HOW beautifulwas the universe , Luke thought. How beatifully flowing, gloriousand aglow like the
robe of aqueen.lce-black clean initsemptiness and solitude, so unlike the motley collage of spinning
dust motes men called their worlds, where the human bacteriathrove and multiplied and daughtered one
another. All so that one might say he stood alittle higher than hisfdlows.

In depressed moments he felt sure there was no really happy living matter on any of those worlds.
Only aplethoraof destructive human diseases which fought and raged constantly against one ancther, a
sequence of cancerous civilizations which fed on its own body, never hedling yet somehow not quite

dying.

A particularly virulent strain of one of those cancers had killedhisown mother and father, then his
Aunt Beru and Uncle Owen. It had also taken from him the man he had learned to respect more than any
other, the ederly Jedi knight Ben Kenobi.

Although he had seen Kenobi struck by the light-saber of Darth VVader on board the now obliterated
Imperia Deathstar battle station, he could not be certain the old wizard was truly dead. Vader's saber
had left only empty air initswake. That Ben Kenobi had departed this plane of existence was
unarguable. What no one could tell waswhat level of existence he had passed into. Maybe desth and...

Maybe not.



There were times when L uke experienced an agreeably crawly sensation, asif someone were lurking
just behind him. That unseen presence occasionally seemed to move arms and legsfor him, or to supply
suggestions and thoughts when his own mind was hel plesdy blank. Blank asthat of the former farm boy of
Tatooine's desert world.

Unseen spirits or not, Luke reflected grimly, if there was one thing he was sure of it wastheat the
calow youth he had once been was dead and dry as dugt. In the Rebel Alliance of worlds struggling
againg the corrupt rule of the Imperid government he held no formd title. But no one taunted him or
caled him farm boy-not since he had helped destroy the bloated battle station secretly built by Governor
Moff Tarkin and his henchman Darth Vader.

Luke had no experience with titles, hence no use for them. When the Rebel |eaders offered him any
reward within their ability to grant, he had asked only to be permitted to continue piloting afighter in
theAlliance 's service. Some thought his request unduly modest, but one shrewd genera disagreed,
explaining how Luke might be more va uable to the Rebellion without atitle or commission which, the
veteran pointed out to his colleagues, would serve only to make the youth a primetarget for Imperia
assassination. So Luke remained the pilot held always wanted to be, perfecting hisflying skillsand
aways, unceasingly, wrestling with the Force Ben Kenobi had enabled him to begin to understand.

No time for meditating now, he reminded himsdf as he sudied the instruments of his X-wing fighter.
A glanceforward showed the brilliant pulsing sun-bal of Circarpous Mgor, its devastating radiance
stopped down to viewable intensity by the phototropic materia of the transparent port itself.

"Everything okay back there, Artoo?"' he called into his pickup. A cheerful beep from the stubby
‘droid locked in position behind the cockpit assured L uke that it was.

Their destination was the fourth planet out from this star. Like so many others, the Circarpousians
were gppalled by the atrocities perpetrated by the Empire, but too paralyzed by fear to openly join the
Rebe Alliance. Over the years, a burgeoning underground movement had arisen on Circarpous, an
underground needing only enough aid and encouragement from theAlliance to rise and swing their world
to the cause of freedom.

From thetiny, hidden Rebel station on the outermost planet of the system, Luke and the Princess
wereracing to acritically important meeting with the heads of that underground, to offer the necessary
promise of support. He checked his console chronometer. They would arrive in plenty of time to reassure
the highly nervous underground chiefs.

Leaning dightly forward and glancing to starboard, he could admire the deek Y -wing fighter cruising
adongsde. Two figures sat silhouetted by instrument lights within its cockpit. One was the gleaming golden
shape of See Threepio, Artoo's'droid companion.

The other... whenever helooked at her, the other caused emotionsto boil within him like soup too
long on the fire, no matter if she was separated from him by near vacuum as at present or by only an
arm'slength in aconference room. It was for and because of that individual, Princess and Senator Leia
Organaof the now-vaporized world of Alderaan, that Luke had origindly becomeinvolvedinthe
Rebdlion. First her portrait and then her person had initiated the irreversible metamorphosis from farm
boy to fighter pilot. Now the two of them were the officid emissariesfrom the ruling council of the Rebel
government to the vacillating underground on Circarpous.

Sending her on so dangerous amission, Luke had thought from the first, was arisk. But a second
system was ready to commit itself to theAlliance, if it was announced that Circarpous had aso joined. At



the sametime, if that second system would declare its defiance of the Empire, then the Circarpousian
underground would undoubtedly come over to the Sde of the Rebellion. So not one, but two systems
waited on the outcome of thismission. And if it failed, Luke knew, both systems would probably lose
heart and withhold their desperately needed aid. They had to succeed.

Luke had no doubts, as he silently adjusted his ship's attitude a quarter of a degree to the plane of the
solar ecliptic, about the outcome of their mission. He couldn't imagine anyone who could not be
persuaded by Princess Leia. She could convince him of anything. Luke treasured those moments when
sheforgot her gation and titles. He dreamed of atime when she might forget them forever.

A beep from behind woke L uke from his daydreaming, wiped the smile from hisface. They were
preparing to pass close by CircarpousV, and Artoo was reminding him of it. A vast, cloud-shrouded
globe, the planet was listed in Lukée's library as being mostly unexplored, save for asingle early Imperid
scouting expedition. According to the computer readout, it was aso known to the Circarpousians as
Mimban, and... Hisintership communicator dinged for atention. "I'm receiving you, Princess.”

Her reply wasfilled with irritation. "My port engine is beginning to generate unequal radiation pulses.”
Even when bothered, to him that voice was as naturaly sweet and pleasing as sugar-laden fruit. "How
bad?' heinquired, frowning worriedly. "Bad enough, Luke." The words sounded strained. "I'm losing
control dready, and the inequality's getting worse. | don't think I'm going to be able to compensate. Well
have to stop at the first base down below on Mimban and have the problem corrected.” Luke opened his
mouth to reply, did so after hesitating briefly. "Y ou can't possibly makeit safely to Circarpous|V?

"I don't think so, Luke. I might make near-orbit, but then we'd have to ded with officia repair
systems and couldn't set down as planned. We'd miss the meeting, and we can't missit. Resistance
groups from al over the Circarpous system are going to bethere. If | don't arrive, they'll panic. Well
have one Stang of atime getting them to surface again. And the Circarpous, worlds are vital to the
Rebdlion, Luke."

"l dill don't think..." he began.
"Don't make me makeit an order, Luke."

Biting back hisinitial response, he hurriedly began a check of visua readout charts and records.
"According to my information tapes, Mimban doesn't have arepair Sation, Lela Infact,” he added with
aglance at the murky green-white sphere below and to one side, "Mimban might not even have an
emergency standby gation.”

"It doesn't matter, Luke. | have to make the conference, and I'm going down while | still have some
rea control. Surdly, in a system as populous as this one, any world with a breathable atmosphere's going
to be equipped with facilities for emergency repair. Y our datamust be old or else you're searching the
wrong tapes." A pause, then, "Y ou can prove it by shifting your communicator monitor to frequency
oh-four-six-one."

Luke adjusted the requisite controls. Ingtantly asteady whinefilled the smdl cabin.
"Sound familiar?' she asked him.
"That'sadirectiona landing beacon, dl right," he replied, confused. Severa further queries, however,

reveded no records of agtation on Mimban. "But theres still nothing in the listings on ether Imperid
orAlliance tapes. If we..." He broke off asa puff of gas glowed brightly from the Princess Y -wing,



expanded brightly and vanished."Lea PrincessLeid”

Her smdl ship was aready curving away from him. "Lost latera controls completely now, Luke! I've
got to go down!™

Luke rushed to match her glide path. "I don't deny the presence of the beacon. Maybe well be
lucky! Try to shift power to your port controls!™

"I'm doing the best | can.” A brief sllence, followed by, " Stop moving around, Threepio, and watch
your ventra manipulators!”

A contrite, metdlic, "Sorry, Princess Leia," sounded from her cabin companion, the bronzed
human-cyborg relations 'droid See Threepio. "But what if Master Lukeis correct and thereis no station
below?We could find oursel ves marooned forever on this empty world, without companionship, without
knowledge tapes, without... without lubricants!”

"Y ou heard the beacon, didn't you?' Luke saw asmall explosion whereupon the Y-wingdove
surface-ward at an abruptly sharper angle. For afew moments only static answered hisfrantic calls. Then
the interference cleared. "Close, Luke. | lost my starboard dorsal engine completely. | cut port dorsal
ninety percent to balance guidance systems.”

"I know. I've cut power to dow with you."

Inthe Y -wing'stiny cabin Threepio sighed, gripped the walls around him morefirmly. "Try to set us
down gently, please, Princess. Rough landings do terrible thingsto my internal gyros.”

"They're not so good on my insides either,” the Princess shot back, lips clenched tightly as she fought
the duggish controls. "Besides, you've nothing to worry about. ' Droids can't get spacesick.”

Threepio could have argued otherwise, but remained slent asthe Y -wing commenced a
stomach-turning roll downward. Luke had to react rapidly to follow. There was onetiny positive sgn: the
beacon sgna was not imaginary. It was redlly there, beeping steadily when he adjusted the controls on
his board so that the signa was audible. Maybe Leiawasright.

But he dtill didn't fed confident. " Artoo,let me know if you spot anything unusual on our way down.
Keep dl your sensory plug-inson full power." A reassuring whistle filled the cockpit.

They were a two hundred kilometers and descending when Luke jumped in his seat. Something
began pushing a hismind. A gtirring in the Force. Hetried to relax, to let it fill and flow over and through
him just as old Ben had instructed him.

His sengtivity wasfar from perfectly attuned and he sincerely doubted he would ever atain haf the
command of the Force that Kenobi had possessed... though the old man had expressed great confidence
in Luke's potentid. Still, he knew enough to categorize that subtle tingling. It sparked an dmost pal pable
feeling of uneasein him, and it came from something (or severa somethings) on the surface below. Yet he
wasn't sure. Not that he could do anything about it now. The only concern of the moment was hoping the
Princess ship could set down safely.

But the sooner they left Mimban, the better he'd fed.

Despite her own problems, the Princess was taking the time to relay coordinate information to him.



Asif he couldnt plother own course by himsdlf. Instead, he tried to identify something held just spotted
below them asthey entered the outer atmosphere. Something funny in the clouds here... he couldn't
decide just what.

He voiced hisnew concern to the Princess. "Luke you're worrying too much. Y ou'll worry yourself to
death at an early age. And that would be awaste of..."

He never did find out what worryinghimsdf to death would be awaste of because a that moment
they entered troposphere for the first time and the immediate reaction of both shipsto the thicker air and
ar to shipswas anything but normal.

It seemed asif they'd suddenly plunged from a cloud-dotted but unexceptiona-appearing sky into an
ocean of liquid eectricity. Gigantic multicolored bolts of energy erupted from empty air, contacted the
hulls of the two ships and fomented instrumental chaos where order had reigned seconds before. Instead
of the blue or yellow-tinged canopy they'd expected to sail through, the atmosphere around them was
drenched with bizarre, perambulating energies so wild and frenzied they bordered on the animate. Behind
Luke, Artoo Detoo beeped nervoudly.

Luke fought his own instrumentation. It flaunted afarrago of eectronic nonsense a him. The madly
bucking X-wing was held in the grip of unidentified forces powerful enough to tossit about like a
plaything. The chromatic storm vanished behind him asif hedd suddenly emerged from awaterspout, but
his controls continued to exhibit what were probably permanent manifestations of the eectronicaly
addled.

A quick verba survey revealed what he most feared: the Princess fighter was nowherein sight.
Trying to control his drunken ship with one hand on the manua controls, Luke activated the
communicator with the other.

"LedlLea aeyou...?'

"No...control , Luke," came the static-sprinkled reply. He could barely make out the words.
"Ingtruments... replonza. I'm trying to get downin...one piece. If we..."

Gone, no matter how frantically he cgoled the communicator. His attention was diverted as
something in one overhead panel blew out in ashower of sparks and metd fragments. The cockpit filled
with acrid fumes.

Impelled by adesperate thought, L uke activated the fighter'stracker. Part of the little ship's offensive
armament, it was among its best-built and sealed components. Even o, it had been overloaded by the
fury of the peculiar ditorting energies, energieswhich its desgners had never anticipated that it would
encounter.

Usdless now, nonetheless its automatic record was intact and playable. It showed for severd
moments the faling spiral which could only have been left by the Princess ship. Asbest ashe could
without auto-enhancement, Luke set the X-wing on a pursuit course downward. There wasllittleto no
chance of following the Princess precisely. He smply prayed that now they might land somewhere other
than on opposite sides of the planet from each other. He smply prayed they might land.

Swerving dightly like acrippled camd in a sandstorm, the fighter continued to drop. Asthe lush
surface of Mimban rushed up a him Luke caught rolling, twisting glimpses of mountainless green swaths
interwoven with veins and arteries of muddy brown and blue.



Though he was utterly ignorant of Mimbanian topography, the green and blue-brown of riversand
streams and vegetation seemed infinitely preferable aslanding Stesto, say, the endless cerulean of open
seaor the gray spires of young mountains. No rock is as soft as water and no water so soft as a swamp,
he reflected, trying to cheer himself. He was starting to believe he actudly might survive the touchdown,
the Princess doing likewise.

Frantically he fought to discover acombination of circuits that would reactivate the target tracker.
Once he partly succeeded. The screen showed the Y-wing still on the course held just plotted. His
chance of setting down close to her ship was looking better.

Despite the demands on his mind, he couldn't help but consider the energy distortions that had ruined
thelr indrumentation. The fact that the rainbow mael strom was confined to one area-an area very closeto
the location of the landing beacon-raised questions asintriguing asthey were disturbing.

Trying to minimize the effects of hisinsane controls, Luke switched off his engines and continued
down on glide. Back on Tatooine held had plenty of practiceidling in his skyhopper. But that was
congderably different from doing practicaly the samething in avehicle as complex asthisfighter. He had
no ideaif the same thought would occur to the Princess, or if she had had any experiencein powerless
flight. Anxioudy chewing hislower lip, Luke redized that even if shetried gliding, hisown craft wasfar
better suited to such amaneuver than her Y-wing.

If only he could see her held fed alot better. Strain his eyes as he might, though, there was no sign of
her. Soon, he knew, dl chance of visua contact would vanish. His ship began plunging recklesdy into a
floor of dirty gray cotton, thick cumulo-nimbus clouds.

Severd rambling flashes crackled through the air, only thistime the lightning was natural. But Luke
was deep in clouds by then and could see nothing. Panic hammered a him. If the visibility stayed likethis
all theway to the surface heéld locate the ground a bit too late, the hard way. As he considered switching
back to auto, distorted asit was, he broke out of the bottom layer of clouds. The air wasthick with rain,
but not so bad that he failed to make out the terrain below. Time was running out faster than dtitude now.
He had barely enough of either to pull back on the atmospheric controls before something jolted the
fighter from below. That was followed instantly by a series of smilar crackings as he clipped off the
crowns of thetallest trees.

Eyeballing hisairgpeed indicator, Luke fired braking rockets and nudged the ship's nose down ever
S0 gently. At least he would be spared the worry of igniting the vegetation around the landing Site.
Everything hereabouts was drenched.

Again hefired the braking rockets. A series of violent jolts and jounces shook him despite his battle
harness. A green floral wave crested ahead and overwhelmed him with darkness....

He blinked. Ahead, the shattered foreport of the fighter framed jungle with crystal geometry. All was
quiet. Ashetried to lean forward water caressed hisface. That helped to clear hismind and bring the
scenery into sharp focus. Even the rain was falling with caution, he mused, that isif it wereindeed alight
rain, instead of an exceptiondly heavy mig.

Craning his neck, Luke noted that the metal overhead had been pedled back nestly-asif by some
giant opener-by the thick, now cracked limb of an enormoustree. If by chance thefighter had did in here
dightly higher, Luke's skull would have been peded off just as neatly-a bit more to port and the broad
bole of the tree would have smashed him back into the power plant. He had escaped decapitation and



fatal compression by ameter either way.

Water continued to drip into the broken, open cockpit from the wood above. Luke suddenly realized
he was parched and opened his mouth to let the water quench histhirst. He noticed adight sdtiness that
didn't seemright. Therain (or mist) water looked clear and pure. It was. The sdltiness, heredized, came
from the blood trickling down from the gash in hisforehead. It ran down the left side of hisnose and onto
hislips.

Undoing the g-locks, Luke dipped free of the harness. Even moving dowly and carefully, hefdt asif
every muscle in hisbody had been grabbed and pulled from opposite ends to the near-breaking point.
Ignoring the pain as best he could, he inventoried his surroundings.

Between the distortions generated by the eectronic storm he'd passed through and the more prosaic
results of the crash, hisinstruments had become candidates for the secondhand shop. They would never
operate thisfighter again. Turning to hisleft, he keyed the exit panel but was not surprised when it failed
to respond. After throwing the double switch on the manual release he jabbed the emergency stud. Two
of the four explosive boltsfired. The panel moved afew centimeters, then froze.

Pressing himsdlf back in the pilot's seat, L uke braced himself with both hands and kicked. That
accomplished nothing save to send shooting pains up both legs. All that remained was the standard exit, if
it hadn't been too badly jammed. Reaching up with both hands, he shoved the release mechanism, then
pushed.Nothing. He paused, panting as he considered his dternatives.

The cockpit hood began to lift by itsdf. Squirming frantically, Luketried to find hispistol. A
querulous beep reassured him. "Artoo Detoo!”

A curved metdlic hood looked down at him, the single red e ectronic eye studying him anxioudly.
"Yes, I'mokay... | think."

Using Artoo's center leg asabrace, Luke pulled himself up and out. Clearing hislegs, he got to his
feet and found himsdf stlanding on top of the grounded X-wing. He rested his back against the curve of
the great, overhanging branch.

A mournful whistle-honk sounded and he glanced down at Artoo, who clung securely to the metd
hull nearby. "I don't know what you're saying, Artoo, without Threepio to trandate for us. But | can
guess." His gaze turned outward. "I don't know where he and the Princess are. I'm not even sure where
weae."

Sowly hetook stock of the surface of Mimban. Dense growth rose dl around, but it was clumped in
large pockets, instead of presenting a continuous front like anormal jungle. There was ample open space.
Mimban, or at least the section where hed come down, was part swamp, part jungle, part bog.

Fuid mud filled most of alanguid stream to the right of the ship. It meandered in dow mation. To his
left the trunk of the enormous tree held nearly hit towered into the mist. Beyond lay atangle of other tall
growths fringed with bushes and tired, drooping ferns. Gray-brown ground bordered it. There was no
way to tdll from adistance how solid the surface was. Bracing himsalf with ahand on asmall branch,
Luke leaned over the side of the ship. The X-wing appeared to be resting on smilar terrain. It wasn't
gnking. That meant he might be able to walk. Thiswas some comfort to him, since without aship hewas
arottenflier.

Smiling dightly to himsdlf, he crouched and peered under the limb. The double wing on the port Sde



of the ship had been snapped off cleanly somewhere back in the foret, leaving only twin metal stubs.
Both engines on that side, naturdly, were aso missng. Unequivocaly, he was grounded.

Carefully crawling back into the ruined cockpit he unlocked the seat and shifted it to oneside, then
began rummaging in the sealed compartment behind it for the materid held haveto carry with him.
Emergency rations, hisfather's lightsaber, athermal suit... the last because despite the tropic appearance
of some of the vegetation, it was decidedly cool outside.

Luke knew there were temperate rain forests aswell astropical ones. While the temperature would
probably not become dangeroudy cold, it fill could combine with the omnipresent moistureto give him
an uncomfortable and potentialy debilitating chill. So hetook the precaution of packing the thin suit. The
surviva pack for his back was strapped to the backside of the seat. Unbuckling it, he began tofill its
copious interior with suppliesfrom the compartment.

When the rip-proof sack was stuffed, he tried to sedl the cockpit as best he could to protect it. Then
he sat on the edge of the seat and thought.

His preliminary observations had revealed no sgn of the Princess Y-wing. Y et in the damp, foggy air
it could have touched down ten meters away and still be effectively invisible. She probably had landed or
crashed dightly ahead of him, according to his estimate of how rapidly he had set his own ship down.
Lacking any other information, he had no choice but to continue on foot dong hislast plotted course for
her.

It had occurred to him to stand on the nose of the ship and shout, but he'd decided it would be better
to locate the ship visudly first. The cacophony of cries, hoots, howls, whistles and buzzings which seeped
out of the encircling bog and thick vegetation didn't encourage him to make himself congpicuous.
Shouting might attract al sorts of attention, some of it possibly carnivorous.

Better to find the Princess ship first. With any luck she would be seated sengibly in the cockpit, dive
and intact and fuming with impatience as she waited for him to arrive.

Pulling himsdlf clear of the cockpit again, Luke used branches for bal ance as he climbed down to the
broken stub of the port double wing. He lowered himself carefully to the ground, which was soft, dmost
springy. Pulling up onefoot, he saw that his boot sole was dready coated with sticky gray gook that
resembled wet modeling clay. But the ground held, supported him. Artoo joined him amoment later.

Thanks to the abruptness of hisforced landing, he didn't have to search for awalking stick. There
was an abundance of shattered, splintered limbs strewn in the fighter's wake. He sdlected one which
would serve both for support and for testing the ground ahead.

Using the nose of the ship asacrude guide, he set his tracomp and they started off, angling afew
degreesto starboard.

It might have been amovement of bush branchesin thefores, it might have been the Force, or it
might have been an old-fashioned hunch, but even Ben Kenobi would have admitted that Luke had only
one chance of finding the Princess ship. If it didn't lie close aong the path he was taking, if he missed it
and passed on, he could continue trodding the surface of Mimban for athousand years without ever
seeing her again.

If hisorigina plotting tape had been accurate and if she hadn't dtered her course of descent at the
last moment for some strange reason, he ought to find her within aweek. Of course, he considered, she



might not have been ableto prevent her fighter from changing itsangle of fal. He shunted that possibility
asde. The Stuation was grim enough without such speculations.

The fog-migt-rain dtered its consstency but never dried up completely. So it wasn't long before the
exposed portions of his body were thoroughly soaked. At present, he thought, it was more of a
belligerent fog than ared ran.

His suit kept his body moisture-free, but face, hands and scalp soon had rivulets of their own as
water accumulated. There were rare, dmost clear-dry moments, but he still spent alot of energy regularly
wiping the accumulated water beads from his forehead and cheeks.

Once he saw something that |ooked like afour-meter-long pa e snake dither off into the underbrush
at his approach. As he strode cautioudly over the path it had taken, he saw that it had |eft agrooved
track lined with luminous mucusin the soft earth. But Luke wasn't impressed. He had spent littletimein
zoologica study. Even on Tatooine, which harbored its own protoplasmic freaks, such things hadn't
interested him much. If acritter didn't try to eat you, claw you or otherwise ingest you, there were other
thingsto absorb one'sinterest.

Nonetheless, he now had to direct al his attention to keeping to his predetermined path. Despite the
tracom built into his suit deeve he knew he could easily lose hisway. A deviation of atenth of adegree
could becriticdl.

He mounted adight rise during one of the rare, dmaost clear periods. Through thefog and mist he
glimpsed monoalithic gray battlements off in the distance. It seemed likdly to him that those walls had not
been raised by human hands.

Their uniform stedl-gray color made them look asif they'd been constructed of achild'stoy blocks.
Luke couldn't be sure, thisfar away, whether their color wastrue or distorted by the shifting fog. Soaring
gray towerswere inlaid with black stone or metal and boasted misshapen domes.

He paused, tempted for thefirst time to change direction and explore. There were discoveriesto be
made here. However, the Princess waited not in that eldritch city but somewhere further on, inan
environment which a any moment might prove hogtile.

Asif in responseto histhought, he noticed a stirring in aclump of rust-green bushes ahead. Straining
every sense, he dropped to one knee and removed the lightsaber from its place at hiswaist. The
vegetation began to rustle violently. Histhumb did over the activation stud. Artoo beeped nervoudy
adongsde.

Whatever was in there was moving toward him. He thought about testing the wind, remembered
sheepishly that there wasn't any. That, however, might not prove an inhibition to the creature approaching
him.

Quite abruptly the greenery ahead parted. Out waked the Mimbanite. It was alarge dark brown
furry ball, with patches and stripes of green covering its body, roughly ameter in diameter. Four short
furry legs supportedit, ending in thick, double digits. Four arms poked clear of the upper surface. The
modest tail was naked likearat's.

Two wide eyes peering out from among the brigtly fur were dl that showed of aface. They grew
wider asthey settled on Luke and Artoo Detoo.



Lukewaited tensely, finger poised over the lightsaber switch.

The creature did not charge. Instead, it produced a startled, muffled squeal and whirled. With al
eight limbs propelling it, the cresture shot back into the protective brush.

After severa minutes of sillence, Luke rose. Hisfinger did clear of the saber stud and he reattached
the weapon to his belt, amiling somewhat hystericaly.

Hisfirst confrontation with an inhabitant of thisworld had sent it fleeing in terror from him. Maybe the
wildlife heregbouts, if not actudly benign, was something less than dangerous. With that in mind he
continued on, his stride abit longer, atouch more sdlf-assured. His posture was straighter and his spirits
consderably higher,raised up by that stoutest of buoys, false confidence....

LEIA Organamade another half-hearted try at adjusting her rain-dicked hair, then gave up in disgust
and peered out at the lush growth surrounding her.

After losing dl contact with Luke, sheld managed to land hard in thiswet hell. She took some
messure of comfort in knowing that if Luke had aso survived setdown, held try to reach her. After dl, his
job wasto seethat she arrived safely at Circarpous|V.

Angrily she mused that now she was going to be rather more than dightly late for the conference. A
quick examination had indicated that she would no longer have to worry about the malfunctioning port
engine which was now acrumpled oblong meta shape, incgpable of propdling itsdf or anything ese
across so much as alight-second. Therest of the Y -wing wasin little better shape.

She considered looking for Luke. But it made more sense for one of them to wait for the arrival of
the other, and she knew L uke would come for her as soon as he was ready.

"Pardon me, Princess," said the metal form behind her, "but do you think Artoo and Master Luke set
down safdly inthisawful place?!

"Of coursethey did. Lukesthe best pilot we've got. If | madeit down, I'm certain he had no
trouble." That wasadight lie. What if Luke waslying injured somewhere, unable to move, and she
amply sat here awaiting him? Better not to think about that. The vision of atwisted, broken Luke,
bleeding to death in the cockpit of his X-wing, made her indgdes spin tightly.

Shedlid back the roof of the cockpit once again, her nose wrinkling at the rankness of the dripping
morass encircling them. Plenty of noise assailed her from hidden things moving stedthily through the
undergrowth. Nothing larger than a couple of brightly hued quasi-insects had shown themsalvesthusfar,
however. Her pistol rested comfortably on her lap. Not that she'd need it, secure as shewasin the
cockpit whose diding roof pand she could throw back in place and lock in seconds. She was perfectly
safe.

Threepio felt otherwise. "I don't like this place, Princess. | don't likeit at dl."



"Relax. There can't be anything out there," she nodded toward the densest growth, “that would find
you digedtible.”

A shrill, hooting cry sounded like asick trumpet close on her left. Shejerked around sharply, sucking
in agartled breath. But there was nothing there.

Her face pressed close by the open port as she strove to penetrate the green-brown wall of
vegetation with anxious eyes. When the noise did not recur, sheforced hersdf to relax.

"Do you see anything, Threepio?

"No, Princess. Nothing larger than afew smdll arthropods, and I'm scanning with infrared also. That
doesn't mean something large and inimical couldn't be out there."

"But you don't see anything?"
“No."

Shewasfurious a hersdf. A smple noise had panicked her. Probably only theforlorn cry of some
harmless herbivore, and she'd panicked like an infant. It would not happen again.

She was angry because whatever had caused them to crash would certainly cause her to miss her
scheduled arrival demongtration on Circarpous, possibly aggraveting the government officials assgned to
greet her. Shewastwice over angry at Luke. Angry for not performing anavigational miracle and
following her safely down without instruments or control, and angry most of al because hed beenright in
indgting they oughtnot land here.

So she sat and fumed silently to hersdlf, aternately conjuring up the curses shed employ when he
findly did arrive and worrying about what shed do if he didn't.

Aahhh-wooop!

Again the trumpeting sound. Whatever had produced it had not |eft after dl. If anything, the sharp
hooting sounded closer. Thistime her hand tightened around the pistol. Once more she examined the
surrounding jungle, saw nothing.

As she stared she theorized. Suppose she had misinterpreted that landing beacon somehow?
Suppose it was only the barest of automatic installations and thisworld was devoid not only of mechanics
but of facilitiesfor organic travelersaswell?

If Luke was dead she'd be marooned here alone, without any idea of ... There was aloud crashing,
off to her right thistime. Swinging around in the seat she ingtinctively fired off aburst through the cracked
port and was rewarded with the odor of burnt, wet vegetable matter. The muzzle of the pistol remained
focused on the carbonized spot. Hopefully, she'd hit the thing. Fortunately, she hadn't.

"It'sme!" avoice shouted, sounding more than alittle shaky. Sheld barely missed him.

"It'smeand Artoo."

"Artoo Detoo!" Threepio clambered out of the cockpit, moved to greet his squat counterpart.



"Artoo, it'sgood to..." Threepio paused,then continued in adifferent tone. "What do you think you're
doing, making mewait like this? When | think of the anguish you've caused me...."

"Luke, areyou dl right?"

He began climbing up the damaged side of the fighter, sat down next to the open cockpit. "Yes. |
touched down behind you. | wasafrad Artoo and | might missyou.”

"| was afraid you..." She stopped, looked down, unable to meet his gaze. "1 apologize, Luke. | made
amigakein trying to land here.”

Luke aso looked away, embarrassed. "Nobody could have foreseen the atmospheric disturbance
that forced usdown, Leia"

She looked into the jungle. "I managed to plot the location of that homing beacon before my
instruments went out completely.” She pointed dightly behind them and to her left. "It's back that way.
Once we reach the station we can locate whoever's in charge and arrange for passage off thisworld.”

"If therésadtation,” Luke pointed out mildly, "or anyonein charge of it."

"It occurred to methat it might be afully automated station,” she confessed, "but | don't know what
elsewecando.”

"Agreed," said Luke with adow sigh. "We've got nothing to gain by sitting here. | used to believein
miracles. | don't, anymore. We can get eaten just as quickly here as we can on the trail.”

The Princess|ooked downcast. ™Y ou've encountered carnivorous life, then?”

"No, hardly any lifeat dl, actudly. The only animd of any szel confronted,” he went on with adight
grin, "took onelook at me and ran off like aspooked Bantha." He turned, moved to enter the cockpit.
"Let'sget started whileit'still light. I'l give you ahand making up apack.”

Carefully he lowered himself in next to her. As he unlatched her seat he became conscious of the
confined space they were working in. Awkwardly pressed up against him, the Princess seemed to take
no notice of their proximity. In the dampness, though, her body heat was near palpable to Luke and he
had to force himsdlf to keep his attention on what he was doing.

Raising hersdlf from the cockpit, the Princess stood on the nose of the fighter and reached down to
him. "Hand it up, Luke."

He lifted the burgeoning pack. "Too heavy?' he asked as he handed it to her. She did it onto her
back, dipped both arms through the straps and adjusted the weight before tightening them.

"The burden of public officewasalot heavier,”" she shot back. "Let's get moving.”

Briskly scrambling over the side, shelet hersdlf drop to the ground, planted her feet, took two steps
inthe direction of the distant beacon... and began to sink.

"Luke... Thregpio..."

"Takeit easy, Princess." Edging carefully over the same side, he walked out on the intact wing facing



her.
"Lukel" Already she was up to her kneesin gray muck. If anything, she was beginning to sink faster.

Trying to anchor himsdlf with hisleft hand, Luke reached out with hisright from the wing edge. "Lean
toward me. Artoo, you lock onto the ship. Threepio, give meyour hand.”

She did as she wastold, the motion generating squel ching sounds from the bog. Her hand flailed for
him, smacking the soft ground many centimetersfrom his.

Risng, he scrambled back to the cockpit and retrieved hiswalking stick, then returned hurriedly to
his prone position on the wing and extended it. "L ean toward me," he urged her again. "Threepio, you
and Artoo hold tight or I'll go inwith her."

"Don't worry sir," Threepio assured him. Artoo added awhistle.

She was up to her waist now. On thefirgt try she missed the pole. The second time her fingers
locked around it, were joined by her other hand.

Luke wrapped both hands around his end of the stick and sat up on the wing, leaning back. His feet
did and scraped on the smooth metal. " Artoo, Threepio... pull!”

Having secured afirm grip on her, the earth was reluctant to yield its prize. Every musclein his body
taut, L uke struggled to heave and to conjure the Force smultaneoudly. Hetried to put al of hisweight
behind hisarms, behind his desperate pull.

A tired sucking noise sounded, and the Princess lurched forward. Luke alowed his exhausted arms a
brief respite and hyperventilated while he had the chance.

"Y ou can play toy enginelater,”" the Princess admonished him. "Pull now."

Momentary anger gave him enough energy to pull her therest of the way clear. Reaching down, he
gave her ahand up and then they were both sitting on the edge of thewing.

Covered from the ribs down in a packing of green-gray mud and pieces of what looked like dried
straw, the Princess gppeared decidedly unregd. She pushed futildly at the mud, which was drying rapidly
to the consstency of thin concrete. She said nothing, and L uke knew anything he might venture would not
beterribly well received.

"Comeon," he suggested smply. Taking up hiswalking stick, he moved to the back side of the wing.
Leaning over, he probed at the ground, which displayed no inclination to eat his stick. But till he kept
one hand on the wing edge when he stepped off. His feet sank, but only half a centimeter into the spongy
loam. Y et the earth here looked no different from the quickclay that had dmost taken the Princess.

She dropped down easily beside him and soon they were traveling through intermittent patches of
half-familiar vegetation. Branches and bushes blocked tired legs and occasiond thornstore hopefully at
them, but L uke's assumption that the ground benegath the taller growths was the firmest held true with
gratifying consstency. Even the weighty 'droids didn't Sink into the muck.

From time to time as they hiked adong, the Princess would dab or push disgustedly at her lower
body, which was now solidly caked with the gook she'd did into. She remained unusudly quiet. Luke



couldn't tell whether her silence was due to adesire to conserve her strength or embarrassment at her
present situation. He tended to think the former. To his knowledge, being embarrassed was not
something she was subject to.

Frequently they would pause, turn circles, and then match up pointer alignment on their tracomsto
insure they were il marching toward the beacon site.

"Evenif itisan automatic sation,” he remarked several dayslater, in an effort to cheer her,
"somebody put it down here and so they have to maintain it. However infrequently. | saw some pretty big
ruins near the place we set down. Perhaps natives are till living in them or they might be empty, but the
beacon could be for the use of axenoarcheologica research post.”

"That's possible," she admitted brightly. "Y es... that would aso explain why the beacon's not listed. A
smadl scientific outpost could be temporary!”

"And recent," Luke added, excited by the plausibility of his own supposition. Just talking about such
apossibility made him, made them both fed better. "If that's the case, then even an automated station
that's only used on occasion ought to contain an emergency shelter and surviva provisions. Heck, there
might even be a subspace planetary relay for contacting Circarpous 1V when the scientific teamis
operating here."

"A cry for help would be a poor way for me to announce my presence,” the Princess observed,
brushing at her dark hair. "Not," she added quickly, "that I'm going to be particular. I'll settle for arriving
inamedica cocoon.”

They walked on in silence for awhile before another question entered Lukes mind. "I still wonder,
Princess, what caused our instrumentsto go crazy. That enormous volume of rising free energy we
passed through... bolts jumping from sky to ship and ship back to sky again... I've never seen anything
likethat before.”

"Nor havel, gr," commented Threepio. "I thought | might go mad.”

"Nether havel," admitted the Princess thoughtfully. "And I've never read of anatura phenomenon
likeit. Severd colonized gas giants have bigger sorms, but never with so much color. And big
thunderheads are always involved. We were above the thick cloud layer when it happened. Still," she
hesitated, "the whol e thing seemed amost familiar, somehow." Artoo beeped his agreement.

"Y ou'd think whoever established that homing beacon in this areawould aso have put amessagein
the transmission warning ships away from the danger.”

"Yes," the Princess agreed."Hard to imagine a scientific expedition, or any other kind, being that
negligent. Theomission, it'samost crimina.” She shook her head dowly. "That effect... | can dmost
remember something likeit." A diffident smile, then, "My head's till full of the conference.”

It shouldbe, Luke thought, full of one thing only-making it to that homing beacon and hoping there
was more there than just apile of machinery. What he said was, "'l understand, Princess.”

Not the Force, but a more ancient, more highly developed sensein man haf convinced him they were
being watched. He found himsdlf turning rapidly to scan the trees and mist behind them and a each Side.
Nothing looked back at him, but the feding refused to go away.



Once she spotted him peering hard a a dank copse. "Nervous?' It was part question, part challenge.

"You bet I'm nervous," he shot back. "I'm nervous and frightened and | wish to hell we were on
Circarpous right now.Anywhere on Circarpous, instead of trudging through this swamp on foot.”

Turning serious, the Princesstold him, "One learns to accept whatever eventslife hasin store with the
best possible spirits.”" She stared straight ahead.

"That'sjust what I'm doing,” Luke confessed, "accepting them in the best possible spirits-nervousness
and fear."

"Well, you needn't look at me asif thisisdl my fault."”

"Did | imply that? Did | say thet?" Lukecountered, atouch moretightly than he intended. She glanced
sharply a him and he cursed hisinability to conced hisfedings. He would have been, he decided, a
rotten cardplayer.Or politician.

"No, but you asmuch as..." she began hotly.

"Princess," heinterrupted softly, "we still have along way to go, according to your plotted location.
Just because something full of teeth and claws hasn't pounced on us from every tree doesn't mean such
creatures don't thrive here. One thing we haven't got istime to fight between oursalves. Besides,
respons bility isadead issue now. It's been superseded by surviva. Survive we will, if the Forceiswith
s

Therewasno reply. That in itsaf was encouraging. They trudged on, Luke stedling admiring glances
at her when she wasn't looking. Disheveled and caked with mud from the waist down, shewas il
beautiful. He knew she was upset, not at him, but at the possibility they might missthe scheduled
conference with the Circarpousian underground.

Therésno nightso dark asanight filled with fog, and every night on Mimban waslike that. They
made a bed for themselves between the parted roots of a great tree.While the Princess started afire,
Luke and the 'droids constructed arain shelter by stretching the two surviva capes between both
massive roots. They huddled together for warmth and watched the night try to dip around the edges of
thefire. It crackled reassuringly despite the mist asthe night sounds chorused around them. They were no
different from day sounds, but anything that wears the cloak of night, especialy on an dienworld,
partakes of the night's mystery and terror.

"Don't worry, sir," said Threepio. "Artoo and | will keep watch. We don't require deep, and there's
nothing out there that can ingest us." Something sounding like a broken pipe gurgled stentorianly in the
darkness and Threepio started. Artoo gave a derisive beep, and the two 'droids moved out into the
darkness.

"Very funny," Threepio admonished his companion. "I hope one of thelocd carnivores chokes on
you and breaks every one of your externa sensors.” Artoo whistled back, sounding unimpressed. The
Princess pressed close againgt Luke. Hetried to comfort her without appearing anxious, but asthe
darkness closed to a stygian blackness around them and the night sounds turned to sepulchra moans and
hootings, hisarm ingtinctively went around her shoulders. She didn't object. It made him fed good to Sit
there like that, leaning againgt her and trying to ignore the damp ground beneeth.

Something called out with an abyssal shrillness, sartling L uke from his deegp. Nothing moved beyond



the dying fire. With hisfree hand he tossed severa shards of wood onto the embers, watched thefire
blaze again.

Then he happened to glance down at his companion's face. It was not the face of a Princessand a
Senator or of aleader of the Rebe Alliance, but instead that of achilled child. Moistly parted in deep,
her lips seemed to beckon to him. He leaned closer, seeking refuge from the damp green and brown of
the swamp in that hypnotic redness.

He hegitated, pulled back. She was an aristocrat and Rebel leader. For al he'd accomplished above
Yavin, hewas still only apilot and, before that, afarmer's nephew. Peasant and Princess, he mused
disgustedly.

His assgnment was to protect her. He wouldn't abuse that trust, no matter his own hopel ess hopes.
Hewould defend her againgt anything that leapt out of the darkness, crawled from the dime, dropped
from the gnarled branches they walked under. He would do it out of respect and admiration and possibly
out of the most powerful of emotions, unrequited love.

Hewould even defend her from himself, he determined tiredly. In five minutes he wasfast adeep....

Any awvkwardness was spared by the fact that he awakened first. Removing hisarm from her
shoulders, he nudged her gently once, twice. With the third nudge she sat straight up, eyeswide and
staring with sudden wakefulness. She turned sharply to stare at him. Then the events of the past severd
days came flooding back to her and she rdlaxed alittle.

"Sorry. | thought | was someplace e se. | wasalittle frightened.” She started to rummage through her
surviva pack, and Luke did the same with his. Threepio offered acheery "Good morning.”

While the cloud-masked sun rose somewhere behind them, warming the mists dightly, they shared a
meager breakfast of emergency cube concentrates.

"Whoever created these," she grimaced in distaste, biting off asmall piece of apink square, "must
have been part machine. They didn't program anything like taste or flavor into them.”

Luketried not to |et the awful taste he was experiencing show. "Oh, | don't know. They're designed
to keep you alive, not to taste good.”

"Want another one?' She extended a blue square with the consstency of dead sponge. Luke eyediit,
half-amiled queesily.

"Not... right away. I'm kind of full." She nodded knowingly,then smiled. He grinned back at her.

Thelong day never grew truly comfortable, but their suits and the thermal capes kept them warm
enough. By late morning it had grown sufficiently hot for them to unhook the capes, fold the thin materid
into small rectangles, and put them up in suit pockets.

Therare breaksin the mist were never large enough to give them aview of the risng sun, though
Threepio and Artoo assured them it was there. It attacked the mist persistently, raising the light level from
mere dimnessto akind of enthusiagtic twilight.

"We should be getting close to the beacon,” shetold them al aroundmidday . Luke wondered how
many hoursthey'd dept. Nights and dayswould be long on Circarpous/Mimban.



"We have to be prepared to find nothing, Princess. There might not be a beacon gtation,”

"I know," she admitted quietly. "Well have to search, though. We can walk in an expanding spird
from the place | plotted, and hope."

A long wdll of trees and lesser growth lay ahead. They plunged into it without hesitating, trading ease
of passage for securefooting.

"Pardon me, ar."

Luke looked dightly ahead and to hisright. Both robots had paused and See Threepio was|eaning
agang something. "What isit, Threepio?'

"Your pardon, Sir, but thisisn't atree I'm pressing againgt,” the 'droid said, "it'smetd. | thought the
matter worthy enough to bring to your notice. Thereisaposshility..." A loud beep cut him off and he
glared down at Artoo. "Talk too much? What do you mean | talk too much, you factory second!”

"Metd... itismeta!" The Princess was standing aongside the robots, waiting for Luke to make his
way through the brush.

"Artoo, seeif you can clear some of this undergrowth away." Thelittle'droid activated asmdl cutting
flame, used it to burn a path through thejungle. "It'sawall... it'sgot to be," Luke muttered as they
walked paralldl to the forest-scarred metal surface.

Sure enough, the metal finaly ended, and they emerged from the trees onto amodestly cleared
roadway. It led into a street paved with packed clay-earth. Buildings lined both sides of the glorified
dley, marching resolutely into the swirling fogs. Warm yellow glows shone from lights hidden behind
tightly sedled windows, illuminating and outlining raised metal Sdewalks canopied against the mist and
ran.

"Thank the Force," the Princess murmured.

"Firgt,” Luke began, "we find aplace to get cleaned up. Then..." Hetook a step forward. A hand
caught his shoulder, held him back. He eyed Lea curioudy. "What's the matter?!

"Think aminute, Luke," she urged him softly. "Thisis more than just asimple homing beacon site.
Much more." Cautioudly, she leaned around the corner of the metal wall, peered down the street. Figures
were gtrolling along the metal walkways now. Others crossed the mist-dicked street. "It'stoo substantia
for ascientific pogt, too."

Luke turned his own attention to the shrouded streets, took in the figures, the crude shape of the
sructures. "Youreright. It'sabig ingtdlation. Maybe some company from Circarpous...”

"No." She gestured sharply. "L ook there."

Two figureswere swaying down the center of the street. They wore armor instead of |oose clothing,
formed armor of white and black. Armor that wasdl too familiar.



Both men carried their helmets casualy. One dropped his, bent to retrieveit, kicked it accidentally up
the street. His companion chided him. Cursing, the clumsy Imperia picked up his hemet, and the two
continued on their meandering path.

Luke's eyes had grown aswide as Leids."Imperid sormtroopers, here. Without the Circarpousians
knowledge, or we'd have heard of it from the underground there.”

Shewas nodding excitedly. "If the Circarpousiansfind out, they'll quit the Empire fagter than a
bureaucrat can quote formg!”

"And who's going to inform them about the violation?' Luke wanted to know.

"Why, we..." The Princess stopped, looked somber. "We have two reasons to need help now,
Luke"

"Shsssh," hewhispered. They drew back further into the darkness. A large cluster of men and
women appeared around the near corner. They were chatting softly among themsalves, but it wasn't their
inaudible conversation that intrigued Luke and Leia. They wore unusua clothing, coveralls of some black,
reflective material which tucked into matching high boots.

The coverallsroseto end in acap that fit over the wearer's head. Some members of the group had
their hoods up and fastenformed, others wore them folded flat against their upper back. Various types of
equipment Luke didn't recogni ze hung and swayed from wide belts.

Evidently the Princess knew what they were. "Miners," sheinformed him, watching as the group
moved off down one metd wakway. "They're wearing mining suits. The Empires digging something
vauable out of thisplanet, and the Circarpousians don't know athing about it."

"How can you be so sure?' Luke inquired.

The Princess sounded positive. "They'd have their own ingtalation here, and no troops. The Empire
obvioudy doesn't want anyone to know about this." Artoo whistled soft agreement.

Further conversation was made impossi ble when the air was suddenly filled with adistant, violent
howling. It sounded like a parade of demons tramping aong just beneath the surface.

The sound continued for several minutes, then ceased. Redlization transformed the Princess
expresson.

"Energy mining!" she explained breathlesdy to Luke. "They're usng some big generators here™ A
thoughtful pause, then, "That might account for the atmaospheric disturbance which forced us down. |

knew I'd read about that effect somewhere. A ship hasto be specidly insulated to drop down through an
areawhere an energy drill isworking. By-products, including excess charges, are shunted away

skyward.

"But thefalout materids-if thisworld supportsanativerace, it'sillegd, that kind of mining.”
"Sincewhen," observed L uke bitterly, "did legalities ever matter to the Empire?’

"Youreright, of course.



"We can't sand hereforever,” he went on. "First thing we have to do is obtain some substantia food.
Those concentrates can keep you dive for only so long without some protein to work with. And," he
added, glancing at her muddy exterior, "we've got to get cleaned up. We can't attract any attention. Since
Y avin and the Death Star we're both well known to Imperia enforcement officia's, we'd be taken on
sght.”

He studied her pilot's suit, then his own. "We can't go strolling around town in these. | think wed
better work on stealing achange of clothing."

"Sted ?" the Princess objected, drawinghersdf up."From a possibly honest shopkeeper? If you think
for aminute that aformer Princess of theroya house of Alderaan, a Senator, is going to resort to-"

"I'll stedl them," Luke said curtly. He leaned around the metal corner. The mist-shrouded street was
momentarily deserted and he beckoned for her to follow.

They hugged the wals of the buildings, trying to pass quickly before any lit windows or open doors,
dipping furtively from shadow to shadow. Luke hastily examined each sorefront in passing. Findly he
halted, indicated the sign above adoorway.

"Miner'ssupplies” he whispered. "Thisisthe one we want." While the Princess watched the
walkways, hetried to peer through one dark window. "Maybe it'saholiday," he guessed hopefully.

"Morelikely the only establishments open thistime of night sell nothing but intoxicants,”" the Princess
pointed out prosaically. "What now?" Shelooked uncomfortable.

By way of reply Luke led her around back. The rear entrance he'd hoped for wasthere. But it was
secured, as held feared. To complicate matters there was a broad open lane behind the buildings, from
which the jungle and bog had been shunted away. If anyone happened to come walking past, they'd have
nowhereto hide.

"Wonderful," the Princess observed as Luke tried the locked portal. "How do we get in?' Shewas
indicating the seamless metal door which, no doubt, was locked and controlled from theinside. The back
of the building was devoid of windows, possibly to foil intentions such astheirs.

Luke removed the lightsaber from hiswaist, very dowly adjusted the controls set in the handle.
"What are you going to do, Luke?"

"I don't know how big thistown is, but anoisy break-in would attract too much attention. So I'm
trying not to be noisy.”

Watching with interest, the Princess took a couple of steps back, looking nervoudy up and down the
alleyway. Any second she expected to see asquad of angry troopers racing around a corner toward her,
derted by some hidden alarm they had unknowingly triggered.

Only jungle sounds reached her; however, as Luke activated his saber. Instead of the meter-plus
shaft of white energy, the pomme put forth ashort, needle-thin spoke. With concentration worthy of a
master craftsman, Luke stepped forward and moved the energy beam aong the dight space visble
between door and frame. A third of the way down the door a distinct click sounded and the door did
obediently asde. Readjusting his saber, Luke flicked it off and replaced it a hiswai <.



"Go ahead,” shetold him. "The 'droidsand | will keep watch."
He nodded, vanished insde.

Luke's principal objective was conveniently located close to the back of the store. He spent several
minutes scrounging through the racks before he found what he wanted. Taking thewell-used clothing, he
hurried to the back entrance and tossed the booty to the Princess. Then he stepped just outside the door,
reached back in and touched the Close stud. He pulled his arm clear asthe door did shut behind him.
With luck it might be several weeks before the storekeeper discovered hisloss.

Wl pleased with himsdlf, Luke stepped down to the ground and began unsnapping hisflight suit. He
was partly undressed when he paused and noticed the Princess standing and staring at him.

"Come on. We haveto hurry."

She put hands on sedl-curve hips, cocked her head to one side and stared meaningfully at him.

"Oh," he murmured, hdf-smiling. He turned away and continued undressing. Fedling that nothing had
changed behind him, he snesked aglance, saw the Princess ill eying him uncomfortably. "What's wrong,
Princess?'

She sounded embarrassed. "L uke, | like you, and we've known each other for awhile, but I'm not
surel cantrust you... now."

He grinned. ™Y ou know it won't make any differenceif the stcormtroopersfind us herein our flight
auits"" He gestured. "Y ou can changein the bush.”

Turning away from her, he continued changing his own attire. She looked back at the nearby jungle.
Tiny yellow points of light, the eyes of unknown creatures, winked on and off in the bushes. Strange,
discomfiting sounds hissed and bleated a her. She sighed, started to dip out of her own flight suit, then

paused.
"Well, what are you two staring at?'

"Oh... sorry, 1..." Anindgtent whistle. "Y es, you'reright, Artoo." Both 'droids turned away from the
Princess.

Shortly, Luke was able to turn and study her approvingly. Her smple, worn suit was a bit snug, but
otherwise looked quite natural on her.

"Well?" she asked, obvioudy not enthralled with her new wardrobe. "What are you staring at?'

"] think maybe something in aprint..." he began. He had to react quickly to duck the boot she threw
a him. It clattered off the metal door.

"Sorry," hetold her, sounding like he meant it as he picked up the boot. Bending over hisold suit he
began transferring various items from it and from his backpack to the belt pouches of the miner's uniform.

One smal case heflipped opencarefully, went rapidly through its contents before snapping it shut and
dipping it into apocket. "I've got enough Imperid currency to last usawhile Y ou?"



She glanced away from him. "What would a representative of theAlliance be doing with common
currency on adiplomatic misson?'

Luke sighed. "Well make do, | suppose. How would you like something to eat besidesa
concentrate?'

She faced him, visbly more cheerful. "I could eat haf a Chou-shou, Luke. Are you sure we ought to,
though?'

"We have to mingle sometime. Aslong aswe don't look or act like total strangers, no one should
bother us." They started back toward the main street, after burying their packs and flight suitsin a syrupy

bog.
They were halfway there when theincreasing light caused L uke to stop.
"What's the matter?' the Princess asked, worried.
"Twothings" Lukeingsted, eying her. "Firg of dl, therésyour wak."
"And what'swrong with my wak?'
"Nothing. That'sthetrouble.”
Her brows drew together in puzzlement. "I don't follow you, Luke."
He explained dowly. "Yourewaking like... like a Princess. Not like aworking woman. Sump your

shoulders, take some of the confidence and distance out of your stride. Stagger alittle. Y ou've got to
walk like atired mineral-grubber, not like one of the Imperia family. And then there's the second

thing...."

Reaching out, he touseled her neat hairdo violently.

"Hey!" she objected, struggling. When he stepped back, her hair formed a nebul ous maze of
undisciplined strands around her head and face, the intricate double-bun shed worn now completely
obliterated.

"That's better," he observed, "but there's still something not right." After amoment, he reached down,
picked up ahandful of moist earth,then stepped toward her.

"Oh no," shewarned him, putting up both hands defensively and moving backward. "I've been living
indudge for days. I'm not letting you smear that gunk on me!”

"Haveit your way, Leia" He dropped the dirt and it hit the ground with aloud splat. "You do it.”

The Princess hesitated. Then, using spit and hands and aminimum of dirt, she succeeded in wiping
every trace of makeup from her face and dirtying it aslittle aspossible.

"How'sthis?' she asked guardedly.

L uke nodded gpprovingly."Much better. Y ou look like someone whao's been out in the desert too
long without water."



"Thanks" she muttered. "I'm beginning to fed likeit, too."
"It'snecessary. | just want to see us get off thisworld dive."

"Wewon' if we don't find that food you mentioned." He had to hurry to catch up with her as she
headed toward the strest....

THEY conversed in whispers as they made their way down the meta walkway toward the better-lit
buildings. More and more miners and other figures began to appear, materiaizing out of the migts.

"The town'sbeginning to comedive," Leamurmured. "They probably run three dternating shifts at
themine.Lookslike oneisjudt letting out."

"I don't know," Luke confessed, "but you've got to do something about your walk. Souch some
more."

She nodded, made an effort to comply. Luke tried not to Stare at passing faces, afraid one might be
staring back at them.

"You'restill too tense. Relax. There, that's better.”

They stopped before areasonably quiet, fairly well maintained structure that advertised itself asa
tavern.

"It looks peaceful enough.” He turned. "Threepio, you and Artoo wait out here. No sense asking for
trouble. Find adark corner somewhere and stay quiet until we come back.”

"Y ou don't haveto urge me, Master Luke," thetdl golden 'droid exclaimed fervently. "Come on,
Artoo." Both 'droids headed for a narrow passageway between the tavern and its neighboring building.

"What do you think, Princess? Should we take a chance?'

"I'm gtarving... we've wasted enough time." She put ahand over the door switch. Immediatdly the
double doors did apart.

Lightsand noise and talk in overwhelming quantities assailed them ingtantly. Having exposed
themselves, they had no choice but to enter, as casudly asthey could manage.

Low boothsfilled with hectic humanity honeycombed the tavern interior. The miasmaof narcotic
incense and other smokes nearly asphyxiated Luke, and he had to struggle not to cough.

"What'swrong?" The Princess |ooked worried, though unaffected by the decadent atmosphere.
"People arelooking at you."



"It's... theair," he explained, fighting to bresthe normally. "Theres something init. A whole bunch of
somethings”

The Princess chuckled."Too much for you, fighter pilot?!

Luke wasn't ashamed to admit it. When he could spare thewind for talk again, hetold her,
"Basicaly, I'm acountry boy, Leia. | haven't had too much exposure to sophisticated entertainments.”

She sniffed the air gppraisingly. "1 wouldn't call these scents sophisticated. Thick, yes, but not
sophidticated.”

Somewhere near the center of the human whirlpool they miraculoudy came upon an empty table. The
Princess concentrated intently on the tabletop when the human waiter approached them. She needn't
have worried. He didn't give them aglance.

"Y our plessure?' heinquired smply, distantly. The man smoked something on the job, L uke noted.

"What's best tonight?' he asked the man, striving to sound like someone who'd just spent ten hoursin
the bowels of the earth.

"Kommerken steak, flank cut; and ootoowergs... usua supplements.”
"For two," Luketold him, kegping conversation to aminimum.

That appeared to suit the attendant fine. "Got it," he replied with equal perfunctoriness, and waded
off into the mob.

"Hedidn't ask any questions,” the Princess murmured excitedly, looking back up at L uke.

"No. Thismight be easier than | thought." He was beginning to fed something like hope. Then his
expression darkened.

"What isit, Luke?' He gestured, and she turned to look toward the bar.

A large, hulking miner was being feebly assailed by something human-sized, skinny, and covered
completely with light green fur. 1t had wide, nocturnal eyesand acrest of higher, darker fur running from
the crown of its head down the middle of itsback. A smply worked skin of some unknown anima was
wrapped about its pelvic region and severa jangling necklaces adorned with primitive decorations swung
from the neck.

Presently the creature began making mewing, begging noisesin ahigh, rippling voice. Thedien
singsong was coated with an unmistakable hint of desperation.

"Vease, dr," it begged, "smav drink?Vickerman, vickerman?”

The big miner met this pitiful request by putting out abroad foot and kicking the nativein the face.
Lukewinced and looked away. The Princess glanced at him.

"What'swrong, Luke?'

"| can't stand to see anything abused like that," he muttered, "human or animal or aien." He faced her



curioudy. "How can you watch it?"

"l saw my wholeworld, saverd million people, destroyed," she responded with chilling
matter-of-factness. "Nothing mankind does surprises me anymore, except that anyone could still be
surprised by it." She turned her clinical gaze back to the scene at the bar.

"Bootop!" the miner bellowed at the aborigine, while his companions chortled among themsdlves.
"Bootop, ves?'

Its head twitching in what seemed to be an unnaturd action, the whining, pleading dien stared up at
the man, wiping the blood from itsface."Vickerman, vickerman?”'

"Y eah, vickerman," the miner admitted, tiring of the game alittle."Bootop.”

Without further prompting the native dropped onits belly. An unexpectedly long, snake-like tongue
darted out and began to lick the grime and mud from the man's boots.

"I'mgoing to be sick," Luke whispered, bardly audible. The Princess merely shrugged.
"We have our devils and our angels, Luke. Y ou have to be ready to handle both.”

When she looked back to the bar the native had finished its demeaning task and was holding up
cupped hands anxioudy. "Tend vickerman, now, now?"

"Yeah, sure,” the miner said. Reaching onto the bar he picked up an oddly formed bottle and touched
abutton onitsside. Part of the bottle's upper section filled with adark liquid. It stopped filling with a
dlick.

Turning to face the expectant native, the miner tilted the bottle over, spilling the thick red liquor onto
the floor instead of in the cupped hands. While the men and women &t the bar enjoyed their fina laugh at
the poor creature's expense, it dropped to a prone position and that amazing tongue flicked in and out
likeafrog's, to lap up the liquor beforeit retreated into cracks and depressonsin thefloor.

Unable to watch further, Luke let his curious gaze wander around the large, smoke-filled chamber.
Now he saw more of the green-furred bipeds moving about. Many were begging with an air of frantic
hopefulness, others engaged in performing some menid task.

"| don't recognize thisrace.”

"Neither dol ," the Princess admitted. "They must be native to thisworld. The Empireisn't noted for
the gentleness with which it trests non-allied aborigines.”

Luke was about to comment, but she made a quieting gesture. The attendant had arrived with their
food.

The meat had apeculiar color, the vegetables more so. But everything was hot and of good flavor.
Three spigots emerged flower-like from the center of their table. Filling his glass from one, he sampled
the contents expectantly. "Not bad.”

Meanwhile the Princess tasted her meet gingerly. Her mouth wrinkled as she chewed, swallowed.
"Not what I'd order if | had achoice...”



"Wedon't," Luke pointed out.
"No...we don't. We..." She stopped, staring, and L uke turned to look behind him.

The attendant was gtill standing there, watching her. As soon as he noticed her looking back at him,
he turned and walked away.

"Y ou think he suspects?’ she murmured worriedly.

"How could he? Y our clothes are right, even | wouldn't recognize you."

Partly reassured, Leiabent over her plate and resumed esting.

"L ook, over there" she said. Luke turned, glanced furtively in the indicated direction.

The attendant was talking with atall, urbane man dressed in the uniform of an Imperia civil servant.

"They do suspect!" she whispered tightly. She started to stand. "I've had enough, Luke. Let's get out
of here."

"We can't rush off, especidly if we're being watched,” he countered. "Don't panic, Princess.”
"l said I'm leaving, Luke." Nervous, she tarted to turn and leave.

Without redlizing what he was doing, he reached out, dapped her hard across the face, and as heads
turned in ther direction said loudly, "No favorsfor you until I'm finished egting!"

One hand went to her burning cheek. Wide-eyed and voiceless, the Princess dowly sat back down.

Lukefrantically attacked his steak as the uniformed Imperia sauntered over to them, backed by the
attendant at a discreet distance.

"If theré's sometrouble..." he began.
"No, no trouble," Luke assured him, forcing asmile. The man didn't leave. "Can | help you,maybe. "

"Not you. It'sclear what you are, miner." The bureaucrat's oily gaze shifted to Lela "I'm more
curious about your companion here.” Leiadidn't look up at him.

"Why?' Luke wondered cheerfully. "What's the problem?"

"Wdl, shedressssalittlelikeaminer,”" the man said, "but as Elarles here," and he indicated the
attendant, "noted, her hands would seem to indicate some other profession.”

With agtart, Luke a so noticed the Princess hands: soft, pale, uncalloused, clearly the hands of
anyone but amanual worker. Luke'syears on his uncle'sfarm had equipped hisbody, including his
hands, to play the role of smple miner, but Princess Organa had probably spent her time handling only
booktapes, never an excavator or pitter.

Hethought furioudy. "No, she's... uh, | bought her." Leiatwitched, stared at him amoment before
returning resolutely to her food. "Y es, she'saservant of mine.Spent al my earningson her.” Hetried to



sound indifferent, shrugged as he returned to his eating. " She's not much, of course.” Her shoulders
shook. "But shewasthe best | could afford. And she'skind of amusing to have around, though she tends
to get out of linea timesand | haveto dap her down."

The bureaucrat nodded understandingly, smiled for thefirst time. "I sympathize, young man. Sorry to
interrupt your medl.”

"No bother," Luke called as the man returned to his own table.
The Princessglared up a him. "Y ou enjoyed that, didn't you?"
"No, of coursenot.| had to do it, to save us.”

She rubbed her cheek.”And that servant-girl story?"

"It wasthefirst logical thing | could think of," heinssted. "Besides, it explainsyou aswell as anything
could." He sounded pleased. "No one will question you once the word gets around.”

"Getsaround?' Sherose. "If you think, Luke Skywalker, that I'm going to act as your servant until-"

"Hey, honey... you okay?' anew voiceinquired. Luke looked at the old woman who'd appeared
next to the Princess. Placing afirm hand on the Princess's shoulder, she exerted agentle but unyielding
pressure. Still dightly stunned, the Princess sat down dowly.

Luke eyed the woman warily as she pulled achair up to their table. "We haven't met. And | don't
remember inviting you tojoin us. Soif you'l just leave my servant and me done.”

"Oh, | wouldn't bother you two, boy," the woman inssted in a tone suggesting subtly that she knew
something they didn't. She jerked her head toward the Princess.

"Ain't surprised we haven't met before. Y ou two are strangers here, ain't you?"

That statement seemed to snap the Princess out of her paralysis. She gave the old woman a startled
stare, then looked away... anywhere but at those knowing, accusing eyes.

"What makesyou say aridiculousthing likethat?" Luke Ssammered.

She leaned congpiratorially close. "Old Halahas a pretty good eye for faces. Y ou're not residents of
thistown and | ain't seen you in none of the other four. Sick and decrepit asthisworld is, | know al the
sckiesand decrepitsinhabiting it. Y ou're new to me."

"We... wecameinonthelast ship," Lukedibied blindly.

She grinned a him, unimpressed. "Did you now? Tryin' to fool old Hala, ain't you? No, don't look so
frightened, boy and girl. Y our faceisturnin’ white as the insde of atrooper's belly. So you're strangers...
That's good, good. | need strangers. | need you to help me."

The Princess swerved to stare wonderingly at her. ™Y ou want usto help you?”'

"Surprised, ain't you?' Halla cackled.



"Help you do what?" Luke queried in confusion.

"Just help,” she said, casudly cryptic. "You help me, | help you. And | know you need help, because
there are no strangers on thisworld, and yet you're here. Want to know how | know you're strangers?”
She leaned over the table again and wagged aknowing finger at Luke.

"Because, young man, the Forceis strong within you.”

Luke smiled sickly at her. "The Force is a superdtition, amyth people swear by. It's used to frighten
children.

"Isthat s0?7" Halla sat back and folded her armsin satisfaction. "Well then, boy, the superdtitionis
strong in you. Much stronger than in anyone else I've met on this forsaken scoop of mud.”

Abruptly, Luke was peering closer a her. "What isit, Luke?' the Princess asked, seeing the
expression that had come over hisface. Heignored her.

"Y ou said your name was Hdla." The woman nodded dowly, once. "Y ou have alittle of the Force
about you, too."

"Morethan alittle, sgpling,” she arguedindignantly . "I am amaster of the Force, amaster!™

Luke said nothing. ™Y ou want proof then?"' she went on."Watch!"

Concentrating hard on a spice shaker in the middle of the table, under one of the spigots, she made it
quiver dightly. It bounced once againgt the table, twice, and moved severd centimetersto itsleft. Sitting
back, Hallatook a deep breath and wiped the swesat from her brow.

"There, you see?A little of the Force, indeed!"

"I'm convinced," Luke confessed, with a curious look toward the curious Princess, alook that said he
was anything but impressed by such parlor tricks. ™Y ou do have alot of the Force about you."

"I can do other thingswhen | want to, too," Hallaannounced proudly. "Two manipulators of the
Force... we're destined to join hands, en?”

"I'm not so sure..." the Princess began.

"Don't worry about me, little pretty,” Hallainstructed her. She reached out to touch the Princess
hand. Leiadrew hers away uncertainly. Hallastudied her, smiled,grabbed the wrist hard.

"You think I'm crazy, don't you? Y ou think old Hallas crazy."

The Princess shook her head. "No... | didn't say that. | never said that."

"Eh, but you thought it, didn't you?" When Leiadidn't reply, Halla shrugged. If she was offended, she
didn't show it."No matter, no matter." Shelet go of the Princess wrist and Leiadrew it away dowly,
rubbed it with her other hand.

"Why do you want to hdp us?' Lukeinquired firmly." Assuming just for the sake of discusson that we
need any help and that your guesses areright.”



"Just for the sake of discusson, boy," shemimicked him, "I'll get to that. Tell me what you need from
rre.ll

"Now look, old woman," Luke began threateningly.

She wasn't intimidated. "It won't work with me, swaddle-clothes. Y ou don't want it widely advertised
that you're strangers here, do you?' Her voice rose dightly with the last, and Luke made shushing
motions at her, glancing around to see if anyone had overheard.

"Okay. Since you know we're strangers, you know what we need. We have to get off this planet.”
The Princess gave him awarning look, but he shook it off.

"No, relax. She does have the Force about her." He turned back to face the oldster. "Who are you,
ayway?'

"Just old Halla," the woman declared blankly. "And you just want to get off Mimban. Y ou didn't pick
measimpleone, didyou. " Shefrowned dyly. "Say, how did you two get here, anyways? Y ou can't
convince me you came on the regular supply ship.”

"Regular supply ship?' Lelaexclaimed. "Y ou mean Circarpous knows about thisingta lation?”

"Now, woman, did | say where the transport was from?' Halla snorted derisively."The
Circarpousians... those provincids Thisplaceisright in their backyard and they don't know about it.
No, the Imperia government operates the mine and the towns direct.”

"We suspected as much,” Luke admitted.

"They monitor space out for many planetary diameters,”" Halawent on. "The Circarpousians have a
pretty good colony going onTen . If aship passes anywhere close by, they shut down everything. The
mine, thelanding beacon, everything."

"I think | see why they didn't detect us,” Luke ventured. Lela put out arestraining hand, looked at
him warningly. He shook her off. "Either we trust Hallaor we don't. She aready suspects enough to turn
usover to theloca enforcers anytime she wantsto."

Helooked openly at the old woman. "We were traveling from Circarpous X toFour on business”

"Y ou were coming from the Rebedl base on Fourteen, you mean,” Hala corrected him smugly.”"So
much for trust." When Luke choked on hisreply, shewaved it away. "Never mind, boy. The only
government | recognizeismy own. If | wanted to sell out the Rebels, do you think that baseld still be
there?"

Lukeforced himsdlf to relax, smiled at her. "Weweretraveling in apair of single-seat fighters. If the
insrumentation hereis stlandard, it's not cdibrated to recognize anything that smdl. That must be why
theré's been no darmraised . We got down undetected.”

"Where are your two ships?' Halla asked with concern. "If they're nearby, they might be found
soon.”

Luke made an indifferent gesture in agenerdly northeast direction. "Out there, somewhere, severd



days waking. That'sif the muck that passesfor ground here hasn't swallowed them up by now."

Hallagave agratified snort. "Good! People don't sray very far from thetowns. Not likely they'll be
discovered. How did you manage to land without the field and beacon?”

"Land!" the Princess sngpped. "That's funny. We ran into some kind of field-distortion effect,
produced by the energy mining, I'll bet. It wiped out our onboard instrumentation. 1'd expect aship needs
gpecia shielding to pass through an atmosphere affected by that kind of waste energy. It's adamn good
thing we did, though, or we would have set down right on the Imperids field," she finished.

"You see, Halla," Luke explained. "Y ou have to help us arrange off-world passage.”

"Next to impossible, boy. Think of something ese. Y ou're hereillegd, without proper identification.
The moment anyone asks you to produce it and you cant, they'll dump you in the local lock-tight for
questioning. Theloca head isamind-ugly-ug named Grammel." She looked at each of them inturn,
solemn.”A good man to avoid.”

"All right," Luke agreed eadlly, "then if we can't leave through norma channds, you'l haveto help us
ged aship.”

For thefirst time since sheld joined them, Halla sat speechless. "Anything ese you'd like, boy?' she
finaly wondered. "Grammd's cloak of office, or maybe the Emperor's Dudities? Steal aship? Y ou've got
to be out of your mind, boy."

"We'rein sound company, then,” the Princess observed with satisfaction.

Hallaturned on her. "I've had just about enough of you, little pretty. I'm not sure | need your help.”

"Do you have any ideawho | am?' the Princess started to tell her. She caught hersdlf just intime.
"Not that it matters. What does matter isthat you can't do it, can you?"'

Hallagtarted to object but the Princess cut her off chalengingly. "Can you?'

"It'snot that | cant, little pretty,” Halasad carefully. "It'sthat the risksinvolvedto make it
worthwhile..." Shewent quiet, finaly looked up reluctantly at Luke. "All right, boy and lady. I'll help you
ged your ship.”

Luke looked excitedly over at the Princess, who continued to watch Halla."On that one condition.”

The Princess nodded knowingly. "What condition?' sheinquired formally.

"You hdp mefirg.”

"l don't see that we have much choice," Luke essayed. “"What do you need usto help you with?!

"To find something,” Halla began. "With your knowledge of the Force combined with mine, boy, it
should be smple. But it's something | can't do done, and something | can't trust anybody else with. |

know | can trust you, because if you try to crossme, I'll sell you to Gramme."

"Sensible," the Princess noted eadily. "Y ou say the task will be smple. What are we supposed to
find?'



Halalooked around the table with seriocomic intensity before turning back to them. "I don't suppose
ether of you children have ever heard of the Kaiburr crystd?"

"Right sofar," Leiaadmitted, unimpressed.

"Your ignorance ain't surprising,” Halaexplained. "Only afew people familiar with the exploration of
Mimban have heard of it. Circarpousian xenoarcheologistsfirst heard about it on their one and only
exploration expedition to this planet. They eventualy decided it wasamyth, aloca tal story concocted
by the nativesin an attempt to coax more liquor from them. Mostly they forgot about it. But it wasin the
Imperid records when the mining outfit set up their hole here,

"According to the myth, the crystd islocated in thetempleof Pomojema. It'saminor local deity, say
the greenies I've talked with."

"All sounds plausible,” Luke waswilling to concede. "Where'sthe temple?’

"A long haul from here, again according to the native information I've been able to piece together,”
Hallawent on. "Thisworld isrotten with temples. And remember, this Pomojemas athird-rate god. So
nobody's been too interested in finding histemple-house.”

"Temples, gods, crystds,” the Princess murmured. " Okay, suppose thislegendary place doesexis,”
she hypothesized, jabbing an accusing finger at Hadla "This Kaiburr crysta, just what isit supposed to
be... abig gemstone of some kind?'

"Of somekind," Halla confessed with that dy smile of hers. "Interested in spite of yoursdf, an't you?"
The Princess |ooked away.

"Weéreinterested in anything that brings us closer to getting off here," Luke admitted. "l haveto say
thisstory of the crysta soundsintriguing onits own. What kind of gemisit?"

"Pfagh! | could care lesswhat kind of necklace it could make for some spoiled noblewoman, boy."
She eyed the Princess meaningfully before continuing. "1'm more interested in a certain property it's

supposed to have."

"More stories," the Princess murmured. "How can you be so absolutely convinced, Halla? So certain
that the xenoarcheologists weren't right and that it'sall andativetale?'

"Because," Halareturned triumphantly, "I have proof!" Reaching into her suit top, she extricated a

packet of insulating material and unrolled it on thetable. It contained atiny metal box. Using the nail of
her right-hand little finger she turned the miniature combination lock severd times. With an infinitesmal

pop thetiny lid flipped open.
Luke peered close for agood look. The Princess did the same.

What they saw was a splinter of something that looked like red glass and glowed softly. The color
was deeper, richer than red corundum. It had a vitreous luster resembling crystalized honey.

"Well," Hallaasked them after along moment, "now are you convinced I'm telling the truth?*

Still skeyptical, the Princess sat back and looked askance a Halla "A smdl fragment of radiant glass



or plastic, or an ordinary silicate treated to glow. Y ou expect me to accept that as proof ?'

"Thisisapiece of the Kaburr crystd itsdf!" Hallainssted, offended by her disbelief.

"Sureitis" the Princess agreed, nodding. "Where did you get it?"

"From agreenie, in exchange for abottle of tipples.”

Lelagave her astrained look. "So youretrying to tell usthat one of the primitive, superdtitiouslocas
would part with ashard of some hdf-legendary gem, from one of hisown temples, for alousy bottle of
liquor?'

"It wasn't his ancestor's temple or god," Halla countered with mild contempt. "Evenif it was, it
wouldn't matter. Look at the pitiful things." She gestured, and they saw the degraded, crawling beggars
pleading with patrons for achance to perform the most servile actsin return for asip of acohol.

"They'll do anything short of killing themselvesfor adrink. Perform the most menid jobsfor daysfor
atenth of abottle."

"Maybeyoureright,” Leiahad to admit uncomfortably. " Just maybe this could be a piece of what
you claim it to be from where you say it came from. | sill don't see why you have thisdrive to go hunting
for it, especidly if you ingst itsjewd potentia doesn't interest you.”

"Still can't see, can you?' Hallamurmured. She turned sharply to face Luke. "Touchit, boy."

Luke hestated, his gaze moving from the Princessto Halla and back again. Hallaremoved it from the
box and extended it out to him in a cupped hand.

"See, it'snot hot," shetold him. "Go on, touch it and believe. Areyou afraid?' Luke continued to
hestate.

"I'll touchit,” the Princess volunteered, extending afinger. But Hala pulled it out of her reach.

"No. Thisisn't for you. Touching it would prove nothing to you." She reached out toward Luke again.
"Go on, boy. It won't hurt you."

Licking hislower lip, Luke cautioudy probed for the splinter with afinger. Touched it.
It felt exactly likewhat itresembled, a piece of glowing heatless glass. But the sensations that coursed
through him did not come from hisfinger, were not carried by the nervesin his skin. He quickly drew

back hisarm asif hed contacted alive current.

"Luke, what isit?" the Princess exclaimed, suddenly concerned. She stared accusingly a Hala
"Youvehurt him!"

"No, little pretty mouth, | haven't hurt him. He has been startled and shocked and surprised, much as
| waswhen | first contacted the crystal.”

Lelafaced Luke. "What did you fed ?*

"|... didn't fed anything," he informed her softly, now utterly convinced of the old woman's Sincerity.



"l experienced it. This" and he indicated the fragment of red minera, "increases one's perception of the
Force. It magnifiesand clarifies... in proportion to its Size and dengity, | think." He gazed hard at Halla.
"Anyonein possesson of theentire crystd, if it's much larger than this fragment, would have such alock
on the Force that he could do dmost anything, anything at all.”

"My thought aso, boy," Halla agreed. She replaced the fragment in its box and snapped the lid shut,
then re-rolled it in the soft materia . She handed it to Luke. "To show you | mean what | say, you keepit.
Go on, takeit." Luke did so,then dipped it into a pocket.

"And now, | think," shewent on, "you have no choice but to help me, and without delay."
"Who says 507" the Princess grumbled.

"No one says 0, little pretty. Facts say so. By touching the fragment, Luke here set up atiny but
perceptible sirring in the Force. | fet it. It might have traveled no farther than thistavern, or it might have
affected sengtives hafway acrossthe gaaxy. There are Force-senstivesin the Imperid government who
might fed such adtirring.

"However," she continued with ashrug, "as| said, the sensation might have gone no farther than
mysdf . But can you take that chance, Luke? If you're both with theAlliance, asI'm pretty sure by now
you are, then the Imperials should be redl interested in Luke, here. From what | hear, they don't liketo
think of there being anyone on the Rebe side capable of handling the Force.

"Besides, boy, you know what kind of damage a Force master could do with the entire crystdl in his
hands. Can you take a chance on the Empirefinding it first?' She looked almost apologetic. " Sorry, buit |
had to do something to shove you both past the no-return point. Couldn't risk having my first redly
secure helpers back out on me, could 17

"Shelsright, Leia" Luke told his companion. "We can't take the chance of having the crystd fal into
Imperid hands™

"You'reright, Luke..."

"Besides, Leia, we have no choice. We need Halato help us get off-planet, and she won't do that
until wefind the crystal anyway." He eyed her hopefully."All right?'

"My, my, what's this?A miner asking permission from hisservant girl?* Neither of them could meet
her shrewd gaze. "Takeit easy, children. | won't give you away, whoever you are." She glanced around.
"Thisisn't the most private place to do business. Now, if you're finished with your supper, we'd do well
to talk esawhere.”

L uke nodded. "It's about time we reassured Artoo and Threepio.”

"Jugt aminute." Hallaput out arestraining hand. "1 thought there were only the two of you."

Luke grinned. "Two 'droids | acquired... inherited, you might say."

"Oh, that's all right, then. Never could afford a persond 'droid mysdf."

While paying their bill, Luke snesked aglancein the direction of the Imperid civil servant. The man
evidenced no further interest in them, didn't even look in their direction. The servant-girl story had



gpparently convinced him.

Once outside with the double metal door panels shut behind them, Leiakicked Luke sharply in the
shins. He went staggering, tumbled off the narrow wakway into the mud-filled trench which separated
walkway from moresolid street . When he recovered his senses, he gazed at her in surprise.

"Now you look more likeaminer,” she grinned at him. "That'sfor dapping meinside. No hard
fedings?'

L uke shook some of the mud from his hands, wiped at his chest, then smiled up at her. "No hard
fedings, Leia" He reached up, extended a hand. The Princess leaned forward, her |eft hand gripping a
supporting pogt, her right extended to help Luke.

Her caution didn't matter. Luke yanked hard, and she plunged messily into the trench besde him. He
sat there, grinning, as she turned around, looked down at hersdf in distress.

"Look at me! Look what you've doneto me!”

"Madeyou look alittle more likeaservant girl," hereplied easily. "Can't be too careful here, you
know."

"Well, inthat case...” Luke ducked thefirst handful of gook she heaved in hisdirection, caught part of
the second and grappled with her.

Hallawas watching, amused, until several large men came out of the tavern behind her. They paused,
their attention aso drawn by the wrestling match in the mud. They weredl just drunk enough to be
dangerous and the longer they watched, the quieter they became.

Much too quiet to suit Hdlla...

"FOR our souls and hedlth," she muttered hagtily to the two combatants, "stop it, you two! ™
Encased in mud, neither Luke nor the Princess heard Halla's anxioudy whispered warning.

One of the men leaned to hisright, spat something out between hisbeard and commented, " Servant's
not supposed to fight back, boys."

"Doesn't seem proper somehow,” his companion agreed.
"Beddes," thefirg man added, "fightin' inpublic's againgt the town decrees, ain't it?"
"That'sright," another man concurred. "Maybe we can straighten ‘em out before the night troop takes

‘emin. Bedoin' ‘'em agood turn.” He called down to Luke. "Hang in there, young fella. We won't let her
hurt you."



Grinning and chuckling among themsaves, the five stepped down off the walkway. Finding hersdlf
providently ignored by al concerned, Halla dipped back into the shadows.

"Isthere anything we can do, madam?" avoice said into her ear. She jumped. Threepio jumped.
"Y ou've no right scaring me like that, you refugee from a scrap shop!™
"| gpologize, but my master and the lady..."

"Oh. Areyou Thregpio?' The 'droid nodded dightly. "And this must be Artoo." A beep sounded from
adim shape nearby. "We can't do anything yet, I'm afraid." She peered back out into the street. "Maybe
those bulk-boys are just teasing.”

Two of themen pulled Leiaoff Luke. That provided them with agood glimpse of her for thefirst
time. Their initia amusement abruptly shifted asless pleasant emotions surfaced.

"Wdl now," murmured abarrd-chested individua with aManchu mustache. "Thisisno 'droid
servant, that'sfor sure.”

Leiabecame aware of the miners sares. Severa buckles and straps on the tight-fitting clothes had
come undone while she'd been wrestling with Luke. Despite the coating of mud over them, their exposed
areas were drawing an uncomfortable amount of attention. Shefelt asif something was crawling al over
her under her clothing.

Ignoring the mud and trying to draw the loose ends of her dttire together, she drew hersdf up regdly,
announced with shaky dignity, "Thank you very much. Thisisaprivate matter. Now, if you'l al be so
kind asto leave usto settle our differences.”

"Thank you very much, thisisa private matter," one of the men echoed in amincing tone. The others
guffawed. The one with the beard leered down &t her.

"Y ou're not aregistered citizen, lady-love." Heindicated her shoulder. "No name tag, nothing.
Fighting in apublic street's againgt the law. Mine law says we got to apprehend anyone breaking the law
when and where we can. C'mere and lemme gpprehend you." He reached out a massive paw.

Backing up aquick step, the Princess continued to glare at them, but her confidence was seeping
away like snow on astove.

"I can't tdll youwho | am, but if any of you put ahand on me, you'll answer for it."

Barrd-chest moved closer. There was no humor in his voice and he did not smile at her. "Little
mudhen, I'll put more than ahand onyou...."

A dimform interposed itsalf between the Princess and her would-be gpprehender. "L ook, thisisa
private argument and we can finish it ourselves, friend.”

"l an't your friend, sonny," the man said evenly, putting out ahand and shoving L uke backward.
"Stay out of this. Y our argument ain't important anymore.”

The Princess|let out a startled exclamation. One of the other men had dipped up behind her and had
grabbed her around the chest with hisleft arm. Luke stepped over quickly, brought the edge of hispalm



down hard on the other'swrigt. Letting out ahurt yelp, the miner stepped back, holding hiswrist.

It had grown deathly silent on the street. All eyes were focused on Luke now, not on the Princess.
The only soundsin the mist came from the distant jungle.

"Sonny boy wantsto play,” snickered the man whose wrist Luke had clipped.”Resdtin' public
apprenension.” Heflicked hisright forearm. There was a clicking sound and a double-bladed stiletto did
out from under his coveral deeve. Theflat of the blades lay flush againgt the back of hisfist. Faded light
from the shielded tavern windows reflected ominoudy off both blades as the man started moving in alow
crouch toward Luke.

The Princess said nothing, just stared. So did Halla, Threepio, and Artoo from the safety of the
shadows.

"Come on, sonny," the man urged, gesturing with his unarmed hand for Luke to gpproach. Then he
flicked the weapon, and twin blades flashed out of his empty deeve. He kicked hisright leg, then his|eft.
Double blades protruded from each boot sole. "Come on, let'sdance. I'll makeit last.”

Trying to watch all eight blades at once, Luketried to distract his attacker. "Thelady and | were
discussing something. We don't need any outside involvement.”

"Too late, sonny," the man grinned. "Y ou and | areinvolved, now." His companions were watching
and chuckling, occasionaly nudging one another. They were obvioudy enjoying every second of the
action.

Jumping forward, the knife-wielder swung a L uke with hisleft hand, followed up the missas Luke
moved back with a spinning sde kick, then sivung around in an arc, reaching with hisright hand. The
double blades made whooshing soundsin the thick, damp night air.

"We don't want any trouble," Luke declared, his hand moving reluctantly to the pomme of his
light-saber.

"In acouple of minutes you won't have to worry about it,” his lant assured him. He dove with a
yell toward L uke, who dodged both kicks and arm swings agilely.

"Look out, Luke!" the Princess shouted... too late. One of the other men had come up behind Luke
and now pinned both armsto his sdes. The knife-wielder was approaching leisurdly, the smile gone from
hisface, making entwining motionswith hisfists. The blades gleamed like hiseyes.

"Fancy dancer, ain't you, boy? I'm tired of chasing you."

"Do him dow, Jake," one of the onlookers advised."Wise-mouth kid."

"l said," Luke began, keeping his eyes on those nearing, weaving blades even as hisright hand moved
to hiswaist again, "we don't want any trouble." He pushed the stud on the hilt of the saber.

Activated, the backward-pointing, meter-long beam of blue energy materidized, sraight through the
right thigh of the man who was holding him. Howling, the man let go of Luke and dropped to the ground,
clutching a hisleg.

Knife-widder froze for amoment, then started forward. With the saber, Luke described an intricate



series of interweaving arcs and circlesin the near darknessthat caused his attacker to hesitate. A steady
moaning came from the man on the ground.

Lukelunged a the knife artist, just enough to make him retreat. "All of you, now... clear off."

Instead of clearing off, the grim-faced quartet exposed more blades and other hand weapons. They
began maneuvering to encircle Luke, staying just out of range of that darting, lethal beam of light.

Leiaevened up the odds by legping on the back of the man nearest her and clawing at hisface. The
three remaining men continued to probe at L uke with their own wegpons, testing his speed and reflexes
with professiona acumen, talking among themsalves and comparing notes on Luke's abilitieswhile
planning the best way to take him. If they were waiting for their fourth companion to join them, they'd be
disgppointed. He had his hands full with the Princess, who was cursing them at the top of her lungs.

Hallawaslooking on anxioudy when movement further up the street drew her attention from the
fight. A knot of efficient figures clad in black and white armor was moving & afast trot toward the tavern.
From the approaching Imperias she looked back to the stalemated battle.

Oneman lunged at Luke from behind. Luke jumped above the charged prod the man waswielding
and swung downward smultaneoudy. Off came ahand, cut and cauterized neetly at thewrig, to land in
the mud and lie there smoking dightly. The man fell backward, speechless, staring at his carbonized
sump.

The troopers were close now. Hallaleft her hiding place and, gesturing for Artoo and Threepio to
follow, dunk off down the accessway between the buildings, vanishing into the night. After a second's
pause to see they could do no good by getting themselves captured, the two 'droids followed.

Both remaining assailants continued to stalk Luke, more cautioudy now. Having dispatched her single
opponent with judicious pressure in the right place, the Princess was looking to take on another when
something sun-bright and loud exploded in their midst, sunning everyone. They dl turned, blinking against
the lingering glare, to see anumber of energy rifles focused on them.

"Put up your wegpons,” the sergeant in charge ordered them sharply, the angular markingson his
armored deeve showing triplein the dim light. Matching marks crossed hishelmet. ™Y ou are remanded to
custody, in the name of the Emperor, for fighting with weaponry in apublic place.

As soon asthe miners had retracted or otherwise holstered their various weapons, Luke shut off his
saber. Two troopers came around and collected the small arsena. The Princess noticed her one victim
recovering consciousness and kicked him soundly.

"Y ou there, stop that!" the sergeant ordered.

"Sorry," shereplied sveetly.

They were marched through the town under armed convoy. Luke took the opportunity to study the
surrounding structures. Few showed much difference from those they'd dready encountered. In atown
likethis, interchangesbility was an economic necessity, he reflected.

Thaose inhabitants who encountered them pressed close to the walls of the buildings and whispered

among themsalves, pointing from time to time at the unlucky miscreants. The spectators obvioudy had
some ideawhat was in store for them.



Luke wished hedid, too.

"Where do you suppose they're taking us?' he murmured to the Princess.
"Tothelocd jail, where dse?'

Luke nodded forward. "If that'sit, I'm impressed.”

They were gpproaching amassive, forbidding ziggurat of ancient Mimbanian architecture. It was
constructed of gray and black stone, exactly like the ruins L uke had spotted when searching for the
Princess ship. The edifice towered, despite its roughly tapering shape, over the more recent, smpler
Sructures of the mining town.

"Not your average lockup,” he commented softly asthey strode under the thick stone arch over the
entrance. Boldly, he queried the trooper next to him. "What isthis place?"

The helmeted soldier turned to him with, "Prisoners and violators of the law areto provide answers,
not questions.”

Surprisingly, asthey moved down a stone corridor lined with modern tubing and electronic
componentry, the trooper volunteered some information. "Thisis one of the old temples built by the
natives of thisworld.”

Luke's surprise was genuine. "'Y oumean, those pitiful wretcheswho beg for drinks?*

Unexpectedly, the man laughed. "Good, you've got a sense of humor. Y ou'll need it. Greenies,
building this? Y ou must spend al your timein the mines. Not me.”

The trooper swelled with sdf-importance. "I'm dways trying to improve mysdlf. Asyou know," he
began, "there are several semi-intelligent races on this world, besides the greenies. Some are more
degenerate than the others. Whatever race built these places," and he gestured with hisrifle at the stone
roof arching overhead, "haslong sincedied out. At least, insofar asthe Imperial survey has been ableto
determine.” They turned another corner and Luke marveled at the Size of the structure.

"This one's been converted to house the mine offices and Imperia headquartersfor Mimban." He
shook his head. "Y ou miners, you don't know much of anything except your own work."

"That'strue," Luke admitted, feging no remorse a damning al miners. They hadn't been particularly
hospitable to him since held landed in their company. "We're from another town," he added for good
meesure.

Thetrooper's brief venture into camaraderie vanished and he replied coldly, "That may or may not
be. Y ou chronic brawlerslie alot. Just because the Empire tolerates alimited amount of disorder here as
asafety valvefor you peopleisno reason to abuse the privilege. Y ou makeit tough on al your fellows."
He pointed ahead, to the trooper who was hefting the satchel of confiscated weapons.

"When killing devices are involved, it becomes more than a question of worker discipline. Charges
will be brought. Too bad for you. | hope you get what you deserve.”

"Thanks" said Lukedrily.



One of the miners grumbled, "Not our fault. Saberman and the woman led uson.”

"Shut up, you," ordered the sergeant. "Y ou'll have your own chanceto tell your side of it to
Captain-Supervisor Grammd."

That caused both Luke and Leiato start violently. Grammel was the man Halla had warned them
about.

"Perhaps helll be generous,” the sergeant went on philosophicaly. "Good workers are difficult to get
here. He may leave you most of your fingers.”

"] wish we'd asked Halla more about this Grammd," Luke murmured.

"Yes, Hdla" The Princess sounded discouraged. " She didn't break her back trying to save us, did
she?'

"What could shedo," Luke countered, "against Imperids?”

"You'reright, | guess. But | would've thought she'd try something.” Leiashrugged. "I suppose | can't
blame her for saving hersdif."

"At least Threepio and Artoo got away,” Luke added softly.
"Hey, any more chatter back there and I'll take off some digits myself,” the sergeant warned.

"How would you like to bury yourself under four feet of mud for about an hour?' the Princess
snapped.

"I wouldn't,” admitted the sergeant camly. "How would you like your pretty tongue burnt out with a
low-power blaster?'

Lelasubsded. They werein enough trouble. Sheld gain nothing by provoking them more. She
concentrated her stare on the middle of the sergeant's back, trying to drive him insane. The sergeant
showed no hint of being affected. Probably solid bone under the helmet, she mused.

They turned alast corner and entered alarge chamber. After the spartan gray stoneinside and out,
the sybaritic furnishings here came as ashock. Red and artificia fur was used lavishly. Many of the
creature comforts Luke would have associated with afar more devel oped world than Mimban were
present. They were not flaunted, however, which indicated that the inhabitant of this chamber regarded
them as his natural accoutrements.

Across the chamber a single man sat behind an un-imposing, functiona desk. "Bring them over,
sergeant.” His bored voice was broken and gravelly. L uke thought he must have suffered some damage
to hisvocal cords.

At agesture from the sergeant, the seven prisoners-including one with alimp and a crudely bandaged
leg-were herded across the room to stand close by the desk.

The most impressive thing about Gramme, L uke thought, was the reaction to him by the miners. All
of their bluster and swagger had disappeared. They stood staring at the floor, the walls, each



other-anywhere but at the man behind the desk. Feet shuffled uneasily.

Without seeming to stare, Luke tried to see the personage who inspired such respectful subservience
from hardened men like the five miners. Grammel had his head buried in his hands as he studied some
paper. Findly he rubbed his eyes, folded his hands and leaned his elbows on the desk as he surveyed
them.

Grammel added no color to his surroundings. His face was egg-shell pale, and the image of the
Imperid officer was tarnished further when he stood to reveal amodest paunch curving gently from
beneath his ernum like afrozen waterfal of suet, to crash and tumble somewhere below the waistlinein
ajumble of uniform.

The slver and gray uniform itself was spotless and nest, however, asif in an attempt to camouflage
the belly beneath. Above thetight, high collar the neck jumped out to a square jaw bordered by a
drooping mustache. Theline of that facia hair matched well the dour expression the Captain-Supervisor
wore-habitually, Luke guessed. Tiny, penetrating eyes peered out from beneath brows like agranite
ridge, overtopped by uneasy black and gray hair.

Thiswas afacethat rardly laughed, L uke decided, and then for the wrong reasons.

Grammel began examining each of the uneasy group in turn. Luke borrowed a hint from the miners
and tried to concentrate solely on astain on the furred floor.

"So these are the disturbers, who break the peace to fight with killing weapons," he observed
disapprovingly. Once more that voice grated on Luke's ears, like a piece of rusty machinery long overdue
for lubrication. Full of grimy squeaks and groans, it suited Grammel perfectly.

Stepping forward smartly, the sergeant reported, "Y es, Captain-Supervisor. Permission to take the
two wounded to theinfirmary.”

"Granted," said Grammel. He did not quite smile, but his permanent frown faded enough for hislips
to draighten dightly. "For atime, they will be better off than those who remain here.”

Under guard, the handless miner and the one with the limp were taken from the room. Grammel
resumed his examination of the remaining people. When he reached L uke and the Princess, his mouth
twitched asif someone had jabbed him with apin.

"Youtwo | don't recognize. Who are you?' He came around from behind the desk, stood nose to
nose with Luke."Y ou, boy! What are you?"'

"Just a contract miner, Captain-Supervisor,” Luke slammered, trying to sound appropriately terrified.
It waan't adifficult task. Nor did he mind alittle verba groveing if hislife hung in the balance.

Gramme moved to stare down at the Princess. Now he smiled gingerly, asif the effort hurt him.
"And you, my dear? Y ou'reaminer too, | suppose.”

"No." Leiadidnt ook a him. She nodded briefly toward Luke. "I'm his... servant.”
"That'sright,” Luke said quickly. "Shesonly my-"

"| can hear, boy," Grammel murmured. He stared back at her, ran afinger down one cheek. "Pretty



woman..." Shetwitched out of hisgrip." Spirited, too." Helooked at Luke. "I congratulate you on your
taste, boy."

"Thank you, gr." Leiaglared at him, but what else could he have said?

"Y our manners are probably matched only by your incompetence,” the Princesstold him.

Gramme merely nodded with satisfaction. "Manners," he repested.”Incompetence.Odd way for a
servant to speak.” He barked at the sergeant, standing gtiffly at attention nearby: "What identification did
you find on these two?"

"I dentification, Captain-Supervisor?We assumed that it was standard, sir.”

"Y ou haven't checked their identification, Sergeant?’ Grammel inquired dowly. Succeeding only in
giving the impression of aman swesting beneath hisarmor, the officer explained lamely, "No, sr. We just

"Never assume, Sergeant. The universeisfull of dead people who lived by assumption.” He turned
politely to Luke and Leia. ™Y our identification now, please?'

Luke made a pretense of searching his clothing, tried to look stunned when the nonexistent
identification didn't materiaize. The Princess fought to imitate him.

"Wemust havelogt it during thefight," he declared, and then hurriedly tried to change the subject.
"These five-three now-attacked us without provocation and-"

"It'salie! one of the miners objected strenuoudy. He looked to Gramme for sympathy, found none.
"You," Grammel told the man very quietly, "shut up." The man complied with dacrity.

A trooper entered the chamber, called out ingratiatingly, " Captain-Supervisor?'

Grammel gppeared irritated at the interruption. "Y es, what isit?’

The trooper approached the desk, whispered something in Gramme's ear. Grammel looked
surprised. "Yes, I'll see him." He walked toward the door.

A smdll cloaked figure entered and engaged Gramme in conversation. Luke couldn't make out more
than an occasiond word. Leaning over, he whispered to the Princess, "I don't likethis, Leia"

She whispered back tightly, "Y ou have thiswonderfully evocative way about you, Luke, of reducing
the most excruciatingly uncomfortable circumstances to the merdly mundane.”

Luke looked hurt. The Captain-Supervisor concluded his conversation with the stunted figure, which
promptly bowed and scurried from the room. Idly, Luke wondered if the thing under the cloak was
human or maybe one of the natives. His speculation wasinterrupted by Grammel'sreturn.

"Y ou miners arted thefight," he stated in ano-nonsense tone, pointedly excluding Luke and Leia
from that category.

"Oh, but Captain-Supervisor,” the largest of the three began obsequioudly, "we were provoked. We



were trying only to uphold the town law about fighting.”
"By breskingit,” Gramme countered, "and by attacking thisyoung lady?"
"It wasn't anything serious,” the man ventured. "We were only goin' to have alittle fun, first."

"Y our fun will cost each of you ahdf time-period's pay,” Grammel declared. "I'm going to be lenient
with you." The three men hardly dared appear hopeful. "The mine laws here are lax and permit you
considerable leeway in terms of relaxation.” Now he glowered at them.

"However, assault with intent to murder is not the Empire'sideaof productive leisure. Whatever," he
added as an afterthought, "I may think personaly.”

Emboldened, one of the miners decided to push hisluck. Stepping forward, he announced,
"Captain-Supervisor Gramme, | apped the judgment.”

Grammel eyed the man the way a botanist would anew species of weed. "Y ou have that right.On
what grounds?’

"Shortness... shortness of trid and informality of circumstances,” the man findly got out.

"Veay wdl.Sincel am the Imperid law here, | will consider your appea myself." Grammel paused a
moment, then said easily, ™Y our gpped isreected.”

"Then | gpped to the Imperid Department of Resources representative in charge of mining
operations,” the man riposted. "I want to see the judgment reviewed in another fashion.”

"Certainly," Gramme agreed. He walked over to the wall behind his desk. Taking along thin bar of
plastic from its place there, he pressed the switch at one end as he came back around the desk. "The
conversation has been recorded,” heinformed them all.

He depressed another switch and the bar showed amoving line of words acrossits waxy surface.
When the record had finished, he raised and abruptly thrust one end of the unyielding plagtic into the
argumentative miner'sleft eye.

Blood and pulp squirted in al directions as the man collapsed, screaming, to the floor. One of his
terrified companions bent over him, tried to staunch the flow of blood from the ruined socket. It ranina
steady stream down the man'sface and coveral front.

"You three are dismissed,” Gramme told them perfunctorily, asif nothing unusua had happened.
"Sergeant?'

"Captain-Supervisor?'

"Takethese three into the rear holding cells. Their two companions can join them as soon asthey're
well enough. Let them st and think for awhile. Record their names and identification codes so that they
may more easly pay their fines. Unless," he finished conversationdly, tapping the recorder rod in one
pam, "someone else would like to appea my judgment?’

Asthe two miners haf-carried, half-dragged their unconscious companion to the exit, under guard,
Grammel gestured at them with therod. "He still has hiseye, you know. It's recorded permanently on



this. Bring him back when herecoversand I'll let him seeit again.”
The sergeant saw the guards and miners out, then returned to stand watch beside the door.

"| didikethese adminidrative details" Gramme said amiably to Luke and the Princess. "But thisisa
largely unknown, unexplored world and | have little time to waste. Sometimes my decisons must be fast
and harsh.

"Only the degree of their ability to devise more sophisticated debasements for themselves separates
the human animalsthat work here from the natives. Thiskind of inventiveness has been apersstent and
lamentable quality of mankind'sfor millennia. Redlizing that as you must, I'm sure you two will be more
sensible than those lower typeswho just left us." He sat back on the edge of the desk, commenced
tapping hislower leg with the red-tipped rod. Luke watched it nervoudy.

"| told you, Captain-Supervisor," he reiterated, " wemust have logt our identification inthefight. It
must have faleninthemud. If you'll just let us go back there I'm surewe can find it. Unless," he added
with seeming concern, "someone came by after the fight and stoleit.”

"Oh, I don't think any of our hard-working citizenswould do that,” Gramme commented, turning
away. Helooked sharply back over hisshoulder. "Infact, | don't think it'slying there, either. | don't think
you two had any identification to lose.

"From what 1've been told, you both are more than strangersto thistown. Y ou're strangersto the
mine, to the Imperia presence here, to this very world. How you arrived undetected and unauthorized
and in one piecel can'timagine." He gritted histeeth and added dangeroudly, "I will find out, however. |
awaysfind out what | want to know."

"That's funny,”" noted the Princess, "because you strike me as having a particularly limited capacity for
learning.”

Her remark didn't faze Gramme. If anything, the Princess studied insults appeared to please him. "A
little while ago, young lady, you called me incompetent. Now you belittle meintelectualy. | am no
intellectud, but | am aso neither incompetent nor uneducated. | got that way by learning how to get
answversto my questions.

"But your first comment was correct, about my manners.” He drew back his|eft foot and kicked her
in the left thigh with the point of hisboot. Moaning in pain, the Princess grabbed her sde below the hip
and sank forward to her knees. Her right hand stopped her fal while the other continued holding the
bruised place. Luke raged inside but resolutely stared straight ahead. This was not the place or timeto
die

"However, | am graightforward,” Grammel continued, gazing down at her.Using hisleg again, he
kicked her right arm out from under her. Shefdl forward, then rolled over and sat up, still holding her left
leg. The Captain-Supervisor kicked out sharply, catching the base of the spine but not hard enough to
pardyze her. She wailed as both hands went to the small of her back and shefell over on her sde, where
shelay moaning.

Grammel drew back hisleg again. Unable to stand by any longer, Luke stepped between them, said
rapidly, "If | told you the truth, Captain-Supervisor, you wouldn't believe me.”

That offer was intriguing enough to cause Gramme to forget the Princess for the moment. "I'm aways



willing to lisen, young man.”

Luke took adisconsolate breath, looked downcast. "We're escaped criminals from Circarpous,” he
confessed painfully. "We're wanted there for extortion and blackmail." He indicated the prone form of the
Princess.

"The girl'smy partner and lure. We... made the mistake of compromising some people who turned
out to be more important than we thought. We're not very important criminal's, but we managed to get
some very important people mad at us." He stopped.

"Go on," urged Gramme noncommittally.

"Circarpous till maintains the death pendty for many crimes,”" Luke continued. "It'sa hectic,
private-enterprise-style world.”

"I know al about Circarpous,” the Captain-Supervisor snapped impatiently.

L uke hastened to go on with hisstory. "We stoleasmadll lifeship. Wed heard about the small
coloniesonTweve and Ten."

"Soyou tried to fleethere,” Grammd interjected."Logicd enough.”

"In hopes of finding away to gain passage out system,” Luke finished rapidly. Hisenthusasm was
honest, because Gramme, at least so far, hadn't rejected the story out of hand. "We even," he added for
good measure, "went so far asto consder joining the Rebelsif that would hel p us escape prosecution.”

"Y ou'd both make pretty pitiful traitors," Grammel observed, "The Rebelswould have sneered at
you. They don't enroll crimindsin their ranks. Odd, sncethey'real technicaly the worst sort of
criminas. Anyone can see by looking at you that you'd never be accepted by them." Fortunately, the
Princesswas in too much pain to snicker, Luke knew.

"I happen to think that your story, young man, though plausible, isa cleverly crafted fasehood.” Luke
went cold inside. "But... it could betrue. If that's the case, if you are what you claim to be, we might even
manage to bend the laws alittle for you. | admireingenuity in others.

"We might even find something for you to do here on Mimban. The Empire has many mal contents
working inthe mines. Y ou've already encountered five of them.

"Of course," he concluded, "1 could always return you to Circarpous for prosecution there."

"Oh no, Captain-Supervisor!" Luke cried, dropping to his knees and clutching desperately at
Gramme'strouser legs. "Please don't do that. They'll have us executed. Please, well work till we drop,
but don't send us back there!l” He was sobbing openly now.

"Get off my boots," Grammel ordered disgustedly. As L uke backed away obediently the
Captain-Supervisor bent to brush at his pants where Luke had touched him.

Wiping tears conjured with difficulty away from hiseyes, Luke tried not to appear too hopeful as he
regarded Gramme. The Princess, meanwhile, had shifted to asitting position. She was till rubbing the
amdl of her back with one hand, carefully avoiding Grammel's gaze.



"As| dated, everything you've told meis possible and unlikely," the Captain-Supervisor went on. He
eyed Lukein afunny way. "Thereis one thing which doesinterest me, however. It would be asign of
your good faith if you were honest with me about it.”

"I don't understand, Captain-Supervisor,”" Luke admitted blankly.
"l antold,” Gramme continued, "that you have in your possession asmdl gemstone...."

Lukefroze.

"GREAT Captain-Supervisor,” he findly managed to say, "I'm not sure what you mean.”

"Please" Gramme requested, showing ahint of genuine emotion for thefirst time, "don't toy with me.
Y ou were observed conversing with alocal person,” the last words uttered with obvious distaste, "whose
presence hereis barely tolerated by the Imperial law. She remainsdwaysjust the safe Sde of illegdity.
Despite persond fedings, deporting her illegally and unnecessarily would irritate certain segments of the
populace who find her amusing. Besides, it would be expensive.

"Y ou were seen showing her asmall glowing red stone. Something you acquired during your illegd
sojourning on Circarpous, perhaps?'

L ukeésthoughtswerein turmail. Unquestionably someinformant of Grammed's, probably the tiny
cloaked figure the Captain-Supervisor had talked with some minutes ago, had seen the shard of Kaiburr
crystal that Halla had presented to them. But the spy hadn't seen Halla bring it out and show it to Luke.

So Gramme! and his spy were assuming that the stone was something L uke had brought with him and
was showing to Hallal Which wasfinefor the old woman, he thought. She shouldn't be drawn into this
Now.

For an awful moment L uke thought that Grammel might be a Force-sengitive with the knowledge and
ability to operate the crystd, or at least to senseits specia property. But ahasty reaching out revealed
only the usua vapid vacuum associated with norma humans hovering about Grammel's mind. He couldnt
susgpect anything about the fragment's real importance. Nevertheless, Luke balked at turning over the
precious splinter to aservant of the Empire.

Grammd wasn't one to waste time. "Come on, young man. Y ou seem like asensible sort. Surdly it
can't beworth additiond inconvenienceto you?'

"Redlly," Lukeingsted, galing franticaly, "I don't know what you're talking about.”
"Oh, if you will pressme," Gramme responded, not particularly displeased. He turned his attention to
the Princess, who continued to St on the floor nursing her bruises. "The young lady is something more

than a business associate, maybe? She means something to you?”'

Luke shrugged daborately. " She means nothing to me.”



"Fine" said the Captain-Supervisor. " Then you won't mind what's going to happen next.”

He gestured to the sergeant. The armor-clad soldier walked over and reached down for the Princess.
Leiareached up to grab hishand, dipped aleg under his, and pulled and kicked smultaneoudy. Asthe
trooper went crashing to the floor, she was rushing for the doorway, caling for Luke to follow.

No matter how shetried the door key and switch, it wouldn't open for her.

"Y ou're wasting your time, my dear," Grammel advised her. ™Y ou should have gone for hisweapon.
The door iskeyed to me personally, to certain close members of my staff, and to troopers who have the
proper resonator built into their armor. Y ou don't qualify at any leve, I'm afraid.”

Angry now, the sergeant was back on hisfeet, moving toward her with open arms. She Started to run
past him, ssumbled, and went sprawling to the floor. Grammel loomed over her, hisright hand forming
into afig.

"No," Luke exclamed at the absolute last possible moment.

Grammd's hand paused in midair as he glanced back at him. "That's much better,” he advised L uke.
"Better to be sensble than obstinate. 1'd find the stone anyway, of course, but you'd find the finding
unplessant.”

Luke unsnapped a pocket, reached in. "Y ou can't!" avoice objected. He turned to see the Princess
staring up at him. Evidently shed cometo believe at least part of Halla's story. Or maybe, he corrected
himsdf, she was smply playing out her part of the petty thief reluctant to part with hard-won goods.

"Weve no choice." Aslong as Gramme didn't ask for names, he saw no point in volunteering any,
faked or otherwise. Unwrapping the small box, he handed it to the expectant administrator.

Grammel eyed it, asked aquestion Luke hadn't prepared for. "What's the combination?”

For asecond, L uke panicked. If he confessed that he didn't know the combination, hiswhole
carefully fabricated lie would disintegrate here and now. So he took the only gamble he could.

"It'sopen.”

Both heand Leiaheld their breath as Grammel touched the tiny catch. There was an audible click.
Luke had never bothered to rescrambl e the combination after Halla had given him the box.

Captain-Supervisor Grammel stared fascinated at the fragment of glowing crimson."Very pretty.
What isit?"

"I don't know," Lukelied. "I have no ideawhat kind of gemitis" Grammel looked sternly at him.
"It'strue... 'mno gemologist or chemist.” There, that much was easily said.

"Istheglow naturd," Grammel inquired, "or the result of externd excitation?' He moved the gem
around in the box with aprobing finger.

"I'venoidea. It'sglowed ever since we've had it, 0 I'd hazard a guessthat it'sanatura property of
the sone.”



The Captain-Supervisor smiled a himin away hedidn't like. "If you know so little about it, why did
you ged it?'

"I didn't say we stoleit." Grammel snickered derisvely and Luke, playing the part willingly, assumed
adefengve atitude. "All right, so we stoleit. It was pretty and 1'd never seen anything likeit. Anything
pretty and rareislikely to be vauable.

"Y ou told meyour field of expertise was extortion, not burglary,” Grammel countered.

"Thething intrigued me and | had the chanceto swipeit, so | did,” Luke responded with atouch of
belligerent bravado.

Apparently that was the right approach. "Sensible," Grammel conceded. He turned his gaze back to
the splinter. "I don't recognizeit either. Asagem it's not very impressive... not faceted or even trimmed
for cutting. But you're right about it being unusual. The radiant property doneisenough to mark it as
that." Abruptly, he stopped turning it over and over with hisfinger, moved his hand away. "It's not
harmful, isit?'

"Not so far," Luke conceded, affecting an attitude of sudden concern. Let Grammel sweet alittle!
"Y ou haven't suffered any ill effectssinceit's been in your possession?

"Not until wewere brought here." That amost produced laughter from the administrator.

"I think," he went on dowly, putting the box down on his desk and moving away fromit, "that I'll
have it andyzed professondly before | cometo any conclusions about it." Helooked up amiably at
Luke.

"It's been confiscated, of course. Y ou may congder it your finefor being involved in thefight."

"We were the ones assaulted,” Luke argued, for appearance's sake.

"Areyou disputing my judgment?' Grammel asked dangeroudly.

"No, Captain-Supervisor!"

"That'sgood. | can seethat you're an intdlligent young man. Pity your companion works her mouth to
the exclusion of her brain." Lelaglared at him, but for once had the sense not to say anything.

"| believe we can work something out. Meanwhile, it remains that you two are here on thisworld
illegdly, in defiance of agreat ded of Imperid effort to keep thisingalation a secret. So you will be
detained until 1 can verify your story."

Luke gtarted to speak but Grammel waved him to silence. "No, don't bother with names. I'd expect
you to offer me an diasanyway. Well takeretina prints, naturd portraits and other suitable information.
| have contacts on Circarpous, both legal and not so.

"If they send me back information that you two are known petty criminals on that world, and judging
from your story you ought to be known, then what you've told me will be substantiated and welll adjust
relationships accordingly-and not necessarily to your detriment.



"If it turns out that no one unearths any information on you, or information that conflicts with what
you've sad, then I'll have to assume that everything you've told meis pure fabrication. In that unfortunate
event I'll be forced to resort to indelicate methods of obtaining the truth." Luke would have preferred any
kind of smileto the empty, inhuman expresson Grammel wore as he said that.

"But theré's no reason why we can't be pleasant about things until then. Sergeant!”
"Captain-Supervisor!" the noncom acknowledged, stepping over smartly.

" See these two escorted to the restraining area.”

"Whichcdl, sr?'

"The maximum secure holding pen,” Gramme replied, hisface unreadable.

The sergeant hesitated. "But, gir, that cell's already occupied. Its occupants are dangerous... they've
dready put threemenin theinfirmary.”

"No matter," Grammed inssted indifferently. "I'm sure these two can handle themselves. Besides,
prisoners don't fight other prisoners.Not too often, anyway."

"What are you talking about?' the Princess demanded to know, climbing to her feet. "What are you
caging uswith?"

"Youll find out,” Grammel assured her pleasantly. Severa troops entered the room and boxed
themsalves around Luke and Lela. "Pleasetry to keep yoursdves dive until | can check on your story.
I'd be distressed if it developed that you've been telling me the truth and couldn't survive the company of
your cell companions|ong enough to be released.”

"Weve been honest with you!" Luke insisted, sounding desperate.
"Sergeant?'

The noncom led the two prisonersto the exit. Grammel ignored L uke's entresaties to know what they
were being sent to.

When they were gone and the chamber was quiet again, the Captain-Supervisor spent severa
minutes gazing & the glowing fragment of crysta. Then he touched a switch behind his desk. Another
door opened and asmal cloaked figure entered the room for the second time.

"That'sthe thing you saw, Bot?' said Grammel, gesturing at the open box stting on the desk. A nod
from the hooded shape. "Y ou know what it is?' A negative shakethistime.

"Nether dol ," Gramme confessed. "I think the youth underestimates its strangeness. |'ve never seen
or heard of anything remotdy likeit. Have you?' Another sdeways shake of the hooded skull.

Grammel glanced at the closed doorway where Luke and Leia had been taken out. "Those two
could be what the boy said they were. | don't know. | have the feding his story isalittle too nest, too
convenient. Almogt asif hewere gauging his responsesto what | wanted to hear. | can't decide whether
hel'san inefficient crook or asuperndly smooth liar.



"Something dse. He sounded amost confident that he and the girl could make contact with Rebels on
the Ten or Twelve. None of our agents have been ableto do that."

A husk of asentence from the figure and Grammel nodded.

"I know that the Rebels have ways of separating true traitors from our people, but the boy's
confidence gtill troubles me. It seems misplaced in a petty crimind. And the girl had more spirit than her
type normaly displays. I'm puzzled, Bot. But | think... | think there might be something important in al
this. | just don't havethe facts availableto glueit al together with... yet. It might mean much to us both.”
The figure nodded vigoroudy, pleased.

Gramme reached adecison. "I'm going to have to contact higher authority. | don't like the idea of
sharing anything like this, but | don't seeaway around it." He jerked his head contemptuously toward the
door. "In any event, well cut the truth out of them before anyone of importance can get here.”

Leaving the desk, he walked to the wall behind it and touched a small switch. A section of wall
vanished, leaving reveded behind a blank screen of golden hue. Grammel adjusted another control. A
panel awash with diasand studs did out of the wall benegth the reflective screen. Further adjustment,
and then he spoke into a protruding vo-pickup.

"l have a deep-space communication of the First Priority for Governor Bin Essada, on the territoria
administrative world of Gyndine." He glanced back at the cloaked form for reassurance, was rewarded
with anod.

"Call isbeing processed," acomputer voice declared flatly. Visua Static appeared for amoment,then
the screen cleared with gratifying speed. By Imperid distances Gyndine was not very far away.

The portrait that appeared on the screen was of an overweight, swarthy individual whose most
outstanding feature was a series of chinsfalling in stepsto the upper part of hisshirt. Curly black hair,
touched with white at the sdes and dyed orange in aspira pattern on top, crowned the face like
seaweed on some water-worn boulder. Dark eyes squinted perpetually, their pink pupils ever sensitiveto
light. "I havework to do," Governor Essada grunted in a porcine contralto."Who cals and what for?'

With that smug, powerful visage looming over him on the screen, much of Grammd's customary
assurance melted away. His own words came out sounding shaky and subservient.

"Itisonly I, Governor, ahumble servant of the Emperor, Captain-Supervisor Gramme.”
"I don't know any Captain-Supervisor Grammel," the voice said.
"l amin charge of the secret mining colony on CicarpousV, gr," explained Grammel hopefully.

Essada paused momentarily, looked up from the tape he was ingpecting. "'l am familiar with the
Imperid operationsin that system,” he replied guardedly. "What business do you have that requires First
Priority with me?' The huge bulk leaned forward. "It had better be important, Captain-Supervisor
Grammd. | know you now."

"Yes, dr." Grammel bowed his head repestedly to the screen. "It'samatter involving two strangers
who somehow set down here secretly. Two strangers and apeculiar bit of crystal they had in their
possession. The people aren't important, but asyou, sir, are widely famed as an expert on unusua
radiations, | thought perhaps-"



"Don't waste my time with flattery, Gramme," Essadawarned. "' Since the Emperor dissolved the
Senate, we regiona governors have been overwhemed with work."

"l undergtand, gir,” Grammed said hastily, rushing to gather up the tiny box containing the stone. He
held it so that the vis-pickup in the room could seeit. "Hereit is."

Essadapeered a it. "Strange... I've never seen anything like that, Grammel. Theradiation is
generated from within?"

"Yes, gr, I'm certain.”

"I'mnot," the Governor replied, "but | admit it looksto be so. Tell me more about the people who
hedit."

Gramme shrugged. "They're nothing, probably just a couple of petty thieveswho stoleit, Sir."”

"A couple of petty thieves penetrated and landed in secret on Circarpous V?' said the Governor
disbdievingly.

"| think so, Sir. A boy and ayoung woman..."

"Y oung woman," Essada repeated. "We've heard rumors from Circarpous |V, about an important
meeting that the underground |eaders there were preparing for... ayoung woman, you say? Would she be
dark-haired, fiery-tempered, perhaps even atouch sarcastic?'

"The very person, gr," agtartled Gramme slammered.

"Y ou haveidentified them?'

"No, sr.Weve only just imprisoned them. They've been jailed together with-"

"Chaostake your details, Gramme!" Essada shouted. " Give me visua representation of both of these
people.”

"That iseasily done," ardieved Gramme replied. He took the plastic recorder rod from the desk,
held it up uncertainly before the screen. "This has not yet been transferred, sir. Do you think you can
make out therod imagery?"

"I can make out many things, Grammel, down to the shallow depths of your own soul. Placeit close
to your vis-pickup.”

The administrator adjusted the requisite switch and placed the long glassy tube close to the screen
panel. He touched the retrieva stud and two-dimensiona portraits appeared within the rod's substance.
A pause, and then he shifted the rod to show full-length views of both subjects.

"It may be her, by the Force, it just may be," Governor Essada muttered, now excited. "The youth |
don't know, but he may also be important. | am pleased.”

"Important, Sir?'Y ou know of them?"



"l hopeto have part credit for their capture and eventual execution-hers, at least.” Essadalooked
sharply at the bewildered officer. "They must not be harmed or injured until proper authority arrivesfor
them, Grammd.."

"It shall be asyou say, Sir," abemused Captain-Supervisor conceded. "But | don't understand. Who
arethey, and how do they come to the notice of someone such as"

"| require only service from you, Grammel. Not questions.”
"Yes, dr," theadminigtrator barked siffly.

Essadatook alighter tack. "Y ou did well to contact me directly, though not for the reasons you
thought. Once those two arein Imperia hands, you will become Colonel-Supervisor Grammed."

"Governor!" Gramme logt his poise completely. "Sir, you are too generous. | don't know what to

"Say nothing," Essada suggested. "1t makes you more tolerable. Keep them alive, Grammd. Whether
you go to hell or glory is dependent on how well you carry out these orders. Beyond keeping them dive
and hedlthy you have my permisson to restrain them as you please.”

"Yes gr.Sr,mayl..."

But Governor Essada had dready al but forgotten Gramme.

"One particular party should find thisinformation of particular notice. It will bewd| for me, yes™
Abruptly, he noticed that communi cations were still open.

"Alive, Grammd.Remember that."

"But, Sr, can't youtdl...?"

The screen went blank.

The Captain-Supervisor ssood motionless before the dark rectangle for several long, thoughtful
moments. Then he repositioned screen and control pand, turned to the cloaked figure which was
crawling out from behind the concedling bulk of afree-formed chair across the room.

"We gppear to have sstumbled onto something far more important than either of us dreamed, Bot.
'Colond-Supervisor'!" He gazed down at the crystal in hishand, al thoughts of its possible lethal nature
shunted aside by the vision of the glittering future ahead of him. "We must teke care.”

The cloaked figure nodded energeticaly....

Vi

"TAKE it easy," Luke complained, shrugging hisarm free of the trooper who was escorting them



down the long, narrow stone hallway. Asthey paced, L uke took the opportunity to study the damp,
dripping wdls. Some of them showed dark moss. Clearly, the omnipresent moisture of Mimban
penetrated the old walls here.

"Y ou'd think the Imperial government could have invested some credit in modern quarters” he
murmured.

"Why," the subofficer ahead of them wanted to know, "when the primitives of thisworld left us such
ussful Sructures?!

"A temple, aplace of worship, and it's been turned into offices and aprison,” the Princess declared
angrily.

"The Empire doeswhat is necessary," the subofficer observed in a phlegmatic manner which would
have gratified his superiors. "I am told thismining is an expensive venture. The Empireis smart enough to
savewhereitisable" he concluded with pride.

"That probably extendsto your pay and retirement benefits,” the Princess ventured maicioudly.

"That's enough talk from the prisoners,” the disgruntled subofficer decided aoud, unhappy with the
turn the conversation had taken. They rounded a sharp corner. A network of intersecting diagond bars
formed an unbreakable mesh a the end of the corridor.

"Heresyour new home," the subofficer informed them. "Inside you can muse about what the Empire
hasin store for your future.” Asthe subofficer passed apam over thewall on hisimmediate right, an
unbarred dlipsoid gppeared in the center of the metd grill.

"Move" thetrooper next to Luke ordered, prodding him with hisrifle.

"l wastold we were going to have company,” Luke ventured, walking toward the empty space with
great reluctance. This provoked cons derable merriment among the assembled troopers.

"Youll find it soon enough,” the subofficer chuckled, "or it'll find you."

Once both prisoners stood inside the cell, the sub-officer passed his hand over the photoplate again
and the demateriadized bars regppeared with a solid clank.

"Company, he says," one of the retreating troopers echoed, as they walked back up the corridor.
They continued laughing among themselves.

"For some reason I'm not amused,” Luke muttered. Each of the angled bars was as big around ashis
forearm. Heflicked onewith anail and it rang like abell. " Solid, not tubular,” he announced. "This cdll
was designed to hold more than ordinary people. | wonder what-"

The Princess gasped, pointed to afar corner and began backing toward the nearest wall. Two
massive, hairy mounds lay clustered near the back of the cdll, under the single window. The fur moved up
and down, indicating it was surrounding something dive.

"Easy... easy," Lukeingtructed, backing closeto her and putting both hands on her shoulders. She
leaned into him. "We don't know who they areyet."



"We don't know whét they are," the Princess whispered fearfully. "1 think they're waking up.”

One of the huge shapes stood, stretched, let out agrunt like avolcano clearing itsthroat. It turned
and caught sight of them.

Luke's eyes bugged. He started toward the figure. The Princess put out a hand to hold him back, but
he shook it off.

"Areyou out of your mind, Luke? They'll tear you to pieces.

He continued walking dowly toward the waiting figure. It stood little taller than he did, but was built
much more massively. Its hair-covered arms reached to the cell floor, the hands dragging on the stone. A
long snout protruded from the center of the face, obscuring any mouth. Two huge black eyes stared
expectantly a him.

"Luke, don't do this... come back here."

A querulous growl-rumble sounding like an angry underground spring came from the figure Luke was
nearing. The Princess became quiet, pressed worriedly back againgt the cold ssonewall asshedid
toward the farthest corner.

Luke eyed the massive cresture warily. They had to make friendsfast, or he and Leiawouldn't have
to worry about getting off Mimban except in fragments. He reached out, touched an arm in a certain way.
His eyes never |eft the jet-black orbs staring into his own.

With startling speed, the creature took a backward hop, chittered something. It was severd times
Lukesweight. Dun light from the sedled illuminatorsin the cdll ceiling shone on cable-like shoulder
muscles above those double-length arms.

A pair of plate-sized hands reached out for Luke. He responded by uttering something in low tones.
Shaking its head, its snout swinging, the creature hesitated, then rumbled again. Luke spoke louder
gibberish &t it.

Reaching out, the beast grabbed L uke with both hands and lifted him off the ground over its head, as
if preparing to dash him against the stone floor. The Princess screamed. The creature brought Luke close
to its body, closer... and planted awet kiss on each of Luke's cheeks before setting him gently back on
thefloor.

The Princess stared in disbelief a Luke's affectionate lant. "Why didn't it tear your headoff.
You..." shegazed a Luke admiringly, "you talked to it."

"Yes" Luke admitted modestly. "'l used to study alot about certain worlds, back on my unclesfarm
on Tatooine. It was my only escape, and educationd aswell. This" and he indicated the cresture resting a
massive long arm on his head and shaking him in afriendly fashion, "isaY uzzem."

"I've heard of them, but thisisthefirst time I've seen one.”
"They're temperamental,” Luketold her, "so | thought it would be better to try and make the first

greeting oursalves, using wheat little language | learned.” He jabbered at the creature, which chittered
back. "It might've killed me somewhere ese, but al prisonersaredlies, it seems.”



The Y uzzem turned, staggered backward and bumped into thewall. It leaned over and began
shaking its gtill somnolent companion. The second Y uzzem rolled over awake and swung angrily at the
first. The massive hand missed, instead connecting with the wal hard enough to leave animpressoninthe
rock. Rolling to agitting pogition, it started chittering to its waker, holding its head with one hand.

"Why," Leiaexclamed asthe redization struck her, "they're both drunk!" The second Y uzzem findly
managed to get to itsfeet. It growled at her. "No offense," she quickly added.

"Theonel takedtoiscdled, asnear as| can trandateit, Hin. That's Keeleaning againsgt the wall,
wishing to be someplace else." He jabbered at Hin, listened to the reply.

"| think he said that they've been working for the Imperial government's operation here, got fed up
about aweek ago and started breaking things. They've been locked in here ever since.”

"| didn't know the Imperias were hiring non-humans.”

"Apparently these two didn't have any choice," Luke explained, lisening to Hin. "They don't like the
Imperials any more than we do. I've been trying to convince them that dl humans aren't like the Imperias.
I'm pretty sure I'm succeeding.”

"l hope s0," Lelasad, eying the massvely muscled, long-armed creatures.

"Both Hin and Kee are young, about our age, and not very experienced in Imperid affairs. They
sgned themsdlvesinto-well, | guessyou couldn't quite cdl it davery, but indentured servitude istoo polite
aterm.

"When they protested, findlly, some mine officia waved alot of documents at them and made jokes.
So they took their equipment and started trying to fill in the mine instead of empty it ouit.

"According to Hin, the only reason Grammd didn't have them shot immediately was because each of
them does the work of any three men and because they were both intoxicated out of their minds.
Apparently Y uzzem," he added unnecessarily, "have long hangovers. Hin believesthe Imperiaswill give
them another chance. But he's not so sure he wants one.

"They'rein here because the regular cellswon't hold them. Come say hello.” The Princess hesitated
and Luke walked over to her and whispered, " It'sokay. | think we could count on them. But better not to
tell themwho we are"

She nodded, walked over and reached out with a hand. It vanished into ahairy paw. Hin chittered at
her. "The same, I'm sure,”" she said, gaining confidence rapidly. Kee howled and both humans looked to
the other Y uzzem, who babbled at L uke.

" Say's someone's been using amining drill on his head for the past week."

Lelabegan waking away from him, toward the single window. It showed a panorama of
mist-obscured lights from the town and was blocked by the same configuration of thick, diagonaly
placed bars.

"I know someone I'd like to take adrill to," she muttered disconsolately.

"You mean Halla," Luke declared. " She couldn't and can't do athing for us. If | werein her Stuation



I'd probably be running, too.”

Looking over at him, she smiled dazzlingly. "Y ou know that's not true, Luke. Y ou'retoo loya and
responsible for your own good." Her gaze turned back to the mist-shrouded roofs of the distant town.

"If we hadn't lost control of ourselves back in front of the tavern, we wouldn't have attracted the
attention of those miners. We wouldn't be here now. It's my fault.”

He put areassuring hand on her shoulder. "Come on, Leia... Princess. This messwas nobody's faullt.
Beddes, it'sfun losing control oncein awhile

She amiled again, thankfully. "Y ou know, Luke, the Rebelion islucky to have you. Y ou're agood

"Yegh"He turned away."Lucky for the Rebellion.”

There was a chattering from across the cell. Leiaeyed Luke questioningly. "K ee says someone's
coming,” hetrandated.

Together with the two Y uzzem, they turned their attention to the corridor. Footsteps approached
rapidly. Severa stormtroopers appeared, an anxious Gramme leading them. He seemed to relax alittle
on catching sight of his prisoners.

"Y ou're both unharmed?’ Luke nodded. "Good," he declared, visibly relieved. His gaze traveled to
the Y uzzem and back again to Luke. "l seeyou're sharing your cell agreesably... sofar. I'm pleased. | was
afraid I'd have to move you, but if the Y uzzem can tolerate your presence then | think you should stay.
You'll be more securein here. It develops that someone else has expressed an interest in your case.”

Lukelooked blankly at the Princess, who stared back with equa lack of comprehension.

"Y eah, one of the enforcers back on Circarpous, I'll bet,” Luke essayed boldly.

"Not exactly." Another of those enigmatic half-smilesthat sent chills down Luk€es spine. "An Imperid
representative is coming here to question you persondly. That's enough for me. I know when to stand
aside. So I'm not going to contact our sources on Circarpous until hetellsmeto.”

"Oh," was dl Luke could find to say. He was at once pleased and concerned-pleased, because their
little tale of being escaped criminas from Circarpous was gpparently going to avoid scrutiny for alittle
while longer; concerned, because he couldn't imagine anything Grammel might have told someone that
would intrigue an Imperia representative. Where might they have dipped and reved ed something?

"Why would an Imperid representative be so interested in us?' he asked, fishing for information.

"That'swhat I'd like to know,” Gramme replied. He walked to stand next to the bars. "1 don't
suppose you'd careto tell me?”

"I don't know what you mean," Luke responded, stepping back from the bars.
"I could make you tdl me," Grammel growled, "but 1've been ordered to..." he had to force himself

away from the bars, "to leave you gtrictly done. Don't let that make you confident. | am of theimpression
that this representative-and heisavery important one-will have his own plansfor you, and that they will



be more unpleasant than anything | in my smpleway could devise."

"Y ou or some Imperid officer,” Luke shrugged, affecting the casud attitude of the street-wise, "it'sall
the sameto us, so long aswe don't get sent back to Circarpous. Wish | knew why all the fuss over us,

though.”

Gramme shook his head dowly. "Y ou impress me, the two of you. | realy wish you'd tell mewho
you are, and what thisis al about." He reached into a pocket and pulled out the little box containing the
splinter of Kaiburr crystal.

"But | don't suppose that you will," he concluded with asigh, replacing the box in the pocket. "Asmy
hands are now tied, | can't force it from you theway I'd liketo. | must admit that whatever Governor
Essada seesin you two escapes me utterly.”

"An Imperid Governor..." Leiahad dumped, was backing away and breathing unevenly, both hands
going to her face. Sweat beaded on her forehead.

Grammel was studying her intently. "Y es... why should that bother you s0?' He glanced sharply a
Luke. "What'sgoing on here?"

Ignoring him, Luke moved to comfort the Princess. "Take it easy, Leaa, it might not mean anything.”

"Imperid Governorsdon't take an interest in common thieves, Luke," she whispered tightly.
Something was clutching &t her throat. "I'll be interrogated again... like that time... that time." She broke
away, threw hersdlf up againgt the back wall of the cell.

That time back on the Death Star. Smdll black worms crawled through her brain. Another
Governor's demands, the now-dead Grand Moff Tarkin, the machine drifting into her holding cell. The
remorseless black machine, illegd, concocted by twisted Imperid scientistsin defiance of every code,
legd and mord. It drifted over to her, moved down, meta limbs preparing to perform efficiently,
emotionlesdy, in response to inhuman programming.

Screaming, screaming, screaming never to sopshe was...

Something hit her hard. She blinked, turned to see Luke looking at her, worried. She did down to Sit
up againg thewall. Hin had ambled over. The massve, black-eyed Y uzzem bent solicitoudy over her.
Onelong arm went to touch her curioudy, the long flexible snout sniffing at her.

"Shelll be okay, Hin," Luketold the dlien in its own language as he helped Leiawipe away cold tears.

"Just the Empire's reputation for cruety,” he caled back to Grammel. The explanation sounded lame
even tohisown ears.

Grammel pressed up againgt the bars again. " She's been through questioning before. She knows
something,” heinssted excitedly. "Who is she? Who are you two? Tell me!l" He pounded on the bars
with afist. "Tell me!" Then histone turned dy-soft.

"Maybe | can intercede on your behalf withwhomever the Imperia representativeis. | want
everything | can get out of this, you hear me?Y ou two will be my ticket off thislost world. | want off and
| want the promotion Essada promised me, and | want moreif | can get it! Tell mewho you are, what
you know. I'll bargain with you. Give me something to use, some information to tradewith so | won't



meet your inquisitor unarmed!”
Luke gave Gramméd apitying |ook.

"Who areyou! " Grammed screamed furioudy, furious at his own helplessnessto do anything but beg,
an action he was unaccustomed to. "Why are you so important to him? Tell me, or I'll have the woman
dismembered before your eyesin spite of what Essada ordered! Tell me, tell me,tdl me... unk!™

An enormous paw had shot through the bars and had Grammel by the throat... amost. With a
desperate effort the Captain-Supervisor barely managed to pull free. Another paw reached after thefirst.
An dert trooper had dropped to one knee and fired hisrifle. Even though it was set for stun, the bolt
which caught Kee in the side sent the Y uzzem tumbling across the floor. A scorched black stresk
showed on thethick fur. Keerolled over, holding the burnt place, panting softly and staring through the
bars. Hin moved to hisinjured companion and checked the wound, also glared frighteningly out at
Grammel. Then he moved to the bars.

Grammd stood just out of the long reach, not smiling, as Hin lunged for histhroat. A huge hand
flaled a the ar centimeters away while the Captain-Supervisor massaged his neck. The'Y uzzem grabbed
the bars, pulled in opposite directions, straining, straining.

Looking on with academic interest, Gramme reassured the subofficer stlanding next to him. "Theré's
no more danger, Puddra. They can't break those bars. Not a dozen Y uzzem could.”

Despite this confidence it seemed that Hin, with asupreme effort, actually did bend one bar dightly.
Then he gave up, gasping deeply. Holding the bars and shaking with rage, he gave Grammel astare of
naked hatred.

Grammd sighed alittlein spite of himsdf. "See, | told you," he confided to the subofficer.
"You'redl right, Captain-Supervisor?' the man inquired from behind hisarmor.

"Fine now, Puddra," he assured the subordinate. He made a show of wrinkling his nose." Except for
the smell, of course” He spoke easily to Luke: "Y ou two must be specid. Anyone who can stand the
odor of aY uzzem..." Hemade aface, shook his head in mock astonishment. "To exist in that stink for
more than afew minutesreguires some specia qudity.” Hin obliged by howling madly &t the
Captain-Supervisor. "Go ahead and rage," Gramme told Hin pleasantly. "As soon as | can convince the
mine director that you two aren't worth therisk of rehabilitation for work, I'll disassemble you personaly.
After having you thoroughly deodorized, of course.” Heturned to leave.

Ashedid so, Hin made a strange sound. It was followed by aforceful phut from the long snout. The

huge blob of spit struck Grammel on the back of the neck, just above the high collar. Wiping it away, the
Captain-Supervisor growled vicioudy back over his shoulder.

"Y ou grinning travesty of aman. Soon, very soon, | promise.” He gestured sharply to the troops, and
they disappeared in abody up the corridor.

Hin left the bars, walked back to check on the Princess. She had fainted and L uke was supporting
her with onearm. A grumble and L uke commented knowingly.

"Yes, hesaprince, our jaler, isnt he?!



By way of reply, Hin picked up apiece of gravel from the floor. Rolling it between two long fingers,
he pulverized it effortlesdy and let the dust trickle back to the ground.

"I hope you can do that to him someday, Hin," Luke agreed, eying the Y uzzem. "Right now, though,
I'm afraid our chances of getting out of here, let done of getting to the Captain-Supervisor, aren't very

Amoan, and the Princess reached out toward L uke. He caught her hands and she opened her eyesin
surprise. An uncertain glance, then she saw the huge-eyed Hin staring at her curioudly.

"I'm sorry, Luke." He helped her to her feet. "The thought of going through an Imperid interrogation
again... | lost control.”

"That's understandable. Y ou won't go through another session. I'll seeto that.”
She smiled at him. Why discourage such confidence with mere facts?

Luke had moved to the single window, was testing the bars with exploratory pulls. "They'rejust as
solid asthey look," he grunted. "No way out here."

"The'Y uzzem probably aready tried that," she pointed out reasonably.

A smadl section of gonewall did aside and she jJumped. A reassuring rush to thewall from both
Y uzzem caused Luke to relax. Several bowls and dishes of something steaming were dipped into the cell
on smooth metd trays before the stone panel did back into place.

Hin and Kee |eft no doubt as to the contents of the dishes. They grabbed one apiece and started
wolfing down the contents.

"I don't think much of Y uzzem table manners,” Luke observed. "I think if we want something to et,
we'd better hurry or they won't leave usathing.”

Exchanging glances, they studied the contents of the two remaining trays. Luke sniffed of the contents
of one bowl, shrugged, and tried a spoonful.

"Somekind of stew," he decided. "Not bad for prison fare."

"Remember,” Leiasad, "Gramme's under ingtructions to keep us hedthy. Until the Imperid
Governor's representative arrives.”

L uke paused between mouthfulsto venture hopefully, "At least if we do get a chance to escape, welll
be ableto do it on afull ssomach."

Lukefinished hismedl, rose and walked over to the bars forming their cell. He stared down the
corridor at the distant spot on the stone wall where the cell entry control was emplaced. Lelaeyed him
quigtly.

If only they could cover the recessed photosensitive switch with something, he mused. His gaze
traveled around the cell. Thetrays on which their food had appeared were smooth, unmallesble metdl.
No way to attach them to one another. The result wouldn't be nearly long enough to reach the far-off
switch anyway. And it was, sdf-evidently, well out of the extended reach of the two Y uzzem.



"Weve got to get ahand or something over that switch,” he muttered in frustration.
"Or something, Luke boy."

Everyone Started at the unexpected voice, especidly the excitable Y uzzem. Hin rushed toward the
window but Luke, fortunately, got there before him.

"No...itsafriend, Hin." The Y uzzem gibbered and clacked at him, but finally moved away. Luke
rushed to the opening himsdlf, grabbed the bars and stood on tiptoe to look out. A wrinkled, smiling face
dtared brightly back at him.

"Hala" headmost shouted. "Y ou didn't forget us after dl!" Hetried to see past her. "What about
Threepio and Artoo Detoo?’

"Your 'droids arefine, boy. Asfor me, | never forget apartner. Besides, | need you two. So don't go
emotiona onme. It'sthe crystd I'm after.” Her grin faded and she stared hard a him. "Did you tell that
maggot Grammd anything about me?"

"No," Luke assured her. There was a cough and he noticed the Princess staring at him. "Well, not
exactly," he corrected himsdf. "He thinks we were trying to sdll the crystal fragment to you."

Hallachuckled. "So that'swhy | wasn't brought in for questioning. Grammel adways did seethings
through the wrong end. He's taken the fragment, | guess?”

"I'msorry." Luke looked downcast. "We couldn't do anything about it."
"Never mind, boy. Well have the whole crystal soon. Soon's we get you out.”
"How?Y ou've got something to blow the wdl?

"Now, that would be awaste of time, boy. What would you do, run away from here?" She paused,
redization striking. " Say, I'll bet you can't see down out of thiswindow, can you?'

"No, only inagraight line" Luke admitted.

"Boy, I'm standing on aledge about ten centimeters wide, over aforty-meter-deep trench. Thereésa
barrier on the other side that would detect any energy weapons or explosives anyone tried to carry over
here. Or did you think | was pressing this close to thewall because | like the way your breath smells?"

"Hdla, you're crazy! What if you dip?’

"I'll make asmall splash, Luke boy. Asfor thefirst, Snce everyone seems so surel'm crazy, | don't
seeany harmin acting likeit. Only acrazy old woman would come diding out on thislittle bitty ledge
here. That means you couldn't negotiateit. No, boy. The only way out of hereisback the way you
came.

A loud, exuberant grunting sounded behind Luke. Hin came over, put ahand on Luke's shoulder and
eyed Halaimploringly. Then he and Luke engaged in arapid exchange of grunts. Hin walked back into
the cell and commenced alow did ogue with Kee while Hallalooked on uncertainly.



"What wasthat al about?' she asked Luke. "I don't understand that monkey talk.”

"Hintold me" Luketrandated for her, "that if you can get us out of the cell, Kee and he will take
care of getting usout of the building.”

"Y ou think they can?' Hallawondered, licking her lips.

Luke looked confident. "1 wouldn't want to bet against apair of desperate Y uzzem. There's
something ese. If we help them escape, they'll help usin the hunt for the crystd.”

"A help they'd be," Hallaadmitted readily. "And | can see why they'd throw in with us. Once they
breek jail, they've no hope of leniency from Gramme."

"How are you going to get us out of here?"

Halla adjusted her precarious stance above the sheer drop,then said proudly, "I told you | wasa
measter of the Force. Stand aside, young man.”

Not knowing what to expect, Luke did as he was told. The Princess folded her arms and looked
skeptical and anxious Smultaneoudly.

Hallas eyes closed and she gppeared to enter some kind of trance. Luke felt the stirring, knew that
she was manipulating the Force in away he could never manage well. Not necessarily in a superior
fashion, just... different. His grestest concern wasthat in her dtered condition she might lose her grip on
the temple's exterior. But she remained in place asif frozen there, her brow contorted as she Strained.

He heard a gasp, and he spun around to look where the Princess was pointing. One of the metal
food trays hadrisen , drifted lazily in the air of the cdll. It began moving toward the bars. L uke looked
back at Halla. It was asimple parlor trick, but one he could never have duplicated. Levitation was not a
skill he had mastered very well. But it seemed to be the one thing Halla could do. He remembered the
gpice shaker on the tavern table, and held his breath.

Sweating, her face twisted with the effort, Hallamoved the tray. It thumped againgt the bars. Luke
winced, thinking it might be too wide to squeeze through any of the openings. But the tray turned, angled
to match the bars, and dipped through with adight scraping sound. FHuttering, it continued drifting up the
corridor.

Hallawas hardly bresthing now, her entire being thrown into the tremendous effort she was making.
Luke watched asthe tray dipped, roseto itsformer height, dipped again before continuing on up the
corridor.

"Boy," came an echo of the old woman'svoice, "you got to help me." Her eyeswere still closed.

"l cant, Hala" hetold her tightly. "I'm no good at this."

"Got to, boy.Can't hold it myself much longer." Even as shefinished the tray dipped, struck the
ground with a clang before risng once again.

Luke shut his own eyes and tried to concentrate only on thetray, ignoring the cell, the Princess,
everything but that floating flat plane of formed metal. A familiar voice seemed to remind him of
something.



"Don't try so hard, Luke," the voice said. "Remember how | taught you. Relax, relax, let the Force
work through you. Don't try to force the Force."

L etting other thoughts leak into his mind, pleasant thoughts, Luke strove to comply. A generd sense
of well-being flowed through him and he smiled. Thetray lifted firmly to itsformer height, continued on up
the halway at arapid pace.

The Princess switched her gaze congtantly from Luke to Hallaand back. Striking the corridor wall,
the tray commenced bumping dongit. It findly reached the recessed control, turned itsdf flat to the wall
and covered the depression. A very faint click sounded. An open dlipsoid appeared in the middie of the
cdl bars.

Hallalet out along, dow sigh and wavered, dmost faling. She caught hersdf asthe tray plunged
toward the floor. Hin and K ee gasped, as did the Princess.

Luke leaned forward, his brows lifting sharply. Something caught the tray barely a centimeter above
the hard stone floor and lowered it gently, and sllently, the rest of the way.

Firgt through the gap were the two Y uzzem. The Princess followed immediately behind. Once clear,
sheturned and caled to Luke. "What are you waiting for... come on!"

But Luke was back at the window. "Areyou dl right, old woman?"

"I will be" Halaquipped, her face dtill showing the strain, "if you don't call me that too often. Couldn't
have doneit without your help, boy. Y our control isgood.”

"Not as good as your guidance,” he responded gently. ™Y ou showed me the way. I've been lucky.
I've had good teachers."

She reached through the bars and patted his hand. "Y ou're kind, Luke boy. Theresabig
landspeeder garage and maintenance yard nearby. Y ou turn right as you exit this mausoleum and pass
some prefab adminigtrative co-ops. Continue on until you hit asmall adjusted stream. Turn right again,
follow the stream. Y oulll passafew more, larger buildings.

"Eventudly you'l reach the depot. The garage isthe big Structure on theimmediate left. I'll meet you
there with your 'droids.”

"What happens when we get there?"

"Happens? Why boy, we've got to steal aland-speeder or crawl-high. Or do you think we're going
to walk to the crystal? Not on this planet! See you there.”

"Right," Luke acknowledged.

"Hurry up, Luke!" the Princess was calling to him, expecting aflood of troops a any moment. When
he didn't reply, she rushed back into the cell, grabbed one arm and pulled. He came willingly, il
glancing back toward the window Halla had aready abandoned.

A loud commotion sounded ahead and L uke made worried noises.



"What'swrong?' the Princess asked, trying to see around cornersin front of them. "It'sthe Y uzzem.”

"Sounds like they're having fun,” she demurred, after an especidly violent crashing echoed down the
corridor.

"We ought to be trying to snesk out of here quietly.”

"A subtle Yuzzem.Y ou might aswell wish for asquadron of Y-wings," she snorted derisvely. She
picked up the tray and passed it over the cell lock, then dipped it back inside the bars.

"That should give them something to think about,” she announced with satisfaction. "L et them think
wedemateridized the bars. It won't bother Gramme, but it might make some of histroops uneasy. | want
anyonetrailing meto be as nervous as possible.” Together, they started up the corridor. Hin and Kee
were waiting around the second corner. Thefirgt Y uzzem was standing over the limp forms of three
troopers. He was using a'droid to beat afourth soldier to pulp. The 'droid he was holding by oneleg
was coming apart at roughly the same rate as the man.

Kee had along armful of wegpons gpparently taken from the decommissioned troopers. L uke caught
apisgtol tossed to him, asdid Leia, while the two aliens armed themselves.

Kee promptly assumed alistening pose, turned and dashed toward afar doorway."No, not now!"
Luke protested. Reaching out, he came away with two handfuls of brown hair. Thisdid not seem to
affect thebig dieninthelead.

"| was afraid of this," he groaned. It took only seconds for Kee to flatten the door and burst inside.
They followed.

The large room was a communications center, possibly the central one for the whole temple complex.
Keewas rushing about, firing wildly with arifle hed in one massive hand while using the other to
demolish both instrumentation and operators with casud indifference asto whether the target was
inorganic or protesting.

Luke charged in behind, ydling in Y uzz: "Weve got to get out of here, Kee! Lisento me!”

No use. The creature was beyond reason. Luke |eft the room. As he did so an energy bolt smashed
into thewall just above him. Dropping to one knee, he whirled and fired his pistol, dropping an Imperid
trooper down a secondary corridor. Lela caught another in the midsection and the remaining pair dove
for cover, firing asthey did.

"Regulars are beginning to show up, Luke!" she shouted. "We can't stay... we've got to get out.”

"I can seethat," Luke shot back nervoudy. He pressed back againgt the wall, pushed and shoved at
Hin to get hisatention. "Come on,Hin, use your head instead of your back for achange!”

Thebig Y uzzem growled dangeroudy a him. Luke didn't let that intimidate him, "I know thiswhole
place gtinks. I'd like to blow it to hell and be gone mysdlf, but we're just alittle outnumbered.”

Hin bared sharp canines, grabbed L uke by the neck. Luke stared resolutely at hisfurry visage.
Abruptly, the hand moved away and Hin nodded dowly, giving out with an apologetic grunt.

"Okay then," Luke sighed. "Go get Kee." Another bolt broke stone above them and he turned to



return the fire. The hallway was starting to fill with Imperial troops. Luke retreated up the hall, called,
"Comeon, Leid" Under hiscovering fire, sheran to join him. Then the two of them covered the dien's
retregt.

As Kee emerged from the communi cations room, a tremendous explosion shattered the door frame
behind him. Smoke and flame gushed from the ruined portal, sngeing back fur, but that helped screen
them from the massing troops.

Hin had asurprisefor Luke and handed it to him expectantly."My lightsaber! Whered you find it?"
The Y uzzem explained that the soldier who'd gppropriated it wouldn't need it anymore.

Luke refastened the heirloom at his belt asthe four of them ran for the front of the building, leaving
confusion and blood in equal amounts behind them....

Vil

GRAMMEL rushed into the corridor, severd troops at his hedls. The Captain-Supervisor finished
buckling on his pants and screamed at the assembled mass of troops.

"Wheét the double moons s happening here?!

"Get down, get down, Sir!" one of the subofficersyelled franticdly to him.,

"What for, youidiot!" Gramme roared. "Can't you see they're interested in escaping, not in killing
you?' Pulling apigtol fromits holster, he grabbed at the sergeant next to him. "Get in there," he instructed
the noncom as he gestured toward the communications room with the pistol, "and tell them to secure

every exit. No one goesin or out of the complex until | give my persona okay."

"Y es, Captain-Supervisor!" Asthe sergeant rushed for the room, Gramme led the by now enormous
body of armed troops up the smoking halway.

Very soon the sergeant exited from the room, shouted after them that communications were out and
everyone insde was dead or dying. But Grammel was dready out of earshot. The sergeant rushed after
him.

L uke threw up awarning hand and the four woul d-be escapees dowed to ahdt. "There's the exit,"
he informed them, pointing around the corner.

Ahead lay double transparent doors leading to the now-attractive damp ground outside. An
unarmored soldier sat scribbling at a desk to one side of the doorway.

"They haven't gotten the dlarm here yet,” Luke muttered.

"That won't last long," the Princess declared knowingly. "He's not done.” She indicated the two
guards flanking the exit. Each was armed with assorted devices in addition to a brace of heavy rifles.

Luke leaned againgt the wall, thinking furioudy. It was along way across an open floor to the



doorway.

"We could cover the Y uzzem," the Princess suggested. "If they can take out the man at the desk
before he can sound an darm...”

"No," Luke objected."Toorisky. If the two guards are good shots Hin and Kee will both be killed.
Maybeif you and | put our weapons down and fake one of usbeing in trouble..."

"Well," Luke went on thoughtfully, "we could make some noise here, maybe draw one or both of
them away from the darmswitches ..."

Hin and Kee listened aminute longer to the two humans chattering, then exchanged glances. Hin
grunted and Kee nodded in reply.

An ear-gplitting shriek made both Luke and Leiajump. Waving their gangly arms and brandishing
their riflesliketoys, thetwo Y uzzem went charging around the corner like ahirsute avaanche.

Thetactic was unrefined, but it worked. All three guards became momentarily parayzed by the Sight
of the two giants bearing down on them. At the desk the uniformed trooper shakily hit two studs... neither
of them theright one.

Hin was on thefirst guard before he could raise his heavy weapon. It went off, blasting agaping hole
in the floor. Without bothering to remove the man's armor, Hin proceeded to dismember him.

Kee picked up the entire desk and communications console and brought it down on the terrified
trooper behind it. The other guard findly unlimbered his heavy wegpon. He was taking am on the nearest
rampaging Y uzzem.

"Kee, look out!" Luke yelled, even as he and Leiawere charging around the corner and acrossthe
acove. A bolt of energy ionized the air above the Y uzzem and then exploded against the far wall. Luke
dropped the guard with one burst from his pistol.

By then the Princess had reached the double doors and was trying the manua release franticdly. "It's
no good, Luke! It's got to be activated remotely. From that, probably.” She pointed to the demolished
desk.

L uke looked around, started fumbling at the body of the soldier he'd shot. There were several
smooth, hand-sized canigters attached to the man'swaist and he was carefully removing them.

Taking action of hisown, Hin yanked the helmet off the man he had killed. Placing it over hisfigt, he
began punching at the trangparent doors. Despite the Y uzzem's enormous strength, the fragile-looking
material refused to crack.

"That won't work, Hin," Luke findly informed him, hurrying up dongside. " Security materid... youd
never bresk through. Get behind the corner.Y ou too, Princess.”

She didn't argue with him. Together with the two Y uzzem she rushed to take cover around the bend
from which they'd attacked.

Luketwisted the did set on top of the canigter, flipped the smdl cylinder over and adjusted a
matching dia set on the bottom. After placing it at the junction of the double doors, heranto join his



companions. Severa seconds passed.

Theblast gave the fedling that lightning had struck just behind them. Green fireflared around the
corner, faded instantly to acrid smoke. When they peered around the wall, they saw that both doors and
aportion of the building's foundation had vanished.

"They'veimproved those things," Luke observed professionally. The Princess didn't wait for the
smoke to dissipate. She was dready picking her way toward freedom through the steaming rubble. Hin
and Keefollowed close behind.

A shot passed over Luke's head and he ducked, hesitated. L eia had reached the gaping hole where
the doorway had been. She paused, looked back and waved anxioudy. "Come on, Luke!"

But Luke was busy. Knedling on the floor while bolts continued to strike around him, he activated the
remaining three canisters held taken. One energy bolt struck dangeroudy close, making him blink.
Rapidly, herolled each canister down the hallway, then rose and ran madly after his companions.

Gramme and the mass of troops behind him pulled up short asthe canisters came rolling and
bouncing innocently toward them. The corridor cleared with inhuman speed.

L uke passed through the blown doorway, counting out loud to himsalf. When he got to sx, he threw
himself to the ground and placed both arms over hisface. Three titanic explosions erupted insde the
temple, sending shards of both modern metal and ancient stone whoo-whooing over his head.

When the debrisfinaly stopped faling, he scrambled to hisfeet and ran on. Leilaand the Y uzzem |eft
their concedling trees and rushed to meet him.

"Nothing broken,”" Luke assured them in response to the unvoiced question. He brushed mud and
plagtic splintersfrom hiscoverdls. "l fed filthy dl over, though."

"Funny,” said the Princesstightly, "that'sthe feding | got whenever Grammel looked & me." She
gestured behind him. "They won't be chasing usfor a couple of minutes, anyway."

Luke turned. The entire entrance of the temple had collapsed. Smoke and flame wereissuing from
cracksin thewalls and roof. Sirens and darms were beginning to sound from the town.

Moving at afast trot, with the Y uzzem hurrying to keep pace with the two humans, they rushed off in
the direction specified by Halla. Eventudly they encountered the stream, hurried on dongsideit. Before
too long they reached the maintenance yard, which waslarger and more imposing than Luke had
expected. It was dark out now. The vast, sillent open space was littered with huge sections of mining
machinery and portable transporters, some lying about in assorted stages of breakdown.

"l don't see anything," Luke whispered. Beside him, the Princess suspicions were returning. "Do you
think she left without waiting for us?*

Luke shot her alook of irritation. "Sherisked her lifeto get us out of that cell.”
"Even certifiable heroes can panic,” was the Princess cool rejoinder.

"I will panic,”" came avoice, gartling them all, "if we don't get out of here and fast!" Halaemerged
from the shadows cloaking the vast assembly shed on their |eft. Two figures, one humanoid, the other



not, trailed her.
"Thregpio...Artoo!"
'Magter Luke!" Threepio called. "We were worried you wouldn't get free. Oh."
Threepio was staring at the squat, snouty shapes standing behind L uke and the Princess.

"Don't worry. These are Hin and Kee, a couple of Yuzzem. They'rewith us." Artoo beeped
queruloudy. "I know they look ferocious, Artoo, but they helped us escape.” A pleased whitling.

Hallawaslooking admiringly at Luke. "What did you do, boy?* A faint explosion sounded by way of
footnote to her comment, from the genera direction of the temple headquarters.” Soundslike the mine
itsdf'sgoing up.”

"l just tried to delay our pursuit alittlewhile," he explained modestly. Another explosion made them
al wincereflexively. A pillar of yelow flamelit the night sky, piercing themi<t. "I might've overdoneit a
litte"

Hallaled them inside the open shed, directed them between alongline of massive shapes to an open
vehicle mounted on bloated, multiple whedls. They climbed in. Halla positioned herself behind the
controls. "At first | didn't know how | was going to start this beast,” shetold them. ™Y our little friend took
care of that. Artoo, get usgoing.”

The stubby Detoo unit trundled forward. Extending an arm, it positioned atool part of itself into a
coded, locked dot. The engine rumbled to lifeimmediately.

"Occasondly," Threepio wasforced to concede, " he'suseful for something.”
"Areyou sure you can drive something thissize?' the Princessinquired.

"No, but | can drive anything smaler, and | learn fast." Hallatouched something with afinger and the
crawler legped forward with startling accel eration for so bulky avehicle. They exploded out the shed
entrance, nearly ran over several mechanics who were waking toward them to investigate the noise the
engine had made. They scattered, one man throwing his helmetcap after them in disgust and frustration.
Othersran to notify their superiors.

Halla put the whedl hard over. They smashed through awire fence. In seconds the graded ground
gave way to bog and jungle. She headed the swamp crawler over soft bog and through trees and bushes
with reckless disregard for whether or not they might be traveling over solid earth or bottomless pest.

After barrdling for haf an hour through tota darkness broken only by the crawler's multiple fog
lamps, Lukefindly put arestraining hand on Halasarm. "1 think we can dow down now," he said, with a
glance back the way they'd come. At least, he thought it was the way they'd come. Hallahad made so
many frantic turns and swerves during their wild flight he couldn't be sure anymore.

"Y es, dow down," the Princess urged, "L uke may not have left anyone capable of organizing
immediate pursuit.”

Halabrushed astrand of gray hair clear of her eyes, brought the crawler to agradud idle. Using a
flex-lamp set on her side of the crawler's open cab, she hunted through the mist until it settled on ahigh



clump of vegetation. After driving the crawler into it, she switched off the engine, leaving only theinterna
cab lightson.

"Therel" she exclamed tiredly, leaning back in the driver's chair. "Even if they'reright behind us,
which I'd bet againgt, they'll have atime finding us here." The cab lights gleamed eexily in the gentle,
swirlingmig.

A querulous chittering sounded behind them. "Kee wondersif we have anything to est,” L uke asked.
A second grunt. "Hin wonders, too."

"Never heard of a'Y uzzem that wasn't dways hungry,” Halareplied. She turned in the chair, pointed
toward the rear of the vehicle. "Theres abig storage locker back there. It'sfull of rations.” She permitted
hersdf asmug grin. "I checked through the yard pretty thorough before settling on this particular
mud-mauler. Engines are full-charged and we can run on them for weeks. Plenty of food and equipment
on board. Water's never a problem on Mimban, so long asyou take careto kill thethingsthat livein it
before you drink."

"I'mimpressed,” the Princess admitted. "How did someone like you-not authorized, | mean-manage
to set up the theft of afully equipped, expensive vehiclelikethis crawler?”

"You sure are strangers here," Halla commented. "Nothing's put under guard hereif it'slarger than a
persond handcase. There's nowhere to run off to with anything big. The only way off-planet is under
Imperid supervison and they check everything that comes down and especidly anything going off.

"Anyone could make off with acrawler likethisone or atruck. But just try and steal one drill bit!
No, any thief has only one place to run to, and that's back to one of the five mine towns... and Grammel."

The Princess nodded. "I'm hungry mysdlf. Luke?"
"Inaminute” While she moved to excavate something for them to eet, Luke turned to Halla.

"How far do you estimate we have to go before we reach the temple where the crystal's supposed to
ml?l

"According to what the native told me... Oh, here, it makes more senseif you can seeit.” She
reached insde the top of her suit, brought out asmall dipcase. It bulged with papers. Hunting through it,
shefindly sdected one and unfolded it before Luke.

He studied the drawing in the dim light of the crawler's consoleillumination. "I can't make anything
out of this"

"I'mno artit,”" she grumbled, "and the native wasn't either.”
"No, yourenot." Luke stared at this enigmatic old woman in the mist. "What are you, Halla?*

She broke into awide, toothy smile. "I'm ambitious, boy. That's enough for you to know." Picking up
the map, she checked some instrumentation on the consol e, then pointed into the darkness.

"A week to ten days travel, loca time, in the crawler.”

"That'sal?' Luke exclamed in surprise. "So closeto the mine?1'd think a ship coming down would



be ableto spot it easily.”

"Evenif it could, through thissoup,” Halatold him, "it wouldn't ingpirearush to the Ste. Thereare
probably a hundred templesin the immediate vicinity of the mine towns, and more scattered through the
jungle nearby. Why bother with it? Also, athousand men could march within five meters of atemple here
and missit entirely.”

"l see" Luke sat back, considering. "What kind of placeisit?Isit anything like the temple building
that Grammel's people used for a headquarters?’

"That, nobody knows, not even the native. No human's ever seen thetempleofPomojema.
Remember, the natives who built the temples had thousands of gods and deities. Each had its own
sanctuary.

"According to the records | managed to get alook at-they're not classified or anything-this
Pomojemawas aminor god, but one who was supposed to be able to give his priests the ability to
perform miraculous feats. Hedling the sick and stuff like that. Of course, haf the Mimbanian gods were
supposed to be capable of miracles. Nobody wants his neighbor's god to have abigger reputation than
his own. But with this Pomojema, those legends could hold some truth. The Kaiburr crystal could be the
basisfor those sories”

"If Gramme's Essada gets hold of it," Luke muttered disconsolately, "it'll become aforcefor
degtruction, not heding.”

Halafrowned."Essada? Who's this Essada?’ Her gaze went from Luke back to the Princess. "Is
there something you two aren't telling me?'

"Governor Essada,” the Princesstold her, shifting uncomfortably a the mention of the name.

"A Governor?An Imperid Governor?' Halawas becoming visibly upset. Luke nodded. "An Imperid
Governor's after you two?' Another nod.

She spunin her seet, Sarted the crawler's engine. "This expedition is canceled, boy! Off! I've heard
rumors of what the Governors can order doneto ordinary citizens. | don't want any part of it."

"Stop it, Hallal Stopit!" Luke waswrestling with her for the controls. His greater strength finally
prevailed and he shut the engine back down. "Artoo, don't start up again unless| give permisson.” A
response beep sounded.

Hallagave up, dumped tiredly. "Leaveit done, boy. I'm an old woman, but I've still got some life left
inme. | don't want to throw it away. Not even for achance at the crystal.”

"Halla, we have to find the crystal, and we have to do it before Grammel can catch usor this
Governor or hisrepresentatives arrive on Mimban."

"Grammd," she muttered knowingly. "He must have recognized the ssgnificance of the splinter he
took from you. He must have contacted this Essada.”

"Hedid," admitted Luke, "but I'm not so sure he understands the worth of the crystal, or this Essada
either. We can't take that chance. We haveto find it first, because if we're captured, they'll learn about it
from us... no matter how hard wetry to keep it a secret.”



"That's0," she admitted.

"And if we can't escapewithiit," Luke continued remorselesdy, "we have to destroy it. It must not be
alowed to comeinto Imperia possession.”

"Seven years, boy, seven years," Hdlamuttered. "I can't promiseyou that if wedofind it, I'll be
ready to break it into dust.”

"All right," Luke agreed. "Let's say we don't worry about that now. All that'simportant isfinding it
before Grammd findsus.”

"A week to ten days," shetold him. "If the terrain doesn't get too bad and we don't run into trouble
with thelocads™

"What locals?' The Princesswasn't impressed. ™Y ou don't mean those pitiful things we saw crawling
and begging for adrink back in the town?"

"Some of the native races of Mimban haven't been ruined by contact with human beings,” Halla, told
them. "They're not dl as degraded as the greenies. Some of them can, and will, fight. Keep in mind how
little of thisworld has actually been explored. Nobody redlly has much ideawhat's out there," she waved
toward the night, "beyond the immediate perimeter of the mine towns. Not the archeologists, not the
anthropologigts... no one.

"Thereare enough discoveriesright by the townsto keep the small scientific station here plenty
occupied, girl. They don't have the time or the need to go tramping off into this muck looking for
specimens. Not when the specimens wander into town.

"Well be going places no one's had reason to go before, and well likely encounter things no one's
met up with before. Thisisathriving, hedthy world. Were anice dollop of mest. I've seen visuas of
some of the carnivores of Mimban. Their described methods of eating aren't any prettier than they are.”

She turned back to Luke. "Look under the seat, boy." Luke didso, found acompartment holding two
blagter riflesand four pistols. "They'redl charged," sheinformed him, "which ismore than you can say for
the ones you broke out with."

Luke removed the two rifles, passed them to the Y uzzem who would be able to handle the bulky
weapons easly. Then he handed apistol to Leia, gave oneto Halla, and kept the third for himsdlf. The
remaining one he | eft ing de the compartment.

Hin began sighting dong the rifle experimentaly. On thismodel, the trigger guard was set closeto the
trigger itsdf. Too closefor athick Y uzzem finger. Hin used both hands, gpplied pressurein acertain way.
After the guard sngpped off, he tossed it over the sde and thumbed the trigger with satisfaction.

Luke speculatively amed hisown pistol at anearby bush. A touch of thefiring stud and abrief flare
of intense light dissolved the bush. Pleased with the new weapon, he dipped on the safety and attached it
to hisbdlt.

There was one more thing he had to do. Taking the pistol he had brought with him, he flipped open
its butt end. Switching the terminal control from Charge toDraw , he attached it to the matching terminals
inthe haft of hislightsaber.



Leaning back, he regarded the mist slently as hisfather's ancient wegpon sucked power....

VIl

AFTER replacing the marrow, the doctor had heat-sealed the bone, then folded muscle, flesh and
skin around it to reform. An epiderma flush concluded the operation and assured that the new skin
would take and not fall off in fragments and flakes in the near future.

While powerful, the local anesthetic the doctor had used was beginning to wear off.
Captain-Supervisor Gramme il had no sensation in hisright arm, but he could seeit. He used hisleft
hand to lift the rebuilt limb toward the light, turned it over for alook at the obverse side.

Experimentdly hetried flexing hisfingers. They reacted only dightly, but they reacted.

"Thereisno permanent nerve damage,” the doctor informed him as Grammd did out of the infirmary
surgery booth. Grammel continued to study hisarm. "The nerves were easy tolay back in and the bone
sedled smooth. Y our arm isgood as new. It will fed andact like it in about five days.Only onething.” The
Captain-Supervisor looked at her! "Y ou'll never sweat from that arm again." Asthe doctor continued
putting away her instruments, she continued conversationdly, "If more than your forearm had been
equally destroyed-let's suppose the entire upper half of your right side-then we'd have had to equip you
with at least one series of artificia perspirators. But with radica reconstruction restricted to your right
forearm, your body will compensate for the lost area easily enough.”

With an exploratory hand she reached out and touched theright Side of Grammel'sface. "How is
your hearing onthissde?"

"Adequate," Grammé replied curtly. "Y ou're an efficient mechanic, Doctor. I'll seethat you're
suitably rewarded.”

"Thereisaway to do that."

"What would you like?"

She dipped out of her stained robe and returned to arranging her instruments neatly within the proper
cabinets. She was an old woman and her eyesight and hearing were not what they once were. Certainly
not as good as Captain-Supervisor Grammed's, even dlowing for the new timpanium shed ingalled in the
rebuilt ear.

An unlucky woman, she'd permitted her modest talents to be used by the Empire. Such was often the
case with people who no longer cared much about living or dying. She hadn't cared since a particular
young man had perished in afiery landspeeder crash some forty years ago. The Empire had stepped in
and given her, if not exactly areason to live, something useful to do in lieu of dying.

She squinted up at him. "Don't execute those six troops. The ones from the rear restraint detachment.”

"That'sasurprising request for areward,” Gramme mused. "No," he added somberly, seeing the



expression on her face, "1 supposeit's not. Not coming from you. | haveto refuse.”

Heran ahand over the dark suture that ran from the upper part of his partly shaved skull down by
his rebuilt ear to disappear like afishing lineinto hislower jaw. There was an organic suspension
implanted dong that line. 1t would hold hisjaw in place and dlow it to function normally until that Sde of
his face knitted properly. When the healing process was compl ete, the suture would be absorbed into his

body.
"They'reincompetent,” hefinished.

"Unlucky," the doctor countered firmly. She was about the only person on Mimban who dared argue
with the Captain-Supervisor. Hedlers can usualy afford to be independent. Those who might be tempted
to fight with them never know when they might have need of their services. To Grammd, alittle
dissension was cheap insurance againgt an accidenta dip of the bone welder.

Turning from her, he studied himsdlf inamirror. "Six fools. They alowed the prisonersto escape.”

Asusud, the doctor couldn't begin to read Gramme's thoughts. It was entirely possible he was
admiring the scar running parald to her suture. Most men would have been appalled by it. Grammd's
aesthetics, however, differed from those of most men.

"Two Yuzzem," the doctor reminded him, "with human aid are adifficult combination to fight.
Especidly if outsde hdp wasinvolved.”

Grammé turned to her. "That iswhat has been troubling me. They must have had such help. The
escape was too clean, too nest, for it to be otherwise. Especidly for apair of strangers. You still have not
given me alegitimate reason for canceling the execution of the Six guards.”

"Two of them are permanently maimed,” shetold him, "and the others dl scarred in various ways
beyond my &bility to repair. Y our resources here are far from limitless, Captain-Supervisor. If you intend
to search the region around dl the towns you're going to need every waking man you have. Besides,
compass on makes men work harder than fear."

"You'rearomantic, Doctor,” Gramme countered.” Despite which, your evauation of my resourcesis
quite accurate.” He turned to exit the room.

"Then you'll countermand those execution orders?' she called after him.

"I have no choice," he admitted. "One cannot argue with figures." The door closed silently behind
him.

The doctor turned back to her white sanctuary, gratified. Her task was to save lives. Whenever she
could do that in astuation in which Gramme wasinvolved, shefdt atrue sense of accomplishment....

Days passed, became four, then five, Six.

On the morning of the saventh day, L uke did into the seat dongside Hala The old woman insisted
on taking her turn behind the controls and neither Luke nor Leiacould talk her out of it.



"You said seven days,” Lukefinaly ventured evenly.

"Toten," she admitted amiably, continuing to keep her attention on the ground ahead of them. She
fought to give theimpression that age had honed instead of weakened her ability to penetrate the mist.

Great trees with down-curving branches hung close by them. Halla negotiated awinding path around
thethick boles.

Lelawas resting on one of the cushioned, water-repellent seats behind them, gnawing on an oblong
piece of fruit sheldd found in one of the food lockers. The fruit shonein the dim daylight. It had been
treated with some kind of dick presarvative that gave it ahoney-like glaze.

"Y ou surewere going in theright direction?’

"Oh, theré's no migtaking thet, girl," Halainssted. "But the distance could be alittle uncertain. The
greenies have away of telling you what you want to hear. Maybe the one who babbled to mefdt that if
he'd told me the temple of Pomojemawas a month's journey off instead of aweek's, | wouldn't have
given him hismethanal roll."

"Maybe," the Princess suggested, "hetold you there was a temple because he thought the same way.
Maybe thereisno such temple.”

"We do havethe piece of crysta asproof,” Luke pointed out. "At least, we did." He looked
downcast.

"There now, Luke boy," Halacomforted him. "Asyou sad, there was nothing you could have done
about that."

"Areyou sure about the crystal's properties, Luke?' the Princess asked uncertainly.

Luke nodded dowly. "I couldn't have made amisteke, Leia. That gtirring inside me when | touched
it... I've only felt that before in the presence of Obi-wan Kenobi." He stared off into the damp greenery.
"It'sstrange, like waves breaking inside your head, through your whole body."

"Okay, the crystal getsfirst priority then." Sheturned to face Hdla. "But afterward, we have to get
off thisplanet. TheAlliance will give you whatever reward you wish, Hdla, if you help us”

"Oh, you can count on that,” she said. "I'll do my best for you two." She noticed abeep from Artoo
and added, "Excuse me... you four. But | want nothin' to do with the Rebels. I'm no outlaw."”

"We're not outlaws either!” an outraged L eiaexclaimed. "We're revolutionaries and reformers.”
"Politica outlaws, then," Halla shot back.
"The Empireis staffed by outlaws.”

The old woman grinned back at Leia, her expression wizened by years. "1'm no philosopher, girl, and
| lost any martyr complex | might've had forty years ago.”

"Comeon, you two," Luke brokein uncomfortably.



"Do you think she'sright, Luke?' the Princess asked quietly.
"Leal..."
"Well, boy?' Hallawatched him expectantly.

He was saved the necessity of aresponse as an abrupt lurch threw everyone toward the left side of
the crawler. Halaresponded swiftly by throwing al six whedsinto reverse. Leaning over the sde, Luke
had abad moment when he saw the forward balloon whed sinking into something with the consistency of
watered porridge.

But the crawler waswell designed. Multiwhed drive and the powerful engine pulled them clear. Halla
leaned over the whed for aminute,then studied the terrain ahead. A paler plot of ground lay between
patches of the treacherous dudge. Running forward once more, the crawler pushed on over firmer
ground.

"Y ou have to be dert every second on Mimban," Halladeclared. "Thisisacrazy world, where the
ground itsdlf isyour most uncertain enemy.” Asif in response, the ground trembled beneath them. Luke
frowned, peered over the side.

"Just how gtableisthisregion?' the Princessinquired uneedily.

"Firgt you want meto be a philosopher, now aseismologi<,” quipped Halla. "Stable? Y ou know as
much as |, child. There are no vol canoes hereaboults, but-"

Shefroze, bardly retaining enough sensation to bring the crawler to ahdt.
"I knew that quake wasn't theright word," Luke stated.

Thefirm, winding path they were traveling had risen abruptly in front of them, turned back onitsdf ,
and was now gtaring a them quizzically.

"Forcepreserve ugl" Halayeped, even as she spun the crawler on its centra globa whed and sent
them racing at high speed back the way they'd come.

The ground continued to turn and come after them. Pale cream in color, with streaks of brown, the
colossus possessed nothing resembling anormd eye. Instead, the blunt end which was curling back
toward them boasted a score of haphazardly spaced, dull, black spotslike the eyes of aspider.

A ragged tear below the black orbs was the only other recognizable feature. It split now, revealing
jet-black teeth set in concentric circleslining an endless gullet.

Both Y uzzem were chattering madly and firing at the great hulk, with aslittle accuracy as effect. The
Y uzzem'srifles|eft thin black streaks on the anemic-looking flesh, but didn't penetrate deeply enough to
cause any rea destruction. Luke had his own pistol out and working, as did the Princess. Their bolts
glanced harmlesdy off back or sides, or the bottom body plates. Threepio and Artoo hung on

desperately.
"Wandrdla"Halawasyeling. "Itsawandrelal Werefinished.”

The great blunt head was till winding ponderoudy back toward them. They weretraveling on firm



ground now and not on the monster's back. But the swamp crawler was built for sturdiness and stability,
not speed. Branches and whole trees snapped off as the probing head curled after them, followed by the
great whitetrain of the wandrellas gargantuan body. Thick sucking soundsissued from benegth the huge
body plates as the cresture humped aong after them. It traveled dowly, but each time it moved it
covered meters. And it moved in an inexorable straight line, whereas the crawler had to dodge trees and
pools of bottomless ooze. It drew so close that Luke and the others gathered desperately in the front of
the crawler. " Aim for the eye-spotd" he ordered. Everyone took his advice, and thistime their shots
seemed more effective. Severd bolts struck a couple of the black circles, searing them badly. A dull
rumble boiled up out of the creature's depths, alingering, moaning thunder. It was part confusion, part
barely redized pain.

By now it was clear that the wandrella's nervous system was either too primitive to be instantly
neutralized by energy fire, or too evenly distributed throughout its mass and thus devoid of any vita
center.

Ten metersof itsfront end lifted up, dropped like agreat white treefdling in dow motion. Halatried
to dodge, and the crawler struck athick, rotting sump. Thefirst whed climbed over with ajolt, sending
them tumbling to the floor of the crawler cab, but the second did not. They were hung, the stump pinning
them between first and second axle, asthat nightmare torso plunged down at them.

Opening wide, the black maw bit and clamped tight around the rear of the crawler. Itsgrip was
devadtatingly firm for so rubbery-looking a creature. No one had to give the order to abandon the
vehicle. That was understood instantaneoudly.

Keewaslast off, lingering for afina shot down the partly opened throat. He barely leapt clear asthe
crawler roseinto theair. Only hisextra-long arms enabled him to retreat safely.

Then they were sprinting for ahiding place, but there weren't any. No mountainsto climb, no cavesin
hillsides here, and they had to be cautious or seemingly solid ground would devour them as efficiently as
the worm behind them.

Crumpling noises reached them. Looking back over ashoulder asthey ran, Luke saw the wandrella
chewing the swamp crawler asif it were some choice morsel plucked from atree. The andogy was not
lost on him. If any of them tried climbing atreefor protection, the same fate would befal them asthe
unlucky crawler.

Their only chance wasto find some kind of hiding place, secrete themsalves out of sght, and pray
that the hulking threat's sense of smdll did not matchitssize.

Possibly the creature belonged to so primitive a speciesthat it would regard prey as out of sight, out
of mind. If it could no longer see them, hopefully the dull-witted monstrosity would interpret that to mean
they no longer existed.

"Thisway!" Luke abruptly decided, turning and running to hisleft. Leiafollowed. Sightly ahead and
sandwiched between the two Y uzzem, Halladidn't hear him. She and the two big diens continued on the
way they were headed.

Severa minutes passed before atired Halla dowed and did think to glance behind her. When she
did, she saw only the phosphorescent convoy of white worm diding through the mist well behind them.

She cameto astop, admonishing the two Y uzzem to do likewise. "It's gone off in adifferent



direction,” she exclamed. Hin, panting like an engine, nodded affirmation. Thetrio squinted into thefog
around them.

"Luke boy, child," she cdled, "you can come out now. It'sgiven up on us." Mist-sounds and peeps
from the underbrush responded blankly. "Come on, Luke boy," she added, beginning to fed alittle
nervous, "don't befooling old Hallalikethis.

Trying to help, Keelet out a stentorian bellow. Halla had to jump to clap ahand over his mouth, then
put her own hand over her own mouth and shook her head, pointing to the last bit of wandrella
disappearing into the growth not far enough away. Kee nodded redlization, called again more softly
through his snoot for their missing companions. Artoo waswhistling mournfully.

"Luke," Halacdled again, worried. Together, the three began searching the surrounding brush.
When several minutes of thisfailed to turn up any sign of the Princess or Luke, Hallagathered up thetwo
Y uzzem and glanced back the way they'd come.

"I don't think it got them... not yet, anyhow. They wereright behind us." She turned, and they started
to retrace their stepsin the hope that Luke and Leia had somehow managed to e ude the beast.

"They may be hiding under atree somewhere," ventured Threepio hopefully.

Neither assumption was correct. L uke and the Princess hadn't been devoured, but neither had they
lost their lumpish pursuer. Asthey had deserted the crawler, the wandrella noted the movement
unemotionally. Once the mangled swamp vehicle proved itself unappetizing, the leviathan had turned after
smaller, and, it was hoped, more nutritious prey.

But mysterioudy, itsfood had split into two parts. In primitive wandrellareasoning, the nearer was
thetagtier. Ignoring Hallaand the others, it swerved to follow Lukeand Lela.

"It'sgiill behind us," Luketold her, breathing with difficulty. A massive circle lined with black dots
was humping through bog and brush after them. Leia stumbled over agnarled root and L uke fought to
help her up.

"[.... don't know how much longer | can... keep thisup, Luke."

"Neither dol ," he confessed tiredly, hisfrantic gaze hunting for someplace, anyplace, to conced
themsdves.

"What about atree?'

"Already thought of that," heinformed her, asthey ssumbled on. "That thing could pull us out of the
biggest tree here, or push it down."

"It's getting closer,” she exclaimed, with abackward glance. Her voice was starting to crack.

Lukesquinted, saw what appeared to be aregular line of rocks. "Over there," he urged.

They staggered up to what turned out to be, not anatural formation, but an artificid construct. Each
stone was shaped in ahexagond pattern and fitted to its neighbors without any visible cement or putty. A

peculiar tripod of wood and plaited vines decorated with paint or dyes was arranged above the circular
wal.



"Lookslike somekind of ceremonid cistern,” the Princess decided asthey stumbled the last few
meterstoward it. "Maybeit holds water for adry season.” She looked back. The merciless pale horror
continued remorsaesdy toward them.

Luke started to put afoot over thewall, got aglimpse beyond it a the sametime and recoiled in
terror. The stonewall surrounded a pitagood nine or ten meters in circumference. Though the sunlight
herewas far from bright, filtered asit was through mist and rain, it was sufficient to indicate that the
empty gulf yavning beneeth him was of frightening depth.

The Princess got alook at it too, sucked in her bresth. "Luke, we can't..." But he was running around
the edge of the abyss, calling to her.

"Over here, Leia™ She hurried around the side, came up to him.

"Luke, we can't stay..." He shook his head, pointed to something insde thewall. Leaning over, she
saw the cause of his excitement.

They were standing at a place where thewall had been cut away. A gateway covered with
indecipherable alien scrawl framed the stoneless section. Attached to small stone pillars were two vines.
They descended into the darkness, intertwining to form astrange spiral ladder.

"Luke, | don't know..." she began.

He dropped to the ground, grabbed one of the vines and tugged on it with al his strength. The vine
didn't give. Behind them, the wandrella had gpproached to within fifteen meters. It opened itstoothy
maw. A low, lymph-curdling ululation issued from within.

That made up Luke's mind. "We haven't got achoice," heinssted.

"Down there, Luke?' The Princess shook her head. "We can't. We don't know what..."

"I'd rather diein adark hole," he said tightly, staring hard at her, "than be some mongter's breskfast.”
Then he sarted down the vine ladder. "Come on," he urged her, ydling upward. "It'll hold both of udl"
He continued his descent.

A last look at the quivering mouth hunching toward her and the Princess sivung both legs over the
sde of the pit and started down into nothingness. It was not quite black as night, but dark enough so that
Luke had to fed for each succeeding rung. Once he moved too quickly and amost fell. With hisright leg
hefdlt around for the next rung.

There was no next rung.

He'd reached the bottom of the ladder.

"Hold it!" he shouted softly up to Leia. The dight echo of the pit gave hisvoice asepulchra qudity.
Above, he could barely make out her frightened face as she turned to look down at him.

"What isit... what's the matter?"

"End of theline." Beyond hisfeet he could see only unending blackness. It seemed asif they'd



descended no distance at al. But as his eyes adjusted to the light, he thought he saw something a couple
of steps above and to hisright.

Climbing, he soon made contact with the Princess feet. After caming her, he reached out, stepped
off to one sde. The ledge he'd spotted was barely ameter wide, but another of the tough vines had been
attached to thewall aboveit, running parallel to the ledge about waist-high. Carefully, Luke hooked one
arm over thevine. "Therésaledge, Leia," he explained, reaching out ahand for her. She stepped over,
grabbed the vine with both hands and examined the rock underfoot.

"Someone cut this out of the pit wall," she observed positively. "1 wonder who, and for what
purpose?

"l wish | knew," Luke admitted. "Too bad Halla's not here. | bet she could tell us."

A loud, reverberant scraping sound from overhead killed further conversation. Pressing tight against
the pit wall, they turned wide eyes upward. The sound wasn't repeated.

Lukefelt the warmth of the body next to him, lowered his gaze. Framed in the faint light from above,
the Princess|ooked more radiant, more beautiful than ever. "Leia" hebegan, "1..."

More scraping, louder, ominoudy so. Severa rocks and pieces of wall fell from above and shot past
them. They tried to bury themsdlvesin the unyielding stone, tried to merge with the dampness dripping
down itsSdes.

A loud thunk sounded far below. It was one of the falen sonesfindly hitting something. Luke wasn't
sureit was bottom.

Breethless, they stayed huddled together, eyesfixed on the circle of misty sunlight above. With infinite
downess, something did into view. At first it looked like a sooty cloud obscuring the sun. Smal sounds
came from the Princess throat. Luke was completely paralyzed.

The massive worm-head eclipsed the opening. It swung back and forth like a horizontal pendulum,
moving from side to side, searching with senses unimaginable.

Looking around desperately, L ute spied what might have been an opening in the pit wall. It was at
thefar end of the ledge.

"Follow me," heinstructed the Princess. When she didn't move, he grabbed one hand and pulled.
Shefollowed him, her gaze il frozen on the mongtrosity above.

The opening turned out to be large enough to hold both of them. It wastall enough so that Luke
hardly had to stoop to fit insgde. Both stared up and out, relieved to be off the narrow ledge.

Perhaps the creature above was sengitive to ther relief. Something certainly attracted it, because the
great skull abruptly ceased itsweaving motion. It turned downward, facing them.

"It seesudl" the Princess breathed, gripping Luke'sarm so hard it hurt. "Oh, it seesudl”
"Maybe... maybeit'sjust looking down the pit," Luke responded, more hopeful than sanguine.

With a hunching movement that filed stone and rock from the upper edge of the chasm, the head



drifted lazily down toward them. Its vast mouth was agape, framinga darkness deeper than that of the pit
itsdlf.

"It'scoming down," the Princess breathed. "It's coming for us, Luke."

"It can't. It can't reach us," Luke inssted, fedling for his pistol. It wasn't there. Held dropped it in the
retreat from the crawler. His hand went around the hilt of hislightsaber.

A ponderous groaning sounded. Larger chunks of didodged stone fell pastthem, went crashing and
booming off the walls below.

"How long isit?' Luke wondered, indicating the worm+-like creature.

"I don't know. | didn't get agood look. It seemed to go on forever," she responded. The wandrella
was |l ess than adozen meters above them, and till moving. There was no doubt that it saw them now.
"Can it get apurchase onthewdl?It'sso dick.”

"I don't know," he mumbled dully. Hisfigt tightened convulsively on the hilt of the saber.

All a once the worm-thing seemed to leap down at them. The Princess screamed, her shriek echoing
madly around the walls of the pit as L uke yanked the saber from hisbelt and activated it. In the plutonian
confines of thewell its clean blue light was smdl comfort.

But the wandrellawas not striking at them. Overextended even for its own incredible length, it was
fdling. It went rocketing past, aseemingly endlesswhite waterfdl of faintly glowing flesh. Leaning out,
they saw it shrink to adot, a pinpoint of brightness beforeit finally vanished into the abyssa depths.
Echoes of the creature bouncing and bumping from wall to wall drifted up to them with steadily increasing
faintness, dying memories of amassive deeth.

Luke shakily deactivated his saber and resttached it to his belt.

At the sametime, the Princess grew aware of how tightly she was clinging to him. Their proximity
engendered awash of confused emotion. It would be proper to disengage, to move away alittle. Proper,
but not nearly so satisfying. She was utterly drained, and the comfort she derived from leaning againgt him
wasworth any feding of impropriety.

They stood like that for atimeless stretch. Luke did hisarm around her and she didn't resist. She
didn't look yearningly up at him, ether, but thiswas enough for him, for now at least. He was happy.

An eternity later aquerulous voice bounced down the walls to them, so gently he wasn't certain held
heard anything a dl.

"Luke boy... are you down there?"
They exchanged glances. Luke leaned uncertainly out of the little acove they'd sought refugein and
stared upward. Four faces were staring back down at him from high above. Two were bewhiskered and

furred. One was golden and metalic.

"Hala?' An excited chittering came back to him.Hin, unmigtakably. When the hysterica hooting findly
died down, Hallacdled to him again.



"Areyou al right, Master Luke?" Threepio caled down to them.
"| think s0," he shouted back. "It came down after us.”
"I thought you were behind me dl thetime," came Hadlasreply. "I'm glad you're ill dive.”

"So arewe," exclamed the Princess, her norma sdf-reliance flooding back rapidly. "Well joinyouin
aminute." She started out of the rock recess.

"No wewont," countered L uke somberly, putting out an arm to stop her. "Take alook."
Her gaze followed his pointing arm. Where the wandrella had fallen, the walls of the pit were scraped
clean and chipped away asif scoured by some huge abrasive pad. The vine spird ladder they'd climbed

down was completely gone. So was more than haf the ledge.

"We've no way back up," he called out to the anxious watchers above. "The vine ladder we came
down wastorn away. Can you make another one?"

Silence from above. For afew moments the faces moved out of sight. Luke found their absence
worrying, but they findly returned.

"l wouldn't trust any of the vines growing near here," Hallacalled down to them. "The ladder you
used must have been made from vines brought from some distance away. But there might be another way
out." Luke studied the smooth-sided interior of the pit.

"Another way?What are you taking about, Halla?'

"Where were you standing when the worm fdll past you?'

"Therésasmall recessinthewall here, a the end of aledge,” heinformed her.

"A ledge, too," she repested, sounding satisfied. "How big is the recessed place?!

"Big enough for both of usto gandin.”

"| thought s0. Y ou'rein a Coway shaft, Luke boy."

"A what?' the Princess cdlled out, frowning.

"Coway, child," Hallarepested. "I told you there are, andwere, dl kinds of races co-existing on
Mimban. The Cowayare related to the greenies of the towns, but they're not the least bit subservient.

They live underground, which iswhy nobody knows a hdluvalot about them. But they usethe old Thrella

wellsfor occasond accessto the surface, in addition to natural sinkholes and other surface openings.”

"First Coways, now Threlawells,” mumbled Luke, studying the emptiness below them. "What'sa
Thrdlawd|?"

"A well bored by the Thrella," Hallareplied, not unexpectedly. "They'rejust called wells. Nobody
knowswhat they were really used for, just like no one knows much about the Thrella. Maybe they built a
lot of the temples, too.



"In any case, they're long gone and the Coway are here. If you go to the back of your recess, you'll
probably find that it opens onto a passageway.”

"If it does, well find it," Luke assured her.

"The Cowaydont try to conced their surface exits," Halawent on. "If you can find your way out,
well meet you there. I'm sure | can find the nearest Coway egress.”

"Sounds good," ahopeful Luke admitted, "except for one thing. What do we do for light? I've got an
emergency lumaon my belt, and | can always use the saber, but | don't want to use up the charges.”

"Jugt find the passageway,” Hdlatold them confidently. ™Y ou'll have plenty of light, if it isa Coway
passage. Take my word for it, boy."

"Well try it," Luke agreed. "WEell go through and meet you." He turned away, hesitated, then leaned
back out and called upward again."Hala?'

A small face regppeared over the rim of the chasm.

"Yes, Luke boy?'

"What do we do if we meet any Coway?"

"They're not very numerous, and they move around alot," Halatold him. "It'snot likely you'l runinto
any. If you do meet up with acouple, they'll probably be so startled they'll run from you. Remember,
they're not domesticated like the greenies. They know aslittle about us as we do about them... | think.

Y ou hear lots of reports of them lingering around the towns, but they disappear if anyone goes after them.
So that probably meansthey're shy and peaceful.”

"That's two very important probablys,”" he shouted uncertainly.

"You'vedill got your saber.”

L uke's hand went to the comforting shaft of the wegpon."All right. Stay there a second.” He turned to
Leia Shewasn't there. "Leia?' he said doud. Swelling fears vanished when she regppeared seconds after
hiscal.

"Therésatunne back there, just like the old woman thought,” she said cheerfully. "I used my own
luma." She gestured with the tiny, sdf-contained light. "It widens out right away."

"Which direction?'

"Off to the east, about a thirty-one-degree heading." Sheindicated her suit tracom.

"Thirty-one degrees east, Hdla," he shouted upward, relaying Lelds information.

"Okay, boy. Well movein that direction. How are you two on rations?”'

Both hurried to check their belts. The brief survey was more encouraging than Luke had hoped.

"Weve got enough concentrates between us to keep going for about aweek. | expect well find



plenty of water."

Hallas cackle rippled down the well walls. "I expect you'll have trouble avoiding it, Luke boy. If what
| know about Coway tunnels holds, we should meet up with you in a couple, three days at most. Light,
food, water... you two kids hang on, understand? Well find you." A concurring series of squeaksfrom
Hin and Kee, and then the three faces disappeared.

"Please be careful, sir," Threepio added. Then he, too, vanished.

Luke stood amoment longer gazing at the inviting circle of sunlight and mist above. He reached
upward. Despite the seeming nearness, he was not surprised to discover that he couldn't touch the sky

with afingertip.

"They'reontheir way," hetold Leia, turning back to her and switching on his own luma. "Wed better
beonours...."

THEY'D been waking for some ten minutes when Luke ventured thoughtfully, "1 wonder if we might
not've been better off waiting in the alcove until Hallaand the Y uzzem could've gone back to atown and
come back with some stolen cable. Hin could pull us out of there by himsdlf, with those arms he has.”

Lelastepped over asmdl pile of rough grave. ™Y ou think sheld consider going back to town without
the crystd to face Grammd?"

"Wheat difference would the crysta make?”

Lelaeyed him fondly. "Y ou don't understand her, do you, Luke? Obvioudy she's convinced she can
turn Grammd into afrog withiit."

Luke made adisparaging sound. "Leia, she'snot that irrationa about the crystal.”
"Y ou don't think s0?" The Princess formed her next words carefully, gently. "Think amoment, Luke,
Hallas avery persuasive, knowledgeable old woman, but she's been on thisworld along time. Y ears

spent hunting down amyth. It's clear to me that she believes the Kaiburr has supernormal powers. Even
you agree it doesn't possess any such thing.”

"I know. Okay, so maybe she'salittle fanatical on the subject, but-"

"Fanatical?* The Princess sighed. "L uke, the poor woman is sick with delusions, can't you see that?
Her dreams have overwhelmed her sense of redlity. But we need her, ill assheis, to get off this planet.”

"The crystd'sno delusion,” Luke argued mildly. "It'sredl. If this Governor Essada and his people get
toit beforewedo..."

She shuddered visbly."Essada. 1'd dmost forgotten about him."



"Leia, why areyou so afraid of an Imperial Governor,” he asked gently asthey waked on. "What
could Moff Tarkin have doneto you back on the Death Star before Han Solo and | rescued you?”

She turned memory-haunted eyes on him. "Maybe I'll tell you someday, Luke. Not now. I'm not... |
haven't forgotten enough. If | told you | might remember too much.”

"Dont you think | could takeit," he asked tightly.

She hastened to correct him."Oh not you, Luke, not you. It's me, my own reactions I'm worried
about. Whenever | start trying to remember exactly what they did to methat time, | Sart to come gpart.”

They walked onin sllence. "' Say, don't you think it's getting brighter in here?* shefinaly said, with
exaggerated chearfulness.

Luke blinked, the fedingsthat had been running searingly through him the past several minutes
beginning to fade as he consdered the import of her comment.

Yes, it did seem lighter. Almost bright, in fact.
"Switch off your luma," heingtructed her, even as he was thumbing the switch of hisown.

For abrief instant it grew darker. Then their eyes compensated and it was as bright as before. The
light was afault blue-yelow, somewhat brighter than the hue of hisown saber.

When his gaze returned to the Princess he saw she was standing next to the tunnel wall. "Over here"
she called, directing him to an especidly luminous section of stone. He leaned close. It seemed asif the
rock itself was pouring out the light.

"No," she corrected when he voiced that thought, "look closer. Here." She dug at the stone with her
nails and the light came off in her hands, setting her palm aglow. It burned coldly in her hand. After a
whileit Sarted to fade out.

"Some kind of growth,” she announced, "Lichen, afungus... | don't know. I'm no botanist. Thisis
what Halatold uswed find if we kept on." She brushed living light from her hand, looked on down the
gradualy descending cave. "It's another world down here, but now | don't find it frightening.”

Asthey continued downward, the path they were traveling leveled off. The tunnel widened into atrue
cavern. Multi-colored stalactites began to appear, minera impurities turning them into painted pendants
coated with the phosphorescent growths. Blunt-tipped stalagmites thrust cellingward. They were
accompanied by the ever-present music of dripping water.

A faint rumble sounded ahead and they dowed cautioudly. The noise turned out to be the song of a
running underground stream. It ran pardld to their path, a bubbling, unceasingly cheerful guide and
companion.

They passed aholein the cave'sroof. Water poured through it and disappeared into a bottomless
pond, looking fordl the world like a piece of standard piping with the middle section removed.

Further on, they encountered aminiature forest of helicites. These twisted, grotesquely contorted
crysadsof gypsum defied gravity in their swirling projections from floor, walsand ceiling. Luke had the
fedling they were walking through agigantic clump of glasswool. Here the reflections from the glowing



plant life reached blinding proportions.

In addition to the lichen-fungi, they were starting to see larger, more advanced varieties of
light-generating vegetation growing from the ground and walls. Some looked like cantilevered
mushrooms. They passed atdl stand of something resembling parayzed bamboo encased in quartz.
When the Princess accidentally bumped into one, they discovered another of its properties.

There was abong. Startled, Leiajumped aside, then experimentdly gave the slem asharp rap with
her knuckles. The ringing was repested.

"Hollow, maybe," suggested adelighted Luke.
"But are they vegetable or minerd ?'

"No telling," he admitted. He rapped another of the growths, was rewarded by atotally different ring.
They exchanged smiles, and then the cave wasfilled with crude but sprightly tunes asthe natural chimes
sang under their hands. They grinned like a couple of mischievous children,

Eventually they tired of this amusement, resumed their journey as L uke broke out two concentrate
cubes and handed one to the Princess. He talked while examining the path they trod.

It was unmistakably that, apathway. "L ook at the absence of big rocks along here," he was saying.
"This has definitely been cleared for use. | don't see any footprints, though.”

"Ground'stoo hard," the Princess agreed. "But it's an exquisite place, afairyland.Much more
atractive than the surface. If Mimban is ever settled formaly, everyone should live underground, | think."
She executed a neat pirouette, evidently out of sheer pleasure. "It's so peaceful and clean down here, |
amog-"

The sentence ended in astartled scream and she started to vanish downward.

Throwing himsalf forward and flat, Luke stretched out a desperate arm. She caught it above the
wrigt. Her hand did dong hisforearm until it locked in his. She hung like thet, her hand in his, as she
swung in emptiness. Luke felt hisfeet dipping as he fought to dig them into the hard ground.

"Cant hold... Luke," she breathed urgently. "Use your other hand,”" he directed through clenched
teeth. She reached up and her left hand went around his forearm. The motion dragged him forward
another few precious centimeters.

A large stalagmite thrust upward close by. If he waswrong and it had formed over the same crust the
Princess had broken through, they'd both fall as the worm had. Every muscle and tendon in his body
sraining, he edged alittle toward it. Releasing the precarious grip hisleft hand had on the ground, he
threw it around the stone pillar. That arrested hisforward dide, but now hewasin danger of losing his
hold on the Princess.

Somehow, he managed to dowly inch backward aong the ground, gravel digging into his chest and
belly as he used the stdlagmite as a brace. Continuing to move backward, he leaned into asitting position,
got hisleft leg propped against the outcropping. Now he was free to grab the Princess wrist with his
other hand.

He shoved with hisleft leg, histhigh muscles quivering under the strain. The Princess emerged from



the hole, moving toward him. There was afaint crumbling noise and the salagmite Sarted to crack at the
base. Shifting hisright leg behind the pillar dong with hisleft, he pushed franticaly with both feet.

The Princess shot toward him. An ingtant later the stressed limestone gave way and the force of his
shove sent Luke diding toward the gaping blackness. Rolling away fromit, the Princess caught him with a
hand, her weight hating hisdide. Now Luke rolled clear, came to a panting stop on her chest.

For along moment they lay like that, suspended in time. Then their eyes met with agaze that could
have penetrated light-years.

Sitting back quickly, the Princess began brushing a her suit. Her coverallswere torn from being
dragged across the jagged edge of the gap and the rubble coating the cave floor. Luke sat back, trying to
knead some fedling back into hisright arm.

"Maybe," she ventured at last, "underground wouldn't be the best place to settle on thisworld after
al”

Wordlessy, they climbed to their feet. With Luke testing the ground ahead, they skirted the hole that
had opened in the seemingly solid floor. A glanceinto it reveded apit as bottomless asthe Threllawell.

L uke hesitated when a section of earth seemed to depress under hisfoot. He looked around, pointed
to the stream that continued to swirl onitsfluid way.

"The ground looks firmer over there."

"It dso looked firm where | stepped,” the Princess reminded him. Luke turned his gaze on the calling.
Above the hole and the section of floor immediately ahead, aconvex bowl showed in the roof. Above
the stream and to its | eft the roof wasfilled with staactites.

"I think welll be okay on the other side of the water," he decided. But when they crossed over they
advanced dowly, Luke continuing to test the footing before them with a probing boot. The Princess
followed behind him, her left hand locked in hisright. Before long they had passed beyond the overhead
bowl and the pit. St actites once morefilled the roof from wall to wall.

Just to be certain, he unlatched his saber. Activating it, he jabbed the lightblade into the ground
ahead. There was ahissing and bubbling as stone turned molten around the blue shaft. Luke pulled it free,
turned it off. Leaning over, he dropped asmall pebbleinto the smoking hole. It hit bottom with gratifying

Speed.

They waked on with more confidence, but their deight in the beauties of the underground
wonderland was considerably diminished.

"Let'shopewefind that exit soon," Luke commented.

But instead of turning sharply upward asthey hoped, the path continued leve. If anything, they
seemed to be descending dightly. The tunnel continued to widen ahead of them. They turned asharp
bend, and emerged on a startling scene.

A vast underground lake lay ahead of them. Despite the phosphorescent plant light, the lake was so
widethat they could not see the far shore. The water was as black asthe inside of the Emperor's mind.



Their cleared path angled off to the left. It continued on to the water's edge before disappearing into
it about ameter from thewall.

"| guessthis explainswhy we haven't encountered any signs of Coways," Luke mused. "This portion
of thetrail isunderwater. It must rise and fall frequently, according to the rainfall on the surface.” He
followed the trail into the water, waded out until it was up to his chest before returning. "No good. It's
too deep.”

"But we haveto go on, | suppose,” the Princess observed, not liking the look of the glassy black
surface. "There's nothing to be gained by going back. " Arewe dill moving thirty-oneeast ?'

L uke checked histracom."A little south of that. Thetrail probably curves back on the opposite

shore. | hope. But in away, the lake's agood sign. Maybe it means that the ground on the other side
startsto rise, because so much water collects here. | wonder how deep itis?”

"Noteling," the Princess mused. She walked into the water, bent over and felt abit of the hidden
bottom. "It dopes downward pretty steeply.”

Lukewas looking past her. On the other side of the stream they'd been following grew asmdll forest
of water plants, gpparently stimulated by the steady flow of fresh nutrients here. The huge leafy pads
floating on the black surface were adull, yellow-brown color. They were round and pointed dightly at
two ends where the upturned edges met.

"You cant," Leiacommented, "be thinking of traveling on one of those."

"I'm not swimming,” Luketold her, waking toward the forest. He hopped the stream, splashing
through the opposite Side. Leaning over, he saw signs of broken stems just benesth the surface.

"Looks like some of the pads have dready been snapped off. Probably the Coway use them.”

"Or elsethey broke free naturaly,” the Princess grumbled, so softly that Luke didn't hear her. She
moved tojoin him.

Tentatively, Luke stepped onto one of the flat pads. The one he was testing was two and a half
metersin diameter. As he pushed down with hisweight the yellow interior gave spongily. But it didn't
break and hisfoot didn't push through.

Unsteadily he moved onto the pad. His knees sank into the surface, which held. His mouth firming, he
jumped into the air and came down as hard as he could with both knees. The pad sank up to hishipsin
the water, rebounded solidly.

Convinced that the pad was lake-worthy, Luke rolled to its edge and looked over. There was
enough light here for him to see the man-thick stem which secured the pad to the |ake bottom.

"I'm going to cut thisoneloose," he announced.
The Princess |ooked skeptical."With what?Y our saber? | didn't know they operated under water."
He gazed back at her solemnly. "They'd better.”

He dipped over the sde, foundhimsdf treading cold water. Then he activated the saber and shoved it



under the surface. Bubbles promptly broke the glassy water, but the hard blue light continued to gleam in
the blackness, and there was no hint of amalfunction.

Taking adeep breath, he did into darkness.

Fortunately the saber itsdlf provided enough light to show him the stem. It took only a second or two
to dice through the tough core. He noted with interest that the pad narrowed to a concave shape, instead
of being flat across the bottom. That would givethem at least anillusion of stability.

Then he was breaking the surface, gasping for ar and wiping water from his eyes after deactivating
the saber. Once it was secured to his belt again, he put out a hand and tugged the freed pad close to
shore.

He employed the saber briefly again to cut asmal holein the rear of the pad. With athinroll of
surviva cord he secured their craft to a stalagmite on shore.

"These might do for propulsion!™ the Princess called to him. She was further up the shorelineand
dightly uphill. Luke moved to sand beside her.

A series of trangparent selenite crystals flowed from roof to floor here. Each wastdler than aman,
perhaps a couple of centimeters thick. Phosphorescent growths on them gave them the look of windows
in achurch, and the knife-edged mineral was suffused in placeswith vermilion light.

"They'reamost too beautiful to bresk," Luke commented in admiration. "But youreright... they'll
make good paddles.” Using the inval uable saber once more, he cut loose four blades of theright size,
shaped them with the blue beam for holding. Then they carried them down to the water and placed them
carefully intheleprouslily they hoped would carry them acrossthe lake.

"Ready to go?' he asked finally. Leia hesitated, checked her wrist chronometer.

"Weve been walking for nearly sixteen hours, Luke." She gestured at thelake. "If were going to try
and crossthat, 1'd just as soon do it on afull night'sdeep.”

"Or day'sdeep," Luke agreed. They had no way of telling whether it was day or night in the world
above.

He found arotting piece of one of the pad-growths marooned on shore and dragged it updope. It
would make an acceptable mattress.

"Y ou go ahead," he urged her, asthey stretched out on the soft matter. "I'm not quitetired yet." She
nodded, tried to find a comfortable position on the damp cellulose.

In two minutes they were both sound asleep....

Luke avokewith agart, Stting up fast and flicking hiseyesin dl directions. He thought held heard
something moving. But there was nothing, only the steady trickle of the stream merging with the [ake, and
the sound of dropsfaling into thelakeitself from overhead.

After checking histimer he woke the Princess. She rubbed deep from her eyes, asked, "How long?"

"Nearly twelve hours. | guess| was exhausted, too."



They broke out fresh concentrates, munched them hungrily. Luke brought water from the streamina
collapsible cup. They ate by the transparent brook, watching waterbugs swim anxioudy back and forth.

"I never dreamed concentrates could taste so good,"” the Princess observed, finishing the last of one
cube and downing severa swalows of water.

"My appetite will improve when we see sunlight again,” was Luke's comment. Out of excuses, he
stared at the lake. "I hopethislake's not aswide asit looks. | don't like traveling on water."

"That's not surprising,” soothed the Princess, knowing that on the desert world of Tatooine where
Luke had been raised, an open body of water was asrare as an evergreen.

Wordlesdy, they dipped onto the pad-boat. Each took up one of the long selenite blades. Luke
untied the cord from the stalagmite, recoiled it and replaced it on his belt, then pushed off. They did out
onto thelake asif greased.

L uke experienced exquidite terror as they rowed out across what looked like a bottomless crater.
The actual bottom could have been amere meter beneath them, but the dark water waslliterally
unfathomable.

Like the waterbugs in the stream, worries darted rapidly through Luke's mind. What if the lakeran on
for hundreds of kilometers? Or supposeit branched in severa directions? Without the visible pathway,
they could easlly get lost forever.

Their best chance wasto hug the wal on their left, where the path had vanished into the water. It
seemed unlikely that it would cut across the lake-more sensible for it to stay closeto the wall, where
presumably it was shallowest.

He imagined unknown terrors. Perhaps a huge subterranean waterfal drained the lake, a cataract
which would send themlnexorably to alonely death on rocksthat had never seen thelight of day. Asthey
traveled steadily on, such imaginary terrorslost some of their immediacy. The waterfdl, for example. In
the excdllent acoustics of the cavern they'd heard no distant thunderous roaring.

After an hour of dow, painful paddling he discovered he no longer cared what they found at the far
sdeof the lake, just so long asthey found the far side of the lake.

His upper shoulders began aching relentlesdy. He knew it must be as painful if not more so for the
Princess. Y et she hadn't complained once, hadn't said aword in protest as they continued the agonizingly
dow process of pushing themsalves through the water. While admiring her fortitude, he wondered if the
experiences they'd gone through so far on Mimban had had a mellowing effect on her. He was unable to
tell, but was grateful for it nonetheless.

"Why don't you rest, Princess,”" he counsded her findly. "I'll row for awhile."
"Don't beridiculous" shereplied, gentle but firm yet without much enthusiasm. "It would be silly for
you to reach back and forth across this thing. I'm not that confident of its buoyancy asitis. And if you

gtay in one place you'l just paddle usin circles. Stay where you are and save your strength.”

L uke acceded to common sense, which might be less atractive than galantry but more practica.
They rested periodically. Haf the day vanished monotonoudy without sight of the far shore. Inthe



currentless black water they stopped for amidday meal of colored cubes.

Far, far above, Luke saw that the cavern celling was dominated by clusters of staactites that dwarfed
any formationsthey'd seen thusfar. Severd of them must have weighed many tons. There were dso long,
thin ones, dozens of meterslong and no thicker than aman'sthumb. All were liberdly coated with the
luminescent lichen-fungi which filled the enormous chamber with acomforting yellow-blue glow.

As he thought back to Halla's comment on water, he grinned. Sheld been right about that! It was
somehow magical to dip one's cup into the blackness and watch it fill, for the lake's color was so rich and
pure and solid that the blackness had to be part of the water itsalf.

The water was purer, fresher than any Luke had ever swallowed. Asthey ate and drank in silence,
he reflected on how much he missed the tiny stream that had guided them thisfar. Its steady bubbling and
gurgling had been agreat comfort. Now they had to settle for the intermittent and lesslively pings of
dropsfdling from the stal actites overhead.

L unch concluded, they continued on. Severa hourslater an uncertain Luke put awarning hand on the
Princess shoulder and motioned her to cease paddling.

"What isit?" she whispered, questioning.

Luke stared at the absolutdly flat, unbroken lake surface.

"Ligen"

Leladid so, sudying the water nervoudy inthe dim light. A faint pop-plop sounded.

"That's just drip-water from the celling,” she husked.

"No," heinsgted. "It'stoo erratic. Drip-water fals steadily.”

The noise ceased. "I don't hear it anymore, Luke. It must have been drip-water."

Luke looked worriedly at the black mirror they floated on. "'l can't hear it now, either.” Taking up his
selenite paddle, he dipped it into the water and began stroking again. Occasiondly hewould pause for a
quick look over one shoulder or the other. So far, however, nothing lay behind them except hisown

fears.

His nervousness communicated itself to the Princess. She was beginning to relax again, when he held
up ahand.

"Stop."

Sheraised her paddie clear of the water, atrifle annoyed thistime.

"Thereitisagain,” he announced tensely. "Don't you hear it, Leia?" Shedidn't reply."Lea?’ Turning,
he saw that she was gazing fixedly at something in the water. Her mouth hung open, but she couldn't
Speak.

She could point, though. Luke reached for hislight-saber ingtinctively, even before he spotted the trail
of fat bubblesthat was arrowing rapidly toward them, as ominous and threatening as any projectile.



Moving carefully to the rear of the pad, Luke balanced himsdlf on aknee and aleg-the activated
saber held tightly in hisright hand.

The bubbles stopped, were not immediately resumed.

"Maybe... maybeit's gone away," the Princess murmured tightly.
"Maybe," Luke half-conceded.

It rose.

A pae amorphous form, shining with phosphorescence, in color it was not unlike the grest wandrella.
But compared to the lake-spirit the worm-thing was afamiliar creature.

There was no face, nothing recognizable in that constantly atering form. It lifted short, thick
pseudo-pods of awhitish substance clear of the surface. They gleamed brightly in the dim cavern light.
L uke thought he could see partway through the creature, and strange shapes swirling about it internally.

One pulsing white arm flailed at the fragile craft. Luke swung at it with his saber. The blue beam
passed completely through the glowing matter. While the saber produced no visble damage, the action
caused the amoeba-shape to reabsorb the limb.

Another curling tentacle swiped at Luke and thistime he stabbed at it. The beam shot straight through
the arm. There was no hint of blood or internd fluids of any kind. Only the lapping of water againgt the
spongy, rocking pad and Luke's grunts as he fought frantically sounded in the chamber. For the most part
the battle proceeded in hellish silence.

Each time the creature thrust at them, Luke would parry the strike with the saber. Each timethelimb
would shrink back into the heaving, glowing body without suffering any visible damage.

A sweeping limb caught Luke from behind as he was cutting at another pseudopod. It swept him
over the sSide as the Princess screamed. Somehow he kept a hand on the upcurled rim of the pad-boat.
Hisweight caused it to tilt dightly toward him, but fortunately it was far too naturaly buoyant to capsize.

Lelawrestled him hafway back aboard. Then something caught him from below and yanked him
benesth the surface. The Princess bardly let go in time to keep from being dragged overhersdf .

Anxious moments passed with no sign of Luke. Then he broke the surface not far off, sputtering and
gpitting. Faring brilliantly benesth the water, his saber swung and hacked at something unseen. It let loose
long enough for him to crawl back onto the pad. The saber arced dangerously near the Princess and his
own legsashe cut a clinging pae limbs. He kept cutting until the last grasping pseudopod Sunk out of
Sgnt.

Dripping wet and still choking on water, he knelt on the pad and tried to look every which way at

once.

"Look!" Lelaexclamed. Luke saw theline of bubblesin the water, only now they were moving away
from the pad-boat. Their steady pop-plop sounded for severa minutes after the bubbles themsel ves had
vanished from sght.



Exhausted, he fell onto his back and stared at the pincushion ceiling.
"Youdidit, Luke. You begt it off."

"I'm not so sure,” he panted, feding anything but victorious. "Maybe the thing just got tired and went
away." He studied the switched-off lightsaber in hisfist. "Or maybe it decided a saber beam's not very
palatable." He reattached it to hisbelt, sat up with agroan and locked his arms about his knees. Water
dripped from his hair down in front of hisface.

Leiamoved closer, reached out uncertainly to touch hisarm. He eyed her,then coughed. She sat
back. Suddenly she began screaming. Luke looked around but there was nothing in sight.

Bending over, the Princess screamed into clagped hands. The muffled wail continued for severa
minutes. When it ended, she looked back up at him without apology.

"I'mdl right now, I think," she said with forced steadiness. She took adeep bresth. "l just think... I'm
ready to leavethis place, Luke." Her voicerose dightly. "I'm ready to get out.”

"Believeme, Leia" hereplied, taking her hand in his, "I'min just asbig ahurry asyou.”

They exchanged wordless thoughts. Then each picked up a paddie and together they resumed
digging black water.

Despite Luke'sfeding that their trand ucent assailant would attack again, they weren't bothered for
severd hours. But then it didn't matter. The far shore of thelake findly hoveinto view.

Only there was something more than a naked shoreline coming toward them. " Surely the Coway
didn't build that,” Luke whispered in awe.

An ancient dock protruded from the dry ground ahead. While no boats of any kind werein sight, the
long finger of metd extending out into the water left no doubt asto itsfunction, itsalien design
notwithstanding.

Luke had lessluck identifying the purposes of the numerous structures clustered al dong the shore.
Many appeared raised from stone, others had metal walls, and some combinations of both materials. No
matter what the compaosition, every one displayed signs of considerable age. Not asingle edifice rose
unmarred by time. Try ashe might, Luke couldn't locate a Single window. Openings which must have
served as doors were squatly oval.

They paddied for the left-hand shore until the pad thumped bottom. Stepping out into water up to his
walg, Luke extended a supportive hand for the Princess. She remained in the boat, not exactly
frightened, but devoid of confidence.

"Comeon," Luke urged her, "it's not deep here.”

"But I'd have to step in the water. I'd rather not, Luke.”

"It'sal right," he assured her, masking any impatience. Y ou can makeit in afew steps.”

She shook her head again. Luke sighed, waded to the edge of the pad. He extended both arms. She
dipped into them and he carried her to dry land, noticing as he did so how tightly she held her eyes



closed.

Findly they were Stting gratefully on the stone berm, no longer caring if their makeshift craft floated
away. Behind them the city of the Threllaloomed slently.

"Okay now?" heinquired, leaning forward and looking at her face. She didn't meet hiseyes.

"I'm okay. I'm sorry | was so much trouble. I'm sorry | did so much screaming. 1... usualy have better
control of mysdf than that.”

"Y ou've nothing to be sorry for," he assured her firmly."Certainly not for screaming. Asfor being
frightened,” he amiled gently, "1 wastwice asterrified as you when that haf-goblin came up out of the
water at us. | wastoo busy to be screaming, or I'm sure | would have."

"Oh, it wasn't the mongter so much,” Lelaexplained disarmingly. "That was ared, pdpable threat.”
She got to her feet, continued dmost casudly, "It's Just that | can't swim.”

Luke sat garing at her in disbelief as she wrung water from her torn coverdls. "Why didn't you say
something before we pushed off?" hefinally managed to ask.

She gave him awry amile. "Would that have mattered, Luke? Thetrail vanished into thelake." She
gestured toward the unmistakable pathway that re-emerged from the water's edge nearby and wound
into the subterranean city. "We had to get across. It was an unfortunate but unavoidable situation. | didn't
See any point in burdening you with my own childhood fears.” She walked toward the pathway.

"Look, it goes on through the town. I'd like to meet the people who built this place." She glanced
back a him impeatiently. "Werewadting time."

Dumb with admiration, he climbed erect and followed her into the maze of structures. It rapidly
became clear that the city was the product of an intelligence that had long since disappeared from
Mimban. Everything was nestly laid out, and the metalwork showed signs of advanced techniques. The
decay of the buildings was due to time, not shoddy design or construction. Given the relative paucity of
natura erosion underground, the city had to be ancient indeed.

The absence of right angles and a preference for sweeping curves and arches indicated that the
inhabitants of the city had been aestheticaly aswell as architecturally talented. Beauty of design was
another luxury primitive peoples could rardly afford, generaly having to gear their congtruction drictly to
the utilitarian.

Something clattered softly behind them and Luke whirled. The mystifying ova portas stared back a
him like the eye sockets of gray, bleached skulls. The Princess frowned at him.

"Thought | heard something, that'sdl,” heinformed her, staring resolutely aheed.

They continued on through the city, but Luke's curt disclaimer belied his uneasiness. He had heard
something. Asthey walked along the meandering pathway and the buildings drew closer about them, he
felt acrawling sensation on his neck asif someone, or something, was staring at him. It became an dmost
papablefeding. Y et every time he jerked around sharply for alook, there was nothing. Not asuggestion
of movement, not asigh, not asound.

He was grateful when the buildings started to thin out and become less numerous. Empty doorways



beckoned to him and he was tempted, very tempted, to enter one of the ruined structuresto find out ifits
interior was aswell preserved as the outside.

Thiswas not, he reminded himsdlf firmly, thetime for playful exploration. Their first concern wasto
find the way out, not to go poking through this ancient metropolis. However wonderful it was.

He wondered what had caused the extinction of Mimban's advanced races, of the temple-builders
and the Threllaand the others.Interracia warfare, perhaps, or maybe sequential decadence endingin
their being overwhelmed by aborigineslike the greenies.

Rock scrapped on rock. Thistime when he spun there was a hint of movement behind awall of
gdagmites off to thair l€ft.

"Dont tell meyou didn't hear that.”

"Rocksfdl from the roof congtantly in caves,” the Princess agreed readily. "I know how you fed,
Luke. I'm il pretty jumpy mysef.”

"Thiswasnt my nerves" heingged. "Theré's something following us. | saw it move.”

Ignoring the Princess protests, he started toward the ridge of colored spires. The sound wasn't
repeated and there was no movement. Walking in a half-crouch, he reached the far end of thelittle wall
and peered around it. There was nothing there.

"LUKE!"

Ben Kenobi would have been proud. In one smooth motion he threw up ahand to ward off the
shape faling toward him, activated and drew the lightsaber at the sametime. Unknowingly he performed
both actions with the same arm. The hand he threw up defensively held the saber.

The creature was quickly cut in half.

Luke ran back to rejoin the Princess. She was pointing ahead. Their path was blocked by two more
of the bipeds. Others gppeared behind them, two, three more, moving in on them cautioudly.

"Coway," Leiacommented, bending to pick up abroken stalactite. She shifted it efficiently in her
hand, held it like adagger, as the humanoids stalked them.

Each was dim and covered with afine gray down. Their eyes were shrunken, dark orbs. Y et they
appeared to see L uke and the Princess clearly enough. Each wore akind of abbreviated set of trousers
from which dangled assorted primitive instruments and many charms. These were matched by others
hanging from upper arms and neck.

All were armed with along, thin stone spear made of flowstone. A couple also carried
double-bladed axes. They displayed no fear of Luke'slightsaber, despite its recently demonstrated | ethal
qudities. Thisindicated either afair knowledge of human technology from surface visits, or else abravery
born of ignorance.

Luckily their tactics were equaly primitive. With aralling cry, the three behind al charged together,
whilethe two ahead rushed in severa momentslate. The dight differencein timewas criticd.



A single swipe of the saber diced two of the thrusting spearsin half. The third jabbed at the Princess.
She blocked the thrust with her stone, got her legs around the onrushing native's and sent it crashing to
the ground. Rolling over on top of him, she brought the stalactite section down hard on its skull. There
was a plagtic breaking sound and blood gushed fredly.

Luke ducked awild axe swing, cut both legs out from under the wielder. By now the two latecomers
had entered the fray. L uke dispatched one with athrust that cut off the hand holding the spear above the
wrigt. Itsowner collgpsed on the ground, moaning and holding the cauterized stump.

More cautious than his companion, the second pulled up hastily. He started jabbing at Luke with his
gpear. Luke promptly cut off the spear point, whereupon its owner threw the shaft at Luke, spun and ran
back the way it had come.

Luketurned to the Princess. She was adroitly dodging the dternating cuts and jabs of the remaining
native, hunting for an opening. But when the creature saw L uke approaching, it turned to retrest.

Hefting the saber carefully, Luke let the weagpon fly. It passed completely through the Coway at the
smdll of itsback, until the solid pommel contacted flesh. It fell to the ground, instantly dead.

"Hurry!" the Princess urged, salvaging an axe from one of the fallen creatures. "It mustn't get away to
warn others." Luke retrieved his saber and hurried after her.

Together they ran in pursuit of the single remaining Coway.

Intheir rush, neither noticed immediately that they were traveling very dightly but unmistakably uphill,
for thefirst time since they'd abandoned the Threllawell.

A huge pile of rubble fallen from the ceiling lay ahead. The fleeing Coway reached it, Sarted
scrambling for the top. While still on the run, the Princess took aim and heaved the axe she carried with
more force and accuracy than Luke (or anyone else) would have given her credit for. It struck the native
on theright shoulder and sent it tumbling down the other side of the rock pile.

"Yougot him," Luke exclamed, "yougot him."

Gasping for breath they started up the hill of broken stone. It seemed brighter on thefar sde.
Probably, Luke mused absently, from denser growth of light-generating plants.

Mimbanian botany was otherwise far from his thoughts now. They had to catch and dispatch the
wounded Coway beforeit brought an army of its fellows down on them. They topped therise.

And paused there at the sight of what lay just beyond...

THE cave opened out into an enormous circular amphithester, aslarge as the black |ake only empty
of water. High up on the far sde of the cavern wall sat severd smdll, sngle-story structures. They were
of the same congtruction asthe city just behind them, perhaps some kind of gateway buildings. Only



these were not nearly as run-down as the structures in the main part of the city. Someone had kept them
reasonably intact. The ground around them had been cleared of debris, and walls and roofs were nestly,
if cruddly, patched. They gave every sign of being occupied.

Below, they saw the native the Princess had nicked with the axe holding his shoulder asheran
toward agreat crowd of furred beings clustered in the cavern's center. They stood around a modest
pond, a depression kept full by seepage from the ceiling. A red bonfire blazed to the pond'seft, fed by
assorted yellow-brown substances which were not honest wood but which burned very efficiently.

Framed by pond and fire were three large sdagmites, to which were tied two growling Y uzzem and
an old woman. Hallastood bound by saverd vine-like cords, while Hin and Kee were nearly mummified
by many more. Threepio and Artoo Detoo stood enveloped in vine-cords nearby.

At least two hundred Coway, including armed females and children, clustered around pond, fire and
prisoners. The wounded relative running toward them was now yelling at the top of hislungs.

Luke gtarted to turn. The Princess grabbed hisarm, stared hard at him. "Where would we run to,
Luke? They'll be after usin seconds, and they know these passages. If we haveto fight and diel'd rather
doit out in the open... and not on the lake." She hefted the fallen axe.

"Lela, we-" But she was dready scrambling down the rubble toward the cavern.

By thistime the injured Coway had reached the crowd and was jabbering excitedly to severa large
males who wore unmistakable headdresses of stone, bone, and other materials. Severd cries camefrom
backward-looking members of the assembly. All eyes shifted to the two beings walking dowly toward
them.

Luke held hislightsaber before him. The native Leia had wounded now pointed to the glowing
wegpon and muttered nervoudly.

Asthey neared the mob of assembled troglodytes Luke made what he hoped was a positive,
confident gesture with the saber. The crowd, muttering uncertainly, parted. Twitching internaly, Luke and
the Princess marched between the ranks of intent natives toward the three captives. While they respected
the power of the lightsaber, Luke had the distinct impression they were anything but panicked by it.

"They're not sure what to do," the Princess murmured, confirminghisown thoughts. "They seem to
admire your saber, but they're not going to grant you godhood."

"They'll admireit moreif they try and stop us," Luke said grimly, with increasing confidence. He
gestured sharply at one knot of Coways which were pressing alittle close.

"Lukel" Halayeped asthe two drew near the captives. Both Y uzzem were chattering gleefully at
Luke and to one another.

"Wadl, you met us," he observed sardonically as he sudied their bonds. "Y ou were right about that
too, Hala."

"Not quitethe way | intended, boy." She shouted something to the three splendidly attired nativesthe
wounded one had approached, then resumed whispering to Luke: ™Y ou redlize we haven't much chance
of getting out of here?'



"She'sright, air,” said Threepio. "Try to save yoursaves."

"I didn't walk and row thisfar to end up sacrificed to some subterranean deity,” he shot back.
Abruptly, heredized what had just happened. "Y ou can talk to them," he Sated in surprise.

"A little Their language isavariant of the onethe greeniesuse. It'snot easy... sort of like talking under
water. But | can make the chiefs understand me.”

"Chiefs?'

"It ssems Coway tribes are ruled by atriumvirate,”" she explained." Those three laughing boysin the
bonnets over there. | just made them a proposal. If they're as noble, or sporting, as| think they are, we
might have one chance."

"Proposa ?What proposa?' the Princessinquired suspicioudy.

"I'll get to that shortly,” Halatold her evasvely. "Wed located the way down and were on our way
to meet you when we were ambushed. It wasin anarrow passageway, and in close quartersthere were
just too many of them. They used nets on your Y uzzem and ‘droid friends, boy. We didn't have a
chance.”

"Wemight if | set you freenow," Luke theorized. "Where are your wegpons?'

"Takeit easy, Luke," she admonished him. She jerked her head in the direction of the cluster of
low-lying buildings, far off on theright side of the cavern. Y ou'd never make it over there. Besides, |
didn't see which house they put themiin.

"Evenif | knew exactly, you'd never be ableto cut usfree, get to them, and get back intime. You're
pretty good with that lightsaber, | expect, but you can't fight ahundred spearsdl flying a you from
different directions at once. Unless," she brightened hopefully, "that toy of yours generates a screen as
well asablade.”

"No," Luke confessed, "just the blade. How long have you been tied here?"

"About half aday, and my bladder'skilling me," sheinformed him. "They've spent thetime arguing
about which way to go about killing us. They don't have any persond grudge againg us... they just don't
like humans generdly. Not surprising, if they've been able to observe how the minerstreat the greenies. |
don't think our Coway friends would be too upset if every human on Mimban suddenly picked up and
left.”

"Tdl them were not like the loca humans,” Lukeinssted, eying the circle of hogtilefaces. "Tell them
that we don't want anything to do with the local people either.”

"Thisisn't atribe of philosophers, Luke boy," Halaexplained patiently. "Their concept of government
isdamned smple. Y ou can't explain something like the Rebellion to the Coway. But | think," she added,
peering past Luke at the three chiefs who were still engaged in heated discussion among themselves,
"they'll give usone chance."

"I don't believeit," the Princess countered, glowering a the old woman."Would we give an enemy
who'd dready killed four of our own a second chance?’



"According to the fellawith the gash in his shoulder who preceded you here," Hallawent on, "you
only killed two. The others are just wounded. Apparently the Cowaytreat death asan inevitable,
everyday occurrence. Primitive society, remember? To their way of thinking the two you killed smply
died alittle earlier than they should have. One chief even berated the dead men just now for making a
poor decison. Saysthey ought to have waited for reinforcements. He's arguing that the blameisn't yours,
it'sthe dead ones, for acting stupid when they should have known better.”

"That's barbaric,”" the Princess muttered.

Hdlalooked smug. "What've | been tdlling you dl dong? Anyway, the one with the shoulder you
diced, Luke, istdling-"

"Not him," objected the Princess, "me."

"Oh?' Hdlds estimate of the Princessrose anotch. "Well, he's been ranting on about what a great
fighter Lukeis"

L uke looked distressed at this admiration of an action he'd despised. "A lightsaber against spears and
axesisntavery far fight."

Hallanodded agreeably. "That's what they're arguing about now."
“I'm not sure | follow you, Halla."

"| tried to tell them everything, Luke boy," she explained, "when you and the girl were climbing down
thissde of therockfal."| tried to convince them that not only were we from off-planet and of different
variety from the miners, but that you were both fighting the humans on the surface and that if we won,
you'd kick them al off Mimban. Then the Coway could go back to roaming the surface whenever they
pleased.

"One chief isdl for it, the second thinks I'm the biggest liar in the history of their race, and thethird is
undecided. That'swhat al the noiseis about: the first two are each trying to persuade the third to take his
Sde”

"What about this proposal ?* the Princess wanted to know.

"Oh, that." Hallamanaged to look embarrassed. "1 suggested that if they couldn't make up their minds
asto what the truth was, they could let Canu decide. Asnear as| can figure, Canu'stheir local god in
charge of adjudicating. All our grestest warrior hasto do to convince Canu that weretelling thetruthis
to defeat one of their tribal champions.”

Luke blinked. "Give methat again, Hala?"

"Don't worry," Hallaassured him, "you have the Force on your side, remember?”

"Force?l'd rather have my saber.”

She shook her head apologeticaly.” Sorry, Luke boy. You said it yourself. Axes and spearsagaingt a
saber's not fair.”

Luke turned away, looked discouraged. "I'm no fighter, Halla, and you overestimate the Force's



ussfulness”
"Luke, these people are no giants.”
"They're not midgets, either. What happensif we agreeto this contest and | happen to |ose?"

Halla's answer was delivered with her usua gplomb. "Then well likely have our throats cut in some
uniquely primitive manner." He kicked angrily at the ground. "Please, Luke. | tried my best. It'sour only
possibility. They wouldn't agree to fight one of the Y uzzem. They don't think of them asintdligent.”

"Either that, or they're not as primitive as you think," declared the Princess.

"It's not that so much, child, asthe fact that it's we humans who are exploiting the surface. So we're
the ones who have to prove oursalves before Canu.”

Further discussion was forestalled when the three chiefs abruptly broke off their conversation. One of
them-L uke couldn't tell them apart-turned and called something out at Halla. She listened intently, then
grinned.

"It'son. They're willing to abide by Canu'sjudgment.” She turned aconcerned gazeto Luke. "I'm an
old woman, boy, but like I'vetold you, | ill have alot of living planned. Don't let me down.”

"You must win, Luke," the Princess said. "If | don't attend that meeting of the underground on
Circarpous eventudly, our absenceislikely to keep them from ever considering joining theAlliance .

Luke's eyes moved from Hallato Leia "TheAlliance? What about me? Don't et you down. Both of
you listen." He tapped his chest and regarded Leia. "It's more important in the end that | go on living than
it isfor me to make some vague patriotic sacrifice. Or," he continued, facing Hala, "that | get you out of a
jam that you should have been ableto avoid. Y ou're the one with dl the Mimbanian experience."

"Luke boy-" she started to argue.

He shut her up with awave. "Not now. It doesn't matter anymore.” He handed the lightsaber to the
Princess. "All right... what are the rules? And who do | fight? Let'sfinish this... one way or the other."

"Youfight," Halatrandated laborioudy, listening to the chief'swords, "until one of you quits, or dies.
Theword for quit is saen. That doesn't matter, Snce you've nothing to gain by saying it."

Luke merdly grunted, walked toward the chiefs. The entire crowd was babbling now, apparently in
anticipation of theimminent battle. Luke found that despite the cool ness he was beginning to swest.

The crowd parted and L uke had hisfirgt glimpse of the Coway he gpparently was going to fight.
Some of the tenseness|eft him. Though broader than he was, the cresture was the same height. He didn't
appear especidly ferocious, either. There were larger Coways in the crowd and more fearsome-looking
ones. Y et this modest-appearing specimen was the chosen champion. There had to be areason, which
he was sure to discover sooner than he wished. He examined his opponent guardedly. For its part, the
Coway stared back, gave him a profound bow and made an intricate movement with both arms.

Unable to duplicate the complex ritua, Luke gave theAlliance salute. What sounded like amurmur of
gpprova issued from thecrowd. 1t might dso have been their way of saying that he was going to betorn
to small furless bits, but he preferred to believe the other.



The Coway walked past him, stopped on the far side of the pond. "What do | do now?' Luke
wondered, caling back to Hala

"Walk to this side of the pond and face him," he wastold. "When the second chief, that onein the
middle with the blue spines sticking out of his collar, drops hisright arm, the two of you go after each
other." Her voice held no humor now.

"Do we haveto fight in thewater?' heinquired worriedly.
"Noonessaid s0."

"That's good enough for me." A singularly chilling howl came from the crowd. It wasfollowed by
dead slence. The middle chief raised itsarm, dropped it with aswipe. Immediatdly, the Coway started
across the pond toward Luke.

Luke prowled his side of the water, trying to decide what to try. Should he strike at the head or
body? It was impossible to detect any obvious vulnerable spot under that gray carpet of fur. Shouts from
the onlookers thundered around the cavern walls.

"Why did you bother to tell Luke the word for quitting,” the Princess whispered to Hdlla, "if he can't
gain anything by usngit?"

"I'm hoping hell get in atight spot and useit asalast resort,” Hallawhispered back.
"But why?'

"Becauseit's not the Coway term for quitting.It'saloca swear word. Has something to do with
parentage, | think."

Whirling, the Princess gave her a shocked look. "InAlliance's cause, why'd you do that, old
woman?'

"I thought it might do us some good if Luke yells something defiant whilethat bruteis choking thelife
out of him. Weve nothing to lose by it. Luke doesn't either. The Coway admire spirit."

The Princess was too shocked and disgusted to reply. Her obvious feglings had no effect on Halla.
She was staring past her, toward the pond.

"If werelucky hell never haveto utter it," she said blithely. "In any case, theré's nothing we can do
about it now."

Luke jumped around the edge of the water, trying to get some estimate of hisrival's mobility. Either
his opponent was too clever to respond, or morelikely hejust didn't care. The Coway headed
relentlesdy straight for Luke, splashing and kicking up weater in afinedisplay of indifference to anything
Luke choseto do.

Asfar as Luke was concerned, the Coway was far too enthusiastic about this contest. Its actions
bespoke an assurance Luke couldn't begin to share.

If he remained where he was, L uke reflected franticaly, the Coway would have to come ups ope out



of the water after him. It would give the worried youth a dight technica advantage. So he stopped
moving around, checked hisfooting, and waited.

Arms outstretched for an unaffectionate embrace, the Coway charged.

Luke met directness with directness. As soon as the creature was close, he threw his best punch
sraight at the onrushing jaw. Maybe the Coway had glass chins. Asit turned out the metaphor was
inappropriate. The Coway's lower jaw was made of solid granite, not glass. Even so, the force of Luke's
blow stopped it.For a second.

When it came on him again Luke jabbed with his other fist at where the solar plexus would have been
inahuman. It didn't even dow the Coway. Luketried to duck and roll under an outstretched arm, but the
aborigine was startlingly quick. It grabbed Luke's shoulder and spun him around.

Luke desperately tried to backpeda, found himsdf in water. The pond bottom was dippery and he
fdll backward, landing with a splash. Asthe Coway threwhimsdf a him, he twisted in fear and found
himsdlf on top of his opponent.

With both hands he tried to force the furry head beneath the water. It wouldn't budge.

It was rgpidly growing clear to Luke why the Coway had sdected thisdightly smaller version of
themsdlves astheir representative to Canu's court. He was lithe and agile and one big piece of muscle
under al the deceptively soft-looking fuzz.

No other rules, he reminded himself. With one hand he hunted hopefully aong the dick pond bottom
for arock, for anything solid and smaller than hisfist. He encountered only sand, and dl the probing
unbaanced him. The Coway threw him off and fell on his chest. Unlike the native, Luke found his head
eadly forced under the surface.

A few centimeters of water served to turn the roars of the crowd to amuffled echo. He stared
upward. Distorted by the water, the batrachian face of the Coway glared down at him. Inexorable
pressure held him under with one hand as the native baanced itsalf with the other.

Desperatdy, Luke turned to the right. His mouth bumped against something warm and he bit down
hard. With ajerk the Coway pulled itsinjured member away. Luke's head broke water and he
swalowed air gratefully. Like another opponent, the crowd noise led him again. Through it he could
hear Hallaand Leiaand Threepio screaming frantic encouragement. Both Y uzzem were hooting
deafeningly, while Artoo beeped and whistled loud enough to drown out half the Coways.

If only Hin werein hisplacel The Coway above him wouldn't be grinning so easily. Asthe hand held
bitten returned and tried to get afresh grip on his skull, Luke twisted violently and probed with both
hands. Fingers searched the creature's flanks, hunting for anything sensitive. Most of theregions Luke
wanted to try were out of reach, however.

Impatient, the Coway brought its other hand over to steady L uke's head so that the right hand could
get afirm grip on it. Thus balanced, Luke discovered the water working to his advantage. He heaved and
spun. The tegtering native went over sSideways into the pond.

Thoroughly soaked and half-drowned, L uke staggered to hisfeet. He eyed the Coway asit rose
again, tried to think of something to attack next. Meanwhile the native lowered its shoulders and charged.



Thistime Luke used hisright leg. Asthe youth put every ounce of hisremaining strength into the kick,
hisfoot fairly exploded out of the water. It caught the Coway in the mid-section, roughly where ahuman
stomach would be located. Whether from the tremendous force of the kick or the fact that he'd struck a
more vulnerable area, the Coway let out a startled whoof! and sat down hard in the water.

Stumbling toward it, Luke lifted hisleg and kicked again. The Coway wasn't so stunned it failed to
raise an arm to block the kick. Simultaneoudly it grabbed the swinging leg and fdll acrossit. Luketried to
turn over asthe gill sitting Coway pulled him toward itself by the one thrashing leg. If the creature could
get its hands on him thistime, Luke knew the matter would be ended. He was face down on the sand.
There would be nothing he could do.

His dragging hands encountered something oblong and unyielding. A rock, but too large for him to get
ahand around. He'd need both hands to raise anything so massive, and much better leverage than he
possessed at the moment to make use of it.

The hand he feared came down on the back of his neck. It shoved downward, brutaly hard; so hard
that L uke's face plunged into the sandy bottom of the pond. He felt the clean grains pressing into his
nogtrils. Raised on a desert world, he was about to meet adeath damper than any he'd ever concelved
of.

His thoughts became hazy as his blood scoured the last dregs of oxygen from hislungs. A voice sang
fancifully in the back of hismind. It was exerting him to relax. Well, that was Smple enough to do, he
reflected pleasantly. Relax he would. He wastired, so tired now.

The Coway took it for aploy and didn't ease the pressure on Luke. If anything, it shoved harder,
sensing victory. Then, miraculoudly, the pressure vanished from Luke's neck. Unableto think of turning to
defend himsdlf, of striking back, Luke shot to the surface.

Air! Most ddlicious of gases, it filled his starved lungs, those weakened bellows pumping harder with
every fresh breath. Coughing up water, he stayed on his knees, ddirious with the pleasure of being able
to breathe again. Only when his system's panicky requests for oxygen faded did he think to turn and look
for his opponent.

Blood trickled from the sde of the Coway's head into the clear pond water. It was lying on its back,
manifestly unconscious, maybe deed.

On hands and knees a thoroughly dazed and somewhat puzzled Luke crawled to the Coway's
motionless side. With one hand he touched the other's face, raised afist over it. But there was no
movement. The Coway's distress was genuine and not some cat-and-mouse aien ploy. It did not riseto
attack.

Another body was suddenly in the water beside him. ™Y ou won, Luke, you beat him!" the Princess
was shouting into his ear. She had both arms wrapped tightly around him and the pressure almost sent
them both tumbling together into the water.

"Don't you understand?’ she asked brightly. "Y ou won. We can al go freenow. That is," she
continued in amore subdued voice, staring around at the silent crowd and trying not to show any fear,
"we can if these creatures have any sense of honor.”

"I wouldn't worry too much about that, Lela," he advised her, wiping water from hisface. "Canu has
judged, remember? Besides, it takes many thousands of years of advanced technologica devel opment



for asociety to reduce honor to an abstract moral truism devoid of real meaning.

"If thiswere an Imperia arena, then I'd be concerned.” He regarded the watching natives. "I think the
Coway keep their word."

"WEell find out," she assured him, wishing she could share his certainty. Putting hisleft arm around her
shoulders, she helped him to hisfeet. Asthey started out of the pond L uke heard something burbling and
snorting likeahog in hegt. A glance to hisleft showed the twitching form of his opponent. Hewas
gratified. The Coway wasn't dead.

As soon as this became apparent, several Coway broke from the assembled ranks and approached
their injured relative. For amoment L uke felt concern. HEd heard of primitive societies where the
vanquished or dishonored representative of atribe was put to death for hisor her falure.

It looked asif the Coway were more mature than that. They lifted their defeated champion to asitting
position and held some kind of burning plant under hisface. Luke caught awhiff of it and it helped him
regain his strength. Hetried to hurry past. Even if the Coway was dead, he decided only haf-jokingly,
one bregath of that incredibly pungent burning substance would have aroused him.

Then something caught his eye and he paused, staring blankly at it. What had riveted his attentionwas
not the Coway's continuing methods of medication, nor the vanquished warrior's convulsive reactionsto
them, but alarge rock. Ashig asaman'shead, it lay in the water close by the Coway's head.

Hisfingertips retained the memory of that stone. It was the one held encountered prior to passing out.
Or had he passed out? It seemed as if something deep ingde him, some resource of which he was
unaware, had reacted on the brink of asphyxiation to hep him raise the rock, turn and fling it a his
tormentor.

Y et he couldnt, recal even placing both hands around it, let alonelifting it clear of the water and
throwing.

"How did | doit?" he asked the Princess.

She eyed him uncertainly. "Do? Do what?*

"Best... him," he added exhaustedly, gesturing loosdly toward the Coway fighter.

Her gaze traveling from the native back to Luke, the Princess permitted hersdf afrown. ™Y ou mean
you don't remember?’ He shook hishead. "I thought everything was finished when you were pushed
under the second time, Luke. | suppose | was worrying needlessly, but by staying under so long you had
usdl fooled.”

| wasn't fooling, Luke said to himself.

The Princess was smiling now. "Then you threw that big rock. Caught him right in thetemple. The
creature wasn't expecting it. He didn't even try to duck. | didn't think you were that supple an in-fighter,
Luke"

Luke could have objected, could have mentioned that he wasn't expecting it either. Only the obvious

admiration shining from the Princess eyes kept him slent. They could discussdl thet |ater, he argued with
himsdf.



But one thing seemed unarguable-somehow, he had thrown the rock. By one method or ancther,
held thrown it. That was the important thing.Now to find out if his evauation of the Coway would make
his mygterious effort worthwhile.

They reached Halaand the others. All weretrying to congratulate him at once. Luke didn't reply.
Retrieving his saber from the Princess, he utilized it on low power to cut away the vinestying old Hallato
the stdactites. The old woman nearly fdll, momentarily incapacitated by lack of circulation to her bound
legs. The Princess was there to steady her.

"Thank you, young lady." Hallabent over and rubbed her thighs.

Luke moved to release the Y uzzem and the 'droids. As he did so one of the three chiefs, the one
whose sgnal had initiated the fight, interposed itself between Luke and Kee. For an avful moment Luke
felt heéd completely migudged the Coway, that held taken aromantic instead of redlistic view of them.
Was he going to haveto fight again? Or possibly the Y uzzem, not being human, would have to perform
some difficult feat of their own to gain their freedom? What unimaginable facet of subterranean law did
they face now?

He needn't have troubled himself. The chief merdly wished to illugtrate Canu's judgment in afashion
clear to dl. Luke watched tensdly asthe native dipped a sharp-bladed knife of volcanic glassfrom his
garments, rel axed when the blade was used to dice away first the Y uzzem's restraints and then the
‘droids.

Hisrelief faded when he heard a muttering sound and turned to see severa Coway leading toward
him the one he had fought. One supported the bandaged native at each arm. The champion shook off the
pair of helpers as he neared Luke.

Musclestight, Luke gripped the lightsaber firmly and waited. Kee chittered ominoudy but Luke put
up ahand to quiet the Y uzzem.

Reaching with both arms, the Coway warrior clasped L uke around the shoulders and pulled. Luke
thought he'd have to use the saber after dl, when the native pushed him away gently. Then it dapped him
on one cheek.

Luke blinked. The blow had been nearly powerful enough to knock him out. The Coway murmured
something, but somehow it didn't sound like achallenge.

"Dont just stand there," an amused Halaingtructed him, "hit him back.”

"What?" Luke was confused and not ashamed to show it. "I thought the fight was over."

"Itis" sheexplained. "It'shisway of acknowledging that you're the stronger. Go on, hit him back."

"Well..." Using hisright hand, he belted the quiescent Coway hard enough to rattle the native's teeth.
Despite Halla's assurances, he braced himsalf for some sort of violent response. Instead, the native
displayed a satisfied expression and dropped to his knees before L uke as the crowd howled its approval.

After thewarrior had moved to one side, asecond chief drew close. It spoke solemnly, directing its
words toward Luke.



"Asnear asl canfigurehim,” Halatrandated softly, "wereinvited to stay for afeast tonight.”
"How can they tell tonight from today?" the Princess wanted to know.

"Probably they post watchers at their exits on the surface,”" the old woman surmised. "If they haven't
aways been underground dwellers, it'slikely they'd retain surface methods of telling time.”

"Can't you refusefor us?' Luke asked hopefully. "Tdl them how badly we have to return to theworld
above.”

Hallamuttered something at the chief, who replied readily. "Thisisn't exactly arequest, Luke. If we
wereto turn down the invitation, we'd apparently insult not only their hospitality but Canu'saswel. We
have our choice, of course. If weinsst on refusing, al we haveto do is pick achampion to fight one of
theirsand then-"

Luke interrupted with, "It'sjust occurred to me how hungry | am...."

Xl

THEY had no sense of night. When thetime for the celebration findly arrived it was asbright in the
huge cavern as ever. The phosphorescent plant life of internal Mimban functioned according to schedules
that ignored the unseen motions of astronomica bodies.

Having dried his clothes by the permanent bonfire and then dressed again, Luke felt dmost himself.
Only hisneck till bothered him. It ached at the back, where the Coway's unyieding fingers had pressed.

Large platters of exotic-looking foods were passed around a series of concentric circles around the
pond. The visitors were entertained by endless dancing, made tolerable in spite of the wailing rhythmic
music by the truly astonishing legps and jumps of the spring-muscled Coway performers.

Halla pronounced judgment on each platter, indicating which foods were tolerable to the human
organism and which were not. What went for man apparently served Y uzzem-kind as well, though they
did encounter a couple of ssomach-twisting exceptions, none fata.

Luke ate with good grace. He considered Halla's evaluations severely deficient in afew ingtances, but
he consumed enough food to please their anxious hosts and kept it al down.

While much of it tasted like reprocessed X-wing fusdage insulation, a couple of the subterranean
gourmet delights were downright flavorful. He tried to concentrate on these. In actudity he ate agresat
ded more than heintended to. However dien their origin, the dishes set before him were fresh. They
were awelcome change from the steady diet of concentrates he and Leia had been subsisting on.

For her part, the Princess, seated on hisimmediate | eft, appeared to be enjoying the entertainment
consderably. Apparently her fedings toward Mimban's surface didn't extend to criticism of itsarts.

Aninquiry produced a surprising response. "That's one of the thingsthat's so wrong with the Empire,
Luke" she commented enthusiagtically. "lts art has grown as decadent as the government. Both suffer



from alack of credtive vitdity. That'swhat originaly drew meto theAlliance, not politics. Politicaly, |
was probably amost as naive asyou.”

"l don't quite see," he said drily.

"When | wasliving in my father's paace, | was utterly bored, Luke. Examination of why | found
nothing entertaining led me to discover how the Empire had tifled any origina thought. Long-established
totalitarian governments fear any kind of free expression. A sculpture can be amanifesto, amanuscripted
adventure can double asacry for rebellion. From corrupt aestheticsto corrupt politicswas asmaler step
than most people around me redlized.”

Luke nodded, hoping hereally understood. He wanted to, since what the Princess had just said was
obvioudy very important to her.

From the platter nearest him he chose asmall fruit resembling aminiature pink gourd. He bit into it
experimentally. Bluejuice gushed dl over hisfront, diciting immediate laughter from Halaand the
Princess,

No, hereflected, he probably never would completely understand the Princess. "What do you
expect,” he mumbled, laughing at himsdlf, "from an untutored country boy?"

"I think," the Princess responded softly, not looking at him, "that for an untutored country boy, you're
one of the most sophigticated men | know."

Primitive music and chanting faded into the background as he turned to her in surprise. Likeamissile
launcher sighting on its prey, his eyes contacted hers. There was a brief, slent explosion before she
looked hurriedly away.

Thinking very hard about something held hardly dared think about for severd years, he bit into the
fruit again, more carefully thistime.

Suddenly his hand opened asif he'd been shot. The pink bulb fell to the ground as L uke stood bolt
upright, eyes open and staring. The Princess rose, tried to make something of the gaping expression on
hisface.

"Luke... what'swrong?' He took a couple of unsteady steps.

"Wasit thefruit, boy?' Hallalooked equaly concerned. "Boy?"

Luke blinked, turned dowly to facethem dl. "What?"

"We wereworried, Master Luke. You..." But Threepio broke off as Luke turned away to stare
eastward.

"He'scoming,” he murmured, every letter resounding. "He's near, very near."

"Luke boy, you'd better start making some sense or I'll have Hin hold you down and feed you
dipills" Hdlasad. "Who'scoming?'

"Therewasadtirring," Lukewhispered by way of reply."A profound disturbance in the Force. I've
fdtit before, weakly. | fdt it most strongly when Ben Kenobi waskilled.”



Leainhded interror, her eyeswidening."No, not him again, not here."

"Something blacker than night stirsthe Force, Leia," Luketold her. "This Governor Essadamust have
contacted him, sent him here. Hed be especidly interested in locating you and me.”

"Who would?' Hala haf-shouted in frustration.

"Lord Darth Vader," Leamumbled, barely audible. "A dark lord of theSth . Weve... met before.”
Her hands were trembling. Shefought to till them.

A shouting native voice broke the brief moment of desolate contemplation. The music ceased. The
dancers hdted their gravity-defying legps and pirouettes.

All three chiefs rose and stared at the native running toward the assembly. The runner collgpsed in the
armsof one chief. A short, mostly one-sided conversation followed. Then the chief |eft the courier
gasping on hands and knees, turned and gesticulated wildly as he relayed the courier'sinformation to his

people.

Congternation replaced joy among the gathered Coway. Soon the orderly assembly had become a
riot, natives rushing in every direction, hairy amsflying, eyesbulging in panic. Food, utensls, ingruments
were forgotten, were trampled or overturned.

Then the chief approached the non-Coway celebrants, chattered at Halla
"What did he say?'

Sheturned to Luke and the others. "Humans are coming.Hard-shell humans. Down the main passage
from the surface. The way we camein." Shelooked disgusted, angry."Many humans, carrying rods of
desth. They've dready killed twoCoway who were gathering food near the exit and tried to run from
them.”

"Imperid troops, in armor,” Luke murmured with satisfaction. "It hasto be, given the other presencel

"But how could Vader have found us down here?" the Princess demanded to know."How?' Luke
was listening to something none of the others could hear, so sheturned to Hala. "Could our trall in the
swamp crawler have been followed?!

Halla considered theimpossible Stuation reluctantly. "Possible, but | doubt it. There were alot of
places where we just about floated across bog, and couldn't have left atrail. But it's concelvable a
top-tracker could have plotted arough course through the surface, making use of the traces we did
leave. It seemsincredible, though. | know dl the Imperia terrain tracers and none of them are that good.”

"Evenif one of them were," the Princess rushed on, "how could they go from the ruined crawler to
the exit for the Coway cavern? How could they know were down here?’

"Maybe they thought that after our crawler was destroyed we'd seek shelter underground,” Halla
hypothesized. "But | still don't understand how they knew we'd bein this particular cave.”

"l guess I'm probably the cause of that.” They dl turned to face Luke. "Just as| sensed Vader, heno



doubt can sense me. He's had alot more experience with the Force than | have, so his sensesare
probably stronger. Don't forget, he was a pupil of Obi-wan Kenobi." He glanced back toward the
shaft-tunnel leading to the surface of Mimban.

"He'scoming for us”

It was not possible for a'droid to faint, but See Threepio managed a convincing imitation. Artoo
chided his companion.

"Artoo'sright, Threepio," said Luke. "Turning yourself off won't help anyone."

"I.... know that, gir," thetall ‘droid responded, "but a dark lord, coming here. The very thought is
enough to make my sensors go to overload.”

Luke amiled grimly. "Minetoo, Threepio.”
The two other chiefsjoined the third member of the Coway triumvirate, started babbling at it. Their
chatter was punctuated by innumerable gestures and much waving of hands. Luke had the impression

many of the gestures and agood dedl of the talk concerned the three humans standing nearby.

Findly the chiefsturned and stared expectantly at L uke. Baffled, helooked to Halafor an
explanation. He didn't much like the one she gave him.

"They say that since you defeated their champion, you are the greatest warrior present.”
"l waslucky," Luketold her honestly.

"They don't understand luck,” Halareplied. "Only results.” Luke shifted from one position to another.
The unswerving stares of the three chiefs were making him acutely uncomfortable.

"Well, what do they expect meto do? They're not thinking of fighting, are they?Axes and spears
agang power rifles?'

"The differences may be greet technologicaly,” the Princess countered, eying him hard, "but |
wouldn't sell these people short anywhere e se. They caughttwo full-grown-Y uzzem without any
sophisticated devices . | doubt a group of humans could have done better.

"And they know these passageways and tunndls, Luke! They know where the sinkholesare as
opposed to solid ground. The Forceisn't ageologica phenomenon....Maybe we have a chance.”

"The Coway'd be better off negotiating,” L uke mumbled, unconvinced.

"Sorry, Luke boy," Halagpologized, after abrief exchange with one of the chiefs. "Aninvasionin
forceisdifferent from a couple of wanderers showing up. They want to fight. Canu,” she smiled, "will

judge”
"I wish | had your confidencein aborigind jurisprudence, Hala."
"Don' fight it, boy. Old Canu did okay by you, didn't he?"

"Luke," the Princess pleaded, "we have no placeto run to. You just said so yourself. If Vader knows



you're here, then he probably knows I'm with you. Hewon't stop untilhe ..." She hesitated, cleared her
throat and went on. "He won't stop, Luke.Even if he hasto follow usto the center of Mimban. You
know that.

"Weve no choice. We haveto fight."
"Maybe we do," he admitted, "but the Cowaydont ."

"They will whether you do or not, Luke," Halaassured him, "Weve dready clamed were against
what the mining consortium here standsfor. The chiefswant usto show them wemean it."

Luke's thoughts raced crazily through his brain. Occasionally two or three would run into each other,
creating further head havoc and making him wish only for anice, quiet placeto hide.

Buit...
Hewastired of running.

Now that he reflected on it, they'd been running, Leiaand he, ever snce they'd touched the soil of
this planet. He grew aware that Halla, Leiaand the three Coway leaders were dl anxioudy awaiting
some response from him. The Princess expression was unreadable.

Naturaly, he made the only decision he could....

In the frenzy of preparation that ensued, L uke discovered that the Coway were not as helpless as
held feared. So it was not too surprising to learn that the natives had experienced previous atacks from
above before now, both from predatory carnivores and from other primitive tribes.

Most of the time Luke found himsdlf looking on in admiration as the Coway readied themsdavesto
counter the human invasion, rather than proposing suggestions of his own. They went about their
preparaionswith enthusiasm and agrim delight.

Lukewasthankful for both their competence and attitude. It dleviated alittle of his principa concern:
the fear that hundreds of Coway might diein defense of the Princess and himsdlf. It was agood feding to
learn that they shared his anger at the shiny-suited figures descending from above.

Thanksto the tactics being employed by the Imperials, Luke discovered that the Princess was too
furiousto beredly frightened. He tried to encourage her anger. Anything that kept her from thinking of
Vader was worthwhile.

"Using energy Weapons on primitive sentients,” she muttered in outrage." Another gross violation of
the origind Imperid charter. Another reason for theAllianceto fight on.”

"The Coway wouldn't think much of your emoting, young lady," Halacaled out from nearby, "since
they congder usthe primitives. And judging by the way Gramme and his toadies have behaved toward
thelocd races, sociologicaly 1'd have to sde with our subsurfacefriends....”

Asthe defenders polished their strategy for the coming assault, Luke and the Princess found
themsdlves reduced to explaining the capabilities and limitations of the wegpons all werelikely to face.

At least, he mused, it wasn't to be dl axes and spears. He hefted his pistol and luxuriated initslethal



weight. It had been one of the weapons taken from Hallaand the Y uzzem on their capture, now returned
to them.

Hin had promptly turned and handed his energy rifle to the Princess. He explained to Luke that he felt
more comfortable with the enormous axe the Coway had provided for him. Kee's attitude was more
civilized, and he dected to hang onto hisrifle. Or perhaps "civilized" wasn't the right word.

He was hel ping with the emplacement of anet when areverberating crackle echoed likea
thunderbolt down the winding approach tunnd. According to Halla, the invaders were at present about
halfway between the cavern city and the surface exit.

"E-eleven trooper rifle," the Princess commented expertly, asthe last echoes of the shot died away,
"quarter-centimeter gperture, continuous fire on low-power only." She fought to shift the heavy wegpon
Hin had given her to amore comfortable ready postion.

Whiletheir identification of the source of that roar was somewheat less precise than the Princess, the
Coway recognized its ominousness. They embarked on afind frenzy of preparation.

A call camefrom a series of spread-out forward scouts. Coway started to vanish before Luke's
eyes, moving, jumping,secreting themsalves where no hiding place seemed possible. They disappeared
into crevices and cracks, into the ground, dipped into holesin the cave ceiling, froze behind false
flowstone curtains.

Luke and the Princess hurried to join up with Halla. Both Y uzzem were moving to their
predetermined positions, mingling with the less concealed Coway. The two 'droids concealed themselves
out of firing range.

Halla concluded her conversation with one of the three chiefs, turned to greet them.

"How many?"' was Lukesfirsquestion.

"The scouts aren't sure,” shetold them. "For one thing, the Imperids have advance hunters out, too.
That was the source of the shot we al heard. Also, they're backed up through the cave. But if | have
Coway numerology figured right, they think seventy at least.”

"All onfoot?' the Princessinquired.

"Y es. They've no choice, which isgood for us. The tunnd istoo choked with rubble and too narrow
inmany placesfor even asmdl personnd carrier to dip through.”

"That's something,” Luke observed, trying to bolster his own spirits as much asanyone dse's. "We
won't have to cope with mobile armor or heavy weapons.”

Halla chuckled. "Why would Gramme think they'd be needed? Not against our poor primitive
Coway, certainly. Sixty, seventy Imperid troops equipped with energy weapons and persona armor
ought to be sufficient to capture afew poorly armed fugitives.”

"Sarcasm aside," Luke pointed out unarguably, "it's going to take more than bravery and courageto
keep thisfrom turning into amassacre of our friends.”

"I'd argue with you, L uke boy," the old woman murmured pleasantly. " Give me bravery and courage



anytime”

"Just give me one clear shot at Vader," the Princess snarled, her hands tightening on the rifle stock.
The hatred that flamed in those eyes belonged on amuch lessfragile face. " Save that one chance, | ask
nothing of life."

Lukelooked down at her, murmured with feding, "I hopeyou get it, Leia”

"That brings up adistressing possibility,” she said later, asthey climbed to take up places behind a
bulwark of striped travertine. "What if Vader doesn't come with the attacking force?"

"He'scoming,” Luke assured her.
"The Force?'

He nodded dowly. "Besides, as you pointed out before, he knowsyou and | are here. HE!ll come
along to supervise the capture,” he said, then added after aknotted swallow, "to make sure we're taken
dive"

Sighting the heavy rifle over the edge of thewall, Leiamuttered forcefully, "That's one thing hell never
do." Then sherelaxed dightly, her earnest gaze focusing unshakably on her companion. "If it should come
tothat, Luke..."

"Cometo what?"'

"Being taken dive" He indicated understanding and she went on. "Promise methat out of any feding
you havefor the Rebellion, out of any feding you might have for me, that you'll put that saber at your hip
to my throat.”

Luke stared at her uncomfortably. "Leig, I..."
"Swvear it!" she demanded, her voicethat of asted kitten.

Luke mumbled something that satisfied her. They became awvare a Coway was caling to them softly
from above. Hallalooked down from her position high on the cave wal to their | ft.

"Don't you two ever shut up? Hush now, children...company's coming.”

Silence reigned supreme in the tunndl. Luke strained till the muscles back of his eyes hurt, but the
Coway concedlment was perfect. Dozens were hidden within meters of him, but he could detect signs of
only afew. Close by and evident were only Leia, Hala, and Kee, the muzzle of hisrifle protruding like a
broken stone from between a pair of huge stalagmites. Of Hin there was no sign.

So clear and gtill wasthe dead air of the tunnel that Luke heard the metallic pad-pad of the first
Imperid troops before he could see them. Shortly theregfter, the familiar robot-like forms cameinto
view. Flesh and blood beneath the armor, the distant figures carried their own rifles casudly, a waist
level. Obvioudy, they were expecting little if any resistance.

As he studied them L uke realized that the Coway were right, in such close confinement the energy
armor would work against the wearer. Such armor rendered the person insde it invulnerable to most
energy weapons, save at vital points like the joints and eyes where protection was necessarily weaker.



More important, the armor a so restricted its wearer's vison. Not o critical in abattle on aship, say,
with itswide, unobstructed corridors. But in the jumbled tunndl, vison was more vita than an extrashot.

Asif onsgnd, fourCoway , two on either side of the narrow pathway, materiaized silently from
invisble hiding places. The two advance scouts were dragged from view with astonishing speed. Not so
agtonishing to Luke, though. He'd experienced the power of Coway muscles. In the resulting silence he
thought he could hear the cracking made by limbs and bone through restrictive armor.

Nervoudy, he waited for something to happen. Everyone knew that if the four Coway selected for the
task of diminating the scouts bungled their assignment, if they wasted even afew seconds, one of the
scouts might have timeto cdl to the troops behind him via his helmet communicator. Surprise, the
defenders most potent weapon, would be lost.

Hewas till waiting when the single Coway dipped up behind him, so quietly that Luke almost
exclamed aoud. The native made a quieting sound, performed a gesture with itsfacia muscleswhich
might have been aamile, and vanished as sllently asit'd come. It left behind two rifles and two pistols-the
arms carried by the ambushed Imperia scouts.

Luke regarded thelittle arsend joyfully. Sipping completely out of sght behind the travertinewal, he
disengaged the power pack from one of the rifles and used it to bring his lightsaber up to maximum
charge. Then hetraded his pistol for afresh one, resumed his place next to the vigilant Princess.

"We ought to get the other rifleto Hin," he whispered to her, watching the tunndl.
"Notime," she disagreed reasonably. "No telling where heisnow.Cant risk it.”

"| supposeyoureright.” He glanced down &t the still half-charged rifle and itsfully charged duplicate,
plusthe pair of pistols. "At least well bewell armed for awhile longer than | thought.”

The rhythmic tread of meta-clad feet pounding rock finaly reached them. All thoughts of
conversation vanished as the main body of troops hove into view. They were marching cautioudy, three
and four abreast, asthey rounded the same narrow place the two ill-fated scouts had entered moments
before. The phosphorescent blue-yellow light of the growthsin the tunndl gleamed off dick armor and
immeacul ate wegponry.

Closer, closer they came, until Luke was afraid they would march right up to hiswall before Halla
and the chiefs agreed on the time to attack.

A drident, powerful voice boomed out in Coway. The cavern dissolved into chaos. A waterfdl of
sound deluged the air where seconds before there had been only silence. Luke felt the noise itsdlf,
concentrated and magnified by the cave walls, would be sufficient to paralyze most men.

The soldiers caught in the maelstrom were Imperia troops. But they were not the Emperor's palace
guard. They were men and women stationed too long on abackward, desolate world where discipline
and training relaxed concurrently with morae. The screams of human and Coway howled through the
cave.

Bursts of intense light from energy weapons created a berserk cat's cradle of destructionin the
bottled-down tunndl. Luke found himsdlf firing the pistol over and over. Next to him came steedy,
confident thrums as Leia pinched off bursts from the heavy rifle.



Higher up, Hallaand K ee began pouring amurderous fire down on the mass of confused, densdly
packed troops. Soon they had to dacken their fire and pick targets with more care, as the Coway began
erupting from beneath cloth concedled with sand to pull startled troopersinto hidden pits, or coming out
from behind half-stalagmites, or dropping from crevicesin the celling.

Seeing friend and foe inextricably intermingled, Luke charged down the dight dope brandishing saber
in one hand, and pistal in the other. Despite his admonitions, Leiahad discarded her rifle. Pistol in hand,
she was rushing after him to join in the hand-to-hand combat.

She passed him feet firdt, her kick al but decapitating a dazed soldier who didn't turn quite fast
enough.

It was hellishly dangerousin the tunndl, what with energy bolts crackling wildly in al directions. Luke
cut through the armored legs of one soldier before the latter could bring his pistol to bear. Without
redizing it, he then swung blindly backward. The blue of his saber intersected abeam fired point blank at
him by an Imperid rifle.

Turning, he barely had time to utter asilent thanks to Ben Kenobi. The trooper was so shocked at
the gpparent coincidence of having his shot blocked that he didn't react in time. Thinking something had
to be wrong with his wegpon, he readjusted it to compensate for the imaginary fault. Ashe swung it
upward again Luke jabbed him through the sternum.

Turning, he plunged back into the thickest fighting. He was hunting for onefigure. It finaly showed
itself, standing aoof near the rear of the fighting crowd.

"Vader! Darth Vader!"
A wounded trooper charged him and he had to pause to ded with the more immediate threat.

But the Dark Lord had heard him. Surprised, the giant black shape activated his own saber and
strode into the mab, trying to cut hisway clear to Luke.

The Princess was dso trying to fight her way through the crowd. But she was not heading for Vader.
Instead, she was moving toward a stalagmite shattered at the top, ashe-falcon flying for her prey-perch.

Under the direction of Captain-Supervisor Grammel, about ten of the troopers climbed for high
ground, intending to set up a covering fire the entire length of the tunnel. They achieved the summit of the
small ridge and were lining up their wegpons on the crowd below. Like hairy projectiles, Hin and severa
Coways dropped from hiding places above.

Roaring with delight, the huge Y uzzem grabbed two of the armored troops at once, banged them
together until their armor started to crack at thejoints. Meanwhile, the muscular Coway wreaked havoc
among the other soldiers.

Vader paused in the midst of hisfighting, angrily evauated the way the battle was going. He shook a
threatening fist in Luke's genera direction, then turned to the shaken officer nearby.

"Grammd! Re-form dl survivors a the surface."

"Yes, my Lord," the distraught Captain-Supervisor acknowledged. Using his multiple-channd hemet
unit, he signaled the retreet to his remaining troops.



Small clumps of soldiers began to break contact with the Coways, started rushing for the surface.
Luke was startled to see how few remained.

The soldierswere pulling back in good order. At that point one of the Coway chiefs hiding high
above rose and signaled. His order was relayed up the tunnel from one concealed native to the next.
Severd Coway pulled on avine cable. Their action sent a pinned staactite weighing severd tons plunging
from its eons-old growing place. It landed with atitanic crash. Half adozen soldiers were mashed
benegth it.

Further reduced in number, the troopers started to panic, to throw down their weapons and sprint up
the passageway asfast astheir armor would permit them. Most of them ran under the nets which waiting
Coway dropped on them from above. Those same nets had held againgt Y uzzem. The troopers who lay
flailing a the confining strands had no chance a all.

Leia Organareached the top of the pinnacle, lay down acrossit and positioned the heavy rifle sheld
retrieved. Shefought to focus on asingle, black-clad figure striding relentlesdy and without panic up the
tunnel. Vader was surrounded by Grammel and afew remaining soldiers. She couldn't wait. Soon the
Dark Lord would pass from sight.

As she activated the trigger, Vader turned and gestured to the severa troops lagging behind. A
powerful beam of energy struck himin the side, sent him spinning to the ground. Lelasmiled. Her joy
turned to disappointment when she looked back through the blunt telescopic sight.

Vader had rolled over and was besting at the smoke issuing from hisleft Sde. There was agaping
holein his protective cloak and the black armor beneath had been partly meltedaway. But thefull force
of the energy bolt had missed him.

The Dark Lord got to hisfeet and seemed for asecond to be staring straight at her. Then he was
moving again, sill not in panic but with consderably more energy, up toward the way ouit.

Frantically the Princess reaimed, fired... just as Vader passed from view. The bolt exploded against
the lowest part of the ceiling, annihilating rock and minera but doing no damage to the evil figure beyond.

"Well, darn," she said softly, irritated at hersdlf. Picking up her pistol and leaving therifle atop the
stalagmite, she started to pick her way downward to rgjoin the fight.

There wasn't much fighting left to rgjoin. Caught completely by surprise, the soldiers had been
decimated. Now the remnants, helpless and dispirited, were being cut down methodicaly by the
victorious Coway. Those who tried to bresk from the fighting were picked off by well-aimed boltsfrom
Keeand Hala

She found L uke stalking wild-eyed among the carnage, trying to dissuade the hooting, yelping Coway
from reducing the wounded to small pieces. Breathing out the nausea of battle, he jerked around and
glared at her when she grabbed hisarm.

"Forget it, Luke," she advised him softly. "L eavethem done.”

"They'rekilling the wounded," he cried in anguish. "L ook a them...look what they're doing!”

"Yes, it'samost human,” she commented, "dthough the Imperidswould have been alittle neater.”



"Y ou gpprove?' he said accusingly. She didn'treply, merely stared back at him until he sagged, utterly
worn out and saddened.

"I'm sorry, Luke," shetold him gently, "but thereés very little in this universe that rises above the mean
and petty. Maybe the stars themselves. Come," she urged him with acheering amile, "let'sfind Hin and
Kee and Hdlaand the 'droids and celebrate.”

"You go," hetold her, pulling hisarm free authoritatively but without rancor. "There€s nothing herel
want to celebrate.”

She looked after him as he went gtriding off through the residue of battle, ignoring the Coway intent
on their massacre, drowning in his own unknowable thoughts....

XIl

WHEN the last drop of blood had dried to ablack crust on the cave floor, the refugees gathered
together to decide what to do next.

Hallawas talking to the Coway chiefs. "They say that those who escaped have left one of their
vehicles above, to watch the exit. Probably hoping well jump out into their sights.”

"Isthere another way out?' Luke asked tiredly.

"Yes, closeby." Oneof the chiefs, ignoring its badly burnt arm, mumbled urgently at Halla: "He wants
to know if theré's anything they can do to helpus?”

"They can show usthat other way out," Luke informed her. "They've done enough. We have to
hurry. We may have delayed too long dready.”

"Too long for what?' the Princessinquired curioudy. "Well be well away from here by thetime
Vader can return with reinforcements.” She looked thoughtful. "I don't think hell trouble the Coway. It's
us and the crystal he wants."

"That'swhat I'm talking about, Leia," he replied worriedly. "1 don't think Vader's gone back to the
town." He pointed. "When he passed from my mind, or rather, when the disturbance he generatesin the
Force passed from my mind, he was traveling that way. Not back toward the town, but toward the
temple”

"That'sridiculous," Halla objected strenuoudy. "He has no idea where thetempleof Pomojemais.”

"Vader is much more attuned to the Force, dbaitits dark side, than | am, Hdla. It'slikely that he can
sensethe crystd's natural disturbance. It would be faint, but someone as powerful as Vader could barely
detect it. And he has more than that to go on. We were traveling in as straight aline as possble. He
needs merely to plot dong it and hunt for the crystdl's effect when he angles off his course.

"He musin't reach the temple before us™" He started off up the tunndl. Leiawas quickly dongside,



matching him dride for anxious stride.

She best at the dry cave air with aclenched fist. I had him, Luke! He was standing therein my
scopeand | missed him." She hiked on, brooding on the nearness of the thing. "'l was too excited, too
nervous. | didn't take enough time and | made abad shot.”

"Y our shooting, what | could see of it," hecountered, amite jedoudy, "was excdlent. Better than |
could have done."

Leasad nothing for amoment, then added deferentidly, "1 couldn't have survived that kind of intense
infighting. Who taught you to use alightsaber like that?K enobi?"

Luke nodded. "I owe everything to that old man, and wherever he's gone to, he knowsit." He patted
the shaft of hisfather's wegpon reassuringly.

"If we do catch up with Vader," she went on, "and we must, you're going to need both your skill with
the saber and the Force. If only I'd taken more time!™

Luke shushed her and the others. They were nearing the exit to the surface.

Dim, migty air filtered down to them. Even that dank light was intoxicating after so many days
underground, traveling by the glow of unnatural vegetation. Severa bodieslay scattered about, Imperia
troopers too badly wounded to regain the surface.

The two Coway who'd come aong directed them into anearby crevicein thewall. Both Y uzzem
grunted and had to inhaefor dl they were worth in order to fit through. They emerged behind a clump of
thick brush at least twenty meters from the main entrance. One of theCoway pointed, indicating the
location of the armored vehicle on guard. Luke saw the squat shape, its muzzle angled directly down the
mouth of the tunndl they'd been standing in only moments before. He shuddered.

With soft mumbles and aien gestures, the Coway took their leave, vanishing back down the hole.
Luke crawled on hisbdlly, freeing the exit for those behind him.

When al five were once again on the surface of Mimban, Luke turned to crawl clear.

"Just adarn minute, Luke boy!" Hallawhispered. "Do you think you can catch up to this Vader on
foot?'

Luke paused, returned to stare at the silent crawler poised over the Coway exit. "All right, so what
do wedo, Hala?1 agree... we have to have transportation. But that armed crawler happensto be full of
Imperid troops.”

Halla studied the vehicle. "Its upper port iswide open... big enough for two men. | can seetwo... no,
one trooper with his head exposed. Probably giving information to those below.” The head disappeared.
"He's gone now. We should get in the branches hanging over it."

"Then what?" the Princess asked. "We jump insde?"

"Ligten," the old woman protested, "I can't think of everything, can 1?1 don't know... drop an
antipersonnel charge down them, or something!"



"Wonderful," the Princess quipped. She looked from Hallato Luke. "Now if one of you two
magicianswill use the Force to conjure up a convenient canister of explosive, I'll volunteer to do the
dropping.” Shefolded her arms, gazed questioningly & them. "Persondly, | think I'm pretty safein
volunteering. Luke?' Hewasn't looking at her. "We don't have any explosives, true, but we have
something close." She turned, saw what he was staring at, and found she had to agree....

The Imperia sergeant had been fortunate to escape the underground ambush with hislife, and he
knew it. If hed had any voicein the matter he never would have led his men beneath the surface. On
Mimban, he was acutely uncomfortable whenever he had to leave the rdative familiarity of thetownsand
venture out into the bog-ridden countryside.

It had been aterrible battle, terrible. They'd been overwhelmed and nearly wiped out to the last
trooper. So many things had gone wrong.

The outcome of the engagement was decided in thefirst few minutes, when total surprise had
belonged to the enemy. Even when it had dawned on the detachment that they were under attack, they
gill hadn't responded in the fashion Imperia troops were famousfor.

There was no blaming the men, redlly. They were so accustomed to dedling with the subservient,
pacific greeniesthat the concept of afighting Mimbanite was unbelievable to most of them. They'd
proven unprepared to cope with the redlity.

Now, as he stared out the foreport at the ominous mouth of the cavern he'd retreated from with the
rest of the survivors, he feasted on asingle thought. If he knew the Captain-Supervisor at dl, then as
soon as he and the Dark Lord Vader returned from their journey, aretdiatory force would be organized.
They would return here with heavy wegpons, he mused grimly, and roast that cavern until every native
male, woman and infant had been reduced to ashes.

Idly, he wondered where Grammel and the Dark L ord had taken themsalves so hadtily, and
shuddered. He had no desire to accompany that tall, black-armored spectral shape anywhere
whatsoever. He preferred to speculate on the forthcoming massacre that would take place in the native
warrens below. That favorable mentd image mitigated his usudly brusgue cdl to the man posted in the
open turret above.

Thetrooper heard the sergeant's order, turned to call downward that he saw nothing. It was an
honest answer, the last one the trooper ever made. In glancing down into the armored crawler hefailed
to see the bomb that fell from the large tree branch overhead.

A little over ameter and ahdf tall, the bomb was covered with short, bristly fur. It exploded on top
of the trooper and yanked him clear of the turret. That |eft the opening clear for a second bipedd
projectile to drop from the mist-enshrouded tree into the vehicle. It too erupted inside the personnel area.

Luke, the'droids, Hallaand the Princess watched from nearby, concedled by thick growth. There
was adull rumble asthe crawler started moving. A grest deal of shouting and screaming, muffled by
meta and distance, came from within.

Halla sounded worried. "They're taking longer than | thought, Luke boy. Are you sure of this?*

Luke threw her a confident glance before turning his attention back to the crawler, which was now



traveling in erratic curves and circles. "It wasdl | could think of," he declared. "In severd waysthis, if it
works, is better than using an explosive. For one thing, we won't damage any of the crawler's
instruments. No human can stand up to a Y uzzem in close quarters. Two Y uzzem in a confined space like
that,” and heindicated thefitfully twisting vehicle, "ought to beirresgtible.”

Severa seconds later, the crawler turned sharply toitsright. Still traveling dowly, it dammed into a
huge pseudo-cypress. A thick limb fell from the shaken tree. It struck the crawler with ametallic bong,
tumbled to the earth.

Slencethen. The crawler's engine whined, faded, findly stopped. After afew anxious momentsHin
emerged from the turret opening, straining at the tight fit, and waved to them.

"They didit," Luke observed with quiet excitement. The three observersleft their place of
concealment in the underbrush and hurried across the ground-bog. Broad, hairy hands extended to help
them up the meta sides.

Hin grunted something to L uke, who nodded solemnly and turned away.

"What isit?" the Princessinquired impatiently. "Why can't we go insde?' She glanced nervoudy a
the sllent, surrounding vegetation. "There might be afew stragglers hiding out there."

"l don't think s0," Luke disagreed. "Hin suggests we |ook some other way while he and Kee clean
out the crawler.”

"What for?" she demanded to know. "I've seen dl kinds of desth and plenty recently.”

As she spoke, Hin reached down and took the first bits of what remained of the crawler's crew, rose
and chucked the double handful over the sde. It lay moist and glistening on the damp ground.

The Princess face became dightly paler and she turned away to join Luke in contemplating the
nearby trees. Several minutes later the ghastly cleanup was finished. They al dropped down into the
crawler.

Even with two Y uzzem, they weren't crowded. The crawler was designed to carry ten fully armored
troops. Less comforting was Luke'sfirst ingpection of the control pandl. It was more complex than that of
an X-wing fighter.

"Canyou drivethis?' Luke asked Halla, bewildered.
Shegrinned as she did into the driver's seat, ignoring the stains on the padding. "Why, Luke boy, |

can operate any hunk of machine on thisworld.” She bent forward, studied the instrumentation and
touched something on the rim of the driver'swhed.

The engineroared, lights flickered, and the crawler promptly shot full-speed-backward to crash into
apair of entwined trees. There was a violent crackling noise and then two thunderous, reverberating
booms as both bolesfell on top of theidling vehicle.

When Luke's ears stopped ringing he shot Hallaan accusing stare. She smiled wanly back at him.
"Of course," she explained amite lamely, "that's not to say alittle practice wouldn't smooth our ride.”

Once more she examined the controls, pursed her lips studioudly. "L et's see now... there, that's what



| missed!" Again she activated switches and buttons before touching the control on the whed'srim.

Moving in spasmodic jerks andstops, jumps and lunges, the crawler did off into the mists. Save the
pilot, al other occupants of the vehicle clung to something inflexible. Luke wondered if the trees ahead
were as nervous as hewas....

"I'm sorry, my Lord, most sorry | am." Captain-Supervisor Grammel looked up at Darth VVader from
where he sat on one of the open benches of the big troop carrier. "Who was to guess they were so well
armed, or that the underground abos would put up such a battle?”

"The weapons were of small consequence,” Vader growled profoundly.”A few guns, dl inthe hands
of wanted criminds.” Gramme cringed as the grotesgue bresth mask dipped close. "Admit it,
Captain-Supervisor. Y our troops were inadequately prepared, poorly trained. Discipline and morale
were both absent and you were routed by amab of ignorant savages!”

"They took us completely by surprise, my Lord," Grammel argued strenuoudy. "No native group has
ever ressted the Imperia presence on Mimban before.”

"No native group previoudy had the benefit of human advice and aid,” Vader snapped back. "They
did not employ wholly aborigina tactics. Y ou should have recognized the differences early and taken
gppropriate countermeasures.” He looked away from Gramme to gaze significantly across the bogland.
"I know which partieswere respongblefor that. When | hold in my hand the balance of the crystd, | will
mete out justice accordingly.”

"I'd hoped for that privilege mysdlf," adisgruntled Grammel muttered.
Vader turned a cool, metdlic stare downward, announced dangeroudy, ™Y ou have no privileges,
Captain-Supervisor Grammel. Y ou have blundered badly. Not criticaly, | hope, but badly. | curse mysdlf

for being fool enough to assume that you knew what you were doing."

"| told you, my Lord,"” Grammel objected, at once angry and frightened, "their surprise was
complete.”

"I'm not interested in excuses for debacles, only successful results,” declared Vader. "Gramme, your
exigence befoulsme."

"My Lord," Gramme babbled desperately, rising from the bench, "if 1-"
Faster than ahuman eye could follow, Vader's lightsaber was up, activated and moving. Grammel's
dashed form pitched wildly, stumbled backward and tumbled over the side of the crawler. Therewasa

lull asthe stunned driver looked onin terror.

Vader whirled, glowered down a him. "We will travel faster without such dead weight to dow us,
trooper. Return to your controls-now!"

"Y-yes, my Lord," the man gulped, unable to keep from stuttering fearfully. Somehow he forced
himsdf to turn back to the control board of the vehicle.

Asthey moved forward, VVader turned to glance back idly at the receding corpse of



Captain-Supervisor Grammel. Already jungle scavengers were beginning to emerge from conceal ment to
sniff hopefully at the body.

"Whoever isyour lord now," Vader murmured, "itisnot I." Removing the shard of Kaiburr crystal
from a seded pocket, he held the glowing crimson splinter before his eyes, swaying dightly.

It was there ahead, somewhere ahead. He could sense it.

Hewouldfind it....

"Arewe dill traveling on theright track?' aweary Lelaasked old Halla severad dayslater. All of the
crawler's occupants were dirty, discouraged and exhausted from racing nonstop through the misty

landscape.
"Certain of it," Halareplied with disgusting cheerfulness.

"We're getting close to something,” Luke ventured. "It's... peculiar. I've never fet anything like it
before, not remotely.”

"I don't fed anything, except filthy," countered the Princess.
"Leia" Lukebegan, "dl | cansay is"
"I know, | know," sheinterrupted him tiredly," 'if | were a Force-sengitive...""

Artoo beeped from the open turret. L uke rushed to the fore viewport, announced in hushed tones,
"Thereitis"

Rising from the jungle growth ahead of them was a black gpparition. A monstrous pyramida ziggurat,
it looked asif it were formed of cast iron. But metal it was not. Instead, the massive edifice had been built
of great blocks of some volcanic sone.

For al its breadth, it was not very tal. Vines and cregpers clung jedloudy to it in many places. As
they ground nearer Luke saw that much of the stone was crumbling to fine powder. Fortunately the
entrance was il visible, athough the ten-meter-high curved archway was haf collapsed and had filled
the passageway with rubble to aheight taller than two men.

"It doesn't look asif anything here's been disturbed for amillion years" the Princess murmured in
awe. All her worries and uncertainties had been dissolved by the actua sight of the legendary temple.

Luke was moving rapidly from port to port. Now he turned to look back at her and when he did so,
hiseyeswere shining. "You redize Lea, that Vader isn't here? Heisn't here! Weve beaten him!™

"Takeit easy, Lukeboy," Halaadvised him cautioningly. "We can't be certain of that.”
"l can. I'm certain." He urged Hin out of the way, mounted the turret |adder and exited from the

crawler. It dowed to astop. When Lelaemerged from the turret top he was dready walking confidently
toward the temple entrance.



"He'snot herel™ he shouted back to her. "Theresno sign of acrawler or anything else.”

"Wedill haveto find the crystd," Halacaled out to him as she followed Leiato the ground. But
Luke's enthusiasm was contagious. She found hersdlf forgetting the Dark Lord, forgetting her own fears
and last-minute trepidations.

Here was thetempl eof Pomojema , the temple she'd been trying to reach for years. Hin and Kee
flanked her as they moved toward the entranceway. Threepio and Artoo remained behind to guard the
crawler.

Despite Luke's assurance that they were alone here, everyone kept aworried eye on the drifting fog.
Anything imaginable and many things unimaginable could spring out of that cloaking haze a any minute.

Luke waswaiting impetiently, slanding on the topmost block of the rubblein the entrance. "It'slight
ingde," hetold them, after peering inside. His gaze went higher and he squinted. " Part of the roof's caved
in, too, but it looks solid enough.”

"Go ahead, boy," Hdlaurged him, "but quietly, quiet.”

"That'sdl right," he said. Now that they had actudly gained the temple, he wasn't about to sed the
old woman's dream. Thiswas her right as much as his. So he waited until the others had joined him. Ina
few moments dl were sanding sllently ingde the ancient structure.

There were two places above where the soaring, domed roof had fallen in. They admitted sufficient
light to illuminate the templ€esinterior. Piles of broken stone lay splattered benesath each ragged hole,

Jungle growth had penetrated insde. Lianas and other parasitic plantslay everywhere, extending their
tenacious embraceinto al corners of the building. They spirded skyward on the cylindrical bodies of
towering obsdian pillars. These unyielding supports boasted intricate carved patterns and designs, whose
meaning none now alive could properly appreciate.

Each svimming in hisor her own thoughts, the five waked across the spacious floor toward the far
sde of thetemple. A colossal statue was seated there againgt the dark wall. It represented avaguely
humanoid being seated on a carved throne. Leathery wings which might have been vestigid swept out in
two awesome arcsto either side of the figure. Enormous claws thrust from feet and arms, the latter
clinging to the ends of armrests on the throne. It had no face below danted, accusing eyes-only amass of
Medusian, carved tentacles.

"Pomojema, god of the Kaiburr," Hallawhispered, without knowing why she was bothering to
whisper. "It dmost seemsfamiliar, somehow." She chuckled nervoudy. "That's crazy, of course.”

Then shewas pointing excitedly, voice and hand trembling dike with the wonder of it. "It'sthere... |
knew it, | knew it!"

In the center of the gray stone chest of the statue lay adimly pulsing light the hue of vanadinite. "The
crysta,” bresthed the Princess softly. Halladid not hear her. Mind and gaze remained focused on an
obsess on become attainable.

Lukestopped, his eyes on the movement to the left of the leering stone figure. It was dark back there,
and there was no telling how far the darkness stretched.



Then they al began backing away dowly. Hallas pistol wasthefirst to be aimed.

The creature moving out from behind the statue had awide, wide mouth fringed with short sharp
teeth now open in abatrachian grin. Small yellow eyes blinked dumbly at them. It moved on ponderous,
warty legslikethick tree sumps.

Hallafired. The beam of energy had no visible effect on the cregture, which continued lumbering
toward them. Luke had hisown pistol out, asdid Leia. All three of them fired. If the joint barrage had
any effect, it wasto irritate the duggish beast. It blinked blood, continued its bowlegged walk toward
them at afaster pace.

They continued retreating toward the entrance. "Hin, Kee," Luke called to the Y uzzem. "Go back to
the crawler... get therifled”

Hin chittered areply,then both Y uzzem were racing for the exit. Luke considered the crysta,
receding behind the protective bulk of the mongter. Taking hislightsaber from his belt, he activated the
powerful blue beam and started cautioudly forward.

"Luke, have you lost your mind?' the Princess shouted.

He reflected briefly that it wasn't impossible, and then dismissed the thought. If he paused to do much
thinking, the steadily advancing carnivore would have him for asnack.

It hesitated within snapping distance, dightly hypnotized by the weaving beam of the saber. Luke
lunged forward. The saber contacted the creature's chin. Intense energy punctured asmall holein the
wide lower jaw.

That produced adimly outraged moan from the thing. Jaws parted to reved agullet high and wide
enough to dancein. Luke saw something moving insde. Whether prodded by instinct or agood guess, he
threw himsdlf sharply to hisleft and rolled rapidly.

Thelong pink tongue exploded outward, to pulverize ablack boulder which had been just behind
him. As herolled to his feet and continued backing away, the creature spat out chunks of rock.

Before Luke could move out of range the thick tongue shot out again. Unable to dodge, he held his
saber tightly in front of him. It seemed pitifully inadequate againgt that pink pseudopod. But the sizzling
sound was loud. Apparently held contacted sengitive tissue, becauise the creature let out athroaty yelp.
With single-minded determination, it resumed stalking Luke. Degth glinted in narrowed yellow eyes.

Leiaand Halakept up a steady fire on the massive body, to no effect. "Usdess” the Princess said
tightly. Shelooked toward the entrance. There was no sign of movement there. "Hin!" she shouted.
"Ked" No response.

"They'll get here," Hallaadvised her. "They'd better.”

Unexpectedly, the monster hopped forward. Horizonta door-jaws snapped shut with aringing thud
as L uke ducked beneath the bite. His saber cut a black line across the underside of the jaw ashe
stumbled clear, to bang into one of the thick pillars supporting the roof. One of the gapsin that soaring
ceiling shone directly above.

He shot an anxious glance toward the entrance. Where were the Y uzzem? He couldn't avoid this



angry behemoth much longer.

No timeto worry about anything other than himself now. It was crawling for him once more. A quick
glance at the celling, aquicker decision, and then he was swinging the light-saber at the pillar's base.

Like an X-wing in aamosphere, the incredible energy beam diced through the black stone. A rumbling
noise followed, punctuated by explosive crackings.

"Hdla, Lea.. run!" heydled. Then he was sprinting to join them.

Lumbering toward them, the lizard-creature never noticed the cracksin the celling overhead. They
spread, multiplied, joined, and then the pillar disintegrated, bringing a section of roof aswide asthe
existing gap down on top of the monster. Gigantic blocks of curved stone crushed its front end to pulp,
dilling the toothy grin forever.

Asthe rumbling echoes of the collapse subsided and the black dust began to settle, Luke, panting,
paused to look behind him. There was no sign of the front end of the beast. It was buried completely
beneath tons of volcanic rock. Twitching hind legs clawed futildy &t the air for awhile. The massive
scimitar tail smashed at the ground. Before very long, al movement ceased.

"What happened to Hin and Kee?" hefinally asked. "The thing had me cornered. | could've been a
short med.”

"They're probably arguing,” the Princess essayed in disgust. She eyed the entrance. " Pretty soon
they'll remember what they were sent for. Then they'll come rushing back in, begging your forgiveness.”

"I'll bawl them out then,” Luke Sghed. "Right now I'm-" He glanced around for Halla, saw her moving
at atrot toward the distant idol."Hdla"

"Let her go," the Princess advised him, with an indifferent wave of one hand. " She's not running
anywherewithit." She started walking toward the far side of the temple. "Shell need our help to get it
down anyway." When Luke didn't follow, shewondered doud, "Aren't you coming, too?"

"Inaminute” he assured her, his attention behind instead of in front of him. "'l want to make certain
thisthing isdead.”

Asthe Princess gtrolled without hurry toward the statue, he moved to stand next to the visible portion
of the hulk-corpse. He prodded it with his saber, sinking the shaft of azure destruction into dark flesh up
to the hilt. It didn't dtir.

Satisfied, he turned to rgjoin his companions. There was afaint, warning rumble and his gaze jerked

skyward.

So did those of the Princessand Halla. "L uke!" they shouted s multaneoudy.

He didn't need urging. What he did need was a second or two. The edges of the new holein the
caling werewidening dightly.

Fate gave him the first second, begrudged him the second.

"Luke!" The Princess was running toward him now as the rumbling stopped and the last small stone



fell heavily. Halla stood frozen, torn between the pile of rubble beneath which Luke was buried and the
tantaizing proximity of the crystal. Drunk with its nearness, she continued on toward the statue.

Leiareached the smdl hillock of fresh broken rock, looked around frantically.
"Over... here" avoice murmured, dow and full of pain.

Helay nearby, pinned on hisback. She shifted debrisfrom him, ignoring the cloying dust and the
scratches the sharp fragments made on her hands and arms. But she couldn't budge the massive block
which had struck the temple floor and then tumbled to rest on hisright thigh and calf.

"Try again," heingtructed her. They strained together. Leiaput her back beneath one edge of the
stone, thrust upward with what little weight she had. The block did not move.

They rested, breathing hard. Luke's face was amixture of fading pain and hope. "It's not pressing on
mewithitsfull weight,” hetold her. "If it was | wouldn't have aleg to pull free now." Hisgaze turned
toward the slent entrance. "Dammit, where are those two? They could movethisthing easily.”

"l am afraid your dow-witted companionswill no longer be able to help you or anyone e se,

Skywaker."

Lukewent cold al over. A tall, blood-chilling shape stood on top of the rubblein the entranceway.
Clad completely in black armor, it stared down at them expectantly.

"They're both dead," it informed them pleasantly, in avoice devoid of any spark of humanity. "I killed
them. Asfor your 'droids, they are conditioned to obey orders. | had them turnthemselves off."

Sowly Leids mouth moved, forming aname. But no sound issued from between those perfect lips.
Moving leisurely down the pile of rubble, Darth Vader addressed them in acoldly conversationa tone.
"Y ou know, Skywalker, | had adifficult time finding out that it was you who shot up my TIE fighter
above the Death Star station. Rebellion spies are hard and expensive to come by. | also found out it was
you who released the torpedo that destroyed the station. Y ou have agreat dedl to atone for to me. I've
waited along time.”

Casudly he drew his own lightsaber, began swinging the activated energy blade loosely back and
forth, chopping playfully at bits of sone and carving.

"Y ou were lucky that timein the snubship,” he went on, as L uke fought to pull his pinioned leg free.
He dug at the stone floor until blood ran from beneath his nails. "1 probably won't have the patienceto let
you last aslong asyou deserve. Y ou may consder yourself lucky.” His voice dropped to atoxic whisper.
"I expect no such difficulty in restraining myself where you are concerned, LeiaOrgana. In severa ways,
you are respongble for my setbacks much more than thissmple boy."

"Mongter," wasadl she could spit out, furious and afraid.

"Do you remember that day back on the station,” V ader mused, with deliberate patience, "when the
late Governor Tarkin and | interviewed you?' He placed a peculiar stress on the word "interviewed.”

Leiahad both hands on opposite shoulders and was shivering asif from intense cold.

"Yes," Vaderobserved, perverse amusement in hisvoice, "l can seethat you do. | amtruly sorry |



have nothing as elaborate to treat you to at thistime. However," he added, swinging hiswegpon lightly,
"one can do some interesting things with asaber, you know. I'll do my best to show you dl of them if
you'll cooperate by not passing out.”

Leids hands dropped to her sides. The fear did not leave her, but she forced it into the back aleys of
her mind by sheer will. Running the few stepsto Luke's Sde, she kndlt and groped at hiswrist. When she
rose, she was holding the lightsaber carefully in one hand. Vader looked on gpprovingly. "Y ou're going to
fight. Good. That will makeit interesting.”

She gpat at the advancing giant, a pitifully feeble gesture as she brandished the lightsaber. "The Force
gvemeleavetokill you beforel die" she snarled.

Ah awful coughing laugh issued from behind the gargoylish bresth mask."Foolishinfant. The Forceis
with me, not you. But," he shrugged amiably, "we will see" He assumed a position of readiness. "Come,
girl-woman... amuse me."

Grimly determined, mouth clenched, she moved toward him. As she did so Vader abruptly let his
amfal, et the lambent beam of his saber hang limply a hisside.

"Leia, don't!" Lukeydledto her. "It'safent... he'sdaring you. Kill me,then yoursdlf... it's hopeless

Vader looked over at Luke contemptuoudly, then back at the Princess. "Go on," hetold her, "lethm
fight for you if you want. But | won't let you kill him. I've been robbed too often.”

Leiaappeared to hesitate, then lunged straight at Vader with thetip of the saber. Smultaneoudy the
Dark Lord brought his own beam up in alightning gesture to parry hers.

But Lelaperformed aspinning, twisting arc in the ar and brought her saber down in adashing flare of
bluelight. Energy flashed asit contacted the Dark Lord's armored bresth mask. Only superhuman
reflexes enabled him to avoid the full effect of the blow. If there was anyone in the vast chamber more
surprised than Vader, it was Luke. He fought to free his trapped leg with adight twinge of hope.

"Almog, little Princess, dmog," Vader murmured without anger. "'l have been guilty of
overconfidence before." He adjusted his stance. "'l will not be guilty again.”

His saber curled in, around, down. She barely managed to deflect the blow as she backpedaled.
Again he advanced, swung; again she deflected the cut.

They dueled on, with VVader steadily pressing hisattack. It required every bit of skill and strength the
Princess possessed for her smply to defend hersaf. There was no thought of mounting an assaultof her
own.

One occupant of the temple chamber was not watching the fight. High above and far away from the
dudists, Hallastood at face level with apulsing, multifaceted crimson crysta asbig as her head. With
trembling hands she reached out, caressed it. A twist and pull brought it out of its socket in the statue
with unexpected ease.

For along moment she held the jewel in both hands, gazing deeply into aluminescence that was
amog dive. Then shewas picking her way back down the juts and thrusts of theidol, clutching the
crystd tight to her bosom with her right hand.



Vader cut down, the Princess brought her saber up yet once moreto parry, and Vader at the last
ingtant changed his swing. Thetip of the energy beam dashed across her midsection, dicing through her
miner's st to leave a black burn across her middle. She winced in pain, grabbed at the wound with her
free hand. Vader dlowed her no respite, continued to press forward.

Lukeseffortsto pull himsdf free had left him asfirmly pinned as ever, and utterly exhausted. Helay
on the ground, fighting to get his breath and energy back, forced to watch helplesdy as Vader continued
his game of cat-and-mouse with the Princess.

Anather intricate swing-and-thrust. Thistime his saber cut across her cheek, leaving another ugly
scorch mark. Tears came as her hand went to her burned cheek. She was moving more and more dowly
now, the hand holding Lukeé's lightsaber shaking uncertainly.

"Come, Princess-Senator Organa, whereis your noblefortitude, your traitor's determination?’ Vader
taunted her. "Surely afew little burns cannot hurt so much?!

Enraged, she swung the saber a him with fresh strength. Without straining, he blocked it completely
and continued to move on to cut at her again. Though she blocked it, the force of the blow sent her
tumbling, rolling to the ground. Vader followed relentlesdy as she tried to crawl away and regain her feet.
His saber drew along black gash down the back of her left leg.

Screaming, sherolled over somehow and ended up standing. Then she moved away from him with a
limp, favoring the damaged leg.

Unable to watch any longer, Luke had his head buried in his hands. Clink-a sound of rock on rock.
Raising his head and turning, he looked behind him. The sound was repeated. He tried to see around the
sonetrgpping him.

A hand, seemingly independent of arm or body, worked its way with infinite downess and
determination over the side of the big block of volcanic stone. It was followed by ahead. A terrible
wound showed hafway through the upper portion of the skull.

"Hin!" Luke caled softly, hardly daring to breathe. A quick glance showed Vader il fully intent on
the Princess, Thefatally injured Y uzzem put a hand to its snout, ordering Luketo silence.

Crawling on hands and knees, Hin came around the stone until he was benesth an overhanging edge.
Backing up againgt the supporting rocks, he started to rise. Massive bristled shoulders pressed upward
againg the long rock, arms strained. The boulder did not move, and Hin fell to the floor. His breathing
was labored, his eyes half closed.

"Comeon, Hin, comeon!" Luke urged franticaly, his gaze traveling from the fight on the floor back
to the prone Y uzzem. "Y ou can moveit... just alittleisdl. Try again, pleasa!”

Hin blinked, seemed to stare a L uke without seeing him. Moving mechanicdly, it positioned
heavy-muscled arms and shoulders underneath the edge once more.

"Come, little Princess. Now isthetimefor spirit," he admonished her. "Y ou still have achance” He
stalked her as she backed from him, threatening her with false cuts and thrusts that she tried to block
feebly while limping on her damaged leg.



"Stand and fight," he urged her. Another downward swing of the letha saber, this one cutting across
her chest and through the suit. The Princess sucked in her breath with an agonized gasp, bent over and
amost fell. Vader moved toward her.

There came agrinding sound loud enough to cause both of them to look up.

With afind effort Hin had shoved the huge stone block aside. He fell in aheap, the life dready
draining from him, as Luke desperately scrambled clear. The pressure on hisleg had been just enough to
restrain him, not enough to damage it. He was running toward the two combatants, favoring hisright leg
but feding it grow stronger with every step.

"Led" She il retained enough presence of mind to switch off the saber before throwing it to him
even as Vader grabbed to intercept the weapon. The Dark Lord missed it by afinger-length, caught the
Princessinstead.

But the throw was weak. Luke tried to run faster, found his till-sore leg hobbled him dightly. VVader
growled something unintelligible, shoved the Princess away from him with hisfree hand. Shefdl tothe
hard floor, lay there panting, exhausted.

Luke saw Vader closing the distance between them. The Dark Lord would reach the lightsaber first.
He sprinted somehow, threw himsdf at the ground. He felt reborn as hisfist closed around the saber haft,
then herolled with renewed vigor to hisright. Vader's blow was an instant late, cutting adeep furrow in
the stone floor where Luke had fallen.

Then Luke was on hisfeet, the saber now shining bright bluein hishand. Hisroll had taken him
behind VVader. He stood between the Dark Lord and the Princess. Vader regarded him slently.

"Lea?'No answer. He glanced backward."Princess?'
A thin, sorrowful voice."Don't worry about me, Luke.”

Vader gppeared to inhae deeply. "No, Skywalker," he rumbled, " don‘tworry about her. Worry
about yoursdf."

Lukefelt awild sense of dation as he brandished hisfather's wegpon. "I'm not worried about
anything, Vader. Not now. | have no more worries and only one concern.” Hisvoice held an
unaccustomed hint of conviction. "1'm going to kill you, Darth \VVader."

That humorlesslaugh again."What ahigh opinion you hold of yoursdlf, Skywalker."

"I'm... I'm Ben Kenobi," Luke whispered in an odd way.

For just amoment Vader seemed shaken. "Ben Kenobi's dead. | killed him mysdf. Y ou are ssimple
Luke Skywalker, an ex-farm boy from Tatooine. Y ou are no master of the Force and the equal of Ben

Kenaobi you will never be."

"Ben Kenobi iswith me, Vader," Luke snarled, gaining confidence every second, "and the Forceis
with me, too."

"Y ou do have something of the Force about you, boy," Vader admitted. "A master of it you are not,
however. That dooms you. Only amaster could do... this."



The Dark Lord lunged and Luke spun well clear. At the sametime, Vader was staring not at L uke,
but at the ground. A smdl fragment of thefdlen ceilingrose, shot straight for Luke's head. Seeing it
coming, he reacted as Kenobi had taught him... without thinking.

A much smaller sonelifted and intersected the path of the charging rock. The two met. Though
Vader'smisslewas by far the larger, it was deflected just enough by Luke's rock to send it shooting past
his shoulder harmledy.

Panting, he stared challengingly back at VVader. "Good, boy," the Dark Lord confessed, "very good.
But my stone wasthe heavier. My powers are the stronger.”

"Not strong enough, Vader," Luke inssted as he lunged forward. His thoughts were of Kenobi, of
the techniques of saber and Force the old Jedi knight had laborioudy taught him. Hetried to let the Force
guide hisarm.

Vader parried, blocked, parried again, and foundhimsdf being forced backward by the
aggressiveness and skill of Luke's demonic attack. The breath mask tilted back for asecond. A section
of heavy bas-relief on one of the supporting pillars was |oosened, fell away.

At thelagt instant L uke sensed it, jumped backward. The huge carved panel shattered between them.
Both men rested uneasily asthe dust settled. Luke gulped for air, while Vader showed less gplomb and
increasing tenson.

"You are good, Skywalker," he declared."Very good indeed, for achild. But the end will bethe
same." Heraised his saber and came charging over the broken pand.

Now it wasthe Dark Lord who initiated the assault. L uke found himself forced steadily backward as
Vader threw an unceasing blizzard of stone shards and saber cutsat him. It was impossible to counter
themadl.

Somehow Luke did so.

They were circling in the center of the temple floor now. Lying on her Side, the Princesstried to turn
and watch. The pain of her wounds rose about her like asted wall. Around her thoughts the wall closed,
and in response her eyes closed and she dumped back to the cold, cold stone.

Again the two enemies paused, only now it was V ader who was panting heavily. "Kenobi... trained
you... well," the Dark Lord admitted admiringly. Some of hisusua insouciance had been drained by the
Steady fighting. "And you have some... natural ability of your own. Y ou have proven achdlenge. |
enjoy... achdlenge.

Still unhurt, Luke whispered defiantly, "Too much of ... achdlengefor... you!"

"No," Vader assured him, "no. Y ou overestimate yoursdlf, child." The Dark Lord drew himself up to
hisfull, awesome height. "I have finished playing with you.”

Swinging his saber until it was no more than ablue blur in the dank air of thetemple, he leaped
sraight up into the air. It was more than ajump, lessthan levitation. Out of the blue circle of energy he
flung the saber.



Ingtinctively-he had no time to think-L uke parried. The Force inherent in the thrown saber knocked
Lukesout of hishand. Both wegponsflew off to theright and lay, still gleaming, till activated, on the
ground, near adark circular opening that gaped black in thefloor.

AsVader drifted dowly back to the floor he grabbed his right wrist with hisleft hand, made afigt,
and seemed to convulse like aman retching. A bal of pure white energy the sze of hisfist materidizedin
front of Vader's hands and moved down toward the wide-eyed L uke.

Something made Luke redlize he could never reach his saber before the white glove touched him. He
threw up both hands and looked away. So he didn't see what happened.

His hands seemed to blur. The white glove struck them, bounced back, and contacted Vader gently
asthe latter touched the ground. There was a soft crack as of an explosion far in the distance. Vader was
knocked head over hedls and the glove vanished.

But when the white energy ball had touched Luke's hands, the power inherent in the kinetite, or
restrained energy globe, had thrown him to the ground. Had he resisted it unsuccessfully it would have
thrown him across the chamber and through the temple wall.

Now helay on hisbdly while Vader rolled dowly onto his side, shaking hishead in disbdlief. His
eyes refocused, to see a shaken but otherwise unharmed L uke crawling dowly toward hislightsaber.

"Not... possible!" Vader muttered, starting to crawl toward his own weapon. Theleft side of his body
armor was dented inward asif by agiant'sfist, where the kinetite had struck.” Such power... in achild.
Not possible”

Luke had neither the strength nor the desire to argue. He saw only the saber, felt only its smooth
handlefitting compactly into hispam.

But by then VVader had reached his own wegpon. With a supreme effort he tottered to hisfeet, turned
to face Luke. Holding his father's saber over his head, Luke rose, rushed at the Dark Lord and threw
himsdlf on the towering black figure.

There was ablinding flash of light as he made contact with Vader's saber beam and did on through
with the blow. His saber continued downward, pierced the stone floor. Luke's hand struck arock and
jarred his saber loose.

He hit the ground hard, then rolled onto his back to see what had happened. What he saw was Vader
garing at thefloor. Hisright arm lay there, till gripping the glowing saber. There was less blood than
Lukewould have expected. Hetried to rise, failed. He no longer retained the strength to climb to his
knees, let doneto regain hisfedt.

So helay there completely exhausted. Slowly, in uneven, unsteady steps, the Dark Lord tottered to
his severed arm. Amazingly, he bent down and lifted the amputated limb, detached the saber fromit.
Holding it in hisleft, he turned to face Luke. It was useless, he thought, as'V ader raised the saber over
his head with his one remaining hand. The Dark Lord, Lord of the Sith, Master of the Dark Side of the
Force, wasinvincible. It was over.

"I'm sorry,” he murmured, turning his head to where the Princess lay crumpled on the temple floor.
"I'm sorry, Lela | loved you." Helooked back up and found he hadn't the strength for alast curse. The
saber soared above and behind Vader's head. The Dark Lord staggered drunkenly forward. Hesumbled



acouple of stepsto the left.
And disappeared.

A dissonant, inhuman howling marked the descent of the Dark Lord down the black circleto Luke's
right. Frowning painfully, hardly daring to believe, Luke crawled dowly over to the rim of the black
circle, peered in and down.

He could not see the bottom of the pit,nor any sign of Darth Vader.

"He'sgone," he mumbled, dazed, hardly daring to believe it. "Gone down to where he belongs, |
hope." Helooked acrossthe floor as he struggled to sit up, balancing himself on onearm. "Leia, | did it!
He'sgone, Leia" And yet... there remained astirring, afaint tremor in the Force, so light he could barely
senseit, like abad aftertaste in the mouth. But it wasthere... Vader was divel

Y et VVader was no threat to them. That was enough for him now. He was sobbing as he dragged his
exhausted body acrossthefloor. "Leia, Leia™ Reaching her, he extended a questing pam, touched her
forehead. She opened her eye and looked back at him. Histearsfell uncontrollably as he probed gingerly
at theterrible scars Vader's saber had |eft on her body, her face.

"Luke?' she breathed, bardly audible. She smiled at him, painfully. Taking her hand in hisown, he
dumped to the ground at her Side.

At the top of the rubble blocking the temple entrance, Halla stopped to peer behind her. She saw the
two figureslying hand in hand in the middle of the temple floor. Of the Dark Lord of theSith there was no
sgn. Sheldd seen him fal down the sacrificia well of Pomojemasworshipers. She was freeto go.

Her gaze turned downward, to stare into the glowing abyssal crimson of the Kaiburr crystal,then
moved out to peer into the fog and mist of Mimban.

The personnd carrier they'd arrived in waited out there. Hidden in it lay Kee, felled forever by a
blow from Darth VVader.L uke's two 'droids sat motionless and deactivated nearby.

"Damn," she murmured to hersdlf. "Aw, damn!™
Then she was scrambling down the pile of broken stone... back into the temple.

"Luke!" She propped the limp form up, stared into the somnolent face."L uke boy? Come on, you're
frightening old Halla"

Eyes opened, turned to squint at her."Hdla?'
Shelicked her lips, looked skyward, then placed the crystd in hislap, shoving it & him asif it were
burning her. "Here. | can't do much with it. I'm afaker, a charlatan of the Force, not amaster. So | could

do bigger and better parlor tricks... I'd wasteit, and the Empire would find me soon anyway."

Luke moved his gaze from her down to the pulsing slicatein hislap. "The crysta magnifiesthe
Force" He chuckled, choked. "What good is that now?"

"I don't know!" she shouted angrily. "Y ou wantedit, well thereit is, dammit. What more do you want
of me? What more can | do?' She shook both hands at him, furious at her own helplessness.



"Nothing, Hdla"He smiled gently at her. "There's nothing more to be done, | guess." He reached
down, fondled the crystdl. "It fedlswarm...good ."

"You'recrazy," she snorted. "It'sacold hunk of rock."
"No...itswarm," heingsted."Funny kind of warmth."
Unconscious, hefdl back, both hands still clamped tightly around the crystal.

Halla stood, turned away. "Stupid old woman," she cursed hersdlf.” Stupid, sdfish old woman. |
should have helped them when it might have done some good. | should have-" She hesitated, frowned
uneasly. Wasit growing lighter in the shadowed temple? She turned, and her eyes bulged.

Luke's motionlessform was enveloped in arich, red bath of light. In his handsthe crystal shonewitha
brilliance unnatural.Nor wasthelight dill. It shifted, fluttered, ran over him like alive thing. It sought out
every extremity, eech finger and follicle, likethe &. EImo'sfire of old on the rigging of asailing ship.

After severa long, rapturous moments the radiant envelope shrank, sucked up by the crystal which
resumed its norma coloring.

Luke sat up so abruptly that Hallawas unable to repress a short screech. He blinked once, looked at
her. Hesitantly, as though she were about to greet aghost, she edged toward him.

"Luke boy?" she husked queruloudly.

"HdlaWhat happened?1..." His head turned, his eyes coming to rest on the silent pit which had
swallowed Darth Vader. "I remember that. | aso remember... Halg, | died.”

"Y ou must have found it boring,” she replied without smiling. "It wasthe crysd... something in the
crysta. The Force..."

"Don't remember," heingsted, shaking his head dully. Then he reached down and touched the
Princess shoulder."Lei&?"

"Y ou were holding the crystd," Hallaexplained dowly."In both hands. Remember the old legends...
how the temple priests could hed ?'

"I don't undergtand,” L uke murmured. But he hefted the crystal again in both hands, closed his eyes
and tried to concentrate and relax at the sametime. The glow from the crystal intensified.

"l undergtand,” came avoice out of Luke's body that might or might not have been Luke's,

The crimson glow emerged from the crystal again. It started up Lukesarms, only to hdt at the
elbows. Holding the crysta with one hand, he opened his eyes. Like aman deepwaking he reached
down. One fingertip touched the Princess face, traced the scar left by Vader's saber. As hetraced it with
the red glow, the scar vanished. Hala could see the skin moving, folding, heding behind it.

Slowly, wordlesdly, as arapt Hallawatched, L uke proceeded to trace each of the wounds Vader
had inflicted on the Princess. When hefinished thefind one, he placed his open pam first for alingering
moment over her heart, then her forehead. Then he sat back. The glow from the crystal subsided to



normd.

Several more minutes passed. Uninjured, her beauty restored, Leia Organasowly sat up. Both
hands went to her head.

"Areyou dl right, Leia?" he asked solicitoudly.

She winced, stared a him. "Luke, | have the most awful headache.”

"Headache," he echoed. He turned, smiled at Halla. "' She has a headache.”

Hallagrinned back at him, chuckled, then was roaring with relieved laughter. Lukejoined in, his
embarrassed, happy laughing interrupted only by an occasiond cough. The crystal had repaired his
injured ingdes, but he was till oxygen-weak.

The Princess |ooked suddenly uncertain. She glanced down at hersdlf. Eventsreturned with arush as
shefdt of her leg, her face.

"They'regone," shemurmured in disbdlief."Heded. How?"
Luketurned serious. "It wasthe crystd, Leia It healed me, hedled you, and | wasn't even awareiit
was doing so. Everything that Halla surmised about it istrue. It does use the Force. The crystal hesled

you, Leia.. not me."

"Now, Luke boy," Halaadmonished him, "you were the agent the crystal worked through. Without
you, wouldn't be nothin' but rock."

"Luke, we..." Leiastopped, stared around nervoudy. "What about...?"

Lukereassured her. "Down there." Heindicated the pit. "I never heard him hit bottom. Vader's
finished, Leia" Ye... even ashesad it, therewasthat peculiar tingling in the Force again, likeasmell of
sulfur.

She shattered that unwholesome train of thought. "What about Threepio, and Artoo?"

"They'redl right,” Hallaresponded. "L eastwise, they |ooked fine to me when | was just now, uh,
checking out the crawler to make sure it hadn't been booby-trapped by your Dark Lord. They're turned
off, but no damagethat | can see.”

Luke sghed with relief, put an arm around Leia. She didn't move to shrug it off.

"Here" he said, handing the crystd to Hala. She eyed him uncertainly, then took it, held it with
reverence. Y ou might aswell keep it for awhile, snce you're coming with us.”

"Withyou?'Hallalooked wary. "What do you want with atired, old woman? What good would | do
you?"

"A world of good," Luke assured her."A universe of good. Well get you safely off Mimban with us.
Then, if you till don't fed like joining the cause of abunch of ‘outlaws,’ you don't haveto." He thought
wigfully. "1 know another man, asmuggler and a pirate, who once thought the same way asyou.”



"Don't compare mewith any smugglers, and don't rush me," sheingtructed him crosdy. "1 might be
persuaded... the Force knows what you want with me, though. But where am | going with you?"

Lukelooked down at Leia, smiled. Sheleaned into his side and smiled in return. "We're going to
CircarpousV," heinformed her. "We're late for avery important date." He turned to ook at her."With
an underground movement. WeIl make an idedlitic revolutionary out of you yet, Halla."

"Not likely!" she snorted. But she didn't object further as she followed them outside
thetempleof Pomojema.

Back on the crawler, Luke adjusted the necessary switches. Artoo came back on firgt, followed by a
gtartled Threepio.

"Oh, dr'Where ishe? We couldn't escape him. He knew al the proper code words and commands.
| tried to warn you, sir, but we couldn't-" He stopped, stared at them. "Why are you al smiling?* Artoo
beeped in exasperation. For a'droid whose specialty was communicating, See Threepio could be mighty
dow on the uptake.

"I beg your pardon, sir,” thetall, dim 'droid continued politely, "but have | missed something
important?’

"Artoo, start us up. We're getting out of here." Thelittle Detoo unit plugged into the crawler'signition.
Immediately, the engine responded. Halla sivung the massive machine around, plunged into the
surrounding jungle mists and cries of Mimban.

"Why," thefaint, receding voice of acertain 'droid could be heard to say, " dol have the impression
that everyoneislaughing & me...?"



