for her lightsaber.



"Don't make us shoot you down right where you stand,” said one of the

Wing Guards. "That would leave us with quite amessto clean up.”

Thinking quickly, Lowbacca swept out with one ginger-furred arm and
knocked Jacen into the nearest cloud car. He roared and pointed for
Tend Kato leap into the scarlet vessel beside Jacen, whilethe

Wookiee scrambled into the blue cloud car.

"Duck!" Jacen cdled, squirming to right himsdf indde the cramped
pilet seat. Tend Kabent down and fired up the engines as she
wriggled into her own seat besde him. Lowieroared hisbluevehicle
into motion while the surprised security men cried out and rushed into

the room after them.

Blaster boltsrang out, one Szzling and ricocheting off the scarlet
paint near Jacen's head. He fumbled with the cloud-car controls and

adjusted the didsto their maximum output.

"Punchit, Lowid" hecaled to hisWookieefriend asthefour killers

ran toward them, howling and firing indiscriminetely.

With alurch, Jacen's cloud car blasted out into the open sky and spun
inafull crcde. Heand Tenel Kanearly tumbled out of their seats,
but they managed to bring the car under control and fasten their crash

redrantsintime.



With abestia roar, Lowie careened out of the hangar bay in the second
cloud car, ablue stresk across the sky. Jacen wrestled with the
controls and soared onward at full speed. He breathed a great sigh of

relief.

"| guessthey didn't count on our aternatives,”" Jacen said.

Tend Katwisted around to look behind her at the gleaming white
metropolisin the clouds. "It does not appear that we are safe just

yet, Jacen, my friend," she said.

Not far behind them, they could see that the thugs had hel ped
themsalvesto apair of cloud cars, newer and brighter than the ones
the young Jedi Knights had found. The killersraced after themin hot

pursuit.

Surrounded by the clutter of girders and construction debris, Jaina
gripped her extinguished lightsaber, wishing shedared turnit on again

to light their way. But for now the tangled darkness offered them

placesto hide from the turncoat security guards who ill hunted the

four companionsin the abandoned amusement park site. Overhead,
however, chameleon creatures scrambled adong catwa ks and crossbeams,

keeping an eye on them asthey fled.

Luckily, the chameleon crestures carried neither blaster pistols nor



sunners. Instead, they brandished wicked-looking transparent knives

with blades fashioned from crystal shards.

Sincethe creatures were nearly invisble, Jainahad adifficult time

counting the camouflaged enemies, but she caught glimpses of the smooth

forms as colors and shadows shifted across their bodies. Their crud

lipless mouths grinned as they approached their prey.

"Oh, why didn't | carry my own hold-out blaster?' Lando muttered.

"Ever since | became respectable, | stopped packing weapons.”

Zekk commiserated with him. "Right now | wish | had alightsaber, too

... even my old one from the Shadow Academy."

"WEell just play hide-and-seek aslong aswe can." Anjaseemed more

angry than afraid at the prospect of the creatures attack.

Jainagritted her teeth asthey hurried along. "L ookslike we womenll

have to defend you men.”

"WEelIl do our best to help out,” Zekk said, flashing her agrim

amile

"Somehow or other."



The pack of chameleon ns made soft thumping sounds as they
swarmed along the girders above. Lando and his three companions dashed
under the twisted superstructure of the enormous looping

hovercoaster.

it was the most massive part of the amusement park; the heavy beams and
bent durasted framework loomed high above them like afosslized

prehistoric creature.

"We can't hide under here," Anjasaid, ducking asabrilliant bolt

Zinged past her face. Shefired up her acid-yellow blade.

"l don't know where elseto go," Lando replied. More blaster firerang
out from the shadows as security guards marched into the enclosed
space, targeting Anjas bright lightsaber now. "If you have any

suggestions, I'm dl ears.”

Jainagazed up at the chameleon creatures dinking dong the
hovercoaster above them. Their sharp crystal blades twinkled,
reflecting the dim emergency lights. Skinsrippled and flickered,
adjusting their camouflage, asthe cresatures gathered their forces
overhead. Although vicioudy armed, the chameleons seemed to be
relaive cowards, unwilling to attack until they had massed for a

sngledrike.



Jainaintended to use that to her advantage. "Everybody stand back,"
shesaid. "And divefor cover." She stood up, switched on her blazing

violet lightssber, and held it high.

"Wait!" Lando cdled. "What are you going to-" The Wing Guards

shouted and ran toward them.

"What areyou waiting for?" Zekk said. Jainadashed sideways.

Her dazzling lightsaber blade diced through the main pillar that
supported the central section of the hovercoaster. The energy-blade
severed the heavy durasted brace aseasly asif it were ahot knife
dicing through Ithorian sgp gdatin. She stood back to ook at the
smoking, Sizzling ends of the huge support beam. Asif in dow moation,

she saw the meta begin to dide. The hovercoaster tilted.

"Look out!" shecried, and dovefor apile of heavy crates.

Anjaand Zekk had aready scrambled backward. Lando stared in

horror.

"My hovercoagter!" he clustered chamel eon creatures skittered about,
scrambling for balance. Suddenly the entire framework toppled benegth

them, groaning, bending, twigting.



Jainalooked up, shidding her eyes againgt any debristhat might fall
intheir direction. The smooth-skinned creatures tumbled downward,
shaken loose from their precarious perches. Their skin color shifted

asthey tried to match the color of the air through which they fell.

Girders groaned and crumpled. With aresounding crash, the centra

section of the hovercoaster dammed down onto the deckplates.

"That'sjust great,” Lando said, astounded. "Now I'm even more behind

schedule.”

Showing no cons deration whatsoever in responseto hisfinancia
plight, the traitorous Cloud City security troops opened fire again,

running toward the scene of the crash.

"Weve got them now," bellowed one deegp voice.

As Lowbaccaroared across the sky in his commandeered blue cloud car,

he hooked sharply off to the left, intentionally veering far away from

Jacen and Tenel Ka. Separating and causing their pursuersto split up

seemed their best chance of escape.

"Master Lowbacca, what do you think you're doing?' Em Teedee said

dilly.

Lowiejerked the controls and accelerated even more, spinning around in



asdewaysloop asthe pursuing hit men fired their wegpons.

The bolts szzled through the air, and L owi€'s sengitive nose could
amell theionization drifting up, ataint of ozone and other burned
gases from Bespin's aimosphere. The blue cloud car lurched from one

sSdeto another, letting the bolts pass harmlesdy beneath the hull.

"You redize, of course, that you're not licensed to pilot this craft,”

Em Teedee continued. "Y ou have notraining. We'redl doomed!™

Lowie barked awarning.

"How do you expect meto be quiet? Thisisan emergency!” thelittle
droid wailed, but when Lowie growled that every smal distraction would
increasetheir likelihood of crashing, Em Teedee promptly fdll sllent

and blinked his optical sensorswith internal misery.

AsLowie soared along, though, his sengitive ears detected aflutter in

the cloud car'sengine. The craft may well have been unused for months

or even years, and it was severdly out of tune. With oneglance he

confirmed that he had very little fuel aswall.

Helooked behind at the single predatory craft that <till followed.

Insdeit, the dime-dripping dien and one Wing Guard pushed closer,



firing their wegpons. Unfortunately, their vehicle did not appear to

have the least bit of enginetrouble.

Lowie ducked and looped, then finally spun around and headed back
toward Cloud City. Maybe someone would see the dogfight. Maybe he
could get some help there.... Of course, Snce some important members
of Cloud City's own infrastructure were out to kill the young Jedi

Knights, he wasn't sure he could trust any offer of assistance.

In the clouds and rising tendrils of mists he saw no placeto hide.

Lowi€e's cloud-car engine popped and sputtered again. He wrestled for
control asthe vehicle suddenly began losing dtitude. Theengine
picked up again and he climbed ... but during the brief interval he had
lost most of hislead. His pursuers cameright behind him. The roar

of their enginesfilled hisears.

He ducked his head as ablast stresked directly above him, so close

that it anged hisginger fur. Lowie did what he could, accelerating,
punching al the controlsin an attempt to find some kind of emergency
override. Then, with adisheartening pop, the hum of the turbines
dropped to alower pitch. The engines barely managed to keep the cloud

car moving dong. Lowie growled in despair.

Suddenly the hunters were right beside him.



Lowie searched for some kind of weapon, but the vehicle he had
commandeered was no more than a pleasure craft, a skyskimmer used for
racing among the clouds-and even as aracer, this cloud car wasn't much
good. He hoped he had at least bought enough time for Jacen and Tendl

Kato escapein their own cloud car.

Besde him, the dimy assassin and the treacherous guard leveled their
handheld blasters at Lowie. He knew that they had no intention of

letting him survive,

With hiscloud car failing and unable to outrun them, with no other
wespon, Lowie let loose a huge Wookiee roar at them. Heflashed his
fangs and snarled loudly enough that even his uncle Chewbaccawould

have been proud.

Just then, shadows passed overhead. Great wings flapped as creatures
swooped and ducked. The dime-dripping aien looked up and
inginctively fired his blagter, though the bolt went wide. Within
moments, seven great thrantas circled the pursuing cloud car, sweeping

down.

The painted riders on the thrantas called to each other in astrange
high-pitched language, shouting ordersto set up aroutine, asif it
were mere practice for their sky rodeo. Thethrantasflitted under the

pursuing cloud car now. One of the flying creatures bumped againgt it,



sendingitinto aspin.

The Wing Guard pilot cried out while the dime-dripping dien waved his

blaster pistol, but the riders were much too fast for them.

They continued their Sky ballet, swirling, looping. Findly, one
thranta swooped down just above the pursuing vehicle, so that itsrider
could drop adender lasso artfully around the pilot's chest and

amnns.

Cinching the noosetight, the rider yanked the pilot up out of his seat

inthe cloud car.

He kicked and struggled, thrashing his head from sdeto side, but his
armswere pinned to hisribs. Hisweapon dropped from his gloved hand

and fdl tumbling far down into the soup of clouds below.

The dimy dien assassin, now the only occupant of the cloud car,

looked around wildly, trying to avert the flying creatures attack. He
wrestled to keep the vehicle under control, but as he reached toward
the navigation console, another cloud rider skimmed by, close enough to
lasso him around the shoulders of hisdime-stained uniform. Thedien
clawed at the rope and pulled himsdlf free just asthe thrantarider
jerked him out of the cloud car. Still dripping dime, hetumbled over

the Sde of the vehicletofdl, screaming and flailing hisanus.



Then two thrantas dove even faster than Bespin's gravity could pull the
would-be n downward. Thethrantariders snatched thedienin
midair, looped arope around him, and tossed him onto the back -I one
of ther thrantas. When the alien began to struggle, the cloud rider
grinned and easily tossed the dimy captive off histhranta, so that

his partner could spin around to catch him on the second thranta's

smooth back.

The second thranta now flapped up to join the cluster of other sky
performers and the entire troupe made a show of tossing their two
hel pless captives from one thrantato another asif they werebdlsin

ajuggling contest.

Unpiloted now, the pursuing cloud car spun out of control, its rudder
sending it into adive until the craft zoomed at full peed down into

the deep layers of impenetrable clouds.

Lowie brought his own puttering vehicle closer to Cloud City. Under

the watchful eye of the thrantarider, he used every trick he could

think of to increase his dtitude and keep the cloud car afloat.

Findly he reached an open-rigged set of free-form hover-scaffolding

that clung to the underside of Cloud City's hull.

As he brought the craft in, the thranta riders flew off with thelr



captives. Lowie wondered what the colorful dienswould do with them

when they returned to their berths on Cloud City.

"Ah, itisafinething to have friendsin high places,” Em Teedee

sad.

Lowie barked his agreement. He held on tightly asthe cloud car bumped

and skidded onto an open platform on the hover-scaffolding.

Sparksflew from scraped metd. Although the engine had completely
died, he managed to spin the craft around so that it cameto arest
with aloud thump on the unoccupied ledge right near an emergency exit

into Cloud City.

Groaning, the Wookiee turned to look at the vast sky behind him, thick

with bulging douds. He saw no sign whatsoever of Jacen or Tend Ka.

Running deeper into the maze of the amusement park, leaving the

hovercoaster wreckage behind them, Lando cast about for ingpiration.

He looked with fresh eyes at the shadowy attractions, the stations that
he hoped would one day be rides and entertainment stands enjoyed by

millions of beingsyoung and old.

Lando stopped as an idea occurred to him. "Wait aminute! Weve got

an advantage that I'm willing to bet these guards don't have.”



"I'll be glad to hear it," Anjagrowled.

Lando smiled. "I know thisplace. | know what it can do, and
everything that'sdready functiond." Jainaremembered from their
initial tour what lay ahead, and she instantly understood what Lando

intended.

Zekk's emerad eyes gleamed; he saw it, too. "Then let'sshow them a

few of the attractions.”

The Wing Guards approached from separate sides, trying to box them

in.

When their victims dashed forward, the guards shouted and opened fire
again, running & full tilt. Jainaintentionally dowed down just

enough to give them an enticement. Closer now ... closer ...

Suddenly she and Lando ducked |eft asthey passed atriggering

SENSOr.

Zekk yanked Anjaaong behind him.

Huge davering monsters legped out of nothingness, the most hideous

creatures that holographic artists could devise. The mongterslunged



with inhuman roars and howls.

The pursuing guards screamed, firing their blagters at theillusonary

threats. With nervous chuckles at the success of their plan, the

companions dove farther along, trying to escape.

One of the guards bellowed, "Those arejust projections, you idiots!

" Some of the guards |ooked askance at the holocreatures who continued

to snarl and sweep their harmless claws through the air. Then they ran

after Jaina, Lando, Anja, and Zekk. Thefour stretched out their lead,

but continued to lure the guards forward.

"Y ou thinking what I'm thinking?" Jainasaid.

"You can bet onit," Lando said. "Too bad the antigray chamber isn't

working yet, though.”

They sprinted toward the vortex shaft, the experience-filled pit they

had tumbled through on their firgt trip into the amusement center.

"Over here” Jaina shouted, taunting the guards.

"Hey, you forgot to cover this escape hatch," Lando called.

"We're home free now," Zekk added, and dove down the swirling hole to



be swdlowed up inthe flashing lights. Jainaand Lando jumped after

him, and Anjafollowed with only the dightest reluctance.

The guards bellowed and careened forward in pursuit.

"Dont let them get away now!" aWing Guard captain ordered.

Moments later, the five pursuing guards jumped down the chute.

Jainaheld her arms over her head, straightening her body to reduce her
ar resstance. They dropped faster and faster through the hot mists

and the cold steam, falling through the tangled bubbles asthey plunged
down to the mat below. Zekk struck bottom and bounced, rolling off the

platform so that Lando, Anja, and Jainawould have room to land.

They dl legpt to their feet, their knees trembling. The three younger

companions stood guard for Lando as he worked the control pandl.

"Safety systems,” he said, wiping swesat from hisforehead. "Y ou've got
to have security overrides. And I've got the codes.” He pressed
buttons and flicked switches to deactivate the access to the vortex

chute.

A redtrictive force-field clamped down on the top and bottom of the

chute.



Alarm lightswinked on and Lando laughed up at the shadowy silhouettes
of the guards asthey swirled around insde the shaft. "The repulsors

in there will keep that group going up and down, up and down.

They won't be ableto get out until I use my private password to

rdlease them.”

Jainawent over to acomm unit on thewall. "Do you think if we summon
enough of Cloud City security, well get some who aren't tainted by

Black Sun?' Anjashifted uncomfortably, but made no suggestions.

"| think if we called them dl here, we'd be able to wrap things up

nicely,” Lando sad.

They stood together, panting, and resting for amoment. After Lando
sent hissignd again using his Baron-Admingtrator's emergency codes,
they waited for the authorities to arrive and take care of the would-be

assasans.

Lando couldn't wait until they began to debrief the turncoat Bespin

Wing Guards. "Thisshould be very interesting,” he said out loud.

Bespin'sincredible ocean of sky provided an infinite expanse through
which Jacen and Tend Kacould run. Unfortunately, it offered no place

to hide.



Theisolated metd idand of Cloud City fell behind them as Jacen
pushed the cloud skimmer's engines. The turbineswhined asthe cloud

car soared away from the trap the traitors had set for them.

Behind them-and rapidly gaining ground-came adeek black cloud car
with apair of sharp-angled bows. Cradling hiswegapon, the hairy-faced
thug leaned forward to take a carefully aimed shot while an armored

Wing Guard drove the patrol vessd at its highest possible speed.

Jacen jigged from left to right, diving down and then swooping back up
again, but in the open emptiness of the sky, the evasive maneuversdid
little good. The bearded hit man shot twice. Jacen dodged and

twirled. Even so, one of the powerful bolts ricocheted off the bottom
of their cloud car, leaving along dark scorch mark across the bright

scarlet plating.

Tend Kasat beside him, grim-faced. She fingered the rancor-tooth
lightsaber at her waist. "I prefer adirect fight,” shesaid. "These

men are cowards.”

'% Y eah? They'retraitors, too," Jacen said. "But who's kegping
track?' Then he perked up as an idea struck him. He wrestled with the
controls, dodging another blaster bolt that skimmed close beside

them.



"Y ou could still use your lightsaber, Tend Ka. Block those blaster

shots from hitting our repulsor-engines.”

"Excdllent idea, Jacen, my friend." She drew her lightsaber, switched

on its pulsating turquoise blade, then turned to knedl on the seet,
precarioudy baanced on her muscular legs. Tenel Kadashed from side
to side with her blade as the pursuers continued to fire. She leaned

far out to deflect the attack, and Jacen worried that the one-armed
warrior girl might lose her balance and tumbleinto the clouds, ashe

had done.

The skies grew darker. They flew neck and neck with their enemies

now.

Black thunderheads rose dl around them like craggy idandsin the

y.

Long fingernalls of lightning scraiched againg the thunderheads as

storm systems clashed together. Other glows flickered deep within the

clouds.

Jacen narrowed his eyes to stare at the ominous westher patterns ...

and had another idea. "Tenel Ka, get back in and strap down.



| think werrein for abumpy ride."

Hearing thetonein hisvoice, she did as he advised without
quegtioning. Then Jacen set his course on astraight line for the
largest, nearest bank of thunderheads. The wind whipped the warrior

girl'sredgold braids around her face. Her expression became stern.

"You are not actudly flying into astorm system, are you?"

Jacen flashed her alopsided grin. "They'd be crazy to follow us,

wouldn't they?"

Thetumbling wal of gray mist grew larger, but dowly. Jacen redized

that the distance to the storm was greater than he had expected.

And the storm itself was much, much larger. He searched invain for
thetiny black specks he had hoped to find. Lightning screeched across

the cloud surface, leaping from one thunderhead to another.

"Hang on," Jacen said, and dove toward the roiling dark mass.

Behind them, the nstried to put on more speed, firing
indiscriminately now. The Wing Guard pilot had trouble aiming his
vehicles built-in laser cannons, but the hairy-faced assassin scored a

direct hit on Tend Kassde of the scarlet cloud car. Itsimpact was



much too closeto her for Jacen's comfort.

An explosion of thunder dammed through the air with asound like two
Star Destroyers calliding. Jacen's ears rang with the reverberations;
the cloud car's front windowplate and side panelsrattled and vibrated

asif they'd been hit by aphysical blow.

A lightning bolt roared behind them. The gigantic blast of discharged
energy boomed in arippling cord across the open space. Jacen'sskin
crawled, hishairs prickled, and tiny flecks of color sparkled in front
of hiseyes. Hedidn't think even a Star Destroyer's turbolaser could

have been much more powerful than that immense blagt.

Jacen kept looking for any hint of movement, any dark forms around the

cloud-but he noticed nothing.

"What do you seek, Jacen, my friend?' Terid Kasaid.

"Youll seeif | findit."

After the lightning blast, the patrol car behind them spun out of

control, losng ground for several moments until the pilot managed to
get back on course. In frudtration, the Wing Guard fired hislaser
cannonsfive moretimes, but al of the shots went wide and disappeared

harmlesdy into the dark depths of the cloud.



Heavy windsjounced them from Sideto Sde asif invisble handswere
playing adrumbest againgt their cloud skimmer. Suddenly, Jacen hit a
pressure differential, and their scarlet cloud car plummeted like a

stone until another air current buoyed them up.

Jacen gripped the controls, fedling the blood drain from hisface,

Tend Kasat stoicdly throughit dl.

With asurge of engine power the deek black patrol craft careenedin
behind them, weapons blazing once more. Jacen took a chance-an
extraordinary chance-hooking |€eft to are around the gigantic slorm
system. He plunged into an outcropping of dark mist and doveinto a

knot of thunder clouds, hoping to lose himsdlf in them.

Opague migt flew in hisface, acrid-smelling from the gaseous chemicas
deepin Bespin'scloud layers. Unableto see, hewas glad at least to

know there were probably no obstacles with which he could callidein

the open sky.

Thunder rumbled deep in the main mass of the cloud like boulders
cracking together-but behind it, he could hear the hum and roar of the

high-powered pursuit craft.

"They aredill following us™" Tend Kasad.



"Maybe we can lose them with some fancy flying," Jacen said, but he
knew that was adim hope. The attackers charged in, following the

engine noise of the scarlet cloud car.

Ashedrove farther through the fringe of the thunderstorm, the mists
parted in front of him, and he burst into open sky on the far side of

the thunderhead.

Right into the middle of apack of predatory velsers.

Startled, the chevron-shaped flying creatures soared about, wheeling
like razor-winged hawkbats, darting along the edge of the powerful

gsorm asif they fed on lightning discharges.

The creatures were huge, deek, and affnored, like living attack

craft.

When Jacen's cloud car burst in among them, they swirled around like
angry piranhabeetles. Within moments, they had formed into asquadron

intent on attacking the intruder.

Tend Kaunbuckled her seat restraint and whipped out her lightsaber
agan. Thevdserswere black, their skin tough and layered with tiny
scales. Jacen saw no eyes, only deek skinplates, smooth heads at the
gpex of sharp wings. But as the cloud car dove undernesth the outer

edge of velsers, Jacen saw that their underbodies consisted of rows and



rows of jagged mouths, lampreylike teeth with suckersto anchor

themselves, and grinding jaws that could rip any prey to shreds.

"Thiswas your intention, Jacen?' Tend Kasaid, darmed.

"I was hoping they'd be nicer.” He spun the craft about to fly between
two ferocious velsers. The creatures collided in the air, then began

attacking each other.

Tend Kareached up with her lightsaber, using the blazing tip of her
turquoise blade to dash the side of one velser that dove toward their
cloud car. Its skin ripped open and volatile gases spilled out,
sparking and flashing in the flame of the lightsaber. Unable to keep
flying, the velser spun out of control; the other creaturesfell upon

it.

Tend Kaparried again, ripping open the mouth-filled belly of a second
attacking creature. For an instant the velsers drew back,

intimidated.

But only for an ingtant.

Anather cresture dive-bombed toward them, rows of mouths clacking,

teeth gnashing, ready to shred ether the scarlet metal of the cloud

car or the soft flesh of the young Jedi Knights.



Jacen concentrated with his Jedi powers as he flew, trying to use his
affinity for animalsto get these beasts to back off and pursue other
prey. He had camed aronto and any number of large deadly creatures,
but these vel sers had few thoughtsin their minds-except to attack and

destroy.

Maybe at least Jacen could change their focus.

Behind them, the black patrol car burst out of the thunderhead knot and

into the angry pack of velsers. In utter panic, the Wing Guard pilot

swooped up and around.

With the sudden flurry to distract the furious flying creetures behind

them, Jacen applied full speed, roaring away from the dangerous

flock.

He used histhoughtsto focus the velsers attention on the black

craft, their pursuers.

"Better prey,” he said, mumbling doud. "A better target. Ignore

LIS,"

Jacen could think of no other way for them to escape.

The vdsars swirled and turned to concentrate their vicious attack on



the black cloud car. The pilot swerved, trying to flee, but the

vea serswere much too fast, much too intent on destruction.

As Jacen flew farther and farther from the roiling thunderhead, he saw
the velsers attack. His craft damaged, the traitorous Wing Guard pilot
spun out of control and dropped down toward the deep gray soup of the

gorm. Lightning flashed dl around.

Thevdsers swirled in afrenzy and renewed their attack. The black
cloud car plunged out of sight, and the velsersflew after it. All of

them vanished deep into the stormy grayness.

Another chorus of loud thunder shook the sky. Jacen spun the vehicle

about and began the long journey back to Cloud City.

Together again on Cloud City, the young Jedi Knights, Anja, and Lando,
though exhausted and ragged from their ordeals, waited for the big show
to begin. They sat on aset of open-air scaffoldings, now converted
into spectator seats. The gentle winds ruffled Jainas straight brown

hair and she blinked into the bright rising sun as Bespin's twel vehour

day began again.

They had found prime observation spots on the hover-scaffolding that
had originaly been erected for polishing and replating parts of the

city'sexterna hull. Lowie had climbed to the highest level and



dangled his hairy feet down as he held on with one lanky arm. He
seemed not the least bit bothered by his precarious position, high

above nothing.

"Master Lowbacca, do be careful," Em Teedee scolded, but the Wookiee

paid himlittle heed.

Lando reached over and touded Jacen's curly hair. "Why isit thet
every timel try to take asmple vacation with you kids, something

disastrous happens?”’

"I have afeding we just draw adventure to oursalves," Jacen

replied.

"A genuine vacation would be nice one of these days," Jainasaid.

"But snceweretrying to berea Jedi Knights, | don't suppose

there€lll ever be atime when the New Republic doesn't need us.”

Anjasat off to one side, withdrawn and quiet, threading her fingers
through her honey-streaked hair. Something was obvioudy bothering her
... but then again, Jainahad rarely seen the older girl be anything

other than bothered. She wondered if Anjawas more shaken by their

recent adventures than she dared to admit.

"I'm proud of al of you, you know," Lando said. "None of what we did



can bring Cojahn back to me or hisfamily, but | do know that' we've
al doneagood thing. | told hiswife about what really happened to

him and she seemed comforted to know we found out the truth.

Weve exposed adangerous crimina dement. Black Sunison the move

again.

"Yes" Janasad, frowning. "Well haveto cal Mom and give her dl

theinformation we have."

"I'm sure the Chief of State of the New Republic can set afew law

enforcement whedlsin motion," Zekk agreed.

Tend Kanodded firmly. "We must be certain they are not traitorous

security forces, like some of the Wing Guard here on Cloud City."

,"Thiswould never have happened when | was Baron-Administrator.

| guessyou just can't find good help these days." Lando shook his

head.

"Meantime, I'll just have to be content with helping to expose some of
the tainted Exex and Wing Guard members, and afew key peoplein the

Merchants Guild and other politicians. This conspiracy runs deep.”



With what they had learned from the thrantarider and Figrin D'an, and
everything Lowie had pulled from Cloud City computer archives, they had

afair ideaof just how far-reaching the plans of Czethros were.

He had influence on many types of gambling, smuggling, and strongarm

operations.

Jaina suspected, though, that they had only begun to uncover the depths

of theingdious schemes of Black Sun. They had sent out an dert, and

New Republic forces planned to apprehend Czethros immediately-but Jaina
knew that the supposedly respectable businessman from Ord Mantell must
have spies and information sources everywhere, ,-,nd realized that

Czethros might aready be gone ... one step ahead of them.

Asmorning sunlight spilled acrossthe lower cloud banks, painting them
with agolden glow, Jainaheard aloud musicd fanfare from the
outwardly directed speakers mounted on the scaffolding and on launching

platforms.

"It'sgarting!" Jacen said, scooting closer to Tenel Ka.

"l look forward to the performance with great enthusiasm,” Tend Ka

sadinaneutrd voice. The barest hint of asmile quirked one corner

of her mouth.

With sllent, flapping wings, aswarm of thrantas burst out, stresked



away from Cloud City, and circled in the clouds. The skirlingmusic
rose and fdl in ahauntingly beautiful melody. The thrantas |ooped
about, dancing asky bdlet in timeto the notes. The tattoos and body
paintings on the cloud riders were so bright, they dazzled like

rainbows asthe thrantas whirled through the air.

Two of the performersunfurled abrilliant fluttering ribbon, tossng

it from onerider to another, hurling the fabric ever higher to weave a
colorful pattern like acat's cradle in the sky. All thethrantas
continued to fly in perfect formation, the cloud riders holding on to

their corners of the long ribbon.

Then asecond troupe of thrantas launched themselves from their docks
on Cloud City, flitting ahead of and around the colorful ribbon
gructurein the sky. They swarmed through openings and loopsin the
fabric-mesh, flying so close that their wing tips amost, dmost

touched the fluttering banner. But Jainasaw no mistakes, no

dipups.

Then, a an unspoken signd, the cloud riders exchanged positions,
shifting the pattern of the woven ribbon, reshaping it like abright

laserlight design in the sky.

Jacen stood up, hooting, gpplauding, and yelling at the top of his

lungs. The second squadron of cloud riders broke free and darted back



toward Cloud City. Jainawatched in amazement as one of them stripped
out of formation and buzzed past the hover-scaffolding where they all
sat. A thin young rider waved abroad hand and grinned from the back

of histhranta.

"That'sM'’kim!" Jacen shouted, waving.

Directly in front of them, the barefooted rider did abackward
somersault in the air and landed effortlesdy on the flying cresture's

back. The thranta streaked off to rgoin the rest of the performing

group.

"It lookslike they're letting him be an officid part of the troupe at

lasgt," Jacen said. "He'sfinished histraining.”

Tend Kanodded, a contented look on her serious face. "Training must

end eventudly, and then the redl work begins.”

"That doesn't mean you can't ways learn something new," Zekk added.

Lando, still watching the sky rodeo, turned back to the young Jedi

Knights. " Spesking of which, it'sabout time| got you dl back to

Yavin4."

With the oppressive sounds and smells of the jungle moon around her

once again, Anjadid not know what she was going to do. She sat done



on ahigh stone ledge of the Jedi academy's Great Temple. The chipped,
westhered stone, covered with maoss, felt cold and uncomfortable. But

shedidn't care.

Anjastared out above the tangled forest to where the orange pastel
ball of the gas giant planet Y avin dominated the Sky. She felt trapped

on thishumid, overgrown moon-helpless. She hated to fed helpless.

No one knew her secret, though she wasn't sure how much it mattered

now. Shewasat her wits end, torn between incompatible loydties.

Y es, Anjahad pretended to show surprise at the newsthat had so
interested the young Jedi Knights, but in her heart she had greeted it
only with akind of stoic dread. Asthey had feared, Czethros had
disappeared completely, draining al readily available creditsfrom his
accounts and shutting down his respectable warehouse and shipping

business on Ord Mantdll.

He had gone underground, vanished without atrace. New Republic troops
had confiseatedeverything that remained in his stripped offices, while
investigators searched for cluesto hiswhereabouts ... but Anjaknew
Czethroswell enough. Shewas certain that the Black Sun lieutenant

hed left no loose ends, no evidence, no information through which he

could be traced.



Czethros was gone. She had no way to contact him.