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LChapter 1

utside the medoenter viewpaort, a ragged
crescent of white twinkles known as the Drall’s Hat drooped across
the violet sky, its lower tip slashing through the Bonto to touch a
red star named the Eve of the Pirate. The constellations abowve
Corellia had not changed since Han Solo was a child, when he had
spent his nights contemplating the galactic depths and dreaming of
lite as a starship captain. He had believed then that stars never
changed, that they always kept the same company and migrated
cach vear across the same slice of sky, Now he knew better. Like
evervthing in the galaxy, stars were born, grew old, and died. They
swelled into red giants or withered into white dwarts, exploded into
nowvas and supernovas, vanished into black holes.

All too aften, they changed hands.

It had been nearly three weeks since the fall aof the Duro
svatem, and Han still found it hard to believe that the Yunzhan
Vong had a stronghold in the Core. From there, the imvaders conld
strike at Commenor, Balmorra, Koat, and—A#frst in line—Caorellia.
Even Coruscant was no longer safe, lving as it did at the opposite

end of the Cordlian Trade Spine.
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Harder to accept than Dure’s loss—though casier to believe—
was the enthusiasm with which the cowards of the galaxy had
embraced the enemy’s offer of peace in exchange for Jedi. Already a
ynch mob on Ando had killed Dhorsk 82, and on Cujicor the Peace
Brigade had captured Swilja Fenn, Han's own son Jacen was the
most hunted Jedi in the galaxy, and his wite and other children,
Anakin and Jaina, were sought almost as cagerly. If it were up to
him, the Jedi would leave the collaborators to their fate and go find
a safe refuge somewhere in the Unknown Begions. But the decision
was not his, and Luke Skywalker was not listening,.

A raspy murmur sounded from the lift station, shattering the
clectronic silence of the monitoring post outside Leia’s door. Han
opaqued the transparistec] viewpart, then stepped around the bed
where his wife lay in a therapeutic coma, her evelids rimmed by
purple circles and her Hesh as pallid as wampa fur. Thongh he had
been assured Leia would survive, his heart still ached whenever he
looked at her. He had almost lost her during the fall of Duro, and a
stubborn serics of necrotic infections continued to threaten her
mangled legs. Even more in doubt was their future together. She
had greeted him warmly enough atter they found cach other again,
but Chewbacea’s death had changed too much for their marriage to
continue as before, Han felt brittle nose, alder and less sure of his
place in the galaxy. And in the fow hours she had been coherent
enough to talk, Leia had scemed hesitant, more tentative and reloe-
tant to speak her mind around him.

At the door, Han peered out of the darkencd room to find four
human orderlics outside Hanking the MIY droid at the monitoring
post. Though they had a covered repulsor gurney and fresh white
scrubs, they were not wearing the masks and sterile gloves standard
for visitors to the isolation ward.

don’t look like orderlies to me,” the MIDY droid was

saving. “Your fingernails are absolote bactenal beds.™
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“We've been cleaning disposal chutes,” said the group’s leader,
a slash-cved woman with black hair and the jagged snarl of a
hungrv rancor. “But don’t worry, we came through decon.™

As she spoke, one of the men with her was shding across the
counter behind the droid. Han drew back into the room and
retricved his blaster from a satchel beneath Leia’s bed. Though he
had been dreading this moment for three weeks, now that it had
come, he felt almost relieved. The enemy had not arrived when he
was sleeping or out of the room, and there were only four.

Han returned to the door to find the MDD droid standing
with darkened photoreceptors, his vocabulator slumped against his
chest. The orderly behind the counter was soowling down at the
data display.

“Dhon’t see her on the register, Boxi,” he said to the woman.

“Of course not,” Rox growled. “5lug, do vou think a Jedi
wonld use her own name? Look for a human female with amphi-
statt wounds.™

Slug, a moonfaced man with a bald head and a week’s worth
af stubble on his face, scrolled down the screen and began to read
svmptoms off the display. “Parictal swelling . . . thoracic lacera-
tions . . . double severed sartorius .. " He stopped and looked up.
*“You understand this stift?™

Rond glared at the man as though the question were a chal-
lenge, then asked, *What was that second one?™

Slug glanced back at the display. *Thoracic lacerations?™

“That condd be it.” Roxi glanced at her other companions and,
sceing that they had no better idea what sheracic meant than she
did, continned, *Well, lacerations sounds right. What room?™

Slug gave her the number, and the four impostors started down
the opposite corridor. Han allowed them a few moments to clear
the arca, then slipped into the monitoring post and n=ed the con-

trols to scal his wite’s room with a quarantine code. The thought of
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lcaving her alone made his stomach queasy, but he had to handle
this problem quictly and by himselt. Though a Jedi-friendly doctor
had admitted Leia under a false name and Han had sent the famous
Solo children home with Toke and Mara, the alias would not with-
stand a CorSec incident investigation. And with a new Yunzhan
Vong base rising at the edge of the sector, no one associated with
the Jedi would dare trust Corellia’s always erratic government for
protection. Had Leia’s condition not forced them to divert soon
after escaping Do, this was the last place Han would have stopped.

He peered around the corner of the monitoring post and, in
the night-shift twilight, saw the impostors disappearing into a bacta
tank parlor about halbway down the corridor. Taking a datapad
from the recharger on the counter and a breath mask, hvgienic cap,
gloves, and lab coat from the supply locker, he did his best to dis-
guise him=elt as someone official and followed.

The introders were gathered around tank number three in the
parlor’s far corner, studving a slender human with a trio of freshly
stitched lacerations angling down across her chest. Like Leia’s
wonnds, the cuts were atypically inflamed and almost black at the

cdges, a sign that some toxin was proving a challenge for the bacta.

The only other oocupied tank contained a Sclonian female whose

severed tail stump was covered by a graft of unfurred hide.

“The contract said she’d shaved her head,” Rowi complained,
staring at the long hair of the patient in tank three. *Even in bacta,
I don’t think it would grow back this fast.”

“Mavbe not, but they are amphistaft cats.” Slug said. He was
standing next to a deactivated attendant droid, reading from a data
dizplay. *And no one’s saving how she got them.™

Rood lifted her brow and thought for a moment, then said,
“We'd better bring her along. Start the tank draining. We'll pick
her up after we've checked the other rooms.™

Han drew back and tucked the blaster under his lab coat, then

made sure his breath mask was secure and waited. When he heard
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the impostors coming, he turned the corner with the datapad
before him. He ran headlong into the burliest of the impostors and
was nearly knocked off his feet.

“Uh, sorry,” Han said, looking up. “Entirely my .. " He let
the =entence dangle off, then gasped, “You're not wearing a
breather!™

The burly impostor frowned . *“What breather?™

“Your safety mask.”™ Han tapped the breath mask on his face,
then looked from one impeostor to the other. “None of von are.
Didn’t vou check the hazard indicator?™

“Hazard indicator?™ Roxi asked, pushing her way to the front.
*“I didn’t see any indicator.™

“In the decontamination lock,” Han said. *Red means no
entry. Orange means full biosnit. Yellow means breath masks and
gloves, The light was vellow. We've had a leuma ontbreak.™

“Leuma™ Slug asked.

“You'll be all right.” Han said, striking just the right note of
insincere reassurance. He waved Roxi toward the monitoring post.
“But we've got to get vou some breath masks. Then vou’ll need
inocul ations—"

Rond made no move to leave the bacta parlor. *Tve never heard
af any discase called leuma.™

“Airborne virns,” Han said. *A new one—or mavbe it's a
spore. We really don’t know wet, but there’s talk of it being a
Yunzhan Vong weapon.™

That was enough to bring Slug and the burly impostor out into
the corridor.

“Hald up, vou two!™ Roxi snapped.

The pair stopped, then Slug frowned and said, *But we need
thoese breath masks. ™

“And soon,” Han pressed, turning his attention to Slug. “You
can still be saved, but the chances are going down with every breath

vou take.”

)
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Three of the impostors—the three men—clamped their mouths
shut. Rowd only glared at Han.

“You know this bew!™ She stepped into the door and stood
nose-to-chin with him. *Because vou’re a doctor?™

Han’s stomach sank. *That’s right.” He had to resist an urge to
check his appearance. “Scnior xenocpidemiologist, to be exact.”
He pretended to scrutinize her white scrube, “And vou aret™

“Wondering why the senior xenoepidemiologist would make
hi= rounds in patient slippers.”™ Roxi glanced at his feet. *Without
socks.”

She flexed her ingers, and a hold-out blaster dropped out of a
sleeve holster. Han cursed and brought the datapad down on her
wrist. Her weapon clattered to the floor, and he kicked it away,
then retreated, fimbling for his own blaster. Boxi withdrew into
the parlor, shricking orders and pushing her companions at the
door. Only Shug went. He ignored Han and ran up the corridor.

“Shg!™ Rox scrcamed.

“M-masks!” Slug called. *Gotta get—"

Han found his blaster and planted a stun bolt between Slug’s
shoulder blades. The impostor thumped to the Hoor,

Weapon  flashes spraved from the bacta parlor. Han dived
bchind a low half wall in the small waiting arca opposite. His
attackers continued to fire, and the thin plastee] started to smoke
and disintegrate. He thumbed his own power to high, then stuck
the blaster through a melt hole and returned fire.

The bolt storm quicted. Han dropped to his belly and peercd
around the corner. The impostors were nowhere to be scen, but
their repulsor gurmey remained at the back of the parlor. The
woman in tank three had opened her eves and was looking around.
Considering that she was caught in the middle of a firefight, her
expression scemed surprisingly calm. Maybe she was too sedated to
comprehend what was happening. Han hoped =so. If she didn’ n=e

the microphone in her breathing mask to call for help, there was
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still a chance—a slim chance—that he could take care of this with-
out Corfec comnecting the incident to Leia’s room.

The woman’s gawe shifted, then Rooi’s voice cried, *Gaol™

The male impostors leaped into view and began to lay suppres-
sion fire. Han burned a hole through one man’s chest. Rox pulled
something long from beneath the gurney sheet, and when Han
switched targets, she took cover behind tank three. He stopped
fring. The woman in the bacta seemed to smile her thanks.

“On two, Dex,” Rowd called, *0ne—""

Rood stepped into view, and “two™ was lost to the shricking
cacophony of the repeating blaster in her hands, Han concentrated
fire on her. A faint hiss sounded somewhere deep in the parlor, and
Diex’s blaster fell quict.

Rond’s bolts stibched their way across the Hoor toward Han's
head. He drew back and popped up in the corner, blaster trained
on the parlor entrance. She poured fire into the corridor, but staved
out of sight until she appearcd at the door and began to chew
through his Himsy cover.

Han fired back, but to little cffect. There was no sign af Dex,
and that worricd him, too. Sccing that his angle was hopeless, he
stopped firing and looked to the back of the parlor.

“Wow! ™ he velled.

Mothing happened, cxcept that Roxi glanced away long
cnough for Han to hurl himselt across the waiting room. She
adjusted her aim and began to burn more holes through the halt
wall. Han returned fire. Now that his angle was better, at least he
was making her cringe.

Then the repulzor gurney glided into view, moving sideways,
no one pushing. Han’s jaw must have dropped. Rox sneered,
shook her head, and, not one to be fooled twice, nearly burned his
head off.

The gurney canght her in the hip. Her weapon stitched craters

acroes the ceiling, and she stumbled into the doorway. Han blasted

F
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her chest and shoulder, spinning her around so that she fell over
the gurney. The repeating blaster clattered to the Hoor inside the
bacta parlor, where Dex could get at it. Cursing his luck, Han
poured fire through the door and charged.

Dex lay dead between tanks one and two, the last wisps of
smoke rising from a round hole in his chest. It was too small and
perfect to be a blaster wound, at least an ordinary one. Han glaneed
around the room, scarching for the source of his mysterious help.

The woman in tank three was watching him.

“You?!™ he asked.

The gurney moved again—it might have been settling on its
repulsor, but Han didn’t think so.

Out by the monitoring station, the decontamination lock
hiz=cd open, and the sound of booted feet began to rumble down
the corridor. Han ignored the clamor and gestured at the impostor
omn the Hoor,

“Him, too?™

The woman’s eves Huttered closed, opened again, then fell shat
and remained that way.

“Okay—must have been a ricochet.” Han was not sure he
believed that, but it was what he intended to tell the CorSec inves-
tigators. “I owe you—whoever yon are.”

Then the security squad was rushing down the corridor, velling
at Han to drop his weapon and hit the Hoor. He placed his blaster
on the gurney and turned to find a pair of roddy-checked boys
poking Imperial-cra blaster rifles in his face.

“Hev, take it casy.™ Han rcluctantly raised his hands. *I can

cxplain.”
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cmples aching, world spinning, stomach
churning. Leia returned. Someone velling. Han, of course.

Head pounding.

Clreiet!

Han continued to yell, and someone snapped back. Leia
opened her eves and found herselt staring into 2 sun. Which one,
she did not know, but it was blinding and blue, and it moved from
one cve to the other.

A gentle voice—a man’s—said she was coming to. To what?

There were silhonettes around her. A man standing at her side,
the blue disk of a headlam p affived to his brow, A woman behind a
trav of medical instruments. Han and someone in a bulky jumpsnit
still arguing over by the viewport. Another man by the closetin the
corner of the room, turned halt away, pawing throngh a shape Leia
recognized as her travel satchel.

“0o thurr .. . Even to Leia, the words were weak and inco-
herent. *Thopp.™

“It’s okay, Teia,” said the man with the headlamp. *T'm Dr.

Mimbi. You'll feel better soon,™
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*I thel fie.”™ Leia tricd to point, but her amm felt as heavy as a
durasteel beam. *Thopp thath theet.™

The headlamp went ont, revealing a gray-eved face with laugh
line= and a familiar smile. *Better?™

Leia could see now that the man wore a doctor’s lab coat with
ASPER WIMED embroidered on the lapel. His assistant, a plump
woman old enough to be the doctor’s mother, was dressed in a
well-worn nurse’s uniform. The man poking through her satchel
had the patches of a Corellian Security agent on his jumpsuit, as did
the officer with whom Han was arguing.

“. .. meleased him?™ Han was demanding. *He's a killer!™

“The only deaths here are the ones von caused, Solo,™ the
officer replied. *And #s identification has been confirmed as au-
thentic, If we need to question Gad Sluggins again, we'll know
where to find him.™

“So would 1,” Han retorted. *In the nearcst Peace Brigade
safchon=e.™

“Political affliations arc no longer a crime on Corellia, Solo.™

I the corner, the agent at the closet emoved a datapad from
Leia’s satchel, glanced around at the others in the room, then
slipped it into his umpsnit pocket. Leia tried again to point. This
time, the effort ended in a metallic clatter as her amm, strapped in
place and connected to a tangle of intravenous drip lines, rattled
the bed’s satety rail. She settled for lifting her head to glare in the
thicF's direction.

“Shtop.”™ The word was almost recognizable. *“Thicf!”

Han mmediately stopped arguing with the CorSec officer and
came to her side. With hollow cheeks and bags under his eyes, he
looked exhausted.

*You're awake,” he said, perhaps overstating the case. “How
do von feelt™

“lerrible,” Leia said. Evervthing ached, and it felt like she had

a hot power-feed around her legs. *That agent is stealing.™
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She extended a finger toward the culprit, but the man’s officer
had stepped to the foot of the bed, and it looked like she was
pointing at him. Han and the others exchanged glinees and ap-
pearcd concerned.

“Ihamaceutical illusion,” Dr. Nimbi said. *Her perceptions
will clear within the hour.™

“I am worhaving delusions.™ Leia continued to shake her finger
toward the unscen closet. *The other one. Going through my
bag.”

The officer pivoted around to look, exposing the now closed
closet and an innocent-looking subordinate.

Han squeezed her shoulder, *Forget it, Leia. Welve got more
mportant things to worry about than someone digging through
vour underwear.”

“She doesn™t need to hear that wew, Han,” the doctor said. He
trned back to Lea with a comforting smile. “How do the legs
foel? Any betrer?™

Leia ignored the question and demanded, “What things,
Han®”

Han scemed batfled. He glanced at Dr. Nimbi, then said,
“Mothing [ can’t handle. Don™t worry.™

“When vou tell me not to worry, that’s when T worry,” Leia
said. Han had always been one of those men who navigated life
more by instinct than by chart—it was one of the things she most
loved about him—Dbut his instinets since Chewbacca’™s death had
bcen carrving him into some very dangerous arcas. Or perhaps the
territory only seemed dangerons, lving as it did alwayvs farther from
Leia. *What's wrong? ™

Han still seemed worried, but at least he had the sense to
ignore Dr. Nimbi's admonishing shake of the head. *Well,” he
began, “vou do remember where we are?™

Leia glanced at the emblems on the CorSec officer’s jumpsuit.

“How could I forget?™

Ir
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And then it hit her. The Caorellians were calling them by their
correct names, There were two CorSec agents standing in her hos-
pital room, and Dir. Nimbi—a Jedi sympathizer with enough expe-
ricnce i such matters not to slip—was calling Leia by her real
name. Their cover had been blown,

Something started to beep on the equipment behind the bed.

Dr. Nimbi held a scanner over Leia’s heart. *Leia, vou need to
calm vourself. Stress only reduces the chance of your body over-
coming the infection.”™

The beeping continued, and the nurse took a spray hypo off
her tray. *“Shall I prepare a—"

“That won’t be necessary.™ Leia reached ont with the Force
and nodged the hypo—clumsily, but enough to make her point.
*Clear?™

The astonished nurse dropped the hypo on the tray and hotred
something about pushy Jedi witches, then raised her nose and
started for the door—where she was met by a rising din of excited
voices, The MDD droid was threatening to notity sccurity and pro-
testing that the media were not permitted in the isolation ward, but
the intruders were paving no attention. A sudden glow poured
through the door as a holocrew’s lights illuminated the corridor
outside, and the Hustered rurse came stumbling back into the room.

“Great,” Han muttered. “Thrackan.™

A bearded man who—except tor his grav hair—looked more
like Han than Han did came bursting into the room, leaving a smuall
swarmm of assistants and holojournalists in the corridor outside. The
man, Han’s cousin Thrackan %al-5olo, glanced around bricly, saw
that he was standing between Leia and the door, then moved for-
ward so the holocams would have a view of her face. She slid down
and tried to hide behind Dr. Mimbi, who recognized what she was
doing and quictly positioned himself in front of her.

Sal-Solo scomvled at the doctor, then looked Han and leia
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over and nodded to the CorSec officer. *“That’s them. Well done,
Captain.”

“Thank vou, Governor-General.”

“Governor-General!™ Han repeated, trving not to scotf and, to
Leia’s car at least, failing. “You ve come up in the galaxy, cousin.”

“The Five Brothers reward those who protect them,” Sal-
Solo said.

“Yes—it seems reckeats always land on their feet,” Leia said.

Less than a decade carlier, 5al-5alo had held her family hostage
in a failed attempt to establish an independent Corellian sector,
More recently, he had inadvertently destroved an entire Hapan
battle Heet by nsing an ancient alien artitact called Centerpoint Sta-
tion to attack a hostile force of Yuuzhan Vong, Given that Leia had
bcen responsible for bringing the Hapans into the war, she was
probably the only person in the galaxy who despised Han's cousin
more than Han did. And it did not help matters that Sal-5olo had
been hailed as a hero for his foolish actions and, eventually, elected
governor- general of the entire Corellian sector.

“What’s next?” Leia continued to glare at Sal-5olo. Han
winced and drew his finger across his throat, but she ignored him.
*“Lose the war and become the New Bepublic Chicf of State?™

Sal-8olo half turned toward the holocam outside the door.
“My allegiance is to the Cordlian system alone.” His voice was stiff
and self-conscious. “And yvou’d be smart to curb that lightsaber
tongue of yours, Princess Leia. An insult to the man is an insult to
the office.”

“Beallv?™ Leia propped herself up on her free elbowe until the
holocam lights wammed her face. *In this case, I shonld think it i=
the man himself who is the insule.”™

Sal-Solo glared at her in disbelict, then stormed over to the
door and stuck his head into the corridor. *Clear the hall! Can’™

vou see this is an solation ward!™

s
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The holocam illuminated his face bricy before he palmed the
activation panel and the door closed. He stood facing the wall until
the corridor was finally empty, then turned to Leia with oyes as dark
as black holes.

“You must have a death wish,™ he said.

“You're the one who wanted to play this oot in the media,”
Leia said. “Don’t blame me if vou can’t handle it. Wouldn™t it have
been casier to keep things quict and ignore ust™

“MNothing would have suited me more—except maybe sending
vou off with a squad of Yuuzhan Vong infiltrators,” Sal-Solo said.
“Unfortunately, the choice wasn’t mine. I didn’t know cither of
vou was here until I saw on a newsvid that Han Solo had just killed
three Corellian citizens.”™

“Sorry about that,” Han said, not appearing sorry at all.

Sal-Solo gave him a dark look, then looked back to Leia.
*“There won't be any charges, provided von—"

“Charges:™ Han exclaimed. Even Leia could not tell whether
he was angry or surprised; they been apart so long—and gone
through so much alone—that she felt like she did not know him
now, “For killing a bunch of Peace Brigaders:™

“They weren'’t in the eace Brigade,” Sal-Salo said. *CorfSec
Intelligence =ays they were local.™

“That doesn’t mean they weren’t Peace Brigade,” Han said.

“But they weren't,” Sal-5alo said. *Roxi Barl is an independent
contractor, She didn’t like orders, which rules out the Peace Bri-
gade or anyvone associated with the Yunzhan Vong, Or so Intelli-
genee tells me.”

“Then who was she working for?™ Han demanded.

Thrackan shrugged. *That’s a good question. Fortunately, it's
also one that, as of an hour from now, will no longer concern me.™

Han scowled. “MNa!™

“Becanse vou’ll be gone by then,” Thrackan said.
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“Gone!”™ Han shook his head. *We're not going anywhere
until Leia can walk.”

Leia frowned. Their faces had been on newsvids all over the
svatem, and he was talking abont staving until she could wadk. What
kind of rocket juice had he been drinking while they were apart?

“Han,” Leia said gently. *We talked this over. You know I may
never—

Han whirled on her. “Until vou walk, Leia.”

Leia recoiled, and Han hovered over the bed, staring into her
eyes, not blinking, not breathing, not wavering, as though he conld
change what had happened on Duro—maybe even what had hap-
pened before that—through sheer force of will.

“Han, we can’t,” she said at last. *By now, bounty hunters and
Peace Brigaders from all over the system will be converging on
the medeenter. And even if Thrackan wanted to protect us, he
couldn’t. It would give the Yuurhan Vong too much reason to
come sce if Centerpoint is still operational.”

“And he's just =sending us on oor way!”™ Han scoffed. “Straight
intoy 2 Yuuzhan Vong patrol, that’s where he’s sending us.”

“He can’t, Han,” Leia said. “He can’t take the chance we'd
break under torture and tell them Centerpoint isn’t working.”

Han considered this, then glanced at his cousin.

“If it makes vou feel better, I could always have vou killed,”
Sal-5olo offered amicably. *“That works for me.”

“And how do von think Anakin would like that?™ Leia retorted.
"Their son Anakin was the only one who had ever been able to fully
activate Centerpoint Station, and his absence was one reason the
ancient superweapon wasn't working now., “He doesn’t care for
vou much as it is, Thrackan. T doubt he’d be very helpful it vou
arranged the death of his parents.”

Sal-Solo’s eves narrowed, but he nodded. *As long as we'rne

agreed, then, You'll leave wathin the hoor.”

s
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“Han,” Dir. Nimbi said helphally, *she can handle the journey if
vou stop at bacta parloms along the way.™ He hesitated a moment,
then added, *Teia will be fine. It's your, uh, friend I'm worried
about.™

Han seemed confused. “Friend?™

“In tank three,” Dr. Nimbi said. *I don’ think you should
lcave her behind, not with all those bounty hunters and Peace
Brigaders on the way.™

“Oh—right. Our friend.” Han glanced at Leia, and something
roguish came to his eve, something sly and fun and conspiratorial
that had not been there since betore Chewbacca’s death. He looked
back to Sal-5olo and sighed. *Look, I don’t mean to be difficult,
but we can’t go withont Jaina.™

“lTaina? Jaima’ heret™

Leia thought she had been the one to blurt the question, bat
realimed that was not so when all eyes turned to Sal-5olo. At least
she understood why Han had been acting so strangely. She had a
agne memory of a deep-space rendezvous with the Jade Shadow,
of kissing her brother and cach of her children good-bye and telling
them she would sce them again on Cornscant. Something must
have happened. Perhaps Han had needed Jaina to help him Hy
the Faleom, or perhaps Mara and Luoke had run into tronble and
been forced to divert. Mayvbe all of her children were on Corellia.
She hoped not. She hoped Jacen and Anakin were sate on Cornos-
cant . . . but it wendd be good to sce them, too, So good.

“. .. Anakin?” Sal-Solo was asking. *I= he here, too?™

“Just Jaina,” Han said firmly. *Anakin and Jacen are on
Coruscant.”

“OFf course, vou wesdd say that.” Sal-5clo was thinking aloud.
It he could torce Anakin to reactivate Centerpoint, he would have
no worries from the Yuuzhan Vong or the New Bepublic. He conld
u=e it to isolate the whole Corellian system and run the place as his

personal empire. “But I can find out. T have my ways.”
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“Yeah—you could comm them on Coruscant,”™ Han said. *Feel
free to reverse the HoloMNet charges—I know how strapped things
are here in Corellia ™

“Wait—what was that about tank three!” Teia demanded, not
paving much attention to the exchange bebween Han and Sal-Solo.
*“Taina’s in a bacta tank? What happened?™

“You remember.” Again, Han gave her a strange glare. *That
hit on Duro turned out to be worse than we thought,”™

The stress alarm behind the bed started to beep again.

“Will vou please disconnect that thing?™ Leia demanded. What-
ever had happened—whatever Han was trving to tell her—she did
not want a machine giving them away. “*And get me a repulsor
chair. I want to see my daughter.”

*Yes.” Sal-Solo was scowling and studving Han, obviously
wondering why Leia scemed so surprised. *Why don’t we all go?”

Dr. Nimbi arranged for a repulsor chair, then unstrapped Leia’s
am from the safety rail, hung the necessary IV lines on the bag
hook attached to the chair, and helped her out of bed.

Leia’s legs were no sooner lowered than they began to ache
with a pain a hundred times worse than childbirth. It was unlike
anvthing she had ever experienced, a bursting, throbbing, burning
kind of anguish that made her wish the Yunzhan Viong had finished
the job and cut them all the way off. She caught Sal-5olo staring
and looked down to sce two huoge Huott-like things sticking out
where her legs should have been.

“If you're going to gape,” Leia said, *1 wish vou wouldn’™
smile.”

Sal-Solo covered his mouath, which was not actually smiling,
and turned away. Accompanied by the CorSec agents, Sal-5olo, and
cven the nume, Dir. Bimbi led them past the droid’s monitoring
post down the opposite corrnidor. Leia’s heart began to pound
immediately. The door of the bacta parlor was ringed by black blos-

soms of soot. Oppaosite, the ruins of the waiting room were set off
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bv the jagged remains of a small half wall. They had been deter-
mined, these bounty hunters, and it made Leia shudder to think
howe close they must have come to capturing her only danghter.

As they reached the bacta parlor, Leia noticed an anvil-headed
Arcona sitting in one of the few undamaged chairs. He met her
gaze long enongh to nod, then went back to staring at his feet. She
steered her chair into the bacta parlor behind Han, the norse, and
the others.

They stopped in front of tank three, where a badly wounded
woman of at least thirty years of age was floating inside. She was
several centimeters taller than Leia and well muscled, and though
there was something vaguely familiar about her face, she bore no
rescmblance at all to cither Han or Leia. Most telling of all, her
head was surrounded by a clond of silky hair; like Leia, Jaina had
left hers in a decontamination lock on Duro.

Leia craned her neck, checking the other tanks for an occupant
that could be her daughter. There was none; only a Sclonian with
an amputated tail.

“This is Jaina?™ Sal-Solo asked, clearly as doubttul as Leia her-
selt, “She’s a little old to be your danghter, Han.™

“She’s been flving for Bogue Squadron,” Han said. *You'd be
surpriscd how space combat ages a girl.”

And Leia finally understood. For some neason she did not et
know, Han and v, Nimbi were trving to get this woman off
Corellia. Jaina was not there at all; none of her children were. Leia
should have been relieved, but instead she felt let down and desper-
ately alone.

“. .. thatright, Leia?™ Han was asking.

“Yes, of course,” Leia answered, with no idea whatsoover what
she was agrecing to, ““That’s true.”

Han nodded assertively. *You scet™

“Dhoes space combat also change eve color!™ the nurse asked,

studving the data display attached to the mystery woman’s tank. ©1
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scem to recall that Jaina’s eyes are brown, like her mother’s. This
paticnt’s are listed as green.”™

“Cosmetic tinting,” Leia explained. Even it her heart was not in
it, she knew what Han needed from her. *T'o make her harder to
identify.”™

Sal-Solo looked doubtful. *What are vou trving to pull, consin?
"This woman can’t be vour daughter.™

“I could confirm her identity with a simple genetic test,”™ D,
MNimbi suggested. “We could have the results in, oh, two davs.”

Sal-Solo glowered at the doctor, then turned to the nuarse.
*“Check the admission data. Who's the responsible party?™

Han had not changed =0 much in his time away that Leia could
no longer sce through his sabace face. He awaited the norse’s
response with a feigned air of disinterest, but his eyves were fixed
behind her, where a reflection on the sarface of tank two showed
the data scrolling up the display. When the screen finally stopped
rolling, its refection showed several blank data ficlds. Han's gawe
shifted quickly back to the nurse.

“She was admitted anonvmously.” He stated it as though he
knew it for a fact. “MNo name, no contact information. ™

The nurse’s jaw fell, but she nodded. *Not even notes about
the receiving circumstances.”

Han turned to Sal-%olo with a smirk. *That’s all the proot vou
nced, Governor-General.”™ He pressed a finger to the bacta tank,
and the green eyves of the woman inside Huttered open. “She leaves
with us—or [ inform every media station in the system that vou e
holding our danghter against our will.”

Sal-Solo glared at him. *T could prove that vou're lving.”

“Irue,” Han said. “But could vou prove it to the Youzhan
YVongt”

Sal-Solo’s face grew even stommicr, and he turned to the
doctor, “*Can she be moved—nom?™

“We can lend them a temporary bacta tank,” Dr. Nimbi said.
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“As long as they change the fluid cach time they stop for Leia, this
paticnt should be fine as well ™

Sal-Solo studied the tank, no doubt trving as feverishly as Leia
to puzzle out what the woman inside had to do with the Solos—
and of what interest she might be to whocover had sent Roxa Barl.
Finally, a full mimute after Leia had given up on the riddle, he made
a sour face and turned to Dr. Nimbi.

“I think I #e sece a certain family resemblance,” Sal-%olo said.
“But vou’ll =cll the tank to them, not lend. T don’t want anyone

coming to return it.”



Lhapter 3

he security hatch fnally irised open, revealing
the cavernous interior of the public berthing faciity where the
Solos had hidden the Mallenninm Falcon in plain sight. On any
other planct, they would have rented a private bay in some very dis-
crect leary dock. But on security-obsessed Corellia, such measures
incvitably drew more attention than they avoided. Leia and Han
spent a moment studyving the activity on the docking bay’s Hoor,
then exited the cramped access lock.

The hatch whispered shut behind them, and finally they were
someplace where they could talk. Putting her growing fatigue out
of mind, Leia canght Han’s arm and pulled him around to face her.

“Han, what’s going on!™ A muttled clamor sounded inside the
access lock as their CorfSec escorts entered with their “daughter™
and her portable bacta tank. *Whao is that woman, and why did
Mimbi want us to remove her from a2 medoenter she scems very
much in need of?™

“Becanse she may be in as much danger as vou are” Han
squatted on his haunches in front of Leia, placing him=elt at cve

level—and turning his back to any spymikes that might be aimed at
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them from the facility’s depths. *She did some things to help me
during the firenght. I think she’s a Jedi.”

“A Jedi?™ Leia did not ask for details or reasons. The Corfec
agents would be in the access lock only a few moments, just long
enough for the security computers to scan their faces and confimm
their identitics. *We may not be doing her any favors. Whoever
sent Barl is still on our trail

Han glanced over his shoulder, *“Where!™

“Behind vs, in the aceess lock,” Leia said, “You remember
when I said that CorSec agent was stealing? ™

Han’s brow furrowed. “Yeah!™

“I wasn’t hallucinating. My datapad is gone.”™

Mow he looked angry. ““That Ranat!™

“Han, don’t say anvthing about it. The money was well spent.”
The device had only been a cheap replacement for the one she'd
lost on Dhuro, and there was nothing on it but a tew half-finished—
probably incoherent—Iletters to family and friends. *He also took
twior datachits and the recording rod.”

“That’s money well spent?™

“It is when vou realize he didn’t touch my credit case,” Leia
said. “Or the credit chips von left on the dresser.”

“He’s a spy.” Han =aid.

Leia nodded. *Not a very good one, but I think so. Probably
working for the same people who sent Row Barl.™

The hatch behind Leia began to hiss. Han glanced over her
shoulder, then asked in a low voice, “What about the others?™

“Only the one.” Leia whispered. She was fairly certain of what
she said; the agent had been working as hard to hide his thetts from
hi= officer as from them.

The hatch stopped hissing, and two CorSec sccourity men
cmerged with the mystery woman and her portable bacta tank. The
guards were the spy and the same officer who had been in Leia’s

room when she was awakened. She let her chin drop, less feigning
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exhavstion than allowing it to show, Despite the stim-shots and
painkillers Dir. Mimbi had pressed on her, the effort of sitting
upright was taking its toll.

The hatch closed, and the offcer said, “Go on, Salo, The rest
af the detail will stay behind to hold the media back.™

“Thank yvou,” Leia said, and she meant it. Without a wall of
CorSec agents to keep the holocrews at bay, she felt fairly certain
the journalists would have followed them aboard the Fafeon, 1
thonght we were going to have stowaways.”

“No need to worry abont that,” the spy said. *We'll do a scarch.”

Han muttered something that sounded suspiciously like “over
vour dead body,” then led the way around the perimeter of the
Hoor—no experienced  spacer ever cut across 2 public docking
bay—toward a shadowy disk resting between the blockicr formes of
twior ancient transports. Though Teia had never been a fan af the
Faleow’s new matte-black finish, she had to admit that it did a=
much to reduce the famons ship’s public profile as it did to hide the
hull blemishes acquired over so many decades of rough use. Now,
cven when someone did happen to notice the vessel sitting in the
murk, it would hardly draw a second glance.

She wondered it that was what Han had intended when he
chose the new color, or it it had just been a way of expressing his
grict over Chewbacea’s loss. She might never know; they were no
lemger close enough that she could guess, and she was not comfort-
able asking. How sad was that, after defeating the Empire and
having three children together?

As they approached the Faleon, an anvil-headed silhouette with
glittering vellow eves emerged from between the landing struts,
thin arms held casually out to the sides to show that his three-
fingered hands were empty.

“Captain Solo.” he rasped. *Glad to make vour acquaintance.™

“Not =0 fast, Twinkle-cves,” Han =said. *Just step away from

the ship and go. We'ne not giving interviews.”
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“Interviews:"

The figure laughed coarsely and stepped into the light, reveal-
ing the salt-addicted Arcona who had exchanged glances with Leia
in the hospital. He had a Hat reptilian face with skin the color of
durasteel and a cockeved month that made him look half salted:
over his threadbare tunic, he now wore a shabby flight tabard lined
with dozens of fastclose cango pockets.

“I'm no holojournalist,” the Arcona said. “All I'm looking for
is a ride off this mudball.”

Leaving the portable bacta tank hovering on its repulsor gur-
ncy, the CorSec agents drew their blasters and moved ap. Do as
Solo says” the officer ordered. “And give me vour identichip.”

The Arcona reached for a pocket as though to obey, then Hut-
tered his fingers in the agents” direction. *“I'm not Corelian,™ he
said. *I don’t need an identichip.™

“He's not Corellian,” the subordinate said.

“He doesn’t need an identichip,” the officer added.

Leia’s jaw was alreadv hanging open, but Han was not so casily
im pressed.

“Cute trick. Mow move along—and take your buddies.™ He
jerked his thumb at the two CorSec agents. *We're not taking
riders.”

The Arcona showed a row of crooked fangs in what was
probably a smile. *I'm willing to carn my keep, Captain.”™ He
glanced in Teia’s direction, then his tabard Huttered open to show
her the lightsaber hanging on his belt, and she felt something wam
slither over her in the Force. *I'm a first-class Y'1T-1300 copilat.
Have one of my own, it I can ever get back to the blasted thing.”

“Han.” Leia grabbed her husband’s arm. *1 think—"

Han pulled away. *In a minute.” He continned to glare at the
Arcona. I don’t care if vou flv Star Destrovers, you're not getting

on my ship.”
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“Han!™ Leia snapped. *“Yes, he is.™

Han started to argue, then seemed to see something in Leia’s
cyes that made him think better of it. *He ist™

Thankful she could still reach him, Leia nodded. *T think you
should give him a chance,” she said. “I'm certainly not going to be
much of a copilat.”™

The fact of the matter was that C-310, still hiding aboard the
Faleon, could help with most of the copilot’s chores, but Han
scemed to realize Leia was trving to tell him something else. He
trned to the Arcona and studied him from top to bottom, con-
templating his ashen complexion, threadbare clothes, and listing
features.

“Well, vou look like a pilot,” Han said. *What's the sequence
fior an emengency ion drive engagement?”

“Warm circnits, actuate, power up,” the Arcona answered.

Han raized his brow. *Emergency shutdown?”

“Power down, then discngage.™

“And where’s the vortex stabilizer found?™

The Arcona’s Hat head folded slightly inward at the center, then
he raised his three-fingered hand and said, *Yoo alreadv know
where the vortex stabilimer—"

Han slapped the hand down. “*Don’t try that staff wath me.
Who do von think vou’re dealing with?™

The Arcona shrugged, then complained, “*How should T know
where the vortex stabilimer is? That’s not a crew-serviceable part.”

Han actually smiled, then slapped the Arcona on the shoulder.
Yourll do™

“Thanks, Captain.” The Arcona did not scem all that relicved.
He pushed between the CorSec agents toward the portable bacta
tank. “T’ll take it from here, fellas™
The officer stepped aside, but the subordinate stood fast. “Ouar

orders are to load the patient ourselves.™
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“That was before we had help,” Leia said. *And vour orders
were to see us off. Mo one said anvthing about snooping around on
the Falcon.™

She cast a pointed glare at the pocket containing her datapad.

The subordinate’s face turned bright red, and he stepped aside so

quickly he nearly fell.

“Hmmm.” The Arcona smiled and, out of the comer of his
tilted mouth, whispered, “Interesting technique.”™

He retrieved the repulsor gurney, then the agents returned
Han’s blaster, and the group boarded together. C-31'0 was waiting
for them atop the ramp.

“Oh, thank the maker vou're back!” he said, arms pumping
madly. *I can’t tell von how many times I was torced to lower the
retractable blaster—7

“MNot now, Threepio,” Han said, brushing past and starting for
the cockpit. “Sccure vourselt for launch.™

“But Captain Solo, von and Princess Leia have been all over the
newsvids, They're saving vou killed three people, and quite a few of
the commentators seem to think there should be some sort of legal
ingquiry—"

“Sce-Threepio, we know,” Leia said, guiding her chair into the
access ring. “Thisis .. .7

She turned to the Arcona.

“A friecnd of vour doctor’s.” He plucked an cavesdropping
device off the portable bacta tank and crushed it under his boot,
then added, “There are more,™

Leia nodded and turned back to C-310. “Help our guest
sccure the gurney for launch.™

Sceing that her chair would prevent the bulky bacta tank from
entering the access ring, Leia moved ahead. She was feeling terribly
tircd and weak, and her frst instinct was to turn tosvard the main
deck and stay out of the way. But she had been alone too much

over the last vear, and the thonght of sitting by herself while Han



RECOVERY

and his new copilot salved their problems was more than she conld
bear. She needed to be with her husband—even if she was no
lomger quite sure he wanted her.

The repulsor chair was fairly compact, and once she had lowe-
cred the telescoping pole on which the IV bags hung, there was no
trouble guiding it up the ontrigger corridor. But the cockpit itself
already had four seats, so she had to settle for magnoclamping her
chair in place just outside the door, To his credit, Han did not ask
what she was doing there. He was so busy toggling switches and
checking dials that Leia was not even sure he knew.

The Arcona squeczed past and, taking the copilot’s scat,
slipped into the start-up routine so smoothly that it was obvious he
had been telling the truth about flving his own YT-1300. There
were a few glitches as he encountered some of the Faleon’s modifi-
cations, but Leia could tell by Han’s patience how impressed he
was. She tricd not to be jealous.

They were within thirty seconds of launch when the inevitable
glitch finally came.

“The ramp light’s still on.” Han pointed at a panel on the
Arcona’s side of the cockpit. “That shonld have been checked off a
minute ageo.”

“I thought I had.”

The Arcona hit the reset. The light blinked off, then instantly
relit.

Han cursed, then activated the intercom. *Threepio, I think
the ramp’s stuck again. Give it a check.™

Mo acknowledgment came.

“Threcpiot™

Han carsed. Leia began to unclamp her chair.

“No, T'll go” The Arcona unbuckled his harness and rose.
*You shouldn’t be back there alone. This could be tronble.”

“Thanks.” Han unbuckled his crash webbing and loosened his

blaster, then turned to Leia and said, “I'm glad vou'ne up here.”
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Leia smiled. *Me, too™

They waited in silence tor nearly a minute betore the ramp light
finally went out and the Arcona returned.

“It was just stuck,” he said. *I banged the control panel, and it
came up the rest of the way”

“Always works for me,” Han said, starting the repulsor drives.

“What about Threepio!™ Leia asked. She had an uneasy feeling—
not danger sense, but of something that was not quite right. *Why
didn’t he answer?™

“I think he crossed some feeds connecting the bacta tank to the
medical bank.” The Arcona slipped smoothly back into his szat.
*“His circuit breaker was tripped. I reset it.™

“That’s a new one.™ Han shook his head, then opened a chan-
nel to the spaceport traffic center. *“Control, this is Shadow Bird
requesting launch cearance.”

Shadow Bivd was the name under which they had berthed the
Falcon.

“MNegative, Shadow Bind,” came the reply. *5tand by.”

Han closed the channel. *What now?™

He activated the external security monitors, and they all waited
in tense silence, expecting to see a CorSec boarding party or mob
af bounty hunters come rushing out of the access locks.

A fow moments later, Control’s voice crackled over the speaker.
“Corellian Sccurity informs us there s no such vesscl as Shadow
fird.™ The message came over an open channel. *Heowever, the
Milienniem Faleon is cleared for immediate departure.”

“Acknowledged.” Han wasted no time engaging the repulsor
drives and leaving the docking bay; someone had just made certain
that every ship within a hundred thonsand kilometers would know
which vessel they were. And check that CorSec agent’s pockets. [

saw him stealing a datapad. Fafcon ont.”
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he park-checkered city of Coronet had barely
receded beneath the Faleow's tail when Han swung south over the
sca and slammed the ion throttles full forward, beginning a long
arcing climb that would carry them over the pole to the opposite
side of the planct. The comm speaker quickly erupted into vitriolic
curses as Corellian Control protested both the unlawful trajectory
and the over-city shock wave, but Han ignored the impoundment
threats and disengaged the nacelle melt-sateties. After the send-off
CorSec had given them, flving a standard launch pattern would be
about as safe as jumping into a Sarlacc’s pit.

The Arcona’s golden cyves remained fixed on the temperature
rcadouts. *I thonght vou had expericnce at this sort of thing.™
Because of the difficulty his compound eves had making out dis-
tinct shapes, he was wearing a small optical scanner that read the
display data and fed it into an carpicce in auditory form. “Every
rookic smuggler in the galaxy knows you can’t outrun a ship in
arbit. They'll cut vou off every time.”

“You don’t sav?™ Han tried to look surprised. *Becanse of the
gravity drag?”

“And air friction and accomuolated velocity and  things like
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that.” The Arcona glanced over his shoulder at Teia. “This is Han
Solo, isn't it? The Han Solo?™

Han glanced over his shoulder and saw Leia shrog,

“You know, 've been wondering myself” Her eves drooped
and Han thought she might be falling aslecp, then she added, “BEut
when I checked, that’s what his identichip read.”

“One of them, anyway,” Han said, glad to hear an echo—no
matter how faint—at Leia’s sharp wit.

They reached the other side of the planct. Han pulled back on
the yoke, nosing the Faleon straight up. The nacelle temperatures
shot off the gauges as the ion drives stroggled to maintain velocity,
and the Arcona’s slanted mouth fell open.

*Yovon're at a hundred and t-t-twenty percent spec,”  he
stammered.

*You don’t say,” Han replied. “Bring up the tactical display
and let’s see how things look.™

The Arcona kept his scanner fixed on the temperature ganges.
“One twenty-seven.”

“Military allovs,” Leia explained. *We can go to one forty, or
so Han tells me.”

“Mavbe more, if I wanted to push,” Han bragged.

“Don’t,” the Arcona said. *I'm impressed enough.”

The Arcona brought up the tactical display, revealing a drop-
shaped swarm of blips streaming around the planet in pursuit. He
plotted intercept vectors. A web of Hashing lines appeared on-
screen, all intersecting well behind the dotted outline showing the
Falcow™s projected position.

“I guess rookic smngglers don’t know evervthing,” Han =aid
with a smirk. “Plot a course for Commenor,”™

He waited a few seconds to be certain none of the Falcon’s pur-
sucrs had any tricks up its own drive nacelles, then diverted power
for the rear shields and kept an eve out for surprises. Though he

had plenty of questions tor his new copilot, he staved quict and
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watched him work. Han had certainly scen more gifted navigators,
but the Arcona’s approach was sound, and he used redundant rou-
tines to avoid mistakes.

After a few moments, he transferred the coordinates to Han's
display. “Want to double-check?™

“No need,” Han said. *T trust vou.™

“Yeah!™ The high corner of the Arcona’s mouth rose a little
more, “Same here,”

The Arcona validated the coordinates, and Han imitated the
hyperdrive. There was the nsual inexplicable hesitation—Han had
bcen trving for the last year to run down the cause—and his
alarmed copilot looked over. Han raised a finger to signal paticnce,
then the stars stretched into lines,

They spent a few moments checking systems before settling in
for the ride to Commenor, then Han had time to consider his tem-
porary copilot. He had not missed the lightsaber hanging inside the
Arcona’s ragged flight tabard, nor the significance of the mind
game he had plaved on CorSec agents. Still, while there were now
enough Jedi in the galaxy that Han no longer knew them all by
name, he would have heard about an Arcona Jedi—especiallv a salt-
addicted Arcona.

“S0.” Han asked. “Who are vou?™

“lzal Waz.” The Arcona turned and, smiling crookedly, ex-
tended his three-fingered hand. *Thanks for taking me aboard.™

“Waz? Izal Waz?” Han shook the hand. *Your name sounds
farmiliar.”

Izal’s gare flickered downward, and he released Han's hand.
“Anvthing’s possible, but we haven’ met.”

“But I do know the name,” Han said. *What about you, Leia™

He turned to look and found her chin slumped against her
chest. Though her eyes were closed, her brow was creased and her
hands were twitching, and it made Han’s heart ache to sce her suffer

socven in her sleep.
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“Looks like T better put our patient to bed.” Han unbuckled
hi= crash webbing. *“We'll talk more in a few minutes.”

“Good,” Tzal Waz said. *I've always been curious abont vour
vears in the Corporate Sector.”™

That was hardly the discussion Han had in mind, but he left the
pilot’s chair and took Leia back to the first-aid bay. She did not stir,
even when he litted her into the bunk and connected her to the
medical data banks. He knew she needed her rest, but he wished
she would open her eves just for 2 minute and give him a smile,
some indication that she would recover—that sfey would. He had
needed to mourn Chewbacea’s death, he knew that, and mavbe he
had even needed to crisseross the galaxy helping Droma search for
hi= clan. But only now was Han beginning to see how he had sur-
rendercd to his grict, or to understand that there had been a cost.

“Get well, Princess.” He kissed Leia on the brow. “Don’t give
up on me yet.”

The monitors showed no indication that she heard.

Han buckled the last safety strap across her chest and magno-
clamped the repulsor chair to the deck beside her bunk, then went
aft to check on the other patient aboard the Faleon. Her gurney
was clamped to the Hoor of the crew quarters, a pair of data umbili-
cals connecting the portable bacta tank to an auxiliary medical
socket. C-31'0) stood in a corner, his photoreceptors darkened and
hiz metallic head canted slightly forward in his shotdown posture.
The covers on the three bunks were rumpled.

Han did a quick check to make certain the bacta tank was still
functioning, then reached behind C-31Ys head and resct his pri-
mary circuit breaker.

The droid’s head rose. can't leave her in the middle
af ... The sentence trailed off as his photorcceptors blinked to
lite. “Captain Solo! What happened!™

“Good question.” Han glanced around. T thought Izal turned

vou back on.”
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“If von are referring to that salt-happy Arcona whom Mistress
Leia asked vou to bring aboard, absolutely not!™ He gestured at the
portable bacta tank. *I was instructing him where to secure the
gurney when . . . well, someone must have tripped my breaker.™

“You didn’ cross the medical bank data feeds?™

“Captain 5olo, von know I don’t relish memory wipes,”
C-310 =aid. *And T assure vou, I know the proper way to access a
data feed. I wasn’t even near it

“That’s what I was afraid of.™

Han stepped over to a bunk and found what looked like a lange
black toenail on the covers, There were similar flakes on the other
bunks, and, on the third, a pair of disassembled transmitters—the
really small kind, such as a CorSec agent might hide on a portable
bacta tank. Han placed his hand in the cnter of the rumpled
covers, The bed was still warm.

“Go to the first-aid bay and stay with Leia.” Han folded the
flakes and transmitters into his hand, then started for the door.
*“Dhon’t let anvone near her.”

“OFf course, Captain Solo.” C-3I'0 clanged into the ring cor-
ridor behind him, “But how am I to stop them??

“Comm me.”

Han was already crossing the main hold toward the cockpit
access iinnel. He was not at all surprised to discover that CorSec or
the spv or mavbe both had planted cavesdropping devices on the
bacta tank—he had intended to check for them himself—but
someone had disassembled the transmitters. That in it=elf did not
mean Lxal Waz had sneaked stowaways aboard, or even if he had,
that they were Peace Brigade collaborators or bounty hunters or
agents hired by whoever had sent Rooi Barl. But it did raise a few
questions.

Doing his best to appear nonchalant, Han stepped onto the
flight deck and paused to glance at the navicomputer. According to

the display, they remained on course to Commenaor, so any hidden
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diversions the Arcona might have sneaked past Han had not vet
oceurred.

Han slipped into the pilot’s chair. *“Everything okay up here?™

“What could go wrong in ten minutes?™ Izal contimed to stare
out the viewport, his color-hungry Arconan eves mesmerized by
the gray void of hyperspace. *You scem distressed.”

“Ihstressc di™ Han checked their position, reached up, and dis-
engaged the hyperdrive. Then, as the sudden dazzle of starlight dis-
oricnted Lzal, he drew his blaster and swiveled around to face the
Arcona. *I'm not distressed. I'm mad. Furious, even.™

Izal did not even seem all that surprised. He merely blinked the
blindness from his eves and gestured at the blaster. *“That’s not nec-
c=zary. [ can explain.”

“Your'd better hope s0.” Han opened his other hand and laid the
black flake= and disassembled transmitters on a console between their
scats. “When it comes to protecting my wifc, I have a short temper.”™

Izal grinned and did not look at the items. *So I noticed in the
isclation ward.”

“You were the one in the bacta parlor?™

Izal nodded cagerly. *1 helped.™

When Han did not lower the blaster, a furrow appearcd in
Izal’s brow, and he Hicked his hand almost casually. Had Han been
just any freighter captain concerned he was about to be hijacked by
a rogue Jedi and his stowaway partners, the trick might have
worked. As it was, Han had fought at Luke Skywalker’s side often
enough to anticipate snch maneuvers, and his free hand was already
clamped over the barrel, holding the weapon in his grasp.

“If it’s going to come down to using it or losing it,” Han
warned, “I’ll use it.”

The blaster settled back nto Han’s hand.

“You're as short on gratitude as von are on temper,” the
Arcona complained. *Or mavbe yvou just don’t know how to trust.™

“I"ll trust vou when I know who von are.™ Han set the blaster
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tor stun, less to spare Izal than to avoid burning a hole throngh a
crucial circnit board. *You own a ightsaber and vou know a few
Force tricks, but so did Darth Vader. As far as I'm concerned, vou
still look more like a bounty hunter than a Jedi Enight.™

Izal sank into the copilot’s seat like he had been punched.

“It’s the salt habit, isn’t it¥ he asked. *You think no real Jedi
would let himself come to this”

“If you're looking for sympathy, you're on the wrong ship,”
Han said. The truth was he felt a certain empathy for the tronbled
Arcona, but now was not the time to share shortcomings. “You
must know I'm no stranger to the Jedi. If von were a Jedi, I'd know
vou.”

“You do.” Ieal's gawe slipped awav from Han’s, and his face
darkened to charcoal. *There’s a reason vou recognimed my name, [
had some trouble at the academy. One hite of Kenth’s nerfloat—"

“Of course,” Han said, recalling the incident. A three-month
supply of salt had vanished in the space of a few days, and then so
had the student who choked it all down, *But vou were only there
a few months.™

Han cast a meaningtul glance at Izal’s belt.

Izal nodded. *Hardly long enough to build my lightsaber,” he
said. “Eventually, I found a Master who tanght me to acocpt my
weakness—and who helped me find my strength.™

Han raised his brow.

“And I'm sure yvou don’t know Ser,” Tiral said.

“Your story is smelling more like a Gamorrean kitchen every
minute,” Han warned. He gestured at the flakes and disassembled
transmitters, “And vou still haven™ explained these.”

“Oh . .. those.” Izal’s slanted smile might have been one of
relict or anxicty. *“That’s casy.™

“Socxplin”

“First, I wasn’t keeping this a secret,” Lzal said. *I was going to

tell von when things settled down.”
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“Quit stalling,” Han ordered.

Izal swallowed hard, which was quite a sight given the Arcona’s
lomg neck. *All right.” He picked up one of the black Hakes. *“This
scale—"

The proximity alarm broke into a shrick. Han glanced at his
tactical display and found a wall of blips taking fomm behind the
Falcon.

“Mice trick,” Han said. He hit the reset, but the alarm resumed
its screeching half a second later. The tactical display returned with
cven more blips. *“Mow cat it out. You're testing my paticnt
nature.”™

“You think this is a Force trick?™ Teal’s eves were fixed on the
tactical display, and there was enough panic in his vioice that Han
almost believed him. *I"'m not that good.™

“So thev're real!™ Han was starting to worry., There were no
transponder codes beneath the blips, and vessels without transponder
codes tended to be pirates—or worse, *What are they doing here?™

“I don’t know.™ ITzal began the ion engine warm-start proce-
dure. *I must have missed a homing beacon.”

“Or planted one,” Han said. Homing beacons could not ke
n=ed to track a ship through hvperspace, only to locate it once it
returned to realspace. For a flotilla to arrive so quoickly, it had to
have been lving somewhere outside the Corellian system, ready to
depart as soon as it learned the Faleow's position. *This scems way
toc handy. ™

“Or desperate.” Leal brought the ion drives on-line. “T"'m not
the one trving to snatch your wife.”

“I'd like to believe yvou.”™ Han fired a stun bolt into the
Arcona’s ribs, “But I just can’t take the chance.™

Leaving Twal to slump over the side of his chair, Han holstered
hiz blaster and hit the throttles. The ambushers” rate of cosure
began to slow. Some of the leaders started to fire, but Han did not

cven raise the Faleow's power-hungry energy shiclds. The ship’s
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sensor array computer had identificd the newcomers as a motley
mix of Y-wings and old T-65 X-wings, and neither of those conld
fire cffectively at such long range.

C-310s voice came over the intercom. *“Captain Solo?™

“Have the stowawavs got Leia?™ Han asked. There was 2 time
when his thoughts wouldn’ have leapt instantly to the worst sce-
naric, but a lot had changed in the galaxy since then—and in him.
“If they've got Leia, vou tell them—"

“Mistress Leia is well and quite alone,” C-3P'0 =aid. *Aside
from me, of course.™

“Keep it that way.” Han activated the navicompu ter and began
to punch coordinates; though the course to Commenor remained
the same, transit times would have to be recalculated from the new
entry point. “And don’t bother me unless that changes.™

“Of course, Captain 5alo.” A distant streak of red flashed above
the cockpit canopy as a cannon baolt reached maxinnm range and
faded away. “But—"

“Threcpio, not now!”

The starnghters, especially the X-wings, were still closing. Han
plotted a course projection and saw what he had known intuitively:
they would reach effective firing range only a few seconds befone
the Faleon entered hvperspace.

Han slammed his palm against the voke. *Sith spit!™

He changed the tactical display to a larger scale. Sitting dead
ahead, well bevond the range of anvthing less sensitive than the
Falcon™s reconnaissance -grade sensor suite, was a fast-freight aof 250
meters. Mot lange, but large enough to carry a tractor beam that
wonld prevent the Faleon from jumping to hvperspace.

Han cursed again and canceled the calculations. He brought
the Fafron around hard, and the starfighters angled to cut him off.
Daggers of light began to slice the darkness to his right. Han
brought the energy shiclds up, then felt a shudder as both sets of

the Falcon'’s powerful quad laser cannons began to fire.
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“Leial” he gasped. *Threepio!™

“We'ne still here, Captain Solo,™ the droid replied. *“In the frst-
aid bay as vou instructed.”

Han glanced over the fire-control computer to see it Ireal had
left the quad lasers on automatic. He hadn’t. *“Then who's on the
guns!™

“Captain Solo, that’s what T was—"

A rhvthmic hissing sounded from the seat behind the pilot’s,
and then all Han could hear was his own scream. Paving no atten-
tion as the frst pirate shots blossomed against the energy shiclds,
he leapt up and reached for his blaster.

A clawed hand pushed him down. *5it,” rasped a deep voice.
*“This one shall replace Jedi Waz.™

The claw removed itself, and Han glanced over to sce a huge
scaled figure ina brown Jedi robe. The newcomer lifted Txal Waz
out of the copilot’s seat with one hand, then tossed him to the rear
af the flight deck and slipped into his place. A thick tail Hopped
over the arm of the chair, and beneath the robe’s cowl, Han
glimpeed a reptilian face with slit-pupiled eves and upward-jutting
fangs. An adult Barabel.

A sheet of crimson light flashed along the Fafcon’s starboard
side. Han's attention remained fxed on the Barabel. With scales as
black as space and a tail that toroed him to perch on the edge of the
scat, his jagged features made him look as dangerons as his robe did
mysterions. Han only hoped the Jedi apparel was evidence of a
more patient nature than most Barabels possessed.

The Barabel pointed a claw at Han'’s hand, still resting on his
holstered weapon. “This one will let vou blast him later. For now,
perhapz vou fly the ship.™

“Whatever von want.™ Aware that even without the Foroe, the
Barabel conld have taken the blaster—and probably the am
holding it—anytime he wanted, Han grabbed the voke with baoth

hands. “Where we going?™
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“You are the pilot, Han Solo.™ He waved a claw at the tactical
display, which showed a Hight of X-wings streaking in to cut them
aff. “Though this one thinkz we shonld tirn burnerz and ran.”

“Can’t.” Han pointed to the fast-freight’s symbol, now giving
chase in the upper left corner af the tactical display. *She’ll snag us
with a tractor beam. Old pirate trap.”

The Faleow’s cannons lashed out in rapid-fire sequence. The
lead starfighter dissolved into static, mirrored in the darkness out-
side by a distant orange bloom. Han whistled, awed as much by the
timing of the attack as by its accuracy. The other three X-wings
swiung into a front oblique attack. Again, the Faleon’s laser cannons
flashed. Again, an X-wing burst into a ball of superheated gas.

When the firchall died this time, it was replaced by a pair of
white dots. They were a little larger than stars and a whole lot
brighter.

The white dot= swelled to white disks.

“Concussion missiles!™ the Barabel asked.

“Mat that Incky,” Han didn’t even bother to check the tactical
display for propellant trails. He had scen plenty of those expand-
ing white dots—though usnally from the bridge of a Super Star
Diestroyer. “Iroton torpedoes.™

The white disks swelled into white circles.

Han noscd the Fafron down into a wild corkscrewing evasive
pattern. Somehow, the mysterious gunners remained accurate, crip-
pling two starfighters as the main body of the pirate Heet reached
ctfective range. The first proton torpedo arced past so close that the
canopy went white.

The Barabel sissed. *Someone wantz von dead. Really wantz
vou dead.™

Han blinked his vision clear and saw a Y-wing zp past the
cockpit, a crazy line of laserfire chasing it along. Another X-wing
came in firing, and he had to turn head-on to force it to pull op.

When he could finally check the tactical display, he found a dozen
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starfighters circling the Faleon, with another dozen hanging back to
cut off escape. The good news was that the second proton torpedo
had alrcady passed by, its propellant trail tracing a long arc away
from the Faleon's tail.

“They don’t want us dead,”™ Han =aid. "The torpedoes had been
fired with disabled homing beacons. *They're forcng our hand.™

A pair of battered X-wings streaked into view, the Faleon’s
cannon bolts wamming their shiclds. They collided in front of the
cockpit, and a pair of rhythmic hisses, the first sounds Han had
heard from the turrets, sounded over the intercom. Then pirates
were all over the Faleon, coming in close and battering its shiclds
from every angle. Depletion warnings and overload signals beeped
and buzeed.

The Barabel studied the instrument panel in helpless confusion.
“Where is the load balancer?™

“I'll handle the shiclds.”™ Han jerked a thumb at the navicom-
puter. “Can vou use that?™”

The Barabel bristled his scales. *We are good pilots.”™

“Okavy—I didn’t mean anyvthing by it,” Han said. *Ilot a
course to Commencor,”

He pulled the Faleow out of its evasive pattern and turned
toward the fast-freight. The cockpit shuddered and the lights
dimmed as the starfighters landed 2 devastating volley, and a
damage-control buzzer announced a hull breach in the number
twor cargo hold, Two more X-wings vanished from the tactical dis-
plav. Han sealed the breached hold. Then, finally, the pirates began
to stand off, keeping the pressure on but now concentrating on
avoiding the deadly streams of light pouring from the Faleon®s
cannon turrcts,

Han shifted more power to the rear shiclds and looked over to
check on the Barabel’s progress. The calenlations were almost fin-

ished, but the final coordinates lay closer to Corellia than Com-
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menor. Han pretended not to notice, bot cursed inside and
scarched his memory for some hint as to who Irxal Waz and his
Barabel friends could be working for. Naot the Youzhan Vong, at
lcast not directly; the Yunzhan Vong hated Jedi. And certainly not
fior whoever had hired the pirates; they had killed too many. Mavhe
a hidden cabal of Dark Jedi, hoping to use Leia to somehow turn
the war to their advantage.

Han shifted the tactical scale =0 it would display only what a
standard sensor snite might reveal, and the fast-freight vanished off
the screen. Trving to make it appear that he was fine-tuning the
data filters, Han quictly opened his own input to the navicomputer
and began calculations for the trip to Commenor.

The Barabel looked owver. *“They will know from our initial
course we are going to Commenor.” He completed his calculations
and sent them to Han's display for verincation. *This rendesvous is
safer.”

“Sater for you.”

“For vou,” the Barabel insisted. *“They are not atter g™

The fast-freight appeared on the tactical display. Han pushed
the Fafeom into what he hoped would look like an evasive climb.
The starfighters closed, hammering his shields, tryving to drive him
back toward the freighter. Han held his turn, trving to convinee the
cnemy pilots he reallv had been surprised. The tarret gunners made
it look good by dispersing their fire to slow pursnit.

Something popped in the life-support control panel, and an
acrid stench filled the air. The Barabel pulled off the cover and
smothered a burning circoit board with his bare palm, then looked
over wide-cyed.

*You are trying to get us killed:™

“This needs to look good,”™ Han said.

The Falcon bucked as the fast-freight, still too distant to sce

with the naked eve, locked on with its tractor beam. Han spun them
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perpendicular to the direction of pull—then cut back the throttles
to avoid escaping. He did not have to case off much; the tractor
bcam was a powerful one.

The Faleow™s cannon turrets spun to attack their captor.

“Nol™ Han ordered on the intercom. “Keep the fighters away.”

There was a short silence, then a voice rasped, “Tesar:™

The Barabel—Tezar—studied Han, then said nothing and
started to tend damage alarms.

“Lizsten,” Han began, “T'm the—"

The turrets spun back toward the starfighters. Another pirate
anished from the tactical display, and the rest began to stand off
again. They contimed to pour fire at the Faleon, though they
scemed more interested in keeping the deadly laser cannons occu-
picd than approaching close enough to cause damage. The Falcon
continued to slip toward the fast-freight.

Han returned to his caleulations. Tesar watched for a moment,
then tapped a claw an his own coordinates.

“This is better,” he said. “Trost me.”

Han did not even look up. *Where have T heard that before?™

*Your encmics are well organized. Even if we escape this—"

*I have a plan,” Han assured him.

“—they will have someone waiting on Comm enor.”

“Better the enemy I know than one I don’™,” Han retorted.

The Faleon slipped faster toward the freighter. Han added
poweer, buat the slide contirmed to accelerate.

“We are not vour enemy, Han Solo,™ Tesar said.

“Quict.” Han was =till stroggling to finish the caloulations.
“And kill those alarms. I"'m working here.”

Tesar made no move to obey, *“Why do vou not trust usf We
are Jedi Enightz.”

*I said quict!™

Thinking he just might be quick cnough if he caught the

Barabel by surprise, he reached for his blaster—then Tesar ex-
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tended a hand, and Han was nearly jerked from his chair as weapon
and holster tore free of his belt.

The Barabel caught the blaster and tucked it inside his robe.
*“This one said vou could blast hime lager.™

Rubbing his thigh where the holster thong had snapped, Han
said, “Look, Luke Skywalker is my brother-in-law. T krow the Jedi,
and yvou're not one of them.”

The scales rose on Tesar’s face, and his popils narrowed to
angry slits. He studicd Han, his nostrils Haring and his long tongue
flicking his lips, then he turned his face away.

“We are =till voung, but we are Jedi.” His reflection in the
canopy was twisted into a snarling mask. *If von know the Jedi,
then vou must know Master Eclysa.™

“Of course,” Han =said. Echsa had been one of Loke’s carliest
pupils, a girl born on Coruscant soon after the Emperor’s death.
Taken to the academy on Yavin 4 as a child, she had matired into
one of Loke’s most trusted Jedi Knights and now spent mest of her
time on complicated, vears-long missions. “But I haven’t seen her
in—well, since she was a teenager vounger than Jaina.”

“Yes, vou have.” When Tesar looked back, his face was more
composed. “Eclv=a is the one we are guarding. She is the Master of
our Master,”

“The Master of vour Master?™

“She taught my mother on Barab 1,” Tesar said. *When we
lcarned she had been injured, we were sent to Corellia to guard
her.™

Han felt instantly sick and toolish, Now that Tesar had men-
tioned Eelysa’s name, the woman from the bacta tank aid look
familiar. And spving on Corellia was exactly the kind of high-risk,
lomg-term mission in which she specialized. It anvone was going to
train Jedi Knights he had never heard of, it would be Ecly=a.

“Look, I'm sorry. I didn’t mean anvthing by what I said.”

The Barabel looked confused. *Then why did you say ie?”

+3F
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Before Han could explain, another Barabel voice rasped over
the intercom, “Captain, can we shoot the frigate vet?™

“Frigate?™

The tactical display now showed the starfighters standing com -
pletely off, and the generic fast-freight tag had been changed to
KDY frigate, Lancer-class.

“UIh, hold your fire for a minute, fellas.™

“Fellas?™ a voice rasped. *“We are amused, Captain Solo™

This bronght a long round of sissing, which Han did his best to
ignore as he interrogated the sensor computer for more details.

“They are not tellas.” Tesar confided quicty. *They are sisters.
We are all hatchmates.™

“Hatchmates!™ Han echoed, his attention fxed on the details
scrolling down his display. *Like wives!?™

“Wives!™ Tesar broke into an uncontrollable fit of hissing and
slapped his chair arm so hard he nearly broke it. *Now is no time
for off-color jokes, Captain.™

From what the mass meters and infrared analveers were showe-
ing, the frigate was one of the stripped-down versions that had
bcen converted to planctary customs n=e. It woold have an ad-
vanced sensor suite, overpowered tractor beam, and huge hangar
bay—but only six cannon towers and avilian-class shiclds. And
while meest pirates would have loved to get their hands on such a
ship, it was hardly likely. They would have had to steal it from a
planctary government.

Han opened a comm channel. “*Anonymous customs frigate,
this i= the Milenniom Faleon.”™ The ship came into a view, a tiny
sliver of light glowing against the starry backdrop of empty space.
*“Explain vour actions.™

There was a moment’s pausc, then a haughty Kuati voice said,
*“Ohr actions speak tor themselves. Prepare for capture and board-

ing, and vou will be treated fairly.”
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Han started to make a rude reply, then thought better af it.
*“Dho we have another choice?™

“Mat it vou wish to live. Frigate ont.”

The channel had barcly cosed before Tesar growled, *You
wonld surrender your mate?™

“It was a lie, Tesar. You™ve been spending too much time with
Selonians.™

Han lowered the energy shiclds and powered down the ion
drives, then swung the Falcon’s nose around as though surren-
dering to the inevitable. The frigate began to grow rapidly langer, in
the space of few breaths swelling from the size of a sliver to that of
a finger.

“Olkay, uh, ladics, when we get to the hangar bay—"

“We understand what to do, Captain,” came the reply.

“You know where—"

“The projector and the backup,” rasped the other sister. *And
both at once, or the generatorz will reverse and send us tnmbling
out of control. We have studied our schematice.”

Han checked the systems display and saw that the sisters had
already turned the Fafeon™s cannon turrets away in a gesture of sub-
mission. Thinking his plan just might work, he turned to finish his
calculations, The new Commenor coordinates were already glow-
ing on the displav, along with those for the rendezvous Tesar had
recommended instead.

“Both setz are accurate,” the Barabel assured him. ““The choice
is voure.”

“Thanks.™

The frigate was as long as his forcamn now, and so brightly lit
Han could see the cannon turrets mounted along its spine and
belly. He transferred the Commenor coordinates to the navicom-
puter. Tesar’s pupils narrowed, but he managed to keep his tongue

from Hicking—too much.
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“Look, T trust vou,” Han said. *But we'd just lead them
straight to vour rendesvous, There’s a homing beacon somewhere
on this bird, and we can’t look for it until we land someplace.™

Tesar turned away, as though he was convineed Han was mak-
ing cxcuses. “The beacon will be in something vou brought aboard.
We removed the one the docking officer planted in the strutz.™

Han raized his brow. *You've been watching the Faleon?™

*Yes, since Jedi Waz realized who vou were.™ As he spoke,
Tesar continued to look out the side af the canopy. *We, uh, dis-
cassed whether to tell vou, but our Master’s instructions were to
remain hidden. She is not going to be pleased, especially when we
miss the rendezvons.™

“Sorry to cause vou trouble,” Han said. As lange as a hovercar,
the frigate filled the forward viewport. All six weapons turrets werne
trned in the Faleon’s dircction, the barrels of their deadly laser
cannons slowly depressing as their target drew near. *“Bot I need to
get Leda to a bacta tank. Eelv=a, too, we only have a little while
bcfore that portable tank starts to pollute itsel£™

Tesar turned from the canopy. ““That is not an excuse?!™

“MNow, Captain!™ interrupted one of the sisters. *Can we shoot
oy i

There was nothing ahead but frigate, its massive hangar bay
vawning open in the middle of the micropitted holl. A conical
tractor beam projector hung down from the ceiling in obvious
sight, but its ready backup was still tucked against the ceiling and
barcly visible.

“You can make both shot=!” Han asked. At once?™

SO course,” the other sister said. *We are Jedi.”

Han checked the frigate’s weapons turrets—the two that he
conld still see—and found the cannon barrels still trained on the
Falcon, not quite at maximum depression.

“Not vet.” He placed one hand on the throttles. Tl let you

kricow,™
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“The bacta tankz!™ There was a rising note of urgency in
Tesar’s voice. *They are the only reason, Han Sola!™

Han thonght tor a moment. Though it would have been more
in a Barabel’s nature to demand—and demand only once—befone
simply taking control of the ship, Tesar had never even mentioned
the possibility, not cven as an argoment proving his own trustwior-
thincss. "That was rery Jedi.

Han nodded. *Yeah, the bacta tanks are the only reason.™

“Good.” Tesar was almost whispering now, *Then this one will
tell vou something else his Master would not wish. There will be
bacta tanks at the rendexvous—and a sate place to use them.™

The frigate’s laser cannons reached their maximum depression,
then disappearcd out of sight behind the corve of the ship’s hall.

“Mow, Captain?™ a sister asked.

Han ignored her and asked "Tesar, * How safe:™

“As safe as a nest in a ferrocrete den.”

They reached the entrance to the hangar bay. The lights out-
side the cockpit rippled as the frigate’s shiclds were lowered to
admit the Falron. Han hit the directional throsters, and the ship
bogan to tremble as it struggled to pivot in the tractor beam’s
grasp. The cockpit passed into the bav.

Mo, ladies!™

The sisters were already bringing their turrets around. Given
the vibrating ship, the precision timing, and the swift targeting, the
shot would have been impossible for any typical pair of gunners.
The two Barabels were not typical. In the same second, two volleys
of laser bolts streaked out ... and scorched holes through the
opposite side of the bay.

Then the Faleon was pulled completely inside the frigate, and
Han saw two little Vigilance starfighters—one hiding in cach of the
near corners—swinging their weapons in his direction. He brought
the shiclds np, then another volley lashed out from his own laser

cannons and hit the tractor beam projectors.
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The bay walls spun past in a blur. Sheets of red flame washed
over the cockpit canopy. Han thought the sisters had missed their
timing, that the Fafeon was tumbling out of control. A familiar
whampt reverberated through the cockpit, and blazing streaks of
light lanced out from the cannon turrets to blossom against the
walls in disks of fire. Han tipped the voke against the spin and
slowed the revolutions, then saw laser bolts stabbing starry darkness
ahead and jammed the throttles.

He knew they had cscaped by the laserfire suddenly webhing
the darkness around them. Mot bothering to check the tactical
display—he knew the Y-wings and X-wings were coming—Han
pushed the nose down and, corkscrewing wildly, transferred shicld
poweer aft.

“Olay, Tesar, give me our heading.™

The Barabel read off a set of tamiliar-sounding coordinates.

“MNot those.” Han cleared the navicomputer and called up the
sccond set. “The new ones. A ferrocrete den sounds good right
nowy ™

The Barabel smiled, baring a set of teeth that could have
stripped a rancor to the bone. *You will not regret this, Captain.™

The Faleon began to shake beneath the vollevs of the frigate’s
belly cannons.

*I won’t have time it vou don’t horey.™

Tesar gave him the new coordinates, and Han swung the
Falcon onto the bearing. He was just about to make the jump to
lightspeed when Leia’s voice came over the intercom.

“Han? Han I—7

“I'm sorry, Captain Solo,” C-310 interrupted. “But she’s just
awakened and insists she must speak with von this instant.”

“Han!™ Leia’s voice was raspy and weak, and she sounded con-

fused. “Han, I'm so thirsty, Could vou bring me some water?™
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hough contaminants had long since fouled
the monitoring clectrodes and the bacta had turned so murky and
green Eclvsa could hardly be seen, Leia knew the Jedi Master had
awakened. She could feel Eelvsa inside the cramped tank, a strong
presence in the Foree, isolated from those around her, aware af her
danger and curious about it, vet patient and calm and utterly at
peace with her helplessness. Leia filled her heart with reassurance
and reached out throngh the Force, and she felt the Barabel=—
Tesar Schatyne and the Hara sisters, Bela and Krasov—do the same.

Eelvsa held the contact for what might have been seconds ar
minutes, filling the Force with a sense of gratitnde and love, then
continued to embrace them as she sank into a Jedi healing trance.
Leia and the Barabels remained with her until her thoughts and
cmotions grew as quict as a pond on a windless day, then, one by
one, gently withdrew.,

When they were done, Leia was surprised to find that she her-
sclf felt stronger and more at peace than she had in a long time. Tt
was by far the most intimate Force touch she had ever experienced,
not becanse the Barabels were stronger than other Jedi, but becanse

they shared themselves so freely and innocently, She saw now why
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Eelvsa had taken it upon herself to train their Master—71 esar's
mother, Saba Schatvne—oeven when doing so had endangered her
and her mission on Barab L

“Leial™ Han asked. *You all right?™”

“Fine, Han.” She did not look at him as she answered, though
only because he was changing her bandages and the last thing she
wanted to see—even to glimpse—was the blackened, cozing mass
that was her legs. “But Eclysa . . . we have to do something.”™

“Haven’t I been saving that?™ Han grumbled.

They had arrived at the rendeszvouns point almost a full dav car-
licr, then began a monotonous waiting gam e that had Han ready to
push their passengers out an air lock. Though Izal Waz and the
BEarabels were at a loss to explain the delay, they kept assuring Han
they would know if the mecting were canceled. It did not help
matters that when Han asked fow they would know, Izal always
looked to the Barabels, and the Barabels just shrugged and =aid
they would know,

Leia looked to Bela—or mavbe it was Krasov—and said, “We
need to comm yvour Master.” Though it was hard to envision
ordering a Barabel to do anyvthing, she spoke in the voice of com-
mand that she had used to such good effect during her tenure as
the Mew Bepublic Chicf af State, *“Give us the transceiver address.”™

The two sisters looked from cach other to Tesar, then they
simply seemed to come to an agreement.

“As vou wish,” Frasov—or mavbe Bela—said. “Buat if you use
it, the rendezvous will be canceled. Master Saba has learned to e
carctul about Peace Brigade cavesdroppere.”

Tesar—who was both larger and darker than the females—
shrogged. “But do what vou think is best. She is already going to
ke displeased with us.”

“A lot of that going around,”™ Han said darkly.

Tesar's shonlders sagged. *“This one apologizes for his advice.

You may blast him anvtime.™
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“Don’t tempt—"

Leia laid a silencing hand on her hushand’s shoulder. *“I'm sure
Tesar i= as worried about Eclysa as we are. She i his mother's
Master.”

The hardness that came to Han's eyes was as surprising as it was
subtle, but he nodded curtly and, without looking up, used svnth-
flesh to secure the edge of a bactabandage. The adhesive wasn'’t
supposcd to hurt, but it felt like fire against Teia’s ntlamed skin.

Han lowered her foot onto the footrest, then gathered up the
dizcarded bandages and stood. “Forget trving to reach Tesar's
mother.™

“Master S8aba.” Krasov corrected.

Han ignored her and continued, *IF it stops her from coming,
that only makes our situation worse.” He turned to Tesar. *How
do von know vour mother—Master Saba—is still coming?™

“Because we have not felt otherwise,” Bela answered.

Han turned to Bela., *What does that mean, “felt otherwise™™

“Your mate understandz” Tesar replicd, looking to Leia.
“Through the Force.™

“Then she must be very near,” Leia said, unsure whether to be
confused or impressed. *I know of only a few Jedi who can feel
what others are doing, and cven then they must be near one
another.”

Erasow shook her head. Mot like hatchmates.”

“We foel nothing has happened to her,” Bela added.

“I =ce.” Leia’s head was beginning to spin from the way the
conversational thread roamed from one Barabel to another, 8o
vou'ne saving vou haven’t felt her die?™

“And that’s how you know the rendesvous is still on?™ Han
demanded. “Becanse Master Saba isn’t dead yet?”

Tesar smiled broadly. “Exactlv! If Master Saba isn't dead wet,
she will be here”

Han’s face grew stormv—alamingly so, at least to Leia.
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“That’s it.” He stared at the Hoor for a moment, then turned to
Leia. *We're going to Talfaglio.™

“Tlalfaglhio?™ Leia waited for one of the Barabels to object.
When none did, she asked, *Are vou serionst™

“As a hongry Hutt,” Han replicd. *We can’t risk waiting
around here for bacta that might be coming someday.™

He threw the soiled bandages down the disposal chote and
started to leave. Leia’s repulsor chair barely turned fast enough to
keep him i view.

“Han, wait!™ Leia made a point of staving where she was; once
she started moving, she would find herself following him clear into
the cockpit. “Let’s think this throngh.™

Han turned in the door. *What's to think through?™ There was
that hard look again—hardly unknown, but oddly out af place.
“We need bacta.™

“We do,” Leia admitted. “But how long will it take to rcach
Talfaglio®™

“len and a half hours,” Han said confidently. *I had Lzal plot
the course.”

Leia glanced toward the portable tank. *“We don’t have ten
hours. Eclvsa will be dead in half that time.”

“And vou in twenty.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Well, I'm not taking chances.” Han turned and vanished
through the door.

Leia hastened after him, but her chair was no match for his
angry stride. He was already disappearing around the curve of the
corridor as she floated out of the crew quarters, and by then she
finally understood the hard look in his eve.

“Han!™

Han stopped, but did not trn.

“We can’t go.” Leia wondered if she still knew this man at all, if
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he could have boen so hardened by Chewbacca’s death and the
treachery of the Duros that he had truly become the sclfish cynic he
had fancied himsclf when they met. *We have to wait ... and
hope.™

*We have to get wu to a bacta tank.” Han turned, his cves
filled with tears he refused to shed. *Tf we don’t, yvou may not walk
again.”

“Then at least I won'’t be walking on corpses.” Leia started her
chair down the corridor. *Han, have you torgotten who I am? Do
vou think I want to walk at the cost of someone else’s life? Wounld
vou warfme tof”

Han shook his head weakly, Then tears began to ecscape his
eyes, and he hurried up the corridor. Leia did not follow. She still
understood him well enongh to know when to leave him alone. He
could face no more loss, and Leia was coming to comprehend—aor
was it fearf—that when he looked at her in the repulsor chair, he
saw another loss, something clse taken by the Youzhan Vong.

And, Leia was astonished to realize, she saw the same thing in
him. After Chewbacea’™s death, he had shut himself off frome his
family and disappeared into the galaxy to grieve alone. She had
belicved he just needed room, and she had given it to him. But now
she realized he had left for another reason as well, to shield her and
the children from a fury he could not contral. Would he have gone,
she wondered, it she had tried harder to reach him, just kept
pushing and weathered the storm when he finally unleashed his
anger? Would he still feel like such a stranger now?

Deciding only a fool makes the same mistake twice, Leia started
up the corridor. This time, she wounld not let him suffer in private.

“Ship incoming,” Izl Waz announced.

A vast sense of relict came over Leia, and not only becanse she
knew the bacta had arrived. She steered her chair quickly into the

main hold and was overtaken by the three Barabels, the two Hara
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sisters rushing tor the cannon turrets and Tesar for the cockpit. She
pauscd at the engineering station to send C-310 to watch over
Eelysa, then went to her new post behind the flight deck bulkhead.
Han and Izal were already sitting in their chairs, Tesar loomed
bchind their seats, blocking Leia’s view of almost everything.

“The transponder’s on,” Han said. “That’s a good sign.™

“The Star Roamer,” Lral Waz reported. “Damorian medium
freighter, amned. Registered to Corluro Shipping.”

“Out here!™ Han asked. The rendezvous was taking place at the
edge of the Corellian sector, in a never-to-be-surveyved system con-
sisting of little more than a fow asteroids, a dust ring, and the core of
a collapsed star, *What's Corlduro doing in a place like thist™

“They are the ones we have been waiting for,” Tesar explained.
*“That is where we are getting our bacta tanke.”™

“From CorDuro!™ Leia asked, disappointed. At the least, Cor-
Duro Shipping was guilty of appropriating supplics intended for
refugees. “Master Saba has an arrangement with shepe ™

“Yes, but CorDuro docs not know it vet.™ Tesar turned to face
her, and a pinhead of crim=on brightness—the collapsed star as scen
from inside its dust ring—appearcd outside the cockpit. “They will
learn soon,”™

“Are vou guys spacesick!” Han demanded. He looked from
Tesar to Izal Waz, *You can’t buy bacta tanks from CorlDuro!
Thevre collaborators, They might even be a front for the Peace
Brigade.™

Izal Waz shared a grin with Tesar, then asked, *Does anyone
have proof of that?™

“Jacen sent a report to Mew Repuoblic Intelligence,” Leia said.
“But it outlined a circomstantial case. There i=n’t anything solid.”

Tesar sis=ed, then said, “There will be soon.™

As Leia puzzled owver the Barabel’s remark, the CorDuro

freighter slowed and entered an unconcealed orbit in the dust ring.
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A few minutes later, the proximity alarm sounded. Han silenced it
and frowned at his display, but Tzl mercly activated the Faleon's
data recorders.

“I'm getting nothing but mass readings.” Han buckled his
crash webbing. *That new ship’s Yuuzhan Vong!™

Tesar sis=cd again, then looked back at Leia. *Not long now,
this cne thinkz.”

He moved aside to give her a better view of the displays. Leia
smiled her thanks and started to palm her hold-out blaster—this
could still be a trap—then decided against it and left the weapon in
her sleeve, The Barabels” insistence on total comm silence had pre-
vented her from confiming even a small part of their story with
Luke, but the feclings they had shared in the crew guarters had
contained no hint of dece ption.

Han and Izal Waz quickly identificd the Yunzhan Vong vesscl
as a corvette-analog picket ship, then they all waited while the Srar
Roamer mancovered into docking range.

“The Yourhan Vong want to know about bacta,” Tesar
cxplained. *Betore Master Eclysa was injured, she told Master Saba
about this rendezvons.™

“And Master Saba decided you need a set of your own bacta
taniks,” Han finished.

Tesar bared his fangs in a smile. *It seemed fair.”

“What if something goes wrong!™ The worry in Han's voice
was =0 forcign to the Han 5alo that Leia remembered that she
thonght for a moment someone clse was speaking. “Eehsa's the
one who will pay the price.”™

“And Leia, too, vou're thinking,” Leal Waz said.

“The thought had crossed my mind,” Han admitted.

Tesar covered Han's shoulder with a black-scaled claw, *Han
Solo, vou worry too much. What could go wrong?™

Leia had to smile. At least Jacen will foel better,” she said,
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trving to take Han's mind off all the things that condd go wrong.
*“His report was going nowhere without salid .. .7

Leia let the sentence trail off, tor her thoughts were whirling
through her mind like hawk-bats above a thermal exhanst vent.
Why wonld someone contract an assassin to kill her? Why bribe a
CorSec guard to steal her datapad? Why send an entire combat
flotilla to prevent her from returning home?

“Proof'” she gasped. *Someone thinks T have proof.”

“Proot?™ Han turned in the pilot’s scat. *Of CorSec’s collabo-
ration!”

Leia nodded. *That’s what they're afraid o™

“It makes sense,” Han said. *Hard to be sure, thongh.™

“What clse have I been doing over the last vear!™ Leia asked.
“And no one was trving to kill me fefore Jacen’s report—at least no
cne on our =side.”

“CorDura’s not exactlv on our side cither, dear.”

Han opened a tactical feed to the navicomputer display so Leia
conld watch events untold from her seat behind the bulkhead. A
minute or =0 after the corvette and freighter had merged into a
single blip, Twal Waz opened a subspace channel and armounced the
coordinates of the rendezvous,

“I thought we had to maintain comm silence,” Han said.

“Close enongh,” Tesar said.

A tew seconds later, a nervous voice came from the Srar
Roamer. *Who was that?™ When no one answered, it said again,
*“Unidentificd transmitter, respond and explain voursel £

They did not, of course. A minute later, the cectronics began
to hizs and spit as the freighter went to active sensors and probed in
their direction. Leia felt confident the Faldeon would remain hidden.
"The asteroid they sat upon was only a fow times larger than the ship
itsclf, but Han had =sct them down beside a ten-meter pressure
ridge where standard sensors would find it impossible to distinguish

the ship’s silhouette.
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The hissing faded away, and another mimite passed. The tac-
tical display went bricflv blank as the asteroid’s rotation hid the two
shipe from view, then it turned to static as the scnsors pointed
toward the tiny sun. When the static cleared, the Hoamer and the
Yunzhan Vong corvette were separate blips again.

Tesar hissed in frustration. *They will get—"

He was interrupted by the shrick of proximity alarms. A new
handtul of blips appeared on the display, streaking in from five
sides, already firing laser bolts and even a conple of long-range
proton torpedoes. The Yourhan Vong turned to meet the assault,
as Yunzhan Vong ships nearly always did. The Roawer ran in the
only direction left to it, toward the Faloon.

Han and Izal began a warm start-up, while Leia occopied her-
sclf trving to guess whether they would intercept the freighter
before it jumped to hyperspace. Identifiers began to appear beneath
the blips on the tactical display, revealing a motley assortment of
old T-65 X-wings, cven older Y-wings, and a pair of Skipray blast-
boats. Some of the newcomers” transponder codes were already
blinking to show damage, and the Yunzhan Vong had not even
fired.

“That’s the saddest pirate band I've seen in some time,” Leia
said. “Who did Master Saba hire for this assignment?”

“No one. That is our squadron, the Wild Enightz" Tesar
smiled proudly. *T Ay a very fine Y-wing.”

Any need to apologize was forestalled by a procimity alarm.
Another vessel, this one a fast-freight tagged the foffy Man, emerged
from hvperspace to block the Reamer's line of escape. The Cor-
Duiro ship continued on course and began to fire, lacing the dark-
ness outside with tiny needles of light. A trio of ancient #-95
Headhunters dropped ont of the folly Max®s belly and moved to
meet it. The Regmerstarted to turn awav—then suddenly changed
its mind and ran toward the tiny sun.

“He's going down the gravity welll Ona white dwarft™ Han

57



58

SrarR WaAarRs: THE WEw JFED! ORDER

engaged the ion drives—still a little cold—and launched the Faleon.
“He must be crazy”

“Wo,” Tesar said. “He is frightened.”

The reason grew apparent an instant later, when a blip in hot
pursuit emerged from behind an asteroid. A tag naming the vesscl
the Sureshor appeared, along with a legend identifving it as a CEC
YT-1300 stock light freighter—the same ship as the Faleon.

“She’s not as fast as the Faleon,” Leal War =aid proudly.
“But . . . well, she =till flies.”

The Rogmer quickly started to pull away from the Suresbor, bat
its abrupt change of direction had given the foffy Man’s Head-
hunters time to catch up. They took a fow passes, taking out the
cnergy shiclds and forcing the captain to waste time mancuvering
or have a hole burned through his bridge. Finallv, the Suresbor acti-
rated its tractor beam and canght hold of the target.

The Rogmerstopped mancuvering and continued to accelerate,
fring at the Swresbor and dragging the smaller freighter atter it. The
Headhunters took care af the cannon fire in two passes, but they
could not tanget the drive nacelles withont getting canght in the
tractor beam. The Swreshor turned ninety degrees inan attempt to
change vector, but the course did not vary noticeably. Tts engines
could not match the combination of the larger freighter’s power
and the white dwart's gravity.

“Smart,” Leia said. “He's giving the Swresbor a choice—nelease
or be dragged into the sun.”

“lesar,” Han said, *“how long before they reach the point ot no
return?™

Tesar had already done the calenlations. Ten minutes,” he
said. “We will reach tractor range in Ave.”

Han opened a comm channel. *Haold tight, Sseresbor. Help®s on
the way.”

“Tust don’t be all day about it,” came the reply.

Leia spent the next few minutes scarcely breathing as the
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Falcon closed. The Headhunters continued to harry the Roamer,
thongh it was just harassment and evervone knew it. On Leia’s nec-
ommendation, they opened a channel to the captain and promised
to broker a lenient sentence in return for cooperating with New
Bepublic Intelligence. The captain responded by promising not to
drag the Sgreshar into the sun in return for shutting off the tractor
bcam, then cosed the channel. Tral Waz snggested offering the
crew freedom in exchange for the bacta tanks, but Leia overruled
that idea. If the captain knew what they were really atter, there was
a good chance he would destrov the tanks out of vindictiveness.

So they waited and watched on the tactical display as the other
twior Hights af Wild Enights nsed the Yunzhan Vong picket ship for
target practice. Though the vessel was hurling an amazing amount
of pliasma and magma into space, the ancient starighters always
scemed to be where the enemy attacks weren™, or to angle their
shiclds at just the right time, or to take the Yuuzhan Vong gunners
by surprise. The corvette analog disintegrated bit by bit, slowly at
first, then more rapidly, and finally it simply Hew apart and became
indistinguishable from the dost ring.

Han whistled. *Where were they when the Yunzhan Vong
attacked Ithor? The New Republic could use a few more pilots like
those. ™

“This one does not think Master Luke would have approved,”
Tesar =aid. “We are given to understand he does not want the Jedi
to hunt as soldicre.”

“You're all Jedi?™ Leia asked.

“All of the pilote, yes.”

The blocky silhonette of a Damorian freighter eclipsed the tiny
sun ahead, its glowing ion drives sliding across the cockpit canopy
as Han brought the Fafeon in bchind it. The smaller disk of a
YT-1300 appearcd below them and a little off to one side, its back
painted in a patternless kaleidoscope of the primary colors so

favored by the Arcona. The Headhunters were barely visible, a trio
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af tiny black crosses chasing the balts of their laser cannons up the
Roamer’s halF-kilometer hull,

Han spoke over the intercom. *Ladies, we'rne counting on you
to take out the drive nacelles. Izal, why don’t von handle the
tractor beam?!™

“On my way.”

The Arcona unbuckled his harness and rose. The mere sight of
the massive hull ahead was enough to convinee Leia they could not
change its vector in time.

“Han,” she said, “this i=n"t the way to doit.”

Han half turned in his seat. *“I"'m listening.™

“Won’t there be an cscape hatch above the bridge:™

“Yeah—locked from the inside,” Han said.

“Dhoesn’t matter,” Leia said. *We have Jedi.”

Han frowned. “The CorDuro crew will be waiting.™

“80!” Tesar asked. *We have Jedi™

For some reason even [zal Waz did not seem to understand;
this sent "Tesar into a fit of sissing. Leia waved the back of her fin-
gers at Han.

“We have five munutes,” she said. “I can handle the cofferdam.™

“Four and a half minutes.” Txal Waz cornected, stepping to the
back ot the Hight deck.

“Two will do.” Tesar began to siss again. *We have Jedi.”

“Right.” Han drew his blaster and passed it to Leia. *T just
hope we still have Jedi when this is done.™

Leia led the way to the port docking ring, where Bela and
Erasov were already waiting in their brown Jedi robes. They were a
terrifying contrast to Ieal Waz, who if the truth was told, looked
rather comical in his ragged Hight tabard.

Han =ct the Faleon on edge and brought it into position over
the docking ring. The Roegmer attempted to slide oot from under

them, but Han was too good a pilot to let such a cumbersome ship
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outmancuver him. Leia put the cotferdam over the docking ring on
the third try, then activated the magnetic clamp and pressurized the
passage.

“Three minutes,” Han warned. “If you can’t—"

Tesar opened the hatch—and promptly hissed as a blaster bolt
caught him in the shoulder. From her chair, Lea glimpsed a
charging crew member in a CorDuro uniform and squeczed off
twor shots, then the two Hara sisters were leaping through door
with lit lightsabers. The human gurgled and thumped to the Hoor,
A pair of blaster rifles opened up from the opposite hatch, The
tnnel filled with Hashes and lums and zings for about bwo scc
onds, then the sounds began to recede as the Barabels carried the
battle into the Koamer.

Izal Waz followed, stepping over two bodies in the cofferdam
and kicking another out of the way as he boarded the freighter.
Tesar was slower to react, pulling the cdoth away from his shoulder
to reveal the smoking hole and scorched scales bencath.

Leia mowved her chair forward. ““Lesar, howe bad?™

“Bad,” he growled. “My best robe.™ He stuck a claw through
the hole. “This really burnz me.”

Then, sisming with hilarity, he leapt through the hatch and fol-
loowe d his companions into the Ster Rogmer,

Leia stared after him in dumbtounded silence. When the hatch
at the other end of the cofferdam closed, she scaled the Falcon’s
hatch and withdrew the cofferdam, then checked her chronometer.

Two minutes,

She activated the intercom. *Han, we're clear. Mavbe we can
buy a little time if we use the—""

“Don’t need to,” Han replied. “The Rogmer has cut her throt-
tles and is turning outbound.”

“Thev’re surrendering?” Leia asked. *Good. Mavbe now we

cant find out who wants me dead.™

&7
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“LTh, maybe not,” Han said. “They’'ne not exactly surrendering.”
“MNot exactly surrendering!” leia double-checked the hatch
scal, then started for the main hold. *What are vou talking about?™

“Sen=ors are showing two escape pod deployvments.”™

"HI'?'I-?“

Leia reached the main hold and went straight to the engi-
neering station, where she saw the image of two cscape pods arcing
away from the Srar Heamer. At cscape pod speeds, it wonld have
taken them over three vears to reach the nearest habitable environ-
ment. But that was not going to be a problem. From the way it
looked to Leia, both pods werne already well down the white dwarf's
gravity well.

Izal Waz’s breathless vioice came over the speaker. *Srar
Roamer secure,” he said. *With enough bacta to all a lake.”

“lzal,” Leia asked, patching through the intercom. “What
about the crew!™

“You mean survivors? ™

“Yes, survivors,” Leia said.

There was a moment of silence, then Txal Wae’s voice fell to a
whisper. *Well, what would yes do it yvou saw three angry Barabels

coming vour way?
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mposzible as it was to ignore the stunning cas-
cade of iquid metal outside the transparistee]l walls of the Cinnabar
Moon Retreat, Han tried. He sat in the natatoriom of the aban-
doned spa the Wild Enights were nsing as a base, trving to concen-
trate on the two datapads before him, listening to Leia’s leg braces
whir and clunk as she walked circoits around the empty poaol.
C-31"0 was standing behind the covered bar, using a portable
HoloMet hookup to access databases across the galaxy and add vet
more cntrics to the catalog Han was studving. It was maddening
work, if only because CorDuro had so many employvees, and so
many of them had at one time or another been affiliated wath illicit
organizations. Han wondered what his own dossier wouold have
looked like in this light, or even Leia’s. Smugglers, insurrectionists,
Hutt-killers . . .

The name of a woman who had onoe served as a clerk in
Thrackan %al-5clo’s Human League appeared on a display. Han
transferred it to the scrutiny list on the second datapad, then used a
clectronic stvius to bring up the next entry. Somewhere on this list
he wounld find someone who knew Boxi Barl, and that would give

him a thread he conld follow to the pemson who wanted his wife
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dead. Or so he hoped. In the week since their capture of the Srar
Roamer, it was the best plan they had devised, and time was run-
ning out to develop a new one. The Wild Enights had spotted a
mysterions task force snifiing around a nearby system; like the
flotilla that had jumped the Fafeon outside Corellia, this one oper-
ated with deactivated transponders and included Lancer-class cnos-
toms frigates.

Leia’s cunking grew louder. Han looked up to see her
approaching, amms swinging wide to halance the cvbernetic exercise
braces that kept her legs from collapsing.

“That’s all.™ She stopped in front of her repulsor chair and
turned her back toward it, arms extended for Han to take when he
lowered her into the seat. *“These braces still aren’t adjusted. I can’
cven cock my ankle.”

“Give it some time.” Han did not rise. Leia had only com-
pleted six of the twentv-five laps that Cilghal—the Jedi’s most
accom plished healer—had prescribed, and today was the first day
she had gone bevond four laps. *You jost need to get used to
them.™

“Thanks for your opinion, Dr. Solo,” Leia said drvly, She con-
tinucd to stand with her amms out. *Now, would you please help
me into my chair and take these things off?™

Han slapped the stylus on the table. *Sure.”

Though thrice-daily bacta treatments had finally chased the
infection from Leia’s legs, it scemed to Han another infection had
bcen fostering in a place bacta could not reach. There was a sadness
in her that had been growing since Corellia. Any  cffort to
encourage her invariably met a sharp-tongued riposte, any bid to
urge her on only resulted in a sullen retreat. This was not the Leia
he had married all those vears ago, before . . . well, before he had
gone crazy and shut her ont. She had Leia’s face and voice and

body and even her wit, but she held herselt apart nowe; it was as
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thongh the Yuuzhan Vong had taken Leia away from him withont
cven killing her, and now he wanted her back.

“Han!™ Leia was suspended halbway abowve the scat of the
repulsor chair, her ams still clasped in his grasp. “Are vou going to
keep me hanging heret™

“MWo” Han hauled her to her feet, then took her arm and
pulled her tao steps toward the pool. *Let’s do a couple of crcoits
together. IF something’s out of alignment, mayvbe Il see it.”

“If Han™ Leia pulled her arm free. *Wouldn™t T be the one
who could tell?™

Han sighed. *Look, maybe they're uncomfortable, but there
are only so many adjustments. I've tried them all.”

Leia nmarrowed her eyes. 5o I don’t know what I'm talking
about?”

“I'm saving give them more time.” Han took her arm again.
*“Come on, just a couple more circuits.”™

“Are vou listening?™ Leia refused to mowve her feet, and Han
had to stop pulling or drag her over. *It horts. T can’t do any more
toclay.”

C-31"0 looked up at the sound of Leia’s sharp voice and started
to =say something, then wisely decided his assistance was not
needed.

“You mean won't,” Han said.

“All right, won’t.” Leia clunked the two steps back to her chair.
“What’s the difference? Either way, yvou're helping me into that
chair and ont of these braces. It vou can’t do that—"

“That I can do,” Han said, surrendering to his exasperation. *1
can put vou in and out of this chair for the rest of vour life, if that’s
what vou want. What I can’r do is make those braces comfortable,
so vou'll just have to take the pain and keep going. When that task
force of killers finally finds ns—and they wilf find us—it might be

nice if vou could actually run for cover.™
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“That’s fine advice, coming from von,”™ Leia said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?™

“You can figure it out,” Leia said. “After Chewbacca died, yone
certainly ran. And vou kept running, farther and farther—"

Leia stopped and looked away, and Han finally understood that
they weren’t arguing about cvbernetic braces, or how many circoits
Leia made of the poal, or even how much she really wanted to walk
again.

Leia shook her head. “This won'™t get us anyvwhere. Let’s just
drop it.™

“No, goahead,” Han replicd. *It's time vou said it

Leia continned to look away. “1 didn’t mean anything—""

*Yes, von did.” Han spoke with a humility hard-carned over
the last vear. *The truth is, I might have a made a few mistakes in
the way I handled things.™

Now Leia looked at him, her eves as round as sensor dishes. *1
suppose vou might have,” she said cautionsly. *Buot von needed to
gricve.”

*Yeah, and mavbe I even needed to go help Droma find his
clan. What I dsdn 't need to do was concussion-bomb our family.™
Han was quict for a moment, then—orcing himself not to look
awav—he said, *Leia, P'm sorry.™

Leia’s eves brightened with tears. She held his gaze for a
moment, then cunked forward., Han reached for her hands, but
she surprised him by wrapping her arms around his waist and
pressing her check against his chest.

“Me, too,” she said. *I'm sorrv, too, All these years, T've
devoted myselt to the New Republic and asked vou and the chil-
dren to sacrifice =0 much.™

“Hev, this is my apology.” Han took her by shonlders. *And
what yvou did for the BMew Republic is important.™

“It i=—but I had a part in letting this happen,” Leia said.
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“Without vou around, it became very cear that T haven™ exactly
been the glue that holds this family together.”

*Your hands were pretty full trving to hold the galaxy
together.” Han did not like where this was going: blaming herself
for their family problems was not going to make Leia work harder
in her braces. *I couldn’ have picked a worse time to leave vou on
vour own.”

“Haven’t my hands always been full? That’s the point. All these
vears, [ think I've been trving to rebuild what T lost when Alderaan
was destroved.” Leia placed her fingers over his heart. * conldn’
sce that T already had it—here with vou and the children.™

Han was speechless. These davs, even his apologics ricocheted.

“If we hadn’t found cach other on Duro when we did,” Leia
continued, “I would have died alone—a stranger to my own
family.”

Han wanted to say that wasn't true, or she couldn™ know what
might have happened, or that the Force had brought them back to

cach other. But all that sounded somehosw hollow and not what

that they fad come through it, it only she would open her heart
and eves and sce it.

“You know who von remind me off™ he asked. *Borsk Fev'lva,
claiming all the credit for himself.™

Leia’s jaw dropped. *Borsk Fey’lval How dare .. .7 She must
have seen the mischicf in Han's face, because she let the sentence
trail off and scowled. A hint of the old spark returned to her eve,
and she gave him a sideways look. *Borsk! Not really?™

Han half smiled. *BEeally. You're taking way too much of this
on vourself. You'd have had to chase me across halt the galaxsv—
and drag me out of a thousand tapeats.™

Leia pondered this, then said, *You know, T am being too hard

on my=elE” She scemed to shed tawo vears of worry lines in as many
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scconds, then added, *As you sav, von’re the one who shut me ont.
What was I supposcd to do, slap a set of stun coffs on vou and
borrow an interrogator droid from NEIF?

“Of course not,” Han =aid, beginning to wonder who was
toving with whom. *Buat like vou said, we both plaved our parts—"

“No, when you're right vou’re right. I'm not going to angue.”
Leia’s smile—not quite a victory smirk—turned as hard as dura-
steel. “But vou're never doing that again, Han. The next time you
nced help, vou won’t escape.”

Han felt like the spa’s supplemental gravity inducers had reset
themselves. He had Hutters in his stamach and bells in his cars, and
he even felt a little weak in the knees. This was the Leia he remem-
bered. She took his shirt collar and, unable to rise on her toes,
began to pull him down =0 she could kiss him.

“MNot so fast.” Han disengaged himself and retreated to the
edge of the empty pool. “If vou want to do that, vou come over
here.™

Leia raised her brow. *Yoo're going to make me work for
this?*”" She looked him up and down, then finally clanked after him.
*“It had better be good.™

Han gave her his finest smirk. “Oh, it'll be good.”™ He waited
until she was almost to him, then began to retreat along the pool’s
cdge toward C-31'0. *Just the way vou remember.”

“The way I remember:” Leia echoed. ®laking a lot for
granted, aren’t yout”

They were interrupted by an excited cry from C-310, *T've
fouind something!™ He transterred an entrv to one of the datapads
Han was using, then said, “CorDure’s vice president of Heets is
rclated to Roxi Barl by marriage, and he has a substantial equity
interest in the Kuoat Dirive Yards corporation ™

Han rushed toward the table—then heard Teia struggling to
keep up and went back to walk with her.

“Hemy substantial?™ Leia asked.
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“Almeet a thousandth of a percent,” C-31'0 reported. *Cur-
rent value well over a hundred million credits.™

Han whistled and picked up the datapad, turning it so both he
and Leia could sce. They made it almost to the end of the first
screen before the problem grew apparent. The vice president of
fleet= had died several months earlier under mysterions circume-
stances, shortly after he petiioned to divorce Roxi’s sister.

“0h dear,” C-31"0 said. “T don’t see how it could be him.™

*I don’t think it ever could have been,” Leia said. *We have an
entire task force hunting us. This guy didn’t have the resources o
buy that kind of inHuence. We need somebody with government
pull on a world that uses those Lancer-class costoms frigates—a lot
af pull. You don™t send an anommous task force after the Millen-
nizm Faleon on a flotilla commander’s say-so.”

“Or maybe vou need somebody i the government,™ Han said.
He sat down and began an associates scarch. *Threepio, get cvery-
thing vou can on Vigi Shesh. T think we’ve been coming at this
from the wrong end.”

“Senaror Vigi Shesh?™ Leia didn’t sound all that surprised, just
cautions. “What makes you think of her?™

“ Lancer-class frigates and A-9 Vigilances,” Han said. *Thev're
manufacturcd on Kuat, and that frst frigate captain had a Kuoati
accent.”

“Interesting,” Leia said. “And we know she has ties to Caor-
Dwuro, But that docsn’t mean she’s the one.”

“Mavbe it doesn’t,” Han said. *But I know what wounld.”

He began to compose a message to Luke.

Leia stood behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder. *MNao,
don’t ask if Vigi has been making inquiries about my whercabouts,
Ask if anvone has.”

Han finished the message, coded it, and transterred it to
C-31"0 for transmission. They received a reply three dawvs later,

informing them that there was an inquiry, but it didn’ come from
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Shesh. Her chict of staff had been trving to track down Leia’s
whercabouts since the fall of Duro, haranguing New Bepublic
Intelligence and SELCORE both on the pretense of being con-
cerned for her satetv. He had even shown up at their apartment—
where he had learned abeolutey nothing from the two Noghr
bodvgnards who had arrived to replace the pair killed on Duro. Tt
was not quite a smoking blaster, but cose enongh that bath Salos
felt sure they had identified the person behind the assanlts.

Given the evidence they had already recorded showing Ceor-
Duiro’s treason, Han and C-31'0 spent the next fow days trving in
qain bt establish a salid link between Vigi Shesh and the corpora-
tion. The most they could prove, at least from the data banks acces-
sible over the HoloNet, was that she had had the bad jndgment to
assign all SELCORE shipping to a collaborationist corporation.

Leia contributed what she could—mostly ideas—but spent her
time cither in bacta tanks or clanging around the empty poal in her
cvbernetic exercise braces. By the end of the week, she could do
fitty circuits, but her legs ached constantly, and she was no closer to
making them obey. When she sent a message to Cilghal reporting
uncontrollable tremors, a reply came back telling Leia to find a
nervesplicer as quickly as poesible. The interruption in her bacta
therapy had likely caused the nerves to regrow incorrectly, and
every dav she delaved in having the damage repaired increased the
likelihood she would never walk properly again.

Leia and Han were in their quarters rescarching worlds with
good nervesplicers—so far just Balmorra, Kuoat, and Coroscant
itsclf—when the door chime rang. It took C-310 a full halt a stan-
dard minute to circle the gurgling fountain in the center of the
room and open the door,

“Mistress Eclysa, what a pleasant surprise!™ he said.

Leia turned her repulsor chair to sce Eclysa’s slender figure
cmerging from the opulent fover, her dark hair hanging looscly

over the shoulders of her jumpsuit. In her hand, she held one of the
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saber-toothed rodents that seemed to have taken over the spa since
its abandonment—at least judging by the number of the creatures
the Solos kept finding outside their suite. Thongh both Leia and
Han had =scen Eclysa many times since she emerged from the bacta
tank, this was the first time she had visited them in their quarters,
and her green eves roamed over the milkstone walls, magnificent
archways, and soaring cupola above the fountain.

“And I thought my rocm was nice,” Eelysa said.

“Apparently, Izal felt we would be more at home in the bridal
suite,” Leia explained. She gestured at the carcass in Eclysa’s hand.
*“See-Threepio will dispose of that. We keep finding them in the
hall.™

C-31"0 reached for the rodent, but Eclysa pulled it away and
tricd—unsuccessfullv—to keep from smiling as she used the Force
to close the door.

“Actually, that’s one of the reasons I came.” She went into the
kitchen and, talking over her shoulder, called, “The Barabels arc
starting to complain about your ingratitude.™

Han frowned. *0Our ingratitude?”

Eelvsa emerged from the kitchen drving her hands. *The car-
casses are honor-gifts from Tesar and the Hara sisters,” she ex-
plained. *Buot don’t thank them, or they’ll think you want maore.™

She pulled a holocube from her pocket. *This message came in
over the HoloNet. Saba asked me to give it to vou before I go.™

*You're part of the advance team?™ Leia asked. The mysterions
task force had begun to =nitf around the adjacent svstem, so the
Wild Enights would ke changing bases as soon as she and Han
departed. *Arc vou ready for that?™”

Eelvsa thumped her chest. *As good as new, but I"'m not going
to the new base. I'm on my way back to Corellia.™

Han looked concerned—he looked that way a lot these days.
“Will vou be safe?™

“As sate there as anvplace,” Eclysa answered. *And somebody

I
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needs to keep an eve on the Centerpoint Party. If they find some
way to get the station going again, there’s no telling what Thrackan
will blow up.™

“Hime=clf, if we're lncky,” Han said. He stood and neached ont
to shake her hand. *Watch vourselt.™

Eelvsa ignored the hand and embraced him. *Thanks again. I
don’t know that Leal and the Barabels would have gotten me out of
there withont von.™

“Without me, I don’t know that they would™ve needed to)”
Han =aid, sitting back down. *But it was good sceing vou again.”

Eelvsa bent down to hug Leia as well, *T°ll be thinking of vou.
Get better.”

“I alreadv am,” Leia said. *Be carctul. Don’ take foolish risks.”

“Me?” Eelvsa jerked a thumb at Han. * Ton%re the one flving
with Han Salo™

Leia waited until C-3P0 had shown Eclysa out, then activated
the holocube. It plaved a brief vidnews item describing a new
movement in the Senate pushing for an Appeasement Vote to
outlaw the Jedi and accept the truce terms put forward by War-
master Tsavong Lah. Though the sponsors were identified as a
coalition of Senators from uncaptured Core worlds, Loke’s image
appeared after the report to say that the leader was Vigi Shesh. She
had already struck a deal with Borsk Fev'lva to call a vote the fol-
lowing week, =0 Luke was asking them to send him any infomma-
tion they could about her dealings with CorDuro. He also warned
them that Shesh’s chict of staff had quictly arranged to be notifed
the instant NRI learned their location.

Luke was still signing off when Leia threw the cube into the
wall. *That woman is poison. Killing me sn’t enough—now she
has to go after all the Jedi!™

Han looked from Leia to the shattered cube. *She’s murder on
holocubes, that’s for sure—not that weve got anvthing waorth

putting on one.”
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“She’s corrapt. We know it,” Leia said. *The only question i=s
how corrupt.”

“Dhoes it matter?™ Han asked. *We can’t prove it. Short of
assassination, there’s no way we're going to stop her from calling
the Appeascment Viote,”

“Assassination?” Leia leaned across the arm of her chair and
kissed him. They had been doing a lot of that lately. *Han, you'ne a
genius.”

Han looked worried. “Maybe . . . do vou really think we could
pull it off?™

“Mot physical assassination,” Leia said. * Polirical assassination.
We'ne going to attack her character.™

Mow Han merely looked confused. *Leia, she's from Kwar.
Mobody expects her to have any character.”

“Which is why this will work,” Leia said. “And it’s time we car-
ricd the hunt to Vigi Shesh for a change. It's the only way we'ne
going to win this thing.”

“I'm all for winning,” Han agreed. “Buat with what we've got
so far, I don’t see it happening anytime soon.”™

“Then, my dear, vou need to broaden vour definition of win-
ning.” Leia patted his check, then tirned to C-3P0, who was
already approaching the shattered cube with a sweeper, and said,
“Bring me a datapad. And get me the transceiver address for Sena-
tor Fvarm Jia. I need him to convene a corruption panel.”

“Without good evidence?™ A knavish smile came to Han's lips.
*“I didn’t think you played dirty.”™

“I'll make an exception,” Leia said. “This woman’s trving to

outlaw my children.”
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LChapter 7

he black drop of a battered CEC YI-1300
light freighter swung into view outside the viewport, the cffhx
from its dilapidated ion drives Hickering uncertainly against the
dazzle of Cornscant’s night side. Thongh hardly the steady blue
blast af his cwn ship’s overpowered sublight engines, Han donbted
the wavering would give them away, The Faleon’s temperamental
nature was too well known—and the possibility that she had taken
battle damage on the journcy home too high—tfor the contrast to
draw more than a passing curiosity about what was wrong this ime.

The cannon turrets were another story. Fabricated on the Cin-
nabar Moon from a pair of abandoned cscape pods, they were not
going to fool anyone who took a good look—especally it that
person expected the support posts serving as cannon barrels o
swivel around and start firing.

Han looked toward the front of the Jally Maw's spacions crew
deck, where Tzal Waz =at at a communications station using a slave
unit tor Hy the Swresbor onto Coruscant. *Yon're sure you want to
do this:™

“You suddenly think af a better way to spring their trap?™ the

Arcona asked.
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Han shook his head. *There isn't cne.™

“Then stop asking.™ Izal kept his attention focused on the sys-
tems display ahcad of him, relying on computer keys and a pressure
pad to contral his battered ship. *She’s a picce of Jawa bait
anyway.”

The faint scent of ammonia permeated the air, and one of the
milky bubbles that served Arcona as tears appeared in the corner of
Leal’s eye. Leia, magnoclimped to the deck next to Han's scat,
cocked a brow and thumbed her fingers as thongh activating a
credit chip. Han shook his head no. A wreck like the Swresbor
wasn't worth much, but there were some things no amount of
money could replace.

“Thanks, Izal,” Han said. *If vou ever need anvthing from us,
let us know.™

“You're doing it,” Iral said. *Just stop this Shesh woman and
her Appeasement Viobe,™

A pair of Rendili light cruisers—on-station in Coruscant’s
innermost patrol perimeter—drifted past the viewport, then the
Jolly Man entered a controlled-access area and had to slow as
inbound vessels were herded into narrow approach bands. Abowve
and below these bands, dozens of New Republic frigates wene
lacing the darkness with rocket fire as they set a shell of orbiting
Space mines.

As the trafic How coagulated, Han and the three Barabels—
cronched on the edges of their scats rasping in awe at Coruscant’s
scintillating  brightness—kept a close watch., If Shesh’s assassins
were going to take the bait, this would be the logical place to stage
an accident, but the Swresbor—Hying under the Falcon alias Shadow
flird—passed through the mine shell unmolested. A few minutes
later, crescents of sunlight started to reflect off the bottoms of
arbital gun platforms. The traffic began to disperse as vessels fanned
out toward their docking facilities.

The Swreshor and Jolly Man descended into low arbit. The

FI
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Suereshot began to drift across Han's viewport as it turned  toward
the Eastport Docking Facility, where the Solos kept a berth under
an assumed name.

Finally, a collision alarm sounded from Ieal Wae's slave
controls,

“lzal!” Han asked. He kept his gaze fixed out the viewport,
but could see nothing moving toward the Swresbor. ©T don’t see
anything.”

“Somcthing small.™ Izl punched a button to activate the
Suveshol's distress alarm, and the electronic tones of an all-channels
emergency beacon drifted down from the bridge speakers. *I think
it came from—"

The Sureshor became an orange ball, horling oddly shaped sil-
houettes and still-glowing drive nacelles in all directions. Even the
Barabels gasped, and the comm channels erupted into inquiries and
exclamations. Han turned toward Tzal Waz and found the Arcona
pushed back from his station, wiping the bubbles from his eyes.

“A rescuc ship,” Izal said. *It came underneath and ejected
something.”

A wedge of broken sensor dish glanced off the particle shiclds
outside Han’s viewport, drawing an involuntary recoil—and  a
chorus of sissing from the Barabels.

“WVerv funny,” Han said. “I"ll bet vou guvs wouldn’t Hinch in a
meteor storm.”

More debris began bouncing off the Jolly Man’s shiclds, and
the freighter started to slow, The captain patched a comm channel
through the intercom.

mine spill,” an official voice was saving. “Cut speed to
dead stop, and we’ll tractor vou ont. Repeat, dead stop.”

“In a Sarlacc’s eyve,” Leia scoffed. She turned to Han, = Could
they have scen throngh oor decoy:™

Han shook his head. “The mine wouldve hit w5 he =aid.
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*“Thev’re just trying to figure the Jolly Man. They might have been
watching for a while, or mavbe they picked up some of Tral’s signal
trathc.”

“What do vou think?” the fofly Man’s captain asked over the
intercom. “*Should I call in our backup?™

“Noy, we don’t want Vigi to know her assassins failed.” Leia
looked over at Han, then added, *We can still pull this off.™

Han raised his brow, then rose and, waving Leia toward the
back at the ship, told the captain, *Just keep vour launching bay in
the Jolfy's sensor shadow.”™

The Barabels™ slit pupils widened to diamonds, and Tzal Waz
gasped, “You two are getting out fere

In the folly Max’s makeshift docking bay, the freighter’s nor-
mal complement of primitive starighters had been replaced by two
dozen twin-pod cloud cars. Long ago converted for civilian tours
on the Cinnabar Moon, they were a cargo far less likely to draw
unwanted attention from Coruscant customs. Han opened  the
canopy of the vehicle he would flv, The backseat had already been
removed, so Tesar used the Force to deposit Leia—chair and all—
in the passenger compartment facing aft.

C-31"0 came clunking into the hold. *Captain Solo, Mistress
Leia, wait! Yono're forgetting me!™

“Sorry, Threepio,” Leia said. *Yono'll have to stay with Izal and
the Barabels until they can send you home. ™

“Stavi” C-3"0 regarded the Barabels for a2 moment, then
asked, “Are vou quite sure there’s no room?™

“You're a little large for the trunk,” Han said.

He Hoated the cloud car out into the launching bay and shat
down all non-life-support systems to lower their sensor profile.
Then, with Izal and the Barabels waving good-bye through the
observation port, he and Leia watched nervonsly as the outer hatch

opened.
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The coud car lurched sharply as one of the Jedi used the Foroe
to launch it from the bay. There was just enough time to be over-
whelmed by the immensity of space compared to the tiny cockpit—
and to wonder how much more vast the darkness must have
scemed to Jaina when she went EV at Kalarba—betore one of the
Barabels reached out again. The cloud car began to tumble like an
ordinary picce of space flotsam.

“0Oh—nice touch,” Leia said. “T think I'm going to be sick.”

Fighting to keep his gaze fixed on the Jolly Man—and his own
stomach down—Han alternated between trving not to watch Cor-
uscant’s sparkling surface slide by and trving not to notice the stars
swirling past in ever-widening spirals. "lails of ion effhux appeared
and disappeared at random. Onoe, the tiny halo of an approaching
vessel swelled into the backlit silhouctte of a New Republic frigate.
It vanished benecath the Hoor of the spinning clond car and reap-
pearcd an instant later, less than a kilometer overhead and wveering
sharply away.

At last, the Jalfy Mar’s blocky silhouctte disappearcd over Cor-
uscant’s horizon, Han waited a few more manutes, then Ared the
attitude thrusters to stabilize their tumble. Shaken by their close
call with the frigate—and all too aware that being bounced off a
particle shicld would demaolish their little craft—he activated the
transponder next, and then the navigation systems.

It was at about that time Leia asked, *Why do [ doubt those
rescue lannches are coming to help?™

Mot waiting for the traffic display to come on-line, Han pushed
their nose down and fired the cloud car’s little ion drive. They
streaked out of arbit like a metcor and began to buck and burn in
the thickening atmosphere. Finally, he had time to glance at the jig-
gling screen. A pair of rescue launch symbols sat almost atop their
own. Farther awav, the folly Man was turning away from Corns-
cant, a quartet of Cinnabar Moon cloud cars rushing back to its

launching bay. Behind them tumbled the blinking codes of nearly a
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dozen damaged rescue launches. The rescue ship itself was nowhere
to be seen.

Han opened a private channel to the Jofly Man. *You guvs okay
back there!™

“OFf course,” sissed a Barabel—Han thought it was Bela. *“But
one of those spilled mines changed course and struck the rescue
ship, and the debris ficld has been very hard on her launchez. Only
twio escaped.”

“No need to worry about those,” Leia said. *“We have them in
sight. Have a safe journcy home™

“We will,” Twal Waz said. *We're clear of danger now. May
the . .. well, vou know.™

“We do, and the same to vour,” Leia said. *Thank yvou again,
and send C-310 back when you get a chance.™

Han continued to accelerate until the hull temperature warn-
ing light came on—then went faster. The first towers appeared far
bclow, their spires jutting throngh the clonds like spikes throngh a
bed. The mescue launches began to drift back. Han thought they
might be losing nerve—until they brought their tractor beams on-
line. He began to juke and jink like a fighter pilot.

The voice of a startled approach-control officer came over the
comm speaker. “Cinnabar Moon cloud car five-three, what is the
nature of your damage?”

“Dramage!™ Han said.

“From the mine spill,” Teia whispered over the scat. *He thinks
we were hit.”

“Uh, no damage,” Han commed. *We're fine.”

“Then dow down!™

Han checked the traffic display. *MNegative, Contral.™

There was a puzzled silence, then a disbelieving supervisor
growled, “MNegative!™

“This i= an emergency,” Han =said. “My wite is, uh, having a

balwye.™
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“Wihaaaaar?” Leia managed to moduolate her startled outburst
into something resembling a seream. “It’s coming!™

“We can confirm that.”™ The voice was so gravelly it might have
bcen human or Aqualish. *We been escortin® “em.”

“WVerv well, cloud car,” the snpervisor said. “We'll clear a direct
lane to Lamoramora Medeenter. Please follow the beacon on vour
trafic display . .. and slow down., You have the time to arrive in
one picce.”

“Like world know!™ Leia snapped, plaving her mole. *Ronto
braint™

A deep chuckle came over the channel. A winking safety beacon
flashed past as they reached the towertops and dived into the
clonds. Han shifted to instrument-flving and found himself plum-
meting through a canvon of display lines. A blue bar illuminated
the route to Lamoramora, bat the hoverlane was too narrow for
mancuvering. Han swung into a broader skylane and circled an
ancient cylindrical tower he could see only on his screen.

“MNot going to lose them that way,” Leda reported. *If 1 can sce
them, they can see ns™

“You can sce them in shirf™ Han did not dare glance up from
hi= instruments, but he suspected he could not have scen five
meters beyond the clond car’s nose. *How close are they!™

“Close.” Leia’s vioice assumed the ceric calm that meant things
were really bad. *Close enongh to—7

Lines of blaster bolts started to flash past.

Control’s angry voice squawked over the comm channel. Han
slapped the unit off, then dropped oot of the cdouds throngh a
crowded hoverlane, tipped the cloud car on its side, and docked
around a corner into oncoming trafic, Hovercars went everywhere,
Han picked his way up to an emergency acoess level.

“Are the launches stll back—"

The crackle of melting canopy told him they were.
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“You all right?”

“Dietine alf vighr.” Leia had to yell to make herselt heard over
the rush of air. *I'm staring down the barrels of two blaster rifles,
and I've got nothing but spit to fght back with.”

Han dived for the dark underlevels, buving enough time to pull
hi= blaster. He pushed it over the seat into Leia’s hands, then the
launches were on them again. Another bolt hit the canopy. The
plasteel shattered. The wind filled Han's eves with tears, and his
blaster began to screech.

“Han, do something.™ That calm voice again.

“Can’t see!™

Han squinted and thought he saw a bridge below. No, a roat!
He leveled off and shot along a few meters above its surface, weav-
ing through exhanst stacks and intake vents, then the roof dropped
away and the clond car was over a black abyss again.

Something pinged in the rear aof the vehice.

“Smoke!™

“Good,” he =aid. “Maybe it’ll blind "em.”

Han widened his eves and saw a pair of dark bars ahead. Twao
bridges, stacked. He'd have to shoot throngh a hoverlane, but not
a congested one. Wherever they were, this part of the city was not
cxactly prosperous.

The cloud car chugged. Han thought at first a tractor beam
had snagged them, but the whine of the little ion engine began to
fall in pitch, not rise. The dark bars ahead started to assume shape
and depth. Half a kilometer away, mavbe, with about the same dis-
tance scparating them vertically.

“Leia, activate vour chair’s repulsors,” Han said. *And be ready
tor shut off the magnoclamp.™

She saw what he was thinking., “*Han, it vou think I'm leaving
this car without—"

*You're not going anywhere without me.™

ar
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The clond car chugged and lost speed, and a blaster baolt
shattered the main display. No need for that anyway. There were
igures on the lower bridge, watching the battle race toward
them. Han angled for the far support girder, and the figures ran for
cover. The bridge swelled. Another blaster bolt melted the smuall
comm unit.

They passed under the bridge, and Han stopped weaving. The
cloud car chugged again—this time caught in a rescue launches’
tractor beam. Han pulled back on the stick, and the cloud car went
intor a steep climb, passing beneath the far support girder so closcly
he had to duck—and vell tor Leia to do the same.

The launch could not cat its tractor beam in time. It hit the
girder and disintegrated, frecing the clond car to continue skyward.
Leia poured blasterfire down into the smoke.

Han spun the car around and saw a two-person rescue launch
shoot out of the fumes beneath them, a line of blaster holes burned
along the root of its casnalty compartment. The pilot took it into
an inside loop, and two snarling Aqualish glared out the ceiling of
their blaster-scorched canopy. Leia and the passenger exchanged
fire, but at that range even rifle bolts dissipated hamnlessly.

The rmescue launch leveled off and approached inverted. Han
kept waiting for it to roll upright, but the pilot was too good to
manecuver into a blind spot. The passenger contimed  to fire.
Instead of wasting precious thrust mancuvering, Han spun the top
af the cloud car away from the launch and continued to climb. The
upper bridge wasn't far, maybe a hundred meters.

Blaster bolts hammered the bottom of the hull, One burned
through, then another.

“Han?!™ Leia asked. *You do know T can’t fire back?™

“I know.™

The enemy blasterfire stopped, then the rescue launch roarcd

past just meters above and abroptly dived to avoid the high bridge.
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Han cased off the throttle, *Beady to get off this tub:™

“MNever been readier to get off anvthing,” Teia said. *Since
labba’s sail barge, anyway.”

The clond car chugged . .. rose level with the bridge
chugged again . . .

Han swung the nose over the edge and leveled aff.

The coud car chugged in relict and shot onto the bridge.

“MNowl”

Han unbuckled his crash webbing and twisted around to clasp
Leia’s arm, then allowed her to pull him free as the repulsor chair
roee out of the passenger compartment. The clond car slid out from
beneath them and contined out over the hoverlane. They had
barcly touched down—eia scttling gently onto her chair’s repul-
sors and Han falling gracelessly to his side—before the rescue
launch came up and stitched a fresh line of blaster holes in the
clond car’s bottom. The battered wvehicle dropped its nose and
began a smoky descent, the launch close behind, pouring blaster
bolts intoits ion drives.

Han rose and, sceing that Leia was all right, looked along the
bridge in both directions. It there was anvone around, they werne
staving out of sight.

“50.” he asked, ®any idea where we'ne at?™

Leia shook her head. *Not really, but I think Lamoramora is
over by the Troglodyte Park.”™

“Great—the wrong side of the world,” Han said. “It°ll take n=
all day to get back.™

A distant explosion rumbled up from the depths of the hover-
lane. Han glanced brictly toward the sound, then took Leia’s hand
and started toward the nearest building.

Leia jerked him back. *Not so fast, flvbov,™ she =aid, smiling.
*You're the one who got us lost in the first place. I find the way

home.™
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he Senate Inguiry Room door shd aside to
reveal a solid wall of newsvid light. By the squall of hushed vioices,
Leia could sense that the chamber was packed bevond capacity. But
it was not until her eyes grew accustomed to the novalike glare that
she began to see the faces behind the whispers. The room was
crammed horn-to-evestalk with the media of a thousand different
worlds, all mumuring quictly into their microphones as they
reported that Leia Organa Solo, for some reason still dressed in a
travel-worn Hight suit, had arrived at the Corruption Panel’s mect-
ing cxactly on time.

Han leaned dose to Teia’s car. ©Looks like we win already,” he
whispered. “Even if the charges won’t stick, Vigi will be too busy
ducking holocrews to line up support for the vote.”

Leia started to remind him to be carcful of the microphones,
then caught herself and simply nodded. Even if he had never cared
for it, Han was as expericnced at this game as she was.

“What I want to know is how vou're going to get to the
accuser’s table,” Jaina whispered. All Leia’s children were there,
along with Luke, several more Jedi, and Leia’s new Noghri body-

guards. “We'll have to float yvon! ™
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“We'll clear the aisle, Mom,” Anakin =aid, nodding to Jacen.

Leia caught him by the arm.

“MNow isn’t the time for the Jedi to seem arrogant,” she said.
“T"ll walk.”

“Walk? Han asked. *How?™

“With a little help from my family.” Leia looked to Jaina—Jaina
who had been so angry with her and felt so abandoned by her on
DPuro—and asked, *Would you mind?”

The smile that came to Jaina’s face was almost as lopsided as
Han's. *“lI'rost me?”

Leia felt her daughter reach out in the Force, then felt herselt
risc into a standing pesition. Her legs started to move, by Jaina’s
will instead of her own, but in a reascnable imitation of walk-
ing. The room erupted into a fresh round of mumurs as the vid-
casters commented on what they were broadeasting. Luke and the
others took protective positions around Leia, and they started
forward.

It Shesh had assassins lurking in the crowd, they had the
good sense to realize an attempt now wonld be hopeless. Leia
reached the front of the room and took her seat at the accuser’s
table, with Han at her side and her children and the others behind
her. As was proper for a formal proceeding of this nature, she did
not acknowledge Evarm Jia or any of her other friends behind the
high consoles.

Given the importance of punctuality in such matters, Leia was
somewhat surprised to note that Vigi Shesh was not at the respon-
dent’s table. There was only her chicf of statt, a beady-eved little
man who could not help glancing at the accuser’s table as though
sceing a ghost. Leia canght his gaze and nodded, her lips jost
hinting at a hard smile. He paled, but returned the gesture and
refused to look away.

Han leaned over and whispered, *“Where’s Vigi?™

“Where do you think?™ Leia asked. Their plan had backfired;
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Shesh had been so conident of their deaths she had not even both-
ered to attend the Corruption Panel’s mecting. “She’s rounding up
support for the Appeasement Vote.™

Han’s face fell.

At cxactly the appropriate moment, the head of the panel, a
Eith female named E’noro, thumbed the signal chime to call the
meeting to order. Without preamble, she turned to the respon-
dent’s table and addressed Shesh’s beady-eyed chicf of staft.

“Staaff Chict Pomt, I see that Scnator Shesh is not present
tocday. I= this panel to take it she has fled the planet?™

This drew a nervous laugh from the gallerv—which  was
promptly silenced by a thumb on the signal chime. Pomt waited a
moment for the disturbance to die away, then stood.

“OFf course not. Senator Shesh has no wish to show any disne-
spect to the pancl. But as von know, a crucial vote on the Jedi ques-
tion is coming to the floor next week, and she refuses to et a
cvnical ploy by the very subjects of that vote to interfere with her
preparation. If it pleases the panel, she requests that the inquiry be
postponed until atter the Peace Vote” Pomt cast a sidelong glance
in Leia’s direction. *At which time, Scnator Shesh will be happy to
answer any and all complaints =till lodged against her—no matter
how groundless they may be”

*I see.” E'noro turned to Leia. *The timing of the complaint
does seem convenient, Princess Leia, Would the Tedi have an objec-
tion to such a postponement?™

“The Jedi would not,” Leia said. “But §would. Forgive me for
not standing, but I'm sure the panel has heard of my injurics. Let
me start by saving that I am here on my own behalt, to complain
against a corrupt Scnator who has already tried to have me killed in
an attempt to conceal her wrongdoings.”

Pomt was on his feet instantly, his voice carrving over the
tmult of the crowd only by dint af the ampdroid hovering near his

mouth. “These accusations are outrageous slander!™
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*I have proof of my charges.” Leia could feel Luke’s astonish-
ment, and that of all the other Jedi. The strategy they had agreed
upon had been far more conservative, designed to neatralize Shesh
by cocupyving her time and resources—but it was clear they had to
move more baldly, *T am ready to present my proot, and I maintain
that any delay greatly enhances the danger not only to my own life,
but to the BMew Republic as well.™

E'noro thumbed the signal chime until the chamber quicted.
“Another outburst, and I will bar spectators.”™ The room quickly
went silent, and she turned to Leia, *Princess Leia, what is the sub-
stance of vour claim?”

Leia summarized what she and Han had discovered about Ceor-
Duro Shipping’s treason, then accused Shesh of taking bribes and
outlined the attempts on their lives.

“Madam, I really must object—""

E’noro silenced Pomt with a finger wag, then asked Leia, *And
the nature af vour evidence!™

“Drata recordings and witnesses,” Leda said. She could provide
enough of cach to justify her statement, thongh the only guilt she
could actually prove was CorDuro’s. *The record will speak for
itself.”

“Becords can be distorted,” Pomt said. *“Especially when the
subject of an inguiry is not present to defend hersel£

“That is Scnator Shesh’s doing, not Princess Leia’s.” E'noro
replicd harshly.

Leia continued, T should also mention that Staff Chicf ot 1=
not innocent in this, Madam. My presence in the panel room today
came as something of a shock to him. Both he and Senator Shesh
had rcazon to believe that my husband and I had been killed in an
assassination attempt. In fact, the staff chict is the one who pro-
vided my location to the original assassins.”

“That’s a lie!™

“I have witnesses.™ Leia glanced over her shoolder at her
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Moghri bodvgnards. *Yon don’t remember going to my apartment
to ask my whercabouts?™”

Pomt’s face fell.

“Well, Staff Chief?” E'noro asked.

“It had nothing to do with assassing,” 'omt said. *“We werne,
um, concerned about her satety.”

“Yes, I do believe that has been established. Staff Chief omt,
vou may consider vourselt relieved of office pending investigation.™
E’'noro motioned a pair of gnards toward him. “These gentlebeings
will escort you from the panel room.”

The chamber almost erupted into a timuolt—untl E'noro
thumbed the signal chime. She turned to Leia.

“As for the charges against Scnator Shesh . .7

E'noro activated a comlink, and, save for the sound of her
voice, the panel room fell silent. TLeia and evervone else listened
paticntly as E'noro threatened her way through several lavers of
assistants, then was finally connected to Shesh.

*I don’t care who vou were with, Senator Shesh,” E'norno said
into the comlink. *Yon were expected in my panel room . . . Now,
why shonld that surprise vou? We confirmed the schedule three
days ago ... I see. No, I hadn’t heard anything about that, but 1
assure vou she’s fine. She’s sitting right here—and saving some
rather unpleasant things about vou, I might add . . . Of course we
can reschedule ... A month from now?™

Leia started to object, but E'noro raised her finger and con-
tinucd to speak into the comlink.

“Consider it done . .. You re welcome, Senator, But I do want
to mention that the pancl will be taking a vote today .. .7 She
pauscd to glance in both directions down the console; when she
received only nods, she said, “And vour Senatorial membership will
ke suspended until the matter is ceared—"

The crackle that came from the comlink was loud enough to
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hear in the back of the room. E'noro held the device at amn’s length,
then shook her head in dismay and thombed the signal chime.

“It seems,” she said, “this mecting is adjourned.”

A week later, Teia was lving in her bed in the nervesplicing
ward of the Orowood Medoenter with both legs clevated on pil-
lows, Han was standing next to her, Anakin and the twins were
perched on the edges of the only chairs in the room, and Luoke,
Mara, and half a dozen other Jedi were gathered around the head
af her bed. They were all staring at the vidsereen hanging high on
the opposite wall.

“How long can it take to count the vote!™ Han demanded.
*“It"s computerized.”

“Actually, Captain Solo, the organic clement slows things con-
siderably,” C-31"0 said. He had lasted only one dav on the Jolly
Man before Izal Waz had dropped him off on Balmorra and per-
sonally paid to ship him back to Coroscant. *The computations
themselves are done in milliseconds.”™

Han reached behind the droid’ head and tripped the main cir-
cuit breaker.

“Thank vou,” Leia said.

For the first time in weeks, her legs did not ache or throb ar
burn, but she was barely aware of that fact. She was too interested
in watching Borsk Fev'lya’s face on the vidscreen, looking for a
beard tug or brow twitch that would tell her which way the
Appeasement Vote was going.

Leia’s doctor, a distracted-looking human with a permanent
squint and perpetually mussed hair, came into the room. If he
noticed the Noghrn bodyguards flanking him, or was immpressed by
the sight of so many famous Jedi in one place, he hid it well. He
simply began to prod, poke, and tickle Leia’s legs, issuing quict

instructions to move this or wiggle that.
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The nervesplicer =aid something about normal sensation and
improving motor control. Bot Fey'lva raised his brow just then, and
Leia missed whatever it was the doctor =aid next.

“IMd yvou see that!™ Han asked. *He’s surprised.”

“That can’t be good,” Jaina said.

“It’s hard to know.™ Leia reached out and found Han's hand.
*“Mobody has been able to tell what Borsk thinks will happen.”

The doctor stepped into Leia’s line of sight. *Princess Leia, [
have some news.”

“In a minute.™

Leia cast an appealing glance at her daughter, who quictly used
the Force to slide the doctor ont of the wav.

Fev'lya was looking directly into the cam now, his fangs bared
in a politician’s meaning less smile.

“It 15 mv duty to amnounce that the Peace Vote—or the
Appeasement Vote, as it has become known in some cincles—has
failed by a two-to-one ratio.™

“Not even close!™ Anakin cried. *How about that?™

The room—and much of the corridor outside—erupted into a
chorus of cheering,

The nervesplicer stepped to Leia’s side, his face twisted into a
fromm. “Princess, are vou listening? The repair was fully successtul.
You can start walking later today. Your legs are going to be fine.”

*I know, Doctor.” Leia pulled the nervesplicer’s face down to
hers and kissed his check—she had no idea why, other than becanse
she was so happy—then said, *Thank vou.”

“Uh, my pleasure.”

The nervesplicer rubbed his check, then scowled and retreated.
As he departed, Teia sensed that not evervone in the room was
completely at case. She turned to see her brother staring out the
transparistee] viewport, his brow furrowed and his jaw clenched,

sceming older and wearier than she ever remembered secing him.
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Leia mudged her sister-in-law. *Is Luke secing something?™

Though Mara would not necessarily share in Loke’s Force-
vision—if that was what was happening—the two of them werne
close enough that she conld tell if it was anything to be concerned
about.

“We can clear evervone out,” Han volunteered.

Mara shook her head. *He's been doing this a lot, lately.™ She
took Luke’s hand. *I'm pretty sure he just falls into thinking and
forgets where he 5.7

“Yeah.” Han flashed a concerned look in Leia’s direction.
“Happens to me all the time.™

“Han, it"s nothing to worry about.™ Luke Hashed a smile, then
trned to Leia and the others. *Jedi Masters don’t crack up—they
just get cocentric.”

“That’s a comfort,” Han said.

Luke laughed, then said, “Seriously, I was thinking abont
where the Jedi go from here. We know this situation has to get
worse before it gets better.”™

Leia nodded. *With Pomt gone, there’s no way to make those
charges stick,” she said. The chicf of statt had been found dead with
a recorded statement blaming himselt for all of the troubles in
Shesh's office. “Nobody believes she’s innocent, but proving it's
another matter.”

“There’s Vigi—and too many like her,” Loke agreed. *The
Appeasement Vote failed by a two-to-one mangin—"

“But that means a third of the Senate voted against us,” Mara
finished. *The next time, a corruption panel isn’t going to save us.”

“That’s right,” Luke said. “The Jedi are going to need a quict
way to move around the galaxy, a great river that can carry them
wherever they need to go.”

Leia saw where this was going. “And vou're thinking Han and

[ would be a good tecam to set up this great river?”
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“You do have the skills,” Loke said. *A smuggler and a
diplomat.™

Han did not even hesitate. He simply took one glance at their
children, got a hard look in his eyve, then set his jaw and turned to
Leia. *What do von think, partner! Want to wander around the
galaxy together?™

“Sure.” Leia pulled him onto the bed and twined her fingers

into his. “Bot I'm navigating.”™
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