Star Wars - Tatooine Ghost

by Troy Denning

LeiaOrgana, newly Leia Organa Solo, sat behind Han and Chewbacca on the flight deck of the
Millennium Falcon. Thetwin suns of the Tatoo system were hanging outside the forward viewport, apair
of white eyes blazing up from the black well of space. Likedl twins, they were bound together by atieas
unpredictable asit was powerful. Sometimes, the bond boosted their luminosity far beyond that of two
norma suns. At other times, it sent waves of ionic discharge pulsing across space to scramble circuitsand
reorient core-relative compasses. Today, the twins were assailing the Falcon with e ectromagnetic blagts,
overloading her sensors and filling the cockpit speskers with static. As Chewbaccaworked to raise the
proper filters, the static faded from aroar to a crackle, then softened to ahiss, which roseand fell ina
sharp rhythm. Puzzled by the odd snickering sound, Leia glanced over a the master comm console and
found the reception indicator still scanning for sgnas. She leaned forward againgt her crash webbing.

"Han, do you hear..."

No sound came from her mouth. The snicker became a deep chuckle, and anebula of black gas began
to gather in front of the Falcon. Han showed no reaction to it. Neither did Chewbacca, even when it
coaesced into the cowl of aJedi cloak.

"Han! Don't you see..."

Again, her voice made no sound. Glaring out from beneath the cowl, the twin sunslooked more than ever
like eyes-heartless eyes, full of maice and power lust. Where the cloud was thin, crooked streaks of
purple radiance created the impression of atwisted mouth and wrinkled face.

The mouth rose at the corners. "Mine."

The voice was crud and distinct and rife with dark side power. Leia gasped-slently-and tried to raise an
arm that had suddenly grown as heavy asthe Falcon.

The amile became asneer. "Mine"

Still, neither Han nor Chewbacca seemed to notice what was happening. Leiawould have screamed, had
her mouth been willing to obey.

The nebula began to thicken, and the purple wrinkles faded behind itsinky veil. The twin suns dimmed to
darkness, and the black cloud assumed the shape of afamiliar mask-amask of harsh angles and obsidian
sheen, framed by the long, flaring neck apron of an equaly black helmet. Vader's helmet.

A chill wave of nauseawashed over Leia. The curved eye lenses grew transparent, but instead of the
blazing brightness of Tatooine's twin suns-or the angry red-rimmed gaze of Darth V ader-she found
hersdf looking into her brother's soft blue eyes. "L uke! What areyou..."

Her question remained as silent as the others she had asked. L uke's eyes grew hollow and hard and
haunted, and the helmet moved dowly from sideto side. Blueflickers of eectricity snaked acrossthe
gpeech circuits behind the respiratory screen, but hiswords were rendered nearly inaudible by static
crackling. Leiamade out something about not following and staying out of darkness; then Lukefell silent
again. Shetried to tdl him that his equipment was mafunctioning, that his voice had been obscured, but
before she could find away to make hersdlf heard, the helmet stopped moving.



L uke locked gazes and held her transfixed for what might have been seconds... or minutes... hiseyes
now thelifeless blue of ice. Leiagrew cold, and frightened, and the mask dissolved back into the black
nothingness of space, leaving her to stare out once again into the mind-stabbing brilliance of the Tatoo
sysem'stwin suns.

Chapter 1

Instead of bed, where she usualy awoke from her dreams, Leiafound hersdf dumped forward in her
crash webbing, ears hissng with static and eyes aching from the glare of two

G-class suns. Han and Chewbacca were gtill busy at their stations, Han plotting approach vectors and

Chewbacca setting sensor filters. The planet Tatooinewasjust drifting into view, itsyellow sodium-rich
sands glowing so brightly it resembled asmall shbling star in orbit around the big twins. A metallic hand

tapped Leiads shoulder. She turned to see C-3PO's photoreceptors shining at her from the adjacent

passenger sedt.

"Pardon me for asking, Princess Leia, but are you well?*
"Dont | look well?"

"Oh dear," C-3PO replied, adiplomatic subroutine activating in response to her tone of voice. "Why yes,
you do look as splendid as ever, but it seemed for amoment as though you might have overloaded your

primary circuits”
"My drcuitsarefine”

"I'll need to confirm that later." Han twisted around and glanced over his seat with the same crooked
smilethat had alternately charmed and worried Leiasince their first meeting on the Degth Star.
"Princess.”

"Oh, redly?' Leiagtraightened hersdlf in her chair without fully redlizing shewasdoing it. With his
tough-guy good looks and eyes sparkling with trouble, Han still made her sit up and take notice. "And
you think you can read my schematics?'

"Sweetheart, | know your schematics by heart." Han's smile faded, and his expression grew concerned.
"Threepio'sright. Y ou look like you've seen aghogt.”

"Something likethat. A bad dream.”

Han looked doubtful. "I've sat in that chair. That chair isn't comfortable enough for dreams-good or bad.”
"Itsbeenalong trip," Lelasaid, perhapsalittle too quickly. "I must have nodded off."

Han regarded her amoment longer, then shrugged. "Well, seeif you can stay awake." He looked
forward again, to where the twin sunswere dowly being eclipsed by Tatooine's steadily swelling disk.
"Until the sensors come up, we need to keep an eye out for other traffic.”

Leiagazed out the canopy and began to search for the rapidly swelling sithouette of blocked starlight that

would mean an gpproaching vessal. Her thoughts remained focused on the strange dream. It had asimilar
fed to the Force-vision she had experienced nearly five years earlier at Bakura, when her father had sent



an gpparition begging for the forgiveness she would never-could never-grant. But that had been his doing,
not hers.

Han's hand rose into view between the pilot and copilot's seats, pointing toward a blocky silhouette
floating some distance to one sde of Tatooinesyellow disk. The twin sunswere now completely hidden
behind the planet, and Leia could see that the tiny siThou ette was growing larger asthey approached. It
seemed to be Saying in the same place relaive to Tatooine, ddiberately hanging in the shadow of the
planet.

"That's too square to beamoon,” Han said.

"And it's no agteroid, not hanging in one placelike that," Leiaadded. "But at least it doesn't seem to be
coming our way."

"Yet," Han replied. "How about those filters, Chewie?!

An impatient rumble suggested that the \Wookiee was il struggling with thefilters. Anyone ese might
have been frightened, but Lelafound the groan reassuring, atouch of the familiar in atime of shifting
adliances and random annihilation. When she had married

Han six months ago, she had known Chewbacca would be an honorary member of their family, and that
was finewith her. Over the years she had cometo think of the Wookiee as something of afurry big
brother, dways loya to Han and protective of her, and now she could not hear him growl without feding
that she lived in asafer place, that with Chewbacca and L uke and Han-when he was in the mood-and
millions of otherslike them, the New Republic would beat back the Empir€'s latest ondaught and one

day bring peace to the gdaxy.
That, and she liked how Wookiee fur dways smelled of trillium soap.

The comm hissfindly fell slent as Chewbaccafound the right combination of filters. He brought the
sensors up, fiddled amoment longer, then let out a startled ruumph. "The mass cdlibration is off," Han
said. "That readslike a Star Destroyer.”

Chewbacca oowrdled indignantly, then sent the data readout to the auxiliary display beside Leia's seat
and glanced back for her affirmation. She had to look only asecond to see that he was correct.

"Sixteen hundred meters, Ssx comm bandsin use, and a TIE squadron circling on station,” Lelasaid,
feding alittle sck and worried. When the Millennium Falcon came across a Star Destroyer these days, it
was usudly because one was staking the other. "I don't know, Han. The mass calibration looks fineto
rrell

As she spoke, the Falcon's computer found a profile match inits military data banks and displayed the
schematic of an Imperia-class Star Destroyer. Below the image appeared the vessdl's name." The
Chimaera' Han read. "Ian't she il in service to the Empire?”

"As of two months ago, she was one of their most efficient Destroyers.” Leiadid not need to look up the
information. The deeth of Warlord Zsinj eight months earlier had emboldened the

Imperid fleet, and the Provisiona Council had been mired in war minutiae ever snce. "Admira Ackbar
has been wondering what became of her."



"Desarters?' Han caught her eyein the canopy reflection. " Another cagptain wanting to set himsdf up asa
warlord?’

"Please, no! The dtuation out hereis aready too confused.” With the New Republic battling the Imperids
over the scraps of Zsinj's empire and the surviving warlords exploiting the war to enlarge their own
territories, confused was an understatement. Severa times, the New Republic Navy had moved against
one enemy to find itsalf engaging another, and sometimes two or three a once. "And the Ckimaeras
commander isn't the type. By dl accounts, Gilad Pellaeon is both loya and competent.”

"Then what's he doing a Tatooine?' Han asked. "There isn't aconflict zone within fifty sysems of here.”

Chewbacca groaned the opinion that it was someone else'sjob to analyze Imperia objectives, then
began to plot hyperspace coordinates. Leiabraced herself, more concerned with Han's reaction than
Chewbacca's when she explained why they till had to risk arun planetside.

She was spared the necessity when Han scowled at the Wookieg's flying fingers.

"Chewie! | can handlethis, no problem.” Han looked vagudy insulted. "It'sonly onelittle Star
Dedroyer."

Chewbacca grunted doubtfully, then added ayawl about the folly of tempting fate for a piece of art.
"Killik Twilight meansalot to Leia," Han said. "It hung in the palace on Alderaan.”

Chewbacca growled along question that suggested they might be flying into atrap; the painting might not
even bered.

"Y ou can't forge moss-paintings,” Leiaanswered. "Not anymore. They require strains that don't spread
or reproduce, the cultivation of which was a closdly guarded secret evenin Aldera. That secret died with
therest of Alderaan.”

"You see?' Han asked. "Besides, if the Imperidsweretrying to lure Lelato Tatooine, they wouldn't leave
their Star Destroyer out in the open like that.”

Han pointed at the tiny silhouette of the Chimaera, which had started an edgeward drift acrossthe
canopy as the Falcon eased pagt it toward the planet. Chewbacca stubbornly shook his head, reminding
them of the syren plant on his native Kashyyyk, which drew victimsto certain death with ascent so
dluring it could not be resisted.

"Not a certain death,” Han corrected. " Or there wouldn't be so many Wookieesin the galaxy." Never
one whose purpose could be deflected by humor, Chewbacca reiterated the questions that had been
troubling them al sincelearning of the auction. Why was such avauable painting being sold in aseedy
gpaceport like Mos Espa? Where had it been dl these years? Why wasiit surfacing now?

The answers were a mystery-as much amystery asthe Star Destroyer's appearance here. At the time of
Alderaan's destruction, Killik Twilight had been returning home from amuseum loan on

Coruscant. It had dropped out of sight, and Leia had believed the painting destroyed with her home-at
least until Lando Calrissian reported that it would soon be offered at auction on Tatooine.

Chewbacca continued to press his case, maintaining that the Chimaera's presence was no coincidence.



With an Imperid Star Destroyer hanging off Tatooine, there would dmost certainly be Imperidsat the
auction. The argument was all too sensble, and though Chewbacca clearly did not redize this-one that
made it al the more imperative that Leia attend the sde herself. She leaned forward and grasped the
Wookiee's shoulder, and histirade rumbled to an end.

"Chewie, everything you say makes sense. The Star Destroyer worries me, too. If thiswere just any
piece of Alderaanian art, | wouldn't ask you to take therisk. But for Killik Twilight, | must." Chewbacca
studied her in the canopy reflection. He was aferociousy brave Wookiee-one who would never deny a
friend's request for aid once he knew amatter to be important. Leia only hoped she could win hishelp
without having to explain hersdf now. Han was il stinging from that whole Hapan incident eight months
ago, and being asked to risk his beloved Falcon on behdf of the Provisional Council would not sit well
with him a the moment. Maybe not ever.

Leiaheld Chewbacca's gaze with a sober expression that came to her face al too readily these days.
Finaly, he wrumpffed softly and nodded.

Han glanced over, hisjaw dropped in dishdief. "That'sit? She says must, and you don't even want to
know why?'

Chewbacca shrugged.

"But you'll argue with me?" Han glanced at Leids reflection in the canopy. "Those are some powers of
persuasion you have there, Princess. Y ou been studying with Luke when I'm not looking?"

"I'mno Jedi," Lelasaid. Then, dipping back into the flirty mood that had been the norm between them
since their wedding-it had to be driving Chewbacca mad, judging by how he turned away to look out the
viewport-she gave Han asultry half smile.

"Just your common everyday Princess.”

"There's nothing common or everyday about you," Han replied in atone so cloying that it made
Chewbacca groan. "Or your hidden agendas.”

"Hidden agendas?' Leiacringed inwardly as she vacillated between sounding innocent and playful and
came off asnether.

"Werejust hereto buy amoss-painting.”
"Yeah?' Han's eyes assumed an amused twinkle. "Maybe Chewiesright.”

"l didn't say hewaswrong,” Lelasaid, trying to sound cool-and failing. He had her, and he knew it. She
hated that. "Han, | redly want that painting.”

Han shook his head. " Something here smellswrong." He began to ease the Fal con's nose away from the
planet. "Infact, I'm sure of it."

"Han!"
He glanced again at her reflection. ™Y eah?"

"Youll draw attention to us."



Han shrugged. "What's it matter, if wereleaving?' He turned to Chewbacca. ™Y ou about done with
those hyperspace calculations?' Chewbacca snorted and, clearly not wanting any part of what wasto
follow, threw up his hands. Tatooine began to dide across the viewport, and Leiaknew she had to call
Han's bluff. He was too good a sabacc player to blank his cards without making her show her hand.

"Han, we need to be at that auction,” she said. "If the Killik Twilight is down there we have to buy it.
Thousands of New Republic lives depend onit.”

"Redly?' Han did not look at al surprised. "Imaginethat." Tatooine stopped drifting toward the edge of
the viewport, but Han did not turn the Falcon back toward the planet. Leiatook adeep breath, then
sad, "There's a Shadowcast code key hidden in the painting. In the moisture-control circuitry."
Chewbaccas eyes grew as round as bubbles. Shadowcast was a secret communications network that
had sent Rebel messages, encrypted within the commercia advertisements that paid for Imperid
propaganda programming, viathe HoloNet. The system remained undiscovered, and the New Republic
gtill used it to send instructions deep behind Imperia linesto itsmost ddlicately placed spies.

Han'seyes only hardened at the corners. "Honey, | think we're about to have our first married fight. Why
didn't you tell me the Provisiona Council was behind thistrip?”

"Becauseit'snot,” Leiasaid, sounding more defensive than she would have liked. Why did her politica
skillsdways desert her with Han?"1'm the one who said Killik Twilight would be agood placeto hide
the code. I'm the one who thought the painting had been destroyed with Alderaan. Thisis on me, Han.
The Provisona Council has authorized purchase funds, but only because Mon

Mothma strong-armed them. She's the only one who knowswhy wereredly here.”
"Oh, that makes me fed better."

Eight months earlier, Mon Mothma had been among those urging L eiato cement an important strategic
dliance by marrying the prince of apowerful consortium of planets known as the Hapes

Clugter. Han il felt so betrayed by the Chief Councilor and the rest of the council that, despite severa
generous offers, he had so far refused to reactivate his military commission or assume any other formal
rolein the New Republic.

Han's reaction was only one aspect of the Hapan matter that Leiaregretted. Had she madeit clear to
Queen Mother Tala Chume that marriage to her son, Isolder, was not redlly apossibility- and that, given
her genetic heritage, she had no interest in bearing children-she might well have salvaged an dliancevia
some other arrangement, and she would not have hurt Han.

Chewbaccayawled awarning, and Leialooked over at the auxiliary display to find an assault shuttle and
three TIEs departing the Chimaera.

"Nothing to worry about,” Han said, studying hisown display. "They just want to seeif we get nervous.”
Leiawas nervous, and alittle exasperated, but she didn't say so. Maybe Han had drawn the Chimaeras
attention, and maybe he hadn't. Appearing too relaxed was just as likely to raise suspicions as gppearing
too worried. Anything could raise Imperid suspicions.

"Han, | didn't mean to put the Falcon at risk," Leiasaid. "l only wanted to spend some time together, and



| thought thistrip would be agood chance.”
"Onamisson for the New Republic?'

"I didn't know it would beamission,” Leiasad. "I'm sorry." " So you thought we'd enjoy alittletrip to
scenic Tatooine, pick up the lost code key, maybe swing by Jabba's palace and relive old times?

Chewbacca reported that the shuttle and TIEs were approaching on an intercept vector. Han adjusted
the Falcon's course enough to keep their line of escape open, then looked back at Leia

"I don't see why this code key's so important anyway," Han continued. "They must have updated it by
now. It'sten yearsold." "Nineyearsold,” Leiacorrected. "And the code is updated every sixth
broadcast. But even an old key would help the Imperials break the new codes. Worse, it would aert
them to the existence of anetwork they haven't detected in nearly adecade. It would cost the lives of
thousands of former agents ill living on enemy worlds. And theré's no telling how long it would take us
to replace Shadowcast- or how many current agentswe'd lose in the trangition.” Han looked away, his
gaze dropping to hisinstruments, and Leiaknew she had him. Hewould play hard to get, pretending to
think it over, but Han Solo dways came through when it counted. That was his weakness, and she loved
himfor it.

"Han, | redly do want Killik Twilight back," Leiasaid. "When you seeit-"
"When | seeit?' Haninterrupted. "Y ou're taking alot for granted.”
Chewbacca stopped monitoring the incoming assault shuttle long enough to turn and growl.

"I know shesmy wife," Han said. "That doesn't mean I'm responsible for dragging us out here. | can't
control what she does.”

Chewbacca dropped his eyes in exasperation, then awrooed at Han... twice.

"Me?1'm being Huttish?'

Chewbacca snorted an affirmative, turned back to the sensors, and reported that the TIEs were starting
to accelerate ahead of the assault shuttle. Han spent amoment considering his copilot's charge, then
glanced a Leiaagain.

"Me?' he asked. "Huttish?'

Lelaheld her thumb and forefinger afew millimeters gpart. "Maybe," shesad. "Jug alittle”

Han's expression turned from disbdieving to chagrined. He nudged the Falcon's nose back toward
Tatooine, angling for the planet horizon, where the twin sunswere casting a crescent of white brilliance.

"I'm not doing thisfor the council," he said. "I'm doing it for you."

"l know you are." Leids smile was perhaps alittle too broad, and she could not resist adding, "And the
council isgrateful." Han scowled, but hisretort was cut short when the comm speakers crackled to life.

"CEC trangport ReginaGadas' agruff Imperid voice said. "Maintain position and stand by for
ingpection.”



Regina Galas was one of adozen fase trangponder codes the Falcon used when traveling anonymoudly.
Han turned to C-3PO.

"You're on, Goldenrod."
C-3PO tipped his head. "On, Master Solo?"

"Stdl." Han pointed to the microphone above the auxiliary navicomputer interface. "Try Gand. They'll
haveto rig for anmonia, and that'll buy us sometime."

"Of course," C-3PO said. "Perhaps | should suggest-"

"ReginaGdas," asmoother voice said. "Thisisthe Star Destroyer Chimaera. Stand by for boarding, or
wewill openfire" "Threegpio!" Leiapointed at the comm unit.

C-3PO activated the transmitter and used his vocabul ator to emit a staccato burst of drones and clicks.
There was along pause while the Imperials summoned atrandator droid.

Han smiled, satisfied, and rose from the pilot's chair. Y ou know what to do, Chewie."

Chewbacca groaned and took the yoke, continuing to angle for the bright crescent at the planet horizon.
Han reached past C-3PO's shoulder and linked the comm speakers to the Falcon's intercom, then
motioned for Leiato join him.

"I'll need you in back with me," he said. Leiaunbuckled her crash webbing, her heart rising into her
throat. "Han, | don't know if shooting our way out of this-

"Do | look like agundark?' he asked. "If we shoot, we're dead.”

Happy to know they agreed, Leiafollowed him down the accessto the rear hold. By the time they
opened the hatch, the Imperias were back on the channd with their trandator droid, and it was
conversing with C-3PO in a cacophony of buzzes and clacks. Han retrieved asmdl cargo pod, then
took it into the main ring corridor and opened one of the smuggling compartmentsin the floor. He began
to extract the cases of fine Chandrilan brandy that he kept to pay off spaceport masters, passing them to
Leiato stow in the cargo pod.

"What are we going to do, bomb them with intoxicants?' ™Y ou might say that,” Han said. "It's called

'bribe-on-the-run.' This stuff isgood currency, especially to ajunior officer who probably hasn't seena
payment voucher in months.”

"Han, didn't you hear what | said about Pellaeon?' Leiaasked. "He won't go for that."
Han smiled. "Hewon't haveto.”

By the time he explained the detailsto L eia, the cargo pod was |oaded and the Chimaeras officer was
back on the comm channel, sounding asirritated as only C-3PO could make a sentient.

"Regina Gaas pilot, our droid assures me there isno reason a Gand can't peak Basic.”

C-3PO replied with along rattle of aquestion. There was a momentary trandation delay, then the officer



replied, "My point isthat | know you understand our ingtructions.
Maintain position or you will be fired upon. Our targeting computers have you locked in.”

Leianearly fell as Chewbacca suddenly decelerated and started what felt like aturn back toward the
Chimaera. She knew it was realy amaneuver to put the assault shuttle between them and the Star
Destroyer's powerful turbolasers. Han and Chewbacca had been running Imperia checkpoints since
before there was a Rebellion. They knew every smuggler'strick in the data banks-and afew more.

"l said maintain position, not come about,” the Chimaera officer barked. "And spesk Basic!”

C-3PO replied with a stream of flustered clicking. Han and Leia chuckled with appreciation; they knew
how frustrating the droid could be when he was agitated. They sedled the pod and gected it through the
ar lock. When they returned to the engineering station in the main hold and brought the tactical array up
on the display, Chewbacca had already brought the Falcon around and was accelerating away, with the
assault shuttle now squardly between them and the Chimaera.

The officer beganto yell. "Hdt! Hat, or well openfire!" "Open fire?' C-3PO said, ill inthevoiceof a
Gand but now spesking Basic. "Oh my!"

Chewbacca closed the channd and, laughing so hard his roars rumbled out the cockpit access tunndl,
continued to accelerate. Unable to make good on the officer's thrests without risking her own assault
shuttle, the Chimaera held her fire. The Falcon's new bearing ran roughly parallel to Tatooine's surface
instead of toward it. But knew that once they were beyond turbolaser range, or masked the
electromagnetic blast of the twin suns, Chewbaccawould turn. Leia continued to watch the tactical
display, expecting the Star Destroyer to maneuver for aclear shot or divert her shuttle, but she did
neither.

"Good," Han sad. "They think we're just spice runners. They'll stop to collect our jettisoned cargo, and
then we're home free. The boarding officer won't want prisoners around to tell Pellaeon what wasredly

inthe pod.”
"Y ou're sure about that?"

Leiawatched with growing alarm asthe three TIES passed the cargo pod, now angling to put themselves
between Tatooine and their quarry. Aslong as Chewbacca continued on astraight course, they would be
unable to catch the Falcon-but the instant she turned toward the planet, the TIEswould be in good
position to cut her off.

"They don't look dl that interested in abribe.”

Han sudied the display, hisjaw faling alittle more with each kilometer the TIEs put between themselves
and the gected cargo. For amoment, it looked as though the assault shuttle would a so ignore the pod
and stay behind the Falcon. Then atractor beam activated in its stern, and it veered toward the bribe.
Han sighed in relief, but grabbed Leids hand and started for the laser cannon access tunnel.

"Cmon."

"Han, what happened to no shooting?' Despite her protest, Leiadlowed hersdlf to be dragged dong. " 'If
we shoot, weredead.' Y ou said that. | remember.”



"| say alot of things." They reached the access tunnel and Han jumped in, not climbing down so much as
using the handholds to dow his descent. "But they're trying to grab the pod on the fly. The boarding
officer needs us to make thislook good, or his commander won't buy our escape.”

Leawasdready climbing into the upper turret. "How good?'

"Good. That Pellaeon must be ared stickler." The Facon shuddered as Han test-fired his weapons. " Just
don't hit anything. Hit something and we're-

"Dead." Leiabuckled hersdf into thefiring seat. "1 know." She dipped on the headset and spun her turret
toward Tatooine's lambent disk.

The canopy dimmed against the sgpphire flash of an incoming turbolaser strike, and Leias pul se stopped.
She steded hersdlf to vanish in the crash of heat and light she had been half expecting to take her since
the Rebellion began, then saw thetiny block of the assault shuttle silhouetted againgt the blossom of a
distant eruption. "What wasthat?" Leiagasped.

Chewbacca's rumbled answer made her ssomach go hollow. "They blasted it?' Han cried. "The brandy
aonewastwo thousand credits!”

"It does eliminate our bribery plan." It was a bit of astruggle to keep her voice even. "What now?"

Han answered by laying awall of laser boltsin front of the TIES. " The shuttle, we can outrun,” he said.
"But we need to check those fighters. Just don't-"

"Hit anything." Leiaactivated her rangefinder. "1 know." At thisrange, the TIEswere little more than blue
barbs of ion efflux. She brought her sensor-augmented sights on-line, and the claw-shaped images of
three TIE interceptors appeared on her targeting display. She set her lead ahead of the TIEs an extra
length, then another one. She added another haf length to be certain, and squeezed the triggers.

The quad laser cannonsfired in diametric sequence to minimize discharge shudder. Even o, the turret
shook. Leia checked sights, found the interceptors till trying to cut them off, and fired again. The Falcon
was gtill a maximum range, and the bolts took an eternity to reach their destination. Most winked out
wdll ahead of the TIEs, but some-Han's, she hoped-merged with the blue glow of the starfighters ion
drives. Shefixed her gaze on her targeting display and continued to fire, praying that none of the images
vanished. The Imperials were accustomed to smugglers running and generaly did not work very hard to
chase them down, but they would prove alot more determined with any vessd that actualy destroyed
one of their own craft.

The distance between Han's bolts and the TIEs continued to diminish on Leias display. She cut one of
the lengths out of her own targeting lead, and their fire turned to an impenetrable storm. The Imperids
lost their nerve and turned toward the Falcon so they could bring their own gunsto bear.

"Bargedrivers,” Han sneered. "What kind of plastiheadsisthe Empire recruiting for pilots these days?*
The TIEs opened fire, and tiny lances of green light stabbed out of Tatooine's yellow glow. Thelines
faded to nothingness kilometers shy of the Falcon, but distant blossoms of laser energy began to burgeon
againg the shields dmost before Leia could disengage the lead adjustment on her sights.

Han'slaser cannons began to stitch space alongside the TIES. Leiafollowed hislead, and they forced the
trio back toward the Star Destroyer. The image on her targeting display switched to true Size, and the
interceptors became thumb-sized blurs coming dead-on. Chewbacca continued ahead, keeping the



assault shuttle between the Falcon'stail and the Chimaeras guns.

They were going to makeit, Leiasaw. No Star Destroyer in the galaxy was amatch for Han and
Chewbaccatogether. Once Leiaand Han forced the TIES into the Falcon's rear quarter, Chewbacca
would hide behind them and dive into Tatooine's atmosphere, and the Chimaeras big gunswould be
useless-unless Pellaeon cared to attack awhole planet to stop onevesse.

And even the Imperiaswould not do that, not unlessthey knew the true identity of the Regina Galas.
The TIEskept closng, swelling to the Sze of fistsin Lelas display. She grew bolder, timing her shotsto
seize the areavacated by their dodges, forcing the interceptorsto dip farther into the Falcon's rear
quarter with each swing. Han shaved his attacks even closer, nearly scorching their solar wing panels,
daring them to try to cut off the Falcon.

Then the blagt-tinting went black, though not quickly enough to spare Leiaamoment of flash blindness as
another turbolaser strike-this one much closer than the first-erupted. Her shoulders hit crash webbing as
the shock wave bucked the Falcon. Again her pulse stopped, and she hung suspended in that last
infinitely long ingtant between life and atomization, and she did not redize she was il holding her triggers
open until the synthetic rumble of the targeting computer announced the destruction of a TIE interceptor.

Leiacursed and released the triggers, struggling to blink the blast-dazzle from her eyes and not quite able
to believe they had survived the Strike.

"Sorry! | didn't mean-"

Chewbacca cut her off with an astonished yawl.

"The Chimaerahit it?' Leiagasped. "By mistake?!

"To makeapoint." Han'slaser cannons opened up again. "She didn't like her TIEs being pushed around.”
Lelachecked her display and found the last two interceptors weaving wildly asthey rushed for the
Facon'sforward quarter. She swung her turret around but was too distracted to open fire safely.
Something here did not make sense.

"Pellaeon would never destroy his own interceptor,” she said. "The Empire astoo short of good fighters.”
"A lesson the survivorsll never forget.” Han's cannon bolts were dancing around thelead TIE ina
tightening web of light. "If thereare any.” Findly, the interceptor had no placeleft to maneuver and flew
into adash of laser energy, exploding in awhite cloud of fireand light. "He'susing usasatraning
misson. | hatethat."”

"Han, you said don't hit-

"Change of plans." Han began tofire a the last TIE. "Now we make it cost them.”

Leiajoined in, forcing the TIE into Han's stream of fire. It bobbed and weaved in ever-smaller
ogcillations, but maintained discipline and continued on course-no doubt mindful of the lesson the

Chimaerahad ddlivered earlier.

Finaly, it turned directly toward the Falcon, and the space beyond bloomed into brilliant smears of color



asit opened fire. Leiakept her eyesfixed on the targeting display and held her triggers down, spraying
bolts at the interceptor in tightening spirds, trying not to think about how large itsimage was growing, or
how her digplay kept dimming, or why the turret's blagt-tinting had gone black. Finaly, the TIE had no
room |eft to maneuver. The pilot broke high, hiswings and spherica cockpit rotating so smoothly that
Leladid not redlize he had changed attitude until the cannon bolts stopped coming.

"He'syourd" Han yelled over theintercom. "Roll me up, Chewie!™

Leiaraised her cannons and thumbed the automeatic lead active, but the TIE was aready too far ahead.
She managed only afew more shots before the computer designated it out of range.

"That'sit, he's been recaled,” Han said. "They aren't going to give us any moretrouble."

Lelachecked thetactica digplay and saw the assault shuttle till trailing them. No match for the Falcon's
speed, it was out of range and steadily faling farther behind, but it was coming.

"You're sure about that?' Leiaasked.

"I'm sure. Experienceisn't much good to dead pilots.”

"What about assault troopers?”’

As Leaspoke, the shuttle broke off pursuit and angled for the planet. Chewbaccawas quick to paraldl
its course, keeping the shuttle between them and the Star Destroyer, now traveling more or lessin the
direction they wanted to go. Leiakept waiting for the shuttle to turn toward the Chimaera, to weave or
bob or try anything to give the turbolasers a clear shot, but it only continued its dive toward the planet,
gill angling in the Falcon's direction. Lelaswung her turret around, unsure whether she should thank the
shuttle pilot or open fire,

Han figured it out before she did. "Chewie, cut behind them! Go sandside, fagt!”

Chewbacca didn't ask why. He brought the Falcon around so sharply that Leia had to close her eyes
againg the starspin, and then Han began yelling for her to bring her gunsto bear.

Leiaopened her eyes again and wished she hadn't. Space was flying past the canopy in aflashing whirl of
stars and sand as Chewbacca spiraled toward Tatooine. She till had no ideawhat Han wanted her to be
ready for, but she focused on the display and swung her cannons toward the assault shuttle.

Half adozen blips appeared at the edge of the tactical screen, and her heart had bardly finished falling
before the interceptor symbols confirmed what Han had realized two moments before.

Anocther flight of TIEswas coming fast from the blind sde of the planet.

Leiaforced her attention back to the firing display. With the Falcon gyrating so wildly, the turret broke
into a nausesting whirring spin-dance as the servomotors struggled to keep the shuttle centered in the
crosshairs.

"I have alock." Noticing that Han had not yet opened fire, she asked, "Should [-"

"Not yet," Han said. "Chewie, seethat sandstorm? Theredly big one?"



An affirming grunt came over the intercom. Leiaglanced out and saw only dizzying smears of yellow and
garswhirling against aviolet backdrop and fdt instantly sick to her somach. She fixed her gaze on the
targeting display and hoped she was wrong about why Han had pointed out the sandstorm.

The Fa con shuddered and dowed abruptly. Lelawondered if they could have reached the outer edge of
the atmosphere so soon, but there was still too much darkness outside, then Han was cursing and asking
no onein particular if al the Chimaeras pilots had a death wish. She saw the assault shuttle tumbling
around the tectical display like aflitnat, connected to the Falcon by the invisible ribbon of atractor beam
that was pulling the two vessals dowly, steadily closer.

"Now, Han?'
"Not yet," Han said. "Chewie, launch the-"

A soft thud reverberated through the Fal con as two concussion missiles shot from their tubes, riding the
tractor beam toward the shuttle.

"Now, sweetheart!"

Leiasqueezed the triggers. Theturret shook as the quad lasers loosed their fury. The center of the
targeting display erupted into a dazzling glow, and her canopy darkened to black asthe shuttie returned
fire. All nonessentid systems diverted power to the shidds, and an ominous silence fell over the Falcon.
Shetried to am down the tractor beam, but with the Falcon regling half out of control, Leiawas doing
well just to hit thething.

Then the missles vanished into the glow. The tractor beam twinkled out of existence, and the brightness
behind the crosshairs dissolved into afading starburst.

Chewbacca wrenched the Falcon out of her tumble and dived straight for Tatooine. The tactical display
showed the interceptors closing, but they remained well out of range. Leia brought her turret around and
findly found the sandstorm Han had pointed out to Chewbacca-araging swirl of amber that covered a
tenth of the planet's visible surface. Even from space, she could see clouds of turbulence eddying up far
above the primary plane of the ssorm. Chewbacca sent the Falcon corkscrewing into anew helix of
evason. Leiachecked her tactica display and found the TIEs still out of range and likely to Say that way.
They could not cut off the Falcon without entering the atmosphere, a prospect even dower than taking
the long route around the planet. Nor was the Chimaera, still Stting in aremote orbit, near enough to
launch another boarding mission. There was only one thing the Star Destroyer could do to block the
Facon.

A bright line of turbolaser strikes erupted ahead, trying not to hit the Falcon but to force her toward the
gpproaching TIEs. Chewbaccaflew directly at the nearest blossom. The shields crackled with sapphire
energy asthey passed through the dissipation turbulence; then the Falcon was plunging into Tatooing's
atmosphere, bucking wildly and engulfed in entry flame.

Han wasingantly out of his seet, half tumbling and haf climbing up the access corridor as Chewbacca
struggled to control the ship at an air velocity approaching meteoric. The Chimaeradid not fireinto the
atmosphere-no doubt because the captain believed the Falcon was about to crash anyway.

"Stay put." Han started toward the main hold. " Pellaeon's got to be as mad as arancor. Those TIES may
follow usdown.”



"So where are you going?"

"Hight deck," he said. "When we dip into that sandstorm-" "Into the sandstorm?’ Lela started to object,
but saw the TIEs dropping into the atmosphere and knew they had no choice.

"Okay, Han. Just don't-"
"Hit anything," Han finished. "I know."
Chapter 2

A ydlow cloud of windborne sand howled through the streets of Mos Espa, etching goggle lenseswith
microscopic scratch marks and transforming the city into awarren of dome-shaped silhouettes. The
squdl was the dying remnant of the same sandstorm that had concealed the Falcon from Pellaeon's TIEs,
so Leiashould not have been surprised to see two stormtroopers standing in the haze ahead... but she
was.

After dl, Han had spent haf the night bumping the Facon blindly through two thousand kilometers of
storm-filled canyons so Pellaeon would not know whether the "ReginaGaas' had survived its plungeinto
the sandstorm. They had hidden the ship in one of Han'sformer haunts, a huge but little-known
smuggler's cave thirty kilometers out in the desert. They had strung an antenna and spent the morning
eavesdropping on local comm channels, listening for anything that might suggest an Imperia search. Only
then, after hearing no hint of unusua activity, had Han broken his speeder bike out of the Falcon's hold
and gone into Mos Espato arrange ground transport for everyone else.

Leiashould have known better. Pellaeon was an old-school officer, too careful and competent to make
smple mistakes. Most Star Destroyer captains were, even in these days of strangled budgets and green
crews.

Han took her arm and guided her forward. "It's okay to hesitate. They expect that." A small synthesizer
hidden ingde his mouth gave his speech araspy Devaronian qudity. It so dtered hisvoca profile soit
would be unidentifiable by anyone using voiceprint technology to search for Han Solo. "But don't gawk."

She looped a hand through Han's elbow and did her best to fawn up at him as they approached the
armored siIhouettes. Though both she and Han were well hidden benesth the cowled cloaks and face
coverings necessary to travel anywherein even amild sand squall, Leiafdt asthough she was parading
past the Imperidsin full Alder- aanian Princessregdia. She and Han were two of the most famous faces
in the New Republic, and she had no doubt that capturing- or killing-either of them would mean a hefty
promotion for al thoseinvolved.

If Han was nervous, she did not senseit. He strode Straight for the troopers, his goggled gazerising to the
flashing Sgn over the door behind them.

"Mawbo's Performance Hall," hesad. "Thisisit."
"A dance house?' Leilagushed. "Y ou take meto the nicest places.”

Han looked at the stormtroopers pointedly. They returned his glare impassively from behind their dark
lenses, then finally stepped aside. One even pulled the door open. Leladid not thank him.

They found themselvesin alarge sand-grimed foyer where a single Weequay guarded the entranceto a



dingy cloakroom. Hisface wastypical for his species, ova-eyed and so gnarled it resembled amask of
wrinkled leather. From the back of his head hung along fan of two dozen seclusion braids, onefor each
year he had been away from his home planet. He was dressed-absurdly and obvi- oudy
uncomfortably-in anew shimmersilk cape and undersized tunic purchased, no doubt, for today's event.
Though he carried no visible weapons, Leia assumed by the way he kept his back to the wall that he had
alarge blaster pistol tucked beneath the cape- perhaps two. He was a Weequay, after all.

"Herefor the art ingpection?' he asked.

"That'sright." Han pulled up hisgoggles, and Leathought she saw aglimmer of darm ashe met the
Weequay'seyes. "Killik Twilight?'

The Weequay shrugged. "Mawbo's got lots of stuff to auction in there" He extended a knobby-fingered
hand for their cloaks.

"Leave your covers here. She don't want sand in the back.”

Leiaand Han stuffed their goggles and face coverings into their pockets and passed their cloaks over.
With her skin dyed pale blue and apair of prosthetic lekku squirming down her back, Leiamade a
reasonably convincing Twi'lek consort to Han's bald, behorned, sinister-looking, and very red
Devaronian. Both disguises were cour- tesy of New Republic Intelligence, complete with
retina-concealing contact lenses and false prints affixed to the pads of their fingers. So when the
Weequay sniffed the cloaks, then grinned and reached out to Han with hisfree hand, Lelawas
astounded.

"Thought | recognized that jet juice you cal cologne, Solo," the Weequay said.

"Jaxad," Han quickly added. " Solo Jaxa, remember?’

A cold lump began to form in Leids scomach. Weeguays used scent to communicate with members of
their own clan, so they were especialy good at remembering smells. Obvioudy, the Solos disguise
designer had not anticipated that Han would meet aWee- he knew in aMaos Espa " performance hall.”
Neither had Leia

But the Weequay seemed to have no intention of betraying them. He merely nodded and tossed their
cloaks on the pile behind him, then said, "Jaxal, that's right. Sorry | forgot.”

"Not aproblem,” Han said. "Good to see you again, Grunts. | didn't think you'd sill be working Tatooine
dives”

Grunts shrugged. "Where am | going? Just ‘cause Mawbo frees you don't mean she pays passage home.
Got to earnthat." He glanced in Leidsdirection, clearly waiting for an introduction.

Wheniit did not come, he added, "1 smell you're till with that fur- ball partner of yours. Whereis he?!

"He'saround,” Han said. Chewbacca and C-3PO were wait- ing a alocal inn, in arented room. "Funny
placeto hold an art auction.”

Grunts nodded. "Mawbo's doing afavor for the guy who came up with the big painting. He's one of her
oldlovers”



"lan't everybody?'

"Now that you mention it." Grunts waved a hand toward aweapons locker at the back of the cloakroom.
"Y ou're supposed to check your weapons.”

"Already did," Han replied with asraight face. "They'rework- ing fine."
Grunts chuckled, then said, "Just keep them out of sight.
Mawbo would whip meif she thought 1'd missed them, and you know how she enjoysthat.”

He turned to open the door, but Leia asked, "What are those stormtroopers doing out there, Grunts?"*
She suspected she already knew the answer-looking for the crew of the Regina Galas-but Lelawanted
to hear what cover story the Imperialswere using. "Did Mawbo hire extra security ?"

The Weequay looked vagudly insulted. "They're here with two officers. | made the stormtroopers wait
outsde.

Grunts glanced at Han with alook that seemed to suggest he teach his Twi'lek some manners.
Lelaignored thelook and asked, " Officers? What are they doing here?’

"Same as everybody ese, | guess.” Grunts pulled the door open. "They want to be sure the stuff isredl
before the auction starts.”

He waved them into adroning chamber that could be cdlled a performance hal only in the sensethat it
had a stage-half a dozen stages, in fact. These platforms were scattered across the cavernous space,
each one now supporting asmall beverage or snack stand that did not seem to be drawing much
atention from the rather sparse crowd. Here and there, the much-spilled-upon floor showed circles of
cleanliness where the customary tables had been removed to make milling space. In the center of the
chamber was alarge main stage, and along the walls were dozens of private booths where the sdllers
were displaying the pieces they would offer at auc- tion that afternoon. Judging by appearances, thefew
buyers were offworld art lovers attracted by the prospect of owning-or at least viewing-the famous Killik
Twilight, while most sdlerswerelocd resdents chasing awindfal by offering whatever they could find
that might be worth something.

AsLeastudied the crowd, she leaned close to Han. "Where do you know Grunts from?"

"Long gtory, but he can betrusted.”

"With you, everything'salong story,” Leiasaid. "How about the short version? | need to be persuaded.”
Han sighed and started toward the nearest stage, where a statuesque Codru-Ji female with four arms,
pointed ears, and alissome build was serving drinks. Though she was discreetly dressed in ashimmersilk
blouse and mood-color vest-currently scarlet-she looked as uncomfortable in her new clothes as had
Grunts, and the smile she flashed as they approached made Leiawonder how well she knew Han's smell.
He ordered apair of cometdusters, then, as the clamorous impass oning machine excited the molecules,

leaned closeto Leids ear.

"] know because | used to own him."



"What?" Leiawas beginning to wonder whether eight yearsfighting and working at Han's side had redlly
been enough before agreeing to marry him. "Y ou owned adave? How could you?"'

"I won him from Lady Vaarian in asabacc game," Han said, asthough that excused it. "I set him free.”
"After how long?' Lelademanded.
"As soon aswe left the Lucky Despot” Han said defengively. "1 wanted to hire him to help with cargo,

but he and Chewietook abig didike to each other. Something about odors. He lost himself to Mawbo
trying to win passage home, and you heard the rest.”

The drinks came, and the Codru-Ji accepted payment with asow wink. Han's answering grin wastruly
lecherous, though in fairnessthat may have been due more to his Devaronian disguise than what was
going through hismind.

Lelawaited until the Codru-J was gone, then asked, " So, when did you own her?'
"Her?' Han began making hisway acrossthe floor toward the back wall, where acouple of dozen

buyerswere lined up outside awell-guarded booth, waiting to inspect Killik Twilight. "What makes you
think | ever owned Cdia?'

Lelaknew Han was baiting her. She was doing her best not to ask how he knew Celia's name when she
noticed two Imperias near the end of the line. One was dressed in the white utilities of an Imperid
technician, but the other wore the gray tunic and rank bar of afull bridge commander. The man was
probably adirect subor- dinate to Pellaeon, and his presence told Leiaal she needed to know about the
Imperial misson on Tatooine. They would not have sent such ahigh-ranking officer to track down a
group of smugglers. They had comefor Killik Twilight.

Lelaangled toward the front of the chamber, pulling Han toward aflamboyant display of Tatooine
glitterglass. Y ou saw?'

"Y ou don't overlook that insgnia, not if you were at the Impe- rial Academy,” Han whispered. "And
those stormtroopers outside are just for show. No one sends a Star Destroyer watch commander into a
place like thiswithout plenty of protection.”

They circled asatellite stage where an Elomin female was offer- ing stems connected to a hookah reeking
of salewater. Lelasaid,

"They know. They must."

Han did not contradict her.

"l don't understand how they found out,” Leia continued.

"Only three of us knew, and the other two were on Alderaan when the Death Star destroyed the planet.”
"Y our boss knows. Maybe she-"

"No. If anyone understands the importance of keeping asecret, it'sher.” Leia paused, then said, "I'm
sorry. If | had known this was going to get so complicated-"



"Y ou'd have come anyway. And sowould I. Y ou know | wouldn't let you do something like this without
r.rell

Lelasqueezed hisarm, slently thanking him for not belaboring her omission.
"Sill, I wishyou'd told me.”

They reached the booth with the glitterglass and pretended to examine severd garish panesin aflowing,
organic style. A smdl signscreen clamed they had come from the pal ace of the famous

Hutt crime lord, Jabba. The panes were not even close to Jabbastaste, at least what Leia had observed
of it before she had used her dave chainsto choke him to death; he preferred representationa art, the
lewder the better.

A solitary Gran stepped toward the front of the booth, his three eyes gliding over Han's ostentatious
robe, the mouth at the end of hislong muzzle puckering into an eeger grin. Leiapulled Han away, and
they nearly tripped over the sdllers running the next booth, apair of furry waist-high bipedswith short
muzzles and long tufted ears.

"Hey, Redhornd" thefirgt one said, taking Han'swrist. Y ou look like abeing who knows quaity. Come
seethered prizeat thisjunk sae”

The second grabbed Leias hand. "Thisway." It pulled her toward their booth, where athird member of
their group stood in front of aone-way mirrfield. "Just two credits. Y ou miss out on this, and you'll be
sorry."

The third member reached into the booth and adjusted the mirrfield opacity, dlowing Lelato glimpsea
disparate collection of locd handicrafts, twisted columns of plasted, and what looked like theinsipid
planetscapes usudly found in the corridors of tourist- class nebula cruisers.

Han stopped. "Two credits, just to look?' He pulled loose, then reached over and freed Leiaaswell.
"Y ou've been spending too much timein the suns.”

Thelittle creatures blinked up a him with long-lashed eyes so brown and deep that Leiafet ingtantly
drawn to them.

"If such asmall amount concernsyou, think of it asadepost,” thefirst onesad. "It'sfully refundable
when you bid on one of our items.”

"Wewon't be bidding on your stuff, okay?' Han pushed be- tween the creatures and, drawing Leia after
him, grumbled, " Squibs.

They'll sell you abucket of air if you let them, and keep the bucket.”

They cameto abooth filled with exquisitely colored bowls made of some material so ddlicate Leiacould
see the shdf through the bottoms. A signscreen posted by the Barabel seller claimed they were dad
bowls, recovered from deposits deep in the Jundland Wastes and hand-carved by Tusken Raiders. She
would have liked to stay and study the vesselswith an eye toward bidding, but the press of prospective
buyers made it a poor observation post, and they needed to locate the watch commander's guards.
When some- thing went wrong, Han would want to know whom to blast.



They eased past the Barabel's booth and continued toward the back of the chamber, mentally tracing
sght lines away from the Imperia officers and searching for someone attempting to keep them open.

"Theresone." Han nodded toward a hulking, short-haired human feigning interest in aworthless lump of
blaster-fused sand- glass. "Not too subtle, are they?'

"For the Empire, that issubtle," Leiasaid.

They quickly found two more guards, amae-female team mas- querading asaKuati aristocrat and her
telbun paramour.

Then they stopped at abooth containing several pieces of refined sculpture and haf adozen imagist
gleaminks depicting Tatooine landscapes. Leiawas particularly taken with adepiction of an ap-
proaching sand squall and an empty sandrock basin tided The Last Lake. Then she cameto asingle,
oversized holocube.

The image was of a sandy-haired boy of perhaps nine or ten, standing in front of an old Podracer cockpit
with apair of goggles down around his neck and both armsraised high over hishead. Thejoy inhisgrin
was as contagious as it was innocent-he was clearly pretending he had just won abig race-but that was
not what cap- tured Leids attention.

There was something about those eyes that compelled her to stand there and stare, to forget the presence
of Han and the vendor and simply look. They were Luke's eyes, Leiaredized. They were the same
radiant blue, they had the same depth and softness as her brother's, and-most of all-they had a quiet
intengity that burned as brightly asthe twin sunsthemselves.

Leiasaw again the white orbs that had taken the place of Luke's eyesin her dream aboard the Falcon,
and she began to experience an eerie sense of connection to the boy. But thiswas not Luke; thisboy's
cheeks were too broad, his nose too small.

It was only adream.

And dreams were not the future, Leiareminded herself. They were viewportsinto a person's private
wisdom, hints of the truths kept trapped in the mind's forgotten recesses by the twin vornskrs of fear and
desire. Those eyes aboard the Falcon, Tatooine's two suns, the Tatooine boy, they weretrying to tell her
something.

But what?

For now, the explanation would have to remain amystery, aswould the reason the boy'simage brought
the dream so forcefully to mind. A dender, swarthy man of around fifty was gpproaching, hisdark eyes
fixed not on Leidsface, but on her hands. They were clasped just below her waist in amanner she often
used when speaking in public. Her personal assistant, Winter, had gone so far asto call the gesture
digtinctive-and to caution her againgt using it when she wished to remain anonymous.

Cursing hersdf for falling into old habits, Leiaquickly un- clagped her hands and draped one over Han's
shoulder. The man, apparently the owner of the holocube, raised his gaze and pre- tended not to notice.
With black hair and dark skin, he had an air of reserve about him that suggested good breeding or-more
likely on Tatooine-offworld training. He looked Leiadirectly in the eye and flashed an easy smilethat
seemed assincere asit was bright.



"It doesn't surprise methat you find thisholo so fascinating,” the man said.

Leiafdt Han bristle a the vendor's knowing tone. She squeezed his shoulder to caution restraint, then put
on her best Twi'lek doxy attitude.

"Sure, | lovelittle kids." She glanced around the booth for a signscreen identifying the hol ocube and
found it on the floor, smashed and unreadable. "Especidly human kids."

The vendor smiled shrewdly. "Of course. But the boy in this cubeis no longer achild. It was taken when
he won the Boonta Eve Classic, more than forty years ago."

"Won it?' Han scoffed. "L ook, don't think you're talking to apair of nerf herders here. Even when
Podracing was lega, humans didn't have the reflexes to survive it-much lesswin, and especidly not as
kids"

The vendor ignored Han. "'l don't want to part with it. Hewas my best friend, but times are hard. Still, if
you'd careto strike abar- gain before the auction, 1'd be willing to offer it to you now."

"Yeah, I'll bet you would." Han pulled Leiaaway. "Come on, Tails"

As soon asthey were out of the man's earshot, Han asked, " So who'sthe kid?'

"How should | know?'

"Y ou were sure staring a him,” Han said. "'l didn't think you were such afan of holography.”

"I'm not. His eyes reminded me of someone-and we have other things to worry about. That vendor might
have recognized me." Leiatold him about the hands. "Winter says| do that dl the timein holocasts, and
she'sright. He might have been asking for abribe."

Or he might be an Imperid plant trying to draw you out,"

Han said. "I don't likethis, and it's definitely not agood ideato draw attention to oursalves by starting a
bidding war againg the Empire."

He turned toward the Squibs' booth.
"Han, you can't be serious. What do a bunch of overgrown pack rats know about art?"
"Nothing." He pulled four creditsfrom hisrobe. "But they know auctions.”

Thetwo Squibsin front of the mirrfield gave up on the Togo- riansthey were harassing and watched with
condescending smirks as Leiaand Han approached. Han held out the hand with the credits.

"Oneword and we leave," he said. "Just show usthe Stuff.”
The leader-at least Leiathought it was the leader-looked as though he was thinking of asking for more.
Han put the credits back in his pocket, and the Squib surprised Lela by shrugging and turning to look for

ancther customer.

Han sighed, and when he pulled his hand from his pocket, it was holding six credits. "We don't have dl



day."
The Squib's eyes brightened, and he held up ten fingers.
"Seven," Han said. "And it's not worth that much.”

The Squib lowered one finger. Han pulled two more credits from his pocket, so now he was holding
eight. Even then, they dmost had to |leave before the Squib findly raised his pam and motioned for the

money.

The Squib rubbed the credits againgt his furred cheek, then nodded and passed them to hisfellow, who
did the same thing and passed them through the mirrfield. Only after the third Squib had ingpected and
approved the coins did they alow the Solos into the booth.

It wasfilled with the same collection of used handicrafts, twisted plasted -labeled by asignscreen
FOUND SCULPTURE-and mawkish planetscapes Leia had glimpsed earlier. The Squibsimme- diately
began to offer items for ingpection, carefully rubbing each object againgt their furred cheeks before
attempting to pressit into Han and Leids hands. And, mindful of the threat with which Han had opened
negotiations, they did it al without spesking aword.

Han pushed a smashed cooling unit asde and said, "Stop! | told you before, we're not interested in your
suff. That's not why we're here.”

The leader was s0 shocked he nearly dropped a chipped bone- glass bowl. "Y ou're not?”'
Thisdrew apair of stern shushesfrom hisfellows.

"Dont worry," Leiasaid. "Wewant to talk. We just needed to be someplace privatefirst."
"Tak'snot cheap,” the second Squib warned.

"Timeismoney," thethird chimedin.

Hanturned to Lelaand rolled hiseyes. "Y ou had to say it."

"Ligten," Leiasaid. "We need you to do ajob for us.”

The booth fell silent, and the leader turned his head aside, glaring at her out of one eye.
"We don't do jobs. Were not hirelings.”

"We want to strike abargain,” Han corrected.

"A bargain?' Theleader clasped his smal hands together.

"What wares?'

"Killik Twilight," Lelasaid. "Wewant you to buy it for us."

"We supply thefunds" Han said quickly. "Y ou have the fun."



The Squibs looked at each other, nodded, and the leader said,

"Ded "

"But you haveto buy al our stock," the second Squib added.

"We don't need your stock,” Leiasaid. "We don't have anyplaceto put it."
" Not our problem,” the third said.

"We can get you amagnetic freight compartment.”

"Won't even scratch your yacht."

It was growing difficult to keep track of which one was speaking.

"Only athousand extra."

"How about we just pay you for your stock?' Leiaasked. "And you can il sdll it at the auction.”
"Can't do that."

"You're buying it a auction. That'sthe dedl.”

"L ook, we don't want your stuff,” Han said.

"Then why are you taking the freight compartment?”

"We'renot," Lelasaid.

"And we're not buying at auction,” Han said. "We're not agreeing to that. We're not dumb enough to let
you have someone run up the bidding."

"So how dumb are you?'
"Maybejust one-"

"No!" Han shouted. The Squibsfell slent and blinked up at him in shock. Finaly herolled hiseyesand
asked, "Okay, how much stock do you have?'

And they were off, the Squibs offering and Han and L eia counter- offering, pulling one element out of the
ded and throwing two more in, the negotiation moving at the speed of sound and dmost in- stantly
growing as complex as anything Lela had seen asaNew Republic diplomat. By the time they were
finished, it was agreed that Han and Leia or their designated agent would bid on three items of their own
choosing from each category, the maximum price be determined by acomplex formulabased on bid
increments, with each side being alowed one deeper among the attendees.

"And we get the painting after you buy it," Lelasaid. "l just want to be sure of that."

All three nodded. "That's right," the leader said. "Aslong asyou hold up your end of the bargain, aded is
aded."



"Good. I'm Limba." Leiaextended her hand. "It's been an education doing businesswith you. Jaxd is
right-you guys are good.”

The Squibs puffed out their chestsvisibly.

"Youdid al right," the leader said. He rubbed his cheek across
Leids pam, then across Han's, then jerked athumb at his chest.
"I'm Grees. That'sSigh."

Grees indicated the second Squib, who stepped forward and rubbed his cheek over the hands of both
Hanand Leia

"And I'm Elama." The third Squib pressed her cheek to Leias hand. "I've seen worse from a Twi'lek.”
"Thank you," Lelasad. "l think."

Han waited for Elamato nuzzle his hand, then asked, "Which on€'s coming to see the painting? | want to
be sure you know what you're bidding on."

Elamaand Grees turned to Sligh expectantly.
Sligh let out aheavy sigh. "I'll go." He shook hishead in dis- gust. "But when | come back, I'm out front.”

They emerged from behind the mirrfield to find the Impe- rid officers, having aready completed their
ingpection, leaving the dance house. A tangible sense of rdlief filled the air, and the polite murmur
intensified to an eectric drone. More prospective pur- chasers appeared out of dark corners and the
backs of the booths, the beverage bars on the satellite stages began to do a brisk business. Leia, Han,
and Sligh took their place at the back of the line and had to wait nearly an hour before their turn cameto
go through the mirrfidd.

Instead of the painting, ingde thetrio found half adozen of Mawbo'sthugsin nylar tunics and shimmerslk
capes, dl holding blaster riflestrained on their prospective purchasers.

"Don't worry," aRodian said. His cone-shaped snout twitched toward the dark corner to Leiasright,
and someone came up from behind and blindfolded her. "Just a security precaution.”

"How much security do you need?' Han grumbled. "Y ou have aWeequay sniffer checking for blasters.”
"Y ou want to see the moss or not?"

Hanfdl slent. They were led through the back of the booth, down along hdlway, then up aliftglide into
aquiet areareeking of acrid thag smoke. Their blindfolds were removed. Thetrio found themselves
gtanding in adark chamber before a section of wall illu- minated by an overhead glow panel and flanked
by two Gamorrean guards. In the middle of the wall hung the velvety rectangle of asublimely colored
Alderaanian moss-painting, its moisture-control gpparatus artfully concealed within aninternd frame. It
was smadller than Leiaremembered, no more than fifty centimeters acrass, but even more beautiful and
moving.



"Killik Twilight," a harsh femae voice croaked behind her.
"Y ou got two minutes.”

Lelawanted to protest that two minutes was not nearly enough, not after adecade of trying to keep its
bold composition and subtle hueslocked in her mind. She had thought it atreasure forever lost to
her-and to future generations of Alderaanian descendants. And now hereit was, hanging in front of her
close enough to touch, with its stormy sky sweeping over of acity of Killik pinnaclesand, in the
foreground, itsline of enigmatic insectoid figures-the van- ished species who had inhabited Alderaan
before humans-turning to look back at the gpproaching darkness. She could never ook upon it without
marveling at the artist's prescience, wondering how

Ob Khaddor could have seen so clearly what Pa patine's rise meant for the galaxy... and how he could
have expressed his sorrow so beautifully and completely in such asmall space.

"Y ou need to verify it, go ahead,” the harsh voice said. "But brush sampling only. No clipping.”
Sighingtantly stepped forward, aready turning hisfurry cheek toward the painting.
Lelabardy caught the Squib intime. "No!"

"Wha's going to be buying thisthing, you or us?' Sigh demanded, the lip of hismuzzlelifted in anirritated
snarl. "We have to check the merchandise.”

"It'sthered thing." Leiapulled the Squib away. "I don't need atest kit to tell methat." She glanced over
to find Han staring at the painting, his gaze fixed and his jaw dack with wonder.

After eight yearstogether, it was good to know Han could till surprise her.
Chapter 3

Han had never been so moved by apiece of art. For the next two hours, asthey sat at aloca tapcaf
waiting for the auction to begin, histhoughts kept returning to the painting, to how the Killiks were turning
to face the torm. Theimage reminded Han that people-and bugs-were swept through life by forces they
could not understand, that in the tempests life threw at them, they could control nothing but their own
reactions. That was something Han tended to forget when the winds ran againgt him, and it was one of
the things he loved most about Lea-the way she never flinched in astorm, the way she dways stood firm
while those around her were being blown off their fedt.

Han wanted L eiato have that moss-painting. She had spent her youth looking at Killik Twilight every
time sheleft her bed- chamber, and it was the one physical connection to her family's palace that had
survived the destruction of Alderaan. And, not that it mattered to potentia bidders, it probably ill
bel onged to her.

Han would have hesitated to cal the sdller athief-the moss- painting had been in trangit, and gdactic
salvage laws applied to art- work like anything el se-but there was areason it was being sold on alawless
planet like Tatooine, and he was pretty sureit had nothing to do with the health benefits of dry desert air.

Like every tapcaf near Mawbo's Performance Hall, the onein which he and Leia sat was so packed that
the air was amaost humid with bresth moisture. The customers-mostly bidders waiting for the auction to
dtart-were chattering among themselves, decked out in their finest outfits and trying not to be too obvious



as they appraised the competition. Slumped in adim corner and doing their best to appear crasdy
involved with each other, Han and Leia drew few long glances. Chewbacca and C-3PO werein atapcaf
across the street, far enough away to avoid being associated with "Jaxal” and

"Limba," yet close enough to come running in case of trouble.

Sdlers from the auction began to arrive in ones and twos, among them the Barabel with the dlad bowls
and the dark-haired man offering the holocube of the young Podracer. Han was not surprised to see
Leaseyesfollowing the human toward avacant counter stool. Though she seldom gave any work of

hol ography more than a passing glance, there was clearly something different about this one-and Han felt
sure he knew what it was.

He dipped an arm around the back of Leids chair and began to stroke her prosthetic lekku. The
head-tail responded with an gppre- ciative squirm.

"Y ou know," Han said, "you never did tell me who the kid in the holocube reminded you of."
"He didn't remind me of anyone. Only hiseyes."

"Sure" Hansad. "If you say s0."

Lelawas not taking the bait. "1 do.”

Comeon. You can say it. | thought the kid was cute, too."

"What makesyou think | found him cute?"

"| saw the way you looked a him."

Lelashot him aglarethat could have frozen asun. "So?!

"S0, maybe theres areason.”

Leianarrowed her eyes. "What kind of reason, Han?"

Han took a big gulp. He could seethat Leia knew where thiswas going aswell ashe did, and he knew
what kind of reaction to expect. But it was one of those risks aman had to take.

"Maybeit's because you like kids," Han said. "Maybe because you want one.”

Leasface went blank and emotionless, a sure Sign that she was angry-redly angry. Furious, even. She
took along sip of her drink and avoided looking at Han.

"Wetalked about children before we were married. | thought you understood.”
"Yeah, | understood,” Han said. "But | thought-"
"We agreed." Leiareturned the glassto the table with abang.

"Y ou can't just change your mind."



Han bit histongue. How could hetell her he had not changed his mind-that his mind had changed him?
That marriage had changed him?

"I know what we said," he alowed. "But hasit ever occurred to you that you're being irrational ?"
"Irrationd?"

"Irrational." Han had to wet histhroat. "How can akid-

"Peasetell meyou just discovered you had achild with Bria

Tharen," Lelasaid. "Because | could live with that. Everyone has apast.”

"Y eah, but I'm pretty sure mine doesn't include kids," Han said. Briahad been hisfirst love, awillowy
red-haired beauty who was one of the founders of the Rebellion-and who had died a martyr after
double-crossing him to secure the plansto thefirst

Desgth Star. "Briadid have her secrets.”

None of which has anything to do with this conversation, | takeit."

"Afraid not." Han leaned closer and spokein anear whisper. "I we talked about this, but | can't believe
the dark sderedlly runsin your blood.”

"That'snot what | said,” Leia corrected. "It's the power that runsin my blood. And power corrupts. | see
that every day."

"Not always." Han took Leia's arm, then played histrump card.

"Just look at your brother. No oneis stronger in the Force than heis. If anyone was going to go be
corrupted, it would be him."

Lelajerked away and, fixing her gaze on the tapcaf's much- blemished wall, gulped down half her drink.
"Dropit."

"L ook, I'm not saying we have to decide today-"

"Y ouve known how | fdt snce Bakura" Leiatill did not look at him. "1 don't have the right to bring
someone who could become another Darth Vader into the gdaxy. If you can't live with that, why didn't
you let me marry Prince |solder?!

The mere mention of 1solder's name set Han'steeth on edge.

The whole Hapan incident had shattered what little faith held ever had in paliticians.

"What about-" Han heard his voice start to rise and caught himself. He checked for eavesdroppers and
found none; with the auction gpproaching, the room was filled with an escal ating drone that rendered

conversations difficult to understand even at the sametable. "What about 1solder?’

Leafindly turned and met hiseye again. "What's that sup- posed to mean?"



"It'spretty clear,” Han sad. "Did you tell him you didn't want children?”

"It never came to that. Someone abducted me before negotia- tions went that far.”

"Y eah?' Han saw the waitress approaching and waved her off.

"And what if negotiations had gone that far? Do you think Taa

Chume would have dlowed the wedding to take place knowing you didn't want children?"

Leias composure broke, and she looked at him with tearswelling in her eyes. "Why are you doing this?"
"Because you don't know what you want."

"And you do?' Leiaasked.

"I see how your face lights up when someone lets you hold ababy,” Han said. "And | saw theway you
looked at that kid in the holocube."

"Y ou're way off course-"

"You know I'mright," Han interrupted. "And you're afraid to admit it. The only reason you don't want
kidsisyou're dill afraid of your father-afraid of him and mad at him. And that's alousy excusefor not
having kids. Not when we both want them."”

Leiawaited until he had stopped speaking, then asked, "Are you finished?'

"Y eah. It's not that complicated.”

"l agree," Lelasad. "Because I'm sure | remember you telling me you could live without children. That's
very dear inmy mind."

Han shrugged. "I like being married. Maybe that's changed my thinking about kids." He lowered his gaze
and sared into the dark dein hismug. "'l didn't redlize how much I'd love this-being afamily, | mean. |
keep wondering what it would be like to shape akid'slife, to give him a safe place to grow up.”

"Likethe homeyou never had," Lelasad.

"Yeah, likethat,” Han admitted. He had seen Leiatake control of difficult negotiations often enough to
know when she was trying to avoid the subject. "But you still haven't answered me about TaChume and
Isolder. When were you going to tel them you didn't want children?!

"l don't know."

"Maybe never." Han was not hitter about the suggestion; he was just trying to point out to Lelathat there
were some circum- stances in which she might have had children. "Maybe you'd have risked it for the

New Republic."

"I would have told them." Leiaraised her chin. "With the power of the Hapes Consortium behind it, any
child of minewould be morelikely to becomethething | feared, not less.”



Han's scowl was thwarted by the fang dentures of his Deva- ronian disguise. "Taa Chume would never
have agreed to that."

Leaflashed him atypicdly sad Twi'lek smile. "Maybe that'swhy | wasn't so worried when the Hapans
cametovigt."

Half astandard hour later, Han and Leia sat behind the mirr- field wall of one of the performance hdl's
private booths, watching the main floor fill with spectators and bidders. Everything had the sound of
money: the nervous laughter that rang like clinking credits, the eectric babble that rose and fell with the
familiar rhythm of market-day bartering al over the gdaxy, the voices of bartenders and waitresses sdlling
eyeblastersand pallies at pricesten timesnormal.

The Imperia watch commander stood in front of the primary stage, where the auction would take place.
His science officer com- panion was gone, replaced by two burly bodyguardsin full dress uniform. They
were the only beingsin the room with more elbow room than they redlly needed.

Han could see Grees, Sigh, and Emaa pushing through the eked performance hal, approaching
likely-looking Twilight bidders on the pretext of offering them insde information on the auction
merchandise. There were afew takers, and these the Squibs offered a thinly disguised sales pitch for their
own wares. Sometimes the buyers paid for the advice and sometimes they didn't, but the trio never
wasted more than afew moments quarreling before they moved to the next prospect.

They worked hardest trying to sdll those who dismissed them most quickly, spending as much asthree
minutes arguing while they quietly assessed the competition. There were afew socid climbershoping to
land a steal because the auction was being held on Tatooine, but most bidders were thuggish, hired more
to pro- tect the fund transfer chipsthey were carrying-arequirement of purchase-than for their expertise
asauction agents. Once, Han caught aglimpse of Emaaquietly dipping avibroblade out of ahidden
boot sheath while Grees and Slight kept the weapon's

Aqualish owner occupied with asales pitch.

"Those Squibs are good-maybe too good,” Leiasaid. She was sitting beside Han at the booth's plastoid
cocktail table, dumped down on an overstuffed wraparound lounger that would abide no other posture.
"Areyou sure we can afford that dea we struck?”

"It'sunder control."

Leialooked doubtful, the sensorsin the base of her false lekku reacting to her mood and causing the
tentaclesto writhe in short, tightly spaced waves. ™Y ou know they have something planned.”

"Y eah, but we have aWookiee."

Han tipped his counterfeit horns toward Chewbacca, who was out in the theater enduring Sigh's sdles
pitch asthey tried to size him up. He had dyed ared streak over his shoulder; a\Wookiee could do little
to disguise himself except change his markings.

Chewbacca endured no more than five seconds of the Squibs harangue, then bared hisfangs and raised
afoot, sending dl three scrambling for cover.

"See? No problem.”



C-3PO, whose disguise consisted of afalse green patina, watched the exchange from severd meters
away. He started to push through the crowd, politely asking permission and excusing himsdf each time he
eased past someone.

Lelaactivated her comlink and opened a channel to the droid.

"What are you doing?"

C-3PO raised hisown comlink. "They appear to need atrans- lator. | was going to offer my-"
"No," Leiasaid. "Leavethem done."

C-3PO stopped, but did not lower his comlink. "Are you quite certain? The Squibs are trying to be
helpful, and it sounds as though they have some interesting infor-"

"No," Han said, speaking into Leias comlink-and praying the
Squibs were too frightened of Chewbacca to notice the droid approaching. " Just do your job."

C-3POfdl slent for precisaly one second the eectronic equivalent of a sigh-then rotated his head
toward Han and Leids booth, practicaly shouting the location of his ownersto any careful observer.

"Asyouwish."
Leladeactivated her comlink and rolled her eyes. ™Y ou're sure about this?"
Han shrugged. "What could go wrong?”

They spent the next few minutestrying to pick out the watch commander's backup. It was not difficult.
Predictably, they had stationed themselvesin pairs on opposite Sides of the chamber, wearing
nondescript tunics and dreary businesstabardsin a crowd that favored parvenu-flamboyant, thug-crass,
or Tatooine-tattered Seeming to sense the essential wrongness of these people, the spectators and
bidders dike remained well gpart, with the result that the Imperials stood out like rancorsin anerf pen. It
was dl much too obvious, and it took the next haf hour to find the rest of the bodyguards, adozen men
and women scattered through the room in the garb of well-groomed ruffians or overmuscled natives.

Han aso found the black-haired man who had tried to sl them the holocube of the boy Podracer,
standing not too far from the Imperial commander at the front of the crowd. He was half turned, studying
the room, not quite searching for someone in particular, but taking note of whom he did and didn't see.
Han was 4till bothered by the way the man had focused on Leia during the pre-auction ingpection, by
how he had seemed so certain she would be drawn to the holocube, and-most especidly-by how right he
had been.

Precisdy on the hour, a stout human woman with pale skin and amond eyes and along tail of braided
black hair stepped through the holographic cityscape at the back of the stage. She waited for the room to
quiet, then glided forward in adinky stride that had lost none of its poise or grace despite the forty
kilograms she had added since her dancing days. In avoice roughened by hubba smoke, she welcomed
the bidders to the auction and introduced herself as Mawbo Kem, drawing alaugh by commenting that of
course the malesin the audience knew that aready.

When the theater grew quiet again, Mawbo announced that she would start the auction with a bang.



Exactly on cue, the four-armed Codru-Ji who had served Han and Leia earlier stepped forward with the
day'sfirg offering cradled in her four hands. Aninstant later, agiant hologram of the featured item
appeared beneath the celling. To Han's surprise, it was the holocube of the young Podracer.

Severd offworlders began to boo and hiss. The loca's shouted them down and cheered even more
loudly, and dmost instantly the theater erupted into atumult of cheering and jeering alittle too heartfelt to
be good-natured.

Ever the consummate show-woman, Mawbo remained silent, alowing the cacophony to build and add
energy to the auction.

A single muffled click sounded from the comlink in Han's pocket: Sligh confirming that he should go
ahead with their sde deal. Han answered with adouble click: Go ahead.

"Wonderful," Leiagrumbled. "Wake mewhen they get to Twilight-sometime around midnight.”

Despite her tone, her eyes were fixed on the hologram above the stage. Han had to turn away to hide his
qmile

On the stage, Celiawas using her two upper arms to hold the holocube above her head and parading
aong the perimeter of the stage in her haughty dancer's stride.

Mawbo said, "Asyou can seg, thisisthe same ‘cube displayed this morning in booth twelve. It'sa
one-of-a-kind original holograph of the only human Podracer ever to win the Boonta Eve Classic, taken
four decades ago and now offered at auction by the pilot's best friend, Kitster Banai."

When the audiencefailed to erupt in skeptica jeers, Han said, "l can't believe they're buying this. Ther€'s
an old racetrack lust outside town. The locals ought to know humans can't pilot Podracers.”

The dark-haired man who was offering the holocube-Kitster-stepped to the edge of the stage and said
something to Mawbo.

She nodded and, waving him back to his place with athick-fingered hand, said, "For the offworlders out
there who toured Kit-ster's booth after his signscreen mafunctioned, the boy in the holocubeisMos

Espas very own Anakin Skywalk-"

The theater again erupted into jeering and cheering, and the last syllable of the name waslost to
cacophony. Mawbo asked for quiet, but it was dow in coming.

"What did she say?' Lelaasked, again transfixed by the holocube. "Did she say Anakin Skywaker?'
llemll

Feding alittle queasy, Han went to the mirrfield, as though moving that tiny distance closer to holocube
would make it easer to see any semblance between the boy and Leia. There wasn't much-high cheeks,
the shape of the eyes and maybe the face-but enough that it seemed possible.

Han cursed under his breath, but kept hisvoice even ashe said, "Definitely Anakin Skysomething. Luke
did say heid found something in a’'Net search that suggested your father might have lived on Tatooine as
aboy," Han sad.



"Hedidn't say it had been here." Lelastared at the table. "He didn't say it had been Mos Espa.”

Han shrugged. "There aren't many citieson Tatooine." He dipped ahand into his pocket and clicked his
comlink once- Sligh'sno-bid signal. "It's not that surprising.”

Lelatook her time meeting hisgaze. "Y ou have no idea.”
Sligh answered with adouble click: bid.

Han repeated his no-bid one click and tried to pretend nothing was going on. "Well, at least the name
explansit.”

"Explanswha?'

Han started to say the kid's identity explained why she seemed incapable of taking her eyes off the
holocube for more than five minutes at atime, but he saw Leianarrow her eyes and decided another
answer would be sefer.

"How a nine-year-old human won the Boonta Eve Classic,” Han said. "He had the Force."

Mawbo findly got the crowd quieted and wasted no time opening the auction. "Who will sart the
bidding?" She looked first to the Imperid commander in the front row. "How about you, Sir? Y oung
Anakin went on to make quite a career for himsdf."

Han was not surprised when the commander waved her off with a curt gesture. The officer wasold
enough to have served in the Imperia Navy during the height of Darth VVader's power, and the only
people with more reason than the Rebelsto fear Vader were the officers who served under him. Mawbo
wasted no time looking for another bidder. *One hundred creditd”

The bidder was hidden from Han's view by the crowd, but the reedy voice was all too familiar. Sigh was
opening a athird the maximum Han had authorized, trying to scare off undecided buyers before they
grew excited and drove up the price.

Mawbo's gaze dropped to bt high in the front row. "A hundred credits from the Squib in front."
"From a Squib?' Lelahissed. "Our Squibs are bidding on a'cube of Darth Vader?!

Han shrugged, then single-clicked Sigh again. "Do | hear-"

"A hundred twenty." The bid came from a straw-haired local woman in atattered sand cloak.

"A hundred fifty," Sigh offered, ill trying to scare off the others.

What's he doing?" Lela sounded more darmed than puzzled. Do they know that's not what we want?"
"They know. Don't worry."

A Kurtzern in patched lesthers bid 175, and Sligh countered with 180. Han single-clicked again.

Grees pushed through the mirrfidld and thrust out a smooth-pamed hand. " Give me your comlink."



"What for?' Han said. "I'm just trying to make sure Sligh knows were not interested in the holocube.”

" Should have thought of that before the auction.” Grees wagged hisfingersfor the comlink. "Passit over.
Y ou're breaking Sigh's concentration.”

"Thought of what before the auction?' Lela narrowed her eyes. "What's he talking about, Ha-er, Jaxa ?'
Therewas no use denying it. Leiaknew Han too well to be fooled, and he would only make matters
worse by trying to play innocent. He pulled the comlink from his pocket and passed it over. "Cal him off.
We don't want the ‘cube.”

"Too late." Grees closed the channd and handed it back. "A dedl isaded.”

Leidsjaw dropped. "Ded? Y ou'retrying to buy aholograph of my... of Darth Vader?!

"Anakin Skywalker," Han corrected. "And | didn't know who hewas. | just thought you liked the
picture. Y ou could barely take your eyes off it."

Grees |eft the booth and disappeared back into the crowd. The bidding was already at 230, and now
Sligh wastrying to dow it down, taking it up in 2- and 3-credit intervas. The blond woman and the
Kurtzen weren't cooperating.

"Y ou thought I'd like aholocube." Leiastudied him with adurasted gaze, the counterfeit lekku thrashing
on her back like snakes. "Of my father?’

Han spread his hands. "How could | know?"

By then, the bidding was a 260. Sligh jumped it straight to three hundred credits and finally succeeded in
scaring the other bidders. Mawbo tried to coax ahigher offer by sweet-talking the Kurtzen and taunting
the woman, then finally gave up and pointed into the crowd where Sigh was presumably standing.
"Three hundred credits to the Squib,” she said. "Going once, twice-"

"Three hundred ten," the woman said.

"Three hundred eeven!™ Sligh shot back.

"Hey! That'sover thelimit!"

Han opened the channel again and single-clicked the Squib, only to have him bid 320 a second later. He
stepped out through the mirrfield, but Grees and Elama were nowhere to be seen. Asking Leiato wait for
him, he pushed hisway down the narrow aide between the wall booths and the crowded main floor. Of
course, Leiadidn't wait. She wasright behind him when he reached the front of the room, wherethe
large VTP booths-the ones with the hidden doors that opened into the vicechambersin the rear of the
theater-sat on elevated platforms mere meters from the stage.

"| thought | asked you to wait."

"You asked," Lelasad. "What's going on?"

"I told him three hundred.” The bidding was now at 420. "He's bresking the dedl "



"And were trugting them with Twilight!"

The hiss of arepulsor chair sounded from the adjacent booth,

Han looked over to see a pudgy human hand dipping through the mirrfield to beckon aservice droid. On
the smdllest finger sparkled a big Corusca gem, set in aboxy ring too garish to be overlooked... or easily
forgotten. Han started to ask Leaif she saw the hand, but she was dready pulling him along behind the
front row of bidders.

"Forget what'sin the booth,” she said. "The important thing isto reinin Sigh. If we end up with that
holocube, I'll crack it over your head.”

"But you saw thering, right?' Han asked.

Leiapulled him close and lowered her voice. "There are alot of ostentatiousringsin the galaxy, my
dear.”

What Leialeft unsaid was that one of those rings-the ring that Han had seen-belonged to Threkin Horm,
the immensdly corpulent president of the powerful Alderaanian Council. Seeing tremendous
advantage-perhaps even anew homeworld for his people-in aunion of the roya houses of Alderaan and
Hapes, Horm had been the loudest of those urging Leiato wed Prince Isolder. That put him high on
Han'slist of bad guys.

They dipped behind the Imperials, drawing awary glare and two well-placed € bows from the watch
commander's bodyguards, and found Sligh standing done in the buffer zone the other bidders had | eft
around the Imperias. The bid was at 510, and Han had to pull the Squib out of the front row to keep him
from making it 520.

"Put me down!" Sligh bared histeeth asthough to bite, but did not dip his head toward Han'sarm. "I'll
haveitintwo bidd"

"Y eah? On whose credits?’ Han asked. "The limit was three hundred.”
"Three hundred?’ Sligh asked, sneaking glances at the adjacent bidders. "What are you, broke?"

Han looked up to find the Imperid commander and severd other inactive bidders looking in hisdirection.
Too disciplined to mirk, the officer could not quite keep apatronizing light from hiseyes.

"It'snot too late to cancel the other dedl, if that'swhat you think."

"Cancd?' Sigh's attitude changed from arrogant to alarmed.

"You can't cancel. That's a separate dedl .”

“Try me”

Han dropped Sligh and led Leiaback to the booth, all too aware of the eyesturned their way.

Asthey resumed their sedts, Lelasaid, "1 thought we hired the Squibsto avoid drawing attention.”



"Yeah, but | didn't tell them that,” he said. "They were setting up an angle.”
"What kind of angle?"

Han shrugged. "With Squibs, who can tdl?*

Chapter 4

The holocube of Anakin Skywalker went for an amazing thirteen hundred credits. Thewinner, a
shaggy-chinned Gota in amuch-patched jumpsuit, looked as though he would have to indenture himself
to the Hutts to come up with the money. But the smile on hisflat face could not have been wider.

Hanturned to Leia "It must be adifferent Anakin Skywaker in that ‘cube,”" he suggested, not entirely
joking. "Because that just doesn't make sense.”

"Power dways attractsitsworshipers,” Leiareplied.

With the holocube sold, Mawbo quickly moved on to other items, bringing them out by lots. She did not
even wait for the highest bid before declaring some collections-usudly the least vauable-sold. The
exquistely colored alad bowlsingpired the most spirited offworld bidding, earning enough to buy the
Barabd sdler ahunting range of athousand square kilometers.

When the Squibs lot came out, Han and Lelawere relieved to discover that their Wookiee degper was
more intimidating than the Aqualish the Squibs had recruited. The chipped bantha bone bowl opened for
2 credits, C-3PO bid 3, the Aquaish bid 100, Chewbacca bid 101. When the Aqualish made it two
hundred, Chewbacca dropped out of the bidding and, growling softly, sidled to the competition. The
Aqualish never tried to inflate the price again Within afew minutes, Chewbaccawas the proud owner of
apiece of twisted plasted caled Dune Sea Cyclone, aparticularly drab holograph of Dantooine, and a
tattered-but-guaranteed-genuine Tusken Raider utility belt.

Han spent the next hour of the auction pondering the pudgy hand he had seen. Humans heavy enough to
require repulsor chairsfor mobility were hardly rarein the galaxy, but people of such girth rarely braved
Tatooine's sweltering climate without good reason. And, aside from Leia herself, who would have better
reason to cometo an auction of Killik Twilight than Threkin Horm? As president of the Alderaanian
Council, it was Horm's duty to gather and safeguard what remained of the planet'slost treasures. Had
anyone ese held that post, Han would have found a safe way to let him know that another bidder had the
same intention-a bidder with the resources of the entire New Republic at her disposal. But Han would
not help Horm. Threkin Horm, Han would enjoy watching squirm. A wedlthy Bothan bought the last of
the junk-a dozen glitter-glass panes supposed to have come from Jabba's pal ace-just to get it off the
stage. Then Mawbo announced they were ready to begin the bidding on the final item, the masterpiece
Killik Twilight. A low murmur filled the theeter asthe bidders or their agents moved toward the front of
theroom. Most of the local sellersleft to collect their credits, but not Kitster Banai, the swarthy vendor
who had sold the holocube. Instead, Banai took a spot in the front row of spectators, securing agood
place from which to see the moss-painting.

Han used his comlink to call C-3PO into the booth, but |eft Chewbaccain the crowd asasurprise
reserve. If the Imperias knew about the code key hidden inside the painting, they would not take losing
wall.

When everyone wasin the proper place, Mawbo flashed an dluring smile. "Are you ready?'



Without awaiting an answer, she waved a hand toward the back of the stage. Her Rodian security
captain regppeared, stepping through the cityscape holograph with his crew: adozen hulking,
swine-faced Gamorreans carrying vibro-axes, supported by two burly humans armed with repesting
blagters. Celiafollowed, holding onto Killik Twilight's smal framewith al four hands. She placed the
painting in an easd erected by one of the Gamorreans.

A tenseslencefdl over thetheater. At just fifty centimeters wide, the moss-painting was too smdl for
most of the audience to see clearly. But al eyeswerefixed on the giant holograph of it projected benesth
the ceiling. Kitster Banai proved himsdf aman of taste and refinement by removing asmdl pair of
electrobinoculars o he could look directly at the origindl.

Mawbo studied the row of buyers before her, then pointed at the Imperial commander. "How about you,
Generd? Will you start the bidding?'

"Commander," he corrected. "Commander Quenton. My bid isaquarter million credits.”
"A quarter millionand one," Sigh sad ingtantly.

Thisdrew atitter from spectators and bidders alike, which, Han suspected, was exactly what the Squibs
intended.

"Two seventy-five," Quenton said. He turned his head and stared first at the Squibs, then at the rest of
the bidders, clearly trying to send amessage of intimidation. When no one seemed willing to meet his
eyes, helooked back to the stage. "That would be two hundred and seventy-five thousand.”

Not oneto be bullied while standing on her own stage, Mawhbo fixed her d mond-shaped eyes on him
and said, "l know what you General. Would those be New Republic credits?'

From the booth, Han could see only the back of Quenton's head, but he guessed by the long silence
following that the Imperid had not missed Mawbo's dight in questioning his ability to pay- andin
continuing to address him by arank she knew to be incorrect.

Findly, Quenton said, "The so-caled New Republic has no right to issue credits. It isnot alegitimate
government. But for the purposes of thisauction, the transfer will be made in gold peggats.”

"Thank you." Mawbo graced him with a cloying smile, then betrayed her anxiety by looking away alittle
too quickly. "Who will make the next bid?"

Quenton and his bodyguards made a show of glancing down the bidding line, and no one seemed willing
to bresk the silence.

"The Hutt spawn!" Leialeaned forward, her hands braced flat on the table. "He'strying to stedl it."

"Stedl it?' C-3PO cocked his head. "Y ou seem to have misheard, Mistress. The commander bid amost
three hundred thousand credits.”

"Threepio, that issteding it,” Han said.
When no one bid againgt him, Quenton said, "The bid stands at two seventy-five, madam."

Mawhbo shot him afiery glare, then glanced down theline again. "Killik Twilight is Ob Khaddor &t his



finest and most subtle. Do | hear three?’

Again, therewas sllence. Leiastood and went to the mirrfield. "Those Squibs were amistake.
They'reletting him intimidate them.”

"Givethemtime" Han said. "No on€sbidding yet."

"And no onesgoing to." Leiasmoothed her cloak, preparing to go out and do her own bidding. "Thisisa
bad idea. How | ever let you talk meinto trusting a pack of rodents-"

"Relax, will you?' Han dipped around the table and caught her arm. "They made adeal. No Imperid is
going to scare them off."

Leiastopped short of leaving the booth, but neither did she return to the couch.

On the stage, Mawbo glared openly at Commander Quenton. "Very well," she sad. "Two seventy-five
once-"

"Two seventy-five one." Sigh paused an ingant, then added proudly, "That's two hundred seventy-five
thousand one hundred... in New Republic credits.

The clarification brought an involuntary snort from a K ubaz on the other side of Quenton. Then Cdlia, il
standing beside the painting, covered her mouth with two hands and tried not to snicker. Her failure
seemed to release dl of the tension Quenton had so carefully injected into the auction, and the rest of the
theater burst into laughter.

Mawbo smiled broadly. Seeming to find her own courage again, she looked to the Imperid. "Two
hundred seventy-five thousand one hundred to you, Commander Quenton.”

"Three hundred," Quenton said quickly.

The Kubaz sad, "Threefifty," and the auction was off. The amount climbed to amillion, then two, and
sarted toward three. The Squibs stood by slently, alowing the auction to seek its own level before they
began to bid in earnest. Though Han could not see them through the dense crowd, he imagined they
would be playing to type, standing dack-jawed amid the other bidders.

Her faith renewed by how cleverly the Squibs had outflanked Commander Quenton, Leiawatched in
patient silence as the amounts climbed toward the astronomical. She seemed to take a secret delight in
knowing others valued the piece as much as she did, but when the auction was over, Han knew she
would regret every credit had been diverted from the New Republic's hard-pressed defense budget.
Thebid hit four million credits, and asmal furry hand shot up in front of Kitster Banai's shoulder.

"Down here! | haveabid!" Emaajumped so high her pointed ears bobbed into view. "Five million
creditd”

All heads turned toward the Squibs, and Mawbo stepped to the edge of the stage and peered down.

"Repeat that."



"You didn't hear usthefirg time?' Grees said from somewhere besde Emala. "Five million New
Republic credits. That'safivewith five zercs."

"Six," Emaacorrected. "A fivewith Sx zeros."

Asall thiswastaking place, Sigh came dinking out of the spectator crowd with bulging cheeks. He
dipped into Han and Leids private booth and ducked under the table, then something began to clatter to
the floor. Han looked down to see him spitting out fund transfer chips.

"Y ou'll want to dump those down the waste chute," he said. "Redl fast."

Sligh winked and departed again, leaving Han staring under the table as L ela's head appeared opposite
his. Her jaw dropped when she saw the pile, then she smply began to scoop chipsinto her palm. Han
joined her, and they dropped the chips down the booth's waste chute, where they would be drawn aong
avacuum duct to acentra disintegration unit.

By the time they returned their attention to the auction, the an security guard was crossing the stage
toward Mawbo, com-ing from the generd direction of the VIP booths. "What's going on now?' Leia
asked.

Han could only shake his head. "Probably something to do with those chipswe dumped.” He reached
under his cape and pulled his belt around where it would be easier to reach his holster "Better check your
blagter.”

The Rodian whispered into Mawbo's ear. She looked toward the VI P booths and nodded, then turned
to the bidders.

"Inlight of the sudden jump in price, the owner has requested funds verification.”

Han barely noticed the approving grunts from the crowd, or the superior looks the other bidding agents
threw in the direction of the Squibs. He was too shocked by what Mawbo had just said.

"Owner? Threkin Horm isthe owner?'

"We don't know it's Threkin in the booth." Despite her words, Leias voice was quavering with rage.
"That hand could belong to anybody.”

"I'm betting on Horm. Didn't hisfamily control the spaceline that serviced Alderaan?!
"One of them."

"The one Twilight wason?'

Leianodded.

Hanrose. "I'd even give you odds.”

She caught hisarm. "Where are you going?”'

"Toseeathief." Even ashe sad it, Han redlized that Tatooine was neither the time nor the place to seek
justice. With the Chi-ma-erain orbit, Mawbo's thugs controlling every door, and an Imperid infiltration



squad just meters away on the other side of amirrfield, the circumstances were hardly ided for acitizen's
arrest. He sat down and said glumly, "1 just wanted to make sureit'shim.”

"I know." Leidstone suggested she didn't believe aword.
"Well take care of Horm on Coruscant. We do know where he lives."
"Yeah." Han returned to his seet. "And how he's paying for that penthouse of his."

At the front of the theater, the Rodian had produced a comm-linked transfer pad and was descending a
small lift-platform to the theater floor. Two Gamorreans were aready waiting for him beside the stage.

"Measeready your transfer chipsfor avaidation reading.” Mawbo looked straight at Emalaand Grees.
"And if you can't cover abid of five million credits, save usdl time by retiring from the purchasing area
now. I'll buy you adrink later."

A number of bidders|eft immediately, but the Squibs were not among them.

The Rodian security captain and his guards began to work their way down the line, sending bidder after
bidder into the spectator area. An angry rumble built in the front of the room as ahandful of agents
realized someone had stolen their chips. Mawbo glanced quickly in the direction of the VIP booth, then
nodded and reminded the bidders they were responsble for their own security. When apair of Aquaish
took offense and leapt onto the stage, the two humans loosed aflurry of stun bolts and sent them faling
back to the floor.

The incident sped things dong. The Rodian continued the verification as a Gamorrean dragged the
Aqualish avay. Severd more biddersfailed to find their transfer chips. They left without
protest-especialy after Mawbo moved the remainder of the Gamorreans down to the theater floor. The
Squibs, of course, till had the chip Han and Leia had provided. When Quenton-a by-the-book
Impe-fficer al the way-discovered that his own funds chip was missing, he smply turned to a bodyguard
for the backup. By the time the validation reading was completed, only the Squibs, the Imperids, arid
twenty minor plutocrats remained in the auction.

Leiacast avaguely guilty look toward the disposal chute, but when she spoke, her tone was one of relief.
"Our Squibsdon't play fair.”

"That'sfair for Tatooine."

Once Mawhbo recovered from the shock of seeing the Squibs still on the floor, she accepted their bid.
The price steadily climbed, aquarter million a atime. By ten million, only the Squibs and the Imperids
remained. At twelve million, Leiawinced visibly, no doubt counting the number of blastboats or assault
companiesthe New Republic would not be arming in order to recover the code key insde Killik
Twilight.

At thirteen million, she bit her lip. "Sweetheart?' Leiaremoved her hold-out blaster from itsthigh holster,
then twisted one of her counterfeit lekku free of its collar. "How close would you need to beto hit my
painting with that?"

She pulled asmdl silver sphere from inside the tentacle and placed it on the table.

"Ohdear," C-3PO sad. "A thermal detonator.”



"Relax, Goldenrod. It'salittle one." Han picked up the detonator and tapped his Devaronian hornswith
it, then asked in ahurt voice, "How comeal | got was vibroknives?'

"Smaller horns™ Leidstone wasimpatient. "How close?!

Han gazed through the mirrfield for amoment, pretending to study the Situation, but redlly just thinking. In
the unlikely event they survived an assault on the painting, he knew how terribly hurt Leiawould beif it
was destroyed-especidly if she was the onewho had directed it. Besides, he wanted her to haveit
back-if not in their home, then at least in a New Republic museum where she could go and vist it. He
tossed the detonator inthe air and caught it in his palm.

"How much time do we have?"

"The chip isonly authorized to fifteen million," Leasad. "I'm sorry. | never imagined the bidding would
go hdf that high, but with the Imperids here-

"Y eah, well haveto figure that part out later.” Han tucked the detonator into his pocket, then motioned at
the counterfeit lekku on the table. "Better put that back on.”

Leaving C-3PO to wait behind, Han and Leia-till disguised as a sharp-toothed Devaronian and his
Twi'lek companion-went to Horm's VIP booth. As soon asthey turned toward the mirrfield, apair of
Horm's human bodyguards stepped out to block their way. Both were resting their hands on their
holstered blaster pistals, and they seemed far more comfortable in their shimmersilk suitsthan Mawbo's
gaff.

Thetallest pointed toward the back of the thester. "Refresher's that way, pa.”

"The guy I'm looking for wouldn' fit, pal." The bid went to fourteen million credits, drawing agasp from
the audience. Han looked past the guards and addressed his own behorned reflection in the mirrfield.
"You'd be smart to talk to usingde, Horm, unless you want everyone in the theater to hear who's sdlling

thepainting.”

After amoment's hesitation, a pudgy hand emerged from the mirrfidd. It waved them insde, wherea
pale Huit of ahuman spilled over the safety rails of his high-capacity repulsor chair. With reddish brown
hair cropped short and anose so fleshy it was dmost shapel ess, the occupant of the chair was definitely
Threkin Horm.

Hefixed apair of beady brown eyes on Han and Leia, but showed no hint of recognition.
"What makes you think anyone here cares where the painting came from?* Horm did not offer them a
sedt; there were none. The table and couches had been removed to make room for his repulsor chair.

"Tatooineiswell known for its averson to questions.”

"I doubt anyone here does care,” Lelasaid coally. "But a certain council on Coruscant would be very
interested in knowing what their president is doing with Alderaan’slost treasures.”

Horm spread his hands. "The council hasits expenses.”

"Not many." Thetipsof Lelds counterfait |lekku were twitching in anger. "The New Republic grantsyou
office space, and survivor donations far exceed sdlaries and disbursements.”



Horm smiled tolerantly, then waved his bodyguards out of the booth and pointed to aswitch on thewall.
"Activate the sound filter." Once Leiahad done so, his eyes narrowed to dits. "For a Twi'lek, you know
alot about Alderaan's business."

"Wedo our research,”" Han said. With the offer at fourteen and ahaf million, the auction was about to
end. "Now, you have achoice to make."

"How much do you want?' Horm asked. "And | should warn yov, if the figureistoo high-"
"It won't be," Han said. "Y ou keep everything."
"Redly?' Horm lifted hisbrow folds. "Then why are you here?’

"Because the painting shouldn't go to Imperids,” Lelasaid. "Asan Alderaanian, you must understand
thet."

"Y ou're gppeding to my conscience?' Horm smirked. "Blackmailers?'

"We're appeding to your sense of sdlf-preservation,” Lelasaid. "If the council finds out what you've been
doing, you'l face fraud charges.

"Andif they find out you sold Killik Twilight to Imperias,” Han added, "someone will hire a bounty
hunter. So, either you spend the rest of avery short life hiding, or you wak away with"- he listened to the
bid amount-"fourteen and three-quarter million. Decide now, because this auction'samost over.”

Horm congdered Han for amoment, then dipped his chinsin asort of nod. "Very well." Hisrepulsor
chair hissed asit tipped forward so he could extend a beckoning arm through the mirrfield. "1 was
gppalled to see the Imperids here anyway."

A bodyguard stepped into the booth. By the time Horm had given him hisingructions, the bidding stood
at fourteen nine.

In an overly casud tone, Grees called, "Fifteen-"

The audience broke into an excited babble, drowning out the remainder of the bid and buying Horm's
guard timeto go to the stage. Mawbo raised her hands for quiet, but the crowd was not cooperating.
Han thanked them glently.

The bodyguard went to the rear of the stage, where he was stopped by a Gamorrean who seemed to
understand only that his orders were to keep people off the stage. Findlly, the Rodian noticed and went
over to talk with the bodyguard. By then, Mawbo had quieted the crowd. Ever the show-woman, she
paused for dramatic effect, then looked back down to Grees.

"| think we al know what the bid was, but would you repest it for the record?"

"Fifteen million credits." Grees managed to sound as though he was perfectly willing to go higher. "New
Republic, of course.”

The security captain started across the stage. All eyes shifted ward him, save for those of Kitster Banai,
who had not moved his e ectrobinoculars from Killik Twilight since Celia had brought it out.



Quenton touched afinger to his ear, then glanced toward Horm's booth. Someone on histeam had
figured out what Han and Leiawere doing in there.

Quenton's hand shot up. "Ffteen million fivel"

Mawbo started to acknowledge the bid, but the Rodian sprang the last few steps and caught her arm. He
began whispering into her ear, and the theater broke into an inquisitive drone.

"Fifteen five," Quenton repested.

When Mawbo did not acknowledge him, Quenton said something into hiscollar. A dozen fit-looking
beings began to movein from the edges of the room, not running, but shouldering and pushing and
heading Straight for the stage. They were dl about the Sze of large humans and of specieswith the same
general body pattern, and they were al holding one hand beneath a cloak, cape, or jacket loose enough
to hide the bulge of awespon.

"Back to intimidation tactics" Han said. He commed Chewie and told him to stay out of sight behind the
Imperids, then drew hisblagter. "When will they learn?"

Horm's eyes went round with fear. "Where... how... Y ou're not supposed to have wegpons!”
"We'renot?' Leiapulled her hold-out blaster from its hiding place on her thigh. "Remind me next time."

Infront of the stage, Quenton repeated his bid yet again-thistime with the smug air of athreet. "My bid
dands at fifteen and ahaf million, madam.”

Mawhbo glanced down a him, then looked out at the infiltration team pushing its way toward the stage.
Her dark eyesflashed in anger, but her expression remained otherwise unreadabl e as she weighed the
costs of defying the Empire againgt the damage her reputation would sustain by allowing Quenton to push
her around.

Unable to counter the bid, the Squibs stood by silently, still appearing cocky and confident.

Mawbo's facefdl, and Han knew which bad choice she had decided would cost her more. She met
Quenton's gaze.

"l have been directed to accept the Squibs last offer." A collective gasp filled the theater, and Mawbo
looked toward Horm's booth. "The owner has decided it would be an outrage to sdll the painting to the
same Empire that destroyed Alderaan.”

The Squibs whooped for joy and huddied in atight little circle, snickering and chittering in their own
language and casting smirksin Quenton's direction. He glared blaster bolts at them, then spoke into his
collar.

Theinfiltration squad broke into arun, shoving spectators aside or just kicking them down and running
over their backs. The crowd exploded in panic. Spectators began to push for the exits and brought the
sguad's progress to acrawl. Towering half ameter above the crowd, Chewbacca managed to look
frightened and confused even as he eased forward behind the Imperials.

Mawbo ordered her Gamorreans to the front of the stage, then turned to Celia.



"Takethe painting to-"

From somewhere degp behind the stage came a series of low booms, followed quickly by startled cries
and the muffled scream of discharging blagter rifles.

"What'sthat?' Horm asked, his repulsor chair hissing as he leaned forward. "Were those explosions?!
It wasn't gpplause,” Han said. "Quenton has a squad coming the back way."
Horm activated acomlink and sent both bodyguards onto the stage to help guard the moss-painting.

Out on the stage, Mawbo's face grew stormy with rage. She motioned Celiato wait-needlessy-then
turned back to Quenton

The Squibs were aready taking thingsinto their own hands darting past the bodyguards, swarming the
commander.

"Thigf!"
"Our panting!"

Quenton went down screaming and flailing. Histwo bodyguards spun to help, their arms extending
downward to activate spring-loaded deeve holsters. Emalareached up and snatched asmall silver
weapon away asit appeared in thefirst guard's hand then used it on the second one. There was no sound
or flash, but the man cried out. He clawed at histhroat and collapsed.

Mawbo watched in horror from the stage. " Stop! Not here!”

The surviving bodyguard plucked Grees and Sligh off Quenton, shaking them violently, trying to snap
their necks. Emaashot him in the knee. He dropped the two Squibs, reached for hisleg, pitched over
forward, and did not move.

More fire sounded behind the stage, thistime closer. Mawbo's human guards took their repeating
blasters and vanished through the cityscape. A stray bolt came through the holograph and struck the
vaance above Cedlias head. She screamed and abandoned the painting, rushing to alift-platform
concealed in the floor and descending into the stage.

Quenton scrambled to hisfeet, yeling for help and ordering hisinfiltration squad after the Squibs. Emda
whistled, and the rodents scurried out of sight. Mawbo took her lead from Celia and raced for the back
of the stage, leaving her Gamorreansto form a perimeter around the gpron.

But a dozen Gamorrean security guards were no match for an Imperid infiltration squad, and Han knew
it.

"Cover me"

Han stepped out of the booth, and darts began zipping past hislead. He dropped to his knees, il
looking for the source of the attack, then heard one thump into hisfase horn.

Leias hold-out blaster began to spray dashes of color over his shoulder. A small hand grabbed his collar



and pulled him back into the booth.
"What, did | marry agundark?' Leiaasked, crouching next to him.

More darts hissed over their heads, and Horm cried out severd times. Judging by the anguished gasps
that followed, the Imperials were using afast-acting neurotoxin.

Chewbacca appeared at the edge of the panicked crowd, coming up behind aKuati aristocrat and her
telbun. He dammed their heads together, and they went down with sickening dentsin their skulls.

Chewbacca growled in victory, then legpt away from aflurry of incoming darts. He came down next to
an overmuscled man in an ungtained farmer's tunic, then sent the Imperid flying in one direction and his
wegpon in another.

Darts garted flying in Chewbacca's direction again. Han traced them back to a booth opposite Horm's
and poured blaster bolts through the mirrfield. Findly, he hit the projector relay and revealed a
glittergowned woman kneeling on the table with a dart shooter in her hands. She dived for the back of
the booth, but Leiafired, and the woman hit the couch in a smoking heap.

Chewbaccaroared histhanks. Grabbing an Imperid to use as a shield, he began to work his way toward
Horm's booth.

The remainder of Quenton'sinfiltration squad emerged from the shrieking crowd and began to spray
darts everywhere. The Gamorreans dropped without swinging an ax blade, and Han and Leiahad to
take refuge behind Horm's repulsor chair.

Han reached around the side and found he could just reach the controls. "Stick close. | have aplan.”
"Han!"

Han stopped short of moving the chair. 'Y eah?”

"Wheat are you doing?'

"He's dead anyway." Han grabbed athick wrist and tried to fedl for apulse. "'l think."

"I did-1 married agundark.” Leia pulled his hand down. "Use the detonator.”

Han shook his head. "Y ou don't want that. | know you."

"And how do you think I'll fed when the Imperias crack Shadowcast and start executing our agents?”
Leiaremoved the detonator from Han's pocket, thumbed the fuse to twenty seconds, and activated it.
"Do | haveto throw thismysdf?"

"And you say you married agundark!"

Han took the detonator, peered over the top of the chair, and saw the first sormtrooper emerging at the
rear of the stage. Killik Twilight till rested onitseasd.

"Fifteen seconds, fourteen..." Leia counted.



"I hope those troopers like art, because it'sthe last thing-

"Hen!"

Han stood and threw.

He did not see the Squibs until the detonator hit and began to roll toward Killik Twilight.
They were clambering over the other side of the stage.

Han rushed out of the booth. "Emala, Sigh-detonator!”

He pointed, and the Squibs eyes went to the silver orb rolling toward the painting. So did the
stormtrooper's.

The Squibs dived over the front of the stage, and the troopers stumbled back through the cityscape
holograph, firing wildly in Han's direction. Then adark-haired man roseinto view, riding the same
lift-platform Celia had used to escape.

"No!" Hanyeled. "Det-"

The man sprang onto the floor, kicked the detonator toward the front of the stage, snatched Killik
Twilight off itseasd, and raced for the far corner.

Han glanced at the holograph above the stage and instantly recognized the immaculately groomed hair.
"Kitster Bana?'

Leiacaught Han's collar again and jerked him into the booth backward; he did not see whether Banai
madeit out dive. All he saw wasthe white flash of the exploding detonator.

Chapter 5

The Weequay-Grunts-had been clever enough to bring Leiaand the othersinto Espa Heights from the
back sde, so they were peeking down on the Banai household from a sand-choked dley directly above
and behind the home. It wastypica house for this part of town, with one large dome and three smaller
ones arranged in adiamond around acentral courtyard. A tarnished maintenance droid was out using a
shovelvac to clear the enclosure of the last of the storm deposits, so it wasimpossible to hear what
sounds might be drifting out of the air ventsin the roofs. But through the window bubblesin the dome
walls, they could seeflying dishes and overturned furniture.

Chewbaccaglared at Grunts and growled.

C-3PO leaned over the shoulder of the crouching Weequay and trandated this-rather diplomaticaly,
Leiaknew-as, "Master Chewbacca was under the impression that we would arrive before the Imperias.”

"Who sayswe didn't?" Gruntsretorted. "Even if they saw who took the painting, nobody is going to tell
the Imperidswhere Kitster lives-not after Quenton crossed Mawbo like that.”

Chewbacca rumbled an opinion that made Leiathankful Grunts did not understand Shyriiwook.

C-3PO said, "Master Chewbacca wonders how you can be sure they aren't Imperials? Our vantage



point israther limited.”

The Weequay spun on his hedls and sent C-3PO stumbling back. "He saying | don't know what I'm
talking about?"

Chewbacca snarled and started forward to explain himself in terms aWeequay could understand. Leia
and Han rose and blocked hisway. On the assumption that the Imperials would be watching for a
Devaronian and a Twi'lek, they had both discarded their disguises and were now concealed only in heavy
sand cloaks. Han turned to calm Grunts, and Leia stepped in front of the Wookiee, her neck craned way
back so she could meet his gaze.

"Where do you think you're going, big guy?"

Heinformed her he was going to rearrange a Weequay.

Leiaknitted her brow. "Chewbacca, we don't have time for this nonsense. We need to get down there
and figure out what happened to Kitster and Killik Twilight." She pushed him gently back toward his
place. "Besdes, Gruntsistaking abig risk by helping us. | want you to gpologize."

Chewbacca grunted menacingly and glared at the Weequay over her head. Grunts glared back. Leia
braced her hands on her hips and stood between them, silently demanding that the Wookiee do as she
asked. Though she did not like to test him, she knew that was dmost asloyal to her as he wasto Han.
She gave Chewbacca best stare, and finally he looked away, cowraling reluctantly.

Master Chewbacca wishesto convey hisawareness of Master untssfidelity in keeping the secret of our
identities," C-3PO said. "He aso wishes to acknowledge that Master Grunts did not need to be asked
twice when Captain Solo asked for help. He further explainsthat histemper isunusualy difficult to
control around Weequays, astheir odor smellsrather like a starved katarn coming up from the forest.”
Grunts eyed the droid doubtfully. "He said dl that in one groan?"

"Of course," Lelasaid. "Threepio doesn't embdllish. HEsadroid.”

C-3PO leaned closer to Grunts. "'l believeit is quite an apology, for a\Wookiee."

Grunts murmured something that might have been acknowledgment or mockery, then looked back to the
Bana house and said, "It isn't Imperids. If it was Imperids, they'd have guards posted.”

Chewbacca snorted quietly.
Grunts was ingtantly on hisfeet, fists clenched. "What'd he say?"

Han grabbed hisdeeve. "Take it easy. Chewie said you're probably right.” He unholstered his blaster.
"But there's only one way to be sure. We need to go down and see.”

Grunts pulled alight repeeting blaster from beneath his sand cloak. The fur rose along Chewbacca's
sine.

"Uh, Grunts, perhapsit would better if you kept watch from here." Leia passed acomlink to the
Weequay. "Whether anyone wants to cooperate with the Imperias or not, it won't take Quenton long to
find out where Kitgter lives. We can expect asquad of stormtroopers anytime.”



Grunts shot Chewbacca abaleful 1ook, but clicked the comlink onceto test it and nodded. He jumped
up on a speeder-sized recycling bin and settled down on his haunches to keep watch.

C-3POraised ahand. "Midtress Leia, perhaps keeping watch is a duty suitable for-

"Forget it, Goldenrod." Han stepped over the side and led the way down a short bank toward the Banai
house. "We need someone to talk to that maintenance droid.”

Leiafollowed, with Chewbacca herding C-3PO down the dope behind her. Once they reached the
house, Han jumped off the embankment and landed lightly on the roof. Leiawent next, and together they
scrambled to the top of the rear dome.

Behind her, C-3PO said, "Oh, my. I'm afraid I'm not equipped for such maneuvers. Without
repulsorlifts"

Leaturned to find Chewbacca gathering the droid up in a Wookiee hug.
"Help!" C-3PO cried. "I'll be smashed to circuitd”

Chewbaccaignored him and took arunning legp. He landed on the dome below the others, pinning
C-3PO againgt the roof with his chest. He extended his climbing claws and pushed the droid up beside
Lea

Down in the courtyard, the maintenance droid's photorecep-tors were shining up in their direction.
C-3PO gpat aburst of gatic @t it, and the droid replied with asimilar burst.

"How intereting,” C-3PO said. "There are three Squibsinside. He saysit's going to take aweek to clean
up.”

"Squibs?' Leialooked at Han and shook her head, then grabbed his hand. "Cover us, Chewie."

They did into the courtyard together, then covered Chewbacca he descended into the courtyard with
C-3PO. The pair landed with only a minor amount of clanging, soft enough so the maintenance droid's
shovelvac concealed the noise.

Leialed the way to the primary dome and peered through a€ door. A blond woman in her midthirties
was squetting in the corner, covering her head and biting her lip as the Squibs raced around, touching
objectsto their cheeks, then smashing them

"Doesn't look like the Squibs found anything,” Han whispered. "How should we handle this?!

"Well, it doesn't look likeintimidation works" Lelasaid. "And we've got to do something about those
Squibs anyway. If we can win the woman's gratitude, maybe | can get her to open up. She hasto be
worried about her... uh... father?”'

Han pressed his brow to the transparisted, then shook hishead. "I don't think so. Pretty old to bea
daughter.”

Sligh sent aplate of blue dad spinning into the wal above the woman's head, and shefindly screamed.



Grees jumped onto her knees and yelled so loud his voice was barely muffled by the door. "Whereis
rel?l

"| told you, at the auction!™

"Liar!" Grees hopped down in front of a carved bantha bone cabinet, then opened adrawer and sent an
empty flatware tray flying across the room. "That's where we came from! "

Leiaand Han checked each other to make sure their sand cloak hoods conceded their faces, then Leia
opened the door.

Nobody inside seemed to notice.
"He m-m-must have left," the woman said. "How would | know?'

Sligh went to her sde and snatched acomlink from her tunic pocket. "1'm sure a bright woman like you
knows how to work one of these."

"Youwant meto cdl him?"
"Good ideal"

The woman extended atentative hand, only to have Sigh dap it aside while he rubbed the comlink
agang hischeek.

"That's enough, you three," Han said, stepping into the room.
The three Squibs spun on their heds and, finding no sign of head horns or tentacles, did not seemto
recognize their business partners. They immediately spread out across the cluttered floor and began to

easeforward.

"Leavewhileyou sill can,” Grees said. He dipped ahand behind his back as though reaching for a
blaster that Leiahad aready seen was not there. "Thisis no business of yours."

"Actudly, itis" Leiawaved Chewbaccaand C-3PO through the door. ™Y ou might recognize our
asociates.”

Greess eyes narrowed. He barked something in Squibbian, and al three Squibs stopped advancing.
"You." He glowered at Chewbacca. "Y ou took usfor athousand credits.”

Chewbacca showed hisfangs and growled.
Greeswas not intimidated. "There's dways anext time, Wookiee. Don't think you've won this.”
"He didn't do anything that wasn't in the dedl,” Han said. ™Y ou have aproblem, you haveit with dl of us"

"Oh, now I'm scared." Sligh went over to Han and tipped his head back. Thetip of his snout just reached
Han's belt. "What happened to the horns, Ace?'

"Lost themin afirefight." Han tugged his hood forward, then pointed at the wide-eyed woman in the
corner. "Why don't you gpologize to the nice lady and leave? Well takeit from here"



"Leave?' Emadashook her head and stepped to Sigh'sside. "That deal went sour. You tried to kill us.
We'redl very disappointed in you."

"If he had tried, you'd be dead.” Leia put her blaster away. " And we kept our end of the bargain. Y our
creditsare till waiting & Mawbo's, as soon as you want to go pick them up.” "Mawbo's?" Sigh scoffed.
"Are you spacesick? Mawbo wouldn't let us through the door right now."

"Not our problem.”

Han bolstered his blaster, then looked to Chewbacca, nodded and turned his palms up.

Chewbacca tossed his bowcaster over, then dropped to his knees and lashed out with both arms,
sweeping Grees and Sligh into his grasp.

Emalaleapt instantly onto the Wookiee's back, her sharp Squib teeth tearing out huge tufts of fur as she
tried to rip her way down to his hide. He tucked the two males under one arm, then reached over his
shoulder and plucked her off.

"Let go!" Emaaordered. "Don't make merip your throat out.”

Chewbaccarose, growling, and started for the front door.

"Stop!" Grees ordered. "Y ou can't cut usout like this™

Chewbacca left the Banai house and started up the street toward the aley, where, Leiahoped, he would
be able to intimidate the Squibsinto leaving. She went to the woman in the corner and, eecting not to
kned! in the jagged shards covering the floor, crouched beside her and took her hand.

"It'sover," shesaid. "They're gone."

The woman turned a pair of shocked blue eyeson Leia. The lines at the corners were deep and long, the
lashes dark and carefully curled.

"Those... those terrors were yours?' she asked.

"We had abusiness arrangement.” Leialooked around the ransacked room, taking in the child-sized
tunics, agpeeder toy smashed under an overturned vidconsole, the four limbs of a stuffed banthalying
across the room from each other. "Thiswas no part of it."

Han picked up an overturned chair and brought it over. "Things kind of got out of hand at the auction.”

A Han said this, Leiawatched the woman's eyes and saw no sign of surprise.

"The Imperidswere there." Han brushed off the seat and offered the woman his hand, which she refused
to take. "A fight Started.”

Still no sign of surprise, but the woman asked, "Are you here to tell me something happened to Kitster?"

The question was aruse, Leiaredlized. The woman's composure so far suggested she aready knew
Bana was safe, which meant that she could probably lead Leiato him-and to Killik Twilight.



"Wethink Kitster escaped,”" Leiasaid. She had decided that Han was right about the woman'sidentity; a
daughter probably would not call Banai by hisfirst name. "Listen, we're very worried your husband-"

"Tamora," thewoman put in. Therewas no hint of relief, only the quick informetion.

"I'msorry," Lelasad. "Arent you married to Kitster?!

"Moreor less"" Finaly, the woman alowed Han to help her into the chair. "My nameis Tamora."

"l s

Leia continued to study the room. Ransacked though it was, the house was too clean for Tamorato be
the type who left her children's clothes and toys lying around. Someone had warned her about the trouble

at the auction, and that people would come looking for her husband. She had been rushing to leave when
the Squibs arrived.

"Tamora, areyour children safe?!
Finaly, Tamoras eyes betrayed some hint of surprise. "My children?

Leiapicked up one of the smdl tunicslying on thefloor. "Thelittle boy who wearsthis" She pointed at
the torso of the stuffed bantha. " And the girl who playswith that."

Tamora's manner went from evasive to angry. She stood and crunched across the room in her bare feet,
stopping in the kitchen entrance to turn and face Lela.

"J and Elly are safe," she said. "They aren't here-and they don't concern you."

"If youresure." Leiawas careful to avoid looking toward the locked doors of the plasted pantry inthe
kitchen. She needed to win Tamorastrust, and she was not going to do that by making the woman
worry for her children. ™Y ou have nothing to fear fromus, | promise.”

"That promise would sound alot more sincere on your way out the door,” Tamorasaid. "Or at least
coming from someone whose face | could see.”

"I'm sure.” Lelatipped her hooded head in acknowledgment. "But it's safer for dl of usthisway.”
"If you say s0," Tamorasaid. "Y ou're the one with the Wookiee."

Seeing that she was making little progress, Leiatook amoment to circle the room, searching for another
angle into the woman's confidence. Had the reference to the Wookiee been aveiled suggestion that
Tamora had guessed their identities? It was dways possible, but Leia saw no advantage in pressing the
point. Everything in the house hinted a the money troubles Banai had mentioned during the pre-auction
ingpection-an expendve duras|k-lined flatware tray lying on the floor among cheap plasted utensils, the
unfaded rectangles on the walls marking the pieces he had sold at auction, a corner |eft empty for an
absent piece of sculpture.

Money was dmost certainly the reason Banai had risked hislireto sted the painting. In al likelihood, the
promise of abig payoff waswhy Tamora had refused to be intimidated by the Squibs. To recover Killik
Twilight, all Lelahad to do was convince Tamorathat she would pay more than the Imperids-more



safely-and do so before Kitster sold the painting to Quenton.

Lelacameto atransparisted shelf hanging across from a pair of overturned reading chairs. Therewas
only alittle dust-probably just what had blown in through cracks during the storm-but enough to see that
the empty place in the center had once been occupied by something square.

"This was where the holocube sat?"

"The Skywaker 'cube?’ Tamoraasked. "Y es. Kitgter liked it there. I'd catch him staring at it sometimes,
s0 logt in the past he wouldn't hear me comein.”

"Redly?" It wasahard thing for Leiato imagine, someone having memories of Anakin Skywaker that he
actudly wanted to revist. "So they realy were close? That wasn't asdes pitch?’

"Anakin was hisbest friend. | didn't want Kit to sell the holocube, but..." Tamoralet the sentencetrall
and turned to wipe an eye. When she turned back, she was biting the inside of her lower lip to keep it
from quivering. "After Anakin won the Boonta, the Jedi who took him sold his Podracer to a comptitor.
Anakin gave afew of those creditsto Kit. It changed hislife."

Behind Tamora, Han pointed to his chronometer, then made a circling motion with hisfinger. Speed it up;
the Imperiaswill be coming.

She nodded to Han, then continued to draw the woman out.
Changed hislife?' More was required here than millions of credits. "How?"

Tamora crouched down and began to rummage through the knickknacks that had once occupied the
empty shelf. Holocubes of Tamoraand the children, Kitster at the gates of a bustling mansion somewhere
out inthe desert, apair of banthatusk figurines. Finaly, she found an old flimsiplast book and handed it
toLea

"Kitster used the creditsto buy this."
"Par Ontham's Guide to Etiquette?’ Leiaasked.

"A classc!" C-3PO crunched over, hisheavy droid feet crushing the shards on the floor into an even finer
grit. "1 have arecent edition in my memory banks, of course, but I've never recorded an original
monograph. May 17

The grinding seemed to jar Tamora back to the present, and the trust that Leia had been working to build
faded before her eyes. She pulled the book away from C-3PO's outstretched hand. " Thank you for
sharing this" Leia passed the flimgplast back to Tamora. "l take it Kitster put the information to good
uses?'

Tamora accepted the book, but when she spoke, the wariness had returned. "He became a steward at
the Three Moons and earned enough to buy hisfreedom. Eventualy, he became the magjordomo on the
Rendada Egtate.” She cast an uneasy look at the holocube of Kitster at the mansion gate, then seemed to
recall Han and turned to face him. "But | doubt you cameto talk about Kit-ster's past.”

"Not redly," Han said. "L ook, were not out to hurt him."



"Infact, were even alittle grateful to your husband for saving the painting,” Lelasaid. It wasmore or less
true; the confusion that followed Killik Twilight's "rescue’ had helped her and the others avoid further
Imperid entanglements. "And were willing to compensate Kitster very handsomely for the risk he took.
But now we need it back, Tamora."

"Back?" Tamoraechoed. "Who are you?'

"That's not important,” Lelasaid. "What isimportant isthat well pay enough that you and Kitster will
never have to worry about finances again. And well make sure you can enjoy it in safety.”

"That's very generous of you," Tamorasaid. "l wish | knew what you were talking about."

"l think you do." Leiapicked up achild'stunic. "Y ou were rushing to leave when the Squibs arrived. You
knew exactly what happened at the auction. Kitster commed you-or someone did.”

Gruntss voice came over Han's comlink. " Stormtroopers at the base of the hill. A full squad.”

Tamorasface paed, and she turned to look out the large window bubblein the front wall. The view did
not extend beyond the homes across the Street.

"L ook, were talking as much money asthe Imperiads." Han held out his hand and took a step toward
her. ™Y ou oweit to your family to hear us out-and you don't want anyone here when the Stormtroopers
arrive anyway. Kids make pretty good bargaining chips.”

"| told you, my children aren't here." Tamoraretreated toward the kitchen. "But nicetry."

"Nicetry?' Leiamotioned Han to stay back. "He's not kidding. They're going to tear this place apart.
When they find your children, they'll take them hostage, and you'll be lucky to get anything at dl for the
panting.”"

"And, of course, you would never do the samething,” Tamorasaid.

Have we tried to open those pantry doors?' Leia countered. "We're asking you to come with us, not
tdling."

Tamoras mask of resolve finally melted into indecision. "Kit said to trust no one. She was speaking
moreto hersdf than to anyone e se. "He said the Imperid swould try anything, and everyone else would
beworse"

"And hewasright." Leiafdt surethat, with alittle patience, Tamorawould turn to them for help. She had
no choice, redly.

"Kitster has gotten himsdlf involved in some very serious business. | don't think he reglizes how serious.”

Tamoralooked around the room, then shook her head. "'l know he doesn't. He said to throw some
clothesinabag and go. | didn't even get to the bag.”

"And then the Squibs were here," Leiasaid. "Y ou never had achance.”

Han's comlink activated again. Thistime it was Chewbaccatelling them to come out the back way-and
soon.



"Timeésup." Han stepped toward Tamora.

Leaintercepted him and pulled him toward the courtyard door. "It's her decison.”
They had bardly taken a step before Tamoracaled, "Wait."

"Great." Han started toward the kitchen. "Let's get the kids."

Tamora continued to block the entrance. " Show me your faces."

"L ook, you redly don't want to know," Han said. "It will only put usal in more danger.”

"Y ou mean put you in more danger,” Tamora countered. "If you want my help, you'll haveto trust methis
fa."

Leialooked at Han, then nodded. " She's trusting us.”
"Not yet,” Tamora pointed out.

"Y eah-but it's not like we have achoice.” Han pulled back his hood, reveding his handsome rogue's face.
Traces of red dye gtill showed where he had not applied the removing cream thickly enough along the
edges of his sideburns and hairline. "Maybe you've seen me hanging around. | used to spend alot of time
on Tatooine."

Theway Tamoras jaw fell suggested that while she certainly recognized Han Solo, it was not from some
seedy smuggler's cantina

Lelaaso pulled back her hood. "1 hope thiswill satisfy you." She glanced out the front window
bubble-no stormtroopers yet, hut they could not be far away. "Because we redlly do haveto leave.”

"Oh I'm satisfied." Tamora started across the room, moving away from the kitchen. "Well leave the back
way. It'slessnoticesble.”

"Uh-aren't you forgetting something?' Han was scowling and looking into the kitchen &t the plasted
pantry. "Like your kids, maybe?"

"They'rein the back."” Tamoramotioned Han into the adjacent dome area. "Do you really take mefor the
kind of mother who would lock her children in apantry?’

Chapter 6

With eight beings crammed into a four-person landspeeder, Leiahad to st on Han'slap while
Chewbacca, who needed the room of the forward compartments, drove. Taemorasat on C-3PO'slapin
the front passenger sest, guiding them through amaze of dust-choked aleys deep into what looked like
Mos Espa's merchant quarter. Grunts rode in back opposite Leiaand Han, grumbling to himself about
Wookiee driving and holding the black-haired Banai children in hislap. Though neither one could have
been more than six, they handled their fear with reserve, obeying their mother's commands without
hesitation and generdly remaining as quiet and unobtrusive as children could with streams of tears pouring
out of their brown eyes.



Lelalonged to comfort them, but limited her attempts to reassuring smiles and encouraging words. They
did not strike her asthe type of children who would react well to astranger's embrace, and even if they
were, sheknew their mother would hardly welcome such familiarity from someone stalking their father.

"Turnthere"

Tamora pointed down aside lane so narrow that Chewbacca had to stop and spin the landspeeder on its
repulsorlifts before entering. Lela dipped a hand beneath her sand cloak whereit would be able to reach
her blaster more quickly. Though Tamora had dready circumvented two stormtrooper checkpoints, Leia
re-mained nervous. From what she had seen so far, Mos Espa was a bustling dome-warren where
catastrophe lurked around each blind curve and trouble sat watching from beneath every shade avning.
It no wonder that Tamora had proven so wary; anyone who lacked vigilancein this city would soon

perish.

That was something Leiawould do well to kegp in mind, even when dedling with Tamora. The woman
had seemed duly impressed-even relieved-when she learned the Solos identity, and shewas hardly likely
to cause trouble with her children in the landspeeder. But anytime amission involved strangers and
Impeids, betrayd was awaysaposshility.

And, so far, Tamora seemed unable to explain what Banai had mind for Killik Twilight. Sheinssted he
hated Imperials and- contrary to Leias assumption-would never sell to them, but Tamoraremained a a
loss to provide another good reason for the eft. The only excuse she had suggested was that Banai had
impulively taken the painting to save it, and that he imagined he would eventudly find a buyer from
Alderaan.

It all sounded very noble, of course, and before the auction had seen enough of Banai's collection to
redize hewasafelow art lover. Y et thiswas aso aman who had displayed aholocube of Anakin
Skywaker in hishome. It seemed to Leiathat my decent man would have put the holocube away when
he learned his friend had grown up to become Darth Vader.

Just as disturbing was the spirited bidding for the holocube. In given group, there were ways afew
beings who glorified power even inits most brutal form. But there had been dozens of local bidders. And
hundreds of local spectators had seemed to think the holocube was afine piece of memorabilia.

Maybe it was something in the Force around here, some sort of residua presence that blinded natives of
Mos Espato the monster Anakin Skywalker had become. That might even explain the waking nightmare
Leiahad suffered aboard the Falcon-some awful vestige of her father's childhood that had sensed her
coming and reached ouit.

And if Anakin had |eft atrace in the Force, then perhaps Luke had Ieft one as well. Both were powerful
in the Force, and their resi dues becoming mixed might explain why she had seen L uke turning to the dark
gde

Leiahad no ideawhether such athing was possible, of course. But she liked that explanation alot better
than the othersthat kept running through her mind.

Tamoratold Chewbaccato stop in front of adingy mud-and-sand hut near the outskirts of the merchant
digtrict. Behind the hut stood alarge enclosure of opague fencing, topped every five meters by the
electrodes of an antitheft field. Jutting up behind the barricade were the assorted canopies, turrets, and
engine housingsfor vessals ranging from cargo skiffsto heavy space freighters. A band-cut metd sgn
above the door reed WALD'S PARTS-GOOD ASNEW AT



PRICESYOU CAN PAY.

If Tamorawastelling the truth, Banai waswaiting for her inside. Chewbacca opened the cowling, and
they piled out into the poststorm doldrums. The dust seemed to hang here even thicker than in Espa
Heights, trapping the heat and making Tatooine's dready sifling atmosphere even more searing and
unbreathable. But with the first sun hanging low on the horizon, the evening colors were worthy of Ob
Khaddor. Above the roofs of the city hung athick-banded sunset of scarlet, copper, and cora, topped
by wispier ribbons of pink and yellow. And, growing swiftly larger, snking down out of the brilliant
curtain of color, were adozen H-shaped silhouettes.

Leiapointed at the expanding shapes. "Han, arethose?..." A familiar whine sounded from the direction
shewas pointing, growing louder and rising in pitch, and she knew the answer.

"TIES"

Leiahad barely spoken the word before the starfighters dropped in over Espa Heights and shrieked
acrossthe city, dust billowing off" rooftopsin their wakes. By the time Han and the others turned to ook,
the TIEs were on them, so low the air crackled with discharge from their ion engines. The squadron
flashed past too fast for the eye to follow, trailing a series of sonic booms that blasted the dust-laden air
into roiling gray haze, then screamed out over the desert and vanished.

"Now that'sjust impolite," Han said, trying to smooth his static-charged hair. " The spaceport ought to
revoke Imperid landing rights.”

Chewbacca, whom the ion static had rendered into afair imitation of atwo-and-a-haf-meter bottle
brush, groaned and pointed back over Mos Espa. A flight of five Sentinel-class landing craft was
descending out of the lower sun, their noses dready rising as they decelerated. At 54 stormtroopers per
vessd, that would be 270 soldiers-afull assault company.

"Oh my..." Tamoragasped. "What has Kitster gotten usinto?"

Thelook of panic on Tamora's face might have been counter-feit, but not the way her cheeks paled. No
one could fake that. Sheturned to Leia

"All thet for apanting?’

"Imperid commanders are accustomed to getting their way " Leia exchanged aworried glance with Han,
then gently guided the Banai children toward their mother. "Why don't you take the chil-dren ahead.”

"Of course... the children." Tamora held out her hands and cast aworried look back at the approaching
troop shuttles. "WEell beinsde"

Once they were gone, Han asked, "What do you think? Did somebody recognize us at the auction?”

"Maybe" Leiasaid. "We can't really know, but | think we should assume the worst.” She cast apointed
glancein thedirection of Grunts.

Han nodded and turned to the Weequay. "Uh, thanksfor al your help, but-"

"Thisisn't my fight." The Weequay turned to go. "No way I'm sticking around.”



Leiaknew better than to offer a\Weequay money for his help, but she wanted to repay him for the risks
he wastaking just by keeping their secret. "Grunts, if you want alift offplanet-"

"Not bad enough to ride with the Wookiee." Grunts glanced in the direction of the landing craft, which
were now fanning out acrossthe city and raising their rear wingsin preparation for touchdown. "Besides,
when | do make it out of here, | want to get where I'm going.”

Chewbacca rumbled something that sounded like "good idedl" but might have been "good luck.”

Leiaand Han pulled up their sand hoods and followed Tamorainto Wad's Parts. The interior wasdim,
relatively cool, and not dl that dusty by Mos Espa standards. It was aso awreck, with repul-sorlift
elements, servodrives, and droid components scattered across the floor. Tamoraand her children werein
the rear of the hut, here the lower half of avaporator lay diagonaly across the door to the yard.

Han turned to Chewbacca. "1 thought you handled the Squibs.”

Chewbacca groaned indignantly.

"Y ou left them locked insde arecycling bin?' Leiagasped. "Chewie, it must be an oveninside!”
Chewbacca shrugged and growled.

"l don't care how hard they aretokill,” Lelasaid. "We can't leave them to bake."

"Kit?' Tamorawas working her way through the disarray, peering under haf-toppled shelves and into the
dark corners. "Kitster, where are you?”

The children, handsfirmly clasped in Tamora's, were adding their own voicesto the search.
Han unholstered his blaster and turned to C-3PO. "Keep watch."

"Certainly." C-3PO trained his photoreceptors out the door. "At present, there is nothing out there but
our landspeeder.”

"Threepio, just tell usif someone comesthisway,” Lelasaid.

"Oh, | seg" C-3PO sad. "Certainly, MistressLeia”

Han was dready severd stepsingde, studying the room. Seeing that Chewbacca had dready undung his
bowcaster and was quietly covering Tamora, Leiamotioned Han to follow and went over to the service

desk. The door to the rear office was closed. She leaned across the counter and found the floor littered
with datachips, credit vouchers, and expensive compact power cdlls.

"Not arobbery. We aren't that lucky." started to go around the counter, but Han-ever the gdlant, at least
when it cameto her-did over the top and best he to the office door. He hit the OPEN key on the control

pad, and nothing happened.

"Locked." Han stepped back and pointed his blaster at the control pad. "Watch-"

The door opened a crack, and the muzzle of ablaster rifle appeared in front of Han's hood. Lela started



to step behind the counter to position herself next to the door, but a droning Rodian voice brought her to
ahalt.

"Stay put, or his head is smoke." The Rodian shoved the blaster into Han's hood, forcing him back, but
remained out of Leiasline of fire. "And you there, what were you going to do to my door?'

"Look fela, werejust trying to find afriend.” Han was careful to keep his blaster pointed away from the
Rodian, but he was dso careful not to drop it. "We don't have anything to do with this mess.”

"I don't believe you," the Rodian said, still speaking through the partidly opened door. ™Y ou thought your
friend might be hiding in my office?'

Chewbacca arrived at the opposite end of the counter and pointed his bowcaster through the
door-apparently he could see the Rodian.

"Wad!" Tamora appeared from behind Chewbacca. "Put that thing down and let me see Kitster."
wad did not lower the wegpon. "What makes you think Kit is here?"

"Because hetold meto meet him here." Tamoras concern sounded genuine and substantia. "He has
bus nesswith these people.”

"Inmy partsyard? What kind of busness?’
"Shecan't tdl you that,” Han said.

"Then | guess| can't keep my finger off thistrigger." Wad shoved Han's head back. "My strength isn't
what it used to be."

"Wald!" Tamorascolded. "Will you stop that?"
"Sure, when | get some answers. Y ou see what happened to my shop. I've got aright.”
Han's knuckles were turning white, and Lelaknew what that meant.

"Look, why don't we dl put the blasters away?" She holstered her own weapon. "If we were redlly going
to shoot each other, we'd have doneit by now."

"I wouldn't be so sure." Han seemed to be glaring into the office. I can be patient.”

"Y our kind of patienceisn't what we need.” Lela stepped over, took the blaster from Han's hand and laid
it on the counter, then nodded at Chewbacca. "Y ou, too. | think Wald here just needs Tamorato
convince him that she's here voluntarily.”

Chewbacca stared through the door for amoment, then growled ominoudy and set his bowcaster on the
counter.

Wald kept his blaster pressed to Han'sface. "Tamora, why don't you and the kids come into my office?"

Tamorarolled her eyes, then snatched the bowcaster off the counter and pointed it at Chewbacca. Leia
began to fear she had migudged the sincerity in the woman's voice, and the WWookiee growled softly.



Tamoraignored him. "Okay, Wad, we have the drop on them." She dmost certainly lacked the strength
to pull the bow--aster'strigger, but Leiawas not going to tell her that. "Now will you believe me?”’

Wald let out a sound that resembled achemica cutting torch running out of fuel; then the blagter rifle
disappeared into the office and a stocky little Rodian waddled into view. Leiaawaysfound it difficult to
tell a Rodian's age-perhaps because so many of them pursued violent professions and died young-but the
sagging of his sensory horns, the blotchy gray areas near the end of histhin snout and the milky sheen of
his bulbous eyes suggested that Wald wasfairly old.

"Sorry about the blaster.” He held agreen hand out to Han. "No hard feglings, eh?’

"No." Han took the hand, teeth grinding so hard Leia could hear them. "Not many."

"Kit?" Tamora shoved the bowcaster into Chewbacca's arms, then grabbed her children again and led
them behind the counter toward Wald's office. "Where are you?”'

"He's not back there." Seeming to redize that a distraught wife would have to see for hersdf, Wald
addressed himself to Han and Lelaand alowed Tamorato look anyway. "He was here, though, with that
mMaoss-pai nting everyone's efter.”

Leatried not to show her alarm at the word everyone. "And?’

"And Jergo-a Kubaz sdllsecret-came in behind him and pulled a blaster. Jergo wanted the moss-painting.
Kit wouldn't turn it over." Wad lowered his voice and pointed at a scorched holein the celling. "He
nearly got himsdf killed. | had to lay out Jergo with ahydrospanner.”

"So wherésthe painting now?" Leiaasked.

Wald made apoint of turning toward the door of hisoffice. "Let'swait for Tamora."

Han pulled afistful of credit vouchersfrom his pocket. "L ook, you've suffered alot of damage here on
our account. Maybe if we covered the cost of the cleanup for you.”

The sensory horns atop Wald's head twisted outward in irritation. " The damage | suffered wasn't on your
behaf. It was on Kitster and Tamoras. And you're not cutting the Banais out of this deal-whatever itis."

"Of course not.” Leiatook the vouchers from Han and pressed them into the Rodian's hands. "But we do
fed responsible.”

"Sureyou do." Despitethe cynicism in Wad's voice, hetook the credits. "I il think we should wait for
Tamora"

A moment later, Tamoraemerged aone, her eyesred from crying. Leaving her children in the office, she
closed the door and went to Wald's side.

"Okay, Wald. What happened to Kit?"

"I wish | could tell you." Wald spread his hands and, glancing at Han and Lela, said, "But thetruth is, |
don't know."



"But you know something,” Tamora pressed. "Tell me." Wald repeated his account of knocking the
Kubaz spy unconscious, then continued. " That happened aminute after Kitster commed you. For a
while, we thought Jergo wasjust trying to take the painting and sdll it, but then asquad of stormtroopers
showed up.”

"They didn't take him?' Tamoragasped. "No." Wad glanced at Han and Leia. "Maybe | should tell you
therest done."

Chewbacca gtarted to growl, but Leia silenced him by raising ahand. They would get nowhere through
intimidation. "It's Tamora's decison.”

"It'sokay, Wald," Tamorasaid. "l trust these people.” Wald regarded Leiaand Han's hooded faces
warily. "Kit said not to trust anybody.”

Hetold methe samething,” Tamorasaid. "And Kitster doesn't have the faintest ideawhat he's doing.
These people do. They, uh, work for the owners."

"The owners?' Wad regarded Chewbacca and C-3PO, his snout twitching with interest. “They look a
little rough for the artsy crowd.”

"Looks can be deceiving,” Han said.

"Will you pleasejust tell uswhat happened to Kit?' Tamora pleaded. "Have you seen what's going on
outsde? The sky isfilled with TIEs and assault shuttles. Kitster's about to get himself killed.”

wad reluctantly looked away from Han and Leia, then said "He took my old swoop out into the desert.”
Tamorasfacefel. "The old swoop?!

Wad nodded. "It gets worse. He was going out through Arch Canyon.”

"Arch Canyon?' Tamoragasped. "The onein the old Pod-racing course? That Arch Canyon?"

Again, Wald nodded. "He said it's his only hope of keeping the Imperids off histail. He'sright, but it
doesn't makeit any less crazy." Wad cast adisparaging look at Han and Leia, then added, "I told him he
should just el the painting to them and be done with it, but he wouldn't hear of it. He said Killik Twilight
doesn't belong in Imperid hands.”

Leaexhded in slent relief; at least Tamorawasright about that much. " So who does Kitster plan to sl
itto?'

Wald looked back to Tamora. "Y ou're sure you want meto tell them?'
"Yes, I'msure,” Tamorasaid. "J and Elly would like to see their father aive again someday.”

"Okay." Wad stared at the floor and kicked a broken recording rod across the room, then said, "That's
thething. | don't think he meansto sl it to anyone."

"What?' Thisfrom Leia, Han, and Tamora

Wald looked to Tamora. "He wasn't thinking right. He just kept talking about some Devaronian and



Twi'lek who tried to blow it up, saying he was going to take it someplace safe.”

"Someplace safe” Leiacould not believe what she was hearing. "On Tatooine.”

"Of course, on Tatooine," Wald said. "He wouldn't be taking a swoop to Ohann, now would he?'

"| doubt it," Lelaagreed. "Then what?'

"Wéll, | think he was hoping for areward. He was going to send amessage to PrincessLeia” Wald
waddled closer and squinted up beneath Leias hood, obvioudy trying to make out her features. "Except

I'm pretty sure he thought you were still on Coruscant.”

Leiasghed. "Isthere anyone in Mos Espawho doesn't know who we are?" She pulled back her hood.
"I'm sure theré's no use denying it.”

Wad twisted his sensory horns back and forth and jerked athumb toward Chewbacca and C-3PO. "A
droid, aWookiee, the painting-1'd have to be alot blinder than | am not to figure that.”

"Thank you for pointing that out.” Lelaand the others had redlized al along that staying together would
make them easier to identify, but things were happening so fast they didn't dare separate. She turned to
Han. "At least we till have something going for us™

"For alittlewhile" Wald pointed toward his security system, asmal vidcam hidden in the ceiling corner.
"| overheard the stormtroopers talking about their new admird."

"Pellaeon?' Han asked.

"All I know is, he awesthem,” Wad said. "But you should know he thinks there's something in Killik
Twilight the New Republic doesn't want the Empire to have. It'sthe only reason he can seefor the
Devaronian throwing adetonator &t it."

Leiaand Han exchanged looks of exasperation. They could hardly have stood by and watched the
Imperidswalk off with a code key that would mean the exposure of the entire Shadowcast network and
the deaths of thousands of agents. But it was frustrating to redlize that had they done nothing, the code
key might well have spent the next decade hanging harmlessy in some admird's stateroom.

"Thanksfor telling us, Wad." Lelatook acalming breath, then turned to Tamora. "'Perhaps you'd careto
comm Kitster? We could arrange arendezvous.”

Tamoranodded and activated her comlink. "Kit?"
A tiny echo of her voice sounded from the back of the room, benegth the toppled vaporator.
"Areyou there?’

Again, the echo sounded from benegath the toppled vaporator. Chewbacca went to the back of the room
and picked up acomlink identica to Tamoras.

"Chubbal" Wald cursed. "That's where Jergo grabbed him."

Lelasighed. "Would it be too much to hope that he told you where he was going?*



Wad spread his hands. "Someplace safe. That'sdl hesaid.”

Leaturned to Tamora next but didn't even bother asking when she saw the look of despair on the
woman's face.

"WEelIl never catch himin alandspeeder,” Han said. "Especidly not with abunch of TIEs after him." He
turned to Wald. "Do you have another swoop?"

Wad and Tamora exchanged looks. Then Wald said, "1 don't- not one that can catch Kitster."
"It'sthe one Wald used to win his freedom,” Tamora explained.

"Kitster and | built it from adesign afriend's mother found in hisroom.” There was more than atouch of
pridein Wald's voice. "It was nearly asfast as a Podracer.”

A grangefeding of dgavu came over Lea, and she asked, "Who wasthisfriend?"

"Anakin Skywalker,” Wald sad.

"You knew Anakin?'

"Of course | knew him." Wald sounded insulted. "He was my pal. We were davestogether.”
Leidsjaw dropped. "My father was adave?"

"Don't makeit sound like something dirty," Wald said, growing defensive. "We werekids. It wasnt like
we gambled our way into it."

"That's not what she meant.” Han took Leias hand and gaveit alittle squeeze to break her out of her
shock. "It'sjust hard to believe that adave grew up to be Darth Vader."

"Darth Vader?' Wad waved hispamsdismissvely. "That'salie. Anakin Skywaker never became Darth
Vader."

"Redly?' Leiaheard theicein her tone, but found herself losing the battle to keep her temper under
control. The Rodian's denial touched adeep and painful chord, for rgecting the truth of Darth VVader's
identity was the same as claiming dl histerrible deeds never happened. "And you know this how?"

"Because | knew him" Wald retorted. "Y ou don't understand what it takes-what it took back then-for a
davetowin hisfreedom."

"Wedo." Tamoratried to dip between Leiaand Wad. "But what we really need now-"

Wad stepped around Tamora and continued to speek, hisvoicefilled with admiration. "I thought it
couldn't be done. But Angkin did it."

"So he got lucky and won a Podrace," Leiasaid. "That hardly makes him ahero.”

"It does on Tatooine, dear." Han took Leiaby the arm, then pulled her closer and said more gently,
"Damp down your power core. We need thisguy's help."



Han wasright and Leiaknew it. But thiswas a viscerd issue something so powerful there could be no
compromise. Fortunately it was aso entirely unimportant-at least to the task at hand-and she knew she
had to set her anger aside.

Leiatook adeep breath, then said, "I'm sorry, Wad. Obvioudy, we have very different views of Anakin
Skywaker."

"Obvioudy," Wad said. "And only one of usisright.”
Lelaclenched her teeth, swallowing asharp reply. Obvioudy, she thought.
Tamorabreathed asigh of relief, then said, " About that swoop-

"I'm afraid | must interrupt,” C-3PO said, awkwardly picking hisway through the debris strewn on the
floor. "The Squibs are here.”

"Squibs?' Tamora gasped.
She dipped behind Chewbacca, and Han and Leia pulled up the hoods of their sand cloaks.

"I'll get rid of them." Wald started toward the door. "'I'm sure they're just here to sell me something | don't

Hewastoo late. The trio came bailing into the hut, their fur ruffled and greasy, and their belt pouches
loaded with dl the broken comlinks, datapads, and glow rods they had retrieved from the recycling bins.

Wald met them three paces from the door. " Grees, Sigh, I'm not buying anything-
"Andwerenot ling!" Sigh said.

The Squibs swept past the Rodian as though he wasn't there and came straight for Leiaand Han, not
quite able to keep their gazes from straying to al the interesting stuff scattered over thefloor.

"l can't believe how you treated us," Emaa said to Han. "We thought you were aplayer.”

Grees waved the credit transfer chip at Han'sbelt. "Try to cut us out again, and we go straight to Mawbo
with this. WEll pay her and take the painting oursaves.”

"She doesn't have the painting." Han tried to snatch the chip away, but Greeswas too quick for him.
"And you can't pay Mawbo our money. Shewouldn't activate that chip.”

"You redly want to try her?' Sigh asked. "After what happened to her performance hall?
Wad came up behind the Squibs. "How are these three involved?’

"They'renot." Leiapulled atwo-thousand-credit voucher from her pocket and held it out to Grees.
"WEell buy you out."

The Squibs shook their heads without bothering to look at the amount.



"There's no buyout option,” Sigh said. "We were the successful bidders.”
"So the painting belongsto us," Grees added, "until we receive the negotiated payment.”

"And that isn't going to happen, not with two squads of stormtroopers keeping Mawbo's locked down
tight," Emdasad.

"I'm offering you twice what we paid for your, uh, waresin the auction,” Lelasaid. "Take alook."
"Doesn't matter,” Sigh said. "It's not the same fee."

"If that's the way you want to play it." Leia continued to hold the voucher out. "I'll cancedl the transfer
chip. You'l be out your fee and your proceeds.”

The Squibs eyes grew round, and Grees said, "WEell think about it."

All three began to back toward the door. Leiawatched them go, then dipped the voucher into her
pocket and turned back to Han.

"Y ou were about to ask Wad something?!
Han's expresson remained blank. "1 was?"

"About aswvoop?' Leiaprompted. "Wald said he didn't have another one that could catch the one
Kitster took."

"Right. But what about the transfer chip? Shouldn't you be canceling it?!

"No need," Leiasad. "UnlessI'm there to authorize the transfer, the chip will saf-destruct when they try
touseit.”

"It1l be nice to see someone getting the best of those three for achange,” Wald said. Thetiny mouth at
the end of his snout actually formed asmile. "But | doubt I'll be much help with the swoop.”

Tamorasfacefel. "Wad, please. Y ou know Kitster. He doesn't stand a chance out there-not with the
Imperidschasnghim.”

Wad nodded gravely. "I know."
"Look, Wald," Han said. "If thisis about the Darth VVader thing-"

"It'snot." Wad'stone was sharp. "Do you think I'd let afriend die just because Leia Organainsulted her
father?'

"Of coursenot,” Lelasaid. "As| said, we have very different views of Anakin Skywalker."
Wald fixed his bulbous eyes on her amoment, then shrugged. "Why should a Princess believe an old
Rodian junk dedler?' He turned to Tamora. "There's only one swoop that can catch the one Kitster took.

Y ou know where you need to go."

Tamorasface paled. "Uldas?'



Wald nodded. "I know it won't be easy, but she hasthat old rocket swoop Rao used to fly. If you want,
I'll take them over."

Tamorashook her head. "No, sheld see through that.” She turned, and not seeming to notice whether
anyonewasfollowing, sad, "l haveto go."

Leialingered behind just long enough to be sure Tamorawas out of earshot, then asked, "What's so
terrible about this Ulda?'

"Nothing," Wald said. "Unless you happen to be Kitster's second wife."
Chapter 7

Asthelandspeeder circled the outskirts of Mos Espa, Leiawatched the terrain outside dip past. To one
sde of the vehicle rose the domed huts and walled docking bays of the spaceport city, atestament to the
tenacious soul of galactic commerce-and to the resilient spirit of the profusion of speciesthat caled this
bleak world home. To the other side of the speeder, a golden sweep of forlorn desert stretched acrossa
measureless distance al the way to the purple wal of the departing sandstorm, a stark reminder of one's
placein the Tatooine scale of things... and of the strength of will it took to survive such a planet.

Ledsthoughts kept drifting back to her father. Wald's revelation had caught her off guard. Learning that
Anakin Skywaker had been a child dave painted him asavictim, an image so at odds with the monster
in her mind that she actually found hersaf wanting to agree with Wald's outrageous assertion, to believe
that her father had not been Darth Vader.

Perhaps more disturbing than Wald's revel ation was the way Tatooine seemed to be working on her. She
was starting to see Mos Espa not as the corrupt spaceport that it had appeared as they waited for the
auction to start, but asthe home of beings like Tamoraand Wald, who lived and grew old here and
somehow found their measure of happiness. Even the desert was beginning to fed inviting. It still struck
her as dangerous-more so than ever, in fact-but Lelawas growing aware of its beauty, of its magjesty of
scale and subtleness of color, and of the promise of mystery waiting in its hidden heart.

Maybe she was smply growing accustomed to the place. Or maybe the Force was acting on her again,
awakening some spiritua connection passed down from her father. Leia could not say which. She only
knew that she was growing steadily more unsettled, that she felt like she was losing control of the mission.
In everything she was learning about her father, in her dreams aboard the Falcon and during her previous
vigit, there was no denying the hand of the Force. It was not guiding her exactly, but it was certainly
touching her, nudging her down dark aleys she did not want to explore.

The landspeeder entered avast sunken arena at the edge of town. Though there was no barricade to
control access, ametal sign arching over the outer edge of the lot read, MOS ESPA SWOOP ARENA.
The SWOOP had been riveted over another word, with the PO till visible at the beginning and CING at
the end.

Tamora directed Chewbacca around the far end and down to arow of dilapidated hangars designated
OWNERS ROW by asmal sign display. The hangar doors had corrosion stains bleeding down the
front and towers of sand piled high in the corners, and they looked as though they had not been opened
inyears. But most had Wookiee-sized portalsin the center, with fans of hard-packed ground in front
Suggesting regular use.



Chewbacca opened the cowling, and they climbed out of the speeder’s climate-controlled comfort into
the dusty hest of a Tatooine late afternoon. Tamora-who'd had the foresight to leave her children with
Wadd-started toward a hangar in the center where asmall servo-droid greeter stood just inside an extra
st of transparisted doors. Leaving Chewbacca and C-3PO behind to make themsalves alittle less
identifiable, Leiaand Han raised the hoods of their sand cloaks and followed.

Asthey approached the doors, Han leaned close and asked "How are you doing?"
"Fine." Leiaknew what he wasredlly asking, but she did not want to talk about it. "Why shouldn't | be?!

"l didn't say you weren't." Han was the one person who never seemed to notice her don't pressit tone. "l
just want to know what was going on back there with Wald. Why should you careif he thinks Anakin
was some sort of hero?'

"Obvioudy, | don't." Leiaregretted her sharp tone as soon as she spoke. She stopped and took Han's
hand. "I'm sorry. I'm having ahard time with dl this pro-Darth-Vader blather."

"Y eah, | keep wondering when somebody's going to tell us about thered kid," Han said. "The onewho
used to tie grenades on banthatails.”

Leagmiled, weskly. "It'salittle worse than that."
Han lifted his brow and waited.
"Not here." Leianodded toward the doors. "Weve got a swoop to borrow."

"Later, then." Han smiled and kissed her, then tightened his sand hood and turned toward the doors. "If
they have aholograph of your father mounted on a pedestal or something, try not to Start an argument.
It's going to be hard enough to convince this Uldato help us save her ex-husband.”

Asit turned out, Ulda's was not the kind of place to display a holograph of anyone. A combination
lounge and betting parlor hat had been converted from an old Podracer owner's booth, it clean but
austere, with abar and severa betting windowsin the rear. In front, three rows of plastoid tableswere
arrayed before atransparisteel wall that overlooked the track below. Though no race appeared
imminent, adozen beings sat together down in front, making notes on datapads and watching swoop
mechanicstaketest runs.

Lelawas surprised to fed her heart flutter as she began to see the magnitude of the dilapidated racing
track. At least five hundred meterswide, it stretched afull two kilometersin each direction before
vanishing from sight, curving away into alabyrinth of rocky pinnacles on one end and emerging from an
immense plain of gray dustpack on the other.

Thiswaswhere her father had won hisfreedom. Looking out at the enormous banks of seets, Leia could
amogt hear the crowd roaring as Anakin Skywalker came tearing acrossthe finish line. At that moment,
he could not have known the path that lay before him. Life would have seemed so full of promiseto
him-to the only human ever to win the Boonta Eve Classic. Had he foreseen that day what winning would
mean-what his victory would eventualy cost him and the gal axy-would he have comein second? Would
he have had the courage to remain adave here on Tatooine?

A human woman of about fifty emerged from behind the bar and approached, her gaze locked on
Tamorawith alook that could only be described as astonished. Slender and tall, she had the high



cheekbones and arced eyebrows of a Kuati aristocrat, an impression reinforced by her
broad-shouldered gown and bejeweled belt.

Widll, well... Tamora Spice." She stopped and put her hands on her hips, looking Tamora up and down.
"Y ou've put on afew kilos-but bearing the children of another woman's man will do that to you."

Tamora's face reddened, but she resisted the temptation to make asharp reply. "You look aslovely as
ever, Ulda"

Uldaflipped anonchdant hand. "Money." She smiled bitterly " Speaking of which, | hear Kit put that
awful holocube of hisin Mawbo's auction.”

Tamoranodded.
"Good riddance, | say." Uldafinally glanced at Tamoras companions, then-gpparently seeing no sgn

benesth their sand hoods that they were beings of consequence-returned to tormenting Tamora. "Now
that the Renddla Estate is closed, | suppose finances must be tight.”

"Weremanaging.”
Ulda pushed out her lip. "Pity. | thought you might be herefor aloan.”

"Asamatter of fact," Han said. He stepped forward, his patience with the woman's harassment coming
to aquick end-as Leiahad known it would. "We do-

Leacaught him by thewrist. "Let Tamorahandlethis.
"Yes, do." Uldashot Han alaser-hot look. "Whoever you are.”

Clearly, she was awoman who had been nursing agrudge for along time, and Tamorawas playing her
just right. Leiapulled Han back to her side and whispered for him to stay there.

Tamoraswalowed, then said, "My friend isright. We do need to borrow something.”

Uldas face brightened. "Redlly?" Still ignoring Tamorals companions, she took her to anearby table and
sat down. Shedid not invite Tamorato sit with her. " Continue. I'm going to enjoy this!'

"Maybe not,” Tamorasaid. "Kit'sintrouble.

Uldachuckled. "And why shouldn't | enjoy that? | think | deserveit.”

"He'sin big trouble,” Tamorasaid. "The Imperidsarelooking for him."

"For Kit?" Ulda's expression hovered somewhere between shock and doubt. "Whatever for?"
Instead of answering, Tamora said, "He took Wald's swoop."

Uldasfacefel. "He did what?"

"Hetook Wad's swoop into Arch Canyon," Tamorasaid. "To get away from the Imperids.”



"Kit can't ride swoops! And Arch Canyon..." Uldalet the sentence trail off and shook her head, then
looked up & Tamoraagain. "Y ou gill haven't told me why the Imperids arelooking for him."

Deciding now would be agood time to take control of the conversation, Leia stepped to Tamoras Side.
"He gtole apainting they wanted."

Ulda stared up for amoment, obvioudy waiting for Leiato lower her sand hood. When Leiadid not,
Ulda shrugged and did not object. On Tatooine, it was wise not to press those who were reluctant to
reved their faces.

Instead, Uldaasked, "Killik Twilight?"

Lelanodded.

IIWW?I

"Weredill trying to figurethat out,” Lelasaid.

"Tosaveit," Tamorainssted. "A Devaronian tried to destroy it at the auction, and Wald says now the
Imperidsthink theré's something hiddeniniit.”

"Y eah, Kit wasjugt trying to be helpful," Han said, ever the cynic. " And maybe he thought afew credits
would be nice, too."

Ulda considered this, then shook her head sadly. "Either way,

I'm going to miss him." She turned back to Tamora. "He used to comein herefrom timeto time-at least
when he gtill had something to bet.”

"He did?' Tamoragasped. "In here?"

Uldasmiled sadly. "1 knew hedidn't tell you. Men-you can't trust them.”
Tamorasummoned her resolve. "Wad said you have Rao's swoop.”
Uldashrugged. "So?!

"S0, I'm going after Kit," Han said.

Uldasglare was directed at Leia. "Isthat 07

"My husband is an excellent swoop pilot." Leiamotioned Han back. Kuati women rarely liked to be
addressed by strange men. "And I'll be glad to pay for itsuse.”

"That bike'snot for rent," Uldasaid. "Maybe | can let him take another.”

"Ancther one can't catch Wald's," Tamorasaid. "If Kit sees someone coming up behind him, hell hit the
thrusters and be gone. Y ou know that."

"WEell purchase Rao's swoop," Leiaoffered. "Isfifteen thousand enough?



That caught Ulda's attention. She looked up into the darkness beneath Leias hood, either trying to guess
the identity of her vigtor or caculating how much she could take her for.

"Thirty thousand,” Leiasaid. "Kitgter dready has atwenty-minute lead.”

"And you're not going to change that by getting your man killed." Ulda stood and turned to the group
gathered down in the front of the parlor. "Ody, go fetch Rao. | need her to take her old swoop out-"

"Y ou don't want to do that, maam.” A blue-skinned Er'Kit alarge egg-shaped head and downturned
earsturned to look back at her. "She couldn't pilot alandspeeder right now."

"Agan?'
The Er'Kit nodded and went back to his datapad.

Lelaexchanged arelieved glance with Han, then said, "'l can't imagine that thirty thousand isn't enough,
but-

"It'snot the credits,” Uldasaid. "I'd giveit to you for twenty. But that thing's been the degth of six riders.
| bought it just to keep it off the track.”

Han stepped forward. "L ook, lady, if it hasa seat and athrugter, | can fly it.”

To Ledssurprise, Uldadid not lash out at Han for daring to speak to her. She merdly studied him, then
turned to Leia. "Let me see him ride aregular swoop firgt."

"Wedont redly have thetime-"

"If he's good enough to handle Rao's swoop, you'll make up thetime. 1t'll take ten minutes.” Without
awaiting areply, Uldaturned to the front of the parlor again. "Ody, take this man down to the hangar. Let
him take that old Novastar around the test track once."

The Er'Kit rose and, hobbling badly, started toward them. "The Novastar?'

"The Novastar. Do we need to have your earsflushed again?' Uldaturned to Leia. "Podracers. You
have to wonder whether they have half abrain left because they used to race, or they used to race
because they had hdf abrain.”

It was anice cover, but Lelawastoo careful alistener to have missed the surprise in the ErKit'svoice.
There was something wrong with the Novastar. She turned to Han.

"Take the Wookiee dong and give that swoop aclose look. If you don't likeit, ask for another." Leiafet
bad enough about dragging Han into this mess without putting him at unnecessary risk. She turned back
to Uldaand narrowed her eyes. "'I'm sure Uldawouldn't mind.”

"What's not to like?' Han gave aquick head tip to show that he understood the warning, then turned to
follow Ody. "They haven't made swoops like Novastars in twenty years.”

Ulda smiled. ™Y our man does seem to know his swoops. Perhaps you'd care for adrink? It will be afew
minutes before they're on the track.”



"Eyeblagter.” It waswhat Leiadways ordered in her tough-girl persona. "Atomized, not fizzed."
"The only way." Uldaturned to Tamora. "Would you mind? I'm sure you remember where everything is.”
Tamoraglowered, then put on afdse smile. "Of course not.”

Whether Tamoraintended it that way or not, it was the perfect play. Uldawatched her go behind the bar
and smirked comfortably.

"Tamorawas my best mixer." She gestured toward the front of the parlor. "A pity she had to sted my

Leiadescended the stairs to the forwardmost row of tables, where the beings with the datapads sat
watching the swoop tests. Most were simply old for their species, but one-ajagged-toothed Veknoid
whose face was al mouth-was as hunched and battered as Ody, missing an arm and badly scarred from
burns.

"Wasthat Veknoid a Podracer aswell?' Leiaasked.

"They aren't hard to identify," Ulda said. "Even swoop racers don't look that bad.”

Motioning Leiato follow, Uldaled the way over to the Veknoid and |eaned down closeto hisear. It was
ameted mess.

"Teemto!" Uldawas practicaly shouting. "Tell thislady about your Podracing days.”

The Veknoid ignored her. Down on the test track, a swoop abruptly lost power and settled into the sand.
He made an entry on the datapad in hislap, shielding it with hisbody so Lelaand Ulda could not see.

"I'm talking into your good ear,” Uldasaid. "I know you can hear."

Findly, Teemto looked away from his datapad. "It wasfast."

"That'sdl?' Leiaasked. "Just fast?"

Tamora appeared with two drinks on atray. Teemto grinned and took one of the drinks.
He winked hisgood eye. "Redl fast."

Ulda's face reddened. She did not like being embarrassed in front of aguest-and especialy not by a
male. "And you would know," shesaid. "As| recall, that's how you lost your arm. Going too fat.”

Teemto frowned and raised afinger to clean hisear.

"Um, Ulda, thereés no need to press," Leiasaid. She had lived with Han long enough to know what the
Kuati was doing; there was no faster way to make apilot talk than to challenge his skills. "If Teemto
doexn't fed likediscussngit...”

Uldaignored her and pointed at the ssump of Teemto's missing arm. "Y ou heard me. Y ou lost that
because you couldn't handle speed.”



Teemto glared at Uldaamoment, then bared his jagged teeth and turned to Leia. "1 was handling the
speed just fine, until Hit Man Beedo threw awrench in my starboard pod.”

"That doesn't sound very fair," Leiasaid.

"Excuses" Ulda scoffed.

The reason Kitster had taken up with Tamorawas growing clearer by the moment, though Lelawas
having trouble understanding why he had ever married Uldain thefirst place. She glanced down &t the

track. Therewere ahandful of mechanics and ridersworking in the pit area, but ill no sign of Han.

"Tdll the lady how your ears got melted off," Uldasaid. When the V eknoid was not quick enough to
answer, she added, "Or maybe you'd rather | call in my marker."

Teemto's expression changed from one of irritation to one of incredulity, but he grunted and squinted at
Leia "That happened in the Boonta. The Tuskens shot out one of my engines." He turned back to Ulda
"Got avidto proveit. Now, want meto tell her how | lost my eye?

Lelabarely heard thislast question. "The Boonta? The Boonta Eve Classc?!

"That'sthe one," he said. "The same year that human kid won."

"Anakin Skywaker?' Leiaheard the shock in her voice and redlized she was showing too much interest.
The smart thing would have been to change the subject and hope no one noticed, but she wanted to
know what kind of racer her father had been-how driven he had been to win his freedom. Besides, Han
still wasn't out on the track. "Was the boy as good asthey say?"

Teemto studied her for amoment, hisbig lips starting into a snarl, then he seemed to decide it was not
worth the effort of defying Uldaand set the pilfered eye blaster aside.

"Anakin was great. A human who beat Sebulba head-to-head?' He rubbed his burn scars, not seeming
to redize hewas doing it. "I'm just sorry so much of that raceisablank.”

"But you raced him before that,” Ulda prompted. "Tell her what kind of pilot hewas."

Lelabegan to wonder if Uldahad guessed her identity; if so, shewould only confirmit by changing the
subject now. "It sounds like there was alot of cheating.”

"Not from Skywaker." Teemto stared through the transparisted histhoughtslost in another time, and
chuckled. "That little human never cheated-still young enough to think you could win honest, | guess.”

"Never?' Lelafound this hard to believe. "Maybe you didn't notice.”

Now Teemto did snarl. "Lady, you ever see a Podrace?"

Uldatook Leiaby the arm. "Everyone says Anakin flew a clean race-gpparently, he was one of the few."
She pulled her toward the opposite end of the parlor. "Here's your man now. Perhaps we should watch

from over here"

Tamora appeared with afresh eyeblaster. Down on the track, Han and Chewbacca were following Ody
out to the test loop, walking a battered swoop between them. The handicappers at the other end of the



parlor sat forward murmuring, and Leia's somach grew queasy. Han had bored her many timeswith
tales of the races he had won as a boy, which-aong with Dewlanna, the old Wookiee cook who had
looked after him-seemed to be the only things he recaled fondly from his childhood. But there was
something wrong about that bike. Really wrong.

"Thishasgonefar enough,” Lelasaid to Ulda

"There'sno need to worry." Ulda continued to watch them approach the test loop. "'If your man is good
enough to handle Rao's swoop, helll befine on thislittle Novastar.”

Lelarecognized aclassic Bothan claim test when she saw one- put the subject in asSituation where he
either had to admit he waslying or prove that he wasn't-but this one had ahidden twist. And she didn't
like hidden twigts, not with Han'slife at risk.

"I'm very fond of my man." Leiaput as much ice into her voice as she could-and she had been told she
could giveawampathe chills. "I would be very upset if an unnecessary accident befell him."

"Then | hope hesasgood asyou say.” Ulda's carefully maintained poise dipped alittle. "For both our
sakes"

Thetrio reached the test loop, athin ribbon of sand track circling the inner pit area, no more than a
kilometer in length. Chewbacca held the swoop while Han climbed on. Ody spent afew momentstrying
to show Han the controls, then seemed to redlize he dready knew them and stepped away.

That was when Ulda pulled acomlink from her deeve. "Ody, didn't he check the control vanes?"

Ody nodded and raised acomlink to hislips. "In the hangar.”

Han activated theion thrusters.

"So hefixed them?

Ody shook his head, and Chewbacca stepped back.

"Then don't just stand there! Get him off that-"

Han twisted the throttle and was gone. Ulda's shoulders dumped, the handicappers stood and went
gasping to the transparisted wall, and Leiareached for the hold-out blaster in her pocket.

Han was halfway down the first leg of the loop when the swoop's nose suddenly came up, and he shot
intotheair likeamissle.

Uldawas on her comlink ingtantly. "Ody! What's happening?'

Ody spread his hands, then Han reached the first turn, spun the swoop upside down, and began a sharp
banking descent that carried him to the back side of the loop. He did not turn the swoop right-side up
again until he was so close to the ground that a sand plume began to shoot out behind him.

Showing off, asusud.

Uldalet out along sigh of relief, and the handicappers returned their seets, jabbering to each other and



making notes on the data-ads. Leialeft her hand in her pocket, still grasping the hold-out blaster.

Han climbed into the air again as he came to the second turn, then flipped the swoop over and repested
the maneuver. He was gtill rounding the corner when Ulda raised the comlink to her lipsagain.

"Ody, get Rao's swoop ready. And put avidmap aboard.”

The Er'Kit waved and started back toward the hangar-then hit the sand asalong line of white-armored
figures on Imperia speeder bikes entered the track from the direction of Mos Espa. They rounded the
curve, speeding toward the far end of the arena.

"Donttell me" Leiasad. "They'regoing into-"

"Arch Canyon." Uldanodded toward the canyon mouth &t the far end of the arena. "That's the fastest
way in."

"Kit!" Tamoragasped.

Uldasurprised Leiaagain by laying ahand over Tamoras. "It's going to be okay. Y our friend will find
himfirg."

"Hewill?" ThisfromLea
"Of course." Ulda continued to look a Tamora. "Hell know where Kit'sgoing.”
Tamora agppeared dazed. "How?'

"Kit wasminefor alot of years." Uldacould not resst smirk-ing- "And | guess| ill know somethings
about him that you never will."

Chapter 8

Rao's"swoop" was little more than a seat |aser-welded onto the top of an old IPG Longtail Podracing
engine, with afew jury-rigged control vanes, abig landspeeder re-pulsorlift to keep it off the ground, and
atransparent plastoid pilot's cowling. A heavily dented engine housing and bloodstained seat suggested it
was even more dangerous than Ulda claimed, and it was obvioudy a home design made to win races
regardless of risk.

Han loved it, but theidea of riding the thing frightened him. It would be alittlelike life asasmuggler, he
supposed. Thetrip was going to be fast, dangerous, and awholelot of fun, but filled with wild detours
and possibly subject to an unscheduled and violent end.

As Ody mounted a hands-off vidmap between the handlebars, Han dipped into the flight suit Ulda had
ing sted he would need, then spent afew moments walking around the machine, checking to see that al
control surfaces moved freely. He had to admire the builder'singght into swoop racing. Because of the
swoop's size, afactory engineer would have doubled or even tripled the size of the vanes, then relied on
computer-assisted movement mechanismsto refine adjustments at high speeds. The builder of this
machine had used undersized vanes, knowing they would be more forgiving at high speeds-and lesslikely
to mafunction in asandy environment like Tatooine.

By the time Han finished his survey, the vidmap was mounted and programmed. Han's destination was an



empty, isolated little house in the desert, about two-thirds of the way to Jabba's old palace.

"Thisiswhere Kitster goesto find peace of mind,” Uldaexplained. "I understand it has asplendid view of
the Western Dune Sea”

"So you've never been there yoursalf?' Lela asked.

Ulda shook her head. "I had Kitster followed once, when | suspected him of seeing other women. It
turned out he was gleamink-ing a desertscape.” She cast avenomous glancein Tamoras direction.
"Perhapsthat's why | was s0 easily betrayed later.”

Tamora's face reddened, and she bit her lip.

"Yeah, wdll, no useliving in the past.” Eager to change the subject, Han rubbed his hand adong the
swoop's engine housing. "I'll have to be careful about breaking the sound barrier with this baby."

"Yes, do." Uldahanded him abulky helmet with afull-face mask, built-in comlink, and heads-up display
linked to the vidmap. "It wobbles just before you punch through.”

"Redly?' Han forced asmileto cover his astonishment; he had been joking about breaking the sound
barrier. Y ou can't be serious.”

Ulda nodded that she was.
"Don't get 0 excited, Flyboy," Lelasaid. Y ou're not sixteen anymore.”

"Good, because | couldn't have handled thisthing at sixteen.” Han closed his face mask and nodded to
Chewbacca. "Give me aboogt, will you?!

Chewbacca groaned and glanced over at Leia. Han turned to find her jaw hanging dack with disbelief,
her eyes brown and liquid with hurt.

"What are you worried about?' He opened the face mask and kissed her, making certain to linger until
shelet him go. "I am coming back, you know."

Lelawas dill thinking about Han's parting words half a standard hour later, as Tamora guided them
through awarren of sand-and-mud hutsin Mos Espa's poorest section of town. She was drawn to the
scoundrel in him, to the aura of danger and promise that clung to him like abad holo job. But it wasthe
hero in her husband that she loved, his casua courage, the way he thought nothing of hopping onto a
saddled rocket and racing out into adesert full of stormtroopers to recover a priceless painting with a
secret code. The only thing Leiadidn't like was the reason he was doing it. No man should fed
compelled to put himself in peril to please the woman he loved.

But it was swest that Han would.

They pulled up infront of asmall shabby hut packed tight against dozens of other small shabby huts.
"Thisold dave hut came with the parts yard-1 think it belonged to your father's master, Watto." Tamora
waited until the cowling rose, then climbed out of the speeder and went to the door opening it with a

security code Wald had provided over acom-link. "Wald letsalot of junk peddiers and stranded
Spacers stay here, so we won't attract much attention. It'sagood placeto lie low.”



"Save hut?' Leiafollowed Tamorathrough the door. "How many of these did Watto own?"
Tamorashrugged. "Wad hasjust the one.”

Leiaglanced around. Though dusty and disordered, the hut was more spacious inside than she had
imagined, with a centra vault and three bumpout rooms, one on the same level for cooking and two
elevated deeping chambers.

Despite the grime and adisma shortage of windows, the place did not seem at dl unappedling. Infact, it
felt strangdly... comfortable.

Though it had been Tamorawho suggested staying there, Leiabegan to suspect something else had led
them to the hut. As shelooked around, she half expected to see apair of white eyes shining out of a
shadowed doorway, or to hear awispy voice caling to her from the corner of an empty room.

Lelaturned to Tamora. "Could this have been where Anakin Skywalker and his parents lived?!

Tamora shrugged. "Maybe-and there was just amother, | think. Kit never mentioned Anakin'sfather.”
Sheran afinger over the table and looked at the dust it picked up. "No cleaning droids here, | guess.”

"It1l befine. Wewon't be herethat long." Lela saw aflash of impatiencein Tamoras eyes and redized
she might not have been the one Tamora was thinking about. "For us, | mean. If you think it'stoo dirty
for J and Elly-"

"Hardly," Tamorasaid. "Those two would deep in asand dune, if let them.”

"Well, I'm sure we can find something around here better than that,” Leiasaid. "Chewbaccawill take you
to fetch them from Wald's, as soon as| get something out of the landspeeder.”

Chewbacca oowralled a question.

"Our mobile holocomm,” Leiasaid. "I need to send amessage to Mon Mothmato let her know what
happened at the auction.”

Chewbacca nodded and fetched the holocomm from the landspeeder cargo bay, then Ieft for Wad's with
Tamora. After setting up the unit and calibrating the antenna dish, Lela sent C-3PO outside to watch for
Imperid spy craft above the city. Though the New Republic used a synchronized ghost wave-a
technologica by-product of the Shadowcast system-to camouflage its clandestine transmissions, Leia
was taking extra precautions. So far, everything that could go wrong with such asmple mission had.

After computing the locd timein the Coruscant government didtrict, Lela decided Luke wasthe only safe
person to contact. Her report could not be trusted to an attache, and waking Mon Mothma at this hour
would draw attention that Imperia spies might well notice-and the last thing Leiawanted to do now was
provide the Chimaera's new admird any more hintsasto Killik Twilight's true importance.

And Leiahad been wanting to talk to Luke since her dream aboard the Fal con, to see the smiling face
she knew and loved and be sure all was well. Whether she should also tell him about what she had seen,
Leiawas uncertain. She did not want to be the one who put that fear into his mind-especidly not when
sheremained so unclear about it. Besides, it had only been adream.



She opened achannd to Luke's gpartment. 1t took only amoment for ahazy, fist-sized image of hishead
to gppear over the holocomm pad, his dimpled chin propped on his thumbs and his blue eyesfixed on the
documents. Though the image was not distinct enough for Leiato be sure, she suspected the records
were the ancient archives they had recovered from the Chu'unthor, the lost Jedi training vessdl they had
stumbled across on Dathomir earlier that year.

"Just amoment.” Luke finished what he was reading, then looked up. " Thanks. Go ahead.”

"Anything in there about Jedi Magters needing their degp?”

Leiaasked.

Luke lowered his hands out of the image and stared at her across space. "Why would | degp when |
knew you would be caling?"

"Knew? Thosetraining records must be..." Leiasaw the corners of his mouth rise and, redlizing she had
fadlen for the "Master act” again, let the sentencetrail off. "I suppose you know what | want, too?"

"Of course." Luke'sface remained sraight. "To talk to me.”

Lelarolled her eyes. "I'm beginning to wonder about that." She leaned toward the holocomm and spoke
in quieter voice. "Listen, we had some unexpected company at the auction.”

Lelatold Luke about the old code key hidden ingde Killik Twilight, the Imperia attempt to purchasethe
painting, its subsequent theft, and how the Stuation had deteriorated since.

"I'm afraid we aerted the Chimaera to the painting's significance when we tried to destroy it," Lelasaid.
"And matters just keep growing worse."

Luke nodded, but said, ™Y ou did the right thing. With the key hanging in some admird's stateroom, the
New Republic would have had to scrap Shadowcast anyway. And if they found it later, there might il
bealot of dead spies.”

"I know," Lelasaid. "But theway things stand now, if Han doesn't recover that painting first, well have
our dead spiesalot sooner.”

Thistime, Luke did not try to reassure her. "What can | do?'

"Not much, I'm afraid,” Leiasaid. "Things are moving too fast for you to get here. But | need you to
inform Mon Mothma personaly. Nobody € se knows the red reason we want Twilight.”

"I'll s2eher firg thingin the morning.”

"Thank you," Leiasaid. "And tell her that if she doesn't hear from us before Wraith Squadron leaves"
"Leaves?' Lukeinterrupted.

Lelahad asinking feding. "Intwo days," she said. "Don't tel methey're gone?"

"Wedge canceled a get-together we had planned for tomorrow night," he said. "He didn't say why, but |
had the impression that something was happening sooner than expected.”



"That'sbad," Lelasaid.

The Wraiths had been scheduled to leave on amission to Askg) to capture Grand Moff Wilkadon during
his annua ingpection of histomuon holdings. The plan called for Wedge Antilles, who would bein
command of the operation, to use Shadowcast to activate acell of local resistance fighters who would
provide most of the dirtsde intelligence and firepower. If the network was compromised, either there
would be no oneto help the Wraiths when they arrived-or there would be an entire Imperid armada
waiting to ambush them. Possibly both.

"Very bad," Lelaadded.

"Should | ask Mon Mothmato have arecall message sent?”'

Leiashook her head. "We might do more harm than good.

They're going deep, under total comm silence, and the only way to contact them is Shadowcast itsdlf.”
She did not need to explain that what Shadowcast offered in security, it suffered in speed. Every message
had to be |aborioudy encoded, then inserted as a ghost wave into a predesignated commercia program
and holocast on the regular schedule. What al this meant wasthat it would take at least aday to recall
the Wraiths, by which time they could well be beyond the point of no return. And if Wedge had aready
activated the local resistance cell, there would be no way at dl to stop them from beginning their part of
the operation.

"Wejust haveto get that code key," Leiasaid.

"Andif you can't?'

"It take the Imperias at least afew daysto crack the codes,” Lelasaid. "That might belong enough.”
"May the Force be with you, then.”

"Thank you," Leiasaid, thinking of how ironic those words redly were under the circumstances. "Tdll
Mon Mothmathat we'll keep her informed. If she doesn't hear from uswithin two days, she should
assume Shadowcast has been compromised.”

"I'll tell her." Luke pursed hislips and, when Leiamade no move to bresk the connection, said, "1 sense
therés more you'd like to talk about."

Leiasmiled wryly and asked, "Isit the Force, or am | growing predictable?’

"A little of both. Had al you needed been someone to pass a message to Mon Mothma, you would have
cdled Winter." He narrowed his eyes, and in the hazy hologram they grew dark and empty. " Something
elseisbothering you."

"Thisplace, | guess," Leiasighed. "Luke, why didnt you tell me Anakin Skywaker grew upin Mos
Espa?’

"How did you find that out?"



"I met hisbest friend,” Lelasaid. "He dtill lives here. HE'sthe one who stole Killik Twilight.”

"Our father's best friend stole your painting?' Luke looked confused. "And you're sure hewas afriend of
our father?"

"HisnameisKitster Banal," Lelasaid. "He put a holocube of Anakin Skywaker in the auction. And you
gill haven't answered my question.”

Luke's head tipped forward. "Honestly, Leiag, | just didn't think you wanted to know. Every timel try to
talk about our father, you get that 1ook."

"That look? Thanksalot." Leialooked away from the transceiver, sllently cringing at the lecture she
would receive when she told L uke about the other things that had been happening to her on Tatooine.
Shewould start small and see how much she could stomach. "Did you know he was a Podracer?”

Lukeé'simage nodded. "I did a name search over the HoloNet. He won hisfreedom in the Boonta Eve
Classic. Theonly human ever, | believe.”

"Sothey say," Lelasaid. "He'saloca hero.”

Lukesmiled. "Redly?'

"Redlly." Leids voice dripped sarcasm. "They say he never cheated."
"That doesn't surprise me.”

"It doesme" Leiasaid. "I'm having ahard time believing alot of what I'm hearing. Everybody who knew
him loved him. They ill do."

"Leia, hewasjust aboy. Do you think he came out of the womb wearing a bresther and black helmet?!

Leiarecalled her dream aboard the Falcon. "The thought had crossed my mind." She paused, wondering
if she should-if she dared-tell him abouit thet. It was alittle like telling someone that you had seen how
they were going to die... they might be better off not hearing it. "Luke, did you ever fed anything strange
around Tatooine?'

"Define strange," Luke said. ™Y ou know what kind of place Tatooineis."

"| can't say. His presence, maybe-or yours." Leiatold him about her conversationswith Wald and
Teemto and the odd fedlings of familiarity she had been having around Mos Espa, leaving out mention
only of her dream. "I keep fedling like the Force isleading me down a Skywalker path, and I'm not sure |
likeit."

Luke's head grew larger as heleaned closer to hisholocomm. "Y ou don't haveto likeit. Just don't fight
it"

Leiafdt herirerise."Y ou mean forgive him."

"I mean trust what you find." Luke'svoice grew stern. "Lela, the Force isn't anyone's servant. The
presence you're feeling has nothing to do with me or our father. If the Forceisacting on you, it's

responding to you."



"That'snot possble” Leiasad. "I'mno Jedi."
"Y ou don't have to be a Jedi to be destroyed by your own fear and anger.”

"Me?' Leiashook her head. "1 may beworried about Han, but I'm not fearful in the way you mean-and
I'm not angry at anyone at the moment.”

Luke said nothing and waited. The image was too hazy to be certain, but he was probably staring
patiently a Lela.

"Anyoneliving," she corrected. "Darth Vader doesn't count.”

"Not really-Darth Vader isn't the one you need to make peace with. The Forceiswith you, and nothing
you do can changethat." Now L uke leaned so close to his holocomm that Leia could seelittle more than
his eyes-blue, soft, and hazy. "Leia, you may bein danger here. If you're not careful, your fear and anger
will only make you into what you despise.”

Chapter 9

At low veocities, the swoop handled like afalling rock, so Han went fast. Blaster-bolt fast.
Pushing-the-sound-barrier fast, he backed off just enough so the shock waves did not make the control
vanes shudder. At that speed, Arch Canyon was a serpentine channel of speed-blurred rock, one
impossibly tight turn following another, sandrock arch after sandrock arch, with the occasiond stone
pinnaclejutting up just to keep thingsinteresting.

Han flew with one eye on the heads-up vidmap display on hisface mask, watching the canyon'stwists
and bends snake down toward the blip that represented his location, toeing the control vaneslong before
the curves and leaning into each turn until it ssemed his cheek would scrape ground. Side canyons flashed
past at the rate of two or three a second. On the vidmap, they were intersecting worms of display light;
on the canyon walls, they were gaping instants of darkness.

Han loved the thunder of the big Podracing engine and the hiss of the canyon air diding over the pilot's
cowling, and even the way his stomach fluttered when a curve was too tight and he had to rock the
Swvoop up on its side to bounce himsdlf off acanyon wall with aquick blast from the repul sor engines.
But Tatoo | was aready sinking benesth the horizon, turning the crooked swatch of sky abovethe
canyon into a crooked snake of crimson brilliance. As Tatoo |1 followed, evening shadows would begin
to creep across the canyon floor, cramming the path ahead with phantom hazards, concedling the real
ones beneath blankets of purple gloom. Han would be forced to crawl dong at no more than a hundred
kilometers an hour, and his superpowered swoop would become alumbering rock compared to the
nimble speeder bikes the storm-troopers wereriding.

He had dready blown past two groups of Imperids, startling the first squad so badly they had not even
fired on him. The second squad had been less surprised, and when cannon bolts started to explode into
the surrounding sandrock, he had been forced to flame them with the efflux from his swoop's
overpowered engine. The lesstime he gave the next squad to prepare, the better. At this speed, al they
would have to do was string a utility line across a narrow section of canyon, and he would never know he
had died.

The message TUSKENS ESCA PE appeared on the head-ups vid-map above the swoop's locator blip,
and the crooked band of light denoting Arch Canyon split into three forks, each of which split again, and



then again, forming a braided maze of degp-cut dleysthat gave this section itsname. A green line snaked
itsway through the labyrinth, denoting the fastest route to the desert retreat where Ulda said Banal was
headed. Han rounded a bend and saw the three mouths of the Escape yawning ahead, the white blurs of
adozen stormtroopers vanishing down the center route.

Han checked hisdisplay and found the leftmost branch lit. " Suckerd"

Heflipped a parting saute at the stormtroopers back and did toward the |eft wall of the canyon - then
glimpsed the blue dot of ion engine bobbing aong in front of the squad, perhaps athousand meters ahead
of the leader and dowly pulling away. Imperid speeder bikes did not haveion engines.

Racing swoops did.
"Blast!" Han muttered. "Kitster, what are you doing over there?'

Han toed the right-side control vane hard and barrel-rolled into the center branch. The vidmap error
alarm beeped in his ear, and the dley into which he was heading started to flash red. Heignored the
warning and opened the throttle wide.

The swoop seemed to hesitate, its controls shuddering so hard it felt like the machine was disintegrating.
Heleaned closeto its body, trying to lower the center of gravity. The vibrations began to subside - then
abruptly ceased adtogether. Theride grew as smooth asthat of a hovercar, and the roar of the big thrust
engine faded to silence, leaving no sound in Han's helmet except the ingstent beeping of the vidmap error
aarm. He silenced it with a command, then came up behind the stormtroopers amost too fast. He barely
had time to pull up the swoop's nose before he was gliding over the top of the rear echelon. His shock
wave began to dam speeder bikesinto the ground, but he was already past before any firebals erupted.

The leader craned his neck to look over his shoulder, then he and two more riders broke formation,
splitting toward the canyon walls where they would not be beneath Han's shock wave when he Passed.
The maneuver saved them - for afraction of asecond. Instead of being dammed into the ground, they
were tossed out of control by Han's wake turbulence. The leader went into awild spin and dammed into
acanyon wall. Han did not see what happened to the other two, but no cannon bolts followed as he
continued up the canyon.

Thetiny dot of ion glow ahead rapidly began to swell as he closed on the fleeing swoop. Hewas just
garting to make out the square shape of its back end when it came to another fork in Tuskens Escape
and dodged down the right branch-in the direction opposite the flashing green line on Han's vidmap

diglay.

Why Kitster kept heading away from his desert retrest, Han could not say. Maybe Ulda had been wrong
about hisintentions, or maybe Kitster just did not see the odds in heading for his hiding place with along
line of pursuerson histail. It hardly mattered. Once Han caught him, they would be heading for aquick
rendezvous with the Falcon, where Banai would be paid for his"help" and offered transport to asafe
sector for him and hisfamily.

Han cameto the fork and started down the right branch after his quarry. A fresh round of error darms
began to beep in his hemet. He silenced them with a voice command. Banai's borrowed swoop did not
seem nearly asfast asWald and Tamora had claimed. Within moments, alumpy shape grew discernible
on the seet, arider hunching down behind the handlebars to cut wind resistance.

Not hunching. A rider Stting upright, twisting around to watch over his shoulder, somehow still weaving



around sandrock pinnacles and hugging curvestight inside, somehow still seeing where he was going
while he looked back at Han.

A short rider in asand cloak and goggles, with along snoui.

A line of blaster bolts began to stitch back at Han, coming over the shoulder opposite the one the rider
was looking over. The guy was firing behind his head. Who did he think he was, Boba Fett?

The swoop vanished around abend. Certain that the driver- he no longer thought it could be
Banai-would expect him to comein tight, Han rounded the curve only haf under control, diding
perpendicular to hisdirection of travel. The wind dipped round the cowling and threatened to blast him
out of the seat, and he momentarily lost control asaswarm of blaster bolts flashed past and blew rock
gprays off the canyon wall. He tipped the | eft control vane and hit the power.

The swoop shot upcanyon, and Han came up behind his quarry to find not one rider, but three-al short
and dressed inidentical sand cloaks. The Squibs, the onein front driving, the onein the middle Sitting
backward firing the blagter rifle, the onein the rear holding the onein the middle.

Han cursed into his hdmet-first at them for drawing him off Banai'strail, then at himsdf for thinking they
would let the matter drop after Leiatricked them at Wad's. Like al vermin, Squibs were persistent and
resourceful.

Han wagged afinger at the one holding the blaster rifle, then followed them into the next curve. All three
leaned into the turn together, the one in the middle till aming a him, but no longer firing. He stayed close
on their tail, taking the turn much wider, but kegping them in Sght and continuing to gain on them the
wholeway. The oneinthe middle let her muzzle fal open-Han was close enough now to recognize her
shout as Emalas-then holstered the blaster rifle.

Han drifted over to the opposite wall of the canyon so they would not be tossed around too badly by
turbulence as he blew past. He waved as he went by, but did not bother trying to motion them off;
nothing was harder to shake than a Squib who smelled credits. Besides, the more Imperidsthey drew
off, the fewer there would be chasing Banai and Killik Twilight. With alittle luck, Banai might even be

getting away clean.

Sigh's voice came over the hedmet's comlink on the same channel Han had used at the auction. "Solo,
that you?'

Han chinned his microphone. "Don't know who you're talking about."

" Spare us the bantha bombs, Solo," Emaasaid. "l waslistening at the door back at Wald's. We know
who you are.”

"Weld aready figured it," Grees added, "soon as you showed up at Banai's without your horns and voice
gynthesizer."

"Then I'm surprised you're not in Mos Eidey by now, blowing your Imperid creditsat Lady Vdarian's.”
"Us? Sdll out abusiness partner?' Sligh's voice was indignant. "What do you take usfor, Ugors?'

Han had to swerve to avoid a pinnacle and ended up ducking through a sandrock arch so smal that
when he came out the other side, his efflux rebounded off the exterior and came boiling back in aring of



orange hedt.

"Uh, I'm busy here, guys." Hewas surprised to hear aquaver in hisvoice. "Soif you're just comming to
say thanks"

"Say thanks?' Sigh interrupted. "What the poodoo for?'
"Y ou just squared yoursdlf by blowing those Imps off our tails," Grees added. "The dedl's on again.”
"Back on? Forget it-"

"Y ou don' realy want out, do you?' Emaaasked. " ‘Cause then you wouldn't be our business partner,
and wed be free to talk to whoever we wanted about you."

Han grated histeeth together.
"What wasthat?' Sigh asked.

"Fine" Han said. "The ded's on. Just don't crash into any boulders or anything. I'm not coming back for
you."

"No need,” Greessaid. "WEell find you."

Han closed the channel, then called up an overview on the vidmap and found two routes returning to the
branch he needed. One was along circuitous path that seemed to wind around the perimeter of Tuskens
Escape; the other was adiagond dash that jogged and twisted through a maze of tiny channdls, rgoining
hisroute only afew kilometers ahead. Thisroute waslined in yellow dashes.

"I'll take the short one," hetold the vidmap.
"The yellow dashesindicate ahazardous route," the vidmap replied. "At the speed you're traveling-
"The short one," Han repesated.

"Areyou sure?' the vidmap asked. "Be advised that human reflexes will not be adequate to ensure your
sHety.”

"Yeah?' Han took another look &t the long route and saw that the time estimate had him rgjoining his
origina route well after dusk. "They used to say that about my father-in-law."

Han haf expected the vidmap to retort that hisfather-in-law had the Force. Instead, it sSmply shifted
scales and indicated he should turn down the next sde canyon. Therewasabig yelow CAUTION
flashing under the display.

Han reduced his speed as much as was possible without turning the swoop into aflying rock, then began
along journey through anerve-racking series of dot channels and serpentine passages that kept him too
busy to worry about the degpening shadows in the canyon, or even about the growing number of dust
devils he was flying through. All too often, he found himself bouncing aong a boul der-choked chasm
where aracing swoop'slack of ride stabilizersleft him feding like he wasin a starfighter dogfight with the
accel eration compensators turned off. At other times, he had to snake down atwisting gorge piloting by
his vidmap aone, his own turbulence sending a billowing cloud of sand down the passage ahead of him.



Findly, Han cameto thelast cutover, anarrow crevice that ran absolutely straight with a smooth bedrock
bottom, then intersected the branch he needed |ess than akilometer away. The vidmap finadly turned off
the CAUTION warning. He tore down the channel in less than a dozen heartbeats.

Han did not see the speeder bike at the end until awhite blur hurled itself out of the seat.

"Blast!" Han cursed.

More blurs hurled themselves from more segts.

ll&ag! n

He shifted hisweight toward the rear of his swoop, pulling the control handles up to lift the nose, and
climbed adozen metersin abreath. The Imperia speeder bikes flashed past beneeth, dong with the
stormtroopers who had vacated them, and a sandrock wall loomed ahead.

Han rolled the swoop on its Side and was a kilometer gone before the stormtroopers could send a

cannon bolt after him. The swoop was shaking so hard he thought he had snapped a control vane-until he
looked down to check the systems display and saw that his trembling hands were the cause.

"Comeon, Solo," hesaid. "Thisisfun."

Running into the squad had to have been a coincidence-or so hetold himself. The gorges of Tuskens
Escape were too deep and twisting for him to be tracked from the air. To maintain asurveillancelock, a
craft would have to stay directly overhead, following him through every twist and turn of the canyon. And
evenif they had some hotshot pilot who could manage thet, there was still no way they could have
predicted hisroute and had a squad waiting to intercept him. Besides, had they been expecting him, they
would have opened fire.

Unlessthey thought he was Kitster Banai and did not want to take a chance on destroying Killik Twilight.
Han was dlill trying to puzzle dl this out when he came to atwo-kilometer straight identified on his
vidmap as Main Avenue. He risked a glance over his shoulder and searched the darkening sky for aTIE
or some other craft that might be tracking him. Instead, he found the real reason the squad had been
stopped-akilometers-high wall of abillowing sand and friction lightning, rolling back over the canyon
from the direction of the Northern

Dune Sea

The sandstorm had reversed direction.

Han dowed to acrawl and hazarded a glance over his shoulder.

Hewas rewarded by the sight of a dozen speeder bikes rounding the corner into Main Avenue, blue
garsflashing under their forward outriggers as they opened fire.

"If I'm not careful,” Han said to himsdlf, "this could get dangerous.”

He hit the throttles and tore down the canyon, sprays of rock risng ever closer to him asthe
stormtrooper blaster cannons began to zero in. Han began to juke and jink like afighter pilot; then



another CAUTION message gppeared on in hisvidmap. This one had an arrow pointing to the right and
thewords, DEAD MAN'S TURN-

120 DEGREES.

Han decelerated hard and saw nothing but rock ahead. Trusting to the vidmap, he svung up on the wall
and rode the repulsors into what looked like the side of the canyon-then anarrow d ot opened ahead,
and the rest was easy. With the shadows growing ever darker and longer, and the storm looming ever
nearer, he followed the vidmap through Jag Crag Gorge. By the time he reached the other end, it had
grown so0 dark and the dust squalls so frequent that he could not see the smokerising at the outlet. In
fact, Han would not have noticed it at al had his swoop not begun to chug and choke so badly that he
had to stop to clean the silt from the clogged intakes.

But when he climbed off the swoop and raised his face mask to take adrink of water, the smell hit him
like aWookiegsfigt, hard and familiar and acrid, the odor of burning power cells and efflux-blasted
ground.

Thesmdl of acrash.

Han followed his nose past agiant pinnacle of specklestone and out into amurky basin. The billowing
black curtain of the approaching sandstorm was sweeping in across avast expanse of level ground, but it
was the half-circle scorch mark that caught his eye. Lessthan fifty meters away, it encompassed the
twisted exhaust nacelle of a still-smoking Podracer engine. If there was anything else left of the swoop
Kitster had been riding, Han could not seeit. Fegling at once sorry for Tamoraand her children and
angry about what he felt sure would turn out to be the loss of Leids painting, Han fetched a glow rod
from his utility box and gpproached the crash Site.

A few more pieces of Podracer engine and atwisted control vane lay scattered across the basin floor.
But the rest of the wreckage was missing, and there was a deep tread mark on the straight side of the
scorch mark. A few meters beyond that was another tread mark, running parald to thefirst.

A Jawa sandcrawler.

Han spent afew more minutes searching the areafor sgns of Banai's blood or the moss-painting. When
he found nothing, he activated his comlink and opened achannd to Leia "It'sme.”

"Where areyou?' Lelademanded. "It's after dark.”

Han glanced a the approaching storm. "Y eah, it's beginning to look that way."

In the background, Chewbacca growled a question about Kitster and the moss-painting.
"Not exactly. | think they're both on asandcrawler.”

"A sandcrawler?' Tamoraechoed in the background. "Y eah." Han glanced down at the scorch mark.
"My guessishehitched aride. | don't think he's hurt-"

"Hurt?' Tamoras voice grew louder. "Why would he be hurt?'

"Wdl, uh, hesort of ranintoit."



A muffled thump sounded over the comlink.

"Tamora, there wasn't any blood-"

"Don't bother-she'sout." Thisfrom Leia "What about

"Same asKit," hesaid. "No sgn of moss. | think it survived theimpact.”
"Sounds convenient,” Leiasaid. "Maybe he faked it?'

"That'd be the smart thing." Han ran his glow rod over the surrounding ground, but saw no footprints
leading away from the crash site. "But | don't think so. He might have had time to arrange something with
Wald, but | don't think he could have known thereld be a sandcrawler passing by out here. If hewas
going to fake a crash, he would have doneit back in the canyon.”

A dgh of exasperation came over the comlink. "So what now?"

"I guess| catch the sandcrawler." Han ran the beam of his glow rod down the tread trail and saw that it
wastraveling pardld to the approaching storm front. "L ook, | attracted some attention on the way
through the canyon. It probably wouldn't be a good idea for meto ride back to Mos Espaon thisthing,
and the sand-crawler seemsto be heading more or lesstoward Anchorhead. Why don't we meet there?"

"When?' Leiaasked.

Han glanced a the approaching curtain of sand. "Tomorrow morning,” he said. "1 doubt I'll make it
beforethen.”

Though it should have taken no more than ten minutes to overtake the dow-moving sandcrawler, four
hours later Han was till struggling to catch sight of it. Asthe storm drew closer, the squalls-both sand
and dust-grew constant, and the big swoop was as temperamentd asit wasfast. He could usualy travel
through adust squall for three or four minutes before darms started screeching and he had to stop to
unclog theintakes. But sand stopped him after only aminute, and, as the storm drew closer, therewas
gtarting to be alot more sand than dust. For every minute flying aong the sandcrawler tracks, Han was
spending three servicing the engine. He knew because he had timed it.

To make matters worse, the swoop had no lights, and the storm had turned the evening into one of those
blacker-than-a-black-hole nights found only on stormy planets. He had to travel with the glow rod fixed
on the vidmap, trusting to the heading arrow to keep on the same bearing as the sandcrawler. Whenever
he stopped to clean the intakes, the first and last thing he did was find the sandcrawler's tracks and make
surethe Jawas were till traveling in the same direction. So far, he had suffered only one close call, when
he had drifted a hundred meters off course and been forced to spend another hour meandering back and
forth across the basin floor with his glow rod trained on the ground.

It irked him to think that Banal was probably riding along in the relative comfort of asandcrawler. As
salvagers and traders, the little bright-eyed Jawas were dl business, but unless you were adroid with
sdable parts, they wererarely hogtile.

Han pulled the last of the sand out of the intakes, checked his bearing, and roared off through the
darkness. The subtle shudder he had been noticing in the big engine was no longer subtle, no doubt
because the sand was pitting the turbine blades and throwing the drive motor out of balance. There
wasn't much he could do about it-at least not out here, in the face of an gpproaching sandstorm. Racing



swoops, especidly thisracing swoop, were hardly meant for thiskind of travel.

But Han had to catch that sandcrawler before the Imperials- and not only because he wanted Leiato
have her painting. Politics on the Provisona Council were as cutthroat as an Ord Mantell sabacc game.
If it became known that Lela had allowed a Shadow-cast code key to fal into Imperia hands, there
would be no shortage of Bothans and Kuatis claiming she was either incompetent or atraitor. Other
councilors had been forced to resign in disgrace for less cause. And while Han was al too happy to have
nothing more to do with the New Republic government, being forced out would devastate L ela-and that
was not something Han would alow.

Besdes, there were the spiesto think of. They were just little guystrying to do their part, and they redlly
didn't deserveto be tortured and executed. Half of the Provisional Council, sure, but not the spies.

A dozen smal teardrops appeared in the storm ahead, hazy, white, and so faint Han could barely make
out the peculiarly steady glow of thermal exhaust vents. The lights were agood three or four meters off
the ground, high enough that they dmost looked like a squadron of low-flying fighters, and they were
growing rapidly larger as he came up behind them.

A muffled thumping arose in the compressor area benesth the seat. Han shone the glow rod over the
instrument pand, but reading status displaysin this miasmawas out of the question. He continued to
accelerate, and the sandcrawler's anterior lights grew visible, creating ayellow-and-white hao that
slhouetted the huge vessel's blocky shape against the storm ahead.

Han stayed directly behind the crawler asthe dark form swelled @ mammoth proportions. An darm came
on and the swoop began to lose power, but he continued to come up on the sandcrawler like an X-wing
on an air baloon. He swung out to the leeward side- and a cacophony of darms erupted inside his
helmet.

The swoop started to sink, and Han cut thrust and deployed the emergency braking chute. The swoop
decderated hard, hurling him againgt his safety restraints so ferocioudy he thought he might end up with a
broken pelvis. Then the swoop dammed down and bounced dong the smooth desert floor, rocking from
Sdeto side againgt the safety skids, the emergency tail-drag keeping the nose up to prevent tumbling...
and till Han amost caught the sandcrawler.

Almogt.

He cameto arest close enough that the sandcrawler's stern was obscured by the dust rising behind its
rear treads.

By the time Han redized he was till breathing-that the terrible pain in his body was only bruising-he was
no longer in the dust cloud. He was back in the sandstorm, with the swoop rocking up onitsleeward
skids as the ferocious wind threatened to roll it. Han chinned his comlink and opened an emergency
channel. The glow from the sandcrawler's exhaust vents was aready starting to shrink.

"Hey, you in the ssndcrawler!"

The speakersin Han's hdmet remained dead and silent.

"Y ou Jawas, stop! Y ou've got savage herel™

When the sandcrawler continued on itsway, Han knew his helmet comlink was not broadcasting. He



climbed out of the sest.

A storm gust sent him tumbling across the basin floor. By the time he stopped himself and got reoriented,
the sandcrawler was fifty meters gone. Han opened his helmet face mask. Seventy meters. He ripped
opened autility pocket and pulled out his persond comlink. Eighty meters.

"Jawa sandcrawler! Wait. Stop.”
Only static in response. Ninety meters.

Han rechecked the comlink and found it set properly on the emergency channel. How could they not be
monitoring it? Jawas dways monitored the emergency channels. That was how they knew whereto find
crashes.

More than ahundred meters now. The glow of the exhaust vents was growing hazy. Han tried the
emergency channd again. Thistime the static spiked, and his heart jumped into histhroat- until he noticed
awhite flash sheeting acrossthe sky. Sand lightning.

The storm gtatic was smothering the comm channels. With the comm equipment aboard the Falcon,
maybe he could blast through. But not with the swoop's comm system-and certainly not with a persona
comlink.

Han activated the channdl search and staggered to his swoop through the buffeting wind, one eye fixed
on the comlink signd light. It did not illuminate.

The sandcrawler had to be two hundred meters distant now, aline of exhaust vents fading into the scormy
night. Han retrieved his helmet and crouched down on the sheltered side of the swoop, then opened a
familiar channdl.

"Leia? Can you hear me?' A crackle of gatic. "Areyou there?'
Chapter 10

A storm gust rocked the landspeeder up on edge, scouring the floater pads with sand and pushing it
Sdeways across the desert floor. Leialeaned toward the high side, but the automatic equalizers activated,
and the vehicle was level even before she redlized what she was doing. Chewbacca grunted and brought
them back to their original heading. If not for the heading arrow on the vidmap, it would have been
impossibleto tell the nose had drifted. The storm had closed in again, and two meters beyond the
viewport the only thing visible was a yellow sand cloud roaring across the fl at-as-a-table Great Chott salt
flat. Even the twin sunsmade their presence felt only in a soft ambient glow that came from every
direction at once.

Lelaactivated her comlink, tried to raise Han, and heard only white noise. Again. She had been trying to
contact him since the night before, to tell him that they would be alittle late to the rendezvousin
Anchorhead. There were too many TIEs around to risk retrieving the Facon from the smuggler's cave,
50 they would be coming vialandspeeder. So far, she had been unable to reach him. She was starting to
get worried. Very worried.

"I'm quite certainit'sonly the storm, Princess Leia," C-3PO said. "The static discharge has been playing
havoc with my circuitsal morning.”



"But I've been trying to reach Han since last night.”

"Ohmy," C-3PO replied. "I was unaware of that. It might till be the storm.”
Chewbacca growled a suggestion.

"Good idea," Leiasaid.

Shetried to open achanne to Tamora, who had remained behind with her childrenin Mos Espa. The
only reply was more white noise.

"You see?' C-3PO said cheerfully. "It isthe storm.”

Only theimpossibility of twisting around in the tight confines to reach the seat behind her kept Leiafrom
switching the droid off. "We weren't in the sorm last night.”

"Of course not,” C-3PO said, missing the point. "Wewerein Mos Espa.”
"And we couldn't raise Han."

C-3PO fdl dlent for amoment, then said, "Oh dear. Do you think Captain Solo could have been caught
inthegorm?’

Chewbacca growled darkly-not saying anything, just growling. They continued through the storm at a
crawl, navigating by vidmap done, eyesflicking between the insruments and the yellow blur outsde, Leia
trying to raise Han on the comlink every ten minutes. Shetimed the intervas carefully, not because she
needed to conserve power, but because trying any more frequently would have meant shereally believed
Han wasin trouble, and she didn't believe that. She refused to believe that. However Han Solo went, it
would not be in asandstorm. It would take more than that - alot more.

Findly, atrio of smal vaporator symbols appeared at the top of the vidmap, two in one corner and one
inthe other. They were till along way from Anchorhead, but at least they were starting to passthe
outlying moisure farms.

Pass might have been an overstatement. The storm gusts started to come more frequently and more
powerfully, and visibility frequently fell to nothing. The landspeeder rocked and bucked, and there were
timeswhen the strain of keeping it level made the equalizers scream like an incoming TIE. An hour later,
the same three vaporator symbols remained on the vidmap, still ahead of their position and accompanied
by only one additional symbol. Leiafdt fairly certain she could have walked faster-save that the instant
she stepped outside, the storm would have swept her into the most unnamed of Tatooine's unnamed
wastes.

Lelathought of Han out there struggling through the storm on an overpowered swoop. Immediately, she
tried to replace the image with another: Han stting in an Anchorhead tapcaf, drumming asinglefinger on
the tabletop while he waited for her to arrive. It was not a picture she could hold. Before she knew it, she
was seeing the swoop lying on itsside, haf buried in adune, the pilot's cowling packed with sand.

But this picture Leiawas not imagining. Shewas actualy seeing it, there insde the landspeeder, hanging
infront of her with the same apparent reality as Vader's mask in her dream aboard the Falcon. 1t looked



like ahologram, but even more solid, more tangible. She reached out to touch it, expecting it to dispel as
soon as she did. Instead, her hand sank into the image and vanished from sight.

Lelawould not let hersdf believethiswasavision. It wasjust another waking dream, or ahdlucination
caused by worry and fatigue. Anything but avison. Anything but the future,

Theimage melted back into Leias mind where it belonged. She quickly chased it away completely by
trying to raise Han on the comlink-and never mind that it had only been four minutes since her last
atempt.

Thereply was the same as aways. White noise.

Lelasat, shaken, trying to remember what her brother had said Y oda told him about the future, but
recalling instead only what Luke had told her last night, that the Force was with her, that her fear and
anger would make her what she despised.

But not thisway. Please, not by taking Han.

The storm lifted the landspeeder on edge and held it there. The equalizers began to wail again, the pitch
rising toward the inaudible as they strained against the power of the wind. Chewbaccathrew himsdlf
toward the high side, leaning across the center console to smash Leiaagaingt the compartment wall.

"Were going to roll!" C-3PO cried. "WEell be smashed to-"
"Threepio!" Lelagasped.

"Yes, Princess?'

"Lean!"

A dull dlunk sounded againgt the compartment wall behind her, and therising wail of the equdizersfindly
stabilized and began to drop. Chewbacca eased their nose ever so gently into the wind, and the
landspeeder dammed down so hard the floor vibrated benesth Leias feet asthe floater pad struck
ground. The Wookiee groaned in relief. He shunted extra power to the rear repulsorsto keep the nose
down, then continued forward into the teeth of the storm.

The vidmap error alarm began to beep, and Leialooked down to see they had been blown considerably
off course. Now there were only two moisture farms on the display, one in the upper |eft corner, and one
at the top of the screen. At the bottom- which meant directly behind them-was ajagged line of mountains
labeled THE NEEDLES. The degtination arrow was pointed toward the upper right corner, flashing red
to indicate they had drifted. Chewbacca reached down, used the back of afurry finger to thump the
aarm override, and continued toward the nearest moisture farm.

It was the smart thing to do. Even if the storm didn't send them tumbling acrossthe st flat to smash into
The Needles, it would take another day to reach Anchorhead at the rate they were traveling. They might
aswdl gtit out in safety and continue the journey when the weether cleared.

Leiawould have been happy to do just that, except for one thing. "What about Han?"

Chewbacca urrharrrled that he was probably on his second Gizer de by now.



"Y ou don't believe that any morethan | do,” Lelasaid. "Han didn't make Anchorhead. | know it."

Chewbacca glanced over, his dark Wookiee nose twitching in thoughtfulness. Findly, he asked how she
knew.

Lelashrugged. "l fed it-but not like it was with Luke at Bespin," she said. "The sensation's not that
srong."

Chewbacca nodded and remained silent, waiting for Leiato continuein her own time. That was one of
the things she cherished most about the Wookiee, how he never doubted or pressured afriend, how he
amply trusted. Leiafocused her thoughts on Han again, trying to imagine him in Anchorhead drinking a
second

Gizer de. Again, she could not hold theimage, but thistime it was replaced by anything. Even when she
tried to see a haf-buried swoop, dl that came to mind was blowing sand. Who was she kidding? Even if
she could be sure the first image had been something other than her own worst fear made manifest, there
had been nothing init to help her find Han.

Chewbacca let out an inquiring grunt.

Leiashook her head. "1 have no ideawhich way to search. If we happen across any sand dunes, let's
stop and take alook. That'sthe best | can do.”

Chewbacca groaned that it was probably just aswell. If they tried to go any direction but forward, they
would just end up getting flipped anyway. Leia gppreciated the kind words, but they weren't much
comfort. Shefdt like she was|etting Han down. Had she worked harder at developing her Force
potentid, she might at least be ableto find him.

But developing her potential would have meant facing the dark side of her heritage, and even before her
dream aboard the Fal con and L ukeéswarning, that thought had frightened her as much as having children.

Leiaqueried the vidmap for information about the moisture farms on the display. A line appeared benesth
their destination, reading, NADON FARMS, FRESH PRODUCE ALWAY SAVAILABLE,
WARNING:

AUTOMATED SECURITY SYSTEMS. Benesth the other farm, the line reed, RODOMON FAMILY
FARM, CONTRACT SALESONLY, WARNING:

SECURITY SYSTEMSAUTOMATIC AND NONSENTIENT ANIMATE, NO VISITORS. This
last statement was blinking in red.

Thethird farm returned to the corner of the digplay, and an information line automatically appeared
beneath it: DARKLIGHTER FARM, FRESH PRODUCE AND GOOD CONVERSATION, STOP
BY AND SEE us. Leiapointed at the symbol. "That one, Chewie. Let'swait out the storm there."
Chewbacca glanced down and grunted an objection.

"That'sthe farm where Luke grew up,” Lelasaid. "Gavin Darklighter's parents own it now."

Chewbacca growled that the middle of astorm was no timefor socid cals. Knowing that his gruffness
was no doubt out of concern for her safety, Leiasmiled and nodded in agreement.



"It'salittlefarther, but the Darklighters farm will be more secure.” She was dready resetting their
destination. "Evenif | wanted to, wearing araised sand hood inside someone's home would raise
suspicions. And with you and Threegpio along, it wouldn't take our hostslong to figure out who | am
anyway. |'d rather go someplace friendly from the start.”

Chewbacca considered this, then nodded and turned the land-speeder onto the new course. The bearing
was not as directly into the wind as the previous one, and Leids corner kept trying to come up. The
Wookiee adjusted the repul sors again, lowering the nose amost to the ground, then continued blindly into
the storm.

None of the millions of scientific geniuseswho lived in the gdaxy had ever found away to diminatea
human body's need for water. They could make suits that conserved every drop, they could build
chem-reactorsthat synthesized it out of any breathable atmosphere, they had even discovered how to
pressurize it to the point that a being could carry aweek's supply on hisbelt in amass-nulling clip.

But there was no pill or injection that negated the need for water. In anormal environment, a human
being typicdly required two litersaday to stay efficient and dert. In adesert, ahuman needed ten to
fifteen litersaday just resting in the shade, and double that if he was moving. If aman did not drink
enough water, he would begin to fed weak and sick to his sscomach; if he continued without drinking, he
would develop a headache and grow dizzy, and hisarms and legs might start to tingle. Next, hisvision
would dim, histongue would swell, and his blood would thicken. It would grow hard to bresthe, and his
heart would stop.

Han was at the dizzy phase. With a pounding head and quamish stomach, he fdlt as though he had spent
along night in the Mos Eidey cantinalistening to Figrin D'an blasting off-key. Racing swoops were not
designed to carry much cargo, and the four liters of water in the utility compartment had lasted only until
mid-morning. Now, tucked behind the pilot's cowling of the half-buried swoop, Han was doing
everything he could to conserve body moisture: remaining still, bresthing only through his nose, keeping
his body and head covered, keeping his helmet face mask lowered. Though hislimbsfelt shaky, they
were not tingling, and hisvision remained as clear as could be expected when the only thing to seewasa
veil of blowing yelow. He guessed he would last another ten or twelve hours. If the storm had cleared by
then, maybe Leiawould be ableto reach him. If not... well, Tatooine was an oven planet, and he was
baking.

All for apainting-well, for Lelaand the spies. And it was aheck of apainting. He had to keep thet in
mind.

Han continued to monitor his hemet comlink, but he did not broadcast. Even if he could have penetrated
the storm static to reach Leia, he did not want her or Chewbacca coming after him. Not in this storm. All
night long, the receiver had been crackling and snapping with storm static, but there had never been any
voices. Now it had settled into a steedy hiss of white noise like nothing had ever heard a sandstorm
produce. To generate that much random static, this one had to be a monster, even by Tatooine's
standards.

After another hour, a strange whine rose from the comlink spesker. Han turned and began to dig sand
out of the pilot's cowling, trying to find the comm system's squel ch knob-then recognized the whine and
redized it was not coming from inside hishelmet at al. He rose to his knees and saw ablurry, H-shaped
slhouette emerging from the storm ahead. In the yellow haze, it did not seem to be gpproaching so much
as growing larger, but he had seen too many shapesjust like it to doubt what hewas seeing. A TIE
fighter.



The starfighter screeched past overhead and became a shrinking ball of ion efflux, then vanished into the
gorm.

Han dropped back down behind the cowling, wondering what the chances were that it had missed his
swoop. Not very good, he thought. Considering the size of the Tatooine desert and visibility in the storm,
the starfighter had to be using some kind of advanced search sensor to locate him at al.

Han had just reached this conclusion when the whine began to build again, thistime coming from the
oppogitedirection. A dim H-shaped slhouette emerged from the storm, thistime flying so low hewas
tempted to draw hisblaster.

Before he had the chance, the TIE pulled up a dozen meters short and banked away into the storm. A
meter-long capsule cameflying out of the yellow haze behind it, arcing down toward the swoop. Heart
thumping in his ears, Han sprang over the swoop and took off running, hunched forward against the wind
with armsflalling, asthough trying to swim through the blowing sand.

He was a dozen steps gone, swesting profusely and gasping for breath, before it occurred to him that if
the capsule were abomb, he would already be dead. Fedling foolish and lamenting the preciousfluid he
had wasted, he returned to the swoop and found the capsule buried to the control finsin the basin floor.
A brilliant white strobe was blinking in the tail, and he knew alocator wave would be pulsing from a
powerful transmitter somewhere deep insde.

"At least someone's going to find me."

Han sank back down behind the cowling and spent the next few minutes staring at the beacon. He had

no ideawhether the Imperias knew who they were chasing, but they clearly wanted Killik Twilight badly
enough to risk much-needed starfighters searching for it. To survive, al he needed to do was wait until a
squad of stormtroopers arrived to investigate the disabled swoop. Sure, there would be the humiliation of
being captured, followed by afew days of torture, but Han had survived worse. He had escaped worse.

It was the interrogation that worried him. Leiahad ressted Imperid interrogation more than once, but
that was Lela. She had only to think of her duty to the New Republic, and she could endure anything.
Han did not have the strength of her convictions. He doubted he could endure the needles and the
halucinogens and the deep deprivation and till hold his silence. Eventudly, he would start to admit things
the Imperias had dready figured out for themsalves, such asthe fact that he was on Tatooine to recover
Killik Twilight. Then he would admit something they probably knew, perhaps that there was a code key
hidden ingde the moss-painting. Next, it would be something they might not know, like the existence of
the Shadowcast message network, and then maybe he would be telling them everything they wanted to
know.

Worg of dl, they might even trick him into saying that Lelawas here, on Tatooine, with no protection
except C-3PO and Chewbacca.

Han drew his blaster to shoot the beacon, then realized that would only make his capture more likely.
When the signd stopped they would redlize someone was dlill dive and rush to find the swoop again. The
beacon would haveto stay.

It was Han who would have to go. He removed the vidmap from its mounting, sudied his options, then
programmed his new destination, stood, and stumbled out into the sorm.



At least the wind was at his back.

The vaporator symbol did over the landspeeder's position blip. Leialooked up to find hersdlf il
completely lost, sand raking the forward viewports more ferocioudy than ever, the landspeeder rocking
like ahawk bat caught in ahover racer's wake turbulence.

"Sow down, Chewie. Werethere." Leia pressed her face closer to the transparisted! and could see no
farther than the nose of their craft. "1 think."

Chewbacca decelerated to a crawl and continued to ease forward. The words STOP BY AND SEE us
appeared under the speeder's locator blip. The comm receiver crackled sharply, and a garbled noise that
was probably a voice came over the speaker.

Leiaglanced over to find Chewbaccalooking at her with hisfurry brow raised, clearly hoping she had
understood the voice. When Leia shook her head, his knuckle fur bulged so high she thought he would
crush the steering yoke. Thiswas one tense Wookiee.

Leiaglanced over her shoulder at C-3PO. "Did you make that out?"
"I'm sorry, but the static interference isredlly quiteterrible,”
C-3PO said. "All I could understand was ‘come right sixty.' Sixty what, | don't know."

Chewbacca cursed with agrowl that made even Leablanch, then swung the nose right sixty degrees.
The storm set the land-speeder up on edge so high that, had Chewbacca not been sitting on the raised
Sde, Lelafdt certain they would have flipped.

Another crackle came over the comm speaker.

"| detected no meaningful wave patterns,” C-3PO reported almost before the noise had ended. "I
suspect it was sand lightning.”

A faint column of red light appeared alittle farther to their right, shining up into the sandstorm. When Leia
pointed it out, Chewbacca whoofed in relief-then nearly flipped the landspeeder when hetried to turn.
Lelashifted to the high Sde of her seat and |eaned across the console, practically climbing into the
Wookieg's |ap. " See-Threepio, get on the high-"

"l am, PrincessLeia”" C-3PO said. "But I'm not heavy enough. Well flip!™

Chewbacca groaned at the droid, then eased the nose afew degrees back into the wind and continued
forward. Oncethelight was directly leeward of Leia's Sde window, he swung them full into the wind
again, placing the red column directly behind them. The nose dropped, and he eased off the power,
alowing the storm to push them back toward the glow. "Well done, Chewie," Leiasaid.

Thered light grew steadily larger and brighter in the rear viewport, shining up from behind alarge sand
berm. Chewbacca let the wind push them over therim, and the wind camed to aswirling gae. The
landspeeder settled onto its repulsorsin the heart of a sunken courtyard, not far from the red spotlight
that had served astheir beacon. Vighility improved enough to see asturdy figure in acloak waving for
them to follow.

Thefigure led them through a barrier field into a crowded and disorganized hangar, motioning them to



park beside amodified S-swoop with three small seats where normally there was one. It took Leiaa
moment to redlize the hangar was not just disorganized, it was torn gpart, with aspeeder bike lying oniits
sde and hoverdeds shoved hither and thither. Toppled tool cabinetslay along the wallswith the contents
spilled across the floor, while canisters of maintenance fluidslay hegped in the corner.

"This hangar was certainly much better organized when Magter Luke inhabited thisfarm,” C-3PO said. "'l
have seldom seen such amess™

"I don't think thisisitsnormal condition.” Leiadipped her hold-out blaster into her pocket. "Don't shut
down yet, Chewie."

Chewbacca groaned an affirmative, then the figure that had guided them into the hangar was beside the
landspeeder, pulling back hishood. A moonfaced man with gray hair and long sideburns, he had the
same brown eyes and warm smile as his son Gavin. Leiaraised the cowling on her side of the speeder
and saw the man's expression fade from welcoming to shock. After his eyesflicked to Chewbacca and
C-3PO, the shock changed to fear.

"I was going to say you picked adevil of atimeto come shopping for produce.” He offered hishand to
Leia "But | know you didn't come from Coruscant looking for hubbas. What happened to Gavin?'

"Nothing!" Fedling alittle foolish for not having anticipated this reaction, Lelatook his hand and alowed
him to help her out of the landspeeder. Upon seeing an officia representative of the New

Republic, any parent with achild in Rogue Squadron would react with darm. "Asfar as| know, your
son'sin perfect hedth-assuming, of course, you are Jula Darklighter.”

The man's easy smilereturned. "Sorry-l guess you don't see many holos of me making speeches.” He

shook her hand, which he was still holding, and said, " Jula Darklighter. My son served on the Mon
Remonda under your husband's command.”

Lelareturned Julas amile. "1 know. Lieutenant Darklighter is making quite areputation for himsdlf in
Rogue Squadron.”

This brought a proud flush to Jula's cheeks. He leaned down and |ooked into the landspeeder to address
Chewbacca.

"Y ou can shut her down, big fella. The Imperids have come and gone dready.” He stood up and smiled
at Leiaagain, asthough not quite able to believe what he was seeing. "At least now | know what they
were looking for. | thought it wasthe Squibs.”

"Squibs?' Leids ssomach twisted in aknot. Julagestured at the three-seated swoop. "Camein acouple
of hours ago, the minute the sscormtroopers left. They werein pretty sad shape.”

"Good to see you again, Princess!”
A trio of familiar figures gppeared from deeper in the hangar, coming from the direction of alit doorway.

"No hard fedings about EspaHeights," Sigh said. All three had sanisteam-ruffled fur and were stained
head to toe with orange bactalotion.

"You butted in," Grees added, "but no real harm.” Only their faces, which had been covered by masks



and goggles, had no bare spots.
Leianarrowed her eyes. "What are you three doing here?’
"Isthat any way to tak to your partners?' Emaa asked sounding hurt. "We're very happy to seeyou.”

Chewbacca climbed out of the landspeeder and growled, which C-3PO trandated amost correctly as,
"Master Chewbaccawill thank you not to presume.”

Julafrowned and looked to Leia. "Y ou know these three?”
Leiasighed and nodded. "We're acquainted. But we're not partners.”

"Wrong again, sweetheart." Grees stopped and propped his hands on his hips. "Han saved our lives, and

Chewbacca snatched Grees and held him up in front of hisface, asking the same question asLeia
"You saw Han?"

"Isn't that what | just said?" Grees grabbed one of Chew-bacca's thumbsin each hand and tried
unsuccesstully to ped them back. "If you'd let mefinish-"

"Where?' Leiagrabbed the Squib by hisutility bandolier. "When?'

"Not until that furwall puts him down." Emala stepped in front of Leiaand shoved her in the thighs. "It'd
do you good to remember the painting belongsto usright now."

"What? Areyou-" Lelarecognized the tectic as diversonary and caught hersdlf. "Never mind." She
waved her hands. "WEell deal with that later. Where's Han?!

Emalaand Sligh exchanged smirks, then nodded together.
"He set thingsright in Tuskens Escape” Emdasad.

"We held the Imperiads off o he could go after the painting." Greesflashed aplasted smile. "Wedidn't
want him going it done, but no way we could keep up."

"Last we saw of him was aflaming dot streaking off into MesaFlats," Sligh added. " That's some swoop
hehas"

"Generd Solois here, too?' Julaasked.

"Captain Soloisno longer agenerd,” C-3PO said. "Heresigned his commission less than-

"I'm sure Julaknows all about that, Threepio,” Leiainterrupted. The last thing she wanted right now was
to rehash the events of the Hapan rift for Gavin Darklighter's father. " The whole galaxy knows about
thet."

Julaearned Leids undying gratitude by nodding gruffly. "More than it needsto." He glanced at C-3PO.
"And Han Solo will dways be Gavin'sgenera to me."



"Hell gppreciate hearing that," Lelasaid. "Can you tel me how difficult it would have been for him to
reach Anchorhead from MesaFlatslast night?”

Julatried to hide hisalarm by glancing toward the barrier field, but he was not quick enough to fool
Leanot when the answer mattered so much.

She grasped hisforearm. "He couldn't.”

"Hedidn't," Julasaid. "No onedid. Thelast thing we heard from Anchorhead was an alert advisng
travelersto seek shelter and ride the storm out. Nobody made it into town."

Leiadidn't bother asking if he could be sure, or arguing that nobody was as lucky or resourceful as Han.
She knew he had not made it to Anchorhead. She had known before they stopped.

Leladipped back into the landspeeder and reached for the vidmap, only to find Chewbaccaslong
fingersaready caling up an overview of the area. Sheturned to Jula.

"Could we have some water and afew power cdls?’

"No." Julaleaned into the speeder and put his hand on her

"I can't let you do that."

Lelabegan to fish for credits. "I'll gladly reimburse-"

"Now you'einsulting your hogt,” Julawarned. "On Tatooine, that can get you thrown in a Sarlacc pit..."
Leiafrowned. "l don't understand.”

"| think you do." Julatook aremote from his cloak pocket and flicked it toward the barrier field, which
instantly turned gold and opague. "1 can't let you go out there, not in this storm, not even for Han."

Chapter 11

On somelevel, Leiaknew she should have been more interested in the farm. She should have been
following Jula Darklighter and hisfamily on atour through the warren of whitewashed rooms that
surrounded the central courtyard, trying to guess where her brother had dept, where he had played asa
boy, trying to find the place where he had lain outside looking at stars and dreaming of becoming a
garfighter pilot. Until she had actually come here to the moisture farm and seen the barren land that had
been Luke's childhood home, she had not understood his upbringing, how much harder and smpler and
lonelier hislife had been than hers. Now that she was here, she could only stand in awe of the man he
had made of himsdlf... stand in awe and wonder if she could have risen so far from such modest
circumstances.

But Leiahad no interest in seeing the moisture farm. She only wanted to sit here in the aboveground
entrance dome, staring out into the yellow haze, listening to dry thunder growl acrossthe plain, watching
the sand lightning sheet across the curtained sky, silently begging the Force to bring the ssorm to an
end-or at least to let her hear over her comlink the faintest scratch of Han's voice.

Unfortunately, the Force did not answer prayers. An impersonal power that could be touched but never



moved, it cared nothing for the individua and served only those who served it. The Force would not save
Han. Only Leia could do that, and she had not prepared herself. She had been too frightened of what she
might become.

A woman cleared her throat on the stairsleading up from the subterranean levels. Lelaturned to see Sllya
Darklighter stepping into the small foyer, carrying atray loaded with pungent hubba-rind teaand
Tatooineflatbread.

"Y ou be crosswith Julaif you like, dear-I usudly am myself." A thin woman no morethan athird Julas
sze, Silyahad gray hair and aleathery face that made her look haf again asold asthefifty yearsLeia
esimated from Gavin'sage. "But | won't have you stting hungry. Not in my house.”

"I'm not angry with Julg," Lelasaid.

Silya cocked a doubtful brow.

"Well, | shouldn't be." Leiaoffered aguilty smile. "Hesright, and | know it. I'm just so worried about
Han."

"Weadl are. Even the Squibs are plotting search coordinates.”
"Of course. I'm surethey smell atidy profit.”

"Oneyou'd dowell to pay." Sllyaput thetray on abroad shelf built into the wall. "None of usknowsthe
desert like those three, and with al these Imperials running around, we can't organize abig search party.”

"Good advice. Thank you." Leianoticed there was only one cup on thetray. "Y ou're not staying?"
Slyasmiled. "I'm sure you want to be done-1 dways do when | get like this about Gavin or Jula-and |

need to fix something to take with us. Jula says welll start the search as soon asthe sorm lifts. And since
it'sHan Solo we'relooking for, it might be alittle earlier than that.”

Lelaimmediately began to fed more hopeful. "1 can't tell you how much your help meansto me."
"No need, dear.” Silyafilled the cup. "Weve dl been through the same thing out here.”

"Thank you." Lelatook theteafrom Silya. "Any word about the sandcrawler? We mustn't forget that
Kitster Banai isout thereaswdll.”

"Don't trouble yoursdlf about Kitster," Silyasaid. "The Jawas will take care of him, and only the Sand
People know this desert the way they do. They'll tuck their sandcrawler in someplace safe, then take him
to Anchorhead as soon asthe storm lifts" "Y ou're sure”?’

"The sandcrawlers dways stop in Anchorhead.” Silya patted Leiaswrist. "Hell be fine-and so will your
painting.”

Leiawinced at the faint note of reproach in Silyasvoice, but resisted the urge to revea the true reason
for her concern, that Killik Twilight contained a secret that could cost the lives of thousands of New
Republic operatives-among them Wedge Antilles, Wraith Squadron, and most of the Askgjian resistance.

Instead, she asked, "How is Chewbacca doing?' When Jula had hardened the barrier field, the Wookiee



had been even more furiousthan Leia. "I hope he hasn't sarted roaring again.”

"Don't you worry about Chewbacca. Julahas him ingtalling a magnetometer in our market skiff. Aslong
as he'sbusy preparing for the search, he doesn't get too grouchy.”

Lelarose. "l should be doing something, too. I'm not much good with sensor equipment, but | can help
you."

"Another cook in my kitchen?' Sllyasface turned stony. "I don't think so, dear.”

"Oh." Leiafdt asthough she had ordered nerfburger at an Ithorian banquet. "Then I'll look after
Thregpio.”

"No, dear. Y our droid took himself for an ail bath." Silya paused, looking alittle puzzled, then confided,
"It's eerie, how he knows hisway around.”

"He's been here before, Luke's uncle owned him for ashort time."

"Of course-silly of me not to remember that." Silya's gaze grew uneasy. She took a step toward the
dairs, then paused and removed atiny datapad from her pocket. " Speaking of the Larses- thiswas | eft
behind after they died. It has afew data skips, but you might find it interesting.”

Leaflipped the instrument open and saw that it was actudly atiny vidrecorder and playback screen. "A
journd?'

"Anya-my daughter-found it buried in the mushrooms under a vaporator last month. The next time Gavin
comes home on leave, we were going to ask him to take it back for Luke. Maybe you could take it
instead.”

"Of course. So it belonged to one of the Larses?' "'l think s0." Silyaturned away alittle too quickly and
garted down the sairs. "1 only viewed it long enough to know it wasn't our affair. But | doubt Luke
would mind if you looked. Maybeit will makethewaiting alittle easier.”

Leiawaited as Silya descended the stairs. The woman had obvioudy seen more of the journa than she
cared to admit, but why she wanted Leiato look was puzzling. Probably, she was just trying to keep her
guest'smind occupied. Lelaresumed her seat and activated the journal.

The question ENTRY ? appeared on the display. Leia asked for the first one, and atime stamp appeared
inthelower corner. There was a place for a date stamp opposite, but a message read " Caendar file
corrupted.” A moment later, a dark-eyed woman appeared on the screen. She had asmall upturned nose
and brown hair pulled back, and she looked alittle tired, her face lined by worry and weather. Despite
her fatigue, she was il atractive in that hard Tatooine way, with aquiet dignity and serene composure
that Leiaperceived despite the smal display.

No... not perceived, Lelarealized. Recognized. It would be difficult to discern such traitsin two seconds
of viewing atiny eectronic image, yet Leiadid know they were qualities possessed by thiswoman. She
felt them much as she had felt Mos Espa growing more familiar, much as she had known when she
entered the dave hut where her father might have lived.

The Force again, carrying her into the Skywakers past. "All right. Who are you?' Leialeaned forward,
studying theimage more closdly. "Lukées Aunt Beru?"



The mystery woman remained in the display, her brow furrowing as she concentrated on something. Her
lips began to move, but no sound came. L eiaadjusted the volume to maximum... then nearly dropped the
journa when awarm female voice suddenly blared from the little speaker.

08:31:.01
.. thisthing till is not recording.

A gravdly voice, not asloud, said, "What are you doing, woman ?told you to clean my shop. Memory
chips, you clean a home."

The woman'simage was replaced by abald blue head with large salfish eyes, ahoselike proboscis of a
nose, and ahuge mouth containing a handful of chunky tusks. In the background fluttered apair of wings,
moving so fast they wereablur.

"Where did you get this?" the being demanded. "Isit yours?' "I bought it with my memory-chip earnings,”
thewoman sad. "'l thought-"

"Maybe| should st it for disobeying me, eh?' Theimagein the display whirled asthe being turned the
journd over. "But it's not worth much, | think. Back to work, or | will."

The display went blank-the end of the first entry. Lelatook a sip of hubbateaand looked out at the
roaring storm. Despite the diversion of the journal, Leia could not keep her thoughts off Han. She kept
recalling the image of his swoop lying haf buried in asand drift, kept wondering whether what she had
Seen was accurate, what it meant, and-most of al-where Han was. The Force was acting on her; Luke
had |eft no doubt of that. But what did it want?

The answer, of course, was nothing. The Force did not have desires or purposes. It Smply was-or so
Luke had told her.

And that knowledge was of little comfort to Leia. She could not deny that the image had cometo her
through the Force. But her inability to divine any clear meaning-any clear hint of what shewasto
do-made the waiting unbearable. Her mind was spinning with reasons Han would survive and reasons he
would not, and she just kept feding more guilty, more londly, more tormented by her decisontolet him
go after the painting.

Leialooked down to find the journa flashing ENTRY TWO? Shetold it to continue, and the woman's
face gppeared in the diplay, smiling.

19:47.02

Y ou might enjoy something to remember Watto by, so | |€ft that as entry one. He's not so bad, as
magters go, and | do believe there are times when he truly misses your mischief.

Annie, thisdiary isfor you. | know you'll be gone along time, and that you'll be very londly at times. So
will I. Thisdiary is so that when you come home someday, you'll know you were dwaysin my heart. But
your destiny liesin the stars. Y ou will achieve gregt thingsin the galaxy, Anakin. | have known that from
the moment you were born. So you must never believe you were mistaken to leave Tatooine. Wherever
you go, you carry my love with you. Always remember that.



Thejourna nearly dipped from Leids hands. "Anni€’ and "Anakin" had to be Anakin Skywalker, who
had once been Watto's dave. The woman was his mother... and Leias grandmother.

Leiapaused, taking a breath, then asked for the next entry. Her grandmother's face appeared in the
display and began to speak to her.

19:12:03

Watto came back from atrip to Mos Eidey today with bad news. He told me that Qui-Gon Jinn had
been killed in a battle on aworld called Naboo. No one knows whether he had aboy with him, but I'm
terrified, Annie. Do | gtill have areason to keep thisdiary?

Watto keeps saying that | should never have let you go, that you would have been better off staying his
daveon Tatooine. | can't dlow mysdf to believe that... Qui-Gon promised me he would take care of
you, that hewould train you asa Jedi, so | must trust that you are il dl right. But who iswatching after
you? Who will train you now?

Annie, I'm soworried.

The entries for the next few months ran in much the same vein-though many had been destroyed by the
data skips Silya had mentioned. Anakin's mother put up a brave front, recounting day-to-day eventsasa
matter of faith that her son had survived and would one day hear them. But she also continued to search
for news of hisfate. One spacer reported hearing that there had been aboy at the battle, another awild
tale about the boy actualy striking the critica blow.

Anakin's mother even spent what remained of her meager savings on aHoloNet news search, which
yielded only the unsettling news that aboy had been seen shortly before the battle in the presence of the
"dain Jedi Knight." Few other details were available, for the Jedi Council was remaining even more
reticent than usua about the incident.

AsLeawatched, she found hersdlf reding with emotion. She understood her grandmother's fear and
frustration al the more keenly because of her own concerns over Han. Every rumble of dry thunder,
every flash of sand lightning, made her worry more acute. Han would have run out of water at least
twelve hours ago. No human could survive afull day without water in Tatooine's furnace-like
atmosphere. Leiakept counting the minutes, the hours, wondering when this scorm would let up-and she
kept thinking of her grandmother, wondering how she had endured await that was so much longer.

Leiawould not have wanted to be the one who told the gentle woman the awful truth about what had
become of her son.

The wind had not blown Han into the snug little cave he had been hoping for, but the crevice was deep,
shdltered, and a perfect mixture of sand and fleckrock. Aslong as he kept his back to the opening and
his hood raised, he did not even fed the searing breeze worming itsway in from the Great Mesa, and he
thought he just might last out the storm, if he could only keep histongue from swelling any more and
clogang off histhroat.

Han scraped another handful of sand from the hole he had been digging and packed it on his cooking
stonein atight little mound. As powdery and gray asit looked, it was awonder it contained any moisture
at dl. But it was cool to the touch, and on Tatooine, what was cool had water. Han held his helmet mask
over thetop of the pile, then used his blaster-set on stun-to hesat the cooking stone.



The vapor that rose out of the sand wasn't even visible, but it collected on theinside of Han's face mask
in three beads the size of hislittle fingernail. Before the moisture could disspate into the arid atmosphere,
he wiped the insde of the facemask with a scrap of tunic, then put the tiny rag behind hislips, and sucked
the few drops of water into his mouth.

Han was past the point of thinking about his odds, or even wondering if hewould ever see Leiaagain.
Hisvision was dimming and his thoughts came dowly or not & al, and he had one god in mind. He set
the helmet mask aside and swept the warm sand away, then pulled another handful of cool sand from the
hole and packed it in atight heap. He held his helmet mask over the pile and pointed hisblaster at the
cooking stone.

Han squeezed the trigger, and the power pack depletion darm chirped twice.
17:30:04

Today you're even years old, Anakin, and some of your friends have come over to say hello. They
don't know what happened at Naboo, so don't be hurt if they... what am | saying? Y ou're fine. Wouldn't
| fed itif you weren't?

Here comes your friend Wad. | gave him some of your tools __but not the droid you were building. I'll
keep him, just like | promised.

The green-scaled face of aRodian child appeared in the display, his bulbous black eyes shining with
delight and histapered snout squirming in excitement.

"How arethings at Jedi school? Study hard, so you can come back and free us. By the way, I'm building
that rocket swoop you dreamed up. Kitster's helping me. | hope you don't mind.”

Wad's face was replaced by that of ablack-haired boy with adark complexion and huge brown eyes.
He smiled, then held up aflimsiplast pamphlet with afamiliar tide: Par Ontham's Guide to Etiquette.

"Look what | bought with the credits you gave me. Rarta Dal said shelll hire me to be her steward-but
firs | haveto memorize the whole thing."

Banai's face was replaced by that of Anakin's mother, thistimein profile as shetold the pair to have a
sedt at the table-she just happened to have afresh pallie tart in the oven. Once they had gone, she spoke
into thejourna again.

They are so proud of you, Annie-and so am |. Y ou have given them the courage to dream of things they
could not imagine. And honestly, | don't know what | will do when they stop coming around. | see your
reflection every timethey amile.

Perhaps that'swhy | bake so many pies.

Lelaasked the journa to mark the current entry, then lowered it and stared out into the howling sands.
She had finished Silyas flatbread and hubbatea more than two hours ago, and till the ssorm wasin full
blow. She clicked her comlink for the ten thou-sandth time and, when she heard nothing but white noise
inreply, refused to despair. Until the storm ended, she could do nothing but assume the best and carry
on.

She had learned that from her grandmother



Chapter 12

Even with alandspeeder and a swoop tied down in the rear cargo compartment and six chairs and a suite
of emergency search sensors magnoclamped to the floor in the forward compartment, the Darklighters
market skiff was large enough to accommodate the search party in relative comfort. It was aso heavy
enough to avoid being tossed around by stray gusts, which meant that the minute the winds dropped
beneath ahundred kilometers per hour, Julahad them loaded and under way.

Julaand Silyawerein the driver's cabin, pretending to be exactly what they were: apair of moisture
farmers out searching for storm survivors. Leiaand everyone el se sat in the forward cargo area-which
was refrigerated to retard produce spoilage-shivering and watching passive search sensors. After two
frigid hours of breathing musky hubba gourd scent and looking at nothing but empty desert on her optica
scanner, Leiawas both overwrought and mind-numbingly bored. She recaled feding like this on some of
the military assaultsin which she had participated during the Rebellion. There was something about along
ride into combat that brought out the silence in soldiers, turning even the most gregarious extrovert
somber and reflective.

But they were not going into battle, and the question on everyone's mind had lessto do with how they
would react to the roar and the fury than with what they would find when they reached the primary
search zone-alarge fan of desert that Jula had calculated would be the most likely placeto find Han. The
Squibs had developed an ingghtful list of placeswhere Han might have taken shelter during the ssorm and
plotted athorough grid pattern for doing a sensor sweep of the basin itsdf. But the truth was, they were
not sure they would find anything. The search zone was based on everyone's best guess as to where Han
had been when he commed to report Kitster's accident with the sandcrawler. For al they redly knew, he
could have been on the outskirts of Mos Eidey.

With the ssorm moving away, comm traffic was starting to return to normal. Still, Leiaressted the urgeto
try raising Han on her comlink. Severd Imperid spy craft were dready flying holding patterns high above
the desert, no doubt monitoring al channels and andlyzing every signa for clues asto thelocation of Killik
Twilight'sthief. Han and Lela both used military-grade scramblers on their comlinks, so atransmisson
coming from alocal market skiff was sure to bring acompany of slormtroopersto investigate.

Instead, Leiatried again to picture Han waiting in Anchorhead, Spping aGizer de and drumming his
fingerson thetable. Again, theimage smply vanished. Thistime, the picturein her mind didn't even fade
to ahaf-buried swoop. She smply heard amuffled whine, so distinct and tangible that she scowled and
looked at the ceailing.

Chewbacca garuumphed a question. "Don't you hear them?' Leiaasked. "Hear what?' Sigh demanded,
ingantly suspicious.

Leiacocked her head. There was definitey awhine. "TIES." The Squibslooked from each other to
Chewbacca. The Wookiee spread hisfurry hands and shrugged, then Julas voice came over the
intercom.

"Stay off the sensors back there. Weve got-" A deafening shriek reverberated through the market skiff
roof aTIE flying by to take alook. There was dso the rumble of something larger, muffled and in the
distance ahead.

Lelaglanced a the calling. "Y ou heard that, right?' The Squibs fur was standing on end, and
Chewbacca's nose was twitching in darm.



"| certainly did," C-3PO said.

The market skiff began to decelerate, and Silya said, "We'd better go to Operation Bodybag, dears. It
looks like an assault shuttle just dropped off a scouting patrol.”

Chewbacca rdeased atarp that had been furled against the celling, and a matte painting of adark wall
dropped down to concedl their sensor equipment. The Squibs dragged a bodybag over near the door
and piled in together. Lela climbed into her own, while Chewbacca had to use two, pulling one up over
hislegs and another down over his shoulders. They dl took their weapons, but were careful to concedl
them under their hips.

C-3PO wasthe last to take his position, deactivating the compartment'sinterior lights and plunging it into
total darkness. He shut himsalf down and clunked up against the access door. A few minutes later, the
market skiff cameto astop. Over the intercom - now muffled by the matte painting-Leiaheard a
stormtrooper speaking to Jula.

"Anchorhead Volunteers?"

That was the magnetic sign clamped to the Sde of the skiff.

"Search and rescue,” Julaexplained. The howl! of the wind-and the patter of sand grains againgt plastoid
armor-could be heard over hisvoice in the background. ™Y ou have noticed the storm, right?"

"Of course," the slormtrooper said. " State your business.”

"Just did," Julasaid, sounding sincerdly angry. "L ook at the side of the wagon. Search and rescue. We're
looking for survivors.”

"Y ouwon't find any here," the sormtrooper said.

"What about that big swoop?' Julademanded. " Someone must've driven that thing out here.”

"The swoop is not your concern,” the ssormtrooper said. "How many survivors have you found?'
"Sameasusud,” Julaanswered nonchaantly. "None."

"None?'

"Wedoit for the sdvage," Silyasaid, her voice sweet and brittle. "Rescue'sjust aeuphemism.”

"A what?' the ssormtrooper demanded. "Never mind. Open your skiff for ingpection.”

The intercom went slent. Leia cursed under her breath, then pushed her hand through the zipper and
popped one of the odor capsules moisture farmers used to empty profogg warrens when the pesky
creatures started to burrow near their hydroponics chambers. The reek didn't smell dl that much likea
human corpse, but it was awful enough to discourage a close ingpection of the compartment. She closed
the bodybag again and held her breath. She wished she could hold it forever.

The compartment door hissed open, and C-3PO fdl into the stormtrooper. The man cursed through his
voicefilter, and the droid thunked down across the doorway-as planned. Leias bodybag immediately



began to warm asthe hot desert air rolled into the compartment.
"Sorry," Julasaid. "Load must have shifted. We're ill getting some pretty good gusts.”

"That smell." No hdmet-mounted air scrubber was powerful enough to completely iminate the senchin
the compartment and the Imperial sounded like he was making a sour face. "What isit?"

"What do you think?" Jula countered. "We found afew folks... They were pretty far gone."

"| thought you were looking for sdlvage." "We are-and wefind alot of bodies,” Silyasaid. "Do you
expect usto just leave them where they dropped?'

"Besides," Julaadded. "Sometimestherés areward.” The scormtrooper was slent for amoment. Leia
had to take a breath and was grateful for the antigagging tonic Silya had spooned into their mouths before
departing the moisture farm. It did not make the smell any lessvile, but at least she was not fighting her
own body to remain quiet.

"Any humans?' the sscormtrooper asked.

"A few," Julasad. "If you'relooking for someonein particular, fed freeto climb in-"

"That won't be necessary,” the scormtrooper said quickly. "We're looking for aman named Kitster Banai.
Heresaholo-"

"Don't needit,” Julasad. "I know Kitster. What makes you think you'l find him out here? He's not the
typeto-"

"I'll ask the questions,”" the stormtrooper said.

"Sure, if that's the way you want it." Julalaunched into his next question without pause. "What about the
felawho wasflying that rocket swoop over there?"

Leias pulse started to pound so ferocioudy she nearly missed the start of Jula's next question.

"... take him off your hands? A body startsto stink awfully fast in this hest.”

Body! Leiahad to remind herself not to Sit up. If the Imperids till looking for Banal and therewas a
body, it could only... she could not even bring hersdf to think it. But if it was, shewas not leaving here
without it. She would not leave her dead husband in the hands of a squad of -

"Thereisn't abody,” the stcormtrooper said. "Did you find any of these corpses around here?’

"Not close enough to be your swoop pilot,” Julasaid.

Leiagtarted to breathe again. There was till hope. Han was on foot in the Tatooine desert with awing of
TIEs and company of stormtroopers|looking for him, but those weren't bad odds. Not for Han Solo.

Outside the skiff, Jula continued, "These al came from up near the main speeder corridor. So... you have
any plansfor that swoop wreck?"

"The Empire's plans are not your concern, farmer. What about Squibs?*



Julasvoiceturned resentful. "What about 'em?"

"Did you pick up any?'

"Squibs? Bloah, no-they never bring areward.”

The stormtrooper was slent for amoment, then asked, "Y ou're sure you don't have Squibs?’

"I know what a Squib lookslike," Julasaid. "Y ou don't believe me, climb in and have alook. Nobody
back there's going to mind."

The stormtrooper's voice grew muffled as he turned and started to crunch across the ground toward the
rear of the market skiff. "What'sin the rear compartment?’

"Sdvage." Leaving the skiff door open, Julastarted after him. How many Squibs did you say there
were?'

"l didn't." The voices continued to fade. "Why?" "Because | did find aswoop you might beinterested in,”
Julasaid. "It had three smdl seatsthat might have been...”

The voices grew too muted to understand, and Leiacould no longer stand not being able to see outside.
She lowered the body-bag sedl just far enough to look. Outside the doorway, in the gauzy dust haze of a
relatively mild forty-kilometer-per-hour wind, five stormtroopers were standing guard around the rocket
swoop Han had been using. The vehiclelay on itsside, haf buried in adune, the pilot's cowling packed
with sand.

The swoop lay on the same Side at the same angle asin theimage that had appeared to her inthe
landspeeder. The dune covered the engine housing to the same height. Sand spilled out of the exhaust
nacelle in the same fan-shaped pile and covered the pilot's cowling up to the same edge. The sameworn
corner was al she could see of the seat. Not close. Exact. There could no longer be any denying it-she
had not imagined this, nor hallucinated it. Leia had experienced a Force-vison.

Shewas not redly surprised. She had long ago come to understand-when Luke told her the truth about
their father-that many of the diplomatic gifts she attributed to intuition were redly the glimmerings of
untrained Jedi potentia. Leiathought back to her vision aboard the Falcon. She was touching the Force,
just as Luke had said. But was he right about the rest? Was shein just as much danger as Han?

Jula Darklighter walked back into view, followed by the storm-trooper |eader and two escorts, and
joined the rest of the squad by the rocket swoop. He circled the derdlict twice, then squatted on the
windward side and stared at the ground. The leader came over and stood above him, hisfiltered voice
asking some question Leiacould not hear.

Jula shook his head. The stormtrooper demanded an answer. The farmer shrugged, then pointed at the
ground and ran hisfinger out ahead of him, tracing aline into the wind out toward the horizon. The leader
summoned five of histroopers and pointed at the ground, then pointed in the same direction. The
stormtroopers nodded then mounted their speeder bikes and fanned out across the desert, traveling for
the windward horizon.

Tulaturned and asked something about the swoop, to which the ssormtrooper replied with afirm shake
of the head. The farmer spread his hands and started back toward the market skiff, the squad leader



following close behind.

"... Empire thanks you for your help, citizen. And you will report any sightings of sandcrawlers or Jawas."
"Surel will." Julastonewas cynicd. "But I'd look alot harder if you let me salvage that swoop.”

"I've said before that | have ordersto hold it for ingpection. Y ou have my service number. Contact me
after I've had a chance to spesk with my superiors and tell them how helpful you've been. Perhapsthey'll
releaseit to you after they're done.”

Jula stopped beside the market skiff and reached for the door pad. "If that's the only way."

"Itis. Theonly way. And my superiorswill certainly be inclined to look more favorably on your request if
you have helped uslocate that sandcrawler.”

Jula hit the dap pad. "I'll bet they would." The door hissed shut, and the market skiff resumed itsjourney.
The compartment broke into arugtic as Leia and the others crawled free of the bodybags.

"What asmel!" Emalagasped. "Il wish | wasdead." They reactivated the compartment light, and Leia
went straight to the intercom.

"Jula, that was Han's swoop.”
"So |l figured," Julasaid. "He was doing pretty well when he abandoned it, so don't you worry."

"Surel wont," Lelasaid, usng the same cynicd tone Julahad with the stcormtrooper. "How would you
know?'

"I know" Julasaid. "There was an Imperid locator beacon next to it, and he was smart enough to leave it
in one piece when heleft. He didn't want to be found.”

"And that means he wasn't desperate,” Silyaanswered. "When aman getsredly thirsty, he dways wants
to befound.”

"Okay," Lelasaid. "Wheat did you find on the ground that sent the stormtroopersflying off?"

"Nothing."

Leiawaited amoment for more explanation. VWWhen none came, she asked, " So where are they going?"
"Nowhere."

"I'm afraid Jula played them a bit,” Slyaoffered. "He let them think he saw something he didn't. Then,
they began to seeit too, and off they went."

"They weren't very bright, even for Imperids" Emaasaid. "Everyone knows thirsty men never go into
thewind," Sligh added.

"Actudly, | didn't know that," Lelasad. "But it makes sense. What did you find, Jula?"

"It'swhat | didn't find," he reported. ™Y ou said Ulda put a vidmap on that swoop?"



"That'sright."
"It'sgone.

Chewbacca, who was helping the Squibs roll the concealment matte back up to the ceiling, growled a
concern. C-3PO, gtill drawling alittle as his systems came up, trand ated.

"Master Chewbacca doesn't see how that information is of any use. Unless we know where he intended
togo-"

"My money's on the Jawa Raceway,” Sligh said.
"How much?" Julaasked.
"Tula" Silyascolded. "Don't you take advantage. Were north of there, Grees."

Both mae Squibsflattened their ears, and Emaa chuckled. Grees snarled at Emala, then asked, "Then
you're thinking the Bantha Burrows?"

"That'swherel'd go," Julasad. "What do you think?" "We find more stuff in the Sarlacc Gardens," Sigh
sad. "But Han's not from Mos Espa,” Silya pointed out. "He wouldn't know about Monk's Well."

Leialooked to Chewbacca, who grunted negatively. Chewbacca had never heard of the place, so Han
probably hadn't either. "The BanthaBurrows," Leiasaid. "Well or no well, Han's not going near anything
with Sarlaccin the name.”

The skiff floor seemed to shift forward as they accelerated. " Go ahead and bring up the scanners,” Jula
sad. "The Imperids know we're out here looking, so they're not going to get too curious even if they do
detect us, and we might find something that tells us one way or another.”

Chewbacca and the Squibs set to work. Leiagrabbed a set of electrobinoculars, then opened the door
far enough to have aclear view. Though the storm was over, the winds continued to stir up athin dust
haze, reducing visbility to amere hundred meters close to the desert floor. But the sky was clear, so
deeply blueit wasamogt purple. In the distance ahead, thefirgt of the twin sunswas aready sinking
behind ajagged spine of brown mountains, spraying the visawith afan of golden rays. Leiaadjusted her
€lectrobinoculars to maximum view field and, trading Tatooine's stern olendor for any small chance of
spying her husband, began to search the pearly gauze for any darkness or sharp-edged shadow that
might be aman apiece of equipment lying on the ground.

AsLeawatched, she brought Han's face to mind, hoping the image would change into a Force-vision
and provide some hint that would help them find her husband. The only change was that the image kept
changing: the insolent but lovable scoundrd trying to rescue her on the Death Star, the smug lover about
to be frozen in carbonite, the confused suitor on Endor, offering to step aside so she could be with... her
brother.

Chewbacca came over to sit behind her, staring out over her head, and rested his paws on her shoulders.
They were asheavy asafull field pack, but Leiatried not to let that show. Aslarge asthey were, they
were aso acomfort, and she knew the Wookiee had to be as worried as she.

He groaned a suggestion.



"I'mtrying," Lelasaid. "But the Force and | aren't much use to each other right now."

Chewbacca squeezed her shoulders and groaned softly. "It'snot dl right, Chewie," Leiasaid. "l got Han
into this. | ought to be ableto get him out. | owe him that."

Learaised the dectrobinoculars to her eyes again, and they continued acrosstheflats. Finaly, the skiff
turned, bringing the door around so she was |ooking directly toward the mountains. Thewind died and
the dust haze lifted, leaving her to Stare across severd hundred meters of desert into ashimmering

labyrinth of brown canyons and craggy cliffs, pocked with the dark circles of thousands of huge caves.

"The BanthaBurrows?' Leiaasked.

"Y ou guessed it." Emalaappeared at her side and stood on her tiptoes to push Leias electrobinoculars
away from the canyon floors. "Y ou look for urusais or skettos circling overhead.” "Okay. What are
they?' "Carrion eaters and bloodsuckers.” Grees made no effort to be subtle. It was probably not a
concept Squibs could comprehend. "If you seethemintheair, that's good.” "And if | seethem onthe
ground?' "Y ou don't want to," Sligh said. " That'swhy Emaaswatching the ground.”

They continued along the front of the mountain. Once, atrio of TIEs circled around to take a closer ook
at the market skiff. Leiamistook them for urusaisfor an instant, but the craft shrieked over and were
gone before she could yell for Julato stop. The search party spent the next minute wondering if the
garfighters were carrying sensor equipment capable of spotting the partialy opened door, but the craft
never returned, and eventually everyone relaxed. It took only five minuteslonger for Leiato spy acloud
of leathery-winged creatures circling in front of acleft in acanyon wall. With huge red eyes,
snaggletoothed beaks half hidden beneath folds of greenish gold hide, and fan-shaped combsrising
behind their heads, they were the ugliest things she had ever seenin the air. As soon asthe crestures
noticed the big skiff, they dropped lower and tightened their circle.

"Stop!" Leialowered her arms and pointed into the canyon. Without € ectrobinoculars, the crestures
looked likeflitnats. "In the canyon.”

"Urusais," Emdareported.

"Got 'em.” Julaturned the skiff toward the canyon. "I'll swing around and bring the door as closeto the
ceftasl can."

A few moments |ater, aterrible banging erupted from the roof of the skiff.
"We're being bombed!" C-3PO cried. "We're doomed!"
It'sjust rocks, chipbrain,” Greessaid. "The urusais are defending their clam.”

The Squibs readied their blasters. Leiaand Chewbacca exchanged nervous glances and prepared their
own wegpons. The banging grew to aconstant din of thunder, and dents began to appear on theinside of
the celling. Leiahad C-3PO store areminder to send the Darklighters the credits to purchase anew
market skiff.

Finaly, Julaswung the skiff around and pulled it up beside a hundred-meter fleckrock cliff. Asvertica
and smooth as any Coruscant wall, it was split down the center by the meter-wide cleft that Leiahad
spotted earlier. Even with the compartment door open only acrack, Leia could fed abreeze pouring out



of the fissure-not exactly cool, but not as hot as the surrounding rock. It grew apparent that the cleft was
actudly adeep, twisting, sand-filled gorge that ran some distance back into the mountains. With the suns
aready dropping behind the horizon, it was a so dark and foreboding.

The Squibs squeezed in front of Leiaand Chewbacca

"Well take care of this" Greessaid.

"Y ou keep the urusais off us," Sligh added.

Chewbacca growled, and Leia shook her head.

"No way were staying behind,” Leiasaid. "That's my husband out there."

"We'rethinking of you," Emalaretorted. "The Wookiee will get stuck in three steps, and don't expect us
towait for you if Han was dragged back there by ababy krayt dragon.”

"Let the Squibsdo it, dear,” Slyasad over theintercom. "They'll be faster-and speed might be
important.”

Reluctantly, Chewbacca growled in agreement-and caught Leia by the arm to make sure she didn't do
anything foolish.

Grees hit the dap pad, and the Squibs launched themsealvesinto the fissure, scrambling along the sides of
the gorge, leaping back and forth between the two walls, sometimes bounding off a boulder risng up
fromthefloor.

A loud clatter arose as the urusais swooped over, dropping fist Sized stonesinto the crevice. Lelaand
Chewbacca opened fire from he door, blasting three of the creatures out of the air in as many seconds,
and the bombardment ceased. After that, it was only ameatter of firing the occasiond bolt when one of
the creatures swooped by to see what was happening.

A couple of minutes|later, astrange croaking arose in the back of the gorge. Then the Squibs sarted to
aguein angry Voices.

"Han?' Leiadarted into the crevice, but Chewbacca held her back-and the firmness of his grasp made
clear there was no arguing the point. "What's happening?'

Again, there was a strange croaking, and more Squib voices. "Grees? Sigh?' Leiacdled. "Someone
answer me!" Chewbacca added aroar of hisown, and Sligh finaly came scampering back, bouncing
fromwall towadll, his earsflattened and his fur caked with wet sand. Thistime, not even aWookiee could
hold Leiaback. Sheleapt out of the market skiff and began to dog into the sandy gorge.

"What isit?' she demanded. "What'swrong?' "Wrong?" Sigh echoed. "Y our mate's as bad as a Huitt,
that'swhat'swrong! Are creditsal he ever thinks about?' " Credits?’

Lelastopped short, trying to puzzle out what Sligh was saying, then realized what he wastelling her. If
Han was arguing about money, he was alive-better than aive. He was awake; he was awake and
determined not to be chested.

Her fears of the last twenty-four hoursleft in arush, leaving avoid into which poured al the other



emotions she had been struggling to contain-the confusion, the guilt, the anger. Like arun-iway reactor
core, she reached the flashpoint in asingle ingtant of uncontrolled fusion and exploded with a gpeed and
fury that surprised even her.

"Ligen!" Leiasnatched Sigh off the crevice wdl and, paying no attention to the sharp fangs conceded in
his cute little snout, lifted the Squib to her face. "I'll pay whatever you want! Just get my husband into that
skiff! Now!"

But it wasimpossible to intimidate a Squib, even for Leia. Sigh Smply stared back at her, then calmly
reached over and began to pry her grasp open, finger by finger.

"You... humans... and... your... money!" He peded her thumb back and dropped into the sand. "How
can you think I'd take acredit? I'm insulted.”

Lelascowled in confusion. "Then thisisn't about- "Money? Only a Jawawould charge for saving a
partner'slife” Sligh took her hand and started into the cleft. "He's afraid we sold him out. He won't move
until he seesyou.”

They clambered through fifty meters of sandy, boulder-choked gorge, then there Han lay, hishead in
Emalas|ap, Grees dowly dribbling water onto his cracked lips. He looked absolutely terrible, with heat
blistersdl over hisface and hollow cheeks and sunken, closed eyes. Leladropped at hisside.

"Han?" Shetook hishand and found it was as rough and hot asthe cleft's tonewalls. "Han, wake up.”

Han opened hiseyes. "Leia? Isthat you?' "Yes, Han. I'm here” "Y ou're sure?' "I'm sure, Han."

"Good." Helet hishead drop back into Emaas|ap and motioned Leianearer. " 'Cause | gottatell you
something.” Leialeaned closer. "What?"

He pulled her down, bringing her ear closeto hismouth, and whispered, "Killik Twilight." "Han, don't
worry about-"

"Listen! Don't tell the Squibs. It'sgoing to..." His eyes closed, then opened amoment later. "It's..."

"Going to Anchorhead," Emaafinished. She motioned the other two Squibsto take Han's fest.
"Everyone knowsthat.”

Han opened his eyes and flashed the Squib alook of horror.

"They do?'

"Of course," Grees said, grabbing afoot.

Sligh grabbed the other. " Sandcrawlers dways stop in Anchorhead.”

Chapter 13

The search party had rushed to Anchorhead not because it was close, though it was, and not because it
had an emergency medcenter, though it did. They had come to Anchorhead because Jula Darklighter

assured Leiathat the Sidi Driss Inn would be as safe as anyplace on the Great Chott for Han to
recover-and certainly the most comfortable. They had come, too, because the Squibs claimed that the



only sureway to recover Kitster Banai and Killik Twilight wasto intercept the Jawa sandcrawler in
Anchor-head.

But the mission could wait. For the moment, Leiawas enjoying abath in one of the Sidi Drisss huge,
sunken, Hutt-szed tubs. It had fixtures of burnished verdisted and tiles hand-painted in stylized florals of
cobalt blue and cinnabar red. It had blast scrubbers, pulse kneaders, and flab ticklers, and it had arack
full of snap-on nozzle attachments whaose purposes Leia could only guess at. The water cost as much as
Endorian port, but it came out of the nozzles steaming hot or refreshingly cool, straight or with bubbles,
pure or suffused with any of a hundred different oils and unguents-plain or perfumed with the scent of any
flower on Tatooine, which meant there were at |least a dozen different choices.

And Leiawas enjoying dl thisaone, while Han dept in the next room with ahydration drip in his
arm-clean, cool, and out like awreck. It hurt to think of all he had gone through in his chase for Kitster
and the painting, but he was safe now and recovering. Leiawas thankful for that.

Shewastrying to sort out the rest. With the ordea over, she was starting to fed more grateful than
frightened. Still, Han had been chasing the painting for her, and Leiaknew she had dlowed her duty to
interfere with their relationship-again. Perhaps it had not been to the same degree as during the Hapan
criss, and perhaps Han had even been awilling participant, but she could not have him risking hislifefor
agovernment he no longer respected. It was tantamount to using him.

The obvious solution was Smply to avoid getting Han involved in New Republic business, but Leiaknew
that was about aslikely as a Tatooine rainstorm. If there was trouble within adozen parsecs, Han Solo
would findit.

Instead, L eianeeded to do everything possible to protect him-just as she knew he would safeguard her in
return. She was aready an excellent shot with ablaster, aswell asaquick thinker and afast talker in
amogt any circumstance. But, having accepted that she had experienced two visons Since entering the
Tatoo system, she also redlized she possessed more potentid in the Force than she had previoudy been
willing to admit.

Thetrouble was, she could not shake theimage of the twin sunsglaring up at her from the black well of
gpace. She could not forget those heartless eyes, glaring out from benegth the black cowl, nor the face
that lay behind the dark mask.

The Force was adangerous adly, and Leiaknew she was not ready to embraceit. Whenever she thought
of her father, she fill saw Darth Vader overseeing her torture, or standing behind her as Alderaan
exploded, or ordering Han frozen in carbonite. No Leiawas not yet good Jedi material, and perhaps she
never would be. Shewas il too filled with anger... and aso with fear, for whenever she thought of
children, their faces belonged to Darth Vader, too.

The temperature-control jets activated and began to shoot cooling currentsinto the tub, asignthat Leia
had been in the bath so long the water had grown as warm as the room. She turned up her hands and,
seeing ten wrinkled Darwikian climbing pads where there should have been fingertips, decided she had
been soaking long enough. She rose and walked up the Hutt ramp to the dryers, selected CRISP, and
watched the goose pimplesrise asthe air blasted her dry.

Leiadipped into arobe and changed Han's hydration drip bag. She ached to lie down and curl up
around him, but she was too unsettled to deep and would only disturb him. And the deeper he rested
now, the safer he and everyone e se would be tomorrow. With so many Imperias around, the longer they
remained in one place, the greater the chance they would be discovered and captured. She settled for



kissing his unshaven cheek, then left the bedroom and closed the door behind her.

The gtting room had a compl ete entertainment center, but Leiawas not interested. Her eyes went to the
journd sitting on the table with her blaster, the portable holocomm, spare power packs, and some of the
other essentialsthey did not dare risk leaving in the landspeeder. She had not looked at the journd since
the search. There had been no time-but now, with the sitting room to hersdlf, she could not resi<.

Lelatook achair and asked thejournd to play the next entry.

Immediatdly, the image of her grandmother filled the display and began to spesk - the dark, tan woman
whose name Leiadid not even know.

18:15:05

Still no word from the Jedi Council about what happened at the Battle of Naboo. Watto is beside himsdlf
with fury, complaining that if | can spend ahundred creditsto send a message, then the Jedi can spend a
hundred creditsto answer. It worries methat it's taking them so long. Three days should be long enough

to figure out whether you at Naboo, and whether you're ill dive.

AsLeiaasked for the next entry, the door buzzed for attention. She paused the journal and, leaving her
grandmother'simage frozen on the display, went to the entrance. The security screen showed a
round-faced woman with dust-colored hair and a desert-scrubbed complexion. She was holding atray of
diced fruit and iced friz.

L eia opened the door and stepped aside. "Dama, you're too kind. Thank you.”

Damawas the proprietress of the Sidi Driss and younger sster to Luke's Aunt Beru. Jula Darklighter had
assured Lelathat Dama could be counted on to keep a secret - especialy from Imperias, whom she
hated for killing her sster and Owen Lars. From what Lela had gathered, the Sidi Driss had been just
another farm on the outskirts of Anchorhead when Damamet her husband while accompanying Beru on
atrip to meet Owen. They were married afew months later, and the dow transformation from afailing
moisture farm to an eegant inn and watering stop had begun.

Damadipped into the room and set the tray on the table next to the journal. "It's no trouble. I'm sure
you'refamished.”

"Now that I'm clean, yes." Lelatook adice of pdlie. "Any sign of the sandcrawler?’

"Not yet, but I'm sureit will comein tonight. There's a caravan waiting on avaporator shipment, and it's
not like Jawas to keep customerswaiting."

"Did Julaand Slyaleave safey?'

Dama nodded. "They disassembled the search sensors and removed the rescue signs. Evenif the
Imperias stop them, it'll be asif they never met you. And Julasaid helll send word to Tamoratomorrow,
though | don't know how frank hell be. If she starts running around Mos Espalooking to hire a party of
rescue hunters, it won't take the Imperiaslong to figure out who she'slooking for.”

As Dama spoke, her gaze dropped to the journa and lingered there amoment, then she blushed and
looked away. "I'm sorry,” she said. ™Y ou must think I'm snooping.”



"Itsokay," Lelasaid. "It'shardly acouncil secret-just ajourna Silya Darklighter asked meto give Luke."
Dama's brow rose. "Silyagave that to you?"

Leianodded. " She said her daughter found it buried under avaporator. I've certainly noticed enough data
skipsto support that."

Daméas expression grew more relaxed. "Of course. That makes sense.”

Now it was Leidsturn to be confused. "How s0?"

Dama studied the image a moment, then nodded.

"That's Shmi."

"Shmi?' Lelaasked.

Damalooked up. "Shmi Skywalker."

Lelaturned to face Dama. "Y ou knew thiswoman?"

"Well, | wouldn't say knew. But | met her afew times, when | vent with Beru to visit Owen before they
were married." The memory caused Damato blush for some reason, but she smiled and did not turn
away. "1 was supposed to be her chaperone, but the truth is1 spent more time in Anchorhead with my
own beau than at the farm.”

Leiafrowned. "l don't understand.”

"Shmi was Owen's mother-his slepmother, redly. Owen's red mother died when he was younger.”

"Now I'm redlly confused. Thiswoman iswas-adavein Mos Espa.” Lela paused, then asked, "Shewas
Anakin Skywalker's mother, right?"

"That'swhat | wastold, but | never met Anakin." Damasat in achair next to Lea, dipping smoothly from
the role of innkeeper to new friend. "He was gone before Beru met Owen. From what | understand, it
would have been better if he stayed with hismother.”

"That hasto be the biggest understatement I've ever heard.” Leia studied the image of the dave woman.
Of her grandmother, Shmi Skywalker. Do you see aresemblance between us?'

Dama put her hand on Leias and did not even look at the journd. "1 saw it the minute Jula brought you
into thelobby. Even if he hadn't told methat | needed to open the luxury wing and keep you out of sight,
| think 1 would have seeniit in your eyes."

"In my eyes? Redlly?' That was not the good news Dama seemed to believe. Leiapoured hersdf aglass
of frizand moistened her drying throat, then said, "I still don't understand how Shmi came to be Owen's
stepmother.”

"Owen'sfather bought Shmi from Watto."

"Bought her?' Leids heart grew as heavy asfleckstone. " So L uke belonged to Owen and Beru?”



The thought occurred to her that she might have belonged to the Larsesaswell a onetime. She began to
have visions of being traded to some smuggler as an infant. It could explain how she and L uke became
Separated.

But Damalooked confused by her question. "Their property? Why would you think that?'

"Didn't the children of davesbelong to the masters, aswell? My memory of Outer Rim law is pretty hazy,
but | seem to recall that in most cases-

"Shmi wasn't Cliegg'sdavel" Damachortled. "Where did you get that idea? He bought her freedom. He
married her. Thiswas after Anakin was freed and |eft to become a Jedi.”

"l see™ Leiathought of Shmi's strugglesto find out what had happened to her son. "Did she ever see
Anakinagan?'

Dama shrugged and pointed at the journd. ™Y ou'll haveto look in there." She placed her hands on the
table and started to rise, then caught hersalf and stopped. "But | think my sister did meet Anakin once,
after he became a Jedi and came back to rescue his mother from the Sand People.”

Leidsblood went cold. "My grandmother was taken by Tusken Raiders?”

Dama's expression grew somber. "I'm afraid so."

"But Anakin-my father-came back and found her." Lela phrased this as a statement because it was what
she wanted to believe. "He saved her."

Dama finished rising, then spoke in agentle voice. "He brought her back.” Shelaid ahand on Leids
shoulder. "1 don't know whether she was till dive when Anakin found her-Beru would never say what he
told them about that. But she was dead when he returned to the farm.”

Lelafound hersdf fighting to push down the lump in her throat. "What hgppened then?"

"They buried her, then Anakin left.”

"On the moisturefarm?' Leiaasked. "Isthat where she's buried?"

Dama nodded. "Out beyond the western edge of the sand berm. Cliegg's buried there, too. They used to
stand there together and watch the twins s&t."

"l didn't see any headstones.”

Damashook her head. "After Luke arrived, | noticed their headstones were missing. All Beru would say
about it isthat Owen didn't see aneed for anyone to know where Shmi was buried.”

Lelawasslent for aminute, trying to absorb everything she had just learned, then finaly reached up and
patted the hand on her shoulder.

"Thanksfor taking the time to speak with me, Dama. It'slate, and | know you have work."

"Not so much." Damawithdrew adatapad from her pocket and placed it on the table. The screen



showed an image of the Sidi Drisss|obby. "It'slinked to the security monitors-twenty different vidcams,
al hidden. | gave a'pad to Chewbacca, too. | thought you'd like to keep an eye on things."

"You're very thoughtful," Lelasaid. "It will take more than money to repay your kindness."
Damawaved her hands. "It's nothing. But | do need to ask one thing. It's about the Squibs.”

Leds pulse quickened. "They're not leaving, are they?' With awaiting an answer, she stood and turned
toward the door. "I thought Chewbacca was keegping an eye on them.”

Damacut Leiaoff at the door. "They're not going anywhere. That's actudly the problem.”
She looked away, obvioudy hesitant to bring something up.
"WEell pay for whatever they sted.”

Dama shook her head. " Squibs don't stedl, at least not the way you mean. It'sjust that they're using alot
of water. A lot of water- and | have a caravan watering up out on the edge of the property. I'll run dry."

"I'll have Chewbaccatak to them,” Leiasaid. "He hasaway of reasoning with Squibs.”
"Thanks" Damasaid. "l appreciate that-and so will the Askgjians.”
"Askgians?' Leiaasked. "On Tatooine?"

"Refugees. They're the oneswaliting for the sandcrawler- though | think their patienceis at an end.
They're packing up to leave tomorrow." Dama pointed at the datapad she had given Lela. "Keep that on.
If the Imperials come, take the back way out. Y ou remember what | showed you?"

Leianodded. "Thefase room."

"Good." Dama opened the door and stepped into the hall. "I'll let you know if | hear they're coming, but
you know how they can descend on a place. Worse than skettos.”

The door closed, leaving Leiadoneto reflect on what Dama had said about how Shmi had died. Well
aware of the Sand Peopl€'s reputation for crudty, Leiafound hersalf tormented by her own imagination,
reacting viscerally to the very vagueness of what she had |learned about the circumstances of her
grandmother's desth. How horrible it must have been, how frightening and lonely. Knowing that Shimi's
one wish would have been to see her son again, Leiafound hersalf hoping that Anakin had reached his
mother before she died, that she had seen him just once asa Jedi. It was astrange fedling for Leia, for it
forced her to see him for thefirst time not as Darth Vader, but asthe son Shmi had loved so dearly. It
sent aprickle down her spine.

Leiaasked Chewbaccato ded with the Squibs, then checked on Han. Finding him sound adeep, she
returned to the sitting room and replayed the previous entry. An administrator on Coruscant had findly
replied to Shmi's'Net message: Anakin waswell, but the Jedi did not discussthe activities of their
Padawans even with parents.

Even that was enough to elate Shmi. Leia asked for the next entry.

20:45.06



Kitster is coming over tomorrow with avidrecording he has of the Boonta. I'm not sure | want to seeit
again, Annie. Watching it thefirst time was hard enough, and now | know that when you win... that |
must give you to your destiny.

| remember when Watto bought hisfirst Podracer and told you to fix it for him. Y ou were barely nine,
but you were so clever, getting it running al by yoursdlf. Before | knew it, Watto had you test-drivingit. |
was S0 angry | threatened to plastiment hiswings together and drop him in asolvent vat. And | would
have, too, had anything happened to you.

12:18:07

Kitster isrunning late. Rarta Dd is keeping him very busy over at the Three Moons, so that holodisk he
bought must be serving him well. He says he's earning enough to buy his freedom by thetime heisgrown.
Wald is not so patient. When he finishes building his swoop, he says he's going to race hisway to
freedom. | hope he doesn't hurt himsalf-but it's wonderful to see them dreaming of such things. | think
your example givesthem courage.

Even your friend Amee has a plan, though shewon't say what it is. | think sheistill upset that | didn't
keep her secret when she said she was going to marry you, so she would be part of the family when you
won our freedom. But how could | have? That wasthefirgt | had heard of Watto's plansto have you
race his Podracer.

Toydariand

And you weren't much better. When | told you the Hutts were taking bets on which lap you would crash
in, that no one believed you would finish, do you remember what you said?

"Then everybody's going to lose their money."

Leia checked the time. She knew she should arrange watches with Chewbacca and try to rest. But she
also knew she was too agitated to deep. With Han recuperating and stormtroopers scouring the desert,
shewas afraid the Imperiaswould find Banai and Killik Twilight first. Then there wasthe risk of being
discovered themsealves. Less populated than asingle floor of their residence tower back on Coruscant,
Anchorhead would make a pretty quick and easy search.

But most of al, Lelawas frightened of how the journal entries were changing her perceptions, of how she
was coming to view her father through Shimi's eyes aswell as her own. He had been Darth Vader, crud,
brutal, and ruthless. He had stood for al Leia hated about the Empire, had been one of the things she
hated about the Empire. And he had been Anakin Skywalker, the nine-year-old dave boy who was the
center of his mother's world, who won a Podrace and inspired others to dream of freedom.

Lelawas reminded of the old diplomat's paradox, that the facts often concealed the truth. Shewas
entering into anew realm, driving out into that land of mirage and intuition where reality was never what it
seemed, and the nature of an object depended on how one looked &t it.

Sighing, she requested the next entry, and young Kitster Banai's smiling face appeared on the display and
began to speak.

13:20:08



Hi Annie! | hope you get to see this someday. Wald and | tried to record your race off your mom's
viewscreen at the arena, but al we got were the voices of your mom and afew others. Then a couple of
days ago, RartaDa gave me avidrecording of the whole Boonta. | thought you might likeit if | patched
them together and saved it for you.

"With my voice?' Shmi asked. "Oh, Kitgter, | don't think that's a very good-"

The display flickered, then shifted to aview of the Mos Espa Arenainits glory days, with ahundred
thousand spectators sitting in the stands and a dozen and a half Podracers waiting on the track, engines
roaring.

An odd voice said, "Mesa, no watch. Dissen gonnabe messy!" The gtarting light flashed green, and all
but two of the Podracers roared off down the track.

The reverberating voice of an announcer cdled, "Wait, little Skywaker sdled!" A moment later he
added, "L ooks like Quadi-narosis having enginetrouble aso."

Then Anakin's Podracer cameto life and began to shoot orange flames from its engines.

"Bloah!" The cursewasin Shmi'svoice. "It sarted.” Anakin shot after the others. After that, theimage
switched to aview of the front of the field, where the brutal nature of the sport became immediately
apparent as the leader-identified by the announcer as Sebulba-pushed a competitor into agorgewall.
Another crash followed moments later, and by then Anakin was coming up fast.

By the end of thefirst 1ap, he was leading the rear pack and moving up on the leaders. He dodged

through the flying debris of awreck caused when awrench flew out of Sebulba's Pod into the engines of
acompetitor. Another Podracer crashed at Dune Turn after aband of Tusken Raiders shot out an

engine.

Anakin came up behind Sebulba, and the third lap became arace only between them. Sebulbamade his
move in one of the canyons, repeatedly bumping Anakin's Podracer.

"Oh, that Dug!" Shmi sounded more worried than angry.

Anakin wasforced onto a service ramp and launched what appeared to be hundreds of metersinto the
air, and it seemed certain he would crash. Instead, he did aquick control thrust and returned to the
track-in the lead.

But the race was far from over. Sebulba came up hard on Anakin'stail. Then something fdll off one of
Anakin's engines. The engine started to smoke, Anakin lost power, and Sebulba took the lead.

"Skywaker'sin trouble!™ the announcer reported.
"Annie, be careful!" Shmi cried. " Shut it down!™

Anakin put out the fire and came up again. Sebulbaresorted to old tactics and dammed into Anakin
once... twice... threetimes...

"That little human being isout of hismind!" the announcer caled.

The crowd gasped.



"They'resde by sde!"

The crowd groaned.

Anakin and Sebulba remained neck and neck, hooked together at the Pods.
The crowd returned to silence.

"They've pulled gpart... they're coming apart... no, wait, Sky-walker's regaining contral... Sebulbasthe
one coming-"

Anakin crossed thefinish line, leaving Sebulba spinning in the dust behind him, and the crowd broke into
atremendous, thundering cheer.

The image shifted scales and showed Anakin's Podracer coming to a skidding stop in the center of the
track. He shut down his engines, climbed out of his cockpit, and wasimmediately greeted by Kitster and
wadd. With the crowd converging around them, they took turns hugging him and dapping him on the
back.

Lela paused theimage and spent along time looking at the young boy with the sparkling blue eyes,
thinking how happy he looked... and how innocent. Had she known him then, had she never met Darth
Vader, she might have agreed with Wald: She might have bdlieved they could not be the same person.

Lelaresumed viewing.

The crowd converged, and the three boyswere lost in aswirling mass of humanity. The display flickered;
then Shmi'sface took the place of the arena, her eyes shimmering and wet.

| was so proud of you, Annie-l am so proud of you. And | am aso happy that now you are safe a the
Jedi Temple... where | hope you aren't doing such dangerous things!

Han's groggy Vvoice sounded through the door, caling for Lela. She stopped the diary and rushed into the
bedroom. He was propped up on his elbows, looking around the darkened room with an expression as
pained asit was confused.

Lelawent to the bed and took hishand. "How are you feding?'

He squinted up at her for amoment, then finally flashed acracked-lip smile. "Thirsty."

"I'll get you something to drink.”

Han nodded eagerly. "Makeit two. Gizers."

"l don't think s0."

Leiafetched aglass and two canisters of bactade from the other room. She was glad to see Han awake,
but she expected to see him more fully recovered after three bags of rehydration solution. He still 1ooked
weak. Dehydration could cause organ damage. If he wasn't better by morning, shewould risk avist to

the medcenter. The Darklighters had warned her that most of the staff were city-beings who probably
could not keep a secret while looking down the barrdl of an Imperia blaster, but Leiawould rather shoot



afew stormtroopers than stand idly by while Han dipped away.

Shereturned to find him deeping again. She changed the bag on his hydration drip, then checked hisvita
signs on the portable monitor and kissed his cracked lips. It was like kissing aBarabdl.

She returned to the sitting room couch and picked up her grandmother'sjournal. For amoment, it
refused to play again, but at lagt, after flipping through afew unintelligible data skips, it began.

15:36:09

| hope you will forgive some of thethings| said on Kitster'srecording. | truly wanted you to win-but
even more, | wanted you to survive. Y ou know how those races always frightened me.

| can't tell you how | struggled with the decision to let you race for Qui-Gon that day. When you noticed
his lightsaber, you were so convinced he had cometo free the daves... it crushed meto hear himtell you
the truth. But as Qui-Gon himsdlf said, you give without thinking of yourself. How could | say no when
you hatched your plan to win the parts they needed to repair their ship?

A dave boy helping aJedi. To me, it seemed matters should have keen the other way around. | would
have said no, and | know you would have forgiven me. But you wouldn't have forgotten, either. For the
rest of your life, you would have remembered the Boonta Eve and how your mother wouldn't let you help
aJedi. And that wouldn't have been fair to you. | couldn't deny you the chance to be the hero you
dreamed of .

Lelacontinued to play the journd, listening to Shmi recount how well Kitster and Anakin's other friends
were doing, and what kind of mood her master Watto wasin that day. At times, she seemed genuinely
concerned about the Toydarian, for he had begun to suffer bouts of melancholy. Shmi seemed to believe
that Watto genuinely missed the boy. Leiahad trouble accepting this, but was forced to at least alow for
the possibility when Shimi reported that Watto had actually made a gift to her of the ten credits she had
borrowed to help pay for her message to the Jedi

Coundil.

Leawasfindly sarting to grow tired when Han'svoice

sounded from the bedchamber.

"Lea? Areyou ill up?'

"Yes, Han." Leiahit the STOP key and tucked the journa into her pocket. "Are you ready for those
drinksnow?"

"Arethey Gizers?'
"Canyou st up?'
"Maybe you ought to come see.”

Leawent into the room and found Han lying flat on hisback. His hands were folded behind his head and
he was smiling at her crookedly. And he seemed to know where he was.



"Comehere" hesaid. "And take thisdrip out of my arm.”
Lelawent over to the Sde of the bed. "Y ou're sure?"

Han grabbed her around the waist, then pulled her down on top of him and kissed her, very long and
very deep.

"Yeah, I'm sure." He ran his hands under her robe, and the room suddenly grew warm. "It'sgonnaget in
theway."

Chapter 14

Han woke smothering in the perfumed silki-ness of Leidslong hair, her soft skin warming hisside and her
bresth tickling his ear. Sometime during the night, she had managed to resttach his hydration drip and
return to bed without disturbing him, and now even hislips no longer felt dry. The room was comfortably

cool, the sky window above the bed was blushing with the pink light of first sunrise, and everything was
right with theworld.

Except, perhaps, that muffled sound coming from the suité's sitting room. It had the familiar drone of an
eectronicaly filtered voice and the sharp rhythm of someone giving orders. Of asquad leader assigning
tasksto his stormtroopers. Alarm bringing him ingtantly to full wakefulness, Han looked to the sdetable
and found his blaster resting next to Leids.

The dectronic voice barked acommand.

Han did not bother to detach himsdlf from the hydration drip, or even to wake Leia. He Ssmply tossed her
blaster over the far side of the bed, then snatched his own weapon and rolled after it, grab bing her on
theway. A burning line of pain shot up hisarm asthe hydration catheter tore free, then he landed on the
floor, bringing Leiadown on top of him.

Her eyelidsrose hdf open, and their gazes met ingantly. "Han?' She samiled dreamily. "My, you are
feding better."

"Sorry, not in front of company.” He snatched her blaster off the floor and pressed it into her hand. "Y ou
know I'm not that kind of guy.”

Leids eyes opened wide. "Company?'

"Ligen."

They fell quiet and listened to the muffled voices coming from the next room. It wastoo faint to
understand words, but the stormtrooper drone was unmistakable. Leia pushed hersdf off him and started
for the bedroom's oversized door.

Han sat up. "Hey! Don't go out-"

Leiastepped through the door.

Han sprang across the bed after her. "At least put on some clothes!”

When he peered into the sitting room, he found no storm-troopers anywhere. Lelawas standing at the



table, staring down at the datapad from which the electronic voices were coming.

"Damalent thisto me so we could keep an eye on the lobby," Leiasaid, picking up the borrowed
datapad.

With ablaster in one hand and her brown eyesfixed on the datapad in the other, her long hair falingina
slky cascade over her shoulders, she seemed more breathtakingly beautiful than ever. Han knew he had
to be the luckiest ex-smuggler in the galaxy; if they could just get past her fear of having children, hewas
pretty sure that when histime came, he would leave this universe with every wish he ever had fulfilled.

Leialooked up from the datapad and frowned. "Han, why are you just sanding there?!

Han shrugged. "Too much sun, | guess.” "Wadll, you're bleeding dl over Damasfloor.” Lelanodded at his
arm, which was 00zing blood from the rip where he had torn out the catheter. "Get atowe or something
and come over here.”

Han snatched asmdll towe off the bar and joined her at the table. The image on the datapad showed a
squad of stormtroopers standing in the ornate lobby of the Sidi Driss, the leader's chest pressed against
the counter as he addressed a Pallowick so frightened her thin limbs and long proboscis were quivering.

"l can't bring up those records," she was saying. "I'm only the night clerk. | don't have the password to
check the day records.”

The squad leader grabbed her proboscis and pulled her half over the counter, then pressed the nozzle of
his blagter rifle againgt the lips at the end.

"But you can find someone who knowsit."
"Yefffth," shesaid.

"Thendoit." Theleader released the Pallowick'strunk, freeing her to stumble back against the door
behind the counter. He pointed to two of histroopers. "Accompany her."

"What do you think?' Lelaasked. "Areweinfor afight?’

"I don't know." Han started toward the bedchamber. "But it wouldn't hurt to put our clotheson. If we
haveto leavein ahurry, thelast thing | want isan dl-over Tatooinetan.”

"I think wereinfor afight." Leiafollowed, her gaze till fixed on the borrowed datapad. "1t wouldn't hurt
to make sure Chewie and the Squibs are awvake."

"Better say off the comlinksin casethe Impshaveasgnd tracer intheair,” Han said. "Whichwal is
Chewiegs?'

Leiapointed, then dropped the datapad on the bed where they

could both see it asthey dressed. Han banged on the wall with his blaster, using atwo-short, two-long
sequence that had meant trouble nearly aslong as he and Chewbacca had been flying together. Then,
keeping his eye on the datapad, he reached for histrousers.

Once the night clerk and her escort were gone, a stormtrooper came over to the squad leader.



"You didn't haveto be so bruta, Sergeant,” the trooper said. " She was aready going to cooperate.”

"Sorry, Sr." Even through the dectronic filtering, the squad leader sounded anything but gpologetic. "I
thought brutd wasthe new style."

"Efficient isthe new style, Sergeant.” The officer'sarmor betrayed no outward sign of hisrank. "And
brutalizing citizenswho don't need it ismogt definitely not efficient.”

"Yes, gr," the sergeant said. "I didn't want to let them dip away.”

"Yes, of course”

The officer brought his assault rifle up and calmly smashed the buit into the sergeant’s helmet, knocking
him to the floor. With the other stormtroopers looking on from behind their faceless hdmets, the officer
pointed his blaster rifle a hisfalen subordinate.

"Tell me, Sergeant, do you fed like doing me any favors now?" the officer asked. "And be honest. That is
anorder.”

There was amoment's sllence, then the sergeant said, "No gr, | don't.”

"Now tell mewhy you bdieve abrutalized citizen will do anything for us but the minimum required to
urvive?'

"I don't know, Sir," the sergeant said. "Shewon't, | guess.”

"Congratulations, Sergeant. Y ou get to live." The officer pointed hisweapon away from the squad |eader.
"When the next citizen arrives, what interrogation stylewill you use?!

"Effident, gr."

"Good." The officer motioned two subordinates to help the sergeant to hisfeet. "And you understand
why it isso important for usto find these Rebes and their painting?”

"Because the admira wishesto add it to his collection,” the
sergeant said.

Han, who had grown so absorbed with the lesson that he had nearly forgotten that the Imperialswerein
the same hotdl, could dmost see the officer's eyesralling behind his hemet's lenses.

"What about the Rebels? Why isit important that we capture

them?'

An eager recruit stepped forward. " Sir, because the admiral saysit is. That isall we need to know, sir."
The officer did not turn toward the recruit. " Sergeant, you will control your squad.”

"YS, s‘ r_"



The sergeant leveled hisblaster rifle at the offender, then thought better of shooting the man and glanced
at the officer. When the officer shook his head, the sergeant settled for bringing the butt of hisrifle up
under the recruit's chin.

Han knew by the way the trooper's body went limp that he had been knocked unconscious.

"Whoever thisnew admird is, he'steaching old rancors new tricks." Han's gaze remained glued to the
datapad. "That officer isn't following Imperid doctrine.”

"No, heisn't. But unless you want him teaching us new tricks,
you'd better finish getting dressed.” Lelamotioned at thetunic

hanging forgotten in Han's hands. "I have afeding this squad isn't going to settle for alook at Damas
registration records."

Han dipped the tunic over his head, then rapped on Chewi€swall again. Thistime, he was answered by
the acknowledging thuds of a Wookieefist. The officer continued hisexercise,

"Sergeant, do you need meto repesat the question?”

"No, gr. It'simportant to capture these Rebel s because they are New Republic scum.”

The officer remained expectantly slent.

"Because they were prepared to destroy the painting rather than let us haveit," the sergeant continued.
"Because they were wearing €l aborate disguises a the auction, and the admiral wishesto know who they

redly are”

"Excdlent, Sergeant." The officer stepped back to join the other troopers. "Handle thiswell, and | may
promote you to platoon leader.”

The sergeant's posture grew ingtantly more upright. "I don't like that officer,” Lelasaid. She was dready
dressed and strapping on her blaster holster. "He's good."”

"Yeah," Han sad. "And heé's il using usfor training exercises. | hatethat.”
The Palowick and her escort of stormtroopers returned with a deepy-looking woman whom Han
remembered vaguely from when Chewbacca carried him into the Sidi Driss. She had around face and

dust-colored hair with eyes he could see glinting defiance even in the datapad's tiny screen.

The woman went to the counter and glared directly at the squad leader. "I'm Dama Brunk, owner of the
Sidi Driss. If it'srooms you're looking for, you'll have to go down to the SandRest. We're booked solid.”

The squad leader ignored Dama and turned his helmet lenses on the Palowick. She quickly stepped
behind Dama and began to quiver again.

"Firgt," the squad leader said, "I gpologize for the treetment your assistant received at the hands of my
predecessor. Such brutality isnot proper Imperid procedure.”



The Palowick's proboscis curled upward in surprise. Dama narrowed her gaze and demanded, " Since
when?' "It'sarecent directive." The squad leader continued to look at the Palowick. "Asyou can see,
he's been relieved of command and, | assure you, he will be punished when we return to our ship.”
"Who do you think you're fooling?' the Pallowick demanded. "1 know who pulled my nose.”

"Y ou're mistaken. The man who handled your nose has been punished and demoted,” the stormtrooper
lied in hiselectronic voice. He pulled the orange pauldron off hisarmor and snapped it onto the armor of
the man next to him, then took it back. "I'm his replacement. We have codes of conduct and chains of
command, and when they are not followed, action is swift."

"Sureitis" Damasaid. "Y ou wanted something?' "A few answers. We're looking for some Rebels-"
"None here."

"I'm sure you believe that," the squad leader said. "But they wouldn't be wearing uniforms. We're looking
for aman and woman, human, with a Wookiee and possibly a protocol droid-"

"I didn't register anyone like that." Dama turned to the Palowick. "Y ou, Keesa?' Keesashook her head.
Damalooked back to the Imperid. "Anything else?' "How about Squibs?*

Dama shook her head. "None of them, either.” 'Y ou're certain?' the squad leader asked. "Because we
heard three of them were seen in your lobby. They might have arrived on athree-seated swoop.”

Dama's bearing grew tense. "Whered you hear that?'
"Thenit'strue?’ the squad leader asked.

Damaremained slent, obvioudy debating how to answer.
"Weve got trouble," Han said.

The door buzzer sounded and Leia, who was dready hanging water packs on her utility belt, went into
the sitting room and admitted Chewbacca and C-3PO.

"What about the Squibs?' Han asked.
Chewbacca growled that they were at the end of the hdll, finally adeep after along night of water play.

"WElI collect them on theway out." Lelawas furioudy loading the portable holocomm and other
equipment into autility satchel.

On the datapad, Dama collected her wits and pretended to consult the inn'sregistry. "No Squibs,” she
sad. "But weve got Ranats. Maybe someone was mistaken."

"Maybe," the squad leader said. "But you won't mind waking them, will you? Well only disturb them for
aminute-providing, of course, that you're not the one who was mistaken.”

"Of course. Well show you theway." As Damaturned to step out from behind the counter, she cast a
quick glance into the hidden security cam and mouthed the word "go," then started down the corridor.
"They'rein the east wing."



"That's a the opposite end of theinn." Leiapulled her sand cloak over her head and threw Han'sto him.
"She'strying to buy ustime.”

"And not doing very well," Han said, now carrying the borrowed datapad along as he stuffed the last of
his possessonsinto autility satchel. "The Impsaren't buying it.”

The display screen showed only two stormtroopers following Dama and Keesatoward the east wing.
Dama stopped and turned toward the squad leader. "Aren't
Y OU coming?'

"Wewant to disturb your inn aslittle as possible," he said. "Two of my trooperswill be enough to
determine whether your guests are Squibs or Ranats. The rest of uswill wait here with Keesa.™

K eesas proboscis began to quiver again.

Damaglared at the stormtrooper, but could only nod. "Asyou wish." She squeezed Keesa's shoulder.
“It1l bedl right."

But, of course, it was not. No sooner was Dama gone than the squad leader turned to the Palowick.
"You like your employer, | can seethat.”

Keesanodded uncertainly.

"Then you don't want to see her hurt.”

Keesa shook her head.

"And only you can prevent that," the squad leader said. "We

know she'slying.”

Keesas eyes grew wide. "Sheis?’

The squad leader nodded. "Where are the Squibs?' he asked. "Where are the humans and their
Wookieg?'

"l don't know."

"Don't liel" the squad leader snapped. "Lie, and I'll-"

"Sergeant!”

The squad leader stopped and turned to face the trooper who had barked a him. "Y es?

"Perhaps she redlly doesn't know," the trooper-the officer, Wan assumed-suggested. "Doesthat prevent

her from helping us?' "I seeyour point, Sr." The squad leader turned back to Keesa. "Very wdll, you
ae"



"Y ou don't see, Sergeant.” The officer stepped forward and fixed hislenses on Keesa.

Han and Leiawere dready following Chewbacca and C-3PO down adimly lit corridor toward the
Squibs room.

"If you weretrying to hide a party of severd beingsin this hotel where would you put them?"' the officer
asked. "Answer honestly and | promise no harm will cometo you or your employer.”

K eesa pointed down a corridor opposite the way Dama had gone. "The Hutts [uxury wing. There's
hardly ever anybody in it since Jabba and Gardulla stopped mesting here.”

Han glanced over the darkened corridor down which they werewalking. It was large and round, the way
Huttsliked them, with glide rampsinstead of steps where the hall changed elevations. "Get ready,” Han
sad. "Weve got company coming.” But instead of sending the squad rushing off in the direction the
Pallowick had pointed, the officer turned to the squad |eader.

"Sergeant, summon B-squad back to reinforce us and send two men with Keesato cover the secret exit.
Aslong as she shows them to the proper exit, sheisfreeto go once the Rebelsrevea themsalves.”

"Yes, sir." The squad leader assigned two troopersto go with the quivering Palowick and commed the
other squad, then asked, "If | may, Sir?'

"Y ou have aquestion.” The officer armed hisweapon, and the rest of the squad followed hislead.
"Proceed. Questions are good.”

"Areyou sure there's a secret exit?”'

"With Huitts, there's always a secret exit." The officer waved the rest of the squad down the corridor, but
held the leader back long enough to add, "And, Sergeant, questions are good. Doubts are not. If you
expect to survivein my command, you will keep the differencein mind.”

The squad leader snapped to attention. "Yes, Sr.”

The officer waved him forward and followed down the corridor at arun.

Han came up behind Leia at the door to the Squibs room.

"Sweetheart?"

Leiapressed her finger to the door buzzer and did not let it up.

"Yes, dear?'

"Y ou weren't planning on dipping out a secret exit, were you?"

Lelahdf turned and gave him atight little smile. "Married less than ayear, and you aready know me so
wdl."

Chewbacca groaned awarning about being sick.



"Then you'd better do it now," Han retorted, "because | don't think you're going to have a chance later.”
He told them about the stormtroopers Keesawas leading around to cover their escape route, then
activated a surveillance lock on the officer. The datapad would now show the Imperial wherever he
went. If it came down to afight-and that seemed likely-Han wanted to know where that officer was at all
times.

Lelatapped the door buzzer, as though that would make the Squibs respond faster.

Han brought up a schematic of the building. The luxury wing was afour-room annex in the rear of the
Sidi Driss, separated from the rest of theinn by alocked security door. The officer was aready passng
thefirst of two intersections before the main corridor dead-ended at the security door.

"Wheat's taking those Squibs so long?' Lelacomplained.

"Whatever itis," Han said, "we ether haveto leave them or find another way to wake 'em.”

"We can't leavethem,” Lelasaid. "They know too much." Chewbacca extended his climbing claws and
ripped the control off thewall, setting off an darm buzzer in the room. He

sorted through the tangle of wires, then quickly found the ones he needed, stripped dl three by running
them between hisfangs a crossed the bared lines.

The oversized door did open to reved Emalafilling water bottles at the bar sink. Sigh and Greeswere

struggling to stuff more bottlesinto atrio of tattered backpacks larger than they were. "Humans don't
know the meaning of privacy?' Sligh asked. "Sorry to interrupt your stedling,” Lela shot back. "But weve

got Imperids coming.”
"Imperids?’ Sigh hoisted his pack onto hisback and__
amazingly-managed to remain standing beneath the weight. "Why didn't you say s0?"

Han checked the borrowed datapad and found the storm-troopers at the wing security door, the squad
leader wiring adicer box into the control pand.

Leiapeered over hisshoulder. "Trapped again,”" she observed. "How do you want to handleit?!

Han glanced around the ornate corridor. He found arepulsor couch hovering in front of a decorative
panel that depicted awatery oasis he was sure existed nowhere on Tatooine. "The secret exit behind
there?'

Leiashook her head and pointed to the door across from the Squibs room. "Through there. It'snot a
real room. Maybe we can pull a Smuggler's Fade?'

Han shook his head. "This officer'stoo good for that." He pointed back toward their door and the one
opposite. "Wed better hit them with a crossfire ambush. Everyone into those rooms.”

Asthe Squibs lumbered past, Han plucked ajug of water out of Sigh's pack.

"Hey! Y ou're unbadancing-"



"It's not to late too bait our trap,” Han warned.

Sligh fell slent, Han tossed the water jug under the repulsor couch, then followed Leiaand Slighinto the
first suite. Chewbaccatook C-3PO and the other two Squibsinto the room opposite, and they were
barely insde before the security doors opened. Han watched on the datapad as the officer and squad
leader cross-gtitched cautionary blasterfire through the doorway. The two subordinates charged down
the corridor with their weapons at the ready, then stopped at the end, one turning around to cover up the
corridor while the other peered through the still-open door of the Squibs suite.

"Clear!" this one reported. He glanced around the corridor, then kneeled down in front of the repul sor
couch and withdrew the water jug Han had thrown under there. "It looks like they've used

the escape door."

"Y ou're quite certain?' The officer was careful to remain hidden behind the security door bulkhead.
"Yourewilling to wager your life on thet?"

"Sr, yesl an."

"Then you are awaste of sormtrooper armor,” the officer said. "Remove it so the Rebelswon't damage
vauable Imperid resourceskilling you."

HSrl?l

"That isan order, trooper.” The officer looked across the doorway to his squad leader. " Summon the
owner's escorts. Wel need them to flush the scum out.”

"Hutt dime!™ Han turned to his companions. "We have to take em now. Sligh, you hit thefloor and fire
down the corridor. Leia?'

"y e
"Y ou stay back and be the surprise reserve-"
"Han?' "Yeeh?"
"Not achance."

Han sighed. "Okay, you and | fire acrossthe corridor at the officer. Chewie takes the sergeant, and
Greesand Emadahdp Sigh."

"Sounds good,” Leiasaid.

"No way!" Sligh objected. "How come the Squibs have to drop on the floor?!
"Becauseyourecloser,” Lelasad.

"And I've seen you shoot,” Han said. "Y ou couldn' hit the officer."

"Okay, no need to get nasty,” Sigh said, dipping out of hisheavy pack. "Just asking."



Han shook hishead, then turned to Leia. "One more thing."

"I know." Sherose on her toes and kissed him hard and long. It was amost enough to make him forget
what they were doing, especidly when shefindly stopped. 'Y ou love me.”

"Y eah, that, t0o." Han flashed her a scoundrd's grin. "But what | redlly wanted to ask isdid you
remember to recharge my blaster?”

Leds eyes darted to flash, then she caught Han's expression and got apinched little smile.

"What do you think?" She propped ahand on her hip. "Can we get on with it?"

"Judt trying to give that stormtrooper timeto get out of hisarmor.”

Han angled the datapad so that she and Sligh could see that the stormtrooper was obeying his officer's
command-even if he was starting with his shin protection. Then, keeping one eye on the data-pad, Han
activated his comlink and gave the others across the hall their ingtructions.

"And what am | to do, Captain Solo?" C-3PO asked. "Don't get | eft behind.”

The officer cocked his head as though listening to a voice insde his hemet, then glanced toward the Solo
suite. Though Han had expected the Imperiasto belistening for comlink transmissions, he had not
thought they would be so quick to pinpoint the source. The Chimaeras crew was fast starting to look like
one of the Empires best.

Han dropped the datapad in the pocket of his sand cloak, then smultaneousy commed Chewbaccaand
depressed the OPEN button. "Go!™

The door hissed, and Han and Lelabegan to pour blasterfire out through the widening gap. Severd bolts
ricocheted off the officer's hdlmet and breastplate, forcing himto roll into acorner behind the security
door bulkhead.

Chewbacca's bowcaster chuffed once from the door opposite. A loud clatter sounded from the direction
he had been firing. The acrid fumes of scorched plastoid began to fill the air, and the squad leader's
kicking boots did into view on the other side of the security door.

Suddenly, the corridor was quiet. Han looked down to find Sigh lying between hisfeet, no longer firing.
"| thought | told you-"

"Both dead,” Sigh said, risng. "l guessour am isnt that-"

"Han!"

Lelajerked him out of the doorway afew milliseconds ahead of aline of blaster bolts.

"Be careful, will you?'

Sligh dropped to his belly and wiggled back into the room, the fur on his back smoking from anear miss.
Hantried to return fire



and nearly lost his hand as the blaster bolts continued to pour through the door. He felt ahand on hiship,
then glanced back to see Leiapulling the datapad from his cloak pocket.

"It'sonly the officer,” Lelasaid. "He's out there dlone.” Han peered at the display over her shoulder and
saw the storm-trooper lying on the floor at the corner of the security door, arms crossed with a blaster
riflein one hand and blaster pistal in the other, kegping up a congtant barrage of fire.

"So much for lower training standards and sagging morde," Lelasaid.
"Y eah, you'd think the Emperor had come back to life or something.”

Lelawinced. "Han, | wish you wouldn't say thingslikethat." She dipped the datapad into her cloak
pocket. "I wish you wouldn't even think them."

She grabbed Sligh's pack and dragged it over.
Sighwasingantly at her Sde. "Youd sted my water?'

"My water-I'm the one paying for it." Lelatraded the straps with Han for hisblaster. ™Y ou know what to
do."

"Yeah." Helifted the pack and, surprised by how heavy it was, braced himsdlf to throw. "Beready."
"For what?' Sigh stepped toward the pack. "Wait!"

Han hit the Squib on the backswing and sent him tumbling across the suite, then whipped the pack
around and launched it through the door.

Even one-handed, the officer was a good shot with ablaster rifle. No sooner had the black shape started
flying toward him than he began to pour fireinto it, melting the plastoid bottles and instantly superheating
severd dozen liters of water. Billowing vapor filled the corridor. Leiarushed past Han, pressing his
blaster back

his hand, dancing into the steam and raising her pistol toward officer's position. Han followed and saw a
golden-brown blur launch itsalf from the opposite doorway, |egping toward a hazy white shape
scrambling acrossthe corridor, toward the control panel on the other side of the security door. "Hold
on!"

Han reached over Leids shoulder, pushing her weapon arm down just asthe brown blur flew past. A
tremendous thunk sounded from the side of the corridor, followed by the clatter of plastoid armor diding
down the wall and the scrape of weapons being kicked away across the floor. Chewbaccaroared in
triumph, one hand holding what gppeared to be the officer's head. Then he rowled in astonishment and
fell backward, armsflying up to launch the head into Han's chest.

Han caught the thing in both hands and heard atinny voice coming from the helmet speeker. "Sir? Sir, are
you there?"

Leafilled the corridor with blasterfire again, and Han looked up to see ablurry black ova bouncing
back and forth in the steam, growing rapidly smaller as the hazy white armor beneath it dodged down the
corridor. Han dropped the helmet-the empty helmet- and added his own fire.



The officer dived for cover and vanished from sight, apparently around the corner of an intersection.
"Chewie, you okay?'

Chewbacca growled and started to clamber up. A pair of indistinct red eyes appeared ahead, glowing
through the dissipating steam from where the officer had escaped. Han locked gazes with the eyes and
raised his blaster to fire, but Chewbaccarose and blocked his shot. By the time he could step around the
Wookiee, the eyes were gone.

"Did you seethat?' Han asked. "Red eyes?'

"Yes," Leiasad. "The Empire using diens? They must be get ting desperate.”

Or maybe just smart, Chewbacca suggested.

C-3PO came out of Chewbacca's suite, Grees and Emala close behind him. They were not quite
staggering under the weight of their packs, but both were hunched far forward.

Han took one look and said, "Y ou'll never keep up.”

"Isthat your problem?" Grees demanded.

"You'l be happy later that someone haswater to sell," Emala added.

Sligh clattered up, loaded down with blaster rifles and utility belts stripped off dead Imperids.

Han shook his head and started down the corridor. "If they fal behind, Chewie, shoot 'em."”

Sligh stopped to retrieve the squad leader's rifle and utility belt, and the weapons eft by the officer.
Noisy asthey were, the Squibs did keep up, and aminute later the group was sneaking out the side door
of the Sidi Driss. Leiapointed toward the entrance of what had been a subterranean workshop when the
Sidi Driss had gtill been amoisture farm.

"That'sthe garage.”

"Doesn't look like they have anyone watching it yet." Han started across the dusty ground toward it. "If
we hurry, we can be out of there-"

"Y ou must be sunsick!" Grees huffed up, both hands hanging onto his pack straps. "The Imperidsseea
landspeeder or swoop leaving this town, ther€lll be an assault shuttle on it faster than afarm boy on a
womp rat."

"Y ou have a better idea?' Han asked.

"That would be hard?' Grees twitched his snout and pointed out toward the watering corra on the
perimeter of Sidi Driss land, where the humped silhouettes of several dozen dewbacks were

arranging themsalvesinto acaravan line. "Theideaisto disgppear into the |landscape.”

Leiacameto Han's sde and took his hand. "Han?"



"Yesh?'
"That's a better idea"
Chapter 15

The Askgjians had paid afortune for theright to water at the Sidi Driss, and they would not be hurried,
not by Greessthrests or Sigh's pleas or Emalas promises, not even by the progpect of a battle erupting
inthe midst of their caravan, and Leiathought that was probably agood thing. For now, the surviving
squad and ahalf of Imperialswas too busy searching hangars and disabling landspeeders to worry about
plodding dewbacks, but that would certainly change should the caravan show any sign of haste. For now,
it was better to dlow every beast itsfill at the watering basin, to give each Askgjian driver dl thetime
he-or she-needed to gulp down that last liter or two from the spigot.

"P-P-Princess Leia" C-3PO sputtered. He was strapped in asmuggler's ding beneath the dewback that
would serve as Leias mount, conceded from the side by low-hanging saddle blankets and lying far
enough forward that his head dipped in the basin whenever the huge lizard lowered its scaly head to
drink. "If this continues, my circuitswill short!"

"Even without power?" Lela asked. She was standing beside the dewback, holding itsreins.
"No, b-but corrosion isaways-oh..."

Lelawaited until the dewback raised its head, then reached undernegth its chest and flipped the primary
circuit breaker on the back of C-3PO's neck. He emitted awet pop and fell silent. Asrefugeesfrom a
desert world long under Imperial domination, the Askgjians had been quick to strike abargain with the
Squibsto help the group track down the Jawa sandcrawler, which was now alarmingly overdue. But they
had also made clear they would abide no disruptionsto their business.

Leiaonly wished the Squibs were as easy to silence as C-3PO. All three were hanging beneath the
adjacent dewback, strapped in asmuggler's ding and hidden from view like C-3PO. Despite this, they
were chattering incessantly to the caravan leader, around mountain of an Askgjian who stood on the
opposite sde of the basin directing the final watering.

"... giveyou abetter price for tomuon wool than any Jawa," Grees was saying. The Squibs had been
trying to strike abargain ever since they had discovered what the caravan was carrying. Tomuon wool
was prized across the galaxy for its sheen and comfort, and when thistribe of Askgjians had fled their
home, they had possessed the foresight to resettle on a desert world where their stock could thrive. "And
weld never tell the Imperidswhereto find your village."

"Neither would the Jawas," the leader, Borno, said. With his epidermal sacs gorged with water, Borno
resembled an immensely corpulent human with abluish palor and heavy brow folds. "They don't know
whereitis. No onedoes. Welikeit that way."

"Very wise" Sigh said. "We can see you're a shrewd being who appreciates the value of a credit-which
we can get you. Imperial or New Republic.”

"We don't need credits."” As Borno spoke, he was careful not to look toward the dewback. Even with
only adozen stormtroopersto search al of Anchorhead, there aways seemed to be one set of
electrobinoculars turned their way. "We need our vaporators. They're on the Jawa sandcrawler.”



"Our credits are better than Jawavaporators,” Emaasaid "With our credits, you can buy
vaporators-vaporators that won't break down."

"All vaporators break down," Borno said. "If you knew anything about vaporators, you'd know that.”

"Y ou've never owned a Tusede Thirteen,” Sligh said quickly. "Someone like you would redly gppreciate
the quality. Sdf-cleaning condenser filters, redundant sensors, magno-shielded intake vents, everything a
shrewd buyer like you would want.”

"That 07" Despite the query, Borno looked unconvinced. "Then | guess there wouldn't be any need to
find out why the Jawas are so late in their sandcrawler. That would be ared bonus.” The Squibsfell
abruptly silent. VVauable as tomuon wool was, it was worth only afraction of what they stood to earn by
recovering Killik Twilight.

Findly, Sligh said, "Y ou're too smart for us, Borno. We'd better stick to the plan.”

"Aslong asyou can redly locate the sandcrawler,” Grees added. "If the Imperidsfind it first, you can
forget about your vaporators.”

"Yes, so you havetold me," Borno said. "Besides, we dready have a Tusede Thirteen. Those extra
features arejust more thingsto go wrong."

The Squibs dewback stopped drinking, and Borno motioned it

away. Thedriver led it over to the caravan column, being careful to keep himself between the beast and
the Imperidswatching from

Anchorhead. Hanging in their smuggler's harness behind the long saddle blanket, the Squibs were well
concedled, but it dways paid to be careful when there were stormtroopers about.

Han was the next to lead his beast forward. Like Leia, he carried along Askgjian herding spear and
wore ahuge sand cloak over thick pads of musky-smelling tomuon wool tied to his stomach, back, and
shoulders. He still seemed skinny for an Askgjian herder, but too large and round to be one of the
humans the Imperials were seeking. The disguise would probably work, aslong asthe ssormtroopers
remained a adistance and the morning light did not grow too reveding.

Lelawas less confident of Han's ability to wear it. The battle at theinn had left hisface pale and drawn,
and she could tell by the weight of her own disguise that the extra padding would take atoll on his
srength. Wereit not for the Imperid threat-and the fact that the Squibs would pursue Killik Twilight
aone-she would have inssted on taking shelter at the Darklighters farm for another day or two.

Chewbacca was strapped beneath Han's mount, his big shoulders squeezed tight between the dewback's
front legs. Though his head also sank into the water as the beast lowered its mouth to drink, he accepted
the dunking with remarkably good grace- perhaps because he could sense how uncomfortable Han and
Leawereinther disguises.

"I'm surethat dien officer called therest of hiscompany,” Han saidto Leia. "If were till here when they
come, it'll take more than a hundred Askgjians to keep them from searching the caravan. Y ou're surethis
isabetter idea?’

"Honestly, | don't know." Leiawatched astheir landspeeder



emerged from the vehicle sorage room of the Sdi Driss, itsfinish flushing pink in the morning light.
Behind it came apair of stormtroopers walking the Squibs swoop. "But had we |eft town in our
landspeeder, how long do you think it would have taken the officer to call in aflight of TIES?'

"Not long." Han glanced at his mount's long tongue lapping water out of the basin, then whispered,
"They'vefigured usout Lea They must have."

Leianodded. "1 think so." Her stomach knotted withworry

not for hersdlf, but for Han and Chewbacca. "1 never imagined recovering the painting would lead to so
much trouble. | fed terrible about the way | dragged you and Chewieinto this."

"Yeah, like I'd rather be home wondering what's happened to you." Han looked at her from beneeth his
sand hood. His eyes were sunken and hollow. "Besides, you know I'm the only one who can get you out
of thismess."

"Redly?' Lelafolded her arms across her wool-padded chest. "And you're certain | need someone to
rescue meright now?"

Han waved ahand toward the Sidi Driss. "Yeah."

"Y ou seem to have forgotten why we were there in the first place.” Leiaspoke in addiberately even
voice. "I'm not the last one who needed rescuing.”

Leids mount finished drinking, and Borno sgnaed her to leave. Sheled the beast away from the basin,
freeing the spot for the last dewback in line, and went over to join the caravan column. Severd Askgians
were careful to remain between her and the town, filling water jugs at the clean-water spigot or walking a
few steps dongside, chattering merrily in their own language. She was grateful for their caution. C-3PO's
metalic finish had been smeared with amixture of dewback sdivaand dung ash asa safeguard againgt a
saddle blanket being inadvertently drawn aside, but it never hurt to be cautious.

The caravan was forming atight defensve column, three animals aboreast with therider in the middle
leading one cargo beast to each side. Leiawaked her mount into the center position at the end of the
line. Two Askgians helped her into the saddle, then taught her to stop her mount by hauling upward on
thereinsand to turn it by tapping its head with her herding spear. Once she confirmed her understanding,
they brought two cargo beaststo flank her and secured the fibrasted reinsto apair of saddle rings
behind her legs.

"Y our mount should stay ahead of the pack beasts," one of the Askgjians advised. "But if you fed arein
pressing the back of aleg, strike the pack animal acrossthe nose. That will dow it." "What if | want it to
go faster?' Thisdrew adeep Askgian laugh. "Y ouwont." A few minutes|ater, with Han and the last
Askgianin linebehind Leia, Borno opened the flush valve to send the unused water back to the
recyclers, then lowered the basin's sand cover and joined the rest of the caravan.

A light hoverscout emerged from Anchorhead, one storm-trooper standing in back at the speeder's
blaster cannon. Two more Imperias were visible through the front windows. The one in the passenger's
Seat wore the blaster-scorched shoulder pauldron of asquad |eader.

Borno stopped near Leiaand Han and pretended to check the cargo straps on the dewbacks they would
beleading. "Do the same aseveryone dse," he said quietly. "I'm sorry, but if they realize we're hiding



you, the ded isoff. This caravan istoo important to my peopletorisk it in afirefight.”
"We understand, Borno," Lelasaid. "And we're sorry for putting you in any danger a al.”

"A caravanisawaysin danger," Borno replied. "And you have nothing to be sorry about. On Askgj, we
hed a saying: those who wish to rid themselves of fleegs must clean the hair of their neighbors.”

"A wisesaying." Leias scalp began to itch beneath the sand hood.

"And one that applies doubleto Imperid fleegs," Borno replied. "We will do what we can to keep our
part of the bargain.”

Borno departed.
Behind Leia, Han asked softly, "What's our part of the bargain?'

"Who knows?" Leiaglanced over her shoulder, more to make certain he was holding up than to make
herself heard. "All | could get out of Emalawas that Sligh made an excellent dedl, and not to worry. They
aways have our interests at heart.”

Hanwinced. "l hateit when they say that."

Asthe hoverscout angled toward the caravan, Borno barked a command and pulled arepeating blaster
from benegath his sand cloak. Therest of the Askgiansfollowed hislead, exchanging their herding spears
for an astonishing array of weaponry ranging from sniper riflesto power blasters more than capable of
piercing an infantry vehicleésarmor. Leiaremoved her blaster from its holster and propped her elbow on
her hip, so that the weapon would be in plain sight. Though Askgjians were a peace-loving people, the
Imperias had obvioudy taught them the vaue of intimidation.

The stormtrooper gunner started to swing the blaster cannon around, but the squad leader quickly waved
him off. The speeder pilot closed to within twenty meters of the caravan and flew dowly aongside. The
gunner kept his helmet lensesfixed on the cargo

line, while the squad leader studied the ridersin the center. They passed Borno without incident and
rounded the front of the column, then came dowly down the other side.

When the hoverscout reached the end of the column, it stopped. The squad |eader leaned out of his
window. "Very well. You arefreeto leave."

The Askgjians responded with achorus of belly laughs so deep it sounded like sand thunder. Borno took
histime walking to the head of the caravan, stopping to check cargo straps and chat with drivers. Though
Leiaknew he was only putting on a show of contempt for the Imperias, she could not help wishing he
did not have such aflair for the dramatic. Every minute they tarried brought the rest of the stormtrooper
company aminute closer to Anchorhead.

Finally, Borno reached the front of the caravan and hoisted himsdlf into his saddle. Without looking back
toward the Imperids, he boomed acommand in Askgjian that caused hisfollowersto hidetheir blasters
again and take up their herding spears. Then, at last, he urged his mount forward, and the caravan left
Anchorhead behind.

The dewbacks were duggish and dow at firgt, plodding dong barely faster than Lela could walk. But as



the sunswarmed the morning air, the creatures grew steadily more energetic, and it was only afew
minutes before the caravan was ambling a aswift pace. By thetime the last blush of Second Dawn had
faded from the air half an hour later, the purple crags of the Jundland Wastes could be seen rippling in the
distance ahead.

They rode for only aquarter hour more before the Squibs began to complain about chafing. Though most
Askgjians could speak Basic, they paid no attention and kept up amerry prattlein their own language.
Leiaglanced back to check on Han and Chewbacca.

The Wookiee, barely vishblein the shadows beneath the dew back's chest, was using the skirts of Han's
saddleto pull hisweight off the sirgps. He caught Leialooking and flashed afriendly snarl to show he
was doing fine. Han was sitting too upright, staring straight ahead with an artificid smirk acrosshislips,
obvioudy aware that Leiawas checking on him and just as obvioudy trying to appear stronger than he
was.

"Drink something,” she mouthed.
Han raised awater bottle to hislips, then made asour face and said, "Y ou owe me some Gizer."

Then afamiliar whine sounded in the ky. Leialooked toward the noise and found hersdf saring into the
blazing white eyes of thetwo suns, Tatoo I quivering and flickering like something dive asit chased its
twin higher into the sky. She turned away, trying to blink the blindness from her eyes. The whine grew
more digtinct. "Han-"

"TIES," he confirmed. "Coming out of the suns, subsonic. They'rejust taking alook.”

Asthewhine grew louder, the dewbacks broke into a nervous trot, and the Askgjians were suddenly too
busy dapping their herding spears across the pack beasts nosesto continuetalking. Leiafelt arein
againgt the back of her leg and turned, bringing her spear down across the nose of the offending beast.
By then, the whine had grown to ashrill howl. She glimpsed an H-shaped silhouette dropping into the sky
beneath Tatoo |. It swelled dmogt ingantly into a TIE fighter-a fighter that came screaming up on the
caravan from behind, flying so low that Leiaand everyone el se ducked ingtinctively.

The dewbacks bdlowed and would have scattered had the fibrastedl reins not snapped the pack beasts
back toward the lead mounts. Asit was, the entire caravan burst into a panicked gallop and bolted
acrossthe sdt flatsin acolumn. Then the TIE'sion drives appeared in the sky ahead, and Borno's mount
broke to the right leading the rest of the caravan after it in along curving arc.

Leianearly bounced out of the saddle before she managed to get her weight into the Stirrups, and even
then she came close to flying off each time the seat dammed into her from below.

The TIE went into asteep climb and did awingover, then fell ominoudy silent asit began to dive back
toward the caravan. The dewbacks dropped out of their gallop and began to rumble to each other in
low, barely audible tones.

Then the whine started again, and the TIE swelled in the Sky, now coming at the caravan from the flank.

Thiswas too much for the dewbacks. They turned as one and fled in rank. Leia glimpsed Han beside
her, aWookiee hand hanging on to the saddle longside hisleg.

The TIE shrieked past overhead, trailing panic and the harsh smell of ozone. Leias dewback broke right,



dragging the pack beasts dong and damming hard into Han'strio. All Six creatures nearly went down, but
the lead mounts pushed off each other at the last minute and dragged their followers back to their feet.
Lelaspied apebbled flank ahead and frantically dapped her spear into her dewback's head, barely
turning it in timeto avoid another collison.

The caravan dispersed, galloping across the plain in ahundred different directions, and Lelathought for a
minute it would scatter to the far corners of the mesa. But once the whine of the TIE had faded, alow
thrumming amost too deep to hear began to roll across the plain behind her. Her mount and the pack
beasts turned toward the sound immediately and continued at a dead run.

Lelahauled back on thereins, trying to dow down until she

could see what was causing the sound, but the effort was useles When her mount sowed, the pack
beasts charged forward their fibrasted leads pinning her legs againgt the saddle skirts. When she dapped
the herding spear acrosstheir snouts, her mount charged ahead. Shefinaly began to fed vibrationsin her
somach and redlized her dewbacks were thrumming in reply, and she gave up trying to dow them. A few
moments later, she began to see other riders charging toward the same pot she was, converging on
Borno and his mount.

AsLeaarrived at the edge of the throng, Sligh was complaining, "How can you leave us under here? We
won't have ahair |eft on our bodies!"

Borno ignored the Squib and hisfellows, issuing a series of commandsin his own language. His drivers
quickly arranged the dewbacksinto a giant outward-facing circle and linked each cresture to the two
adjacent, connecting the whole caravan together viathe sturdy fibrasted reins.

Lelawas impressed with Borno's foresight. After making hisinitial pass, agood reconnaissance pilot
would return afew minutes later to record a second set of pictures and data that would show how the
subject had reacted to hisfirst pass. Often, the differences between the two were more telling than the
dataitsdf.

Asthey waited for the TIE to return, Leiaglanced over and found Han waiting with his herding spear
leaning againgt hisleg and both hands braced on his saddle pommel. The muscles on the backs of his
handsweretrembling vigbly.

"Drink somewater," Leasad.

"Just did." Han straightened his back and patted the water bottle hanging beneath his cloak, then seemed
to wobblein the saddle. "Why do you keep saying that?"

"Because you'relooking alittle shaky," Leiasaid. ™Y ou shouldn't he out in this heat, not so soon after
yesterday."

"I don't think the Imperids are giving usachoice,” Han said. "Except maybe a nice climate-controlled
berth on the Chimaera."

Chewbacca groaned an opinion about that possibility.
"I don't care for how it would end, either.” Leiareached into her satchel and removed the vidmap Han

had taken off his borrowed swoop before abandoning it, then called up a schematic of the area. "But the
Darklighter Farmisn't far."



"Not far at dl," Emaaagreed from benegath her dewback. "Y ou could be there in half aday a most, even
by dewback."

"S0?"' Han demanded.

"So you shouldn't be out inthisheat,” Leiasaid. "Y ou haven't recovered. I'm sure the Darklighters will
hide you for aday or two."

"Us" Han corrected. "I'm not going anywhere without you."
"Han, you know | can't,” Lelasaid.
"Sureyou can,” Emaasaid. "Y our partnerswill recover Killik Twilight.”

"You?' Lelaglanced in the Squibs direction. Her view of them was completely blocked by the adjacent
dewbacks, but she shook her head anyway. "Y ou're the biggest reason | need to go.”

"You don't trust us?* Sligh gasped. "When have we ever given you reason to be so rude?’
"Trust isearned,” Lelasaid. "Y ou have alittlework to do."

"And you'd rather let your mate die than take a chance on us?' Grees demanded. " Some heartlessjillie
you are.”

"That's enough out of you three" Han said. "I'm not going anywhere without Leia, understand?’
Lelashook her head in frugtration. "Y oureimpossible.”
"Yeah?1'm not the only one.”

An unesasy silencefel over the area as nearby Askgjians politely averted their gazes and tried to pretend
they had not overheard the argument.

Leiasghed, then turned to Han and ordered, "Drink some water."
Han glanced over, not quite scowling, and said, "Y ou, too."
They pulled their water bottles from beneath their cloaks, then tipped the necks toward each other ina

dlent toast. They drank together, the mystified Askgjians watching and murmuring asthey puzzled over
erratic human behavior.

After Han finished drinking, his gaze remained fixed on the blazing sky. "That didn't tekelong.”

A familiar whinerose from the direction of the sun. Leiabarely had time to put away the vidmap and her
water bottle before the TIE was on them, screaming over the caravan so low that she was sure alucky
Askgjian could have planted a spear into one of its solar pandls. The dewbacks bellowed wildly and tried
to scatter, but found themsalves pulling against their fellows and went nowhere. The circle smply
undulated until the starfighter was past, then settled back into stillness asthe craft climbed into the sky.

Borno shouted acommand, and the Askgjians began to draw their blasters from beneath their sand



cloaks. The TIE did awingover and approached on avector perpendicular to itsfirst pass. Again, the
alarmed dewbacks attempted to flee and found themselves restrained by their neighbors. The Askgians
added to the panic by shooting into the air, clearly trying to send amessage by firing directly at the
garfighter. Leia doubted they redlly meant to bring it down; Borno struck her as a competent enough
warrior to know that the best way to bring down alow-flying craft wasto put awal of fire up in front of
it.

Leiaglimpsed apair of pods-sensor and imaging-hanging
beneeth the cockpit where the blaster cannons would normally be, then the TIE was gone, climbing into

the sky, wagging itswing panels and shrinking into an H-shaped dot. The Askgians cheered in triumph
and, not waiting to seeif it would return, began to free the dewbacks from the circle.

Borno rode over and waved a puffy hand at Chewbacca and C-3PO. "We can unstrap your friends
now." Heturned his narrow eves toward the Squibs, then added, " And those three, aswell-so long as
they don' try to sall me any more vaporators.”

"Sdl ashrewd tomuon herder likeyoursdlf?' Sigh said. "That's
imposshle”

"We assumed someone of your intellect would want the best,”
Emaaadded. "Our mistake."

Borno chuckled. "The wise ones say you must never ask galoompsto stand sill. | seethisisso.” He
motioned to the driver of their dewback. "Free them. We would not want even a Squib down where they
will get smashed when we reach rough terrain.”

Han dismounted and set to work unstrapping Chewbacca, but Leiaremained in her saddle.

"Borno, forgive mefor questioning your wisdom," she said. "But these Imperids seem more thorough
than mogt, and they have avery clever commanding officer. | think they'll be back with an assault shuttle.”

Borno smiled broadly. " Of course they will, but they will ook out there." He pointed in the direction the
caravan had been traveling so far, then swung his massive arm in aninety-degree arc, pointing toward a
shimmering blue-brown curtain that might or might not have been the foothills of the distant Needles
Mountains. "And wewill bethere

Han stopped working on Chewbacca's straps |ong enough to peer in the direction the Askgjian was
pointing. "Why there?'

"Because that iswhere my vaporators are,” Borno said. "Theisahiding place about three hours from
here where the Jawas go when the winds are too strong. If the sandcrawler isn't there it will be agood
placeto sart searching.” "Then what are we waiting for?"

Leiadipped out of her saddle and, trying not to gag on the musky stench of the dewback's belly, quickly
unstrapped C-3PO.

Chewbacca and the Squibs had afew bald spots where the dings had rubbed off their fur, and C-3PO
complained hitterly about the sand in his servomotors. Otherwise they all seemed to have survived the



ridereatively intact.

Borno pointed at C-3PO, then asked, "Can the droid ride?' C-3PO answered in Askgjian, drawing an
incredulous guffaw from Borno and severd other caravan drivers within earshot. Obliviousto ther
reaction, C-3PO turned to Leia and trand ated.

"| explained to Chief Borno that I'm an excdlent rider. If he wishes, | can supply acompletelisting of the
eight hundred ninety-seven different vehiclesin which | have been a passenger.” Han said, "Threepio can't
handle adewback.” "I thought as much.” Borno told his driversto arrange mounts for Chewbacca and
the Squibs, then waved C-3PO toward his own huge dewback. "You, | take."

"Take?' C-3PO turned to Leia. "Pardon me for saying so, Mistress Leia, but | fail to seewhat usea
protocol droid of my sophistication could possibly beto atribe of ... herders. Especidly in asandy
dimaelikethis”

"He meansyou'reto ride on his dewback." Leia pointed him toward the animd. "Ownership isn't being
transferred.”

"Thank the maker!" C-3PO went to Borno's mount, where apair of Askgjians were waiting to heft him
into the saddle. "I am sure to make your ride a pleasant one. Perhaps you would enjoy

recitation of the Song of the Dongtha Slayer in ancient Askgjian? My memory banks contain al saven
hundred twenty-two known

verses”

Borno paled. "l am very glad you are not giving methisdroid,”

he said to Leia. "But perhaps now would be agood time to make

Leids stomach knotted. " Of course.” She glanced at the Squibs. She was not happy to see them busy
ingpecting the dew-back they would soon beriding. "I'm unaware of the find price, but I'm sure we have
more than enough to cover it."

"Itisn't much." Borno extended his hand. "Who carriesthe

vidmep?'

"Thevidmagp?' Han exploded. "They're giving that away?"

"They cannot?' Borno's expression quickly went from perplexed to angry. "But they did.”

"What my husband meansiswe dill have need of it," Lelasaid.

"Sodol," Borno said. "That'swhy | agreed to take it."

"Agreed to take it?' Han glared acrossthe circle at the Squibs. "They offered it to you?"

"Of coursethey did," Lelasaid. "How el se would Borno have known about it?"



Borno glanced from Han to Leia. "They should not have done this?*
"No," Lelasaid quickly-too quickly.

Borno's face turned the color of avolcanic eruption, and he barked something at hisdrivers. They
immediately stopped what they were doing and began to unstrap the Squibs saddle.

"My gpologies,” Borno said. "l should have checked with you before taking the word of rodents.” He
cast adark look in the Squibs direction, then asked, " So, what are you willing to pay for our helpin

escgping the Imperias?!

Under any other circumstances, after-the-fact would have bee an awkward time for anegotiation. But on
Tatooine, in the middle of the desert with the possibility of an Imperia assault company dropping in any
moment, the timing could not have been more perfect for Borno.

"I know you're not interested in credits.” Lelawasthinking of the Askgjian's reaction to the Squibs
attemptsto buy histomuon wooal. " So what would interest you?"

Borno glanced briefly at C-3PO, then shuddered visibly and spoke in amatter-of-fact tone. "The
vidmep."

Chewbacca groaned, and Han said, "I told you. We need that.”
"Then why did the Squibs offer it?* Borno demanded.

No sooner had the Askajian asked than Leia saw the answer. The Squibs knew thisterrain. She and her
companionsdid not.

Leaturned to find Greesleading the other two over.
"Y ou've got a death wish?' Grees demanded. "Turn over the vidmap."
"And place ourselvesin your hands?' she asked. "I think not."

"It's either that or watch your husband die of thirst out here- right before you," Grees said. "We struck a
bargain with Borno."

"A bargain that leaves us dependent on you." Leia phrased this as a conclusion, not aquestion. "How
convenient.”

Sligh shrugged. "Y ou said make a ded with the caravan to save us. We made the dedl .”
"Give himthevidmap," Han said.
Leiaturned. "What?"

"Sigh'sright. A ded'saded." Han shrugged. "Besides, what choice do we have? Let Borno leave them
hereto die?'

"Them?' Emala gasped. "After al weve been through together, you talk like were not even partners?”



Leiastepped over to her dewback's flank and opened the utility

satchel hanging from her saddle. After digging her way past the holocornm, the first thing she found was
thejourna. She was tempted to see if she could convince Borno to take one or the other instead of the
vidmap, but she would need the holocomm later, and she was not ready to give up her grandmother-not
after finding her so recently. Besides, adeal wasadeal. She put the journa back and fished around until
she found the vidmap, then went over to Borno's mount and passed it up. "Now take usto our
sandcrawler.”

Chapter 16

It was only midmorning, and dready Leiafdt asthough she had a crysta plas skull-as though the twin
sunswere blazing through her sand hood and baking her brain in hot bright light. Even through her
darkened goggles, the plain ahead was a shimmering white haze, with the cruel blue hoax of amirage sea
awaysrippling just on the horizon. Theair was till and tifling, every bresth a suffocating blast.

The caravan was moving fag, trotting toward the hideaway that Borno had assured them would have
been the Jawas first choice of shelter during the storm. The search would continue from there, depending
on what they found... and whether they found anything at dl. Again, Lelahad the feding she was being
influenced by the Force, drawn out into the wilds of Tatooine- though she could not imagine to what
purpose. The Great Chott was as empty asit wasvad; asfar as she could tell, there was no place to
conced another surprise about her family-or anything else.

The Askgjians were scattered across the plain, being careful to form no rows or columns that would
make the caravan eader for ahigh-flying surveillance droid to identify. Their globular bodies neither
swayed nor rocked on their mounts, despite the dewbacks spine-hammering gait.

Han rode ahead and off to one side. His pack beasts had become mounts for Chewbacca and the
Squibs, so he did not have any extra dewbacksto lead. Still, the heat wastaking itstoll. Hewas
wobbling and bouncing, and occasiondly he struggled to Stay in

the saddle.

Lelaurged her dewback forward and drew alongside him. With his eyes and face hidden by his goggles
and scarf, it wasimpossible to read his expression. But Leia could tell by the way his shoulders dumped
and his chin drooped that he was not doing well.

"Hey-" It hurt to talk, Leidsthroat was so dry.

Han's dark goggles swung in her direction. The dump vanished from his shoulders-a brave front for her
benefit-but his chin continued to droop. Not agood sign.

Leiahdd up afinger while she dipped her water bottle benesath her face coverings and drank. The
contents were as hot as caf. ™Y ou remembering your water?'

Han digplayed the bottle in his hand and nodded listlesdy. "If you're trying to send me off to the
Darklighters farm again, forget it." His voice was too muffled to reved anything more about his condition.
"I'm not the one who sounds like a profogg... much.”

Leiasmiled behind her scarf and felt her lips crack. "I've given up.” That wasasmall exaggeration. "'l



want to talk about something ese.”
Han's goggles remained fixed in her direction. "Y eah?’
"I, uh..."

Leiasthroat went dry again, and thistime it had nothing to do with the heat. There had been few
opportunitiesto redly talk since the auction, and Leia had kept much to hersalf. She had not told Han
about the two visions she had experienced. Nor shared L uke's warning about how the Force was moving
her, or even mentioned her grandmother'sdiary. And she needed to tell him, to make him understand
there was good reason for her fear of having children that as much as she wanted to, it was not a choice
shefet free to make... not until she had put to rest the dark face she had seen aboard the Falcon.

"Y ou were saying?' Han asked.

Thedigtant hiss of acraft in flight sounded behind the caravan, and they both turned to see awavering
diver of ion efflux cregping acrossthe sky. The vessd itself was not visble, not even asafaint glint, but
the length of itsion tail suggested it to be a szable craft-probably one of the Chimaerasintdligence
launches, eavesdropping on local comm traffic.

The sight reminded Leia of another problem: sometime soon, she needed to find asafe place to set up the
portable holo-comm and make a progress report. Otherwise, Mon Mothmawould be forced to assume
that Killik Twilight waslost and Shadowcast compromised, and she might well decideto recal the
Wraiths-regardless of what that would mean for the local resistance fighters,

After watching the efflux for amoment, Lela asked, "What do you think? Signd interceptor?”

Han shook hishead. "The Imperias must have finished searching Anchorhead by now. That's got to be
an assault shuttle.” did not add that when the shuttle pilots failed to locate the Askgjians where they
expected to, the Chimaera's admira would launch an dl-out search to find them. The entire caravan had

known that since dipping away from their original route two hours ago. " That what you wanted to talk
about?'

Leiashook her head. "Han, 1..."

The Squibs appeared on the other sde of Han, dl threeriding in the same saddle and bouncing haf out
of control.

"Gartd!" Leaswore. "Perfect timing, asusud.”

"Y ou're looking alittle shaky, Cap," Grees said. He was sitting in front, gripping the pommel with both
hands, the reins threaded under his palms and wrapped back around his knuckles. "Listen to your mate,
or you'll make awidow of her."

"I'm doing fine." Han turned to face the Squib. "Not that it's any business of yours.”

"That'sjust like you." Sligh rode in the middle, both arms wrapped around Greesswaist, hisfar elbow
wrapped around the middle shaft of the herding spear. "Y ou never think of anyone but yoursdlf. How do
you think well fed having to leave you behind when the heet knocks you out?’

"I'm sureitll just tear you up,” Han said. "Don't do me any favors.”



Lelaremained slent. She and Han could hardly hold a serious conversation in front of the Squibs.

"We aretrying to do you afavor,” Emaasaid. Shewasin back, holding on to the buitt of the herding
spear with one hand and Sligh with the other and bouncing higher than both of her companions. "Were
as close aswe're going to get to the Darklighter Farm-"

"No."

Chewbaccarode up on Leids other sde, Sitting astride the dewback as though he had been born to it,
hisfeet hanging down past its belly. Bracing himself on one of the cargo beasts Leawas leading, he
leaned across and oowralled at Han.

"l said no." Han glanced over a Leia. "l suppose you're apart of this?'

"Thisisthefirg I've heard of it, but-"

"Yeah, sure." Han shook hishead. "Y ou never give up, sweetheart. That's one of thethings| love about
you."

"Han, if | said | wasn't apart of this, then | wasn't."

"Okay, s0 you weren't part of it."

"But that doesn't mean it'sabad idea."

"It doesn't mean it'sagood one," Han said. "1 know how thisworks, Leia. First | agreeto go, then you
work me over until | think going without you is the best idea I've ever had. I've seen you do that to

planetary governments a hundred times. | don't have achance."

"Y ou're not aplanetary government,” Lelasaid. "And I'm not trying to talk you into something you don't
want to do."

"No?" Han's voice cracked with dryness. "Then what did you want to talk about?'
"Orbitd surveillance." It wasn't alie-not realy. She had been wondering about orbita surveillance since
the overflight by the TIE reconnai ssance craft. "Y ou know the Chimaera hasto have spy satdllitesin

place, and were not exactly under cover.”

"Morethan you think." Han took along drink from hiswater bottle, then continued, "No sensor in the
gaaxy isddlicate enough to find usright now. Thereflection blast ishiding us."

"Reflection blagt?'

"The Great Chott isagiant mirror." Han waved ahand at the pale surface of the surrounding sdt plain.
"With two suns shining down, thistime of day dl aspy satdllite seesis heat and

light-same for ahigh-flying survelllance drone. If the Imps warnt to find us again, they have to come down
low-and that takestime.”

"That'swhy Borno waited until the sunswere up to change directions.”



Han nodded. "He knows his evasion strategy.” He turned and looked into the shimmering whiteness
ahead. "I just hope we find some cover soon. Once that shuttle reports we aren't where we're supposed
to be, it won't take them long to send aflight of TIEs out on asearch grid."

An Askgjian rode up behind them, arriving with such silence and suddenness that when he spoke, Leia
nearly jumped out of her saddle.

"Why are you bunched together like this?' He gestured at the sky with his spear. ™Y ou make it easier for
the ky eyesto see us. Spread out, or Borno will take your mounts and leave you for the white shells."

The Squibs drifted away immediately. Chewbacca, who never responded well to threats, flashed fangs
and glared until the Askgian findly looked away.

"If you please," he said more politely, "we shouldn't take chances.”

Chewbacca grunted an gpology that, judging by the way the Askgjian's eyes widened, Leiawas surethe
rotund being did not understand. Chewbacca snickered and angled off abit. Still hoping to have aprivate
word with Han, Lelalingered amoment to seeif the Askgian would alow them to remain together.

"Mease," hesad. "It iseven more important for you to separate. Y ou are leading pack beasts.”

"Of course." Leiawished she had aset of fangsto flash, but she knew the Askgjian was only trying to
protect them dl. She glanced in Han's direction and, dowing her mount, asked, "Can wetak later?’

"Y ou know we can." Han's goggled eyes lingered on hers"I'm not going anywhere."

Leafdl intwenty meters behind him. Even at that short distance, the heat distortion reduced his
shimmering figure to an unrecognizable silhouette, but she would at least be ableto tdll if hefell out of the
saddle or let his mount wander. Shefelt her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth and reminded hersdlf
to drink. The water was hotter than ever. Sheforced herself to swallow three long gulps, then put it

away. In this hest, she would have thought any water would taste good. But the stuff in her plastoid bottle
was beginning to have dl the flavor of rancor drool. She set achime on her chronometer to remind her to
drink againin aquarter hour.

The plain became rocky and broken, with pockets of soft sand lying between boulders the size of droids.
The caravan's progress dowed to a crawl, the gait of the dewbacks growing dow, rhythmic, and

swaying.

Han's rippling figure seemed to twist in the saddle and look back in the direction from which they had
come, and Leiaknew he was thinking the same thing she was. Those TIEs had to be starting their search
grid by now, and when they found the caravan thistime, the equipment hanging beneath their cockpits
would not be sensors and cameras. They would take action to stop the caravan, and quickly.

It soon grew gpparent that the dewbacks were better off picking their way without guidance from their
riders. With another hour to their destination and nothing to occupy her thoughts except

worries over Han and the Imperials, Lela needed something to keep her mind occupied. She dipped her
herding spear into its carrying deeve and tied her reinsto atethering loop on the saddle, then took her
grandmother's journal out of her pocket and began to view entries.



It wasn't long before Shmi reported an interesting surprise.
19:17:10

Today | came hometo find a Falleen waiting on our steps. She was avery rough-looking lady, Annie,
and not only because of those narrow eyes and sharp teeth. She was even taler and more beautiful than
most females of her species, but her hair had been singed off, and she had afresh burn across her nose.
And there were holesin her jumpsuit that showed scarred scales and swollen bulges dong her spindl
ridge.

She had a plasted box stting beside her, so | thought she had brought some memory chipsfor meto
clean. | told her she would have to pay in advance-1've been cheated by spacers before, even if they're
usudly Cordlians-but she told me the box was from Coruscant. She gpologized for taking so long to get
it here and explained that it had been a gift from Qui-Gon Jinn.

Annie, | was so excited | forgot al about the box. Here was someone from Coruscant, who knew
Qui-Gon. That meant she had to know you. But she claimed to be only an errand girl from the Jedi
hangars and said she didn't know anything about Temple business. | didn't believe her. | told her |
wanted to know who was taking care of my son. Findly, she said you were in good hands, and |
shouldn't worry.

| don't think shewasredly an errand girl, though. | didn't see alightsaber, but she could have been a
Jedi-she seemed 0 certain of things. | so hope shetold you about her visit, because then you will know
how happy | am that you are following your dreams.

Asthe entry ended, Shimi's eyes grew glassy with tears, and Lelawas surprised to find her own eyes
tearing. It seemed wrong to condemn Anakin for following his dreams-yet those dreams had become a
nightmarefor the rest of the gdaxy. If only Shmi had known what his destiny would be... would she have
had the strength to deny her son's help to the Jedi, to make Anakin live out the rest of hislife in bondage?

It was not adecison Leiafdt certain she could have made.
19:19:11

Oh, yes-the box! Inside there was a message from Qui-Gon explaining that while he and his Padawan
waited for the Jedi Council to test you, he had asked someone to start a galaxywide HoloNet search to...

The display clouded with static, and Shmi's voice faded to an inaudible scratch. Lelareplayed the entry
severd times, and managed to make out afew more lines.

"Imagine, aJedi like Qui-Gon taking... when there must have been so many... hisatention. Thegalaxy is
going to... fortunate he cameinto our lives.

Lelagave up trying to make sense of the entry and looked up to find Han dumped over, hanging haf out
of his saddle. She grabbed the herding spear and urged her mount to catch up, but the beast groaned in
irritation and refused to move any faster over the broken ground.

Han's head rose dongside his knee and seemed to peer back at her, though it was difficult to tell in the
rippling air, and he remained dumped over for severa moments more. Findly his body rose upright, and
acrescent of white desert light appeared between his seat and saddle as he stood to check the stirrup he
had been adjusting.



Leialet out agroan of her own and returned the spear to its carrying deeve. Sheforced hersdlf to gulp
some water. It was hotter and more foul tasting than ever.

18:20:12

Watto behaved very strangely today. When he sent me out to buy his nectarot, he gave me five extra
truguts to buy some paliewine for usto share-and heinsisted | get it from Naduarr because "1 should
taste the good stuff.” | hardly knew what to make of it!

It turns out he had heard about the Falleen's visit, and that she had come on a ship from Coruscant. All
he wanted was to hear how you're doing-well, what he asked was "how many Podraces has the boy
won." | told him the Jedi don't dlow their studentsto enter Podraces, but that you're doing well with your
traning.

I'm sure | wasn't stretching the truth, Annie, and the news seemed to calm Watto. Sometimes, | think he
redlly missesyou... though of course he won't admit it. Hejust grumblesthat if he hadn't let "that Jedi”
cheat him out of you, held be richer than aHutt by now.

The entry ended, leaving Lela alittle perplexed about Shmi's patience with her Toydarian owner. But
many relationships were complicated, and she had learned in her work that few beings could be painted
without shades of gray.

AsLeacontinued to view entries, it quickly grew apparent that losing Anakin had indeed affected Watto
profoundly. The Toydarian continued to blame othersfor his"bad luck." But, according to Shmi, he no
longer cursed at her, and he trusted her to run the shop while he went to bid on wrecks. He even
continued to give her afew truguts every week to buy Naduarr's palie wine, though he did not dways
ingst on having their drinks together. And while Shmi never acknowledged Watto'sright to own her, she
seemed to fed for the Toydarian aswell, sometimes defending him to customers who insulted him behind
his back.

Then, after four years of routine entries, Shmi appeared in the display smiling as she had not smiled since
the box had arrived from Qui-Gon.

17:06:13

A settler cameinto Watto's today, agreeat brattle of aman. Very gruff and to the point. Shmi lowered her
voice and did afair imitation of ahuman mae. "I need aset of booster coilsfor a SoroSuub
V-Twenty-Four," he said to Watto, "and don't try to rob me. | know your reputation.”

Shedidinto aflawlessimitation of Watto's gravelly whine. "Then you know | am only an honest
business-being trying to keep his doors open in this miserable dustbin of acity. And the V-Twenty-Four
isaclassc. Those coilswill cost you, if | have any.”

I've heard Watto use that line a hundred times, but there was something about this settler that made me
want to help him, a sense of desperation maybe... or maybe his proud blue eyes and the way he carried
himsdf. | told Watto we had plenty of booster coails, that | had dusted off awhole stack that morning.

"Good," the settler said. Helooked directly at me, and my knees went weak, the way Amee says hersdo
whenever she sees Roc or Jerm or nearly any boy. "I'll take two of ‘em.”



Shmi began to laugh. Watto was so angry he knocked a carton of power cells off the counter turning to
ydl a me,

Leaforced down some stale water and checked to see that Han was still upright in his saddle, then
continued to view the journal. The next few entries were short, conssting mostly of Shmi'sritua of telling
Anakin how proud she was of him and how much sheloved him. There were dso afew mentions of the
ettler, noting with obvious disappointment that Shmi had not seen him again and probably never
would-but she was glad to have helped him.

Watto proved surprising philosophica about the sde, telling Shmi he had only lost afew truguts anyway,
and that she could makeit up to him by cleaning the memory chips of aused navicomputer. A few days
later, he even seemed to grow concerned about her happiness, giving her an afternoon off and buying a

bolt of cloth so she could make herself anew robe.

About two weeks later, Shmi's mood was noticeably brighter.
23:29:15

The settler came back today! He waslooking for fifty vaporator condensers. Watto was sill so angry
about the booster coils that he wouldn't offer areasonable price, so the settler |eft.

But when Watto sent mefor his nectarot, | found the settler waiting outsde. He walked with meto
Naduarr's. | was alittle nervous, but he has ajolly manner that makes him easy to talk to. He asked if |
had been punished for helping him, then gpologized when | told him about the extrawork | had to do
cleaning the navicomputer's memory chip-even though it wasrealy nothing.

Then he asked mewhy | had helped him. | laughed and started to say | just wanted to get even with
Watto for yelling a me, but there is something about this man that wouldn't et me make light. Thereis
something about his eyes that makes you want to speak your heart-

they're blue, Annie, not quite as blue as yours, and so sincere and kind and warm.
Beforel knew it, | had admitted the truth: that | had doneit because | found him so handsome.

He actualy blushed! Then he smiled and held his hand out to me Heisagood man, Annie, and it's
wonderful to have anew friend Hisnameis Cliegg... Cliegg Lars.

Chapter 17

The droning sound came so faintly that Leiathought the sand had findly fouled the heat ventson the pam
diary. Terrified the memory circuits would melt, she thumbed the POWER key and continued to hear the
whine, then findly looked up to see Han'swavy figure twisted around in his saddle, his dark goggles
studying the sky behind her. Leiaturned aswell and found Chewbacca and the Squibs and the
shimmering blobs of severa nearby Askgians aso squinting into the sky.

Thediary's heat ventswerefine. It wasa TIE making the noise.

Lelaraised her arm, cocking it at a steep angle so she could block both suns, and still found herself
garing into arippling blue-white inferno. She searched until puddles of darkness began to swim across
her vision, then closed her eyes againgt the pain and looked away. Wherever that TIE was, she only
hoped the pilot and hisinstruments would be just as blinded as she was by the blistering heet of the Great



Chott.

The droning faded afew moments later, and when it wasn't followed by a sonic boom, Leiaknew they
had escaped detection.

Had the TI E spotted them, ether the sound would have continued, constantly changing directions asthe
pilot circled to keen them under surveillance, or it would have grown steadily louder and more shrill ashe
descended for astrafing run.

Once her vison cleared, Lea activated the timing function on her chronometer. Assuming the TIE was
flying asearch grid knowing theinterval between passeswould prove critical if they wereto have any
chance a all of evading detection. She returned the journal to its pocket and took up her herding spear
and reins. There was nothing she could do to make the dewback move faster over this treacherous
terrain, but she suspected the creature might find the scream and roar of a TIE blaster cannon more
convinang.

Han was wobbling more noticeably in his saddle, but remained dert enough to keep drinking. Over the
next ten minutes, Leiasaw him tip hiswater bottle up twice and redized he, too, wasusing his
chronometer darm to remind himsdlf to drink.

The brownwall of the distant mountains continued to hang on the horizon, and the blue sweep of a
mirage still hovered at their base like afloating lake. Below the mirage, therelay anew desert gpparition,
awrithing stripe of darkness that appeared to have no worldly source. Thiswasthefirst Leiahad seen of
it. Thelast time she had looked up to check on Han, the line had not been there. Noticing that it wasa
little thicker and blacker a one end than the other, she wondered if it might be the Chimaera's shadow,
cast from orbit above the Great Chott. It was not ordinarily Imperia procedure to bring a Star Destroyer
S0 closeto aplanet unlessthey intended to bombard it-the Empire had lost capital shipsto turbo-laser
ambushes before-but so far this new admiral had proven anything but ordinary.

The droning sound returned, thistime loudly enough that Leia had no doubt about its nature. She
checked her chronometer and discovered the last pass had come fourteen minutes ago, then shielded her
eyes and turned to look. It took afew moments of searching, but shefindly found ablueflicker of ion
discharge bouncing aong low on the horizon, blinking in and out of Sght asit was obscured by curtains of
rising air. The caravan had one more pass, if they were lucky, before the TIE was close enough to see
them.

Leliaglanced around, trying to distinguish Borno from al the other wavering blobs ahead. He had warned
her that if it came to afight, he would have no choice except to surrender them to the Imperids, and Leia
failed to see how they could escape being caught in the open. And leaving the caravan had its
advantages. Without the dewbacks, she and her companions could burrow under the boulders and hide
from even aclose-range sensor sweep. Besides, if the Askgjians continued without them, perhaps the
Imperids could be persuaded there had been nothing unusua in the caravan's sudden change of direction.

But Borno, wherever hewas, did not seem interested in leaving them behind. Perhaps he saw the same
weaknessin Leids plan that she did: without the Askgjians, she and her companions would survive no
more than aday in this desert. He probably thought they had a better chance of surviva in Imperia
hands. The scattered caravan continued at its samerolling pace, the TIE droning across the sky behind i,
Han swaying in his saddle as he stared back toward the horizon.

Leiatried to urge her dewback close enough to see how he was holding up. Her mount broke into atrot
for dl of two paces, then nearly dumped her when one of the cargo beastsiit was leading misplaced a



foot and ssumbled. After that, the creatures refused to move any faster, no matter how often she struck
them with the herding spear.

The distant whine of the TIE faded to silence, and Leiareset the timer on her chronometer. Fourteen
minutesif they werelucky It wasn't much time. Unless she and the other non-Askgians|eft the caravan
now, they would have no timeto dig in and hide. But how could she explain her plan to the others
without risking the use of acomlink? The caravan continued to amble onward at the same dow pacefor
another two minutes, then she heard-almost felt-alow thrumming smilar to the sound that had recalled
the slampeding dewbacks earlier.

Han's dewback, and the ones carrying Chewbacca and the Squibs, broke into aclumsy galop and
rushed forward, staggering and stumbling. Leia's mount started after the others, but stopped when it
discovered it was till tethered to the pack beasts. It began to groan angrily and tossits head. The
Askgians began to free their cargo animal's, and more dewbacks lurched after Han and the others.
Puzzled-and hoping Borno had some plan other than headlong flight-L eiatwisted around to rel ease the
pack beasts tethered to her own saddle. She had barely undone the second knot before all three
creatures broke into aclumsy trot.

The herding spear caught behind arock and flew out of her grasp, and Leia spent the next few moments
bent over backward, struggling to keep her feet in the stirrups and grabbing for atethering loop. The heat
made a difficult task nearly impossible, and by the time she finaly caught the knot, her goggles were so
steamy she couldn't see.

Lelabarely had the strength to drag hersdlf upright, and when she did, her head was spinning with heeat
fatigue. Shelifted her goggles and dlowed the steam to dissipate into Tatooings arid air,

then lowered them and saw that the shadowy line ahead had widened into an immense wedge of
darkness. She turned and |ooked over her shoulder, convinced she would find the Chimaera eclipsing the
uns.

Nothing above her but two blazing orbs.

Leialooked forward again to find the caravan converging ahead, the pack beasts outpacing the mounts.
The Askgiansweren't far behind, with Chewbacca close on their tails. But Han and the Squibs were
rapidly losing ground, the Squibs remaining on their mount only through acrobetic grace. Han was
dumped forward with both arms wrapped around his dewback's neck. Leiakicked her hedsinto her
mount's flanks and dapped the Sde of its neck, trying to urgeit toward Han. The creature didn't even
seemto fed the blows.

Then the other dewbacks started to disappesr.

Atfirg, Leiathought they were just pulling far enough ahead to vanish behind a shimmering curtain of
heet. But as she continued forward, she noticed that they were becoming larger and lesswavy when she
lost sight of them. The shadow beneath the mirage was rapidly growing wider and steadier, and the
dewbacks dl seemed to be disappearing about the same distance fromiit.

Not disappearing, but descending. The dewbacks legswould vanish firgt, then their bodies, and finaly
their heads and-as the first Askajians reached the brink-their riders. Then the shadow did out from
beneath the mirage and resolved itself into a broad deep canyon. Chewbacca reached the rim and
followed the Askgians out of Sight.



A moment later, Han finaly dipped out of hissaddle.

Lelawasingantly sanding in her stirrups, pulling her scarf down and ydling, "Chewiel Wait!"

Her parched throat managed aloud croak, not much more Still, one of the bouncing Squibs turned and
glanced back. Leia pointed at the spot where Han had falen-she could no longer tell his body from the
rippling stones.

"Han'sdown!" Her voice cracked and fdll short of aydl. "Get Chewiel”

The Squib shouted something back that she could not understand, then one of them began to bounce up
and down even higher on their saddle and wave apair of arms, and the other two began whacking their
mount's neck, trying to force it back toward Han.

The dewback continued after itsfellows.

Aslong as the beasts were thrumming, Leiaknew she could neither steer nor dow her dewback. She
pulled her foot free of the stirrups and brought her leg around so that she was riding entirely on Han'sside
of the beast. Theimbalance caused it to veer in hisdirection, and-unable to see him lying among the
rocks-she began to worry about trampling him.

Then the Squibs legpt out of their saddle, spreading their sand cloaks to catch the air asthey dropped. It
was no help. One &fter the other, they hit the ground, were overcome by their momentum, and started
bouncing.

Lelacould have kissed them.

Learning from their mistake, she watched for asandy stretch, then kicked her remaining foot out of the
stirrup, pushed off, and covered her head.

Her feet sank to the ankle, and she dammed down on her side, thewind leaving her lungsinasingle
gasp.

Normdly, she might have lain therein pain trying to get her breath back, but she had jumped from the
oven onto the broiler- literaly. The sand was so hot it began to burn her skin through the heavy sand
cloak, and shefound hersdlf rising to her feet dmost before the pain registered in her shoulder.
Leialooked down and found her arm hanging at her side. Shetried to lift it and nearly sank to her knees.

"Stang! When it rainsit..." She glanced up at the sky and shook her head. "We should be so lucky.”

Emaacame scrambling over, legping from boulder to boulder. Ten meters behind her, Greesand Sigh
were pulling Han to a seated position.

"Areyou crazy, jumping off amoving dewback?' Emaademanded.
"Atleagt | didn't try tofly." Leiaflopped her limp arm toward the Squib. "Hold that. Brace yoursdlf."

Emala grabbed the offered arm with both hands... then pulled up her feet and let her whole weight drop
onLeaswrig.



There was aloud pop, and thistime Leiadid sink to her knees.
Emaastuck her furry littlefacein front of Leiaand batted her long |lashes. "Better?”
Lela spoke through clenched teeth. "I'm going to... kill... you."

"Then who will hep with your mate?' Emala asked, looking distinctly unimpressed. "Besides, | was only
thinking-

"Don't say it. Don't eventhink it." Lela stood and tried her arm. An dectric bolt of pain shot through her
body, but the hand rose. "But thanks."

Shefollowed Emaaover to the others, where Sligh and Grees each had one of Han's arms draped
acrosstheir shoulders.

"How ishe?' she asked.
"Heavy," Greessaid. "Grab aleg and let'sgo."
"Inaminute.” Leiawent around and dipped her hand under

Han's scarf and felt his pulse. It was shalow and dow. His skin was as dry as a stone, and nearly as hot.
"He's stopped sweating. That's bad."

"S0, you want to leave him?' Sigh asked.

"No!" Leiachecked her chronometer. "But we don't have time to keep going. That TIE'sdue back in
two minutes™

The Squibs peered toward the canyon. Down this close to the ground, the mirage waters seemed closer.
They could no longer see the canyon'srim, only the dark shadow that had been their firgt hint of its
presence.

"Sowhat?' Grees started to pull Han forward. "It hasn't seen us before.”

"It'l be closer thistime." Leialooked around for something resembling shelter, then findly pointed at the
thin diver of shade behind alarge boulder. "Help me lay him over there, then find the shady side of arock
for yourselves™

The Squibslooked doubtful, but did as she ingtructed, placing himin close to the boulder. Though hardly
cool, the sand wasn't quite so searing without the suns beating down on it, and Leiatold hersdlf it
wouldn't hurt Han to lie there for afew minutes.

The drone of the TIE stalker arose thirty seconds later and quickly built to shrill whine. Thistime, it was
close. Had Leiadared to raise her head above the rock, shefelt certain she would have seen the solar
panels streaking across the near horizon.

Still listening to the sound, she raised Han's goggles and opened his cloak-the closures were difficult to
work with one hand-then emptied her water bottle onto hisface and clothes. Hot asit was, the moisture
would still have acooling effect asit evaporated.



Han's eyes opened, glassy and unfocused, and he rasped, " Ancther bath already?!

"Just ashower." Unsure whether he was joking or halucinating, Leiacradled hishead in her Iap and
pulled the water bottle off hisbelt. "Can you drink?"

"Got aGizer?'
"A littlewarm water."

"That'll do." Han grabbed her shoulder to pull himself up, then scowled when she winced. "What
happened?’

"Fast stop,” Lelasaid. "l separated my shoulder-not bad. | can ill lift my arm.”

Han nodded, then finally seemed to hear the whining TIE and glanced skyward. "Tdl meit's not your
shootingarm.” "It'snot.”

"Good. No worries." Hetook the water bottle and swallowed afew gulps, then made a sour face. "You
cdl thet alitlewarm?’

Thewhine of the TIE faded. Leia put the water bottles away and called the Squibs from their hiding
places, but Han didn't want them banging his head on rocks and insisted he could walk on hisown. Leia
found hersdf regretting every excuse she had ever used for not learning to use the Force to levitate
stubborn husbands.

Han lasted dmost a dozen steps before his eyes rolled up and he collapsed again. Leiareached out to
catch him, inginctively using both arms, and now sheredlly regretted not learning how to levitate things.
Once she had recovered from the pain, they carried him, Grees and Sligh taking the front, Leilaand
Emalatherear.

Following the caravan trail across the broken terrain proved more difficult than expected. That closeto
the ground, the air was so superheated, and the reflection of the suns so brilliant, that when Leiatried to
look for tracks al she saw was apainful shimmering radiance. She settled for traveling in the genera
direction of the shadow and quickly discovered that moving at even abrisk scramble wastoo fast. Within
aminute, dl four were staggering from the

heat and exertion. Within three minutes, they had to stop to rest and drink.

"How far... canit be?' Grees cupped his hands around his goggles and peered into the rippling air. "It
didn't look thet far."

"This close to the ground, the mirage effect is more pronounced.” Leladid not add what she had learned
during her Rebel military training: that in adesert, distances were usually three times what they appeared.
"WEéll reach the canyon soon.”

The Squibslooked at her asthough she had just told them it was going to rain, then put away their water
bottles and picked up Han again. Thistime, they moved at addiberate walk, and five minutes later, the
darknessfinaly did out from beneath the mirage and resolved itsdlf into the canyon again.

Sligh stopped and, nearly letting Han dip, pointed away at an angle. "Where'sthat Wookiee going?'



Leialooked in the indicated direction and saw awavering tower of fur loping across the desert past
them. She dropped Han's leg and waved.

"Chewbaccal" When he stopped and turned in their direction, she added lessloudly, "Hurry!™
He arrived afew moments later, glassy-eyed, roaring with joy, and staggering from the hest.
Leiachecked her chronometer. "Chewie, we have four minutes before-"

Chewbacca was dready throwing Han over his shoulder and turning back toward the canyon. The
Squibs bounced away after him, and Leia started after them at adow jog she hoped she could maintain
inthis heat. Within two minutes, she was staggering and gushing swest. But the curtain of heat shimmer
had lifted to reved the golden walls of asandrock canyon, descending through the desert floor in aseries
of stony terraces and shadowy overhangs. And across the canyon, the mirage had contracted to athin
band of blue running aong the furrowed dopes at the base of the brown mountains.

Leids pulse began to pound in her ears. She dowed to awalk. The canyon'srim lay twenty meters
ahead. She had plenty of timeto reach it-aslong as she didn't collapse.

Her vision began to darken at the edges. She pulled her water bottle off her belt and, finding it ominoudy
light, recalled what she had done with the last few swallows.

Her shoulder started to throb, then her head was spinning. Earsringing. No, not her ears-her wrist. That
chiming was the darm on her chronometer. One minute.

Leidsvison narrowed, and she fdt like she was suffocating. She ripped the scarf off her face and raced
to catch Chewbacca and the Squibs, no longer swesting, just growing steadily warmer benesth the bright
Taooinesuns.

"Chew..." She couldn't hear her own voice. "Chew..."

No good. Chewbacca reached the rim of the canyon and began to grow shorter as he descended a steep
dope; then the Squibs disappeared over the edge. The strength left Lelaslegs.

She continued to run anyway, teasing out three more steps as her knees buckled. Her vision went to
black. She dived, blindly, for the canyon rim.

The ground fdll out beneath her. For amoment, Leiafeared she was sinking into unconsciousness, that
shewasredly lying out in the open on the edge of the plain where it would be easy for the TIE's sensors
to pick her out.

Then her tender shoulder erupted into pain. She felt herself tumble twice, bowling over apair of small soft
bodies before finaly coming to rest againgt afurry treetrunk of aleg. A faint shrieking filled her ears, and
she thought for amoment she had hurt one of the Squibs. Then she recognized the sound's steadily rising
pitch The TIE had arrived.

Lelalay for what seemed an eternity, wondering if she had made it into the canyon far enough, if therim
would shield her.

The TIE's gpproach seemed to take forever. Her vision went from agray blur to agolden brilliance, and
the sound of its engines began to echo off the canyon'sfar wall. It occurred to Lelathat the starfighter's



search vector might bring it directly over the gorgethistime. A Rebe pilot might even take it upon himsdlf
to make a pass up the chasm, but Imperid pilots did not deviate from orders. They followed procedure.
Almost dways.

Lelawaited, listening to the engine shriek bouncing off the golden walls. Her vision cleared, and she
found herself staring down the canyon. She half expected to see the black panels and cockpit sandwich
of aTIE fighter screaming around the bend.

But this pilot continued to fly the assigned pattern. The pitch of his shrieking engineswent from rising to
fdling, the echoes drifted away up the canyon, and findly the whine vanished dtogether.

The next sound Lela heard was Sligh'sangry voice.

"|sthat the way you repay our help?' he demanded. "Trying to kill us?"

"The dedl's of f!" Grees declared. "Y ou can't be trusted.”

Leiapushed hersdlf into agitting position, then had to lie back down when her head began to spin.
Chewbacca's face appeared over her, grumphing.

"I'mfine." Leiapushed hersdlf to her elbows. "I just need water."

Chewbacca snatched awater bottle out of Emalas hands and passed it to Leia. She drank greedily.
Then, once her head stopped spinning, she sat up and saw the reason the Squibs were trying to cancel
the dedl again. In the bottom of the canyon, hidden in the cool shadows beneath a sandrock overhang
and barely visible, was the rear tread of a Jawa sandcrawler.

Chapter 18

Fifty metersfrom the overhang, Lelaknew something was terribly wrong. The Askgjians had stopped
just ingde the shadows and were milling about on foot, holding their dewback reinsin one hand and their
weaponsin the other, clearly ready to fight or flee, and possibly both, on short notice. From deeper inthe
recess-it was redly a huge disk-shaped erosion cave-came the raucous squawling of aflock of urusas;
asmore of the sandcrawler grew visible, the ground around it seemed to be squirming with their wings
and serpentine necks.

But it was the smell that told the story. Though it was easily ten degrees cooler in the bottom of the
canyon than it had been up on the plain-and another ten degrees cooler in the cave's shadows-
Tatooine's temperature ways remained formidable. And no smdll in the galaxy was more unforgettable
than that of battle casualties decaying in the hest.

Chewbacca groaned at the stench.
"Me, too," Leiasad. "But | can sand alittle retching if it gets Han some shade.”

As sapped by the heat as Leia and Chewbacca, the Squibs did their best to trot ahead and get the first
look at the sandcrawler. Leiastill could not understand what-aside from profit-truly motivated thistrio.
Hutts-and Threkin Horm-aside, they had to be the most salfish beings she had ever met, yet twice now
they had not hesitated to risk their own livesto save Han's. Perhaps they saw some advantage in keeping
him aive. Leathought it more likely they smply operated by a code of conduct no one e se understood.



They clearly placed great significance on partnerships and adhering to bargains, yet their interpretations of
the terms were so fluid that any agreement was rendered usdess. They were the ultimate spokesbeings
for the Lando Carissan philosophy: anything to help afriend-aslong as your interests converged. After
that, it was everyonefor himself.

The Squibs reached the cave a dozen paces ahead of Leiaand Chewbacca. They shouldered their way
through atangle of plump thighsto the Askgians front rank-then promptly stopped and yielded their
lead. Leiasaw why aminute |ater, when she and Chewbacca joined the group.

Thefloor of the huge cavern was carpeted with snarling urusais. They were crouching over the bodies of
murdered Jawas or-in a handful of cases-dain sormtroopers, hissng and besting their scaly wings at the
encroaching Askgjians. Scattered among the scavengers was al manner of smashed equipment: speeder

parts, dismembered droids, broken vaporators-most still in the crate-and apair of Imperia hoverscouts,
onelying on its Side near the front of the sandcrawler, the other on itstop near the back.

"So now we know why the Jawas did not keep their gppointment,” Borno said, joining Leiaand the
others. "The Imperiadsfound them.”

"Not redly," Leiareplied. "A patrol found them."
"| fail to seethe difference.”
Chewbacca groaned an explanation.

"That'sright,” Lelasaid. "The Imperiads didn't find the sandcrawler-they lost apatrol. If the Chimaera
knew about this there would aready be an intelligence squad down here tearing the sandcrawler apart.”

Chewbacca growled another possibility.

Leiashook her head. "If the Imperials were going to ambush us, we'd be under attack aready.” She
checked her chronometer. Less than ten minutes until the next pass. "And if they knew where we were
going, why would they be flying asearch grid?’

Chewbacca grunted.

"Let meguess,” Borno said. "That means, ‘Good point'?*

Chewbacca nodded, and C-3PO emerged from between two dewbacks.

"What acrime!" thedroid cried. "Jawas are certainly no friends of mine, but what those storm troopers
did to them violateswar accords as old as the Old Republic itsdf. And what they did to the droids... why
they find it necessary to kill prisonersisbeyond me!"

"Because they don't understand droids,” Borno said. "Or technology in genera..”

C-3PO turned to face the Askgian. "l beg your pardon, sir, but in my experience the Empire has proven
quitefond of technology.”

"He's not talking about the Imperias, Thregpio.” Leialooked over the droid's shoulder to Borno. "Are
you thinking Sand People?’



"| believe s0. They must have attacked while the ssormtroopers were searching the sandcrawler.” He
pointed athick hand toward the sandcrawler's boarding ramp, which was surrounded by arandom spray
of metal dimples. "Those holes were made by dugthrowers.”

Lelanodded. "Borno, | don't want to be disrespectful to your trading partners, but we have only nine
minutes before the next pass. There's agood chance hell be directly over the canyon, and | could see-"

"Thetread, of course. | saw it t0o." Borno issued arapid series of ordersin Askgjian. Then, asthe
dewback driversleapt into action, he trandated for Leiaand Chewbacca. "We will bring rocksto hide
thetread. | doubt the dead will mind if they must wait afew minuteslonger before we seeto them.”

"I'm afraid they haveto wait longer than that." Lelawaved her good arm at the urusais. "If they takewing
and gart circling-"

"Yes, it will dert the Imperids,”" Borno said. "I think the Jawas would understand.”
"Actualy,” C-3PO began, "Jawatraditionis quite-"

"Threepio,”" Leiainterrupted.

"Yes MidressLeia?!

"Not now."

"Of course. | was only trying to explain-"

Chewbacca snapped in Shyriiwook, and C-3PO retreated behind Borno. "No, | would not careto join
the Jawadroidsat al."

Lelachecked her chronometer. "Eight minutes.”

She motioned the othersto follow and led the way to the back of the erosion cave, wherethe celling
doped down to meet the sand and the areawas clear of battle casudties. The air was refreshingly
cool-or at least not hot-and amost damp. She used one hand to smooth a place and had Chewbacca put
Han there, then began to hand empty water bottlesto C-3PO.

"Find our dewbacks and refill those from the water bladder,” she ordered. "And be quick about it.
Chewie, seeif you can find asuit of ssormtrooper armor with afunctiona cooling unit. Grees, I'd
gopreciateit if..."

Leaturned to address the Squib and discovered that neither he nor histwo companions were anywhere
to be seen. "What happened to the Squibs?’

The others glanced around, then C-3PO pointed across the squirming, scaly mass of urusai flesh toward
the boarding ramp of the sandcrawler.

"| believethey are over there, MistressLeia."
Chewbacca growled and turned to pursue the Squibs.

"No, Chewig," Leiasad. "Armor firg."



Chewbacca glanced a Han, then back to the Squibs, and groaned that Han would be furious to awaken
and discover that he was the reason the little thieves had sneaked off with Killik Twilight.

Leiashrugged. "Han's been angry with me before.” In the coolness of the cave, she knew Han would
probably recover even without the stormtrooper suit. Right now, however, she was not taking chances.
"I'm surethiswon't bethe last time."

Chewbaccalooked at the sandcrawler and comphrayed another protest. Despite what Han claimed, he
really did care about the Shadowcast code key.

"Please, Chewie," Lelasad. "WEell ded with the Squibslater.”

"MigressLeig" C-3PO interrupted, "I should point out that bargaining with the Squibs later will prove
quite difficult. They fed that you cheeted them by not revedling that the credit voucher you gave them was
identity-coded, and they don't believe you have the funds currently available to match what they can
negotiate from the Imperids. I'm quite certain that if they recover the painting, they intend to contact the
Imperials and leave usto our fates."

"Redly." Thiswas pretty much what Lela had guessed, but it till angered her to hear. She glanced at her
chronometer. Seven minutes. In the front of the cave, the Askgjians were busy sweeping avay
sandcrawler tracks and stacking rocksin front of the tread she had seen earlier. "And you know this
how, Threepio?'

"I heard the Squibstalking about it," the droid said. " Apparently, they are of the opinion that no one but a
Squib can understand their secret trading language, but as | happen to be fluent in more than six million-"

"I know, Thregpio." Leiaturned to find Chewbaccawaiting expectantly, glancing back toward the
sandcrawler. "Chewie, will you just get the armor?!

Leaving Leiawith the one bottle that sill contained anything, Chewbacca and C-3PO scurried off to do
as she had asked. Leiatook two gulps of hot water, then raised Han's goggles and used the rest to wet
hisface and clothes. She watched carefully for any sign of stirring, hoping the moisture would have the
same effect aslast time, but asmall cough wastheonly sgn a dl that hefdt it.

Lelaglanced back across the cave floor, dreading what the Squibs might find. If Kitster Banai had ill
been aboard the sand-crawler when the Tuskens sprang their ambush, Lelawould be making avery
difficult comm cal to Tamora-the kind she hoped never to receive.

Leareturned her attention to Han. The color was already coming back to hisface, but she needed him to
wake up. Drinking was the only way to get fluidsinto his body short of reattaching the hydration
drip-which they no longer had.

Leialeaned closeto hisface. "Listen up, nerf herder. I'm tired of doing dl the heavy work around here.”
She kissed him on the lips and began to fed dizzy-and not in the usua way. Han wasn't the only onewho
needed to drink. "Come on, Flyboy. Time to wake-

Her vison narrowed, then Han's eydids fluttered open, and she willed herself to stay conscious.

Leagmiled. "That's better..."



But hiseyesweren't looking at her. They were glassy and vacant, the pupils fixed and dilated.

"Han!" She grabbed his shoulder and began to shake him "Where do you think you're going? Come back
I,H. n

Asif obeying, apair of white pinpricks appeared in the depths of his pupils. They rose toward the
surface, swelling into tiny bals of paleflame and spilling out over theirises until they completely covered
the eyes, two tiny suns crackling and hissing in apair of dead empty sockets.

"Han?'

Leastongue had swollen to twice its Size, and the word died rasping in her mouth. She turned to wave
Chewbacca over and found the shadows beneath the overhang suddenly asthick as anebula, the
Wookiegsform indistinguishable from dozens of other ghostly silhouettes gliding through the murk.
Finally, Leia understood what was happening. Not another Force-vision--please not this one.

A soft crackling arose beneath her, and she forced hersdf to look down. The white suns were il
burning in Han's eye sockets.

"Mine." Though the voice was Han's, the tone was not. The tone was hard and sibilant and uncaring.
n M i re.ll

"No." Lelarasped. "Please.

The white spheresin Han'seyesflared. "Mine."

Ledsfirg inginct was to repudiate the voice, to dap the apparition across the face and order it to go
away. But it would only be Han she was hitting. Visons could not be vanquished by striking them. They
were much more difficult to berid of than that. They had to be understood.

A deepy snarl-Han's deepy snarl-sounded at Leids sde. Thinking the vision had taken some strange
new turn, she glanced over and was baffled to see him lying next to her, encased in asuit of white

stormtrooper armor. His head was propped on arolled

sand cloak, and awall of fur was kneegling beside him. She looked forward-up-again. Han'sface
continued to hang above her, the white spheresin his eyes now golden and shining more faintly.

"How wonderful!" The voice was familiar, but it was not Han's-it was far too chirpy and obeisant to be
Han's. "Princess Lela seemsto be recovering!”

A deep voice rumbled something in Shyriiwook that Leiacould not quite catch.

"| redly don't think it'smy place to make the Princess do any-"

The deep voice growled again. The face above her-no longer Han's, and not al that closeto
human-recoiled, banging the low stone celling with adigtinctly metdlic tone. A fleshless hand did under
Leidsneck and lifted her head.

"Mistress Leia, may | offer you some bactade?!



"Threepio?' Leiagasped. "What happened?!

"I'm certainly no medicd droid." C-3PO'sface changed from the visage of Leiasvison-or had it only
been adream™-to its norma golden sdif. "But it gppears you collgpsed.”

Chewbacca growled ominoudly.
"Would you please drink some of this?' C-3PO held a bottlefilled with brown liquid to her lips.

Beside Leia, Han sprayed a mouthful of bactade over Chewbacca's chest. "That's not Gizer! It's not even
dd"

Chewbacca snarled athresat, then returned the bottle to his patient's lips. Thistime, Han drank.

Leiapushed hersdlf up and was surprised to find her own torso encased in white armor. Her injured
shoulder was sore, but it held.

"What's..." Shelet the question trail off, noticing how cool her body felt, and took the bottle. "How long
have | been unconscious?’

"We found you one standard hour and twenty-three minutes ago,” C-3PO replied. "Master Chewbacca
hed to fight three urusais-"

"Anhour?'

Obvioudy, the Askgjians had succeeded in camouflaging the sandcrawler's presence. Leiaglanced out
into the cave and found the floor still swvarming with urusais, three lying nearby with broken necks. The
Askgjians had dragged the smashed vaporators over to one side of the cavern and, hoping to salvage
what they could were exchanging their tomuon wool for the new cargo. Ever the opportunigts, the Squibs
were busy ferrying the wool onto the sandcrawler.

Leiaignored them and, still shaken from her vison-or wasthis one only adream?-she turned to Han.
"How areyou feding?'

"Awful. Head like a bantha stepped on it." He jerked athumb at Chewbacca. "And this furbag keeps
trying to get meto drink stale mudwater.”

Chewbacca groaned defensively.
"l don't care when you mixed it," Han said. "It till tastes like mudwater.”

"Mudwater or not, you need to drink it." Leiawas determined to keep Han hedthy. She forced asmile
and raised her baottle. "1 will if you will."

Han looked as though he had just walked into a performance hall to find a Gamorrean dancer on stage.
"Afrad?' Lelaasked.
"Yegh, right.”

Han snatched the bactade from Chewbacca, but continued to eye Lela. At first, she thought he was just



waiting for her to drink first, but when sheraised her bottle, he made no moveto follow.
"What'swrong?' she asked.

"Nothing." Han lifted the bottle to hislipsand, till looking at her, spoke around the opening. " Just
thinking you look hot in white."

Lelaran ahand through her hair and found it caked with sand and swest. 'Y esh-hot isright.”

She managed to down the entire bottle of bactade, though the chaky taste was so terrible she wondered
if shewould ever be able to enjoy amud-colored drink again. Han, she was happy to see, had aso
finished his

"Another?" he chalenged.

Just the thought of bactade made Leiawant to retch, but anything to keep Han hedlthy. She smiled and
sad, "Why not?'

"Set 'em up, Chewie," Han said.

Chewbacca grumbled that thiswas no time for adrinking contest, then gestured across the cave floor
toward Borno, who was ambling in their direction with a Jawa cradled in the crook of one huge arm.

"It appears the Tuskens neglected to kill someone," C-3PO observed. "Isn't that marvelous?’
Leiaand Han glanced at each other, then Han said, "I wouldn't put it that way to the Jawa, Threepio.”

Borno stopped at the edge of the group, and Leia saw that the Jawawas holding one leg out straight and
trying to keep it from moving.

When she and Han gtarted to rise, the Askgjian waved them off. " Save your strength. Y ou'll need it when
weleave"

"Leave?' Leiathought of her vison and cast a nervous eye toward the bustling Askgians. ""How soon will
that be?'

Borno shrugged. "A quarter hour. As soon aswe are loaded.”
Chewbacca snarled aquestion.

"Master Chewbacca wishesto inquire about the Imperids,” C-3PO trandated. "They may Hill beinthe
aeq”

Borno relaxed and gave adismissve wave. "We have not heard any TIEsin an hour. And no Imperid in
the gadlaxy can find mein these canyons™”

L eia exchanged glances with Han; they had both heard similar boasts before. Chewbacca growled
another question.

After C-3PO trandated, Borno shook his head. "We did not come across the moss-painting you asked
about, or any humans except the dead Imperials.” He cast apointed glance at the sand-crawler. "But the



Squibs would not let usinto the upper portions of the sandcrawler.”
Hanturned to Leia ™Y ou let them have Twilight?'
Lelashrugged. "We had other thingsto worry about.”

"Other things?' Han demanded. "After dl I've been through to get it? After dl weve been through? What
could be more important than that?"

"You, Han," Lelasaid. "l told Chewieto take care of you and forget about the Squibs."

Han scowled, looking more disappointed than angry. "That wasn't very smart, wasit? Chewie'sthe big
one"

"Han"
"Y ou should have sent him after the Squibs and stayed here to take care of me yourself." Han did not
seem to notice that Borno and Chewbacca had stopped talking and were now listening to him and Leia
"Maybe then you wouldn't have coll gpsed-"

"Hen!"

"Yesh?'

" did stay," Leiasaid.

"Stay where?'

"Here, with you."

"You did?' Han's scowl changed to one of confusion. " Then who was watching the Squibs?’

Leashook her head. "No one."

That seemed to take the efflux out of his nacelles. His jaw dropped and he stared off toward the
sandcrawler for severa moments, then findly asked, " So you just let the Squibs go after Twilight alone?!

Leianodded.

"Because you were worried about me.”

Lelanodded again.

"Wadll..." For oncein hislife, Han seemed at alossfor words.
Chewbacca groaned a suggestion.

"Huh?' Han asked.

Chewbacca added an explanation.



"| supposethat iswhat you say." Han turned to Leia. "Thanks."

"Don't mentionit." Leiapasted on her most diplomatic smile, then gathered hersdlf to rise, adding under
her breeth, "Nerf herder.”

Borno reached down with hisfree hand and spared L eiathe exertion of lifting hersdlf to her feet. "Wewill
drop you in Motesta. Thereis an Imperial deserter there who can be trusted.”

Leias mind flashed on theimage of Han's eyesjust before the suns had appeared, when the pupilswere
fixed and dilated. Perhaps the dream had been avision and perhaps not, but suddenly she could not bear
the thought of continuing to travel with the Askgians.

"Do not be troubled because Gwend was once an Imperid." Borno grew thoughtful for amoment, then
added, "Heisthe one who helped us come here. And heis helping another tribe come soon. That iswhy
we need the vaporators.”

Lelabegan to have asinking feding. Askgianswere not known for their wanderlust-quite the opposite. If
another tribe was corning to Tatooine, there was good reason.

"How soon?"' Leiawas thinking of Wedge's secret mission to Askgj-and of the possibility that Mon
Mothmawould recal Wraith Squadron if she did not hear from Leiabefore long. "After Grand Moff
Wilkadon'stour?'

Borno's jaw dropped. "How did you guess?'
"Thetiming seemed close" Leiasaid. "Do you know if they have left Askg yet?!

"Not Askg. But they have left their village. We will not hear from them again until they reach Tatooine.”
Borno studied her carefully, then asked, "They have dready committed themsalves to payment. Will their
ship bewaiting?'

"l hope s0." Leadidn't know how elseto answer. She didn't know the details of the mission, but after
such abold operation, it wouldn't be unusua for New Republic Intelligence to relocate agroup of
resistance fighters-leaving them behind would be avirtua death sentence. Shelaid her hand on Borno's
am. "l think | know the transport line they'll be using. | have to contact them anyway, and I'll certainly
urge them to be on time. But Borno, we can't continue with your caravan.”

"Y ou want usto leave you?' Borno glanced around the cave. "Here?'

"Uh, yeah," Han said, dso rising. "Weve got to find that painting.” He glanced a Leia "Right?'

"Right," Lelaagreed.

Borno looked doubtful. "Forgive mefor saying so, but you are ahundred kilometers from the nearest hut,
the Squibs have dready claimed savage rights on the sandcrawler-" He ignored the angry outburst this
drew from the Jawa. "-and they have no intention of giving you aride-even if they do get it started. | am
sorry, but | do not think you humanswill do very well walking."

"Wewon't need to,” Leiasaid. Maybe she was just shaken and maybe not, but-for thefirst time since

coming to Tatooine-she felt in her somach that she was making the right decison. "There aretwo
hoverscouts and plenty of spare parts from the sandcrawler lying around. I'm sure we can cobble



something together.” She glanced a Chewbacca. "Can't we, Chewie?!
Chewbacca spread his arms and grunted.

"You see?' Han said, stepping to Leias side. "WEell be fine. Have ourselves alook around, make a
couple of repairs, and well be on our way home.”

Borno studied them carefully for amoment, then asked, "Y ou doubt my judgment?'Y ou do not think the
stormtroopers are redly gone?”'

" think it would be dangerous to underestimate these Imperias” Part of Leids mind wondered if she
wasn't condemning them to adow and thirsty desth-or afast one, if the Tuskens returned-but it was a
very smdl part, one she fet more comfortable ignoring than her ingincts. "But | am certain we have
pushed our luck asfar aswe dare. Should you run into Imperias |ater, it will be better for everyoneif we
aren't there”

Borno spread his handsin imitation of Chewbacca and grunted. "If that isyour choice.”

"Itis" Lelawas about to tell Borno not to deny seeing them if the Imperiasdid find his caravan-then a
better idea occurred to her. "Borno, how you would like a portable holocomm?"

Borno's dready narrow eyes diminished to dits. "What would | haveto do for it?"

"Not much," Leiasaid. "Just call the Imperidsand tell them you left us back in the Great Chott, after their
TIE frightened you and you changed your mind about hel ping us.”

"Lieto Imperias?' Borno grinned hugdly. "Nobody is better at that than Askgians.”

"Good." Leiaexplained her plan.

Borno nodded. "I can do that." He extended the arm holding the Jawa, drawing a hiss of pain from the
little being. "Wefound this survivor hiding in avaporator crate. | was hoping you could help him. He

seemsto have broken aleg.”

"Of course.” Leialooked into the glowing eyes beneath the Jawa's hood. "'I'm no doctor, but | have
fidld-dressed my share of wounds. I'll do what | can, if you like."

"Go mob un lo0?" the Jawa jabbered.

"Hewants to know how much it will cost," C-3PO trandated.
"Tomo!"

"My apologies,” C-3PO said to the Jawa. "She."

Lelasmiled. "It won't cost-"

"l don't know," Han said, cutting her off. He made a show of examining the Jawas leg, then turned to
Leiaand gave her his play-aong-with-melook. "That's a pretty serious break.”

"Han!" Leiasad. "How can you even think-"



She was interrupted when Chewbacca peered over her shoulder and agreed with Han that it was the
worst break he had ever seen.

C-3PO duly trandated thisinto Jawa.
The Jawvamade alengthy reply.

C-3PO trandated, " She saysthe break isnot as serious asit looks. She will give you threeion blasters
and not apower cell more.”

Han and Chewbacca glanced at each other and shook their heads, and then Leia understood.
She peered at the leg and asked, "What's that lump? It looks awfully big."

"l can see my presenceisno longer required here," Borno said. Helaid the Jawa on the ground, then
tipped his many-jowled chin to Leiaand the others. "'l will be ready when you are.”

"I'll be dong as soon asI'mfinished here" Leiareplied. The Jawa made another offer.
"She can add afine T-eleven repesting blaster,” C-3PO said.
"A T-dleven?' Han scoffed. "That was old when Tatooine had | akes."

"Any vidmaps?' Lelaasked. Borno till had theirs, and he was not offering to return it. "We could usea
vidmap."

"A working vidmap," Han clarified.
The Jawa hissed in pain and jabbered, "Y anna kuzu peekay, jo."
"She has no vidmaps," C-3PO said. "But she can tell you how to find anyplace you're looking for."

Han scowled at this. "1sn't thisthe sandcrawler that picked up that crashed swoop a couple of nights
ago?’

The Jawa nodded, then, through C-3PO, asked how he knew.

"Because | wasfollowingit," Han said. "And you left me out in the orm.”

The Jawa chortled something that sounded like "uh-oh."

"She gpologizes-

"Yeah, | gotit,” Han said. "And she's sure there was no vidmap on that swoop?"

The Jawawent into an elaborate explanation that, when C-3PO trandated it, amounted to "no onein the
clan understood the swoop either. Who flies arocket-powered swoop around in the middle of a

sandstorm? Kitster Banai had to have a death wish, or be crazy, or possibly be on the run from aHuitt. In
any case, he was on aracing swoop, and racing swoops don't have vidmaps.”



Learecdled that Ulda had made that old Podracer pilot install one on Han's before sdlling it to them.
"But did Kitster survive? Did he have-"

The Jawa jabbered an interruption, which C-3PO repeated as "Herat would like to remind you that you
are currently in negotiations over the price of repairing her broken leg. If you wish to discuss the price of
the information you are seeking, she would be glad to open those negotiations after you have completed
therepair.”

"Why don't we trade straight across?' Leiasuggested. "The information for the repair?’

"0o0g," Herat snarled.

"No," C-3PO trandated.

"You're holding back?' Leiacould hardly believeit. A broken leg, her crew massacred, surrounded by
srangers, and Herat was still maneuvering for advantage. The New Republic should have negotiators like

her. Leilamet the Jawa's yellow gaze with new respect, then began to roll up her deeves. "Wdll, if a
T-deven and threeion blasters are the best you have to offer, so beit. Y ou get what you pay for in this

galaxy.”
Herat turned to C-3PO and chattered along sentence.

"She saysyou have the hearts of aHuitt,” C-3PO trandated. "But sheisin pain and doesn't wish to walk
with alimp for therest of her life. Shewill tll you what happened to Kitster Banai and his painting.”

A short chortle.

"Or hispainting,” C-3PO corrected.

"Shedrivesahard bargain." Leiasighed. "Now let'stalk about painkillers.”

Herat brokeinto arapid twaddle.

"The Tusken Raiders took them both," C-3PO trandated. " She can show you where to catch them.”
"She can?' Han sounded truly excited. "For that, well throw in an airsplint.”

"Wewill?' Lelaturned to Han. ™Y ou want to chase down atribe of Sand People?!

Han shrugged. "It'sagreat painting.”

"Sureitis”" In her mind's eye, Leiarecdled the white sunsthat had taken the place of Han's eyes. She
began to worry that the dream had not been warning her about the caravan after all; that this had been
the path she must not choose-or that the nightmare would come true no matter which she chose. Perhaps
that was what the voice meant when it kept saying "mine," that no matter what she did, the future-at least
this part of it-would end the same. To Han, she said, "It'sagreat painting-as long as the Sand People
keep it watered."

Han scowled, clearly confused by her sudden reticence to go after the painting. "It has amoisture-control
device. A redlly great moisture-control device."



"I'm aware of that,” Lelasaid. "But these are Tusken Raiders. Thingswill get dangerous.”
"Get dangerous? What do you think..."

Han let the sentence trail off, then shook his heed, his brow rising in guilt or anger-even Leiacould not tell
which.

The Jawa chittered a question.

"Herat askswhy the Imperids are so interested in amoisture-control device," C-3PO said. "And if you
can pleasefinish your negotiations with her before opening any more between yoursdves. Sheisina
certain amount of pain.”

"None of her busnessand in aminute.” Han kept his eyesfixed on Leia "l thought you wanted to
recover the painting. | want to recover it."

Leadgared a him. "Why, Han?'

"Likel said, it'sagreat painting." Han glanced at the Jawa clearly trying to decide how much he could
reved. "Onel wouldn't want the Imperidsto have."

"Why, Han?' Leiarepeated. "And I'm not talking about how useful the moisture-control device would be
to them. | want to know why you wouldn't want them to haveit.”

Comprehension dawned in Han's eyes. "Because | don't want it hanging in some Imperid admira's
sateroom.” Histone was growing defensive, asure sgn that they were treading ground close to
something he did not want to admit-perhaps something he did not even understand himself. "Didn't | say
that aready?'

"Not good enough,” Leiasaid. "Y ou're no longer amember of the New Republic government or military.
What do you careif it falsinto enemy hands?'

"| care, okay?' Not even waiting for Leiato shake her head, Han continued, "1've been a nerfhead
lady."

"Now were getting somewhere.”

"Mambay," the Jawa chittered.

"Herat hopes s0," C-3PO reported.

Leiaignored them both and waited for Han to continue.

Han shot her adon't-push-it look, but said, "1 don't know what I've been thinking, acting like the
Provisond Council isthe whole government. Don't expect meto St down with Mon Mothmaor Borsk
Fey'lyaanytime soon, but I've got too much on the table to turn my back on the New Republic now." He
thought for amoment, then frowned. "And you're the biggest part of it, Leila. Nothing's going to change
thet."

Leagrew dmost dizzy-in the good way. "And | wouldn't want it to."



Chewbacca groaned.
Lelatook Han's hand and would have kissed him, except the Jawa was watching.
"Wehavetotry," Han sad.

Leianodded and said, "In that case, we had better accept Herat's offer." She motioned for the medical
kit and turned back to the Jawa. "Where can we catch the Sand People?’

Herat replied with along burgle.

"After you have set theleg,” C-3PO said. "She wants to be sure you don't try to change the terms again.”
"Okay," Leiasad. "That'sfar."

Chewbacca groaned and dlapped his brow.

"Now you've doneit." Han shook hishead in frustration. "Well never get paid.”

Herat tittered an angry reply.

"She says sheisnot that kind of Jawa," C-3PO reported.

"Sure sheisn't.” Han rolled his eyes and winked at Chewbacca. "Y ou ever heard that one before?"
Herat exploded into aflurry of invective.

"My goodness!" C-3PO gasped. "I don't think | should repest that!"

Herat was still cursing when Leia, taking advantage of the distraction, grabbed the Jawa at the ankle and
S;JLIIIted. There was a soft pop, and the depths beneath Herat's hood fell dark as her yellow eyes blinked

"Uh, Lela, dear?' Han asked. "Maybe you missed that part about not getting paid. No matter what they
say, with Jawasit's gtrictly payment up front.”

"Han, are you saying you were willing to let that poor creature suffer until she told uswhat we want to
know?'

"Waéll, whenyou put it like thet..."

"Besides, shehasabroken leg," Lelaadded. "She's going to need aride.”

Han raised hisbrow. "That'swhat | love about you." "Quick learner?' "Tough negotiator.”

Two hours later, Leiaand Han were ten kilometers down the canyon, knedling in the shadows of asmall
tributary gorge with the proper orientation to obtain asigna, watching the seconds pass on their
chronometers and waiting for Mon Mothmato come to the comm station in her private apartment. While

gtill sore, Leias shoulder had benefited enough from the bactade that she could use her arm amost
normally-aslong as she didn't mind the pain.



Most of the Askgjian caravan had long ago vanished into the labyrinth of desert canyons, but Borno was
ten meters up the gorge, Sitting astride his dewback and ready to take the holocomm. Chewbacca and
C-3PO werewaiting with Herat at the mouth of the little ravine, the repulsorlift engine of their captured
Imperiad hoverscout till running. The Squibs were-presumably-gtill back in the erosion cave, trying to
bring the reactor core of their "salvaged" sandcrawler on-line without the initidizer core that Han had
found lying among a hegp of debris strewn through the cavern by the Tusken Raiders.

"What part of hurry doesn't the chief councilor understand?' Han asked. Like Leia, he still wore pieces of
stormtrooper armor with the cooling unit turned to high. "It's been two minutes.”

By now, Leiaknew, the duty officers aboard the Chimaeras intelligence launch would be reporting a
suspicious HoloNet transmission to their watch commander-possibly even Commander Quenton from
the auction. About five minutes after the commander was notified, thefirgt flight of TIEswould arrive and
find

Borno standing atop the rim of the canyon beside the holocomm, waving them down. It would take
perhaps another fifteen minutes- thirty, if the Solos were lucky-for an assault shuttle to arrive.

If al went well, the company captain would believe the tale of contrition he found on the datapad Borno
left behind and rush off into the middle of the Great Chott without even bothering to track down the
caravan leader. If matters went horribly, Borno had promised he would not be teken dive-and Leia
believed him, if for no other reason than his determination to keep secret the location of hisvillage.

Mon Mothma'simage finaly flickered into existence over the holocomm, her hair disheveled and her eyes
gill heavy with deep. "Leia? I'm sorry-"

"Itsokay,” Leainterrupted. "But I'm transmitting hot. We have only sixty seconds before | have to shut
down."

Mon Mothmals expression grew suddenly more dert. "I understand. Have you recovered the painting?”
"Not yet, but neither havethe Imperials,” Leasaid. "And have news about Wraith's mission. Local
intelligence suggests that indigenous forces are dready moving into position and can't be contacted.
Repest, they cannot be contacted.”

"Locd intdligence? On Tatooine?"

"It'salong story, and we don't have thetime,” Lelasaid. "But | believeit to bereliable.”

The worry lines around Mon Mothma's mouth deepened "L ela, after Luke passed aong your report, |
made the decision to recall the Wraiths. The order has aready been coded. It goes out in thirty hours.”

"Canyou cancd?'

Mon Mothmabit her lip, her gaze dropping in thought, then finaly shook her head. "Not without the
painting. We don't know how long it would take the Imperidsto start cracking the codes with an old

key-"
"But they would know about the network," Leiafinished. "And that might be enough.”

"Y ou know what we would berisking.”



Leiadid-aStar Destroyer battle group, complete with Wedge Antilles, the Wraiths, and probably the
Rogues and severd other crack squadrons aswell.

"l undergand,” shesad. "But give usthethirty hours.”

"Us? Mon Mothma asked.

Leianodded. "Han's on board with this.”

Mon Mothmasmiled. "Tel him wel come back. The New Republic has missed him."

Lelaglanced over and found Han sneering at the hologram. "Hell be very happy to hear that. And please
tell your aidesto monitor al channels of communication. | don't know how well be contacting you again,
but it won't be with thisunit.”

"I will," Mon Mothmasaid. "And Leiamay the Force be with you."

"Thanks-we're going to need it."

Leiaended the transmission, then immediately shut the unit down and opened the outer case.
"That'swhat | don't like about that woman." Han knelt beside Leia and removed the ghost-wave
holocomm, then rerouted the signd feeds so the unit would operate anorma holocomm. " She dways
makesthe safe play.”

"It'stheright play, Han."

"Y ou see-that's another thing | don't like."

Han zipped the transmitter into a pocket, then closed the case and carried the unit over to Borno.
"Thanks, pa." Han passed the case up. "Y ou be careful .”

"And you, my friends. May the sand never melt your boot soles."

"May you dwaysfind shade from the suns," Leareplied. "If thereis ever anything el se the New Republic
government can do for you, please-"

"Do for us?' Borno laughed. "1 do not think so, Princess. Governments are what we are hiding from."
The Askgjian turned and, waving a pudgy hand, urged his dew-back into agallop.

Chapter 19

For achange Han fdlt pretty good about being on Tatooine. No price on his head, no hibernation
sickness, no Jabba the Hutt-that alone made the place a sun-planet paradise. He was at the whed of an
agile hoverscout flying al-out through the heart of the Jundland Wastes, the afternoon shadowsjust

beginning to camouflage the bouldersin the canyon bottom and the prettiest woman in the gaaxy
clutching the crash bar beside him.



Maybe L eia had been thinking about the same things-and about how sheld amost lost Han again-as well.
She was congtantly fussing over him, offering him water, checking to be certain he was cool enough,
generdly telling him sheloved him in athousand small ways. Not that he was complaining, but Han failed
to understand why. He had been acting like aHutt since their return from Dathomir, treeting the
Provisond Council asthough it wasariva and al but demanding that L eia choose between them.

Then, when she had chosen him over duty back in the cave, he had finally seen that this was one bluff he
could not afford to win. Withdrawing from the council would give Leiaahuge marker to cdl in, and
sooner or later, Han would have to sacrifice something in return-maybe high-stakes sabacc, his
wanderlugt, or possibly even the Falcon. Whatever it was, he knew he could not surrender such abig
part of himsalf and remain who hewas, just as he knew that Leia could not give up her work on the
council and remain the woman he loved.

Mostly, though, Han redlly did not want the Imperiasto get their hands on that code key. Whatever his
fedingstoward the Provisional Council-and they remained ambivaent, at least toward Mon Mothmaand
the others who had been so ready to condemn Leiato aloveless marriage-Han loved the New Republic,
and hewould have hated himsdlf for alowing his hurt fedingsto cost it one of its most effective and
best-kept secrets.

But Han was not about to admit any of this. He was enjoying the attention too much-though he wastiring
of hearing Lelasay, "Careful, nerf herder.”

Almogt as good as dl the attention from Leia, Han had finally outsmarted the Squibs. With the
sandcrawler'sinitiaizer core hidden in the speeder's cargo bay, Grees and his compatriots would still be
in the cave, struggling to bring the reactor core on-line when Herat returned with her clanmates to bury
their dead and reclaim their property.

Even the Imperias were behaving as expected. Ten minutes after Han and the others parted ways with
Borno, atrio of TIEs had begun to circlethe Askgians position. Twenty minutes later- by which time the
Solo party was seventy kilometers away-the expected assault shuttle had arrived on the scene. Han
would probably never know whether the Imperials had sent a squad to capture Borno-and if so, whether
they had succeeded-but the shuttle had spent only afew minutes on the ground before streaking back
into the heart of the Great Chott.

Now Herat was guiding Han and the others through alabyrinth of deep canyons and narrow gorges,
whereit would prove difficult-practically impossible-for any spy satellite to find them. Their god, the
Jawa had explained, was an oasis degp in Tusken territory, asacred ghost village on the far Sde of the
mountains. An entire tribe of Sand People had once been found dead there hacked to pieces by an angry
ghost-or so the Sand People believed. Now dl Tuskens stopped there to present gifts and make
sacrifices before leaving the area. Herat assured them that the Sand People intended to offer Kitster and
his painting to this"ghost.” All Han and Leianeed do to recover Killik Twilight waswait until the Tuskens
departed, then walk down and get it.

But if they wanted to save their friend, they would have to el ude the Tusken sentries and snesk into the
village without being killed. If that wasthelr intention, Herat hoped they would understand if shewaited in
the hoverscout with the engines running and the blaster cannon armed.

Assuming things went smoothly, Han thought they might be back aboard the Falcon by dawn-in plenty of
timeto report their success to Mon Mothma. They continued through the canyons for another hour
before Herat findly guided them into anarrow, rising gulch, then climbed to avast sandrock plateau
painted in crimson and rust by the setting suns.



Han stopped the hoverscout just within the gulch.
"I don't know about this" he said. "It'd be pretty easy for an Imperia eyeto spot us out there.”
Herat babbled aten-second reply.

"She saysit'sthe only way," C-3PO replied. "But we are along way from the Great Chott, and thereis
no shortage of speeder traffic out here.”

"Hubaduja," Herat added.
"At least two or three vehicles per week."

Han glanced over a Leia, who continued to clench the crash bar with one white-knuckled hand. "What
do you think?" he asked.

"Yes, let'sgo out where you can driveredly fast." She shook her head. "Why are you asking me? | don't
know wherethis'ghost oasis is.”

Shefinally released the crash bar and activated the hoverscout's on-board holomap, which instantly
displayed the designator SSC17 at the center. An ingtant later, athree-dimensional holograph of the
immediate area appeared around the symbol, showing SSC17 at the edge of asmall crab-shaped
plateau, the maze of canyons through which they had just come delinested behind it in greet detail. There
were only three other designators on the map, one at the front of the display showing six buildings labeled
SETTLEMENT, one on Leidssde of the plateau reading HERMITAGE-ABANDONED, and athird,
on Han's side near therolling sands of the Great Dune Sea, marked
MONASTERY/PALACE-OCCUPANTS UNKNOWN.

Han pushed afinger into the holograph and stopped at the settlement. "That the place, Herat?"

The Jawa answered, and C-3PO trandated, "Y ou are certain you can guarantee that her clan's
sandcrawler will still be at the cave when she returns, Captain Solo? Sheis most nervous about the
Squibs™

Chewbacca asked if there was aspare initidizer on board.

"No," camethe answer.

"Then it'll bethere. What would the Imperids want with arolling recycling factory?' Han wiggled his
finger in the holograph. "Isthisthe place or not? We can't leave thisholomap on dl evening. We didn't
have time to deactivate the trangponder.”

"You didnt?' Lelagasped. ™Y ou might have mentioned that before you let meturnit on.”

"Relax,” Han said. "It'san Imperid transponder. Even if the operator noticesthe signal, he's not going to
get too worked up about it."

Herat chiddled doubtfully, then continued.

"She saysthe oasisis beyond Wayfar, and more toward the old Kenobi place. Y our bearing should be



about athird-"
"Kenobi?' Leiarepested. "Obi-Wan Kenobi's?' She hadn't redlized they were so close.
The Jawa shook her head and explained that it belonged to old Ben Kenobi.

" She says he has been gone for quite sometime," C-3PO added. "But I'm sureit's the same place.
Master Luke made the same mistake when-"

"We get it, Goldenrod." Han moved hisfinger to the indicated place. "That about right?*

Herat chiddled that it was. Han set awaypoint on the compass, then shut off the holomap and started
across the plateau, Leiamuttering something to hersaf about L uke, Obi-Wan, and thinking things

through.

A stop at Obi-Wan'swas out of the question. Leiaknew that. With the Imperials searching for them,
Kitster bound for sacrifice at the ghost village, and Wraith Squadron on the verge of being recalled from
the Askg mission, they had no time for sde trips. But she could not stop thinking about the hermitage.
Luke'sjourney asaJedi had begun there, and he had told her once that he found it agood placeto go to
think matters through.

The few times Leiahad been there, sheld fdlt the same-and thinking matters through was something she
was feding an increasing need to do. The encounters with her father's old friends, her grandmother's
diary, the visons-or halucinations, or whatever they were-it was dl too much to ignore. The Force was
touching her in away it never had before. Perhapsit was only her father, reaching out to her ashe had a
Bakura, seeking the forgiveness she had refused to grant him then. Perhaps it was aresponseto dl the
trangitions she had been going through during the last few years- from hero of the Rebellion to public
servant, from Princess to ambassador of alost world, from single woman to wife. Or perhapsit wasthe
Tatoo system itsdf-the twin suns exerting some peculiar influence on her Skywaker bloodline, just as
they sometimes grew impossibly luminous or played dectromagnetic sabacc with starship sensor systems.
She was not fool enough to pretend she knew.

What Leladid know wasthat she could not ask Han to take her to Obi-Wan's. Every hour of delay in

reaching the oasisincreased the likelihood that Kitster Banai would be sacrificed to the ghost-spirit and
that the Imperiaswould find them again, and she would not endanger others while shetried to sort out

her own jumbled fedings. No matter how powerfully she was beginning to fed she should.

Besides, Leiahad another way to explore her connection to this place and to her past. With Han findly
steering a straight course and three more hours before they reached the oasis, now seemed agood time
to resume viewing her grandmother'sjournal. It might even keep her mind off Han's piloting.

21:18:16

Today, | came hometo find Cliegg Larswaiting on my stairs with ahuge carton of produce from his
farm--palies, a hubba gourd, bloddles, podpoppers, even abristlemeon. He said priceswere down in
Mos Eidey so he decided to try hisluck up here, but | think he had another reason for coming... at least |
hope so. He showed me how to burn the spines off the bristiemelon, and we shared it for dinner. | don't
know if | have ever tasted anything so sweet before.

"What are you listening to?' Han asked. Leiawas glad to seethat he kept his eyes focused through the
windscreen, for night was falling and they were flying along at aspeed that only Han Solo could think was



safe. "That voice sounds vagudy familiar.”

"It should,” Lelaanswered. "It belongsto Shmi Skywaker- my grandmother.”
Han peered over into Leids|ap. "Y our what?"

The Jawa erupted into panicked jabbering.

"Dear oh dear!" C-3PO yelled. "Well be smashed-"

Chewbaccalet out a scolding growl, and Leialooked up to see a plume of dust ahead rapidly swelling
into acloud.

"All right, don't get your fur al matted,” Han said.

He casudly steered into the thickest part of the dust plume, and, through Han's window, Leia glimpsed
theflailing club-tails of adozen wild galoomps. The hoverscout emerged on the other side of the cloud
and continued on itsway.

"Y our grandmother?' Han asked, thistime keeping his eyes forward.
Lelaexplained the journd's significance and how she had come by it.
Han shook his head in amazement. "That must be something, knowing who your grandmother is."

"Only if | don't end up plastered to the backside of abantha." Lelaturned the journal so he would not be
ableto seethe display. "Keep your eyeson the... well, whatever's out there.”

"Just keep the volume up. I'm interested, too."

Leladid not missthe envy in Han's voice. He had no ideawho either of his own grandmothers might be;
he had been raised aboard atramp freighter with no knowledge of hisred parents, and the closest thing
he had ever known to a grandmother was Dewlanna. That was another thing they had in common, she
supposed- and it was probably part of the motivation behind his desire to have afamily.

20:08:17

Cliegg brought his son, Owen, up to help load some vaporators he was buying-though | suspect the
vaporators were an excuse to introduce us. He could have bought them in Mos Eidey more easily.
Owen's about your age, Annie, with hisfather's square face and blue eyes. He doesn't resemble the way

| picture you, but it wasimpossibleto look a him without thinking of you, and how you must be changing
fromthelittle boy | knew.

After that day, dl hint of resentment seemed to vanish from Shmi's attitude toward her master. She
cheerfully did everything Watto asked, sometimes even anticipating his requests or tending to tasks he
had not thought of himself. This only served to make the Toydarian more clinging and possessive, often to
the point a which he found excusesto keep Shmi at the junkyard until well after dark. Shmi never
complained, even when Watto kept her so busy she had no time to do more than point the diary camera
at the stars and whisper to hersdlf that she knew Annie was happy and doing well. And thisentry she
never failed to make, for Anakin remained at the center of her thoughts-even when it became obvious
that Cliegg had falen as much in love with her as she had with him.



At least once aweek, Shmi would return hometo find Cliegg waiting on her stepswith abox of produce
from his moisture farm, occasiondly even with a bouquet of hubba blossoms. 1t wasn't long before she
gave him the security codes.

20:51:18

While | was having my weekly drink with Watto today, he told me that my "suitor” had tried to buy me
for alandspeeder. Watto seemed to think | would be insulted that Cliegg had not offered more, but I'm
not. Watto doesn't understand how much alandspeeder isworth to a moisture farmer.

The next months went by quickly. Cliegg tried several moretimesto buy Shmi, eventudly offering much
more than adave of her age could be expected to bring. Instead of being angry with Watto for taking
advantage of Cliegg'sfedingsto drive up the price, Shmi seemed to accept the Toydarian's refusas with
amused patience, as though she knew hewould eventudly yield.

It seemed to Leiathat Watto's behavior was closer to that of ajeal ous beau than an owner. He began to
keep Shmi closer to him than ever, occasiondly closing shop so he could take her on journeysto bid on
wrecks. Twice, he even made aside trip to show her the sights, once taking her to Mos Eidey and
another time to see the magnificent dabaster pinnacles of the Rock Palace. The whole time, according to
Shmi'sdiary, he talked about nothing but how hard the life on amoisture farm was, and he even stopped
at acoupleto show her.

Shmi told Watto that she wanted him to sell her to Cliegg for afair price. Watto told Shmi not to see
Cliegg anymore,

Shmi reported that she laughed in hisface.
Soon &fter, she came home late to discover Cliegg waiting in her hut for the second time in aweek.
06:22:19

| poured us some pdlie wine and made alight dinner, then Cliegg announced he had talked "it" over with
Owen. They had decided to sdll the moisture farm so they could buy me from Watto. And if Watto
refused, they were going to swat him and use the money to buy usal passage offplanet.

| had to explain about the transmitter bomb-again. Besides, it would take alot more than the price of a
moisture farm to make amiser like Watto sl hisonly friend. Cliegg snorted when | called myself Watto's
friend, but I am. I've grown fond of him over the years... and he missesyou, Annie. That giveshima
warm placein my heart.

But | think Cliegg isthe one, Anakin. I've waited five years for someone | can trust, and now | know I've
found him.

I'm going to show him what Qui-Gon sent.

Lelasat dumped in the seat beside Han, faintly aware of her tender shoulder and fedling ditinctly
inadequate in the presence of her grandmother's memory. Watto had been Shimi's master-and her
son'sfor years, and till she had somehow found it insde herself to forgive him. Leiahad been Jabbas
davefor one night, and she had strangled him with the chain that bound her.



Of course, there was aworld of difference between Watto and Jabba.

Over the next few weeks, Shmi was consumed with mysterious "preparations;” though never so much so
that sheforgot her nightly affirmation of faith in Anakin'swell-being. She seemed at once contrite and
elaed, asthough shefdt guilty about how much she was going to enjoy what she was planning. As
excited as she was, she never explained what she was preparing for-deliberately, Leiathought.

Leiaasked for the next entry, and her grandmother's face appeared in the display looking asradiant asa
moon. Shmi began by whispering into the journal.

09:58:20

Annie, we have completed our preparations, Owen isready to play his part, and something specid is
about to happen. | know you will want to seeit. And I'm so excited, | want arecord of this, too.

Shmi's face was replaced by the cluttered counter areain Watto's shop. The image was smdl and blurry,
for the pam diary appeared to be sitting on a shelf some distance away. Several minutes passed, then a
sandy-haired youth of about fifteen came striding into Watto's shop. If thiswas Owen Lars, he could not
have been dressed less like amoisture farmer's son. He wore a fine tomuon wool cloak over an
immaculately tailored shimmersilk tunic, with anew belt and boots of krayt hide-a disguise that the
greedy Watto seemed unable to look past.

The Toydarian was on the youth like a sketto on a dew-back. "Y ou are looking for something | can help
you with." It was not aquestion. "1 have the finest merchandisein Mos Espa. Ask anyone.”

"I have." The youth-undoubtedly Owen Lars-glanced around the shop, then picked up a set of infrared
sensor goggles and examined them thoughtfully. "I may have been mided.”

Both voices sounded tinny and faint, for the journa recording device had not been designed to pick up
such distant speech. Owen tossed the goggles aside, drawing astifled chuckle from Shmi and - asthe
lenses broke-a strangled gasp from Watto.

Owen reached for an expensive recording rod.

Watto bit histongue and alowed the young man to pick it up. ™Y ou are looking for persond recorders?’
Owen turned and, casudly flipping the rod back and forth by its base, said, "No."

Watto hovered in front of him and tried to snatch the instrument, missed, tried again, then gave up.

"A droid?| havethefinest reconditioned droidsin the city.”

"No." Owen turned and started toward the back door, waking out of the display. "l wastold on Nal
Huttathat you actualy have one of Renatta Racing's old needle ships on your lot.”

"l do!" Watto vanished out of the display after Owen, caling back, "Bring me aglass of nectarot, dave,
and whatever my young friend herewould like."

"A glassof yardle, if you please.”

"Yardle?' Shmi'svoice was clearer-and clearly disapproving. "That isalittle strong for someone your



age. How about anice glass of ruby blie."
"Blid!" Watto sormed. "Get the boy his-"

"Ruby bliel will befine,"Owen chuckled. "I shouldn't forget thet I'll be flying for Pavo Primethis
afternoon.”

"Oh, Pavo Prime. I've dwayswanted to visit there."

Thelir voices vanished through the door. The display showed Shimi rushing past to fetch the drinks; then
the image shifted wildly as she carried thejournd into the exterior lot. The next image showed Owen and
Watto descending the boarding ramp of adeek silver-finished racer. Then the display went dark as Shmi
dipped the journd into a pocket.

"... her get abit ragged,” Owen'svoice said. "But | could dways turn Father's maintenance crew loose on
it

"Indeed, you could." Watto's voice grew louder as he fluttered closer to Shmi. "Who isyour father?”
Owen ignored the question. "Very well, we can take it for atest flight"
Wetto's voice dropped. "I'm afraid we can't do that. It doesn't have the Tobal lens.”

"It doesn't have the Tobal lens?' Owen's astonishment sounded very convincing. "Then why are you
trying to st it to me?!

"| thought maybe you could get one yoursdlf. They are not very expensive, but they are hard to come by
out here"

"They're hard to come by everywhere,” Owen said. "That's why Renatta Racing Systems went broke.”

The sound of Watto's wings dowed to barely aflutter. "1 could let you have it cheap-a hundred
thousand.”

"Without thelens, it isn't worth a credit.” Owen's voice faded as he walked away.

Shmi let him move out of earshot, then asked Waitto, "A Tobd lens... would that be an oval crystal about
the Sze of my head, full of sparkling colors?!

"It might be"

"Would it leave you blind for atime after you look at?' Shmi asked. "And perhaps even scatter optical
data, if you bring it too close?"

"Y ou've seen one!" Watto cried. "Where? Tell me before he gets away!"
"Cliegg,"Shmi sad.

"Cliegg? Y our boyfriend Cliegg?" Watto's voice grew disgppointed again. "What would amoisture
farmer be doing with a Tobd lens? He never owned a Renatta needle ship, | think."



"And where esewould | have seenit?' Shmi asked.

Watto was slent for amoment, then droned off yelling, ™Y ou, boy, wait!"

Shmi laughed, then said quietly, "Thank you, Qui-Gon."

The entry ended, and Chewbacca groaned aquery.

"It doesn't matter if Waitto figures out where the lens came from,” Han said. "He's dready bitten on the
kid. Theré's no way he'sgonnalet that ded dip through hisfingers. Do you know what a Renattaneedle
ship isworth- if you can find someone who wantsit?'

Leialooked up to see that Second Twilight had come and gone. Two of Tatooine's moons were already
risng on the opposite horizon, throwing soft stripes of silver and amber over the dark desert, and the
ground ahead was nothing but shadows and shapes.

Han continued across the plateau at top speed, clearly enjoying piloting an Imperid hoverscout.

"Han, canyou seedl right?' Leiaasked. "I'm having alittle trouble.”

"Who needsto see?'

This brought an darmed jabber from Herat in the back.

Chewbacca chuffed in amusement. Han tapped the window in front of him, upon which, Lelanow saw,
glowed thefaint color lines of aheads-up display.

"Terrain scanners,” Han said. "This baby's got every-"

A datic crackle sounded from the spesker in the equipment console, then acloud of light began to take
shape over the holographic pad between the seats.

Han frowned over a Leia. "Did you activate-"
"It'snot my fault," Lelasaid.

"The communicator!" Han pulled the throttle back and released the steering whedl, sending the
hoverscout into a deceleration skid. " Smear the holocamg!”

Han spat onto hisfingers and smeared the sdivaover apair of smal lenses on hisside of the vehicle. Leia
did the same for hers, and Chewbacca growled an aarmed question from the back.

"l don't know where they are," Han said. "'I'm not the one sitting-"
"Maybetherearen't any in back,” Lelasad.

The cloud of light began to take the shape of ahead, and Han's voice dropped to awhisper. "I guess
we're about to find out." He glanced over his shoulder and motioned C-3PO closer. "You're on.”

"Me?' C-3PO complained. "I didn't do very well the last-"



"You!" Leiaordered. Han could not answer without risking avoiceprint identification, and the rest of
them were out of the question. There weren't many woman, Wookiee, or Jawa stormtroopers.

The holographic head resolved itsdlf into the squinting face of an Imperia officer. " SSC-Seventeen, isthat
you? Report."

C-3PO gtared blankly at the holograph.

"Seventeen? Y our transponder is off and you're completely out of the operations area. Explain,” thevoice
demanded. "What's wrong with your projector? All I'm getting is glowcloud."

Leiahdd her fistsin theair. To C-3PO, she mouthed asingle word.

"Oh dear,” C-3PO began. Chewbacca groaned and Han shook his head, then the droid's vocabul ator
assumed the raspy, wesk voice of an injured man. "Blood... it's everywhere.”

It was not the word Leia had mouthed-that had been Tusken-but it would work.
"We're doomed!" C-3PO continued in his dying-man voice.
"Doomed?"’ the officer demanded. " Give me asitrep, trooper.”

Han motioned Chewie toward the blaster turret, then drew his own blaster and began firing out the
driver's-side weapons port.

"What'sthat?' the officer demanded. "Who's attacking you?'

"Reb"

Leiawaved furioudy, then angled her fingersin front of her lips.

Thedroid dipped into hisown voice. "Tusks?"

Leamadeacircling motion with her fingers, trying to get him to say the second syllable.

"Oh, Tuskend!" C-3PO's voice resumed the raspy quality. “They're everywhere! WEell be destroyed!™

"Negative, trooper.” The holographic head turned to talk to someone out of cam view. "We'd better get
some help over thereright away."

The officer remained silent for amoment. Han and Chewbacca continued to fire, the Wookiee
occasiondly letting go with what sounded very much like an anguished human degth scream.

Then aseries of plinks began to sound againgt the exterior armor on Leia's side of the speeder. She
looked over and, as adug-thrower projectile splatted itself againgt her transparistedl window, let out an
involuntary scream.

"They're being massacred,” the holographic head said. "Just listen to that trooper!”

Bringing her voice under control-and cringing every timeanew dug struck her sde of thevehicle-Lea
leaned back and peered around the web of frosted transparisted! where the projectile had struck. In the



distance, two lanky, rag-swaddled Tusken Raiders were standing silhouetted in the moons silver light,
taking turnsfiring a the hoverscout and shaking their wegponsin the air.

"Ohmy!" C-3PO'svoice dipped again. "There are Tuskend!" Then, catching himself, he added, "More
Tuskeng"

Another dug struck the window, completely frogting the transparisted. Lelareached for Han'sarm, but
Chewbacca was dready bringing the heavy blaster around to drive off the warriors.

The officer began to speak to them again. " Seventeen, we need to know your exact position. Activate
your holomap.”

Lelalooked back and found Han shaking his head.

"I'm sorry," C-3PO said in the wounded-man voice. "'But the holomap seemsto be mafunctioning.”
"Mdfunctioning?' There was a pause while the officer absorbed this, then he continued, " Just hold
yoursalves together, Seventeen. TherésaTIE following a sandcrawler not too far from the plateau where
your transmissons are originating. Keep firing your blaster. Hell find you."

"Find us?' C-3PO screeched. "That won't be necessary.”

More projectiles began to plink the armor behind Leia. Sheignored them and joined Han in frantically
nodding to C-3PO and mouthing that it was necessary.

"Oh dear me! What am | saying?' thedroid cried. "We need help. All we can get. Come as quickly as
you can!”

Han sghed inreief, and Leilamotioned for the droid to continue.
"Wereinterrible troublel™

Leiapulled her blaster and turned to shoot the comm unit, and found Han aready preparing to do the
samething.

"Oh my... were doomed!"

They pulled the triggerstogether.

"Okay, Flyboy," Lelasad. "Get us-"

A loud pop sounded from the window behind Leias head, then something hot buzzed past her ear to
gplat againgt the interior of Han'swindow. A circle of transparisted frosted into the web pattern of a
dugthrower hit.

"Out of here?' Han finished.

He opened the throttles, and they shot into the night.

Chapter 20



Eyes glued to the blue lines of the terrain scanner's heads-up display, Han angled the hoverscout across
the desert floor on anew vector, automatically memorizing bearing, speed, and time so he could calculate
anew routeto the oasis without activating the holomap. With the Imperials mounting arescue operation
and the Tuskens watching them aready, this could be harder than he had thought.

And he had come closeto losing Lelaback there. A little farther back, and the dug would never have
reached his side of the compartment. He glanced over and found Leiawatching him, her face pae and
her lips4till trembling from the close call.

"Careful, Han," shesaid.

Han returned his gaze to the schematic on the windscreen. "Close, huh?!

"Too close" Leidstonewas hrittle. "They dmost got you."

"Me?1'm not the one they were shooting &t."

"No, | suppose not." Strangdly, this seemed to strengthen

Ledsvoice. "But we need to find some cover. That TIE will be coming soon, and I'm beginning to have
abad fedling about our conversation with the Chimaera back there.”

"Beginning to?' Han said. "It gave methe chills™
Chewbacca growled acomment from the backsest.

"Youreright," Leiasaid. She reached over and touched one of the environmental controls on the
abdomen of Han's sormtrooper armor. "He hasn't turned down his cooling unit.”

Han finally found a deep ravine and dowed to acrawl, then ran back and forth aong the rim severd
times to scare out any lurking creatures-and to draw the fire of any Tusken sentries camped nearby.
When neither happened, he dropped into the ravine, parked them on the dark side of ahuge boulder,
and, after alast glance around the moonlit crags, powered down al systems except the blaster turret.

"Oh, thislooks safe" Leiasaid. "The Tuskenswill never think to look down here”

"Safe as our own bed back in Coruscant,” Han replied. "Why don't you play your grandmother'sjournal ?
I'm dying to know whether Wetto fdll for it."

"Sureyou are" Lelasaid. "You'rejust trying to keep my mind off the Sand People.”

"No, redly." Han waited until she bent over to retrieve the dropped journd off the floor, then glanced
over hisshoulder at Chewbacca, pointing two fingers at his eyes and motioning him into the blaster turret.
"| see where you get your nerve.”

"You do?' Leiacame up beaming, journa in hand, just as Han turned forward again. She glanced back
at Chewbacca, who was trying hard to look innocent as he rose into the blaster turret. "I saw that-and
thanks™"

Leiaactivated the journa and held the display out. Han saw the desert-hardened-though ill
attractive-face of a chestnut-eyed woman who looked every bit as beautiful and dignified as heimagined



Leiain twenty years. She spokein awhisper.

16:04:21

Now the bite, Annie. | fed... wdll, | don't redly know how | fed. My heart is pounding so hard, and my
hands are trembling. shouldn't fedl guilty about cheating Watto-but | do. Or maybe | just fed sorry for
him.

Shmi's face was replaced by the hazy image of acluttered counter area. A few minutes|later, aburly
human farmer entered the frame carrying an energy-shielded cargo box. Shmi gppeared in the display
again and kissed him on the cheek, then he set the box on the counter. A potbellied Toydarian fluttered
out of the office behind the counter and went to the box.

"Thisisit?" Watto's voice was barely audible. "L et me see”

He reached for the clasps, but the farmer-it had to be Cliegg Lars-put his hand on the box.
"Pricefirs." Hisvoice was degp and easier to hear. "Then thelens.

"I only want to see the merchandise. Y ou think I'm going to pay you afortune for aclosed box?"

"Termsfirg.”

"Terms? That lenswas mine anyway. | know it was." Waitto turned to face Shmi. "That Jedi sent it to
you. Do you think I'm. stupid?”

"It belongsto Cliegg now,"Shmi said. "If you want it, you must ded with him."

Watto turned back to Cliegg. "All right, then. If thelensisred-and it fits my ship-I'll give you aquarter of
what | Al it for."

Cliegg remained slent, hishand on the box.

"Say something! My buyer isleaving in an hour. If | don't have the lensingtdled by then, it'sworth
nothing to me." ™Y ou know what | want. I1t's not money."

"Shmi?'Y ou'd be better off taking the money. With that much, you could buy adozen like her." "'l want
Smi.”

Weatto considered thisaminute, then said, "I'll tell you what. I'll give you aquarter interest in the ship and
Shmi both. Y ou can take her one week amonth.”

Cliegg picked up the box and turned to leave. "Done! She hasn't been such agood dave since she met
you anyway." Waitto turned to Shmi. ™Y ou've wanted to go with him dl dong, haven't you?'

"Yes. I'vetold you that.”

"So you have." Watto seemed to sag in the air, then he glanced at his chronometer. "L et me seethe lens.
| need to hurry if I'm going to catch the buyer before he goesto Pavo Prime.”

"First you give methe deactivator wand," Cliegg said, "and tell me where the transmitter bomb is hidden.”



"It'sbehind her jaw, on the left." Watto touched his own chin to illustrate, then reached into hisvest and
produced asmall dectronic wand. All of the status lights were dark. "Here's the wand, but you won't
need it. | deactivated her transmitter along time ago.” "What?'Shmi gasped. "When?"

"A few months after | lost the boy." Watto turned away and looked as though he waswiping hiseye.
"Theway you were moping around, | was afraid you would get yourself blown up.” Y ou mean | could
have left? Anytime?' Watto shrugged. "But you didnt.”

Watto passed the wand over to Cliegg, then fluttered down to the box and reached for thelid clasps.
"Waito!" Shmi cdled. "Wait &"

But Watto was aready opening the box. A spray of iridescent light spilled out benesth the lid, and the
journa display erupted into brilliant flashes of color.

Watto's voice could barely be heard. ™Y ou've blinded me!™
The entry dissolved into awhite blur.

"Thelens," Han surmised. "I've heard about those. They were used to power the old Renatta photon
drives. They say agood Tobd lens could convert heet to light at close to a hundred percent efficiency.”

"My data banksindicate that it could be fully one hundred percent,” C-3PO reported. " Depending, of
course, on the skill of the gemologist who shaped it.”

Herat started to ask something, but was drowned out by an urgent growl from Chewbacca. Han turned
to find the Wookie pointing into the sky behind them, where the twin efflux needles of anearby TIE were
making adow curve across the night. After their little show depicting the Tusken assaullt, it was probably
attempting a"rescue.”

They watched in breathless silence as the needl es vanished behind the wall of the ravine, then waited
another two minutes for the TIE to return. When the sky remained dark-or at least free of TIE efflux-Han
cautioudy moved the hoverscout up to the gully rim.

"Anybody see anything?' He and Leiahad to lower their projectile-webbed windows to get a clear view
of their own quarter of the sky. "Take dl the time you need.”

After ten minutes of looking, they werefindly convinced the TIE was gone. They emerged from the
ravine, and Han started for the oasis again.

They had traveled only afew minutes before Lelasaid, "Han,
maybe we should duck over to Obi-Wan's and give things afew hoursto settle down."

Han took amoment before answering, not trying to decide whether Lelawasright, but wondering what
had come over her. She was not the type to get her circuits shorted by aclose call.

Findly, he said, "Kitster may not have afew hours. And your bosswill be recalling the Wraithsin
twenty-two hours."



Lelasighed, then nodded. "1 know that. But there's something | really need to tell you.”

Alarm whistles started to go off in Han's head. "Again?' He glanced over at Leia, who was biting her lip
and garing at thefloor. "Now? It'salittle late to be telling me the Provisional Council wantsyou to swing
by Obi-Wan's and pick up an old lightsaber.”

Leiashook her head. "I wouldn't do that to you."

"Theres aways asecond time."

"Han, there just hasn't been achanceto tell you." Lelagestured at the windscreen, reminding Han that he
was piloting. "Since we came to Tatooine, I've been having, well, some Force-experiences.”

"Force-experiences?’ Han asked, once again paying attention to the terrain display. "Like what? Waking
up in midair? Taking to dew-backs? Accidentaly moving sandcrawlers around with your mind?!

Leiatook adeep breath, then said, "Visions. Sensations.”
"My wife has been seeing things?' Han asked. "Isthat what you're telling me?"

"It's more complicated than that,” Lelasaid. "That dream | had on the way insystem? It was L uke
wearing Darth Vader's mask. At lead, | think it was Luke.”

Han began to worry. "But it was only adream, right?"

"That'swhat | thought,” Lelasaid. "Until | saw your swoop abandoned in the desert.”

"What do you mean, 'saw'?"

"In front of my face, Han, like ahologram. It looked exactly the same aswhen we found it with the
Darklighters." Lela paused, as though she was going to add another example, then said smply, "I've been
having Force-visons"

Chewbacca groaned a question.

"I'm not as sure of the sensations,” Lelasaid. "l just keep finding certain things here on Tatooine famiiliar...
and I'm fairly sure the Force has been guiding-make that pushing-me much of the way. My father has
popped up too many placesin thisjourney for it to be coincidence.”

"Let'stak about the oassagain,” Han said. "Y ou've seen something bad there?!

"Thisismore of asensation,” Leiasad. "Like going there now isabad idea."

"I couldvetold you that without the Force," Han said. "But | don't see that we have any choice-or that
thingswill settle down if wewait. When that TIE doesn't find us, the Imperidswill get suspicious. And
those Tuskens didn't just happen to be camped nearby when we stopped. They were watching their
back trail."

Chewbacca groaned his agreement, adding that the sooner they hit the oasis, the better Kitster's
chances-and theirs. Chances of what, he did not say.



But Herat had acompletely different idea, which C-3PO explained after the Jawas|ong jabber.

"Herat thinksit isincumbent upon you to turn around and help her reclaim her clan's sandcrawler from
the Squibs, as your assurances that they would never activate the reactor core are obvioudy without
merit."

"Not achance," Han said.

"How can she know it was her sandcrawler the TIE wasfollowing?' Lela asked.

Herat chittled areply.

"How many sandcrawlers do you think such asmall area can support?' C-3PO trandated. "One."
"Then wewon't have any trouble finding it later, will we?' Han retorted.

He continued toward the oasis, troubled by what Leiahad told them, but uncertain asto what €l se they
could do. The Squibs knew this country. There was agood chance they had figured out what had
happened to the painting and were on their way to the ghost oasis. And that meant the Imperials soon
would be aswdll, given that they were tracking the sandcrawler from theair. Han and Lelas best
chance-probably their only chance-wasto beat everybody e se there. But they were still an hour away.

After afew minutes of travel, Lela seemed to decide that Han was right about the detour and resumed
viewing her grandmother'sjournal. Focusing on the terrain scanner, Han listened with haf an ear as Shmi
described her hurried move to the Lars moisture farm. She took only her clothes, her journd, and adroid
Anakin had started building years before.

The next six months of entries were more sporadic and filled with data skips. But Han caught enough of
the story to know that while Shmi loved both Cliegg and Owen deeply, she missed Anakin more every
day. Her nightly entries grew longer and more filled with reminiscences about his childhood, and she
sometimes lapsed into speculation about what he might be doing at the Jedi Temple, or where he might
betraveling inthe gaaxy.

Findly, Leiacameto an entry that was completely intact.
20:.07:22

Annie, today your mother isamarried woman. Cliegg waited until last month to ask me-l guess he
wanted to be certain it washim

| loved and not just freedom. It was asimple ceremony in Anchorhead. Owen came, of course, and a
few of Cliegg and Owen'sfriends. Kitster, Wad, and Amee were there, and they asked about you. |
wish you could have been there, but | know the Jedi wouldn't have allowed it, even if the message we
sent had been accepted. And | understand, | truly do.

| just wish you could have been there.

Watto surprised us dl by showing up uninvited. | thought he would make a scene when he saw Owen,
but hejust squinted and said, ™Y ou!" Then he offered Cliegg a discount on used parts and told methat if
times grew hard on the moisture farm, Wad wasn't doing such agood job as hisassstant. He still hasn't
found abuyer for the Renatta needle ship-but he's asking amillion credits Who does hethink isgoing to



buy it?
Shmi fdl slent amoment, then continued.

Owen makes me missyou so much, Anakin. | can't look at him without thinking of you-not that | seeyou
when | look at him. That's not what | mean. Owen isstrong like hisfather: pragmatic and certain of his
ways, grateful for smple joysand for hislife on the moisture farm. Tour eyes were dwayson the sars.
Even as ayoung boy, you had to prove yoursdlf to everyone you met, be the best at everything you did.
To you, thiswonderful place would have been a prison.

But | love you both so very much, and I'm sure that if-no, when-you and Owen finaly meet someday,
you will be greet friends.

Leiaasked for the next entry, then cursed.

Han glanced over to see datelines blinking past with no entries, or entries so filled with eectronic snow
that it wasimpossible to see aface.

"More data skips?'
Leianodded, then asked, "Han, do the heads-up displaysin Imperid hoverscouts have retind trackers?
"Uh, no."

"Then | suggest you keep your eyes on the terrain scanner,” Leiasnapped, "because | can't seeathingin
the dark!"

Han looked forward and casually steered them around a bantha-sized boulder he redlly hoped no one
elsecould see.

Leacontinued to struggle with the journd. Findly, ayear later, she began to reach intact entries again.
Mostly, they weretypica farm stuff-talk about crop plantings, the low moisture content in the air, worries
over market prices.

20:32:23

Today started adisaster, Annie. | opened the number three growing vault to discover | hadn't set of f
enough stink capsulesthe night before, and profoggs had ruined awhole crop of tangaroots. It was too
much for me. After the dry winds and the pallie blight, | began to fed like| had brought a curseto the
farm. | just sat down in despair.

And that's how Owen found me. Heis so kind, Annie. Hetold me it wasn't my fault, that he had checked
the vault the night before, too. | don't believe him, but it was anice thing to say. We started to clean up,
and | asked how we were going to stop the problems we have been having.

Do you know what Owen did then? He caught apair of profoggs, then held up the scaly little beasts and
offered to show me how to make profogg stew.

It wasn't until evening that | began to see what he wasredly trying to say, Annie. The three of uswere
eating the profogg stew- and it tastes even worse than it sounds-and Cliegg and Owen were talking
about the low price of water, and about how we wouldn't make much recapturing the moisture from the



ruined crop. Cliegg shrugged and said, "We don't own the farm, it owns us."

Then Owen durped down abig spoonful of stew, made a satisfied sound, and said we were looking at
thisthe wrong way. What we really needed to do was start a profogg ranch! Y ou had to be there, eating
that awful stew to understand, but we all broke out laughing, and we didn't stop until tears came.

That'swhen | findly understood the secret of being amoisture farmer, Annie. Y ou can't fight life out here.
Y ou just take what Tatooine gives you and find away to useit.

Leiashut off thejournd and fell sllent. Han started to ask if something was wrong, then noticed that the
terrain was starting to break up into ravines ahead-asign that they were moving closer to the edge of the
Dune Sea.

"Mine"Lea whispered. "Mine."

"What?' Han asked.

"Nothing." Leiashook her head. " Sorry. Just something I've been trying to understand.”

"Yesh?'

"Il tell youwhen | do."

When Han glanced over, her eyeswere closed, her head tipped back as though her mind had retreated
to some other world.

"Mine" shewhispered.
"Yours?'
Leids eyes sngpped open, and she pointed into the darkness on her side of the hoverscout. "Turn here.”

"Turn?' Han looked over. When Leladid not immediately remind him to watch the terrain scanners, he
knew it wasimportant. "Here?'

Leianodded and continued to look out over the dark desert. "We have to stop at Obi-Wan's."
"Wetalked about that." Han continued on his current course. " The sooner we get there, the-"

"Han, trust me." It was not arequest. "We have to stop at Obi-Wan's. We're not going to save Kitster or
anyone e se unlesswe do. There's something there we need.”

"What?' Han demanded. "A spare lightsaber? Wookiee armor? Assault artillery?”
"l dont know," Lelasaid. "l havethisfeding. | haveto trust it.”
Chewbacca howled disgpprovingly.

"Indeed,” C-3PO agreed. "I have dways had the utmost faith in Mistress Leias fedings. Especialy when
it means not rushing into combat.”



"Oh, a. feding." Han shook hishead in surrender, then started the long swing toward Obi-Wan's. "Why
didn't you say s0?"

Chapter 21

Even deep into the starlit desert night, it was clear that Obi-Wan had chosen the Site of his hermitage as
much for its safety asfor its beauty. More house than hut, the dwelling had been built on apromontory at
the edge of the Western Dune Sea, high enough above the rolling sandsto afford agood view of
approaching vehicles and far enough back to avoid being led by acongtant curtain of blowing grit.
The only other gpproach, the narrow and winding gully up which Herat had guided them, wasvisble
aong itsentirelength from awindow bubble near the back of the abode. And with curving linesand a
buff exterior the same color asthe surrounding terrain, the structure blended into its environment so
well-at least a night-that Leia hadn't recognized the building until the hoverscout passed within three
metersof it.

"l don't see any spare turbolaserslying around.” Han turned the vehicle around so they could leave
quickly in an emergency, then raised the access panels. "Where do we sart?'

"I don't know." Thiswasn't something Leiawanted to admit. She had hoped that asthey drew nearer to
the hermitage, her fedingswould grow clearer. Instead, her sense of needing to be here-her sense of
security-remained strong, but her idea of why had grown more ambiguous. "1 guesswe just see what we
find."

"Great." Han drew his blaster and motioned Chewbaccainto the blaster turret. "1t'll probably be a krayt
dragon.”

"Bbberddle avdoway tchters," Herat chiddled.

"Kenobi's house istoo small for krayt dragons, but watch out for anoobas,” C-3PO trandated. "If you
don't mind, I'll wait here to help keep watch."

After aquick moonlight reconnai ssance of the area-there wasllittle to examine but an old vaporator pad
behind the house-L eia and Han returned to find C-3PO keeping watch in the blaster turret. Chewbacca
was knedling in the back, reaching into the cargo area behind the seat, where Herat lay tucked into a
corner clutching something to her chest. They were snarling and squawking furioudy, producing anoise
that sounded like fighting womp rets.

Han opened the rear cargo hatch and plucked Herat out by the scruff of her hood.

"Areyou two trying to wake the whole neighborhood?'

Herat jabbered something and tucked a military datapad under her cloak. Chewbaccaroared at her.
"Thregpio?' Leiacalled.

C-3PO continued to sudy the sky. "How very interesting. MistressLeia"

"Threepio, will you stop stargazing and do your job?' Han nearly had to shout to make himsdlf heard.

"Of course, Captain Solo, but this-"



"Thregpio!" Han lifted Herat higher. "What's Herat saying?"

"That she found the datapad and it belongsto her." C-3PO looked back into the sky. "Y ou redlly
should-"

"Later, Threepio,” Leiasaid. "WEell tell you when we want to know."

Chewbacca rumbled that he only wanted to see the pad because he saw apicture of Han on it. Of
course, the Jawa understood none of this-which, Leiaknew, was the problem.

"Herat," shesad, "well makeyou aded."

Thisingantly calmed the Jawa. "M'kwctt kenza?'

"L et me see the datapad for afew minutes, and you can keep it."

Herat chittered along question.

"Shewould like to know how much rent you will pay.”

"How much will you pay me not to drop you?' Han asked.

Herat pulled the datapad from beneath her cloak and passed it over. Leiaquickly found a messagetitled,
"Commander's Directive TS3519 Re: Suspected Rebels." In quick succession, the display showed file
images of Han, Leia, and Chewbacca.

A communications officer's voice identified them by name.

"Chimaeralntelligence has reason to believe said Rebels are the ones seeking Killik Twilight. Command
directsthey be captured dive. Any trooper daying onewill cost his platoon aweek'sliberty and one
month's wages. Fines are cumulative, should more than one bekilled.”

"They certainly know whowe are," Leiasaid. "That's bad.”

"Y eah, but they're not supposed to kill us," Han said. "That's good."

The directive continued, "Command further directsthat if they cannot be captured dive, they bedan
regardless of the aforementioned consegquences. Any trooper or troopers alowing said Rebelsto escape
will be tried and executed for crimes againgt the Empire. His platoon will be denied liberty for ayear and
forfeit their pay for the duration of their service."

Han'sjaw fdl, but he managed to collect himsdlf after amoment and say, "That's not so bad. They'll
hestate. That'sall the advantage we need.”

Chewbacca groaned and nodded.

A new image appeared on the datapad, this one of astock Y T-1300 freighter smilar to the Falcon.
"ChimeeraIntdligence bdievesthey aretraveling on the Millennium Facon, a Corellian Engineering
Corporation stock light freighter smilar to this, possibly traveling under Regina Galas, Sweet Surprise,
Longshot, Sunlight Franchise, or another fase transponder code. Said ship is believed to be somewhere
inthe areaof Mos Espa. Any trooper reporting the location of this ship to Chimaera Intelligence will be



promoted two ranks and have al previous fines and punishments canceled.”

"That'sbad,” Han said. "If someone tells them about that smuggler's cave, werein big trouble.”
Chewbacca rowled a question.

L eia checked the date stamp on the directive. "Two days ago."

"Werein big trouble,” Han said.

After the message ended, L eia scanned the directory, looking for more directives that might prove
informative. She found amessage from the previous day, referencing Killik Twilight.

The display showed an image of the painting. A different communications officer's voice explained what
Wald had aready told them in Mos Espa, namely that their effort to destroy Killik Twilight had derted
the Imperialsto itsimportance.

"Under no circumstancesisthis painting to be destroyed,” the voice ingtructed. "Any trooper responsible
for the painting's destruction will betried and executed asatraitor. Any unit alowing the Rebelsto
escape with or destroy the painting will forfeit pay and liberty for the remainder of their service."

"Now we know what the Imperias are doing to cut |labor costs," Leia observed.

She started to shut off the message, but Han reached over to freeze the image. Leiathought he had seen
something she had not, but found him lost in thought, just staring a the image and trying to recal what it
looked likein person. Killik Twilight had that effect on people.

"Migtress Leia, would you like to know now?"*

"Know?' Leiahad dmost forgotten the droid had something to tell them. ™Y es, now would be good.”

C-3PO pointed along the edge of the Dune Sea, hisfinger indicating agroup of starsjust abovethe
horizon. "I believe there may be aflight of TIES over there.”

"TIES?" Han dropped Herat roughly in the speeder and grabbed the ectrobinoculars. "Where?!

With the dectrobinoculars reduced field of vision, it took Han longer to find the circle of moving stars
than it did Lela There were six of them, winking in and out in a steedy pattern as they wheeled out over
the dunes and then back over the rugged crags of the Jundland Wastes.

"Got 'em. Twin drives. Definitely TIEs, about fifteen kilometers away." Without lowering the
electrobinoculars, Han asked, "Herat, would that ghost oasis be over there?”

"Bzabzabert, ugiqu! Chichichi!"

" She wantsto know why she should tell you anything, you cheater,” C-3PO said. "That isdrictly a
trandation, of course. She says her leg isthrobbing.”

Chewbacca snatched Herat out of the hoverscout and held her over his head. Leiathought he was
probably only trying to help her seethe TIES. Redlly. "Y uyu."



"That'swhat | thought." Han turned to Lela. "Wed have comein right under them. Good thing | trusted
that feding you had."

"Good thing," Lelasaid.

She hoped her feding would not cost Kitster Banai hislife-or the New Republic the Shadowcast code
key. But they would not have saved either by riding into an Imperid trap. Better to think of someway to
defang the ambush, then go in.

That was why she had felt so uneasy about going straight to the ghost oasis, Leiawas sure. After her
vision in the cave, she had followed the Force and declined Borno's offer to take them to safety. Then, as
they had traveled across the plateau, the Force had acted on her again, guiding her away from danger.

Now all Leiahad to do was figure out why the Force had been drawing her toward Obi-Wan's-why
smply thinking of his home had filled her with such a powerful sensation of security and comfort. And she
had to do it quickly.

"Let'shave alook around,” she said.

Han passed the e ectrobinoculars to Chewbacca and motioned him back into the blaster turret, then
entered the house with hisweapon drawn. When no fire broke out, Leia grabbed the glow rod out of
their utility satchel and followed.

A smdll dwelling with whitewashed walls and clean curving lines, it was basicaly asinglelarge room
divided into sections by square pillars. Since Leids last visit, the place had clearly been ransacked many
times and played host to dozens of creatures both sentient and otherwise. The footing for aprimitive
sove, some plumbing cavitiesin thewalls, and aventilation hole in the celling indicated where someone
had stripped the kitchen of its gppliances. In aniche at the back, next to the window overlooking the rear
approach, stood a dusty workbench with no tools. Across from the bench lay a shredded mattress that
looked as though it had most recently served asthe bed of awomp rat sow. None of thisdid anything to
diminish the auraof stark comfort and spiritua serenity in the home's smple design.

Leiawaked through the different areas, alowing the glow rod to roam at random over thewallsand
debris, doing her best to let the Force guide her hand whereit wished. Thelast entry in Shmi'sjourna
had finally convinced her that it was the Force drawing her to Obi-Wan's, and that shewould bewiseto
trugt it. We don't own the farm, Cliegg had said, it owns us. She believed that to be the message of the
voicein her vison. Mine. Luke and Han and everything that Lela counted as hers, they al belonged to
the Force. She belonged to the Force. Mine. Like life on Tatooine, one could not fight the Force. One
could only surrender to it and find away to use what it offered. Mine.

"Anything?' Han asked.
"Not yet."
"Maybethereisn't anything,” Han said. "Maybe you were only feding the danger a the cass.”

"Maybe." Leiashrugged and tried not to think about the little spiny thing that her glow rod had just sent
scurrying through awindow. "But | till fed the need to be here”

"What do you mean, fed? Like Lukefeds?"



"How do | know what Luke fedls?' Leiaretorted. "I'm no Jedi. But | do think it'sthe Force. It'stoo
strong to be anything ese.”

Han took the glow rod and began to run the beam around the house. "I'm just saying it would help if we
knew what we were looking for."

"Maybe" Leasaid. "And maybe not."

Lelaand Han spent the next few minutes searching the house, peering into dusty crannies and rearranging
the debristhat mysterioudy accumulates in any abandoned dwelling. They found little of interest and
nothing to justify the sensation Lela had been experiencing. Finally, Han took the glow rod and swept the
light over the kitchen afew times, lingering on the power outlets and the empty areasin the corners and
under the cabinets.

"What'smissing?' he asked.

"Hisrecipe box?'

Han shined the glow rod on her shoulder. "Funny." He turned and started for the back of the house. "The
cistern. The power generator.”

Lelatook him to atrapdoor hidden benesth the workbench and descended into alarge cellar. A dozen
of the black spiny things she had noticed earlier scurried into the corner together to make asingle big
spiny thing, and afew ten-legged arachnids began to hissand vibrate in webs on the celling.

Anything of any value had long ago been taken by Jawas or broken by Tuskens. The generator was
among theformer, the cistiern the latter, itslid lying in the bottom in three pieces.

"Nothing," Lelasaid. "Let'sget out of here."
"Not sofast.”

Han dropped into the cistern and stooped out of sight, leaving Leiain the dark with arachnid webs
rustling above her head.

"Han, | meanit. Let'sget-"

"Y ou'd think a Jedi would be more origind."

The broken lid pieces landed beside Leiaand sent half adozen spiny things chittering back into the dark.
"Han, give methat blasted-"

"Hold this"

Han passed Leiathe glow rod, which she promptly swept across the floor and celling.

"I meanontheplug, Leia”

"Plug?' Lelashined the glow rod into the cistern and found Han squatting again, probing at something
between hisfeet. A pair of clicks sounded, then he pulled athick plastoid lid off the bottom and set it



adde. "What did you find?'

"The oldest smuggling trick in the book." Han peered into the dark hole benesth the cistern. "A
submerged compartment.” He withdrew a bag about aslarge as historso and passed it up to Leia. "That
what you'relooking for?'

Leiaopened it, found an ancient datapad and astar chart insde, and felt no changein her experience of
the Force. Not that she would have. Just becauise she had decided to trust the Force did not mean she
could expect to tell apremonition from a shiver. She would have to talk to Luke about giving her some
guidance.

"l havenoides,” shesad.

When Han found nothing else, they took the datapad and retreated back outside. Chewbacca had
noticed some TIEs flying what looked like areconnai ssance grid and moved the hoverscout down among
some boulders where it would prove difficult to detect. Otherwise the Imperials seemed no closer to
discovering their presence.

Leaactivated the datapad and found hersalf looking at Obi-Wan Kenobi's gray-bearded face.

"l amwaiting, my friend."

"Waiting for what?' Leiaasked.

"Thewatchword."

"Thishasto beit!" Han whispered.

"Thishasto beit is not the watchword,” Obi-Wan'simage said.

"May the Force bewith you," Leilasaid.

Obi-Wan smiled patiently. "And with you, too, my friend.” The image returned to its previous Sate. "May
the Force be with you is not the watchword.”

Leiaplaced her thumb over the microphone dot and turned to C-3PO. "You talk to it.”
"Me?But | don't know the password. Just because we share acommon chip-"

"Seeif you can ressonwithit," Leiasaid. "If | try again, I'm liableto trigger a security wipe."
"I see. | will certainly do my best."

Leiaremoved her thumb. C-3PO and the datapad exchanged e ectronic garble for less than a second
before the display went dark. Chewbaccalet out aderisive groan.

C-3PO turned and cocked his body to ook up at the Wookiee. "1 see no need for name calling,
Chewbacca. It was quite cooperative, for adatapad.”

"If that's cooperative, I'd hate to seerude," Han said.



"Let'shear what it said.” Leiaturned to C-3PO. "Isthere anything helpful in there?"

"Not at the current time, I'm afraid,” C-3PO said. "The data-pad was kind enough to tell meit wasbeing
used to store research on hyperspace lanes entering the Unknown Regions. Master Kenobi may have
been thinking of leading a mission to search for something caled the Outbound Flight Project.”

"What'sthat?' Leiaasked.

"I'm afraid that's al the datapad would tell me," C-3PO said. "When | asked for an explanation, it
suggested that Obi-Wan's red friends would know what it was and shut itself down.”

Leaturned to Han and Chewbacca. "'Does Outbound Flight mean anything to you?"

"Nothing." Han looked toward the oasis. "And especidly nothing that will help us get past those
Imperids.”

Chewbacca shook his head aswell.
"Oh, and the datapad needs a charge,” C-3PO added. "It hasn't had fresh power in years.”

Leiaplugged the datapad into the hoverscout's recharger- warning Herat that it was spoken for-then
turned back to Han and Chewbacca.

"I'm sorry." Lelawas running out of idess. "l just don't know why | made you come up here."

"I must say, I'm very glad you did," C-3PO said. "Otherwise, I'm quite sure we would be racing down
some narrow, winding canyon exchanging blasterfire with awhole squadron of TIES by now."

"For once, the droid hasapoint." Han put hisarm around Leias shoulder. "Let's give ourselves haf an
hour to think. Maybe we can come up with agood way out of this mess."

"And maybe we can't." Leiaput her hand on Han's. "But what can we do? Thisis Tatooine."

Toward morning, they were gill thinking-thinking that the Situation just kept growing more hopeless. Five
minutes after Leiaand the others had sat down to think the night before, a pair of assault shuttles had
landed near the oasis and debarked two companies of stormtroopers, one into the Jundland Wastes and
oneinto the Dune Sea. An hour later, there had been afew blaster flashes, not enough for ared battle,
and the TIEs and the shuttles had departed together. Han was betting that stormtroopers were taking
hidden positions around the ghost oasis, surrounding the Tuskens and waiting for the Solosto arrive,

Lelawas betting that he wasright.

Shewas Sitting at the edge of the bluff with Han, her shoulder throbbing dully, but feding good enough
that sheinsisted on taking her turn with the eectrobinoculars. If there were any TIEs abovethe oasis
now, they were too high to see even at amagnification of severa hundred times. Behind them,
Chewbacca was cursing repeatedly and loudly as he struggled to remove the transponder from the
hoverscout's holomap without triggering atamper signd. They till had no idea how they were going to
sneak past two companies of stormtroopers, rescue Kitster Banal, recover Killik Twilight, and survive
long enough to inform Mon Mothma of their success. But they did know they would need aworking
holomap, and that meant the transponder had to be removed before they went anywhere.



"How many moss-paintings did Ob Khaddor grow?' Han had "borrowed" the Imperia datapad from
Herat's sdvage hegp and was again transfixed by Killik Twilight. "How did he do it?

"If you're going to become a Khaddor devotee, you should probably know that the proper termis
design, not grow," Leiasaid. "And I'll never tell how it's done. No good Alderaanian would.”

"Not even to your husband?'

Lelasoftened her voice. "To my husband, maybe." She glanced over from behind the eectrobinoculars.
"But to one of the fastest smugglersin the gdaxy?1 don't think so."

"That'sthefastest," Han said. "And it's criminal to let awhole art form die off likethat. | can't believe
that'swhat Alderaanians

want."

"Careful, Han. Y our sendtive sideis showing." Leiawould

never have guessed Han Solo to be the moss-art type... but then again, Khaddor's work was not just any
moss-art. "And letting it dieisthe whole point. It underscoresthe plight of Alderaanian culture. Itsaso
one of the favorite themes of one of the planet's best-known painters.”

"Khaddor said thet?"

"Not in so many words,” Leiareplied. "But he never passed on the refinements that alowed him to design
such deep colors. And it'sinherent in the work. Y ou only haveto look &t it."

Han was slent along time, and Leialooked over to see him studying theimage in the datapad. Finally, he
shook his head.

"l amlooking at it," hesaid. "And | don't seethat."
"It'sawarning about the cost of surrendering to darkness.”
"It'snot.”

"Han, everybody agrees. Thefinest criticsin the galaxy-"
"l don't care," Han said. "Everybody'swrong.”

Leiasighed in exasperation, then gave the eectrobinoculars to Han and took the datapad. "It's probably
the colorsin the display. Y ou can't expect an dectronic verson-"

"It'snot the colors." Han raised the ectrobinoculars and began to watch the oasis. "I thought the same
thing when | saw it & Mawbo's."

Leiastudied theimage. The colors were hardly asrich asthe red thing, but the tones were true. And with
its stormy sky sweeping in over the Killik city and theinsectoid figures peering over their shoulders at the
gpproaching darkness, it was dtill beautiful, and it till had the same profound effect.

"Y ou don't seethe Killiks fleeing the storm?* Leiaasked. ™Y ou don't see how they're going to vanish



because they've turned their backs to the darkness?!

"Nom."

Han's voice had assumed that stony tone it did when he had not only made up his mind, but aso
concluded that anyone who disagreed with him had the brains of arock wont.

Nothing bothered Leiamore.

"Then what do you see?' Usudly, she had to conscioudy inject the impatience into her voice; thistimeit
came naturaly. "Perhaps you'd care to enlighten me?"

"I would." Han lowered the ectrobinoculars and tapped the datapad down near the bottom of the
display. "What are the Killiks doing there?"

"They're glancing back at what they're about to lose," Leiasaid. "Also, Khaddor didn't want to show
their faces. Nobody knows what the Killiks redly looked like, so it was hisway of not presuming.”

"Hesad that?'

"Not in so many words," Leiareplied, trying to remember what critic had made the point. "But it's
obvious"

"Not to me," Han said. "They aren't looking. They'returning. Look at theway their bodies are twisting at
thewas."

"Thisisadatapad. Y ou can't be sure-"

"l can't, but you can. Y ou saw that painting every morning for how many years? And you'retelling me
you can't close your eyes and remember whether their bodies were twisting?”

Leiadid not need to close her eyes. The twist was there, subtly and only in the leaders, but it wasthere.
Most critics consdered it an uncharacteristic awkwardness of form and attributed it to adesign problem
inthe growth medium.

"Evenif you'reright, it doesn't mean they'returning,” Lelasaid. "They'reinsectoid. Y ou can't presumeto
know their anatomy."

"And neither could Khaddor. He could have painted- designed-them any way he wanted. And he
designed them twisting at the waist. He designed them turning toward the storm.”

"Y our point being?"

"They know it's coming, and they're turning to faceit,” Han said. "Khaddor isn't trying to warn anyone
about the cost of surrendering to darkness. He's talking about how you meet it. Y ou turn and look into
it

Lelafel dlent, at firgt trying to think of an argument againgt Han's point, and then redlizing how futile such
an atempt was. They were arguing interpretations, and Khaddor would have been the first to agree that
the interpretation belonged only to the eye of the beholder.



"l bet Ob Khaddor didn't like critics much,” Han said. He had that cocky 1-won smile Leiadways
loved-except when it was directed &t her. "Did he?"

"Not much." Lelawould not deny afact. "But everybody else doesn't have to be wrong for you to be
right. A painting can mean more than one thing, you know."

"No kidding?' Han's smile grew cockier than ever. "So you admit it... I'm right?"

"Of dl thearrogant..." Leiafindly caught the playful tonein Han's voice and redlized he was not trying to
humble her, only trying to ingst on the vdidity of hisown unique vison. And that was one of thethings
she loved about him. Mogt of thetime. "I guessthat'swhat | said, isn't it?'

"So what you see depends on how you look at it?' Han dipped an arm around her waist and pulled her
close "Likealot of things."

Lealet him, but she knew when she was being outflanked. Han

was not talking about Killik Twilight anymore. He was certainly not talking about the Stuation with TIES
over the oas's, either. He was talking about the future. Again.

"Han?'
"Yegh?'
"Shouldn't one of us be watching for Imperias?’

The arm retrested, and Han's voice grew serious. "We have to talk about this, Leia Y ou're not the only
one who getsto make the choice.”

"No? Then | hope you're ready to consider adoption.” Leiaregretted the retort as soon as she uttered it.
She felt sure shewould love adopted children as dearly as her own, and without any of the attendant
fears. But by the time she turned to apologize, Han was aready rising. "Han, I'm not closing the
discussion. But please not here, not now. Not with tomorrow hanging over us.”

"Why?" Han's eyes caught amoon's reflection and burned down on her in silver. "What's going to happen
tomorrow?"

"Nothing." Leiahad to look away. "l won't letit."

"Yeah? Well, it might happen anyway-but you can't be afraid to look. That's what Khaddor's saying,
Leia" Han passed the e ectrobinocularsto her. "Keep an eye on the oasis. Timefor meto make a
dreuit."”

Leareturned to watching the oasi's, S0 upset she barely registered what she was seeing. She would call
what they were having frustrations more than troubles, but Han was certainly right about the need to talk.
Unfortunately, her feelings about Anakin Sky-walker remained too confused for any intelligent discusson
about children-and now was no timeto let the matter consume her attention. It was dangerous, even.

She lowered the eectrobinoculars long enough to activate the journd, then returned to her vigil and
asked for the next entry. Lelaand Han had spent much of the night listening to her grandmother ponder
Anakin's destiny and recount her hard-but-happy life on the moisture farm, and Leiaknew the narretive



would occupy just enough of her attention to keep the rest of her mind focused on the oasis.
21:45:24

Owen caught me celebrating your birthday out on the sand berm. Twenty years old-you and Owen,
both! Owen has alovely girlfriend now, Beru Whitesun. Neither has said so, but I'm sure they're thinking
of marriage. Watching Owen grow, | dways find mysdlf wondering about you. Are you happy? Have
you become a Jedi Knight yet? Would | recognizeyou if | saw you ?

With you, | have nothing but questions-questions and love. And | do love you, Annie. | hope you know
that-and aso how proud | am of you. Always and forever.

The next day, Shmi reported that they were hearing banthas out on the plain. Leids heart grew
increasingly heavy asthefollowing entries grew more concerned with the presence of Tusken Raiders,
reporting tracks and probes of the security perimeter. Cliegg's moods turned dark, and Owen actualy
began to seem gpprehensive. Shmi confessed to being worried for the safety of young Beru, who was
staying with them for afew days.

22:45.25

Today, there are more Tuskens out on the plain. We can't see them, but the lowing of their banthas
carriesfor kilometers. Owen and Cliegg keep saying well beall right, aslong aswe don't go out at night.
I'd fed better if they didn't make such apoint of keeping their blasters within reach, eveninsde. But there
isn't much food out here for banthas; the Tuskenswill have to move on soon. And Cliegg isgoing to the
Dorr Farm tomorrow, to start organizing loca farmers. Well befine, Anakin, I'm sure.

Leiacontinued to watch the stars gleam above the oasis, searching for efflux trails or anything else that
might indicate an Imperia movement, and asked for the next entry.

No sound came from the journd.
Suspecting another data skip, Leiasaid, "Advance to next entry."

When the journd continued to remain sllent, Lelaglanced down to find amessage on the display: END
DATA.

Lelashut off the journa and forced hersef to return to her duties-though she had to keep blinking tears
away 0 she could see through the eectrobinoculars. How the journa had come to be where Anya
Darklighter found it, she could not even guess, there were a thousand possibilities. The one she favored
was that Shmi had been carrying it in a pocket when the Tuskens came, and had tossed it there hoping
Cliegg or Owen would find it and one day giveit to her son.

What Leladid know wasthat the journa had never madeit into Anakin's hands, or it would not have
been found beneath a vaporator. She wondered whether it would have made a differencein her father's
life, had it been given to him-and whether it had remained there dl those yearsto make adifferencein
hers.

Leiabegan to experience a profound sense of regret and self-doubt as she thought of Anakin Skywalker.
Did sheregret not

knowing him? Hardly. She had cometo hate and fear him as Darth Vader, and the last thing she had ever



wanted was to know him better. But self-doubt? Leiahad plenty of that. She could hardly think of
Anakin Skywaker without questioning hdf the life decisons she had made in thelast five years.

But the fedlings went deeper than that. The regret-aregret she knew she did not fed-weighed on her like
ashidding cloak. It was physica and wearying, an emotion so enervating it rooted her to the ground.
And the doubt was degper than any she had ever experienced, aquestioning so profound she felt raw
and bottomlessingde.

Lelafound hersdlf staring out across the desert without redlizing she had turned away from the ghost
oasis. Though therolling sands were still swathed in night shadow, the moons were already drop-ping
behind the horizon, and Tatoo | was kindling a golden gleam aong the crest of the highest dunes. The
sght filled Lelawith a sense of londliness and grief that was dmost more than she could bear, and she
findly understood the source of her powerful fedings.

Obi-Wan Kenobi.

Lelacould amogt fed him behind her, brooding over hisfalure asthefirst sun'slight crept acrossthe
sands. How terrible the burden must have been, how deep his sorrow, that she could still fed it nine
years after his departure. Had he stood here each morning. reciting the names of Jedi and friendslost to
Darth VVader's saber? Had he reviewed his every conversation with Anakin Skywalker, reexamined
every lesson he had taught, rebuked himsalf each drawn for hisinadequacies asaMaster?

Leiathought that perhaps he had.

Sitting there where Obi-Wan had stood every morning, she could fed how he had alowed his doubtsto
rule hislife. For years,

Obi-Wan had thought of little else but hisfalen student, had alowed his concernsto cloud his
thoughts-just as Lela had been dlowing her own anger and hatred to dominate her view of her father.

Could that be what Leids vision wastelling her-that she needed to forgive her father for her own sake?
That if shealowed her anger & himto rule her life, she would be harming no one but herself and Han?

So absorbed was Leiathat she did not hear Han's hurried steps crunching the gravel behind her until he
was within adozen steps. Knowing what a stickler he was about keeping proper watches, she brought
the ectrobinoculars up and swung her gaze back toward the oasis.

"Who do you think you're fooling?' Han demanded.

"Sorry." Leiawas S0 excited that her voice sounded anything but gpologetic. "Han, | think | haveit. What
we came herefor.”

"Can you tell me about it later?' Han motioned Leiato her feet. " 'Cause we gotta leave, and quick.”
Leawas up ingantly, though her somach wassinking. "Imperids?'

"Worse." Han displayed asmall transistor with along wire antenna, the kind used in tracking devices.
"Squibs™

"Those vermin have been following us?'



Han nodded. " The sandcrawler is coming up the canyon.”
"Youresureit'sthem?'

"Herat seemsto think s0," Han said. "We may haveto leave her behind, if Chewie can't catch aJawa
with abrokenleg.”

Leiastopped so abruptly that Han ran into her and knocked the el ectrobinoculars out of her hand.
"That'sit!"

"What?' Han grabbed the el ectrobinoculars off the ground, then took Leia by the arm. "The hoverscout's
in the rocks, remember?"

"Wedon't need it." Leiapulled free of hisarm and started
down thegully at arun. "Not yet."

"Hey!" Han cdled, racing after her. "Where areyou going?' "To drikeabargain!" Lelacaled over her
shoulder. "1 think

Tatooinejust gave us profoggs.”
Chapter 22

By the time the sandcrawler's blocky shape could no longer be seen rocking over the crests of therolling
sands, Tatoo | was spreading its golden light across the entire vastness of the Western Dune Sea. Leia
glanced back at Han, who lay atop the hoverscout's forward cargo compartment scanning the sky with
the eectrobinoculars.

"It'sgone," shereported. Along with Chewbacca, C-3PO, and the Squibs, she was about ten kilometers
from Obi-Wan's, waiting in the mouth of a shadowy canyon at the edge of the Dune Sea. "Anything?"

"Still just the one TIE trailing it." Han lowered the eectro-binoculars and dipped off the hoverscout.
"Lookslikeyour plan'sago."

"If Herat keeps her word," C-3PO pointed out. He was in the front passenger's seet. "Persondly, | never
findit advisableto trust a Jawa."

Chewbacca, dtting behind the steering yoke, gave atesty grunt. "That has nothing to do with it,” C-3PO
sad. "l didn't believe for amoment Mistress Leiawould include mein the ded.”

"Pretty cocky for adroid,” Han said. Heturned to Leia. "But Threepio has a point. Herat's taking abig
risk. Maybe shelll decideit'stoo big.”

"That depends,” Sligh said. He and Grees werein the back, working on the built-in comm units of apair
of stormtrooper hel mets they had salvaged back in the cave. "Have you double-crossed her yet?!

"We haven't double-crossed anyone,” Leiasaid. "Y ou were the oneswho called the dedl off inthe
canyon. We were under no obligation to return the initiator to you."

" Speaking of that, how did you restart the reactor core?’ Han asked.



"The baradium charge from atherma-"

"Sigh!" Greesbarked. "Did they pay for that?"

"Then shell do her part,” Sligh said, immediately switching back to the question about Herat. "That'swhy
wetold you to promise her adiagnostics kit from the Falcon instead of your protocol droid. A Quaxcon

Mark Fifteen istoo valuable for a Jawato pass up. Shell take therisk, aslong as she thinks you'll come
through in the end and drop the kit."

Tinny static emerged from the speaker of the helmet in Greess|ap. He flipped a switch under the chin
padding, then nodded and turned to Sligh.

"The droid wasright." Grees passed the helmet forward to Chewbacca. "They switched modulation. It's
Secure Blue."

"Of course," C-3PO said. "The Imperid datapad assured me that changing modesis standard procedure
when communications equipment is captured.”

Sligh made the frequency change in the helmet he was working on and passed it forward aswell.
ToHan, hesad, "Were placing alot of trustin you."

"Then why risk her life?" Han gestured at Emala, who stood beside Leiain abuff-colored sand cloak.
She held a stormtrooper blaster rifle much too large for her and was loaded down with awater pack that
weighed haf what she did. "We don't need company that bad."

"I'm coming to help you find the ghost oasis," Emdasaid. "Were only thinking of the objective.”

Though Leiaknew the Squibs were more interested in protecting their own interests than assuring the
outcome of the mission, she didn't even try to argue. Aside from Herat's ins stence that Smply recovering
her sandcrawler wasn't enough compensation for the risk she was taking, this had been the largest
gticking point in the hurried negatiations. The Squibs smply refused to go dong with the plan unless one
of them accompanied Leiaand Han to the ghost oasis-and no matter that it might compromise the pair's
disguises.

Leiatook her hdmet, then glanced down at Emda. "'l just hope you can hold up,” she said. "Without
temperature-controlled armor, it's going to be along hot walk."

"That'swhy she'sgoing,” Greessaid. " She's the tough one.”
Emalas ears perked with pride.

Han rolled his eyes, then took his helmet and clasped Chewbacca on the forearm. "Don't hit anything.
And when you get the Falcon, don't scratch-"

Chewbacca cast his eyes at the sky and rowled in mock annoyance.

"Han, that ship gtill has scorch marks from fighting the first Deeth Star.™ Lelaturned to Chewbaccaand
sad, "Scratch dl you want. Maybe hell findly paint the blasted thing.”



Chewbacca nodded enthusiastically and activated the repul sor engines, then started up the canyon with
C-3PO and thetwo male

Squibs, casualy waving over his shoulder. It was, Lelaknew, the Wookiee way of parting under such
circumstances, to make afusswould be to suggest he didn't think they'd be seeing each other again.

Han put hisarm around Leias shoulder, and together they watched as the hoverscout disappeared
around the corner.

"S0," heasked. "Y ou redly think thiswill work?*
"] don't know." Lelaturned to face him. "Have a better idea?"

Han smiled. "Yeah." He dipped both hands around her waist and pulled her toward him until they
bumped chest plates, then leaned down close. "This."

Emalagroaned.

Lelaignored her and kissed Han until her ssomach began to flutter, then kissed him alittle longer. Not
because it might be the last time, she told herself, but because they were in thistogether. At last, she
pulled away and smiled up at Han.

"Timeto march, trooper.”

Leiaand Han put on their hdmets and started toward the oasis, Emaatrailing half akilometer back to
serve asarear guard-and to tay out of sight, in the event they ran into an unexpected reconnai ssance
team. They were careful to remain in the shade a ong the base of the cliffs, both to stay out of the sun and
to reduce their chances of being seen by far-flung sentries-Imperid or Tusken.

Despite the cooling unitsin their captured armor, the going was dow and uncomfortable. On the
sandcrawler, Han had pieced together a suit of salvaged pieces that amogt fit, but Leia had been forced
to pad hers out with tomuon wool. Even then, the shin and forearm guards were smply too long for her,
and every step was astruggle to bend her ankles, knees, and elbows. It took them four hours of wading
through sand and scrambling over rocksto cover the next four kilometers, and by the timethey finaly
ducked into acranny in asmall side canyon to wait, Leiawas both exhausted and sore.

Still, she counted her blessings. Kitster Banai was certainly worse off by far-if hewasaiveat dl. And if
they failed to recover Killik Twilight in time to contact Mon Mothma, hundreds of Askgjian resistance
fighters were certain to endure torments far more painful at the probetips of Imperia interrogator droids.
Emala crept up afew minutes later, her movements so stealthy and her sand cloak such perfect
camouflage that she was almost past before Leia noticed and stepped out of hiding to wave her over.
The Squib looked even moretired than Leia, and she sank into the shaded cranny with aweary sigh. Her
water pack was three-quarters empty.

"How areyou feding, Emaa?’ Leiaasked.

"I've madeit thisfar, haven't I? Don't think you'll leave me passed out in this"

"Easy there," Han said. "We only have your interests a heart.”



Emala shot him adoe-eyed glower that only managed to look endearing. "Don't expect meto fal for that.
| know you humans."

"Doyou need to rest?" Leiaasked. "Chewie and the others should be at the edge of the sdlt flats by now.
They can't leave the canyons until we givethesgnd."

Emalatook along draw from the water tube hanging over her shoulder, then stood and brought her
blaster rifleto port arms. "I've got your backs."

Leiaput her hdmet back on, then removed a captured comlink from her equipment belt and glanced at
Han. Fearful that any signal over their own comlinks would lead enemy eavesdroppers down on them,
they had decided to confuse the issue by communicating over the Chimaeras own comm net. With any
luck, the Imperials wouldn't even notice the extratraffic.

"Chubbal" Emaareached up and briefly depressed the transmit switch. "Will you just click it and see
what happens?'

Chewbacca's double click answered dmost instantly.

Leiaand Han crept down the gulch until they had aclear view of the sky over the Dune Sea, then Han
raised the e ectrobinoculars and knelt down to watch. A minute passed... two... Lelabegan to wonder if
Herat had decided not to take the risk after al.

Then Hanfindly sad, "They'rebuyingit.”

He passed the eectrobinoculars over, and Leia saw adozen TIEs-afull squadron-dropping down over
the Dune Sea. She activated the range finder but saw only a1 followed by two blurs of changing
numbers.

"A hundred kilometers? That can't beright!"

"Closer to ahundred fifty, | think," Han said. "Herat must have the sandcrawler's power core running
closeto criticd. Shewantsthat Mark Fifteen.”

"She desarvesit.”

Lela passed the electrobinoculars back, then clicked the captured comlink again. Thistime, Chewbacca
did not answer, for they were trying to communicate as little as possible to avoid drawing attention. But
Leiaknew hewould be piloting the hoverscout down the last few hundred meters of canyon and out onto
the Great Mesa, racing for the Falcon's hiding place. Assuming the diversion kept the Imperial eyes
focused on the Dune Sealong enough for him to melt into the genera traffic patterns running between
Mos Espaand Mos Eidey, they had guessed this part of the trip would take about an hour. The entire
return journey-assuming the Falcon was still in the smuggler's cave when he reached it-would take about
three minutes.

A seriesof blue hyphensflashed in the distant sky.
"They'refiring," Han reported.

"At Herat?'Emala asked.



"Canttdl,” Han said.

"They'rewarning shots." Leiawas recaling the command directive they had seen. "Chimaeracommand
wants us dive. Even more than that, they want to know where we are. They won't take the chance of
hitting the reactor core and vaping the whole crawler.”

They watched in sllence for two minutes more, Leias ears aching to hear a voice coming over the built-in
comm receiver in her helmet, an officer issuing orders or atrooper asking aquestion, anything to indicate
how the Chimaerawas reacting to the diversion. Normaly they would have. But, exhibiting adiscipline
lacking in Imperia troops since the days of the Emperor, the two companies of ambushers maintained
comm slence, and she heard nothing over the channelsto suggest one way or the other how well her plan
wasworking.

"Blast!" Han said. "Well haveto do thisthe hard way. They must be bringing another company down
fromorbit."

Leianodded. "We should have redlized they would have aready reserve. These Imperids... they're new
and improved.”

They put away the eectrobinoculars and Sarted toward the oasis again, Leiaand Han dternating
fifty-meter advances with Emala so they could cover each other and watch for Imperias. After two
hundred meters, they began to hear the rumble of lowing banthas and retrested into the Jundland Wastes.
Creeping along the convergence zone at the edge of the Dune Seawould certainly be the quickest and
most concedl ed approach to the oasis-but it was aso the most obvious.

They found thefirgt pair of scormtroopers thirty meters up the gulch, sprawled againgt the dope with their
wespons at their sides and blood smeared over their armor. One had a single dugthrower

holein thelens of his hdmet. The other had been shot in the throat, in the vulnerable area between his
breastplate and his chin.

"L ooks like we picked the wrong disguises.” Filtered through his helmet vocabulator, Han's voice
sounded like the voice of every stormtrooper Leiahad ever heard. "Did we plan for this?"

"Not redly,” Lelasad. "See any sgn of the sniper?’

Han scanned the opposite hillsde with the el ectrobinoculars for severa minutes, then findly shook his
head. "Plenty of placesto hide, though."

"He probably moved on,” Lelasaid.

"Probably," Han agreed. "But cover me anyway."

Holding his blagter rifle ready to fire, Han raced across the killing zone and ducked between two
boulders on the other sde. Leiafollowed and joined him, then turned to see Emala rubbing her muzzle
againgt the helmets of the dead troopers. When she had finished, she strapped their equipment belts over
her shoulders bandolier-style and joined the Sol os between the boulders.

Noticing their attention, she said, "I had to be sure they were dead, didn't 1? They might have been laying
atrgp for you."



Han shook his helmet and started to ascend the hillside-but stopped when the thunder of a set of huge
repulsorlift engines echoed off the canyon walls. Leia pulled him back down behind the boulders, then
looked toward the sound and saw a curtain of dust boiling down the gulch. A moment later, the armored
form of an Imperia assault shuttle rounded the bend, flying past only meters above their heads before
disappearing through the canyon mouth.

"That'smorelikeit," Leiasad.

In her head, she could almost see the last few minutes aboard Herat's sandcrawler. A company of
stormtroopers drops on top via zipline, cuts through the roof to discover an abandoned bridge, and
begins a cautious search. Someone finds an Imperial hoverscout on the lower cargo deck, its holomap
damaged and the trangponder that caught the interest of Chimaera Intelligence randomly short-circuiting.
Someone el selocates Herat locked inside atool bin. Sheis quite relieved to hear that the hijackers have
fled her sandcrawler and thanks the Imperids profusely for saving her life-until she discoversthat the
thieves took a shipment of brand-new speeder bikes with them. The officer reluctantly bresks comm
slenceto report that the Rebels may be fleeing across the Dune Sea on speeder bikes...

Leanodded in satisfaction. "They're buying it."
"Maybe," Han said. "Or maybe that shuttle's just running off to pick up a"

Han wasinterrupted by avoicein their hdmet receivers. "Company A, report to your shuttle for
trangport. Company B, redeploy and maintain the ambush.”

"Maintain? Alone?' came an angry voice. "I've dready logt haf my company to-"

A deeper voice came over the comm channdl. "Are you actually questioning your orders, Captain?’

The captain's voice grew ingtantly obsequious. "N-no, Sr. Just asking for clarification.”

"Ah, acdaification,” thevoice said. "I wish you to redeploy to maintain the ambush in the Dune Seaas
well asthe canyons. Any lossesthis causes you are unimportant, so long as you remain strong enough to

capture the Rebel s-should they arrive. When | decide thetimeisright to recover the painting, | will send
reinforcementsto aid your survivors. Isthat clear enough?”

"Y-yes, Sr."

"Very good, Captain. All unitsreturn to Priority Y elow comm silence.”
Lelaturned to Han. "Why do you ever doubt me?’

"Sow learner, | guess”

Leaving Emalato hide amid the boulders for now, Leiaand Han angled up the dusty dopeto withina
few paces of the crest, then crept over to an outcropping of tilted dabstone where they could cross the
ridge without presenting an obvious silhouette. Han dropped to al fours and crawled into along
V-shgped trough that would shield them from most sides. Leia covered him until the trough descended a
level and he turned to wave her forward. Pushing her blaster rifle long in front of her, she sarted
forward- then saw the rag-swaddled figure of a Tusken Raider rise behind him, gaffi stick poised to
drike.



Leiastopped and snatched for her blaster rifle, and that was when a shadow fell acrossthe dabstone
beside her. Han brought his blaster rifle up to fire, but the Tusken behind him was dready swinging his
gaffi dtick.

"Han! Behind-"

The Tusken's chest exploded outward in agout of smoke and light, then a blaster bolt flashed over Han's
head and struck something behind Leia. A strangled gasp sounded above and behind her, then the
shadow disappeared. Sheturned to look. A third shot lit the air and struck something behind her on the
other side. Thistime, shedid not turn to look. She stood up and ran, leaping over Han's head into the far
end of the trough.

When no gaffi sticks smashed her helmet on the way down, she scrambled to her feet and stuck her head
over the edge of the trough, blaster rifle cradled and ready to fire.

The only targets were the three Tuskens sprawled over the dab-stone with smoking holesin their chests,
two motionless and obvioudy dead, one reaching for his gaffi stick and muttering something guttural. Han
reached over Leids shoulder and shot him.

"Sneak up on my wife, will you?"

Lelastudied the three warriorsfor amoment, alowing hersalf amoment to stop trembling, then turned to
Han. "Who just saved our hides? Is Lando here somewhere?

"I doubt it." Han turned and pointed toward the next ridge, a good two hundred meters away. "The shots
came from somewhere over there."

A stormtrooper armed with what appeared to be atwo-meter stick-a sharpshooter's longblaster-stepped
out of acranny and waved. Han waved back, and a second trooper, this one with the orange shoulder
pauldron of a squad leader, motioned them over. Leiasignaled okay and hel ped Han drag the three dead
Tuskensout of sight. Then, under the pretext of gathering astray gaffi stick, she turned to warn Emda
about the sniper.

The Squib was nowhere to be seen.

"Sharpshooter,” Lelasaid anyway. "Watch yoursef.”

"Don't think you'll berid of methat easy,” anearby rock said. "I know what you're doing.”

Knowing there was no point in arguing, Leiaturned without spesking and followed Han toward the
squad leader. They were careful not to present an easy shot to any unseen Tuskens, but made no further
attempt to remain concealed. They could see at least a dozen stormtroopers working their way toward
the Dune Seain asimilar manner, and any attempt to be stedlthy would only draw attention.

"What'sthe plan?' Lelaasked. " Get close and shoot 'em?’

"If we haveto,” hesaid. "But let'stry something sefirst. Y ou still have that datapad from the
hoverscout?'

Leiaturned her back to Han so he could retrieve it from her pack, then they ascended the dope-passing
two more stormtrooper bodies on the way-and joined the squad leader in asmall stone breastwork



conceded in anook between two sandrock outcroppings.

The leader eyed Leiaup and down, no doubt contemplating her ill-fitting armor and small size, then
demanded, " Service numbers?’

"He'sdoing atacticd efficiency study,” Han said, jerking athumb at Lela "'I'm his combat escort.”
The squad leader continued to look at Leia. "The training staff doesn't have service numbers?!

"I'm command, not training." Lelastared into the leader's vison processors and | et the sentence hang as
though that answered his question.

After amoment, the squad leader turned to Han. "What about you?'

"Don't answer that, trooper.” Leiatook the datapad from Han and passed him her blaster rifle. "He'son
loan to command. Y ou understand.”

The squad leader, who clearly did not understand, continued to look at Han.
Han shrugged and spread his hands.
The squad leader turned back to Leia. "Pushy for such ayoung fellow, aren't you?"

"Y our devotion to procedureisto be commended,” Leia said, ignoring the comment. "I'll make anote of
it. What's your service number?’

"ST-Three-Four-Seven.” The number came from the trooper's mouth dmost by reflex. "Sir."

"Thank you." Lelamade ashow of entering it on the datapad. "We were with Company A until the
redeployment. Well be working with you now. We need a blind overlooking the camp, as closeto the
action aspossible.”

llgrl?l

"Alone" Leiasad. "My observations are classfied.”

"Y ou can take this place." ST-347 hooked athumb toward the

front of his breastwork. "Y ou have aclear field of view, and aslong as you have apair of eectro-"

"Closetothe action," Lelarepeated sternly. "We need to be in place before Company A finishes
redeploying. Y ou understand.”

ST-347 sighed through his vocabulator. " Close, huh?* He motioned at the datapad. ™Y ou'll want to put
that thing away. And keep your head down-the Tuskens seem to think our helmet lenses make for good
target practice.”

Oncethey were ready, ST-347 led them to the crest of the ridge, where he dropped to his belly and
crawled forward until they could see the camp ahead. To Leids surprise, it lay aconsiderable distance
out in the sands, a smear of rocky ground aong the base of the first massive dune. She could make out
the woolly forms of wandering banthas and the smaller domes of the Tusken huts, but that was about all



with her naked eye.

"The closest we can get you isthe top of that dune," he said. "But if you were with Company A, you just
camefromthere”

"Funny how much closer these hillslooked from there” Leiaturned to Han. "Didnt | tell you to check the
range, trooper?'

ST-347 glanced at Han over Leias back, sharing amoment that soldiers have no doubt been sharing
since there were officers. Then he looked down the dope behind them, ordered a pair of passing
stormtroopers to wait, and turned back to Leia.

"Y ou can tag dong with Seven-Eight-Nine and Six-Three-Six, Sir. They'll get you therein one piece.”

"Very efficient of you, ST-Three-Four-Seven." Leiabacked away from the edge and stood, then allowed
her helmet lensesto linger on Han for amoment. "Obvioudy, | wasn't assgned avery capable escort.”

As L eiagtarted down the dopeto join her new escorts, she

heard ST-347 ask Han, "Who isthat kid? One of Pellaeon’'s nephews?

"Worse," Han replied. "Quenton's son. Straight out of the academy.”

"Quenton hasason?"'

"Helikesto keep it quiet. Y ou can seewhy."

"Tough break, trooper,” ST-347 said. "Good luck keeping him dive.”

Forty painful and exhausting minuteslater, Lelaand Han were crawling the last few metersto the dune's
crest. The sunswere beating down mercilesdy on the sands, and even with her cooling unit turned to
maximum, Leiafdt asthough she were squirming across afrying pan.

She glanced over a Han. "Y ou okay in there?'

"Don't worry about me. Seen any sign of Emda?’

"No," Lelasaid. "And I'm not worried about her. Wetold her thiswould happen.”

"Sureyou aren't.”

"Arent what?'

"Worried about her."

They reached the top and found themselves |ooking down the dune's steep side. Two hundred meters
bel ow, thirty banthawool huts stood amidst the rocks at one end of asmall oasis. At the end opposite
the camp stood a permanent hut, still covered in bantha wool but supported by an exterior framework of
bantha bones. Next to it, just behind abantharib arch, lay apile of what appeared to be bleached sticks,

though Leiahad afedling they were something e se. Banthas roamed the oasis fredly, but their Tusken
riders were not visble anywhere.



Leiatook out the dectrobinoculars and turned them on the

hut standing next to the bantha-rib arch. Care had been taken to sink the fabric walls deep into the sand,
and a smple bantha bone drawbar locked the door from the outside.

"L ook at the hut next to the bone pile," Han said.
"Good ideg," Lelasaid dryly. "It'saholding cel.”

Even without the drawbar she had observed through the eectro-binoculars, Leiawould have known
what she was seeing. Simply looking at the hut sent a shiver down her spine. It was a place of torture and
death, a place where suffering and despair had permesated the Force to such adegree that Leia could feel
it even atop the dune. Her shoulder began to ache again, then al of her old wounds as well-especidly
those inflicted by her father's interrogation droid aboard the Death Star.

Lelalowered the eectrobinoculars and looked away. "Thisis going to be fun.”
"Fun?' Han asked. "Maybe you need to adjust your cooling unit.”
"It won't do any good," Lelasaid. "'l can fed what happens down there."

"More Force-sensations?' Even through the voicefilter, Han sounded uneasy. Do you mean what
happened down there? Or what's going to?"

Leashrugged. "That'snot clear. What I'm feding isjust phantom pain.”

"Gredt... likethered stuff isn't bad enough.” Han's helmet turned back toward the oasis. "Maybeit's
Kitgter. That'swhere hed be, if he's ill dive.”

Leapictured Kitster's face and forced hersdlf to look at the hut. The phantom pains did not intensify, but
the oasis began to fedl more familiar to her, much as M os Espa had after departing Watto's-much as
Shmi's hovel had when Lelawent thereto hide.

Her ssomach grew cold and hollow. A moment later, she began to experience atime-muted sense of
loneliness and despair from the direction of the hut, and the e ectrobinoculars dipped from her grasp. She
watched absently asthey did twenty meters down the dune, then vanished benegth asmall landdide.

"Leial" Han gasped. He peered in both directions along the crest of the dune, then asked, "What's
wrong? | think the captain saw you drop those."

"Thisiswherethey kept her," Leiasaid, still in shock. "Thisiswhere Shmi Skywaker wastortured.”
Chapter 23

Chewbacca and the Squibs had taken afew scenic detours on the way to Mos Espa, first sweeping
around the back side of the M ospic High Range to avoid a company of hover-scouts fanning out across
the flats south of Mos Espa, then ducking through Arch Canyon to lose aflight of TIESthey had picked
up entering Xdric Draw. Now C-3PO-who had been using apair of € ectrobinoculars to reconnoiter the
entire trip-was reporting what seemed to be the ultimate roadblock, an Imperid AT-AT waker moving
into position to block the mouth of the smuggler's cave where the Falcon sat hidden in the darkness.



Chewbacca opened the throttles wide.

Unlike the overhang beneath which they had found the ambushed sandcrawler, the smuggler's cavewasa
true cavern, with amouth aslarge as a space dug's and two sweeping curves that Chewbacca could fly
blind. It was aso hidden in the back of a sunken dead end in the bottom of Beeda Basin and visible from
only one place dong therim, afeature that had made it afavorite rendezvous point for smugglers since
long before the Hutts controlled Tatooine.

"Y ou must have misunderstood me," C-3PO said. "I said the Imperid waker wasin front of us."
Chewbacca growled hisimpatience.

"Youwill care,” C-3PO retorted. "There were two hoverscoutsin position aready."

Chewbacca turned to order one of the Squibsinto the blaster turret and found them both climbing onto
thefiring seat, Grees dipping behind the triggers and Sigh arranging grenades and thermal detonatorsin
the stormtrooper utility belts dung across his chest.

Chewie grunted happily.

"Thisisnot going to befun,” C-3PO said. "Infact, | ingst you let me out of thisvehicle right now."

The Wookiee ignored him and continued across the basin floor. Findly, the mirage effect lifted and he
could see a shimmering line ahead where the ground dropped into the sunken dead end. He groaned a
warning.

"I don't see what good holding on will do. We're going to be blasted to-aarraghhg!™

The droid's complaint ended in awail asthe hoverscout reached the dead end and dropped over a
five-meter escarpment. Grees chortled in delight and cut loose with the blaster cannon. Chewbacca got
his bearings and saw the walker standing in the cavern mouth, itsimmense legs braced for firing, its
cockpit swinging in their direction, and two platoons of stormtroopers rappelling to the ground on
droplines. Flanked by the two hoverscouts C-3PO had mentioned, the waker was effectively blocking
the entire cave entrance,

Both hoverscouts and the walker's cockpit opened up with

their blaster cannons, raising awall of laser blossomsthat |eft Chewbacca piloting from memory. He
rumbled acommand.

C-3PO turned to Grees. " Chewbacca asks that you shoot those droplines-"

"Gotchal" Grees shifted hisfire. "Can't seeathing!"

Neither could Chewbacca, but he had a sense of the cave mouth swelling up ahead. Juking and jinking
like afighter pilot, he aimed for the center of the darkness. The hoverscout shuddered twice asits armor

absorbed a couple of light cannon strikes.

The barrage ended as quickly asit had started, and Chewbacca saw the gray tree of an AT-AT leg
looming in front of him. He swerved to avoid it, bounced over a pile of groaning stormtroopers, and



suddenly there was nothing but dark cave ahead.

He decelerated and took a sweeping left, then heard the rapid-fire crackle of three therma detonators
and a couple of incendiary grenades going off under the AT-AT.

C-3PO'smetd fingers began to scrape blindly at the control console. " Surely thisvehicle haslights!™

Chewbacca dapped the droid's hand away and took a gradual |eft, where they found the underside of
the Falcon illuminated by the glow of two portable lamps. In the dim light, asquad of stormtrooperswas
still struggling to set their E-Web repeating blaster on itstripod. Grees brought the blaster turret around
and relieved them of the necessity.

After afew security shotsto make sure there were no survivors lurking about, they swung around behind
the Falcon and parked behind the main cargo lift. Chewbaccaleapt out of the driver's seat and ran for
the main hatch, roaring ingtructions to C-3PO over his shoulder.

"Why do | haveto wait?' the droid complained. " Sligh must be capable of keeping watch!”

"Yeah, if | wasn't heading for a cannon turret-" Chewbacca did not hear the rest of the exchange. Hewas
aready running up the boarding ramp, prioritizing the tasks he needed to accomplish before he could get
to Han and Leia warm the drive circuits, lower the repeating blaster, actuate the power core. It should al
be doablein the next three minutes. There might still be that Imperia walker to get pagt, if Sigh'stherma
detonators had failed to drop it-but that was why the Falcon carried concussion missiles, wasn't it?

Leiacontinued to look at the hut with the drawbar. She had not taken her eyes off it since dropping the
electrobinoculars. The sensation of pain and despair had faded back to nothingness, but the memory of it
weighed more heavily on her mind than ever. Thiswas where her grandmother had been held captive and
tortured- probably where she had died. And it was where Anakin had found his mother. It had to be.

"I wonder if shewas dtill dlive" Redizing that so far she had not voiced her thoughts to Han, Leiaadded,
"Thisiswhere Anakin found my grandmother.”

"How can you know that?" Han glanced longingly down the dope toward the lost dectrobinoculars. "Did
heleaveadgn?'

"Think about it." Lelaexplained what Beru's sster had told her about Shmi's abduction from the Lars
farm, and how Anakin had returned to Tatooine and recovered her body. "He found her at this
encampment-in that hut.”

"So Anakin isthe angry ghost?' Han asked.

Leiarecaled what Herat had told them about how this place came by its name. "'l suppose so. An entire
tribe, hacked to pieces.”

"They sure picked the wrong woman to kidnap." Han's gaze wandered to the edge of the oasi's, where
the banthas were gathering around a gently rumbling femae. "The mother of a Jedi.”

"Didn't they?"

Leafet no satisfaction in knowing how savagely her grandmother's desth had been avenged-quite the
opposite. She was suddenly very aware of the twin suns blazing down, of the heat and the cloud-barren



sky and the eye-stabbing brilliance, and she began to fed hollow and qualmishinsde.
"Thisiswhereit happened,” she said. "Where hefirst surrendered to hisanger.”
"He?' Han's halmet turned to look at her. "Y our father."

Leianodded.

"| can see how it might happen,” Han said.

"That doesn't excuseit." Even the helmet vocabulator did not blunt the sharpnessin Leldsvoice. "He
knew better."

"Tak about aworrt caling agorg dow," Han said. "Take it easy. Maybe that's not what happened.
Youreplacing alot of faithin fedings.”

"It'spaid off sofar,” Leiacountered. "Or are you forgetting what would have happened if we'd come
draght here?"

"I'm not forgetting,” Han said. Down in the oas's, the bantha herd was ambling toward the Tusken camp.

"And even if hedid, why do they keep sacrificing more captives? Seemslike that would only makethe
angry ghogts angrier.”

"Do | look likeaTusken?' Leiaasked. "How would | know why they make their sacrifices? No one
knows why Sand People do anything. That's what makes them Sand People.”

The dectronic voice of astormtrooper sounded from the dope behind them. "Excuse me."

Lelaand Han spun toward each other and knocked helmets, then turned to find a stormtrooper standing
on the dope below, his head cocked as though he could not quite believe the incompetence he was
seeing. He held hisblaster riflein one hand, apair of eectrobinocularsin the other.

"Service number?' Leiademanded, assuming the offensve in an effort to keep the stormtrooper of f
balance. "What are you doing snesking up on us?'

"ST-Two-Nine-Seven," the trooper replied. "l gpologizeif I'm intruding on aclassfied conversation.”
Noting ST-297's more confident demeanor, Lela assumed amore civil tone.
"Y ou're excused. What do you want?"'

"l couldn't help noticing that you had dropped your dectro-binoculars” ST-297 raised the setin his
hand. "1 thought you might like to borrow mine."

"That's very efficient of you." Leianodded Han down the dope. "I'll make anote of it."

"Thank you. I'm agreat admirer of Commander Quenton.” ST-297-Lelawas guessing officer-passed the
electrobinocularsto Han, but he kept his helmet lensestrained on Leia. "Isthere anything else you need?’

Lelapretended to consider thisamoment, then shook her head. "Y ou've been very helpful, Captain.”



ST-297's hdmet turned dightly to the side, then he said, "That was S-T-Two-Nine-Seven. What was
your service number again?'

Lelacursed hersdf for raising his suspicions unnecessarily.

Han was quick to salvage the situation. He stepped in front of the stormtrooper. ™Y ou don't want to
know. It's command.”

"That will bedl, Lieutenant,” Lelasad. "I'll make certain that my fath-uh-Commander Quenton hears of
your efficency.”

ST-297 seemed to grow aninch taler. "Very well, then. I'll leave you to your observations.

Lelawatched him go, then took the e ectrobinoculars from Han. "With sycophantslike that leading their
platoons, the Empireis doomed."

"Good-we need dl the help we can get." Han looked in the direction of Mos Espa, then checked his
chronometer. "1 wonder what's taking so long? Chewbacca should have clicked us by now."

The same question had been on Leids mind, but she tried not to dwell on the negative possbilities. There
were just too many of them, and they had no choice but to trust Chewbaccato figure away around any
problem he encountered.

She shrugged and said, "Maybe there was unexpected traffic.”

Leatook the eectrobinoculars and turned them back on the hut. Now that she was over the shock of
what she had felt through the Force, she could see that the bantharib arch was splattered with something
dark. A pair of rawhide thongs dangled from the bones at just about the height of a human's outstretched
arms, leaving little doubt asto the gruesome purpose of the arch.

Three meters behind it lay apile of sun-bleached skulls and bones. Most appeared to be human, and
many of the limbs were splintered or truncated where the corpse had been hacked apart. Lelawas
relieved to see that none of the bones had any flesh clinging to it. Banai was, perhaps, dill dive.

Leiacould not bear to look longer. As horrified as she was by what Shmi had suffered-as much asit
pained her to contemplate what had happened there-she was even more gppalled by the ghastly cycle
her father had set in motion. There had to be ahundred skullsin that pile, maybe two or three hundred.
For his mother's life, Anakin had taken the lives of dozens of Tuskens; the Sand People had responded
with morekilling of their own. Thelegacy of death he had planted that day had continued to grow,

costing hundreds of beingstheir lives, and Lelacould ssenoendtoiit.

"He should have known better." Leia passed the dectrobinocularsto Han. "He was a Jedi.”

"Hewas akid with adead mother.” Han raised the e ectro-binoculars, but he seemed to be looking more
toward the banthas than the bones. "He vented his anger on the ones who killed her. | might have done

the samething."

"That doesn't makeit right,” Lelasaid.



"And it doesn't make me a Sith monger, either,” Han retorted. "What he did wasnt evil, it was human.
Later, he became Darth VVader and did alot of terrible things, but don't forget that he's the one who killed
the Emperor.”

"You're saying you forgive him?' Lelaasked. "After hefroze you in carbonite?'
"I'm just saying that without him, Pa patine would till be Emperor.”
"Y ou're saying Darth VVader saved the galaxy?'

Han shrugged. "Well, Anakin Skywalker. Think about it. If hed have been anice guy, do you think hed
have ever gotten that close to Papatine?' Han continued to watch the banthas through the
electrobinoculars. "Maybe that was your father's destiny all dong, to save the galaxy just like his mother
thought he would- well, maybe not just like she thought. But he did saveit.”

"Han..." Lelafdt like her world had been turned upside down... again. Han had away of doing that to
her. ""Han, sometimes you amaze me."

That got him to put the eectrobinoculars down. " Just sometimes?* He passed them over. "But our job's
not done. Take alook behind the banthas and tell me what you see.”

Lelaadjusted the focus and saw a small buff-colored mass creeping across the ground, about ten meters
behind the last bantha. "What isthat, awomp rat?"

"Y eah, awomp rat named Emala." Han took the el ectrobinoculars and began to unscrew the recharge
port. "But forget about her. | think we've got other problems. Take alook over my shoulder.”

Leiasaw along line of stormtroopers starting to creep across the face of the dune toward them.
"Behind me, too?" she asked.

Han nodded, then pulled asmal transistor out of the recharge port. Leiadid not need to ask what the
two little wires dangling from the end were. She had seen eavesdropping bugs often enough to recognize
an antenna.

"That lieutenant was alittle smarter than we thought.” Han tossed the bug over the edge of the dune, then
asked, "What do you want to do-surrender, or try to blast our way out?"

The stormtroopers behind Han raised their blasters and broke into arun. Lelaglanced over the side
down into the oasi's, where the banthas were carefully starting to pick their way through the Tusken
camp.

"l have abetter plan. Follow me." Leiatucked her blaster rifle under one arm and plucked the handheld
comlink from her utility belt, then jumped over the side and began to dide down the steep face of the
dune. "Chewie, we need allift, and fast!"

Chapter 24
Han didn't even know when the Tuskens opened fire. He was about hafway down the dune, lying on his

back diding down the steep dope with hislegsheld high, trying to keep Leiain sight between hisfed,
ligtening to the dmost sublimina rumble of avalanching sand.



Then ST-297's voice came over his hemet speaker.

"The impostors are to be taken dive! Lay fire on the Tuskens. Repeat, Tuskensonly! Suppressal
indigenousfire on the Rebel 9"

A sheet of blagterfire erupted from not too many meters up the dope behind Han, flashing down over his
head, shredding desert brush Tusken huts, lacing the oasis with strands of smoke and light. The banthas
bugled and began to cluster together in adefensive circle, and that was the end of the Sand People's
camp.

Leiacraned her neck to look up at Han. "The Tuskens are shooting at us?'

"Who knows?| ill haven't seen any-

Leialet her feet catch and flipped head over heds, and her blaster went flying. Han caught it in one hand,
then watched in

frightened panic as she continued to accelerate, descending the dunesfacein acrazy tumble not even a
Tusken could hit.

Not wanting to be left behind, Han cradled both blaster riflesto his chest, tucked his chin, and planted his
fedt.

At the speed he was traveling dready, it was like being launched from amissile tube. He pitched forward
and salled into the air, and then the world became a kaleldoscope of sand, sky, and blaster flash.

Han was dimly aware of severa voicesingde his hdmet demanding to know what was happening-the
lieutenant shouting, "Have they been hit?' and someone e se demanding, "Why are you bresking comm
slence?' just before he crashed through athicket of bushes and dammed into aboulder. Hetried to Sit
up, only to fal over again when something struck his helmet with a deafening crack. A blaster bolt szzled
past overhead, then a heavy body landed across his midsection.

"ST-Two-Nine-Seven, what's happening down there?' avoice demanded in hisear. "Report!”

"It'sthe Rebels," the lieutenant answered. "We have them in sight. They'refleeing into the Tusken

"What?" A different voice thistime, the same one that had chastised Company A's captain for questioning
orders. "Repest.”

"They're fleeing into the Tusken camp, Sir. We're pursuing, but manpower islimited.”
"Purauing, Lieutenant? Set blasters to stun and stop them.”

There was a pause, then the lieutenant said, " Stunning may not be possible, sir. They're wearing captured
amor."

"Thustheimpogtors' the voice said.

"I have sharpshooters covering them.”



"Aswell you should. May we then assume that they are listening to our current comm channel ?*

"It, uh, seemslikey.”

"Indeed. All unitsto adopt nonsecure communications protocol until further notice. And Lieutenant?”
g7

"Why am | not speaking with the captain of Company A?"

"Tuskens, r."

"Ah, of course. Carry on, Lieutenant. Reinforcements are coming.” Then, in amore reflective tone, the
voice added, "Interesting.”

"Hen!"

It took Han amoment to redlize this voice was coming from outside his helmet. He rolled over and found
himsdlf looking into the goggles of the Tusken Raider lying atop him-thefirst one he had seeninthe oasis
ofar.

"Laa?

A pair of white-armored gloves grabbed the dead Tusken by the collar and pulled him off, then took one
of the blaster rifles Han was holding. "Weve got work to do.”

Head ill spinning from the blow to his hemet, Han staggered to hisfeet and followed Lelainto the oasis
proper. It was much larger than it had looked from above, probably twenty meters across and a hundred
long. They were on the Side nearest the dune-and the stormtroopers-about hafway down itslength. Leia
turned and raced for the main hut, laying suppression fire into the Tusken camp. Han turned his blaster in
the opposite direction, shooting toward the dune.

"Lea, do you have any ideawhere were going?"

"Of course" Leiareplied. "If you were a Tusken with apainting worth fifteen million credits, where would
you put it?"

"Didn't you just say nobody knowswhy Sand People do anything?"

"Good point,” Lelasaid. "Want to go the other way?'

Han glanced over his shoulder toward the bugling banthas. It wasimpossible to see anything through the
bushes and therising cloud of dust, but he suspected the Tusken encampment was the last place anyone
wearing stormtrooper armor would want to be right now.

"Uh, guessnot.”

The Tuskens began to catch up about the same time they reached the end of the casis. Han didn't see

any Sand People, of course; he smply went sprawling when adugthrower projectile splattered against
his back plate. Leia aso went down when asug caught her in the calf armor. They rolled to their backs



and fired in the generd direction from which the projectiles were coming.
"You okay?' Hanydled.

"It'l be aterrible bruise," Leiaanswered.

"But are you okay?"'

"l think 0," shesaid. "Thisarmor redly works."

"Sure, aslong as nobody points ablaster in your direction.”

A fan of blagterfire erupted behind them, fanning over their heads to mince the sparse brush in which the
Tuskenswere hiding.

"You had to say it!" Leiashouted.

Severa Tuskens groaned-Sand People did not scream when they died-and the dugthrowersfell silent.
Han and Leiarolled to their knees and began firing toward the dune.

Han dropped two stormtroopers less than three meters away and sent adozen more diving for cover. He
fet alittle guilty about blasting men who had just saved hislife, but it was a strange sort of baitle.
Besides, capture was not an option-not for the Solos. He leapt to hisfeet and, continuing to fire toward
the Imperials, grabbed Leia by the arm and charged the last dozen metersto the hut.

"Y ou get the painting." He dropped behind the bantha rib arch and continued to assault the Imperids,
who were continuing to fire at the Tuskens, who continued to stick their heads up every so often to take
apotshot at the Solos. "I'll cover.”

An anguished croak sounded from insde the hut. "Who's there? What's... happening?'

"Kitster?' Leiawent to the door and flipped the bone drawbar. "Kitster Banai? Y ou're il dive?!

"l... 1 think s0."

As L eadarted to pull the door open, the crack of a dug-thrower projectile sounded against her armor,
and she was thrown against the outside of the hut wall. There was another crack, followed by her
drained, "Stang!"

Leiarolled around to the dune sde of the hut, behind Han.

"That hurtd" She went to the hut wall and shouted through the fabric. "Kitgter, it'sLela Organa Solo. Is
the-

"LelaOrgana Solo?' He sounded alittle more aware, but till very much in pain. ™Y ou don't sound like
I,H,..II

"Do you care?' Han cdled. "Were hereto help.”

"Isthe painting in there with you?' Lelaasked.



"The painting... I'm not saying... get meout... of here.”

Leiaturned to Han. "It'snot in there."

"Of course not. That would betoo easy.” To Kitster, Han ydled, "Can you walk?'
"Not... saying."

"Hey, pd, if you haven't figured it out yet, were the good guys.” To Leia, he added, "I'll haveto carry
him"

Han nodded Lelaover to take his place, then pointed into the rocks on the other side of the sacrificia
bonepile.

"They'retrying to flank us™"

Leiastood up, fired twice. Two Imperia voices screamed over helmet speakers.
"Not anymore."

Han went to the side of the hut. "Hey, Kit, what happened to the painting?'
"Not... tdling," hesad. "Youll leave me-"

"Good enough.” Han fired his blaster about ameter beyond the voice, cutting a hole through the bantha
wool wall.

"Chieftain has... in camp!”

"Thanks."

Han stepped through the hole he had just blasted, and what he found turned his ssomach. Kitster Banai
lay spread-eagled on the ground, his dark hair now light as sand. His ankles were swollen, his body was

covered in burns and bruises, and three of hisfingers were snapped at the middle knuckle.

"Kitster! How are you doing, buddy?' Han went to the man's side and knedled beside him. " Sorry it took
so long. Wed, uh, sort of given you up for dead.”

"Me... t0o." Kitster's dark eyes were fearful and bewildered. "Who... you?'

"Han Solo." Sugthrower projectiles began to rip through the tent, drawing anew wave of blasterfire from
the Imperids. "Youll just haveto take my word for it."

Han pulled alas cutter from his stormtrooper utility belt and diced the bindings holding Kitster'swrists
and ankles. Outside, Leids blaster rifle erupted into a constant scream.

"Need help!"
"Inaminute, Leia," Han caled. "I'm busy here.”

"They'rerushing ug”



"Toss acouple of detonators." He pulled the therma deto-

nator off hisown belt and tossed it out to her. "That'll dow 'em down."

Lelastopped firing, and an ingtant later the crackle of two thermal detonators echoed through the casis.
"Heresthe dedl.” Han hoisted Kitster onto his shoulders. Starved and dehydrated, he weighed little. "We
need to recover that painting or destroy it, which means Leiaand | are going into that Tusken camp. Y ou
can comewith us, or | can dump you on the sormtroopers. The Imperiadswill probably throw you in
prison forever-"

"Withyou,” Kitster said. "Want to see my children.”

Han sighed. "l was afraid you'd say that."

"But don't go." Kitster paused to gather his strength. "Not to camp.”

"Afraid we haveto." Han started toward the makeshift door. "Y ou should've let us destroy that painting
back at Mawbo's."

"Such aterriblewaste," Kitster gasped. "And you don't haveto go. Turn... around.”
"Wedon't have alot of time-"

"Trust me" Kitster said. "Look up."

Finaly beginning to understand, Han turned and looked &t the celling.

There, hanging over the place where Kitster's head had been, was Killik Twilight, the stcormy sky the
same deep purple as before, the insectoid figures il turning to face the storm just as Han remembered.

"| thought you said-
"Lied," Kitgter said. "Thought you were... Imperid.”
"Y ou thought ... Kit, old buddy, you are one devoted art lover."

Han pulled the comlink off his belt and depressed the microphone key three times-the got-it signd. An
ingtant later, Leia peered through the makeshift door, il firing into the rocks.

"You actudly haveit?'
"Up there." Han hooked athumb at the ceiling. "I'll cover, you recover.”

Learetreated into the hut and, ignoring the dwindling sputter of projectiles still whistling through the
room, traded places with Han.

"It'sin amazing shape," she commented.

"Tuskensawed by it," Kitster said. "Didn't stop them from breaking afinger when |... needed to add



water. And in desert...”
"I know," Han said, recaling Kitster's gnarled hands. "It needed alot of water."

He glanced through the opening and found a dozen storm-troopers only ten meters away, still coming
despite ahail of Tusken dugs. Onefdl to ahit through the lens, another with awound through histhroat,
but most were smply faling as the projectiles splattered against their armor, then popping back up an
instant later. Han chose the three closest to the hut and, struggling to keep Kitster balanced across his
shoulders, concentrated on picking them off asthey returned to their feet.

The thump of aconcussion grenade sounded from the far Side of the oasis. The banthas erupted into an
orchestra of bugling, and an ominous reverberation began to roll across the desert.

"What'sthat?' Lela asked.

Han shrugged. "Emaamaybe?' He put apair of blaster bolts through a stormtrooper's chest plate, and
two more sprang up. Five meters. "Who cares? Were going hand-to-hand if we don't-"

A long burst from Leas blaster rifle sounded behind Han. He spun around to see Killik Twilight swinging
down from the ceiling on aflap of smoking fabric. Leia plucked the painting off the hooks from which it
had been hanging, then turned and blasted a new hole through the opposite wall.

"Let'sgo!"

Han glanced back to find a pair of stormtroopers rushing for the old hole. Hefired at point-blank range,
blasting one off hisfeet backward and sending the other diving for cover. He backed toward the new
hole il firing-and heard the power pack depletion darm.

"Always something!"

Han turned and ducked out of the hut, gecting the power pack as he went, then tossed it back inside and
raced after Leig,

Behind him, an Imperid voice cried, "Detonator!"

Han pulled the new power pack off his utility belt and inserted it into the socket, then dropped to aknee
and turned to wait. There was aloud rumble coming their way through the oasis. Han did not dare glance
toward it.

An Imperia voice came over the helmet spesker. "I have theimpostorsin my scope. They have rescued
aTusken captive, and they have the admird's painting in their possession. Repedt, they have the painting.
Awaiting ingructions.

Han glanced over his shoulder to see Leia dodging behind aboulder. When he looked back, there was a
stormtrooper stlanding in the makeshift doorway. He burned ahole in the fellow's chest, then began to
Spray the entire hut with blasterfire.

"They're rescuing a captive? Interesting.” It was the reflective voice-the one that seemed to bein charge.
The one that gave Han the creeps. "And they have the painting? Y ou're certain?'

"Affirmative”



"Very well," thevoice sad. "Y ou are authorized to target legs only."

Han stopped firing, sprang up, and heard a sharpshooter's bolt tear into the ground where he had been
knedling. Dodging wildly-and praying Banai had the strength to hold on-he raced to catch up with Leia
and ducked behind an adjacent boulder. Another blaster bolt zipped past and tore into the ground beside
hisfeet. Hefinaly had a chance to glance toward the roar coming from the Tusken camp and saw a
three-meter wall of wool and horn sweeping in from the other sde of the oasis, bringing with it abillowing
wall of dugt.

"What next?' He swung the barrel of hisblaster around the side of the boulder and fired blindly. "Bounty
hunters? Sarlacc pits?'

"It'snot that bad.” Leiahad Killik Twilight's smal rectangle resting againgt her kneesand was pulling a
grappling line out of her utility belt. "Emaamay have saved us-if Chewiewould just get here."

"Y ou think?'

Han continued to fire blindly, watching as Leia secured the line around her belt and extended the hooks
at thethrowing end. "I think."

Leladropped to aknee and took over cover duties while Han did the same with his own grappling line.
Then, afraid his passenger would not be able to hold on while being dragged across the desert by a
charging bantha, he brought Kitster's forearms together beneath his own arm and began to lash the wrists
together.

"Han, notime!” Laayeled, ill firing. "Movel"
"I can hold my-"

Kitster's assurance was cut short by aflurry of Leias blaster bolts burning past Han's rock. Han glanced
in her direction and saw apair of stormtroopers charging up behind her.

"Duck!" heyelled, grabbing his blagter rifle.

Lelaradlled ingtead, snatching Killik Twilight on the way. Han poured blaster boltsinto the stormtroopers
behind her, then took off running. He did not know how closely the next pair of storm-trooperswere
pursuing him, but the ones behind Leiawere within five meters-and closing fast.

"No shot, no shot," the sharpshooters began to report. "They'rein the dust.”

But the other Imperias made up for it, firing as they ran, aming for the Solos legs and churning the
ground into adusty froth. Han dodged madly, holding Banai and the grappling hook with one hand, using
the other to cover Leiaby firing wildly behind her. Leiadid the same for him-though instead of Banai, she
was holding the painting in her other hand. Neither of them was hitting anything, but at least they were
preventing the stormtroopers from hitting anything, either. And they were dowing down the pursuit. That
was theimportant thing.

"Kitster!" Han had to yell to make himself heard above the blaster fury and the thunder of the sampede.
"How close are those banthas?"



"Close" camethe strangled reply. "Fifteen meters, but angling past us. | think they're heading for the
back-"

Lelascreamed and went down, her feet flying out from beneath her asthe projectile from a Tusken
dugthrower dammed into her shoulder armor. Han spun to help-and that was what saved hislife.

A deafening crack sounded inside his helmet, then he was damming into the ground, Kitster no longer on
his shoulders, hisearsringing, head aching, struggling to remain conscious. Herolled to his back and saw
laser boltslacing the air barely ameter over hishead. Hetried to raise his blaster rifle and found he was
no longer holdingit.

The light storm above his head stopped, and an eerie sllencefél over the casis. Han groped for his
blagter rifle and could find it nowhere. Leiawaslying facedown and motionless across from him, Killik
Twilight resting beside her. The banthas were so close now that the ground trembled as they pounded

past.
"Laa?

Han rolled to his knees and found Kitster lying ameter away, aline of white ssormtrooper bodies resting
motionlessin the rocks beyond.

"Lad?

A throaty chuckle sounded behind him. He turned to see three Tusken Raiderslooming over him, their
rifles pointed a his head. Behind them stood apair of Tusken children armed with miniature gaffi sticks.

Han tucked his chin and tried to angle his helmet lenses away. This drew alaugh from one of the
Tuskens, who stepped forward, bringing hisrifle butt around toward the jawline of Han's helmet-then
collapsed when Lela opened fire from behind and a blaster bolt exploded from his chest.

The remaining Tuskens spun to face her, their riflesrising. Han took one down with astomp kick to the
knee, then cringed as a bolt flashed past his helmet from Kitster's direction. It missed, but distracted the
warrior long enough for Leiato bring her own wegpon to bear. The Tusken fell, groaning and clutching at
histhroat.

"Hean!"

Han turned in time to see Bana throwing his blaster rifleto him. But Lelawas dready firing again, taking
out thelast warrior with aflurry of bolts.

A series of light blows began to rain down on Han's helmet and shoulders, and he turned to find the two
Tusken children assalling him with their little gaffi sicks. Dropping the blagter riflein hislap, he caught the
attacks with apair of hook blocks and ripped the wegpons from their hands.

"Go on-get out of here.”

The Tusken children kept their heads turned toward him and reached for their gaffi sticks.

Han broke the shafts over his knee and tossed them aside. "Y ou're too smdll." He pointed into the
underbrush. "I'm throwing you back!"



The children glanced at each other, then turned and fled- toward the banthas. Han thought they would be
crushed, but the ssampede was less a headlong rush than it was awell-organi zed exodus, with the huge
creatures keeping their calves safely sheltered insde the herd and taking care to trot aong no faster than
the young ones could manage. The two Tusken children smply fell in dongside a bantha, grabbed a
handful of shaggy wool, and pulled themselves onto the beast's back.

It looked easier than flinging agrappling line around the horns of abig male-and alot smarter, too.

Lelagppeared at Han's Sde, hauling him to hisfeet. "On your feet, Flyboy." She had Killik Twilight
looped over her sore shoulder by the hanging wire and her blaster rifle tucked into its belt holster.
"Company'son theway."

Han jammed his own wegpon into its holster, then turned to pick up Banal and saw afresh squad of
ghostly white figures rushing through the underbrush.

"What's Chewie doing?' Han threw Banai over his shoulders. "Going around the far side of the planet?'
"Y ou told him not to scratch the paint.”

Leiaturned and led the way toward the banthas. Han followed, barely managing to keep up. Asthey
drew nearer to the beadts, the ground began to quake, and Han found himsdlf gagging on amusky stench
that even the hemet'sfilter scrubbers could not remove.

Kitster leaned down close to Han's audio pickup, shouting over the roar of the banthas. "If | can't hold
mll

"Don't worry," Han assured him. "I won't come back.”
"Youdfind only... asmear, I'm sure," Kitster said. "Just tell my children-I love them.”
"You hold on," Han said, "and tell them yoursdlf.”

Shifting the painting onto her back, Leiafell in dongside the herd and reached up, grabbing a handful of
shaggy wool. She stumbled and it looked for amoment like she might fall and be trampled, or her bantha
would panic and knock her over, but her feet smply Ieft the ground, then she hauled herself avkwardly
up, dmogt dipping when she had to let her weight hang from her sore shoulder.

Han fell in dongside the next beast and, struggling to keep pace, reached up and grabbed hold. Hisfeet
immediately went out from beneath him, which wasjust aswell snceaflurry of blaster bolts came
flashing in under the banthas belly. Most Szzled harmlessly past or ricocheted off hisleg armor, but one
managed to burn through and scorch his outer thigh.

Han clenched histeeth and concentrated on climbing, pulling himsdlf up asLeiahad done. Whether it was
the shock of being hit or Kitster's extraweight-or perhaps he just wasn't as strong as hiswife-he was
only hafway up when his hands began to tremble and hisforearmsto cramp.

Kitster sensed histrouble and reached up himself. But he was in even worse shape, too weak to hold on
to Han with hisinjured hand or the bantha wool with his good one. His grasp came free, and he began to
fal backward.

"It'sokay!" Hanyelled. "Just grab me!™



"Quiet, Solo!" A smdl voiceydled from aove. "Y ou want to live, Bana? Give me your hand.”

"Emala?' Han looked up to see the Squib dangling head-down above him, her feet tied into the wool on
the bantha's back. "How'd you get here?"

"How do you think?1 jumped!" She lashed out and caught Banai's hand in both of hers. "Thiswould have
been easier if you'd have grabbed the right banthal

Thefirgt two minutes of flight-before the Imperias had time to recover from the shock of having their
AT-AT blown out of the Falcon's path-had gone smoothly. Chewbacca had streaked across the Gresat
Mesaat just under burn speed-the velocity at which the ship created afirebal in itswake-doing his best
to avoid inhabited areas where his shock wave would have flattened buildings. By flying so low, C-3PO
hed informed him repeatedly, he wasraising adust cloud severd kilometers high. So what? They were
not going to take anyone by surprise. The Imperias knew where they were going. They would be
waiting... inforce.

The Facon hit thefirst squadron at the Jundland Wastes, when Chewbacca ascended to avoid the rough
terrain. The TIEsdived in from both Sides, pelting the Falcon from &l angles. Greesand Sligh, saffing the
cannon turrets, took out three fighters before the first damage darms began to ring in the cockpit. But
that left nine. When one of the TIEstried to sneak under the Falcon for abelly shot, Chewbacca headed
for therim of the nearest cliff and scraped him off. They did not try that game again.

The Falcon reached the undulating vastness of the Dune Sea... and found a second squadron waiting.
With the shields wavering, aBithian chorus of control aarms screeching, and the port vector plate so
shot to piecesthat rolling the Falcon was easier than turning it, Chewbacca knew they would never
survivethe next gauntlet.

So he decided to go under it.

As soon as the Falcon cleared the bluffs, he dropped her over the edge. C-3PO shrieked, but
Chewbacca never listened to the droid anyway. He dipped into the trough between two of the massive
dunes and leveled off at ten meters-that would leave amost three between the bottom cannon turret and
the ground-and watched the TIEs dive on them.

Sligh smeared the Imperid vector with cannon fire-not aiming, just putting it up there in the way-and three
TIEs erupted into fiery blossoms. The survivors passed over the Falcon, pummeling her shields with
cannon fire, penetrating far too often and touching off so many dert lights the control panel looked likeit
wasonfire.

Then, the TIESwere past, flying blind through the kilometers-high sand plume behind the Falcon, straight
into the survivors of the Jundland squadron, aso flying blind... and in the opposite direction. Thetactica
display went white with exploding TIEs.

Chewbaccahowled in glee.

"Yes, that certainly will teach them to play gameswith aWookiee," C-3PO agreed. "But I'm afraid |
don't know the contest to which you're referring, Chewbacca. What is'guts,” and how isit played?'

"Chewbaccadid not double-cross us." Lela pulled athumb-szed datachip off the back of the Killik
Twilight's moisture-control regulator and placed it in asmall depression she had scooped out in the sand.



"Wookies don't double-cross."

"Therésafirg timefor everything." Emaapicked up the chip and rubbed it againgt her muzzle. "Sothisis
what al the troubl€'s about?*

"Modly. | did want the painting aswell."

They were crouched atop abluff inasmall circle of boulders, with Tusken projectiles ricocheting off the
rock around them and two separate squads of Imperiasworking into flanking positions a ong adjacent
ridges. The banthas that had carried them into this mess were huddled in adefensive circle at the bottom
of the ravine below, where they had stopped their stampede. Leids cooling unit had been damaged by
thelast dug hit, and the twin suns were beating down mercilessy, quick-baking her in her armor.

But she had the Shadowcast code key, nobody was dead yet, and they had the signal beacon up for
Chewbacca. Congdering everything that had gone wrong and afew thingsthat had goneright, Leia
thought it had been a pretty good trip... for Tatooine. She snatched the datachip from the Squib's hand,
checked to make sure it was still the Shadowcast code key, and returned it to the depression.

Emala plucked up the chip again, thistime holding it in front of her eyes. "So what isit?"

Leladrew her blaster. "Do you redly want to know?"

"Sorry for trying to help." Emaadropped the datachip back in the depression. "I was only thinking you
should be sure you want to do this."

"Thisway, | know it won't fal into the wrong hands." Lela checked the datachip once more, then
returned it to the basin. "If you try to pick it up again, I'll shoot you.”

"After | saved your mate'slife?' Emaahuffed. "There€'s no need to be rude. | only have your best
interests-"

"Watch yoursdf," Leainterrupted.
She pointed her blaster into the basin and squeezed the trigger.
The bolt melted the chip to dag. She shot it again, and thistime even the dag bubbled away.

"That ought to do it." Lelareturned the moisture regulator to Killik Twilight's frame, then handed the
painting to Emada. "It needsfilling. Y ou know how to do it?"

Emalaturned the painting right-side up and pointed to the little mouth in the top of the frame. " Pour water
inthere. Stop when | seeit.”

"Purewater." Leiahesitated, taking onelast ook at the painting before she returned to battle. "That's
very important. I'm placing alot of trust in you."

"Consider me part Wookiee." Emala opened her water bottle. "Y ou won't be sorry.”
Bana intercepted the bottle. "I'll show her."

Leiacouldn't bear to watch. She crawled into asmall cranny where Han lay between two boulders



keeping watch on the Tuskens-or at least their banthas. The warriors themsdaves were as difficult to find
asever. She squeezed in beside him, jostling hiswounded thigh, and an el ectronic groan escaped his
helmet voice processor.

"Areyou okay?' she asked. "How bad isit?'

"Not too bad." He glanced over his shoulder toward Banai, who was patiently explaining to Emalawhy
she could not fill the reservoir straight from awater bottle. ™Y ou redlly want to trust Emalawith your
Killik Twilight"

"| don't want to, but it's the Squibs painting now. A ded'saded.”

A trio of loud pops sounded from somewhere below, and three dugs pinged next to her head, showering
her helmet with shards of sandrock. Leia studied the ravine and saw only stone, dirt, and glare.

"Where arethey?" she asked.
"Youtdl me" Hansad. "If | knew, I'd be shooting back."

Leiawatched for amoment longer. When another round of rock shards pattered off her helmet, she
began to pour blagterfireinto the largest boulder inthe gully.

"What do you see?' Han asked.
"Nothing. But I'm not going to just lie here-"
"Right."

Han added hisfireto hers, and the boulder shattered. An astonished Tusken Raider jumped up from
where he had been knedling and brought his dugthrower to his shoulder, so frightened that he was aming
high over their heads. Leialaid afew boltsat hisfeet and sent him scrambling down theravine.

Han sdlected another likely-looking boulder and poured boltsinto it. Leiajoined him, and the stone split
intwo. There was no one behind it.

In the mouth of the ravine, the banthas lowed in panic and began to move deegper into the wastes. Then
the staccato patter of dugs against stone suddenly tapered off, and the Tusken projectiles began to
scream through the air above Leiaand Han's hiding place.

Leatried to turn her head to seeif the Sand People were shooting at what she hoped they were, but hit
her helmet on a boulder before she found the sky. Han tried to look, aswell, and banged his helmet into
Leds.

"Well, something's spooking that herd,” he said. "It must be the Falcon.”

Lelabegan to glimpse white-armored figures pushing through the tangle of banthalegs. "Or those
stormtroopers, maybe."

Shefired into the ground at the mouth of the ravine. The banthas broke into arun, bowling over armored
figures, leaving them scattered across the canyon floor and struggling to crawl free. A flurry of brilliant
beams erupted in the thickest part of the herd as the stormtroopers reacted in exactly the wrong way.



The banthas trumpeted in anger and began to defend themsdlves, the maes biting and trampling
Imperids, the femaes butting their calvesdong at anear charge.

The Tusken Raiders started to emerge from behind rocks and rise from beneath dust-covered capes,
each one sending ashot or two in the direction of the Solos before turning to rush after the banthas. Lela
continued to pour fireinto the ground near the herd, trying to sow more confusion and delay the
Imperids.

Blaster bolts began to bounce through the rocks behind her. Leiakept shooting and tried not to think
about what she was hearing. Emaaand Banai were keeping watch in that direction; unless one of them
ydled for help, it was probably just ssorm-troopers firing from the opposite hilltop.

In the ravine below, the Imperials and the Tuskens met head-on. They exchanged afew attacksin
passing, then continued on their way, the Sand People chasing after their banthas and the stormtroopers
charging up the dope toward the Solos. So much for sowing confusion.

Lelaand Han fired for effect, and ten troopers fell with smoking holesin their armor. Thirty more
continued to come, pouring energy beams up the gully and turning the boulder field into a smoky mass of
flying rock chips.

A smdl hand tapped Leiaon her caf armor. "Timeto go!" Emdayelled. "Y our ride's coming.”
Han began to inch back out of their cranny. "Right on schedule!”

Lelaremained where shewas. "If you cdl this on schedule, | see why you were awaysin trouble with
Jabbal" She stopped

aming and, keeping the trigger down, began to sweep blagterfire back and forth acrossthe gully. "We
can't leave-

Therest of her sentence-until we stop those stormtroopers-was silenced by the roar of anincoming
concussion missile, and the ravine erupted into an expanding sphere of tumbling stormtrooper parts and
bright, blinding light.

Chapter 25

With an aura of escaped current crackling across her metdlic skin and columns of acrid smoke billowing
from the perforationsin her hull, the Falcon looked more like aused gunnery target than one of the fastest
freightersin the galaxy. Two of her vector plates had been blasted back to the durasted frames, shewas
leaking ablue glow around the rim of her drive nacelles, and one of the landing struts had lost its stabilizer
pad. When the Solos returned to Coruscant, Leiawas going to lose Han to the reconditioning bay for
weeks. Months maybe.

Maybe she would talk to Wedge about borrowing amilitary repair droid. It wasthe least the New
Republic could do-for both Leiaand Han.

The landing struts had bardly touched ground before a clunk sounded from beneath the ship's belly and
therear cargo lift lowered the Falcon's utility speeder into view. Greeswas nearly hanging from the pilot's
handlebars, his short legs dangling down barely far enough to reach the foot controls. Sligh stood behind
him on the small cargo bed, both hands clutching the back of the pilot's seet.



"Therésmy ride," Emaasaid. She waskneding in the bouldersin front of Lelaand Han, with Killik
Twilight dung over her back. "'If you make it out of the system dive, maybe well partner up again
omeiime”

"Why wait?' Han asked. "Come with us. When we get back to Coruscant, the New Republic will pay
big for the painting. More than anyone else.”

"l sad if you makeit out dive." Imperid blasterfire began to pour in from the adjacent ridges, ricocheting
around the boulder field and bouncing off the Falcon's scorched armor with the hollow screal of groaning
metd. "And the way your ship looks, that'sabig if. Sorry, but well take our chances with the Imperids.”

"Your odds aren't so great either," Han pointed out. "We're surrounded by stormtroopers-or haven't you
noticed?"

"Our oddswill improve, oncel tdll the Imperidswere ready to sdll the painting to them.”
Emalajumped up on aboulder long enough to wave her arms and yell to Grees, then dropped back into
cover barely haf abreath ahead of adozen of screaming bolts. The utility speeder shot out from beneeth

the Fal con and turned toward the boulder pile, lurching and weaving as blasterfire ricocheted around it.

"You'regoing to sl Killik Twilight to the Empire?' Banai gasped. "Emaa, you and your mates have
aways been disgudting-"

"It'sther painting." Leianodded to Emaa. ™Y ou have my blessing to do with it asyou will."
The Facon'stop turret spun around and began to spray suppression fire across the adjacent ridges, not
hitting much but forcing the stormtroopersto keep their heads down. The enemy assault withered and

grew less accurate.

Emalaeyed Leiawith alook of condemnation. "Y ou think | don't know what you're doing? I'm
disappointed in you."

Lelashrugged. "We could makeit ook like you're stedling the painting,” she suggested. " That might make
asessonwith aninterrogator droid alittle lesslikey.”

The battered utility speeder rocked to a stop next to their hiding place.

Emala studied Leiaamoment, then nodded. "Make it look good, and the Empire will never hear about
that little datachip you removed.”

"Y ou'retrying to blackmail us? After we let you keep the painting?' Han swung his blaster around. "Why
you little-"

With eyes growing as round aswhedsand Killik Twilight still dung across her back, Emalaleapt onto the
nearest boulder and bounced onto the speeder's cargo bed behind Sligh. Han managed to burn one bolt
into the instrument console asthe vehicle fish-tailed away.

"Han!" Leiapushed hisarm down. "Areyou trying to kill her?"

"Shesaid to makeit look good." He raised hisblaster again and, asthe Imperias continued to pour fire
after the utility speeder, took another shot. "I'm just doing like she asked.”



"That's good enough, Han." Lelakneded next to Kitster and dipped hisarm over her sore shoulder.
"Help me with Kitster, before our diversion disappears.”

Han grabbed Kitster under the other arm, and together they hobbled out of the boulders. AsLelahad
hoped, the stormtroopers were so focused on the fleeing Squibs that they didn't even notice the trio until
it had reached the ship.

C-3PO's golden head popped down from the open cargo bay. " Chewbacca asks that you please hurry!
Thereisanother squadron-"

A flurry of blaster bolts ricocheted off the bottom of the Falcon and churned the ground into adusty
froth. Lelaturned and, fifty meters away, saw haf adozen stormtrooper hel mets peering over the crest of
thehill.

ll@!ll

Hdf dragging and half carrying Kitgter, Lelaand Han hurled themsdlves onto the cargo lift.

"Up, Thregpiol" Han began to firein the same direction asLeia.

"But, Captain Solo, you're not properly secured-"

"Now, Threepio!"

The cargo lift began to rise. So did the Falcon itsdlf, and an ingtant later, the blaster bolts stopped
ricocheting past thetrio. They remained lying on the floor, grasping the nondip grate, until the lift thunked
into place.

"Iseverybody al right?" Leiaasked.

"Fine." Han was dready up, removing his hemet and gloves. "I'll head to the belly turret. See-Threepio,
go tell Chewbacca we need to take a pass over the Squibs. Leia, can you-"

"Yes, Han-go." Leiawas dready helping Kitster to hisfeet. "I'll handle things back here. Just don't-
"Hit anything," hesaid. "'l know!"

Han followed C-3PO out of the hold, hobbling off toward the cannon turrets. Leia guided Kitster into an
escape pod, then retrieved the Quaxcon diagnostics kit they had promised Herat.

"Y ou understand the risk you're taking?' She passed the kit to him. "We can't be certain Herat will
retrieve the pod, and you'l belanding along way from civilization."

The Falcon shuddered as Han opened fire on the Squibs-Leiahad to trust that he was just trying to make
it look good-then Chewbacca brought them around for another pass, and something groaned in the
superstructure.

Kitster cast anervous glance a the ceiling. "Yes, I'm very sure. I'd like to live to see Tamoraand my
childrenagan.”



Lelalaughed. "WElII hold together, but it's your choice.”

"Thank you," Kitster said. "And thank you for coming after me. | doubt the Imperialswould have
troubled themselves.”

"Y ou might be underestimating them,” Lelasaid. "'I'm sure their new admiral isaseager as| am to know
why you took the painting.”

Kitster raised hisbrow. "Y ou haven' figured that out?’

"Not redly,” Leiasaid. "At firg | thought it was for the money, but when Wald told us you refused to sl
to the Imperids"

"It wasfor you," Kitster said. "Wl for your father, redly. But since he'sgone, | wanted to do something
kind for his daughter. Y ou see, when Anakin and | were children-"

"Stop." Leiaraised her hand. "That'sal you need to say. | know al about the credits he gave you-and a
lot of other things he did here, too."

Kitgter'sface grew solemn. "Including what happened at the oasis?'

Leiaraised her brow in surprise. "1 had a hint from the Force- but how do you know what happened
there?'

"The Tuskens had astory dance the night we arrived,” Kitster explained. "I dready knew that Anakin
had returned with Shmi's body, so when they dropped into sword stances and started to legp around
meaking buzzing sounds, it was obvious whom they wereimitating.”

Kitger fel slent for amoment, studying Leia, then added, " And there's something you should know
about what he did there.”

"If youre going to try to judtify it-"

"I couldn't possibly,” Kitster said. "Y our father was a Jedi. What he did was wrong. Quite possbly, it set
him on the dark road he took later inlife... and even hewas sorry for hismistake.”

"Hewas?' Leiafurrowed her brow. "How would you know that?"

"He said asmuch, | think." Kitster buckled his crash webbing, then stared at the floor and continued.
"When | heard that he had been asking about his mother at Watto's, | went out to the Larsfarm to visit
him. I didn't know Shmi had been taken, of course, but | happened to arrive shortly after they had buried
her and Anakin had |eft. Bern-she was Owen's-"

"I know who Beruwas," Leiasaid. "And we don't have much time before | must close the hatch.”

Kitster nodded. "Of course. Beru told me that when they buried Shmi, Anakin spoke to her grave, saying
he had not been strong enough to save her, but promising he would not fail again.”

"Fail again?' Lelaasked. "But his mother was aready dead. How was he going to undo that?"

Kitster nodded. "That struck me as odd, too, and | asked Beru about it. She told me that he had said



twice that he was not strong enough-once that he was not strong enough to save his mother, and the
second timejust that he was not strong enough. | thought at the time that he had just repeated himsdlf, but
now I'm not so sure. After being a the oasis, | think maybe Anakin reglized what aterrible mistake he
had made. | think he knew how he had failed asa Jedi."

"Maybe," Leiasaid. "It would be niceto believethat. I'd like to."

"Then you can,” Kitster said. "The boy | knew would have been sorry for what he had done, and even
ten years away would not have changed that. He was till his mother's son.”

Chewbaccal's voice growled awarning over the intercom.

Lelaglanced at the calling. "That's our sgnd. Thank you, Kitster." She dapped the launch activator.
"May the Force be with you.”

"And with-"

The escape hatch sedled, and Leia stood back, her heart growing heavier as she felt the gentle bump of
the pod separating. Of course, she would never redlly know how her father had felt about what had
happened at the oasis-or even if he had truly said what Kitster reported. But it did seem possible, and
that was enough for now.

The hold lights dimmed, and the Falcon bucked so hard that Leialanded on thefloor. A sharp ringing
filled her ears, and it took amoment to redize the sound was not inside her head but reverberating
through the hold's durasted ceiling. She scrambled to her feet and raced for the flight deck.

The cockpit looked much the same asit aways did, with Chewbacca roaring and Han cursing, proximity
adarms blaring, the console speakers hissing with eectromagnetic blast, and C-3PO beside himsdf with
prognostications of doom.

"Migress Leia, well never escgpethistime!™ Thedroid flailed hisarmswildly, nearly knocking her off her
feet. "There are three Star Destroyers now-three of them! Thistimewell be destroyed for surel™

"Nonsense

Leiabraced herself on the back of Han's chair and peered out through the forward canopy. Forty
degreesto port, she saw the twin suns blazing up from the gravity well of the Tatoo system.

"How are the sensors, Chewie?"

Chewbaccaroared in disgust.

"Good." Leiapointed toward the two suns. "That way."

"Insystem?"' Han looked back at her as though he had married a madwoman.
Lelasgueezed hisshoulder. "Trust me. | have afeding about this."
Chewbacca groaned loudly.

"I know, | know." Han turned the Falcon toward the suns and poured on theions. "1 wasthere, too!"



Another barrage erupted outside the cockpit canopy, thistime where the Falcon would have been had
she not changed course. Leiadropped into the navigator's chair and brought up the tactical display. The
Chimaeraand her two sister ships, the Death's Head and the Judicator, were coming around Tatooine
from three different directions, bleeding TIEs and leaving the Falcon nowhere to go except into the suns.
Where nobody would be able to see athing.

Leiawatched asthe display melted into a snowstorm of white static, then looked up to find the two suns
swelling to immense sizein the forward viewport.

"I'm quite certain the Imperials can't see us now," C-3PO reported. "They have stopped firing, and we
are accelerating into the gravitationa pull of abinary star at the rate of eighty-four thousand nine hundred
seventy-four kilometers per-"

"How long before we reach the point of no return?' Han asked.

C-3PO shot aburgt of static at the navicomputer, then said, " Fourteen seconds.”

"Then that's when the Imperia s will belooking for usto make our break.” Han turned to Chewbacca.
"WEII pull out at sxteen. They won't be expecting that."

"Sixteen!" C-3PO screeched. " Captain Solo, I'm afraid you misunderstood-"
Leiareached over and tripped the droid's circuit breaker, and Chewbacca set to work on the
caculationsfor an emergency hyperspace jump. With the Wookiee engrossed in hiswork, Leladipped

forward and leaned on the back of Han's chair. "Han, there's something I've been meaning to ask you."

"Sweetheart, we're caught between three Star Destroyers and two suns.” Han's eyes were fixed on the
console chronometer. "I'm kind of busy here.”

"l know. But thisisimportant. It's something | want to know in case we dontt... in case we miscalculate.”
"Miscaculate?' Han actudly glanced away from the instrument console. ™Y ou said you had afeding!”

"l do." Leiaglanced at the chronometer. Eight secondsto go. "But humor me. Why do you wart little
Solos running around so badly?"

"Kids?' Han nearly yelled the question. ™Y ou want to talk about kids now?"
"lsn't that what | just said?" Lelaasked. Three secondsto go. "There might not be another chance.”
Chewbacca grunted and sent the hyperspace cal culations to the pilot's station. Zero seconds.

"All right, if it hasto be now." Han brought their nose around, pointing them into deep space. The Falcon
continued to dip farther toward the two suns-sdeways. "l guessit'sjust my way of facing the future.”

"Facing the future?’ Lela asked.

"Y ou know." Han forced the throttles past the overload stops. The Fa con shuddered, seemed to
hegtate... and findly pulled free of the gravity well. He exhaled in relief and activated the hyperdrive.



"Bdievinginit."

"Good answer." Leialeaned closer and, asthe stars stretched into the iridescent blur of hyperspace,
gently kissed Han on the neck. "'l believeinit, too."

TheEnd
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