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AMBUSH ON LUCAZEC

Luke started across the open ground toward the ruined ring dwelling at the foot of the highest of the enclosing hills. But he was not even halfway there when a scream froze him. He whirled, his cape sweeping outward, and a blaster bolt burned past him, so close that he could smell the heat.

He rolled away from the heat, came out of the roll with a forward flip that carried him five meters away from where he had stood, and ended the flip searching for his attacker, his lightsaber in his right hand. There were two men near Akanah, who was huddled on her knees with an arm raised as though she had just fended off a blow.

“Akanah!” he cried, and charged toward them.

The next blaster bolt was dead on target, but Luke deflected it neatly skyward with his lightsaber.…
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In memory of my grandfather,
Dayton Percival Deich, 1896–1975,
who believed in a universe of wonders
beyond this Earth.

And for my children,
Matthew Tyndall, born 1983,
and Amanda Kathryn, born 1995.
May their lives be joyful journeys
through their own universe of wonders.
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Three people stand out above all others in deserving my gratitude and appreciation, though my poor words are hardly the equal of their gifts to me. Those three are Gwendolyn Zak, my best friend, SO, and POSSLQ, for her unwavering love, patience, support, and faith; Tom Dupree, my editor, for believing in me and giving me a chance; and Russ Galen, my agent, for going out on a limb and trusting me not to saw it off behind him. This book would not exist without them and their contributions.

I also want to thank Gwen, Matt, and Arlyn, for being such helpful (“Didn’t you blow up this ship in the last chapter?”) and encouraging (“All right—where’s the rest of it? What? Go write more!”) first readers. Sue Rostoni at Lucasfilm saw to it that I had all the references and resources I asked for, and then applied her extensive knowledge of the Star Wars universe to keep me from violating the historical record as often as I tried to. Fellow SW novelists Vonda McIntyre, Roger MacBride Allen, and Kevin J. Anderson generously shared their insights and their maps of the minefields. Also pitching in with SW trivia and general encouragement were Rich Mason, Timothy O’Brien, Matt Hart, Skip Shayotovich, and the rest of the Star Wars fan communities on GEnie and CompuServe.

The writing of Before the Storm bracketed a long-awaited move and the even longer-awaited birth of a daughter. Generous gifts of time and perspiration from Rod and Marion Zak, Tracy Holland, Greg Cronau, Arlyn Wilson, Mary Ellen Wessels, Faye Wessels, Mike Thelan, Roberta Kennedy, and other friends and family members allowed us to survive those transitions and me to keep working.

Finally, I’d like to thank George Lucas, for his blessing to tell this story in his wonderful universe—which I first visited nearly twenty years ago in a theater in Mishawaka, Indiana. If someone had told me then that someday I’d have a chance to add a few chapters to the life stories of Luke, Han, Leia, and their friends and enemies, I’d have just laughed.

As it is, I’m still smiling.

—Michael P. Kube-McDowell
September 12, 1995          
Okemos, Michigan             


Prologue
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Eight months after the Battle of Endor

The Empire’s orbiting repair yard at N’zoth, code-named Black 15, was of standard Imperial design, with nine great shipways arrayed in a square. On the morning of the retreat from N’zoth, all nine slips were occupied by Imperial warships.

Under most circumstances, nine Star Destroyers together would have been an intimidating sight to any who might come under their guns.

But on the morning of the retreat from N’zoth, only one of the nine was ready for space.

That was the sorry assessment of Jian Paret, commander of the Imperial garrison at N’zoth, as he looked out on the yards from his command center. The orders he had received hours ago were still playing before his eyes:

You are ordered to evacuate the planetary garrison to the last man, at best possible speed, using any and all ships that are spaceworthy. Destroy the repair yard and any and all remaining assets before withdrawing from the system.

Paret’s assessment was shared by Nil Spaar, master of the Yevethan underground, as he rode the work shuttle up from the surface with the first commando team. The orders he had given hours ago were still ringing in his ears:

“Notify all teams that an Imperial evacuation has been ordered. Execute the primary plan without delay. It is our day for retribution. Our blood is in those vessels, and they will be ours. May each of us honor the name of the Yevetha today.”

Nine ships.

Nine prizes.

The most badly damaged, Redoubtable, had taken terrible punishment in the retreat from Endor. The others ranged from old medium cruisers being upgraded and recommissioned, to the EX-F, a weapons and propulsion test bed built on a Dreadnaught hull.

The key to them all was the massive Star Destroyer Intimidator, moored at one of the open slips. Spaceworthy but completely unblooded, it had been sent to Black 15 from the Core for finish work, to free up a Super-class shipway at the command’s home shipbuilding yard.

There was more than enough room aboard it for the garrison, and more than enough firepower aboard to destroy the yard and the hulls within. Paret transferred his command to the bridge of the Intimidator within an hour of receiving his orders.

But Intimidator could not leave the yard as quickly as Paret would have liked. He had only one-third of a standard crew aboard, a single watch—too few hands to quickly ready a ship of that size to fly free.

Moreover, nine of every ten workers on Black 15 were Yevetha. Paret despised the gaudy-faced skeletons. He would have liked to seal the ship in the interest of security, or to draft additional work details in the interest of speed. But either act would prematurely alert the Yevetha that the occupation force was leaving N’zoth, threatening the withdrawal from the surface.

All Paret would do was call a surprise departure drill and wait out its lengthy checks and countdowns, letting the normal work details continue until the troop transports and the governor’s shuttle had lifted off and were en route. Then, and only then, could his crew close the hatches, cut the moorings, and turn its back on N’zoth.

Nil Spaar knew of Commander Paret’s dilemma. He knew all that Paret knew, and much more. For more than five years he had worked to position allies of the underground throughout the conscript workforce. Nothing of importance happened without Nil Spaar’s swiftly hearing of it. And he had taken the information he had collected and woven it into an elegant scheme.

He had put an end to the rash of minor “mistakes” and “accidents,” demanding that those who worked for the Empire show diligence and strive for excellence—while learning everything they could about the ships and their operation. He had seen to it that the Yevetha made themselves indispensable to the Black Fleet’s yard bosses and earned the trust of its commanders.

It was that trust which had allowed the work slowdown in the months since the Battle of Endor to go on unquestioned. It was that trust which had given his Yevetha the run of both the yard and the ships moored in the slips.

And it was the patient and calculating exploitation of that trust which had brought Nil Spaar and those who followed him to this moment.

He knew that he no longer need fear the Harridan, the Victory-class Star Destroyer that had been protecting the yard and patrolling the system. The Harridan had been ordered to the front three weeks ago, joining the Imperial force fighting a losing rear-guard action at Notak.

He knew that Paret could not seal the Intimidator against his men, even by ordering a battle-stations lockdown. More than a dozen external hatches in Sections 17 and 21 had been rigged by Yevetha technicians to report that they were secured when they were not, and to report that they were closed when they were not.

He knew that even if Intimidator got free of the slip in which it was moored, it would not have a chance to escape or turn its guns on the abandoned vessels. The packages of explosives concealed inside Intimidator’s hull would break it open like an egg the moment its shields went up and blocked the signal that was safing the bombs.

As the work shuttle neared the receiving dock, Nil Spaar felt no fear, no apprehension. Everything that could be done had been done, and there was a joyful inevitability about the fighting to come. He had no doubt what the outcome would be.

Nil Spaar and the first commando team entered Intimidator through the hatches in Section 17, while his second, Dar Bille, and the backup team entered through Section 21.

There was no talking. None was necessary. Every member of both teams knew the layout of the ship as well as any Imperial crewman. They moved through it like ghosts, down corridors closed or cleared by friends on work details, through crawlways and up access ladders that appeared on no construction blueprint. In minutes they had reached the bridge—without ever being challenged, or drawing a weapon, or firing a shot.

But they entered the bridge with weapons drawn, knowing exactly which stations would be occupied, where the guard station was, who could sound a shipwide alarm. Nil Spaar shouted out no warnings, made no theatrical announcement, demanded no surrender. He simply walked briskly across the deck toward the executive officer, raised his blaster, and burned the officer’s face away.

As he did, the rest of the team fanned out behind him, each to his own assigned target. Six of Intimidator’s bridge crew were struck down in the first seconds, sitting at their stations, because of the power that rested at their fingertips. The others, including Commander Paret, quickly ended up facedown on the floor, hands bound behind them.

Taking the ship was not difficult. Timing the raid to avoid retribution had always been the challenge.

“Signal from the governor’s shuttle,” called out a Yevetha commando, slipping into the seat at the communications station. “The transports are leaving the surface. No trouble reported.”

Nil Spaar nodded approvingly. “Acknowledge the signal. Advise the crew that we’re moving out to pick up the garrison. Notify the yard that Intimidator is leaving.”

Like a cluster of insects returning to the hive, the fleet of Imperial transports rose from N’zoth toward the great dagger-shaped Star Destroyer. More than twenty thousand citizens of the Empire were crammed into the insect fleet—soldiers and bureaucrats, technicians and families.

“Open all hangars,” said Nil Spaar.

Their destination in sight, the transports slowed and began to align themselves on approach vectors.

“Activate all autotargeting batteries,” said Nil Spaar.

There was a collective gasp from the prisoners on the bridge, who were watching the same display screens as the Yevetha commandos who now occupied their stations.

“You’re all cowards,” Commander Paret called out to the invaders, his voice bitter with contempt and anger. “A real soldier would never do this. There’s no honor in killing the defenseless.”

Nil Spaar ignored him. “Lock on targets.”

“You vicious, pathetic fool. You’ve already won. How can you justify this?”

“Fire,” said Nil Spaar.

The deck plates barely vibrated as the gun batteries erupted and the approaching transports disappeared in balls of fire and fragments. It did not take long. None escaped. Moments later the communications station began to scream with shocked and panicked inquiries from all over the ship. There had been many witnesses to the carnage.

Nil Spaar turned away from the tracking display and crossed the bridge to where Commander Paret lay on the decking. Grabbing the Imperial officer by the hair, he dragged Paret out of line and rolled him over roughly with his booted foot. Seizing the front of Paret’s tunic with one hand, Nil Spaar lifted him half off the deck. For a long moment he loomed over the officer, looking like a tall, vengeful demon with his cold, black, widely set eyes, the white slash down his nasal ridge, and the deep scarlet-splashed ridges that furrowed his cheeks and chin.

Then, hissing, the Yevetha made a fist with his free hand and cocked it back. A sharp, curving dew-claw emerged from the swelling at his wrist.

“You are vermin,” Nil Spaar said coldly, and slashed the claw across the Imperial captain’s throat.

Nil Spaar held on through the commander’s death throes, then dropped the body carelessly to the floor. Turning, he looked down into the pit at the commando who had taken over the communications station.

“Tell the crew that they are the prisoners of the Yevetha Protectorate and His Glory the viceroy,” said Nil Spaar, wiping his claw on the trouser leg of his victim. “Tell them that beginning today, their lives depend on their being useful to us. And then I wish to speak to the viceroy, and tell him of our triumph.”


Chapter 1
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Twelve years later

In the pristine silence of space, the Fifth Battle Group of the New Republic Defense Fleet blossomed over the planet Bessimir like a beautiful, deadly flower.

The formation of capital ships sprang into view with startling suddenness, trailing fire-white wakes of twisted space and bristling with weapons. Angular Star Destroyers guarded fat-hulled fleet carriers, while the assault cruisers, their mirror finishes gleaming, took the point.

A halo of smaller ships appeared at the same time. The fighters among them quickly deployed in a spherical defensive screen. As the Star Destroyers firmed up their formation, their flight decks quickly spawned scores of additional fighters.

At the same time, the carriers and cruisers began to disgorge the bombers, transports, and gunboats they had ferried to the battle. There was no reason to risk the loss of one fully loaded—a lesson the Republic had learned in pain. At Orinda, the commander of the fleet carrier Endurance had kept his pilots waiting in the launch bays, to protect the smaller craft from Imperial fire as long as possible. They were still there when Endurance took the brunt of a Super Star Destroyer attack and vanished in a ball of metal fire.

Before long more than two hundred warships, large and small, were bearing down on Bessimir and its twin moons. But the terrible, restless power of the armada could be heard and felt only by the ships’ crews. The silence of the approach was broken only on the fleet comm channels, which had crackled to life in the first moments with encoded bursts of noise and cryptic ship-to-ship chatter.

At the center of the formation of great vessels was the flagship of the Fifth Battle Group, the fleet carrier Intrepid. She was so new from the yards at Hakassi that her corridors still reeked of sealing compound and cleaning solvent. Her huge realspace thruster engines still sang with the high-pitched squeal that the engine crews called “the baby’s cry.”

It would take more than a year for the mingled scents of the crew to displace the chemical smells from the first impressions of visitors. But after a hundred more hours under way, her engines’ vibrations would drop two octaves, to the reassuring thrum of a seasoned thruster bank.

On Intrepid’s bridge, a tall Dornean in general’s uniform paced along an arc of command stations equipped with large monitors. His eye-folds were swollen and fanned by an unconscious Dornean defensive reflex, and his leathery face was flushed purple by concern. Before the deployment was even a minute old, Etahn A’baht’s first command had been bloodied.

The fleet tender Ahazi had overshot its jump, coming out of hyperspace too close to Bessimir and too late for its crew to recover from the error. Etahn A’baht watched the bright flare of light in the upper atmosphere from Intrepid’s forward viewstation, knowing that it meant six young men were dead.

But there was no time to linger over the loss. The monitors were flashing images from dozens of scanners on ships and spy satellites at a frenzied pace. Reports from the battle management section changed moment to moment, almost as quickly as the master battle clock counted up the tenths and hundredths.

The assault plan was too intricate and tightly scheduled for a few deaths to stop it. Battle management quickly assigned a reserve fleet tender to Ahazi’s section. May your spirits fly to the zenith and your bodies rest peacefully in the depths, General A’baht thought, recalling an old Dornean sailors’ blessing for the dead. Then he turned away and studied the order of battle and tactical plan. There would be time to mourn later.

“Penetration phase complete,” sang out a lieutenant at one of the consoles. “Deployment complete. Assault leader is approaching wave-off failsafe and requests final authorization.”

“Penetration complete, copy,” echoed A’baht. “Deployment complete, copy. All stations, call off.”

“Battle management, go.”

“Combat intelligence, go.”

“Tactical, go.”

“Communications, go.”

“Fleet ops, go.”

“Flight ops, go.”

“Ground ops, go.”

“I read the call board as clear,” General A’baht said in a strong, confident voice. “Failsafe authorization is go, combat rules are green—repeat, go green.”

“Authorization is go green, copy,” acknowledged the lieutenant, turning a key on his console. “Assault leader, the word is go—you are clear to proceed. All weapons are live, and the target is hot.”

Almost at once, a trio of assault cruisers and their complement of K-wing bombers broke away and surged ahead of the primary formation. Their new course would take them looping under the planet’s south pole en route to their targets—the primary spacefighter base and planetary defense batteries located on the alpha moon, which was still over the horizon from the armada’s jumppoint.

Pairs of speedy A-wing fighters flashed out of formation and fanned out to intercept and destroy the planet’s lightly armed sensor and communications satellites. The A-wings fired the first shots of the assault on Bessimir, and did so with unerring accuracy, transforming their targets into sparkling clouds of metal and plasteel.

The A-wings also drew the first opposing fire. Several ion-cannon batteries on the surface opened up in a vain attempt to protect their high-orbiting eyes. Moments after the ground batteries revealed their location, gunners on the lead Republic assault cruisers had them targeted.

High-powered lasers on the cruisers painted the batteries, blinding ground sensors and testing for counterpunch fire from secondary sites. When there was none, the great pulse cannon mounted aboard the Star Destroyers methodically turned the ground batteries into smoking black craters. The only casualty for the Republic was an A-wing from Blackfire Flight, which picked up a sleeper mine on the right wing while making its pass against a recon satellite.

On the far side of Bessimir, the cruiser detachment approached the alpha moon on a high-speed collision course. As drone fighters appeared from concealed launch chutes on the surface, the big ships fanned out three abreast and began releasing clusters of penetration bombs.

Tall as a man and tipped by a reinforced spike, the black-cased bombs sped down toward the fighter base as the cruisers veered off. The drone fighters rising from the moon veered off as well. Moments later a dozen antiship batteries on the surface surrendered their camouflage, opening fire on the infalling bombs.

But the penetration bombs—propelled only by inertia, and with their casings as dark and nearly as cold as space itself—did not offer much of a target. Most fell through the defensive barrage unmolested. Two seconds before impact, small thrusters in the tail of each bomb fired, slamming them into the surface at even greater speed and driving them twice their length into the barren ground.

A moment later, with the dust of impact still rising, the bombs exploded as one. The flash and flame were swallowed by the moon’s face. But the terrible concussion propagated downward and outward through the rock. It shattered reinforced walls like matchsticks, and collapsed underground chambers like eggshells. Great plumes of gray dust shot out of the launch chutes, and the ground itself subsided over what had been the main hangar.

At the moment the bombs exploded, Esege Tuketu was flying lead in an eighteen-ship formation following the cruisers toward the alpha moon. “Sweet mother of chaos,” he breathed, awestruck by the sight. For just a moment, he took his hands off the controls of his K-wing and lowered his forehead against his crossed wrists—the Narvath gesture of surrender to the fire that consumes all.

From the second seat of Tuketu’s bomber came an equally heartfelt and respectful “Wow!” voiced by his weapons technician. “And I don’t care what they say,” he added. “I felt that one.”

“Seemed like I did, too, Skids,” said Tuketu.

“No one had a better seat for it than we did, that’s for sure.”

They watched carefully ahead with eyes as well as passive scanners. No more fighters emerged from the hidden base. The antiship batteries were still.

But the drone fighters already launched fought on, even though deprived of their controllers. Following internal combat protocols, they flung themselves against the largest targets, the cruisers. Agile but lightly armed, the drones did not last long. The cruisers batted them down like so many insects.

“Good shooting!” Tuketu exclaimed. None of the other crews in the formation heard him. The attack force was following blackout protocols—including strict comm silence, despite the close formation and the critical timing of what lay ahead.

“This is going to work,” the weapons tech said hopefully. “Isn’t it?”

“It has to,” said Tuketu, thinking about what lay ahead.

Only one real threat to the fleet remained—the great hypervelocity gun on the far side of the gravity-locked moon. Like a swift-footed sentry making its rounds, the alpha moon would soon revolve around Bessimir to a point where the HV gun would have its pick of targets in the fleet.

According to the New Republic’s surveillance droids, the gun emplacement was both ray-shielded and particle-shielded. Moreover, with the weapon’s power plants and shield generator buried deep in the rock, it could easily survive the sort of assault that had destroyed the fighter base. If Etahn A’baht’s capital ships had to slug it out with the alpha moon’s big gun, the Fifth Battle Group would surely lose several ships in the process. The key to avoiding that outcome lay with Tuketu’s eighteen bombers.

“Coming up on the break,” said Skids, glancing at the mission clock and then at the broken surface of the alpha moon, rushing toward them.

“I’m on top of it,” said Tuketu.

“You’d better be,” was the nervous reply. “My mama’s counting on me doing more with my life than making a hole in the ground someplace where they already got enough holes in the ground.”

“Break in ten,” said Tuketu. “Signaling the others. Break in five.” A collision alarm began to sound in the cockpit. The moon’s surface seemed terribly close. “Break!”

The entire spaceship shuddered as the emergency deceleration thrusters roared and the nose of the K-wing swung up toward the horizon. Tuketu and Skids were slammed back into their flight couches as the moon rotated dizzily under them. Breathing came hard throughout the long moments of the pullout.

When the ship stopped shaking and it was possible to breathe again, Tuketu’s ship was skimming the surface of the alpha moon with only two other bombers nestled in behind. The K-wings had scattered in six groups, each taking a different compass heading to the target. With luck, they would meet again over the aperture of the electromagnetic gun.

“Pardon me, but has anyone seen my wits?” Skids said in a squeaky voice. “I had them right here just a moment ago—”

Tuketu laughed. “That was fun, wasn’t it?”

“Fun?” Skids shook his head. “Fun like having a rancor sit on your lap is fun. Sir, I am afraid I must relieve you of command, effective immediately, on the grounds that you are clearly insane. Please surrender the controls and come along quietly.”

Smiling, Tuketu reached overhead and adjusted the trim thrusters. “We were a little late getting to the first ground check. I’m taking us up a couple of points. Check back there and make sure the others stay with us.”

“Copy, Tuke,” Skids said, twisting his head first to the left, then to the right. “By the jewel of Haarkan, you put that much ordnance on a K, and you get one mean-looking, chip-on-a-shoulder, fixing-for-trouble star kitty.”

“Let’s hope we don’t need all of it,” Tuketu said soberly, almost to himself.

According to reports Fleet Intelligence had provided to the Fifth’s planners, Bessimir’s hypervelocity gun fired at a rate of 120 slugs per minute, though rarely for more than ten seconds at a time. To avoid deflecting the superaccelerated projectiles, the particle shield protecting the gun was synchronized with the firing controller. The shield would open for each outbound slug when the gun was fired, while the ray shielding would remain in place throughout, protecting the emplacement from any long-range counterfire.

Open, close, open, close, like the winking eye of a shutter, like a tempting carnival game. Time the opening correctly and win the prize. That was why two of the three K-wings in each flight were configured as penetrators, carrying no energy weapons at all—just ordinary slug cannon and an extraordinary number of fléchette missiles. If even one round, one explosive splinter, could slip through and find its target—

But to have even that slim chance, they had to get very close—and something had to coax the gunners into firing.

That something was the New Republic Star Destroyer Resolve. Specially outfitted with multiple shields into which were poured the full power of her engines, she came out of hyperspace nearly dead center in the gun’s field of fire. The K-wings were approaching the perimeter of the shield zone, hiding in the clutter, hugging every contour of the surface as they closed in.

A’baht watched nervously, his shoulder spines rippling. A few moments longer, and the approaching bombers would be spotted, the threat analyzed. “Fire,” he whispered. “Come on—take the bait.”

Esege Tuketu, watching his penetrators race toward the red line on his battle display, tensed himself for the high-G abort maneuver he expected them to have to execute.

A heartbeat stretched out to a lifetime.

On impulse, Tuketu thumbed his comm switch and broke comm silence. “Red Leader to Red Two, Red Three, stay on the tower, stay on it!”

“What are you doing?” Skids demanded.

Tuketu shook his head. “We have to get the game in before it rains.”

Red Three suddenly broke right, away from its target, trying to escape the invisible wall that lay ahead. But Red Two flew past the wave-off point and opened fire. Streams of silver missiles flashed from under its wings toward the stubby shield tower in their sights.

“Sorry, Tuke, too late, going around,” Red Three called.

At the same moment, the big gun roared, belching a staccato stream of slugs toward the Resolve.

Red Two broke left and up, its cannon tracking the shield tower and firing nonstop.

“Come on, come on, come on,” Tuketu said under his breath. “Make a hole for us.”

The leading edge of Red Two’s salvo reached the shield boundary as the gun was still firing. Most shattered without exploding, crushed like insects hurled against a cockpit canopy. A few exploded against nothingness, their triggers overwhelmed by a surging induction current as the particle shield cycled on and off. But two fléchette missiles slipped through. The hemispheric dome of the shield tower disappeared in a small but brilliant explosion that left the metal remnants burning.

“How did you know?” Skids said wonderingly.

Tuketu shook his head. “I didn’t,” he said, pushing the throttles forward. Ahead lay the aperture of the big gun.

Like a frantic animal fighting for its life, the hypergun fired on the Resolve without pause from the moment the particle shield vanished. The big cruiser wasn’t nimble enough to evade the barrage pattern thrown at it from the alpha moon, and Commander Syub Snunb wondered if it was tough enough to withstand the hits it was taking. Shells crashed against its invisible shields with such force that the ship itself shuddered and shook.

“Red Flight is inside the perimeter,” a lieutenant sang out.

Steadying himself against a bulkhead, Snunb acknowledged the report with a nod. “Then we’ve done our job. Keep tracking the incoming fire,” he said. “Navigator, turn and show them our heels. Keep us on an escape heading. If they give us any kind of break at all, drop the auxiliary shields and jump us out of here.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Just then the outermost shield buckled under a salvo of shells, the impacts sucking the field strength from the protective bubble faster than the shield generators could restore it. An alarm sounded on the bridge as the shaking abruptly got worse.

“The D shield is down. The generators are slagged!”

Snunb shook his head. “I must remember to tell General A’baht that I do not much like being the bait tied outside the predator’s lair. How much longer?”

His first officer pointed to the tactical display. “Tuketu should be over the target in another few seconds.”

Another alarm sounded on the bridge of the Resolve. “I hope we have another few seconds to give him.”

The aperture of the hypergun was glowing brilliantly in the infrared on Tuketu’s targeting computer. “Let’s finish this on the first pass.”

“Arming Number One,” Skids sang out. “Arming Number Two. Taking attitude control, now.”

Tuketu lifted his hands from the stick and throttle. “All yours.”

The nose of the K-wing lifted skyward, and the bomber began to climb. “Range—mark. Number One away. Number Two away. Let’s not hang around, Tuke.”

As the lob bombs began to trace a clean, elegant ballistic arc, up and over the top of a gravitational hill, Tuketu hauled the nose of the bomber back and around to the left so sharply that he felt momentarily dizzy. While the broad bottom of the ship was facing the target, there was a dull roaring sound, a brilliant flash that cast long shadows on the surface, and a neck-snapping vertical translation, as though some mighty hand had shoved the K-wing from below.

“Too soon, too soon!” Skids cried in alarm. “Not ours.”

At that moment Black One flashed by overhead, and the comm speaker crackled to life with gleeful exultations. “Scratch one big gun,” drawled Black Leader. “My stars, that was a big splash. She was still firin’ when we bracketed her—we must have jammed up a couple of shells in the barrel. Did you see it, Red Leader?”

“Negative, Black Leader.” The landscape lit up again with a double flash that was a pale echo of the first. “Sounds like you didn’t leave much for us, Hodo,” Tuketu said with a grin.

“That’ll teach you not to dawdle—sir.”

“This is Green Leader,” said a new voice. “I’ve made a verification pass and I confirm target destroyed.”

“This is the Resolve. We concur with Green Leader, target destroyed. Thank you, boys.”

“Copy, Green Leader. Copy, Resolve,” said Tuketu, turning his ship skyward, toward where the cruisers waited for them. “All ships, form up with me. We have a rendezvous to keep.”

Standing at a podium and wearing the uniform of the Joint Defense Operations Staff rather than the Mon Calamari battle dress in which he had earned his fame, Admiral Ackbar gestured with a large hand toward the display screen on his right.

“With the Fleet firmly in control of local space, it is now relatively safe for the gunships to begin opening a corridor to the surface,” Ackbar said, looking out at the small, select audience. “The tactics echo those used against the hypergun—to expose well-armored vessels to enemy fire in order to locate and destroy the defensive emplacements in the target sector. In this case, as you can see, the counterfire is coming from the heavy batteries of the vessels in orbit.”

The monitors in the conference hall at the New Republic Defense Force’s headquarters on Coruscant showed much the same images as those on Intrepid’s bridge, though lagging some seconds behind.

The signals were being relayed across fifteen parsecs by hyperspace transponder, then reviewed by military censors to make sure that what appeared on the displays was appropriate to the clearances of the audience in the hall. That afternoon, little censorship was needed. The audience included all eight members of the Senate’s Council on the Common Defense, half a dozen senior Fleet officers, and Princess Leia Organa Solo, president of the Senate and commander-in-chief of the New Republic’s defense forces.

Ackbar went on, “The curvature of a planetary body limits the effectiveness of fixed emplacements with line-of-sight weapons. Destruction of only a few such emplacements creates a breach in the planetary defenses, and a corridor from space to the surface. You see here that the Fleet is close to opening such a corridor. The threat at this point would be from atmospheric fighters or ground-to-air missiles launched from over the horizon. But Bessimir has no such defenses. When the breach is fully opened, the invasion will begin.”

“Admiral Ackbar—a question,” Senator Tolik Yar called out. “How realistic a test is this for the Fleet? Is this anything more than a scripted performance?”

“It is as realistic as possible,” said Ackbar. “This is an operational readiness exercise, not a simulation. It is true that the Fleet is opposed only by battle drones and computer sims. But I can assure you that the defense team takes pride and pleasure in constructing a difficult problem for the Fleet tacticians.”

“Admiral Ackbar,” said Senator Cion Marook, rising from his seat and allowing the great, heavily veined air sacs on his back to fully inflate. “This has been a most impressive demonstration so far. But on behalf of my colleagues, and those we represent, I must wonder why command of the new task force was given to such a newcomer.”

“Senator, General Etahn A’baht is hardly a hatchling—he is easily twice my age, and I suspect he is senior to you as well.”

Marook bristled. “I did not say he was young, Senator, I said he was a newcomer. The commanders of the other fleets are all veterans of the Rebellion—leaders who, like yourself, earned honor in the great battles at Yavin, Hoth, and Endor.”

Ackbar acknowledged the compliment with a nod.

“But this Dornean has worn our uniform for less than two standard years. The Fifth Fleet was authorized in no small part on your personal testimony and assurances, and built at great expense to the New Republic. I would be much happier if it were you on the bridge of the Intrepid and General A’baht were here waving a pointer in front of us.”

“But you ought not be, Senator,” Ackbar said sharply. “Though it was not part of the Rebel Alliance, Dornea has its own heroes from the fight against the Empire. General A’baht has a long and exemplary record as a fleet commander with the Dornean Navy. We are fortunate to be able to call upon his services.”

“The entire Dornean Navy numbers barely eighty vessels,” Senator Marook said with a grand gesture of contempt.

Standing by the back wall of the conference room, Princess Leia rolled her eyes and shook her head. It was wholly predictable that the complainant was Marook. Hrasskis society was built around a strict notion of succession by seniority, and the highest social value was waiting one’s turn. After five years in the Senate, he still had not embraced the notion of basing appointments on merit.

“And yet, the Dornean Navy successfully defended Dornea’s independence throughout the reign of Palpatine, against Imperial forces several times as large,” said Princess Leia, intervening in the hope of cutting the argument short. “Come now, Senator Marook—surely this is an inappropriate time to argue over command assignments. Let’s move on.”

Admiral Ackbar held up his broad hand. “Princess Leia, if you please—there is no better time to put this to rest. I have heard rumors of discontent in the Council for weeks, but this is the first time anyone has voiced such sentiments in my hearing. I would like the chance to explain to Senator Marook exactly why he is so terribly wrong.”

Even offered in his measured tones, such a direct rebuke was out of character for Admiral Ackbar, and told Leia how angry her Calamari friend was. “Very well, Admiral,” she said, nodding and settling into a seat to listen.

Given the floor, Ackbar proceeded to ignore Senator Marook completely, addressing himself to the rest of the gathering. “You must understand that the problems of invading a planetary body from space, or defending one against an invasion, are quite different from the problems of destroying a planet, or blockading one, or laying siege to one.”

Ackbar moved out from behind the podium. “And it is a set of problems with which we have had very little experience. The veterans of the Alliance, whom Senator Marook so kindly praised, know all the secrets of fighting as an insurgent force—the roles of stealth, of mobility, of hit-and-run tactics, of disrupting the enemy’s lines of supply and communication.

“But a commando force cannot defend a homeworld, a system, a sector. A commando force cannot tie up its assets waiting to be attacked. A commando force cannot carry out an invasion. You should remind yourself that at no time in its history did the Alliance enjoy the resources to fight a conventional war. And the one time we were forced by circumstance to do so, at Hoth, we suffered a terrible defeat.

“That is why Etahn A’baht was selected to command the Fifth Fleet. He brings to that bridge all the hard-won expertise of the Dornea, an expertise which I cannot match. And it is his tactical plan which we are testing at Bessimir,” Ackbar said, pointing at the screens behind him.

“Unlike my colleague from the Hrasskis, I do not question the qualifications of General A’baht. I am more concerned about the sharp end of the knife than I am with who wields it,” said Senator Tig Peramis, rising from his seat near the door. “Admiral Ackbar, I have questions concerning the conditions of the test.”

Leia’s attention immediately perked up. Senator Peramis was the newest member of the Council on the Common Defense, representing the worlds of the Seventh Security Zone, including his own, Walalla. So far he had been a quiet member, diligently studying the Council records that his new level of clearance opened to his eyes, asking many thoughtful questions, and expressing few opinions.

“Proceed,” said Admiral Ackbar, making a sweeping gesture.

“You chose to send the Fifth Fleet against a target which lacks a planetary shield. Why is that?”

“Senator, it is not possible to assault a planet which enjoys the protection of a planetary shield until that shield has been disabled. We would learn nothing about our new tactics from such an exercise. And there are far more worlds like Bessimir than there are worlds with the wealth and technology to sustain a planetwide shield.”

“But, Admiral, did you not warn the Council that it was exactly those well-armed worlds which the New Republic lacked the capacity to confront? And did you not promise the Council that if we built the Fifth Fleet, even the strongest of the old Imperial worlds would not be able to threaten us with impunity?”

Ackbar nodded gravely. “I believe that we are keeping that promise, Senator Peramis. The defense of Bessimir was designed in accord with our existing threat profiles. Operation Hammerblow represents a likely scenario for the use of the Fifth Fleet.”

“What, to overwhelm an underdefended world?”

“Senator, I did not say—”

“This is exactly the point that concerns me. An army fights as it trains,” said Senator Peramis. “Did you build the Fifth Fleet to protect us against a strategic threat, or to strengthen Coruscant? Does the danger you saw lie outside our borders, or within them?” He turned and pointed an accusing finger in Leia’s direction. “Exactly who are you preparing to invade?”

Ackbar blinked, rendered wordless by surprise. The other officers in the room scowled and bristled. The other members of the Council were taken aback—by Peramis’s intimations themselves, or, like Senator Marook, by his temerity in speaking out of turn.

“I can only think that if you had been here when the votes were taken, Senator Peramis, you would not ask such questions,” Leia said sharply, moving to the front of the room with a purposeful stride and a swirl of robes. “You unfairly malign Admiral Ackbar’s honor.”

“I do not malign him in the slightest. I am sure Admiral Ackbar is faithful in his duties and loyal to his superiors,” Peramis said, looking purposefully at Leia.

“How dare you!” bellowed Senator Tolik Yar as he leaped to his feet. “If you do not withdraw your words, I will knock you down myself.”

Leia sent a small, tight smile in the direction of her champion but waved off his assistance. “Senator Peramis, the Fifth Fleet was built to protect the New Republic, and for no other reason. We have no territorial aspirations, no hunger for conquest. How could we, with ten new applications for membership arriving every day? On the honor of the House of Organa, I give my word—the Fifth Fleet will never be used to invade a member world, or to coerce its will, or subdue its legitimate ambitions.”

Even before he spoke, it was clear that Peramis was unimpressed. “What weight shall I give a vow made on the honor of an extinct family—a family you have no blood claim with?”

Tolik Yar’s face flushed, and his hand moved toward the ceremonial dagger he wore on his breastplate. But the hand of the officer standing beside him stayed the impulse. “Wait,” General Antilles said softly. “Give him a little more rope.”

Senator Peramis swept his gaze across the room and found that every face was turned toward him. “I am sorry to spoil the festive moment, and waste the expensive pyrotechnics thoughtfully arranged for us by Admiral Ackbar and General A’baht. I am sorry to raise Senator Yar’s blood pressure, and to offend Senator Marook’s well-honed sense of propriety. But I cannot be silent.

“What I’ve learned in the months since I took my Council oath, what I’ve heard and seen today, alarms me profoundly. If I could, I would speak of this in the well of the Senate, before the eyes of the entire Republic. You have not bought security—you have built the machinery of oppression, and are about to hand it over to the progeny of the most brutal oppressor in history’s memory.

“I am deeply, unalterably opposed to arming the New Republic against its own members—”

“You are mistaken—” Admiral Ackbar began.

“That is what you’ve done!” Senator Peramis said angrily. “The Fifth Fleet is a weapon of conquest and tyranny, nothing less and nothing more. And once a weapon is forged, it tantalizes, and tempts, and transfixes, until someone finds a reason to use it. You’ve given the son of Darth Vader a glittering temptation to follow his father’s path. You’ve given the daughter of Darth Vader a gift-wrapped invitation to secure her power by force of arms.

“And yet you sit here smiling and nodding and swallowing the fiction that all of it is for your protection. I am ashamed for you—ashamed.” Senator Peramis shook his head vigorously, as though to clear it of unwelcome thoughts, then stalked out of the conference room.

Leia quickly turned her head away, struggling to control her expression, and to conceal the struggle. The stunned silence was broken by embarrassed coughing and the squirming, shuffling sounds of officers and Council members shifting uncomfortably in their seats.

“Chairman! Chairman Behn-kihl-nahm!” Senator Tolik Yar exclaimed, finding his voice at last. “I want him reprimanded! I want him brought before the Review! This is intolerable. The Seventh must send someone else to represent it. Intolerable, do you hear?”

“We all hear, Senator Yar,” Behn-kihl-nahm said in his most silken, soothing voice as he moved toward Leia. “President Organa, allow me to apologize for Senator Peramis’s regrettable lapse—”

Tolik Yar snorted. “Why not apologize for the Emperor’s regrettable lapses as well? It would mean about as much.”

Behn-kihl-nahm ignored the comment. “You may remember, Princess Leia, that the hand of the Empire fell heavily on Walalla. Tig Peramis remembers all too well. He was only a boy, watching his world conquered, his people’s spirit destroyed. The memories fill him with a passion which inspires his diligence but betrays his good sense. I will speak with him. I am sure he already regrets his intemperate words.”

Behn-kihl-nahm’s exit was the cue for the room to empty. The others nearly fell over each other in their eagerness to excuse themselves, the ritual etiquette of salutes, congratulations, and good wishes so rushed that it took on the flavor of farce. Almost before she knew it, Leia was alone with Admiral Ackbar.

As she lifted a weary face to Ackbar’s sympathetic gaze, she attempted a wry smile. “I thought that went well—didn’t you?”

Just then, an image of General A’baht appeared on the primary display screen. “Etahn A’baht, reporting to Fleet Ops, Coruscant, with copy to president of the Senate,” the image said. “Live-fire exercise Hammerblow satisfactorily concluded. Detailed report on casualties, deficiencies, and the performance of individual commands to follow. Recommend that the Fifth Defense Task Force be considered operational this date.” Then the display went dark.

Ackbar nodded, and clasped Leia’s shoulder with one large hand in a friendly and comforting gesture. “Well enough, Madame President,” he said. “Better to face bitter words than to face more fighting and dying. I think we have all had enough of that for a lifetime.”

She stared out the doorway through which Peramis had exited. “How could he be so foolish?” she asked plaintively. “After Palpatine, Hethrir, Durga, Daala, Thrawn—one after another, with hardly enough time in between to heal the wounds and patch the hulls—how could he think we love war so much?”

“I have found that most foolishness begins with fear,” said Ackbar.

“I’m not accustomed to being feared.” Leia shook her head. “Especially for no reason. It makes me angry.”

Ackbar grunted sympathetically. “I intend to go to my quarters and bite the head off a frozen ormachek. I suggest you go home and find something ugly to smash.”

Leia laughed tiredly and patted Ackbar’s hand. “I just may do that. You know, I think we still have that Calamari blessing pot you gave Han and me at our wedding—”


Chapter 2
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A hot, humid, breeze blew across the crown of Temple Atun, the steepest of the ruined temples of the Massassi on Yavin 4. Luke Skywalker turned his face into the wind and looked out over the vibrant jungle that stretched unbroken to the horizon. The enormous orange disk of the gas giant Yavin dominated the sky, hanging just above the edge of the world as its fourth moon turned toward night.

Even after five years, Luke found it a compelling, nearly overwhelming sight. He had grown up on Tatooine, where the only stars in the night were pale speckles of white on a black canvas, and where the terrible daytime heat came from two disks he could easily block from view simply by raising his hand. This, I will miss, he thought.

For months Luke had been using Temple Atun as his sanctuary. Unlike the Great Temple, which had been given new life as the home of the Jedi praexeum, Atun had been left as it had been found, its mechanisms inert, its passageways dark. Its outer chambers had been looted, but a trap made of two great sliding stones had long ago sealed off the upper chambers. The trap still held the crushed bodies of the would-be thieves who had tripped it.

Something tickled Luke’s consciousness at the hazy fringe of awareness. He closed his eyes and lowered his inner shields long enough to search the temple, reading the currents of the Force as they flowed around and beneath him.

There was life everywhere, for the creatures of Yavin 4 had long ago claimed what the Massassi had abandoned. Collapsed stairways limited most vermin to the lower levels. But stonebats had made nests in tiny ventilation shafts all over the temple’s face, and Luke shared the eyrie with purple-winged kitehawks, which soared into the sky each evening to search the jungle’s upper canopy for prey.

There was an unfamiliar presence, too—but not an unexpected one. Streen was coming, as Luke had asked.

Luke had given Streen no instructions except to meet him at the top of Temple Atun, thereby turning the keeping of the appointment into a final test, and the temple into a puzzle and potential horror-house. Concealing himself by exerting no will at all on the currents of the Force, Luke marked his protégé’s progress. Even as an apprentice, Streen had distinguished himself by his maturity. That quality was evident in his purposeful ascent of the tower. He moved lightly through the rookeries, surefootedly through the dark passages.

The last fifty meters of the trip to the crown required a dizzying fingertips-and-toes climb up the steep, crumbling sunset face of Temple Atun. As Streen neared the top, Luke nudged the kitehawks into the air with a thought. They passed over Streen’s head like beclawed shadows, crying and beating the air with their wings. But Streen did not startle. Holding very still, he made himself invisible against the crumbling stone until the kitehawks wheeled away, then finished his climb.

“I’m pleased,” Luke said, opening his eyes as Streen joined him. “You’ve confirmed me in my choice. Come, sit, and face the east with me.”

Streen complied wordlessly. The curve of Yavin was just touching the line of the horizon, forming the geometry of the symbol found everywhere on the Massassi ruins.

“Have you made any progress in your reading of the Books of Massassi?” asked Luke quietly.

He was referring to a collection of tablets unearthed from a collapsed underground chamber found two years earlier in the jungle nearby. The tablets were written in the dense, arcane symbology of the Sith, but not by a Sith consciousness. The Books were silent on their authorship, but Luke believed they were the creation of a single Massassi, a life work of essays in history and faith. A minority view held that they were the original sacred texts of the Massassi, an ancient oral tradition recorded by educated slaves.

“I thought I would have finished by now, but I’ve only reached the sixteenth Book,” Streen said. “Reading them is more tiring than I expected. It seems to be a thing that cannot be hurried.”

“And what have you learned about what the sight before us meant to those who built this place?”

“That Yavin was both a beautiful and a terrible god to the Massassi,” said Streen. “It lifted their eyes to the heavens, but made their hearts small and fearful.”

“Go on.”

Streen gestured toward the horizon. “If I have understood what I have read, the Massassi measured themselves against this all-dominating presence and found themselves wanting. They stood at the pinnacle of life on a fecund world, and yet felt themselves and their attainments to be nothing. And that paradox colored their entire history.”

“Yes,” said Luke. “They failed to learn the lesson of humility. The grander their works, the more they ached for the power that still seemed so far out of reach. They gathered these stones for the Sith in a vain effort to touch the face of their god. And they pursued the dark power of the Sith in a vain effort to become like gods themselves.”

“It was a kind of madness.”

“A glimpse of the truth can bring on madness,” Luke said softly.

“What truth is that?”

“Look around us,” Luke said, spreading his hands. “The Massassi are gone, their works crumbling, battered by war, violated by trespassers. But Yavin still rules over their world.”

“Yes. Yes, I see.”

“Streen, I am leaving in the morning,” Luke said quietly. “I am no longer needed here. It is time for someone else to take over the Academy. I’ve chosen you.”

Those words succeeded in startling Streen in a way the kitehawks had failed to. “Leaving? I don’t understand,” he said, turning toward Luke.

“Once the Force was to me like a whispered voice on the wind,” Luke said, standing and looking back toward the Great Temple. “Obi-Wan taught me to hear it, and Yoda to understand it. I trained myself to hear it no matter where I was. And in my turn I taught others to hear and understand. But I have not been hearing that voice well of late, though my hearing is more acute than ever. There is too much noise. There is too much I must screen out. There are too many questions, too many demands. Everyone seems to be shouting at me. It’s painful, and tiring.”

He turned back to Streen. “I can no longer do this work. And the work I have to do cannot be done here.”

“Then it’s time for you to leave,” Streen said, rising to his feet. “Past time, I think, now that I understand why you’ve been pulling away from us. And I will not ask where you are going.”

“Thank you,” Luke said. “Do you accept the burden I have offered you?”

“Yes,” said Streen, offering his open hand. “I accept it. I free you in good conscience from your duties. I will carry this weight now.” The two men clasped hands firmly and meaningfully. Then Streen smiled. “Though I don’t feel ready.”

“Good,” said Luke, answering Streen’s smile and releasing his hand. “That feeling will help ensure your diligence.”

“Will you tell the apprentices, or shall I?”

“I’ll tell them. They’ll expect it. And I want them to know you have my confidence. Come, let it be done.”

Taking two long, swift steps, Luke launched himself from the crown of Temple Atun into the warm, empty air, just as the kitehawks did. He tumbled, then extended his limbs as though his robes were wings. Falling, he meditated on fear for long seconds, then made himself in his mind a creature of the air. Making his body as light as his heart, he touched down so softly near the base of the temple that the grasses barely protested. Streen took longer to arrive, descending the sun-bronzed face of the temple as though rappelling with an invisible rope.

“I hope that wasn’t my last test,” Streen said breathlessly as he joined Luke.

“No,” Luke said. “Just something I wanted to do one more time before I left.”

Later, in the small hours of night, a solitary E-wing fighter made an arrow of light across the sky, climbing from the island of ruins in the dark sea of jungle toward the stars. Only one pair of eyes saw it go—Streen’s. He was seated atop the Great Temple, meditating, and the light and sound caused him to look up.

“Good-bye, my teacher,” he said softly as the ion trail faded. “May the Force be with you on your journey.”

In some ways Jacen Solo was like any seven-year-old boy. He liked building houses from a deck of sabacc cards, driving toy speeders through mud puddles, and playing with model spacecraft. The only problem, as Han saw it, was that Jacen wanted to do all of those things with his mind rather than his hands.

So far, the ability to levitate even small objects had eluded Jacen. The E-wing and TIE fighter that dueled in the air above his bed were suspended by threads, not by thoughts. But knowing that it was possible was motivation enough for Han’s elder son. Like a parent enduring the first year of a child’s clarinet lessons, Han had learned how to keep the sound of small disasters, failed experiments, and the occasional display of impatience in the next room from making his blood pressure spike. And, unlike Leia, he had no trouble with the noise and chaos that are a child at play.

But Han had a harder time with the realization that Jacen was becoming, well, a bit pudgy. Han remembered childhood as long days of rough-and-tumble play, as a time when he had a lean, strong body that never tired for long. Not so for Jacen. Though the children had the run of the grounds, Han never saw his elder son come in from the courtyard having run himself to a sweaty exhaustion, or emerge from the gardens as dirty and happy as a worm. And Han worried over it.

Still harder to accept was seeing Jacen always playing alone, with no friends outside the family and less interest all the time in playing with Jaina or Anakin. Han blamed the lack of friends on himself and Leia. The children had been whisked from one place to another, sent away with bodyguards and hidden away with nannies, all in the name of protecting them. In the process, they had been “protected” from having anything remotely like a normal childhood. And for all that, they had still been kidnapped by Hethrir, and nearly lost.

There was nothing to be done about it now except to try not to compound the mistake. On the first night the family was reunited, with Leia crying tears of relief as they held each other, Han had silently vowed never to leave the children without the care and protection of a parent again.

There was no disentangling Leia from the business of the government, but Han saw his own position differently. On their return to Coruscant, he had tried to resign his commission. Admiral Ackbar had pointed out that he would lose his security clearances and Class 1 pass, and Leia would lose his counsel and companionship on sensitive matters.

“Finding you indispensable to the defense of the New Republic, I must refuse your resignation,” Ackbar said.

“Now, just a blasted moment—”

“However, I also find that your current assignment does not make the best use of your experience and abilities,” Ackbar went on. “Effective immediately, I order you placed on detached duty, assigned to the president of the Senate as liaison for domestic defense. You are to assist her in whatever way she sees fit. Do you understand?” If the big-eyed Calamarian had been capable of a wink, he would have sent a sly one in Han’s direction at that moment.

So Han’s days were now spent at the president’s residence, which he shared with Leia, trying to make up for lost time. But he was discovering that children made the Millennium Falcon’s hyperdrive look dependable and predictable by comparison. Little Anakin was Han’s loyal ally, but the twins tested him early and often. They had their own ideas about the proper order of things, and their place in it.

“But, Dad, Winter let us—”

“But, Dad, Chewie always—”

“But, Dad, Threepio never—”

Sentences beginning with those constructions were banned from the household by the end of the first month. “It’s not fair!” followed soon thereafter. With Leia backing up his edicts down the line (discreetly negotiating her dissents with him in private), all three children eventually acknowledged Dad as boss of the house.

But he worried about the day he thought must inevitably come—the day a disagreement would turn into a fight he would lose. Raising Jedi children, he decided, was like raising Ralltiir tigers—cute as they were when young and much as they might love you, they still grew long, deadly claws. Han would never forget the afternoon Anakin had an hourlong, Force-assisted tantrum. Every object in the playroom was shoved or thrown against the wall, leaving the youngster alone in the middle of a bare floor, kicking his heels and pounding his fists.

One mercy was that all the three children were basically good-hearted. Another was that playing with the Force seemed to make them sleep longer and more deeply. Unfortunately, Anakin and Jacen both had their mother’s stubbornness—neither could be readily compelled to do anything they didn’t want to. And Jaina and Jacen both had a streak of irrepressible mischief, which Leia blamed on Han—both could be regularly counted on to do something you didn’t want them to.

They had established a new family ritual that seemed to please everyone: When Leia came home, they would all climb into the vortex pool in the garden and spend half an hour or more being carried around by its currents. The kids could play—Anakin had suddenly begun to love the water so much that Ackbar proudly called him “my little fish”—or just cling to Mom and Dad, while for Leia and Han it was therapy, a sigh of relief at the end of a long day.

Then, while the children were off with the valet droid, dressing for dinner, Han and Leia retreated to their own bedroom for what they jokingly called the “the daily briefing.” It was as much a part of the ritual as the pool—a chance for them to rail, complain, or simply entertain while swapping stories about their day.

That evening Leia threw herself on the bed and hugged a pillow to her chest. “What news from the front, General?” she asked.

Han let himself drop into a Kesslerite lounging chair that faced the foot of the bed. It quickly softened and conformed to his body shape, leaving him feeling as though he were still floating in the vortex. “I don’t know what to do about Jacen,” he said. “This morning I tried to interest him in some friendly bolo-ball with Dad. He turned me down.”

“Well—he’s not very good at it, and kids want their parents to be proud of them,” said Leia, rolling over and staring at the ceiling. “Maybe he’s embarrassed to play with you, since you’re so much better than him.”

“He’s not very good at it because he never practices. There’s no reason he couldn’t be good at it. But he said it was a stupid game.”

Leia was diplomatically silent.

“So I said, ‘Okay, you pick,’ ” Han continued. “ ‘Do you want to go skate in the velocidrome, play wallball in the courtyard, what?’ He says, ‘No, thank you, Dad.’ I told him he had to start doing something physical, strengthen his body. Or I’d have to assign him a few laps around the inner fence with the sentry droid every day.”

“What did he say to that?”

“He said, ‘Why do I have to be strong? Someday I’ll be able to go anywhere I want, or get anything I want, just by thinking about it—like Uncle Luke.’ ” Han shook his head. “He doesn’t seem to have noticed that Uncle Luke doesn’t look a bit like Jabba the Hutt.”

“Neither does Jacen!” Leia said defensively.

“Give him time.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“I hope,” Han said, though his tone was skeptical. “But I’d be glad to see Luke remind Jacen about the physical side of Jedi training—you know, all that stuff he used to bore us with about the body being the instrument of the mind, not just its vessel?”

Leia rolled over again and propped herself up on her elbows, her expression suddenly earnest. “Han, have you heard anything from Luke?”

“What? No, not for a while.” He frowned while he thought. “Not for a long time. Why?”

“I heard from Tionne on Yavin Four today. Luke’s disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“Gone off somewhere. He turned over the Academy to Streen.”

“He’s done that before.”

“From what Tionne said, this time was different—it sounded like he wasn’t ever coming back.”

“Hmm,” said Han. “Highly mysterious, I agree. I can’t think of a single reason why he might not want to put himself on a deserted island in the middle of the big Nowhere with a gaggle of Force adepts.”

Leia threw a pillow at him, which he neatly parried. “I just wish I knew where he was,” she said. “With neither of us having heard from him in months, and no word before he left—”

“You’re worried about him?”

“A little. And if he’s not going to be at the Academy, we could surely use his help here. I tried sending a message to the hyperspace comm in his fighter, but it’s not receiving. If it still exists.”

“When did he leave?”

“Days ago. Can we do anything from here to find him?”

Han snorted. “A Jedi Master who knows everything there is to know about New Republic geography and technology? Not unless he wants to be found. You’ve got a better chance of finding him yourself, with your latent whatsis and that twin thing you two seem to have.”

Leia looked vaguely uncomfortable. “I wondered if I could quietly ask Admiral Ackbar to list Luke’s E-wing as missing.”

“You could do that,” Han said, “but you couldn’t do it quietly. It’d take about two hours for the whole fleet to be buzzing with ‘Luke Skywalker has vanished!’ Face it, Leia, anything involving Luke is news. Which might be exactly why he slipped out the back door. What does Streen say?”

“Streen says there’s nothing he can tell us. But I got the impression he was protecting Luke.”

“Protecting Luke’s privacy, maybe?”

“Maybe,” Leia said. “I suppose you’re going to tell me I should respect his privacy, and stop worrying about it?”

“It’s an idea,” Han said. “He’s a Jedi Master—and he’s out there in the best fighter we have, thanks to Admiral Ackbar. If anyone can take care of himself, my buddy Luke can.”

Leia flopped on her back on the bed. “Funny, when I think that thought, it comes out, ‘If anyone can manage to find trouble, Luke can.’ ”

“That,” said Han, “is the difference between a friend and a sister.”

“I suppose,” Leia said, sighing. “Speaking of sisters—did anything else happen today?”

“Well, let’s see,” Han said, crossing his arms over his chest and gazing at the ceiling. “After lunch, Jaina got tired of being ignored by Jacen again and started sabotaging his practice. They ended up in a fight that went on so long it made them both sick to their stomachs.…”

As soon as Luke shut down the engines, he could hear the wind howling outside. It rocked the E-wing on its skids and pelted its surface with freezing salt spray ripped from the crests of the waves breaking near the beach.

“Keep the stabilizers on,” Luke told R7-T1 as he unbuckled his harness.

The astromech droid chirped in response, and the words RECOMMEND WING DE-ICERS ON flashed on the cockpit monitor.

“Fine, keep the wing de-icers on, too.”

R7-T1 purred. PLEASE CONFIRM NEGATIVE RESPONSE TO CORUSCANT TRAFFIC CONTROL.

“Yes, I’m sure I don’t want you to notify traffic control of our arrival. Not a peep out of you—not even so much as a time synchronization check.” He reached forward and released the cockpit latch, and the seamless bubble tilted up on concealed hinges. Damp, bitterly cold air poured in with the sound of the surf. “I’ll be back when I’ve found the hangar.”

The beach was barely thirty meters wide, squeezed between an angry-looking greenish sea and a rocky cliff half again that high. Just beyond the breakers, sculpted spires of the same reddish-black rock jutted up from the water. Smaller chunks of rock were scattered through the surf and all along the beach, half buried in the coarse brown sand. Overhead, a thick gray mat of clouds churned as the wind drove it briskly along.

Oblivious to the cold and the wind, Luke walked slowly south along the rocky beach. He held one hand out in front of him, palm down, sweeping it methodically back and forth through the air, looking almost like a blind man feeling his way through an unfamiliar room.

Luke had not gone far when he stopped and looked up at the top of the cliff for a long moment, then out at the twin spires of rock. Dropping his chin to his chest and closing his eyes, he turned through two full circles, then looked back up at the cliff edge.

“Yes,” he said, the wind stealing the word from his lips. “Yes, it is here.”

He sat down on the sand, cross-legged and straight-backed, and brought his hands together in his lap, fingertip to fingertip. Concentrating on a picture in his mind, Luke dipped his awareness deeply into the flow of the Force beneath him. With eyes that looked inward, he found what he was seeking, like flaws in a near-perfect crystal. He extended his will.

The sand around him stirred. The rocks shuddered, shifted, then began to rise from the sea and the sand as though sifted from them by an invisible screen. Swirling through the air as they sought their place, the stones took shape as broken wall and shattered foundation, as arch and gate and dome—the ruins of Darth Vader’s fortress retreat. It hung in the air around and above Luke as it had once stood atop the cliff, a dark-faced and forbidding edifice.

There was no record in Imperial City’s files to say whether his father had ever occupied the fortress, though it had clearly been built for him in accord with his instructions. It had been empty when it was destroyed by a B-wing’s blasters, in the days after the New Republic reclaimed Coruscant.

Was this where Vader plotted his conquests in the Emperor’s service? Was this where he had come to rejuvenate after a battle? Had there been celebrations here, self-indulgent pleasures or cruelties? Luke listened for the echoes of the old evils, and could not be certain. But that did not matter to his plans. As he had redeemed and reclaimed his father, he would redeem and reclaim his father’s house.

Now the stones swirled again in the air, joined by others plucked from the sea and stripped from the face of the cliff. Now broken edge fused against broken edge, and the dark faces of the rock lightened as their mineral structure was reshuffled. Now heavy rock walls and floors thinned to an airy elegance as if they were clay in a potter’s press. Now a tower stretched skyward until it rose above the edge of the cliff.

When it was done, the last gap closed, the last rock transformed, the structure securely perched just above the sand on pillars of stone extending down to the bedrock, Luke brought the E-wing down the beach and nestled it in the chamber he had made for it. It was not a door that closed over the opening, though, but a solid wall that closed out not only the wind and the cold, but the world.

“Shut down all systems,” Luke told R7-T1. “Then place yourself in standby mode, I won’t be needing you for a while.”

The last task was to inspect his retreat from the perspective of any outsiders whose gaze might fall upon it. All was as he had planned. From the sky, it appeared as part of the beach. From the sea, as part of the cliffs. From the beach, as part of the sky. From the cliffs, as part of the sea. It was not a trick of camouflage, but a simple matter of allowing the essences of its substance to be seen. The retreat was of the sea, and the rock, and the sand, and the sky, in harmony with them rather than imposed on them.

The last test was to climb the tower and inspect the view. But when he looked to the east, he found his view blocked by the lowering clouds. So he waited, shrugging off time as easily as he shrugged off the cold. He waited until the wind finally blew the storm away, until he could see the snow-capped Menarai Mountains ruling over the jewel of the Core, outlined against the sky by the light from the yellow-faced inner moon.

“May this sight remind me always that the few stones I’ve gathered will not last,” he said softly. “And may the memory of Anakin Skywalker remind me always that surrender is more powerful than will.”

Then he descended at last into his retreat, sealing the opening behind him.

Leia sat bolt upright in the darkness. “He’s here.”

“What?” Han said sleepily.

“He’s here—on Coruscant.”

“Who’s here?”

“Luke. I felt his mind touch mine.”

“Great. Invite him to dinner,” Han said with a yawn.

“You don’t understand,” she said impatiently. “I was sleeping, or thought I was. I was dreaming that Luke was looking down at me. Then I realized I was awake. We looked at each other for a moment, and then he disappeared—as though he’d drawn a curtain.”

“Sounds like dreaming to me.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You were right, Han—he’s hiding. He doesn’t want to be found.”

Han pulled a pillow over his head. “Let him hide, then. I could sleep at night.”

“I just want to know why. I don’t understand what’s happening.” And I need to know that he’s there if I need him, she thought.

“He’ll tell us when he’s ready,” Han said, drawing Leia down into the comforting circle of his arms. “Sleep, my princess. Mornings always come too soon.”


Chapter 3
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The broad, curving viewpanes of the staff conference room, high in the restored remnant of the Imperial Palace, looked out toward the oldest and busiest of the three spaceports serving Imperial City.

For safety and security reasons, neither the landing nor the launch patterns brought ships anywhere near the rebuilt administrative complex. But it was still possible to watch their comings and goings, and—for the sharp-eyed—to identify familiar types and even individual vessels. On more than one occasion Leia had come to the conference room to watch the Millennium Falcon leave on a mission or watch impatiently for its return.

Rarely, though, did any of the activity at Eastport actually demand the attention of those in the staff conference room. Only the largest ships, the occasional crash landing and explosion, or a full-power launch abort could be heard through the transparisteel. So when the viewpanes began to hum in sympathy with the sound beating on them from outside, both Leia and Ackbar glanced up from their work to see why.

They saw a bright spherical shape three times the size of an ordinary transport descending toward the spaceport. Three much smaller escorts circled it like planets around a star. At the bottom of the spherical vessel, waves of atmospheric distortion rolled out of scalloped depressions in its hull.

“I believe that ship is using Aradian pulse-lifters, undampered,” said Ackbar. “Remarkable. Look how slow and steady the descent is. I shall have to have a closer look at that vessel.”

“It appears the Duskhan delegation is finally here,” Leia said. “I guess they don’t put their spaceports in family neighborhoods over in the Koornacht Cluster.”

“Are you not going to go greet Ambassador Spaar?”

“First Administrator Engh is there, with a protocol droid,” Leia said.

“I see,” said Ackbar. “Sending a message?”

“Only that they have to understand that President isn’t a ceremonial title,” Leia said. “But I’m not singling them out. I’m slighting everyone from now on. There are just too many ambassadorial missions arriving each week. I was spending half my day waiting in arrival lounges.” Her face wrinkled with annoyance. “Especially when someone postpones his landing three times, and always at the last minute.”

As she spoke she quietly refolded the blue triangle of Walallan vellum which a courier had placed in front of her a few moment before, and set it aside.

The act did not escape Ackbar’s notice, since only one of his eyes was trained on the window. “Is that the letter from Senator Peramis?”

Leia nodded.

“And?”

“It’s pretty humble,” she said.

“Excellent.”

She nodded again. “I wish I had Behn-kihl-nahm’s gift. He almost never leaves thumb bruises on the throats of his vict—of the people he’s persuading.”

“You must find out where he buys his gloves,” said Ackbar. The Duskhan transport was on the ground now, and the escorts were disappearing one after another into a landing bay near the top of the sphere. “Do you have meetings scheduled with Nil Spaar?”

“In ten days.”

“That long? You should allow the First to handle some of the smaller worlds on your schedule. Not merely meeting their delegations—the entire admission process.”

“Showing them that they’re going to be second-class members of the New Republic? I don’t think so.”

“There must be a way to shift some of the weight you’re carrying to other shoulders.”

“I’ll take suggestions,” she said. “But Nil Spaar asked for the delay. He’s never been to Coruscant before. He said he wants to explore a bit before negotiations occupy him.”

“I see,” said Ackbar. “Perhaps he’s the one sending a message.”

“I’m not sure,” Leia said. She reached out and pulled a datapad across the tabletop toward her. “Well, Admiral—now that it’s operational, what shall we do with the Fifth Fleet?”

“A trickier question than I thought it would be,” admitted Ackbar. “Tig Peramis has shown us what we can expect if there is even the appearance of gunboat diplomacy.”

Leia frowned. “I don’t want us afraid to show the flag where it might help cooler heads prevail.”

“Then I would like to send the new fleet into the Seventh Security Zone,” said Ackbar. “I know of several worlds which would welcome even a short visit from a New Republic ship. And I can think of at least five pins on the trouble map where a legitimate government has asked for our help, on matters where even Senator Peramis can’t object if we intervene.”

“Give me an example.”

“There was a new one this morning,” Ackbar said, folding his hands. “The Right Earl of Qalita Prime is appealing for help in dealing with pirate raiders. Six ships have been attacked within a month, four of them successfully. The cargo syndicates are threatening to stop supplying the planet.”

“Good. Very good! Go ahead and put together a patrol itinerary for the Fifth Fleet,” said Leia. “Make sure it’s heavy on tea parties and rescuing lost children. If there’s anyone else in the Seventh Security Zone who thinks the way Senator Peramis does, I want his fears put to rest.”

“I can have an itinerary ready before the end of the day.”

They talked for several minutes more, discussing the deployment of the rest of the New Republic’s spacegoing forces. The Second Fleet had been on patrol the longest without home leave and shipyard services, while the First Fleet had been enjoying the perks of serving as Coruscant’s defense force for nearly as long. On Ackbar’s recommendation, Leia agreed to recall the Second Fleet and to send the First Fleet to replace it along the crucial border patrol routes the crews called Thunder Alley.

“It should have been done sooner,” said Ackbar, “but we have had too few pieces to move about the board. I have limited myself to rotating individual vessels back to the yards, out of fear some enemy would take advantage. But if we hold the Fifth Fleet here a few days longer, we can make the exchange without leaving either the capital or the frontier unprotected.”

“Do you think there’s an enemy still out there?” Leia asked. “Someone with both the means and the will to take on the entire New Republic? I find myself much more worried about our stability than our security.”

“You have that luxury—I do not,” Ackbar said. “And remember that Admiral Daala is still alive, and has the resources of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Core worlds to draw upon. She can only grow stronger as time passes, and may well have spies in Imperial City.”

At that moment Leia’s comlink chirped. “Leia?” It was Tolik Yar. “You’re needed here at the Senate. There’s a problem with Y’taa petition.”

Leia stood up from the table. “I’m on my way.” She turned toward Ackbar and said, “We can take up the rest this afternoon, when you have an itinerary for me to approve.” Then she smiled. “You may find that some of the information you need is over at Eastport.”

“I am almost certain of it,” Ackbar said gravely.

Leia’s bodyguards fell in beside her as she left the room. The guard changed four times a day, but somehow they all seemed the same—tall, broad-shouldered, alert-eyed, and silent. Leia had nicknamed them the Sniffer and the Shooter.

The former was plugged into a backpack full of electrical and chemical sensors. It was his job to make sure no bomb, poison, pathogen, radiation, or micro-droid harmed her. He preceded her around corners, through doors, and into closed spaces.

The latter wore combat armor, a personal shield, and a SoroSuub blaster rifle with backpack generator. Since Leia refused to wear a personal shield, it was his job to place himself between her and any would-be assassin, shield her, and strike down her attackers.

Han had gotten the chief of security to order the protection and had won a reluctant promise from Leia to accept it.

But Leia had never adjusted to the guards’ presence, which seemed ever more unnecessary. And, paradoxically, she found that the presence of her personal guards didn’t make her feel safer—just the opposite, since they were a constant reminder that someone might want to kill her.

So she had learned to pretend they weren’t there, even when they shared a liftcar, a scooter, or a slidewalk with her. She didn’t want to learn their real names or to become friendly with them—her promise didn’t extend that far. She wanted them to be furniture.

The only time she acknowledged their presence was when the Sniffer silently signaled an alarm. Then she would let the Shooter guide her to whatever sheltered spot he chose, and would wait there until the Sniffer satisfied himself that there was no threat. It happened often enough that it no longer startled her, but infrequently enough that it was only a minor annoyance.

Still, Leia never expected it to happen while she was walking along the Memorial Corridor, just outside the walls of the Senate chamber.

One moment she was striding briskly past the holo statuary of the heroes of the Rebellion, robes flying, her mind sorting through what she knew about the Y’taa. Then, in an eyeblink, the Sniffer sharply raised his hands and the Shooter pushed Leia sideways into one of the niches where the pillar between it and the next offered cover.

Her heart was suddenly racing, and her thoughts raced with it. Unreasoning fear brought back the memory of Tig Peramis, livid with anger, looking at her as Vader’s daughter instead of as a royal child of Alderaan. Was he angry enough to kill? Had Tolik Yar been tricked into betraying her? How horrible to be forced to be afraid here, on the doorstep of the New Republic’s most famous symbol of freedom, the first structure to be rebuilt after Imperial factions turned Imperial City into a battle zone.

Then, just as suddenly, it was over. “Clear,” the Shooter said in his emotionless voice, moving aside to allow Leia to emerge from the niche. Frowning crossly, Leia hurried after the Sniffer and demanded to know what had prompted the alarm.

“I detected a new energy field at the entrance to the Senate Hall,” the Sniffer said, pointing. “It became active as we approached.”

Still frowning, Leia strode a few dozen steps farther down the corridor, then stopped short and laughed despite herself. Hanging over the ornate double doors of the Senate chamber was a large holosign. On appearance alone, the sign belonged in a factory, beside the entry to the work floor. The text it displayed cemented that impression. It read:

882 DAYS WITHOUT
A SHOT FIRED IN ANGER
Remember,
Peace Is No Accident

Wearing a smile that was broad enough to touch her eyes, Leia looked left and right for the perpetrators of the joke. “All right, ’fess up,” she called out. “Whose handiwork is this?”

Tolik Yar emerged from the shadow of a pillar to Leia’s left and showed a toothy, self-satisfied grin. “If it works for broken toes, bumped heads, and burned fingers, why not for higher stakes as well?”

“I like it,” Leia confessed. “But isn’t it a bit—undignified? Behn-kihl-nahm will never let it stay.”

“Behn-kihl-nahm helped arrange for it to be installed,” said Tolik Yar. “And as for dignity—any senator more concerned with dignity than outcomes desperately needs to be reminded why we’re here. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“You are a gem, Tolik Yar,” she said, surprising him with a hug. She turned back and looked up at the sign. “I do agree. And I think we should have a little celebration when that number reaches a thousand.”

“I’ll let it be known. In the meantime, good news—the problem with the Y’taa has unexpectedly been resolved. My apologies for interrupting your day.” He bowed deeply and backed away.

“Scamp,” she said. Her smile lasted all the way back to her desk.

The shipyard boss beamed broadly as he led Han Solo and Chewbacca into the hangar where a gleaming Millennium Falcon rested on its skids. “You’re going to be very happy, very happy,” he said, rubbing his palms together. “I only let my best mechanics touch her.”

“No droids,” Han said in a warning tone, surveying the ship’s exterior. “You better not have used any droids. Droids don’t understand creative engineering.”

“No droids,” the yard boss said reassuringly. “It was all hand work. Which is why the rebuild took so long, of course. The crew chief used to work on Corellian freighters at Toprawa. Stock, of course, nothing like what you have here. But at least he knows the model well enough to spot your modifications.”

Chewbacca stopped under one of the ship’s forward-pointing mandibles and looked up at the equipment-studded hull plates. Pointing at one of the lower deflector emitters, he turned his head toward Han and loosed a plaintive howl.

“What?” asked the yard boss, his gaze quickly settling on the Wookiee’s point of concern. “Oh, yes, we realigned all the emitters. You were getting interference nodes to port and starboard—left her vulnerable to a side attack.”

“You promised you wouldn’t change anything,” Han said threateningly.

“I promised we’d put her right, and that’s what we did,” the yard boss said, leading the way to the boarding ramp. “First we took her apart down to the frame, then we took the frame apart—we have holos, you’ll have to see how twisted some of the ribs and stringers were. Structurally, she’s about fifteen percent new.”

Han walked right past the boarding ramp, continuing to circle the ship as though doing a preflight check. “Yeah, well, she’s had a few bumps. Never failed me in the clutch, though.”

Chewbacca voiced his agreement in a defiant guttural growl.

Frowning, the yard boss came back down the ramp and fell in behind them. “Well, that’s a small miracle, considering what we found under the access panels. How you serviced her systems the way she was, I’ll never know. When we built her back up, all the cables were properly tagged and bundled, all the mechanicals shock-mounted, all the electricals grounded and pulse-shielded—”

“I knew I should have been keeping an eye on you,” Han said. “Probably added a couple of tons to her displacement—”

“She’s three hundred kilos lighter.”

“I would have done it all myself, you know. But there just isn’t time anymore.”

Chewie grunted expressively.

“Yeah, I couldn’t stand to see her all in pieces, either,” Han agreed. “Not with someone else’s hands in her guts. Autopsies and rebuilds—don’t want to be around either one.” He paused, looking up at the drive matrix. “Say, is that a Seinar Systems augmentor?”

“It is.”

“Well, I’ll be a—” His expression softened to wonder. “We tried for years to get one of those on the black market. Remember, Chewie? But every time we got a lead on one, it turned out to be pre-Imperial junk, or something pulled out of the wreck of a TIE fighter, with the scorch marks painted over. How did you—”

The yard boss smiled. “Don’t ask, General.”

Chewbacca yawned a comment under his breath, and Han answered with a crooked smile. “Yeah, I guess there’re a few advantages to wearing a braid.” He cocked his head at the yard boss. “So are there any more surprises?”

“A few,” the yard boss said, reclaiming the role of tour guide. “We replaced your missing escape pods. Upgraded the tractor beam generator to a Mark Seven, and the hyperdrive motivator to a Series Four-oh-one—”

“Holy mother of meteors.”

“—Replaced all the sensor lenses. Duplicated an original YT-1300 battery regulator from Corellian specs—”

“That was probably a mistake.”

“—Recarpeted the holds and crew quarters. Fixed the sticky latch on the Number Two storage locker. Recharged the sanitizer in the refresher.” He smiled. “Want to take her for a spin?”

Gesturing with one furry hand, Chewbacca registered his vote.

“Yeah, all that history gone. It won’t be the same Falcon without the creaks and the shakes,” Han said.

“No, it won’t,” said the yard boss. “She’ll be about twenty percent faster, ten percent more efficient, and a hundred percent more reliable.”

“Keys in the ignition?”

The yard boss nodded. “The security system’s been reinitialized for you—just enter new authorization codes.”

Han looked at Chewbacca. “I think Leia can get by without us for a little longer. Let’s wring her out a little.”

“Have fun,” the yard boss said, his self-satisfied smile restored to full brightness. “You’re already cleared for orbit.”

Waving their ID cards at the scanners, Han and Chewbacca entered the grounds of the presidential residence in full stride and in the middle of a full-blown argument.

“I know, I know, she’s perfect,” Han said. “I know, we couldn’t have gotten her into that kind of shape in a year of weekends. So what? I hate perfect.”

Chewbacca shook his head and uttered a long, whining growl that bespoke his frustration.

“I am not being unreasonable. How can you say that?” Han demanded, raising his hands in disgust. “Weren’t you paying attention? Were you even listening while we were landing?”

Jerking his head back sharply, Chewbacca grunted a sharp retort.

“That’s right—hardly a sound. She’s as tight as a new boot,” Han said, stopping and turning on his friend. “Listen, buddy, I hate new boots. I like my boots covered with scuffs, worn just this side of falling apart, with room for my toes and a little roll in the heels. All those noises they took out, that’s how I used to know when I was pushing her. How am I gonna know how hard we’re hit next time we’re in a scrap?”

Chewbacca shook his head and growled his disgust.

“I thought you’d understand,” Han said plaintively. “Chewie, they replaced the cushions on the acceleration couches.” His tone was rich with indignation. “Don’t they understand why people keep old furniture around the house? That’s not my Falcon. It feels like I’m sitting in somebody’s else’s ship. I tell you, I’m gonna have to take a whole day to go around with a wrench and start loosening things—”

Somewhere in the middle of Han’s tirade, Chewbacca stopped listening to him. He stood straighter and cocked his head while attending to a sound from farther away. Finally he grabbed Han by the shoulder and gave him a little shake to interrupt him.

“Arroora,” the Wookiee said chidingly.

“What?” Han said, twisting around to look toward the gardens. “I didn’t hear her.”

Together they hurried down the walk toward Leia’s voice. They found her on the back lawn, tailor-sitting on the grass with a datapad in her lap. Nearby, all three children lay side by side on their backs, with eyes either closed or staring blankly upward. “I thought you’d be back long before this,” Leia said, with a hint of impatience in her voice. “I had to postpone an appointment with Senator Noimm.”

Han looked down, embarrassed. “Sorry, honey,” he said, sitting beside her and reaching for her hand. “There were problems at the yard.”

“And I’ll bet you caused most of ’em,” she said, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Right, Chewie?”

The bronze-furred Wookiee looked away, shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and scratched his head distractedly.

“It’s okay, Chewie,” Han said. “I’ll rat on myself, so you don’t have to.” He nodded toward the children, who had neither moved nor made a sound since he and Chewbacca had arrived. “What did you do to them, kill them?”

Jaina giggled at that, spoiling the effect.

“It’s an exercise,” Leia said.

“What, to see who can levitate the longest?”

“Bite your tongue,” said Leia sharply. “They’re working on feeling the Force flowing through the grass, through each separate plant, without disturbing the flow. It’s one of the Jedi disciplines of moving lightly, leaving no sign.”

Chewbacca growled.

“Don’t look at me, Chewie,” said Han, lying back in the grass. “The best discipline I know is the sentence ‘Wait till your mother gets home.’ ”

Leia smiled and poked him with a forefinger. “I feel like I hardly know enough myself to be their teacher,” she said with a sigh, “but I have to do what I can.” More loudly she added, “All right, children, that’s enough.”

One after another, Jacen, Jaina, and Anakin sat up. Jacen plucked a blade of grass and started trying to whistle through it, drawing a glare from his sister and a look of injured surprise from his younger brother.

“Tell me what you learned,” Leia said.

Jaina looked toward her parents. “The grass doesn’t mind being walked on, but it does feel it.”

“Everything that’s alive can feel what happens to it,” said Leia. “That’s an important truth to remember. Anakin? Jacen? What about you?”

Anakin laced his fingers behind his neck as a pillow. “I don’t know if I learned something or made it up.”

“Tell us.”

“Well—I was looking at the clouds. And I thought I could feel the grass looking at them, too. Like they were wondering if it was going to rain.”

“I’m sure the grass is aware of the weather,” Leia said. “But wondering is something conscious beings are blessed with.”

“Or cursed,” said Han.

“I learned that the grass thinks Jaina smells bad,” Jacen said impishly, giving his twin a push and rolling away from her. “Can we go in the pool, Mother?”

“All right,” she said, accepting that the exercise was over. Three small bodies scrambled up from the grass and ran fleet-footedly toward the courtyard and the vortex pool.

“I can go watch them,” Han said, sitting up.

“Stay. They’ll be all right,” Leia said, shielding her eyes. “Chewie, you look even taller than usual from down here. I hope your mate is bigger than me. Did you have as hard a time as my dear husband did, letting someone else work on his jalopy?”

Chewbacca crouched down, sitting on his heels with an easy balance that reminded Han that his friend came from an arboreal planet. Lifting his face to the sky, he growled proudly.

“Oh, right, fine, you’re the practical one, and I’m the hot-tempered one,” Han said. “Have you ever heard such character assassination?”

“Don’t worry, dear,” Leia said, patting his hand. “I won’t let him change how I feel about you.”

The Wookiee’s first grunt was a retort, the second a question.

“Of course—go ahead,” said Leia.

Rolling his head from side to side on his neck, Chewbacca loosed a long, well-modulated growl. Before it was over, Han sat up with a start, staring at Chewbacca.

“Go home?” he demanded. “Go home?”

“Of course,” Leia said to Chewbacca. “You have a family of your own, a mate and a child. Your responsibility to them is every bit as important as the obligations you feel toward us. Tell him, Han.”

“Huh? Look, who’s going to help me put the Falcon out of order again?”

Leia poked him in the ribs.

“Ow!”

“Try again,” she said.

“I guess it’s been a long time, pal,” Han said, wearing a rueful expression. “Family won’t recognize you if you don’t get back there soon and spend more time hanging around the home tree.”

Chewbacca shook his head up and down as he answered.

“Of course we understand,” Leia said. “You’ve been here taking care of our kids instead of on Kashyyyk with your own. You really should be there for Lumpawaroo’s coming-of-age. We insist you go. I feel bad that we’ve been so selfish.”

The Wookiee answered with an uncharacteristically tentative growl.

“No, we’ll manage just fine,” Leia said. “The kids are safe here, and we’re not going to be running all over the galaxy. And Luke is on Coruscant—”

“Leia—”

“—and he’ll be helping us with the children. No, don’t give it a second thought. You should leave as soon as you can pack. Tell him, Han.”

Han nodded. “Leia’s right, old buddy. It’s a good time. Things are quiet. We’ll miss ya, but you’ve been standing watch on our bridge long enough.”

Subtle movements of muscles under fur marked Chewbacca’s relief and gratitude. “Rrargrarg?” he asked, cocking his head.

“Shoot, pal,” said Han, showing an easy grin. But his face paled and his eyes widened as Chewbacca asked his second favor. “Oh, no—oh, no. You can’t ask me that. I just got her back after a hundred and sixty-seven days on the hook.”

Chewbacca’s grunt was terse and snide.

“I don’t care if I said I hated new boots,” Han said. “I hate having someone else’s feet in my boots even more. Friendship only goes so far.”

“What are you talking about?” Leia demanded.

“Aw, he’s just trying to hold me to my own words. I don’t have to be consistent if I don’t want to.”

With a peevish growl, Chewbacca stood and started to turn away.

“Don’t you move, Chewie,” Leia said sharply. “Han, come on—you should lend him the Falcon.”

“Well, I don’t want to,” Han said, getting to his feet and pacing nervously. “I don’t want her bouncing around hyperspace without me. I want her where I know the worst thing that can happen is that some overeager mechanic with a torque wrench will come along and tighten all the connectors to spec. And you know how Wookiees fly—he’ll redline it the whole way there and back.”

Leia shook her head. “And you wonder why Jacen gives us a hard time.”

“Arrarrarooerrr,” Chewbacca said plaintively to Leia.

“You hear that?” Leia said. “Han, dear—how many years of Chewie’s life have you taken so far? How long have you kept him away from Kashyyyk?”

“Me? I didn’t do it. It’s that crazy Wookiee life debt stuff. I’d be glad to let him off the hook.”

“The least you could do is let him go back a hero, in the ship both of you made famous. Think what that could mean to Chewie’s son, to his mate. It might go a long way toward making up for Chewie’s absence to know that he was doing something that mattered, to see him honored.”

“I suppose,” Han said dubiously.

“And he’s your friend. You wouldn’t want him to think you were willing to lend the Millennium Falcon to Lando—”

Han shook a finger warningly. “That’s different. That was war. And I still didn’t like it.”

“—but not to him. You wouldn’t want him to think you were willing to lose the Falcon to Lando in a sabacc game, but you won’t lend it—”

“Her. Her, not it.”

“—to Chewbacca for his homecoming. You wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings like that, would you?”

Holding his head in his hands as though trying to massage away a headache, Han looked from Leia to Chewbacca and back to Leia again. He squinted, frowned, chewed his lower lip, shook his head. His mouth worked, and he made a noise that sounded something like “Not fair.”

“What?” said Leia. “What did you say?”

Han cleared his throat and looked straight at Chewbacca. “I said I guess if we need a lift somewhere while you’re gone, either the president or the princess can probably arrange something.”

Chewbacca crowed his delight and rushed forward to hug Han. “But you’d better take care of her!” Han added quickly, squirming uncomfortably in the Wookiee’s crushing embrace. “I want her back without a scratch, d’you hear me? Not a scratch. And fill the tanks before you leave Kashyyyk. I’m not paying for your conjugal visits.”

The only response Chewbacca made was to ruffle Han’s hair while he showed a toothy openmouthed grin.

When Chewbacca was gone, Leia drew Han into a gentler and more agreeable embrace. “I’m proud of you,” she said. “He’d never say anything to either of us, but he still hasn’t stopped feeling awful inside about the kidnapping of the kids.”

Han did not have to ask Leia how she knew about Chewbacca’s private pain. “It wasn’t his fault.”

“You’ll never convince him of that. He feels guilty for failing us. And he feels guilty for neglecting his own. He really needs to go home and get his confidence back.” She drew back and smiled up at her husband. “And from what I hear, looking after Wookiee children is good practice for looking after Jedi children.”

“Maybe I should go with him.”

“You don’t need to,” she said, and kissed him.

“Yeah, well, fine,” Han said. “I’ll tell you this much, though—Luke’d better come teach the kids how to flap their arms and fly. Because I’m never giving Jacen the codes to the Falcon. Not in my lifetime, anyway.”

“Why? Didn’t you start piloting everything in sight as soon as you could?”

“Of course I did,” Han said indignantly. “Why do you think I’m worried?”

The unmarked office of Admiral Drayson lay buried inside five security perimeters and hidden behind a curtain of misinformation and plausible deniability.

The section he commanded had no publicly known name. The private name—Alpha Blue—was known only to the dozen officials with the very highest clearances, and appeared nowhere in either the government’s or the military command’s data records. Those whom Drayson commanded carried no Alpha Blue identification cards and passed under no Alpha Blue insignia on the way to their jobs. They wore the insignia of a variety of unremarkable units, or—like Drayson himself—no insignia at all, and took their pay as quartermasters’ mates and second gunners, ion mechanics and civilian clerks.

Given that context, Drayson was just a little surprised the morning he entered his office and found someone already there, uninvited and unannounced—someone who did not work for him and yet was bold enough to sit in Drayson’s chair, with his feet up on the corner of Drayson’s desk.

“Well,” Drayson said. “Lando Calrissian. You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you.”

Lando grinned. “I was counting on your being too curious how I got in to shoot me right away.”

“I said shoot you, not kill you. Blowing apart your knee would have been sufficient,” Drayson said. “Now, please get out of my chair.”

“Oh, if you insist,” Lando said, vacating the chair with a flourish that left it slowly spinning. “I was just following my dear mother’s advice.”

“On breaking and entering?”

“On avoiding stress. ‘Never stand when you can sit down, and never sit when you can lie down.’ ”

“I see,” Drayson said, stopping the rotation of his chair with a hand and dropping into it. “I haven’t heard anything of you in some time—”

“I doubt that.”

“—Not since Mara Jade showed such surprising resistance to your charms.”

“How kind of you to remember.”

Drayson steepled his fingers. “My own theory is that you’ve been consoling yourself by spending the reward from Duchess Mistal in sabacc halls and on pleasure couches. Anything left of it?”

Lando smiled and sat on the edge of the desk. “I’m sure you could tell me to the half-credit. You never have forgiven me for the fact that because you and your Chandrila goons could never catch me and the Falcon, have you? Or for the fact that you caught so many of the dumb and clumsy smugglers, I made a fortune on my Chandrila runs. I really should have given you a share.”

“You never have gotten over this notion that smuggling is an honorable line of work, have you?” Drayson asked, tipping back in his chair. “What makes you think I would have taken your dirty money?”

“Because I knew what kind of chit the Admiral of Chandrila Defense Fleet was drawing,” Lando said. “Every good smuggler knows that bribes will get him places bravado won’t.”

For the first time, Drayson smiled. “You know, Baron, I really hate the fact that I can’t help but like you.”

“I know,” Lando said. “I have the same problem. I never thought I could be friends with someone who was so fond of rules.”

“Well—life is full of surprises. Not that seeing you is one. To tell the truth—”

“Oh, why start now?”

“—I’ve been half expecting to see you since I heard that Lady Luck had docked upstairs. Though I didn’t think it’d be with your feet up on my desk like you were taking over.” Drayson folded his arms over his chest. “So—what can I do for you?”

“Wrong question, Admiral,” Lando said. “What can I do for you?”

“Pardon?”

“I’m bored,” Lando explained simply. “I go in business, I make a little money, I lose a little money—the game isn’t interesting anymore. Someone throws a title at me, and I pick up the pieces someone else dropped—until one day I realize I’m sitting behind a desk, turning into you. There’s no challenge in smuggling, unless you want to go to the Core—and I’m too smart to be that dumb. And there’s hardly a scrap anywhere in twenty parsecs worth getting dirty for. That’s why I’m here.”

“You’re bored,” Drayson repeated.

“Exactly. Find something interesting for me to do and I’ll tell you how I got past your perimeters.” His expression was suddenly touched with regret. “I’m afraid there are a couple of security types you’re going to have to let go, though.”

“I see,” said Drayson. “Any particular reason you happened to find yourself afflicted by boredom at this moment in time?”

“Why do you ask?”

Drayson pursed his lips. “I can’t say anything more unless you come back in.”

“Will I be sorry if I do?”

“Aren’t you always?”

General Lando Calrissian and Admiral Drayson, chief of Alpha Blue, stood before a large briefing screen studying a holo image of a strange space vessel. The vessel’s five cylindrical hulls, lying parallel to each other like a bundle of logs, were so dark in color that it was hard to see much detail. But the sensor’s scale markings along the edge of the frame betrayed its size.

“I give up,” Lando said finally. “I almost want to say it’s Mon Calamari construction, but I don’t think they ever built anything that big. What is it?”

“The Teljkon vagabond.” When Lando’s face showed no signs of recognition, Drayson asked, “Are you familiar with the legend of the Another Chance?”

Lando cocked an eyebrow questioningly. “The Alderaan armory ship? Of course. Every smuggler in that sector has a story about seeing it. Which means that every smuggler in that sector is a bald-faced liar.”

“You don’t believe the legend, then?”

“Revisionist history,” Lando said, shaking his head.

“Explain.”

“I just can’t believe that when the pacifists took over Alderaan’s Council of Elders, they were cynical enough to pack all the weapons into a ship and send it hopping through hyperspace. They just had reason to wish they had done it, when the Empire came knocking a few years later.” Lando sighed deeply. “Believe me, I wish the legend was true. I wish they’d recalled Another Chance before the Death Star reached Alderaan. But it’s just another shaggy-ghost-ship story.”

“I agree,” Drayson said, reaching out and tapping the surface of the screen. “But this is a real ghost ship—probably the one that’s kept the legend of Another Chance alive. This holo was taken by the New Republic frigate Boldheart, five years ago, right in the middle of that business with Admiral Daala.”

Lando smiled wryly, remembering just how close “that business” had come to being the end of the New Republic.

“Just after this image was taken, Boldheart fired across the vagabond’s bow,” Drayson continued. “The vagabond fired back with some weapons we still don’t understand, disabling Boldheart’s engines with one shot. Then it jumped into hyperspace. It wasn’t seen again for almost two years. Bored yet?”

“No, go on.”

Admiral Drayson turned away from the briefing display and walked back to a seat at the conference bar. “That was actually the second documented sighting. The first to spot it was a Hrasskis monitor ship working the Teljkon system.”

“Thus the name.”

“Right. The Hrasskis took it for a derelict and tried to intercept it. Now, mind you, they’d been hailing it for hours, and not a peep in reply. Then the vagabond broadcast a five-second wide-spectrum modulation that nearly burned out every comm circuit on the Hrasskis ship. There’s a recording, but it’s so distorted it’s almost useless. Anyway, thirty seconds after it sent the signal—”

“Let me guess. Skipped into hyperspace.”

“On the numbers.”

“What about the third sighting?”

“That was ours. We thought we were going to be smart. An Intelligence Service ferret tried to attach a locator limpet to the vagabond’s hull. Never even got close.”

“And the fourth?”

Drayson leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingertips on the armrest. “It’s in deep space near Gmar Askilon right now. We’re trailing it with another ferret—”

“Keeping a safe distance, I hope.”

“Very safe. But we’re going after it,” Drayson said. “Intelligence is putting together a small task force this very minute. They mean to catch the vagabond, board it, and unravel the riddles. Colonel Pakkpekatt of the Intelligence Service is in charge. If you’d come to me even a week from now, it would have been too late—they’d already have sailed.”

“Is that so,” Lando said, his face as unreadable as if he were at a sabacc table. “What fortuitous timing.”

“Indeed. So—is that interesting enough?”

“It’s an interesting story,” Lando said pointedly. “I don’t see anything interesting to do yet, though.”

Drayson’s expression turned gravely serious. “I’d like to put you on Pakkpekatt’s ship—nominally as Fleet liaison. Boldheart was regular navy, after all. Intelligence can’t deny that they have an interest.”

“But I’d really be there for you?”

“No,” said Drayson. “I could have put any number of Alpha Blue agents in the task force. In fact, you don’t know that I haven’t. No, I don’t want you to report to me.”

“Then why do you want me on the mission?”

“Because you think like a smuggler, and Pakkpekatt thinks like a colonel. Because you have a way of getting yourself where people don’t want you, past traps that others don’t see until it’s too late. Because I think the mission has a better chance of succeeding if you’re there than if you aren’t.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. That’s my job,” Drayson said. “To make sure that some things happen, and make sure others don’t. So, make up your mind. Are you interested? Want to go chase the Teljkon vagabond?”

Lando just grinned.


Chapter 4
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In the first quiet moment of the day, Han’s comlink unit chirped at him.

“Han, this is Luke,” a familiar voice said. “Will you come see me?”

“What? Luke? Hey, kid, your sister’s been looking everywhere for you—”

“I know,” Luke said. “Will you come see me, alone?”

“Uh—all right. Where are you? Are you really on Coruscant, like Leia says?”

Luke did not answer directly. “Take your speeder due west from Imperial City. When you reach the coast, turn off your nav system and release the controls. I’ll bring you here.”

“Well—okay. That’s easy enough. But it’ll have to be later,” Han said apologetically. “Tonight. Somebody’s got to watch the kids.”

“Of course, I’ll see you tonight.”

“Wait,” Han said quickly, before Luke could break the link. “Is this supposed to be a secret? Can I tell Leia where I’m going?”

“If you need to. I don’t want you to lie to her.”

“You sure you don’t want to just call her yourself, talk to her?”

“I’m sure,” Luke said. “Tell her what you need to. But please come alone.”

The shore of the western sea had been a glittering playground, a gay and glorious world that never slept, before the clone Emperor’s Force storm had ravaged Coruscant. It had yet to fully recover. Only the lights of a few scattered resorts marked the broken lines of the coast as Han’s speeder flashed overhead and bored into the dark sky over the western sea.

Han waited several long seconds, until he realized he couldn’t say what exactly he was waiting for. “Okay, Luke. Hope you’re listening, wherever you are. I really don’t want to go swimming tonight.”

Leaning forward, Han reached out and switched off the nav system, a process that took three confirmations and two overrides. A third of the speeder’s cockpit controls went dark, while a bright orange legend across the bottom of the viewshield warned MANUAL FLIGHT MODE.

“Here goes nothing,” Han said with a sigh, sitting back and crossing his arms over his chest.

Almost immediately the speeder veered sharply right and dived toward the water. It was all Han could do to stop himself from grabbing the controls again.

But the speeder soon leveled off, though at an alarmingly low altitude. The moon was still well below the horizon, but Han could see the undulating surface of the sea by the pale phosphorescent light of millions of tiny creatures riding the swells and currents. The sight was eerie and marvelous, but it was also barely an arm’s length below the flat underside of the speeder, and racing by at a dizzying clip.

“Hey, Luke—you out there?” Han said, slouching as much as the speeder’s seat and his long legs would allow. “Is this gonna be a long flight? Do I have time for a nap? Hey, pal, you can start food service anytime.”

There was no response.

“Lousy spacelines,” Han muttered, closing his eyes. “They’re all smiles till they have your money and herd you on board. Then see if you can get a glass of water—”

A long-winged sea shrike rose from the rocks to fly in formation with Han’s speeder as, slowing, it arrowed toward the beach. Wakened by the change in the pitch of the speeder’s thrusters, Han strained to make out where it might be headed.

Then a hole opened in the sky ahead, a brightly lit oval that hung above the beach like a doorway to morning. The sea shrike veered off, and the speeder coasted through the oval of light and settled on the floor of an otherwise empty high-ceilinged chamber. Han twisted sideways in his seat to see where he had come from, just in time to watch the opening seal itself behind him.

Hello, Han, a voice said in his mind. Come up.

“Come up?” Han said, scrambling out of the speeder. “There’s no—”

As he began his protest, the nearest wall deformed into a ladder, and an opening appeared in the ceiling above it. “Sure,” Han said. “As if it would have been any more trouble to make stairs.”

But he reached out and clambered up the rungs all the same, taking them two at a time as a point of pride. He wasn’t happy, though, to hear his own grunts at the bottom or feel his heart racing at the top.

Han found himself standing at the bottom of a large spherical room containing no furniture or technology—at least, none that he could spot. “Now what?”

Keep coming, said the voice in his head. Walk up the wall.

“Easy for you to say,” Han said, starting to feel annoyed.

But the opening he had climbed through had already vanished, leaving him with little choice. He started up the curving wall, and found to his surprise that wherever he stood seemed to be the bottom of the sphere.

There was no telling whether it was a trick with grav fields, some sort of Jedi legerdemain, or the room itself was turning under him. Han tried not to think about it, though his steps became cautious as he went past the halfway point up the wall—or, at least, what should have seemed like halfway up the wall.

After he had gone a dozen more tentative steps, a section of the floor—wall? ceiling?—ahead of him dropped away to form a ramp leading out of the sphere. It seemed to Han as though he must be upside down in relation to the rest of the structure, but he found himself, apparently right side up, entering a large pyramidal room from one of its three sloping sides. It was as lacking in amenities as any space he had seen so far, and lit by the same curious uniform glow that seemed to come from behind the walls without making them bright to the eyes. The light was as cold as the air.

“Nice little tree house,” Han said, moving slowly toward the center of the room, looking up at the apex of the chamber. “And you’ve done a wonderful job of cutting down on clutter. I think you’ve taken the idea of concealed storage to a new level. You’ll have to give Leia the name of your decorator.”

“Thank you for coming, Han,” a voice said behind him. “It’s good to see you.”

Han spun around and found Luke standing one long stride away, almost as if he had been following Han. Han’s face broke into a boyish lopsided grin. “Well, hey, I wanted to get out of the house, and since I was in the neighborhood—You know, you could’ve come to see us, too.”

“No, I couldn’t,” Luke said. He wore an ankle-length patchwork robe that seemed to be made from bits of several other garments, including a pilot’s uniform and a Tatooine sand cape. His demeanor was relaxed but remote, quelling Han’s impulse to grab him in a bear hug and clap him on the back. “I hope by the time you leave, you’ll understand why.”

“Well—you’ll have to start at the beginning, because I don’t understand a thing about what’s going on,” Han said. “What is this place? Why are you here? Why are you hiding? Why am I here? Why didn’t you want Leia to come?”

“Leia wants something from me,” Luke said. “You don’t. Your other questions will take longer to answer.”

Han looked around with a frown. “If this is gonna be a long conversation—I don’t suppose you have anything like a chair anywhere?”

“Sorry,” Luke said, dropping gracefully into a cross-legged meditation posture. “Sit where you like, and I’ll put an air cushion under you.” He waited until Han was comfortably settled, then went on. “As you see, I can hide well enough, even from Leia. But I’d rather be left alone. I hope that you’ll go back and ask her to accept that. If she doesn’t—well, she’s not going to get what she wants. She’s only going to drive me away from Coruscant.”

“I don’t get it,” Han said. “Why? You two have always been close. What happened?”

“Nothing,” Luke said. “I just can’t be close with anyone right now.”

“Go on. I’m listenin’.”

Luke nodded, but looked down into his lap before continuing. “I don’t know if you can understand or not. When I first met Obi-Wan, he’d been a hermit on Tatooine for ten years or more. When I first met Yoda, he had been a hermit on Dagobah for a hundred years or more. I never thought to ask either of them why.”

“A little late for that now,” Han said with a wry smile.

“At the time, I assumed they were both in hiding. Hiding from the Emperor, from my father. But that makes no sense.”

“No? Nothing personal, but hiding from that pair makes great sense to me. I can think of a couple of times I’d have been glad to do it if I could have.”

“But why in the middle of a desert, or a jungle?”

“Eh—isn’t that obvious?”

“No,” Luke said, shaking his head. “It’s much easier for Han Solo to hide—even with a price on his head—than for a powerful Jedi, whether Knight or Dark Lord. A Jedi’s physical presence is only a small portion of his connection to the universe. Change his face, hide him from sight, and I’ll still feel his presence when he draws on the Force. It doesn’t matter if he’s in the next room or across the system. Remember when we were taking the stolen shuttle to Endor, to destroy the second Death Star’s shield?”

“Yeah,” Han said. “You were pretty jumpy. You said Vader could sense you.”

“He did sense me,” Luke said. “I didn’t have the skill yet to make the waters still. But Obi-Wan and Yoda were Masters. If they could hide from the Emperor—and I believe they could—why, they could as easily hide in Imperial City, or on Vader’s own Star Destroyer, as anywhere. And if their skills weren’t equal to Palpatine’s, neither distance nor isolation could save them from being discovered.”

“Maybe they hid out in the sticks so no one else would get hurt if Vader showed up,” Han suggested. “You’ve gotta admit, when you guys fight, it has a way of getting messy. We’ve got a few monuments to that fact downtown in Imperial City.”

Luke shook his head. “No. I discovered the real reason while I was on Yavin—the dilemma that every Jedi eventually faces. I discovered a very important and difficult truth, Han—a frustrating truth. The stronger you become in the Force, the more that you can do, the more that’s expected of you, and the less your life belongs to you.”

“Is this the answer, then?” Han said, gesturing at the room with one hand. “Running away?”

“Call it that if you must. It’s one answer. There’s another, even less appealing,” Luke said. “Han, I’m convinced that for each Jedi, there comes a point at which he or she must choose. When the world presses in on you, threatens to drive you mad, there’re only two ways you can find peace. One is to impose your will on everyone and everything around you. The other is to surrender your will, your ego, and withdraw from those who are always wanting you to ‘fix’ their lives.”

“I don’t see it,” Han said stubbornly.

Luke smiled. “Try to imagine that you’re at home. One of the children is screaming, and the other two are tugging at your elbows, each demanding that you punish the other for some slight—”

“Routine,” Han said.

“Chewbacca is playing tree-drum music at ear-splitting levels. See-Threepio is nattering on about nothing. Artoo-Detoo is behind your chair, arguing with the household droids in Basic. The hypercomm is blaring two channels at once, both too loudly. Your comlink is chirping in your pocket. You have three messages from people who want you to come do them a favor, and Leia’s insisting on your attention. Lando has a raucous sabacc game going in the next room, there’s someone at the front door, and a flight of airspeeders keeps buzzing right over your head.”

“Okay, that’d be a little worse than routine,” Han conceded. “A little.”

“Now imagine it goes on around the clock for a day, ten days, a month, half a year, a year—not only without a break, but getting worse all the time. Until you reach your limit, whatever your limit might be. What are your choices? Control your environment, or leave it.”

“Or go mad and destroy it,” Han said. “Which hardly counts as a choice. Yeah, I think I get the picture now.”

“Do you see what a thin line separates Palpatine and Yoda?” Luke said earnestly. “Palpatine sought power over others. Yoda sought power from within. Palpatine wanted control of everything, in the hopes of building what he thought would be a perfect universe. Yoda gave up the idea of controlling or perfecting the universe, in the hopes of understanding it.”

“You know,” Han said slowly, “I always kind of wondered why you drew the short straw, why Yoda and Obi-Wan didn’t team up and take on the Emperor themselves—”

“Yes!” Luke said, his face more animated than Han had seen it since arriving. “I think that’s why it fell to me, Han. That’s why I had to be the one to face Vader. I still had the passion to reshape things, a passion Obi-Wan and Yoda had moved beyond. Surrender disarms you.”

Han’s expression showed his disgust. “It’s pretty useless, then, isn’t it? Jedi Knights who won’t fight?”

“Han, try to understand. The essence of the dark side is using the Force to control others. I know that temptation firsthand. If you champion that idea, you’re thinking just as Palpatine and my father did—‘I have the power, and it’s mine to use as I wish.’ Do you want that to be the code we live by? Should the Jedi rule the galaxy, simply because we can?”

“Well—now that you put it that way—”

“Good,” Luke said. “But then understand that there’s a price. When a Jedi renounces that path, it becomes very hard to be a warrior, to lead a crusade. Obi-Wan and Yoda weren’t afraid to fight, or to die. They felt the suffering the Empire was causing just as acutely as any of us did—probably more so. I wasn’t stronger than them, or wiser. I was raw, headstrong, reckless. But I had to be the one to challenge the Emperor—because I still could.”

Han frowned and cocked his head. “What about now?”

“Now? I don’t know,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I don’t know if I could do it now. I don’t know if I could summon the outrage. I feel myself standing on a dividing line, at a cusp. I don’t know what I should be doing with these gifts—these burdens. It’s the question I’ve come here to explore.”

“And you want to be left alone to do it.”

“I need to be, Han. Will you help Leia understand?”

“I can try,” Han said dubiously.

“I can’t ask more than that.”

“Um—look, with everything you’ve said, I already know the answer. But I gotta ask, so I can tell her I did. Leia wants your help with something.”

“I know.”

“She wants you to come live with us for a while. She needs help with the kids.”

“She thinks she does,” Luke said. “I’m sorry. I have to say no.”

“Okay,” Han said with a shrug. “I had to ask. I guess she thought, you know, family and all, maybe you could become a hermit next month instead of this month—”

Luke stood. “She’s important to me, as are the children, as are you. You know that.”

“Sure—”

“That’s why my answer is no. It has nothing to do with this other matter.”

“It doesn’t?” Han asked, struggling to his feet.

“My sister Leia has all the talent and wisdom she needs to be not only the mother, but the model, your children need,” Luke said. “She has only to believe in herself, and she’ll find that nothing is beyond her. Which is why the worst thing I could do for your family right now is come to her rescue, to encourage her to look to me to solve her problems. She’ll only undercut her own authority with the children, and yours with it. They must learn their first and most important lessons from you. In that, they’re no different from any other children.”

Han pursed his lips as he considered Luke’s answer. “All right,” he said, offering his hand. “Good luck, Luke. I hope this won’t be the last time I see you. But you call us—we won’t call you. Okay, buddy?”

Taking the offered hand, Luke looked intently into his visitor’s eyes. “Thank you,” he said, with a small but affectionate smile. “I couldn’t ask for a better friend than you, Han.”

As always, the open emotion made Han uncomfortable. “You could ask, but you don’t deserve one,” he wisecracked, patting Luke on the arm and then pulling away. He circled around Luke toward where the chamber’s entrance used to be. “You get right to work moving that mental furniture around, or whatever it is you hermits do. I’ll just go home and tell Leia you’ve cracked up—it’ll be a lot simpler. No, don’t bother, I can find my way out. I never have seen a maze that couldn’t be greatly simplified with a good blaster—”

The golden sheen of the droid’s metal skin made a brilliant contrast to the tangle of broad green leaves and dangling vines through which he was noisily making his way.

“Impossible! Such arrogance!” the droid said aloud as he struggled with the thick growth, though he did not yet know there was an audience for his thoughts. “For all he listens to me, you would think that he is the protocol droid and I the astromech.”

Flailing his arms at a snarl of branches blocking his way, the golden droid stopped and looked back the way he had come. “I hope the stonebats rip out your circuits and nest in your equipment bays,” he called into the jungle. “I hope a kitehawk drags you off to the temples and feeds you to her kits. It would just serve you right.”

But when he turned back to consider his own plight, the droid found his way blocked not only by the flora of Yavin 4, but by a tall, broad-shouldered man in a military flight suit.

“Oh!” See-Threepio exclaimed, and fell back a step. “General Calrissian! You startled me, sir. Where did you come from?”

Lando grinned. “With all the noise you were making, a platoon of stormtroopers could have snuck up and startled you. Don’t tell me you’re still fighting with Artoo after all this time. You two are worse than brothers.”

“That stubborn, contrary pile of tin is no brother to me,” Threepio said with stiff pride. “If I had been as carelessly constructed as he was, I would return myself to my maker to be scrapped. In all my years, I have never met another R unit as erratic and egotistical as Artoo-Detoo. A simple rebuild of the secondary power grid, and Artoo turns it into a major project. I could give you a list of his operational anomalies as long as—”

“That will have to wait,” said Lando. “Right now you need to pack your polish and power couplings. You’re coming with me on a little trip.”

“Sir, I would be most delighted to accompany you. For all I care, Artoo can fall in a mud bog and rust away,” Threepio said, extracting himself from the snarl of vines and circling a tree to join Lando. “But Master Luke brought me here to manage the administrative needs of the Academy, and he did not change those instructions before he left.”

“What did he say when he left?”

“Not a word to either of us, General Calrissian. He simply vanished in the night. I have not heard from him or of him in nineteen local days. Do you have news of Master Luke, sir? Is he well? Do you bring new instructions from him?”

Lando pursed his lips and considered. “Yes, I do, Threepio, new instructions for the both of you. Luke’s fine, but he’s gone off on some sort of retreat, and he’s assigned you to the Fleet Office until he returns. And the Fleet Office has assigned you to me.”

If I could have found Luke to ask him, I’m sure the end result would have been the same, Lando told himself.

“I am glad to hear that Master Luke is well, General Calrissian. No one has been able to tell me anything. And I will not miss Yavin Four. It is so humid here that my circuits are always corroding. Look at me—I can’t go into the jungle without getting filthy. But must we take Artoo with us?”

“I’m afraid so, old man,” Lando said, patting the droid’s metallic shoulder. “But look at it this way—you only have to deal with Artoo. I have to deal with the both of you. If I can cope, so can you.”

Threepio tipped his head back, and his eyes flashed. “Sir, I don’t understand—”

“I’ll explain later,” Lando said, glancing at his chrono. “Call Artoo in. We’ve got a deadline to beat, and this isn’t our last stop.”

“I will have to inform Master Streen of our departure.”

“Already taken care of,” Lando said, thinking of a different set of lies he had just told to Streen. Still can’t get used to being trusted—it’s better camouflage than I thought. “Come on, tin man, Lady Luck’s waiting for us.”

Coppery clouds rich in oxides of Tibanna gas churned outside the viewpanes of what had once been Lando Calrissian’s office in Bespin’s Cloud City. Inside as outside, nothing had changed since the last time he had seen it. The walls and shelves were heavily laden with the eclectic collection of objects that only a rich man or a well-traveled smuggler could amass.

“I like what you’ve done to the place,” Lando said to the cyborg that sat behind what had once been Lando’s desk. “I guess I never did get around to sending for my things, eh?”

“I don’t mind,” said Lobot. The activity lights on the interface band he wore from ear to ear were flickering busily. “You have better judgment in subjective matters than I do. The calculus of room decoration still eludes me.”

“Well—at least you have the good taste to recognize my good taste,” Lando said with a grin. “Still, a man can get tired of the same surroundings day after day, no matter how splendid they are. When’s the last time you got yourself out of here for a while?”

“I go out on inspection walks twice a day,” Lobot said. “It takes ninety-seven days to complete an inspection schedule.”

“Let me put it another way. How long has it been since you broke your connection to Cloud City?”

A puzzled expression flashed briefly across the cyborg’s face. “I have never broken my connection to the administrative interface.”

“Just as I suspected,” Lando said. “And exactly why I’m here. Lobot, you work too hard. You’re long overdue for a change of scenery—a vacation.”

“How can I leave Cloud City without an administrator?”

“Lobot, I have a secret to tell you—the people who work for you will enjoy the novelty.”

Lobot frowned. “But systems will randomize without monitoring and supervision.”

“Then think about how much fun you’ll have putting them right when you get back,” Lando said. “And the trip will do you good, too. Frankly, you could use a little practice in conversation. Am I still the only one around here who knows you can talk?”

“Direct input is more efficient.”

“Efficiency is overrated, my friend,” Lando said, sitting back in his chair and crossing his legs, ankle over knee. “Come on, what do you say? Knowing how much you like to work, I cooked up a vacation where there’ll be plenty of work for you to do.”

“What sort of work?”

“I can’t tell you unless you say yes,” Lando said, tapping the insignia on his uniform. “I’ve got a temporary commission in my pocket, and the security clearance to go with it. All I can promise you is problems a lot more interesting than the ones you’re working on now. And I really could use your help. It’ll be like old times.”

Lobot stood, looking slowly about the room. “I’ll trade you my help for your ‘things,’ ” he said finally. “I want them to stay, for old times.”

“Why, you old horse trader, you. Who’s been teaching you the art of the finagle?”

“You did,” Lobot said. He closed his eyes and lowered his chin to his chest. The lights on his interface bar all flashed green, then all flashed red, then went dark. Raising his head, he opened his eyes and looked at Lando. “It’s too quiet.”

“Go ahead and leave a few channels open, then,” Lando said, standing. “Bring with you whatever you need to be comfortable.”

A few scattered lights on Lobot’s interface sprang back into activity. “Better,” he said. “Let’s go. What is my rank? What problems need solutions?”

“I’ll tell you all about it on the way.”

The Teljkon task force, seven vessels in all, had gathered in orbit around the sixth planet of the Coruscant system, where it would not so readily attract attention. Lady Luck was the last to join them and the smallest ship among them, save for a pilotless Intelligence ferret. Lando’s yacht was dwarfed by Pakkpekatt’s command ship, the cruiser Glorious.

“I don’t like the looks of that heavy artillery,” Lando said, sizing up the situation from Lady Luck’s cockpit. “I thought we were being sent to outsmart our quarry, not outgun it.”

“The fact that the vagabond disabled a frigate with apparent ease may have dictated the choice of a cruiser,” Lobot said.

“I’m sure it did,” Lando agreed. “I just don’t like the way things are shaping up.” He reached for the comm unit. “This is General Lando Calrissian aboard the Lady Luck, hailing the Glorious. Request permission to come aboard.”

“General Calrissian, sir,” said a young-sounding voice. “This is Lieutenant Harona, officer of the day. We’ve been expecting you, sir. Would you like us to send out the captain’s boat?”

“I’m afraid there’s been some misunderstanding, Lieutenant. I’m not looking for a ride in. I’m looking for parking space on your flight deck.”

There was a static-filled pause, which ended when Harona cleared his throat. “General Calrissian, I’m afraid you’re right, there has been some confusion. Our flight decks are filled with mission gear and our own baby birds. There’s no room for Lady Luck inboard.”

“Then make room, Lieutenant. Unless you were planning for our best speed to be your convoy speed.” Lando thumbed the mute switch and added to Lobot, “Now we’ll find out if they know how fast my little ship really is.”

The second pause was longer. “Sir, Colonel Pakkpekatt suggests that you come aboard Glorious and let a relief crew ferry your yacht back to Coruscant.”

“Aha,” said Lando. “That tells me that they’ve got it in their minds that I’m an observer.” He released the mute switch. “Lieutenant Harona, we have our own mission gear aboard. Do I understand you to say Colonel Pakkpekatt is willing to hold here for another day or two while you set up secure holdings for file and equipment transfer? If so, put your quartermaster on, and we’ll start telling him what we’ll need—”

“Uh, no, sir, that would not be the colonel’s first choice.”

Lando winked at Lobot. Now I’ve got ’em, he thought. “Lieutenant, maybe I should just talk to Colonel Pakkpekatt directly.”

They could almost hear the OD squirming. “Sir, the colonel is very busy at the moment with predeparture matters—”

“I’m sure he is. Tell you what, Lieutenant. I can solve your little problem for you without disturbing the colonel. I see that your Number Five external dock is open. You pull that cap and we’ll hook on there.”

“General Calrissian, I’m very sorry, but I can’t authorize that—”

“Then why are you wasting my time, Lieutenant?” Lando said sharply. “Go get your senior officer and put him on the line. I want to talk to someone who can make a decision. And when we’re finished with our business—which should take about two minutes—I’m going to ask him to conduct a review of his bridge procedures and staff. I want him to find out why a flag officer and the Fleet Operations delegation to this mission were kept waiting while the officer of the day thumbed through the manual for a regulation to follow.”

The subsequent silence was the longest yet. “Lady Luck, Number Five External Hard Dock will be ready momentarily. Prepare for autodocking.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said Lando. “Lady Luck out.”

“Well done, sir,” Threepio gushed. “That seems like an excellent compromise.”

“Compromise, nothing. I got what I really wanted,” Lando said, starting the autodocking sequence and climbing out of the pilot’s seat. “I wasn’t about to give up my ship, and I didn’t want it locked up inside where I’d need their permission to use it.”

“Then you achieved all your objectives,” Lobot said.

“Oh, no. We’re just beginning. Now we have to reeducate them about our role on this mission,” Lando said. “Get ready to disembark. I’m going to need all of you on this.”

“Colonel Pakkpekatt, sir, General Calrissian to see you.” The ensign’s voice was a bit shrill with nervousness. Lando guessed that he had never been on the combat bridge before, or had reason to speak to the mission commander—if he had seen him at all.

The ensign had been the first member of the crew Lando saw after ducking through the inner airlock of Number 5 Dock, and he had commandeered the young technician to escort them to Colonel Pakkpekatt. Lando was familiar with the layout of the Belarus-class star cruiser, and could have hazarded a guess as to where Pakkpekatt could be found. But being escorted, with his entourage following at his heels, allowed him to make an entrance.

Several heads swiveled at the ensign’s announcement, but most turned immediately back to their duties after taking in the new arrivals with a glance.

The exception was a two-meter-tall Hortek, whose bony armor plates were a ruddy brown in the bridge’s combat lighting. His long neck twisted toward the group standing by the bridge’s aft blast door, and the intense gaze from his unblinking eyes was nearly hypnotizing.

Curse you, Drayson—you could have told me he was a Hortek, Lando thought reflexively. But after that he guarded his thoughts as best he could. Besides being one of the few predator species in the New Republic, the Hortek had the reputation of being telepathic not only with their own kind, but, to an unknown degree, with a number of other species as well. It was an intimidating combination.

“General,” Pakkpekatt said, curtly acknowledging Lando. His gaze flicked to Lobot and the droids. “Who are these—people?”

C-3P0 stepped forward smartly. “Sir, I am See-Threepio, human-cyborg relations. I am fluent in over six million—”

“Shut up,” Pakkpekatt said sharply.

“Yes, sir,” Threepio said, retreating behind Lobot.

Lando stepped forward. “Colonel Pakkpekatt, this is my staff. I’d be happy to make introductions, but I have some late updates for you which perhaps ought to have our attention first. Is your ready room available?”

Pakkpekatt held his head high, studying Lando.

Reaching into my mind? You and I need to talk, and no one else here needs to hear what we say.

Pakkpekatt lifted a hand in the direction of the ready room door. “Captain, continue with preparations for departure,” he said.

The moment the door wrapped privacy around them, Pakkpekatt drew threateningly close to Lando. “So,” he said, “you’re the man who browbeat my officer of the day. Don’t expect to do the same to me.”

Lando smiled and opened up the distance between them again by slipping into a chair. “I wouldn’t even try, Colonel,” he said, adopting a relaxed posture. “Nor would I expect to need to. We’re here with the same goal, working for the same people—Princess Leia, the Senate, the Republic.”

Pakkpekatt made a sharp barking sound, the Hortek equivalent of a grunt. “I was told to wait for an observer from Fleet Command. Nothing was said about staff.”

“Why should anything need to be said? Do you go anywhere without your aides?” asked Lando, gesturing with both hands. “My staff has technical expertise which very well may be the difference between success and failure for this mission.”

“We have five protocol droids on board, all E series or newer,” Pakkpekatt said. “Yours are superfluous.”

“On the contrary, I consider my staff indispensable,” Lando said. “And I expect them to be extended every consideration due me as the Fleet Office’s field operative for this mission.”

Pakkpekatt moved closer, looming over Lando. “Operative—now, that’s a curious word, General. Were you led to believe that you’d have an active part in the conduct of the mission?”

“Were you led to believe otherwise?”

“I have been assigned to recover the Teljkon vagabond,” Pakkpekatt said. “I have no instructions about sharing my command or that responsibility with you.”

“I don’t want to share your command, Colonel. All I want is mutual cooperation. After all, the Fleet Office’s interests in this matter are at least equal to the Intelligence Service’s interests,” Lando said. “We were the ones who nearly lost a frigate to the vagabond.”

“Then you should understand that this is an extremely sensitive matter. We have no idea what we may find out there.”

“Colonel, if we find anything of value out there, it’s not going to belong to either one of us,” Lando said, flashing his best conciliatory smile. “Unless you simply don’t trust the Fleet Office, there’s no reason we can’t work together toward a common goal.”

Pakkpekatt loosed an eerie chittering sound, which caused a chill to run down Lando’s back. “What are you asking?”

“No more than you would. Run of the ship. Full and timely access to tactical data. Consultation on strategy. And if and when we board her, include us in.”

“Only that?”

“That’s it. All other command prerogatives remain yours.”

“I see,” Pakkpekatt said. “All we need do to keep you happy is take you along on the most sensitive part of the mission, and one for which you’re completely unprepared.”

“Now, Colonel—”

“Do you take me for wounded prey?” the Hortek demanded, showing his teeth. “We are prepared to assemble an assault team tailored to whatever challenges the vagabond presents. I am not prepared to assemble one based on who thinks it would be fun to go along.”

“Do you have a lockpick?”

“What?”

“You said you’re ready for anything,” Lando said. “But it’s been my experience that when someone in uniform says that, he really means ‘We have little guns, we have big guns, we have bombs of all sizes.’ There are other ways to get past a locked door. Are you as ready to pick a lock as you are to blow one up? As ready to wheedle as you are to demand? As ready to coax as to capture? If not, you’d better think again about how ready you really are.”

“My tactical team has over fifty years’ intelligence experience—”

“Listen, Colonel,” Lando said, coming to his feet and thrusting his face close to the Hortek. “I’m sure you have good, solid veteran players on your team. But I’ve got some ringers on mine. I’ve got a human with a machine interface, a droid with a universal linguistic interface, and a droid with a universal machine interface—”

“There is nothing special about your staff’s abilities.”

“Maybe not in the specs,” said Lando. “But they know how to play together, and they know how to win. We beat Darth Vader, and we beat the Emperor, on their turf and on their terms—”

“Ancient history. And you were lucky.”

Lando smiled. “Any gambler knows you don’t bet against a lucky man. If you keep my players out of the game, and you lose, you’re going to have a hard time explaining that to the people who sent us out here.”

“A commander’s burden.”

“I wouldn’t want yours right now,” Lando said. “Look, Colonel—no matter who or what’s inside the vagabond, we have to be able to outthink them. Because if we don’t, we lose both ways—if we have to destroy that ship, or it has to destroy us.”

“I am very aware of that.”

Lando pointed toward the door. “Well, that’s R2-D2 and C-3P0 out there, Luke Skywalker’s personal droids. And Lobot and I made a living making fools of Security and Intelligence in one system after another. We’ve beaten tricks your people haven’t even thought of yet. How sure are you that you don’t want us on your team?”

Pakkpekatt’s nostrils flared. Then he bowed his neck, the Hortek counterpart to a nod of agreement. “Very well. We will work together.”

“Good. That’s all I want,” Lando said.

“I do not believe that. I know who you are,” Pakkpekatt said with a menacing stiffness. “Do not think I do not. I will be watching you.”

Lando kept his mind clear. “We’re going to get along just fine, Colonel. You’ll see.”


Chapter 5
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On the morning of her first meeting with Nil Spaar, Leia climbed out of bed with an aching shoulder, tired eyes, and a blanket of fatigue in her limbs that made her feel as though she was on the verge of being ill.

Anakin had awakened from a terrifying nightmare in the small hours, and Leia had allowed him to climb into bed between her and Han in the hope that it would help him sleep. But the unfamiliar presence of a third little body had forced her into unnatural sleeping postures. Worse, Anakin had become a restive sleeper, and she had found herself aware of his every move, coming fully awake time and again as he turned and squirmed beside her.

Han, Leia had been annoyed to discover, slept through it all, including his own snoring.

Her grogginess persisted through breakfast. As she dressed for her meeting with the viceroy of the Duskhan League, she thought only about falling back into the now empty bed for a nap. It was the kind of morning that sorely tempted her to break her own rule about stimulants and take a cup of naris-bud tea or chew a stick of brightgum.

The temptation got stronger once she reached the final briefing. The conference room seemed to be full of bodies, and everyone seemed to be talking to her at once.

“Try to get emergency transit and landing rights on a provisional basis, as a stepping-stone to full navigation rights. We’ve got members in Joruna and Widek, and it’s a long way around for the freighters.”

“Almost everything we know about the Koornacht Cluster is thirty years old. It was in Imperial hands from the time of the Clone Wars until shortly after the Battle of Endor. The Empire didn’t allow anyone in, and—until now—the Yevetha haven’t seemed interested in coming out.”

“As near as we can tell, the Duskhan League only includes the eleven worlds populated by the Yevetha. We believe that there are as many as seventeen worlds in the Koornacht Cluster which are populated by other species, and not part of the Duskhan League. But it hasn’t been possible to survey or contact them.”

“Intelligence hasn’t been able to find a single civilian pilot who’ll admit having gone into the Koornacht Cluster. We’ve gotten a deposition from one of our Imperial prisoners, a former bridge officer on a Star Destroyer which he says visited there on patrol. It’s pretty wild stuff, though, and nothing he says can be confirmed.”

“Mineral resources available for trade? Isn’t that information in the Duskhan application file? It’s supposed to be.”

“There isn’t any application. They’re not applying for membership. It’s more like an audition—for us. Nil Spaar seems to think this is some sort of summit meeting. He doesn’t want to be called ‘Ambassador,’ either.”

“Why doesn’t Intelligence have better information for us? Where does a viceroy stand in the Duskhan power structure?”

“I don’t think there’s any question but that Nil Spaar represents more worlds, a larger population, greater material riches, and a more advanced industrial-technological base than anyone who’s come to Imperial City in the last twelve years. And he probably knows it, too.”

“Leia, from a strategic standpoint, it sure would be nice to have a friend that big sitting between us and wherever Daala’s gotten herself to, in the Core. Right now Koornacht is one of the soft spots along the Inner Line.”

“Does anyone have any solid information on what he wants?”

“A link to the New Republic hypernet and the Coruscant information went in the second day. His staff did all the inside work, though. At least we know they couldn’t just eavesdrop on the net.”

“Where’s the technical analysis of the Duskhan embassy ship?”

“Does anyone else think that the Yevetha might be related to the Twi’lek?”

“Have you had a chance to review the results of the Obra-skai library search?”

“Leia, are you all right?”

“Princess Leia?”

Shaking her head, Leia pushed herself away from the table and started toward the door. Lightheadedness halted her steps halfway across the room. As she swayed unsteadily, Admiral Ackbar hastened to her side and took her arm.

“Help me to my office,” she whispered.

In the privacy of the president’s suite, one floor up from the conference room, Ackbar helped Leia settle on a thickly padded couch.

“What is happening to you?” Ackbar asked. “Should I signal the medical droid?” An MD-7, a mobile droid specialized for emergency medicine, was permanently assigned to the executive section.

“No. I’ll be all right. I just want to lie down for a few moments. There was no air in that conference room.”

“You don’t look well. Do you want to postpone?”

She shook her head almost imperceptibly. “No—no, it would just complicate things. There’ve been too many delays already. I got up too quickly, that’s all.”

“Perhaps someone else should take over today’s session—”

“No one else can,” Leia said sharply.

“Then someone should be in there with you.”

“Nil Spaar expects to meet in private with the Chief of State of the New Republic. That’s what he insisted on. That’s what we agreed to. We can’t make any changes an hour before the session—not without giving offense,” Leia said, and closed her eyes. “Just go away and let me have a few minutes of quiet. I’ll be ready when the time comes. This isn’t a crisis. Everything will be fine.”

In a subtle bit of choreography arranged by the protocol attachés for both sides, Princess Leia Organa Solo, president of the New Republic, and Nil Spaar, viceroy of the Duskhan League, entered the Grand Hall from opposite sides at exactly the same moment.

Leia’s strides were measured and steady. She had spent the time alone in meditation, opening her connection to the Force and drawing on its deep, powerful currents, allowing the flow to cleanse and refresh her body and mind. Doing so meant surrendering a bit of her pride, just as drinking naris-bud tea would have—an admission that she needed a crutch. But it left her more ready to face the responsibility in front of her.

Nil Spaar matched her pace, stride for stride. He was not an imposing figure, no taller than Leia, perhaps even a touch shorter without his thick-soled, block-heeled boots. His eyes were strikingly human, distracting Leia at first from the high ruff of bony armor at the back of his neck and the bold streaks of facial color that disappeared under the soft swirl of fabric he wore on his head. Nil Spaar’s gaze was open and friendly, his smile disarming.

The Yevethan was dressed as he had been on the streets in all the surveillance recordings Leia had seen: in a close-fitting, long-sleeved tunic with tan shoulders and a brown body, darker narrow-legged pants that tucked into his boots, and beige gloves that disappeared up the sleeves of his tunic. There was no sign of jewelry or insignia save for the pin that held his head wrap in place. There were no signifiers of rank or station, as she might expect on a uniform or ceremonial garment.

By unspoken agreement, each of them stopped when the other was a long stride out of arm’s reach. “Viceroy,” Leia said, and bowed.

“Princess Leia,” Nil Spaar said, bowing in turn. “I am so pleased to be here with you. This is how it should be. You, the head of a confederacy of worlds, strong, proud, prosperous—me, the head of a confederacy of worlds, strong, proud, prosperous. You have welcomed me as an equal, and I welcome you in the same fashion.”

“Thank you, Viceroy. Would you like to sit?” Leia said, gesturing toward the two chairs, each with a small side table, that rested in the middle of the room facing each other.

“By all means,” Nil Spaar said. His chair, provided and set up by his majordomo, was an S of open wire mesh. On the table beside it were two black cylinders with feeding tubes. “We should be able to sit down with each other and talk honestly, as statesmen and patriots. You yourself fought in the great rebellion against that black beast, Palpatine, did you not?”

“I got my knees and elbows dirty a few times,” Leia said. “But many others did far more than I.”

“Such practiced modesty! But, here again, we can hardly help but understand each other,” said Nil Spaar. “I had my own small part to play in reclaiming Koornacht from the pestilent minions of the Emperor. So we both know what it means to take up arms in a cause to which we pledge our lives and honor. Indeed, as we sit here this moment, I warrant we are both still answering the call to duty which honor imposes on us—is that not so?”

Leia did not want to be led onto such personal ground. “Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making sensible plans—or so I’ve heard,” she said with a smile. “I do what I can to preserve that which I love. I don’t know that that makes me any different from most of the people I meet.”

“Ah, you are wiser than your years,” said Nil Spaar. “But of course you know that it is what you love which makes you stand apart. Yourself, of course, and your children, and your mates—but beyond that, a circle of friends, a community of kin, and a collection of ideals. And so it is with me. How pleased I would be, if, here, away from interference and distraction, we should be able to forge an alliance which will benefit those we love.”

“That’s the entire purpose of the New Republic,” Leia said, sidestepping the word alliance as if it were quicksand. “I think that if you’ll speak to the leaders of some of the hundred worlds which have become members in the last twenty-eight days, you’ll hear that the benefits are substantial and immediate.”

“I do not doubt it,” said Nil Spaar. “One need only look at the miracle of Coruscant. Was it not but half a dozen years ago that this world was ravaged by the clone Emperor himself?”

“Yes—”

“And now I find it rebuilt from its own ashes to a new glory that rivals the stories of old,” Nil Spaar said, his tone admiring. “I have walked your city for hours on end, marveling at the industry of your people, the cleverness of your inventions, the grandness of your visions. Such proud edifices you erect out of hope and clay. Such bold dreams you build on the ruins of past failure.”

“We do what we can—what we must,” Leia said. “I like to think of Coruscant as a symbol of what’s possible, a mirror in which we can see our best face. The vitality you’ve seen is a reflection of the vitality of the entire Republic. I want Coruscant to stand for the idea that there’s an alternative to war and tyranny. Cooperation and tolerance—the best of all of us, available to all of us.”

“And there are so many of you! I am certain I saw more different species in my first hour here than I did in my entire previous life. Dozens, if not a hundred,” Nil Spaar said. “How does it all work? Is membership political or genetic?”

“The New Republic is a mutual self-protection pact among over four hundred sentient species, and an economic partnership between eleven thousand inhabited worlds,” said Leia. “But you’ll find that the autonomy of member worlds is hardly compromised at all—”

“So long as they are willing to be cooperative and tolerant,” Nil Spaar said.

“That goes without saying.”

“Perhaps it ought not,” said Nil Spaar. “It might lead to misunderstandings, and mistaken assumptions.”

Puzzled, Leia felt as though the ground had suddenly shifted under her. “I don’t think a legation has ever come to Coruscant expecting anything else.”

“You would know better than I. But you might find some came here more committed to getting Coruscant to fight their fights than to Leia Organa’s ideals. The weak are always looking for champions. Are you certain there are none such hiding in your skirts?”

“If the weak can’t count on Coruscant’s protection, then there is no New Republic—only anarchy. And anarchy can only lead to more tyranny.”

“Well answered.”

“Thank you,” said Leia. “But since you raised the issue, would you mind telling me why you and your legation are here?”

“Not at all. I think it important that there be no misunderstandings,” Nil Spaar said. “As impressed as I am with your ideas, your capital city, and your confederation, the Duskhan League is not interested in membership in the New Republic. Not collectively, and not as individual worlds. Despite the fact that we submitted no application, you seem unclear on that fact.”

“I think the Duskhan League would be a valuable member of the New Republic,” Leia said. “I wasn’t willing to dismiss the possibility without talking to you.”

Nil Spaar smiled tolerantly. “You may dismiss it now—please.”

“Then what are you seeking here?”

“As I’ve already said, an alliance. An agreement between equals, to the benefit of both.”

Frowning, Leia asked, “Viceroy, are you concerned that what you call the ‘weak’ members would be too much of a burden on you?”

“No. That is not an issue.”

“Very well,” Leia said. “But I think you should know right now that it’ll be very hard for us to come to an ‘agreement between equals’ that’ll allow us to respond militarily if you’re threatened. The charter under which we operate allows for mutual defense and enforcement of the articles of membership—and that’s all.”

“Truly, you do not yet understand. We do not want or need your protection,” Nil Spaar said. “We enjoyed the ‘protection’ of the Empire for half my lifetime, and we are determined to avoid such blessings in the future. What we want more than anything is to be left alone. Bear that in mind, and we may begin to speak the same language.”

At Leia’s prodding, Nil Spaar shared with her some of the Yevetha’s experiences at the hands of Emperor Palpatine’s generals and stormtroopers. The stories were familiar enough in flavor, if not in detail.

The Imperial governor of Koornacht had been given a free hand in subduing the Yevetha. In his turn, he had Yevetha women taken as pleasure slaves for his staff, and Yevetha men taken as live targets for his troopers. The brutalized bodies were displayed in schools, at sacred sites, and on the public information channels everyone was required to watch twice a day.

When that did not produce the desired degree of cooperation, the Imperial governor had children taken instead. Dissent crumbled, but the terror of random seizures continued. When the Imperial occupation army was finally driven from Koornacht, seven thousand Yevetha hostages were found in the governor’s garrison—and the bones of more than fifteen thousand dead.

“Enough,” Leia said. “Please. I’m afraid we’ve already reawakened enough nightmares.”

“I wanted you to understand the depth of our feelings in this.”

“I do,” said Leia. I may understand one of our own better now, too.

“Then let us turn our attention to the future,” Nil Spaar said.

For the next hour, they worked at teasing out what the language of alliance might sound like. Despite apparent good faith, they constantly stumbled over conflicting assumptions, and their progress was hard to measure. But at midday, when the viceroy gathered himself and stood, he pronounced, “This has been valuable and enjoyable. Shall we resume in one hour?”

“I’d be happy to continue through lunch,” Leia offered. “We could have food brought to us.”

Nil Spaar looked momentarily shocked. “With all apologies, that is not possible,” he said. “My people hold it a great affront to propriety to take food in mixed company. And I personally believe it foolish to dilute a worship meal with distracting conversation.”

“My apologies,” Leia said, standing. “In an hour, then.”

“I look forward to it.”

The debriefing session included Leia, Admiral Ackbar for the Fleet Office, Admiral Drayson standing in for Intelligence director General Rieekan, Behn-kihlnahm for the Senate, First Administrator Engh, two recorder droids, and half a dozen senior aides.

Everyone listened without interruption as Leia quickly recounted as much of her conversation with Nil Spaar as her memory would allow. Then all had a chance to question Leia or offer their comments.

The comments were largely predictable. Ackbar, always thinking about strategic issues, was concerned that navigation rights hadn’t come up yet, and wanted that issue given priority in the afternoon session. Drayson, always looking to open intelligence channels, wondered how the viceroy would react to a proposal to revive the Intersystem Library Exchange, in which some of the Yevetha worlds had once participated.

Behn-kihl-nahm, always cognizant of the ebb and flow of power, questioned whether Leia had the authority to negotiate at all without a pending application. And Engh, always aware of the power of money to cement political bonds, urged Leia to dangle the entire catalog of trade goods before Nil Spaar as an inducement to reconsider membership.

“After hearing your report, I expect them to insist that all trade into and out of Koornacht be on Yevetha ships,” Engh said. “Fine for their traders, but not what ours are accustomed to.”

“I’m not sure the Yevetha are terribly interested in trade,” said Leia.

“Interesting,” said Drayson. “If they don’t want membership and they’re not interested in trade, why are they here?”

“I think they’re here because the New Republic has grown large enough and strong enough to begin to worry them,” Leia said. “They don’t want to join us, but they don’t want to be overrun by us, either.”

“How strong are they militarily?” Behn-kihl-nahm asked.

“I don’t think we know,” said Drayson.

“Before the Imperial occupation, there were three systems in the Koornacht Cluster with a Class Two military rating,” said Ackbar. “But that was before. The Empire may have seized or destroyed most of those vessels.”

“According to the viceroy, it’s been nine years since the occupation ended,” said Drayson. “At this point, I don’t think we can guess how extensively they may have rearmed. That ship sitting over at Eastport certainly testifies to their engineering abilities.”

“I don’t think it matters,” Leia said. “There’s no question in my mind that they feel threatened by us. I think it’s critical that we give them reason not to be.”

“If they do feel threatened, that should provide you with useful leverage,” said Behn-kihl-nahm.

“I’m not looking for leverage,” Leia said. “That’s the wrong tone for these talks. The Yevetha have good reason to be wary of us—reasons that everyone here ought to be able to identify with. I don’t want to twist their arm. I want to win their trust. It’s not going to be quick or easy. But I think Nil Spaar and I have a chance to develop the kind of personal rapport that will carry us through the hard parts. I don’t know if we’re going to end up with an alliance or an application for membership. But I’m not going to worry about that now.”

“Five minutes,” an aide called.

“Thank you, Alole.”

“Please—be very careful with your promises, Leia,” said Behn-kihl-nahm as they all rose. “The idea that we are all equals in the eyes of Coruscant is very important to the strength of the New Republic.”

“I realize that, Chairman.”

“Then you must realize that if the Yevetha win the benefits of membership without the obligations, there’ll be an uproar in the Senate, and in thousands of capitals. And if the Yevetha are granted privileges not available to our members, you can expect hundreds of member worlds to resign.”

“That won’t happen,” Leia said. “I expect that any treaty with the Yevetha will provide them with only a subset of the rights contained in the articles of confederation—no open markets, no monetary controls, no dispute resolution, no voice in the Senate, no military umbrella—”

“The presence of a shepherd is frequently undervalued in the absence of a wolf,” said Behn-kihl-nahm.

“Maybe so,” Leia said. “But there’s a lot to be gained by forging a link—any link, to start—with the Yevetha. The Senate will understand that.”

“Many a foolish notion has won support in that body,” Behn-kihl-nahm said, “and many a falsehood has enjoyed currency in that room. Princess, no matter how much we want that ally on the Inner Line, or access to Koornacht’s metals and the Yevetha’s technology, we must always be aware of the price. We are not the suitors—they are.”

“Thank you for your counsel, Chairman.”

“Remember that Cortina and Jandur also came here full of prideful bluster, and both eventually signed the standard articles of confederation. And that was long ago, when membership meant less than it does today.”

“Time!” called the aide.

Leia emptied her glass quickly. “If you’ll excuse me, Chairman—”

Behn-kihl-nahm nodded and backed away, leaving her alone with Admiral Drayson and a recording droid.

“End recording,” said Drayson. A black droid controller was all but concealed in his hand. “Princess, may I have a moment?”

“A moment, but not much more.”

“I’m concerned about the process, about the fact that all your advisers must rely on secondhand reports. It makes it difficult for them to provide you with the independent counsel you expect from them.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“That I arrange for more eyes and ears in the room with you. I could provide you with a burst-transmission comlink small enough that even General Solo would be hard pressed to find it.”

“I don’t expect to be frisked by the viceroy,” Leia said curtly. “And you can’t promise me the comlink would be undetectable by the Yevetha—can you? If we can listen in, in theory so can they.”

“Quite true,” said Drayson. “Technical assets are always subject to discovery. Of course, if they were covertly monitoring the sessions themselves, they wouldn’t be likely to—”

“Do you have evidence that they are?”

“No. But sometimes I find it more prudent to assume what’s not in evidence than believe that what I can’t see isn’t there.”

“Admiral Drayson, I’m afraid I don’t understand that thinking. Especially in this instance.”

“Time, Princess Leia,” called Alole, peering back into the room from the corridor.

“Coming,” Leia called. “No ‘technical assets’ in the Grand Hall, General. We’ll have to make do with my eyes and ears. I won’t take the chance of confirming their worst fears by being caught spying. Understood?”

“Of course, Princess.”

The Yevethan ground skimmer that picked up Nil Spaar in the bowels of the Imperial City administrative complex discharged him a few minutes later in the bowels of the embassy ship Aramadia.

There was no one there to greet him, but that was no surprise. Nor was the fact that the driver waited inside the skimmer for Nil Spaar to climb out on his own and walk the few steps to the airtight exit hatch on the front wall. As soon as the hatch closed behind him, a thick yellow gas began to fill the chamber where the skimmer hovered. Shortly afterward a scalding spray poured down on the skimmer from thousands of tiny jets, chasing the yellow mist down vents and drains.

Behind the hatch, Nil Spaar found himself in a sanitary entry station. The drill had already become familiar to him, but that day there was more urgency to his motions. Quickly removing his clothing, he dropped it into a sterile incinerator. There was a reassuring pop and hiss when he sealed the loading chute. The face of the incinerator grew warm to the touch.

Then Nil Spaar stepped into the scrub chamber. With eyes closed, he invoked the needle-spray showers—first the gentle rain of the fumigant, then the agonizing bite of the scrub jets. As the water pelted his body, his expression softened to one approaching bliss. He lingered in the scrub chamber, willingly enduring a second cycle of cleansing. Then he passed through the inner door, where waiting hands draped his body in a fire-blue gown.

“Viceroy,” the attaché said, bowing.

“Thank you, Eri,” he said, accepting the heavy silver viceroy’s neckguard and fastening it in place. “I must resign myself to it—their stink never leaves my nostrils, no matter how long I stay in the scrub chamber.”

“You carry no taint to my senses,” Eri said.

“I will trust that is more than politeness,” said Nil Spaar. “Is Vor Duull expecting me?”

“Yes, Viceroy.”

“Good. See that abstracts of today’s reports and examinations are waiting for me in my quarters. I’ll be there shortly.”

An aircart whisked him up eleven levels to the domain of Vor Duull, proctor of information science for the Aramadia. Nil Spaar was greeted with a quick bow. “Welcome back, Viceroy.”

“More welcome for me than for any of you,” he said. “Were you able to receive a signal?”

“Without interruption,” Vor Duull said. “A recording was made per your instructions and placed in your library.”

“Did you watch?”

“Only enough to make certain that the decoders and stabilizers were functioning.”

Nil Spaar nodded. “What do you think of them?” When Vor Duull hesitated, the viceroy prodded, “Go on, I excuse you.”

“They seem to me weak, gullible—eager to please. She is no match for you.”

“We shall see,” Nil Spaar said. “Thank you, Proctor. Continue your fine work.”

The aircart carried him swiftly up the central spiral of the ship to the third level, above which only command personnel could go. He accepted the salutes of the honor guard and a kiss from his darna, then disappeared behind locked doors.

In the privacy of his quarters, Nil Spaar sat in front of a cryptocomm. His brief message was beamed to N’zoth, capital of the Duskhan League, as a scrambled string of bits mixed into the stream of ordinary open dispatches.

“I have had my first meeting with the vermin,” Nil Spaar said. “All is going well.”

The datacard Admiral Hiram Drayson dropped into the datapad on his desk looked for all the world like a standard Universal Data Exchange card.

But the cards used by Alpha Blue for sensitive data used a nonstandard encoding, which made the card appear blank when placed in a standard datapad. The little plastic rectangle could even be erased and reformatted without destroying the information it bore—in this case, excerpts from a recording made earlier that day by a tiny audio telescope concealed in the ornate scrollwork on the ceiling of the Grand Hall. The excerpts had been selected for Drayson by an Alpha Blue analysis droid, using sophisticated context-processing protocols.

Tipping back in his chair and folding his hands over his abdomen, Drayson listened to the recording that no other sentient had heard—or would hear, unless he chose to share it with them.

He listened as Princess Leia said, “I want Coruscant to stand for the idea that there’s an alternative to war and tyranny. Cooperation and tolerance—the best of all of us, available to all of us.”

He listened as Viceroy Nil Spaar said, “We do not want or need your protection. We enjoyed the ‘protection’ of the Empire for half my lifetime, and we are determined to avoid such blessings in the future.”

And he thought as he listened, I wish that you’d chosen to let us into that room with you, Princess. But I’ll do all I can to make certain you don’t look back on that choice with regret.


Chapter 6
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Inside the protective cocoon of Luke Skywalker’s secret hermitage, time had no meaning.

To be sure, the elemental cycle of day and night was echoed in the ebb and flow of the Force, as the living web of Coruscant stirred and slept, fought and foraged. The turning of the seasons was a longer, slower rhythm, an almost imperceptible crescendo and decrescendo of vitality and dormancy, fecundity and death.

Beyond that, a mere whisper, lay the almost unimaginably deep, subtle echo that was the birth of stars, the creation and extinction of life, the blossoming of consciousness. Deep in meditation, profoundly connected to the mysteries of the Force, Luke could see that through the manifestations of life, the universe knew itself, and beheld its own wonders.

But to extend himself that far, and reach that degree of oneness, Luke found it necessary to let go of his everyday senses to a degree he once would have thought impossible.

Sealed behind opaque walls, he lived in darkness for days at a time, barely conscious of hunger, thirst, or other bodily demands. He wore clothing only out of habit, but the habit weakened. The winds howled outside the hermitage, but Luke was oblivious to them. He took no notice of the sun or moons in their courses, the rise and fall of the tide, the ever-changing sky painted in light and cloud.

The sea began to freeze, as the northern hemisphere slid deeper into Coruscant’s short winter. Over a period of many days, the rocks and beach were draped with a heavy crust of sculpted ice. But the sight would have surprised Luke, had it mattered enough to him to seek it out.

Even Leia had stopped reaching out for him, though more in anger than in understanding. The result mattered more to him than the reason. His solitude was complete, timeless and undisturbed.

Then a visitor came, and everything changed.

It was his ordinary senses, reawakened, which informed Luke of the visitor’s presence. First, a sound, which he later realized was his own name.

At that point, it had been many days since he had spoken, or even thought in words.

He concentrated. “Lights, medium.”

The meditation chamber reappeared around him. Sight told him that a woman stood in the chamber with him, half a dozen steps away. Her shoulders were bare, her throat covered by a long scarf that vanished down her back. Her hair was long and braided, her clothing soft and flattering. Her eyes were dark, intent, and knowing.

He took her at first for a projection, because it was unthinkable that anyone could have passed through the walls, his screens, without alerting him. But then he touched her bare arm, and touch told him her skin was real, and warm. He circled her, and scent told him of salt air, dead quarrelgrass crushed underfoot, a body bathed in flowers, a hint of the taint of the old oils and clinging vapors that hung on one’s person after a long flight.

“Explain yourself,” he said when he had circled around to face her again.

“You are him. You are Luke, son to Anakin.” She smiled with bright delight. “Forgive me. I thought I would never find you. It must have been the working when you built this place that I felt. That was what led me here.”

“You felt what I did? From where?”

“From Carratos,” she said, naming a planet in a system forty parsecs from Coruscant.

As rudely as his visitor had invaded his hermitage, Luke suddenly invaded her mind, probing the secret place where sensitivity to the Force resided. If she possessed the sort of talent her words claimed for her, he should be thrown halfway across the room when the ancient reflex repelled his mental touch. It was so with every Jedi he had probed, every candidate he had brought to Yavin for training.

Luke’s probing met no resistance. He felt no shields blunting or deflecting his examination. Her mind was open—and yet there was no reflexive response. So sure was he of that test that he wouldn’t have considered her for a moment as a candidate for the academy.

But, still, she had found him. She had, somehow, entered a space she should not have been able to enter unless her gifts in the Force were the equal of his.

“Who are you?” he asked wonderingly.

She laughed. “Forgive me. I am Akanah, of the Fallanassi, an adept of the White Current.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know your people, or that path,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “You won’t find us in your census, or the Emperor’s, or the Old Republic’s. It’s not our way to claim lands and raise flags, or stand queue to be counted. But you should know us. That’s part of why I’ve come.”

His brows showed puzzlement. “If your people are such ciphers, why should I know you?”

“Because your mother is one of us, Luke Skywalker. Because you are bound to us through her.”

Luke stared. “My mother? How can—do you—what do you mean, ‘is’ one of us? Leia told me my mother is dead.”

“Yes—I know. As Obi-Wan told you that your father was dead.”

“Are you saying my mother might be alive?”

“I don’t know,” said Akanah, suddenly sad-eyed. “Who saw her fall? Where is her grave? I wish I could answer your question. But I don’t even know my own mother’s fate. I’ve been separated from the body of my people for too many years.”

“Separated? Why?”

“I was away when the Empire came to the world we called home then. The Fallanassi had to take flight, because they would not let themselves and their gifts be used for violence and evil. I don’t blame them. I know they must have waited for me as long as they could. That was nineteen years ago. I was twelve—not much more than a child.”

“And you never found them again?” There was a touch of suspicion in Luke’s voice. “You found me.”

She smiled tolerantly. “The Fallanassi are more practiced at hiding than you are, Luke Skywalker. And there isn’t much an abandoned child can do in the middle of a war to search for a family that doesn’t want to be found.”

“I suppose not,” he said slowly.

“It wasn’t until the Emperor was overthrown that I could even think of looking—I was too afraid I would betray them. And even then, it’s hard for a young woman on Carratos to become wealthy enough to leave it. Especially to leave in her own ship, owing and answering to no one.”

“So you’re looking for them now. And you say my mother could be with them.” He shook his head. “My mother—she’s been such a mystery to me my whole life that I can’t let myself believe you know anything of her. I don’t even know her name.”

“She may have had other names,” Akanah said. “Many of us do. But among the body, she is known as Nashira. It is a star-name, and thought a high honor.”

“Nashira,” Luke echoed in a whisper.

“Yes,” she said. “Luke, I know that there’s an emptiness inside you where memories of your mother should be, a weakness where what she would have taught you would have strengthened you.”

“Yes—”

“There’s an emptiness in my life, too, and for the same lack. I’ve come here to ask you to go away with me, and help me find our people, so you and I can both be whole again.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been whole,” said Luke, turning his face from her. “The pieces of my life were scattered by a storm before I ever had a chance to tackle the puzzle. And every missing piece that turns up completely changes the picture. I was alone, and then there was Leia—my sister. I was an orphan, and then there was Anakin—Vader—my father.”

He laughed to himself. “I wanted to go to school just to get off the farm, and then my father’s mentor came to me, and taught me the secrets of a power I didn’t know I had. I was the adopted son of a moisture farmer living next door to nowhere, and then there was a lightsaber, and enemies—the most powerful men in the galaxy—who wanted me dead.”

Luke turned and looked back at Akanah. “I don’t know if I’m ready to redraw the picture again. Maybe that’s what keeps me from believing you. I want to know my mother. You’re right about that. But maybe I’m just a little bit afraid to. And that’s a feeling that I haven’t felt in a long time.”

“I knew when I came here that this would be a great shock,” she said. “But you must reclaim this piece of what you are.”

“I don’t know who you are,” Luke said stubbornly. “I don’t know that anything you’ve said is true.”

“Then I will tell you some things that you know are true,” said Akanah. “Your father was lost to the dark side, and you were forced to try to kill him. You were nearly lost to the darkness yourself. That must weigh heavily on you—wondering if you carry his weakness.”

“I’ve faced that test,” Luke said defensively.

“And would you have survived it without Leia?”

Luke Skywalker had no answer for that question.

“Perhaps that is why you cannot let yourself love without fear,” Akanah said softly. “Perhaps that is why you have no children of your own. You must fear that you will repeat your family’s tragedy in another generation. You must fear that someday you will find yourself ready to kill your own son, and him ready to kill you.”

“No—”

“You must fear yourself. How could you not? How could anyone, if he had walked your path? The bond that links you to all the horrors of Darth Vader’s reign is a terrible burden. Is that not why you’re here?” she asked pointedly. “Isn’t that the meaning of this structure? You may have forgiven Anakin Skywalker—but you know the Republic can never forgive Vader for his crimes in the service of Palpatine.”

Luke was beyond denial. “How do you know all this?” he asked hoarsely.

“I’ve studied you—before I came here, and since. Hero of the Rebellion, Jedi Master, defender of the Republic,” she said. “Even on Carratos, we hear all the stories. And I saw in them all the things I’ve said to you.”

Turning half away from her, Luke shook his head. “No. That can’t be. I’ve voiced those fears to no one. No one.”

Akanah glided closer. “They’re written in your eyes, and lie heavy on your spirit. You’d see them yourself, but for the blindness we all have when we look in a mirror,” she said. “But remember this, Luke—your strength in the Force did not come only from your father. The gift of the Light came from your mother—and your mother was of my people. That is why your heart is telling you you must come with me.”

Their eyes met. Luke felt her gaze like a light cast into the dark corners of his psyche. Her voice disarmed him. Her words unveiled him. She had taken down all his shields, and he was defenseless against her, his mind wholly open to her. But it was a strangely safe feeling. She already knew his most unthinkable thoughts, and still she held her hand out to him.

“Test me, if you must,” Akanah said.

“No,” he said. “It’s not necessary.”

“I will wait here, if you want to return to Yavin for your testing equipment,” she offered. “But I can tell you what you would see—nothing. The White Current is not the Force you know, only with a different name. But it is a manifestation of the All. I will teach you what I can.”

“You assume a great deal.”

“I speak from hope only. Will you come with me, Luke Skywalker?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “There’s something I must do first—someone I need to tell.”

“Leia.”

“Yes. Is there any reason I shouldn’t?”

“No reason,” she said, and smiled. “You said it was not necessary to test me. But that question—”

“You’re right,” Luke agreed. “If you’d said, ‘No, this has to be our secret,’ I would’ve doubted you. But there’s another reason I have to do this. I have no memories of my mother. Leia has but a few, no more than glimpses touched by emotion.”

“There are more memories there. Nashira was protected, just as you were.”

“I can believe that. But what you’ve already told me may be enough to unlock any hidden doors, allow me to probe her mind with more success than I’ve had in the past. And to find another few glimpses of her here”—he touched his temple with his fingertips—“would mean a great deal. If you could tell me even more—”

“I’m sorry.” Akanah’s sudden smile was touched by humor. “Fifteen years ago, you weren’t important—just Fallanassi gossip. If I had known what was to come, I would have paid more attention.”

He laughed. “Will you wait here while I go see Leia?”

“Of course,” she said. “I’ve waited long enough for this night. I can wait a little longer for our journey to begin.”

Luke’s flight suit felt strange on his body, both too loose and too confining. The E-wing looked like an inert sculpture in its hangar, covered by a fine, pale coating of dust that had fallen out of the still air.

“Artee,” Luke said. “Exit standby mode.”

Almost instantly several lights of different colors glowed on the dome and faceplates of the astromech droid. A moment later it gave an answering chirrup.

“Preflight the ship,” Luke said, starting his own quick but thorough inspection.

The droid whistled, and Luke glanced down at the display bar on his flight suit.

“Yes, you can stop monitoring the house systems,” Luke said.

R7-T1’s response had the stridency of an alarm.

“Yes, I know there’s someone in the house,” Luke said, ducking under the left wing. “Just leave some lights on and the upper passways open. She’ll be fine.”

The E-wing passed both Artee’s and Luke’s checks with flying colors. Both the design and the example before Luke were relatively new, far more able and robust than the T-65 X-wing he had flown against the first Death Star at Yavin. And the E-wing he was about to climb into had been overhauled to factory-new condition after its last taste of combat.

Still, he hesitated.

Technically, the E-wing was on loan to the Jedi academy for training purposes, but only because there was no provision in the quartermaster’s regulations for loaning a front-line starfighter to a civilian. Ackbar had persuaded him that, given the unpredictability of life, it was far more sensible for him to have a fully armed E-wing at his disposal than an unarmed sprint, ketch, or runabout.

“Think of yourself as a member of the Republic’s militia. And a militiaman should have his weapon at home with him, in the event he is called on again,” Ackbar had said.

Luke had accepted that argument reluctantly. But in the months before he returned to Coruscant, he had become more and more uncomfortable in the E-wing’s cockpit. It was a heavily armed killer, an intimidator, an unspoken threat wherever it appeared. As such, it represented a part of his life that he was trying to leave behind.

His X-wing had fit him like a second skin, like an extension of himself. He had taken joy in flying it, even in battle. But that had been another, younger Luke. The E-wing was different. It was an embarrassment, an ugly set of clothes he was forced to wear when he went out in public. And he missed the familiar presence of Artoo, who simply did not fit—physically or electronically—in the E-wing’s R7 astromech interface.

One last time, he thought. Then maybe they’ll let me give it back.

“Open the canopy, Artee,” he said, and directed his concentration at the hangar’s front wall. Seams appeared in the unbroken expanse of silicon and quartz crystal, and the wall opened on hinges that had not existed just moments before. Bitter air filled the hangar as the wind screamed past the opening.

In the absence of a boarding ladder, Luke leaped lightly to the edge of the open cockpit and clambered in. As the canopy closed over him, he pictured in his mind the E-wing hovering a few hands above the hangar door and gliding silently out into the night. As he pictured it, it happened—except that the silence was broken by Artee’s insistent squawking. There was no explaining to the rigid-minded astromech that hovering with no engines did not necessarily represent an emergency.

“Power up engines,” Luke said.

Artee cooed in relief and complied.

Luke climbed out from the hermitage in a widening spiral, scanning the ground for further clues about his visitor. As he passed over the cliff for the second time, he spotted her ship—an elderly Verpine Adventurer—resting a hundred meters back from the precipice.

I can’t believe I didn’t hear that clunker coming, he thought. Pre-Empire, lifting body design, hoverjets for atmospheric mode—

Memories stirred, crossed, linked. He heard Leia’s impudent voice saying, “You came here in that thing? You’re braver than I thought.” That had been aboard the Death Star, the first time they’d met—when he’d seen himself rescuing a princess, not a long-lost sister. A long time ago.

Luke pulled the stick hard over, and the E-wing wheeled nimbly toward Imperial City. With a thought directed ahead of him, he let Leia know he was coming. For now, he kept the reason to himself.

He did not see Akanah watching from the tower, her hopeful gaze following the track of the engine exhausts as the E-wing disappeared into the night.

Without warning Leia sat bolt upright in her bed, breaking Han’s embrace.

“What is it now?” he asked plaintively.

“He’s coming here tonight.”

“Who is?”

“Luke.” She threw back the soft coppery sheet and climbed out of bed. “He’s coming to see us.”

“How do you know?”

“I heard his voice. You know, what you fondly refer to as that semimystical twin thing?”

“Well—he’s not ringing the doorbell yet,” Han said hopefully. “It’ll take him a while to get here.”

Leia seemed not to hear him. “It’s about time. All I have to do is tell him about the way the kids were today—that’ll give him the whole catalog of problems.”

“Are you sure that’s why he’s coming?”

“He said he needed to talk to me about family matters.”

Han received that news with a dubious expression. “I dunno, Leia—the kids aren’t the only family you two have,” he said, trying to dislodge her from her certainty without revealing where Luke was living. “Isn’t it more likely to be something about your father?”

“Why do you say that?”

“I kind of got the impression he’s still having trouble with some of that.”

“What? No, that’s silly,” Leia said dismissively. “Why should he feel guilty about what Father did under the control of the Emperor and the dark side? Luke forgave Father at Endor. You were there—you saw.”

Han frowned. “Well—maybe it didn’t turn out to be that simple for Luke. After all, a few billion people around the galaxy are still pretty unhappy with dear old Dad.”

“You don’t have to remind me about that,” said Leia, shrugging into a white robe and tying the sash in a bow. “But I’m the one who has to deal with it, not Luke. I’m the one who gets accused and screamed at and threatened, not Luke. And I’m handling it.”

As she was speaking, she moved toward the bedroom door. When she reached it, she stopped and turned back toward Han, still sitting bare-chested on the bed in a jumble of sheets. “No, I’m sure you’re wrong. That’s not why Luke’s coming here. He seemed—excited. Almost happy.”

Han surrendered. “All right. Whatever you say. Where are you going?”

“I’ve been keeping notes on the children. I want to bring them up to date before Luke arrives.” She threw him a quick smile and disappeared through the doorway.

“I guess we’re done here, then,” he said to himself. Sighing, he climbed out of bed. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Oh, yes, I do.”

Even in the middle of the night, it wasn’t possible for Luke Skywalker to make a quiet visit to the Chief of State of the New Republic. The entire area surrounding the president’s residence was secured airspace and protected by its own local shield generator. That ruled out a convenient landing right on the grounds, or even close by.

Instead, Luke was directed to land his E-wing on a military pad at Eastport. Even before he could climb out of the cockpit, a sizable crowd of ground crew and other port workers gathered at the pad. But it was different from the kind of crowds Han still drew. Everyone hung back, even after Luke jumped down from the cockpit to the tarmac.

It was as though they couldn’t pass up a chance to see Luke Skywalker but were too intimidated by his status to risk trying to shake his hand, clap him on the back, or even speak to him. He felt less a celebrity than a curiosity, more a dead legend than a living hero.

Luke wished they would all just go away. He had no interest in being celebrity or curiosity, legend or hero.

“Security Protocol One, Artee,” he said. As the E-wing’s canopy and engine intake covers closed, Luke strode toward the airspeeder waiting for him just outside the landing circle. The crowd parted for him in silence. But their excitement buffeted him, and their ambivalence tore at him. He heard them whispering to each other, read their faces, and he filled in the rest.

Children—you’ll never guess who I saw at the port tonight—

He’s here? What did he say? How did he seem? Where did he go? I wonder what it means.

The airspeeder was a standard government model, with a speed governor, an altitude limiter, and a pilot droid at the controls. To Luke, it was as welcome a sight as an escape pod on a doomed ship.

“President’s residence, north entrance,” Luke said.

He seemed so serious—

So mysterious—

He floated to the ground like a leaf—

He was as close to me as I am to you—

He smiled at me—

I never thought I’d have a chance to meet him—

You can tell just looking at him that he’s a Jedi—

You can tell just looking at him what he’s been through—

Luke closed his eyes in relief as the airspeeder took flight.

While they were waiting for Luke, Han had lingered in the front rooms, thinking that he might be able to get to his friend first and warn him what his sister was expecting. But when the signal from the north gatehouse finally came, Leia was past Han and out the door before he knew it.

“Let him in,” Han told the gate guard resignedly, and hurried after his wife.

He caught up just as Leia and Luke met on the north garden trail.

“Leia,” Luke said with a warm smile, and they embraced.

“I knew you’d come,” Leia said, kissing him on the cheek and taking his arm. “I knew you’d change your mind. I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you. How long can you stay?”

“We have some work to do together,” Luke said. “I don’t know how long it will take. And then I have some things to tell you. Hello, Han.” Luke clapped the taller man on the back with his free hand. “It’s good to see you again.”

“You don’t know the half of it, kid,” Han said wryly.

“Come on—let’s go inside,” Leia said. “Did they make you leave your bag at the gatehouse? That’s so foolish of them—”

“I didn’t bring a bag,” Luke said. “I didn’t plan on staying. But if it’s too late for you, I can pass the night out here, and we can work in the morning. I’ve always liked these gardens.”

Leia stopped, turning toward Luke and frowning. “I think I’ve missed something here,” she said. “The children are sleeping—at last—so we couldn’t start work until morning anyway. But I’m sure it’s going to take days, more likely weeks, to make any progress.”

“Leia. I haven’t come to train the children. Didn’t Han tell you my feelings on that?”

“I told her,” Han said.

“Han told me you said it was my problem,” Leia said. “And that was so unlike you that I was sure he’d gotten it wrong.”

Luke shook his head. “It suffers a bit for being condensed, but I suppose the kernel is still there,” he said. “Leia, there’s nothing I can do right now that won’t make your lives and theirs harder in the long run. I’ve meditated on this for a long time. I’m sure this is the right decision.”

“Then—you came here because you want something? Not because we need help?”

“I’m here because I may have some new information about our mother.”

Han was startled by Luke’s words, but, so far as he could see, Leia’s expression didn’t waver or soften in the slightest. “What new information?” she asked. “Where does it come from?”

“I don’t want to tell you yet,” Luke said. “I’m hoping that you’ll let me probe your mind again first. I have an idea what to look for now.”

Her body language foretold her answer. She held herself back from him, arms wrapped around herself, her mouth hard, her eyes darting, angry. “No,” she said. “Go back to wherever you came from.” She turned abruptly and started back toward the residence.

“Leia—” Han said, reaching for her as she neared where he stood.

She eluded his touch with a twist and a sidestep. “And you, if you take his side, you can go with him.”

“Leia—” Han’s tone was plaintive now, and it had no effect. In moments, the two men were alone on the path.

“I thought I was just out of practice flying,” Luke said with a sigh.

“For what it’s worth, kid, she had kind of a hard day,” Han said. “Leia’s been negotiating with the same guy for a month now, and it’s starting to drive her nuts. And I don’t know how they do it, but the twins seem to know when she’s not up to dealing with them, and really push the limits.”

“If she’d just draw on the Force,” Luke said, shaking his head. “It’s inexhaustible.”

“Well—she’s not. For whatever reason. I guess you’d better come back.”

“No,” Luke said. “I’m going to talk to her. She has to realize how important this is to both of us.”

“Kid, I can’t recommend it—”

“It’ll be all right,” Luke said, and started up the path.

The valet droid helpfully told Luke that Leia was in the private kitchen. He found her sitting on a stool at the meal bar, cupping a tall glass in both hands and staring out the window with faraway eyes.

“That’s perfect,” she said as he entered. “I was just trying to remember if you’d ever done anything I asked you to.”

“Once or twice, by accident,” he said lightly, hoping to draw a smile from her. “But we made it through anyway.”

Leia said nothing, choosing instead to sip from her glass.

“This is important for both of us, Leia. For your children, too,” Luke said. His glance acknowledged Han, who had followed as far as the doorway and taken up a position leaning, arms crossed, against the frame. “I think there really might be a chance to break through and discover our mother as a real person.”

“Why?” She turned her face toward him for the first time, and he saw the weariness in her eyes. “You’ve probed me more times than I can remember. You had Artoo and Threepio on Obra-skai for months, searching the libraries for any clue.” She emptied her glass and set it down on the bar. “You and I sat in a Jedi meditation circle for hours on end, night after night, calling on Obi-Wan and Anakin and Yoda, Owen and Beru, my foster parents, anyone we knew of who might have known her. Calling her, too—remember?”

“I remember.”

“And when we were done, we knew exactly as much as we had before. A conspiracy of silence, you called it.”

“It seemed that way,” Luke said. “But I think the silence has just been broken. I think I know why we never found any trace of her.”

“You’re obsessed with the past,” she said, her tone sharp. “I just can’t let myself keep caring that much. Father and Mother are dead, and nothing you do can change that. My children are the future.”

“How do we know that Mother’s dead?” Luke asked, easing onto a stool on the opposite side of the meal bar. “Where’s her grave? Who saw her die? Did you?”

“No—”

“How do we know she didn’t leave Alderaan, leave you on Alderaan, to hide from Father? How do we know she didn’t succeed?”

“There’s a simple answer to that,” Leia said, raising her head. “She’s dead, Luke. If she were still alive, there’d be nothing to stop her from coming here for a reunion.”

“She might be as young as fifty,” Luke said. “It could still happen.”

“It’s been twelve years, Luke,” she said. “And we’re not hard to find—at least, I’m not.”

“What does that mean?” asked Luke.

“I’m going to tell you something I’ve kept from you, just because of the way you are about this thing,” Leia said slowly. “Since the end of the war—since I made Coruscant my home, and the work of the New Republic my life—there’s been a steady stream of women coming here and claiming that they’re our long-lost mother.” She looked to Han. “How many have there been now, honey?”

“More than two hundred,” Han said, nodding. “More of them lately, for some reason—almost one a week so far this year.”

“The security staff calls them ‘mad grannies,’ ” Leia said. “Some of them aren’t old enough by half—some aren’t even human. But they’re all firmly in love with the idea that they married the monster and gave birth to the heroes of the Rebellion.” She shook her head sadly.

“But there might be reasons we don’t know of for her not to come,” Luke said earnestly. “She may need to protect those who protected her. She might not want to face our questions. For all she knows, we curse her memory. That’s why we may have to find her. Please, Leia—let me look into your mind one more time. I have a signpost this time—a name.”

“And what if you find what you’re looking for?”

“Then I’m going away with the woman who brought me the name, to find the rest.”

Leia raised her hands in exasperation. “You see? You see? There’ll never be an end to it—you’ll never be able to let it go.”

“I just have to know the truth,” Luke said. “I don’t understand why you don’t feel the same way—”

“Listen to me—we’re never going to have a tidy family tree,” Leia snapped. “Why can’t you realize? We’re never going to know our parents better than we do right now. We’re never going to have fond stories of our grandparents to tell our children. We’re better off telling them about Owen and Beru, about Bail—the real people who cared for us, protected us, loved us like we were their own. You make too much of blood.”

“It’s more than blood—” Luke began.

“I don’t care,” Leia said, slapping the top of the bar with the flat of her right hand. The noise was so sudden and loud that it made Han jump. “You can’t invent a normal childhood for us, no matter how much you turn up about Mother and Father. And if you do find the truth, as you call it, you just might find you don’t like it very much. You might end up wishing you’d let them stay dead.”

“Could anything be worse than what we already know?”

“I’d rather not know the answer to that question,” Leia said curtly, pushing herself back from the bar so violently that her stool toppled to the floor as she slipped off it. “You and I are foundlings, Luke. That’s how it is, like it or not. Our family tree starts here—with this family, and these children. And they’re going to know their parents, and their uncle, and all our wonderful friends.”

Leia’s face and voice filled with a rising fury as she spoke, fury at the world, the past, at Luke, at all who stood as obstacles to her vision of what should be. “My children are going to have normal family stories to tell their children, little funny stories about everyday nothings, stories where no one dies too young or has to carry a burden of shame. I’m going to see to that, with your help or without it—”

Han approached from the doorway. “Leia—”

“Nothing matters more to me, do you understand?” she demanded, jabbing a finger in Luke’s face. “Nothing. So you do what you think you have to, brother—go wherever you have to with whoever you want to, chasing whatever shadow of a hint of a promise of a clue you like. I don’t care about any of it. Don’t ask for my help again. And don’t bring the past into this house. It’s all just pain and death. You wallow in it if you want to. I’ve had enough of it for ten lifetimes.”

Stunned by the vehemence of her outburst, both men stood mute as Leia stalked out of the kitchen. “I’m sorry,” Luke said at last. “You were right. I let myself think I know her better than you do.”

“I don’t know who’s right and who’s wrong, kid. I just know you’re both stubborn as tauntauns,” Han said. “And that this would probably be a good time to be leaving.”

Luke did not argue.

* * *

Like most small sport spacecraft with bold names, Akanah’s Verpine Adventurer offered few amenities, technical or personal.

It had no weapons, combat shields, or astromech droid, and its sublight speed rating was a meager 2.5. The navigational deflector array had been upgraded to the Block 3 standard somewhere during its history, but its hyperdrive motivator was still Block 1. There was only a single pressurized compartment, which the flight stations shared with a single-width sleeper and tiny curtained refresher unit. The meal-service console was limited to three drink selections, Akanah explained apologetically, since she hadn’t been able to afford repairs to the food dispensers.

But the pilot’s station was roomy enough for Luke to forgo his service flight suit in favor of looser, more casual clothing, and the small cargo hold had more than room enough for Luke’s one modest bag beside Akanah’s luggage and supplies.

“Is that all?” Akanah shouted over the wind.

“That’s all,” Luke said, retrieving a comlink from a concealed pocket. “Go on, get inside—you’re shivering. Artee, can you hear me?”

The comlink chirped brightly.

Luke helped Akanah climb through the narrow access chute, then moved away from the Adventurer. “Artee, I’m going away for a while,” he said, cupping the comlink in one bare hand. “Maintain Security Protocol Five. If anyone breaches the perimeter, send Code Alpha-five-zed-alpha on Control Channel One. Acknowledge.”

R7-T1 acknowledged the instructions obediently. It was innocent of the fact that the code it had been given would topple the hermitage into the sea, shattering it on the rock spires and plunging the E-wing below the waves.

“End link,” Luke said, and switched the comlink off. Turning away, he returned to the Adventurer and climbed the access ladder two rungs at a time.

“Is everything all right?” Akanah asked as he joined her.

“Everything’s fine,” he said, pushing the lever that folded the ladder and sealed the hatch behind him. “Do you want the controls?”

“That’s not necessary,” she said, slipping in the second seat.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll help,” Luke said as he buckled himself in. “But first you have to tell me which way to point the little end of the ship.”

“Our destination is Lucazec,” she said. “That was our last home. We’ll start our search there.”


Chapter 7
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In deep space far from any star, the Teljkon vagabond drifted in the darkness, silent and inert. Gmar Askilon, the nearest of the cold lights woven into the eternal curtain of night, was too far away to raise more than the faintest gleam on the vagabond’s gray metal skin.

Trailing well behind was the much smaller black-hulled Intelligence ferret IX-44F—one ghost shadowing another. The ferret was nearly as inert as its quarry. It announced itself only with periodic position updates broadcast to Coruscant by hypercomm, and by an optical-laser pulse aimed directly aft.

The laser pulse was the rendezvous target for Pakkpekatt’s approaching armada, which had come out of hyperspace on tiptoe, one ship at a time, hundreds of thousands of klicks behind the vagabond. Following the ferret’s beacon, the armada had taken days to close the gap, its slow, silent approach that of an infinitely patient predator.

For most of that approach, the armada was arrayed single file on a heading that allowed the hull of the tiny ferret itself to hide the approaching ships from the vagabond. Only two days ago had the armada broken file and, using thrusters only, begun to spread itself out into the intercept formation.

The three pickets that made up the interdiction screen moved the farthest out and forward. Their orders called for them to flank the vagabond on three sides, and move ahead of it. By the time the rest of the armada caught up to the ferret, the interdiction pickets were to be in position to cut off a hyperspace escape.

Spreading out almost as widely were the three spotter ships—two escorts and the Lightning, a converted Prinawe racer—assigned to make complete visual and full-spectrum recordings of the intercept attempt. If the vagabond tried to run in real space, it was Lightning’s job to run with it.

Glorious, the gunship Marauder, and the pilotless ferret D-89 remained on the initial intercept heading, closing with the shadowing ferret so slowly that at times an impatient Lando thought they would never reach it.

“This Pakkpekatt is so cautious, he makes you look impetuous, Threepio,” Lando complained in the privacy of Lady Luck’s main cabin.

“I agree with his tactics,” said Lobot.

“You would,” Lando said wryly.

“Is it not prudent to take all pains to avoid alarming one’s prey?”

“We’ve gone far beyond prudent,” Lando grumbled. “I’m beginning to suspect the Hortek hunt by boring their prey to death.”

But finally the hour came when all ten ships were in position, and IX-44F and its three-man crew were relieved from their seventy-nine-day deployment.

“Captain, you are free to return to base, with our thanks,” Pakkpekatt signaled the ferret. “I’m afraid you will have to make a stealth withdrawal from the target zone, however.”

“Thank you, Colonel,” came the response. “A couple of days more or less in this closet don’t mean much to us at this point. Good luck and good hunting.”

As IX-44F veered slowly off the intercept heading and fell behind, the cruiser Glorious took up its position.

“What do you think is inside, General Calrissian?” asked Pakkpekatt as they stood together at the main bridge viewport. “Why is it here? Where is it going? Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“Wherever it’s going, Colonel, it’s not in a hurry,” Lando said easily. “Just like us, eh? Have you made a final decision on when to send in your ferret?”

“I intend to establish an observation baseline before making any approach,” Pakkpekatt said. “Have you and your staff made any progress on the signal fragment from the Hrasskis contact?”

“Colonel, you know our hands have been tied by your blackout orders. We’ve had hardly any bandwidth available to us on the HoloNet. Lady Luck doesn’t have the kind of data capacity you have here on Glorious. We depend more heavily than you do on access to records located elsewhere.”

“I will take that as a report of ‘No progress,’ ” Pakkpekatt said. With a light touch on the main viewport’s controls, he increased the gain on the photoamplifiers until the outline of the vagabond sharpened and the body of the vessel brightened enough to show the gross detail.

“Look at it, General,” he went on. “For all we know, it may be five hundred years old, or fifty thousand. It may have been roaming space since both our species were too young to raise our eyes to the stars. Perhaps the only reason we can get this close is that the work of some ancient engineer has at long last begun to decay and fail.”

“The odds favor a shorter history,” Lando said, surprised at the Hortek’s sentimentality. “There are many dangers in space.”

“Yes,” said Pakkpekatt, “and to the vagabond, we are one of them. Do you know, General, that no ship like this, no plan or design, appears in any registry of any New Republic world? No shipwright we’ve found will claim it as his handiwork, though all seem to admire the craft evident in it. If the vagabond was built by any species we know, no other like it was ever made.”

“Our catalog of everything that ever was is a long way from being complete,” said Lando. “The odds favor a less exotic history.”

“How can a gambler post the odds without knowing the game?” scoffed Pakkpekatt. “Perhaps this ship before us is home to a species which has no other home. Perhaps it’s a new and curious visitor to this part of the universe, from places for which we have no names. Or perhaps it comes here from deep in the Core, where we have vanishingly few friends. All are possible—as are a universe of possibilities beyond our present imagining.”

“Yes, possible,” Lando admitted. “Not likely.”

“But reason enough to be cautious, wouldn’t you agree?” Pakkpekatt said pointedly. “Reason enough for patience, even to the point of pain. Even to the point of boredom. We will watch them for a while, General. We’ll let them watch us for a while as well. And I’ll tell you when we’re ready to do more. Can you live with that, General?”

Lando’s skin prickled to hear echoes of his private conversations in Pakkpekatt’s words. It seemed more than a coincidence, and yet he had, on many occasions, seen charlatans perform even more convincing feats of mind reading through trickery.

“For now, Colonel,” Lando said. “I just hope whoever or whatever’s inside that thing isn’t busy making plans to destroy it to keep it out of our hands. That’s part of your universe of possibilities, too. I hope you won’t forget it.”

Pakkpekatt’s expression was unreadable. “I will ask the communications officer to allot what slack time there may be in our HoloNet queue to your staff. Perhaps that will allow you to make faster progress.”

“Thank you, Colonel,” Lando said with courtly politeness. “That’d be a step in the right direction.” 

* * *

“What a mess,” Lieutenant Norda Proi said, studying the high-resolution scan of space directly ahead of the Steadfast. The three-D display showed more than twelve thousand objects, from hundreds no larger than a stormtrooper’s combat boot to one that promised to be the aft third of an Imperial Star Destroyer. “Must have been one wild party.”

Captain Oolas nodded. “We’ll be here a month, at least. Where would you like to start, Lieutenant?”

“The big piece of cake, of course,” Proi said, pointing. “But we can launch droids on the way in, and let them start picking up the crumbs.”

For nearly a year the fleet hauler Steadfast had traced a solitary course through some of the most famous regions of what had once been Imperial space. Known in Fleet Office slang as a junker, Steadfast had served in the Battle of Endor, in the defense of Coruscant against Admiral Thrawn, and in the pursuit of the Knight Hammer.

But with the cessation of hostilities, the four oldest fleet haulers had been recalled—at the request of the Intelligence Section—from the combat groups they usually served. Equipped with dozens or specialized droids and with Intelligence officers supplementing the usual crew, the junkers were reborn as scavengers. Their mission orders took them to the coordinates of major battles between the Empire and its enemies, where they searched through the wreckage for objects or information of potential value.

“Do you think we’re the first ones here this time?” asked Captain Oolas.

Norda Proi studied the spectroscopic analysis of the objects being tracked. “Just possibly so, Captain. I don’t want to get my hopes up, though. We’ll know pretty quickly when we board the wreck if the mice have been here before us.”

Operation Flotsam had been launched when military artifacts, Rebel and Imperial, began showing up on the private collectors’ market. When further investigation showed that the artifacts had not been stolen but had been salvaged from battle zones by smugglers and other entrepreneurs, the Senate acted with unusual speed and unanimity.

The Historic Battle Site Protection Act established more than two dozen restricted areas and claimed ownership of all combat debris everywhere in the name of the Alliance War Museum. But security, not history, was the prime concern. Many observers credited the explosion of a thermal detonator in a wealthy residential zone on Givin and a Rudrig crime ring’s use of an Imperial interrogator droid on a kidnap victim with putting the fear into the Senate.

But a declaration of ownership by Coruscant only made the traffic in artifacts illegal—it didn’t end it. That took gunship patrols through the restricted areas, the arrest of the notorious Huttese smuggler Uta, and the seizure of weapons and other exotic collectibles from the upper-class customers of a well-known Imperial City art dealer. Even at that, the arrival of Steadfast had twice sent would-be poachers running, and the debris fields it had surveyed so far had all seemed picked over.

“I have a positive identification on the wreck, Lieutenant,” a junior Intelligence officer called out. “It’s the I-class Star Destroyer Gnisnal, our registry number SD-489. Reported destroyed by internal explosions during the Imperial evacuation of Narth and Ihopek. The report is from Alliance sources.”

“All right,” said Norda Proi, nodding. “Let’s move in.”

First aboard the wreck were half a dozen scanning and monitoring droids, which jetted across to it on their own power while the Steadfast held station a safe distance away.

Working in pairs, so that anything that happened to one would be documented by the other, the droids fanned out according to a search plan tailored to that class of vessel. The priorities were live weapons, known booby traps, and other possible hazards to the living, breathing search teams that were ready to follow.

The threats were not merely theoretical. The junker Selonia had been badly damaged when a poacher’s bomb disguised as a datapad went off in its hold. A year earlier, the ironically named surveyor Foresight had been destroyed by autofiring laser cannon when search teams tripped an alarm inside an abandoned Imperial cruiser.

But one rule of thumb had never failed the scavengers—if the droids found bodies aboard, there would be no bombs. Imperial guile did not extend to using the bodies of their own as bait for their enemies, and poachers—out of superstition or respect—always cleared the corridors and compartments of corpses.

Still, Norda Proi found that it made him uncomfortable to be gladdened by the sight of bodies aboard the Gnisnal.

“Did you hear about the fellow Republic Security arrested on Derra Four last month?” Proi asked, studying the images being relayed to Steadfast by SM-6. “He had eleven Imperial corpses in cryotanks in a hangar, all of them in full armor or deck uniform. Crazy.”

“I heard,” said Captain Oolas. “Crazy and sad. Apparently he was keeping them until his son was old enough to be told what happened to his mother during the occupation. Seems he planned to hand his son whatever weapon he wanted and let him take his revenge.”

“I’m glad I had a normal father,” Proi said, switching the display to the signal from SM-1.

Captain Oolas sat back and folded his hands on his lap. “I’m glad my homeworld was never occupied by the Empire.”

At that moment, SM-1 bumped against a floating body, sending it slowly cartwheeling away. But for just a moment, the face of a dead Imperial petty officer—burned by fire or explosion and blistered by decompression—seemed to hover in front of the droid’s optical scanner.

“You know, Lieutenant,” said Oolas, “even a just war doesn’t look quite so gloriously heroic to those of us who have to pick up afterward.”

“I won’t disagree,” said Proi. “I’m glad it’s over.”

The droid team of SM-3 and SM-4 found what was left of the power and propulsion decks of the Gnisnal: a jungle of scorched and twisted durasteel yawning open to space.

“The explosion was internal, all right,” Norda Proi said after studying the side-by-side images sent back by the droids. “Looks like a failure of the primary transfer coupling for the solar ionization reactor. Which is about as foolproof a piece of equipment as there is aboard a Star Destroyer.”

“Sabotage?”

“Or plain bad luck,” said Proi. “Whatever happened, it dropped the hyperspace motivator right down the pipe into the reactor core. The secondary explosion broke her back and carried away just about everything below the twenty-sixth deck. Poor sods wouldn’t have had any warning at all. Concussion alone probably killed most everyone on the upper decks.”

Proi switched to the signal from SM-5 and SM-6, which were slowly making their way to the bridge.

“Ensign, what would the normal ship’s complement be for the intact portion of the Gnisnal?”

“One moment, sir,” said the rating, leaning over his console. “At battle stations, approximately twelve thousand. At normal watch stations, approximately seven thousand, four hundred.”

“Too many to take home,” said Oolas.

Norda Proi shook his head. “Chances are half the crew or more was comprised of conscripts, most of them from what are now New Republic worlds,” he said. “I’ll put in a request to have a fleet transport diverted here to take the overflow.”

* * *

The primary operator for SM-1 sat beside data analysis droid DA-1 at a console in Steadfast’s forward hold. Together they monitored in real time the steady stream of images and sensor data from inside Gnisnal. A few steps away sat the operator for SM-2 and his analysis droid, performing the same tasks in parallel.

The primary task for the droids and their operators was to inventory the ship’s hangars, which had been located forward of the reactor, and its gun batteries, which ordinarily bristled from every face of the wedge-shaped main hull. But enough of the ship was missing that that task was well ahead of schedule. Both droids were already well aft, in the sections below the Star Destroyer’s superstructure.

Gnisnal’s hull was intact there, and the droids moved through the outer corridors on the port side without difficulty or obstruction. But when they turned down an inner corridor leading to the aft emplacements, alarms began sounding at both consoles.

“Ambient light detected,” DA-1 announced. But it was obvious to both operators without interpretation—the corridor ahead was brightly lit by its own overhead lights.

Immediately, the operator paged the Steadfast’s bridge. “Lieutenant Proi, this is Makki on Number One. Sir, the lights are on in Corridor R, Level Ninety. There’s still power aboard.” The operator’s voice was shadowed by concern.

“Interesting,” said Oolas, glancing at the range marker on the navigation display.

“Redundant systems,” Proi said, frowning, calling a three-view plan of the ship to his display. “That section is served by the Number Four power cell, backed up by the Number Eight. I guess one of them’s still working. Give the Imps credit, they built those babies to last.”

“Should I have the helmsman put a little more distance between us and the wreck?” Oolas’s upper tentacles wrapped themselves protectively around his thin neck as he spoke, showing his nervousness.

“No,” Proi said. He frowned, seemingly lost in thought. “That’s combat lighting, not emergency lighting. You know—as quickly as this ship went bad, there’s a chance they didn’t have time to initiate a purge—Makki, you there?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any signs of movement? Any vibration or hot spots in the bulkheads?”

“No, sir.”

“Then I want you to check something for me,” he said. “Send the droid up to Level Ninety-six, Corridor Q.”

“What’s there?” asked Oolas.

Norda Proi shook his head. “Wait. I’m superstitious about wishing out loud.”

With its twin following, SM-1 entered a turbolift shaft and began rising toward Level Ninety-six. Oolas watched anxiously, while Proi watched with silent anticipation. When the first droid had cleared the shaft, they saw an abandoned guardpost by a set of open blast doors. Thousands of jagged, glittery fragments drifted in the air like snow.

“The viewports on this level must have imploded after the explosion,” said Oolas.

“No—too thin. Those are fragments from display screens,” Proi said. “Which tells me we’re in the right place. Makki, turn to starboard. Forward, now. Through the blast doors. Look for an access corridor on the right, about twenty meters ahead.”

The droid’s maneuvering jets stirred the cloud of fragments into frantic motion as it made its way along, finding and turning down the access corridor. Before long, the corridor opened into a large, high-ceilinged room.

More than forty workstations, their displays all shattered, were arrayed in two half-circles. All faced the two-meter-tall metallic cylinder that stood like an unfinished sculpture on a platform against the far wall. Hanging on the wall to either side of the cylinder were digital display panels as wide as blast doors. An ever-changing array of multicolored messages in Basic and binary filled most of the face of the left panel.

“By my mother’s jewels—” Proi said in awe.

“What is it?”

“Our express ticket back to Coruscant,” said Lieutenant Norda Proi. “An intact Imperial memory core.”

The Number 4 memory core from the Star Destroyer Gnisnal stood in a Technical Section laboratory coupled to three heavy-duty power droids in a cascade chain. One droid was sufficient to keep the core’s tiers and channels from collapsing; the others were insurance. The contents of the memory core were too valuable to risk.

Accessing the contents, though, required knowing which of more than a hundred Imperial data sequencing algorithms had been used to write information to the core. And that knowledge was not stored anywhere in the core itself, but in the dual system controllers—which had not survived the destruction of the ship.

Only fourteen of those algorithms were known in detail to the experts of the Technical Section. In the first day the Gnisnal core was in the laboratory, all fourteen were tried on it, without success. The contents of the core poured out as seemingly impenetrable gibberish.

Five different teams made up of crack information-science specialists aided by speedy analysis droids immediately set out to find the patterns in the gibberish. Using files captured from other Imperial vessels as a guide, they searched through the digital jigsaw puzzle for pieces that went together. Even a few short strings could be enough to allow the droids to re-create the unknown algorithm, and unlock whatever secrets the memory core held.

Jarse Motempe’s Team 3 assembled the first fragmentary string, made up of the names and ranks of two of Gnisnal’s command officers. Within a day Team 5 had found an even longer string containing a standard Imperial hypercomm message header.

The final breakthrough belonged to Motempe again—the complete fifteen-point standing maintenance order for a TIE bomber. Its more than fourteen hundred sequential data bits seemed to map every detail of the new algorithm. Confirmation came quickly: The first file reconstructed was the ship’s duty roster. The second was its daily communications log for the day it was destroyed.

After that, things moved very quickly. An interface droid was programmed with the new algorithm and linked to the Gnisnal core, and this time tens of thousand of object and data files poured forth instead of gibberish. Each file was copied, tagged, classified, and forwarded to the Analysis Section for distribution.

One of them, given the ID number AK031995 and a priority code of Most Urgent, ended up in the hands of Ayddar Nylykerka.

Officially, Ayddar Nylykerka was a cataloger, and his assignment was Asset Tracking. Practically, that meant he made lists, requested lists, collected lists, collated lists, cross-indexed lists. All of the lists concerned the same subject—Imperial warships.

The Asset Tracking office had been set up in the wake of an intelligence failure that had nearly led to disaster. Grand Admiral Thrawn had been the first to rediscover the more than a hundred hidden Old Republic Dreadnaughts known as the Katana fleet, and had managed to seize the great majority of them before the New Republic caught up. Thrawn’s vastly strengthened fleet then attacked more than twenty New Republic systems. By the time he was defeated, a great price had been paid in lives and material.

Asset Tracking existed to make sure that there were no more such painful surprises.

But the office had undergone many changes since it had been established. At first it enjoyed a staff of fifteen—eight researchers, three catalogers, two analysts, and two clerical droids. The size of the staff reflected the importance given the task, and the chief analyst was invariably well connected in the Fleet Office. Reports from the Asset Tracking office regularly received high-level attention.

Over time, however, the office’s star faded. The easy work was done early, and each report contained less new and useful information. The passage of time raised doubts about the usefulness of Asset Tracking assessments, since it gave potential enemies the chance to build and launch new vessels. Little by little, staff was reassigned to higher-priority tasks, and the positions that remained came to be viewed as career dead ends. Those who could get out, did—except for Ayddar Nylykerka.

At the time the Gnisnal intelligence reached him, Ayddar Nylykerka was the Asset Tracking office. Starting out as a researcher, he had moved up to cataloger when no one else had seemed to want the job, and had added the analyst’s hat when the office’s last licensed analyst had been reassigned. For more than seven years he had carried the burden alone. He had the smallest cubicle in the Threat Assessment section, no more than a box with a door. To go with the absence of creature comforts, he also had no staff, no status or perks, and no contacts to tell him where file AK031995 had come from.

Ayddar Nylykerka did not know about the evacuation of Narth and Ipotek, the destruction of the Gnisnal, or the discoveries of the Steadfast. He had never heard of Captain Oolas, Norda Proi, Jarse Motempe, or any of the others whose work had brought the file to him. He was not aware that outside his cubicle walls he was considered laughably humorless and harmlessly obsessive.

But he knew his job, which had not changed since the office had been established: to inventory and determine the status of every warship known to the New Republic and not under the control of the New Republic.

And he knew that in the entire history of the Asset Tracking office, it had never before had available to it what he now had before him: a complete Imperial order of battle.

It was all there: Every warship, by name, class, callsign, and commander, assigned to every fleet and combat command. Every fighter, interceptor, bomber, and assault squadron posted to every SD, SSD, carrier, and Dreadnaught, with squadron strengths detailed. Every stormtrooper company and infantry battalion assigned to every transport, occupation force, outpost, and fort. Every cripple in a drydock and every keel in a shipyard, with projected repair and completion dates. Even the second-tier vessels allocated to training commands were included.

The datestamp on the file was more than ten years old, but it was still a treasure beyond price. The order of battle encompassed information far beyond that which ordinary snip captains and task force commanders would have at their disposal, information that only a ranking sector commander or the Emperor’s own military aides would possess.

And that made Ayddar Nylykerka suspicious—suspicious enough to spend the next several hours trying to show that the file was a fraud, a late-discovered Imperial disinformation trick.

When he could not do so, he called his wives and told them not to expect him that night.

Then he threw himself into the real task before him: finding something in AK031995 to justify the last seven years of his professional life, something to remind everyone in the Fleet Command that the Asset Tracking office existed for a reason. Having authenticated the order of battle with his highest-confidence intelligence, he put his faith behind it, certain that he would never have such an opportunity again.

As he studied the data, the unofficial motto of the Intelligence Section lingered in his mind: As dangerous as what we don’t know are the things we “know” that aren’t so.

Ayddar Nylykerka did not leave his desk for three days. When at last he did, it was not to go home. With his datapad tucked tightly under his arm, he ordered an airspeeder from the pool and headed for Victory Lake.

The Coruscant home of Admiral Ackbar was made up of two squat off-white cylinders. One cylinder, windowless, rose from the grassy shore of Victory Lake. The other, half transparisteel, rose from the tranquil blue water. They were linked by a third cylinder, a long, slender shape that enclosed a second-story skywalk. A graceful single-seat Calamari water skimmer was moored to a pylon in the lake.

Ayddar’s Fleet ID was enough to get him past the guardpost at the security perimeter, though he was obliged to surrender his datapad for screening, then park the airspeeder and walk up to the house. There he presented himself at the entrance to the lakeshore cylinder.

“Ayddar Nylykerka, chief analyst of the Asset Tracking office, Intelligence Section, Fleet Command, to see Admiral Ackbar.”

A few seconds later the curved door flashed open with a hiss to reveal a Fleet valet droid. Folding its arms across its chest, it seemed to take up the whole doorway. “Analyst, Admiral Ackbar doesn’t see anyone below the rank of commodore when he’s home,” the droid said. “He spends enough time out of water as it is. Call his office in the morning and ask for an appointment.”

Ayddar stared disbelievingly. “You don’t understand. This is important.”

“Then it’s important enough to disturb your immediate superior first,” the droid said. “Run it up through channels. The admiral will consider it if and when it reaches his desk.”

“No,” Ayddar said stubbornly. He tried to look beyond the droid into the house, but all he saw was the inner door of the security lock. “Not acceptable. I have to see him personally. I can’t take the chance that this information won’t be brought to his attention.”

“Mr. Nylykerka, Admiral Ackbar is resting. He is not available to see you,” the droid said implacably. “Now, will you leave, or do I need to signal the guard?”

Hugging the datapad to his chest, Ayddar squinted angrily at the droid. “Very well,” he said finally. “I’ll go.”

“Thank you, Mr. Nylykerka,” said the droid. It waited until Ayddar had turned and taken his first steps down the path before closing the door.

The moment the door closed, however, Ayddar wheeled around on the path and ran past the entrance toward the shore. Gritting his teeth and cringing, he waded clumsily out into the water, splashing wildly. Alarms began to sound, and a brilliant bank of lights on the underside of the skywalk suddenly cut short the twilight. With an animal cry, Ayddar flung himself headlong into the waist-deep water and began to thrash his way toward the lake cylinder in a wretched imitation of swimming.

His simple and single-minded impulse had been to pound on the lake-level viewpanes to get Ackbar’s attention. But as he got closer, he saw that the cylinder was an aquahab, filled with water nearly to the level of the skywalk.

A security airspeeder swooped low overhead, and an amplified voice bellowed orders at him. “Attention, intruder—this is your only warning. You are trespassing on government property. Antipersonnel blasters are aimed at you. Stop where you are, and you will not be fired on. If you do not surrender, you will be shot.”

Panicked, Ayddar raised his arms. When he did, his fragile grasp of swimming abruptly ended, and he slid below the surface. Before he realized what was happening, he found himself mired hand and foot in a layer of muck on the bottom, unable to push off and free himself to return to the surface.

A ring of lamps around the base of the aquahab flooded the dark waters with light. For the first time Ayddar could see that there was an underwater entrance to the cylinder. He fought his way along the bottom to it, reached up with his free hand, and squeezed the Open lever.

Nothing happened.

In final desperation, with the sound of a jetboat’s engines surrounding him and quickly growing louder, Ayddar reached up and swung the datapad against the hatch. It seemed to move in slow motion and to make hardly any sound when it struck.

But to Ayddar’s surprise, the hatch slid open. A blur in the water grasped him firmly by the front of his shirt and dragged him inside with an ease that spoke of impressive strength. Moments later Ayddar found himself breaking the surface at the top of the aquahab. Gasping noisily, he grabbed wildly for the edge. Only when his fingertips had found precarious purchase there did Ayddar realize that he no longer had the datapad.

He looked around wildly and found Admiral Ackbar watching him. The Calamari glided easily through the water on the far side of the pool, making barely a ripple.

“You are Tammarian, are you not?” Ackbar said.

Ayddar was shaking uncontrollably as he clung to the edge of the walkway surrounding the water. “Yes, Ad-Admiral.”

“I have heard that Tammar has an unusually thin atmosphere for an inhabited world,” said Ackbar casually.

“That is t-true, Admiral.”

“I have heard,” the admiral went on, “that as a consequence your people evolved a sort of chemical pouch where you store oxygen while at rest.”

“Yes,” Ayddar said through chattering lips. “The chaghizs torm. It al-allows us to expend en-en-energy faster, for—for a short time, than res-respiration alone would al-allow.”

“I am told,” said Ackbar, “that this is why your people can free-live in vacuum for short periods of time.”

Feeling nauseous, Ayddar closed his eyes and rested his head on his arms. “Yes,” he said, his voice small and muffled.

“I have also heard,” said the Calamari, gliding nearby, “that your planet is wholly without surface water, and that your people’s most powerful fears have come to involve being immersed in standing water.”

Ayddar nodded weakly.

“I confess that such fears are completely alien to me,” said Ackbar. “Yet you willingly entered the lake in an effort to see me.”

“Y-Yes, Admiral. I thought it was my d-duty.”

Effortlessly, the big Calamari eased himself out of the water and onto the ledge. Ayddar saw that he held the datapad securely in one big hand.

“Well,” Ackbar said, extending his empty hand to Ayddar, “I find I am not resting any longer. So perhaps you will come to my study with me and tell me what news has inspired such reckless devotion to duty.”

The track outside the officers’ gymnasium at Fleet Headquarters wound its way for a kilometer over hilly, wooded ground. Secured, shielded, and privacy-screened, it had been used many times for discreet, deniable meetings—not least by the man for whom Admiral Ackbar waited in the cool morning air.

Ackbar stood at the edge of the line of trees, a few strides from the cinder track, and looked back toward the rising sun as a solitary runner crested a small rise. As the runner drew near, Ackbar stepped out from the trees. “I see you are a still a creature of habit, Hiram,” he said with cheerful gruffness.

Admiral Hiram Drayson slowed from his brisk jog to a walk. “I see you’re still as slothful as ever. It’s been a long time since you’ve been in the gym.”

“I do not much enjoy coming here, but sometimes I have no choice,” Ackbar said, falling in beside Drayson. “Will you take pity and walk with me a while?”

“I think I can accommodate myself to your pace,” said Drayson. “What’s new?”

“I had a visit last night from the senior analyst of Asset Tracking,” said Ackbar.

“Indeed.”

“So—you have already heard.”

“I heard there was a disturbance at your residence—nothing more.”

“I will choose to believe that,” Ackbar said. “Ayddar has uncovered something which concerns me, and about which I would like your counsel. But I did not want to be seen coming to your office, or allow this to be placed on the Fleet net.”

“Go on.”

Even at their modest pace, Ackbar was beginning to pant. “Ayddar has been studying the Imperial order of battle taken from the Gnisnal a month ago. He has found a discrepancy.”

“Another Katana?”

“Nothing so large or clear-cut,” Ackbar said. “What the young man has discovered is this: There are an unusual number of vessels assigned to the Empire’s Black Sword Command which we cannot account for.”

“Black Sword Command defended the center of the Empire’s Rim territories,” Drayson noted. “Praxlis, Corridan, the entire Kokash and Farlax sectors.”

“Yes,” Ackbar said, nearly gasping for breath. He placed a hand on Drayson’s shoulder and turned him. “Please—may we stop?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you,” said Ackbar, his neck and upper chest heaving. “I apologize. The older I get, the harder it is for me to keep my lungs wet in air.”

“Apology not necessary. You were saying—”

“Yes, of course.” Ackbar glanced up and down the track, then dropped his voice. “According to Ayddar, the order of battle for Black Sword includes forty-four capital ships which we have not seen nor heard of since the fall of the Emperor. None smaller than a Victory-class Star Destroyer. Three are Super-class vessels.”

Drayson whistled. “What do you think of his analysis?”

“I find it indisputable.”

“You know that that’s more than enough firepower to overwhelm any planetary system in the New Republic,” said Drayson. “Coruscant included.”

“Yes,” said Ackbar. “If those ships still exist, they would represent a serious threat.”

“If?”

“If,” Ackbar repeated. “You see, there are many wrinkles to this matter. All but five of the forty-four were either newly laid keels or in a yard somewhere for refit or major repairs.”

“Which yards?”

“Ayddar cannot say. The names given are either not known to us, or are unknown code names for places we do know.”

“Or they may not exist at all—the yards or the ships,” said Drayson. “Don’t rule out the possibility that the order of battle is padded with paper assets. If neither Daala nor Thrawn could lay hands on these ships to throw at us—”

“That is a consideration.”

Drayson frowned. “What are the chances that some or all of them were simply renamed, and we have seen them since? We’ve certainly known Imperial Command to play that game.”

“Ayddar tells me that, at most, that could account for five of the missing vessels.”

“Which would still leave a substantial force unaccounted for,” mused Drayson. “How long after the destruction of the Gnisnal did the Black Sword Command withdraw from the Rim?”

“Less than a year.”

“Long enough for at least some of those vessels to have been completed or repaired,” said Drayson.

“More than half, if the projected commissioning dates in the order of battle were met.”

“So the Empire may have taken upwards of twenty more ships than we knew back with them to the Deep Core.”

“Yes. But there’s another possibility, which concerns me rather more,” said Ackbar. “The Empire preferred to establish military shipyards in every sector they controlled, so that no one facility was critical to the war effort, and damaged ships did not need to travel far for repairs—”

“Which would suggest that those unidentified yards were likely located somewhere in Black Sword Command’s patrol area.”

“Which would mean that as many as twenty Star Destroyers could be very much closer to us than the Core.”

Drayson squinted at Ackbar. “Ordinarily, I’d expect the Empire to destroy any assets they couldn’t take with them.”

“I would be happy to know that they had done so,” said Ackbar. “But we haven’t found any ruined shipyards in that area. Though that is not conclusive—there are large areas of Kokash and Farlax which have never been properly surveyed. Including the Morath Nebula and the Koornacht Cluster.”

“Ah,” said Drayson. “I see where this is leading.”

“Hiram, I don’t want to know how you might know the answers. But I know you have resources not available outside your office. I am concerned by this business with Nil Spaar. Negotiations have been at a standstill for weeks, and yet Leia still urges patience. And I wonder to myself, could the Yevetha be hiding these ships for Daala? Is it possible the Duskhan League is still allied with the Core?”

After a moment’s measured consideration, Drayson said, “I have no information to support such a thesis. Or to rule it out.”

“Then I am at a loss as to how to proceed,” Ackbar said. “The negotiations in progress make this a delicate matter. I cannot make accusations without evidence. Nor can I ignore a potential threat of this magnitude.”

“What would you do if the decision were yours?”

“I would begin a search for this Black Fleet, and not stop until we have found it, or its wreckage, and made certain it is not sitting on our doorstep. We must know the fate of these ships.”

Drayson nodded thoughtfully. “Then I think you should take Ayddar’s information to Princess Leia, and make that recommendation. Perhaps she’ll allow you to persuade her.”

“I fear otherwise,” said Ackbar. “Still, I can but try.”

“I wish you success. In the meantime—can you see your way to—”

Ackbar pressed a datacard into Drayson’s hand. “The list of the missing ships, and the mystery shipyards.”

Two other runners were in sight now and drawing nearer. With a perfectly practiced casualness, Drayson made the datacard disappear into a pocket. “I’ll do what I can,” he said, and flashed a stage smile. “Nice seeing you again, Admiral.”

At the pace at which Drayson then struck out down the track, Ackbar doubted that any other runner would head him.


Chapter 8
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“Let me make sure I understand,” said Princess Leia, turning away from the broad windows of the executive conference room to face Admiral Ackbar and General A’baht. “No one has seen any of these vessels for ten years—and that’s why you’re worried about them?”

Ackbar and A’baht exchanged looks, negotiating who would answer.

“Essentially, that is correct—” said Ackbar, who lost.

“Why doesn’t it sound as silly to you as it does to me? I believe you’re worried about literally nothing.”

Ackbar cleared his throat. “Princess, you know the price of being wrong. It can be a fatal error to underestimate an enemy’s strength, or the seriousness of a threat. Our own success against the Empire owed much to the Emperor’s making exactly that error.”

“Better to take precautions that aren’t needed than to fail to take them when they are,” A’baht said, almost to himself.

“No one is going to attack the New Republic,” Leia said flatly.

Both Ackbar and A’baht were taken aback by her pronouncement. “If you’re so sure of that, then let’s mothball the Fleet and muster out the troops,” A’baht said scornfully. “I’m sure we all have better things we could be doing.”

“General, it’s because of the Fleet that no one’s going to attack us,” said Leia. “Ackbar tells me we can now call on more ships than fought on both sides in the largest battle of the Rebellion. Do I have that right, Admiral?”

Ackbar nodded silently.

“That’s more than enough to bloody the nose of anyone who makes the mistake of taking a swing at us. And everyone out there knows it,” she said. “They have more to gain by joining us than they do by opposing us. Look at the Duskhan League—they clearly represent a first-order civilization, economically and technologically. What are they doing? They’re here negotiating with us.”

The general remained undeterred. “To take your metaphor, Princess, one swing can both start and end a fight if it comes without warning.”

“Are we suddenly more vulnerable to surprise attack than we were a week ago?”

“No, Princess—”

“Then are you telling me that we’ve always been vulnerable to a surprise attack?”

“I’m telling you that there’s more to being ready to defend yourself than posting sentries at the border,” said A’baht, a touch of impatience in his tone. “You must plan, and you must train, for the battle you don’t want to fight, against the enemy you don’t want to face, on the ground you don’t want to defend. Then, and only then, do you have a credible deterrent.”

She turned quickly to face Ackbar. “And haven’t you done that, Admiral? Haven’t you seen to it that our forces are thoroughly trained and thoughtfully deployed? If not, I’m afraid I may have to fire you.”

“Yes, we have done those things, Princess—”

“Then will you explain to General A’baht—”

“—but there is more to consider,” Ackbar said forcefully. “If this Black Fleet exists, and if it is operational, it represents a secret weapon. And it is the nature of secret weapons to upset all the careful planning of one’s adversaries. Indeed, Princess, that is their purpose.”

Leia looked down and studied the list displayed on her datapad, then shook her head. “Do these ships really represent a threat on that scale?”

“Yes,” A’baht said firmly. “The Empire’s standard Sector Group strength was only twenty-four Star Destroyers. They were able to exercise control over an entire system with a single Imperial-class ship. They were able to overwhelm anything up to a Class Four planetary defense with one-third of a Sector Group.”

Closing her datapad, Leia studied A’baht next. “But those were the Empire’s best, and fully equipped with the Empire’s best. When a capital warship is in the yards, does the crew ordinarily stay aboard?”

“No, of course not.”

“What about the troops, the fighters? Are they kept aboard?”

“I suspect the Princess knows better,” said A’baht. “When a ship is laid up for any significant time, its complement would normally be reassigned.”

“So—let’s say that all of these ships fell into other hands when the Empire withdrew. They’d be empty shells. They won’t have six TIE squadrons aboard. They won’t have a division of stormtroopers. They won’t have assault gunboats. They won’t have an army of AT-ATs.”

A’baht was unmoved. “The Princess is grasping at straws,” he said. “The greatest threat in this situation is that those ships never left Imperial hands, or that region of space.”

“They couldn’t have been on continuous deployment for ten years,” Leia protested.

“No,” said Ackbar. “But there are more than two hundred inhabited worlds in Hatawa and Farlax, many of which we still know little about. Some may still be friends with our enemies. And there is still the matter of the five unknown shipyards used by the Black Sword Command. No matter who owns them, I would like to know what has come off the ways in those ten years.”

Pressed from both sides, by one she knew and trusted and by another she did not know but respected, Leia relented. “I really don’t need this right now,” she said, sighing. “What exactly are you recommending?”

“Princess, the Fifth Fleet is about to sail on its show-the-flag excursion,” said A’baht. “I would suggest to you that searching for the Black Fleet would be a better use of those ships.”

“You want to take the entire Fifth into Hatawa and Farlax?”

“I would not want to find the Black Fleet with anything less at my command, Princess.”

“You realize, of course, that the Koornacht Cluster is in Farlax.”

Ackbar nodded. “Yes—of course.”

“Then you realize that you’ll have to exempt Koornacht from any search. Nil Spaar has been adamant about territorial integrity,” she said. “Their claim extends to the entire cluster. He hasn’t even agreed to grant emergency landing or pass-through rights yet. Any intrusion by Republic warships, no matter what the mission, is completely unacceptable—to him and to me.”

Once again Ackbar and A’baht exchanged glances. This time A’baht lost. “Princess, perhaps you can explain to me the logic in starting a search and announcing a safe hiding place at the same time.”

“Ackbar said there’re over two hundred inhabited worlds in that region,” Leia said. “That should give you enough to keep you busy until I’ve reached an agreement with the Yevetha.”

“Koornacht is centrally located, and the Yevetha are technologically adept,” said A’baht. “It’s a likely location for at least one of the shipyards.”

“The Yevetha hate the Empire as much as anyone,” said Leia. “They ran them out of Koornacht at the first opportunity. You can be sure there are no secret weapons hidden there.”

“Perhaps. And perhaps Nil Spaar will view the missing vessels with more alarm than you have,” said A’baht. “Why not ask him for permission for my ships to search the Cluster for the Black Fleet? Make him say no for himself.”

“You obviously don’t understand the situation with the Yevetha, or you would never make such a request,” Leia said sharply. “Admiral Ackbar, I know you understand.”

“I understand your reluctance, and I understand General A’baht’s concern,” said Ackbar. “Given that, as you say, the Yevetha are no friends of the Empire, I would like to see the question put before the viceroy. He could surprise you.”

“No,” said Leia with a shake of her head. “The question alone is a threat. The presence of warships would be an open provocation. He could never agree to such a thing.”

A’baht pressed her again. “Let him say so. Put the question before him, as the admiral suggests.”

“No,” Leia said firmly. “Don’t ask me again. General, you may take the Fifth into Hatawa and Farlax to search for Nylykerka’s phantoms. You will respect the boundaries asserted by the Duskhan League, and not enter the Koornacht Cluster without explicit permission from me. Is that understood?”

A’baht rose from his seat and made himself tall. “I understand,” he said. “Please excuse me, Princess. I have a great deal to see to.”

“Good day, General.”

He saluted smartly and was gone.

“I want your word, too, Admiral,” Leia said, turning to Ackbar. “I won’t have all my efforts with Nil Spaar compromised. I’ve worked very hard to earn his trust. I don’t intend to lose it because some junior intelligence analyst couldn’t get his lists to agree.”

“You are Chief of State, and my superior,” said Ackbar, standing. “You do not need my word, but I give it to you—your orders will be obeyed. But I cannot give you my approval. I believe you’ve wrongly placed a lesser matter above a greater one.”

“Curious—that’s exactly how I felt listening to you and General A’baht,” Leia said. “I considered it quite a concession on my part to agree to send the Fifth into those sectors at all. You might try to appreciate that a little more, and lecture me a little less.”

“Han, darling?”

Han’s face was buried in a pillow, and his answer was muffled. “Um—what?”

“I’m thinking something I don’t like thinking.”

Rolling over, Han made as polite a show of interest as he could manage half asleep. “What’s that?”

“These aren’t negotiations anymore. With Nil Spaar. All they are is conversations.”

“What do you mean?”

Leia sat up in bed. “In the beginning, I thought what I had to do was learn enough about them to find something they wanted—wanted enough to make them reconsider their position.”

“You can’t bargain with a man who doesn’t want to buy,” Han said.

“No,” said Leia. “You’re right about that. The viceroy was sent here to preserve the status quo. No trade, no cultural exchange, no technical or scientific information access, mutual agreement on borders and territories, strict border controls. To the Yevetha, only the status quo is acceptable—and the status quo is isolationism.”

“Well—that’s their choice, isn’t it?”

“But I want to bring N’zoth and Coruscant closer together. This could be the most important alliance of the last ten years—or the next fifty.”

“There’s always someone who doesn’t want to join the club,” said Han. “Sometimes to be contrary. Sometimes because they like not having to answer to anyone, follow anyone else’s rules. Independence is worth something, Leia. I knew a man on the Praff runs, name of—oh, blast, what was his name?—Hatirma Havighasu. He always worked alone. Said cooperation was for cowards.”

“How did that work for him?”

“Well—he couldn’t take the big jobs, of course. Or the ones where you’ve got to have someone to watch your back. But he was still alive when I moved on. I imagine he probably still is, tough as he was.”

Leia sighed. “Maybe that’s it,” she said. “Maybe the way the Yevetha see themselves, they have to be standing alone, owing no one anything. The viceroy hasn’t given me a single concrete reason to hope for an agreement on any terms but his—except for the fact that he comes back day after day.”

“Then why continue?” Han said, propping himself up on his elbows so he could see her better in the dimly lit room. “It’s been eating up your time and stealing your energy for two months now.”

“Because Nil Spaar’s not like that,” said Leia. “He’s reasonable, even though the League isn’t ready to be. He’s even friendly at times, even though the League doesn’t want to be. Right now, the only thread that connects the League and the Republic is our personal relationship.”

“Pretty thin thread, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think so. The viceroy is more open-minded than whoever wrote his orders. I have a very clear sense that he wants me to succeed—he’s trying to give me time. He hopes I’ll find a way to bring us together.”

“Are you sure you’re not just trying one more time to win your argument with Luke?”

“What do you mean?”

“If the Yevetha want to hide away out there like so many hermits, I’m not sure why they should care how we feel about it,” Han said, shrugging. “Unless you’re thinking about twisting arms. Which you probably could, this time.”

“I’m not thinking about any such thing,” Leia said tersely. “Haven’t you been listening?”

“I’m just trying to figure out why it matters so much to you to make something happen when this business with the viceroy is obviously going nowhere,” Han said defensively.

“Maybe that’s why,” Leia said, looking down at her hands. “Maybe because I’m the only one in that room with him. No one else can do this but me.” She hesitated. “Maybe some little part of me is still trying to prove that I belong here.”

“No one questions that.”

“That’s kind, Han, but it’s not true. It’d be no trouble at all to make you a list of a hundred senators who’d be delighted to see me go.”

“Well—you can’t please everyone. If everybody likes you, you’re probably not doing your job.”

“It’s not about being liked,” Leia said, then hesitated. “I guess I question whether I belong here.”

Han rolled toward her. “Now that’s just crazy.”

“No, it isn’t. I never realized how much Mon Mothma did, or how hard it was. This job is so overwhelming. Everyone always wants a piece of you. It takes someone special to deal with it all.”

“You are someone special, boss lady.”

“Some days I just don’t feel up to it,” she said, shaking her head. “Behn-kihl-nahm, now, he’d be a terrific president. He’s got the experience, the insight, the patience—he’s been here more than thirty years, Han. Half the time I feel like an accident of history. What happens if you and Luke don’t get it into your heads to rescue me? Poof. No Princess Leia.”

“I seem to remember a certain feisty young princess taking charge of her own rescue,” Han said dryly. “I don’t know if any of us would have gotten out of there without all of us.”

“The point is, I could easily have died on the Death Star,” Leia said. “I don’t doubt that my father was capable of killing me to get what Grand Moff Tarkin wanted.”

“You never have talked about that.”

“I don’t like even thinking about it,” she said.

“He didn’t know you were his daughter.”

She smiled sadly. “That says something, doesn’t it? Oh, listen to me—I’m sounding more and more like Luke all the time. This is why I hate looking back. Nothing good comes from looking back.”

“So why are you doing it?”

“Because you asked me why these negotiations matter to me,” she said. Then she quickly amended her answer, saying, “No—that’s not fair to you. It’s not your doing. I’ve been lying here for an hour afraid to go to sleep, and I can’t think of anything else but.”

“Oh,” said Han. “Did you dream about Alderaan again?”

“Twice in the last week,” said Leia. “And that’s another reason to question myself.”

“Because you have bad dreams? Anyone who was there would.”

“Tarkin said I had dictated the choice of targets for the Death Star’s demonstration,” Leia said softly. “I haven’t been able to make myself stop hearing that. I still see the explosion.” She looked away. “And sometimes I can’t help feeling as though they died because of me. That I survived because I betrayed them. And what kind of qualification is that?”

“Nonsense. They died because of Tarkin,” Han said. “He only said that to manipulate you. I hate to see that it’s still working.”

“Memories have a long reach,” she said, settling back against her pillows. “I just realized something else, Han. About why this matters. And it’s a better answer to your question than my doubts about belonging where I am.” She shook her head slowly and closed her eyes. “My father did so much to divide the galaxy. I feel as though I have to do what I can to unite it.”

“You can’t take all that on—”

“I can’t not take it on. I have my demons, too—Luke’s not the only one. That’s why you can never ask me to walk away,” Leia said. “I don’t know if I belong in this job, and it makes me bone-tired and half crazy sometimes, but I want to be here. Here, maybe I can make a difference.” She turned to her husband in the darkness. “That’s all I’m trying to do in that room with Nil Spaar, Han—make a difference. Is that wrong?”

Han reached for her hand and squeezed it affectionately, forgivingly. “No. There’s nothing wrong with that. But you might think about throwing in a vacation here and there, when you start to feel the walls closing in. Let someone else mind the store for a while.”

“There isn’t anyone else,” she said, with a hint of sadness. “They come here to see the president. So that’s who I have to be.”

“Viceroy, before we recess for the day—I wonder if I could ask a favor of you.”

“What is that?”

“I wonder if you might be able to satisfy my curiosity on a historical matter.”

Nil Spaar bowed his head. “If I can, Princess. I am not a historian.”

“This is recent history,” Leia said, “well within your own lifetime.”

“That is no guarantee that I am acquainted with the answer,” the viceroy said with a smile. “But ask, and I shall see what I can tell you.”

“When the Empire occupied the League worlds, did they establish any shipyards there?”

“Oh, yes,” Nil Spaar said. “Several of them. This history I am well acquainted with. We Yevetha are skilled in matters of making. It is a gift of our very being. These hands”—he waggled six long, glove-covered fingers before his face—“are sure. These minds”—he tapped his thorax, just below his neck—“learn quickly. But the Empire made our gifts our curse. Thousands of my people were made to work as slaves to repair the very machines that were used to oppress us, and to wage war on your Rebellion.”

“When the Empire left Koornacht—”

“They took all that they could with them, and destroyed what they could not. The shipyards, the spaceports, the power stations that fed them, even our own few vessels—killing more than six thousand Yevetha in the process. It was one final act of savagery to end a reign of cruelty,” said Nil Spaar. “But, tell me, Princess—how is it that you ask this question? I know your face, and this is not idle curiosity.”

“No,” Leia admitted. “My defense advisers have become concerned about the possibility of old Imperial capital ships in the patrol area of the Black Sword Command—Farlax and Hatawa. It’s more a matter of bookkeeping than anything else, but I’ve had to give my permission for some further investigation.”

“Your advisers are only prudent to insist on it,” said Nil Spaar. “They serve you well to worry over such things. Tell me, how many ships are they seeking?”

“Forty-four. Viceroy, I can’t offer you anything but my goodwill. But you could be of great help to me in what should be a small matter,” she said. “If you could ask your historians to look at the list of missing ships, and relay what you can about the fate of any that may have been in Koornacht—”

“You ask us to revisit old unpleasantries,” said Nil Spaar.

“I’m sorry. I was only hoping to keep the search vessels as far from Koornacht as possible—perhaps even make the search unnecessary.”

“I did not say you should not have asked. I would, in your position.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

“Nor did I say we would not help,” Nil Spaar went on. “My mission is to protect my people. If I can help put the fears of your advisers to rest, then I am serving that duty. Give me the list. I will transmit it to the proctor of records and antiquities, and we shall see what can be learned.”

“I want you to know, Admiral, that I do not plan to make a habit of idle exercise,” said Ackbar, wheezing as he walked along the cinder track beside Drayson.

“I thought you should know that Leia gave him the list.”

“What?”

“At the third session, this evening.”

“She should not have done that,” Ackbar said darkly. “What could she be thinking?”

“She asked the viceroy for a report on what the Yevetha know about the missing ships,” said Drayson, his voice calm. “In effect, she asked him to search his own pockets, so the Fifth doesn’t have to frisk him.”

“How foolish of her.”

“But logical, from a certain point of view. She trusts him.”

“Do you?”

“I’m not paid to be trusting,” said Drayson.

“And if the Yevetha are holding those ships?”

“Then these conversations with Nil Spaar are every bit as important as the princess believes them to be.”

“I do not like the way he has separated her from her staff. She should have talked to us before doing this,” Ackbar said, shaking his head slowly.

“But she didn’t,” said Drayson. “There’s one bright spot to consider, though. When he transmits that list home, we should finally be able to break their encryption key. The list is more than long enough, with highly distinctive sequences.”

Ackbar did not seem to take much comfort from Grayson’s words. “In the meantime, we may have tipped our hand—and the Fifth Fleet sails in two days. What am I to tell General A’baht?”

“Nothing,” Drayson said firmly. “There’s nothing we can tell him yet. Let’s see how the viceroy responds to Leia’s request. That may tell us something useful.”

The list Leia had given Nil Spaar was now yellowed by disinfectant and sealed behind a heavy layer of transparent isophane. It was the first Republic artifact the viceroy had allowed into his quarters on the Aramadia—and that only because he needed to think at length about what it meant.

For more than an hour he carefully reviewed the plan he had been following, considering whether the list before him altered any of its assumptions. In the end he concluded that it did not. All would continue as before. Only the timetable might change.

“They know,” he signaled his lieutenant on N’zoth. “Make ready. It will not be long.”

Then he walked to the bulkhead and opened the night-womb where his nesting awaited him hopefully. He sank back into its comforting softness and soothing scent, letting it enfold him in darkness, enclose him in shelter, embrace him in fond, tender concern. Bliss came on him, and he surrendered to the joy of reunion.

“I have good news for you, Princess,” said Nil Spaar as they met the next morning in the center of the Grand Hall. As he spoke he handed a copy of Leia’s list back to her, and she scanned it quickly. The majority of the forty-four names had been marked, in one of two colors.

“I have consulted with those most knowledgeable in this matter,” he went on, “and they can account for all of the vessels I have indicated. The greater number were destroyed in the shipyards at N’zoth, Zhina, and Wakiza. The others are known to have taken part in the destruction and retreat.”

“Viceroy, I’m overwhelmed. This is most welcome news—more than I’d hoped for. And to have an answer so quickly makes me all the more grateful.”

Nil Spaar nodded. “No great difficulty was involved, Princess. It was simply a matter where we had knowledge that you did not. Shall we sit?”

“Of course,” she said, and they settled in their familiar places. “Viceroy, I wish that I could repay this favor in kind. Is there no question that we could answer for you? A matter of science, of history—perhaps even your own history? The Republic has full access to the galactic libraries of Obra-skai.”

“No,” said Nil Spaar. “I’m sure your offer is well meant. But I do not think your libraries give importance to that which the Yevetha value. I feel I must tell you that those who gave me the information you asked for urged me to also bring you the names of the six thousand, four hundred and five Yevetha who died that day. I was told I should correct you, as parent corrects child, telling you that your interest in the fate of machines over the fate of living beings is unseemly.”

“But, Viceroy—”

“Now, I know you as they do not, and I know that your heart is not cold to our loss. But, you see, here is another way we are different, your people and mine. And when the differences run so deep, it is easy to give offense. Perhaps inevitable. It is one of the dangers of closer contact.”

“I am so sorry, Viceroy,” Leia said. “I meant no insult to those who died. You know I only want to try to see that no one else need die. Please—will you accept my apology?”

“Your apology is unnecessary,” said Nil Spaar. “I do not judge you as I would judge Yevetha. It is enough. Let us speak of something else.”

“Good morning, Admiral,” the voice on the comlink said. “Are you alone?”

Ackbar was momentarily taken aback. “I—Yes, go ahead.”

“There’s something you should know before you talk to the commander,” Drayson said. “Nil Spaar gave her his answer a little while ago, and it was what she wanted to hear—that most of them are gone. But he never transmitted the list home.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I don’t know what he did send, but it was far too short to have been the list. And there’s been no reply.”

“Does this mean that he is lying—or that he already knew where they are?”

“It may only mean he had all the records he needed already at hand. It’s impossible to say.”

“You should be telling Leia this, not me.”

“You know that’s not possible. She’s set on playing by the rules.”

“So what do I tell the general?” Ackbar said, his voice rising in exasperation. “The Fifth sails in less than forty hours.”

“You’ll have a fight on your hands before that happens,” said Drayson. “But tell him to be very, very careful.”

“—So you see, we can go back to the original plans for the Fifth Fleet,” Leia said. “This needlessly provocative mission to Hatawa and Farlax isn’t necessary. There’s no Black Fleet hiding there.”

Admiral Ackbar scanned the list and handed it on to General A’baht, sitting to his right at the great conference table. “Princess, I do not believe this changes anything,” Ackbar said. “It is my intention that General A’baht carry out the search mission as planned.”

“I don’t understand, Admiral,” Leia said, her face showing open surprise. “I went to the viceroy and got you the answers you wanted. Why won’t you accept them?”

“This is meaningless,” General A’baht said, dropping the list on the table. “There’s no documentation, no proof. It’s only their word.”

“I’m satisfied that the viceroy’s word is good,” Leia said.

“Why?” challenged A’baht. “Because you like him? Have you led such a sheltered life that you’ve never been lied to by someone you liked before?”

“I believe him because he wants the same things I do—”

“Or is smart enough to let you believe he does.”

“General,” Ackbar said reprovingly. “Princess, I must remind you that you are the one who agreed to meet with him alone. We are at a disadvantage in judging his motives. But that is not the issue.”

“What is?”

“Whether we are ready to accept that we are now a great power,” said Ackbar. “Princess, a third of that region is now aligned with the Republic. Another third or more is unclaimed, uninhabited, or under dispute. Even if you accept the Duskhan hegemony over all of Koornacht, they control barely a tenth of the region. We have every right to be there.”

“Because no government there can stop us?” demanded Leia. “Is that the morality you think the New Republic should be following? You sound more like an adviser to the Emperor.”

“Leia, we must follow our own principles, or they are meaningless,” said Ackbar. “Under Article Eleven of the Charter, we proclaim a principle of free navigation. Both interstellar space and hyperspace are owned by none, and open to all. We recognize no territorial claims beyond the boundaries of a single star system. Do you believe in the principle of free navigation?”

“Of course.”

“Then there is no precedent for the Duskhan League’s claim to an entire star cluster,” said Ackbar. “I am willing to accept that we will choose not to enter Koornacht at this time. I am not willing to accept that we have no right to go there.”

“It’s what the Duskhan League is willing to accept that matters here.”

“Not more than our principles,” said A’baht. “And not more than our own security. The idea that we should stay away from Farlax because it might upset the Yevetha is absurd. If it comes from them, it’s unreasonable paranoia. If it comes from you, it’s unreasonable timidity.”

Leia’s eyes flashed dark anger. “General, you sound like you don’t care about the possibility of alienating the Duskhan League.”

“If you’re afraid to offend someone, they control you,” A’baht said. “And that’s no way to govern. Or negotiate. No one respects weakness.”

“Is that all friendship is to you—weakness?”

“Treaties aren’t built on friendship. They’re built on mutual self-interest, or they’re no more than polite lies.”

“You are quite the cynic, aren’t you?”

“I’m afraid the general is right,” said Ackbar. “We must honor the same claims we make on our own behalf. But we cannot sacrifice our freedom of action simply to please a would-be ally. We cannot shackle our own hands simply to appease a possible enemy. If we do, we have given away our strength to them. We have raised them up and made them equal to us—when they are not.”

“I thought equality was another of our principles.”

“Between members of the Republic, yes. But even there, you must admit, some are more equal than others,” Ackbar said. “We must look to our own interests first, Princess. And our first and strongest interest here is to learn the fate of the Black Fleet. I would be more than glad if we confirm what the viceroy has told you. But we must confirm it.”

“The ships about which Nil Spaar could say nothing are enough in themselves for concern,” said A’baht.

Leia ignored him, focusing her attention on Ackbar. “You feel that strongly about this?”

“Yes. If you do not agree to let the Fleet’s orders stand, you will have to find someone to replace me,” said the Calamari. “I will have no choice. I cannot continue without your confidence.”

Leia closed her eyes and bowed her head slightly. Searching her heart, she could not find the strength to resist Ackbar’s earnest certainty. How could she place her judgment above his? This was his domain. She did not trust herself that much.

“Very well,” she said. “The orders stand.”

* * *

Han Solo knew that something was up when Leia came back to the president’s residence in the middle of the afternoon. But he could never have guessed what she was going to ask him when she found him in the garden.

“Han, I need you to go with the Fifth Fleet on this mission.”

“What? That’s crazy. What do you need me for?”

“It’s A’baht,” she said. “I don’t know if he really accepts my authority and judgment.”

“Then ask Admiral Ackbar to relieve him of command. You have a right to senior commanders you have confidence in.”

“There isn’t anything I can point to to justify it,” Leia said. “He hasn’t done anything wrong. I’m just not sure what he’ll do when he’s on his own out there.”

“That’s reason enough,” said Han. “Ackbar will understand.”

“No,” Leia said. “He won’t. Han, I just have a feeling that I need to be there, by proxy, right at General A’baht’s side. I can’t explain it. The idea of watching the Fleet sail tomorrow without a friend on board makes me very afraid.”

“Why me?”

“You’re the only person I trust completely,” said Leia. “And you have all the necessary clearances in place.”

“What about the kids?”

“I’ve already talked to Winter. She’s willing to come back and take over while you’re gone.”

Han glowered. “That’s not the way we decided it was going to be.”

“It’ll be all right. I’ll spend more time here.”

“You know A’baht’s going to hate this,” said Han. “Commanders always hate feeling like they’re being watched. And he’s gonna take it out on me.”

“You’ll bear up.”

“He’s gonna expect me to be in full uniform. I’m gonna have to shave every morning—”

“I know I’m asking a lot, Han. The chances are it’ll be a long, boring deployment. I hope it will be.”

“So why am I going?”

“Just in case I don’t get my wish.”

He combed his fingers through his hair, then scratched the back of his neck vigorously. “Son of a—How you get me to do these things—”

Leia hugged him and rested her head on his shoulder. “Thank you, darling.”

“Yeah, that’s how.” He sighed. “I’m gonna need to catch a shuttle up tonight, aren’t I.”

“By nine or so. They’re holding a Fleet four-place for you at Eastport.”

“Then I’d better go in. I need to pack.”

Her arms tightened around him. “I already sent the valet to pack for you,” she said. “You need to stay here and hold me until the last possible second.”

“Right,” said Han. “That’s what I was about to say.”


Chapter 9
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For twenty-two days Colonel Pakkpekatt’s little armada had flown station with the Teljkon vagabond in deep space near Gmar Askilon. In all that time the mystery ship had done nothing to acknowledge their presence.

The vagabond had not changed course, accelerated, decelerated, emitted any radiation, transmitted any coherent energy, altered its heat signature, or scanned the armada by any means known to the New Republic. It was coasting, seemingly inert, on the same heading it had been on when spotted by ferret IX-44F nearly three months before.

The armada had done its part to preserve the silence. No messages had been sent to the vagabond. No active scanners had painted it with energy. No ship had approached closer than fifteen kilometers—respecting the facts that the Hrasskis contact had been at a radius of thirteen klicks and the debacle with the frigate Boldheart had been at a distance of ten.

Pakkpekatt’s technical experts had captured countless images of the ship, using every band of the spectrum. They had modeled it in three dimensions for structural analysis. They had tried to correlate the visible structure and mechanisms with known technologies.

And for all that, there was still not much basis for choosing among the many possibilities: There were no sentient beings aboard. There were beings aboard once, but they had abandoned it. There were beings aboard once, but they were long dead.

There were beings aboard, but in hibernation. There were beings aboard, but their ship was disabled. There were beings aboard, but they didn’t consider the armada worthy of notice. There were beings aboard, waiting for Pakkpekatt to make the first move. There were beings aboard, waiting for Pakkpekatt to make a wrong move.

It was nearly impossible to have a conversation of any length without someone asking, “So, what’s your guess?” Betting on one outcome or another had become rampant, and it was all Lando could do to make himself stay out of the action.

But when Lobot asked him privately, Lando opted for one of the less popular choices.

“Seems to me that this isn’t much of a destination, but it’s a pretty good place to hide,” Lando said. “Same with the other known sightings—all in deep interstellar space. There’s nothing out here to bring in even the low-rent crowd—prospectors, smugglers, short haulers.”

“Virtually all interstellar traffic goes by way of hyperspace.”

“Which skips right over this neighborhood,” Lando said. “Nobody goes to deep interstellar except pirates, and not many of them. This is about the loneliest place I’ve ever seen. And, something else—this ship doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to get anywhere else. I don’t think there’s anyone on board.”

“Then what would be its purpose?”

“To hide something,” said Lando. “To keep something safe. Something incredibly valuable, considering the effort. I’m thinking what we have here is some sort of treasury ship.”

“There are twenty-two thousand, four hundred eight known cultures which entomb riches with the dead,” said Lobot, opening a link.

“That many? See, this could be some planetary potentate’s tomb, packed to the scuppers with all his worldly goods. That’d explain a lot about why it’s here, doing what it’s doing.” Lando pursed his lips as he thought. “I like this notion a lot.”

“Tomb robbers are reported to be a common problem,” said Lobot, still processing the link he had opened. “Tomb design frequently incorporates traps, barriers, dead-end passages, false entrances, and other defenses against intrusion.”

“Sounds like fun,” said Lando, showing an easy grin. “Maybe you’d better catalog all those defensive tricks, though.”

“I am doing so,” said Lobot. “Lando, my information suggests that tomb thefts are common immediately after construction is completed, unless the construction workers who have knowledge of the defenses are executed. Perhaps this vessel has already been entered.”

“If anyone else’d gotten inside that ship, they’d have taken her home with them,” said Lando, shaking his head. “She’s still locked up tight and ready to fight. You watch tomorrow, when we violate the perimeter. If she doesn’t put up a squawk, I’ll walk back to Coruscant.”

The pilotless ferret D-89 had an appointment with an imaginary spot in space, twelve kilometers directly astern of the Teljkon vagabond.

Racing in on a trajectory at right angles to that of the vagabond, it would slice across the imaginary defensive sphere surrounding the vagabond in the maneuver sailors call crossing the T. D-89’s mission was to breach the perimeter much as the Hrasskis ship had, but not as aggressively as the Boldheart had.

“Minimal provocation, minimal risk to our assets,” Pakkpekatt had ordered.

According to the plan, the ferret would be inside the vagabond’s defense perimeter for less than a second. If the alien vessel tried to jump into hyperspace, the interdiction pickets were directly ahead, ready to stop it.

“Like clapping your hands behind a sandfrog to make him jump into your net,” said Lando. “I hope the net holds, Colonel.”

“Do you have any reason to think it won’t?”

Lando shrugged. “We don’t know what sort of hyperspace drive that ship has. An interdiction field designed for our engines might not work on it.”

“It is not a matter of design, but of principle. No hyperdrive can operate in the shadow of a planetary gravity well. Or so I am assured by my technicians. And I have confidence in their expertise.”

“I’ll bet the captain of the Boldheart had confidence in his shields, too,” Lando said. “A pity the Intelligence Service couldn’t lay hands on a full-fledged Interdictor for this mission—”

“Here it comes,” Pakkpekatt said quietly.

“All recorders are on,” sang out Lieutenant Harona. “All shields at full strength. All commands report ready. Interdiction field is ready. The captain of the Lightning reports he is standing by to pursue if needed.”

“Nobody blink,” Lando said under his breath.

In preparation for the intercept, Pakkpekatt had ordered that the Glorious be moved back from its usual trailing position fifteen klicks aft of the vagabond to the safer distance of twenty-five kilometers. At that distance, the ferret would have been visible as a dot moving in swiftly from the right, the vagabond as an oblong dead ahead—if either ship had been lit by a nearby sun, carrying running lights, or highlighted against the background of a bright nebula. None of those was the case, so there was nothing to see.

“Tracking,” said Pakkpekatt.

A red circle appeared around the position of the alien vessel. A moving green circle marked the progress of the ferret.

“Magnify center, right,” said the colonel.

The now familiar shadowy view of the tail of the vagabond ship filled the right third of the viewscreen.

“Let’s have the feed from Lightning, left,” Pakkpekatt said. The left section of the forward bridge viewscreen acquired a pale blue border and shimmered into a profile view of the strange vessel.

“I want to see the range,” Pakkpekatt said.

Numbers appeared at the top of the forward viewscreen decrementing quickly at first, then ever more slowly. The two circles on the display merged for a moment as the range paused at the number 12.001, then began to increase.

Suddenly the bridge’s speakers began blasting out a wildly modulated sound. It could not be called musical, but there was no other ready word to describe the experience of it. Three men with headsets on tore them off and threw them down, only to find the sound still hammering at them, nearly as loudly, from the ship’s comm system.

Lando smiled in surprise when he discovered that the sound was both familiar and new to his ear—the same as the Hrasskis recording, but much more distinct. For the first time, he could tell that there were two “melody” lines, something that only signal analyzers had been able to detect before.

There was relief on the bridge when the signal from the vagabond abruptly ceased. Its job done, D-89 continued out of the intercept area and off the bridge display.

Almost at the instant D-89’s tracking circle vanished, a brilliant white flash filled all three sections of the display, so intensely that those looking that way were left momentarily blinded. When the flash faded, the vagabond was gone from the Lightning feed and suddenly smaller in the magnified view.

“What was that?” Pakkpekatt demanded.

“Target jumped—but the field held it in realspace,” said Harona. “Target has moved ahead about three kilometers. Just sitting there now—no sign of sublight engine activity.”

“My heart jumped, too,” said Lando. “For a moment there I thought she’d blown up. Or taken a shot at us.”

They waited for nearly an hour before deciding that nothing else was going to happen. Then Pakkpekatt ordered the spotter ships to move up, and had Glorious brought back to its accustomed position, trailing fifteen klicks behind the vagabond.

“Briefing in my wardroom, thirty minutes,” he announced to the bridge. “I want preliminary encounter data from all teams at that time. And I want the commanders of the landing teams present.”

“Did you get it?” Lando asked Lobot eagerly.

“We could not help but ‘get it,’ ” said Lobot. “The same pattern was broadcast at multiple frequencies along the energy spectrum, and not only monitored by active receivers, but induced in passive circuits.”

“Is it the same as the Hrasskis signal? It sounded like it to me.”

Artoo-Detoo chirped a short, emphatic response.

Threepio straightened himself to a formal standing posture before translating. “Artoo reports that if he allows for the missing and distorted sections of the original recording, the probability that the new signal is identical is greater than ninety-nine percent.”

“So we’ve filled in all the blanks? That’s something. Do you recognize the language now, Threepio?”

“No, Master Lando,” Threepio said with a convincing emulation of regret. “Although I am fluent in more than one thousand languages and codes which employ single-frequency vibrations as meaning units, this does not match the syntax of any of those methods of communication.”

“Blast,” said Lando. “I think Pakky’s about to send in the landing teams, and we still don’t know what that ship’s been trying to say to us. Keep working on it, everyone. We’ll talk more when I get back.”

The captain’s wardroom aboard the Glorious had not been built to accommodate as many bodies as were crowded into it. By the time Lando arrived, there was no room left at the table, and all but one of the auxiliary seats along the walls were occupied.

The vacant chair was directly behind Pakkpekatt, who was seated in the middle along one side of the oblong table. Lando opted to leave the chair vacant, settling instead for standing in front of the panels where the ship’s history was recounted.

“We can begin now,” Pakkpekatt said, indirectly acknowledging Lando’s presence. “I’d like the report from the tracking team first. Keep it succinct.”

“Yes, sir,” said a slender officer seated to Lando’s right. “Close approach was twelve-point-zero-zero-one kilometers. Initial target response occurred point-eight seconds after close approach and lasted six seconds. Secondary target response occurred six seconds later—”

“Not long on patience, are they,” Lando said. Two officers laughed, then immediately looked sheepish.

“—and resulted in an aborted jump of two-point-eight kilometers along the flight vector.”

“Nor am I, as a rule, General Calrissian. If you could confine your comments to matters germane to this meeting—”

“I think the quick trigger these folks have shown is absolutely one hundred percent germane,” Lando said. “Whatever the meaning of that signal we all heard, they don’t wait very long for the right response on our part. We’d better be awfully sure of ourselves the next time we cross that line.”

“Thank you for your thoughts, General,” Pakkpekatt said in a decidedly ungrateful tone. “Was there anything else, Agent Jiod?”

The slender officer shook his head. “Only that by all appearances, the hyperspace entry and exit of the target were indistinguishable from those of a ship equipped with our standard Class Two fusion engine and motivator.”

“Very good,” Pakkpekatt said, glancing meaningfully at Lando. “Report of the scanning team, please.”

“There were a total of twenty-eight distinct variances and events detected by the combined sensor array during the encounter. The six we’ve been able to identify …”

Leaning his broad back against the plaque, Lando suffered silently through six more reports before Pakkpekatt called for the one which most concerned him.

“Foray commander, your report on team readiness.”

The foray commander, Bijo Hammax, was one of the few officers under Pakkpekatt’s command for whom Lando still had any respect after a month’s exposure. Technically astute and mentally tough, Bijo had been a member of the Narvath underground and fought with the Alliance regulars through the last year of the Rebellion.

“The team is as ready as can be,” Bijo said, standing slowly. “We’ve identified two suspected hatchways and a couple of candidate sites in case we have to cut our way in. Of course, we’ll take active soundings right off the hull as soon as we have the cofferdam up, and be ready to adjust accordingly. I’ve got one man down with a cold and not fit for work in a suit, but that shouldn’t affect our ability to do the job.”

“Have you isolated this sick man from the rest of your team?”

“He isolated himself, at the first symptoms,” said Bijo.

“Can I assume that you’d have no problem being ready for a go order at fifteen hundred hours tomorrow?”

“None at all, Colonel.”

“Thank you.” As Bijo sat down, Pakkpekatt turned toward the other end of the room. “General Calrissian, what can you tell us about the vagabond’s hailing signal?”

Lando was taken by surprise at being called on. “I can tell you that it’s a dual-frequency carrier, modulating up to a thousand times a second. I can tell you that the data capacity is at least fifty thousand units, and could be ten times that. And I can tell you that we still don’t know if they’re saying ‘Halt or I’ll shoot’ or ‘Welcome to the Cold Space Bazaar, transmit credit information immediately.’ Have your people had any better luck?”

Pakkpekatt looked down the table for an answer.

“Er, the contact protocol team believes that the signal recorded by the Hrasskis and in today’s contact was an automated collision alarm,” a young rating said, his voice touched by nervousness. “In our opinion, it has no informational content. It’s simply meant to be heard loudly and clearly, no matter what sort of communications receivers an approaching ship might use.”

Lando walked forward to the table and leaned down to rest his weight on it. “Are you saying that the vagabond jumped to avoid a collision that was never going to happen?”

“You have another explanation, General?”

“How about that it was trying to get away from us?”

“Do you think the target didn’t know we were here until the intercept took place?”

“No, I—”

“Then why would the target wait until now to try to get away?”

“I’ll give you three answers for the price of one,” Lando said. “Because some animals freeze first when a predator’s nearby. Because until now, we hadn’t made any aggressive moves. And because we flunked whatever intelligence test it sent us today.”

“Mr. Taisdan,” said Pakkpekatt, keeping his steady gaze on Lando, “is there as much as a minority opinion on your team that believes we should wait until we have deciphered what General Calrissian has called the ‘intelligence test’?”

“No, sir, Colonel.”

“General Calrissian, do you have any clear evidence of informational content in the signal recorded during today’s intercept?”

“No,” Lando admitted reluctantly.

“Thank you,” said Pakkpekatt. “Captain Hammax, inform your team that we will begin operations at fifteen hundred hours tomorrow. Foray Team One will make the first attempt, in Assault Barge One. Everyone, make sure your sections are ready. Thank you—that’s all.”

Lando waited, arms crossed over his chest, as the other officers and staff filed out past him. He was like a rock in the middle of a river.

“Was there something else, General?”

“I’m just trying to find out if you and I are even on the same menu,” said Lando. “We waited weeks before taking the first tentative step, and now we’re going to rush ahead and try to board her? Shouldn’t we allow some time to process what we’ve learned?”

“I am allowing time for that,” Pakkpekatt said. “Why do you think we’re holding off until fifteen hundred hours tomorrow?”

“That’s not very blasted much time,” Lando said angrily. “You’ve bought into this collision-alarm theory because it suits your purposes. If you think you’ve seen the last of the vagabond’s defenses, you should think again. You’re treating that ship like a yacht with a burglar alarm, when you should be treating it like—like a warship.”

“The assault barges are fully armored and have augmented shields. The agents will be in full armor as well,” said Pakkpekatt. “How long would you have me wait for you while your vaunted cyborgs and droids fail to decipher something my experts tell me has no meaning to begin with?”

“Longer than twenty hours.”

“No, General,” Pakkpekatt said firmly. “Even twenty hours may be too much. I will not relax for a moment until fifteen hundred hours arrives. We took a step forward today. We are no longer just curious companions, traveling in company. Our next step has to follow quickly, before whoever or whatever controls that ship decides to act rather than react. I would rather that the foray team was boarding the shuttle this minute. So use what time I have given you. And surely you can find better uses for it than arguing with me.”

Lando frowned, and the frown quickly turned into a sour expression. He started to turn away toward the door, then stopped and turned back, head held high.

“More?” asked Pakkpekatt.

“You promised that we’d be included in the boarding party.”

Pakkpekatt showed surprise. “I thought that with your apparent disapproval of my plans, you wouldn’t want to risk yourself or your staff. But, very well. There is one space open on Barge One. Choose your representative and notify Captain Hammax within the hour.”

“One! That wasn’t our agreement—” Lando began, warming up to blister the colonel’s leathery hide.

“One or none,” Pakkpekatt said firmly. “Your choice. Notify Bijo either way.” He swept out of the room, moving swiftly and lightly despite his mass, before Lando could say another word.

“All right,” said Lando with a quiet seriousness. “Tomorrow at fifteen hundred hours, Colonel Pakkpekatt’s going to send his brush salesmen knocking at the vagabond’s door. The colonel’s accepted an opinion that the signal is just a warning hail. I think if it were that easy, the vagabond wouldn’t be here for us to puzzle over.

“But we’re running out of time to offer the colonel any alternatives. We’ve got one of every kind of brain there is in this room,” he said with a grin. “Let’s do some serious brainstorming.

“Here’s the situation in a nutshell: We’ve got a good, clean capture of the signal from the vagabond. It looks to be identical to the signal captured by the Hrasskis. A warning hail? Maybe. What else could it be? Maybe if we can figure out what it is, we’ll be able to crack what it says. I want to hear every idea every one of you has. I don’t care if it’s been brought up before.”

“I am still inclined toward a recognition code,” said Lobot. “The telesponders on our ships send out an ID profile when interrogated. This may have been an interrogation of that sort.”

“It’s thousands of modulations long.”

Lobot considered. “Then perhaps our proximity served as the interrogation, and this was the response. We don’t know what information they might consider crucial.”

“And the way the ship tried to run today, after giving the signal?”

“Failure to respond in kind.”

“They said hello, and we didn’t say hello back,” said See-Threepio. “A clear breach of etiquette.”

Lando considered. “A ship closes with the vagabond—the vagabond pipes out its ID code, then listens for the same—when it doesn’t come, it treats the approaching ship as a threat, and bolts.”

“Call and response,” said Lobot.

“Sign and countersign,” said Lando. “It wants to hear the password. But why didn’t it try again to get away? All it would have had to do is turn to a new heading. The interdiction pickets could never have repositioned themselves in time.”

“There is a high probability that this vessel was built before interdiction fields were invented,” said Lobot. “If we are dealing with an automated response system, what just happened may have been outside the parameters of the identification and security routines.”

“Okay,” said Lando. “Maybe their black box doesn’t look outside to make sure that the jump actually took place—if the motivator and the drive report normally, it assumes that the ship jumped. And by the time all that was over, D-89 was long gone—no threat within the threat horizon.”

“That seems plausible.”

“I’m going to play a hunch here and say it’s more than plausible,” Lando said. “The ship wants an answer from anyone who comes knocking. No answer, no entry. And it won’t wait around for you to keep guessing. It wants the answer right away.”

See-Threepio cocked his head. “But Master Lando—what is the question?”

“That’s what we have to figure out, Threepio.”

Hours of frustrating and fruitless verbal wandering passed before the group finally found a path that seemed as if it might lead somewhere.

“Think, everyone—think. Let’s back up and look at this again,” Lando said impatiently. “You want to lock up a spaceship you’re sending out to the great nowhere. You want to make sure no outsider can get in uninvited, but you and yours always have access—”

“Excuse me,” said Lobot. “We don’t know that the builders of the vagabond intended to reenter it after it was launched.”

“That’s true,” admitted Lando. “But if they locked the door and threw away the code, we might as well go home before we get somebody killed. We have to assume there’s a way in.”

“Very well. But I will consider this an axiom rather than a fact.”

“Here’s a fact: If I’d built it, there’d be at least two ways in—a front door, and a back door for when something goes wrong with the front door,” Lando said. “But, I was saying—you don’t want to use a physical key, because you don’t want to let anyone that close without checking them out. So we’re talking about a password, basically. A really long binary password.”

“Forgive me, Master Lando, but in my experience no sentient being could remember a password of this length and complexity,” said Threepio.

“The answer might not be as long as the question—” Lando began.

“It could be longer,” said Lobot.

“That’s not the point. Maybe the question only looks long and complex because we don’t understand it. Human beings can remember incredibly long sequences if they have meaning,” said Lando. “I knew a smuggler who’d memorized the Hundred Prescriptions of Alsidas when he was a kid taking religious training, and he could still rattle them off thirty years later. My mother knew hundreds of songs and poems by heart. And there are species with much better memories than human beings.”

“I don’t dispute that. There are many feats of memory recorded in the libraries,” said Lobot. “Even so, passwords and access codes, whether mathematical or linguistic, are not error-tolerant. No matter how long the expected response may be, it must contain no errors.”

“Well, that’s always the problem, isn’t it?” said Lando. “How do people remember all the things they have to remember? What do they do when there’s something they can’t allow themselves to forget? Some people have incredible memories, and others have trouble remembering their kids’ birthdays, much less their ID numbers and the access codes for digital locks they haven’t opened in years. So people cheat.”

“Mnemonics.”

“Yes, but they cheat in other ways, too,” said Lando. “They carry the passcodes with them—”

“But that compromises security. Anything that’s carried can be stolen.”

“Right. So some try to disguise the passcode as something else—”

“That’s little better. Anything that’s hidden can be found.”

“Right again,” said Lando. “A pickpocket on Pyjridj once told me that four of every five belt pouches he saw had passcodes in them, and it rarely took him even a minute to find them. Sometimes the passcode was the only handwritten item in the pouch.”

“You could ask a droid to remember the passcode for you,” said Threepio. “A droid can be instructed to tell no one but you, does not make mistakes, and will not forget.”

“But droids can be stolen, just like pouches,” Lobot said. “Droids can have their memories read, or wiped. Droids will dump their memory data under sensor-torture. Droids also know what it is that they know, which can lead to erratic behavior. Droids have revealed criminal acts by their owners, refused orders from their owners, wiped their own memories, destroyed themselves—”

To Threepio’s seeming relief, Artoo interrupted the litany of failings with a trill.

“Artoo wishes to remind us that all combat astromechs have protected memory segments which can be used to store sensitive information,” said Threepio. “He says that in more than thirty years of operation, no captured R2 unit has ever revealed the contents of a protected memory segment.”

“That’s fine, Artoo,” said Lando. “You can tuck something away in your memory where even you won’t know what’s in it, so you can’t be forced to reveal it. But you can still be blown to bits or snatched away from me—and then what am I supposed to do? A little better shooting by the Empire, and the technical readouts on the Death Star would never have reached General Dodonna at Yavin.”

“The key must be replicable,” Lobot said.

“Exactly,” Lando agreed. “Otherwise the key itself is the weak point. Like having all your riches in a vault, and only one guy who knows where the only key is. Too risky.” He stood and started to pace in the confined space of Lady Luck’s galley. “Come on, come on—we’re getting close to something here, I feel it. What haven’t we looked at? Where’s the missing piece?”

“What about the fact that there are pairs of tones in the transmission?” asked Lobot.

“Good, good,” said Lando, rubbing his hands together. “But are they pairs, or is it two separate channels of information? Do the individual modulations count, or just the pairs? Pairs, long sequences, replicable, securely concealable—what kinds of information fit that description?”

Lobot could no more have explained how he listened to the stream of data that passed through his consciousness in the next few seconds than a blind man could describe fireworks, or a droid could describe giving birth. In the early days of his training, he had imagined himself creating a sieve to place in the torrent, a sieve that would catch only the information he sought.

But that crude metaphor no longer sufficed. Now he immersed himself in the flow and somehow let himself see all of it, not just the pieces of a certain size or shape that fit his preconceptions. Even the flow was under his control—the depth, the speed, the temperature, the colors. But all metaphors ultimately failed. In the end, all he could say was that he sent out his thoughts, and brought back an answer.

“Long, unique nonrandom sequences are found in most genetic codes,” said Lobot. “The code for a single distinctive molecule would suffice to meet your conditions.”

“A genetic code? But it would only have four different pairs.”

“Only if it were human. The number of code pairs varies from one planet’s life-forms to another.”

“How many pairs are there in the fragment?”

“Eighteen.”

“How many species have eighteen different molecular pairs in their genetic code?”

Lobot lowered his eyes for a moment, searching for the answer. “There are six recorded species with eighteen-pair genetic structures. But genetic information is not available for all known species, or for unknown species.”

“Do any of the six have a pitch-based language?”

“One,” Lobot said. “The Qella. I am passing the genetic sample library marker to Artoo-Detoo for analysis.”

Artoo’s dome rotated left and right as the droid aligned its processors for the task. Lights flickered on and off across the function panel. After several seconds the droid responded with a single high-pitched beep.

“What?” demanded Lando. “What is it?”

“Master Lando, I believe the closest translation would be ‘Bonanza.’ ”

Lando’s face broke into a broad grin. “It matches?” He clapped Lobot on the shoulder enthusiastically. “Son of a—You did it, old buddy!”

Artoo burbled electronically.

“What’s he saying?” Lando demanded.

“Artoo says that there is a ninety-nine-point-nine percent certainty that the signal from the ship is a representation of a segment of the genetic code of the Qella,” said Lobot. “But the sequence ends in the middle—it’s not complete.”

“Of course not,” said Lando. “That’s the answer they’re expecting—the rest of the sequence. Is this thing a vocalization, or synthesized? Artoo, can you sing the next fragment?”

Artoo’s coo in response sounded almost sorrowful.

“Master Lando, an R2 unit has only a simple vocabulator,” said Threepio. “But if I may offer my assistance—”

“Offer away.”

“Sir, in order to fulfill my primary function as a protocol droid, I was constructed with the capacity for polyharmony. I believe that I can sing the sequence, with Artoo’s help.”

“Give it a try.”

For several seconds Threepio and Artoo huddled together and conversed silently over the droid transmission channel, passing information in binary far faster than Basic or Artoo’s own idiosyncratic dialect would allow. Then Threepio straightened up, looked toward Lando, and cocked his head.

Almost at once the room was filled by an eerie echo of the vagabond’s hailing signal—distinctively different, but unmistakably the work of the same composer.

“All right,” Lando said, punching the air with a fist. “That’s the key. We’re going in the front door. Threepio, Lobot, tell me all about the Qella. Maybe we can get an edge.”

“Master Lando, for some reason I do not understand, I do not have any information on the language and customs of the Qella,” said Threepio. “But now that we know the owners of this vessel, we must return it to them. It would be a serious breach of etiquette to enter it without an invitation.”

“Are you saying you’d refuse to send the response—”

“One moment, Lando,” said Lobot. “I have been accessing all records available to me, and I believe I know the reason, Threepio. The best-established fact seems to be that the Qella have been extinct for more than one hundred fifty years.”

“Extinct?” Lando said in surprise. “I guess we can’t hang that one on the Emperor. What happened to them?”

“According to a report in the Galactic Survey,” Lobot said, “their planet appeared to have been struck by several large asteroids, and its ecosystem destroyed.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Lando frowning. “Any world that could build something like the vagabond should have been able to push an off-course asteroid or three out of the way.” He shook his head. “One mystery just leads to another.”

Nodding, Lando said, “Perhaps the answers to all of them wait for us inside the Qella vessel.”

Lando’s expression darkened. “Except there isn’t going to be any ‘us.’ The colonel’s only giving me one ticket for the boat, and I’m pretty sure it doesn’t come with a front-row seat.”

“I’m certain that if you tell him what we’ve discovered, he’ll make room for all of us,” said Threepio. “It would be the reasonable thing to do.”

“Hortek are only reasonable when they don’t have the upper hand,” said Lando. “And he thinks he does.”

He paced. The others waited.

“You know, there’s only one way we’re going to know if this really is the key,” he said finally. “Otherwise, we might just be believing what we want to.”

“I agree,” said Lobot.

“And Pakkpekatt’s going to want evidence. It’s clear that, to him, we’re just baggage he couldn’t manage to dump. I wouldn’t exactly say he’s been cooperative.”

“No,” said Lobot.

Lando nodded slowly. “Threepio, Artoo, it’s been a long day—or I suppose it’s night by now. And tomorrow could be a longer one. I want you both to power down, recharge, and run your system optimizers. Set your reactivation clocks for thirteen hundred hours. That will give us plenty of time.”

“Shouldn’t we notify Colonel Pakkpekatt first, Master Lando?”

“I’ll take care of that,” Lando said, with a glance at Lobot’s impassive face.

“Very well, sir. Closing down.” The droid’s eyes dimmed instantly.

A moment later Artoo rolled over to the power port, hooked up to it, and echoed the acknowledgment before its displays also went dark.

Lando slid easily back into a chair at the table and studied Lobot with one eyebrow raised questioningly. “Are you sure about this?”

“It is our theory,” said Lobot. “It’s right that we should take the risk.”

“All right, then,” said Lando, leaning back in his chair. “In that case, you and I’d better get some rest, too. Tomorrow’s gonna be an interesting day.”

* * *

A few minutes before 1300 hours, Lando and Lobot slid into the cockpit couches aboard Lady Luck.

“I figure we have twelve seconds minimum before they try to get a lock on us,” said Lando. “I intend to be inside no-man’s-land by then. He’s been so scared to even ping the ship that no one on that bridge is going to be in a hurry to point a tractor beam in that direction.”

“That will require a very high rate of acceleration.”

Lando nodded, his lips pressed tightly together. “Yeah, we just might end up blistering the paint on old Glorious. So it goes.”

Lady Luck had been flying with her engines cold, a parasite on the side of the cruiser, for more than a month. Respecting that fact, Lando went through an unusually thorough system check in the minutes that remained, bringing the engines to a state of readiness just one step below going hot.

At 1300 hours exactly, Lando thumbed the ship’s com unit. “Threepio, are you there?”

“Yes, Master Lando.”

“How about Artoo?”

“He reactivated on schedule,” said Threepio. “Sir, what did the colonel say when you told him our news?”

“He wasn’t exactly ready to hear it,” Lando said. “Do you remember the song from last night?”

“Yes, of course, sir.”

“Then both of you grab something to hold on to, and, Threepio—you get ready to sing.”

The moment Lady Luck disengaged from the docking ring, alarms began to sound on the bridge of Glorious. In moments the yacht was roaring away from its mooring point and toward the vagabond, its fiery engine exhausts clearly visible from the bridge’s forward viewports.

“What in white blazes—” exclaimed Lieutenant Harona. “Sparks, where’s the colonel?”

“Down in Hangar Three, with Bijo and the foray team.”

“Call him up here,” Harona said, and took a deep breath. “Lady Luck, this is the Glorious. I order you to come about and bring your vessel alongside. If you do not come about immediately, I will order the weapons master to disable your ship.”

“You’d better think about that again, Lieutenant,” Lando answered breezily. “Blaster fire near the vagabond? Remember the Boldheart.”

Harona sighed. “General, what do you think you’re doing out there?”

“Research,” Lando said. “I’d make sure I was recording this if I were you.”

“Turn your ship about, General. This is your last warning.”

At that moment the bridge was filled with the sound of the vagabond’s keening chorus.

“Tracking! Range!” Harona called out.

“Eleven klicks and closing fast.”

“Get a tractor beam on that ship, and I mean now.”

“Ready, now, Threepio,” said Lando, his face tight with anxiety. “Don’t wait for me. Use every band you have. I’ll pipe the standard channels out from here.”

“Very well, Master Lando. I’m extremely glad the colonel agreed to let us test our own theory.”

“He didn’t give me a word of argument,” Lando said. “Ready—here we go.”

There was no more than a heartbeat’s hesitation between the end of the vagabond’s transmission and Threepio’s taking up the song. Throttling the ship back sharply, Lando held his breath and waited, watching the seconds slip by on the bridge chronometer.

“This is exciting,” Lobot said. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Dying’s exciting, too, I hear,” Lando said, shaking his head. “You pick the strangest times—What’s the status of the interdiction field?”

“It’s up.”

Lando peered at his instruments. “Where’s that tractor beam? They can’t be this slow. What’s happening?”

Glancing sideways at a display, Lobot said, “There’s a secondary shield up. The tractor beam has been deflected.”

“What?” Lando demanded. “The vagabond is protecting us?”

“Yes,” said Lobot. “That appears to be the case. We have been recognized. We have left the colonel’s armada and joined the Qella.”


Chapter 10
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In the wee hours of the morning of the Fifth Fleet’s departure from Coruscant, a dark-blue bubble-topped Fleet speeder reached the entry gate at Admiral Ackbar’s residence on Victory Lake. It slowed only briefly, then was waved through, following the drive up to the house.

There was already a vehicle parked there, a sleek-winged Poranji orbital jumper—the smallest ground-to-orbit spacecraft licensed for use on Coruscant, and a favorite of kids with dreams of the stars. But the adult who emerged from the speeder was not beyond the appeal of such glittery attractions. Despite the hour and the weight on his shoulders, General Etahn A’baht paused to look over the Poranji jumper before turning toward the door.

Light flooded the lawn briefly as Admiral Ackbar admitted the commander of the Fifth Fleet. The light also revealed A’baht’s tired eyes and unhappy expression.

“Ah, Etahn, come in,” said Ackbar, stepping aside to clear the way. “Thank you for coming. I know you’re needed elsewhere, and I will not keep you long.”

“I don’t know why whatever business we have at this point couldn’t have been conducted by holocomm,” A’baht grumbled. “I should have been at Eastport two hours ago as it is.”

“I am certain that the Fifth will not sail without you, General,” said Ackbar, guiding A’baht through the house. “And I think you will not begrudge the time.”

“I wouldn’t begrudge it if I had it. I could be on my way to the Intrepid right now. I should be.”

“There is someone I want you to meet before you go,” Ackbar said, leading the way into a round-walled inner room.

“It’s a curious hour for a social call,” said A’baht, following.

“It would be,” agreed Ackbar as a third man rose from a wide, soft-cushioned chair and approached them. “Etahn, I want you to meet Hiram Drayson.”

“Admiral Drayson, of Chandrila?” asked A’baht, caught uncertainly between a salute and taking the hand offered him in greeting.

“Once upon a time,” said Drayson, smiling.

“I know of you, sir. I did not know you were still on Coruscant.”

“Let us dispense with ‘sirs’ and saluting,” said Ackbar. “This meeting is quite unofficial, so it might as well be informal.”

“All right,” said A’baht. “What’s this about?”

“Etahn, Hiram is the director of Alpha Blue. Have you heard that name before?”

“No.”

“Good. You should not have, until now,” said Ackbar. “Hiram and Alpha Blue work within Fleet Intelligence, and beyond its reach. They have a charter which recognizes the ambiguities of war and politics, and inherit the jobs which require working outside the rules of polite society.”

“Diplomatically put,” said Drayson, smiling pleasantly.

“Hiram has some information for you,” Ackbar continued. “I would listen to him carefully. I myself have found it valuable to do so in the past—and to have his counsel, as well.” He nodded at Drayson. “And now I will say good night.”

“Wait—where are you going?” asked A’baht.

“This conversation is not meant for my ears,” said Ackbar. “I am going to the water column, to sleep. It is quite late, you know.”

A’baht watched him leave the room, then turned to Drayson. “I have the curious feeling that being favored with an introduction to you is less an honor than a portent.”

Drayson smiled. “It signifies that Ackbar trusts you implicitly, and that’s no mean compliment. But I won’t deny it—introductions to me seem to have a way of costing folks the blessings of a peaceful sleep.”

“Just so. Well—what did you want to talk to me about?”

“Your travel plans,” said Drayson. “Come, let’s sit.”

“I’ve been trying for months to establish some assets in the Koornacht Cluster,” said Drayson. “It hasn’t been easy, even for me.” He smiled self-deprecatingly. “Traders will go to the fringes of the Cluster, but the deep Cluster worlds belonging to the League are another story. Apparently the Yevetha have a straightforward method of dealing with trespassers—they execute them on sight. And frankly, I find that to be reason for concern in its own right.”

“They like their privacy.”

“Perhaps a little too much,” said Drayson. “Which is consistent with the behavior of the viceroy here. The Yevetha stay in their ship, and the viceroy limits his outside contacts to a few hours every other day with Leia. I don’t know if there are ten of them in there, or a thousand—”

“You don’t trust them, either.”

“No, I don’t,” said Drayson. “I’m certain that Nil Spaar has been lying to Leia. The viceroy is a player. I haven’t quite figured out the game, and I can’t tell how far beyond normal diplomatic posturing the lies go. But one thing I know for certain is that they’ve been learning about us faster than we’ve been learning about them. That’s another reason for concern.”

“You think they’ve been studying us.”

“They’d be fools if they weren’t, and I don’t think they’re fools,” said Drayson. “That Yevethan spaceship has had access to the Republic hypernet and the planetary N&I channels since the second day it was here. And the viceroy has had unimpeded access to the Chief of State of the Republic. Meanwhile, I can’t even confirm how many League worlds there are, or their names and locations. I’ve been shut out completely, and I’m not accustomed to that happening.”

“Is that why you’re having this conversation with me instead of with the princess?”

“That’s one reason,” said Drayson. “The other is that you’re going out there with thirty warships, and she’s not.”

“Can you tell me anything about what I’m likely to find?”

“Some. There are several worlds on the fringe of the Cluster which are inhabited by species other than the Yevetha,” said Drayson. “Along the border, there’s a sizable colony of Kubaz, two small mining installations owned by the Morath, and a commune of H’kig cultists who apparently left Rishii over a doctrinal conflict. A little farther in, there’s a nest of Corasgh established by the Empire and then abandoned, and a droid-run Imperial factory farm, likewise abandoned, which represents a free lunch for any cargomaster willing to risk the trip.”

“The droids are still tending and harvesting crops?”

“Yes. Put a ship down at the loading docks, and the droids fill the hold without even being asked,” said Drayson. “Now, all of those are new since the last general survey of that sector, and there could be more. Based on that survey, there are also at least five indigenous sentient species in the Cluster, none of which have achieved hyperspace travel. Some haven’t even gotten off the ground.”

“Not a very likely place for the Empire to put a key forward shipyard.”

“Not with the Yevethan worlds nearby.”

“Do you think they have the ships?”

“It would have been unusually sloppy of the Empire to allow that to happen,” said Drayson. “But I don’t rule it out.”

“It would be nice to know.”

“Wouldn’t it? But I don’t. Chances are you’ll end up finding out and telling me, instead of the other way around.” Drayson rubbed his eyes, then finger-combed his short black hair. “But here’s something I keep thinking about. The Yevetha had just achieved interplanetary spaceflight at the time of the general survey. Very bright, technically clever, rather proud of themselves, but no threat to anyone.”

“Then the Empire shows up.”

“And puts the Yevetha to work for a few years in Imperial shipyards, building and repairing vessels which represent a big leap beyond what the Yevetha had been doing on their own. Whether or not the Yevetha acquired any ships or shipyards from the Empire, they almost certainly acquired the knowledge of how to build them.”

“They could have created their own Black Fleet.”

“Indeed,” Drayson said. “How’s your memory, General?”

“Why?”

“I’m going to teach you a code,” Drayson said. “If you begin a message with it, that message will come to me without ever being seen at Fleet Headquarters. And if I send you a message, that same code will decrypt it.”

“I don’t like this,” said A’baht, frowning deeply. “And I don’t believe I like you, Admiral. If Admiral Ackbar hadn’t spoken up for you, I would wonder at your loyalty. Now I find myself wondering at his judgment. Is all this necessary? Why would I want to conspire with you to conceal information from the president or from Fleet Command?”

“Let me answer your question with a question—do you trust Leia’s judgment where the viceroy and the Yevetha are concerned?”

A’baht looked away and remained mute.

“That’s why,” said Drayson. “The purpose of the code isn’t to conceal anything. Just the reverse—it’s meant to ensure that you can get the information you need, and that you can provide us with the same in turn. Information that might otherwise be filtered out by the prejudices of those who control the comm channels.”

A’baht drew a deep breath and sighed. “This is the real reason for this meeting.”

“Only one of several,” said Drayson. “I want you to have everything you need to do your job out there, General. I want you and your people maintaining a high level of alertness through the whole deployment. I want you to see the punch coming, if there is one. I want you to come back without ever having had to open your gun ports. But if you do have to open them, I want you to know who you’re trying to kill, and why.”

“Is that all? I have people waiting for me.”

“No,” said Drayson. “There’s one more thing. I understand you know Kiles L’toth, the associate director of the Astrographic Survey Institute.”

“We served together in the Dornean Navy.”

“More than that, you were friends. Perhaps he even owes you a favor.”

“Now I’m sure I don’t like you. You know too much.”

“You’re not the first to think so, or say so,” said Drayson.

“I want a better answer than that, Admiral. What does Kiles have to do with this?”

“Nothing, yet,” Drayson said. “I just think it’s been much too long since you and Kiles talked. A pity there’s so little contact between the Fleet and the civil service. Sometimes I think they’re two completely disconnected worlds.”

The bark in A’baht’s voice betrayed his growing anger. “Speak plainly! What are you getting at?”

“The Institute is a long way from the Fleet Office, or the Palace,” said Drayson. “About as far away from the Senate and the president and the inner circle as could be. It must be nice not to have everyone breathing down your neck. It must be nice to be able to just do your job, without anyone questioning your every move. And they’ve been given everything they need—a whole fleet of astrographic and survey vessels.”

A’baht stared, struck silent.

“Maybe you should call him before you leave,” Drayson suggested softly.

A frown hardened A’baht’s gaze still further as he weighed the implications. “I don’t like you, no, sir,” he growled at last.

“You don’t have to.”

“No, I suppose I don’t,” said A’baht, and hesitated. “But I suppose you’d better teach me that bloody code after all.”

“Kiles.”

“Etahn? What are you doing calling at this hour?”

“Calling in a debt,” A’baht said.

“I’ll be glad to have it paid,” said Kiles, touching the stump of his right leg unconsciously. “Long overdue. What do you need?”

“How many of your ships can you put together quietly, without attracting a lot of attention?”

“How quickly?”

“Very.”

“Well—six, maybe. Possibly seven or eight, depending on where you need them.”

“Farlax Sector.”

“Ah. Not much out there right now. Six is the best I could do without rolling some people out of bed, and that can’t be done quietly.”

“Then six will have to be enough,” A’baht said. “Kiles, I need an updated survey of the Koornacht Cluster and its immediate neighborhood. The old survey just won’t do. I can’t tell you why—”

“I didn’t ask.”

“I can’t even make this an official request.”

“I figured out that this was unofficial on my own,” said L’toth. “You know, Etahn, things don’t really change out there all that fast.”

“The things I’m worried about change all too fast,” A’baht said.

“It’s not navigation that concerns you.”

“No. It’s all the little flags—the who, the what, and the where.”

“Will my people be at risk out there?”

“I don’t know, Kiles,” A’baht said. “I just know that if it turns out that they are, it’ll be the most important work they’ve ever done.”

“All right,” Kiles said. “I can live with that.”

“I’d take my own people there if I could. You know that.”

“I do. I know you that well. You hate to ask for help from anyone. I was starting to think I was going to carry this debt to my death.”

“I need your help now, Kiles.”

“You’ll have it. I’ll start diverting the ships right away.”

“Thank you, old friend.”

“Good luck, Etahn,” L’toth said. “Watch your back out there—watch it better than I did.”

The Fifth Fleet had marshaled at an orbital parking site called Zone 90 East. It lay just outside Coruscant’s planetary shield, but within sight of the vast military space station which served it, and through which the Fleet’s crews and supplies flowed.

As the time for departure neared, there was little sign of sentiment or ceremony, either on the station or the ships of the Fleet. All the tearful and earnest goodbyes had been said at the Eastport, Westport, and Newport gates, most of them days ago. Almost everyone on the crew rosters and everything on the manifests were already aboard.

Only the stragglers of the last watch to be recalled from liberty were aboard the tail-sitting shuttles that rose from the surface to the station. Only the most urgent supplies joined the stragglers aboard the tenders and tugs that moved back and forth between the station and the Fleet like scuttling insects.

“You should have just gone on up without me,” said Skids, peering worriedly ahead through the viewport for the carrier Imperious.

Tuketu’s long limbs were sprawled casually across three of the tug’s tiny passenger couches. “The heck with that,” he said, his tone light. “I never go anywhere without my triggerman.”

“We’re both going to get black-marked for sure. We’ll be lucky if we both don’t get taken off the flight roster.”

“Well—we’ve been pretty lucky together, right?”

Skids shook his head, only half listening. “I had it all timed out to the minute—exactly when I had to leave Noria’s to get back to Newport. How was I supposed to know that a Duraka gang was going to hit the resort exchange?”

“No way you could, Skids. So stop sweating it.”

“The police kept everything bigger than a bird on the ground for almost eleven hours, till they caught them. And then I get pulled down over Surtsey for speeding, trying to make up time—over Surtsey, mind you. If they’ve got enough aircops to patrol Surtsey, you think they’d be able to catch a couple of four-foot-tall jewel thieves a little faster—”

“There she is,” Tuketu said, pointing toward the upper right corner of the viewport.

“What? Where? Oh—all right. Be there in no time now,” Skids said, settling down in an empty seat. “You think they’ll move Hodo up to squadron commander? I’d rather it was Hodo than Miranda, myself. I don’t know how you feel—”

“Skids—”

“What?”

“You’re babbling.”

“Am I? Okay. You’re right, I am. I’ll stop,” Skids said, his expression sheepish. “I just feel so bad about all this, is all. I can’t believe it happened.” He glanced at his watch. “Almost twelves hours late—the captain’s going to stuff us in a drone and use us for target practice. Next time, don’t wait for me. Just leave me there and go on up by yourself—”

Standing inside the hatch of the four-seat shuttle he had flown up to the Glorious, General Han Solo tugged unhappily at the stiff fabric of his uniform, vainly trying to make it more comfortable. He had gained weight on two months of regular family meals, which only made matters worse. He heard Leia’s voice telling him, You look dashingly handsome, dear. It’s your head that’s uncomfortable in uniform, not your body. Sighing, he surrendered and pushed the hatch release.

The flight-deck crew already had an egress ladder in place for him, and the deck officer was waiting at the bottom of it.

“Lieutenant,” Han said. “Permission to come aboard.”

“General Solo, sir! Granted—welcome aboard. I hadn’t heard that you were coming to see us off, sir.”

“I’m not,” said Han, smartly descending the ladder. “I’m coming along for the ride. Have my gear brought off, and then get one of your ferry pilots to take this thing back to the station before you lock down, would you?”

“Yes, sir, right away.” The lieutenant’s startled look quickly gave way to the slightly worshipful eagerness Han had learned to expect, but never to accept. “I’m just sorry you didn’t come up in the Falcon, sir. I would have liked to see her.”

“I’d kinda like to see her right now myself,” said Han. “Where is General A’baht?”

“The general is not aboard, sir. We’re expecting him at any time. Captain Morano is on the bridge. I’d be happy to show you the way.”

Looking past the lieutenant, Han scanned the cruiser’s bay, making a quick inventory of its contents.

“Looks like a tight pack,” he said with a nod.

“Yes, sir. Capacity plus. Took in half a dozen more E-wings this morning. But we can still get things moved around when we need to, so it’s not too bad.”

“Make sure you can get them launched in a hurry,” said Han. “That’s what counts most in a scrap.”

“Yes, sir. Would you like that escort to the bridge now?”

“If you could just find out where my quarters are, that would do for now,” Han said, tugging at the tight collar of his shirt. “Oh, and let me know when General A’baht comes aboard.”

Han lay bare-chested on his back in the bunk of what until recently had been the quarters of the ship’s surgeon. His shirt hung from a wall clip nearby, and his shoes made a pile at the foot of the bunk.

It had been a long day, and Han’s body wanted sleep. But the ship, like the station, was on Standard Time, eight hours out of sync with Imperial City. Han knew from experience that the best way to adjust to it was to extend his day further still, and turn in with the first watch. He had left the overhead lights on as insurance against falling asleep.

But his body welcomed the quietude, and his eyes needed rest from the light, and his mind wanted relief from the thoughts that gnawed at him. Nothing felt right—being away from Leia and the kids, going off alone without Luke or Chewbacca, resenting Leia for asking when she knew he could not refuse her, hating his own inability to say no. Somewhere he had lost the independence he had once cherished as his most precious possession, and the worst part was that he knew he had given it up freely.

No—the worst part was that here he was, on his own, and he couldn’t remember how to enjoy it. It didn’t feel right to be alone.

Han flung an arm across his face and tried to make it all vanish. In a little while, it did.

General A’baht climbed out of the Poranji jumper with respectable limberness for someone his age.

“General,” the deck officer said, saluting smartly. “Good to see you, sir. Captain Morano’s in conference with the task force captains, and the XO is on the bridge.”

“Thank you,” A’baht said, jumping down and jerking a thumb in the direction of the jumper. “Find someplace to strap this down, will you, Marty? It’s borrowed, but I’ve taken kind of a fancy to it.”

“Yes, sir. Will do.”

There was something about the deck officer’s demeanor—something in his voice, or the way he held his mouth—that wasn’t quite right. But it wasn’t until A’baht turned to walk forward toward the exit that he got a clue as to what it was. That was when he saw that fully half the bay’s crew had stopped work to look his way. Several seemed to be wearing either funereal regret or indignant distress on their faces.

“Marty, what’s going on?”

The deck officer swallowed hard. “Sir, General Han Solo showed up a couple of hours ago—”

“Did he,” A’baht said thoughtfully.

“Yes, sir. I figured that he was here to see us off, but the captain put him in Dr. Archimar’s quarters.”

“Did he.”

“Yes, sir. I—General, there’s talk that Solo’s here to take over the Fleet.”

“If he is,” A’baht said evenly, “then Captain Morano gave him the wrong quarters. Where is General Solo now, Marty?”

“I can find out for you. He asked to be notified when you came aboard, sir.”

“Find out for me,” said A’baht, nodding. “But let me be the one to give him the message.”

A smile cracked the deck officer’s mask of concern. “Yes. sir.”

The first that Han knew he had fallen asleep was when he was startled awake by a sharp noise. Sitting bolt upright, wild-eyed, he found a tall Dornean in a Fleet Command uniform looming over him. The age lines on the Dornean’s face showed that he was over a hundred years old. The bars on his jacket showed that he was General A’baht.

“General Solo,” A’baht said. “There’s a rumor all over the ship that I’m out and you’re in. Want to tell me what that’s about?”

“I don’t know what that’s about,” said Han, swinging his feet over the side of the bunk and grasping for his shirt. Still half addled by his nap, he needed three swipes to grab it away from the clip. “You’re the commander of the Fifth Fleet. Nothing’s changed.”

“You’re here,” A’baht said, settling back against the vanity. “That’s a change.”

Han shrugged into his shirt and began struggling with the buttons. “Tell me about it,” he said. “Look, General, I know you don’t want me here, and the truth is I really don’t want to be here. Maybe if we give each other some breathing space on that understanding, this won’t be too bad for either of us.”

“I see I was prepared to give you too much credit on your reputation,” said A’baht.

“What are you talking about?”

“Among the Dornean, a male is expected to know when it is time to put down his babies and take up his weapon. But to be shamed into that duty by his female—”

“Yeah, well, tell it to someone who cares,” Han said, annoyed. “I’ve done my turn, and then some—and if it’s not enough to satisfy you, ask me if it’s gonna cost me any sleep. You’re not exactly diving on the Death Star in a snub fighter yourself, you know.”

A’baht laughed. “At least you have enough teeth left to bite back,” he said. “Can I see your orders?”

“There wasn’t enough time for formalities,” Han said, pushing the tail of his shirt down into his waistband. “Look, I’m no diplomat—ask anyone. Let’s try talking plainly and see where that gets us. I’m not here to replace you. I wouldn’t begin to know how to fight this task force, and I wasn’t planning on taking a crash course.”

“Very well. Why are you here, if not to replace me?”

“Now I’m giving you too much credit. I thought you could figure that one out on your own.”

“I do not enjoy the princess’s full confidence.”

“Right. But I do. So if I tell her everything’s fine, she’ll believe it.”

“No, there must be more,” said A’baht. “I don’t enjoy the princess’s full confidence—but she couldn’t find a reason to justify replacing me. If you’re not here to replace me, are you here to find her that reason?”

“I’m here to help you not do anything stupid,” said Han. “If it turns out you don’t need any help with that, that’s fine with me. I’ll sharpen up my barlaz game in your rec hall, find where your quartermaster keeps the medicinal dragon juice, and catch up on my sleep.”

“She still fears an incident with the Yevetha.”

“You could say that.”

“Perhaps she should fear the Yevetha instead,” said A’baht. “I’d like to hear your opinions concerning the Black Fleet.”

“Outside my jurisdiction,” said Han.

“And you said you were no diplomat.”

Han grinned crookedly. “I guess Leia’s been more of a bad influence on me than I thought.”

“Is there enough of the soldier left in you—”

“I was never, ever a soldier, General, even when I was wearing one of these,” Han said, tugging at the front of his shirt. “Too independent-minded—taking orders was never my strength. I was a Rebel.”

“And now?”

“I’m—a patriot, I guess. If that’s what you call someone who thinks the New Republic has the old Empire beat all hollow.”

“Very well,” said A’baht. “Then I ask the patriot in Han Solo to let me share with him a soldier’s view of why we are taking this ship to Hatawa and Farlax.”

“All right,” Han said. “If it can wait until all of us are a little more awake.”

“It can wait, but not too long,” said A’baht. “Have you eaten?”

“Nothing since my feet left the ground.”

“Then I suggest you come with me to the captain’s mess, and we’ll catch a meal while Captain Morano jumps us into the first grid. Unless your stomach takes exception to the combination of food and hyperspace?”

“Not at all,” said Han. “That’s kind of you. Let me find my shoes.”

“Oh—not entirely kind,” said A’baht.

“Oh? Is the captain’s cook still struggling to master his galley?”

A’baht smiled. “Since you’re senior to me—and especially since you’re Han Solo—your presence is a problem for me where the crew is concerned,” he said. “If you will allow it, I’d like to use your presence to underline the seriousness of this mission, and turn a negative into a positive. And having you seen as my guest aboard will kill the rumors your arrival spawned faster than any announcement I could make.”

Han nodded. “Let’s do it, then. I’m not here to make your job harder.”

At 2440 hours exactly, between the para rolls and the Dornean brandy, the Fifth Fleet jumped into Hatawa Sector. The search for Ayddar Nylykerka’s Black Fleet had begun.


Chapter 11
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By the time Colonel Pakkpekatt reached a comm station, Lady Luck had moved within two kilometers of the vagabond and was closing at a leisurely rate that would nonetheless place it alongside in a matter of minutes. The sight of it brought the threat ruffles on Pakkpekatt’s back to full flourish, and his throat turned crimson—a display no one in his bridge crew had ever seen before.

“Calrissian, you are a madman,” said Pakkpekatt with an icy evenness. “You will lose more than your commission over this, I promise you that.”

“Colonel, I’ll take that as your promise to do everything you can to help keep me alive long enough to satisfy your fine sense of outrage. I understand the Fleet doesn’t allow you to court-martial a corpse.”

“There are other uses for corpses,” said Pakkpekatt with a cold smile. “While you are still alive, perhaps you would like to place your justifications on the record.”

“Gladly,” said Lando. “Your decision to exclude us from the foray team endangered not only the lives of Bijo and his men, but the whole mission. And your attitude during yesterday’s briefing convinced me that you’d never give any real weight to anything we brought to the table—”

“You mean to blame me for your recklessness?” Pakkpekatt raged, his frosty reserve vaporizing in an instant. “You brought nothing to the table. You obviously came here with secret information about this vessel, which you denied having, and denied to us.”

“Secret information? What’re you blathering about, Colonel?”

“You as much as admitted it. You are the one who knew that the foray team would be in danger. You knew that the target was expecting a countersign, which you already possessed.”

“Colonel, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I had a hunch about what the builders of this ship out here were doing, and this was the only way to play my hunch.”

“You expect me to believe that you risked your lives and your ship on a ‘hunch’?”

Lando chuckled, a low, smooth sound. “You’ve never played sabacc with me, have you, Colonel? You have to be willing to lose big if you’re hoping to win big. No one ever got rich wagering one credit at a time.”

“I hope you’ve enjoyed your little game, General. But I had always understood that hiding cards was considered dishonest.”

“Colonel, we didn’t have any secret information. We simply happened to look in the right place in the Imperial archives, and just barely in time, too. Now we’re in, and we’re going to do what we can while we’re here. I trust you have the recorders running by now?”

Pakkpekatt muted the link and looked away from the comm unit toward his operations officer. “Do we have the recording of the key signal Lady Luck used to enter the restricted zone?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is the tractor beam on D-89 strong enough to tie up Lady Luck?”

“Easily,” said the operations officer with contempt. “She’s just a civilian pleasure yacht.”

“Is the interdiction field up?”

“Yes, sir, the field is operational.”

“Then queue up that key, and get ready to send the picket in to yank them out of there.” Pakkpekatt turned back to the comm unit and opened the link. “We’re doing the best we can,” he told Lando. “But some systems were in the middle of a calibration diagnostic, getting ready for our attempt later today, and they’re not back up yet. Can you stand off at your present range and give us a little time? A few minutes ought to be enough.”

“I guess that’s reasonable enough. But I hope you’re not thinking about trying to send the foray team in,” Lando said warningly. “We’ve talked about it here, and we have doubts that the key will work a second time.”

“No,” said Pakkpekatt, “we have no plans to do that. Just stand by.” He broke the link. “Ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then do it.”

Since making its pass at the vagabond the day before, D-89 had been flying formation with Glorious, awaiting its next job as the second spotter platform for the long-range stereo recordings to be made of the foray team’s contact. When its realspace engines suddenly roared to life, it had only a few kilometers to cover before reaching the invisible boundary of the vagabond’s security sphere.

D-89 was still accelerating when the vagabond hailed it—a signal heard on board Lady Luck and Glorious as well. Lobot was the first aboard the former to realize the cause. “There’s another vessel approaching the vagabond.”

Almost at the same time, Threepio said, “Master Lando, that is not the same sequence.”

“I know,” said Lando grimly. “I can hear it. Ah, I was afraid he was going to try this—”

The signal from the vagabond ended, and the response began, relayed from Glorious through D-89’s own transmitters. But even before the response was complete, a fierce blue light began dancing over the entire aft third of the vagabond’s hull.

“Hold on, everyone!” Lando cried on seeing it. He threw himself across the console, reaching for the control that would boost Lady Luck’s combat shields with the full output of her engines.

But his hand had not reached the switch when the cockpit was flooded with light, a light so harsh that even Threepio flinched from it, a light so cold that it made Lando shiver. Half a dozen alarms began to sound at once, as though the yacht itself were crying out in surprise. And piercing the cacophony was the keening wail of a frantic Artoo.

From the vantage of those watching on the bridge of the Glorious, it all seemed to take only a moment, a few heartbeats. Those who glanced down at their consoles in that moment missed it. When their heads swiveled and jerked upward at the collective gasp, all that was left to see was the sudden spreading cloud of flotsam in space between the cruiser and the vagabond.

The blue glow had made the vagabond suddenly bright on the cruiser’s screens. Then three beams of energy had lanced out from the tail of the ship, knifing across space like searchlights, sweeping toward the same target. The beams intersected, merged, and at that moment, that point, there was a small but spectacularly intense explosion.

At the same time, all the telemetry from D-89 vanished from the bridge consoles of the Glorious.

Then the lances disappeared as quickly as they had appeared, and there was silence. The vagabond dropped back into near invisibility as small secondary explosions lit the atomized debris from within, like tiny nova stars inside a hot nebula.

“What about Lady Luck?” Pakkpekatt quietly asked a still shaken tracking technician.

“Uh—we can’t see through the cloud until it disperses. It’s too heavily ionized. But the Marauder still has Lady Luck on her screens.”

“How very interesting,” Pakkpekatt said, straightening to his full height.

“Colonel, Captain Hannser of the Marauder, asking for your instructions.”

“Tell him to wait,” said Pakkpekatt, turning toward the bridge windows. “Imaging, replay the attack, half-speed. Everyone, watch your monitors. Let’s see what we can learn about the general’s friends.”

One by one, Lando silenced the alarms—the radiation alarm, the proximity alarm, the contact alarm, the systems alarm, the anomaly alarm. The ship seemed unharmed, even untouched.

“What was that?”

“I’m showing an explosion eight kilometers aft of us,” said Lobot. “I believe we have now seen a demonstration of the weapons technology of the Qella.”

“Holy queen of sailors—tell me it wasn’t the foray shuttle, Lobot.”

Lobot opened a link to one of Glorious’s unsecured processors. “It was the ferret D-89. No one was on board.”

“Thank the stars.” With a touch on the console before him, Lando signaled the cruiser. “Colonel, one of these days you’re going to learn to stop ignoring what I tell you.”

“Anytime you care to start telling me the truth, General, I will be happy to listen.”

“The truth?”

“Yes, the truth,” Pakkpekatt snarled. “You could begin with who you’re working for, what’s inside the target, and why you chose to become a traitor to the New Republic. The vagabond allowed you to approach, and now it’s protecting you.”

“General, I warned you that the key might not work a second time. The challenge to the ferret was different than the challenge to us—probably to stop someone from doing exactly what you tried to do, namely snoop and steal the key. If the vagabond’s protecting us, it’s only because it thinks we belong here.”

“Are you still claiming that all this is simply the outcome of a gambler’s lucky hunch?”

“Colonel, we’re breaking and entering. We’re not here to keep an appointment.”

“Then why is the vagabond still here?”

Lando looked up and stared out Lady Luck’s front port. The weapon that had been used against the ferret would be equally effective against the interdiction pickets. And with even one of them destroyed or disabled, there would be nothing to stop the vagabond’s escape.

“I don’t know, Colonel,” said Lando. “Maybe she’s waiting for us. I’m going to start closing with her again and see what happens.” With a light touch he edged the thruster control forward. “In the meantime, if you’ll stop trying to send in the cavalry long enough to listen, we’ll pass along everything we know, or think we do.”

Artoo and Threepio had been having their own conversation at the rear of the yacht’s flight deck, and now Threepio stepped forward to where Lando and Lobot sat. “Sir—”

“Wait, Threepio.”

“Sir, Artoo says that the new sequence sent by the Qella vessel does not appear in the information from the survey archives.”

“What?”

“Artoo says he is unable to determine what the correct response might be.”

Lando shook his head. “I feel like I’m in a spelling bee and the kid in front of me just went out on a word I don’t know either. Colonel, are you getting all this?”

“Getting it, yes. Understanding it, no.”

“We matched the original signal from the vagabond to the genetic code of a species called the Qella. The correct response was the next portion of the code,” Lando said. “But it interrogated the ferret with a different sequence, and we don’t seem to know what comes next. Maybe Lobot has an explanation—he’s the one who found the match in the first place.”

“An explanation is readily available,” Lobot said. “But it will not help us with our problem.”

“I’d like to hear it anyway,” said Pakkpekatt.

Lando nodded his agreement.

“I have reviewed the history of the records concerning the Qella. They were discovered by the Third General Survey, which was the Republic’s first comprehensive examination of habitable worlds in the galactic arms,” Lobot said. “But the only report is from the survey vessel. By the time the contact vessel arrived eight years later, all of the Qella were dead, and more than one-third of the planet was covered by ice up to a hundred meters thick.”

“All dead? What happened?”

“An asteroid impact was postulated,” said Lobot. “The contact vessel collected genetic samples and technological artifacts from two sites, but it wasn’t equipped for archaeological work, and there were many worlds with live populations waiting for a contact vessel. Qella was marked for a follow-up visit by an archaeological team, and the contact vessel continued on. But there was no follow-up.”

“Why not?” Lando demanded.

“The Third General Survey was never completed,” said Pakkpekatt. “It was terminated at the outbreak of the Clone Wars.”

“The colonel is correct,” Lobot said. “All survey and contact vessels were taken over by the Imperial Navy with the Third General Survey only sixty-one percent complete.”

“Which means we have all the information we’re going to have about the Qella?” Lando asked. “There must be more somewhere. They obviously had interstellar travel. They must have had neighbors, trading partners—”

“Perhaps the colonel’s staff can locate such information,” said Lobot. “I have been unable to locate any other references to this planet and its inhabitants.”

“I have people working on it,” Pakkpekatt said curtly. “If I had been given this information when you first developed it, I might have had some results for you by now.”

The vagabond now nearly filled Lady Luck’s forward viewscreen. “Colonel, you can deal two different players the same hand; one of them will win with it, and the other lose. If we had given you the chance to play our hunch, what would you have done with it? Where would Bijo Hammax be right now?”

After a long pause, the intelligence officer said, “Point taken, General.”

“Thank you, Colonel. We’re getting pretty close now, as I guess you can tell. The way I see things, I’d better start concentrating on the game going on out here,” Lando said. “We’ll keep in touch, but that’s not going to be my first worry.”

“If you would leave an audio channel open—”

“You’ll probably want to pick up all our cockpit sensor feeds—Lobot can route ’em to you.”

“We will do what we can to assist you,” said Pakkpekatt.

Lando knew that those must have been difficult words for the Hortek to say. “You’ll hear us yell,” he said. “But if you’d really like to help, maybe you want to see what you can do about getting a ship sent to Qella, fast. There may still be answers there that we’re gonna need before this is over.”

With Lady Luck cruising slowly along the hull of the vagabond at a distance of only a hundred meters, Lando felt as though he were seeing the ship clearly for the first time.

At a distance, the hull seemed lumpy and irregular. Up close, it looked like nothing so much as a bundle of massive tree trunks woven round with thick, crisscrossing vines, which had grown into the metallic bark. But the scale was all wrong for that comparison—the “vines” were large enough in cross-section to park the yacht inside one, and the “trunks” would easily have swallowed the bulk of the cruiser.

“Looks a bit like a Foss,” said Lando. “What do you think about those extrusions?”

“I can’t tell whether the design is symbolic or functional,” said Lobot. “There is no repeating pattern that I can perceive.”

“Maybe those extrusions are some sort of energy conduit for the weapons,” said Lando. “I can’t see anything else that looks like a weapon.”

“It is possible that their weapons use surface-charge capacitance,” said Lobot. “SCC is considered unsafe for task force operations, but single vessels can accumulate very large surface charges without affecting internal systems. Deep space is a good insulator.”

“So the entire surface might be an accumulator for that weapon we saw?”

“Yes. The extrusions, as you call them, increase the surface area. The actual weapon apertures could be quite small.”

“Perhaps we should send a greeting message,” said Threepio. “I would be happy to offer my services.”

“Not yet, Threepio,” said Lando. “Look, there’s the primary attach site that Bijo was planning to use—there, swing the spot up and to the right.”

“That’s not a hatchway,” said Lobot after a moment’s inspection. “It’s a surface marking. There are no seams.”

“The secondary attach site is farther forward. We’ll go take a look at that.”

“General Calrissian,” Pakkpekatt said.

“Yes, Colonel.”

“I thought you would like to know that IX-26 has been diverted from its patrol in Nouane to pick up an archaeological team from the Obroan Institute,” said Pakkpekatt. “They are on their way to Qella now.”

“Thank you, Colonel.”

“My chief of data acquisition has asked me to relay a request to you,” Pakkpekatt continued. “He would like you to attach a tracking and monitoring limpet to the target at first opportunity. In the foray team’s action plan, that was considered a mission failsafe.”

“Colonel, I intend to attach this entire yacht to the vagabond, as soon as I can figure out where to do it. We’ll do a hand attachment of a TRAML then, if everything’s still quiet. I’m not going to fire anything at her if I can avoid it.”

“Lando,” said Lobot suddenly. “Look.”

The surface of the vagabond had suddenly come alive with small, pale patches of light. They appeared and disappeared in orderly patterns along the top of the hull extrusions, forming sequences that drew the eye forward, and then to the edge of the curving hull, where they disappeared.

“Oh, no! Artoo, look out! It’s getting ready to attack!” Threepio exclaimed.

“That’s not what happened the last time they fired,” said Lando.

“The last time they fired, we were two klicks away,” Lobot reminded him. “We wouldn’t have been able to see this stage from there.”

“Some thought here that this is engine activity, and the target is preparing to jump into hyperspace,” said Pakkpekatt over the comm. “Suggest you back away and launch that limpet now. You may not get another chance.”

“There is another possibility,” said Lobot. “This could be the next question for us. If so, it is one we’re not prepared to answer.”

“General, I strongly suggest you drop the limpet and get your people out of there,” Pakkpekatt said forcefully.

“No!” said Lando. “I want to know what’s happening on the rest of the hull, the part we can’t see. Where do the lights go? Is there a beginning, an end? Lobot, where are those other video feeds?”

“I am monitoring,” said Lobot. “The light streams originate at a point aft of our position and diverge into two streams which wind forward along the hull, following the surface contours. Both streams end at separate points on the far side of the ship.”

“Threepio, can you make anything out of this? We’ve got two streams again. Is this another duet?”

“I do not recognize this as any form of language known to me, Master Lando. But perhaps it is not linguistic, but symbolic communication.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Sir, perhaps they are pointers, not streams.”

“Pointers—so which one do we follow?”

“Master Lando, might I suggest that you follow them both, back to the point of divergence?”

“That’s backwards!”

“Sir, the conventions of symbolic communication are not universal. You have been conditioned by the customs of your culture to extrapolate in the direction of movement, rather than to look for the source.”

“Threepio’s right,” said Lobot. “You can follow a stream to its origin or its destination. Perhaps we’ve taken so long since we first signaled them that they’ve decided we missed the portal, or don’t know how to find it.”

Lando raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Backwards it is,” he said, and reached for the thruster controls.

Watching the streaming lights flicker by and disappear in the direction of the bow, Lando could not help feeling they were going the wrong way. But when they reached the spot from which the light seemed to appear, a dark hole irised open there, and the streaming lights vanished.

“They’re inviting us inside,” said Lobot.

“Well, I’ll be the last pup of an ion storm—” Lando breathed in delighted wonder. “So they are, Lobot. So they are. What kind of atmosphere did the survey ship record on Qella?”

“Nitrogen seventy-five percent, carbon dioxide thirteen percent, oxygen nine percent, water vapor one percent, argon one percent, traces helium, neon—”

“That’s enough,” Lando said, putting Lady Luck on automatic station-keeping. “The droids won’t mind, but it’s a bit thick for my lungs. It’s suits for us, pal. Let’s go get prepped.”

The yacht’s outer airlock and the opening in the vagabond’s hull were mismatched in both shape and size. The solution was an old invention, elegant in its simplicity, which Lando had made standard equipment on all his vessels—an extensible cofferdam. Flexible yet vapor-tight, the cofferdam could telescope out from the hull of Lady Luck and attach itself to the other ship, forming an enclosed tunnel between the airlocks.

Lando locked the helmet of his suit in place with a twist and looked across the compartment at Lobot. “Everything all right?” he called, more loudly than necessary. He’d spent as little time as possible in space-suits and still had the neophyte’s reflex of trying to shout through the faceplate.

“Everything is fine,” said Lobot. “I have nominal pressure and temperature, and there is minimal interference.”

“All right, then. Extending the cofferdam.”

Lando pressed the switch, engaging a specialized autopilot which not only controlled the movement of the tunnel of rings, but took over thruster control for Lady Luck as well. The autopilot reported its progress in relentless detail, which Lando ignored until just before contact.

“Beginning cofferdam attach sequence. Attempting magnetic lock,” the autopilot announced. “Testing. Magnetic lock failed. Attempting negative pressure lock. Testing. Pressure lock failed. Attempting Chemical Lock One. Testing. Chemical Lock One failed—”

“What’s that hull made of?” Lando demanded.

“We may have to free-fly over there,” said Lobot.

“You sound almost hopeful.”

“I’ve learned that it’s something many people try on their vacations.”

“—Attempting Chemical Lock Three. Testing. Chemical Lock Three failed. Attempting Mechanical Lock One. Testing. Mechanical Lock One holding.”

Mechanical Lock One consisted of thousands of tiny composite barbs attached to monomolecular threads. The barbs were driven into the hull like so many anchors, and then the slack was taken up, pulling the cofferdam’s ring seal snug against the surface.

“Any change, Colonel?” asked Lando.

“No change, General.”

“She doesn’t seem to have felt it,” said Lando to his companions. “Pressurizing the cofferdam.” They could not hear the hissing, but the transfer pumps made the deck under their feet vibrate. “Looks like a good seal. Pressure is holding.”

“Good luck, General,” said Pakkpekatt, reduced now to the role of spectator. “I envy you.”

Lando drew a deep breath and offered a jaunty grin. “I might trade places with you if I could, Colonel,” he said. “Lobot, if you lose contact with me, take the ship out of here. Don’t come in after me.”

Lobot cocked a questioning eyebrow. “Do you really expect me to follow that order?”

“Well …,” Lando said, and the grin returned. “At least wait until I yell twice.”

“Good luck, Lando,” Lobot said, and opened the inner airlock.

“Do be careful, Master Lando,” Threepio called after him.

The cofferdam’s rigid rings had handholds spaced at intervals, which Lando used to pull himself along through the five-meter-long tunnel between the ships. He paused outside the vagabond’s portal to switch on his suit and helmet spots, as the chamber beyond was still lit only by the overspill from the lamps at Lady Luck’s airlock.

With his own spotlights on, Lando’s shadow no longer led the way for him. But the lights revealed little detail inside the Qella vessel—only an empty space enclosed by blank walls of the same mottled color as the hull itself.

Grasping the upper rim of the opening, Lando raised his feet and floated himself through, twisting to look in all directions. He had half expected lights to come on as he entered, but that did not happen. But the lights he wore were enough to assure him that he was alone.

“All right, I’m in,” said Lando. “This chamber is about twice my height in every dimension—plenty of room for all four of us. No response to my presence yet. There’s no light, and there doesn’t seem to be another doorway. But then, I can’t see any mechanism for the hatch I came through, so maybe I just can’t recognize the exit.”

“Watch your assumptions,” said a new voice—Bijo Hammax. “Just because you came out through a double-hatch airlock doesn’t mean that’s what you’ve entered.”

“Hey, Bijo! I thought you’d be sore at me for stealing your date.”

“I decided to wait and see what happened,” said Hammax. “If she kills you, I plan to forgive you.”

“Thanks, buddy,” said Lando, turning. “Wait, here’s something—that’s odd—”

Looking back toward the outer hull, Lando thought he could see the attachment ring through the wall of the chamber, encircling the opening as a faint gray shadow. He turned off his suit lights, and the ring became more distinct.

“Why have you turned your lights off, General?”

“Can you see this?” Lando demanded. “I don’t know why or how, but I can see the attachment ring through the bulkhead. There’s a gray ring, a shadow, exactly that size, visible on the inside.”

“Not visible on the relay. Are you saying that the hull is translucent, Lando?” asked Lobot.

“Well—yes. Where’re the ship’s spots? Can you sweep them across the outside?”

“Coming up.”

With Lady Luck’s brilliant spotlights trained on the hull, there was no mistaking the sight—the whole bulkhead glowed faintly, and the ring darkened to a sharp-edged black shadow. When Lando brushed his gloved fingertips across the surface, he could feel that the shadow was slightly raised.

“It’s almost like a bruise,” he said. “Like the hull is swelling where those thousands of tiny grapples have grabbed on to it. Artoo, come in here. I want you to scan and record this.”

“That could be a self-repair function at work,” said Hammax. “Mechanical One does do some microscopic damage to the attach point. As for the translucent hull—General, you may have discovered why the ship has so few surface features. We’re not seeing the true hull, just an outer membrane, probably differentially transparent to radiation. All the sensors are concealed underneath.”

By the time Hammax finished his speculations, Artoo appeared at the portal. He chirped at Lando, then entered when Lando waved him in. The lack of handholds in the chamber was not the problem for the droid that it was for the general. Thanks to the array of small gas thrusters built into all astromech droids, Artoo’s motions were far more controlled than Lando’s—who found he kept drifting into one bulkhead or another, slowly twisting from side to side and turning end over end.

“You getting a better image now?” Lando called.

“Much clearer,” said Lobot. “Are you ready for the rest of us?”

“There’s nothing else to see,” said Lando, switching his suit’s floodlamps back on. “The bulkheads are completely bare.”

“Does it appear to be the same material as the outer hull?” asked Hammax. “If so, there could be any kind or number of sensors or weapons concealed underneath it. They could use that material the way we use one-way mirrors. For all we know, they could be as close to you as the nearest bulkhead, watching and listening.”

“Thank you for that thought,” said Lando. “But if this is a Qella ship, it’s a dead ship. It’s been in space too long. And, Colonel, this is starting to look like a dead end. We may have to make our own entrance.”

“Lando, remember what we talked about yesterday,” said Lobot. “Any obvious path, any unlocked passageway, may be a trap. If there was a big red switch in the middle of one of those walls, I wouldn’t want you to touch it. Access must require more than observation—it requires knowledge. The perfect lock is invisible to you and self-evident to the Qella.”

“Maybe there’s something about the mottling on these walls,” said Lando, craning his head. “It’s the only thing in here I can see that could carry information. Lobot, Threepio, why don’t you come on over and see what you can make of it. Bring the equipment sled with you, too. Artoo’s making out like a fish in water, but the rest of us can use something to hang on to.”

Lando sighed and touched a suit control to blow a jet of cool air across his face. “I haven’t a clue,” he said finally. “Colonel? Anything there?”

It was Bijo Hammax who replied, “No. We’re stumped here, Lando.”

“Being stumped was my best strategy,” Lando said forlornly. “I was hoping that if we showed ourselves to be slow learners again, they’d give us another hint.”

Bijo laughed.

“Maybe if we touch the right pattern of spots,” Lobot suggested.

“I touched about thirty spots already before you got here, with my head, my elbows, my bottom, my knees—”

“I said the right pattern, not a random pattern.”

“So tell me what the right pattern is,” Lando said sharply. “Light or dark? Fast or slow? Left to right or top to bottom?”

“I don’t know,” Lobot said. “I’m sorry.”

“Aw—it’s not your fault. What we need right now is a Qella brain, and we’re fresh out of them. I knew I’d forget to pack something.”

“Lando—”

“What?”

“Have you ever seen Donadi stain-painting?”

“What? Lobot, you’ve picked a strange time to start practicing idle conversation.”

“Answer my question,” Lobot said shortly.

“All right—no, I haven’t. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“To human perception, stain-painting consists of huge canvases covered with random splotches of color. The Donadi sit and stare at a painting for ten minutes or more at a time. If they stare long enough, and practice what they call ‘looking past,’ something happens in their brain that turns the splotches into a three-dimensional image.”

“I’ve seen it,” said Hammax. “Strangest thing. The Donadi go into this meditation thing and end up in a state of high rapture over something that might as well be a hallucination.”

“But it isn’t a hallucination,” said Lobot. “A Donadi painting isn’t an image—it’s a stimulus to the perception of an image. The image isn’t real, but it’s contained in the painting all the same. It’s a perceptual trick, and it only works for their species.”

“You think maybe if a Qella came in here, he’d see the answer right away?”

“I’m saying that these markings may have been made not just for Qella eyes, but for Qella minds.”

Lando frowned and shook his head. “Even if you’re right, that doesn’t get us any closer.”

“Artoo is the only one of us capable of seeing the entire chamber at once. I can send him alternate sets of perceptual parameters, which I am retrieving now from the Institute for Sentient Studies on Baraboo. They have the most comprehensive collection of neurocognitive models that exists. Artoo can reprocess the image according to the parameters I provide, and project it for us to see.”

“Sounds a lot like trying to fill out a sabacc on a draw of four cards to me.”

“Luck is chance informed by applied knowledge,” said Lobot. “You said so yourself.”

“I did?”

“You did. Stand by.”

It is said on Gaios that a seed does not know the flower that produced it. What is true of seeds and flowers is true of civilizations and worlds. In the long history of the galaxy, many a family tree has grown too tangled to be clearly remembered by either ancestor or descendant.

On a thousand thousand worlds and more, life erupted from creation’s crucible of energy and time—and vanished into extinction in an eyeblink.

On a hundred thousand worlds and more, life erupted from the crucible and would not be dislodged, brandishing cleverness and fecundity as its weapons against entropy and change.

On ten thousand worlds and more, life erupted from the crucible and then transcended it, learning to bridge the unbridgeable distances, venturing forth as explorer, and settler, and conqueror to worlds far from that which gave it birth.

And some of those worlds touched with the gift of life in time passed it on to their own children, until the gift had been passed across the eons to a million worlds, flower begetting seed begetting flower until the galaxy itself sang of it. But in all the history of all that is, no species anywhere has ever known its whole heritage, for memories are shorter than forever, and the only witness to those hard first births is the Force itself.

The people who called themselves the Qella had no children of their own. No colony worlds owed them allegiance. No free worlds owed them honor. The Qella had possessed the tools to leave their homeworld, but they had lacked a sufficient reason.

But the Qella had parents, parents they scarcely remembered, but to whom much of what they were and knew could be traced. The parents of the Qella had called themselves the Qonet, and they had had many offspring, as had their parents, who called themselves the Ahra Naffi. So although the Qella had no children, they had siblings in some number, and cousins close and distant in numbers beyond counting.

It was with the hope of finding such kin as the Qella might have that Lobot sifted the archives of the Institute for Sentient Studies. Lobot knew no more about the family history of the Qella than did the Qella themselves, but he knew the patterns and principles that applied. His hope depended not on luck but on a well-chosen search algorithm, the thoroughness of the archivists, and the fruitfulness and resilience of the Ahra Naffi line.

Or, at least, so Lobot would forever claim. Luck was Lando’s game, and Lobot preferred to distance himself from anything so ephemeral and unpredictable. It was a silent rivalry, and Lobot took unvoiced pleasure from the times when Lando’s way failed him and Lobot’s own succeeded. He prided himself on playing a more precise and controlled line, where competence counted for more than chance and diligence was rewarded more often than daring.

This time the reward was the mind-prints of the Khotta, of Kho Nai.

The image Artoo was projecting covered only part of one wall, but incorporated the patterns of the entire chamber as they would have been perceived by a Khotta. Compressed, processed, and translated, they needed no explanation. The entire image had but one focal point and one possible meaning.

“There,” said Lando. “In that corner. There’s your big red switch.”

“I don’t see anything,” Threepio declared. “Artoo, you must be making a mistake.”

“You’re not supposed to see it,” said Lando. “Not unless you have the right eyes. But it’s there.” Pushing off from the equipment sled, he floated toward the corner.

“General Calrissian? Hammax here. Suggest you have your R2 unit make the initial contact with its claw arm.”

“Where’s the colonel?”

“Colonel Pakkpekatt is monitoring.”

“Tell him I wish he was here,” said Lando. “Okay, Artoo. You have the spot zeroed in?”

Artoo chittered enthusiastically.

“Okay—let’s ring the bell.”

Artoo rose from the equipment sled where he had been clinging and jetted across the open space. The droid’s left equipment door snapped open, and the telescoping claw arm extended toward a spot along the curved corner where the two bulkheads merged.

The claw yawned open to its fullest and a moment later touched the bulkhead.

Nothing happened.

“More pressure, Artoo,” said Lando.

The droid’s thrusters spat plumes of vapor into the chamber, until its silver body was visibly vibrating.

“That’s enough, Artoo,” Lando said. “Let me in there.”

“What are you thinking, General?” asked Hammax.

“That maybe this ship knows it wasn’t built by droids,” said Lando, extending his gloved hand to touch the same spot Artoo had tried.

Again there was no response, even when Lando’s suit thrusters exerted themselves.

“We must have misread the instructions,” said Threepio. “Artoo, could you possibly have turned everything upside down?”

The little droid’s response was indignantly terse.

“I can’t get any real pressure on it,” Lando fumed. “Maybe these Qella were stronger than we are, at least under these conditions.”

“Strength hasn’t opened any Qella doors yet,” said Lobot.

Lando twisted around to look at Lobot. “No, it hasn’t, has it?” Grasping his right wrist joint, Lando squeezed the release and twisted.

“What are you doing?” Hammax protested.

“A spacesuit and a droid probably register about the same, wouldn’t you say?” With a sharp yank, Lando tugged the glove off his right hand.

The air in the chamber was bitterly cold, and his hand begun to ache almost at once. Tucking the glove under his left elbow, Lando spun back to face the corner and reached out to touch the bulkhead.

It retreated under his touch, the surface folding back on all sides until there was a hole in the corner almost as large as a bubble helmet and deep enough that Lando was uncertain whether he could reach the farthest recesses.

“He did it!” Threepio exulted.

“There’s some sort of handle back here,” Lando said, peering into the opening. “At least, that’s what it looks like to me. Artoo, get over here and get a picture for the folks at home.”

“General, suggest you reglove,” Hammax said while Artoo attended to that duty. “The handle might be keyed to Qellan biology.”

“I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” Lando said. “That’s enough, Artoo. Anyone want to retreat back into Lady Luck before I knock on the door? Counting one, two, three—”

“We’re ready here, Lando,” said Lobot.

“Okay, then.” Drawing a deep breath, Lando reached with his bare hand for the handle deep inside the hole. His shoulder was pressed against the opening before his fingertips brushed it. He had to slip his shoulder inside the hole and press his helmet against the bulkhead to close his fingers around the handle.

“Got it,” he said. “What do you think, Lobot? Push, pull, twist, lift—”

But Lobot never had a chance to answer. There was a flash of brilliant blue light outside the portal, and when it was gone, so was the tunnel to Lady Luck’s airlock. In the next instant the atmosphere in the chamber began boiling out into space, sweeping everything and everyone toward the open portal.

Lando clung desperately to the handle inside the hole, though he lost his grip on the glove and watched it being whisked away beyond his reach. But both Artoo and Lobot were being swept toward the opening, their thrusters unequal to the sudden windstorm. The equipment sled, with Threepio perched atop it, spun crazily toward the opening as well.

The glove, far lighter and moving faster than any of the party, struck the outer bulkhead, rebounded, and tumbled out into space. But bare moments before Artoo reached the opening, there suddenly was no opening. As neatly as the smaller hole had opened under Lando’s touch, the portal knitted itself closed from edge to center.

Artoo, Threepio, Lobot, and the sled all struck an unbroken chamber wall—and then began sliding aft along it.

“The ship’s moving!” Lando cried, feeling the acceleration pressing him more firmly against the aft bulkhead. “Hammax! Colonel! What’s going on?” There was no answer—not even static. “Anyone on the Glorious, respond!”

“Lando!” Lobot called. “All of my links are gone. We’re not just moving. This ship just jumped into hyperspace.”

It all happened so quickly that no one witness was certain of all the details.

Without warning, one of the Qella’s beam weapons sliced Lady Luck free from the vagabond. Another pierced the hull of the interdiction picket Kauri and left it in flames.

As the interdiction field collapsed, the vagabond swung about with surprising swiftness and accelerated away from its previous course.

The captain of the Marauder screamed for permission to fire—just as the Qella vessel seemed to suddenly stretch to twice its true length and then vanish into a blinding white pinch of spacetime.

Lady Luck was left drifting, the remnants of the cofferdam trailing from its airlock.

“Do we have a good track?” Pakkpekatt demanded.

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s something to work with,” he said.

“Sir, she jumped toward the Core.”

Pakkpekatt’s expression did not change. “Dispatch a crew to recover the yacht. Bring Lightning around to the target’s last heading and jump her out ten. We’ll go out twenty, Marauder thirty, and then walk it out at intervals of one light-year till we get to the border. She’s got to be out there somewhere.”

“Yes, sir—but how far? She could have jumped all the way to Byss, for all we know.”

The mere mention of the former Emperor’s throne world, deep in the Core, darkened the mood on the bridge still further.

“Let’s hope not, sailor,” said Pakkpekatt. “Let us earnestly hope not.”


Chapter 12

[image: ]

Long before they reached Lucazec, Luke Skywalker settled on Mud Sloth as the name for Akanah’s previously unnamed Verpine Adventurer.

He realized he had been spoiled by years in highperformance military spacecraft, operating under wartime conditions or a military waiver. But realizing that didn’t make it any easier to adjust to civilian navigation restrictions. Not only was Mud Sloth a dawdler in realspace, but its hyperspace motivator simply refused to enter or leave hyperspace within a planetary Flight Control Zone.

Luke didn’t object in principle to FCZ regulations. They helped ensure that less experienced pilots in less capable ships made slow approaches to populated worlds and busy spacelanes. But he had never been subjected to a four-day realspace crawl just to leave Coruscant. He was accustomed to reaching for the hyperdrive moments after his ship cleared the atmosphere. Mud Sloth insisted on waiting until it had cleared the star system.

But there was nothing to be done about it. The Adventurer wouldn’t accept his military waiver, and didn’t even have a System Configuration option on its cockpit displays. It was designed to prevent such meddling.

Driven by impatience, Luke briefly considered powering down the hyperdrive and opening up the service access to see what he could do with it. But he soon talked himself out of it, realizing that reprogramming a motivator was beyond his talents as a tinkerer. Even a starship as simple as the Adventurer was far more complex than the Incom T-16s and landspeeders he’d spent so many days hopping and rebuilding back on Tatooine.

No, when it came to hyperspace, it was too easy for a small oversight to become a final, fatal error. Anyone who’d flown for long had heard the stories and respected the danger. Of all the risks inherent in traveling unimaginable distances at incalculable speeds, the one that entered most pilots’ nightmares was the one-way jump—never coming out of hyperspace. Even Han and Chewie left the exacting business of rebalancing a motivator to professionals, and never begrudged them their hefty fees.

But that had left Luke trapped in cramped quarters with Akanah for just over eleven days on the way to Lucazec—something he had not been prepared for. After months in isolation, he had not been prepared for that much close contact with anyone. Luke wondered how he would have borne it if Akanah had not been so willing to make allowances.

She did not force conversation on him, either idle or earnest. Nor did she make him feel as though he was being watched, that she was waiting for him to do something. Without his ever asking, she granted him the only kind of privacy available under the circumstances—the privacy of the mind and heart. She did not intrude there without his invitation, hiding her own needs and curiosity so perfectly that they seemed more like comfortable old friends than strangers.

At her suggestion, they adopted a watch schedule that had them sleeping at opposite ends of the day, spaced so that neither of them had to climb into a hot bunk. She seemed to welcome the reassurance that someone was awake while she rested, and did not seem to mind that the schedule reduced their time together to a few hours twice a day.

Luke thought Akanah must be accustomed to being alone, for she seemed to have mastered the art of keeping time moving without restless motion. She read from a battered old datapad, meditated in the copilot’s couch, and intently studied the Adventurer’s owner, pilot, and system helps.

At times she even sought privacy for herself. Akanah practiced her Fallanassi craft in silence behind the drawn curtain of the sleeper, and stripped to a body-hugging monoskin to exercise only when it was Luke’s turn in the zippered bunkbag. She even politely ignored him when he made both discoveries, making it unnecessary for him to apologize, or for her to explain.

They did take meals together, dipping twice a day into Akanah’s modest cache of stabilized foodstores—many of them long-expired Imperial expedition packs, a telltale sign of desperately tight finances. But even meals did not become an occasion for substantive conversation until near the end, with Lucazec visible through the viewport and the reason for their journey too much in their thoughts to be ignored.

“Sixteen more hours,” Luke said, tearing open a pouch of Noryath brown meatbread. “I hate the waiting. I want to crawl back in the bunk and sleep until the autopilot starts asking whether we want to orbit or land.”

“If I thought this was the end of our journey, rather than just the end of the beginning, I might feel the same way,” said Akanah, and sipped at her flask of tart pawei juice.

“Do you think there’s any chance the Fallanassi may have come back, after the war?”

“No,” said Akanah. “You see, the Empire feared us as well as coveted our power. They didn’t come down with weapons drawn to round us up, as they did with so many other populations they enslaved—”

“Yeah, I’ve seen how they work. But how did they even know you existed? I thought you were a secret sect. Or am I the only one who never heard of the Fallanassi?”

“You are right, there is a contradiction,” said Akanah. “The explanation is simple, but an embarrassment. We were divided among ourselves about the coming war and what our moral duty was. One of our community, for reasons of her own, went to the Imperial governor and revealed herself.”

“You were betrayed.”

“No—no, that’s too strong a word. Even though her name is no longer spoken, she had a high purpose in what she did. She believed that by allying ourselves with the Empire, we could be the water that would quench the flame.” Akanah’s eyes were touched by wistfulness. “But she was wrong. It was too late for that—the fire was already beyond control.”

“Well—I don’t know why you called it an embarrassment,” said Luke. “The only communities that think with one mind are those that only have one mind. And I haven’t met anyone yet who hasn’t ever been passionately wrong about something, sometime.”

“You are generous,” said Akanah, “more generous than the circle was able to be.”

“It’s easier for me,” he said. “I wasn’t the one betrayed.”

She acknowledged him with a nod. “The Empire sent General Tagge to Wialu—who held the wand of privilege then—to offer us the protection of the Emperor. He said it was important for us to show our loyalty—that that was the only way we could escape the fate of the Jedi. We knew what that meant. The Jedi were being hunted down as traitors and sorcerers, and no one dared openly favor or befriend them.”

“Forgive me—I don’t mean to sound suspicious. But how do you know all this?” Luke asked. “You said you were just a child, and offplanet at the time.”

“No, I was still on Lucazec when General Tagge came there,” said Akanah. “My mother—her name was Isela—was one of the women who met with Wialu in circle afterward, to decide what to do. And children are not protected from adult concerns in our community, as they are in so many places. Isela told me of the Empire’s invitation, and what it might mean to refuse it.”

“I guess I don’t understand, then,” said Luke, trying to remember where he had heard the general’s name before. “How did you become separated from the others? I assume the Fallanassi left Lucazec rather than either refuse or accept.”

“No, that was months later,” explained Akanah. “Wialu did refuse General Tagge. She told him that the loyalty of the Fallanassi was to the Light, and that we would not let ourselves be used to further the ambition of generals, kings, or emperors.”

“Tagge—I remember now,” said Luke. “He was on the first Death Star when Leia was a prisoner.” He paused, then added, “He was probably still on board when my proton torpedo blew it to bits.”

Luke didn’t know what possessed him to make that claim before Akanah, and her response made him feel even more foolish for having done so. She stiffened as he spoke, and he could feel her withdrawing from him, though she barely moved.

“Do you seek honor from me for this? In time you will understand that the Fallanassi honor no heroes for killing, not even killing one who has been our tormentor,” said Akanah.

“I’m sorry,” Luke said, and wondered at his own words. Everything suddenly seemed upside down. It was strange and unsettling that the deed for which he had been so lionized now became touched with regret—regret over the killing of an enemy who had been his own sister’s tormentor. That moment had decided both his future and the galaxy’s, and he had never, in all the years since, questioned the rightness of what he had done.

Akanah nodded, and her face seemed to soften. “I will not speak of it again.”

Luke was happy to leave behind his ill-considered words, and the jumbled thoughts and alarming feelings that had followed them. “How did the Empire respond to Wialu?” he asked. “Is that when you left Lucazec?”

“No, not until later,” said Akanah. “Tagge tried to force us to come to him by destroying our relationship with our neighbors. Lucazec was an open-immigration world then, and tolerant—or so we thought. We shopped in villages nearest to ours and hired workers from them. Tagge placed agents in those villages, to kill house animals, and set fires, and turn the waters bitter, and make other strange things happen.”

“And then blame the Fallanassi,” Luke guessed.

“Yes. The Empire’s agents whispered against us, until those who’d been our friends feared us. The workers stopped coming to our village, and three of our circle were attacked when they went to Jisasu for food and to sell our medicines.

“That was when my mother sent me away—not to protect me, because she and the others could protect the children well enough. But she didn’t want to expose me to the hate that surrounded us then. I was one of five who were sent away, to friends on Paig, to schools on Teyr or Carratos.”

“How many of you went to Carratos?”

“Only me,” Akanah said. She smiled sadly, her eyes bright with tears. “They were to send for us when Lucazec was peaceful again, or come for us when they headed for a new home.”

“But they never did.”

“No. I never heard from any of the body again.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why.”

“And you still don’t know what happened?”

“All I was ever able to learn is that they left Lucazec, that our village was abandoned and in ruins. I couldn’t even find the other children, on Teyr and Paig. I think the circle came for them. I think I was the only one left behind.” She tried to say it matter-of-factly, but the hurt still showed.

“Or maybe you’re the only one the Empire didn’t find. Have you considered that?”

“I have tried not to think about that,” Akanah said, looking past him to the pale brown disk of Lucazec. “I would rather be the only one left behind than the only one left alive.”

The region of Lucazec that Akanah called the North Plateau had no true spaceport. Luke was directed to set the Mud Sloth down at a quiet little airfield identified only by its latitude and longitude. There he and Akanah were met by three men wearing drab brown clothing so similar one to the next that it might as well have been a uniform.

They identified themselves as the airfield marshal, the district censor, and the port magistrate. The censor had a small recorder, into which he both spoke and repeated their answers. “Point of origin.”

“Coruscant,” said Luke.

“Registry of your vessel.”

“Carratos,” Akanah supplied.

“Do you affirm that you are both citizens of the New Republic?”

“We are,” said Luke.

“Purpose of your visit.”

“Research,” said Akanah. “Archaeological research.”

“No digging is permitted without a license from the proctor of history,” the magistrate warned them. “All artifacts must be submitted to the Office of the Proctor so that the appropriate taxes can be determined. Evasion of antiquities taxes is a state crime punishable by—”

Luke made a small gesture, slicing the air with his fingertips. “We are aware of the regulations, Magistrate.”

“What? Yes, of course,” the magistrate said, and lapsed into silence.

Luke turned to the shortest of the three men. “Marshal, I would like to arrange for my ship to be hangared. I wouldn’t want any curious children to accidently injure themselves.”

“I’m afraid there are no—”

“I’m prepared to pay the reasonable and customary fees, of course.”

“How long do you think you’ll be on Lucazec?”

“I couldn’t say,” Luke said. “Is that a problem?”

“No, no. I believe some space recently became available in Hangar Kaa, our newest and most secure. I’ll have your ship towed in. A Verpine Adventurer, isn’t it? I hear that’s a fine vessel. I don’t think we’ve ever had one of those in here before—”

“Thank you,” Luke said. His gaze settled on the censor. “Was there anything else?”

“I must see your identity cards, of course,” the censor said, puffing up his chest.

“We’ve already shown them to you,” Luke said, intensifying his focus on the man.

“Of course,” said the censor, his eyes suddenly blank. “Your destination was—”

“Jisasu,” said Akanah.

“Yes, of course. You’ll want to hire a cart. Go by the East District Trail—the bridge at Crown Pass Road has been out since the last rain, and the river can’t be forded on account of the debris.”

Luke nodded. “Very kind of you,” he said, smiling pleasantly. “I’ll be sure to mention your helpfulness in my report.” He hoisted both their bags and slung them over one shoulder. “Come, Lady Anna. I’d like to see if we can’t get there before dark.”

“Lady Anna!” Akanah said when they enjoyed the privacy of the road, jolting along in one of the big-wheeled, two-seated utility vehicles common on Lucazec. “I like that. And what shall I call you? The Duke of Skye?”

“I’d prefer not to give any name at all,” said Luke. “I’d rather anyone we meet not quite be able to recall my face, or remember my name, as though they were too distracted by you to pay attention.”

“I’d like that, too,” she said with a smile.

There had been a few structures near the airfield that might have been houses, but East District Trail had quickly turned into a road through a brown and hilly nowhere. “Is anything familiar yet? Do you know this part of the district?”

“It’s all familiar, after a fashion. I knew Crown Pass Road better—that was the short way to Jisasu and Big Hill. But I hardly recognized the airfield, it’s so built up now.”

Luke shot her a surprised look. “Built up?”

“Oh, yes. When I left here, the airfield was nothing more than a flat spot everyone had agreed not to farm or fence, and a few marks on the ground to guide the pilots in. There weren’t any hangars, because there weren’t any flyers kept there.”

“Or perhaps the other way around,” said Luke. “I’m glad we didn’t need a docking bay on this stop—we would’ve had to put down five hundred kilometers from here.”

“Yes, at The Towers. It’s a long trip. But then, I remember this being a long trip—and look, there’s the river ahead, you can mark it by the trees. See beyond, where it gets more hilly? That’s Hastings Watershed. The haze is from cookfires—there are villages all through the Hastings, anywhere there’s a permanent supply of water.”

“Any impressions of our welcoming committee?”

“Cold,” said Akanah. “No one ever carried or asked for an identity card back then. People didn’t automatically look at you with suspicion.”

“They were bureaucrats,” Luke reminded her.

“There weren’t any officials in charge of suspicion back then.”

“Well—this was occupied territory. Strike even a friendly animal often enough—Whoops, hang on.”

The cart pitched sharply down and jerked to a stop as the front wheel dropped into a deep rut. Both Luke and Akanah were thrown forward, nearly catapulted from their seats. Akanah grabbed for the sideboard and seat back, while Luke clutched the steering arm in one hand and braced himself with a foot against the splashboards.

For a long moment the constant-speed motors driving the rear wheels whined in complaint, until the front wheel popped free of the rut and the cart lurched forward.

“Oh, something else,” said Akanah. “The roads are a lot smoother now.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. We used to have to hang on with both hands the whole way to Jisasu.” She smiled to herself at the memory. “The kids made a game of it, standing up in the cargo box, holding on to the back of the seats—or not—trying to keep from falling down or falling out. I did both.” Just then a rock under the left wheel sent a hard jolt up both Luke’s and Akanah’s spines. “But that was a long time ago. I suppose a little levitation is out of the question—”

“Are you asking, or offering?”

“Either. Both.”

Another cart appeared over the rise ahead of them, coming toward them. “I think we’d better keep the wheels on the ground,” Luke said. “It’s a little late to start disguising us as a whirldust.”

Akanah nodded, raising her cupped hands in greeting to the wiry old farmer and clean-faced young woman in the approaching cart.

“And I still think concealing ourselves would be a mistake,” she said. “We may still have to talk to the neighbors to find out what we need to.” She paused as the other cart passed by at close range, neither occupant answering her greeting or offering more than a quick stony-eyed sidewise glance. “If anyone will talk to us, that is.”

They missed the turnoff for Ialtra, because it no longer existed.

The common market that had stood at the intersection of Crown Pass Road and Ialtra Trail was gone, its location marked only by the stump of its centerpost.

And there was no longer a road to the village of the Fallanassi, not even by the modest standards of Lucazec—which, Luke had decided, required only a three-rut path from which the largest rocks had been removed. The old ruts could still be seen, but it seemed as though the trail had been deliberately strewn with large rocks, especially where it had once joined the main road.

“Are you sure this is the right place?”

“Yes,” Akanah said. “Completely sure.”

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Luke said, shaking his head.

“So do I, Luke,” she said timorously, reaching for his hand. “So do I.”

In its heyday Ialtra had had more than thirty buildings, and all but a few had transcended the simple, pragmatic architecture of the region.

The circle house had stood three stories high, with a great open archway that divided the lower floors in half, and tiled facings in complex abstract designs. Its rooftop gardens, fed by pipe and solar pump, offered not only lush grass and flowers in profusion, but a view over the surrounding hills.

Medicinals and food crops once grew under three translucent domes nested between pairs of small workhouses. Ring dwellings had been scattered everywhere, each with half a dozen wedge-roofed sleeping cottages surrounding the common rooms.

Ialtra had enjoyed two wells and a walled pond, and a long wandering meditation trail with more than a dozen hillside shelters. One slope facing north had been carved away into an open-air amphitheater large enough to seat the entire community, with a focus that could accommodate either a performing stage or a ceremonial fire.

None of it remained untouched, and it was clear to both Luke and Akanah that weather and time alone had not done the damage.

The circle house had been collapsed into rubble, its supporting walls knocked out from under it. The growing domes had been exploded from within—fragments of the clear crystalline material littered the ground everywhere, crunching underfoot as the visitors walked slowly among the ruins. The amphitheater was buried under a landslide.

The walled pond had been breached and now was bone dry. The large well had been filled and heaped over with masonry from a wrecked ring dwelling. The small well appeared to have been poisoned with whatever solvents and reagents could be found—a small mound of empty, dust-covered containers of assorted shapes and sizes standing nearby gave testimony to that.

A few of the ring dwellings stood nearly intact, but even those had been defaced. Their tiled facings had been smashed, and a symbol—two lines slashed across a circle—had been crudely burned onto the walls with blaster fire. Akanah stood by one of these, biting her lower lip, saying nothing. Anguish and sadness radiated from her with such intensity that Luke found it necessary to shield himself from most of it.

“This was our home,” Akanah said at last. “Isela and I lived here—Toma and Ji and Norika next to us on this side. Nori was my best friend.” Closing her eyes, she bowed her head for a moment, as though steeling herself. Then she ducked through an entry arch, walking across the door that had once sealed it.

The door had had no lock, but its hinges were blaster-scorched and melted all the same.

Luke waited outside, granting Akanah privacy in the ruins of her memories. She rejoined him a few minutes later, standing taller and seeming stronger.

“They weren’t here when this happened,” she said. “Whether they were taken or escaped, none of them died here.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because of the way it feels here,” Akanah said. “I don’t know quite how to describe it, except that I’m sure that I’d be able to feel it if even one of us had been killed here. This was—an empty gesture. It didn’t touch the Current.”

“It feels that way to me, too,” Luke said. “And I’d vote for ‘escaped.’ I’ve been thinking as I look around that this was all done out of frustration. They desecrated your home because that was all they could do. Something else—they didn’t use anything bigger than a personal blaster for this. Nothing military grade. This isn’t the Empire’s work.”

“Our friends in Big Hill and Jisasu,” Akanah said stiffly.

“They were lied to,” said Luke. “None of us are immune to fear.”

“Please—don’t try to stop me from being angry at them,” Akanah said. “We do not pretend to emotional purity. This was my home. I have the right.”

“Of course,” Luke said. “Akanah—which was my mother’s house?”

Akanah closed her eyes in thought for a moment. “Ahred,” she said, opening her eyes and pointing across the compound. “Number Four.” She smiled faintly. “I understand. Go on—I’m all right.”

Nodding his appreciation, Luke turned and started across the open ground toward the ruined ring dwelling at the foot of the highest of the enclosing hills. But he was not even halfway there when a scream froze him. He whirled, his cape sweeping outward, and a blaster bolt burned past him so close that he could smell the heat.

He rolled away from the heat, came out of the roll with a forward flip that carried him five meters away from where he had stood, and ended the flip searching for his attacker, his lightsaber in his right hand. There were two men near Akanah, who was huddled on her knees with an arm raised as though she had just fended off a blow.

“Akanah!” he cried, and charged toward them.

The next blaster bolt was dead on target, but Luke deflected it neatly skyward with his lightsaber. In the next moment he drew deeply on the Force and reached out to crush the blaster with a thought as powerful as a vise. His next thought yanked the disabled weapon from the man’s hand and hurled it far out of reach.

Akanah had raised her head when he called her name. “No, Luke, don’t—” she cried.

But Luke’s focus was the second man, who was now showing a weapon, too—pointed at Akanah. “Keep your distance!” the man shouted at Luke. He did not sound afraid.

Luke’s answer was a thought-blow that tore the blaster from the man’s hand and smashed it against the wall of the dwelling behind him. It exploded into a shower of sparks and shattered into a dozen fragments.

Then he was on them, the lightsaber held for attack, not defense. The first man he had disarmed projected a personal shield, which blunted Luke’s initial stroke. But the blow took the man to his knees all the same. The next stroke, with the power of the lightsaber married to the will of a Jedi Master, sliced through the shield and deep into the assailant’s chest. He gasped once as blood erupted, then crumpled backward onto the hard ground.

Turning quickly, Luke found the second man closing on Akanah again, reaching for her, as though meaning to use her as his shield. Instantly Luke threw his lightsaber, spinning the weapon end over end with a sharp snap of his wrist. It scythed through the air, severing the attacker’s left arm above the elbow. The man screamed and collapsed as Luke brought the lightsaber back to his hand.

“Who are you?” Luke demanded, standing over the fallen attacker.

The stump of his arm scarcely bled. “Commander Paffen reporting—Skywalker,” the man said. Then he closed his eyes, and his entire body shuddered. A moment later his eyes flew open again. “Skywalker is here.”

With a flick of the tip of his lightsaber, Luke disabled the comlink on the man’s equipment belt. “Who are you?” he demanded again. “Why are you here?”

“Not fair—waited so long,” the man said, and moaned. “We only expected the witch.”

“Why were you waiting? What did you want?”

The man grimaced. “They said the poison wouldn’t hurt,” the man whispered, and died, still staring at the sky.

Wearing a mask of worry, Luke crouched beside Akanah, who was still huddled on the ground, shaking from head to toe and sobbing. “Akanah—are you hurt?” he asked, touching her arm.

Recoiling violently from his touch, she turned away from him.

“I’m sorry—I must have been distracted,” he said, shifting to where he could see her face. “I should have known they were here. But it’s over. They can’t hurt you now.”

Still trembling, Akanah turned away from him again. “They never could have hurt me.”

“What are you talking about? You screamed—you were on the ground—”

“I wasn’t hurt. I wasn’t in danger. There was no reason for what you did—”

“What I did—”

With a will, she gathered her feet under her and staggered away from him, hugging herself fiercely. He followed, dimly beginning to grasp that the depth of her distress came from the second assault, not the first—his acts, not the acts of the dead men.

“I thought you were in trouble,” he said.

“Couldn’t you have protected us without harming them?” she demanded, whirling to face him. “They startled me—nothing more.”

Luke extended his awareness, searching the ruins, the hills. “We’ll have to talk about this later,” he said. “These were Imperial agents. There’s no telling how close or how far away their friends are. We have to leave. We have to get back to the ship, now.”

“No—no, not yet—”

“Akanah, no matter what you think, we can be harmed—”

“Is the river harmed by the rock a child throws?”

“We don’t have time to debate this now,” Luke said impatiently. “The Mud Sloth may not be much, but I don’t want to lose her. This planet isn’t what I had in mind for my retirement, and I’d rather not have to play hide-and-seek with an Imperial gunship to get out of here.”

“Where do you suggest we go?” Akanah asked.

“It doesn’t matter. Away from Lucazec, as fast as we can. We’re not going to find the Fallanassi here—the only explanation for all this that makes sense is that your people escaped both the Empire and the mob. The Empire doesn’t know where they are, and we don’t want to be the ones who show them. It’s time to go.”

Akanah shook her head slowly. “There’s something I have to show you first,” she said. “Come.”

Backing away, she led him through the arch into what had once been her home. Light streamed in through the windows and broken roof of the common room, but the sleeping cottages were cool and dim beyond the light trap.

“This was my mother’s space,” Akanah said. “There—can you see it?” Her sweeping gesture took in the full width of the back wall.

“See what?”

“Listen for the sound,” she said. “Like water slipping through sand. Drop all your shields.”

Luke tried to concentrate on the wall, but confusion was the enemy of concentration. “What is it—is there something written there? Am I supposed to see it, or hear it?”

“Yes,” she said, her one answer covering all his questions.

“You’re a lot of help,” he said, squinting.

“Let go of the Force,” she said. “It can’t help you in this. You’ve trained yourself to see the shadows. Let yourself see the light.”

Drawing a deep breath, Luke tried to focus on the wall—to open his awareness to every aspect of its existence as a material object traveling through time, every immanent quality perceivable on any plane. Color and texture, mass and temperature, the feeble tug of gravity, the faint glow of radiation, its solidity deflecting the currents of air, its opacity blocking the light, its contribution to the scent and flavor of the air, and a hundred more subtle measures that defined its reality.

“Let me help,” she said, taking his hand. “Do you perceive the wall?”

“Yes—”

“Take it away. Stop perceiving the substance. Make it disappear from your thoughts, and look inside it. Stay open—let me guide your eyes.”

Then he saw it—not written on the wall, but written within it, the pale white shapes of symbols drawn not with matter, but with some elemental essence swirling within it.

“Is that it?” he asked, as though she could not only guide his eyes but see through them.

She smiled and tightened her grip on his hand. “The way home is always marked. That is the promise made to us.”

“Can you read it? What does it say?”

“I know where we have to go,” Akanah said, and released his hand. “Can you still see it now, without my help?”

The symbols had been brightening, but they vanished abruptly when the contact was broken. “No—it’s completely gone. I can remember the shapes, but I can’t see them now.”

Nodding, she said, “It doesn’t matter. If you can see Current scribing with guidance, I can teach you to see it on your own. It’s how children learn.”

“Is there more—in the other cottages, or outside, on the other buildings?”

“No. Just here. This was meant for me.”

“The attack—it came after you’d been in the house,” Luke said with sudden understanding. “They knew there was something there. That’s why the Empire still had agents here. They were just waiting for someone who could read it to show up.”

“But would the Empire risk sending a ship this deep into New Republic territory?”

“That depends on how badly someone still wants the Fallanassi,” Luke said. “I don’t think we should wait around to see.”

Akanah frowned. “No.”

“And we can’t be followed.”

“No,” she agreed. “Can you cloak us?”

“I can disguise our appearance. But we have to do more than that,” Luke said. “You need to erase the message.”

Even without looking at her, he felt her reluctance and resistance. “It’s the only way to be sure this trap has been disarmed,” he added. “Can you erase it? Can it be done at all?”

“Scribing opens a tiny breach between the real and the unreal,” Akanah said with a slow nod. “It’s easier to collapse it than create it.” She hesitated, then sighed. “Wait for me outside.”

She did not keep him waiting long.

“It’s done,” she said, taking his arm as she joined him. “But, just to be certain no one can undo it, please knock it down.”

“Are you sure?”

“Please,” she said. “I’m never coming back here. Bring all of it down.”

Without moving from where they stood, Luke complied. A twist of a corner, a push in the middle of a long wall, opened a spiderweb of cracks. The cracks widened in turn, until the stonework fell in and the roof collapsed atop it, kicking up a billow of yellow dust.

“We’d better hurry now,” Luke said.

“There’s one more thing,” she said. “You need to go inside your mother’s cottage.”

He shook his head sadly. “There isn’t time.”

“Take the time,” she said. “I’ll hide us, so you can stay open while you’re there.”

“Akanah—”

“A few minutes won’t matter to the outcome,” she said. “The nearest friend of the men you killed is either very close already, or a very long way away. But those few minutes may matter a great deal to you. Go.”

Luke sat in the middle of what had been the floor of the ruined cottage and whispered his mother’s name, as if to ask the broken stones whether they remembered it.

“Nashira,” he said, but the sound fled into the dark corners and vanished.

“Nashira,” he called, but the echoes escaped out through the cracks and fissures in the walls.

He brushed the litter aside and pressed the palms of his hands to the floor, drew the dusty air deep into his nostrils and tasted it on his tongue, slowly scanned all around him for anything that might have belonged to the last person to make a home of that space.

“Mother,” he said, and the reality of the moment welled up inside him. It was a point of contact, after so many years without one. She had been where he was now.

It did not matter that he could not find her touch lingering on the rude substance surrounding him. The knowledge alone was enough. Where before he could only pretend, now he could imagine, and imagination overleaped the time that separated them.

She had slept here, laughed here, retreated here for sanctuary, cried and sought peace here, perhaps loved and grieved here, moving through this space as real as life and as human as the rush of longing Luke felt in that moment.

He could not see her face or hear her voice, but, even so, she was more real to him in that moment than she had ever been before.

It was not enough, not by half, but it was a beginning.

The village was in shadow by the time Luke emerged from Nashira’s cottage and rejoined Akanah. The sun had dropped below the hills, and the breeze had a softer edge.

“How long was I in there?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Are you ready?”

Luke nodded. “You were right,” he said. “Thank you.”

“I knew it was important. But we’d better hurry now. It’ll be dark before we reach the airfield.”

Neither had anything more to say as they returned to the cart and climbed atop it for the return trip. Luke checked it closely for any sign of a tracker or tampering, then raised the vehicle a meter off the ground. “No bumps this trip,” he said with a small smile. “But I’d still hold on. What do they call those carrion birds here?”

“Nackhawns.”

“That’s what we are, then. A big, ugly nackhawn.” Luke swung the cart in a wide circle over the hills enclosing Ialtra, scanning for any other vehicles. He found none, and wondered how the Imperial agents had followed them there.

But Luke shook off the thought, and sent the cart arrowing toward the southeast and the airfield. Their passage was silent but for the air tearing past the contours of a vehicle that was never meant to fly.

Not long after, back in the ruins of the village of Ialtra, the bodies of two dead Imperial agents merged with the shadows that had enveloped them, and vanished as though they had never been.


Chapter 13
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Near a brown dwarf star on the edge of the Koornacht Cluster, the New Republic astrographic probe Astrolabe dropped out of hyperspace.

The broad flat underside of the small unarmed ship was heavily studded with scanners. Four scan platforms carried everything from stereo imagers and neutron dippers to quark detectors and wide-band photometricons. Many of the instruments were duplicated as a hedge against malfunctions. The combination of the thin, wide profile and the scanner configuration had given the Astrogator-class probes the nickname “flatfish,” which in turn had given rise to an unofficial logo popular with the crews.

“Your tour operators, the Astrographic Survey Institute, welcome you to Doornik-1142,” the pilot called back to his survey team. “Be sure to take in all the recreational opportunities of this undiscovered gem of Farlax Sector—look out the viewports! Then later, you can look out the viewports! And whatever else you do during your nineteen-hour stay, make sure you take the time to look out the viewports!”

It was an old, familiar joke, and drew no more than ritual chuckles from the survey team. ASI vessels were the restless, peripatetic travelers of the stars—professional tourists on breathless sightseeing expeditions through the galaxy. Capable of exceptionally high speeds in realspace, a flatfish rarely took more than a day to complete a mapping and survey pass across the top of an entire star system.

Most planets were overflown at close to maximum speed. Only if the approach data showed signs of life would a probe slow to quarter-speed. Only the markers of technological habitation could make them linger as long as a single orbit. Only the most extraordinary anomalies in the scans could make a flatfish pilot turn back and make a second pass. And landings were so rare as to be nearly unheard of.

Astrolabe had been diverted from work in Torranix Sector to fill a gap in the standard star charts—a gap left by the fallen Empire’s obsessive secrecy, which treated ordinary astrographic data about the territory it controlled as classified military data.

The pilot, an eighteen-year veteran known to his crew as Gabby, had overflown more than a thousand planets in his career—but had set foot on only three. His senior surveyor, Tanea, had nearly three thousand overflights on her jacket, yet had ground-level memories of only half a dozen. The junior surveyor, Rulffe, expected to pass the five hundred mark on this tour, but had never drawn a breath on any world but his homeworld.

This mission began like all the others. The first hour was the busiest—while Tanea and Rulffe checked out the scanners, Gabby calibrated the probe’s autonav for the shortest-path mapping pass over the system’s quartet of cold, gaseous planets. They had every reason to think that their visit to Doornik-1142 would be short and uneventful, ending with a compressed data dump to Coruscant and the jump to the next gravitational well.

But it would end early, and hard.

Gabby and Tanea were playing a word game over the ship’s comm system as Astrolabe approached the second planet.

“Hemostat,” said Gabby.

“Oh, easy. Statistics.”

“Eh—experience.”

Tanea laughed. “That’s not legal, but I’m going to give it to you anyway, because I’m such a kind and loving soul. Encephalitis.”

“Tissue.”

Tanea frowned. “I take it back. I think you’ve got me now—”

Without warning the ship began to shake violently. The cabin was filled with a roaring sound like an animal wind, a deep growly rumble, and crackling like fire.

“What the hell!” Rulffe exclaimed.

“Something’s wrong with the engines!” Gabby cried as the roar became a screaming whistle.

In the next moment, the air was ripped from his lungs in a frosty plume, and silence reigned.

Moments later, with the temperature plunging, the cabin lights failed. The trouble board, now a mass of blinking red and yellow squares, provided the only illumination.

In the last excruciating seconds of consciousness, with the gases boiling in his blood vessels, the pilot tried to reach the switches to manually fire the emergency buoy and transmit the log. But his limbs, bound up by agony, would not obey him. He was already dead, and consciousness soon gratefully followed volition into the abyss.

Vol Noorr, primate of the battle cruiser Purity, watched approvingly as a fierce salvo of high-energy laser pulses blindsided the intruding vessel.

The accuracy and discipline of his gun crews pleased him, and he made a note to commend the weapons master. The firing ceased with the vessel holed and ravaged but not destroyed. A cloud of white fire and metal dust would have had little to tell them. But there would be wreckage enough to examine, and Vol Noorr’s follow-up report could be as complete and useful as possible.

“Send out the salvors,” he ordered. “Make certain they maintain hygienic protocols on all material recovered.”

Then Vol Noorr locked himself in the secure communications booth. A few minutes later he transmitted what would be the only alert concerning the destruction of the Astrolabe to be sent from Doornik-1142—a short burst of code aimed not at the Astrographic Survey Institute on Coruscant but at the viceroy’s flagship Aramadia, ground-moored at Imperial City’s Eastport.

“Three days in a row now,” Princess Leia said to those gathered in the staff conference room. “Does anyone have any hint why Nil Spaar has been canceling our sessions? Is he ill? Do we know anything about what he’s been doing?”

“He’s only left the ship once,” said General Carlist Rieekan. “He went to the diplomatic hostel and stayed two hours and thirteen minutes—”

“Never mind that. Who did he go there to see?” asked Ackbar.

“We weren’t able to develop that information,” Rieekan admitted. “You know what the hostel is like—hot and cold running privacy. The diplomatic missions expect that. I can tell you that the hostel host has been keeping a chalet reserved for the Yevetha since before they arrived, and this is the first time any of them have turned up there.”

“So he could have met with any or all of the legates staying at the hostel,” said Leia.

“That’s correct.”

“I want to see a list,” Ackbar demanded.

“We’ve prepared one, and transmitted it to everyone on the clearance sheet for this meeting,” said Rieekan. “I do have some additional information, which was given to me just before I left the office to come over here. The viceroy received visitors today on board the Aramadia—”

“What?” exclaimed Nanaod Engh. “They haven’t allowed anyone but their own past the portal since that ship arrived. Who was it?”

“Senator Peramis, Senator Hodidiji, and Senator Marook,” said Rieekan. “They arrived together, and all stayed more than two hours. Senator Marook left before the others.”

“Do we know if they were invited or they invited themselves?” asked Leia.

“I made a discreet inquiry to Senator Marook’s staff. It seems they were invited.”

“Have they been in contact with the Yevetha all along?”

“Princess Organa, I can’t answer that.”

“Let’s get them all in here, and we’ll get some answers,” Admiral Ackbar said testily. “Let Senator Peramis answer.”

“Easy, my friend. Let’s try to keep this in perspective,” said Leia. “The viceroy has every right to meet with whomever he chooses. He doesn’t need our permission to hold a tea party.”

“Princess, forgive me—if you were not ready to hear the answers, why did you ask the question?”

Leia turned to Rieekan and frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“You asked if anyone had any notion why the viceroy was canceling his sessions with you. Now you learn that he’s met privately with some of the candidate legations, and publicly with some of the Senate’s most iconoclastic members. He’s not only broken all precedent, but pointedly extended courtesies to others that he’s never extended to you—and you refuse to draw the obvious conclusion.”

“Which is—”

“That something fundamental has changed. That your negotiations with Nil Spaar are over.”

“But what could have caused the change?” Leia protested. “There were no problems at our last meeting. I can’t believe that he would throw all our work away without so much as a word—”

Admiral Ackbar, who was standing, was the first to notice the viewpanes of the conference room beginning to hum. The broad expanses of transparisteel had been darkened against the morning sun and prying eyes, so he could not immediately see the cause of the tremor when he turned.

“Princess—a moment—”

“What is it?”

“I know that sound—” Engh was saying.

“Something big over at Eastport,” Rieekan said. “Can’t you hear it?”

By that time, Ackbar had strode to the controls for the viewpanes, and the room was abruptly flooded with light. As one, they turned their faces toward it and squinted into the glare.

They saw the bright spherical shape of Aramadia slowly ascending from the spaceport, with its three tiny escorts circling it like planets around a star. Ripples of atmospheric distortion rolled out of scalloped depressions in its hull.

“I guess we’ll have to believe it now,” said Engh.

“I have the port commander online,” Rieekan said.

“Let all of us hear it,” said Leia.

“Yes, sir. Go ahead, Commander—what’s happening out there?”

The roar of the Yevethan vessel’s pulse-lifters was louder over the comm line than it was in the conference room. “We’re still sorting things out. I can tell you Aramadia did not request a launch window from the tower. Our first warning she was gonna lift was when she started to launch escorts. That wasn’t enough warning to get everyone clear of the downblast. There are six port sentries and at least three ground personnel injured, and the ship in the nearest bay, Mother’s Valkyrie, looks like it took some substantial damage. Those pulse-lifters are nasty—we’ve got reports of ships being bounced as far away as the commuter docks.”

“Thank you, Commander. Stand by,” Rieekan said, and closed the link. “Princess, I recommend we immediately place the Home Fleet on high alert.”

“We must do more than that,” said Ackbar. “I have ordered the Brilliant to move into position to fire on the Aramadia if necessary.”

“What? Why would that be necessary?”

“Princess, Aramadia is inside our planetary shield,” said Rieekan. “A ship that size could carry enough munitions to make quite a mess down here—at least the equivalent of a couple of Imperial assault frigates. We can’t wait until we know what she means to do to respond.”

“This is insane,” Leia protested. “It’s a diplomatic vessel. We have no evidence that it’s even armed. Why would Nil Spaar do such a thing?” She looked back over her shoulder at Alole. “Any response?”

Her aide shook her head. “No, sir. No answer at all to your earlier messages, or to my red-line page.”

“Princess,” Ackbar said, “with respect, the question we need to be asking right now is not why he might do it, but what we can do to prevent it. We can’t afford the luxury of thinking we have friends on that ship.”

“I agree,” said Rieekan. “The casualties at Eastport testify to Nil Spaar’s priorities. They had to know what the consequences of a full-power lift with no advance warning would be. They’ve demonstrated that their convenience was more important to them than the lives of our people on the ground.”

“Not convenience,” Ackbar said. “This was no coincidence. This was calculated. He must have known that we were meeting. This was meant to embarrass you, just like the invitation to the senators.”

“No—I can’t believe that,” said Leia. But her face wore a defeated expression. “Nevertheless—” She sighed. “Alert the fleet and the ground defenses. Instruct the captain of the Brilliant to take up position and stand by for further orders. But we will not be the first to fire—I want that understood by everyone. This has to be a misunderstanding. Let’s not do anything to make it worse.”

Aramadia went into orbit forty klicks below the lower limit of Coruscant’s planetary shield, with Brilliant shadowing it astern.

There it remained for the next two hours, as mute and inscrutable as ever—in General Rieekan’s words, “running the yard like a dog who knows exactly where the fence is.” Ackbar and Leia watched the orbital traces of both ships on a monitor in her office, with Leia growing more and more impatient.

“What is he waiting for?” she demanded of no one in particular, pacing the room. “He was in such a hurry to raise ship, and now he just sits there. It doesn’t make any sense. If he’s planning to leave, he’ll have to ask for clearance to transit the shield, won’t he?”

“So far as we know,” said Ackbar, “it’s not possible to jump through or over our planetary shield.”

“That’s what I thought. But if he has something else in mind, he’s squandered his moment of surprise, and then some. So what could this be about?”

“Maybe he’s giving us a chance to apologize.”

“Apologize? For what? Am I supposed to guess? It’s hard enough dealing with all the ones who won’t say what they mean, or tell you what they think you want to hear—what am I supposed to do when they won’t talk at all? They come here and expect me to dance at their protocol ball without ever snowing me the steps—”

As she spoke, Ackbar recoiled at the bitterness of her words and the harshness of her tone. Belatedly Leia noticed his reaction. “I’m sorry,” she said, and sighed deeply. “It isn’t you. I just don’t understand why this is happening, and it’s making me a little crazy.”

“Princess,” said Ackbar, “that may be exactly why it’s happening.”

At the rostrum of the huge Senate chamber, Behn-kihl-nahm gaveled the body into order. He wondered at the unusual number of senators present for the opening—more than half the number seated, if his eyes did not deceive him.

There had been much talk in the corridor and the cloakrooms about the sudden departure of the Yevetha that morning, but that could not account for the turnout. The first hour or more of each daily session was usually lost to self-serving speeches intended more for the homeworlds than for the senators’ peers. It was common to find the chamber empty except for those waiting to speak. Behn-kihl-nahm glanced at the list and could find no name that could explain the high attendance or the speed with which the senators were moving to their seats.

There is something here, he thought worriedly. “The chair recognizes Senator Hodidiji.”

“I rise to speak on a point of privilege.”

“Senator Hodidiji is recognized on a point of personal privilege.”

Hodidiji rose at his seat and addressed the rostrum without benefit of the microphone available to him, his voice booming out across the rows of planetary representatives. “Chairman, a matter of substantial urgency has arisen since I first requested my time. Due to the seriousness of this matter, I elect to yield my time to Senator Peramis of Walalla, and I ask that this body attend carefully to his presentation.”

There was a stir in the chamber, but less of one than Behn-kihl-nahm would have expected. Apparently Peramis was the reason for the turnout. Just as apparently, Behn-kihl-nahm had not heard all of the morning’s gossip and rumors, a prospect that brought a frown to his face. “Senator Peramis,” he said with a nod, then stepped back from the podium.

“Thank you, Chairman. And I thank Senator Hodidiji for his indulgence,” said Peramis. “Most of you know by now that the Yevethan consular ship Aramadia made an unscheduled liftoff from Eastport this morning. I have been informed that three port employees are dead and more than a score injured—”

This time the stir had an angry edge to it.

Behn-kihl-nahm reached out and dragged an aide closer by means of a fistful of fabric. “Call the princess,” he whispered harshly. “Tell her she’d better get herself down here, now—and bring her firesuit.”

“—Three ships were also damaged, including a consular ship belonging to the autonomous territory of Paqwepori.

“However, it’s not the collapse of negotiations with the Yevetha, or the damage to property, or even the loss of life which should make this a matter of great import to us,” said Peramis. “It is the reason why these things happened which must concern us.

“So far, there’s been no information forthcoming from the president’s office about these events—not a word of explanation, or regret, or indignation. The princess has been unavailable, and there’s been only silence from her staff.

“I’m not surprised by that. When you’ve heard what you’re about to hear, you won’t be surprised, either. There isn’t much they can say without lying, because the truth shames them.”

Senator Tolik Yar shot to his feet. “A point of privilege is not a license to slander and defame, sir!”

“Chairman, I ask for order in the chamber,” Peramis said, not even looking in Senator Yar’s direction.

“The chamber will be in order,” Behn-kihl-nahm said without enthusiasm.

“I warn you, recant your words, before you flirt with treason—”

Peramis shot the round-bodied Oolid a look of contempt. “Sit down and listen, Senator, and you will learn something about treason, and about this woman you call your friend. Chairman, I ask that the Senate recorder activate the chamber’s display screens and set them to Channel Eighty-one, the diplomatic frequency.”

“For what purpose, Senator?”

“For the purpose of allowing Viceroy Nil Spaar of the Yevetha to address this body from aboard Aramadia, which is presently orbiting Coruscant.”

Behn-kihl-nahm turned away from the podium just long enough to send a second aide on a hasty mission. “This is most irregular, Senator Peramis.”

“So are the events in dispute, Chairman. And I consider the information the viceroy can provide this body not merely relevant, but essential to understanding those events.”

“Am I to understand that you already have knowledge of what the viceroy will say?”

“I was contacted by the viceroy and asked if I would help bring the truth to light. When I learned what the truth was, it seemed unlikely to me that we would hear it from any other source, and I agreed.”

There was a growing restlessness in the chamber. “Let’s hear what the viceroy has to say!” cried a voice from the high rows.

“It’s a point of privilege—he can introduce whatever he likes,” shouted another.

“If you don’t want to hear it, leave!”

“Senator Noimm made us look at recordings of her last brood-birth, and you allowed that irregularity.”

There was a ripple of laughter at that reminder, though Senator Noimm glared unhappily.

“Turn ’em on!” someone called, and it became a chorus. “Turn ’em on! Let’s hear from the viceroy.”

Behn-kihl-nahm pounded his gavel. “The chamber will be in order. Sergeant, you are to eject the next member I identify who speaks out of turn. There will be order, or I will suspend this session.”

The sergeant-at-arms, a hulking Gamorrean, moved forward from his usual post to the center of the well, from which he glowered up at the front benches. With Behn-kihl-nahm alternately pounding the gavel and pointing it at the worst offenders, the chamber slowly settled into something resembling civility.

“That’s better,” Behn-kihl-nahm said scoldingly. “Remember who you are! This is the Senate of the New Republic. We are not a rabble.” He peered down to his left. “Senator Peramis.”

“Yes, Chairman.”

“Do you accept responsibility for your speaker’s remarks as though they were your own, including any and all sanctions which would fall on any member of this body for transgressions against the Senate’s code of conduct?”

“I do.”

“Then proceed with your presentation.”

When Behn-kihl-nahm’s first warning reached Princess Leia in her office, she headed not for the door but for the darkened display on which she was able to monitor the Senate’s hypercomm feed on Channel 11.

“I’m not rushing down there to put out a fire until I know what’s burning,” she told Ackbar.

Moments later they were joined by First Administrator Engh, who had been routinely monitoring the Senate on his own and came running to alert Leia.

“Did you hear him? No information forthcoming!” Engh raged. “The situation’s still developing—what is there to say? Aramadia is still sitting up there ignoring us. Bless Tolik Yar, anyway. Peramis hasn’t even called here—he didn’t try to get our side of it.”

“Shhh,” Leia said. “I can’t hear what he’s saying.”

They did not have to watch long for Leia to conclude there was little she could accomplish by going to the Senate chamber.

“They know me,” she said. “They know him. Let him make whatever intimations he wants. The Senate won’t rush to judgment. I’ll get my turn to be heard—but not today, in a shouting match with Peramis. He can have the floor to himself this morning.”

But when Peramis announced his intention to have Nil Spaar address the Senate, Ackbar became livid. “This is absurd. Benny can’t let Peramis do that.”

“He can’t stop him,” Leia said. “He has to allow it.”

“The Duskhan League is not a member of the Republic,” Ackbar said. “Nil Spaar has no right to use the diplomatic channels.”

“A technicality,” said Leia. “The chairman doesn’t dare hold such a feeble reed up in the wind that’s blowing down there.”

“If the viceroy addresses the Senate on Channel Eighty-one, it’s going to go out on the repeaters to every New Republic homeworld,” Engh said. “Let me call someone I know over at Network Operations. He’d be willing to stop this from going offplanet on my word.”

“No,” said Leia. “I’m not afraid of what he might say. Besides, the newsgrids are sure to have it by now. No, if the viceroy won’t speak to me, let him speak to whomever he wants. At least we’ll find out what this is all about.”

“Then proceed with your presentation,” Behn-kihl-nahm was saying.

“I told you he’d have to allow it,” said Leia. “Quiet, both of you, until he’s done. I don’t want to miss any of this.”

Both the Coruscant Global Newsgrid and the independent New Republic Prime Newsgrid, tipped off by staffers from the offices of Senators Hodidiji and Peramis, had been following the contretemps in the Senate since Peramis had taken the floor.

Port officials hadn’t released any of the images captured by the official visual logs, but Global had an amateur recording of the liftoff of Aramadia, made by a Belovian envoy who was seeing family off at the Eastport terminal.

That such a recording existed was almost inevitable, given how many lenses had been pointed in the direction of the Yevethan consular ship since its arrival. But it was just chance that the first moments of the recording included a blurry glimpse of one of the sentries being tumbled along the ground by the downblast like a rag doll.

Prime’s recording of the liftoff had been made from much farther away, by a space hobbyist who kept a bank of automated recorders on the balcony of his dormitory, and included no such graphic detail. But Prime had somehow gotten close-ups of the damage on the ground, including shots of bodies draped in deathrobes lying on the ground and being loaded onto emergency speeders.

Nil Spaar studied both the Global and Prime broadcasts intently as he awaited the outcome of the wrangling between the two vermin. As had been the case ever since the Yevetha mission had begun, what he saw on the grids was instructive. He had been obliged to learn how to think like the vermin in order to exploit their weaknesses, and the grids had brought him all the lessons and opportunities he could have asked for.

But the viceroy could still hardly believe the mad absurdities he had witnessed, not least of all the scene playing out before him.

The idea that the vermin were allowed to speak against their supreme leader, without fear that they would be slain on the spot and their blood used to drown their children—the idea that an anointed body of elders would even listen to an outsider, much less give credence to an outsider’s insults—these were notions no Yevetha could easily accept.

If Nil Spaar had not seen for himself the weak hand that now ruled over the vermin, he could not have credited such reports.

The body and the spirit of the vermin were fatally polluted by impurities of blood and honor. Their thousands of species had the same quality of unity as a handful of pebbles—each still separate, and its separate identity preventing it from merging into a greater whole. The vermin were contentiously divided, selfishly predatory, foolishly trusting, relentlessly arational, fatally idealistic. Not a one of them had earned his respect. And none had earned more of his contempt than Tig Peramis, the traitor whose face now filled both displays.

“I do,” Peramis was saying.

They will kill you slowly when they learn what you have done, thought Nil Spaar, and you will well deserve it.

“Then proceed with your presentation,” said Behn-kihl-nahm.

A signal light appeared before Nil Spaar, and he muted the grid displays.

“Yes, Senator,” he said. “I am here.”

His long fingers steepled with gentle precision, Hiram Drayson leaned back in his chair and watched as the face on the Senate monitor changed from that of Tig Peramis to that of Nil Spaar.

Drayson had hoped for—though not expected—a glimpse inside the Aramadia, but the Yevetha had avoided that bit of carelessness. Wherever Nil Spaar was transmitting from, the space behind him appeared as empty and unenlightening as a blank bulkhead. Given the universal propensity of starship designers to fill every available space, Drayson suspected the use of a screen, either physical or electronic.

“Before I begin, I want to share my deep regret over the unfortunate casualties resulting from our ascent from Eastport,” the viceroy said. “It was with great sorrow that I learned that our warnings had not been honored and the thrust radius of the Aramadia had not been cleared. We had no thought or intention of injuring anyone. We left Eastport to avoid a confrontation, not to cause one.”

“Oh, very good,” Drayson said to himself, nodding. “Well done.”

“I regret the casualties,” Nil Spaar went on, “but I cannot take responsibility for them. For more than three days we requested clearance to leave Coruscant. Three members of your Senate witnessed two such attempts and can testify that we received only silence in reply.

“We warned the tower at Eastport and the president that we would raise ship without clearance if they left us no other choice. Their only response was to surround our ship with more soldiers and replace the ground crews with agents of the Intelligence Service.”

Ah! Drayson thought. Very interesting. Now, is it that you think they’ll believe any accusation against the Service, or do you have an honest card to play to help sell the lies?

Allowing his fingers to lace together, Drayson rocked slowly in his chair as he listened for the answer.

“Stars on fire,” Engh breathed. “Is it possible that any of this is true? Could there have been some sort of misunderstanding, and we didn’t hear them asking for clearance?”

“Shut up,” Leia said.

Nearly every seat in the Senate chamber was full now. Those not occupied by their owners had been commandeered by curious interlopers. Dozens more staffers lingered in the aisles, along the back wall, and in the open areas near the entrance doors. The six-meter-tall image of Nil Spaar on the display boards commanded their attention more powerfully than anyone at the podium or in the well was accustomed to.

“It became clear that the government of Leia Organa intended to hold us here against our will,” Nil Spaar said. “It became clear to me that we could not wait any longer. We risked losing not only the right of free navigation we had been promised, but the capacity to exercise it. Aramadia is a consular ship. It is ill equipped to repel an armed assault.

“I am sure that those of you who think you know Princess Leia Organa may doubt that she is capable of ordering soldiers to attack diplomats. After spending so many hours with her, I thought I knew her, and I would have trouble believing it, if there were not other evidence of her bad faith.”

The screen flickered, and Nil Spaar’s face was replaced by images of burned and twisted metal laid out on bronze decking. “What you see now is the wreckage of a New Republic spy ship which violated the territorial hegemony of the Duskhan League four days ago. It self-destructed when spotted by a local patrol vessel, but we were able to recover enough of it to identify its purpose and origin.”

At that moment, the audience in the Senate, in offices all over Imperial City, and on worlds throughout the New Republic saw Yevethan hands turn over a large fragment to reveal a recognizable portion of the New Republic seal—the blue crest, the ring of stars, and the gold circle.

Drayson leaned forward, staring, then slowly rose to his feet. “Bloody bilge—that’s no prowler. That’s a flatfish, or used to be.” He stabbed at his communication computer with a finger. “Verify.”

“Verified—Drayson, Hiram.”

“Call Kiles L’toth. Scramble.”

“Calling Kiles L’toth. Waiting. Verifying. Ready.”

“Kiles—this is Drayson. Is that one of your ships being splashed all over the grids by the Yevethan ambassador?”

The associate director’s voice was shaky. “We, uh—yes, we think so. It could be the Astrolabe. She’s four hours overdue for her logout from Doornik-1142.”

“Four hours. The viceroy said this happened four days ago. How is it you didn’t know you’d lost a bird?”

“Admiral, you know there’s not usually much traffic while they’re in-system. Look, what he’s saying—it’s not true. Astrolabe wasn’t on a spy mission. This was routine survey work—”

“I didn’t ask,” said Drayson. “But others will. Better work on your answers.”

Princess Leia’s face paled when three red body bags appeared briefly on the monitor.

“I regret to report that there were no survivors,” Nil Spaar was saying. “We were able to recover three bodies, which we are prepared to make arrangements to return.”

The viceroy’s face reappeared. “But we cannot and will not negotiate this or any other matter with President Princess Leia Organa Solo. Everything she has said to us has been revealed by her actions as a lie. She claims to negotiate in good faith, while she sends spies to our homelands. She claims to respect our independence, and yet she sends a New Republic fleet toward our territory. She claims to want a treaty between equals, and yet she seeks to weaken our position with espionage and threats.

“I do not know that any act is beyond her, if she thinks it will help secure her power. I am gravely disappointed to learn that she falls so short of the ideals to which the New Republic aspires.

“At this very moment, I, my staff, and my crew are imprisoned within the planetary shield of Coruscant. We are being hounded by a battle cruiser of the Coruscant Home Fleet. We want nothing but to return to our homeworld—but Princess Leia stands in our way, denying us the freedoms to which she so glibly gives lip service.

“I ask the chairmen of the Senate and each member world represented there to use whatever influence you can to persuade the princess to abandon her needlessly reckless and aggressive course. Open the shield. Allow us to go home.”

The Senate erupted in angry voices and harsh words as Nil Spaar’s face vanished from the displays. “Turn it off,” Leia said, and slumped into a chair. “Turn it off!” she repeated sharply when Engh and Ackbar were slow to move.

Engh finally complied, and the monitor dimmed to the color and brightness of the wall on which it hung. For a moment there was silence in the room.

Ackbar turned away to the viewpane, embarrassed for his friend. “This is a disaster,” he said simply.

“He’s misinterpreted everything,” Leia said disbelievingly. “How could this have happened? We played right into their strongest fears. How could it have gone so wrong?”

“Leia—we must do something—” Engh pleaded with his eyes.

She nodded, and it seemed a great effort. “Contact General Baintorf. Have him open the shield. Tell the Brilliant to break off. Let them go. Ask Benny if he’ll appoint a representative of the Senate to arrange retrieval of the bodies.”

“Yes, Princess. Right away.” Engh excused himself as though glad to escape.

“Flawlessly played,” said Hiram Drayson. He stood with crossed arms before the monitor, watching as Senator Peramis and Senator Hodidiji submitted Articles of Withdrawal for their respective worlds. Three other small worlds, all represented in the Senate by their hereditary rulers, followed suit before Behn-kihl-nahm succeeded in suspending the session.

As the grids broke away from live coverage to analysis, Drayson called up a recording of Nil Spaar’s address. “Utterly flawless,” he said after watching the replay, affirming his original judgment. There was more than a touch of admiration in his voice.

“But there’s one missing piece, Viceroy,” he added, stroking his face with one large hand, a thoughtful expression in his intent black eyes. “What did it gain you? What’s the payoff for weakening Leia’s hand and stirring up the Senate? There’s something not seen here—”

Turning back to his desk, Drayson spun his computer toward him. “Verify.”

“Verified—Drayson, Hiram.”

“Call Etahn A’baht. Scramble and blind-route.”

“Calling Etahn A’baht. Working. Waiting, Verifying—”

“Admiral Ackbar.”

The big Calamari turned away from the viewpane to find the princess standing near the door. “Yes, Leia.”

“Why was one of our ships anywhere near Koornacht? Did you know anything about this?”

“I do not have any answers,” Ackbar said uncomfortably.

“Try to find some for me,” she said, and turned away.

“Where are you going?”

Leia looked back over her shoulder. “Home, to think about resigning.”

“Leia—”

“Don’t try to argue with me,” she said. “Not now. Maybe tomorrow.”

The Battle Operations Center of the fleet carrier Intrepid was deserted except for two generals carrying unhappy burdens. General Etahn A’baht carried the burden of knowing what he had done, while General Han Solo carried the burden of knowing what must come.

For more than two hours A’baht had been signaling Coruscant, attempting to speak directly with Princess Leia. All his attempts, using every direct and indirect route available to him, had failed.

He had reached Fleet Operations, the administrative message center, an apologetic first administrator, an uncharacteristically taciturn Admiral Ackbar, the president’s communications and protocol droid, and message boxes for half a dozen offices and their highly placed occupants. But Leia herself seemed to have disappeared from the command and communications structure of Imperial City, and no one A’baht spoke to seemed overly eager to look for her.

Finally Ackbar had agreed to carry a message for A’baht to the president’s residence, asking Leia to contact him on board the Intrepid. That was when the waiting began—an excruciatingly tedious exercise in clock-watching and uncomfortable silence. The sprawling BOC, which easily absorbed dozens of officers and ratings when staffed, seemed as claustrophobic as a cell in Intrepid’s brig.

When the hypercomm finally lit up and squawked a Red Line alert, both men started. When the holodisplay brightened to show Leia from the shoulders up, Han was startled and dismayed by how pallid her face was, how dark and lifeless her eyes.

“General A’baht,” she said with a nod. Her voice was husky, and she cleared her throat after she spoke.

“Princess Leia,” said A’baht. “Thank you for responding to my request.”

“I understand from Admiral Ackbar that you have some information for me.”

“Yes, Princess.” He straightened his back and sat tall in his chair. “I am the person responsible for the astrographic probes being sent into Farlax. Before the Fifth sailed, I requested an updated survey of that sector, including Koornacht Cluster. I did this with the full knowledge that this was in violation of your orders. I offer no excuse, and accept full responsibility for my actions.”

There was hardly a flicker of reaction on Leia’s face. “Thank you, General. You are relieved of command, effective immediately. The next person to sit here will decide the rest.” Her eyes sought Han. “General Solo.”

“Yes, Leia,” Han said, stepping forward.

“I’m placing you in command in General A’baht’s stead. Your orders are to bring the Fifth Fleet back to Coruscant as soon as possible.”

“Uh—Leia—”

Her pain shone momentarily through the mask of numbness. “Just come home, Han—please.” The holodisplay went dark.

A’baht turned away from the hypercomm. “I’m sorry,” he said, standing. “You will need to recall the patrols before turning the formation.”

“What? Sure. Now forget excuses, and tell me why you did it.” When A’baht hesitated, Han added, “That’s an order.”

“Very well,” said A’baht. “I believed I had been denied the information I needed to do my job properly—both parts of my job, protecting my command and protecting the New Republic’s interests. Princess Leia made a military decision for political reasons, and it left me in an untenable position. I attempted to make an end run around her objections by going outside the Fleet, to the Astrographic Survey Institute. You already know the results.”

“I think I do. Do you?”

“What do you mean?”

“That flatfish was no spy ship.”

“No.”

“And it didn’t blow itself up, did it?”

“No.”

“Then maybe it found what you wanted it to find—what you were worried is out here.”

“Perhaps so,” said A’baht. “But it doesn’t matter. The probe made no report, and there’ll be no more probes sent into that area. Whatever secrets the Yevetha have, they’ll keep.” He saluted diffidently. “Request permission to return to my quarters, sir.”

Han frowned. “Granted,” he said, and A’baht headed for the hatchway. “General—”

A’baht paused and turned back.

“How many prowlers are assigned to the Fifth Fleet?”

“One squadron—eight. There are also two squadrons of reconnaissance drones.”

Han gestured broadly at the bank of empty stations. “You want to tell me which one of these buttons calls in your tactical staff?”

“What are you saying?” A’baht’s face wore an uncertain expression.

“Well—we know someone or something out here’s unfriendly to the New Republic,” Han said grimly. “Right?”

“I’d say so.”

“Seems as though we’d better do something to cover our withdrawal, then. That seem reasonable to you?”

“You are in command of the Fleet, General Solo.”

“So I am,” Han said. “And I never turn my back to a dark corner when I know someone’s after me. Which button?”

A’baht pointed. “There.”


Chapter 14
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“Koornacht Cluster” was always an outsider’s name—an astronomer’s name, hundreds of years old, but barely more meaningful than a cataloger’s letters and numbers.

Aitro Koornacht had done a favor involving a woman and an Imperial coach for the First Observer at the Court of Emperor Preedu III, on Tamban. That next night, the astronomer spotted a bright, fuzzy disk in the eyepiece of his newest telescope. That grateful First Observer had repaid his benefactor by naming the newly discovered star cluster after the night commander of the palace guard.

But that same gathering of stars had other names. To the Fia of Galantos, in whose skies it appeared as a great oval of light, it was known as The Multitude. The Wehttam, another galactic neighbor, revered it as God’s Temple. The Ka’aa, a wandering species old enough to have seen the youngest stars in the Cluster wink on, remembered it as no’aat padu’ll—the Little Nursery.

The Yevetha knew it by a word that meant Home.

Two thousand suns and twenty thousand worlds, all born together from the same great cloud of dust and gas that still filled the spaces between them. They were young suns and hard worlds, and there were few eyes on hand to know either. The faces of fewer than a hundred planets had been brightened with the colors of life, and only a single species spawned in the Cluster had made the leap from its home soil to the stars.

Two thousand suns keeping company in space, burning so brightly in the skies over N’zoth and its daughter worlds that they blinded the eye to the dimmer lights, the wider galaxy beyond. It was not until visitors came from beyond the Cluster to mine its riches that the Yevetha learned they were not alone.

It was a difficult lesson. A young species with a hard ethic, the Yevetha were accustomed to their place as the center of their universe. The relentless otherness of the outsiders was a profound challenge to the Yevetha’s conception of themselves. In the end, the answer to that challenge was a new vision built on purity of line, sanctity of territory, and hate.

The occupation by the Empire had been an education for the Yevetha, in more ways than one.

When the Empire came to Koornacht, it belonged to the Yevetha alone. Traveling through realspace in their immaculate spherical thrustships, they had spread from the spawnworld of N’zoth to eleven daughter worlds.

In all the recorded history of the galaxy, no species had established more interstellar colonies without the benefit of hyperdrive technology. To the Yevetha, the stars of N’zoth’s bright night sky seemed to hover just above their heads, beckoning. Their will was strong enough to leap the distances between the stars.

After the Empire retreated from Koornacht, that will was wedded to a technology that could leap the distances between the stars. Vastly faster ships made the other Yevethan worlds seem no farther away from N’zoth than the other side of the globe, and Imperial comm units could carry the viceroy’s voice throughout the Cluster in a matter of minutes.

N’zoth and its daughter worlds were bound together as one in a way never before possible, and the Second Birth began. The Yevetha scouted and settled a dozen more prime worlds in a spasm of expansion that satisfied the frustrated ambition of the occupation years.

But the greater vision guiding the Yevetha required a longer period of preparation and consideration. In that time, Yevethan engineers worked to adapt thrustship designs to Imperial technologies, while the metal artisans labored to complete and repair the captured warships.

Claiming and protecting all of the Yevethan birthright would require that and more, an unparalleled marshaling of effort—not only ships and crews, but whole communities, an entire generation ready to leave their birthworld for a home in the sky of stars.

And it would also require that someone go before and prepare the way.

For during its time as trustee of Koornacht Cluster, the Empire had allowed some immigrant colonies, encouraged others, and created still others for its own purposes. When the Empire left Koornacht, the Yevetha were no longer alone.

The transfer between Aramadia and the eight-kilometer-long Star Destroyer Pride of Yevetha took place at a rendezvous point deep in the heart of the Koornacht Cluster, far from any prying eyes.

Three trips by the thrustship’s ferry were required to complete the transfer of the viceroy. In the first trip his darna and breeding mates came across. The second brought his personal staff, including first attaché Eri Palle. The final run delivered the honor guard, Nil Spaar himself, and Vor Duull, Aramadia’s proctor of information science. Vor Duull’s inclusion was a reward for his work during the successful Coruscant mission.

They were met by Dar Bille, who had been Nil Spaar’s loyal second since long before the day of retribution. Now primate of Pride of Yevetha, he had directed the training of the other primates as each former Imperial warship had joined the growing Black Fleet.

“Etaias,” Dar Bille said, adding the salute of obeisance to the honorific. It was more than was called for by the difference in their standing, and drove the lower-ranking officers behind him to a similar excess; each dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

“Noreti,” Nil Spaar said warmly. “This was unnecessary, but it pleases me. Eri, see that everyone finds his quarters. Dar, lead me to the bridge. Is the fleet ready?”

“This way, Viceroy. The fleet is well ready. But Glory could not be launched in time to join us,” Dar Bille said, knowing that Nil Spaar would not be surprised by that news. Glory was the vessel the Imperials had called EX-F, and its curious propulsion system, unlike that in any other starship, had been an ongoing vexation.

As he followed Dar Bille into the corridor, Nil Spaar let his fingertips graze across the bare necks of the kneeling officers as he passed them. The touch symbolized his acceptance of the offer of their lives, and freed them to rise. “And the others?” he asked.

“After the last combat trial, I made the decision that the crew of Blessings was not ready. But that will not hinder us on this mission.”

“I presume the primate earned the expected reward for his failure.”

“He did, at my hand, and his second as well.”

“Excellent,” said Nil Spaar. “It doesn’t do for those who serve in the lesser posts to think that the knife will cut only the throat of authority.”

“The new primate of Blessings expects another combat trial when we return. Perhaps you would like to witness it.”

“Perhaps,” Nil Spaar said as they reached the bridge. “For now, my mind is full of the work ahead of us. And of memories. It seems a right thing to me that you should be the primate of my flagship today. Do you remember the Beauty, and the day we discovered the first nest of the vermin?”

The little starship Beauty, a former Imperial corvette, had carried Nil Spaar to the far reaches of the Cluster and beyond. That long scouting mission had opened his eyes to the true challenge ahead and had given purpose to everything he had done since. He had taken the measure of the All and understood its meaning, taken the measure of their enemies and understood their threat, and had come home to N’zoth to make himself viceroy.

“Of course, etaias. And here we are again, together on the bridge of a fine ship. Soon we will again look down undetected on the nests of the vermin—but this time they will know that we were there.” He looked past Nil Spaar to the proctor of information. “Lifath—what news do you have of the New Republic’s Fifth Fleet?”

“Primate, our shadow reports the fleet has disappeared from Hatawa. Our contacts on Coruscant tell us that it has been recalled.”

Nil Spaar bowed his head and breathed relief. “Then it will be done. I am vindicated.”

Dar Bille turned a proud and joyful face toward Nil Spaar. “On your orders, Viceroy.”

“I wish to speak to all our vessels.”

Turning quickly toward the proctor of communications, Dar Bille arranged the necessary connections and announced the viceroy to the crews of the twenty-five warships secreted in twos and threes across the Cluster.

“Remember that we are the blessed, born of the light of the All,” Nil Spaar told them. “All beauty belongs to us. All that we see in our skies was meant for our children. It was not meant for the creatures that creep in from the darkness beyond. Their presence alone fouls the light and defaces the beauty of the All.

“Today we will remove them, as the steward of a granary must remove the vermin to keep the stocks pure. And when next you stand on N’zoth and look to the sky, you will know that none but the children of N’zoth stand above you.”

Then Nil Spaar stepped away from the hypercomm and looked back to Dar Bille. “You may give the order,” he said generously.

Dar Bille’s crests swelled with pride and gratitude. “All vessels of the Black Fleet—this is the primate of the flagship Pride of Yevetha,” he said in a strong clear voice. “On the word of the viceroy, I direct you to commence your attacks. May each of us honor the name of the Yevetha today.”

Wearing an approving look on his dirty, deep-lined face, Negus Nigekus slammed the check hatch shut and threw the locking bolt home. The ore sheds were more than two-thirds full, and there was still a month to go before the gypsy freighter returned to New Brigia. Perhaps this time there would finally be enough profit over the cost of their supplies to clear the last of their passage debt.

Nigekus would never have dreamed that after eighteen years working the chromite digs in the hills above the village, the little colony would still owe a debt to the captain of the freighter that had brought them there. In the beginning the land had been generous. And with the Cluster under the Empire’s protection and their claim to New Brigia accepted by Coruscant, there had been more than enough buyers for the blue-white metal to ensure good prices. War—so long as it stayed at a safe distance—was good for business.

In the first four years there wasn’t a quarter when the community failed to pare its debt. Even with the extra costs as families left the longhouses for cottage shelters, even feeding new mouths too young to contribute, and the mothers who gave their labor share in the nursery rather than the mines, even the summer when the crops withered and the winter when the processing dome burned, there was always something offered against their obligations.

But then the land had grown stingy, and, not long after, the Empire was gone. With the spacelanes from Koornacht to Galantos and Wehttam no longer secure, the colony’s best buyers lowered their offers or stopped bidding at all, pointing to the risk of piracy.

In time only Captain Stanz and the Freebird came calling, and his price was the lowest of all—an insult to the sweat and labor of the two hundred who each morning hiked up from the village to the diggings and each evening returned bowed by their labors. But Stanz was a pirate in heart if not in fact, and had no sympathy for them.

“This is droid work yer doing,” he said, “picking rocks from the ground. You can’t expect a living wage for droid work. Even at these prices, it’s hardly worth my trouble to come here.”

Nigekus doubted the truth of that, but there was no point in arguing. He had no choice but to stand there and listen to Stanz’s poor-mouthing as he figured the load and calculated the overage, using whatever prices the old Bothan’s whim dictated. And for years the overage had hovered around the figure for a quarter’s interest, sometimes a little more, more often a little less, with the shortfall added to their debt.

If the community had had its own hauler, even a worn-out Corellian freighter or a battered space barge—but that was a dream beyond reason.

Still, the land had suddenly turned kind again, with two new diggings bringing up rich ore that reminded the surviving elders of the promise that had coaxed them there from Brigia. If they earned no more for this load than the price Stanz had paid on his last visit, the overage should cover not only the interest but the balance.

To guarantee that, Nigekus had decided that this time he would hold back a third of the ore until Stanz set the price. It was a tactic not without risk, or it might have been tried long before. If the Bothan took offense, the community could lose its lifeline—and the offender might lose his life.

But Nigekus was determined to see New Brigia escape Captain Stanz’s thrall before the dust-cough that now plagued him at night rendered him fit only to sweeten the dirt of the gardens. If Stanz snapped his neck in a fury at being caught as a cheat, Nigekus would lose little.

“He will only spare me the last weeks of the coughing death,” he had said to the other elders in winning their approval. “And you can then kill him without shame, and claim his ship as honor payment to my family.”

Negus Nigekus walked slowly but proudly across the common toward the processing dome, his thin body warmed by the knowledge that a turning was coming.

It had been hard for him to admit that he could no longer make the climb to the diggings and do more than take up space in the pit. The aches of hard labor were easier to bear than the deep ache of feeling useless, of standing with the children and feeling that he had become one of them, a mouth that could not earn its table share. He was grateful to have found a way of escaping that feeling.

Before Nigekus reached the dome, a shadow flashed across the common. But by the time he looked skyward, there was nothing to be seen. The whine and clatter of the machinery had covered the sound of the approaching dropships until very near the end, and the landing sites were downriver around the bend, safely out of view. Shaking his head, Nigekus entered the dome, ignorant of the threat already moving up the valley toward the village.

When he left the dome just a few minutes later, his inspection complete, everything had changed. Tall creatures in green and brown body armor were advancing through the village in a wide line, their weapons turning the cottages into burned and broken shells. A child’s screaming pierced the din of the machinery behind him, then ended with ominous abruptness.

Nigekus was ignored or overlooked long enough to take half a dozen uncertain steps out into the common, long enough to realize in horror that some of the blackened objects littering the ground were carcasses, long enough to feel a wild rush of indignation over the fact that he did not even know the species of the invaders.

Then he found his voice and cried out his rage, raised both fists in defiance and started across the common toward the nearest of the soldiers. A silver-barreled weapon turned his way, and Nigekus fell in agony, his last breath full of fire.

Two of the diggers at Pit 4 had seen the descending ships, making that crew the first to start back down to the village. The pall of black smoke rising over the ridgelines drew the other crews away from their work and onto the well-trod trails. Some had shouldered their tools as weapons, but most were armed only with fear for their families. They had had no enemies on New Brigia, and energy weapons were a luxury the colony could not afford.

The Yevethan troops, masked against the smoke and the stench of the vermin, waited patiently in the village for the diggers to return. There was no need to do anything more. As Nil Spaar had predicted, the sight of the ravaged village gave the diggers the final spur to a reckless charge.

It was a methodical slaughter. Standing back to back in a circle on the common, the soldiers allowed the diggers to reach the valley floor, then cut them down.

The last few deaths were suicides in all but name. With both the carnage and the futility before them, the remaining Brigians dropped their inadequate weapons, gave up their cover, and walked down the slopes to the village, offering themselves as targets rather than be left alive to remember.

When it was over, and the breeze falling through the valley had blown all but the last tendrils of smoke away, only the Yevethan troops, the ore sheds, and the processing dome were left standing.

It was no accident that those buildings had survived. As the troops returned downriver to their dropships, a fat-bodied cargo transport landed on the common. Within an hour its empty belly easily swallowed both the contents of the ore sheds and the machinery from the processing dome.

Once the cargo transport was safely clear of the target zone, Star Dream completed its sterilization of the valley with a long salvo from the cruiser’s heavy batteries.

The bodies turned to vapor and vanished, and the blood was scorched from the rocks. The ground turned to black glass, and the river exploded into steam. When the barrage was over, nothing was left of the vermin but the holes they had carved in the ground with their hands and the trails they had beaten into the hills with their footsteps.

Star Dream returned to N’zoth triumphant in her glorious victory, carrying a passage price in chromite in her hold.

In a garden city on J’t’p’tan, a world gentled by patient hands, a woman awoke from a dream to a nightmare. A falling star became a starship, the starship a warship, and the warship a fountain of death raining on the face of the world. In the dream, or the nightmare, the Current ran wild with the thrashings of murdered souls, and ran dark with the stain of blood.

“Rouse everyone, at once,” Wialu said, shaking her daughter. “Hurry—something terrible has begun.”

New Brigia was the smallest of the thirteen alien settlements visited by the ships of the Black Fleet in the first hour of the Great Purge.

Polneye was the largest, and the only one to fight back.

Orbiting a star on the far side of the Cluster from Coruscant, Polneye was an orphan child of the Empire. It had been established to serve as a secret military transshipment port for Farlax Sector. Cloaked in high-altitude clouds whose rains rarely reached the ground, arid Polneye became home to a vast open-air armory and supply depot.

Bustling hub-and-spoke landing and holding zones sprawled across the dusky-brown flats. Eventually, even the largest vessels capable of grounding could be accommodated, with cargoes unloaded, assembled, and transferred by small armies of droids.

As the traffic through Polneye grew, so did the population. At first it was a purely military billet, staffed by the Supply Command on a normal rotation. The planet was chosen to satisfy certain strategic criteria, not for its suitability for habitation. But over time, as more and more jobs were bid out to civilians, the center of each landing zone had grown into a small city largely comprised of semipermanent residents.

When the beaten remnants of the Imperial Fleet abandoned Farlax and retreated into the Core, the military staff fled in whatever ships were available on the ground. But the civilian population, which by then numbered nearly a quarter-million scattered across fifty sites, was left behind to fend for itself.

And though, suddenly, transports no longer dropped through the clouds with thrusters roaring to land on Polneye, the droids and cargoes that had been waiting for them proved a rich enough treasure to ease the shock of abandonment. Virtually everything a great army and a fleet of starships required to function could be found somewhere in the cargo containers left scattered on holding pads across the face of Polneye.

There were few missteps, and little was wasted or discarded. Polneye was blessed by strong leadership at the outset, and the cargoes became the raw material for a transformation—from client to self-sustaining settlement to a unified state of eight consolidated cities.

So it was that the Yevethan warships Honor, Liberty, and Devotion arrived over a planet boasting a healthy population of nearly three hundred thousand sentients, seventy thousand droids—and six operational TIE interceptors.

“Weapons master! Attend me! Why has the attack not begun?”

The weapons master of the Star Destroyer Devotion bowed deeply to Jip Toorr before speaking.

“Primate, there is an ionization inversion above the clouds over this planet. Together, the two are interfering with the targeting computers on all our ships. I am not confident that the accuracy of our firing will satisfy your expectations.”

“The viceroy has expectations as well, which we both must fulfill,” said Jip Toorr. “How do you propose that we do so?”

“Sir—there are scout fighters waiting in their bays to confirm the success of our attack. I ask that three of them be launched now and sent below the clouds to direct the fire of our batteries.”

“Will this provide the accuracy needed to ensure the success of our mission?”

“Without fail, Primate.”

“Then I so order it. Tactics master, launch three scout fighters. The weapons master will direct them.”

The last of the navigation satellites on which Polneye’s traffic control system had depended had failed nearly a year earlier, or the arrival of the Yevethan task force would have been detected as soon as the ships exited hyperspace.

But the ground components of the traffic control system were still operational. Alarms began to sound the moment the Yevethan scout fighters cleared the ionization boundary, calling technicians to rarely tended stations. Many other Polneyi ran outside to look up and see what sort of visitors had come calling.

Those whose eyes were sharp enough saw three tiny black ships circling just below the clouds. One was over the city called Nine South, a second over Eleven North, and the third over the ghost city of Fourteen North, which was still being cannibalized for its structures and equipment.

Then fire poured down from the sky. Fierce turbolaser pulses tore holes in the clouds and split the air, and all three cities vanished under acrid mushroom clouds of golden dust and black smoke. Even after the firing stopped, thunder rumbled across the open reaches of Polneye like death drums.

On what had been one of the wide, flat landing pads of Ten South, those who had come out to watch the visitors land were evenly divided between the stunned and the screaming. A man near Plat Mallar went to his knees and vomited. Turning away from the sight, Mallar found a woman clawing madly at her allsuit with such force that she was bleeding profusely from beneath what was left of her nails. The sight galvanized Mallar out of his paralysis, and he began edging his way toward the east edge of the pad.

Then a cry went up, as someone in the gathering saw that the tiny ship that had been circling over Nine South was moving to a new position over Nine North. In a matter of moments, the crowd broke and ran, some for the feeble but comforting shelter of the terminal buildings, some for the open spaces beyond the city, as far from the city as their legs would carry them. Mallar fought free of the sudden stampede, then turned and ran as well.

Twelve students in Mallar’s second-form engineering classes had been granted the privilege of learning to maintain and fly the TIE interceptor berthed in 10S Technical Institute’s docking bay and equipment garage. The bay was halfway around the terminal hub from where he had stood with the crowd, and though he ran as hard as he could, he didn’t expect to be the first of the twelve to arrive.

But he was. The bay doors were standing open, and members of the junior form were hastily clearing away the droids and vehicles blocking the entrance, but the cockpit of the interceptor was still unoccupied.

Mallar did not hesitate. Grabbing a helmet and re-breather from the equipment lockers, he clambered up on the interceptor’s right-side wing brace and popped the access hatch release. “You!” he shouted, pointing at the nearest student. “I need a power droid over here, now!”

By the time Mallar settled in the cockpit and started the power-up sequence, two other would-be pilots had arrived. With a cool and purposeful efficiency that would have done a carrier deck crew credit, they helped hasten the dull gray power droid into position beside the fighter.

The moment the power coupling clicked in the starting port, Mallar ran up the capacitors for both ion engines, then dropped them back to a neutral idle. There was no point in completing the rest of the system checks. There was no time for repairs, and crashing was no more fearful a prospect than the next attack from beyond the clouds.

“That’s got it,” Mallar called over the microphone. “Uncouple me, and then clear the bay—I’m flying her out.”

Ordinarily, the TIE would have been towed out of the bay and onto the landing pad on her skids by a tug droid. But that would take precious time, and Mallar was already afraid he was far too late. The moment the last of the other students fled out the bay doorway, he shoved the throttle forward.

The interceptor jerked forward as the engine backblast lifted loose debris and rained it on the fighter’s combat-hardened solar panels. Picking up speed rapidly, the ship began to lift just as it passed through the bay doorway, and the upper edge of the left panel dragged against the durasteel frame with a screech that shivered everyone in earshot, including Mallar.

Then, with a bump and a lurch, the ship cleared the bay, bursting out into the bright, diffuse light of a Polneye midday. Pointing the twin booms of the wing-mounted cannon skyward, Mallar threw the interceptor into a full-power climb.

The tiny black ships were still circling high in the air like carrion birds. Activating his targeting system, Mallar was heartened to see that three more of the settlement’s TIE interceptors were in the air. Selecting the nearest target and steering toward it, Mallar then did something no instructor had ever authorized—powered up the four Seinar laser cannon.

With an insistent beeping, the targeting system informed Mallar that it had identified the primary target as a TIE/rc reconnaissance fighter. But to Mallar’s surprise, there was no safety interlock preventing him from firing on what the interceptor took to be a friendly target. Moments after the target was identified, the attack computer locked on.

TARGET IN RANGE, said the cockpit display as the indicators changed from red to green.

He squeezed both triggers, and the ship quivered around him as the quad cannon spoke.

No one was more surprised than Mallar when the target stayed in his sights and then exploded in a yellow-white gout of flame. Whether it was the interceptor’s superior speed, Mallar’s crude headlong rush up from the surface, or simple surprise, the TIE/rc never responded to the approaching ship’s presence.

As he blew past the falling debris, Mallar heard voices over the interceptor’s combat comm, exulting. But he himself felt neither joy nor relief. He was shaking and covered in clammy sweat, the reckless momentum dissipated, the awful reality sinking in.

The interceptor entered the clouds, and in the next moment Mallar was suddenly blinded by light pouring in through the viewports. The interceptor was shoved roughly sideways as though by a great hand, and shuddered violently in the aftermath. For a long moment he was certain his ship had been hit and he was about to die.

But the moment stretched out, and he did not die. The afterimage of the flash began to fade from his eyes, and his ship, still climbing, emerged intact into the space between the clouds and the stars.

Immediately the targeting system again beeped urgently at him, and Mallar squinted, first to read the display, then to peer out the viewport. What he finally saw nearly overwhelmed him with fear. Riding above him in orbit was the largest ship he had ever seen, a great triangular shape bristling with gun ports and launching fighters from bays on either side.

“Identity.”

PRIMARY TARGET: VICTORY-CLASS STAR DESTROYER, THE COMPUTER INFORMED HIM.

And he was still climbing toward it.

SECONDARY TARGETS:

“I don’t want to know,” Mallar said nervously. Hauling the interceptor over on its back, he dove away from the starship at a flat angle and all possible speed, seeking the cover of the clouds.

The weapons master of the Devotion lay cowering on the bridge catwalk. The ship’s primate, whose backhand blow had sent the master sprawling, loomed over him.

“Your incompetence sacrificed the life of a Yevethan pilot!” the primate bellowed. “How will you repay his family for this dishonor?”

“Sir! I wasn’t told that this infestation was capable of resistance—”

“The scout fighter was under your direction. You did not free him to pursue or evade when the vermin fighter appeared. That is your offense.”

“We were preparing to fire—”

“You are relieved. And there will be a price in blood, I promise. Get out of here. Report to the stockade.” The primate turned to the tactics master. “Launch your fighters. I want the skies of Polneye cleared of vermin.”

The fight for Polneye did not last long.

One of the three TIE interceptors that followed Mallar into the air was piloted by a first-form student who had never been aloft. That he got the ship off the ground under control was a credit to the simplicity of Imperial cockpit design. But the first-former’s target melted into the clouds while he was still calling for help unlocking the laser cannon. Not long after, a squadron of Yevethan fighters, tracking his comm signal, fell on him from the clouds. His flight ended in a fiery flat spin and an explosion on the plains east of Twelve North.

The interceptor launched from Eleven South was piloted by the engineering instructor. Like Mallar he climbed through the cloud layer to the edge of space and found the cruiser Liberty orbiting above. Unlike Mallar, he did not escape after his discovery. An antifighter turbolaser battery on the cruiser tracked the interceptor and blew it into a thousand pieces, which returned to the surface as a rain of metal.

A veteran combat pilot was at the controls of the interceptor from Nine North, but he barely escaped the destruction of the city, and one of the fighter’s engines was damaged by shrapnel. It faltered as he was swept into a dogfight with three Yevethan fighters, and he and his ship vanished in a brilliant ball of flame.

The fourth interceptor was destroyed on the ground by strafing TIE fighters as a frantic volunteer crew tried to ready it for launch.

The fifth was lost in the first moments of the attack, as Eleven North came under Liberty’s savage cannonade.

Plat Mallar’s success against the TIE/rc was the only victory of the day, and no one was more aware than he how meaningless it was. Because he was afraid to die, he fled to the far side of the planet, hiding in the clouds under the ionization shield the Empire had created for Polneye. Because he was afraid to face the guilt of not dying, he lingered there, circling.

Before long, though, both of those fears paled against the fear that no one would ever know what had happened to his parents and lovers and friends. After reviewing the images captured by his combat recorder, he realized that he had to have more, and turned back.

Approaching the cities of Polneye, Mallar brought the interceptor up above the clouds just long enough to record the three marauding warships, now orbiting together. If his little fighter appeared on their defense screens at all, it was as a momentary blip among the static caused by the inversion.

Then he dipped below the clouds, and found the sky free of fighters. His holocam scanned across the ruins of seven cities, captured seven thin plumes of smoke spaced across the plains. But only seven, for Ten South was still standing, and a giant transport was ground-docked beside it.

The sight brought the first hope to Mallar’s heart since Nine South had disappeared under blaster fire. There was a chance for more than mere justice—there was a chance he could bring help in time to matter. Ducking back between the veils, he pushed both the interceptor and his ability to control it to the limit, racing for the receding horizon.

Half an hour later, on the far side of Polneye, a tiny single-seat fighter with a determined young student at the controls flung itself up from the clouds and out toward the stars.

Aboard the flagship Pride of Yevetha, Viceroy Nil Spaar personally supervised the extermination of the Kubaz colony—a particularly repulsive variety of vermin, he thought, with faces so hideously mutated that he actively took pleasure in their destruction.

Then, as Pride continued on to seize the Imperial factory farm at Pirol-5, the viceroy retired to his quarters to receive the attentions of his darna and the reports from the other elements of the fleet.

The news was uniformly good. There had been an unfortunate accident at Polneye that had left a pilot dead and the weapons master a suicide, but that was of no consequence. Everywhere the ships of the Yevetha appeared, the vermin were swept off the faces of the worlds they had soiled.

Calmly, ruthless, efficiently, the Black Fleet drew a curtain of death across the Cluster. One after another the vermin settlements fell beneath it—the Kubaz, the Brigia, the Polneye, the Morath, the Corasgh, the H’kig. The targets included colonies and species whose names and histories were unknown to those who plotted their eradication.

Full sterilizations were carried out on the two worlds to be reclaimed for the Yevetha. The colonists meant for those planets were already outbound from The Twelve in the new thrustships, which were faster than light itself. Others would soon follow.

It was the realization of a great destiny. At the end of one long day of glory, the All again belonged to the Yevetha alone.

When the last report was in hand, Nil Spaar called his broodmates to join him and his darna in celebration.

Afterward, the viceroy slept long, deep, and well.

Leia Organa Solo waited hopefully, eagerly, behind the gate for the Fleet shuttle to land at Eastport 18. The moment the shuttle’s engines were cut, she brushed past the gate supervisor’s earnest cautions and ran out onto the landing pad. When the hatch hissed open and the boarding stairs unfolded, she was already waiting at the bottom.

Han was the first to appear on the top step, wearing his lopsided grin and carrying his flight bag over one shoulder. Taking the stairs in three long strides, he tossed the flight bag down and gathered Leia up in a hug so deep and warm that it almost began to drive away the icy chill that had invaded her spirit since the collapse of the Yevethan negotiations and her humiliation by Peramis and Nil Spaar. She hid her tears against his chest.

“It’s gonna be all right,” Han murmured into her hair. “You should hear about some of the bad days I’ve had.”

Leia laughed despite herself and hugged him fiercely. “Let’s go home.”

“Can’t think of one good reason not to,” Han said, bending to pluck his flight bag from the ground. “Don’t make too much of it, hon, but I kinda missed you.”

Twenty-three hours out from Polneye, Plat Mallar turned on the cockpit recorder of the TIE interceptor. His face was pale and slick with perspiration. His voice was weak, and his eyes wandered as he tried to force his blurred vision to clear.

Designed without hyperdrive, the interceptor had never been intended for the kind of journey Mallar had attempted—across realspace from one star to another. He had fled Polneye, eluded the Yevetha, and left Koornacht Cluster behind, but he could not escape the cold equations of time, energy, and distance.

Mallar had run the fighter wide open for as long as the solar panels and the capacitors had allowed, accelerating the little ship to a straight-line speed well above that any pilot could use in combat. He had even persuaded the autopilot, designed for simple in-system navigation problems, to accept Galantos as a destination.

But the engines had been cold for hours now, and only emptiness surrounded his hurtling craft. The nose of the fighter was pointed directly at Galantos, but it would not reach that system for—he calculated—nearly three years. And Mallar did not expect to live another three hours.

The ship’s small oxygen reserve was gone. His re-breather could no longer cleanse the breaths he drew well enough to end the agonizing headaches. The recirculators were keeping the air dry, but he was slowly suffocating on his own waste gases.

Memory had deceived him. The images from his childhood, of Polneye as a bustling port, as the hub of the region’s spacelanes, were too strong to be shaken by facts. Those images offered what had proved a false promise—that he would find another ship to offer help or transport.

Dirtbound his whole life, he found it was beyond him to imagine how empty space was, or to believe how deserted that region had become. In twenty-three hours, not a single vessel of any size had been detected by the interceptor’s targeting system. He knew he was going to die, and he was going to die alone.

He cleared his throat, an uglier sound than his rasping breaths. “My name is Plat Mallar,” he said. “I was born in the city of Three North, on the planet Polneye. My mother was Fall Topas. She was a plant biologist, and quite beautiful. My father was Plat Hovath, a droid mechanic. I was their only son. We lived in Ten South, on blue level, near the algae pool.

“Yesterday was the fortieth day of Mofat. Yesterday warships attacked Polneye without any warning—without any cause. Unidentified ships. Imperial designs. They destroyed most of Polneye—killed my parents—killed most of us. I think the survivors are hostages now—there was a transport—”

He paused, heart pounding, to try to catch his breath. His voice had become frail and wheezy.

When he could continue, Mallar said, “The combat recorders of my ship contain evidence of this attack—of the destruction of my home. They murdered my people, thousands and thousands and thousands. Please help us. Please—if any are still alive—try to save them. Whoever sees this—you must find these monsters and punish them. It’s wrong. It’s terribly wrong. I beg—I beg for justice for the dead. For my parents. For my friends. For me.”

Mallar sagged back into his seat, exhausted by the effort of speaking. But the recorder kept running—he could not manage to raise an arm to stop it. It kept on, faithfully capturing Mallar’s image, for as long as he moved or made a sound at turns.

But it stopped when at last he slipped into unconsciousness.

He was still unconscious, barely clinging to life, when the crew of the Fifth Fleet prowler 5P8 stumbled on his hurtling ship.


Chapter 15
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The first early-morning rays from Coruscant’s sun were throwing long shadows down the east-west streets of Imperial City when Admiral Ackbar reached the family entrance to the presidential residence.

“Good morning,” said the security droid. “This entrance is closed. The family is not receiving visitors at this time. Please come back anther time, or call the scheduling center for further information.”

Ackbar cocked his head and blinked in surprise. “I am Admiral Ackbar.”

“Good morning, Admiral Ackbar. This entrance is closed. Please move back to the sidewalk.”

“It’s all right,” Ackbar said. “I have a key.” He squeezed his eyes shut while he concentrated. “Aleph—lamed—zayin—shin. Yes, I think that’s it.”

“Good morning, Admiral Ackbar,” the droid said. “You may enter.”

The grounds were quiet, except for the tiny cowlpups grazing on the lawns. When Ackbar passed too close to one, it growled at him with a ferociousness all out of proportion to its size.

“Go back to your breakfast,” Ackbar said, amused. “I’m not here for you.”

None of the early rays reached the well-shaded main house, and there were no lights on inside, except in the kitchen, where a butler droid was completing its nightly maintenance. There was no sound from the direction of the children’s rooms, which was a relief—he was not ready to deal with their eager energy. Ackbar supposed that, with Han’s return, the whole family had been up late.

Sleep in as long as you like, children, he thought with a melancholy tenderness. Sleep in while you can.

Ackbar followed memory and the floorboard glow strips through the darkened halls to Leia and Han’s bedroom. Out of consideration for the children, the door was closed but not secured. He hoped his friends were not busy mating.

“Open,” Ackbar told the housecomm. “Lights.”

When the bedroom was suddenly flooded with light, Han reflexively spun over on his back and sat bolt upright. Squinting, he sighed away the rush of adrenaline when he recognized Ackbar. “You,” Han said gruffly. “It’s a lucky thing for you I don’t sleep with a blaster anymore.”

“Not luck,” the Calamari said. “You told me, after the time you and Jaina scared each other half to death.”

Han’s sudden movements had shaken the bed enough to bring Leia up from her deeper sleep. Now she rose on her elbows.

“Admiral Ackbar,” she said, a quizzical expression on her face. “When I invited you to come talk me out of resigning, I thought you might at least wait until I was awake.”

“Good morning, Princess.”

“Don’t try to disarm me with politeness,” Leia said. “What are you doing here at this hour?”

“Getting you out of bed,” Ackbar said. “I’ll wait outside while you get dressed.”

“Oh, you will? Then what?”

“Then there’s somewhere we have to go. I have a speeder waiting.”

“Slow down a second. I’m not on call,” said Leia. “Not for state business. Especially not at this hour—what time is it, anyway?” She glanced sideways at the bedroom chrono. “Oh, heaven—I’m sorry I looked.”

“I understand how you feel,” said Ackbar. “I would rather have stayed in the water myself. Still, there’s somewhere we have to go.”

“Why don’t you tell me a little more and let me make that decision?”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” said Ackbar, holding out her robe. “Your head isn’t clear yet. You’ll have to trust me—if you do trust me.”

Leia frowned as she studied him. Finally she sat up and took the robe from his hand.

“Thank you, Princess.” His gaze moved to Han. “General Solo, I think you should come, too.”

“What is this, divide and conquer?”

“Please. This involves you as well.”

“Let me find my pants,” Han said resignedly. “Leia, tell me again why we gave the fishhead a key to the front door—”

Leia peered through the viewpane of the Fleet infirmary’s Intensive Care Unit Number 5 at the pale-faced young man who had just been transferred from a medical cocoon to the bacta tank. A Fleet doctor and two MD-7 medical droids hovered over the biomonitors.

“Who is he?”

“He is Grannan by stock, Polneye by allegiance,” Ackbar said. “His name is Plat Mallar. He’s suffering from severe metabolic disruption due to breathing his own wastes. He may not live. I thought you should see him now, just in case.”

“Why?” asked Leia. “I’m sorry for him, of course, but …” She left the sentence unfinished.

“Polneye? I never heard of it,” Han said. “What happened to him?”

“According to the prowler that found him, he was trying to make an interstellar run in a TIE interceptor—”

“Why would anyone do a fool thing like that?” Han asked dismissively. “It’s suicide.”

“Or self-sacrifice,” said Ackbar. “Sometimes they are hard to tell apart.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It appears that Plat Mallar was trying to get a message out of Koornacht Cluster—apparently the only way he could.”

Leia’s eyes flashed. “What message?”

“I will show you,” Ackbar said. “But let us stay here awhile longer. I do not know why it is, but the Fleet casualty officer tells me that patients with family and friends to wish them health are strengthened by it. And I am afraid this young pilot needs every edge right now.”

In the privacy of Admiral Ackbar’s offices at Fleet Headquarters, in grim silence, Han and Leia watched the holorecordings taken from Plat Mallar’s TIE interceptor.

It was unsettling to see the familiar, forbidding shapes of warships once again at the business of dealing out destruction, and profoundly dismaying to see the cities of Polneye reduced to smoking scorch marks on the planet’s barren plains. But Mallar’s deathly ill face gave the greatest power to his words.

“—Please help us. Please—if any are still alive—try to save them. Whoever sees this—you must find these monsters and punish them. It’s wrong. It’s terribly wrong. I beg—I beg for justice for the dead. For my parents. For my friends. For me.”

When it was over, Leia pushed back from the table without a word, turning her back on Han and the admiral. Hugging herself, she stood before the galactic holomap that covered nearly one whole wall of Ackbar’s office, staring up into it with haunted eyes.

“Did you orchestrate all this to humiliate me, Ackbar?” she said finally, still facing the map.

“No, Leia,” Ackbar protested, surprised. “I do not understand.”

“That makes two of us,” Han said, standing. “What are you talking about, hon? This doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

She whirled around to face them. “Doesn’t it? Look at him—he’s just sitting there waiting for me to draw the same conclusion he has. If you wanted to convince me to resign, Admiral, you couldn’t have picked any better way.”

“I’m missing something here,” Han said, looking to Ackbar for help.

“Princess, you are wrong,” said Ackbar. “You could not be more wrong. You are the Chief of State of the New Republic. I would not have anyone else sit in that chair. We need your strength and dedication—and more now than we did yesterday, to answer this challenge.”

Ackbar’s praise deflected off Leia’s defensiveness, leaving her untouched. “Whose ships were those?” she asked, pointing at the monitor.

“You know as well as I.”

“Imperial design. Imperial fighters. What does that prove?”

“Plat Mallar got close enough to the first ship to interrogate it with his targeting system. It answered as the Imperial Star Destroyer Valorous.”

“Are you arguing with me?”

“Valorous was one of the Black Sword ships on Nylykerka’s list.”

“I know that,” she said. “And if it was at Polneye under Yevethan command, then you’re looking at the biggest fool in the whole Republic. But we don’t know that, do we?”

“Does it matter?”

“Isn’t that why you brought me in here? Your subtle way of telling me I was wrong?”

Ackbar shook his head slowly. “I thought that before you made your decision about giving up your work, you needed to know that there’s still more for us to do. Whoever sent those ships to Polneye is the enemy of the peace you’ve tried so hard to build.”

“Isn’t there something in the apocrypha about wisdom beginning with knowing your limitations? Peace was a goal, not a guarantee. Besides—I was naive. Which would make a fine summation of my short career,” she added acerbically.

“Admiral Ackbar’s right,” Han said, shaking his head. “All this other stuff—who burned the toast, who borrowed whose shirt, who left the light on—none of that matters. What matters is, what are we going to do now?”

“What can I do?” Leia asked plaintively. “Nothing. Polneye wasn’t a member of the New Republic. They weren’t even applicants.”

“You’re talking about obligations,” said Han. “I’m talking about the right thing to do.”

“But that’s the trick, isn’t it? You can’t get three people to agree on the right thing to do,” Leia said. “Peace is impossible. No matter what, it seems like there’s always someone who wants to kill someone else. You can’t give them enough reasons not to. At least, I can’t.”

“Leia—”

“I’m sorry about the Polneye, I truly am. But it’s too late to help them. Besides, if I were to send forces anywhere near Koornacht, I wouldn’t have to resign—the Senate would hang me first and impeach me later.” Leia shook her head. “I hope Mallar lives—though I’m not sure that’s not being cruel, if it turns out he’s the only survivor. Who else knows about him? Who else has seen the recording?”

“A very short list,” Ackbar said.

“See that it stays that way,” she said, and moved toward the door. “I’m going home, Han. Are you coming?”

Han was looking at her as though she were a stranger. “I think I’ll stay awhile,” he said.

Leia shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

As soon as the door closed behind her, Han cocked his head to one side and shot Ackbar a quizzical look. “I have just one question—who was that person, and what have you done with Leia?”

“She is hurting,” said Ackbar. “She is questioning herself, and her ideals.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Han said. “What in the world happened while I was away?”

“I will tell you what I can,” said Ackbar. “But I am afraid some of the answers will have to come from her.”

A stranger was sitting cross-legged in the street outside the family entrance, facing the house, when Leia reached it in a borrowed Fleet skimmer. He was dressed in a long robe the color of saffron, which spilled out around him in a circle on the pavement. She recognized neither his profile nor his species, and slowed only so that she could hop the fence at a speed that wouldn’t alarm the house defenses.

But after she had disembarked and sent the speeder heading back, curiosity got the better of her. She walked out to the fence and, with the security droid hovering protectively nearby, called out to him.

“You—who are you?”

“Jobath, the councillor of the Fia, of Galantos,” he said, and then his face brightened. “But I know you. You are Princess Leia, the warrior queen who rallied the oppressed to rise up against the Emperor. You saved my people from slavery.”

“Well—you’re welcome. But that was a long time ago,” she said. “And I don’t know whose version of history you’ve been listening to, anyway. I don’t remember ever being a queen or a warrior.”

“Oh, yes, I know all the stories. You are a great woman. It is an honor to meet you.”

“What are you doing out there?”

“I am waiting for you,” the Fian said. “Your metal servant said that you were not receiving visitors, but my need is urgent. And now I see you have returned. May I rise and approach without alarming your loyal protector?”

“What? Oh, the droid. No, he doesn’t like people loitering around the entrances. What was your name again?”

“Jobath, of the Fia.”

“Did we have an appointment, Jobath of the Fia?”

“No, Princess.”

“All right. I was afraid for a moment I’d forgotten,” she said. “Here’s the way it is, Jobath of the Fia—I intend to go inside and sleep for about three days. If I’m still president when I get up, you can make an appointment with the scheduling center, in the protocol office.” She turned away from the fence and started toward the house.

“Princess! Please, wait! I’ve come about what’s happening in The Multitude. You must talk to me now!”

“Must I?” said Leia, looking back. “The Multitude—what’s that?”

“The Great Multitude of the Circle of the Heavens,” Jobath said earnestly. “There is another name, an ugly name—”

“Are you talking about Koornacht?”

“Yes!” Jobath said brightly. “Koornacht.”

Leia scowled. “This is too much. You tell Ackbar that I’m tired of being manipulated.”

“Admiral Ackbar?”

“Right. Tell him he can have this job anytime he wants it. All he has to do is say the word.”

“Oh, yes, Ackbar, I know this name, too. He, too, was a great warrior in the Rebellion. But you are mistaken. I have not had the honor of the counsel of the Ackbar,” said Jobath.

“No?”

“I have come here directly from your Eastport, and before that from Galantos, to speak with you in a matter of great urgency. A terrible evil prowls The Multitude. Many have died already. My people fear for their future.”

As he was speaking, Leia was slowly drawn back to the fence. She curled her fingers around the wrought work and closed them into fists. “How do you know what’s happened?”

“There was a warning sent to us from a ship which came out of The Multitude,” said Jobath. “A freighter bound for Woqua intercepted the beam of this signal, or we would not have heard the warning for a very long time—if ever. We sent our own vessel out to find this ship. It, too, found the signal, but the ship itself has vanished.”

Leia realized that Plat Mallar facing unconsciousness, must have used the interceptor’s combat comm to transmit his recordings toward his destination. Doing so would make him, and even his ship, expendable, since no force in the galaxy could gather up or destroy his comm signal.

“We have the ship,” she said, resting her forehead against the fence. “And the pilot.”

“I am glad to know this. I would like to offer him refuge on Galantos, and, if he wishes it, citizenship in the Fia.”

“That will have to wait, I’m afraid,” said Leia. “What do you want from me?”

“I’ve come to ask the protection of the New Republic and the great Princess Leia for my planet and my people,” said Jobath, clasping the fence with long-fingered hands just below where Leia clung to it. “I beseech you to accept a petition for membership, and fortify us against these murderers.”

Leia pulled her hands back as though fearing contact with Jobath. “I’ll consider your petition,” she said uncomfortably, and started to back away.

“Please hurry,” said Jobath. “There is little time. If they who fell on Polneye choose to leave The Multitude, we could be the next to suffer their predation. Our entire navy has only two patrol corvettes, and the cutter which brought me here. Half a million lives are at risk on Galantos alone.”

“I understand that,” Leia said. “Go to the diplomatic hostel. They’ll provide you with quarters. I’ll send word to you there.”

Then she turned and fled into the house. But the walls did not offer the same sanctuary they had recently promised, and sleep was no longer possible.

Within an hour of Jobath’s arrival at the diplomatic hostel, three other worlds with legations quartered there submitted emergency petitions for membership. Two of the three were located in sectors far from Koornacht, the third in Hatawa, but still many light-years from the trouble.

All three, along with the Fia, received only silence in reply.

For the moment there was silence, too, on the newsgrids. So far the Polneye tragedy had escaped their attention. Coruscant Global Newsgrid was still dissecting the fallout from the explosive Senate session earlier in the week.

But in its midday refresh, Global added a new item to the feature queue—a speculative report that Princess Leia had already resigned as president. According to the rumor (treated as fact), an announcement would be made as soon as the top military leaders and the Senate agreed on a replacement.

Sitting in his Fleet office, Admiral Ackbar viewed that news with mixed contempt and bemusement. Even if Leia had resigned, the idea that the Fleet would have any part in selecting a new Chief of State was absurd. The idea that any such negotiations would take place without him was equally absurd.

But Ackbar pondered long and hard whether he should pick up his comlink and start a rumor of his own. “We ought to get out in front this time,” he said aloud to himself. “Put Plat Mallar’s face and story on the grids. Show everyone what happened on Polneye, and bring them over to Leia’s side. That’s what I would do. If she could just bring herself to admit that the viceroy never was a friend—”

He shook his head. It wasn’t time yet. He would watch the news from Farlax, where the Fifth Fleet’s prowlers were now all on station outside Koornacht Cluster sweeping hyperspace with their sensitive ripple filters, and the news from the Senate and administrative complex, where every analyst and commentator in Imperial City was on duty, sifting the corridor gossip with their hypersensitive news antennae. And he would wait to see which situation changed first.

Absurd or not, the Global report on Leia’s resignation ran through the diplomatic hostel like a virulent infection. It puzzled many, and worried Jobath, who began to fear he had brought his appeal to the wrong ears. That fear carried him, in the company of the seneschal of the Marais, to the office of Chairman Behn-kihl-nahm.

Half an hour later they left the office reassured that Leia still held executive power for the New Republic and that their petitions were being acted on with all possible dispatch. The moment they were gone, Behn-kihl-nahm tried one more time to reach Princess Leia. But he had no more success than with any of his many previous attempts that morning.

Behn-kihl-nahm was fast losing patience with her—Leia had closed everyone out at exactly the worst time, when they should be planning their strategy and response together. He disliked having to make tactical decisions unilaterally.

Would Leia approve of his tying the withdrawals of the Walalla and the others up in procedural knots, as he had successfully done that morning? Or would she have preferred he simply let them go? Should he offer Peramis and Hodidiji the appointment to negotiate the return of the bodies? He thought it might give both a way to justify a change of heart, but would they conduct themselves with dignity, or simply become an embarrassment?

Even more than making decisions, Behn-kihl-nahm disliked being caught out uninformed. The business with the Polneye, the pilot in the hospital—why should he have had to hear about that from a couple of ambassadors-without-portfolio? How had one of them been able to meet with Leia while his calls were still going begging? Was she going to resign? If not, what was she going to do about the petitions for protection?

When his usual sources were unable to satisfy his curiosity, Behn-kihl-nahm called Hiram Drayson. The machinery of governance was frozen, paralyzed in the face of crises that would only grow worse if not attended to. Did Drayson know what had gotten stuck in its gears?

“I couldn’t say, Chairman,” Drayson said.

“You can’t say, or you don’t know?”

“Chairman, my suggestion to you would be to put up the best pretense you can that everything’s under control. And that includes letting whoever wants to huff and puff in the well of the Senate do so to his or her heart’s content.”

“Admiral,” said Behn-kihl-nahm gravely, “that advice worries me more than any other development of the last week.”

“Admiral Ackbar.”

The man in the doorway wore casual civilian clothing, but he still had the posture of a soldier in uniform. “Mr. Drayson. Come in.”

“I’m not here to visit this time. Can you get me in to see Leia?”

“I’m afraid I cannot,” said Ackbar. “My key was deactivated this morning.”

“I have to talk to her,” Drayson said simply. “Do you have any suggestions?”

Ackbar grunted. “I’m a little surprised to learn that the Old Ghost of Coruscant has no secret passages or secret passwords available to him.”

“Getting in isn’t the problem,” said Drayson. “Getting listened to is. I’m afraid that none of the means at my disposal would be likely to earn me a reasoned hearing.”

“There are many people who want to talk to her,” said Ackbar. “She does not seem to want to talk to us.”

“I’m afraid I can’t permit her the luxury of refusing,” said Drayson.

“She is tired of being pushed and poked at,” said Ackbar. “If we give her some time—”

Drayson shook his head so slightly it was almost imperceptible. “There’s no more time,” he said.

Blinking slowly, Ackbar sat back in his chair. “Do you know her husband?”

“Not professionally,” Drayson said. “But his loyalty to her is well known.”

Ackbar nodded thoughtfully. “He was here with me for three hours today,” he said. “He was the one who ordered the prowlers to Koornacht—not General A’baht.”

“Interesting.”

“There is more. He brought the Fifth Fleet back, as she ordered—but only as far as the outer marshaling point, and he kept it at combat readiness, with full crews aboard. He understands the stakes. He may be more sympathetic than you expect. But I cannot promise that she will even listen to him.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” said Drayson. “That’s useful. If you’ll excuse me—”

“Admiral—”

“Yes?”

“I was wondering—could the viceroy have done this to Leia? All those hours he spent alone with her—we know so little about the Yevetha,” said Ackbar. “Is it possible that something happened in that room? Is it possible that he has done something to her mind?”

“No,” said Drayson. “No, I can tell you that nothing happened in that room.”

The answer did not seem to please Ackbar. “Thank you,” he said all the same.

* * *

The sounds of splashing and gleeful childish laughter covered any sounds of footsteps on the walk. But Leia, with her wariness magnified by powerful feelings of isolation, was aware of Admiral Drayson’s approach before he had even emerged from the trees.

Jaina, in turn, quickly sensed her mother’s dark mood. “Mommy, who’s that? Do you want me to make him go away?”

“No—no,” Leia said with a quick smile, and tousled her daughter’s wet, stringy hair. “Jacen, Jaina, take Anakin inside. I want you all dry and dressed when I come in.”

For once the children obeyed without argument. Leia thought it a telling sign that the stress and chaos of the last weeks, of the last few days, was affecting them as well.

Drayson stopped a polite distance away, hands laced together behind his back. “Princess.”

“You know, if security is supposed to keep unwanted people out, the security around the president’s residence leaves a great deal to be desired.”

“Your husband admitted me, Princess Leia.”

“Did he,” she said. “Well, my husband leaves a bit to be desired himself lately. What do you want?”

“Five minutes,” said Drayson. He brought his right hand forward and showed her the datacard he had cradled in the palm. “I think this will be useful to you in regard to the decision you’re facing.”

“Which one is that?”

“The only one that matters.”

“Five minutes?”

“And then I’ll be gone.”

“All right,” she said with a sigh. “Five minutes.”

The datacard contained a brief recording, timestamped less than two hours earlier. The recording showed a pair of Yevethan thrustships unloading on a hilly, brush-covered landscape. The kind and volume of material being unloaded and the shape and size of the clearing being made for it dictated one conclusion—it was the first phase of a colonization landing.

“Where is this?”

“The astrographic office knows it as Doornik-319,” Drayson said. “It’s part of a system inside the Koornacht Cluster. The Kubaz who lived there till yesterday called it Morning’s Bell.”

“What happened yesterday?”

“The same thing that happened to Polneye,” said Drayson. “And it doesn’t stop there. The evidence I’ve seen suggests that every non-Yevethan settlement in Koornacht received the same sort of treatment.”

“What evidence? Where did you get this recording?”

“I’d rather you not ask me that, Princess.”

“I am asking you.”

Drayson nodded. “Princess, is it absolutely necessary that you know the source for you to credit the evidence? If so, then I’ll answer. But if you don’t need that knowledge to accept what that recording means, then I’d rather not risk those assets any more than I already have by revealing what they’ve discovered. The information is what matters.”

Leia stared at him.

“I think my five minutes are up,” he said, with a little bow. “Thank you for seeing me.”

“Stop!” she said sharply. “Who are you, really?”

Drayson turned and looked back at her. “I do what I do under the authority of an executive order issued by Mon Mothma,” he said. “You’ll find it in your personal library files as D9020616.”

“Mon Mothma! She never said a word about this—”

“She found the machinery of the New Republic unwieldy when it came to certain aspects of statecraft—getting information into the right hands, projecting policy into ambiguous situations. I try to address those shortcomings.”

“Who do you answer to?”

“The same as you do, Princess—the same as anyone at our level does,” Drayson said. “I answer to my conscience and my sense of duty. And yes, if either ever fails us, we can do a great deal of harm—and probably hide most of it, too. But that’s all there is, isn’t it? Conscience or obedience. Leader or follower. Whose orders do you obey?” He pointed at the datacard. “Who will tell you what to do about that? You see? Conscience and duty.” He bowed again. “Good evening, Princess.”

She let him go.

Turning back to her datapad, Leia watched the recording a second time and then a third. The images were sharp and unambiguous. The design of the ships was distinctive and incriminating. Yevethan colonists were setting up housekeeping on a world which one day earlier had belonged to the Kubaz.

Leia dug her comlink out of the drawer where she had thrown it the night before and selected a familiar channel. “Han,” she said. “You can stop hiding from me now. Where are you? Please—come talk to me.”

“Murderers,” Han muttered as he watched the recording from Doornik-319. He shook his head disbelievingly. “I’ve been around enough to see some cold moves pulled, but killing a family one day and moving into their house the next is right up there with anything our old buddy Palpatine ever thought up.”

Leia nodded. “I’m beginning to wonder if the greatest indignity that the Empire subjected the Yevetha to wasn’t holding them to a higher standard of behavior,” she said.

“Now, that’s a picture, isn’t it? The Emperor’s stormtroopers setting the example for good manners,” Han said. “Like arming protocol droids with blasters.”

He tried to win a smile from her, but she had looked away to gaze at the map of Koornacht Cluster displayed on the main screen, and he turned his attention there as well. “Look at what they’ve done—it makes no sense at all,” he said. “It’s not like any of these settlements were crowding the League worlds. Or that real estate is getting scarce in there.”

“I’m afraid it makes perfect sense,” said Leia, propping her chin on folded hands. “So much of what he said sounds different to me now—almost as though he lied to me with the truth. ‘What we want more than anything is to be left alone.’ I remember that clearly, from the first time we met. He mentioned how strange it was to see so many different species. He told me the Yevetha didn’t need our protection.”

“No,” said Han. “It was the Kubaz who needed protection.”

“He as much as told me that, too,” said Leia. “He said it was his mission to protect his people—and he did. He kept them inside that ship, safely away from us. He controlled his own exposure to us—as though he were afraid of contamination. That’s why those setdements were destroyed, Han. This wasn’t a boundary war, or a matter of competing territorial claims. It was an act of revulsion.”

Han looked dubious. “Maybe so. But there’s something else, too. Look at the results. Doornik-319 sits nearly on a line between Coruscant and N’zoth, just where you’d want a forward base. These other targets—it’s like they burned a firebreak between themselves and all of us.”

She reached out and touched the point of light that was Doornik-319. “Or dug a moat. Complete with gate and drawbridge, maybe.”

“Yeah,” said Han. “So what are you going to do?”

Withdrawing her finger, Leia shook her head slowly. “It seems as though it’s already all over. All I can see to do now is try to make sure Nil Spaar stays on his side of the moat. Protect the settlements that haven’t been torched—Galatos, Wehttam, The Marais.” She looked up at Han. “I’m going to have to send the Fifth Fleet back to Farlax.”

“I thought that might happen,” Han said. “I left the Fleet at readiness high—no shore leaves, no major maintenance. They should be able to sail on a half hour’s notice.”

She touched his hand. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t want this.”

“Hold on just a moment,” Han said, pulling back from her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“I can’t change commanders on them again, not twice in a week, not under these circumstances. You’ve been out there with them for two months now. That gives some continuity, at least.”

“Right idea, wrong man,” said Han. “If it were me, the first thing I’d do is hand the Fifth back to General A’baht.”

“How can I do that? He was disloyal to me.”

“Was he? He disobeyed your orders, but is that the same thing as being disloyal? Did he do what he did for personal gain? Did he do it to enhance his career, or aid the enemy? No. He was trying to protect all those people out there with him, and all the people back here, too. And hell, Leia—he was right. He ought to get some points for that.”

“You said it yourself,” she said stiffly. “He disobeyed my orders.”

“He disobeyed an order you never should have given,” Han said. “And if that’s your reason, you’re going to have to disqualify me, too. That prowler that picked up Plat Mallar—what do you think it was doing out there?”

She realized she had never asked herself that question. “I guess I assumed it was Admiral Drayson’s handiwork.”

“You weren’t paying close enough attention,” Han said. “That’s a Fifth Fleet prowler. I sent it there.”

“You?” Leia said, and her eyes flashed anger. “I don’t understand. Is it because I’m a woman? Is that why lately everyone seems to treat my orders like suggestions?”

“Aw—blast, no, Leia. I keep telling you the uniform doesn’t fit me very well,” he said. “I’m just as bad at following orders from men. I always have been—you know that. Look, I was there. You weren’t. I did it on a hunch.”

“How do you explain General A’baht?”

“Why don’t you ask him?” Han parried. “But remember this—before he came to Coruscant, General A’baht was the senior military commander of the Dornea. He was accustomed to a greater degree of autonomy than we grant our Fleet commanders. He answered to his own conscience. I happen to think he was tremendously loyal to you—not least in the way he accepted his demotion. You could do a lot worse than to ask him to come back.”

“How can I? I humiliated him in front of his crew, his command.”

“If you think what you did changed how they felt about him, you’ve forgotten the rules of the game,” Han said. “What you did changed how they felt about you. Give them back their commander. They won’t have anything worse to say about you than they’re already saying. You might even win back a couple of points.”

“What should I say?”

“You don’t have to say anything, not to them. Send the Fifth Fleet back to Farlax under General A’baht’s command, and they’ll get the message,” Han said. “Leia, only weak leaders never admit to mistakes. Strong leaders don’t need to pretend to be infallible. Just fix this. There are bigger problems to chew on.”

She glanced up at the map of Koornacht, then studied the backs of her hands. “I have Bail Organa’s stubborn pride,” she said quietly. “It’s hard for me to admit when someone else was more right than I was.”

“If you weren’t headstrong, you wouldn’t be my Leia,” Han said with a crooked, affectionate grin. “You’re staying on, then? No resignation.”

“I can’t leave this mess for someone else,” Leia said. “I’m going to have to take the responsibility for it. Nil Spaar wouldn’t have done this if he hadn’t been sure that we would let him. That I would let him.”

“You’re not responsible for his miscalculation.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re not going to let him.”

“Oh,” Leia said. “Do you know where General A’baht is?”

“He came back with me in the skiff. He’s probably over in the Fleet dormitories, expecting to be court-martialed. The Fleet Office will know.”

“I’d better go see him,” she said, gathering her feet under her. “I’ll call on the way over.”

“You’re doing the right thing,” Han said. “I’ll hang out with the kids till you get back.”

“Thanks.” She kissed him quickly and started to leave, then stopped and turned back. “Han—”

“What?”

“How could I have been so wrong about Nil Spaar? How could I have sat there for so long, being lied to with smiles, and never have known? I’m a Jedi—I’m supposed to be more perceptive than that.”

“You don’t lean on that talent very hard,” he said. “From what I can see, you don’t really want to.”

“I guess there’s some truth in that,” she admitted. “Still, I can’t stop thinking I should have known what he was.”

“I think maybe you saw what you wanted to see,” Han said gently. “You still believe in the basic goodness and rationality of the people you meet. Not everyone has that handicap.”

Though he likely could have had for the asking one of the suites held for senior officers and guests, General A’baht was billeted in a double in one of the enlisted dormitories. And though he had more than enough right to have it closed, the door to his room was standing open, respecting a tradition that redrew the boundaries of privacy from the first day of training.

A’baht himself was prone on the floor, turned half away from the door, going through a strenuous series of body lifts without so much as a grunt.

“General,” Leia said. “May I come in?”

The Dornean officer came to his feet smoothly and saluted smartly. “Princess,” he said. “I am—surprised—to see you.”

Leia closed the door behind her. “I think we need to talk. I received your apology, and offer to resign, on the way over here—”

“Princess, I hope you understand that I am not bargaining to escape the consequences of my actions,” A’baht said. “I’m willing to stand for court-martial, or resign, or accept demotion to whatever grade you deem fit—whatever you think would be best for the Fleet and the Republic. I do not want to be the cause of any further embarrassment for you, or the Fleet, or Chandrila.”

Leia pulled a straight-backed chair out from under the small desk and sat down. “You know, General, I’ve been thinking a lot about resigning myself. I’ve made several—mistakes—lately that I’ve had trouble accepting.

“A little while ago, after talking things over with my best friend in the world, I decided that the hardest thing for me to do would be to stay where I am—and so that was what I was going to do. And it’s going to be hard enough that I think I’d better have your help. Your offer to resign is rejected.”

“I understand, Princess. If I may—has a date been selected for my trial?”

“Trial?” She shook her head. “You don’t have time for a trial, General. You and I both still have work to do.”

“Sir?”

She sighed. “General—I was wrong. I can’t put it any more plainly. Will you accept my apology, and return to the Intrepid as commander of the Fifth Fleet?”

Surprise sat uncomfortably on the Dornean’s features. “Princess, can I possibly have your confidence after what’s happened?”

“What happened shouldn’t have happened. But the blame is mine, not yours,” Leia said. “Your conduct—and your judgment—were both faultless. You will have my confidence for as long as your service to the New Republic remains on such a high plane.”

A’baht was visibly embarrassed. “Then—Princess, I thank you for your apology, which you did not owe me. And I am at your disposal, to serve in whatever capacity you feel I can be useful.”

“Good,” she said, standing and gesturing at their surroundings. “Because you really don’t belong here. Can I give you a ride to Eastport, General?”

The loyalty of small men can be bought cheaply, because greed has no pride.

Within minutes of General Etahn A’baht’s return to the Fifth Fleet, the armada jumped into hyperspace, heading for Farlax and Koornacht Cluster. Within minutes of that event, Belezaboth Ourn, extraordinary consul of the Paqwepori, had reported it to Viceroy Nil Spaar by hyperspace comm.

“I don’t know what orders the general has been given, of course,” Ourn said. “But the princess herself was seen delivering him to his shuttle, and the entire fleet is gone, as quickly as it returned, and with as little explanation.”

“Thank you, Consul,” Nil Spaar said gravely. “Your assistance will not be forgotten by the Yevetha. I urge you to be on guard for more lies from the princess and those who serve her.”

“Oh, we will watch her, we will watch her,” said Ourn. “Viceroy—a small question.”

“Of course.”

“When can we expect delivery of the thrustship you promised, in payment for the damage to Mother’s Valkyrie which we agreed to allow? Should I decide to leave Coruscant, my only options are to charter a vessel, at considerable expense, or take a commercial flight, at considerable inconvenience.”

Nil Spaar smiled ingratiatingly. “Soon, Consul, soon. The newest vessel from our best shipyard is being altered to your specifications as we speak. Have patience. You will not be disappointed.”

* * *

In an empty room of a deserted lodge on the grounds of the diplomatic hostel in Imperial City, a hypercomm repeater answered a coded call from light-years away.

The repeater in turn activated a delicate and elegant transmitter, which bounced a curious signal into the heart of a bland-faced building filled with the machinery of the New Republic government’s official information net.

Moments later, second-shift supervisor Turat Il Feen sat in open-mouthed amazement at his master controller station as the Channel 1 homeworld notification system awakened of its own accord.

Only three offices could originate the rare Channel 1 dispatches—the Ruling Council, the President, and the Fleet High Command. But the background blue screen that appeared on Channel 1 carried none of their identifying insignia. All that appeared were the words TRANSMISSION BEGINS IN:, followed by a counter.

Even so, Channel 1 went active. The tickle went out, alerting the net that a priority message was imminent. Almost immediately, hypercomm receivers on every homeworld and in every administrative center began to respond, signaling their readiness.

“We’re being hacked,” Turat raged at his technicians. “Find out where the signal is getting in. If we can’t lock it out, I want to take the system down.”

But there was little they could do. “Not enough time,” a technician muttered. “C-Ones are supposed to get out no matter what. That’s the way we built the system.”

At Turat’s station, the acknowledgment counter had climbed to ninety-five percent. “Do something,” he pleaded. “If we let a pirate broadcast out on C-One, we’ll all be lucky to get jobs as grid installers.”

But they had run out of time. The counter reached 00:00 and stopped. The blue background began to fade.

Turat looked at the acknowledgment counter and thought about the audience it represented—not only the countless thousands of receivers and recorders, but the officials charged with attending them. Cabinet ministers and diplomatic liaisons, senior advisers and planetary rulers, roused from sleep, called away from other duties, torn away from their private business to gather in front of monitors on every planet from Bespin to Byss.

Turat Il Feen could not sit quietly with that audience and watch his career ending. As the broadcast began, he stood up from his station, turned away, and walked out.

“Citizens of the New Republic—”

The door slid closed behind him. He heard no more. In that, he was one of the few.

At the moment the broadcast began, a late meeting was under way in the office wing of the president’s residence. Behn-kihl-nahm, Admiral Ackbar, Admiral Drayson, Leia, and Han were painstakingly crafting an announcement about the Yevethan massacres, and a strategy to guide them after its release in the morning.

They had just broken a deadlock over how to handle Plat Mallar’s involvement—Leia was determined not to exploit him, and carried the argument—when all four datapads on the table began to chirp warning signals.

“Channel One,” Leia said, silencing her alarm. “Did any of you—”

“No,” said Ackbar.

“Absolutely not,” said Behn-kihl-nahm.

“Then who?” asked Drayson.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Han said darkly.

The holomonitor on the end wall came on by itself for a Channel 1 dispatch. “Citizens of the New Republic,” said the image of Nil Spaar. “I beg your indulgence for this intrusion, and I apologize for the unhappy news I must bring you.”

Behn-kihl-nahm flushed in an angry red. “If any member of the Senate has had any part in this—”

“Quiet,” Drayson said sharply.

“I am the viceroy of the Duskhan League, a free federation of Yevetha worlds in what you call the Koornacht Cluster,” said Nil Spaar. “I have come to you a second time to tell you of events far from your homeworlds, and warn you of a danger very close at hand.

“Two days ago, the forces of the Yevethan Protectorate successfully thwarted a deadly plot against our people and our way of life. The plot involved inhabitants of three planets—”

“Three?” said Behn-kihl-nahm. “They can’t count or tell the truth.”

“—located near the boundaries of our territory. These outsiders, whom we had generously allowed to settle on Yevethan soil, betrayed our trust and hospitality. All were discovered to be secretly assisting our enemies prepare for an invasion.

“We have escaped the immediate danger. We acted swiftly and forcefully in our defense, and we make no apology for doing so. All those responsible have been executed for their crimes—”

“Great stars,” said Ackbar. “He’s claiming credit for the massacres.”

“—but you, the homeworlds, remain in danger. Because the plot against us was hatched on Coruscant, by a new generation of warlords. They are our enemies—not because we wish it, but because they have chosen it.

“They are your enemies as well. They hide their faces and their evils behind a cloak of open government. Do not underestimate their perfidy. A New Empire is being born, led by a child of the old Empire. Your dream has been betrayed. You have placed your trust in immoral and deceitful leaders.

“I accuse President Princess Leia Organa Solo of high crimes against her office, and against my people.

“Even now, after her conspiracy has been revealed, she threatens us. Warships of the New Empire are in Farlax at this very moment, seeking to compel my silence and our submission. She covets our wealth, and fears our independence.

“But know this—the Yevetha will never bow our necks to this woman and her hired killers. We will resist her predations to the fullest measure. Her spies and conspirators know that now. Her generals will know it soon. We will resist, and we will prevail.

“We regret the deaths which have already transpired. But they are on her hands, and the hands of those who serve her without question. We have the right to protect ourselves. We will never accept the authority of the Coruscant warlords over our dominion. And we will not tolerate the daughter of Vader meddling in our affairs.

“If you do not renounce her, and you will not restrain her, then be prepared for war.”
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STAR WARS—The Expanded Universe

You saw the movies. You watched the cartoon series, or maybe played some of the video games. But did you know …

In The Empire Strikes Back, Princess Leia Organa said to Han Solo, “I love you.” Han said, “I know.” But did you know that they actually got married? And had three Jedi children: the twins, Jacen and Jaina, and a younger son, Anakin?

Luke Skywalker was trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi and Yoda. But did you know that, years later, he went on to revive the Jedi Order and its commitment to defending the galaxy from evil and injustice?

Obi-Wan said to Luke, “For over a thousand generations, the Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic. Before the dark times. Before the Empire.” Did you know that over those millennia, legendary Jedi and infamous Sith Lords were adding their names to the annals of Republic history?

Yoda explained that the dreaded Sith tend to come in twos: “Always two, there are. No more, no less. A Master, and an apprentice.” But did you know that the Sith didn’t always exist in pairs? That at one time in the ancient Republic there were as many Sith as Jedi, until a Sith Lord named Darth Bane was the lone survivor of a great Sith war and created the “Rule of Two”?

All this and much, much more is brought to life in the many novels and comics of the Star Wars expanded universe. You’ve seen the movies and watched the cartoon. Now venture out into the wider worlds of Star Wars!

Turn the page or jump to the timeline of Star Wars novels to learn more.
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The Teljkon vagabond was on the run once more. But this time, there were hitchhikers aboard. “Hyperspace?” See-Threepio echoed in a dismayed tone as he struggled to free himself. The droid’s limbs were tangled up with Lobot, R2-D2, and the equipment sled in one corner of the vagabond’s airlock—a chamber that had suddenly become a spacegoing prison. “You must be mistaken, Master Lobot.”

“I am not mistaken,” said Lobot, pushing a flailing golden leg away from his faceplate. “All my data links terminated at the same moment, in exactly the same manner I 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 his ungloved right hand, trying to drive the bone-chilling cold from his aching fingers.

“Master Lando!” See-Threepio cried in his most plaintive voice. “Can’t you make it stop?”

“I didn’t make it start, Threepio,” Lando snapped.

“With all 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. Colonel Pakkpekatt will be most upset with us for running off with his starship.”

“Colonel Pakkpekatt is probably inventing new words in 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 reports that all his systems are operational,” said Threepio.

“I’m uninjured, Lando,” said Lobot. “My suit took the impact of the equipment sled. But my data links are still all down, and I am finding it disorienting.”

Lando nodded. “Artoo, can you help Lobot out?”

Rotating in midair with the aid of its microthrusters, the droid chittered disagreeably.

“Don’t be rude,” Threepio chided.

“What’s going on?”

“Master Lando, Artoo says that he prefers to keep his systems private.”

“Yeah, well, I 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 a link to your event log. There might be something in there we can use to figure out what happened. Does anyone see my right glove?”

Lobot was clinging with one hand to the equipment sled. “I think your glove blew out the airlock in the decompression.”

“Just perfect.” Lando looked at his purpled hand, then at the inflated wrist cuff that was keeping his suit sealed. “What’s the pressure in here now?”

“Six hundred forty millibars,” said Lobot. “Repressurization began after the entry sealed.”

“Repressurization? That’s interesting. From where?” Lando craned his head and looked at the seamless, featureless bulkheads. “Artoo, see if you can find the vents.”

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

“All right—here’s the way it looks to 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 same time.”

“Which raises a question,” said Lobot. “Why didn’t she know?”

“I’m listening.”

“It appears to be a misjudgment. Two defense routines were activated without consideration of their combined effect. The repressurization of this compartment appears to be another inconsistency.”

“Do you have an explanation?”

“These events suggest to me that the ship is either under the control of systems with limited intelligence, or under the control of beings with limited intelligence.” When he saw Lando’s expression, Lobot added, “At this point, it’s not possible to distinguish between those possibilities.”

“Maybe if we figure that out, we’ll know something that can help us get on top 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 we’re not clear of this compartment by the time the vagabond leaves hyperspace, I don’t think too much of our chances.”

“Master Lando, I am certain Colonel Pakkpekatt and the armada are pursuing us,” said Threepio. “The sooner we leave hyperspace, the sooner they can rescue us.”

“Yeah, they’re going to be looking for us,” said Lando. “But finding us—we could pop out five light-years from where we were, or fifty, or five hundred. And normal evasive tactics would call for an immediate 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 come for us, we are all 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 already moving. Lobot and I could be dead before this ship even decides to leave hyperspace. That’s why 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 us first. Until then, we’re on our own.”

Threepio raised his arms and his voice together. “We apologize,” he called to the ship. “Please, believe me, I never meant to harm anyone—”

“Shut up, Threepio.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Lando,” said Lobot.

“What?”

“It couldn’t hurt,” said Lobot. “Someone might be listening.”

Lando frowned. “As far as this ship is concerned, we’re pirates, burglars, tomb-robbers, or worse. Not too likely they’ll forget that just because we suddenly develop better manners after breaking down the front door.”

“The probability of success may be low,” said Lobot. “But diplomatic words are the tool Threepio is best equipped to wield. And perhaps an apology will prove to be the key that will open the next door.”

Sighing, Lando waved his gloved hand toward See-Threepio. “All right. But, Threepio, a little dignity, please.”

“Of course, Master Lando,” the droid said, a hint of defensiveness in his tone. “I am programmed to conduct myself in a dignified manner at all times. Why, it’s one of the fundamental 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 I can still hear each other.”

“Very well, Master Lando,” Threepio said, then seemingly fell silent.

“Lobot, you have access to Artoo’s event log?”

“Yes, Lando.”

“See if you can figure out our new heading from his gyro 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 IX-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 the index wheel on the ship’s log with a swipe of his palm. “Yeah, that’s what you gave me.”

“Those numbers came directly from the Third General Survey.” Stopa pointed at the astrogation display. “But if I’m reading your board correctly, it says that this planet is Maltha Obex. That’s a Tobek name.”

The pilot cocked his head toward the astrogator. “Maltha Obex, that’s right.”

Stopa, expedition chief for the Obroan Institute’s mission to Qella, shook his head as he studied the data coming in from IX-26’s sensors. “My stars. What happened here?”

Glancing up at the viewscreen, the pilot said, “Why, what d’ya mean? Looks just like ten thousand other iceballs.”

Josala Krenn, the other half of the Obroan expedition, moved forward from her station. “That’s just it. The Three-GS survey mission reported this as a temperate world. It had a population of seven million and a primary ecosystem rated provisionally at complexity two.”

Shaking his head, the pilot said dryly, “We must have missed the summer season.”

“That was expected,” Stopa said. “When the Three-GS contact mission came here, they found a third of the landmass glaciated.” He left unspoken that the contact team had found the planet dead, the Qella civilization in ruins.

“When the Tobek came, they must have thought this world was theirs for the taking, and gave it a claiming name,” said Josala.

“What difference does the name make? This is where you wanted to be, right? What am I missing?”

“The last Three-GS contact was a hundred and fifty-eight years ago,” Stopa said. “The planet should have begun its recovery by now.”

“I still don’t see the problem.”

“Yes, you do,” Josala said. “The problem’s all we can see. The problem is the ice.”

“Try me again.”

Josala sighed. “Where’d you pick us up?”

“Babali,” the pilot said. “Wait—you don’t have ice drills? Snow shelter? Cold suits?”

“Babali’s a tropical dig. For some reason, ice drills weren’t on the equipment list,” said Josala wryly. “Our rover isn’t even rated for this kind of weather.”

The pilot whistled sympathetically. “Now I see the problem. But why’d they send you, then?”

“We were the best solution to a two-variable equation,” said Josala. “The nearest bioarchaeologist and the fastest available transportation.”

“It is not all bad,” Stopa said thoughtfully. “We were sent here to recover biological samples. The glaciation virtually ensures that good samples still exist to be recovered.”

“Unless what triggered this climatic episode was a dirty war—with incendiaries, or surface-burst weapons,” Josala pointed out.

“Not much atmosphere left, but I can drop a probe to take a sniff,” said the pilot. “We ought to be able to settle that question pretty quickly.”

“No,” said Stopa. “Put us in a mapping orbit. Let’s have a look at the other side. We only need one landing site—a few grams of material. There could be a geothermal field, or some other sort of hot spot—a warm current from a deep vent, perhaps, that kept a portion of some seacoast ice-free. If so, surely the Qella would have fled there before the end.”

“You don’t expect to find anyone alive, do you? Look at the surface temperature readings.”

“No, not alive,” Stopa said. “But I would be grateful for a single corpse that is not buried under three hundred meters of ice.”

“Mapping orbit it is,” said the pilot, reaching for the controls. “Maltha Obex, here we come.”

“Qella,” Josala amended quietly. “If at least a little bit of this planet doesn’t still belong to the Qella, we’re going to be a big disappointment to the folks who sent us here.”

From the close vantage of a standard mapping orbit, Qella’s face proved no more inviting. The land was blanketed in ice to a depth of up to a kilometer, while the shrunken oceans, too salty to freeze, were thick with bergs and growlers.

“That’s it,” said Stopa, studying the data from the final pass. “Some of the Qella might have tried to live on the ice—we might get lucky and find their remains only fifty or a hundred meters down. It’s something we can work on while we’re waiting for reinforcements. But we have to assume the worst, and call for help.”

“Maybe we can get Dr. Eckels’s team,” said Josala. “They were supposed to be finished with the Hoth excavation by now.”

“We can try. Open a hypercomm link to the Obroan Institute,” Stopa said.

“Ready,” said the pilot.

“This is Dr. Kroddok Stopa, verification code alpha-eager-four-four-two. I want Supply and Dispatch in on this call.”

“Done. Go ahead, Doctor.”

“I have an urgent requisition for additional equipment and staff for my current assignment.” Stopa quickly rattled off the detailed list he had composed. “Have all that?”

“Supply here—I have it. We’ll get working on it right away.”

“We also need a crack cold-site team out here. Is Dr. Eckels’s Hoth crew available?”

“They reported back yesterday. I don’t know what their status is,” said 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’re looking at sixteen standard days. Add on hour-for-hour for any delays getting off.”

“Is anything faster than Penga Rift available?”

“Not under institute registry—sorry.”

“Explore other options,” Stopa said shortly. “This has the highest priority. Stopa out.” He signaled the pilot to end the link. “Now you’d better get me Krenjsh at New Republic Intelligence. They need to know there’ll be a delay getting them what they asked for.”

* * *

There was little talking among the quartet trapped in the vagabond’s airlock. Everyone had a job to do.

Artoo searched for the inflow vents, while Threepio made entreaties to the vagabond’s masters. Lobot analyzed the acceleration and astrographic data while he inventoried the equipment on the equipment sled. And Lando returned to the control handle in the corner of the compartment to see if it would respond to him.

The handle proved immovable, and Lando’s touch alone elicited no detectable response from the ship. But through his efforts, he realized 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 sled floated.

“Yes. Six small, six large, and two capsules of free-form sheet gel.”

“The bags—they’re self-sealing, right?”

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

“Save the self-examination for another time,” said Lando. “Grab one of those small sample bags and see if we can’t improvise a mitten for me.”

Before long, they managed to attach the mouth of the sample bag above the wrist lock for the missing gauntlet. By squeezing the locking pins, Lando was able to make the wrist cuff relax. Almost immediately the swelling in his fingers 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. “I just don’t want to lose consumables, or the use of my hand. The odds are bad enough already. Did you get anything out of Artoo’s data?”

“I believe I have our heading prior to the jump to within half a degree,” Lobot said, then rattled off the numbers. “I apologize for the imprecision.”

“That would put us on a course toward Sector One-Five-One,” Lando said.

“Yes. The boundary is eight light-years from our original position.”

“Is there anyone out in ’Fifty-One who might be able to help us?”

“I’m sorry,” said Lobot. “Artoo has navigational data only. There is no geopolitical or sociological data.”

Lando nodded. “Stop apologizing for what you can’t give me. We haven’t the time to spare. How far is this road open?”

“The imprecision of the heading becomes more significant the farther out we look, of course,” said Lobot. “The nearest body that is close enough to the center flight path and has a large enough gravity shadow to force a ship out of hyperspace is forty-one-point-five-three light-years away.”

Frowning, Lando said, “That doesn’t help me much. Turn the question around—how far to the spot along this flight path that’s the farthest from everything else?”

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

“Artoo says that in twelve-point-nine light-years, this vessel will enter the most isolated region along this flight path,” Threepio offered. “At that point, there will be no charted bodies larger than a class five comet for nearly nine light-years in any direction.”

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

“But we do not know how fast this vessel is capable of traveling in hyperspace,” Lobot pointed out. “That region could be twelve hours away, or eight, or six—or even fewer. The conventional upper limit on hyperspace velocity may be technological rather than theoretical. And there’s something else—”

“What?”

“If we do clear that gravity shadow forty-one light-years from here, we’ll be heading straight for the border of the New Republic, in the general 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 translated. “Master Lando, Artoo says that there are no inflow vents anywhere in 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 is involved.”

“Let me get this straight—these bulkheads are porous?”

Artoo chittered, and Threepio offered the answer. “No, Master Lando. Artoo says that molecules of gas simply appear on the surface.”

“Curious,” said Lobot. “I wonder if the bulkheads could be actually producing the gas.”

“Artoo, is there any area that’s more involved with this process than the rest?” asked Lando.

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

“Got it. Threepio, give me a report on your progress.”

The golden droid cocked his head. “Sir, so far I have hailed the masters of this vessel in eleven thousand, four hundred sixty-three languages, offering our abject apologies and asking for their assistance. There has been no reply on any band I am capable of detecting.”

“Do those six million languages of yours happen to include the Qella?”

“Alas, Master Lando, they do not.”

“Do you have any information at all about the Qella language? Maybe it’s related to some other language you are fluent in—the way that if you know Torrock, you can almost get along in Thobek or Wehttam.”

“I’m sorry, Master Lando. I am completely at a loss.”

“What about matching up geographically?”

“Sir, it is a standard first contact procedure to attempt contact with regional languages when the native language is unknown,” Threepio said with a note of indignation. “I began with the eight hundred seventy-three languages spoken in the sector where Qella is located, and continued with the three thousand, two hundred seven languages with direct links to those linguistic families.”

“And now you’re just going A to Z on the rest?”

“I am continuing by astrographic proximity.”

“How long will it take you to try them all?”

“Master Lando, by reducing the wait time to the minimum specified by my protocols, I will be able to complete the initial series in four-point-two standard days.”

“That’s about what I figured,” said Lando. “Lobot, dig out the cutting blaster. We’re going to have to make our own door.”

   With a grim expression on his face, Admiral Hiram Drayson sat on the edge of his desk and studied the final contact report from Colonel Pakkpekatt at Gmir Askilon.

The recordings from the spotter ships were dramatic and alarming. Moments before the vagabond broke away, a ring 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, slicing them apart. 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 left the ship afire and dead in space.

The instant Kauri was neutralized, 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.

The final tally for the contact:

One drone ferret destroyed.

One interdiction picket disabled and abandoned, with twenty-six casualties, including six fatalities in the power compartment.

One yacht recovered and returned to a mooring on Glorious’s hull, undamaged except for the primary airlock.

One successful boarding of the target.

One successful escape by the target.

One expedition armada scattered across space, with four ships in pursuit of the target and the others pulling ambulance or cleanup duty.

And, most troubling of all to Drayson, one contact suit gauntlet recovered in the debris—right hand, in Lando’s size.

The report contained some positive information as well. 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 weapon nodes concealed amidships, it seemed as though six targets were all the vagabond could handle. Possibly as few as four ships, properly spaced, might overwhelm its defenses.

But first Pakkpekatt would have to find the vagabond again—a task that had taken two years the last time.

Drayson called up the chart of the pursuit and studied it closely. Three ships were racing for search stations along the vagabond’s last heading: Lightning ten light-years out, Glorious twenty, and Marauder thirty. The improvised plan called for them to drop sensor buoys with hypercomm repeaters at those entry points and then begin making short jumps out to the limits of sensor range, hoping to catch a glimpse of their quarry.

The precision of the plan did not mask its weakness—its slim chance of success depended on the vagabond’s making a single short jump. If it followed a short jump with a second jump on another heading, where there were no eyes to see or sensors to track—or if it carried the first jump out fifty, a hundred, 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 appeal.

“The only real chance for us to catch her lies with you, Lando,” Drayson said softly. “You must help us find you.”

But it was not Drayson’s way to abandon someone he had sent into danger. His fingers danced over his controller, bringing an inventory of Alpha Blue’s assets in Sector 151 to the screen. There might be little he could 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 institutions over which it 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 Imperial Palace.

So earnestly secretive were the seven sitting members that, in Coruscant’s own dialect of Basic, the phrase “CSI 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 CSI agenda home.” Subordinates handed a daunting task could comfort themselves with the thought It could be worse—he could want a CSI agenda, too.

Even Drayson found it difficult to discover when the CSI would take up Pakkpekatt’s request. And when he finally did learn about that session, it was too late to find a way to listen in.

“Last item on the agenda is the Teljkon expedition,” said General Carlist Rieekan. “May I assume that you all received your copies of the report?” He waited a moment, then, hearing no dissent, went on. “Discussion, please.”

Senator Krall Praget of Edatha, chairman of the CSI, leaned back in his chair and combed his fingers back through his skulldown. “What is there to decide? The mission was a failure. Close the books.”

“Lando Calrissian and his team are still aboard the vagabond,” Rieekan reminded him gently.

“What reason do you have to think they’re still alive?” 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 boarders with equal vigor?”

“It is possible 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 Calrissian’s, I believe.”

“I don’t have an explanation,” Rieekan admitted.

“General Rieekan,” said Senator Cair Tok Noimm. “Do I understand correctly that the gauntlet is undamaged and there is no blood on it?”

“That’s correct.”

She nodded. “In that case, this gauntlet does not seem to me to 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 like to lead us in prayer to the Star Mother—”

The laughter around the table was cold, but Noimm’s eyes were colder. “There are two lives at stake here—the lives of two valuable friends of the New Republic. And please remember that the droids are of no small value, either—they had their own role in making it possible for there to be a New Republic. I 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 be in the museum, along with all the other beloved icons,” said Praget curtly.

“Along with Luke Skywalker, to whom they belong?” asked Senator Lillald. “I must agree with Cair Tok. I 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 came to be on that ship? They can hardly be said to be in our service,” said Senator Amamanam. “General, could you kindly explain to us how it is that the Baron Calrissian and the others came to be involved in the first place? I don’t recall there being any mention of them in the expedition plan you brought to us.”

“General Calrissian was representing the Fleet on this mission, at the request of the Fleet Office,” Rieekan said deliberately. “The others comprise his support staff, apparently assembled specifically for this mission.”

“This is all so absurd,” Praget fumed. “If it were Hammax and his men on board the vagabond, as it should have been, we would not be having this discussion. Either they would have disabled the ship, or we’d be sending our regrets to the families of the missing in action.”

“Senator—”

“But Pakkpekatt allowed these meddlers, these outsiders, these amateurs, to intervene, and suddenly it becomes impossible to write off our losses in a professional manner.”

Rieekan tried again. “Senator, have the reports from Colonel Pakkpekatt led you to reevaluate the potential gain if we succeed in recovering the Qella vessel?”

“No, General,” said Praget, with a touch of impatience at being handled. “I’m still quite convinced that this artifact is worthy of our interest. But I don’t see that the circumstances justify sending a Force Two armada wandering through a thousand cubic light-years on what is very likely to be a futile effort.”

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

“Will you be personally handling the apologies to Luke Skywalker, then?” Senator Noimm asked cuttingly. “Will the chairman make himself available to the news-grids to explain exactly under what circumstances these notables disappeared?”

“If I might make a suggestion—” Rieekan began.

“By all means,” said Praget.

“A contact suit isn’t designed for long endurance. Its recycling systems are simple and relatively inefficient. Its consumables, if managed wisely, might last the wearer perhaps two hundred hours—certainly no more than two hundred and twenty,” said the intelligence director.

“So we simply wait a few days to declare them dead, is that your point?”

“Not quite,” Rieekan said. “If they are still alive, the general and his team will be highly motivated to act expeditiously. Anything they can do to impede the flight of the Qella vessel, they will do in the next several days. So it seems only prudent to me to allow Pakkpekatt to continue the search for, say, another fifteen days.”

“If nothing else,” said Senator Amamanam, “doing so would cut the heart out of the charge that we abandoned the Baron to his fate.” He glanced expectantly down the table toward Senator Noimm.

“If you’d truly like to protect yourself, I suggest you go one step further and propose that we send Pakkpekatt the additional vessels he requested,” said Noimm. “Otherwise the search might be seen as the token gesture it is.”

“No, no, no,” said Praget. “Pakkpekatt gets no more ships. That incompetent Hortek spook—what he ought to get is a review board and a dishonorable separation. But I suppose I’ll have to settle for the general’s finding a deep, dark hole to drop him in once this is over.”

“I wouldn’t support sending additional ships,” said Rieekan, ignoring Praget’s other comments. “The way I see it, we now have assets aboard the target vessel. That changes the tactical equation. We’re not going to be trying to run it into an interdiction net, or firing on it. We just need to find it and be on hand to pick up our people.”

“I see Pakkpekatt only has four vessels actively committed to the search at this point.”

“That’s right,” said Rieekan. “So I think we can reasonably talk about downsizing our commitment to this project. If everyone will look at page fifteen in the mission outline, the ship assignment list—”


THE OLD REPUBLIC
(5,000–33 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

Long—long—ago in a galaxy far, far away … some twenty-five thousand years before Luke Skywalker destroyed the first Death Star at the Battle of Yavin in Star Wars: A New Hope … a large number of star systems and species in the center of the galaxy came together to form the Galactic Republic, governed by a Chancellor and a Senate from the capital city-world of Coruscant. As the Republic expanded via the hyperspace lanes, it absorbed new member worlds from newly discovered star systems; it also expanded its military to deal with the hostile civilizations, slavers, pirates, and gangster-species such as the slug-like Hutts that were encountered in the outward exploration. But the most vital defenders of the Republic were the Jedi Knights. Originally a reclusive order dedicated to studying the mysteries of the life energy known as the Force, the Jedi became the Republic’s guardians, charged by the Senate with keeping the peace—with wise words if possible; with lightsabers if not.

But the Jedi weren’t the only Force-users in the galaxy. An ancient civil war had pitted those Jedi who used the Force selflessly against those who allowed themselves to be ruled by their ambitions—which the Jedi warned led to the dark side of the Force. Defeated in that long-ago war, the dark siders fled beyond the galactic frontier, where they built a civilization of their own: the Sith Empire.

The first great conflict between the Republic and the Sith Empire occurred when two hyperspace explorers stumbled on the Sith worlds, giving the Sith Lord Naga Sadow and his dark side warriors a direct invasion route into the Republic’s central worlds. This war resulted in the first destruction of the Sith Empire—but it was hardly the last. For the next four thousand years, skirmishes between the Republic and Sith grew into wars, with the scales always tilting toward one or the other, and peace never lasting. The galaxy was a place of almost constant strife: Sith armies against Republic armies; Force-using Sith Lords against Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights; and the dreaded nomadic mercenaries called Mandalorians bringing muscle and firepower wherever they stood to gain.

Then, a thousand years before A New Hope and the Battle of Yavin, the Jedi defeated the Sith at the Battle of Ruusan, decimating the so-called Brotherhood of Darkness that was the heart of the Sith Empire—and most of its power.

One Sith Lord survived—Darth Bane—and his vision for the Sith differed from that of his predecessors. He instituted a new doctrine: No longer would the followers of the dark side build empires or amass great armies of Force-users. There would be only two Sith at a time: a Master and an apprentice. From that time on, the Sith remained in hiding, biding their time and plotting their revenge, while the rest of the galaxy enjoyed an unprecedented era of peace, so long and strong that the Republic eventually dismantled its standing armies.

But while the Republic seemed strong, its institutions had begun to rot. Greedy corporations sought profits above all else and a corrupt Senate did nothing to stop them, until the corporations reduced many planets to raw materials for factories and entire species became subjects for exploitation. Individual Jedi continued to defend the Republic’s citizens and obey the will of the Force, but the Jedi Order to which they answered grew increasingly out of touch. And a new Sith mastermind, Darth Sidious, at last saw a way to restore Sith domination over the galaxy and its inhabitants, and quietly worked to set in motion the revenge of the Sith …

If you’re a reader new to the Old Republic era, here are three great starting points:


• The Old Republic: Deceived, by Paul S. Kemp: Kemp tells the tale of the Republic’s betrayal by the Sith Empire, and features Darth Malgus, an intriguing, complicated villain.

• Knight Errant, by John Jackson Miller: Alone in Sith territory, the headstrong Jedi Kerra Holt seeks to thwart the designs of an eccentric clan of fearsome, powerful, and bizarre Sith Lords.

• Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, by Drew Karpyshyn: A portrait of one of the most famous Sith Lords, from his horrifying childhood to an adulthood spent in the implacable pursuit of vengeance.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Old Republic era.
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Dessel was lost in the suffering of his job, barely even aware of his surroundings. His arms ached from the endless pounding of the hydraulic jack. Small bits of rock skipped off the cavern wall as he bored through, ricocheting off his protective goggles and stinging his exposed face and hands. Clouds of atomized dust filled the air, obscuring his vision, and the screeching whine of the jack filled the cavern, drowning out all other sounds as it burrowed centimeter by agonizing centimeter into the thick vein of cortosis woven into the rock before him.

Impervious to both heat and energy, cortosis was prized in the construction of armor and shielding by both commercial and military interests, especially with the galaxy at war. Highly resistant to blaster bolts, cortosis alloys supposedly could withstand even the blade of a lightsaber. Unfortunately, the very properties that made it so valuable also made it extremely difficult to mine. Plasma torches were virtually useless; it would take days to burn away even a small section of cortosis-laced rock. The only effective way to mine it was through the brute force of hydraulic jacks pounding relentlessly away at a vein, chipping the cortosis free bit by bit.

Cortosis was one of the hardest materials in the galaxy. The force of the pounding quickly wore down the head of a jack, blunting it until it became almost useless. The dust clogged the hydraulic pistons, making them jam. Mining cortosis was hard on the equipment … and even harder on the miners.

Des had been hammering away for nearly six standard hours. The jack weighed more than thirty kilos, and the strain of keeping it raised and pressed against the rock face was taking its toll. His arms were trembling from the exertion. His lungs were gasping for air and choking on the clouds of fine mineral dust thrown up from the jack’s head. Even his teeth hurt: the rattling vibration felt as if it were shaking them loose from his gums.

But the miners on Apatros were paid based on how much cortosis they brought back. If he quit now, another miner would jump in and start working the vein, taking a share of the profits. Des didn’t like to share.

The whine of the jack’s motor took on a higher pitch, becoming a keening wail Des was all too familiar with. At twenty thousand rpm, the motor sucked in dust like a thirsty bantha sucking up water after a long desert crossing. The only way to combat it was by regular cleaning and servicing, and the Outer Rim Oreworks Company preferred to buy cheap equipment and replace it, rather than sinking credits into maintenance. Des knew exactly what was going to happen next—and a second later, it did. The motor blew.

The hydraulics seized with a horrible crunch, and a cloud of black smoke spit out the rear of the jack. Cursing ORO and its corporate policies, Des released his cramped finger from the trigger and tossed the spent piece of equipment to the floor.

“Move aside, kid,” a voice said.

Gerd, one of the other miners, stepped up and tried to shoulder Des out of the way so he could work the vein with his own jack. Gerd had been working the mines for nearly twenty standard years, and it had turned his body into a mass of hard, knotted muscle. But Des had been working the mines for ten years himself, ever since he was a teenager, and he was just as solid as the older man—and a little bigger. He didn’t budge.

“I’m not done here,” he said. “Jack died, that’s all. Hand me yours and I’ll keep at it for a while.”

“You know the rules, kid. You stop working and someone else is allowed to move in.”

Technically, Gerd was right. But nobody ever jumped another miner’s claim over an equipment malfunction. Not unless he was trying to pick a fight.

Des took a quick look around. The chamber was empty except for the two of them, standing less than half a meter apart. Not a surprise; Des usually chose caverns far off the main tunnel network. It had to be more than mere coincidence that Gerd was here.

Des had known Gerd for as long as he could remember. The middle-aged man had been friends with Hurst, Des’s father. Back when Des first started working the mines at thirteen, he had taken a lot of abuse from the bigger miners. His father had been the worst tormentor, but Gerd had been one of the main instigators, dishing out more than his fair share of teasing, insults, and the occasional cuff on the ear.

Their harassments had ended shortly after Des’s father died of a massive heart attack. It wasn’t because the miners felt sorry for the orphaned young man, though. By the time Hurst died, the tall, skinny teenager they loved to bully had become a mountain of muscle with heavy hands and a fierce temper. Mining was a tough job; it was the closest thing to hard labor outside a Republic prison colony. Whoever worked the mines on Apatros got big—and Des just happened to become the biggest of them all. Half a dozen black eyes, countless bloody noses, and one broken jaw in the space of a month was all it took for Hurst’s old friends to decide they’d be happier if they left Des alone.

Yet it was almost as if they blamed him for Hurst’s death, and every few months one of them tried again. Gerd had always been smart enough to keep his distance—until now.

“I don’t see any of your friends here with you, old man,” Des said. “So back off my claim, and nobody gets hurt.”

Gerd spat on the ground at Des’s feet. “You don’t even know what day it is, do you, boy? Kriffing disgrace is what you are!”

They were standing close enough to each other that Des could smell the sour Corellian whiskey on Gerd’s breath. The man was drunk. Drunk enough to come looking for a fight, but still sober enough to hold his own.

“Five years ago today,” Gerd said, shaking his head sadly. “Five years ago today your own father died, and you don’t even remember!”

Des rarely even thought about his father anymore. He hadn’t been sorry to see him go. His earliest memories were of his father smacking him. He didn’t even remember the reason; Hurst rarely needed one.

“Can’t say I miss Hurst the same way you do, Gerd.”

“Hurst?” Gerd snorted. “He raised you by himself after your mama died, and you don’t even have the respect to call him Dad? You ungrateful son-of-a-Kath-hound!”

Des glared down menacingly at Gerd, but the shorter man was too full of drink and self-righteous indignation to be intimidated.

“Should’ve expected this from a mudcrutch whelp like you,” Gerd continued. “Hurst always said you were no good. He knew there was something wrong with you … Bane.”

Des narrowed his eyes, but didn’t rise to the bait. Hurst had called him by that name when he was drunk. Bane. He had blamed his son for his wife’s death. Blamed him for being stuck on Apatros. He considered his only child to be the bane of his existence, a fact he’d tended to spit out at Des in his drunken rages.

Bane. It represented everything spiteful, petty, and mean about his father. It struck at the innermost fears of every child: fear of disappointment, fear of abandonment, fear of violence. As a kid, that name had hurt more than all the smacks from his father’s heavy fists. But Des wasn’t a kid anymore. Over time he’d learned to ignore it, along with all the rest of the hateful bile that spilled from his father’s mouth.

“I don’t have time for this,” he muttered. “I’ve got work to do.”

With one hand he grabbed the hydraulic jack from Gerd’s grasp. He put the other hand on Gerd’s shoulder and shoved him away. Stumbling back, the inebriated man caught his heel on a rock and fell roughly to the ground.

He stood up with a snarl, his hands balling into fists. “Guess your daddy’s been gone too long, boy. You need someone to beat the sense back into you!”

Gerd was drunk, but he was no fool, Des realized. Des was bigger, stronger, younger … but he’d spent the last six hours working a hydraulic jack. He was covered in grime and the sweat was dripping off his face. His shirt was drenched. Gerd’s uniform, on the other hand, was still relatively clean: no dust, no sweat stains. He must have been planning this all day, taking it easy and sitting back while Des wore himself out.

But Des wasn’t about to back down from a fight. Throwing Gerd’s jack to the ground, he dropped into a crouch, feet wide and arms held out in front of him.

Gerd charged forward, swinging his right fist in a vicious uppercut. Des reached out and caught the punch with the open palm of his left hand, absorbing the force of the blow. His right hand snapped forward and grabbed the underside of Gerd’s right wrist; as he pulled the older man forward, Des ducked down and turned, driving his shoulder into Gerd’s chest. Using his opponent’s own momentum against him, Des straightened up and yanked hard on Gerd’s wrist, flipping him up and over so that he crashed to the ground on his back.

The fight should have ended right then; Des had a split second where he could have dropped his knee onto his opponent, driving the breath from his lungs and pinning him to the ground while he pounded Gerd with his fists. But it didn’t happen. His back, exhausted from hours of hefting the thirty-kilo jack, spasmed.

The pain was agonizing; instinctively Des straightened up, clutching at the knotted lumbar muscles. It gave Gerd a chance to roll out of the way and get back to his feet.

Somehow Des managed to drop into his fighting crouch again. His back howled in protest, and he grimaced as red-hot daggers of pain shot through his body. Gerd saw the grimace and laughed.

“Cramping up there, boy? You should know better than to try and fight after a six-hour shift in the mines.”

Gerd charged forward again. This time his hands weren’t fists, but claws grasping and grabbing at anything they could find, trying to nullify the younger man’s height and reach by getting in close. Des tried to scramble out of the way, but his legs were too stiff and sore to get him clear. One hand grabbed his shirt, the other got hold of his belt as Gerd pulled both of them to the ground.

They grappled together, wrestling on the hard, uneven stone of the cavern floor. Gerd had his face buried against Dessel’s chest to protect it, keeping Des from landing a solid elbow or head-butt. He still had a grip on Des’s belt, but now his other hand was free and punching blindly up to where he guessed Des’s face would be. Des was forced to wrap his arms in and around Gerd’s own, interlocking them so neither man could throw a punch.

With their limbs pinned, strategy and technique meant little. The fight had become a test of strength and endurance, with the two combatants slowly wearing each other down. Dessel tried to roll Gerd over onto his back, but his weary body betrayed him. His limbs were heavy and soft; he couldn’t get the leverage he needed. Instead it was Gerd who was able to twist and turn, wrenching one of his hands free while still keeping his face pressed tight against Des’s chest so it wouldn’t be exposed.

Des wasn’t so lucky … his face was open and vulnerable. Gerd struck a blow with his free hand, but he didn’t hit with a closed fist. Instead he drove his thumb hard into Des’s cheek, only a few centimeters from his real target. He struck again with the thumb, looking to gouge out one of his opponent’s eyes and leave him blind and writhing in pain.

It took Des a second to realize what was happening; his tired mind had become as slow and clumsy as his body. He turned his face away just as the second blow landed, the thumb jamming painfully into the cartilage of his upper ear.

Dark rage exploded inside Des: a burst of fiery passion that burned away the exhaustion and fatigue. Suddenly his mind was clear, and his body felt strong and rejuvenated. He knew what he was going to do next. More importantly, he knew with absolute certainty what Gerd would do next, too.

He couldn’t explain how he knew; sometimes he could just anticipate an opponent’s next move. Instinct, some might have said. Des felt it was something more. It was too detailed—too specific—to be simple instinct. It was more like a vision, a brief glimpse into the future. And whenever it happened, Des always knew what to do, as if something was guiding and directing his actions.

When the next blow came, Des was more than ready for it. He could picture it perfectly in his mind. He knew exactly when it was coming and precisely where it would strike. This time he turned his head in the opposite direction, exposing his face to the incoming blow—and opening his mouth. He bit down hard, his timing perfect, and his teeth sank deep into the dirty flesh of Gerd’s probing thumb.

Gerd screamed as Des clamped his jaw shut, severing the tendons and striking bone. He wondered if he could bite clean through and then—as if the very thought made it happen—he severed Gerd’s thumb.

The screams became shrieks as Gerd released his grasp and rolled away, clasping his maimed hand with his whole one. Crimson blood welled up through the fingers trying to stanch the flow from his stump.

Standing up slowly, Des spat the thumb out onto the ground. The taste of blood was hot in his mouth. His body felt strong and reenergized, as if some great power surged through his veins. All the fight had been taken out of his opponent; Des could do anything he wanted to Gerd now.

The older man rolled back and forth on the floor, his hand clutched to his chest. He was moaning and sobbing, begging for mercy, pleading for help.

Des shook his head in disgust; Gerd had brought this on himself. It had started as a simple fistfight. The loser would have ended up with a black eye and some bruises, but nothing more. Then the older man had taken things to another level by trying to blind him, and he’d responded in kind. Des had learned long ago not to escalate a fight unless he was willing to pay the price of losing. Now Gerd had learned that lesson, too.

Des had a temper, but he wasn’t the kind to keep beating on a helpless opponent. Without looking back at his defeated foe, he left the cavern and headed back up the tunnel to tell one of the foremen what had happened so someone could come tend to Gerd’s injury.

He wasn’t worried about the consequences. The medics could reattach Gerd’s thumb, so at worst Des would be fined a day or two’s wages. The corporation didn’t really care what its employees did, as long as they kept coming back to mine the cortosis. Fights were common among the miners, and ORO almost always turned a blind eye, though this particular fight had been more vicious than most—savage and short, with a brutal end.

Just like life on Apatros.
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Sitting in the back of the land cruiser used to transport miners between Apatros’s only colony and the mines, Des felt exhausted. All he wanted was to get back to his bunk in the barracks and sleep. The adrenaline had drained out of him, leaving him hyperaware of the stiffness and soreness of his body. He slumped down in his seat and gazed around the interior of the cruiser.

Normally, there would have been twenty other miners crammed into the speeder with him, but this one was empty except for him and the pilot. After the fight with Gerd, the foreman had suspended Des without pay, effective immediately, and had ordered the transport to take him back to the colony.

“This kind of thing is getting old, Des,” the foreman had said with a frown. “We’ve got to make an example of you this time. You can’t work the mines until Gerd is healed up and back on the job.”

What he really meant was, You can’t earn any credits until Gerd comes back. He’d still be charged room and board, of course. Every day that he sat around doing nothing would go onto his tab, adding to the debt he was working so desperately to pay off.

Des figured it would be four or five days until Gerd was able to handle a hydraulic jack again. The on-site medic had reattached the severed thumb using a vibroscalpel and synthflesh. A few days of kolto injections and some cheap meds to dull the pain, and Gerd would be back at it. Bacta therapy could have him back in a day; but bacta was expensive, and ORO wouldn’t spring for it unless Gerd had miner’s insurance … which Des highly doubted.

Most miners never bothered with the company-sponsored insurance program. It was expensive, for one thing. What with room, board, and the fees covering the cost of transport to and from the mines, most thought they gave ORO more than enough of their hard-earned pay without adding insurance premiums onto the stack.

It wasn’t just the cost, though. It was almost as if the men and women who worked the cortosis mines were in denial, refusing to admit the potential dangers and hazards they encountered every day. Getting insurance would force them to take a look at the cold, hard facts.

Few miners ever reached their golden years. The tunnels claimed many, burying bodies in cave-ins or incinerating them when somebody tapped into a pocket of explosive gases trapped in the rock. Even those who made it out of the mines tended not to survive long into their retirement. The mines took their toll. Sixty-year-old men were left with bodies that looked and felt like they were ninety, broken shells worn down by decades of hard physical labor and exposure to airborne contaminants that slipped through the substandard ORO filters.

When Des’s father died—with no insurance, of course—all Des got out of it was the privilege of taking on his father’s accumulated debt. Hurst had spent more time drinking and gambling than mining. To pay for his monthly room and board he’d often had to borrow credits from ORO at an interest rate that would be criminal anywhere but in the Outer Rim. The debt kept piling up, month to month and year to year, but Hurst didn’t seem to care. He was a single parent with a son he resented, trapped in a brutal job he despised; he had given up any hope of escaping Apatros long before the heart attack claimed him.

The Hutt spawn probably would have been glad to know his son had gotten stuck with his bill.

The transport sped above the barren rocks of the small planet’s flatlands with no sound but the endless drone of the engines. The featureless wastes flew by in a blur, until the view out the window was nothing but a curtain of shapeless gray. The effect was hypnotic: Des could feel his tired mind and body eager to drift into deep and dreamless sleep.

This was how they got you. Work you to exhaustion, dull your senses, numb your will into submission … until you accepted your lot and wasted your entire life in the grit and grime of the cortosis mines. All in the relentless service of the Outer Rim Oreworks Company. It was a surprisingly effective trap; it worked on men like Gerd and Hurst. But it wasn’t going to work on Des.

Even with his father’s crushing debt, Des knew he’d pay ORO off someday and leave this life behind. He was destined for something greater than this small, insignificant existence. He knew this with absolute certainty, and it was this knowledge that gave him the strength to carry on in the face of the relentless, sometimes hopeless grind. It gave him the strength to fight, even when part of him felt like giving up.

He was suspended, unable to work the mines, but there were other ways to earn credits. With a great effort he forced himself to stand up. The floor swayed under his feet as the speeder made constant adjustments to maintain its programmed cruising altitude of half a meter above ground level. He took a second to get used to the rolling rhythm of the transport, then half walked, half staggered up the aisle between the seats to the pilot at the front. He didn’t recognize the man, but they all tended to look the same anyway: grim, unsmiling features, dull eyes, and always wearing an expression as if they were on the verge of a blinding headache.

“Hey,” Des said, trying to sound nonchalant, “any ships come in to the spaceport today?”

There was no reason for the pilot to keep his attention fixed on the path ahead. The forty-minute trip between the mines and the colony was a straight line across an empty plain; some of the pilots even stole naps along the route. Yet this one refused to turn and look at Des as he answered.

“Cargo ship touched down a few hours ago,” he said in a bored voice. “Military. Republic cargo ship.”

Des smiled. “They staying for a while?”

The pilot didn’t answer; he only snorted and shook his head at the stupidity of the question. Des nodded and stumbled back toward his seat at the rear of the transport. He knew the answer, too.

Cortosis was used in the hulls of everything from fighters to capital ships, as well as being woven into the body armor of the troops. And as the war against the Sith dragged on, the Republic’s need for cortosis kept increasing. Every few weeks a Republic freighter would touch down on Apatros. The next day it would leave again, its cargo bays filled with the valuable mineral. Until then the crew—officers and enlisted soldiers alike—would have nothing to do but wait. From past experience, Des knew that whenever Republic soldiers had a few hours to kill they liked to play cards. And wherever people played cards, there was money to be made.

Lowering himself back onto his seat at the rear of the speeder, Des decided that maybe he wasn’t quite ready to hit his bunk after all.

By the time the transport stopped on the edges of the colony, Des’s body was tingling with anticipation. He hopped out and sauntered toward his barracks at a leisurely pace, fighting his own eagerness and the urge to run. Even now, he imagined, the Republic soldiers and their credits would be sitting at the gaming tables in the colony’s only cantina.

Still, there was no point in rushing over there. It was late afternoon, the sun just beginning its descent beyond the horizon to the north. By now most of the miners from the night shift would be awake. Many of them would already be at the cantina, whiling away the time until they had to make the journey out to the mines to start their shift. For the next two hours Des knew he’d be lucky to find a place to sit down in the cantina, never mind finding an empty seat at a pazaak or sabacc table. Meanwhile, it would be another few hours before the men working the day shift climbed onto the waiting transports to head back to their homes; he’d get to the cantina long before any of them.

Back at his barracks, he stripped off his grime-stained coveralls and climbed into the deserted communal showers, scouring the sweat and fine rock dust from his body. Then he changed into some clean clothes and sauntered out into the street, making his way slowly toward the cantina on the far side of town.

The cantina didn’t have a name; it didn’t need one. Nobody ever had any trouble finding it. Apatros was a small world, barely more than a moon with an atmosphere and some indigenous plant life. There were precious few places to go: the mines, the colony, or the barren wastes in between. The mines were a massive complex encompassing the caves and tunnels dug by ORO, as well as the refining and processing branches of ORO’s operations.

The spaceports were located there, too. Freighters left daily with shipments of cortosis bound for some wealthier world closer to Coruscant and the Galactic Core, and incoming vessels bringing equipment and supplies to keep the mines running arrived every other day. Employees who weren’t strong enough to mine cortosis worked in the refining plants or the spaceport. The pay wasn’t as good, but they tended to live longer.

But no matter where people worked, they all came home to the same place at the end of their shifts. The colony was nothing more than a ramshackle town of temporary barracks thrown together by ORO to house the few hundred workers expected to keep the mines running. Like the world itself, the colony was officially known as Apatros. To those who lived there, it was more commonly referred to as “the muck-huts.” Every building was the same shade of dingy gray durasteel, the exterior weathered and worn. The insides of the buildings were virtually identical, temporary workers’ barracks that had become all too permanent. Each structure housed four small private rooms meant for two people, but often holding three or more. Sometimes entire families shared one of those rooms, unless they could find the credits for the outrageous rents ORO charged for more space. Each room had bunks built into the walls and a single door that opened onto a narrow hall; a communal bathroom and shower were located at the end. The doors tended to squeak on ill-fitting hinges that were never tended to; the roofs were a patchwork of quick fixes to seal up the leaks that inevitably sprang whenever it rained. Broken windows were taped against the wind and cold, but never replaced. A thin layer of dust accumulated over everything, but few of the residents ever bothered to sweep out their domiciles.

The entire colony was less than a kilometer on each square side, making it possible to walk from any given building to any of the other identical structures in fewer than twenty standard minutes. Despite the unrelenting similarity of the architecture, navigating the colony was easy. The barracks had been placed in straight rows and columns, forming a grid of utilitarian streets between the uniformly spaced domiciles. The streets couldn’t exactly be called clean, though they were hardly festering with garbage. ORO cleared trash and refuse just often enough to keep conditions sanitary, since an outbreak of diseases bred by filth would adversely affect the mine’s production. However, the company didn’t seem to mind the cluttered junk that inevitably accumulated throughout the town. Broken-down generators, rusted-out machinery, corroded scraps of metal, and discarded, worn-out tools crowded the narrow streets between the barracks.

There were only two structures in the colony that were in any way distinguished from the rest. One was the ORO market, the only store onworld. It had once been a barracks, but the bunks had been replaced with shelves, and the communal shower area was now a secure storage room. A small black-and-white sign had been fastened to the wall outside, listing the hours of operation. There were no displays to lure shoppers in, and no advertising. The market stocked only the most basic items, all at scandalous markups. Credit was gladly advanced against future wages at ORO’s typically high interest rate, guaranteeing that buyers would spend even more hours in the mine working off their purchases.

The other dissimilar building was the cantina itself, a magnificent triumph of beauty and design when compared with the dismal homogeny of the rest of the colony. The cantina was built a few hundred meters beyond the edge of the town, set well apart from the gray grid of barracks. It stood only three stories high, but because every other structure was limited to a single floor it dominated the landscape. Not that it needed to be that tall. Inside the cantina everything was located on the ground floor; the upper stories were merely a façade constructed for show by Groshik, the Neimoidian owner and bartender. Above the first-floor ceiling, the second and third floors didn’t really exist—there were only the rising walls and a dome made of tinted violet glass, illuminated from within. Matching violet lights covered the pale blue exterior walls. On almost any world the effect would have been ostentatious and tacky, but amid the gray of Apatros it was doubly so. Groshik often proclaimed that he had intentionally made his cantina as garish as possible, simply to offend the ORO powers-that-be. The sentiment made him popular with the miners, but Des doubted if ORO really cared one way or the other. Groshik could paint his cantina any color he wanted, as long as he gave the corporation its cut of the profits each week.

The twenty-standard-hour day of Apatros was split evenly between the two shifts of miners. Des and the rest of the early crew worked from 0800 to 1800; his counterparts worked from 1800 to 0800. Groshik, in an effort to maximize profits, opened each afternoon at 1300 and didn’t close for ten straight hours. This allowed him to serve the night-crew workers before they started and catch the day crew when that shift was over. He’d close at 0300, clean for two hours, sleep for six, then get up at 1100 and start the process all over again. His routine was well known to all the miners; the Neimoidian was as regular as the rising and setting of Apatros’s pale orange sun.

As Des crossed the distance between the edge of the colony proper and the cantina’s welcoming door, he could already hear the sounds coming from inside: loud music, laughter, chatter, clinking glasses. It was almost 1600 now. The day shift had two hours to go before quitting time, but the cantina was still packed with nightshift workers looking to have a drink or something to eat before they boarded the shuttles that would take them to the mines.

Des didn’t recognize any faces: the day and night crews rarely crossed paths. The patrons were mostly humans, with a few Twi’leks, Sullustans, and Cereans filling out the crowd. Des was surprised to notice a Rodian, too. Apparently the night crew were more tolerant of other species than the day shift. There were no waitresses, servers, or dancers; the only employee in the cantina was Groshik himself. Anyone who wanted a drink had to come up to the large bar built into the back wall and order it.

Des pushed his way through the crowd. Groshik saw him coming and momentarily dipped out of sight behind the bar, reappearing with a mug of Gizer ale just as Des reached the counter.

“You’re here early today,” Groshik said as he set the drink down with a heavy thud. His low, gravelly voice was difficult to hear above the din of the crowd. His words always had a guttural quality, as if he were speaking from the very back of his throat.

The Neimoidian liked him, though Des wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because he’d watched Des grow up from a young kid to a man; maybe he just felt sorry Des had been stuck with such a rankweed for a father. Whatever the reason, there was a standing arrangement between the two: Des never had to pay for a drink if it was poured without being asked for. Des gratefully accepted the gift and downed it in one long draft, then slammed the empty mug back down onto the table.

“Ran into a bit of trouble with Gerd,” he replied, wiping his mouth. “I bit his thumb off, so they let me go home early.”

Groshik tilted his head to one side and fixed his enormous red eyes on Des. The sour expression on his amphibian-like face didn’t change, but his body shook ever so slightly. Des knew him well enough to realize the Neimoidian was laughing.

“Seems like a fair trade,” Groshik croaked, refilling the mug.

Des didn’t guzzle the second drink as he had the first. Groshik rarely gave him more than one on the house, and he didn’t want to abuse the bartender’s generosity.

He turned his attention to the crowd. The Republic visitors were easy to spot. Four humans—two men, two women—and a male Ithorian in crisp navy uniforms. It wasn’t just their clothes that made them stand out, though. They all stood straight and tall, whereas most of the miners tended to hunch forward, as if carrying a great weight on their backs.

On one side of the main room, a smaller section was roped off from the rest of the cantina. It was the only part of the place Groshik had nothing to do with. The ORO Company allowed gambling on Apatros, but only if it was in charge of the tables. Officially this was to keep anyone from cheating, but everyone knew ORO’s real concern was keeping the wagers in check. It didn’t want one of its employees to win big and pay off all his or her debts in one lucky night. By keeping the maximum limits low, ORO made sure it was more profitable to work the mines than the tables.

In the gaming section were four more naval soldiers wearing the uniform of the Republic fleet, along with a dozen or so miners. A Twi’lek woman with the rank of petty officer on her lapel was playing pazaak. A young ensign was sitting at the sabacc table, talking loudly to everyone around him, though nobody seemed to be listening to him. Two more officers—both human, one male, one female—also sat at the sabacc table. The woman was a lieutenant; the man bore the insignia of a full commander. Des assumed they were the senior officers in charge of the mission to receive the cortosis shipment.

“I see you’ve noticed our recruiters,” Groshik muttered.

The war against the Sith—officially nothing more than a series of protracted military engagements, even though the whole galaxy knew it was a war—required a steady stream of young and eager cadets for the front lines. And for some reason the Republic always expected the citizens on the Outer Rim worlds to jump at the chance to join them. Whenever a Republic military crew passed through Apatros, the officers tried to round up new recruits. They’d buy a round of drinks, then use it as an excuse to start up a conversation, usually about the glorious and heroic life of being a soldier. Sometimes they’d play up the brutality of the Sith. Other times they’d spin promises of a better life in the Republic military—all the while pretending to be friendly and sympathetic to the locals, hoping a few would join their cause.

Des suspected they received some kind of bonus for any new recruit they conned into signing up. Unfortunately for them, they weren’t going to find too many takers on Apatros. The Republic wasn’t too popular on the Rim; people here, including Des, knew the Core Worlds exploited small, remote planets like Apatros for their own gain. The Sith found a lot of anti-Republic sympathizers out here on the fringes of civilized space; that was one of the reasons their numbers kept growing as the war dragged on.

Despite their dissatisfaction with the Core Worlds, people still might have signed up with the recruiters if the Republic wasn’t so concerned with following the absolute letter of the law. Anyone hoping to escape Apatros and the clutches of the mining corporation was in for a rude shock: debts to ORO still had to be paid, even by recruits protecting the galaxy against the rising Sith threat. If someone owed money to a legitimate corporation, the Republic fleet would garnish his or her wages until those debts were paid. Not too many miners were excited about the prospect of joining a war only to have the privilege of not getting paid.

Some of the miners resented the senior officers and their constant push to lure naïve young men and women into joining their cause. It didn’t bother Des, though. He’d listen to them prattle on all night, as long as they kept playing cards. He figured it was a small price to pay for getting his hands on their credits.

His eagerness must have shown, at least to Groshik. “Any chance you heard a Republic crew was stopping by and then picked a fight with Gerd just so you could get here early?”

Des shook his head. “No. Just a happy coincidence, is all. What angle are they working this time? Glory of the Republic?”

“Trying to warn us about the horrors of the Brotherhood of Darkness,” was the carefully neutral reply. “Not going over too well.”

The cantina owner kept his real opinions to himself when it came to matters of politics. His customers were free to talk about any subject they wanted, but no matter how heated their arguments became, he always refused to take sides.

“Bad for business,” he had explained once. “Agree with someone and they’ll be your friend for the rest of the night. Cross them and they might hate you for weeks.” Neimoidians were known for their shrewd business sense, and Groshik was no exception.

A miner pushed his way up to the bar and demanded a drink. When Groshik went to fill the order, Des turned to study the gaming area. There weren’t any free seats at the sabacc table, so for the time being he was forced into the role of spectator. For well over an hour he studied the plays and the wagers of the newcomers, paying particular attention to the senior officers. They tended to be better players than the enlisted troops, probably because they had more credits to lose.

The game on Apatros followed a modified version of the Bespin Standard rules. The basics of the game were simple: make a hand as close to twenty-three as possible without going over. Each round, a player had to either bet to stay in the hand, or fold. Any player who chose to stay in could draw a new card, discard a card, or place a card into the interference field to lock in its value. At the end of any round a player could come up, revealing his or her hand and forcing all other players to show their cards, as well. Best hand at the table won the hand pot. Any score over twenty-three, or below negative twenty-three, was a bomb-out that required the player to pay a penalty. And if a player had a hand that totaled exactly twenty-three—a pure sabacc—he or she won the sabacc pot as a bonus. But what with random shifts that could unexpectedly change the value of cards from round to round, and other players coming up early, a pure sabacc was a lot harder to achieve than it sounded.

Sabacc was more than a game of luck. It was about strategy and style, knowing when to bluff and when to back down, knowing how to adapt to the ever-changing cards. Some players were too cautious, never betting more than the minimum raise even when they had a good hand. Others were too aggressive, trying to bully the rest of the table with outrageous bets even when they had nothing. A player’s natural tendencies showed through if you knew what to look for.

The ensign, for example, was clearly new to the game. He kept staying in with weak hands instead of folding his cards. He was a chaser, not satisfied with cards good enough to collect the hand pot. He was always looking for the perfect hand, hoping to win big and collect the sabacc pot that kept on growing until it was won. As a result, he kept getting caught with bomb-out hands and having to pay a penalty. It didn’t seem to slow his betting, though. He was one of those players with more credits than sense, which suited Des just fine.

To be an expert sabacc player, you had to know how to control the table. It didn’t take Des many hands to realize the Republic commander was doing just that. He knew how to bet big and make other players fold winning hands. He knew when to bet small to lure others into playing hands they should have folded. He didn’t worry much about his own cards; he knew that the secret to sabacc was figuring out what everyone else was holding … and then letting them think they knew what cards he was holding. It was only when all the hands were revealed and he was raking in the chips that his opponents would realize how wrong they’d been.

He was good, Des had to admit. Better than most of the Republic players who passed through. Despite his pleasant appearance, he was ruthless in scooping up pot after pot. But Des had a good feeling; sometimes he just knew he couldn’t lose. He was going to win tonight … and win big.

There was a groan from one of the miners at the table. “Another round and that sabacc pot was mine!” he said, shaking his head. “You’re lucky you came up when you did,” he added, speaking to the commander.

Des knew it wasn’t luck. The miner had been so excited, he was twitching in his seat. Anyone with half a brain could see he was working toward a powerful hand. The commander had seen it and made his move, cutting the hand short and chopping the other gambler’s hopes off at the knees.

“That’s it,” the miner said, pushing away from the table. “I’m tapped out.”

“Looks like now’s your chance,” Groshik whispered under his breath as he swept past to pour another drink. “Good luck.”

I don’t need luck tonight, Des thought. He crossed the floor of the cantina and stepped over the nanosilk rope into the ORO-controlled gaming room.


RISE OF THE EMPIRE
(33–0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)
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We have to get access to those hyperspace routes that the Separatist droids haven’t seized yet. Without that, we’ll never be able to take the Outer Rim worlds. Unfortunately, that means we need the cooperation of the Hutts.
CHANCELLOR PALPATINE, on the logistics problems facing the Grand Army of the Republic

ZIRO THE HUTT’S PALACE, USCRU DISTRICT, CORUSCANT

“COULD YOU KILL A CHILD?”

Count Dooku thought it was an odd question, coming as it did from Ziro. The Hutt had been perfectly happy to go along with the idea of kidnapping his nephew’s baby son. But if he’d thought through the reality of grabbing Jabba’s gangland power, then wiping out all rivals, even baby heirs, had to be high on his list of priorities.

Maybe it wasn’t. And that would be a fatal mistake.

“Could you?” Dooku responded casually. “Isn’t he almost your flesh and blood too?”

Ziro blinked, passing the nictitating membranes across his eyes with slow deliberation. It was the Hutt equivalent of raising a sarcastic eyebrow. The private chamber was deserted, with not even a serving droid to overhear them.

“You don’t understand us, even if you speak our language far better than most realize,” Ziro said at last. “He’s Jabba’s bloodline. Not mine. So I do whatever it takes, and my priority is my own offspring.”

Ziro might have been playing the hard case, or he might have been serious. If he was serious, then Dooku hoped for his sake that he was ready to kill Jabba, too, because his nephew would send every assassin in Hutt space after him if he found out his uncle was responsible.

“Try not to be too hasty,” Dooku said. Don’t blow this before I get what I need. The ploy was buying time. “Extract maximum leverage from this.”

“You don’t have to explain long-term strategy to a Hutt,” Ziro rasped.

Dooku tried to stop himself from falling into a chain of reasoning with Ziro. It would bring the delicate edifice of his own operation crashing down if he said anything that made Ziro wonder if this kidnapping was going to achieve anything for him. Dooku wasn’t convinced that taking Rotta would dislodge or even weaken Jabba’s grip on power, but Ziro thought it would reduce his nephew to mere clay in his hands—which was all Dooku needed.

Dooku was certain of one thing, though: harming the Huttlet would unleash a tidal wave of incredible vengeance, and Jabba was going to be around a long, long time to make sure he found everyone involved in the kidnapping and punished them in his uniquely inventive way.

Dooku was counting on it. He wanted the Hutt in the Separatist camp, and the way to do that was to frame the Jedi for Rotta’s disappearance.

But if Ziro’s cover is blown—then he has to be silenced. We can’t have Jabba realizing he’s been maneuvered by us …

It would be too bad if anything happened to Ziro. After Jabba was signed up, Ziro’s fate was inevitable; he would have to be silenced before he implicated Dooku.

Either Hutt would do, though, in a pinch. It didn’t matter if it was Jabba or Ziro who denied hyperspace passage to Republic forces. Dooku wasn’t selling ideology, and he was sure neither Hutt was buying.

“Of course not,” he said, smiling at a being he would kill without hesitation if he threatened his plans. He had no doubt that Ziro would do the same to him. “But you do have to consider what you’ll do with Rotta in the longer term.”

Ziro eased his bulk across the marble floor onto a platform strewn with shimmersilk cushions that he swept out of the way. Hutts needed smooth surfaces to move properly; carpeting and upholstery didn’t go well with a lubricating layer of slime. But Ziro surrounded himself with the finest examples of furnishing anyway. It was as if he wanted to show the rest of the galaxy how powerful he was in terms that other species could understand. Dooku didn’t despise that. He felt the faintest pang of pity. It explained the Hutts’ need to flaunt Twi’lek dancers and other glamorous humanoids, so radically, physically different that no Hutt could possibly have found them attractive. They collected them because humanoids coveted them, and so it sent the message clearly: I possess everything you lust after, so I have power over you.

It all came from fear. Hutts felt threatened at a subliminal level. Once Dooku worked that out, it had been far easier to deal with them by pressing gently on their paranoia.

“Rotta should be on Teth soon,” Dooku said, taking a slow turn to look at the doors. He could hear raised voices in the chamber beyond. He sensed anxiety; no unusual thing in a Hutt’s palace with a capricious boss. Maybe the servants couldn’t find whatever overpriced delicacy he’d sent them to procure. “Plenty of time to consider your position at your leisure.”

“I’m expecting confirmation any moment. Tell me, why do you hate your Jedi family so much?”

“They’re not my family, and haven’t been for a very long time,” Dooku said. “Does it matter?”

“Motivation is everything in business.”

“Lord Ziro, I suspect you really have no need to ask. Would you put your future in their hands?”

“I wouldn’t trust the Republic to do anything for Hutts except try to stop us from making a living.”

Ziro saw Jedi and Republic as one entity. Dooku had reached a similar conclusion years before. “And anyone who doesn’t want to be part of their happy Republic family must be a tyrant or an anarchist. If a world wants to leave, it’s accused of being undemocratic, because the will of its inhabitants doesn’t suit Coruscant. Such a beautifully embroidered veil of irony.”

“You don’t have to sell me on Separatism, Dooku. I don’t care about your politics, but I know in which sauce my gorog is marinated.” Ziro seemed the braggart in Jabba’s extended clan, but sometimes Dooku saw hints of a subtler intelligence underneath. He kept a cautious eye on that. “You help me get what I want, I help you get what you want.”

“Welcome to politics,” said Dooku. “Don’t delude yourself that it has to have party labels.”

Dooku steeled himself to relax. The doors suddenly snapped apart; two droids strode in at a brisk pace, and Dooku slid quietly into a shadowed alcove to watch unnoticed from the sidelines.

“Exalted Lord,” one said in a flat monotone. “We have bad news. Your nephew’s son has been kidnapped by criminals.”

Ziro reared up in feigned shock, then settled down again with a noise like slapping a wet stone. “It’s an outrage! Have they demanded a ransom? This is an insult to all Hutts! Organize a search team. We’ll find the scum who did this to poor Jabba.”

Ziro wasn’t a bad actor, all things considered. But even if he’d rehearsed it, his choice of words was revealing. Dooku noted that it was more about loss of face than concern for the child’s safety. But Hutts didn’t think like humans, and the social rules of organized crime were not those of middle-class Coruscant. He tried not to judge when his own species had so little to boast about at times.

Dooku listened, waiting for the droid to leave. Now to the next stage. Now to making sure that we lure the Jedi to Teth …

“There has been no ransom demand yet, Lord,” the droid said. “Most unusual.”

“I’ll see the scum fed to a rancor.” Ziro held out an imperious hand to the second droid. Dooku couldn’t quite see the other droid around the edge of the alcove. “Get me the comlink. Let me console my nephew. I expect all Hutts to rally around and help him.”

He’s really getting into the role …

“Lord Jabba is said to be inconsolable. He has asked the Republic to help—to send Jedi to find the child.”

Dooku was a hard man to surprise, but the thought of Jabba—Jabba—throwing himself on the sympathy of the Jedi hit him like a punch.

Why would the head of one of the most powerful criminal organizations in the galaxy, who could buy any number of bounty hunters and an intelligence network that many governments might envy, beg the Jedi for help?

It was an inexplicable move for a species—a gang lord—so concerned about loss of face, about looking weak, about being seen to be an easy target.

Not Jabba. And it will be explicable, if I think about it …

The Hutt was up to something appropriately slippery. Dooku wasn’t sure what that might be, so he was instantly on his guard. But it was the most perfect stroke of luck—unnaturally perfect—for Jabba to ask the Jedi to walk into his setup and implicate themselves in the kidnapping.

Some would say it was meant to be.

And while Dooku didn’t believe in luck half as much as he believed in the less random patterns of conspiracy, plot, and counterplot, he wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity.

He hoped the Jedi Council would do the decent, upstanding, moral thing, and say yes.

He was certain that they would.


TWO
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Communications with General Kenobi, disrupted they are. So a messenger we are sending, with important orders for him.
MASTER YODA to Admiral Yularen, ordered to deliver Padawan Ahsoka Tano to General Kenobi

CHANCELLOR PALPATINE’S OFFICE, CORUSCANT

“I NEVER THOUGHT I’D HEAR LORD JABBA SAY THAT,” PALPATINE murmured as the holomessage repeated in a shimmering blue loop. TC-70, Jabba’s droid, delivered the appeal for help to find Rotta while his master looked on, blinking and swaying slightly, clearly agitated. “He must be in enormous distress to ask for outside help.”

The Chancellor looked around at the Jedi assembled in his office to gauge their reaction. He could feel it, but it was always interesting to watch their little physical tells—the frowns, the twitches, the slight lifts of the shoulders—that hinted at the anxieties within.

Mace Windu stroked his chin, grim and unmoved. The man never looked so much as even slightly satisfied with his life. The others—Plo Koon, Luminara Unduli, Bolla Ropal—seemed to be leaving it to him to say what was on all their minds. Nobody was rushing to Jabba’s aid.

Palpatine nudged gently for a reaction. “A suitable job for Jedi. Nothing can be hidden from you for long, after all.” Except me, of course. Even now, after all these years of delicately careful planning, he had moments when the ease with which he moved undetected among them as a Sith Lord made him pause and marvel. You don’t deserve to be the guardians of the galaxy, do you? “Come along, Master Windu, what’s the problem?”

Windu leaned back in his seat. “It’ll be a sorry day for the Republic when we divert resources to helping criminal scum.”

“Harsh words, my friend. But I’m sure he speaks highly of you, too …”

“Chancellor, Jabba probably knows who’s done this—no doubt some other gangster he’s crossed.” Windu’s tone wasn’t exactly serene. “He’s never shied from kidnapping as a tactic himself. Why would he ask us? And why should we divert Jedi to a basic police task when there’s a war to fight?”

“Because it’s right, Master Windu.” Palpatine had no real need to leap to the moral high ground, but it amused him to do it and labor the point. Such blind spots, Jedi. This is how I shall remember you when you’re long gone—unable to see what was right before your eyes, from me to your own duty. “A child is missing. If it were a human child, would we be having this conversation? Does the parent’s lifestyle have any bearing on the child’s plight? Or do Hutt parents not feel the same grief that we do?”

“Would we be having this conversation,” Windu said, not rising to the bait, “if the human child’s father was the head of Black Sun?”

“We would, if he could deliver this.” Palpatine sat down and activated a holochart. It hovered above his desk, a complex web of lines and clusters of light representing the major points of the known galaxy. He tapped the control to remove layers of detail, and entire star systems and planets winked out of existence—so easily done, so very easy—to leave a few snaking threads of colored light that ended in the Outer Rim. “A hologram, as they say, is worth a thousand words.”

The threads were hyperspace routes. And they were all controlled by the Hutts.

Windu looked like a granite monument to disapproval. Eventually, he tilted his head slightly to one side. “I still feel uneasy. There’ll be more to this than a simple ransom demand or a settling of scores. I sense it.”

Palpatine allowed himself a sad smile, with just the right blend of I-share-your-concern and you-know-I’m-right. “You might not like doing deals with the Hutt, Master Windu, but these are trying times, and we can’t be too exacting in our qualification requirements for allies. As long as they help more than they hinder, that has to be good enough for us. This Hutt has control of the hyperspace access we need to move troops and matériel to the Outer Rim, and we have the expertise to find the unfindable. Mutual advantage.”

“I still say there’s more going on here than a simple kidnapping. It’s a sting of some kind, knowing Jabba.”

“I didn’t realize you were that well acquainted.”

“Based on his track record …”

“Then you need to put as many Jedi on this case as you can … based on his track record.”

“Chancellor, that’s impossible. We’re at overstretch. I have no Jedi to spare.”

“And our troops will be spread even more thinly if we can’t reach the Outer Rim and keep a resupply chain functioning.”

“I’m inclined to agree with the Chancellor,” said Unduli. She’d been totally silent until then. “Regardless of the reasons for this kidnapping, we have to negotiate with Jabba, and this would give us an excellent bargaining position.”

“A win-win, as you might call it,” Palpatine said quietly, in almost a whisper. “Save a child, and save our army.”

Windu was silent again for a few moments, then spread his hands in reluctant concession. “Kenobi and Skywalker have just taken Christophsis. The planet’s largely secured, so if anyone can be redeployed, it’s them.”

“Very well, send them,” said Palpatine. “I’ll contact Lord Jabba and reassure him.”

The Jedi stood and bowed their heads politely, almost synchronized. Palpatine returned the nod and watched them file out of his office. In a few moments, he’d open a comlink to Jabba and set the wheels in motion.

Lord Jabba, you have our sympathies. You must be beside yourself with worry.

Windu had a point, even if he didn’t know it. Why would Jabba expose his weakness like that so conveniently? Dooku would have to exercise appropriate caution.

We’ll put our best people on it, Lord Jabba …

Jabba’s plea saved time in the plan to take one more potential ally away from the Jedi, once they were suitably incriminated, of course. In the longer run, it was also one of the finely balanced thrusts and counterthrusts that would keep the war in an uneasy balance until everything was in position, until the Jedi were in just the right state of vulnerability, and Palpatine could choose to end the war—and with it the Jedi Order itself.

Fascinating, how they didn’t jump into action when they heard the child is missing. He really is: Dooku’s made sure of it. Jabba might be corrupt, but the child … he’s still an innocent. Fascinating … how the social acceptability of the parent affects the willingness to aid the child.

They were very selective, these Jedi, about where they focused their legendary compassion.

Palpatine hoped nothing went wrong and that the Huttlet was returned unharmed when he’d served his purpose. Rotta was, after all, another very long-term potential ally in his plan.

But if anything happened to the poor thing—ah, here he was, falling into the platitude trap of being a politician, lies repeated so often that they eventually persuaded even the speaker that he meant what he said, and had done no wrong.

There were always innocent casualties of war, but war still had to be fought. And Jabba would be even more firmly in the anti-Republic camp if anything happened to his son.

Fascinating and … yes, still strange occasionally to play both sides of this game as if I want each to win.

Palpatine opened the comlink on his desk. “I want to speak to Lord Jabba,” he said. “This is the Chancellor of the Republic.”

FORWARD AID STATION, CRYSTAL CITY, CHRISTOPHSIS

“Steady with the polish, sir,” said the squad sergeant, checking the fluid level on a hemostatic hypospray. “If you shine it up any more, we’ll have to put a camo net over you.”

Clone Captain Rex paused in midsweep, razor held between thumb and forefinger as he shaved his mirror-smooth scalp, and ran his other palm over his head to test for missed stubble. Hair was just annoying under a helmet. And regrowth itched. Shaving was now both a necessity and a diversion in quieter moments, a comforting ritual.

Rex went on dragging the razor across his head in precise, slightly overlapping strips, one boot resting on his helmet as it lay on the ground. “Use me for signaling. Should be able to see me from orbit.”

“You missed a patch, sir. Going for the tufted look?”

“Maybe a topknot.” Rex allowed himself a smile, then pocketed the razor. “Or a fancy braid like those Weequay pirates.”

It was the first chance he’d had to sit back and take a breather for days, and his head buzzed with fatigue. The armies of Separatist droids here had been reduced to scrap and a few pockets of resistance; Christophsis had finally fallen to the Republic. In the shelter of a colonnaded doorway that was doubling as a first-aid station, he took out his datapad to check the casualty reports coming in, conscious of an injured trooper sitting on an upturned crate while the sergeant—Coric—tended to the man’s shrapnel injury. Plastoid armor was said to be the best credits could buy; Rex staked his life on it. But it had to have joints, gaps, and seals—and they were always vulnerable. The trooper had taken a spray of jagged fragments as razor-sharp and as lethal as fléchettes. Some had penetrated the gap between back plate and shoulder. “How you doing, Ged?” Rex asked.

“Grateful it’s just my shoulder, sir,” said the trooper, not looking around. “At least I can still sit down.”

Yes, it wasn’t bad kit. Could have been better, like the fancy ARC trooper rig he’d seen, but it did the job. The relatively short list of names and ID numbers on his ’pad was testament to that.

Light casualties for a battle. Doesn’t feel like that, though.

“Running low on bacta, sir,” Coric said. There was a metallic tinkle as he dropped bloodstained fragments into a plastoid container. “Okay on analgesics for the time being.”

Rex did a quick mental calculation of how long it would take the cruiser Hunter to reach the supply base, load up, and return. “They’ve sent the ship for replenishment. It’ll be back in—”

Rex heard his helmet sensors blipping before he felt the blast. He snatched it up and lowered it into place just as something crashed into the street behind them.

Whoomp—whoomp. A massive explosion shook the ground, then another.

“Incoming!” a voice yelled over the clatter of raining debris. Yeah, we noticed. Thanks.

Rex grabbed his rifle and sprinted for the street. He didn’t look back at Coric or the injured trooper. The two Jedi generals—Kenobi and Skywalker—were already in the open, dodging blasterfire. When Rex got level with them, he could see a wall of droids, rank upon rank, marching toward them in that weird synchrony. It wasn’t the same as a well-drilled army of human beings. The precision was cold, unthinking, inexorable, as if the tinnies would keep marching right on over you and crush everything in their path. It was the SBDs, the super battle droids, that really got to him.

He sighted up and aimed.

It was the way they ran with their firing arms extended. And they had no visible heads. Any tinny could kill you, but at least the regular droids looked vaguely human.

Do they think? Do they feel? Do I care?

No.

Us or them.

Rex squeezed off a few rounds, smashing into the front rank. It wouldn’t do more than slow them down. It never did. The game was all about numbers, and the droids had them. Clone troopers, roused from brief sleep or caught while gulping down dry rations, took up defensive positions.

Clone Commander Cody sprinted to Kenobi’s side. “Where the stang did they come from?”

General Kenobi didn’t seem too pleased with his young general. “I told you they caved in too fast,” he said, swinging his lightsaber in an arc to deflect a volley of blaster bolts. It was hard to hear him over the blasterfire. “Some victory, Anakin …”

“I wasn’t the one who decided to send the ship for supplies …” Skywalker stood his ground, lightsaber grasped two-handed. “Master.”

“Neither of us is perfect, then, and let that be our lesson—second wave incoming, men. Stand to.”

Anakin swung around. “Platoon, on me!” he barked, tapping the top of his head in the signal to form up. Skywalker even sounded like a soldier. He was an easy general to follow. “Rex, see that building? The energy sphere? Best position, I think.”

Rex flicked the macrobinocular setting on his helmet to get a close-up view. “You want to go around behind.”

“It’s risky, but we can make it.”

“Okay, let’s go for it, sir.”

Chunk-chunk-chunk. The battle droids marched like a single machine. Rex hated that noise. It just would not stop.

Droids relied on numbers and keeping coming, and coming, and coming. Rapid reaction wasn’t their strong suit. They also preferred a nice level battlefield and wide open spaces. Rex signaled to the platoon, indicating that they should melt back into the deserted streets and alleyways of Crystal City, then transmitted the coordinates of the objective via his helmet comlink. A chart of the streets leading to the energy sphere appeared in the head-up display in every trooper’s helmet. Rex didn’t really need to use hand signals with that level of communications tech, but it was an instinctive thing to do—and if the HUD systems went down, they all had to fall back on good old-fashioned, nondigital soldiering.

Coric grabbed his medical field kit. The FAS moved with the front line.

General Skywalker darted for the entrance to a deserted office block, Rex at his heels, to pick through the rubble and passages of the city and make their way back behind the droid lines. The route ran parallel to the main street. Kenobi, Cody, and a company of troopers returned the heavy fire raining down on them from the advancing droids; Rex couldn’t see it, but he could hear it, and feel the shocks under his boots. Plumes of gray smoke bloomed into the air.

Keep ’em occupied, Cody …

Rex scrambled over a shattered fountain that was still gushing water from a broken conduit. This must have been a nice place to live, once; Rex tried to cast his mind back to just a few days earlier, when Crystal City had been a landscape that seemed carved out of glittering gems. The civilian population had already fled by the time ground troops had landed.

It felt like a lifetime ago, and he’d still not seen a live Christophsian. Plenty of dead ones, though. Plenty of them. His nightvision filter kicked in as he ran down a sloping passage into darkness and shapes resolved in the green-lit image, a chaos of shattered transparisteel, permacrete, and cables.

A light winked on a console torn from the wall; he hadn’t realized there was still a functioning power supply in this complex. Not a booby trap. No HUD sensor warning. Just a light. Rex ran on. Skywalker’s robes flapped, blotting out the faint lights beyond like a black cloud.

Rex glanced at the HUD icons set to one side of the main display to check for stragglers, counting the transponder blips and ID numbers of the platoon. Sergeant Coric was right behind him—and the injured trooper. He must have been tanked up on painkillers. The trooper’s bodysuit had lost some integrity, too. Rex hoped he didn’t get into a situation where he needed it to be airtight.

“You could sit this one out, Ged,” Rex said. “I get lonely, sir.”

“We’ll keep you company, then …”

It took maybe ten minutes to skirt around the droid lines, staying close to the canyon-like walls and covering as much ground as possible under cover to avoid aerial detection.

Skywalker leaped ahead—it would have been very handy to bound clear over obstacles like that, Rex thought—and was already on the roof of the energy sphere building by the time Rex pushed through the doors.

They edged to the parapet around the sphere. Troopers positioned themselves and sighted up, snapping anti-armor attachments onto their rifles. On the ground floor, the rest of the platoon hid in the lobby, ready to give the droids a street-level surprise from the rear.

Skywalker seemed to be sizing up for a jump. Two stories beneath them, three octuptarra droids marched forward in that three-legged staccato gait, each one a sphere supported by thin arching legs, spitting a stream of cannon fire.

“What’s the plan, then, sir?” Ged asked, as if he didn’t know. There was one surefire way to take a droid like that. But their narrow profile and relatively small spherical bodies made them a hard target to hit.

The general seemed to be focused on one of the droids. “Follow me.”

“Right you are, sir …”

Rex secured his rappel line on the edge of the roof and signaled to the men behind. Skywalker didn’t need anything fancy like that.

He just jumped.

STREET LEVEL, CRYSTAL CITY

Anakin landed on the back of the octuptarra droid just hard enough to balance on the flat section on top of its spherical body without tipping both of them over.

And the droid couldn’t do a thing about it.

It spun and flailed as he rammed his lightsaber deep into its top panel. One of its comrades swiveled its cannon and fired. Anakin batted the bolts away with his lightsaber as Rex and the rest of the clone troopers opened fire and took down the two remaining octuptarras, running over the wreckage to engage the rear rank of battle droids, which had now realized they were facing a rearguard action as well.

Anakin knew he wasn’t actually thinking at this point. An odd moment of mental separation left him able to run on some buried instinct at the same time as part of him took a step back and observed it all, both fascinated and appalled. His body had bypassed his higher brain functions, moving him around the battlefield without his consent. He was aware of the position of every droid, every clone trooper, but not consciously; he could see Kenobi’s blue lightsaber blade, flashing intermittently through a smoky forest of battle droids. The noise was deafening—screaming, ripping metal, explosions so loud that they felt like a punch high in the chest—but he wasn’t sure he was hearing or even listening. It was … a kind of blindness where he could still somehow see.

Images flared and vanished in front of him like flash-frames. He was swinging his lightsaber into a group of Tusken Raiders. You killed my mother. Now it’s your turn. It was a memory; he’d done exactly that. For a split second, he wasn’t sure if he was looking at droids or Sand People. He simply spun around the droid lines, swinging and slashing, buoyed up on a wave of reflexes. Metal fragments flashed past his face. Some veered away at angles, deflected not by his lightsaber but an instinctive and unthinking Force push. One moment he was rising explosively from a squat into the looming shadow of an SBD, thrusting his lightsaber through its chest, the next he was leaping onto the back of a battle droid and ripping off its head with a Force-assisted stranglehold.

And he could still glimpse Tuskens he didn’t want to see, solid ghosts, running for cover in the forest of falling droids as white armored troopers charged, fired, and even vibrobladed them. He sprinted after one: but Rex now stood right in front of him, smashing the butt of his DC-15 rifle hard down on a battle droid’s fragile neck as it lay struggling to get up. Rex was almost casual. The clone hammered the droid right-handed as he reached into his belt pouch with his left hand to grab a reload. He barely paused as he snapped the new energy pack into its housing and started firing again. Another droid turned on him—perhaps to aid its fallen comrade, perhaps not—and got a faceful of blasterfire.

Anakin struggled to shut out the memory of the Tusken Raiders. They vanished. But in the melee he saw a tall gold figure with long black claws; a Blood Carver called Ke Daiv. He’d killed him, too, years ago.

It’s not darkness.

I’m not dark.

This isn’t anger—

It was okay; they’d always told him so. He was fighting to save his men, and if he did terrible things out of compassion, out of love, then he wasn’t turning to the dark side. That was the Jedi way.

For my mother. For my men. For Padmé.

His body carried on anyway. He swung his blade through metal bodies as easily as if he were cutting grass. Rex and the clone troopers fought as hard as he did, as pumped with adrenaline as he was, too desperate to feel their own natural fear—and yet at that moment they felt unlike him in the Force, devoid only of that singular crazed frenzy, that throat-closing … rage.

I’m not turning dark.

This has to be done.

Don’t stop to think: it’ll get you killed.

Anakin shook off the doubt, but it scared him more than death. He charged past Rex into the next rank of droids, almost choking on smoke and flying dust. The thing within swept him along the way it had when he wiped out the Tusken village for his mother’s murder, a strangely cold frenzy, equally consuming, equally animal in its intensity.

He went on killing. Somehow it didn’t matter that those who fell before his lightsaber this time were droids. It was all the same to him. He leaped from octuptarra to octuptarra, driving his blade deep into each droid’s sphere as he went. He felt that he could keep going for eternity, never running out of this—

Not rage. Not rage.

Whatever it was, he had to let it out.

The droids were crushed against one another, unable to maneuver. Clones pressed in on them, firing point-blank into their weak points. Shrapnel flew, peppering noisily against clone armor.

“Anakin!” Obi-Wan yelled. He whirled his lightsaber around his head and took out two battle droids in one sweep, cut in half at the waist joint. “Come on!”

Anakin suddenly ran out of droids. The cacophony of battle noise stopped. He was now face-to-face with Kenobi, and they were standing on a carpet of dismembered and shattered droids. A sudden silence descended on the battlefield, the kind that left Anakin’s ears ringing.

“Are you okay, Anakin?” Kenobi was staring into his face as if he’d seen something.

Anakin took a deep, steadying breath. For a moment, Tuskens, Blood Carvers, and enemy droids were all gone. “Yes, Master.” He turned to check how many of his men were wounded. “Rex? Let’s evac as many as we can while we—”

But it was just a lull in the storm. The sound carried from farther up the road, that chunk-chunk-chunk again.

Another wave of droids.

“We’re going to need reinforcements, fast,” Anakin said.

Kenobi looked up as if he expected a ship to appear on demand. “I still can’t get a comlink signal through to the admiral. Must be atmospheric conditions.”

“Let’s get these guys out, anyway,” Rex said wearily. A trooper was calling for a medic; two men picked their way through the droid debris to a fallen man Anakin could see only as a tangle of limbs. There were at least a dozen troopers down. “Come on—I said, let’s get these guys clear! Move it!”

The clones had been heavily outnumbered, but they were human—agile, motivated, and smart. The droids were just machines. They fell victim to their sheer numbers and inflexibility in every sense. Stick them in a tight spot, and they couldn’t avoid one another’s arc of fire, or even move. They had no room to fight the way they were programmed to. They couldn’t use a rifle as a club like Rex would, or drop a grenade into a hatch and jump clear like Sergeant Coric, or care enough about their brothers’ lives to fight like crazy men, or even think. They were machines. Just dumb machines.

I just destroyed machines. I didn’t kill.

Anakin felt as if he were sobering up after a drinking spree, but he’d never been drunk. The moment left him disoriented and embarrassed in a way he didn’t understand. He shook himself out of it. More droids were coming, and there were wounded men to evacuate. He rushed to check the casualties with Kenobi and Rex, helping those he could, moving those he couldn’t. Chunk-chunk-chunk.

“Patience, clankers,” Rex muttered, hauling a trooper by his shoulders into the shelter of a doorway. Anakin took the man’s legs. “I’ll get back to you soon.”

And then the metallic marching stopped. Anakin strained to listen; the close explosions must have affected his hearing. But he wasn’t imagining it. He could see them now, a line of metal statues seeming to wait for orders.

The droid advance had ground to a halt.

“Let’s hope that doesn’t mean they’re moving long-range artillery into position,” Kenobi said. He wiped the back of his glove across his mouth, smearing dust and droid oil across his beard. The wretched things scattered debris and fluids for meters when hit. “We can’t take much more of this.”

Anakin heard it even before he felt it. It was a very distinctive sound, pure music. He looked up at the same moment Rex did, and what he saw was possibly even more wonderful than it sounded. It was so arresting that he almost missed the droids up ahead doing a sudden, crisp about-turn and marching away again.

An armed Republic shuttle banked above the street and veered off toward the plaza.

“That’s more like it,” Rex said. His shoulders sagged slightly, a blend of relief and fatigue. “They don’t like the odds now.”

Anakin turned to Kenobi, trying to look unmoved. He wanted to cheer. But it wasn’t a very Jedi thing to do. “They’re pulling back, Master. Looks like the reinforcements have made them see sense. Come on, Rex, let’s give them a proper welcome.”

“Where’s the cruiser?” Rex asked, tapping his finger against the side of his helmet as if having comm problems. “I’m not picking up anything within landing range.”

“It’ll be here,” Kenobi said, exuding energy. As always, he seemed—felt—invigorated by a fight. Anakin wondered if he had those frenzied killing moments too. Kenobi hooked his lightsaber to his belt and jogged toward the plaza, where they’d set up a landing area. “Time for reinforcements, supplies, and perhaps my new Padawan.”

Anakin’s stomach sank a little. Dead weight. It distracted him from his brush with darkness—not darkness, no—and he seized it. A change of problem really was as good as a rest. “This isn’t the time or the place to train a Padawan, Master. They’re a liability.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Kenobi picked up speed. He broke into a steady run and pulled ahead. “You weren’t. Most of the time, anyway …”

“Most?”

“The best way to learn is on the job, after all. You should ask Master Yoda for your own Padawan, Anakin. You have a lot to teach. I really think you should.”

“No, thanks.” Anakin glanced at Rex and raised an eyebrow to Kenobi’s back. The captain shrugged. “I’ll teach when I think I’ve got experience worth passing on. And a learner would slow me down. We don’t have the luxury of time at the moment.”

Anakin could have sworn Rex was amused. He couldn’t see his face behind that T-shaped visor, but he noticed a slight dip of the chin and felt his mood in the Force. Then the man gave him a discreet thumbs-up.

Anakin winked. Thanks, Rex.

The gunship touched down between two cannon emplacements, and the ramp went down. But no fresh clone troopers disembarked, or even supply droids steering fully-laden repulsors and ammunition crates.

A little female Togruta stepped onto the plaza instead. A tiny girl. A child.

Kenobi stood transfixed. “What’s that youngling doing here? Where’s the ship? Where’s Hunter?”

The little Togruta drew herself up to her full height—which wasn’t saying much—and craned her neck to look up at Kenobi. “Master Yoda was worried that you hadn’t reported in, and he couldn’t reach you, so he sent me with a message.”

“Sent you?” Kenobi said. “So where’s the cruiser? Where are our reinforcements? Our support?”

“The ship dropped me off. Master Yoda wants you to return to the Temple right away. There’s an emergency.”

“Funny, we’ve got one of those too, in case you hadn’t noticed.” Anakin gestured over his shoulder at the palls of smoke still rising into the air. He didn’t dare look at Rex in case the dismay rising in his throat was contagious. After the blissful relief of the droid retreat, the realization that they were still under siege slapped him back hard. There was no end in sight, no resupply, no comm to Padmé to let her know he was fine. “Are you telling me they never got our signals asking for help?”

“I don’t think they did. Perhaps we can relay a message via the cruiser that brought me.”

“And who are you?”

“I’m Padawan Ahsoka Tano,” she said.

“Ah, my new apprentice.” Kenobi gave her a polite bow, as if grateful to salvage at least something from the situation. “Nothing like being thrown in at the deep end.”

Ahsoka looked a little uncomfortable for a moment, then smiled as if she’d nailed it on with grim determination just to keep their spirits up.

“No, Master, I’m not your assigned Padawan.” She turned to Anakin and bowed. “I’m yours, Master Skywalker.”


REBELLION
(0–5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

This is the period of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy—A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi—in which a ragtag band of Rebels battles the Empire, and Luke Skywalker learns the ways of the Force and must avoid his father’s fate.

During this time, the Empire controls nearly the entire settled galaxy. Out in the Rim worlds, Imperial stormtroopers suppress uprisings with brutal efficiency, many alien species have been enslaved, and entire star systems are brutally exploited by the Empire’s war machine. In the central systems, however, most citizens support the Empire, weighing misgivings about its harsh methods against the memories of the horror and chaos of the Clone Wars. Few dare to openly oppose Emperor Palpatine’s rule.

But the Rebel Alliance is growing. Rebel cells strike in secret from hidden bases scattered among the stars, encouraging some of the braver Senators to speak out against the Empire. When the Rebels learn that the Empire is building the Death Star, a space station with enough firepower to destroy entire planets, Princess Leia Organa, who represents her homeworld, Alderaan, in the Senate and is secretly a high-ranking member of the Rebel Alliance, receives the plans for the battle station and flees in search of the exiled Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi.

Thus begin the events that lead her to meet the smuggler and soon-to-be hero Han Solo, to discover her long-lost brother, Luke Skywalker, and to help the Rebellion take down the Emperor and restore democracy to the galaxy: the events of the three films A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi.

If you’re a reader looking for places to jump in and explore the Rebellion-era novels, here are five great places to start:


• Death Star, by Michael Reaves and Steve Perry: The story of the construction of the massive battle station, touching on the lives of the builders, planners, soldiers, and support staff who populate the monstrous vessel, as well as the masterminds behind the design and those who intend to make use of it: the Emperor and Darth Vader.

• The Mandalorian Armor, by K. W. Jeter: The famous bounty hunter Boba Fett stars in a twisty tale of betrayal within the galactic underworld, highlighted by a riveting confrontation between bounty hunters and a band of Hutts.

• Shadows of the Empire, by Steve Perry: A tale of the shadowy parts of the Empire and an underworld criminal mastermind who is out to kill Luke Skywalker, while our other heroes try to figure out how to rescue Han Solo, who has been frozen in carbonite for delivery to Jabba the Hutt.

• Tales of the Bounty Hunters, edited by Kevin J. Anderson: The bounty hunters summoned by Darth Vader to capture the Millennium Falcon tell their stories in this anthology of short tales, culminating with Daniel Keys Moran’s elegiac “The Last One Standing.”

• Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor, by Matthew Stover: A tale set shortly after the events of Return of the Jedi, in which Luke must defeat the flamboyant dark sider known as Lord Shadowspawn while the pilots of Rogue Squadron duel his servants amid tumbling asteroids.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rebellion era.
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CHAPTER 1

THE CORELLIAN QUEEN WAS A LEGEND: THE GREATEST luxury liner ever to ply the spaceways, an interstellar pleasure palace forever beyond the grasp of all but the galaxy’s super-elite—beings whose wealth transcended description. Rumor had it that for the price of a single cocktail in one of the Queen’s least-exclusive dining clubs, one might buy a starship; for the price of a meal, one could buy not only the starship, but the port in which it docked, and the factory that had built it. A being could not simply pay for a berth on the Corellian Queen; mere wealth would never suffice. To embark upon the ultimate journey into hedonistic excess, one first had to demonstrate that one’s breeding and manners were as exquisite as would be the pain of paying one’s bar bill. All of which made the Corellian Queen one of the most irresistible terrorist targets ever: who better to terrorize than the elite of the Elite, the Powers among the powerful, the greatest of the Great?

And so when some presumably unscrupulous routing clerk in the vast midreaches of the Nebula Line corporation quietly offered for sale, to select parties from Kindlabethia to Nar Shaddaa, a hint as to the route of the Corellian Queen’s upcoming cruise, it attracted considerable interest.

Two pertinent facts remained concealed, however, from the winning bidder. The first pertinent fact was that this presumably unscrupulous routing clerk was neither unscrupulous nor, in fact, a routing clerk, but was a skilled and resourceful agent of the intelligence service of the New Republic. The second pertinent fact was that the Corellian Queen was not cruising at all that season, having been replaced by a breakaway disposable shell built to conceal a substantial fraction of a starfighter wing, led by—as was customary in such operations—the crack pilots of Rogue Squadron.

IT WAS APPROXIMATELY THE MOMENT THAT R4-G7 squalled a proximity alarm through his X-wing’s sensor panel and his HUD lit up with image codes for six TIE Defenders on his tail that Lieutenant Derek “Hobbie” Klivian, late of the Alliance to Restore Freedom to the Galaxy, currently of the New Republic, began to suspect that Commander Antilles’s brilliant ambush had never been brilliant at all, not even a little, and he said so. In no uncertain terms. Stripped of its blistering profanity, his comment was “Wedge? This plan was stupid. You hear me? Stupid, stupid, stuYOW—!”

The yow was a product of multiple cannon hits that disintegrated his right dorsal cannon and most of the extended wing it had been attached to. This kicked his fighter into a tumble that he fought with both hands on the yoke and both feet kicking attitude jets and almost had under control until the pair of the Defenders closest on his tail blossomed into expanding spheres of flame and debris fragments. The twin shock fronts overtook him at exactly the wrong instant and sent him flipping end-over-end straight at another Defender formation streaking toward him head-on. Then tail-on, then head-on again, and so forth.

His ship’s comlink crackled as Wedge Antilles’s fighter flashed past him close enough that he could see the grin on the commander’s face. “That’s ‘stupid plan, sir,’ Lieutenant.”

“I suppose you think that’s funny.”

“Well, if he doesn’t,” put in Hobbie’s wingman, “I sure do.”

“When I want your opinion, Janson, I’ll dust your ship and scan for it in the wreckage.” The skewed whirl of stars around his cockpit gave his stomach a yank that threatened to make the slab of smoked terrafin loin he’d had for breakfast violently reemerge. Struggling grimly with the controls, he managed to angle his ship’s whirl just a hair, which let him twitch his ship’s nose toward the four pursuing marauders as he spun. Red fire lashed from his three surviving cannons, and the Defenders’ formation split open like an overripe snekfruit.

Hobbie only dusted one with the cannons, but the pair of proximity-fused flechette torpedoes he had thoughtfully triggered at the same time flared in diverging arcs to intercept the enemy fighters; these torpedo arcs terminated in spectacular explosions that cracked the three remaining Defenders like rotten snuffle eggs.

“Now, that was satisfying,” he said, still fighting his controls to stabilize the crippled X-wing. “Eyeball soufflé!”

“Better watch it, Hobbie—keep that up, and somebody might start to think you can fly that thing.”

“Are you in this fight, Janson? Or are you just gonna hang back and smirk while I do all the heavy lifting?”

“Haven’t decided yet.” Wes Janson’s X-wing came out of nowhere, streaking in a tight bank across Hobbie’s subjective vertical. “Maybe I can lend a hand. Or, say, a couple torps.”

Two brilliant blue stars leapt from Janson’s torpedo tubes and streaked for the oncoming TIEs.

“Uh, Wes?” Hobbie said, flinching. “Those weren’t the flechette torps, were they?”

“Sure. What else?”

“Have you noticed that I’m currently having just a little trouble maneuvering?”

“What do you mean?” Janson asked as though honestly puzzled. Then, after a second spent watching Hobbie’s ship tumbling helplessly directly toward his torpedoes’ targets, he said, “Oh. Uh … sorry?”

The flechette torpedoes carried by Rogue Squadron had been designed and built specifically for this operation, and they had one primary purpose: to take out TIE Defenders.

The TIE Defender was the Empire’s premier space-superiority fighter. It was faster and more maneuverable than the Incom T-65 (better known as the X-wing); faster even than the heavily modified and updated 65Bs of Rogue Squadron. The Defender was also more heavily armed, packing twin ion cannons to supplement its lasers, as well as dual-use launch tubes that could fire either proton torpedoes or concussion missiles. The shields generated by its twin Novaldex deflector generators were nearly as powerful as those found on capital ships. However, the Defenders were not equipped with particle shields, depending instead on their titanium-reinforced hull to absorb the impact of material objects.

Each proton torpedo shell had been loaded with thousands of tiny jagged bits of durasteel, packed around a core of conventional explosive. On detonation, these tiny bits of durasteel became an expanding sphere of shrapnel; though traveling with respectable velocity of their own, they were most effective when set off in the path of oncoming Defenders, because impact energy, after all, is determined by relative velocity. At starfighter combat speeds, flying into a cloud of durasteel pellets could transform one’s ship from a starfighter into a very, very expensive cheese grater.

The four medial fighters of the oncoming Defender formation hit the flechette cloud and just … shredded. The lateral wingers managed to bank off an instant before they would have been overtaken by two sequential detonations, as the explosion of one Defender’s power core triggered the other three’s cores an eyeblink later, so that the unfortunate Lieutenant Klivian was now tumbling directly toward a miniature plasma nebula that blazed with enough hard radiation to cook him like a bantha steak on an obsidian fry-rock at double noon on Tatooine.

“You’re not gonna make it, Hobbie,” Janson called. “Punch out.”

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Hobbie snarled under his breath, still struggling grimly with the X-wing’s controls. The fighter’s tumble began to slow. “I’ve got it, Wes!”

“No, you don’t! Punch out, Hobbie—PUNCH OUT!”

“I’ve got it—I’m gonna make it! I’m gonna—” He was interrupted by the final flip of his X-wing, which brought his nose into line with the sight of the leading edge of the spherical debris field expanding toward him at a respectable fraction of lightspeed, and Hobbie Klivian, acknowledged master of both profanity and obscenity, human and otherwise, not to mention casual vulgarities from a dozen species and hundreds of star systems, found that he had nothing to say except, “Aw, nuts.”

He stood the X-wing on its tail, sublights blasting for a tangent, but he had learned long ago that of all the Rogues, he was the one who should know better than to trust his luck. He reached for the eject trigger.

Just as his hand found the trigger, the ship jounced and clanged as if he had his head trapped inside a Wookiee dinner gong at nightmeal. The metaphorical Wookiee cook must have been hungry, too, because the clanging went on and on and kept getting louder, and the eject still, mysteriously, didn’t seem to be working at all. This mystery was solved, however, by the brief shriek of atmosphere through a ragged fist-sized hole in the X-wing’s canopy. This hole was ragged because, Hobbie discovered, the fragment that had made this opening had been slowed by punching through the X-wing’s titanium-alloy ventral armor. Not to mention the X-wing’s control panel, where it had not only ripped away the entire eject trigger assembly, but had vaporized Hobbie’s left hand.

He glared at his vacant wrist with more annoyance than shock or panic; instead of blood or cauterized flesh, his wrist jetted only sparks and smoke from overheated servomotors. He hadn’t had a real left arm since sometime before Yavin.

Of more concern was the continuing shriek of escaping atmosphere, because he discovered that it was coming from his environment suit’s nitroxy generator.

He thought, Oh, this sucks. After everything he had survived in the Galactic Civil War, he was about to be killed by a minor equipment malfunction. He amended his previous thought: This really sucks.

He didn’t bother to say it out loud, because there wasn’t enough air in his cockpit to carry the sound.

There being no other useful thing he could do with his severed left wrist, he jammed it into the hole in his canopy. His suit’s autoseal plastered itself to the jagged edges, but the nitroxy generator didn’t seem mollified; in fact, it was starting to feel like he had an unshielded fusion core strapped to his spine.

Oh, yeah, he thought. The other hole. He palmed the cockpit harness’s snap release, twisted, and stretched out his left leg, feeling downward with the toe of his boot. He found a hole—and the rising pressure sucked the entire boot right out the bottom of his fighter before the autoseal engaged to close that hole, too. He felt another impact or two down there, but he couldn’t really tell if something might have ripped his foot off.

It had been a few years since he’d had his original left leg.

With the cockpit sealed, his nitroxy unit gradually calmed down, filling the space with a breathable atmosphere that smelled only faintly of scorched hair, and he began to think he might live through this after all. His only problem now was that he was deharnessed and stretched sideways in an extraordinarily uncomfortable twist that left him unable to even turn his head enough to see where he was going. “Arfour,” he said quietly, “can you please get us back to the PRP?”

His current position did let him see, however, his astromech’s response to the task of navigating toward the primary rendezvous point, which was a spit of gap sparks and a halo of sporadic electrical discharge from what was left of its turret dome. Which was slightly less than half.

He sighed. “Okay, ejection failure. And astromech damage. Crippled here,” he said into his comm. “Awaiting manual pickup.”

“Little busy right now, Hobbie. We’ll get to you after we dust these TIEs.”

“Take your time. I’m not going anywhere. Except, y’know, thataway. Slowly. Real slowly.”

He spent the rest of the battle hoping for a bit of help from the Force when Wedge sent out the pickup detail. Please, he prayed silently, please let it be Tycho. Or Nin, or Standro. Anyone but Janson.

He continued this plea as a sort of meditation, kind of the way Luke would talk about this stuff: he closed his eyes and visualized Wedge himself showing up to tow his X-wing back to the jump point. After a while, he found this image unconvincing—somehow he was never that lucky—and so he cycled through the other Rogues, and when those began to bore him, he decided it’d be Luke himself. Or Leia. Or, say, Wynssa Starflare, who always managed to look absolutely stellar as the strong, independent damsel-sometimes-in-distress in those prewar Imperial holodramas, because, y’know, as long as he was imagining something that was never gonna happen, he might as well make it entertaining.

It turned out to be entertaining enough that he managed to pass the balance of the battle drifting off to sleep with a smile on his face.

This smile lasted right up to the point where a particularly brilliant flash stabbed through his eyelids and he awoke, glumly certain that whatever had exploded right next to his ship was finally about to snuff him. But then there came another flash, and another, and with a painful twist of his body he was able to see Wes Janson’s fighter cruising alongside, only meters away. He was also able to see the handheld imager Janson had pressed against his cockpit’s canopy, with which Janson continued to snap picture after picture.

Hobbie closed his eyes again. He would have preferred the explosion.

“Just had to get a few shots.” Janson’s grin was positively wicked. “You look like some kind of weird cross between a starfighter pilot and a Batravian gumplucker.”

Hobbie shook his head exhaustedly; dealing with Janson’s pathetic excuse for a sense of humor always made him tired. “Wes, I don’t even know what that is.”

“Sure you do, Hobbie. A starfighter pilot is a guy who flies an X-wing without getting blown up. Check the Basic Dictionary. Though I can understand how you’d get confused.”

“No, I mean the—” Hobbie bit his lip hard enough that he tasted blood. “Um, Wes?”

“Yeah, buddy?”

“Have I told you today how much I really, really hate you?”

“Oh, sure—your lips say ‘I hate you,’ but your eyes say—”

“That someday I’ll murder you in your sleep?”

Janson chuckled. “More or less.”

“It’s all over, huh?”

“This part is. Most of ’em got away.”

“How many’d we lose?”

“Just Eight and Eleven. But Avan and Feylis ejected clean. Nothing a couple weeks in a bacta tank won’t cure. And then there’s my Batravian gumplucker wingman …”

“You’re the wingman, knucklehead. Maybe I should say, wingnut.” Hobbie sighed again. “I guess Wedge is happy, anyway. Everything’s proceeding according to plan …”

“I HATE when you say that.”

“Yeah? How come?”

“Don’t know. It just … gives me the whingeing jimmies. Let me get this tow cable attached, and you might as well sleep; it’s a long cruise to the PRP.”

“Suits me just fine,” Hobbie said, closing his eyes again. “I have this dream I really want to get back to …”

“GOOD JOB, WEDGE.” GENERAL LANDO CALRISSIAN, commander of Special Operations for the New Republic, nodded grave approval toward the flickering bluish holoform of Wedge Antilles that hovered a centimeter above his console. “No casualties?”

“Nothing serious, General. Hobbie—Lieutenant Klivian—needs another left hand …”

Lando smiled. “How many does that make, all told?”

“I’ve lost count. How’s it going on your end?”

“Good and less than good.” Lando punched up his readout of the tracking report. “Looks like our marauders are based in the Taspan system.”

Wedge’s brilliant plan had become brilliant entirely by necessity; the usual method of locating a hidden marauder base—subjecting a captured pilot or two to a neural probe—had turned out to be much more difficult than anyone could have anticipated. Shadowspawn seemed very determined to maintain his privacy; through dozens of raids over nearly two months, many deep inside Republic territory and costing thousands of civilian lives, not one of Shadowspawn’s marauders had ever been taken alive.

This was more than a simple refusal to surrender, though the marauders had shown a distressing tendency, when they found themselves in imminent danger, to shout out words to the effect of For Shadowspawn and the Empire! Forward the Restoration! and blow themselves up. Forensic engineers examining wreckage of destroyed TIE Defenders hypothesized that the starfighters were equipped with some unexplained type of deadman interlock, which would destroy the ship—and obliterate the pilot—even if the pilot merely lost consciousness.

The brilliant part of Wedge’s brilliant plan had been to conceal hundreds of thousands of miniature solidstate transponders among the flechettes inside Rogue Squadron’s custom-made torpedoes, before giving the marauders a fairly decent pasting and letting the rest escape. Unlike ordinary tracking devices, these transponders gave off no signal of their own—thus requiring no power supply, and rendering them effectively undetectable. These transponders were entirely inert until triggered by a very specific subspace signal, which they then echoed in a very specific way. And since the only transponders of this very specific type in the entire galaxy were loaded in Rogue Squadron’s torpedo tubes, drifting at the ambush point in deep space along the Corellian Run, and lodged in various parts of the armored hulls of a certain group of TIE Defenders, locating the system to which said Defenders had fled was actually not complicated at all.

Wedge’s holoform took on a vaguely puzzled look. “Taspan. Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it …”

“The Inner Rim, off the Hydian Way.”

“That would be the less-than-good part.”

“Yeah. No straight lanes in or out—and most of the legs run through systems still held by Imperials.”

“Almost makes you wish for one of Palpatine’s old planet-killers.”

“Almost.” Lando’s smile had faded, and he didn’t sound like he was joking. “The Empire had a weapons facility on Taspan II—it’s where they tested their various designs of gravity-well projectors—”

“That’s it!” The image snapped its fingers silently, the sound eliminated by the holoprojector’s noise filter. “The Big Crush!”

Lando nodded. “The Big Crush.”

“I heard there was nothing left at Taspan but an asteroid field, like the Graveyard of Alderaan.”

“There’s an inner planet—Taspan I is a minor resort world called Mindor. Not well known, but really beautiful; my parents had a summer house there when I was a kid.”

“Any progress on this Shadowspawn character himself?”

“We’ve only managed to determine that no one by that name was ever registered as an Imperial official. Clearly an assumed identity.”

“The guy’s got to be some kind of nutjob.”

“I doubt it. His choice of base is positively inspired; the debris from the Big Crush hasn’t had time to settle into stable orbits.”

“So it is like the Graveyard of Alderaan.”

“It’s worse, Wedge. A lot worse.”

Wedge’s image appeared to be giving a low whistle; the holoprojector’s noise filter screened it out. “Sounds ugly. How are we supposed to get at them?”

“You’re not.” Lando took a deep breath before continuing. “This is exactly the type of situation for which we developed the Rapid Response Task Force.”

Wedge’s image gave a slow, understanding nod. “Hit ’em with our Big Stick, then. Slap ’em good and run like hell.”

“It’s the best shot we’ve got.”

“You’re probably right; you usually are. But it’ll sting, to not be there.”

“Right enough. But we have other problems—and the RRTF is in very capable hands.”

“Got that right.” Wedge suddenly grinned. “Speaking of those capable hands, pass along my regards to General Skywalker, will you?”

“I will do that, Wedge. I will indeed.”


THE NEW REPUBLIC
(5–25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of Emperor Palpatine—the climactic conclusion of Return of the Jedi—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the loyal Imperials settles in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters found a galactic governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and warships are donated to the cause, as New Republic military leaders forge plans to seize Imperial fortress worlds, invade the Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually, the Imperial Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the New Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and democratic government to the galaxy.

At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own lives. Han and Leia marry … but before the birth of their twins, Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again torn asunder by war, as the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against the New Republic. Even after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial forces forge on, harrying the New Republic and Luke’s nascent Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi Order from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue warlords add to the chaos and push the New Republic back a step for every two steps it takes forward in its quest for peace and prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the New Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name Anakin, after his grandfather, is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom he helps bring into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry.

Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the young galactic government and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic and the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the answer to the question … “What happened after the movies?”

If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here are three great starting points:


• X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that switch smoothly and easily between entertaining repartee and tense battlefield action.

• Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the elements that made the movies great—space battles, intriguing villains, and derring-do.

• Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic heroes Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything from military forensics to the nature of the Force.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Republic era.
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You’re good, Corran, but you’re no Luke Skywalker. Corran Horn’s cheeks still burned at the memory of Commander Antilles’s evaluation of his last simulator exercise. The line had been a simple comment, not meant to be cruel nor delivered that way, but it cut deep into Corran. I’ve never tried to suggest I’m that good of a pilot.

He shook his head. No, you just wanted it to be self-evident and easily recognized by everyone around you. Reaching out he flicked the starter switches for the X-wing simulator’s engines. “Green One has four starts and is go.” All around him in the cockpit various switches, buttons, and monitors flashed to life. “Primary and secondary power is at full.”

Ooryl Qrygg, his Gand wingman, reported similar start-up success in a high-pitched voice. “Green Two is operational.”

Green Three and Four checked in, then the external screens came alive projecting an empty starfield. “Whistler, have you finished the navigation calculations?”

The green and white R2 unit seated behind Corran hooted, then the navdata spilled out over Corran’s main monitor. He punched a button sending the same coordinates out to the other pilots in Green Flight. “Go to light speed and rendezvous on the Redemption.”

As Corran engaged the X-wing’s hyperdrive, the stars elongated themselves into white cylinders, then snapped back into pinpoints and began to revolve slowly, transforming themselves into a tunnel of white light. Corran fought the urge to use the stick to compensate for the roll. In space, and especially hyperspace, up and down were relative. How his ship moved through hyperspace didn’t really matter—as long as it remained on the course Whistler had calculated and had attained sufficient velocity before entering hyperspace, he’d arrive intact.

Flying into a black hole would actually make this run easier. Every pilot dreaded the Redemption run. The scenario was based on an Imperial attack on evacuation ships back before the first Death Star had been destroyed. While the Redemption waited for three Medevac shuttles and the corvette Korolev to dock and off-load wounded, the Imperial frigate Warspite danced around the system and dumped out TIE fighters and added bombers to the mix to do as much damage as they could.

The bombers, with a full load of missiles, could do a lot of damage. All the pilots called the Redemption scenario by another name: the Requiem scenario. The Warspite would only deploy four starfighters and a half-dozen bombers—known in pilot slang as “eyeballs” and “dupes” respectively—but it would do so in a pattern that made it all but impossible for the pilots to save the Korolev. The corvette was just one big target, and the TIE bombers had no trouble unloading all their missiles into it.

Stellar pinpoints elongated again as the fighter came out of hyperspace. Off to the port side Corran saw the Redemption. Moments later Whistler reported that the other fighters and all three Medevac shuttles had arrived. The fighters checked in and the first shuttle began its docking maneuver with the Redemption.

“Green One, this is Green Four.”

“Go ahead, Four.”

“By the book, or are we doing something fancy?”

Corran hesitated before answering. By book, Nawara Ven had referred to the general wisdom about the scenario. It stated that one pilot should play fleethund and race out to engage the first TIE flight while the other three fighters remained in close as backup. As long as three fighters stayed at home, it appeared, the Warspite dropped ships off at a considerable distance from the Korolev. When they didn’t, it got bolder and the whole scenario became very bloody.

The problem with going by the book was that it wasn’t a very good strategy. It meant one pilot had to deal with five TIEs—two eyeballs and three dupes—all by himself, then turn around and engage five more. Even with them coming in waves, the chances of being able to succeed against those odds were slim.

Doing it any other way was disastrous. Besides, what loyal son of Corellia ever had any use for odds?

“By the book. Keep the home fires burning and pick up after me.”

“Done. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” Corran reached up with his right hand and pressed it against the lucky charm he wore on a chain around his neck. Though he could barely feel the coin through his gloves and the thick material of his flight suit, the familiar sensation of the metal resting against his breastbone brought a smile to his face. It worked for you a lot, Dad, let’s hope all its luck hasn’t run out yet.

He openly acknowledged that he’d been depending quite a bit on luck to see him through the difficulties of settling in with the Alliance forces. Learning the slang took some work—moving from calling TIE starfighters “eyeballs” to calling Interceptors “squints” made a certain amount of sense, but many other terms had been born of logic that escaped him. Everything about the Rebellion seemed odd in comparison to his previous life and fitting in had not been easy.

Nor will be winning this scenario.

The Korolev materialized and moved toward the Redemption, prompting Corran to begin his final check. He’d mulled the scenario over in his mind time and time again. In previous runs, when he served as a home guard to someone else’s fleethund, he’d had Whistler record traces on the TIE timing patterns, flight styles, and attack vectors. While different cadets flew the TIE half of the simulations, the craft dictated their performance and a lot of their initial run sequence had been preprogrammed.

A sharp squawk from Whistler alerted Corran to the Warspite’s arrival. “Great, eleven klicks aft.” Pulling the stick around to the right, Corran brought the X-wing into a wide turn. At the end of it he punched the throttle up to full power. Hitting another switch up to the right, he locked the S-foils into attack position. “Green One engaging.”

Rhysati’s voice came cool and strong through the radio. “Be all over them like drool on a Hutt.”

“I’ll do my best, Green Three.” Corran smiled and waggled the X-wing as he flew back through the Alliance formation and out toward the Warspite. Whistler announced the appearance of three TIE bombers with a low tone, then brought the sound up as two TIE fighters joined them.

“Whistler, tag the bombers as targets one, two, and three.” As the R2 unit complied with that order, Corran pushed shield power full to front and brought his laser targeting program up on the main monitor. With his left hand he adjusted the sighting calibration knob on the stick and got the two fighters. Good, looks like three klicks between the eyeballs and the bombers.

Corran’s right hand again brushed the coin beneath his flight suit. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then settled his hand on the stick and let his thumb hover over the firing button. At two klicks the heads-up display painted a yellow box around the lead TIE fighter. The box went green as the fighter’s image locked into the HUD’s targeting cross and Whistler’s shrill bleat filled the cockpit. Corran’s thumb hit the button, sending three bursts of laser bolts at the lead fighter.

The first set missed but the second and third blasted through the spherical cockpit. The hexagonal solar panels snapped off and spun forward through space while the ion engines exploded into an expanding ball of incandescent gas.

Corran kicked the X-wing up in a ninety-degree snap-roll and sliced through the center of the explosion. Laser fire from the second fighter lit up his forward shields, making it impossible for him to get a good visual line on the TIE. Whistler yowled, complaining about being a target. Corran hurried a shot and knew he hit, but the TIE flashed past and continued on in at the Korolev.

Time to write a new chapter for the book on the Requiem scenario. Corran throttled back almost all the way to zero and let the X-wing decelerate. “Whistler, bring up target one.”

The image of the first TIE bomber filled his monitor. Corran switched over to proton torpedo target control. The HUD changed to a larger box and Whistler began beeping as he worked supplying data to the targeting computer for a missile lock.

“Green One, your velocity is down to one percent. Do you need help?”

“Negative, Green Two.”

“Corran, what are you doing?”

“Making the book a short story.” I hope.

The HUD went red and Whistler’s tone became constant. Corran punched the button and launched the first missile. “Acquire target two.” The HUD flashed yellow, then red, and the pilot launched the second missile.

Numbers scrolled away to zero as the missiles streaked in at their targets. Two kilometers away the first missile hit, shredding the first TIE bomber. Seconds later the second missile hit its target. A novalike explosion lit the simulator’s cockpit, then melted into the blackness of space.

“Acquire target three.”

Even as he gave the order he knew the rate of closure between the bomber and his ship would make the last missile shot all but impossible. “Cancel three.” Corran throttled up again as the third bomber sailed past and brought his ship around. He switched back to laser targeting and climbed right up on the bomber’s stern.

The dupe’s pilot tried to evade him. He juked the double-hulled ship to the left, then started a long turn to the right, but Corran was of no mind to lose him. He cut his speed, which kept the bomber in front of him, then followed it in its turn. As he leveled out again on its tail, he triggered two laser bursts and the targeting computer reported hull damage.

The bomber’s right wing came up in a roll and Corran did the same thing. Had he continued to fly level, the X-wing’s lasers would have passed on either side of the bomber’s fuselage, giving the bomber a few seconds more of life. Keeping the bomber centered in his crosshairs, Corran hit twice more and the bulky craft disintegrated before him.

Pushing his throttle to full, Corran scanned for the fighter he’d missed. He found it two klicks out and going in toward the Korolev. He also found five more TIEs coming in from the other side of the corvette, eighteen kilometers away. Damn, the bomber took more time than I had to give it.

He brought the torpedo targeting program back up and locked on to the remaining fighter. The HUD seemed to take forever before it went red and acquired a lock. Corran fired a missile and watched it blast through the fighter, then turned his attention to the new TIEs.

“Green One, do you want us to engage?”

Corran shook his head. “Negative, Two. Warspite is still here and could dump another flight.” He sighed. “Move to intercept the fighters, but don’t go beyond a klick from the Korolev.”

“On it.”

Good, they can tie the fighters up while I dust these dupes. Corran studied the navigational data Whistler was giving him. The Korolev, the bombers, and his X-wing formed a shrinking triangle. If he flew directly at the bombers he would end up flying in an arc, which would take more time than he had and let them get close enough to launch their missiles at the corvette. That would be less than useless as far as he was concerned.

“Whistler, plot me an intercept point six klicks out from the Korolev.”

The R2 whistled blithely, as if that calculation was so simple even Corran should have been able to do it in his head. Steering toward it, Corran saw he’d have just over a minute to deal with the bombers before they were in firing range on the Korolev. Not enough time.

Flicking two switches, Corran redirected generator energy from recharging his shields and lasers into the engines. It took the acceleration compensator a second to cycle up, so the ship’s burst of speed pushed Corran back into the padding of his command seat. This better work.

“Green One, the Warspite has hyped. Are we released to engage fighters?”

“Affirmative, Three. Go get them.” Corran frowned for a second, knowing his fellow pilots would make short work of the TIE fighters. They would deny him a clean sweep, but he’d willingly trade two TIEs for the corvette. Commander Antilles might have gotten them all himself, but then he’s got two Death Stars painted on the side of his X-wing.

“Whistler, mark each of the bombers four, five, and six.” Range to intercept was three klicks and he had added thirty seconds to his fighting time. “Acquire four.”

The targeting computer showed him to be coming in at a forty-five-degree angle to the flight path of his target, which meant he was way off target. He quickly punched the generator back into recharging lasers and his shields, then pulled even more energy from his quartet of Incom 4L4 fusial thrust engines and shunted it into recharging his weapons and shields.

The resource redirection brought his speed down. Corran pulled back on the stick, easing the X-wing into a turn that brought him head-on into the bombers. Tapping the stick to the left, he centered the targeting box on the first of the dupes.

The HUD started yellow, then quickly went red. Corran fired a missile. “Acquire five.” The HUD started red and Whistler’s keen echoed through the cockpit. The Corellian fired a second missile. “Acquire six.”

Whistler screeched.

Corran looked down at his display. Scrolling up the screen, sandwiched between the reports of missile hits on the three bombers, he saw a notation about Green Two. “Green Two, report.”

“He’s gone, One.”

“A fighter got him?”

“No time to chat …” The comm call from the Twi’lek in Green Four ended in a hiss of static.

“Rhysati?”

“Got one, Corran, but this last one is good.”

“Hang on.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Whistler, acquire six.”

The R2 unit hissed. The last bomber had already shot past the intercept point and was bearing in on the Korolev. The pilot had the wide-bodied craft slowly spinning, making it a difficult target for a missile lock. The Korolev, being as big as it was, would present large enough of a target that even a rolling ship could get a lock on it.

And once he has that lock, the Korolev is so much space junk. Corran switched back to lasers and pushed his X-wing forward. Even though two klicks separated them, he triggered a couple of laser blasts. He knew his chances of hitting were not good at that range, but the light from the bolts would shoot past the TIE and give the pilot something to think about. And I want him thinking about me, not that nerf-vette grazing there.

Corran redirected all power back into the engines and shot forward. Two more laser blasts caused the TIE bomber to shy a bit, but it had pushed into target-acquisition range. The ship’s roll began to slow as the pilot fixated on his target, then, as Corran brought his lasers to bear, the bomber jinked and cut away to port.

The Corellian’s eyes narrowed. Bror Jace has got to be flying that thing. He thinks it’s payback time. The other pilot, a human from Thyferra, was—in Corran’s opinion—the second best pilot in the training squadron. He’s going to kill the Korolev and I’ll never hear the end of it. Unless …

Corran pulled all his shield energy forward and left his aft as naked as the shieldless TIE bomber. Following Jace through a barrel roll, he kept the throttle full forward. As they leveled out again Corran triggered a snapshot at the bomber. It caught a piece of one wing, but Jace dove beneath the X-wing’s line of fire. Here we go!

Corran shoved his stick forward to follow the bomber’s dive, but because his rate of speed was a good twenty percent faster than that of Jace’s ship, the X-wing moved into a broad loop. By the time Corran inverted to finish the turn off, Jace’s bomber came back up and banked in on the X-wing’s tail.

Before the bomber could unload a missile or two into his aft, Corran broke the fighter hard to port and carved across the bomber’s line of fire. Basic maneuver with a basic response. Without even glancing at his instruments, and paying no attention to Whistler’s squealed warning, Corran cut engine power back into recharging his shields. One more second.

Jace’s response to Corran’s break had been a reverse-throttle hop. By bringing the nose of the bomber up in a steep climb, then rolling out in the direction of the turn, Jace managed to stay inside the arc of the X-wing’s turn. As the bomber leveled off, it closed very quickly with the X-wing—too quickly for a missile lock, but not a laser shot.

The TIE bomber shrieked in at the X-wing. Collision warning klaxons wailed. Corran could feel Jace’s excitement as the X-wing loomed larger. He knew the other pilot would snap off a quick shot, then come around again, angry at having overshot the X-wing, but happy to smoke Corran before taking the Korolev.

The X-wing pilot hit a switch and shifted all shield power to the aft shields.

The deflector shield materialized as a demisphere approximately twenty meters behind the X-wing. Designed to dissipate both energy and kinetic weapons, it had no trouble protecting the fighter from the bomber’s twin laser blasts. Had the bomber used missiles, the shields could even have handled all the damage they could do, though that would have been enough to destroy the shields themselves.

The TIE bomber, which massed far more than the missiles it carried, should have punched through the shields and might even have destroyed the fighter, but it hit at an angle and glanced off. The collision did blast away half the power of the aft shield and bounced the X-wing around, but otherwise left the snubfighter undamaged.

The same could not be said of the unshielded bomber. The impact with the shield was roughly equivalent to a vehicle hitting a ferrocrete wall at sixty kilometers per hour. While that might not do a land vehicle much damage, land vehicles are decidedly less delicate than starfighters. The starboard wing crumpled inward, wrapping itself around the bomber’s cockpit. Both pods of the ship twisted out of alignment so the engines shot it off into an uncontrolled tumble through the simulator’s dataspace.

“Green Three, did you copy that?”

Corran got no response. “Whistler, what happened to Three?”

The R2 unit gave him a mournful tone.

Sithspawn. Corran flipped the shield control to equalize things fore and aft. “Where is he?”

The image of a lone TIE fighter making a strafing run on the Korolev appeared on Corran’s monitor. The clumsy little craft skittered along over the corvette’s surface, easily dodging its weak return fire. That’s seriously gutsy for a TIE fighter. Corran smiled. Or arrogant, and time to make him pay for that arrogance.

The Corellian brought his proton torpedo targeting program up and locked on to the TIE. It tried to break the lock, but turbolaser fire from the Korolev boxed it in. Corran’s HUD went red and he triggered the torpedo. “Scratch one eyeball.”

The missile shot straight in at the fighter, but the pilot broke hard to port and away, causing the missile to overshoot the target. Nice flying! Corran brought his X-wing over and started down to loop in behind the TIE, but as he did so, the TIE vanished from his forward screen and reappeared in his aft arc. Yanking the stick hard to the right and pulling it back, Corran wrestled the X-wing up and to starboard, then inverted and rolled out to the left.

A laser shot jolted a tremor through the simulator’s couch. Lucky thing I had all shields aft! Corran reinforced them with energy from his lasers, then evened them out fore and aft. Jinking the fighter right and left, he avoided laser shots coming in from behind, but they all came in far closer than he liked.

He knew Jace had been in the bomber, and Jace was the only pilot in the unit who could have stayed with him. Except for our leader. Corran smiled broadly. Coming to see how good I really am, Commander Antilles? Let me give you a clinic. “Make sure you’re in there solid, Whistler, because we’re going for a little ride.”

Corran refused to let the R2’s moan slow him down. A snap-roll brought the X-wing up on its port wing. Pulling back on the stick yanked the fighter’s nose up away from the original line of flight. The TIE stayed with him, then tightened up on the arc to close distance. Corran then rolled another ninety degrees and continued the turn into a dive. Throttling back, Corran hung in the dive for three seconds, then hauled back hard on the stick and cruised up into the TIE fighter’s aft.

The X-wing’s laser fire missed wide to the right as the TIE cut to the left. Corran kicked his speed up to full and broke with the TIE. He let the X-wing rise above the plane of the break, then put the fighter through a twisting roll that ate up enough time to bring him again into the TIE’s rear. The TIE snapped to the right and Corran looped out left.

He watched the tracking display as the distance between them grew to be a kilometer and a half, then slowed. Fine, you want to go nose to nose? I’ve got shields and you don’t. If Commander Antilles wanted to commit virtual suicide, Corran was happy to oblige him. He tugged the stick back to his sternum and rolled out in an inversion loop. Coming at you!

The two starfighters closed swiftly. Corran centered his foe in the crosshairs and waited for a dead shot. Without shields the TIE fighter would die with one burst, and Corran wanted the kill to be clean. His HUD flicked green as the TIE juked in and out of the center, then locked green as they closed.

The TIE started firing at maximum range and scored hits. At that distance the lasers did no real damage against the shields, prompting Corran to wonder why Wedge was wasting the energy. Then, as the HUD’s green color started to flicker, realization dawned. The bright bursts on the shields are a distraction to my targeting! I better kill him now!

Corran tightened down on the trigger button, sending red laser needles stabbing out at the closing TIE fighter. He couldn’t tell if he had hit anything. Lights flashed in the cockpit and Whistler started screeching furiously. Corran’s main monitor went black, his shields were down, and his weapons controls were dead.

The pilot looked left and right. “Where is he, Whistler?”

The monitor in front of him flickered to life and a diagnostic report began to scroll by. Bloodred bordered the damage reports. “Scanners, out; lasers, out; shields, out; engine, out! I’m a wallowing Hutt just hanging here in space.”

With the X-wing’s scanners being dead, the R2 droid couldn’t locate the TIE fighter if it was outside the droid’s scanner range. Whistler informed Corran of this with an anxious bleat.

“Easy, Whistler, get me my shields back first. Hurry.” Corran continued to look around for the TIE fighter. Letting me stew, are you, sir? You’ll finish the Korolev then come for me. The pilot frowned and felt a cold chill run down his spine. You’re right, I’m no Luke Skywalker. I’m glad you think I’m not bad, but I want to be the best!

Suddenly the starfield went black and the simulator pod hissed as it cracked open. The canopy lifted up and the sound of laughter filled the cockpit. Corran almost flicked the blast shield down on his helmet to prevent his three friends from seeing his embarrassed blush. Nope, might as well take my punishment. He stood and doffed his helmet, then shook his head. “At least it’s over.”

The Twi’lek, Nawara Ven, clapped his hands. “Such modesty, Corran.”

“Huh?”

The blond woman next to the Twi’lek beamed up at him. “You won the Redemption scenario.”

“What?”

The grey-green Gand nodded his head and placed his helmet on the nose of Corran’s simulator. “You had nine kills. Jace is not pleased.”

“Thanks for the good news, Ooryl, but I still got killed in there.” Corran hopped out of the simulator. “The pilot who got you three—Commander Antilles—he got me, too.”

The Twi’lek shrugged. “He’s been at this a bit longer than I have, so it is not a surprise he got me.”

Rhysati shook her head, letting her golden hair drape down over her shoulders. “The surprise was that he took so long to get us, really. Are you certain he killed you?”

Corran frowned. “I don’t think I got a mission end message.”

“Clearly you have too little experience of dying in these simulators because you’d know if you did.” Rhysati laughed lightly. “He may have hit you, Corran, but he didn’t kill you. You survived and won.”

Corran blinked, then smiled. “And I got Bror before he got the Korolev. I’ll take that.”

“As well you should.” A brown-haired man with crystal blue eyes shouldered his way between Ooryl and Nawara. “You’re an exceptionally good pilot.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The man offered Corran his hand. “Thought I had you, but when you shot out my engines, your missile caught up with me. Nice job.”

Corran shook the man’s hand hesitantly. The man wore a black flight suit with no name or rank insignia on it, though it did have Hoth, Endor, and Bakura battle tabs sewn on the left sleeve. “You know, you’re one hot hand in a TIE.”

“Nice of you to say, Mr. Horn—I’m a bit rusty, but I really enjoyed this run.” He released Corran’s hand. “Next time I’ll give you more of a fight.”

A woman wearing a Lieutenant’s uniform touched the TIE pilot on the arm. “Admiral Ackbar is ready to see you now, sir. If you will follow me.”

The TIE pilot nodded to the four X-wing pilots. “Good flying, all of you. Congratulations on winning the scenario.”

Corran stared at the man’s retreating back. “I thought Commander Antilles was in that TIE. I mean it had to be someone as good as him to get you three.”

The ends of Nawara Ven’s head tails twitched. “Apparently he is that good.”

Rhysati nodded. “He flew circles around me.”

“At least you saw him.” The Gand drummed his trio of fingers against the hull of Corran’s simulator. “He caught Ooryl as Ooryl fixed on his wingman. Ooryl is free hydrogen in simspace. That man is very good.”

“Sure, but who is he?” Corran frowned. “He’s not Luke Skywalker, obviously, but he was with Rogue Squadron at Bakura and survived Endor.”

The Twi’lek’s red eyes sparked. “The Endor tab had a black dot in the middle—he survived the Death Star run.”

Rhysati looped her right arm around Corran’s neck and brought her fist up gently under his chin. “What difference does it make who he is?”

“Rhys, he shot up three of our best pilots, had me dead in space, and says he’s a bit rusty! I want to know who he is because he’s decidedly dangerous.”

“He is that, but today he’s not the most dangerous pilot. That’s you.” She linked her other arm through Nawara’s right elbow. “So, Corran, you forget you were a Security officer and, Nawara, you forget you were a lawyer and let this thing drop. Today we’re all pilots, we’re all on the same side”—she smiled sweetly—“and the man who beat the Redemption scenario is about to make good on all those dinner and drink promises he made to talk his wingmates into helping him win.”


THE NEW JEDI ORDER
(25–40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

A quarter century after A New Hope and the destruction of the Death Star, the galaxy is free of wide-scale conflicts—but the New Republic must contend with many regional brushfires. And Luke Skywalker’s Jedi Order faces its own growing pains: Some New Republic officials want to rein in the Jedi, leading Luke to wonder if the Jedi Council should be restored.

On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet with a mysterious rabble-rouser named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties, but she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to him in the Force: nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there.

Anor is a secret agent of the Yuuzhan Vong, powerful warriors from another galaxy who regard technology as blasphemous, relying on biological constructs to serve as their starships, weapons, and communicators. Long ago, a devastating war destroyed much of the Yuuzhan Vong’s galaxy and cut them off from the Force, sending their clans across the intergalactic void in search of a new home. Now they are at the edge of the Star Wars galaxy, ready to invade.

As head of the New Jedi Order, Luke is central to the galaxy’s defense; Leia’s skills as a former Chief of State and respected political adviser are also called on. The five-year war shakes the galaxy to its foundations. Technologically advanced worlds within the Yuuzhan Vong invasion corridor are subjected to the newcomers’ biotechnology and altered into strange hybrids combining what they had been with the new Yuuzhan Vong ecosystem. Entire species are enslaved—or eradicated. The New Republic is ill prepared to meet the extragalactic threat, with regional rivalries, political dissension, and concern over the Imperial Remnant limiting the effectiveness of its military response. Wrangling in the Senate snarls the war plans, as do disagreements between planetary fleets and armies, while assassination and war thin the ranks of the New Republic’s leaders. Officers and pilots who battled for so long against the Empire, such as Admiral Ackbar and Wedge Antilles, work feverishly to figure out how to outmaneuver their new enemies.

The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it upon themselves to meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and some of those skirt the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear as the Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to recognize the Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin hunting them down using New Republic traitors and bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi are the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their own right. By the time the war is over, the Solo family will never be the same again.

The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles and tragedies. Luke fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected with a Yuuzhan Vong–engineered disease—and for that of his newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s losses are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children risk everything to stop the Yuuzhan Vong.

If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan Vong war and the era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to start is with the first book in the series:


• The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan Vong and immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion are in mortal danger.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi Order era.


[image: ]


ONE

Fraying Fabric

It was too peaceful out here, surrounded by the vacuum of space and with only the continual hum of the twin ion drives breaking the silence. While she loved these moments of peace, Leia Organa Solo also viewed them as an emotional trap, for she had been around long enough to understand the turmoil she would find at the end of this ride.

Like the end of every ride, lately.

Leia paused a moment before she entered the bridge of the Jade Sabre, the new shuttle her brother, Luke, had built for his wife, Mara Jade. Before her, and apparently oblivious to her, Mara and Jaina sat comfortably, side by side at the controls, talking and smiling. Leia focused on her daughter, Jaina, sixteen years old, but with the mature and calm demeanor of a veteran pilot. Jaina looked a lot like Leia, with long dark hair and brown eyes contrasting sharply with her smooth and creamy skin. Indeed, Leia saw much of herself in the girl—no, not girl, Leia corrected her own thoughts, but young woman. That same sparkle behind the brown eyes, mischievous, adventurous, determined.

That notion set Leia back a bit, for she recognized then that when she looked at Jaina, she was seeing not a reflection of herself but an image of the girl she had once been. A twinge of sadness caught her as she considered her own life now: a diplomat, a bureaucrat, a mediator, always trying to calm things down, always working for the peace and prosperity of the New Republic. Did she miss the days when the most common noise around her had been the sharp blare of a blaster or the hiss of a lightsaber? Was she sorry that those wild times had been replaced by the droning of the ion drives and the sharp bickering of one pride-wounded emissary after another?

Perhaps, Leia had to admit, but in looking at Jaina and those simmering dark eyes, she could take vicarious pleasure.

Another twinge—jealousy?—caught her by surprise, as Mara and Jaina erupted into laughter over some joke Leia had not overheard. But she pushed the absurd notion far from her mind as she considered her sister-in-law, Luke’s wife and Jaina’s tutor—at Jaina’s own request—in the ways of the Jedi. Mara was not a substitute mother for Jaina, but rather a big sister, and when Leia considered the fires that constantly burned in Mara’s green eyes, she understood that the woman could give to Jaina things that Leia could not, and that those lessons and that friendship would prove valuable indeed to her daughter. And so she forced aside her jealousy and was merely glad that Jaina had found such a friend.

She started onto the bridge, but paused again, sensing movement behind her. She knew before looking that it was Bolpuhr, her Noghri bodyguard, and barely gave him a glance as he glided to the side, moving so easily and gracefully that he reminded her of a lace curtain drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. She had accepted young Bolpuhr as her shadow for just that reason, for he was as unobtrusive as any bodyguard could be. Leia marveled at the young Noghri, at how his grace and silence covered a perfectly deadly fighting ability.

She held up her hand, indicating that Bolpuhr should remain out here, and though his usually emotionless face did flash Leia a quick expression of disappointment, she knew he would obey. Bolpuhr, and all the Noghri, would do anything Leia asked of them. He would jump off a cliff or dive into the hot end of an ion engine for her, and the only time she ever saw any sign of discontentment with her orders was when Bolpuhr thought she might be placing him in a difficult position to properly defend her.

As he was thinking now, Leia understood, though why in the world Bolpuhr would fear for her safety on her sister-in-law’s private shuttle was beyond her. Sometimes dedication could be taken a bit too far.

With a nod to Bolpuhr, she turned back to the bridge and crossed through the open doorway. “How much longer?” she asked, and was amused to see both Jaina and Mara jump in surprise at her sudden appearance.

In answer, Jaina increased the magnification on the forward screen, and instead of the unremarkable dots of light, there appeared an image of two planets, one mostly blue and white, the other reddish in hue, seemingly so close together that Leia wondered how it was that the blue-and-white one, the larger of the pair, had not grasped the other in its gravity and turned it into a moon. Parked halfway between them, perhaps a half a million kilometers from either, deck lights glittering in the shadows of the blue-and-white planet, loomed a Mon Calamari battle cruiser, the Mediator, one of the newest ships in the New Republic fleet.

“They’re at their closest,” Mara observed, referring to the planets.

“I beg your indulgence,” came a melodic voice from the doorway, and the protocol droid C-3PO walked into the room. “But I do not believe that is correct.”

“Close enough,” Mara said. She turned to Jaina. “Both Rhommamool and Osarian are ground based, technologically—”

“Rhommamool almost exclusively so!” C-3PO quickly added, drawing a scowl from all three of the women. Oblivious, he rambled on. “Even Osarian’s fleet must be considered marginal, at best. Unless, of course, one is using the Pantang Scale of Aero-techno Advancement, which counts even a simple landspeeder as highly as it would a Star Destroyer. Perfectly ridiculous scale.”

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, her tone indicating that she had heard more than enough.

“They’ve both got missiles that can hit each other from this close distance, though,” Mara continued.

“Oh, yes!” the droid exclaimed. “And given the proximity of their relative elliptical orbits—”

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said.

“—they will remain within striking distance for some time,” C-3PO continued without missing a beat. “Months, at least. In fact, they will be even closer in two standard weeks, the closest they will be to each other for a decade to come.”

“Thank you, Threepio!” Mara and Leia said together.

“And the closest they have been for a decade previous,” the droid had to slip in, as the women turned back to their conversation.

Mara shook her head, trying to remember her original point to Jaina. “That’s why your mother chose to come out now.”

“You’re expecting a fight?” Jaina asked, and neither Leia nor Mara missed the sparkle in her eye.

“The Mediator will keep them behaving,” Leia said hopefully. Indeed, the battle cruiser was an impressive warship, an updated and more heavily armed and armored version of the Mon Calamari star cruiser.

Mara looked back to the screen and shook her head, unconvinced. “It’ll take more than a show of force to stop this catastrophe,” she replied.

“Indeed, it has been escalating, by all reports,” C-3PO piped up. “It started as a simple mining dispute over mineral rights, but now the rhetoric is more appropriate for some kind of a holy crusade.”

“It’s the leader on Rhommamool,” Mara remarked. “Nom Anor. He’s reached down and grabbed his followers by their most basic instincts, weaving the dispute against Osarian into a more general matter of tyranny and oppression. Don’t underestimate him.”

“I can’t begin to give you a full list of tyrants like Nom Anor that I’ve dealt with,” Leia said with a resigned shrug.

“I have that very list available,” C-3PO blurted. “Tonkoss Rathba of—”

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, too politely. “Why, of course, Princess Leia,” the droid replied. “I do so like to be of service. Now where was I? Oh, yes. Tonkoss Rathba of—”

“Not now, Threepio,” Leia insisted, then to Mara, she added, “I’ve seen his type often.”

“Not like him,” Mara replied, somewhat softly, and the sudden weakness in her voice reminded Leia and Jaina that Mara, despite her nearly constant bravado and overabundance of energy, was seriously ill, with a strange and thankfully rare disease that had killed dozens of others and against which the best doctors in the New Republic had proven completely helpless. Of those who had contracted the molecular disorder, only Mara and one other remained alive, and that other person, being studied intently on Coruscant, was fast dying.

“Daluba,” C-3PO went on. “And of course, there was Icknya—”

Leia started to turn to the droid, hoping to politely but firmly shut him up, but Jaina’s cry stopped her abruptly and swung her back to face the screen.

“Incoming ships!” Jaina announced, her voice full of surprise. The telltale blips had appeared on her sensor viewer as if from nowhere.

“Four of them,” Mara confirmed. Even as she spoke, the warning buzzers began to go off. “From Osarian.” She turned her curious expression up to Leia. “They know who we are?”

Leia nodded. “And they know why I’ve come.”

“Then they should know to leave us alone,” Jaina reasoned.

Leia nodded again, but understood better. She had come to the system not to meet with the Osarians—not at first, at least—but with their principal rival, Nom Anor, the cult figure stirring up trouble on Rhommamool. “Tell them to back off,” she instructed Mara.

“Politely?” Mara asked, smiling, and with that dangerous twinkle in her eyes.

“New Republic shuttle,” a halting voice crackled over the comm. “This is Captain Grappa of Osarian First-Force.”

With a flick of a switch, Mara put an image of the captain on the viewscreen, and Leia sighed as the green skin, spiny head ridge, and tapirlike snout came into view.

“Wonderful,” she remarked sarcastically.

“The Osarians have hired Rodians?” Jaina asked.

“Nothing like a few mercenaries to quiet things down,” Leia replied dryly.

“Oh, dear me,” C-3PO remarked, and he shuffled aside nervously.

“You come with us,” Grappa insisted, his multifaceted eyes sparkling eagerly. “To Osa-Prime.”

“Seems the Osarians want to talk with you first,” Mara said.

“They’re afraid that my meeting with Nom Anor will only heighten his stature, both among the Rhommamoolians and throughout the sector,” Leia reasoned, a notion not without credence, and one that she had debated endlessly before making the decision to come here.

“Whatever the reason, they’re closing fast,” Mara replied. Both she and Jaina looked to Leia for instructions, for while the Jade Sabre was Mara’s ship, this was Leia’s mission.

“Princess Leia?” an obviously alarmed C-3PO asked.

Leia sat down in the chair behind Mara, intently studying the screen, which Jaina had switched back to a normal space view. The four approaching fighters were clearly visible.

“Lose them,” she said determinedly, a request that neither of the pilots needed to hear twice. Indeed, Mara had been eager to put the shuttle, with its powerful twin engines and state-of-the-art maneuvering systems, through a real test.

Green eyes sparkling, smile wide, Mara reached for the controls, but then retracted her hands and put them on her lap. “You heard her, Jaina,” she said.

Jaina’s mouth dropped open; so did Leia’s.

“You mean it?” Jaina asked.

Mara’s only reply was an almost bored expression, along with a slight yawn, as if this whole thing was no big deal, and certainly nothing that Jaina couldn’t easily handle.

“Yes!” Jaina whispered, clenching her fists, wearing a smile nearly wide enough to take in her ears. She rubbed her hands together, then reached out to the right, rolling her fingers over the floating-ball control of the inertial compensator. “Strap in,” she ordered, and she dialed it down to 95 percent, as fighter pilots often did so that they could gain a tactile feel to the movements of their ships. Reading the g’s, Jaina had heard it called, and she always preferred flying that way, where fast turns and mighty acceleration could push her back in her seat.

“Not too much,” Leia said with concern.

But her daughter was in her element now, Leia knew, and she’d push the shuttle to its limits. Leia felt the lean as Jaina veered right, angling away from the approaching ships.

“If you run, we shoot you down!” came the uneven voice of Grappa.

“Z-95 Headhunters,” Mara said derisively of the closing craft, an antiquated starfighter, and she flipped off the comm switch and looked back at Leia. “Can’t shoot what you can’t catch,” she explained. “Kick them in,” she added to Jaina, motioning to the primary thrusters, thinking that a burst of the powerful engines would shoot the Jade Sabre right past the befuddled Rodians and their outdated starfighters.

Even as she spoke, though, two more blips appeared on the sensors, streaking out from the shadows around Rhommamool, angling right in line with the Jade Sabre.

“Mara,” Leia said with concern. At that, Mara did reach for the controls. But only for a moment, and then she looked Jaina right in the eye and nodded for the young woman to proceed.

Leia lurched forward in her seat, held back only by the belt, as Jaina reversed throttle and kicked the etheric rudder right. There came a metallic thump behind them—C-3PO hitting the wall, Leia guessed.

Even as the Jade Sabre came to a sudden halt, nose turned starboard, Jaina pumped it out to full throttle and kicked the rudder back to the left, then hard right, fishtailing the ship about in a brutal one-eighty, then working the rudder hard and somewhat choppy in straightening out her direct retreat. As they turned, a laser cannon blast cut across their bow.

“All right, the first four are on our tail,” Mara instructed calmly. The Jade Sabre jolted, hit aft, a blow the shields easily held back.

“Try a—” Mara started to say, but she lost the words, and nearly her lunch, as Jaina pulled a snap roll right, and then another right behind it.

“Oh, we’ll be killed!” came C-3PO’s cry from the doorway, and Leia managed to turn her head to see the droid leaning in against the metal jamb, and then to see him fly away, with a pitiful cry, as Jaina kicked the etheric rudder again, putting the ship into another sudden fishtail.

A pair of Headhunters streaked past the viewscreen, but just for a split second, for Jaina vectored away at a different angle, and at single-engine full throttle, pressing Leia back in her seat. Leia wanted to say something to Jaina then, some words of encouragement or advice, but found her words stuck in her throat. And not for any g forces.

It was the sight of Jaina, the fire in her brown eyes, the determined set of her jaw, the sheer concentration. At that moment, Leia knew.

Her daughter was a woman now, and with all the grit of her father and mother combined.

Mara glanced over her right shoulder, between Jaina and Leia, and both followed her lead long enough to see that two of the initial four had altered course accordingly and were fast closing, laser cannons blasting away.

“Hold on,” a confident Jaina warned, and she pulled back the stick, lifting the Jade Sabre’s nose, then shoved it forward, dropping the shuttle into a sudden, inverted loop.

“We’re doomed!” C-3PO cried from the hallway—the hallway ceiling, Leia knew.

Halfway around, Jaina broke the loop with a snap roll, then kicked her into a fishtail and a barrel roll, bringing her about to nearly their original course, but with the initial four behind them. Now she did kick in both ion drives, as if to use sheer speed to split the gap between the two incoming fighters.

Both angled out suddenly, then turned back in, widening that escape route but giving them a longer shooting angle at the shuttle, and an easier turn to pursue.

“They’re good,” Mara warned, but, like Leia, she found her words lost in her throat, as Jaina, teeth gritted to fight back the g’s, reversed throttle.

“Princess—” The plaintive cry from the corridor ended abruptly in a loud crash.

“Coming in hot!” Mara cried, noting the fighter fast approaching to port.

Jaina didn’t, couldn’t even hear her; she had turned inward now, was feeling the Force coursing through her, was registering every movement of her enemies and reacting instinctively, playing the game three moves ahead. Before Mara had even begun to speak, Jaina had hit the forward attitude adjustment jets, lifting the nose, then she pumped the throttle and kicked the rudder, lifting the Jade Sabre and bringing her nose about to starboard, to directly face the other incoming Headhunter.

And that eager Rodian did come in at them, and hard, and the Jade Sabre’s defensive array screeched and lit up, warning of a lock-on.

“Jaina!” Leia cried.

“He’s got us!” Mara added.

But then the closer ship, coming from port, passed right under the Jade Sabre, and Jaina fired the repulsorlifts, bouncing the Jade Sabre up and sending the poor Headhunter into a wild, spinning roll.

The closing ship from starboard let fly its concussion missile, but it, and the Headhunter, zipped right underneath the elevated Jade Sabre.

Before the three women could even begin to catch their breath, another ship streaked in, an X-wing, the new XJ version of the starfighter, its own laser cannons blasting away from its wingtips. Not at the Jade Sabre, though, but at the Headhunter that had just gone past.

“Who is that?” Leia asked, and Jaina, equally curious, brought the Jade Sabre about hard.

The Headhunter snap-rolled left and dived, but the far superior X-wing stayed on her, lasers scoring hit after hit, depleting her shields and then blasting her apart into a million pieces.

“A Jedi,” Mara and Jaina said together, and Leia, when she paused to collect the Force sensations about her, concurred.

“Fast to the Mediator,” Leia instructed her daughter, and Jaina swung the Jade Sabre about yet again.

“I didn’t know there were any Jedi in the sector,” Leia said to Mara, who could only shrug, equally at a loss.

“Another one’s out,” Jaina informed them, watching the blips on her sensor screen. “And two others are vectoring away.”

“They want no part of a Jedi showing a willingness to shoot back,” Mara remarked.

“Maybe Rodians are smarter than I thought,” Leia said dryly. “Smooth it out,” she instructed her daughter, unbuckling and climbing unsteadily to her feet.

Jaina reluctantly dialed the inertial compensator back to full.

“Only one pursuing,” Jaina informed them as Leia made her way to the door.

“The X-wing,” Mara added, and Leia nodded.

In the hallway outside the bridge, Leia found C-3PO inverted and against the wall, his feet sticking up in the air, his head crunched forward so that his chin was tight against his chest.

“You have to learn to hold on,” Leia said to him, helping him upright. She glanced across the way to Bolpuhr as she spoke, to find the Noghri still standing calmly in the exact spot she had assigned him.

Somehow, she wasn’t amazed.

Jaina took the Jade Sabre at a swift but steady pace toward the distant Mediator. She checked often for pursuit, but it quickly became obvious that the Rodians in their outdated Headhunters wanted no part of this fight.

Leia rejoined them a short while later, to find Jaina in complete control and Mara resting back in her seat, eyes closed. Even when Jaina asked her aunt a question about docking procedures, the woman didn’t respond, didn’t even open her eyes.

“They’ll guide you in,” Leia interjected, and sure enough, a voice from the Mediator crackled over the opened comm, giving explicit directions for entry vector.

Jaina took her in, and Jaina took her down, easily—and after the display of flying she had just given them out with the Headhunters, Leia wasn’t the least bit surprised by her ability to so smoothly tight-dock a ship as large as the Jade Sabre.

That final shudder as Jaina eased off the repulsorlifts and settled the shuttle onto the docking bay floor stirred Mara from her rest. She opened her eyes and, seeing where they were, rose quickly.

And then she swayed and seemed as if she would fall.

Leia and Jaina were there in an instant, catching and steadying her.

She regained her balance and took a deep breath. “Maybe next time you can dial down the inertial compensator to ninety-seven instead of ninety-five,” she said jokingly, straining a smile.

Jaina laughed, but Leia’s face showed her deep concern. “Are you all right?” she asked. Mara eyed her directly.

“Perhaps we should find a place where you can rest,” Leia said.

“Where we all can rest,” Mara corrected, and her tone told Leia to back off, a reminder that Leia was intruding on a private place for Mara, a place she had explicitly instructed all of her friends, even her husband, not to go. This disease was Mara’s fight alone, to Mara’s thinking, a battle that had forced her to reconsider everything she thought about her life, past, present, and future, and everything she thought about death.

Leia held her stare for a moment longer, but replaced her own concerned expression with one of acceptance. Mara did not want to be coddled or cuddled. She was determined to live on in an existence that did not name her disease as the most pressing and important facet of her entire life, to live on as she had before, with the illness being relegated to the position of nuisance, and nothing more.

Of course, Leia understood it to be much more than that, an internal churning that required Mara to spend hours and tremendous Force energy merely holding it in check. But that was Mara’s business.

“I hope to meet with Nom Anor tomorrow,” Leia explained, as the three, with C-3PO and Bolpuhr in tow, headed for the lower hatch, then moved down to the landing bay. A contingent of New Republic Honor Guard stood waiting there, along with Commander Ackdool, a Mon Calamarian with large, probing eyes, a fishlike face, and salmon-colored skin. “By all reports, we should all be rested before dealing with him.”

“Believe those reports,” Mara said.

“And first, it seems I get to meet with our savior Jedi,” Leia added dryly, looking back behind the Jade Sabre to see the X-wing gliding in to rest.

“Wurth Skidder,” Jaina remarked, recognizing the markings under the canopy on the starfighter.

“Why am I not surprised?” Leia asked, and she blew a sigh.

Ackdool came over to them, then, and extended his formal greetings to the distinguished guests, but Leia’s reaction set him back on his heels—indeed, it raised more than a few eyebrows among the members of the Mediator’s Honor Guard.

“Why did you send him out?” Leia snapped, motioning toward the docking X-wing.

Commander Ackdool started to answer, but Leia continued. “If we had needed assistance, we would have called for it.”

“Of course, Princess Leia,” Commander Ackdool said with a polite bow.

“They why send him out?”

“Why do you assume that Wurth Skidder flew out at my command?” the cool Commander Ackdool dared to respond. “Why would you assume that Wurth Skidder heeds any order I might give?”

“Couple o’ ridge-head parachutes floating over Osarian, if those Rodians had any luck,” came the singsong voice of Wurth Skidder. The cocky young man was fast approaching, pulling off his helmet and giving his shock of blond hair a tousle as he walked.

Leia stepped out to intercept him and took another quick step for no better reason than to make the Jedi stop short. “Wurth Skidder,” she said.

“Princess,” the man replied with a bow.

“Did you have a little fun out there?”

“More than a little,” the Jedi said with a wide grin and a sniffle—and he always seemed to be sniffling, and his hair always looked as if he had just walked in from a Tatooine sandstorm. “Fun for me, I mean, and not for the Rodians.”

“And the cost of your fun?” Leia asked.

That took the smile from Wurth Skidder’s face, and he looked at Leia curiously, obviously not understanding.

“The cost,” Leia explained. “What did your little excursion cost?”

“A couple of proton torpedos,” Wurth replied with a shrug. “A little fuel.”

“And a year of diplomatic missions to calm down the Osarians,” Leia retorted.

“But they shot first,” Wurth protested.

“Do you even understand that your stupidity likely escalated an already impossible situation?” Leia’s voice was as firm and cold as anyone present had ever heard it. So cold, in fact, that the always overprotective Bolpuhr, fearing trouble, glided closer to her, hanging back just behind her left shoulder, within fast striking distance of the Jedi.

“They were attacking you,” Wurth Skidder retorted. “Six of them!”

“They were trying to bring us down to Osarian,” Leia harshly explained. “A not-so-unexpected response, given my announced intentions here. And so we planned to avoid them. Avoid! Do you understand that word?”

Wurth Skidder said nothing.

“Avoid them and thus cause no further problems or hard feelings,” Leia went on. “And so we would have, and we would have asked for no explanations from Shunta Osarian Dharrg, all of us pretending that nothing had ever happened.”

“But—”

“And our graciousness in not mentioning this unfortunate incident would have bought me the bargaining capital I need to bring some kind of conciliation from Osarian toward Rhommamool,” Leia continued, anger creeping in thicker with each word. “But now we can’t do that, can we? Now, so that Wurth Skidder could paint another skull on the side of his X-wing, I’ll have to deal with an incident.”

“They shot first,” Wurth Skidder reiterated when it became apparent that Leia was done.

“And better that they had shot last,” Leia replied. “And if Shunta Osarian Dharrg demands reparations, we’ll agree, with all apologies, and any monies to be paid will come from Wurth Skidder’s private funds.”

The Jedi squared his shoulders at the suggestion, but then Leia hit him with a sudden and devastating shot. “My brother will see to it.”

Wurth Skidder bowed again, glared at Leia and all around, then turned on his heel and walked briskly away.

“My apologies, Princess Leia,” Ackdool said. “But I have no real authority over Jedi Skidder. I had thought it a blessing when he arrived two weeks ago. His Jedi skills should certainly come in handy against any terrorist attempts—and we have heard rumors of many—against the Mediator.”

“And you are indeed within striking distance of surface missiles,” C-3PO added, but he stopped short, this time catching on to the many disapproving looks that came his way.

“I did not know that Jedi Skidder would prove so …” Ackdool paused, searching for the right word. “Intractable.”

“Stubborn, you mean,” Leia said. As they all started away, Leia did manage a bit of a smile when she heard Mara behind her tell Jaina, “Maybe Nom Anor has met his match.”

   C-9PO, a protocol droid, its copper coloring tinged red from the constantly blowing dusts of Rhommamool, skittered down an alley to the side of the main avenue of Redhaven and peeked out cautiously at the tumult beyond. The fanatical followers of Nom Anor, the Red Knights of Life, had gone on the rampage again, riding throughout the city in an apparent purge of landspeeders on their tutakans, eight-legged lizards with enormous tusks that climbed right up past their black eyes and curled in like white eyebrows.

“Ride the beasts given by Life!” one Red Knight screamed at a poor civilian as the wrinkled Dressellian merchant was dragged from the cockpit and punched and pushed to the ground.

“Perversion!” several other Red Knights cried in unison. “Life-pretender!” And they set upon the landspeeder with their tubal-iron pummelstaves, smashing the windshield, bashing in the side moldings, crushing the steering wheel and other controls, even knocking one of the rear drive’s cylindrical engines from its mounts.

Satisfied that the craft was wrecked beyond repair, they pulled the Dressellian to his feet and shoved him to and fro, warning him to ride creatures, not machines—or, better still, to use the legs that nature had provided and walk. Then they beat him back down to the ground and moved on, some climbing back atop the tutakans, others running beside.

The landspeeder continued to hover, though it had only a couple of repulsors still firing. It looked more like a twisted lump of beaten metal than a vehicle, tilting to one side because of the unequal weight distribution and the weakened lift capacity.

“Oh, dear me,” the protocol droid said, ducking low as the contingent stormed past.

Tap, tap, tap came the ringing of metal on metal against the top of the droid’s head. C-9PO slowly turned about and saw the fringe of the telltale black capes, and the red-dyed hides.

With a screech, the droid stood up and tried to run away, but a pummelstave smashed in the side of his leg and he went facedown in the red dust. He lifted his head, but rising up on his arms only gave the two Red Knights a better handhold as they walked past, each scooping the droid under one shoulder and dragging him along.

“Got a Ninepio,” one of the pair called out to his lizard-riding buddies, and a cheer went up.

The doomed droid knew the destination: the Square of Hopeful Redemption.

C-9PO was glad that he wasn’t programmed to experience pain.

* * *

“It was a stupid thing to do,” Leia said firmly.

“Wurth thought he was helping us,” Jaina reminded, but Leia wasn’t buying that argument.

“Wurth was trying to find his own thrills,” she corrected.

“And that hotshot attitude of his will reinforce the ring of truth to Nom Anor’s diatribes against the Jedi,” Mara said. “He’s not without followers on Osarian.” As she finished, she looked down at the table, at the pile of leaflets Commander Ackdool had given them, colorful propaganda railing against the New Republic, against the Jedi, and against anything mechanical and technological, and somehow tying all of these supposed ills to the cultural disease that engulfed the society of the planet Osarian.

“Why does Nom Anor hate the Jedi?” Jaina asked. “What do we have to do with the struggle between Osarian and Rhommamool? I never even heard of these planets until you mentioned that we’d be coming here.”

“The Jedi have nothing to do with this struggle,” Leia replied. “Or at least, they didn’t until Wurth Skidder’s antics.”

“Nom Anor hates the New Republic,” Mara added. “And he hates the Jedi as symbols of the New Republic.”

“Is there anything Nom Anor doesn’t hate?” Leia asked dryly.

“Don’t take him lightly,” Mara warned yet again. “His religious cry to abandon technology and machines, to look for truth in the natural elements and life of the universe, and to resist the joining of planets in false confederations resonates deeply in many people, particularly those who have been the victims of such planetary alliances, like the miners of Rhommamool.”

Leia didn’t disagree. She had spent many hours before and during the journey here reading the history of the two planets, and she knew that the situation on Rhommamool was much more complicated than that. While many of the miners had traveled to the inhospitable red planet voluntarily, there were quite a number who were the descendants of the original “colonists”—involuntary immigrants sent there to work the mines because of high crimes they had committed.

Whatever the truth of the situation, though, Leia couldn’t deny that Rhommamool was the perfect breeding ground for zealots like Nom Anor. Life there was tough—even basics like water could be hard to come by—while the prosperous Osarians lived in comfort on white sandy beaches and crystal-clear lakes.

“I still don’t understand how any of that concerns the Jedi,” Jaina remarked.

“Nom Anor was stirring up anger against the Jedi long before he ever came to Rhommamool,” Mara explained. “Here, he’s just found a convenient receptacle for his wrath.”

“And with the Jedi Knights scattered throughout the galaxy, and so many of them following their own agendas, Nom Anor might just find plenty of ammunition to add to his arguments,” Leia added grimly. “I’m glad that my brother is thinking of reestablishing the Jedi Council.”

Mara nodded, but Jaina seemed less convinced. “Jacen doesn’t think that’s such a good idea,” she reminded her mother.

Leia shrugged. Her oldest son, Jaina’s twin, had indeed expressed serious doubts about the course of the Jedi Knights.

“If we can’t bring some sense of order to the galaxy, particularly to isolated planets like Osarian and Rhommamool, then we’re no better than the Empire,” Mara remarked.

“We’re better than the Empire,” Leia insisted.

“Not in Nom Anor’s eyes,” Jaina said.

And Mara reiterated her warning to Leia not to take the man lightly. “He’s the strangest man I ever met,” she explained, and given her past exploits with notorious sorts like Jabba the Hutt and Talon Karrde, that was quite a statement. “Even when I tried to use the Force to gain a better perspective on him, I drew …” Mara paused, as if looking for some way to properly express the feeling. “A blank,” she decided. “As if the Force had nothing to do with him.”

Leia and Jaina looked at her curiously.

“No,” Mara corrected. “More like he had nothing to do with the Force.”

The perfect disconnected ideologue, Leia thought, and she expressed her feelings with a single sarcastic word: “Wonderful.”

   He stood on the platform surrounded by his fanatical Red Knights. Before him, ten thousand Rhommamoolians crowded into every open space of the great public square of Redhaven, once the primary trading spaceport of the planet. But those facilities had been leveled in the early days of the uprising, with the Rhommamoolians declaring their independence from Osarian. And more recently, since the coming of Nom Anor as spearhead of the revolution, the place had been renamed the Square of Hopeful Redemption.

Here, the citizens came to declare freedom from Osarian.

Here, the followers came to renounce the New Republic.

Here, the believers came to renounce the Jedi.

And here, the fanatics came to discredit progress and technology, to cry out for a simpler time, when the strength of a being’s legs, and not the weight of his purse, determined how far he could travel, and the strength of his hands, and not the weight of his purse, allowed him to harvest the gifts of nature.

Nom Anor loved it all, the adulation and the fanatical, bordering on suicidal, devotion. He cared nothing for Rhommamool or its inhabitants, cared nothing for the foolish cries for some ridiculous “simpler time.”

But how he loved the chaos his words and followers inflicted upon the order of the galaxy. How he loved the brooding undercurrent of resentment toward the New Republic, and the simmering anger aimed at the Jedi Knights, these supercreatures of the galaxy.

Wouldn’t his superiors be pleased?

Nom Anor flipped his shiny black cape back from his shoulder and held his fist upraised into the air, drawing shrieks of appreciation. In the center of the square, where once had stood the Portmaster’s Pavilion, now was a huge pit, thirty meters in diameter and ten deep. Whistles and whines emanated from that pit, along with cries for mercy and pitifully polite words of protest—the voices of droids collected by the folk of Rhommamool and dropped into the hole.

Great cheers erupted from all corners of the square as a pair of the Red Knights entered from one avenue, dragging a 9PO protocol droid between them. They went to the edge of the pit, took up the poor 9PO by the arms and the legs, and on a three-count, launched him onto the pile of metal consisting of the astromech and mine-sniffer droids, the Redhaven street-cleaner droids, and the personal butler droids of the wealthier Rhommamoolian citizens.

When the hooting and cheering died down, Nom Anor opened his hands, revealing a single small stone. Then he clenched his fist again, squeezing with tremendous power, crushing the stone in his grasp so that dust and flecks of rock splinters slipped out the sides.

The signal to begin.

As one the crowd surged forward, lifting great chunks of stone, the debris from the wreckage of the pavilion. They came to the edge of the pit one after another and hurled their heavy missiles at the pile of droids.

The stoning went on for the rest of the afternoon, until the red glare of the sun thinned to a brilliant crimson line along the horizon, until the dozens and dozens of droids were no more than scrap metal and sparking wires.

And Nom Anor, silent and dignified, watched it all somberly, accepting this great tribute his followers had paid to him, this public execution of the hated droids.
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The mop-up is difficult. Luke Skywalker is exiled from Coruscant, and while he and his son, Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker, set out on a quest to discover what caused such darkness to befall the galaxy and their family, Han and Leia are left to raise their granddaughter, Allana, and help shepherd the government back into some semblance of order. But little do any of them know that a long-lost tribe of Sith is making its way toward the Core, determined to fulfill their destiny of dominance over the galaxy … and that both Sith and Jedi are about to run headlong into a terrifying creature of untold Force abilities and an insatiable appetite for power …
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• Legacy of the Force: Betrayal, by Aaron Allston: The first in the nine-book Legacy of the Force series, setting the stage for galactic civil war and a fall to darkness.
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chapter one

CORUSCANT

“He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any conscious thought or effort on his part, Luke Skywalker sat upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated chamber.

There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even Masters such as Luke, didn’t accumulate much personal property. Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit computer screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice weapons; a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, notes scrawled on scraps of flimsi, datachips holding reports from various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not at all accurate sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from Tatooine. Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding his and Mara’s limited selection of clothes. Their lightsabers were behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard of their bed.

His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and equipment, of course. Disguises, weapons, communications gear, falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given up the trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t sure where she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such details.

Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but there was no sleepiness in her eyes when they opened. In brighter light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing green. “Who doesn’t exist?” she asked.

“I don’t know. An enemy.”

“You dreamed about him?”

He nodded. “I’ve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s not just a dream. It’s coming to me through currents in the Force. He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark hooded cloak, but more than that, shadows of light and …” Luke shook his head, struggling for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And he brings great pain to the galaxy … and to me.”

“Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to feel it.”

“No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke sighed and lay down again. “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, when I try to peer into the future to find him, I can’t.”

“Because he doesn’t exist.”

“That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation.

“Could it be Raynar?”

Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed dead during the Yuuzhan Vong war, had been discovered a few years earlier—horribly burned during the war, mentally transformed in the years since through his involvement with the insectoid Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent one, and the Jedi order had had to deal with him. Now he languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi Temple, undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions.

Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, Raynar was becoming something new, and Luke’s presentment pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become.

Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this vision, I don’t sense Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the possiblity that it’s my father.”

“Darth Vader.”

“No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost focus as he tried to recapture the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds me of the features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes … as I watch, they turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use and anger …”

“I have an idea.”

“Tell me.”

“Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.”

Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing slowed, an effort to return to sleep.

Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of natural sleep.

But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, through dozens of floor levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of Coruscant above—and searched for any hint, any flicker of what it was that was causing her husband worry.

She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept.

ADUMAR

The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and warm air bearing an aroma that advertised death and destruction washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben Skywalker, and their guide.

Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this subterranean factory were not the smells of corrupted flesh or gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but those of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a missile manufacturing center for decades, and no amount of rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to eliminate the odors of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite materials, solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled the air.

Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then walked the handful of steps up to the rail overlooking the chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi cloak would billow a little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the metal flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and guide would be left behind for a moment. This was a performance for his guide and all the other representatives of the Dammant Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his role quite well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained properly intimidated. But he didn’t know whether to attribute his success to his bearing and manner, his lean, brooding, and handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, Han Solo, went a very long way.

His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, moved up to the rail to Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull grays and blues that were common on this factory’s walls and its workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with its nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise orange of X-wing fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with purple crisscross lines breaking it down into a flickering expanse of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and scarf were a gleaming gold.

Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed attempt to conceal the man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan.

“You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan conditions.”

Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine conditions.”

Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it had taken him little time to learn and understand the Adumari accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep the Adumari off-balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor below his full attention.

The room was large enough to act as a hangar and maintenance bay for four full squadrons of X-wing snubfighters. Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes, each of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through small portals in the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous white conveyor belts, and eventually exited through portals on the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts and worked on the materials as they passed.

On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials being worked on appeared to be compact visual sensor assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units and stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into the units and turned to look into monitors, which showed black-and-white images of jumpsuited waists and worker hands. The workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that the sensors were properly calibrated.

One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The worker on that unit unplugged it and set it on a table running parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the other workers on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt jerked into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to the next station.

One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, carrying sensor unit housings along. The workers on that belt, fewer in number than the sensor testers, reached out occasionally to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior for cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along the line, rapped each housing with a small rubber-headed hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening for a musical tone he could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise from the floor.

Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in jumpsuits but in full-coverage hazardous materials suits of a lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker outfit. Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls the size of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the workers time to plunge needlelike sensors into each ball. They, too, checked monitors for a few seconds before withdrawing the needles to allow the balls to continue on. Jacen knew that poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari manufacturers used to fabricate the concussion missiles they exported.

While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide occupied. “Do you wax your beard?” he asked.

“I do not.”

“It just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?” Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. I condition it. And I brush it.”

“Do you brush it with butter?”

Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. Ben was thirteen standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, with a fine-featured freckled face under a mass of flame-red hair. Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen, then said, “The Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the minimum, the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort standards of a Galactic Alliance military contractor.”

Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role was to pretend to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual function was to convince the locals that adult Jedi were even more aloof and mysterious than they had thought.

“No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing away a little perspiration. “We are wall above minimam standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any explosive farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. Workar shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old days.”

Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged.

Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe to gape open, revealing the lightsaber hanging from his belt.

Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly worried. “Your apprentice—” Unsure, he looked to Ben again. “You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such a weapon?”

Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.”

“Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood.

And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen-year-old with a deadly cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s defenses slipped enough that the worry began to pour through.

It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha.

Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the banthas—or, rather, a place he wasn’t supposed to go, even to think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp down on the thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told Jacen that they must be nearer to the source of his concern than during previous parts of their factory tour.

When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and said, “There is something here. Something wrong.” They were the first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence.

Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.”

Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the chamber. It was gray and regular, a series of metal panels each the height of a man and twice as wide stacked like bricks. He began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation chamber directly opposite the turbolifts by which they had entered, and continued along the wall to the left.

As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the observation balcony, he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the boy, though nowhere near as sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling.

Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the ringing of his boots and billowing of his cloak were a side effect of his speed rather than an act.

“You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to keep up. His anxiety was growing, and there was something within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of a murky pond.

Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within.

It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from above as men and women—in dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead of its closing. When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen saw ahead of him in the here and now.

Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts betray you.”

Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.”

Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more steps, and skidded to a halt in front of one of the wall sections.

It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond.

Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a faint glimpse of the future, and he and his apprentice would be in peril beyond.

He jerked his head toward the wall.

Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap-hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full length.

Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it around in a large circle.

Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice weapon.”

Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point of view. He does practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was understanding him clearly now.

Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high section he’d outlined a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit chamber, clanging on the floor beyond; the edges still glowed with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them.

Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan muttering—doubtless an alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother to interfere. They’d just been within clear sight of hundreds of workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan wouldn’t keep the alarm from being broadcast.

The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a corridor, four meters wide and eight high, every surface made up of the same dull gray metal rectangles found in the outer chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. To the left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end was heavily packed with tall plasteel transport containers. They were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, QUANTITY 24.

To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and then opened up; the rail and drop-off at the end suggested that it opened onto another observation balcony above another fabrication chamber.

Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and running toward them were half a dozen troops armed with blaster rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent of X-wing pilot uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, torsos, lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper speeder bike armor painted the wrong color.

And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then another eight …

Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the incandescent green of his blade was reflected as highlights against the walls and the armor of the oncoming troops. “Stay behind me,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned.

The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and wrists, shouted, his voice mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you are! This saction is restricted!”

Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving his lightsaber blade around in front of him in a pattern vaguely reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back, “Could you speak up? I’m a little deaf.”

Ben snickered. “Good one.”

“You may not entar this saction!”

They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers ahead.

Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer people will be hurt if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of ritual thing to say. Massed enemy forces almost never backed down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the Jedi prospered under Luke Skywalker’s leadership.

The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, Jacen would have felt tragedy surround him when his actions resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common guards. But over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability to leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful enemies. It had been happening as long as there were violent leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people became one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his sense of tragedy had largely evaporated.

He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, “Fire!”

The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, to his awareness of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with the men and women trying to kill him.

He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them angling in toward him, he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and batted them away, usually back toward the crowd of troopers. In the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh began to fill the corridor.

Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t shift his attention; he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to be able to protect the inexperienced youth, but the boy was good at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a Jedi whose skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had to trust.

Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and batted it toward the trooper commander. It struck the man in the helmet and caromed off, burning out against the ceiling; a portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked out, darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was probably not fatal—protected by his helmet, the man would have forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion, but he was unlikely to die.

The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their commander fall. They continued firing but also exchanged looks. Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver stripes on his helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a withdrawal.

Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the flow of the Force, Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, felt it being slapped aside, saw and felt it as it hit the wall to his right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder.

But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of them was around the corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. He strode up to it.

Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line pit, where line after line of munitions components was being assembled—though at the moment all the lines were stopped, their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen.

Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight of the orange-and-green defenders, who were now arrayed in disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he reached the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter formation allowed them to concentrate their fire, and Jacen found himself deflecting more shots than before.

He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but no blaster bolts came at him from that direction. “What now?” Ben asked.

“Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade near the hilt; unable to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash down into the assembly area. It hit a monitor screen. The men and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit an explosives package. As inured as he was to causing death, he didn’t want to cause it by accident.

“But you’re in charge—”

“I’m busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more maneuvering and swinging space and concentrated on his attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now, to defend a broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the ranks of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall.

There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to glance over his shoulder. Ben stood at the railing, staring down into the manufacturing line, and to his eye he held a small but expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy.

As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began talking: “Um, this is Ben Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the Dammant Killers plant under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not being reported to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t supposed to be getting them. Dammant is breaking the rules. Oh, and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to kill us.”

Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster-versus-lightsaber conflict. “Is that enough?” Ben asked.

Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while you’re doing it, figure out what we’re supposed to do next.”

“I was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.”

With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that was crackling in toward his right shin. He popped the blast back toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster rifle, searing it into an unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor momentarily to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow soldiers patting out her flames. Now there were fewer than fifteen soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders.

“Good. How?”

“Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.”

“Correct.”

“And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen if you can avoid it.”

Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han Solo, a man whose wisdom was often questionable—except on matters of personal survival. “Also correct.”

“So … the ends of those assembly lines?”

“Good. So go.”

Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. Not waiting, Jacen leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of and below him, Ben was just landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which was loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees and a little upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben raced forward, reflexively swatting aside the grasping hand of a too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through the diminutive portal at the end of the line.

Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts hitting the assembly line behind him. He swung his lightsaber back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force of the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring line.

No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was squeezing through the portal.
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GALACTIC ALLIANCE DIPLOMATIC SHUTTLE, HIGH CORUSCANT ORBIT

ONE BY ONE, THE STARS OVERHEAD BEGAN TO DISAPPEAR, swallowed by some enormous darkness interposing itself from above and behind the shuttle. Sharply pointed at its most forward position, broadening behind, the flood of blackness advanced, blotting out more and more of the unblinking starfield, until darkness was all there was to see.

Then, all across the length and breadth of the ominous shape, lights came on—blue and white running lights, tiny red hatch and security lights, sudden glows from within transparisteel viewports, one large rectangular whiteness limned by atmosphere shields. The lights showed the vast triangle to be the underside of an Imperial Star Destroyer, painted black, forbidding a moment ago, now comparatively cheerful in its proper running configuration. It was the Gilad Pellaeon, newly arrived from the Imperial Remnant, and its officers clearly knew how to put on a show.

Jaina Solo, sitting with the others in the dimly lit passenger compartment of the government VIP shuttle, watched the entire display through the overhead transparisteel canopy and laughed out loud.

The Bothan in the sumptuously padded chair next to hers gave her a curious look. His mottled red and tan fur twitched, either from suppressed irritation or embarrassment at Jaina’s outburst. “What do you find so amusing?”

“Oh, both the obviousness of it and the skill with which it was performed. It’s so very, You used to think of us as dark and scary, but now we’re just your stylish allies.” Jaina lowered her voice so that her next comment would not carry to the passengers in the seats behind. “The press will love it. That image will play on the holonews broadcasts constantly. Mark my words.”

“Was that little show a Jagged Fel detail?”

Jaina tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. He could have come up with it, but he usually doesn’t spend his time planning displays or events. When he does, though, they’re usually pretty … effective.”

The shuttle rose toward the Gilad Pellaeon’s main landing bay. In moments, it was through the square atmosphere barrier shield and drifting sideways to land on the deck nearby. The landing place was clearly marked—hundreds of beings, most wearing gray Imperial uniforms or the distinctive white armor of the Imperial stormtrooper, waited in the bay, and the one circular spot where none stood was just the right size for the Galactic Alliance shuttle.

The passengers rose as the shuttle settled into place. The Bothan smoothed his tunic, a cheerful blue decorated with a golden sliver pattern suggesting claws. “Time to go to work. You won’t let me get killed, will you?”

Jaina let her eyes widen. “Is that what I was supposed to be doing here?” she asked in droll tones. “I should have brought my lightsaber.”

The Bothan offered a long-suffering sigh and turned toward the exit.

They descended the shuttle’s boarding ramp. With no duties required of her other than to keep alert and be the Jedi face at this preliminary meeting, Jaina was able to stand back and observe. She was struck with the unreality of it all. The niece and daughter of three of the most famous enemies of the Empire during the First Galactic Civil War of a few decades earlier, she was now witness to events that might bring the Galactic Empire—or Imperial Remnant, as it was called everywhere outside its own borders—into the Galactic Alliance on a lasting basis.

And at the center of the plan was the man, flanked by Imperial officers, who now approached the Bothan. Slightly under average size, though towering well above Jaina’s diminutive height, he was dark-haired, with a trim beard and mustache that gave him a rakish look, and was handsome in a way that became more pronounced when he glowered. A scar on his forehead ran up into his hairline and seemed to continue as a lock of white hair from that point. He wore expensive but subdued black civilian garments, neck-to-toe, that would be inconspicuous anywhere on Coruscant but stood out in sharp relief to the gray and white uniforms, white armor, and colorful Alliance clothes surrounding him.

He had one moment to glance at Jaina. The look probably appeared neutral to onlookers, but for her it carried just a twinkle of humor, a touch of exasperation that the two of them had to put up with all these delays. Then an Alliance functionary, notable for his blandness, made introductions: “Imperial Head of State the most honorable Jagged Fel, may I present Senator Tiurrg Drey’lye of Bothawui, head of the Senate Unification Preparations Committee.”

Jagged Fel took the Senator’s hand. “I’m pleased to be working with you.”

“And delighted to meet you. Chief of State Daala sends her compliments and looks forward to meeting you when you make planetfall.”

Jag nodded. “And now, I believe, protocol insists that we open a bottle or a dozen of wine and make some preliminary discussion of security, introduction protocols, and so on.”

“Fortunately about the wine, and regrettably about everything else, you are correct.”

At the end of two full standard hours—Jaina knew from regular, surreptitious consultations of her chrono—Jag was able to convince the Senator and his retinue to accept a tour of the Gilad Pellaeon. He was also able to request a private consultation with the sole representative of the Jedi Order present. Moments later, the gray-walled conference room was empty of everyone but Jag and Jaina.

Jag glanced toward the door. “Security seal, access limited to Jagged Fel and Jedi Jaina Solo, voice identification, activate.” The door hissed in response as it sealed. Then Jag returned his attention to Jaina.

She let an expression of anger and accusation cross her face. “You’re not fooling anyone, Fel. You’re planning for an Imperial invasion of Alliance space.”

Jag nodded. “I’ve been planning it for quite a while. Come here.”

She moved to him, settled into his lap, and was suddenly but not unexpectedly caught in his embrace. They kissed urgently, hungrily.

Finally Jaina drew back and smiled at him. “This isn’t going to be a routine part of your consultations with every Jedi.”

“Uh, no. That would cause some trouble here and at home. But I actually do have business with the Jedi that does not involve the Galactic Alliance, at least not initially.”

“What sort of business?”

“Whether or not the Galactic Empire joins with the Galactic Alliance, I think there ought to be an official Jedi presence in the Empire. A second Temple, a branch, an offshoot, whatever. Providing advice and insight to the Head of State.”

“And protection?”

He shrugged. “Less of an issue. I’m doing all right. Two years in this position and not dead yet.”

“Emperor Palpatine went nearly twenty-five years.”

“I guess that makes him my hero.”

Jaina snorted. “Don’t even say that in jest … Jag, if the Remnant doesn’t join the Alliance, I’m not sure the Jedi can have a presence without Alliance approval.”

“The Order still keeps its training facility for youngsters in Hapan space. And the Hapans haven’t rejoined.”

“You sound annoyed. The Hapans still giving you trouble?”

“Let’s not talk about that.”

“Besides, moving the school back to Alliance space is just a matter of time, logistics, and finances; there’s no question that it will happen. On the other hand, it’s very likely that the government would withhold approval for a Jedi branch in the Remnant, just out of spite, if the Remnant doesn’t join.”

“Well, there’s such a thing as an unofficial presence. And there’s such a thing as rival schools, schismatic branches, and places for former Jedi to go when they can’t be at the Temple.”

Jaina smiled again, but now there was suspicion in her expression. “You just want to have this so I’ll be assigned to come to the Remnant and set it up.”

“That’s a motive, but not the only one. Remember, to the Moffs and to a lot of the Imperial population, the Jedi have been bogeymen since Palpatine died. At the very least, I don’t want them to be inappropriately afraid of the woman I’m in love with.”

Jaina was silent for a moment. “Have we talked enough politics?”

“I think so.”

“Good.”

HORN FAMILY QUARTERS,
KALLAD’S DREAM VACATION HOSTEL,
CORUSCANT

Yawning, hair tousled, clad in a blue dressing robe, Valin Horn knew that he did not look anything like an experienced Jedi Knight. He looked like an unshaven, unkempt bachelor, which he also was. But here, in these rented quarters, there would be only family to see him—at least until he had breakfast, shaved, and dressed.

The Horns did not live here, of course. His mother, Mirax, was the anchor for the immediate family. Manager of a variety of interlinked businesses—trading, interplanetary finances, gambling and recreation, and, if rumors were true, still a little smuggling here and there—she maintained her home and business address on Corellia. Corran, her husband and Valin’s father, was a Jedi Master, much of his life spent on missions away from the family, but his true home was where his heart resided, wherever Mirax lived. Valin and his sister, Jysella, also Jedi, lived wherever their missions sent them, and also counted Mirax as the center of the family.

Now Mirax had rented temporary quarters on Coruscant so the family could collect on one of its rare occasions, this time for the Unification Summit, where she and Corran would separately give depositions on the relationships among the Confederation states, the Imperial Remnant, and the Galactic Alliance as they related to trade and Jedi activities. Mirax had insisted that Valin and Jysella leave their Temple quarters and stay with their parents while these events were taking place, and few forces in the galaxy could stand before her decision—Luke Skywalker certainly knew better than to try.

Moving from the refresher toward the kitchen and dining nook, Valin brushed a lock of brown hair out of his eyes and grinned. Much as he might put up a public show of protest—the independent young man who did not need parents to direct his actions or tell him where to sleep—he hardly minded. It was good to see family. And both Corran and Mirax were better cooks than the ones at the Jedi Temple.

There was no sound of conversation from the kitchen, but there was some clattering of pans, so at least one of his parents must still be on hand. As he stepped from the hallway into the dining nook, Valin saw that it was his mother, her back to him as she worked at the stove. He pulled a chair from the table and sat. “Good morning.”

“A joke, so early?” Mirax did not turn to face him, but her tone was cheerful. “No morning is good. I come light-years from Corellia to be with my family, and what happens? I have to keep Jedi hours to see them. Don’t you know that I’m an executive? And a lazy one?”

“I forgot.” Valin took a deep breath, sampling the smells of breakfast. His mother was making hotcakes Corellian-style, nerf sausage links on the side, and caf was brewing. For a moment, Valin was transported back to his childhood, to the family breakfasts that had been somewhat more common before the Yuuzhan Vong came, before Valin and Jysella had started down the Jedi path. “Where are Dad and Sella?”

“Your father is out getting some back-door information from other Jedi Masters for his deposition.” Mirax pulled a plate from a cabinet and began sliding hotcakes and links onto it. “Your sister left early and wouldn’t say what she was doing, which I assume either means it’s Jedi business I can’t know about or that she’s seeing some man she doesn’t want me to know about.”

“Or both.”

“Or both.” Mirax turned and moved over to put the plate down before him. She set utensils beside it.

The plate was heaped high with food, and Valin recoiled from it in mock horror. “Stang, Mom, you’re feeding your son, not a squadron of Gamorreans.” Then he caught sight of his mother’s face and he was suddenly no longer in a joking mood.

This wasn’t his mother.

Oh, the woman had Mirax’s features. She had the round face that admirers had called “cute” far more often than “beautiful,” much to Mirax’s chagrin. She had Mirax’s generous, curving lips that smiled so readily and expressively, and Mirax’s bright, lively brown eyes. She had Mirax’s hair, a glossy black with flecks of gray, worn shoulder-length to fit readily under a pilot’s helmet, even though she piloted far less often these days. She was Mirax to every freckle and dimple.

But she was not Mirax.

The woman, whoever she was, caught sight of Valin’s confusion. “Something wrong?”

“Uh, no.” Stunned, Valin looked down at his plate.

He had to think—logically, correctly, and fast. He might be in grave danger right now, though the Force currently gave him no indication of imminent attack. The true Mirax, wherever she was, might be in serious trouble or worse. Valin tried in vain to slow his heart rate and speed up his thinking processes.

Fact: Mirax had been here but had been replaced by an imposter. Presumably the real Mirax was gone; Valin could not sense anyone but himself and the imposter in the immediate vicinity. The imposter had remained behind for some reason that had to relate to Valin, Jysella, or Corran. It couldn’t have been to capture Valin, as she could have done that with drugs or other methods while he slept, so the food was probably not drugged.

Under Not-Mirax’s concerned gaze, he took a tentative bite of sausage and turned a reassuring smile he didn’t feel toward her.

Fact: Creating an imposter this perfect must have taken a fortune in money, an incredible amount of research, and a volunteer willing to let her features be permanently carved into the likeness of another’s. Or perhaps this was a clone, raised and trained for the purpose of simulating Mirax. Or maybe she was a droid, one of the very expensive, very rare human replica droids. Or maybe a shape-shifter. Whichever, the simulation was nearly perfect. Valin hadn’t recognized the deception until …

Until what? What had tipped him off? He took another bite, not registering the sausage’s taste or temperature, and maintained the face-hurting smile as he tried to recall the detail that had alerted him that this wasn’t his mother.

He couldn’t figure it out. It was just an instant realization, too fleeting to remember, too overwhelming to reject.

Would Corran be able to see through the deception? Would Jysella? Surely, they had to be able to. But what if they couldn’t? Valin would accuse this woman and be thought insane.

Were Corran and Jysella even still at liberty? Still alive? At this moment, the Not-Mirax’s colleagues could be spiriting the two of them away with the true Mirax. Or Corran and Jysella could be lying, bleeding, at the bottom of an access shaft, their lives draining away.

Valin couldn’t think straight. The situation was too overwhelming, the mystery too deep, and the only person here who knew the answers was the one who wore the face of his mother.

He stood, sending his chair clattering backward, and fixed the false Mirax with a hard look. “Just a moment.” He dashed to his room.

His lightsaber was still where he’d left it, on the nightstand beside his bed. He snatched it up and gave it a near-instantaneous examination. Battery power was still optimal; there was no sign that it had been tampered with.

He returned to the dining room with the weapon in his hand. Not-Mirax, clearly confused and beginning to look a little alarmed, stood by the stove, staring at him.

Valin ignited the lightsaber, its snap-hiss of activation startlingly loud, and held the point of the gleaming energy blade against the food on his plate. Hotcakes shriveled and blackened from contact with the weapon’s plasma. Valin gave Not-Mirax an approving nod. “Flesh does the same thing under the same conditions, you know.”

“Valin, what’s wrong?”

“You may address me as Jedi Horn. You don’t have the right to use my personal name.” Valin swung the lightsaber around in a practice form, allowing the blade to come within a few centimeters of the glow rod fixture overhead, the wall, the dining table, and the woman with his mother’s face. “You probably know from your research that the Jedi don’t worry much about amputations.”

Not-Mirax shrank back away from him, both hands on the stove edge behind her. “What?”

“We know that a severed limb can readily be replaced by a prosthetic that looks identical to the real thing. Prosthetics offer sensation and do everything flesh can. They’re ideal substitutes in every way, except for requiring maintenance. So we don’t feel too badly when we have to cut the arm or leg off a very bad person. But I assure you, that very bad person remembers the pain forever.”

“Valin, I’m going to call your father now.” Not-Mirax sidled toward the blue bantha-hide carrybag she had left on a side table.

Valin positioned the tip of his lightsaber directly beneath her chin. At the distance of half a centimeter, its containing force field kept her from feeling any heat from the blade, but a slight twitch on Valin’s part could maim or kill her instantly. She froze.

“No, you’re not. You know what you’re going to do instead?”

Not-Mirax’s voice wavered. “What?”

“You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with my mother!” The last several words emerged as a bellow, driven by fear and anger. Valin knew that he looked as angry as he sounded; he could feel blood reddening his face, could even see redness begin to suffuse everything in his vision.

“Boy, put the blade down.” Those were not the woman’s words. They came from behind. Valin spun, bringing his blade up into a defensive position.

In the doorway stood a man, middle-aged, cleanshaven, his hair graying from brown. He was of below-average height, his eyes a startling green. He wore the brown robes of a Jedi. His hands were on his belt, his own lightsaber still dangling from it.

He was Valin’s father, Jedi Master Corran Horn. But he wasn’t, any more than the woman behind Valin was Mirax Horn.

Valin felt a wave of despair wash over him. Both parents replaced. Odds were growing that the real Corran and Mirax were already dead.

Yet Valin’s voice was soft when he spoke. “They may have made you a virtual double for my father. But they can’t have given you his expertise with the lightsaber.”

“You don’t want to do what you’re thinking about, son.”

“When I cut you in half, that’s all the proof anyone will ever need that you’re not the real Corran Horn.”

Valin lunged.
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