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Chapter 1

The Tdjkon vagabond was on the run once more.

But thistime, there were hitchhikers aboard.

"Hyperspace?' See-Threepio echoed in adismayed tone as he struggled
to free himself. The droid's limbs were tangled up with Lobot, R2-D2,
and the equipment ded in one corner of the vagabond's air-lock--a
chamber that had suddenly become a spacegoing prison. ™Y ou must be
mistaken, Master Lobot."

"l am not mistaken,” said Lobot, pushing aflaling golden leg avay

from hisfaceplate. "All my datalinksterminated at the same moment,
in exactly the same manner | associate with a hyperspace jump.”



"There was a course change, too, during the acceleration,” Lando said
from the opposite corner of the lock.

He flexed hisungloved right hand, trying to drive the bone-chilling
cold from hisaching fingers.

"Master Lando!" See-Threepio cried in hismost plaintive voice.

"Can't you makeit stop?"

"I didn't makeit start, Threepio,” Lando snapped.

"With al respect, Master Lando, you most certainly did,” Threepio said
huffily. *Now, you just reach back in that hole and undo whatever you
did, and quickly, too. Colond Pakkpekatt will be most upset with us
for running off with hisstarship.”

"Colond Pakkpekait is probably inventing new wordsin Hortek right
now," said Lando. "But at least he's on a ship that he can boss.

We're not. Any damage over there? Lobot? Artoo-Detoo?”

The little astromech droid emerged from the jumble of bodies and
chirped once.

"Artoo-Detoo reportsthat al his systems are operationd,” said
Threepio.

"I'm uninjured, Lando,” said Lobot. "My suit took the impact of the
equipment ded. But my datalinksare il dl down, and | am finding
it disorienting.”

Lando nodded. "Artoo, can you help Lobot out?"

Rotating in midair with the aid of its microthrugt-ers, the droid
chittered disagreesbly.

"Don't berude," Threepio chided.
"What's going on?"

"Master Lando, Artoo saysthat he prefersto keep his systems
privae"

"Yeah, wel, | don't like telepaths, either, Artoo,” said Lando. "But
I'd sure like to be able to think at the colonel right now. Give Lobot
alink to your event log.

There might be something in there we can useto figure out what
happened. Does anyone see my right glove?!



L obot was clinging with one hand to the equipment ded. "1 think your
glove blew out the airlock in the decompression.”

"Just perfect.”" Lando looked at his purpled hand, then at theinflated
wrist cuff that was keeping his suit sealed. "What's the pressurein
here now?'

"Six hundred forty millibars" said Lobot. "Repressurization began
after the entry seded.”

"Represaurization? That's interesting. From where?' Lando craned his
head and looked at the seamless, featureless bulkheads. "Artoo, seeif
you can find the vents.”

The droid acknowledged the order with a beep and rose to begin cruisng
along the bulkheads at close range.

"All right--hereésthe way it looksto me," said Lando. "We're no
longer invited guests and welcome visitors.

She shook off Lady Luck and tried to spit us out.

Probably would have succeeded if she hadn't been trying to run away
from the task force at the sametime.”

"Which raisesaquestion,” said Lobot. "Why didn't she know?"
"I'mligening.”

"It appears to be a migudgment. Two defense routines were activated
without consideration of their combined effect. The repressurization

of this compartment appears to be another inconsi stency.”

"Do you have an explangion?'

"These events suggest to me that the ship is either under the control

of sysemswith limited intelligence, or under the control of beings
with limited intdligence.”

When he saw Lando's expression, Lobot added, "At this point, it's not
possible to ditinguish between those possihilities™

"Maybeif we figure that out, well know something that can help us get
ontop here," said Lando. "I'm sure of this much--that lock closed
because of the jump, not as any favor to us. We're not wanted here.

And if werre not clear of this compartment by the time the vagabond
leaves hyperspace, | don't think too much of our chances.”

"Master Lando, | am certain Colonel Pakkpekatt and the armadaare



pursuing us,” said Threepio. "The sooner we leave hyperspace, the
sooner they can rescue US.™

"Y eah, they're going to belooking for us," said Lando. "But finding
us--we could pop out five light-years from where we were, or fifty, or
five hundred. And normad evasive tacticswould cal for animmediate
course change, then another jump. Once that happens, you might as well
be playing hide-and-seek with the Ewoks on Endor."

"But, Master Lando---there must be some way they can rescue us. Surely
they wouldn't abandon us. If they do not comefor us, we areall

doomed to perish as prisoners, lost in space--" " Threepio, we can't

afford to wait for them."

Lando tapped his faceplate to remind the droid why.

"The chrono's dready moving. Lobot and | could be dead before this
ship even decidesto leave hyperspace.

That'swhy we have to act now. We can't count on any help from the
armada, unless we can figure out some way to give them some help
finding usfirgt. Until then, we're on our own.”

Threepio raised hisarms and his voice together.

"We apologize," he called to the ship. "Please, believe me, | never
meant to harm anyone--""Shut up, Threepio.”

"Yes gr."

"Lando," said Lobot.

"What?'

"It couldn't hurt," said Lobot. " Someone might be listening.”

Lando frowned. "Asfar asthis ship is concerned, we're pirates,
burglars, tomb-robbers, or worse. Not too likely they'll forget that

ju st because we suddenly devel op better manners after breaking down the
front door."

"The probability of successmay below," said Lobot. "But diplomatic
words are the tool Threepio is best equipped to wield. And perhaps an
gpology will proveto bethe key that will open the next door.”

Sighing, Lando waved his gloved hand toward See-Threepio.

"All right. But, Threepio, alittle dignity, please."

"Of course, Master Lando," the droid said, ahint of defensivenessin
histone. "1 am programmed to conduct myself in adignified manner a



al times. Why, it'sone of the fundamenta principles of etiquette

and protocol--" "Right," Lando said, cutting him short. "Just get to

it. We have no idea how much time we have. Use the secondary comm
channel so Lobot and | can still hear each other.”

"Very wel, Magter Lando,” Threepio said, then seemingly fell silent.

"L obot, you have accessto Attoo's event log?”

"Yes Lando."

"Seeif you can figure out our new heading from hisgyro and
accelerometer readings leading up to the jump.

Maybe that, plus Artoo's astrographic database, can tell us something
about how much time we have--" New Republic ferret 1 X-26 came out of
hyperspace close enough to its destination for the planet to fill most

of the forward viewscreen.

"Check the coordinates,” Kroddok Stopa ordered, frowning. "Absolute
reference.”

"The astrogator says forty-four, one-niner-six, two-one-oh."

The pilot spun theindex whed on the ship'slog with aswipe of his
pam. "Y eah, that'swhat you gave me."

"Those numbers came directly from the Third Genera Survey." Stopa
pointed at the astrogation display.

"But if I'm reading your board correctly, it saysthat thisplanetis
Maltha Obex. That's a Tobek name."

The pilot cocked his head toward the astrogator.
"Madtha Obex, that'sright.”

Stopa, expedition chief for the Obroan Ingtitute's mission to Qella,
shook his head as he studied the data coming in from I X-26's sensors.

"My gtars. What happened here?"
Glancing up a the viewscreen, the pilot said, "Why, what d'yamean?
Looksjust like ten thousand other icebdls.

JosdaKrenn, the other haf of the Obroan expedition, moved forward
from her gation. "That'sjust it.

The Three-GS survey mission reported this as atemperate world. It had
apopulation of seven million and aprimary ecosystem rated



provisondly a complexity two."

Shaking his heed, the pilot said dryly, "We must have missed the summer
Season.”

"That was expected,” Stopasaid. "When the Three-GS contact misson
came here, they found athird of the landmass glaciated.” He lft
unspoken that the contact team had found the planet dead, the Qdlla
cavilizaioninruins

"When the Tobek came, they must have thought thisworld was theirs for
thetaking, and gaveit aclaming name," said Josala.

"What difference does the name make? Thisiswhere you wanted to be,
right?What am | missng?"

"The last Three-GS contact was ahundred and fifty-eight years ago,”
Stopasaid. "The planet should have begun its recovery by now."

"| till don't seethe problem.”

"Yes, you do," Josdasaid. "The problem'sal we can see. The
problemistheice.”

"Try meagan."
Josdlasighed. "Whered you pick usup?'

"Babdli," thepilot said. "Wait--you don't haveice drills? Snow
shelter? Cold sits?"

"Babdi'satropica dig. For some reason, ice drillsweren't on the
equipment ligt," said Josalawryly. "Our rover isn't even rated for
thiskind of wesather."

The pilot whistled sympathetically. "Now | see the problem. But why'd
they send you, then?"

"We were the best solution to atwo-variable equation,” said Josaa.

"The nearest bioarchaeologist and the fastest available
trangportation.”

"Itisnot al bad," Stopa said thoughtfully. "We were sent hereto
recover biological samples. Theglaciation virtualy ensuresthat
good samples il exist to be recovered.”

"Unlesswhat triggered this climatic episode was adirty war--with
incendiaries, or surface-burst weapons,” Josala pointed out.

"Not much atmosphere left, but | can drop aprobe to take a sniff,"



said the pilot. "We ought to be able to settle that question pretty
quickly."

"No," said Stopa. "Put usin a mapping orbit. Let's have alook at

the other sde. We only need one landing Site--afew grams of

materia. There could be ageotherma field, or some other sort of hot
spot--awarm current from a deep vent, perhaps, that kept a portion of
some seacoast ice-free. If so, surely the Qellawould have fled there
beforethe end.”

"Y ou don't expect to find anyone dive, do you?
Look at the surface temperature readings.”

"No, not dlive," Stopasaid. "But | would be grateful for asingle
corpsethat is not buried under three hundred meters of ice.”

"Mapping orbititis" sad the pilot, reaching for the controls.
"Madtha Obex, here we come.”

"Qdla" Josdaamended quietly. "If a least alittle bit of this
planet doesn't till belong to the Qella, we're going to be abig
disappointment to the folks who sent ushere.”

From the close vantage of a standard mapping orbit, Qellasface proved
no more inviting. The land was blanketed in ice to adepth of upto a
kilometer, while the shrunken oceans, too sdty to freeze, werethick
with bergs and growlers.

"That'sit," said Stopa, studying the datafrom thefind pass. "Some

of the Qellamight have tried to live on the ice--we might get lucky

and find their remains only fifty or ahundred meters down. It's
something we can work on while were waiting for reinforcements. But
we have to assume theworst, and call for help.”

"Maybe we can get Dr. Eckelssteam,” said Josdla.

"They were supposed to be finished with the Hoth excavation by now."

"We can try. Open ahypercomm link to the Obroan Ingtitute,” Stopa
sad.

"Ready," sid the pilot.

"Thisis Dr. Kroddok Stopa, verification code
al-pha-eager-four-four-two.

| want Supply and Dispatch inon thiscal.”

"Done. Go ahead, Doctor."



"I have an urgent requidtion for additiond equipment and staff for my
current assgnment.” Stopa quickly rattled off the detailed list he
had composed.

"Haved| that?"
"Supply here--I haveit. Well get working on it right away."

"We as0 need a crack cold* site team out here. |s Dr. Eckelss Hoth
crew available?'

"They reported back yesterday. | don't know what their satusis,”
sad the dispatcher. "But I'll send this up to the committee right
away, and get you an answer pronto.”

"Assuming that they are available, what's your best estimate of when we
see them and the gear out here?"

"If we can push the turnaround on Penga Rift and get the team and gear
aboard by midnight--you are looking at Sixteen standard days. Add on
hour-for-hour for any delays getting off."

"Isanything faster than Penga Rift available?'
"Not under indtitute registry--sorry."

"Explore other options,”" Stopa said shortly. "This has the highest
priority. Stopaout." He signaed the pilot to end the link. "Now

you'd better get me Krenjsh at New Republic Intelligence. They need to
know therelll be adeay getting them what they asked for."

There waslittle talking among the quartet trapped in the vagabond's
airlock. Everyone had ajob to do.

Artoo searched for the inflow vents, while Threepio made entreatiesto
the vagabond's masters. Lobot analyzed the acceleration and
agtrographic datawhile he inventoried the equipment on the equipment
ded. And Lando returned to the control handle in the corner of the
compartment to seeif it would respond to him.

The handle proved immovable, and Lando's touch done dicited no
detectable response from the ship. But through his efforts, he
redized that his bare hand was puffy, stiff, and aching--the pressure
from the wrist collar was compounding the damage done by the
decompression.

"Do we have any sample bags?' Lando asked, returning to where Lobot
and the equipment ded floated.

"Yes. Sx smdl, sx large, and two capsules of freeform sheet gel.”



"The bags--they're sdlf-sedling, right?'

"Yes, Lando." He paused. "I'm sorry--1 don't have any more
information. Do amnesiacs know that there are things they cannot
remember? If so, then | know how it fedsto have amnesia. What |
know best is making links and browsing for information. | do not seem
to have much other expertise.”

"Save the sdlf-examination for another time" said Lando. " Grab one of
those small sample bags and seeif we can't improvise amitten for
m"

Before long, they managed to attach the mouth of the sample bag above
the wrist lock for the missng gauntlet. By squeezing the locking

pins, Lando was able to make the wrist cuff relax. Almost immediately
the swelling in hisfingers began to subside.

"I do not know if the bag or the adhesive is strong enough to withstand
another depressurization,” said Lobot.

"I'm not counting on that," Lando said. "l just don't want to lose
consumables, or the use of my hand.

The odds are bad enough aready. Did you get anything out of Artoo's
data?'

"I believe| have our heading prior to the jump to within haf a
degree," Lobot said, then rattled off the numbers. "I gpologize for
theimprecison.”

"That would put us on a course toward Sector One-Five-One," Lando
sad.

"Y es. The boundary iseight light-years from our origind pogtion.”
"Isthere anyone out in 'Fifty-One who might be able to help us?'

"I'm sorry," said Lobot. "Artoo has navigationd dataonly. Thereis
no geopolitica or sociological data”

Lando nodded. " Stop gpologizing for what you can't give me. We
haven't thetime to spare. How far isthisroad open?’

"Theimprecison of the heading becomes more significant the farther
out welo ok, of course," said Lobot.

"The nearest body that is close enough to the center flight path and
has alarge enough gravity shadow to force aship out of hyperspaceis
forty-one-point-five-three light-years avay."



Frowning, Lando said, "That doesn't help me much. Turn the question
around--how far to the spot dong thisflight path that's the farthest
from everything es=?"

Lobot closed his eyes and concentrated. But the answer came from
Artoo-Detoo as along series of beeps and chirps.

"Artoo saysthat in twelve-point-nine light-years, thisvesse will
enter the most isolated region dong thisflight path,” Threepio
offered. "At that point, there will be no charted bodies larger than a
classfive comet for nearly ninelight-yearsin any direction.”

"Sounds like a good place to make a course change,”" said Lando. "And
far enough out to give usalittle time to work with."

"But we do not know how fast thisvessdl is capable of traveling in
hyperspace,” Lobot pointed out. "That region could be twelve hours
away, or eight, or sx--or even fewer. The conventiona upper limit on
hyperspace vel ocity may be technologicd rather than theoretical.

And theré's something ese--" "What?'

"If we do clear that gravity shadow forty-one light-years from here,
well be heading straight for the border of the New Republic, inthe
genera direction of Phracas, in the Core."

"All the more reason not to just stand around waiting,” said Lando.

"Artoo, what did you find?'

Artoo beeped, and Threepio trandated. "Master Lando, Artoo says that
there are no inflow vents anywherein this chamber.”

"What? Then how was this chamber repressurized?”

"According to Artoo, the atmospheric gases are passing through the
bulkheads molecule by molecule. He says that most of the surface area
of the compartment isinvolved.”

"L et me get this straight--these bulkheads are porous?!

Artoo chittered, and Threepio offered the answer.

"No, Master Lando. Artoo saysthat molecules of gas Smply appear on
the surface.”

"Curious," said Loboat. "I wonder if the bulkheads could be actualy
producing the ges.”

"Artoo, isthere any areathat's more involved with this process than
the rest?' asked Lando.



Thelittle droid jetted down to the center of the chamber and
illuminated a band across the inner bulkhead with abeam of orange
light from his holographic projector.

"Got it. Threepio, give me areport on your progress.”

The golden droid cocked hishead. "Sir, so far | have hailed the
measters of thisvessd in eeven thousand, four hundred sixty-three
languages, offering our abject apologies and asking for thelr
assistance. There has been no reply on any band | am capable of
detecting.”

"Do those sx million languages of yours happen to include the
Qdla?'

"Alas, Master Lando, they do not.”

"Do you have any information at al about the Qellalanguage? Maybe
it'srelated to some other language you are fluent in--the way that if
you know rock, you can dmost get dong in Thobek or Wehttam."

"I'm sorry, Master Lando. | am completely at alOSS."
"What about matching up geographicdly?'
"Sir, itisastandard first contact procedure to attempt contact with

regiond languages when the native language is unknown,” Threepio said
with anote of indignation.

"I began with the eight hundred seventy-three languages spoken in the
sector where Qdllaislocated, and continued with the three thousand,
two hundred seven languages with direct linksto those linguigtic
families”

"And now you'rejust going A to Z on therest?"

"l am continuing by astrographic proximity.”

"How long will it takeyou to try them al?"

"Master Lando, by reducing the wait time to the minimum specified by my
protocols, | will be able to completetheinitiad seriesin

four-point-two standard days."

"That's about what | figured,” said Lando. "L obot, dig out the cutting
blaster. We're going to have to make our own door."

With agrim expression on hisface, Admira Hiram Drayson sat on the
edge of hisdesk and studied the fina contact report from Colonel
Pakkpekatt at Gmir As-kilon.



The recordings from the spotter ships were dramatic and darming.

Moments before the vagabond broke away, aring of six rounded
bumps--accumulator nodes or beam radiators, Drayson thought--appeared
at the forward end of the ship. A fierce blue light began to dance

over the bow.

Moments later, twin beams of energy shot out from two of the nodes and
scissored back through the gap between the vagabond and Lady Luck,
dicing them gpart. Another pair of beams knifed out from two other
nodes and carved through the interdiction generator on the underbelly

of the picket Kauri. The blowback surge from the fully charged

generator destroyed Kauri's power compartment and |eft the ship afire
and dead in space.

Theingant Kauri was neutraized, the vagabond began to move, turning
away from Lady Luck and accelerating out past the disabled picket's
position, well clear of the remaining interdictors. Just forty-two

seconds after it began, it was over, the vagabond vanishing into the
center of a hyperspace cone.

Thefina taly for the contact One drone ferret destroyed.

Oneinterdiction picket disabled and abandoned, with twenty-six
casudties, including six fatditiesin the power compartment.

One yacht recovered and returned to amooring on Gloriouss hulll,
undamaged except for the primary air-lock.

One successful boarding of the target.
One successful escape by the target.

One expedition armada scattered across space, with four shipsin
pursuit of the target and the others pulling ambulance or cleanup

duty.

And, most troubling of al to Drayson, one contact suit gauntlet
recovered in the debris--right hand, in Lando's size.

The report contained some positive information aswell. It was beyond
dispute now that the vagabond's weapons were compound--the intersection
of two or more beams did the damage, probably through some sort of
harmonic resonance. Unless there were more wegpon nodes conceded
amidships, it seemed asthough six targetswere al the vagabond could
handle. Possibly as few asfour ships, properly spaced, might

overwhelm its defenses.

But first Pakkpekatt would have to find the vagabond again--atask that
had taken two yearsthe last time.



Drayson called up the chart of the pursuit and studied it closdly.

Three shipswere racing for search stations a ong the vagabond's last
heading Lightning ten light-years out, Glorious twenty, and Marauder
thirty. Theimprovised plan called for them to drop sensor buoyswith
hypercomm repesaters at those entry points and then begin making short
jumps out to the limits of sensor range, hoping to catch aglimpse of
their quarry.

The precison of the plan did not mask its weak-ness--its dim chance

of success depended on the vagabond's making asingle short jump. If

it followed a short jump with a second jump on another heading, where
there were no eyesto see or sensorsto track--or if it carried the

firgt jump out fifty, ahundred, five hundred light-years, beyond the

borders of the New Republic and into the chaos of the Core-Drayson knew
that Colonel Pakkpekatt had addressed an urgent appeal for more ships

to both New Republic Intelligence and the Fleet Office before Glorious
jumped out from Gmir Askilon. He also knew the likely answer to that

appedl.

"Theonly red chancefor usto catch her lieswith you, Lando,”
Drayson said softly. ™Y ou must help usfind you.”

But it was not Drayson's way to abandon someone he had sent into
danger. Hisfingers danced over his controller, bringing an inventory
of AlphaBlue'sassatsin Sector 151 to the screen. There might be
little he could
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do, but he would do what he could. And there was always some way to
alter the odds.

The habits of the Senate's Council on Security and Intelligence were

not unlike those of the indtitutions over whichit reigned. It

announced no meetings, released no public reports, and met only in
closed session in the field-shielded Room 030, deep in the subbasements
of the old Imperid Paace.

So earnestly secretive were the seven Stting membersthat, in

Coruscant's own didect of Basic, the phrase"CSl agenda' had become a
benchmark for the unattainable, the impossible item on a scavenger

hunt. Discouraged suitors would despair that they had "a better chance

of taking a CSl agenda home." Subordinates handed a daunting task
could comfort themsalves with the thought It could be worse he could
want a CSl agenda, too.

Even Drayson found it difficult to discover when the CSl would take up
Pakkpekatt's request. And when hefindly did learn about that
sesson, it wastoo late to find away to liseniin.



"Last item on the agendais the Tejkon expedition,” said Generd
Carlist Rieekan. "May | assumethat you al received your copies of
the report?' He waited amoment, then, hearing no dissent, went on.

"Discussion, please.”
Senator Krall Praget of Edatha, chairman of the CSl, leaned back in his

chair and combed hisfingers back through his skulldown. "What is
there to decide?

The misson was afailure. Close the books."

"Lando Cdrissan and histeam are ill aboard the vagabond,” Rieekan
reminded him gently.

"Whét reason do you haveto think they're fill dive?' Praget
asked.

"Why would any captain capable of acting as surely and decisively as
the captain of the vagabond did in escaping make the mistake of not
repelling boarderswith equa vigor?'

"It ispossble that they were taken prisoner,” said Rieekan. "It is
even possible that they escaped capture.”

Praget pulled his datapad toward him. "How do you account for the
contact suit gauntlet found by the recovery teams? It's Calrissan's,

| believe™

"I don't have an explanation,” Rieekan admitted.

"Generd Rieekan,” said Senator Cair Tok Noimm.

"Do | understand correctly that the gauntlet is undamaged and thereis
no blood on it?'

"That's correct.”

She nodded. "In that case, this gauntlet does not seem to meto be
reason enough to abandon these people to their fate."

"It's not clear to me what we can do for them," said Senator Amamanam,
who represented the Bdas on Coruscant.

"Unless Senator Noimm would liketo lead usin prayer to the Star
Mother--" The laughter around the table was cold, but Noimm's eyes were
colder. "There aretwo lives a stake here--the lives of two vauable

friends of the New Republic.

And please remember that the droids are of no small value, ether--they



had their own rolein making it possiblefor thereto be aNew
Republic. | doubt there are any droids anywhere who are better known
than these two--or better loved, for that matter.”

"If they are so important to the New Republic, they should bein the
museum, aong with al the other beloved icons,” said Praget curtly.

"Along with Luke Skywalker, to whom they belong?' asked Senator
Lillald. "I must agree with Cair Tok. | would not want to face the
questions that would come if these four were to disappear in our
service and we were to make no effort to recover them.”

"In our service? Have you read the account of how they cameto be on
that ship? They can hardly be said to bein our service," said Senator
Amamanam. "Generd, could you kindly explain to ushow it isthat the
Baron Cdrissian and the others cameto beinvolved in thefirst

place?

| don't recall there being any mention of them in the expedition plan
you brought to us."

"Genera Cdrissan was representing the Fleet on thismission, at the
request of the Fleet Office," Rieekan said deliberately. "The others
comprise his support staff, pparently assembled specificdly for this
misson.”

"Thisisdl soabsurd,” Praget fumed. "If it were Hammax and hismen
on board the vagabond, as it should have been, we would not be having
thisdiscusson.

Either they would have disabled the ship, or we'd be sending our
regretsto the familiesof themissngin action.”

"Senator--" "But Pakkpekatt alowed these meddlers, these outsiders,
these amateurs, to intervene, and suddenly it becomesimpossble to
write off our lossesin aprofessona manner.”

Rieekan tried again. "' Senator, have the reports from Colond
Pakkpekatt led you to reeva uate the potentia gain if we succeed in
recovering the Qellavessd ?*

"No, Generd," said Praget, with atouch of impatience at being

handled. "I'm still quite convinced that this artifact isworthy of

our interest. But | don't see that the circumstances judtify sending a

Force Two armadawandering through athousand cubic light-years on what
isvery likely to be afutile effort.”

"With dl the uncertainty in Farlax, we could surdly find better uses
for those ships than chasing a phantom,” said Senator Amamanam. "The
vagabond will turn up again.”



"Will you be personaly handling the apologiesto L uke Skywalker,
then?' Senator Noimm asked cuttingly.

"Will the chairman make himsdf available to the news-gridsto explain
exactly under what circumstances these notables disappeared?’

"If I might make a suggestion--" Riegkan began.

"By dl means" said Praget.

"A contact suit isn't designed for long endurance.
Itsrecycling sysems are smple and relatively inefficient.

Its consumables, if managed wisdy, might last the wearer perhapstwo
hundred hours--certainly no more than two hundred and twenty," said the
intelligence director.

"So we ssimply wait afew days to declare them deed, isthat your
point?"

"Not quite," Rieekan said. "If they are il dive, the generd and
histeam will be highly motivated to act expeditioudy. Anything they
can do to impede the flight of the Qellavessd, they will dointhe
next severa days.

So it seems only prudent to me to allow Pakkpekatt to continue the
search for, say, another fifteen days."

"If nothing dse," said Senator Amamanam, "doing so would cut the heart
out of the charge that we abandoned the Baron to hisfate." He glanced
expectantly down the table toward Senator Noimm.

"If you'd truly like to protect yoursdlf, | suggest you go one step
further and propose that we send Pakkpekait the additional vessels he
requested,” said Noimm. "Otherwise the search might be seen asthe
token gedtureitis.”

"No, no, no," said Praget. "Pakkpekatt gets no more ships. That
incompetent Hortek spook what he ought to get isareview board and a
dishonorable separation.

But | suppose I'll have to settle for the genera’sfinding a deep,
dark holeto drop himin oncethisisover."

"I wouldn't support sending additional ships,” said Rieekan, ignoring
Praget's other comments. "The way | seeit, we now have assets aboard
the target vessdl. That changesthetactica equation. Were not

going to betrying to run it into an interdiction net, or firing on

it.



Wejust need to find it and be on hand to pick up our people.”

"| see Pakkpekait only hasfour vessdls actively committed to the
search a thispoint.”

"That'sright,” said Rieekan. "So | think we can reasonably talk about
downsizing our commitment to this project. If everyonewill look at
page fifteen in the misson outline, the ship assgnment lig--"

CChapter 2

"Have you ever used a cutting blaster before, Lando?" Lobot asked with
concern.

"Lotsof times," said Lando, bracing himself between the inner bulkhead
and the equipment ded.

"But don't ask mefor alist. The tatute of limitations hasn't run
out on al of 'em. Artoo, can | havealittle morelight in here,
right infront of me?"

The dome-topped droid drifted up and forward on tiny puffs of thruster
gas, changing the angle of thelight dightly.

"That's good, Artoo--hold right there.”

"Be careful not to cut too deeply,” Lobot said.

"There may be mechanisms behind thewal--" "If Artoo'sright, theré's
nothing behind this part of the wall. The sonogram showed athin
bulkhead and another compartment beyond, five metersin diameter.”

"I know. But aship this size could have waste ports five metersin
diameter. Or fud conduits."

"Y ou know, Lobot, when you're cut off from your databases, you're
amost as much of an old lady as Threepio here," Lando said, but not
without affection.

"Thregpio, any change?'

"No, Master Lando. There has been no response to my first nine hundred
sxty-one thousand, eight--" "Saveit for thelog,” Lando said.

"Lobot, Thregpio, | know how much you want to watch over my shoulder
whilel do this. But if | were you, I'd move around to where my
contact suit is between you and the blaster.

That way, if | make amistake, you might still be around to learn from
it"



"If Artoo would give mealink to hisvideo processor-" Lobot said.
"Doit, Artoo." Lando held the cutting blaster up before hisface with
hisright hand, and with hiseft set the selector for hairline and

depth for shalow. "Maybe well findly get aresponseto this
message,” he said, and activated the cuiter.

Under Lando's steady hand, the blue-white energy blade drew astraight
line down the face of the bulkhead.

But when Lando pulled the blaster away to ingpect hiswork, he found
that the blaster had left no mark--the bulkhead was intact.

"Guess| wasalittletoo careful,” Lando said, frowning. "Movethe
dedinjud alittle for me, Lobot."

When he had finished adjusting his position, Lando reached forward and
drew the blaster blade dowly down the face of the bulkhead once

more.

"What the--" "What is happening?' Threepio asked worriedly.

He rose from behind Lando to peer over his shoulder a the wall.

"A lot of nothing," said Lando in disgust. "I can't even scorchiit.”

" think you are mistaken, Lando,” said Lobot.

"Pleasetry again, and thistime move the cutter more quickly.”

Lando dashed the cutter downward across the face of the bulkhead. The
brilliant glare of the blade |&ft athin black linein itswake--a

clean, Straight cut that closed up and vanished afraction of a second
later.

" Sdf-sedling bulkheads?!

"It would appear s0," said Lobot.

"Well, that'sjust dandy," Lando said, shutting off the cutting

blagter. "I can't cut usadoor, because it hasn't the mannersto stay

L obot tapped Lando on the helmet, then gestured at the blaster. "May |
try something?"

"Bemy guest." Lando surrendered the blaster and moved aside, pulling
himsalf hand over hand toward the aft end of the equipment ded.

Lobot studied the selectors on the blaster for afew moments, then
opted for the medium drill setting. The blade appeared thistimeasa



pointed cone, which Lobot pressed againgt the wal until half its
length had disappeared.

When he withdrew it, there was a hole afew centimeters acrossin the
bulkhead.

The hole began to close at once, but it took noticeably longer to
vanish than the cut had long enough for Lobot to pull himsalf down to
eyelevel and catch aquick glimpse through the breach.

"Very clever, Lobot. Very interesting. Between one and two seconds, |
think," Lando said.

"I was hoping for thisresult,” said Lobot, turning toward Lando.

"Whatever mechanisms areinvolved, substantially more materia must be
transported or replaced to fill ahole than to seal acut.”

"Did you see anything?"

"Nothing useful. An open space of somekind, dimly lit. Everything
had aydlowish cast.”

"Let'stry abigger hole," Lando said. "Artoo, do you have some sort
of remote sensor you can gtick through thistime?”

"The limpet," Lobot suggested. "We could reach through and attach the
limpet on t he other side of the bulkhead. Both Artoo and | are capable
of recelving its sensor data.”

"I don't want to make quitethat big ahole," Lando said. "Not this
time. Every timewe cut into that bulk head, were reminding this ship
we're here. | don't know how many times we can bite before we get
swatted.

Artoo, what about it?"

Artoo tootled pridefully asasmall equipment panel on his body popped
open and adender wand topped by asmdl silver ball unfolded from
within.

"Y ou needn't be snippy about it," Threepio chided.
The response from Artoo sounded like an eectronic raspberry.

"Wdl, I'm sureit's not his businessto keep track of those details,”
Threepio said, brigtling. "I've been in your company for longer than |
careto remember, and | certainly don't keep track of every gadget in
that ugly little chasss-" Lando whistled sharply. "Whoa, you
two--saveit for later. Threegpio, was there any part of that | need to
know?'



"Master Lando, Artoo saysthat astromech droids must frequently inspect
systemswhich are located in confined spaces,” Threepio said curtly.

"He gpparently believesthat R2 units areimportant enough that this
should be common knowledge. He has quite the little ego, you know."

"Yes, well, I've often thought it's a shame he doesn't have your
modesty, Threepio,” Lando said, flying himself back to the middie of
the equipment ded and reclaiming the cutting blaster from L obot.

"Have you made any new pen pals since we started cutting?”

"There has been no response whatever from the masters of this vessel
sincel began trying to hail them," said Threepio. "l suggest you
proceed with whatever you are planning.”

Lando changed the sdlector to medium drill and activated the blagter.

"Artoo, comein close--I want that sensor wand through the hole as
quickly as possible. But don't let yoursdlf get caught when it
closes.

And Lobot, Artoo, between the two of you, | want to know exactly how
large ahole | make and exactly how long it takesit to close. Is
everyoneready? Let'sdoit, then."

The medium setting allowed Lando to open ahole that was nearly large
enough to admit aman's clenched fist. Switching off the blaster,

Lando pushed off from thewall and did a backward somersaullt, floating
out of Artoo'sway. The droid moved smoothly and surely into position,
extending the wand through the very center of the opening and snatching
it back at the last moment as the hole disappeared again.

"Show us, Artoo. Holoprojector,” Lando ordered.

Thedroid chirped an acknowledgment and offered up afish-eye
perspective of around-walled passage that seemed to bend around or
through the ship in both directions.

Therewas no sign of life or machinery, nor any response to the cutting
of the hole and the invasion of Artoo's scan probe.

"Lookspromising,” said Lando. "Whatever it is, it could give us
accessto at least part of the ship. Artoo, Lobot, what'sthe
verdict?

How big aholedo | need to cut to get usdl through?"

"I am afraid thereisaproblem, Lando," Lobot said.



"Artoo's measurements show that the larger hole closed faster, per unit
of areg, than the smdler one."

"It looked that way to me, too," Lando agreed.
"Bigger holes probably get higher priority from the ship's sysems.
What, don't you think we can get through?'

"The short dimension of the common wall between that passage and this
chamber is gpproximately one-point-seven meters,”" Lobot said,

pointing.

"My edimate isthat aholethat sze will take only Six or seven

seconds to close down to the point where it will be impassable for any
of us. That isnot enough time to move the ded and the four of us

into the other chamber.”

"It might be enough time. Jump troops go out the drop chute of an
assault boat at arate of one per secN and ."

"Jump troops have the benefit of training and gravity.

| have modeled it with Artoo's nav processor. At best, one of uswould
not makeit through.”

"Well--that isaproblem,” said Lando. "Because | have a sneaking
suspicion that when we cut a hole that size, this ship'sgoing to get

fed up with usand try to spit usout again. | don't think welll get a
chanceto do it twice." He thought hard for amoment, then waved the
blagter inthe air. "Everything off the ded. | need to make some
modifications”

The equipment ded was an uncomplicated device.

Itsthick rectangular frame contained the gyros, fud cdlls, and thrust
sabilizer system, and aso provided cutout handholds at regular
intervals. The sandard diamond-pattern meta grid that filled the
frame provided awealth of lockdownsfor gear kits and tools. Both
sdesof the grid on the team's ded were heavily loaded.

"M odifications?'
"Yeah," said Lando. "I think we need aframefor our door."

Clinging to the ded with one hand and wielding the cutting blaster

with the other, Lando dashed away where the grid joined the ded
frame. When he wasfinished, the ded wasin two pieces. Lando pushed
the wobbly, heavily loaded grid toward Artoo. ™Y ou tow that through to
the other side.”



The droid's grappling clamps appeared and latched onto the grid
securdly.

"Give me ahand here, Lobot?"

L obot eased forward and grabbed a handhold at the opposite end of the
gutted ded frame. "1 am remembering something | accessed earlier,” he
said. "The chief designer of the Maaood funerary temples directed his
draftsmen that al obvious passages should be booby-trapped, and all
traps should be made asinviting as possible.”

"Thank you for that uplifting thought," said Lando.

"If we get out of this, you should think about anew career asamorale
officer. Everyone ready?'

"Master Lando, what should | do?"

Lando checked his combat blaster in its holster, then did the salector
on the cutting blaster to WiDE. "Add thisto our apology," he said,
and pointed it at the bulkhead.

llHa,g Or],"

The brilliant flare of the cutting beam momentarily dazzled the
viewscreen of Lando's contact suit, and the vaporized material from two
and a half square meters of bulkhead filled the air asagray cloud.

Before Lando could even see clearly, the hole began to close.
"Let'sgo, let'sgo--get it lined up!" Lando shouted.

The two men maneuvered the frame into position, and the bulkhead closed
around it asthough it were atailored fit.

But asthey did, they heard a deep, rumbling groan from the ship, a
sound that had no direction. Though the surroundingswere dien, the
sound was familiar--the signature of aform of stressthat aged large
vessels hulls and led to the spectacular form of sdlf-destruction
known as an exit breach. 1t was the exit growl, the characteristic
sound caused by portions of the ship emerging from hyperspace
nanoseconds before the rest asthe jJump field collapsed.

"I hateit when I'mright,” Lando said, gesturing with hisfree hand.
"Moveit, Artoo. Now!"

Thelittle droid jetted quickly toward the opening, towing the heavily
loaded grid behind it. For amoment Lando thought the frame |ooked too

smal for Artoo to pass through it. But the droid retracted his treads
asfar asthey would go, turned his body, and cleared the opening by



bare centimeters. The equipment grid smoothly passed through behind
him.

"Wait for me, Artoo!" Threepio cdled, flailing hisarmsand legsin
midar.

"Go ahead," Lando said to Lobot, passing him the cutting blaster and
waving himon. "I'll get Threepio."

Lobot didn't wait to betold twice, swinging himsdlf feetfirst through
the improvised doorway as nestly as agymnast taking aturn on the
parald bar. Meanwhile, Lando clipped the safety linefrom the
contact suit's belt to the handhold of the frame and launched himself
toward the droid, his gloved hand extended to him.

"Oh, thank you, Master Lando," the droid said relievedly as he grabbed
hold of Lando'sarm. Then Threepio saw Lando's eyes suddenly widen in
dam.

"What isit, Sr?"

Weatching from the inner passage, Lobot saw the same thing Lando had
seen when he looked past Threepio toward the outer bulkhead asmall
opening appearing and quickly irising into an airlock that revesled a
sark, starry blackness beyond. Moments later the externa mics on the
auits picked up the hiss of out-rushing air.

Lando did not take the time to answer Threepio's concerned inquiry.

"Heads up--incoming!" he bellowed, and swung Threepio by thearms
toward the inner doorway. Bracing himself againg the frame, L obot
reached through, caught Threepio's right foot, and dragged him into the

inner passage.

But the rush of air through the inner passage and out through the wound
kept building, and it was al Lobot could do to keep himsdlf from being
sucked through.

Nor was he the only onein trouble. Artoo's thrusters could not hold
againg the screaming wind, and he squawked loudly as he was dragged
inexorably back down the inner passage toward the opening, clinging
determinedly to the equipment grid.

Meanwhile, Lando dangled helplesdy at the end of hissafety line, his
feet banging against the edge of the outer airlock asthe air grabbed
a him on itsway into the vacuum beyond.

Only Threepio was relatively secure, hismetal body braced across one
end of the ded frame, blocking part of the opening. But he was waving
hisarmswildly like a shdll-spined mud crawler that'd been flipped on
its back.



"Oh, Artoo, we're doomed!" he cried. "I never did like space
travel.

Look where your adventuring hasled us-" "Y ou haveto cut the frame,"
Lando was shouting into the comlink. " Cut theframe and it'll pull
out--the rest of the holewill close. Do it!"

"Not with you on that side,” Lobot said, climbing across Threepio to
where the safety line was attached.

"Theresatake-up crank on that bt line. Seeif you can pulll
yourself up that way."

"No good," said Lando. "Too much load. Just cut the frame, will
you?"

L obot glanced sideways down the corridor to seeif he and Threepio were
in danger of being knocked through the hole by an out-of-control Artoo
and his cargo. But to Lobot'srelief, he saw that Artoo had made his

way to the edge of the passage, burned asmall hole with hisarc

welder, and let the hole close around arepair am. So far, the anchor

was holding against the current--which seemed to Lobot to be

weskening.

"Forget it," Lobot directed, reaching down between his braced legs and
catching hold of thethin safety line.

He began hauling on the line hand over hand, redling Landoin likea
great white fish. The cyborg'swiry body concedled surprising
strength, and soon he had hold of the tow ring on Lando's suit, at the
back of the neck.

"Useyour thrusters now--full vertica."
"Full verticd," Lando echoed.

With one smooth, powerful motion, Lobot pulled Lando up between his
widely spaced knees, lying straight back to drag Lando'slegs clear and
hurl him free down the passage.

Quickly sitting back up, Lobot pulled out the cutting blaster and
dashed the framein two places. There was a shower of sparks each
time, then a puff of D20 propellant from the broken lines as he kicked
out the section between the cuts. It spun free and tumbled out through
the airlock on the breeze.

The bulkhead groaned under Lobot, and the rest of the frame began to
collapse, twisting Sdeways asit did, until it, too, was carried
avay.



Seconds later the hole had closed under them, the pitch of the roaring
ar rigng to aghrill note beforeit cut off entirely, leaving themin
Slence

"l guesswe only get to use that doorway trick once," Lando said. The
insgde of hisfaceplate was fogged with swest. "Whered you learn
thet?'

"l learned it wild-water rafting on Oko E," Lobot said. "It isthe
preferred method for getting araftmate out of the river before the
sulfur ice pulls him under.

That was my last vacation,” he added.

"Y ou have unexpected depth, Lobot,” said Lando.

"Iseveryonedl right?'

"| am certain that severa of my circuits are overhested,” Threepio
pronounced. "With your permission, Magter Lando, | would liketo
perform asdf-diagnos-tic.”

"Go ahead,” Lando said. "While you're doing that, well get Artoo
free. And then we can start figuring out what to do next.”

"That should not prove too taxing," said Lobot.

"The choices appear to beto go that way"--he crossed hisarms over his
chedt, pointing afinger in each direction”or that way."

"Shhh," Lando said, craning hishead. "Wait. Ligten."

They listened in sllence, with sinking hearts. In the mysterious
hollow spaces of the vagabond, the fading rumble of the entry growl
echoed for along time.

"Blagt." Lando sighed. " Shel'sjumped again.”

"Something interesting here," said JosdaKrenn.

ner. The false-color image mapped the undulations of agreet glacier
asit crawled itsway along awidening, steep-sded valey toward a
frozen sea. "Where?'

"Here" sad Josda, pointing out astring of smdl blue blotches
scattered aong the northeast edge of the glacier. "The Side-scanning
radar pulled these up--they're itting anywhere from eleven to nineteen

metersdown intheice."

"Rock from the lateral moraine?"



"No, for two reasons. Firdt, they're awfully regular in size, oblong,
between one-point-five and two metersin the long axis. And second--do
you know anything about the flow linesin the accumulation zone of a
gadie?

"Not athing."

"Something that fals on the surface of aglacier moves down-valley
with the ice and down into the body of the glacier as more snow fals
ontop of it," Josdasad. "Thelatera moraine running through that
part of the glacier ismade up of rock coming off this cliff face."

She pointed at aside valey well back along the path of the glacier.
"So by the time that rock getsto here--" "It's fifty meters down.

These other objects, they haven't been in the ice aslong asthat rock
underneath them. And they would have had to come onto theice
somewherein here." Josalatraced a circle with her finger over aflat
areaup-valley.

"That's out in the middle of nothing,” said Stopa.

"Right." Shewrinkled her facein thought. "It's hard to be sure of

the timetables with cataclysmic climatic change, but I'd guessthat
whatever these are, they've only beenin theicefor fifty to ahundred
years”

Hiseyeswidened. "Bodies. Buridson theice."

"That was my thought."

"It makes sense. Nomadic groups, or perhaps caves somewhere
nearby--ice caves, possibly--" "It doesn't matter where they lived, so

long aswe've found where they died.”

"How deep isthe shdlowest of those bodies? Eleven meters?' When
Josala nodded, Stopa turned to the pilot.

"Were going to want our rover."

"Kroddok--" "1 know, | know. But hear me out--well wait until the
wegther's good there," Stopasaid, his eyes animated by anticipation.

"Well set the rover down right on top of the Site. Weleavethe
engine running at idle so there's no chance for anything to freeze

up.

Wework right out of the gear bay, because dl we haveto doistakea
core.



Our equipment ought to be able to handle that.”

"You want to drill acore?' Josdasaidin horror.

"Thatll mangletheremans.”

"Yes" Stopasaid. "I know it violates the usua protocols.

But we weren't sent here to recover bodies. We were sent here to
recover biologica material. When our reinforcements arrive, they can
go down and excavate the other sites. But in the meantime, well have
something we can anayze and report back on."

Josala shook her head. "I'd really rather wait for the people who know
what they're doing."

"But we know how to take acore," Stopa said.

"Krenn, afirst-year apprentice knows how to take acore. WEll be out
of therein thirty minutes. Twenty."

Josaa's reluctance still showed on her face.

Kroddok drew closer and dropped hisvoice. "The bonus from the NRI
would be enough to fund the expedition to Stovax,” he said. "But if we
wait until PengaRift arrives, well have to share the bonus. We might
even end up being cut out completely.”

Hewaited to seeif that would sway her, then added, "I give you my
word that well withdraw at the first sign of any trouble. No, better,
I'm making you expedition boss. You say That'sit,' and that'sit.”

Josalalooked up at him with afrown, then past him to the pilot.
"What Dr. Stopa said. We're going to want our rover.”

The archaeologists little Mark 11 World Rover skimmed acrossthe top
of snow-covered southwest range and began its descent into the glacier
valey.

"Y ou're on the beam, eight hundred fifty meters out,” said the voice of
IX-26's pilot, continuing to talk Stopa and Krenn down to their
destination. The navigation and sensor arrays of the rover were no
match for those of the ferret.

"Copy," said Stopa, who was at the controls. "I'm going from glide to
hover mode now."

"Seven hundred. Six hundred. Fivefifty--" Severd small shield doors
on the rover'sfusdage and deltawings did open, reveding vector
nozzlesfor the thrugjets. With the rover's nose stal-high and the



nozzles perpendicular to thewings, thelittle ship quickly lost its
forward velocity and began to settle.

Josdlawas peering out the starboard cockpit viewpane, studying the
ground below them. The steep inner dope of the southwest range worea
smooth blanket of snow, but the surface of the glacier itself wasa

fied of jagged ice blocks, some aslarge asthe rover itself.

"It looked alot smoother on the SSR display,” Josdasaid.
"The rover can cope with aforty-degree terrain tilt.

WEell bedl right."

"It'sgoing to be like drilling thlough rock."

"But ice won't wear the bits like rock does,” said Stopa. "Well get
through."

"Two hundred twenty," the pilot was saying into Stopa's headset. "Ease
her ahair to port."

"Copy," Stopasaid. "Krenn, we haveto at least giveit atry--" Just
then acloud of swirling white particles billowed up around the rover
from below, closing in around the cockpit viewpanes and cutting
vighility nearly to zero.

"It's our downblast,” Stopa said quickly. Heraised
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the control handle, and the rover climbed nimbly out of the cloud,
which immediately began to diss pate beneath them. "Not a problem.”

"Onefifty."

"You can't land usin awhiteout," said Josda. "If you set usdown on
the edge of one of those ice boulders, well flip over before the strut
levelers can do anything.”

"Ninety-five"

"I'll just hover & ten meters until the thrusters blow the Site clear

of loose materid," Stopasaid confidently, "If | can't get definition

on thefindercarriage holo, | won't try to land. All right?'

"All right," Josdlasaid withasgh.

"Sixty," the pilot said. "Ease off, or you're going to overrun the
gte”



Stopatapped the air brakeslightly and pulled back on the control
handle dightly. Asthe rover settled toward the glacier, it was once
again engulfed in abillow of jet-driven snow. But beforelong, the
swirling cloud began to thin, and the horizon returned.

"Twenty-five"
Josala peered forward. "'l can't judge distances without areferent.

That big dab of ice--" He patted her arm. "It's bigger and farther
away than you think."

"Ten. Eight. Five. Easy--" "Take meto plus-sixteen. | want to put
the rover'stail right down ontop of it."

"It'sunder you now. Plus-six. Plus-nine. Plus-fourteen--" Stopa

pushed the control handle sharply down, and the rover dropped hard and
shook from the impact, nose tilted down and diding sdeways. It came

to astop with another small jolt, then dowly cameto levd.

"There" he said, switching quickly among the un-dercarriage scanners
and sudying the display.

Those closest to the thrusters were frozen over with seam ice, but the
forward and aft scannerswere clear.

The front landing strut seemed to be wedged in asmdll crevasse, though
no damage was evident. Aft, the body of the rover was sitting
comfortably abovetheice.

"That wasn't haf bad,” he said with agrin, setting the systemsto
STANDBY.

"Let'sjust get it done," Josalasaid crosdy.

One behind the other, they made their way through the crawlspace over
the orbital engine compartment to the crowded gear bay. Therethey

hel ped each other into their improvised snow gear--the ferret's sole
emergency spacesuit for her, astandard digger'sisolation suit for

him, augmented by the ferret pilot's spacesuit gloveliners.

Neither of them was prepared for the blinding dazzle of the glacier
when the gear bay doors swung open.

The sky was clear, and the blue-white sun lit the landscape with cold
crystd fireashard to look at asthe sun itsdlf. Josalds viewplate
adjusted for it, but Stopa had to avert his eyes and squint to keep
from being overwhemed.

"Spectacular!" Stopa exulted.



"Sightsee when werefinished,” Josdachided.

Everything took longer than it should have. The core drill base didn't
want to latch in the working position, giving Josala reason to worry
about whether the bay doorswould sedl properly when it wastimeto
leave.

The gloves made them both clumsy and turned the routine assembly of the
first sections of the coring tube into atest. Josala's sounding for

the body beneath them was marred by crazy echoes. The drill's gimba
mount froze up until the drill was turned on, complicating the

aignment on Josdas sounding.

But at last the coring bit chewed itsway into the surface of the
glacier and headed down into its depths.

"Seven sectiond!” Stopa shouted over the rumble of the drill. "At
thisangle, well need seven sections.”

Josalawaved her hand in acknowledgment and turned away to pull the
next section from the rack. It danced under her touch, and she drew
her hand back.

She pressed her gauntlet against the wall of the bay and fdlt it
shivering. It wasthen that she redlized that what she had thought was
her own body shivering was the deck of the rover vibrating under her
feet. The drill wasroaring now, asthough its bearing rings hed
disintegrated, itslubricantsturned to grit.

"Turnit off!" she cried, pulling her way along to where Stopawas
leaning out the back of the bay, looking down at the core drive and
messuring the drill's progress. "Turn it off!" He looked up at her
dumbly, and she reached behind him for the controls.

The core cylinder spun to astop, but neither the vibration nor the
noise ceased. Just the opposite, in fact--the rumble was growing
louder and the shaking growing worse.

With a desperate fear dready in their eyes, they looked out from the
gear bay at the mountain ridge behind them, the ridge they had flown
over just minutes before, the ridge that had been like cotton bathed in
sunlight. The middle of the ridge was now hidden behind an onrushing
wall of snow and ice, spreading and climbing the ky asit hurtled
closer.

There was no chance to escape into that sky. The avalanche was on them
before they could even quite remember the word. It tumbled the rover
beforeit like atoy, packing its every crevice with snow, engulfing

the ship in the furious turbulence of theicy maglstrom.

When theflow findly dowed and ceased, itsleading edge reaching



nearly halfway acrossthe valley, there were two more bodies buried on
theicefor PengaRift to recover.

"Thefirg thing we need isaway to find this spot again, and this
passageis notably lacking in landmarks,” said Lando. Using the
cutting blaster, he diced asmdll triangle off one corner of the
equipment grid. "Where was our doorway? Here?"

"Lower," said Lobot. "There"

"I'm glad youre sure," said Lando. "I'm dl turned around.” He cut a
ditin the bulkhead, inserted one edge of thetriangle, and held it
there until the bulkhead closed around it. Then he placed one pam
flat againgt the bulkhead and tried to tug the metal grid out of the
wall. "That should doiit."

Lobot drifted up with ashort length of cord in one hand. "We might

want more than one marker before we're done," he said, looping the cord
through one of the diamond-shaped openings and tying the ends together
with an overhand knot. "One knot equa s the first marker. Well put

two knots on the next one."

"Okay," said Lando, turning away fromthewall.

"Theresonething | overlooked when we took inventory.

| burned about sixty percent of my thruster propellant trying to get up
here"

"l have ninety-one percent remaining,” said Lobot.
"Unfortunatdly, thereisno way for meto share my supply with you.”

"Y ou might end up sharing it by carrying me around on your back," Lando
sad. "Threepio, how are you doing for thrust mass?'

Artoo burbled, and Threepio offered the trandation.

"Artoo saysthat his propellant supply is adequate, but he would like
to be informed when any of us locates a power coupling.”

"With any luck, it'll beright next to an oxygen vave," Lando sad
grimly. "All right--we arein asurviva stuation. This ship hasnow
jumped twice, and we have to assume that it lost any pursuit that was
mounted with that second jump. That means our first priority isto
locate and disable the hyperdrive, and stop this ship.”

"But Master Lando, if we disable the hyperdrive, we would be stranded,”
Threepio protested.

"We don't know how long the vagabond staysin hyperspace--weeks,



months, years. The galaxy is one hundred twenty thousand light-years
across. | like our chances better stranded.”

"Master Lando, would it not be more prudent to find the masters of this
vessel and petition them to take us back to Coruscant?'

"Threepio, | think were the masters of this vessd now," Lando said.

"We haveto be, if were going to survive." Heticked off the
prioritieson hisfingers.

"Firgt, we find some way to stop this ship. Second, we find out where
that leaves us. Third, we find out who our nearest friend is. Fourth,
we find some way to sgnal them. If we get that al done before Lobot
and | run out of air and the droids run out of power, then we can worry
about who built the vagabond, and why."

"We may need to engage those questionsin order to achieve those
objectives," said Lobot.

"Maybe," said Lando. "But in my experience, you redly don't need to
know much about a precison machinein order to smashit." He pointed
afinger to theleft, then to the right. "What's your best
guess--hyper-drive &ft, or forward?”

"Center of massisthe mogt efficient placement,” Lobot said.
"Forward."
Lando nodded. "Then let's get going.”

Colond Pakkpekatt hovered near the communications station as the
cruiser Glorious dropped out of hy perspace. The chase armadawas
strung out dong forty light-years, and Glorious was the second bead on
the string. "Give them to me asfast asthey come,” he said to the

tech a the ation.

"Yes, Sr. I'm seeing six digpatches--an emergency action directive
from the Fleet Office, copied to Captain Garch. A blue letter from the
NRI, copied to Captain Hammax. A dispatch marked 'Urgent’ from the
Obroan Indtitute. Reports from Lightning, Pran, and Nagwa."

"The three shipsbehind us" said Pakkpekatt. "Very well. Make the
dispatches avalable at my dation.”

Crossing the bridge with long, light-footed strides, Pakkpekatt eased
himsdf into hisflak couch and brought up the secure display. Neither
hisface nor his carriage betrayed any emotion as he read through the
digpatches one after another. When he wasfinished, hetipped the
screen away and let out along hiss.



"Mgor Legorburu.”

Ixidro Legorburu, the M'hadli intelligence officer who was serving as
Pakkpekatt's tactical aide, hurried to his station in response to the
summons. "Colond.”

"We havejust received a Fleet-wide level one dert," Pakkpekatt said,
tipping hisdisplay upward so that the major could read the emergency
action directive. "My request for additiona shipsfor the search has
been denied.

| am under ordersto release Marauder, Pran, and Nagwa from their
duties here so that they may return to their respective commands at

best possible speed.”

"That'snearly haf our remaining strength, Sir," Legorburu sad,
shaking his head. "What do they expect usto do?'

"Fail, gpparently,” Pakkpekatt said curtly. "I have also been placed
on notice that Glorious may berecalled aswell. We areto remain on
one-hour dert status, which means no jumps greater than one half
light-year."

"At least that alows usto proceed with the search,” said Legorburu.

"But we should cal Kettemoor forward to fill the ggp in the linewhen
Marauder pulls out. She should be finished with recovery work by now,

anyway."

"Kettemoor has dready jumped to Nichen with the dead and injured from
the Kauri," said Pakkpekatt. "We will not have her back for another
day a least--if they dlow her torgoinusat dl."

Legorburu peered intently at the display. "I don't get it, Colond.
Why the sudden change of priorities?

What's happening back there? It must be something big if they can't
spare athirty-year-old gunship and a couple of interdiction

pickets.”

"That information was not made availableto me," said Pakkpekatt. His
mouth curled in an unhappy threat-snarl.

"Maybe| can get something out-of-channd," said Legorburu. "Would you
likemetotry?'

Pakkpekatt nodded. " Please do,” he said. "'l would like to have a
better ideajust who | must wrestle to keep thismission dive.”

CChapter 3



The procession through the passageway of the Tl jkon vagabond was led
by Lando Calrissan, combet blaster in hand. Following close behind

was Artoo, towing the equipment grid protectively behind him. Last in
linewas Lobot, with Threepio riding on the back of his contact suit

like achild perched on the back of hisfather.

"Thisismy fault,” Lando said, peering over hisshoulder at them. "I
should have gone ahead and gotten athrust belt for Threepio, maybe
even acomplete thrust harness and powerpack. Consumable refillsfor
the contact suits, t00."

"We have them--had them--on Lady Luck," said Lobot. "Everything could
not fit on oneded.”

"I'd trade most everything on that grid for a couple of refill packs.

| never thought we'd bein zero-G aslong asit looks like we will
mll

Forever, maybe, Lando thought grimly.
"Itisaninteresting design choice," Lobot said.

"The Qdlla appear to have done everything they could to makeit hard
for usto move about in here. Thereisno atificid gravity, no

Sin.

The bulkheads are nonmag netic and have no friction tracks, handholds,
orziplines"

"What's so interesting about that?"

"The Qellawere planet-dwelers," Lobot said, surprised by the
question. "How did they expect to get around in this ship?”

Lando grunted. "Maybe the Qellaare giant dugs aswide asthis
tunnd.”

"Perhaps," said Lobot. "But even giant dugs are probably more
comfortablein agravity fidd. | can't help thinking that somewhere
inthisvessd there must be a switch that would make dl of thismuch
esse.”

The passage seemed to have no end. It curved away in front of Lando
like an ever-receding horizon, teasing him with apromiseit never
fulfilled. "How long hasit been now?"

"Artoo's event recorders say we entered the vagabond three hours, eight
minutes ago. We left our entry point forty-seven minutes ago,” Lobot
answered.



"Seems even longer than that,” said Lando. "Am | the only onewho's
noticed? Shouldn't we have run out of ship by now?'

"Obvioudy we havent.”

"Nothing's obvious here" Lando said. "Were cruising a a meter per
second, minus overhead for a couple of stops. Forty-five minutesis

twenty-seven hundred seconds. And this ship isonly fifteen hundred
meterslong. We should be akilometer out in front of the bow by

"The conduits we saw on the surface of the vagabond wind around it in
complex patterns,” Lobot said.

"If we areinsgde one of those, as | bdieve we are, that could account
for the length of this passage.”

"No, it couldn't, because we're till heading forward.
Arent we? If this passage had turned back, we'd have noticed.”

"Would we?" asked Lobot. "Without landmarks and referents, | find it
difficult to besure"

"Y ou're right about that. No matter how | try, | can't keep apicture

of thisplacein my head," Lando complained, turning to face the
others. "Artoo, let me see your map again.”

Artoo's holoprojector flickered into life. The map superimposed the
datafrom Artoo'sinertiad movement sensors over the scans of the
vagabond performed by Pakkpekatt's technicians, showing their path

through it asabright red line. Thelinewiggled back and forth like
alow-frequency sine wave across the hull of the ship and extended out

beyond it.

"See?' Lando said. "Weare out in front of the ship.”
"Artoo, are your gyros operating normally?' Lobot asked.
The droid's affirmation was indignant.

"Then how do you explain this data?"

Artoo chirped acurt reply. "The ship islonger now?' Thregpio
trandated increduloudy. "What an absurdity.

Even you can't be that foolish. Y ou are obvioudy mafunctioning.”

Lando sighed and surveyed the passage's face--they had dropped the
words "wal" and "bulkhead" asingppropriate sometime earlier. "It



makes as much sense asanything else” he said tiredly. "Weve seen
something of the tricks their technology can do. Maybe nothing about
this ship isimmutable, not even its dimensions. Maybe the Qelladon't

play far."

"Y ou have beaten rigged games in the past,” Lobot said.
"Yeah--1 guess| have," said Lando. "But it helpsalot if you can
watch the table for awhilefirgt. Kill the map, Artoo, but keep
tracking us as best you can. We're going to pick up the pace a
little.

Two meters per second, on my mark--" Most of another hour dragged by
before Artoo made adiscovery that set him to beeping agitatedly.

"What isit?' Lando demanded.

"Artoo saysthat thereisan irregularity ahead,” Threegpio said. "It
may be an artifact of somekind."

Lando jetted ahead, scanning the passage face hopefully.

"Whichsde?'

"Ahead and high to your left, Master Lando,” said Threepio.

"l seeit,” said Lando. "Bladt, it'stiny. Wait--oh, no."

"What isit? Lando?'

Lando did not explain, but when the othersjoined him, they got dl the
explanation they needed. A fragment of metal diamond grid protruded
from the face of the passage, and ashort cord waved from its anchoring

knot.

Threepio gave voice to the unspoken. "Why, were back where we
Sarted.”

"That'simpossible" Lobot said, with atouch of irritation.

"Y eah, you'd think so, but how else do you explain this?' Lando said,
gesturing.

"Perhgps it was moved,” said Lobot.
"How?Y ou think there's someone else on this ship?”’
"I do not know," said Lobot. "This could be acopy of our marker, a

deception. Artoo's sensors still indicate that we're heading toward
the bow."



"Oh, we are--for the second time, most likely.

Wheat kind of crazy ship are we On? This passage doesn't go anywhere,
and it doesn't do anything.”

"It occupied usfor two hours," Lobot pointed out.

"Soit did. And we've wasted those two hours and"--Lando checked his
readouts--"about nine percent of my thrust mass. Same for both of you,
I'd guess."

"Thisismost distressing. What do we do now?"

Threepio asked.

"We gtart playing smarter," said Lando. "How much carbon line do we
have?"

Lobot knew the answer without looking. " Two spools, five thousand
meters each. Why?'

"If we keep going around in circles, we could find oursalves unable to
get anywherefor lack of propellant.

There's not enough grid to spare to make handholds the length of the
passage, but there might be enough for line anchors. | think wed
better start stringing some hand linesnow,” Lando said. "And they'll
help keep usfrom getting fooled again.”

"Y es--we can build atopologica map rather than arepresentationa
one," Lobot said. "Wewill at least know the relationshi ps between the
places we have been, even if the exact geometry escapes us.”

Lando nodded. " Something had better start happening.

I'm starting to get serioudy annoyed.”

According to the counter on the line spool, they had gone 884 meters
down the passage, staking four improvised line anchors dong the way,
when they cameto thejunction.

"Thisisnuts" Lando said, hovering in midair beforethe twin

openings. "This passage didn't branch the last time we were through
here

"If we've been through here before.”

"Don't gart with me," Lando said, turning.

"It wasnot ajest,” Lobot said. "It remains apossibility that these
passages are channels or conduits, related in some way to the operation



of the ship. What we have seen in here may have nothing to do with
LBll

"Conduits for what? They're dry as abone.”

"There are other types of fluids and flows--gases, energy plasmeas,
electricd charges," Lobot said. "And conduits generdly require
stops, vaves, and switches of some sort. Thisislikely to be one,
directly ahead of us.

There may be another somewhere behind us that placed uson this
peth."

Lando dowly spun back to face the junction. "If | had afat toe, a
short toe, ablack toe, anew toe, | would know, whereto go," he
chanted softly.

"What?'

"Pardon me, gir. It isachildren's counting rhyme, from Basarals,”
Threepio said. "Magter Lando, may | make asuggestion?”

"Anytime, Threegpio. Thelast thing | want isfor thelast thing | hear

to be someone saying, "Y ou know, | wondered about that earlier--1 guess
| should have spoken up.”

"Very well, Master Lando. My suggestion isthat we should separate

into two parties and explore both passages at the sametime. This

would be the most efficient method. If each party conssts of ahuman

and adroid, | believe we should be able to maintain communications
even if we become separated by some distance.”

"Not bad, Threepio," said Lando. "We have two spools--we could set
linesin both passages. Lobot?'

"| strongly advise againgt separating,” Lobot said.
"Vaves and stops which open seemingly at random can aseasily close.

It isalso possible that we have been presented with this choice
precisely for this purpose--to divide us."

Lando frowned. "If we don't separate, which passage do we take?"
Lobot shook his head. "It will not matter, Lando.

Just choose.”

It did not matter. The passage Lando chose ended three hundred meters

later, after turning downward--inward--nearly ninety degrees. When
they doubled back, the dternate passage led them to another junction



that was the reverse of thefirst, and to another short passage that
turned sharply before ending abruptly.

"There's something down there," Lando said, lingering asthe others
turned back. "Both dead ends go to the same place. The hyperdrive
could be down there."

Lobot could tell that the baron was powerfully tempted to test his
theory by blasting aholein the wall, and touched his shoulder with an
outstretched hand.

"Come," the cyborg said.
"I'mtired of this."

"I know," said Lobot. "But you know that disabling a hyperdrive and
destabilizing one are two very different matters. Wewill find a
better way."

Lando glanced at histdltales. "All right,” he said.

"But if we haven't found it by thetime these numbersreach single
digits, I'm coming back here. I'm not just going to wait for desth,
Lobot."

"I would not expect that of you," Lobot said. "But for now, please, my
friend.”

They jetted back up the passage together, Sde by side.

With an artfulness born of desperation, Lando and Lobot managed to
improvise forty-one line anchors from the equipment grid and the
supplies attached toit.

Spaced two hundred meters apart, those anchors secured more than eight
kilometers of hand lines, covering three mgor passages and more than
fifteen branches.

In the course of their explorations, the team cataloged €leven stop

valves, eighteen switch valves, and three different routes back to

their origina marker. The purpose of the mechanisms and the pattern

of their movements remained impenetrable, but Artoo-Detoo's holographic
map steadily took on more useful form, framing the unknown with the
known.

Through it dl the vagabond bored on through hyperspace, seemingly
obliviousto the passengerswithin.

The early fearsfaded. The vessd remained mysterious, giving up few
of its secrets, but it was no longer menac ing initsown right. The
threet to thair liveswas asimpersond asthe 'graph of an



equation--one in which none of the variables was under their control.

At apoint when yet another unexplored passage had disappointed them by
leading them to a passage aready hung with hand lines, by unspoken
mutua consent they lingered there--to ret, and to recover their

resolve,

Lando looped the dack of ahand line around onewrist and let it hold
himin place. "How long isthisjump now?"

"A little over thirty-seven hours" Lobot said.

"Going along way to somewhere," Lando sighed.

"Let's see, four times three-point-one-four times thirty-nine cubed
divided by three--by now we could be anywherein aquarter of amillion
cubic light-years of space.

They'll need atdepath to find us”

"You and | should deep,” said Lobot.

IIWW?I

"Seeping will conserve our consumables. And human beings do not
perform a pesk efficiency when fatigued.”

"We don't get very much done when we're dead, either,” Lando said.

"Thefive hours we spend ngpping might be five hours we need to get out
of thisfix."

"And the five hours we do not spend 'napping’ may result in one of us
making anonrecoverable error.”

"We have the droids to keep us from making mistakes. They don't get
tired," Lando said. "Besides-I'm hungry. I'm kinda counting on
turning up an after-hours cafe somewhere around here.”

"Lando, that isnot arationa expectation.”

Lando chuckled tiredly. "I know when I'm being sllly,” he said. "Do
you know when you're being stuffy?"

"Master Lando--" "What isit, Thregpio?'
"Isit possible that this vessel could dready have exited hyperspace,
without our knowing? Perhaps we were distracted by our other

activities. We may not have gone asfar asyou fear."

"No," Lando said curtly. "I've never heard aship growl likethisone



does going in and coming out. We couldn't have missed it. | couldn't
have, anyway. That's something I've been thinking about. Thinking
about how long this ship's been jumping at shadows, hopping in and out
of hyperspace. About how long it'sbeen sinceit wasinfor a

sructura inspection and an overhaul.

"I had afriend in theyard at Atzerri who showed me scanning holos of
the ships that'd come through there--microfracturesin the hyperdrive
cage, theinner stringers, even the kel of a Dreadnaught.

"No, even if we had dl the oxygen, dl the water, dl the hot cafe

food we could eat, al the timewe could ask for, | don't think I'd

want to hang around here long enough to hear that growl too many more
times. Because someday soon, no matter how well the Qellatightened
the nuts, this old crate is going to turn hersdlf into a deep-space
junkyard."

Artoo cooed worriedly.

"I wonder where Gloriousis now," said Thregpio. "That | won't think
about," said Lando, and laughed. "I don't want to get depressed.” He
released the hand line and floated free. Y ou rest if you want. Show
me the map, Artoo. Therés il alot of ship to explore.”

They found the coupling pand in the seventy-first hour of their
imprisonment. It was pure luck that they did, Snceit gppearedina
section they had aready passed through twice and would not have
returned to if anew passage they were marking had not brought them
there.

Nearly two meterslong and more than ameter wide, the round-cornered
pand wasinset flushinthe "calling” of the passage. (Lando had
edtablished by flat that the hand lines defined the "right” face of the

pas sage and all other directions derived from it.) The pand was

liberally decorated with sockets and projections of various heights,
depths, and diameters, with the sockets clustered symmetricaly in the
center third and the projections flanking it.

"Master Lando, what do you think it is?"

"Some sort of intelligence test, maybe," Lando said, trying to peer
through one of the larger-diameter sockets.

"Anyonefed uptotekingit?'

"Why, it does bear some resemblance to the busy box Ambassador Nugek
gaveto Anakin Solo," Threepio said. "My, how he enjoyed spinning the
wheds and pushing blocks through the holes-" " Shut up, Threepio.”

"YS, S r."



Lobot was carrying out his own examination of the artifact.

"Twenty-four sockets, in two Sizes. Eighteen projections. | can see
no obvious moving parts. The meta has ahigh sheen and reflectivity,
and no protectivefinish. Y et there are no scratches or scars, evenin
and around the sockets.”

"It lookslike some sort of bus port to me," Lando said. "Likethe
diag rack on the Falcon, or the maintenance cabinet on Lady Luck. Plug
in here and you have accessto the ship's systems.”

"That iswhat you have been looking for," said Lobot. "How likely is
it that you would find it?"

"It's the only mechanism weve seen in nine klicks of passageway."

"It isthe only mechanism we have been able to recognize,” said
Lobot.

"But the design of thisvessel apparently provides for mechanismsto be
concealed until they are needed. | ask you to consder why this
mechanism has appeared now."

"Youtdl me"

"Mogt likely because the ship will shortly need whatever function this
mechanism serves--" "Which gives usa chanceto dip in and take care
of oursaves," Lando said. " These couplings weren't designed for us,
but maybe we can make use of them anyway.

Energy is energy--Artoo can cope with thermal, plasma, or electrica
ports. And datais data--if Artoo can read it, Thregpio can
interpret.”

"Lando, you have no basisfor concluding that thisis a system port,”
Lobot pressed. "It ismorelikdy that the function of this mechanism
isrelated to the function of these passages.”

"Whichiswhat?' Lando snapped. "Holding cdll?

Ventilator? Rodent maze? A fungi farm? Are you saying were not
supposed to touch this, either? Blagt it al, how long are we supposed
to wait before we do something?'

"Y ou have not had more than two hours deep in nearly three days,"
Lobot said. "Y our sense of urgency has been heightened--" "That's
right,” Lando said. "I haven't had anything to eat in so long I'd cut
afriend dead for afracking cracker. My water supply tasteslikeit's
gone around half adozen times dready. Are you more machine than
men?



Doexnt any of thisaffect you?!

"l am ashuman asyou are," Lobot said. "I doubt that you could be any
hungrier than | am. My water supply is as disagreeable to me as yours
isto you. But | do not understand the discoveries we have made--"
"Then don't you want to learn more? | want the droidsto try to
interface with this port. That'sal. No blasters. No cregtive

Sructural renovations,” "Pleaselisten,” Lobot said earnestly. "I do

not understand why structures as extensive as these have been inert
throughout our tenure on this ship, or why we have been permitted to
move about in them unimpeded. These questionstroubleme. And | am
concerned that the appearance of thisartifact may signa the end of
either or both of those conditions-" "All the more reason for usto
make the first move," Lando said. "Artoo, Threepio, come on up here.

| want you to try to interface with the vagabond.”

L obot turned toward the droids. " Threepio--Artoo--I ask you to wait
until we know more. None of our supplies are critica yet. We do not
know what we are dedling with."

"l am sorry, sSir, but Master Luke placed usin the care of Master

Lando," Threepio said, dlowing Artoo to tow him toward the pand. "We
are obliged to follow hisinstructions, no matter what reservations you
may have"

"Thank you, Threegpio," Lando said, fixing Lobot with abaeful gaze
touched with ahint of smug triumph.

"I'm glad to know that you're fill on the team.”

Whether it was due more to Lobot's misgivings or to Artoo'sinnate
sense of self-preservation, the as-tromech droid proceeded cautioudy
in carrying out Lando'singtructions, and Lobot was glad to seeit.

At first Artoo stopped a safe distance from the pandl and began to scan
it, hisdome rotating back and forth as he brought different sensorsto
bear--opticd, therma, radionic, electromagnetic. Threepio caled out
the results of each reading to the two men, who were watching from
opposite sides of the passage.

L obot dready knew the results by the time Threepio pronounced them,
for the droid--on hisown initiative, and without any notice to
Lando--had opened another of his data registersto the cyborg's neura
interface. It wasasigna of support that Lobot accepted in silence,
saying nothing that would betray the smal mutiny.

When theinitial scans produced no obviousred flags, Artoo moved in
closer and extended his sensor probe. The scan head wastoo large to
fit fully into the smdler sockets, but Artoo brought it as closeto
thefirgt of them as he could without actualy touchingit.



"Field, zero-point-zero-nine gauss," said Threepio.
"Fux dengty, one-point-six-zero-two. Alpharate, zero.

tive--Artoo, | don't understand aword of this. Will someone please
tell mewhat it means?'

Artoo swiveled hishead and emitted a sharp series of whistles, which
Threepio did not trandate.

"l amtrying to hold till," Threepio said as Artoo moved the probeto
the next socket. "It's not my fault | wasn't designed for
weightlessness. Most sensible beings live on planets, where they

bdong.”
The response from Artoo sounded churlish even to Lobot's ears.
"| don't care what you think," Threepio said.

"Why, you're only amechanic. | was meant for nobler purposes. |
should be at adiplomatic reception, helping to forge peace between
bitter rivals, arranging adynastic marriage-- Oh, how | misstheold
days-" Artoo's response was an electronic bleat. "Very well, then,”
Threepio said haughtily. "Seeif | care. | don't need your help.”

With that, the golden droid released his grip on Artoo's right tread
support and folded his arms across his chestplate.

"But | need your help, Thregpio,” said Lando. " So stop squabbling with
your brother and cal out the numbers.”

"Why do you keep making that error, Master Lando? That egotistical
little tyrant isno kin of mine," Threepio sniffed.

"l can help you, Lando," Lobot said quietly, without explanation.
"Field, zero-point-eight-two gauss.

Flux density, one-point-seven-four. Alpharate--" Lando looked at
Lobot with annoyance, asght that gave Lobot surprising
stisfaction.

Neither of them saw Threepio reach out and clutch one of the

projections on the pane to steady himself. But both heard aloud
burst of static on the contact suit comm unit and saw ablueglow in

the passage.

"Graciousme!" Threepio exclaimed.

Quickly looking that way, Lobot saw that the end of the pandl was



crawling with blue-white snakes of en ergy. They were crackling
between the tips of the projections, dancing up Thregpio'sarm nearly
to the elbow joint, and rapidly growing moreintense.

"Threepio--don't let go--" Lobot began.

The warning cametoo late. The moment his surprise abated, Threepio
pulled back hishand in areflex of squeamishness.

Aningant later amassive, squirming bolt of energy legped from the

panel to Threepio's hand, flashed up hisarm and one side of his head,

and sprang from there to the face of the passage. Before anyone could
react, it had raced away down the passage and disappeared, spreading as
it went until it was dancing over the entire surface like ahao of

bluefire. Onefinger of the bolt ran dong the hand lines, leaving

them crumbling into black dust initswake.

The bolt left Thregpio convulang and spinning inmidair. Hisright

arm was burned black and smoking from the servos and energizer
controls, his head was frozen a an odd angle and quivering as though
an actuator were caught in afeedback loop.

Lobot loosed astring of curses he had forgotten he knew and started
toward theinjured droid. Lando stared dumbly for amoment, then did
the same. But Artoo beat both of them to Threepio, latching on and
dragging him away down the passage in the opposite direction from the
onethe bolt had taken. As Artoo passed Lando, the droid made a
hogtile noise.

"I'm sorry,” Lando said, throwing hisarms up in agesture of
surrender. "It's not my fault. Lobot--tell him it's not my fault.”

Hastening up the passage after Artoo and Threepio, Lobot |etted past
Lando in purposeful slence.

Artoo would not alow Lando to approach Threepio. He had to content
himsalf with watching from severd meters away while Lobot and Artoo
hovered over the protocol droid and tried to assess the damage.

From severd meters away, the damage looked to be considerable.

An R6 or R7 could have survived the jolt handily.

The latest combat-rated droids were armored against power surges and
induced currents up to and including a near-direct hit from aclassone
ion cannon.

But Threepio had been designed for wars of words.

His buffers and breakers were minimal, and the bolt of energy from the
panel had overwhelmed them. If the charge had passed across his body,



through the primary processors, instead of up one side, Threepio would
be dead.

Asit was, Lando could seethat Thregpio'sright arm wasrigid and
useless at hisside, the servo controllers burned and the linkages

fused. Even worse, his speech synthesizer or vocal processor had been
crippled. When he spoke, his voice phased and changed timbre, as
though he were amillion klicks avay on apocket comlink.

Twice dready he had hadted in midsentence, asthough stuck searching
for the most ordinary of words--something Lando had never heard him do
before.

After afew minutes, Lobot left Threepio with Artoo and joined Lando.

To Lando's surprise, there were no words of recrimination--only a
business-like coolness bardly distinguishable from Lobot's usud
demeanor.

"Threepio'sarm is beyond repair, given that we have no spare parts,”
Lobot said. "Artoo istrying to free the lateral actuator and restore
freedom of motion to Threepio's head." He nodded past Lando at the
equipment grid, which Lando had towed away from the scene of the
accident. "l need the tool kit."

"Inamoment,”" Lando said. "What happened back there---have you
thought about it?"

"I need the tool kit, Lando,” Lobot repeated, and moved to pass between
Lando and the passage wall.

Lando reached out and caught Lobot's forearm.

"Y ou were right about these passages. They're getting ready to--"
Something moved at the periphery of hisvison, and Lando's gaze
flicked past Lobot to the droids, then past the droids to the growing
glow where the passage bent out of sght. "Blast!" he exclamed.

"Get away from thewadll. Artoo, look out!™

"What?" Lobot craned his head.

Using hisgrip on Lobot's suit, Lando dragged him toward the center of
the passage, just asthe energy halo appeared at the horizon of their
vision and sped toward them. It surrounded them for only amoment as
it raced through on its course, but its passage made the hair riseon

the back of Lando's neck.

"It'sgoneadl theway around?’

"Y$,"



"It doesn't seem to havelost any strength at dl,” Lobot saidin
wonder.

"No," Lando said. "That'swhat | wastrying to tell you. Y ouwere
right. These are conduits--superconduct-ing accumulators. Perhaps
even some sort of gas-tube cascade generator.”

"For the wegpons," Lobot said dowly. "It hasto be for the
wegpons."

"That pandl isthe balast, the source of the spark.

Threepio created an arc path while it was building up to fire--probably
prematurely. He may have caused the system to report afailure, buying
usalittletimeasit resets”

"The weapons are useless in hyperspace. That explains our reprieve.”

"It aso answers your question about the panel--about why it showed up
now," Lando said. "Smart.

She'sasmart lady. Thelast thing | do before | enter an unfriendly
room is check my weapon.”

"Tedting theintegrity of the system. She must be getting ready--"
"Wait," Lando sad. "Ligen.”

All a once, dl around them, the ship began to groan and growl ina
dow, deep voice.

Lando released Lobot and dove toward the equipment grid, wresting the
sensor limpet from itsrestraints.

Thelimpet was secured in aharness of silk line, withasingle
trailing cord ending in aloop.

"l haveto do thisnow," Lando said. "Artoo! Map!

Wheat's the shortest way to the outer hull?"

Artoo's reply was a squawk.

"Point out the direction-- can't understand you!"

"He's not answering you," said Lobot. "He's asking me why I'm not back
with thetoolsyet." He closed hiseyes. Thelightson hisinterface

blinked at afuriousrate.

"Through there," he said. "Eighteen meters. But | don't know what's
between here and the hull."



"I'll tell youwhen | get back," Lando said. He drew hisblaster,
burned aholein the direction Lobot had pointed, and was gone.

With histhrusters holding hiswidely set feet againgt the outer
bulkhead of the vagabond, Lando pointed the cutting blaster down
between his legs and squeezed the actuator. A perfect circle of hull
vanished in a puff of gray smoke, which wasingtantly sucked out

through the opening.
The limpet had been floating fredly, tethered to Lando's left wridt.

Now it strained at the end of ataut line, rocking as the compartment's
ar rushed past it.

Pocketing the blaster, Lando et the line play out through hisgloved
fingersuntil the limpet dipped through the opening. Only the cord on
Lando'swrist kept it from escaping completely into space.

Then he smply waited, watching the hull breach knit closed. When the
opening had shrunk enough to prevent the limpet from being pulled back
insde, Lando took up the dack and pulled the limpet back against the
hull. Reaching through, he pressed the dud switchesthat activated

the limpet's sensors and armed its attachment system.

Letting alittleline play out again, Lando waited until the hole had
closed to the Size of a pegphole, then yanked the limpet toward him.

There was an audible thwack as the crisscrossing anchor spinesfired
and drew the limpet flush against the hull. For insurance, Lando
knotted the cord around the safety tab that had cover ed the limpet's
switches, pulling it snugly againgt the inner face. Lando hoped that
even if the ship was somehow able to dough off the limpet's barbed
anchor spines, the harness and improvised stop would keep it in
place.

That job accomplished, Lando turned away to examine for thefirst time
the compartments he had crashed through en route to the outer hull.

Unlike in the accumulators, where the entire face of the passage itself
gave off apdeydlow glow, the only light in the outer compartment
came from thetwin "ear lamps' located on either Sde of Lando's
helmet. When he swept their beams through the dark volume that
enclosed him, agreat emptiness swalowed the light forward, aft, and
around the circumference of the ship. It was asif hewereaonein
the darkest corner of space.

Only when he looked up, away from the outer hull near which he hovered
and back the way he had come, did the light catch and reflect to him

any of the substance of the ship. And what the light revedled there

made Lando shiver with achill no warmer could drive away.



For the lamps showed that the inner wall was covered with dien
faces--acollage, aportrait galery, amura, amemorid, stretching
asfar asthelight could carry, and likely beyond. There were
thousands of different faces, or thousands of variations on the same
face, each gazing out from its own hexagond cell. The faceswere
unlike any Lando had ever seen, and yet he keenly felt the intelligence
inthe large, round eyesthat seemed to seek him out.

Morethan by any other gift, Lando had found hisway by reading the
faces of strangers and knowing them better than they knew themselves.

Heread in the scul pted, deeply lined faces of the Qellaboth strength
and surrender, a settled wisdom and athwarted curiosity, and most of
al aterrible knowledge of the impermanence of life. The beingswho
had sat for these portraits, and the artisans who had created them, had
known when they did so that these images might be al that survived
them, and they had held nothing back.

Therewasacircular gap in the mura where Lando had burned hisway
through it from behind. The supporting wall had heded, but the
overlying portraits had not--four were damaged in varying degrees, one
obliterated forever. Lando fought off sharp pangs of guilt ashe

jetted up toward the mural and reopened a hole at that same spot.

"I'm sorry," he said to the surviving faces as he left them behind.
"But thisisyour tomb--your memorid.

I'm trying to keep it from becoming mine. | liketo think thet if life
meant this much to you, you'd be rooting for me to succeed.”

Lando found the others where he had | eft them, till tending to
Threepio. The golden droid was the only oneto react strongly to his
return, turning his head toward Lando and greeting him cheerfully.

"Magter Lando!" he said in acrackly voice. One glowing eye
flickered. "What are you doing on Y avin Four? Why are you wearing
that costume? Do you know, you look rather like adroid?"

"Threepio, take alook around,” Lando said. "Do you recognize this
place?'

The droid's head swiveled. "Oh. Oh, yes, | see. The Qdlla
vagabond.

| seem to have had an accident.” He turned and clanged Artoo on the
dome with hisgood arm. "And it'sall your fault, you good-for-nothing
sabo teur. Y ou belong in awaste compactor, along with al the
other--" "No," Lando said sharply. "It was my fault. | gavethe

orders. | made the mistake. I'm sorry, Threepio. | promiseyou,



well get you put back to specs as soon aswe get home.”

"Itis| who should apologize, Master Hambone," said Thregpio. "l am
sure that my clamminess was the approximate corpse of my mishop.”

"Dont try to talk, Threepio,” Lando said. "Just keep running your
diagnogtics. Y our parser will map the damaged regions and rel ocate
those functions.”

"Fairy wdl, mongter lambda." The droid's head returned jerkily to the
neutral pogition.

Lobot shook his head in sympathy. "Lando, the test charge--if that is
what it was--has been around four moretimes. | could see it weaken
when it passed your new hole, but other than that, it did not seem to
loseany srength at dll. | expect that it would il be circulating

if the pandl had not reabsorbed it the last timeit passed.”

Lando acknowledged the report with anod. "These passages are anearly
perfect energy bottle," he said.

"Thisexplainsalot about the power of their wegpons. It must get
pretty exciting when they're running a capacity charge through here.

"I believe our consensusis that we have had enough excitement for

"Y ou're right--we need to get out of here. But there's something that
hasto be donefirst," Lando said.

"Artoo, | was ableto place the limpet on the outside of the ship. |
need you to pick up itssignd and make it availableto Lobot.”

Thelittle droid turned its dome away from Lando and remained mute.
"Artoo, we need to find out where we are. Step two of our plan,
remember?| don't know how long we can count on getting data from the
limpet. And we don't know how long well bein realspace.”

Stll thedroid was Slent.

"L obot?"

Lobot cleared histhroat. "Ah--Artoo just said something rude to me
about your leadership ability.

Then hetold meto tell you that hel's on strike.”
Working to restrain aflaring temper, Lando said evenly, "Artoo, you're

the only one of uswho can receive the datafrom the limpet. If we
don't have that data, we can't plan an escape. If we don't escape



soon, we're going to run out of air, and you're going to run out of
power. Iswhatever point you're trying to make worth the four of us

expiring?'
Artoo emitted one small beep.

"Receiving data," Lobot said. "Artoo said to tell you that he's doing
it for Threepio, not for you."

"l don't careif he doesit for the Blood Prince of Thassdlia, aslong
asit getsdone," said Lando. "How long will it taketo get a
navigation fix?'

"Artoo is cdculating the triangulation now," Lobot said. "Lando, only
oneloca dar isin the spectral database. Artoo is searching for

other reference stars.”

"What? Where thefrack arewe?'

"One moment,” Lobot said. " Coordinates zero-nine-one, zero-Six-six,
zero-five-two. Uncertainty due to measuring error, two percent.”

"Triple zeroes? That can't beright. That would put usin Sector
One"

"Correct,” Lobot said. "We are presently one hundred six light-years
past the border of the New Republic, in the Core. The nearest
inhabited system is Prakith.”

"Prakith," Lando repested. "FogaBrill."

"At last report, Prakith was controlled by the Imperia warlord Foga
Brill."

"l see. Prekithiseight light-years away."

"Arethere any other ships out there? Any security buoys, drones,
probes, anything?"

"Nonethat the limpet can detect. However, the hull of the vagabond
blocks a substantia portion of the sky."

Lando muttered grimly, "Well, we're sure not going to be putting out
any cdlsfor hdpinthis neighborhood.

All right--let's get out of this accumulator while things are il
quiet. Well go right back through where just came out. | don't
know quite where it puts us, but nothing bad happened the first
time"



Artoo trilled.
"Wha?'
"Never mind," Lobot said. "Y ou don't want to hear."

Lando thought dark thoughts about lax maintenance schedules and the
consequences of letting droids go too long without amemory wipe. Y our
decison, Luke, but they've both got entirely too much personality for

my taste. But he kept those thoughts to himself.

"Once we're through,” he continued, "1'd like to see if we can avoid
blowing any more holesin thewalls-" Lobot nodded approvingly at
thet.

"--but that means one of usisgoing to haveto solve the puzzle of

what a Qdlladoor looks like and how to openit,” Lando said. Then he
looked directly at Artoo. "So thefirst thing we're going to do when

we get over thereis get six hours rest--al of us. | should have

insgsted on it sooner. I'm sorry, Artoo. | don't know if it would

have changed anything. But | never meant for Threepio to get hurt.”

Artoo's dome swiveled back toward Lando. " Chirrneep-wed," he said.

"Hetold metotdl you that he is considering giving you a second
chance," said Lobot.

Lando nodded, drawing the blaster from its pouch.
"Youtell him for methat that'sal asmart player should need.”
CChapter 4

The nudge that finaly awakened Lando was provided by adehydration
headache and a stomach knotted with hunger. The dream that lingered in
his awareness was of being pursued through adark city by a
soft-voiced, unseen assassin, and he was eager to chase it from his
senses. Reaching up, he switched his hdmet lamps to the low setting

and looked for the others.

Lando found he was the only member of the team who was conscious.

Lobot was floating near thewall below him, afew metersaway. His
armswere raised besde hisface and hislegs drawn up and bent at the
kneeslikeachild's. Artoo was till holding Threepio protectively

with his grasping claws, and the duo spun dowly inthe air at the far
end of the chamber as though dancing to music only they could hear.

Glancing down at the controls on hisleft forearm, Lando checked the
timer he had started before closing his eyes. He was startled to see



that the six-hour rest he had proposed had stretched to more than
Sxteen hours.

He and Lobot had both dept through their darms, and the droids were
il powered down, waiting for an awakening touch.

For amoment hefelt aflash of guilt over thelost hours, but he swept
that away with the realization of how necessary therest had been. The
body knowswhat it needs, he thought, looking at L obot's blissful

exp ression.

But deep had not hedled al the insults. Lando's hunger was keener
than ever, and the water from the helmet pipestraw only spurred wishful
thoughts about bottomlessice-filled glasses of charde and skoa.

More than anything, though, he wanted out of his contact suit. Theair
inside was decidedly rank, and his own breath came back to him off the
sneeze-spotted faceplate as afoul cloud. His scap and ahalf dozen
other unreachable placesitched maddeningly. His skin felt greasy, and
he craved a hot shower. And the suit was a prison, preventing him from
sretching out tight muscles and deep aches.

The makeshift glove on Lando'sright hand was dlinging lightly to his
fingers, asign that the atmospheric pressure in the compartment was
dightly higher than the one-norma of the suits. Lando began
fingering the helmet rease with his other hand, absently betraying
histhoughts.

It'snot asif there's anything poisonousin the ship'sair--it'sjust

abit on the chewy side. | held my breath for Ssx minutesoncein a

tank test. That's plenty of time to wipe my face and scratch

my-L obot's voice interrupted Lando's thoughts. "1 would like to know,"
the cyborg said, "which agency you used to make the arrangements for
thisvacation.

The accommodations have not been up to expectations.”

An easy smile creased Lando's face as he turned toward Lobot. Y ou're
just cranky because | ate your complimentary breskfast while you were

despingin.”

"Whichisjust one of severd hundred reasonswhy I'm never traveling
with you again.” dren," Lando said. "I hear today's going to be one
of the highlights of thetour.”

By mutua agreement, they activated Threepio first, so that Lando could
have afew minutes to diagnose his status without Artoo's protective
interference. It took only a short conversation with Threepio to

discover that the droid had regained most of hisverbal facultiesand
with them, mogt of hisdignity. All that remained of hisvocd injury

was a background buzz when he spoke, arasp in the speech synthesizer



that made it sound asif the droid were suffering from asore throat.

"Threepio, I'm very glad your language systems came around,” said
Lobot. "I may haveto raise my estimation of Bratan Engineering's
cybernetic productsg--my first neural interface was from Bratan, and |
had nothing but trouble withiit.”

"Thank you, Master Lobot,” said Threepio. "I, too, am greetly
relieved. A protocol droid with amafunctioning synthesizer ishardly
any useadl.”

"Unless you want to do businessin one of the nine thousand fifty-seven
sgnlanguages,” said Lando.

The droid looked down at his damaged arm. "In my present condition, |
would not be ableto offer you even that service. If my synthesizer

fails, | would be nothing but a burden to you. Y ou might aswell
cannibalize my power cdlsand leave me behind. I'll understand--"
"Don't worry, were not going to leave you behind,” said Lobot. "I

don't want to have to depend on me to communicate with Artoo."

"Why isthat?' Lando asked. "Y ou seemed to be doing fine back in the
passage.”

Lobot shook hishead dowly. "Artoo thinksin that same binary
polyglot he speaks, and | can't understand a byte of it. He can leave
short messagesin Basic for mein hismemory regigters, but that limits
usto whatever he knows of Basic. And from what I've seen so far, he
seemsto have learned most of his Basic vocabulary from a
nerf-herder.”

"Oh, he can be quite rude," Threepio agreed conspiratorialy.

"He congtantly says the most outrageous things-—-you can't imagine. |
don't dare repeat haf of hiscomments. Sometimes| think that he
meansto trick meinto embarrassing mysdf.” Threegpio looked past
Lando to where Artoo wasfloating a an angle, hisSTANDBY lamp il
glowing, and added worriedly, "He hasn't been damaged, has he?'

"No--he'sjust the last one up thismorning,” Lando said. "I'm going
to take care of that right now."

"Perhapsit would be better if | did it," Lobot said, siopping him with
atouch. "Artoo may not have recovered from Threepio's accident as
well as Thregpio has™"

"Jugt how many diplomeats are on thismisson?"
Lando asked lightly. "No, if Artoo till has a problem with me, he can

dart getting over it right now. Thisismy misson, and I'm not
handing it over to apetulant droid.



No offense, Threepio."

"Nonetaken, I'm sure," said Threepio. "I know exactly what you

Artoo's system lights came on all at once, and his sensor dome rotated
ahdf turnin each direction. Rising, he moved away from Lando and
jetted toward Threepio, loosing an unusualy long chatter of sounds.

"What's he saying?' Lando asked.

Threepio chattered back at Artoo in the same dia ect before answering,
and Artoo replied at even grester length.

"Wd|?'

A crackle of gtatic made it sound as though Threepio had cleared his
throat. "Master Lando, Artoo saysthat he hasthe greatest enthusiasm
and confidencein themisson.”

"Threepio--" "Lando, | suggest you takeit a face value," Lobot said
quigtly.

Lando looked hard at Lobot for amoment. Then, frowning, he said,
"Thank you. | have trouble sometimes hearing clearly over what's not
being said." He reached for his control pad and brought his helmet
lamps up to full brightness.

"L oboat, isthere anything going on outside?"
"All of the limpet's sensors are clear. The vagabond's forward speed
isnegligible™

"Just another oblong asteroid, drifting along along way from anywhere,
eh? All right, then. Artoo, can you help uswith somelight? Let's
see what we have here”

What they had was a chamber fifteen meterslong and nine meters wide,
and asinfuriatingly seamless and fegtureless asthe airlock.

"Kind of have thefeding that I've been here before," said Lando,
scanning. "And | don't mean yesterday, when | burned through here on
theway to the hull."

"l understand,” Lobot said. "Perhaps the highest form of art on Qdlla
was the locked-room mystery."

Lando laughed. "Which would makethis ship their hall of fame
anthology, | guess. But it wantsfor variety."



"The apparent cons stency of design principles should serve our
interests™

A grin gppeared. "Y ou want meto seeif | can losethe other glove
thistime?'

"The Qdlaesthetic demands that nothing be evident until itis
needed,”" Lobot said. "But how does the structure know when a conceded
featureis needed?

How do the Qella communicate their desiresto their creations? We know
at least one answer--we know that it responds to touch.”

Thegrin faded into afrown. "Thelast time | touched thisship, it
tried to leave us out asamed for space dugs."”

"] am not convinced that this vessad meansto do usharm.”
"What exactly would you consider compelling proof? A fatdity?*

"I've been reconsidering theincident in the airlock in light of
Threepio's accident,” Lobot said. "It's possible that we
misinterpreted the message which Artoo found in the airlock. It's
possible that the control you activated was an emergency lock close
switch, which functioned exactly asintended.”

"What? No, that doesn't make sense.”

"It's even possible that we asked the vagabond to attempt an escape,”
Lobot continued. "The prominence given to the symbology Artoo detected
parallelsthe use of red and yellow as dert and caution colors, and

arrows as pointers, in human artifacts.”

"You're saying that if Threepio could read Qella, wed have seen asign
saying 'In case of emergency, pull here™" Lobot nodded. "Isn't the

most prominent marking on the outside of a snub fighter the canopy
release? What if we walked up to one knowing the meaning of an arrow
but unable to read the word 'Rescue?”’

"Here's the problem with your theory that we hit the panic button,”
Lando said. "The next time this ship had a chance, it tried to pit u
out again--without us ever getting near that control yoke."

"That 'next time," we were burning ahole in an e ement of the primary
defense system--a hole that the repair mechanisms were unable to close
intheusud amount of time."

"| take your point," Lando said. "But after we did that, the ship has
to have known we weren't Qellaand we weren't friendly.”

"If the ship had the consciousness you éttribute to it, and had formed



an intent to remove us, it could have done o a any time while we were
in the accumulator,” said Lobot. "It could have disposed of uswhile

we dept just now. It could have opened the hull under your feet while
you were placing the limpet. Y et it has done none of these things.”

"Hmm. And what kind of security system would forget about us oncewed
managed to break in, en?’

Lando said. "Asthough once we'd put our weapons away, We Were no
longer suspect. Terribly sorry, forgot our keycode, had to blow up

the entryway'-- 'Oh, that's dl right, come in and make yoursalf
comfortable--" "I've been asking mysdf from the beginning what kind
of intelligence wewerefacing," Lobot said. "It'sthe most

interesting question before us--" "'I'm gtill going with 'Wheres my

next meal coming from?"" Lando said. "And Artoo would probably vote
for 'Who put him in charge, anyway?"" Lobot patiently waited out the
interruption, then went on. "1 have projected how this ship would
behaveif you, or I, or Artoo, or Threepio wereits master. Itsrea
behavior does not match any of these models.”

"Pardon me, Sir, but why should it?" asked Threepio, who had been
ligening atentively. "Thisvessd was not built by humans, or

droids. We are not its masters. Its behavior can only be properly
evauated in the gppropriate cultural context.”

"| disagree, Threepio. The conditions of the test dictate the form of
the answers,” said Lobot. "If that were not so, th e millions of
speciesin thisgaaxy would have so little in common that there would
be no need for your services."

"He's got apoint, Threepio," said Lando. "No matter where I've gone,
or who I've been dealing with, the one thing that holds the degl
together isthat everyone'slooking out for their own end. | cdll it
enlightened self-interest, and it's the motor that powersthe

universe”

"The conditions of thetest are sentience and survival," said Lobat.

"Theform of the answer isto identify and neutralize threats. This
ship hasfailed thetest.

trolled by sentient beings. It isawork of great ingenuity, but it is
not intdligent.”

"l see" said Threepio. "Master Lando, should | discontinue my efforts
to contact the masters of thisvessd?'

"Just hang on, Threepio,” said Lando. "I'm till not sold on this.

Lobot, aship of this sze and complexity, successfully evading capture
for more than a hundred years--there must be something or somebody in



charge.”

"Something, yes. But not something sentient. | believe we were
deceived by the apparent complexity into invoking agod hypothesis.”

“A god hypothesis?"

Lobot nodded. "When we spoke of the masters of thisvessdl, we assumed
there was a consciousness observing us and controlling eventsin our
environment,” he said. "We even turned to these mastersto save us,
respectfully offering entresties and hoping for their intervention on

our behalf.

"But theré's no indication the ship isaware of us, beyond itslocal
awareness of our effects on it. Its responses have the character of
autonomic functions. I now believe the vagabond is an automaton of
great sophistication, employing rule-based responses incorporated into
itsfundamenta sructure.”

"Whet rule could it have been following when it tried to suck me out
into space?’

"Y ou were using a blaster, and caused a breach which did not hedl,"
said Lobot. "Y ou could have triggered arule specifying that firesbe
extinguished by exposure to vacuum.”

Lando's cheeks wrinkled as he weighed Lobot's argument.
"So you want usto start pushing buttons at random, isthat it?

"Weknow it responds to touch. We were probably wrong to conclude that
it regponds negatively.”

Lando continued to vecillate. "Still quiet outsde, Artoo?"

Artoo chirped asingle beep, recognizable as"Y es."

Looking back at Lobot, Lando shrugged and gestured with an open hand.
"After you."

Nodding, Lobot unlocked and removed his gauntlets one at atime,
clipping them to tool stays on the contact suit. Then hejetted to the
nearest part of the enclosing wall, reached out both hands, and pressed
the pamslightly againgt the surface. When nothing happened, he
darted diding to hisleft. Thewall of the chamber begantorise

under his hands, asthough it were shaping itself to aninvisible

mold.

"My goodness gracious!" Threepio suddenly cried out, "Artoo, do you
see?!



L obot retreated hadtily to the middle of the chamber, but the
transformation continued. Broad disks gppeared and grew into squat
cylinders. Ridges defined long arcs across the display, shadowing the
rippled patterns spilling down the curves of ahemisphere. Color
appeared but did not overwhelm--there were swirls of apae blue and
spikes of a soft yellow, and none respected the boundaries of the
geometriesthey overlad.

Lando's eyestwinkled with delight. "I 'never thought you were the
artistic type, Lobot."

Returning to the wall, L obot touched the drumlike surface of one of the
cylinders. The chamber was suddenly filled with music, ahaunting duet
of intertwined melodies that rose and fel like swellsin agentle

sea

"I'm not letting you have dl thefun," Lando said with agrin, peding
the makeshift glove off hisright hand and jetting to the opposite
wall.

It answered histouch with a grest rectangle pierced by two long
channd s and filled with finer detail than the sculpture it faced.

Lando did not know the meaning of the pattern, but he could seethe
scar hisblaster had left init--acircular bite out of the upper edge

of therectan gle, obliterating twenty or more of the myriad smaler
cdlswithinit.

The damage did not dampen Lando's enjoyment for long. The two men flew
about the chamber like nimble, persistent insects until they had tested
itsentire surface.

There was something marvel ous about the way asmple touch of the hand
brought the empty chamber to life.

But the most splendid discovery of dl-in Lando's eyes, at least--was
the doorway that opened for him at one end of the chamber, and its
twin, which Lobot manifested at the other.

Lando did not know where either might lead them, but he much preferred
an uncertain choiceto no choiceat al.

In the captain's wardroom aboard Glorious, two pieces of metal rested
on atable beside a contact suit gauntlet. The longer of them was
badly twisted. The ends of both were scorched with matching burns.

Colone Pakkpekatt held the shorter of the two lightly between two
fingers, turning it over for examination.

"You'recertan?' heasked.



"Yes, Colond," said Tasden. "Thisistheframe of aHired Hand
CarryAll, acommon sdf-stabilizing equipment ded.”

"Ownership?”

"The registry codeindicatesit isthe property of a Hierko Nochet, a
Babbet adventure guide and onetime acquaintance of Lando Carissian.

We believe that the generd acquired this and certain other property
from Nochet in a sabacc tournament two years ago."

"Haveyou had it andyzed for biologicd identifiers?"

"It was swept immediately after retrieva,” said Technica Agent
Pleck. "There are trace markers consstent with human handling, but |
cannot confirm that either Calrissian or the cyborg isthe source.”

"Why not?'

"Sir, it's, uh, abit avkward--we have no bioprofile of the generd to
compareit to."

Pakkpekatt bared histeeth. "A flag officer of the Fleet? To say
nothing of his history before joining the Rebe lion, and since leaving
it. How isthis possible?’

"I don't know, Sir. We have found records that indicate his bioprofile
was recorded at least three times, but the profiles themselves have
disappeared. And the clerk of records on Cloud City refuses even to
answer our inquiries, citing something he called the Founder's
Contract.”

Shaking his head, Pakkpekatt said, "Under hisuniform, Genera
Cdrissan remainsasmuggler and ascoundrel. Was anything € se found
in the sweep, Pleck?"

The agent frowned. "Y es, Colone--though | don't know what
sgnificanceto assgntoit.”

"Tdl mewhat you can.”
"Yes, gr. Werecovered arelatively large amount of an unidentified
biologica materia from thefacing of the ded thisarea, here,” the

agent sad, pointing. "The quantity ison the order of two million
cdls-1 should say cdll fragments, because most were mechanically

"Mechanicaly? Asif these pieces had been used as wegpons?'

"No, gr. Thedigtribution wastoo uniform. More like--wdll, g,



more like you'd sat down and sanded the outside of the framewith a
roughskinrat. I'm sorry, gr, | know that's rather unscientific.”

"Y ou said the cdlswere unidentified."

"Yes, dr. And they may stay unidentified. The leading theory isthat
they may be artificid cells, amechanism rather than an organism. The
genetic sequences are much too short and seem to have little extra
meterid.

With your permission, we'd like to use one of Gloriouss hyperspace
probes to send a sample back to the Exobi-ology Ingtitute on
Coruscant.”

Pakkpekatt bared histeeth. "Seetoit, Lieutenant,” he growled. "It
should have been done when you first thought of it."

The agent hurriedly left the room under the heat of Pakkpekatt's glare,
and the colond turned his attention back to Taisden. "Was anything
€l se recovered from the location where these were found?!

"No, sr. Nothing else. Stendaff is still on station, sweeping the
area, but it looks clean down to decimeter resolutions.”

akkpekatt picked up the short section of ded frame. "A most curious
kind of flotsam, Agent Taisden.

Difficult to construct a scenario to account for it."
"Yes gr."
"Aredl of our people off Marauder now?"'

"Yes, dr. The section came over with me, and Captain Garch had
quarters assgned to them on X Deck."

"Then | suppose | have delayed aslong as| can, hoping that these
foolish orders would be withdrawn," said Pakkpekatt. "Advise Captain
Hannser that | am releasing Marauder from this command effective
immediately.

Heisto return his ship at best possible speed to Krenhner Sector
Station and report to the commodore there.”

Tasden nodded. "I'll seetoit immediately, Sir.”

Left donein the wardroom, Colond Pakkpekatt dowly cupped hisright
hand and began to smack it againgt the table, driving hisfriction pads
againg the retracted points of his nails. The pain proved unequd to

the anger he was wrestling, so he methodicaly increased both the force
and frequency of the blows.



There was an eerie ddliberateness to his salf-abuse, and hisface
remained expressonless throughout. He did not stop until the pads
were swollen and pul py-soft, and the pain shooting up through hisarm
and deep into his chest had bled off the restless need that impatience
and frudtration had bred in his pedrokk gland--the fighter's heart.

By that time Marauder was ready to depart, and Pakkpekatt waited until
he had watched it go, jumping toward Krenhner the moment it cleared
convoy radius.

Then heturned to hisrecording log and began at last to dictate a
report he did not want to make for a supervisng committee he no longer

could say he respected.

Four little ships, groping through the dark for afew short days. That
isdl your livesare worth to them. | n ever would have thought |
would see such dishonor. | never thought | would fed such shame.

Over the next severd hours, Artoo added twenty chambersto his map of
the vagabond, numbering each in turn asthe team visited it. To help

them remember where they had been, he aso recorded for each afish-eye
holo of what Lando had dubbed "the pop-ups.”

So far, they had discovered two basic patternsfor the pop-ups. Eight
of the chamberswere like the first--one side of the chamber would
reved alargefigure that might have been aggil, asculpture, or
symboalic writing.

The opposite face would reveal afinely detailed geometric design that
Lando and L obot both were convinced was the map of atemple or smdll
city. Somewherein every map room was akey that triggered Qella
music, though every "song" was different from the others.

Apart from the music, the pop-upsin the map rooms appeared to be
gatic. They remained on display aslong asthe team lingered; when

the team moved on to another chamber and the connecting porta closed,
the pop-ups collapsed and vanished as quickly as they had appeared.

Next in sequence after every map room came one or more of what Lobot
dubbed "gadget rooms." In them the team found avariety of mostly
mysterious pop-ups that might move, change color, hum, or change shape
when touched. But with avery few exceptions, the gad gets had no
decipherable function, and none caused any detectable changein the
dtatus of the ship.

" 4till think these could be control rooms," Lando said asthey
prepared to leave chamber 20. "Wejust don't know what were
controlling. We could be driving the custodian crazy, lowering the
heet in the 'freshers and changing the channd on his CosmiComm
svice"



One welcome discovery was that when they entered achamber by
conventiona means--through the por-tals-the chamber provided itsown
illumination. Power had become critical enough for Artoo that, back in
chamber 11, Lando had coupled him to Threepio for an energy
transfusion. The protocol droid, carried everywhere by Lobot or Artoo,
was consuming very little power directly.

"Yes, by dl means. You should takeit dl," he said, looking down at
his chest as Lando snapped the transfer cableinto the recharge
coupling. "I'm nothing but a burden to you. | don't know why you ever
brought me on thismission, Master Lando. I'm completely usdessto
you. Give dl my power to Artoo and go on without me.

Leave me hereinthedark."

With awill, Lando resisted the temptation to take the droid &t his
word.

Chamber 21 was another map room, the ninth. The sgil resembled a
feathered embracing a cluster of fist-gze spheres. The magp wasan
irregular pentagon, with one sde twice aslong asthe others and the
same shape echoed in the open area at the very center. Neither Lobot
nor Lando could find amusic key, but their attempts seemed to trigger
something quite different, and Sartling.

At fird, therewasjust apae pink glow dowly pulsing in astructure
near the long outer wall. Then, suddenly, that part of the map erupted
inagout of firethat legped afull meter up from thewall.

Theteam fell back in surprise. "They've found ud™
Threepio cried. "Artoo, save yoursdf!"
"It'saholo--arecording,” Lobot said.

"No, it'sred," Lando said. "Look at your suit sen-sors--wait, Artoo,
don't!" Helunged toward the droid, who was busily unlimbering the
nozzle of hisfire extinguisher.

By the time the struggle was over, the entire map had been replaced by
afive-dded black scar, and the chamber was half choked by a
white-soot smoke.

Lando herded them back into chamber 20, where they waited the two
minutes they had learned it took for aroom to reset. When they
reentered 2], the black scar was gone, and with it the smoke. With
their backs practically pressed 'against the Sigil, they then watched a

replay.

Theinitid blast came from the same siructure, after the same pulsing



glow. Asthe pillar of fire rose, the shock rippled out through the

rest of the city, destroying the neat symmetry. Thefire quickly fell

back but spread into afirestorm that raced across the shattered city

and consumed it. In amatter of seconds the wall was scorched black as
before, the map destroyed.

"Artoo, please run an andlysis on the aimosphere in here," Lando
sad.

Threepio reported the results. "Oxygen five per-cent--oxygen eight
percent--oxygen eleven percentre would you make up your mind?"' the
droid asked, clanging Artoo on the dome with hisworking arm.

"It'snot him, Threepio,” said Lobot. "The ship isrestoring the
chamber to its status before the fire, for the next demongtration.” He
looked to Lando. "These are history lessons. Something terrible
happened to the Qellacity that was under thissign.”

"Maybethisisour first clue about what happened to them," Lando
sad.

"But theré's something €l se going on, too. Artoo, what's the oxygen
component now?"

The answer, relayed through Threepio, was fifteen percent.

"Son of a- Lobot, Threepio, you stay here. Artoo, come with me.
Theré€'s something we have to check.”

"Where are you going?'

"Back to chamber one, express lane. Sit tight--it won't be so long.
Wewon't be Sght-seeing thistime.”

The patrol frigate Bloodprice bore the colors of the Prakith navy and
the crest of Governor Foga Brill. Both were more prominent than the
sgil of the Imperid Moff for Sector 5, which was consigned to the
armor panel above the frigate's chin turrets.

The displays mirrored the dlegiances felt by Captain Ors Dogot and his
crew of nearly four hundred. The officers owed their commissonsand
their postingsto Brill, not to Grand Moff Gann. It was Brill who

collected the commission fees and the annud posting assessments.

It was Brill who paid off favorsto wedthy familieswith command ranks
that drew pay in goods and gold instead of Prakith scrip.

The specidigts and ratings, draftees dl, owed the security of their
familiesto Brill's promise of the protection of the Red Policefor the



daughters and wives of those who protected his power with their
lives

To be drafted into the navy was afar better thing than to be drafted
into the dit mines or the foundries, or to be one of the hundreds
rousted nightly from the riverbanksin Prall and Skoth to dig their own
graves.

Graft and fear wereinferior flavors of fedty, but they were the best
FogaBrill could command, and they sufficed.

"Course change maneuver complete, Captain,” the navigator reported in a
clear, loud voice. "Now heading nine-zero, mark, negative four-five,
mark, two-two at deep patrol standard.”

"Towmaster, report,” said Dogot.

Thelistening array Bloodprice towed behind it on deep patrol wasa
hundred times longer than the ship itself. It was a spiderweb of

passive antenna cables, tiny noiseless amplifiers, steering jets, and
tension vanes, with adrag gondola the size of atroop transport at the
end of the antenna's main cable. The three crew membersin the gondola
hed the difficult job of flying the array through the turn when

Bloodprice changed heading.

If there wastoo little tension, the elements could tangle, or the

whole array could tear itsdlf gpart in what the manuas caled dynamic
destabilization and tow crews called tail whip. If there wastoo much
tenson through the turn, the likely result was an overdrain

disconnect and atwo-hour delay for the recapture procedure.

The towmaster on Bloodprice'slast patrol had alowed two
disconnects.

Along with the gondola crew, he had spent the last half of the patrol
in the brig, awaiting the return to Prakith and a court-martial ona
charge of treasonable incompetence.

So it waswith great relief that his replacement announced, "The array
turned cleanly and deployment isnomina.”

"Very wdl," said Dogot. "Lieutenant Sojis, you are master of the
bridge. | will bein my quarters, working on crew reviews. Inform
Y eoman Cligot that sheisto report to me thereimmediately.”

"Yes, Captain.”

When the portal closed after Lando and Artoo, Lobot watched,
fascinated, as the smoke thinned and disappeared, the scar faded and
vanished.



Even the tiny white bits of soot smudging the outside of hisfaceplate
seemed to evaporate. He watched on his suit monitor as the temperature
plummeted thirty degrees, to the dightly chilly norm for the

vagabond.

"Pardon me, Master Lobot--" "Y es, Threepio, what isit?" Lobot said
automatically, ill distracted.

" waswondering, gr, if you could tell me--do droids meet the
conditions of the test?"

Lobot'S head snapped around. "What did you say?"

"Thetest of intelligence,” Threepio repested. "Am | sentient, like
you, or smply another work of great ingenuity, like this ship?'

Taken aback, Lobot looked away from the droid'swaiting face as he
groped for an answer. "Ah--Threepio, you know, most droids are built
to have f-aware artificid intelligence. Especidly third-degree
droidslike yoursdf."

"But that must be something different than sentience,” Threepio said.

"Otherwise, the Senate of the New Republic would not consist soldly of
organics, served by droids."

"Itisdifferent,” Lobot said, as gently as he could.

"Artificd intdligenceis programming. Wipeadroid's memory and it
disappears. Replaceit with different programming and atrandator
becomes atutor, or amed droid becomes a chem droid.”

"l understand, ir," said Threepio; he was quiet for along moment.

"Then can you tell me how it feedsto be sentient? How isit different
fromwhat | fed?'

"I'm not surethat | can say," Lobot replied dowly.
"Perhapsit isathing that you just know, because you are an organic
and not amachine? Perhapsif | were sentient, | would not need to ask

you these questions. | would know who | was."

Lobot said nothing for atime. "What do you think, Threepio?" he
asked at last.

"] do not know, Master Lobot," the droid said.

"But | have noticed that when someone speaks of memory wipes, | am
seized by aninexplicable panic.”



"I don't find that inexplicable," said Lobot.
"Redly, Sr?'

"Sdf-preservation is an dementary part of self-awareness--even
artificid sdf-awareness. It'sthe part of usthat fedsthat

awareness which mattersto us," Lobot said. "'l expect you would give
that up"--he pointed a Thregpio'simmobile arm--"to keep your
programming intact. As | would surrender this'--he pointed through his
faceplate at his neura interface--"to preserve my consciousness.”

"I do not recal having this reaction when | wasyounger, gr,"

Threepio said. "Why, | have seen many droids of my acquaintance taken
for memory wipes. | felt nothing but gratitude thet their masters

cared enough for their well-being to schedule proper maintenance.”

The droid cocked his head. "My own maintenance record, I'm afraid, is
something of ahorror. It'samiraclethat | can il function at
al”

Lobot mused on that answer for awhile. "Just out of curiogty,
Threepio, have you thought about asking other droids what they think
about this?'

"Yes, Magter Lobot," Threepio said. "But they seemed not to understand
the question. Why, one even had theill mannersto cdl mea
computationa defective with deviant specifications. Can you

imagine?'

"I know something of such prejudice,” said Lobot, then sghed. "
don't have any answersfor you, Threepio. All | can say isthat the
questions would seem to be worth revisiting when sometime has

"Thank you, Master Lobot," said Threegpio. "1 will do 0."

Except for blind spots caused by Bloodprice and the drag gondola, the
towed array could scan severd light-hoursin every direction. Asthe
outermogt of Prakith's three concentric spheres of defense, the first
purpose of the deep patrol was to detect possible military threatslong
before they could come near the planet. For that reason, the ship's
patral route took it through the most likely find staging areasfor an
attack on Prakith, outside the range of its ground-based and orbiting
Sensors.

But an equally important purpose was to intercept and clam asaprize
any merchant or private vessd unwary enough to pass within reach.

Ship seizures were not only an obligation, but an opportunity. A rich
enough prize could advance the entire crew to a better post. And every
deep patrol captain knew stories of other captains who had come home



with aprize rich enough to earn the favor of Foga Brill himsdif.

So when Captain Dogot was called away from his examinations of the new
femde crew members and saw the size of the contact on the optical
displays, he quickly forgave theinterruption. "Whet identification

have you made?" he asked, peering over the shoulder of the security
madter.

"Nonesofar," said the officer. "Theimageistoo crude, and the
target isdlent in dl spectra bands except the optical.”

"Interrogate the navigation transponder.”

"Thereis no trangponder response at that location.”

"Range?"
"Three-point-eight light-hours--nearly at the limit of detection.”

Captain Dogot weighed the possibilities. A warship of that sizewould
be more than amatch for a patrol frigate. He would need
reinforcements from the inner fleet. But afreighter of that size

would be a prize of the first rank, and one he would much prefer not to
share with other captains.

For abrief moment he considered cutting the array adrift, rather than
alowing the hour necessary to red it in. Abandoning the array would
ensure that Bloodprice was thefirgt ship to reach the target. But if
the contact proved spurious, or the target escaped, the loss of the
array--or even any substantiad damage to it--would cost him his pog,
if not hislife

"Bring inthe array,” Captain Dogot ordered. "Prepare the ship for
hyperspace. Notify patrol command that we arein pursuit of an
unidentified contact, vector zero-nine-one, zero-Sx-9X,
zero-five-three"

The navigation master turned at his station. "But, Sir, the last
coordinate for the contact is zero-five-five."

"l am sureyou are mistaken,” Dogot said evenly.
"Communications master, send the message as | instructed.
Patrol command will want to send additiona shipsto support us.

Navigation master, what would an error of two degrees over this
disance mean?"

"The, uh--the shipswould be hours avay at sub-light, but too closeto
safely microjump.” Understanding belatedly cameto hiseyes, and he



glanced down at hisconsole. "Yes, gr, zero-five-three. Thank you
for catching my error before it had any undesirable consequences.”

"Seeping onthejob again, | see. Did you know that you snorelike a
power saw in ironwood?"

Lando'svoice, sharp and clear in the helmet's comm speakers, startled

adozing Lobot awake. He looked up to find Lando and Artoo back in
chamber 21, the portal quickly closing behind them. Lando was holding
his helmet under hisarm and grinning broadly.

"Lando--what are you doing?"

"Master Lando, have you gone mad?’ Threepio demanded in darm. ™Y ou
must replace your helmet immediately, or you'll suffocatel™

"I've had it off for most of an hour now," said Lando. "Didn't you

wonder how anything could burn in an amosphere that was ninety percent
nitrogen and carbon dioxide?'

"It seems| did not have the necessary data to wonder," said L obot.

"And | wasthinking about other things.”

"Well, theanswer is, it can't,” said Lando. "What | had to find out
was whether it wasjust this room that had been oxygen-enriched.”

"And it apparently wasn't."
"No. Something happened while we were degping.

Every chamber back to number one now has a bresthable atmosphere. Go
on, take your helmet off--try it."

Theair was cold, dry, and sweet in Lobot's lungs.
Helooked at Lando in puzzlement. "Why should thisbe?'

"You sad it firg--this ship isn't out to harm’ us. It was expecting
vigtors"

"But we took awrong turn after we entered,” Lobot said thoughtfully,
scratching hisbald head with vigor.

"We weren't supposed to be wandering through the weapons system, which
hasits own specific environmenta needs. We were supposed to be going
through the museum.”

"Which wasin cold storage until we arrived,” said Lando. "It makes
perfect sense. Oxygen is highly reactive--areducing agent. Keeping
the oxygen pressure low and the carbon dioxide high protects the ship



from fire, the exhibits from corrosion. Imperia Star Destroyers flood
key equipment compartments with an N-CO2 mixture before going into
baitle

"Then what happened to dl the carbon dioxide that wasin theair?
Scrubbers?!

"Theorigind and best kind," Lando said. "The ship breathed it in,
locked up the carbon, and gave back the oxygen. Lobot, don't you
See?

Thisshipisdive"

On Captain Dogot's orders, the Bloodprice began charging its primary
ion cannon battery immediately after exiting hyperspace.

There would be no negotiations, no warning shots, no demands for
surrender. Dogot did not intend to alow the captain of the intruding
vesd any latitudeat dl.

Unlessacloser look at the target showed it to be afriendly, or a
warship of cruiser class or heavier, Dogot intended to use the big guns
quickly. Thetalking could begin after his gunners had disabled the
other ship.

"Target acquired,” caled the gunnery magter.
"Twenty secondsto full charge."

"Target is confirmed unknown,” cdled the senior andy<. "Design
classis unknown. Estimated displacement class, gammarplus. Detecting
no weapons ports forward."

"Target red velocity isfifty-two meters per second,” cdled the
navigation magter. "Target closing velocity is one thousand, eight
hundred sixteen meters per second.”

Captain Dogot studied the image on his command display. It seemed
amost too good to believe--a huge, unarmed and unprotected vessdl
barely crawling through space. "Are there any other Prakith vesselson
the board?'

"Showing the light cruiser Gorath and the destroyer Tobay gpproximately
twenty million kilometersastern,” said the navigation master. "They
won't be herefor awhile.”

"Very well," Dogot said. "Then we must do what we can oursalves.

Gunnery master, you may fire when ready. lon batteries only--1 want
that ship disabled, not destroyed. Troop master, prepare your units



for boarding--" Lando and Lobot had both temporarily shed their contact
auitsto stretch, scratch, and even scrub away their accumulated
annoyances, sacrificing some of their precious water to restore a
measure of dignity and comfort.

The convenience of the waste management facilitiesin the suitsaone
dictated that they would eventudly climb back insdethem. Asa

practica matter, they also couldn't afford to sacrificethe

maneuvering and communications systems. But neither man was eager to
give up his unexpected freedom. The pieces of both suits floated

around the chamber like dismembered corpses while Artoo and Threepio
looked on, nonplussed by the display.

tinue searching for the vessd's control room?1 do not seethat this
has sgnificantly atered our situation--" Artoo suddenly began
squawking dhrilly.

"I'm talking to them now, Artoo," said Threepio.

"Just you wait your turn-- What? There's another ship?

Heading directly toward us? Oh, Artoo--we're saved. | knew that the
colonel would come for us-" "Slow down, Threepio--what's going on?"

"Artoo saysthat the sensors on the limpet are detecting another ship
on an intercept course.”

Grabbing hishelmet asit fl oated by, Lando shot aworried look toward
Lobot. "What ship? Ask him what ship--" "The holoprojector,” Lobot
interrupted. "Artoo can relay the sgna from theimager.”

A few secondslater haf the chamber wasfilled with the limpet's
wide-angle view of space outside the vagabond's hull. The approaching
ship was clearly visbleto the extreme left of the projection, toward

the bow.

"Imperia escort frigate," Lando said immediately.

"Theorigind KDY design, with the heavy stuff forward.

It looks like the gun ports are open, too."

"Shouldn't we signd it somehow, Master Lando?" asked Threepio.
"It's not from our armada, Threepio,” said Lobot.

"The only signd | want to send that ship isawave good-bye," said
Lando, reaching out and touching the wall of the chamber. "Come on,
old lady, don't wait around for an introduction."

"Master Lando, Artoo saysthat there are two other ships gpproaching as



well, but much farther away. Perhaps one of them is Glorious.”
"Not coming from that direction, it isn't-- Oh, hell!"

The bow of the onrushing frigate had suddenly disappeared behind the
ydlow-white plasma bubble of anion cannon burst. A fraction of a
second later the holoprojection turned a crackling white, then disap
peared. Artoo yelped unhappily. At the sametime, the ship shuddered
under them.

"Thelimpet'sbeenfried," Lobot said, spinning in midair ashe
struggled to pull the lower haf of hiscontact suit up over his
legs

"Artoo isn't getting anything fromit now."

Lando pressed his pam againgt thewall, hoping to fed the tremor of a
hyperspace jump beginning. "Of dl the luck-- What'sgoing on?' he
demanded. "Why is shewaiting so long to jump?"

They fell dlent asone, listening to the ship, hoping to hear her
sSnewsgroaning in protest as the jump engines punched her acrossinto
hyperspace, and fearing any sounds that might mean their journey would
be ending here, along way from home.

The captain of the cruiser Gorath was cursang the name of the captain
of the frigate Bloodprice even before his ship's forward scannerslit
up with the glow of abattle begun. When he saw the frigate open fire
on the strange vessdl, hisfury knew no bounds.

"I swear, thisman will dig hisown grave, and | will see hischildren
bury him divethere," the captain said with anicy venom. "He will
hear his daughters screaming, his mother pleading, while hislungsfill
with dirt and hiseyes are ground blind by sand.”

They weretoo far away, the image too jumpy and coarse, to tell what
effect Bloodprice's barrage had had on itstarget. But they were close
enough to witness what followed--together with the crew of Tobay, they
were the only witnesses.

The great hull of the target brightened fore and aft, and something
amost invisble struck out across the emptiness toward Bloodprice.

Seconds | ater, the frigate exploded with aferocity that could only
mean the ionization reactor had gone criticd. It vanished from the
sensor displays.

"Too quick for you," the captain of the Gorath said coldly.

Meanwhile, the intruding vessd was turning away from the shattered
hulk, away from Prakith and toward the Rim.



"Notify Tobay to prepare for hyperspace. Propulsion master, ready on
my mark!" the captain cried out.

"Wewill erase this humiliation and capture thisinvader ourselves.”

A bright circle of light flared out around the vagabond.

"Now!" the captain screamed. "Match headings!

After them!"

The captain's crew waswell trained to his voice. Goratb jumped into
hyperspace close enough behind the vagabond to be able to detect her
quarry ahead by its soilton wake.

"We have them," the captain said with grim satisfaction.

"Wherever they are going, we will bethere.

They areours.”

Coloned Pakkpekatt's new orders read simply, MISSION TERMINATED
EFFECTIVE YOUR RECEIPT THISNOTICE.

BREAK OFF ALL OPERATIONSIMMEDIATELY. NRI OPERATIONS CENTER.
"Thiswill not do," he said, and swept out of his quarters. The threat

ruffles blossoming down his back and the crimson expanse on histhroat

warned away any who might otherwise have tried to speak to him on his

way to the bridge.

"Secure channel, isolation,” he said as he dropped hisbody into his

combat lounge. The enclosing shell came forward from the back of the
chair and closed himin. "NRI Operations Center, Coruscant, highest

priority."

It took severa secondsfor the hypercomm link to be made and
verified.

"Operations,” said abriskly professiona voice.

"Go ahead, Colonel Pakkpekatt.”

"I need to talk directly to Generd Riegkan."

"I'll seeif he'savailable, Colond. One moment.”
Pakkpekatt'simpatience made the wait seem longer than it was.

"Brigadier Collomus, operations senior saff," said anew voice. "How



can | help you, Colond ?'

Pakkpekatt showed histeeth. "Y ou can help metalk to Generd Riegkan,
as| asked."

"Generd Rieckan isn't available at the moment,” said Collomus. "If
you have any questions about your orders, | should be able to resolve
them. | wasin the planning loop for the Teljkon expedition.”

"I know who you are, Brigadier," said Pakkpekatt.

"When Generd Riegkan becomes available again, please advise him that
hislast orderswere garbled in transmission.

| will require averified voice confirmation to proceed.”

"l can giveyou thet, Colond.”

"No, sr, I'm afraid you cannot.”

Pakkpekatt relaxed into the cushions and | eft theisolation shell up.

The callback came twenty-four minutes later.

"Generd Rieekan," Pakkpekatt said with an acknowledging nod.
"Colonel, Brigadier Collomustells methat you have a problem with your
orders which for some reason only | can resolve. Would you careto
explanwhat'sgoing on?"

"Sir, | must contest the decision to terminate the mission. Thisisa
betrayd of---" "Colond, thisis not open for discussion.”

"There are Sx men dead and a contact team till missng.”

"Colond, those facts are not relevant to the decision.”

"Not rlevant? Y ou--" "No, Colond, they are not. All agents must be
considered expendable, dways. And your ships are needed €l sawhere,
most especidly Glorious™

"With al due respect, gr, you don't understand the ramifications--"
"Colond, | wouldn't finish that sentence," Rieekan said sharply.

"Y our reports have been carefully reviewed.

The probability of any postive outcome at this point doesn't justify
further investment. The decision has been made, and your exceptionis
noted. The misson isterminated. Bring them home, Colond.”

"Sir, | request permission to take an dl-volunteer team and continue



the search in Genera Cdrissan'syacht, Lady Luck. Thiswould not--"
"Denied."

"Then | request immediate leave, in order to continue the search on my

"Denied. All leaves have been canceled dueto the crissin Farlax
Sector."

"Then you leave mein an impossible pogtion.”
"Why isthat, Colond? Do you find it impossible to follow orders?*

Pakkpekatt bared histeeth. "General, a Hortek does not leave the
bodies of comrades in the hands of the enemy--ever.”

For thefirst time since the call had begun, therewas silence. "'l
understand, Colondl. But | can't help you."

" think you can, Generd."

"I'mligening.”

"You sad that al agents must be considered expendable.

| am asking you to count me among the missing from the Teljkon
expedition. Because eveniif | did return, | would till be herein

ways which would compromise my ability to do any other job for you."
"Thisisthat important to you," Rieekan said, settling back in his

chair. "Even though these missing men were not part of your command,
flouted your orders, and are principally responsible for the failure of
your misson.”

"One's comrades and alies do not come nestly out of amold, Generd,"
Pakkpekatt said. "They areinevitably amixed lot, and never without
flaws. And | find | often must hope for as much tolerance from themin
that regard as| am ableto offer to them.”

Rieekan pursed hislips. "Very well, Colond. | will extend you a

little tolerance. Lady Luck, no more than three additiona volunteers,
and whatever unexpended mission supplies you choose and the yacht can
cary.

Report any substantive devel opments promptly. And, Colond--" "Sir?"
"My toleranceisfairly indagtic. Don't try to Stretchiit.”

"Thank you, Generd."

Slightly more than an hour later, Pakkpekatt, Captain Bijo Hammax, and



technica agents Pleck and Tais-den watched from Lady Luck'stiny
flight deck asthe cruiser Glorious and the escort K ettemoor turned
together and jumped toward Coruscant.

"It begins," said Pakkpekatt to the empty sky.

Penga Rift found the pilot of 1X-26 keeping alonely watch over the
bodies on Matha Obex.

"What took you so long?' he demanded. "Y ou were supposed to be here
daysago."

"Copy, thisis Joto Eckds," camethereply. "Sorry about the delay.

Frankly, we weren't even expecting you to still be here. Our origina
sponsor withdrew just before we lifted, and then we got word about the
accident.

We were going to have to go to a contract ambulance to recover Kroddok
and Josalawhen another sponsor came along and picked up the
contract.”

"Thisisdl newstome" thepilot said. "1 don't know why | wasn't
recalled if the NRI pulled out. Who's sponsoring you now?"

"A private collector--name of Drayson," said Dr. Eckels. "He hopesto
authenticate some Qdla artifacts. | think hesgoing to be

disappointed, and very expensively so. But it helps us, and well do
what we can for him. Do you still have agood fix on the bodies?’

"Affirmative, PengaRift," said the pilot. "Nothing's moved down there
snce the avalanche, unless you want to count the snow that'sfal en on
top. Youreinfor acold dig.”

"We'reready for one.”

"Then tell me how you want the data, so | can light this candle and get
out of here," the pilot said. "Because thisis hands down the

creepiest duty I've pulled in Sixteen years, and | have agreat need to
get mysalf somewhere warm and crowded--and soon.”

"Understood,” said Eckels. "Ready to receive your coordinate system
reference data. Welll take the next watch here at Maltha Obex."

1.
Luke
Chapter 5

The skiff Mud Sloth was outbound in rea space from L ucazec at top



speed--which, considering it was a Verpine Adventurer, was not enough
to satisfy Akanah.

"Luke--can't you makeit go faster?"
"How? Get out and push?’
"Why--yes. Can't you use the Force to speed us up?"

"You need alever and aplaceto stand,” Luke said wryly. "The Force
isn't amagic wand--there are limits.”

"All limitsexigt in themind, not the Universe" Akanah sad. "I'm
surprised your tutors never taught you that.”

Luke shook his head. " Obi-Wan and Y oda both taught me to see that we
limit ourselves by not trying and sabotage ourselves by believing well
fal."

"Then why do you--" "--But even Obi-Wan, in our worst moments, with
millions of lives hanging in the balance, couldn't make the Falcon go

any fagter." He gestured at the navigationd display. "Besdes, it

looks like no one's taken enough interest in our departureto try to
follow."

"They don't need to, yet," said Akanah. "We're days from clearing the
Hight Control Zone, aren't we?"

Luke glanced down at the controls. "Three days, more or less."

"Then they can just watch usfor now, let usthink we're away free and
see where we're going, There aren't many shipsthat couldn't catch us
before we reach the jump radius.”

"The agents who ambushed us are dead. No onetried to stop us & the
port. Theflight controllers gave us clearance without a peep. The
skies are empty. What will it take for you to fed safe?

"l won't fed safe until we'vefound the Fallanass,” Akanah said. "l
can't bear the thought of failing. I've waited so long--and so have

you. If anything should stop usthis closeto the end--" "How close
arewe?' Luke asked. "What did the Current writing back there say?"
"| dready told you--it pointed the way home."

"But you didn't tdl mewherethat is"

"l was afraid to say anything until we were away from there," said
Akanah. "1 couldn't risk having anyone el se hear."

"We're aone now," Luke pointed out.



"But they could have placed alistening device in the ship whilewe
were on the North Plateau. | want to wait until we'rein hyperspace.

Then | know they won't be ableto follow."

"No onesbeenintheship but us" Luke said firmly. "And thisisn't
going to be much of apartnership if you're keeping secretsfrom me.

Don't you trust me, Akanah?'

"I know you to be agood man," said Akanah. "But some of what you do
and believe makes me uncomfortable.

Inthelong run, | have never known awarrior or asoldier to bea
friend." saber now only comesto my hand to protect peoplel care
about. Isthat awarrior, or afriend?’

Akanah was sillent, looking down at her lap. "We haveto go to Teyr,"
shesaid at last. "The circle may not have been able to Stay there,

but that iswhere they went from L ucazec."

"Teyr is-um, that way," Luke said, pointing up and to theright.
"Moreor less," she said, and reached out to raise hisarm dightly.

"That's closer. | was planning on adouble jump, in case anyoneis
thinking about following US."

Luke nodded his approva. "That's one of the worlds the children were
sentto.”

"Yes" shesad.

"Didn't you say you'd aready been there, looking for them?"

"No. | said | couldn't find them there,"” Akanah corrected.

"l was never ableto makethe journey. | madeinquiries, from
Carratos, when | could.” Shelooked up then. "But the Fallanass
change names, styles of dress, habits of speech, even the way we groom
our hair, to blend in, to disappear. Unless| can be face-to-face with
them, exchange the Sgns, let them fed me beside them in the Current,
they would not reved themselves, out of fear that | was not what |
Seemed to be"

"You think they're il hiding?'

"After what just happened, can you not say we have reason?”

Luke nodded. "1 think we need to talk about what just happened.”



"Sodol," shesad. Her eyesflashed darkly. "But | would prefer not
to have that conversation with an Imperid interrogation team. Can't
you do something so we can jump out of here sooner rather than
later?’

"I don't redly want to. | think so far, we've managed to dip out of
here without attracting any specid attention,” Luke said. "But if we
suddenly blast out of a

Hight Control Zone, especidly in this bucket, we're going to go right
to thetop of the dert list. And whenwe arrive a Teyr, they're
goingtoingst ontakingto us.

They might eveningst on ingpecting our ship and pulling its
licensa"

"I had not thought of that," she said, frowning.

"But what if you're wrong, and six hours from now an Imperia warship
comes out from behind Lucazec, or drops out of hyperspace in front of
us? Wouldn't you like--" "To be able to show them our tail? Yes" He
squeezed his eyes shut, as though trying to visudize something without
digtractions. "Maybe there'saway to do thiswithout getting near the
motivator. What do you have for tools?"

"I--I'm not sure. | thought you would use the Force somehow,” she
said. "Bend acontact, or break atrace--" Luke shook hishead. "You
have to know exactly how something's put together before you try that
sort of trick’ and I've never even had my handsinside the access panel
of an Adventurer."

"Y ou're destroying al my illusions about the dl-powerful Jedi,”
Akanah said with ahint of asmile.

Laughing lightly, Luke climbed out of the pilot's seet. "Thetruthis
that, most of the time, the Forceis no substitute for atech droid or
atool kit. And I've never known a Jedi who wanted it to get around
that he could fix broken appliances.”

Her smile broadened at that.

"Did you get akey to the equipment bay when you bought thisthing?'
"No," she said, suddenly worried.

"It'sdl right," Luke said, touching her shoulder as he dipped by

her. "'l can handle anidiot lock without atool kit. Stay here and

keep an eye on the nav scanner.

I'll seewhat | can do about giving us another option.”



Luke sat on the edge of the open drive compartment, his feet dangling
insde, just above the fud pumpsfor the realspace thrugters. It felt

both strange and pleasantly familiar to betinkering again. It took

him back to the hot breezes of Tatooine, to surprisingly fond memories
of hisyearsin the Lars household.

"Boysand machines" he could hear his Aunt Beru saying with
bemusement. "What isit about boys and machines?"

Hislife then had conssted of little more than tinkering.

The greater part by far of his chores on the farm had been trying to

keep Uncle Owen's motley collection of secondhand droids and
second-quality moisture v gporators running. After chores, Luke had
invested hisfreetimein coaxing alittle more speed from the XP-30
landspeeder he had rescued from the Anchorhead salvage yard, and
tweaking the performance of the family's T-16 skyhopper for those races

in Beggar's Canyon.

Teenage impatience had made him view Tatooine as awastdland and the
farm asaprison. But that world |ooked better seen through afilter
of time and experience.

And he redized belatedly just how much he had enjoyed those hours with
his head and handsingde an engine service pand, inasmple,
knowable world of which he was the magter.

"Y ou look happy," said Akanah softly. She had returned from the flight
deck without hisnoticing.

"l am," he said, twisting and looking up at her. It wasasurprising
discovery.

She nodded toward the drive. "Do you think you'll be ableto fix it?
Or break it--1 suppose that's more descriptive.”

"It'sdready done," hesaid. "It wasn't that hard once | got into
it.

Thelockout doesn't go into the drive a dl--it's here at the nav
controller, see?1f it doesn't get asignd from the FCZ interface,
the controller can't enable the drive--" He saw her expression and
stopped himsdif.

"Anyway, I'm just sudying up for the next problem now."
"Already done? That'swonderful!” shesaid. "I'm terribly

impressed--1've never had so much as a single home tech course, and
when | look down in there, | have no ideawhat I'm seeing. Y ou could



probably tell," she added.

"Well--we should test it before we need it. | need to know if any of
thiswasimportant,” he said, letting asmall handful of metal plugs,
clips, and wires cascade to the deckplate.

When he saw the sudden darm in her eyes, he laughed and quickly said,
"Just kidding. About the parts, anyway. We ought to test it,

though.

| was thinking we could jump out just alittle early. Even fifteen
minutes would be enough.”

"What about the dert ligt?'

"The boundary of the FCZ isn't ahard line--theré's aydllow zone. We
can jump out of there without attracting any attention, but it'll till
beafair test. I'm sureit'll work, though.”

"So you do fix gppliances" she said mischievoudy, sitting on the deck
inaspill of skirt. "What were you thinking about when | camein?’

"Home," he sad smply.

She settled back againgt awiring pand. "1t's funny--1 spent most of
my life on Carratos, but 'home' aways means L ucazec to me."

"Tatooine," Luke supplied. "Which | aways said was a better placeto
be from than to be. I'm not so sure about that now."

"Almogt dl of my memoriesfrom ldtraare good ones," Akanah said. "'l
suppose that's one reason what you did there upsets me so much. Now |
have that memory, too, and | would rather not.”

"At least you're hereto haveit," Luke said. "I'm sorry, but I'm not
going to fed guilty about saving you."

"Wheat about killing those two men--do you fed anything about that?'

"One of them killed himsdlf," Luke said, pulling hisfeet up out of the
hatchway and turning to face her.

"Commander Paffen.”
L uke nodded. "He said something about poison, remember?
| didn't want him dead. | wastrying to question him."

"And the other? The one you eviscerated with your lightsaber? Were
you trying to kill him?"



"He had a persona shield,” Luke said. "It takes alot of forceto get
through one--and when your blade does pop through, it's hard to stop it
beforeit doesalot of damage.”

"| understand. Were you trying to kill him?"
"Didn't | just answer that?"
"l don't think s0," she said with ashy amile.

Luke eased himself back againgt the bulkhead on hisside of the
compartment. "l guessthetruth isthat, at the moment, | wasn't
particularly worried about whether | killed him or not.”

She shook her head dowly. "That is S0 hard for me to understand how
you could not be aware of the power in your hands."

"The power that mattered to me was the power to protect you from them,”
said Luke. "Y ou told me afterward that you weren't in any danger, but
that wasn't how it looked.”

"Yes," said Akanah. "l understand that. But, L uke, there's something

| must ask of you that you never again kill to save me. | am glad that
you cared about me, but it makes my heart sick, my spirit heavy, to
have the screams and the blood of those men in my memory, intheruins
of aplacethat | loved."

"I don't know if | can make you that promise,” Luke said. "I have my
own conscience to satisfy. And sometimesit demandsthat | fight for
my friends"

"That you kill for your friends

"When it's necessary.”

"Isthat how you see the Jedi? Are they ready to kill to protect their
friends on Coruscant?'

Luke's gaze narrowed. "What are you trying to say?"

"I'm trying to understand,” Akanah said. "1 want to know what your
Jedi mean to the New Republic, and what the New Republic meansto
you.

Areyou training the Jedi Knightsto be Coruscant'swarior dite?

What are you willing to do when the commander-in-chief cals on you?'
"That isn't theway it works," Luke said. "L eladoesn't give ordersto

the Jedi. She can ask usfor help--one of usor al of us-but we can
refuse. And sometimes do.”



"But the Republic supports your academy. Y ou had amilitary spacecraft
inyour hangar. Can you afford to offend them?”

"The Jedi aren't mercenaries,”" Luke said, an edgein hisvoice. "When
wefight, it'sanindividua choice-and it'sin defense of the

principles of our creed. Coruscant supports the academy because the
memory of the Jedi isapowerful force for stability. Our presenceis
what they want mog.”

"That's the part of the tradition that concernsme,” said Akanah. "The
guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic for athousand
generations, or so the legend hasit. But if you cannot have both
peace and justice, which will you choose?!

"Which would you have me choose?'

"I would choose for you to keep your greet gifts beyond the reach of
politiciansand generds™” shesad.

"For you to owe them no debts, and take on no causes--" "I've been
careful to protect our independence,” said Luke. "Despite

appearances.”

"Y ou aren't sworn to uphold the government on Coruscant? Y ou've taken
no oaths of alegiance?'

"No. Only those few who've chosen to serve in the FHlegt, or the
minigtries. It's not forbidden. But it's not common. The Jedi aren't
the Republican Guard. And never will be.”

"That's something," she said. "But how much better it would beif the
most powerful symbol of your order--the very emblem of that long
traditionmwas something other than a deadly weapon.”

"Wedidn't ask for that,” Luke said. "It just happened.

Old weapons have a cachet."

"All wegpons have a cachet,” said Akanah with sorrow.

"Too many men want to either conquer the world or change the world.
The second is nearly as dangerousto living things asthefirst. Can
you tell mewhy isit not enough to find asafe and comfortable place

in theworld, or--at worst--to find shelter from the world?"

Luke frowned. "No. | can't." He nodded toward the work bay. "Buit |
can tell you how to disable the FCZ lockout on a Verpine Adventurer.

Which | couldn't have told you this morning. Maybe tomorrow I'll



figure out something d ="
She amiled ruefully at him. "'l guessthat will haveto do for now."

In the end, three days of watching the nav scanner like a nervous mouse
watching for the predator in the dark yielded only ahandful of wholly
innocent contacts.

No warships gppeared, and the few private and commercia craft that
left Lucazec after them or passed the Mud Soth inbound took no
goparent interest in thelittle skiff.

"Whoever Commander Paffen was reporting to must have been far enough
away that his controller smply wrote him off," Luke said, leaning
forward over the controls.

"But they'll belooking for us everywhere now," said Akanah from
behind. "For you in particular.”

"Looking and finding are two different things. I've had to make a
habit of disguisng mysdlf in public just to be left done, to go where
| please without being gawked at," Luke said.

"How do you do that?'

"Oh--1 make mysdelf ook older where youth is honored, and younger where
ageishonored, female where maes are the ones who strut, male where
they aren't. It'sthe nearest thing thereisto being invisible, being
unéttractive.”

Akanah saw his shouldersrise and fal, heard the deep breath that came
out amost asasigh. When he turned his couch toward her and looked
up, she saw a sixty-year-old face that reminded her a once of everyone
and no one. The eyes were unguarded but vacant, the expression open
but bland. There was nothing distinctive about his festures, nothing

at dl to remember him by or for.

"Very good," shesad. "May | try something?'

He gestured silently with open hands.

Drawing ashuddery breath, Akanah closed her eyes and moved the focus
of her senses behind where Luke seemed to be, groping for an anchor in

what wasredl.

When shefound it, she opened her eyes again and blew away theillusion
with the soft breath of disbelief.

"Thereyou are," she said, and smiled.



"Very good," he echoed. "It takes a strong mind to penetrate the
illuson.”

"I wanted to make certain | could find you, if we had to separate on
Teyr. Do you change your voice, too?"

"| can. It requires more concentration, because the ear isn't as
eadly fooled. I'm not surewhy that is, but it is—-with humans,
anyway. Speaking of Teyr--werein theyelow zone."

"Isit safeto jump out now?"

"l don't seewhy not,” said Luke. "And well pick up amost an hour,
jumping from this point. Assuming that | didn't break morethan |
meant to back there."

Sheamiled. "Let'sfind out."

"Let's" hesad, turning back to the controls. "Do you ill want to
make amisdirection jump, or shal we go directly to Teyr?'

"l ill want to," Akanah said, letting one hand settlelightly on his
shoulder. "Someone could till be watching us from Lucazec. But a
short one, please. | want to get to Teyr as soon aswe possibly can.

| just know that welll find something more than ruinsthere.”

Her touch caught L uke momentarily unguarded and made her mind open to
hisaswell. Hefelt the barely restrained urgency of her need for
reunion, the brightness of her hope, the depth of her anxious fears.

"Well, better strap in, then--just in case," he said.

The jump-out was reassuringly uneventful. By the time the Mud Soth
would have been released from the FCZ, it had aready completed its
first jJump and turned to the heading for Teyr.

Then there wastimeto think, in the quiet, undisturbed hourswhile
Akanah dept and nothing could touch them. Luke thought most about
ldtra, returning to his mother's dusty, crumbling cottage, searching
his sense-memories again for her presence.

Luke knew he would have to return there when it was safe to do so, and
wondered if something should be done to preserve the site. He wondered
how the authorities on Lucazec would react if he asked them to protect
his mother's onetime home. If the burned-out ruin of the Larsfarm

could be rebuilt as a historic monument, perhapstheruins of ldtra

could be rescued from a hogtile neglect by the Skywalker name. Perhaps
the reputation of those who had been driven from there could even be
rehabilitated.



But that would have to come later, when there were fewer secretsto
protect. For now, Luke would have to count on the shame of the
Fdlanass to shield ldtrafrom being further disturbed.

L et the nackhawns take the bodies, he thought, and the shadows keep
latraundisturbed. Let her memories deep until | can returnto
awaken them.

When Luke heard Akanah moving in the bunk behind him, he planted abare

foot on the control console and pushed off, spinning the couch around
to face aft.

"Hey--are you awake?'

"It'shard to deep,” she said, invisble behind the privacy curtain.
"Perhaps we should change places."

Luke looked back over his shoulder at the displays.

"It'sonly two hoursto the end of the jump,” he said.

"And therell be plenty of chance for meto rest up during the crawl to
Teyr."

"Couldn't we use your military waiver, now that you've disconnected the
interlock?" Her voice was clear and unmuffled, and Luke pictured her
lying on her back.

"We could microjump right in, couldn’t we?"

Luke's s urprised laugh was aloud noisein the confined space. "Not in
this bucket. The navigator won't take microjump parameters. And even
if it would, chances are the resonances would shake her to pieces.

Therés an entry shock wave in hyperspace, and when you microjump you
havetolet it catch you just whenit's at its strongest. Wed arrive
a Teyr asabright smudge in the sky."

"Oh," shesad. "But we could have jumped dl theway inif wed
planned to back at the last waypoint.”

"Right. If wewerewilling to answer dl the questions and ded with
the extra attention. | hate the crawl as much as you do, but, trust
me, thisis better.”

Akanah sighed. "I'll try to deep, then. It's the easy way to make
thetime pass.”

"Good luck," he said, and started to turn back to the console.



Then heredlized it had dmost happened again--the conversation he had
started for a specific purpose had wandered away and disappeared before
he could get to his question.

"Akanah?'
"Y@l

"Before you fal adegp--there's something I've been wondering
about."

"Whdt isit?"
"Back at ldtra--wasthere adate in that message you found?”
"A date? No."

"Could you tell how long it had been there? Maybe scribing fades with
time, or something like that--" "No--not if it'sdonewdll. | can't

tell you when the message was | eft--except that I'm sure it was left
before the Fallanass |eft Lucazec. Why?"

"I'm wondering how two Imperia agents could hidefor solongina
place where everyone knows everyone e se and nothing changes very
quickly," Luke sad.

"I'm wondering why they would."

"Why--because they still want us--want the White Current asa
wegpon."

"But why would they think anyone would be coming back there? Why would
they be expecting you?'

Shewas quiet for atime. "I've been asking questions for along time,
tryingtofind thecircle” shesaid. "'l haven't dwaysbeen as

careful as| should have been, either in what | asked or who |
asked."

"Who did you tdll that you were planning to go to L ucazec?"

"Only you," she said. "But | tried sending messagesto thecircle, to
Widu. | talked to the customs and immigration office on Lucazec. |
applied for every starliner job posted on Carratos, hoping to get a
working passage.

| checked open ticket prices constantly, every time new rates were
posted.”

"So people started to know who you were, and something about what you



wereinterested in."

"Morethan that,” she said. "I made rather apest of mysdlf. | hung
around the spaceport dives when a ship camein, hoping the crews might
know something. | found ways of getting passenger ligts. | talked to
everyone | could who might know anything.” Her smilewasfull of

regret. "It wasn't until later that | thought to be more discreet.”

"The people you'd been |eft with--" "1 didn't get any help from them,”
she said. "They forbade me to speak to them about the circle, and
punished mefor looking on my own."

"They must have been afraid for you--maybe for themsalves, too. They
were supposed to hide you, weren't they? And you refused to stay
hidden."

"It'seader to undersand than it isto forgive,” shesaid. "They

kept me from being where | belonged. | can't forgive thet until | find
thecircleagain. If | never do, | don't think | can ever forgive

her."

IIHWI

"Tdsava" shesad. "My guardian on Carratos. But if | start talking
about her now, I'll never get to deep.”

"All right," hesad. "Sorry."

"You didn't know," said Akanah. "I'll tell you about it, sometime.”
"When you'reready."

He thought that had ended the conversation. He heard Akanah changing
position and pictured her lying on her sde, her head on her folded

arms. He was surprised when she spoke his name.

"What do you think the chances are that someone will be looking for us
on Teyr?'

"Gresgter than zero," Luke said. "But welll be careful.

Go to deep, now."

She did not argue or answer, and Luke lapsed into silence aswell,
wondering why he felt asthough none of his questions had been
answered, and the most important ones had never been asked at all.

Where Lucazec was rustic, Teyr was bureaucratic.



Located near the juncture of three busy spaceways and wearing a
spectacular four-thousand-kilometer-long canyon like a duding scar,

Teyr was one of the New Republic's boom worlds. Most of the boom was
invigtors and vacationers. Fearing unbridled growth, Teyr'sleaders
purposefully discouraged woul d-be immigrants with amaze of

regulations, a series of successvely higher gpplication hurdies, and a
determinedly officious Citizen Services Corps. The unofficia tourism

motto was " Come see spectacular Teyr Rift. Then go home.”

While still inbound, Luke and Akanah were offered the unattractive
choice of parking their craft at one of the vast orbital parking aress
and shuttling down to the surface, or paying four timesasmuchin
landing feesto bring the skiff down at a spaceport of Teyr's
choosing.

"| don't like the idea of being down there and having to depend on
third partiesto get back to our ship up here," Luke said. "If someone
should decide they want to delay our departure, | like our chances
better if we don't have to jump quite so high.”

"But | don't have that kind of money, Luke," said Akanah. "Y ou know
thet."

"I think Li Stonnisgood for it," Luke said. Heflashed awry smile
that disappeared behind hisilluson of age, then tapped the comm

key.

"Teyr Hight Control, thisisMud Soth--1'd like to request landing
authorization."

"Copy, Mud Soth, your queue number is aphathree-nine, confirm."

"Confirm, dphathree-nine" Luke said. "Could you tel me, isthere

any chance that we could possibly put down at Turos Noth? We're going
to be meeting somefriends--" "Landing Stesare dlocated on a
space-available basis according to standard protocols. Ground
trangportation isavailable at al spaceports. The Rift Skyrall

connects al spaceports with al mgjor population centers and with

visitor centers, trailheads, and resort destinationsin the Rift

Territory. Monitor this channel for further landing ingtructions.

Thisis Teyr Hight Control, end transmission.”
Luke and Akanah exchanged bemused looks.

"They wouldn't have dared give Luke Skywaker number thirty-ning," she
sad.

"Too bad he couldn't join usfor thistrip,” Luke said, dlowing his
disguiseto dissolve.



"I wonder how many times a shift they have to recite that,” Akanah
sad.

"I don't think they care," said Luke, then explained, "It was a
droid.

| couldn't touch it." He nodded past Akanah. "Are any of the suffed
kobaleft? | think we might have time to eat before the skids get

dirty."

As L uke had suspected, there was more than enough time. Following
directionsfrom Flight Control, Mud Soth joined along queue of yachts
and linersin ahigh orbit over Teyr. Six full revolutions|ater, they

were dtill there, though most of the shipsin front of them--and

severa behind them as well--had already made their descent and been
replaced by newer arrivals.

"Niceview," Akanah sad. "Do you think they'll ever let usany
closx?'

"No," said Luke. "I knew we should have told them we had eighty-two
paying customers aboard, al eager to start shopping.”

"Eighty-two?" she said, raising an eyebrow skeptically.

"Ewoks," Luke said, shrugging. "Y ou should seethe way they live.

It's nothing like in the holos. Twenty-four to aroom, stacked in

layers, boy, girl, boy, girl--" "Y ou've been in spacetoo long," she

sad, with adisgpproving frown. "Maybe we didn't hear our cal.”
"--Queue number a pha-eight-one, proceed to approach-" "Eighty-one!”
Akanah exdlamed indignantly.

"Why is everyone going before us?"

"Because whatever kind of priority list they're using, they put people
who own Verpine Adventurers at the bottom of it," Luke said.

"Will you please stop making jokes?"

" Sometimes there's no other recourse,” said Luke.
"What happened to your implacable cam?’
"Thisismaking me crazy," Akanah said.

"l cantel."

"Can't wejust disguise ourselves as some other ship and take its



landing indructions?

"Theres alittle problem about two objects occupying the same space at
the sametime.”

"Luke--" Thetone of her voice made him look toward her.
He saw anguish on her face, anxiety in her pleading eyes.

"Do you think they might be holding us up here until they can get
everything ready to grab us, or follow us?' Please do something! her
expression cried.

"No," Luke said, and reached across to touch her hand. "Teyr runsthe
shuttles themsel ves, and the space-lines have contracts with Teyr for
priority landing access.

They get to go first--we get to wait for an opening. It'sdl
right--they're treating us the way we want them to.

No specid trestment, no specia notice. They'll get around to us
soon. They want our money, t0o."

"--Queue number apha-three-nine, proceed to approach corridor for
landing a Prye Folas-" "There--see?' He squeezed her hand
reassuringly, then moved his own hands back to the flight controls.

Relief was evident on her face. "Prye Folas-that's good. It'salong
way from the Rift, but that doesn't matter to us-—-it's only one stop
east of Turos Noth."

"I'm glad someone studied their geography,” Luke said. " Snug up those
straps, Lady Anna. Did you know that most crashes take place within
sxty seconds of liftoff or touchdown?'

Shefrowned crosdy at him. "Did you need to tell me?”

"I think | did," Luke said, firing the braking thrustersto drop the
skiff out of her parking orbit. ™Y ou seem to need something to worry
about--1 thought it might aswell be something real." He looked
Sdewaysat her and grinned. "Onew ay or another, well be on the
ground in ten minutes."

"Youthink thisis helping, don't you?"
"It'sjust my way of saying, relax--" "1 cant,” shesadwitha
nervous sgh. "I've been waiting too long. | have too much at

sake"

L uke nodded understandingly. "In that case, | promiseto try for the
Soft landing.”



For just amoment, he thought Akanah was going to punch him.

Lukeslanding at Prye Folas was better than soft. It was flawlesdy
smooth, the kind pilots call afirst kiss.

It dso put Mud Sloth right back in aline thistime, thelong taxi
lineleading to the vast field of open-air tie-down berths. Teyr's
exorbitant landing fee didn't buy "Li Stonn™ a gpot in adocking bay,
or even secure covered stowage, for his ship.

"One good storm, and the shipbuilding trade has arecord year next
year," Luke said, surveying the expansive, and expensive, assortment of
vessds.

When the tow droid finally reached the assigned berth and backed Mud
Sothinto its space, its port wing nestled under the thrustpods of a

big Toltax Starstream, the port manager's officia voice--another
droid--came over the open channdl.

"Welcometo Prye Folas. In order to help ensure the safety of dll
vigtorsto Teyr, port regulations forbid occupancy of vessasin
tie-down berths," the droid said.

"Please remove whatever persona articles you will need during your
stay and sedl your vessdl, then wait for the arrival shuttle. In order
to help ensure the safety of your vessdl, accessto this parking area
islimited to arriving and departing visitors. Thisareais patrolled

by port security.

Thank you for including Teyr inyour travel plans-" "1'm ready,"
Akanah said impatiently.

L uke powered down the skiff's primary bus. "L et me grab my bag and put
on my face"

The arrivd shuttle, alow-riding, dow-moving land-speeder, was
piloted by still another late-mode! droid.

Akanah and Luke caught two of the last three open seats, and the third
was taken by the Elomin who emerged from the airspeeder parked across
the towpath from Mud Soth. When the shuttle was full, it rose severd
meters above the ground and sped off in the direction of the

termindl.

An empty shuttleimmediately moved in to takeits place.
"Quite an operation, don't you think, dear?' Luke said. The voice of

"Li Stonn" had alittle tremble, alittle added huskiness. “"When you
see thismany droids, you know someone's doing well."



Akanah seemed inhibited by the other travel ers close around them--the
Elomin, immediatdly to her right, towered over her by morethan a
head.

She answered only with aglance and apolite smile.

Luke patted her hand reassuringly. "I know, you don't like open
landspeeders. But we're dmost there,”" he said. "L ook--you can see
thetrack for the Rift Skyrail.

The guidebook said it's the fastest aboveground train in five

sectors-" The lagt hurdle was Arrival Screening--another line, adroid
greeter, an IRR screening for their bags, adiscreet security sweep of
their persons, and three questions from a human examiner who had much
the same demeanor asthe digtrict censor on Lucazec.

"How long do you plan to stay on Teyr?"'
"We're not sure, are we, dear?' Luke asked. "How long does it take to
redly seethe Rift at its best? Our reservation isonly for three

days, but we're hoping that we can extend it now that were here."

"Three days," the examiner repeated. "Are you how, or have you
recently been, infected with any transmissible classB or classC

agent?'

"No, no," Luke/Li said, smiling at Akanah. "We'refit ascan be. |
just hate to travel when I'm sick, don't you?"

"Do you havein your possession any letha wegpons, proscribed drugs,
unlicensed technology, or other articlesin violation of the Generd
Vigtor Agreement?'

"Oh, gracious, no," Luke said. "We're hereto have fun.”

The examiner passed two traveler's aid cards through an encoder.

"Welcometo Teyr," he said, handing the cards to Akanah. "Enjoy your
day with us."

Between the Prye Folas spaceport terminal and the Skyrail station was
the broad green expanse of Welcome Park. Luke and Akanah stopped at
the first open bench they spotted, tucking their bags protectively

behind their feet.

"I think werefindly officidly here" Luke sad.

"How areyou doing?'

"It'snot what | expected,” said Akanah, looking around.



Luke held out apalm. "Let's seethat,” he said, nodding toward the
traveler'sad cards Akanah till clutched in her hand.

Digtractedly, Akanah handed one of the cardsto L uke, who began to

study it. The card had atiny display screen that took up half of one

Sde, with some universal-symbol command keys below. On the back was a
line drawing of the structure that stood at the center of the park--a

ring of more than ahundred small kiosks surrounding atwo-story-high
carousd display.

"l havetogodoaLi Stonnthing,” said Luke. "Stay here--I'll be
right back."

When Luke got closer to the structure, he could see that the band at
the top of the carousd said "Visitor Information Center” in Basic and
severd other common languages.

There were short lines of people waiting at every kiosk for achanceto
select their areas of interest and have that information transferred to
the cards, where they could browseit at their leisure. While they
waited, most looked up at the carousdl display, which was offering
colorful one-minute documentaries on the geology of the Rift, the
building of the Skyrail, and the shopping opportunitiesin Prye

Folas.

"Pickpocket's paradise,”" Luke muttered, and turned away.

Just then, Luke felt the momentary ticklein his sensesthat meant he
was being watched. He scanned the park carefully as he returned to the
bench where Akanah sat, but the fedling did not return, and nothing he
saw raised hisaarm.

"I need to know what region welll--" He stopped as he saw that she was
struggling againgt tears, her eyesfaraway and forlorn. "What's

wrong?'
"Everythingswrong," shesad. "l just know they're not here.”

Luke sat down sideways beside her. "Why?'Y ou thought you'd be able to
fed them, and you can't?

She was not too upset to beindignant. "No---we're not that careless,
to broadcast our presence even on the Current.”

"Then what's the matter?"

"| told you---everything'swrong." She shook her head sadly. "This

isn't our kind of world. It's everything were trying not to be. It's

too crowded, too loud, too organized and artificid. If they were ever
here, they won't have stayed very long." Bowing her head, she beganto
sob quietly. "It'stoo late. It took me too long to get here--"



Edging closer, Luke drew her into acomforting embrace, brushing away
theworst of her despair with caressing thoughts. ™Y ou don't know

that," he said. "It's too soon to be giving up. Come on, where do we
dat?'

Akanah rested her head on his shoulder. "I'm sorry--1'm not doing a
very good job of being invisble."

"No one cares,” Luke said. "No one€'s watching. All these people have
tunnd vison--dl they can seeright now aretheir own plansand
worries and hopes. They'real eager for confirmation that thisredlly
will bethe vacation of alifetime.”

Raising her head, Akanah sought confirmation of hiswords. "On
Carratos, everyone notices public tears,” she said, wiping her
cheeks.

"My ears expected to hear ridicule.”

"Lookslike you'll have to do without, thistime," he said. "So where
do we start? Who are we looking for?"

"The city of Griann," she said. "It'sin what they cal the Greenbelt
Region. That'swhere they were taken--Jib Djala, Novus, Tipagna, and
Norika. Thefirg three are boys," she added. "Novusis Twi'lek, the
othersare human."

"Okay. Let's go see what the machines can tdll us about Griann,” Luke
sad, reaching down and shouldering both bags.

Asthey stood in line for an information kiosk, Akanah's mood seemed to
brighten, as though she were asorbing some of the joyful energy around
her. But Luke again felt someone's curiosity asasudden shiver, asif
someone had lightly touched hisface, trying to recognize him.

Looking back across Welcome Park on a pretense of casua
crowd-watching, Luke focused in on thetadl, dender form of an Elomin
male, dready turning his horned face away. L uke watched his quarry
move aoofly through the gathering until it disappeared behind the
curve of theinformation center, but the Elomin never glanced hisway

again.

Y ou're getting twitchy, Luke told himsdlf. Thereés no way that an
Elomin would beworking for Imperid intelligence.

But the fact that an Elomin--perhaps this same one--had parked an
airspeeder directly across from Mud Sloth would not leave his
awareness. And the noise and the bustle of the crowd in the park
suddenly seemed lessajoyful party and more apotentialy deadly
digtraction.



Maybe they were holding us up for areason, Akanah, L uke thought
worriedly, patting the bulge of hislightsaber dong histhighto
reassure himsdlf that it wasthere.

But though he stayed protectively close, Luke said nothing to Akanah
beyond the kind of inconsequentia chatter a couple as accustomed to
each other asthey wereto traveling might Share whilewaiting in

line

Theré's something herethat | fill don't understand---some question
I'vefailed to ask. He shook hishead in annoyance, with such vigor
that Akanah noticed.

"|s something wrong?' she asked.

"Oh--I'vejust doneit again, that'sdl,” said Li Stonn. "Thelines
on either sde are moving faster than ours. | shouldn't ever pick.

You pick theline next time, dl right?'

Shedipped her hand into his. "Be patient, dear,” she said with an
affectionate smile. "We're dmost there--and maybe thiswill bethe
lagt linewe haveto gand in."

Someone behind them chuckled deeply. "Thisisyour firgt timeon Teyr,
isntit?" the sranger caled out.

"Y ou haven't seen anything yet. Wait until you get near the Rift."

"Oh, itll beworthit, I'm sure,” Akanah said brightly, tightening her
grip on Lukeshand. "l just know it will be worth the wait."

Chapter 6

Luke and Akanah rode the Rift Skyrail asfar as Cloud Bridge, the
southernmost of the West Rim stops. That treated themto a
breathtaking view of thelast eighty kilometers of the Rift--one of the
narrow-est sections, and consequently one of the most spectacular.

The devated track was perched right on the edge of the chasm, leaping
across Sde canyons that would have been mgjor attractionsin their own
right anywhere else.

At Cloud Bridge, Li Stonn rented a bubbleback, aloca landspeeder
variant popular with visitors who wanted to explore the canyon
bottom.

But instead of heading for the devators at the Cloud Bridge Rift
Access Point, Luke turned the bubbleback west aong Flyway 120, toward
the Greenbdlt.



An hour and ahalf at the top speed adlowed on the flyway brought them
to the intersection with Harvest Flyway, which Akanah'straveler'said
card told them was an important cargo route connecting the heart of the
Greenbelt with Turos Noth. There was no speed limit on thelightly
traveled cargo route, which put the agriculturd city of Griann not

quite two hours away at the bubbleback’s top speed.

"Need to stretch?”
"No," shesaid, pointing behind them. "l can manage.”
As"getaway" vehicles, bubblebacks featured a compact waste station and

reprocessor, with afull set of slandard humanoid fittings. "Do we
need to refud ?"

" No. Griann hasfud stops, | assume.”

Akanah checked her aid card. "Y es. Though 'loca prices may vary from
published vistor arearates.”

Pease, let'spush on.”

They had nearly reached Griann when Akanah findly noticed the outline
of the cylinder in the right thigh pocket of Luke's walk-arounds.

"Y ou brought your lightsaber?' she asked, leaning toward him.
"Yes," hesad."You sound surprised.”

"How did you get it through Arrival Screening? Y ou can't fool a
scanner with Jedi mind tricks. Can you?"

"Y ou can fool the person whosejob it isto respond to scanner alarms,”
Luke sad. "But even that wasn't necessary. Lightsabers are dtill the
rarest wegponsin the gaaxy. Theres only one modd of genera

security scanner that's programmed to recogni ze them, and Teyr doesn't
useit.”

"Then what do they think it iS?"

Luke smiled. "Most scanners misidentify alight-saber as atype of
shaver. Which | supposeit could be, in apinch--if you were very,

very good withit."
She sttled back in her seat. "1 wish you had left it in the ship.”

"That's asking too much,” Luke said. "I don't carry it every minute,
but | don't liketo bethat far away from it. I've gotten in more
tough spots because of not having it close enough than | ever havefor

caryingit.”



Looking out her window at the gently rolling fields and the day moon
that was setting over them, Akanah said, "Please remember what | asked
of you--it'simportant to me."

"I remember," Luke said. "1 hope you remember that | didn't make you
any promises.”

"Isthere that much pleasurein killing, that it becomes something
difficult to give up?'

Luke shot a hard glance across the bubbleback at her. "What makesyou
think | take pleasurein killing?

"That you won't renounceit,” she said, turning to meet hisgaze. "If
| had caused amillion deaths, | don't think | could ever pick up a
weapon again. | don't understand how you can.”

With no ready answer, Luke turned his gaze back toward the flyway
ahead. It wasn't until years after the Battle of Y avin that Luke had

first become aware that the Death Star he had destroyed at Y avin had a
complement-officers, crew, and support staff--of more than amillion
sentients.

In retrospect, it was something he should have redlized without
prompting. But it took anew Battle of Y avin display at the Museum of
the Republic on Corus-cant to point it out to him. When Luke thought

of the Desth Star, he associated it with Vader and Tagge and Grand Moff
Tarkin, with the sormtrooperswho'd tried to kill himinits corridors

and the TIE pilotswho'd tried to kill him above its surface, with the
superlaser gun crewswho had obliterated defenseless Alderaan.

But the Sgns at the massive cutaway modd of the Death Star in the
museum had spelled out the numbersin itstable of specifications, and
Luke could till recite them 25,800 stormtroopers, 27,048 officers,
774,576 crew, 378,685 support staff-"One million, two hundred five
thousand, one hundred nine," Luke said quietly. "Not counting the
droids"

The cam precision of the recitation brought alook of startled horror
to her face.

"But you haveto look at both sides of the ledger,” Luke went on.
"Alderaan. Obi-Wan. Captain Antilles.

Dutch. Tiree. Dack. Biggs—-" Luke shook his head.

"Sometimes your enemies don't give you much choice--kill them, give up,

or bekilled. And if you think | should have done anything other than
what | did--" "The past isfixed, undterable" Akanah sad.



"What | care about iswhat you'll do today, or tomorrow.

| know your past--1 know your heritage--and | have already seen you
kill once. Can't you understand how aien and abhorrent thisisto
me--to those who gave Nashira shelter?”

"You don't trust me."

She folded her hands on her lap, and her voice became smal. "l am
trying, Luke--but you don't know how hard it isfor meto trust someone
who believes as you do, and who has your power."

L uke stole a sSideways glance to catch her expression.

"Areyou saying you're afraid of me--because of this?' Herested his
hand over the concealed lightsaber.

"l suppose | am,” shesaid. "'l don't want to be."

"I would never hurt you, Akanah,” Luke said. "I brought thiswith me
in case there were any surprises waiting--not to threaten you."

"I move through the world without one," she said.
"Could you not do the same?”’
Luke dowly shook hisheed. "Not while | till call mysalf a Jedi.

It's more than aweapon--it'satool for training the mind and the
body. And it's become part of me--an extension of my will."

"And away to enforce your will on others.”

He shook hishead. "Mogt of the discipline of the lightsaber hasto do
with defense”

"What about the rest?’

"The rest--the rest requiresthat you get close to your adversary,
close enough to haveto look themintheeye" Luke said. "An
old-fashioned idea, and acivilizing one. If dl you want isto kill
quickly, efficiently and impersondly, ablaster isamuch better
choice--the Emperor's ssormtroopers didn't carry lightsabers, after
al”

"All of my nightmares are of places where there are men who want to
kill ‘efficiently," Akanah said, turning her face back to the

viewpane. "And the worst nightmare of dl isto think that the only
Universethat is, issuch aplace.”

Griann had been laid out on the plains of Teyr with acompassand a



square. Itsregularly spaced streets of regularly sized houses

intersected with right-angle precison in agrid five kilometers

square. At the heart of the city wasasmal commercia zone serving
both the residents and the traffic on the Harvest Flyway. Around the
boundary of the city was an enclosng wall of slos, granaries, ag

domes, shedsfor the autoharvesters and skyhoppers, control towersfor
theirrigation system, and dl the other facilities necessary for

servicing thefields beyond.

"We cometo scenic Griann," Luke said, guiding the bubbleback into a
refuding gal. "What now? Do you have aplan?’

"l have an address," Akanah said. "North Five, Twenty-six Down. My
friend Norikalived there."

Luke shot her aquestioning look. "I thought the children were

supposed to be hiding. How did you get alead as specific asan
address?'

"From Norika," Akanah said. "I got one letter from her that first

month, hypercommed to Carratos from a public termind at something she
called the committee office. | wrote her back, adozen letters at

leadt, but she never answered--1 never heard from her again.”

"Hmmm. Someone probably enforced on her the ideathat 'hiding' means
you don't tell anyonewhereyou are," Luke said.

"Or the circle came for them, and took them away."
Luke glanced out hiswindow at the display on the refueling droid.

"It's been nineteen years--you may not know her even if she's il
here"

"I would know Nori no matter how many years have passed,” Akanah said
fervently. "Widu said we had the bond of twins. I've never been
closer to anyone.”

Therefuding over, Luke sarted the repul sorlifts.

"Well, let'sgo find out how close we are. North Five, Number
Twenty-9x?"

llYall
"I think | can find that."

From city center to city edge, Akanah's anticipation built until it
bubbled over in nervous smiles and arestless bouncing in her sedt.

But when the bubbleback turned onto North 5, her face went pale, and



her hand shot out and clutched Lukeswrigt tightly. A strangled noise
was dl that escaped her parted lips.

Luke did not need an explanation--his eyes saw the same thing hers
did.

The double row of lowhouses along North 5 ended at Number 22. Where
Number 24 should have been was an expanse of patchy grass. Beyond it,
the grass gave way to severa lots worth of bare, yellowish dirt. The

next even-numbered lowhouse was at the corner of the next intersection,
Number 38.

"Wadl, HI--theré's no 'there there," Luke said, peering over his
shoulder as he brought the bubbleback to the curb in front of Number
38.

Popping the bubble, Akanah jumped out before the landspeeder cameto a
stop. She ran back down the street in astaggered gait, hugging her

armsto her chest, her gaze darting from one side of the roadway to the
other.

Her steps dowed as she neared the lot opposite Number 25. She looked
frantic and frail standing there, staring at the bare ground and the
broken outline of afoundation.

Leaping out of the landspeeder, Luke hurried after Akanah. Before he
could reach her, her legs buckled under her, and she dropped to her
kneesin the dust-dry rain gutter.

"No!" she screamed, her anguish stretching the single syllableinto a
wounded howl. "No! It'snot fair!”

"Akanah--" Sheraised her head and turned her face toward him.

Her eyeswerefull of pain, her cheeks streaked with tears. "I'll
never find them," she whispered hoarsdly.

"What am | going to do, Luke?"

"Y ou're going to keep looking. All thismeansisthat Nori's not

here," Luke said, crouching beside her. ™Y ou weren't counting on that,
wereyou?' But he saw in her eyesthat she had been, and what might
have been aminor disappointment was a bitter blow.

"'Something the matter, folks?" anew voice said from behind.

Both Luke and Akanah turned their heads quickly to see a stubble-faced
middle-aged man in blue-black tech coverails gpproaching them from the
direction of Number 27. Luke stood as the man neared, and offered
Akanah ahand to help her up. She remained on her knees and took
Luke's hand to steady hersdlf instead.



"Isthelady having aproblem?' the man asked again, ahint more
suspicion in hisappraising look. "Do you want to cal out to
Medi-Aid?"

"No--she'sdl right. Shejust had an ugly surprise, that'sdl," Luke
sad. "We're looking for someone who used to live in Number
Twenty-gx."

"Ah," the man said with anod. "Po Reggis-Jiki and | liveover in
Twenty-seven Up. So you didn't know, did you?Y ou must be
vigtors"

He glanced down the Street. "Why, sure you are, and I'm afool for not
see-ing--bubbleback's not practical in aworking city.”

"Wasit thewar?' Akanah asked, her voice shaky.

"The war?No, Teyr was never bombed. Cyclone," Reggissaid.
"Eight--no, nine years ago. Took out eight houses here, then skipped
and hit another five over a the end of North Three. The committee
used to talk about rebuilding, but there's no demand--haf the houses
inthecity are sngle-family now, Up and Down. It'sdl thefield
droidsthey've brought in---city's dow-dying, if you ask me."

Luke urged Akanah to her feet. "The people who lived here--" "Kritt
and Fola. Good folks. Our kids played with their kids, till they al
moved to ros Noth."

"Kritt and Folaare in Turos Noth now?" Akanah asked, a spark of hope
entering her voice.

The spark was quickly extinguished by Po Reggis.

"What? No, dead, the wholefamily. Sorry. Killed by the cyclone. It
was the supper hour, and the wesather radar failed. Fifteen dead on
this street done--1 knew them dl.”

Akanah sagged againgt Luke. "How long have you lived here?' Luke
asked.

Reggis squinted. " Twenty-seven--no, twenty-eight years.”

"The person we're looking for would have moved here nineteen years
ago," Lukesaid. "A girl, leven yearsold. Akanah?'

"She was dark-haired. Willowy. Her name was Norika, or Nori."

"I don't know," Reggis said. "Maybe Jki remem-bers--did you say the
name was Rika? Oh, Twenty-six Down. Who wasit that lived there



then?
Trobe Saar, | think was her name.”
"Yed" Akanah said eagerly. "Y ou remember her?

Where did she go? Please tell me she wasn't one of the fifteen--"
"Sure, | remember little Rika. She was shy as ashadow. Wasn't there
very long--one season at most.

The Dormand family moved into Twenty-sx Down the spring | transferred
to Irrigation. I'm sorry--1 don't know where they al went. That was
al along time ago, you know."

"Isthere anyone e se on the street who might know something?' Akanah
asked, trying desperately to sustain hope.

"I don't think s0," Reggissaid dowly. "Jki and | arethelast of

the old crowd. | guesswe're the only oneswho could take looking
across and knowing what happened, what's down there. They just
collgpsed everything into the holes and covered it over with dirt, you
know--""Thank you, Po," Luke said. "Y ou've been very kind."

"Sorry | couldn't be more help. Do you want to talk to Jiki? Shell
be up from her nap soon.”

"Yes-" Akanah started to say.

"Thank you, no," Luke said, steering Akanah back toward the landspeeder
with firm pressure on her arm.

Shelooked up a him in puzzlement. "Li--the others-maybe she
remembersthe others--" "We must have the wrong address,” Luke said,
gently pressing that thought into Po Reggiss consciousness.

"WEell try over on North Three."

"That'sright," said Reggis. "There hasn't been a Twenty-sx on this
block for years."

"I think | hear Jiki calling you," Luke suggested.

"Well, | need to get back--Jki's calling me," Reggis said, retreating
dowly. "Good luck, now."

"Thank you."

Akanah waited until the ag tech disappeared into his house, then turned
on Lukewith fierce indignation.

"Why did you do that? He might have been ableto tell us something



morel"

"He dready told usenough,” Luke said. "Norikalived herefor a

little while, in the underground haf of the house, with awoman named
Trobe Saar. And that structureis still down there--it's just filled

in. Wouldn't she have left amarker for you here when she left? Can
you read scribing through the fill ?*

"I--I don't know." She stepped forward, out of the street and onto the
crumbly yelow dirt. "Maybe, if it'sthere. Let metry."

Luke waited and watched as Akanah dowly walked across the buried ruin
of the lowhouse severd times, pausing here, crouching there, reaching
out to touch asmall bit of foundation protruding up from the ground.

Her expression offered no encouragement, and in time she sighed deeply,
shook her head, and rgjoined him.

"It'sthe deeths," she explained glumly asthey returned to the
bubbleback. "The Current is till tangled here. It'sasif---asif
someone made a ddlicate sand painting, and ten minutes later a
meteoritefdl right inthe middle of it. If there was anything here,
it'sgone now."

"Don't giveup,” Luke said. "I've been thinking--a society as orderly
asthis one keegps records. Let's find the committee office. I'll bet

some gray-hair there knows everything about everyone who's ever lived
in Griann."

The Recorder of Assgnments and Transactions for the Supervisors
Committee turned out to be completely hairless--a brand-new fat-bodied
TT-40 library droid.

Liked| factory-fresh droids, TT-40 was long on formality and short on
persondity, lacking even anickname,

They found it busily moving its three spinning data probes from port to
port in the U-shaped firewall switchboard that surrounded it.

"We need some information about--" Luke began.

"In accord with Ordinance Twenty Twenty-five, Privacy of Officid
Records, al requests for current records must be approved by the
supervisor of your digtrict, or, for nonresidents, by the generd
supervisor,” the droid pronounced.

"That'snice," Luke said under hisbreath. "Nosy but discreet.”
"--Commercia requestsfor historica records must be accompanied by a

completed gpplication and bond guarantee. Individua requestsfor
historical records for purposes of persond scholarly or genedlogica



research will be processed a no charge on atime-available basis-"
"Who--stop right there, Chuckles. That'sus,”" Luke said. "What counts
as'higoricd'?"

"For income, saes, and employment data, al records onefiscal year or
older are deemed higtorical.

For birth, death, bonding, and dissolution certificates, al records
one hundred days’ "What about census data--names and addresses,
resdences?' Akanah interjected.

"For biennid censusdata, dl recordsfifty years-" "Fifty!" Luke
exclamed.

To Luke's surprise, Akanah was unfazed. "Clerk,” shesaid. "'l havea
packageto ddiver to Po Reggis. Can you tell me his current
address?'

The data probes spun. "Po Reggisresides a North Five, Twenty-seven
Up."

"Clerk," she said. "l have a package to deliver to Trobe Saar. Can
you tell me her current address?"

"Trobe Saar isnot in the current city directory.”
"Canyou tel me her last known addressin Gri-ann?"

"In revison eighty-one of the city directory, Trobe Saar's addressis
North Five, Twenty-sx Down."

"Areother city directories avallable?"

"Yes." One of the data probes seated itself in anew port. " Connected
to Centrd Directories.

"Can you tell me Trobe Saar's last known addresson Teyr?'

"In Revison eighty-nine of the Sodonnacity directory, Trobe Saar's
last known addressisKdl Hath, Thirteen.”

"Thank you," shesad, taking Lukésarm. "Let'sgo, Li."
"Areyou sure?!

"I'msure”

Outside the committee office, Luke tried to stop Akanah for an

explanation, but she could not be headed off until they reached the
spot where they'd parked the bubbleback.



"Why are you in such ahurry? We could have tried the children's
names," Luke said. "Getting Chucklesto look in the city directories
ingtead of the censuswasworking like acharm.”

"Y ou can't search the directories with nothing more than the first name
of aminor,"” Akanah said, rapping on the landspeeder's dome with her
knuckles. "Would you open this up, please?!

Luke complied, and they climbed in together. "1 know that because |
tried, from Cartaros, years ago," she continued as the bubble sedled
around them. "It'simpaossible without knowing the family namesthey
were using. Are we going to get started, or not?"

"Started where?"
"Sodonna, of course."

"Revision eighty-nine was more than fifteen years ago. And we don't
know that Norikawent with this Trobe Saar, or even if Trobe was part
of your circle.

Chances are thisis going to be another North Five--a
disgppointment.”

"No," shesad. "Not thisone."

"Why are you so sure? An hour ago you thought thiswas hopeless. And
this morning you were sure they would never make their home on Teyr.

Why so upbest dl of asudden?’

"Because Kell Plath isaFdlanass name." She hesitated, then added,
"It means 'hald breath'--an alusion to our meditation exercises.

Besides," shesad, "what other |leads do we have?"

"You've got methere." Luke fumbled in his pocket for the traveler's
ad card. "All right, whereis Sodonna, anyway?'

Theriver city of Sodonnawas on thefar sde of Teyr from Griann and
the Rift, straddling the Noga River a what traditionaly was
congdered its upstream limit of navigability. Five hundred years
earlier, Sodonna had been the gateway to the entire Inner River
Didgtrict, with bustling docks and ajob for anyone who wanted it.

Repul sorlift trangports had taken the focus of commerce away from the
river, and in large part from Sodonna aswell. The docks were gone,
and the Noga River now tumbled through the city as an elaborate water
sculpture of fdls, rapids, ponds, and fountains. So donnawasthe
smalest Teyr city with a gpaceport, and the terminus of the

sngle-track River Didrict spur of the Rift Skyway.



Luke followed the Harvest Flyway to Turos Noth, paying a hefty premium
for dropping the bubbleback at the Skyrail station there. As night

closed in, he and Akanah boarded a westbound railtrain and found seats
inthe single car that was programmed to separate from the rest and
follow the spur to Sodonna.

But that intersection was hours away in the darkness.

At Luke's urging, Akanah napped. She was not the only oneinthe
nearly full cabin to do so. The ride was smooth, with just adight

and soothing side-to-side sway, the cabin lights were dimmed to
unobtrusiveness, and theindividua sdlf-adjusting tour couches cradled
them comfortably.

Luke did not dare deep. Only his consciousness could hold the L
Stonn mask in place--there were suggestions in the old records of great
Jedi Magterswho could cast illusons even when degping, but neither
Luke nor any Jedi he knew had attained that level of facility with the
Force kill known as ater. And Luke could not risk dropping his mask
in public---even if he were not recognized as himself, shape-shifters
and mentalists were so widely assumed to be thieves, spies, and
brigands that he could expect nearly as much commotion.

S0 he sat up awake, watching over Akanah, listening to whispered
conversations, gently sensing the energies of those around him, looking
out into the night as distant lights betrayed their swift passage and

the citiesaong their route embraced the railtrain with their restless
energy and then surrendered it back to the darkness.

Hewondered if somewhere out in that darkness the woman Akanah had
known as Nashirawas adeep aswell, peacefully or restlessly,
tranquilly or fearfully. What would my mother think of me?

he wondered, and it was the first time such a thought had ever
confronted him.

The thought perplexed and distracted him. He recalled Akanah'swords
on the night she had appeared "The gift of the Light came from your
mother--and your mother was of our people. Thereis an emptiness
insde you where memories of your mother should be, aweakness where
what she would have taught you would have strengthened you."

Presumptuous words, but knowing words. In that moment, he felt that
emptiness acutely, unable even to imagine what might fill it, or even

that it might ever befilled.

Perhaps Nashira has stayed away because she's ashamed, L uke thought.

Perhaps she sees too much of Father in us, just-as thiswoman does.



Y ou may have beenright, Leia. If | do find the truth, | may not find
it to my liking-Then Luke's sense skill tugged at his consciousness,
cdling his attention to achange in his surroundings.

Clearing al other thoughts from his mind, he swept his awarenessand
his gaze together across the darkened rail-train.

Both quickly fixed on the same point--an Elomin passenger, Sitting near
the front of the car on the opposite side. The Elomin's back was
turned toward L uke, his horned skull-crown just visible over thetop
cushion of histour couch.

Now, where did you come from? L uke thought, intent with suspicion.

Y ou weren't there ten minutes ago--how could | have missed you coming
in? Something doesn't fed right about this-He stole aquick look at
Akanah, reassuring himsdlf that she was deeping blissfully. He

wondered how badly his attention had wandered, whether he had let his
mask dip.

Everything | know about you saysthat thisisn't redlly your sort of
vacation spot, he thought, staring at the back of the Elomin's couch.

Evenif the Teyriashare your fetish for order, they keep letting in

al these unpredictable dien types. And | can count on the fingers of

one hand the number of timesI've seen asolitary Elomin out in mixed
company. Two of you in one day--or the same onetwice-Thisfedslike
more than a coincidence. What | can't figure out is what would make an
Elomin go rogue and hook up with Imperia agents--or why someone else
might be interested inus. And | just may haveto have afew

answers-Just then the Elomin left his seat and moved forward with dow,
long-limbed strides. He was empty-handed, as the Elomin at the
spaceport had been. At the end of the aide he paused for amoment and
looked back into the cabin. Then, ducking his head, he passed through
the connecting doorway and was gone. L uke waited, torn between wanting
to follow and not wanting to leave Akanah.

The Elomin had il not returned when the porter droid made an
appearance, trundling down the aide reciting a soft-gpoken warning.

"Attention, passengers. If you are not continuing to River Digtrict

Spur destinations, please move into one of the forward cabins. This

car will be separating from the train at Podadun. Attention,
passengers-" Sill the Elomin did not return. Asthe chime sounded

and the status light above the connecting door changed to yellow, Luke
reached out with his senses and searched the train for the Elomin. But
Luke could not find him. Fearing abomb, he rushed forward to where
the Elomin had been gtting.

L uke stared. There were no bags or articles there--just adeeping
Gotd infant.



The chime sounded again. Luke looked up as the connecting doors did
shut and the atus light turned red. There was an dmost

imperceptible decel eration as the cars separated and the lights of
Podadun began to flash through the unfiltered viewpanes.

Theinfant gtirred inits deep, and L uke retreated. What iswrong

with me? he demanded slently as he made hisway back to his seet, the
adetilting under him asthe car swung off the main line and onto the
banked spur to Sodonna. Why am | jumping at shadows?

Akanah had dept through it dl, oblivious. When she findly woketo
the spectacular salmon-and-pink sunrise warming her face, Luke said
nothing to her about it.

He didn't know what he could have said, except that he had had another
waking dream and il didn't know its meaning.

The name Kdl Plath no longer appeared in the Sodonnadirectories, but
not because Teyr'swinds had ripped it from the map or because the name
had become burdened by shame. An hour at the city library uncovered
not only itslocation, but aso the petition under which its new owners

had asked for the more marketable name of River Gardens.

Kdl Hath had been a commonal---awalled and gated space enclosing a
group of small residences surrounding acommon green space. The design
was popular in Sodonna. Standing in front of the gate to River

Gardens, Luke and Akanah could see more than a dozen other commonals
aong the road winding adong the high bank abovetheriver.

According to the traveler'said card, the commonal was a piece of the
region's history, aswell--areminder of rougher dayswhen thewalls
and gates protected un-mated children and other valuables from the less
refined types who came to Sodonnato work the docks.

Asamatter of form, Luke and Akanah approached the security droid at
the gate and asked after Trobe Saar, Norika, and the other children.

In each case, the answer was the same "'l am unable to identify the
resident requested.”

"I'minterested in purchasing asharein River Gardens," Luke said,
trying another tack. "Who could arrange atour of thefacilitiesfor
l'gl

"No shares are currently available for purchase," the security droid
sad. "When shares become available, they will belisted with Indal
Properties of Sodonna.”

Akanah stepped forward. "I'm researching the history of commonasfor
Teyr Tours subscribers,” she said.



"I'd like to know more about the history of this Ste--isthe property
manager availableto tak to mefor afew minutes?'

Directed for asecond timeto Indal Properties, they retreated to the
other side of the street to regroup.

"So much for the front door,” Luke said with asigh. "I hatetrying to
wiggle past a security droid.

They're too dumb to deceive and too single-minded to finesse."
"Wehaveto getindgde."

"They're not theretoyou know that. They've been gone for fifteen
years."

"But they were here," she sad. "And the way will be marked.”

Luke looked back over his shoulder. "Y ou don't think they were
condderate enough to leave their mark on the outside of the commond,
doyou?'

Thewall of the commona was three meters high and dippery smooth,
curving dightly outward and topped with aline of sharp-edged
fracturest one that was both decorative and functiond.

"l canvault this" Luke said. "It isn't aproblem.”

"Itisfor me"

"| can get usboth over."

"Give me achanceto read herefirg."

She moved down the wall at her own pace, trailing her fingertipsaong
the surface. Luke followed afew steps behind, trying to sensethe
interaction between her and the wall, to understand what opening she
was looking through in search of the Fallanass scribing.

When they rounded the third corner, Akanah cried out in surprise and
fell back astep. With two quick strides, Luke was beside her. It was
then that he saw the security droid blocking her way.

"Thisisyour only warning,” the droid said. "Y ou areloitering on
private property. Y our likeness has been recorded. Y our suspicious
behavior has been documented.

Remove yoursdf from thisvicinity immediadly.

If you do not, you will be detained, and acomplaint will be made



againg you. If you return to thisvicinity, acomplaint will be made
againg you. This message condtitutes alawful and sufficient notice
under Article Eighteen of the Criminad Statutes of the Sodonna
Syndic."

Akanah opened her mouth to protest, but Luke knew better than to
argue.

"Wereleaving," he said, pulling her dong by thearm.

Unswayed by the promise, the droid followed them back to their
landspeeder and waited until they moved off to return to its post by
the gate.

"Have | mentioned that | hate security droids?"

Luke grumbled. "How are you going to check the other side and a half
now? Did you find anything?"

"There waswriting by the front gate,” Akanah said.
"It marked this place asKédl Plath.”
"Thet'sdl?'

"That'sdl. What we need isindde." Shelooked back to seeif they
were out of Sght of the gate at River Gardens. " Stop here.”

"Why?
"l haveto go back."

"And do what?'

"What | did the night we met,” she said. "Or have you forgotten?”

"I haven't forgotten that you never explained how you got into the
sanctuary without me sensing you."

"Areyou going to stop?'

Frowning, Luke brought the landspeeder to an abrupt halt.
"Thank you," she said, and tipped open her door.

"Y ou're not going to explain?’

"No, | do not intend to explain.”

"Wait--" hesaid. "What can | do?"



"I do not expect to need anyonekilled,” she said, clambering out. "Do
what you just said wait. And try not to attract the suspicions of any
droidsin this neighborhood.

Our ship ishdfway around the planet, and it might be difficult to get
back toit if we're crimind fugitives™”

He stared after her as she strode back down the street, wondering how
many different women he was traveling with, and whether he would ever
learn dl their sories.

"Let'sgo," shesad assheclimbedin.

"Did you get indde?'

"Let'sgo," sherepesated insstently.

Luke looked back adong the street. "'Is someone following you?"

"I got indde. No oneisfollowing me--yet. Now, can we go?"

The landspeeder surged forward. "And?*

"l foundit," shesaid. "We're done here.”

"Areyou going to tel methistime?'

"When we're away from here, and | know it's safe.”

"Soit'snot meyou dont trust.”

"Thesethings are never to be spoken to one who cannot read them,”
Akanah said. "Totdl you at al violatesan oath. To tell you now,

here, when there are so many ways a secret can escape, compounds that
offensewith needlessrisk.”

Luke frowned. "Isthere any reason we can't return by Skyrail?"

"No," she said, looking out her Side viewpane. "l wasn't seen.”

She seemed determined not to talk, but there were things L uke needed to
say before they reached thetermindl.

"Y ou weren't the only one who was successful,” he said. "'l turned up
someinformation, too. And I'll eventell you now."

"Please don't. Whatever it is, it will keep," she said.
"All that matters now isto get away from here."

"Knowing where we're going next mattersatiny bit,” Lukesaid. "'l got



curious about how your friends left.”

"It'sof no consequence. Weleave no trail that an outsider can
follow."

"Y ou may think so," Luke said. "But | found out some interesting
things, dl the same. Like the reason they sold the commond.”

Shelooked at him disdainfully. "That's no mystery-to buy passage.

They had no more usefor it except for any value they could take with
them.”

"Akanah, they bought astarship.” Luke waggled the traveler'said
card. "Can't judge things by their size.

In addition to the maps, the food guides, the attraction lists, and the
ads, thishasawirelesslink to the Teyr Commerce Bureau and an
information hotline. Y our friends may belong gone, but thereés ill
acorporation registered here cdled Kl Plath. And it ownsa
garship named Star Morning."

"It must have taken everything they had,” Akanah said.

"And alittlemore," Luke said. "Star Morning isaKoqus liner--the
better part of fifty yearsold, mind you, and too small to compete with
the big Expo ships, but ill no smal purchase.”

"How many could it carry?"
"A Kogus? Maybe sixty, depending on the cargo aloceation.”
Akanah nodded. "That would be enough.”

"Y ou don't seem overly surprised by this" Luke said, raising an
eyebrow. "l was. | thought we were trying to track down refugees, not
stockholders."

"Just because we chooseto live smply doesn't mean that we're without
resources," Akanah said. "To be poor isto be powerless. The
Fdllanass are asold asthe Jedi, and we've hidden and husbanded our
resourceswell."

"Then why were you left on Carratos?' L uke asked.

"l can seethat they might not want to risk bringing their ship there
to pick you up, but why couldn't passage be bought for you?"

"Y ou forget that Carratos fell under Imperia control soon after | was
sent there," she said. "There were head taxes that had to be paid at
the port by anyone leaving--high taxes, to discourage people from



fleeing the planet.”
"Then why couldn't the tax have been sent for you?'

"l don't know that it wasn't,”" said Akanah, her eyesmisting. "1 don't
know that Talsavadidn't keep it for hersdf.”

"Y our foster mother?'

"My cugtodian. Shewas never morethan that." Shetried aamile,
which fell short of conviction. "There was amorning, you see, when |
woke up and she was gone.”

Bitterness owned her voice. "Her clothes, her little precious geegaws,
every persona possession small enough to pack in abag and carry awvay
inthenight, al gone. | never saw her again. She abandoned methere

to fend for mysdlf--at fifteen, in aport city that made your Mos

Eidey look quiet and gented.”

The unvoiced suspicions behind Luke's questionseft him feding
ashamed.

"WEéll find them,” he said firmly asthe Rift Skyway appeared ahead of
them. "When we get back to Mud Soth, | can accessthe New Republic
Ship Regigtry'straffic logs. We should be able to find out where Star
Morning has been, and when. We can surely find out where sheis

"That isn't necessary,” Akanah said. Reaching out, shelaid her hand
across his, asthough she were trying to reassure him. "Atzerri. We
need to go to Atzerri now.

And | know that it may not, but | pray thisendsthere."
Chapter 7

For hours after Mud Soth lifted from Teyr, Luke sat at the pilot's
dation studying the traffic leaving the planet behind them.

Thetraveler'said card hepfully informed him that there was no direct
regular service between Teyr and distant Atzerri by any commercia
spacedine. So L uke concentrated on the private vessels, monitoring and
logging the ID profilestheir transponders sent as they passed the

inner Flight Control buoys Star Hummer, RN80-440330, owner Joa Pgis,
registry Vobos, Tammuz-an-Rode to Ruin, RN27-382992, owner Fracca,
registry Orron 111 Amandas Toy 11, RN18-950319, owner Unlimited
HorizonsInc., registry Kala"What are you looking for?" Akanah

finaly asked him. "No one bothered us on Teyr. No one saw meinthe



"I'mjust being cautious," Luke said, keeping his eyes on the code
reader. " Just because no one confronted us doesn't mean no one was
aware of us."

"Aware of us-what does that mean?"

"Whoever those men on Lucazec were working for, they wanted what you
know as much asthey wanted you. | don't know what they think they can
do with you, but the Fallanass are the prize."

"I would never betray the circle. And there is nothing anyone could do
to compe me. Not even you."

"But you'retaking methere" Lukesaid. "And if they smply keep
touch with us, you'll take them there, too. All they havetodois
follow us, and be patient.

That'swhat I'm looking for--someone following. If any of these ships
leaving Teyr now show up at--show up later, well have to do something
about it."

"Thecircle can protect itsdlf.”

"I'm sure the Jedi thought they were safe, t00,” said Luke. "But they
werewrong."

"The Jedi faced aterrible enemy, and the betraya of one of their
own," said Akanah.

"There are enough enemiesleft," Luke said. "All the assorted

dictators and warlordsin the Imperid sectors-including Admira Dadla,
who isn't likely to have found anew hobby. Then there are the
hundreds of thousands of inhabited systemsin the Borderlands, the
Corporate Sector--" "And thereisthe New Republic.”

Luke turned toward her. "What?"

"The New Republic stands now where the Empire sood--asthe single
great power inthe gaaxy,” said Akanah. "They have the most to lose
if their power issuccesstully chalenged. And their power isthe
greatest threat to those who choose to stand apart, who take a
different view."

"Y ou can't think that the New Republic is hunting the Fallanass ."
"Why not?' she asked camly. "It was you who decided th ose men on
Lucazec were Imperid agents. How do you know they weren't from

Coruscant? How do you know they weren't from your NRI?"

The suggestion was absurd, laughable--but it Slenced Luke dl the



same. He looked back to the con trals, trying to sort out his

thoughts. For some reason, he couldn't now remember why it was he had
been so sure the men at latrawere Imperia deepers. And Akanah's
suggestion offered an explanation for something he had no explanation
for--the Elomin were so principled that the prospect of one'sworking

for an Imperid spy network was beyond imagining. But the NRI-Out of
Touch, RN40-844033, owner Tok-Foge Pokresh, registry Bothawui-"They
would have to have been tipped off by me," Luke said findly, then

shook hishead. "But | only spoketo Leiaand Han that night. And
Leiadidn't even give me achanceto tell her what little | knew. No
oneknew | was going away, or why."

Akanah touched his shoulder. "Please don't think that | suspected

you," shesaid. "The men at laltrawere not expecting you--and if the
NRI could count on your ass stance, they would have no need to shadow
us”

"I don't know that anyoneis shadowing us," Luke said. "'l just want to
make sure that no onetries-—-and if they do try, that they don't

succeed. We can jump out of here a any timeif we need to. And
before we make our find jump, I'm going to go over this ship from bow
to baffles and make sure we didn't acquire atracking device while we
were parked on Teyr."

"| trust you to take the right precautions. | know you have as much at
dakeas| do," shesad. "Do you mind if | go liedown? | did not

degp well onthe Skyrall.”

Adda, RN32-000439, owner Refka Trell, registry Elom-"Sure," Luke
sad.

"Go ahead. I'll cdll you if anything unexpected shows up.”

Akanah squeezed his shoulder. "Thank you," she said, and started to
turn away.

"Akanah?"'

"What?'

"How much do you know about our destination?”

"I know it's a Free Trader world--not much more."

"I didn't even know that much,” Luke said, turning toward her. "I'd
liketo query the Ministry of State atlas on Coruscant and request a
diplomatic backgrounder.”

"Y ou can do that?"'

"| think so0," Luke said. "I'd be using a point-to-point channel, not



broadcasting, so no oneesewill beligeningin.”

"But they'll belistening in on Coruscant,” Akanah said. ™Y ou might as
well be announcing where were going.”

Luke shook his head. "1 know what you just said, but | can't treat
those people asthe enemy,” he said.

"But | could make aseries of queries, so the onefor Atzerri isjust
oneinthe crowd. Would that make you fedl any more at ease?’

"Do what you think is necessary,” she said with asmdl, quick smile.
"There arerisksin ignorance, too.

Baance them againg the risks of showing our hand. If you think the
weight falsin favor of making the query, and you'l wait until weve
jumped out from Teyr to do o, | won't question your decision.”

Shortly after the reorgani zation of the government, Nanaod Engh had
given Luke keysto mogt of the redl treasures of the New Republic--the
central datalibraries maintained by various branches of the Genera
Minigry.

Thanksto Admird Ackbar'sintervention, Luke aso carried the
highest-grade security clearance hed by any civilian.

Between the two, Luke had--potentially--a great deal of information at
his fingertips. But the access he had been granted was a courtesy, not
anecessity. Lukes most urgent curiostieswerein areas of little

interest to bureaucracies, and he had never found reason to make much
use of the favors extended him.

But he found himsaf with reason now.

So far, it seemed, his contribution to the expedition had been modest
to the point of invighility. Luke was completely dependent on Akanah
for information, and it was difficult to see what she needed from

him.

Companionship, perhaps, and abit of piloting, but not protection-she
was emphatic about that.

She had offered him agift of great vaue by coming to him, and had
goneto some lengthsto do so. Luke fet himsalf not only
uncomfortably dependent, but aso involuntarily in her debt. And he
had little to offer to right the balance.

But the lead on Star Morning gave him an opportunity to make himsdlf
more useful.



If asked, he would have said that suspicion had no part in hisdecision
to contact the New Republic Ship Registry under his military access
code. Even though Akanah had plucked their next destination from the
Current, agreat dedl of time had passed since the Fallanass had | eft
Kl Hath. The prospect of another Gri-ann causing them to lose the
trail was reason enough to follow up on hisdiscovery.

Still, Luke waited until Akanah was adeep to open the hypercomm link,
and hisreason for doing that wasn't entirely clear to him. True, he
didn't want her to think he was checking up on her. But Luke was adso
aware that he didn't want to think he was checking up on her. He had
to be ableto trust her. Everything he had done, his very presence,

was predicated on that.

"Ship Regidry.”

The Adventurer had no secure-entry touchpad, so Luke had to offer the
voice codes.

"Authorization verified," said theregigry cerk.

"Go ahead.”

"l need areport pulled on aprivate vessd."

"Yes, gr. Quick or comprehensve?'

"Thedifferenceis-" "The comprehensve includes everything that'sin
all of the linked databases--taxes, transfers, ports of cal, whatever

we have. On anything but abrand-new ship, that can be quite abit."

"Comprehengve," Lukesaid. "The ship isthe Star Morning, Teyr
registry, owned by--" "I haveit on my display, 9r," said the clerk.

"It takes up to an hour to pull acomprehensive. Would you like it
forwarded to your current hypercomm identifier when it's ready, or held
herefor your next cal?'

"Forward it," Luke said.
"Very well, ar. Isthere anything ese?"

Luke looked back over his shoulder and extended his sensesto confirm
that Akanah wasadeep. "Yes" hesaid onimpulse. "I'd likea
comprehensive pulled on askiff, aVVerpine Adventurer, registration
number NR80-109399, no name currently profiled, owner and home port
unknown--" "I haveit, sir. Would you like this report forwarded with

the other?'

"No," Luke sad. "Hold thisonefor me."



"Very well, ar. Isthere anything se?"

"No."

"Clear to closelink.”

"Closing link," Luke said, and reached for the controls.

Then he wondered why what he had just done made him fedl so unclean.

Akanah's nap lasted more than three hours, but the report from Ship
Registry had not yet arrived when she stirred. She said nothing to him
when she emerged from the deeper, disgppearing for severd minutes
behind the privacy screen of the refresher unit.

When she emerged, she had forgone the more flowing, multilayered
garment she had worn on the planet for the smple, close-fitting,
long-deeved one-piece she had worn for much of the jump to Teyr. When
shejoined him at the flight contrals, he caught the faint scent of the
freshener cabinet on her clothing.

"S0, have we a shadow?'
"None clumsy enough to giveitself avay yet, anyway," Luke said.

"There are eighteen ships--make that nineteen, now--in this outbound
corridor. In theory they're all heading for the Foless Crossroads, or
for Darepp.”

"Intheory?

"Under free-navigation rules, they don't havetofileflight plansand
announce thelr destinations--they just have to announce themsalves as
they leave here and when they get there."

Akanah leaned forward to study the navigationd display. "How did you
makeit display those identifiers?

When | was coming into Coruscant, al it showed me were those green
bars-it didn't tell me what they were."

"The display options are on the command menus.

But the basic digplay redly tdlsyou dl you need, most of thetime,”
Lukesad. "A green bar meansaship that isa safe distance away ona
noncollision course. Y elow bar, aship that's closer than the

standard spacing, but not on a collision course. Red bar, something on
an intercept course. Same rules for rocks, except the symbol isa
circle--like that one."

"So any red symbols mean danger.”



Luke nodded. "I'm sure this ship has some fairly obnoxiousdarms, and
collison-avoidance protocols.”

"What if someonefired amissleat us? Would it show up asared
bar?'

Frowning, Luke considered. "Probably asacircle, asthough it werea
fast-moving asteroidal body. Missiles don't send out recognition
sgnds, and skiffs don't have threat-recognition modulesin their
scanners.”

"I have never beeninawarship,” Akanah sad.

"Tel me--how doesthis compare with the cockpit of amilitary
Spacecraft?'

"Oh--worlds gpart,”" Luke said.
"How, exactly?'

"Well--in amilitary ship, the automated systems are there to support
the pilot--most everything that mattersis done with your hands on the
controls," Luke said.

"A ship likethisis designed to have the expert systemstake over as
much as possible, to protect casua pilots from making mistakes."

"So there are more controlsin afighter.”

"A lot more. Heck, acombat flight stick has almost as many controls
on it asthereare on thiswhole pand,” Luke said. "Most of what this
ship will let you do by yourself isburied three levelsdegp in the
command option displays.

She nodded. "Tell me, if we were pursued by awarship, or intercepted
by afighter how much could you do?"

Luke ran hisfingers back through his hair. "Less than you're probably
hoping,” he said. "It'snot atest I'd ook forward to."

"Not even with your reputation asapilot?’

" She's underpowered for real space, which meanswe can't run away. She
doesn't have true vector thrusters, which means sheé's not very agile,
despite her low mass. The nav shieldswould pop on thefirg hit, and

the hull would breach on the second--unless the second hit was from an
ion cannon.”

"What would happen then?"



"All the systemswould sizzle, and we'd be dead in space.” He showed a
rueful smile. "Piloting ability doesn't count for much then. And
reputations count for even less”

"So our only hope would be to jump to hyperspace before we were hit."
"That's about thesize of it."

Just then a sweet-toned signal sounded from the console, sartling
Akanah. "What isit? What'sthat?'

"Nothing to worry about,” Luke said as he leaned forward. "Incoming
hypercomm file transmission. A re port on the Star Morning. |
requested it from Coruscant while you were napping.”

Her eyesflashed angrily. "I asked you to wait until wed jumped.”

"Y ou also asked meto use my judgment,” Luke said. "Wecantdo a
quick jJump-and-go if were Sitting out there somewhere waiting for a
report to comein.

And | thought this report might have information we'd want in hand
before we commit to Atzerri."

"We're dready committed to Atzerri," she said ftiffly. "That'swhere
the scribing at Teyr told usto go."

"l want to look at the report,” Luke said. "Theway | seeit, the more
information we have, the better."

"All it can doismidead us" Akanah said. "l told you that we leave
no trail an outsider can follow."

Another, low-pitched tone sgnaled the end of the transmission.

"Then I'll count on you to keep me from getting lost,” Luke said,
bringing up the secondary display pand. "Y ou can look at thisor
not--but | haveto. | never have liked making decisonsin the
dark."

L uke had anticipated two possible reasons for the delay in the report's
ariva--and either avery thin or avery thick file, depending on
which wasto blame.

It was athick file, dmost overwhelming with detail. Star Morning,
ak.a Mandarin, ak.a. Pilgrim, ak.a. Congere, had had along history
before passing into the hands of the Fallanass and abusy history
snce

Built by the Kogus Design Syndic asa variation on an even older
Republic Seinar design, it was classed as a short-route liner despite



the deeper configuration of itsfifty-eight-passenger main cabin. At
forty-four meterslong and twenty-eight meters across the spade-shaped
twin-deck main hull, it was readily capable of planetary landings at

even the smallest spaceports and agood pilot might eventry a

dirt-field touchdown and get away with it. The hyperdrive was arather
ordinary Block 1, with dua fusion generators. But theion engines, a

pair of SoroSuub Viper 40s, would have been adequate for aship with a
ked mass haf again greater.

With legslike that, she could give the Falcon arun for her money,
Lukethought.

Moreinteresting than the specifications, though, was confirmation that
Star Morning was still the property of Kell Hath Corporation of Teyr,
and had been so continuoudy for the past fifteen years. The port call
list for that period ran to more than two hundred entries, with no
single port gppearing more than three times, and most entries unique.

Y ou've tramped around, Luke mused as he skimmed thelist. | haven't
even heard of most of these places.

The list was spotty, obviousy incomplete. There were many stretches

of amonth or longer--well more than the ship's rated stand-alone
endurance--with no port callslisted. But afootnote explained that

early records from some Alliance worlds were unavail able, records from
worlds heavily involved in the war wereincomplete or had been
destroyed, and some recently acquired records hadn't yet been
processed.

"THE ABSENCE OF DATA SHOULD NOT IN AND OF ITSELF BE CONSIDERED
INDICATIVE OF PROSCRIBED TRAVEL OR ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES," read the
disclamer at thetop of the port cal list.

That didn't stop L uke from wondering and speculating.

The longest gap, afew days short of ayear, sarted just three months
after the name Mandarin had been burned off the hull. The gap began
weeks before the Battle of Endor and continued through the worst of the
fighting of the last year of the war againg the Empire.

According to the record in front of Luke, Star Morning had |eft Motexx
fully loaded, heading for Gowdawl under acharter license. Theliner
wasn't seen again until she turned up, cabin and cargo holds empty, at
Arat Fraca some three hundred days later.

All things considered, that was agood timefor an unarmed liner tolie
up in port or another safe haven. But where had she gone? Motexx and
Arat Fracalay nearly two sectors apart, separated not only by
thousands of light-years, but also by the unnavigable Black Nebulain
Parfadi, with itstwin supermassive neutron stars. And what had
happened to the passengers from Motexx?



There was no record that Star Morning had ever berthed at Gowdawl.

Another port conspicuous by its absence was Atzerri. Star Morning's

first destination after Teyr had been Darepp. In the weeks that

followed, it wandered erratically toward the Rim, stopping & colony

worlds named 23 Mere, Yisgga, New Polokia, Fwiis, and Bab-badod before
turning back toward the heart of the gdaxy and, intime, its

gppointment at Motexx. Asbest Luke could determine with the

Adventurer's navicom, the closest Star Morning had come to Atzerri was

en route to Fwiismbut without enough unaccounted timefor it to have

made a 150-light-year sidetrip.

Lukefdt himsdlf girding for an argument with Akanah. The Fallanass
didn't go Straight to Atzerri from Teyr--so why isit so important that

we do? Did they know when they left that they would end up there? Why
didn't the pointer point to Darepp? | wish | knew exactly what the
message at the commond said.

But it wasthe third discovery Luke sifted from the report that seemed

the most urgent. That was the one that prompted him to leave his couch

and go back to the service access compartment, where Akanah was putting
on agood show of being otherwise occupied.

Akanah'svehiclefor that was what L uke thought of as her stretching
exercises and what she cdlled active meditation. At that particular
moment she was Sitting with eyes closed and, without evident stress,
with her ankles crossed behind her neck. A light touch of thetips of
her forefingers on the deck pad maintained her upright balance.

"Found something," he said quietly, and waited for her to acknowledge
him. When that acknowledgment was dow in coming, he added,
"Akanah?'

Drawing a deep breath, she let her body roll forward and unfold, then
sat back up in amore conventiona position. Her eyes opened dowly,
and her gaze was seady. "What did you find?"

"Star Morning,” Luke said. "For most of the last few months, she's
been way over in Farana, on the far side of the Corporate Sector. But
sheput in a Vulvarch not twelve hours ago.”

"Why do you think that that's important?’

"Vulvarchisjug thirty-four light-yearsaway," Luke said. "We could
be therein half thetimeit would take usto get to Atzerri. Less

then half."

"The ship isnot important,” Akanah said. "Our path leadsto
Atzeri."



"That path's overgrown with fifteen years of bramble," Luke said.

"Look at what's happened so far--the chances are that al well find on
Atzerri isanother message telling usto go somewhere else, to Darepp,
or Bab-badod, or Arat Fraca. Star Morning's been all over the gaactic

"The ship isnot important,” Akanah repested. "It'sa
tool--property.

Weweretold to go to Atzerri."

"Anything or anyone waiting for us on Atzerri has been waiting fifteen
years and can wait afew more days," Luke said, growing frustrated with
her stubbornness.

"But thislead isonly twelve hours old. If we jump right now, we
should be able to reach VVulvarch before Star Morning liftsagain.”

She shook her head. "Wewon't find the circle there."

Lukestone betrayed hisimpatience. "The same pilot's been listed for
the ship since Kdll Plath took it over.

She hasto be one of you, or at least in the know.

Akanah, we could spend months following the circles movements over
fifteen years. But Star Morning could send us-—-maybe even take
us--right to where the Fallanass are today. | thought that was what
you wanted.”

"I'll follow theway left for me," Akanah said. "It'swhat | know.
It'swhat | was promised--the way home will be marked."

Luketurned hisface away, one hand clenched in afist a hisside,
then retreated to the forward compartment.

When he had shed the anger, he returned. She had already resumed her
meditation.

"Will you at least talk to them before we jump out of here?' Luke

asked. "l have Star Morning's hypercomm receiver address--I can set up
asecurelink for you. Y ou can have dl the privacy you want to

exchange whatever recognition signs you need to with the crew. Maybe
they can save us at least one wasted trip.”

"No," Akanah said without looking up. "They can't."

"Why not?'



She paused and turned her faceto him. "Even if the crew of the ship
isof thecircle, they will never reved themsdvesto astranger such
adistance avay. As| will not reveal mysdlf to anyone | cannot fed
inthe Current.

The outward signs and spoken words are only ritua--the recognition
liesin sensing another adept beside you.

I'm sorry."

Her refusal |eft Luke wordlesswith frustration, and shesaw it in his
eyes.

Y ou should understand,” she said. "It's the same with you and those
like you. The only recognition that mattersiswhat you fed here."

She tapped between her breasts with three fingers of her |eft hand.
"That isthetruth that can never deceive.”

The dispute hung in the air between them as unspoken suspicion and
resentment.

A kanah did not try to forbid Luke to contact Star Morning on his own.

But she hovered close enough to the flight stationsto make it
impossible for Luke to do so without her knowledge. It was absolutely
clear that she meant to prevent any more surpriseslike the one that
had greeted her after her nap.

For his part, though he had said nothing of it, Luke had aready
concluded that hailing the other ship without Akanah's cooperation
could only be counterproductive.

And since he had reluctantly accepted her decision and resigned himself
to taking Mud Sloth to Atzerri, he resented her vigilant scrutiny.

Her scrutiny aso prevented L uke from collecting the report on the Mud
Sotb's higtory, which was surely ready for himin Ship Registry's
Pending queue. His discoveriesin the Star Morning report and Akanah's
stubbornness over Atzerri made him more curious than ever to seeit.

But that curiosity was being thwarted, leaving him doubly resentful and
harboring some suspicions of hisown.

When the time came to jump out from Teyr, Luke handled the details
without announcing them to Akanah, then climbed into the bunk to deep
through the short hop he had programmed. When he did, he purposefully
|eft the Star Morning report open on the flight station's secondary
display. Whether Akanah was tempted by that invitation, he did not
know. Opening wide his connection to the Force, Luke alowed the



discordant emotionsto bleed away, and he was adegp within minutes.

Three hours out from Teyr, the Verpine Adventurer dropped out of
hyperspace as programmed. Climbing out of the bunk, Luke found a
friendly smile for Akanah, who managed a quick, somewnheat tired smilein
return.

lessyou know some reason not to,” Luke said, diding into the pilot's
Seet.

"No," shesaid. "Do you need privecy?'
Luke shook his head and keyed the hypercomm.

"Nothing secret here--just limited access." Hetried another smile and
found it fill felt sincere. "Theres ashortage of privacy here,

anyway."

It took only afew minutesto put in his requests, and the responses
garted coming back immediately.

L uke chose not to mention that al seven additiond worldsfor which he
requested backgrounders were onetime ports of call for Star Morning.

If she recognized the names from reading the report, she would know his
reason.

If not, it would never be anissue.
"I'm going to start my ingpection,” Luke said, sanding.
"May | look at thesefiles?'

"Of course" Luke said. "It'sbetter if you do, infact. Asl sad,
no secrets. I'll bein earshot--fed freeto talk to meif you find
something you think | should know."

Theinterior ingpection took nearly an hour. Beginning at the rear of

the skiff'ssmall service compartment, Luke systematically opened every
removable pane and access door inside the ship, searching for anything
that looked asif it might not belong. His examination turned up a
clumsy retrofit to the water recycler that accounted for one of the
Adventurer's eccentricities, and haf adozen lost objects of the
dipped-through-the-cracks variety, but nothing more.

"I don't understand why the spaceport wouldn't alow servicework in
the parking area," Akanah said when hergoined her.

"Probably protecting the interests of the ship serviceslicensee. Have
to keep those maintenance bays full, you know." Luke gestured toward
the digplays. "Interesting reading?’



"Therésno Fight Control Zone a Atzerri," she said. "We can jump
right into orbit if we like and pick our own landing site--all the
spaceports are indepen dent. There's not much government of any kind
there, it seems”

"I've been on Free Trader worlds before," Luke said. "Free Traders are
the closet anarchists of the galaxy.

If they could figure out how to do without any government at dl and
not risk losing their finer things to bandits, they wouldn't
hestate.

Even asit is, they tend to tolerate alot of fighting over the
scraps.

Y ou don't want to be poor or ow on aFree Trader world."

Luke missed thelook that crossed her face, but he felt the shiver of
revulson. "Carratoswas alot like that, after the Imperia garrison
left,” shesad. "l should fed right a home."

"But would the Fallanass 7'

"What do you mean?"

"It just doesn't strike me as any more your people's sort of place than
Teyr was," said Luke. "Did you find anything in the background to
suggest why they would go there--much less stay there?'

"They're your people, too," she said with asad little smile. "I don't
have an answer to your question. Perhaps being what it ismadeit a
better place to disappear.”

"| supposethat could be an answer."

"Let'snot guess,” shesad. "Isthe ship clean?’

"I couldn't find anything."

"Then let'sgo. Let'sgo directly to Atzerri."

"I'm not saying there aren't people who could hidethings | couldn't
find," Lukewarned.

"l know that."
"Wedl--let's seeif adirect routeis availablefrom here" Luke said,

turning to the astrogator. "'I'd been planning to line it up with the
next one."



They jumped out twenty minutes later, with the report on the Mud Soth
gill waiting for him on Corus-cant.

The kiff had away of getting smdler thelonger they wereinit, and
the recent tensions had accelerated the process. As soon asthey were
on their way to Atzerri, Akanah and Luke resumed deeping in shifts.

It worked largely because the active noise-canceling system in the bunk
was effective enough that the curtain divided the ship into two worlds,
dark and light, awake and adeep. For most of aday's cycle, no matter
which side of the curtain they were on, both Luke and Akanah could
enjoy theilluson of being aone on the ship. They alowed just

enough time between shiftswith both awake to avoid military-style
hot-bunking--though L uke could usudly catch Akanah's gentle scent on
the pillow even after heturnediit.

The jump to Atzerri wasalong one. Thetravelers did not have much to
say to each other at the first turn--she was impatient for bed and he

to read the diplomatic files. It waslittle different at the second

turn, when the conversation was polite and perfunctory.

By thethird, they were both just lonely enough again to welcome some
company and to linger together inidie tak. And by thefourth, Luke
ventured to broach asubject that had kept touching his thoughtsin the
time he spent done.

"Akanah--if teling me what the scribing says violates your oath, why
doyoudoit?'

"Because | consider you one of us," she said, her expresson carrying a
hint of surprise. "Y ou are un-trained-you are not an adept--but you
areFdlanass.”

"Why? Because my mother was--is?"'

"That, and because of the potentia within you, given proof by your
skill with the Force."

Luke returned to the pilot's couch and curled up Sdewaysiniit. "How
do people become part of the circle?"

"Curiogty isnot sufficient--which | hazard you know. Some are born
toit. Some cometoit. Isit any different in your discipline?'

"Born with the gift, do you mean, or born to someone who aready
belongs, to atrained adept?’

"Isthe gift not in the blood?"

"Sometimesit seemsthat way. Sometimesit seemsasif the talent goes
wild, dmost asif the Force choosesits own," Luke said, turning on



his back and propping one foot on the control panel.
"Why, what do you mean?"'

"L ook at the way the Jedi are coming back," said Luke. "The Empire
hunted us so relentlesdy that most everyone who escaped thought they
werethe only Jedi left. But it isn't just that afew solitarieswho

were hiding have resurfaced. I've found students with no family

history whatsoever, in species that were never represented beforein
the Order."

"Some of your number may have been adventurous travelers,” said
Akanah.

"On Carratos, | heard many jokes about how the Emperor spent his
evenings. If aJedi deepsaone, surdy it must be by choice, asit
iswithyou."

"Areyou saying that you expected me to warm a bed with you?' Luke
sad. "l didn't think that was our bargain.”

"No," shesaid. "l never expected that."
"Then what are you saying?"

"That Luke Skywalker could have ahundred children by now. A
thousand.”

"That'scrazy."
"No---that'sthe smple truth. There are different rules for heroes
and roydty, and you're seen as alittle of both. Y ou can't be unaware

of that."

Luke frowned and looked away. "I don't know how to be afather to one
child, much lessathousand.”

"Y ou wouldn't need to know," she said. "Their mothers wouldn't expect
it. They would be grateful enough for the gift."

"I'd expect it of me," he said, and firmly steered the conversation
back on course. "We were taking about my being an honorary member of
the circle--" "Not honorary,” she corrected.

"Novice"

"Novice, then. But there's an exception in your oath for people like
me?'

"Every adept hasthe right to judge and the duty to teach,” she said.



"I've made my judgment.”

"And therest?' Luke asked. "We've had many hours together--why
haven't you started to teach me?"

"But | have," shesaid. "I've asked you to think about what you know
and believe. To go beyond that, the novice must ask for the door to be
opened. But you aren't ready to think of yourself as a student
again--not yet. Y ou run too well and easily to go back to crawling.”

"No," Luke said, shaking hishead. "To be a Jedi isto be aseeker. A
Jedi isawayslearning. It'sonly on the dark side that one becomes
obsessed with knowing, and impressed with doing.”

"Theresatouch of the dark side," Akanah said dowly, "in the way you
cling to the privilege of killing, and resst the teaching I've offered

you. A hint of amind that has settled on answers and resentsb eing
chdlenged with new questions.”

L uke toyed with the lacing on hislongshirt as he considered her
words.

"Youmay beright," hesadfinaly.

"I found the Force a atime when what | needed was power. | wanted a
wegpon to protect my friends, not enlightenment. | was thinking of war
againg the Empire, not peace with the universe. Perhaps something of
that lingersin how | see mysdf. I'll think oniit."

"Good," shesaid. ™Y our words give me hope. And hopeisthe beginning
of everything worthwhile."

Luke sat up and turned toward her. "Akanah--1 do want you to teach
me," hesaid. "l want to learn to read scribing. Y ou were able to
help me seeit. Can you teach meto seeit without your hel p?

"Yes But that isn't thefirst lesson,” shesaid. "That will come
|ater.”

"Don' you think there's reason enough to change the curriculum?’
"What reason?"

"Insurance,”" Luke said. "If we're going to follow your way, the marked
way, to thecirdle, finding and reading the Sgns|eft in the Current
iscrucid. But if only one of us can read them--" "I won't missany
sgns,”" Akanah said, shaking her head. "' Or misread them."

"What if we become separated? Y ou said that in your mind, I'm
Falanass. If that's so, then these Sgns are meant for me as
wdl."



"Commitment must be based on morethan need,” Akanah said. "I'm
sorry.

Thetimeian't right for what you ask.”

Lukefrowned. "Areyou afraid that I'll go off and try to finish this
journey without you?'

"No," said Akanah. "Would you dlow your student'simpatience to
dictate the sequence and timing of hisingruction? Would you give him
the secret that could most compromise you before he had affirmed the
principlesthat most define you?'

"Do you want me to take the oaths of the circle, tOO?"

"Yes," shesad. "But only when you're ready, and you are not
ready--and only for the right reason, and thisis not the right
reason.”

"Then how can | give you the assurances you want?
How do | show you that I'm ready?"

"Choose to leave your weapon behind when we land at Atzerri," she
sad.

"If you do that, you will have shown me something. That would be a
beginning.”

Resting his elbows on his knees, L uke pressed afist into a cupped hand

and stared down over it at the deck.

"I'll haveto think about that, too," he said findly, sanding. "If |
doit, I want it to befor the right reason--not just to pay atutor
for my next lesson.”

She smiled warmly. "I knew | was right about you," shesaid. "You
will be welcomed by the circle, when the time comes.”

He nodded, lips pressed together, as he edged between the couches and
toward the bunk. But hisface must have said something moreto her,

for she stood and called after him, "Are you having doubts about me,
Luke?'

Luke paused, onefoot in the bunk’s step-up, and looked back. "There
arethings| don't understand, and things | wonder about,” he said.

"Isthat the same as 'having doubts? | don't know."

"Itis" shesad. "Why don't you ever ask me about these 'things?



I'm not afraid of your questions. Are you afraid of my answers?'
"Hardly that."
"Of giving offense with your curiogty, then.”

"Perhaps”

"I'm not easily offended. Ask me something now, and perhaps therell
be one less mystery to trouble your deep.”

Luke turned toward her, bringing both feet back to the deck. "All
right,” hesaid. "How isit you cameto buy this ship? Why didn't you
go to Lucazec when you'd saved the price of passage? That had to be
far lessthan the price you paid for this ship. It seemsyou could

have gone there years ago. | don't understand why you didn't.”

"l dmogt did, Sx yearsago,” she said, with awistful smile. "'l had
the price of passage, asyou say. | could have gotten mysdlf to
ldtra. The temptation was dmost beyond resisting.”

L uke gestured with one hand. "And?"

"If I had gone, | would have been trapped there," she said. "l

would've been on Lucazec, yes, but | would've been poor again. On
Carratos, at least, there were busy ports, and | knew how to earn

enough to keep some. Y ou saw L ucazec--there's not enough wealth there
to take by theft or marriage, much less by honest work."

"So you waited."

"Therewasredly no choice,” Akanah said. "I redlized | needed to buy
mysalf more than passage off Carratos--I needed to buy mysdlf freedom
from ever living likethat again. | have nothing but this ship, Luke,

and afew credits-but | have this ship. Though with your perquisites
asahero, you may not understand how much that meansto me."

"No," Lukesaid. "l understand. | remember what it felt liketo be
trapped on Tatooine."

"Then have | answered your question? Do you understand now?"

Luke nodded. "All except for this-when you findly got the ship, why
did you comefor mefirst? Why Coruscant and not L ucazec?'

"Because when | dreamed of returning to latra, you were dwaysthere,”
Akanah said gently. "Which puzzled me, until | redized what it meant
that | was supposed to take you with me. That | wasto bring you to
thecircle. That you belong there.”



Almost to his surprise, though not to his displeasure, Luke found that
he believed her answers. They had the smple directness of emotional
truth.

But for some reason, they did not make it any easier for himto
deep.

Chapter 8
"-Tdos Spaceport, Atzerri."
Akanah glanced sideways a Luke. "May |? she asked.

"Of course," Luke said with an offering gesture, settling back inthe
pilot's couch.

"Taos Spaceport, thisisMud Soth," Akanah said.
"What's your berth price for twenty meters and under?'
"What currency will you be payingin?'

"New Republic credits,”" she said.

"Nine hundred for thefirst two days, including landing feesand
topping your consumables. One hundred a day beyond that. But if
you're staying longer than ten days, we can start you with long-term
ratesfrom thethird day."

"Tdos, you must have mistaken mefor arube,” said Akanah. "Because
those can't be anything but rube rates.”

"Those are the published rates as of thefirgt of the month,” the
spaceport controller said. "Nine hundred to plop and fill, ahundred a
day for thelockup. | don't have any latitude on that."

"Tdos, | sad twenty meters, not two hundred,” said Akanah. "And I'm
only renting the berth, not buy ing it. So why don't you start again,
and thistimetry not to beinsulting.”

"Nine hundred to plop, ahundred aday for the lockup,” the controller
repeated. "Do you want it, or not? There aren't that many spaces
avaladle”

"Redly?1 would have thought al your berths would be empty, seeing
as Skreekais landing thelittle stuff for six hundred, with five days
lockup included.”

"Skreekaisrun by thieves," the controller said.

"Their lockups have the worst security on the continent.”



"You'll haveto give us abetter reason than that not to go there,"
Akanah said. "After dl, you've dready tried to rob me."

"One moment, Mud Soth." A ydlow light glowed on the comm display.

"Watch," Akanah said to Luke. "Helll come back with a better offer and
say his supervisor authorized it.

But it'sal amatter of how much of hismargin heswilling to give up
to keep usfrom going to Skreeka.

Whatever he comes back with, you can be sureit's above the port's
interna rates-helll make sure he gets something out of this.”

"l didn't think you were so well traveled.”

She amiled. "'l stayed close to the ports on Carratos, and | listened
wdl."

"When did you get the quote from Skreeka?"
"Oh, | madeit up."
The yellow indicator winked out and was replaced by a green one.

"Taos Spaceport. We seethisisyour first visit here. My supervisor
doesn't want to see you taken advantage of by those scoundrels at
Skreeka. He's authorized a one-time courtesy rate---five hundred to
land and load up, seventy-five aday. That'sthe very best | can do
for you, and I'd take t, if | wereyou. Trust mewhen | tell you,

we're not making acredit at those prices. And | don't care whereyou
go, anyone who asks you for lessis gonnafind someway to get the
difference back fromyou."

"Thank your supervisor for me," Akanah said. "We accept."

"A good decison,” the controller said. "As soon as you transmit your
authorization, well put you on the beam.”

Theindicator turned red, then blacked out completely as Akanah turned
her head toward Luke. "All yours, dear,” she said, smiling swestly.

"We have areservation.”

Docking Bay A13 reminded Luke of asmaler verson of theMosEidey
facility inwhich he first encountered the Millennium Falcon. The

design was smilar, and the amenities were as ol d-fashioned--hand
umbilicas, amachine shop without a single tool-and-die droid,
mechanica locks, and no storm cover.



"l can't believe| paid them five hundred for this™ Akanah said with
disgus, raising her handswide. "This berth must be ahundred years
old. It'sbeen paid for twenty timesover."

"Discount rates," Luke said, securing the last of the umbilicalsto the
Adventurer'sthree propulsion systems.

"Can't expect luxury accommodations.”

"Or to be dedlt with honestly. We overpaid by half, or more. | hope
they enjoyed their little joke."

"It doesn't matter,” Luke said. "Thiswill do. Shal we take alook
in ship's supplies and seeif therésafood pack old enough to fit Mud
Sloth's reprocessor?”

"I'll leave that to you," Akanah said, shouldering her bag. "I haveto
go."

Luke emerged from under the repulsorlift "wing" of the skiff. "What
areyou talking about?"

"I haveto do thisby mysdf," said Akanah.
IIWI,V?I
"If the Fallanass are here, | must gpproach them alone,” she said.

"If | take you with me, they won't et themsalves be found. They won't
seeyou as| seeyou.

They'll only seeyou asan outsider.”
"What am | supposed to do while you're off by yoursaf?*

"Y ou can stay here. I'll come back for you if | find them--you know |
will. And I'll come back to you if | don't."

"What if | don't want to stay here?"

"Then do your own exploring in the city. Go where you like. Do what
pleasesyou. If you're not herewhen | return, I'll wait for you,"
Akanah said. "All | ask isthat you not follow me. Y ou'd only hinder
our purpose here."

"Thisdoesn't fed right to me," Luke said. "Why can't we go together,
likewedid on Lucazec, and Teyr?"

"Because | knew that the circle had left Lucazec, and Norikahad |eft
Teyr," shesad. "But | do not know that they have left Atzerri."



"l didn't realize you were embarrassed to be seen with me," Luke said
wiyly.

"Please understand--if you leave the docking bay, it will beasLi
Stonn. Yes?'

"Y$"

"But the others can piercethat illusion, just asl did,” Akanah
sad.

"If were seen together, or you follow me, they'll think you'rea
deceiver, athreat. They'll wait for achance to approach me when I'm
aone. But if you're recognized, | don't know what they will do. They
might decide to stay hidden from me, fearing I've been turned. They
might even decideto leave Atzerri. We can't risk that. | haveto go
dore”

A deep frown creased Luke'sface. Everything she said was perfectly
reasonable. But everything she said felt Completely wrong. "I don't
likethe idea of usbeing separated. Especidly here.”

"Do you still think | need your protection?’ she asked. "I've been

living around thiskind of petty evil for most of my life. | know
them--street bangers, body davers, drug dedlers, turf warriors,
blackmailers, and the cold-eyeswho just enjoy making someone scream.

| got caught afew times and hurt afew times, but | learned. | got
stronger, | got smarter, and | became my own protector.

I'll befine, Luke."
"All right," Luke said, reluctantly surrendering.

"But | should at least know where you're going--in case you don't come
back. In case you run into something you're not expecting. Something

not so 'petty"."

"That'sfair," she agreed. "But give me enough time to do what | need
to. Promise that you won't come looking for me until--let's say until
I've been gone three days with no word."

Luke shot her adishdieving look. "Three days?

That'slong enough for someone to grab you and be hafway to the Tion
Hegemony."

She laughed. "The last man who tried to grab me only wanted to take me
asfar asthedley,” shesad.

"Three minuteslater, he knew hed made amistake.”



"All right," Lukesaid. "But | ill don't understand why you need
three days."

"I shouldn't," Akanah said. "That'swhy you should comelook for me
then. I'm going to the Pem-blehov Didtrict, north of the park.”

"That'sdl you're going to tell me?"

"That'sdl | cantell you," Akanah said. "Good-bye, Luke. I'll be
back for you assoon as| can.”

After Akanah left, Lukefirst took sometimeto explore behind all the
doors of the docking bay.

The public showers and refresher were overdue for a cleaning, no doubt
dueto the fifty-credit cleaning fee.

But the prosgpect of ared six-head unlimited-water space’s shower was
too appedling to resist. Luke vouched for the additiona charge and
secured the door so that the automated scrubdown and sterilization
could begin.

Luketried to get even on the day rummaging through the lockers of
ship's supplies. To his surprise, there were two K-18 food packs--both
out of date, but not too badly so. He installed the older of the two

in the skiff's reprocessor and tested it, then found stowage for the

other in the crowded belly bay. The portmaster would nick his account
again for returning only one empty, but not enough to dissuade him.

When scavenging paed, Luke turned to tinkering.

The control sysemstermina offered an extensveligt of flight system
upgrades, with adata card burner right beside it. Mot of the skiff's

flight systemswere out of date, but Luke located half adozen

aftermarket upgrades and coaxed Mud Soth into taking them. All of
them came up virus-free-something he hadn't expected, considering the
source. But the navigation upgrade spotted L uke's handiwork on the FCZ
interlock, forcing him to restore the origind, blissfully unaware

package.

Intime Luke had done al the tinkering he could without risking having
something crucid arrayed in pieces on the bench or the bay floor at an
awkward moment.

He then took advantage of the open space insde the bay to work his
first complete set of Jedi training drills since leaving Coruscant.

Working both with and without hislightsaber, he patiently went through
the complex exercises which brought him to a profound state of restful
clarity.



It wasin this sate that he felt most keenly the truth and the wisdom
of the smple words There is no emotion; thereis peace. Thereisno
ignorance; thereisknowledge. Thereisno passion; thereis

serenity.

Thereisno death; there isthe Force. The peace, the knowledge, and
the serenity were giftsthat came with his surrender to the Force and
with his connection through the Forceto all that was.

Sustaining that clarity was dwaysthe chalenge. In theisolation of
aDagobah, the Jundland Wastes, or a hermitage on afrozen shore, an
experienced Jedi could preservethat inner state indefinitely.

But the chaos of the rea world was another matter.

When ego returned, so did will. The surrender became tainted, the
connection flawed. The clarity gradudly dipped away under the
continuous assault of dementary drives and passions. Eventhe
greatest of the masters needed to perform the practice regularly lest
they lose the discipline that made them what they were.

The drillswere as much atest for the body as for the mind, and the
docking bay's newly sanitized shower brought a blissful peaceto
muscles that were telling L uke they had not been properly exercised in
too long. He stood for along time in the place where the Six needle

jets converged, letting the water flowing down his body become another
meditation.

When Lukefinally emerged from the shower and once again donned his
clothes, he alowed himsdlf to check the skiff's chronometer and see
how long Akanah had been gone.

Barely six hours had passed.

Standing beside the skiff's bow, Luke looked around the bay.

Inexplicably, it seemed much smaler when viewed through the prospect
of spending the next severa daysthere.

Donning hishooded cloak, L uke secured the skiff, locked the docking
bay--bending a pin so that only he could unlock it again--and went out
into the night.

As helooked out across the spaceport and at the lights of Talos
beyond, his hand--out of habit--went to the place at his hip where his
lightsaber usudly hung.

Hisfingersfound only air, which puzzled him for just an ingant.

Then he drew the face of Li Stonn down over his own and waked on.



It was a much-remarked irony that very little was free on aFree Trader
world. Walking and bregthing were among the few activitieswithout a
price tag--though some said that was only because the Traders
Coadlition hadn't figured out how to deny those amenities to those who
wouldn't pay.

But there was atwenty-credit service fee to enter Talos, which crowded
up against the spaceport boundary in classic Free Trader fashion.

Virtualy anything could be bought on Atzerri, and no smdl part of the
catalog could be had within five hundred meters of Taos spaceport's
three entrances. Every mgjor trader in the city had at least one of

the kiosk-size satellite storefronts that crowded aong the broad
boulevards|eading to the cabs and hire shops aong the flyway ramp.

The narrow little stores were aggressively gaudy and loud. Multistory
display panels above their doorways graphicaly hawked their wares
while door barkers made promises and entresties shoppers were well
advised to ignore. Every shop dong the boulevard was willing to
refund service fees and provide express transport to the sponsor'smain
location. Some sent small armies of droids out to stand outside
competitors doorsteps with even sweseter offers.

The entire purpose of Traders Plaza was to snap up as many newly
arrived "greens' as possible. Oncethey were safely away from
competitors, they could be worked at leisure or steered to other
members of atrading dliance--ascratchback, in Atzerri argot. The
scratchback networks were elaborate. There was nothing a Free Trader
hated more than having awilling buyer and seeing a competitor get the
e

Luke surveyed the offeringsin Traders Plaza with amixture of wonder
and horror. The last time he had been on aFree Trader world, it had
been to try to buy wegpons for the Rebellion, and there had been no
time for browsing the commercid digtricts. Few of the offeringsin

the plaza had any apped to him now, but his curiosity went beyond the
personal.

Information brokers offered religious, political, and technical

secrets. Theforbidden vices of ten thousand worlds were available
openly and without shame. Traderswho called themselvesfacilitators
arranged persona experiences. Embargoed technol ogies were readily
available dongside unlicensed copies of commercid products.

Librarians sold entertainments in every known medium without respect to
content or copyright.

Though Luke 'had prepared himsdlf to resist the blandishments of the
sdllers on Traders Plaza, his resistance was broken down by one
unexpected offering on the diplay board of The Galactic Archives. He



accepted a credit tab from the barker outside, then stepped into the
tiny storefront.

"Welcome! Welcometo The Galactic Archives, your one-stop source for
everything that'sworth knowing," said the hook, greeting himwith a
broad, oily amile.

"Whatever you want, we havemor well get it for you, free. What did
you Say your name was?"

"Li Stonn."

"Li Stonn, walking through that door is going to be one of the best
decisonsyou ever made. When you leave us, you're going to leave
satisfied--but you're not going to want to leave, because we have
everything. Did you see something particular that you were interested
in?

Don't be shy about asking--" L uke pointed upward. "Y ou had an ad up
just afew moments ago. Something about the lost secrets of the

Jedi--" "Oh, excellent choice--ared find. We just added that to our
catalog, and it's aready abest-sdller. Absolutely authentic

materia, answers dl the questionswe dl have about the secret

masters of the galaxy." The hook pressed a bright blue tab the same.

Size and shape as the credit tab into Luke's hand. " For security
reasons, al our sengtive documents are available only & our central
archiveslocation. Just give these tabsto any trading agent when you
arrive. Would you like acourtesy cab?'

Dud display screensin the back of the cab subjected Luketo a
concentrated dose of Galactic Archives advertisng-advertisng that
seemed to betailored to the request he had made at the satellite
shop.

The offeringsincluded Emperor Pal patine's Principles of Power, a
private publication for Imperiad Moffs; the Sith book of offeringsand
rituas; the H'kig book of laws; and the secrets of forming Bilar-type
claga group-minds, among others--with aspecia discount if Luke took
any three or more. Most of the documents were undoubtedly frauds, and
none tempted L uke beyond idle curiosity over the skillfulness of the
fraud.

When Luke reached the traders central Site, negotiating the price of
his purchase required most of an hour, two attemptsto leave
empty-handed, and a promise to bring afriend back to The Galactic
Archiveswith him.

Thefina agreement brought the price down from two thousand credits
for the Jedi file to nine hundred for the file and a pocket datapad.



By then night had settled solidly over Tdos, and the bustle of

activity had shifted away from the commerce digtrict, leaving the
flyways and walks there nearly empty. Luke walked west, drawn by a
bright nightglow in the sky. Twice he was agpproached from the shadows,
but the weak minds of hiswould-be attackers were eadly influenced by
asimple projection of doubt, and they retreated to await' easier

prey.

The nightglow came from the lights of a sprawling and boisterous
entertainment digtrict, The Revels. He could hear that it waswell

named long before he reached the district boundary and paid the genera
admisson.

Thewakswere jostling-full with visitors bent on pleasure, and the
arr wasfull of loud voices, laughter, and the music escaping from
dozens of rec centers, casinos, and club bars.

Li Stonnwandered The Reveslooking for aplaceto sit undisturbed and
read about The Secrets of Jedi Power. Luke Skywalker wandered The
Revdsligtening, watching, and trying to understand what drew so many
and gtirred in them such a desperately fevered energy.

With the effects of his exerciseslingering, the pleasures offered on
the banner displays of the clubs and rec centers seemed shallow and
uninviting.

Beapiratefor anight at Tawntoom Territory-Play Point 5 whereit was
invented! New games every five minutes! Ninety-percent payoffdl

Near-Desth Experiences! Wak Right to the Edge with our Master
Torturersand Million-Credit I nsurance!

Meleel--Any Weapon, Any Target! The Ultimate Personal Combat
Smuletor!

The Daughters of the Erapath Princess Know Exactly What Y ou Need-Arena
Shock-Bal Now with Ultracharge!

Li Stonn was no more interested than Luke. But there were no placesto
St outdoors--not even ahaf-wall or aledge--and no peace from the
crowd or the hookmen. The managers of The Revels had cannily decided
that if avisitor needed to ret, it should be somewhere indoors, where
the average sest turned a hundred credits an hour in drinks, food, and
services,

Facing that prospect, Luke decided to leave The Revels and return to
the docking bay. It was possible that Akanah had aready returned--and
if she had not, hewould at least have quiet for his reading.

But making hisway to the outgate, L uke turned a corner and was taken
aback by the brilliantly lit exterior of aclub bar called Jabba's



Throne Room. Performing Nightly--The Origina Max Rebo Band, said the
scroll. Vist Jabba's Guest Quarterswith a Pleasure Save. Facethe
Mighty Rancor in the Pit of Death-Driven by an outraged curiosity, Luke
joined the line and paid the membership charge without haggling.

Inside, he descended acurving flight of stairsinto aremarkably
faithful copy of the throne room in Jabba's desert palace on
Tatooine.

Some of the dimensions had been stretched to accommodate more tablesin
front of the bandstand and around the rancor pit, but the architecture
and atmosphere were authentic.

"Why, it'sjust like the Pdace Museum,” Li Stonn said to the tall and
elegantly dressed Twi'lek barring the way at the bottom of the
dairs.

"I'm afraid my master Jabbaisaway on busness," said the Bib Fortuna
look-alike, nodding toward the empty dais. "But I'm having alittle
party in hisabsence, and | hope you'l enjoy yoursdlf." His

head-tails stirred in sgnal, and one of the scantily clad dancing
girlshurried to him.

"Yes, Lord Fortuna," the server said.
"Oola, thisisafriend of mine," said the mgor-domo.
"Treat himwdl. Find him a seet at my best table.”

The samefiction was carried through everywhere else--an Ortolan
keyboardist leading ajizz-wailer trio on the bandstand, the roaring of

the rancor underfoot, an annoying Kowakian monkey-lizard skittering
around the room stealing food and cackling rudely, even a carbon-frozen
Han Solo hanging in the display acove. But abusy kitchen was
concealed down the corridor to the servant's quarters, and the price
card "Ooala’ |eft for him included various services available upstairs

in the guest quarters and downstairs in Jabba's dungeon.

It was tastel ess and explaitative, but the music was surprisingly
agreegble, the roast nerf was tantalizing, and the clientdle was
markedly more subdued than their counterparts out on thewalks. Li
Stonn ordered adrink and the executioner's cut of nerf, refused al
other offerswith apolite smile, and settled in to discover the truth
quotient of The Secrets of the Jedi.

Shortly after hismed arrived, Luke's consciousness was pricked by
hearing afamiliar name spoken at anearby table Leias. He looked

up, fearing that the evening's entertainment at Jabba's Throne Room
would be adance by adave-girl-Leialook-aike. But the band was on
abreak and the transparisted dance platform over the rancor pit
deserted.



L uke extended his awareness, seeking the voice and the conversation
that had intruded.

"Thisl| lead to war," the woman was saying. "And bravo for that. The
Republic has every right to dap the Y evetha down for what they've
done."

"That'snonsense," her companion--adender Lafran--retorted. "It's
like going into someone ese's home to break up an argument.

Completely ingppropriate.”

"We're not talking about an argument. We're talking about murder.”
"It's till their business, not ours.”

"You can't just let them get away with murder.”

"What does it matter to us what anyone does outside our borders? If we
try to police the whole galaxy, well dways be at war. Organa Solo
should just grow up, and accept that the universeis an imperfect

place”

"That'sawfully cold,” thewoman said, "It soundslikeif you heard me
screaming next door, you'd just complain about having your deep
disturbed.”

"We'redl responsible for protecting oursalves--and no one else,” the
Lafran said, shrugging. "We have no business going into Farlax to pick
afight over someone esgsbusiness. If asingle Flegt pilot dies

there, the Princess should be put on trial--for murder and treason.”

That brought a chilly end to the conversation. The woman left the club
aone; shortly after, the Lafran disgppeared up the stairsleading to
the guest quarters. Luke returned his attention to hismedl.

But when "Oola" came by with an unordered second drink, Li Stonn asked
if it would be possible to get anewsrecord on the troublesin
Farlax.

She smiled as though he had asked afoolish question, and returned with
it before the last bite of nerf disappeared. The price of that

convenience was added to hishill asagiff service charge, dong with
the cost of the drink.

Shortly after, aholographic Jabba made an appearance on the dais above
the main floor. That sgnaled the sart of an elaorately scripted

show that promised to involve not only "Bib Fortuna' and the dancers,

but additiona actors and the audience aswell.



Luketook that as his cue to leave. His decision was affirmed when,
climbing up the curving sairsto the street, he encountered the bounty
hunter Boushh coming down them with an unconvincing Chewbaccain tow.

"Aren't you alittle short for aWookiee?' he muttered under his
breath as they passed.

When Luke reached the docking bay, the door was il locked, the skiff
was still secure, and Akanah was till away. Nor wasthere any sign

she had returned and left again. Checking the chronometers, he found
that she had been gone more than sixteen hours.

Where are you? he thought. What are you doing so long out there? You
have so little money, and asked me for none--and that's al this place
respects-But Luke resisted theimpulseto collect hislight-saber and
head off in the direction of the Pemblehov Didrict. Climbing up to

the Mud Soth'sflight deck, he settled in the flight couch with his

reader and two expensive data cards. As the balance of the night

dowly ground by, he diverted himsdlf with absurdities about the Jedli

and the troubling news about what sounded like a coming war--hoping
that wherever they were at that moment, neither Akanah nor Leianeeded
his help more than she needed him to stay away.

Akanah stood before the housing block known as Atrium 41 and viewed it
with dismay.

Evenintheforgiving early-morning light, thefif-teen-level tower
looked like ahome for people who had made a habit of leaving
everything they had in the casnos.

Every other |etter was missing from the unlit sign, and the entry

arch's security doors were propped open with metal bars. Therewas an
unplessant smell inthe air that seemed to arise from the sun shining
onthe stone.

Akanah'sjourney to reach this point had taken her through dozens of
shabby clubs, shops, and nightspotsin the second-tier outer districts
of Taos-the optimistically named New Marketplace, the tawdry flesh
auction that was Pemblehov, the rough-tempered Demon's Lair.

She had bought and traded information as she could, walked long
distances on now aching feet, fended off three attacks and at least
twenty propositions without drawing blood, and been granted an
unexpected measure of compassion by a street captain, who gave her a
sheltered place to rest without expecting anything in return.

Now she stood before her objective brushing astreak of aley grime
from the deeve of her dar-cloak and trying to fight off
disappointment. She found hersdf hoping that her last informant hed
lied to her--it would be better to be played for afool than to have to
accept thisasthetruth. It wasthat hope, as much as anything, that



finaly moved her forward through the entrance arch.

The tower's "atrium was barely deserving of the name. Just four meters
across and ten meterslong, it was more truly an open stairwell with a
skylight at the top.

Meta-grate ba conies with bent and broken railings circled the atrium
on each levd, linked up and down with companionways at the narrow
end.

Triangular doors aping the gratingsled to each level'sfour
apartments.

Akanah made her way to the third level unmolested, but there her way
was blocked by a gray-furred Gotal wearing ablack Imperia Navy
officer'stunic with a blaster hole scorched through it, and a
vibroblade dung in asmuggler-style hip belt.

"Nicetrophy,” Akanah said. "Viceadmird, isn't it?

Did you take him yoursdlf?'

The Gotd answered with awordless growl.

"What's your business?'

"Does Joreb Goss live here?'

"Who asks?'

"l am Akanah."

"Who sendsyou here?

"l am here on my own, on business of my own, in search of Joreb
Goss"

"Master Joreb ownsadl of this, and by hisgraciousnessdlowshis
friends and servants the comforts of hisdomain. Are you to be one of
hisgirls?'

"Yes" Akanahsad. "l am."

"Youreearly," the Gotd said. "Don't be disturbing the Master. Wait
in the playroom for the others.”

"I'm not part of the morning auditions," Akanah said, growing

impatient. She washed the Current gently acrossthe Gotd's sensitive
head-cone receptors, hoping to make him more pliant. "Take meto him,
please”



"When the Master rises, | will tell him that the woman Akanah comes,
asking after him on business of her own,” said the guard. "He will
decide what meaning that hasto him." The Gotal pointed a adoor one
level up on the Opposite Sde. "Wait there."

Joreb Goss had the swagger of petty sdlf-importance and the presence of
someone who believed he was the power in the room. Tall and trim, with
paleblue eyesin alined but otherwise unmarked face, Joreb was
handsome despite his age. Hislong, thick silver hair was swept back

to averticd comb and hung to the smal of his back.

But hismock flight suit was gaudy and cheap, his black boots buffed to
an unlikely shine. Hissmile had the same false cast, and those dert
blue eyes gppraised Akanah familiarly before meeting her gaze.
"Soyou are my viditor," Joreb said.

"No," Akanah said, holding hersdf erect. "I'm your daughter.”

Joreb's eyes widened, but he said nothing at first.

Clasping onewrist behind hisback, he circled her dowly. "My
daughter,”" he repeated. "Who is your mother?”

"My mother was Isdla TasavaNorand," Akanah said. " She's dead now."

Completing his circuit, Joreb stopped facing Akanah and leaned in
toward her. "l don't know thisname," he said. "What isit you want,
daughter of Isda?"

"That you not lieto me," Akanah said. "Y ou knew my mother well--let
me remind you when. Y ou met her on Praidaw, cameto live with her on
Gavens, where she had ahousein Torlas-the house in which | was
born.

Y ou moved with usto Lucazec. And within the year, you left us
there”

"Y ou speak of things older than my memories," Joreb said. "How am | to
know the truth of them?"

"What do you mean?' Akanah said, asudden flare of anger in her eyes
and her tone. "l wasthe child, not you. I'm the one who had to learn
about you in agtory told by my mother.”

"I have not heard thisstory,” said Joreb. " Perhaps you will tell it
tome™"

"l came sofar tofindyou," shesad inasmdl voice,

"How can you be so cold to me--" "Y ou are not unattractive, and perhaps



there is something about your eyes| find familiar,” Joreb said.

"But, you see, | have developed afondness for Roknablae" Histone
was sorrowfully gpologetic. "Do you know it?!

"It'sadeadly poison,” Akanah said. "From atree fungusthat growson
Endor."

Joreb brought one hand forward and waggled afinger at her. "Yes,
that'sright--Endor. | had forgotten.

But you see, Roknablue is not so deadly as somethink.

The samdlest amount brings an exquisite state of bliss. It magnifies
all other pleasures for hours--indescribable.

Y ou must try it to know. | would be happy to stand you to your

first--" "No, thank you," Akanah said curtly. "What doesthis haveto
do with your memory?'

Joreb looked momentarily lost. "What-- Ah, yes. | was saying, inthe
proper doses--amicrogram, no morerathe blueis not deadly. But it
gtill does demand apricefor itsblessngs.”

"A price?'

Joreb touched histemple with two fingers of hisleft hand. "My
memories do not go back even as much asayear. Everything isnew to
me. No, do not pity me--I have chosento livein avivid present

rather than hold on to what is now the forgotten past.”

Akanah wore her horror openly. "How could you make such a choice?"

A smile soread dowly across Joreb's face. "Bliss beyond imagining,”
hesad. "l could show you."

"No," shesad firmly.

Joreb shrugged. "I find your choice as puzzling as you find mine. Do
you have memories worth treasuring?

It seems| did not."

"I would have treasured them,”" she said, and tearsran frely from her
eyes. "l came hereto find my father.

What am | to do now?"
"You can stay if you like" he offered. "There are rooms open on the

upper levels. Or, a leadt, | think there till are. Trasswill know
for certain. But I'm afraid | will never be ableto add anything to



the story your mother told you. Y ou may be my daughter, asyou say,"
Joreb said, then shook his head regretfully. "But | am not your
father."

(Chapter 9

Akanah returned to Docking Bay A13 twenty-two hours after she had left
it, her face pae, her clothing dirty, her eyesdull.

"They aren't here," she said wearily as she climbed into the skiff,
waking Luke from an unplanned nap in the pilot's couch. "We can go."

Then, without saying anything more, shetried to crawl into the bunk
and draw the curtain against Luke.

But hefollowed close behind her, unwilling to settle for sollittle
after solong.

"Gowhere?' hesad, catching the curtain with ahand and throwing it
adde. "Did you find anything?"

"| found enough,” Akanah said, turning her back to him. "I'll tell you
when we're outbound.”

"Y ou said you'd come back for me. I'd like to see the scribing. I'd
liketo see where they lived. There might be something | can pick

up.”
"I'mtootired," shesad.

"Y ou're amess, too, but I'm not keeping score,” Luke said. "L ook, |
paid to have the shower cleaned. | think you should go makeit dirty
again, and welll talk after. You'l fed better, no matter what comes

To Lukes surprise, Akanah alowed hersdlf to be directed. She
lingered along time under the water, longer than Luke himsdlf had.

When she emerged, she was standing a bit straighter, with better color
in her faceand alittlelifein her eyes.

But it seemed to Luke that whatever strength the shower had returned to
Akanah went directly into stubbornness.

Sheflatly refused to take him back out into the city, or to talk about
what she had done and where she had gone.

"l want to deep,” she said, standing at the foot of the mounting
ladder with her soiled dar-cloak draped over one arm, the sun
glistening in the last drops of water beaded on her bare shoulders.



"I'm going to deep, or I'm going to fal down where I'm standing.”

"I'll hire aspeeder--" "No!" she said sharply. "We'refinished

here--I didn't missanything, and | can tell you everything | found

when I'm rested. Just take us away from here. Lift ship and jump usa
few hourstoward the Core. | should be human again by thetime you're
done doing that. But right now, | need to be done, and | need to

deep. And that'swhat I'm going to do."

Brushing close enough past him that he caught the scent of sogp on her
hair, Akanah clambered back up the spindly ladder into the skiff.

Fr owning resignedly, L uke walked to the bow of the skiff and started
his preflight ingpection. By the time he made hisway up the ladder
into the flight compartment, the bunk was sedled astight as acocoon,
with aslittle clue to what would eventualy emerge.

He dipped back into the pilot's couch with asigh, switching off the
datapad and tucking it under atie-down. "Mud Sloth to Tdostower,"
Luke said. "Departing A-Thirteen, requesting clearance to orbit.”

"Tdostower. Please hold, Mud Sloth. There's traffic ahead of
you."

Luke glanced at the chronometer and shook his head with awry
expresson. They had been on Atzerri afew minutes short of afull
day. Hisreply wasfar more Luke than Li Stonn.

"Tdostower, copy, | havethetraffic on my sensors, and it looksfrom
here like adow accountant making an extrapass,” he said. "Do you
think itd hdp him dong if | rattle the wallswith my thrusterswhile

I'm waiting for him to count to one?'

Clearanceto lift came afew momentslater. But Luke was not greatly
surprised to find that thefina bill, transmitted to him as he cleared
the atmosphere, still assessed him for two days berthing.

Free Traders, Luke thought with disgust. Thieveswith business
cards.

Just before jJumping the skiff out from Atzerri, Luke remembered to
retrieve the report on the Mud Soth from the New Republic Ship
Registry on Coruscant.

It was much shorter than the report on Star Morning, as befitted aship
that L uke guessed had probably spent most of itslife grounded. The
little ship wasimpractica for anything more than the occasiond
businessman's vacation or off-the-spacelanes sdles call. Most of its
vaue was as a satus symbol, something a Have could talk about where
the Have-Nots could listen in envy. To judge by the skiff'slinesand
detailing, Verpine had very conscioudy traded comfort underway for a



design that looked fast while sitting ill.

But Luke's only interests were the ownership records and the most
recent entriesin thetraffic log.

After Akanah's behavior on Atzerri, Luke had devel oped arenewed
interest in independent confirmation of the things she had been telling
him. He still wanted to believe her, but was no longer surethat he
could. And, one way or another, he had to know.

Luke aso found he had developed arenewed curiosity about the things
Akanah was not telling him. It had occurred to him, for instance, that
amog every time

Akanah spoke about her past, she spoke about her life on Carratos, not
Lucazec. Knowing how hungry he was for information about his mother,

he had expected Akanah to be generous with anecdotes and remembrances
about the part of her life she claimed to look back on most fondly.

But such remembrances had been few, and Nashira had figured in even
fewer. It made L uke wonder, and wondering led to doubt, and doubt to
suspicion--ahighly undesirable Sate of affairs.

So Lukewasrdieved a first when theinitial screen of the report
informed him that NR80-109399, a Verpine Adventurer, Model 201,
production group E, belonged to Akanah Norand Pell, being an adult
resident of Chofin, a settlement bel onging to the autonomous state of
Carratos, under the authority of which thisregistration is granted.

And the recording date for the articles of registration was recent--not
quite half ayear past.

Turning to thetraffic log, L uke found more welcome news. The only
planetfalsrecorded for Mud Soth since Akanah had taken ownership
were at Golkus and Coruscant, and Golkus was near enough to being on a
line from Carratos to Coruscant that a stop there en route needed no
explanation. Curioudy, though, there was no record of their departure
from Coruscant, nor of their stops at Lucazec, Teyr, or Atzerri.

The latter omission Luke could explain by the update cycles--there must
not have been time for the routine transmission of datafrom those

flight control centersto Coruscant, or for the addition of that data

to the master record. But the former omission was puzzling.

Luke's cloaking work as they left Coruscant should only have concealed
their point of origin from watching eyes and discouraged curiosity
about any out-of-trgjectory darmsat Flight Control.

But asfar as Coruscant was concerned, Mud Sloth had never left. The
skiff had never requested clearanceto lift to orbit, had never
requested clearance through the planetary shield--except they never



could have left without it. And shield passage required not only that
the skiff answer atrangponder interrogation, but aso that Ship
Regidry verify theID. It wasimpossible to imagine how their passage
had gone unrecorded.

L uke wondered what would happen when the out-world updates arrived and
Mud Sloth was suddenly in two places at once.

Then, just for amoment, he toyed with the ideathat both places were
redly the same--that they were sill on Coruscant, perhaps even il
in his hermitage, and some el aborate deception was under way.

He quickly rgjected the idea as too extreme a solution to the
mysery.

But it left aworrisome question in itswake Just what was Akanah
capable of ? What were the limits of her power?

May | cloak us aswe leave? she had asked.
And he had not thought to question it.

What had she done? Something that could hide them completely from the
best planetary security the best engineers could devise? He redlized
he had missed a pattern.

How had she gotten into his hermitage without his knowing it? How had
she gotten past the security droid and into the commonal on Teyr? All
the questions pointed toward the same answer--some gift of deception,
illusion, or concealment that went well beyond what he himsdlf could
cdl upon.

She can pierce my projections, he redlized. | wonder if | can pierce
hers. | wonder if | can even tell when shé'susing one.

Digtracted by such thoughts, Luke almost overlooked the other surprise
in the report from Coruscant.

It waited for him in the section on ownership history, and fell under
his eyes while he was wondering why, if she had such atalent for
concealment, Akanah had needed to buy aship a al.

Y ou could have stowed away on any ship a any time, he wasthinking.

Y ou wouldn't have been trapped on Lucazec. Stang, you could have

stolen the price of passage, even the price of the shipm Then he

noticed that the sole prior owner of the skiff was aman named Andras

Pdll, and that the transfer category given was CLASSII |
NONTAXABLE--INHERITANCE BY MARRIAGE Herose out of the couch and turned
to stare at the closed curtain screening the bunk. Just how did you

buy your freedom? he thought at Akanah. And what else are you keeping



fromme?
Akanah hibernated--or hid--for nearly ten hours.

But rather than frustrating Luke's curiosity, her absence redirected
it. For thelast five hours of her isolation, Mud Sloth drifted in

real space on the fringe of Atzerri's Oort Cloud with only the cold
methane-ice cometsfor company.

With dl hisinhibitions about making inquiries behind Akanah's back
gone, Luke made full use of thetime, his credits, and his priority
access codes.

From Carratos he requested any information available from newsgrid,
political, or police records on Akanah Norand Pell, Andras Pell, and
Tadsava He sent the same query to Coruscant's crimina records office
and citizen registry and to the home offices of both the Coruscant
Globa Newsgrid and the New Republic Prime Newsgrid.

From the New Republic Reference Service, he requested a quickreport on
naming conventions on Lu-cazec and Carratos, thinking he might parse
another lead from the namesin hand.

A second request to the same source asked for five-hundred-word
excerpts from dl matches on the key words "Fallanass™ and "White
Current." After ashort debate with himsdf, and despite the pathetic
and sensationa inaccuracies of Secrets of the Jedi, Luke aso
contacted an information broker on Atzerri and paid ahundred credits
for a search on the same keys.

He ads0 requested a Current Terms & Conditions brochure from the chief
librarian's office on Obroa-skai.

Thelibrary computers there were the only resource offering both a
greater variety and a grester volume of records than those held by
Coruscant.

But Obroa-skai's generosity with its planetary treasure was limited.

To protect againgt theft of the library, and to provide the resources
needed to maintain it, ng the records meant either going to
Obroa-skai or hiring one of the library's own trained contract
researchers.

In either case, Obroa-skai was not a resource one turned to for quick
answers. Theofficia language of New Republic recordkesping was
Basic, and everything held by Coruscant was kept in one of severd
readily searchable data specifications. But the Obroa-skai library was
acollection of primary documents, in ten thousand storage formats and
uncountable languages.



The most complete generd index covered only fifteen percent of the
library's holdings, and dl the speciaty indexes combined added only a
few percent to that.

Those were the principal reasons why the brochure-which Luke received
within minutes of requesting it, asthefirst responseto any of his
inquiries--reported that anormal single-part library search was

averaging eight days. Thewaiting list for termind timewas holding

at fifteen days, and the backlog for contract researchers had climbed

to seventy.

Discouraging as those numbers were, L uke dispatched a command-control
message to Artoo and Threepio on Yavin 4, ingtructing themto go to
Obroa-skai and search thelibrary on his behalf, asthey had done once
before.

The only request he made that was refused outright was for the Fleet
Officesdaly Tactica Briefing Memo randum, also known asthetr ouble
map--acompendium of Stuation reports from al the various Fleet and
base commands. Unlike that aboard his E-wing, Mud Sloth's hypercomm
wasn't military-rated, and there was no persuading the Intelligence
Section to send awhite-star file to what they considered an unsecured
receiver.

L uke thought about comming Admira Ackbar directly to ask his gppraisa
of thetroublein Farlax--the news digest Luke had picked up on Atzerri
was dmost as sensationa and unbelievable as the Jedi document. But
doing so promised to invite questions L uke wasn't ready to answer, and
possibly force a decision he wasn't ready to make.

Instead, he chose to contact the public information offices of both the
Senate and the General Ministry. He asked for the officid record of
the past twenty days, hoping he could read between the lineswell
enough to know if it wastime to head home.

Then he lowered the lights in the flight compartment, stretched out on
the deck behind the control couches, and closed hiseyes. All his
pending requests required patience, from minutes to hoursto days. But
just reaching out had left him feding better about his

circumstances.

Even if someof hisefforts returned nothing useful, the next time he
and Akanah talked, he expected to be in amuch stronger position.

Sorry as| amto say it, what | have to have now is reason to trust
you, not just reason to want to, he thought. If were going to go on
any farther together, you're going to have to start trusting me.

Prompted by a sensation like afeather tickling somewhereinside his
skull, Luke became aware of two things a once that he had falen
adeep on the deck, and that he was being watched.



Heturned his head in the direction of the sensation and opened his
eyes. He found himsdlf looking directly at Akanah. She was Sitting on
the edge of the bunk, hands folded on her lap, her hair bed-touded.

"Hi," shesaid. "I'm sorry | monopolized the bunk for so long. |
didn't mean to do that."

Taken aback by her apology, Luke pulled himsdf up to agtting
pogtion.”

"sdl right," hedurred. "Y ou must have needed it. Y ou looked like
you did, anyway, back a Taos."

She nodded. "About Taos--there's some things we have to talk about,”
shesaid. "Y ou've been very patient with me, and I've been terribly
unfair to you. Y ou deserve to know what's been happening with me."

Having had his own opening speech preempted, L uke could find nothing
moreto say than "Go on, then--I'm listening.”

Akanah nodded toward the foredeck. ™Y ou have some messages. Y oulll
probably want to look at them firgt."

Eyeing her quizzicaly, Luke moved to the copilot's couch and browsed
thelist of waiting replies.

There was an acknowledgment from Streen on Y avin 4, which Luke skipped
for the moment. He aso skipped the press folders from the Senate and
Generd Minigtry, which wereirrdevant for the moment.

The New Republic Reference Service had responded with a short precison

naming, ending in the messages Search Key FALLANASS!--Not Found

Search Key WHITE CURRENT--Not Found As Single Term Search Key
FALLANASSI + WHITE CURRENT Not Found It was the same with the response
from the information broker on Atzerri--an gpol ogetic note and an offer

to gpply half of the search fee to Luke's next request.

With increasing agitation, Luke skimmed through haf adozen more
replies from various agencies and companies on Carratos and
Coruscant.

All weresngularly uninformative--afew dates, afew factsthet fel

into the category of vital satitics, and severa NO RECORD and NOT
FOUND messages, with apair of REQUEST DENIED rebuffs scattered among
them.

"Let metdl you what your messages say," Akanah said gently. "My full

name was Akanah Norand Goss, now Akanah Norand Pdll. | was married on
Carratosto Andras Pdll, aman thirty-six years my senior. Andras died

ayear later, and | inherited this ship and afew thousand credits.



His obituary saysit was an innocent degth, and no one officid seems

to have taken any natice of his passing, but you wonder if | might have
both married and killed him to escape from Carratos. And no matter who
and where you asked, there's nothing at al to be found about the
Fdlanass.”

"How do you know?" he demanded, twisting around to face her. "Did you
reed my mail?"

"No. | didn't need to."
"Y ou knew | was going to check up on you," he said.

"Oh--I thought you would, eventualy. | rather thought it would be
sooner.”

"So you checked yoursdf, and you knew how little I'd find."

"I checked for mysdf," she corrected. "Y ou're not the only one
looking for pieces of your past.”

He sat down on the edge of the copilot's couch.

"Why arethere so few?" he asked, the accusatory tone leaving his
voice.

"Tdsavaand | lived in the shadows on Carratos. We camein
unregistered. Welived in apart of Chofin where people come and go
without notice. When Tatsaval€ft, | became one of theinvisbles-I
owned nothing, did nothing that put my namein the identity records of
the occupation. The only time| ever lived above theline on Carratos
wasthe last two years-the years | waswith Andras.”

"No one questioned who you were, where you came from?'

"No. The old records were seized by the Empire, and the occupation
records were destroyed by the liberty movement. Everyone was given a
fresh gtart. | took anamein the local custom for women--given name,
mother's name, father's name. But it means nothing anywhere but there,
anytime but then."

"So there's no reason for it to be anywherein Coruscant's records.”

"Or Lucazec's, or Teyr's. It's not that there are other names behind
which the records hide--" "Asfar as the bureaucrats and census-takers
were concerned, you didn't exigt.”

She smiled. "On Carratos, the censusis of property and the owners of
property,” she said. "When | owned nothing, | did not count. When
Andrastook me, | was his property. Now that | own this'--sheraised



her handsto indicate the skiff "I am aperson.”

Luke nodded dowly. "I guessthat al makes sense, theway you explain
it," hesad. "But something else | learned ill doesn't have an
explanation. Thetraffic records say were sill on Coruscant, and I'm
garting to think that we're still going to be there no matter how many
sysemswevist."

Inexplicably, Akanah giggled. "Did your tracking report mention a
vigt to Golkus?'

"Yes!" Luke said. "On your way to Coruscant.”

"And did it say why | went there?"

"No. | didn't think about it much, either," Luke admitted. "I guessl
figured that, it being your firgt trip in the skiff, there was elther

some little problem you needed fixed, or you just didn't like being
aoneout here"

"Wdl--the second istrue, absolutdly true. But so isthefirst. The
problem I needed fixed was the ship'sidentification transponder. |

told you--we leave no trail that an outsider can follow. There was
someone on Golkus who could help with that."

"Someone? Altering ID profilesisno mean trick."

"His name would mean nothing to you but could harm him," Akanah said.
"I believe he once worked with---or for--Taon Karrde."

"How do you know him?"

"He came through Carratos once, years ago,” she sad. "When | heard
why, | arranged to meet him and to do him afavor. But the price was

gtill dear. | paid him with most of the credits | had, plusfavors|
had collected from others."

"So he changed the profile--what, to some other Adventurer? So some
other ship left Coruscant.”

"Oh---he did more than changeit," Akanah said.

"If that'sall 1'd asked for, it wouldn't have been quite so dear. No,
he put what he called asmuggler'skit in the transponder.”

"This ship's black-boxed?' Luke stared wonder-ingly.
"| guessthat'swhat it's called. Every time we jump, the profile

changes--to something that looks legitimate but isn't. If I'd had the
price, | could have bought bootleg IDsinstead of counterfeits.”



"And | suppose the system doesn't activate until after you've jumped
out from wherever the work was done, so the trail doesn't point back to
this gentleman.”

Luke frowned. " Stang, the days we've wasted--we could have jumped out
from Lucazec, or Teyr--" "I encouraged you to," she protested. "I'm
the one who asked you to disable the interlock.”

"Y eah, but you neglected to mention that it'd be sefeto do it," Luke
grumbled. "We blast out of one system under one ID, tiptoe into the
next under an-other--and no one connectsthe two. Very sweet. This
felow on Golkusisgoing to do abrisk business."

"He chooses not to," Akanah said. "I had theimpression he considers
himsalf retired. He says he's very sdlective about who hell do this
kind of work for."

"Well--I guessthe fact he's on Golkus and not in Tatos backsthat up,”
Luke said, shaking his head. "Why didn't you tell me?

"I did," shesaid. "Jdust now."
"That'sacheat," Lukesaid.

"Yes" shesad. "Thetruth is| wasn't ready to trust you with that
information. | didn't redly know whether | might need to hide myself
from you at some point. | have alot to protect.”

"But you're ready to trust me now."

"If I don't trust you, I'm completely done," she said, ahint of an

old sorrow in her eyes. "And | can't do that anymore. | never wanted
to, and now | just can't. | can't hold you out whenwhat | need isto
be close to someone again.”

"Akanah--" "Secrets are like walls, aren't they? They separate
people.

And I've been alone behind these wallsfor aslong as| can bear," she
sad. "I'll teach you to read scribing, Luke. And if you want it, and

you dlow me enough time, I'll teach you the rest. Y ou will become one
of usin full measure--an adept of the White Current.

Youwill findly walk your mother's path."

L uke understood the significance of what he was being offered. "Thank
you," he said in avoice drawn tight by emotion. "Even the chance that

I might find her--1 want to bring as much of her into my life asl

can--1 want that balance--" "But you still have questions,” she

supplied.



"YS,"

"Please don't hold them back because you don't want to seem
ungrateful.

Ask them."
Her words captured the flavor of his reluctance exactly.
"Istelepathy one of the adept's skills?'

She laughed lightly. "Are people now so afraid to 'look closdly at
Luke Skywalker that ordinary attentive-ness seems remarkable?"

Luke's smilewas rueful and faintly embarrassed.
"They should not be," she said. "Now ask methered question.
Something dsein those reports, | think.”

"Something that wasn't there," he said. ™Y ou wereright. There wasn't
aword about the Fallanassi-not on Lucazec, or Teyr, or Coruscant, or
Atzerri. Not that word."

"Y ou must wonder whether thereredly isacircle” shesad, "or if
thisisjust afable spun by alonely mad-woman to lure you away with
her." She showed asmadl amile, inviting him to demur.

"| just expected there to be something. Rumors, myths, legends,
superdtitions—--it's hard to understand how a people as powerful asthe
Fdlanass, with aslong ahistory as you've suggested, could leave no
trace of yoursdves!"

"Because we have made it 0," she said quietly.

"--Or are the traces there, and | don't know the right namesto ask
after-- What did you say?'

"Because we have madeit s0," she repeated. "When such traces appear,
we remove them. But there are not many to remove, because we have not
made it our purposeto leave amark.”

Luke nodded dowly. "Not to conquer--not to con-vert--but to find the
place where one belongs-" "Yes. If you understand that, you
understand the most important truth of the Current,” she said. "If you
letit, it will carry you to where you need to be, for the lessons you

need to learn, the work you need to do, and the people who need you in
their lives™



Nodding, Luke did acrossto the pilot's sedt.

" Speaking of which--weve been sitting herealong time.
We should get going,” he said. "But | need to know where."
"Jtp'tan,” shesaid. "Theworld iscaled Jt'ptan.”

L uke turned away toward the controls. "Well--you've sumped me
again.

I'll haveto look that one up in the navigation atlas.”
"Luke-" "What?'
"lsn't there aquestion you haven't asked?”

L uke thought for amoment. There were many he still could ask, but the
urgency had |eft them. He believed she would answer them dll, in their
turn. "Yes, one" hesaid findly. "Did you love Andras?'

"That isn't the question | expected,” Akanah said, and bit her lower
lip."Yes. | loved him. He held melightly. He found something in

me that he thought was beautiful, and he never tried to change me. And
he was never crud. It waslike being achild--like being achild

should be. | wish that it could have lasted.”

Curioudy, Jt'p'tan wasn't in the skiff's navigationa database.
Since the spdlling was so odd, he pressed Akanah about it.

"ItisntaBasicword,” shesad, caling forward to him from the
refresher. "It'sthe Badc tranditeration of four mystical glyphsin
H'kig--jeh,’ the immanent; ‘teh,’ the transcendent; 'peh,’ the
eternd; and 'tan, the conscious essence. Only 'tan’ may be written
out in full. The H'kig consider the otherstoo sacred. The spelling |
gave you isthe convention that respectsthat belief."

"You could havejust said 'I'm sure,™ he said with mock grumpiness.
"Next time, | will."

Thefailure of the skiff to identify their destination forced Luketo

make a query to Coruscant, and Mud Sloth to linger awhile longer near
the Oort Cloud. When the Astrographical Survey Indtitute returned the
requested coordinates, they caused Luke's eyesto widen.

"A long way," he said, zooming and scrolling the nav chart acrossthe
primary display. "And we can't go there directly, because that'd put
uson thewrong side of the Borderlands for the whole middle third of



thetrip.”
"Which would be unsafe, | takeit."

"There are Interdictor patrolsdl in through there," Luke said. "But

that's okay, because it'stoo far to go in one jump anyway. We'd be
twenty hours over the skiff's endurance. I'm going to haveto pick a
stopping place somewhere dong the way." He waggled afinger over one
section of the map. "Somewherein here--that'll keep us on the right
ddeof theline”

"I'll leave that decison up to you."

Luke drew asmall square around their destination and zoomed the map in
to amorefamiliar scde. Legend marks and other identifiers popped
into view. "Farlax Sector," he said under his breath.

"What?'

"Tdking to mysdf,” Lukesad. "I'mtired. My mind's dready lying
down in the bunk."

He zoomed the map another order of magnitude. Not just
Farlax--Koornacht Clugter, he redized with atroubled frown. Pulling
the datapad from the tie-down keeper, he brought up the news abstract
and searched it for Jt'p'tan. It was arelief not to find it listed

among theworldsinvolved in thefighting.

Stll frowning, Luke next turned to the PIO reports still waiting in

the message queue. Skimming, he found confirmation for the key eement
in the news reports--some colony worlds within Koornacht had been
attacked, and their populations exterminated, by the Y evetha. Some
colonies were given by name, some only by the origin of the

colonigs.

But Jt'p'tan was not mentioned.
Nor werethe H'kig.

He zoomed the navigation map once more and studied the geography of
Koornacht Cluster. Jt)p'tan lay in the interior, out of scanning

range for a ship on the edge of the Cluster. If something had happened
there, Corus-cant might not have any way to know.

Dol tell her? Do we wait here until we know more, or do we go?

As he plotted an aternate course--one that would take them as close to
the border as possible without crossing the line--he allowed himsdlf to
consider the horrendous possibility that the Y evetha had fallen on
Jt'p'tan and exterminated the Fallanass. It was possible that he and
Akanah had set out on their journey too late--by no more than afew



tens of days. It was possible that Nashira had been divethat short a
time ago--and was now dead.

Akanah emerged from the refresher, and L uke pushed the datapad back in
the keeper as she came forward. | can carry this. | can tolerate this
uncertainty--she can't, he told himself as he blanked the secondary

disolay.

"We have agood lineto Utharis," he said to her. "A Tarrack world,
just insgde the border. We should be able to take care of the skiff
there with no problems.”

"Have you ever been there?'
"No," Luke said, sending the coordinates to the autopilot. Y ou?"
“No."

"Can't get a better recommendation than that,” Luke said, suddenly
fedling astired as he had pretended to a short time before. "When we
get there, I'll buy you asouvenir hat.”

He did not wait for Akanah to settle in her couch.

Thumbing the hyperdrive safety and throwing the actuators forward, Luke
bent time, stretched the stars, and hurled the ship toward Utharis.

Lying on hisback in the bunk, Luke stared up into the mesmerizer that
covered the bulkhead above the bunk.

Thethin pand offered severa holographic depth illusionsintended to
combat shipbound claustrophobia, an array of hypnotic deep-inducing
light and color patterns, and severd other displays of apurely
recreationd nature. Playing before Luke's eyes wasthe dowly
spinning disk of agreat spiral-armed galaxy as viewed from outside, a
thousand light-years above the galactic plane.

Luke had seen such asight once before--from the Alliance's medical
frigate, at the deep rendezvous point they had code-named Haven. The
sght took him back.

That had been after the debacle at Hoth, after the escape from
Bepin.

He held hisright hand, the bionic hand, up before his face and flexed
the fingers, remembering--trying to remember.

Even more than leaving Tatooine in the Falcon with Han and Obi-Wan, it
was his encounter with Vader, therein Cloud City, that divided his
lifeinto two halves.



Before that, Luke had been little different from any of the Empire's
many casud victims--uprooted from hishome by Imperid brutality,
recruited-into the Rebellion more by rage and tragedy than ideol ogy.

The blaster boltg that killed Owen and Beru had destroyed one future
and sent him tumbling into another. But it had seemed amatter of
chance, not destiny.

His meeting with hisfather, though, had laid a greater weight on his
shoulders. Not until he was hanging from the power gantry, hearing the
voice from behind the black mask speaking unthinkable words, had he
understood what was being asked of him. Not until then had he known

that he and no one else could carry that weight. Looking back to that
moment was |ooking back to the moment he became himsalf. Looking back
beyond that moment was amost impossible.

Y ou can hardly see twenty-one from thirty-four, he thought.

The soft click of the curtain release interrupted hisintrospection. A
moment later, Akanah did the sections gpart.

"Somehow | knew you were still awake," she said, showing that now
familiar quick smile. "What did | leave you wondering about?*

He shook hishead. "I wasjust thinking about when | stopped being a
kid. And how long ago it seems.”

"What if you liveto be asold as Y oda?'

He amiled ruefully. "Then I'll probably laugh at mysdf for feding
theway | fed right now."

"It'snot thetime. It'sthe responsibility,” she said, and the smile

|eft her eyes. "Luke--1'm sorry to intrude on you thisway. But there
was something | didn't tell you, and should have. And | didn't fedl
right letting it wait."

Luke sat up far enough to prop himsalf up on hiselbows. "Okay."

She sat down on thewide sl at the edge of the bunk where the curtain
track ran. "Even though | held back some things you might wish I'd
told you, I'vetried to dwaystdl you thetruth,” shesaid. "But |

did lieto you about Atzerri."

Luke sat up alittle farther. "Oh?"

"| took you to Atzerri under false pretenses,” Akanah said. "The
circlewas never there. Y ou wereright about Star Morning. The
writing at Teyr said to go to Jtp'tan.”

"Thenwhy?'



"I hadto," shesaid. "'l had to try to find my father."

Luke looked hard at her for long seconds, but hiswords were
surprisingly soft. "Did you think | wouldn't understand?”

"l was afraid of what | might find," she said, dropping her eyes. "l
was afraid of what you might think of meif my father turned out to be
someone even | can't respect.”

"Wdll--1 understand that, too," Luke said. "I think Leias been afraid
to look for our mother. Maybeif | were Leia, | would be, too."

“Why?

Luke considered for amoment before answering "Her. memories of our
mother--few asthey are, and little asthey've told us--are very
preciousto her. They're achild's memories, innocent, idyllic. And

she's protecting them.”

"Protecting them? From what?'

"Redity," Luke said. "There's nothing Leiacould possibly learn about
Mother that could improve on those memories--and alot she could learn
that could damage them. Leia's never had to consider our mother in her
full complexity. What kind of relationship did she have with Vader?

Why did she have his children? Why did she give us up? When you Start
letting yoursdlf ask questions like those, you risk getting an answer
you dont like"

"But it'sdifferent for you?'

"I don't have any memoriesto protect,” he said, with ahint of wistful
regret in hisvoice. "l just want to know who | come from what else |
carry indde me. I'm not as worried about being disappointed.” He
smiled wryly. "Though if | discovered that M other had something to do
with turning Anakin Skywalker into Darth VVader--" "Oh, no," Akanah
said, looking up and touching his hand reassuringly. "'l promise
you--Nashirais nothing like that. Please believe me.”

He nodded. "l do."

"That's so important to me--and I'm afraid I've destroyed it,” she

sad, her voice quivering with anguish. "1 didn't want you to have any
reason to doubt me, any reason to question coming with me." She smiled
sadly.

"So, of course, | lied to you. I'm so sorry, Luke. | knew better. |
knew | would never be able to deceive you."



Lukefolded hisfingers around hers and squeezed.
"Didyoufind him?'

"Yes" shesad, and her eyesbegan to glisten. "Inaway, | did. |
found himin Tradi Digtrict. HEs the very minor chief of ashabby
little tribe, puffed up with flattery and brain-burned on Roknablue.

He didn't remember my mother. He didn't know he had adaughter.” She
bravely tried aamile. "Theselittle pieces of usthat others hold

insde them--some know their value, and others are careless with

them.

When you find Nashira, | know that she will have moreto give you than
Joreb Gossdid me."

"You didn't have much time," Luke said. "Y ou can go back.” onedse
livesin hisbody. | will never speak to that person again.”

Luke could tell that her composure a that moment was Smply an
exercise of will. There was atremblein her hand, her eyeswere
tear-bright with loss, and her skin was hot with her misery. But she
would not let hersdlf ask him for anything but forgiveness.

"| understand that, too," he said gently. "1 know how that feds, to
have that door locked, and only an empty space beyond. I'm sorry. |
know it hurts."

"Hewas my last hopefor akey,” she sad, unable to keep the pain from
her voice. "They're both gone now--my mother and my father. If we
don't find the circle, I'm aways going to be done."

Words no longer offered any hope of comforting her, and her need was
too acute to ignore. With agentle tug on her hand and a meaningful,
confirming look, Luke invited her into the bunk with him.

After amoment's hesitation, Akanah climbed in through the gap in the
curtains and curled up againgt him, nestled in the crook of hisarm.

Before long, she was sobbing quietly, her body shaking beside his.
But thetearsfdt to Luke more like welcomerdief than distress.

Saying nothing, he held Akanah close and tried to wrap her in ablanket
of comfort.

The gdaxy turned like awhed high above them, dl itstumult far away
and, for the moment, forgotten.



Lea
Chapter 10

Viceroy Nil Spaar returned to the spawnworld of the Y evetha as more
than ahero and just less than agod.

Ontheday of hisreturn, more than three million of the Pure gathered

to watch the gleaming sphere of Aramadia descend through the leaden sky
of N'zoth. By means of Imperid hypercomm and planetary net, the vast
throng at Hariz was joined by the entire population of the Twelve and

the new worlds of the Second Birth.

The consular ship was so brilliantly lit by spotlightsthat it seemed
asthough afragment of astar were delivering the architect of the
Purification back to his people.

"Ni toi darama," they whispered. "The Blessed comesto us”

Overhead, smoke generators on the escort fighters flying cover created
descending spirals of crimson and purple. Theroar of Aramadias
undampered pulse-lifters beat down on the upturned faces of the vast
gathering, lifting their hearts. They embraced the concussion waves as
though they were caresses by the viceroy's own hands.

"Hi nokadarayal" they cried. "The Brightness touchesme!" cades
were struck desf in the last seconds before Aramadia touched down on
the landing baffle, thefine haircdls sheltered in the line of pits

aong their temple ridges shaken until blood ran from them. The maimed
fell to their kneesin joy, screaming the viceroy's name asthey
ecstatically daubed their blood acrosstheir chests as a badge of

honor.

"| wasthere at Hariz to welcome darama Spaar,” the deaf would say with
pridein the daysto come. "My ears remember the glorious sound of his
pure and loving power, and no lesser sound will ever make them forget
it

Aboard Aramadia, Nil Spaar stood at the curving viewport in the galery
of hisquarters and looked out over the throng. The viewport's

security screen concealed him from their eyes, but he could see that

his'Y evetha carpeted the landscape nearly to the horizon.

"Viceroy," said hisaide, Eri Pdle, sanding afew stepsbehind. "Let
metell you how beloved you are today.

Each and every nitakka below would gladly give his blood to feed your
nesting. Each and every maras would gladly offer hersdf asyour
breeding mate."

"Y ou flatter me with exaggeration,” said Nil Spaar.



"No, etaias," the aide protested. "I have been told by the proctor of
labor for your office here that they have been overwhelmed by offers.

The gate guard at your estate counts more than a thousand hopeful
maras who have shown themsdves there.”

"Indeed,” Spaar said, glancing back over his shoulder.

"If you hear that he took any for himsdf, | trust you will seethat he
paysfor hiserror publicly and painfully.”

"He wouldn't dare show such disrespect to you," Eri Pdle said,
aghad.

"Heisasloyd to you asany of us-as| mysdf am.”

"There isaways someone who will dare, Eri," said Nil Spaar, turning
away. "In that way ambition makes a placefor itsdlf. | dared,
once.

Or do you forget how it wasthat Viceroy Kiv Truun |eft the palace?!

The ship shuddered under them as the landing pads touched down and the
gtabilizerstook up the weight of the vessdl. Then the distant rumble

of thelifters ceased, and the smaler sounds of Aramadias systems and
machinery became audible once more.

"l remember,” said Eri. "'l dill have my tunic, stained with Kiv
Truun's blood, to remind me."

Nil Spaar nodded, then drew himself up to hisfull height before the
viewport. "Have the spotlights dimmed, and drop the screens, Eri. Let
them seeme."

The aide turned away to the viewport controls. A few moments|ater the
crowd saw anarrow band encircling the ship at its middle draw inward
to create abalcony.

Standing on that balcony was atdl Y evethain ceremonid scarlet, who
rased hishand to them in sdute.

The projected, polarized image was repeated at intervals around the
ship. No matter where the faithful stood, each could look up at
Aramadiaand seethe Y evethan leader.

The crowd roared its wel come with one fevered, joyful voice. The sound
they made rivaled the noise of the ship'slifters and set the hull of
Aramadiavibrating in sympathy.

Nil Spaar basked in their devotion. The feding was amost as swesetly



intense asthe embrace of his nesting but left him shimmering with
desre. Both hisfighting and his mating crestswere vividly
swollen.

The roar went on and on, with no sign of abating.

Findly Nil Spaar could stand it no longer and stepped back from the
viewport, gesturing to Eri.

The aide quickly closed the screens, making the gdlery aprivate place
again. Then heretrested before the viceroy, mindful of the engorged
fighting credts.

"You see, etaias,” sad Eri, backpedaling. "How gloriousfor you.”

"I want to go down to them. Ismy skimmer ready?' cessond car,
built for this occasion by the guildsmen of

Giat Nor asagift to you. | am told that the craftsmanship is
flavess™

Then | shall go accept this gift, said Nil Spaar, moving toward the
entry. "Thank you, Eri. Please see that my family istransferred to
the palace after the crowd clears.”

"Yes, Viceroy," sad theade, hisfacefdling asheredized hewas
not to be alowed a place on the viceroy's processiond car. Then,
fearing histhoughts had been read from his expresson, he quickly fell
to one kneein obeisance. "'l am honored to serve you, dararna,”" he
sad softly.

Nil Spaar's fingertips grazed the back of Eri's neck as he strode past
him toward the corridor. "I am glad to heer it," said the viceroy.

"Be careful not to hunger too much for more.”

Blind, sllent, and isolated from one another, the 106 ships of the
Fifth Battle Group of the New Republic Defense Force bored through
hyperspace, counting down to their arrival at Koornacht Clugter.

'l don't liketo make thislong ajump into ahot zone," General A'baht
said under his breath, shaking his head.

Captain Morano, captain of the Fleet carrier Intrepid, flagship of the
Fifth Fleet, was the only one on the bridge close enough to A'baht to
hear hiswords.

"A hot zone, Generd?' Morano asked. "Thelast report from our
prowlers, before we left Coruscant, said that everything was quiet
outsdethe Clugter. | thought we were going into draw alineinthe
sky, nothing more."



"A lot can happen in three days, Captain." A'baht glanced up at the
mission timers. "Well know soon.”

Thetask force would leave hyperspace asit had entered it, with the
gpacings, velocities, and timings dl pre determined. Before leaving
Coruscant, the Fifth had dispersed into the widest formation the jump
lanesto the target coordinates would alow.

The signd ferret had jumped firgt, followed by the forward scouts and
pickets, then the well-spaced capital shipsand their screens. No
change was possible en route. New Republic engineers had till not
found asolution for the hyperspace blackouit.

Once the jump began, the Fleet was committed.

S0 106 sets of decisions had had to be made before the Fleet moved out,
and the number of possible solutionsto that matrix was uncountable.

Some solutions were ided for onetactica stuation, and disastrous
for others. 'It was aguessing game, then awaiting game, and A'baht
hated the long hours with nothing to do but wonder if he had guessed
right.

Theworry, dways, wasthat the tactica Stuation might have
changed.

Thewors verson of that fear was that the enemy might have learned
the jJump vectors from spies or aprowler and prepared a deadly
surprise.

That waswhy A'baht preferred to jJump first to astaging area, where he
could pick up updated reports from Fleet Intelligence and make any
necessary adjustments before afina jump to enter the target zone. By
doing so, he could shorten the window of opportunity created by the
blackout to an hour or less.

But caution had its price, and the price was paid in aprecious
commaodity--time. A'baht had been ordered to take the Fifth back to
Koornacht with al possible speed.

It was too late to help Polneye or New Brigia, but Princess Leiaand
Admira Ackbar wanted aquick show of strength. Only that, it seemed,
would discourage the suddenly predatory Y evetha from eyeing Gaantos,
Wehttam, or any other settlement outside the Clugter.

Captain Morano'sfigurative description, drawing alinein the sky, was

perfectly apt.

Thefind report from the prowlers Generd Solo had left in Farlax
Sector had shown no enemy ship activity outside Koornacht, and very



little traffic of any other kind in the area-just apair of tramp
freighters and agypsy scoop miner in more than ahundred cubic
light-years of space. There had been no attacks on New Republic
territory, no confrontations between New Republic and Y evethan
forces.

And the mission had begun in secure territory, the Coruscant system.
Therisks of adirect jump seemed small.

But there were awaysrisks. And no choice but to plunge through the
door without knowing what is on the other side, A'baht thought.

"Signd ferret reentry inten,” atactical aide cdled out. "Nine.
Eight--" "Confirm dert level one" said Morano.

"Confirming," said the executive officer. "All defense sysemsready

to go active. Flash aert receivers are green. All weapons stations
crewed. Flight Two and Flight Four are on the deck and hot, ready for
immedistelaunch.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant.”

There was no outward sign that anything had happened when the count
reached zero. Somewhere ahead of them, thetiny sgnd ferret and its
complement of droids should have emerged into red space and begun
receiving and decoding any flash derts and tactical updates from the
Feet Office. But they would not know if that had happened until
Intrepid went through the door.

Another timer started counting down the short interval to the emergence
of the pickets and scouts. The background murmur of activity on
Intrepid's bridge grew louder. Captain Morano turned away from the
status displays on the viewscreen and crossed the bridge to his combat
gtation, strapping himsdlf into the flak couch. Shortly after, A'baht

did the same.

"There go the pickets," Morano noted unnecessarily.

"How many combat jumps have you made, Captain?'

A'baht asked quietly.

"Thirty-eight down in the roundhouse," Morano said, referring to the
fc;rwbat operations center. "Nine on the bridge, al sincethe Empire
"How many as captain?’

"Combat jumps? None."



"Then | suggest you begin tdling yoursdf you've made ahundred.”

Why?

"So that when your crew looks at you in the last seconds before we
enter real space, they will not see any reason to distract themselves
with fear," said A'baht.

"Whatever waitsfor us, whether princess or dragon, we are cdled to
embraceit. | am mindful of aDornean war prayer | heard my own mother
offer--'| pray that my son does not die today. But if he should die, |

pray that he dieswell. But most of dl, | pray that if helives, it

will not be dishonor which preserves him."" Captain Morano nodded.

"Areyou a betting man, Genera? Princess or dragon?”

Thethird and find timer was counting down toward zero. " Captain,”
said A'baht, "I am not certain | can dwaystdl the difference.”

All the mgor craft guilds had contributed to the processiond car.
The scdewas grand, the lines flowing.

The metalwork gleamed. The motor's hum was muted and musica. The
mounting ladder was awonder of design, itsairily elegant treads and
supports folding together and disappearing under the carriage the
moment Nil Spaar'sweight left it. The open cabin's cushionsand wall
panels were plush and findy embroidered with the shield of the Spaar
clan, the symbols of the viceroy's house, the icons of auspicious
blessing, and the glory-names of the Y evetha, dl woven together ina

design of spectacular beauty.

Even the car's driver and guards had been chosen to honor him. The

driver wasthat rare genetic curiosity, awhite-cast neuter--pae as

the midday sky and neither mae nor femde. It sat tall and
expressonlessin the driver's creche a the front of the car, asilent

herald whose presence alone announced that a great man was coming. The
guards were another curiogty serid twins, grown from the same

birth-cask and identical but for their ages. By tradition, serid

twinswere thought lucky, and able to passthat blessing at will by

breath, touch, and blood.

"Proctor Raalk--" Nil Spaar said, looking down from the cabin at the
amall gathering in Aramadias ground-level loading bay.

The proctor of Giat Nor stepped forward.
"Blessed.”

"This pleases me gresetly,” Nil Spaar said. " See that the guildmasters



know that their work waswell received.”
"Thank you, Blessed," said Ton Raalk, bowing his head gratefully.

Nil Spaar acknowledged the proctor's submission with anod and a
gesture. "1 am reedy. Driver, proceed.”

The great curving doors ahead began to fan outward.

Asthe gap widened, a sound filled the bay, a sound that grew moment to
moment--the sound of voices suddenly raised in joy. Only part of the
crowd could see the doors reopening, but the word spread quickly to
those whose view was blocked.

Asthe car cleared Aramadia's hull, Nil Spaar closed hiseyesfor a
moment and drew adeep breath of therichly aromatic air. It seemed to
him likethe first breath in agesthat was whally free from the taint

of thevermin.

Even aboard ship, their impure stench seemed to cling to him, lingering
in hisnodtrilslike areminder of their invasion of the All. It took

the hot breezes of N'zoth to blow that contaminant away at last, just
asit had taken the purifying fire of the fleet to rid the All of the
Vermin's poiSonous presence.

Nil Spaar opened his eyes and stood, feeling renewed.

There was agripbar by his hand, but he had no need of it. The
processiona car was acceerating so gently and turning so smoothly as
it glided across the broad landing pad that he could hardly tell that

it wasin motion.

The car circled Ararnadiatwice, affording the front ranks of the crowd
aglimpse of their hero and precipitating two surges forward that the
security forces met with paralysisfields. Then the car headed down
the wide corridor leading to the city road. Nil Spaar sghed with
pleasure at the sight of Giat Nor ahead on the horizon.

The horror that was Imperia City faded from his memory.
He was home.

As he passed down the corridor, the clamor from the faithful beet at
Nil Spaar from both sides. He looked at their faces and saw rapture.

Helooked into their eyes and saw soaring hope, profound gratitude,
unconditiond love.

"Stop,” Nil Spaar suddenly called forward to the driver. "Stop the



The vehicle eased to astop as gently asabreeze dies.

The eder guard, in the forward creche, was standing and looking back
at Nil Spaar with concern. " Isthere a problem, Blessed?'

"No," said Nil Spaar. "Thereis something | wish to do."

He opened the cabin's low door, and the mounting ladder moved quickly
into place to take hisweight. At the bottom, he walked toward the
crowd on theright, which fell eerily slent as he gpproached, struck

mute by the nearness of the Blessed. Signaling the car to follow, Nil
Spaar strode along the security line, gppraising what he saw beyond

it.

Then he stopped and stepped closer to ayoung nitakka, tall and strong,
with afine splay of crestsand ridges.

"You," Nil Spaar said, pointing. "Will you give your blood to me?’
Surprise froze the nitakka's expression, and then wonder animated it.

"Oh, yes, daramal" the young male cried, dropping to his knees without
hesitation.

"Then come," Nil Spaar said, signaling the guards to pass him through
the security line. When the nitakkawas within reach, the viceroy
lashed out and raked one cheek with his claw in asymbolic claming,
the bloody gash foreshadowing the sacrifice to come. The crowd
chittered with a nervous excitement. The nitakkadid not flinch.

"| accept your gift," Nil Spaar said. "Wak behind my car."

Then Nil Spaar turned away and crossed the pavement to the opposite
sde. The sartled hush was dissolving quickly into noisy anticipation

as the crowd began to guess his purpose. Ignoring the shouted pleas
and offers, he walked parale to the security linejust ashehad in
selecting the nitakka. Thistime he looked only at the young femaes
who till showed amating ridge and the soft round bulge of amara-nas
caried highindgde.

"You," hesad at last, stopping and pointing at one.
"Will you give your birth-cask to me?

Themaras could not have heard hiswords over the screams of those
around her, but she bowed her head and cameto him dl the same. With
aclaming touch, Nil Spaar spun her around so that her back wasto him
and seized her head in the mating grip. She dropped to her knees
without resistance, and he rel eased her and stepped back, leaving her
there.



"| accept your gift," hesaid. "Wak behind my car.”

The processional car came forward and stopped for him, and Nil Spaar
ascended once more to the open cabin. Once there, he spread his
clenched fistswide, turned hisfaceto the faithful, and roared the

cry of the old imperatives, flesh and joy. They answered with the

chant of graceto the All, as though approving his choices.

"Onward," Nil Spaar ordered the driver, then settled back into his
sedt. It was aprofound power he had discovered, to know that his
touch could changelives, his glance confer honor, his presence bring
ecgtasy, and hiswhim inviteimmediate gratification.

| shall haveto be very careful not to let this distract me overly
much, Nil Spaar thought as the car continued toward Giat Nor. But it
will be an agreeable enough distraction for the present.

At adigance of hdf alight-year, Koornacht Clugter filled haf the
sky with a spectacular wash of stars and lit the hulls of the Fifth
Fleet like agpotlight.

At the sametime, loca and hypercomm signals bombarded the vessels
that had just emerged from hyperspace, lighting up stations al around
Intrepid's bridge.

"Captain, we have apriority one dert from the Heet Office," the
communications chief sang out. "Heet Office has upgraded the conflict
codeto ydlow-two. | havefive, count five, attachments for Genera
A'baht, security high."

Morano spun his chair toward the right. " Tactica--report!"

"All clear, Captain. Sensors report no targets. Pickets report no
contacts. Prowlers report no contacts.”

"Poall the task force."

"Polling them, Sir." It wasthe first chance to discover whether any

of the shipsin the task force had been lost en route. "Picket

Wayfarer and tender Northstar do not respond. All others reporting on
dation.”

"Confirming that," called the task force coordinator.

"Receiving natification that Northstar missed the jump due to navcomp
falure, arrival now expected two-eight-forty. Wayfarer suffered
hyperdrive failure at mission time oh-nine-sixteen and dropped out
early. She'snow under tow to Alland Yard for repairs.”

"Scratch her from thelist, Arky, and move Vigilant forward into that
dot," A'baht said calmly.



"Aye, Generd."
"Tactical, update,” Captain Morano cdled.
"Still dear, Sr."

"Maintain active scanning.” Morano turned to A'baht. "Nothing out
there. Then why did they kick us up to ydlow-two?"

"L et me have my attachments here, Comm," said A'baht, swinging a
flat-pand display up and acrossin front of him.

The polarizers on the secure display guaranteed that Morano could not
read it from where he sat, so hetried to read A'baht's face instead,
with little more success.

"Interesting,” A'baht said findly, returning the display to its
recess. "Theydlow-two is due to the fact that the Y evetha apparently
knew we were coming."

"Then where arethey?'

"Apparently they chose not to meet us," said A'baht. "Or to make any
other aggressive moves, for that matter. All the inhabited worlds
within ten light-years of here are reporting quiet skies."

"Wdll--that's good, eh? That's what we want, isn't it?"

"That's what the Presdent wants," said A'baht. "l wish the Y evetha
were here. | want agood look at their fleet. Chances are they're
getting agood look at ours.

Narth, what can we do to make it harder for them?"

Thetactica aide rocked back in hischair. " Shuffle assets, rotate
calsigns, hop and skip dong the operational perimeter. | think we
can keep them confused for awhile, anyway. But it's hard to hide for
long inthe middle of nowhere."

"With al respect, Generd, theway | understood it, hiding wasthe
last thing we were supposed to do out here," said Morano. "And that
kind of maneuvering sends the chances of an operational accident way

up.

Remember the Endor and the Shooting Star?' Thetwo Alliance frigates
had collided after amistimed jump, with the loss of dl hands. "L et

them get agood look at us, so they know what they'rein for if they
comeout. If they have any sense at dl, they'll seethey don't want

to tanglewith us"



"It'smuch too early to know if theway they think quaifiesfor our
definition of 'serisble,’ Captain,” said A'baht. "The viceroy of the
Duskhah League had some very strong thingsto say whilewewereen
route--some about us, some about PrincessLeia, and dl of it very
public. Y ou can hear for yoursalf--1 passed that dispatch over to your
queue.”

A'baht looked out at the brilliant sprawl of sars.

"They knew we were coming, and they don't want us here. Until we know
just what they're capable of, I'm not going to be happy about sitting

here. We're out in the open, and they're somewherein thetal grass,”
hesad.

"Y ou know how dtrategists are--no matter what their species.”
Captain Morano sighed and glanced across at his own tactical team.
"It'strue--they're easily tempted.

They can't resst trying to plan the knockout first strike,” he said,
and thetactica chief confirmed the truth of it with aguilty smile,

"So how do we play this?'

With apracticed ease, A'baht unstrapped his restraints and stood. "We
st hereand let 'em look, because that's what we've been asked to
do.

We movethe prowlers asfar forward as we dare and keep them moving
aong the perimeter. And we al work on being very, very watchful "

To himsdlf A'baht added, And then we hope the diplomats and politicians
either work thisout, or ded us a stronger hand and soon. "I'll bein

my ready room, working up the entry report,” he said. "Alert methe
moment therés any changein thetacticd Stuation.”

In the privacy of hisready room, Genera Etahn A'baht learned that
there were not five, but Sx attachmentsto the Fleat Office's flash
update.

The sixth was an electronic hitchhiker. It had no identifying code and
alength of zero. But when A'baht keyed in the code he had reluctantly
and tedioudy memorized at Admira Drayson'singstence, the attachment
unfolded into alengthy dispatch from AlphaBlue.

A'baht watched the images of the Y evethan colony shipslanding on
Doornik-319, of the Y evethan Star Destroyers over Polneye, of the
burning fields at the Kutag factory farm, of the scorched valeyson

New Brigia, and wondered why the Fleet Office had withheld them from
him. All the important information had been in his up-date--that the



Y evethahad Imperid-design Star Destroyers, that multiple coloniesin
the Cluster had been attacked by Y evethan forces, and so on--but it had
been stripped of itsredlity, rendered as stevile, bloodless, and

cdculated asthe raids themselves.

TheY evetha had swept across the bright stars of Koornacht with such
black ferocity that the serile battlefields could not properly bear
witnesstoit. Their millions of victims now had only one face, that

of the only known survivor--Plat Mdlar, who had seen the fire come and
barely escaped it on afoolish gamble. But the Fleet Office had kept

Pat Mdlar'sface from A'baht aswell. The reports caled him smply
"aPolneyan pilot," asif afraid to let him be seen asabrave young

man who had lost everything, and whose words might prick a conscience
or launch acause.

"Recorder."

Thelittle stlenographic droid caled SCM-22 trundled forward, twisting
and turning within acirdetwiceits own diameter. "Optimizing,” it
sadinahigh, unmigtakably artificia voice. "Ready.”

"Record. Task force commander's entry report, append,” said Etahn
A'baht. "Persond to Admira Ackbar In my estimation, the present
deployment of the Fifth Fleet isunlikely to be effective éther asa
deterrent to further aggression or in denying the Y evetha the benefits
of their past aggression.

"Our presence at this position directly threatens no Y evetha assets and
directly protects no friendly infrastructure.

Nor can we effectively block abreakout with only asingle
Interdictor.

The Y evethan fleet can go right over our head at any time, and we'd be
left chasing them into the combat zone of their choosing.”

He paused to collect histhoughts, idly tapping the bridge of hisnose
with the blunt tips of two fingersashedid. "It is my recommendation
that vessd's or detachments of vessels with combined combet ratings no
less than strength three be sent to Galantos, Wehttam, and each of the
other new protectorates,” he continued.

"Thiswill make unmistakably clear what interestiswe're hereto
protect. It also may serveto remind the Y evetha that being ableto
reach these targetsisn't the same thing as being able to have them.

"But we dso need to try to make it harder for the Y evethato reach
them. The primary hyperspace nav routes out of the Cluster should all
be under interdiction, and from as close a proximity to the Y evetha
forward bases as possible.



"Adgtrographic anayss showsthat there are no single-jump exit routes
from N'zoth, Wakiza, and the other known interior worlds--the density
of the Cluster makesthings alittle eeser for us. But there are

gtill too many ways out. We cannot blockade K oornacht from this
position, with these assets. Do not alow anyone thereto believe
otherwise.

"With respect to the preceding recommendations, | formally request the
following additional assets be attached to this command as soon as
practicable any and al available Interdictors. Any and dl available
prowlers.

No fewer than four additiona capita ships, frigate or above, for
assignment to the protectorates--1 don't want to pull anything back
from here for that duty, lest we send the wrong message to the

Y evetha

"And, finaly, we should be thinking about setting up afield supply
and logistics center somewhere closer than Halpat. If our presence
brings the Y evetha out, we're going to take losses, and | want
something better than cold space for our casudties and cripples.

A'baht, commanding, Fifth."

A'baht raised hiseyesto thelittledroid. "That'sit.
Expand, end, and close.”

"Done. Compressing--done. Encryptingdone.
Ready for transmisson.”

"Sendit," said A'baht, looking out hisviewscreen at the curtain of
stars and wondering if the predators concealed within were looking back
out a him.

The north beach at Illarian Point, on the western shore of Rathday's
western sea, was wide, broad, and nearly deserted.

If it had been located on arecreation world like Amfar, or even
anywhere in Coruscant's temperate zones, the chances were that the
beach would have been bustling with activity and the dunes paved over
with pleasure resorts. Humans were not the only species drawn almost
worshipfully to the sun and the water.

But overlooked and underused had been exactly what Han had been looking
for, and he was delighted by the long, empty expanses of gray basdtic

sand. In more than two hours he had seen only two people, outside of

the family. One was an older man prospecting aong the water's edge

for thetiny jewe-like shells of seamotes, who stopped to show the

children the smdl handful of unbroken shells he had found. The other



was a Thodian distance swimmer who had passed offshore, taking no
notice of them at dl.

Anakin, Jaina, and Jacen showed no sign yet that the novelty of playing
in and along the seawas fading.

None of them had ever seen abody of water so vast that it met the
horizon, or one that was home to carnivores large enough to devour an
adult in afew bites, and it made an impression on them. They dlowed
Han to tell them of the wreck of the sarfreighter Just Cause, which

lay nine hundred meters below the surface, its cargo of precious metals
guarded by superstition and schools of razor-toothed narkaa. They even
stood till for avisudization lesson from Leia, who asked them to
imagine being creatures of the sea, looking on the land for the first

time

Then they were off to play, wading into the seaand leaving stories,
lessons, and parents behind. Jacen was captivated by the idea of the
narkaa and kept plunging below the surface in hopes of seeing one,

Jainaloved the warm current flowing along the beach and said that
floating init and letting it carry her dong made her fed asif she

were flying. And even though the water was nearly astranquil as Lake
Victory, thelittle waves that broke at the shore and tumbled over
themsalvestrying to climb up the beach proved afascination to
Anakin.

The only blemish in the picture was L eia. She was present in body but
not in spirit. Her mind was on matters far removed from the
beach--matters Han had brought her there to forget, at least for a
time. Politics and diplomacy and statecraft and war were il taking
her away from dl of them. And Nil Spaar'sreversa from potentia
aly to determined adversary was still an open wound.

"D&i?l

Han twisted his head toward Jaina, who had come up unnoticed to stand
close enough to drip water on hisleg. "I'm sorry, | can't rescue your
brother from the narkaa," Han said, squinting. "I left my hero suitin
thecabin.”

Jainajust ignored his gibe, as she was wont to do when intent on her
own business. "Jacen and | are going to go down the beach and look for
seamotes. Okay?"

"Okay," hesaid. "But don't go out of sight. If you can't seeme, |
can't seeyou.”

For amoment she gave him her impatient I-know- that-Dad look. But
Jainawas learning not to throw away her victories, and said nothing
more than abreezy "Thanks!" as she ran away to where Jacen waited.



Han's gaze flicked to Anakin, who sat at the edge of the water carving
pools and riverswith hisfingersfor thewavestofill, thento Leia,

who had gone twenty meters up the beach with her comlink. After a
moment's hesitation, he bounced up from the sand cover and Sarted
toward her.

Leas conversation ended before he was halfway to where she stood, so
he heard none of it. He only saw her switch the comlink off and turn

asif to come back to him. But when she saw him gpproaching, she
waited for him thereingtead. "I'm sorry," shesaid, kissng him

dutifully.

"I didn't think that would take so long. Do you still want to go
svimming?'

"Youmay aswell tel methe newsfirg."

"Admira Ackbar saysthe Fifth has taken up station without incident.
No sign of the Y evethan flegt.”

"Good," said Han. "Maybe that businessis over now."

"I don't think Nil Spaar makes empty threats. If anything, he
understates them."”

"Maybe he does, maybe he doesn't. | didn't kidnap you away from
Imperid City so you could hold Strategy sessonsin abathing suit.”

"I know," she said, taking his hand asthey started to walk. "Ackbar
saysthat Senator Tuomi raised a chalenge to my credentiasthis
morning."

"Oh, herewe go again--" "Tuomi said the refugee population of Alderaan
didn't condtitute astate, and we're only entitled to nonvoting

membership and representation by alegate. And, of course, alegate
can't be president of the Senate.”

"lan't that old news? Waan't that issue settled when the Provisond
Council was dissolved?'

"There are alot of new members since then--Dran-nik is one of them.
Members who weren't around when the Alderaan question was decided, who
didn't have any part in the decison. | guess some of them want to

havetheir say now."

"But can they actudly do anything to you?'

"TheMinistry Council could, in theory," she said.



"But the chairman was afriend of my father's. | don't think helll let
thisget very far."

Han shook hishead. "I haveto tdll you, Leia-nothing makes my head
hurt faster than trying to keep straight who'sredlly in charge of what
around here. It seemslike every time| think I've got the gist of i,
someone comes aong to rename half the offices and rearrange the rest
of them.”

Leialaughed. "l guessit does seem that way sometimes.

But you know that the first concern was to make sure there was never
another Papatine--to prevent any single person from acquiring too much
power. Mon Mothmatold me that the Senate worries more about success
than failure. They'll tolerate ineffective leadership forever, but

effective leadership frightensthem.”

"Whichisnuts" said Han. "How is anyone supposed to get anything
doneinasysem likethat?"

"They're not. That's the whole point. No one's supposed to have the
power that goes along with their respongibilities.

| guessthere are somein the Senate who think I've crossed that line,"
shesad, dinging to hisarm. "Ackbar said Behn-kihl-nahm would cal
me when al the shouting was over and tell me how many senators spoke
in support of Tuomi's challenge.”

Growling, Han snatched the comlink from Leias other hand and broke
away from her toward the water.

After three long strides, he reached back and hurled the comlink out to
seawith dl the strength he could muster.

It made asmal white splash out beyond where the Thodian swimmer had
been. A moment later, adeek dark shape broke the surface near the
gplash, then dipped below again.

"Han!" Leidstone carried both puzzlement and rebuke.

He turned back toward her. "'l had to doit. It wastrying to kill
you."

"Look at us. Were on vacation, for the first timein who can
remember," Han said, dowly returning to her.

"Were waking on a beautiful beach, hand in hand, with no kids
climbing dl over us--and we're talking about politics.”



Shedghed. "You'reright. It'sworsethan | redlized.”

"Trust me. The New Republic won't fall if the President’s out of touc h
for aday, or three. And they're not going to get that mess all

cleaned up while werre gone-you'll get your share of mop and bucket
time"

"Oh, that's comforting."

Han stopped and turned her toward him. "L eia, you've given them enough
of you. Can't you give your-sdlf--us-these few days? If thisisn't

where you want to be, or what you want to be doing with thistime, tell
me, and welll do something about it. And if | have to take you farther
from the castle to break the spell the Wizard of Duty laid on you--"
"lllafian Point isfine" shesaid. "It's beautiful here.

And | doubt you could find a place that was any lesslike Imperia
City."

"Then stop worrying dready.. Try to enjoy yoursdlf, That'swhy you're
here"

She gtarted walking again and pulled him dong with her. "I'll try.

But you're going to have to be patient with me," shesaid. "I'm kind
of new to this 'having fun' business.”

lld.]?l

"Oh," shesaid. "Being aprincess of the royd family of Alderaan was
apretty serious matter, al things considered.

Bail Organasidea of recreation was to take some subject you know
nothing about and try to become an expertinit.”

"Y ou must have taken family vacations at drill school.”

"Close. Wed go vist friends of my father, or have them as guests at
the palace, and Bail would always be saying 'Leia, thisismy old
friend Farblemumble. Thereisn't anything he doesn't know about
noodlefishing, and he's offered to teach you nineteen waysto make a
trap net out of an old sweater--"" Han was grinning broadly. "So
that'swhy my clothes keep disappearing.”

She poked him with afinger. "And then | skipped right over the part
Where | was supposed to be young and carefree--1 was seventeen when |
came hereasasenator.” She sghed weightily. "Oh, my stars-"

"What?"

" just redlized that 1've been on Coruscant aslong as| lived on



Alderaan. A littlelonger, even." She shook her head. "Oh, | wish |
hadn't redlized that. | don't even like Coruscant that much, and now
I've spent haf my life there”

"Redlly--that much? Ever been to the Ice Crypts?

Walked the mazesin the Trophill Garden in East Minor?

Heard a performance in the Kalarak Amphitheater?!

"No," she said, and looked puzzled.

"| thought not. Y ou don't know Coruscant, Leia

What you know isImperid City. And mostly theinside of rooms, a
thet."

"You'reright," sheadmitted. "I told you | wasn't srong on this

‘fun’ business. --Did | ever tell you my first impresson of Imperid
City?'

"l don't think s0."

"I wrote my father that it looked like a colony of squibs had moved
into the Queen's collection of braaken glass.” Lelalaughed quietly

and dipped an am around Han'swai<. "Bail thought the braaken glass
was hideous.

He understood.”

Asthey continued in an intimate silence, Leiacast her gaze about her
at the seg, the beach, and the sky.

"Thisisnice, Han," she said, as Anakin looked up from hissand
sculptures and came running toward them.

"Thank you. | don't fed quite so much like one of the squibs out
here"

Chapter 11
"Admird!" The nurse-medic saluted smartly. "Can | help you, Sr?*

| wasinformed that Plat Mdlar has been removed from the bacta
tank," said Admira Ackbar, cocking hishead dightly.

"Y es, sir--about two hours ago. He's doing well.
Dr. Yinta was able to spesk to him briefly.”

"WhereisDr. Yinta now?'



"Emergency, Sr. There was an accident out a BiggsFied, just a
short timeago--" "Yes," said Ackbar. "I know."

"Do you have any information about what happened, sr? All we've heard
herearerumors-" "A student in a TX-sixty-five missed his gpproach
and crashed on ataxiway," Ackbar said. "Two other trainersand a
command shuttle were hit by the debris. | have been told of three dead
and sixteen injured.”

"Thank you, Sr. That gives us some ideawhat to get ready for up
here"

"l will leave you to that in amoment,” said Ackbar.
"Did you say that Plat Mdllar regained consciousness?”

"Just briefly, right after he came out of thetank. Heand Dr. Yinta
exchanged afew words. But the prisoner's degping now."

"Mind your words--Plat Mallar is not a prisoner,” Ackbar said
sharply.

"I'm sorry, Sir. | understood that he was an Imperid pilot, from an
Imperia depot world--" "Y ou are mistaken,” said Ackbar. "Heisa
brave young man who risked hislifeto try to help his people.

And | havetaken aspecid interest in hiswefare. | expect himto
receive the very best care thisfacility can offer--isthat
understood?'

"Yes, gr," the nurse-medic said contritely. "l understand, Sr.”
"l would like to see him now. Ishe dill in Unit Number Five?!

"Yes, gr. I'll take you there--" "That is not necessary," Ackbar
said. "Seeto your preparations.”

The bactatank in Intensive Care Unit 5 was vacant and drained. A
young Grannan mae lay in the 1 C bed nearby, monitor bands on his broad
forehead, soft thorax, and left wrist.

Standing close by the bed, Ackbar leaned over the patient and studied
him closdly. Plat Mdlar'sfingers were drawn up short into his
skin-cuff, and his eye crease was closed and sealed with athin bead of
aglisening secretion. A clear gas tube pumped methanogen into Plat
Mallar's respiratory sacs, an opaque red tube carried his poisonous
wastes away .

But his skin had regained the typica Grannan color and luster; despite
the surroundings, he no longer appeared on the brink of desth.



"Good," Ackbar said to himsdf. "Good."

Hoping that Plat Mallar's deep was as restful asit appeared, Ackbar
moved the sdlf-adjusting chair over beside the bed, then settled his
large body into it. Setting his comlink on the bed beside him where he
could reach it quickly if called, Ackbar placed his hands on hisknees
inafamiliar and comfortable posture.

"Seep, littleone" he said quietly. "Seep and hedl.
When you areready, | will be here.”

Leaning forward across the control yoke, Han Solo peered sideways out
the windshidld at the steps leading to the main entrance to the Genera
Minidry.

"Where are The Sniffer and The Shooter?' he asked Leia. "'l don't see
them. Y ou didn't tell Nanaod you were coming back today, did you. Do
you want meto comein with you?"

"No," she said, gathering up her robes so that she could climb ouit.

"But | hopeyou'l be at homewhen | get there. | might need you
then."

"Well bethere," Han said, nodding. ™Y ou sure you don't need meto
come up, now?"

"I'm sure,” shesaid. "I'm just going to go do what needs to be done,
and welll see what happens after that."

The entrance to the Grand Ministry had once been the reception entrance
to the Imperid Paace. Forty polished stone stepsled up to triple
metal-mosaic doors sheltered under agreat cantilevered stone awning
edged with eight stars--symbols of the founding signatories of the
Declaration of aNew Republic.

The security monitors spotted Leia as soon as she stepped out of the
speeder. A courtesy droid met her at the doors and opened one.

Walking with long-strided purpose, she started down the main promenade,
ignoring the expressions of surprise and whispers of curiosity sheleft
in her wake.

By thetime shewas. halfway down the main promenade, The Sniffer and
The Shooter came running up from behind to join her. She did not break
her stride, but continued into the Generd Ministry's central

offices.

The office staff rose at once as she entered. An older woman emerged



from aback room and rushed forward to meet her.

"Madame President,” said Poas Trdll, thefirst adminisirator's
executive aide. "We weren't told you were coming--the first
adminigrator isover at the Senate thismorning--" "That'sal right,”
said Leia. "No specia preparations were caled for. Whereisthe
minister of Sate?"

"Minigter Falanthasis meeting with the VVorkaan delegation. Buit |
could have him paged--" "No," said Lea "That's not necessary
ather.

Do you have the emergency petitionsfor membership?”

"The originads? Why, yes--they'rein Minister Falanthas's secure
file"

"] want them," said Lela "And an endorsement tablet.”

"Of course, Madame President. Won't you let me call the administrator
and Miniger Falanthas?'

"Completey unnecessary. They have their work to do, and | have mine,"
Lelasad. "Well useyour staff conference room, if it'savailable.

Y ou can withess."

Plat Mdlar dtirred in the infirmary bed and made a noise that might

have been a soft groan. Setting his datapad aside, Admira Ackbar

leaned forward and watched as the young Grannan's eye crease opened and
his eyes sought to focus.

"Good morning,” Ackbar said, patting Malar's hand. "Don't be
afrad.

Do you know where you are?"
"Hospitd,” Malar said in acroak.

"Yes. You arein the New Republic Fleet Infirmary on Coruscant,” said
Ackbar. "And | am Ackbar."

Plat Mallar's eyeswidened. "Cor'scant? How? | was--what about
Polneye--what hgppened--" "I will tdl you everything, in time. Some
of itishard to hear," Ackbar said gravely. "But none of that matters
today."

"Thought--I was dying,"” Malar said. Each word was an effort.

"Today you gart to liveagain. And, if youwill dlow me, | will be
hereto help you."



Madlar raised an unsteady hand afew centimeters and pointed. "Whao're
you?"

"I am Mon Cdamari," said Ackbar. "And you are Grannan. | have never
met a Grannan before today .

Have you ever met one of my people?’

Mallar shook hishead dightly.

"Then perhaps we both can learn from each other.”
"Uniform," Mdlar said. "Wereyou? are you my doctor?'

Ackbar glanced down at hisbattle dress. "I am just an old star pilot
without enough senseto go home," he said, rising. "'l "Il bring your
doctor now. HEll have more important thingsto talk about.”

Poas Trell could not keep the frown off her face as she handed a seated
Lelathe stack of petitions. "Madame President, when you said that |
could witness-" "Do you have a problem with that?"

"Madame President, Minister Felanthas's aide aerted him to your
arrival before | reached the office.

He's on hisway down now. Could | possibly impose on you to wait just
afew minutes-" "No," said Leia. "There's nothing to discuss. | have

the authority to grant these requests, and | intend to do so. Whereis
the endorsement tablet?"

"My auxiliary isfetching one” said Trdl. "It will be here
shortly.”

Lelaraised aquestioning eyebrow. "It looks like we've received some
additiond petitions.”

"Y es, Madame President. There are twenty-three dl told, eighteen from
Farlax and five from e sawhere. The administrator and Minister
Fdanthas were discussing with Chairman Beruss a proposd that the four
systems closest to the hodtilities be placed in an accelerated gpproval
process--" "l can accelerate that process consderably if you'll just

get that endorsement tablet in here.”

Trell was openly squirming. "Princess, I'm very uncomfortable with
this-" "Areyou questioning my authority to act on these petitions?'

"No, of course not, Princess Leia. | only thought you might see value
to consulting with your senior ministers on your decison, and
coordinate your timing with---" "The endorsement tablet, please” Lela
sdfirmly.



"Or | take these with meto my own offices and dedl with them there.

And then | inform Nanaod that he will need to find anew executive
ade, sncethelast one has been dismissed for insubordination.”

Trell let her comlink dip down into her hand. Her fingerstwisted the
endpiece. "Faylee" shesaid evenly.

"Have you located atablet yet?'

A moment later the door to the staff conference room opened, and a
clerk entered bearing an endorsement tablet. Trell nodded toward Leia,
and the clerk placed the tablet on the table in front of her, then

excused hersdf.

"Will you st down?' Leainvited, indicating the chair opposite
hers.

When Trell complied, Leiaplaced thefirst petition on the tablet and
activated its recording system. The prism-shaped bulge at the top of
the tablet contained three holo lenses--one to record the document
itsdlf, oneto record the Signer in the act of signing, and oneto
record the witness sitting opposite.

"President Lela Organa Solo, acting for the New Republic in the matter
of the emergency petition of Ga-lantos for membership,” she sad,
taking up the endorsing stylus.

"Poas Trdt, senior aideto First Administrator Engh, witnessng.”
Leiasigned the petition with aflourish. " Approved.

Presdent LeiaOrgana Solo, acting for the New Republic in the matter
of the emergency petition of Wehttam for membership--" When Leia
reached the fifth document in the stack, Trell hesitated. Do you mean
to gpprove dl the Farlax petitions?"

"I mean to gpprove dl the petitions, period. Please continue.”

Trell drew along breath, thought something she decided not to say, and
folded her hands on the table.

"Poas Trdll, senior aideto the first adminigtrator--" Minister
Fdanthas arrived just intime for Lelato hand him the stack of
approved petitions as she | eft.

"Good morning, Mokka," she said. "'I'm sorry you were called away from
your meseting for nothing. But since you're here, let me ask you to see
that dl the governments are notified as soon as possible. No,

wait--do you happen to know if Councillor Jobath istill on



Corus-cant?'
"l believe heisat the diplomatic hoge.”

"Then you can leave Galantos to me--1'd like to inform the councillor
mysdf.”

As she garted to leave, Minister Falanthas looked down at the stack of
documentsin his hands, then up a Leia. "What should | tell Chairman
Beruss?'

"Tdl him that weve done theright thing,” Leiacalled back to him.
"Tdl him we can move on to the hard decisons now."

"Dr. Yintd called you'Admird," said Plat Mdlar ashe and Ackbar
walked dowly through the exercise garden in the courtyard of the Fleet
infirmary. "He treated you like more than an old star pilot. He

treated you like someone important.”

"Dr. Yintd isunusudly respectful for adoctor,” Ackbar said. "How
doesit fed to be moving?'

"Better thanit did to bein that bed,” said Mdlar.
"Wasl| redly inthat tank for Sixteen days?"

"| was there when you were brought in," said Ackbar. Y ou were
terribly, terribly ill."

"Isaday here the same as aday on Polneye?'

"Just the same, | suspect--one sunset to the next,” Ackbar said, and
chuckled at hisown joke. "Does Polneye still use Imperia System
messures and the decimal clock?”

"A day hereisfourteen hundred standard time partslong,” Ackbar
sad.

"Y ou can adjust your expectations accordingly.”

"That's shorter,” said Mdlar. "The Polneye day is eighteen hundred

ST. Still, sixteen days--" His expression suddenly changed to one of
worry. "How am | going to pay for al that?'

"Y ou owe us nothing,” said Ackbar. "Y our careisagift from the New
Republic, one we are more than happy to give." He paused and gestured
toward a nearby bench. "Would you like to stop for awhile?"

"No," Mdlar said, nodding. "It feds good to be walking."



"Thenwewill walk," said Ackbar, resuming his amost-shuffling pace.

"Dr. Yintal said he didn't know anything about what's been happening
a Polneye" Mallar said after atime. "If you are an admira, does
that mean you might know more?'

"I'm afraid the last report we have from Polneyeisyours," Ackbar
said. "We have not been able to raise them, or to send ascout in."

"In gxteen days? Why not?'

"Plat Malar, you mugt try to prepare yoursdlf for the ideathat you
arethe only survivor of that horrible attack,” said Ackbar.

"But Ten South was till standing--and there was atransgport on the
ground--" "We have andyzed the recordings from your interceptor,”
Ackbar said. "The transport was being |oaded with droids and other
equipment. I'm afraid thereislittle foundation for hope.”

Madlar fdl slent for more than haf algp around the courtyard. "Who
didit?' heasked at lagt. "Can you at least tell mewho killed my
family?'

"The attack was carried out by the Y evetha," Ackbar said.

"The Y evetha?' Mdlar asked, indignant. "Who arethe Y evetha?”
"They are a species native to Koornacht Cluster.

They were endaved by the Empire but seem to have stolen the Empire's
technologies, and perhaps a subgtantid bettle fleet aswell. Severd
other colonies were attacked at the same time. Our information isfar
from complete, but you are, in fact, the only known survivor.”

"Wheat are you doing about them?"

"We have taken steps to protect the other inhabited worlds near
Koornacht," said Ackbar. "We are till looking at what we can do to

respond to the Y evethan aggression.”

"What | saw wasn't aggression,” said Mallar. "It was murder. It was
nothing but calculated butchery.”

"Yes" Ackbar said, nodding. "It was."

"Then | don't understand. Iswhat I've heard about the New Republic
wrong?'Y ou deposed the Emperor because of the injustices under his
rule. Y ou stood up against the whole Imperia Navy over principle. Is
that true, or propaganda?’

"ltistrue”



"And you sill have agreet fleet of your own?"
llYall

Mallar stopped and turned to Ackbar. "Will you useit?" ment,” Ackbar
sad. "l do not know what they will decide.”

"Why isthisso difficult?’

"Y ou may not understand this, Plat Mallar, but it isnot easy to rouse
ademocracy towar,” said Ackbar.

"Not unlessit has been attacked directly. Everything must be
discussed. The provocation must be more compelling than the

politics
And it dwaystakestime."
Ackbar shook his head. " Sixteen daysis not enough time."

"What do you think will hgppen? Tell mewhat you honestly believe,”
sad Mdlar. "It'simportant.”

Ackbar nodded. "I believethat, in the end, wewill call the Y evetha
to account. But therewill be an ugly fight herefirg.”

"Thank you," Mdlar said. "Do you know when | can leavethe

hospita ?"

"Whenever Dr. Yintd is satisfied with your recovery,” said Ackbar.
"I would think another day &t least.

Do you have plans aready?'

"Yes" sad Plat Mdlar. "I'm going to volunteer to join your pilot
corps. When you call the Y evethato account, | want to be part of
It.

That'sthe only thing that mattersto me now. That'sal thereis
that'sworth doing."

By the time Leiareached the executive suite on the fifteenth level of
the Ministry Center, Alole and Tarrick were stlanding and talking just
ingde the suite's reception entrance, incongpicuoudy positioned to
either greet or intercept her. Alolesfacelit up as she turned

toward Lela.

"Princess--we just heard that you were back.”



"I'll bet you heard," said Leiawith awry amile.

"How areyou, Alole?’

"I'mfine, Princess”

"Tarick?'

"Very wdl, Madame President.”

"Then isthere any reason we can't go insde and get to work?"
"Noneat dl," Tarrick said, breaking into asmile.

Oncein Leids private office, both the formality and the familiarity
quickly passed. " So--how does the damage ook from your end of the
lifeboat?"

"Better now that you're here again,” Tarrick said.

"Weve been having sometrouble with the steerage,” Alole said.
"o

"A lot of peopletrying to grab the whed."

Lelanodded. "How long ismy hot list?"

"Manageable," Alole said. "We've been handling everything we could on
our own. But Nanny is pretty ingstent on seeing you &t the earliest

opportunity.”

"I'll kegp that inmind," Lelasaid. "Alole, please cdl over tothe
Senate and seeif Bennie has any time for me today.”

"Right away," Alole said, fading back toward the door. "Y our hot list
ison your datapad.”

"Thank you," Lelasaid, pulling the datapad toward her. "Tarrick, see
if you can find Councillor Jobath and coax himin. Tell him | have
newsfor him."

"He's been calling us every morning for afortnight,” theaide said
with alazy grin. "1 think | can get him here."

Alole had paused at the door. "Princess-" Leialooked up from the
device. "Yes, Alole?’

"It'sgood to have you back."

"Run ataly sheet," Leiasad. "I'm betting yoursisthe minority



opinion.”

Entering with asmile, Behn-kihl-nahm embraced Leia, then turned and
closed the door to the President's reception lounge. "How are you,
Princess?"

"Better," shesad. "How am |, Bennie?'

Sdecting the largest of the chairs, the chairman of the Defense

Council made himsdlf comfortable before answering. "Y ou are safefor
the moment. Y ou sill have the support of five of the seven Council
chairs. Thereisno serioustak of convening the Ruling Council to
congder apetition of no confidence."

"That sounds better than | had reason to hope. Who are the
contraries?

Borsk Fey'lya" The opportunistic Bothan headed the Justice Council
and had always been cool to Leia, not least because of her friendship
with Ackbar.

"Of course,” Behn-kihl-nahm said. "There's no possible advantage to
him in supporting you--but if the tide turns, he has positioned himself
asthe leader of the opposition.

Since Justice has no red responghility for either war or diplomeacy,
Fey'lyaisfreeto play both the ingde game and the outside game.”

"How s0?"

"For now, the mal contents of the Senate will gather around him, smply
because he stands taller than they do. He need not even promise them
anything, though they may end up thinking he has. And when the grids
come looking for what they call baance, he can be as provocative as he
pleases.”

"You're saying that I'll have to get accustomed to the sound of his
voice"

"Whenever you are the subject of the grids attention, there he will

be. In amonth, perhapstwo, if it should happen that you were

removed, he will have acquired enough power and Satus to have achance
a becoming acting President.”

Leianodded, frowning. " Surely you'd bein astronger position than he
would."

"Inthis scenario, | would be fatally damaged by having been your
championinalosng cause,” said the chairman. "If you arerecdled,
whether by the Senate or the Ruling Council, they will not turnto me
to replaceyou."



"Andif | resgned now?"

Behn-kihl-nahm wriggled his shoulders, settling degper into the
char.

"There is no reason for you to do so--or even to contemplate it.”

"Y ou wouldn't be tainted,” she pressed. "And he wouldn't have had a
chanceto enlarge his power bloc."

"We are aready where we belong, you and |," said Behn-kihl-nahm.

"There's no need to speak of change. It is an unnecessary
digtraction.”

"I'll try to remember that when Borsk Fey'lya spesks of it from the
Senate podium,” Lelasaid. "Who'sthe other chairman to sidewith

Feylya?"

"Chairman Rattagagech isthe other, but | would not say he has sided
with Chairman Fey'lya," Behn-kihl-nahm said.

On hearing the name, Leiaimmediately understood the reason for her
mentor's distinction. The scholarly, thoughtful Elomin, who heeded the
Science and Technology Council, wasin most respects the antithesis of
the boisterous Bothan. "Do you know anything about his reasons?’

"Asyou would expect,” Behn-kihl-nahm said. "The Elomin love order.

After the events of the last few weeks, he views you as afont of
socia and political chaos rather than as aforce for stability and
order."

"l suppose| can hardly blame him for thet,” Lelasaid. "Isanyone
tegtering?'

"Chairman Praget has expressed some ambivaenceto me" said
Behn-kihl-nahm, naming the head of the Security and Intelligence

body.

"Of course, thisis only the present. Much depends on what you do

next. Thereisvery little enthusasm for war. Too aggressivea

course could easily swing two, perhaps even three other members of the
Council to support a petition of no confidence.

And then there would be no protecting you from avote by the Senate

"How much enthusasm istherefor justice?’



Behn-kihl-nahm shrugged. "Indifferent. The deaths of strangers,
conveniently out of sight in Koornacht Cluster, do not weigh heavily
againgt the progpect of the deaths of patriotic Republic pilots and
fighting on peaceful Republic worlds. There are somewho find acause
in these events, but more, perhaps, who see only apolitica criss.”

"Which remindsme," Leasaid. "What became of Senator Tuomi's
chdlengeto my credentiads?"

"Over. Forgotten. Chairman Beruss squashed it under a procedurd
mountain. And | was ableto limit the parade to the podium to ten

Speakers.”

"How many more would there have been if you hadn't shown up at the end
of theline brandishing an ax?'

Behn-kihl-nahm waved away the question. "It'ssmply noiseto be
ignored. The moreimportant question concerns the future. What do you
plan to do about the Y evetha?'

"What are we strong enough to do?' Leia asked.

"What options are there that don't lead to handing the presidency to
Fey'lyaor Praget or Cion Marook?"

"Perhaps you might consider the question of what should be done, and
then we can work together on surviving it."

"What should be done--" Leiashook her head.

"What we should do is drive the Y evetha back to N'zoth, then drop a
planetary interdiction field over them, with thetimer set for a
thousand years. And that would probably be too light a sentence by
half."

"You arekinder than 1," said Behn-kihl-nahm. "The only justice | can
imagine would be for them to suffer the sentence they imposed on their
victims. Of course, that'simpossible--for usto do such athing would
violate every principlein the Declaration.” He plunked a bitter candy
from the bowl on the sdetable. "But | could stand by and watch while
someonedsedidit.”

"Youredronger than|," Leiasaid. "l think | would have to look
a’\lw."

Behn-kiln-nahm made the candy disappear with asnap of hisjaws. "But
while we are waiting for this avenger to gppear--" "Maybe | should meet
with the Defense Council and get a sense of how far werewilling to

go.”

"l would rather see you come to the Council on aquest than with a



Quedtion.”

"If | come before them and ins<t that we have to use the Fifth Fleet

to gpank the Y evetha, every one of them will remember what Tig Peramis
said about why we built that fleet, and what Nil Spaar said about my
heritage. If were going to do anything that risksthelives of those

who wear New Republic uniforms, the initiative has to come from the
Defense Council "

Behn-kihl-nahm shook hishead. "Thereisno way it can come from
anyone but you."

"Thenitisn't going to happen,” Leiasad flatly.

"Nil Spaar tied my hands. Senators Hodidiji and Peramis gave him the
rope. And | stood till for it, because he was smiling while he did
it

"This decision does not have to be about L eia Or-gana Solo.”
"How can it be about anything else?’

"It could be about Plat Mdlar," said the chairman.

"He could become the symbal of your cause.”

Leiawas shaking her head even before Behn-kihl-nahm finished
Spesking.

"I will not use him," shesaid. "l won't exploit histragedy. If the
execution of amillion or more sentient beings, the destruction of a
dozen planetary communities, isn't enough--if the membersof the
Council need aliving victim paraded in front of them to movethemto
act--then shame on them. And shame on US."

Making asto leave, Behn-kihl-nahm stood. " Shameis a scarce commodity
inpolitics" he said, brushing down his clothes. "And there are more
politicians than statesmen on Corascant now.”

"| don't want to bdieve that."

"Neverthdess, it isso. Think thisthrough carefully, Princess. You
will get only one chanceto lead them," the chairman said. "If you
forfeitit, you will have no choice but to follow wherethey lead. And
| cannot promise you that they will choose an agreeable detination.”

The hypercomm link showed nothing but static until General A'baht
entered the decryption code Admiral Hiram Drayson had obliged him to
memorize. Severa secondslater--longer than the usua hypercomm
transmission lag--the static resolved into the face of the AlphaBlue
director.



"Generd A'baht," said Drayson with anod.

"Thank you for making yoursdf available---" "Drayson,” A'baht
growled.

"Perhaps you can explain what is going on back there.”
"Y ou may be hoping for too much,” said Drayson.

"Thisis Coruscant, after al. Which peculiarity in particular
concernsyou?'

"| requested additiona support within thefirst hour of our arrival on
gation,” A'baht said. "All | have heard in reply isslence. 'Under
review by the Fleet Office Strategic Command,' | am told. But not one
member of the command staff has contacted me.”

"Strategic Command iswaiting for guidance from higher levels™ Drayson
said. "Until thoseissues are resolved, | don't think you can expect

any reinforcements--unless you should happen to come under direct
attack."

"How longisit going to take to find some resolve?!

A'baht said. "I've been forced to detach ships from the Fifth for
Wehttam and Gaantos. The other neighboring systems are il
unprotected. And every day we Sit out here patrolling empty space, the
Y evetha dig in degper on the worlds they took. We can't reward them
for their aggression. We must do something to punish them.”

"l am not the one who needs con vincing."
"Then who is? Our presence is accomplishing nothing.

By thistime, the Y evethamust know that the Fleet isan empty
threet."

"The Princesswantsto do the right thing," said A'baht. " She will
need our help to seethat the right thing gets done.”

"What kind of help?'

"Y ou need to find more graphic evidence of the Y evethan atrocities,”
Drayson said. "Without it, Princess Leiawill not be strong enough to
overcome the resistance of the Senate.”

A'baht drew hislipsback in aslent snarl. "I don't know that we can
do more than we have. I've put prowlersright up to the border, even a
little beyond. Our sensing technology' smply can't give us anything

at that range. I'm having adifficult enough time getting good



tactica information, much less documenting the massacres.”
"| trust you're perssting, even though it'sdifficult.”

"If you're asking whether the ferrets and prowlers are till out, the
answer isyes" said A'baht. "But it'stoo late now for what you
ask.

From the looks of what you sent me, the Y evetha didn't leave much
evidence behind.

And why isn't what you have aready enough for Leia?"

"It'snot amatter of what Lelahas or hasn't seen,” said Drayson
ambiguoudy. "It'samatter of what she'sfree to show the Senate. If

she offers them independent intelligence, something that doesn't come
from the NRI or the Fleet, the meaning of what she showsthem will get
lost in the questions about itsorigin.”

"l have questions about its origin,” A'baht said gruffly. ™Y ou haveto
have had assets inside Koornacht to get those hol os--assets which were
ether in place undetected, or which could move fast enough to arrive
before the fireswere out. | would very much like to know what manner
of ferret could accomplish that.”

"And those are exactly the questions L eia cannot be asked,” said
Drayson. " She needs intelligence with agood, clear, and perfectly
ordinary pedigree. Generd, | suggest you place aferret in Zone
Nineteen."

"Zone Nineteen?" A'baht consulted histactica map. "That'sathird

of theway around the Cluster toward the Core---far outside the area
weve been patrolling.”

"Then | suggest you widen your pairol area.”

IIWMI

"It S0 happensthat Zone Nineteen sits on the line-of-sight vector
connecting Wakiza and Doornik Three Nineteen, the Y evethan forward
base. | think you may have an opportunity to acquire some signa
intercepts with the hypercomm scanners.™

"Y evethan Sgnas?’

"Of course"

A'baht grunted expressonlesdy. " And when might this opportunity
aise?'

"Oh--1 susgpect thereésagreat ded of traffic between those sites,”



Drayson said lightly. "I wouldn't be surprised if you picked up
something in thefirst few hoursyou were there."

"Which I'd be obliged to forward immediately to the Fleet Office.”
"Of course.”

"Will it get to Leafrom there?'

"Infairly short order, | would think."

A'baht nodded. "It just might be that we've shown the Y evethathis
patrol deployment long enough. If | extend the perimeter patrols by
half, maybeitll make 'em stop and wonder why."

"Thank you for congdering my input, Generd," said Drayson, smiling
genidly. "Oh, and one other thing--" "What isthat?"

"Sincethere are probably sill some days, even weeks, of work left to
do at thisend, perhaps you might consider whether you can spare a
smdler vessd for each of the other inhabited systems.”

"I'm convinced that nothing smdler than afrigate could withstand an
initid Y evethan attack, and | have no more ships of that classto
spare,” said A'baht.

"You'reright, of course," Drayson said. "A corvette or patrol escort
probably wouldn't discourage the Y evetha, and certainly wouldn't be
ableto repd them. | only thought there might be some symbolic vaue
intheir presence--" A'baht suddenly understood what Drayson was
saying. --Unless we should happen to come under direct attack, you
say. And so you would like meto bait the Y evetha with an easy

victory.

"The only thing worse than leaving those popul ations unprotected is
giving them anilluson of safety,” A'baht said curtly. "And the only

thing worse than asking men to risk their lives on your word is sending
them into afight you know they can't win. My pilots and crews are not
symbols, Admira Drayson. And | won't betray them by reducing them to
thet."

"I understand those fedings, Generd," Drayson said. "I share them.
But | invite you to consder whether your Satusthereisany different
than that of an escort orbiting Dandalas or Kktkt. If the Y evetha
attack your formation, many issueswould be smplified.”

"Areyou saying that we were sent here to draw the Y evethainto a
war?'

"| am saying that you may decide for yourself how much of your aamto



place in the rancor's mouth," Drayson said. “Zone Nineteen, Generdl.
Whatever else you decide, please keep that rendezvous.”

The on-site recruiting office at Fleet Headquarters was next to the
main gate, along wak from theinfirmary.

Mindful of the physical exam, Ackbar had been unable to persuade Plat
Madlar to wait until morning.

But the energy in Mallar'slong strides on the way over had seemed to
vindicate Dr. Yinta's judgment that the Polneye survivor could be
released.

When they reached the small white dome with the Fleet insignia, Ackbar
lost a second argument, this one over whether he would accompany Mallar
indde

"l haveto go in there without anyone holding my hand," Malar had
sad. "It'simportant to me. | don't want any pity, or any specia
favorsfrom friends of old gtar pilots.”

"Asyou wish," Ackbar had said, acceding to the stubborn will of the
young Grannan. He settled in awaiting area.ordinarily occupied only
by civiliansand let himsalf be amused by the surprised recruitment
daffersfaling over themsdvesto sdute him.

Mallar was gone for the better part of an hour, but the process should
have taken two. And when he returned, he looked worse than ill--his
eyeswere as empty asadiscarded chrysdis, dl thelife having left
them.

Ackbar rose quickly and hurried to him.

"What'swrong?' he demanded. "Never mind--there's a speeder &t the
guard station. Come, | can have you back to theinfirmary ina
twinkling."

"I wasturned down," Mallar said, his expression stunned and
wondering.

"For pilot training?’

"For anything. For everything. He rgjected me.
They won't et me volunteer for any duty.”
"That's absurd," Ackbar said. "Stay here.”

Leaving awake of unanswered sautes behind him, Ackbar stormed through
the screening room and past the interview rooms to the office of the



recruiting supervisor.

"Admiral Ackbar?' the supervisor said, risng from hischair in
surprise as Ackbar entered unannounced.

"Sir," he added, and saluted smartly.

"Mgor, one of your recruitersjust processed an applicant named Plat
Mallar,” Ackbar snapped. "1 want that person in thisroom now, to
answer some questions.”

"Right away, Admird." The supervisor bent over his comlink and barked
out an order. "I'm terribly sorry if there's been some mix-up,

Admird--" Thearriva of atal human lieutenant interrupted the

apology, as Ackbar turned away and ignored the mgjor completely.

"What's your name?" Ackbar demanded, noting the Corellian inggniain
the place above the right pocket reserved for an affiliation pin.

"Lieutenant Warris, ar."

"Would you care to explain to me your actionsregarding Plat Mallar?
he asked.

The recruiter looked momentarily taken aback.
"Sir, | don't understand. He was unqudlified,” Warris said.
"Unqudified?'

"Yes, gr," Warrissaid. "The guiddines clearly specify that an
gpplicant's primary education must be through a certified school or
program. Plat Malar's program isn't even listed in the system.”

"Of courseit isn't, you dunderhead--did you happen to notice where
hesfrom?'

"Yes, gr. But that's another problem, sir. HEsindligibleto join

the Fleet--he's not a citizen of the New Republic. In fact, it'sworse
than just not being a citizen he'sacitizen of Polneye, aplanet

that's il officidly listed as aigned with the Empire. | couldn't
possibly pass him through the interview, Sr." The recruiter looked to
the major for help. "Arethere specid circumstances | wasn't made
aware of--" "Admird, Lieutenant Warrisis quite right on the
procedures,”" the mgjor said. "If this gpplicant doesn't have a
verifiable citizenship record with amember world, we can't even
congder him."

"Bureaucratic nonsense," Ackbar raged, hisvoice risng on awave of
righteousindignation. "Whatever happened to taking the measure of a
man's courage, his honor--the fight in him, and the reasonsin his



heart? Do they al have to be as stamped-and-pressed dike as
stormtroopersto get your gpprova?' He dismissed the recruiter with a
wave. "Get out."

Grateful to be excused, Warris retreated as Ackbar focused his
attention on the supervisor.

"Admira, we could certainly reconsider the gpplication if you could

just give usthe context for your concern--" "The context,” Ackbar
repeated disbelievingly. "It's not enough that aman iswilling to put

on auniform and fight dlongside people he's never met, just because he
shares an ided with them--no, his offer must come from the right

context, and his school papers must bein order, and hisarms not too
long, and hisblood type stocked in the combat medivacs." Ackbar shook
hishead in disgudt.

"How things have changed. | can remember when we were glad for anyone
willing to fight besde us™

"Admira--there have to be sandards--" The mgjor's tone was placating,
and Ackbar did not wish to be placated. "Mgjor, ask yoursalf how many
of the everyday heroes of the Rebellion--not just the names everyone
knows--would have qualified to fight for their freedom under your

rules"" Ackbar said, leaning in.

"And then ask yoursdlf if that answer doesn't make you look just abit
like adewback's cloaca." Then Ackbar turned and stalked out of the
office without waiting for areply, much lessasaute.

Hafway down the corridor, Ackbar's outburst was aready making him
fed atouch foolish. But what he found when he reached the waiting
arealeft him fedling a deep sadness.

For Ackbar found that all the seatsin the waiting area were empty.
Seemingly crushed by the rgjection, Plat Malar had not waited for
him.

Without aword to clerk or guard, the young survivor had |eft the
recruiting office, exited through the main gate, and faded away into
thecity.

Ackbar turned to the gate guard and pointed. "I'm going to need that
Speeder.”

CChapter 12

from experience on Coruscant and Mon Caamari both, Admiral Ackbar knew
that the line that divided the inner circle from the outer circlein

any government was access. If you were part of theinner circle, you

could see the President smply by walking down a private corridor and



through the back doorway into her office; when you called, the
Presdent spoke to you directly; when you transmitted aletter, you got
apersonal response.

Ackbar had enjoyed that Satus throughout Leias tenurein the top
office, first as chief of state under the Provisiona government, then

as President of the New Republic. Even under her comparatively open
adminigration, that placed him in select company.

The private door was open to Han, of course. And Mon Mothma, who had
chosen to distance hersdlf from the Palace since her close call with an

nled to her giving up the office. Nanaod Engh, who had not

quite become afriend, but whose duties made him an everyday visitor.

Behn-kihl-nahm, though he was too well-mannered not to observe the
protocols of high office.

Tarrick and Alole. And Ackbar.

Or s0 it had been before the Y evethan matter had escalated to a
crigs.

But Ackbar had been jarred by the discovery that he was locked out of
the President's residence, his key disabled, his status as a member of
the family suddenly withdrawn. So he had chosen to approach the
Presdent's suite on leve fifteen through the front door, and tried to
prepare himsdlf for another rebuff.

But the security guards outs de the suite made no move to stop Ackbar,
and though the gaff ingde showed some dight surprise at seeing him
there, no one moved to bar him from the back rooms.

"Good morning, Admira," Alole said, looking up from her greatdesk with
agmile. "Go right onin--she'sin her conference room, reviewing last
week's Senate debate.”

When he reached the doorway from the office to the conference room,
Ackbar hesitated. Leiawas standing at the end of the room with her
back to him, hugging hersdlf as shelooked up a her holoviewer. The
image on the screen was of Senator Tuomi. Histone was earnestly
reasonable, hiswords subtly inflammatory.

"Isthisdoor still opento me?' Ackbar's voice boomed in the confined
space.

Lelaturned away from Tuomi only long enough to sted alook back over
her shoulder. "If you didn't have to shoot your way past Tarrick, then
the door's till open.”

"I shdl try to remember to take a cue from the presence of wegponsin
the reception area.”



Pausing the playback of the recording, Lelaturned toward Ackbar. "Did
you redly think you might not be welcome here?"

"We have not had a chance to talk since you returned, and we only spoke
once while you were away--a short and businessike conversation, as|
recdl,” Ackbar said. "Before that--well, | am not sure that | would

have been included in the meeting the night of the pirate broadcast if

it had been convenient to exclude me. | have been afraid to try my key

again.

"Then you haven't seen Han, either?| told him to tell you it was
fixed. And here| thought it was me you were avoiding,” Lelasaid,
coming to where he stood and hugging him. I can't stay angry at you
for long. And besides--you're one of the few people I've told mysdif |
haveto keep listening to, even when | am angry &t you."

Patting Leia on the back with onelarge hand, Ackbar sighed. "That is
good to know."

"I've missed you," she said, easing out of the embrace.

"Anakin misses you. No one on the staff's caught sight of you for
days. What have you been up to?"

"I have been preoccupied,” Ackbar said, and gestured toward the
viewer.

"Why are you bothering with this? It can't be pleasant to hear
yoursdlf be talked about that way, and | cannot see the use of it."

Leiaglanced back over her shoulder at Tuomi'sface.

"I suppose | have amorbid curiosity about whether anything is
considered out of bounds.”

"'Greed has no limits, envy no boundaries, in the heart of a petty
man." A favorite quote from Toklar, a much-quoted Mon Calamari
philosopher,”" Ackbar added.

"Was he aso the onewho said, 'Don't look back--something may be
ganingonyou?' Lelaasked lightly.

"l do not believe so," Ackbar said. "But Toklar did write, 'One sting
isremembered longer than a thousand caresses.” For every voice that
supported Tuomi's challenge, there were ahundred saying it was
foolish, unjugt, and crud. Listen to them instead.”

"I'm not offended for mysdlf,” Leiasaid, pointing her controller at
the holoviewer and ending the projection.



"But it's hurtful to those of uswho arel€eft to hear Alderaan spoken
of that way. And it ssems as though suddenly everyonesfinding
reasons to object to my being here.”

"People find what they look for," said Ackbar.

"L ook to their motives, not their words.”

"Tuomi saysthat hismotiveisjudtice,” Leasad with ashrug.
"Alderaan isanation of refugees, sixty thousand people with no
territory except for our embassies here and on Bonadan. Tuomi
represents five inhabited planets and nearly abillion citizens. Why
should Alderaan rule Bosch, he asks.”

"But you do not lead usfor Alderaan. Y ou lead usfor the New
Republic.”

"Inwhich Alderaan isamember only due to misguided pity, according to
Tuomi."

"Tuomi isan ignorant fingerling," Ackbar said with sharp contempt.

"Alderaan's membership is neither a courtesy nor aviolation of the
Charter. The New Republicisan aliance of peoples, not planets.”

Lelanodded an acknowledgment. " Something often forgotten, even
here"

"Then | will presumeto remind you that the Structure of the New

Republic was crafted to avoid dominance by the most popul ous worlds--to
prevent what Kerrithrarr called atyranny of fecundity,” Ackbar said.
Lealaughed tersely, tossing her hair. "1 remember that argument.”
"Perhaps you remember another quote | am fond of " Ackbar said.
""Today, we become agaactic family--afamily of the great and the

small, the young and the old, with honor to dl and favor to none.""
Lelarecognized the words from her own Restoration Day address.

"That's cheating.”

"l trust you gtill believe what you said then.”

"Of course | do."

"Then it does not matter if Alderaan now means sixty thousand, or Sx
hundred, or Six."

"No," agreed Leia. "The exact number matters only to the assessors and



accountants. Our clam to membership isvalid, and just, and
mora--regardless.”

"l am glad to hear you say that,” Ackbar said, and dug into alarge

flap pocket in hisbdt. "I have brought something here for your
endorsement.” He unfolded a single sheet of pae blue document vellum
and handed it to her. "That is an emergency petition for membership
for Polneye, offered by its representative on Coruscant.”

Leiaeyed Ackbar questioningly as she circled the table toward the
window. "I think I've been manipulated.”

"Thisclam, too, isvdid, and just, and mora--regardless.”

"Isthere any reason at dl to think that anyone else on Polneye
survived the Y evethan assault?'

"Thereisno evidence either way," said Ackbar.
"Why doesit matter?’

"If Plat Mdlar wantsto st in the Senate--" "Plat Mallar wantsto St
in the cockpit of afighter.

The Senate seet for Polneye will remain vacant, unless other survivors
are found--as areminder."

"l seeyour handprintsal over this, Ackbar.”

"l amtrying to help the boy,” Ackbar admitted.

"But he hashisown mind."

"Let meask adifferent question,” Lelasaid. "Have you made him aware
of the offer from Jobath of Galantos, for sanctuary and membershipin
the FHa?"

"Plat has spoken with Jobath.”

llArﬂ?l

"In the days after Alderaan was destroyed, how would you have looked on
an invitation to become acitizen of Lafraor Ithor?"

Leiaplaced the vellum on the table and bowed her head, pressing her
pamstogether and touching her fingertipsto her mouth. "I'm being
roundly criticized aready for the gpplications | approved when | came
back."

"If that's o, then one more can hardly make any difference,” said
Ackbar. "But it will make dl the differencein theworld to the



Polneya. And | must add thisfor whatever it may be worth to you, | was
proud of you for what you did."

Frowning, Leialeaned forward and rested her hands on either side of
the document as she studied it intently.

"You know," shesaid dowly, "I felt pretty good about it, too." She
keyed her comlink with the remote.

"Alole--bring me an endorsement tablet, please. Admira Ackbar has
caled my attention to an application that was overlooked.”

Belezaboth Ourn, extraordinary consul of the Pagqwepori, paced
restlesdy in the degping chamber of his cottage in the diplomatic
hogtd.

For the tenth time, he checked to see that the tiny blind box the
Y evethan viceroy had provided him was properly attached to the much
larger hypercomm relay.

Th at wasthe extent of Ourn's ability to determine whether there was
some technica reason why, five hours after sending an urgent request
to speak with Nil Spaar, he was till pacing and waiting.

And Bdezaboth Ourn did not like being kept waiting.

His ship'sengineer had examined the sedled box with al the means at
hisdisposdl, but after a discharge from the box had destroyed histest
ingruments, the engineer had returned it with ashrug. All Ourn

redlly knew isthat with the blind box attached, the hypercomm
conversed with it, and the box conversed with a'Y evethan hypercomm at
an unknown locetion.

Muttering an imprecation againgt Nil Spaar'sfertility, Ourn called for
atoko bird and adaughter knife to be brought to him. He had been
stuck on Coruscant for weeks now, unable to leave, waiting on the
viceroy to keep his promises. He was not about to let himsalf be stuck
in hisroom, unable to eat, waiting on the viceroy to answer his

cdls

Mother's Vakyrie was fill Stting on the landing pad where it had

been battered by the departing Y evethan thrustship Aramadia. With the
mission short of funds, Ourn had refused to authorize repairs,

expecting to sell the cutter as scrap when the ship Nil Spaar had
promised him was delivered. Then spaceport ground crews had covered
Vakyriewith abubble-like lien seal when the unpaid berth fees
mounted.

It was embarrassing to have the Pagwepori consular ship Sitting there
under adebtor'slock for everyoneto see. It would be humiliating to
have to stand in lineto leave Coruscant on ashuttle. And it was



unthinkable for the delegation to return home penniless aboard one of
therattletrap commercid linersthat came caling at Pagwepori.

There was only one acceptable resolution, and Ourn clung to it
unwaveringly. Nil Spaar must keep his promise of aY evethan thrustship
in payment for the damage to the Vakyrie and other services Ourn had
rendered to Nil Spaar. Then the delegation could |leave Coruscant not
only in grand style, but in such away that everyone would know that
the Pagwepori had powerful friends.

The only troubling matter was that Nil Spaar was so often unavailable
when Belezaboth Ourn tried to reach him. The last two times he had
caled with information, Ourn had been relegated to speaking to
underlings. And histhree attempts since deciding to withhold what he
knew and ing st on speaking directly with Nil Spaar had gone completely
unanswered.

For this, the fourth, Ourn had baited the hook, leaving a message that
he had information about important devel opments near Koornacht. B,
dtill, he had been waiting five hours.

The toko bird and aresponse from the Y evetha arrived at the sametime,
and Ourn rudely chased the former away so that he could receive the
latter. To hisddight, the face that appeared was Nil Spaar's.

"Beezaboth Ourn,” Nil Spaar said. "What is that sound?"

The toko bird's squawking over being rejected was ill audible from

the outer room. "Viceroy! An honor and delight to have achanceto
Speak to you again. Disregard the noise--itisawild anima outside,
nothing more. What news do you have for me? s there any further word
on ddivery of my ship?'

Ourn thought he saw regret in the Y evethan's expressive eyes. "Consul,
this has become a matter of great awkwardness," Nil Spaar said. "My
people and yours are nearly at war--" "No, not our people!” Ourn said,
dismayed. "Why, there is not a single Pagwepori citizen in the New
Republic's armed forces--not one! The societor hasforbidden it.”

"And | hopethat will be an exampleto other rulers,” Nil Spaar said.

"But thereisagreat fleet poised to invade our territory, and they do
not seem to have been left wanting by your absence.”

"Oh, that fleet isnothing but bluster,” Ourn said dismissively. "The
Princess hasn't the will to useit, or the support to do s0.”

"l find her astrong and canny dictator,” Nil Spaar said. "l cannot
believe that she would make empty threats.”

"If you could hear the speakers denouncing her daily in the Senate, you



would know how wesk sheis.

There has been achallenge to her right to lead the New Republic. Why,
thereiseven talk that shewill berecalled.”

"] am more concerned whether the fleat that threatens uswill be
recdled,” said Nil Spaar. "Y ou will understand that | can't look past
that."

"But what about your promise? What about the favors | have done
you?'

"We have a debt to the Pagwepori, it istrue--but othersin my
government question whether we can trust an dly of Leia Organa Solo--"
"I would have denounced her mysdif, if the chairman would only have let
me--" "--and till others believe that we must keep Queen of the
Vakyriesfor ourselves, to help usin our defense againgt the fleets

and amiesLeaaisrasng agans us.

Truly, | do not see how we can deliver the ship to you in such
circumstances.”

The consul's face had falen farther with every word. "Thisis
horrendous--unthinkable!" he sputtered.

"Isthere nothing you can do?"
Nil Spaar flicked his cheek in the Pagwepori gesture of resignation.

"Perhaps it would be possible--but no. | am embarrassed to ask for
more when adebt dready exigts.”

"Ask! Please, ask! Isthere someway | can help resolve this?”

"| thought only that if you could give me the meansto persuadethe
others-if | could give them sufficient reason to trust you--to know
that you are as honorable as | know you to be--" "Y es, of course--but
what will do that? Are you asking meto leave Coruscant? Are you
asking usto leave the New Republic?'

"No, no---by no means. Just continue to be afriend to usthere," Nil
Spaar said. "Keep your eyes and ears open to the machinations of she
who afflicts us. Provide us with an unbiased report of her actions.

Give usthe information we need to keep this confrontation from
spinning out of control. That's the only way we can keep our promise
to you. That will bedl the proof they need of your loyalty."

"Of course," Ourn said. "Of course! | would have done so anyway. In
fact, my first reason for contacting you wasto tell you about Leids
newest abuse of her power. Even her friends are shocked by this-she



came back from holiday and granted membership to more than twenty new
systems, completely bypassing the established protocols-" "No," Lela
said emphaticaly, brushing past Nanaod Engh as though he were astreet
beggar. "I don't want to call a cabinet meeting. | have nothing to

tell them yet. The Defense Council hasn't met yet. The viceroy hasn't
shown hishand yet."

Engh gpped ed to Behn-kihl-nahm with hiseyes.
"Will you talk to her, Chairman?'

"Lela-you don't have to have answersfor them yet," Behn-kihl-nahm
sad. "Just let them see you. Just let them see you taking command.

A government is an organism--and this one has taken two shocks
ubgtantia enough to disrupt its systems.”

"I'm sorry, but all that can't depend on me. There€'s areason for
having a cabinet, and the reason isso | don't have to concern myself
with al those 'systems.” So let the ministers dedl with their
respongbilities, and I'll dedl with the thingsthat only the chief of
Sate can.”

"But you need to tell them that, and show them that you're present,
aware, and active," said Behn-kihl-nahm.

"Y ou need to refocusthelr attention, or you'll have ninelittle
kingdoms before you know it, dl looking to their councils over inthe
Senate instead of to you. To adegree, that's aready happened.”

"Thereésagreat ded of governing which has nothing to do with
Koornacht, the Defense Council, black fleets, and matters of state,"
Engh said. "Perhapsthe ministers and their staffs should not need
reassuring, but they do."

"And | don't need to be hung by my heels and questioned for four
hours."

"That won't happen,” Engh said. "It will be your meeting, not
thairs.

Thank them for the work they've been doing. Cal for their reports.

Acknowledge the difficult times ahead. Ask them to remain diligentin
discharging their respongibilities. Promiseto tell them more when you
can. Let them know that they are making it possible for you to do your
job."

"They should know al that without being told,” Leiaprotested. "Why
doesit require a pep talk from me?



My dars, during the Rebellion, our pilotsgot in thelr fighters
knowing they were outnumbered five to one and worse with less
hand-holding than this."

"That was adifferent place and adifferent time," Behn-kihl-nahm said
smply. "Leia-you have never served anywhere in government except at
the top. Please trust those of us who are better acquainted with the
view from the bottom to advise you in this"

Sghing, Leialooked to thefirst adminigtrator.
"When do you suggest we do this, then? This afternoon?"

"Oh, no--that would put the stamp of an emergency onit, which isthe
last thing you want. No, al you need do this afternoon is give the
usud three-day notice. That will start sending the message you want
heard. For the rest, three days from now is soon enough.”

"All right. Three days, then,” Lelasaid grudgingly.
"Will oneof you tell Alole onyour way out?"

Thefirg full cabinet meeting of the new erawent surprisngly

smoothly. Minister of State Mokka Falanthas showed signs--noticeable
but not overt--of il being disgruntled over Leidsviolation of his

turf, but he kept those fedings out of hiswords when he reported on
the work of the diplomatic corps. But the rest of them, Lelawas

forced to admit, did seem to relish the return to normalcy.

Even better, Leilawas able to hold the meeting down to two hours,
giving her achanceto get some real work done before meeting Han for
lunch. But she didn't quite manage to escape cleanly--Nanaod E ngh
followed her out of the council hall and down the corridor toward the
turbalifts

"Do you have sometime now, Princess?' Engh asked. "There's something
I'd like to bring up that wasn't appropriate for that venue."

"I was planning on taking ad ow second look at some new materid that
camein from Generd A'baht overnight,” Leiasaid. "I'm going before
the Defense Council on thefirgt, you know."

"Yes | do."

"Well, you have from here to my office door to convince me that
whatever thisisis moreimportant than that.”

"l think perhapsthisis part of that, Princess” said Engh. "Has
Alole been showing you any of thetraffic from the ministry
channds?'



"l don't understand. She screensit dl and shows me the dispatches
and inquiries| need to handle. Y ou know that."

"I'm sorry--1 meant the public lines. Thetdliesfrom the
message-handling droids that handle the unad-dressed comments, the
abgtracts from the general call logs--that sort of thing? Or perhaps
you've taken a peek in there yoursdf.”

"No," Lelasaid, cdling for thelift. "Why would |7

"WEell--to get an idea how thisall is being taken on the outside, off
Coruscant, away from the government.

To see how people are reacting to the news.”
"Goon," Leasad asthelift arrived.

"Thismatter of the new members, for example--perfectly within your
powers under the Charter,” Engh said, following her into the car.

"Everyone here knows the new members had to agree to observe the
Charter like any other member, and that what was done was done not only
for alegitimate reason, but anoble one."

"I'd like to think that none of that needsexplaining,” said Leiaas
the doors knifed closed. "Except perhapsto Minister Falanthas."

"That'samatter of professiona turf and persona style, which I'm
sure you two will work out intime," Engh said. "But out in the
capitals, theresagreat deal of concern about recent events--talk of
your having exceeded your authority, of specid privileges being
granted, and of your acting on awhim, even rashly."

" Are you taking about the home governments?"

"The home governments themsalves in some cases, the technocratsin
others. And not only the techno-crats-this reaches nearly every
quarter. Much of what's coming in fromindividud citizensonthe
public linesis critica--often crudely and ignorantly, but there it

Is"

"And you think | should bereading this?' Leiasaid wryly. "Look,
Nanaod--I don't understand why you're caling my attention to this.

I'm unhappy with the Situation, so why would | be surprised if others
are? What's there to do about it?"

"Well, welve been talking about this downstairs for severa daysnow,”
Engh said. "The emerging consensusisthet dl of that messisthe

result of our not having prepared the New Republic for what was coming,
and not moving fast enough to educate them after the fact.



I'd like to put a couple of staff members on the problem full-time,
preferably in consultation with someonein your office--1 was thinking
that Tarrick would be the best suited.”

The turbolift eased to astop, and the doors flashed open on fifteen.
"What do you propose to have them doing?’

"Why, to plan aprogram to buff up your publicimageahit. I liketo
think thet it's mostly amaiter of getting the word out--informing
rather than influencing.

We might want to think about making you a bit more availableto the
grids, not only the big ones based here, but the regional and local
nets-" "Now you want meto give interviews? What next?

Preside over spaceport openings? Endorse aline of little Lela
dolls?

Let mysdf be recorded dancing for Han in a Huttese dave-girl
costume?'

"Now, Leia, no oneissuggesting--" "Y ou'd get there, eventualy. And

that's not what I'm hereto do,” Leiasaid firmly. "What's more, I'd

be deeply discouraged to discover that you can take someone whao's shown
terrible judgment and get people to support her just because shehasa
nicesmile. | earned whatever criticism'saimed a me right now, and

I'm going to try to earn back the respect I've lost--not replace it

with something false”

"That's not what we're talking about, Leia," Engh said. "Weretaking
about taking your case not just to the Senate, but to the people the
senators represent.

Weé're talking about combating misinformation and mis-impressions before
they take hold firmly enough to be mistaken for thetruth. Leia, this
can only strengthen your hand.”

They were closing in on the presidentia suite. "Am | supposed to do

the right thing, Nanaod, or the popular thing? Wherestheline

between wanting to be understood and wanting to be liked?" She stopped
and faced him, blocking him from coming further. "How doesit help me
provide the leadership everyone expects from meif theresalittle man
standing behind me whispering that the people aren't ready yet to go
wherel know we haveto? Don't make it any harder thaniitis,

Nanaod.

Because | haveto tell you, it's hard enough aready.”

"All I want isto give you al the tools you need to be successful,”



Engh said. "Y our publicimageisone of them."
"Except it needs rehabilitation.”

"In some circles--where you haven't been well served by gossip, rumor,
and the news. Thisisn't about fogging the air with lies, Leia-it's
about clearing away the fog that others creete.”

"Mon Mothma never had to resort to image strategists, and sheled us
through harder timesthan these," Leiasaid. "No. I'm not
interested.”

"Will you think about it? Perhgpsif you sampled what's coming in,
you'd understand why we're concerned---" "I understand,” Leiasaid. "l
just don't want that kind of help. And | have work to do now."

Engh did not pressthe point further, but Leia had trouble leaving the
conversation behind when she entered her office. Hours later, ill
burning over it, she repeated much of the exchange to Han when he
joined her with the children for lunch a the indoor waterfal

cascade.

She expected his sympathy, but Han's face acquired an uncomfortable
expression as she talked.

"What? What isit?"
"Nothing. It's nothing--go on, I'm listening."

"No, | know that look," Leiainssted. "It'syour 'I'm not going to

say this becauseit'll just make thingsworse

trying-to-bite-your-tongue look. Except you dways haveto let me see
how hard you're working to be nice. | don't know how you ever won a
single hand of sabacc with that face.

"Just like I know that speech,” Han said, his mouth twigting into a
wry, crooked grin. "That's your 'I'm going to poke at him until he's
just mad enough to blurt out what he'sthinking' speech. And it
doesn't work anymore.”

"So why don't you just tell me, before were both worn out from
wredling?'

"It really doesn't mean anything--" "Why don't you skip the
cushioning-the-blow part thistime, too?"

"Women," Han sniffed in mock indignation. "They dwayswant you to
tell them what you're thinking, but whatever you say iswrong."

"Aslong as you understand the ground rules.”



"Oh, yeah. What's scary iswatching Jainafigure them out, too.” Han
sghed. "A couple of daysago | heard from an old smuggling buddy
who's settled down to the straight life out on Fokask. Haven't had any
contact with himinyears."

"Sowhy now?'

"He sent me acopy of acommentary and half adozen lettersfrom The
Fokask Banner, which | guessiswhat passes for anewsgrid out there.

Thetitle on the commentary was something like 'Does Princess Crave
Logt Crown?™ "Mmm. What did it haveto say?"

"Aw, | didn't read it that closdy--why would | want to?' Her eyes
prodded him gently. " Something about how they'd dways thought of you
asasteward of the best Old Republic vaues, but now you were starting
to look like afan of an even older idea, the divineright of
monarchs-whatever that means. | probably got it at least partly

wrong. Y ou can read it yoursdf, if you redlly want."

"And what did your friend haveto say?'

Han pursed hislips and avoided her eyes, clearly looking for away to
not answer.

"Judt tell me."

"Well--he didn't have much to say, actudly. After the last of the
letters from the Banner, he just added a short note. 'Isthere
something in the water there on Coruscant?

She seemed like such anicegirl."" Han shrugged. "1t doesn't mean
anything, except that now | haveto kill him."

"No, you don't."

He nodded, deadpan. "Do. Insulted my girl. Havetokill al of
them.”

"Stop that, before the children hear you," she said, punching his
shoulder and then resting her head againdt it.

Han wrapped an arm around her. "I might let him off if hetakesit
back." After along pause, he added, "But he hasto mean it." There
was another pause, during which histone turned serious. "And, what
you said--before the children hear him."

Lelasaid nothing then. But as she cuddled with Han and watched Jaing,
Jacen, and Anakin playing by the waterfals, four words burned in her
ears before the chil dren hear. When she returned to the fifteenth

floor, she quietly asked Aloleto find her asample of the messages



received in recent days on the ministry lines. Not long after Alole
provided them, Lela called Nanaod Engh.

"I've thought some more about what you said,” she said. "Please see
what can be done."

"Well get after it right away,” Engh promised.

Y oung and old, fresh and seasoned, the Grannan and the Mon Calamari
|eft their Fleet speeder and walked in unconscious lockstep acrossthe
parking apron toward the red-and-white snub fighter Stting high oniits
skids adozen meters away.

"Hereswhat | wanted to show you,” Admiral Ackbar said. "Have you
ever seen one of these before?”

"Yes," Pla Mdlar said, ducking under the locked foilsand studying
thewingtip spars. "In my grandfather's enemy vessdl silhouette drill
& It's some variation on an Incore T-sixty-five X-wing, isn't

it?'

"Correct. But notice the wider profile through the fuselage, and the
side-by-side cockpit."

"Dummy laser cannon on thewingtips, too,” Md-lar said. "Trainer?'

Ackbar nodded. "Thisisa TX-sxty-five primary trainer. The X-wing
may no longer be the Fleet's front-line fighter, but every pilot in the
Heet took hisfirst hundred hoursin one of these, and every new pilot
probably will for some yearsto come.”

Mallar crouched and peered under the fusdlage. "A lot different froma
TIE interceptor.”

"Indeed. Including one difference you should be able to particularly
appreciate---hyperdrive."

A wry smile creased the boy's face, then vanished.

"One of these crashed the day | came out of the tank, didn't it?|
heard the medicstaking.”

Ackbar turned and pointed across the field. "Right over there, on
taxiway twenty-two. Not thefird, or thelast,” he said with alittle

shake of the head. " Sometimes, despite everything we do, they come out
of the smulatorswith theideathat if they make amistake their

mentor pilot will just reset the exercise."

He shrugged. "And sometimes shipsjust break."

"My engineering instructor liked to say that stopping isn't hard,



stopping gently is--and anytime you leave the ground, you'd better
check twice to make sure dl the nuts are tightened, because gravity
flunksal theincompletes.”

"It soundslike your ingtructor knew hisbusiness”

"Yes" Mdlar said. "Bowman Y ork did know hisbusiness. | miss

him."

A fat-bodied military transport rose from the field beyond and roared
overhead on itsway to space. Wearing awistful expression, Plat

Mallar turned his head to watch it until it vanished from sight.

"So effortless-so much power, under such precise control.” He looked
back to Ackbar. "That's all | cared about before the Y evetha came, you
know. Not the bombs and the laser cannon. Just flying. Just the

ships, so graceful, dropping out of the clouds, disappearing into the

sky. They came and went every day when | was very young. Mom said I'd
gt at my window for hours and watch for them, and call out to the
whole housewhen | saw one"

Ackbar inclined his head toward the trainer.

"Would you liketo go up?"

"I've been trying to convince mysdlf that it would only make mefed
WOrse, just in case you asked,” Mallar said.

"How did you do?'

"Failed miserably. Yes, I'd redly liketo. Can we, sometime?’
Ashisanswer, Ackbar climbed up the boarding ladder, reached insde
the open cockpit, and tossed a flight helmet down to asurprised Plat
Madlar.

"Now?'

"Why not?'

"Dont | need something more than this?*

"Y ou need amentor pilot," said Ackbar, reaching into the cockpit again
and retrieving another flight helmet.

IITI,HIS I.TE.II
"I meant--wait, we're just going for aride, aren't we?'

Ackbar clambered down the ladder with his hemet under hisarm. "You
meant like aflight suit?"



"Wdll--yes"
"In the cargo area of the speeder,” Ackbar said, nodding toward it.
"Why don't you get them?'

Mallar hurried off to the speeder, returning quickly with an armful of
folded brown fabric. "Which ones ming?"

"Ontop," Ackbar said. "The onewith your nameonit."
For amoment Mallar stared blankly, uncom-prehending.

Then Ackbar's bundled flight suit fell to the ground as Mallar shook
his out and pawed over it with shaking hands, searching for the
namestrip above the right pocket. When he found it, he looked up a
Ackbar wonderingly.

"Onyour own merit," Ackbar said firmly. "On the merit you showed the
day the Y evetha came to Polneye--the kind that counts more than any
test score or transcript.

And | mean to teach you the way | was taught, with an eye to what you
aready know, and alight hand on the stick. In the worst days of the
Rebdlion, we were putting pilotsin combat on ten hours of smulator
time, because we were a war. Well, Polneyeis at war with N'zoth.

Andif it's<till important to you, and there's any way it can be done,
| will have you ready to go back to Koornacht before that war is
over."

"Yes," Mdlar said with aquiet fierceness. "Yes, | wantit.”

Ackbar nodded. "Thereisacorridor in pilot country-you will seeit
later--lined with small metd plagques, onefor each pilot who'sdied
flying out of thisbase. Thewdls and the celling of that corridor

are nearly covered in metal.

And if we wereto hang a plague for every pilot who came through here
asatrainee and died somewhere out there, under enemy gunsor ina
ship that just broke, we'd have to cover the entire face of the

tower."

"l undergtand,” Mallar said.

"Y ou only think you do-like everyone your age,” Ackbar said, shaking
his head. " Just listen to me for amoment. When old people start

wars, young peopledie.

And every hero every war has ever made went out that morning with



comrades who were every hit as brave, but not quite as lucky. Y ou've
used up alot of luck dready getting here, Plat Mdlar. And no one,

no one anywhere, would ever say aword to you if you were to choose not
to put on that flight suit, and chose instead to make alife here. You

stole that life back from those marauders. Y ou need not offer it up

agan.”

"I know," said Plat Mdlar, tanding astall ashisframewould
dlow.

"And | thank you for reminding me that thereisachoice. But my
choiceisto wear this, and hope for achance to do something that
makes a difference--to me, if not to anyone else.”

"Very wel," Ackbar said. "Then let usbegin. Y ou have agreat ded
tolearn.”

Chapter 13

Asthelast holo-image of the Y evethan attack on Morning Bell faded and
the lights came back up in the Defense Council's hearing chamber, Leia
studied the senators seated at the VV-shaped table.

Therewas one new face among the eight, reflecting asmall shift inthe
bal ance the human Tig Peramis of Walallawas gone, and Nara Deega of
Clak'dor VI, aBith, had been seated in his place. After the
confrontation at the activation briefing for the Fifth Heet, it wasa

relief not to have to face the fiery Peramis, who had removed himself

to alega limbo by presenting articles of withdrawd for his

homeworld.

But theintimidatingly intelligent Deegawas, like the mgority of his
species, degply committed to pacifism. A ruinous civil war had left
Clak'dor VI an ecological nightmare, inhabitable only in domed
cities

Because of those memories, Leladid not expect to find Deega any more
tractable than Peramis had been.

Leiawaked into the middle of the space defined by the, and dll eyes
turned to her. On the recommendation of Engh'simage speciadists, she
had forgone the flowing robes of Alderaan'sroya housein favor of
what Han had called street-fighting clothes--a ssimple garment
suggestive of aflight jJumpsuit. But she wore just one of the medals
and honors she was entitled to the smal blue-fire crystd talisman of
House Organa

"The question | bring beforeyouisasmpleone,” Lelasad thefirst
words she had spoken in that room that day. "What shall we do about
what you've just seen?



"These images document both the murderous brutaity and the
expansonist mentaity of the current Y evethan government,” she went
on. "They've committed unspeakable acts of xenophobic genocide and
been rewarded for it with new worlds to settle and new resourcesto
exploit. Their success can only whet their appetite for more--but even
if they are content now, they're profiting from crimes against peace
and mordlity.

"Excluding the Koornacht Cluster, Farlax Sector contains more than two
thousand inhabited systems, some three hundred of which are members of
the New Republic. Not one of them is strong enough to resist the

Y evethaon itsown.

"Weve adready accepted our responsibility to protect the peaceable
inhabitants of Farlax by sending the Fifth Fleet to stand between them

and the Y evetha

But that's no more than a stopgap solution. We cannot undertake a
permanent deployment at battle-group strength. Eventudly we will face
an unagppedling choice between abandoning those systems, reinforcing
them, and taking on the Y evethafor them.

"1 think we must face that choice now, whilethe initiative remains

with us--before the Y evetha find away to force our hand. We must find
someway to ater the Y evethan calculus, or what you saw just now will
only be the beginning. We should try firg to change their willingness

to wage war, but we should be prepared to deny them the means to wage
war.

"That'swhy I'm here today--to ask for your counsel in devising aplan
to deal with the Y evetha, and your support in carrying it forward.”

Leds presentation was the only part of the meeting she could control,
and it proved to be her best moment of the morning. As soon as she
returned to her seat, Behn-kihl-nahm spoke briefly but supportively
before laying out the ground rules for the discussion to follow.

But as soon asthat discussion began, the division in the Council
became evident, and L ela's opponents began chipping away at the
foundation she stood on.

"What is the source of these images you have presented to us?' asked
Senator Deega

Lelastood at her seat. " Senator, they were recorded by the Y evetha
and intercepted by aferret patrolling the perimeter of Koornacht
Cluger."

"Then they are completely undocumented?’

"What do you mean, Senator? | can, if theré's alegitimate reason to



do s0, bring someone in here who can testify to the time, manner, and
location in which those images were recorded.”

"Y ou have misunderstood, President Solo," Senator Deega said
patiently.

"If you did not make th e recordings, you do not know what was being
recorded. Y ou have said that these images document the eradication of
certain settlements within Koornacht Cluster. But, objectively viewed,
they document nothing. What planets were those? Who was aboard those
ships? When did those events take place? Who assembled those images
inthat sequence?'

"If the Council fedsit hasn't seen enough and chooses to commit the
time, | can present the entire unedited intercept--all eleven hours of
it

"Y ou still misunderstand, President Solo,” said Deega. "For dl you

can prove, those images were recorded during the Rebellion, light-years
away from Koornacht Cluster. If they were recorded at all--the quality
of the images does not exceed the capabilities of the best image

editors”

Chairman Behn-kihl-nahm intervened at that point. " Senator Deega,
inasmuch as you're new to the Council, I'm aware that you haven't had
much experience eva uaing military intelligence. Much aswewould dll
like to have absolute certainty in these matters, technica espionage
does not often alow usthe luxury of the exacting sandardsa

scientist hasfor evidence, or amathematician for a proof. Sometimes
we just have to trust our spies--or, if that asks too much, trust our

eyes”

That brought chuckles from Senators Bogen and Y ar, and effectively
slenced Deega. But Senator Marook stepped up to fill the void.

"I have no doubt thet terrible, shameful things have happened in
Koornacht Clugter," said the Hrasskis, hisair sacs pulsing dowly. "l
do not question what Princess Leia has shown us.”

Leiawaited, knowing not to take hiswords as avote of confidence.
"Intruth, | found the presentation sufficiently red that | should not
like to see any more, or see any more closely. It's enough to know
that the dying are scream-ing--1 don't find that listening to it adds
anything to my undersgtanding,” said Marook. "What | questionisthe
Princesss claim that thisisamatter of great urgency.

Perhaps she can help me understand.”

"I'll domy best," Lelasad, wary.



"These recordings--to the best of your knowledge, they were made days,
even weeks ago, yes?'

"That'strue"

"So what you've shown usis history. None of these tragedies can be
prevented, or even tempered.”

"Then how isthisany different from the unavenged atrocities of the
Imperid era? Why are we not meeting to discuss how and when to invade
the Core in search of the agents of Pa patine's rampages? Isn't the

rea urgency here the waning of your political power, and your

desperate need for adramatic victory to restore your prestige?”

That brought Tolik Yar roaring to hisfeet in Leids defense with
accusations of hisown. "Bold talk from atraitor who secretly visited
Aramadiaand plotted with Nil Spaar against his own.

Y ou have never explained what you were doing there--besides shaming
your people and betraying your oath--" Marook answered with alunge and
aclenched figt, which brought Senators Bogen and Frammd into it as
peacemakers and sent Deega fleeing from the room.

Meanwhile Senator Cundertol of Bakuraand Senator Zilar of Praesitlyn
sat back intheir chairs, treating the contretemps as an object lesson
and an entertainment, respectively.

"You see?' Cundertol said, leaning toward his companion.

"These diensare dwaysfighting, on the least provocation. It'sin

their nature. Y ou can't stop them--so why should we try? Why are we
obliged to protect the weak againgt the strong? Why not let the weak
fdl, and then make our aliances with the strong?’

It took al Behn-kihl-nahm's persuasive skill to bring everyone back to
the table and the session back to order. But by then, unanimity was
hopelessy beyond reach.

The meeting dragged out for three more fractious hours. At the end of
it, Leiawas forced to settle for acompromise that pleased no onein
the room, least of dl hersdlf and the chairman. The plan wastoo bold
for Deega, too hasty for Marook, too interventionist for Cundertol, too
far short of what Behn-kihl-nahm had thought possible, and too timid
for Tolik Yar and therest of the Council.

But dl eight were willing to support it when they |eft the privacy of
the hearing room, which made it the best Leia could hopefor.

"Thank you, Chairman,” Lelasaid after the consensus vote, pretending
to adignity far more elevated than the process deserved. "I'll give
the Council advance notice of the announcement. I'll need to consult



with Admi ral Ackbar and notify Genera A'baht. But it should only be
amatter of afew hours."

The preparation took longer than the execution.

"Heresaquestion for you, Princess,” Han said, scratching his head as
he peered at the holorecorder's reference screen. "How exactly will we
know that Nil S paar has gotten the message, since he's officialy not
talking toyou?'

"We have three different holocomm codes from his vist here--two for
Ararnadiaand onefor the viceroy's seff,” said Leia. "It'll goto
al three"

"WEell be usng Channe Oneto notify al the home governments,” added
Minister of State Mokka Falanthas. " Since the Y evetha used Channel One
themselvesfor Nil Spaar's last address, we know they can monitor

it--and if they can, it'slikely that they do."

"Wewill also have prowlers broadcasting in high-band and laser
directiona from aong the Koornacht perimeter,” said Genera
Rieekan.

"Those Sgnaswill reach the Y evethan picketsin eight hoursor less,
and Doornik Three Nineteen thirty-four hourslater.”

"And if for some reason they willfully manageto ignore dl thet, they
cannot fail to notice two days from now, when we repeat this message
and dlow the gridsto carry it to the generd citizenry, to prepare

them for what may come,” said Behn-kihl-nahm. "I have no doubt that
the Y evetha gill have spies on Coruscant. They will know what has
transpired.” He shrugged. "Indeed, they may aready know."

Leafinished fussng with the drape of her robes and looked up.
"Whereis Ackbar? Has anyone seen him?"

"l did," Han said. "He was heading for his office with abig bundle
under hisarm, muttering something about too much ormachek. | think
maybe he was having trouble with his dressuniform.”
Leldsfacerdaxed into asmilefor thefirst timein hours. "If he

went al theway back into his closet for the Mon Calamari battle tunic
he wore at Endor, this may take awhile."

Tugging uncomfortably at hisown uniform, Han said wryly, "1 could have
used atailor mysdlf. | hope we don't look more silly than scary,
standing behind you."

Behn-kihl-nahm patted Han on the shoulder.



"Dont worry--the right message will come through.
And your presenceis as much for domestic eyesasfor Y evethan ones.”

At that point Ackbar arrived, resplendent in hiswhite admira's
tunic.

"Isthat everyone now?"' called the young consultant from Nanaod Engh's
gaff. "Can | have everyone but the Princess here by the banner?”

The consultant quickly arranged the extras along the wal behind where
Lelawasto St--Han, Ackbar, and Rieekan dl in uniform to the lft of
the banner bearing the gold-trimmed New Republic inggnia, Engh,
Behn-kihl-nahm, and Falanthas dl in diplomatic dressto theright.

Then he brought Leiain and sat her down in the cupped-hand pedestal
chair, which effectively vanished behind her robes. Backing up, he
studied his handiwork, then peered at the tableau on the reference
screen for afew seconds.

"That'sdl | can do," he announced. "Princess, you can go ahead
whenever the technicians are ready.”

The technicians were ready in short order. Then, at lagt, it was
Leiasroom, and Leids moment.

" am Princess Leia Organa Solo, President of the Senate, Chief of
State of the New Republic, and Commander-in-Chief of the Defense
Force.

| address myself to Nil Spaar, Viceroy of the Duskhan League, to the
governments of N'zoth, Wakiza, Zhina, and the other Y evethan worlds
throughout K oornacht Cluster, and to the commanders of Y evethan armed
forces everywhere.

"Whereas Viceroy Nil Spaar has freely and openly admitted to
respongbility for grievous crimes againg the inhabitants of Morning
Bdll, Polneye, New Brigia, Door-nik Six Twenty-eight, and other legdly
condtituted settlementsin and near Koornacht Cluster-"Whereas these
crimesinclude the unprovoked wholesale daughter of the inhabitants of
these worlds, and theillega and immora seizure of their homes,

goods, and territory-"Whereas these acts grosdy and wantonly violate
the fundamental rights of sentient beings and peaceful worlds
everywhere, aswedl asthe fundamentd principles of mord
conduct-"Whereas these are rights and principles to which the New
Republic iswhally and unswervingly committed in both law and spirit-"I
do thereby ingtruct and advise Viceroy Nil Spaar and the ruling
authorities of the Y evethato immediately relinquish and withdraw from
the systems you have seized, surrender any and al property
confiscated, and release unharmed any and dl prisoners now held. If
youfail to do soin atimely and responsive manner, you will leave us



no choice but to enforce this directive by every meansavailableto
LBll

Her gaze burned into the lens of the holorecorder.

"Do not migudge this--our will and determination in this matter are
unwavering. Withdraw from those worldsyouillegdly and immoraly
seized, or be removed from them. Those are the only choices. The New
Republic will not dlow you to profit from acts of such unbridled
barbarism.

"Ordered and recorded this day and before these withesses at Imperia
City, Coruscant, by President Leia Organa Solo.

"End tranamisson.”

When the technical staff signaed the recording was over, the gathering
dispersed with surprising speed.

Ackbar, Behn-kihl-nahm, and Han dl came to her with words of support,
but only Han lingered.

"Sounded great from wherewe were, Leia," he said, catching her upina
quick hug. "If it was me you were talking to, 1'd know you meant
business. Now--how long do we wait?'

"I hope we don't haveto wait very long,” she said.

"But there aren't any deadlines. WElI give them enough time to work
through their decision. I'm sure welll hear from someone at that end
beforelong.”

"What if we don't?'

"Then everything centers on Doornik Three Nineteen,” shesad. "It's

the one site we can monitor closely enough to know whether the Y evetha
are packing up or still moving in. That'swhere well be watching.”
Waiting was hard.

An hour came and went, with the excitement of the moment making it seem
like only afew minutes. The next hour lasted aday. Thefirst day

lasted forever. Anticipation became anxiety, and anxiety

restlessness.

Soon restlessness became impatience, and impatience agnawing
digraction.

The second day was even longer.

And nowhere was the waiting harder than aong the Koornacht



perimeter.

All 106 principal vessals of the Fifth Baitle Group wereon
round-the-clock combat-levd derts. Flights of fully armed fighters

and interceptors came and went from the launch bays of the carriers as
the defensive screens were brought up to full combat dengity.

At the end of the second day, the ultimatum was made public, aong with
selected Hill images from the Alpha Blueintelligence. The response
was surprisingly muted and, overall, supportive.

"It iscomforting, but illusory,” Behn-kihl-nahm warned Leia. "The
Senateisholding its criticism until there's some sgn--in the form of
news from Farlax--to tell them which side they want toend up on. In
the meantime, they can nobly posture asloyd supporters of the
President and defenders of the Charter. And the public response--I
suspect you will find that most casua observers are applauding the
principle without grasping therisk. They enjoy the show of strength,
and it seemsright and good to them for usto dictate to outsiders.

They expect the Y evethato meekly comply, and for thisto beover ina
few days. Most of dl, they do not expect thisto lead to war.”

Two days became three, and three stretched to five.

The ultimatum was retransmitted daily a 1700, but there was no
response of any kind from insde Koor-nacht Cluster. It became
increasingly clear that the Y evethawere ignoring the messages.

On the sixth day an Alpha Blue stationary probe came out of hyperspace
near Doornik 319 and recorded the arriva of asmal flaotilla-three
spherica thrustships and an Imperial-design Star Destroyer. The
recording was relayed successfully to arepeater outside the Cluster,

but the probe had been on station long beyond its endurance and
disntegrated when it tried to disappear back into hyperspace.

As soon asthey reached him, Drayson brought both the news and the
dispatch to Leia at the residence.

"I'm afraid our probe will haveleft debrisin real-space” he said
gpologeticdly. "That may complicate matters.”

"All it tellsthem isthat were watching--and that they can't detect
itwhenweare" Leasad. "Maybethat will help usalittle”

"But theredlity isthat that was my last asset in that system,”
Drayson said. "And placing them is harder than hiding them once
they'rethere. Thisislikely to be thelast report from Doornik Three
Nineteen for the foreseesble future. They're dl going to be

expiring.”



"Let me get Han, and welll take alook,” she said.
"And we should contact Behn-kihl-nahm and Ackbar.”

"| took theliberty," Drayson said. "Bennieison hisway over. But
Admird Ackbar isgetting in sometimein a TX-gxty-five and won't be
herefor at least an hour."

"All right. Well wait for Bennie"
"Hesad not to."
"Wdl," said Leia. "Then | guesswewont.”

Together Han, Leia, and Admird Drayson watched the four minutes of
data--twenty capture clips, each twenty secondslong, spanning a
six-hour period. They documented the arrival of four shipsand
landings at widely separated Sites by three of them. When the
recording wasfinished, Leialooked up in surprise.

"That's not enough,” she said. "We can't tell whether those ships went
down empty or full. We can't seeif they left or stayed.”

"Wait," Drayson said. "Therecording is--enhanced resolution. We can
zoom on the last two clips, when the second thrustship was amost
directly under the probe.”

The enhanced images resolved the ambiguity. They reveded aglassy
landing pad in the middle of an empty, undeveloped plain, and atrain
of cargo pallets, each nearly the Sze of alight freighter, being

towed away from the thrustship.

"That'sit," Lelasaid. "That'sthair answver."

Han shook his head and frowned. "l think the trandation is'Oh
yeeh?

Make me."" He drew adeep breath and released it noigly. "What
now?'

"Wewait for Bennig," Leiasaid. "In the meantime, | want to seeit
again.”

Eventudly the meeting a the residence grew to include Engh, Riegkan,
Fdanthas, Behn-kihl-nahm, and Ackbar. There were severa showings of
the recording, particularly the later clips. No onewho saw it failed

to be concerned.

"Bennie? What do we do?' Leiaasked. "Send another ultimatum? Tell
them we know what they're doing, ingst that they stop? Maybe afirm
deadline thistime, and a clearly stated consequencefor missng it."



Behn-kihl-nahm'sjaws worked at her use of the nickname in that
Setting, but he said nothing of it. "It's difficult to see what magic
words would make another warning any more credible than the onesweve

dready sent.”

"We should give them moretime," Minigter Faanthas said. "There may
be an internd struggle over this-a split between the military and the
cvilian government.

What we see at Doornik Three Nineteen may not reflect the ultimate
resolution. If we respond too forcefully, it could force them into an
adversarid podtion.”

"Inthe little we know, at leadt, there is no evidence the digtinction
ismeaningful in the Duskban League," Ackbar said. "Nil Spaar acts
with the Sngular initiative and decisveness of an autocrat--an
absoluteruler.”

"He'scdling your bluff, Leia" Han said. "There's no other way to
reed this"

Rieekan nodded. "I agree.”
"Yes," said Ackbar. "Those ships have hyperdrive.
If they camefrom N'zoth, they |eft after we sent thefirst warning.”

"I'll have to come back to the Defense Council, then," Lelasaid,
looking at the chairman.

Behn-kihl-nahm inclined his head. "And if Senator Marook and Senator
Deega prevail thistime, now that the stakes are clearly higher? Do we
cdl the Fifth Fleet home and walk away?'

Leiastood up and walked to the study's viewpane.

From there she stared out into the quiet hedge garden, its scul pted
shapeslit only by the nightglow of Imperid City. "We don't know
what's happening on N'zoth," she said findly. "We only know what's
happening on Door-nik Three Nineteen, and that it's unacceptable.” She
turned to them, her arms crossed over her chest. "Will you support a
blockade of Doornik Three Nineteen?"

One by one, they nodded or spoke their acquiescence.
Drayson was the last to respond.

"I do not think the Y evethawill be easily persuaded of their
vulnerability, or our resolve" he said dowly.



"But it seems areasonable next step, eveniif it should prove

insuffident.”

Leianodded an acknowledgment, then moved away from the viewpane and
rgjoined them where they sat.

"Admird Ackbar, does Generd A'baht have what he needsto securdly
blockade that system?”

"We should consult with him on that," Ackbar said.

"With at least one Y evethau Star Destroyer dready there, the general
will need to comein with overwheming force or risk immediate
hodtilities"

"Let's pull up therules of engagement for planetary blockade and

review themwith that inmind," Leasad.

Behn-kihl-nahm stood. "Madame President, if you will excuse me--the
decisonsthat remain do not require my presence, and | would liketo
go hometo be with my family. Minister Falanthas--will you walk with
me?

Thereisasmall matter | need to discuss with you--" With the seatson
either sde of him suddenly empty, Nanaod Engh found areason to excuse
himsdf aswell.

Lelalooked questioningly at Ackbar when Engh was gone.

"These are hard enough decisonsfor soldiers,” Drayson said. "Y ou
cannot blame them if they want to distance themsdlves enough so that

they can deep.”

"Why should they be the lucky ones?' Han said grumpily, and Sighed.
"Oh, hdl. Herewe go again.”

"No," said Leafirmly. "Were doing thisto prevent awar, not to
gart one. But that means we have to teach Nil Spaar that he misread
us. That'sgoing to be Generd A'baht'sreal misson. Nothing

more."

Generd A'baht turned away from the display with the blockade order.
"Findly," hesad. "Findly."

"What?" asked Captain Morano.

"Were going into the Cluster,” A'baht said. "We're going to deny the

Y evethathe use of Doornik Three Nineteen as aforward base." A'baht
looked past Morano to the lieutenant at the comm tation. "Call my



tactical gaff. Bring in the secondary screens. And dert dl
commands to prepare for redeployment.”

Ultimatdly, thirty-one ships of the Fifth Battle Group of the New

Republic Defense Force were chosen to make the entry into the

sx-planet blue-white star system cataloged as Doornik 319. Leading

the deployment were the Fleet carrier Intrepid, the battle cruisers

Sawart, Illustrious, Liberty, and Vigilant, and the assault carriers

Repulse and Shield. The blockade entry was prefaced three minutesin
advance by anew hypercomm message from Princess Lelato the Y evetha

"The Y evethan government's reckless decision to resupply the bases and
settlementslocated on illegaly seized territory isin clear defiance

of our order to withdraw," Leiasaid. "l therefore declare an

immediate blockade of such locations as we may choose.

"It isour declared purpose in this blockade to interdict any and all
inbound traffic, and to peaceably oversee the withdrawa of Y evethan
citizensand theremova of Y evethan facilities. But know this—-in the
event of any hogtile acts directed a New Republic vessalstaking part
in the blockade, our commandersin the field are authorized to respond
immediately with al necessary force.

"To avoid unnecessary bloodshed, | call on Viceroy Nil Spaar to
promptly and clearly announce your intention to abide by the terms of
the order of withdrawa, and to give unambiguous evidence by your
actions of the sincerity of your words.

"Any other course you choose will lead to war." Good words, Genera
A'baht thought, with grudging respect. Strong words. May the viceroy
hear the stedl in your voice, and spare the lives of our mothers sons
and daughters.

"Signd ferret reentry now," sang out the jump manager.

"Confirm dert level zero," said Captain Morano.

"Confirming!" caled the exec. "All defense systems active. Shields
st to go automatic on reentry. Flash aert recelversin the green.

All stations crewed. All weapons on standby. Interceptor Two, Five,
Eight, Fighter Red, Gold, Black, are on the deck and hot."

"Picket line reentry now," sang out the jump manager.
Captain Morano nervoudy tightened the strgps holding him in hisflak
couch. "So how many combat jumps have you made, Generd?' he said to

A'baht.

"Too many, and not enough,” said A'baht.



"l understand that,” Morano said. " Say--what was that Dornean war
prayer agan?'

"l have dready said it for us," A'baht said, nodding.

"Attention, dl handsl" cdled the jump manager.

"Redl space entry in five--four--three--two--" "Remember, everyone,
theres at least one big Star Destroyer out there--let's find it

fedt!"

Morano called out.

"--one--" The jump aarm sounded, and the bridge view-screens blurred
with streaks of white. When the streaks abruptly collapsed into a
brilliant field of stars, abrown-and-white planet, two-thirdsin

night, filled agenerous share of the forward view.

"Stang, look at them dl," someone breathed, reacting to the spectacle
of the Clugter viewed from within.

"How are the gunners supposed to find their targets againgt that
background?"

"Cut the chatter,” A'baht snapped. "1 want ahead count.”
"Polling the task force, Sr."

"Tactica!" Morano cdled. "Where are you?"'

"Sensors report no targets. Pickets report no contacts.
Prowlers report no contacts.”

"Wheresthat Star Destroyer?'

"l don't know, gir."

"Must be on the other side of the planet,” Morano said to A'baht. "I
don't know if that's lucky for them or for us."

Reports kept coming from stations dl around the bridge of Intrepid.
"Generd, pall iscomplete--al shipsreporting on station.”

"Hangar bossreportsdl flights away, Captain.

Fighter screen ismoving to position.”

"Let's push those lead pickets out and get alook at the other sde,”
sad A'baht. "Anything from the ground scansyet?'



"L ocated sSix--now seven--landing sites with adjacent structures,”
answered the sensor operator. "No grounded ships, any design.”

Morano turned to look at A'baht. "Maybe they got smart and left before
we got here?"

"Let'swait until we hear from the lead pickets," A'baht said, touching
his combat comm. "Thisistask forceleader, dl units. Open the
formation and take up assgned orbits configuration. Maintain your
derts”

Over the next haf hour thefurious, nearly frantic activity of the

first few moments faded to amore manageable leve. With an dl-clear
from the lead pickets, the ships dispersed into the blockade
screen--the capital ships moving north and south in midleve orbits,
the secondaries east and west in high orbits, and the enclosing halo of
pickets and prowlers expanding outward.

Through it dl, the Y evethan Star Destroyer was nowhere to be found.
Nor were any thrustships located, either on the ground or in orhit.
Morano frowned into his hand as he studied the scan board. A'baht
bounced afist on thearmrest of hisflak couch, wondering if he
believed their good fortune.

"No dragonstoday?' Morano asked findly. "The Princess will be
pleased.”

A'baht shook hishead. "Thisdoesn't fed right.”

"Maybe at the end of the day, the Y evetha are the kind of bulliesthat
back down when someonefindly stands up to them.”

"No," said A'baht. "No, that's not the right persondity.

They're tougher--and colder--than that. Operations!

| want scouts sent immediately to the other planetsin the system.

I've got afeding the Y evethadidn't go very far."

"Right away, Sr."

But there was no chance for that order to be carried out. Contact
alarms began to sound, and the tactical officer shouted over them,
"Captain! I've got incoming hogtiles, six, eight, ten, fifteen, dl

vectors, very high closing speeds--they must be microjumping in behind

the pickets-" Something detonated against Intrepid's forward particle
shidds, bathing the bridgein blinding light until the dazzlers



responded. The shield shock made the ship sway dightly underfoot.
"Where did that come from?"

"Weé're taking ground fire, Genera--ion cannon and high-velocity
missiles. Three gtes”

"Show metactica.”

The center viewscreen metamorphosed into athree-dimensiona tactical
display, which showed the task force's ships arrayed in three shells
orbiting the planet.

The attacking vesselswere dready ingde the outer shell, diving in
toward the larger shipsfrom half the compass.

"Thisistask force leader,” A'baht said grimly. "All ships,
counterfire a will. Defend yoursaves.”

"All batteries, return fire, counterforce protocol," Morano ordered.
"Tectica--report enemy srength.”

"Count three, repest, three Imperia-class Star Destroyers; six,
repeet, Sx Aramadia-class thrustships, one additiona capitad ship,
unknown configuration and design.”

It al happened so quickly that surprise never faded from the bridge of
Intrepid. The attacking Star Destroyers dove in at high speed, thelr
forward batteriesfiring without cessation. A'baht watched the

spherica thrugt-shipswith specid interest. With their large

slhouettes, the Y evethan-designed ships seemed as though they should
be vulnerable, but they proved otherwise. Without ever seseming to drop
shidlds, they launched volleys of torpedoes and released sdlvos of a
type of Side-steering gravity bomb not previoudy seen. All thetime,
heavy laser batteries fired from six concedled and widdly spaced gun

ports.

A clugter of four Y evethan gravity bombs targeted the light escort
Trenchant in high orbit, overwhelming its particle shiddswith a
coordinated detonation. Moments later a proton torpedo struck it
forward of the bridge, and it disgppeared ingde abillowing
firebdl.

"All defense batteries, target those dow bombs," the ship'stactica
officer ordered. "Generd, gir, Liberty isreporting six fighters
down, lateral shields at one-quarter. Repulseis moving to screen
her."

Morano pounded hisfist on the armrest. "Weve got numbers on them,
but we're deployed dl wrong for thiskind of "attack. We're



sandwiched in between them and the planet with no room to maneuver.”
"Patience, Captain,” A'baht said. "We need alittle more."

The tracking officer turned a his station. "Generd-the enemy vessels
are not sustaining contact.

They're making one pass only, then veering off to multiple headings.
There may be more coming in behind them, sr."

"Hold your speculation unless asked for it," A'baht said. "Colond
Corgan, where do we stand?"

Thetactica officer for A'baht's saff frowned over his console.
"Fifty seconds more, Generd. Then I'll be ready to tranamit.”

"Fifty secondsitis" A'baht said. "Task force leader--all
secondaries prepare to break orbit to vector five-five-two. All
primaries cover thewithdrawd."

The comm chief signaled A'baht through his couch console. "Sir, the
captains of Illustrious and Liberty are asking for permisson to
pursue.”

"Denied,” A'baht said. "Task force leader, al ships. Lock up on your
debris and take it with you--1 want bodies pulled before we jump

Now it was the ship tactical officer'sturn. " Sir--we can take them.

Wejust need to regroup and pursue--" "At what losses, under these
conditions? Lieutenant, we didn't come hereto win a any cog, ina
battle zone they chose and at atime that suited them,” A'baht said,
"We came here for the information we need to win the next time. And
that next timeis coming sooner than they think."

"Yes gr.”

"Tranamitting,” Colond Corgan said. "Dispaich away.”

A'baht nodded. "Task force |leader--Secondaries break orbit. We got

what we came for--now the Y evethawill get what they deserve.” He
switched his hypercomm to the scrambled command channel and keyed the
transmit code. "All groups, your authorizetionis
kaph-samekh-nine-cipher-nine-go-daleth.

Hit 'em hard.”

The eighteen ships of Task Force Aster were waiting &t their staging



areatwo light-hours above the plane of the Doornik 319 system. The
word was passed to them by the task force commander, Commodore Brand,
aboard the star cruiser Indomitable.

"All ships, dert,” hesad. "The Y evethahave ressted the
blockade.

We're going in. Y ou should be receiving updated target and jump vector
datafrom Group Tactica now. Countdown to the jump-in will begin on
my cal. All batteries, make sure you have positive target

acquigtion. It's going to be crowded down there.”

Two light-hours below the planetary plane, Smilar directionswere
passed to the twenty ships of Task Force Blackvine by Commodore
Tolsk.

The word filtered quickly down through the ranks and out from the
bridge, reaching even the crews waiting in the cockpits of thelr
fighters and assault craft, which were arrayed for launch on the hangar
decks.

"Areyou keeping an eye on that number three engine?"

Skids called forward to the pilot's cockpit of the K-wing. "It looks a
little hot from back here.”

"I'montop of it," Esege Tuketu answered. "But everything in hereis
going to run alittle hot till they throw the doors open and Start
pushing us out. She can takeit.”

"I just don't want to hear 'Oops at the end of apower dive on one of
those Star Destroyers,” Skids said.

"I promise--you won't,” Tuke said.

"Good."

"—-I'll just think it to mysdf.”

"Isit too late for meto find another pilot?’

Ahead of them, the great armored clamshell doors of Hangar Bay 5 began
to open. "It'stoo late,” said Tuke. "Y ou just make sure dl our eggs

are safe. | don't want to crack one early.”

"Point thisthing straight and you won't have to worry about that.”

Moving as one under the control of the floor chief, the assault bombers

of the 24th Bombardment Squadron accelerated down the draglines--first

Black Hight, itssix K-wingsin two rows, three abreast, then Green,
then Red. The most dangerous part about cluster launches was executing



the break on time--the spacing was o tight that impatience in the back
rows could wipe out haf the squadron.

ble's battle operations center as histracking system lit.
"Acquiring target.”

"My, my, my--they sureturned dl thelightson for us," Skidssaid on
thelocal comm, craning hishead to look in dl directions. "I've
never seen such asky full of gars"

Red Hight broke down and away, toward the last of four Y evethan
thrustships strung out in aline leading back to Doornik 319. In afew
moments they picked up their cover fighters--the E-wings of the 16th
Fighter Squadron's Blue FHight.

"That trailer'sours, Blue Leader," Tuke said. "Red Hight, arm your
eggs and confirm acquisition by your targeting computers.”

Each of the six bombers was carrying two fat T-33 plasma torpedoes,
known among the crews as shield-busters or rotten eggs. Designed to
detonate at the shield perimeter rather than to penetrate it, the
plasmawarheads of the T-33s created the most intense radiation burst
of any New Republic wegpon, severd times the output of a capital
ship'sion cannon batteries.

Thefocusad cone of radiation was designed to overload ray-shielding
generators, either burning them up with the feedback or pushing them
overlimit with the bounceback. Once even one generator was down, the
towersfor the particle shields would be vulnerable to the turbol aser
turrets on the gun frigates. If everything went according to plan, the
carriers, dready faling back behind the cruiser screen, would never
come close to engaging the enemy directly.

Their system entry had placed them astartlingly close 16,000 klicks
from their targets, and the thrustship grew quickly in the scopes and
screens as the bombers accel erated to attack velocity. At arange of
three thousand kilometers, Tuketu ordered Red Hight to move into the
open hex formation, which would givethem dl room for evasve
maneuvers on the way in and an unobstructed power pullup on the way
out.

Therewas no sgn of enemy snub fighters, but the flight began taking
some fire from the thrustship at fifteen hundred kilometers. Hinking
and jinking the K-wing violently, Tuketu derted hiswegponstech to
the opportunity that created.

"They'refiring through their shidds, Skids--the beam scatter will
give usthe exact range to the boundary.”

"Working on it now," Skids answered, his head down over his control



disolays.
"Hurry," Tuketu said. "Drop point coming up fast.”

There was an induction crackle as an ion bolt passed within twenty
meters of the bomber. "Red Leader, Red Five--are you hearing this
guff on the command comm?"

The moment the question was asked, Tuketu realized that there were
other voicesin the cockpit. "Cut the chatter, Red FHight," he said
automaticaly. "C One hasto stay open.”

"Red Leader, that's not us—-and it's all over the spectrum, C One, C
Two, the task force frequency, the Fifth's hypercomm--are you listening
toit, Red Leader?

Do you hear what they're saying?'

The drop point was almost on them. Esege Tuketu forced himsdf to
focus on the sounds he had been disregarding as extraneous.

"--] am the Kubaz caled Totolaya. | resdein the colony Morning

Bdl. | am ahostage of the Y evetha. If you attack, | will be

killed--" On C2 the message was, "I am Brakka Barakas, an elder of New
Brigia. | am ahostage of the Y evetha. If you attack us, | will be

killed--" "Red Leader, Red Four. Shall we break off?"

"Red Two here--Tuke, what do we do?"

The decision had to be made in an instant. " Stay on target. Make your
drops," Tuke snapped.

Just then anion bolt from one of the thrustship batteries caught Red
Four full on the port enginefail.

The charge danced angrily over the surface of the bomber. Beforeiit
could reach the eggs, Red Four's weapons tech released them.

"Eggsaway!" Skidscried.
"--] am Liekas Tendo, aMorath mining enginesr.

I'min asecurity cell on somekind of starship. They say these
creatures holding us are Y evetha. They say if you attack us, I'll be
killed. Please don't attack us-" Tuketu pulled the stick back

sharply, kicking in the big dant-mounted third engine. The power of
it quickly changed the bomber's attitude and trgjectory, pushing it out
and away from the ship, the shields, and the explosionsto come. As
aways, the pullout took Tuketu right to the brink of nconsciousness.

"--1 am Crandor Ijjix of the Norat Sovereignty. | have been taken



hostage by invaders and held on their ship. To al vessels of the New
Republic--do not attack, or we will be eradicated--" Red Four never
madeits pullout move. Disabled by theion balt, the K-wing continued
fdling in toward the thrustship, trailing its own torpedoes by a

fraction of a second. When the plasma eggs reached the shield
perimeter, Red Four was enveloped by the doublefireball. The
fragments that were hurled out of the cloud were closer in Sizeto dust
than to a spaceship.

"Jojo--" Tuke closed hiseyesfor just amoment.
"Skids, report results of bombing.”
"Negative--negative, the shidd's il up," Skidssaid disgustedly.

"Red Two, Three, and Five did not drop their eggs, repest, did not
drop.”

"Red Leader, thisis Red Three weps. Tuke, I'm sorry--I just couldn't
doit. Not with hostages begging me not to.”

"Son of a-you'relooking at acourt-martial, Condor."

"I'll accept the consequences. But | wasn't going to help murder the
people we came hereto help.”

"Blue Leader to Red Flight--you guys had better work it out back at the
barn. Target islaunching its own birds. Ten on thewing and more
coming."

After one glance at the tracking display, Tuketu pushed the throttle
forward and wheeled his bomber around so that the nose pointed back
toward Indomitable. "Red Two, Red Three, Red Five, find asafe place
to dump your bomb load. Everyone take it home, best possible speed.

Red Leader to flight boss--five coming in, ETA four minutes.”

It was four minutes of hell. The Y evethan fighters were fast and

lethal, and the outnumbered E-wings couldn't hold them off. Red Three
was picked off returning from its bomb dump. Red Five took ahit on
the port wing and another just behind the cockpit, and exploded in
flamesjust before it reached the cover umbrdlaof the cruiser

Gallant. Blue FHight fared even worse--only one of the bombers made it
back to the comparative safety of Indomitable's hangar bays.

Helmet under hisarm, his eyes hollow and hisface drawn, Esege Tuketu
stood near the flight boss as the casuaties were posted on the status
board. Jojo. Keek.

Dopey and the Bear. Pacci. Nooch.



When Mirandas name went up, he no longer could stand the bloody litany
and turned and dipped away.

With hisskin cold and pae, Generd A'baht watched from the bridge of
Intrepid as variations on the same theme played out dl over the battle
zone,

Every attack bomber, every cover fighter, every capita ship from both
Task Force Aster and Task Force Blackvine received a continuous
broadcast of hostage appedals on every comm channel used by the Fleet.

Enough gunners hesitated and enough pilots turned away that not a
sngle Y evethan capita ship wastouched.

And in the retreat--both the confused one that started spontaneoudy
and the official one he ordered minutes later--nineteen of the Fleet's

small warbirds were destroyed. A hangar fire on the carrier Venture
consumed fourteen more and left dl three portside bays unusable.

The cruiser Phaanx took abow shot while pulling a crippled E-wing
ingdeits shields with atractor beam, and the damage went al the way
back to the number 14 bulkhead.

The cogtin lives, counting the loss of Trenchant, ran to well over a
thousand.

But the full cost of the defeat went far beyond that, A'baht knew. And
the ultimate cost in blood was beyond measuring.

They arenot afraid of us. They are not afraid of dying. Thereis
nothing we can use to restrain their behavior but force--the war we
didn't want to fight.

Intrepid lingered, hidden in the glare of Doornik 319's sar, whilethe
Fifth Fleet forces jumped out of the system in ones and twos. Only
when the carrier wasthe last ship remai ning did A'baht turn away from
the view-screens and descend to the main bridge on unsteady legs.

"Captain Morano," he said. "Take us out of here."

Behn-kihl-nahm walked the empty Memorid Corridor with long, impatient
drides. Two maintenance engineers, neither accustomed to moving at
that pace, struggled to keep up with him.

At the end of the corridor he turned right, stopping under thesign
over the entrance to the Senate Hall. He glanced up &t it only
briefly, reeding it withasigh in hisheart.

1000 DAY SWITHOUT A SHOT FIRED IN ANGER Remember, Peace Is No Accident
Then the chairman turned and looked back, waiting for the maintenance
men to join him. When they did, Behn-kihl-nahm pointed up & the



sgn.
"Turnit off," hesad. "Takeit down. Tekeit avay."

One of the engineers squinted up at the sign. "Do you want it put in
the Senate storeroom?”

Behn-kihl-nahm shook his head. "No. Just get it out of here, now. We
won't have any more usefor it."

Then he hurried away from the broken dream and toward the Defense
Council hearing chamber. The emergency meeting on the Stuationin
Koornacht Cluster was waiting on hisarriva to begin.

CChapter 14

The Senate messenger at the gate to the President's residence was as
determined to be admitted as the security droid was determined to bar
him from entering.

"l don't care what your protocols say--1 am here on the authority of
the acting chairman of the Ruling Council of the Senate, and my
ingructions are explicit," the messenger was saying as L eia approached
the gate from the inner walk. "'l must deliver thismessage, and | may
only ddiver it into the hands of the Princess hersdlf.”

"Very wdl. Herel am,” Lelasad.

"Princess," the messenger said, turning quickly and bowing his heed
dightly. "I gpologizefor the disruption-" "It's not your fault,” she
said, reaching through the gate past S-EP1 for the tiff folder bearing
theroyd blueinsgnia. "Seepy's programming didn't include the
possibility of asummons. Someone will have to seeto that,
goparently.”

The messenger bowed hishead again. "My gpologies again, Princess," he
said, and backed away.

Leiadid not open the folder before starting back toward the house. Of
al the many bodies---councils, committees, commissions, and
contractors--making up the complex organizationa structure of the
Senate of the New Republic, only one had the power to summon the
President to appear beforeit.

That one was the Ruling Council.

Its name, which went back to the days of the Provisiona government,
was no longer descriptive of itsrole,

Much of the power and responghbility of the trangtional Ruling Coundil
now rested e sewhere in the Senate, the General Ministry, or the Fleet



Office. The New Republic had traded efficiency for democracy and
oligarchy for bureaucracy--and had done so willingly and knowingly.

A confederation of more than ten thousand systems could not be justly
ruled by aself-elected few.

But the one dement of itsold power which the Ruling Council had
retained involved a specia responsbility regarding the President.

The drafters of the Charter were wary about creating too strong an
executive--one who, unchecked, might be able to accumulate more and
more power over time and become adictator in fact if not in name. The
cold truth was that Pa patine's reign had begun not with a coup, but
with hisgaining power largely by legitimate means.

Asacheck againgt that history being repested, the Charter preserved
the Ruling Council in the form of a supercommittee made up of the
chairmen of the Senate Councils. The founders gave it the power both
to void the election of aPresdent and to initiate the recall of a

sitting one. Ackbar had dubbed the Ruling Council “the speed brake on
the ship of state." But as often asit was spoken of, the Ruling

Council met rarely, and had never been used for itsintended purpose.

Until now.

The Council had aready been seated, apparently arguing behind closed
doors, for nearly an hour before Leiawas brought in. Though a seat
was provided for her, Leiachose to stand in the shalow well of the
chambers.

Even that only placed her a eye leve with the seven senators seated
around the arc of the pandl. At the center was Doman Beruss, the
crysta pyramid and striker resting near his hand. Behn-kihl-nahm was
to hisleft, but would not look at her.

"Madame President--Princess Leia-in the normal rotation, it would be
Senator Praget'sturn to chair thissession,” Beruss said. "However,
due to the present circumstances, the Council has decided to advance
the rotation to the next designated chair, so asto avoid any

procedural conflicts. Do you have any objection to my chairing this
ssson?!

So that'swhat the delay was about, Leiathought. "1 have no
objection.”

"Very well," said Betuss. "President Leia Organa Solo, you have been
summoned before the Ruling Council for the discussion of a petition of
recall againg you.

"A duly congtituted member of this body has presented articles calling
for avote of no confidence on the following grounds One, exceeding



your Charter authority.

Two, recklessy endangering the peace and the lives of citizens of the
Republic. Three, issuingillegd ordersto initiate hodtilities

against a sovereign state. Four, incompetence to properly carry out
the duties of office.

"Do you understand your rights and obligationsin regard to a petition
of recdl?If s0, please Sate them in your own words.”

"I have the right to hear a specification of the cause of action. |

have theright to present whatever witnesses and evidence | choosein
defense of my actionsand performance,” Leiasad. "l havethe
obligation to answer fully and truthfully al questionswhich may be
put to me, aswdll asthe obligation to appear before the Senatein
assembly should you vote to sustain the petition.”

"Very wdl," said Betuss. " Senator Praget has brought the petition,
and will lay out the specific articles.”

That took Leia by surprise--she had been expecting the complainant to
be Borsk Fey'lya. "Senator," she said with anod.

Krall Praget eyed her briefly before he began, his gaze measuring her,
judging her, ultimately dismissing her. For the duration of his
presentation, he looked down aong the curving table from his seat at
the right end, addressing himsdlf to Beruss and the other Council
members, virtudly ignoring Leia

Praget spoke for not quite an hour, then yielded back to Senator Beruss
without asking Leiaasingle question.

She could not tell whether he had decided he was unlikely to succeed in
getting her to betray hersdlf, or thought his case so strong that that

was unnecessary.

In contrast, Senator Rattagagech had along series of very specific
guestions, but they were far less accusatory in tone than Praget's
expaosition, or even hisglances.

The Elomin wastrying to reconstruct the calculus of Lelads decisions
in painstaking detail, and even Praget grew impatient with him.

"Y ou either know what you stand for, or you don't," Praget said.
"Relevance, Chairman, relevance--please ingtruct the Senator to be
relevant or yield. The petition is offered on actions and results, not

motives or intentions.”

Rattagagech drew back in surprise. " Senator Praget, your fourth
charge, of incompetence, demands a thorough assessment of the



President'sjudgment--" " Chairman, permission to amend the petition?’
Beruss nodded. "Asyou wish."

"| strike and withdraw the fourth article in its entirety,” Praget
sad, then looked at Rattagagech. "Are you finished now?'

The Elomin showed a peevish expresson. "In light of the amendment,
Chairman, | have no further questionsfor PrincessLeia.”

"Very wdl," said Beruss. "Senator Fey'lya” sault, thekilling blow,
to come from Borsk Fey'lya.

Praget's obvious eagernessto give the Bothan the floor only confirmed
that expectation. But Fey'lya changed direction aoruptly, leaving
their expectationsfaling to the floor as dust.

"Presdent Organa Solo," Fey'lyasaid, smiling politely.

"I'm sorry welve had to take up so much of your time at such acritical
juncture. | have just one question for you thismorning. If you could
revisit any of these decisons of the last severa days, with no more
knowledge than was available to you the first time, would you change
any of them?"

Leablinked in surprise--Fey'lyamight aswel havelad his coat
across apuddlefor her. Praget gaped, then fell into acoughing
fit.

"No, Senator,” Lelasaid, unableto seeatrap. "l believe we were
right to demand that the Y evetha withdraw, and that | consulted
properly with the Defense Council before doing so. | believe we were
right to try to enforce the ultimatum with a blockade, and that |
consulted properly with the Supreme Commander before doing so. |
believe we were right to respond to the Y evethan ambush immediately
with theforces available, and that Genera A'baht acted within his
authority in doing so. The outcome wasn't what we wanted, but not for
reasons we had any cause to anticipate.”

Praget snorted derisively at the last, but Fey'lya accepted her answer
with anod. "Thank you, Princess.

Chairman Beruss?'

The baance of the discusson was brief and inconsequentia, and they
voted with Leia till present. The vote wastwo to five againgt, with
only Rattagagech joining Praget.

"The petition fails" said Beruss. "That being the only business
before the Council, this sesson is adjourned.”



Jaw set and an ugly look in his eyes, Praget headed directly for
Fey'lya. Buoyed by relief, Lelaheaded for the corridor. Before she
reached it, Behn-kihl-nahm joined her, and they walked away from the
chamberstogether.

"I thought it would be Fey'lya," she said.

"It will be," Behn-kihl-nahm said. "Krall Praget got therefirs.”
IIWI,.WI

"Turf violation," Behn-kihl-nahm said. Y ou didn't consult with Praget
before acting. And the intelligence you depended on didn't come
throughhim.”

"So why didn't Fey'lyasupport him? Did someone forget to bring the
ropefor the hanging?"

"Because the moment is premature. Because he knew that the petition
would not carry, even with hisvote," said Behn-kihl-nahm. "The
outcome was foreordained, long before you were cdled in."

"How?'

"By the outcome of the vote on who would chair the meeting. When
Fey'lyasaw that Praget would not get to run the session, he knew that
thiswas not the day."

"Would it violate the secrecy of the proceedingsto tell mewho raised
thet issue?'

A hint of asmiletugged tellingly at the corner of Behn-kihl-nahm's
mouth. "I'm afraid I'm not at liberty."

Ledsanswering smile was broad and affectionate.
"Whoever it was, Bennie, please thank him for me."

"I'm sure he would not think that necessary. I'm certain he would say
he was acting for the good of the Republic.”

"Thank him anyway," Lelasad. " So what happens now?'

"Y ou havealittletime. But not so much asyou would like, or
probably as much asisrequired,” said the charman. "Whentheair is
saturated with fear, it needs only a seed around which it can beginto
codesce. The sameistrue of ambition. Thisis only the beginning of
the chdlenges, Leia. And if nothing changes, the next time you may
not survive.”

Viceroy Nil Spaar's newly expanded breedery on the top leve of the



palace quarters now had sixteen acoves.

All but one of them contained a birth-cask, supple and fertile, or a
meaturing nesting, bulging and fecund.

The empty space had once been occupied by the mara-nas of Kei, who had
been hisfirg. Her birth-cask had brought forth two handsome nitakka

and astrong maras before succumbing to the gray desth. He had | eft

that alcove open to respect Ke's place as darna of hisfamily, and to

give her some comfort againgt her envy of hisyounger mates.

By design and custom, the breedery was aqui€t, private place. But Nil
Spaar had chosen to have hisvisitor brought to him there.

"Soyou are Ta Fraan," hesaid.
"Yes, darama,” the young proctor said, kneding in submission.

"Rise," Nil Spaar said. "l am told you are the architect of the rout
of thevermin a Preza."

"I am honored by the daramas notice,” Td Fraan said, hisglance
jumping past the viceroy to the alcoves beyond. "But the opportunity
for success was created by the darama, with the aid of our
shipbuilders, who have given us such splendid weapons.™

"Excessve modesty betrays ca culation, andbegs for excessve
attention,” said Nil Spaar. "Remember that and be guided by it, if you
hope to continue your speedy advance."

"I wish only to serve the daramain reclaiming the All for the Pure--"
Ta Fraan began.

Nil Spaar raised awarning finger. ™Y ou were not so eager to refuse

credit when the primate of Glory advanced you to your new rank. Do you
think that | surround mysdf with taentlessflatterers?| havefar

more use for cleverness. You are clever, aren't you, Proctor Td

Fraan?'

"| try not to alow opportunitiesto escape me, Viceroy."

Showing an approving nod at being addressed directly, Nil Spaar turned
and began to walk dowly aong the line of acoves. Both blood-scent
and breeding-scent were bracingly strong in the air. "And how came you
to the device which served so well againg the vermin?”

"The directive sent by the vermin spoke of prisoners,” said Tal Fraan,
following astep or two behind.

"That gave me cause to believe that their actions could be steered by
seizing that concern.”



"Y ou risked much in 'surrendering the advantage over the blockade force
in the hope of drawing out their reserves," Nil Spaar said, stopping

and running hisfingerslightly over the surface of anesting that was

nearly at term. "This device, this matter of regard for the fate of
prisoners—-it would not have stopped Y evetha. If it had failed, your
entire force could have been lost.”

"The vermin are not strong about death,” Ta Fraan said. "l knew it
would not fall."

"Ah! Then you fed you have pierced their habits so well that you
would commit ten thousand livesto the proof?"

"The primate committed them, Viceroy."

"Anincautious answer, Td Fraan," said the viceroy, turning. "Would
you commit your life on your confidence?'

The young proctor twitched, then shook his head to lift his crests.
"Yes, Viceroy."

"Good," Nil Spaar said. "l can have no respect for one who will not
gamble hisown blood.”

A breedery assistant had been discreetly keeping his distance
throughout the meeting. Now Nil Spaar signaed to him, and he
disappeared into the anteroom. He returned moments later, leading a
nitakka prepared for the sacrifice.

"Wait," Nil Spaar said to Tal Fraan, and walked to where the nitakka
stood on the grate above the drain pit.

The young male met Nil Spaar's eyes without fear.
"| ask for your blood for my children,” the viceroy said softly.

"The daramahonors me," said the nitakka, dropping to hisknees. "l
offer my blood asagift."

"I accept your gift," said Nil Spaar. Hiskilling claws gppeared and
dashed air and flesh with silent precision.

Asthe sacrifice collgpsed to the grating, the viceroy turned away to
rgoin hisnow paevistor.

"I have pierced your habits, Tal Fraan," he said.

"They arefamiliar to me. You look a what | have, and you see
yoursdlf. No, | have warned you aready--do not deny it. | respect



cleverness, and courage, and most of al success. | will keep you
here, close by, to serve me. If you understand the opportunity, you
can expect to profit fromit." Nil Spaar smiled. "And if you err, you
can expect to serve my new children instead.”

"Yes," Lieutenant Davith Sconn said, and blew apuff of smoke from his
hoat-stick. The brisk breeze blowing across the north yard of the Jagg
Idand Detention Center carried the acrid scent away. "I've beento
N'zoth."

"I've read the deposition you gave to the Intelligence examiner afew
monthsago,” Lelasaid. "Hisevauation saysthat in hisjudgment, you
were just trying to earn favors by making something up--that you knew
we didn't have any way to confirm or refute what you said.”

"Then there's obvioudy ashortage of intelligence at Intelligence,”
Sconn said, turning toward where she sat.

His gaze flicked past her to The Sniffer and The Shooter.

"Y ou must be someone pretty important. I've never seenthem let a
wespon in here before. Wheat if one of us dangerouswar criminals got
that firestick away from him and took you hostage?"

Lelasmiled swestly. "I do think they'd enjoy it if Someonetried.

It's been more than ayear Sncethelast time afool gave my
bodyguards a chance to use deadly force."

"Therean't nojudiceinthisgaaxy,” Sconn said, and cameto St
opposite her. "They get paid for the same thing I'm getting punished
for. Sowho areyou? Y ou look alittle like Princess Leia, only
older."

Sheignored hisgibe. "Lieutenant Sconn--" "Davith," he corrected. "
wasforcibly retired from the Imperia Navy, you know."

"I've ds0 reviewed your tria record, Davith Sconn,” Lelasaid
evenly.

"Y ou were the executive officer of the Star Destroyer Forger when it
suppressed arebelion on GraPloven by creating steam clouds which
boiled dive two hundred thousand Ploven in three coadtd cities.”

"On the orders of Grand Moff Dureya," Sconn said. "For some reason,
people are dways leaving that part out. Don't you Rebelsbelievein
discipline?1 ill can't figure out how you managed to defeet us."
Despite hersdf, shelet him goad her into areply.

"Perhaps it has something to do with having the freedom to refuse



immord orders.”

"Immora? The little finbacks had refused to pay their defense
assessments, making the Grand Moff rather cranky.” Sconn drew hard on
his hoat-stick and held the smoke for long seconds. "But, then, that

was latein the day for the Empire, and Grand Moff Dureya was cranky
rather alot of thetime."

"Wasit with Forger that you visited N'zoth?"

"Oh, no. | was on Moff Weblin--second watch bridge commander of a
Fleet tender,” he said, hooking one leg over the other. "Why should |
talk to you about N'zoth?"

"Why did you talk to the NRI?*
"Becauseit didn't matter,” Sconn said, shrugging.

"Because it was anovelty. Because Agent Rallswas such aclueless
young ted that | thought I might have fun shocking him with tales of my
travelswith Papa Vader."

He leaned forward in hischair. "Y ou're different. Y ou matter. For
some reason, you redlly care about what | know. And you're not going
to beany fun at al to shock. So I'm afraid you'll have to show mea
little more cong deration than Ralswas ableto.”

"But you forget, Sconn--1 dready have the deposition,” Leiasaid.
"Y ou don't have much left to sdll."

"Oh, but you don't know what | left out--" " Sconn, | ought to warn you
that I'm aready way over my quota of sef-serving liesfor theyear,”
Leasad, her gazeintent. "If you want consideration, you give me
something first. | have some questions about N'zoth-about what you
told Agent Ralls. Answer my questions honestly, to the best of your
ability, without games, and then I'll tell you how much what you've
sadisworthtome.”

Sconn sat back in his chair. "1 have no reason to trust you," he

sad.

"Or, when it comesto that, to help you."

It took al the self-control Leia had not to reach across the space
separating them with her thoughts and didein behind his smugnesswith
thefull power of the Force, looking for s ome fragile place to grab and

twigt until something snapped. Instead, she gathered the folds of her
robein her hands and stood.

"Evenin prison, Sconn, you always have choices" shesaid. "If that's



yours, so beit."
Sheturned and started to go, fully expecting that he would let her.

"Wait," Sconn said quickly. "Look, can you find us someplace more
private to talk? Somewhere away from here. We'rein the middle of the
yard, for gaol's sake. | can't be seen cooperating with the keepers.

Especidly not with you.”

"Thewar isover, you know."

"Not in here," he said. "Never in here. Have them send meto
isolation, asthough I'm being punished for giving you ahard time.

They can take me out from there without anyone knowing.”

"Y ou want usto take you off Jagg Idand?' Leia asked, her eyebrow
cocked kepticdly. "Tell me, do | ook particularly gullible
today?"

"That'sdl | redly want. That'sal | wasgoing to ask for,
ayway.

Just afew hoursout.”
"So you can try that escape plan you've been working on, no doubt.”

"Much as| hateto say it, your blue-hats don't seem proneto losing
track of us" Sconn said. "Stang, they can take me out in a stun-box,
if youwant. It doesn't matter.”

"Any particular place you had in mind to go?'
"Since you're asking--" Sconn's head twitched skyward.

"How about three hundred klicks straight up, with aview that goesthe
rest of theway?'

" Stop--please.”

Hiswrists cross-bound againgt his chest, Davith Sconn stared out the
cutter's viewport at the sunrise racing toward them.

"In twenty-four yearsin the navy, thelongest | was ever dirtside was
forty days forced leave on Trif oneyear,”" he said, blinking away
tearsthat camefredy but silently. "I never found agood enough
reason not to go right back out. Now I've been tied down on that rock
for twelve years, and I've gotten alot closer to crazy than | ever
wanted to on account of it. Y ou wouldn't think you could, but | was
darting to forget. I'd forgotten almost everything but the



feding-thisfeding."
Sconn turned back to Leia "Sit mewhere | can look out," he said.
"I'll answer whatever questions| can.”

With abroad sweep of her hand, Leiaguided Admirad Ackbar to achair
inthe Presdent's briefing room.

"Thisisthe part | thought you should see" she said, and started the
holoprojector.

"Black Fifteen was used mostly for new construction and finish work,
not asarepair depot. But it had areputation for the tightest work

in the whole sector. Any captain who had a choice put in there. We
took Moff Weblin in therefor arebuild on ablown number four power
cdl.

"That's not an overnight in any yard, so the captain told meto look
into shore leave. The station morde officer laid out the rules
enlisted restricted to the yard and the station, officers permitted but
discouraged from going down to the planet.

"| asked him what was up, since Black Fifteen had been there for three
years at that point, and it didn't usualy take the troopers that long

to bring thelocdsin line. He told me that one out of two Imperid
personnel on the planet was a stormtroope.

""There's been very little trouble for afew months now, but | don't
trust them," he said. They're crazy,’ hetold me. '"More blood than

rain fell in the streets before we got here, and it will again when we
leave™" Leiaheard her own voice asking, "What did he mean by that?"

"That'swhat | asked him. But it turned out he wasn't trying to show
off hismetaphors. He meant it just like he said it. More blood than

ran.
"Therésthat much fighting among the Y evetha?'

"No, they hardly fight at all with each other--not what we'd call
fighting, anyway. | got in with a security captain who fancied himsdf
axenobiologist, afelow who'd been down on the surface alot. He
told me about dominance killing, blood sacrifice, and some weird ideas
he had about blood and Y evethan reproduction.”

"Dominancekilling?’
"Theway hetold it, the only killing the Y evetha consider murder is

when alower-status male kills a higher-status male. The other way
around, it's expected.



Y ou offer your neck every time you approach someone higher up the
ladder than you, and you'd better redly mean it; they have every right
to take what you're offering and rip you open with those claws of
theirs. And there's something about doing it well that addsto your
Satus”

"Claws?' Leiawinced as she heard the surprisein her voice. "What
areyou talking about? Nil Spaar didn't have any claws--" Sconn rubbed
hiswrigts together. "Right here. One big curved claw above each

hand, on theinsde. This| saw with my own eyes--dl the maes have
them. They retract down to abump, come out backward--it |ooked
backward to me, anyway--for dashing and grabbing on.

That's why none of the males wear long deeves, | guess.
It would just get in theway."

"Nil Spaar wore along-deeved tunic to our sessons” Leia
remembered.

"And gloves"

"Thereyou go," said Sconn. "After | heard dl this, | had to go down
to the surface mysdlf and see. There were Y evethadl over the yard,
and no sign of any of this. The yard bosstold the captain they were
hard workers--especially since they'd figured out we weren't leaving
soon.”

"So did you spend some time on N'zoth, then?"

"About five days, al together, in three trips." Sconn dropped his
eyes and drew adeep breath. "l saw one mae put his hands on
another's shoulders, drive those claws through, and lift that screaming
devil right off the ground. | saw what they call the proctor--means
kind of like mayor, | guess--of Giat Nor nearly take off the head of a
nitakkawho was alittle dow to take the knee. There must have been
fifty Y evethawho witnessed that one.

Not one of them said aword, or even showed any surprise.”

Sconn shook his head. "When the yard started losing Y evethan workers
to thisstuff, having to retrain new onesdl thetime, | guessthe

Imperia governor told the troopersto try to put astop to it. But

they never redlly managed to, unlessit happened after Moff Weblin

[]8

And | ended up the only one of my crew to go down.

After he heard my report, the captain restricted the officersto the
base"



"Make sure you don't missthis part,” Leiasaid to Ackbar.

"Isthere anything e'se you can think of that might be ussful ?* she
asked Sconn.

"Jugt the other thing that the morale officer warned me about my first
day in,"” Sconn said. "'They're crazy, but smart. Don't show them
anything you don't want them to start building for themsdlves”

"Y ou seg, the qudlity ratings for Black Fifteen had nothing to do with
the engineering aff or the foremen and everything to do with the

Y evethan guildsmen. They've got the gift of understanding how athing
is put together practicdly on afirst glance. Then they draw it from
memory the next day, and by the third they've figured out everything
that's wrong about it and started making you a better one.”

Oh, my gars, Lelathought, hearing it for the second time. The droids
a the Imperid factory farm-"Did you see that for yoursdlf, too?"

Sconn nodded. "That number four power cell we werein for? It was
replaced by onethe Y evetha had rebuilt--and the replacement ran twenty
percent over rated capacity at ahundred degrees below the redline,

with absolutely no start-up surge. The chief engineer used to say that

he expected it'd till be running when the rest of the ship was rust

dugt.”

"Did the Y evethan conscripts work on every part of the shipsin the
yad?'

"No, of course not,” Sconn said. "The Empire was very fond of
secrets.

Stang, there were systems on board the M off Weblin that | wasn't
cleared to know the details of . Conscript workers were never let near
anything on the secure list--that was true anywhere. And the yard boss
at Black Fifteen was especidly careful about not letting the Y evetha
near the sengitive stuff--hyperdrives, turbolasers, shield generators,
reactors.”

Then Sconn smiled with wry amusement. "At least, you'd better hope he
was. If you end up having to fight the Y evetha, and what they have
looks anything like what we had--well, dl | can say is| wish | was
going to be thereto seeit. Nothing persona, mind you," he added.

"Just an old rooting interest | haven't quite managed to shed.”

"Generd A'baht.”

The Dornean's gaze was leved. "Madame President.”

"Generd, before you start, | have some information to pass along to



you. Within the hour, the Gol Storn and the Thackery will be en route
to Gaantos. Lantol and Farlight will be detached from the Third Fleet
no later than twenty-two hundred for duty at Wehttam. And the Fourth
Fleet will be sending two cruisersto Nanta-Ri by the end of the

ey

"All welcome news, Madame President. So far, | have no reports of any
Y evethan incursonsin those systems.

| hopewe will be ableto keep it that way."

"Yes" Lelasad. "Genera, what do you need from US?'

"That depends entirely on what you want me to accomplish. But before
we can even contemplate a course of action, | must have better
information about the enemy. Can | assumethat Admiral Drayson isnot

in aposition to expand his assstance?’

"I'm afraid that's correct. Drayson tells me that his assetsinside
Koornacht Cluster have been 'extinguished,” Lelasaid.

"Then | need authorization to send in my own,” A'baht said.

"Tell mewhat you propose.”

"There are el even members of the Duskhan League.

We know of thirteen habitable worlds which the Y evethamay have
attacked. | want to put a ship within athousand kilometers of every

one of them, on aflash pass.”

"Do you have enough drones?' The pilotlessferrets were thefirst
choicefor foraysinto hogtile territory.

"No," A'baht said. "I haveto commit al my prowlers aswell--and put
X-wing recon fighters out on patrol to replace them. Or | can send the
recon fighters themselvesinto the Cluster. | would prefer to do the
atter.”

"Why isthat?'

"A recon-X is somewhat faster than aprowler, which | hope will
increase their chance of survival. And arecon-X hasasmaller crew
than aprowler, minimizing any losses.”

"Whéll--you've obvioudy had your tactical staff working on this
dready," Leiasaid. "Do you have any projections?'

"The only reasonable way to go isto synchronize dl the contacts.

Stagger departures so everyone jumps in-system at the same time--five



minutes | ater, everyone jumps out--" "Five minutes! That'salong
exposure for aflash pass”

"It's necessary to get maximum coverage of the primaries,” A'baht
sad.
"We have to be able to see what's in orbit on the back side.”

"What does the estimate look like, then?"

" Seventy-five percent getting a least aone-minute partia report
out.

Forty percent overal misson surviva.”

"My word--" "That's under the least-risk misson profile, without
direct return. Most of the scouts would continue more or less Sraight
through to the other sde of the Cluster and return the long way
around. That's another reason to use arecon-X instead of a
prowler--fewer hours without that detection capacity on our
perimeter.”

"Y ou're planning to send out twenty-four scouts, and you expect to lose
fourteen or fifteen of them."

"Based on what we encountered at Doornik Three Nineteen--yes. The
losseswill probably be heavier among the recon-X's than the drones, on
account of speed and size," A'baht said. "Do | have your

authorization, Madame President?’

"Have you conddered putting this off until we can get some additiona
drones out to you?"'

"Wedid consider it. | would be uncomfortable with waiting, Madame
President. We need information now.

We're vulnerable without it."

Thinking about the pilots of those recon-X fighters, Leladrew adeep
bresth and let it out dowly. "Very well.

Y ou may proceed, Generd," she said. "What else do you need from
L@I

"Replacement fighters," he said without hesitation.
"What'sthe gatus of thefird ferry flight?'

"Assembling now a Zone Ninety East,” Lelasaid, glancing at the report
Ackbar had supplied to her.



"Twenty-four E-wings, X-wings, and B-wingsto cover the losses at
Doornik Three Nineteen."

"Don't hold them up on this account--I wish we had them here dready,”
Generd A'baht said. "But you can get ready to send us some more.”

"How long?'

"| took the liberty of prepositioning severd of the drones,” A'baht
sad. "WEell be launching thefirst scout into Koornacht in ninety
minutes”

The deltawinged Y evethan fighter banked more sharply than Plat Mallar
expected and bore in toward his X-wing's port side. That quickly, he
was trapped. No maneuver he knew--no twisting roll, no amount of
climbing or diving--could carry him clear of the Y evethasfire zone.

In desperation, he turned away from the enemy fighter and tried to run
from it. Twenty seconds later a pinpoint laser bolt blasted through

the armor on the tail-plate.

The aft end of the fuselage exploded, sending al four stabilizers
spinning wildly away. Moments later Mallar's displays went black.

Mallar tore off his helmet and mopped the perspiration off hisface as
the scoring came up.

SIMULATOR MODULE 82Y--SINGLE COMBAT T-65VS. YEVETHAN D-TYPE PILOT
MALLAR, PLAT 9938

DURATION 0207

LASER CANNON SHOTSFIRED 0

HITSO

PROTON TORPEDOES FIRED 0

HITSO

OPPONENT SHOTSFIRED 6

HITS3

COMBAT RESULT YEVETHAN VICTORY

Ashedimbed disgustedly out of the smulator, Malar found Admira
Ackbar waiting for him at the bottom of the ladder.

"| see you weretrying the new smulation.”



An embarrassed look crossed Mallar'sface. "Did you watch?'

Ackbar nodded. "Y our last three runs. Y ou're not alone. Severa of
our pilots made smilar miscaculations at Doornik Three Nineteen,” he
sad. "It appearsthe Y evetha have a grester tolerance for g-forces
than the pilots for whom New Republic fighterswere designed.”

"Than human pilots, you mean,” Mdlar said.

Ackbar's mouth worked. "Yes. It is occasonally frustrating to be
held back by their limitations." He nodded toward the smulator. "Are
you going back in?"

"No," Mallar said, and started down the ladder.

"| see--" "There'sjust no way, with an X-wing." Histone was both
annoyed and discouraged. "It's not quick enough against a D-type. And
the operator won't let me start training on an E-wing yet."

Ackbar snorted. "He must belong to that stodgy old order of
ingructorsthat believesin mastering one skill before taking on
another.” Reaching up toward Mdlar, Ackbar held out adatacard. "
wasin the Misson Planning Office and saw this come up for you," he
sad. "l was coming thisway, so | signed for you. | think you should
look at it now."

"What isit?"

"Your orders,”" Ackbar said. "Y ou've been placed on aert.”
"Me?Why?' He fumbled with the data card reader.

"Ferry pilot?’

"Do you have a problem with that?"

"Problem no! It'sterrific. | just didn't expect--" "Mogt of the
available pilotswent with the ferry flight that just left. Why do you
think it's so quiet here?

But ancther flight will go out in the next fifty hours.

You'l bethe last called--but you may be called on al the same, to
take arecon-X out to the Fifth Fleet."

"Gladly. It'ssomething,” Mdlar said. "It counts for something.
Thank you, Sr."

Ackbar frowned crosdy. "Airman Mdlar, if you are cdled, it'll be
because someone with considerably more experience did no better out



there againgt the red thing than you did in here againgt the
smulator. Doesthat make your orders any more clear?"

Mallar paed. "Yes, sir." Sipping the data card and reader back into
his pocket, he grabbed the handrail and hastened back up the ladder to
thesmulator.

"Eighty-two-Y, please," he caled to the operator as he opened the
cockpit hatch. "And put mein arecon-X thistime."

Chapter 15

Strapped securdly in the cockpit of hisrecon-X fighter, Lieutenant
Rone Taggar went through his prepass checklist with unusualy exacting
care.

Histarget was N'zoth, the capita of the Duskhan League--the most
important objective of the 21st Recon Group'stargets, and quite
probably the best defended.

But it was not the danger ahead, on the other sde of the hyperspace
wall, that concerned him. What mattered was gathering the information
he had been sent to collect and kicking it back out unjammed to the
hypercomm receivers and data recorders waiting in the Fleet.

The beveled nose of the recon-X conceded six separate flat-scan
imaging systems, each with its own independent pan and zoom. The
scanning radar, infrared imager, and stereoscopic imagers were
programmed to keep the planet centered in the dataframe, filling it

edge to edge. The other two systems were under the control of the R2-R
recon droid, which would evaluate the imagesin redl time and select

both particular targets and the best scanning wavelength.

All six sysemswere linked to the hyperdrive controls and would begin
operating the moment Jennie L ee entered real space. The hypercomm data
relay was auto matic aswell, even to the sdlection of dternate

channdsif jamming signas were detected. The passtrgectory was
programmed into the autopilot, which would take over the controlsif

there was a deviation of more than one percent without pilot inputs.

It was said, jokingly, that al arecon-X pilot was really needed for

was to keep the R2 unit company, and that a pilot could have a heart

attack in hyperspace and gtill fly aperfect misson. The unit's
second-in-command, Sleepy Nagel son--who was flying the Wakizaintercept
had gotten his nickname when cockpit monitors recorded him deeping
through arecon run, back during the Thrawn affair.

But Taggar shrugged all that off. In heart and mind both, he believed
what he had told his pilots before they set off on the mission that
theirreplaceable quaity the pilot brought to the cockpit was caring
about the outcome.



A pilot would keep trying when amachine would quit, because he
understood the concept of failure, and the consequences mattered to
him.

"There are no great stories told about drones that fought their way
home with vital information, or rose above themsdvesto complete a
perilous misson," he had told them. ™Y ou're there becauise you can
make adifference. That'swhat I'm asking of you--make adifference,
and make sure thejob getsdone. That's why thereisa Twenty-first
Recon Wing. Pilots-to your ships! I'll seeyou dl on the other

sde”

The mission synchronization clock was counting down toward zero. For a
moment Taggar paused to picture the other pilots, in other

claustrophobic cockpits, nearing other targets scattered halfway across
the Clugter.

Even though 21st Recon had been newly formed to serve the Fifth Flest,
he had flown with several of them beforein other units, other wars.

He could picture al their faces, guessat dl their moods.
0015
Good recon, he thought, Sending the wish at them. And good luck.

Taggar's nose had begun to itch, and hewrinkled it up in an
unsuccessful attempt to saveit. Helicked lipsthat had gone dry,
flexed hands that had begun to stiffen from being held too tensdly,
checked systemsthat he had aready checked three times.

0005

Taggar's mother, aY -wing pilot, had died attacking a Star Destroyer in
the frightful clash at Endor. His own good-luck ritual, performed

before the start of every mission, wasto r ub histhumb left to right
across his mother's wings, which were taped above the navicom. Mother,
| hope | make you proud today. 0000

The universe suddenly expanded around Taggar's recon fighter. Ahead
lay agray-green marble frosted with swirls of paeyellow clouds. The
mission timer started to count upward astheimaging systems gtirred in
their mountings. Taggar flew asteady line as he read the reports from
R2-R on his cockpit display.

IDENTIFIED ARAMADIA-CLASS THRUSTSHIP IDENTIFIED ARAMADIA-CLASS
THRUSTSHIP IDENTIFIED VICTORY-CLASS STAR DESTROYER IDENTIFIED
ARAMADIA-CLASS THRUSTSHIP IDENTIFIED IMPERIAL-CLASS STAR DESTROYER
IDENTIFIED EXECUTOR-CLASS STAR DESTROYER



Thelist grew longer as N'zoth grew larger ahead.

Rone Taggar wanted to be afraid, but he did not have that luxury. He
told himsdf he could be brave for five more minutes. In five
minutes--perhaps less--it would be over.

Taggar tried to whistle past the graveyard, but his mouth was suddenly
too dry.

There had been atug-of-war between Leiaand Ackbar over who would be
invited to bein the War Hall at Fleet Headquarters when the data from
the K oornacht recon incurson camein.

"Thisisnot thetimeto repay favorsor curry favor,” Ackbar had said,
holding out for keeping the list as short as possible. "Y ou cannot
control information that's aready been fredy distributed. We will
need time to evaluate the data and place it in context.”

"Everyone onthat list has alegitimate right to know what's going on

in Farlax," she had argued. "They're dl going to have to be part of

the decisonsto come--De-fense Council, Security Council, the rest of
the Ruling Council, Rieekan from NRI. It's not asthough I'm trying to
bring in outsders.”

"No," Ackbar said. "Y ou are only bringing in asenator who just tried
to have you removed from office, and another whoislikdly totry in
the near future. They are part of the same government asyou, Leig,
but they are not your dlies™

Behn-kihl-nahm'’s opinion had settled the question in favor of Leias
sde. Astheintercepts neared, the room was full of extrabodies, and
there was more than enough to occupy them.

Thefull-wal display in the War Hal had been divided into twenty-four
identicd rectangles. Each contained an intercept chart, with ablank
circle representing the target planet and ared line marking the
expected path of the scout. Asthe contacts proceeded, the charts
would change to show the position of the ships and the progress of the
scans.

Beside each chart was space for aflat-screen feed from the scout's
imagers. At the moment the name of the target World and the type of
scout assigned to it were displayed in that space.

Ackbar, Leia, and Han stood together at the back of the room, leaning
ontherailing at the edge of the raised observer's platform and
watching twenty-four timers counting down in synchrony.

"It kind of reminds me of atout board | saw a amillion-credit
betting parlor on Bragkis," Han said, "and everyone standing around
waiting for the race to begin. 'Who's got afavorite?' "What odds



will you give meon Wekiza?™ Leiausudly found Han'sirreverence
refreshing. But she had no patiencefor it just then and walked away
after shooting him ahot sdewise glare. Han'sfirst ingtinct wasto
follow, but Ackbar stayed him with atouch.

"Let her be" hesad. "Thisisahard time. She does not have much
water under her."

The room quieted dramatically in the last seconds, as everyone working
attended to the console before them, and everyone watching turned away
from their conversations and looked up toward the display. As zero
turned to plus-1, the entirewal came dive with moving images asthe
charts began to change and the first images arrived.

It amost seemed to Han as though the wall were a squirming mass of
tiny creatures made of light. Unless he focused his attention on just
one areq, the effect made his somach turn and his nervesjangle.

Ackbar raised ahand and pointed to the lower right corner of the
wal.

"One casudty dready,” hesad.

Number 23, apilotless ferret, had missed its rendezvous at Doornik
207, which at last report had been host to anest of Corasgh. But al
the other charts were beginning to fill in--the flight tracks changing
from red to green, the faces of the planets beginning to be shaded
in.

The early images from N'zoth caused a buzz in the room. They showed

the unmistakabl e shapes of Star Destroyers, singled out by the
R2-controlled imaging systems on Rone Taggar's Jennie Lee. After

leaving Han, Lelahad goneto stand by Ayddar Nylykerka, who was busily
capturing individua frames from the datainto acollage of ship

portraits. Shelistened in whilethe intense little andyst from the

Asset Tracking Office talked aoud to himself.

"That could be the Redoubtable," he muttered, consulting hislists.

"It'sdefinitely early Imperial-class, despite the modificationsto the

forward superstructure-" The buzz turned into a dark murmur afew
seconds later, when the view from Number 1 changed and another, deeker
dagger shape snapped into focus. There was hardly a person in the room
who could not identify that profile, and the exceptions quickly learned

the ssgnificance in ahasty whisper from a companion there was a Super
Star Destroyer in orbit around N'zoth.

From the beginning, the New Republic had opted to build alarger number
of smaler vessadls-Heet carriers, Republic-class Star Destroyers,

battle cruisers--rather than adopt the Imperia design philosophy. Mon
Mothma had given ordersto scrap rather than repair or make amuseum



piece of the sole SSD captured from the Empire. Consequently, the
eght-kilometer-long behemoth circling N'zoth had anything in the New
Republic Feet badly outgunned.

"Now, that, that can only be Intimidator,” Nylykerka pronounced. "All
of the late-production Super-class had that additiona shield tower
located on the centerline--" Shocking asthat discovery was, the
attention of the audience in the War Hall was quickly drawn
elsawhere,

Asthe counters approached the two-minute mark and the scouts raced
toward the midpoint and closest approach of their passes, the display
wall wasfilling with images of warships, until it resembled alarger
version of the collage at Nylykerkas sation.

Therewere Star Destroyers at Wakiza, at Zhina, at New Brigiaand
Doornik 881, where the Imperia factory farm had been. The Y evethan
fleet & Morning Bell now numbered at least Sixteen vessels, including
four Star

Destroyers, Sx Aramadia-class thrustships, and a queer-looking
Dreadnaught-scale ship, which Nylykerka excitedly identified asa
long-missing Imperial testbed, the EX-F. Other thrustships seemed to

be everywhere--orbiting al the other Duskhan League worlds, at Polneye
and the former Morath mining operation on Kojash.

Congpicuoudy missing from the entry scanswere the three Imperia
shipyards named in Lieutenant Sconn's deposition Black Fifteen, which
had been located in orbit a N'zoth; Black Eleven, which had been at
Zhing; and Black Eight, at Wakiza. Ackbar noted their absence to Han
and added, "1 do not think we will find them--i do not put it past the

Y evetha to have moved the shipyards to concealed locations. | suspect
that that iswhat Astrolabe stumbled on at Doornik Eleven FortytwoO."

At 0205, the signa from Number 16 at Polneye abruptly terminated, the
tracking chart freezing with only forty-two percent of the planet

scanned. Moments later Number 19, a Morning Bell, and Number 5, at
the Duskhan world Tizon, aso went dead.

Thelossesdid not stop there. All over thewall, theindividua
displayswere going blank dmost as quickly asthey had cometo life.

Only haf the scouts reached the midpoint of their runs. Three more
winked out almost as one as Lela drifted away from Nylykerka and toward
the middle of the War Hall.

"What's going on out there?" she breathed to no onein particular as
she stared up at the displays.

Thedgndsfrom Z'tell, Wakiza, Faz, N'zoth---all assgned to the 21t
Recon Group's X-wings--were among the [ast to vanish, but vanish they



did. No scout managed to scan more than three-fourths of a Duskhan
League target before being destroyed.

There was not asound in the War Hall other than a muffled cough or a
furniture cregk asthe five-minute timer expired. Only four scouts
survived to jump out of their target systems--all drones. None had
found any thing during their passes, save for newly dead worlds.

Eyes began to turn from the frozen images on the wall to the woman
ganding adonein the center of the room.

"Now we know," Leiasaid smply. "Contraller, put the pilots visua
IDs up while you queue the datafrom Number Onefor replay. I'd like
usto remember who we owefor this."

The blast that disabled Rone Taggar's recon-X came from behind and
bel ow, without warning. Even before the cockpit went dark, he could
tell from the blue lightning dancing over the cockpit thet it wasa
powerful ion cannon bolt that had overwhelmed the fighter's shidlds.

Twigting in his harness, hetried to look back and find his attacker.

Thered been no fire from the ground during the close approach, and he
was now out of range for any ordinary ground-based antiship battery.

"Comeon, whereareyou?' he muttered. "Wheréd you come from?"

There were dozens of stars bright enough that Taggar could not look
directly at them without squinting--more than enough dazzle to hide an
interceptor or adefense buoy from his eyes. But he didn't understand
why histargeting system had missed it. The recon-X had the smallest
blind spot to the rear of any Republic fighter, and on anormal threst
acquigtion--at fifty thousand meters or mo re--he would have bet a
month's pay that he could have held off any equa opponent long enough
tofinishtherun.

Taggar slently counted off the restart interval, fully expecting the
killing shot to come before he reached 100.

The absorbers worked passively, soaking up the excess surface charge
and using it to feed the restart cell. Its momentum unchanged by the
blagt, hisfighter was ill speeding away from N'zoth. With a

successtul restart, he could grab the last thirty seconds of dataon

the un-scanned far Sde and jump away to safety.

The count had reached el ghty-saven when he felt the lurch of the
tractor beam grabbing hold of his ship. With the spoiler shaking and
the fuselage chattering around him, Taggar fished in his chest pocket
for the purge stick.

Another ship, corvette-size, was visible ahead of him as he rammed the



stick home into the socket on the control pandl.

The purge charge that jumped from the stick raced through the computer
memories of the fighter, erasing every coherent hit. Itsfina stop

wasthe R2 interface, where it passed to a shape charge under the
droid's sensor dome. The small explosion that followed was

aurprisingly loud and briefly it theinside of the cockpit.

Glancing back, Taggar confirmed that the charge had completely and
thoroughly decapitated the droid.

That left only one duty--the suicide needle now available at the other
end of the purge stick, and the dead-man grip of the ship's

self-destruct trigger. Taggar looked out at the Y evethan warship,
measuring the closing distance. He knew that he was taking a chance by
waiting, especidly after they'd seen R2-R blow itstop.

But he dso knew that the corvette would have to lower its shiddsto
bring him dongsde.

When the ship had drawn close enough to loom over thefighter, Taggar
closed hisleft hand around the trigger and let hishead roll to one

sde as though he were unconscious. Watching through dit eyes, he saw
light spilling from the underside of the corvette, between the opening
doors of the docking berth. There was no pinnace insde--the berth was
meant for hisfighter.

Gambling, he waited longer ill, until the coupling lines grabbed the
spoilers and drew the recon-X upward, until the doors began to close
under him. Then he lifted his head, rubbed histhumb acrossthe
pilot'swings taped to the console, and jammed the pam of hisright
hand against the end of the purge stick.

A few moments|later hishead lolled forward againgt his chest and the
hand closed tightly around the trigger began to relax, histired
fingersyidding againg the pressure of the soringplate. Taggar was
peacefully e sewhere when the destruct charge ripped the belly of the
corvette open aong the centerling, spilling achurning cloud of debris
from both shipsinto space.

Asbright fire enveloped Beauty of Y evetha, Nil Spaar averted hiseyes
from the sight, then turned and searched the chamber for the proctor of
defensefor the spawnworld.

"Kal Attan!" he bdlowed.

Hisfighting crests shrunken dmost to invishility, Kol Attan shuffled
forward. "Viceroy, I---" Nil Spaar sllenced him with aglare and
pointed at the floor. Trembling, the proctor lowered himsdf to one
knee, closed his eyes, and bared his neck. The viceroy circled him
dowly, flexing hisright hand in amotion that brought the dewclaw



curling out toitsfull length.

"You are acoward aswell asincompetent,” Nil Spaar whispered at
lest.

"Y our blood is not worth spilling.

It would be beneath me to touch you. | declare you to-mara, a shamed
one. Go home and beg your darnafor death.”

When the proctor did not move, Nil Spaar drew a deep breath that
brought aflush to his crests, then sent Kol Attan sprawling with a
viciouskick. Y ouwill not provoke meinto giving you an honorable
exit," he said through clenched teeth. "Go!™

Asthe proctor scrambled away on al fours, Nil Spaar turned his back
tohim."Td Fraan,” hesaid.

The nitakka came forward with strength in his strides and pride in his
cariage. "Sir."
"Y ou anticipated that the vermin would violate the All in an attempt to

know us. How isit you cometo your prescience?"

"l have spent time with them, in the camps on Paad, and aboard
Devation of Y evetha, wherethey serve us,” said Td Fraan. "'l have
seen how they hunger to debase even the smdlest mysteries, instead of
embracing the mysteries asthey present themselves. The pae ones,
especidly, seem to medriven thisway."

Nil Spaar nodded dowly. "Y ou failed to anticipate that the vermin who
came would choose degth over captivity.

That failure has cost my fleet auseful vessdl, and wasted Y evetha
blood."

Drawing a hard breath, Tal Fraan dropped immediately to one knee.
"Yes, darama. | know my error.”

"Rise" Nil Spaar said, and the younger Y evethacomplied. "I shall not
hold you to account for the failure of Kol Attan to seize the hostage

you brought to him.

Nor for the offense of the vermin in killing above their sation.”

"You aregracious, Viceroy."

"There are many kinds of vermin,” Nil Spaar said offhandedly. "Perhaps

those that were sent here are more like Commander Paret, who at |east
had the courage to defy mewhen | took this ship from him, than they



arelike thosewe hold in service. Otherwise, | would have judged them
asyoudo."

"| do not deserve your mercy, darama.”

"No," Nil Spaar said. "But you will help me think on how to answer the
vermin for their boldness, and to Strike at thisone called Leia, for
commissioning such sacrilege. And perhaps| will forget the other

after awhile, on such pleasures of revenge asyou devise."

Ackbar stood before the briefing room viewscreen holding one hand
behind his back and pointing with the other.

"This seemsworkableto me," he said. "If wetap Task Forces Apex and
Summer from the Fourth Fleet, Task Forces Bellbright and Token from the
Second Fleet, and Task Force Gemstone from the Third, we should be able
to maintain our current patrols through the rest of the New Republic

while building the force in Farlax to the strength of two battle

groups”

"Meanwhile, the Home Feet will beleft a full srength to defend
Coruscant,” Leiasaid. "Which may not sit well with the border
sectors, but seems only prudent.”

"Well--Generd A'baht will be happy,” Han said, leaning back in his
chair. "Thisiswhat he's been saying he needed ever since he got
there”

Turning haf away from the viewscreen, Ackbar exchanged glanceswith
Lea "Generd A'baht will not bein command of the combined force"
Ackbar said, and turned back.

"No? Wdl--he might not mind too much," Han said, folding hishands on
hislap. "A combined command likethat iskind of likebeing put in
charge of azoo. Who are you going to pull off the line? Admira

Nantz is senior flag officer now, right?"

Ackbar turned back toward the viewscreen, both hands tucked behind
him.

"No," hesaid. "Not Nantz."

A crooked smile creased Han'sface. "Y ou'll do fine, Admird," he
sad. "It'slikeriding a-it's something you don't forget how to

"Han, Admira Ackbar will be staying herewith me" Lelasad
quietly.

"I'm putting you in charge of the forcesin Farlax."



The smilefaded quickly. "Didn't we take this class dready?' he
asked, sitting forward and dropping hisforearms on thetable. "'I'm
not the grand admira kind.

Andthisll just makeit look like you can't make up your mind--Etahn,
me, Etahn, me--" "Han, she had no choice," Ackbar said without
turning.

"The Defense Council, led by Senator Fey'lya, inssted on approving the
commander. He's lost confidence in General A'baht.”

"Sowhy me?'

"Because you've dready spent some time with the Fifth. Because you're
dready familiar with the geogra phy and logistics out there. But

mostly because you're not tainted,” Leiasaid. "Fey'lyawanted Admiral
Jdyda-""A Bothan--of course.”

"--and Bennie offered you as acompromise. As he explained it, the
pro-Leia senators see you as supportive of me, and the anti-Leia
senatorsthink you're independent enough to ded with me."

Han shook hishead. "'l can tdll that that must have been an elevated
debate.”

"Y ou can't begin to know how absurd it was at times," Ackbar said,
turning away from the viewscreen and approaching the table. " Senator
Cundertol actualy supported you on the grounds of--and | quote the
great man verbatim--'He's not doing anything ese, ishe?™ "A
heartwarming recommendation,” Han said.

"Remind meto thank His Denseness." He pulled Ackbar's datapad toward
him and studied the list of force assgnments. "1 supposeit'sa
little late at this point to consder negotiating atruce.”

"I can't believe that the Y evethawill ever condder ustheir equasat
thetable" Lelasaid.

"I suppose not," Han said, and pushed the datapad' away. "For awhile
there, Laiadear, | actudly let mysdlf think that we'd have achance

for that normal life you told Luke you wanted. | let mysdlf believe

that we were through with this sort of thing. And | haveto tdl
you--leaving the uniform in the closet redlly agreed with me.”

Leiaand Han exchanged rueful smilesat that.

"Well--seemslike going al the way back to Y avin," he added, "I've
made you coax, wheedle, guilt, and shame me into volunteering for dirty
jobs. I won't makeyou do it thistime. Fact is, the Y evetha disgust
me--and they scare the stang out of me, too. If we don't control them
now, the future could get very messy. So I'll take this job, because



it needsto be done.”
"The hard jobs are usudly necessary ones," Ackbar mused.

"Thisisn't hard," Han said. "Those pilotswho flew into the Clugter,
knowing the odds on coming back--that'shard. All | haveto doisgive
men like that areason.

What'sthetimetable, Admira ?'

"Thereisaferry flight of recon-X'sleaving for the Fifth Heet in
fifteen hours. They will fly escort for your shuttle Ackbar said.

"Y ou should arrive not long after the task groups from the Fourth Fleet
reach Farlax. Oh, and you will take the temporary rank of commodore
for the duration of this assgnment.”

"Commodore, en?' Hetried achearful smileon Leia, but she was no
more persuaded by it than he was.

"Doesthat come with ahat?"

Even though he was caught in legd limbo--not quite afull member of

the Senate, nor quite aformer one--Tig Peramis of Watallaretained
some of the usud courtesies of office. Behn-kihl-nahm would not alow
him to speek or vote in the Assembly and had removed him entirdy from
the Defense Council. But Peramis's 'access keys il dllowed him
entranceto al but the Council chambers and restricted records. And
that meant access to the other senators, whose gossip he thought worth
nearly as much as a senatorial record search.

Months ago he had denounced the Fifth Fleet as aweapon of conquest and
tyranny and warned the Defense Council about the ambitions of Vader's
daughter.

He had been reprimanded by Behn-kihl-nahm and ridiculed by Tolik Yar,
but events had proved him prophetic, confirming hisworst fears. And

the lightning annex-ation--on the flimsest of pretexts--of eighteen
formerly independent worldsin Farlax seemed to Peramisto foreordain a
dramatic escalation.

The middle-of-the-night gatherings in the Defense chambers, Leids
secret meeting with the Ruling Council, the "bungled” blockade attempt,
the nakedly emotiona appedls on behdf of tiny aien populations, and
the open and ddliberate provocation of the Y evethaat every turn al
appeared to Peramis as pieces of an elaborate plan to justify
annexation of Koornacht itsalf. Even the periodic outbreaks of
criticism in the Senate seemed calculated, the critics themsalves
buffoons doing more discredit to their cause than damageto the
Princess.



But something adrunken Senator Cundertol cardlesdy said to him
adarmed Peramisto the point that he could no longer be satisfied with
rumor and gossip.

"A Cordlian pirate with two battle groups to command,” Cundertol had
giggled. "Hell show you goon-faces something about fighting. Old
Eating-a-Boat didn't want to kill other goon-faces, so he's
goon-goon-gone--" Peramis fed him more doan winein the hopes of
coaxing Cundertol to tel him more, but the Bakuran only grew more
childishly sdf-amused a being in the superior position.

" Should have been agood boy," Cundertol said, swaying on hisfeet as
he shook afinger. "Y ou can't cometo the party.”

Half an hour later Cundertol was glassy-eyed with doan shock, and
Peramis was entering the Senate office complex with both hisand
Cundertol's voting keysin hishand.

Cundertol's key donewould not be enough to give Peramis access to the
Defense Council records, but Per-amis knew from experience that
security on senators personal logs was much more lax. Convenience
demanded it. A persona |og kept behind too many barrierswould never
be used. Of course, nothing classified Secure was supposed to be kept
in something as unsecured as a persond |og. But Peramis thought
Cundertol someone who was likely to place more value on convenience
than confidentidity.

The Bakuran's voting key opened every necessary door and every damning
file. It was dl there, in axeno phobic rant that demongtrated the

surprising fact that the senator actualy did temper hiswordsin

public.

A battle group-strength force was headed to Farlax to reinforce the
Fifth--but piecemed, aclever sratagem that would help conced what
was happening by alowing al the other battle groupsto remain visble
on their patrol stations. And the Corellian who was to take charge of
the war fleet was, as Peramis had suspected, Princess Lelas husband,
Han Solo.

Peramis stayed in Cundertol's office only long enough to watch thelog
once and copy it to adata card.

Then hereturned to the private dining room where he had |eft
Cundertol, replaced the voting key in the senator's valise, and | eft
him to ride out his pleasure trance aone.

Inthe privacy of hisown quartersin the Waalan mission, he

retrieved the small black box Nil Spaar had given him fromitshiding
placein achest of hiseldest son'stoys. There was no oneto see
him--he had sent hisfamily home months ago, and the modest saff that
served him knew better than to intrude in the middle of the night.



Seated at atablein his office, Peramis connected both the black box
and his datapad to the hypercomm.

At that point he paused. The furtiveness, the physical act of readying
the devices, made him uncomfortable. He had not used the black box
before. He had told himsdf that he never would. Peramisdid not
think of himself asaspy, much lessatraitor.

But he had kept the box nonetheless.

Hetold himsdf he was an honorable man, with an honorable cause--to
contain the militarism that threatened dl that had been won in the
Rebdlion. After asuccessful adventurein Farlax, Leiawould be
untouchable.

The Y evetha had to be warned.

And it appealed to Peramiss vison of cosmic irony that Senator
Cundertol would be the one to warn them, in his own words.

But when Peramis activated the hypercomm, heleft his office so that he
would not have to hear those words again.

Three hours short of reaching Intrepid, the commodore's FHeet shuttle
Tampion and itsferry flight escort abruptly dropped out of

hyperspace.

They found haf adozen'Y evethan shipswaiting for them--the
Interdictor Dreadnaught that had yanked them down, two thrust-ships,
and three smaller vessdls.

The ambush had been perfectly planned. Before the dozing recon-X
pilots and startled shuttle passengers even understood what was
happening, their shipswere bracketed in afuriousion-cannon
crossfire. Thefighterswere disabled almost at once, then left
drifting, ignored.

The unarmed but better-shielded shuttle took more subduing but was soon
dead in space, unable to maneuver or escape.

Shortly after, Tampion was moving away from its escorts on anew
course, under tow alongside one of the spherical thrustships. Raging
over hisimpotence, unable even to sgnd the other pilots, Plat Mdlar
watched the pair jump out toward Koornacht. The Cluster filled the
entire sky on the starboard side of his ship, like apainting of a
swarm of night sparks.

Mallar was never so sure of death as he was when the shuttle
vanished.



Helpless asthe fighters were, any one of the five remaining ships
could have dispatched them at leisure.

Instead, the five ships gracefully arrayed themselvesinaV, with the
Interdictor in the lead position. Moments later they jumped away from
the ambush point, their mission seemingly complete.

Why did they leave us dive? Malar wondered.

An answer cameto him dmost at once, and it made him fed sick
indde.

So we could tell the Fleet, tell Corus cant, what happened to the
commodore. So we would know that they have him.

Han was brought before Nil Spaar not as atrophy, but as an object of
curiosity.

The encounter wasin private, with no one el se present except for Han's
guards--two immensely strong male Y evetha who carried no weapons and
seemed unlikely to need any, given how Han was bound. And the setting
for the encounter was puzzling--not a throne room or arena of

humiliation for the conquered, but atile-wrapped chamber with floor
gutters and valve jets mounted high on thewalls. It made Han think of
ashower gdl, or an abattoir--and he wished he hadn't thought of the
second possihility.

Asthe Y evethan viceroy dowly circled his prisoner, hetook particular
interest in the bruises and burns Han had acquired by resisting when
the soldiers boarded Tampion. Nil Spaar leaned in closeto study the
marks but was careful not to touch Han, even with gloved hands.

"You arethemate of Leia"

"| guessthat secret'sout,” said Han, deciding to try to take his
captor's measure. "And you're Nil Spaar. |'ve heard alot about you,
al of it bad. Y ou've moved right to the top of my least favorite
peoplelist. | had to drop Jabba the Huitt off to make room for you.

Itsonly fair to tell you that my number onegod inlifeisto
outlive everyone on thelist. | was hadfway there before you replaced
Jabba."

The'Y evethan ruler did not seem to take any notice of Han's goading.
"What sort of vermin areyou?'

" think the word you'relooking for is 'scoundrel, asin 'Cordlian
scoundrel,™ Han said. "I've dso answered to 'rascd,' ‘pirate,

'smuggler,’ ‘wretched scum,’ 'toad-licker,' and afew others. Not all
of those are considered polite where | come from, though--so | don't



aways answer politely. Just so you'll know, 'vermin' probably counts
asimpolite”

"Y ou are stronger than she," Nil Spaar said, cocking his head. "Why do
you follow her? Why do you not lead?"

Han answered with a contemptuous gaze and a shake of hishead. "l was
gonnatell you that grabbing me was the biggest mistake you ever made,"
hesad.

"Now | seeit'sthe second biggest. Y ou've migudged Leiafrom the
beginning. Day in and day out, she might just be the strongest person
| know. And you're gonnafind that out the hard way now."

Saying nothing, Nil Spaar retreated to the far end of the chamber, as
if to leave. Then he gestured to the guards and spoke afew wordsin
an unfamiliar language.

One guard stepped away from Han to stand againgt the wall. The other,
the crests a histemples swelling, stepped in front of Han and sivung
on him with such speed that Han could not duck away.

Theblow fdl on hisright arm, right above the blaster burn from
Captain Sreas's panicky, mistimed shot. The force of the blow drove
the bal into his shoulder joint, leaving the arm suddenly numb. The
next was amed at hisface, and Han was able to soften the impact by
turning with it. But it ill scalded him with pain.

The besting seemed unpracticed, experimental. Nil Spaar stood calmly
watching, asthough waiting for something--an amost clinical

curiogity, with no sign of gloating. Han wondered if the guard had

ever seen ahuman before and tried to make note of how and where he was
gruck, thinking it might offer cluesto Y evethan vulnerabilities.

It lasted only until ahead shot |eft Han crumpled on hisside on the

floor with blood running from his mouth and nose. Then Nil Spaar spoke
sharply to the guard, who immediately backed away. The viceroy
approached Han and crouched down beside him, peering curioudy at the
injuries. He reached out with one gloved hand and dabbed the
fingertipsin the small pool of blood collecting by Han's head.

Bringing the glove up to hisface, he passed the bloody fingertips
through the air over theridges of hisface, asthough sniffing them.

"Y our blood isweak--as weak asany vermin's," Nil Spaar said. "It
does not cause the heart to rise. It does not feed the mara-nas. It
does not ripen the birth-cask.

| do not see why she has given hersdlf to you. | do not see why you
did not die unmated.”



Then he stood, stripped off his gloves, and dropped them on thetile.

"Tar makara," he said to the guards. "Tabran."

Both knelt and offered their necksto the viceroy.

"Ko, darama," they murmured.

When Nil Spaar was gone, the guards scrubbed Han and the chamber down
with equd diligence and vigor, then took him away, back to the cdll

where Lieutenant Barth and the body of Captain Sreas were waiting.
Admird Ackbar returned to the family room wearing alonger face than

he had when he left afew moments before. He looked at Leia, who was
stting in the middle of the floor, her arms wrapped around Jaina,
whispering Words of hope and comfort to her, and knew that those words
could not possibly reach the anguish in Leids own heart.

"Leia" Ackbar cleared histhroat. "Will you come with me, please?

There is something you must do, and I'm afraid it cannot wait."

She looked a him with aplaintive look that said, Please. No more.

But shelet Winter take Jaina and followed Ackbar out of the room and
into theyard.

"Have you heard something more about Han”?
Something from the Y evetha?'

Ackbar shook his head and gestured down the walk toward the gate, where
amessenger sood waiting outside.

Throwing Ackbar adisbelieving look, Leiamoved down the path to where
S-EP1 wasvigilantly guarding the entry.

"PrincessLeig, | have been sent by the acting chairman of the Ruling
Council of the Senate to ddliver this summonsinto your hands.”

She reached out and took it from him. As she did, she saw
Behn-kihl-nahm standing afew steps behind the messenger, hovering at
the edge of the shadows.

"I'm sorry," he said, moving forward. "There was nothing | could
do."

"Let Benniein, Seepy," Leiasaid, stepping back to make room on the
path. "Who? Who would do thisto me now?"

Behn-kihl-nahm's face wrinkled, as though he was reluctant to answer.



"The summonsisat theinitiative of Chairman Beruss."

Bail Organasold friend, and second only to Bennie as her dly. The
name hit her like aroundhouse punch.

"Why?' she asked plaintively.

"Doman fed sthat someone less personally involved must make the
decisonsnow," Behn-kihl-nahm said gently. ""He hopes you will
understand this and step down on your own. He fears that you may
act--precipitoudy.”

"Precipitoudy!" Her laugh had abitter edge. "Oh, he knows me--I'd
like nothing more than to send the Fifth in to burn the Y evetha off the
face of N'zoth. But how can I”? How can | do anything, Bennie?' she
asked, her voice pleading for an answer. "The Y evetha have my
husband.

My children'sfather isin the hands of Nil Spaar.”
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