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In recent months, the scope of the Star Wars universe has expanded beyond
our wildest dreams. Episode | : The Phantom Menace has given us adetailed view
of the Star Wars galaxy decades before the adventures of Han, Luke, and Leia
But the erain which those heroes fought and lived remains as popular as ever,
and the adventuresin this collection chronicle other heroes of that same era-
whichenough the Empire ill cast an ominous shadow upon the gdaxy and the
New Republic struggled to maintain order and justice. The exdting Sories
contained in this anthology festure some of those heroes from the era of the
fledgling New Republic; some of the adventures make their debut in this book.
For sx monthsin 1998 | served asthe editor of the now-defunct Official Star
Wars Adventure Journal, aposition previoudy hed by Peter Schweighofer,
editor of Star Wars: Talesfrom the Empire and co-editor of this volume.
During my short tenure at the Journd's helm, | was fortunate enough to review

work from several of the most popular Star Wars authors.

Infact, the very first draft | received my first morning in the office
was Timothy Zahn's"Jade Solitaire," anew story fegturing Mara Jade that
introduced characterslater seenin Vision of the Future. For this book, our
assignment was the relatively smple-but excruciating-task of deciding which
stories we would choose from the scores under consideration: some previoudy
published under Peter's direction and some from my turn as the Journd's

editor. Those appearing in this anthology represent the finest Star Wars short



fiction; they are adiverse group, set in avariety of locaesand starring a
wide range of characters. More peoplethan | could lig deserve thanks for

assistance along the way.

Chief among them are the authors-who naturdly did dl of the hard work
and deserve the credit-and Pete, my predecessor. Pete welcomed me aboard the
West End staff and not only provided me with astrong example, but aso became
agood friend. His diligent attention to detail and solid work ethic gave me
the steedy platform from which an even stronger Star Wars Adventure Journd
would have been launched. Though those issues never cameto be, | thank him
for hisfaith in me and for the opportunity to join him in editing this
anthology. Thanks also go to Pat LoBrutto for leading the way, and our former
West End associates for their input, advice, and encouragement. My wife Karrie
has supported me in every endeavor and has been a constant source of srength
and inspiration. My parents, my brothers Billy and Doug, and the infamous
Gotham Highlanders have dways been there for me and have supported my
pursuits throughout the years. And thanks finaly to dl the Star Wars fans
whose support of the Journa and subsequent anthol ogies has meant a grest dedl

to us both.

- Craig Carey, March 1999



Inspiration and support comes from many sources.

Numerous talented authors, afine co-editor, and many

supportive friends deserve commendations for their work in Star Wars
Tdes from the New Republic. As an editor, | hdped channd others’
ingpiration and idesas, honing their storytelling skills o they could share
these Star Warstaleswith you. Craig and | enjoyed working with dl the

authors; each earned their place within these pages.

When West End Games hired Craig Carey to run the Offidd Star Wars
Adventure Journd in January 1998, he brought his professiond attitude,
boundless enthusiasm, and a positive spirit, dl of which | admire. After
editing the Journd for four years mysdlf, | was pleasantly surprised how well
Craig learned all aspects of thejob. He provided afirm hand, guiding these
storiesto their find form. | consider Craig afar better Journa editor than
| ever was. It has been a pleasure working with him. As circumstances
dictated, West End Games never published any of hiswork. I'm proud to finally

seeit here,

Many others deserve specia thanks for Taes from the New Republic.
Patrick LoBrutto and Evelyn Cainto a Bantam Spectra provided invduable
guidance and ass stance through the logigtics of producing this anthology.
Timothy Zahn, Michadl A. Stackpole, Jean Rabe, John Whitman, and Richard
Hawran offered their constant encouragement and friendship. Numerous "dark

sde’ and"light Sde’ friends (and those in between) helped bolster my



spirits when things seemed rough. Denise Clarkston's warmth, kindness, and
late-night chats hel ped put everything in perspective. My family provided firm
support and love, asthey dways have throughout my life, no matter what

endeavors | undertook.

Thanksto Lucy Autrey Wilson and Allan Kausch for their officid guidance

a Lucasfilm. And, of course, George Lucas deserves specid thanks for

creating movieswhich ingpired us yesterday, excite us today, and will

enthrall usin yearsto come.

- Peter Schweighofer, March 1999

Interlude at Darkknéll

PART |

by Timothy Zehn

Senator B4 1blis?’



Garm Bd Iblislooked up from his datapad, frowning with the subtle
tension of prespeech jitters. The man sanding in the doorway was the
assigtant director at the Traitamma Political Center, charged with the
respongbility of smoothing any obstaclesthat might impede the firm step and

salwart tread of an exated member of the Imperia Senate.

Or s0 the gentleman had gravely explained upon Bel Ibliss arivd this
afternoon. Clearly the Anchoron reputation for flowery speech and gented

decorum had found afocd point here a the Treitamma.

Which was going to make the bluntness of his speech tonight al the more
shocking. The dark truth about Emperor Palpatine and his secret agendafor his

newly established Empire...

He shook his head briefly in annoyance. Assistant Director Graskt was
dill waiting patiently, and here hewasletting his mind drift. It showed
just how serioudy this speech-and the Situation it represented-had taken over

his every waking thought. "Y es, AsDir Graskt, what isit?" he asked.

"A gentleman from your daff hasjust arrived from Coruscant,” Graskt

said, sepping forward and holding out a datacard. "He asked me to ddiver

thistoyouright away."

"Thank you," Bd Iblissaid, the hairs on the back of his neck tingling



as he reached across the desk and took the datacard. Senawould never send a
package to him without making sure the courier hed his private comlink

frequency. Thefact that there had been no cals concerning any such arrivals.

He did the datacard into his datapad. There was nothing on it but a

gngleline "Meet me at the northeast exit. Urgent. Aach.”

"Will there be areturn message, Senator?' Graskt asked.

"No, that'sal right,” Bel Iblissad, long experiencein the palitica
arenaenabling him to keep the sudden tension out of his voice and face.
Aachwas the code name of aspeciad messenger from Bail Organa, amessenger the

Alderaanian viceroy used only for top-level Rebd Alliance business.

"Would you like to speak with the gentleman?' Graskt persisted. "I asked

him to wait a the main entrance.”

"That won't be necessary,” Bel Iblissaid. Thelast thing he could afford
was for the two of them to be seen in public together. Besides, Aach had
undoubtedly dipped away by now for their more private meeting. "I'll have

plenty of time to see him after my speech.”

"Then the message does not in fact bespeak acrisis?' Graskt asked.

Bd Iblisfet the skin around his eyes crinkle as his eyes narrowed



dightly. For someone who had struck him as having taken adouble hdping of
the traditiond An-choroni politeness, Graskt was suddenly being

uncharacterigicaly nosy.

Unless Aach had overplayed his hand in order to make sure the datacard
was ddlivered. But that didn't seem likdly. Could Graskt be a spy for

Palpatine, here to keep an eye on him?

Hefet aflash of annoyance. No-that was absurd. The men was probably
just trying to be helpful. "To middle-leve gaffers, dl news bulletins mean
acrissmust be happening somewhere," heimprovised, giving Graskt an easy
amile. "It'simportant enough, but hardly a crigs. Certainly not worth
delaying my speech for." Helooked at his chrono. "Which reminds me, I'm due

on gagein fifteen minutes, and | till haveto change.”

"I'll leave you to your preparations, then,” Graskt said. "Good evening,

ar." He bowed deeply and backed out of the room.

Bd Iblisgave him a fifty-count and then followed. The Tretammeas
northeast exit was off the group of backstage roomsto theleft of the main
stage, about asfar away from the bustling main entrance asit was possible to
get. Bd Iblis eased noisdlesdy down the gairway, dert for the various

daffers hurrying around making final preparationsfor the evening'sround of

speeches, and dipped outside.



A landspeeder was parked in the service dleyway behind the Treitamma,
gray and muted in the dim evening light. Standing on the far Sde of the
vehicle, pressed into what little shadow there was trying to wetch dl

directions at once, was Aach.

Bd Iblis crossed the alleyway toward him, trying to suppress a grimece
and not entirely succeeding. This cloak-and-blade mentdity was gaing to be
the end of them yet. "Not being too obvious, are we?' he suggested tartly as

he rounded the front of the landspeeder and stopped, facing the other.

"Y our preparation room seemed abit too public for a medting,” Aach
countered, hisvoice as cam as hisface. "Would you rather | showed up a

your hotel room after the speech? That could have proved abit awkward.”

Bd Iblisfdt hislip twitch. Awkward, unfortunatdy, was hardly the
word for it. Hiswife Arrianya, adaughter of the old Core World families, had
an unreserved and totally unwavering faith in Ppatine and his Empire, a
faith that had first astonished, then baffled, then findly frustrated him.
The dash of ther differing politicd views had cast a chill over thar
marriage the past few months, and had dropped their two children into the

middle of what was al too often averba war zone.

The speech he was about to make out there on the Tratamma stage was
going to upset Arrianyaenough asit was. All he needed was for a shadowy
messenger from Bail to show up in the midde of the inevitable argument

afterward. "What's the message?’ he growled.



Inthedim light he saw Aach's mouth twitch. "Sorry, Senator. | didn't

mean-"

"I know you didn't,” Bel Iblissaid. "What's the message?"

Aach looked around the areaagain. "There's been a breakthrough,” he
sad, lowering his voice to something barely above awhisper. "Weve located

Tarkin'sproject.”

Bd Iblisfdt histhroat go suddenly dry.

"Whereisit?'

"l don't know," Aach said. "All | know isthat acourier will be inthe
Continuum Void tapcafe in the city of Xakreaon Darkkndll in three days with
someingdeinformation about it. Bail wantsyou to send your mogt trusted

aide to rendezvous with him and pick up his datapack."

Courier. Bd Iblis glanced around, a bad taste in his mouth. A three
would get you the sabacc pot that thisso - called "courier” wasin fact the
thief who'd stolen the datapack in thefirst place. A minor military figure,

most likely, either atrooper or perhaps a clerk attached to the project.

And two would get you the sabacc pot that his actions hadn't been



motivated by anything as sdlfless aslove of the Republic. "And how mucham |

supposed to pay him?”

Aach hesitated, jugt noticeably. "Ball bascadly sad to give hm

whatever he wants. Look, we need this information-was

"Yes, yes, | understand,” Bd Ibliscut him off. "If we can't get honest

patriotism, well sttle for honest greed.”

"That'll change," Aach promised, aquiet firesmmering in hisvoice. "As
soon as Palpating's agenda findly becomes clear, well have the whole

Republic flocking to our side.”

"I'd sttle for the top five percent of the Imperid Academy,” Bdl 1blis
said sourly. Now was not the time for brooding about Palpatine's maddening
talent for pulling the cloak over peopleseyes. "Fine. I'll get one of ny

peopleon it assoon as| finish my-was

Andwithabrilliant flash, the Treitamma Politicad Center blew up.

Bd Ibliswaslying on the ground when he fumbled his way back to
consciousness, pressed up against the wal of the building acrossthe dleyway
on one side with what was | eft of the landspeeder looming over him on the
other. Behind the landspeeder aragged section of wall where the Treitamma had
been was burning furioudy, bathing the whole area with an unreal-looking

blaze of yelow light and pouring black smokeinto the sky.



"Senator?'

B Iblisblinked, shifting his eyes upward. Aach was knedling over him,
agashinthesde of hisface streaming blood. "Come on, Senator, weve got

to get you out of here," he said urgently, tugging on hisarm. "Can you stand?

"l think so," Bd Iblissaid, gathering hisfeet beneath him. He looked

over a the burning building again as Aach helped him to hisfest...

And abruptly the haze blanketing his mind seemed to flash-burn away.

"Arrianya" he gasped. "Aach-my wife and children-was

"They're gone. Senator,” Aach said, his voice suddenly vicous "And

you're going to be next if we don't get you out of hereright avay."

"Leavemedone!" Bd Iblissnarled, trying to push Aach's hand away and

staggering as histrembling legs nearly collgpsed again benesth him. "I've got

to get to them. Let me done.”

"No," Aach bit back, tightening hisgrip on Bel Iblissarm. "Dont you

see? You'rethe only onethey weretrying to kill in there. Y ."

Bd Iblisstared at the blazing building, a jolt of fresh pain and



emptiness and anger twisting together and cutting into hm. No. No-it couldntt
be. Destroy awhole building-kill dozens or even hundreds of people-just to

get a him? It wasinsane.

"Lookslikethey used atherma detonator,” Aach said, half leading, half
pulling Bel Iblis down the aleyway away from the wrecked |landspeeder. " Shaped
to bring down the Treitammawithout demolishing the whole neighborhood. Most

likely planted somewhere near your preparation room."

And Arrianyaand the children had been in the private refreshment center

chatting with the chief director. Only two rooms away...

They had reached the end of the aleyway by now. Around the corner of the
demolished building, over by the sdesand front, Bel Iblis could seea crowd
had aready gathered, their features unreadable through the smoke and hesat-
shimmered air. Their screams and shouts, barely audible over theroar of the

flames, were like astab of painin his heart.

"Over here" Aach sad, pulling him toward alandspeeder parked a the
side of the street, itsfront end crumpled and blistered by the explosion.
"Y ou can take my ship-I'll get back to Alderaan some other way." He pulled

open the door and guided Bel Iblisinto the passenger sest.

Another layer of the menta haze suddenly cleared from Bel Ibliss mind.

"Wait aminute," he protested, haf in and haf out of the vehicle.



"Arrianyaand the children-I can't just leave them."

"You haveto,” Aach sad, hisvoice bitter but firm. "Didn't you hear me?
Y ou werethe target, Senator. You still are. We've got to get you to safety

before they redlize they missed and try again.”

He closed the door on Bd Iblisand hurried around to the other sde.
"But what if they'redive?' Bel |blis demanded, fumbling for the door release

as Aach dropped into the driver's seat. "l can't just leave them.”

"They're dead, Senator,” Aach said quietly, his face in shadow as he
hunched forward and reached up under the control board. "Everyone who was
ingdeisgone, ether from the blast itsdlf or from the building's collgpse.

Whoever P patine sent to do the job was very thorough.”

With ajolt, the landspeeder started up.
"Yes" Bd Iblismurmured, taking onefina look at the burning building
as Aach spun the vehicle around and headed in the other direction, down the

dreet. "Hewasindeed."

"And he's not going to give up now," Aach added, pulling hard to the side
to get out of the way of afleet of Extinguisher speeder trucks asthey raced
past toward the conflagration. A waste of effort, Bel 1blisthought numbly as
they passed. There was nothing anyone could do now. "Y ou're going to have to

go underground until Bail and Mon Mathma can backtrack this and identify



whoever was responsible.”

"l suppose s0," Bel Iblissaid. His Ieft shoulder fdt cold, and he
looked down to see that the top of his coat there had been torn completely
away by some bit of flying debristhat the bulk of Aach's landspeeder hadn't

protected him from. Odd-he wondered why he hadn't noticed that before.

He was suddenly aware of awatchful silence, and looked over to find Aach
eyeing himwarily. "Areyou dl right. Senator?’ the other asked. "Did you

hear what | said?'Y ou have to go away somewhere and hide.”

"Yes, | heard you," Bdl Iblissaid, the pain insde him beginning to give
way to ablack and smmering anger. In that single ingtant, a moment frozen
forever in time, Palpatine had taken away from him everything he held dear.

Hiswife, hischildren, hiscareer. Hislife.

Everything, that is, but one. "And I'll bedl right,” he went on, "When

Pdpatineis dead, and what was once the Republic has been restored.”

" understand," Aach murmured. "Y ou're one of us now. Senator."

Bd Iblisfrowned at him. "What are you talking about? I've been part of

the Rebd Alliancesnceit wasfirs formed.”

"But you were with us for other reasons,” Aach said. "Politicd reasons

like Palpatine's abuse of power, or idedlistic reasons like eroson of



persond freedom or the anti-dien biases drifting into the legd system.”

Themusclesin hisjaw tightened briefly. "Now Pa patine has hurt you.

Not someone else, but you. Now it's personal .”

Bel Iblistook adeep breath. "Maybeitis," he conceded. "On the other
hand, maybe that's exactly what he wants: to trick us into thinking we're

fighting him for purely persona reasons”

"What's wrong with that?'

"What'swrong isthat that kind of battle is driven by emation," Bd
Iblissad. "Eventudly, the emotion burns away, and then your reason for

continuing thefight isgone.™

He fingered the edges of the holein his coat. "But we're not going to
fal intot trap. He can do anything he wantsto me-can take anything avay
from methat hewill. I'll fill fight him becauseit'sthe right thing to do.

Period.”

For afew minutesthey droveonin dlence. On the rear display the
burning shell gradually receded behind the other buildings of the city,
leaving only an angry black-orange pillar of smoke to mark his family's
funerd pyre. It seemed terribly wrong somehow to be running away like this,

asif he were casudly and cavdierly brushing aside their lives and



dishonoring their memory.

But no. They were dead, and the dishonor of their blood was soldy on
Pd patineg's hands. All that was | eft for him now wasto do whatever he could

to prevent othersfrom dying in the same violent and uselessway.

And if the whispered rumors held heard about this Death Star project of
Tarkin'swere even close to the actua truth... "You said | could take your

ship?' he asked Aach.

"Yes if youfed uptoflyingit yoursdf," the other said. "I was

thinking | might stay around here aday or two anyway."

"Why? To seeif you can find adirect link back to Pal patine?’ Bdl 1blis

shook hishead. "I cantdl you right now you'll be wasting your time."

"It'smy time to waste. Isthere a place where you can hide out for a

while?'

"Thereare acouple of possihilities” Be Iblissad. "But first | have

an gppointment to keep on Darkknell.”

"Darkknd|?" Aach threw Bd Iblisasartled look. "Y ou?"

"Why not?' Bel Iblis countered. "Who better to make the pickup then

someone who's supposed to be dead anyway? My scheduleis now meaningless, you



know. And | have no oneto missmeif I'm out of sight for afew days. Not

anymore."

"But-was Aach floundered amoment. "Sir, this could be dangerous-any
contact with informants has that potentid. Y ou're not trained for this sort

offieldwork."

"l did my dint in the military,” Bdl 1blisreminded him. "I know how to

handle ablaster. And | know abit about disguise, too. | won't be recognized.

"But... was..."

"Beddes," Bel Ibliscut him off quietly, "I need to do something ussful

right now. Something to help take my mind off... whatjust happened back there,

Aach exhded softly in resignation. "All right, sr. Before you go,
though, I'll give you aletter of introduction to someone | know in Xakreayou
can contact if you get in trouble. He doesn't have any particular sympathy for
the Rebdlion, but he doesn't much care for Pd patine's Empire, ether. He's
got alot of contacts among smugglers and other fringe types on Darkknell,

which may comein handy if you haveto get off the planet in ahurry.”

"It may," Bd Iblisagreed, noting with asomewhat gim amusement that



Aach had carefully refrained from mentioning hisfriend's own status within
the fringe society. A smuggler himsdlf, or perhaps adeder of solen goods?

Or something even more unsavory?

Stll, if it cameto thet, the Rebd Alliance certainly had its own share
of unsavory characters. Some had probably been pulled in by the hope of quick
profits- - though those who had had most likely been disillusioned in record
time on that one-but others were among the Alliances mogt tenacious and

effectivefighters. "Do you trust him?"

Aach shrugged, abit uncomfortably. "I think so, provided as you don't
push him too hard or ask too much. Or tell him who you are or who you're

working for. Anyway, he owes me a couple of favors.”

"l see" Bd Iblismurmured. "It'saways comforting to have dlies.

"1 could till go with you," Aach offered, a clear note of reluctance

lurking beneath the words. "1 was supposed to head back to Alderaan. Under the

circumstances | know Bail would understand.”

"No," Bd Iblissad firmly. "Bail undoubtedly needs you el sewhere, and |

can do thismysdf. You just help me get off Anchoron, and then you're on your

own."

Aach hesitated, then nodded. "All right, Senator. If youings.”



Bd Iblislooked back at the rear display, hiseyes drawn unwillingly to
theroiling tower of black smoke behind them. The shock was starting to wear
off now, and amyriad of smal injuries and throbbing pains were beginning to

make themsalves felt across his body.

But none of it could come even closeto the bitter ache in his heart.

Arrianyaand the children... "Yes" hesaid quietly. 'l ingg.”

The man gitting done at the table across the crowded tapcafe was blond
and fairly short, with the darting eyes and twitching mouth of someone who was
somewhere he didn't want to be. Not much more than akid, redlly, which could
explain hisdiscomfort a being in such avillainouslar of vile laxity as

the Continuum Void.

On the other hand, his gtiff back had an air of the Imperia military
about it, and if there was one safe bet in this galaxy, it was that military

types and tapcafes rarely needed to be formally introduced.

Moranda Savich sipped at her pale blue drink, wincing a the unfamiliar
tang, continuing to study the kid even as she chided hersdlf for letting her
thoughts wander off target that way. The only reason she was on Dark knell in
thefirg place, after dl, was that it wasn't Kreding or Dorsis or
Mantarran. Inspector Hal Horn of Corellian Security had aready tracked her to
and chased her off al those worlds, and most likely held continue hiswinning

streak by tracking her here, too. The sooner shefigured out aquiet way off



thisrock, the better her chances of staying ahead of him until he gave up and

went home.

She snorted gently. Fat chance. Horn wasn't going to give up, & least
not in her lifetime. The man was one of that supremely irritating class of law
enforcerswho combined the menace of incorruptibility with the annoyance of

not knowing when to quit.

Acrossthe tapcafe, the kid dipped a hand beneath the left Sde of his
jacket as he glanced around. The second time he'd done that, Moranda noted, in
the past ten minutes. Must be something he was having to reassure himsdaf was

dill there...

Stop it! she ordered hersdlf sternly. She was on the run, and on the run
was no time to be swinging for ascratch. Stirring up thelocalswith a score
would be completely counterproductive, especidly if she stirred them up
enough to catch her with spice or dedlies or whatever the kid was carrying

that was making him so nervous.

Helifted hiscup to hislips, haf turning to throw a look toward the
tapcafe door, his ninth such check since Moranda had been watching. As he did
90, hisjacket stretched momentarily against the object in his pocket,giving
her abrief glimpse of its shape. It was square, dightly larger than a

datacard, but considerably thicker.

A datapack? Could be. Probably with six to ten datacards, judging from



the thickness, snugged together in a protective case.

Morandaswirled the blue liqueur thoughtfully in her glass. Well, now. A
datapack put avery different perspective on things. Every police and security
operative knew spice and other contraband items on sight or andl or taste;
but a smple, innocent-looking datapack was another matter entirdy. It was
something anyone might be carrying, something that even the most suspicious
mouth-breather would have to go to greeat lengths to prove wasn't her property

inthefirg place.

Moreto the point, it was something that was likey worth hard, cold
money. And money was what she needed if shewas going to get out of here ahead

of Inspector Horn and hisfistful of Corellian warrants.

Which |eft only one question: how to get the datapack away from its

nervous owner without getting caught doing it.

The glowing sgn marking the 'fresher stationswas againgt the wal on
thefar sde of the kid'stable. Refilling her drink from the carafe, she got
up and ambled in that direction, putting adightly tipsy hestation into her
movements. His jacket was cut Preter style, she noted with a sngle casud
glance as she strolled past him, the sort with a deep insde pocket positioned
beneath the armhole on ether sde. Possibly fastened at the top, but probably
not serioudy sedled. Still, with the youth hunched over the table theway he

was, the only way to get at the datapack would be for her to get him to take



the jacket at least partidly off.

But that was okay. She enjoyed achdllenge.

The 'fresher stationswerelike the rest of the Continuum Void: old and
more than dightly dilapidated. Sedling hersdlf into one, she set her drink

down on the crumble-edged shelf and got to work.

The smdl tileslining the sation were thefirs target.

Pulling out her knife, she pried two of them off thewall, then carefully
trimmed them down to datacard size. Beneath the dieswas alayer of the low-
qudity honeycomb that served asapassveair filter in low-tier places like
this one; adouble layer of that sandwiched between her two dies added die
required thickness. One of her digphanous black scarves wrapped lightly around
the pack to hold it together and it was finished. The object didn't look
anything like adatapack, but it was the right size and shape and weight. With
the proper distraction and the right moves, and maybe a little bit of luck

tossed in, it should work.

After digging into her hip pack for astray cigarrashe kept around for
just such occasions, shelit it and stuck it between two fingers of her right
hand, picking up her glass of liqueur with the fingertips of the same hand.
Then, with the decoy datapack concealed as best she could in her left hand,

she unsealed the door and headed back into the main tapcafe room.



The kid hadn't moved in the few minutes sheld been gone, nor had the
contact he was obvioudy expecting made an appearance. Halding her decoy
datapack unobtrusively at her side, putting a noticeable stagger into her walk
now, she started through the crowd toward her table, thistime heading for the
narrow gap behind the kid. She dodged adrunk Barrckli, sent a warning glare
at an unshaven nerf herder type who looked asif he might be starting to get

ideas about her, and passed behind the kid-

Andwitha sudden lurch asif sheld been tripped, shefdl heavily agang
the back of his chair and splashed the contents of her glass across the

burning tip of her cigarraonto the back of hisjacket.

Theliqueur ignited with a muffled whoosh into a smdl but very

satisfying firebal.

"Look out!" Moranda gasped, dropping both glass and cigarra onto the
floor and grabbing over hisright shoulder for the edge of the tablecloth. She
yanked it toward her, scattering glasses and tablewarein dl directions as
she hauled it past the Sde of his head toward the flames dancing across the
back of hisjacket. Smultaneoudy, shetugged at the left Igpd with the
fingertips of her left hand. Reflexively, he svung his left am back in
reponse, giving her the necessary dack for pulling the blazing garment away

from the back of his neck.

And as she dapped vigoroudy a the dready dying flames with the



tablecloth, her left hand dipped down into the inside jacket pocket, lifting

out the datapack and leaving her decoy behind in its place.

"I'm so sorry,” she repeated over and over in her best embarrassed voice,
gtill pounding the tablecloth across his shoul ders even though the fire was
aready out as she dipped her prizeinto her hip pack behind her datapad. "So

terribly sorry. My ankle went and-are you dl right?"

"I'mfine, I'mfine" the kid growled, twigting haf around to his right

and grabhing at the tablecloth. "It's out now, right?"

"Ohyes" shesad, giving hisback onefind dgp before letting him
pull the now wadded tablecloth away from her. "1'm so sorry. Can | buy you a

drink?"

"No, forget it," he said, waving her away and trying to turn alittle
farther around. Trying for aclearer look at her?"Just go away and leave me

done"

"Sure, of course," Moranda said, easing around as she pretended to
resettle his jacket back onto his shoulders, staying just out of his Sght.
Out of the corner of hiseye she saw his hand stedl benegth his jacket to the
pocket. The fingers probed the shape other decoy and fdl away, apparently

reassured. "'I'm so sorry."

"Go away," he repeated, Sarting to sound alittle angry now. Clearly he



wasn't happy at having dl this attention focused hisway.

"Y eah, sure.” Moranda stepped away to hisleft, and as he twisted his
head in that direction, still trying for aclear look &t her face, she turned

her back to him and worked her way through the crowd toward her table.

Shereached it but didn't St down. The kid's buyer could be here any
time now, and she had no intention of being anywherein the vicinity when he
hauled her decoy triumphantly out of his pocket. Leaving the price of her
drink on the table, she douched her way to the door and out into the tangy
Darkkndl air. Timeto find anice, quiet place to go to ground for a while

and seejust what it was she'd scored.

Bel Iblis stared across the tapcafe table at the young blond man, asense
of unredlity thudding through hisbrain intime with the pulse pounding in his
neck. "What do you mean, you lost it?" he demanded in alow voice. "How do you

lose an entire datapack? Especialy from within your own coat pocket?"

"Don't usethat tone with me, friend,” the other growled back, his eyes
darting nervoudy around the half-empty room. "And if you're hinting that I'm
trying to repulsorlift my price, you'd better think again. | took ahuge risk

getting that stuff and bringing it here. A hugerisk. I'm not any happier than



you arethat it got lifted.”

Bd Iblistook acareful breath, trying to throttle back his growing
anger. He might not be a Rebe field operative like Aach, but he knew how to

read people, and the youth's face and voice had thering of truth in them.

Which meant they were both now squarely in the middle of an incredibly
dangerous position. The minute the thief redlized what it was sheld found...

"Isthere any way they can trace it back to you?' He asked quietly.

The young man snorted into his cup. "Sure, if they redlly want to go to

that much effort. Knowing Tarkin's reputation, they probably will."

"Thenwell just haveto get it back.”

Thekid snorted again. "Y ou can go looking under rocks for it if you

want. Me, I'm heading for the tall weedswhilel till can.”

"Y ou run now and they'll know for sure you were the one who lifted the

data," Bd Ibliswarned.

"Likethat's going to matter any,” the other countered harshly, draining
his cup and bringing it back down onto the table with an unnecessarily loud
thud. "She's not going to st on thislong, you know. And the minute she turns
it in, the spaceport's going to be locked down solid while Tarkin's people fan

out across the planet. Y ou want to wait for that to happen, you be my guest.”



He stood up. " So long, have fun, and forget you ever saw me.”

He strode across the room and vanished out the door. "Il try," Bd

Iblismurmured after him. Taking asip from hismug, hetried to think.

Because his erstwhile drinking companion waswrong. The thief wouldn't
hand her prize over to the authoritiesjust like that. Someone cool enough to
lift adata pack in the middle of a crowded tapcafe would also be cool enough
to try to turn a profit from her acquigition. And that meant sdling the

datapack.

Which left only the question of how to persuade her to sdl to the Rebd

Alliance ingtead of the Empire.

Fishing in his pocket for some coins, he dropped them onto the table
bes de his mug and headed for the door. One thing that was certain wasthat he
wasn't going to be ableto track her down in acity the Sze of Xakrea by
himsdf. That meant someone with connections inthe planet's fringe

population; and that meant getting in touch with Aach'sloca contact.

He hoped the man owed Aach alot of favors.



The room was small and dark and sparse, asharp contrast to the bright
lights and scrollwork and expensive glitter that was the norm throughout the
rest of the Imperial Palace. It was ashock to most of the uninitiated who
cameinto X, and even those who knew what to expect invaridbly wasted their

firgt few minutes adjusting their eyes and mindsto the contrast.

Which was precisely how Armand Isard liked it. Off balance people were
vulnerable people, and vulnerability was one of his favorite qudities in
enemiesand dliesdike. For dlies, after dl, were merely people who had
not yet outlived their usefulness to the Empire, the Emperor, and Isard

himsdif.

Ultimately, invarigbly, al of themdid.

Hiscomlink pinged. "Director Isard?" his aide's voice came from the

speaker. "Field Operative Isard has arrived.”

"Send her in," Armand ingtructed, dlowing himsaf asmug smile. Not many
men, he knew, had daughters who had thrown themsalves so willingly and so self
sacrificingly into theirthe father's line of work ashad his Y sanne. Already
an outstanding Intelligence agent, she had time and again demondtrated avigor

and ruthlessnessin her pursuit of the Empire's enemies that had put even some



Moffsto shame.

An dtitude, fortunately, which was solidly backed up wascompetence and
cleverness and efficiency. Nothing, in Armand's mind," was more contemptible
than a shining eyed Intd ligence agent whom smugglers and Rebels dike could

fly casud rings around.

The smug smilefaded. Clever and efficient, to be sure. But she was going

to need every bit of her ill if shewasto pull thisone out of thefire.

The door did open. "Y ou summoned me?' Y sanne said gravely from the

doorway.

"Sit down,” Armand said in the same tone, feding another flicker of
pride as he gestured her toward a chair. No mention other being his daughter,
with the underlying suggestion or invitation of preferentid trestment such an
acknowledgment might have implied. In thisroom, in thisbuilding, shewas an
agent and he was her director, and that was the totdity of ther

relaionship. "l have an important job for you."

"How important?' she asked as she lowered hersdlf with Sinuous grace into

thechair.

"It could be a career-maker for you," he said. "It dso could be a

career-breaker for alarge number of others.”



Her eyesflickered, just noticeably. She had the Isard family ambition,
too, the same ambition that had taken Armand himsdf to the top. "Tdl me

more."

Armand selected a datacard from a stack on his desk. "An eight-card
datapack has been taken to Darkknell," he said, diding the datacard across

the desk toward her. "This datapack must at dl costs be retrieved.”

"Point of origin?"

"The Despayre system,” Armand said, watching her face closdly.

Onceagain, the brief flicker of her eyes showed that hislong-held
suspicion was correct. Despite the mogt sringent of security procedures,
Y sanne had somehow managed to learn about the Death Star project, even to the
point of knowing where the massive weapon was being congtructed. "So you
understand the seriousness of the Stuation,” he went on. "Under the
circumstances, | can hardly declare an Empirewide state of emergency and sedl

the Darkknell system with aring of Star Destroyers.”

"Certainly not for aproject that doesn't officidly even exig,” Y sanne
agreed, dmost off-handedly. "I presume that also meansyou're not sending a
full Intelligence force with me." Her eyebrowslifted dightly. "Or isthere

moreto it than that? s this theft somehow persona ?*



Armand grimaced. "Persona enough,” he conceded. " The suspected thief was
given his security clearance by aclose associate of mine, aman high up in
our department, who will bein serious trouble if we can't retrieve the
datapack before the Rebel Alliance gets hold of it. Or before someone ese in

Intelligence does."

Y sanne picked up the datacard. "Isthetraitor'sfilein here?'

"The suspected traitor, yes" Armand said. "Along with severd

possibilities of who the Rebels might send to pick it up.”

Y sanne nodded. " So you want meto retrieve the data pack, confirm the

traitor'sidentity, and capture the Rebd agent. Isthat it?"

Armand suppressed asmile. The famous Isard family confidence... "Or as
much of that as you can managein the time youll have" he sad. "I've
ordered an interdiction of Darkknell's spaceports, but | doubt the loca
authoritieswill be able to keep them sedled for very long. Just remember that

retrieving the datapack is the most important part of thejob."

"Then I'd best get started,” she said, diding the datacard into a tunic

pocket. "1 presumeit'sal right for meto take one of my enforcersaong.”

"If you haveto," Armand said. "Make sureit's someone you trust, and

don't tell himwhat it isyou're actudly after.”



"Of course not,” she said, slanding up. "Y ou'll order me a courier ship?'

"It'sdready standing by," Armand told her. "Goodbye, and good luck."

Shefavored him with afaint amile. "The |sards make their own luck," she

reminded him softly. "I'll bein touch.”

*k*

Interlude at Darkknell

PART 2

by Michadl A. Stackpole

Ha Horn sighed heavily asthe Darkkndl Defense Agency officer glanced
at hisidentification card, travel permits, and the warrants he had brought
with him. It seemed to Hdl that every member of the Xakrean bureaucracy hed
studied those same datafiles with an intensty that suggested they were
digitizing the dataand loading it Sraight into theirthe brains. He had come
to Darkknell and specificaly the city of Xakreabecausethelocd officds

legendary attention to detail and hatred for disorder made them naturd dlies



in his search for Moranda Savich.

Now I'm not so sure, he thought. He glanced down at the smdller, dighter
man. "1 think you'll see, Colondl Ny roska, that dl my files are in order.
All'l redly want isfor you to issue an dert that will have your people

looking for my target if shetriesto leave the planet.”

Nyroska's dark eyes narrowed. "Y ou realize, of course, Inspector Horn,

that you have absolutdly no jurisdiction here.”

"I do know that, but..."

"And while we are willing to cooperate with felow officersof the law,
long gone are the days of Jedi vigilantes traveling hither and thither,
chasing miscreants and rendering harsh verdicts right then and there. The days

of lightsaberjustice are no more.”

"l understand. Colonel." Hal turned partway to the Side, so his height
and bulk wouldn't seem to be threatening to the Xakrean. "As per your
regulations, | surrendered my blaster when | made planetfal and | have no

wesgpons on me."

"Commendable, Ingpector. And | think it good you remain in dvilian
clothes, so your presence cannot be misconstrued.” Nyroska hit abutton on his

datapad, g ecting the datacard that contained Hal's documents. He toyed with



it for amoment, then held it out to the Cordlian. ™Y our quarry, this Savich,

sheisnot aviolent crimina? Nothing in her records indicatesthet sheis.”

"No, sr. She'sjust good at liberating valuables from the unwary."

"A lifter, then?'

"One of the best."

Nyroska stood abruptly, his oversized chair diding back. The chair and

the huge desk had helped dwarf Nyroska, but had not needed to work very hard

to do s0. He's even smaller than Corran! Hal catalogued that fact to use the

next time his son complained about being short. The Colond waved his hand

toward the door of the office.

Ha blinked. "That'sit?"

"Weredlly have nothing dseto discuss.”

"But what about putting the spaceport inspectors on aert?!

Nyroskagave him an oily smile as he came around from behind the desk and
rested ahand on the smdl of Hal's back. "My dear Inspector Horn, our
spaceport ingpectors are aready on dert. We received arequest from Imperia
authoritiesto be on the lookout for Rebe operatives coming here. You

witnessed our thoroughness-you fit the profile we were given. As you can



imagine, this Imperiad matter is consuming much of our time. | will append
this Savich woman's nameto the detain lit, but unlessyou can lirk her to

the Rebdls, she will be a secondary concern.”

Ha closed hiseyesfor amoment and dowly exhded. The gdaxy had
turned upside down in recent years, so much so he hardly recognized it.
Imperial authorities had become obsessed with the Rebellion and, while folks
with Rebel sympathies could be found al over the place, on Cordliavery few
Rebel agents had been discovered. HEd heard rumors that Garm Bd Iblis had
been connected to the Rebellion, but he considered most of the rumors the
normal falout of politics. And with Bel Iblis dead, theré's no way he can

defend himsdlf againgt such lies.

Stll, those lies had helped brand Hal and every other Cordlian as a
potentia Rebel agent. While the authorities he had come to for hdp in
finding Moranda Savich were checking him out, she could have been dancing onto
any number of ships headed for points unknown. Time once was when nabbing
someone with her reputation would have made aman like Nyroskajump for joy,

but as the Emperor focused more energy on the Rebellion, priorities shifted.

"It would be easy for meto lieto you. Colond Ny roska, and tdl you

sheisthe Rebd agent you'relooking for." Hal shook his head dowly. "She

isn't-at least, | don't know of any Rebel connections she has.”

"Thank you for your honesty. Inspector.”



Hal paused in the doorway and arched an eyebrow above ahazdl eye at him.

"Y ou didn't expect honesty from a Cordlian?"

"All I expect of you isrespect for our regulations, Inspector.” Nyroska

shrugged uneedily. "These days| never expect honesty, from anyone.”

The Corellian thought for amoment, then nodded. "Have to hope for a
return to the old days, then, when those we hunted actualy committed crimes.

Thanksfor your help. I'll let you know when | find her."

Ysanne lsard glared up & Trabler as her ade findly cleared the

Immigration checkpoint. "What detained you?'

He shrugged his massive shoulders. "Profile check, | assume.”

She dmost snapped that he should not assume anything, but she checked
herself. Sheld chosen Trabler to accompany her because of his unswerving
loyalty to the Empire and because she recalled hiswrenching the head dff a

captive Ithorian with his bare hands. Heis here for his muscle, nothing more.



Hewill dowhat | tell himto dowhen| tell himto doit. The blond hair and
Cordlian background of his cover identity likdy did trip the Xakrean
profiling system. Their tendency toward being overly thorough will only dow

usdown, whichiswhy | want no officia contact with them.

"No matter. They're bringing our landspeeder around. Y ou are confident

you can navigate?'

Trabler nodded once. "I studied the local maps and dways have my datapad

to back things up.”

"Good." Sheled the way to the spaceport exit and found a men standing
next to arenta landspeeder.

He bore asign that read "Glasc,” her assumed surname. She and Trabler
made their way over to him, identified themselves, and took possession of the
vehicle. As Trabler dipped into the driver's seat, shetook her placein the

back.

Isard powered up her datapad. "I have the files on Xakred's fringe
population and am getting comlinked updates asthe locas flag files. Since
the Rebel will undoubtedly be taking refuge among the scum here, we will hunt
there aswdll. Our quarry will want to dter hisidentity, and there are only

afew placesthat offer such services here. We will begin by checking them.”

"Asyouwish. Specid Agent Isard.”



"Thereisone address on East Ryloth Street and another on Palpatine

Parkway. Which iscloser?'

"Ryloth Street should be." Trabler glanced at her in the mirror. "Thet

would be your preference, then?"

"Indeed." Sheamiled coldly at the reflection of his eyes. "Anyone who
would sdll him anew identity will sdl himto us. Let'sgo, wehavealot of

shopping to do today."

Hal thanked the hovercab driver and Upped him half again the fare hed
been charged. "Redlly, thisisit; 24335 East Ryloth Street, right where |

want to be."

The Devaronian looked around at the seedy neighborhood and back a Ha
again. "West Rylothismoreyour kind of place, my friend."
Ha shook his head and jerked athumb at the curio shop. "Arky isan old

friend." He gave the cabbie a conspiratoria wink. "Y ou never saw me, hey?"'

"Got it, pa. Never saw you."



The Corellian exited the cab and dammed the door shut. He weatched the
cab pull away, then stepped over amidden of litter and made hisway draight
for the shop's trangparisted door. The lettering painted on the door
proclaimed the shop to be Arky's Emporium of Forgotten Treasures, Hal figured
most of them were forgotten because they had to be excavated from beneeth
layersof dust. All theitems on display in the viewports were sun faded and

cracked, hardly inviting the casua passerby to ventureinside.

Not that they get many casua passersby down here, Hal thought. He opened
the door and quickly scanned the place. The only other customer glanced
quickly in his direction when the door buzzed asHa opened it, then turned
and seemed very interested in not letting Hal get alook a hisface. That
behavior would have struck Hal as odd, but the customer was likely taking his

cue from theway Arky had paled when he recognized Hal.

"Seb Arkos, what asurprise.” The Cordlian Security Force officer kept
hisvoicelight. "Last | recdl, you'd won an al-expenses-paid trip to

KesH."

Seb Arkos snorted. He stood astall asHal, but had a skeletdly thin
build that matched the rheumy grumble that underscored hiswords. "Y eah, well,
glitmining isnt my kind of thing. Out of your range, aren't you, CorSec?"

"I'm hurt, Arky. Here | come all thisway to seeyou, and dl | get is

hodtility." Ha strolled through the store, seeing only acollection of junk.



He almost remarked about that fact, but he remembered that his wife had a
knack for walking into sch aplace and rescuing treasures fromiit. "Dedling in
antiquesisyour sort of thing now, or are those ddicate hands ill forging

the best trangport and identification documentsin the galaxy?"

Arky's smile betrayed him for a second, then he scowled. "'l kegp my nose

cleen."

Hal raised opened hands. "Hey, the local snoopers are no friends of mine.

"But you arelooking for afriend?’

"Someone| fed about the sameway | fed about you, Arky." Hal dipped a
gatic holograph of M oranda Savich from his pocket and flashed it for the

forger. "Moranda Savich. Seen her?"

"Moranda Savich?' The dender man tapped abony finger againg his chin.

"Moranda Savich?"'

Hal jerked athumb at the store's other customer. ™Y ou want me to sart

asking your clientde?’

Arky's eyes widened, the pale blue communicating ajolt of fear. "No, no

need to do that. | seen her around, you know, places.”



"Sheretaining your services?'

Theforger shook his head. "Nope, she hasn't asked meto dummy anything

up for her."

Hal caught ahint of deceit from the shopkeeper. "Let'snot try to dice
the truth too thin here. She'stalked to you about smuggling her off this

rock, right? And you figured you'd nail her for clean datadocs in the process?

The cadaverous man's eyes narrowed, and alank of white hair drifted down
over hisforehead. "Okay, straight bytes, no hits flipped. We taked. She

wants to be gone, and you're the reason. She's getting very insstent.”

"And you're going to let me know when you're mesting with her next?'

Arky's head came up. "L ook, Horn, you know | don't play that way. Y ou set

me up to join Booster and the others on Kessdl, but | didn't Vader them out,

did 1?1 wasloya to my mates.”

Ha shrugged and folded hisarms across his chest. "Fine. | can wait here

forever. WEIl be business partners, you and I. I'll be your dlent partner,

checking everyone out, at least until you decide not to be silent.”

Arky glowered at him, then swiped a hand under his nose. "Okay, maybe she



was going to be around. Soon, maybe."

The CorSec inspector nodded. "Good enough. | can wait."

"Outside, hey?"

Hal glanced from Arky to the other man in the store, then saw a woman
approaching the door. "Sure. Looks like it will be crowded in here soon

anyway. I'll wait outsde. She won't see me and will never know it was you."

Across the Street, hidden in the shadows of an dley, Moranda Savich
smacked an open hand against thewall. Seb Arkos had been the only shadow
broker who had been willing to talk with her. The Imperid interdiction hed
scared everyone else. Of course, you don't have to be a genius to know a
Cordlian expatriate wouldn't be smart enough to be afraid of the Imps. The
local authorities were ruled and regged up so badly they had to fill out
Kbytes of dataforms before they could even draw ablaster. Not so the Imps-

rumor hasit they get bonus pay for saving the Sate the cost of atrid.

She wanted to get off Xakreaasfast as possible, and meeting Seb Arkos
the previous evening had seemed afine stroke of luck-luck which has soured.
As she headed toward his store to make her arrangements, who should pop out of

ahovercab but Hal Horn, asbig aslife and too damned close for her comfort.

Closest he's gotten so far. A minute later and he would have caught mein

that shop. She dlowed hersdlf ahdf smile. Well, not dl my luck is bad.



It hadn't taken Moranda long to put together a few puzzle pieces as
events unfolded on Xakrea. She'd used her datapad to take alook at the cards
shed lifted, but they were encrypted. While she was no ace dicer, she knew a
few tricks and was able to determine that the files had been coded with some
heavy-duty Imperia encryption routines. Given the eight cardsin the s&t, she
figured they had to be somefairly extensve military filesmilitary files
being the only thing that matched up with the courier's demeanor. The only
folks who would want Imp military fileswould be the Empire's enemies, which
meant the Rebellion. The Imperia interdict on the spaceport had a search for

Rebeslinked to it, confirming her suspicions.

This gave her abrand-new problem, and one that made Hal Horn a decided
sideissue. Moranda had heard rumors about the Rebellion, passed some on, and
marveled a others, but by and large she kept away from being involved. In her
line of work the face on the coin redlly didn't matter much, just the fact
that the coin was there and could be lifted. Any government would take adm
view of how she made her living, beit Imperid, locd, or whatever these
Rebelswould put into place. Those folks worry about laws, where | worry about

evading them.

Having adatapack chock full of Imperia military secrets could easily be
construed by local and Imperia forces as a sign that she was aRebel. She had
no ideaif the rumors of what the Imps did with captured Rebels were true or

not, but she'd prefer an extended stay on Kessdl to what sheld heard abouit.



K eeping the datapack was not agood idea, and she knew it. And, she kept

telling hersdlf, shewas going to ditch it at the earliest opportunity.

And yet thereitsweight was, in her jacket pocket, dapping againgt her
hip as she crouched down. Someone, she knew, would pay good money for the
cards, and that money would take her places Hal Horn couldn't even begin to
dream about finding her. She didn't see hanging on to the datacards as a
gamble as much as she did abalance. Right now the risk wasn't too gresat, but

when things got unbalanced, she could ditch the datacards.

Right, that'swhat I'm going to do.

Her salf-mocking smile died as awoman got out of a landspeeder farther
up the block. The front registration plate had arental code on it and looked
far too new to bein this part of Xakreaunlessit was driven by a booster
looking to pieceit out for parts. The woman spoke to the driver, then set off

down the street, heading for Arky's store.

Though the woman wore civilian clothes, Moranda knew she was Imperid,
sraight from Imperia Center, and that meant she was most probably Imperid
Intelligence. The cut of her clothes marked her point of origin, and the
haughty way her chin lifted as she navigated past aderdlict glitbiter lying
up againg abuilding marked her as Imperid. And she's going sraight for

Arky, which means Intel, and that means I'm in very deep.

Y sanne Isard wrinkled her nose at the store's thick scent. She ran a



finger across afeline satue carved from Ithorian tod wood, then gently

brushed her hands against each other to rid her finger of dust. Asshedid o,
shetook quick stock of the store and the three men init. Seb Arkos she
recognized from afile on her datapad. The other two men seemed unremarkable

until the larger one speaking with Arkaos glanced &t her.

Horn, from Cordlia. CorSec, if thefileflashed to mewas accurate. It

struck her as odd that a man newly arrived on

Xakreawould come so quickly to aknown Rebel contact point. Unless, like
Bdl Iblis, hesaRebd, too. Shefrowned. Nothing in Horn's file indicated
any Rebd sympathies, and Isard dimly recdled his father being a highly
placed member of CorSec, one who had been lauded for hisdiligencein hunting

Jedi.

Sheturned to examine afilthy Weequay chin-harp, knowing ful wel it
could never function without the matching chord hammer, and raised her comlink
to her mouth. In awhisper she commanded Trabler to bring the landspeeder up
to the store's door. Through the window she caught a hint of movement as he
complied with her order, so she pocketed the comlink and walked smartly over

to Ha Horn.

"Inspector Horn? | am Katya Glasc of Darkknell Specid Security.”

A grin blossomed on Arkossface. "In trouble, Inspector?”



Horn shook hishead. "I shouldn't be. Am |, Agent Glasc?'

Though dightly shorter than Trabler, Horn had a powerful build and a
metric ton moreinteligencein his haze eyesthan Trabler could ever hope
for. He wore hisbrown hair cut conservatively short, and that reveded the
gray hairsgrowing in a histemples. She guessed he was a hdf-dozen years
older than she was, and someone who saw himsalf as agood man. Which means he

can be useful or very dangerous.

"That depends. Y our identification, please.

Horn carefully drew a datacard from within his jacket, which Isard
dipped into her datapad. She glanced at his information and took in the
warrants, then nodded and returned the card to him. "I wanted to make certain.

Please, forgive the caution. Y our investigation, we may have abregk iniit..."

Her head came up, then she frowned. "Perhapsthisis nat the place to
discussthissort of thing. If you don't mind, | have a speeder waiting

outsde..."

Horn watched her carefully. ™Y ou've found Savich?'

"Wevefound evidence of her presence. | would fed more a ease

explaining outsde." She hooked a hand through his|eft ebow, letting it rest

lightly enough there to be construed as an invitation, not an order.



The Corellian nodded dowly. ™Y our world, your rules." He turned back and

pointed afinger at the shopkeeper. "Don't let me down, Arky."

"Right, Horn." Thethin man scoffed loudly. "I'll have her wait right

here for you. Y ou bet."

Garm Bd bis suppressed a shudder as Isard led Hal Horn out of the shop.
Bd Iblis had been so careful in reaching Arkoss store that when Horn walked
in, hefelt certain he'd been trapped. Arkos had recognized the ingpector
right off and had muttered, "Emperor's black bones, CorSec, here," under his
breath. Bel I1blis had braced himself not to jump when Horn grabbed him, but

the man had just passed him by without so much asaglance.

AsHorn started in on Arkos, Bdl 1blis had begun to relax. He ill had
no evidence that anyone was looking for him, or that anyone thought he dill
lived. The anonymity of death gave hm a chance to operate without
surveillance, but how long it would last he had no idea. He hoped Arkos would
provide him with agood set of documentsto allow him to continue his search
for thethief on Darkknell and, possibly, even act as a broker for any

exchange.



It struck Bel Iblis as possible that Horn could be a Rebel operative sent
to Darkkndll by Bail Organaand Mon Mothma to recover the datapack, snce
neither of them knew hewas aive and out to get it himsalf. He had no ideaif
Hornwas aRebd; Bel |blisadmired the efficient cell system that had been
set up to deny dl but those who needed to know that sort of informetion. He
hesitated, amost prepared to make his identity known to Horn, but the

direction of the CorSec agent's questioning of Arkos made him hold back.

The Senator found himsdlf secretly smiling as Horn worked on Arkos. One
of the most gdling things about being a senator from Corellia was dedling
with the reputation his system had for its smugglers. B 1blis and the
magjority of the other Corellians were good people, but they were judged by
association with others. While Bl 1blisdidn't know Hal Horn, he knew plenty
of folkslike him, who worked hard to make Corellia a better place. His

admiration for Horn's dedication to duty spawned hissmile.

Thearriva of Y sannelsard killed that smile again. B Iblis had only
ever met her once, at an Imperia reception. She had been on her father'sarm.
Bel Iblisdetested Armand Isard. A little man with iron eyesand awiry speed
that made Bd Iblisfed clumsy, Armand Isard had ruthlesdy ferreted out and
destroyed Rebel cdls, both red and imagined. His daughter, with her
mismatched eyes of fireand ice, had inherited her father's singleness of
purpose and, worse yet, had developed a persona devotion to the Emperor. For
her to be on Darkknell meant the origina theft had been discovered and that
Armand Isard was sparing no effort in getting the datapack back in Imperid

hands.



A cold chill sank into the Senator's bones as he redlized Armand 1sard
had undoubtedly given the order that dew hisfamily and amost got him. His
hands closed into figts, but he didn't lash out; he didn't smash Y sanne Isard
intheface with al hismight, though he sordly wanted to. No, even killing
her would not hurt her father, and even hurting him is not the focus here. The
datapack she's hunting for, that will help bring down the Empire. If we do

that, never again will there be aplace-or an Armand Isard or Emperor to hurt

people.

Gaining control of hisanger, Bdl Iblisturned to watch the door close
behind Isard and Horn. "Well, Arkos, the time we have to complete our business
isdipping away. | think we should conclude it before the Emperor himsdf

comeswandering in, don't you?"

Moranda Savich saw the landspeeder cruise down and cometo astop in
front of the store and felt asif ahand were tightening around her heart.
Sheld spent alot of time doing her best to avoid Imperid scrutiny, but thet
didn't mean shealowed hersdf to be ignorant of her enemies. Imperid
Intelligence ops, asarule, cast awide web when going after atarget. The
fact that she could see the spider in the center of that web meant that other

forceswereclosingin.

And that means| get caught holding aprize morsdl. Agan the urge to

throw the datapack away nearly overwhelmed her. She reached into her pocket to



get it, then noticed the landspeeder's driver's-side window diding down into
the door. The bruiser of adriver glanced around, then looked a himsdf in
the rearview mirror. His vanity, which struck her as very human, brought her

out of her panic and sparked a plan.

She pulled the datapack out of her pocket, broke it open, and pulled out
the eight datacards. She stacked them one on top of another and lad them
againg the bottom of her datapad. Straightening up, she tugged her jacket
into place, then boldly strode over toward the landspeeder. She consulted the
map on her datapad a couple of times, looked around, and let a puzzled

expression contort her brow.

She'd closed to within three meters before the driver noticed her, and by
then she was flashing her datapad at him. "Excuse me, please. | believe I'm

lost. Can you help me, please?’

The man's expression eased. "Y eah, | guess maybe | could.”

Morandaleaned over and smiled broadly at him. She took the datapad from
her |eft hand into her right and thrugt it into the vehicle, stabbing toward

the datapad he had mounted in the dashboard holder. "Our maps look different.”

The driver studied her map, then hisown, taking her datapad into his
hands to do so. Moranda crossed her arms and let the datacards in her |t
hand dip, one by one, down into the window well of the landspeeder's door.

She coughed lightly to cover the minute clicks as they descended, and was



pretty certain that the driver would take any sounds he heard to be key clicks

from the datapad.

The driver handed her back her datapad. " See, thisis East Ryloth Street.
Y our map was showing West Ry loth Street. Y ou were five kilometers off, that's

why you couldnt tell where you were."

"Oh, thank you very much." Moranda studied the datapad, then shook her
head and amiled. "I can't tell you what abig help you've been." She backed
away from the vehicle and headed off the way she had come, vdiantly ressting
the urge to burst out laughing. The prize he came here for is now ten

centimeters from him and he has no clue.

Unableto help hersdf, Moranda spun around in midstreet, thinking to
thank the man again. As she came around, she looked up and locked eyes with

Ha Horn.

Seeing Moranda Savich there, in the middle of the street, capering around
inacirclelikeachild, sent ajolt through Hal Horn. He started to move
after her, but the Darkknell Security woman's hand became aclaw on hisarm.
Moranda had already turned and begun to run when Hal looked a his escort.
"She's getting away."

"Trabler,” thewoman snapped, "get her.” The driver's door on the
landspeeder in front of the store opened and a huge man piled out. Hal knew he

was huge not only because he towered over the roof of the landspeeder, but his



massive paw dwarfed the blaster he drew from beneeth his jacket. Ha
recognized it as a L uxan Penetrator, favored by many because of its con
cedability and the serious power it packed. Most models didn't even have a
stun setting and that, combined with acool sense of lethdity rippling off
the man, prompted Hd to act.

He took a second to focus, then used atrick hisfather had taught him
long ago, before the Clone Wars and before the Jedi hunters had come. He
pushed his consciousnessinto Trabler's mind. He saw through Trabler's eyes,
watching the Penetrator come up and center itself on Moranda Savich's back. He
watched Trabler track her for asecond and knew she'd never reach the sfety

of thedley intime,

Drawing on the Force within himsdf, he projected a blurred imege of

Morandainto Trabler's mind.

Trabler'sfinger tightened on thetrigger. A red-gold beam stabbed out
and caught Morandain the shoulder just as she reached the dley. Hd heard
her scream and watched her tumble down into a pile of debris. He started to go

after her, but Isard held on to him again.

Hal batted her arm away. "What are you doing? She's down, either dead or

serioudy wounded. | need to check.”

The woman's eyes narrowed and though their color did not match, the venom
inthem did. "Wewill have the locasfind her and bring her to the morgue. We

have more important businessto attend to.”



Hal frowned, wishing he could get a solid read off the woman. Hisuse of
the Force had |eft him abit drained- - it had been far too long since he had
done anything that active, and he was grossy out of practice. Asaresult, he
couldn't even get the menace that had to be roaring off Trabler as the men

turned and aimed his blaster at Hal. "What's going on here?"

Glasc'sfacetightened. "I couldn't tell youin there, but we have a

Rebe operative on theloose and | need your help in tracking him."

"L ook, you got me out here saying you were helping me with my case, and

now your man has killed my suspect. I'm not here to hunt Rebels."

Her chin came up. "But you are loyd to the Empire, are you not?"

"| serve CorSec to maintain order, so, yes, I'm loya to the Empire.”

Shelet her expression soften and her voice dropped to a congpiratorid
whisper. "There are members of Darkknell Specia Security who are not, which
iswhy my search isrunning into trouble. | have to rdy on someone from
outside my own service-you-to make some headway. | know this is unorthodox,

but surely you've resorted to unusua methods to push cases forward before.”

"Some, but | don't see that thisisany concern of ming, redly.” Ha

shook hishead. "My purpose for being hereislying in aheap over there.”



"So it might seem, but the Rebd we're after was involved in the
assassination of Senator Garm Bel 1blisand his family." The woman's voice
became very solemn. "The speech he wasto give that night was onein which he
was going to denounce the Rebdlion. They murdered him so that wouldnt
happen. | thought that you, a Corellian, might want to help us find his

killer."

Ha shivered and fdt hisflesh puckering. As much as he couldn't believe
the casua way Trabler had shot Moranda-notothing in her file warranted death
as a punishment-the idea of abomber who killed hundreds of people just to get
one man filled him with revulsion. If Bel Iblissassassinishere, he mugt be
found and brought to justice. Bdl 1bliswasfrom Cordlia. | oweit to him to

help find hiskiller.

The CorSec inspector nodded. "Okay, I'm in* He levded afinger a
Trabler. "Just no shooting first, okay? If your suspect murdered Bdl 1blis, we
want him to talk and lead us back to the others involved in the Rebdlion,

rignt?'

Glasc nodded, then opened the landspeeder's rear door. "After you,

Ingpector Horn. With your help, our quarry won't get away."

Asthe landspeeder sped off, Bel 1blis stumbled from the shop and ran
across the street. He'd seen the woman's sensel ess murder and though he would

not have questioned the truth of someone reporting Y sanne Isard had ordered



such athing, to seeit unfold before him was another thing entirely. Reaching
the alley mouth he saw blood and, just for amoment, he expected to follow the

trail and find hiswife at theend of it.

No, she's gone. PoorArrianya, you died for a cause you didn't even
believein. B Iblis choked back the lump rising in histhroat, then looked
deeper into the dim aley and saw the woman dumped against awall. Her right
arm hung limply at her side, the deeve other coat soaked in blood. A cigarra
hung from the corner of her mouth, and she kept trying to strike a lighter

with her blood dicked left hand.

The woman looked over at him and grinned. "Got aspark, pa?' Then her

eyesrolled up in her head and she collapsed.

The senator ran to her and knelt at her side. The only virtue of being
shot with a Penetrator isthat the tiny beam makes aneat hole. Bdl 1blis saw
anasty entry wound and asmdller exit on the front sde of her shoulder. He
stripped off his own coat and wrapped it around the wounds, then lifted her in

his arms and started back toward Arkoss store.

It occurred to him that the last woman he had carried in his arms like
this had been hiswife, on an anniversary getaway severd years ealier. It
had been awonderful time, an escape from the pressures of his office and her
duties, and they had both told each other that they would do it again, soon.

Very soon.



Bd Ibliss expresson hardened. | lost her to the Empire; I'm not losing
anyone dse. He knew, given the course the Rebdlion would likdly take, thet
resolution would never hold. Well, at least | won't lose thiswoman. It's not
saving the galaxy, but it's saving the part of it | can, and thet works for

now.

He looked up as Arkos held the shop's door open. "We need to get her some
medica help-now. That woman was Y sanne Isard, late of Imperiad Center and

employed by Imperid Intdligence.”

"If she'shere..." Terror choked off Arkossvoice.

The senator put stedl into hisvoice. "Hang with me, Arkos. She's not
invincible-she waked right past me, remember, and snagged someone who's got

nothing to do with our business. Keep your head and well al keep ours.”

Arkosthought for amoment, then nodded quickly. ™Y ou'reright. Thanks."

"Not aproblem. Let'sget thingsgoing." Bd Iblis amiled. "There will
come a point when Isard redlizes she needs to come back here and complete her
business with you. By then | want everything we need to do done, and the only

thing left for her hereis our laughter at her blunder.”



* k%

Interlude at Darkkndll

PART 3

by Michadl A. Stackpole

Hal Horn's afternoon sojourn with Agent Glasc and her aide, Trabler, made
onething abundantly clear to him. Thesetwo, as efficient asthey might be as
investigators, were not part of Darkknell Specia Security, not even whatever
they might call their internd investigations bureau. They have dl the
arrogance I'd expect from the Isk-isk divison, but it's usudly only

displayed to Hutted-up cops, not civilians.

Glasc had moved Hal from location to location, proclaming each to be a
suspected Rebel contact site. Most were deazy little holes like Arky's store,
but a couple had been more upscal e and toward the west Sde of Xakrea. The
gourmet caf shop where Hal and Trabler waited outside on either Sde of the

door was one of the more prosperous places. Hal had enjoyed the rich aroma of



the smdl shop, and had reluctantly agreed to wait outside as the owner took

Glasc into her private officeto discussthings.

Hal arched an eyebrow at Trabler. "Hard to believe the owner didn't think

wed fitinwiththecdlientde"

The bigger man frowned, causing his blond brows to kiss each other above

hisnose. "Y ou think we look like Rebel s?

Hodtility poured through Trabler's voice and Hal was perfectly glad his
Force senseswere abit tired, sinceit saved him the full force of the anger
rolling off the guy. "Easy, my friend, | didn't mean to suggest that & dl.

Y ou know aswell as| do that the Rebel tag on this place was likely snitched
by the other caf shop around the corner. Customers here seem a bit too

prosperous to be Rebels.”

"Think so, do you?" Trabler snorted coldly. ™Y ou'd be surprised & how

highly some Rebel s are placed. Then again, maybe you wouldn't."

"And that's supposed to mean?"

"Means one can't be too sure who's gone over or not.” Trabler hlf

smiled. "The Core Worlds have their share of Rebds, sure, but rimkin have

more."

"Interesting point." Hal let apair of women exiting the shop shield hm



from Trabler. Thelast time Hal had heard the word "rimkin" used, he had
broken up afight in a Corellian tapcafe where alocal had beaten someone from
Imperia Center to apulp for applying such an insulting term to him. Not too

many rim-dwellers apply that word to themselves.

The door opened again and Agent Glasc appeared. She was daubing a white
handkerchief against adark spot on her gray blouse. " She was usdess. Broke
down and blubbered about evading taxes, but she knows nathing about the

Rebdlion. Or the plot againgt B 1blis.”

Trabler glanced at his datapad, then pointed on down the street.

"Continuum Void isnext on theligt. It'sthat way."

Hal took the lead and found Glasc quickly pacing beside him. "The owner

didn't react to any of the holographs you showed her?"

Glasc shook her head. "Ignorant, completely ignorant, aswas her daff.
Paceslikethisclamto bring thelatest in Imperid culture to Darkknell,
but it's only what they imagine realy goes on at the heart of the Empire. |
mean, CordliaisaCore World-did you think the Corellian blend car was the

sort of thing you'd drink a home?'

"Wll, no, but that's because at CorSec we brew it strong enough to be
used for medicind purposes.” Ha shrugged. "When doing arimstint | try not

to let thein digs and their ways get to me, you know?"



"Y ou're very charitable, Ingpector Horn."

Hal smiled. "I try to be." Thefact that Glasc didn't react at dl when
he referred to the citizens of Darkknell as"indigs' or histime on the world
asa'"rimgtint," told him very clearly shewasn't the local she was purporting
to be. A local could no more have failed to react than Moranda could give up
her cigarras. Something is not right here, and I'm not looking forward to

fending out how wrong it's become.

Trabler moved ahead and opened the door to the crowded tapcaf. Ha
descended thetrio of stepsto the serving floor, then worked his way around
past atable of boisterous Devaronians. He wanted to reach the bar before
Glasc did. He managed to delay her by tapping a Devaronian on the shoulder. As
the man swung his head around to see who had touched him, a horn snagged

Glasc's uniform tunic, dowing her down.

Hal spotted a smal man wearing aname tag that proclaimed him to be the
manager and moved to intercept him before the guy could head through a doorway
leading into an office marked "Private.” "I'm Inspector Horn; these are Agents
Glasc and Trabler. We have some questions for you. Do you want to answer them

now, or after we lock this place down and have it searched for contraband?'

Thelittle man gulped air audibly, and coughed haf of it back up. "I

don't want trouble."



Ha hdf turned toward Glasc. Her glare had only been partidly melted by
the way he'd braced the man. " Agent Glasc here has some holographs for you to
look a." Hal held his hand out, and she gave them to him, then he fanned them

in front of the manager. "Recognize anyone?'

The man gave them a cursory glance. "No, | dont think | do.”

Ha settled hisleft hand on the man'sright shoulder. "Look, pd, I'm
just trying to give you a chance to help yoursdf here. The survelllance team
we've got on this place has pointed out to us which of these guys has actualy
been through here. Now you confirm their information and answer more
questions, or we send you away for obstructing justice. We can still send hm

to Kessd for that, right. Agent Glasc?'

Glasc nodded, her expression getting cold. "For alongtime.”

Thelittle man shivered. "Kessd? | don't even know what that is.”
"And that's the way you want to keep it, friend. Look at the holographs

again, closdy."

The man did, running afinger across the surface of each. The manager
didn't let recognition flash through his eyes on any of them”. Even o, with
his hand on the man's shoulder, Hal could fed thetiny twitches of shoulder
muscle that marked each pause over an imege. Three of the five guys had

actualy beenin the place, but the longest pause had come over the center



picture, the one of the short blond guy with amilitary-style haircuit.

The manager blinked. "I'm not sure.”

"Let me help you." Ha shuffled the blond's pictureto the top of the
pack, then plucked it off the top and smacked it against the man's forehead.
He did so with abit more gusto than he wanted to, but the fact that the man's
head bumped againgt the wall eased Glasc's scowl and, after dl, Hd was

playing more to appease her than anything else.

"Thisguy wasin here and you remember him. How recently?’

"Um, um, yesterday maybe, no, wait, this morning. Early. Only the
habituasin that early, you know?' The manager gped Hal'sgrowing smile. "He

was waiting for someone, but then he burst into flames.”

Glasc pounced on that remark. "Burgt into flames?!

The manager winced at the sharp tonein her voice. "Wdll, hewas stting
there, then thiswoman with adrink and cigarratripped and spilled the drink
on him. Cigarracaught it onfire, | guess. She helped him put it out and he

was okay."

Hal gave the man's shoulder a squeeze. "Greet, and what ese do you

rememba?’



"Wdl, when the guy he was waiting for showed, they talked and the blond
guy there, he got agitated. He said he'd been robbed, then he took off like

he'd stolen Vader's cloak, you know?'

Glasc narrowed her eyes and glanced at Hal. "Whatever he had was lifted,
you figure? The woman who set him on fire must have it. What did she look

like?'

The pink tip of the manager's tongue wormed itsway over dry lips. "Well,

she wasn't that tall, and she had brown hair...."

Hal shook hishead. "Thisisridiculous. | have aholograph for you to
look at." Hereached into his pocket and dipped a holograph from his wdl«t,
then pulled it out. He ripped the blond man's holograph from the manager's
forehead and tossed it to Glasc, then showed the other holo to the manager.

"Wasthisher?'

The manager shook his head. "Never seen her beforein my life”

| should hope not. My wife wouldn't be caught dead in aplace like this

Ha shrugged and dipped the holograph back into his pocket. "Thank you for

your help. Yourefreeto go."

The man scurried off as Glasc grabbed Ha's shoulder and spun him toward

her. "What do you mean dismissng him?"



"Forgive mefor preempting your investigation, but you know this lead was
acomplete bust. We'relooking for the person who killed Bd Iblis, right?
Well, what assassin sitsaround in some dump tapcaf like ajewd thief waiting
for afence?1've no doubt your pretty boy thereis guilty of something, but
he was arank amateur if he got lifted the way he did. And alifter that good

haslikely aready put plenty of hyperspace between her butt and thisrock."

Trabler frowned. "The nwaswaiting to get paid.”

Hd rolled hiseyes. "Then what was lifted? Proof he'd killed Bl 1blis?
| would have thought the galaxywide broadcast of the state funerd on Cordlia
would have pretty much been taken as proof. Moreover, an assassn that good
would have demanded at least partia payment up front, so he'd never have to
dive to these depths again. We should be looking on some luxury resort world,

not here."

Hal watched Glasc and saw her eyesflicker back and forth for a moment.
He expected panic to roll less-than off her, but he caught none of it. Which
means my Force reserves are absolutely gone, or she's just that good at sdf-
control. Her whole cover story, thought up on thefly as Trabler shot Moranda
down, wasfaling apart, and Trabler's spackle job had only pointed out how
absurd it had been from the start. Whatever they were redly here seerching
for had been brought to Darkknell by the blond and lifted by Moranda. The fact
that these two reeked of Core World arrogance suggested to Hal that they were

mogt likely Imperids.



Hal shook his head. And that means both Moranda - com if she's even

dive-and | arein far deeper than we ever wanted to be.

Garm Bd Iblislooked around the threadbare gpartment as Moranda gingerly
shrugged on anew blouse and jacket. Her living quarters were little more than
abox with awindow and a smdll refresher station walled away toward the rear,
right beside the closet in which she rooted about for clothes. He didn't see
much there that made him think thiswas a place sheld lived long-term- - and
before congratulating himsdf on his deductive ahility, hedid recall that a

CorSec ingpector had come looking for her, which meant shed been on the run.

The room, he thus decided, was one of those places that was the
underworld's equivaent of asafe house. Governments used safe houses as
places where they could hide awitness before atrial or house a spy during
debriefing. There were little bits and pieces of Suff here-mismatched
glowlamps, a haf-dozen periodica datacards, a melange of sheets and blankets
that covered athin pad laid down out of sight of the window- - that had

probably been Ieft behind by previous crimina tenants.

Now that I'm full into the Rebelion, | guessthiswill be the sort of

place I'll be spending my timein, too.

"The placeisn't much, | know. Neither am |." Moranda emerged from the

closet wearing avibrant blue tunic and adark brown coat over it. She eased



her right shoulder around in atiny circle and amost totally suppressed the

grimace that resulted. "There, good as new."

"A bacta bath would make you good as new."

"True, but the shot mostly just roasted meat-lots of aches but no breaks.
Besides those Emdee droids have a nasty habit of reporting blaster burns to
the authorities." Moranda eyed him closdly. " Seeing ashow you're a Rebd, |

don't think you'd want that sort of scrutiny.”

Bd Iblisstiffened, quiteinvoluntarily, then narrowed his eyes. "How

did you guess?'

"No guess about it." She tapped afinger againgt her temple. "First, you
cared to comefind me, and it wasn't to pick over my bones. Compassionisrare
these days and the Rebels seem to have alock on it. Second, you came even
though you were smart enough to know the folks who shot me were probably

Imperid Intelligence”

Bdl Iblis nodded. " The woman was Y sanne Isard, Ar mand | sard's daughter.”

Morandas eyes grew wide at that, then she shivered. "l knew this was

tricky business, but just how tricky..."

"What else made you think I'm aRebd 7"



"Arky hasarep. You're clearly a Cordlian and dl Cordlians hate
taking orders. The patch job you did on me suggests you've done your time in
the military, which helps breed loyalty to the way it was before Pd patine got
greedy. Findly, if the Impsare sniffing around for something, the folks

opposing them are likely to be Rebels.™

"Redly?' Bd Iblislet the question linger for a moment. "Perhaps I'm

Black Sun."

"Hal Therésthat compasson thing, remember?*

"Hmmm, good point.” B Iblisthought for amoment. "What makes you think

the Imps are sniffing around for some thing and not some one?’

"Wll, | could tell you | deduced that from the fact thet Iceheart's
daughter is here. For wet work they'd just send out abunch of her drivers.
She's presumably got brains, so they must want to ask questions before they

shoot."

"Saveinyour case."

"Hey, that's a better shot than he got in." Moranda gave Bd Iblisa
lopsided amile. "Fact is, | lifted something from a nervous young man here and
it has Imperial property-important Imperia property-coded al over it. That

was what you were sent to pick up, wasn't it?"



Bd 1blis shrugged as casudly as he could manage. "Can you prove you

werethethief?"

She nodded and pulled ablack scarf from the pocket of her jacket. "The

packet | exchanged for the one | stole had the mate of thistying it up dl

nice and pretty. Recognizeit?'

He reached out and ran athumb over the materid. "Where's the package

now?"'

She laughed. "Not so fast, Reb. I'm grateful for the patch on my arm, but

I'd like the resources to leave this mudbd| and get far awvay from Ha Horn.

What'sit worth to you?"

"Twenty-five thousand credits.”

“How about fifty?"

"Sold."

Moranda's eyes widened again. "That valuable, en? Can we work some bonus

pay in here, too?"

"Whereisit?'



Shehissed and Bel Iblisfdt his heart tighten. "In avery safe place.

"And that would be?"

"The reason | want to know about bonus pay.” She shook her head. "
dipped the datacards into the door of Isard's rental speeder. | can see that
surprises you, but don't worry. Challenges like that, they adways bring out

thebest in me."

Hal sat donein the back of the speeder as Glasc drove them to her
operationa center. Back at the Continuum Void sheld pulled Trabler aside and
given him ordersthat sent him off on hisown. Shetold Hal that Trabler was
going to head to the spaceport to check on how things were running there, but
he doubted she was telling the truth. Any information Trabler could learn in

person could just as easily have been given to her over acomlink.

Ha pad little attention to the world passing in a blurred paette
outside the speeder's viewports. He found himself wondering what had prompted
him to show the tapcafe's day manager the holo of his wife instead of
Moranda's holo. | recognized Morandafrom the description the second he started
inonit-the cigarra used to roast the blond was a giveaway-but why did |
protect her? Now | know she'sinvolved, and tha kills the assassn story
dead. We have asmplelift from a thief here, but the presence of Imps

suggestsit'snot that smpleat al.



By not showing the man the correct holo, Hal had killed the only solid
investigative lead Glasc had. He assumed, because she was an Imp, and because
she questioned hisloyalty right up front, the quarry she was &fter was
connected to the Rebellion somehow. Hal Horn had no love for the Rebes-they
put themselves on the wrong side of the law and that was enough to earn his
opposition-but he wasn't much crazier about the Imps. More then once hed
tried toreinin the excesses of overzealous Imperid operatives, which

generdly resulted in his having to clean up after them.

Trabler's actions were a perfect example of the sort of excesses he
wanted to avoid. He could have easily run after Moranda and grabbed her.
Instead he gave no warning, he just drew his blaster and shot. Hal hoped his
messing with Trabler'saim prevented Moranda's death, but he pretty much

assumed shewas ether dead, dying, or severely incapacitated.

Trabler'swillingnessto shoot to kill someone who, while not innocent,
clearly was abystander in thewhole Stuation, told Hd that the Empire
wasn't looking to take any prisoners. Whatever Moranda had lifted had to be
very important-covering state secrets, no doubt. And if | know that much, |
have to assume my life may be forfeit at some point-whenever 1've exceeded ny

usefulness, or | become enough of an annoyance.

Thet redization didn't bring with it panic. Yes, Hd fdt worried and
hated the idea of never seeing hiswife or son again, but a sense of cadm
overrode his emotions. He remembered back to when he was very young, not more

than six, and had thrown a temper tantrum over atoy that had been broken. His



father took him back out into the yard and told him that he couldn't let his
emotions run wild that way, that it disturbed the universe. His father began
to teach him smple exercisesto cam himsdf and drilled HA until they

became second nature.

Cam, he could think, and he did so as Glasc did the speeder to a hdt
before the door of asmall house. Shrubbery screened it from the other nearby
houses. An dley ran up the left side and seemed to connect viaagate to an
aley or street at the back of the property. The placeimmediately registered
to Ha as a safe house, and while he could imagine someone with Darkknell
Specid Security using one for her heedquarters, theisolated nature of the

building-despiteits being in the city- - made him uneasy.

Glasc unlocked the door and entered firgt, then shut the door and headed
down anarrow corridor through the kitchen toward an extension that jutted out

from therear of the house. "Thisway; my officeis back here."

Hal followed closdly on her heds. Sheturned to say something to him as
they moved into the kitchen, but her attempt to rivet his attention to her did
not completely work. A haf second before Trabler emerged from behind a door
and dropped his hands on the back of Hal's neck, Hal sensed his presence and

acted.

Hal fell to hiskneesand curled hisbody forward, forang Trabler to

bend over to maintain hisgrip. Asthe Imperia op tightened his hands, Ha



straightened up and came up on one knee. He drove the back of his head into
Trabler'sface, producing al sorts of snapping sounds that he was pretty sure
were not hisskull. Trabler yelped and released him, rasng his hands to

cover his shattered face. Hal twisted to the right, scything his right leg

back through Trabler's ankles. The big man staggered. overturning a table,

then crashed down.

Hal snaked ahand inside Trabler'sjacket and drew the guard's Luxan
Penetrator. He snapped the safety switch off with histhumb and triggered a
quick shot at Glasc. She ducked back with blaster in hand, firing ashot thet
shattered aplate on ashelf just past Hal's head. Hal doveto his right and
came up in acrouch. Behind him Trabler, whose face was a mask of blood, had
drawn avibroblade from his boot and was scrambling to hisfeet. Hd drilled
him dead center, burning out his heart, then ducked back where the food

gtorage unit could give him cover.

Glasc triggered ashot that punched through the storage unit. " That won't

protect you."

"Didn' figureit would." Ha fished the holo of Moranda from his pocket

and tossed it into the middle of thefloor. Helet Glasc seeit, then hefired

ashot that melted it into a burning black bubble. "That will."

"What are you taking about?"

"You Intd types awaysthink you're on top of the game, but | make my



living sorting truth from lies, and I've sorted enough here to know that
you're here looking for something a Rebd op stole. He wasthe blond, and a
lifter took whatever he was carrying. She hasit now, and that was the holo

other."

"And you think that because you've destroyed that holo that I'll have to
keep you diveto identify her?* Glasc's laughter filled the kitchen. "The
warrants you brought here to Darkkndll for her arrest will yield another holo
of her." She punctuated her comment with another shot that spattered hot metal

over Hal'sjacket.

"Moranda Savich isamaster of disguise, so you won't find her. More
important, though, your man Trabler probably killed her. I'd guess that part
of the task you sent him off on was to find out if the local police or
hospitals had reported her being recovered, right? They didn't, which means

she's out there and probably has help.”

"And thiswill kegp you divewhy?'

"Because | know her. I've tracked her across a half dozen worlds. | know
how she operates; | know what she looks like in myriad disguises. Without me
you'll never find her-or, if you do, it won't bein time" He stressed the
last word to put pressure on the agent, since the desperate measures aready
employed told him time was of the essence in the recovery of whatever Moranda

had stolen. "Give her a chance to catch her bregth, and shell have the prize



s0ld to the Rebdls."

"l don't know that | can trust you to help me."

"Ah, excuse me, but I'm the one here who has trust problems, given thet
your aidetried to tear my head off.” Ha shook his head. "Pare-lmp-noiaff"”
Just never seemsto stop. "Believe it or not, | actudly want to catch
Moranda. Y ou're my best bet for doing that. The dternative isfor meto shoot
you dead and hope | can evade an Imperial murder warrant. | help you, you say

Trabler's weagpon discharged accidentaly, and we're both in the clear.”

"You'reright, of course. Y ou could never escape awarrant for my murder.
" A very confident note entered her voice and sent chills down Ha's spine. "'l
am Y sanne Isard, the daughter of the director of Imperid Intelligence. You

would be hunted forever and your family would disappear.”

"Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Hal sighed as quietly as he could.

It couldn't get much worse, could it?

"And you are correct. | am here hunting a Rebd courier. He gale..."

"Don't tell me; | don't want to know. If you told me you'd have to kil
me." Hal closed hiseyesfor amoment. "I'm hereto catch a thief, and that
thief has your property. | get her, you get it, | don't need to know what it

iS"



"Very good, very smart of you." She hesitated for amoment and Hal wanted
to cringe for reasons he could not identify. "I am dmost indined to trust
you, but because | don't have afull security profile on you, | will demand

one condition to our dliance"

"Thet being?'

A thin, black, ribbonlike device rolled across the floor and unfolded as
it cametorest onitssde. It looked like atiny belt with ablack clasp,
and Hal recognized it immediately as choke-collar. When snapped around his
neck it could be given a remote command to condrict, cutting off the
bloodflow to his brain, rendering him unconscious. They were often used to
restrain prisoners on work details. A congriction override command pulsed out
from acentra control unit, so the collar congtricted when prisoners moved

out of range and put a quick end to escapes.

Hd picked it up and let it dangle from one hand. "Youll have the

control unit and it will be adeadman device?!

"If | giveacommand or my pulse stops, the collar congtricts. Without a
key, or without trusting someone to shoot it off your neck, youll be dead

shortly after | am.”

Hal didn't want to put the collar on, but shooting her and then living a

life on the run seemed to be hisonly dternative. " A lightsaber ought to be



ableto cut through this."

"Perhaps, but the Jedi are dl gone. The age of Imperid Justiceis here,

Ha Horn."

"Of that I'm well aware." Hal dipped the collar on, snapped it closed,
then raised the collar on his shirt to hideit. He tossed out the Penetrator

and dowly stood. "Here |l am, at your service."

Isard gppeared and flashed him aquick glimpse of the control device,
then bolstered her blaster. "We resume our search at the place | firs met

you."

"Don't bother. Arky will be long gone. He knew you were Imp Intd long
beforel did." Ha smiled. "Back to the Continuum Void. It's the only place
that stocked Gralish liqueur and Morandas afiend for it. Having been shot

the way shewas, shell be wanting some fortification. That'sthe best place

to begin."

*k*

PART 4

by Timothy Zehn



What are you talking about?" Isard demanded, the dready wintry tone of
her voice dropping into subzero territory as she leaned afew centimeters
further over the Continuum Void's bar. "He was here two hours ago. Where in

thisvat of rimspit could he have gone?"

"l don't know. Agent Glasc," the nervous-looking De varonian standing on
thefar Sde of the bar sammered, twitching hisway backward the same few
centimeters|s ard had moved forward. " Asthe Emperor himsdlf ismy witness, |
truly do not know. All I cantell you isthat he received acal half an hour
ago, told me to handle the bar for the rest of the day, and then took off like

Vader himsdf was after him. That'sall | know. | swvear.”

"It probably is" Ha murmured from Isard'sSde, dl his senses focused
on the Devaronian. The specieswas easy enough to read if you knew what to
look for. Hal did. "Offhand I'd say our quarry's been busy cleaning up afew

loose ends.”

"He hasno ideawhat aloose end redly is" Isard sad acidly, her
smoldering eyes till pinning the hapless bar - man to thewall. But therewas
asubtle change in her tone, enough for Hal to recognize that the focus of her
anger had shifted from the Devaronian to Moranda. To Moranda, and her as-yet-

unidentified accomplice.



And that one was tarting to worry Hdl alittle. Fine if it was some
fellow crimind, either an old friend or a new acquaintance-dangerous enough,
but at least fringe types were a rdaively known psychologicd type. But

under the circumstances, her dly could instead be amember of the Rebellion.

And that was another vat of vinks at. Asthe late and unlamented Trabler
had pointed out, Rebelscamein al szes and shapes, with profiles thet
ranged from opportunistic to fanatica. Fringe criminas generdly avoided
killing law enforcement officias unless absolutely necessary, if only because
it drew too much attention their direction. All too often, in contrat,

fanatics, reveled in both the violence and the notoriety.

Bad enough if someloose-laser Rebel shot him through the back for no

reason.

Worseif aRebe shot Isard instead, and her dead body was the last thing

Hal wound up seeing as her choke-collar squeezed thelife out of him.

"Fine" Isard sad, interrupting Ha'sincreasingly unplessant line of

thought as she straightened back up from her interrogator's lean. "If she spun

him agory that hefel for that easily, it dmost certainly had something to

dowith ardative or friend. | want their names. All of them. Now."

The Devaronian gulped. "I-of course. Let me get his profile chart.”

Sidling down the bar, he escaped into the manager's office. "Waste of



time," Hal murmured, turning around to lean his shoulder blades againg the

bar as he glanced over the handful of patrons. A mixture of smple workersand
lesssmplefringetypes, he decided, fairly typica of places like this

"Evenif wefind him, and evenif he got agood look & Moranda, she's had

more than enough time to change her appearance by now."

"Thefact she and Arkos thought the manager important enough to chase out
of town implies they're reasonably concerned about it," 1sard pointed ouit.
"Possbly," Hal said. "Except that | don't think it's Arkos who's running

around with her."

"Why not?" Isard argued. "He was right there at the scene. Probably even

saw Trabler shoot her.”

"Which isexactly why it wasn't him," Ha said. "I know Arkos, and he's
emphaticaly not the typeto get mixed up with a shooting. At least not

without some serious pushing from someone se.”

Isard grunted. "Fine; so she's picked up someone ese. The point is that
in setting up thiswild skipper hunt they had to come at |east part of the way
out of the sideboards. If we can chase down the manager and backtrack the

story they spun for him, we might be able to get another vector on them.”

"l see,”" Hal murmured, throwing asidewayslook at Isard's profile. It

was areasonable approach, dl right, classic in its straightforwardness.



Unfortunately, it aso required a data-Sfting team that would stretch
halfway to Coruscant to pull it off. If sheredly had that much manpower here

to draw on...

"Don't worry, werenot going to do it al ourselves” Isard continued,
not bothering to look at him. Apparently, she was no douch a reading
people's expressions, either. "There's an Intelligence quiet-drop tucked away
in one of the better parts of town where | can tap into Darkkndll Security's
computers. A few properly placed orders, and the locds will have the

manager's complete list of acquaintances tracked down by nightfall.”

"Um," Ha sad, thinking back to his own earlier interactions with
Darkkndl officiddom. "Y ou'd better hope they don't tumble to what youre
doing," hewarned her mildly. "Colond Nyroska, for one, struck me as
something of astickler for proper protocol. Forged orders don't exactly come

under that heading.”

"Colonel Nyroskawill dowhat he'stold,” Isard said coldly, dismissng
Nyroskawith theflick of an eyelash. "That goesfor the rest of this rabble,

too."

Andfor me, too, | suppose? Hd added slently, feding with fresh
awareness and fresh resentment the soft pressure of the choke-collar agang
histhroat. A rhetorica question-of courseit went for him, too. He was just

onemore of her toals, after adl, like Darkknell Security and Trabler and



probably dozens of others whose broken lives lay scattered about in the dust
of her wake. Maybe even hundreds, if the whispered stories about Armand Isard

and hisambitious daughter were to be believed.

He eyed her profile again. Yes, he was atool. But then, so was a
lightsaber; and many was the overconfident would-be Jedi impersonator who had
cardesdy diced off one of hisown mgor limbs. Sometimes mishandled tools

could be very dangerous.

Something to keep in mind.

The smal man Moranda had pointed out heaved histrave bag into the
trangport's cargo area and then climbed into the passenger compartment, a
vague sense of discomfort evident in the twitchiness of his movements.

"He's getting aboard,” Bd 1blis announced, lowering his macrobinoculars
asafresh twinge of guilt tugged a him. "Though what he's gaing to think

when he getsto Rayke-was

"Kegp watching the trangport,” Moranda interrupted him, her voice
sounding distracted. "Make sure he's till aboard when it leaves. Anyway,
what's the problem? He ought to be relieved when he finds out his father

waan't actudly in any accident.”

"l suppose s0," Bel 1blissaid, throwing ascowl at her. Seated a the



gpartment's battered dining table, frowning a a datapad, she was
unfortunately obliviousto scowls a the moment. "On the other hand, thiswild

skipper hunt isn't going to come chegp for him."

"Life never hasbeenfair,” shesad. "If you're worried about it, have

your Rebd friendsreimburse him.”

Bd Iblissnorted. "The Rebellion is hardly a bottomless money pit-was

"The trangport, Garm,” she said, jabbing a finger toward the window

without looking up. "Watch the trangport.”

Swallowing back acurse, Bdl Iblisturned to the window and raised the
macrobinoculars again. Over the past few days held managed to force back the
sharp agony of hisfamily'sdeathsinto a duller ache, a quiet pain that
colored every waking minute but which at leagt left him able to function

reasonably well.

But "reasonably well" didn't mean there wasn't an edge of impatience and
bitternessto hisattitude, an edge this casudly arrogant little thief
forever seemed to be stepping on. It was a congtant bettle to keep from
blowing up in her face over what under norma circumstances he would have

shrugged off asminor persondity conflicts.

But it was an effort he had to make. An effort he forced himsdf to make.

He needed her help to retrieve that datapack, to get this vitd information



that could concelvably make or break the Rebd lion. And besides, his black

mood wasn't her fault.

Three blocks away, the transport shuddered into motion and lumbered its
way down the street. "There it goes," he announced to Moranda, turning back to

her again. "And he didn't get off."

"Good," she sad, setting aside her datapad with an air of satisfaction,
taking adraw on her cigarra, and pulling out her comlink. "He wouldn't have
been much use to your friend Isard anyway, but this should give her people

something to do while we stir the kettle abit.”

"Which meanswhat?'

"Which meansit'stimeto givethelaw acdl,” shesad. "I'vepulled a
likely name off your pal Arkossprivate lig of incorruptible enforcement
types. Let's hope he's dso got the smartsto jump the direction we want im

to.

She keyed the comlink and hdd it up. There was a moment's pause-

"dionyroska," acrigp voice came from theinstrument.

"Hdlo, Calond," Morandasaid. "Y ou don't know me, but | have a svdl

problem here and | thought you might be ableto help.”



Nyroskassghwasjust bardy audible. "If youll cdl your locd

Security office-was

"l havein my possession avery vauable and paliticaly explosveitem,”
Morandainterrupted him. "An item the Imperid Intelligence officer currently

nosing around town very badly wants.”

There was the briefest pause. Y ou're misinformed,” Nyroskasaid. "There

are no Imperid Intelligence agents on Darkkndl.”

"Let'snot play games. Colond," Moranda said, putting some huffiness
into her voice. "Y ou and | both know she's here. Frankly, she's pretty hard
not to spot, what with that blond muscle-type and his Luxan Penetrator running

interference for her. She'sall over Xakrea, shaking the treesfor awayward

Imperia datapack.”

"l see," Nyroska said. Histone was studioudy neutrd, but Bd 1blis
could hear the growing interest beneath it. "1 takeit the datapack isthe

vauable item you spoke of 7'

"Itis, indeed,” Moranda confirmed. "Under norma circumstances, I'd get
in touch with her directly to work out an exchange. Two problems: | don't have
her comlink frequency, and | don't like theidea of Blondie and his Luxan

lurking around the background. So I'd prefer to work the exchange through you.



"I don't know anything about Imperia agents on Darkknell," Nyroska said,
his voice hardening. "But if you'rein possession of stolen or misappropriated
goods, the smartest thing you can do is bring everything to Defense Agency

headquartersand turnitin.”

"Okay by me" Morandasaid. ™Y oull have the million ready?"

"Thewhat?'

"Themillion,” Morandarepested. "That'sin Imperid currency, by the

way, not thelocd stuff.”

"Y ou must bejoking," Nyroskasad stiffly.

"Do you hear melaughing?' Moranda countered. "Trust me. Colond, a
million doesn't even begin to mark what this is worth. The Imps will be
willing to buy it from you for two million. The Rebdlion, if you can find
them, will probably pay three. But don't take my word for it-talk to the Imp
and see what she says. Of course, if you turn al this over to her shell
probably cut you out of the profits; but hey, virtue is its own comfort,

rignt?'

"And what makesyou think an Imperia Intel agent won'tjust laugh in my

face? Assuming she's notjust afigment of your imagination.”



"Oh, she's here," Moranda assured him. "And she won't be laughing.

Bdieveme"

Another pause. "All right, I'll make someinquiries and see whet | can

find out. How do | get in touch with you?'

"I'll cal you," Morandatold him. "Remember: one million even. Just pass

on that message, and then if you want you can be out of it."

Sheclicked off. "Now what?' Bel Iblis asked.

"Likel said, we hope hes smart,” she said, getting up from the table
and putting away both her comlink and datapad. " And on the assumption that he

IS, we vacate the premises. Now."

For amoment Nyroska glared at the dead comlink. Just pass on that
message, the words echoed in his ears, and then you can be out of it. "Not

likdy," he murmured to himsdlf. "Not very likey."

He looked across the room at hisaide. "Lieutenant?’ "Got it. Colond,"
Lieutenant Barclo reported briskly. "It came from one of the gpartmentsin the
Karflian Nestling block-fringe and lower-class mix, northern end of town. I've

got an airspeeder squad on itsway."

"Send two more squads in as backup,” Nyroska or - dered. "Then check and

seeif weve got Imperia Intel operating on Darkkndl|l at the moment.”



"I'm sure wed have heard if anyone declared him or hersdf. Colond."

"We certainly should have," Nyroska agreed grimly. "As| said: check."

IIYa S'rlll

Nyroska set down his comlink and swiveled his chair toward the large holo

map of the city behind him. If there was aforelgn operative running through

his city behind his back, he wanted to know abot it.

And if said agent was chasing down something worth amillion or more in

Imperid currency, he most definitely wanted to know about it. less-than

Accessing the spaceport's database, he pulled up the recent arivas

section and keyed for asearch.

The manager's profile chart was short. Amazingly short. Suspicioudy

short.

"Sad, isntit," Isard said contemptuoudy as Ha finished scanning

throughit.

"And they dwaysthink they're not blindingly obviousto us"



"They do indeed,”" Hal agreed, handing back the datapad. The "persond”
section of the manager's profile had exactly twelve namesinit: parents, one
brother, and nine friends. There were Cordlian fungd colonies that had
longer associates ligts than that. " Still, just because he's gimmicking his

asociates list doesn't mean he has any particular involvement with Moranda.”

"He'sfringe" Isard sad flatly. "Thet ligt practicaly screamsit. And
fringe types dways stick together when the crunch begins" She considered.
"Not when we gtart tightening down, mind you, when they start having sprint
races to see who can crumble on each other the fastest. But up until then they

stick together."

"Perhagps" Hal murmured, his gaze drifting to the city’s northern
skyline. The single red-and-white airspeeder held spotted a moment ago had now
been joined by two others, dl of them scooting like their tailswere onfire.
Markings were impossible to see at this distance, but held seen airspeeders
with that color scheme parked outside Colond Nyroskas office. "I presume we

dart with thefamily?'

"Since histruly close friends-assuming he's got any-are undoubtedly not

onthat ligt, I'd say s0," Isard said acidly. "Unless they're phonies, too.

What do you think they're up to?"

"Who?'

Isard gestured with her datapad. "Those three Dark kndl Defense



argpeeders” shesad. "Don't try to tell me you hadn't noticed them.”

"1 noticed them,”" Ha confirmed calmly. ™Y ou think they've got aline on

your Rebd ?'

"Can't think what else they'd be usng Defense personnd for,” Isard
murmured, her mismatched eyes gazing thoughtfully a the now descending
argpeeders. "Wadll, if they have, we can pull it out of their computer records

at the quiet-drop.”

"We heading there now?'

"Soon enough,” Isard said, holding up the datapad. "I see aname on this
profile that was aso on Arkoss frequent-customer lid. Let's go see if

perhaps he hasn't had the sense to vanish like everyone dse.”

"Thank you for getting back to me so quickly," Nyroska sad into his
comlink, glancing over the device a Barclo and giving him asharp nod. Barclo

nodded back and busied himsdlf with the trace board.

"Not aproblem,” the woman's voice came back. "Y ou ready to beieve me

yet about the Imp agent?"

"Possbly," Nyroska said. "We don't have your agent, but we do have a

large blond human maein atank down at the morgue. The andyststell me he



was shot at close range with a L uxan Penetrator.”

Therewas abrief pause at the other end. "Interesting.”

"So you didn't know he was dead?' Nyroska probed.

"Areyou suggesting | had something to do with it?" she shot back.

"No, of course not,” Nyroska said soothingly. Which was, in point of
fact, atrue statement. HEd made a career of reading people's faces and
voices, and that brief pause had been dl the reaction he needed to know the

news had indeed taken her by surprise.

Which meant that while she might be athief, shewasnot likely to be a
murderer. A point in her favor. "1 merely brought it up to let you know thet

that part of your story checks out.”

"I'm happy about it if you are," she said, withJust atrace of sarcasm.
"But until and unlessyou get to the Imp agent hersdf, we're no further dong

than when we started.”

"Not necessarily,” Nyroskasaid. "Now that | know that your story has

some actua substanceto it, | can hopefully persuade my superiorsto take the

matter serioudy.”

“Meening?"



"Meaning I'd like to meat with you,” he said. "No obligations or
promises, except of coursethat 1 won't try to arrest you or take the

merchandise. For now | just want to talk.”

"Yeah, right,” the woman sniffed. "All completely clear and aboveboard.”

"Exactly,” Nyroskasaid, turning up the calm trustworthinessin hisvoice

to full power. "Y ou haveto redize you'rein aserioudy untenable postion,

especidly with adead body in the morgue that the Intd agent might wel

believeisyour doing. | may be the only onewho can help you. And you can

check with your fringe friendsthat | kegp my word."

There was another long pause. "I'll think about it," the women said a

last. "I'll call you later.”

The connection clicked off. "Barclo?"

" She's moved south to the edge of Little Duros,”" the lieutenant reported.

"I've got three airspeeders on the way."

Nyroska nodded. "A waste of time, probably."

" She does seem to be pretty good at dipping out of comnets” Barclo

conceded. " So what now? Wait until she calsagan?'



"Moreor less" Nyroskasaid, peering at his computer display. The dead
man's | D was being backtracked, aong with that of the woman who'd arrived &
the spaceport with him, but so far both probes were coming up dry. Probably

another waste of time. " Anything on the landspeeder they rented?’

"Hasn't been spotted yet," Barclo said. "Of course, an Imperid might

have dtered the reg tag just on generd principles.”

"An unlikely term to use in the same breath with Imperid agents,”
Nyroska growled, scowling at the display. "I think it's about time we took
back some of theinitiative. | want you to check with the Generd as to how

fast we could put together a Szable cash package.”

Barclo'sjaw dropped dightly. ™Y ou want to pay her off?"

"Not without knowing what exactly she'sgot,” Nyroskasaid. "Bt if it
doesturn out to be as explosive as she claims, it would be nice to have some

optionsavallable

"l suppose,” Barclo said, shaking his head. "l just hope you're not
getting in too deep, Colond. This is Imperid Intdligence we're deding

with, you know."

"Thisis my world, Barclo,” Nyroska said coldly. "Our world, not

Pdlpatine's. He may someday be able to run the whole Empire from Coruscant,



but until then we do have certain jurisdictiond and governmentd rights here

on Darkknell. And I am flighty well going to exercise thoserights.”

"Yes, gr," Barclo said, sounding subdued as he reached for his comlink.

"I'll cdl the Generd right now."

Moranda clicked off her comlink. "Come on,” she said. They crossed the
street and entered the sweets shop she had marked before making her cdl to
Nyroska. Weaving through the mass of mostly Duros customers, sheled the way
back to the employees’ entrance in the rear and down aflight of stepsto the
Street a the bottom of the hill. With gratifying promptness, the street-
mai ntenance speeder truck sheld spotted from their earlier vantage point came
lumbering by just asthey reached the Street, and amoment later she and Garm

were safely nestled into the empty debris-storage bin in the back.

"You don't think they'll search this thing?" Garm asked, looking

cautioudly out through the rear access opening they'd just climbed in through.

"Not when they seethe binisaready full of dirt,” Moranda told him,
unfastening her outer skirt and pulling it off. Hipping it over so thet its
brown side was showing, she arranged it across their feet and knees where it
would be dl that could be seen through the opening without a close

examination. "It'sdl in perception.”

"l suppose.”" He hesitated. " So he was shot with his own wegpon?”



"Unless someone e seintownis packing aLuxan," Moranda agreed soberly.

"What do you think? Horn, or Isard hersaf?"

"Hard to believeit of ether of them,” Garm said, shaking his head.

"Unless | sard found the datacards and assumed her assstant wasinonit."

"Could be," Moranda said, studying Garm's face out of the corner of her
eye. They'd kept their introductions on astrict firs-name-only basis; but
even through the smplistic disguise he was wearing there was something

vagudy familiar about thisman.

Hiseyesin particular. Very strong and knowing eyes, they were, rich
with knowledge and wisdom and some deep but very private pain. Recent pan,
too, if shewas any judge of such things. Or maybeit was his voice. Was he

someone she might have heard speaking on the newsnets?

Decisvey, sheturned her eyes away. The Stuation piqued her curiosity,
but a the moment she had more urgent things to worry about than another man

ontherun. "Any sign of the airgpeedersyet?!

"Oh, they're out there," Garm assured her, leaning over Morandas knees

to peer out past their makeshift camouflage. "Whatever dse Colond Nyroska

might be, hesaso fast on hisfedt.”

"Yes," Morandaagreed. "Well, onemore call hopefully should doiit.”



"Do what, get us caught?' Garm asked pointedly. "Asde from gppedling to

your playful sde, | don't know what these cals are supposed to accomplish.”

"We need to flush Isard out of hiding,” Morandatold him patiently. "That
means drawing her to some known location. Assuming she's smart enough to
notice dl this Defense airspeeder activity, I'm hoping it will intrigue her
enough to head to one of the Security officesto find out what's going on. The

only trick will be guessng which one shéll pick."

"Probably none of them,” Garm said. "Odds are shelll go to the loca

Intelligence drop Siteinstead.”

Moranda blinked. "Intelligence drop Site?"

"Sure" Garm said. "It'll have computer access cagpabilities, and maybe

some extra personnd she can draw on. Probably not, though-this station should

betoo smal to be continualy staffed.”

Morandastared at his profile. "How do you know about &l this?"

He shrugged. "I have accessto certain files."

"Terrific," shegrowled. "And it didn't occur to you to mention this to

me before now?'



He turned those piercing eyes on her. "Before now, | didn't know what you

were going for," hereminded her mildly.

She ground her teeth. But he wasright. "One of these daysweredly have

to get our act together,” she said. "Fine. Whereisthisdrop site?

"It'sasmall, apparently out-of-business boutique in the main west-side
shopping digtrict,” hetold her. "I don't remember the name, but | have the

address."

"Good enough,” she said. "As soon aswe're clear of Nyroska's net, well
find alandspeeder and get over there." She frowned as a sudden thought struck
her. "1 don't suppose this place would have acache of extra wegpons Isard

could load up with, would it?"

"Probably.”

Morandanodded grimly. "Terrific."

They'd been ditting at the back of the crowded open-air tapcafe next to

the ClearSkyes Boutique for nearly hdf an hour when Moranda suddenly

straightened up and nodded. "There sheis," she said, nodding over thelip of

her mug toward Bd Iblissright.

Casudly, taking agp from hisown drink ashe did so, Bel Iblis |ooked



inthat direction. Bardy twenty meters away afamiliar landspeeder was

pulling into a parking zone. And out of it stepped-

"Wel, wel, wel," Morandamurmured. "Horn's fill with her."

"| told you Isard spun him astory back a Arkoss place,” Bd Iblis

reminded her.

"Sure, but | wouldn't have expected him to ill be tagging dong,”

Morandasaid. "He should have diced through her story long ago.”

"Or ese she should have gotten whatever she wanted from him and tossed
him away," Bd blis agreed, frowning as Horn turned dowly around beside the
landspeeder, automatically checking out the area. His eyes passed over them
without aflicker of recognition, the breeze pulling his collar open as he

continued histurn- - "Give me your macrobinoculars. Quickly."

"What's up?' Moranda asked, passing the tiny set to hm benegath the

table,

"Possbletrouble" Bel Iblistold her. Conceding the macrobinoculars

with hands and mug, he lifted them to his eyes and focused in on Horn's neck

asthey crossed the street toward the boutique.

Oneclear look was dl it took. "Makethat definite trouble he sad



grimly, lowering the macrobinoculars. "Horn's wearing a choke-collar.”

"Oh, lovdly," Morandasaid. "What a pleasant woman your Ysannelsard is."

Isard keyed the door lock, and she and Horn disappeared into the

ClearSkyes.

"This changesthings, Moranda," Bd Iblissaid quietly, bracing himsdf
for theinevitable argument. "That choke - collar's going to have a dead-man
switch attached. I'm not going to risk Horn's desth if Isard drops the thing

orisinjured or killed."

"| agree,” she said. "On the other hand, thereés no way I'm going to try
to sneak those datacards out of the car if you aren't pinning them down with

blaster firewas...

"Wait asecond,” Bd Ibliscut her off, frowning. The inevitable had

failed to happen. "Did you hear what | said? Horn's agood and vauable man,

and I'm not going torisk hislife.

"Yes, | heard you,” shesaid. "l said | agreed.”

"But..." was He floundered.

Shelifted her eyebrows. "What, just because Horn's chased me hdfway

acrossthe Empireyou think | should bewilling and eager to let hm get



vaped?'

"Something likethat, yes™"

She shifted her gaze away from and back to the boutique. "Strange as it
may seem, Garm, over the past few years|'ve gotten sort of used to having
Horn on my tail. He's a pretty good opponent, you know, wel worth matching

witsagaing. | rather enjoy that sort of chalenge.”

She smiled wryly. "Besides, | know that if he'sthe one who brings the
hammer down onme, I'll betreated fairly. In Papatine's grand new Empire

there aren't alot of enforcement types| would trust thet far.”

"I'm glad we're on the same sde on this" Bdl 1blissaid, some of the
tightnesslifting from his chest. Arkos had known little about this womean
except her name, but her ary confidence, deviousness, and pocket-picking
talents had created in his mind the stereotypica fringe imege, someone
willing to do whatever it took to get what she wanted. The fact that casud
murder, or even collaterd murder, was apparently outsde her ethicad
boundaries made working with her considerably more palatable to his own

conscience.

In fact, it made her no worse than some of those he was aready fighting
aongsdein the Rebellion. Maybe even no worse than the average. "So what

now?' Morandabit gently at her lip. "Were you ableto get any detailson the



choke-collar?' she asked. "Design, manu facturer-anything?"

Bd 1blis searched hismemory. "All | could see wasthat it was black,"
he said. "Oh, and it had what looked like asmdll keylock to theleft of his

throat."

"Interesting,” she said thoughtfully. "Probably alostrian design, then-
they use straight mechanica keylocksto keegp anyone from scanning along lock

frequencies and unfagtening it.”

"So we can't do anything?'

"l didn't say that,” she said, still thoughtful. "Keep watch here-I'm

going to pop into t little eectronics shop over there."

"And then?'

She patted hishand. "Trust me."

"l wasright," Isard said, tapping keys on the quiet-drop's computer.

"Those Defense airspeeders were indeed responding to your friend Savich.”

"Doesit identify her by name?' Hal asked. Isard threw him a contemptuous
look. "Of courseit does. And she included her ID liging and associates
profile, too. If you're going to ask stupid questions, Horn, keep your mouth

shut."



Ha clamped down firmly on his tongue as Isard turned back to the
computer with asnort. She had been becoming progressively more ill-tempered
asthe day wore on, and finding that their last known link between Arkos and
the Continuum Void manager had flown the nest had gpparently been the last
click. The anger and frustration and bloodlustwere sSmmering bardy beneath

the surface, held in check by sheer force of will.

And if something didn't break soon, Hal suspected, some of that bloodlust

could very well expend itsdf on a convenient CorSec ingpector whom she was

clearly starting to consider lessthan useful to her.

He swallowed, the movement of histhroat constricted noticegbly by the

unyielding noose around his neck. What in the name of Vader's tallor was in

that missing datapack, anyway?

And then, at hisbelt, his comlink beeped.

Isard spun around asif sheld been stung. "What's that?" she demanded.

"My comlink," Had sad.

"1 know it'syour comlink,” she bit out icily, diding out of her chair

and stepping over to him. "Who knows you're here?"



"Only Colonel Nyroska," Hal said, pulling out the device. "Do you want me

to answer it?"'

"Of course," she said, stepping closeto him. "Maybe he'sgot a line on

Savich."

Ha nodded and clicked it on. "Horn."

"Hdlo, Ingpector,” a chearful femde voice replied. "It's Moranda

Savich. How areyou?'

Hal felt hisbreath catch in histhroat. "How did you get thisfrequency?

"Oh, don't bedlly," she chided. "Y ou registered it when you arrived on

Darkkndll, remember? Unfortunately, your friend the Imp didn't do that, a

least not under aname | could find. Is she there with you, by any chance?!

"I'm here," 1sard spoke up, glacialy cam. "Y ou have my datapack?'

"Sure, if you have my money,” Morandasaid. "The priceisonemillion, in

Imperid currency.”

Hal looked furtively at Isard's face, wondering if she was approaching
meltdown yet. But to his surprise, the eyes gazing back at him were as cam

and cool asany held ever seen. With a least a potentid handle on the



gtuation now, her earlier frustration and irritation had evaporated in! -

plete professondism.

"Y ou have arather inflated opinion of what it's worth," Isard said.

"I'll pay you ahundred thousand."

Moranda sniffed audibly. "That's pretty chintzy, even for an Imperid. If

you don't want to play, I'm sure someone ese will."

"Like Colond Nyroska, for ingtance?"

"Exactly like Colond Nyroska," Morandasaid approvingly. "That's right-1
forget sometimes how adept you Imps are a didng into offida computer
systems. Y ou wouldn't happen to have noticed if he's pulled together his

million yet, would you?"

"He's sarted making inquiries” Isard confirmed camly. "l can assure

you, though, that you'd rather deal with me."

"My planisto ded with the top bidder,” Morandasaid pointedly. "Still,
I'm sure Imperid Intelligence can bid higher than abackwater fuel stop like

Darkkndl."

"Mog certainly,” Isard said, her voice dmost silky with implied menace.

"Along with that hundred thousand | can dso guarantee you the chanceto leave



here with your skin intact.”

"Don't make me laugh,” Moranda sniffed. "1've euded Inspector Horn for

yearsyou think | can't do the same with Imperid Intelligence?

"No," Isard said flatly. "I don't think you can."

"Hear me shaking," Moranda said. "Herésthe ded. Il give you and
Nyroska an hour to put together your packages-cash only, of course. Then Il
mest you both at the Number Fourteen warehouse in the Firtee Cluster north of

town, and one of you will leave with the data pack. Clear?'

"Very," Isard sad softly.

"And don't insult my inteligence by trying anything cute,” Moranda

warned. "I'm quite good at this sort of game. One hour, and come adone.”

The comlink clicked off. "Certainly well come done” Isard agreed, as
If talking to hersalf as she sat back down at the computer. "We wouldn't want

the inconveni ence of witnesses, would we?"

"What are we doing?' Hal asked as she began keying the terminal.

"l an dearing out the potentia ground dutter,” she told him.

"Specificaly, I'm sending Colond Nyraoska's entire contingent on a little

impromptu training exercise.”



Hal felt hisjaw drop. "Y ou aren't serious. There's no way he won't catch

something that blatant.”

"Lethim," Isard retorted. "By the time his squawks get anyone's

attention the datapack and | will be long gone.”

Ha grimaced. "Leaving him with nothing to do but find someoneto pin the

blame on. Me, for ingance?'

Isard favored him with a cool, dispassionate |ook, then turned back to
the computer. "Think of it asyour opportunity to provide aunique service to

the Empire.”

"Yes" HA murmured. "Of course”

"| can't say the Generd's exactly thrilled by the Stuation,” Barclo
reported, clicking off hiscomlink. "But heisrather intrigued by it. He says
that if you can prove this datapack is genuinely worth amillion, he can have

the money ready in two hours."

"Good," Nyroskasaid, clicking keyson his computer. "Wel, wdl: the
backtrack on our big blond cipher down in the morgue just came up empty. Which

means his |D was completely phony."



"Big surprise” Barclo grunted. "Hdf the ID'S in south Xakrea are

probably phony."

"Yes, but not of thisquality,” Nyroska said. "Histracked dl the way

back to Coruscant before it petered out. That means-was

He broke off as his comlink beeped. "Herewe go," he said, picking it up.

"I'll bet you your next promotion thisis her." He keyed it on. "Nyroska."

"Colond?" an unfamiliar human maevoice sad. "My name iswdl, never
mind that. I'm an associate- - former associate, rather-of the woman you've

been deding with on this datapack matter.”

"l see," Nyroskasaid. "What can | do for you?"

"Y ou can get me out of thismess, that'swhat," the other said nervoudly.
"Thiswhole thing's gotten completely out of hand. Did you know she's actualy
caret baiting an Imperid Inteligence agent? This is getting way too

dangerous, and I'm ready to cut my losses and get out.”

"l gpplaud your wisdom," Nyroska said. " Get me the datapack, and I'll see

to it that you walk away."

Therewasapause. "Yeah," the caler said at lagt, alittle uncertainly.
"Problem: | don't actudly haveit mysdf. But I can finger her for you, and

she does know whereit is. Shell be coming back to atapcafe right next to



something called the ClearSkyes Boutique, and shélll be back any minute now.

Get over herefagt, okay?"

"We're on our way," Nyroska promised. On the last word, the comlink

clicked off.

"Wdl?' he added to Barclo.

"Could beafeint," Barclo said, frowning at his board. "On the other

hand, the trace puts him in that area. 1'd say it'sworth checking out."

"Agreed," Nyroska said, keying his computer. He paused, keyed it again.

"Whet in-his'

"What isit?' Barclo asked.

"My troops," Nyroskasaid, waving at the computer. "They've dl been sent

out to the spaceport.”

"What? Why?"

"l don't know," Nyroska gritted, dapping at the keys. "They're phony
orders-they have to be. The Genera wouldn't have pulled them without aerting
me first. But the orders show proper authorization, and they'relocked in." He

swore. "And the troops are locked incommunicado, too."



Abruptly he got to hisfeet. "Ten to oneit'sadeaying tactic by our
datapack thief," he ground out. "And | have no intention of being delayed.

Grab Thykele from the outer office, and let'sgo."

"Y ou think three of uswill be enough?' Barclo asked, pulling his blaster

from adesk drawer as he stood up.

"Well makeit enough,” Nyroska said grimly, checking his own blaster and

jamming it into his holster. "Thistime she's not getting away."

They had |eft the boutique and were heading across the street when Hal's

comlink beeped again. "Do | answer it?" he asked.

"Probably better," 1sard grunted, getting agrip on hisarm and leading
him over to the side of the street beside their landspeeder. " Savich may not

be finished playing her little gamesyet.”

Hal pulled out the instrument, giving the area around them an autometic
once-over as he did so. Thered been some turnover in the tapcafe's dientde
since they'd goneinside the boutique, and a hdf block farther down the
street acouple of Kubaz were unloading a speeder truck, but nothing ese

seemed to have changed. "Horn."

"Hello, Inspector,” Moranda's voice came back. " Just wanted to seeiif you

and your Imp were gtill on schedule.”



"Wereworking onit, yes" Hal said.

"Good," Morandasaid cheerfully. "1 dso wanted to tdl you thet I've

talked now with Nyroska, and he's ready to offer me two million."

"Ishe, now?" Isard put in, glaring at the comlink in Hal'shand asif it
were adisplay Moranda could see her through. Down the Street, one of the
Kubaz dropped a crate onto the street with aloud thud. "Now you listen to me,

you littlewaking dead woman," she bit out. "And listen closdly.”

She began voicing an exquisitely detailed threet, arecitation Hal would
normaly have paid close atention to if only for professond interest. But
inthis case, he wasn't even ligening. Isard, her full attention focused on
her anger and pride and threats, had apparently missed completdy the fact
that the crash of that dropped crate had been echoed fantly on Morandas

comlink carrier.

Which meant that M orandawas here somewhere.

Sowly, carefully, Hal let hiseyestrack acrossthe area, studying every
visible face and searching windows and doorways for less than vishble ones.
His gazesfell on awoman about Fifteen meters away at one of thetap - cafe
tables, her facein profile to him as she gazed meditatively a the distant

mountainsrisng over the cityscape, amug held to her lips. Shewastheright



height and build, but he could see both hands clearly enough to tell there was
no comlink pamed in either of them. Unless she had the device clipped to her

collar or something...

"] get the point,” Morandaput in, cutting off Isard's threet. "Here's
the route | want you to follow to the warehouse. Ligen dosdly, and don't

interrupt.”

Shelaunched into a detailed lig of Streets, corners, turns, and
backtracks. As she did so, the woman at the tapcafe table set her mug down and
stood up, digging acoin out of her hip pouch and dropping it on the table.
Sheturned toward Hal and Isard and started in their direction, glancing back

and forth between the various business sgnslining the street.

And there indeed was no comlink fastened to her collar, nor atdltae
bul ge beneath her jacket where one might be hidden. Listening with half an ear
to Morandasingtructions droning on from his comlink, Ha shifted his

attention back to the doorways around the area. She had to be here somewhere..

"Ha?' awoman'svoice caled excitedly. "Ha Horn?'

He wrenched his eyes back to the woman approaching them. She was looking
a him with wide eyes, her mouth gaping open in ahappy grin of recognition.
"Itisyou,” she said, now amost bounding as she closed the distance toward

him. "Well, I'll be amynock's breskfast. Allyse Conroy-remember? How are you?



"Uh," Hal said, glancing in confusion &t Isard as he searched his memory

invanfor an Allyse Conroy. "I'm..."

Isard plucked the comlink from his hand. "Weve gat trouble™ she cut
into Morandal's monologue. " Call us back in ten minutes.” Without waiting for a

response, she clicked off.

“Imagine running into y here on Darkknell, of dl places" the
gpproaching woman said, her grinif anything even bigger than it had been.

"How are Nyche and Corran? He's what, Sixteen years old now?"

"Eighteen,” he said, flinching back as sheraised her armsfor ahug. But
her ebullience was hardly to be stopped by anything as smple asaflinch, and
the next thing he knew she had her arms around him, pressing her body tightly

agang his. "Ah-Allyse-was.."

"It's S0 good to see you,” she said, her voice oddly muffled as she spoke
into his shoulder, her face pressed againgt the left Side of his face, her
breath disconcertingly warm on his neck. "How have you been these last few
years?' Hal glanced past the side of her head. Isard had now stepped around
behind her and was giving Ha the same kind of look sheld just been giving the
comlink. "Actudly, Allyse, I'm kind of busy right now," hetold her, trying

to diplomatically ease her away from him. A waste of effort; her ams merdy



tightened al the harder around him. "In fact, I'min the middle of something

very important. | haveto go."

"Imagine finding you here," she repeated. "Isthis destiny, or what?"

Isard's eyes were starting to throw sparks. Bracing himself, Hal took a

deep breath and got afirm grip on Allyse'sribs.

And abruptly froze. Faintly detectable with that incoming bresth had been
two digtinctive aromas. the pungent tang of cigarra smoke, plus the more

subtle scent of Grdish liqueur.

Moranda Savich?

He opened his mouth to speak; but before he could get the proper words
lined up, the arms pinioning the two of them together |oosened and she stepped
back. He caught just a glimpse of the dender lockjim between her lips before
it vanished again into her mouth and bel atedly noticed the pressure of the

choke-collar around his neck had disappeared-...

And with her grin il in place, Allyse backed full tilt into Isard.

"I'm o sorry,” she gasped, twisting around with feine speed and
grabbing Isard's jacket in time to keep her from faling backward. "So very
clumsy of me," she added, busily brushing down Isard's jacket where her grip

hed momentarily wrinkled it. "Areyou dl right?'



"Get away," |sard snapped, putting a pdm againg Allyse's chest and
pushing her away. The shove sent her sprawling back againgt the sde of the
landspeeder, her hands scrabbling for balance and finding a grip across the

top of the door.

"Well, sure" Allyse said in asubdued tone.

"Y ou don't have to be so rough,” Hal reproved Isard gently, his eyes
probing Allyse's face. Usually he was able to pull Moranda's festures out from
under the mask of her many and varied disguises, but here, a firg blush,
anyway, he couldn't seem to find her anywherein that indignant expression.

Maybeit wasn't her, after all.

" She should be thankful | didn't get rough,” Isard countered acidly. "Now

get away from our landspeeder. We have business to attend to."

"l don't think s0," avoice called from Ha'sright.

Heturned. Colonel Nyroska, flanked by two uniformed Defense officers,

was driding in their direction. All three had blasters drawn.

"Colond Nyroska," Ha nodded. "What brings you down here?!

"Y our friend there, Inspector Horn," Nyroska said, his gaze shifting over

Ha's shoulder. "Sheand | need to havealong talk.”



"My friend?' Hal frowned, turning back to look at Allyse.

But she was not, as held expected, waiting with the wilted, defeated look
of acrimind or fugitive who'd findly been run to ground. Instead, she was
standing tall and proud, an amost haughty expression on her face. "I commend
you on your excellent timing. Colond,” shesaid inavoicethat matched the
face as she gestured at Isard. "There's your thief, and my Rebel agent. Arrest

her."

The sheer effrontery of it caught Isard completely flatfooted. "What in
the-his' she sputtered. "Y ou little- - back off!" she snapped as one of

Nyroska's men reached for her arm. "Back off, al of you."

Her hand dived beneath her jacket, then froze in place asthree blagters
suddenly lined up on her face. "Y ou're making a big mistake, Colond," she
sad quietly. "A big mistake. I'm Imperia Intelligence Fidd Operative Y sanne

Isard."

"Indeed,” Nyroskasaid camly. "Y ou have ID, of course?!

"Of course" she said, shifting her hand e sewhere beneath her jacket.

Her hand paused, her face changed, and she spun her head around a Allyse

"Giveit back," she sngpped. "My ID. Giveit back."

"Nicetry,"” Allysesad patronizingly, lifing her arms. "As you're



welcometo confirm. Colond, | don't have anything of hers. However, if youll
escort us back to your headquarters, I'll be happy to have my gaff tranamit

the credentia's she mentioned.”

Isard's mouth dropped open. "Y ou'll what?"

"Present my credentids” Allysesaid, turning aglacia look on Isard.

"You see. Colonel, | an Field Operative Y sanne Isard.”

"Thishasgonefar enough,” I1sard snarled. "Horn, tdl the Colond

exactly who | am.”

"Ingpector Horn?' Nyroskainvited.

Hd hestated. "Shedid tdll me she was Feld Operative Isard," he
conceded. "But the only 1D she showed me identified her as Darkkndl Specid

Security agent Katya Glasc.”

"Didit, now," Nyroskasaid, hisvoice suddenly cold as he looked &
Isard with heightened interest. "'Impersonating law enforcement personnd is a
class-one offense on Darkknell. And is she by any chance the one who put that

highly illega device around your neck?"

Hal reached up and pulled the loosened choke-collar away. "Yes" he said,

handing it to the colondl.



Isard's eyes were Smmering pools of death. "Y ou're dead, Horn. Dead.”

"l canonly say what | know," Ha said. "Anythingintheway of further

proof isup to you."

"Indeed it is" she breathed. "All right. Colond, you win. Let's go to

your headquarters and sort thisout." Shelooked at Allyse. "Let'sal of us

mlll

"Of course," Nyroska said softly. "1 wouldn't have it any other way."

Bel Ibliswaited five minutes after Morandaand the others had |eft the
scene before cautiously approaching the now abandoned landspeeder and Ietting
himsalf in. No one shouted in triumph at his appearance; no one, so far as he
could tell, even noticed him. Two minutes later, working awvkwardly in the

cramped space, he had the inner door pand off.

The datacards were there, dl right, jumbled together at the bottom of
the narrow space. Nestled in among them was an extra datacard, this one
bearing officid Imperid markings. Y sanne lsardsmissing Intelligence 1D, no

doubit.

For amoment Bel Iblis considered taking it with him, decided it waan't
worth the risk of getting caught withit, and left it whereit was. Besides,

if Morandawas right about being ableto talk her way out of detention- -



though how she was going to do that he couldn't even begin to imagine-she

might want to track down the vehicle and borrow the ID hersdlf.

He refastened the pand loosely back in place, feding atwinge of sung
conscience as he did so. Yes, thishad al been Morandasidea in the firg
place, achalenge she'd seemed eager to take on, but this was his misson,
and the Rebdllion's, and yet it was Moranda who had ended up doing most of the

work and taking al of therisks.

And not for theflat millionin Imperid currency shed demanded from
Isard, but for the relative pittance he and Arkos had been able to throw
together. Someday, if they al lived through this, he would have to find away

to makeit up to her.

And thefirst sep in the survival process, he reminded himsdlf, would be
to rendezvous with Arkos and get himsdlf and these datacards off Darkknell and
back to the Rebellion. And there to find out what exactly Tarkin's Death Star

project entailed.

"Good luck, Moranda," he murmured as he climbed out of the landspeeder
and closed the door gently behind him. "May the Force be with you. May it be

with usdl.”

Hal would have bet money that |sard's eyes couldn't have gotten more wild

than they had been outside the ClearSkyes Boutique. He was wrong.



"What do you mean she'sgone?' she thundered, looming over Nyroskas desk
like aberserk storm cloud. "How could she be gone? Y ou locked her ina cdl,

for Pa patine's sakel"

"I'm sorry. Field Operative Isard,” Nyroska said apologeticaly, dearly
trying to press asfar back into hischair as he could manage. "My people

assured me she was properly secured. Apparently they were wrong."

"Apparently they wereidiots," Isard shot back. "And what precisdly are

you doing to recapture her?"

"We have an dl-planet dert out,” Nyroskatold her. "If she's dill on

Darkkndll, well get her."

Isard's snort concisdly ddivered her opinion of that. "And you," she bit
out, turning her glare onto Hal. "If | find out that was Savich - comand that
you knew she was and didn't say anything-I'll have your head for shockball

practice. Clear?'

"Clear,” Hal said. "And | repest: | don't see how it could have been her
standing there hugging me when she was on the comlink at the sametime giving
usdirectionsto the warehouse. Best guessisthat it was her dly running

interferencefor her."

"In that case, you'd better hope Nyroska catches her,” Isard sad.



"Becauseif she or anyone else gets off the planet with that datapack, Il

have both your heads."

She turned back to Nyroska. "I'll be a my ship," she ground out. "Y ou've
got my comlink frequency. Let meknow if anything turnsup on ether woman.

Anything. Understood?"

"Wewill. Fied Operative Isard,” Nyroskasaid humbly.

Spinning around, she stalked to the door and stomped out.

Nyroska exhaed raggedly. "We'rein trouble now, Inspector,” he sad
quietly. "Thewhole Empire may bein troubleif that datapack gets off-planet,
" Hal agreed. "At leadt, if her reaction to the whole Situation is anything to
go by. But to be honest, | don't think you and | are going to take the brunt
of it, not from her anyway. |sard has about three TIE squadrons worth of
pride, and bringing officid Intelligence wrath down on uswill put her in an

embarrassngly bad light."

"Asbad alight asit would put usin?'

"Probably not," Hal conceded. "But people like that only risk losing face
if the potential rewards are worth it. Frankly, neither of us qudify." He
shook his head. "No, whatever shrapnd comes of this is going to hit

dsawhere”



"Aganst members of the Rebd Alliance, perhaps?'

Hal shrugged. "Or those Isard decides are members” he said. "Whether

they are or not.”

Nyroskatapped hisfingertips againgt the Sde of his desk. "A mess,

indeed,” he said. "l wouldn't want to be in her boots when she hasto go back

and report thisto her father.”

Hal nodded soberly. "I'll drink to that."

"What isthis?' the barman demanded, frowning at the two smdl items

resting in the pam of hishand.

"They wereingde the mug at thet table over there" the young cleaner

said excitedly, pointing across the tapcafe. " The one where the dark-haired

woman was gtting."

"Which? The oneinvolved in that Defense Agency to - do down the Street?”

"Yes, her." The cleaner pointed at the comlink in the barman's hand.

"See, the comlink istill on. | tried talking, but no one answered.”

"Cut off from the other end,” the barman grunted.



"That'swhat | thought," the cleaner agreed. "But that recorder isthe

redly strange part. Go ahead-play it."

Throwing the kid a speculative ook from under his bushy eyebrows, the
barman plucked the wafer-thin recorder from his pdm and touched the play

button.

"Next, you'reto cross the street and pick up anorthbound transport,” a
femade voice came from the device. "If thereisn't onethere, just wait-there
will be. You rideit to the corner of Pontrin andJedilore, then get off and go

into the clothing store you'll find on the corner-was

"You hear that?' the cleaner said. "It'slike atreasure hunt, isn't it?"

The barman sniffed. "It's aprank,” he declared, shutting off the

recording and thrusting it and the comlink back &t the cleaner. "Here-you can

keep them."

Thekid took them uncertainly. "But what if itisn't aprank?’

"Itis" the barman assured him with asniff. "Trust me, lad. There's no

treasure worth hunting for on Dark knell. Never has been; never will be."



Epilogue

by Michael A. Stackpole

Armand Isard looked up from his desk, dightly more angry that his
daughter had | eft the door open behind her than that she had entered without
requesting permission to do so. She advanced toward him too quickly, her
mismatched eyes ablaze. He held up ahand, then pointed to the chair before

his desk. "Please, be seated.”

She glanced at the chair, then looked a him. "Can | be sureit is safe?"

"If the result of this operation was for you to be killed, you'd dready
be dead, Agent Isard." Armand tried to keep hisvoice as cold as he would when
addressing any insubordinate operative in his organization, but a hint of

anger bled into x anyway. "Please.”

She settled hersdlf onto its brown synthleather cushion, though her body
seemed astense asif he were asking her to Sit in a chair brigling with

sharp transparisted fragments.



He tapped the datapad on his desk.
"I've read the report you sent about the action on Darkkndll, and | have
spoken to the Emperor on your behaf. You won't be killed despite your

falure"

Her posture eased a bit, but not quite in the way he would have expected.
Sheleaned forward, less siff, more supple, like a predator getting ready to

pounce. "l do not fear for my life a the Emperor's hands. Father."

IINO?I

"No. He read the report on Darkknell, the full report on Darkknell."

Her words froze his heart in his chest, and the appearance of two Royd

Guards dipping in through the open doorway started it begting again, very

fast. "What do you mean? What full report?’

Y sanne snorted. "Did you think | wouldn't see what was going on, Father?

Y ou send me off on amission of incredible ddlicacy-one you clearly would give

only to an agent you had the utmost trust in. It was aso amission that would

oet that operativekilled if shefailed, and that wasyour am al dong.”

"Thisisnonsensa™



"Hardly." Y sannelet asmile dither acrossher lips. "Y ou see, Father,
your plan succeeded. The information you wanted stolen has been communicated
to the Rebels, and we know you had ahand in it. | found fingerprints and
other trace evidence that identified the Rebel agent st to retrieve the

plans. It was Garm Bd 1blis.”

Armand Isard's somach folded in onitsdlf. "Bel 1blis? Impossible. He

was blown up. The bomb killed hiswhole family."

"Oh, well acted, Father, very well acted, but we both know that's not
true, don't we?' Shelaughed lightly. "Y ou got word to Bdl Iblisand got hm
out of the bomb'srange. Y ou didn't mean it for him anyway: you wanted his
wife, Arrianya, dead. Shewasthelast link he had to the Empire. She was
devoted to the Emperor, S0 at the bidding of Rebel Mastersyou had her dain,

forcing Bel Iblisto dly himsdlf fully to the Rebellion.”

"That's absurd, completely untrue and absurd.” Armand forced himsdf to

breathe normaly. "Y ou have no proof of any of this."

"Y ou approved the operation that was supposed to kill Bel 1blis, so you
clearly knew how to thwart it. And you sent me out on amission you knew would
fal so | would be diminated. Y ou would use my degth at the Emperor's order
as an excuse to go over to the Rebdlion. With you there to reved the
Empire's secrets to them- - and the Death Star datacards were proof you could
de liver-they would welcome you. Y ou would overthrow the Emperor, then betray

your Rebel companions and take the throne yourself. It's a brilliant plan.



Father, smple and yet so effective.”

Armand shot to hisfeet and pointed a the Royd Guards. "Arrest her.
Clearly she has gone over to the Rebellion and has concocted this story to

remove me, crippling the effort to find and destroy the Rebels”

Neither of the scarlet-armored Royal Guards moved.

Y sanne |sard stood and dowly smoothed her tunic. "They're here, Father,

to conduct you to the Emperor. | believe he wishesto discuss with you the

course of therest of your life. It isto be ashort conversation.”

Armand Isard stared gape-jawed at his daughter, then closed his mouth and

sighed. "I had expected this someday, you know, Y sanne.”

"Of course; | am your daughter.” She came around the side of hisdesk and

gave him akiss on the cheek. "It's over for you now. Father, but fear not."

She dropped hersdf into hischair. "The Isard legacy isin very good hands."

* k%



Jade Solitaire

by Timothy Zahn

Excuse me, folks-I'm looking for Talon Karrde." Mara Jade looked up from
the engine monitor, peripheraly aware that, on the other side of the board,
Chin was doing the same. The voice coming from the direction of the Wild

Karrde's bridge door was completely unfamiliar to her.

As, she discovered, was the face that came with the voice. "Cgptain
Karrdeisn't here a the moment,” Maratold the stranger, eyeing him narrowly.
Just because they werein afamiliar docking bay in a familiar port was no
reason why strangers should be wandering loose around the ship. "How did you

getin here?'

The man waved vaguely behind him. "Oh, Dankin was back at the hatchway,

and helet mein. Karrde and | are old friends-he and | go way back. Any idea

when hell be showing up?'

"I redlly couldn't say," Marasaid, throwing aglance a Chin. Someone



who went way back with Karrde should logicaly go way back with Chin, too,
given how long the older man had been with the organization. But there was no

recognition on Chin'sface, ether. "If you'd like, you can leave amessage.”

The man sighed deeply. "No, I'm afraid that won't do." He waved toward

the viewport behind them and the bustling spaceport scene beyond it.

Abruptly, the back of Mara's neck tingled with subtle warning. Her right

hand dropped to the blaster holstered at her sde-

And froze there. The intruder'swaving hand had abruptly split open down
the middle, revedling the blaster that had been hidden insde the prosthetic
shell. "And | don't havetimeto wait for him, either,” he said, hisvoice as
unconcerned as ever. "My employer would like aword with dl of you. Hed

prefer you arrive undamaged, but hed understand if that's not possible.”

Mara hissed softly between her teeth. On her own, she knew, she could
take him easlly, trick weapon or no. But she wasn't done, and Chin didn't
move nearly asfast as he used to. And whether by accident or design, the
intruder's weapon was pointed squarely at the older man. No, better to find
out what this mysterious employer wanted and wait for abetter opening. "I'd
hate to disappoint him," she said, lifting her hand away from her holgter.

"Egpecialy after such agraciousinvitation. Please, leed on.”

Though if he had harmed any of the Wild Karrde's crew getting indde, she



promised hersdf darkly, her cooperation would be coming to a quick end. A

painfully quick end.

Fortunately for him, he hadntt.

"Sorry, Mara," Dankin gpologized, looking rather sheepish ashe and the
rest of the crew piled out of the group of black-windowed landspeeders in
which their captors had brought them here. "They got the drop on us a the

hatchway."

"Don't worry about it,” Marasaid, glancing around as they were herded
toward the side door of an ornate and well-guarded manson. There was no
indication of who the owner was or even exactly where they were, though from
the sounds of spacecraft in the distance they Probably weren't more than afew
kilometers from the spaceport. "Let's seewhat dl thisis about. We can

aways get annoyed about it later."

They were ushered through the front door, up a staircase, and dong a
corridor to ahuge office whose luxury level |eft the rest of the mangon in
the dust. A group of chairs had been set up facing a massive desk that looked

to be nearly half the size of the Wild Karrde's entire bridge.

And seated behind the desk, peering at them like ameat-buyer assessing a
passing herd of brualiki, wasalarge, heavily built man. "Thank you for
coming,” hesad, his voice penetrating the distance without gving any

impression that he was even pushing the limits of his volume. "Please be



Seated.”

"Y our invitation was hard to ignore," Maratold him, choosing the chair
directly infront of him and Stting down. "Y ou might want to consider trying

amore polite approach.”

"If I'd had the time, | would have," the round man said, glandng over

them again. "Wheres Karrde?"

"He'snot here" Marasaid. And not likely to bump into th medting any
time soon, either, she added silently to herself. He was over in the Gekto
system miaking some shipping arrangements, and wasn't due to return until
tomorrow. She could only hope he wouldn't be as easily nabbed asthe rest of
them had been. "I'm Mara Jade, currently in command of the Wild Karrde. What

do you want?'

The man's eyes narrowed. Maramet his gaze evenly; after a few seconds,
his face cleared and he even smiled dightly. "Mara Jade: I've heard a great

ded about you, young ladv. Yes, you'l do nicely.”

Besde Mara, Dankin stirred asif he was about to speak. Marashot him a

quick glance, and he subsided.

"Very good, indeed,” the large man murmured. "Perfectly in command, both

of yoursdlf and of your people. Yes, you'll do."



He took a deep breath. "First, someintroductions. My nameisJa Bardrin.

Perhaps you've heard of me."

Marakept her face steady, wincing inwardly at the ripple of surprise
that ran through the rest of the crew. Of course they'd heard of the
industridist-half the sector had-but that was no reason to play into th false
modesty, ego-stroking game of his. "I think I've noticed your name go by once
or twicein afootnote," shetold him camly. "Under weapons and ship systems,
if I recal correctly. Usudly dedling in market areas Uoti hasn't gotten to

yet"

She had the smdll satisfaction of drawing aflash of annoyance from him
on that one. The Bardrin Group and the Ucti Corporate had been jockeying for
market position and prestige for over two decades now, arivary that was deep

and bitter and showed no signs of being resolved any time soon.

Unfortunately, Bardrin's brief flicker of anger subsided too quickly for
her to use the lowered menta guard to pull any insight from his mind. "But

enough of thischitchat," she continued. "I'll ask again: what do you want?"

Bardrin locked eyeswith her. "My daughter Sansia has been captured. |

want you to rescue her."

Marafrowned. "I think your information sifters need a refresher course

in how to do their job. We don't handle military operations.”



"The misson requiresawoman,” Bardrin said. "A resourceful, competent,

combat-trained human femde."

"So go hireaMigryl."

Bardrin shook hishead. "There's no timeto contact them, eveniif | knew
how to go about it | have to get Sansia back now, before her captors redize

whoitisthey have

"What are you talking about?' Odonnl spoke up. "Y ou said they kidnapped

her."

"| said they captured her," Bardrin countered, pinning Odonnl into his

chair with asingle contemptuous glance. "Kindly pay attention.”

He brought his gaze back to Mara. " She and the SoroSuub three-thousand
luxury yacht she was flying were taken by a pirate gang while in port on
Makksre and given to adaver consortium headquartered on Torprisand run by a
Drach'nam named Praysh." Helifted hiseyebrows dightly. "l presume youve

also come across the name in your footnote perusals.”

"Once or twice," Mara conceded, suppressing agrimace. Inthe circlesthe
Wild Karrde moved in, the name of Chay Praysh was even more wdl known than

Bardrin's. "I undersand he makes the late and unlamented Jabba the Hutt 1ook



likeafine, upgtanding citizen.”

"Then you understand why | want Sansaand her ship out of his hands"
Bardrin said, his voice suddenly low and with an underlying edge of
desperation. "1 know Karrde would have been willing to help me, but Karrde's

not here. Y ou, Jade, must make the decision.”

"Wheat about the authorities?' Dankin spoke up. "The Sector Petrol, or

even the New Republic?’

"And have them do what?' Bardrin shot back. "Request an audience with
Praysh? Mount an attack on hisfortress that will leave it in ruins and
everyone ingde dead? Besides, their security legks like rock dtters. If

Praysh learnswho Sangais, hell bleed mefor everything | own. And then

kill her anyway."

Helooked at Mara, an dmost pleading look in hiseyes. "Sansawill have
been sent to work in the dime pitsin hisfortress," he said. "He sends dl
human female captives there-some deep desire to humiliate them, | presume.

You'll haveto get them to take you in as another prisoner-was

"Wait aminute,” Maracut him off. "I've dready told you we don't do

this sort of work."

"Then you'd better learn how quickly,” Bardrin rumbled, his earlier

desperation changing abruptly into ominous threet. "Therés no time for me to



get anyoneelse. You'reit."

Maracrossed her arms, bringing her hand close to the tiny blaster

conceded indde her left deave. "And if | refuse?"

"There are twenty-four blasters concedled in the walls of this room,”
Bardrin said. "Three trained on each of you. Before you could even pull thet

weapon clear, you'd watch your crewmates die around you.”

Maraflicked her eyes across the room, stretching out to the Force as she
did so. Hewasright; she could sense the aert presences hidden behind the

ornately carved walsdl around them.

And if she hadn't been willing to risk Chin'slife earlier, she certainly
wasn't going to play gameswith the entire Wild Karrde's crew now. ™Y ou didn't

answer my question,” she said, unfolding her arms.

"Y ouwon't refuse,”" Bardrin declared, leaning back in his char. "You
see, you'vejust now given medl the leverage | need. You'll goto Torprisand

bring back Sansgaand her ship... or I'll execute your entire crew."

Someone off to her left inhded sharply. ™Y ou can't be that stupid,” Mara
sad, trying to put confidence she didn't fed into her tone. Through the
Force she could read Bardrin'sintentions, and knew he was deadly serious.

"You kill Karrde's people, and Karrde willcome after you. And | guarantee he's



not an enemy to triflewith.”

"Nether am |, my dear," Bardrin said darkly. "A contest between us might

prove quite interesting.”

Heleveled athick finger at her. "But regardiess of the outcome, you
would il haveto live out your life with the knowledge that it was your
obgtinate stubbornness that had sent them to their deaths. | don't think

that's aburden you redlly want to carry.”

"There's no need to be quite so melodramatic,” Mara sad, forcng her
frustration and anger degp down where it wouldn't show. To find herself being

30 eadly manipulated wasinfuriating.

But she had no choice. She was Karrde's second-in command, and she'd seen
the concern and respect he consistently showed toward his people. She wasnt
about to lower those high standards, and she certainly wasn't going to risk
her people's deaths by refusing Bardrin. And everyonein the room knew it.

"I'll sseewhat | can do. What can | have in the way of equipment?’

"Anything you want," Bardrin said, standing up and waving ahand. Behind
them, Mara heard the doors open. "My people will escort your crewmates to
their quarters, wherethey'll remain until you and Sansareturn. You and |

will go make whatever arrangements you need.”

"Fine" Marasad, faling into step beside him as he passed between the



entering lines of guards.

But that didn't mean the matter would end with Sansds rescue, she

promised hersdlf glently. Not by along shot.

Bardrin had told her that Praysh's mansion and grounds were set up near
the center of one of Torpriss larger cities. He had faled to mention,
however, that that particular section of the dty was otherwise composed

entirdly of dums.

Or &t |east that was how it seemed to Mara as she maneuvered her
landspeeder down the winding streets toward the high walls of the compound,
wincing at the garbage and debris piled in aleyways between the dilapidated
buildings and trying not to hit any of the ragged derdlicts shuffling dong
the street. A dozen different species were represented here, dl looking
equally hopeless, and she found hersalf wondering how much of it was a result

of Praysh's presencein the city.

Passing onefina clump of huddled beings, she reached the sde door
she'd been told to cometo. FHanking it were a pair of Drachinam guards,
looking even more massive than usud for the species in their heavy body
armor. Each of them held aneuronic whip, with abolstered blaster and long
knife standing ready in reserve. "Hey, there," she called cheerfully to them,
eyeing the whipswith the sort of contempt she reserved for unnecessarily

barbaric weapons. "I have a package here for His First Greatness Chay Praysh,



agift from the Mrahash ofKvabja. May | enter?’

There was an dmost chuckle, quickly strangled off, from one of the
guards. "Redly," he said, lumbering toward her. "Bring it here and let's have

alook."

Maradid out of the vehicle and pulled the packing cylinder from the
storage compartment in back. It waslarge-a good meter tall and haf a meter
in diameter- - but fairly light, most of its bulk conggting of cushioning
materid for the ddlicate floater globe sheld borrowed from Bardrin. "It's
some kind of expensve art object, | think," she said, setting it carefully

downin front of him.

"Oh, it'sthat, al right," the guard agreed, looking Maraup and down.

"Just aminute.

He went back to the door and busied himsdf with acomm pand built into

thewadll. There was a breath of movement beside Mara-

[Leaveit and go,] an alien voice spoke quietly from behind her.

Mara turned. A Togorian femde was ganding & the rear of the
landspeeder, her fur matted and dirty, clearly just another of the derdlicts
loitering on the Street. But her yellow eyeswere bright and dive, and her

teeth were bared dightly toward the guards. "Excuse me?' Mara asked.



[I said leaveit and go,] the dien said, mouthing the Ghi trade language

words with some difficulty. [Y ou arein greet danger here)]

"Oh, don't be dlly," Marasaid, shaking her head with casud unconcern
even as she wondered at the Togorian's courage in sticking her neck out this
way. Clearly, she knew or suspected what happened to humen femaes who
wandered near Praysh's fortress; but to try to chase a potentid prize out
from under the daver's snout this way bordered on the suicidd. "I'm just

ddivering apresent to His First Greatness, that's dl."

The Togorian hissed. [Fool-you are the present,] she snarled. [Flee,

whileyou il can|]

"Okay, were s&t," the guard said, keying off the comm unit and waking
over to Mara. Sheturned back to him, making sure to keep a pleasantly blank
expression on her face. If he even suspected the Togorian had tried to warn

her, there might be unpleasant repercussons. "Y ou can takeit right in."

"Thank you," Marasaid, stooping to pick up the cylinder-

A gauntleted hand came down with athunk onto the top of the package.

"After we unpack it, of course.”

Marafelt her musclestighten. "What do you mean?' she asked cautioudy,

graightening up. lessthan



The guard dready had his knife out, a nasty-looking serrated weapon with
ahandguard consisting of a series of thick, needle-sharp spikes dternatively
curving up and down from the base of the blade. "1 mean we unpack it out here,
" he sad, digging the blade in beneath the lid. "Never can tell what someone

might try to dip insde the packaging, you know."

Maraflicked aglance over his shoulder at the second guard, a sense of
things gone suddenly and terribly wrong rippling through her. Nestled inits
hiding place between the inner and outer shellsof the cylinder, she would
have bet heavily that her lightsaber could dip through any standard weapons
scan Praysh's guards might have put the package through. But unpacking it
outside the fortress was not a possibility sheld expected. "But what if you

breek it?" she asked anxioudly.

"Don't worry-we do this dl the time" the guard assured her.
"Have'sshi, | thought | told you scavengers you were supposed to stay behind

themark line"

[Y our pardon,] the Togorian said, her tone amost groveing. [1 saw the

shiny metd-were

"And hoped you could get first grabs, huh?' The guard finished didng
off thetop and peeled away the first plate of packing foam. "Here you go,

scavengers,” he called loudly, hurling the lid and the foam down the street.



Abruptly, the gathered loiterers exploded into action, diving toward the
flying pieces asif they were prize jewdsingtead of unwanted garbage. The
guard continued digging down, throwing more foam platesinto the melee, urtil
he reached the floater globe at the center. "Thereit is," he said, reaching
inand carefully pulling out the globe. "Nice. Okay," he added, handing the

globeto Mara. "Now you cangoin.”

Maraswallowed, glancing down at the cylinder asthe guard continued to

unload the packaging from the bottom and throw out the pieces. She looked up-

Tofind Havesshi'sydlow eyes steady on her. Marafet her lip twitch;
and then, to her surprise, the dien bared her teeth dightly, as if she'dd
found a hint she'd been searching for. There was amovement from the side, and
Maralooked back just asthe guard hefted the cylinder itself over his heed

and hurled it toward the seething, quarreling crowd.

A dozen of the derdicts abandoned their fight for the foam scraps and
charged toward the spot where it would land. But Have'sishi wasfaster. With a
single leap she got under the cylinder, snatching it into her amsand hissng
awarning a the two or three who tried to grab it away. Another hiss, and the

crowd reluctantly fell back.

"] guesssheredly did want the shiny metd,” the guard said with a

Sneer. "Okay, human, let'sgo."



Despite thefortresss deek and modern exterior, theinterior was dark
and decidedly dank, itstwisting and rough-floored corridors dearly modeed
on the hiding tunnels much prized by Drach'nam on their homeworld. Maradidn't
bother to keep track of the route as her five-guard escort took her ever
deeper into the fortress, concentrating instead on evauating Praysh's overal
defense structure and gradudly increasing the level of nervousness she was
displaying in her body language and infrequent attemptsat conversation. Her
lightsaber was going to be severely missed, but even if shedd been able to
smuggle the wegpon insde, sheldd aready concluded that the best hope of
getting out would bein Sangasimpounded ship. Fighting their way back along
the tunnels and out into the grounds was not an option shewas interested in

trying.

Stll, that lightsaber had been Luke's once, and he was going to kill her
if shelostit. Hopefully, when thiswas dl over, shedd be adle to track

Have'sishi down and buy it back from her.

They reached Praysh's audience chamber at last, a large, high-callinged
room that by its gloom, amels, and generd repulsveness brought back
unpleasant memories of Jabbathe Hutt's throne room on Tatooine. His Firg
Greatness obvioudy lacked Jabba's egalitarian senshilities, though; the only

beingsin the room were more of Praysh'sfellow Drach'nam.

"Wel, wdl," Praysh cdled, swivding his throne around to face the
incoming group. "What have we here? A present from the Mrahash ofKvabja, is

it?"



"Yes, Your Firg Greatness," Marasaid, putting a nervous quaver into her
tone as she glanced surreptitioudy around. There was a pair of camouflaged
blaster portsin the false wall behind Praysh's throne, but other than thet
the only defenses were the handful of guards sanding between her and the
daver chief. Unlike the door wardens, this group carried no blasters, but
were armed only with the same type of long knives and neuronic whips. Probably
the intent was to keep the more dangerous weapons away from rioting prisoners
or daves, Hill, it was an overconfidence she might well be ableto exploit.

"He sends you greetings and-was

"Take that bauble, someone," Praysh cut her off, waving a gem-encrusted

scepter toward her. Y ou-human- - step forward.”

One of the guards took the floater globe and nudged her forward.
Stretching out with al her senses, Marawalked toward the throne. Somewhere
aong here there would undoubtedly be atest to make sure she was nothing more

than the useless dave she appeared....

She'd gone no more than three steps when it came. Abruptly, one of the
guards ahead pulled hiswhip from his sde andwithacasud flick of his wrig

sent the lash snaking toward her.

Maragasped and threw her hands uselessly in front of her face, forang

back the reflex to dodge or duck or do something-anything-that would be more



effective.

To her relief, the lash cracked afew centimeters short of her face.
"Your First Greatness," she gasped, taking a quick and unsteady step backward.

"Please, sr-whichat have | done?'

The only answer was the sound of another whip from behind her. She hdf

turned-

And suddenly the lash curled itsalf around her kneesand awave of pan

surged through her body.

Mara screamed, an explosive sound that was only partidly role-playing,
as she toppled onto the floor, the whip's current arcing agonizingly through
her body. She clawed once at the lash, screaming again asthe current burned

a her fingertips. "Please-noto-please-was..."

"Here-defend yoursdlf," avoice caled out, and she looked up asa sl

blaster landed on the floor beside her legs.

She grabbed at the weapon, forcing her fingersto fumble as if deding
with atotally unfamiliar object, clenching her teeth againgt the waves of
pain as every part of her being screamed at her to do something. The blaster
was undoubtedly usdless, just another part of Praysh's sadistic test, but if
she swiveled on one hip, swinging her legs hard around, she might at least be

able to yank the whip out of her attacker's hand.



But if shedid that-if she showed any sign of combat skill whatsoever-she

would probably die.

And then so would the Wild Karrde's crew.

She got agrip on the blaster at last, bending awkwardly around to try to
bring the weapon to bear on her assailant. The muzzle wavered uncontrollgbly,
and shetried to prop her elbow on the floor to steady it, sobbing now like a

child. The blaster sagged and dropped from her pardyzed fingers-

And abruptly, thankfully, the current shut off.

Maralay there, unmoving, till sobbing through cdenched teeth as she
worked out the sudden crampsin her leg muscles. If sheld migudged Praysh's
intentions- - if he'd decided to kill her for sport instead of putting her

downinthedimepits.

"That was an object lesson,” Praysh said conversationdly. There was a
movement beside her, and rough fingers began unwrapping the lash from around
her legs. "Now that you've seen what a neuronic whip fedslike, I'm sure you

won't ever want to provokeitsuse again.”

"No-please-noto,” Maramanaged, the words coming out mangled through her

gasping sobs. A pair of hands grabbed her upper arms and hauled her up onto



her feet. She took a second to confirm that her legs were recovered enough to
hold her weight, then let her knees wobble and collapse again beneath her. The
two Drach' nam pulled her up again and turned her to face Praysh. "Please-was

she whispered.

"Y ou belong to me now,” Praysh said quietly, his colorless eyes garing
a her. "Y our safety-your well-being- - your life-aredl in my hand. If you
servewdl, you will survive. If not, there will be neuronic whipsaround you
for the remainder of ashort and excruciaingly painful life. Do | make myself

dear?'

Maranodded quickly, dropping her gaze and hunching her shoulders, the
helplessterror of abeaten animal. "Good," Praysh said, waving off-handedly
toward adifferent door leading out of the chamber. The show was over, and
aready he was bored with the performer. "Take her to the davekeeper,” he

ordered. "Enjoy your new life here, human."

Hafway down along flight of stairs her escorting guards gpparently
decided they'd had enough of carrying her and cut her loose to walk on her
own. Asde from a lingaing tingle in her musdes Mara had completely
recovered, but shewas careful to maintain a weak-kneed stagger for ther
benefit the rest of the way down. Neuronic whips were the ultimete
glorification of savagery and degradation, just the sort of thing Praysh's
thugswould use astheir primary persuader, and she had no intention of

|etting them know how fast she could recover from their effects.



The dime pitswerein thelowest level of the fortress, composed of a
series of interconnected trenches about two meters wide and a hundred meters
long set into the fl oor. On the walkway's between them sirolled the Drachinam
guards, idly fingering their whips or playing with the hilts of their knives.
Perhaps two hundred women, most of them young looking, dogged dowly through
the wai st-deep gray muck in the pits, bent over double with their ams dug
into the dime, their faces bare centimeters above the surface. All those Mara
could see wore identical expressions of blank hopel essness that sent a shiver

through her.

"Il explainit just once" the davekeeper said, gesturing dmost
genidly toward the pits. "The nutrient dimein thereishome to the pupd
form of the krizar creatures His First Greatness usesto patrol the grounds.
The pupae are hard-shelled and dllipsoid, about the sze of one of your
pathetic little thumbs. Y our job isto find the ones that are Sarting to
break out of their shells and put them up on the wakway where they'll be

retrieved and moved to the main hatchery."

"How do | know when they're ready-his’

"Y ou'll know when they're ready when they start to wiggle and chew their
way out," the davekeeper cut her off sharply. A couple of headsturned at the
sudden harsh tone; most of the women didn't even bother to look up. "And don't

try just pulling out every oneyou find. If the pupae are out too long before

they'reready, they'll die”



Hewaved hiswhip in front of her nose. "And dead pupae make us very

unhappy. Understood?’

Maraswallowed, forcing hersdlf to shrink back from him. "Yes, sr,” she

murmured.

"Good," the davekeeper said, histone back to genid again, abeing who
clearly enjoyed hiswork. "Y our head fur is an interesting shade of color. It

will be of no useto you in the pits; perhaps you would liketo sdll it to me.

"In exchange for what?' Maraasked cautioudly.

"Favors. More food, perhaps, or other kindnesses.”

Marafought back agrimace. The thought of her hair hanging from a
davekeeper's trophy wall was utterly abhorrent. But on the other hand, he
could probably take it without any payment &t all if he chose. Hopefully, she
wouldn't be herelong enough for him to get around to that. "Can | think about

it?' sheasked timidly. his

He shrugged. Clearly, thiswasjust agameto help him passthetime. "If
you wish. Oh, one morething. If you don't get the pupae out fast enough,
they'll start digging through the shells on their own. No problem with thet;

except that their mouth palps are dwaysthe first thingsthat come out. If



they get thoseinto your skin, you'll need atrip to the med facility to get

it taken off."

"Oh," Marasaid in asmall voice. Now, that was very useful information.

"Dossit hurt?"

He gave her one of those evil smilesthat Drach'nam did so well. "No more

than thewhip. Now get in there.”

Maralooked down at her jJumpsuit. "But-was

She didn't even get achanceto finish her protest. Putting amassive arm
around the back of her wai s, the davekeeper swept her off the wakway into

the nearest of the trenches.

She managed to hang on to her balance as she landed, keeping her head and
most of her torso up out of the dime. But the impact sent awave of thick

muck splashing outward at the nearest workers. "Sorry," she apologized.

One of the women looked up &t her, adab of the dime oozing dowly down
her cheek. "Don't worry about it," she said in avoice that sounded more dead

than dive. "Don't worry about getting dirty, either. Youll never be dean

agan."

A neuronic whip cracked warningly overhead. Mara shied back, but the



other woman didn't seem to notice or care as she dug into the dime again.
Stomach twisting with revulson, Maraeased her armsinto the muck and got to

work.

It took her three hours of nauseating, backbreaking sfting before her

search pattern finaly paid off. ™Y our name Sansa?' she asked quietly as she

came up beside the woman whose holo Bardrin had showed her earlier.

The other woman looked up at her, eyes narrowing suspicioudy. "Yes," she

acknowledged warily. "What about it?"

Maraglanced casudly around. None of the Drach' nam werein earshot a

the moment. "A closerelative of yours asked meto get you out of here.”

She'd expected eation, or barely contained joy, or at least a certan

amount of surprise. But Sangias reaction wasn't any of those. "Did heredlly?

" shesad, her voice dark and scornful. "How very kind of him."

Marafrowned. "Y ou don't seem very pleased.”

"Oh, I'moverjoyed,” Sansa sad sarcadticdly. "The joy is merdy

tempered by asomewhat cynical disbelief. Y ou're what, some kind of mercenary?

"Not exactly,” Marasad. "Disbelief inwhat?"



"In Daddy dear's motivations," Sansasaid, digging down into the dime.
"L et me guess. Hetold you about my terrible plight, and how important | am to
him and the business, and that he would do anything and give anything to get
me back. Once you were properly teary eyed, he turned up the heat and ather
talked, maneuvered, or bribed you into charging hereto my rescue. Right o

fa?'

"Close enough," Marasaid cautioudly.

Sanga's hand came out of the dime holding one of the krizar pupae. She
glanced at both the long ends, then tossed it back in behind her. "But though
he desperately wanted his darling daughter back, he a'so made it clear-subtly,
of course-that he wanted the ship back even more. In fact, he probably gave
you al the access and command codes you'd need to get it flying whether | was

with you or not. Am 1 ill right?!

Marafelt her throat tighten. "He said | needed to be able to fly the

ship if you were incapacitated during the escape.”

Sansasnorted. "That sounds like him. Plausible straight to the top, but
phony as Imperid confidence. Thefact is, there, that he doesn't care about
me one single bit. If he did, he wouldn't have sent me to Makksre on that half
daft runin thefirst place. He wants the Winning Gamble back, pure and

smple”



Mara glanced around again. One of the guards acrossthe way was eyang
her, and she dug her arms again into the dime. "What's so specid about the

ship?'

"Oh, it'sjust about three levels past state-of-the-art, that's dl,”
Sansasad hitterly. "It'sgot an incredible flight system, an unbdievable
weaponstargeting array, and a crazy, one-of-a-kind defensve shoot-back

system | think Daddy must have stolen from somewhere.”

Marastudied her face, stretching out with the Forceto try to get afedl
for her mind. The same hitterness she could hear in Sangas voice was indeed
roiling through her emotions. "So what are you saying?' she asked. "Thet you

don't want meto try to getyou out of here?"

Sansaseyesdunk away from Marasgaze. "I'mjust telling you how it
is" she muttered. "Maybe warning you that somewhere dong the line he's
probably going to try to force your hand. Try to get you to run without me. |

guess| thought you should be ready for that."

And was hoping againgt hope that, unlike her father, her rescuer had a
conscience? "Thanksfor thewarning,” Marasaid. Her fingers touched something
hard in the dime: one of the dusive krizar pupae. "It just meanswell need
to move up the timetable alittle," she added, pulling the pupato just above
the surface where she could examineit. The entire shell was s0lid; dearly,
this one wouldn't be poking its jaws out any time soon. Perfect. "Where willl

they take us after were finished here?"



"Acrossthe hal to aredly disgusting barracks-style degping room,”
Sangasaid. For thefirst time since ther conversation began Mara could
sense the faint whisperings of cautious hopein the other woman's voice and

emoations. "They'll let uswash up, then feed us™

"Showers or tubs?"

"More like animd watering troughs than red tubs" Sansa sad

contemptuoudy. "Once they bring you down here, you're never clean again.”

"Yes, I've heard that,” Marasaid. "All the more reason not to hang

around any longer than we have to. Are there survelllance camsin the room?"

"There are a couple of obvious ones near the door. Probably awhole bunch

of non-obvious ones hidden around, too."

"Okay," Marasaid. "One more question: how long to the shift change?"

Sansia peered acrossthe room at aset of glowing emblems embedded in the

wall. "Not long. Maybe ten minutes.”

"Good," Marasaid. "l have acouple of thingsto pick up first, so I'll
catch up with you in the degping room. Get washed up fast, and be ready to

move as soon as | get back."



Sansawas eyeing her suspicioudy, but she nodded. "I'll beready,” she

sad. "Good luck."

Maranodded and moved on, holding the krizar shell sheld found beneath
the surface as she dogged aong, wanting to put alittle distance between her
and Sansia before she made her move. Out of the corner of her eye she saw one
of the Drach'nam walking purposefully down the walkway toward her, flicking
hiswhip into the air as he came, no doubt preparing acomment and ob - ject
lesson about idle chat while on duty. Maralet hm get dmost within whip

range...

And with the most spine-curling scream she could muster, she svung her
left arm up, clutching the forearm with her right hand. "It's got me” she
ydped, flailing around and sending bits of dimeflying throughthe ar dl

around her. "Get it off-get it off!"

The Drach'nam reached the edge of her trench in asingle bound. "Get your
hand out of theway," he snapped, leaning precarioudy over her as he caught
her |eft wrist and hauled her bodily up out of the pit. The movement brought
her up againgt his belted knife, and she winced as the needle-sharp spikes of
the handguard dug briefly into her ribs. "l said move it," he repeated,
dropping her onto her feet on the wakway and prying her right hand awvay from

itsgrip.

Toreved thekrizar shell hanging from the underside of her left arm.



Or at leat, that was what Mara hoped it looked like. Her Force-
manipulating skills might not be as good as L uke Skywalker's, but it was no
big trick to use the Force to hold the shell pressed firmly against her arm as
if the creature insde were hanging on. The only danger was thet the guard
might brush off the glob of dime srategicdly placed a the intersection

point and notice that there were no krizar papslinking the shell to thearm.

But after dl thetimesthishad undoubtedly happened, the guard was
clearly uninterested in the details. "Got onethere, dl right,” he growled,
shifting hisgrip to her right hand and pulling her dong the walkway toward

the door. "Hey! Y our Seventh Greatness?"

"Yeah, go ahead,” the davekeeper told him, gesturing the guards flanking
the door to open it. "Tell Blath to be careful thistime-His First Greatness

isn't going to likeit if heloses another one."

The door opened. A second Drach'nam stepped to Maras | eft side as they
headed out, taking her left arm and holding it in aniron grip & the leve of
her waist- - probably, Mara decided, making sure she didn't knock the krizar
off againgt her sde. The door dammed shut, and the three of them headed a a

fast walk down the corridor.

Maradidn't know where the med facility was, but odds were it wasn't very

far away, which meant she had to move fast. She continued to moan and cry like



ahepless and broken dave as the Drach'nam hdf dragged her dong,
struggling ineffectudly in her supposed pain againgt the casualy unbreskable
grips other two escorts. Under cover of her attempted flailings, she glanced
down to her left. The second guard's knife was bouncing dong only a few

centimeters from where he was holding her 1eft arm pinioned.

And here was going to be the riskiest part other plan. With both of her
arms under their control, the two Drach'nam wouldn't be expecting any trouble
from her and should therefore be less watchful than they might be otherwise.
But if that assumption proved false, there was going to be some serious and

immediatetrouble.

But there was nothing for it but to try. Stretching out to the Force, she
did theknife partidly out of its sheath, monitoring the dien's mind
closdly to seeif hewould notice the sudden changein weight a his belt.
Carefully, trying not to jar the weagpon, she eased the spiked hand guard up
againg her left forearm near the spot where she was dtill holding the krizar
pupain place. Two quick jabs-two stabs of genuine pain against the backdrop

of her agony act-and she eased the knife down into xs sheath again.

Just intime. The knife was bardly back in place when the guard on her
right brought her to ahdt at aside door, shoving the panel open with his
free hand. Shifting her attention to the krizar pupariding her arm, Mara sent

it pinning away down the dingy corridor ahead of them.

After the darkness everywhere d<e ingde the fortress, the medica



facility was something of a surprise: bright, clean, and reasonably well
equipped, with atiled floor and even some sections of wood pandling. And the
reason for the altered decor wasimmediately apparent: the medic wasn't a

Drach'nam.

"Sit down," atired-looking Bith in adightly shabby medic'stunic said,
coming around a desk and gesturing them to the room'’s lone trestment table.
Histone was brisk, but his face and hands betrayed the edge of nervousness
that Mara suspected was probably acommon condition among non-Drach'nam in

Praysh'semploy. "Whereisthe pupa?’

The guard on Marasl|eft lifted her arm. "It'sright- - oh, pustina. It's

gone!"

"It mugt havefdlen off," the Bith said, the tendon in his voice
suddenly jumping sharply. His eyesflicked guiltily toward the wal to the

left-"dly two had better go seeif you canfind it.”

The two guards didn't argue, but charged immediately back out into the
corridor. "Did you noticeit fal off?" the Bith asked, tumning Maras am

over and garting to clean theresdua dime away.

"No, | didnt," Marasaid, putting somewhining fear into her voice as
shelooked past the medic's large head. Through an open doorway in the back of

the treatment room she could see alarge supply cabinet. Stretching out to the



Force, she eased the transparistedl cabinet doors open afew millimeters. The
labels on the vidswere too far away to read, but if the colors and bottle

shapes followed conventional New Republic pharmaceutical standards, the three
shewaslooking for were there. Lifting one of thevias off its shdf, she

did it quickly down dong thewal to thefloor. There was no way to know
where the surveillance cam back there was located, but there was nathing she
could do about it from out here anyway. She could only hope the bottl€'s
sudden movement wouldn't be noticed by whoever His First Greatness had
monitoring the spy displays. Getting agrip on the second bottle, she lowered

it to thefloor besdethefirg...

"Odd," the Bith said. He had that section of her arm clean now and was
peering at the two puncture marks she'd made with the guard's knife. "These
don't look like krizar palpa indentations at al. Areyou certain thet was

what grabbed you?'

"l don't know," Maramoaned, moving the last of the three vids to the
floor and then snagging a couple of smal squeeze bottles and adding them to

her callection. "All | know isthat it hurt. It hurt alot.”

She could sense the sympathy and frustration in the Bith. "Yes, | know,"

he murmured. "It isnot an easy lifefor you down here.”

"No," she said, haf sobbing as she moved her prizes acrossthe floor to
the examinaion room doorway. Whoever was on surveillance duty might

reasonably be expected to ignore an empty supply room, but aroom occupied by



ahuman dave and Bith medic was another matter entirely. She had to take out
the surveillance cam in here before she could bring the bottles the rest of

theway to her.

"Ow!" she gasped suddenly, haf pulling her left arm out of the Bith's
grip as she quickly studied thewall held glanced at earlier. The cam, clearly
designed to be hidden, was fairly obviousto someone of Mara's traning and

experience: asmall lens masquerading as aknot hole in the wooden panding.

"l am sorry,” the Bith said, and she caught his mixture of concern and
puzzlement as heimmediately eased hisgrip on her arm. "There should not be

anything where | was touching that should hurt."

"Well, it did,” Marasaid petulantly. With thefingers of her right hand,
she surreptitioudy dug awad of dimefrom the hardening mass caking her
legs. "They were whipping meearlier up in thet big open place-ow!" She
snatched her left arm away from him again, flalling thistimewith her right
aswell. The motion sent ahaf-dozen small globs of dime spinning acrossthe

room-

Andwithalittle hep from her Force abilities, thelargest of the globs

gplattered into thewall squarely over the hidden surveillance cam.

"Again, | an sorry," the Bith said, glancing over at thewall. Hetook a

second look, hiswhole body diffening suddenly as he redized what had



happened. "Excuse me," he said, grabbing up atowe and hurrying over to the

wal.

And with the cam 4till covered, and the medic's attention elsewhere, Mara
brought her vias and squeeze bottles flying across from the doorway and
dropped them smoothly down the front of her jJumpsuit. By the time the Bith
finished his cleanup job, they were safdly nestled in the folds of materia at

her wai .

"My apologies,” he said as he put the towe in the disposa and returned
to her. "The nutrient can damage the wal materia, you see, which His First
Greatness was kind enough to alow me." And he would be in serious trouble if
he alowed the cam to Stay covered too long? Probably. "It's okay,” Mara

muttered.

Onceagain, shewasjug in time. The Bith had just taken her am again

when the two Drach'nam guards clumped back into the room. "Nothing,” one of

them snarled, glaring suspicioudy at Mara. "What did you do with it? Well?*

Marashrank away from him. "Nothing," she said, her voice frightened and

pleading. "Please-| didn't do anything.”

"Then whereisit?' the Drach’'nam demanded, teking a thregtening step

toward her, neuronic whip in hand.

"Perhapsit was akrizar which was till immature,” the Bith spoke up,



holding a hand up protectively between Mara and the guard. "Its grip was weak

and not completely firm."

"Then whereisit now?' the second guard put in. "It was attached to her-

| saw it."

"If it'snot in the corridor, it must till bein the growth room,” the

Bith said reasonably. "Perhapsit fell off again into the nutrient pits.”

The guards continued to glare, and Maraheld her breath. If either of

them had actually looked at the pupa after they left the room...

But gpparently neither of them had. "Yeeh," the guard sad withill

grace. "Maybe."

TheBith glanced a awall chrono. "At any rate, thework shiftisover,”
he said. "Why not escort her back to the communal, and then you can search the

wakwaysin the growth room.”

"Dont tell usour job, Bith," the other guard growled, baring his teeth
as he grabbed Maras arm in anone-too - gentle grip. "Come on, human. Time

for your dops.”

The mass deegping-eating-cleanup room Sanda had spoken about was

directly acrossthe corridor from the dime pits. It was d<o fuly as



disgusting as her tone had led Marato expect. comAbout half of the woman had
finished their cleaning by thetime Maraarrived, leaving the liquid in the

long troughslooking morelike arunnier verson of the dime than anything
resembling water. Mara joined the crowd of women waiting their turn, and under
cover of the bodies pressing around her, she worked the vids out of her
jumpsuit and confirmed that they did indeed contain the chemicas she wanted.
Once again, the comprehensive saboteur training the Emperor had given her so

long ago was going to come in handy.

"| thought you were kidding about going to pick up somethings.” Sansas
voice came softly from behind her shoulder, too low for any of the other women

around them to hear. "Where did you get those?"

"Medic supply cabinet," Maratold her, concentrating on the task of
pouring thefirst vid into one of the squeeze bottles, keeping them both &

waist height where the activity would be shielded from prying eyes.

Sansiamade asound in the back of her throat. "1 supposeit's too late

to mention this, but the med facility probably has surveillance cams, too."

"l know," Marasaid. "Don't worry, | took care of it. Here, hold these."

She passed over the empty vid and full squeeze bottle, giving Sanda a
quick once-over as she did. Despite the other woman's efforts to clean up, her
hair and clothing were still badly streaked and stained with the dime sheld

spent the day in. Whatever Praysh's reasons for hating human femdes, Mara



decided darkly, held honed his campaign of degradation to afine edge.

"| didn't think you were going to come back,” Sansa said, her voice
sounding alittle odd as Mara began filling the second squeeze bottle from one

of her other vids. "I'm glad | waswrong."

"I'm used to being underestimated,” Maraassured her. "Y ou think you can

find your way to where your ship's being kept?!

"As| would the road back home from an execution ground,” Sansa sad

fedingly.

"Good. Describe the route for me."

Even without looking she could sense the sudden tenson in Sansa's mind
and body. "Why do you need to know?' the other woman asked cautioudy. "Were

going to be together, right?'

"We could get separated,” Mara pointed out patiently. "Or you could be
hurt or otherwise incapacitated. | don't want to haveto lug you around and

look for theway out at the sametime.”

There was ashort pause. "l suppose that makes sense," Sansa conceded

reluctantly at last. "Okay. Y ou head out the door over there and turn right...



She went through the whole route, describing each turn and intersection
in precise terms. Clearly, the woman had an eye for detail. By the time she

finished, the second sgueeze bottle was full.

And they wereready. "Okay," Mara said, handing Sansiathe second empty
via and taking the full squeeze bottle back from her. "Ditch those empties
somewhere out of sight and then move over toward the door. Y ou ever have fire

drillsin here?"

Sandablinked. "Not sincel arrived, no."

"WEell, you're going to have one now,” Marasaid. "When the Drach'nam come
barging in, make sure you don't get run over. Other than that, just wait near

the door until 1 comefor you."

"Understood.” Sansiatook a deep breath."Good luck."

She moved away from Mara, easing gingerly through the press of dill
dime-covered women. Marastayed with the crowd, moving dowly forward as
places at the trough opened up, running through asow mentd countdown and
wondering if she could risk cleaning up abit herself before they made ther
break. Probably shouldn't take the time, she reluctantly decided. The Bith
would notice the missing vidsthe firg time he looked into the supply
cabinet, and he'd probably be as quick to report the loss as hed been to

scrape the dime off the survellance cam.



Thelast woman in front of her moved away, and Mara was findly in
position. PaAming her last full vid, she stepped to the trough, and, with a

smooth wave of her arm, she poured its contents into the filthy water.

And with an angry hiss, the trough abruptly erupted with a Szze of

flame and acloud of yellow smoke,

There were a haf-dozen piercing screams as women whose minds had been
systematically reduced to near catatonia woke up enough to claw their way back
from this sudden and inexplicable danger. The smoke continued to billow up and
out, and within seconds the room was impossible to see across. There were more
screams and shouts, the thudding of feet and colliding bodies, as a sudden
panic gripped women who had nearly lost the ability to fed emoation of any

sort. There was no place to go, no placeto hide, and they al knew it.

Praysh's guards were faster on the uptake than Mara had expected them to
be. She was barely halfway to the door, pushing her way through the chaos,
when the heavy panel dammed in and adozen of the Drachinam thundered into
the room. Mara caught aglimpse of heavy extinguisher canisters asthey passed

her on their way to the smoking trough-

And then shed madeit to the door, and Sansawas at her sde. "What did

you do?' the other woman hissed.



"Jug alittle chemical diverson,” Marasaid, peering through the smoke
at the doorway. Not al the guards had charged to the rescue of Praysh's
precious dave laborers. two of them were blocking the corridor just outsde
the room, neuronic whips held ready for any attempt by the daves to take
advantage of the confusion. " Stay behind me," she added, getting one other

squeeze bottles in each hand and stepping out the door.

One of the guards snorted a this dim humen femde gpparently

chdlenging them. "Where do you think you're-his’

He never got to finish his question. Raising her hands, Mara squeezed a
shot of liquid from one of her bottlesinto each of the guards faces. They
sputtered, lunging forward even asthey tried to turn away from the stream of
gpattering fluid. Crossing her wrists, Mara switched aim and gave each guard's

face adose from the other bottle-

And with howlsthat shook the corridor, both Drach'nam dropped their

whips and staggered back away from the women, hands clutching at their faces.

"Comeon," Marasnapped to Sansa. Ducking between the Drach'nam, she
snatched up one of the falen whips and headed a a dead run down the

corridor.

She reached a cross corridor just as another par of Drach'nam came
around it. Gaping, they grabbed for their whips, but before they could get

them into position, Mara's lash snaked out, wrgpping around both of ther



necks. They bellowed amost asloudly asthe last pair had asthey fdl into a
tangle of arms and legs onto the stone floor. Mara plucked a replacement whip

from one of their hands, and continued past.

"Thisway," Sandacdled, in thelead now. "At the next corridor weturn

right up the stairswas

"Stop them!" avoice bellowed from behind them. Mara glanced back over

her shoulder, her sensestingling with sudden danger-

And ahead of her, Sansa screamed.

Maratwisted back around, her whip aready in motion. Two Drachinam had
appeared from ambush out of doors on opposite sides of the corridor, both

their whips now wrapped around aviolently twitching Sansa

Mara snapped her whip at the attacker on the left, caiching hm a
glancing blow across shoulder and back as he ducked away. He snarled something
vicious asthe current shot briefly through him, but he managed to keep his
grip on hisown whip. Mara brought the lash back over her shoulder and sent it

toward the other Drach'nam-

And then, without warning, the weapon abruptly seemed to catch in midair,
the sudden loss of momentum nearly yanking it out of her hand. A movement

above her caught her eye, and she looked up.



To seethat therocky ceiling overhead had vanished, replaced by aforest
of thick, multi-barbed spines pointing down toward her. Her lash had hung up

on them, hopelesdy entangled among the barbs.

"Foolish human,” Praysh's voice purred from some hidden spesker amid the
thicket. "You didn't redly think | would rely solely on neuronic whips and

Drach'nam muscle to keep my davesin line, did you?"

Maraignored him, heading toward the two guards il pinioning Sansain
place between them. With their whips locked around her, they had only their

knivesleft in reserve....

"Stop," Praysh ordered, dl the levity gone from his voice. "l don't

particularly want to kill you, human, but I will if you force my hand.”

Marakept going. Both guards had their knives out now, and had hdlf
turned to point them at the suicida human charging toward her desth. Mara
stretched out toward the blades with the Force, preparing to twist them aside

atjust the right moment-

And then, behind her two opponents, the corridor was suddenly filling

with Drach'nam.

Mara cameto areluctant stop, the sour taste of defeat in her mouth.

Force kills or not. Imperia combat training or not, there was no way she



could take on the entire garrison by hersalf. Not here, not now. "I'm willing

to make aded," she cdled toward the celling.

"I'm sureyou are," Praysh said, purring again. "Guards. release the
second woman and bring them both to my audience chamber. | have some questions

| want to ask our scrappy little fighter.”

With Sangadtill suffering from the partiad muscular paralysis brought
on by the neuronic whip, their progress up the stairway and dong the stony
corridors was decidedly dow. Mara supported the other woman as they walked,
the guards glowering around them the whole way. Severd times Mara asked for

their help in carrying the injured woman, requests that went ignored.

Which was, of course, precisely the response - comor lack of it-that
sheld hoped for. With the task of supporting Sansiafaling totdly on her,
shewas ableto adjust thetiming and sal off thar ariva a Praysh's
audience chamber until Sansiawas mostly recovered from her orded. Any fresh
escape attempt they were able to make, after dl, would be consderably

amplified if they were each ableto do their own running.

It was quickly clear, though, that Praysh had no intention of making any
such attempts easy for them. From the number of Drach’nam lined up againgt the
walls or stlanding in aprotective ring around Praysh'sthrone, it looked like
HisFirgst Greatness had haf hisgarrison in here. "Looks like you're having a

party,” Maracommented as she and Sansawere led to within acouple of meters



of theinner guard ring. "Are you thet afraid of us?'

"Oh, the guards are merely herein hopesyou'll give them an excuse to
avenge what you did to Brok and Czic outside the dave quarters,” Praysh sad
offhandedly. "I'm curious. where did you obtain the acid you sprayed into

theirthe faces?'

"l borrowed the ingredients from your dispensary,” Maratold him. There
was no point in deflecting the question; if they hadn't noticed the thefts
yet, they would soon enough. "It'sjust a matter of knowing which chemicasto

mix."

"Interesting,” Praysh said, leaning back in histhrone and regarding Mara
with amixture of curiosity and suspicion. "Hardly the sort of knowledge a

dave sent by the Mrahash of K vabja should be expected to have."

He shrugged elaborately. "But of course, that's an irrdevant commert,

isn't it? Given that you weren't sent by the Mrahash ofKvabja."

Marafet her throat tighten. Bardrin had assured her thet the Mrahash
was currently out of the sector, and that there was no way Praysh could check
out her cover story. "Of course he sent me," she said, stretching out to the

dien'smind, trying to figure out if thiswas somekind of trick.

"Spare me your lies" Praysh said, his voice suddenly harsh. And no,

therewas no trickery in his thoughts. "I have a communication from the



Mrahash himsdlf, saying he's never heard of you. Infact, | wasjust about to

send for you when you made your pitiful escape effort.”

" told you Daddy would try to force you to leave without me" Sanga

murmured.

A whip cracked from the Side, and Sansa jerked, inhding sharply in
pain. Maraglanced at her, saw the bright streak of blood across her cheek.
"If you have something to say, you will say itto me" Praysh said coldly.

"And you will gart by telling me who you are and exactly why you're here.”

"And if | don't?' Mara asked.

Praysh's gaze shifted to Sansa. "WEell start the persuasion with your

friend here. | don't think you want to hear the details.”

Maralooked around the room, searching for a chink-any chink-in Praysh's
defenses. But there wasn't one. About all she could do now was refuseto tak
and hope there would be fewer guards to deal with in whatever torture chamber

they took her and Sansato.

Unlessthey didn't plan to let her watch. Or, worse, let her watch on a
monitor from adifferent location entirely. That would mean letting them put

Sansaunder aknife....



A quarter of the way across the room, one of the guards at the chamber's
main entrance door abruptly stepped forward, a comlink in his hand. "Y our
First Greatness, aword if | may," he called toward the throne. "I've just

received word that there is new evidence of who thisspy is."

"Excdlent,” Praysh said, swivding his throne around to face that

direction. "Bringittome."

The guard spoke into the comlink, and the door opened to reveal two more
Drach'nam and Have'sishi, the Togorian scavenger Marahad met briefly outsde
the pdace wall. Clutched in Have'sishi's hands was a section of the packing

cylinder Bardrin's floater globe had beenin.

The section that had had Maras lightsaber concedled init.

Maraclenched her handstightly as the trio marched through the assembled
guardstoward the throne. Any chance she and Sansiamight have of escaping was
going to depend heavily on the fact that Praysh didn't know about her Force
abilities. If Have'sshi showed the lightsaber to him, that advantage would

vanish in that same heartbeat. She had to make her move before that happened.

But therewas still no chance. A Drach'nam on ether side of her, more of

them crowding the room, the packing cylinder section too far away for her to

rip out theinner lining and get the lightsaber out...

"Whoisthis?' Praysh demanded.



"A scavenger from the stret,” one of the guards said. "Thisisasection
of the packing cylinder which the human brought your gift in." He reached over

to take the cylinder section from Have'sishi-

The Togorian pulled it away from him. [It ismineto show,] she hissed.

[My discovery. My reward.]

"Just let her bring it," Praysh said, gesturing impatiently. "Show me

this supposed evidence.”

Déliberately, Marathought, Have'sishi looked over a the two women.
Then, stepping through the inner ring of guards, she held the cylinder section
up in front of Praysh. [You see here)] she said, pointing adaw to the

bottom. [It isthe marking sedl of the Uoti Corporate]

"What?" Sansamuttered as Praysh leaned close to ook, and Mara could
sense her sudden confusion and suspicion. If her would-be rescuer was actualy

from their Uoti competitorsinstead of from her father-

"Quiet," Maramuttered back, frowning in some confusion of her own. There

hadn't been any marking seal's on the cylinder-sheld made sure of that. Had the

Togorian mixed her cylinder up with some other piece of garbage?

"That isindeed the Uoti symbol," Praysh agreed, taking the section from



Have'sshi and turning his gaze on Maraagain. "So that's what thisis dl

about, isit? Uoti wantstheir new toys back.”

Maradidn't reply, her eyes on Have'sishi as shetried to figure out what

was going on. But the Togorian's expression was totally unreadable.

"Yes, that must beit," Praysh decided. "And | suppose | should have
expected this. | must congratulate you on your speed and efficiency in

locating me-it's been, what, only aweek sincethat particular acquisition?”

"Y et perhgpsthe efficiency isonly anilluson. Your Fird Greatness,”
one of the Drach’'nam spoke up, eyeing Have'sishi suspicioudy. "Recdl that
al the packing from the Uati acquisition was amilaly thrown to the
scavengers. Thisdien could have obtained one of the marking sedls and

transferred it to thiscylinder.”

"No," Praysh told him. "The sedl hasthe proper edge engraving carved

into the meta around it. It'sgenuine.”

He gave Maraa smile that sent an involuntary shiver down her back.
"Besides, why elsewould awarrior of such skill ddliberately step beneath my

hand as she has?"'

Maralooked back at Have'sishi. The Togorian was gazing back at her now,
and astheir eyes met, she lifted a hand to casudly rub a her neck,

gretching her clawsalittle further from the ends of her fingersas she did



s0. Was she trying to show Mara how she'd faked the edge engraving? Or was

there some other message there?

And suddenly, Maragot it.

"l don't know what kind of trick this is supposed to be, Your Firs
Greatness,” she caled, putting an edge of scorn into her voice. "Bt it's a
pretty feeble one. | can tell from herethat's not part of the cylinder |

brought.”

Praysh face darkened. "Can you redly,” he rumbled. "What remarkably good
eyes. Or what aremarkable wretched memory. Perhaps that memory needs some

encouragement.”

[Perhaps a closer look & it would help. Your Firgt Greatness))

Have'sshi suggested.

"I think not," Praysh bit out. "The preiminary games are over. She's

refused to play.” He glared at Mara. "Y our last chance, warrior, to do this

the easy way."

Have'sshi glanced at Mara, her expression suddenly looking stricken.
Maralifted her eyebrows, nodding fractiondly toward the cylinder.... [May |

have the cylinder section back, Y our First Grestness?] the Togorian asked.



"When I'm done withit," Praysh said shortly, his attention ill on

Mara. "No? Very wdl, then. Guards..."

And abruptly, Have'sishi leaped up to the throne in front of him.
Sashing her claws across the faces of the two bodyguards flanking Praysh, she
snatched the cylinder section from his hands, dammed it across his head hard
enough to stun, and reached her hand in to theinner lining. Above the roar of
multiple Drach'nam bellows came the screech of tearing metal; and just as the
inner ring of guards reached Have'sishi and threw themselves on top of her,

sheflicked her wrist over their heads-

And Maras lightsaber came spinning across the room toward her.

There was awarning shout from someone; but it was aready far too late.
Mara grabbed the weapon in an iron Force grip, yanking it through the
Drach'nam handstrying to dap it out of the air. "Down!" she barked to Sansa
as she caught and ignited the wegpon, in the same motion cutting down the two

guardsflanking her.

And the entire audience chamber collapsed into pandemonium.

The nearest of the Drach'nam, too close to use their whips againg her,
went for their knivesinstead. They died holding them. Those further back
lived alittle longer, but not much. With no time to organize, too densdy
packed together for efficient use of their whips, and facdng a wegpon thet

could cut through the lashes with ease, they had no chance a dl. Mara



dashed through their ranks like amowing machine, littering the rocky ground
behind her with their bodies, ahaze of righteousfury douding her vison.
Retribution for Sandaand the other degraded women in the dave pits;
retribution for piracy and robbery and cold-hearted murder; retribution for

the danger they'd put the WildKarrde's crew in-

And suddenly, or so it seemed, it was over.

She stood in the middle of the room, lightsaber held high, gasping hard

with her exertion. All around her were piles of Drach'nam bodies-

[ would not have bdlievedit.]

Mara spun around. Have'sishi was pressed againg the wall behind the
throne, staring at Marawith an expression of stunned disbelief, a haf-dozen
00zing wounds scattered across the matted fur of her face and torso. "How
badly are you hurt?' Mara called, crossng the room toward her. None of the
injuries looked serious, but she wasn't familiar enough with Togorian

physiology to know for sure.

[Not badly,] Have'sshi assured her. [They logt interest in me very

quickly ]

"Lucky for methey did," Marasaid grimly, focusing on the fase wal

behind Have'sshi, thewall containing the two hidden blaster ports she'd



spotted on her firgt trip through the chamber.

Only now there was a second hole, knife-blade-sized, just beneath each of

the ports. And gripped in Have'sishi's hand was an appropriated Drach'nam

knife, its blade stained with the pae pink of Drach’nam blood.

"Thank you," Marasaid, gesturing to thewall. "'l wondered why they never

fired a me"

[They never had time] Havesishi said smply.

"| seethat. Thank you. What about Praysh?

[I believe he escaped,] Have'sshi said. [Alongwith many of his guards.

But we must hurry-your companion isadready gone.]

"What?' Marademanded, looking around again. Sansawas gone, al right.

"Did Praysh take her?"

[No, sheleft alone, by that door.] Have'sishi pointed.

Heading for her ship, no doubt, al set to take off and leave Mara and

Havesshi stranded here. "Blagt it,” Marasnarled. "Comeon."

The corridors, not surprisngly, were deserted. Mara led the way,

lightsaber in hand, slently berating hersdlf for not expecting a las-minute



back-blading likethisin thefirst place. Like father, like daughter...

And then, amost before she was ready for it, they pushed open one find
door and stumbled into an open courtyard filled with yachts, smdll freighters,
and rows of deadly, spine-winged safighters. Midway across the yard, a

sngleshipwasjud lifting off into the air.

A SoroSuub 3000 luxury yacht.

[Isthat her?] Have'sishi asked.

"Yes" Marasaid sourly. Like father, like daughter, dl right.

But there was no time now for the luxury of anger. "Wed better find a
waly out of here before Praysh getswhat's | eft of his thugs organized,” she

told Have'sshi. "Let's seeif any of these other ships are unlocked-was

She paused, frowning. The yacht, contrary to her expectations, wasn't
heading for the sky asfast as Sansacould push it. Instead, it had moved on
repulsorliftsto ahovering position afew meters over the center of the

courtyard.

And even as Marawondered what in the worlds Sansawas doing, apair of
turbolaser blasts blazed outward from the underside of the craft into one of

the parked sarfighters, blowing it into aviolent yellow firebal.



Have's shi snarled something Maradidn't caich over the roar of the
flames. Sill firing, the yacht swiveled dowly around ina circle,
methodicaly turning the rest of Praysh's potentia pursuit craft into scrap
meta. Then, maneuvering across to where Mara and Have'sishi stood, it dropped
again to the ground and the hatch popped open. "1 thought you two would never
show up,” Sangas voice cdled impatiently from the direction of the bridge.

"Comeon, let'sget out of here."

The guards who'd been watching the outside of Bar drin's manson during
Marasfirst vist were nowhere to be seen as she and Sansa parked their

landspeeder and headed inside.

And, asit turned out, for good reason.

"Welcome back, Mara," Karrde said, rising from his chair beside Bardrin's
massive desk as Mara and Sansa entered. He was smiling, but Maracould sense
theicy anger smmering benegath the pleasant expression. "Excdlent timing, as
always. We've just secured the mansion, and | was about to start putting
together an attack force to come after you." He half bowed to Sansa. "You

must be Sansa Bardrin. We come home, aswdll."

"Thank you," Sangasaid, nodding back. "I'm impressed-the people who
designed thislittle fortress for my father claimed it would be impossible for

anyoneto takeit. Not intact, at least.”



"l had some professiona assstance.” Karrde looked at Bardrin, seated in
glowering silence behind his desk. "Aswell as consderable motivation. You
may want to explain to your father later that playing games with my people

thisway isnot away to maintain along and hedthy life"

"Don't worry," Sansapromised darkly. "Heand | have agreat ded to
talk about. Starting with hiswillingnessto leave meto rot in Praysh'sdime

pitsaslong as he got his precious Winning Gamble back."

"Y ou wouldn't have been there more than another sx hours" Bardrin

rumbled. "I aready had ateam assembled to comein after you."

"Through Praysh's outer defenses?' Sanda snorted. "They'd have been cut

to ribbons before they even hit atmosphere.”

Maracleared her throat. "Actudly, | think you'l find he's been even
more devious than you thought,” she said, stretching out with the Force to
Bardrin's mind. She had most of the pieces now, but his emotiond reactions
would help confirm she was putting them together in theright order. "1 think
he set you up deliberately to be captured by those pirates, knowing they'd

send you and the Winning Gamble straight to Praysh.”

Sansafrowned at her."Y ou can't be serious. What would he gain by that?



Marasmiled tightly at Bardrin. "Some brand-new, high tech prototypes

Praysh stole from the Uoti Corporate.”

Bardrin's expression remained solidly under control, but his guilty
mental twitch was al the confirmation Maraneeded. "I don't know what you're

talking about,” he growled.

"But continue anyway," Karrde invited, ady amile touching hislips
Mara had been with him long enough, she knew, for him to recognize that she
never used thistone of voice when she was just guessing. "This is most

interesting.”

Maralooked a Sansia. ™Y ou remember that Praysh mentioned it had only
been aweek since the Uoti theft. Y our father heard about it and decided to
gted it from them before Uoti could get organized to retrieveit themselves
He knew that when the pirates gave you to Praysh they'd dso give im the
Winning Gamble; and so he rigged that fancy targeting system you told me about
to make a complete sensor recording of Praysh's defense array on the flight

in'

Sangas face had turned to glazed stone. "Why, you vac-hearted,
manipulative nerf belly," she breathed, her eyeslocked on her father's face

liketwin turbolasers. "Y ou ddiberately put me through that-his’

"| thought someone of Jade's skills would have a better chance of getting

out done," Bardrin cut her off brusquely. "And shewould have an easier time



getting to the Winning Gamble from Praysh's audience chamber instead of the
dave quarters, which iswhy | sent that anonymous dp suggesting he contact

the Mrahash of Kvabja about the floater globe. Once we had the Winning Gamble
said could andlyze Praysh's outer defense array, our private troops could have
swept in with ease, rescued you, and destroyed Praysh's operationin a ange

blow."

"And the Ucti prototypes?'

Bardrin shrugged. "A small bonus. A reward, if you like, for our civic-
mindednessin diminating a particularly noxious daver. We are business

people, Sansa."

Helooked sgnificantly a Karrde. "And | taught you better than to vert

business disputesin front of outsiders.”

"Yes, you certainly did." Sansatook adeep bregath; then turned to look

at Mara. "Whatever he promised to pay you, you deserve more. Name your price.”

Maralooked coolly a Bardrin. "Y ou can't afford to pay for what he put
methrough,” shesaid. "But I'll settlefor acopy of the Winning Gamble's
tracking record. There's some seriousjugtice | intend to ran on Praysh's
head, and | don't think | want to trust your father to do it for me. Civic-

minded or not."



Sangathrew amdicious smileat Bardrin. "I'll do better than that.

Takethewhole ship."

"What?' Bardrin legped to hisfeet, obliviousto the blaster that had
suddenly appeared in Karrde's hand. "Sansig, you are not going to give my ship

to these- - these-was

He sputtered to a hat. Sansia gave the silence a couple more heartbests,
then looked back at Mara. "Y ou aready know the access and operating codes,"

she continued asiif her father hadn't spoken. "It'sagood ship. Enjoy."

"Thank you,” Marasad. "l will."

"There's aso the matter of my fee," Karrde spoke up.

"What are you talking about?' Bardrin demanded. " She adready gave Jade

more than-was

"I'm not talking about payment for your daughter's rescue," Karrde cut

him off coldly. "I'm referring to my feefor not killing you outright over

your kidnapping my crew.”

Helooked at Sansa. "Unlessyou'd rather not make such aded, of

course. | can certainly take my feein blood instead if you prefer.”

"Itistempting,” Sansaadmitted. "But no, I'll deal with Daddy dear in



my ownway." She smiled thinly. "Out of Sght of outsders. What sort of fee

do you want?'

"Weéll work out something later,” Karrdetold her, putting his blaster

away. "I'll beintouch. Come, Mara. It'stime to get back to clean air again.

They left the room and headed through the strangely deserted mansion; and
it was only asthey were descending thefinal staircase toward the vedibule
that Karrde's earlier comment about having had professional assistancefindly
became clear. Lurking in the shadow of a carved support pillar where he could
cover both the stairway and the door was a silhouette she remembered dl too

wdl.

"| cdled in afew favors from Councilor Organa Solo," Karrde murmured in

explanation from beside her. "It was avery profitable trade.”

"Yes'" Marasaid, shivering involuntarily as they passed the Noghri

warrior and headed down the stairway. "I'll just bet it was."

"Maa?'

Blowing adrop of sweat off the end of her nose, Mara keyed off the

combat practice remote and shut down her lightsaber. "Comein,” she called.



"Thought I'd find you here" Karrde said, glanang around the
WildKarrde's exercise room as he walked in. "Havesshi said you'd been

gpending alot of time donein here. Making angry sounds was how she put it."

"I've been working out afew frudtrations,” Mara conceded, snagging a

towe and wiping the moisture off her face. "How's she doing?’

"Mostly heded," Karrde said, crossing to one of the resistance benches
and gtting down. "It was her very first time in abactatank, asit happens.

She'srather impressed.”

"We need to do more for her than just get her back to hedlth,” Marasaid.
"Sheredly put her neck on the block when she brought my lightsaber into

Praysh's palace.”

"| agree,” Karrde said. "Though oddly enough, she doesn't seeit that way

at dl. Shetold me that once she found your lightsaber and realized you were

aJedi, she had no doubt at al that you could handle Praysh's legions with

e

Maragrimaced. Jedi... "l trust you disabused her of that notion?"

"Not redly. Asfar as|'m concerned, you're a Jedi in everything but

name."

It wasn't that Ssmple, Maraknew. Not nearly that Smple. But it dso



wasn't a subject she wanted to get into right now. "Were you adle to dig
anything out of her asto what sort of reward she might like?" she asked
ingtead. "'l couldn't make any headway at al on that subject on our way off

Torpris”

"According to her, dl she's ever wanted wasto get out of that demeaning
scavenger life she'd been forced into,” Karrde said. "It doesn't sound like
she has much in the way of marketable skills, though, so | was thinking of

offering her acourse of sudy in starship operationsat our traning center

on Quyge

"I think sheld likethat," Mara nodded. "She seemed fascinated with

everything about the Winning Gamble during the flight."

"Good," Karrde said. "If she proves competent enough after her training,
| thought I'd also seeif sheld beinterested in joining the organization.” He
smiled. "Though whether that would qudify asa reward or a punishment is

probably debatablein somecircles.”

Thesmilefaded. "Actualy, | waswondering if you werefinding yoursdf

in one of those particular circles a the moment."

Marafelt her lip twist. Y ou do find convoluted waysto bring up these

subjects, don't you?'



"It adds variety to conversation,” he said. "Particularly when the other

party to the discussion seemsinclined to avoid the issue.”

Marasighed. "I don't know, Karrde. I've been feding- - | don't know.
Squeezed, | suppose. The responsibilities have been weighing more and more on
me lately, and thisthing with Bardrin seemsto have brought it al to ahead.
| don't like the fact that he picked on usin thefirst place because we were
smugglers and couldn't go to the authorities over the kidnapping of the Wild
Karrde'screw. And | redlly don't like the fact he was able to manipulaie me

30 eadlly by threatening them that way."

She waved the lightsaber. 1 fed like | need to get out somewhere.

Anywhere. At least for awhile.”

"l understand,” Karrde said quietly. "It is a crushing respongbility
sometimes.” He cocked an eyebrow. "Fortunately, like al good employers, I've
come up with a possible solution. How would you liketo go into business for

yoursdf?'

Marafrowned. " Are you throwing me out?"

"Ohno," Karrde assured her. "Certainly not unlessyou yourself want to
leave. | wastaking about setting you up with asmal trading company of your
ownfor awhile. A totaly legitimate one, of course, which should help keep
opportunists like Ja Bardrin off your back. Y ou'd get a chanceto rdax away

from the perennid intrigues and back-blading of the fringe, get some



experience with small-business management, and possibly even gan alittle

more respect among the high-noses on Coruscant.”

"That last one's pretty low on my ligt," Marasaid, glowering down at her

lightsaber. "What do you get out of it?"

Karrde waved ahand casudly. "Oh, just the satisfaction of helping out a
loyal and trusted colleague. And, of course, getting back a more experienced

and relaxed lieutenant when you return to the organization.”

"And if | decide not to come back?"

A musclein Karrde's cheek twitched. "I would hateto lose you, Mara," he
sad quietly. "But | would aso never try to hold on to you if you truly

didn't want to stay. That's not how | do things."

Marafingered her lightssber. Freedom. Red, genuine freedom... "l
suppose | could try it for awhile" shesaid at last. "Where would we pull

the start-up money and resources from?"

"From SansgaBardrin, of course," Karrde said. "She till owes me, after

al. And now that she has an effective veto over the family's business

decisions, her father can hardly do anything to block it.”

Mara shook her head in disbdief. "I redly would have expected her to do



alot moreto him than just appropriate some of his stock,” she said.

"Certainly given the way she waslooking at him when we left.”

"They're business people,” Karrde pointed out. "That's what warfare looks
likein those circles. And of course, you dready have a ship. The Winning

Gamble™"

Marablinked. "I thought that was the organization's."

"Sandagaveit to you, not the organization,” Karrde reminded her. "And

you're certainly not going to make acase that you didn't earn it.”

"No," Maramurmured, an odd feding trickling through her. She'd never
owned her own ship before. Never. Even when she was the Emperor's Hand, dl
the ships and equipment she used were Imperid issue and property. Her own

ship...

"Anyway, Sart thinking about what exactly you'll want and we can work

out the detailslater," Karrde said, standing up. "I'll let you get back to

your exercises now." He headed for the door-

"Karrde?' Dankin's voice came over the exercise room intercom. "You

there?"'

"Yes," Karrde called toward the speaker. "What isit?’



"Weve got an incoming tranamission from Luke Sky walker," Dankin said.
"He reports the New Republic raid on Praysh'sfortressis over and dl the
daves have been rescued unharmed. He wants to thank you for sending him the

defense array data, and to discussyour feefor it."

"Thank you," Karrde said. "Congratulate him, and tell him I'll be right

there"

Theintercom clicked off. "Y ou sent Luke the data?' Maraasked. It didn't

seem like the sort of thing a Jedi Master would get persondly involved in.

"| thought he'd be ableto move on it fagter then if | tried going

through the New Republic command structure,” Karrde said. "Apparently, | was

right.”

"It must be terrible to be right so often,” Maramurmured.

"It isaheavy burden," Karrde agreed with a amile "One jud has to

learnto livewithit. I'll seeyou later.”

Heleft. Wiping her face again, Maratossed the towe aside and ignited
her lightsaber. A new job-even if it was only temporary-and her own ship. Her

very own ship.

Though of course shewould have to change its name. Winning Gamble



sounded more like something Solo or Cdrissan would use. No, she needed

something more persona, something that would hearken back to what sheld gone

through to earn it. The Jade's Whip, perhaps, or the Jade's Sting.

No. She smiled. The JadesFire.

Keying on the practice remote, feding more relaxed than she had in

weeks, she settled in! - bat stance and lifted her lightsaber. Yes, this was

going to beinteresting. Very interesting, indeed.

Gathering Shadows

by Kathy Burdette

For thefirgt timein years, Harkness couldn't stand the silence.

He had two options: he could lie with his good eye open and think, or he



could liewith hisgood eye shut and think. It didnt matter either way,
because the cell was pitch black and the only indication that he wasn't having

agtrange dream was the smell of something dead or dying in the same room.

Maybeit was him. All during theinterrogation, Hark ness had kept his
focus away from the pain and the questions, and where he had put hisfocus he
could not remember, but he wasn't required to do it anymore. It hurt to
breathe; it hurt to be wearing clothes; it hurt to swallow. The nicest thing
the Imperias had done for him was not to put his boots back on his singing

feet.

Moreover, there was a humming sound in his head. It could have been
something to do with where he had placed hisfocus, or it could have been an
aftereffect of the drugs. Which brought to mind the image of the round, black
interrogator droid that had administered them. Which, inturn, had leit hm
with avison of sickly colors, distorted sounds, and asensation smilar to
that of having needlesin hisbrain and hiseyesand thewholeinsde of his
head. That thought, coupled with the humming sound, sent him into a near

panic, and he decided to drown both elements out entirely.

"Hey!" he said. His voice was hoarse and thick, but it echoed and that

made him fed better. At least he waan't floating in some infinite vacuum.

"Hey, yeah. Thisisgreat. Way to be, Harkness."

He thought about al the stories he had heard about prisoners who hed



been locked up alone for decades and gone insane. He had expected that any
timein solitary confinement would be paradise, but now he could see himsdf
intwo years, drooling, talking to himself al the time. People would look at
him funny and whisper about him. On the other hand, wasn't that ther normd
practice anyway? Harkness decided he would probably be fine as long as he

never answered himsdf.

"Well," hesad. "Maybeit could beworse."

"luoubtit.”"

Harkness froze. He had been answered by afemale voice a short distance

avay.

"Hdlo?' he sad tentatively.

"Yeah?' said the woman. Her voice wasraw, and itsthick, nasd qudity

suggested that she had a broken nose, but her tone was steady. The sound of a

person in the comfortable Stuation of things not being able to become worse.

"Who'sthere?' he asked.

She durred her words together, and it took a moment for Harkness to

extrapolate what she had actudly said:

"Madter Sergeant Ja Raventhorn, Alliance Infiltrators.™



Harkness absorbed that. "I thought High Command dissolved the

Infiltrators," he said.

"Rubit in, why don't you," said the woman.

"Hah!" said Harkness. It wasn't ared laugh, but it was the only
positive response he could come up with. Raventhorn's voice carried the depth
of the numbness, the pain, the humiliaion, and the rdief that was in
Harkness right then, and he dismissed the automatic assumption that she was

some COMPNOR agent planted in the cell to get him to talk casudly.

It also sounded as though she were shivering, as Hark ness was. Mogt

likely she had been done exactly the same way he had, and that made him

furious. But he didn't want to tell her that because she might think he was

being patronizing.

"So what do you do now instead, Sergeant Raventhorn?' he asked.

"\Who wantsto know?'

"Harkness"

"Harknesswhat?'



It suddenly occurred to him that he couldn't recall hisfirst name. If he

had one at dll.

"Harknesswhat?' Jai asked again.

"l...think it'sjust Harkness" he said. More enthusagticdly, he

added, "I'm amercenary.”

"A mere. Redly. | don't think that'swhat | am.”

"Try to remember. Were just experiencing the aftereffects of the mind-

probe."

Thiswas just aguess on Harknesss part. But it made him fed better,

and Jai evidently believed it because she took afew momentsto think. Finally

she said, "Oh, wait-| work in Intel now."

"Intel? were you with Red Team Five?'

"l think s0. Yeah, | was," she said, and there was no trace of pride in

her voice on admitting that. But then came asudden spark of interest. "Are

you one of the mereswho tipped us off about this place?’

"No, but guesswhat?"'

"What?'



"| think there might be an Imperia garrison here on Zeios."

She gave a hdf-amused snort. "Y ou think?"

"Isthe rest of your team around here?"

"They'redead,” sad Jai.

"Oh," Harknesssaid. "I'm sorry."

"I'mnot." She gave a heavy 9gh. "l don't suppose you told them

anything."

"Who?" asked Harkness. He was fedling confused. Hislipshad started to

fed numb.

"Thelmperids”

"No," said Harkness, and then he was struck anew. "Hey-was

"What?'

"l didnt tell them anything!" He had completely shut it out of hismind,

but hisinterrogators had redized that mind-probing hm was usdess and



therefore the interrogation was afailure, and they had tortured him just to

make themselvesfed better. Suddenly Harknessfelt postively warmingde. It

was the ultimate test and he had passed it. He could actudly fed himsdf

grinning. Therewas not alower place that could possibly exig, and his

Stuation could only improveif they had him killed now. He didn't remember

ever feding so securein hislife.

"Yeah," said Raventhorn, "1 heard you the firgt time."

"How about you?' he asked. "Y ou tell them anything?’

"No. Nothing"

"Good for you."

"Y eah, good for me," she said unenthusiastically.

"Doesn't that make you fed great?'

"Not especidly.”

"Y ou know how many people can't make it through interrogations like that?

If they don't talk, they usually just die from the physical punishment.”

"I know."



"My point is, the Imperids could have done worse things. They could have

run acatheter straight up your nasal cavity into your brain. If you didnt

dieyoud bejdly.”

"You'realot of funto have around," saidJa.

"I'm serious!" Harkness said, athough he didn't know what exactly he was

feding. It wasamog giddiness. "Listen, you can go back home and tell

everyoneyou didn't crack, and they'll give you ameda or something.”

"Y eah, they would,” Jai said in complete disgust. "Thet's what's wrong

with the New Republic.”

"What is?'

"Medas. Glory. You know. These daysthey give stuff out if you remember

not to wipe your nose on your deevein front of Generd Madine.

Ja'svoicewasfading and Harkness's vison seemed to narrow to a

pinhole. There was a sensation of acoal, gray fog beginning to permegte his

body from underneath him.

"l can't fed my hands," said Jai.

"Me neither," said Harkness. He didn't want to talk anymore, but he knew



the slence would seep into the fog, into his body. And the humming! Why

wouldn't it siop? " Do you know him?' Harkness asked.

"Who?'

"Generd Madine?'

"Do 7" asked Jai.

"I don't know," said Harkness.

It got quiet again. Harkness was finding himsdf less panic-stricken

about it. Hewas cold all over, but he was getting comfortable. He knew he

should havetried to stay awake, but he hadn't been so rlaxed in avery, very

long time. He felt free. He wanted to savor it, even if it meant dying.

Especidly if it meant dying.

Infact, hewould havelet himsdlf drift off entirely, except thet Jai

sad, "l wish they would have."

Her voice seemed to ring, not off thewalsbut dl through Harkness's

head. "Would... what?' he asked.

"1 wish they would have turned my brainto jdly."

Slence. Harknesss mind immediately cleared itself out.



"Wait asecond. What's that mean?' he asked.

"l just havethisfeding,” Ji sad.

"Likewhat?"

"Like theré's nobody waiting for me to come back.”

"What is up with this place?' said Platt for what was about the third

timein fifteen minutes.

Tru'eb glanced up from the information console. "l said | don't know," he
told her irritably, athough he could understand what Platt was talking about.
Passengers and flight crews were roaming throughout the spaceport, checking
their cargo specs a public maintenance terminals, dumped in chairs dill
waliting for their shipsto pass muster, rushing to catch the next shuttle.
Perfectly normd. But the local s-the maintenance people, the desk personnd,
and the green-eyed humans- - all had araw, shaky look about them. Tru'eb
usually associated expressions like those, and the scent they gave off, with

sheer terror barely held in check.

"1 mean we've been waiting for four hours now and nobody knows anything.

Dirk could be dead somewhere."



"Harkness strikes me as rather resilient,” said Tru'eb. "I doubt he ran

into any serious opposition.”

"Likewhat? That Imperid garrison nobody knows anything about?"

Tru'eb didn't answer. Thewhole point of the mission had been rdaivey
sample; there was a stash of Imperial issue wegpons being transported in,
disguised as ship parts. Platt, Tru'eb, and Harkness had planned on liberating
the wegpons for their own persond use. Platt had a couple of smuggler friends
who were only too happy to provide adistraction. At aplace like this, with
the spaceport personnd totally clouded over by fear or whatever, nobody saw
Tru'eb and hisfriends take custody of the dleged ship parts. Or nobody

cared.

The hitch in the plan came with Harkness, after they had the wegpons.
Platt and Tru'eb hadn't worked with Harkness for very long, but it wasn't hard
to gather that he had some sort of personal vendetta against the Empire. Where
Patt and Tru'eb would not have bothered to ask where the wegpons came from
(aslong asthey turned afair profit), Harkness had to know. Which had led
them to some of his contacts within New Republic Intel, and somebody |eaked
him the information that there was currently ateam investigating a probable
hidden Imperid garrison on Zeios. While Platt and Tru'eb were discussng
termswith an arms desler at the south end of town, Harkness hed rented a

repulsorlift vehicle and told them he would be right back. That was four days

ago.



"He's crazy, but hésagood man," Platt said. "I like working with him.

Despite the vendettathing.”

"l agree, but | was hoping thistrip wouldn't be - - was

"Excuse me, folks?' somebody said. Tru'eb and Plat turned around,

standing behind Platt was agreen eyed starport offidd in a light green

uniform, holding a datapad.

"I've got the-right here, here's the-was He held out the datapad.

"Oh, right, you'rethe guy | talked to earlier,” said Platt.

"Y es... about the information you requested? First of al, I'm sorry that

took so long."

"Don't worry about it. Although | wouldn't have thought skiff rentals

would be that hard to track down," said Platt.

"Well, we've had security problems before.. there was a shipjacking about

four years ago, and some crime lords got involved...

"What did you find?" asked Tru'eb.

The man swallowed and held his datapad close to his chest. "I don't know



how to tell you this" he said.

Platt and Tru'eb exchanged glances.

"What?' said Patt. "The skiff blew up? What?'

"No, but theresbeena...."

"A what? Tdl ug"

"A-amistake. On the readout."”

Hatt vishly restrained hersdf from gtriking the man.

"What do you mean?" asked Tru'eb, reaching up and putting a hand on

Platt's shoulder.

"Well, it says herethat the gentleman you're looking for rented a

spaceport skiff that he took out past the badlands... dl the way north, into

the mountains”

"Sowhat?' said Pait.

"It'simpossible. Nobody goes out there. Ever.”

"Why not?"



He hesitated. After looking over his shoulder a couple of times, he drew
himsdf in close toward Platt and Tru'eb, who drew in close toward him. Ther

heads were dmost touching.

"There" hesaid in alow voice, "iswhere the dead can walk."

A week earlier, Ja had been gitting in the communications tent a a
flimsy metd table, with the comm unit placed in front of her, when her C.O.

"ness voice came over the channd.

"Raventhorn?' he said. "Werein Sector Three now. Lookslike there's a

couple of scout troopers guarding a bunker.”

Jai put down her protein stick and swallowed. "W, whatever you do,

gr, don't-was

"Moving in to attack."

She put ahand over her face. Her C.O. was a Rodian lieutenant who hed
somehow dipped past Officer's Candidate School during the New Republic's
post-Endor barrage of promotions. The rest of her teammates had little or no
field experience-just training. Gresat. Three hundred and twenty-seven combat
missions, and | never got asplinter. | moveto Intel and these idiots are
going to get mekilled on the fird day. "Sir, negative! Y ou shouldn't

compromise your podition, isthat clear? It's probably an-was



A shout came over the comm channd, but it wasn't directed at Jai. "This

onesfor Mon Mothma, guys™

Therewerefant rallying shouts from the other team members. Ja could
actudly hear the blagterfire, quick little shots being fired off somewhere

off in the distance. Then there was alouder shot, followed by an explosion.

After that, the exploding never stopped; within minutes, the Imperias

had moved in and surrounded the command post.

Ja ran outsdeinto the cold, wet mountain air. A flickering glow lit up

the sky in the distance. - comambush.

Seconds later amassive blaster bolt, artillery grade, dammed into the
tent where Jai's remaining team members were deeping. The whole thing was

immediately swept into flames and took the munitionstent withiit.

Ja didn't hear the explosion. Shejust ft hersdf risng up in the
air, and then anumb sensation shot through her body. She never remembered
hitting the ground, but suddenly she was lying on her ssomach, blinking
furioudy and spitting out dirt. When shelooked up again, there was a bright,

atificid light shining into her streaming eyes.

"Getup.”



A gray shape stood over her. His voice was muffled, and the rest of what
he said waslogt to theringing in Jai's ears. She could fed an unbearable
heat coming from the burning tents, but the gray-clad person stayed where he
was. Severa moments later there were about twenty of him al around her. She

was jerked to her feet.

"Hands over your head. Do it now."

Jai had never been cornered before. She should have lunged for somebody,
should have made them kill her right then and there-because if there was one
cardina rule about being an Infiltrator, if there was one thing you made

absolutely sure that you did, it wasto die before you got taken into custody.

But aface flashed into her memory, and she hesitated. Before she had a

chanceto register who she was thinking of, or to change her mind, one of her

captorstook afast step toward her, the butt of his blaster rifle swinging at

her face.

Suddenly Harkness shouted her name, and she started.

"What?' shecried. "What isit?'

"Areyou dill there?' Harkness said.

"Wherewould | go, idiot?' she said, annoyed.



"I've been cdling your name for twenty minutes here!™

"Redly?"

"Y esl What happened to you?'

"l wasjudt thinking."

"WEéll, you could have answered me!" Harkness sounded amost furious.

"Hey, look, | didn't doit to spiteyou! | just got to thinking. I'm

trying to remember stuff."

Harkness backed off. "Well... but... | wasjust-was He floundered for a

second. "Okay. Aslong asyou're not dying of shock over there."

"Only when you yell red loud likethat."

"What were you thinking about?" Harkness asked.

"Just Suff,” said Jai. "Did it get warmer in here?’

"No," hesad. "Ligen-mind if | ask you something?"

"Yeah?'



"Y ou don't care about your team. You don't seem to care about the

Rebdlion anymore.”

"| do care about the Rebdllion. It'sthe New Republic | hate."

"And you say you can't remember if you have any family.”

"Are you taking notes or something?'

"I'm just curious, what made you ress interrogation?”

"Look, just because | don't like what happened to the Alliance doesn't

mean I'mwilling to turn oniit.”

"That's not what | mean," he said. "What did you focus on?"'

"1 focused on not telling anybody anything.”

Harkness gave aterse sigh. "Sarge-was

"What isyour problem?’

"You are not listening to me." Harkness dowed hisvoice down. "In that

moment... in the interrogation room... when the drugs had worn off... and you



tried to fed sorry for your interrogators... and you tried to hyper ventilate

yourself into atrance... and you realized that it didn't matter what you did,

because those Imperidswereliving out their life-long dream of meking an

Infiltrator scream, and they were having so much fun they might never stop..."

Ja stared at where she thought Harkness's face probably was.

"Yeah," shesad.

"What wasit that you focused on? What image came to your mind?"*

"I don't know."

"Then think! Come on! Wasit aperson?’

"Yeah, it..." Ja sopped hersdf. "Yeah!" shesad. "It was my little

dder.”

Harkness shifted around. "Y ou're somebody's older Sster?’

"Y ou sound like you think that's funny.”

"No, no. | canjust imagine you ordering some Six year-old around.”

"Well, she'salittle older than that. She'samgjor in Special Ops.”



"So she getsto order you around.”

"Shewouldn't dare.

"Mgor Raventhorn," said Harkness. "That name sounds familiar.”

"'Courseit does," shesaid.

"When'sthe last time you saw her?'

"l don't know." Jai's brain clouded up as easly asit had cleared, and

shefdt athrobbing tightness al the way from her shoulders up into the back

of her head. "I thought | hadn't seen her sSince she was about twelve. But |

can see her with an adult'sface... | thought | judt talked to her afew

months ago... or last week...."

"Keep thinking," saild Harkness.

"What about you?'

IIMe?I

"No, the other beat-up mere across the room. How come you didn't talk?’

"I don't know."



"Keegpthinking," Jai said, with more than atrace of sarcasm.

"No, redly, | cant... but | fed like | knew aminute ago...."

"I'd love to know what they did with our heads" Jai said irritably. She

found that she could lift her arms now, and kept trying to massage the tension

out of her shoulders with one hand. After awhile she began to notice that the

pain wasn't just in the muscles but in the skin, and her hand came away wet.

Sheforgot al about the tenson and fdlt the burning al across her shoulders

and her back.

Suddenly Harknessyelled, "Dirk!™

Ja felt her whole body tighten. If she could have sprung to her fedt,

shewould have. "Who? What? Who?"

"Dirk! That'smy first name!™

Jai's body relaxed, and her limbs shook from the tension release. "Wl

you quit screaming out like that?"

"Dirk Harkness," hesaid. "I'm Dirk Harkness."

"Dirk Harkness?" Jai findly said, primarily to get him to stop chanting

it. "What kind of nameisthat? Y ou don't sound likea Dirk."



"So don't cal me Dirk." He made some shuffling noises again; Ja

imagined that he waslying on his side now.

"Fine, Harkness," she said. "If you remember your first name, then tdl

me what kept you from talking.”

Dirk was glent.

"Wdl?'

"l think," he sad, "it has something to do with this humming in my head.

"Well, wdl, well,” Platt said, peering over theridge. "Our boy Harkness

certainly knows how to sniff out Imperiads.”

"How many?" Tru'eb asked. He was a short distance below her inthe gully.

Patt did down the steep rock wall and handed him the macrobinoculars.

"Look for yourself. | make it about two, maybe three. See them?”

Tru'eb got afoothold in the crags and hoisted himsdlf up into the thick,
tufted grasson top of theridge. "I can't seeanything," hesaid. "Thefogis

even worse over there"



"Theyelow switch polarizesthe lenses. See the hll directly across
from us? It runsinto t cliff, you can't missit. Now look a the aledge

gticking out of the cliff, out over the hill. Y ou see the Imperids?'

"No... just treesand plants..."

"They're dtting in adugout under acamouflaged lean-to."

"Ah, yes" Tru'eb said after amoment. "Army scouts. But | don't see a

garison.”

"l don't even seeany vdley," Plat said.

Nonetheless, Platt's chrono indicated they were some 1,200 meters above
sealeve. Thisneck of the mountains was permeated by rocky ground and sheer
cliffstopped with conifer trees. The Bare Forest, thelocas cdled it. Or at
least that was what their guide had called it before he had bolted with the
repulsorlift aday earlier. At least he had left them some supplies and aone-
person emergency inflation shdlter, the latter of which had been an awfully

tight fit last night.

Still, Harkness had | eft atrail of blaster-charred trees and discarded
rations. Those cluesled Platt and Tru'eb straight into the remains of the
Rebd camp-aflat, razed areawith scattered ashes, melted tent frames, and

smashed comm equipment. The trees were bent and broken, probably crushed by



AT-AT'S. Platt was hard pressed to imagine where one of those would have come

from. All around wasthe acrid smell of burned flesh and spent blaster packs,

Platt had to avert her eyes from the scattered bodies. Most of them had been

shot in the back, Tru'eb told her. The rest were charred beyond recognition.

"Those scouts have an E-web, did you notice?' Tru'eb said, adjusting the

sghts. "But there are, let's see, one hundred-thirty meters between us and

them. | doubt they would be able to see usfrom there."

"They wouldn't, if | weren't wearing red. Duck back down."

"Y ou really ought to rethink your wardrobe one of these days, Platt,"

Trueb sad dryly.

Matt grinned. "I thought you appreciated my keen fashion sense.”

"l do. It'smy whole reason for living."

Patt took back the macros. Then shelooked up at the murky sky. "Say,

Tru'eb..."

"YS?I

"Did everything around herejust go redly quiet, or isit me?'



They listened, and looked at each other. All morning there had been a
congtant chattering and hissing of birds, which had suddenly stopped. Platt

pulled out her blaster.

"Did our Green Boys notice us?' she whispered.

"Let me have alook-"

Something came crashing through the underbrush behind them. Flatt and

Tru'eb spun around, but when the thing came out of the mit, they just stood

where they were, frozen.

It was a Sullustan in New Republic military fatigues. But something about

him was not quite right, and horribly surred: hiseyeswere amilky gray and

his head tilted a agrotesque angle. His ams hung & his sdes, waving

around dightly at each step as the head jarred and bobbed.

"Walking Dead!" Tru'eb hissed, backing away from the Sullustan, who

seemed to be headed purposefully toward him.

Matt fired ablue stunbolt into the Sullustan's chest. He gave a wild

spasm and then flopped to the ground.

Silence. Platt and Tru'eb looked at each other.

"Woasthat red?" she whispered, and looked a the ground again. The



Sullugtan till lay there with hisfaceinamud puddle. In his back was a

week-old blaster wound.

Platt scrambled up the ridge again. One of the guards was situated at the

front of the dugout, leisurely wiping down the barrdl of the E-web; the other

sat off to the Sde, staring into pace, waggling his foot. Occasondly he

would lean out and look up at the gray afternoon sky.

"Doesn't look like they heard,” Platt said.

Tru'eb gingerly approached the Sullustan. Hefumbled for a pulse, and

then stepped back.

"Comelook at this, Platt. It'sincredible.”

Patt gave the guards afina look before diding back down.

"What?" she asked.

"Look," he said, pointing.

The Sullugtan lay twitching, but not breathing. On closer ingpection he

turned out to be completely immobile; the appearance of twitching was caused

by the presence of hundreds of tiny wormlike crestures svarming around the

holein hisback.



Platt felt her gorge rise. She backed away, but there was no escaping the
stench of the body or the memory of the worms; she leaned againgt a tree and

vomited.

Then she stood up and coughed a couple of times. "Thank you, Tru'eb.
Thank you for sharing that with me. I'm just going to go far away from you

right now."

She ventured alittle ways into the woods, uniil the smel disspated
somewhat. Tru'eb followed her. "But don't you see?' he said. "Thisisthe
source of the Walking Dead illusion. Some parasites can release enzymes which
provide dectrica simulation to the brain of adead host. So thisfellow may
be biologicaly deceased, but there are artificial Sgnasgoing out to his

Platt turned around. " Get outta here”

"Do you have abetter explanation?’

"Worms operating a complex bioelectrica system? Y ou're making that up.”

"All right, s0 I'm just guessing. But you know," said Tru'eb, studying a

worm perched on thetip of hisindex finger, "I have actualy heard about a

smilar incident. Do you remember when | wasworking on Big Quinces ship?”



Patt rolled her eyes. "Y ou think | could ever forget?

"Thiswas beforel met you. | was not privy to agreat ded of
information, of course, but | recall astory that was going around. Apparently

some Imperid friends of

Big Quince's were quite traumatized after seeing a squadron of dead

stormtroopers stagger across a battlefield. At thetime | assumed that the

storytellers were spiced. Now | wonder."

Wormsinside your armor. Platt felt her entire body start to pucker.

"Supposedly,” Tru'eb went on, "each corpse walked around aimlessy for a

while, then went back to the place where it had been killed."

"And this guy here was walking toward the Green Boys over there.”

"That does not necessarily mean he died there."

"No, but something's definitely up with those guys," Platt said. "'l mean,

look at them. If it weren't for the fog, they'd have the best vantage point in

the whole mountain range. Y ou wanna tdl me they're jugt Stting around

guarding nothing?'

Tru'eb held up hishands. "Furthest thing from my mind."



Patt looked at the Sullustan again. For amoment she thought she was
going to vomit again. But instead, she stopped herself and brokeinto a dow

orin.

"Hold on just asecond,” shesaid. "l have anidea.”

When Harkness opened his eyesthistime, it was ill dark, but his body
felt dmost weightless. Not dizzy and thick, not drugged; just light. It was

because there was |ess pain in his body now.

Hedidnt fed as though he could st up yet, but a leest the
posshility of moving didnt fill im with trepidation anymore. And the
humming sound lingered at the back of hishead in a muted, dmogt pleasant
way. He entertained the ideathat it might be afraction of asong Chessa used

to sing; she had been on his mind for what seemed like hours now, athough he

couldn't remember her ever snging in front of him.

"Hey," he said. Hisvoice was stronger, clearer. "Hey, Sarge."

"What?' said Ja, sill acrosstheroom.

"How you feding?'

"Better, | guess,” shesaid.



"Metoo. | don't know why."

"How long have we been here?!

"Dunno. A few days. Maybe aweek."

"Maybe an hour."

"M@/m"

"Hasthis... uh... ever happened to you before?' she asked.

"Getting captured? Yes," hesaid. The memory of it appeared out of

nowhere and surprised him; nothing about his current ordeal had seemed

familiar until now.

"Oh," shesad.

He expected her to ask if that was how he had log his eye, and then

remembered that she still couldn't see hisface. Indl thetime they had been

there, their eyes still had not adjusted to the darkness.

"Did they work you over that time?" she asked.

"Yeah. Worse than this”



"Cantimaginetha.”

"Well, maybe not by much,” he said. "Istha what you were thinking about

over there? My prison record?"

Suddenly he recalled something he had said earlier, regarding the gray

boysin the interrogation room. Living ther lifdong dream of meking an

Infiltrator scream. Maybe Jai had been done the same way as he had, and then

agan-

"JAd?" hesad tentatively. "Do you-gill have both eyes?!

"Huh?'

"l mean... did they put your eyes out?"

Jai laughed, asurprising, loud, sardonic cackle. It took her a couple of

minutesto reinit in, and then she said, "Hey, Dirk-whicho can tell?"

Harknessfdt hislipstwitch dightly.

Then he heard more laughter, both of their voices, ringing off thewalls,
choking through the pain, and eventually dying down to afew stuttering gasps.
When it was over, his ribs ached and his throat hurt, but he fdt an

unfamiliar satifaction.



"Why'd you ask me that, anyway?" asked Jai around afina chuckle.

"Forget it. Long story."

"Oh, well, you better not get started. | have to be somewhere in ten

minutes."

"Yeah, | have adate mysdf.”

It occurred to Harkness that he did have someplace to be, and people to
be with. But where, and with whom? When the walls stopped ringing, the humming

came back.

"Isthat what you've been thinking about?' asked Jai. "My eyes? If it

makes you fed better, Harkness, I'm told they're stunning.”

"No," said Harkness, and he sobered. "I was actudly thinking about

Chessa."

"Who'sthat?"

"My girl." Harkness thought about her face the last time he had seen her.

It wasanice, normd day, full of routines, loading the ship, the two of them

flirting over the cargo load. But he had known, somewhere on the odd fringes



of hismind, that she was about to die. He dways knew when somebody was about

to die. There was asoftnessto hisor her features on those days. He would

seeit dl through hisstint in the Alliance, and he saw it for thefirgt time

in Chessa, standing there in the docking bay.

"Do you think about her alot?' Jai asked.

"Shel'sdead," said Harknessin hisusua blunt, conversation-ending tone.

Dirk, how's Chessa doing these days? She's dead. Oh. They always changed the

subject after that.

But not Jai. "I know," she said.

"No, you didn't."

"Yes, | did. It'sthe way you said her name.”

Harkness didn't know how to respond to that. Jai had spoken with such

confidence, and he hated it when people thought they could dissect him. Like

all those Alliance counsdlors he never wanted to go to.

"How did | say her name?’

"Likeit was sacred.”

"So what? That's how you said your sster's name.”



"Y eah, but-was

Jai broke off, so abruptly that Harkness thought she had disappeared alt.
In her place Harkness imagined a deep black hole generating slence,
threatening to suck him through, too. Harkness could actudly heer it,

ringing, clouding hisears.

Then hismind cleared out and he redlized what he had said. And what it

had meant.

"Sarge?' hesad.

"Yeah." Her voicetook on aheavy, listless resgnation that was very

familiar to Harkness. He wished that she had the energy to crawl across the

floor and smack him across the face. Or that he had the energy to do it for

her.

"When?' he asked.

"Two months ago.”

Endor. No wonder the name had sounded familiar. Harkness remembered

briefly meeting atall, dark-haired officer named Morgan Raventhorn shortly

before the battle. A kid, redly. Heimagined that girl lying on the floor



acrossfrom him, with adightly older face.

Jal remained quiet, but her breathing hadn't changed. She wasn't arying.
He wondered whether she had cried over her sister at dl, and if not, whether
she would anytime soon. That idea puzzled him; up until that moment, he had
guessed that Jai's mind worked much the way his did, and thet ther

experienceswere Smilar. But he had never been so numb he couldn't mourn.

Harknesssusua course, as a practiced loner, wasto give other lonersa
fairly wide berth. If they wanted to be |eft done, he knew it, and he would
honor it. But Jai was different. Certainly Harkness had lost hisfaithin the
New Republic, had logt hisfaith inlove, and sometimes had log fath in
himsdf and his purpose. But he couldn't imagine what you did when you lost

your faithin everything dl & once.

"Chessawas killed by abunch of sormtroopers,” hetold her. "All she
was doing was loading crates, but they started afirdight with her. They knew

shewasaRebd sympathizer.”

Jal was silent. Harkness went on, "1 had been thinking about marriage a

thetime. | wasanidiot, you know; | was young, | thought | could have

everything."

"l had afiance mysdf," she sad.

"What was his name?"



"Krul."

She said it the way she had said Morgan's name.

Harkness didn't think he should say anything else after that. He fdlt
embarrassed a having told Jai so much about himsdlf. Even after four yearsin
the Alliance, among people he trusted without question, he had not told anyone
about Chessa. To those who had known her, he never talked about what she meant

tohim.

Theslence seemed tofill up dl around him like some invisble snow,
and he thought about the absolute lagt time he had seen Chessa. Pasty,
bleeding. Not even a person, really. Some dead people looked like they were
deeping; Chessa's expression was frozen, her eyes staring up at the docking
bay ceiling, surprised and horrified. He shook that image away and pictured
her dive and hedthy. Then he pictured her lying in adark cdll with abloody

nose and nothing to livefor.

At that moment, Harkness came across apart of himself that he did not
like to acknowledge, and his ssomach tightened. It was the part that hed
aready begun to dissolve the security of his prison, and his sense of
unparaleed freedom. It was the entire reason the interrogation officers had
seen fit to beat him. He had yet again discovered, to hisdismay, the part of

himsdf that wanted to survive. Whole. Undefeated.



Harkness sghed heavily. Well, it was cozy whileit lasted. He shut his
eyes and took afew deep breaths, willing hisbody to hedl itsdlf, willing the
pain to stop. It wasn't that he had any flair for manipulating the Force or
anything like that; he just knew that the reason he had survived dl the
injuries and setbacks and impossible missonsthat had marked his military
career was because he had willed it. And that was why he wasn't going to die
inthiscold, rank little cell. Just by wanting to hed, willing himsdf to
live, hed find someway to save hmsdf from whatever the Imperids hed

planned for him.

Saving Jai, on the other hand-that was the part he feared he couldn't do

anything about.

"Radlin?' sad thetdler of the guards, thoughtfully giving the E-web a

find wipe and sticking therag in hisback pocket. His voice echoed off the

mountaingde. "Radlin, I'm bored."

"l guessed,” sad Radllin, dtill Stting and waggling hisfoot.

"1 mean redlly bored. Redlly really. What are we even here for? Ther€'s

no more Rebds."

Radlin said, "It's procedure. Procedureisthisthing you do where you

follow orders so you get that promotion thing we talked about?"



"I'm just saying we should think up something to do.”

"You'rejust dl antsy 'cause that mere guy showed up looking for the
Rebels" was You'rejust all mad '‘cause we weren't the ones who caught him.
Look, Rad, let'sjust go hunting or something. Pick off some more of those

Walking Dead Rebels."

Behind anearby tree, Tru'eb caught his breath when he heard them mention
the Waking Dead. But it wastoo late-right on cue, Platt came gumbling up
the hill toward the guards. She wastrying to imitate the Sullugtan's jerky
walk and his glazed expression, but her steps were exaggerated and her tongue
was hanging out of her mouth. Tru'eb put ahand to his face and shook his

head.

Nevertheless, Radlin leaped up, knocked over his chair, and sumbled

backwards. When the tall one turned around and saw Platt, he vigbly tensed,

but he gave aterse, macho laugh. "Radlin, you want this one?"

Platt sopped when the guards' ledge was at her chest level. "Excuse me,

gentlemen,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. "Isthistheway to

the spice mines of Kessd?"

Radlin gave ashriek and opened fire.

"Honestly, Platt,” Tru'eb said, as Flait put on Radlin's camouflage



jacket, "l don't know how you talked meintot. Y ou know there's nothing more

dangerous than a blaster being handled by someonein apanic.”

"Y eah, but thereé's nobody more fun to pick off than somebody in a panic,
either.” Platt surveyed the area. "Y ou think theré's any more patrols roaming

around?'

"Yes. So let's be quick about this."

The dugout was actudly Stuated in front of a deep, man-made fissure
that ran straight through the cliff and out the other side. Tru'eb and Plait
were pleased to discover that thisend of the fissure gave way to ardatively

flat area of theforest.

For twenty minutes they made their way over fallen trees and scrub and
large rocks. Platt was becoming increasingly nervous. From what she had seen,
thisend of Zelos didn't redlly have dusk; the sun just seemed to wink out in
the evening. Moreover, the fog was till thick enough that she could see no

more than two metersin front of her at atime.

"What are we going to do," she said, stepping in front of Tru'eb and

walking backwards, "if we don't find the garrison before nightfal? | don't

think that chegp surviva shelter has another night'sworth of-was

Tru'eb stopped. "Just amoment,” he said. "Do you hear that?"



"No. What?'

"Almost arumbling nois2™

"| didn't-was Platt said, and then the ground undernegth her disappeared.

Shefdt hersdf fdling, tried to scream through a dry mouth and
clenched lungs, felt aviolent surge of blind panic shooting through her
entire body-and then a yanking sensation through her right arm as she stopped

and dangled where she was. Tru'eb had her by the wrist.

"What... what was... what just happened?’ she said when Tru'eb had hauled
her back up and she was on her knees on solid ground. "Did | jugt fdl off

the... how comel didn't see... Tru'eb, what happened?”

Tru'eb didn't answer; he was saring over her shoulder, awed. Platt
turned around just in time to see ablack TIE fighter come whooshing up out of

the ground about four metersin front of them.

Both of them fell back in ashower of dirt and leaves, the desfening
sound of the TIE roaring overhead, and Platt thought the sheer momentum of the
thing might blagt her into the mountainsde. Then, just as abruptly,

everything went quiet.

They looked up. The TIE fighter sailed just above tree levd and then



disappeared.

When the pounding in Platt's head subsided, shelooked at what she had
stepped off of. The ground ahead looked like an overgrown cdlearing. But now
Platt saw that she had walked right off the edge of a sheer rock face that

descended hundreds, perhaps even thousands of meters.

Tru'eb was next to her, staring into the gorge. It was impossible to make
out the bottom of the valey, adark well with layers of fog drifting above
it. Plunging down into the darkness, the cliff wall wasa marbled gray with
seplikeridges naturdly chisded into x. There were aso outcroppings dong
the way, so heavily overgrown that the plants and trees hung precarioudy out
over the valey; waterfalls poured out of the rock face in anumber of places.

After severa dozen meters everything disappeared into a bluish-gray soup.

Far below, winking on and off through the fog, there was a avdl blue

light. And another, and another, and ahundred, neetly lined up. Plat shut

her eyes and then looked again.

"Running lights," she said, amazed. "Buit it'stoo dark to make out the

garrison.”

"Hence, the Vdley of Umbra," Tru'eb said.

"Yeah, | getit. Look at thewaterfals. Twenty credits says that's a

leaky aqueduct.”



"Look there,” Tru'eb said. "Do you seethat? There, and over there-all

around.”

Patt looked. Weaving in and out of the diff was a series of metd
ladders and walkways, probably |eading to maintenance ducts hidden in the rock

face.

Tru'eb took her macros. "' Six hundred meters down." Helooked up. "And the

distance acrossistwicethat. | suppose we can ssfdy say we know where

Harknessis"

Mist oozed up over the edge of the valey. Platt wasn't sure whether she

should be excited or appdled at knowing Harkness's |ocation.

"There must be aturbolift or a flatbed |oader leading down.” Tru'eb

sad. "Y ou have code cylindersin that uniform, correct?’

"Y es, but I'm not keen on explaining why we're not a our post. Or why

one of us grew head-tails and fangs and the other decided he was much freer as

awoman."

Tru'eb shrugged. "Then it'sstraight down.”

"How?"'



"WEell take the maintenance ladder wdlls. They must eventudly lead dl

the way to the bottom."

" Suppose somebody's working on them, genius?'

"Why would they? They have repulsors.”

"Yes, but I'm trying to delay thisaslong as possible.” She looked a

him. "I redlly don't want to go down there."

"Butyouwill."

"But | will." She sghed and did down on her belly, wedged her foot into
the cliff face and hoisted herself down. The nearest ladder was abouit five
meters below, according to the macros, but it wasn't hard to get afoothold on
the crags. Before long the two smugglers were standing on a solid, grassy
boulder that jutted out over the valey. One of the rusty maintenance ladders,

dripping with moisture, stuck out of the rock face nearby.

"Il gofird," said Tru'eb, dusting up his handswith dirt and taking a

step toward the ladder. Platt grabbed his shoulder. "Tru'eb.” "Yes, Plait.”

"Why arewe doing this?' "Harknessis our friend." "So what? We have lots

of friends." Tru'eb stepped onto the ladder. "No, we don't.”



Before Morgan had died, Jai had experienced severa incidents in which

she had forgotten who she was.

The most prominent of them had happened about eighteen months earlier,
when sheled afive-man Infiltrator team to Bevell Three on asupposedly wel
planned assgnment. They were to capture four Imperia agents, but somebody
had tipped off the Empire; a squadron of TIE bombers appeared out of nowhere
and razed the area. Everybody fell, except forJai, who walked away without
even abruise. Asusual, she got everybody out. But for the firg and only
time in her SpecForces career, she didn't get somebody out alive; Leong, the

team's comm speciaigt, died en route to the medical frigate.

Jai went through the next week completely numb, not responding much to
anything or having any sort of recognizable emotion. High Command promoted her
to master sergeant and she didn't object, even though she knew it was a
propagandatool. No Infiltrator assgnment should ever have garnered that much
atention, but thisone had, and on her watch. Siill, she accepted the

promotion and went on about her routine business.

Then, one day, rummeaging through her locker, she found one of Leong's

gloves and her heart shattered into amillion pieces.

Now, lying on thefloor in the dark, Jai recaled that moment with a
great dedl of distance. Asif it had happened to somebody else. The memory was

vivid, and she could access the sounds and smdls and visions of thetimewith



clarity. No matter how hard she tried, however, she couldn't access the

emaotion.

What would Leong say if he could seethat Jai had let the Imperials take
her? Surely he'd be disappointed. But after two months of feding nothing,
suddenly there had been an ondaught of pain, rage, fear, shame-every hit of
which was preferable to numbness. For a couple of blissful days, her brain had
been so ravaged by the interrogation that she had forgotten to be numb. And
now she was back in the same old rut, wishing the pain across her back, the
dried blood on her face, the memory of the Imperia soldier swinging the buit

of hisblaster rifle a her face, any of it would jar her back into emotion.

"I'm Starting to wonder if we've been forgotten. Persondly I'm kind of

hungry.”

Harkness's voice, coming out of another world. Jai had to mentdly adjust

hersdf. "Huh?'

"l sad I'mkind of hungry,” hesaid.

"Hmm," shesad dully.

"And that maybe they forgot about us.”

That got Jai's attention. "What-you think they left usto rot?"



Rotting away, that was something that wouldn't grant any red emoation,

either. Her thoughts drifted back to Bevell Three.

Severd minutes later, there was a scraping sound next to Jai's head.

Harknesslet out aquick, pained gasp.

"What?' asked Jai.

"Sorry. That hurt my eye" hesad.

"l don't get what you-was

"Didn't you seethelight?'

Ja hadn't seen anything.

"The hatch by the door, it opened for a second-was said Harkness.

"I'm not facing the door,” Jai told him.

"But you're near the door?"

"Yesh"

"| think somebody did something in here" he said.



Jai lifted asore arm and felt around where she thought she had heard the

scraping noise. After amoment she touched something soft and wet. Burrowing

her finger down into X, she touched metal.

"l think it'sfood,” said Jai. "On atray.”

"Tegteit," said Harkness.

Ja licked her lips; they were metalic and salty with dried blood. "

won't be ableto. Anyway, | bet it's drugged.”

"Youthink?'

"Y ou're the prison veteran here. Maybe they want us doped up for some

reason.”

"For what-another interrogation? They don't need to sneak us drugs for

that, not in our condition. They could just come in and-was

Harkness stopped.

"And what?'

"Isit me, or did that food come awfully quickly?"



Hewasright. It came asif held asked for it.

"Oh, greet,” saidJai. "Weve been monitored.”

How could they have overlooked that? She tried to think whether she had
told Harkness anything about her past missions, or where she was stationed, or
anything at dl that could be of useto the Imperids. While she was 4ill
racking her brains, she heard the door open, and then footsteps vibrating
through the floor, right next to her head. Light flooded into the room, and

Jai shut her eyes.

Somebody grabbed her by the hair, hoisted her under her armsto a near-

ganding pogtion.

"Get up. Rebdls" said aman'svoice.

It wasfamiliar, but Jai couldn't placeit, even as she was dragged from

the room, even as Harkness began shouting, and hisvoice trailed off behind

her.

Patt and Tru'eb came straggling acrossthe vadley floor sometime close

to 0600 Standard, Tru'eb estimated. Somewhere beyond the fog and the overhangs

he thought he could see the sky turning pink.

Working their way down the dliff had taken the entire night, dthough



everything had blended together in the end; Tru'eb didn't redly remember what
the journey had fdlt like or even looked like. They had just pressed on and

on, barely speaking to each other, and when they thought they just couldn't
take another step, they'd do it anyway. Then one more. And one after that. And
another. Most of the night had been eaten up in that fashion, and now that the

climb was over, Tru'eb felt dazed and dreamy.

Helooked to Platt, clambering unsteadily over the rocky ground in her
oversized Imperid army boots; she was covered in dirt and white rock dugt,
and her face was dmost gray with exhaustion. Getting acrossthe valley floor
was no less difficult than the trip down, as the ground was covered with

smdl, wet, rocky crags.

Matt caught him looking and gave him awink. Tru'eb smiled back; Platt's
eyesweretired, but clear. The gpproach of morning was making both of them
fed sharper. Moreover, they were both filled with wonder and a sense of
brilliant accomplishment. If they didn't have agreater missonin mind, they

would have considered the climb aone to be story fodder for yearsto come.

Right, let's not blow it now, Tru'eb thought as he heard a loud, raw
voice echoing across the valley. He grabbed Plait's deeve and pulled her
behind aboulder. A few minuteslater the yelling got louder; a squadron of
drilling Imperid soldiers came crunching by, the sergeant screaming out
cadence. Hisvoice rang off the canyon walls and floor and disappeared way,

way overhead.



His men marched on, ydling back in unison. They clambered eesly over
therocks, past Tru'eb and Platt, across the deep stream where the waterfdls
let out, and finally the troops jogged underneath a landing plaiform and
disappeared around acorner. On adistant cliff wall, amassive flatbed lift
sat withan AT-AT ontop of it. Two army grunts stood off to the Sde gving
hand signalsto the pilots. Standing in the base's weak spatlights, they were

asickly ydlow color.

"Smdll operation,” Tru'eb said.

"Pathetic operation.” Platt indicated the landing platform. "If thisisa

standard garrison, there should be a droid maintenance hatch near there."

"Will the droids give us any trouble?"

"No. They're maintenance droids."

"And the humans?'

"We shouldn't have any redl trouble finding an unmanned security station.

This Sergeant Radlin guy should have enough clearanceto at least get alook

a aprison rogter."

"And then?'



"Noidea"

Tru'eb sighed.

"Don't fade out on me now, Tru'eb. Y ou're the one who made us start down

thediff.”

"l know. Comedong."

They made their way over the rocks and across the stream  with
congderably less grace than the soldiers had done. But it wasn't long before
the landing platform glowed blue over their heads, and Plait struggled to get

acode cylinder out of her jacket deeve with her numb fingers.

The only light source they had had throughout the journey down the
mountain was one glowrod, which had gone out shortly before dawn. With the
platform overhead, it wasamogt pitch-black where they were. Flat fdt
around thewall for what seemed like an incredibly long time before she found

adot and inserted the code cylinder.

As Tru'eb's eyes adjusted to the dark, he began to see aweak seam of

light where the door was |ocated.

Something suddenly occurred to him. "I say, Platt-was

"Oh, yessss," Platt said happily, as aswishing noise heralded their way



into the garrison.
"Let's hear it for the servants entrance. Don't you think thisdoor isa

bit largefor just &"

Both of them winced asthe garrison's blinding light shot out of the
doorway; Tru'eb wasjust starting to see again when he heard somebody yell,

"Hey! Who's out there?"

Tru'eb's entire body tightened. There was along silence as he focused on
who was spesking: aman in agreen Imperid uniform, like Plait's. Beyond him,
there were two rows of what looked like apatrol, maybe ten or twelve men,
standing in asmall docking bay. Beyond them were speeder bikes, negtly lined

up and resting on maintenance cradles.

"Um... coming through,” Plait said, stepping insde and pushing past the
soldier nearest to the door. Tru'eb followed, his head down. He knew that was
completely pointless. There was no way they hadn't been made dready, and yet
the troopers were shocked into indecision for amoment as Platt made her way

past them with stunning audacity.

Finaly one of them grabbed her by thearm and said, "'l don't think so."

"Run!" Tru'eb shouted, charging ahead. The Imperids around him were

still confused, but the ones by Platt were dready drawing their blasters.

Plattjerked free, right out of Radlin's jacket, and sumbled forward. When she



had gotten her bearings enough to run at adecent clip, she started kicking

the speeder bikes off their perches.

Tru'eb followed suit. Blagterfire spattered behind them, over their
heads, into the speeder bikes. The soldiers who had gathered enough sense to
run after Tru'eb and Platt came roaring blindly across the docking bay and
tripped over the vehiclein their paths. Thisredly isapathetic operation,

Tru'eb thought as he ducked behind a bike and fired a couple of shots.

Stll, the Imperias had numbers on their side, and he could see some of
them digging comlinks out of their belts. In afew seconds the whole gation

would know what was going on.

Tru'eb looked over at Platt, who had Stuated hersdf a a computer
termind near theturbolift. He squatted down, got one fig around the
handlebar controls of the nearest bike and his other hand on the foot pedd.
Then he pressed the activation button and set arandom automatic course. The
bike lifted off of its maintenance cradle, shook for a second, and plowed
sraight into apile of its brethren strewn around the floor. Therewasaloud

popping noise as the whole mess burst into flames.

The blasterfire stopped for amoment. Tru'eb ran over to Platt and ducked

behind thetermind.

A voice over the comm unit announced to the entire station that there was

afirein Docking Bay Three.



""Droid maintenance hatch," indeed!" Tru'eb shouted, reaching around and
firing at those troopers who weren't busy running for an extinguisher. "Where
did you get that one from, Plait? " Papatine's Military Guide for the Recently

Lobotomized"?"

"All right, so they changed afew thingsl"

"A few, yed"

"Cam down!" Platt shouted. "I found out that there's only one detention

level a thisplace!™

"Where?'

"Level Eight! | dreedy cdled the turbolift!"

Tru'eb glanced behind them; severd meters away the turbalift door was
open and waiting. Ahead of them, some of the troops were dill trying to
return fire and the rest were shouting orders at each other or into theirthe

headsets.

"Y ou know it says herethat the whole station only outnumbers us a
hundred to one? They must have captured Dirk out of sheer paranoial What do

you wanna bet they don't even have ashield generator?”



"Just keep your head down and think up some other grand plan,” Tru'eb

sad, and ran into the turbolift.

Behind him, Platt called, "1 dready thought of one."

“Fight back! Fight back! Fight back!"

Theinterrogator's voi ce came through between waves of dull pain across

Jai's somach. Her hands were free, but she didn't try to stop him.

"In the face of the Empire, you are nathing. The Infiltrators were
nothing, and you were anoncommissioned nothing because you didn't have enough

brain power to become an officer of nothing."

The pain stopped. Jai heard the interrogator step back and then begin
pacing by her head. "Well, | guessthisis getting us nowhere," he said loudly
to somebody else. Jai lifted her head enough to see the reflections of severa
gray-suited people across the polished floor. The room wasn't very big; there
was amassive desk againgt the far wal, and most of the rest of the space was
taken up wascomputer terminas. The lighting was soft, dmogt rdaxing. An

atmosphere of both utility and comfort. Somebody's office.

The interrogator pushed her head back down with his boot and stood there
for amoment. "I am taking my blaster out and setting it on "kill," was he

announced. "Now | am aming it a your head. Sergeant Raventhorn,”



A moment or two passed.

"l sad I'm aiming this blaster set on "kill" & your head."

Another moment passed.

"Hereit goed"

Pause.

"Itson"kill"!"

"l heard,” Jai said.

Helifted hisboot from her head. "Okay, I've decided not to kill you,"

hesadinatight voice. "But | will when | fed likeit."

Another moment passed.

"Oh, get on with theinterrogation,” said another, exasperated voice. A

woman'svoice. "l haven't got my whole life to spend watching you annoy her

into submisson.”

"Thisishow you conduct an interrogation, Mgor. Y ou show them who's got



the power."

"Currently it doesn't appear to beyou," the mgjor sad. "Interrogation

takes control and skill. Which means you're hopelessfor darters.”

"Oh, aren't you hilarious. Look, | don't careif thisis your garrison-
interrogations are my forte. Why are we even doing thisin here? | say wetake

her downstairs and do this properly.”

Footsteps across the floor, coming closer to Jai. "Thisisn't the same as
before," the mgjor said. "I've got adifferent plan. Did you not read the

mind-probe data results?*

"Who needed to? Take onelook at her! She doesn't care about anything!”

theinterrogator said. "Y ou could set her on fire and she wouldn't care!”

"Of course shewouldn't care, idiot. Y ou could set her planet on fire,

you could blow up the New Republic and she wouldn't care.”

Jal was curled up in thefetal position. The voices of the Imperids
disappeared into aloud ringing, which Jai thought wasin her head; but then
there was a deep, tinny voice in the room announcing a fire in one of the

docking bays, and she recognized the sound of afireaarm.

After afew moments, the darm died down. The mgor wasfinishing off a

sentence. his... See what happens when we bring her mercenary friend in.”



Jai focused on the floor again. There were afew drops of blood near her
head, a couple more now, a blemish on the spotless Imperia war mechine. It

made Jai's head clear out alittle bit. In fact, she suddenly felt lucid.

Bring her mercenary friendin.

Jai looked up, past the face of the interrogator and into the face of the
magjor. Their eyeslocked for asecond, and Jai saw the mgjor's face register
that afatal mistake had been made. In that indant, it was no longer a
guestion of whether Jai was going to talk. It was now aquestion of who was

going to reach the mgjor's blaster first.

At that moment, Dirk's world was the mezzanine across from hm and the
ground floor eight stories below him, the view divided by vertical black metd
bars. One of the Imperialswastrying to bang Dirk's head on the ralls in a
vain attempt to get him to keep still. Apparently Jai'sindifference had led
the guardsto believe that her cellmate would be just as easy to drag to the
interrogation chamber; asaresult, severd blasterslay scattered across the
corridor, two officers lay unconscious by the cellblock door, and somebody was
screaming for reinforcements over his comlink. Harkness wasn't sure how many
there had been to start with or how many were Ieft. He just knew thet he
couldn't manageto get hold of any body's blaster, not with his burning,
dippery feet diding out from underneath him anytime hetried to stand on his

own, and not with aterrified, unarmed guard sheking hm by the collar.



Harkness wasn't sure he could prevent his head from being shoved right through
the bars. But then it got worse: the guard gave up on the bars and started
ramming Harkness's head againgt the floor. There was aresounding pain through
Harknesss skull, ablinding ache that shot through his temples, histeeth,

his neck. Then there was the sound of ablaster being fired- - no, severd
blasters - comand some shouts. The guard hesitated. That was dl Harkness
needed. He reached back, got hisfingers underneath the guard's hemet, and

yanked the guard's hemet clean off.

Now Harkness had something better than a blaster. The guard turned out to
be astocky, blond kid, whose face took on an expresson of unadulterated
panic as Harkness got up on his knees and started bashing away with the

hdmet.

"Stop, he's out dready, take it easy!”

Someone grabbed Harkness by the shoulder. He looked up, blurry-eyed, a

someone wesaring white and green, and an unmistakable Imperial cap.

"Back off!" he shouted, swinging the hdmet a the person's knees.
Whoever-it-was managed to dodge out of theway, and said, "Hey, whoa! It's me!

Tekeit easy!"

Harkness stopped himsdf. His vison cleared; the Imperid was a
platinum-haired woman wearing a fancy white smuggler's shirt and hdf a

trooper uniform. Helooked wildly into her eyes, which shifted nervoudy back



and forth as shetook him in. "Remember? Were your partners.... We brought

youto Zeios."

Someone el se appeared behind her, a Twi'lek wearing dark glasses and gray

robes caked in dirt. Harkness wasn't sure what thelr names were, but thar

manner was familiar; hefdt hiswhole body relax.

"You..." hesad after amoment. "We went to the- - didn't you help me

nall down ashipment of Imperid blasters? You're Tru'eb... and Plait.”

"Actually, were Platt and Tru'eb,” Platt said.

"You camedl thisway to get me?'

"Weé're funny that way. Do you think you can sland? We're going to get you

out of here, okay?"

Harknessjerked away, asif he suddenly remembered to be crazed. "No!

They took her down the hal!™

"Who?'

"Jai! One of the New Republic agents-they were taking both of usdown to

the chamber, but she wouldn't even fight-was



"Which chamber? Where?' Tru'eb asked, grabbing him around the wais and
pulling him to hisfeet. Hark nessleaned on Tru'eb's shoulder with most of

hisweight; Tru'eb didn't sseemto strain at dl.

Which door? Harkness |ooked down the corridor at the row of black doors
to hisright; the guards had taken Jai through the one with the large white
Imperid sed painted on it, dthough Harkness could have sworn he remembered
being shoved through two red stamped doors before his own interrogation.

Moreover, thiswhite-stamped door turned out to be labeled " Command Center.”

AsHatt worked at getting a code cylinder into the dot, Harkness found
himsdlf looking a hisreflectioninthe metd doorframe. In fact, severd
seconds passed before he realized that the reflection was actudly his it
blinked when he blinked and moved its head when he moved his. But its face was
pale, with amangy light brown beard sprouting around the hollow cheeks, and

the white eye patch was now afilthy gray.

Matt turned around, scowling. "I lost the other code cylinderswith the

jacket. Anyway, there's no way Radlin had this much clearance.”

"But you did say you had thought of aplan?' Tru'eb said.

"Yeah, but it had ahitchinit," Platt said.

"Who cares?' said Harkness. "Tdl ugl"



"Okay-fird, | pretend I'm a prison guard and | tdl everyone I'm
bringing Tru'eb in asa prisoner. Then we get into a heated fight in front of
the Imperids, so that they're totally confused for half a second, which is
all the time we need to stun everyone, get into the cell block, and free Dirk

fromhiscdl.”

Dirk and Tru'eb looked at each other, and then back at her.

"Of coursethat's somewhat irrdlevant now," Tru'eb said tersdly.

"Y eah, seg, that'sthe hitch.”

Harkness leaned his head againgt the door. He couldn't hear anything
going on insgde, which made him fed worse. He should have known something
like thiswould happen. 1t wasn't like it was with Golthan's people: pick a
prisoner, teach him respect, and then forget about him. That was why
Harkness's eye couldn't be replaced- - the subsequent infection had destroyed
the nerves. It wasn't the pain of the torture that hurt the most to remember;
it was the sense of being nothing, a brief amusement to be thrown into a cdl
like ahegp of garbage and then forgotten for three months. Certainly he
hadn't been |eft in solitary, but his cdlmates that time were Alliance

intentions wimps, and not part of histeam. They wouldn't even help hm make

any escape attempts.

The sound of Tru'eb's voice brought him back to the present.



"Oh no. They're here."

Thefour turbolifts on the opposite side of the mezzanine arrived dmost
smultaneoudy. One after the other, the doors opened, and Imperia troops and
officers came pouring out, dl of them armed, dl of them running, al of them

shouting. Within seconds, Dirk, Platt, and Tru'eb were surrounded.

"Drop your wegpons! Now!"

They obliged.

Harkness's head started throbbing. Thisis not happening, not after dl

this, not after | made up my mind....

"Stand down!" somebody shouted.

A new voice. Everyone froze. Two figures were standing in the doorway to

the command center.

Harkness blinked a couple of times. He saw afemae Imperia mgor with a
red-spattered uniform; her face had flashed into hismind severa times snce

hisinterrogation, but he hadn't recognized it until now. Then he saw her.

Jal was as bloody a mess as Harkness. Her eyes squinted in the

combination of bright lightsand, probably, a splitting post-interrogation



headache. There was athick, red seam across the bridge other Hill-bleeding

nose; an a'm locked around the head of the barely conscious mgor; and a

heavy. Imperia-issue blaster amed a the mgor'sright temple.

"Stand down," Jai said again. "l have a propostion.”

A young, skinny lieutenant spoke. "L et her go, Rebd," he said. "Drop

your blaster, put your hands on your head."

"Y ou can't afford to waste time taking us back into custody,” Ja told

him.

“And why not?"

"Becausethe Mgor and | made alittle call to the planetary government.”

The lieutenant blanched. A faint murmur started up amidst the troops.

Jai went on, "Apparently they aren't amused to find out what's been

lurking herein the Valey of Umbra. | think you'd best evacuate your troops

before Governor Nul sends afull-blown air grike."

"Don't you think that would be alittle paranoid, Rebe 7"

Now Platt spoke. "Don't you think the entire population on thisplanet is



alittle paranoid, buddy?"

"Adgdefromdl that, I'm giving you an order,” Ja said. "Because as of
three minutes ago, Zeios |1 belongsto the New Republic. Isn't that right,

Magor?'

The mgjor took a deep, raiding breath and nodded faintly.

The lieutenant Sared at Jai for aminute, his eyes darting from her to
Harknessto the mgjor. It was obvious the boy had never made an executive

decisoninhislife

"Cut your losses, son," Harknesstold him. "Do what the nice lady says.”

Thelieutenant looked at the floor.

Then he turned around and sgnded the troops. "Initiate evacuation

procedure. Come on, do it now! Let'sgo!”

Nobody seemed to object. Some of the grunts closer to the turbolifts hed
aready put their blasters away when Jai had said "air strike." Within seconds
the troops had begun to disperse, some of them swearing, most of them trying

to shove through the crowd.

"Wheat about the mgjor?" the lieutenant asked Jai.



"| think shelll be coming back to my base with me. | also diink shell be
loaning us her shuttle to get out of the valey. You don't object, do you,

Lieutenant? Unlessyou'd like to come dong?’

"It doesn't gppear asthough your troops are interested in stopping us”

Tru'eb said.

The boy licked hislips and mumbled something about Docking Bay One, and

clearance; then he turned and waked away.

Harkness untangled himsdlf from Tru'eb's shoulder, leaned againg the
wall, and took afew excruciating stepstoward Jai, who was visbly struggling
to keep her adrenaline going in order to hang on to the mgor. Asde from
Jai'sinjuries, nothing about her appearance surprised Harkness  dl. She
matched her voice exactly. And she did look like her sgter, a taler, blond
version, with the sameice-blue eyes. The only difference waswhat seemed to
be behind the eyes, Morgan's had been clear and knowledgeable, awindow to the
brilliance beyond the absentmindedness. Jai's were bright and painful and hard
to look into. Across her left cheek wasalong, pink scar, tetimony to a
wound that had never seen abactatank; but in astrange way, it didn't seem

ugly or out of place.

Something ingde of him felt oddly settled, seeing her for redl.

And in those troubled eyes, he saw aglint of recognition as she findly



took a second to focus on hisface.

"Harkness."

II%‘%"

"You're. dig as| pictured you."

"Y ou mean happy and handsome?*

"Here, I'll take Mgor Psycho,” Platt said. "Y ou guys leen on Tru'eb.

Just concentrate on staying conscious until we get insde the shuttle.”

Jai seemed to noticed Platt and Tru'eb for thefirst time. "Who are you

people?’

"Y our ticket off the planet,” Platt said, taking Jai's hand and shaking

At firgt, Harkness had resisted the idea of being injected with a heavy
sedative. He needed to remind himsdlf that he was on board Platt's ship, the
Last Chance, dready light years away from the garrison, and thet the mgor
was imprisoned in the hold. At least that waswhat Platt had told hm. He
didn't remember anything beyond hobbling into the mgjor's Lambda-class shuttle

and sinking down into ashiny black passenger sedt.



Beyond the concept of taking the sedative, however, hejust didn't want
to deep. In hisexperience, degping drugs tended to pull you down into heavy
fever dreamsyou had a hard time waking up from. And he knew what kind of

dreams he was going to have.

"Sorry | don't have abactatank on board,” Platt said, rummaging through
the cabinet next to Harknesss medica bunk. "But it'sonly acouple days to
Wroonafrom here. Jai, I've got acouple of Rebel friends out there. They can

help you contact your base."

"Thanks," Jai said. Shewaslying in the bunk across the room, on her

somach.

Tru'eb camein. "No medpacsin the forward berthing compartment,” he

sad.

"You'rekidding. | thought we just stocked up on... oh, here we go."

Platt tossed oneto Tru'eb.

"l don't want to deep,” Jai said.

"Thisredly isn't astrong mixture," Tru'eb told her, stting on the
edge of her bunk. "It'sactudly designed to kill the pain whileimproving the
quality of your deep. That way your injuries don't interfere with your normal

deep pattern. Which meansyou are lesslikdly to have vivid dreams."



"Oh. Okay."

"And ligen," Platt said, "it'snot abig ship. If you need anything &

al, pressthe green button on the side of the bed. Y eah, that one.

"Okay, Trueb and | aregoing to get alittle shuteye- - isthere

anything e'se you two need?"

"Leavethelightson,” Ja sad.

After Tru'eb and Platt had gone, Harkness said, "What will you do when

you get back?'

"Areyou kidding?| just inducted an entire planet into the New Republic.

I've got lots of desk work to do.”

"Eh. Bag it. Make somebody dsefill out the forms.”

"Yeah." Ja was quiet for amoment; then her voice seemed to dur. "Maybe

when | get back I'll tell Genera Madine what he can do with this Intd

assgnment.”

"Maybe you should."

”Mwmn



Harkness fdlt the sedative seep into hislimbs, warm and heavy. The room

seemed to mist over, in the same blue-gray fog as the one that hung over the

Vadley of Umbra

llwgel?l

"Yeah?'

"Y ou ever think about becoming amercenary?'

"Sometimes,” she said. Then her voice seemed to gather alittle strength.

"Yeah, | think that would be pretty nice.

"Y ou said you don't care much about fighting for the New Republic.”

"Why?Y ou proposing something?'

llemn

She seemed to drift off after that. Harknessfelt the sllence tugging a

him, but it sesemed to be easing him into awarm darkness, not a bottomless

wdl.

Then the humming noise came back.



Harkness started; hefelt a surge of dismay. But then he settled back and
closed hiseyes. It hadn't been asong, or anything to do with Chessa. The

humming was the sound of the engines on Platt's ship.

*k*

Hutt and Seek

by Chris Cassidy and Tish Pehl

with Specia Thanksto Timothy Zahn

Fenig Nabon searched the skiesfor the ship she knew was un its find



gpproach. But, from her vantage at agrimy window, al she saw was Ryloth's

tortured landscape, empty and desolate, stretching into darkness.

She shifted from one foot to the other. The movement betrayed her
uneasiness and girred choking dust in the stifling heet of the port control
room. Asthe veteran of seedy spaceports too numerous to be counted, the
Cordlian smuggler knew she should be entirely in her dement. Instead, the
whole deal about to go down left Fen with aqueasy stomach and three not so
minor questions. Why was she here when she could have been making asmple
raava run between Socorro and Corus - cant? Why was her beloved ship, the Star
Lady, docked systems away on Nal Hutta? And when, in over twenty years of

traversing the stars, had sheirrevocably and irretrievably lost her mind?

There was one answer to al these questions-Ghitsa Dogder, her current
partner of circumstance. Fegling another bead of moisture weave its tortuous
way between her well-worn flight suit and her sweat-soaked back, she wished
for the millionth time that she had followed her first ingtinct two years ago
and just blagted the little con artist right out of her wildy impractica
high hedled shoes. It would have truly been an act of gdactic atruism on par

with the destruction of both Death Stars.

Squinting, Fen findly spied a speck of fas-moving light. It
materiaized into the midsized, heavily armed freighter she and Ghitsa had
hired for passage to Na Hutta. The ship arrowed up and disappeared overhead

to cruise above the cliffs housing the Twi'lek clan warrens of Leb'Reen.



Alwaysthevictimsof pirates and plunderers, the reclusve Twi'leks
never made even the legitimate landings easy. For the Leb'Reen approach, a
pilot had to fly down anarrow rift carved into the plateau to emerge into the
landing cavern five hundred meters below. Harsh gouges made by disrespectful
pilots marred the unforgiving rock walls. Fen doubted the Mistryl piloting the

inbound ship would make the same mistakes.

Midtryl. These enigmatic women warriorswould do desperate things for

their impoverished people. And in auniverse of uncertainty, getting on the

wrong side of aMistryl was a sure way to meet aredly certain, and

completdly letha, end.

"It would be a pity if they damaged the ship," said a cultured

Coruscantan voice.

Fen didn't bother to look down at her diminutive partner. "They wont.

Shada D'ukd's agood pilot.”

"High praise from you. Fen."

"Simplefact. | didn't say shewasagrest pilot."

"Or asgood as you think you are?' Ghitsataunted softly.

Fen was too tense to argue with her. "I told you before, conning a Huit



isabad ideg; usng Mistryl todoitisaredly bad idea”

" Such uncharacteristic understatement for a Cordlian." Ghitsa Sghed,
smoothing back atendril of spiky blond hair that dared to be out of place.
"We have been over this. Mistryl possess a peculiar, tarnished nobility. And..
" she screwed her perfectly applied face in concentration, "they are likdy
to identify with the seeming predicament of our cargo. We could not count on

anyone eseto be as predictable.”

"They dso carry heavy weapons, know how to use them, and don't need a

blaster to do permanent damage to a body."

"A Hutt isabig mark in ablaster sght, and avery smdl oneinacon,”

Ghitsareplied evenly.

They turned from the window as the hum of repulsor lifts echoed in the
landing cavern behind them. With awhoaosh, the ship burst through the ggping
holein theroof of the Leb’Reen landing bay. Fen studied its descent intently
with a professona’s eye. Watch out far-wind shear, she cautioned the pilot

mentally, as the ship bounced to afina, unsteady stop.

Her partner's crisp wordsinterrupted Fen's musing. *1 will finish the
detailswith the Shak Clan.” Straightening the shoulder pads of her tailored
ensemble, Ghitsatook Fen's own tattered flight suit and ragged, nut brown

hair pulled into adoppy braid. "Must you dways ook asif arancor dressed



Fen dapped her head in mock horror. "And | ever so wanted to squeeze in

an gppointment with your designer.”

Ghitsarolled her eyeswith amused disgust and, as aways, got in the
last pointed barb. "Y ou are as hopeessasaMigtryl's cause." Pivoting on a

sharp, stylish hed, she waked away.

Fen positioned hersdlf precisely so that the ramp of the ship extended to
rest at her big toe. From the bottom, she studied the two Midryl a the
hatch. Tall and not so tdl, dark and light, mature and young, they bore vibro

- blades, blasters, and the easy confidence of those accustomed to using them.

"Shada, you're lucky you didn't lose your rear deflector when that wind

shear caught you," Fen said, in her equivaent of "Welcometo Ryloth.”

"It'sniceto seeyou, too, Fenig," the older of the Mis tryl returned,
cam and unruffled. "I'm sorry to hear the Star Lady is dill dry-docked.

Well try to make you as comfortable as possible on The Fury.

Fen scowled. Shada knew nothing pained a pilot more than playing

passenger on someone else's ship. "You know me, Shada. I'll be comfortable

anywhere."

Shada moved down the ramp to stand next to Fen. Fen made a point of



ignoring the younger Mistryl who followed. To Shada, she muttered, "New

Sidekick, | see”

"Dune T'racen," the younger woman identified hersdf. "And we of the

Mistryl don't refer to subordinates as Sdekicks."

"My mistake," Fen replied, her voiceflat. Dune bore her Mistryl heritage
proudly, but not yet with Shada's smooth competence. Possibly a novice, she
speculated. "My partner's over there," Fen continued, with atilt of her head.

"Hammering out thefina detailswith the Shak Clan representetive.”

Acrossthe Leb'Reen landing cavern, they saw Ghitsain an earnest, close

exchange with an immense, cloaked Twi'lek. Abruptly, Ghitsa oun about and

trotted away, swallowed quickly in the darkness of the spaceport. With aflick

of hishead tails, the Twi'lek stalked after her.

"Wher€'s the cargo?' Shada asked.

"And how much ryll arewetalking about?' Dune added.

"Ryll?" Fen scoffed. "Who said anything about ryll?!

A frown creased Dunée's delicate face. "Given the cost of your Rylath

cargo, we assumed you were moving ryll kor for bactause.”



Fen barked cruddy, "Sdltan valoramosan telval mard.”

"What's that supposed-his' A subtle hand sgnd from Shada, and Dune

swallowed the rest of her question unasked.

"It'sold Cordlian," Shada said, measuring Fen with a cool gaze. "It

means"assumption isthefirs sep into ashdlow grave his

"Very good, Shada," Fen responded, trying to sound casud or even a
little sneering, no small feat under that gaze. "But | would have expected

better language skillsin your younger meres.”

"We're not mercenaries,”" Dune uttered with the firmness of onewho ill

bdieveswhat she has been told.

Hed s tapping a staccato rhythm on the stone floor interrupted them.
Ghitsaemerged from the gloom of the landing bay; one by one, five Twi'lek
femaesfollowed her. Subdued, head tails limp, each shouldering a heavy pack,

the Twi'leks padded forward, asif linksin achain, one after another.

"Y ou're shipping Twi'lek females?' Shadamoved closer, her sheer physica
presence crowding Fen back astep. "To Nd Hutta?' she added, her voice

chilling still further.

"l have a contract, executed by your leedership, that guarantees our

passage to the Hutt homeworld,” Fen said, agan driving for offhanded



casuaness. Shedrew her datapad from her pocket, careful to keep her

movements dow and nonthrestening.

"Ladies, isthere aproblem?' Ghitsa asked pleasantly.

Shadaignored her. "Y ou know we won't run daves," she sad idly, her
eyes gtill on Fen. Shethrew aquick glare at the gpproaching Twi'leks, who

took the cue and stopped.

Ghitsaheld out her hand; Fen wordlessly dapped the datapad into her
pam. "It's Shada D'ukal, isn't it? Pursuant to our agreement, the Mistryl are
bound to provide passage from Leb’'Reen to Na Huttafor mysalf, my colleague,
and our cargo." Her intricatdy wrought bracelets clattered agang the
display. "Fee of twenty thousand, nonrefundable deposit of five thousand,

contract void if donein aid of theformer Empire..."

"The Migtryl won't deliver anyoneinto davery,” Dune bit out.

Ghitsa spared Dune a ditted, reptilian glance before returning her
attention to Shada. "Of course you wouldn't dave. Slavery isillegd under
New Republic Senate Resolution 54.325." She deftly manipulated the pad again.
"Thisismy contract with Brin'shak, the Twi'lek talent agent. Heis providing
the services of a Twi'lek dancing troupe to Durgathe Hutt. Durga will pay

these dancers.”



Shada shifted her measuring gaze to Ghitsa. Not that the diminutive con
artist would require that much measuring. " Sure hewill,” the Midryl said,

her tone clearly indicating how much she bdlieved that.

Ghitsa proffered the datapad. "And pay them very well. Datapage eght,

paragraph twelve."

Shada took the pad and reviewed the contract entry. Not stisfied, she
scrolled through the document from beginning to end. Dune, in atribute to her

training, remained watchfully Slent.

The seconds seemed to be dragging on toward forever before Shada findly
looked up again. "According to this eghty percent of the dancers pay

reverts back to the Shak Clan,” she pointed out.

"The Twi'lek method of compensation is not your concern, Shada," Ghitsa
sad loftily. "And if you back out now, you'll forfeit the deposit, lose the

contract, and pay aten thousand pendty.”

Fen winced ingde hersdf. That was the right lever for moving

impoverished Midtryl, al right. And Ghitsa had done her usud expert job of

pulling it.

Shadadidn't react, at least not visibly. Her younger partner, though,
wasn't nearly so good. " Shada, we can't be party to this," Dune urged quietly.

"Not in good conscience.”



"Conscience?' Ghitsaasked blandly.

Fen couldn't et that one pass unremarked. "Do you need to look up the

word, Ghitsa?"

Ghitsawaved agilded hand. "No, Fen. | have apassing familiaity with
the costly phenomenon known as conscience. Still, if this conversation is
going to drift into ethics, | might point out that our hirelings should not be

trying to renegotiate an agreement their leadership executed.”

"The contract appears to be both legitimate and legdl." Shada shoved the
pad back to Ghitsa. "But of course we al know what appearances are worth. So
I'm going to go talk to Brin'shak and your aleged dancers. If they show any

indication of coercion, the dedl's off. Period.”

Shada gave Ghitsaa amile that didn't make it anywhere near her eyes. "I
suppose | could dso threaten to report your activities to every law
enforcement agency you've ever heard of, plusafew you havent. But | won't

bother. I'll just mention that you'll bein trouble with us. Serioustrouble.”

She looked at each of them inturn, asif daring them to protest. "And if
thewholething islegitimate, you'll pay thirty-two thousand, not twenty,”
she added. "Or you can back out right now, we leave, and the contract isvoid.

Y our choice"



"No problem,” Ghitsa sad arily, waving toward the Twi'leks dill
waliting off to the Sde. " Satisfy yourvs as much as hecessary. We have nothing

to hide"

Surewe do, Fen thought grimly. Sure we do.

"Did you redly haveto say that the Twi'leks could just rattle around in
the cargo hold since they are trained to endure physical pain?' Fen grumbled,
strapping hersdf in for the ride to come. Her partner had quickly moved to
Phase Two of their plan and was determined to make the now-committed Migiryl

rue the day they contracted with Ghitsaand Fen.

"l did see the wisdom of seet restraints,” Ghitsa conceded, struggling to
sueeze her shoulder padsinto a passenger seat of The Fury's man cabin.,
"None of them have been off-planet before. We don't want them panicking and

injuring themsalves.”

"Of coursenot,”" Fen said. "'Incidentdly, the next time you fed an urge
to spout off about how an injured dancer depreciatesin value, either don't do
it when Duné's hand is anywhere near ahold-out blaster, or wait until I'm not

around. Okay?'

"Given what we have heard of their unarmed combat skills, a blaster would

make little difference to amotivated Migtryl," Ghitsa pointed out.



Fen swalowed her retort, preferring to savor instead the familiar thrill
of aship lifting. Shefdt every pitch and rdl as The Fury fought the
Ileb’'Reen cavern wind shear, only to emerge into the bligtering wind and
driving sand of Ryloth's brutal lower atmosphere. Fen counted down the minutes

of that wild ride in anxious anticipation.

The moment the ship surged into hyperspace, Fen dipped free other seet
harness. She rose from her seat with a grace borne of thousands of hours
logged in flight while Ghitsawes ill fumbling with the clasps of her
restraints. Eyes darting to the winding passage leading forward, Ghitsa

whispered, "Y ou go check on the Twi'leks."

Ghitsawas curled in the most comfortable seet in the cabin, filing a
perfect, pink nail when her partner returned. Fen responded to Ghitsals
unasked inquiry, "They'refine." Fen turned her atention to the cabin's

computer station, wondering if al of it had been passworded.

A moment later, Shada and Dune appeared in the cabin, without the
dightest sound to warn of their approach. Nodding a greeting, Fen Started her
menta countdown. She made it to three-a new gdactic record-before Ghitsa
asked the inevitable question. " So, what do you have in the way of recent

holovid recordings?"

"We're not here to entertain you," Dune said scornfully.



Shada leaned againgt the bulkhead, crossing one long leg over the other.
From this vantage, she was. Fen realized, able to observe both the burgeoning

gpat and the score in Fen's own battle game.

"Come now, last we heard, Princess Leia had been kidnaped by thet rogue
smuggler.” Ghitsarose, and moved across the cabin to a smdl holovid
recorder. Pawing through the catal oged disks, Ghitsaasked in apout, "You do
not have anything more recent?' She withdrew a disk from a pocket, "How very
fortunate that | purchased the last two weeks of downlinked Coruscant Daly

Newsfeed before we | eft.”

Thetrip had just taken ahorrifying turn for the worst. The Misryl

would be demanding combat alowances.

"Have you checked on your passengersyet?' Shada asked.

"Thecargo?' Ghitsaasked arrily. "Why?'

Shada sent a.cool 1ook her direction, then turned without aword and |eft

the cabin. "How very humanitarian,” Ghitsacommented, just loudly enough. "For

amercenar..."

Annoying dectronic theme music interrupted any rgoinders. "Ah, therewe

go." Ghitsa sashayed across the cabin, forcing Dune to shift dightly out of

her way. "I confessto being an avid Imperia Paace watcher,” she divulged.



An image of ahuman man appeared on the screen. "Welcome to the Coruscant

Daily Newsfeed. Today'stop story, the dramatic kidngping of Princess Lea

Organaby her former flame, Han Solo."

"Whiteissmply not her color," Ghitsa clucked.

Dune threw Ghitsaalook of obvious disdain asthevid droned on. "And

now Organa’s brother, Jedi Knight Luke Skywalker, and Hapan Prince bolder have

gonein search of the errant Princess.”

"Hell never find them," Fen declared. "Not a chance"

"Of course he will," Dune countered, dearly bang drawn into the

conversation despite herself. "A Jedi Knight using the Force-was

"Force, my blaster,” Fen retorted, pulling on aloose thread on her

flight suit. "He'sjust afarm boy from adust bowl."

"A very lucky farmer," Ghitsamurmured. "1 wish I'd taken those odds on

the second Death Star..."

"I'd say Skywaker has a better chance than anyone of finding hissister,

" Shadaputin.

Fen had not even heard Shada return from the cargo hold. "Unless her



ladyship doesn't want to be found,” the smuggler sneered.

They dl sarted a Ghitsasloud outburst of laughter. "Why would that

be, Fen? Not everyoneis as smitten with the astral General Solo asyou were."

Fen giffened involuntarily. "Me? Smitten? He could only wish."

"Isthat why thereis ill aWookiee-sized bunk on the StarLady?"

"Youknow | had that bunk ingaled specidly to accommodate your
shoulder pads, Ghitsa" Fen dipped out of her seat. "I'm going to go check on

the cargo, make sure they weren't damaged.”

"I'vejust checked," Shadatold her. "They'refine."

"Glad to hear it," Fen said shortly. "You don't mind if | look for

mysdf, do you?'

Fen headed out of Ghitsas line of verbd fire Prowling down the
passage, shetook aturn, sopping & the plate conceding the shidd
generator. She popped the panel out, pulled amultitool from her pocket, and

waited for Shadato arrive.

Shedidn't haveto wait long. "'l don't think you'l find the Twi'leks in

there" camethe Midryl'scam voice.



"No Sithspawn?' Fen peered a the deflector matrix. "Must have taken a

wrong turn.”

"Y ou must so befeding particularly foolhardy today," Shadawarned.

"Oh, come on, Shada. Y ou know | know what I'm doing.”

"Perhaps." Shada lifted an eyebrow. "On the other hand, would you dlow

meto tinker with the Star Lady?"

"Not whilefully conscious," Fen conceded, pocketing thetool. "Fine. You

check the rear shidds."

Shada stepped to the wall and punched a button. A hidden pand did open
at Fen'selbow, exposing arow of tools. Waving Fen out of the way, she
selected a scanner and probe tip and set to work. "So tell me, Fen," she said.

"What isgoing on here?"

"Should be obvious," Fen said, craning her neck to see over Shadas

shoulder. "With that wind shear damming the ship down stern first and the

rough ride out, | figured the shield had probably gone weak back there.”

"That's not what | meant."

"What did you mean?' Fen asked, trying to sound innocent and dy a the



sametime.

Shada glanced up at her. "I meant what are you doing with..." She seemed

to struggleto find asuitable word, findly gave up. "Her."

"Ghitsa?' Fen laughed. " She's not bad with a datapad, and she can cook."

"And she's got Coruscantan Imperial stamped dl over her,” Shada sad

bluntly. "What do you redly know about her?"

"Probably no more than you do,” Fen countered. "Come on, Shada. | know
the Mistryl have her mapped out. Her entry is probably right next to minein

the "useful but untrustworthy” category.”

"She's not Jett, though, is she?' Shada observed quily, the question

redly a statement.

A thick, tensedlence hungintheair. "That's the whole point,” Fen

findly replied, her voice dead.

Shadas next words were careful, like asculptor gently carving a piece

of limestone. " Jett Nabon was aman of great compassion.”

"And look where that got him," Fen spat. "Dead on the floor of an Ord
Mantdll cantina, with abunch of drunks stepping over his carcass for last

cdl & the bar. He might have lived if someone had bothered to pull the



vibroblade out of histhroat, but nobody showed him any compassion.”

"His compassion also brought trade to the Mistryl when dmost no oneelse
would," Shada continued, ig-noring the outburgt. "I think that's why the
Eleven agreed to this contract with you, despite their misgivings about your

partner. Because we honor his memory."

"And look whereit got you." Fen pointed over Shadas shoulder at one of
the flux rods. "Make sure you tighten that one," shesaid. "It can jar loose

metimes.”

"Already did." Shada picked up the panel and snapped it back in place
before speaking again. "That same compassion compelled Jett to pull a young,

abandoned pickpocket off the streets of Coronet and adopt her as hisown.”

"Guess you could say that was another one of his mistakes, huh?!

Silently, Shadareturned thetoolsto their wall case. Sill slently,

she headed forward, leaving Fen done with her memories.

Since Leb'Reen, Fen could but marvel at how Ghitsa managed to snesk the
word "mercenary” or "Imperid" into the exchange with Dune lasting more then
two sentences. It kept the conversation entertaining and far more dangerous

than Fen normaly preferred.



She and Ghitsawere now waiting in the cabin. Dune and Shadawere forward
for their first course correction. Theitch to bein the cockpit became an
ache as Fen felt the ship drop into norma space. Just when she thought the
whole process was taking a bit too long, Shada's voice called over the comm.

"Fen, get up here.”

Shewas out other seat and hafway up the passage before Ghitsa caught

up.

Asthey ducked into the cockpit, Shada swiveled around in the pilot's

chair. "l want your opinion on something the sensor sweep turned up.”

A few degrees off the bow ameta cylinder turned lazily on aspindle. An

antenna protruded from its top. Stang, Fen swore silently. Thetrip had just

gotten awhole [ot moreinteresting.

Shadawas watching them closely. "It lookslike arelay buoy,” she sad.

"Apparently, it's picking up ship Sgnatures asthey drop in here.”

"Blagtit," Fen uttered curtly.

Shadawas dready bringing The Fury's laser battery to bear on the buoy.

"Yes | intend to."

"It's probably too late, though,” Ghitsaopined as she eased into the

cockpit's rear seat. "Whoever put it there will know soon enough we were here



and where we're headed.”

"Who would care?' Dune challenged.

For once, Ghitsafavored her with astraight answer. "Anyone interested

inwhat travel s on the smugglers hyperspace lanes between Ryloth and Nd

Hutta"

"Ryll pirates," Shadasaid, making the name a curse.

"Or worsg," Fen sad.

Shada deftly moved the targeter on her board. A sure punch and the buoy
exploded, for an ingtant abrilliant orange glowing flower on the canvas of

space. "Any particular "worse" you had in mind, Fen?" Shada asked.

"The Karazak Savers Cooperative soringsto mind," Ghitsaput in grimly.

"The KSC used to ambush ships dong thisline looking for Twi'leksto sell.”

"Anyone who does thisrun will know that a ship from Ryloth will normaly
change course here," Fen added. "Usudly for ajump to the Naps Fral cluster..
. And then aset-up there for the final jump to Nal Hutta," Shadafinished for

her. "Which meansthat arelay buoy hereimpliesatrap waiting at Naps Fral.”

Ghitsa nodded. "The KSC was once very active on this route. Jabba stopped



it because he thought too many valuable daves were dying in the ambushes.”

Shada gazed at both of them, her dark eyes thoughtful. Dune could learn
much from that knowing, quiet surety, Fen thought. It was probably why the

younger Mistryl had been paired with Shadain thefirst place.

"Jabbadied four years ago," Shada pointed out. "Were you expecting the

K SC to have moved back in here since then?

"There were reasons we wanted Mistryl," Fen responded truthfully. "The

possibility of the KSC returning was one of them."

Turning back to her board, Shada nosed The Fury inthedirection of the
Naps Fra cluster. "Wdll, theré's no going back now," she said smply. "Looks

like you may get your money'sworth after dl."

"No!" Ghitsa protested with astamp of her shiny boot. "l am gaing to

ride up front. I'm a perfectly capable copilot-was

"Forgot to take your antidelusional medication today?' Fen cooed, pushing

past her and into a cockpit seat.

Sincethe last course change, Ghitsa had harped endlesdy on about
wanting to be in the cockpit when they dropped into the Naps Fra cluster. She
now curled her handsinto tiny fists, reminding Fen of an extremdy petulant

toddler.



"She can day," Shadasaid camly as shedid into the pilot's chair.

Ghitsasmiled like achild just presented with a space pop. "However," Shada

added in the same tone, "if she says or does anything to annoy me or distract

us, I'll cripple her.”

"Unless| best her toit," Dune added, her eyes on the monitor readouts.

"Giveyou acool thousand if you let me doit,” Fen offered.

"l cantoofly," Ghitsastated for the officid record, dropping into her

hard-earned sedt.

"Sureyou can, Ghits" Fen mocked. "Jud like the time your nav

coordinateswould have put usinto Cordlias sun?"

"Wewould have just grazed the corona," Ghitsasaid defensively.

"How about the time you were shooting at dust because you thought it was

draining the shields?"

"It wasdraining the shidds"

"It was dust backdash Blasting dust will just make more dugt.”



"Put acleaning raginit, both of you," Shada cut off the growing

argument. "We've got work to do."

Ghitsabridled, but fell slent. "Sorry," Fen said.

"As| seeit, our worst-case scenario isthat well find an armada
waiting for uswhenwedropin,” Shadawent on. "They may try to hit the
engineswith surgica turbolaser blasts, more likely, they'll have aheavy ion

cannon ready for a saturation disabling.”

"After which they'll board us, take the Twi'leks, and kill us" Fen
nodded. "Which meansthey'll try to beright in front of usor else digned on

our probable exit vector.”

"That was my reading, too," Shada answered. "So our obvious countermove

isto smply comein two or three seconds early.”

Fen swallowed as she pulled up achart of the Naps Fra sysem. Most
hyperspace entry coordinates had a built-in "safety zone" of a second or two.
In-system pilots knew to stay out of the zones to keep from having aship pop
into real space on top of them. Studying the chart, Fen redlized Shada had,
once again, done her homework. Three seconds would put the ship just outside

the zone, probably not too close to anything lethal. Probably. Hopefully.

Ghitsawas dearly thinking dong the samelines. "It dtering your

hyperspace entry point... dangerous?' she asked inasmall voice.



"Very," Dune said absently.

"It's definitely a maneuver with awarning on the box that says, "Don't

try thisat home!" Fen forced aquip.

"Stay sharp, everyone," Shadasaid. "At my mark. Fifteen, fourteen...” At
five seconds, she squeezed her hand over the levers, and star lines melted to

the milky cluster of NapsFrd.

A flash of blueionfire cut across their bow, the proximity darm
peded, and Shada pulled The Fury around in the direction of the threet. In
the span it took for the sensorsto tell her what hed judt tried to paste
them, Fen reached over and switched off the darms, wondering why anyone even
bothered with the prijgin things. If you needed them, you were dready dead in
Space anyway.

"Kuat Firespray-class ship," she announced through clenched teeth.

"Switching over,” Dune said, her voice unreasonably calm. The Fury shook

asapair of concussion missles blazed dff in the direction of their

welcoming committee.

"Fen, find out what the computer knows about Fire sprays,” Shada ordered.

"Right"



The Fury jerked to port, then rolled starboard as Shada bounced between

bursts of ion energy.

At Fen's ebow, the computer display began spewing technica information.
was Tuter saysthismodd'sgot aticklish spot in the port shidd,” Fen

cdled. "Right below the sabilizer fin."

"Stang,” Dune muttered. "Wouldn't you know we'd come in on ther

starboard.”

Shada pushed on the throttle. Still dodging between burdts of ion fire,
shelunged straight for the attacking ship. At the last moment, she hauled on
the rudder, bringing The Fury under the belly of the Firespray. There was a

sckening crackle of ion discharge and alurch-

"What doesthat red light meaen?' Ghitsa asked, pointing over Fen's

shoulder.

Fen shoved the other'srigid arm out of her face. "It means bad,” she
gpat. "Wetook a hit to that weak aft shield," she added for the benefit of

the others. "Another hit and werein trouble."

"They won't get the chance," Shada gritted asthey burst dear of the
Firespray. Y anking on the throttle, she reversed the forward thrust hard, and

flipped The Fury back over. The Firespray's | eft fin magicaly appeared before



them, jutting out from the ship, smdl and vulneradle. "Dune?!

"Got it," Dune said, fingers flying across the console as she tracked the
quivering Firespray and, from the sound of it, emptied an entire magazine into

theleft fin.

The Firespray's shield rippled with the force of the blagts, plasma
ebbing and flowing acrossthe ship'shull like aflooded river. Dune let fly
another barrage, and this time the missiles pierced the other vessdl's
weakening shield. Fire exploded on the ship, scorching its armor. Plates began

pedling off the hull like areptile shedding its skin.

Dune switched over to the heavy turbolasers. The hot lasers carved
through the Firespray's collgpsing shidd, grafing the ship dong its
diagond. Two explosions, one at the cannon and the other near the reactor,
and the Firespray, true to her class, erupted in abrief and blazing shower of

white, yellow, and red.

For amoment they dl sat in slence. "Well," Shada sad at last, her

voice cam asever. "That seemsto be that. Well done, both of you."

"Not abad piece of flying, Shada," Fen conceded, trying to get her
breath back and wondering why she was so winded. "Though of course | would

have doneit without losing thet aft shield.”



To Fen'ssurprise, Shadalaughed. "Fen, you have to be the most arrogant
pilot in the galaxy. Y ou want to seeif the computer was ableto pull an ID

before we blew it into the next sector?'

"L et me check,” Fen said, keying the computer. A name came up. " Surprise,

surprise” she muttered in disgust. "It was the Indenture.”

"Wdl, wdl." Ghitsamurmured.

Shada and Dune exchanged glances.

"Explan," Shadasad.

"Y ou need to get out more," Fen said hitterly, "if you haven't heard

about the Indenture.”

"Migryl don't movein the same exdted circles we do, Fen," Ghitsa

scolded, her customary tinge of superiority returning.

"And you can't imagine how pleased we are about that,” Shada countered.

”Fa]?l

"That ship's had more names and ID codes than a Gamorrean haswarts," Fen

sad. "Last | heard, it wastraveling as Salvation, doing hit and runsfor the

Karazaks out on therim."

"Fresprays are modly used inlaw enforcement,” Ghitsa added. "



understand Krassis Trdix really gppreciatestheirony of using that kind of

shipfor daving."

"And Krassis Trelix is?" Shadawaved out at the till glowing dust cloud.

"I'm sorry: Krassis Treix was?'

"Karazak logistics coordinator,” Ghitsaamplified. "A very nasty person,

evenfor asmuggler.”

"Couldn't have happened to anicer guy," Fen added. Shada nodded with

comprehension, and maybe satisfaction, too. Fen thought.

"Dune, let's get those coordinates,” Shadasaid. "Next stop, Nal Hutta."

Fen rinsed the anxiety of the battle from her body. The water was flat
and recycled, washing over her likearitua cleansng that wasredlly nothing
more than atepid sponge bath. She let her head fall forward and rest againg

thewall, taking a deep breath.

The KSC encounter had not been entirely unexpected. It had been alucky
break in some respects, and disastrousin others. She had done her part. Now

it was up to Ghitsato get them out of this developing jam.

Stepping into another battered flight suit, she ran a comb through her

wet hair, dicking it back in what Jett had caled her drowned womp rat |ook.



Having aready been to Mos Eidey numerous times by age fifteen, she had long
ago ascertained how rare acommodity water was there. Her adoptive father had
laughed until tears ran down his red face when she had explained that, in the
Tatooine desert, water was too precious to be wasted on drowning rodents. Only
belatedly had she understood that that had been his point. She quickly checked

the small grin threatening to pull a her lips.

At the cabin entrance, she paused, taking in the Sight.

Dune was straddling a chair, watching Ghitsa seated near the back primly
apply anew coat of nall polish. The omnipresent holo viewer hummed lightly in

the background.

Fen eased back over to the computer terminal. With Dune distracted and
Shada tending to the shields, now was a good time to complete a certain task

gtill on her checklist.

Thefirgt elghteen times Shada had caught her, Fen had appeared to be
doing nothing more than playing battle smulations. Shadahad her suspicions,
but, as every femae on that ship knew, there was a gdaxy's difference

between doing something and actualy getting caught doingit.

Ghitsaddlicately applied astreak of vibrant red to replace the pink
adorning her fingertips. Dune watched with suspicious fascination. "Why are

you using such an obvious color?' she asked.



"Ohta su marvaic plesodoro, " Ghitsa responded.

"\Which means?' Dune countered.

"Huttese," Fen said. "L et them marve at our splendor.”

"It was afavorite phrase of Jabbas." Holding out her hand, Ghitsa
admired the gaudy red shade. " Jabba understood the importance of flaunting
prosperity to demonstrate power. Since Mistryl have nothing, thisis something

you cannot understand.”

Ghitsa sure wasn't wasting any time. Fen subtly shifted for easier access
to her blagter, wondering if a sun setting would stop a truly enraged

Mistryl.

But Dune merely cocked an eyebrow, the same gesture Fen had noticed Shada
using on occason.
"Y ou seem to know alot about Hutts," she said. "One might wonder how

that happened.”

"Oh, | don't think yourewondering a dl," Ghitsa said with a smug,

evil amile. "Surdly you've read the Mistryl backgrounder on me."

"What backgrounder?' Dune asked. Score one for Ghitsa, Fen thought.

Although Dunéslight skin would probably aways betray the dightest stress,



the young Mistryl was going to haveto learn to lie better. She would have to

remember to mention that to Shada... from acouple of light-years away.

Ghitsa had obvioudy noticed the reaction, too. "Oh, come now. Dune.
Fen's dear-departed, noble partner dedlt with the Mistryl for years. As has
Fen." Her forefinger joined her thumbnail, both colored red. " So what does it

a7

"Why don't you tell me?' Dune suggested, her voice dark.

"If youingg," Ghitsasighed irritably. "Among other things, it says

that | am a Hutt counsdlor. Do you understand what that means?”

Dune's mouth twisted in contempt. "It means you're authorized by one or
more Hutts to conduct business on their behaf," she said. "Like this dancers’

contract between Durgaand Brin'shak."

"A nicdy standard textdoc answer, shadow guard,” Ghitsa sad
approvingly. "But it doesn't even scratch the surface. Shall | tell you what

it redlly meansto be aHutt counsdor?!

Dune nodded her head dightly totheside. "I'm al ears.”

"Hutt clans appoint counsdors to conduct their business,” Ghitsa said.

"The skill and loyalty required to manage their complex schemes, plusa Hutt's

own longevity, dictate that counselors remain within asingle unit, preferably



afamily. Dogders have orchedtrated Huitt infiltration of Core World businesses

for over one hundred and fifty years.”

Fen lifted an eye from the screen. Thiswas newsto her, too, if it were

true.

"l see" Dune said inacold voice. "What asplendid and honorable family

history you have."

"l don't need to judify mysdf to you," Ghitsa sad Ioftily. "My
motivations, and those of my clan masters, should be perfectly comprehensible
toyou." Her left hand now completely painted, she switched the brush from
right to left, and began reddening her right nalls. "Money, profit, security-

things even Midtryl ought to understand.”

Dune snorted. "Except that our principles aren't for sale to the highest

bidder."

"But that'stheirony of it. They arefor sale. They have been sold, you
have been sold, like any cheap trinket." Ghitsalaughed with merry scorn. "Do
you redly think Mistryl are immune because they don't ded with former
Imperids, refuseto assst in patently illegd ventures, and charge more for

the questionable ones?’

Under thetermind, Fen dowly and glently did her hand down and



rel eased the safety on the blaster at her hip. She had no idea how much of
this was show and how much the twisted truth. What she did know was thet
Ghitsawastrying to push the young Misiryl to the sngpping point. And that

she might succeed.

"For dl your exdted judtifications of saving your desperate people,”
Ghitsawent on, "you're delivering the Twi'leks to servitude and degth as

certainly asany Karazek daver."

Sowly, deliberately, Dune uncoiled from her chair and stalked over to
the table, her face cam and deadly. Fen got agrip on her blaster butt, but
Dune made no move againgt her partner except to stand and tower over her like

astorm cloud.

"The contract said they were being paid, Hutt," Dune bit out, making the

word acurse. "Y ou said they weren't daves. Y ou've lied to the Migtryl."

Ghitsaraised her eyesto Dune. "'l didn't lie. They will be paid. And
then they'll be charged; for costumes, board, room, and expenses. At onetime,
they might have saved enough to buy out their contracts. However, because
Twi'lek mortdity hovers near seventy percent, Durga now withholds an

additiona sum to cover the cost of aburia shroud.”

" Shada questioned Brin'shak,” Dune hissed. "She asked each of the

Twi'leksif they wanted to go."



Ghitsahdd her hands out, admiring her work. "In auniqudy Twi'lek way,
these dancers do indeed go willingly. They know some Twi'leks must end up in
Huitt throne rooms. Thisisthe pricethey dl pay for alack of power. A Huitt
commercia agent will seethat the clan is compensated. The dternétive is

indiscriminate Karazak daving raidson their enclaves.”

Dunéslip twisted. "I'd heard that Twi'leks sell afew of their own to
buy agreater peace for them dl," she conceded reluctantly. "But you make it

sound asif your atruism keeps Karazaks from plundering Ryloth."

"Our dtruism. Dune-weredl in thistogether, you know." Ghitsa blew
lightly on her perfectly marked claws. "I advised Durga it was more cost-
effective to go thisroute, rather than contract with the Karazaks. The KSCis
expensve and their daves tend to be poor quality.” She began capping the
little bottle. "As| seeit, the Hutts purchased Mistryl mordity for thirty-
two thousand. Karazaks would have demanded at least forty-five. But then, they

aren't as desperate asthe Mistryl."

Fen cringed a Ghitsas attack. Perfectly crafted in the words of

commerce, she was a humanoid vison of repugnant Hutt excess.

And it had worked, al too well. Dune stood above her, color rising, the
dow boail of ajump'sworth of taunts and insults bubbling over, threatening
to ignite the fire beneath. She stirred, perhaps about to go for a weapon,

perhapsto smply pick Ghitsaup and hurl her bodily acrossthe cabin-



"Dune, in aente," came aquiet order from the door.

Fen jumped. Ghitsadidn't even twitch. "Hello, Shada," the con chirped

innocently. "How long have you been standing there?"

"Long enough,” Shada said, her eyeson Dune. "In aente.”

Dunetook acareful breath. Then, wordlesdy, she pivoted awvay from

Ghitsa and strode from the cabin.

For amoment Shada studied Fen and Ghitsa, her face tiff and unreadable.
"We drop out of hyperspace at oh one-hundred hours tomorrow,” she said and

followed Dune out into the passageway.

Ghitsa findly broke the long slence that followed. With
uncharacterigtic, doubting hesitation, she asked, "Do you think | went too

fa?'

"Hard to say," Fen said, working moisture back into her mouth. "'If we get
out of thisdive, I'd say no. If they dash our throatsin our deep, then,
yeah, probably s0." She hesitated, weighing her words carefully. "You sad

some pretty reprehengble things. How much of it wastrue?'

She grimaced. "Enough. Too much.”



Seaing thelittle grifter shift uncomfortably in her seat, Fen asked,

"Ghitsa, could that be your conscience bothering you?"

Ghitsamade a show of examining her nails. "Of course not, Fen. Merdy

indigestion. Ship'srations, you know."

Fen dipped back into the main cabin just in time to see the holovid
system sputter. Spewing smoke, it coughed out the smoldering remains of
Ghitsa's Coruscant Daily Newsfeed recording. Perhapsthere truly was a higher

power in the universe and she had a sense of humor. Fen thought.

"WEéll be adding the repair coststo your bill," Shada said, examining

the unit.

"By al means," Ghitsareplied, moving to the holographic game table.

"How about around. Fen?'

"I'll pass.”

Ghitsashrugged. "I don't see why you won't ingtall a holobeasties game

on the Star Lady."

Fen laughed, stretching her arms high. "Let'sjust say that the last time
| dlowed around on board, my droid ended up with his arms ripped out of

their sockets. Besides, we're about to come out of hyperspace, aren't we,



Shada?'

"Five sandard minutes," Shada said over her shoulder as she exited the

cabin. "I've dready seen to the Twi'leks."

Ghitsawaited, then whispered, "Y ou didn't run into her, did you?'

"No," Fen replied wesarily, Strapping into her seat. As Ghitsa did the

same. Fen let her eyesdip shut. "Won't be long now."

"No, it won't," Dune's voice agreed quietly next to her ear.

Fen's eyes flew open. Dune was standing to the Side, pointing a blaster
at the two of them. Fen'sblaster, sheredlized suddenly, belatedly missng
theweight at her hip. Her vibroblade, for good measure, was hanging loosdly
in Dunes other hand. Thegirl definitely had talent. "What isgoing on?' she

snarled.

"There's been achange of plan." Dune said. "Dogder, Il take that

blaster in your boot. Sowly."

"Certainly,” Ghitsasaid camly, reaching into her boot and removing a
smdll hold-out blaster Fen hadn't even known she owned. "I don't recdl a
contractua provision about ablaster in our faces," she added as she did the

weapon across the deck.



"The contract's been changed, too," Dune said, settling in aseat fadng

them.

Fen fdt the ship tumbleinto real space. A minute later, Shada joined
them. "We protest thistreatment, of course," Ghitsa sad, getting in the

first word.

Shadaignored her. "From the beginning, Fen, your behavior on this trip
has been completdy irrationd," she said. "Y ou convinced us to take this

passage; then, at every opportunity, have hounded usthat what we were doing

wasamora outrage. | want to know why."

"We'rejust chatty,” Fen muttered sourly.

"Y ou wanted usto break the contract, didn't you?' Shada persisted.

"That'sthe only explanation. But why?'Y ou can hardly bring suit againg us-

legdly, we don't even exigt. Blackmail? Ridiculous.”

Ghitsaspoke up. "Thisis aperfectly lega operation.

Y ou renege, and the Eleven will be extremely unhappy with you."

"Having others unhgppy with you isnt as bad as being unhappy with

yourself," Dune put in. "WEell take our chances.”



"Ah, yesthe wonderful view you get from the high mord ground,” Ghitsa
said sarcagtically. "Not that you gain much of that high ground by shooting

two unarmed people.”

"Wewon' deliver the Twi'leksinto davery. Fen," Shadasaid. "Not even
acaefully disguised davery. If you won't tell uswhat's redlly going on,

you leave uswith no other dternative.”

She paused, waiting for areply. Fen kept her mouth closed, her heart
thundering as she wondered if Ghitsahad finaly made her last misca culation.
If Shada decided that murdering a pair of would-be davers did indeed count as

high mord ground...

"Very wdl," Shadasaid after amoment. "Time's up. Unstrgp-you're making

the rest of the trip without us.”

TheMidryl Slently ushered them &ft. It was worse than Fen had

imagined. "Y ou can't be serious”

Shada swung open atiny door. "It was your choice, Fen. Into the escape

Ghitsa dimbed in without protest. With her own blaster hovering

somewhere behind her back. Fen ducked in after her.

"Good-bye, Fen," Shada said.



The door dammed, shut and sealed. Like our fate, Fen reflected, before

turning on her partner. "Fine mess you've gotten usinto.”

"What are you taking about? This has worked perfectly.”

Before Fen could utter aproperly acidic reply. The Fury belched the pod

into space. She shouldered Ghitsa out of the way to get to the controls.

Just as she had suspected. There was atiny ion engine cluster with
enough reaction mass for orbitd insartion, re-entry burn, and, maybe,
something left over for decdleration before touch-, correction, make thet

smash - down. Typicd. In her experience, the best pilots dways had the worst

pods.

The odds of acontrolled landing in this vessel were minuscule. The odds
of making it divewere only dightly better. All Fen knew for certain was

that she planned on bracing hersdf with Ghitsas ample shoulder pads on

impact.

"Shada?'

Shada turned her head as Dune stepped into The Fury's cockpit. From the

tone of her vaoice...



"What isit?" she asked. " Something wrong with the Twi'leks?!

"Not a dl," Dune sad, diding into her seat and handing Shadaa smdl
holo tube. "They're quite happy. And they seem to have known dl dong that

they weren't going to Na Hutta."

"Redly," Shadasaid, examining the holo tube. "That's very interesting.”

"That'swhat | thought." Dune gestured to the tube. "One of them, Naan,
gave methat. Near as| could figure through her accent, she said that "Fenig-

who-isbrave' gaveit to her to giveto us"

Shadalooked out the viewport. The pod had disappeared, caught in Na
Hutta's gravitational pull. "I'll check out the tube," she said. ™Y ou'd better

run afast diagnostic on the ship's systems.”

"Y ou think we've been conned?' Dune asked, keying her board.

"We were being conned from the minute we landed on Ryloth,” Shada said,
carefully filtering her emotions out of her voice. It wasn't proper for a
Mistryl to show frustration and bitternessin front of a subordinate. "The

only question was in what direction we were being taken."

"Well, whatever direction that was, our former employers seem to have

gotten what they wanted,” Dune said sourly. "Except maybe for the escape pod

part-oh, Sithspaun.”



"What?" Shada snapped.

"The Fury's1D code." Dune was furioudy puling up the stored nav
coordinates for an emergency leap out of Na Hutta space. "Fen mud have
reprogrammed one of the comm systemsto create an overlay. Were broadcasting

asthat Karazak daver ship, the Indenture.”

Shadaspun The Fury around. A blinking comm light sgnded a hall from

Na Hutta; sheignored it. "What are we going to do?' Dune demanded.

"Get out of here, of course,” Shadasaid. "I have no particular desireto

get caught in the crosshairs of Hutt dave politics.”

"No argument on that one," Dune said. "What | meant was what are we going

to do about our two former employers?’

Shadagrimaced. Y es, the Mistryl owed Jett a debt of honor for his
friendship to them. But no one misuses such adebt this way. No one. "The

gdaxy ishig," shetold Dunedarkly. "But not thet big."

Dune nodded. "Understood.”

A Kutt patrol ship appeared, heading in their direction. With afind

glance at the muddy planet, Shada pulled the hyperspace levers.



Fen wrestled with the pod, trying to dign it so the aft shields bore the

brunt of the re-entry burn. "Impact in one minute."

"Arent wegoing alittlefast?"

By way of response, Fen squeezed everything she could from the poor pod's

decderation system. White, hot fire burned out the window.

"Uh, Fen? Thelarge brown areawe are plummeting into? | suggest you try

nottolandinit."

"A swamp might cushion our landing, if we don't drown. Get reedy for the

cheapest mud bath of your life”

"Y ou smply cannot be serious.”

"Fifteen seconds,” Fen replied, as she attempted to aim the pod toward a

large, muddy swath.

With aterrific, teeth-shattering jolt, they splashed down.

Fen shrugged out of the harness. "Thisthing's got flotation pads. They
may keep usfrom sinking right away." Tugging on the release bar, Fen popped
the hatch open. The dreary, gray colors, fetid odors, and mud of Na Hutta

poured in.



Fen clambered out first, and looked quickly around. Swamp. Oozing, ally
goo. She jumped in and wasimmediately enveloped in dime up to her was.

Ghitsa, however, was salling at the hatch of the rocking pod.

"Gottado it, Chits," Fen called back to her.

She looked out across the swamp. "Wl at least we don't have far to go.
| only wish I weren't wrecking apair of designer boots." With a weary sgh,

Ghitsajumped into the bog.

Sogging through the tangled weeds and stinking mud, they trudged toward

alanding facility they had both spotted, some five hundred meters away.

Asthey staggered onto blessedly dry, hard duracrete, a tusked Whiphid
lumbered out of the building. His manner was so casua, Fen concluded that two
women missing the landing pad to crash in the swvamp was a near everyday

occurrence.

Ghitsaand the Whiphid exchanged arapid-fire mix of Basc and Huittese,

and the Whiphid ambled off.

"Now what?'

"With your best efforts, we have, however miraculoudy, crashed in



Durgas Clan territories. | told him that | am one of Durgas counsglors.”

"He beieved you?'

"Of course. Thiskind of mishgp isnot uncommon if you deal on behaf of

Huit clans.” Ghitsa seemed bemused by Fen'sincredulity. "Durgds estate is

less than three hundred kilometers from here. He will be here right away to

ingpect his new dancers. So we wait.”

They found a cold, pitted bench at the edge of the pad, and sat.

IIFG,]?I

"Yeah?'

"Areyour affarsdl inorder?

"My what?'

"Affairs, your will, estate, and such, in the event Durgafeeds usto his

pet dianoga.”

| definitely should have plastered her on Socorro two years ago. Fen

thought vicioudy. No money wasworth this. "I thought thiswas gaing to be

the easy part.”



Seated on the bench, Ghitsa's feet were swinging several centimeters off

the ground. "Easy?" she echoed. "Whatever made you think that?"

"l assumed...”

Ghitsa's reminder about assumptions and shallow graves was cut off as a
low, loud hum reverberating across the sullen marsh. They scrambled to their
feet. Squinting, Fen spotted asail barge moving fast over the quagmire. Its
Sze and sure, smooth movement evidenced the Hutt opulence which was dways,

to Fen's mind, incongruous with the dank misery of Nal Hutta

What had appeared in the distance to be blobs on the barge's deck
devolved into afull complement of heavily armed and undoubtedly fiercdly
loya guards of various dobbering species. Asthe sail barge skimmed to a
stop before them. Fen'sfingerstwitched a her sde, indinctively looking

for the blaster that was probably till in Duné's hands.

Inamimicry of how Fen hersdf had met the Migtryl, Ghitsa walked
forward to stand at the bottom of the barge'sramp. An immense Hutt with a

large mark stretched across hisforehead dithered down the plank.

"Counsdor Dogder," Durgafindly rumbled, with aglance a Fen. "'l doubt
my dancers are hiding in the escape pod | saw on our clan's property. | expect

an explanation for my missing Twi'leks"



Fen watched in fascination as her partner bent into alow bow. "Your

Magnificence, thieving knaves stole your dancers from your most humble agent.”

"Stole?"

With an effort. Fen did not flinch at the malodorous smell wafting from
the Hutt. Was it something expelled when a Hutt was angry, she wondered? Or

just the remnants of breskfagt?

"Yes, Your Corpulence. We were betrayed by those we hired for passage
from Ryloth. When we arrived into ationd Hutta space, they overwhelmed us and

forced usinto the escape pod.”

It was over before Fen could comprehend it had even happened. Durga
snapped his grasping, stubby fingers, and five guards surrounded Ghitsa. Fen
was now standing squarely, and without cover, in the Sghts of an E-web

repeeting blaster mounted on the barge.

"Counsdlor, | will hear your explanation. And whether it pleases me will

determine whether you die quickly, or very, very dowly."

Fen willed composure. Ghitsa, however, seemed perfectly calm. Or maybe,

after alifetime with Hutts, she was so warped tha five dobbering diens

with BlasTechsaimed a her wassmply al in aday'swork.

"Durga," the con artist said smooathly, "if | give you two reasons why you



will nat kill me, will you pay me saventy-five thousand credits?'

"I will indeed, counsdor.”

"Firg, | hereby invoke the Hutt Commercid Laws, section C, subsection

12.4ence, and the protectionsit affords all counselors and messengers.”

Fen had never been able to read Hutts well, and though she had never seen

it before-and doubted she would see it again-she knew that Durga was shocked.

Ghitsaplunged ahead. "Y ou kill me, Durga, and every ded | have brokered
on behdf of our Clanisforfeit. At my last caculaion, that sum exceeds

one-hundred million."

Anger rippled over the Hutt. Durga bellowed, "Y ou dare cite our own laws

tome?'

"Y ou know the law, Durga." Now, Fen heard steady reason in her partner's
voice. "Counsdors and messengers are not to pay the price for those who would

use them to embarrass or chest the Hutt Empire.”

Durgagave hislittle counsdor along, caculating look, then findly
sad, "If memory serves, those laws were enacted after the early and violent

degths of twelve counsdors and innumerable messengers.”



"Y our memory isfaultless, asaways. Y ou will doubtlessaso recal what
occurred when ayoung, skinny, and very foolish Huit of the Vermilic Clan

forgot this prohibition two years ago and disintegrated his counselor.”

Fen was startled to redlize even she had heard of thet incident. The
Vermilics were bankrupted and no Huit traffic moved for three months She

wondered now if the counsdors had refused to broker the Hutt dedls.

A long, humid pause strung out before Durga spoke again. "l believe,

Dogder, you had a second reason?’

“If you kill me now, you will never regain your Twi'leks."

"Ohhh, ho, Dogder." When Durga laughed, Fen was reminded of arestless,

rolling sea. "And just how will you return my dancers?'

"l can giveyou the ID code of the ship weretained, its itinerary, and
ownership registry. Y ou will be able to trace those who have truly wronged

you."

Durgasfacefolded into frowns. "And how will | know if the information

you provide meis useful ?'

"Y ou may pay mefifty percent now, and the remainder within one standard
week," Ghitsareplied. "Y ou will have sufficient timeto verify if thedatais

vauable"



"Do you trust us so much, counselor?' Durga seemed amused. Fen was not.

"l trust you, Magter."

Under Durgas thoughtful, raking scrutiny, Ghitsa stood impassively.
Then, with asngp of hisfingers, the guards lowered their weapons, and Fen

found she could bresthe again.

Durga put a companionable arm around Ghitsas mud-encrusted shoulders.
"After so many yearsof loya service, counsdor, you understand that should
you prove unfaithful, I am confident that the galaxy will betoo smdl aplace

for both you and my anger.”

"| undersand, Master."

"Although | remain disturbed with your failure, | am pleased with your
effortsto foresee possible betrayd." He held out atiny, groping hand, and
Ghitsagave him the disk Fen had taken from The Fury. "Y ou may trander the

sum from our Coruscant account.”

Ghitsabowed dightly.

Durgastail twitched violently, serpentine. ™Y ou aso know that for the

sake of our interests, we pamit only credible counselors. Once this



transaction is completed, we will look € sewhere for an advisor."

"Y ou have dwayswisdy indsted that counsdaors not be the victims of
other predators, Master. | ask for no exception in my case." Fen would wonder

for sometime whether Ghitsaactualy sounded wistful at that parting.

"All right,"” Shada said, easing the holo tube into the player. The scan
had showed it was anorma holo tube, with no surprises attached. But thet

didnt mean she entirely trusted it. "Herewe go.”

A two-meter-tall likeness of Fenig Nabon appeared. "Hello again, Shada,”
thefigure said. " Since you're watching this, | presume Ghitsaand | are gone.
Hopefully il dive, though you're now probably regretting that you didn't

send us out the airlock without the benefit of vac suits."

Dune grumbled in her throat, but said nothing.

"Ghitsahas maintained that you would want to deliver usto the Hutts for
their own peculiar punishments,”" Fen continued. "If this went down right,
shélll be sdlling to Durgathe Hutt a datacard with detailed information on
the ship responsible for the theft of hisdancers. A competent dicer will
trace that information back to the In dentureand the Karazak Saving

Cooperative.

Theimage grinned, alittle shamefacedly. "I'm sure you've aso noticed

that The Fury's 1D isreading asthe Indenture. That was my own touch, in case



someone on Nal Hutta spotted you. The overlay program is buried in your backup
comm system. Y ou'll probably haveto go in through the battle game | was
playing to get to it- - that's how | got in-but it shouldn't be any redl trick

to dissble”

She sobered. "On the more serious side, you can probably predict whet

will happen when Durga reaches the conclusion that the KSC stole his dancers.”

"Gang war," Dune murmured.

"Ghitsathinksthat in the resulting turmoail both the KSC and the Hutts
will leave Ryloth onefor awhile. Durgas dicer should aso find certain
inconvenient payments the KSC has made to Brin'shak. Thiswill likely be the

last Twi'lek acquisition Brin'shak will make for the Hutts."

Theimage shifted, foot to foot. A little embarrassed, perhaps? "Weve
told the dancersthat you'll return them to Kaauun on Ryloth. The Dira Clan
is expecting them and can be trusted. The Shak Clan may howl about it, but you
shouldn't get anything but noise from them. They were discredited two years
ago in Kalauun after trying to scam the New Republic over someryll kor and

aregenerdly trying to lay low.

"Findly, assuming you haven't killed us, Ghitsa will transfer twenty
thousand into your account, as agreed. | know you're expecting thirty-two, but

if you play it right with the Dira Clan, they may pay you some ryll kor for



bringing the dancersback." Theimage amiled, alittle smugly. "Ghitsa urges

you to sdll quickly, as she believes the market will top out soon.”

Fen raised her head, looking out into nothing. "Jett aways redly
admired the Mistryl, Shada. But sometimes he was uncomfortable with what you
would do for money. Poverty makes people desperate, he would say. But

sometimes, it's better to be poor. Ghitsa, of course, disagrees.”

Theimage of Fenig Nabon flickered ot.

Durga escorted them to the port city of Bilbousawhere Fen had berthed
the Star Lady. They set course for the nearest New Republic fadlity with a

decent banking exchange.

As soon asthe ship jJumped, Ghitsadipped out of her cockpit chair. "I'm

going to get cleaned up.”

When Fen emerged from her own long, hot shower, Ghitsawas dreedy in the
cabin, Stting at the cabin'stable, intently watching the find chapter in
thewooing of Leia Organa. Fen grabbed a bottle of Cordliasfinest and two

glasses before Sitting across from Ghitsa

"S0," Fen began, pouring and diding aglass across the table to her

partner. Ghitsasaid nothing, but did accept the drink.

"Did Durgabuy it?"



"| doubt it," Ghitsa scoffed. "But heis cautious. He won't part with
one-hundred mill without proof and thirty-seven and ahaf isasmadl priceto
pay, for now. All the proof will point to the Karazaks. They are more likdy

to cheat himthan | am."

"But you aren't acounsglor anymore.”

Ghitsa vighly brightened and took a gp of her drink. "Rather

convenient, | thought."

"Y ou wanted this?'

She sighed, tilting her head back againgt the booth. 1t was the firgt
time in awhile Fen had seen Ghitsalook norma-a smple flight suit, damp
hair, nothing caking her face or nalls. "You remember how | said that

mortality among Durgas Twi'leks was around seventy percent?’

"Yesh"

"It'seven higher for Hutt counsdors. Evenif a counsdor's own dan

wont kill her, we tend to be excdlent acquistion targets for Huitt

competitors.”

Ghitsa, Fen suddenly redized, would not have taken these kinds of risks



for amere seventy-five thousand. "And those twelve dead counsdlors?!

"Two of them were Dogders." Ghitsastopped there, lips pressed into a

thin, firmline.

Fen veered to safer ground. "Will Durga pay the rest?!

Ghitsatook another swallow. "Maybe. Probably. HEll be very happy when

he finds out about the Karazaks. | expect helll give me abonus.”

They watched as the Coruscant Daly Newsfeed gushed about Princess

Organasimpending nuptids.

"Pity about Han Solo,” Ghitsasaid.

"Wasgte of apretty good smuggler,” Fen sighed, staring into her drink.

The Princess appeared, again in her rega white, announcing that Dathomir
would now be open to Alderaani exiles. The program intoned, "And Organa
announced today that the New Republic has appropriated two-hundred million in
financia assistance for displaced Alderaani. Low-interest loanswill dso be

availableto ad in resttlement...."

Fen whistled gppreciatively. "Too bad you have to be Alderaani to be

digble"



They stared at the screen.

"Y ou know," Ghitsa began, "I've dways wanted to play impoverished

nobility.”

Fen glanced from her partner to thevid, and back again. "True" she
finally said. "And Leila Organamay not look good in white, but, Ghitsa, | bet

you do."

* k%

Thelongest fdl

by PatriciaA. Jackson



The Imperia Star Destroyer Interrogator maintained its support position,
matching coordinate planes and acceleration bursts with its nav computer
specifications. From the observation deck, several levels benesth the flignt
bridge, the commanding officer stared through the transparisted platform as
the Imperid [1-CLASS Star Destroyer maneuvered into the mouth of a vacuous,
black nebula. Gliding from the snister shadow of undistinguished space, the
Interrogator was an impressive sight, a precisely honed dagger tip against the

starless backdrop of space.

An advanced point ship, hisvessd wasmoving into investigate alittle-
known area of space known asthe Nhargis|. The term, despite its romantic
apped, was acrude variation of aword in alingering smuggler didect, which
he understood to mean "the death place.” Starless, featureless, menacing-the

foreboding nebulawas atestimonia to seemingly endless continuity.

Chewing nervoudy at hislower lip, the young captain stared into the
facelessvoid, wishing he could lose himself insdeit. The Nharqisl could be
no colder or more forbidding a place than the anonymous darkness of Lord
Tremayne'swaiting room. And the Nhargis"Also, a hideous, mythica leviathan
said to lurk within the nebula, could certainly be no more tarifying an

entity than the Emperor's leading High Inquisitor himself.

In the midst of the sparsdly furnished, crudly antiseptic interior of
the waiting chamber, the young captain noticed only one chair Stting againgt
the far wall. He wondered how many Imperid officers had sat in that chair and

how many had lived to tell about it. The numberswere quite disproportionate



to each other, he was certain, and he congratulated himself on his decison

not totinit.

Though he was not a supergtitious man, the captain was confident that he
enhanced his chances of survivd if Tremayne should come and find him standing
in anticipation of this meeting. He had, in fact, been standing, respectfully
at attention, for the past three hours, waiting for the Dark Adept to address

him persondlly.

And if hisdiligence had no bearing at adl upon the outcome of their
meeting, a |least he would have the satisfaction of meeting High Inquisitor

Tremayne and his own potential execution with asmall measure of dignity.

The othersdied on their feet, his subconscioustold him. Admira Ozzd.
Admira Ranes. Captain Needa. His esteemed mentor and friend, Captain Nolaan.
And there were otherswho did not directly come to mind. What makes you o

different?

Theinability to answer that question brought a hollow, unsettled fedling
to the bottom of his ssomach. Clasping his handstightly behind hisback, the
young captain swayed back and forth on his hedls, an impatient habit learned
on the bridge and honed by the daily stresses of commanding a ship in the
Emperor's most prestigious war fleet. It was a peculiar fixaion on maotion
that he wasworking to diminate and had regulated it with some success. In

any case, the swaying did not trouble him quite so much asthe violent tremors



that shook his hands.

The captain brushed his fingers over the front of his uniform and
graightened the indgnia, chiding himsdf for dlowing a physcd
manifestation of his concernsto gppear. The last impression he wanted to make

before leaving thisworld was the empty illusion of fear.

Fear. That was not the way to run aship or motivete its crewmen and
support personnd. Fear inspired mistakes, tenson among the crew, which
accounted for more mistakes and erroneous decisionsin judgment. Ultimately,
the end result of such tension was failure and more fear. Respect was what

they taught in the Academy, respect and subject to authority.

Discipline is the immediate compliance to dl orders, undeviaing

respectstor authority, and above al sdlf-reliance.

The young captain grinned as the memorized definition came to mind-a
recurring echo from his days a the Academy. He remembered the fear of those
early daysof training, when everything had seemed so beyond reach. He
remembered hisinitia clumsiness with orders and superior officers, the
ambiguity of doubt, and the gradua breaking down and reestablishment of his
pride. There wasindeed a certain arrogance in the mastery of discipline, the
mastery of sdf. There wasincaculable salf-satisfaction in obeying orders,
respecting the High Command, and in being recogni zed for the ability to think
clearly inacriss. Thesethings combined evoked respect, not fear. High

Inquisitor Tremayne knew little of the former and enlisted too heavy ahand in



the latter.

The captain nodded in complete confidence. He regretted nothing he had
donein the course of hismilitary dutiesto dismantle, or & least dilute,
thefear that High Inquisitor Tremayne ingpired. His service record and that
of the personnel aboard the Interrogator was without blemish, asserting, at

least in hismind, that respect was a superior motivation to fear.

Meeting Tremayne's orders with athin smile and consummeate bowing of the
head had made him one of the most digtinguished officers in the Fleet. No
other would be so bold as to even meet the Jedi's menading face, with its
equally sinister cybernetic replacements. And while the captain's efforts were
met with cold disdain and neutrdity, he persevered, hoping to influence the
Emperor'sinfamous servant with asmal measure of hisloyadty and willingness

fo serve.

"What did it matter?' he whispered, startled by the sound of his own
voice. The captain paused, cocking his head to one sde as the echo
reverberated between the narrow walls of the waiting chamber. Chiding himsdf
for the outburst, he pursed hislips asthat hollow feding dug itself deeper
into the pit of his ssomach, wheretheroot of al his suppressed fears hed

lain dormant, until thisignobling day.

Indeed, what did it matter? His rdationship to the deceased Captain

Nolaan was an unwritten blight on his reputation, one that would inevitably



doom him. And hisfate would be no different than the others who had been
Nolaan's trusted advisors and forma companions. High Inquisitor Tremayne hed
made that digtinction very clear, sarting with Nolaan's summary execution on
the bridge of the Interrogator. And in the aftermath, not one who had cdled
Nolaan friend and mentor was dive to mourn him, except for himself. And thet

was soon to change.

Vhaing swdlowed convulsvey, remembering Tremaynes wrath. He
shuddered with the recollection of Captain Nolaan's gray, stricken face asthe
troopers dragged his body from the bridge and into the corridor for
expeditious disposition. If Tremayne's justice was as predictable as the black

void of the Nhargisl, hewasnext in line.

He straightened the collar of hisuniform and adjusted the bit of his
cap. A patriotic cant learned during histenure a the Imperial Naval Academy
came to mind and the young captain took a sudden rush of optimism from the
words. The power of those memoriesingilled him with the courage to face
Tremayne as he would face any manin a postion of power-with respect and
deference rather than fear. After dl, it was not his command that had sent a
full squadron of Imperia TIE bombersto the cloudy, defensdess world of

Qlothos.

His subordinate, the ambitious senior lieutenant, had picked up some
peculiar signasfrom the nearby planet. It was a frequency tha nearly
matched a set of earlier transmission codes that had been intercepted from an

Alliance operative. Suspecting a hidden Rebd garrison, the senior lieutenant



sent the TIE bombers to destroy it.

All this had transpired while the captain lay adesp in hisbed. He was
only awakened by the lieutenant after the facts were collected and the
casudties caculated. There were only minimal injuriesto report, no damages
to craft or equipment. But nearly sixty dvilians mogt of them prominent
Imperid citizens, were dead-among them a high+ranking Kuat Drive Y ards

engineer, hiswife, and two sons, who were on holiday in the capitd.

Evidently, the cloudy blanket of atmosphere covering the planet played
havoc on the identification beacons built into the concusson missles. One
went astray and demolished a secluded section of the resdentid community,
which lay only akilometer from the suspected Rebe compound. Hours after the
fatalities were counted, Lord Tremayne's summons had come through directly.
And without the added apprehension of hismilitary aideto sharein his inner

torment, the captain came to meet with the High Inquisitor aone.

But now, he regretted that decision. The briefest contact with another
human, however succinct, might have eased his anxiety and given him something

to dwell on besdesthisimpending mesting.

Theindustrious senior com-scan officer would have been an excdlent
choice. A family man and father, he was an incessant talker-one reason the
captain had overlooked him as hismilitary aide. A loyd and competent |eeder,

the com-scan officer dways had time to devote to the love of hiswife, nearly



three hundred light-years away, and to the newly born child he had never seen,

except through holos and rare face-to-face transmissions.

The balance seemed to anchor the talketive officer inaway the cgptain
had come to admire and finaly resent. But after today, dl that would change.
After assuring High Inquisitor Tremayne that the ambitious senior lieutenant
would be punished to the fullest extent- - court-martialed, convicted of
mand aughter, the destruction of Imperia property, and harassment of loyd
Imperid citizens-the captain would promote the com-scan officer as his new

advisor and begin to sharein thisesoteric life,

The door to Tremayne's chamber abruptly opened. The captain turned curtly
on hished and saluted asthe Jedi stepped into the room. "High Inquisitor
Tremayne, | haveafull report into Senior Lieutenant Leedssblundering - -

was His voice was arrested by the lancing pain that assailed histhroat.

Astheinvishblegrip intensfied, the captain fdl to his knees. He
winced asthe small bones at the base of his skull cracked audibly under the
pressure. Unable to breathe, he found himsalf sprawled on the cold glare of

the waiting room floor. He closed his eyesin an effort to compose himsdlf.

Hismind began to flounder for lack of oxygen, and he remembered the
stress exercise at the Academy where his colleagues and he were subjected to a
panic test in aroom ful of noxious fumes Haf blinded and nearly
unconscious, he was the last to emerge-the only one with the courage, or

foolish pride asmany cdled it, to remain longer than any of the others. But



inthis new tes, there were fatal consequences. Here the captain was fully

cognizant of what was happening to him. There would be no noxious fumesto dim

his senses and lessen the blow. He could feel every sensationin vivid detall,
from the cold kiss of the deck plate againgt his pamsto the coarse fabric of

hisuniform asit chafed his ebows and knees.

Unableto raise his head and beseech Tremayne for a second chance, the
young captain could only stare into the flowing black hem of the Jedi's robes.
As his consciousness waned, heimagined hmsdf being drawn into t black
fabric and into an aternate world as dark and garless as the Nhargisl

nebula surrounding his ship.

What afitting end to my life, he thought with numb pleasure. The first

smdl bone broke benesath the pressure and he felt his body relax.

Born into aprominent bloodline and class, Jovan Vharing attended the

Imperiad Nava Academy, adecison madefor him by traditiond family dictates

rather than of his own accord. But there were no regretsto that course, and
he delved deeply into the best of himself to impress mentors and superior
officersalike. For his concentrated efforts in detal and accuracy, he
graduated in the top two percent of his class-a didinguishing achievement.
Newly commissioned as alieutenant, he went on to a pregtigious posting as

senior tracking officer aboard a Victory-class Star Destroyey.

Hisambition and eye for competent and cost-effective action made an



early reputation for him-then a nenly graduated officer, serving in the

desolate Outer Rim, in the area of space commonly referred to as the wild
frontier. And while it was no auspicious duty for an officer of his cdliber,

it was to be a short-lived tenure with many notable accomplishments that would
earn him the sympathetic eye of Captain Nolaan. Having dso served on the
Outer Rim as gunior officer, Nolaan took an ingtant liking to Vharing. To

pite saverd of hisjunior officers, Nolaan cdled in severd favors and

arranged for Vharing's transfer-to the bridge of the Interrogator, where he

made no attemptsto shield his partidity.

Within one year, Vharing would live up to the high expectations st for
him by hisill-fated mentor. After Nolaan's untimely execution, Vharing became
one of the youngest men to achieve the rank of captain. As such, he would be
one of the youngest officersto ever receive command of an Imperid |l Star
Destroyer. And with it, he inherited the burden of Tremayne's exacting demands

and the resentment of every Imperia officer on the bridge.

Degth was a shadowy cloak surrounding the captaincy of the Interrogator.
Promotion was by succession-the kind of succession one sees in a toppling
house of sabacc cards. Vharing's promotion to captain was smply a complicated
ploy by his executive colleagues to stay wdl out of Lord Tremayne's
omniscient shadow. Vharing, as did his predecessor, would serve as a buffer.
When the next blunder surfaced, when the next inaccuracy arose, his would be
the name spoken by Tremayne and hiswould be the neck crushed by the wrath of

the High Inquistor.



So, aswith dl things, Vharing threw himsdlf, mentaly and physicdly,
into the endless pursuit of perfection. Hiswas the highest efficiency rating
in the fleet and his men the most steedfast and loya. At aforma dinner for
the executive staff of the Interrogator, Vharing was forced to fend off the
curiousinquiries of hisfelow officers, who for the lag 9x months had
stood by and gawked in envy of his ability to motivate men and support staff,
even under the most extreme circumstances. When asked what was his sngle,
greatest achievement, Vharing replied, "Sarving under High Inquisitor

Tremayne."

A moment of quiet met the comment; thejovia atmosphere usurped by a
darker, fearsome mood. Staring at each other and then at Vharing in turn, the
assembled Imperid officers were speechless and deferred to the taents of

their more outspoken members.

"Areyouinsane, Vharing?' Generd Parnet whispered. The disgruntled
officer glanced over hisshoulders, asif expecting High Inquistor Tremayne

to be nearby in the shadows, listening.

"Oh, come, gentlemen,” Vharing scolded, raisng hisgoblet in a toast.
"The man isnot so dreadful asdl that-oppressive, demanding, unforgiving.
Hée's no different than our drill mentors back at the Academy or any of the
superior officers under whom we served before our grand appointments to

executive commisson.”



"And therésyour mistake, Vharing," Parnet said evenly. His crud,
handsome face was as expressionless as the shadows flanking the corners of the
room. "Failure a the Academy was expulson. Fallurein theline of duty oft
times means reassgnment to some shameful task, demoation, perhaps court-
martia in the worst cases. Here-was He put his goblet down to candidly
declinethetoast to Tremayne. "Here the pendty for falure is desth. And
that my friend, isthelongest fdl any man can take-adone or with his
friends." Parnet paused and glanced around the table a each of his colleagues

inturn, waiting for aconsensus from the group.

"Well spoken,” Lieutenant Uland concurred. He swalowed the entire
portion of hiswine and set the goblet aside as the first warm charge rushed

through him, warding off the intoxicating chill brought on by Tremayne's name.

Vharing met Parnet's statement with athin smile, marveling at the black
mockery of fear behind the Generd'singpid eyes. "Then to Deeth, gentlemen,”

heraised hisgoblet, "thelongest fal.”

AsVharing's face met the cold embrace of the deck floor, he was as a
dead man. Hot surges of agonizing sensation lanced through his battered skulll,
and he awoke from that desperate state-alive by every indication of the pan

that swept through his heightened senses.

With a child'swondrous ddlight, he experienced the sharp agonies of
living-the nagging aches and stiffness of hisjoints, the twisted pinch of his

uniform, chafing uncomfortably at hisskin. One of hisindggnia pins hed



broken in thefall and was piercing the muscle of his chest. Dead men do not
bleed, he thought to himsdlf, fedling the warm adhesive of his blood againgt

thefabric of hisuniform.

Therewasadull roaring in hisears as hisphysicd faculties returned.
A momentary stab of pain confessed itsalf to be a separated rib, possibly two,
auffered in thefal to the waiting-room floor. Hisright index finger would
not move on command and any effort to coerceit brought a secondary wave of
sensory anguish. And there was more. Something was terribly wrong-he could not

bresthe,

In desperation, V haring searched the room, his lethargic eyes dow to
focus on hissurroundings. The dday in hisvison brought terrifying images
back to his bewildered brain, making the few objects in the immediate area
seem gigantic in comparison to hisfrail, battered body. This appalling effect

redoubled histerror, prolonging the agony of his asphyxiation.

Why doesn't hefinishit! Vharing demanded in hismind, unableto speak.
Histhroat was on fire. The sdlted aftertaste of blood repulsed him and caused

him to gag, aggravating his desperate circumstances.

Then ashiswill to survive conquered the army of dull sensations numbing
hisbrain, Vharing opened his mouth. Thefrigid chill of the waiting room
diced a histongue ashetook hisfirst gasp of air. The experience was a

miserable agony to endure; theicy sting swept through his mouth and then into



his nodtrils.

Vharing coughed, continuing to wheeze as his lungs began to function.
"Alive?" herasped, sartled by the hoarse growl of his voice. Had Tremayne

left him for dead? Impossible.

Sowly rigng from thefloor, Vharing swalowed with ddliberate caution.
He closed his eyes, near fainting, asthe agony in the back of his neck
intensified. There was undoubtedly some damage caused by Tremayne's wrath, but
nothing the surgeon droids in the Interrogator's sick bay could not fathom.
Spreading hisfingers wide and wiggling histoesinsde the hardened lesther

of hisboots, Vharing grinned and turned for the door.

Pausing momentarily, he stared a his reflection in the observation
glass, noticing the thin trickle of blood running from the corner of hismouth
and from one nogtril. Quickly pulling the handkerchief from his pocket, he
moistened the corner and dabbed at the wound. Theinjury a his chin would
bruise by morning, but he was not worried. He would wear the bruise asa mark

of digtinction among his colleagues.

Hurrying through the bulkhead door, V haring stepped into the corridor and
abruptly fell back againg thewall. The overhead illumination grids were
blinding to him. Hands shielding his eyes, the young captain blinked back
painful tears and quickly made hisway through the wide passage. His heart was
pounding frantically in begt to the patriotic cant that il lingered in his

memory.



Everything was o poignantly clear. The detall of the deck plates, an
organized mosaic of tilesaong the corridor floor. Though indiscernible to
the preoccupied mind, he could see the variationsin shade and texture. The
illumination grid pandstroubling him from overhead were spaced exactly one
and one half meters gpart, two meters in the corners where the corridors
intersected, and three meters where the passage led dff to the enormous
[abyrinth of the officers’ quarters. A sanitizing chemicd taint rose in the
arr, ginging his nogtrilsfor the first time as his heightened senses dlowed

him to experience, with fullness, the world around him.

Y es, everything was exquisitely clear to him, induding his plans for
Lieutenant Leeds! He would cal acomplete escort of Imperial stormtroopersto
accompany him to the bridge. Then he would head directly to the command center
and hewould arrest the ambitious lieutenant in front of everyone. And at the
expense of severa favorsof his own, he would oversee the courtmartia
procedures himsdlf. Admira Hennat, asyet akeen friend of his, would gladly
preside over the entire afair, insuring a judgment of gross negligence
againg the lieutenant. Leeds would become the scapegoat, buried inalist of
charges ranging from murder to treason, while Vharing's own record remained

perfectly clean and clear.

After snapping the restraints on Leeds's wrists himsdlf, the young
cgptain would summon his com-scan officer, Lieutenant Waeran front and

center. With great ceremony, befitting afield promotion in combat, he would



advocate the industrious young officer to therank of senior lieutenant in
front of the entire bridge crew. And as Nolaan had done for him, VVharing would
take Wderan under hiswing, insuring him a place on the executive g&ff as

his persond military aide.

At theend of the corridor, the turbolift was Stuated between an
auxiliary maintenance shaft and a amdl storage room. Closng his eyes,
Vharing rubbed at his neck, barely ableto tolerate the excrudating pain,
which seemed to intengify ashe moved closer to the turbalift. His hands
gently caressed the areaunder histhroat and he felt the disfigured sweling

of hislarynx and the distended glands dong the Sides of his neck.

Nothing the medica droids can't seeto, hetold himself. Histongue was
aso swoallen, dl but blocking the arway to hislungs Vharing paused,
leaning againgt aheavy equipment chest. Loosening the collar of his uniform,
he swallowed acool draft of air, in the hopes that the chill might dleviate

some of hisdiscomfort.

Puzzled that he had not yet reached the turbolift, the captain fought off
about of panic. His heart quickened as he opened his eyes. For every step he
had taken, it ppeared asif thelift entrance had moved three steps beyond
him. Vharing closed his eyes again, rubbing the sensation back into them as

the numbing cold of Tremayne'swaiting room prevailed over his senses.

"Ddirium," he whispered, willing the tenson and anxiety to leave him.



When Vharing again opened his eyes, he was standing on the bridge of the
Interrogator. What a breathtaking sight she was-atribute to the perfection
and dedication of the Imperia techniciansthat created her! Lieutenant Leeds
was nowhere on the flight bridge. Vharing smiled with conceited satisfaction,
reminding himsdlf to pay avigt to the destitute officer, if only to offer a
few choices asto hisnext career, asforeman in one of the Emperor's spice

mines.

Vhaing nearly laughed doud at the thought. Brushing his hand
reflectively over hislips, he took adeep breath and clasped his hands behind
his back. He swayed rhythmicaly back and forth on his hedls, conscious of the

habit but too intrigued with the rapture of living to care.

Acrossfrom him, Lieutenant Waeran was spesking with the navigaion
team. A set of new insignias adorned his uniformed breest, casting a steady,
proud glare over the dramatic gray of his forma command appointments. It
pleased Vharing to see the newly promoted Senior Lieutenant so fully engaged
in hiswork and enjoying it. He seemed well at ease on the bridge and from the

atmosphere, the crew was at ease with him, too.

Ahead of them, the nebulawas breaking up into fragmented sections of
discernible stars and distant planets. The bridge crew was preparing to leave
this sector, bracing themselvesfor thejump into hyperspace. When had the
order been given? Shrugging off that uncertainty, Vhaing sraightened his

broad shoulders. He wanted to pose for the crew to show his complete



confidence in the new bridge officer. In his absence, Waeran mugt have

received the orders and was prepared to carry them out.

Vharing raised his chin with ameasure of pride. The action caused a
crippling streak of pain to shoot through him. Therewas a literd explosion
of sensory information at the base of hisskull as his brain shuddered in
agony. Gritting histeeth againgt the anguish, the captain forced his body
into arigid pose. Once he had given the order for the jump into hyperspace,
hewould offigdly turn the bridge over to Waderan and would retire

immediately to the medical bay for acomplete physical examination.

Asthe pilots signaled the dl clear for the jump to hyperspace, Vharing
opened his mouith to give the command - com aloud, tortured wheezing escaped
histhroat. He tried to swallow but the tightness in his throat would not
give. Lieutenant Wderan turned to him, asif looking through him, and then
turned back to the pilots gtation. Straightening his shouldersin a haughty
imitation of his commanding officer, Waeran nodded to his subordinate and

gave the order for the jump to hyperspace.

V haring winced benegath the ondaught of the hyperdrive engines as the
shriek of the motivatorsjarred hisbones, right down to histeeth. There was
asecondary explosion of light and color as the tdltale points of stars
elongated and stretched across the viewscreen, becoming the seamless fabric of
hyperspace. Astheradiant glow intendfied, Vharing squinted, desperately
afraid to close his eyes againgt the brilliance. For to close them would mean

never to open them, never to seethisworld, or exist within it again. But the



glare wastoo intense, the pressure at the base of his skull too powerful. He
was forced to escape into aworld where there was no light, no sound-just

blackness.

Neck broken, his spina cord pulverized at the base of his skull, Captain
Jovan Vharing was dead. His head swung listlesdy back and forth from his
shoulders as two stormtroopers dragged his corpse from High Inquisitor

Tremayneswaiting room.

*k*

Conflict of Interet

By Laurie Burns



Standing on the steps of the Verkuylian Imperial Governor's Hall waiting
to present her fake credentias to the stormtrooper at the door, SelbyJarrad
took another swipe at the swest trickling down her temples and wished sheld

been warned about the blasted stink.

Just another "minor” detail Intelligence had neglected to mention during
the mission briefing, she thought. The city-the whole sweltering planet-reeked
of dazhi being stripped, pulped and smmered for refinement into bacta. Of
al the attacks that the New Republic team might face while helping Verkuyl's
rebelling native workers oust the Empire, this obnoxious olfactory assault had

never come up.

She danted aglance at the tal, dark-skinned man beside her. Before
landing, the iff, forma collar of Mgor Cobb Vartoss business it had
been crigp and clean, but it had long since wilted in the suffocating hedt.
Grimy marks showed where held pried it away from his perspiring neck. Sdby
didn't even want to know what she looked like. Her own suit clung to her, and

the thick auburn hair piled atop her head felt hot and heavy.

"I'm not surewhichisworse," Vartos murmured to her, hooking a finger

inhiscollar and giving it another yank. "Bresthing through my nose and

smdling the blasted tuff, or breathing through my mouth and tasting it.”

Selby had adefinite opinion on that, butjust then the stormtrooper a



the door barked "Next!" Vartos stepped up to the portal and handed the guard
hisforged ID. Carefully schooling her expression into the cool, professond
mien of acorporate bidder-or at least as cool and professional as she could
manage with hair sticking damply to her face and sweet trickling down her

back- - Selby did the same.

The stormtrooper scanned the cards. " Purpose of your vist?'

"My associate and | are here to present a proposa to His Excdlency,
Governor Parco Ein," Vartostold him. Since the Governor currently had a hdll
full of bidderswaiting to present him with business proposdls, Vartos didn't
bother to add that the only proposal he and Selby intended to give Ein wes

Surrender, or die.

When Ein had advertised held be considering bids for the congtruction of
anew bactarefinery on Verkuyl, Intelligence had deemed the Stugtion too
good to pass up. The planet's native workers, encouraged by the dow but
gteady reduction in Imperia might in the three years since Endor, had findly

indicated their willingnessto openly rebel.

And inthis case, the Republic's new dlies would come with a bonus.
Though Verkuyl was sparsely settled and a bit too far out on the Rim to be
drategicaly vauable, Sdby knew the New Republic considered military
support of the coup asmall priceto pay to bypass the hasdes of deding with

the bacta cartel and gain adirect pipeline to the medicd resources. The



Governor's Bid Party offered the perfect opportunity to insert an Intelligence
team into his presence-combined with the military thregt the fleet would
present when it jumped into the system, orchestrating his surrender should be

asnap.

Sdby fdt another drop of sweet meander down her spine as the
stormtrooper seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time checking their
credentids. Hiswhite armor gleamed brightly in the sun asthey stood there,
swesting under his blank, black-visored gaze for what seemed an eternity. The
uneasy slence lengthened. She exchanged a glance with Vartos and knew he was

thinking the same thing when suddenly avoice behind them brokein.

"Excuse me-isthere a problem?”’

Sheturned. The new arrivd, alanky, fair-haired man dressed in the dark

blue uniform of an Imperid aide, regarded them quizzicaly from the Sdewalk.

The stormtrooper snapped to attention. "Sir, they say they're here for
the Bid Party, but | haven't been able to confirm their authorization to

atend."

"l see" the man said, coming up the steps. "Your names?' He briefly

consulted asmdl datapad. "Y ou're on the lig," he confirmed. "It's dl

right. Sergeant. L et them pass.”

The stormtrooper nodded, stepping aside as the massive Hal door svung



open. Insde, marveloudy cool air welcomed them, and a copper-colored droid
dotted with tiny green, rusty-looking specks glided forward to take ther

travel bags. Thisawful humidity, Selby thought. Even the droids are affected.

"I'm Daven Quarle," the man said, extending his hand firg to Vartos,

then to her. "I'm His Excdllency's aide in charge of the refinery project.”

Sdby shook it, noting that Quarle's grip was firm, with hard calluses
ridging hisfingers. Not amere bit pushing bureaucrat then; this men was

accustomed to work-and quite alot of it.

Intelligent green eyes Sized her up, aswell. "So, you're the two from
GalF-ACTORIAL," he commented as they boarded the turbolift, en route to ther
rooms on the fifth floor with the other bidders. ™Y our company has a
reputation for doing good work. But,” he cocked an eyebrow asthe lift started
torise, "I hear the refinery you people built on New Cov ended up coming in

over budget. That true?'

"Of course not,” Selby said, suddenly grateful that whatever omisson
Intelligence had made regarding the smellier aspects of refining bacta, she
had been thoroughly briefed on her cover story. "Midway through congruction,
the client decided to change the venting system so the plant wouldn't vent to
the outside. Obvioudy, redesigning a thet point was difficult, but the
client indsted, so the budget was readjusted and approved.” She gave hm a

blandly professona smile. "In the end, the project actudly came in under



the revised budget.”

"l see," Quarle murmured. "I'm glad to hear that. His Excdlency dways

gppreciates a credtive bit of number crunching.”

Selby looked at him sharply, uncertain how to interpret the remark. She
decided to change the subject. "If you don't mind me asking, how many other

companies sent bidders for the project?”

That eyebrow quirked again. " Curious about the competition?”

Not redly, she thought. Concerned about innocent civilians. Although the
crowd gave them more opportunity for cover, she didn't like having to worry
about the bidders safety. The mission had been carefully planned to be as

bloodless as possible, but accidents could-and frequently did-happen.

"A little," she answered out loud. "Actudly, | wondered if thered be an
opportunity to present our bid to the Governor in person. | find it's
beneficid to persondly explain the numbers to prospective dients” She
caught hiseye meaningfully, held the look. "Our dients often find it

rewarding, aswell."

"Ah," Quarle said, inclining his head knowingly. He understood the covert
language of abidder wishing to offer abribe. "Asit happens, you'll be able
to meet His Excellency later this evening, a a specid reception weve

planned for the bidders. And those who wigh to-was he hesitated his-



comffprivatey discusstheir bids with Governor Ein may make an gppointment to

meet with him. Perhaps sometime tomorrow?"

Selby considered. Tonight, Clariswould help members of the Verkuylian
resistance set fuses around the planet's main comm transmitter tower as her
fellow operatives set in maotion their own explosive plans at the Hal.
Tomorrow, shed signa the fleet and then destroy the Imperias only means of
calling for backup once Selby gained entrance to Governor Ein's office to

offer him the New Republic's"bribe."

Which, being a savwy public offidd skilled in the art of sdif-
preservation, and further encouraged by the military might which would have
just arrived to orbit persuasively overhead, His Excedllency would, of course,

accept.

She amiled a Quarle. "Tomorrow's perfect,” shesaid. "I'll look forward

toit"

Andif it weren' for the necessity of keeping up her guard, she might
have managed to relax and enjoy hersdlf- - at least alittle, Selby mused that
evening as she and Var tos stepped into the Hall's open-air centra courtyard
where the reception was being held. 1fVerkuyl's dubious charmsthis afternoon
had lived up to the planet's reputation as an Outer Rm backwater, ther
comfortable, well appointed rooms and this gracious gathering tonight could do

alot to change her mind.



Thesultry purr of smooth jizz poured over them, and from the looks of
the buffet table along the far wall, the Governor was a generous, even lavish
host. With sunset, the jungle humidity had at last become bearable, and the
decorativetile underfoot and the fancy, fashionable garb of the bidderswould

have been right at homein any of the corporate balrooms on Coruscant.

Except-it gank. Even in this beautiful setting, outside of the Hal's

blessedly closed air system, the smell of smmering dazhi was impossible to

escape.

"Let'ssplit up, shal we?' Vartos murmured, eyes on the corner bar
fountain spilling some kind of dark red drink into ashallow poal. “Itll be

easer to dip out that way."

Not that he'd be dipping out for his reconnaissance of the Hal until
he'd thoroughly reconnoitered the reception, Selby thought, amused. After all,
they did have coversto maintain. "Sure," sheagreed. "l think I'll check out

thet buffet myseif."

Three hours, two plates, and endless bidder chitchat later, she paused
under one of the courtyard's graceful archwaysto glance back at the swaying
dancefloor. It had steadily expanded in direct proportion to the srinking
bounty of the buffet table and the Governor's free booze supply. Bidders
moving to the soulful wail of abassvial filled nearly two-thirds of the

courtyard, while the rest of the party had begun wandering through the arches



"and into the Hall proper.

Which madeit a perfect timeto do alittle wandering hersdlf.

Shedidn't dare use the turbolift beyond the fifth floor, where most of
the Bid Party attendees had been given rooms. But even so, finding the
Governor's office on the top floor proved no problem, as Intelligence had very
thoughtfully provided amap. Shoesin hand, she crept up the Hall's quaint
daircase, discovering and dismantling haf adozen security sensors before
reaching her dedtination. It took only a moment to unfasten the tiny
eavesdropping device, asver-toned stud indistinguishable from the dozens of
less ussful ones decorating the neckline of her stylish blue evening gown. But
getting the thing past the security sensors, sentry cameras, and the guard in

front of Ein's office proved abit more difficult.

In the end, she was reduced to enliging the aid of a housecleaning
droid, which-having ether not noticed the slver sud arcing through the ar
to plunk nesatly into the Governor'swaste hin or programmed not to care-
obligingly carried it right past the guard and deposited it under Ein's desk.
Sdby waited until the droid finished its housecleaning, repacked its cart,
and disappeared into the turbolift before she dipped back down the stairs to

rejoin the reception.

She never madeit.



Hurrying across the tenth floor's polished landing, Sdby heard the
turbolift's doors unexpectedly dide open behind her. Burnin™'dars, she
cursed, ssomach sinking. Did | missa sensor? Still meters away from the
safety of the stairwdl, with nowhere to go and no choice but to brazen it

out, sheturned to face the new arrival.

Daven Quarle.

They both stopped short in surprise. Green eyes swept over her, nating
the shoes she held in her hand and lingering briefly on the gown's decorative
neckline before settling on her bare feet. Selby, holding the hem of the dress
nearly to her kneesto facilitate her scurry down the stairs, hagtily dropped
it and covered her toes.

When Quarle looked up again, his eyes glinted-with suspicion, or
amusement, Selby couldn't tell. "Bidder Jarrad,” he said palitely. "If you're

looking for your room, | believe you have the wrong floor."

"Um, no. No, | don't,” she said, thinking fast. That thumbpass in his

hand-"1 mean, | appreciate your concern, but I'm not redly logt."

Quarle said nothing. She hurried to explain. "It's such anice night, and

the starslooked so pretty from the courtyard. | thought 1'd go up on the roof

and enjoy theview."

He raised an eyebrow. "Wouldn't taking the turbolift be easier?”



"Widll, of course. But-was She shrugged and played her hunch. "It wouldn't

take me al theway up, so | found the stairs and started walking.”

"l see" Quarle said, eyes dropping again to the shoes dangling from her

fingers. "Asit happens, these stairs don't go up to the roof."

"Oh," Sdlby said, trying to sound disappointed. "Well... it was jus a

whim. Never mind." She started to turn away-

"Wait."

She glanced back. Quarle regarded her thoughtfully. "It isanice night,”
he agreed. "And the view from the roof is spectacular. | can take you up

there, if you like."

Sdlby studied his expresson, wondering what was behind the offer. Did
Quarle suspect her of lying, and want to get her someplace dark and private to
quiz her more thoroughly-or worse? Or was it something far less Sinigter; just

asmpleinvitation from aman to awoman to go Sargazing?

It bothered her, alittle, that it had been so long sincethe last such
invitation that she could no longer tell when one was being offered. The
demands of working Intelligence kept most people a arm's length-or farther. |
ought to at least find out what he wants, Selby told hersdf. If heis

suspicious, the roof might not be such abad place to ded with the problem.



She made hersdf smilebrightly a him. "Sure. I'd like that.”

The short ride up to the roof was madein silence, and outside the ar
was gill and giflingly warm; ashock after the comfortably cool Hall. But
overhead, athousand thousand stars glittered like tiny jewels srung on

garlandsin the heavens-a pectacular sght, as Quarle had promised.

They stood near the carved stonerailing-Selby carefully keeping just out
of hisreach-and gazed out over the city. She located the main comm tower
risng out of asmal ring of lights about a kilometer away, and wondered if
Clarisand her team had finished rigging the explosives. If dl went as
planned, by thistime tomorrow evening Verkuyl would be back in the possession

of itsorigina owners.

"Seem along way off, don't they?' Quarle said.

"What?' Sheturned, looked a him sharply. "Who does?!

"Thedars," hesaid, giving her an odd look. He waved his hand ina
gesture that took in the jeweled sky. "They seem so far away, but in terms of
interstellar trade, they're just ahop, skip, and ajump away-so close you can

amos reach out and touch them."

"Oh," Sdby said. Apparently he had brought her up here soldy to

stargaze. Shelooked up, too. was The miracle of hyperspace,” was she quoted,



not sure what elseto say. was"Linking a hundred-thousand worlds together in

agdacticvillage.

"That it does," Quarle agreed, gazing overhead. "Which one's yours?'

Sd by scanned the night sky for aglimpse of Averill, but the starscape
was completely unfamiliar. "I don't know," she confessed, surprised a the

absurdly pleased feding the small talk engendered. "It's out there somewhere.

He smiled, too. Without that reserved, watchful expression, he looked
younger; perhaps only afew years older than herself. "Where are you from?'

she asked.

"Here" he said. "Bactabred, born, and raised. Never even been off the

planet.”

"Redly," shesaid, mind clicking over hiswords. If Quarle was anative,
then his parents had been among the origind migrants who'd come to the planet
as shareholdersin Verkuylian BactaCo, alone contingent which somehow managed
to form its own enclave apart from the bacta cartels. Quarle's parents were
probably among those workerswho'd turned their backs on their colleagues and
joined forces with the Empire when it had arrived to nationalize the company.
And, given his position in the Governor's office, no doubt he was among the

ones who had |ooked the other way astheir former co-workers became little



more than daves, no longer producing bactafor their own profit, but for the

imagined glory of the Empire.

In short, the kind of loya Imperid citizen the rebelling workers shed

cometo liberate widdly regarded as atraitor.

Sdlby reminded herself that, given her fake ID and the convincing packet
of professiond liesthat comprised her cover story, Quarle believed her to be
aloyd Imperid citizen hersdf. "Y ouretheright man to ask, then," she
sad, ddiberatdly steering away from that topic of conversation. "Does it

dways andl this... thisbad here?’

Quarlelaughed out loud. "I barely noticeit," he told her, "but then
agan, I'velived heredl my life. I'm not sure | even have asense of amdl

anymore.”

"Lucky you." Shegrinned. "Thefirg whiff out the hatch just about

knocked meflat."

He laughed again. "Verkuyl will never atract thetourist trade, that's
for sure." He paused, staring out over the city. "But whilewewon't ever be
mistaken for the bright center of the universe, there arelots of thingswhich

could be done to improve the Stuation here," he said, abruptly serious.

"Such as?' Salby asked, curious in spite of hersdf. Just how did

Verkuyl's Imperia masters envison molding the future of the planet they hed



golen fromitsrightful owners?

Quarle looked at her a moment as if deciding how to answer. Then,
apparently reaching adecision, he relaxed against the stone railing. Behind
him the comm tower's distant lights cast reddish glints off his golden hair,
and beyond the tower the absol ute blackness of Verkuyl's vast dazhi jungle

dretched to the horizon.

"The Governor has severa ideas, most of which are very sound,” he began,
and though Selby had expected no less, she was somewhat disappointed when he
went on to recite the standard Imperid line. She couldn't quite dismiss the
nagging feding he wasn't truly convinced though. So when he paused, she said,

"Now. Tell mewhat you would do if you werein charge.

Quarlefavored her with another of those long, assessing looks. Sdby
forced hersdlf not to flinch ashe stepped closer, narrowing the distance
between them. "Y ou redly want to know?" he asked, voice low, $anding o

closetheir shoulders brushed.

Pulse abruptly pounding and al sensesdert to any sign of attack, Selby

nodded.

Quarle gared at her intently amoment more. Then, dowly, hefolded his
arms across his chest and eased back against the railing. "All right," he

sad, looking away. "What | think isthat a new approach is needed- - an



aggressive expangon thetll ultimatdy offer Verkuyl more economic
independence in the gal actic community, give us more security, and address

some of the concerns the workers have been voicing latdly."

He glanced over, gauging her reaction. Intrigued, Selby relaxed agang
therailing herself and settled in to listen. Encouraged, he started to go on,
but wasinterrupted by adiscreet beep. "Excuse me amoment,” he said, pulling

acomlink from his pocket. "Y es, what isit?"

"Daven, it'sJorli," said avoice Salby recognized as belonging to gunior
aide on Ein's gaff. "I'm sorry to bother you, but the reception's pretty much
wound down except for afew party-hards who won't take ahint. | turned off
the fountain and got the droids stacking chairs, but they <till won't leave.

Should | call Security?”

"No," Quarlesaid with asigh. "Leavethemto me Il be down ina
moment." Repocketing the comlink, helooked a Salby ruefully. “I'm going to
haveto cut this short. Duty calls.”

"It dways does," Selby said. She straightened up, too, wondering if
perhaps-"Would it bedl right if | stayed up herealittle longer? It redly

isabeautiful view."

"Sorry, no," hesaid. "Y ou'd need athumbpassto get down thelift, and |

don't have any extras. Thisone's keyed to me-nontransferable.”

"Oh. Okay." Not that sheld redlly expected held give her free run of the



Hdl. Sdby shrugged. "Wel, then. Shall we go?'

The ride down was as quiet asit had been on the way up, the brief moment
of camaraderie gone. Quarle courteously escorted her to her room, bid her a
polite good evening, and strode away. Sternly resisting the urge to watch
until he'd disgppeared into the turbolift, Selby shut the door behind her.
Thiswas one of the worst parts of the job-whichenough an enemy showed himsdlf
not as an adversary, but a decent-seeming person who just happened to be

serving on the opposite side.

She sghed. In her line of work, it was easier to see everything in black
or white, friend or foe, than to attempt sorting out all the shades of gray.
Color blindness was often hedthier, aswell. Agentswho hesitated to slence
their foes often found thet their newfound "friends’ did not hesitate to
slence them. Working Intelligence meant keeping the bettle lines clear, and

the enemy firmly fixed in your Sghts. There was no room for anything else.

Too bad, she thought. Something about Quarle-his concern for the workers,

perhaps-told her there was more to him than met the eye. Not that it mattered,

of course. She knew where her duty lay. She sighed again, turned around. From

the doorway connecting their rooms, Vartos regarded her with afrown.

"Everything okay?' he asked. "Y ou were gone quiteawhile.”

"Fine" Selby reassured him. Waking over to the bed, she sat down and



began pulling out the decorative combs that secured the neat crown of curls
atop her head. Auburn locks dipped down about her shoulders. "We okay to talk

here?'

"| checked it out. We're clean.” Hetook afew steps further into the

room. "Did you get it set?’

"Uh-huh." Selby ingpected the combs on the coverlet before her. Picking
one up, she touched afingernail to acertain spot and activated the receiver.
They liglened. Slence. She nodded in satisfaction. All quiet, as it should

be. The eavesdropper awaited tomorrow.

Suddenly, afaint squeak broke the quiet. Sheand Var tos exchanged a

glance. Another squesk, accented by the scrabble of tiny claws. Selby grinned.

"His Excellency appearsto have a skitter problem.”

"Let's hope it doesn't have an appetite for shiny little snacks."

"They don't est metd," shetold him. "It'sabout the only thing they

don't eat."

"Good." He studied her briefly. "So, what happened with thet aide,

Quarle?!

"He caught me coming back downgtairs," she admitted. "I thought thered

be trouble, but it seemed to work out al right.”



Vartoslooked relieved. "Well, if you had to get caught, good thing it

was him. He'sin agood postion to bail you out.”

Selby frowned. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Bail you out-cover for you. Make an excuse why you're someplace you

shouldn't be." Vartos gave her an odd look. "Didn't he ask what you were up

to?"

"l told him | wastrying to get up on the roof to seethe stars.”

"And hebought it?"

"He seemed to.” Shelooked at him, till frowning. "Why would he cover

for me?'

"Wait, let me get thisdtraight,” Vartos said. "Asfar as you know he

knows, you were just wandering around the Hall because-was he grinned his-comy

wanted to go stargazing?'

"That'swhat | said," she gritted. "What did you mean-was

"Sdl, héson our sde,” Vartos said gently. "He's with the Verkuylian

ressance.”



She caught hersdlf before her jaw dropped. "He is?" It took another
moment to digest the news. "Then he knows dl about us," she said. "He knew

the whole timewhat | wasup to."

"No, | don't think so," Vartos said. ™Y ou know how these things are set

up, Sd."

She nodded, il taking it in. Members of resistance cellsalmost dways
had nominal contact with each other, and limited knowledge of what was going
oninorder to reduce liability. That way, if one Rebe was compromised or

caught, the damage to the overal group could be kept to aminimum.

She thought about it alittle more, recaling her initid impression that
Quarle wasn't quite what he seemed. "That takes nerve, playing both sdesthat
way," shesaid, rethinking their conversation on the roof inlight of this new
information. "He's got atough hull to patch passng himself off as aloyd

Imperid.”

"Sodowe" Vartos said, rather tartly. "And unless we aosolutely need
him for something, were going to keep on treating him like he is one. Time
enough after the coup to compare notes on your respective undercover careers;

The admonition was hard to miss. "Of course,” she said, dightly hurt

that he'd think anything else. ™Y ou can count on meto put the misson firg,



ar.”

"l know." He studied her amoment longer, nodded once, and changed the

subject. "S. Hereés what the security setup on the lower levelslookslike."

He launched into a description of sensor panels, guard posts, and hidden
cameras. Selby lislened, grateful her brain was kept busy visuaizing the Hall
layout rather than replaying that evening's encounter with Quarle. Wondering
if theduplicity inherent in carrying off his masquerade gave hm any
difficulties. Whether it was... londly... living alife split between ideds
and duty, unsure who to cdl friend and who to call foe, but al too sure he

could not let hisguard down with ether.

Redlizing the direction of her thoughts, Selby forced her mind back to
thetask at hand. As Vartos had said, time enough for that sort of thing

|ater.

Or perhaps there would have been, if things had turned out differently.

Salby listened to the whispers from the tiny speakers concedled in her
ornamenta earsculpts as she sped up to the Governor's office the next
morning. What she heard sent her somach plunging as surdly as if the
turbolift'sfloor had suddenly dropped out from beneath her. Which, ina
sensg, it had. Claris, waiting at the comm tower for Selby's Sgnd to hall

the fleet, had just been captured.



And in the short space of timethat it took Governor Ein to be informed
of the arret, and for Selby to overhear it before the eaves-dropper's sgnd
abruptly cut off, their carefully crafted plan went to pieces. The loss of
Claris shattered it as effectivdly as a change in cabin pressure

microfractured aship's brittle hull.

For that first sunned moment, Selby felt panic freeze her mind as she
watched the floor indicators flash past, carrying her ever closer to her
mesting with the Governor. Claris captured, hersalf only seconds away from the

storm troopers sure to be awaiting her arrival at Ein's office-

Then ahot surge of adrendine thawed the frost and sent her brain
scrambling to find away to salvage the situation. Think, she ordered hersdif,
damning the eavesdropper for cutting out just when she needed an ear inthe
Governor's office the most. Was there any way she could stop thelift, get off

it, and find away to warn Vartos?

She bit her lip. Without athumbpass, no. Not before first making a stop
on the Governor'sfloor. The guard below had entered her destination, notified

Ein's office she was on her way up, and keyed the lift for nonstop.

But there are other ways of making an exit, she thought, glancing up to
confirm the presence of amaintenance pane in thelift'scelling. She could
knock out the panel, climb into the shaft, and go... where? Her hand, reaching

for thelift's controls, hesitated-



And then, suddenly it wastoo late. The doors did open.

Selby froze. Two stormtroopers stood opposite the lift, blagster rifles
resting imposingly on their white-armored shoulders in traditiond parade-
ground stance. She stared at them. They stared back, seemingly in no hurry to
take her into custody. Inside, hope battled with caution. Could it be thet

they didn't know?

She couldn't just stand in the lift forever. Taking a deep breeth, she

stepped out. Boldly, she announced:

"I'm hereto see His Excdlency.”

The stormtroopersjust stared at her without responding, but off to the
side agolden-eyed protocol droid snapped to attention. "I'm sorry, but the
Governor isunable to see you now," it gpologized in an officdoudy smug
manner that made Selby suspect it ddivered this particular speech quite
often. "Unexpected business has come up that requires hisimmediate attention.

May | reschedule your appointment to another time?"

"Oh, | suppose,” she said, trying to look annoyed at the delay. Still not
quite believing her luck, she agreed to atime and re-entered the turbolift.
Asit gped back down to ground level, she stedled hersdlf to tell Vartosthere

had been a change in plan. Asthe misson's commanding officer, it would be up



to him to decide what course of action that change required.

For just amoment, she dlowed hersdf to think about Claris, now in
Imperid custody-an Intelligence operative's worst fear. Then the door did
open, and she set out in search of the generator room where Vartos waited for
hissignd to cut power to the Hall. If they hadn't been before, the Imperids
were monitoring e ectronic communications now for sure. Sheld haveto ddiver

this message in person.

But asit turned out, she didn't have to. Vartos already knew.

Handsintheair and agrim expression on his face, he stood pinned
againg one of the humming power-relay boxes. He turned his head to look a
Salby as she dipped in, and she had her own blaster out and in her hand
before the Stuation redly even registered. But the stormtrooper holding the
blaster rifle on him didn't even glance her way. He didn't have to. Before she
got her wegpon up to firing position, a harsh voice from the sde ordered her

todropit.

Sdby froze mid-aim and dowly turned her head to look. A short distance
away, Daven Quarle had his hands half raised as he stood between two rows of
power relays. Behind him, the second stormtrooper's blaster rifle now pointed

in her direction. "Drop it! Now!" the trooper repeated forcefully.

Selby risked another glance a Vartos. Hiseyes met hers, and in ther

grimly resigned depths she could see he understood her dilemma.



Asit stood now, with the whole New Republic team captured and the flegt
not called, the mission was doomed to certain failure. Without the fleet to
encourage his surrender, Ein and his stormtroopers would smply crush the
rebelling workers, and the three-no, the four of them, counting Quarle-would

be interrogated and then most likely killed.

However, if she went ahead and took a shot at VVartos's captor, it would
probably result in her commanding officer'simmediate execution, but if-and it
wasabig if- - Quarle over there was as quick-minded as hed seemed and
thought to divert the second stormtrooper, she just might manage an escape

during the ensuing firefight.

And if shegot free, there was till a chance she could - comsomehow-call

theflest.

Y ou can count on meto put the misson first, sheld said to Vartos.

Sheld meant it.

Rasng the blagter, Sdlby fired.

The next few momentswere ablur. As she dove behind ametal control box

that offered meager cover, the room lit up with blasterfire. Acrossthe room,

Vartos crumpled. Pinned in place and uncomfortably aware of the blaster bolts



szzling dose dl around, Selby kept shooting anyway until the firg
stormtrooper went down. Then, twiging to am & his comrade, who was

crouching behind ameta box of hisown, amovement to the sSde caught her

eye.

It was Quarle, edging stedlthily along the wall toward their only means

of escape, the door. Something else caught her eye aswell-

"Daven-watch out!" she shouted, and fired. The bolt Szzled into a smdl
paned on thewall ascant few dozen centimeters before him. The lights blinked

out, blanketing the room in darkness.

And thiswasit-her only chance.

Asif on cuethedoor did open, illuminging her path to freedom.
Momentarily silhouetted, Quarle dipped through to safety in the corridor
beyond. Aiming awild smattering of cover fire in the stormtrooper's

direction, Selby got to her feet and darted after him.

She amost madeit unscathed. Just as she reached the door, a blaster
bolt grazed her outstretched arm, sending jagged claws of hot pain stregking
up to her shoulder and forcing out an involuntary cry as she sumbled into the
corridor beyond. The door did shut behind her, the fant sounds of the

trooper'sfire damming usdesdy againgt the meta barrier.

Alerted by her cry, Quarle turned back. Suddenly nausested, and dizzied



by the burning pain, she fatered just outside the door and struggled to get

her bearings. "Which way?" she managed from between gritted teeth.

Quarle hesitated, but far behind him down the corridor, two stormtroopers
rounded the corner and the question suddenly became moot. Her am fdt
engulfed in flames, but she managed to fireafew discouraging bursts their
way before turning to run. As blaster fire echoed down the corridor, she fdt

more than heard Quarle close on her hedls.

They hadn't gone more than fifty meters before he pushed her firmly to
the right and dapped at adoor pand there. Selby let him guide her, bursting
into along, narrow room with no doors other than the one they'd just come
through. "Wher€re we going?' she demanded, pain making the question come out

harsh.

"Somewhere safe," Quarle said, just as shortly. Hefelt dong the blank
wall on the far end of the room while Selby restlesdy prowled, scanning the
room for possible avenues of escape. She was relieved to be out of the
immediate line of fire, but with no apparent way out, thet relief was sure to

be short-lived. And the stormtroopers would be here any moment-

Turning back to Quarle, she was startled to see an old-fashioned swing
door in thefar wall where she was postive none had previoudy existed.
"Hurry up," he said, and proved the door wasn't amirage by pushing it open

and stepping into the darkness beyond.



Selby hastened into the narrow passage beside him, and watched as he did
something at apanel set in the back of thewall. Thelight streaming in the
open door suddenly changed. When Selby looked through it to the room beyond,

it was like looking through agauzy curtain.

Sheflinched asthe door at the far Side burst open. One at a time, two
stormtroopers legpt into the room with weapons a the ready. But
agtonishingly, they spared no more than a cursory glance at thefar wal. She
reglized then that they must see the same blank wall she'd seen when first
entering the room, and looked & the gauzy curtain with new respect.

Holoflage-some of the best hol oflage she'd ever seen-conceal ed the secret door

from prying eyes.

"I'mimpressed,” she murmured tightly as Quarle shut the door, flicked on
aglowrod, and led the way down the dark passage. Her arm throbbed with each

sep. "Very impressed. How did you know it was there?"

"Old family secret.” He glanced briefly over his shoulder. "My

grandfather was Corlin Quarle Deld.”

A moment later, the name dlicked. "Verkuylian

BactaCo's principa owner," she said, and he nodded. Selby nodded, too,

asthe piecesfell more negatly into place. No wonder Quarle masqueraded as an

Imperid while secretly plotting revolt. Hisfamily had owned the whole planet



before the Empire took it over.

She thought of the holoflage and felt arenewed gtirring of hope. "Got

any other family secrets1'd like to know about?' sheinquired.

Quarle paused before a door. Beyond, the passage disappeared into
darkness. Crouching, he shined the glowrod on adusty keypad and punched in a
series of numbers. A lock snicked, and he opened the door to reved atiny

room.

"I might,” he said finaly, locking the door again behind them. "But we
need to figure out what we're going to do here. It's obvious thet whatever
plan you and your partner came here with has fallen gpart, and my cover's been
blown aswell. At thispoint, just getting out dive seems the best we can

hopefor."

"That's not good enough.” Selby shook her head. "'If | can get word to the

fleet, theré's achance we can il pull this off."

Quarlelooked at her sharply. "Thefleet?’

"Therésasmal New Republic battle force nearby waiting for a sgnd
from Claris-or rather," she amended, "asigna from me, before jumping in.
Once it shows up, unless Ein has a Star Destroyer or two hidden in his back

pocket, helll have no choice but to surrender.”



"l see" Quarle said dowly. He gazed off a moment, thinking, then
danted her afaint smile. "And no, he doesn't.” The grin faded as his eyes
went to her injured arm. "Why don't you tell me what's going on while we take

care of that burn?' he suggested. "WEell figure out where to go from there."

The medpac he produced contained only the mildest anesthetic, S0 Saby
was just as glad to focus on describing the mission as Quarle gently cleaned
the burn and dathered aviscous green gel over it. "Ungtabilized dazhi,” he
said at her doubtful look. "Not quite as effective as refined bacta, but it'l

certainly hdp.”

It did. The cool gel soothed the burn and, as it hardened, provided a
protective coating which made bandaging unnec. Sdby flexed the am
experimentally, relieved to find the movement icited only a dull throb of
protest.

"S0," shesad. "What do you think?"

"It'syour arm." Quarle raised an eyebrow. "What do you think?'

"Thearm'sfing" shesad, giving him afaint smileinthanks. "I meant,

what next? Can you get me access to a subspace comm unit?'

He pursed hislipsthoughtfully and sat back. "Probably,” he alowed,
then paused. "One question, though. What were the fleet's ordersif it never

got asgna? Send someone to investigate, orjust go on home?"



"They wouldn't abandon us," Salby said. "They'd try to find out what

happened.”

"'So someone would eventualy show up to find out why the 9gnd never

came?'

"They wouldn't abandon us, "Selby said again, feding a twinge deep
ingde that, on the uncertain chance she could salvage the misson, she had
basically abandoned Vartos back there in the generator room. She knew that if
shefailed, Inteligence would eventualy send someoneto investigate, but at
that point the misson would smply mean extracting the surviving team
members, if there were any, and pulling out. Vartos and Clariswould have been
logt in vain, the rebelling Verkuylian workers would be purged, and the Empire
would win-perhaps permanently. Without enough support from the workers who

were |eft, the New Republic would probably not return.

"l see," Quarlesaid. "Soit's call the fleet now, or never get another

chance."

"Looksthat way," Selby agreed. She hesitated. "'I'm sorry-this could get

alot messier than origindly planned. IfEin starts rounding up workers, using

them as hostages... we can gtill win, but victory may come at ahigher price.”

Quarles cheek twitched. "All things worth having usudly do."



"There could be fighting, in orbit or on the ground,” she warned. "Will

it beworthit to you?'

Helooked at her. In his eyes, she saw grim acceptance.

"l want what's best for Verkuyl," he said. "If bloodshed is what it

takes-was He looked away. "I'll regret it, but I'll learn to live withit.

"Now." He abruptly changed the subject. "I can think of three subspace
commswe might be able to get to. Let's figure out which onewould be best to

try for...."

If sheld known of al the Hal's hidden passages lagt night, Selby
reflected as she followed Quarle down anarrow corridor, getting up to the

Governor's office undetected woul d've been as easy as shooting mynocks off a

power coupling.

TheHal had proven avirtud warren of hidden passages. Quarle's
grandfather had been a careful, one might even say paranoid, businessman-which
was fortuitous, given the present circumstances. It meant they could move
within the Hall with astonishing freedom, only needing to leave cover to cal
the fleet. Selby smiled to think that when the Imperias, no doubt monitoring
outgoing subspace transmissions, came running to investigate the cdl, dl
they'd find were unconscious guards in an empty room. She and Quarle would

dip back into hiding to await thefleet'sarriva before confronting Ein.



"Weredmodt there," Quarle said quietly, pausing a an intersection.
"Before we go any further, | want to check the Stuation outsde, see what

wereup againg.”

"Sounds good," she murmured back. "Lead on."

He hesitated, then turned to look at her. "I'd rather do it done" he
said. "l know the passage system. Y ou don't. And thisway, if | get caught

therell ill be one of usleft to finish the job.”

Selby frowned. It made sense, but she did not particularly want to split
up. Quarle didn't have ablaster and would be unable to protect himsdf if he
ran into trouble. She felt another twinge, remembering Vartos. Team members
were supposed to watch each other's backs. She briefly considered gving hm
her own blaster for the reconnoiter, but decided not to. Inteligence had

taught her to watch her own back first.

Quarle's eyes dropped to the blaster, too, but when she didn't offer it,

hedidn't ask. "You wait here" hetold her. "I shouldn't be gonetoo long."

Sdlby nodded. He looked at her along moment more, asif wanting to say
something e se, but then merely nodded, too. Turning, he started around the

corner-



"Watch your back,” she said softly.

He glanced back, raised that eyebrow. "Always" he assured her, and

strode away.

Once he was gone, Selby leaned back against the narrow passage'swall and
sghed. Alone with her thoughtsfor the first time since the shoot-out in the
generator room, she could not get Vartossface out of her mind. Had it Smply
been incredibly bad luck, his being discovered by the stormtroopers? Or had

Clarisaready been "persuaded” to talk about her fellow operatives?

Which reminded her-

She reached up, dipping off the now-useless earsculpt. Holding it in her

pam, she dared at it thoughtfully.

Claris must have talked, she decided. For the eavesdropper to have cut
out so quickly and unexpectedly after her arrest, the Imperids mugt have
known exactly what to ook for. She fingered the smooth curve of the metdl,
feding it gently flex, then brought it up close to study the intricate

scrollwork doubling as atiny speaker.

When Quarl€'s voice sounded from it, shefroze.

With handsthat suddenly felt likeice, Selby held the device againgt her

ear. Sllence; only her pulse pounding in her head. She frowned, carefully



flexed the earsculpt again, and thistime whatever weak connection inside the
receiver that had apparently caused it to cut out now hed. She listened,

growing colder with each word.

Tafno has promised backup within 9x hours" Bin was saying. "Two
Dreadnaughts at least, maybe more. Convince her to delay making the cal until
then. When the Rebels arrive, they'll find afleet with alittle firepower of

our own waiting for them-not the easy pickingsthey expect.”

"Yes, of course. Y our Excellency,” Quarle said. "But how do you proposel
convince her? We are nearly in position to make the call now. Shelll want to

know why we should wait."

A long pause. Selby could barely breathe for the tight feding in her
throat. "Tell her that we've imposed satellite slence,” the Governor findly
said. "Dueto thisterrorist threet, I've ordered atemporary ban on outgoing
subspace comm traffic. Tell her the satdllite relays have been shut down-but
that avery old, unofficia relay placed in orbit by your grandfather will be
within transmissible rangein, oh, about six hours. And that you- - only you-

know how to accessit."

Ein chuckled dryly. "Y ou know, Daven, you may have hated the old man, but
you must admit being Corlin Quarle Deld's grandson has put you in a unique

position to redize hisvisonsforVerkuyl "



"It'sthe only thing it ever hasdonefor me," Quarlesaid. "Therest of

thetime, I'd as soon forget the tyrant ever existed.”

"l shouldn't worry about it," Ein said. "No one holds it againg you.
Y ou've aready done more to make Verkuyl the successit istoday then your
grandfather ever could have. Your service to the Empire will long be

remembered.”

When Quarle rounded the corner, he found Selby waiting for him.

He stopped short at the sight of the blaster she held pointed a his
chest. His eyestook in the steadiness of her aim, then brushed past to settle

on her face. "Trouble?' he asked.

"How isit," she began conversationdly, "that Corlin Quarle Ddld's
grandson ends up on the same side of the Empire that gole his home and

destroyed hisfamily's company?'

Quarle moved afew steps closer. Her aim did not waver. He stopped.

"BactaCo has hardly been destroyed,” he said. "'In fact, we currently have

more business than we can handle. And the new refinery will increase both

production and profits.”

"l see," Sdlby said. Although determined to remain as cool about this as

he, shefelt her eyes narrow. "Then you don't care what the Empire does to



Verkuyl, so long asthe company getsits share of the credits.”

He raised that eyebrow, and she had to fight back a sudden, violent urge
to wipe that calm look off hisface. "Those credits are what feed and clothe
theworkers, Salby. That'swhat acompany isal aout - comproviding goods or
sarvicesfor aprice. To whom, it doesn't matter. Don't kid yourself thet it
was any different in my grandfather's day, and don't think your New Republic's
motives are ay more pure. When it comes to running a company, the

accumulation of creditsisthe bottom line"

"At least your grandfather came by the company honestly,” she bit out.
"He bought the planet, built the refineries, brought in the workers. He didn't
ded it fromitsrightful ownersin the name of the Empire and endave its

workers. He-was

"Don't preach that Rebel propagandato me," Quarle brokein sharply. "He
did do that-and worse, he did it in the name of freetrade. At least when the
Empiretook over, Verkuyl began giving something back to the workers, not just

producing creditsto satisfy my grandfather'sgreed.”

He stopped, took a breath to compose himself. "Do you know how he got
workersto cometo Verkuyl?* he continued, alittle more quigtly. "Remember,
this was before the Empire. People needed jobs, and they were willing to do
amog anything to get them. To sdll themsalvesinto davery, even. And s0

they did.



"In exchange for their passage here and the privilege of working in my
grandfather's refineries, they sgned on for ten-year terms, a the end of
which they were promised ashare of stock of the company they'd |abored to
help build. My grandfather caled it indenture,” he added hitterly, "but it

wasdavery."

Sdby said nothing. Indentured servitude wasn't like being your own boss,
freeand clear, but it wasn't davery, either. Both partieswillingly entered

into an agreement, and at the end of the contract-

"Wilien the contract expired, most of the workers were so deeply in debt
that even with their share of the stock, they couldn't get out,” Quarle said.
"Oncethey cashed out and paid off what they owed, there wasn't enough left

over to leave. So they stayed.”

She frowned. "How'd they get so far in debt?"

"The Company Store, of course," hesaid. "Most of the workers brought
familieswith them, or married and started families once they arrived. My
grandfather provided basic food and housing-soup kitchens and barracks-but
anything else cost extra. A lot extra. It added up. By the time the Empire
arrived to nationalize BactaCo, ninety out of every one hundred workers were
s0 deep in debt they didn't even get credit vouchers on payday. The wages were

samply trandferred straight to their delinquent accounts.”



He gave Sdlby abitter amile. "If the Republic redly wanted to liberate

the workers, it should have been here twenty-five years ago.”

Silence followed. "What happened when the Empire took over?' she findly

asked.

Quarles mouth twisted, "Well, I'll say onething for old Corlin. If he
couldn't have the crediits, he didn't want anyone e<se to, either. When he
redized the Empire wasn't just going to comein and oversee the operation-
that they intended to boot him out and run it themselves- - he started erasing

company records. Client lists, production reports, shipping contracts-

"And employee records.” She nodded, beginning to understand. “The Empire

didn't know about his arrangement with the employees.”

"That'sright," he said. ""So when the Empire took over, Verkuyl stopped
being amiserablelittle company planet run by atight-fisted tyrant, and
became what it was supposed to be: a place for these people to work and live
In the past twenty years, weve tripled our worker population and quadrupled
our bacta production-and increased our profits by athousand percent.
Verkuylians are better off under the Empire then they ever were under my
grandfather, so don't imagine you're doing us any greet favors by liberating

LIS,"

It was true the Verkuylians had not clamored to be free of the Empire.



Indeed, it had only beeninthelast two years or so, when the New
Republic chased the Empire out of the Core and triumphantly claimed Coruscant,
that the resi stance movement on Verkuyl had even begun. During her misson
briefings, Selby had formed the impression the workers might have been cowed-
or content, asmall voice now whispered-to labor for the Empireforever if not
for two things. One, that as Imperid strength ebbed, it provided less and
lessin theway of support to its smaler possessions such as Verkuyl; and
two, theloss of amgor medica supplier a Chennislast year had sent New
Republic rabble-rousersto various Imperial held suppliersto see what kind of

rebellion they could tir up.

Verkuyl had dtirred nicdly.

But that doesn't mean the workers aren't Sncerein their desire to be
free, Salby told herself. Just that it took our encouragement to give them the

courageto revolt.

Shelooked at Quarle. "If the Empireis forced to leave Verkuyl, you
probably stand to inherit the bulk of the holdings. How can you possibly

object to that?"

He shook hishead. "Y ou just don't get it, do you? | want what's best for
Verkuyl-not what's best for mysdlf, but best for the company and the planet.

And | believe what's best for it right now isthe Empire.”



"The workers don't agree.”

"The workers don't see the hig picture” Quarle retorted. "They're
laborers, not administrators. At the moment, they can't see past the promises
the New Republic's dangling in front of them like nerfs being led to the

milking shed.

"Independence-was He made it sound like adirty word. "Y ou tell me where,
anywhere, workers don't dream of being their own boss. But they haven't got
the faintest ideahow to actudly do it. Without the Empires guidance,
they'll run this company-their liveihood- - right into the ground, or make
juicy pickingsfor the bacta cartel. Then how much will ther independence

mean?'

"They'll befree” Selby said.

"Freeto starve, maybe," he shot back bitterly.

Sheraised the blaster.

"Selby, think about it," he said warningly. "The Governor knows what's

going on here. Y ou can't win, but if you surrender now, | give you my word you

won't be harmed."

Hetook astep forward, eyes earnestly searching her face. "Please,



Selby. You won't get out of here any other way. It doesn't have to be like

this"

In her mind's eye, Salby saw Vartosheld at blaster point by the Hal
stormtrooper. She thought of Claris, and the horror stories every Intelligence
agent had heard of the fate that awaited them & the hands of Imperid
inquisitors. She thought of Quarle, and that in doing what hetruly felt best
for his people, he had to betray their confidence, knowing full well that for

many of them it meant certain degath.

Black or white, friend or foe, she reminded hersdlf. Inthis job, there

was no room for anything else.

"Yes, it does," shesaid, and fired.

Thirty-four hourslater, leaning againgt the sonerailing of the Hal's
roof and staring down at the dancing flames of a celebratory borfire in the
street below her, Selby reflected that, for having salvaged success from such

certain falure, she should bein amuch brighter frame of mind.

Listening to the revelry going on below, she wondered at the absence of
her usual satisfaction at the successful completion of amisson. She didn't
doubt the New Republic had done the right thing, bringing about the liberation
of Verkuyl and restoring Bac - taCo to its native workers. A populace held in

thrall, either to an Empire or abusiness dictator, needed to be set free.



But for the fird time in her years of being involved in such
liberations, it occurred to her to question whether the New Republic had done
it because it was the best thing for the planet and its people, or because a

direct pipeline to BactaCo was the best thing for the New Republic.

She could not forget Quarle€'s prediction: that the Verkuylians, faced for
thefirg time with salf-government and the running of a business, would be
crushed under the weight of their new respongbilities. To hdp ease ther
trangtion, Selby had been told the New Republic planned to provide advisors
to help the fledgling business - folk find their economic feet in the galactic
community. She frowned, bothered by this train of thought. New Republic
"advisors' to Verkuyl somehow sounded too similar to the same sort of "advice”

the Empire had dispensed.

She half wished Quarle, who had the experience to run the company and, by
birth, the right, had chosen to stay and help. But released from the hidden
passage where sheld | eft him bound, only acertain  darkness in those green
eyes betraying the fedings he kept from showing on his face, Quarle had
elected to leave Verkuyl with the rest of the Imperia interlopers. Once the
workerslearned what held done, it was painfully clear that they would never

trust him again.

"Sd?" A voice cut into her brooding. "It'samost timeto go."

Sheturned. Vartoss dark skin blended into the shadows around the



turbalift, but she could seethe faint gleam where his eyes reflected the
garlight overhead. Both he and Claris had survived their captivity, athough
Vartos had required afew hoursin a bactatank to fully recover. Selby found

that somehow ironic. "Yes, gr," shereplied. "I'll beright down.”

Vartos nodded and stepped back into the turbalift, leaving her done.
Selby turned back to therailing, eyes agan drawn to the bonfire below.
Verkuyl celebrated its freedom tonight-but how long would itsjubilation last

under the pressures of its new responsbilities?

She sghed. She would not be around to find out. She had done her job-
doneit well-and now it wastime to forget the things Quarle had said and move

on to the next assignment.

Black or white, friend or foe, she reminded herself. Under the Empire,
Verkuyl had been black. Under the New Republic, it would be white. It might be
truethat Verkuyl's future most likely held shades of gray-but in her line of

work, it was best not to ook at those shadowed colors too closely.

Turning away, Selby took a deep breath. She grimaced a the tink-the
avful amdl of the dazhi SImmeing in the refineries. It permeated
everything, and after just four dayson Verkuyl, shefelt asif its stench had
somehow soaked right through her skin and taken up permanent residence in her

heart.

She feared it would stay with her forever.



* k%

No Disintegrations, Please

by Paul Danner

Squeak. Sqwak.



Most beings would have found the intermittent sound annoying. Some might
have even gone so far asto blast the noisy repliwood dgn into toothpicks.
But the main street of the New Hope Settlement was currently devoid of life
There were only afew dust balls moving in accordance to the fickle will of
thewind. Therow of storesthat flanked the man street stood slently,
sedled up and forgotten. The rust-colored sands of Ladarra were aready

returning to reclam theland it had lost years ago....

And s0 the sign continued to squeak, hanging asit was by asingle frayed
duracable. The lettering was a bit faded, but the words were ill legible
"The Ellstree Bar-Cold Lum; Droids Welcome; No Disntegrations, Please...”
Like the rest of the shops in downtown New Hope, the bar 1ooked to be long
deserted. But asthe old saying goes, "appearance and truth have as much in

common as Jawas and Hutts."

The children sat in asemicircle around the man. Therewere & least a
dozen of them, mostly human, but afew other species were represented as well.
They were orphans and urchins, the last generation of afailed colony-too poor
to book passage off Ladarraand unwilling or unable to face the difficulties

of lifeinthefew larger cities on the planet.

The man had no name asfar asthe children knew. They merely cdled hm
the Storyteller. He was dressed as they were, in ragged dothing scrounged
from a dozen wardrobes and cobbled together into a free-form garment. The
Storyteller was an older human, with aheavily lined face and a shock of white

hair. He had the ook of aman who had seen too much and his eyes were unable



to stay focused on any one location for longer than aminute-asif they were

congtantly searching for any possible threst.

"Y ou want another story?' he asked in aweary voice.

The children nodded in unison. They rarely spoke, and he wasn't sure dl

of them even knew how.

"How about the legend of the fearlessyoung Jedi Knight who rescued a

beautiful princess?’

A chorus of groans answered that question.

"Well, then. Therésdwaysthetae of theevil Imperid governor who

wanted to conquer the innocent little world of-was He saw the looks on ther

faces and couldn't help but laugh. "No? My, but thisis a tough crowd.” He

shook hishead in mock irritation. " So what would you like to hear about?"

"Tel usanew one" one of the children said. Shewas a pretty litle

one, though it was hard to tell under al that grime.

"Come now, you've heard all of them at least once. Just pick the one you

like"

Thegirl folded her arms and jutted out her lower lip.



Hefought to keep a straight face. "Okay, okay..." He scratched his chin

in dramatic fashion. "A new story. Let me see... ah, yes, I'vegot it!"

Their eyeslit up.

"No, no... that won't work."

The children frowned a him.

"Kidding, kidding," he chuckled for amoment, then quickly grew serious.

"I do have onetaethat | heard along time ago. To my knowledge it has never

been told again." He had their full attention. "How many of you have heard of.

.." Hisvoice lowered to adangerous whisper. "BobaFett?"

Their eyes grew wide a the mention of the name, and one by one each

little hand lifted into the air.

"Widll, | happen to know along-forgotten tde of the greatest bounty

hunter who ever lived. Would you like meto share it with you?"

Every head in the room dowly nodded.

The Storytdller had hisaudience.... He smiled briefly, then settled back

into the comfortable chair and dowly closed his eyes. He began the story

after amoment of dramatic silence. The children listened with rapt attention.



Asthe shuttles exit hatch dowly descended, the sudden hiss of escaping
gases nearly caused Rivo to jump right off the platform. Asit was, he barely
regained enough baance in time to prevent himsdf from unceremonioudy

rolling down the ramp.

General Gaege Xarran gave adramatic Sgh to indicate his disgust and

extended an arm to steady his brother as he ssumbled down the ramp.

Xarran quickly glanced at the sharp line of stormtroopersthat served as
an honor guard. The squad remained at such rigid attention that he momentarily
wondered if the Dark Lord of the Sith had suddenly emerged from the Lambda-
class shuttle. The Empire'sivory-armored shock troopers weren't dways the
brightest specimens around, but at least they knew enough to keep their mouths

shut and follow orders.

Unlike some people, the Generd thought as his gaze fdl upon Rivo.
Xarran suddenly felt his body grow flushed with anger and his lips twitched

into an involuntary sneer.

"How could you be so stupid?' he whispered. Not thet it redly mattered

whether the stormtroopers overheard; they had been privy to conversaions of

much greater importance than the scolding of asibling.

Rivo might aswell have been one of the sllent group of guards, for he



acted asif hisbrother had never spoken. His eyeswere still darting around

wildly, searching for apossiblethrest in every shadow.

Xarran lightly cuffed his brother with an open hand, striking the back of
his head. If there was one thing the Generd did nat like, it was being

ignored. "Answer mel"

Rivo's response was swift-Xarran was doubly shocked as he stared down the
stubby barrel of ahold-out blaster. First of dl, the Generd had never
imagined his own brother would point aweapon a him, and second Rivo was
supposed to have been relieved of his armaments. Someone was destined to die

for the overgght, but the General intended to avoid being the unlucky party.

It was his brother'slife, however, that appeared to be in the most

immediate danger....

The stormtroopers remained motionless, but somewherein the span of an

eye-blink nine blaster rifles had been expertly trained on Rivo.

The young man didn't seem to notice. Hiseyesheld a blank stare that
didn't quite focus on anything. The Genera wasn't even quite sure if Rivo

gtll recognized him.

"It'sonly me, brother,” Xarran said softly. "I'm the one trying to keep
you dive." Sowly but steadily the Genera reached out with a gloved hand.

The span was less than half ameter, but it took forever to close the distance



between hisfingers and the wegpon.

When the Genera took hold of the blaster, Rivo's nervous energy drained
out asif hewere aleaking power cell. Hisentire body dumped down and the
wegpon spilled like liquid through his fingers until it was collected in

Xarran'swaiting hands.

"I'm sorry," Rivo managed through choked sobs. He wavered ungteedily,

logtin hisanguish.

Xarran pulled him into a hug, nodding to the guards over Rivo's shoulder.

The gesture was unnec. Their blasters were already bol stered.

The Generd cradled the back of his brother's head, in the same place
where moments before Xarran had struck him. That now seemed like an eternity
ago - comx suddenly became clear to him how time, no matter how brief, could
irrevocably affect one's entire existence. Every moment was a crossroad to
infinite possibilities- - Rivo's greatest talent besides drinking and gambling
was picking the wrong path to travel. Fortunately the results, as bad as they
were, had never ended with outright disaster. This time was different,

however, for Rivo'slatest mistake might end up costing hislife.

Of course, it went without saying that Xarran would do everything in his
power to prevent that occurrence. And as a Generd in the Imperia Army, that

power was considerable.



Xarran gently supported his brother, helping him walk the long landing
platform toward the garrison complex. The stormtroopers executed a crigp about
face and fdl into line behind them. ™Y ou'll have nothing to fear anymore,

brother. | doubt anyone could have tracked you here.”

Rivo gazed up at his brother and for thefirst time, there was a gimmer

of recognitionin hiseyes.

Heartened by the small gesture, Xarran continued. "And in the highly
unlikely event that you were followed, one would have to be certifiably insane

to even consider attacking an entire Imperia garrison.”

In the distance, well concealed high in the cover afforded by the dense

foliage, aslent figure lurked in the shadows.

He watched, though he hdd no macrobinoculars- - for a pair was

conveniently built into his battle-scarred helmet.

Helistened as easily if he were one of the storm troopers, his broadband

antennadescrambling the signd of their comlinks and effectively turning the

dlent soldiersinto eavesdropping devices.

Once again, nothing escaped his naotice.

Just as no one escaped him.



He climbed down from his perch among the trees with surprising grace

consdering the bulkiness of his battered gray and green armor.

By thetime hefinished his descent, darkness had begun to fdl like a
velvet blanket, and the twin moons of Vryssa were seadily risng in the

northern sky.

He paused only once to stare at the towering silhouette of the Imperid
garrison base. The massive structure remained in shadow for a few moments
longer, then its powerful spot-lumas ignited. The harsh light was coldly

reflected in the figures mask.

Generd Xarran had unwittingly issued an arrogant challenge.

A challenge Boba Fett was more than ready to accept....

The speeder bike patrol caught him unaware. He had just climbed down from
his overlook and was checking his equipment. His motion sensors didn't go off
until they wereright on top of him. The bikes were so fadt they didn't

register with enough warning time.

Ashedovefor cover in thethick tangle of bush, Fett saw one of the
scout troopers gesture in hisgenerd direction. Histwo partners immediately

circdled around, moving into standard Imperid flanking pogtion. Thar



vehicleswere newer models, pure scout bikes by the look of them-very fad,

but without any armaments or protection.

Fett needed to know how much they knew. He activated his antenna.... his.

.. Saw something through those trees. Hard to tell, though. Could have just

been a buldobeast.”

"Keegp your positions. I'll check it out.”

"Acknowledged.”

" Should we contact the other patrol ?'

"Y ou want to listen to their jokes about getting spooked by alittle

buldo?'

"Negative."

"That'swhat | thought. Now, stand by."

Fett watched as the lead biker approached, gving his vehide minimd

throttle. The repulsorlift craft drifted afew meters above the ground as the

scout trooper conducted a grid search of the area

Ever so dowly, Fett rolled onto his back and snaked his right am up

through the thicket. He took a single deep breath and then his body froze. The



hunter was s0 dill it seemed asif he were made offerrocrete.

The scout biker moved overhead, directly above Fett's hiding place. The
hunter could fed the backwash from the repulsorlift engines pressing agang
him. The scout was leaning over hisvehicle, examining the area closdly. The

trooper's head jerked back suddenly asif he had spotted something.

Fett flexed hiswrist and the rocket-propelled dart housed in hisforearm
compartment stresked dlently through the ar. The hunter'saim was perfect.
The dart jammed into the soft black bodysuit between the scout's hdmet and
chestpiece. The poison worked fagt, starting with the victim's vocd cords.
Theman slently jerked forward and then tumbled from his set, leaving the

Speeder bike hovering in place.

Moving quickly, Fett hopped up onto the bike and jammed the comlinks of
the other two bikers. He opened up the throttle and veered off toward one of
them. Without even aglance at the other, the hunter activated his armor's

grenade launcher.

The trooper was shocked to see Fett streak past on the speeder bike going
after his partner. Figuring he had the drop on the hunter, he gunned his bike

forward- - just as Fett's grenade finished itsarc and fell into his la.

The bounty hunter felt the shock wave of the blast but didn't bother to

look back. He wastoo busy concentrating on hisfina target. Thistrooper was



taking no chances. The scout was hightailing it out of the vicinity in order
to escape the jamming and get some help. He dready had asizable lead on the
hunter and was rapidly increasing the gap. Fett knew he couldn't catch up-the

trooper was more familiar with theterrain.

Steering the vehicle with one hand, the bounty hunter drew his modified
blaster rifle. Scomp-linked to the macrobinocularsin his helmet, the weapon
findly locked on target at three hundred meters. The scout trooper didn't
even see the two angry crimson blaster boltsthat dammed into his back and

took him clean off hisvehicle.

Fett dowed his bike to astop and scanned the areafor anyone else. The
hunter was not happy-he had expended unnec time and energy. And now they would

know for sure he was on the planet.

Perhaps that might be to his advantage....

Rivo'svoice cut the silence, though it was but a whisper. "He's here.

Now."

"Impossible” Xarran said, barely keeping the disgust from hisvoice. The
Generd did not like to see his brother cower. Especidly in front of hismen.
"Y ou give this bounty hunter too much credit, brother. Our sensorswould have

detected his ship's approach.”

Rivo shook his head. "This bounty hunter is not the smpleminded scum you



are used to dedling with. Boba Fett is different. He has never faled. They

say heisthe best that ever was...."

Commander Tyrix checked his console. "The patrol should have reported in

by now, sr."

"Thisconfirmsit!" Rivo sad.

Xarran would have none of it. "Thereis no reason to make any connection

with your Situation and thisincident. For al we know-was

"Sir," Tyrix sad. "Ancther patrol hasfound the remainsof the missng

unit...." The Commander listened for amoment, pressng his headset agangt

hisear. He paled consderably. "They'real dead.”

The Generd was on hisfeet. "How?"

"Blagter, agrenade, and some sort of poisoned dart. The troopers

weapons were fully charged... none of the men even got off ashot.”

Rivo let out anervousgiggle. "l told you... he's coming for me."

Xarran ignored him. "Commander, send out two detachments. If this bounty

hunter isindeed here, then | want him found and brought before me. Preferably

dive... dthough abody will dojust fine"



"Two detachments, Sr?' Tyrix swiveled his char around to face the

Generd. "For just one man?'

Xarran'sface did not so much astwitch. "I'm sorry, Commander, did you

Sy something?”

"No, gr," Tyrix sad, hurriedly swivding back to his console to

activate the comlink.

Fett sat in the hunter's blind among athick tangle of coilwood branches.
Hewatched asthe first wave of speeder bikes roared below him, buzzing dong
like bloodgnats. He felt the impact tremors as a pair of Imperid wakers
lumbered by flanked by ahaf dozen of their comica AT-STILL counterparts. He
shook his head in amazement as squad after squad of stormtroopers marched into
the underbrush. Their bright white armor was not exactly the best forest

camouflage.

Thismassive show of forcetold the bounty hunter al he needed to know

about his opponents....

Two detachments meant they certainly knew he was here. And they were

Nervous.



Behind thetinted faceplate of his battered helmet, Boba Fett actudly

smiled.

Xarran leaned over the tactica screen watching proudly as his forces
deployed into the forest. He listened to the excited comm chatter as his men
moved into position and began an expertly coordinated, utterly systemétic
search. There would be no escape. Not from the might of the Empire. The
Generd snorted and crossed hisarms over hisbarrel chest. "He's as good as

ours." As he spoke, al communications went dead.

Boba Fett double-checked the comm jamming unit. It was an advanced
prototype and very powerful. Unfortunately, its duration was aso extremdy

short: 58 minutes. And then it would explode.

He set his chronometer to countdown mode. Seconds began to vanish. He had

just under an hour to iminate two Imperid detachments.

The hunter turned and hefted his blaster rifle. Fett only foresaw one

problem: what to do with the three minutes he would have to spare....

Perched on the edge of his seat in the walker's cockpit, Lieutenant Byrga
smacked hislipsin nervous anticipation. The AT-AT drivers exchanged a quick
glance, but wouldn't dare to comment on the habit of asuperior officer. Even

if it was extremely irritating.



Byrgawas staring so hard at the sensor readouts that his eyebals were
on the verge of jettisoning themsaves free of his head. The Lieutenant didn't
likethe fact that they had lost communications. Despite dl efforts, they
could not make contact with the rest of their detachment or the garrison base.

That made Byrga anxious. Hislips were smacking on overdrive.

"Don't worry," he said trying to reassure the rest of the command crew,
who had learned to ignore hisrant ings and till do their jobs effectively.
"We are the best the Empire hasto offer. No one escapes us. Wewill find this
fool who dares oppose the will of Papatine and crush himintheiron grip of

the-

The magnetic grappler connected with the armored underbdlly of the AT-AT
and locked into place. The twenty-meter lanyard trailing behind it pulled taut
and asmall armored figure emerged from out of the dense underbrush. Fett
cadmly waited for thewinch in hisarmored suit to eevate hm up to the

waker's ssomach.

The hunter used the time to power up hiswrist lasers.

Byrgas ramblings continued. The one good thing about thet, &t least for
the rest of the command crew, was when his mouth was running there was a
cessation of lip - smacking. "Make me proud, men. | want to be the one who

findsthis bounty hunter.”



The Lieutenant abruptly cocked his head to one sde. "Did anyone ese

hear that?'

The drivers shook their heads.

Byrgaturned toward the dark tunnd leading back into the walker's
passenger compartment. "That's strange. We're not carrying any troops.” He
activated the blast door and peered indde. After a moment's decison he
placed one hand on his bolstered blaster and dowly walked into the AT-AT'S

neck. "I'll be right back, men. Carry on without me for amoment.”

Thedrivers happily complied.

" want dl communicationsback on-lind" Frustrated, Xarran screamed

into theinternal comlink, "Immediately!"

Commander Tyrix Sghed and gritted histeeth. "Uh, gr... the blackout is

affecting the comm aswell." Hisvoice lowered to dmos a whisper. "The

engineering teams can't hear you."

The Generd was at Tyrix's consolein three strides.

Xarran's face was S0 close the Commander could count the veinsbulging in

the man's forehead.



Xarran spoke through gritted teeth, the words dow and precise. "Then get

down thereand tdll them."

"Yes, gr!" Tyrix said as he dove into the nearest turbolift.

The AT-AT driverswere so entranced by the wonderful slence inthe
cockpit they didn't even notice the unusudly long absence of their commanding
officer. That wastheir first mistake. When the blast door finaly did open
again they didn't even bother to look up from their consoles. As it turned

out, that oversght wastheir last.

Boba Fett lowered his smoking blaster rifle and took amoment to admire

his new mode of transportation.

Lieutenant Gregjj sat back in hiscommand chair, finger rips steepled in
front of hisface. The walker's command crew was doing afinejob consdering
the circumstances. He only hoped they could get communications back online as
quickly as possible. Then they could diminate the bounty hunter and resume

norma duties. Grgjj liked hisroutine. He did not like surprises.

"Sirl Were picking something up on sensors.” The Lieutenant |leaned
forward. "What isit?' The driver shook his head. " Just another walker... must

be Lieutenant Byrga."

"Let'sgo seeif hishunting has been more successful.” "He mugt have

aready seen us," the driver said. "Here they come now."



Grdj nodded, reaching for the cockpit release lever. "With any luck this

will be over soon."

Asamatter of fact, it was.

Theremainsof Lieutenant Grejj'sAT-AT and apair of AT-STILL'S that had
stumbled onto the fight were scattered dong the ground. The two smdler
wa kerswere so confused by the dud between their larger sblings that they

had actually opened fire on Grdj.

Fett guided hisAT-AT through the smoking debris as his sensors picked up

alarge grouping of storm troopers nearby. The hunter checked his chronometer

and noted that he was right on schedule.

"Communications have been restored, sr."

"Findly! Patch methrough directly to our forces." Tyrix'sfingers flew

over hisconsole and he quickly sgnded his success with a nod to the

Generd.

Xarran reached for hiscomlink. "Xarran to Alphaand Ddta Groups. All

units are to report statusimmediately.”

Therewasdlence.



Rivo gave his brother ameaningful glance, but Xarran ignored hm and

tried again. "'l repest, thisis General Xarran ordering al units to account

current status. Alpha Group... report.”

Nothing.

A bead of sweat trickled down the General's forehead. He leaned closer to

the mike. "Deta Group... report.”

Again, there was not asound.

Xarran stared accusngly a Tyrix. "You mugt have been in error.

Commander. The comm systemis till down.”

"I regret to inform you, gir. It isfunctioning within norma parameters.

Our forces should be responding.”

"Y et that isnot the case." Xarran'svoice had lost a bit of its hard

edge. "Why?"

Rivo answered with aplaintive wall. "Because they'real dead!"

Xarran spun around, vicioudy backhanding his brother across the face.

"Will you shut up!”



The unexpected blow sent Rivo crumpling to the deck, where he cringed,
holding up hishandsin supplication. Xarran's face softened with regret
immediately. He helped Rivo up and said in alow whisper, "Forgive me,

brother..."

"Wait aminutel" Tyrix nearly jumped from his console. "Generd, sensors

are picking up one of our walkers at the outer perimeter.”

Xarran beamed. "Put it on the viewscreen."

Tyrix complied and the image of a battle-scarred AT-AT filled the viewer.

"Returning in victory?' the Commander sad.

"Let'sfind out." Xarran tried the comlink again. "Base to walker.

Report."

A gout of fire suddenly bloomed on the underbdlly of the AT-AT followed
by aloud explosion that sent aburst of static over the comlink. The walker
lurched forward, like a mortdly wounded behemoth, then fdl. Its chin
connected with the ground, and then the rest of its body followed suit,
causing the soil to rumble. Then the meta monster disgppeared in a haze of

smoke and flame.

"What wasthat?' Tyrix blurted out.



"A message,” Rivo sad softly.

The base control room was absolutely till. No one dared to move or
speak. Everyone was staring slently at the terrible image that loomed on the

viewer.

Everyonethat is, except for Xarran. The Generd stood up and dowly
walked into his office, boots clacking on the deck plates. His voice echoed

through the room. " Someone turn off that blasted thing...."

Tyrix shut off the screen, but asthe rest of the base crew hurriedly
resumed their duties he continued to stare at the dark viewer for afew
moments. His gaze flickered across the room, and cameto rest on Rivo. After
thirty years of military service, the Commander had seen morethan his share
of horriblethings, but thelook of terror in Rivo's eyes sent a dhill

rippling down his spine.

Fett would have liked to have seen the General's expresson when the AT-
AT exploded. He probably shouldn't have wasted the thermal detonator, but the

psychological effect on the man and histroopswould be worth it.

Both sdes had taken their feints and jabs-notow it wastime to move into
thefina round. Fett was almost sorry to seeit come. The skirmishes before
the main event aways served asinteresting diversons, epecialy snce the

outcome of his mission was never in doubt.



Boba Fett did not lose.

"What were you thinking, Rivo?" Xarran was seated in the plush replihide

chair behind adesk that dwarfed most landspeeders.

Rivo sat acrossfrom him in amuch smaller seet. His eyes had apparently
found something interesting on the floor. "Money," he mumbled after a moment.
Hefinaly made eye contact with his older brother. "What e isthere? | was
blinded by greed, Gaege. | never figured that Jaoba would be able to track me

as the source of hisdataleak."

"Y ou didn't think that someone like Jabba the Hutt would have his own
expert dicers? | dwaystold you that your ego would be your undoing, didn't
[?Y ou may be good, but there will always be someone better. And that's true

no matter if you're adicer, asoldier, or abounty hunter.”

"Thefunny thingis, | didn't even mean to diceinto Jabba's records. It

was a complete accident. But once | found out what | had sumbled onto, |

couldn't ress."

"Y ou never could pass up a chance to make an easy credit,” Xarran sighed.

"Especidly if it didn't involve honest work.”

"| didn't come herefor alecture, brother. | came here for hdp." He



stared out the transparisted window thet overlooked the lush forests of

Vryssa "Although from the looks of it, maybe | came to thewrong place.”

The Generd's face twitched dightly. "Perhaps you'd have better luck out

there by yoursdlf. Fed freeto leave anytime.”

"Okay, so | messed up again. | apologize, Gaege.... | know you're doing

your best. | just never thought 1'd be on the run from Boba Fett.”

"Y ou stole sensitive information from one of the most dangerous scumlords
in the galaxy and then sold it to the highest bidder... how much didJabbalose

asaresult of your actions?'

"Over one-hundred-fifty thousand credits. But | don't think he redly
cares about the money. It'sjust the principle of the thing. The Hutt wantsto

make an example of me. And what Jabba wants, Jabba gets.”

"Well, heisn't going to get you, brother. | don't care how many bounty

hunters he sends.”

"Do you really think Fett can be stopped?!

"The manisgood. Very good. But | see hisstrategy now, and | refuse to
play his game any longer. No more troops will leave the base. If he wantsyou,
he will have to come here. And mark my words, no one can penetrate the "deeth

fence" It's set for maximum voltage per my orders. The chargeis so high the



tiniest spark could fry abanthain seconds.” Xarran gave athin-lipped smile.

"No one gets out. And no one getsin.”

Night had fallen on Vryssa

Fett was crouched in the bushes, twenty meters away from the base's outer
perimeter. The ten-meter-high wall surrounding the complex seemed to be dive,
crackling asit was with azure arcs of eectricity. The surges danced over the

surface like writhing snakes.

The spot he had picked was a good distance away from the nearest
gatehouse, though stormtroopers congtantly patrolled dong the fortified
catwalks set back from the fence. Observation towers were spaced about one
hundred meters gpart along the catwalk, and a combination of flood lights,
detection sensors, and droids were used to maintain security. Fett's current
position put him roughly fifty metersfrom the two flanking towers. It was a

good distance, but he didn't think it would be enough to avoid detection.

Fett activated hisinternd comlink. It was timefor a little

digtraction....

Slavel roared over thetredine, screaming toward the garrison base a
full speed. Its sophisticated sensor jamming array was fully powered and the
hull itself was magnetically polarized to scramble and confuse enemy scans. As

it was, the base was taken by surprise.



Onitsfirgt passthe ship delivered a frighteningly potent valley of
concussion missiles, proton torpedoes, blaster bolts, and ion blasts. The
attack was 0 fierce that the base's powerful deflector shidlds fluctuated and

the entire structure shuddered with the impact.

"See?' Xarran shouted from the command center. "The man has grown
desperate! He knows there's no way in so he resorts to a suicide run." He
focused his gaze on Rivo. "Everyone makes mistakes, sooner or later. And |

will make aurethisoneishislag.”

Standing at one of thetactica stations, Tyrix turned to his commanding

officer. "All turbolaser turrets are primed and ready, sir."

Xarran squeezed hisgloved hand into atight fist. "Fire a will! Blow

him out of the sky!"

AsSavel circled for another pass, Sx heavy twin laser turrets mounted
around the building opened fire, followed by the thunderousroar of the three
heavy twin turbolaser turrets from the upper level of the base. Unfortunately,
the heavy weapons were dow to fire and even dower to track such a swift

target.

Fett's ship executed an amazing series of maneuversthat alowed it to
continue its gtrafing run while dancing around the green svarm of angry laser

bolts. Twiding, turning, and ralling. Save | ddivered a vidous



counterattack capped by afull spread of proton torpedoes that punched a
gaping hole in the base's deflectors. In return, Fett's ship took some minor

damage, but easily eluded any criticd hits.

Save | executed aquick Segnor's Loop and moved into postion for

another assault.

"It'snot working," Tyrix said, damming ahand onto his console. "That
ship'sjust too fast for our turretsto track. Were barely touching him and
he's aready knocked three quarters of our shield generators off-line" The
damage control screen flashed the grim news. "Another run like that and helll

leave us defensdesdl™

"No oneisthat good," Xarran thundered. The Generd was sheking with

rage. "Launch the entire squadron. | want every TIE we haveinthear now."

Nodding, Tyrix punched the comm pand, caling for dl pilots to report
to their spacecraft. He turned to Xarran, " Should we sound the code darm,

ar?'

"No," Xarran sad, his face flushing dightly. "I've served in the
Imperid Army for most of my lifeand I will not be taunted into sounding full
aert by one man, no matter how powerful he may appear to be. Besides, Fett

will not breach the perimeter... the TIE'Swill seeto that.”



Tyrix paused amoment before responding-asign of disapprova he would

never dareto vocdize. "Asyouwigh, sr."

Rivo shook hishead. "Why won't you take the precautions? It won't hurt

to-was

Xarran cut him off. "There isn't much good you can do up here, brother.

Perhaps you should return to your quarters.”

"But, I'm... fine." Rivo saw the look on Xarran's face and Slently

waked to the turbolift.

Savel soared through the skies, taking potshots at the forty TIE
fighters giving chase. Fett hated to see such an unfair fight, but there was
nothing he could do about it. His ship was faster, more maneuverable, and
bristled with twice as much weaponry asall the fighters put together. And
unlikethe TIE'S, Save| had shields. The Imperia fighters were hopelesdy
outmatched, even with the rather smplisic combat routines he had
preprogrammed into the ship. The attacks on the garrison were typicd Rebd
grafing runs the Empire had so much trouble dedling with, while the evasive
maneuvers againgt the TIE'S were randomized according to sensor information.
Fett avoided having Save | be too aggressve with the fighters

Preprogramming was till no match for alive pilot.

All things consdered, it was a good distraction, but would be over

relatively soon. Hewas going to haveto hurry.



Most of the stormtrooper patrols had cleared the cat waks-those thet

remained had thair attention focused on the skies above.

Fett sprinted for the perimeter fence. When he closed haf the distance
he engaged hisjet pack and soared into the air in aburst of flame. Elevating
quickly, the hunter easily cleared the ten-meter-high fence, continued over
the energy mine field between the fence and the base, and executed a perfect

landing on the catwalk.

He checked his blagter rifle and quickly moved to the observation
platform to hisleft. Thefirst scormtrooper to step out caught abolt in the
helmet and went down. In midstride Fett sent astun grenade arcing through the
ar and into the guardhouse. His faceplate tinted opaque as the flash-bang
erupted, so the hunter didn't miss abeat when he dove inside the blast door
on his stomach. Wild blaster bolts erupted overhead as Fett camly picked off

al five sormtroopers manning the tower.

He sedled the entrance behind hm and walked over to the computer
terminal. Fett entered the encryption codes he had purchased from an unsavory
Bothan and went to work. The firgt thing he pulled up was athree dimensond

schemtic of the garrison.

"Satus?'



Tyrix glanced at the General and amost smiled. "We took heavy losses but

the TIE'S arerouting him. Take alook."

The Commander stepped away from the tactical screen. Xarran studied the
images for afew moments, watching as Save | dowly led the TIE fighters away

fromthebase. "It'safant.”

"What?'

"Fett's not on that ship.”

Tyrix was confused. "Then whereishe?!

"Here." It pained the Genera to say it. "Insde the perimeter by now,
I'd venture. Sound the code aarm- - reference an intruder aert. Go to ful
battle stations and step up interior patrols.” Xarran quietly walked back to
his chair and dropped down asif theweight of an AT-AT was set upon his

shoulders.

Fett stood at the command console of Sub-Leve 3. Over adozen stunned or
dead technicians were scattered around the room. The hunter sudied the
illuminated panels which controlled the basg's main power, backup generators,

tractor beams, and deflector shield generators. He went to work....

Tyrix nearly fdl out of hischar. "Sr! We have hm!" "What?' The

Generd was by hissdein seconds. "Someone's accessing the man control



unitson SubLeve Three." He cdlled up the data. "' See? He's using a code from

last month, and the computer flagged it."

"It hasto be Fett. He's trying to shut usdown.” Xarran contemplated his
response. " Send three squads down to... no, wait. Sed dff that room
immediately. WEll flood it with Chemtrox gas and that will bethelast of our

little bounty hunter.”

Tyrix'svoice lowered. "But what if it'snot him...? And eveniif it is

he could have some technicians-was

Xarran pushed the Commander out of the way. His fingers flew over the
console and asmile dowly dawned on hisface. Fett was shutting down dl
systems and there was no time for moral debate. The race was on again and this

time Xarran would win.

Fett whirled around as the heavy blast doors sealed and locked. He was
effectively trapped. So, they finaly discovered histrick and now knew where
hewas. It certainly took them long enough. Of courseit was too late. Fett

was about to cut the power.

He was so absorbed in hiswork that he almost missed it... luckily, his
sound sensors picked up the recessed vents clicking open and the dow, steedy

hiss of gas being pumped into the room.



A quick scan reved ed the substance to be Chemtrox- - an extremely letha
agent. Fett had heard it delivered aparticularly painful desth. He didn't

intend to find out firsthand if the rumorsweretrue.

Fett activated hisarmor's enviro filter sedl. It protected him from

harmful or deadly atmosphere and there was a two-hour supply of air.

Asthe Chemtrox gas swirled around him Fett prepared to shut down the

main computer.

"There..." Xarran wiped the sweat from his forehead and sat back in

Tyrix'schair. "It's over. No one could have possibly survived that."

Everything went black. Every last bit of power in the entire garrison

base. There was only darkness.

The Commander's voice rang out. "'Y ou were saying, Sir?'

A blaster shot sent a crimson flash of light through the control room and

Tyrix's body hit thefloor. General Xarran activated a glowrod and hefted his

blaster pistol.

His eyes danced wildly in the soft light, then focused on the corpse of

his Commander..

Theterrified faces of the base command crew stared back at him asif he



had suddenly transformed into amynock. Xarran fired three balts into the

ceiling. "Everyone out. Now!"

The crew quickly obeyed, sumbling over themsalves to reach the emergency
dairs. The Generd entered his office and sat down in front of his console.
There was one system that would not have been affected by the loss of main or
backup power. It ran off apecial generator that only he knew about-well, he

and Tyrix, but the Commander wouldn't be talking any time soon.

Xarran activated the panel and smiled as the base's salf-destruct sysem
lit up with crimson |etters. The Genera lowered his head to accommodate the

retinal scanner and began reciting the code to activate the countdown.

Fett moved through the darkened, deserted corridors of the base. Except
for the steadfast scormtroopers, nearly everyone had fled the once-mighty
garrison. With his sound, motion, infrared, and targeting sensors dl

activated, picking off the ivory-armored opponents was ridiculoudy easy.

Of course, the one person who mattered was also present... somewhere in

the bowels of the garrison.

Fett had paid asmall fortune to have the unwitting fool tagged with one
of his specia microscopic subdermd trackers back on Inat Prime. It was a

wiseinvestment.



Jabba had not placed an open bounty on Rivo Xarran; rather, His
Bloatedness had offered the job solely to Fett... fifty thousand credits. Dead

or dive

Fett suspected the Hutt wanted to see just how good Fett redly was.
Jabba knew Rivo would run to hisbig brother for help and an entire Imperid

garrison would stand between the hunter and his prey.

Fett didn't like the Hutt, but he paid well and on time. That was more
than he could say for most. Besides, one day Jabba would get what was coming

to him. After all, justice was a patient hunter.

Fett knew the vaue of that particular virtue very well, so he continued
his careful ascent through the garrison's main tower. There was no need to
rush. The end would come soon enough. And no matter how nove the hunt had

been, the conclusion was aways the same.

With ahigh-pitched giggle. Generd Gaege Xarran, executive officer of
the Imperia Garrison Base on Vryssa, moved down the sairwdl. He had
bolstered his blagter in favor of alarger carbine. A spot-lumawas mounted on
top of the weapon, and a stubby microgrenade launcher barrel hung undernesth.

"Come out, come out wherever you are..."

Fett emerged from the stairwell on Leve 5. Histracker unit informed him
that Rivo was|essthan fifty meters away, in the barracks adjoining the

basg's recreation facilities. The hunter moved down the shadowed corridor,



stopping at the last door. Fett imagined the dicer was hiding under the bed,
probably clutching his holdout blaster and promising that if he survived this

gtuation heldd never do anything bad again.

Fett dapped asmdl explosive charge to the entrance and stepped back.
He activated the detonator and watched as the door evaporated into afine
mist. The hunter paused for amoment, half expecting Rivo to fire a few

desperate shots out the doorway.

Holding hisrifle at the ready, Fett carefully made his approach. When
his motion sensor darm activated, the hunter froze and took am, figuring

Rivo was making arun through the door.

Fett was so intent on the Situation, it took him a split second longer
than usua to redize that the motion darm had not come from in front of him.
Hewhirled around, though even as he did, he knew it wastoo late. He braced

for theimpact.

The heavy blagter bolt took the hunter in hisleft sde with such force
that it knocked him off hisfeet. He landed hard-hard enough to knock the wind

out of any ordinary man. But Fett was no ordinary man.

He wasfiring hisrifle from the moment he recovered from theimpact. The
furious volley sent his attacker scurrying back around the hallway for cover.

Daggers of pain began jabbing at his side, but the wound was not serious and



would have to beignored for the moment. Fett had more important things to

worry about.

His attacker suddenly swung back around and began shoating. As Fett
returned fire, he recognized Gaege Xarran's features. The exchange exacted a
toll on both men... Xarran took abolt in theleft leg, sending him sumbling
back behind cover; Fett was grazed in theright arm and his feding in the
limb abruptly tingled into numbness. The rifle tumbled from Fett's grasp and

he had to make a choice. Quickly.

The hunter threw himself into the room just as ablaster bolt singed the
floor where he had been microseconds before. Fett rolled into the large office
and came up with hisremaining wrist laser ready to go; however, his tracker
unit told him that Rivo must bein the refresher. That door was closed, so
Fett kept most of his attention focused on the room's entrance. He was

suddenly sorry he had vaporized the front door.

Fett crawled over to thewall, pushing hisback againgt it. Hisright arm
dill dangled usdlessly at hissde. Luckily his left am was uninjured,

alowing him to keep the wrist laser aimed at the doorway.

The bounty hunter didn't have time to admonish himself for carelessness.
Time wastoo precious now. Rapid yet rationd decisons would meen the
difference between life and desth, success and falure. He could fed his
heart surging in his chest. The outcome wasin doubt for the first time. Oddly

enough, herather enjoyed it.



Fett began with aquick gppraisa of his Stuation. Rivo would haveto be
mostly ignored at the moment. Even if he did come out shooting, the man was
not combat trained. Gaege Xarran was trained, however... Fett had learned the
Generd had once served as amember of the Imperid Royd Guard. And whilethe
Genera might have been past his prime, hewas gill very well-armed.

On the other hand, Fett's armor had lost many of its secondary systems.
Whilethe basic suit was functioning, his sensor arrays were off-line and he
could not direct any power to most of the weapons. The communication units
were undamaged, but relatively usdless at the moment. The only intact item

that could prove helpful was hisjet pack.

Things were not looking good....

Without his sensors, he had no way of knowing if or when the Genera
would come around the door frame firing. Even worse, Fett could not defend
himsdlf, other than in hand-to-hand combat. And at the moment he was short one

hand.

Fett reached into one of his pouches and withdrew his find thermal

detonator. He would not dlow himsdlf to be captured. He would take his

enemieswith him.

Thenhesaw it....



Xarran's blaster had been equipped with a spot-luma. In his frenzied
date, the General must not have redlized that it also gave away his otherwise

stedlthy approach.

By watching the hao of light increase in intengity, Fett could estimate
exactly how far away Xarran was at the moment. Fett quickly performed another
andysis of theroom and formulated a new plan. The bounty hunter barely
resisted the urge to grin as he quickly set the dday on the thermd

detonator.

He glanced up once more at the ever-brightening light outside the door
and lowered hisleft hand, gently ralling the siver sphere toward the

doorway.

A moment later, General Gaege Xarran whirled around the corner expertly

scanning the room with hisblaster. "It's over!" he screamed triumphantly,

just as something clicked againgt his boot.

Xarran looked down at the thermal detonator in horror.

"Yes" Fett sad. "Itis...." And amicrosecond-long burst from his jet

pack sent the hunter streaking across the room.

Before Xarran could even think about reacting, Fett was at the far end of

the office and safely hidden behind alarge desk.



The explosion that followed rocked the entire floor.

Fett's chosen cover was of typical Imperia design- - big, bulky, and
quite resilient. Just as he had hoped, the durastedl monstrosity absorbed most

of theimpact while hisarmor deflected any burning debris.

He brushed himsdlf off and approached the refresher door. Rearing back,
he kicked it open and prepared to beat Rivo into unconsciousness one-handed if

need be. Asit turned out he didn't haveto....

Where Rivo should have been Fett saw only asmall holopad. There was a
possibility the device was rigged, but the hunter didn't think that was the
case. He swiveled the viewscreen forward and was greeted by the amiling

hol ographic visage of Rivo Xarran.

"Hello, Fett. I'd ask you how you're doing, but the answer is sort of
obvious. An encounter with my brother, perhaps?' Rivo paused. "Wel, are you

going to say something or just stand there?"

Fett was abit surprised with the live feed... he had mistakenly assumed

it was arecorded message: "What do you want?"

"Oh, yes. | forgot. Y ou are aman of few words, aren't you? Well, as I'm
sure you've figured out by now, | discovered your wonderful little tracker. |

bet you'd love to know how. Sorry, | can't give away al my secrets.... | must



say | amimpressed. | never thought you'd actually fail an entire Imperid
garrison,” Rivo said with asneer, "eveniif it was commanded by my idiot
brother. Of course, there's no sense in taking any chances, either. Which is

why | safely removed mysdlf from your reach.”

"For the moment,” Fett said, studying Rivo'simage. ™Y ou are not quite

the sniveling coward you appear to be."

"No, I'm not. But neither am | atruly evil individua. My only weapons
are my computer and my mouth. Unfortunately, they are both boon and bane &
times." He waved ahand. "But enough about me. Let's get down to business. |
cannot get back to my normd life with you chasing me around the galaxy, and |
know you will not rest until you drag me or my corpse before the great Bloated

One. Correct?'

Fett didn't reply.

"S0, | propose acompromise... and to show my good faith, I'll even let
you inon alittle secret. My brother has set the garrison base's sdf-
destruct system. Relax, you have ten minutes before it blows, however, 'l
makethisquick. You can tell Jabbathat | died in the explosion, collect your
fee, and go about your business. | will assume a fase identity, go
underground, and never, ever reved what has transpired within this building
solong asl live. Weboth win." Rivo's confident geze fatered somewhat.

"What do you say, bounty hunter?Isit aded?"



After amoment, the bounty hunter nodded. "Very well. But oneday | will

find you, Rivo. And on that day, | will finish thisjob."

Rivo grinned. "Ah, yes. It may takelonger than usud, but Boba Fett
awayswins. Very good, then. Until that day..." Hisimageflickered away into

darkness.

The hunter checked his chronometer. At least that was still working. He
had better get moving. Fett had afedling the little Sthspawn might have
"accidentaly” overestimated the countdown to detonation. As he headed for the

roof, Fett sent out abeckon cdl to Savel....

The Storytdller stopped, enjoying the eager stares of the children.

"How doesit end?"' asked thelittle girl breathlesdy.

Her question was taken up by the other kids as they demanded aresolution

tothetale.

The Storyteller smiled gppreciatively and continued. "Well, after many,
many years Boba Fett managed to track Rivo down to a backwater planet in the
Outer Rim Territories, to the very cantinawhere the dicer was hiding-was He
paused for effect and then said softly, his-comAnd then the greatest bounty
hunter of al time finaly completed histask. Y ou see, Boba Feit never loses,

" He glanced at his chronometer. "Now, it'sway past your bedtimes. Get off to



deep, dl of you. And no bad dreams or no more stories before bedtime.”

Satidfied, the children filed up the gairs to ther rooms, 4ill
chattering about the story. All except for the little girl. She paused at the
top of the steps with aquizzical look on her face. "1s Boba Fett a good guy

or abad guy?'

He considered that for amoment. "That's a question only you can answer,"

hesadfindly.

The girl shrugged her shoulders and bounded up the gairs, leaving the

Storytdler donewith histhoughts.

Wéll, not quite done.

"How long have you been sitting there?' the Storyteller asked.

"Youtell me" camethefla, filtered response.

The Storyteller turned toward the shadowed booth from which a gray and

green-garbed figure emerged. Boba Fett stood before the Storytdler, ams

folded across his armored chest.

"After dl these yearsyou actualy managed to find me" Smiling, the

Storyteller sood up. "At least our little tale will be authentic now."



The bounty hunter dowly reached into one of his pouches and the
Storyteller took a deep breath. Fett withdrew something silver and shiny and

the Storyteller suddenly had visions of thermal detonators.

Fett casually tossed the object toward the man, who caught it out of

reflex.

The Storytdller braced himsdf for the end, but when it didn't come he

looked at the object in hispalm. It was acredit chit.

Fett was dready walking toward the exit.

The Storyteller hed it up, confused. "What isthis?'

The bounty hunter didn't turn around. "Many things, Rivo. Anend, anew

beginning... and maybe even an answer to a little girl's question.” Feit

glanced back once, then disappeared through the doors.

The Storyteller (he no longer redlly thought of himsalf as Rivo) examined

the chit. It contained fifty thousand credits. The exact bounty put on his

head by Jabba. Suddenly, everything became clear. He grinned and ran outside.

Boba Fett was gone... vanished into the wastes of Ladarra.

The Storyteller stood therein slence. And realized something was wrong.



For abrief moment, he couldn't quite figure it out-then it suddenly hit him.

There was no squeaking.

The Storyteller looked down... and found himsdf daring a the

disntegrated remains of the bar's repli wood sign. He threw back his head and

began laughing.

*k*

Day of The Sepulchra Night



by Jean Rabe

Wonder what well find?" Solum'ke mused for what | guessed wasthe hdlf-

dozenth time sSince we set out.

"Maybe nothing," | replied-again. "It'sjust alegend, after al. Don't

get your hopes up.”

"Well, thiergu-Rea Duhnesrd, love of my life, | think there's something
toit," she persasted. Sheformed her bulbous, mottled lipsinto a ddightful
pout. "The Qwohog thinks so, too. Otherwise, he wouldn't have talked usinto

renting thissall barge.”

Taked you, | mentaly corrected her. Taked you into spending the last

of my credits during the Day of the Sepulchra Night.

If weld stayed in the city-and on dry ground-we could have booked passage
on that Cordllian corvette occupying most of the port and got back into

Imperia lanes. There we could pick up afew leads on lucrative contracts. I'd



spent so many credits on our brief vacation on this backwater world thet |

needed to turn agood bounty to replenish my normally bulging account.

Wed cometo Zeios || severa daysago for alittle relaxation. The place
isknown for itstourist spots- - elaborate spas and candnas that cater to dl
manner of beings and al manner of tastes and appetites. For the past severd
days|'d been lavishly doling out my credits on the exhibitions and in the
casinos, and-of course-on the more-than-suitable accommodationsin which | had
been romancing the lovely Solum'ke. Like me, she'saWeequay, a tough-looking
humanoid with aluring coarse, gnarled skin. Hersis an enchanting desert tan,
shaded darker in just the right places and rdatively smooth across her
beautiful bad head. Mineisadark gray, nearly the color of the magnificent
wiry topknot that extends to the center of my back. We make an aitractive

couple.

We don't have to use words between us-not spoken ones, anyway. Ours is
the ability to excrete pheromones that allow us to communicate our moods and
desires. Right now my desire was to be elsawhere, but | kept my pheromones in

check so asnot to giveit away and disappoint her.

"L ook at the moons,” she breathed huskily. Her pheromones said shewasin

avery romantic mood. "They're beautiful "

We don't have to use words. But | like the sound of her voice, and she
knowsit. | followed her gaze. Zeios 1l has four moons, and | had read

somewhere that moonlight is an essentid ingredient to an amorous environmern.



That's one of the reasons | suggested we cometo this planet.

Unfortunately, it was aso because of those four moons that we were now
on an understaffed sail barge skimming ameter above the Great Zeios Sea and

leaving land uncomfortably far behind.

K'zk, the Qwohog piloting the rented barge, had been sitting at a nearby
tablein the restaurant we had selected for dinner last night. He hed looked
smd|l and out of place among his humanlike Zeiosian companions- - whom he was

failing to convince to makethisvery trip.

Infact, he pretty much looked out of place away from water. That drew
Solumkée's attention, and sheimmediately became more interested in K'zk's
diatribe than in my soft-gpoken words of adoration and the grilled lemock

haunch sizzling on her plate.

Qwohogs are bipedd amphibians. This one was pale green, dmost matching
the restaurant's drapes. He had silvery-blue scales atop his head, pointed
ears, and long, thin fingersthat he waved every time he uttered a word. His
gpeech was funny and clipped, made harsh and nasally by the vocdizer mask he
wore. I'd learned that Qwohogs normaly communicate by sending vibrations
through the water - comfreshwater-and need a mask to be understood above the
waves, Sdltwater isn't their preferred environment, but apparently this Qwohog
and hisfellows had swallowed their fears and were about to strike off across

the Great Zeios Sea. They just needed someone dong who wasn't averse to



maybe getting in the sdltwater.

"lan't thisromantic?' Solum'ke whispered, interrupting my musngs. She
demurely leaned againgt the rail and stared at three of Zelos I1'S moons. They
hung low in the sky, practicaly touching the sea. " The moons, the weter, the

breeze across my skin. Truly romantic.”

"Not if youreaZeiosan," | said as| moved closer and placed my hand
on thesmdl of her back. "Right now it's midmorning, and under any other
circumstance you couldn't see those moons. The fourth moon's aligned with the
sun. The natives are supergtitious enough asit is aout the moons and night
and day. But on this particular day their behavior is extreme-or so | can tell
from the datachips I've skimmed. No wonder K'zk couldnt get any of the

nativesto comewith him. Suicides, insanity, unfounded hysteria. Infact..."

"All right,” she said flatly, the whimsy suddenly gone from her voice.
"It'san eclipse. Nothing romantic about an eclipse, huh? At least not to you.

Hysteria. Such aromantic word."

"TheDay of the Sepulchra Night," | said, thinking | should say
something to get the mood back. | shouldn't have gotten andytica on her.
"Not romantic in and of itself, certainly. But everything's romantic-comand

perfect- - when you're with me."

She grinned, revealing apearly row of wide, blunt teeth, and settled

againg me. "I'm so glad we cameto this place.”



| kept my pheromonesin control, smiled, and thought about my credits,
which were continuing to evaporate on sail barge rent with each kilometer of
seawe crossed. "Nowhere else could we have seen this day of night,” |

answered as| held her close.

The Zeiosans culture iswrapped around day and night-we both learned
that our first day on the planet. Light is good, darknessis bad, according to
their philosophy. And during thisextremely rare eclipse, the natives lock
themselvesindoorsin abject terror. The cantinas and casinos close, the spas
are boarded up, and only non-Zelosian shipsin the port come and go. Even |

had to admit the morning sky looked alittle eerie.

Thereflection of the three full moons, asalow blue, a pdlid viol,
and aglimmering green a shade darker than K'zk the Qwohog, hit the amdl

waves, sending patterns of light dancing toward the prow and the horizon.

| squinted at a spot far in front of us. Something was bresking up the

light show.

"Wreck off starboard!" one of the four Qwohog crewmen caled. It was a

scant crew, the Zeiosians who worked the barge taking the day off to hide. My

rent had paid for the craft only-K'zk provided the crew.

"There, K'zk!" astocky Qwohog shouted. "That wave skimmer's busted good.



Mst've run aground on the rocks!" The Qwohog gestured wildy toward jagged
shards of hull that floated on the dark water, scattered amid bits of torn

sl and rigging.

A cord spikejutted defiantly out of the center of the refuse. The
ruined wave-skimmer's masthead, aremarkably buxom Zeiosian woman, was caught
agang the spike and thumped hollowly like abeating heart with each lapping
wave. There were bodies, most bobbing facedown, the life long since seeped out
of them. A few men were draped over the larger pieces of hull and might ill
bedive. It wasimpossibleto tell from thisdistance, and the maiter was
becoming moot. | spied atiny dome-shaped pate cut through the water-melk. The
scaly rodent-sized beast rose, rolled its eyes back and opened its mouth. In
an ingtant it had begun to feast on one of the possible survivors. Other mek
were gppearing, about two dozen | guessed. | imagined the waves, painted black

by the eclipse, were becoming tinted red with blood.

K'zk padded toward us and peered toward the cord spike and dowly shook
his head. "Too many shoasaround here. Tide'stoo low. Any skimmer captain
worth his water would have known better, wouldn't have taken a skimmer into
the parts." Heran hisdender fingers across his scales. "L ower the salls?!
he cdled through his mask. "Hold our position! | don't want us drifting any
closer." Softer, he said to the closest Qwohog, "Take asail raft over. Seeif
there might be any survivors. I'll not risk this barge going into th shdlows
for any man. Diergu-Rea, do you mind going with him? Little shorthanded

because of the eclipse, you know."



| scowled. | didn't like the water, but | knew how to swim, so | wasn't
afraid of hoppinginalittlesall raft. But | didn't want our captain to
spend therest of the day picking through bloating bodies. With so many mdk
feasting, the odds of finding someone alive were about as great as finding a
vedlgeg in akemlish pulled from Kryndyn's deep bay. Nil, in other words. |
wasn't worried about the melk looking to me for dinner. With so much flesh in
the water, they'd leave the sail raft aone. What worried me was the waste of

time

Wewere hereto find Zelosan's Chine-or not find it, more likdy-and
return to the reative safety of the Kryndyn spaceport. | thought about
voicing my objection, sncel wasfinancing thislittletrip, but one of the

Qwohogs cut me off.

"Found a couple of live ones, K'zk!" An dert Qwohog hed a par of

macrobinoculars pressed to his eyes and trained on the water. He was gesturing

withaspindly am.

| let out adeep breath and headed toward the sail raft. "Yeah, I'll go.”

"Me, too," Solum'ke added excitedly. Her pheromones told me she was

honestly anxiousto help.

We climbed into the raft, reached for the syntherope dispenser to lower

it abit, then we kicked on the repulsorlift switch. The tiny craft settled



about ahalf ameter above the water. | glanced back at K'zk, who was checking

over the barge's repul sorlift unit.

Our Qwohog mate guided the sail raft among the refuse. From the looks of
the broken deck plates and the floating, bent mast, | guessed the wave-skimmer
had been alittle lessthan hdlf the Sze of the sal barge. Its lift
mechanism probably wasn't powerful enough to float it high above the spires,

and hence the skimmer had struck one and become crippled.

The smdl of the bodieswasn't strong yet, suggesting the men probably
died around dawn. Still, it was enough to make Solum'ke wrinkle her pretty
nostrils. She pointed toward the two men the Qwohog had miraculoudly spotted.
Humans, not Zeiosanslike mogt of the unfortunates facedown in the weter.
They were clinging desperately to acouple of cargo crates lashed to another
cord spike. It kept them out of the water and away from melk, but it was a
precarious perch. The men waved frantically and called to us. The sal raft
scraped againgt aridge edging just above the surface as we made our way
toward them. | glanced over the Sde, the moonlight revedling ashallow resf.
| could've stretched my arm over the Sde and touched it if | weren't afraid a
melk would bite my hand off. If wed taken the sail bargein to rescue these

men, we might've run aground, too, and been melk food.

Aswe pulled dongside the crates, | helped the survivorsinto the sal
raft. They were pale men with dark brown hair that was matted with blood.
Their features hinted that they were Corellian-far from our home, but not a

al that far from the Cordlian corvette that wasin port. If they were from



that ship, they might be our free ride out of here-transportation in exchange

for our saving their lives.

The older one looked to bein worse shape. Hislip was split, and a deep
gash dong hisleg was swdlling, probably becoming infected. It looked like a
melk had bit him and spit him back out. A primitive gaffhook at his sde was
crusted with blood and made me wonder if he had managed to take a piece out of

thereptile.

"Thank the moons someone saw us,” the younger man said. "Wed have been

dead by evening if you hadn't come dong."

"Anyone dsedive?' Solumke asked.

The pair shook their heads and found a spot in the center of the sal
raft, settling heavily onto the seet. "They're degping in the bellies of the
melk," the eldest said. He extended hishand to me, and | shook it. It was
terribly cold. Hed been in the water awhile. He introduced himsdf as

Hanugar, and the younger survivor as Sevik.

"What happened?’ | found mysdlf asking.

"A cord reef and alow tide because of the eclipse,” Hanugar said. "The

wave-skimmer we rented struck it late last night. Cracked the hull open and

ruined the repul sorlift mechanism. It was agood ship, but the captain was



nervous, wanting to get home before the Day of the Sepulchra Night. When we

hit, we took on water too fast to do anything to save her.”

"What were you doing so far from the coast?" Solum'ke wondered aloud.

Sevik shrugged. "Sightseeing. The regular tourist Stuff.”

The Qwohog steered the sail raft back to the barge, while we listened to
Hanugar and Sevik explain how they were bardly able to tie the cargo
containers together and hang onto a coral spike to escape being mak bait.
They seemed genuindy thankful for the rescue, and volunteered to pay for our

passage offworld. My hunch wasright. They were from the big corvettein port.

Once on deck, Solum'ke looked over the Cordlians wounds, She has a
knack for fashioning poultices and bandages-Sriluur knows she's had to bandage

me plenty of times after | ended up on the wrong end of a cantinafight.

"What brought you out here so late at night?' Sevik asked us. It was a

fair question-wed asked it of him.

"Sightseeing. Theregular tourist Suff,” Solumke replied.

"Honeymooning,” | whispered in answer so softly that he couldn't heer. |
grinned and turned away, knowing Solum'ke wouldn't tdl the Cordlians the
real reason we were out here-hunting for treasure that according to K'zk was

buried in Zeiogan's Chine.



From somewhere behind me, | heard K'zk order one of hisfellowsto bring
the Corellians some food. Asthe pair devoured the med, | listened to ther
idle banter. K'zk wastdling them we were heading south, thinking about
skimming toward the Bryndas Idands where the more exotic spas could be found.
The Qwohog sounded convincing. Hal | thought to mysdf. He had tried to
convince the Zeiosans at the restaurant to come out on this fool treasure
hunt with him. But they'd have nothing to do with it because of the eclipse.

Then he turned his charms on Solum'ke and succeeded. Treasure appealed to her.

| heard the flap of the sailsrising and billowing above me, the rev of

the repulsorlift engine. Timeto be on our way again.

K'zk had told us he couldn't go after the treasure himsdlf. It was the
problem with saltwater. He couldn't breathe it, and being submerged in it
could make hisskin blister. Going after the treasure might entail getting
wet-and hence his need for someone to help him. He said we'd split whatever we

found fifty-fifty.

| felt the barge veer to the right to avoid another dangerous cord

ridge.

K'zk claimed that according to Zeiosian legend, during the Day of the
Sepulchra Night the tideswould be at ther lowest point. Several miles

offshore of the main continent, the crest of the sunken mountain ridge cdled



Zeiosian's Chine would poke above the waves. Supposedly great wedth rested
within a cave insde the crest-treasure thet once belonged to a merchant

prince. According to the legend, nearly two hundred years ago during another
rare eclipse, the prince's ship was caught in Zeioss gravity well and pulled

into the atmosphere and crashed into the chine. The prince survived and
directed hismen to bury histreasurein acave dong theridge. He intended

to make araft of part of hisruined ship, sail into aport, and purchase a

ship that would take him back to his treasure and then offworld.

But according to the legend, he drowned before he got to shore. The mak
probably ate him. And in the decades in between and since, no one hed
recovered the prince's treasure. Not the Zeiosians, because they wouldn't go
out during the Day of the Sepulchra Night. And not the tourists, because the
legend was supposedly a closely guarded secret. K'zk wouldn't say how he came

by thetde.

"The ching, K'zk! | see Zeiosan's Chine!™ one of the Qwohogs roared

through his vocdizer mask.

| skepticaly peered over therail. Nothing but choppy water. | couldn't

see what the Qwohog was so excited about.

"K'zk?" | heard a Qwohog prompt. "Wegoin'in?'

| felt the sail barge ease forward, then | looked past the bowsprit.

There, a couple hundred yards out, something edged above the waves. At firg



glance | thought it was the spiny backbone of some great sea creature. | fdt
my hand drift to my blaster. But the backbone didn't move, and | relaxed a

little. It was nothing more than another cora ridge.

Solum'ke was a my side. She had left Sevik and Harm gar and had Slendy
snuck up behind me. "Thishasto be it," she breathed. "This has to be

Zeodan'sChine"

"Y ou don't know that," | gently warned. "There's lots of cord ridges

around hereand..."

Her dark eyes sparkled and her wide mouth fell open as we neared the
ridge. The moonsilluminated the peaks that jutted above the surface about a
dozen feet or s0. There were afew deep shadows amid the rocks- - caves, |
figured. Thelargest was round, like the eye of someimmense beast, and it was

toward the top. The smallest were just above the surface of the waves.

| heard the sails being lowered and the hum of the repulsorlift engine

dropped to awhisper.

K'zk quickly explained he didn't want to chance the sail barge'shull on

finding any dark rocks hiding just above the surface, said he didn't warnt it

ending up likethe Coréllians wave-skimmer.

"The legend of Zelosan's Chine," Sevik whisded.



"That's what you were out here after, wasn't it?" Solum'ke asked him.

The Coréllian nodded. "Y eah, tourist stuff - comj like you."

"Wonder what well find?' she mused aloud.

| shook my head. "It'saridge, nothing more, with afew cavesinit."

"The prince'streasure'sin one of the caves" Solumke said. "Etren

crysasashig asmy fig, thelegend says.”

"If thisistheright ridge, and if the legend about the merchant prince
istrue" | cautioned. "But the treasure might be gone-if there was any to
begin With. Sevik and Hanugar are evidence enough we're not the only treasure
hunters on the planet. And don't forget, alot of years have passed. Sal,
don't be too hopeful about this." My words and my pheromones were doing

nothing to dampen her enthusiasm.

"Takethesall raft in as close as you can.” K'zk had moved up behind us.

"Whatever you find-put in these sacks. Don't try to hide anything from me.

Well split it fifty-fifty."

"What about us?' Hanugar interrupted.

"Y ou haveyour lives" Solum'ke said, athreatening tone laced into her



aultry voice. "Fifty-fifty means two shares-ours and the Quohog's"" Her

pheromones backed up her threat, though the Corellians couldn't read them.

"Now, now," the Qwohog tsked, the noise sounding like an insect buzzing
in hisvocaizer mask. "We might sparethem just alittle bit if they lend a

hand."

| grabbed a couple of glowrods, got in the sail raft, and helped Solumke

dimbin.

Shewas curious like gjarencat, and despite my best efforts | couldn't
convince her to stay on the sail barge while | looked around. Sevik came

along, and Hanugar took aone-man sall raft.

"Wonder what well find?' Solum'ke mused doud, as | steered the sl

raft closer. "Wonder what well find?"

"Maybenothing,” | said-again-as | tied the raft off on arocky

protrusion.

Hanugar had aready landed, and was heading into the largest cave at the
top, the one that seemed to look like abeast's eye. Let him have that one, |
thought, as| watched him scrambleinside. If | were hiding a treasure, |
would put it in the least likely spot. And the least likely spot that we could

see tonight seemed to be the cave | noticed closest to the water, a narrow



crevice that looked like abig black wrinkle. It would be atight squeeze. The
other caves were too small to even consider. It was possible there were more

caves beneath the surface.

Solumke nudged me forward. | hated enclosed places. And | hated treasure
hunts. Give me a handful of contracts on pirates, spies, and failed smugglers-

you'l get richer much faster.

Solumke passed aglowrod to Sevik. He dill looked in sorry shape,
despite her minigtrations, but his eyes gleamed like hers at the prospect of
wedlth. Was | the only one being redlistic about this? | wondered. Was | the
only one who knew we would be sailing away empty handed? Anything to humor
Sol, though. Anything to make her happy. | fdt her thick fingers brush my
shoulder. Shewas right behind me. It was easy going at first, as there were
few jagged edgesto biteinto our boots. The decades beneath the waves had

smoothed the rocks surfaces.

"Wonder what well find?" she whispered again.

| shrugged my broad shoulders and did inside the crevice. The space was
small, making me uneasy, and the glowrod Solum'ke held behind melit the damp
wallsand sent shadows rallicking about the cramped confines. Our own
slhouettes againgt the rocks seemed eerie and added to my queasiness. Still,
| edged forward and down, following the natural shaft, then | stopped when |
heard something crunch benesth my boot. | looked & the stone floor and

blinked. Bones, humanoid ones from the looks of them. They were brittle with



age, but white, picked clean by melk | guessed.

"Thergu-Rea?" Solum'ke's voice was tinged with just a touch of

NENvVOUSNESS.

"What'd yafind?' Sevik cdled. He couldn't see anything around Sol's

pleasantly stocky frame.

"What's |ft of earlier treasure hunters,” | replied. Maybe they'd found
the crevice on aDay of the Sepulchral Night decades ago and ddllied too long,
became trapped inside and drowned when the eclipse ended and the water rose.
Or maybe something el se had happened to them. | sped our course and wished we

would have thought to buy rebreeathers before we left port.

We must have been more than a dozen feet below sealevel when the passage
became tighter still and pools of saltwater swirled around my knees in the
depressions. No wonder the Qwohog was afraid to come down here. The water had

so much st init that even my thick skin wasirritated.

To complicate matters, | felt trapped, like a caged beast. | dmost
signded Sal to turn back, but something sparkled ahead, quickening even my
doubting heart. | pushed mysalf between the shaft wallsand cringed when nmy
shirt ripped on arock. | felt the stone cut across my shoulder blades and
felt the warmth of my blood running down my back. My back would heal-Sol would

seeto that-but the shirt wouldn't. And it was expensive, agift she gave me



on our firg night here.

"How much farther?' Sevik called.

| didn't know, so | didn't answer. | continued to squeeze through the
shaft and edge downward still. Thewalls were dick with moisture, and |
suspected the glowrod-light bouncing off the water was what caught my eye. |
ran my finger dong the stone in front of me and brought adrop to my lips.
More sdtwater. There must be cracks in the rocks someplace, letting a little

bit of the seain.

"There's nothing here," | whispered to Solum’ke. "Let's turn back and

hope Hanugar was more successful.”

| saw the degjected look on her face and read her pheromones that screamed
disappointment, then her expression and mood Ingantly brightened. She was
looking past me. | craned my neck and followed her gaze. Red crydas. A
couple of shards sat on aledge alittle farther down. It was enough to meke

me forget my concerns and my claustrophobia and press onward.

"We found something!" Solum'ke passed on to Sevik. He let out a whoop

behind her.

My boots crunched over more bones as | reached the niche with the
crystas. Beyond, the shaft opened-as did my mouth. Myriad multicolored

crystaslittered the floor of anatura cavern, covering every bit of stone



and twinkling merrily like fireflies in the light of the glowrod. Some
crystalswinked up at usfrom below the surface of smdl pools, meking it
impossibleto tell just how deep the wedlth lay. Urns, minigiure statues,
hammered meta idols, and more caught Solum'ke's attention. A large wooden
chest gtting amid the wedlthy clutter caught mine. | let out a low whisle

and padded toward it, my boot hedls clinking across the crystas. | quickly

knelt before the old chest. The wood stank, rotten with age.

"Wererich!" Solumke cried. "Oh, thergu-Rea, | knew there was something

tothelegend. | just knew it! K'zk wasright!"

| looked over my shoulder. She had set her glowrod down and was scooping
up crygds, letting them fal through her fingers and dink againg the
floor. Sevik was busy skirting the edges of the sdtwater pools. He started
unrolling the canvas sacks K'zk had given us and was deciding whet to fill

themwith first.

"These crystdsareold, lover,” Solum'ke said. She was holding one,
amost reverently. "Well be set for therest of our lives™ Bits of rotting
leather were scattered here and there, remnants of the sacks that the crystals
had once been stored in. She brushed the leather asde and plunked the
crystasinto her own sack. "Thisll buy usour own freighter, a flegt of

them, maybe amoon somewhere.”

| returned my attention to the chest. It had alarge, primitive locking



mechanism that was rusted, as were the iron bauds thet cut across the

discolored wood. An iron plague on top had some type of inscription on it, but

it wasin alanguage| couldn't read. | reached to my waist and retrieved a

Rodian throwing razor. Jabbing the pommé at the lock made a hollow sound that
reverberated around the chamber. The lock wouldn't give. But the wood was old,
and | redirected my attention to prying &t it. It took me quite a while. How

long I'm not certain, but eventudly | cut aholein thetop of the chest. |

reached for aglowrod, peered into the cavity, and sucked in my breath.

"Diergu-Rea, what'd you see?

"Gems, crowns, the wedlth of aprince, Sol," | answered hoarsdly. My
throat had gone dry. "Crystas not quite asbig as your fist, but big. Were

going to bevery rich.”

She squedled with ddlight and passed me asack. | thrust my hand in the
chest's opening, my fingers closed around the gems, and | started pulling them
out. The light danced acrosstheir facets, and | enjoyed the view for amoment
before | dropped them in the sack. My arm worked faster, in and out of the
opening, retrieving sparkling gems as black asamidnight sky, pae blue ones
in the shape of tears, orange onesthat brightened with the heat of my hand,
and more. | dropped a green crystal necklace over Sol's head, and returned to
scoopingjewdsinto my sack. | let my thick fingers play dong the surface of

alarge sunblaze, let mysdf get carried away.

I'm not sure how much time passed; time seemed irrelevant while therewas



al thisloot about. But | know it was enough timeto let me fill my canvas
sack. | garted stuffing my pockets full of the gemsleft in the bottom of the

chest. | wasn't going to let even one bauble escape me.

"l can hardly lift this" Solum'ke grunted. She was aformidable Weequay,
probably stronger than |, and the seams of her sack were threatening to split.
"If this planet were more civilized, we couldve rented droids to help us

cary this"

"Not many droidson Zeios|l," Sevik cut in. He was obvioudy strong,
too. He had two bulging sacks, each tossed over ashoulder. "In fact, there's

not many..."

Hiswordstrailed off when | waved at him. | cocked my head to the Sde
and listened. Water. "Something'swrong,” | said. My pheromonestold Solumke
| wasworried. | shouldered my sack, took one of the glowrods, and eased my

way by Sevik and into the tunndl.

I'd madeit to the narrowest part of the shaft when | realized something
was very definitely wrong. A rivulet of water was running down the rocky
floor, the source of the noise. At first it looked like atrickle, but as |
stared, the water spread out and was coming quicker, becoming a stream. It
rushed into the pools of water that were in the depressions of the tunnel-way,

then came out the other side like aminiature waterfall.



"Sol! Welve got to get out of here, now! Grab what you've got and let's

go! Fadt! | think the seaisrising!”

I heard Solum'ke scrabble across the crystals on the floor behind me. A
glance over my shoulder revealed that Sevik's feet were rooted to the spot,

his eyestransfixed on dl the crystals we were leaving behind.

"Sol!" | shouted, nodding toward our guest.

She gave him a harsh nudge that seemed to snap him back to redity. He
brought up therear of our little entourage, carrying his sacks practicaly
effortlesdy. It was tougher going climbing the shaft. It was steeper than I'd
redlized, and the floor was dippery. Aswe neared the opening, the water came

rushing in even fagter, surging around our knees, then our thighs.

A moment later, my head poked out of the opening, and | balanced on the
ledge to keep from fdling into the sea-which was lapping a my waist now. |
let the glowrod dip from my fingers-| didn't need it. The sky was lighter,
the eclipse ending, thetidesrisng quickly. | started scrambling up what was

left of theridge, motioning Sol to follow me.

Hanugar's sail raft was heading toward the barge- - dong the deck of
which al the Qwohogs stood. Our sail raft was ruined-there was adegp gash in
its hull where the repul sorlift mechanism rested. The mechanism wasa usdess
piece of history, shattered by being dashed againgt asharp cord spike. The

sall raft still floated-but like a primitive boat-on the water, not above it.



And it was without any power.

A wave broke against my chest, threatening to push me under. The sea was
risng even faster now, and within minutes| knew we'd be treading water-or

drowning if we didn't drop the gems.

"When the seagetsalittle higher, I'll bring the sail barge inl" K'zk
hollered. He called something el se, but hiswords werelost by the crash of a

wave against the rocks around us.

The minutes seemed to crawl by asthe searose up to our shoulders. We
watched Hanuger tie hissall raft to the ral and dimb onto the barge.

Hanugar's raft was pulled up.

Theraft! Our raft! My eyes searched about and locked onto our damaged

one. It was drifting away from us. It would do to keep us above the water.

"Hurry!" | yelled to Solum'ke, as | gestured toward the raft. I'd sighted
acouple of mek headsin the distance- - naturally heading in our direction-
and | desperately wanted to be out of their element, fast. | felt the sting of
the saltwater against my back whereI'd cut it, and | knew my blood was

seeping into the sea. 1t would lead the melk straight to us.

"Where's Sevik?" Solum'ke shouted. She'd somehow managed to reach the

raft and tossed her sack into xs bottom. She hefted hersdf over the sde and



started using her arms as paddles to drag the crippled raft toward me.

The water was up to my chin now, and | had to point my head toward the
lightening sky to keep my mouth above it. "Theres no Sgn of im!" |

answered. "He might have drowned!"

Within ahandful of heartbests, she was tugging my sack and me into the
raft. | glanced a the sail barge, at Hanugar who was standing at therailing.
Then my mouth dropped open as| saw Sevik climbing up the side of the ship,
histwo sacks dill over his shoulders. It would have been physcdly
impossible for him to have swum so far with the waght of the crydds.
Unless... | looked closer, spotted arepulsorlift belt around hiswaist. "Why

you dimy excuse for aNimbanese jowl preener..."

The rest of my words were drowned out by awave crashing against the sde

of our raft. | saw the sail barge hover higher and glide toward us.

"Throw usalinel" | ydled.

"The crystasfirat!" Sevik called back as heleaned over the sdewith a

length of syntherope.

"No!" Solum'ke and | shouted practicdly in unison. We clutched our

treasures.

K'zkwas next to Sevik, peering over the Side, ablagter rifletrained on



Solum'ke's beauteous face. His voice cracked through the vocdizer mask.

"Well take dl of the crystals-one way or another.”

Solum'ke made amove for her blaster. What happened to fifty-fifty? her

pheromones asked.

"The sdtwater," | whispered to her.

I heard her groan. Our blasters would be useless, ruined by our dip in
the sea. | draped my arm around her shoulders, and she dumped against me, as
we gave in and watched our sacks of gems and crystasrise into the traitorous

Qwohog's sail barge.

"Just tell me" | caled up to K'zk, "Were the Cordliansinvolvedin al

of this? From thefirst?'Y ou obvioudy know them.”

"Of course. Partners. Fifty-fifty," the Qwohog replied as he eased the
sall barge afew meters away from our crippled raft. "1'd received a message
they were marooned, so we had to pick them up before looking for the chine. We
wered| looking-or Zeiosian's Chine-they on the skimmer and me with the
barge. Two ships would have amuch better chance of finding it. They truly
fdl afoul of theridge, lost some of our matesin the process. Our cgptain

won't be pleased.”

"But thisshould mallify him!" Sevik chuckled, as he hdd up abig



crysd.

"So why'd you need us?' | sneered.

"Insurancein casethey didn't find theridge,” came the Qwohog's curt
reply. "Or in case | couldn't save any of my Cordlian friends. Couldn't dedl
with the saltwater myself, you know. Besides, you made fine extra pairs of
hands. Sorry to leave you stranded- - you were good sports about the whole
thing-even paid to rent the sail barge. But we can't have you turning usin to

the authorities before we've had a chance to get off-world."

"The corvette."

The Qwohog nodded. "Our ship. And we'd best hurry. The captain's waiting

for us. Thanksfor your help!™

Asthe moons faded and the sun came out, chasing away al sgns of the
eclipse, we watched the sail barge become a spot on the waves and then
disappear. Our little sail raft bobbed near the reef, till afloat, protecting

usfrom themdk.

"Well die out here" Solum'ke said. I'd never heard her sound so sad.

"We're not that far from the coast. Other barges will be out before the

day is up-headed toward the spas on Bryndas Idands. Someone will rescue us.”



"Welog everything," she continued to moan. "All that treasure. All

those..." She dropped a hand to her neck, to the green crystd necklace I'd

put there.

| reached into my pocket and pulled out ahandful of sunblazes. "Every

pocket isfull," | said. "More than enough to pay our rescuers and buy passage

off this place-butuy usasmdl freighter, anew one maybe."

"And we dtill have our lives™" she sad, brightening alittle.

"Very long ones," | added. She caught the gleam in my eye. "Maybe in

another dozen or so decades we can come back here-during the next Day of the

Sepulchra Night."

"Get what weleft behind in Zelosan's Chine," shefinished.

| drew her close, buried my nose againgt her still damp neck. She smedlled

of the seaand of summer, intoxicating.

Solumke returned my embrace. "What are you thinking about?' she

whispered after severa quiet moments.

"AQ-WOHOG."

"And two Cordlians?'



"Shouldn't betoo hard to find."

"Not for the best bounty huntersin the sector,” shereplied. "l think |

hear another sail barge coming our way adready.”

*k*

Uhl Eharl Khoehng

by PatriciaA. Jackson



Twin tridents of lightning surged acrossthe low-lying skies of I1scera.
The congested atmosphere bled through in clotted tones of red and orange, as
volatile gases reacted with the charged violence of the sorm. Torrentia
gusts of wind and wet snow buffeted the hull of the Prodigd, layering the
freighter with a secondary armor plate of thick ice. Bearing no exterior
signature or running lights, the Y T-1300 sat alone on an exposed pad, isolated

from the main traffic of the | scerian spaceport.

Lightning briefly illuminated the interior of the Prodigd’s bridge.
Fable Atin sat tentatively, contemplating the storm. Exhausted and sickened,
the youngJedi ran her fingers through the matted tangle of her hair, draping
the unruly mane over her shoulders. The tapered cut of her flight jacket
accentuated her dender waist and the lengthy lines of her legs and thighs
Shewinced irritably, shifting position to relieve the pinch of her gray
pirate leggings, which had gathered in the backs of her knees. The dight
motion rattled the heavy blaster at her hip and caused the lightsaber to fdl

into the cushion beside her.

Fableflipped the comm switch for the tenth time, waiting for the
computer to bring up the stored message from the ship'slogs. The featureess
image emerged from the mini-holovid, redigning itsdf into the face and upper
torso of awoman. Prematurely gray with the burden of command, auburn hair
curled at the shoulders of her uniform, which bore the inggnia of a Rebdl

Alliance officer.



"Greetings Captain Agtin and to your Harrier Infiltration team. Thisis
Commander Beatonn of the Rebd frigate, V'nnuk'rk." Beatonn paused briefly,
interrupted by the distant blare of a proximity darm. "Y our objectiveisvery
clear, Captain. The Empire has begun construction of a communications bunker
on Nyszalll. Your orders are to destroy the bunker before it can be
completed. Good luck. Captain, and may the Force be with you." The holo-

communiceation ended amid static discharge and interference.

Fable toggled the erasure switch, deleting the trangmisson. It was a
duty long overdue. Nearly seventeen hours had passed since the completion of
their objective, which had resulted in the untimely desth of her technica

officer, Arecdis Acogta "Did you know that he was haf human?’

"I'd heard rumors" Deke Holman replied. The auxiliary control lights
cast asurred auraover his handsome but grim face and the shock of fiery,
red hair crowning his cumbersome head. A Socorran, he was dark-skinned and
rugged, wearing the traditiona gold hoop in hisleft ear lobe. Stll damp
from their misadventure on Nyszallll, he leaned forward and stared into the
hol ographic etching secured on the viewscreen. He recognized his own stout
figure, framed on each side by his companions. On theright, his captain and
friend. Fable Agtin, smiled as hetickled her neck. To the Ieft, Arecdis

Acogtaweas playfully feigning apunch.

The Coynitewas nearly 2.2 meterstall, powerfully built at the chest and
shoulders. His body was covered with afine blanket of blue-black fur, which

was intricately braided around his neck and ears. In the eiching, his thick



fingers grasped at Deke'sforearm, easlly meking the circumference of his
flesh. Arecdiss other hand was balled into afist asthe Coynite feigned an

incoming punch.

Deke shook his head, thoughtfully puraing his thick lips. "I'm redly
going to misshim." He sniffed disdainfully, dumping against the back of the
accderation chair. "No wonder there was no security in that bunker. Who would
have thought a Jedi would be there?' Rubbing his forehead, he Sghed, "At

least you were with us™

"Didn't do Arecdlis much good,” Fable scoffed. Her body was bruised from
her momentary encounter with Viaico, adarkJedi assigned to the garrison. One
feint and one block was al he needed to launch her across the width of the
congtruction corridor. Trembling with rage, al Fable could do was stare up at
him, as hismocking laughter echoed through the empty ceiling tiles above the
complex. Her limited skillswere no chalenge to him, and she had undermined

herself by drawing her lightsaber in anger, opening hersdf to the dark side,

"Smellslike agundark crawled into the nav computer and died. It reeks
in herel" The exacerbated Jedi threw her gloves onto the console, acutely
aware of the stench permesting the bridge. During their escape from the
bunker, they had been forced to dive into a congtruction tunnd ful of
stagnant water. The scent was proalific. "We need to get out of here. Is there

abar or something in town?"



"Thisis pretty much adry world, Capt'n,” Dekereplied. "But when | went
to pick up those rations, | passed a little theater on the boulevard.
Evidently, it'sthe last show before the winter break and the owners are

giving away tickets"

"Did you get any?'

"Didn't have much of achoice. The kid nearly knocked me down trying to

givethelast two away."

"What'sit caled?'

Posing vaiantly, Deke stood up and put hishand over hischest. Ina

deep voice, he declared,” "'For the Want of an Empire.”

"Wonderful," Fable grumbled, leading theway out of theflight cabin. "I

can't wait to seethis.”

Againgt the elaborate backdrop of the stage, the dashing of swords
echoed from the inner recesses of the set. The dua ended abruptly, with the
edge of one prop sword dicing cleanly through the other, detonating the small
chargeinsgdeto provide the dramatic effect of alightsaber exploding through
meta. Panting and fatigued, the actors separated, retreating to the far edges

of the mock cave.

Fable focusaed on the mesmerizing movements of thelead actor. A subtle



trick in the theater lighting enhanced the maevolence of his character, a
tragic hero bent on destroying his one-time friend and companion. Captivated

by the last moments of the scene, she sat on the edge of her seet, waiting for

him to spesk.

The audience gasped as the sword diced the air only millimetersfrom one
actor'sface, feigning the dreaded deathblow. Ashisriva died at his fed,
the hero turned toward the audience. "Come, my good fellows," he announced in
aclear, resonating tone, "let us part this sad scene and, through our good
company, make the journey shorter.” The curtain closed as the stage hands

emerged to reset for thefind act.

Fable sat back in her chair. "Did you seethat?' She covered her mouth,

laughing anxioudy into her hand. "Histechniqueisamost flawless.” Scanning

the glossy holo-program, she whispered, "What's his name?’

"Jedib Brandl."

"] want to meet him." Turning on the wary Socorran, she squeezed his

kneestightly. "Y ou spesk Iscerian, don't you? Tak to the owner.”

Grumbling under his breath, Deke moved away from his seat and toward the

aide. "I'll seewhat | cando."

Through most of thefind act, Fable sat with the actor's imege across



her 1ap, comparing the picture with every minute expression of his youthful,
amost adolescent face. The Force was with him and shefdt it, moving through
the audience with atangible presence. She marveled at the dangerous pardld
dimensions of redity and the play, where ayoung councilman began adow rise
into theinner circles of high government, only to discover corruption in

every facet of itsexistence. In act two, heinitiated a campaign to end the
deterioration of the bureaucracy. But as hisvison expanded in the third act,

it became aruthless autocracy, bent on exterminating itsenemiesand al who

opposed it.

For thefinal scene, the hero stood alone in asplintered universe of his
creetion, devoid of hope, life, family, or friends. In afind affirmation,
gazing out over the audience, he briefly met her eyes and held her captive. On
his dying breath, he gasped, "For the want of an empire... dl humanity was

log."

Collapsing to the stage floor, the hero perished amid a thunderous echo
of applause. Fable was one of the fird to stand, eagerly gpplauding the
performance, and joined the audience's shouted accolades as the minor
characters returned to the stage to take their bows. From the side wall, she

spotted Deke waving for her to join himintheaide.

"Comeon," Deke whispered, leading her out of aside door. "Mogt of the
actors stay and hobnob with the audience, but a sage hand told me that

Brandl's aready heading back to his quarters.”



"Thereheid!" Fable shouted, as the door dammed dhut behind them.
"That's him!" she gushed, recognizing the actor's costume robes. "Brandl!" she

shouted, diding down theicy stairwel. " Jedlib Brandl?

The actor hesitated as the young woman scampered across the ice toward
him. Shewas moving too rapidly for the foating, diding precarioudy with

every dride.

Dropping hisbag, Jadib stepped forward as her legs dipped from beneath
her, anchoring the young woman in hisarms. "That was quite an entrance" he

teased.

"That was quite a performance!” Fable countered. Hushing crimson with
embarrassment, she stepped away from him and laughed nervoudly, covering her

reaction with asmile. "Where did you learn to use asword like that?"

"An actor needs avariety of exotic skills" Jadlib replied with a grin.

"It'sthe only way to insure longevity in this professon.” Retrieving his

bag, he whispered, "Now if you'll excuse me, | have along flight ahead of me

tomorrow. Good night. Miss... Miss..."

"Fable. Fable Atin."

"Good night. MissAgtin." His smile degpened. "Fable."



"Good night,” Fable sighed, watching the outline of hisrobes vanish in
the shadows of the theater courtyard. Teeth chattering, she stared into the

darknessfor along moment.

"Comeon. Fable!" Deke complained. "It'sfreezing out here. Let's get

back to the ship.”

The pressure in Fable's lungs was building rapidly. Trapped by
stormtroopers in the construction tube, she was desperate to find a quick
escapefor her infiltration team. They were fifteen minutes off schedule with
aload of therma detonators on their backs, each timed to go off inlessthan
forty minutes, regardless of their safety. If they did not reach the objective

Site soon, no onewould be dive to complete their mission.

Fable reached in front of her, tapping Arecdlis on the shoulder. Asthe
Coynite turned, hisfeatures began to distend and shift, blending into the
harsh, angular jaw of Viako, the dark Jedi they would later encounter in the
command station. "Had you given yoursdlf to the passon, he might dill be

dive" hetaunted. "Y our fedings can do little for him now."

Y anking the lightsaber from her belt. Fable lunged savagdly. Shefaked a

left feint, deftly bringing the lightsaber down and acrossto theright.

"That'sit, girl! Anger isthe control. Y our fear isthe power. And your
fear isgredt, littleone." His voice reverberated through the darkness,

washing over her consciousness. "'Y ou have taken your first smal steps toward



the ultimate ecstasy. Now awake and open yoursdlf to the true power."

He'sin my room-Fable thought frantically, struggling with the nightmare.
The lightsaber flared in her grip, burning her hand, and she dropped it to the
floor. Asthe weapon clanked againgt the deck plates. Fable woke franticaly
to find hersdlf standing in the center of her cabin. She recoiled in horror
when she saw her seared pam. Dropping to the floor. Fable curled into afeta
ball on the floor and rocked from side to side, desperate to quell the pain.
The youngJedi called on the power of the Forceto control theinjury, but the
throbbing wound's anger did not subside, nor did shefed the sense of inner

pesce that came with the summoning of the Force.

Fumbling with thelight control beside her bunk. Fable cradled her
injured hand againgt her. She snatched the lightsaber from the deck and threw
it into the mirror, shattering glass fragments acrossthe smal persona gear
locker. Stumbling to the sink unit, she tripped the sensor, stifling a scream
asthejetsblew cool, moist air over the cauterized wound. As the soothing
jetsblew over her and her tears, she dumped to the floor. In one moment of
grief, one step from the path of light, she had changed the course of her
future, betraying hersdf, her love of the Jedi, and the teachings of her

mother.

On the table beside her bunk, the holo-image of her mother grinned
inanely at her. In the fragmented remains of the mirror. Fable saw that same

face, younger and smoother; but there was something noticeably sinister about



the features-her features.

"Fable!" She heard thefrantic pitch in Deke's voice as the Socorran
hurried through the cabin hatch. Pulling herself up from the floor, she dowly
moved aong with him as he guided her to the bunk. “"What happened?’ he gasped,

examining the ugly wound carved into her flesh.

"It was him," Fable whispered. "He was here.”

"Who?" the Socorran demanded, wrapping the burn in sterile gauze.

"Vidco. At least that'swhat he cdls himsdlf." She winced as the burn

pulled at the tender skin. "He's coming for me. To turn meto the dark side.

And there's nothing | can do to stop him!*

Ignorant of the Jedi's true troubles, Deke snarled, "You know Il go

down with you, Capt'n. What do you need meto do?"

Hiding her frightened face beneath the shadow of her long hair, she

whispered, "Deke, | need you to run a background check onJaalib Brandl. Do you

have access to the civilian database?"

"Having access and getting access is the same thing to me. But how's that

going to help. Fable?"

"Please Deke, | can't explainit right now," she whispered, percaiving



thejedousglint in hiseyes.

Deke nodded, risng to hisfeet. "I'monit.”

Heavy snow blanketed the exterior lots of the | scera spaceport, throwing
layer upon downy layer over the hulls of the freighters docked in the outer
arena. The steady flow of large, cumbersome flakes cut vishility nearly in
haf, hampering Fabl€'s efforts to see through the viewscreen into the
interna docking bays nearby. "What have you found?' she asked, gtting down
in the copilot's chair. A cup of soup warmed her good hand, bringing a sl

measure of strength to her exhausted body.

"Nothing out of the ordinary,”" Deke sighed. Staring into the termind, he
watched the information scroll across the screen. "The dvilian logs dontt
show very much. Jaalib Brandl, seventeen years old, orphaned at age twelve. No
known rdatives within the Imperia sectors. Lived with afamily friend, Otias
Atori, and then | eft to pursue acareer in theater. There were no records of
him even exigting before the age of twelve." He sat back inthe chair. "That's

when | got suspicious.”

"Suspicious?’ Fable probed. "Why?!

"The Imperidshave a sneeky practice of creating people, svapping

records to implant operatives among the populace. The only way to trace them

isthrough their records. If you look hard enough, every onceinawhile" he



smirked confidently, "youll find ahole.

"Like no records before a certain age?'

"Uh-huh. So | started cross-referencing in that Imperid database we
intercepted. Only | forgot to use hisfirst name. Look what came up.” The
image of an older man appeared on the screen. There was a brooding, sniser
edge to his handsome face, a piercing glare and an arrogant amirk thet gave

the impression that he was posing. " See any family resemblance?’

"Lord Addric Brandl," Fable read the information. "An actor?"

"And thiswas hisbiggest and best role yet." Deke tapped the control

pand. A restricted information bar flashed across the screen as he accessed

the code.

Fable set her cup aside, afraid that her trembling hands might spill the

hot liquid into her 1ap. "An Imperid Inquisitor? Brandl'sfather is a Jedl

killer?'

"The Alliance has officid notices about this maniec dl over the

network. Avoid at al costs, executive order 2354. This guy was bad news.”

IIW%’?‘

"Evidently Brandl went rogue and took off, prompting a gdaxywide



manhunt. They found him," Deke shuddered, "following astring of corpses that
he |eft from one sector to the next. And when they findly caught him, he went
berserk and committed suicide.” The Satusline scrolled over the image of

Brand|'sface, flashing the word "Deceased" across the screen.

"What'sthat?" Fable pointed to the corner of thetermind.

"It'san Imperid code about notifying next of kin. This one means the

body was never recovered.”

"Never recovered? Never recovered by the family or never found?'

"Can't tell you, Capt'n. Wasn't there."

Fable srummed her fingers lightly againg her thigh, feding the

lightsaber's dight weight againgt her hip.

"I've seen that look before," Deke grumbled pensvely. Fumbling with the
control panel, he reached into the mass confusion of the drcuitry boards
benesth the shield generator controls and retrieved a dusty bottle of Socorran
raava. "Here," he gaveit to her. Then removing the earring from hislobe, he
handed the golden hoop to her aswell. "1 noticed the port manager is So -
corran. Give him the earring and tell him you need a ship. Then give him the

bottle and let him know that he can discuss the terms with me."



Fable wiped at her cheek, feding the moisture beneeth her fingertips

"Youreagood friend, Deke."

"That'swhat they tell me," he sighed, propping his legs againg the

console. "Now go on," he fussed, "before | change my mind.”

Quietly, Fablewaked into the corridor beyond the flight bridge.

"Fable?' Deke whigpered, as she hesitated, lingering beneath the

bulkhead. "If Brandl'salive, he'sgot nothing to lose."

"At this point, Deke, neither do|."

The hyperdrive cue pulsed, startling Fable to consciousness. She rubbed
at the bruise swelling on her forehead where she had knocked it soundly
againgt the canopy of the X-wing. "No bad dreams?’ she sghed with a hdlf
smile. From above, an abrupt movement distracted her and before she could
utter one sound, the body of Arecdlis came crashing through the cockpit
shield, bringing theicy grasp of space. Asthe air was drawn from her lungs
Viaico stood over her, straddling the cockpit and mocking her with his deep,

throaty laughter.

Fable shrieked, dapping hystericaly at the mutilated corpse cradled in
her lap; but there was nothing there. Frantically craning her neck to get a
full view of the outsde canopy, she saw nothing but the brilliant lines and

colors of hyperspace, asthey began to retract into the telltale pinpoints of



disant planets and stars. Redling from the traumatic nightmare, she collgpsed

againg the acceleration chair.

The emerald-gold face of Truldis emerged before her as the X-wing
materidized from hyperspace. Quickly engaging the engines, she braced for the
atmospheric entry. Scanning her sensors, Fable checked the data screens, which
were inundated with immediate life-sign readings. The sensors began tracing
theion sgnature, automaticaly pinpointing the trace of a light shuttle.

Setting asimilar course, she eventudly landed outside the perimeter of a

amd| sattlement.

From the ground, Truldiswas breathtaking and mgestic. Fable found
hersdlf captivated by the noble black trees whose leaves radiated a green hue
when struck by direct sunlight. With massive, arching branches, the trees
formed a shaded corridor above the overgrown trail. Enjoying the quiet walk,
Fable rechecked her sensor information, confirming that the life sgns she had
received were mostly animd in nature. The settlement structures the computer

had uncovered were void of any life. As she came closer, it was apparent why.

Strewn about the outskirts of the common, she found the remains of sorm
trooper armor. There were no bodiesinside, but the unmistakable blast scoring
across the chests were disturbing evidence of afailed retdiation againgt the
Empire, aswerethe skeletdl remains of their victims, which were haf buried
in the loose topsoil nearby. At the settlement gates, she stared into the

desolate streets where wreckage and debris were scattered from one end of the



broad avenue to the next.

The body of asmdl banthalay in the doorway of a narrow shelter.
Shrunken and thin, itsthick hide had been preserved by the nurturing Trulalis
soil. Manicured gardens had gone to seed, spreading erratically over the front
lawns and the dilapidated remains of the abandoned cottages. In one shdlter.
Fable found the transport shuttle, which had been assgned to Jadib- - she

knew she was on theright track.

The only true survivor of the Imperial ondaught sat in the center of the
Settlement. Its shadow stood over her in slent testament of its endurance.
Fable stared up and up, until her eyes could take in the enormity of the
ancient theater. Blast scoring had scarred the pristine limestone obdlisk,
leaving ablemish of tragedy etched into the elaborate design. Hemmed in by
stone fences and gates, the gardens were immaculately trimmed and manicured,
tapered back from the winding garden paths, which wound and curved into the
enormous entrance. Two stone pillars framed the centrd portd, cagting

grotesgue, disembodied shadows over the archway.

Mustering her courage, she stepped into the immense antechamber. Her eyes
took in the magnificence of tapestriesand digplay cases, each showing the
relics of prop swords, ornate jewelry, and costumes used in the various stage
productions. She heard voices echoing from the right wing and followed

inginctively, attuned to the familiar strength of Jadib'svoice.

"You areathief, aliar, and apawn!" Jadib spat in a frantic voice.



Fable hesitated in the doorway, staring across the darkened auditorium.

"Athief? A liar? A pawn?"' another voice commented. "Are these not the

greatest virtues of any good king?'

"Virtue-was Jadlib broke off, hisface contorted in an uncharacteristic

mask of rage.

"Y our concentration is off," the stranger whispered. "Perhaps we're

moving too quickly."

"No, it'sme!" The despondent sound of his voice echoed in the dusty
spaces above the stage. | keep seeing you, hearing you play the part and
then," he sumbled, "1 see my own clumsy attempts.” Anxioudy brushing a hand
through hisdark hair, he managed awesk amile. "Perfection is never easy,

Father, especidly when it's your perfection.”

From histhrone, in the shadowed backset of the stage, Addric Brandl
chuckled softly. Therustling of his cumbersome black robes sent whispering
vibrations over the front rows as he stepped down from the raised dais. "Of
al the tragedies ever conceived, Uhl Eharl Khoehng isthe greatest,” Brand
said with conviction. "Therole of the Edjian-Prince isthe most difficult and

the actor who playsit," he paused, "is assured greatness.”

"How old were you? Thefirg time you performed it?



"1 was nearly thirty before Otias would even permit meto reed for the
part." Brandl snorted with warm pleasure. "You are a young men, Jadib."
Placing a comforting hand onJaalib's shoulders, he whispered, "Y ou were born

for this part. Give yourself timeto grow into x."

Recognizing Brandl's profile. Fable dowly waked down the center aide
toward the stage. Hands crossed shamefully in front of her, she met Brandl's
curious eyes as hisgazefdl over her. "Lord Brandl..." shefdtered, staring

into the shadows.

"Fable!" Jadib hissed. Jumping down from the platform, he charged her,

robes billowing from his shoulders. "What are you doing here?"

Fable could hear hisvoice, but only distantly. She could fed the harsh
pinch of hisfingers on her wrigts, but fdt no pain. Caught in Brandl's
intense gaze, she could not move. His presence was overpowering and Fable
found hersalf deeply intrigued by the somber charm and magnificence of this
srange man, himsdf atragic hero, trapped in the torrent of some

inconceivable drama.

Her eyes cautioudy traced the noble angle of his forehead and brow,
noting the gentle curvature of hisnose, hismouth, and theregd set of his
chin. Faint laugh lines framed thin, paelips, fading into the surrounding
tautness of his cheekbones. Waves of black hair betrayed streaks of siver

running through the closely cropped sides, shadowing Brandl's solemn face. At



hisright temple, obtuse veinsof scar tissue erupted from the otherwise
smooth skin, winding acruel path around the outer edges of hiseye. Severdy
traumeati zed, the eyeitsalf was damaged, sheathed in the pupilless, iridess

remains of aclear, yellowed orb.

"Fablel" Jaalib shouted, shaking her.

"Jadib," Brandl whispered, "mind your manners. An audience, even an

audience of one, isawaysto be treasured and respected.”

Glaring & her, Jadib hissed, "Y ou shouldn't have come here!™

Fable glanced at him briefly and then moved away, refusing to acknowledge

that she agreed with him.

"Anadmirer, Jadib?'

"Y es, Father, but shewasjust leaving." Before Jadib could herd her

back up theaide, hefet the light restraint of hisfather's hands.

Drawn to the innocence of the young woman's frightened eyes, Brandl
closed the distance between them. With hesitation, he caressed Fabl€'s smooth
cheek, gently lifting her chinto raise her eyes. Astonished by the srength
in her gaze, Brandl amiled pleasantly. "There is no frallty here" he

whispered with anarcissstic grin. His eyes narrowed dubioudy as he took her



bandaged hand, warming her cold fingersin thewarmth of histouch. "The dark
s de beckonswith the promise of easy gain, but there is dways a price,

awaysatributeto its passion.”

Fable swallowed, struggling to find her voice. "1... 1," she sammered,

"Lord Brandl, | need you... to..."

"Weigh your words carefully, young woman, do not waste time counting
them."” Turning to Jadlib, he gently pressed her toward his son. "Jadlib, take

our guest to acomfortable room. Shewill stay the night.”

Shoulders hunched in rage, Jadlib led Fable up the wide aide, leading

her out of the grand hall auditorium.

An excruciding cramp in her leg brought Fable to consciousness. She
bolted frantically from the bed, scanning the shadows for sgns of movement.
Taking her lightsaber from beneeth the pillow, she assumed the ready stance,
waiting for the unseen phantom to strike. But there were no shadows to fight,
except her own. "No bad dreams?”

Stff from the close quarters of the X-wing, shefelt surprisngly well
and rested. Snorting softly, Fable sat down on the bed. "No bad dreamd” she
cheered into her pillow. Her optimism was short-lived asa knock sounded at
the door. Momentarily, the latch cleared and the door parted. Pulling the
blanket over her body, Fable swalowed a moment of fear, rdieved when

Jadlib's brooding face peered into the chamber.



"The morning med isready," he growled.

"I'll beright there." Asthe door closed, she hurried from the bed and
dressed quickly. Ignoring her flight jacket, she pulled the fine linen shirt
over her head and shoulders, leaving the long ends to hang over her leggings

In the darkened corridor outside her room, Jadlib was waiting. "Thisway."

Asthe sweet aromaof sausage and boiling cered filtered through her
nosgtrils, Fable's somach rumbled appreciatively. Panfully aware of her
hunger and of the young actor's annoyance, she waited for him to St down at
thesmall table. A seriesof large flame ovenslined the back of the room
behind him. Fable waited until Jaalib took the first bite, then eagerly began

filling her plate with steaming broth and severd links of sausage.

Hearing only the clang of her utensils, she looked up to find Jedlib

glaring at her. There was a deep-seated |oathing behind his eyes. Gazing about

the samdl, crude kitchen, sheredized that they weredone. "WhereisLord

Brandl?* she whispered, hoping he would ignore her.

"Y ou shouldn't have come herel"

Pigued by his crud tone, Fable dammed her fork againgt the plate. "Why

don't you just butt out of it!"

"Hewon't help you," the actor snarled. "' Others have come. Like you. So



why don't you just get your things, and I'll walk you back to your ship.”

"l sad, whereishe?' Fable hissed with premeditated venom.

"He'sin the Barrows," Jadlib relented. "He's been waiting for you.”

"The Barrows?' she questioned around amouthful of hot broth.

"Thegraveyard."

Outsidein the cold dawn, storm clouds swept the sky. Wishing for her
flight jacket, Fable shivered, hugging hersdf asthe cool breeze fluttered
through her hair and the thin fabric of her shirt. Trotting up the back
landscape of steps and garden porches, she wandered into the rear courtyards
of the theater, needing no specific direction to follow the dark presence of
Lord Brandl. Shefollowed ashort path to the outskirts of Kovit, where the
ground roseand fdl inanirregular series of earthen mounds and grassy
knolls. Up the steepest mound, she hdted on the crest, finding hersdf
surrounded by wax cylinders, hundreds of them, mounted atop dender pedestals,
which were buried in the soft ground. Metallic ball bearings were precarioudy

perched on each cylinder, giving the gppearance of smdll, blue flames.

Across from her, on the opposite mound, Brandl stood with his back to
her, at the foot of an enormous sarcophagus. The grainy image of a woman had
been carved into the lid, delicately outlining the lace and fabric of the gown

shewasladtorestin. "The Jedi ishisown worst enemy,” Brand declared.



"The greatest conflict comes from within. Our Mastersteach us, scold us" he

hesitated, hiscommand usto follow reason, not our emotions.”

"You disagree?' Fable asked, stepping into the center of the wax

cylinders.

"Wherethereissmoke, thereisfire." Brandl straightened, staring down

hisnose at her for along moment. "Viaico isacoward. Histactics are mere

illusons, prey for the weskminded."

Brushing off the possible insult, Fable shrugged. "But he is powerful."

Shaking her head remorsefully, she whispered, "1 can't beat him. At leedt, |

don't think s0."

"Losing isnot an option... it'saconscious decision. Y ou will not know

until youtry."

"Trying isn't good enough! | have to succeed or-was

"Or he may succeed in his attemptsto lure you to the dark side? How do

you know that | will not turn you?!

Fablefelt atremor down her back. "l don't."

"The student's grestest achievement is attained through succession,”



Brandl began, "a succession which requires the destruction of the Magter. This
iswhat the dark side teaches us. But what you must aways remember is thet
when we embrace the darkness, we are already mastersin the design of fate,
humbling oursalves as sudents.” He leaned heavily againg the massve stone
tomb. "When we seek the dark side, we seek our doom. Too often, we are

successful.”

"So youll help me?*

"Viaico'sundoingisinevitable. Even | have seen this”

"SoI'll win, right?"

Brandl gently tugged at the clasp of hisrobe, loosening the collar. "If
you'relooking for visons. Fable, St quietly and dwell on your past. Now
prepare yoursalf. Seethe bal bearing directly ahead of you, sitting atop the
wax cylinder? Draw your lightsaber and drike it. Destroy only the meta

bearing. L eave the wax unharmed.”

Fable hesitated, deliberately dow in assuming the reedy stance.
Breething with effort, she sared a the bdl bearing, her wounded hand

tingling from her last experience with the lightsaber.

"The dark sde'sinfluenceis stronger in moments of weakness. Do not let

yoursdlf be distracted. Now strike.”



Fable drew the lightsaber from her belt, concentrating on its ignition.
Swinging inawide arc, she struck at the bal bearing, eated as it

evaporated into nothingness,

leaving the wax cylinder dightly scorched but unharmed. She disengaged
the weapon and resumed the ready stance, unable to hide the arrogant smirk

etched across her features.

"When dimbing great mountains, itisawaysbest to begin a adow

pace," Brandl remarked quietly. "Now strikefor two."

Without waiting to focus on the pedestal’s position, she ignited the
lightsaber and struck two blows, swinging the blade toward the bal bearings
and disintegrating them as the cylinders remained untouched. Overwhelmed with
confidence, she again disengaged the weapon and resumed the ready postion,

eager to begin the next phase.

"No gain comes without aprice. | will be your mentor and you ny pupil.

Y ou will forever carry the distinguish ment of my presence, as wdl as the

taint,” he sumbled over theword, "the traits of my own Masters.”

"Y ou mean the Emperor,” Fable whispered, "don't you?"

"| chosethe path that led meto thislife," Brandl continued, "I will

lead you on apardle course, where | will show you the glories of the light



and the mgjesty of the dark." He nodded, indicating the next dignment of wax

cylinders. "Now dtrikefor ten.”

Fable fatered for a moment; then fresh with the assurance of her
performance, sheignited the lightsaber and charged, working her way through
the line. As she reached for the fourth cylinder, she fdt hersdf
floundering. Furioudy struggling to thefifth, she diced nestly through the
cylinder and knocked the ball bearing at her feet. In afaled attempt to
raly for the sixth, shetripped and fell into the wet earth, teking severd

gtands and cylinderswith her.

Brand dowly descended from the mound, stepping just indde the
perimeter of the training circle. Shamefully risng to her feet. Fable
flinched as he drew hislightsaber and moved toward her. With a resonating
power that spread out from it in al directions, the lightsaber became a smear
of brilliance as Brandl worked hisway through the wax cylinders. He destroyed
one ball bearing after another, leaving no perceptible mark on thewax. Fable
watched in awe as the weapon danced through a score or more of bal bearings
before Brandl completed the cadence and disengaged the weapon. Gawking &t the

craftsmanship, sheturned to Brandl. "Y ou redly are a Jedi Magter.”

"Only foolsadmirewhat they see" he hissed evenly, brushing past her.
"l know... for oncel wasafool." Thefirst drops of ran began to fdl,
quickly covering the barrows with adick film of water and loose earth. "You
will continue this exercise until you have mastered it properly. Only then may

you return to the theater."



"Andif | can't,” Fableingsted.

"Y ou know where your ship is docked. Don't hesitate to go back to

wherever it isyou came from." Heleft her done, with no further comment.

Nearly eight hours|ater, Fable waked through the stormy deluge of rain,
lisgening to thefrigid drops againgt her shoulders. Every chdfing step
brought her closer to the theater and closer to atemper tantrum of monumenta
proportions. Jaalib waswaiting for her a the door with amodest smileand a

warm blanket. "He asksthe impossible!™ she hissed.

The actor draped the blanket over her shoulders. "Y our dinner's getting

cold.

Fable pushed through the door other room, startled to find a heavy
plasted tub in the center of the floor, teaming with hot water. "A bah?'
she whispered wegrily. "Oh," she groaned, sumbling across the floor,
discarding boots, socks, and belt as she moved across the room. About to pull
the muddy shirt over her arms, Fable hesitated, feeling adraft from the door,

where Jadlib stood, watching her. "Do you mind?'

Flushing with embarrassment, he stepped back into the shadows. "Il

bring your dinner later,” he sammered and closed the door behind him.



Asitsorbita axis began its seasond tilt, Truldiswasthrust into a
tempestuous season of torrentid rainfal and thunderstorms. Dawn showers
became steady downpours by the afternoon, flooding the gutted lowlands with
muddy water and the persistent rumble of thunder. Above the hiting autumn
breeze, the hum of alightsaber was interrupted by the rattle of faling
pedestals, wax cylinders, and bal bearings as Fable blundered through the

exercise

Brandl watched with mounting dissatisfaction. Asthelast pedestd fell
to the saturated earth, he stormed down from his high mound. "Y ou little fool!

Doitagan!"

Fable braced hersdlf againgt the maevolent voice, glaring at the ground,
too frightened to meet Brandl's crudl eyes. Despite astreak of improvement,
shewas steadily losing ground and his frustration was proof of that, as were
the whispered obscenities spoken vehemently under his breath. She watched his
broad, swaying shoulders as the Jedi Master started back up the mound to his

stony, sarcophagus throne.

"How eager you young upstarts are to give yoursdf to the Force,
demanding tribute from it, asif you were the source of the power. The Force
does not thrive on the basis of whether you live or breathe! It exists because

it has dways been so! Begin again!”

Grateful to therain for hiding her tears of humiliation, Fable tucked

the lightsaber into her muddy leggingsand started up the opposite mound.



Defying Brandl's command, she headed for the dark solace of the theater, where
Jadlib would be waiting for her with awarm blanket and a much-needed kind

word.

Enraged by her falure to comply, Brandl pursued her, throwing
accusations and threats of retribution. Though Fable had seen only traces of
it, she recognized the temperament and arrogance that mugt have been the
beginning of Brandl's descent into the Emperor's power. And though she fdt
numb from the ondaught of his dreary emotions, she had transcended his mental
barriers and become an admiring witness to the dedication and devation that
had kept him whole through the tria of hislife. He was aman who would stop
at nothing to accomplish hisgodsand hewould kill her in aningtant, if it
S0 suited his purpose. And thetimethey had spent together, learning and
growing, would hold no bearing on his decision. Sickened by the thought, Fable

found hersdlf in apogition to admire and loathe the fallen Jedi.

Fable dowly pushed through the door of the theater. It was early and
Jaalib was not there as she had expected. Emotionaly spent and demordized,
she nearly collgpsed right there at the threshold, desperate for the young
actor's support after yet another dismal day of training. As she stepped from
therain, Brandl wasright behind her with another scathing assault. "The
Forceisyour enemy! Turn your back onit and it will destroy you! It is your
lover! Lugt for it! Spurnit and it will devour youinfire. But gotoit, as
achild toitsmother, make yoursdlf humble before the omnipotence of its

exigence and it will guide you beyond the shdlow confines of this morta



world!"

Alarmed by the commotion, Jadib hurried into the antechamber, placing
himsdf between Fable and his father. Bordering on obvious hysteria, she
sumbled into hisarms, dampening his shoulder with well-deserved tears.
Putting the blanket over Fable's trembling shoulders, Jadib gently sent her
off to her room. "Y our bath iswaiting," he whispered quietly. "I'll be there

in amoment.”

Waiting for the girl's shadow to dissipate in the agjoining darkness,

Brandl hissed, "She'simpossiblel”

"Odd," Jadlib chuckled, handing hisfather asteaming cup of broth, "she

said the same about you."

"Sheis S0 charged with emotion and sentiment!™ he growled, dlowing his
emotionsto show through the doof veneer. "It'sasif your mother never-was

hisvoice broke off abruptly, "asif your mother never left us."

"Shedidn't leave us" Jadib replied matter-of-factly. "She died,
defending me from stormtroopers. Stormtroopers and Jedi hunters who came
looking for you." He sniffed at the absurdity of his mother's devotion to the
man who had abandoned them, only to return eight years later, bringing the
darkness of hislife with him. "When they didn't find you, they found away to

judtify the cogt of their visit by obliterating the village.”



"Courtesy cogtslittle, Edjian-Prince, and discourtesy can rob even the

richest man of hisfortune"

Feigning anger, Jadlib drew away from hisfather, recognizing the famous
line. "Courtesy?" he declared impishly. "Then no more cal me Edjian-Prince.

Dressmein rags and let me be apoor, rude man."

Brand!'s face brightened with the spontaneous performance. ™Y ouve been
practicing! Excdlent! Y ou'refinding the right voicefor the part. Come," he
whispered eagerly, pulling Jadlib againgt him, "we should use this moment to
completethefind act." Together, they vanished into the shadows of an

adjoining corridor.

Relaxed and warm beneath the downy comforters. Fable resisted the notion
of riang. Shelad very gill, waiting for the inevitable knock on the door.
"Comein." "Youreawake?' Jadib remarked, pesring ingde. "I'm usudly
awake," she chuckled. "I just pretend to be adeep so you'll fed sorry for

me"

"Why would you want meto fedl sorry for you?' "Comeon," sherolled her
eyes. "You'refather isthe most difficult men I've ever known, Jedib."
Sitting up on her elbows, she teased, "L ook what |'ve been going through and

then tell me you don't feel some sympathy.”

"Congder yoursdf fortunate. He was alot worse, bedieve me."



"Worse?" she scoffed. "What do you mean?' "In the last five years, he had

to be afather, amother,” Jadib sghed sadly, "as wedl as a mentor. It

changed him."

"I knew | would haveto work hard," Fable said, "but | was certain tha

al the work would be kegping him from luring me to the dark side.”

"Hashetried?'

"l don't think so. Every timel fed it coming on, he sopsme and tdls
me to make the right choice. My choice." She yawned, throwing the comforter to

the side. "I'd better go.”

"My father's not here," Jadlib said. "He's going to be away for afew
days, so theré'sno training, unlessyou do it on your own." He forced himself
to face her openly, dlowing himsdlf only the solace of the shadows about them
to conced his gpprehension. "1 was hoping you might go on apicnic with me.

To make up for my behavior.”

"Y our behavior?"

"Y ou remember, when you firgt arrived.” He laughed softly. "I dl but

attacked you. It wasinexcusable."

"And perfectly judtified. Y ou were protecting the person who is mogt



important to you. | would have done nothing less." Patting the Sde of the

bed, she beckoned him to sit down beside her. "My mother was a Jedi. She
trained my father and then watched him die at the hands of arivd. After

that, we spent most of our time running from the Emperor.” Fable shook her
head sadly. "I was only ababy, but | remember it well. Living with a Jedi,"
she paused thoughtfully, "you learn to hide your emotions, epecidly the
hurtful ones. My mother never knew how | felt." Fable sighed asthe strain of
those emotions returned. "Then oneday, | picked up alightsaber and let go!"
Shegiggled. "I don't know who was more surprised, my mother or me. That's
when | began my training, whether | liked it or not." Fable shrugged away the

arduous memories. "Now about that picnic, I'm starving.”

"Well haveto hike, I'm afraid. The Empire didn't leave much behind in

the way of transportation. Not even abantha. Do you mind?'

"It'll berdaxing. Come on."

The Khoehng Heights were located nearly five kilometers outside the
perimeter of the Kovit Settlement. Long overgrown by wild whest, the trall
leading into the mountain pass had narrowed, no longer marked with the
footsteps of the farmers who oncetended it. It was arare, clear morning.
Storm clouds loomed in the distance, held back by a persistent wave of warm
breezes blowing through the lowlands. From the Heights, Fable scanned the
panoramic view of the countryside. She could see thewinding trall thet led

into the base of the lower mountains. The footpath dimbed to give her



inquisitive eyesthe full benefit of theview.

Fable sghed with immeasurable pleasure, her somach full of warm sweet
cakes and honeydticks. She endured Jadib's gentle caress at her cheek, as he
playfully wiped the excess sweet powder from her face. "I've been in space too

long," shewhispered, taking adeep breath. "It's so beautiful here.”

"After they left," Jadib whispered, "wewere cut off. No supplies, no
medicina goods, nothing. There was plenty of food ready for harvesting, but

therewasno oneleft todoit.”

Fable hummed ameancholy tune. Shivering in the mountain air, sheturned
to Jadlib and held his gaze as he draped his cloak over her shoulders. "Why do

they cal this place the Khoehng Heights? Isthat Old Corellian?'

"There's an outdoor theater built into the Sde of this mountan,” he
replied, indicating adight, stony ridge. "This placeis named for the firs

play ever performed there nearly five hundred years ago.”

"Five hundred years ago?' she gasped. was Uhl Eharl Khoehng. Khoehngis
Old Cordlian for king. The ehad comes from Socorran mythology.” He shrugged

uncertainly. "It means df or trickster."

Reminded of her Socorran companion, Deke, Fablefelt a pang of remorse
for leaving him. Her thoughts were abruptly diverted by a dgp of thunder

overhead. The skiesreleased adeuge of cold rain. Frantically gathering the



blankets and remaining baskets of food. Fable held on to to Jadib's hand as
they sprinted over theridge. Their voices and laughter reverberated againgt
the hollowed side of the mountain, asthey did down the precarious face of
the moss-covered bank and into the shadowy protection of the antiquated

theater.

An overhanging eave of solid rock covered the main stage and the firg
few rows of the audience pit. Cob - webbed and damp, the ancient structure
stood in adlent tribute to its creators. Ragged tapestries hung from the
rock walls, covered with mold, grime, and clay from the decaying Structure. A
few prop swords and robes were arranged on the inner panels of the stageand a
multitude of candles and pedestals stood to either side of the audience pit,

centuries-old relics | eft behind by amore playful, tolerant age.

"| used to come here as a boyea?Jadib confessed. Extending his ams to

ether sde, he declared, "Now thiswas true theater, by candidight, inan

age which understood and coveted its artisans.”

"Uhl Eharl Khoehng," Fable whispered dubioudy. "What's it about?"

"It opens on adistant world, in akingdom built in the center of a dark

forest. After many years of ruling this kingdom, the good, wise king dies and

his handsome sonea?Jadib winked, "the Edjian-Prince, takesthe throne.”

"| thought you said thiswas atragedy."



"Itisatragedy, "Jadlib scolded, "and that becomes apparent when the
Edjian-Prince decides to expand the kingdom and begins sending expeditions
into the forest to mark treesfor felling. The men he sent never returned.” He
narrowed his eyes, moving hisface very closeto hers. "And that is when the

older folk began whispering about uhl Eharl Khoehng.”

"Stop it!" Fable hissed, batting his hands away ashetried to frighten

her.

"The Edjian-Prince was intrigued. He began sending daily messengers into
the forest, carrying hisinvitation to the Eharl Khoehng to dinewith hmin
the palace. None returned. When there were no more messengers, he sent aml
armies, keeping only the best and strongest warriors to guard the kingdom.
They did not return. When the townspeople demanded a hdt to this dangerous
ambition, the Edjian-Prince ordered hisremaining army to drivethem dl into
the forest. None. not even the soldiers, were heard from again.” Lighting two
candles, he moved the pedestalsinto the center of the stage. "Only the

Edjian-Prince and hisfathful old hunt servant remained.”

"He sent the old man?* SappingJladib'sthigh, Fable hissed, "This isa

terrible story! What happened to the Edjian-Prince after the old man left?!

"When his servant did not return, the Edjian-Prince barricaded himsdf in
the paace. Without hisarmies or his subjects, there was nothing to stop the

Eharl Khoehng from attacking. One quiet night,” Jaalib whispered, "the Eharl



Khoehng did come, invading the Edjian-Prince's dreams. He promised safe
passage through the forest. Eager to make peace, the Edjian-Prince went into

the wood, where he remained for nearly a decade.”

"What!"

"The Eharl Khoehng tricked him. While he did have safe passage through
the forest, food, clothing, and shelter, the Eharl Khoehng held him prisoner,
using illusonsto trap himin thelaoyrinth of theforest." Jadib blew out
one of the candles. "Ten years of guilt took itstoll. The prince thought he
heard the voices of his subjects crying out to him. Then one day, he was
dartled by the spirit of hisbeloved huntsman. The old man reported that the
Eharl Khoehng had turned the townspeopleinto trees and left them therein the
woods, conscious, but unable to move or speak, except when the wind blew

through their branches.”

"And then?'

"And then," Jeelib whispered, "unaffected by the Eharl Khoehng's
illusons, the huntsman led his master on ajourney to the outer edge of the
forest, where the Eharl Khoehng waswaiting for them.” A maevolent shadow
fell over hisface asJadlib stepped into the center of the stage, posing
besidethelit candle. was 'Worship me and call me master and dl that | have

shall beyours, including your kingdom," the Eharl Khoehng said.”



"And what did the Edjian-Prince do?"

"Hewent mad,”" Jadlib began in the narrative voice. "He ran back into the
wood and st fireto it. By the time he was finished, there was nothing left,
not onetree. "Thisisthe only kingdom | deserveto rule," he declared, "and
the only kingdom that the Eharl Khoehng can claim.” was Teking one of the
blackened tapestriesfrom thewall, he threw the thick materia over his left
shoulder and continued the narration. "Dressed in the rags of hisformer life,
hands and face blackened with soot, the Edjian-Prince went before the Eharl
Khoehng, falling to his kneesin homage. In hisloudest, most humble voice, he

cried, "Long... live... theking."

Visbly moved, Fable applauded, shaking her head with wonderment. ™Y our

father played that part?’

"The Edjian-Prince was my father's greatest role,” Jadlib said absently.
"No one has been able to bring the same dignity to therole." He sat down on
the edge of the stage. "And when the timeisright, well produceit again and
| will be the Edjian-Prince and he shdl be my nemess, ul Ehal Khoehng

himsdf.”

Fable chewed anxioudy at her lower lip. "Jadib, why didn't you become a

Jedi 7'

"All I ever wanted to be was an actor,” he remarked, svinging his legs

againg the stage. "And that's exactly what 1've become. I've learned the



lightsaber and other meditations of the Jedi, mostly to appease my troubled
sense of loyaty. Beyond these, my father seems reluctant to teach me any

more. And I'm rdluctant to ask."

Staring at the rows of candles, Fable was reminded of the wax cylinder
exercise. "Thelightsaber exercise, the one using the bal bearings? Can you

do it with candles?'

Jadlib shrugged. "That's how he taught me. | never used the wax cylinders

until much later.”

"Can you show me your secret? Y our execution isalmost flawless, degant

and equdly effective”

Ass=mbling the pedestdsin the famiiliar circle, Jadib motioned for her
to step insde the exaggerated diameter. "May 17" he teased, gently embracing
her from behind. He placed his hands on top of hers and ignited the
lightsaber. The e ongated shaft pul sed with magnificence and power, throwing
light across the stage and the first few benchesin the pit. Fable siffened
for amoment, fedling his body so intimately againgt her. But as he guided her
through adow rotation with the lightsaber, she relaxed and concentrated on

hisdirectives. "What do you see?' he whispered.

Staring down theline of unlit candles. Fable's eyestraced the straight,

angular path. "No," Jadib whispered, reading the expresson of her body.



"Thisiswhy you're having such ahard time.”

"Y ou've been watching me?' she hissed, ebowing himintheribs.

Jadlib laughed softly. Y ouretrying to think in linear terms, spatiad
dimensions. It'snot like flying astarship. You cantrain your eyes, which
you've done quite well, but sooner or later, hell catch you." Moving her
gently to the Side, he added, " ou may let your eyes dictate where the lines
begin, but |et the Force guide you. It's not like clearing aroom and then
moving on to the next. Thereis no sequence, except the one you create as you
move adong. There are dways severd paths, right to |eft, top to bottom, any

combination.”

He removed the lightsaber from her hands and began the cadence. His
movements were dow and deliberate so that she could follow him, but even
these motions were faster than her most frenzied attempts to complete the
exercise. Asthe lightsaber swept over the tops of the candles, the smdl
wicks exploded with flame, but the wax tips remained unscarred by the weapon.
Quickly moving around the circleto blow out the flames, Jadib handed the

lightsaber back to her. "Now you try."

Fable swallowed doubtfully, wondering how she would fallow such a
flawless performance. Igniting the lightsaber, her eyes traced the severd
lines of candles asthey extended out in every direction. She arced swiftly
through the circle, fedling the confidence of her former sf return. Ten,

fifteen, eighteen. As she reached the last movements of the cadence, she logt



control, pitching forward as she spun franticaly on her hedls.

"Easyea?Jadib crooned, catching her in hisarms. "You were doing
wonderfully until you lost your concentration.” Blowing out the candles, he
sad, "Try again. And thistime, remember, the Force isa waterfal. Nothing
can stop or turn it off. Nothing can divert the flow." Scolding her with a
gern finger, he added, "Doubt and uncertainty form barriers, but only if you

let them."

"Now you're starting to sound like your father."

In response, he bowed ceremonioudly, then motioned toward the candles.
Thistime, as she moved through the circle. Fable dlowed the rain to guide
and open her to the Force. The steady beat of the drops againg the stone
benches steadied her concentration and she completed the cadence without

incident.

She disengaged the lightsaber, trembling dightly as she turned from the
center of the circle. The Force was flowing through her, till channding her
conscious mind. Jadlib was behind her and Fable could fed his heart racing
above the gentle vibrations of the Force. Before her nerve could fall, Fable

turned and kissed him passionately.

"Shall wetry it again?' he whispered.



"Roguel”

Jadlib grinned, winking mischievoudy. "The cadence, | meen." His gin

deepened as he stepped into the circle and began to blow out the candles.

The Force was with her and Fablefdt it, flowing through her mind and
body. She imaged the power channeling through her arms and hands and grasped
the lightsaber from her blt. Visudizing the path in her mind, she moved
through aseries of precise parries and feints, disntegrating the firg
severd balswith faultless execution. As she began the second hdf of the
cadence, Brandl whispered, " Execute each motion as though it were your last.

Someday, your life may depend on it. Or the lives of others.”

For nearly two hours. Fable worked through the firs cadence and was
moving onto the second. Obvioudy fatigued, she began making poor judgment
errors and scorched the tops of the last ten cylinders, didng through the
last one at the conclusion. She stepped back into the reedy stance, gasping

for breath.

"Asyou progress, you will learnthe limits of your abilities™ Brandl

sated. "Y ou are excused for the remainder of the day."

Bowing respectfully, Fable pulled her jacket from a nearby branch and
sarted on thetrail back to the theater. Jadlib was waiting for her with a

sweet cake and the promise of abath and akiss. "How did it go?'



"I made it to the second cadence!" she whispered with excitement. "And

Jadib, | think | saw him amile"

"Now that isgood news."

Glancing over her shoulder, shewinked a him. "I think I'll go to bed

early tonight, asareward. Do you mind?'

"Not at dl. Father and | areworking on the last act of the play." He

smiled pleasantly, betraying his affection. " See you in the morning.”

Fable awoke to aterrible sense of foreboding. Quickly dressing, she sat
tentatively at the edge of the bed, hugging her knees againgt her chest asshe
scanned the shadows. Something was terribly wrong and she could fed it.
Cradling the lightsaber in her |ap, she took a deep bregth, assured that she

was ready for the worst, whatever that may be, whenever it might come.

Thefamiliar knock came a her door. "Comein,” she replied, eager to

share her concerns with Jadlib. But as the door opened, she was greeted by the

foreboding shadow of her mentor. "Where's Jadib?'

"Jadib isthe one and only treasure left to my miserable exigence,”

Brandl snarled. "I forbid thisto happen. | forbid it!"

"Whereishe? | want to talk to him!"



Advancing into the room, Brandl cornered her. "The thester on Iscerawill
be opening in afew days. | sent him there to make preparations for our

production. By the time he returns, you will be gone."

Fablefollowed Brandl into the corridor with heavy, angry strides,
alowing her emotions to seethe within her. On the verge of atemper tantrum,
she braced hersalf as common sense called on her to reason. She had come to
Truldisto improve hersdlf, to get an edge on the enemy who pursued her, and
then to return, if possible, to her friendsin the Rebd Alliance. Faling in

love had no placein that design.

Brandl set abowl of steaming broth at the end of the table and sat down
on the opposite end. Fable dammed hersdlf into the stool, bardly ableto curb

her temper. "So what's it like to be a pawn for the Emperor!”

"1 brought pleasure to my master through the tears of his subjects.”
Momentarily distracted by the sincerity of the spontaneous soliloquy, Brandl
gared into hisbowl. Recovering hiscynicism, he glared across the smdl
table. "The Emperor'sideas are quite noble. It's his methods which eventualy

offend those of lesser vison."

"Soundslikeyouredill loyd to im." Through narrowed eyes, she

retdiated. "Why not, he only tried to kill you."

"Intime, you will learn that an old friend is very much like a good



mirror. The longer you stareinto x, the harder it isto find the flaws."

A shrill whine echoed from high above, sending a peculiar reverberation
through the thegater. Fablefelt achill asher ears recognized the distinct
sounds of a shuttle flying overhead. Its exhaust boosters could be heard above
the whine of theion drive, asthe pilot circled, looking for an appropriate

placetoland. "That'sVidco. Isntit?'

Brandl closed hiseyes and was slent. Fable straightened her shoulders
as sherose from the table, turning her back on the Jedi. "No more bad dreams,
" she whispered with firm resolve and stepped from the shadows of the theater
into the dawn. Her body knew every hollow and risein the unmarked trail that
led to the picturesque grounds of Kovit's graveyard. She stared across the
entrance mound to where Via co stood among the tarnished graves and markers.
For amoment, the fear and horror of their first encounter returned in full

force.

"Y ou've matured much faster than | expected,” Viaco declared. "l never

imagined Lord Brandl to be such agracious hog.”

Viaco waked among the raised tombs, brushing his gloved hands over the
rough-hewn stone, asif drawing power from the shadows lurking at the Site of
each grave. Hisface was gangly and angular, unattractive, with gaunt cheeks
and unusualy large brows. Sensing her peripheral thoughts, he whispered, "No,

no more bad dreams, girl. I've comefor the harvest."” A snister determination



shadowed his pallid face. "What shdl it be, hmm?”’

Fable shifted her weight to onefoot, cocking her hip arrogantly. As
Vidcoignited hislightsaber, she cdmly drew her own, assuming the ready
stance. She parried his fird, preemptive attempts to break through her

defenses, losing no ground to him, and met his surprise with acoy smile.

"We are much improved,” he commented. "Have | left too much time for you

to prepare?

"Lord Brandl did say you were acoward,” Fable taunted. "But | dready

knew that."

Vidco'sface flushed with rage as he began a series of short lunges,
forcing Fable to move back adong the perimeter of the muddy basin. Feinting to
the left, she swung around behind him, delivering a swift kick to Viadco's
behind. Enraged by her insolence, Viaco turned on her, gripping the
lightsaber tightly in hishands. Ddliberatdly stretching her defenses, he

attempted to penetrate her confidence.

"Fable?'

Fable heard the soft-spoken voice from the past, and without turing
toward the shadowy image on the edge other periphera vison, she knew the
illusonto be Arecdis. Theimage waved and laughed, sounding intimatdy

like her dead friend. "No," Fable whispered, "no, | don't think so, Vialco. |



saw what you did to him. | saw it!" she seethed. The tip of her lightsaber
diced easily through the shoulder of hiscloak. "And that was your firg

mistake."

"And my second?'

"Letting meliveto remember it!" Shelunged savagely a him, knocking
Viaco againg thetomb of Brandl's wife. Bresking off the assault, she
somersaulted back down into the depression. Disengaging her lightsaber, she

gtood there defiantly. "Shall | play with you like you played with him?

"Wretched girl!" Viaco hissed, spittle flying from the corners of his
mouth. "If you will not be turned, you will diel" Summoning the corrupt powers
of the dark side, Vidco felt the energy coursing through him. He extended his
arms, curling hisfingertips asthefirst tendrils of lightning surged from

hishands.

Fable flinched, awkwardly balanced as she tried to back away. The arc of
lightning shot through her, ripping into her flesh. Screaming in pain, she
dropped to the ground, curling into afetal ball asthe agony washed through
her. Before she could collect herself, a second and third blow Ieft her

tortured body temporarily pardyzed.

"Have we come so far to fal solow?' Vidco taunted. "TsK, tsk, what a

pity," he smacked histhinlips.



Reeling with the corrupt power surge. Fable jumped to her feet. AsViaco
took aim, she somersaullted, voicing ashrill squed of effort asthe pulse of
electricity cuffed her shoulder. Widding the lightsaber in both hands, she
began the subtle movements of thefirst cadence. As each tendril of lightning
arced at her, she swept the blade of the lightsaber across it, effectively
deflecting it. Sheimagined that each arc was a new series of lines Each

point was the metd reflection of aball bearing, the shiny wick of acandle.

Twenty, thirty... shelost count of the number of successful deflections.
Even asthe crescent of lightning arced behind her, dipping in above her
head, she smply brought the lightsaber over her shoulder into xs path. Never

turning to look, her body reacted as her eyes designed the next path.

Fable fought her way to the top of the mound. Knocking Viaco from his
feet, she pushed him down into the depression. Shewatched in horror as the
tendrils of lightning rebelled againgt their master, burning through his
clothing and flesh. He lurched for hislightsaber and fumbled, knocking the
weapon out of reach. "Have we come so far to lie so low?" Fable mocked. She

did down the face of the mound, raising her lightsaber to finish him.

Viaico cowered below her, writhing in the mud. Something in hisgroveing

manner made Fable hesitate, dropping her ams to chest height, as the

lightsaber hummed inggtently in her hands.

"Will you give him the chance to betray you again?' Keeping her eyes on



Viaico, Fable fdt the dark presence of her master. "Kill him and be done with

it," Brandl whispered. "Only then will you know that the nightmareis over.”

Fable disengaged the lightsaber and turned to her Jedi mentor. "It is

over. Why kill him?"

"Remember what he is and what he has done. He will betray your dreams, as
he has done before, and use them to his advantage. End the nightmare. Fable.

Kill him."

Fable heard the pulse of the lightsaber before she saw it. Wondering how
Viaico had gotten hold of hiswegpon without her senang it, she whirled,
igniting her lightsaber. Viaico arced hisblade toward her vulnerablelegs. In
awild gtrike, she severed his head from the shoulders, never losing momentum.
But asheféll, she clearly saw hisempty hands. The lightsaber was ill on

the ground, several meters from his body.

"Who'stricking who?' Fable hissed, enraged by Brandl's careful deceit.
Lunging toward her mentor, she met the abrupt thrust of his lightsaber.
Dominating and powerful, he knocked Fable off of her feet and drove her back
into the opposite mound. "Y ou lied to me!™ she gasped, weekly rubbing her

bruised cheek. "What have you done?!

"l have set your place at the Emperor'stable,” Brandl replied. "Soon, |

shdl again stand a my master'ssde and you sdl stand beside me" He



glared down at her, mocking theinjury in her eyes. "Y ou knew there would be a

price.”

"What price?'

Brandl smiled, posing arrogantly for his amdl audience. Offering his
hand, he whispered, "Worship me and call me master and dl that | have sl
be yours, including Jadib's affections. There's no use fighting it, Fable.
Accept and you will bewdl cared for, this| promiseyou.”" Brandl turned to
leave. "Don't bother running to your ship. Thermd detonators are rather
effectivetools" Gently caressing the scars a histemple, he chuckled, "I

should know."

Locked in her room. Fable rocked quietly from sideto side, wiping tears
on her deeve. Her fingers were blood covered and black with grime, the nails
shredded from arecent tantrum at the sSite of her X-wing. In an atempt to
avoid her impending fate, she had fled to the vessd and found the gutted
remains of her sarfighter in ablackened blast diameter. Only the centrdl
frame of the X-wing had survived theinitia blast. Vidco's shuttle was dso
consumed by the explosion, strewn across a sunken depression of scorched

earth. Cursing Brandl, she rocked faster and harder, desperate to find some

way to escape him.

The door opened dowly, asmall crack that grew larger as the hunched
figure skulked into the room. Fabl€'s eyes brightened immediately, recognizing

theface. "Jadlib," she whispered, swept into hisarms. "Y our father'swas



"Shh, | know," he hushed. Sitting down on the bed beside her, he gently
pulled her trembling body against him. "I just happened to go over my ship's

backup logs and discovered my father'ssidetrip to Byss.”

"ByS?I

"The Emperor's pleasure world. | hurried back as soon as | could and

found what was | eft of your X-wing. Wasn't hard to figure out the next scene.”

He picked up asmal satchel of her things and threw it over his shoulders.

"What are you doing?'

"You'releaving," hereplied curtly. "Don't talk. Don't think. Don't even

breathe heavy or hell find us.”

"Hell know eventually, as soon as we step outside this theater.”

"And that doesn't give us much time," he argued. "So just run.”

Following thetrail out of the settlement, Jadlib jogged toward the
mountain range, using thejutting lip of the Khoehng Heights as a guide
benesth the moonlit skies of Truldis. Fable matched his earnest strides and
together they ran the short kilometer to the wheet fidd, where a familiar

ship waswaiting for them.



"The ProdigdVery she screamed. "Dekel”

"Heard you got yoursdlf in aspot of trouble," the So corran grumbled
with relief. "Didn't think I'd let you go down done, did you?' Hearing a
proximity alarm from within the ship, Deke nodded to Jadlib. "l st the
sensorsjust likeyou sad.” He eyed his ship dubioudy. "Something or

somebody just tripped the perimeter sensor.”

"It'shim," Fable trembled, casting her gaze to the far off theater

seeple.

"Then you had better goes?" Jadlib whispered.

"What about you?' Fable protested. "Come with us."

"He'smy father. Fable. It's not that easy.”

"And you cal thiseasy?' she croaked, tearsin her voice. Seaing the

denid in hiseyes, Fable pleaded, "Jadlib-"

Cutting off her objectionswith akiss, Jadib gently crowded her toward

the ship. "For oncein your life, listen, and go before he gets here.”

IIBLIt_II



"No, Fable!" Jadlib hissed. "Y ou're nothing but a consolation prize to

the Emperor!"

"He'sright, Capt'n,” Dekeindgted. "Timeto bail "

Desperately appealing to her defiant eyes, Jadib grinned, anxious to
subdue her temper. "I was born to play thisrole, remember? 1 am the Edjian-
Prince." Swallowing his sorrow, he embraced her warmly. "It's the lagt act,

Fable. | haveto burn the forest down now."

"Then burnit,” she sobbed, cradling her head againgt his shoulder.

"l can't. Not whileyou're ill here"
Fable ssumbled up the ramp and cued the hatch controls. Leaning heavily
on the secured door, she wiped absently at atear, senang the warmth of

Jaalib's touch on her cheek.

Shidding his eyes from the freighter's exhaust, Jaalib stepped back into
the swaying fields of whest. Enginesglowing red with the srain of sudden
acceleration, the Prodigal banked sharply against the foot of the mountains,
carrying Fable away. Lightning sgnaded her departure, bringing on adduge of
cold, cold rain. Jaalib took adeep breath, bracing himsdlf for the wrath of

the brooding presence dowly moving up behind him.

Brand briefly glanced up, seerching for some dgns of Fable-his



sguandered prize. There were none and his austere gaze fell heavily on Jadib.

"Arrogant, deceitful child," he snarled.

Fedling the subtle congriction of histhroat, Jaalib ressted panic as
his windpipe contracted, seized by invisblefingers. "No less arrogant then
my father," he rasped. Desperate for air, he dropped to his knees, dowly
losing consciousness as the grip tightened about his throat. His father

abruptly released him and the cool, damp air flowed into his body.

Staring after the retreating figure of his father, Jadib staggered

precarioudy. Compelled to follow, he screamed, "Long... live... theking!"

*k*

Thelast hand



by Paul Danner

Sabacc!"

Doune's resounding laughter echoed through the gambling hdl, the

Herglic's huge body shaking with the effort. " ou lose again, boy."

Vee-Six, Dounésdroid, quickly caculated his master's winnings and

enthusastically reported the totd for dl to hear.

The gathered crowd cheered asthe Herglic claimed the pot, leaving Nyo

with asngle credit to hisname.

The young man lowered his head in disbdlif, fighting back tears. How
could I have been so stupid? Nyo thought as he stared at the lone cred chip

that congtituted al the money he had in the galaxy. Now, al hope was gone.

"Doune... the great gambler. Ableto steal the money from apoor farmboy
with ease. | suppose you are equally skilled at firing your heavy blaster on

unarmed opponents.”



The bold words silenced the room.

The Herglic looked up in shock, searching the sycophantic circde of

admirers who aways clung to winners for the dissonant voice.

The spectators parted for the cloaked figure as if he were athermd
detonator. A large hood kept the stranger's face in shadow, but the dark

visage was obvioudy focused on the Herglic.

"Y ou think you could do better, friend?" Doune asked, adangerous edgein

his deep voice.

The figure gestured to the crowd. "I wouldn't want to embarrass you in

front of al your... friends”

"l never turn away anyone so obvioudy willing to lose hismoney to me"

Doune chuckled. "Sit down."

The stranger paused for amoment, then did into the empty seat. "Very

well. | must warn you, though..."

The Herglic cocked an eyebrow. "Wait, don't tell me. Let me guess." Doune

gestured dramaticaly. "Y ou're the greatest gambler who ever lived, right?

"Actudly, | wasjust going to say that | don't have any money on me, but

now that you mention it..." The stranger lowered his hood, didating a



collective gasp from the spectators. "'l am.”

The stranger's close-cropped hair was white, though streaks of Slver
snaked their way through theivory. Hiseyeswere pae violet, like tropica
flowersthat had withered and lost their luster. A jagged scar wound its way
around hislip, cutting an unnaturd line up past his nose. With stony
features reminiscent of aroyd datue, the man was undeniably handsome;

however, that wasn't the reason for the crowd's reaction.

The whispers had begun, and the buzzing made it seem asif a colony of
insects had descended upon the room. Throughout the snatches of conversation

in the multitude of languages, two words were repeated with frightening

frequency.

KinninVoShay.

Dounésthick flesh had begun to mottle, a sure Sgn the Herglic was

agitated.

"Thisisnothing but a trick, Master." Vee-Six leaned forward, eyes
flashing as his databanks began recaling information. "The Ashanda Ray was
reported logt in the Tyus cluster half acentury ago. If Kinnin Vo-Shay. had
survived, whichishighly unlikely, he would be well over one hundred standard

years old. The man was lucky, but he was no Jedi."



"It would seem you are not who you appear to be, after dl." Doune seemed
to cam down abit, hisusual predatory smirk returning to hisface. "l must
admit, though, the resemblanceis uncanny. Y ou must have paid a fortune on

cosmetic dterations. No wonder you're broke."

A nervous chuckle escaped the crowd.

"For such arenowned gambler, Doune, you're a much faster deder of

opinionsthan cards." The stranger leveled his piercing gaze. "Perhapsyou win

by talking until your opponents die of sheer boredom.”

"Theonething | never dedl inischarity," the Herglic said, a note of

irritation cregping into hisvoice. "Until you ante up, there will be no game.

That drew amixed reaction from the crowd. Many wanted to see if the
stranger redly wastdling the truth, and there was only one way to decide

that....

"But, Doune, what if heredlly isVo-Shay?' one brave soul asked.

The Herglic had had enough, and his blubber shook with fury. "I don't

careif he's Jabbathe Hutt. Without money, he doesn't play!"

A single credit spun through the air, shimmering in the dm glowlights

Without blinking, Vo-Shay plucked the cred from its flight with practiced



ease. He dowly turned to face his surprise benefactor.

Nyo started to say something, but Vo-Shay offered awink that was o

quick the young man was scarcely surehesaw it at dl.

"From one loser to another... how appropriate. Are you ready, then?

Doune demanded.

Vo-Shay'sfacelogt dl expresson, resembling a droid that had been
abruptly powered down. Those strange eyes took on afaraway 1ook, as if they
were staring into eternity. He spoke only asingle word, but it sent a dhill

down the spine of every being present who had one.

"Ded," Vo-Shay sdid.

Theroom grew degthly quiet.

And the game began....

Doune did a blubbery fin across hisforehead, which was glistening with

perspiration. The Herglic examined his cards and grunted softly. His pile of

creditswas steadily decreasing, while Vo-Shay's lone credit had gained

thousands of friendsin less than an hour. He glanced up at his opponent, but

the human gambler's face may aswell have been carved out of ferrostone.



Only Vo-Shay'sright hand was in motion, absently twirling the obsidian
stone pendant hanging from his neck. When he had first removed the bauble from
underneath his shirt, a collective gasp resounded from the crowd. The necklace
that was rumored to be the source of the legendary gambler's astonishing luck.
It was yet another piece of evidence that suggested that this man was redly

who he claimed to be.

The Herglic watched his shifting sabacc cards and nearly grinned. The
Four of Coins had reformed into the Mistress of Staves, with a vaue of
thirteen. He dready held the Nine of Staves. Doune dramaticdly pushed the

metallic cardsinto the neutrd stabilizer fidd. "Twenty-two."

Vo-Shay began laying out his cards. The Ace of Flasks, the Magter of
Flasks, and the Nine of Flasks. A tota of thirty-eight. A low murmur rippled
through the crowd. Nyo winced and looked away. The gambler was about to go

bust.

Chuckling, the Herglic reached for the pot... fifteen thousand credits.

Vo-Shay played one more card into the neutrd fidd. The Evil One.

Negative fifteen. That brought his hand down to twenty-three. "Sabacc,” he

said, grabbing Doune's hand just asit reached the thick stack of credits a

the center of thetable. "l bdievethat's mine."

The Herglic snarled. "Y our luck cannot last forever, impogtor.”



Butitdid.

In another hour, Vo-Shay held over one hundred thousand credits. The
crowd not only began to believe, they had completely shifted dlegiance. Vee-
Six was the lone supporter remaining in Doune's corner, and the droid was not
exactly encouraging. "Please, Magter,” Vee-Six implored, "you mug end this

before-was

"Shut up!" the Herglic roared, shoving the droid avay. He dammed a cred

gtick onto the table. "One more, human... double or nothing.”

"Dontriskit," Nyo whispered, eyeing Vo-Shay's winnings "Lef's just

cut and run."

The gambler smiled, hispaeviolet pupils dilated with excitement. "

never back down from achalenge." He eyed his opponent. ""Ready?'

Doune nodded, nogtrilsflaring.

The gambler spun the obsidian pendant on its chain, and the stone danced

asif it weredive. More than one observer found himself trandfixed by the

sight as Vo - Shay reached for hiscards....

Nyo and Vo-Shay walked out of the gambling hall with nearly aquarter of

amillion credits.



The young man was S0 excited, he couldn't stop talking. "I | hadn't seen

it with my own eyes, | never would have believed it."

"Well, Doune actudly played the game and I'm betting he il isn't sure
what happened.” The gambler patted the youth on the back and handed him the

smdl eectronic stick containing two hundred thousand credits.

"All yours, my boy. | kept the change for expenses... hope you don't

mind."

"Areyou kidding?' Nyo's hand was shaking as he held the cred stick. "

can't thank you enough for this... you've literdly made my dreams cometrue.”

"That'salot of money you've got there." Vo-Shay studied the young man.
"Y ou obvioudy don't frequent placeslike that, so I'm assuming you were

trying to win for areason.”

Nyo glanced off into the distance, shuffling hisfeet uncomfortably.

"Sorry... | have abad habit of sicking my nose in where it's not
welcome. Curiosity isjust one of my many vices, but it gets me in trouble
more than any of the others." The gambler squeezed Nyo's shoulder. "Whatever

itis, | hopeit worksout for you."

Vo-Shay pulled up the hood of his cloak and effortlessly did into the



crowd.

"Wait!" The gambler turned, just asthe youth caught up. "If you hadn't
been nosy back there, I'd be walking home with one credit in my pocket... can

wetak?' Nyo glanced around the bustling street. "'In private?”

V0o-Shay shook his head and laughed. "Now you've gone and doneit. | never
could pass up agood confidentia chat.” The gambler gestured to a dingy

cantinain the distance. "After you..."

Theduo sat at abooth in the rear of the canting, with a bottle of

Cordlian whisky and agood dedl of space between themsdves and the next

patrons. VVo-Shay blended in so well with the shadows that it seemed asif Nyo

was gitting done at thetable.

The gambler downed another shot of thetangy drink and stared & his

companion. "Wdl, have you imbibed enough liquid courage, yet? Or am | going

to be stting heredl night?"

Nyo chuckled, then grew serious. "Areyou redly Kin nin Vo-Shay?'

"Last | heard.”

"Then how isit that you're-was



The gambler held up agloved hand. "1 thought we were here because you

wanted to reveal your secrets....”

"Point taken." The young man took adrink and then a deep breath. "The

reason | need the money is-promise not to laugh?"

"l never make promises, son. | only dedl in cards. Not words."

Nyo didn't respond. Hewas staring into his glass, as if mesmerized by

the smooth contours. After afew more moments of silence, he findly spoke.

Hisvoice was awhisper. "'l want to buy alightsaber.”

The gambler's eyes widened. "Redly?'

"Youthink it'sstupid.”

"No! That'sjust the last thing | expected to hear. | figured it was

something more mundane... a Sck family member in need of an expengve

operation, abeautiful girl you couldn't afford to marry, maybe a debt to a

nefarious crimelord.”

Nyo shook his head. "No, nothing like that."

"So where do you intend to pick one up? They're not exactly standard

stock for equipment shops, you know."



"I've heard about a black-market dealer who hasonefor sde.”

"Where?'

Nyo was obvioudy reluctant to answer.

"Come on, son,” the gambler said, reaching for hisglass, "it'snot asif

I'm going to race there ahead of you and snatch it up...."

“"Nar Shaddaa."

Vo-Shay nearly spat out hisdrink. "The Smuggler's Moon!" The gambler

narrowed his eyes and gave the young man an gppraising glance. "Just how old

areyou, anyway?'

"Twenty standard years," he said proudly.

"And you've lived here on Morado dl your life Have you ever been

offworld before?'

"Widll, no... but I've seen plenty of holos-was

Vo-Shay burst out laughing.

"What's so funny?' Nyo said, obvioudy annoyed.



"Nothing! What could possibly be funny about aboy who's never been off
his home planet traveling by himsdlf to one of the most dangerous hives of
scum and villainy in the galaxy with two hundred thousand credits on im to
purchase anillega wegpon from a shady black-market deder?' He leaned

forward. "Areyou even carrying ablaster?'

The young man's silence answered his question.

The gambler wiped tearsfrom hiseyes. "By the Force... you mugt be
elther an overconfident fool or ahalf-wit. Y our star may be fiery, but it

isn't going to burn long in thisgalaxy if you keep up this sort of behavior.”

Nyo abruptly stood, damming hisfist againgt thetable. "1 don't need a
lecture! Especidly not from somebody who's supposed to be dead because he was
too lazy to pilot his ship around an extremely dangerous area of space..." The
young man started to leave, but wasn't through yet. "And you may be the
greatest gambler who ever lived, but you have alot to learn about deding
with people. See you around.” With that, Nyo promptly stormed out of the

cantina

Y ou never change, do you. Shay? The disembodied voice was hauntingly

beautiful, caressing the gambler's cheek like a cool breeze.

"Ligten,” Vo-Shay took afind swig directly from the whisky bottle and

walked to the door, "if you want to put your two creditsin, just leave them



onthetable... | don't have changefor atip."

"S0, how much for passage to Nar Shaddaa?”

The Barabd captain quickly caculated hisfigure, then grinned a Nyo.
With dl those sharp teeth, it wasn't a comforting sght. “Twenty-five

thousand. Paid in advance. No refund under any circumstances...”

The young man stumbled over hiswords. "l... | don't know. That seems

likean awful lot."

"Thet's becauseitis.

Both the Barabd and Nyo looked up at the new voice. Vo-Shay stood a
their table, armsfolded across his chest. "The boy could get a better ded
from aJawa... and on something far nicer than the garbage scow you're passing

off asatramp freighter.”

Enraged, the captain stood, towering over the gambler. "You insult me....

"No. You insult him," Vo-Shay said, indicating Nyo. "And if you want to

liveto prey an another easy mark, | suggest you leave immediatdy. Or dse

youll beinsulting me."



Barabels, however, are not easily intimidated. "And why should | care

about thet, little man?'

Vo-Shay shifted his position dightly, flashing the two hold-out blasters

he held tucked under arms.

The captain snorted and took athreatening step forward, "l could make

you egat those."

"If you were that good, you'd have dready done it insteed of just

talking about it," the gambler said, refusing to give up a centimeter of

ground. "Now go; find some nerfsto herd."

The Barabel shoved past VVo-Shay and dipped into the crowd milling around

the bar.

Stll chuckling, the gambler dipped the blasters into his cloak and

dropped into the vacated sest.

"What do you want now?" the young man asked.

"Just to talk."

Nyo started to get up. "I don't have anything elseto say to you."

V0-Shay reached out and quickly yanked him back into his seat.



"Hey! Lemmego..."

"Not until you've heard my offer.”

"What kind of offer?’

“I'll fly you to Nar Shaddaa."

Nyo couldn't believeit. "Why would you do that?'

"To make sure you get there without dying,” the gambler said, rocking

back in hischair. "And so you can pay me ten thousand credits.”

It didn't take him long to consider the offer.

"Ded," Nyo sad, smiling.

"Let'sget going, then.”

The young man was aready headed for the door, giddy with excitement. "I

can't bdievethis...."

V0-Shay shook his head as he followed Nyo out. "Join the club,” he said

Softly.



"Theresheis" The gambler'svoice wasfilled with the pride only a

parent or ship captain could ever know.

Nyo stepped into Docking Bay 49 and his mouth promptly fdl open. "The

AshandaRay..."

The two men circled the graceful curves of thelight freghter. Vo-Shay
carefully did ahand dong her smooth underbelly. " She was designed by agood

friend of mine... aMon Ca engineer with agreat eye."

Like most ships designed by the Mon Cadamari, the Ray was amodd of
efficiency, structural strength, and aesthetic appea. More than a spacecraft,
it resembled a handcrafted piece of art. With myriad pods, bulges, and bumps,
the ship amost appeared organic rather than constructed-like a greet ocean-

dwelling cregture.

" She can be a headache for maintenance and repair, but other than that...

"Quite abeauty,” Nyo agreed, "but | don't see any weapons... or Sensors.

Or anything.”

"What would an exotic woman be without her secrets?' The gambler laid an
arm around the young man's shoulders. "Now come on... let's go get your

lightsaber.”



Exhausted from his exploits, Nyo spent most of thetrip in one of the

Ray's extremely comfortable bunks.

V0-Shay was resting in the cockpit, half adeep himsdf. The ship would

warn him if anything came up, and the smoothly accderating sarlines

oflightspeed aways made the gambler drowsy. When he heard thelilting voice,

he wasn't sureif he was dreaming or not.

Y ou definitdy have your moments.

His eyes popped open. Definitely not dreaming...

"Was there ever any doubt in your mind?"

Do you want me to be honest, or nice?

"Nice," Vo-Shay grinned. " So, what's the word?”

It's hard to say right now. | need moretime,

"Don't wedl."

He'scoming.

V0-Shay craned his neck up over thetop of the chair. "Well, wel. Look



what the gundark dragged in...."

Nyo entered the cockpit, still rubbing the deep out of his eyes. He

unceremonioudy plopped down into the copilot's seet. "Are we there yet?!

The gambler checked hisdisplays. "Almost Y ou get some rest”?”

The young man nodded, surveying the cockpit.

"Good." Vo-Shay leaned back in his chair, absently twirling his pendant.

"You'll need to keep your eyeswide open in a place like Nar Shaddaa. Bad

things can happen to people fagter than you can even think about pulling your

blagter.”

"That's okay," Nyo answered with agrin. "I don't have one, remember?"’

The gambler chuckled. After afew moments, he grew serious and turned to

face Nyo. "Y ou never told me why you wanted a lightsaber.”

"Y ou never told me how you survived your untimdy demise in the Tyus

clugter,” the young man countered evenly, "or how come you're not over a

hundred years old."

"An even exchange, huh? Okay, but | asked firg."

The gambler immediatdly recognized thet distant look thet crept into



ationyo'seyes. It wasthe onethat dways prefaced the resurfacing of a

lifdlong dream and usudly culminated in trouble.

"l want to become aJedi Knight," the young man said in a voice just

above awhisper.

The gambler was slent for amoment "I thought they built their own

lightsabers when they were actualy ready to wield one...."

That seemed to deflate Nyo dightly, but he quickly recovered. "l just
wanted to have something... connected with them. | mean, it'snot like there's
anyone around to train me. | don't know...." He stared out the viewport, &
the starsrushing past. "I guess| thought thet if | felt alightsaber in my
hands, thered be some kind of magic, you know?Y ou haveto take your fird

step somewhere, and thiswas the only path | could find."

Wil spoken, young one.

"Huh?' Nyo snapped out of hisreverie and glanced back a Vo-Shay. "Did

you say something?"

"Waan't me," the gambler said with awink.

"S0, | held up my end of the bargain... now, let's hear your story."



Something caught Vo-Shay's eye. "It have to wait.”

The gambler's hands were already dancing over the controls, abruptly

dropping the Ray out of hyperspace. "Becalse we've got company...."

"I've got abad feding about this." Vo-Shay tracked the three incoming

shipson the Ray's sensors.

"Whoisit?'

"They haven't introduced themsdves yet, but somehow | don't think it'sa

welcoming committee.” The gambler eyed the digplay and frowned. "One Ghtroc

freighter and two Z-95 Headhunters. Could be worsg, | guess...."

"How?We're aready outhnumbered.”

"But never outclassed.” The comlink sounded its shrill cdl, drawing Vo-

Shay's attention "It sounds asiif they want to talk. That's dways a good

sgn.”

"Thisis Captain Yarrku of the Night Raider...." camethefiltered voice.

"He soundsfamiliar,” Nyo said.



Vo-Shay grunted. "It'sthat Barabd from the cantina."

"Areyou sure?'

"l never forget avoice.

"What could he possibly want?"

"Only oneway to find out," the gambler said, then engaged the comlink.

"Isthere a problem. Captain?’

"Therewill be unlessyou hand over dl the credits you stole from Doune.

"Stole? From Doune? Hah! That blubberpot Herg must be going senile.... |

won that money fair and square at a sabacc game.”

"Doune does not share your view of the Situation. He believes you chested
him, and he has hired usto retrieve hismoney. If you hand it over, there
will be no damageto you or your ship. Otherwise..." The Barabd's voice

trailed off ominoudy.

"Douneisnothing but apoor loser. And asfar as I'm concerned, he's

going to stay that way."



"Y ou know, | was hoping you'd say that,” Yarrku sad with an unfrly

chuckle. Then therewas only Sttic.

The two Z-95's broke off into standard flanking formation as

frighteningly powerful laser bolts erupted from the Ghtroc freighter.

V0-Shay executed aquick barrel roll and then pointed the Ray's nose into

apower dive. The two bolts screamed past, cutting through the space that the

ship had occupied microseconds before.

Nyo couldn't believeit. "That thing's got apair of quad laserd™

"So much for talking,” V o-Shay grumbled as he swung the Ray around to

face an oncoming Headhunter.

"This ship does have weapons, right?' Nyo asked.

The gambler merdly grinned and touched one of the control screens.

One of the pods on the Ray's bdly spirded open, reveding alarge

triple-barreled laser cannon. The turret smung around, locking onto the

gpproaching Headhunter.

A thunderous volley of laser balts tracked the Z-95 as it tried to

execute an evasveturn. The blasts "waked" right up the ship's exposed

garboard side, shredding the shidds, and finally exploding the ship'swing.



Without the starboard stabilizers, the Headhunter began to soin out of

control, harmlesdy veering off into the distance.

"Doesthat answer your question?' the gambler asked with asmug grin.

His smile faded when one of the Night Raiders quad laser bolts dammed
into the Ray's port sde. Theimpact spun the light freighter around sharply

and Vo-Shay found himsdlf fighting to keep her steady.

The other Headhunter was closing in, with dl blasters blazing away

merciledy.

Unable to evade the attack, the Ray wasforced to take a consderable

pounding from the Z-95's strafing run.

The ship bucked and shook under the assault, knocking the two men around
inther chairs. The gambler cursed under his breath as he steadied his

wounded craft.

"Wejust lost haf our shields" Nyo cried out in darm.

Acting asif hedidn't hear, an enraged V o-Shay brought the Ray into a

hard bootlegger's turn that sent a structural groan through the ship. He

closed the distance with impossible speed. Nyo fdt asif agiat invisble



hand was pressing againg hischest. "I didn't know freighters could movethis

fadt."

"Mogt can't. Thisonecan.”

Thanksto Vo-Shay's expert piloting, the Ray mirrored every last maneuver
the Headhunter executed. It was asif the two pilots were of one mind. No
matter what tactic it tried, the Z-95 could not shake off the larger ship. A
sustained burst of heavy blagter fire quickly turned the Headhunter into a

flaming starburst.

"Gotcha" Vo-Shay shouted.

"And | got you," came Y arrku's filtered voice over the comlink. It was
followed by another bone-jarring impact as another quad laser blast found its

mark.

"Shidldsaregone,” Nyo cried outinadarm. "And the hyperdrive's been

damaged.”

The gambler quietly brought the Ray around to face the Night Raider. The
big Ghtroc freighter hung therein space, waiting, with its big quad lasers
brought to bear. The two idle shipslooked like gunfighters, each one waiting

for the other to drawv....

Y arrku'svoice broke the silence. ™Y our shields are gone. Another hit



from my weapons and you'll be nothing but debris. Do the sensble thing and

hand over the money. Beforeit'stoo late.”

"So we give you the credits and you'll leave us done?’ Vo-Shay asked.

"Y ou have my word."

Heslying.

Vo-Shay and Nyo spoke at the sametime. "I know." The two men exchanged a

quick look, though Nyo seemed more than a bit bewildered.

The gambler keyed the comlink. "Dedl. I'll put the credit chip in aprobe

and launch it over."

"Minimd contact, minimd need for trust. Yes, tha would be

satisfactory. However, any tricksand I'll blow you to microns.”

Vo-Shay shut off the comlink and reached for the controls.

"We're not redly going to giveit to him, are we?' asked aflusered

Nyo.

Thegambler grinned. "Oh, were going to giveit to him, dl right.”



Three of the smal forward pods on the Ray did away to reved darkened

launch tubes.

"All yours," Vo-Shay said over the comm as he punched the control pandl.

A trio of proton torpedoes smultaneoudy screamed out of the Ray's

tubes, streaking toward the Night Raider.

In response, the Ghtroc opened up with both quad lasers.

Nyo shut hiseyes.

The quad laser bolts reached the Ray, and impacted... against the ship's

shields.

"Nooo!" That wasthe fina transmission from the Night Raider, before the

torpedoes converged and turned the ship into agiant, blossoming fireball.

The young man dowly looked around, utterly amazed to be dive.

Vo-Shay flashed agrin.

"But... our shidddswere gone," Nyo said in disbelief.

"One of themiracles of Mon Ca engineering, son. Redundant shidd

systems. Of course, haf-witted opponents don't hurt, either.” The gambler



took the controls and engaged the sublight engines. "Nar Shaddaa, here we

come...."

"l don't haveit," the dedler said. "How many other wayscan | say it?"

"What do you mean you don't haveit?' Nyo repegted for the fourth time.

Vo-Shay arched an eyebrow, leaning on the counter. "1 think my associate

isjust curious asto the reason why you no longer have the lightsaber.”

The chubby businessman grinned, bearing diamond white teeth. "Because |

dready sold it."

"But | put down adeposit so you wouldn't.”

"What can | say?' theman said smply. "A better offer camedong.”

Nyo looked just about ready to kill the fat merchant. Vo-Shay was

suddenly glad the kid was unarmed.

"Well, who did you sdll it to?" the young man demanded.

"Sorry. That's privileged information.”



Nyo swept a hand across the bare warehouse that served as the deder's
shop. It was currently empty except for the three of them. "Therés no one

else here. Maybe | can cut adeal with the buyer. | swear | won't say aword.”

"It'snot going to be to hard to figure out who gave you the information.

" The deder shook hishead. "Can't do it. Now, if there's something dse

youd beinterested in..."

Nyo seemed to be on the brink of exploding at the man, but thought better

of it. He spun around and stormed out of the shop. The gambler shrugged and

followed him out.

"Sorry, kid," Vo-Shay said asthey boarded the Ray. He squeezed Nyo's

shoulder. "The gdaxy can beacrue place sometimes.”

"1 know," the young man said softly, "it'sjust that | wanted that saber

0 much."

"Well, you never know-was The gambler's voice abruptly trailed off as he

saw theflashing light on the display.

"What isit?"

"A message..." Vo-Shay tapped the control.



A holo-recording crackled into the air, taking the shape of a certain

Herglic gambler.

"Doune." Theword tumbled from the gambler'slipslikeacurse.

"Greetings, farmboy. And to you aswell, O legendary one. It seems as
though the attempt to recoup my lossesfailed miserably. Ah, well... life can
be surprisng! Can it not?' The Herglic hdd up along, slver haft and

smiled.

Nyo's eyes had grown to the size of thermd detonators thregtening to

explode.

"As|'m sure you've guessed by now, it was | who purchased this degant
little wespon you so craved. And | would not be loathe to part with it-under

certain circumstances.”

"Come on, get to the point, you bloated bag of wind," Vo-Shay mumbled.

"What | am proposing issmple. Onelast hand of sabacc between mysdf
and Vo-Shay. If the gambler wins, you can havethe lightsaber. If | win, | get
the source of the gambler's uncanny luck-the obsidian necklace. If you accept,
meet me a the Nygann Cantinathree hours from now...." The holographic image

faded.



Nyo and Vo-Shay exchanged alook.

"Y ou've done so much for me dready,” the young man began. "I would never

ask you to do this-especidly if it means you could lose your necklace.”

"l won't. Lose, that is..." The gambler grinned. "Besides, | told you...

| never could resst achdlenge.”

Doune and Vo-Shay faced off once again, thistimein a private gambling

room at the back of the cantina. The only other beings present were the dedler

droid, Nyo and Doun€e's droid, Vee-Six.

"One last hand decidesit all, correct?" asked the Herglic.

The gambler nodded dowly, never taking his eyes off his opponent.

The dedler droid sent five sabacc cards to each player, then obediently

waited for the two men to look over the hands they'd been dedlt.

"Sabacc!" With athunderous laugh, the Herglic aoruptly shoved his cards

into the interference field and glowered in triumph. "Best that?"

Nyo paed as he glanced a Vo-Shay, who was nervoudy twirling his

pendant.

The gambler looked up from his cards and dowly inserted them into the



field. First wasthe Idiot card. Then camethe Two of Sabers. A three of any

suit would give Vo-Shay an Idiot's Array.

And awinning hand.

The Herglic took in asharp breeth, his skin mottling furioudly....

The gambler fingered one of hisremaining cards, then dipped it into the

fidd. For amoment, his hand covered the surface, then finally moved clear.

The Five of Staves. For atota of eight.

Vo-Shay had lost.

Nyo blinked once, then his mouth fdl open. He tried to meet the

gambler's eyes, but VVo-Shay had turned away as if he had found something

incredibly interesting on the floor.

The Herglic roared his approval and then extended aflipper. "l believe

you have something that now belongsto me...."

Vo-Shay carefully dipped the obsidian pendant from his neck and handed

it over without aword.

Ecdatic, the Herglic snatched it up. " So, the unbeatable one has fdlen



a lagt. With this | will be unstoppable” He grinned a Nyo.
"Congratulations, boy... you have just witnessed the death of an old legend
and the birth of anew one." Doune got to hisfeet and started for the door,
Vee-Six trailing behind him. The Herglic paused at the door, and dmost as an
afterthought, tossed the lightsaber onto the table. The weapon scattered the
sabacc cards. "Here! It'snot asthough | need it...." With a find terrible

chuckle, the Herglic and hisdroid | ft.

Nyo stared first at the saber, then at Vo-Shay. "I... | don't know whet

tosay...."

The gambler looked up, brandishing awide smile. "Wdll, you could start

with "thank you." was He flipped over one of the sabacc cards he hadn't

played....

The Three of Sabers.

The young man was stunned. "Y ou had the Idiot's Array! Y ouwon!™ Then it

hit him. "But why didn't you play it?"

"Firg of dl, consgdering how badly Doune reacted to my winning his
money in thefirst place, do you redly think hewould have let usjust watz
out of herewith the lightsaber eveniif | did winit fair and square? Plus, |
counted at |least a hdf-dozen meres nursing glasses of lum on our way in here.

My guessisthat dl they were waiting for was Doune's order.”



"l seeyour point, | guess. But you didn't have to sacrifice your

pendant!"

"Lisgten, kid... that particular bauble was given to me along time ago by
atenacious old girlfriend who wanted more of arelationship than | was ready
for at thetime. Thisgirl refused to give up, no matter what | said or did.

The only reason | considered it lucky was because the day she gaveit to me,
wefinaly broke up. | kept the thing and discovered that when | played with
it during agame, it did awonderful job of distracting my opponents. So you

seg, it redly has no mydtical power. | make my own luck. Asdoweadl..."

A smile crept onto Nyo'slips. "Dounesin for quite asurprise, then.”

"Exactly why we should get going," Vo-Shay said, tossing hm the

lightscher.

Nyo caught it easily and couldn't believe he was holding the one thing he
had dreamed about for so long. He turned the haft over in hishands, caressing
the smooth lines and imagining himsdf swinging that beautiful bright blade

through agraceful arc....

Vo-Shay abruptly reached back inside the room and yanked the starstruck

young man after him.

Nyo awoke to a soft, humming sound. It varied in pitch dmost congtantly,



andforamoment, he thought some sort of insect had crawled into his head

during his nap. Far away.

Then he saw the odd glow reflected on the ship's bulkhead. Quietly making

hisway back to the passenger compartment, Nyo peeked around the corner.

Vo-Shay stood in the Ray'slounging area, deftly swinging the bright
orange energy blade through a series of amazing thrusts and parries. After a
few moments, the gambler sensed he was being watched and powered down the
saber. He turned to Nyo, extending the weapon handle-first to the young man.

"l hopeyou don't mind. | just couldn't resst.”

"How do you know how to do that?' Nyo demanded. Then the young men

suddenly grinned. "And can you teach me?"

The gambler plopped down onto one of the lounge chairs. "I guess| dill

oweyou my gory, right?'

The young man nodded, taking the seat opposite Vo - Shay's.

"Well, the legends surrounding my disappearance were correct. The Ray was
indeed caught in the Tyus cluster, and at the center of that mass of ugly
black holes, time was nonexistent. Many others had been trapped there before
me, though none had survived. Except for one... a Jedi Master. She helped me

escape, and even taught me alittle about the Force.”



"That's a pretty short summary...."

"I'll save thewhole story for another day,” Vo-Shay sad dismissvely.

"After dl, well have plenty of time together when you signon as my firs

mate."

"Do you meen it?'

"l never say what | don't mean, kid. Welcome aboard.”

" S0, you'll teach me about the Force?!

"Me?No... I'll teach you how not to lose everything to aHerglic a the

sabacc table. Shell ingtruct you in the mysterious ways of the Force."

"ThisisAryzah," Vo-Shay said by way of introduction, "the lovdy Jedi

Master who saved my life."

Greetings, Nyo. May the Force be with you.

"And just between the two of us, kid," Vo-Shay said with awink, "you're

gonnaneed it."



*k*

Smple Tricks

by Chris Cassidy and Tish Pahl

Wi, Cao'n," the port mechanic drawled, running afilthy rag between his

blackened hands. "Y ou've done quite a number on your ship here."

"l didn't do anything to my ship!" Fen Nabon barked. "A power flux ripped
us out of hyperspace! It fried the drive, cooked the backup, and mdted the

stabilizers and motivator on itsway out!"

Fen knew she should have patched the hyperdrive together with spit and



engine tape and coaxed the Star Lady into aionad'Ris City, Prishardias
planetary capita. But the planet guide glibly guaranteed a " standard-class
garport with dl amenities' in Lesvol, Prishardias second largest dity. On
landing in the agricultural backwater, Fen redlized she was more likdy to

find the promised "excellent accommodations and dining opportunities’ in the

molten core of Hath.

The pasture of some smelly, indeterminate ruminant ringed the spaceport.
More ominous, Fen noted, were the rusted swoops and ancient, gutted freighters
which littered the cramped landing pad. She doubted anything in the port had
operated under its own power in the last sixteen years. And the greaseball now

droning on was likely persondly responsblefor the disrepair.

"Gibb," asthe name stitched on his coverdls proclaimed him, paused to
it expressively onto the baked dirt, wisdy missng the Lady's extended
ramp, then withdrew a datapad from agrimy pocket. "Thisisthe inventory of

replacement drives we can get, from here or from Nad'Ris."

As shereviewed the meager list. Fen realized why she had to pry the pad
out of Gibb's shaking hands. Therewas avery old, very overpriced Horizon-
Hopper. The SoroSuub would entail arepair even Fen wouldn't attempt. Severd
new Lifesaver 1000's were also handy, deadi wish incdluded free of charge.
There wasn't even a quick-and-dirty substitute that was safe enough and cheagp

enough to get her to adecent shipyard.



Thebulgein thelittle man's throat rose and fdl. "We don't have

anything else" he choked.

Fen shoved the pad back at him. Space, there wasn't even anything worth

geding. "How long?' she growled.

"We can order an Avatar," Gibb sammered.

"How long?" Fen repeated, alittle closer and alot louder.

"Cordliaisalongway, evenat..."

"How long?" Fen was so close she could sméell the chew that hung on him.

Gibb whispered, "A month, maybe two."

"One month," Fen ordered.

"Yes, Cap'n," Gibb squeaked before rushing off.

"Fen, you should teach diplomacy," a cultured voice scolded. Ghitsa

Dogder emerged from the shadows of the Star Lady's ramp.

"l didn't hear you offering to help," Fen retorted.

"Why would you need a con artist when your intimidation and yelling were



s0 very effective?’ Brandishing adatapad, Ghitsa continued. "I decided to

read about our temporary home instead.”

"The rube who wrote that backgrounder is adead man," Fen gritted. "I'm

gonnaget adrink in the ship. Y ou coming?'

"No, | think I will investigete for alittlewhile”

Fen shrugged and headed up the Lady's ramp. At the hatch she turned back
to say something, but her partner had aready disappeared into the decaying

spaceport building.

Ghitsa's ambiguous statement set off amuted darm in Fen's head. It
wasn't asif she wasworried about her partner's safety. Even in an unfamiliar
place the con aways took care of hersdlf. No, thereal big worry was that
Ghitsa's sharp eye had probably spied something in the backgrounder on Lesvol.

Something Fen missed.

"Sith," Fen muttered, scraping some of the pasture from her boot tread.
Digging her figsinto her pockets, she went in search of the bottle of
Coréllian Reserve she kept for redly bad days. Whatever the crisis, Cordlia

had the cure.

Fen wasinto her third drink, cursing fates and the universe, when her

partner findly returned carrying afist sized, bright orange fruit.



AsGhitsaset it down on thetable, Fen eyed the fruit suspicioudy.

There were severd explanations, each worse than thelast. "I don't suppose

you picked that up for asnack?'

"Of course not. Fen," Ghitsasniffed haughtily.

"That'sright. Y ou haven't had a nonliquid med since the Battle of

Endor,” Fen called as Ghitsaretreated toward her cabin. Agang her better

judgment. Fen climbed dowly to her feet and followed.

"Ghits, what are you up to?' Fen asked as she leaned againgt the open

hatch to Ghitsa's quarters, nursing her drink.

"Just away to passthetime and refresh the cofferswhile we wait for

your beloved Cordlian parts" came the muffled reply. Only Ghitsas

hindquarters, sticking out from a stowage closet, were vishle Fen had to

resst the urge to administer a swift kick.

Ghitsaemerged amoment later, shaking out her prize.

Fen felt her jaw drop. "No," she said sternly.

Ghitsaresponded by pulling on the smple robe.

"Y ou must bejoking!"



"Fen, you know | have no sense of humor." A metd cylindricd handle
appeared from the robe's deep pocket. Ghitsa experimentally flicked the switch

on and off. Nothing happened, of course.

Ghitsa pushed past her partner, headed for the main cabin. Fen once again

trailed behind her.

"I'm surprised that after dl these years you haven't been ableto con a

red onefrom someone," Fen mumbled.

Ghitsawas suddenly quite serious. "Given what we've heard recently about
the Jedi Academy from the Fringe, | would not be surprised to see lightsabers

showing up on the black market." Ghitsastared at her, waiting, expectantly.

Fen hedged. "Wha?"

"Y ou know what," Ghitsasaid impatiently. “That rigged sabacc deck and

the repulsor remote. Where are they?"

It was hopeless. Settling back into her seat with a resgned ggh. Fen

sad, "They'rein the wegpons closet, third shdlf, in the back.”

"How quaint,” Ghitsa cooed, returning with Fen'slockbox. She st it on

the table and sat across from Fen, helping hersdlf to aglass of the Reserve.



Inthetimeit took Fen to pour hersdlf another, Ghitsahad jimmied the box

open.

"Thisisaredly bad idea," Fenfindly said.

Ghitsa picked up thefruit on the table and began drilling a delicate
holein it with her pocketknife. "I confirmed what was in the backgrounder.
There are thou - sands of peoplein Lesvol and the only legd authority is
more than two thousand kilometers away. It's chaos out there. 1'd be providing

them an invauable sarvice”

"For target practice," Fen grumbled. "Don't you remember what happened

lat time?'

Ghitsanodded, but continued her carving.

"Can| just point out that the Lady is out of commission?We don't have

any way of getting out of here once they figure out you're afraud.”

"We shall just have to make sure they don't figureit out then, won't we?

Fen swirled the golden liquor in her glass, admiring the way the contents
clung to the sdes before surrendering to gravity. "I'm not helping you this
time," she declared, knowing her resistance was asfutile as her drink's, but

gtill feding the need to make a token stand.



From across the table, Ghitsa handed her the remote'stiny control. "Of

courseyou will."

Fen deveoped hate rdlationships with many places in the gdaxy. She
loathed Socorro during the hot season, detested Mos Eidey during the dusty
season, and her irritation with the exhorbitant prices of Coruscant during
Fete Week was amatter of public record. But Lesvol on market day earned a

wholenew levd of disdain.

With a deep breath Fen plunged into the throng of peasants and animds
crowding the market square. Squeezing between an oversized vegetable cart and
abooth of wheel-sized cheeses, Fen then swerved to avoid a sheggy something
smelling vaguely of nerf. When a gap-toothed woman in shapeless black thrust a
sguawking bird in her face. Fen amost cooked both poultry and purveyor with a

blaster bolt.

In contrast to Fen's mad dashing and darting through the market, Ghitsa's
progress ahead was unhurried. Crowds and livestock magicaly parted for the
woman in the brown robe. She walked serendly, the lightsaber handle swinging
fredly and congpicuoudy a her side. They were in the market barely ten

minutes when Fen began hearing the whispered word of awe and respect:



Fen circled around, seeing Ghitsafind her target. Two quarrding men,
one as short asthe other was fat, had attracted a crowd. Words and spittle
flew, with fists sure to follow, to the smdler man's disadvantage. A groat

stood between them, oblivious, complacently chewing her cud.

"Friends," Fen heard Ghitsasay. "May | assist you?'

A hush fdl asdl eyesturned to the Jedi woman. "Who are you?' the

larger man demanded.

"Jedi!" someone cdled from the back.

"Don't look like no Jedi," the man snarled.

Ghitsaamiled patiently. " Size and sex are not the measure of a Jedi,
friend." She gestured to anearby fruit stand. "1 do not approve of casua use
of the Force," her voice rang out. "But the gentleman here requests some

veification."

Ghitsaheld out her right hand. Her left. Fen knew, concedled atiny
remote which controlled the repulsor. A bright orange fruit rose from atop the
mounded produce display, circled above the sunned crowd, then fdl into

Ghitsalswaiting palm.

She gathered the growing crowd with her eyes and authoritative presence.

"l ask again, do you require the assistance of a Jedi ?"



"] ask for Jedi mediation,” the small man sammered, with afeisty glare

at his combatant. "Baxendahl here sold me a breeding groat, but she's barren.”

Fen turned away and began pushing againgt the throng, shaking her head in
disgust. Ghitsawould wield her negotiation skills as others used weapons and
push the men to some settlement involving cost of a groat's care, eaning
potentia of agroat's milk, and value between a breeding and a barren groat.
The grateful participants would then pay her for the trouble in some loca
currency or good. By the end of the afternoon, with another piece of floaing
fruit and afew "1 can read your mind" sabacc tricks, the Lesvol community
would think Jedi Magster Skywalker himsdlf had come to pay avist. Force

forgive her, but Fen didn't want to stay around to watch.

The moment would go down in the annals as one of the best of Fen's life
Twenty-nine days, fourteen hours, and twenty-seven minutes after a power flux
forced her into the Maker-forsaken Lesvol, the brand-spanking-new Cordlian

Avatar-10 hyperdrive findly arrived.

"Cap'n, she's a beauty.”

"That sheis, Gibb." Fen sghed happily and gazed adoringly & the
glistening drive, the stabilizers, the motivator, and the converters, spread

out carefully and ordered. "I just wish we found the cause of that flux.”



Gibb'ssmal shoulders shrugged in his oversized uniform. "I've seen it
on oldY T'S before, especidly the ones with so many custom festures and

gpeciad modifications. At least you know you won't blow the Avatar when you

putitin."

A month's close observation reveded that Gibb was a pretty far
mechanic. Fen hadn't asked, nor had Gibb explained, where he became so wdl
acquainted with old modd gtarfighters and Cordllian freighters. Everyone hed

apast and the secrets that go withiit.

Gibb was right, though; these things did sometimes happen and the best

you could hope for wasthat they don't kill you when they did.

Fen bent down, picked up arock, and pitched it at a groat wandering too
closeto her new hyperdrive. With afrightened bleat the anima bolted across

the landing pad.

"Jedi Ghitsadoesn't like it when you do that to her pets” Gibb warned,

glancing about nervoudly.

"Well, she can just use her powersto stop me," Fen groused. With her
busy socid and negotiation schedule, Ghitsawasn't there, but that didn't
stop even the sensible Gibb from worrying what the All-Knowing Jedi would see.
The whole con was going to Ghitsal's head and redlly getting to Fen. Apart from
Ghitsas solemn pontifications, the spaceport and ship filled with fam

animals, sckly fruit wines, and other homegrown products-al gifts thet



grateful but very poor clients gave their revered, dealmaker Jedi.

"1'm gonna pull the readings off the old drive," Fen said, pulling her

favorite scanner from her back pocket.

Gibb nodded. "I'll finish prepping the ship.” He disappeared into the

Lady, thetools on hisbelt clanking noisly.

They wrestled the old drive out of the ship and set it on the grass next
to the landing pad. With afew well aimed rocks. Fen scattered the birds-more
giftsto Jedi Ghitsa-that had taken to roosting on the drive. Squatting down,
Fen gently turned thefirst section over and clicked on the scanner. She
dusted off bits of blackened char between the two and three couplings, then

continued down the drive shaft. And stopped.

Fen thumbed the scanner off and rocked back on her heels. The good news
was that she had just found, buried in the most inaccessible part of the

drive, what had caused the power flux. The bad news...

Thetimid, "Uh, excuse me," so sartled Fen that she reflexively hurled

the nearest spanner in the direction of the voice.

Fen scrambled to her feet. The uninvited visitor hit the ground to avoid
swallowing her thrown tool. "Ever heard of knocking?' she snapped. As he stood

dowly, Fen took in the smple brown robe he wore and the untouched metd



handle a hiswai 4.

"Where?' He shrugged and looked about expressively. They were, after dll,

outside, on a spaceport landing pad.

Fen checked the grin. "Right..." They sure started them young a
Skywaker'sranch. Fen mused. Thisone couldn't be a day over twenty. But
then, wild rumors about the Jedi Academy had been flying for months in the
Fringe. Could this soft-faced, shaggy-haired youth redly be a fully trained
Jedi Knight? By dl accounts, probably. And she could just guesswhat brought

aJedi Knight to thewilds of Lesval.

"Wdl, wdl," shesaid with alow whigle "Could it be one of the

ascetic Luke Skywadker'slittle followersin the flesh?!

He straightened with her challenge but sumbled over thewords. "Yes, I'm

from Master Skywalker's Academy. I'm Zeth Fost."

"Fenig Nabon. You can cdl me Fen." Ancther matter demanded her

attention, one even more urgent than exploring what ared Jedi was doing here

and what she was going to do about it. Fen crouched down again at the drive.

"l don't suppose the Force can tell you what these char marks between the

couplings mean?"'

Zeth sguatted next to her. "It doesn't really work like that.”



"Too bad." Fen pulled a megnifier from her front pocket and began

crawling up the length of the drive shaft. There. Between the eighth and ninth

couplings.

"What isit?' asoft voice asked, too dose to her ear. She dmogt

dugged him, just out of reflex.

"Here," she said and handed him the magnifier.

"It lookslikea... wire?"

"It's an old saboteur's trick. You create a complete drcuit by

connecting the couplings of ahyperdrive. A piece of wireasthin as a har

will do thejob. Then send aspark up the drive shaft and it'll arc, from one

coupling to the next. Fry the entire system.” Shewaved a the drive's far

end. "Somewherein therel'll find theremainsof arday or battery that

generated the power surge.”

Zeth cleared histhroat. "Do you know why?'

Fen dowly stood. "Y egh. Probably. Someone's likdy gunning for my

partner, GhitsaDogder."

There was a sharp but not very surprising intake of breath. "She's why



I've come," Zeth said quickly, rising aswell. "Weve heard she isa very

powerful Jedi and is doing much good here.”

"Well, she'sgot alot of enemies, too.”

Fen was very proud she did not choke when Zeth intoned, "Those who do
good things often have many enemies." His young face turned somber. "And those
with untrained Force powers can be manipulated. Whereis she?' he asked, now

sounding more urgent.

As soon as he meets Ghits, the gig will be up. Fen thought. Thet done
would be worth the admission price. "I don't know," shefinaly said, making

her decision. "She had anegotiation today. But Gibb will know where sheis.”

"Why didn't you catch ashuttle?' Fen complained from the passenger seat

of Zeth'srented landspeeder.

"l didn't know whereto go," Zeth responded. His eyes wandered about the
bucolic landscape. "' Everyone within athousand kilometers was taking about

the wonderful Jedi Ghitsa, but no one knew where shewas."

Fen drummed her fingers on the console. They had sabotaged the ship on

Chad, known her route, and set the drive to blow in the firg inhabited

system. But who? And why?

"A Force-sengitive would be a very powerful asset to a aimind



organization,” Zeth interrupted.

"Stay out of my head, spoonbender,” Fen snapped.

"l waan't in your heed, Fen," Zeth said cdmly. "Just making an obvious

observation.”

"Keegp it that way, then." Wanting to be conciliatory, but not apologetic.

Fen added, "L ots of bad guys seem redl determined to kidnap you Jedi types.”

Fen hadn't expected Zeth to flinch so obvioudy. "What isit?' she asked.

He shook his head. "Nothing."

"Turn right up ahead,” she ingtructed. He drove through a battered and

ancient gate and they both fell slent.

Fedling the speeder steadily accelerate. Fen glanced a Zeth. He was
staring ahead. She gave up trying to shake the anxiety mounting snce they

drove on to the property.

They rounded ablind turn and the farmhouse was only a fev meters
farther. Fen was out of the speeder before Zeth coaxed it to astop. It wasn't
just thelook of grim concern on hisface or the sllence which darmed her.

No, it wasthe clenching feding in her gut. Sheld fdt the same way when



shed returned to that Ord Man tell cantinaand found the man who had been her

father dead on thefloor.

She yanked out her blaster and ran to the farmhouse. The door was open,

gar and askew. At the door's threshold lay a Jedi robe.

"I'm assuming it's someone from off-planet,” Fen jabbered asthey whizzed

back through Lesval. "I wonder why it took them so long?"

"They may have thought once your drivefailed you would go to NadRis,"
Zeth said. "And when you didn't, they looked the sameway | did. A planetisa

big place to search for asingle person.”

Asthe speeder banked hard on aturn. Fen was gratified Zeth was driving
only dightly dower than she would be. "Gibb is checking for reports of any

strangers. He may know something by the time we get back.”

"What's next then?' thededi asked.

"Ligten, Zeth," Fen began. "'l appreciate the help, but | can handle this

onmy own."

When Zeth smiled, years seem to fdl from him. "Jedi have a
responsbility to Force-sengtives, especially those like Ghitsa who have a
redl gift otherswould exploit." His expression darkened abruptly. "It's hard

to explain, but the Force guided me here. I'd like to seeit through.”



"Well, who am | to argue with cosmic fate and destiny?' Fen grumbled.

Gibb ran out to meet them when they pulled up & the port. Ignoring
Zeth's reprimanding frown, Fen again clambered out before he stopped the
speeder. "What've you found, Gibb?" she asked, forcing calm into her voice as

they jogged to the port building.

"Not much, Cap'n. | got a couple reports of a kiff going redly fast

toward Nad'Ris."

She and Gibb pushed into thetiny port administration building. "How long

ago?"'

Fen grabbed achair, but in hands not quite still it dipped from her
grasp and clattered to the floor. Gibb waited until she righted it before

responding. "Couple of hours.

Zeth'svoice came from the door. "Why did they notice the skiff at all?

Gibb eyed the Jedi, asif weighing where hisloydtieslay. "It was big,

new, fast. Nothing like that around here."

Fen cracked her knuckles and smirked inwardly when Zeth winced at the

sound. "Okay, Gibb, | need to dice into the Nad'Ris spaceport records. I'm



looking for theincoming ship registry.”

The mechanic blanched, looking from Fen to Zeth and back again. "But

Captain..." he sammered.

"Now Gibb," she began, popping her finger jointsone a atime "Just
"cause a self-gppointed guardian of good iswatching isno time to get dl
mord on me. The only way to figure out where Ghitsa's gone isto look a

where they probably took her, got it?"

Gibb nodded rdluctantly, till eyeing the Jedi skepticaly. Zeth winked

and held out hishandsin a"Who am | to argue?’ gesture.

Fen scooted up to the data console. After several minutes of work she

spun back around with agrowl. "Gibb, why do you keep fidgeting?'

"Wel, Captain. That will work eventudly, but..." Gibb glanced a Zeth,

face creased with worry. "1 know aquicker way."

Zeth laughed. "Don't worry, Gibb. | won' tell."

Gibb wilted with relief. Thirty seconds|later they were scralling through

the Nad'Ris port entries.

"l need to see the ship names," Zeth announced suddenly, crowding them at

thetermind.



Throwing Zeth an annoyed look and an elbow in theribs. Fen shot back,

"And | need to see what flight plans and cargo they registered.”

Gibb keyed a command and three columns of informeation appeared. Fen began

anxioudy searching.

"There!" Zeth suddenly exulted.

He shrank back as Fen pinned him with afavored glare from her extensve

repertory. "And why do you think so?’

"Just the name, Rook," Zeth hedged. "I have afeding about it."

"A feding? Sorry, Jedi, but we need something solid.” Fen turned back to
study the screen. "1 don't suppose your fedling noticed the Rook arrived the
day after | did, registered aflight plan from Chad and Na Hutta, and made no
customs declaration, even though a ship that dass has over two thousand

metric tons of cargo space?"'

"Cap'n," Gibb said, new worry coloring his tone. "See that blinking

indicator? The Rook filed clearanceto leave."

Fen felt cold dread settle in her ssomach like theloca brew. "How long?



"An hour, maybe two."

Zethmoved in doser, sudying the flashing light. "Itll take us dl

night to get back to Nad'Ris, unless you've got something faster than my

Speeder.”

Therewasn't anything ese. They dl knew that. The Lady's drive was
gill in pieces. Nothing in the port could run, much less fly. Fen began
working furioudy on the console's keypad. "If you've got any tricks, | could

use'em," shesaid to Zeth.

" told you, it doesn't work that way."

Why was a hermetic Force zed ot barely out of histeens so gloomy? Fen

pushed aside the thoughts clouding her rapid-fire keystrokes.

"Well, good thing I've got afew tricks," she said.

Behind her she heard Gibb's low chortle. "That'll keep them hereinto the

next growing season, Cap'n.”

Fen pushed out of her seat. Seeing Zeth grinning at her handiwork on the

terminal, she felt the satisfaction of being able to impress a Jedi.

Shetugged on Zeth'sarm. "Come on. Let'smove.”



Songs of loverslost or left behind and the intoxicants consumed to
forget them were woven into the fabric of every culture built around
gpacefaring and acohol production. Corelliahad amillion such madrigas, Fen
knew half of them, and had lived the other half. When sheld been a amdl,
dirty-faced child, snging the off color lyricsin abusy spaceport wasasure
way to earn afew extra credits or even ahot med. Now, thirty-some years

later, she sang them when she was nervous, excited, or drunk.

Fen dashed about the Lady's main cabin gathering her gear. "Best | can
hopefor isalong lifeand amerry one. A quick desth and an easy one.”

Singing dightly off key, she snapped the last drawer closed.

Zeth stood patiently, saying nothing as Fen added two more detonators to

the pile on thetablein front of him.

"A fast ship and asturdy one," Fen sang with more gusto about the ship
than the easy death. She began methodically tucking the toys and gadgets into
her flightsuit pockets. "A tall deand another one™ she finished with a

flourish.

Fen dropped avibro-shiv into each boot and added her lucky hold-out
blaster to yet another pocket at her deeve. With a satisfied sigh she began

checking the settings on her heavy blaster.



Zeth ran ahand over his mouth to keep from smirking. He then removed his
belt, placed it on the table, and shrugged out of his Jedi robe. Bdling it
up, he tossed the robe into the corner. He again donned his bdt, un dipped
the lightsaber hanging there, and dipped it into apocket at hisside. "Well?

" hefindly asked. "Do | pass?'

"Takethat earnest expresson off your face and itjust might work."

The amilefindly broke out, and he glanced away to hideit.

"Y ou have asdearm?’ Fen asked, circling around him for amore thorough

ingoection.

"l don't need one."

"Wait. Don't tell me. The Force will protect you."

"Actudly, | figured you were carrying enough firepower to defend me and

Coruscant." When the only reply was Fen's evil eye, Zeth amended; "I have nmy

lightsaber... and the Force."

"Thisismy Force power. It'scalled ablaster." She sent the weapon in

itshome at her hip. "Let'sgo."

Fen was usudly about as communicative as a Gamorrean. But charging ong

adark thoroughfare to rescue someone who didn't deserve saving seemed to



inspire confidences. So as she dammed down bottle after bottle of a
carbonated, highly charged drink, appropriately dubbed Rush, the words tumbled

out of her with aspeed rivaing that of their headlong race into the night.

Shetold Zeth about her youth on the streets of Coronet and even alittle

bit about Jett.

Zeth'stde, like hers, began haltingly, then flowed. On learning he hed

been on Kessdl, they spent the past hour trading Moruth Doole stories.

" S0, anyway," Zeth said, taking another long pull on hisboattle. "I never

would have gotten off Kessdl if Han hadn't shown up.”

"Solo?' Fen choked back aswallow other Rush.

"Yeah," Zeth waited a beat before adding, ™Y ou know him."

"Stay outtamy mind, Jedi," she warned.

"l wasn'tinit," he shot back. "But | can't help it if you broadcast

your fedingslike an emotiona holovid."

"Guess|'ll just haveto think quieter around you, won't 17" Fen clamped

her mouth shut.



"Y ou have deep fedings and strong loyadlties,”" Zeth pontificated. "Why do
you try hiding them?' Not put off by her sony sllence, he pushed, "Because if
you don't, then why are we going after Ghitsa, anyway? Space, you don't even

like her."

"Because shes my partner, that'swhy," Fenfinaly burst out. "And no

one harms any partner of mine. Except me."

"Did someone harmJett?" Zeth asked gently.
Fen laughed, short and bitter. "If you cal avibro-shiv through the neck

harm, then | guess s0."

"I'm sorry. Fen," he said softly.

She wanted to hold on to the anger, as shewould ablaster or alover.

But ingtead, with Zeth's unsolicited and compassionate sincerity, she felt the

hurt drain away without the energy to maintain it. "Thanks," she said and

sarcasm was the best she could muster. "That's mighty Jedi of you."

Fen looked quickly enough to see Zeth amile. "So from where does this

disdain for Jedi spring?" he asked. ™Y our denigration approaches an art form.”

"Oh, I don't know," Fen replied, matching hislighter tone. "l just have

aproblem with authority and earnest sdlf-righteousness.”

"No Sith," Zeth retorted.



"Watch your mouth, junior. That kind of language could get you in

trouble"

Zeth laughed. "You'reright. If | go back swearing like a smuggler,

they'll never let meout again.”

Fen smirked in spite of hersdf. "Just tell them you learned it al from

agreat master."

Hislaughter abruptly stopped. Zeth turned away to stare moodily into the

darkness.

They rodein silence as Fen tried to work out what she had sad to
provoke Zeth's capricious reaction. Giving up, shetried the blunt approach.
"So, aslong aswe're spilling our souls al over the deck here, what's this

ban tha on your back? Did you drop arock on another spoonbender or something?

Zeth remained mute, asif weighing whet to tdl her. His voice was

distant and sorrowful when hefinally spoke. "I used my power asaledi... for

revenge.

Fen glanced at Zeth. He was staring down &t his upturned palms asif they

were somehow dirty. Shetore her eyesfrom the sight to concentrate again on



the road. Vengeance was something she could certainly understand, but Fen
suddenly didn't want to hear any more of this young man's tortured story.

Before she could say anything, Zeth continued.

"In my arrogance | thought the ends judtified the means.” Zeth's voice
dropped to awhisper. "My brother and many others paid the price for my fdl

tothedark side."

Fen gasped as the pieces began to fal into place. The wild rumors she
had heard, the things he had said. When the answer findly popped into her
consciousness, she'd never be sureif she deduced it hersdf or if he hed
planted it there. "Carida," she breathed. Millions dead, billions, an entire

star system wiped out of existence.

She swerved the speeder to the Sde, damming on the brakes as her mind
screamed again. "Caridal" Aghagt, she turned to see the Jedi staring out the

window, fighting the tears clinging to hislashes. He nodded ever so dightly.

She was sharing alandspeeder, her life, with the most notorious mass
murderer since Papatine. Thisinnocent looking man, this kid, was another

Vader. A butcher. Hekilled billions.

Suddenly claustrophobic in the close speeder. Fen fumbled for an escape.
A cool breeze flooded in as she shoved the hatch open. Fen staggered across
the road, fedling the universe buckle under her feet. Billionsdead. And she

liked him. That wastheworst of it. She had falen completely for his wide-



eyed innocence, the shy amile.

Theincongruity hit her likeanova. Shelost the battleto control her

spiraling emotions and the waves of nausea splashing over her. Falling to her

knees, Fen emptied her somach into the soft, tilled field.

The universe had just Sopped spinning when she heard him come up behind

her. Fen struggled to her fet.

"S0, you're Sithin" Durron?' she demanded. "Kyp Durron?"

IIYSIII

"Youlied to me." Fen graightened up and shoved her hands into her

pockets, staring down at her feet. She needed new boots, she noted, then

mentally kicked hersdlf for alowing such athought now.

"Yes" Kyp responded after along pause.

"They have aword for what you did. It's called genocide.”

"1 know," Kyp replied, hisvoice breaking dightly.

Fen spun around, blind wrath overcoming selfpreservation. She poked her

index finger in the center of hischest. "Then tell me, Jedi," she choked on



theword. "How come you're dlowed to roam the gdaxy recruiting others,

recruiting my partner, to follow in your footsteps?’

Kyp remained silent, shoulders hunched, staring at the ground.

"Why arent youinjail?* she demanded. Giving him another, much harder

shove, she shrieked, "Why weren't you executed?'

Hefdl to the ground in an unresisting hegp. "I don't know," Kyp sad,

hisvoice ragged. "I should be. | should be dead.”

Fen went for the reassurance of her blaster, bitterly cold to the touch.
Sheraised it, taking aim at thefilth before her. She had killed better than

this before and for less than crimes againgt the galaxy.

Hefindly looked up at her, and she could seetears gligening on his

face. "No onewould ever blame you, Fen, for killing the murderer of hillions

ofsentients.”

Fenfdt anitching in her fingers. Hewants meto kill him, she abruptly

redized.

Please, Fen, camethewail in her mind. He outstretched his hands to her.

Fen was moved, but not to pity. "You're ared black hearted coward,

Jedi," she snarled, thrusting the blaster back in her holster. "Trying to get



me to do something you don't have the courage to do yoursdf."

She hauled him to hisfeet. "Listen, you Sith Lord." Sheforced as much
venom into the invective as she could and had the pleasure of seeing him wince
a an epithet that was no longer amusing. Fen vowed she would never use the
curseagain. "l don't give ten credits whether you live or die. I'd gladly cut
you down and rid the universe of your miserable exisence.” She roughly
grabbed him by the elbow, propelling him to the speeder. "But not until after

we get my partner out. Got it?"

"And I'mtelling you again," Ghitsa responded patiently. "I've never

heard of thisbefore."

Culan Brash's blow knocked her out of the chair. Bound at the hands and
ankles, Ghitsa managed to twist her body so only musde met the unyidding

ship deck.

"That's not what we hear. Counsdor,” Bradi sneered. Ghitsa had been
beaten many times before. 1t was an occupationa hazard working for the Hutts.
On ascae of oneto ten. Brash's efforts were about an eight, maximizing pain

while minimizing long-term damage. A true artisan. She curled up into a bdl,



making asmdler target for theinevitable kick. Bradi redlly put his weght

into x as his heavy foot dammed into her, again and again....

Dawn was less than an hour away. Fen followed the speeder's map through
Nad'Ris to the spaceport and an alley that ran along the back of the port. She
maneuvered the speeder down the narrow passage, weaving back and forth between

the trash and broken, pitted pavement.

They hadn't exchanged two sentences snce Kyp's reveations on the
darkened roadway. She eased the speeder into a sheltered alcove and shut it

down. When he il didn't say anything. Fen asked, "Y ou coming?”

Kyp hopped out of the speeder but remained mute.

The back port wall loomed above them, dimy, dirty and afull five meters

high. Scanning up and down the dley, Fen found the hoped-for service

entrance. "I'm going to cry getting it open,” sheindicated witha nod. "You

stand watch, okay?'

Fen pulled apam-sized device from apocket and set it over the door's

security lock.

"Isthat what | think it is?" Kyp asked.

Fen cocked an eyebrow at his disgpproving voice. "If you think it's an

OpirusMode FD Sixty-Two security descrambler, then it's exactly what you



think itis"

"Arent thoseillegd ?'

"So'smurder," Fen scoffed.

It was several moments before Kyp asked quietly, "Did you murder everyone

you thought was responsible for Jett's death?!

Fen amost dropped the descrambler. She could tell where thiswas going;

being on the mora high ground was ararity she wasn't anxiousto give up.

"Did you?' Kyp repeated.

"Yes," shefinaly said, asdowly asthe descrambler wasworking.

"If more people had been responsible, would you have retaiated aganst

them, too?"

"Youkilled billiond" Fen burst out. She glanced nervoudy around, but

the dley remained deserted.

"l know," Kyp moaned. "I rdliveit every day. But given the power and

means, wouldn't you have done the same to avenge Jett?'



The answer wasn't nearly as smple asit should have been.

The sound of a dick-as-grease human voice woke her. "Bradli, please seat

the Counsdor."

Ghitsa craned her neck but got only lancing agony for the trouble. Bradli

roughly yanked her up from the deck and shoved her into achair.

Across atable from her sat ayoung, well-dressed man. "I gpologize for
Bradi's enthusasm.” Hewaved hishand, fingering a datacard between his
fingers. Ghitsa noticed a datapad on the table that hadn't been there before.

"Untie her, Bradi."

Ghitsagasped as he loosened the bonds, feding blood rush to her feet
and hands. Although he commanded even Bradli's obedience, the man who gave the
unguestioned order was too young and unpolished to have occupied the postion

very long. His suit indicated more wedlth than taste.

"Do your Deslijic Clan masters know your Coruscantan accent is faked?!

Ghitsaasked through asplit and bleeding lip.

He flushed. "No one mentioned the Desllijics, or indeed the Hutts, &

al"

"Bradi and | have met before. And I've been aboard the Rook severd

times." Ghitsafet awarm trickle and impatiently wiped the blood from her



chin. "Admittedly the circumstances were different.”

"No doubt during the time your Hutt clan methodically stripped my own.”

With his appropriately cam, detached response,

Ghitsa conceded that the Desilijics had not sent someone completely green

for this assgnment. She needed more information if shewasgoing to talk her

way out of thisone. "Counsdor, | do not know your name."

He continued flipping the datacard in hisfingers asif it were a sabacc

card. A sabacc card, Ghitsamused. He started asagambler.

"l am Counsdor Rd," he said decisvely, diding the card into the pad
onthetable. "And now. Counselor Dogder, we will discuss Durga the Huit's

investment in the Orko Consortium."

"l wouldn't have doneit," Fen said. She modulated the descrambler again,

but it was one year too old and the door was one year too new.

"I know," Kyp replied from where he stood watch. "But you did think about

it?'

"Yes." Shetruly had. In her grief and despair over Jett's murder, Fen

acted more violently than at any other time in her life But ill, she



wouldn't have gone asfar as her Jedi lookout.

"l hatewhat | did. There are dayswhen | think the guilt will drive me
mad," Kyp said, hisvoice wavering. "It would be easier if | were locked up

somewhere."

"Or dead" Fen offered helpfuly.

"Asyou said, that's the coward's way out.”

Fen pocketed the descrambler and brushed her hands off on the front of

her flight suit. "Thisisn't going to work. We haveto find another way in."

Kyp dumped againg thewall, hanging his head miserably. Hisbangsagain
fell over hiseyes. "They didn't lock me away, and I'm not dead.” He choked on

adry sob. "What am | supposed to do. Fen?"

"How should | know?" Fen retorted, angry that she actudly felt sorry for
him. Fen Nabon as judge, mordist, and confessor? If it weren't so comical it
would be grotesgue. Other priorities were more pressng than a murderer's

atonement.

She cleared her throat roughly. "1 guessyou just make sure it never

happensagain.”

Kyp drew hisarms protectively around himsdf. "Whet if that's not



enough?'

"Y ou do what therest of usdo.” Shelifted his chin with her forefinger,

forcing him to look at her. "The best you can.”

"Butif | fall..." hetrailed off.

"Il hunt you down and kill you mysdif." Ther eyesmet, and then Fen

tore away from hisgrateful sare. "Comeon. Timefor Plan B."

"Y our sources err,” Ghitsasaid, with a patience she didn't fed. "I

haven't worked for Durgas clan for over three years.”

The blast of avoice over acomm at the cabin door startled al of them.

"Counsglor?' the disembodied and deferentia speaker asked.

"| told you not to interrupt us," Ra snapped. Striding to the comm, he
adjusted the controls so Ghitsa could not overhear the apparent orders and

counterorders.

"I'll beright up," Ral said curtly. He awarded her adark glare. "It

seemsthat Nad'Ris Customs refuses to lift the quarantine placed on our ship

for sugpected biologica contagions.”

"Indeed?" Ghitsaqueried blandly, heart legping. Sicing into the Nad'Ris



records to embargo the ship would be classic Fen.

"It isremarkable snce the Rook declared no cargo,” Ra mused. He nodded
to Bradli. " Clean her up. Customswill beinspecting the ship. Then lock the
good Counsdlor in here, so she may refresh her recollections undisturbed.” She
remained impassive under histhoughtful stare, but Ral was as shrewd. "And

Bradli, dert your team. We must be ready for any uninvited guests.”

"We should be within abay or two of where the Book's docked,” Fen

commented. They hid behind atrash hegp in the dley. The port's back wall

towered above them.

"Weé're going to haveto hurry,” Kyp said, turning toward her. His serious

countenance suddenly changed, a smirk appearing where solemnity had been. His

eyesflickered up to her face.

"What isit?" Fen growled, brushing aloose strand of hair away with her

dbow.

"There's something you should know."

"What now?'

"There'sabig smudge of dirt on your forehead.”

Fen fdlt her face redden and warm. She wiped her forehead with her glove



and saw alarge smear of black grease. Groaning, she remembered working on the
Lady'sdrivealifetime ago. "It's been on there since you met me at the ship,

right?'

The smirk was now afull-blown grin. "Uh-huh.”

"Y ou could have said something,” she accused, till wiping.

"l just did." Kyp raised his hand, touching her temple, "You missed a

spot.

Oddly, Fen didn't shudder at histouch. "Isit gone?" she asked, rubbing

her face again.

He nodded and turned back to study thewall. "We could climb it.”

Fen reached aquick decison. "Kyp, there's something | should tell you.

He glanced at her quizzicdly. "Do | have food stuck in my teeth?”

"It's about Ghitsa"

"l know dready, Fen," Kyp interrupted.

Rage swept through her again. ™Y ou were reading my mind!" she accused.



Kyprolled hiseyes. "I didn't need to. I've been searching through the

Forcesince | landed. | would have sensed someone with Ghitsas reputed skills

pretty quickly, especially once she was kidnapped.”

"Y ouve known dl dong?' she sammered. "And you were still gonna hep

me spring a cheap con who finally got what she had coming to her?”’

"l know you don't like to hear it, but the Force guided me here." He took

adeep breath. "1 think I'm beginning to seewhy."

Fen digested that fact and finaly felt an easier truce settle between
them. She scrambled to her feet. "Why don't you try using the Force to throw

the rope and grappling hook over the wall?"

Kyp nodded and rose with the rope they brought from the speeder. He swung
the hook up in asmooth arc. They heard a gentle clatter. Kyp tested his

weight on theline, then clambered up thewall aseasily asan insect.

Fen's ascent was not nearly as graceful. She was grunting with the effort
when something suddenly scooped her up and deposited her on the top of the

wadl.

"Easy," Kyp muttered, lending a steadying hand as Fen teetered on the

narrow ledge.



To her annoyance, he seemed perfectly balanced five meters above the
ground. Fen glared a him, but Kyp was neither intimidated, nor apologetic. He

only shrugged. "Force grip.”

"Oh. Thanks," Fen managed. She quickly scanned the port. "There" She

pointed at ahulking Ghtroc freighter two docking bays over.

They ran lightly acrossthe top of thewall, arace againg the coming
dawn and prying eyes. From thewal Kyp legped to arung on the ship's hull

and climbed up to the Rook's top hatch. Fen was right behind him.

Kyp gave the hatch lever astrong pull. It didn't move. "It'slocked!”

"Of courseitis" Fen withdrew another device from her pockets of

tricks.

"Let meguess,” Kyp asked. "Anillegd shipjacking kit?'

She set the decoder over the hatch lock, and it began rapidly scralling
through security combinations, onedigit at atime. "l bet you keep dl your
ships unlocked on Y avin Four, don't you?' Fen swallowed the remainder when she
saw his gtricken expression and remembered why he might be sensitive to ship

thieving. "Forget it. Sorry."

Fen heard the gentle whirring of gears, then asoft snap. "Are we clear



down there?' she demanded, returning the device to her pocket.

Kyp nodded. With her left hand on the hatch. Fen drew her blaster with

her right.

"Wait," Kyp ordered.

Now shewasredly angry. "What?'

"Your blaster,” Kyp said, very earnedtly.

“If you think I'm going in there without my blagter..."

Kyp shook his head vigoroudly. "No, of course you should. But, Fen,

you've got to put it on astun setting.”

"Don't go getting dl Jedi on me."

"Fen, killing them won't bring Jett back."

He said it so gently she had to fight through abanthasized lumpin her

throat to respond. "And not killing them won't bring your brother back.”

Kyp looked at the lightsaber clutched in hishand. "1 know. And I'll help
you, Fen, regardless. But don't make me go down there knowing that more might

diewhen | could have done something to prevent it."



He had found her vulnerability and twisted it for dl it wasworth. "Stun

may not stop what they throw at us," she warned.

"l know," Kyp said. "But it'sthe right thing to do."

"No good being right if you're dead,” Fen retorted. They'd wasted enough
time, shetold hersdlf, as she thumbed her blaster to a gun seiting. She

popped the hatch open; warm, yellow light poured out.

Kyp dropped down. Fen was less adroit, grabbing the sides of the hatch
and hoigting hersdlf into the hole. What should have been afal fdt like a
didethrough feathers, and she landed lightly and soundless. Convenient

thing, that Force grip.

Kyp glanced around quickly, then pushed a pressure plate on the wall. A

door did open and they scurried into the dark cabin. "How should welook for

her?' he asked.

"Can't you just sense her, or something?' Fen said, as she quickly

studied the room.

"No, I'vetried. Therearealot of fearful humans on this ship." Kyp

suddenly moved back to the door. " Some one's coming!™ he announced.

"Redly?Wdl, I've never been afraid to ask for directions.”



Kyp eased the cabin door open as heavy footfals moved passed. They

dipped out slently and Fen exulted in the reunion.

"Hello, Bradi." Fen underscored her cheery greeting by ramming her

blaster muzzle into the thug's back.

Bradi stopped abruptly.

"That's right,” Fen cooed. "Put your hands up and away from that nice

blaster a your side.”

" figured you'd show up for that Sthin' partner of yours, Nabon,"

Bradi sneered, dowly turning around to face her.

"No swearing around Jedi," Fen remongtrated as Kyp relieved Bradi of his
weapon.
"Now, are you going to tell mewhere sheis, or is this Jedi going to

haveto go into t mass of pathetic neuronsyou cal abrain and pull it out?'

When she and Kyp burgt into the cabin, with Bradi a the end of a
blaster muzzle, Ghitsals exclamation of "Fen!" encompassed rdief and a

question, dl inasngleword.

Fen roughly shoved Bradi into achair. "Sit." To Ghitsashe sad, "Got

anythingtotiehimup?'



"What Bradi used on me will work admirably on him," Ghitsa said,

snapping alength of cord in her hands.

Therewas an ugly bruise across Ghitsa's face, but she was mobile. "You
okay?"' Fen blurted as she let go of the mentd image of another partner's

blood staining the floor.

"Nothing that aweek in aspawon't cure." As Ghitsatrussed and gagged

Bradi, the man's grunts reflected her enthusasm for the task. Ghitsalet the

moments beat by, then, as her cunning eyes did over Kyp, added, "So Fen,

you'vefound ared Jedi."

Reluctant to disclose his secret, Fen was relieved when Kyp stepped

forward. "I'm Kyp Durron.”

Ghitsagtarted. "Durron? Jedi Kyp Durron?"

"Saveit for later," Fen broke in. Ghitsahad worked for Hutts; she'd be

able to handle rescue by amass murderer.

"| sedled the door," Kyp offered.

"Then how will we get out?' Fen countered.



They dl jumped asanew, commanding voice burst into the cabin. "Bradli,

report!”

Ghitsa pointed at the comlink affixed to Bradi's callar. "It's Counsdlor

Rd. Hes running this operation.”

Fen strode to the bound man, tore the gag from his mouth and amed her

blaster squarely between hiseyes. "Y ou are going to answer your comlink. You

try being cute and I'll blow you gpart.”

Bradi nodded. "What isit, Rd?" His voice was rough but otherwise

normal.

"Whereareyou?'

“Tdl himyou're here," Fen mouthed.

"I'mwith Counsdlor Dogder," Bradi rasped.

"Good," the other voice barked. " Stay there. We may have been boarded.

We're searching the ship now."

The other voice clicked off. As Fen crammed the gag back in Bradi's
mouth, Ghitsa plucked the comlink from his uniform and affixed it to her own

calar.



"Fen," Kyp called.

"Yeah?'

Hewas studying the cabin wal. "Thisis an exterior bulkhead, right?'

"There's about a half meter of reinforced hull between you and the hig,

bad galaxy, if that's what you mean. What areyou..."

Fen'swordsdied in her throat and Ghitsas sharp gasp was abruptly

drowned out by the low hum of the bright violet blade in Kyp's hand.

A Jedi Knight and alightsaber. It was amost holy, harkening back to an
eralong gonein her lifetime. Impassibly it lived again in the cramped cabin

of aHutt freighter.

Kyp laughed. "Now, Fen, don't you start. I'll just cut through and well
be out of here" He pivoted to Ghitsa and offered her the shimmering

lightsaber. "Unlessyou would liketo do it?"

"No, wait!" Fen cried asKyp raised hislightsaber. "If you cut through

there, it'l sat off the hull breach alarms. They'll be on top of us beforewe

can get out of here.”

"I could cover you," Kyp asserted.



"Both of us? For how long?' Fen responded. And with how meany dead? she
added slently for Kyp. When he nodded dightly. Fen knew he understood. "It's
till agood ideathough.” She strode over to the cabin's control pand and

tore off the cover.

Her partner was dready anticipating Fen's plan. "Do you have something

that can generate a continuous loop?' Ghitsa asked.

"Yeah. | think we can rig one of the no-shows | brought." Fen reached
into apocket at her thigh and pulled out the device. She handed it to Ghitsa

"Seewhat you can do withit."

"What's ano-show?" Kyp asked over her shoulder. He had, Fen noticed,

shut down the lightsaber.

" Something ese you wouldn't gpprove of," Fen said lightly.

"It'sapassvefield generator,” Ghitsaexplained. Fen heard a snap as
the no-show split in Ghitsals hands. "Wearing one makes you invisbleto most

detection technologies.”

"The cabin's sensorsfor thingslike hull integrity al run through this
circuit,” Fen said, working apair of cutters out of another pocket with one
hand and pointing to the wiring in thewal. "From here it feeds into the

ship's compuiter.”



"Soyou are going to diceinto x and use the no-show to create an
uninterrupted feed from here to the computer?' Kyp's voice indicated he wasn't

quite cut out for thissort of skullduggery.

"Moreor less," Fen responded, sorting through the multicolored wires in
the pand. Which onewas for hull integrity again? She shrugged the doubt
away, jammed the cutters between her teeth, and began teasing green wire out
of the pand. "Ghits" she mumbled through a mouthful of tool, "you got that

genrigged yet?'

IIYSIII

As her partner clamped the generator onto the wire, Fen commented, "I've

never seen ahairpin used like that before.”

"Dont tak with your mouth full. Fen."

Fen spit out the cutters and diced into the circuit. She held aragged

breath, but no darms sounded. "That should keep them off our backs."

They both pivoted about on hearing the hum as Kyp again ignited his
lightsaber. He swung the blade over his head and began dicing through hdf a

meter of meta like aboot through mud.



"You know. Fen," Ghitsa commented, Saring at the young Jedi now
deliberately sawing through ship hull. "I don't want to see a lightsaber on

the black market. Ever."

Kyp wasthrough in afew edgy minutes and closed down the lightsaber.

"Therésaskin of meta ill holding it on. Well haveto push our way out.”

Fen put a shoulder to the makeshift door.

As Ghitsahestated, Fen chided her, "Come on. Here's a use for those

shoulder pads.”

"| was just wondering what we do once we break out of the ship?’

Fen looked a Kyp. He shrugged. "Run?"

Chuckling, Fen started the count. On her "Three!" the hull plate buckled,

then clattered to the ground. Fresh air and light streamed in. " Anyone around?

" she asked Kyp.

He shook his head. "'For now, no. But we don't have much time."

"Onemorething,” Ghitsa injected, with a nod toward the wide-eyed

Bradli, dtill tied to the chair. " Shouldn't we dispose of him?"

Fen understood from where that desire for revenge came. Bradi obvioudy



worked over her partner pretty hard, judging from the bruises and busted lip.

Kyp solved the problem by jumping out the door to the ground some two

meters below. "Come on," he gestured.

She jumped down and Ghitsafollowed. They landed in the shadow of the

Rook's underbelly, concealed by alanding skid.

Kyp gestured to the docking bay's entrance on the other gde of the

landing pad. "1 think that's the only way out.”

"Andit'sintheline of their laser cannons,”" Fen noted, heart Snking.

Ghitsa pursed her lips. "1 bet they've security coded the door, too."

Kyp pushed the hair out of hisface again, agesture that was part need

and part unconscious habit. "Fen, if you can take whatever comes out of the

ship, and Ghitsa, you work the door, I'll handle the rest.”

"Just like that?' Fen challenged.

The Jedi Knight nodded. "Just stay behind me."

They had covered haf the distance between the ship's bow and the docking

bay exit. Fen was beginning to think maybe no one would notice when Kyp



darted yelling.

"Get to the door," he caled.

Behind them, Fen heard the earsplitting whine of lasarfire. She
ingtinctively ducked and pushed Ghitsaforward to the entrance, but couldn't

place what the ricochet sound was.

Fen whirled around and, for a second, reflexes honed by years of dodging

and answering blasterfire failed her.

Kyp, thekid of a Jedi, was standing alone in the middle of the docking
bay. Laserfire poured from the Rook's forward guns. And like some weird
children'stoy, Kyp caught the green killing bolts on his lightsaber and

tossed them away.

"Fen!" she heard Ghitsa shout. She spun about. Her partner was under the
entrances margina cover. "It islocked. Y oull need to hold them off afew

minutes."

A few minutes. It wasalifetimein momentslike this. She ran back to
Kyp. Methodicaly, even calmly, he deflected each burst of fire The blasts

bounced off the lightsaber, ricocheting at crazy angles.

Out of the corner of her vison, Fen saw movement, flickers at the top of

the Rook's ramp, inside the ship. From behind Kyp's protective cover she



crouched down, steadied her blaster on her knee and caught each of the Hutt

henchmen in ablue wave of stun blasts as they emerged from the ship.

Her mind had been ticking off the seconds. She knew, rationdly, they had
not been under fire for more than aminute. It seemed an eternity. Ghitsa was
good at locks, but they were only two people againgt an entire ship. If Kyp

started to get tired, or faltered just once...

Thewail of repulsors suddenly filled the docking bay. What the... Fen
glanced up, wondering why it had gone so dark. A freighter hovered overhead.
It was obvioudy piloted by someonewho wasredlly angry, and a friend, Fen

concluded with surprise, as the ship poured cannon fire into the Rook.

The Rook shuddered, helpless on the ground. Fen stared again at the ship,
noticing the distinctive bow markings, the equipment standard on no other YT.

The Star Lady? What was her ship doing here?

Fen's personal comlink burst to life. "Cap'n, thisis Gibb. | figured you
might need some help." He underscored the point with another deafening volley

into the grounded ship.

Theroar of the Rook coming to life drowned out Fen's shrieking invective
at the reckless mechanic. The Rook's repul sors screamed, blowing dust in the
landing bay. Threstened from above, the ship abandoned her vicims on the

ground and surged up. Fen felt her heart stop as the Rook swerved and narrowly



missed the hovering Star Lady. Free of the docking bay, the Rook shot into the

y.

"Gibb!" she screeched into the comlink. Y ou bring my ship back! Don't

you dare..." But Gibb did dare, darting after the retreating Rook.

"It'sdl right Cap'n. She'srunning now. I've cdled Nad'Ris Customs.

They'll intercept.”

Fen yanked apair of macrobinoculars out of another pocket and glued her

eyesto the scene.

"Who'sthat piloting the Star Lady!" she heard Ghitsa ask.

"Gibb," came Kyp'sweary voice.

With a supreme effort Fen tore hersdf away from the vison of the Lady

chasing the much bigger, and better armed, Ghtroc.

Inatonefull of dishelieving admiration, Ghitsaadded, "It redly was

good of you to let Gibb fly the Lady here."

Fen could only nod weakly. To Kyp, she managed, "Y ou did great."

Kyp smiled back and pushed swesty hair off hisforehead. "I'm just glad

wedidn't haveto kill any of them.”



"Actudly..." Ghitsabegan.

Frowning, Fen asked, "What?"

"WEell, they have no way of knowing about that hole Kyp cut in the hull.

If they get too high up.”

Kyp turned gray. "Gibb!" Fen ydled into the comlink. "Back off! Tdl

Nad'Ris Customs not to chase them. That ship's not spaceworthy. Shelll blow if

she goes much higher.”

Ghitsalooked bewildered. "What's the problem?”

"Later, Ghits." To Kyp shesaid, "Can't you do something so they turn

back?"

Kyp was looking up, into the space of sky the shipswere heading. "Even

if I could, the Force shouldn't be used that way."

His piercing sorrow made Fen ache.

Ghitsahumphed, then undipped the comlink she'd taken from Brash and

thumbed it on. "I'm warning you though, it won't work."



"Try!" Fen demanded.

"Counsdlor Rdl, thisis Dogder." She samoathly cut off his sputtering
rage. "Y es, asyou have surmised, | have Bradi's comlink. Now, Rd, | am
quite serious here. Y ou have ahull breach. Youll never cear the lower

atmosphere. Y ou have to come back.”

They heard laughter. "He'sagambler,” Ghitsaexplained. "He thinks I'm

bluffing.”

"Try again," Fen urged.

Staring into the sky, Kyp murmured, "Customs till thinks the ship is

under quarantine. They'll try to stopit.”

Fen brought the macrobinocs back up to her face. She could just make out

the Rook. Per her orders, Gibb had not pursued. But Fen could seetwo amdler

shipsmoving fast and firing wildly at the retreating Rook.

"Ral, thisis Counsdor's oath,” Fen heard Ghitsasay. "l swear you have

ahull breach."

"Too late," Kyp whispered.

From the comlink they heard ascream, then aburst of static. Through the

macrobinocs, Fen saw aflash.



And the Rookwas gone.

It was the one place in the galaxy Fen thought she would never go. They
landed on a humble pad at the base of an enormous stone structure. A temple.
Fen guessed, built by some ancient and subjugated race. A rather odd place for

aJedi Academy, she thought.

Through the cockpit viewport they could al see acluster of very somber,
brown-clad beings of varying sexes and species. "Wecoming committee?' she

asked Kyp, forcing aquip.

Kyp shook his head, shrugging out of his seat restraints. "Something's

goingon”

Fen did out other seat, but Ghitsaremained glued to her chair.

"You're not coming?' Kyp asked her.

Ghitsalooked away from the grave Jedi outside the ship. "No, Kyp," she

sad dowly. "I don't think s0." Confirming that the experience had not

irrevocably sobered her, she added, "Not even if | could pick up afew



pointersfor next time."

Kyp's mouth turned up in the beginning of aknowing grin. "Be true to
yourself, Ghitsa Dogder. That'sthe only pointer you'll ever need.” He dipped

out of the cockpit. With afina glance back at Ghitsa, Fen followed him ouit.

Inashow of initiative that could becomeirritating if it were habitud,
Kyp had dready opened the ship's hatch. A whoosh of hot, humid air surged

into the cabin, leaving Fen momentarily breathless.

Kyp trotted down the ramp to hisfriends, or whatever they were, Fen
thought sullenly. She followed, refusing to be cowed and annoyed that these

priests could probably divine how nervous sheredly was.

He exchanged afew words with them and the other Jedi dispersed. One

woman, however, remained, exuding to Fen'seye a proprietary protectiveness.

Fen leaned indolently againgt alanding-ramp strut, returning the suspicion

with asardonic glare of her own.

Kyp hurried back, hisface, Fen thought, abit drawn. " Something wrong?"

she asked.

"Tionne says Master Skywalker has been injured.”

"Agan?'



He smirked. "They've just broken orbit and should be in shortly." Kyp
shifted, uncomfortably, asif he could fed the hot ground through his boots.

"l should..."

Fen waved him off. "I hate good-byes," she said gruffly, wondering why
her eyeswere misting. Must be something in the wretched jungle air. "Get
going. Well see oursalvesout.” Sheturned, only to stiffen asagentle hand

at her shoulder brought her back around.

Kyp ducked his head, then glanced up through bangs that redlly needed a
trim now. "I'll missyou, too. Fen." Helet hishand fal from her shoulder,
blushing shyly at the bold move. ™Y ou sure you don't want to stay for a few

days?'

"Pogitive. You're needed here." Fen glanced at the woman who mus be

Tionne, il patiently waiting. "And the Academy certainly doesn't need me.”

She held out her hand, wishing now that the words weren't sticking in her
craw. "Buit if lifting big rocks doesn't work out, there's dways a place for

you on my crew."

He stared at her offered hand for what seemed forever, then dowly took
it, wrapping it in both of hisown.
"Thanks, Fen. For everything." As Kyp stumbled for something to say, Fen

pulled away.



"Y ou too, Jedi." She pivoted on a hed and headed back up the ramp
without looking back. Kyp findly found the words that had e uded him when she

heard softly in her mind, "The Force iswith you, too, Fen."

They cleared the Academy airgpacein haf thetimeit had taken to get
into x. Fen ignored theinquisitive hallsfrom theinbound Corellian freighter

and space yacht. As soon as they jumped, she fled to her quarters.

A hdf hour of composure later, Fen rgjoined her partner inthe man

cabin. With ceremonid solemnity,

Ghitsawas depositing her brown robe and lightsaber handlein the ship's

waste disposer.

Ghitsafindly brokethe sllence and joined Fen a the gaming table.

"It's not as much fun anymore.”

"I'm not sorry to seeit go." Fen scowled. "Thiswholetrip has been a

bust."

"Yes, it has" Ghitsainserted adatacard she had been fingering into a

datapad and did it acrossthetable. "1 lifted thisfrom Rd. What do you



think?'

"Orko SkyMine? Never heard of it."

"That'swhat the Desllijic wanted mefor," Ghitsaexplained. "They were
looking for someone who could tell them what Durgawas up to." She rubbed her
cheek where the bruise wasjust beginning to fade. "They were disappointed |

hadn't heard of it, either.”

"Sowhat?" Fen shrugged. "It's probably just some new Hutt corporate

interclan espionage.”

"Scroll down alittlefurther.”

Fen moved down the pad, stopped, studied it, and then studied it again,
and whigtled. "Whatever Orko is, they'reraking it in and pouring it out
again. It looks like the Hutts are up to something redly big if thisdata is

red."

Ghitsadid out of the booth to pace restlessy. "The Dedlijic Clan
believed it enough to track us down, sabotage your ship, and kidnap a former

Counselor from Durgas clan.”

Fen stared again at the readout on the datapad, an ideaforming. " Ghits,"

she began dowly, "thiswould be worth alot of money to an informetion



broker."

Her partner visibly wilted and dumped into acabin chair. "'l was arad

you'd suggest that."

She burrowed manicured fingertips into her forehead to massage the

creasesthere. "Who? New Republic Intelligence?"

Fen snorted. "Wed have to explain way too much to a low-leve flunkie

And end up inthelr blaster sightsfor the trouble. And NRI won't pay top

credit. No, I'd take thisto Talon Karrde."

Ghitsa opened her eyeswidein surprise. "Karrde? He hates me.”

"Most of the Fringe hates you, Ghitsa. But hélll pay good money for

rdiableinformation.”

"That'snot redly theissuethough, isit?’

"No," Fen said carefully. "It'swhether you arefindly willing to turn

your back on the Hutts." Sherose. "Think about it. It'syour decision.”

As shewas heading out of the cabin, Ghitsastopped her.

llFe,]?l



Sheturned dowly around, knowing that her partner of eight yearswas a
acusp. Even after dl thistime, Fen had no ideawhich way thiswould go. Be
true to yoursdlf, the Jedi had told Ghitsa. What did that mean to awoman who

was acon to her core and had worked for Hutts most of her life?

"What do those numbers on the datapad look like to you?"

"They're not what | would expect as afront for a smuggling operation or

crimind syndicate”

Ghitsaraised her eyes, and caught and held Fen's gaze. "No, they
weren't. Numbers of that magnitude are only found in amilitary budget.” She
hoisted hersdf out other chair, moved over to the table, and removed the

datacard from the pad. " Jabba made the same mistake, you know."

"What'sthat?' Fen asked, taking the disk.

"Palitics. Tangling with the wrong people. Not being content with
dominioninthecrimind Fringe" Ghitsa shook her head. "Cdl up your

contact. Tell him we've got something Karrde will be very interested in.”

"Karrde's got some good contacts within the New Republic." Because there
was nothing so demeaning as afutile sacrifice. Fen added, "Hell make sure

this getsto the right people.”



As she headed forward, Fen mused there should have been some
acknowledgment to mark the occasion. In the twisted path of alifetimein the
mora ambiguity of the Fringe, somehow both she and Ghitsa were doing the
right thing. She supposed, she thought sourly, it came from meddling with

Jedi. There was nothing smpleto aJedi'stricks. Nothing smpleat all.

*k*
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