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ONE

He stood on the highest point on the planet of Almania, the roof of atower built by the once-powerful
Jehar. The tower wasin ruin, the stairs crumbling as his boots touched them, the roof littered with debris
from battles years gone. From here, though, he could see his city, athousand lights spread before him,
the streets empty except for droids and the ever-present guards.

But he was not interested in looking down. He wanted to see the stars.

Anicy wind rippled his black cloak. He clasped his gloved hands behind him. The death's-head mask he
had worn since destroying the Jéhar hung on asilver chain around his neck.

Above him the stars winked. Hard to balieve worlds existed there. Worlds he would control.
Soon.

He could have waited in his command, stood in the observatory specidly constructed for his needs, but
for once, he wanted no protective walls around him. He wantedto feel the moment, not seeit.

The power of sight was so pitiful againgt the strength of the Force.

Hetilted his head back and closed his eyes. No explosion thistime. No bright flare of light. Skywalker
had told him of the moment when Alderaan died.

| felt agreat disturbance in the Force,the old man had said. At least, that's what Skywalker told him.

This disturbance would not be as great, but Skywaker would fed it. All the young Jedi would fed it too,
and they would know that the bal ance of power had shifted.

But they wouldn't know that power had shifted to him. To Kueller, Master of Almania, and soon, lord of
al ther pitiful worlds.

The stone wallswere damp and cold against Brakiss's unprotected hands. His polished black boots
dipped against the crumbling steps, and more than once he had to balance on a precarious ledge. His
slver cloak, perfect for abrisk stroll acrossthe city, did not protect him against the winter wind. If this
experiment worked, he would be able to go back to Telti, where he would at least be warm.

The remotes metd casing was cool againgt hisfingers. He hadn't wanted to giveit to Kudler until the
experiment was over. Brakiss hadn't redlized, until afew moments ago, that Kueller would wait for the
results here, at the site of hisenemies triumph and their eventua desaths.

Brakiss hated the towers. It fdt asif something till rattled in their walls, and once, when hewasin the



catacombs below, he had seen alarge white ghost.

Tonight, he had climbed more than twenty stories, and had dmost run thefirgt flights until it became clear
that some of the stepswouldn't hold hisweight. Kueller hadn't summoned him, but Brakiss didn't care.
The sooner heleft Almania, the happier hewould be.

The stairstwisted and finally he reached the roof—or what he thought was the roof. A stone hut had
been built to protect the steps, but the hut had no windows or doors. Only pillars, which gave agood
view of the grave inlay surface, and of the star-filled sky. Stones had falen out of the hut and shattered
onto the rooftop. The remains from bombs and blaster concussions formed little mounds on what had
once been aleve plane. Kueller had not repaired the tower or the other Jehar government buildings. He
never would.

Kueller never forgave anyone who crossed him.

Brakiss shuddered and clutched histhin cape tightly around his shoulders. Hisfrozen fingersbarely got a
grip onthe materid.

" told you to wait below." Kueller's deep voice carried on the wind.
Brakiss swallowed. He couldn't even see Kudller.

The arlight fell acrossthe roof, giving the dark sky aluminescence that Brakiss found eerie. He climbed
the remaining stairs and stepped out of the hut. A gust of wind knocked him against the stone. He braced
himsdf with hisright hand, losing hisgrip on his cloak. The fastener tugged againgt his neck asthewind
made the materid flutter behind him.

"I had to know if it worked," he said.

"You'll know when it works." Kueller'svoice was alive thing. It surrounded Brakiss, resonated within
him, and held him at bay. Brakiss concentrated, not on the voice, but on Kudler himself.

And findly saw him, standing near the edge, overlooking the city below. Stonia, the capital of Almania,
looked smdl and inggnificant from thisheight. But Kueller |looked like apowerful bird of prey, hiscape
billowing in thewind, his broad shoulders suggesting grest physical sirength.

Brakisstook a step forward when suddenly the wind died. The air around him frozeand so did he. In
that moment, he heard— felt—saw—amillion voices scream in terror.

Theterror rosein him, and he saw again that moment when Master Skywalker led Brakiss degp into
Brakisss own heart, that moment when he saw himself clearly and nearly lost hismind—

A scream formed in his own throat—

And died asthe other screams exploded around him, filling him, warming him, melting theicein thewind.
Hefdt stronger, larger, more powerful than he ever had before. Instead of fear, hisheart felt an odd,

twisted joy.

Helooked up. Kudler had raised hisarms, his head tilted back, hisface uncovered for thefirst timein
years. He had changed, his skin filled with a knowledge Brakiss wasn't sure he wanted.



And yet...

Y et Kudler glowed, asif the pain of those million voices had fed something within him, had made him
even greater than he had been before,

Thewind returned, itsfrigid gusts knocking Brakiss againgt the stone. Kueller didn't ssem tofed it. He
laughed, a deep, rumbling sound that shook the entire tower.

Brakiss braced himself againgt the sone. He waited until Kudler'sarmsfell to his sdes before saying, "It
worked."

Kudler dipped the mask over hisface. "Wl enough.”

Such an understatement for such a great moment. Kueller had to remember that Brakiss was strong in
the Force aswell.

Kudler turned, his cape swirling around him. He amost appeared to fly. The skull-like mask that
adhered to hisface shone with itsown internd light. "'l suppose you want to return to your paltry job."

"Itswarmon Teti."

"It could bewarm here," Kueller said.

Brakiss shook hishead dmost involuntarily. He hated Almania

"Y our problem isthat you do not understand the power of hate," Kudler said, his voice soft.
"| thought you said my problem isthat | serve two masters.”

Kueler amiled, thethin lips on his mask moving with hismouth. "Isit only two?'

The words hung between them. Brakisss entire body felt asif it were made of ice. "It worked," he said
agan.

"| suppose you expect to be rewarded.”
"You promised.”
"l never promise” Kudler said. "'l imply."

Brakiss crossed hisarms over his chest. He would not get angry. Kueller wanted him to be angry. "You
implied great wedth."

"So | did," Kudler said. "Do you deserve great wesdlth, Brakiss?!

Brakiss said nothing. Kueller had put him together after Y avin 4, after the disastrous debriefing that had
nearly cost Brakissthe rest of his sanity. But Brakiss had long since repaid his debt. He only stayed
because he had nowhere else to go.

He pushed off the wall and started down the sairs. "'I'm going back to Tdti," he said, feding defiant.



"Good," Kudler sad. "But you will give methe remotefirs.”

Brakiss stopped and looked at Kueller over his shoulder. Kueller had grown taller in the last hour. Tdler
and broader.

Or perhapsthat was atrick of the darkness.

If Brakiss had faced any other mortal, he would have asked how Kueller knew about the remote. But
Kudler was not any other mortal.

Brakiss held out the remote. "It's dower than the controls | built you."

"Hine"

"Y ou have to sat the security codes. Y ou haveto ingruct it which seria numbersto follow.”
"I'm sure | can do that.”

"You havetolink it to you."

"Brakiss, | can operate remotes.”

"All right," Brakiss said. He braced himself as he moved inside the stone hut. It was warmer in there, out
of thewind.

Hedidn't believe Kudler wasletting him leave so eedily.
"What do you want from me, when | return to Telti?" Brakiss asked.

"Skywaker," Kudler said, his voice thrumming with the depth of his hatred. "The great Jedi Madter,
Luketheinvincible Skywaker."

The chill had reached Brakisss heart. "What do you plan to do with him?"
"Degtroy him," Kudller said. "Just as hetried to desiroy us."

TWO

Luke Skywalker was balanced on one hand, hisfingers degp in the moist jungle earth. Sweat dripped
down his naked back, onto hisface, and off his nose and chin. His feet were bare, but hewore an old
pair of tight pantsthat clung to hisdamp skin. R2-D2 floated in the air above him, dong with severd
boulders and a haf-rotted tree. Some of Luke's students were gathered around him, half adozen
members of hisyoungest and most powerful class.

He had been in this position since the huge orange sphere of the gas planet Y avin had risen on the
horizon of itsfourth moon. Y avin was now directly overhead, and athough Luke was sweeting, he didn't
fed tired or thirsty. The Force flowed through him like cool water, holding R2, the boulders, and the tree
aoft.

The students were shifting, probably wondering how long they would have to continue watching.
Perhaps he would lift them one by one, and then withdraw, leaving them to find the ground ddlicately or



with difficulty, asther talents alowed.

Luke suppressed asmile. As much as he enjoyed teaching, he didn't always show that enjoyment.
Sometimes the students believed he was laughing at their expense, which was not conducive to agood
student-teacher relationship. Still, he had moments of pure pleasure, especidly at timeslikethis. R2 didn't
gppreciate this aspect of thetraining, but it made Lukefed like aboy again.

Instead of lifting one of his students, he eased another boulder into the air. It hovered near the others,
bobbing abit beforeit found its place. The sudents watched, suddenly still. Luke scanned their feet,
hoping for some sign of annoyance. Thefirst oneto look restlesswould be thefirst oneinto the air.

He had learned this method over the years asaway of teaching his students patience, and aso asaway
of showing them the powers of the Force. Like so many of the methods he used, it worked for some
students and didn't work for others. Often he got an insight into a student's mind by the student's reaction
to various aspects of training. These class members were till new enough to mimic each others
reactions. He hoped that mimicry would be gone by the end of the day.

Then awave of emotion dammed into him—cold, hard, and filled with terror. The pain was worse than
anything he had ever fdt, worse than the near loss of hisleg on theEye ofPal patine, worse than the
Emperor's eectric blast on the Death Star, worse than the destruction of hisface on Hoth. Mixed with
the terror and pain was the shock of betrayal, a shock multiplied by the millions of mindswho felt it.

Luke waobbled on his hand, struggling to keep the boulders and tree a oft, to keep them from falling on
his unsuspecting students. R2 screamed as he shot across the sky, the sound mingling with the screamsin
Lukes mind. R2 landed with ametallic bang against the jungle floor, Luke's students scattered, and the
rest of Luke's control fled.

His arm collapsed beneath him, and he tumbled to the ground, his breath gone from hisbody. He lay on
hisback, snking in the soft dirt, the screams till echoing in hismind.

Then, as suddenly asthey had appeared, the voices were gone.

"Areyou dl right?' one of his students asked. The voice was overlaid with his own, filled with the same
trembly fear seventeen years ago. "What'swrong?"'

Luke put hisleft hand over hisface. He was shaking. "There's been a great disturbance in the Force." He
wondered how they could fall to fed it, how he had failed to fed something even stronger, dl those years

ago.
Asif millions of voices suddenly cried out in terror and were suddenly silenced.
"Ben,"he whispered. "Ancther Death Star?"

But he expected no answer. Ben's comforting presence had left him before the Jedi Academy, before
Grand Admira Thrawn.

Luke closed his eyes, feding for the location of the disturbance. He found a great emptinesswhere a
moment before there had been life. The residue of pain, the deeply held surprise, the shock of betrayd,
remained like an echo of ashout over acanyon rim.

"Master Skywaker?' The voice belonged to one of hismost promising students, Eelysa, ayoung woman



from Coruscant. "Magter Skywalker?'

He waved hisright hand at her. Hisback hurt from the force of hislanding, his chest ached from the lack

of oxygen, and his heart ached from the magnitude of the loss. Somewhere in the distance, R2 whistled, a
mournful sound.

He had to St up, to show them everything was dl right, even though it wasn't.
"Master Skywaker?

Her voice merged and blended with the echoesin his head. He opened his eyes. In the shade of his

shaking hand, he saw Leiasface, scorched and blood-covered. He reached toward her, and then she
was gone.

It isthe future you see.

The destruction did not come from Coruscant. He would know if Leiadied. Or Han. Or the children.
Hewould know.

R2 whidtled again, impatient thistime.

"Find R2," he said. His voice sounded haunted, shaky, preoccupied, like Ben's had after the destruction
of Alderaan.

Feet snapped twigs around him as three sudents | eft in search of R2.

Or asthey ran from Luke and his sudden, startling loss of control.

"What happened, Master Skywaker?' Eelysawas crouched beside him, her small, dender body
hunched against an unseen enemy. She had been asurprise, anative of Coruscant, born after the
Emperor's death, her Force abilities untainted by the poisons around her. She was young. So very, very
young.

"A million people died amoment ago, al in greet pain, and with great suddenness.” He pushed himsdlf
up on hiselbows. A vast evil had returned to the galaxy. That much he knew.

And it threatened Leia

He knew that too.

For now, the days of teaching were over. He and R2 had to leave immediately for Coruscant.

LeiaOrgana Solo, Chief of State of the New Republic, adjusted the belt on her long white gown. She
took a deep breath. Mon Mothma placed ahand on her arm. Lela smiled distractedly at her, much as
she had as ayoung senator, facing Pa patine and hisfollowersin the Imperia Senate.

Shelet the breath out. That was the emotion she was fedling, something she hadn't felt snce shewasa
teenager. A sense of loss, of defet, of the life changing without her permission or control.



Mon Mothma dosed the golden carved door and turned the lock. They werein asmall dressing room
that had been added during Palpatine's days as Emperor, aroom just outside the Senate Assembly
Chamber. The room had been used as a secret communications area, but it masqueraded as adressing
room. Thewallswere gold leaf and ddlicate. A mirror covered one pand, floor to celling, reflecting both
Lelaand Mon Mothma. In some ways, Mon Mothmalooked like an older, calmer version of Leia,
athough her short hair was now stresked with silver. Tiny lines webbed her skin, lines that had been
there since her devastating illness at the hands of Caridals Ambassador Furgan six years before.

"What isit?' Mon Mothmasaid.

Leiashook her head. She smoothed her damp hands on her skirts. She didn't look much different from
the girl who had walked into the Imperid Senate filled with hope and idedlism, Princess Leia Organa of
Alderaan, the youngest senator, the one who believed that persuasion and reason would save the Old
Republic. The onewho logt her idedlism the moment she stared into Senator Palpatine's ruined face.

"They're members of the New Republic now, Leia" Mon Mothmasaid. "They were e ected fairly."

"Thisiswrong. Thisishow it al started before." Lelahad had this same conversation with Han since the
elections. Severd planets had petitioned the Senate to alow former Imperiasto serve as political
representatives. The argument was that some of the best politicians had kept their peoples dive by
working with the Empire, as minor functionaries. They were petty bureaucrats who saved dozens of
Rebd lives by overlooking strange troop movements, or unusua faces in the crowds. Leia had opposed
the petitions from the beginning, but the argumentsin Chamber had been fierce. M'yet Luure, the
powerful senator from Exodeen, had finaly reminded her that even she had once served the Empirein
her role as Imperid senator. She had retorted that she was serving the Rebellion even then. M'yet had
smiled, reveding six rows of uneven teeth. These people wer e serving the Rebellion too, he had said,in
their own way.

Leiahad disputed that claim. They had served the Empire and not fought againgt it, had merely looked
the other way. But M'yet's argument was powerful, and because of it, the Senate had approved the
petition. Leia had modified the eection law with the help of her backers—no former stormtroopers could
hold office, no Imperid of rank, no former Imperia governor—in short, no Imperia with accessto
power in the Empire could serve the New Republic. But still she fdt thislaw waswrong.

"They're going to destroy al weve worked for," she said to Mon Mothma.

"Y ou don't know that,” Mon Mothma said softly.

Her words echoed Han's. Leiaclenched her figts. "I do know that," she said. "Since we formed the New
Republic, we have aways known that our leaders have the same goa's. We have the same philosophy of
life. We have dways worked in the same directions.”

Mon Mothmas grip on Leids arm loosened. "We have dways fought the Empire. But the Empireis
gone now. Only bands remain. Someday we must move beyond the Rebdllion and into true government.
Part of that, Leia, isaccepting those who lived under the Empire but did not serveit.”

Leiashook her head. "It'stoo soon."

"Actudly," Mon Mothmasaid, "I think it isn't soon enough.”



Leiatugged at her skirt. She had even worn her hair in the long-outdated style, braids wrapped around
her ears, in defiance of the new Senate members—as asign that Chief of State Leia Organa Solo was
once Lela Organa, princess, senator, and Rebdl leader. Han had kissed her roughly before she left their
gpartments and had grinned at her.Well, Your Worship, does thismean | get to go back to being a
scoundrel?

She had laughingly pushed him away, but hiswords echoed even as Mon Mothmaspoke. PerhapsLeia
was the problem. Perhaps she was not willing to move forward.

Perhaps she was the one unwilling to let go of the past.
"All right,” she said, straightening, aleader once more. "L et's get on with this."

Mon Mothmadid not move toward the door. "One more thing," she said. "Remember that whatever
tone you st at the opening remarks of this Senate will be the focus of the debate for yearsto come.”

"l know," Lelasaid. She reached for the door when awave of deep cold smashed into her. Shefroze.
V oi ces screamed—hundreds, no—thousands of voices, so faint she could bardly hear them. Then she
saw afaceform on the golden door, awhite face with black, empty eyes. The face was concave, amost
skeletd, like the desth masks she had seen in amuseum on Alderaan in her youth. Only, unlike them, this
one moved. It smiled, and the cold grew deeper.

Then the voi ces ceased, and Leia collapsed againgt the door.

Mon Mothmahurried to her side, and grabbed L eia, staggering as she attempted to support her weight.
"Laa?

Lelawas till cold. Colder than she had ever been on Hoth. Her teeth were chattering. She reached with
her limited Force training and found her children in the gpartments, just as they should have been.

"Luke," shewhispered. Leiafreed hersdf from Mon Mothma's hold, and headed toward the old
communications control. She contacted Y avin 4, only to betold Lukewasin his X-wing.

"Leia what isit?' Mon Mothma asked.

Leiadidn't answer. She waited to be patched into Luke's X-wing. Soon hisvoicefilled the room.
"Leia?" he asked, asif he had been worried too.

"I'mfine Luke" shesad, rdief filling her.

"I'm coming to you. Wait for me."

But she couldn't wait. She had to know. "Y ou felt it too, didn't you? What was that?"
"Alderaan,” he whispered, and that was dl she needed to know.

Theimage of Alderaan filled her mind, Alderaan as she had last seen it on the Death Star, beautiful and
serene, in the seconds before it was smashed to bits.

"No!" shesaid. "Luke?"'



"I'll bethere soon, Leia," he said, and signed off. She wasn't ready for him to disappear so soon. She
needed him. Something awful had happened, like the destruction of Alderaan.

And she had fdlt it.
"What happened, Leia?' Mon Mothma put her aams around Leia. Leids shivering had stopped.

"Something terrible," Leiasaid. She reached out, touched the cool gold door, straightened, and stood.
"There's death in that chamber, Mon Mothma."

"Leia—"
"Lukeiscoming here. He felt something too."
"Then trugt him," Mon Mothmasaid. "Hed know if you were in immediate danger.”

But he hadn't known. He had been as rdieved to hear from her as she had been to hear from him. Her
mouth was dry. " Send someone for Han, would you?"'

Mon Mothmanodded. "1 suppose you want to put off the opening session.”

More than anything. But Leiastraightened her shoulders, rubbed her cold hands together, and checked
her braidsafina time. "No," shesaid. "Y ou wereright. | have to be careful of the message| send. I'm
going in. But let's double the guards this afternoon, and step up security on Coruscant. Also, get Admiral
Ackbar to scan for anything unusua in nearby space.”

"What are you afraid of 7' Mon Mothma asked.

Alderaan flashed before Leids vison at the moment of explosion, aflare of brilliant, horriblelight. "I
don't know," she said. "Maybe a Degth Star, or a Sun Crusher. Something that could destroy usall.”

THREE

Han sat in the back corner of the smoke-filled room. He hadn't been in this casino since he won the
planet Dathomir in agame of sabacc before he married Leia. The casino had changed hands at least
fifteen times since then—now it was cdling itsdf the Crystd Jewel, amisnomer if hed ever heard
one—but it looked no different. The air smelled of damp decay mixed with smoke and alcohal. A
mediocre band played Tatooine blues with adecided disinterest. All around him, conversation rose and
fell with the fortunes at the sabacc tables.

He clutched a pae blue Gizer de, which he had snatched off a servo droid. Han's companion, Jarril, had
disappeared afew moments ago, searching for the bar. Han wasn't sure if Jarril would be back.

Han was watching the sabacc game at the nearest table, where a Gotal was betting all it owned. Asit
did the chips acrossthe table, it shed piles of gray hair. Most Gotas had learned to control their
shedding. This one had to be extremely nervous.

Its companions didn't seem to notice. The Brubb, alarge brown reptile, was scratching its knobby hide,
leaving scdes dl over thefloor, itstail knocking the mechanica base of anearby servo droid. The
two-armed Ssty was counting her cards, her claws making indentationsin each. Thetiny Tin-Tin Dwarf
gtood onits chair, itsratlike features focused on the pile in the center of thetable.



The deder droids had been upgraded since Han's last visit. This dedler was bolted to the celling, but
unlike its predecessors, it could dide down to table height and knock aside an unruly player. The dealer
had done just that after Jarril left, and had riveted Han's attention. He had never seen such an aggressive
droid before. Although he had to admit, they were needed in aplacelike this.

"Thelinewasincredible." Jarril dipped back into hischair at the table. He had two drinks, both bright
green. Neither looked appealing.

Han wrapped his hands around his Gizer de. "I'dve waited if I'd known you were buying.”

Jarril shrugged. He was a smdl man with narrow shoulders, and aface scarred from years of harsh
living. Han had dways envied Jarril's hands, though. They were smuggler's hands, with long, thin, tapered
fingers, perfect for piloting, blasting, and those forms of gambling that required dexterity. "Morefor me,"
Jarril said.

The smuggler's credo. Han grinned. It'd been too long since held been in a place like this. He probably
wouldn't even have answered Jarril's contact if it hadn't been for Lela. She had looked like that
sharp-tongued princess held rescued back when held been an equally sharp-tongued scoundrel.
Sometimes he missed that part of himsalf more than he cared to admit.

Han did hischair back so that it hit the wall. Hewore ablaster at his hip, having learned almost before
he could walk that no sane man entered a place like this without protection. Besides, he didn't redlly
know the reason behind Jarril's vist.

"l don't believe you cameto Coruscant just to buy meadrink," Han said. He didn't bother to mention
that the Jarril of old would never have bought anyone anything. A lot had changed about hisold
colleague, including the price of the man's clothes. Jarril used to wear shirts until they fell off him. Thisone
was made of adyed green gaberwool, asingularly ugly garment despite its obvious newness.

"I didn't," Jarril said. He downed one green drink, coughed, wiped his mouth, and grinned. Histeeth
glowed for amoment before he licked the liquid off them. "I cameto tell you about an opportunity.”

Thiswasrich. An opportunity. For Han Solo, hero of the Alliance, husband, father, and family man. "I've
got opportunities,” Han said, and immediately wondered what they were.

"Yeah, sure.” Jarril pushed astrand of hair off his pocked forehead. "I gotta admit you stayed legit alot
longer than | wouldathought. | figured six months with the princess and you and Chewie would be back
on theFalcon, heading for parts unknown."

"There's enough to keep me busy here," Han said.

"Busy, maybe," Jarril said. "But it'sawaste of talent if you ask me. Y ou and Chewie were the best
pirates| knew."

Han did one hand to his blaster and rested hisfingers against the trigger. "1 haven't been away that long,
Jarril. | ill don't con easily. What do you want?"

Jarril leaned close. His breath smelled of mint, ale, and cream candy. " There's money out there, Han.
More money than we ever dreamed of "



"] don't know," Han said. "'l can dream of alot."

"So can |." Jarril's voice was so soft Han could barely hear it over the band. "And | can't spend all |
got”

"Congratulations," Han said. "Y ou want me to propose atoast?"
"You're not interested, are you?' Jarril asked. He had a curioudy intent [ook.
"Maybe | would have been years ago, Jarril, but I've got alife now."

"Somelife," Jarril sad. " Sitting around al day, watching the babies while the little woman runs her own
private empire.”

Han leaned forward and grabbed the collar of Jarril's shirt in one quick, practiced movement. "Watch it,
pal.

Jarril grimaced in avain attempt to smile. His eyes shifted from Han's face to his hidden hand and back

again. Good. Han hadn't lost any of his reputation during the time away. "Didn't mean anything by it,
Solo," Jarril said. "Just making conversation, you know?"

Han tightened his grip on Jarril's shirt. "What do you want?'

"l want help, Han."

Han let Jarril go. Jarril dammed back into his seat. He grabbed his second glass, gulped down the
hideous green contents, and wiped his mouth. Han waited, finger till on thetrigger. Smugglers never
asked each other for help. Sometimes they conned their friendsinto assistance, but they never asked.
Jarril had been conning him. It just hadn't been working.

Jarril licked histeeth, and took another glass off the passing servo droid.

"Makeit quick," Han said. "Thelittle lady expects me home, dinner done, when she arrives.” Hetilted
his chair back on two legs, his head resting against the wall. "I make amean Smuggler'sPie”

Jarril held up hishands. "I'm not kidding you, Han. About any of it. The money—"
"Y ou said you needed help.”

"I think we dl do." Jarril lowered hisvoice again. "That money comeswith aprice. | never seen so much
money inmy life"

"l got it," Han said. "Y ou'rerich. That bringsits own problems. | know. I'm not in the mood for whining."
"I'm not whining,” Jarril said, hisvoicerisngin protest.
"Soundslikeitto me, pa."

"No, you don't get it, Han. People are dying. Good people.”



"I didn't think you knew any good people, Jarril.
"l know you."

"Areyou saying someone'sthrestening me?'
"No." Jarril looked over his shoulder.

"Leia?"

"No!" Jarril scooted his chair closer. Han had to adjust the blaster angle. "L ook, Han, anyonein the
busi ness with brains has made afortune in the last few months. Everyone we know, and people you
never met. Rich. Smuggler's Run isn't the same place anymore. There's more creditsin the Run than the
Hutts could spend in alifetime.”

II&?I

"So?" Jarril downed hislast drink. "So it all seemed wonderful at first. Then afew Runnersdidn't come
back. Stand-up folks. Like you and Carissan.”

Han suppressed a smile. In the old days, he and Lando had been considered odd because they
occasiondly helped another smuggler in distress. "Where were these Runners when they failed to come
back?'

Jarril shrugged. "1 didn't think nothing of it at first until | redlized that the folks who werein the business
for the adventure and for the money were the ones disappearing. It made me think of you, old buddy."

"Me?'

"Wel, | wasthinking, you know, maybe you and Chewie could see what's going on. Unofficialy.
Maybe."

"I'vegot alife" Han said.

Jarril bit hislower lip, asif he were struggling not to speek. Finaly hesaid, "That'swhy | camehere. You
know people. Maybe you could find out what's going on. Unofficidly.”

"Since when does Smuggler's Run need legitimate hep?”
"It can't belegit!" Jarril's stunned voice rose above al the other soundsin the casino.

The conversation hated. Han grinned at the faces that turned toward him, dl of them pretending
disnterest and hoping for blood. He was haf-tempted to wave his blaster at them.

"Y ou see something you don't like?' Han asked the Ssty who was peering over the back of her chair at
him. She shook her angular fur-covered face.

Heraised his eyebrows and scanned the rest of the room, silently asking the entire crowd the same
guestion. One by onethey turned away.

Han waited until the conversation rose before continuing. "If it can't belegit, why cometomeat al?’



"Because you and Chewie are the only ones | know who can go between Smuggler's Run and the
Republic, no questions asked."

"What about Lando? Taon Karrde? Mara Jade?'

"Karrde doesn't want anything to do with this. Jade's been with Cdrissian, and you know about him and
Nandreeson.”

"Can't say as| do," Han said. Hewaslying. He knew of it, but he thought the matter had been settled
years ago.

"C'mon, Solo. Don't make this hard. Nandreeson's had a price on Carissian since the days of the
Empire”

"It couldn't have been abig price. Everyone knowswhere Lando is.”
"Cdrissan'sgood at making friends,”" Jarril said. "But he doesn't dare go into the Run.”
"And you think the problem isin Smuggler's Run?*

"| think some answers might bethere.”

Han sighed and let hisfingersrelax on the blaster trigger. "How come you don't go after this yoursdlf,
Jaril?'

Jarril shrugged. "Therésno profitinit.”
"Jarril," Han said, hisvoicelow and menacing.

Jarril took a deep breath and leaned as close as he could. "Because," he said, hisvoicejust abovea
whisper, "I'min too deep, Han. Way too deep."

C-3PO stood outside the nursery, recovering. He had spent the morning with the twins, Jacen and Jaina,
and their brother, Anakin. This morning had been particularly difficult for 3PO. The children had planned
their assault the night before. They had not done their homework on the origins of the Old Republic, and
to digtract 3PO, they had staged asmall food fight.

The distraction had succeeded. 3PO, covered with salthia beans and curdled milk, tried to discover how
the food fight had started. He kept asking how food got into the nursery, athough as the fight progressed,
he bemoaned the children'slack of discipline.

The lack of discipline became most evident when Migtress Leiaand Master Solo |eft. They were
indulgent parents. Winter, who had helped raise dl three children from infancy, at least understood the
vaueof discipline.

Fortunately, she had arrived before Anakin located his dingshot.

She had eased 3PO out the door and told him to rest. He had tried to inform her that droids did not



need rest, but she had smiled at him knowingly. Long after she had shut the nursery door, he till stood
outsde it, perhaps confused by the order to rest, or perhaps unwilling to leave the scene of the latest
disadter.

The entry to the nursery belied the chaos within. The room was octagona, with chairs resting against
each smdl wall. It had once been alistening chamber off an important meeting room. The room was
rarely used as more than a hallway. No one sat in the chairs, and the children did little more than skate

across the marblein their stocking feet. The cleaning droid assigned to thiswing had complained of
streak marks more than once.

A clatter in the hallway made 3PO look up. The clatter resolved itsalf into whirring footsteps. The door
did up, and ananny droid glided in. Her four hands were clasped over her aproned ssomach. Her silver
eyes glowed and her mouth turned upward in a permanent look of good humor.

"C-3PO?" Her voice was modulated for warmth. "I am TD-L3.5. | am here to replace you as the
children's nanny."

"Oh, dear." 3PO looked over his shoulder at the nursery door. "1 was not informed of this."

"Itis," the nanny droid said, "an unusud sSituation, after dl. A protocol droid caring for children?Y ou
have no synthetic flesh, no hug circuitry, and, quite frankly, my dear, you are out-of-date. A few
upgraded protocol droids have the programming to handle such adifficult assgnment, but—"

"l assureyou," 3PO said. "'l have served these children well.”

"l an sureyou have." The nanny droid was clearly humoring him. "And | am sure you will be wdll
rewarded for your service. But | am hereto replace you."

"I have heard nothing of this replacement,” 3PO said.
"Droids are never informed—"
"l have agpecid placein thisfamily. | cannot be dismissed like a—a—"

"A rugting sanitation droid?' The nanny droid clucked at him. "Certainly we overrate our importance,
don't we?"

"I do not overrate my importance!” 3PO said. "l daresay | am the most humbledroid | know."
"Asyou have told me quite often." Winter leaned againgt the doorjamb, her tal framefilling it.

Jaina peeked out of Winter's skirts. "How can he be humbleif that's al he talks about?' Jaina asked.
“Hush, child," Winter said.

"MigressWinter," 3PO said. "I do believe protocol demandsthat if you're to replace me, you inform me
firg"

"You're getting rid of 3PO?" Jacen asked. He came to the door, his seven-year-old face areplica of
Master Solo's. "Redly, Winter, you should know better. We pick on him, but that's only because we like
him."



"I wasn't planning to get rid of him," Winter said. She brushed a strand of her snow-white hair away
from her face. "And neither were your parents.”

"| was ordered specifically for thisnursery,” the nanny droid said. 'l am TD-L3.5, and | am hereto
replace C-3PO according to instruction code Bantha Four Five Six."

"Bantha?' Winter asked. "That's not afamily code.”
"It'snot my fault! Anakin yelled from the other room.

"I don't think heliked it when you decided he wastoo old for The Little Lost Bantha Cub," Jacen
whispered to 3PO.

"Redlly,” 3PO said. "That story outlived its usefulness years ago. Why, just last week, | heard Magter
Solo expressrelief that none of you children wanted to hear it anymore.”

"3PO," Winter said, caution in her voice. She stepped beside him. "Forgive us, TD-L3.5. Apparently
one of uswas exploring areas of the shopping net that he wasn't supposed to."

"All the more reason for proper supervison,” the nanny droid said. "Under my charge, children behave
with the utmost decorum. An outdated protocol model like the one you have guarding the children
obvioudy cannot control them. Y ou need experience—"

"Yes, you do." Winter crossed her arms over her chest. "Have you ever reared Force-sengitive children
before?'

"Children are children,” the nanny droid said. "No matter what their specia talents. In my experience,
oversengtivity can bereated to alack of discipline—"

"| thought you hadn't,” Winter said. "3PO has done well with the singular chalenges these children have
presented him. All indl, | believe ananny droid would be a disaster, both for the children, and for the
adults”

"Areyou dismissng me?' the nanny droid asked.

"Y ou were ordered here by achild,” Winter said.

"That was someone e sal" Anakin yelled from insde the room.

Jainaput her hands over her mouth. Jacen went back into the nursery. "Anakin, no sense lying about it.
The code gave you away. And now we can't useit anymore.”

"l should say not," 3PO said. "Imagine children with access to the shopping nets. What will they think of
next?'

"Something equaly outrageous,” Winter said, her gaze ill on the nanny droid. The droid hadn't moved.
"TD-L3.5, you have no place here. | an dismissing you."

"Forgive me, Midtress," the nanny droid said. "'l do believe you're making amistake."



"How exceptiondly rude,” 3PO said. "Migtress Winter has charge of these children—"

"Il handleit, 3PO." Winter was smiling now. "1 will make note of your complaint," she said to the nanny
droid. "It will gointo thefile"

The nanny droid made a soft sound of disgust. Then her body swiveled, and sherolled out of the
anteroom, the door diding shut behind her.

"File?' 3PO asked. "I didn't know you ket files."

"l don't," Winter said.

"What were you thinking?" Jacen asked, his voice carrying through the open door.
"The holo was pretty," Anakin said.

Winter smiled at 3PO, then tarted for the nursery to settle the building dispute. "Anakin'slife was once
saved by ananny droid, you know. He might have been smply wishing for the security of his babyhood.”

"l am not—" Anakin started and then stopped asiif hisvoice caught in histhroat. 3PO hurried into the
nursery. Anakin's face had gone white.

"What isit?" Winter asked.

Jacen and Jaina had frozen in place. Their eyeswidened, and then, in unison, al three children began to
scream.

FOUR
Kudler strode across the hangar, his boots clanging on the metal. Technicians prostrated themselves

before him, their gloved hands extended on the webbing. He walked so close to the group on the | eft that
the hem of his cape brushed their skulls. The desth's-head mask adhered to his skin, giving him comfort,

giving him power.

"I need aship,” he said, his Force-strengthened voice echoing in the large room. It was empty except for
three TIE fightersin various Sates of repair.

"Prepared, milord." Hisfaithful assstant, Femon, roseto her feet. Her long black hair hid her unnaturally
paleface. With aflick of her head, sheflipped the hair aside, revealing kohl-blackened eyes and
blood-red lips. She had made her own face into a desth mask that looked lessredlistic than his.

Kueller nodded. No one else moved. "Brakiss?'

"Gone, milord."

"Hewasted no time."

"He said he had your permisson.”

"Y ou didn't check?"



Femon smiled. "I aways check."

"Good." Kudler caressed the word. Femon straightened beneath his praise, as shedwaysdid. If she
weren't so capable, he would...

Helet the thought fade. No distractions, not even of the pleasant sort. "Any reports from Pydyr?'
"One thousand people are imprisoned in their homes, as per your command,” she said.
"Degtruction?’

"None." The word hung between them.

Hedlowed himself to smile, knowing that the expression chilled even his hardest followers. "Excellent.
Lossof life?"

She clagped her hands behind her back, taming her silver cape and outlining her willowy form. "One
million, sx hundred and fifty-one thousand, three hundred and five, milord.”

"Exactly asplanned,” hesaid.
"Toaperson. Youll beinvestigeting?
"1 dways check," he said, throwing her words back at her.

She amiled. The expression softened her face despite her attempts otherwise. " Permission to accompany
you?"

For amoment, he hesitated. She had been with him from the beginning. This part of the plan had been as
much hersashis. "Not yet," he said. "I have need of you here.”

"| thought we would wait for Phase 2."

"Oh, no," hesaid, purposdy gentling histone. "Thewhedsareroalling. Better to maintain momentum than
to lose advantage. Remember?

"Vividly." Inthe shaking of her voice, he heard the resdue of each and every nightmare he had sent her,
sometimes as many asfiveanight.

"Good," he said, and with his leather-gloved fingers he stroked her face. "Very, very good.”

The chamberlain pulled open the door to the Senate Hall asthe heralds announced Leia. All this pomp
and circumstance had seemed unnecessary until Leias discussion with Mon Mothma. Now, after the
strange event in the dressing chambers, Lelawas glad for the ceremonid diversion. It gave her amoment
to collect herself, to set aside the terror sent across space on awave of frigid cold.

She entered, head held high, two guards at her side. The stepped-up security was obvious: guards at dl
the doors of the amphitheater, and defense droids scattered among the protocol droids stationed near the
non-Basi c-speaking senators. Representatives from all species and planetsin the New Republic sat in



their assigned seats, watching her expectantly. Mon Mothma had been right; Leids actions on this day
would determine the course of the Senate in the future.

Reporters from dozens of worlds crowded the visitors balcony near the fragmented crystal segmentsin
the calling. The segments caught and reflected sunlight in arainbow effect, illuminating the center of the
room. The Emperor had designed thislittle trick to strike awe in those observing him. Lelawas glad for
the sun and the rippling light. 1t would distract the new representatives, who had never seen it before.

She sarted down the stairs. The smdll of bodies, human and dien, filled the Chamber, dready too warm
from the proximity of so many beings. Leiastudioudy looked ahead, noting,as she passed, M'yet Luure
gtting beside his new colleague from Exodeen. Both Ex-odeenians had six arms, and six legs. They
bardly fit in the regulation chairsthat Palpatine had built in the days when nonhumanoids were considered
to be among the lessimportant species. By looks, it wasimpossible to tell the former Imperid
Exodeenian from hisrebdlious fellow senator. Indeed, she couldn't tell any former Imperids by sight,

only by reputetion.

Like Meido, thefirst and only senator from the planet Adin. Adin had been an Imperia stronghold, and
Leadill wasn't certain if Meldo's eection had been fair. She was quietly having some of her people
investigate him. She had memories of his seamed face from her Rebd days, but she couldn't place him.

Findly she reached the front of the Chamber. The chamberlain announced her as she took her place
behind the spotlit podium. The senators applauded, or did the nearest equivaent. The Luyas pounded
their tentacles on the desks. The ed-like Uteens had their droids applaud for them. She rested her hands
on the podium’'s wooden surface, careful to avoid the computer screen. She had no prepared speech, a
fact that relieved her now.

The Senate Hall doors closed and the guards moved in front of them. The applause was loud and
favorable. Leiasmiled, nodding toward old friends and ignoring the new faces. Shewould deal with them
soon enough.

"My fdlow senators," she said over the din. The gpplause dowly faded. She waited until it was gone
before continuing. "We begin anew chapter in the history of the Republic. Thewar with the Empireis
long over and findly we have extended the hand of friendship—"

An explosion rocked the Chamber, flinging Leiainto the air. She flew backward and dammed onto a
desk, her entire body shuddering with the power of her hit. Blood and shrapnel rained around her.
Smoke and dust rose, filling the room with agrainy darkness. She could hear nothing. With ashaking
hand, she touched the side of her face. Warmth stained her cheeks and her earlobes. The ringing would
gtart soon. The explosion was loud enough to affect her eardrums.

Emergency glow pands seared the gloom. She could fed rather than hear pieces of the crysta celling fall
to the ground. A guard had landed beside her, hishead tilted at an unnatura angle. She grabbed his
blaster. She had to get out. She wasn't certain if the attack had come from within or from without.
Wherever it had come from, she had to make certain no other bombs would go off.

Theforce of the explosion had affected her balance. She crawled over bodies, some still moving, as she
made her way to the sairs. The dightest movement made her dizzy and nauseous, but she ignored the
fedings. She had to.

A face loomed before hers. Streaked with dirt and blood, helmet askew, she recognized him as one of
the guards who had been with her since Alderaan. Your Highness, he mouthed, and she couldn't read the



rest. She shook her head a him, gasping at the increased dizziness, and kept going.

Findly she reached the stairs. She used the remains of a desk to get to her feet. Her gown was soaked
inblood, sticky, and clinging to her legs. She held the blaster in front of her, wishing that she could hear.
If she could hear, she could defend hersdlf.

A hand reached out of the rubble beside her. She whirled, faced it, watched as Meido pulled himself
out. His dender features were covered with dirt, but he appeared unharmed. He saw her blaster and
cringed. She nodded once to acknowledge him, and kept moving. The guard was flanking her.

More rubble dropped from the celling. She crouched, hands over her head to protect herself. Smal
pebbles pelted her, and the floor shivered aslarge chunks of tilefell. Dust rose, choking her. She
coughed, fedling it, but not able to hear it. Within an ingtant, the Hall had gone from a place of ceremonia
comfort to aplace of death.

Theimage of the desth's-head mask rosein front of her again, thistime from memory. She had known
thiswas going to happen. Somewhere, from some part of her Force-sensitive brain, she had seen this.
Luke said that Jedi were sometimes able to see the future. But she had never completed her training. She
wasn't aJedi.

But she was close enough.

An anger flowed through her, degp and fine. Shelet her hands drop. Thetiles had stopped falling, at
least for the moment. She beckoned Meido and anyone else who could see her. If she couldn't hear, they
couldn't either. And they al had to get out.

She glanced up once. The blast had made severa holesin the calling—Dbig, jagged, gaping holesin the
crystd inlay. All of thetile put in by the Emperor had come loose and wasfdling like hail acrossthe Hall.
Other senators were standing. A few ancient protocol droids were lifting chunks of debris and pushing
them aside, apparently in an attempt to get someone undernegth free. M'yet Luure's junior senator was
dready hdfway up the sairs, hissix legsand long tail blocking the exit for haf a dozen other senators. Of
Luure, shesaw no sign.

The guard took her arm and gestured forward. She nodded, shook him free, and kept moving. She
expected more blasts and got nervous each time one failed to happen. This attack was unlike any she had
ever fdt. Why hit the Senate Hall once and then quit?

She dipped on broken tile, dmost fell, put out her left hand to brace hersdf, and found it in something

squishy. Sheturned, and saw that her hand rested on one of M'yet Luure's six legs. It had been blown
away from hisbody. She scrambled toward him, hoping that he was dive, shoving aside rock, tile, and
marble as she searched—

—and then stopped when she found hisface. His eyes were open and empty, his mouth half-closed over
his six rows of teeth. Sheran abloody hand aong historn cheeks.

"M'yet," she said, theword rumbling in her throat. He didn't deserveto dielike this. She hated his
politics, but he was a good friend, adecent friend, and one of the best politicians she had ever met. She
had hoped to convert him to her ways. She had hoped he would work with the Republic in aleadership
position one day, outside the Senate, where he would be a strong voice for change.

The doors opened. Blinding light filled the Hall. Leiabraced hersalf and propped her blaster on anearby



rock. Then she saw her own security people hurrying in. She got up and ran to them, struggling on stairs
and debris, trying not to trip.

"Hurry!" she said as she reached the top. "We have wounded below!"

One of the guards spoke back to her, but she couldn't hear him. Instead, she surveyed the damage from
above. Each seat was covered with debris. Most of the senators were moving, but many werent.

Thetone had truly been set for this Senatoria term.

And for that, the Empirewould pay.

HVE

The boom made the glow panesdim in the Crystd Jewel. Then the ground shivered. Droid dedersal
over the casino wailed asthey shook on their moorings. Han's precarioudly tilted chair fell. He dipped off
it and caught it with one hand. Jarril toppled againgt the table, spilling the remaining drinks.

"What the—?"

"Groundquake?' someone asked.

"...fdling.."

"... Look out!"

The screams and shouts drowned out any attempt at conversation, not that Han was going to try. He'd
lived through enough over the yearsto know that that was no groundquake. That was an explosion.

Hetapped Jarril on the shoulder. "Let's get out of here.”
"What isit?" Jarril yelled.

Han didn't answer him, at least not directly. "We're underground, pal. If we don't get out now, we might
not get out at dl.”

Jarril probably hadn't thought that through. These dives never fdt asif they were Sx feet under, dthough
they were. His scream joined the others as he stood. Han was already shoving hisway to the door, his
blaster in the face of anyone who tried to stop him. Along the way, he helped a Cemasto its feet, dodged
the teeth of afreed nek battle dog, and pulled awinged Agee off a crumbling section of calling.

The crowd at the door was huge, al scrambling on top of one another, dl trying to get free. Then Han
redized someidiot had pulled the door shut.

"Let usout of herel" he shouted.
"Y ou don't know what's out therel"
"I know that whatever it is, it'salot better than dying in here.”

Voicesrosewith his, al agreeing with his protests. He managed to shove hisway to the front. An



Oodoc, aspecies known for its Size and strength but not itsintelligence, stood before the door, its spiked
arms crossed in front of its massve chest.

"It'ssafer inhere” it said.

"Listen, toothpick brain,” Han said. "The roof's about to cavein. | would rather take my chanceswith
whatever's out there than die with you in here.”

"I wouldn't,” the Oodoc said.

"Then you don't haveto go." Han shoved him aside and blasted the lock on the door. The ricochet
caught the Oodoc in its spiny back. It growled and lunged for Han as the door swung open.

A tide of seamy crestures flowed into the corridors beyond, gathering Han and sweeping him away from
the Oodoc. He pulled free, reached the turbolift by himsdlf, scanned for Jarril, and didn't see him. Thelift
stopped alevel below the surface and Han went up the stairs two at atime, braced for the next blagt,
which seemed to take forever in coming.

The crowd reached the doors, bursting through them. The screaming and shouting stopped when people
reached the surface.

Han reached the top and stopped so suddenly that the Gotal behind him dammed into his back. The
Gota shoved him asit pushed away, then it, too, stopped and |ooked up, its double-cone-shaped head
pointing toward the sky.

Han stepped away from the entrance, his mouth dry.

Coruscant looked the same. Nothing had touched the city. Nothing at al.

The sunlight was bright, blinding, and warm. The afternoon was as beautiful asit had been when he went
below.

"It couldn'ta been underground, could it?" asked one of the gamblersfrom the Crysta Jewel, aman who
looked vagudy familiar.

Han shook his head. " Something happened somewhere.”
"Not from above," the Gotal said. "If it had come from above, we'd see the effects.”
"Wed be ducking and running, hoping nothing ese hitsthe city," the gambler said.

Han put ahand up to shade his eyes as he looked for movement. Findly he saw it: acontingent of
guards and medical personnd heading toward the Imperia Paace.

The paace.
Thechildren.
Lea

Hetook off after the guards at top speed, nearly mowing down that nek battle dog, which was



scampering away from its master. Han dodged in and out of building columns, through Streets, dway's
keeping the guards and medicd gaff in Sght.

It was the medical personnel who worried him.
People had been hurt.

They avoided the main entrance to the paace and instead ran dong its sde. He felt amoment of relief
until he redlized where they were going.

The Senate Hall.

His bresth was coming in sharp gasps. A stitch had formed in hisside. He wasin shape, but it had been
along time since he had run at top speed anywhere. And he had been going at top speed for along time
NOw.

No more blasts.
Odd. Very odd.

He rounded the corner and the sight before him made him run harder. Senators were scattered across
the lawn, covered with dirt and severa different colors of blood. A black ichor trailed from the senator
from Nyny. All three of his heads were tilted backward. If he wasn't dead, he was close.

Mon Mothmawas bent over another senator, talking carefully. Han stopped long enough to tap her
shoulder.

"Lea?' heasked.

Mon Mothmashook her head. She looked ten times older than she had that morning. "1 haven't seen
her, Han."

He dodged the wounded, even though she shouted his name again. He knew what she would say.
Exactly what Leiawould say in thisingtance: Don't go insde. Let the trained personnel ded withit. But
hiswifewas missng. Hed find her himsdf.

The large marble entrance was filled with dust, blood, and more bodies. Some were stacked against the
wall like cargo. As he passed he redlized those were droids. They weren't even full droids, only pieces:
armsin one corner, legsin another. He saw dozens of golden body parts and didn't want to think about
the possibility of 3PO being among the shattered.

The blood and dirt had made the floor dippery. He did across part of the floor, finadly stopping when he
reached the entrance to the Hall itslf.

All the doors were open, the emergency glow panelswere on, and dust hovered inthe air likea
sandstorm on Tatooine. From inside, he heard wailing, moaning, and voices crying for help. Other voices
mingled in thedin, cdling for assstance or giving orders. The medica personnd he had followed were
aready ingde, as were dozens of guards and security people.

A huge bomb had to have gone off here to do thiskind of damage. Bigger than anything he had seen
outside of a gpace battle. And this bomb couldn't have come from space. The outside of the building was



fine. This one had to have come from within.

Then he saw Leia, drenched in blood, her white gown, white no longer, ripped and stuck to her frame.
One braid had come loose and hung down her back. The other was half-undone, her beautiful brown
hair tangled and matted asit fell along her face. She had her hands beneath the secondary bumps on an
unconscious Llewebum. Two guards supported its feet. She limped as she moved backward, favoring
her right leg.

Han hurried to her side, placed his hands beside hers on the Llewebum's ridged skin. "I've got i,
swesetheart," he said, but she didn't seem to hear him. He bumped her dightly with hiship, and shelet go.
The weight of the Llewebum made him stagger. He didn't know how she had supported it. He put the
LIewebum beside one of its comrades, near amedical droid that was tagging al the cases according to
degree of emergency. Then Han went back to Leia
She had started into the Hall again, but he put his arm around her waist and gently held her back.

"I'm getting you medica care, sweetheart.”

"Let mego, Han."

"Y ou've hel ped enough. We're going to the center.”

She didn't shake her head. She didn't even look at him when he spoke. One entire side of her face was
bruised and her skin was covered with scorch marks. Her nose was bleeding and she didn't even seem to
notice.

"I'vegot to gointhere" she said.

"Il goin. You stay here."

"Let mego, Han," shesaid again.

"She can't hear you," one of the medicd droids said asit passed. "A concussion of that Szeinan
enclosed space damaged everyone with eardrums.”

She couldn't hear? Han gently turned her toward him, trying not to let hisfear for her show on hisface.
"Lela" hesad dowly. "Help ishere. Let metake you to the medical center.”

Beneath the dirt, her skinwas pae. "It'smy fault.”

"No, sweetheart, it's not."

" let the Imperiasin. | didn't fight hard enough.”

Her words chilled him. "We don't know what caused this. Come on. Let me get you help.”
"No," shesad. "My friendsaredying inthere.”

"Youvedonedl you can."

"Don't be stubborn," she said.



"I'm not the one—!" He bit back the words. He couldn't stand here and argue with her. She couldn't
hear. Sheld win. He scooped her into hisarms. Shewas light and warm. ™Y ou're coming with me," he
sad.

"l can't, Han," she said, but shedidn't struggle. "I'm fine. Redlly."
"l don't want you to die because you don't know when to quit,” he said as he stepped past the wounded.
Either her hearing was coming back or she could read lips. "I'm not going to die," she said.

His heart was pounding againgt his chest. He cradled her close. "Lady, | wish | were as sure of that as
you are."

Jarril stopped running when he reached the hangars. He had seen activity al around the flight bases, but
he figured it wouldn't reach hisship yet.

Hewasright.
Although he probably didn't have much time.

He had |eft the ship, theSpicy Lady, in thefar corner of the hangar, behind two larger ships. TheSpicy
Lady was smdll but distinctive. Brown, shaped like theMillennium Falcon crossed with an A-wing, she
was of Jarril's own specid design. Shewas built for carrying cargo, but if things got difficult, he could
jettison the storage unit and | et the fighter ship move on itsown. Thefighter could be remote-operated;
he could lead a pursuer on awild-goose chase with the fighter while in redlity he was on the storage ship
with dl the cargo. He had only had to use that scenario once, and fortunately he'd been able to recover
the fighter part of the ship later.

He was never so rdlieved to see anything in hislife.

He had to get off Coruscant before they put a clamp on space travel. And they would, once the source
of that explosion waslocated. He had to get back to the Run before anyone noticed he was missing. He
was afraid someone aready had.

This part of the hangar appeared to be empty. Odd. If he were in charge of Coruscant, hewould close
down access to and from the planet immediately. But the New Republic did things democraticdly, not

logically.

He only hoped he had piqued Han's interest enough. They wouldn't have another chance a a
conversation.

He hurried across the platform to his ship. Then he dropped the ramp and climbed in. It felt strange to
enter an empty ship. Usualy he traveled with Sdluss, a Sullustan. They had started in the business
together. Seluss was supposed to cover for him while he was gone.

TheSpicy Lady smelled of cool processed air. He had |eft the interior pressurized, amistake he didn't
usudly make. Thistimeit didn't matter, though. It would be easier for himto leave.



Hewould pilot out of the storage section. Safer. If the Coruscant command gave him any troubles, he
would separate the sections and | et them worry about the fighter while the storage unit escaped. He had
just did into the pilot's chair when he heard something behind him.

He dtiffened but did not turn. He might have been mistaken about the sound.

No. Thereit was again. The hollowy inhae of someone breathing through amask.

Jarril swallowed. As heturned, he put his hand on hisblaster.

Two stormtroopers faced him, blasters aready trained on him. "Where do you think you're going?' one
of them asked. The voice was unrecognizable through the helmet's mouthpiece.

Then Jarril realized they weren't ssormtroopers. They were wearing his cargo. He recognized the battle
scorch on the hdmet on theright.

They must have come on the ship wearing other clothing. They had put on the stormtrooper uniformsto
scare him? Hewasn't afraid of stormtroopers. At least, not stormtroopers wearing his own haul.

"| think it's high time to leave Coruscant, don't you?"' Jarril asked. He wished he knew whom he was
addressing.

"We planto leave," the other trooper said, "after you tell usyour business here.”
"l wasvigting an old friend," Jarril said.

"Strangetimeto bevigting,” the first scormtrooper said.

"Strange time to be hel ping yourselves to my equipment,” Jarril snapped.
"It'sours ultimately,” the second stormtrooper said.

"Y ou don't want to get caught wearing those on Coruscant,” Jarril said.

"Wewon't get caught,” the first sormtrooper said. He nodded his helmet toward Jarril. ""Put down the
blaster.”

Jarril shrugged and let go. "I wasn't going to useit anyway.”

"Tdl usagain why you're on Coruscant.”

"Why areyou?' Jarril said. "Did you have anything to do with that bombing?
"WEell ask the questions,” said the second stormtrooper.

Jarril swallowed. His head was woozy from exertion on top of too many drinks. It was his ship. He
should be ableto find away out of this. "I wasfollowing alead.”

"A lead," sad thefirst stormtrooper. "1 thought you were visiting an old friend.”

"Wheréd you think | was going to get the lead?"



"From Han Solo, husband to the leader of the New Republic?’

They had followed him. He wasn't going to be able to talk hisway out of this one. He grabbed the
control console, but too late. A well-placed blaster shot hit his hands. He screamed as pain burned
through him.

He clutched his hands to his stomach and looked &t the troopers. "What do you want with me?" he
asked, voice shaking.

"To dlenceyou forever,” sad thefirst ssormtrooper.

And then they did.

SIX

Luke had seen the medica center near the Imperia Paace thisfull only once before, and that had been
in the days after the Empire attack that had forced the New Republic leadership to lead. A long time ago
now, but it felt close, with al these wounded around him. Wounded waited in reception areasjust like
guests, while medica personnd found beds for them, or moved them to more-speciaized wings of the
medical center.

Luke waked among them, feeling more shaken than he had when he learned of the attack.

Familiar faces, some gray with pain, others so scarred he could barely recognize them, looked away
from him. The attack had to have been horrible. He had been worried when he approached Coruscant
and al the defenses were up. He had had to get specia clearance from Admiral Ackbar—no one could
raise Lela—and it wasn't until he had spoken to Mon Mothmathat he had known why.

As he strode through the hallway to the recovery areas, something grabbed him around his booted leg.
Helooked down to see Anakin clinging to histhigh.

"Uncle Luke," Anakin said, hisface upturned, his blue eyes tear-streaked, his eyelashes gummed
together.

L uke bent down and picked up the boy, even though, at six, Anakin was getting too big to be held in this
way. Anakin clung to him so tightly that L uke could bardly breathe.

"Isyour mother all right?" Luke asked, not sure he wanted to hear the answer.

Anakin nodded.

"Thenwhat isit, little Jedi?" Luke kept his voice soft, soothing. And suddenly he knew. His own words
had brought it clear to him. But before he could say anything, he heard his name. Jacen and Jainawere
running toward him, looking as ravaged as Anakin.

"Hey, guys," he said, gathering them around him.

"Uncle Luke," Jainasaid. "Daddy said you could talk to us."

Hedidn't know if they had fdlt the cold and heard the screaming. Many of his students hadn't. But his



students weren't as talented in the Force as the children. Or maybe the children had felt some impact
from the explosion. Whatever had happened to them, though, had traumatized them in away the other

adultsweren't able to ded with yet.

"Comeon," hesaid. Heled them to abench dongside the metallic wall. A medica droid passed without
giving them a second glance.

"Didwedoit?" Anakin asked.

"Dowhat?' Whatever he had expected, it wasn't this.

"Hurt Mama."

Luke set Anakin back on hislap. Jacen and Jaina squeezed beside him. They had obvioudy discussed
this. Luke suppressed asigh. Raising Force-sengitive children was more atrid than anyone had thought.

Each time something new came up, he found himself wishing he could talk with hisaunt Beru. She had
managed with him despite his uncle Owen's hodtility, on aplanet so far away that no one knew about it.

Except Ben.

She had probably talked with Ben.

"How could you have hurt your mother?' Luke asked.

All three children gtarted to speak at once, hands moving, armswaving, voicesraised in concern.
"Wait, wait, one at atime," Luke said. "Jaina, you explain it, then you boys can add if you want."

Jainaglanced at Jacen asif for support. The movement always made L uke's heart ache. Would he and
Leiahave been likethat if they had been raised together? They would never know.

"Something came into our nursery, Uncle Luke," Jainasaid. Her small face wasareplicaof Leids, round
and beautiful, sincere brown eyes, and small, purposeful mouth. "It was cold and it yelled with athousand
voices. Andit hit usdl at once.

As he had suspected. They had felt the deaths. Just as he had. AsLeiahad. He resisted the urge to

close hiseyes. When Lelawas better, he had to talk with her. They had to redlize that the children,
though young, felt everything as strongly as otherstrained in the Force did.

"So wejoined—" Jacen began.
"I'mtelingit,” Janasad. "Wejoined hands and best it back."
That caught Luke by surprise. Y ou what?'

"We made the room hot,"” Anakin said. Jaina shot him amaevolent glance, but heignored it. "It was my
idea"

"It was not," Jacen said.

"Wastoo."



"Anyway," Janasad loudly, "we pushed it out of the room, and then alittle whilelater, the whole... the
whole..." Shetook adeep bresth. "Thewhole..."

"Thewhole building shook," Jacen said, clearly finishing for her. "And Mother nearly died.”
"And sometimes," Anakin said softly, "when | don't plan it, something | do hurts somebody."

Luke nodded. A lot of things he had done had inadvertently hurt someone. If he hadn't bought R2 and
3PO, hisaunt and uncle would sill be dive. But if he hadn't, he wouldn't be Sitting here now, with these
precious beings beside him. But he couldn't explain that. It would sound patronizing. Ben hadn't tried
when Luke returned from the ruined farm. Luke shouldn't try either. They would learn it on their own.

"What you felt," Luke said, "was something pretty terrible. Somewhere in the galaxy, thousands, maybe
millions, of peopledied at onetime. | fet the same thing, that deep cold, and dl of their pain.”

"Did Mom fed it?" Jainaasked, her voice fill quivering.

Luke nodded. "And afew of my studentson Yavin 4 fdt it too. That's part of being a Jedi. When
something destroyslife on agrand scale, wefed it asif it happened to us. Because, in asensg, it did. It
ripped the fabric of the Force for just an instant.”

The children's faces were serious. Jacen's mouth was set in athin line reminiscent of Han's when hewas
angry.

"Sending heet to that cold place was brilliant,” Luke said. "'l wish | had thought of it. It'slike sending love
to aplace that's only known hate. We can't go back in time and make those lives regppear, but we can
help the people who have felt theloss hed "

"Or make the people who caused it pay,” Anakin said.

The bloodthirsty one. Luke put hishand on his nephew's, knowing that he would always haveto give this
boy specid attention. He understood what L eia had been doing in naming Anakin after her father—she
had been trying to reclaim agood part of her past—but the name made L uke give extra attention to the
recklessness behind Anakin's fierceness. Recklessness that Anakin shared with hisuncle at times.

"If were not careful, Anakin," Luke said, "that kind of vengeance will make usturn to the dark sde.
Then we are no better than those who fall to valuellife”

Anakin looked away, adight flush staining his cheeks.

"Look a me, children." Luke spoke firmly. He wanted their full attention for thisnext. "Y ou did the right
thing creating warmth. Y our actions had nothing to do with the explosion that hurt your mother. Nothing
adl"

"You promise, Uncle Luke?" Jacen asked. His voice was quivering too. Hetried to be tough, just like
hisfather, but beneath he was one of the most sensitive hearts L uke had ever met.

And that, too, waslike Han.

"l promise,” Luke said. He gathered the children close and hugged them. They squeezed him back. He



held them, letting his own warmth comfort them, as he thought about the conversation.

The children were on to something. But they had it backward. The desths happened, and then, a short
time later, an explosion occurred in the Senate Hall on the opening day of the new session. If the events
weren't related, then that was astartling coincidence.

And the older he gat, the less Luke bdieved in coincidence.

"Comeon," he said when the children started squirming. "L et's go see your mother.”

The children did off the bench, and he et them lead him to alargeroom. Leaveit to Lelato ingst that
shewas not given any specia trestment. Five other senatorsfilled bedsin the room, with curtains
between them. Lelaswas at the far end. Her curtain was open. Han sat beside her, while Chewbacca
stood at the foot, holding his pawstogether, asif this were astate function and he didn't know how to
dress. A medica droid placed medication on Leids bedside table, then disappeared through the pulled
curtain beside her.

Winter was Stting in achair besde the wall. When she saw Luke, she smiled. Sometimes he wondered if
she had specia powers besides her fantastic recall. Sherarely let the children out of her sght, and yet
they had found him at exactly the right moment.

"Luke," Han said as he stood. "L eias been asking about you.”

Sheturned her head then on its pillow. Her face was amass of bruises and cuts. Even though she had
clearly been in the bactatank, she still wore bandages on her handsindicating serious injuries that needed
severd moretendings.

"Oh, Luke." Her voice was unusudly loud. "I'm glad you're here.”

Luke sat beside the bed. "Me, too."

Shefrowned dightly.

"I don't think she understood you," Han said. "' She can't hear."

Luke glanced at Han. He seemed remarkably cam.

"They say her hearing will come back in afew days. It was the sirength of the explosion.” Han smiled
tightly. "It's been rather humorous, actualy, watching the medicd staff ded with ahundred deaf patients.
No oneisfollowing ingructions.”

Histone implied there was no humor init. In any of it. Luke had dready gotten the statistics when he
landed. Twenty-five senators dead, a hundred more wounded serioudy, and another hundred bruised.
That didn't count the support personnel or al the destroyed droids.

"Any ideawhat happened?’

Winter stood. "1 think, children,” she said, "we've been here long enough today.”

"Daaaad," Janawailed. Shetook hisarm. "They dways make usleave when the conversation gets
interesing.”



"I'm not going," Anakin said.
Chewie growled a him. Anakin ran to hissigter'sside.

"That'stelling 'em, Chewie," Han said, but it sounded more like areflex response. "Go with Winter, kids.
I'll be back to tuck youin."

They hugged their mother good-bye, and left without further protest, which made Luke wonder if they
wanted to stay as much asthey pretended. Thelast day or two had been very stressful for them. He
would have to talk with Han about their fears before he left.

"Lelabelievesthe new Imperiasin the Senate caused this," Han said. "I'm not so sure.™

"l am," Leiasaid. She had obvioudy become adept at lipread-ing since the explosion. Some of her
abilities probably were Force-enhanced. Luke would have to test that theory later.

"What do you think happened?' L uke asked.

"An old buddy of mine surfaced at a convenient time," Han said. "1 was with Jarril in the Crystd Jewel
when the explosion happened.”

"A decoy to keep you away?'

"Maybe," Han said. " Or maybe he was trying to warn me and wastoo late. | tried to find him afterward,
but he was gone."

"Any ideawhere he went?' Luke asked.

Han shook his head. "His ship was gone too, and no one saw it leave, which | find odd. Jarril'sship is
digtinctive. He took theFal con's design and crossed it with an A-wing."

"I saw that ship," Luke said. "The defenses were up when | got here. It took me abit of convincing to
get in, but when the shiddslifted, aship like that shot out, asif it had been waiting for just amoment like
that. | notified Space-Traffic Control but they didn't even register it asablip on their equipment. It's not
often | get told things are afigment of my imagination anymore.

"Somefigment,” Han said.

"Thismeans nothing," Leiasaid too loudly. Luke wasn't sure how much shefollowed. "It wasthe
Imperids.”

"Y ou have less proof than | do," Han said. ™Y our people don't even know what kind of bomb hit the
Senate Hall."

"Mypeople?'
Luke put ahand on Leidsarm. "What makes you think it was the Empire?’

"They have new membersin the Senate. It would be just like them to destroy something they had
gained." She had turned her head toward him so that she could see him clearly. "First rule in investigation,



Luke. Look for the changes. The answer liesin the changes.”

"Y ou have no proof either,” Luke said. He suppressed asigh. "L et's see what the experts turn up.
Maybe once we know what hit the Hall, welll be better informed.”

"The other thing you look for ismoney," Han said. "Jarril told me alot of smugglersare getting rich, and
then dying."

"But he could have been lying,” Luke said.

Chewie growled. He clearly agreed with Han.

"I'm not dismissing him, Chewig," Luke said. "'l just don't want us to make suppositions before we have
information.”

He hadn't expected to arrive and be the voice of reason. The stresswas taking itstoll on thewhole
family. He had seen it in the children, and now in Han and Lela.

"Hesad | could find out more at Smuggler's Run,” Han said.

"It might be another diverson," Leiasaid.

"Or it might be unrelated,” Luke said.

"Or it could be something we need to know," Han said.

Chewie mumbled his agreemen.

"Y ou can't leave now, Han," Lelasaid. She clearly knew her husband. "The children need you."

Han smiled, but he seemed distracted. "They need you too, sweetheart,” he said. "The whole Republic
needs you. And we almost lost you."

Luke cleared histhroat. "L et me do alittleinvestigating of my own," hesaid. "I may turn up something
none of us expects.”

C-3PO followed R2-D2's rounded frame through the permacrete corridors. Ancient oil stainsmingled
with skid marks and other stains of unknown originsal over thefloorsand walls. The glow pands
flickered, asif they didn't have the same access to power asthe rest of Coruscant. R2 led with purpose,
hissilver body tilted back, hiswhedls outstretched.

"I don't know how you aways get me involved in these things, R2," 3PO said as he hurried, hands
raised for balance. "Y ou've only been here afew hoursand aready | fed asif werein trouble.”

R2 whigtled, then blatted at him.

"Youdid inviteme," 3PO said. "Y ou said you believed they were doing something to Master Luke's
X-wing and we needed to investigate."



R2 tweebled.

"All right, then. Y ouknew they were doing something to Master Luke's X-wing, and you saidyou were
going to investigate. Butyou toldme. That'slikean invitation.”

R2 speeded up, chirruping and twittering as he glided forward on thefilthy floor.

"I will not stay behind,” 3PO said. "Over the years, you've gotten usinto too much trouble going off on
your own likethis. Besides, as| told you upstairs, Master Luke's X-wing has been scheduled for
upgrade for more than ayear."

R2 blatted again. His head swiveled as he investigated a portd in thewall. Apparently it was not the one
he wanted.

3PO didn't even look at the portd asthey passed. "I think it's arrogant of you to believe that Master
Lukewill tel you dl of hisbusness"

R2 blegped loudly.

"All of hisbusiness concerning the X-wing, then. It'snot asif you own the machine. Youreadroid.”
R2 warbled.

"Redlly, R2. Another astromech droid could run the X-wing," 3PO said. "It'snot asif you're that
pecid.”

R2 gave 3PO araspberry.

"Maybe they should have wiped your memory. Y our so-called exploits went to your head after the
Battle of Endor. | don't know why | continue to put up with you." 3PO's patter stopped when they
reached the closed maintenance-hangar doors. "How odd. Doors in the maintenance area are supposed
toreman open a dl times.”

R2 didn't respond. Instead a compartment opened on hisside, and athin meta service arm extended.
Hejacked into the door pandl, and beeped softly to himsdlf.

3PO peered through the small square transparistedls. Ships and parts were scattered al over the floor.
Droidsworked carefully, supervised by Kloperians. Kloperians were short, squat gray crestures, with a
series of tentacled limbs running along their Sdes like filaments. They had hands at the ends of many of
thelimbs. Their necks could extend aswell. Their physica makeup and their talents around al things
mechanica made them among the best mechanics and engineersin the Republic.

R2 bleeped.

3PO turned away from the transparisted. "Of courseit's aroutine maintenance order,” 3PO said. "l
don't understand why you're so surprised. All of the X-wings have been upgraded in the last few
months™"

R2 bleebled some more.

"I'm sure Master Luke did know of it,” 3PO said. "I'm sure they notified him. Really, R2. Y ou get upset



about the strangest things.”
R2 whistled repeatedly and rocked on histwo whedls.

"l will not ask Master Luke down here," 3PO said. "We don't even know what they're going to do to
the X-wing."

R2 whistled louder, apiercing shriek that echoed in the enclosed space.
IIR2! n
The clank of hisrocking treads added to the shrillness.

"Yes, | understand that you have abad feding about this," 3PO said. "But Master Luke didn't, and heis
the expert on fedings.”

At that moment, the maintenance doors opened. A Kloperian stood behind them, six of itstentacles
crossed over its squishy chest. Y ou want to explain to me why you'reillegaly jacked into our computer
system?" it asked.

R2 removed hisjack and pulled his servicearm inside its case. "We meant nothing,” 3PO said. "Our
master had sent us here to check on his ship. We couldn't get in and my counterpart here wastrying to
open the door."

"That's the door panel,” the Kloperian said, pointing with a seventh tentacle at asmall panel on the other
Sde of the maintenance doors.

"Oh, dear, R2," 3PO said. "I told you not to touch anything.”

The Kloperian's bulbous eyes narrowed. "All right, you two. Get inside. We're going to check your
hardware."

It grabbed 3PO and R2 with four of its tentacles and pulled them in the maintenance bay. The metal
doors clanged shut behind them. Fifty Kloperians stared at them. Dozens of droids stopped work to
watch. «

"R2," 3PO whispered. "I have avery bad fedling about this."

SEVEN

Kudler stood on the sandstone streets of Pydyr, hislegs spread, hands clasped behind his back. The air
waswarm and dry with atouch of sdt, reminding him that an ocean loomed over the artificidly created
hills. In the arid hest, the desth's head felt like amask. He was sweating benegth it, destroying its delicate
cdibration with hisskin.

He couldn't remain on Pydyr long. The mask, afindy tuned instrument, only worked properly in certain
environments.

Thiswasn't one of them.

He hated to think of what it was doing to hisface.



But if he was uncomfortable, the troops were aswell. The scormtrooper uniforms, cleaned up and
repaired, looked fine. Menacing. The memories of the Empire were embodied in the white suits and the
elaborate helmets, memories of power he hoped to arouse.

Image was everything, as Pydyr once knew.

The empty Streets spoke of wedlth. The sandstone blocks wore down after only afew days. The
Pydyrians had a specia droid designed specifically for street care, another designed for building wash.
Pydyr'swealth was the stuff of legends, its aristocratic classthe ingpiration for storiestold dl over this
section of the galaxy.

Almaniahad envied Pydyr for generations.

But no more.

Pydyr was his.

The quiet was eerie. All he could hear was the sound of booted feet brushing against sandstone. The
troopers were investigating each building, making certain no one remained.

He had haf-expected the stench of bodies decaying in Pydyr's harsh sun, but Hartzig, the officer in
charge, had been thorough. Pydyr's aristocracy was dead, its bodies disposed of within hours. But the
moon's wealth remained.

And he needed it. Histiming couldn't have been better. Hetried to smile, but his skin did benegth the
mask. The lips till adhered, though.

Hewhirled on a booted foot and walked into one of the buildings the troopers had dready investigated.

Pydyrian architecture was bold, with heavy brown columns and large, square rooms. Each surface was
covered with decoration, some hand-painted by famous artists long dead, and others studded with tiny
segfah jewels. In addition to the wealth accumulated over centuries, Pydyr had its own source. Seafah
jewels were formed in the ocean in the shells of microscopic creatures. Kueller had ordered the seefah
jewelers spared; it took atrained eye to locate most of the jewels on the seabed. A trained Pydyrian eye.
The aritocratic Pydyrians had tried for generationsto create droids that could locate the jewels, but no
matter how good the droid, it couldn't tell the jewd from centuries of hardened fish dung.

Hewalked to a column and ran agloved finger over the ridged jewels embedded in the baked surface.
Thejewels were bright spots of swirled color, some blue and green, some black and red, some white
and orange, some agtartling, lusterlessyellow. Each jewel, no wider than the seam on hisfingertip, had
formed over the centuries from tiny seafah bodies discarded on the ocean floor.

The column aone held two years of materias cost for him at the rate he had been spending it. He would
probably increase his spending now. He had some large ships that needed rebuilding quickly. Unlike the
Pydyrians, he was not one to hoard hiswedlth. He would have plenty more within afew months.

"It fedsasif someonejust left.” Femon's soft voice boomed in this empty place. She had apparently
finished her tasks on Almaniaand decided to join him.

"Someonedid." Kudler did not turn. His mask was dipping more than heliked. The mouth no longer



moved with his. "They haven't been dead very long, Femon.”
"It s;ems so strange. | wasin the eating wing, and there were ill dishes on thetables.”

"But the food was gone," Kueller said. Cleaned up by the droids, as was anything organic and likely to
decompose.

"Of course." Shewalked up behind him. He could fed her warmth againgt his back. He did not move,
even though he wanted to. She was getting too presumptuous of her own power. He would haveto
remind her who controlled whom, and soon. "1 don't understand why the Emperor didn't do this. Hewas
S0 dedtructive.”

Kueller remembered the ddiciousfeding of dl those screams, al thoselives, dl that fear filling him. "He
hadn't found a clean way yet. Maybe he didn't look for one. Sometimes | think Palpatine was less
interested in power than in destruction itself.”

"But you're interested in power."

She seemed to be making a statement, but he thought he heard a question beneath it.

"Y ou have an opinion?" he asked in away that made it sound asif she had no right to one.

"It would seem to me," she said dowly, "that if we are going to conquer, we should do so now.
Everythingisinplace”

"Only on Coruscant,” hesaid.
"But that's whereit's needed.”

He brought his hand down. Her questions were interrupting hisfine mood. "It'sneeded on dl the
designated planets. The secret to control isthoroughness.”

"So we do Coruscant first. Everything esewill bein placein afew days."

"Timingiseverything," Kudler sad. "'l will wait."

"If you get rid of the leaders—"

"Otherswill riseintheir place." He ressted the urgeto turn, to glower at her through the mask. The
gﬁx wasn't working, and he didn't want her to see hisface. Swest dripped off his chin onto hislinen
"Isthat why you're trying to get rid of Skywalker?'

He hestated, unsure how much he wanted to reved himself to her. Then he said, " Skywalker's aster
leads the Republic.”

"How do you know she survived the attack on the Senate Hall ?*

"Shesurvived," he said softly.



"So go after her."

"l am." He clenched hisfists, careful not to let histemper show on such afine, successful day. "I most
assuredly am.”

The ship hung in space. Lando Calrissian peered out the cockpit on theLady Luck. He was done on this
trip, having dropped Mara Jade off at the Minos Cluster to run some errand for Talon Karrde. Lando
didn't like their continued association, but he had no redl right to complain—and he wasn't sure he
wanted that right.

Stll, the last few weeks with Marain the floating cities of Caamari had been ddightful. He hadn't seen
her in along while. He had enjoyed her company, and only afew times had longed for solitude.

He had the solitude now, but he no longer wanted it. At the moment, he'd give anything to have someone
to consult about the ship spinning dowly infront of him.

It looked familiar. At first he had thought it was theMillennium Falcon. Then heredized that the
Arakyd concussion-missile tubes weren't just missing. They hadn't been there a al. Something had been
built to fill the areaand that something was long gone. He had only seen one other stock light freighter
that so closaly resembled theFal con, and that had been theSpicy Lady. Although theSpicy Lady had a
modified A-wing where the missile tubes had been.

An A-wing that could fly onitsown. A separate ship, for escapes and escapades.

Lando hailed theSpicy Lady, hisheart pounding.” Spicy Lady, thisisLady Luck. Areyou in distress?
Over?'

No response. The ship looked abandoned. Only he had never known Jarril to leave theSpicy Lady for
long. Jarril had invested his persona fortune in her, and used her to make more money. He never let her
drift. Even when he wasin the A-wing, he made certain she looked powered-up so that no one would
board without mgjor preparation.

"Spicy Lady,thisisLady Luck. Over."

Lando swore under his breath. Thiswas supposed to be asimpletrip. He didn't like flying solo. He had
anew astromech droid that Mara had bought with profits from their most recent shared venture, but even
with the modifications, the droid wasn't alot of help in asituation likethis.

He scanned theSpicy Lady for life Sgns. None. Shewas dark. Life support wasn't even functioning.

He sighed. He couldn't board her. He didn't want to leave thelLady Luck without good cause. Instead
he checked to seeif theSpicy Lady had dave circuitry. He doubted it. Most smuggling vessals avoided
dave circuits, which allowed remote control of the ship from other ships. But business had changed since
Lando entered it. A few supplierswere requiring dave circuits. And Jarril was till hip-deep inthe
business. He might be dealing with some of those suppliers.

Thelady Luck's computer beeped at Lando. TheSpicy Lady not only had dave circuits, she had fully
rigged dave circuits.



"First breek I've had dl day,” Lando said.

Helinked theSpicy Lady's internal holocamsto theLady Luck's and surveyed the interior of the ship.

It looked like an Imerria Windstorm had gone through the public sections. Suppliesfloated in the
zero-gravity environment. Blaster scars seared the couches in the rec area. The oxygen masks were
broken, the emergency equipment destroyed.

Lando panned through the public areas. He knew that Jarril wouldn't allow holocamsin the storage
compartments. Lando's mouth was dry. The discomfort he had felt when hefirst saw the ship was
growing.

Except for the blaster scarsin the rec room, he saw no signs of battle. No real destruction, only the kind
made when someone—or severa someones—searched aship. Still, thetension in Lando's shoulders
was growing.

Findly he brought theSpicy Lady's cockpit up on his screen. And then he let out the breath he had been
holding.

Jarril floated, his body bumping agains the contrals, the viewport, the ceiling, the floor. Judging from the
holein his chest, he had been hit with aweapon at very close range.

Lando closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose with histhumb and forefinger. An old friend
shouldn't dielike that. Especidly not in the rear-end of nowhere with no oneto guard his back.

Then Lando frowned. Jarril usudly had a Sullustan with him. Seluss. Had Sdluss taken the A-wing? For
help? That made no sense. He would have been back.

Unless he wasfollowed.

But Lando had seen no other vessalsin this corner of space. Very few ships went back and forth here.
There was nothing to smuggle. Lando himsdlf wouldn't have been hereif Marahadn't had to meet
Karrde. The Republic had little interest in the primitive planets nearby and the Empire had abandoned
hope of uniting such diverse peoples.

The Empire had long ago abandoned hope of anything.

Something nagged &t the back of Lando's mind. He had seen something in that debris. Something that
didn't belong.

He opened his eyes as he panned away from the cockpit, searching, searching, scanning the debris at
closerange until he found what he waslooking for.

Inthe galley, banging off one wall and ricocheting into another like apuck in null hockey, a stormtrooper
helmet floated.

A hdmet so clean it reflected the emergency glow panels.
Stormtroopers. Thisfar out. Perhaps Lando had been wrong about the Empire.

With aflurry of movements, he rigged up the rest of the dave circuitry. Hed tow theSpicy Lady to his



mining operation on Kessdl and then inspect the interior himsaf. Maybe he could see what Jarril had
been into.

Lando had a hunch he wouldn't like what he was about to find.
EIGHT

The surviving senatorsfilled the Emperor's Audience Room in the Imperial Palace. The senior senators,
the ones who clearly supported the Republic, were mingling with one another, and talking about
substantive issues. Lela stood beside the buffet table that lined one wall. She wasn't interested in her
colleagues. She waswatching the junior senators, many of them former Imperids, argue. Her hands till
hurt from the burns she had sustained in the blast, but otherwise she felt fine.

Except for her hearing.

Shewished it hadn't returned.

The arguments rose around her, so loud that one voice would quickly cover another.

"... decidewho'sin charge now that..."

"...never would have allowed such chaos..."

"... glad we're here. The New Republic can't afford such lax..."

Shedidn't need to hear more than afew snatches of conversation to know what was happening. Here,
at least among the junior senators, the blame for the destruction of the Senate Hall was going to fall on
her government. She shouldn't have listened to Han. She should have been up and around the day of the
explosion. Two days away had dlowed this Situation to get out of hand.

Lelatook avagnerian cangpe and ate it quickly, hoping its sweethess would give her energy she il
lacked. The doctors said she needed time to recover, that she had nearly died, but she had madeit
through serious wounds before. Thistime, she suspected, part of the problem was her attitude.

She wiped her hands on her pants—she wore aloose, flowing pair that resembled a skirt, with ablouse
over them, deciding to be dressy but comfortable at this meeting—and stepped into the crowd of junior

senators.

Their conversation ceased. She smiled at them, asif she had heard nothing, and clapped her hands for
attention.

"I want to thank you all for coming on such short notice," she said. "We are currently preparing the
ballroom as atemporary home for the Senate, but it won't be completed until tomorrow. In the
meantime, | thought we would hold thisinforma meeting. | wanted to get you al up-to-date on the
invedtigation.”

"What investigation?' asked R'yet Coome, the junior senator from Exodeen. Hisvoice, filtered through
hissix sets of teeth, sounded so much like that of his colleague, M'yet Luure, that Lela started. It was
even aquestion that M'yet would have asked.

She glanced at R'yet as he preened hissix ams againgt hisside. If she hadn't known M'yet was dead,



she would have thought she was speaking to him.

"Weve had an investigation running S multaneoudy with the rescue effort,” she said. "The rescue effort
took top priority for aday. We had to make certain—" Her voice broke.

"We had to make certain that no one else was trapped in the rubble," said ChoFi, one of the senators
who had been with her since the beginning of the New Republic. He stood just behind her, his seven-foot
length protecting instead of dwarfing her.

She nodded, grateful for his support. She hadn't seen him when she camein. He must have been
eavesdropping, as she had been.

"Y ou should have taken the precautions up front,” R'yet said. "I don't know how I'll tell the people of
Exodeen that one of their most beloved figuresisdead.”

"We have the best security of any placein the Republic,” Lelasaid. "Obvioudy, it wasn't good enough.”

"Obvioudy," Ryet said.

Meido, vibroblade-thin, his crimson face covered with tiny white lines, put atwo-fingered hand on
Ryyet'sfirst arm. Leiawas astonished that Meido knew Exodeenian etiquette. A touch on thefirst arm
was asignal to stop spesking. A touch on the second would have been a chalengeto fight.

"The Chief of State has had adifficult week," Meido said.

"Ashaveweadl," some senator in the back said.

Meido ignored him. "We must give her the benefit of any doubt. Of course, we had to seeif anyone
remained in the ruins of the Hall. Now the investigation can begin in earnest.”

His support made Lela suspicious. Meido hadn't been supportive since his eection.

"Thank you, Senator,” she said. She took a deep breath. "The damage to the Hall was extensive. The
bomb, if we might call it that, was detonated inside the Hall. There was no exterior damage at al. We are
currently investigating al personnd who werein the Hall &t thetime of the exploson aswell as people
who had accessto it in the days before."”

"Doesthat include senators?' asked Senator Wwebyls, atiny humanoid from Yn.

"Itincludes everyone," Lelasaid.

"Even the dead?' R'yet asked, hislower hands perched on his secondary hips.

"Eventhedead,” Leiasaid softly. "We can't overlook anyone or anything here.”

"So you're being investigated aswell," Senator Meido asked.

Leiagarted. Of course she wasn't being investigated. She knew she wasn't involved.

"She said everyone." ChoFi spoke without judgment as he reminded them to listen, and ashe got Leia
off the hook.



Kerrithrarr, the senior Wookiee senator, growled from the back of the room.

"My Wookiee colleague has agood point,” ChoFi said. "The best way to survivethiscrissisto work
together."

"We can't work together when were being investigated,” said another junior senator.

"Wered| being investigated,” said Nyxy, a senator from Rudrig.

"We have to work together," said Senator Gno. He had been a senator in the Old Republic, and then a
member of the Rebe ring in the Imperid Senate. He was one of the few Old Republic memberswho
hadn't retired. "Have you ever thought that whoever set off that bomb did so for precisaly thisreason? If
we fight among ourselves, we no longer focus on outside threats. We cannot tear this government gpart
fromwithin."

That thought hadn't occurred to Leia either. She had been concentrating on finding the perpetrators, and
on discovering if they were the source of the Force-vision she had shared with Luke. She hadn't
forgotten that feding of impending doom, not just for the Senate, but for the government itself.

She couldn't tell this body, though, about the new weapon. Not without agreater proof than her fedling,
and Luke's.

"It seemsto me that this government is dready being torn apart,” Ryet said. "We need leadership. Good
leadership would have prevented this attack.”

"We don't know that,” ChoFi said. "We won't know anything like that until we discover what caused the
degtruction.”

"The teams are working on that now," Lelasaid. "We have some experts digging through materia
removed from the building, aswell as searchers ill in the Hall. Well know more by later today.”

"Will we know then whether the attack was aimed at the Senate or aimed at you?' R'yet asked.

He had the right to ask that. Leiaknew he did. But that didn't stop the flare of anger within her. She had
had enough. He was acting asif he had atained amora high road through M'yet Luure'sloss.

"Senator Coome," she said, rising to her full height. "'If the attack was aimed at you, at me, or at any of
our colleagues, then it wasaimed at al of us. We are abody, a group, whether you likeit or not. The
attack occurred in the seet of government, and affected all of us equally—"

"Not equdly," Ryet said. "Some of us are dead.”

"Equaly,” Leiasaid, "at least for the survivors. Now you can work with us and help the New Republic.”

"Or?' He had stepped forward despite Meido's restraining hand. " Are you threatening me, Leia Organa
Solo?!

"That wouldn't be good for unity, now would it?" Leiaasked.

"It certainly wouldn't,” Meido said smoothly. "Perhagpsit would ease my colleagues mind if we had a



separate investigation going, aswedl asthe officid investigation. With two teams, we might get better
results.”

"Or we might confusetheissue” Lelasaid.
"So you're opposed to a separate investigation?' Meido's tone implied that she had something to hide.

"Of coursenot,” Leiasaid. "l just don't like expending unnecessary resources. The New Republicis not
wedlthy, either in credits or in availablelabor.”

" think that anything that enables usto trust one another again would not be awaste,” Meido said.
Agan?Leathought, but did not voiceit.
"She obvioudy doesn't liketheidea," Ryet said.

They had forced her into this. She should have expected it. Shetook a deep breath. "Were agoverning
body," shesaid. "Let'svote."

"| thought thiswas an informa meeting,” ChoFi said. It was an admirable ploy to delay the vote.
"Aninforma mesting isgill amesting,” Meido said.

Lelasuppressed asigh. They had outmaneuvered her. 1t would be hard to take a vote without their
consoles, without the electronic count, or computer backup. But avoice vote would work, if someone
counted the votes, and tallied them to the proper senators. It dso had the added benefit of making each
voter accountablein front of the others.

She sent one of the pagesto get an officid tally sheet. When the page returned, she scanned the shet,
her gaze stopping each timeit hit adead or serioudy wounded senator. She would remember that day in
the Hall for therest of her life. Inits own, less devagtating way, it had shaken her asthe destruction of
Alderaan had. She had thought the Hall a completely safe place. Perhaps that was why she fought the
introduction of the former Imperias. Perhaps she wanted to protect one of the few havensleft in the

galaxy.

It only took afew momentsto get the system set up. Time enough for each senator to think of a
response.

"The question we are putting to the vote isthis. Should we have an independent investigation team? Y our
vocal response must be'yes,’ 'no,’ or ‘abstain.' " Shetook a deep breath, then called on the first senator.

Both she and the page recorded the vote asit occurred. A protocol droid aso listened, double-checking
thetally. She had expected the vote to go in her favor. At the least, she expected to bresk thetieon a
closevote. But as she ran through the list, skipping the missing and the dead, she redlized that her voting
block, which had been the mgority, was now in the minority. Most of the uninjured were the junior
senators. The senior senators, those with long ties to the Republic, had somehow received the brunt of
the blagt.

By the end of thelist, Leiasthroat was dry and her eyes burned. Her shoulders were stiff from tension.
Fifteen senators voted againgt the independent investigation. Fifteen. The rest dbstained or voted in favor.
The measure won by an overwhelming mgority.



Across the room, she met Kerrithrarr's gaze. The Wookiee senator believed, asLeladid, that the former
Imperials would destroy the Senate. Kerrithrarr's hair stood on end, and when he noticed Leia, he shook
his head in despair.

Leiachecked her results againgt the page's. Then the droid confirmed their numbers. "By aclear
magority,” Leiasaid, "the measure to provide for an independent investigation passes.”

The junior senators cheered while the rest of the room looked on in astonishment. Leiapicked up a
wooden cup and pounded it on the buffet table as she called for order. Asthe room quieted, she said, "I
redizethat we are not meeting in the Hall. Dueto the informal setting, | will let this breech of etiquette
pass. In the future, though, any senator showing undue partisanship will be expelled from the room and
hisvotewill not be counted. Thisruleisin the Senatoria bylaws. | suggest you read them."

Her voice echoed back to her, and she could hear the thread of anger below it. Usually she prided
herself on her restraint, but her patience was wearing thin. Didn't these so-called |eaders understand the
effects of their actions? Didn't they know that thiskind of partisanship would divide the Republic?

Faces were turned to hers expectantly. She nodded toward them. "Sinceit was your ideato have an
independent investigation, Senator Meido, | would like you to compile the team. We will need the names
of theinvestigators for our records.”

Meido smiled. Histeeth were pae pink againg his crimson skin. "Gladly, President.”

Shedidn't like hisexpression. It made her fed vulnerable. It made her fed asif she had waked into a
trap.

"Tomorrow we will meet in the ballroom at the normal time. Until then, we are adjourned.” Leia
pounded on the buffet table. As she did, the conversation rose around her. The junior senators were
pounding one another on the back and laughing.

ChoFi was saring at thelist. "Y ou know," he said so softly that only Leiaand Senator Gno could hesr,
"their report won't be the same.”

"l know," Lelasaid. "But | had no real choice. | couldn't appoint one of our peopleto pick the
investigative team. They outmaneuvered me. If | had been thinking when | camein—"

"It'snot your fault,Leia,” ChoFi" said. "If they didn't gpproach you on that issue, they would have done
S0 on another. Y ou were running the Senate as it used to beinstead of asit is. It isno longer auniform
body. Now we have factions.”

"l don't likeit," Gno said.

"Likeit or not," ChoFi said, "the factions exist and we haveto live with them.”

"l will not livewith them,” Gno said. "Thisis how the Empiretook over thelast time. Smdll
disagreements became magjor. Mgjor disagreements were ignored, until the government was so

factiondized it didn't work at dl."

"That won't happen here," ChoFi said.



Gno smiled. "l used to believethat, dl those years ago.”

Lelapicked up the voting record, wincing at the pain in her hands. "We can't be afraid of change,
Senator,” she said to Gno. "We have to remember that there is one mgjor difference between then and
now. They don't have aleader like Palpatine.”

"Atleast not yet," Gno said.

Sunlight poured through a holein the collgpsing roof of the Senate Hall. Againgt the sky, the
black-clawed hand of a construction droid awaited orders to remove the rubble and rebuild.

Luke stood in the double doorway, and peered into the Hal. The sunlight illuminated only one corner.
Emergency glow panel s reveded more destruction.

Most of the voting desks were covered with stone and shattered crystdl. The floor was amass of debris.
Freight droids, maintenance droids, and repair droids waited in the back. No one had started the cleanup
yet. Leiawanted it to wait until the investigation was underway .

Luke had decided to do some investigating on his own.

Severa things bothered him: Leids ing stence on the involvement of former Imperids, Han's strange
conversation with the missng smuggler; and, most importantly, the disturbance in the Force that Luke,
Leia, and the Solo children had felt to varying degrees. L uke agreed with Han; he doubted the direct
involvement of the former Imperids. If they had dl known, they would have found an excuse to be away
from the Hall at thetime. Leiahad apoint too. Mogt of the junior senators were uninjured. If shewas
right, and aformer Imperia or agroup of former Imperiaswere involved, what greater way to turn away
sugpicion than to bein the Hall during the explosion and "miraculoudy” escapeinjury?

Luke stepped inside. Dust motes rosein the circle of sunlight. He had been in so many places of
destruction, seen so much devadtation, and gtill it didn't prepare him for this. ThisHall wasthe working
Chamber. 1t had housed the Old Republic's Senate, and even Papatine's redesign hadn't affected that
feding of ancient and irrevocable law. It had been Leids favorite room.

She had been below, at the podium, when the blast hit.

The podium was shattered. The circle on which it had stood was littered in ceiling rubble. The repair
crews outside had warned L uke that the building was unstable. They weren't going to let him in without
an escort, but heinssted. He had to see this, and he had to see it alone.

A chill pervaded theair. It wasthe same kind of chill he had felt on Y avin 4, the chill of quick, sudden
desth. So many lives, senselesdly taken.

He stepped in deeper. Benegth the chill was that odd sense again, that sense of betraya. Betraya was
probably acommon response to sudden degth, but this sensefelt different. It felt—persond, like the
betrayd L uke had felt when Kyp had joined forces with Exar Kun. Asif dl inthisroom had died at the
hands of someone they once trusted.

Persond death. A bomb was an impersond desath.



He closed his eyes, let the Force flow through him, and felt for the pockets of coldness. Voices swirled

around him, remembered voices, caling for help, shouting ingructions. Shoutsfor friends, wails of the
dying.

Pockets of cold.

He opened his eyes.

Not one large explosion. Severa smal explosions had detonated al a once in thisroom. And the
senators Sitting closest to the detonations died.

Severa planned executions?

A warning?

Or adestruction of the Hall that went awry?

He couldn't tell. But now he had something to tell Lelasinvestigators. They should stop the search for
onebig cause, and search for severa small ones.

Rubblefell from the ceiling, clattering onto the ruined floor. He turned and accidentaly stepped into one
of the pockets of coldness. The sunlight grew dim, and he felt the taint of a presence.

A former sudent.
A man.
Brakiss.

NINE

The closet the Kloperian had placed the droidsin had a stained permacrete floor, metal walls, and a

metal ceiling. The walls were unadorned, and there wasn't even aknob on the inside of the door. It was
pitch-black after the door was closed.

R2 whistled softly.

"You'reright, R2," 3PO whispered. "I hear footsteps aswell. And they're coming ourway."

The computer lock on the door's knob clicked and beeped. As the door opened, the closet flooded with

light. A different Kloperian from the one that captured them stood outside, work orders clutched in one
tentacle, aspeciad key code in another.

"Oh, thank the maker,” 3PO said. "I am C-3PO and thisis my counterpart, R2-D2. We belong to

President Leia Organa Solo, the Chief of State, and to her brother, the Jedi Knight Luke Skywalker. We
have been fasdy imprisoned—

"Y ou were trespassing,” the Kloperian said.

"On the contrary,” 3PO said. "We—



"l don'tcare,” the Kloperian said. "If it were upto me, I'd put you in recycling with al the other
out-of-date droids. But we ran your serid numbers and you are who you say you are. Next time you
come down here, your owners need to give us officia notice. We can't have just any old droids down
here. Thisisadangerous area, and some of my assstants are overly enthusiastic. They might think you're
scrap and use you for parts.”

"Partd" 3PO said. "l assureyou, Sir, we are anything but parts. Why, my counterpart and | might even
be considered—

"You are aprotocol droid at least three models behind, and an astromech droid sixteen models out of
date. If you were part of our team here, we'd definitely recycle you."

R2 blatted.

"Asit stands, well let you see the X-wing. Then you haveto leave." The Kloperian crossed two
tentacles. "Follow me."

3PO hurried out of the closet, R2 at his sde. The Kloperian dithered forward at afast clip. 3PO
dropped back afew paces, just out of the Kloperian's hearing range.

"You see, R2. | told you that they wouldn't hold us once they knew who we were."

R2 bleeped.

"Wall, it doesn't seem odd to me," 3PO said.

R2 blurbled.

"All right,” 3PO said. "'l admit they could have checked our serid numbers quicker. But the point is, R2,
that they did. Although I do admit, things could have gone badly. Recycling! And | thought the scrap
heap for out-of-date droids was just alegend.”

R2's head swiveed asthey waked, and the tiny holocam in his unit flickered. He wasfilming.

"| don't believe you have permisson—"

R2 bleebled so loudly that the Kloperian turned.

"Isthere aproblem?" it asked.

3PO glanced at R2. "Thereisno problem,” 3PO said. "No problem at dl." And he put his hand heavily
on R2's head for good measure. The clang of meta against metal echoed in the hangar.

They passed dozens of X-wingsin various states of disrepair. Through open hangar doors were
Y -wings and A-wingsthat had been disassembled. And in afina hangar, new craft glistened, cleaning
droids polishing the luminescent metal.

Finally they stopped. The Kloperian pointed to a battered and scarred X-wing in pieces on the hangar
floor.

R2 moaned.



3PO gpproached the pieces. "Oh, dear," he said. "Master Luke relies on this craft.”
"WEIl haveit reassembled for him intwo days," the Kloperian said.

R2 whistled and beeped.

"My counterpart wants to know why it had to be dismantled in thefirst place.”

"Orders" the Kloperian said. "These old X-wings have too many problemsto fly acrossthe galaxy
without an occasiona overhaul.”

R2 cheebled.

"My counterpart saysthe ship wasin perfect condition.”

"Well, héswrong,” the Kloperian said. "Amateur upkeep is no subgtitute for amajor revamp.”
R2 shrilled.

"R2!" 3PO said. "I'm so sorry, sir. Hewas close to the X-wing. He's afraid you've damaged it
permanently.”

"I haven't touched it," the Kloperian said. "And now that you've seen it, you can report on its condition
to your magter. The exit isthrough that door.”

3P0 nodded. "Come dong, R2. We must talk with Master Luke."
R2 gave awarbling sigh. He stopped beside the X-wing and leaned precarioudy over it.
"R2!" 3P0 said. "Weve seen enough.”

"Y ou might want to tell your master to purge that astromech unit's memory. The R2 unit is serioudy
dated asit is, and with the new changesin ship design it will be obsolete in a matter of months.”

A cylindrical arm extended from R2'sleft Side, the side away from the Kloperian.

"1 will certainly inform Master Luke," 3PO said. "Thislittle R2 unit has been trouble from the day he
bought it."

"They dl have," the Kloperian said. "Now you two get out of here before | take you out myself.”
"Yes, gr! Comeaong, R2."
R2'sarm did back into its compartment. He put histhird whedl down and rolled toward the exit.

"Thank you, Sir, for showing usthe X-wing," 3PO said as he scurried after R2. "'l will most certainly
speak to our master about you—"

And then he stopped as the bay doors closed behind them. R2 let out along, pitiful wail.



"I think you're overreacting, R2. The X-wing isn't dead. It's merely disassembled.” 3PO hurried down
the corridor.

R2 beeped as he kept up.

"Eraseits memory? But Master L uke gave specific ingtructions that the X-wing's memory shouldn't be
touched.”

R2 blegped an affirmative.
"But that doesn't mean there's a conspiracy, R2. Organic beings are subject to error.”
R2 whigtled and shrilled.

"Very wel, then," 3PO said. "Y ou can believe what you want. But you'll tell Master Luke yoursdf. Il
have no part in such flights of fancy.”

R2 grunted.

"Still," 3PO said asthey left the hangar and entered the upper level of the docking bay, “I will inform
Midress Leiaof that being's attitude. If we wereimprisoned over such atrivid thing, imagine what would
happen to droids with lessimportant owners. It's adisgrace. Such athing should not be alowed on
Coruscant.”

R2 blurbled.

"l am not thinking about mysdlf,” 3PO said. "If | were thinking of myself, would | have mentioned other
droids?'

Leidslong hair flowed down her back. She was brushing it steedlily, her newly healed hands looking
perfect in the soft light. The last dip in the bactatank had doneit. She would befine.

Han sat on the edge of their bed, wishing she would face him. She had picked up her brush the moment
the conversation had grown serious.

"Look, sweetheart, I'm only asking for aweek."

"We'reinthe middle of acrigs, here, Han." She hadn't missed a stroke. "And you want to go off and
play with the boys.”

"I don't want to play, Leia | think Jarril came to me for areason.”

"I'm sure he did. From what you said about the conversation, he couldn't understand what happened to
Han Solo, gadabout adventurer.”

Han pushed off the bed. "I think Jarril'svisit is connected to al this”

"And | don't."



He crouched beside her. She stopped brushing her hair, and placed both handsin her 1ap. The scratches
were gone from her face, but she till looked drawn and pale.

He put his hands over hers. Her skin was cold and she was shaking. Time for honesty. For both of them.

"Leia"hesad, "I'musdesshere”

"Not usdess,”" she said, looking at his hands protecting hers. "Y ou're never usdess, Han."

He put hishead againgt her shoulder, fdt the silky smoothness of her hair againgt hisforehead, smelled
her faint perfume. He didn't know how to explain something she usualy understood. He was aman of
action. He needed to act.

Then she sighed. ™Y ou want to contribute.”

He nodded.

"And theré's nothing you can do on Coruscant.”

He sat back on hishedls. He was squeezing her handstightly. The bristles of her brush dug into his
fingertips. "I've dlready donewhat | can do, Leia I'vefollowed Jarril'strail. He left with the last wave of
shipsin dl the confusion. Then escaped when the shields went down for Luke to enter. Jarril apparently
talked to no one but me. He didn't even have any friends here except me."

"He might have had nothing to do with the attack.”

Han nodded. "'l know. In that case, the investigators you've assigned are following al the possible leads.”
"What if there's another attack, Han?"

"It hasn't come.1've been waiting for days but it hasn't come.”

"That'sstrange, in't it?" Lelasaid. "I've been thinking it's very strange.”

"So havel."

She smiled a him then, the quirky half-smile she got when she knew she should fight with him, but didn't
have the heart to.

"I'll gay if you need me" hesaid.
She shook her head. "I don't need anyone, you big oaf."

"I know that, Y our Worship,” he said, grinning. Then helet the grin fade. "But | meanit. If you need
me—"

"WEe're better if wework asateam, Han."
He knew that too. Hed been trying to say that al aong.

"My only concernisthe children.” She dipped ahand out from underneath his, and put the brush on her



dressing table. "What if the next attack ison them? What if R'yet isright? What if the attack was meant
for meor my family?'

"If it was meant for you, it was meant asawarning,” Han said.

"Like Jaril'svist."

He nodded.

"Winter saysthe base at Anoth has been rebuilt. Maybe we should send them there with her."

"A vigt to their babyhood homes?' He got off his haunches and stood. " Can you do without them, Leia?
I'll be gone, and they'll be gone, and then you'll have the political crisisto ded with."

She took a deep breath. He could see the struggle in her face. He knew how much she relied on her
family, how important it all wasto her.

"I'll work better if | know everyoneissafe,” she said. "That'swhy you want meto stay, isn'tit?" She
didn't look a him. He pulled her hair back and kissed the nape of her neck.

"I can take care of mysdlf, Princess.”
"I know," shesaid, till not looking at him.
"Y ou're the one in the greatest danger. Maybe you should go with Winter and the children to Anoth.”

Shelifted her head, finaly looking at him. "I can't do that. | have duties here. | have to take the same
risks asthe rest of the government.”

He knew. He had to take risks too. Protecting him and forcing him to remain on Coruscant would be as
bad as making Lelago to Anoth.

He waited, watched the realization dawn on her face as she understood what he had done.

"Y ou've manipulated me," she said.

He nodded.

She stood and wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close. Inthelast few days, she had lost
weight. Shefdt thin and fragile. He held her tightly, knowing that more strength lay within her dender

form than he would ever have. He had to trust in her abilities, just asshehad to trust in his.

"Don't you wish that, just once, we could live calmly and comfortably like normal people?’ Her voice
was soft, amost awhisper.

"No," he said. He stepped back just far enough so that he could see her face. "Because if we had been
norma people, we would never have met. Y our Highness-ness."

She laughed, and he kissed her. Deeply. Passionately.

Asif hewould never be ableto kiss her again.



TEN

Jarril's ship was atreasure trove of unusua junk. Lando had towed theSpicy Lady to Kessdl, and had
spent half aday exploring hisold colleague's cargo. The body remained in the cockpit. Lando wasn't
certain yet what to do with Jarril. He supposed held have to go through the records, looking for next of
kin.

Hewanted to save that until last.

Jarril hadn't been carrying any cargo when hewaskilled. Or so it seemed. But someone could have
cleaned out the cargo while the ship listed in space.

Still, Lando found numerous abandoned items. Taken separately, they were explicable. But together,
they wereinexplicable.

Hefound ablaster handle, a single stormtrooper glove, alaser cannon, and pieces of a Carbanti
signd-augmented sensor jammer. He found power cells and the schematics for cannons designed for the

all-terrain armored transports. He found boltsfor arepulsorlift, and, most disturbing of dl, a case of
needles made specificaly for an Imperid interrogator droid.

But no credits, no jewels, and no spice.

Either Jarril had been involved in something sinister, or he had stumbled on something.
Lando liked to believe Jarril had been in the wrong place a the wrong time.

But what Lando wanted to believe and what was true were probably two different things.

So he amost decided to take theSpicy Lady back into space and set her free. Lando was halfway back
to his ship when he remembered Jarril'slaugh.

It had been ahearty, deep, dmost choking laugh. Lando had thought Jarril was going to laugh himsdlf to
death the day he smuggled Lando out of Smuggler's Run. Right under Nandreeson's nose.

/owe you, Lando had said.
Jarril grinned. /know, pal. And someday I'll collect. Big.

But he never had. And now it wastoo late. Ever since he'd seen Han Solo dideinto the carbon freezein
Cloud City, Lando had placed ahigher priority on old debts and friendship.

The old Lando would have walked away, sent theSpicy Lady back where he had found her, and
forgotten the whole thing.

The new Lando sighed, bypassed the main hatch, and walked to the cockpit.

The cockpit on theSpicy Lady was an exact replicaof theMillennium Falcon's. It comfortably fit four

humanoids, and was tall enough to accommodate a\Wookiee. Blaster scars had |eft ripsin the seats and
had charred one of the viewports. When Lando turned on life support, Jarril's body had fallen between

the pilot's seet and the wall, crumpling like discarded clothing.



Lando bent over the body. Blaster at close range, just as he had thought. Jarril's eyes were open, and
filled with terror. Lando gently closed them. Too many times he had been afraid he would die that way,
alone, attacked in space by someone he'd crossed. Or someone he hadn't.

"L et's see what we can do for you, Jarril,” Lando said. He sat in the copilot's chair, asfar from Jarril's
body as he could get. Then helogged on to theSpicy Lady's computer. This part of the computer was
not tied to the dave system.

When Lando logged on, acargo manifest floated on the screen. It had been | eft there by whoever had
gone before. The manifest was dated for aweek before—and it was empty.

It had clearly been erased.

Lando searched the backups, but whoever had erased the manifest had been thorough. There were no
backups of any of the manifests. Infact, al he could find were the ghosts of thefiles: the names and the
dates of issue.

Jarril's cargo had been so secret, he hadn't even kept personal records of it.

Lando |eft the cargo manifests and went to the addressfiles. The hailing codesfor al of Jarril's contacts
had to be here. With afew keystrokes, Lando opened thefiles.

He recognized dl the names as smuggling contacts except for three. One was on Fwatnaand hadn't
been used in more than three years. Another was on Dathomir, and the third was on Almania. He looked
up the Fwatna addressfirst. It was for a contact named Dol ph, and Jarril had noted [NAME RETIRED]
in the hidden-words section. From Lando's cursory examination of Jarril's system, it seemed that Jarril
deleted unusable information. Lando made a note of the name, the out-of-date address, and continued
searching.

The address on Dathomir had no name attached to it. Instead, it had notes that appeared to be
directions, along with stars marking it as a Big Find. The address was new enough that Lando suspected
Jarril hadn't had a chance to exploit the Big Find, hence its continuation in the records.

He opened thefile on Almaniato find that Jarril had sent amessage there on the day the manifest was
erased. The message had been deleted aswell, but Jarril had based theSpicy Lady on theFalcon. He
had followed all the schematicsfor the cockpit—the schematics that Lando had—and had bragged about
it. Which meant that he had put in dl of Lando's back doors.

Once erased, not aways erased.

Jarril had never been abrilliant man. He not only put in Lando's back doors, he had used the same
codes. Or perhaps that was bright. Who would think that two such diverse ships had the same coding
sysem?

Except, of course, Lando.

It only took amoment for Lando to find the message. He put it on speaker, only to have the computer
tell him the message was coded.

And written.



Stranger and strange.

Lando uncoded the message and brought it onscreen. The message had no addressee and it was
unggned. Typica smuggler. That way no one who intercepted it would know who it wasfor.

CARGO DELIVERED. FIREWORKS SPECTACULAR.

It wasfollowed shortly thereafter by another message.

SOLO KNOWS. WE CAN COUNT ON HISINVOLVEMENT.
Then nothing. Those were the last messages Jarril had sent.

Lando copied them to his own computer. He glanced at Jarril. Jarril had known something, told Han,
and now Jarril was dead. Which meant that someone was after Han.

Someone who had taken the A-wing and |eft theSpicy Lady to drift.

Lando got out of the copilot's chair. He had a call to make to Coruscant, and he couldn't make it from
here.

Brakiss. Luke sat on the rubble-covered stair. He wasn't willing to leave the Hall, not yet. Not until he
had gotten al the remnants of emotion and knowledge he could get.

Brakiss. One of the failures. One of the students who had turned to the dark side. Luke remembered
each student who left Y avin 4 before completing training. Some had |eft because of family crises(Decide
you must how to serve them best), and those crises dways came at the wrong point in the training.
(Thisis a dangerous time for you, when you will be tempted by the dark side of the Force.) He
remembered Ben and Y oda; he dways et those students go although he gave them the same admonition
Y oda hed given him:Mind what you have learned. And in his mind he aways added the next sentence:
Save you it can.

Some did. They returned for more training. Others disappeared. L uke hoped that they too would return
someday.

But none of them had €ft in the same spectacular manner as Brakiss. Brakiss was one of the handful of
Imperialswho had tried to infiltrate the Jedi Academy. Unlike the others, Brakiss had atrue talent for the
Force. Luke decided to seeif he could keep Brakiss away from the dark side.

Thetraining went well. Brakiss softened, and Luke thought it timeto give him the equivalent of the dark
cave on Dagobah. Luke sent Brakiss on ajourney in which Brakiss had to face himsdlf. Brakiss
emerged, terrified and angry. Heleft Y avin 4 and went back to the Empire.

Luke knew that one day he would see Brakiss again.

He had feared it would be like this.

"Master Luke! Master Luke! Oh, thank heavens we found you!" 3PO's voice cut through Luke's



reverie. Luke glanced over his shoulder. 3PO stood in the door with R2 at hisside. They started to come
in.

"No!" Luke said. "It'stoo unstable in here. Meet me outsde.”
"But Master Luke—"
"Il beright there, 3PO."

"l hope s0," 3PO said. He waked away from the door. R2 bleeped at L uke and then followed 3PO. It
had to be something serious, then. R2 sounded distressed.

Luke stood. He got no more of Brakiss than that initia sensory impression. And it bothered him. He
wasn't used to such superficia fedings. But al he had felt around this blast had been strange.

He climbed out. One of the workersin the outer corridor looked at him. "Those your droids, Master
Skywaker?'

L uke nodded.
"They seemed agitated.”
Luke smiled. "3PO aways seems agitated. I'm sureit's nothing."

He continued outside. 3PO and R2 stood on the dirt-covered lawn. They were facing the door. 3PO
turned and said something to R2 when L uke appeared.

"What's so important?' Luke asked.

"Master Luke, R2 and | had adreadful experience in the maintenance bays. R2 inssted that we go
down there and we were taken prisoner by this horrible Kloperian who seemed to have no ideawho we
were. | wouldn't have brought thisto you, Sir, but R2 inssted. He said you needed to know—"

"What were you doing in the maintenance bays? Those are off-limitsto dl but specidized droids.”

"R2indgsted," 3PO said. "He's been behaving quite badly. In fact, the language he used in front of the
Kloperian—well, it made my gearsfreezeif you get my meaning, Sr. And—"

"R2?7" Luke asked.

R2 bleehled, then a compartment opened near his base and asmall tube arm emerged. Luke held out his
hand, and R2 dropped severd tiny chipsintoit.

He crouched and examined them. "These are the X-wing's memory chips.”
R2 moaned, amournful sound.
"The X-wingisin pieces, sr. If | had known that R2 was going to stedl parts—"

"In pieces?' Luke said. He closed hisfist around the chips. The X-wing and R2 had been flying together
30 long that their memories were linked. They had their own specid language. The X-wing was as much



of aperson asaship could be. "Who authorized this?*
"Why, | thought you did."

"I authorized routine maintenance." Luke stood. "Thiswould have to happen the moment | need the
X-wing. How bad isthe damage?’

3PO said, "Thereis no actual damage.”
R2 beeped and squawked.
"Asde from the pieces,”" 3PO said.

Luke's grasp on the chipswastight. "It sounds more like they're rebuilding the X-wing. Why dse
remove the memory chips?'

R2 whidled an affirmative.

"I know nothing about technical matters, sir,” 3PO said. "It just seemsto me that routine maintenanceis
routine maintenance, at least on Coruscant.”

"Which iswhy they imprisoned you?" Luke shook hishead. "I don't like the sound of any of this."
"Wedidn't exactly appreciate it either, Master Luke. Why, if | hadn't told them that we belonged to you
and Migress Leia, wewould till bein that closet. Or"—and 3PO's golden body shook in an imitation
shudder—"we'd have had our memories wiped and our bodies sold for scrap.”

R2 moaned.

"Good thinking on your part, 3PO, and yourstoo, R2." L uke gave the memory chips back to R2. "Keep
these safe. I'll see about the condition of the X-wing. Well get it back together inno time.”

But he wasn't as sure as he sounded. Routine maintenance did not require the disassembly of the
X-wing. He should have been more cautiousin hisingtructions when he arrived. But he hadn't thought
there would be athreat to him, hisdroid, or his X-wing on Coruscant. Even with the bombing and the
strange fedings he had had.

Someone was watching them. He glanced over his shoulder. They were done on the strest.

But someone was watching him. He had had that fedling Snce Y avin 4. Someone was watching,
planning, and outguessing him.

It wastimeto regain control.
"Comeon, R2," Lukesaid. "Let'sget our X-wing."

"With dl due respect, sir," 3PO said, "I would prefer not to return to that den of iniquity. | think it better
if | return to my duties.”

Luke nodded. "3PO, tell Leiaabout your adventure, and tell her about the X-wing. Tl her that—" Then
he stopped. Better to tell her in person. In person he could communicate the depth of hisunease. "Tell



her that | will speak to her before | leave.”

"Very good, Master Luke," 3PO said, and toddled off toward the Imperia Palace.
Luke disagreed. It wasn't very good. But it was the best he could do.

For now.

ELEVEN

Thelnner Council met in the Ambassadoria Dining Area. It was another large, gold-lesfed room, filled
with decorations that dated from the Emperor'sreign. Leiacouldn't wait for the investigationsto end so
that she could rebuild the Senate Hall. The temporary offices only reminded her how much she missedit.

The room had an antiseptic smell, probably from arecent cleaning. She had decided on thisroomas a
mesting place at the last moment, and planned to continue random room choices until the murdererswere
caught and the Senate could return to normal business. She didn't want anyone to have daysto plan
another attack.

Lelasat at the head of the table, and the other members of the Inner Council surrounded her. Three of
her most valued friends had died in the attack. One had died in the medical center. She missed them. Han
had been right about the gapsin her life. She had sent the children and Winter off that morning to Anoth.
Han was gone, and she knew it would only be amatter of time before L uke left too. She could work well
on her own, but with her family spreading to al corners of the galaxy, and withso many friendsinjured or
dead, shefdt as she had in thosefirst few days after the destruction of Alderaan. All donewith only
hersdf to rely on.

"The news has reached the Outer Rim," Borsk Fey'lya said. His melodious voice contained his concern.
Thefur near hisface was shorter than usud, where the medica personnd had cut off the Singed aress.
"The Rim Worlds are agitating for revenge.”

"Vengeanceian't theissue" Lelasaid. "Stopping another attack is. | hope you've dl let your people
know that the investigations are underway."

"They don't care about the investigations,” C-Gosf said. She was petite, even for aGosfambling. They
were ddlicate furred creatures, intelligent and soft-spoken. Her whiskers curled around her face as she
talked. Leiahad to lean forward to hear her. "It isthe loss of representation. With so many serious
injuries, and so much loss of life, the Senate is unable to vote on any but smple-mgjority declarations.
We barely have aquorum.”

Leialeaned back. She had been fearing this.
"Thetermisjust beginning,” said Gno. "If it were near the end, Leia, | would suggest closing the session
with the representatives we have. But we are looking at three years and more in which certain planets will

be underrepresented.”

"Exodeen logt its senior senator and its secondary senator,” said ChoFi. "Now it isonly represented by
R'yet Coome. That's not good for any of us."

"Don't let your politica biasesinterfere, ChoFi," said Garm Bel Iblis. His craggy face had alook of
exhaugtion. "We have to get used to the former Imperias.”



"I worry that well invite even more of them by having emergency eections,” Lelasad.

"Or we give the ones dready in the Senate more power,” Fey'lyasaid. "Leia, the Senate is based on the
will of the voting republics. They have chosen former Imperids astheir representatives. We cannot argue
with thet.”

Lelasmiled sadly. "I suppose we can't.”

"And we haveto trust them to make the right choicesin the future" Fey'lyasaid.

The Bothan trusted no one. Even Leiaknew that. " And what does your elaborate information say will
happen if we hold dections now?'

Fey'lyasfur rippled, the only sign he showed of distress. "Nothing would happen to the Bothans. We
weresurprisngly lucky inthis”

"If we hold the eection quickly," ChoFi said, "no one new would have time to mount acampaign. The
losers of the last dection would probably take office.”

"You can't predict likethat,” C-Gosf said. "My people would not elect someone who lost. Such a
pperson can never run again, nor can that person ever hold a position of power. Once aloser on
Gogfambling, dwaysaloser.”

Lelaglanced at C-Godf. She hadn't redlized what her colleague had risked in running for the Senate.
"So what would happen on Gosfambling?' Leiaasked.

"Someone who is dready in power would be promoted,” she said.

"It'saproblem weve grappled with dl dong,” Gno said. "Imposing an eectora system on different
cultures”

"Wehaverules" Fey'lyasad.

"Yes," ChoFi said, "and you should know perhaps better than the rest of us how cultures manipulate
thoserules.

"The Bothans haven't done anything untoward.”

"Youmeanillegd," ChoFi said.

"It does no good to fight among oursalves” Leiasaid. She sghed. "Gno isright. Asmuchas| don't want
to, we have to hold emergency dectionsin those places where the representative was killed or istoo
injured to carry out officid duties. And we haveto do it soon, otherwise any legidation we enact will
have the onus of being decided by adiminished council. We have enough troubles uniting the various
members of the Republic. We don't need additiona problems.”

"Youredize," Bel Iblissaid, "that we could cregte problems by having thisrapid dection.”

"Y ou mean gain more former Imperiadsthan wewant?' Gno said. "We haveto taketherisk. Leiais



right. The Senate is diminished aready by the attack. To operate underrepresented would be a clear
signd to those planets whose representation was lost that they are unimportant.”

"We can't be afraid of our colleaguesforever,” C-Gosf said. "We voted to alow former Imperiasinto
the Senate. We have to accept them now."

Lelanodded. She agreed, even though she didn't want to. "L et's set up the elections for one week from
today," she said, "and bring the new officidsin as soon after that asthey can come. No later than one
month from now. Agreed?'

The members agreed. Leiacaled an officia vote, and then moved to other business. But as she did, she
couldn't stop achill from running up her spine.

Perhaps thiswas what her unseen enemy wanted. A rapid change in the Senate. Disorientation,
destruction, and a sudden increase in new faces would cause fragmentation.

Fragmentation existed as Senator Palpatine took over the Old Republic Senate.

It would be up to Leiato prevent such atakeover from happening again.

Femon sat in her office on Almania. Death masks from a dozen different cultures covered her walls.
Red, gold, blue, some with mouths open in agony and otherslooking serene, they al shared an eerieness
that she had once found comforting.

Shedid no longer.

She had dmost wiped the makeup from her face upon her return from Pydyr, but that would have been
aclear 9gn tha she no longer believed in Kueller. His hesitation in continuing the fight would be their
downfal. He had said he wanted to replace the New Republic with agovernment of his own. She had
believed him from the moment she met him.

The New Republic was weak, he said. They alowed too many threatsto their own people. They spent
too much time legidating things that could not be legidated and too little time effecting change.

Femon'sfamily had died six years ago, when theEye of Palpatine swept over their planet. The Imperid
starship operated on an old computer program whaose mission had been established by the Emperor
himsdlf. Femon's family had been killed in the crossfire as they tried to save others being lured onto the
ship. Sure, the New Republic eventualy stopped theEye of Palpatine, but too late to save Femon's
loved ones.

The New Republic alowed too much Imperia equipment to remain on conquered planets. Severd
times, the Republic had alowed former Imperids, trying to reestablish their government, to threaten
peaceful worlds. Too many times. The New Republic had never gonefor thekill, had never executed
those directly involved, had never done dl that needed to be done to establish their own government
firmly.

Kudler had said that the New Republic'sinability to destroy its enemieswasthe sign of afatal
weakness. He said it didn't matter who ruled the galaxy aslong asthat rule was accomplished with an
ironfid.



Now he was exhibiting the same weakness he had once attributed to the New Republic.

Femon could no longer support him.

She had pushed, on Pydyr and before, for him to strike swiftly and decisively. He had the power to do
s0. But he wanted to toy with Sky walker and Organa Solo.

He acted like aman who wanted revenge, but for something she didn't completely understand.

It didn't matter anymore. He was going to spend two more days on Pydyr, cataloging hiswedth and
meeting with his spies. Two days was more than enough timefor her to take the decisive action he had

faled to make.

She had the knowledge, the equipment, and the codes. She even had the ability to get rid of Kueller.

He had left himself wide-open on Pydyr.
By tomorrow, Kueller's death mask would bered.

TWELVE

The aily, metalic smdl of the maintenance bay reminded L uke of days spent repairing hisuncle's
Speeder on Tatooine. He used to love hunching over equipment, looking for the smal variances that

would improve speed or accuracy.
Another world. Another time.

R2 moved slently behind him, inching closer the deeper they went into the bay. The Ordersand
Requigitions areahad told L uke to come down here; dl they had been able to confirm wasthat his
X-wing was receiving routine maintenance as requested.

The main bay was empty except for severd disassembled X-wings. R2 whedled hisway toward the
double maintenance doors and whistled.

"All right, R2," Lukesad. "I'll go thereif | can't find anyone. But let'swait.”

His patience was rewarded amoment later when a young blond man—aboy, really—in mechanic's
clothing sauntered out of the back. He was wiping his hands on aformerly white cloth when he saw

Luke

"Thisisaredricted area," the boy said. He wasn't much older than L uke had been when his aunt and
uncledied.

"I know," Luke said. "l was sent by Orders and Requigitions. Apparently you have my X-wing down
here”

The boy shrugged. "If we do, we're working on it. It'll be done as soon aswe can get to it."

"It's not supposed to be here."



"Y ou'll need to take that up with Orders—

"Look." Luke stepped into the light, his Jedi cloak flowing behind him. "I don't have timefor thiskind of
runaround. | need the X-wing this afternoon. | wastold it'sin pieces—*

"Then you won't get it until it'sdone. I'm sorry. Orders should never have sent you down here.”
"Perhaps not,” Luke said. "But they did. Let's seeif we can resolvethis, shal we?!

The boy looked up. Apparently he hadn't expected L uke to be reasonable. R2 moved closer. ™Y our
asiromech unit shouldn't be here either, you know."

"I know," Luke said. "But | need my X-wing today. R2 worksit with me."

The boy pursed hislips asif theideadisgusted him. ™Y ou redly didn't plan to have your X-wing here,
didyou?'

"No," Luke said. "Just regular maintenance, as| dways do when | come to Coruscant.”
"Didn't you see the memo from Generd Antilles?"

Wedge? What had Wedge to do with Luke's X-wing? " Apparently not," Luke said.
"Routine maintenance includes upgrading al X-wingsto current clean fighter Satus.”
"That sounds codtly,” Luke said.

The boy frowned. "Where did you say you came from?"

"I didnt," Luke said. "Where can | find Wedge?'

"Generd Antilles?' The boy gasped at Luke'sforwardness. "I don't know. I've never spoken to the man.
Do you know him?*

Lukegrinned. "A bit. We were in the same squadron at the Battle of Yavin."

The boy dropped hisrag. "Forgive me, sir. | had no idea. |— uh—I can leave amessage for him on the
sysem.”

"1 can contact him mysdlf if you just lead meto my ship.”
"Sir, the arealis restricted.”

"Weve been through this before,” Luke said. "My nameis Luke Skywaker. All | want isto seethe state
of my X-wing and—"

"Luke Skywaker?' The boy's voice squeaked. "The Jedi Knight? Why didn't you say so inthefirst
place, Sir?1 would have pulled some strings.”

"It's not the Jedi way to take unfair advantage,” Luke said, athough that wasn't precisdly true. "Let's
check on the X-wing, shal we?"



The boy punched up some codes in the computer, then wiped his hands on his brown mechanic's pants.
"If you'll follow me, gr.”

L uke crossed the main bay. R2 followed.

"Y ou might want to leave your astromech unit here, sir. The equipment in the new X-wing bay isnt
droid-friendly, at least for R2 units."

"Will hebein any danger?’

"No, sr, but the Kloperiansdon't readly like R2 units."

"He noticed that the first time he was down here. Apparently he wasimprisoned for awhile.”
"Imprisoned?’ the boy glanced over his shoulder. "Forgive me, Sir, but you can't imprison adroid.”

The boy thought L uke was being dramatic. Luke folded his hands over hisrobe, rather like Ben used to
do. "Hesmorethan adroid,” Luke said. "Just like my X-wing is more than atactical fighter."

The smel of X-wing cleaning solvent was strong inside the new bay. More X-wing pieceswere
scattered about some already-reassembled ships. The new ships were streamlined. The long nose cone
remained the same, but the areain the back that housed the astromech droids was gone.

The hair tingled on the back of Lukes scap. "Tell me about Generd Antilless order.”

"It came down last year, Sir, after the prototype of the new X-wing arrived here. The new design works
better in battle. It combines the computer system and the astromech unit into one complete system.”

"But that was tried along time ago, and they discovered that if the unit broke down, the pilot wasin
grave danger.”

The boy shrugged. "They've overcome that bug, Sir. The changesin droid and computer technology just
inthelast 9x months have been astonishing. We can do things that we've never been ableto do before.
Where've you been that you didn't know about this?'

"Yavin4," Luke said, suddenly feeling old and out-of-touch. "1 teach there."

"Hm," the boy said. He led them around another disassembled X-wing to the back of the bay.

"You're overhauling al X-wingsin thisway?" Luke asked.

"Yes, 9r. Welve a'so combined some similar systems on other starfighters.” The boy's enthusiasm was
charming. Luke remembered feding that way about new technology himsdf once.

"How can the Republic afford this?!

The boy shrugged. Clearly, financing was not his business. "I don't know, Sir, but we've been doing it for

more than amonth now. Keepsusal busy, I'll tell you. | haven't had more than aday off since the
changes began.”



He stopped in front of amaintenance platform. The X-wing on it was amost unrecognizable asa
garfighter. R2 moaned softly asthough mourning for adying friend.

Luke bit back hisirritation. "How long will it take to reassemble the ship?”

"Sir?" The boy sounded Startled.

"I need it this afternoon. Isthat possible?’

"They just started on the computer system, sir. We can't haveit to you for the next day, maybe more."
"I don't want the changes made," Luke said. "How long to reassembleit asit was?'

"I'm afraid we cant, gr. Generd Antilless orders. He saysthe old X-wings aren't stable enough for
Space use."

"Mingsfing" Lukesad. "I'dlikeit shortly."
"I'm sorry, Sir.”

"Forgiveme," Luke sad, feding theinevitable wave of frustration he felt whenever he had to pull rank.
"I'm going to be leaving on diplomatic businessfor my sigter, Leia Organa Solo, the Chief of State. |
would liketo use my X-wing. | need it this afternoon.”

The boy peered into the workings of the ship. "I'm redlly sorry, Sir, but they've aready taken out the
memory and the astromech hookups. The socket is till there, but we have nothing to hook it to. If they're
running true to form, the pieces have been recycled aready.”

"l have the memory chips. My R2 unit picked them up earlier.”

The boy wrung his handstogether. "Sir, if you'd look at theinterior..."

That had been precisely what Lukehadn't wanted to do. He was afraid he/d see an old friend gutted and
nearly destroyed. He climbed onto the edge of the bay and peered in. The entire astromech area had
been pulled and disassembled. Even though Luke hadn't worked extensively on an X-wing sincethe
Battle of Endor, he recognized a mess when he saw one. The X-wing was dready half-converted.

He patted the ship's sides, and R2 moaned again. "Put her back the way you found her,” Luke said to
the boy.

"But, Sr—"
"I'll dedl with General Antilles. Y ou just fix my X-wing."
"Sir, we can't haveit for you when you need it."

Luke nodded. "I redlize that. Get me an older X-wing, one you haven't upgraded, and I'll put the
memory chipsinthat. It'll haveto do for thismission.”

The boy looked chagrined. "I'm sorry, Sr. We disassembl e the X-wings when they arrive. It'squick and
easy. We don't have any that you can use."



"Surely there are some on Coruscant...." Luke's voicetrailed off a the boy's expression. Nothing in the
New Republic ever ran smoothly. When something finaly did, it turned out to be a problem.

"I can give you asubgtitute X-wing," the boy said, "but it will be one of the new ones. Y our chipswon't
work, and neither will your astromech unit.”

"Will R2 fit in the new X-wing?"

The boy shook his head. "It's strictly a one-person vehicle."

Luke sighed. He didn't like his choices. He wanted to be in astarfighter so that he had speed and the
ability to enter into planetary defenses unnoticed. He could take abigger ship—Leiawould probably let
him have theAl deraan —but that meant he had to take a support staff larger than R2. 1t aso meant that
he would be noticed as he traveled across the galaxy, and it meant that he would have to explain why
Lelawasn't with him. Han had aready |eft with theFalcon. And al the other ships had the New Republic
inggnias.

"Y ou'll work with my astromech unit,” Luke said. "R2-D2 knows that X-wing better than anyone. | want
it fixed by thetimel return.”

R2 bleeped and moaned.

Luke put ahand on R2's head. "I'm sorry, old friend. | don't think this can wait. | trust you to make sure
the X-wing isrepaired.”

R2 whined.

"And I'll let Leia, 3PO, and Wedge know you're here. Nothing will happen to you." Then Luke looked
a theboy. "Will it?"

"He's an outmoded R2 unit, Sir. They—"

"No," Luke sad firmly. "He'sahero of the Rebdlion. Neither Leianor | would be dive without thislittle
guy. You will treat him asyou would trest me."

nGp"
"What's your name, son?"

The boy took a deep breath. "Cole Fardreamer.”
The name made Luke start. "Y ou're from Tatooine?'

The boy nodded. "'l grew up hearing stories about you, sir. How wonderful you are, and how you were
oncejust amoisture farmer. | came here because of you."

Luke had no redl sense of himsdlf as an inspiration to anyone. He resisted the urge to step back. "And
now you work on X-wings."

"It'saplaceto dart.”



Luke nodded. "That it is." Hetook adeep breath. "Take good care of my X-wing and my R2 unit, Cole.
See that nothing happensto either of them. When | come back, | want them both intact, ready to use.”

"If you want, Sir, | can have the X-wing for you by thistime tomorrow."

Luke studied the boy's face. He had no doubt Cole would give the repair of the X-wing hisal. But that
wouldn't be enough. "I'd wait if | could,” Luke said softly. "But | have afeding that timeis running out.”

Smuggler's Run hadn't changed. The Run was an asteroid belt that had, over the years, become the
hideout for hundreds of smugglers. The entry into the Run was complex: Han was surprised he had
remembered it after dl theyears.

But he had. He landed theFalcon on Skip 1, the thirty-fifth asteroid in the system, and the onefirst
settled. Skip 1 had always supported human life the best and was extremely well-protected.

The hideouts were deep inside the Skip, carved centuries ago by creaturesthat Han didn't even want to
think about. As he and Chewie made their way down the old, familiar passages, he remembered the
fedling of claustrophobiadistinctly. Hed aways associated it with the feding of being on the run. But he
wasn't on the run these days, and the feeling remained.

Chewie growled.
"Yeah," Han said. "Y ou'd think that they'd have controlled that stink by now."

The corridors smelled of sulfur, rancid mest, and rotting flesh. The stench had aways been apart of the
Run. Chewie complained about it each and every timethey came.

The source of the odor was a greenish-yellow ooze that ran down the center of the corridors and into
the main trading areas. When Han had firgt arrived on the Run, held witnessed the first and only attempt
to block the ooze. Some Bothan got it into his brain to plug the ooze at its source. He did, and Skip 1
was ingtantly rocked by the biggest groundquake inits history.

"The place has gas,”" the Bothan later explained. "Either we let it Sink around here, or Skip 1 will
explode.”

The smugglers choseto live with the stink. They hadn't found a better hiding place in the entire galaxy.

Or abetter-defended place. Han knew that theFal con was being watched from the moment of her
approach. What he hadn't expected were the armed guards at the end of the corridor.

Five of them, dl old friends.

Chewieroared in indignation. Han put arestraining hand on hisfriend's furry arm. He scanned the group.
Kid DXo'ln, bald now, had taken Han on hisfirst run to Kessdl. Zeen Afit, his craggy face even more
lined than Han remembered, had first brought Han and Chewie to the Run. Sinewy Ana Blue, looking
more beautiful than ever, had run the sabacc gamesin which Han won alot of credits. Wynni, the
Wookiee who had tried to seduce Chewbaccaon hisfirst vigt to Skip 1, looked exactly the same. And
Sduss, the Sullustan who usudly traveled with Jarril, clutched hisblaster asif he couldn't wait to useit.



Han held out his hands. "Isthisany way to greet an old friend?"

"You're no friend, Solo,"” Sinewy AnaBlue said.

"So how soon until your friendsin the New Republic show up to arrest us?' Zeen Afit asked.
"Have you done something illega ?' Han asked.

Wynni growled.

"A guy can ask asimple question,” Han shot back at her.

"Not if he aready knowsthe answer," Kid DXo'ln sad.

Chewi€e's arm tightened. Han kept his grip on Chewiesfur.

"If the Republic was going to go after Smuggler's Run, it would have happened along time ago.”
Sedluss chittered, his mouse earswiggling forward as he spoke.

"Oh, yeah, right,” Han said. "Asif thereisalist for you guysto findly riseto thetop of. You're
overestimating your importance, Saluss, don't you think?"

Wynni roared. Chewbacca roared back.

"Stop it, Chewie," Han hissed. "No need to bring personaitiesinto this."

Chewie grumbled. Han understood Chewie's frustration: Wynni had never acted according to Wookiee
code—she had abandoned her family and two life debts to pursue her smuggling career—but Han didn't
want an old wound to fester into something ugly. Especialy when Han and Chewie were outgunned.

"Personditiesare dready in this, Han," Kid said. Y ou left usalong time ago. Y ou have no right to come
back here."

"l have as much right to be here as you do," Han snapped. "And when did it become aprivilegeto beon
the Run?1 seem to remember when most of us here were struggling to leave.”

"The Run'sadifferent place" Blue said.
"Sure smdlsthe same" Han murmured.

They moved closer to him. Zeen poked Han with his blaster. Chewie growled again. Wynni waved her
bowcaster a him.

"What? Are you going to push me all the way back to theFalcon? Or shoot meright here?' Han
grabbed Sdlusss blaster, and pulled the short humanoid toward him. "'I'm here on the invite of your
partner, buddy. Y ou want to bring him over here?'

Sduss|et go of the blaster and chittered, loudly and angrily. Han raised hisleft hand—the one without
the blaster—in saif-defense,



"Hey, how was| to know he's not here? | figured he was coming right back."

Sduss shoved Han, till chittering. The shove was surprisingly hard, considering that the Sullustan only
came up to Han'swaist.

Chewbacca growled and grabbed Sduss by his callar, lifting him off the ground.
"Put him down, Chewie. He's upset.”
"He'sgot apoint,” Zeen said. "Jarril went to see you and never came back. Now you're here.”

Sduss kept chittering. He was swinging wildly with hisarms and legs. Chewie held him an arm'slength
away—Chewigsam. Sduss |ooked like an angry pinwheeling mouse.

"Y ou guys know me. | don't double-cross people and | don't murder them in cold blood." Han was
beginning to get angry now. "1 came here because Jarril said there wastrouble.”

"Y ou came here because Jarril told you about the money,” Kid DXo'ln said.

Wynni moaned a caution.

Han raised an eyebrow. "Firgt I'm an enemy of the Run, and then I'm after your money? Which isit?"

Chewie barked softly.

"| think 'paranoid' istoo mild aword,” Han said. "What are you guys hiding?'

"See?' Zeen said. "'l told you he was here for the New Republic.”

Sinewy AnaBlue bowed Zeen. "It's alegitimate question. Put Seluss down and well talk."

Chewie shook his head. Sdlusstried to swing at him, and succeeded only in making Chewi€'s hold on his
collar tighter.

"Put him down, Chewie," Han said.
Chewie yowled.
"l said put him down." Han didn't want to fight everyone.

Chewie held Sduss over the ooze, and dropped him. Seluss screamed, an ear-piercing whistle that had
the Wookiees covering their ears. Seluss landed, splashing ooze everywhere, doubling the stench. Han
backed up, while the other smugglers angrily wiped greenish-yellow goo off themselves.

Seluss sprang out of the ooze and yanked his blaster out of Han's grasp.

"Hey!" Han shouted.

Chewie grabbed for the blaster, but it wastoo late.



Sdussfired.
THIRTEEN

Lando waited most of the night, and it felt too long. He tried to deep, but his mind kept feeding him
dreams. Dreams he didn't like. Memory dreams, mostly, of Han in the carbon-freezing chamber.What's
going on...buddy? Han asked over and over. Lando tried to tell him that VVader had betrayed them all.
But Lando couldn't speak. And then the dreams would shift to Chewbaccas hands on his throat,
repesting over and over in Wookiee that Lando could have prevented this.

Lando could have...
... prevented...

He sat up on his cot, the thin gold thermal blanket gathered around histhighs. He was cold despite the
perfectly adjusted temperature. This particular nightmare hadn't cometo himin along time, but he
remembered its effectsvividly.

It dwaysleft him cold, shivering with the most intense cold of hislife. And the chill came from within. He
fdt asif—

—asif held been shoved in carbon freeze and | eft to die.

Lando glanced at his screen. No responses from Coruscant. He'd |eft messages for Han, Chewbacca,
Leia and finaly for Winter. Repeated messages of urgency, and he received no response at al. Usualy
someone got back to him.

He had dso tried Y avin 4, figuring Luke would know where everyone was, but al he got was Streen,
who made certain the academy ran smoothly in Luke's absence. Streen said Luke had |eft rather
suddenly for Coruscant, but didn't know why.

Lando had |eft Luke severad messages after that. One keyed to his X-wing, which got bounced back to
Lando over the vagaries of intergpacial communications, another at Coruscant, and another at the
Imperid Pdace.

Then hetried Mon Mothma, Admird Ackbar, and Wedge Antilles. HEd even |eft agenerd message for
any member of the Coruscant Inner Council.

None of those was answered either.
Someone should have answered him by now.

Thehair stood up on the back of his neck. Histeeth were chattering. He got out of bed, dipped on his
thickest, warmest robe, and poured himself acup of hot Aitha protein drink. He wrapped hisfingers
around the cup to gain additional warmth. Then he sat in front of the computer, trying to quell the
low-grade panic hisdream had |eft him with, and called Mara Jade.

She answered with such immediacy that he was startled. He had half-expected her to have disappeared
aswell. She wasin the cockpit of Talon Karrde's ship,Wild Karrde, hisvornskrs partialy visible behind
her.



She grinned as she answered his hail. "Can't be away from me even afew days, huh, Lando?'

"Each moment seemslike years, Mara," he said, knowing he had to keep up his side of the banter, even
though hismood was anything but light.

"Y ou can do better than that," she said, suddenly serious. "What'swrong?'

"I've been trying to raise Han and Leiafor dmost aday now, and | can't," he said. He no longer tried to
keep the worry from hisvoice. He braced hiswrists on the desk so that she couldn't see his hands
shaking. "In fact, | can't raise anyone on Coruscant.”

"That'snot asurprise,” shesaid.

His spine Stiffened. She wasn't amiling.

"Y ou've been busy with something, haven't you?' she asked.

Big news, then. News he should have heard.

"Dont toy with me, Mara."

"I'm not, Lando. It's been the buzz of this sector, at least.”

"What has?'

"The bombing. Of the Senate Hall." Her lipsformed athin line. Behind her, Karrde came into the
cockpit and paused as he saw Lando on the screen. "Don't worry. From all | heard, Organa Solo only
had minor bruises, and Han wasn't anywhere near the Hdll."

"And Luke?'

"Wasn't on Coruscant at all when it happened. But alot of people died and even more wereinjured. It's
played havoc with the communications array.” She glanced over her shoulder. Karrde sat down beside

her.

Lando's mouth was dry. It was, as he had expected, something bad. How bad yet he wasn't sure. "'l
thought you said the destruction was at the Senate Hal | ?"

She nodded. "But everyone's been trying to contact Coruscant. From political problemsto inquiring
about relatives. The volume of cals actualy knocked part of the array off-line.”

"It's been amess with business," Karrde said.
"l expect it has" Lando said. "But traffic is getting onto Co-ruscant?

Karrde nodded. "Not the place I'd want to go now, Carissian. From what | hear, they're al waiting for
another attack.”

... could have prevented...

FIREWORKS. SOLO KNOWS. FIREWORKS.



"Youdl right, Lando?' Marawas giving him her concerned ook from clear acrossthe gdaxy.
"YousadHanisdl right?"

She nodded.

"Who did this?'

"If they knew," Karrde said, " Coruscant wouldn't be in such an uproar.”

"Lando?' Mara asked.

Lando frowned. "Taon, what's Jarril been up to these days?'

Karrde leaned back in the chair. Then he glanced at Mara. She shrugged. "I haven't worked with Jarril
intwo years, maybe more."

"Y ou're not answvering me," Lando said.

"| think you should make atrip to the Run,” Karrde said.

"l can't go to the Run," Lando snapped. "1 thought you knew that."
"What's Jarril got to do with this?* Mara asked.

"Ask your friend there," Lando said.

"Tdon?'

"The Run'sadifferent place these days," Karrde said. "Not aplace | enjoy discussing, Carissian.”
And not on an open line. Karrde's message was clear.
FIREWORKS.

Jarril had just been to Coruscant.

SOLO KNOWS.

And now Jarril was dead. "Thanks," Lando said. "I'll bein touch soon." He signed off before they could
say anything else. His dreams had beenright.

He couldn't risk sending amessage that wouldn't get through.
He had to go to Coruscant.

He had to warn Han, before it was too late.



Kueller shoved open the door to Femon's office. His guards flanked him, but he waved them back. He
wanted them to observe, not to act.

Femon had taken her death masks off the wall. The room looked odd without them. But that wasn't the
only change. She was different too. She had scrubbed her face clean. He had dmost forgotten what she
looked like without the makeup. The years showed. But shewas il a striking woman, with her alabaster
skin and dark blue eyes.

She didn't seem surprised to see him.

But the fifteen guards who had accompanied him seemed surprised to see her. Even with their faces
hidden in their ssormtrooper helmets, he could sense their shock at her appearance.

"l didn't order anyone to stand ready," he said.

Shegot out of her chair. "I did. You're too bent on revenge, Dolph.”

He started at the name, but he didn't allow it to show. His mask was working again, ever since he had
returned to the artificid environment on Almania, and it gave him more control of hismovementsthan a
normal person had.

"Wearen't ready,” he said. "To do thisyour way would invite disaster.”

"Todoit yoursloses our advantage.” Shewas nearly astall ashe was. Her eyes sparkled with fury. He
had never expected her to cross him, but he should have foreseen it. She was more passionate about the
mission than about anything elsein her life, even him. She needed thisto succeed. She needed to control
everything around her so that nothing bad would happen again.

His understanding gave him no compassion, only amuted pity that her needs had driven her to oppose
him.

Heturned to one of hisguards. "Rescind the orders. Tl everyone to stand down."

"I wouldn't do that," she said to the guard.

The guard, to his credit, turned to Kueller, nodded, and said, "1 shall do asyou wish, milord."
"No!" she shouted.

"Thank you," Kueller said to the guard. Then he walked closer to Femon, his black cape swirling about
him. Her body odor was sharp in the close room; she was nervous, no matter how she presented herself.

Hetilted his head and looked at her from the corners of his eyes. Shelifted her chin, defiant to the last.
"Y ou think I'm bent on revenge," he said.

"l know it." She kept her arms free, but he saw no weapon. She had to have something planned. A
woman like her would leave nothing to chance. ™Y ou and Brakiss talked often about repaying

Skywaker."

"And | intend to."



"Do it after we take over the Republic,” she said. "We have everything in place now."

"Not everything," he said.

"Enough.”

He shook his head. "Impatience isthe downfall of most megalomaniacs, Femon.”

"l am not amegaomaniac.”

He smiled. "Nether am|."

The guards were watching, clearly unable to understand the conflict. They edged closer to him.

"l have studied the higtory of thisgalaxy, Femon,” Kudler said softly. "Have you?'

"Higtory isold, dusty, and unimportant,” she said.

"I'll takethat asano." Hissmile grew. He kept hisvoice low, infusing it with as much charm as he had.
"Higtory, Femon, provideslessons. Lessonsin living, lessonsin dying. Lessonsin theway thisgaaxy
works."

"I know how it works," she said.

"Doyou?' He put adight threet into histone and she dmogt flinched.

Almost.

Then she nodded. "l do."

He reached out and tucked astrand of her long black hair behind her ear. "Then you know," he said
tenderly, "why | fight Skywalker."

"Revenge," she said. "He did something to you and Brakisslong ago. | don't need history for that.”

"Ah, but you do." He let his hand drop. "I've had my revenge. Conquering Almaniawas my revenge. |
know clean ways of killing, Femon. Why do you think | spent aweek torturing the leaders of the Jehar?’

"Information.” Her voice was husky.

He shook his head. "Revenge, sweet. My revenge for their daughter of my family and the destruction of
the place| loved. | thought the Jehar should have asmdll taste of the pain they caused. | think you should
notice that | have not tortured anyone since.”

"Y ou found befter methods," she said.

Hetugged at hisblack gloves, looking at his hands. His powerful hands. "I knew better methods then. |
smply did not believe the Jehar deserved them. | am areasonable man, Femon. Y ou should have
remembered that."



"You've been trying to befair?' she asked. He suppressed asmile. At that moment, her certainty
wavered. She had logt, and she hadn't even redized it. "'Y ou've been baiting Skywaker to givehim a
chanceto defend himsdf?"

" Skywal ker needs no favors." He was speaking now not just for her, but for his guards. He had brought
them as witnesses, so that tales of her treachery would be muted by tales of hisresponseto it.
"Skywadker isthe most powerful maninthe gaaxy."

Femon laughed. "I thought you were, Dol ph."

"l will be." Hisvoicewas dlill level. He fdt remarkably calm, even though treachery usudly sent himinto
afury. Histraining had been good. He gave amenta nod toMaster Skywalker. "When | defeat

Skywadker."
"Soitisapower struggle.”

Kudler laughed. "Y ou are so smpligtic, Femon. Y ou lack intellectua complexity because you have not
sudied." He glanced at the guards. They were watching intently. One of them had loosened hisgrip on
his blaster. Kueller reached over, grabbed the guard's hand, and tightened his grip.

Femon made her move then. She reached for the control pand. Thefail-safe. The security he had
ingdled. The onethat did theinitiator down a passage while everyone e se in the room suffocated.

With aquick movement of hisleft hand, with adight draw on al the Force within him, he stayed hers.
Then hetightened his grip, holding her entire body in thrall to him. All except for her neck and head.

"What you don't know," he said camly, asif hewere not controlling her at all, "isthat the history of this
gaaxy isahigtory of the Force. The Old Republic was guarded by the Jedi Knights, who believed in
decency and honor. But they became complacent and alowed Pd patine, who had found a dark power in
the Force, to overtake them. He ruled as Emperor and, over time, forgot the lesson of hisown life. So,
when faced with the youthful power of Luke Skywalker, Pa patine believed he could defeat him. And
Skywa ker, who had unusud taent in the Force, killed the Emperor instead.”

"And youwill kill Skywaker, to live up to some nobleidea of history?' She spat out thewords. He
admired her spirit, however misguided.

"I kill Skywalker, firgt, becauseitismy destiny," Kueller said. "And secondly because | cannot rule this
gaaxy aslong asheisdive. That isthelesson of higtory. | must be the strength in the Force. | must be
the sole king of the Force. To do that, | must defeat the Jedi. | must defeat Skywalker.”

"You areafool, Kudler," shesaid.

"No, | am apatient man." Hesmiled. "l dso—"

He reached out with hisright hand, stopped neck-high, and clutched hisfist—

"—control—"

She gagged, unableto get air, her eyeswidening. She couldn't even claw at her throat. Her body shook
as she struggled to break free of him.



"—the Force—"

He squeezed hisright hand astight as he could. The snap of her neck echoed in the closeness of the
room. Then helet her go and she crumpled to the floor, aperson no longer. Only flesh, bone, and

memory.

He stood over her. "I will rulethisgdaxy," he said. Then helooked up &t al the stunned guards. "Best
you remember that."

FOURTEEN

The shot ricocheted off the blaster-resistant walls. Han leaped out of the way, but not quickly enough.
The shot nicked his buttock, then bounced off thewall in front of him. All the smugglersydlled, and
everyone dived for cover. The red beam of dangerous light missed Chewie, brushed Wynni, and scraped
Zeen, until it finaly dammed into the ooze, whereit died in an explosion of foul-smeling steam.

Han's skin burned. His nose and eyes were running from the smell. He got up firgt, pulled Sduss upright,
and shoved him into the scorched wall.

"Where did you learn how to shoot?' Han snarled. "Didn't anyonetell you these wallswere
blagter-resstant? Haven't you learned yet that firing in an enclosed space is dangerous? Y ou could have
killeddl of us."

Sdussraised histiny gloved hands, chittering piteoudy.

"| don't care how worried you are about Jarril. Y oushot me," Han said.

"Han—" Zeen sad.

"l don't like getting shot,” Han said.

"Han—" Bluesad.

"Infact, | hate getting shot," Han said.

Sdlusss chitters rose above the pain threshold again. He crouched and covered his round face with his
ams,

"Y ou better hide," Han said, "because when | get done with you, you'll wish you never saw ablaster.”
"Han—" Kid DXoln said.

"You'll wish you never knew what a blaster was," Han said.

Chewie grabbed Han'sarm and pulled him away from Sdluss.

Han shook him off. "L eave me done. Can't you see I'm getting vengeance here?'

Bluelaughed. "Not very effectively,” she said. "But you have convinced us you're the same old Han.
Forgive us. So much has changed around here, we figured you had too."



Han was stalking Seluss. He stopped when Blue's words penetrated. "He shot me," Han repeated.
"And anyone e'se would have blasted him back, no questions asked." She grinned, revedling the blue
crystal tooth that had given her part of her name. "But Han Solo never shoots hisfriends, no matter what
they've doneto him."

She stuck afinger in thelong dash the blast had | eft in his pants. "1 must admit, though. Thisisanice
look for you."

He pushed her hand away. "L eaveit done, Blue."

"Oooh." Her grin got wider. "We are married though, aren't we? Some things have changed.”
"Just my taste,” he snapped, his good humor completely gone.

"From smugglersto princesses,” Zeen said. "Can't argue with that.”

Blue drew hersdlf to her full height, showing her dender, magnificent body to complete advantage.
"Some of usdon't need a pedigree to prove our worth," she said. "I've been quaity from the beginning.”

"That you have, Blue," Kid DX0'ln said. Seluss moaned and did down the wall, his head completely
covered by hisarms.

" think Selusswas caught up in the heat of the moment,” Blue said, looking a him. "'l don't think he
meant to hurt you, Han."

"l hope not," Han said, unwilling to give Seluss any comfort. Han's skin burned. He tried to twist around
to see the damage.

Chewie chuckled.
"It'snot funny, furball. It hurts.
"Comeon," Bluesad. "l got some sdvethat'll work wonders.”

Zeen put hisarm around Han's shoulders and propelled him forward. " Then we can sit down and chat.”
Sdusswhigtled softly.

"Y ou can cometoo,” Kid DXo'ln said. "But you'd better keep your distance from Han."
"And take his blaster away, would you?' Han said. "I'm not in avery charitable mood.”

He shoved his own blaster into the holster at his hip. It hurt to walk, to stretch the skin, but he would
rather spend a cold day on Hoth than show anyone the pain he wasin. Especidly Chewie.

They followed the ooze into the entry chamber on Skip 1. As Han entered, three dozen smugglers
pointedly bolstered their own blasters. He resisted glancing at Chewie. Things had changed on the Run.

Dradticaly.

Usudly persond fights remained persond. But they didn't seem to anymore.



The entry chamber on Skip 1 was asfar as some renegades got. Bones were stacked in apilein one
corner, most of them trophy bones. The bones all belonged to beasts and crestures, but a number of
newcomers were told that this was what happened to anyone who let the secret entry to the Run dip.

Beyond the bones were sabacc tables, half a dozen of them, staffed by talentslike Blue, who rarely lost.
They were designed to trick the newcomer as well—to clean him out and send him, unhappily, on his
way, never to return. On the other side of the sabacc tableswas a glass bar, built against the rock.
Bomlas, the bartender, believed the customers needed to see hisvast store of liquor from al over the
gdaxy. Bomlaswas athree-armed Y chthytonian—he had bet and lost hisfourth arm in aparticularly
savage sabacc game—Yyet he was the fastest bartender Han had ever seen.

Closing off the cavern was the hokuum station for those smugglers whose tastes went to nonliquid

gimulants. Han had seen hisfirst spice usersthere, aswell ashisfirg glitterstim users. He hated the
hokuum gtation, athough the Run swore by it. Users on its stimulants often killed each other within three

days.

Thefood court stood in the center of the cavern, asfar from the ooze as possible. When Han wasfirst
here, the chef was known galaxy-wide. She was killed in a hot-grease dud with another chef. Han's
paate till missed her.

"Who's cooking these days?' he asked.

Bluewrinkled her nose. "The former cuisine artist at the Court of Hapes."

"Zefoood, it must have addlicate flaavor, no?' Kid said.

"They don't talk like that on Hapes," Han said.

"He does" Zeen said. "He clams he wasthe favorite chef of the queen mother.”

Han grinned. "Did he have arecommendation from |solder?!

"What?'

Han shook his head. Hisold rival for Leia's hand had proven yet again to be a man of action and good
taste. He had gotten the best of the queen mother once more. "1 hope peopl e are checking the cuisine for

poison.”

Blue shrugged. "He works with many poisons. We don't care. Only newcomers et there, anyway."
Chewieroared.
Zeen laughed. "No, Chewbacca, we haven't got rid of thereal food. It's two caverns back.”

Han glanced at hisold friend. Chewielooked asif he were about to gnaw the furniture. "I think we'd
better go therefirg."

"| think wed better tend to your wound first," Blue said with asuggestive leer.

"Lay off, Blue" Han said.



"Texty, testy." She moved ahead of them, leading the group into a thin passage that wound around
Cavern 2 and led directly to Cavern 3."Y ou were alot more fun when you were younger, Han."

"Y ou weren't interested when | was younger, Blue."

"Y ou were 0 naive, untested, good-hearted. | like aman with a bit more experience, Han."

"And awife" Zeen sad.

"That'snot true," Blue said.

"All right, then," Zeen sad, "you prefer men who have other attachments.”

"She'sasmuggler of the heart,” Kid said.

"Cute, boys," she said as she ducked through the opening in Cavern 3. Han followed her. The cavern
smelled of roasting mest, garlic, and onions overlaid with Wookiee warm won-wons and Sullustan stew.
The cavern was humid. The walls were coated with liquid and an extralayer or two of blaster resistance.

"l don't remember thisplace," he said.

"It belonged to Boba Fett and five other bounty hunters. Most of Boba Fett's friends died six years ago,
and we decided to make it into agourmet areafor those of uswho frequent this place," the Kid said.

Han shuddered at the mention of Boba Fett. That little bounty hunter had nearly cost Han hislife. He
was glad to hear that Fett's associates were dead.

The cavern showed no signs of having once been a bounty-hunter den. Han counted eighteen cooking
stations, with several more disgppearing down the back. Each station was set up with a booth that
suggested the home planet of the cuisine. The Wookiee station, right near the door, was nestled into a
fake (at least he hoped it was fake) wroshyr tree. Chewielet out addighted roar and hurried over to the
Wookiee station. Han searched for—and found—the Correllian booth. 1t |ooked like something out of
Treasure Ship Row, abright red, green, and purple tent with an equally gaudy Correllian roasting meat
on aspit outside. Han didn't recognize her, but she recognized Han. That wasn't asurprise. Most
Corrdlians had heard of him, it seemed. And hedidn't likeit. He liked to know who he wastalking to.

"Slumming, Solo?" she asked as she carved him severd dices of mest.

"Dining," he said, holding out his hand for the plate. The food smelled wonderful. He hadn't had a
Corrdlian mea in—wdll, since before the twins were born, at least.

She added some Correllian greens mixed with charbote root, and a scoop of mounder potato rice.
"Sixteen credits” she said.

"Sixteen?" He amost choked on hissdiva. "Thiswould cost haf acredit on Correlia"

She grinned. "Been along time since you've been home, hasn't it, Solo?’

Helet the remark pass. "A haf-credit,” he said again.



"Fifteen,” shesaid.

"Two," hesaid.

"Ten," shesad.

"Fve" hesad.

"Done."

He paid her, repressing his grin. It had been along time since held bargained for amed. Hetook his
plate to one of the center tables, where Chewie was aready digging into a plate of won-wons. He had

five round, greasy won-wons hooked to each claw, and was diding them down histhroat like addicacy.

Han had had won-wons. They tasted like granite dugs, only dimier. At least won-wons smelled
appetizing. He sat next to Chewie—

—then legped to hisfeet exclaiming in pain. Hiswound hurt even worse when he put weight onit.
Bluelaughed. She was carrying a plate of Exodeenian pasta. "Told you to put save on that, Solo.”
"Funny, Blue"

"There's an emergency med station over there." She nodded toward the left with her head. ™Y ou might
want to buy some savethere.”

"I'm going to put it on mysdlf," Han said.
She smiled prettily. "I wouldn't suggest otherwise.™
Kid came over, carrying acup of steaming Vayerbok. "What, no longer heart smuggling, Blue?'

She shook her head. "No sport in it. Experience hasn't changed the man. He's till too good-hearted for
rre.ll

"I would think agood heart isavauable heart, Blue," Kid said.

"Probably," Blue said. "But it'saso the kind that gets dl mushy and romantic. Still treat your wifeto
candldight dinners, Solo?"

"Of course," Han said. "Theraewards are worth it." He winked, then sauntered to the med station.

A battered medical droid worked the side. It perfunctorily examined Han'swound and said to the burly
man behind the counter, "Blaster scorch.”

"I could havetold him that," Han said.

"No, you couldnt,” thedroid said. "Y oure asmuggler. It takes speciaized knowledge to have amedica
opinion."



"I'm sureit does,” Han said. Y ou weren't aprotocol droid in apreviouslife, were you?"

"Absolutely not,” the droid said. "I'm an FX droid. | have never been nor do | want to be a protocol
droid. It goes againgt my programming.”

"Obvioudy," Han said. He moved away from the medical droid and leaned against the counter.
The burly man dapped ajar of sdlve onit. "Fifty credits.”
Han grinned. "Y ou have to have ahigh demand for blaster salve here. I'll give you five credits."

From under the counter, the burly man pulled out a blaster and aimed at Han's chest. 'Y ou want meto
make the salve redlly necessary?'

Han took a gtartled step backward. "I'll just pay you, how's that?"

"Fifty creditsfor the prescription,” the burly man said.

"And fifty morefor the diagnoss" the droid said.

"Nope, noway," Han said. "I remember the blaster shot. | didn't need your expert opinion.”

The droid turned its silvery face toward the burly man. "It never works," the droid said, sotto voce.
"Timing'soff,” the burly man said.

Han frowned and yanked his save off the counter. Then he ducked into the smal booth beside the
counter and applied the salve, nearly groaning with relief asthejelly relieved the burning.

He came back out, half expecting the burly man to charge him for the use of the booth. But the man
didnt.

Han returned to his chair. Chewie was done with hiswon-wons, and the other smugglers had returned.
Someone had picked at Han's mounder potato rice. He didn't care. Hed always hated the stuff.

He sat—gingerly—and ate. The food was ddlicious, better than anything held had in along time.

Or maybe it was just the atmosphere, the humid cavern, the voices swearing at each other in ahundred
different languages.

"Y ou said you were here on Jarril'sinvite," Kid said.

Han shrugged. "He said thereé's money to be made.”

"The husband of a princess doesn't need money,” Blue said.
"He doesif her kingdom was blown up."”

"That was seventeen years ago, Solo,” Zeen said.

"Wasit?' Han said. "Y ou gpparently don't get news here.”



Wynni rumbled.

"All right," Han said. "' So you've heard about the bombing on Coruscant.”
"The Senate Hall isn't an entire kingdom," Kid said.

"Y ou gonnabuy her anew one?' Zeen asked.

"Likeyou bought Dathomir?' Blue said. Shewasgrinning.

"It worked, Blue."

"Yeah, | heard how well it worked, Solo," she said.

He shoved his plate aside. The meal had been good, but he wasfull.

"So why are you here, Solo?' Zeen asked.

Han glanced at Chewie. Chewie was sucking the remains of the won-won off one claw asif the
conversation didn't concern him at dl.

"Jarril disgppeared right after the bombing. In fact, he got out of Coruscant's shield at the last moment.

That, and the things he said to me about easy money here, made me wonder if he knew more about the
attack than he was saying.”

Sealuss sood on achair at the far end of the table and chittered angrily at Han. The Sullustan was shaking
hisblaster emphaticaly.

Han put his hand on his own blaster. "1 told you to take that weapon away from him," he said to Blue.
"He knows better—"

"Takeit."

"Han, he'sgot a point—"

"Takeit."

Seluss chittered louder. With hisfree paw, Chewbacca dapped the blaster out of Selussshand. The
blaster skidded across the floor and dammed into the medical droid. It screamed.

Sdluss jumped off the chair asif to go after the blaster. Han raised hiswesgpon above table height. "I
wouldn't do that, chubby cheeks," Han said. "Sit back down, dow and easy."

"Han, he'sjust distraught,” Blue said.
"And my butt hurts" Han said. He hadn't taken his gaze off Sdluss. "Sit down.”

Sdussdid, looking like achagrined child.



"Now, in the course of this conversation, | may say thingsyou don' like. Y ou will listen like an adult, and
refutewhat | haveto say, like an adult." Ashe spoke, he redlized he was using the same tone he took
with the children when they'd been particularly wild. "If you don't like this agreement, if you planto
defend Jarril's honor with firepower only, tell me now so that | can shoot you and be done withiit.”

"Han, hesan old friend," Blue said.

"Y ours, maybe. Not mine."

Sduss stared at him, lips pursed.

"I haven't trusted thistwerp since he stole the blueprints for theFalcon.”

Sduss chirped indignantly.

"| stand corrected,” Han said. "Since the day Lando told me this twerp stole the blueprints for the
Falcon. The details don't matter, pa. The fact remainsthat you're not honest.”

"Noneof usis" Bluesaid.
Chewieroared.
"Oh, please," Blue said. "Saveit for someone who believesit, Chewie."

"Leave him done," Han said. He leaned forward. "I don't want Seluss shooting at me again. If you can't
handle that, spice brain, | suggest you exit the conversation now."

Sdluss stood and started for the medical station.

"Without the blaster,” Han said.

Seluss chittered at him, but |eft the cavern.

"Y ou didn't make him happy," Zeen said. "He could tell you more about Jarril than any of us."

"Somehow | doubt that," Han said.

Brakisss last known address was on Msst. Msst was asmdll planet near the Rim Worlds that had once
been amgor Imperid stronghold. The Empire had theoreticaly abandoned the place after the truce at
Bakura, but Luke knew for afact that many Imperias still used Msst for rendezvous.

But not recently.

Luke landed unassisted in the milky-white mist that had given the planet its name. The new X-wing hed
superb guidance powers, but they didn't make up for the loss of R2.

The landing strip on Msst wasin one of the few areas where the constant milky whiteness burned off by
midday. Although somehow it hadn't this midday. L uke hated to think that this might be what the records
meant by "burned-off."



The mist was pae, waist-high, and damp. The dampness sent a chill through him. Most of R2 would
have been logt in the murk. Thiswas where the new X-wings had their biggest failings. Luke flew well
enough aone, but landing here, on a planet he had never seen before, without any companionship,
seemed wrong. He felt oddly defensive, asif he had no one to watch his back. He hadn't realized how
much he counted on R2 for thelittle things: wry observations, quick fixes, and companionship.

Cole Fardreamer had better have the old X-wing in tip-top condition when L uke returned.
A group of buildingsrose out of the migt, tall and gray and stedly. They had an Imperid sed on them, but

time had worn the sed down, made it less ridged, which made it less threatening. The buildings|ooked
abandoned, but he couldn't be certain.

He half-hoped he would find Brakiss here, but he had no sense of the man. And by now, he would have.
He would have known, through the Force, about the presence of someone else with such anatura talent.

L uke thought often about Brakiss—at odd moments, really— and strangely, at times when he thought
about Ben. Ben had had awistfulness, atouch of regret, to him when he spoke of Darth Vader, asif Ben
had a certain respongbility in losing Anakin Skywalker to the dark side of the Force.

/don't want to lose you the way | lost Vader.

Those words had reverberated for Luke as Brakiss ran to his ship, ashe escaped Y avin 4, ashetried to
flee himsdif.

/was amazed how strongly the Force was with him. | took it upon myself to train himas a Jedi. |
thought that | could instruct himas well as Yoda.

| was wrong.

The chill Lukefet echoed the frigid cold he had felt on Y avin 4 when dl those voices were silenced. It
mirrored the cold he had felt in the destroyed Senate Hall when he fdlt the taint of Brakiss's presence.

L uke had tried to bring Brakiss into the Jedi way. He had tried to turn him away from the dark side,
thinking that once Brakiss saw the good in himsalf, he would understand that being a Jedi was so much
better.

/was wrong.

Instead, Brakiss had fled, and early reports showed he fled here, to the officers who had sent him to
infiltrate the Jedi Academy. Luke hoped to find some trace of Brakiss on Msst. He had actually hoped
that Brakiss had gone on to live aquiet life, much as Obi-Wan had in his years on Tatooine, guarding
Luke Skywalker.

But Luke got no sense of Brakissat dl.

Although something on Msst could be dampening Luke's Force abilities, much asthe ysalamiri did on
Mrykr. But Luke had felt aphysical effect from the ysalamiri, and he felt none here.

Noneat al.



Except the cold, damp mist.
Andthat, initsdf, was odd.

Hisfileson Msst had shown that the Empire had doneits usua planetary abuse on Msst. They had
ripped out essentid plant life, made the natives work in the crystal swamps, and had alarge colony of
dave laborers constantly building buildings that were not needed. But he had no records of them
destroying the local wildlife. Which meant that something €lse was kegping the wildlife at bay.

And that something €l se had to be him. He touched his lightsaber, then glanced at the X-wing. Its
upper-level wingswere visible above the migt. It looked undisturbed.

What he needed was the emergency kit. It had afog light, and some rations. Those would carry him to
the buildings. He turned—

—aslarge pink bubbles floated out of the mist in front of the wing. The bubbles had no faces. Long
strands of floating pinkness descended from the base of the bubbles. The bubbles didn't seem to notice
him. They bumped againgt his X-wing, like handsfedling in the darkness.

Luke remained motionless. If they were sentient creatures, they would have some way of reacting to
simuli. The pink strands were aclue, as was the bubbles bumping behavior. They probably responded
to movement. If they responded to hest, they would have found him first, not the X-wing.

But the X-wing hadn't moved in quite sometime. Either they had been coming for it Sinceit landed, or
something €l se about it attracted them.

Itsenergy stores?

He couldn't tell. But he couldn't et them keep bumping it. The X-wing was his only way off the planet.
He gripped his lightsaber tightly in his right hand and tarted toward the bubbles.

With alarge sucking sound, the mist around him disappeared. A bubble three timesthe size of the
X-wing rose from the ground to hover over Luke, its pink strands stinging him, sending rivulets of pain

through him. His body instinctively reacted, forcing him to hisknees, hisarmswrapped around his head.

The attack was eerily quiet. Except for the disappearance of the mist, he had not heard asound. Even
when thelittle bubbles bumped againgt the X-wing.

Each touch of the strands | eft his skin numb. Thiswas not asolution. He kept his head protected, but

shifted position so that he could peer through hisarms. Above him floated the giant bubble. It appeared
hollow insde.

The strands continued to stab him, constant coordinated movements designed to numb him inch by
painful inch.

The edges of the bubble were jagged, and the strands came from the inside, like strings hanging from the
insde of atent. The jagged edges were—

Teeth! They were teeth!



The bubble stung its prey until it couldn't move, and then raised it into the hollow part of the bubble and
chewed.

Lukeslightsaber hummed on with arush of power. He swung hisarm upward, dicing off haf adozen
drands. They fdl around him like live wires, stinging him each place they touched.

Hismusclesfelt odd, asif he hadn't used them before. But he kept dashing, moving as quickly ashis
wounded body would let him.

The bubble's only reaction wasto sting him harder. Each touch of aliving strand sent more pain into him.
Hejolted. His body was cold and burning at the same time. He could barely get his bregth.

But he concentrated dl of hisenergy into hisarm, into swinging the lightsaber. More strands fell around
him, dapping the hard ground in the eerie quiet.

The gaping mouth got closer. Its breath was chill and white— the source of the mist. It accented the cold
he felt, made the numbness spread. It was al he could do to keep moving, keep fighting. His shoulder
ached, his hand bardly closed, and he had no feding left in his neck and face. He could see the strands
ginging him, but he could no longer fed them.

What an odd way to die. Here, alone, no R2. No one even knowing—

| fed cold, death.His own voice echoed in his mind, along with the memory of Y odas.

That place... isstrong with the dark side of the Force.... Y our weapons... you will not need them.
Andlittle Anakin's

We made the room hat.

Luke envisoned dl the heat within him flowing upward and out, into the center of the bubble creature.
The creature started to float away, but L uke sent more warmth, and more.

Then, with agreat, ear-deafening pop, the creature exploded, followed by a dozen other pops asthe
little bubbles exploded aswell.

Fink globsrained around him, Szzling asthey hit the ground. Some hit him, making the numbness
complete. Hetried to build ashield around himself with the Force, but it wastoo late.

His body collapsed onto a pile of pink stuff. He watched, horrified, as the pink goo ateinto hisflight
uniform, and headed for his precious, frozen skin.

FIFTEEN

Leia sprawled on the center of her bed, flimsies spread before her. She wore an old pair of fighting
pants, and one of Han's shirts. Her hair was|oose except for two braidsin front to keep it from falingin
her eyes.

The bed, alarge, soft mattress, piled high with pillows and blankets, was the safest place in their
quarters. She and Han spent much timein the chamber, and she felt his presence strongly there. No one
else cameinto the room without invitation, not even the children.



Sometimes shefdt asthough it was the only place she could be hersdlf.

On this afternoon, she was there because it was the only place she could be completely aone and
undisturbed. She aso felt that she needed Han's presence, however superficidly, while she studied the
hard copiesin front of her.

The dection results.

From Gno's expression when he had called that morning to let her know they had arrived, she had
known the news was bad. She had asked for hard copies, and then retreated to her rooms. If she had
remained in her office, she would have been bombarded by well-wishers, worriers, and gloaters. She
needed time to process the information on her own.

The elections had been held quickly, just as she had planned. A few places complained that they didn't
even have enough time to mobilize the e ectorate(Exactly what we want, Gno had said), and others
requested permission to grieve for the lost senators before replacing them. That request was denied. The
swifter the business of government moved, the better. Sometimes even funeraswere placesfor
politicking of the kind that Leiaand her supporters had hoped to avoid.

Lela's hands shook as she sorted through the information before her. She checked the planets
represented by critically injured senators first. Most had decided to follow the senators wishes and alow
them to vote by proxy. Those places that hadn't, where it was uncertain whether or not the senators
would be able to function in public again, voted in politicians whose records seemed, at least on the
surface, to mirror those of the officids they were replacing.

The trouble rested in the hundred other planets whose senators had died. Despite the haste, despite the
precautions, only fifteen percent e ected someone with the same political cast. On dl the rest, former
Imperiaswere voted into office.

Thanksto the bombing, former Imperials held asimple mgjority in the Senate.

Enough to defeat any proposal that required avoice vote, but not enough to win in each ingtance.

Just because these people had lived within the Empire didn't mean they would al vote the same.

Or at least, she hoped they wouldn't.

But if they did, she would haveto fight for each and every important vote. The Senate had become a
political body now, not a place of colleagues.

That night, she would have to respond to the results, and do so in her most diplomatic manner. She
couldn't alienate the new representatives by assuming they would oppose her, and she had to reassure
her own supporters at the sametime.

She put her head down on one of the pillows, crumpling half the flimsies beneath her weight. More and
more she longed for the days of the Rebellion, days when most crises found an answer in the unplanned
useof ablagter, in theingenuity of thefight, in the strength of the fleet and the fedling of fighting for truth,
goodness, and justice.

Shewas good at subtlety. Luke had told her that. Han had told her that. She knew it. She had proved it



ahundred times.

But she had aways been adirect woman. She preferred directnessin hersdlf, in her friends. The
business of setting aside that directnessfor the correct thing to say left her exhausted.

Especially now. She could see the future of her government, and directness was not apart of it. Asthe
former Imperias gained power, the Rebelswould have to tone down their language for fear of insulting
their colleagues. The history of the Rebellion would be changed dightly to show that the leeders of the
Empire were the only ones who were corrupt. And with each subtlety cameasmdl lie. Thelieswould
accumulate until the truth waslogt.

She sat up and pushed the flimsies away. She wouldn't stand for this. Her speech tonight would be a
warning that the policies of the Empire would never replace the policies of the New Republic. Shewould
remind everyone whom they served now, and how important the ideal s they had fought for so hard, and
S0 many times, were.

Have you ever thought, sweetheart, that you're the one who's being unfair?

She frowned a Han'simaginary voice, just as she had frowned at him when he said that. The Empire
had been their enemy; alwayswould be.

But the Empire was dead.
Then who st off the bomb?

It angered her that the investigations were going more dowly than the e ections had. She had hoped that
the crimina or criminaswould have been brought to justice by now. But it seemed the more she studied
this, the more out-of-control shewas.

The secret to using your powers, Leig, isto let go of what you know. L et the Force guide you.Luke's
voice was as clear asif hewerein the room. Severa giddy times, in his exercises, she had parried al the
attacks of the seeker remote while blinded. She had fought in anumber of battles, feding the Force flow
through her and guide her. Luke claimed that she had done the same in diplomatic Stuations, athough she
had not felt that way.

Perhaps she would have to do that now.

She pushed hersdlf off the bed. Letting go of those emotions was harder than anything she had tried.
Since she was elghteen years old, she had fought the Empire. It had destroyed her home, murdered her
beloved father, and given her atwisted birthright from an evil man, abirthright she had tried to cleanse by
naming her youngest son after that evil man's good side. She had been tortured, shot, and wounded in
explosons. She had logt friends over and over again to the Empire.

And now she was expected to coexist with them.
Someday we must move beyond Rebellion and into true government. Mon Momma's words. Perhaps
Mon Mothmawas the person to move them to true government. She had laid the foundations. Her

grengths werein persuasive ahilities, and in her talent at looking long-term.

Learubbed her hands on her torn military pants. She was unwilling to give up any symbol of her
Rebdlion. The Rebellion had replaced dl that had existed before. The Empire had destroyed her home



and friends. The Rebellion had given her anew home, new friends. The Empire had murdered her family.
The Rebdlion had given her anew family.

She couldn't abandon that. She couldn't let go. For if shelet go of her hatred for the Empire, she might
lose the love she had found in the Rebdllion.

Mon Mothma had the ability to set those passions aside.

But that had been part of the reason she had stepped down.

Our leadership must be strong and dynamic. We need someone likeyou, Leia

Strong and dynamic. Full of passion.

Full of anger.

Fear, anger, and hatred belonged to the dark side. How many times had Luke told her that?

And where was L uke? Chasing some phantom. Just as Han was. Her children were on Anoth, Winter
with them. Whenever Leia needed guidance, the people closest to her were gone.

The house computer bonged.
Her irritation flared. "1 told you that | didn't want to be disturbed.”

"Just S0, madam,” said the house computer, using Han's voice but not his syntax. Leidsirritation fled in
the face of her amusement. Anakin had been messing with the controls again. "But you have a persistent
visgtor who clamsthat heis here with adire emergency. He threatened to disassemble my circuitsif | did
not contact you."

"Redly?" she said, unable to reconcile the words with the voice. "Does our mysteriousvisitor havea
name?"

"He clamsto be one Lando Cdrissan.” Anakin not only had tampered with the computer's voice, he
also had tampered with its memory. The computer should have recognized Lando's name at least. Good
thing the little mechanica whiz wasn't home, or held get ahearing from Leia. Of course, hewould just
blame Jaina, who often wasn't completely blamdessin dl of this. The difference wasthat Jaina
meticuloudy covered her tracks.

"Letmeseeavisud," Leasad.

A holographic projection of aman hovered before her face. He wore histrademark cloak, his dark
smuggler's boots, and aflashy satin shirt. Hisblack hair was cut closeto hishead, but that wasthe only
change Lelasaw. Except for the frown not hidden by his carefully trimmed mustache.

"Sendhimin," shesad.

She left the bedroom and went into the living suite. Lando's practiced flirtations were, for the most part,

athing of the padt, but Lelascrupuloudy avoided any Situation that would give him an excuseto flirt with
her.



The main area of theliving suite had been redecorated on Jacen's whim. He had complained that none of
the chairs was comfortable—something Han had agreed with—and the two of them scoured the Imperia
Pdace for more suitable seating. Now none of it matched(Comfort is more important than [ooks,
Mom), but it was adl well-used. While shewaited for Lando, Leiastood in front of the puce couch that
Winter mercifully had covered with awhite duvet.

He burst through the door and glanced around, amost asif he didn't see her.

"Whereés Han?"

No "Hdlo, Leia, how'sthe galaxy's most talented princess?’; no Y ou're looking beautiful today.” If she
hadn't seen that expression before, she would have thought this Lando was an impostor.

"He's not on Coruscant. Can | help you, Lando?"

Lando shook hishead. "We'vegot to find him, Leia. It'scriticd.”

A frisson of fear ran dong her spine. "Tell me, Lando.”

"I've been trying to reach you for days."

"The communications array has been overloaded since the bombing.”

"l know." Lando put his hands behind his back and paced the room. His expression was as dark asit
had been in the carbon-freezing chamber that horrible, horrible day when Han had nearly died, and
Lando learned that VVader had betrayed him. "Wheres Han?"

"You tel mewhat the problem isfirg.”

He stopped pacing, and glanced at a painting Jaina had done when she was two. Even though he was
garing at it, he didn't seem to be seeing it. "1 found a smuggler's ship that belonged to an old colleague of
ours. It was abandoned, and had clearly been sabotaged. The smuggler wasinit. Hed been
daughtered.”

The fear that had run adong Leias back had moved to her ssomach.

"He had just come from Coruscant. And when | checked hislogs, | found these messages.”
Lando gave her asmal hand-held computer. Shetilted it toward the light.

CARGO DELIVERED. FHFREWORKS SPECTACULAR.

SOLO KNOWS. WE CAN COUNT ON HISINVOLVEMENT.

She handed the computer back, careful not to show her sudden shakiness. "Whaose ship did you find this
on?'

"A smuggler named Jarril. Did you know him?'

"Han left afew days ago looking for him." Leiasank into the puce couch, letting its softness enfold her.
"Why do you think thisisan emergency, Lando?’



"Jarril was killed because of this message, and Han is mentioned.
"Y ou think Han might be next?"

"What do you think, Leia?'

"1'm concerned about the 'fireworks.""

"Han would never beinvolved in something like that."

Shelifted her gaze to Lando's. He thought "fireworks' related to the bomb, then, too. "I know that," she
sad. "But maybe Jarril didn't."

"Jarril knew Han. Everyone did. His ethics were a subject of bitter complaint among the smugglers. He
got more of usinto trouble because of his conscience than anyone would like to admit.”

"And saved more of you because of it, too." She bit her lower lip while she thought. "Han thought Jarril
was connected to the bombing. He was right.”

"Han's hunches are usually good."

She nodded. And she hadn't believed him. Jarril, though, was dead. A pawn, nothing more. Like Han?
"That second messageisredly unclear," she said. Subtle, even. "What if it Sgnasthe opening of atrgp?'

"That'swhat | figure. Jarril wasn't exactly left in abusy area of space. No one was supposed to see that
message. In fact, it had been ddleted. If | hadn't known his ship's codes, we wouldn't know thisat all.”

"Wherewasit sent?'
"A place cdled Almania. Have you heard of it?"
Leiashook her head.

"It's on the farthest reaches of the galaxy. It makes Tatooinelook close. It's so far out that neither the
Empire nor the Rebellion claimed it during the recent conflict.”

"You think an Imperid baseisthere now?' Leiaasked.

"| found a stormtrooper helmet on that ship. And some odd Imperia equipment. But this doesn't seem
like the Empir€s style. They always destroyed first, asked questions later."

"The Empireisn't run by Palpatine anymore. Or Vader." Or Thrawn or any of the other pretenderswho
had arisen in the last seventeen years. " Someone new might have anew style."

A subtler style. Onethat blended better with the politics of the present. Destroy the belief in the New
Republic. Implant some of your own peoplein the Senate—and take over, as Pa patine had done all
those years before.

Leiashuddered. "We haveto reach Han. We haveto warn him."



Lando nodded. ™Y ou send him amessage, if you can. I'll go after him. Whered he go?*
"Smuggler'sRun.”

Lando sank into the couch beside her.

"What's the matter, Lando?'

Hetook adeep breath. "I can't go to the Run. A rather nasty character named Nandreeson has a price
onmy head."

Leiafettheair leave her body. If Lando couldn't go, sheld have to send someone else. But whom?
From Han's description of the Run, no one but a select few people knew how to find it.

Then Lando pushed off the couch, his cape flying behind him. He dmost looked asif he wereflying. "But
that shouldn't stop me, should it?" he said as he reached the door. "What's a few credits between
friends?'

"It'snot necessary, Lando," she said softly. "We can find someone dse.”
"Not quickly enough,”" he said. "And not someone I'd trust to help Han. No. | haveto go."
"Lando—"

He held up his hand to stop her from saying any more. "Y ou can't change my mind, Leig," hesaid. "On
Bespin | nearly killed Han through my own greed and recklessness. I'll never forget that."

"Y ou helped rescue Han. Y ou've worked well for the New Republic. | think you've more than made up
for that moment.”

"I'll never make up for it, Leig," he said, looking more serious than she had ever seen him. Then he
grinned, the wide rogue's grin that someone must have taught every shady character who once visited
Smuggler's Run. "But no one can sop me from trying.”

Cole Fardreamer had never reassembled an old X-wing before. And he certainly had never done it
while supervised by an outdated R2 unit. Thislittle unit seemed to have amind of itsown. It blegped a
him every time he moved away from the X-wing. If it had had arms, they would have been crossed in
front of its silver-and-blue barrel-like chest.

He had tried to bring in aKloperian to help, but the little R2 unit had rocked on its whedls and squedled
50 loudly that Cole rethought the idea. Skywalker had said the R2 unit had been "imprisoned” by the
Kloperians. An odd choice of words, but the R2 unit's very human reaction gave them credence.

This part of the bay was empty. Whenever coworkers approached, the R2 unit would whistle. Cole
would greet them, and if they were curious about what he was doing, he would report that he was
working on agpecia project. No one questioned him further— except his supervisor, who, upon learning
that the project and the X-wing belonged to Luke Skywalker, left Cole done.

He was glad Skywalker hadn't waited. Thisjob had aready taken longer than Cole had expected. The



R2 unit had commented on that—at |east, Cole thought that was what the R2 unit was giving the
raspberry to when Cole mentioned his difficulty with reassembling the X-wing. Cole couldn't redly
understand the R2 unit, but the unit was so expressive that at times he felt he didn't have to.

What had Skywalker called it? R2. Asif the designation of type were anickname. Thinking of the droid
asthe R2 unit seemed like amindful. Cole grinned &t it.

"Now we get to work on the socket for the astromech unit, R2."

The droid whistled and rocked, but Cole didn't know if that wasin response to Skywaker's nickname
for it, or to the action Cole had just outlined. He thought it might be both.

He climbed behind the small cockpit and removed the bolts holding in the upgraded astrogation and
hyperdrive computers. Five new computer outlets had been ingtalled in the X-wing. Cole had dready
removed three. Once he removed these two and set them aside, he would have to resttach the astromech
socket and its g ector seat. Then he would have to reinsert the chips the droid still held and reprogram
the flight and sensor computers. He had done that sort of thing on Tatooine, trying to build X-wings out
of damaged equipment he had managed to find before the Jawas, but he had never been completely
successul.

Cole was sprawled on his stomach, leaning into the small bay where the socket used to be. The position
made his back ache, and the metal lip of the bay dug into his ssomach. He had to hold hisarm at an odd
angle to work the rotator wrench.

Asit hummed, he watched the bolts come out. Imagine him working on Luke Skywaker's X-wing. He
had seen Skywaker afew times on Coruscant, but had only heard of him on Tatooine. Hewas a
well-known figure in Anchorhead—and everyone, if the tales could be believed, had been hisfriend.

Cole had mentdly collected stories about Skywalker, haf hoping to follow in hisfootsteps. Somehow he
hadn't put it together that Skywalker's heroics weretied to his Jedi talents. Someone pointed that out to
Cole, ending hisdream.

He shook the bolts off the rotator wrench's magnet and they clattered on the ground. The R2 unit
watched them, asit did everything he removed from the ship, asif it were afraid he would again remove
something important.

After that, Cole had wandered around Anchorhead, doing odd jobs. It wasn't until someone who had
known him—and who thought hisloss funny—had taunted him(Whazzamatta, Fardreamer, can't
become a hero by repairing other people's machines?) that he redized histaents were just asvauable
as Skywdker's, only in adifferent manner. A lot of peoplein the galaxy, alot of beings, important beings,
had no Force capahiilities, and yet they contributed all sorts of things to the New Republic.

He had left on the next transport to Coruscant, and offered his services as amechanic to the
government. They had started him with meaningless work, work adroid could have done better,
including sorting bolts by size, hoping to drive him away. But he couldn't be driven. And when he showed
more expertise in hands-on assembly than their best Kloperian, he wasfinally allowed to do the kind of
work heloved.

The kind of work that, ironically, brought him to Luke Skywalker.

Thelast bolt rotated out. Cole dipped his fingers under the pand and yanked. He wasn't strong enough



to pull it out. He didn't have the proper leverage.
The R2 unit moaned.

Coletried again. The panel should have dipped out, but it didn't. He climbed off the X-wing and
brushed the dirt off hisclothes.

The R2 unit bobbed and whistled.
"I'll get back toit," Cole said. "It just doesn't want to come off."

But hisresponse didn't quiet the little creature. It continued to make noise. He watched it with astunned
expression on hisface. Maybe its systems were malfunctioning. Maybe—

Then it bumped him aside and approached the X-wing. A smdl meta arm emerged fromiitscylindrica
body. At the end of the arm was amechanical claw. The claw attached to the pandl, and the R2 unit
pulled.

"Hey!" Cole said. Thedroid could break the panel, the very thing Cole didn't want because then he
would haveto replaceit out of hisown sdary.

But the droid didn't stop. The pand popped away from thefitting, leaving afive-centimeter gap. Then
the droid swiveled its head 180 degreesto face Cole.

The droid jabbered something, clearly trying to communicate.

Colewondered if Skywalker could understand everything the creature said. Probably. He had the Force
tohep him.

"Okay, okay," Colesaid. "Let me check it out.”

He balanced precarioudy on the platform beside the X-wing—there was barely enough room for him
and the R2 unit—and peered behind the panedl.

A green-and-blue Imperid insgniastared back at him.

Hewhistled, and glanced &t the droid. It looked a him wisely. No wonder Skywalker vaued thislittle
being.
He pried some wires and chips away from theinsgnia, and went cold. Theinsigniawas part of the new

computer system, buried within the interna workings, unseen except by those who assembled the system.

Cole couldn't tell if the device was unique to Skywalker's X-wing or not. It would take some research to
find out. Research he would have to do.

Because he recognized the device in the computer system. He had seen it in some of the remainson
Tatooine, had watched one of hisfriends die by switching it on.

The Imperid symbol hid a detonating device of unique cagpability. The device remained inoperative until a
certain command code had been spoken or entered into the attached system. Then, without skipping a
best, the energy polarity in the system would reverse, overload, and the detonator would go off, creating



the largest possible explosion with the equipment a hand.

Cole's hands were shaking. Skywalker had been right not to take this X-wing. If he had, he would have
died.

SIXTEEN

“Skin... youwill..."

L uke thought he heard Y odas voice. He listened very carefully, but the words kept fading in and out.

"...lucky... are..."

Just as his consciousness faded in and out. He was warm for the first time in what seemed like forever,
but he couldn't fed anything againgt hisskin. It waslike floating in zero G, only without the movement. He
was stationary and touching nothing. How very, very strange. He had never been without the sense of

touch before.

His eyelids were closed, but the texture of the darkness had changed. Instead of seeing nothing but
blackness, he now saw that light brown color he would see when he closed hiseyesin Y avin 4's bright

unlight.

"..feding..."

Sméells, too, were fading in and out. He thought he caught the scent of the meat stew his aunt Beru used
to make when ships brought meat into Anchorhead. The meat wasn't adl that fresh, so she sewed it for
two days and dished it out asif it were as precious as the moisture they farmed.

"intime.."

The voice had the same qualities as Y odas, but wasn't his. The same deep, androgynous quality existed,
but the twisted syntax that marked Y odawas missing here. The speaker knew the language well. Luke's
ears Ssmply weren't working. They kept skipping words like amalfunctioning droid.

He concentrated, reached for the Force, found it, and helghtened his senses.

Bubbles.

Szzing.

Pink goo againg hisskin.

Heforced his eyes open, hisheart racing.

A woman in her late seventies|ooked down at him, her wrinkled features bresking into asmile. She had
been beautiful once; fill was, if truth betold. Her hair was silver and her eyes were the brightest blue he

had seen snce—

Snce—



The memory faled him.
"Dontworry," shesad. "Youll bedl right."
Actudly he heard her say "don't,” “be," and "right" and parsed out the rest by reading her lips.

"Not many people survive the mistmakers, and |'ve never seen anyone live who was as covered in their
dime asyou were. It wastouch and go for awhile there." Her smile softened. "You'relucky | havea
bacta tank."

He came fully awake then. The bacta tank was across the room, itswater gtill holding traces of the pink
dime. That stuff had to be redly potent for it to last in a bactatank.

The room had other medica equipment from severa different cultures. Through an open door, he saw a
regular living area, complete with kitchen. Another door led into still another room that he couldn't see.

All of thishe noticed without turning his head. He still could fed nothing around him. With anincredible
effort, he twisted his neck dightly and saw that he floated severd feet above the bed. Air cushions. He
had seen them in Imperia medicd centers, but had never redlly been on one. They were reserved for
burn patients who had lost most of their skin.

L uke shuddered. Hetried to raise his hand to see if he had any skin left, but the woman shook her head.
"The moreyou try, the longer it will take you to recover. Y ou can't fed anything because mistmakers
numb their victims before eating them. The numbness will wear off soon. An hour, maybe less. Thenwe
can edt. I've been afraid to feed you like this. Didn't know if you'd drown in food or not."

It was an odd way to listen, hearing half the words and deciphering the re<t.

"I know you have questions. It's better if you don't say anything." The woman grabbed a chair, pumped
its base so that the chair rose to Luke's height, and then she climbed in. "I'll answer what | can.”

He blinked, conveying, he hoped, his gratitude.
"You'relucky | heard you land. | was hoping—" She caught herself, shook her head asif she were
self-censoring, then said, "Never mind what | was hoping. | cameto investigate and saw the mistmakers

floating around the ship. | was about to turn around when that mistmaker exploded.”

Her eyeswidened with the memory. Luke heard the sound, reverberating in his head, the amazingpop!
that had saved hislife.

"Nicework, that,” shesaid. "You'll haveto tell me how you did it. Thosethings are even resstant to
blagter fire"

His hearing was dowly coming back. He could make out more words. He a so thought he could fed the
ar currents blowing on his back.

"l ducked. Sime went everywhere. Good thing | wasfar away, or | might have gotten covered. When |
stood again, | saw you."



"Thank you," he whispered, or tried to. Hislips didn't work.

"Shush," shesad. "I'dveleft you thereif | weren't dready wearing my protective gear. Would've been
nothing | could've done. By the time I'd've gotten my gear and come back, you'd've been dead. L uck.
That'sdl it was"

And shewastrying very hard not to take any credit. He would ask her about that later.

"Lessee. What e se would you want to know?' She frowned and tugged at asilver ring on her right
hand. "Y ou've been here the better part of aday, and your X-wing isfine. Some smadl stains on the hull
where the dimehit it. Nothing more."

He cleared histhroat. Feeling definitely was coming back. He felt aswell as heard the sound.

She shrugged. "And me, | suppose. Y ou'll want to know about me." She waved her left hand at the
room. " Stole most of this stuff when the Imperidsleft. | should'veleft along time ago mysdlf, but—" Her
pause was too long. That self-editing thing again. "—it's home. No matter how terrible, theré's no place
like home, right?"

Hedidn't know. He was glad he didn't have to answer that. Tatooine was home, but he would never live
there again. Although he wasn't certain if his answer would have been the same if Aunt Beru and Uncle
Owen had lived.

"All this stuff has comein handy,” shesaid. "I can take care of mysdlf, for the most part. Never had a
run-in with the mistmakers like yours, though. Never seen anyone else do that and survive.”

Theair currents were warm. That was what he had felt as he had first woken up. Because he wasn't
wearing anything else. Not pants, not a blanket, nothing. Hetried to cover himsdlf, but his handsjust
flopped beside him.

She laughed. "Don't worry, son. I've seenit dl and more. | had to uncover you to get you in the tank.
And | thought it might be better if we waited for modesty until we were sure you were heded.”

His mouth was dry. Parched, asif he had been in the desert instead of in the mist. Helicked hislips.
"Water?' he whispered.

Thistime the word came out. And, he redlized, he had feding in hismouth, of al places.

"Nope." She sounded positively cheerful as she denied him sustenance. "Worst thing you could have until
al thefeding comesback.”

Helicked hislipsto ask again, and she waved a hand.

"Trust meonthis,” shesaid. "It interacts with the poison the mistmaker put in your system. Y ou don't
want any."

Although he did. Desperately, now that he had feding back in his mouth. He strained hismind, reached
through the Force again. Strengthened himself as much as he could.

Pain shot through histoes, up hislegs, and into his hips. Feding, he reminded himsdf. He wasfeding
things



And hislips could move.
"| came here—" he said dowly.

"Oh, I know," shesaid. "And it wasn't the brightest thing you've done, now isit? When you get your
feding back, you crawl into your X-wing and fly away home. Back to your family. Y oull be better off."

"I'm looking for someone." His voice wheezed out of him, like an old man'svoice.
"Wdll, you found someone." She lowered the chair, got off it, and turned up the knobs on the bacta tank.
"Sometimes," she said, asif she were spesking so that he couldn't, "I miss droids. But only sometimes.

Won't have them anywhere near me now."

She had said that to provoke him, because in this galaxy, avoiding droids was not only odd, it was
difficult. You had to live on aplanet asfar avay as Msst even to attempt it.

"I'm looking for aman who was here when the Empire was."

The pink dime had faded from the tank. She shut off some of the other equipment, then walked into the
main room asif he hadn't spoken at all.

Luke sighed and concentrated. Fedling in hisback, in hislegs, in hisface. He worked on his chest and
hisarms. If he closed his eyes, he could make hishandstingle asif he had dept on them wrong. The
tingle spread dong his skin into his shoulders.

Sowly, cautioudy, heraised hisright arm. Except for dimetrailsthat shimmered under the glow pandls,
his skin looked norma. He knew better than to Sit up on an air cushion. He would have to float off or find
the switch.

The switch was below him. Using the Force, he turned the knob so that the air cushion died gradually.
He landed on the regular cushion and suppressed a scream as pain, sharp as needles, shimmered through
his back.

He could stand it. He had to stand it.

He sat up. The pain shifted with the pressure points. He eased hislegs off the bed and saw his clothes,
stacked negtly in apile on anearby chair.

Hislightsaber was on top of them.

He dressed. Even thelight touch of fabric againgt his skin caused him agony. But he could endureit. She
had said it would only be temporary.

Then he hobbled into the main room.
She was seated on a pile of cushions, her back to the door. A cup of liquid steamed beside her. The
room blazed with light, but none of it was natural. Heavy black sheets blocked the windows, amost asif

she didn't want to see outside.

"I canwalk," Luke said, hisvoice breaking like ateenager's. "Does that mean | can drink?"



He had hoped for alaugh. Instead she whirled, her facefilled with shock.
"Y ou shouldn't be up,” she said.

Hemanaged asmdl smile. "The pain is an amazing experience, but | assume it will fade soon. I'm not
making anything worse, amn 17?'

She hesitated amoment, then shook her head. Then she sighed and got up. " Sit, Luke Skywalker. Let
me makeyou amed."

He started a her knowledge of hisname. A thousand rationdizations came to mind—she might have
probed his X-wing; she might have recognized him from long-ago news holes—but he suspected none of
those reasons was right.

"Y ou know why I'm here."
She nodded, her expression miserable. "My son told me you'd come.”

Thistime Luke did sit down, ignoring the pain that shot from histhighsto his chest. She was Brakisss
mother.

And she had saved Luke'slife.

"He wasn't abad boy once, Luke Skywaker. Really he wasn't. He was this bright, wonderful baby. He
fairly glowed with life." She stepped into the kitchen, her hands busy as she spoke. It was asif talking
about her son made her restless. "Then they came.”

"The Empire."

She nodded. "They came into my home, looked at my boy, and they could use him. Him. A baby. And
they took him from me.”

L uke stood, about to go comfort her, when she started moving again.

"They let him come back for vists. But he never amiled after that. Not really. Not the kind that reached
hiseyes." Sheturned on the hydroprocessor. It made a quiet whirring sound. "They took something from
him." She turned, leaned on the counter, and looked at Luke. "Y ou tried to give it back to him, didn't
you? At that academy. Y ou tried to bring my baby back."

Lukewas chilled. The Empire had taken Brakiss away as ababy, knowing that he was Force-sensitive.
No wonder Brakiss couldn't face himself. The loss of sdf, of goodness, of warmth, was deeper than
Luke could ever have guessed.

"l tried," Lukesaid. "l failed."

"He came here after that, but he didn't stay." The wrinkles on her face seemed to have grown deeper.
"Hetold them at the Imperid dtedl that you did, and it ate at him. I'd never seen him have a conscience
before. It angered him."

She spoke the last softly. Angering aman like Brakiss could be deadly. "And then they had no more use



for him here. So heleft. He said he had skills he could séll. | didn't hear from him for along time after
that. Until recently. When he said you would come here, looking for him."

The pain was subsiding. So wasthe thirst. Luke stood.

"Hewantsyou to find him, Luke Skywalker." Shetwisted her handsin front of her. "I think you should
go home. Forget him. Nothing good can come of this. Whatever was good in my boy died along, long

timeago."

"No," Luke said. "It didn't die. It'sjust buried red deep." And would be harder to get to than it would be
with dmost anyone else, because Brakisss foundation in the dark side was never his choice, asit had
been with Anakin Skywalker. The choice had been made for him, before he even had conscious thought.
"Y ou know where heis, don't you?'

She nodded. "He told me. He wants you to come. But you're anice man, Luke Skywalker. | can't send
you there. My son wantsto kill you."

"I know," Luke said. "I've been in danger before.”

"Not likethis," she said. "Oh, Luke Skywaker. Not like this."

There were aways abandoned deeping quarters on Skip 1. But they were abandoned for areason, and
the reason was never agood one.

Han shoved the door open for the room he would share with Chewie. Chewie roared.

"Stop complaining, you big furball. Theré's nothing | can do about the stench.” Han put histraveling
duffd on the mildewy cot. The greenish-ydlow ooze did down the wallsin this chamber and went
through adrain in the floor. The main floor wasflat and untouched by the ooze.

Blue had assured him that this was the best room available.

If it wasthe best, he didn't want to see the worst.

Chewbacca growled and moaned, then wailed.

"So deegp on theFalcon if it'll make you fed better. Y ou know that's the best way to get beat up and
have the ship tossed.” Han lifted the blanket. The mildew went all the way down to the mattress. Maybe
Chewi€'sidea about theFalcon wasn't abad one.

Chewieyerled.

"Yeah, | know you've dept on theFalcon before. But that was on Skip 8. And do you remember how |
found you?'

Chewie shook his shaggy head and mumbled.

"If you could've gotten out of it, you would have doneit long before | showed up. Y ou don't need fase
bravado with me." Han sighed. "Y ou got your deeping bag? | wouldn't lie on that mattress otherwise.”



Chewie nodded and pulled his bag from his pack. He laid the bag on the mattress and it fell off both
gdes. Chewie growled softly, but didn't address his remarks to Han. Han ignored him anyway. On
principle. One night, maybe two, in this place. Then they could leave.

But he didn't want to stay on the ship, partly because other smugglers believed that aguarded ship wasa
vauable one, and partly because no one would approach him on theFalcon. Now that his presence was
known on Skip 1, he might see some interesting viSitors.

"Okay, Chewig, let'ssettlein," Han said. Heloudly pulled hisbag out of hisduffel while Chewie
searched beneath the cots for listening devices. He collected three before looking at thewalls.,

Ritifully.

Hisfur would get coated with the ooze. Han would have to help him clean it off. Either way, Han would
have to touch the tuff.

"All right, you big baby," Han said. He tossed his bag a Chewie, who folded and unfolded it, making the
plasic ruglenoisly.

Han stood on the nearest cot, half-closed his eyes, and stuck hisfingersin the ooze. It felt as disgusting
astouching the evil Waru on Crseith Station. The ooze was warm and viscous. He knew it would take
daysto get the sench off hisfingers. As he carefully searched the walls and ceilings, he found four more
listening devices, some of them rusted.

He 4till pulled them free. Then he made Chewie hand him the other three. Chewie mimed scomping on
them, but Han shook his head.

Hetook the devices into the hallway, and threw them into the next room. That way, the devices would
get some ambient sound, and Han wouldn't have to search through the coze again before they eft.

He washed his handsin the well down the hall, paying particular attention to hisfingernails.

As he went back to the room, he was startled to see the door still open. He pulled his blaster before
goingingde.

There, Chewie had his bowcaster pointed at Saluss. Thelittle Sullustan had his gloved handsin the air.
He was quiet. Hiswide eyeswere shiny with fear, and hisbig ears were bent forward in defensive

position.

"Nicework," Han said to Chewie as he camein and closed the door. "Y ou know, Sdluss, it'seaser to
nate someoneafter he'sfdlen adeep.”

Seluss chittered patheticaly.

"Yeah, right. I'll believe you're on a peaceful misson when my butt stops hurting.” Han kept hisgaze on
Sdluss, and leaned againgt the door. "Want to tell us why you're here?”

Sdluss nodded. His chittering was rapid, and Han hadn't had much use for Sullust since the Baitle of
Endor. He glanced at Chewie and saw that Chewie wasn't getting it dl ether.



"I'm not going to kill you until you'refinished,” Han said. "It'sin your best interest to dow down."

The folded flesh above Salusss mouth wiggled. Hislower lip protruded. He continued to speak, but
much dower.

Much dower.

Thistime, Han caught it. Or he thought he did. "Let me get thisstraight,” he said. " Jarril told you to shoot
me when | arrived so that everyone would think we're enemies? That way, no one would follow you, and
no onewould notice that you were talking to me? Do you buy this, Chewie?"'

Chewie growled for sometime.

"Thelanguage isabit harsh, but hismeaning isclear, | think." Han nodded. "It was astupid idea. Try
agan, Sduss”

Sdlusstook a step forward, chittering as he moved. Han's blaster whipped into place, hisfinger very
tempted againgt the trigger.

"Stay where you are, pal. I'm short-tempered today."

Sdlussfroze, then raised his hands again. He chittered— dowly—and Han began to listen.
I'min too deep, Han. Way too deep, Jarril had said.

Sdusswas confirming that, in his own panicked way.

"Wheat did you say they're smuggling? Imperia equipment? That ruined junk that the Jawas gathered on
Tatooine?' Han frowned. That made no sense, certainly not at the prices Selusswas quoting him. "'l don't
understand why you and Jarril are complaining when it's making you rich.”

Seluss glanced at Chewie.

Chewie shrugged.

"Okay, lagree," Han said. "Not even that kind of money isworth dying for. But how do you know the
degths are connected?”'

Sdluss chittered fast, then chopped hisarm in the air three times. And then he moaned.
"All three of the dead guys had spoken out about this? They didn't have anything € sein common?”

Sdluss hdf-growled, a puny sound when compared with Chewie's growl, but athreat nonethel ess.
Chewie moved in closer, but Han waved him back.

"I'd hope you'd be thisworried about meif | didn't come back from that kind of mission, Chewie." Han
righted his blaster, made sure hisaim was till on Sdluss. "I need to think about this."

Sdluss had essentialy confirmed Jarril's story, but he had added some details. Most of the folks on
Smuggler's Run were sdlling junked-out Imperia equipment at outrageous prices. And, both Jarril and
Seluss claimed, some were dying because of it. Han till didn't know how that tied into the bombing on



Coruscant, but he knew it did. Somehow.

The fact that Jarril hadn't returned added some veracity too. Aswell asthe stupid plan Seluss had made.
Jarril was dways doing things like that to midead others. Seluss had attacked Han so that everyone
would think they were enemies, and wouldn't redlize they were talking together. It did make a curious
kind of sense.

Han lowered hisblaster.

Chewie moaned.

"It'sokay, Chewie" Han said. "I think we can trust the little guy. For the moment.”

Chewielowered his bowcaster, but kept atight grip oniit al the same.

"What do you think | can do?' Han said.

Sdluss chittered softly.

"| think you have a better chance of discovering who's paying for the equipment than | do.”

Sdluss shook his head, spesking al thetime.

"Resources? Y ou have all the resources here. Y ou're the ones dealing with the buyers. Just takeit astep
further.”

Seluss shook his head redlly hard now, speaking so fast that Han dmost lost the thread. Almost.

"All three of them had tried to go beyond the buyers? And dl three turned up dead?' He whistled
between histeeth. "And Jarril tried to trace the source, too?

Sdluss bowed his head. His chitter was soft, dmost hesitant.

"Jarril cameto me." Han sghed and lowered the blaster al the way. Now Jarril was missing. Han didn't
likethe sound of this. If Jarril had died for coming to him, then whoever had killed Jarril would be gunning
for Han next. "Wonderful."

Sduss chittered gpologetically.

Chewielooked somber. Things were worse than they had known. A lot worse.

"All right," Han said to Sduss. "What'sthe plan?"

Sdussglanced a Chewie, then at Han. Findly, the Sullustan chittered.

"Y ou don't have aplan?" Han swung hisblaster in disgust. Seluss ducked. Han didn't have hisfinger on
thetrigger. He didn't understand the Sullustan’'s overreaction. ™Y ou don't have aplan. No one ever hasa

plan. How come no one ever hasaplan?’

Chewieroared.



Sedluss, cowering near the mildewy cots, chittered.
"Y ou thought / would have aplan? | just found out about this, pal. Chewie, you make the plan.”
Chewie shook his head.

"Great," Han said. "Just great. | come here as afavor to a man who has disappeared and he doesn't
evenleavemewith aplan.”

Sdluss chittered softly.

"Thanksalot," Han said. "But somehow | believe this has. more to do with Jarril's poor management
skillsthan hisfaithinmy brilliance.

Or maybe it had to do with Jarril's very red fear on the day of the bombing. Maybe Jarril couldn't plan
any further ahead.

Seluss was watching Han through gloved hands. Chewie was pretending to check his bowcaster.
"Of course I'll come up withaplan,” Han said. "Don't | dways?*
Chewie growled.

"| don't guarantee qudity, fuzzball. | don't even guaranteeit'll work. | just guarantee movement.” Han
glared at both of them. "And for now, that'll have to be good enough.”

SEVENTEEN

Cole backed away from Skywalker's X-wing and hurried to the nearest completed upgrade. The R2
unit was begping at him, asif it was chastisng him for abandoning his post.

"Ligten, R2," Cole said. "If were going to work together, then you're going to haveto trust me.”

Had he just said that to adroid? He shook his head dightly and climbed the work platform to the
reconditioned X-wing. Its computer was attached with bolts and he had forgotten his wrench.

R2 came up behind him, the wrench in his outstretched claw. A few of Col€e's other tools hung from R2
asif hewere part of an Artesian space collage.

"Thanks" Cole grinned at thelittle unit. "Guess I'll haveto trust you too."
R2 beeped in agreement.

Cole removed part of the panel on the reconditioned X-wing, then leaned back on his hed's, whistling
softly under his breath. This X-wing had a detonator too.

And o did the next reconditioned X-wing, and the next.

R2 cheebled urgently and Cole nodded. They were thinking dike. If the reconditioned X-wings had this
problem, did the new ones haveit too?



That would be abit more difficult to discover. Cole wasn't authorized to work on the new X-wings. It
didn't matter. If he got caught, he would report hisfindings.

Towhom?What if someone in the maintenance bay had authorized these systems? Maybe Skywalker
hadn't been so far off when he claimed that hislittle droid had been imprisoned.

Colelooked at R2. R2 moaned softly.

"Yeah. Thisisatough one," Cole said. But before he panicked too much, he would examine the new
X-wings. Maybe the problem was only in the reconditioned models.

He stood on the platform and scoured the room, hoping to see anew X-wing. There was only the model
inits pristine booth. And since he was working late, he was the only person in the area. The maintenance
droidswerein the main X-wing assembly area. He hadn't seen any Kloperians, and al the humans had
gone off-ghift.

Except him.
He hoped.

"Can you stand guard for me, R27?"

Thelittle droid beeped twice in arather offended tone, athough how Cole knew the droid was offended
was something he didn't want to examine. The beep code was something they had worked out that
afternoon, amost unconscioudy. Clearly thelittle droid was used to working with people.

"Okay. Let'sgo, then."

Cole got them both off the platform and headed toward the new X-wing. He turned back once to check
on R2 and saw thelittle droid pick up afew more tools, onesthat Cole had forgotten he would need. No
wonder Skywaker had been upset about leaving thelittle creature behind. He was vauable.

"Hurry! Cole hissed.

He went to the display area and punched in the code to open the door. The computer asked his reason
for entry. He typed some gobbledygook about a uniform malfunction on dl the new X-wings, and the
computer let the door dide open. His hands were shaking. He didn't know how long it would take before
the guards or some of the supervisors would show up.

If they did, he would just explain the nature of the problem, show them the devices, and hope beyond
hope that no one on Coruscant was involved with the remains of the Empire.

Because chances were, that was who would respond to his computer notation first.

Coledid into the cockpit of the new X-wing. These X-wingswere configured alittle differently from the
older model, the T-65C-A2. In the new model, the T-65D-A 1, the new computer system could be
reached from the cockpit itsdlf, giving the pilot more maneuverability—and more options—whilein
Space.

Stll, it wasn't built for doing maintenance. In fact, the computer was difficult to work on in any postion.
Colewedged himsdf into acorner of the cockpit and detached the light pins. His hands were shaking.



He had never done anything he was forbidden to do before.

At least, not on Coruscant. On Tatooine he had occasionally worked on fighters he wasn't supposed to
work on, trying to see how they operated. But on Tatooine, he had been learning, and his supervisors
had known that. Here he was investigating the very people who had hired him.

The computer pand fdl off into his hands. He peered behind it at circuitry more sophigticated than any
he had ever seeniin an X-wing. R2 leaned in as best his cylindrical body would alow. A light came on.
Cole looked up. R2 was shining alight attached to his head into the opening behind the compuiter.
"Thanks," Colesaid.

He squinted and looked through the circuitry, careful not to touch anything. For amoment, he thought he
would find nothing.

Thewhite and slvery Imperia inggniawinked in the light. Cole leaned his head againgt the metd lip of
the computer. These X-wings were designed to blow. Each and every one of them. He didn't want to
think about al the ships he had reconditioned, al the X-wings dready flying through space, floating
bombs, waiting for the pilot to hit the wrong lever, push the wrong button.

He peered up at thelittle droid. R2 shut off hislight. "Can you find out quickly how many X-wing
accidents have happened after ships|eft Coruscant?' Cole asked.

R2 beeped an affirmative.

"Let'sdoit, then," Cole said. He grabbed the edge of the compuiter, about to replace it, when he heard
something crunch.

R2 eased down onto hiswhedls. The droid beeped softly, and the sound felt like awarning.
The hair on the back of Col€e's neck rose.
"So the natification was right,” adeep mae voice said. "We have a saboteur. Show yourself.”

R2 moaned. Cole st the edge of the computer down carefully, leaning it againgt the pilot's seat, making
surethe interna workings touched nothing.

"Show yoursdf!”

Herose dowly, hands up. Half adozen security guards surrounded him, their blasters pointed at his
head.

Nandreeson leaned back in his baguor-lined couch. The top half had not been properly dimed. It felt
damp and cold against his skin. Hislegs were warm, though. They were underwater. There the couch
was covered in agae. That part, a least, had been tempered right.

He had left Skip 6 for three daysto investigate the loss of one of hismen in the Outer Rim. When he
returned to Smuggler's Run, someone had replaced his old couch with anew one, and had failed to
condition it properly. When he was rested, he would check therest of his quartersto see what other



mistakes had been made.

So far things seemed fine. The air was so humid that it was amost visble. Tiny gnats gatheredina
clugter, and Eilnian sweet flies swarmed on the far wall. The sweet flieswere nearly ripe enough to est.
His mouth burned, just thinking about it.

Thelilies had bloomed on top of the pond, and someone had scraped the algae to one side, probably for
later conditioning. Bubblesrosein the middle, exploding into the air with the stench of sulfur.

Home. It felt good to be here. In alittle while, he would go for aswim through the caverns and seeiif
anyone had disturbed both his egg clusters and his treasure hordes.

Firgt, though, he had business to take care of. He had sent all of his peopleto their pod beds, except for
lisner. Like Nandreeson, lisner was a Glottal phib, only his snout was six inches shorter, and histeeth had
worn to smal nubs. His eyes rested over his snout like small beetles. His small hands floated on top of
the water, and histail was wrapped around the base of the couch. A strand of algae hung from hisright
nostril, remains of his underwater trip through the pond, making certain no one had poisoned it, bugged it,
or rigged it harmfully in any way. His gillswere till opening and closing, asif he couldn't get enough air.

Nandreeson would have to replace him someday soon. lisner was getting old. His scaleswere aready
faling after two or three days without water. He had built adime pond into his quarters on theSlver Egg
S0 that he wouldn't lose too many scales during along space voyage.

"Wordis" Nandreeson said, "Han Solo ison Skip 1." A tiny flame emerged from the left Sde of his
snout. He was hungrier than he had thought.

"Yes," lisner said. "He has quartersthere. Jarril sent him.”

"Jarril." Nandreeson dipped his snout into the warm, dick water. That cooled some of the burning. He
didn't fed like going to the sweet-fly wall and looking for the ripe ones yet. Maybe, when he swam, he
would take a caver egg and eat it raw. "Jarril paid his debt to me last week. Thirty thousand credits. |
was not pleased.”

"He has come into money, then."

Nandreeson shook the water off his snout. "Everyone has come into money. | have not made a
substantid loan in months. Jarril is one of many who have paid me off. | will have to go into another
businessif thisdoesn't change.”

"Perhaps we should get off the Run,” lisner said. "It's changed too much for my tastes. | don't likerich
smugglers. They areno fun.”

Nandreeson smiled. "The chalengeisgone, I'll admit. And if | knew of abetter placeto go than the Run,
| would. But this place dtill servesus, for now."

"Whet about Glottal ?" lisner said.

Nandreeson frowned. His home planet, with its ponds and pads, its fronds and sweet bugs, its dark
forestsand its sticky, humid air, held agresat attraction for him. But on Glottal, he would be one of a
thousand rich 'Phibs. Here, he was the only rich Thib, and one of the most powerful crimelordsin the
gaaxy. The second title would mean nothing on Glottdl.



" am not ready to go to Glottal," he said. He would go there when he was going to die. He would
gpawn, and leave hisfortune to the surviving offspring. "No. | need anew business. And anew
diverson."

"Y ou could gart dedling in Imperid equipment.”

Nandreeson swiveled one eye and used it to Stare at lisner. "I prefer credits and glittering treasure. The
equipment isalimited market. As soon asthe buyer findswhat heis searching for, or getshisown
factories up and running, this sudden wedth will cease. And awhole group of overextended smugglers
will need money again." He amiled. "Perhgps we are jJumping too soon &t the vagaries of the market.
Patience, my boy. Patienceis the watchword of the wise."

lisner dipped deeper in the water and swam to the far side of the pond. The hump of hisspinerose
above the surface, and scales flaked off into the dgae. ™Y ou've never struck me as particularly patient,”
he said from the safety of hisnew position.

Nandreeson's tongue shot out and scooped amouthful of gnats. He roasted them with his breath and
swallowed, asmal, appetizing bite. He would need alarge dinner.

"I'm patient,” hesaid. "I'm very patient. And the patience often pays off. Witness Calrissian.”

"Cdlrissian hasn't been near the Run in seventeen years.”

Nandreeson swallowed the last gnat. His ssomach rumbled. "But he will be here soon.”

"You don't know that," lisner said.

Nandreeson swiveled his other eye. lisner dipped into the water until only his eyes and the top of his
head showed. "1 do know that, and athough | appreciate your counsdl, | do not appreciate your doubts.
Cdrissan will be here because Soloishere.”

lisner blew water through his nogtrils. The piece of algae soared through the air and landed on the
moss-covered rocks beside the pond. Then he rose enough to speak. "Solo and Calrissian are not
partners. They have never traveled together. Before he married, Solo only traveled with the Wookiee."

"Y ou do not pay attention." Nandreeson sank deeper into the warm water. The back of the poorly
conditioned couch gave him achill. "Since Cdrissian lost Cloud City, he and Solo have joined forces
during each Imperid threat.”

II&?I

"S0?" Nandreeson popped a sulfur bubble under the water. 1t formed severa other smaller bubbles that
roseto the surface. "So, my dear lisner, what has changed on the Run?"

lisner's mouth opened wide enough to swallow awhole shore of lily pads. "The Imperid equipment.”

"Precisaly,” Nandreeson said. "And who in the New Republic knows how to find the Run, besides Solo
and hisWookiee?'

"Cdrissan." lisner bresthed theword asif it were sacred. "Y ou have a plan, don't you?”'



"Of course," Nandreeson said. He smiled, and tongues of flame licked out of the corner of his mouith.
"Although, in this case, | may not need one."

EIGHTEEN

Lando dowed theLady Luck at the edge of the asteroid belt that housed Smuggler's Run. If he went any
farther, he would be within scanning range. They would know he was nearby. Hisburst of heroism
suddenly seemed like an exercise in stupidity. He had avoided the Run for more than a decade. What
made him think he could groll in there now?

Alone

All the good intentions in the galaxy wouldn't save him from Nandreeson. And neither would an gpology,
or apromiseto pay the Glottalphib back. What had seemed a point of pride years ago now seemed like
pointless posturing. So he had managed to steal a cache from Nandreeson's private storeroom. So he
had braved the humid, stinky air, the dimy water, the treacherous lily pads. So he had held his breath for
nearly four minutes, and pulled out, in the pocket of hiswet suit, enough richesto fill hisown stash for

years.

Thelast of the money had disgppeared when Vader forced him from Cloud City. Lando's own definition
of derring-do had changed since then, aswell. It had meant more to him to succeed at the Battle of
Endor than it had to best Nandreeson.

Since Lando had made ahome among the Rebels, he had learned that his acts of pirate courage meant
nothing when compared with Leia, for example, who had lost her home and her family and till managed
to go on, without taking a bresath. Or when compared with Luke facing evil in himsdf over and over

again.

Or Han, thrusting himself into Stuations greater than he was, and dways emerging victorious.
He might not emergethistime.

Lando stood, and paced through the cockpit. He had brought droids with him, half adozen, dl of
various uses. Lela had forced credits on him aswell so that he could buy information in the Run.

And he had brought asmdl arsend, hidden in the secret smuggling compartments of theLady Luck. The
smugglers might find hisweapons, and they might not. Lando hadn't gotten where he was without

gambling.

He paused, leaned forward, and looked out the cockpit trans-paristed at the Run. From this distance, it
looked asif an artist had swept a glitter-filled paintbrush across the blackness of space. The asteroids
gparkled in thelight of anearby star. Debrisformed amilky trail from asteroid to asteroid.

The Run had existed for along, long time. The entrance was tricky to anyone who didn't know the way.
More Imperia ships had been marooned in the debristrail than any others. The Emperor had tried to find
the Run severa times, thinking he could recruit its denizens. Those shipsthat didn't dam against rock
were blasted out of space.

Smugglersdidn't work for anyone except themselves.



The Emperor had never learned that.
Lando knew that, though.

The chill that had followed him since he had first discovered theSpicy Lady was more pronounced here.
For thefifteenth time, he checked the environmenta controls. They were working perfectly.

If he backed out now, and something happened to Han, thisincident would burn in his memory worse

than losing Han to the carbonite. A man couldn't betray afriend twice. Han, despite the difficultiesthe
two of them had had, would figure out away into a dangerous Situation to save Lando.

Lando had to do the same.

Impressions of the Run rose in him; the dank, smelly chambersin Skip 1, the gambling tables, the
constant scams. The dud s that had forced him to watch his back, and the friendships that he ill had.

Or that he thought he still had. Nandreeson could buy anyone for the right price.

Anyone except Han.

All Lando had to do was find Han, warn him, and get out. The first two might not be difficult. Thethird
would. But Lando's mission would be accomplished, and that was dl that mattered.

Sill, aman wasfoolish if hedidn't dlow himsdf aback door.

He punched in a coded message, sent it to Mara, and sent aduplicateto Leia, with ingtructionsto
forward it to Mara. That way, his back door was assured.

Then he sat back in the pilot's chair, strapped himsdlf in, and aimed theLady Luck a Smuggler's Run.
He burned the engines high, giving the ship tremendous speed. Asit headed toward the Run, he bent
under his console, took his al-purpose laser wrench, and removed the pand. He pulled three chips,
pocketed them, and watched as the power to al the ship'svital areasfailed.

ThelLady Luck was disabled, and hurtling toward the Run.

He punched the communications console, and sent the Run acopy of theLuck's legitimate cargo
manifet—asmuggler's equivadent of Mayday.

Luke landed the X-wing on awide metdlic strip on the northern face of Telti. Domes rose around, metal
domes on abarren, sandblasted landscape. When he had first read about Tdti, he had thought it would
look like Tatooine, adesart planet, but as he landed he realized he was wrong.

Tatooine wasfull of life. Creatureslived in the sand. Even the suns had a presence.

But Tdti wasamoon. It had no atmosphere and no life of its own. The dirt covering the bal floating
through space was just that— dirt. And yet the moon was littered with domed buildings and meta landing
strips. His computer showed him, as he landed, that a series of tunnels connected each building
underground.



He was reaching for his breath mask when the landing strip started to move. He glanced over his
shoulder, an old reflex, to see R2's reaction.

But R2 wasn't there.

Luke had never felt more alone. He hadn't spoken to aliving being since he had left Brakisss mother.
She had given him directionsto Télti, al the while warning him away from her son.

L uke's entire communication with Telti had been computer-to-computer. The metallic moon had even
sent hislanding coordinates directly into the navigation unit. Luke had tried to reach Brakiss, and on each
ingtance was told that voice communication with the moon was blocked. Purposaly.

Visgtors seldom cameto Tdti, and were not welcomed.

Even though that message had been sent, however, Luke had had no trouble with his own entry. He
hadn't really expected it. Brakiss waswaiting for him.

L uke wanted to know why.

Something was going on here, something bigger than afailed sudent-teacher relationship. Brakisswas
working for someone—the Empire, probably—and his duty wasto lure Luke Skywalker into atrap.

Lukewould be lured.

He wouldn't be trapped.

The landing strip continued to move forward, conveyor-bdt style, inching dowly toward anearby
building. Luke could lift off at any point. This movement was not part of the trap, but part of Telti's
day-to-day operations.

One side of the dome ahead of him rose, flattening againgt itsdlf like afan. Therewere no lightsinside,
just asthere had been no lights on the landing strip.

But Luke could sense a presence.
Brakiss.
Not insde the dome, but on Telti.
Waiting.

If Luke could sense Brakiss, it would only be amatter of moments before Brakiss could sense Luke. If
he didn't dready know of Lukesarrival.

Then, perhaps, Luke would have some answers.

He certainly hadn't received any when he had called up information on Telti. New Republic sources
clamed that Telti was an abandoned mining colony, itswealth completely destroyed by Imperia
exploitation. A factory remained. It apparently did some business with the New Republic.

The most information L uke had received on the moon had come from Brakisss mother. She had said



that Brakissfindly had real work. She had been afraid that L uke's presence would destroy any chance
for Brakisssfuture.

L uke had thought she meant that he might kill Brakiss.

Now hewasn't so sure.

He turned on the X-wing's front running lights. They worked as aspot illuminating the interior of the
dome. It was empty, but it looked like abay big enough to house dozens of ships. Landing platforms
were recessed into the floor. Beyond those was an open door.

And no movement. None at dll.

The sensation of barrenness continued. Except for Brakiss, Luke felt no other life. No plant life, no
animd life. Nothing. Not eveninsect life.

He breathed deeply, running through afew mental caming exercises he taught a the academy. Clearly
his expectations had been different. Clearly he had expected more life here than just Brakiss.

That should have reassured him, but it didn't.

The metal runway pulled the X-wing into the building, and with aloud grinding, the door closed. Luke
did not look back. He had made his choice. He would continue with it.

Asthe door closed, lights came on al through the bay. Some illuminated the platforms from below,
othersfrom above. A bank of glow pandslit on the ceiling, and ahissing told him that the atmosphere
had changed. He checked his monitors. The air was breathable now.

He pushed up the canopy of the X-wing. The air was warmer than he had expected, and smelled faintly
of metal, rust, and gresse. The rust surprised him. He would have expected nothing like that.

Ashelevered himsdf out, hefelt asif he had been in thisroom before. Then he redlized that he had been
inonejugt likeit on Anchorhead as aboy, back when Jabba the Hutt had tried afew legitimate
businesses. He had sold landspeeders, and L uke had gone with his uncle Owen to buy one.

Jabba's lackeys had put the landspeedersin alarge room and placed display lights on them, lights that
shone on the clean patches only, and hid the dents and dirt and flaws. Uncle Owen had not bought
anything that day, saying that all the speeders had had their ID numbers sanded off. It was years later that
Luke redlized the speeders had to have been stolen.

Weeks later, Luke and his uncle had returned. Jabba's businesswas gone. All that remained were the
platformsand thelights.

It bothered L uke that no one approached him. A normal droid factory would have sent asades
representative by now.

Brakissagain.
Both he and L uke knew thiswould be no normd vist.

Before L uke dropped to the metallic floor, he closed the X-wing's canopy and set the safety sedls. They



wouldn't do much good against a determined saboteur, but they would deter adroid.

Brakiss had other ways of tampering with Luke.

Luke patted hislightsaber, its dight weight acomfort at his hip. He wore only aloose shirt and tight
military pants. His cloak remained in the X-wing. He wanted no diversions here, and with thismuch
equipment, aflowing cloak could easly snag on ametdlic edge.

His mouth was dry. He had expected a confrontation. He hadn't expected no greeting at all.

But Brakisswas still Empire. He liked games. He dways had.

Luke took a deep breath, and headed for the open door. He was probably being watched. Brakiss
would note each of Luke's movements, from the patting of the lightsaber to the sedling of the X-wing. He

would know that Luke was uneasy in this place.

At the mouth of the door, L uke paused. The door's frame should shield him from any holocams. He
reached out through the Force, sending tendrils of inquiry acrossit, searching for Brakiss.

Brakisss presence was strong here, but diffuse. Luke couldn't pinpoint it. That didn't surprise him;
Brakisss mother had said Brakiss was expecting Luke. Which meant Brakiss had had time to prepare.

He knew many tricks, some Luke had taught him, othersthat he might have learned from the Empire,
Any gifted Force-sensitive being could scatter his presence through afinite area. The fact that Luke could
fed Brakissat dl meant that he was close.

L uke stepped through the door and into the next room. And stopped.

Thousands of golden hands hung from the ceiling. Theright hands faced pam-out, the left hands had the
knuckles showing. The thumbsal went in the same direction. They gleamed in the light. More handslay
on conveyor bdts. All those handswerein partia assembly. Some had open forearmsreveaing
equipment not unlike the equipment in Luke'sright wrist. Unattached fingers lay beside the conveyor
belts, and golden arm sockets waited attachment to golden shoulders.

3PO might have started life in aplace like this. Somewhere in one of these domed buildings, the domed
heads of the R2 units were assembled. Hard to believe such ignoble beginnings might have led to the
personalities that had become so important in Luke'slife.

The room was eerily silent. The belts were off, the atmosphere controls made no noise, and there was
no movement. The hands hung like sta actites, sdactiteswith ahint of life.

Luke glanced at the celling. The arms were resting in metal runners, and were not attached to anything.
Hisrdief was papable.

"Hello?' hesad.

His voice echoed off the metal around him, returning in tiny, tinny soundsito hini.

"Hdlo?"



He had no ideawhere to go from here. He wouldn't follow the ghosts of the false Brakissin search of
thered one. Brakiss probably wanted to lead him through room after room like this, onefilled with legs,
another with torsos, to make some kind of point.

A point Luke would only learn when he reached Brakiss himsdf.

"Hello?" Luke called again. He would remain here, near the open door to his ship, until hegot a
response.

Even thoughit fet asif onewould never come.

NINETEEN

Brakisstracked L uke four ways. with the surveillance equipment he had ingtdled dl over Tdti; with the
computer systemn; with agroup of specidly designed gladiator droidsthat silently flanked Luke; and with
the Force. His Force sense was the most reliable. Luke's presence felt as if someone had tossed a
boulder into the cam pond of Brakisssworld. Although Brakiss had known Luke was coming, he still
wasn't prepared for the strength of the disturbance.

Brakiss stood in his communication center, in the dome of the protocol-droid building. Experimenta
droid parts hung from the rounded ceiling: eyesthat listened; hands that saw; mouthsthat grasped. The
eyeswere hisfavorites They didn't need adroid at al. They tracked everything that happened in aroom,
and they sent all communications forward. They aso had the added benefit of spooking most crestures
that used their eyesfor sight. Brakiss wasn't certain how to use the eyesyet, but he would figure
something out.

Hewasgood at this. Telti had brought forth his creative powers. If only Kudller had allowed Brakissto
work the factory without using his Force abilities. Kueller had promised that Brakiss would have nothing
moreto do with Almania But Kudller's promises never held, especialy with Brakiss. Kudler fet that
Force-experienced warriors were rare, and he aimed to use each one in his power. The most talented
one he had was Brakiss.

So Brakiss got to lure Skywalker into Kueller's trap.

Brakiss sat. The chair molded to his shape and braced him. On the screens before him, he watched ten
Luke Skywalkers shout hello into an empty room. Empty except for the overstock droid hands. Even the
mighty Skywalker had looked surprised at that.

He hadn't changed. And he should have. It had been years. Brakiss had heard that Skywalker had
amost died on board theEye of Palpatine. Y et he looked the same. His scarred face till had a
boyishness, his body was lean and powerful, and he had the same assurance he had always had.

The assurance he had had when he forced Brakiss to face the darkness.

Brakiss swalowed. Even thinking of that moment, done, with only himsalf and the evils Skywaker had
thrown at him, sent trembling explosive shiversthrough him. If Brakiss thought about it too much, hefdt
asif hisbrain would shatter. Brakiss had run from that test, run asfast as he could, and when he returned
to hismother, he found her living in the shadow of the Empire. He had had to report, and he had, on the
condition that they let him go.

Hisinformation had been va uable enough, and his mind damaged enough, that they had let him go. He



had run until Kudler found him, and Kueler had put him together again.

For aprice.

Skywalker.

Brakissleaned forward and flicked the communicator. Kudler answered immediately, forming asmall
holo image on Brakisss holopad. This Kueller looked tiny enough for Brakissto crush with hisfist. Even
30, the power radiating from the smal image made Brakiss dide his chair back.

"He'shere" Brakiss said.

Kueller's death mask smiled. "Good. Send himto me."

Brakisslicked hislips. "I wasthinking... | thought... maybe | should kill him. | owe him. He—"
Kudler waved ahand. His skeleta grin grew. "By dl means. Kill him."

A chill ran down Brakisss back. Hisvictory wastoo easy. "Buit | thought you said you would have to
kill im."

Kueler shrugged. "I doubt you can kill him, but if you do, my responseissimple. | will haveto kill you."

Kudler spoke with such confidence and cam that Brakiss backed away even farther. "I thought we
were working together,” Brakiss said.

"Weare" Kudler said. "But the person who killsthe great Jedi L uke Skywalker becomes the strongest
inthe galaxy. If you kill Skywalker, you take that honor, and leave me no choice but to take that honor

fromyou."
"But the Emperor wanted Vader to kill Skywalker."

"The Emperor has been dead along time, Brakiss." Kueller's smile had faded. "1t would do you good to
remember that."

Brakiss nodded.
"And remember, Brakiss,” Kueller said. "1 will know if Skywalker dies.”
Kudler'simage winked out. The air around the pad glowed for amoment, then the strength of Kueller's

presence faded aswell. Brakiss put hisfist over the vanished image and pounded the pad. Pain shot
through his palm. Hewas no match for Kueller yet. But someday he would be.

It would only be amatter of time.

He cupped hisfist againgt his chest and stared at the screens. Skywalker had stopped yelling. Hewas
looking toward the dome and frowning, hislips parted dightly, his eyes glazed like those of aman sensing
only with the Force.

Had hefelt Kueller's presence?



Nonsense. No one could feel over so great a distance.

Not even Skywalker.

Could he?

Brakiss whirled. He snapped his fingers and a protocol droid strode in. Thisdroid, C-9PO, wasa

newer model that Brakiss had modified for his own needs. The final memory wipe, done two months
ago, combined with the language augmentation, made this droid useful in ways that went beyond

language.

Skywalker might never learn that.

Then again, hemight.

"C-9PO," Brakiss said, "we have aguest.”

"I know, gr." The droid stood the requisite two metersin front of him, its golden eyes radiant with inner

light.
"Bring him to the assembly room, and have him wait for me."
"But S, guests do not go to the assembly room."

Heglared at C-9PO. C-9PO continued to give him an implacable stare. Some things remained the same
in protocol droids no matter how many memory wipesthey had.

"Thisoneisnot abuyer.”
"Then what ishe, Sir, that | may learn who goes to the assembly room?”

What ishe? Brakiss smiled, but the smile had no amusement behind it. Skywaker wasimpossbleto fit
into a category that the protocol droid would understand.

"HeisaJedi Master, 9PO. Heis not here on factory business.”

"Ah," C-9PO said. "Then it ispersond. | understand." He turned and minced out of the room. The smdll
feet on the C-9's were not an improvement over the normal-sized feet of the C-1'sthrough C-8's. Not an
improvement at all.

Hewould have to remember that.

But even focusing on the droids was not enough for him. It usudly cleared hismind, and it did no longer.
Skywalker's presence surrounded him.

The sooner he got Skywa ker off Telti, the better.

They took theMillennium Falcon to Skip 5. Seluss wanted to take one of the Skippers, but Han
reminded him that Han wasin charge of making the plans.



Han wasn't going to go ten meters without theFal con.

He had decided that he needed to see this outrageous operation for himself. Something felt wrong.
Smugglers dways movedval uable products. Now they were getting paid ten times more than usua for
junk—junk any resourceful crimelord could find on dozens of worlds.

The Empire, or what was lft of it, was no longer making equipment. The New Republic had seen to that
by shutting down each factory it could find. The prototypes and designs were taken and destroyed. If any
factories remained, then this crime lord had to be paying them, too, in order to get modern Imperial

equipment.
Or was there something about the old stuff? Something different?

Han fdt that if helooked at the stuff the smugglers were sdling, he might discover it. For thefirgt timein
along time, he missed having 3PO at hissde. The Professor could tell him about the differencesin
Imperia equipment, and if 3PO didn't know, R2 did.

It felt odd to travel without his resources.

When Han had been aregular at the Run, Skip 5 had been abandoned. The caves of Skip 5, while huge,
were lined with sun-stone, and the ambient temperature insde was about forty degrees Celsius,
unbearable for humans most of thetime, deadly for many of the larger speciesthat inhabited the Run. A
decade before Han arrived, agang of human smugglers had lived in the cavernsfor months. They ended
up killing each other in afight some said was sparked by the hest.

Han had never been to Skip 5. He had only heard abouit it.
He was unprepared for itssize, and for itslevel of development.

The landing pad in the caverns at the edge of Skip 5 was large enough for six luxury linersto rest
comfortably. Han hadn't seen alanding pad that big outside of Coruscant in years. TheFalcon looked
small next to the dozens of freighters that waited, their cargo doors open, for the binary load liftersto
finish placing boxesingde. Some of the boxes were aslarge astheFalcon's cockpit.

Han glanced a Chewie, who moaned in astonishment. Seluss, who had been sitting behind them,
chittered excitedly.

"Boxes could carry anything, Seluss," Han said. "1 want to seewhat'sinsde.”
Sdluss chittered again.

Han ignored him. He knew that no one would voluntarily open abox for him, especidly now that he was
perceived as legitimate. But he wanted to see the packing rooms and the work stations. He il didn't
entirdy believe that smugglers had voluntarily pooled ther effortsto supply this mysterious customer. He
had a hunch that only afew worked together. The rest made aplay at it, and delivered the real goods
persondly. He would discover who was working Skip 5, and who wasn't. Then he and Chewie would
follow the oneswho were conspicuoudy absent. He hoped one of those smugglers owed him an old
debt. Then he could solve the mystery of the client without a persona meeting.

"You two stay here," Han said to Chewie. "I'll be back.”



Chewie growled.

"Weve been through this" Han said. "I'm not going to leave theFalcon unguarded here. And I'm not
going into the Skip with Sdussdone.”

Seluss chirped.

"Just because your explanation's plausible doesn't mean that | should trust you,” Han said. He dipped
out of the pilot'schair. "If I'm not back soon, Chewie, get out of here."

Chewieroared.

"l meanit, Chewie."

Chewie shook hisfurry head and moaned.

"Yeah, | know. A life debt,” Han said. " So why doesn't that mean you'll listen to me?' He grabbed his

blaster. "Protect theFalcon, Chewie. I'd rather rely on my own wits than be trapped on Skip 5 forever.
Got that?'

Chewie mumbled under his breath, but he turned back to the control panel. Seluss grabbed Han's shirt
and chittered.

"Yeah, | know you know what you're looking for, mouse brain,” Han said. "That doesn't mean I'm
looking for the samething.”

He shook Seluss's hand free and I eft the cockpit. Chewie aready had the ramp down, and Han
disembarked.

The heat was 0 intense it flt asif he had hit awall. Sweat broke out al over him, plastering his clothes
to hisbody. He wished he had brought water rations, but he didn't want to return to the ship for them.

Hewouldn't be gonethat long. He could last.

Besides, he'd been in thiskind of heat before, weaker and with no protection. The worst time had been
on Tatooine when he had hibernation sickness. Blind, in the blazing sun, a battle going on around him.
He'd been amazed he had survived that.

Still was, if truth betold.
The deep breath he took stdled in hislungs. Hetried again, and then hurried down the ramp.

Smugglers watched him from their cargo bays. Blasters followed him. Two binary load lifters stopped as
he went by. Near the droids and the running spacecraft, the heat intensfied. And thiswas ardatively
open space. Insde it would be worse.

He dipped through the door and into a narrow corridor. The sunstone walls here were sedled with a
coolant cover and the temperature dropped several degrees. Han took the moment to wipe the swesat
from hisface and to breathe deeply. He dso checked his blaster, uncertain how well it would work in the
hest.



It checked out fine.

"Plan to usethat?'

Han looked up. A dender human with golden curlsfalling past his shoulder sat on adesk built into the
wall. He wore mesh pants and no shirt. His chest was covered with tattoos. His hand rested on the
desktop. Han couldn't see the man'sfingers. They probably covered ablaster.

"Just making sure it worked in case | needed it,” Han said.

"That your ship outsde?'

"Yeah." Han kept histone neutrd. He wasn't sureif the man wasfriend or foe yet.

"Awful smal for acargo ship.”

"Shelsagreat freighter,” Han said.

"Sure" the man said, histonefull of disbelief.

Han made himsdlf take abresth. "Y ou have a problem with my ship?’

"No," theman said. "It'sjust thisbay isusudly used for larger ships. Ancient equipment goesto the other
dgdeof Five"

"WEell, no one explained the rulesto me until now," Han said. "Next time'll go to the other sde.”

The man lifted his blaster and rested it Sdeways on hisknee. "There won't be anext time, pa, until you
tell meyour business.

"A friend sent me here to ingpect the cargo. He hired my ship to take his stuff off the Run.”
"Y our friend got aname?'

Han lowered hisblaster into position aswell. " Seluss. He's a Sullustan whose partner disappeared on
him, with their ship.”

"Heard about that," the man said. He gill hadn't moved his blaster. But he hadn't moved his finger near
thetrigger, @ther. "Been happening alot latdy.”

"Smugglers dissppearing?’

"Not coming back.” The man shrugged. "Guessthey make their killing and get out of the business.”

"| thought there was no out of thisbusiness,”" Han said. The man tossed his hair over his shoulder. "Ah,
people get out. They retire, they leave. It'snorma. Smugglersjust like to be romantic. And they hateto
think about getting old. It'sjust not as much fun asit was when they were young. And now that there's

some money flowing, well, who can blamethem.”

“You don't look that old,” Han said. "I'm not retiring, either.”



"Then what are you doing here? |'ve never seen guards on Skip 5 before." Of course, hed never been
on Skip 5 before, but the man didn't have to know that.

"Never said | wasaguard.” The man did off the desk. " Just thought maybe your ship wastoo closeto
mine. Wanted to see what you were about before | loaded up.”

"Which ship isyours?' Han asked. "The one you parked beneath.”

Han glanced over his shoulder. He had parked beside the only bulk freighter on the landing pad. The
freighter dwarfed the other ships, with its square armored build. TheFalcon had dipped right under the
freighter'srear hold. "How'd you get that thing into the Run?*

"l didnt," the man said. Histone didn't invite any more questions. Han didn't need to ask any. Jarril was
right; the Run was a different place these days. In the past, no smuggler would have stolen another's
vesse. Now, it seemed, that was something to brag about.

Han was happier than ever that he had left Chewie onthe

Falcon.

"S0," hesaid. "Y ou going to let me through here or not?" The man shrugged. "I never tried to stop you.”

“You did agood imitation of it,"” Han growled, and dipped into the corridor. He was getting rusty. He
was s0 used to Coruscant that he had never once questioned the man'srole as guard. Smugglers didn't
use guards, unlessthey were their own. He had to clear hismind, get back into the old habits, the old
ways. The new ways might get him killed on the Run.

The corridor wound down in near darkness. The coolant cover aso blocked the radiant light of the
sunstone. Even o, the air was dry here, unpleasantly so. He missed the sound of dripping water, and he
amost missed the stench of Skip 1.

Almog.

His boots scraped aong the cover. His hand dipped on his blaster, the sweeat on his palms making it
difficult to hold anything. Gradudly his eyes adjusted. Various-szed footprints messed the sand on the
doping corridor. Below, he heard the sound of large equipment, and the titter of voices, speaking a
language he hadn't heard in along time. Then the stench drifted up to him, grease, ails, cleaning solvent,
and something foul, like agondar pit.

Jawas.

But it couldn't be. Jawas remained on Tatooine. The only time he knew of Jawas leaving were the ones
L uke had encountered on theEye of Palpatine, and those hadn't left by choice.

Maybe these hadn't either.

Han kept his back to the corridor wall, and moved dowly down the dope. Bright light illuminated the far
wall, and heat rose, making the stench worse.

Down here, the coverswere off the sunstone.



He swallowed, licking hislipsto keep them moist. He promised himsdlf one quick look, and then he
would return to theFal con. His grip tightened on his blaster. Jawas were not hisfavorite creatures, even
in the best of times.

The sunstone blinded him as he rounded the corner. The heat enveloped him likealover. Heremained in
one place until his eyes had achanceto react to the light. Then he crept forward, careful to remain as
quiet as he could.

The corridor opened into alarge cavern. Its celling was severa stories high—high enough for the
sunstone to mimic the sun— and all the walls from the second story down were coolant-covered. The
effect somehow made this cavern, in the center of Skip 5, look like Tatooine.

Parked in the middle of the cavern was a sand crawler. Its wedge-shaped doors were open, and Jawas
moved in and out. Their eyes glowed red from beneath their hoods. Their robes were tattered on the
bottom, and they kept a continual conversation going as they |oaded pieces of ssormtrooper uniforms
onto the sand crawler. Jawas inside were cleaning the uniforms, and others were repairing droids, making
them usable. Buried in the sand were more pieces of stormtrooper uniforms, some blasters, and partsto
an Imperid shuttle.

Han forgot his discomfort. He leaned asfar forward as he could. He saw shadows of other caverns
through the openings, and sand-crawler tracks leading away. After afew moments, aJJawaraised asmall
hand, gave an order, and the Jawas carried the remaining uniforms on board. They apparently hadn't
seen the shuttle pieces. The crawler moved forward on its giant treads, leaving even moretracks. Asit
rumbled past Han's hiding place, he leaned againgt the wall so that no one would see him.

Asif anyone werelooking.

After the Jawas were gone, he crept forward and crouched. The sand was hot, as he had expected it to
be. He grabbed ahandful, then let it filter through hisfingers. He watched the tiny rocks dip away until he
saw abolt in the pile. He shook the sand off the bolt and examined it. Imperia issue, about twenty-five
yearsold. Usudly used on cargo ships.

He tossed the bolt aside and dug through the sand, uncovering more and more pieces of equipment, until
below, he found more coolant covers.

The sand had been placed here on purpose.
And s0, apparently, had the Imperia equipment.
It made no sense.

He remained hunched for amoment, thinking. There was a clue here, and he had had one earlier. An
important clue.

The heat was intense on his back. The rumble of another sand crawler made him look up. In the cavern
beyond, adifferent sand crawler was closing its doors.

If Skip 5wasashig as Skip 1, the Jawas could drive through the cavernsfor days without seeing one
another. They could dmost imagine they were on asmall, isolated section of Tatooine. And aslong as
they had equipment to find and repair, they would be happy.



Aslong asthey had aplaceto tradeit.

Or someway of getting paid.

Jawas loved to barter, but they never took many credits. Credits meant little to them. It was the act of
scavenging and resdlling that made their lives worthwhile. What a great, easy way to get equipment
cleaned and repaired at dmost no cost. Whoever was behind the setup of this part of the operation was
brilliant.

A fishy stench swept over him, and he pulled his hand out of the sand. Between the Jawas and the ooze,
his experience on the Run had been one of awful smells. Who could guess what wasin this sand? He
wasn't sure he wanted to know.

He wiped his hands on his pants, and turned. Chewbacca was standing behind him, back to Han,
bowcaster aimed up the corridor.

"I thought | told you to stay at theFalcon."

Chewie waved apaw for silence. Han gripped his blaster tighter. Seluss was nowhere to be seen. If
Chewie had | eft that little mouse on theFal con, he would never live it down. Ever.

Findly Chewie put his paw down. He spoke softly in Wookieg, in aseries of growlsand low moans, his
paws moving eloquently as he did. All the while, he kept his gaze on the corridor, asif he expected
someone to come throughit.

Han listened, hisfrown growing deeper. Chewie had watched Han disappear, then had seen three men
follow him down the corridor. When Chewie had comein, Han was done.

And that wasn't al. Mot of the ships on the loading bay weren't |oading. They were unloading.

No one unloaded on the Run. It was an unwritten rule. It was also unwise.

"I'm missing something here, Chewig," Han sad. "Where's Sduss?

Chewie nodded toward the corridor.

"He's up there? Y ou gave him ablaster?”

Chewie shrugged, then growled softly.

"Y ou have apoint. | would have been very unhappy if you'd left him done on theFalcon,” Han said.
Chewie moaned and wiped a paw over hisnose.

"Y ou're going to have to stop complaining about the stench, fuzzbdl," Han said. "Between the heat and
the Jawas—"

"Between the heat and the Jawas what, General Solo?' The voice came from behind him.

Han whirled, blaster out. Six Glotta phibs stood behind him, their big feet buried in the sand. They all



stood taler than Chewie. Five of them held swamp stunners on him, the stub-nosed weapons covered
with mud and dried dgae. Han had been hit with a swamp stunner once, and the pain had been so
intense, he never wanted it to happen again.

"Y ou should lower your blaster, General Solo," said the unarmed Glottalphib. Smoke curled out of his
snout as he spoke. Hewas astal asthe others, but his scales were amotley gray-black color instead of
the normal yelow-green. Histiny green hands were clasped over his elongated chest. "'Else someone
might think you were threatening us. Y ou wouldn't threaten us, now, would you, General Solo?"

Han didn't glance over his shoulder, but he knew from experience that Chewie had his bowcaster down
and was facing them. Han had never fought six Glotta phibs before. Even with aWookiee on hisside, the
odds were poor.

"Y ou have me at adisadvantage,” he said. "Y ou seem to know who | am, and | have no ideawho you
ae"

"Nonsense, Generd Solo. How many Glotta phibs have you encountered in your career?!

"Enough to know that you dl look different, pa. And I've never met you." Hewas stdling; they both
knew it. The only Glottaphib of any repute was Nandreeson, who had astranglehold on Skip 6.

"| rarely make such aserious oversight, General Solo." The Glottaphib smiled, and asit did, atiny lick
of flame emerged from its nogtril. "My nameislisner. | work for Nandreeson. He's heard that the
concubine of the greet Princess Leiais on the Run, and he would like to meet you."

Han'sfinger edged toward the trigger. The comment was supposed to make him angry. He knew that.
And hewas even angrier that it had. "1'm no one's concubine," he said, unable to stop himself.

Chewie growled awarning.
“I'm her husband.”

"Ah, yes" the Glottaphib said. "Human customs are so perverse. | have never understood the
proprietary needs of your people. Better for the gene pooal to leave eggs where any wandering male can
fertilizethem."

"You didn't pull swamp stunners on me to discuss mating habits." Out of the corner of hiseye, Han
glanced at the cavern beyond. The sand crawler's door had closed. 1t would be coming toward him at
any moment.

"No, | cameto inviteyou to Skip 6."

"Aninvitation made with five svamp sunnersisn't an invitation,” Han said. "It'san order.”

The Glottal phib's smile grew. Another lick of flame, longer thistime, extended from its right nostril. |
suppose you would seeit that way. Our customs differ so much. But we do ask out of kindness and
politeinterest. We get so little news of the New Republic. 1t would be nice to hear some directly from the
husband of one of the great leaders.”

Chewi€e's growled warning grew louder. Thistime, Han bit back the angry response. Lelawas a greet
leader.



"Put down the swamp stunners, cal off your goons, and maybe I'll come with you."

"Ah, General Solo, | can't make such drastic changes on the strength of amaybe." Flame arced out of
the Glotta phib's [eft nogtril. Each fire blast added to the heeat in the cavern.

The sand crawler was nearly to the cavern door. The floor was shaking. The Glottalphibs didn't seem to
notice.

"Okay," Han said. "Put down the swamp stunners, call off your goons, and Chewie and | will follow you
to Skip 6."

"We have no landing pads for conventiond ships, Generd Solo."

"Then maybe Nandreeson should cometo me. | have roomsin Skip 1." Han backed up dowly. "Now, if
you'll excuse me, | have businessto finish.”

"Not s0 quickly, General Solo," the Glotta phib said. "No businessis asimportant asours.”
The sand crawler entered the cavern. The Glottalphib turned toward it, asif it surprised him.
Han pushed againgt Chewie. "Run!” he said.

They both started up the dope. Blue light from the swamp stunners hit the sunstone walls and radiated
heat. Chewie roared. Han pushed Chewie's furry back. Suddenly they were in darkness. Then flames
burned the sunstone where they had been standing a moment before.

Han fired back. The blagter fire went wildly, through the opening to the corridor, but hitting wide.
Chewi€e's padded feet were dipping on the sand covering. Han had to keep pushing. The Glotta phibs
were getting way too close. Another roar of flame seared the wall next to him, burning off the coolant

covers. Theair was searing hot.
"Thisway!"

Han glanced up. One of the coolant covers had been pulled back. Thelong-haired blond man from the
entry was peering out of it.

"Hurry up!" the man said. "We only have amoment.”

Chewieroared in protest.

More flames hit the wall beside them. The coolant covers stayed on thistime, but radiated red with the
intense heat. They would never makeit up the corridor, not quickly enough to stay ahead of the flames
and the swamp stunners. Han didn't know who this guy was, but anything was better than being
Glottalphib fricassee.

"Go, Chewie, go!"

Chewie protested again, and Han shoved him into the open coolant cover. The man pulled Chewiein,
and Han crawled in after him, landing in apile of fragrant Wookiee fur. They werein anarrow crevice,
lined with sunstone and extremely bright. The man reached around Han and pulled on the coolant cover.



"Let'sget out of here before we get fried dive," the man said.

"You'll get no argument from us, pa," Han said. Together they helped Chewie up. He couldn't stand
upright in the crevice. The man hurried through a nearby opening, and Han followed. Chewie crouched
anddidin.

Then roared.

He was stuck.

The coolant cover suddenly glowed red. A blast of flame must have hit it. The heat magnified. Han's
throat was raw, and his shirt was soaking. He should have gone back for that water.

At least the coolant cover didn't come off.
He put ahand out and pulled on Chewi€'s furry arm.
"Let him go," the man said. "Weve got to get out of here.”

"All three of usgo or none of usgoes," Han sad, although he wasn't sure how to make good on the
threat. "Crouch lower, Chewie."

Chewieroared again.

"Then tel him to shut up.”

"Y ou shut up,” Han said to the blond man.

Chewie crouched, but his knees banged the crevice wall.

"Okay," Han said. "'l got it. Slide one leg out either Side, crouch, and lever yourself out.”

Chewie muttered some select Wookiee curses, the graphic ones that Han always pretended to
misunderstand, and then did as Han told him. His bowcagter hit the wal, and the sound of ripping fur

filled the crevice. But he crouched and did toward Han, and was suddenly free.

A mat of Wookiee hair stuck to the sunstone crevice walls. Chewie moaned again. A patch of fur was
missing from his back.

"Your friend surewhinesalot,” the man said. He hadn't moved from his post farther in the crevice.
Chewie growled.

"He'saWookiee, pd," Han said, "and | wouldn't make him mad.”

"l can handle Wookiees."

Han grinned. "Anyone who's said that has never met a\Wookiee."

"Y ou want my help or not?' the man said.



"I don't know," Han said. "What do you get out of helping me?'

"Satisfaction, Generd. Now come on." He dipped through another narrow opening and then ran down a
wider hal before Han had a chance to answer. The man knew who Han was.

Had known it al dong.
That made Han decidedly uneasy.

Han peered through the crevice. The hall looked nature-made, just like the crevice did. The sunstone
was bright.

And hot.

"Think you can makeit, Chewie?'
Chewbacca nodded.

"Think we should trust him?'

Chewie shook his head, then moaned.

"You'reright. It might take forever for those coversto cool. Then we're here, in the heat. Nothing can be
worse than that, right?'

Chewie shook hishead, asif he couldn't believe Han had said that. Han couldn't believeit either.
"You gofirg, furbal. That way | can shoveyou if you get stuck.”

And fight off anyone who tried to enter from the coolant side. Han didn't know why Nandreeson was
after him, but he wasn't going to wait around to find out.

Chewie maneuvered hisway through the second crevice without leaving much fur behind. Han followed.
The hal that the man had run down waswide and tall. Chewie could stand upright.

The heat had lessened in the wider space. Han wiped off hisface. He was amess. The man was gone,
but hisfootstepsled down the hall.

Asif they had a choice. There were no other openings.

They followed the footsteps, wegpons out. Cool air was flowing in from another passage. The man was
waiting for them. He was Sitting on a pile of unused coolant covers, his blaster on hisknee.

"Thought you weren't going to makeit," he said.
"Sometimes the enemy we know is less dangerous than the one we don't,” Han said.
" S0 you think you know me." The man smiled.

Han shook his head. "We amost stayed back there to wait until the coolant cover cooled.”



"Y ou'd face Nandreeson's boys over me?"

"I don't know what you want," Han said. "Or who you are.”

The man held out hishand. "My name's Davis."

"Names mean nothing,” Han said. "I don't know you."

"I don't know you either, Generd. Not redly. But | know of you."

"That givesyou adigtinct advantage.”

"Y ou don't trust people, do you? I'm trying to help you."

"That remainsto be seen. Wherere we going?'

"These passages will take usto aside entrance on the landing pad where your shipis.”
"And where Nandreeson's men wait," Han said. "They know I'll be back for theFalcon."
"You proposeto leaveit?’

"| just don't plan on being predictable.” Han let his blaster drop to hisside. "Tell mewhat the Jawas are
doing here."

"Now?"' Davis asked.
"Now," Han sad.

The blond man sighed. Then he bolstered his blaster aswell. " A bunch of the smugglers brought the
Jawasin to clean and repair equipment.”

"For free?'

The blond man shook his head. " Jawas never work free. But they do work cheap. It'salot easier for the
smugglersto do it thisway than to do the work themsalves. Or to hireit out.”

"So they leave their equipment in the sand and let the Jawas pick it up, fix it, and sdll it back to them?"
"It works," Davissaid.
"Depends on your definition of what works," Han said. "Jawas never repair things very well."

"But they do sort the working equipment from the useless stuff, and even that is vauable to the folks
around here.”

"So who's buying thisjunk?' Han asked.

"Don't know," Davissaid. "And it doesn't pay to ask." He glanced over hisshoulder. "I redly don't think
we should stay here much longer. They've probably killed your Sullustan friend by now, and are



searching the corridorsfor you.”

"Sduss can take care of himsdf,” Han said. "And | thought they'd be waiting by my ship.”
"There were alot of them. They might be soreading out.”

"How'd you know how many there were?"

"I watched them go in, Solo. | knew they were after something.”

"They didn't come down the corridor.”

"No, they didn't."

"Then they know the tunnels."

"There are other ways to the sand, Solo, beside one corridor and awarren of tunnels.”
Chewie growled agreement.

Han took a deep breath. He hated Skip 5. The heat was unbearable, even in thetunnels. "There's only
sx of them,” hesaid. "And three of us. | think we can get past them and onto theFalcon.”

Davis shook hishead. "They're Nandreeson's boys. Y ou start firing on them in the loading area, and
most of the smugglers nearby are going to shoot you."

Chewieyarled.

"Y ou have a better idea, fuzzball?'

Chewie growled and gestured for amoment.

"Might work," Han said. "It might work."

"What?' Davis asked. He clearly didn't understand Wookiee. For some reason, that relieved Han.
"These tunnel's open onto the sand, don't they?"

Davis nodded. He was frowning.

Han amiled. "Great," he said. "It's been along time since I've done business with a Jawa."
TWENTY

Atfirgt, Luke didn't see the droid gpproaching him. The droid's golden form blended into dl thegold in
the room. The hands reaching down, the unattached fingers, the bent arms scattered everywhere. He
heard the droid before he saw it, its feet clanging on the metd floor.

Then it appeared, its eyes glowing in its pointed face. It looked like adroid god emerging from the

golden seq, striding with al the power of aleader when actudly, dl it had wasits normdity. It was
assembled, the others were just parts.



"Jedi Skywaker?' it said asif it already knew the answer. Its voice was modulated on the same
frequency as 3PO's, but it lacked the dightly frantic, dightly nervous edge that 3PO aways seemed to
have. It wasn't the same model as 3PO, ether. Luke could see that right away. Its face was narrower, its
chin pointed, and its nose more pronounced.

"I am Luke Skywaker," he said.
"You areto comewith me."

L uke nodded. He clasped his hands behind his back and followed the droid. The movement felt good.
For amoment there, he had felt another presence, one both familiar and unfamiliar at the sametime.
Almogt asif afriend had become someone el se. Traces of the friend remained, but the person was
different. If Luke were on Y avin 4, he would have taken the time to sift through hisfedings, to find the
threads of the person he had known. But he hadn't the time, or the peaceful setting. He would haveto let
his subconscious work on it. His conscious was busy.

Brakisswas nearby.
And Brakisswas frightened.

Thedroid led Luke past the stalled conveyor belts. It seemed unconcerned about the unattached limbs
lying al around it.

"What isthis place?' Luke asked.

"Thisisthe protocol hand-and-arm-testing facility. We're working on new handsthat will give the
fingertips sengtivity and the knuckles greater flexibility. We have made gartling innovationsin droid
technology in thelast year, innovations that will serve any function for which adroid can be used.” The
droid's speech sounded like aspid, asif it were designed to sell droidsto abuyer.

"Do you normaly handle sales?’ Luke asked.

"Oh, no, I'mjust aprotocol unit, Jedi Skywaker. | do escort guests through the facility from timeto time
and have been programmed to answer questions.”

"How long has Brakiss been here?"
The droid swiveled its golden head toward Luke. "I don't know, sir. My memory has been wiped many
times"

L uke suppressed a shudder. Memory wipes had dways seemed a barbaric custom to him. Hewould
lose two good friends if he alowed R2 and 3PO to be wiped. This droid might have had more of a
personality, once.

At least it confirmed that Brakiss was here,

The droid led Luke through adoor, and into aroom filled with golden legs. None of the feet had been
attached. They were sitting on the floor like unused shoes, small poles sticking up for attachment to the
ankles. Thelegswere hanging from the celling, much asthe arms had, and they had afrighteningly mobile
qudlity to them. It fdlt as though the legs would go marching off on their own if someone attached the fedt.



"Thisistheleg-and-foot-testing facility for protocol droids," the droid said.

"l can seethat,” Luke said. "Y ou don't have to give me the regulation speech. Just answer afew
questions aswe go."

"Asyou wish, Jedi Skywaker."
L uke ducked beneath aset of low-hanging legs. "How big isthisfacility?'
"The protocol unit occupiesthisbuilding, Jedi Skywalker.”

“No," hesaid. Hetapped aleg with hisfinger. It felt cold and hard and lifeless. " The droid-manufacturing
plant.”

"The plant encompasses the entire moon, Jedi Skywalker. We make each and every type of droid. Is
there one you would liketo seein particular?"

Luke shook hishead. "This part of the factory seems empty.”

“We have just received alarge order for MD-10's. Most of the units are occupied in the medical-droid
centers.”

"Tens?' Luke asked. "I've only seen MD5's."
"Thefivesare an older, less efficient moddl. MD-6's were used briefly by the Empire. MD-7'sthrough
9'swere prototype droids, used only in small sectors. When the MD-10's came about, they

revolutionized the medica-droid areas. We manufacture 10's exclusively now."

Again part of the speech. Thedroid led him through another door. This opened into aroom full of heads.
Golden heads with dark eyes. The heads were stacked one on top of the other, like rubble. Their mouths

were partly open, asif they weretrying to speak.
Or to scream.

A number of the heads were hollow, the backs removed. Chips, droid brains, and on-off switches hung
in packsfrom the celling.

"Doesn't this place give you the cregps?’
The droid swiveled its head toward Luke. "Jedi Skywalker, we have made innovationsin droids, but
none that would give adroid human emotion. Y ou know aswdl as| that human emotionin adroid

would ruinits ussfulness.”

Luke remembered the arc of R2's very expressve scream and 3PO's nervous chatter. He found them
extremdy ussful.

"Besides," the droid continued, "we must al accept where we come from.”

That much wastrue. His own struggle in accepting Darth Vader as hisfather wasacasein point.



Hedidn't like the subject matter. Or how far he was getting from his X-wing. "Where are you taking
me?'

"We are going to the assembly room. It is quite an honor for you to see the room. Most of our guests
never do."

Lukewasn't sureif hefelt honored or not. He could still sense Brakiss, though. Brakiss was closer, and
he was getting hisfear under control. Luke couldn't quitetdll if the fear was of him, or someoneelse.
Brakiss had never been afraid of him in the past.

"How far isthe assembly room?”

"Not far, Jedi Skywalker, but we shdl be leaving the public areas. Y ou must not touch anything as you
passit from now on."

Luke nodded. That wouldn't be hard. He dmost felt asif he were walking in adroid graveyard, seeing
the skeletal remains of friendslong gone.

The droid avoided amain door, and opened a door besideit. Luke hadn't even noticed that door until
the droid touched it. The door had blended in with the metdlic walls, and some heads were stacked near
enough to it to hide the door's knaob.

They stepped indde. Thelighting wasthinner here. Theair smdled of hydraulic fluid. Thewalswere
unfinished. Shelvesrose from floor to ceiling, holding smaler droid parts, al painted golden for the

protocol droids. Fingertips, knuckle joints, chipswere dl filed according to number and type. AsLuke
passed ashelf of eyes, they dl flickered on. The corridor was suddenly filled with golden light.

"Those are for the newest model protocol droids. They are motion detectors aswell, and sengtive to the
body hest of sentient life." Despite its memory wipe, the droid seemed to have retained its sense of pride.

"What about life formswith no body hest, like Glottalphibs or Verpine?!
"They will find such adroid useful in detecting outsiders,” the droid said.

Luke peered at a shelf of eyes. They appeared to be looking back at him. Their shape was no longer
round, but oval. "The eyes are made here?' he asked.

The backs of the eyes moved as he spoke. A small filament flickered with each word. They weren't just
motion detectors. They were bugged aswell. What an odd property, and one he didn't entirely
understand. Why would eyes need to hear? Protocol droids had hearing devices.

"Of course," thedroid said. "All parts are made here." It noticed Luke looking at the eyes. "Come aong,
Jedi Skywalker. We must not be late.”

He hadn't known until that moment that they were on any kind of time schedule.

Since the eyes were senditive to both motion and sound, he couldn't sweep oneinto his pocket. He
would smply haveto put it into hismemory, and think about it later.

As he and the droid moved beyond the eyes, the glaring lights shut off, leaving only the dim overhangs.
The shelves contents became more and more mysterious as he moved by. Chips with numbers, wires



that were color-coded, tiny pieces of meta wire. Nothing asinteresting or as unnerving asthe eyes.

Eventually, the shelved walls widened. The corridor became along, narrow room. The shelvesrose
above abank of computers. No chairs stood in front of the computers, and the touchpads were well
above wast-high. They were designed for someone to operate while standing. Designed for droids.

So far, Luke had not seen aliving being in this place, and the only one he felt was Brakiss.

Brakiss was closer now. He had regained control of himsdlf.

The droid walked in tiny, mincing steps. It was easy for Luke to keep up. He asked no more questions,
and the droid volunteered no more information. When they reached the end of the room, the droid

opened the door.

"I am not adlowed to go into the assembly room. Only specidized droids may be near that equipment.
Master Brakiss awaitsyou. | will be here to escort you to your ship when you are finished.”

L uke thanked him, which made the protocol droid bob in astonishment. Then Luke stepped through the
door.

The assembly room had a three-story opagque dome. Glow panels ran ad ong the dome's supports and
reflected off the opague covering, making the room as bright as daylight. Stacked conveyor belts
emerged from the wdl, angled in from every direction, and met at atubein the middle. The tube was
clear and large enough to fit aprobe droid. Only oversized droids, like abinary load lifter, would not fit
inddethat tube.

The tube disappeared into the depths of the building. The floor was clear, and Luke could see the droids
below, most shut off, al completely assembled, probably awaiting final checks before being sent to fulfill
whatever orders were made.

The conveyorswere off. The room was silent. Except for Luke's breathing.

And for Brakisss.

Brakiss stood between two conveyor belts. The size of the room made him look small. Hewore asilver
uniform and matching silver boots. A silver lightsaber hung from hiswais.

Luke had forgotten how stunning Brakisswas. Brakisss blue eyes pierced anything they looked at. His
nose was straight, his skin flawless, and hislipsthin. Leiahad once called him one of the most handsome
men she had ever seen.

Shewasright.

"Master Skywalker." Brakissstone held no respect. He stood his ground. If Luke wanted to bridge the
distance between them, he would have to do it himsalf.

"Brakiss" Luke let the calmness of the Force flow through him. ™Y ou never completed your training.”
"You didn't comedl thisway to discussthat,” Brakiss said.

"Indeed?’ Luke clagped his hands behind his back. Hislight-saber was areassuring weight againgt his



hip. "Then what did | come here for?"

"Don't play master-student games with me, Skywalker," Brakiss said. "Just tell me what you want.”

"Y our mother told me that you were expecting me," Luke said.

"You didn't hurt her, did you?' There was a swift protective-nessin Brakissthat sartled Luke. It had not
been there before.

"Of course not," Luke said. "Y our mother isagood woman, Brakiss. Sheis concerned for you."

"She's never been concerned for me,” Brakiss said, and Luke felt the pain, the ancient pain that had
prevented Brakiss from facing himself on Y avin 4. Brakiss blamed his mother for the Empirés use of him
asachild. Not the Empire. His mother, who had been unable to prevent hisloss.

But Luke had no timefor old family arguments. "Were you expecting me, Brakiss?'

"At some point, Skywaker. Y ou never let your sudents eo easily.”

"It'sbeenyears," Luke said. " Students make their own choices. Y ou aren't the only student I'velogt.”
"l wasthe only member of the Empireto best you," Brakiss said, bringing himself to hisfull height.

Luke glanced around him. The light gave the room an airy, open fed that the protocol-droid section did
not have. "Thisisan Imperid facility, then?"

"No," Brakisssnarled. "It'smine.”

"Y ou're no longer with the Empire." Luke smiled. " See, Brakiss? Some good did come from your stay
onYavin4."

"I'm not with the Empire any longer because the Empire no longer exists,” Brakisssaid.

"Thereare dill enclaves" Luke sad.

Brakisswaved ahand in dismissal. " Powerless groups who cannot let go of the past. | have anew life
here, Skywalker. | don't need you."

"I never said you did," Luke said. "But you have atdent in the Force, Brakiss, ataent that needs
nurturing, not the hatred grown on the dark side.”

"l no longer usethe Force, Skywaker."
"Then why do you ill carry alightsaber?”

Brakisss hand fell to his side and clutched the saber, then let it go, asif he had just redlized what he had
been doing. "What do you want, Skywaker?"

Luketook a step forward. The conveyor belts hemmed him in. He could only go toward Brakiss or turn
his back on Brakiss. "Two tragedies have happened recently. Inthefirst, millionsdied dl a once. The
second was a bombing on Coruscant that killed anumber of senators. In both cases, | got a sense of



your presence. Y ou're connected somehow, Brakiss. | need to know how."

Brakiss shook hishead. "I live here now. | have legitimate work, and | make good money running this
facility. | nolonger work for the Empire.”

"I never said the Empire wasinvolved with those events. I'm not even sure what happened in the first
ingtance. | thought perhaps you could help me."

Brakiss narrowed hiseyes. "Why should | help you?!

"Because theres still aspark of good in you, Brakiss, buried beneath all that the Empire taught you. In
the end, Darth Vader returned to the light. So could you.”

Brakisss chin trembled. Hislips parted, and he took one involuntary step backward. For amoment,
L uke could see the young Brakiss, the child Brakiss, the one buried deep beneath years of dark-side
training, the one Luke had nearly reached on Yavin 4.

Then the glimpse vanished. Brakiss's face became amask. It was asif doors had closed to that distant
part of himsdlf, asif hewere not just walling it off from Luke, but from himsdf.

With asnarl, Brakiss pulled hislightsaber from hiswaist. A bright red flame soared fromit. Brakissran
toward L uke and dashed as he moved.

Luke'slightsaber wasin hishand ingtantly. He parried Brakisss thrust, smashing Brakissslightblade
againgt anearby conveyor belt. Sparks flew. Brakiss recovered, dashed again, and L uke blocked the hit.

The lightsabers hummed, and clanged asthey clashed. Thrugt, parry, thrust, parry. Luke matched
Brakiss movement for movement. Somewherein the last few years, Brakiss had gained strength.

Brakisstried aseries of smdl thrudts, little movements designed to be parried, and then he arched the
lightsaber in one great circular movement. Luke didn't move quickly enough. Brakisss light-saber seared
Luke's shirt, narrowly missing his skin. Luke then matched each movement of Brakisss.

The assembly room was hot with the sparks from the light-saber blades. The edges of the conveyor

belts glowed with the heat. L uke concentrated on each of Brakisss movements, deciding to defend,
never to attack.

Brakiss swung his lightsaber from left to right, going for Luke's unprotected sides. Luke blocked each
attack. The swings got fiercer, the movements doppier. Brakiss was no match for Luke, but hewasa
good, strong fighter, and they would both be exhausted before this match ended.

Then Lukefelt ablast of fear. He glanced up in surprise. The fear had come from Brakiss, and the fear
was not of Luke.

Brakiss stopped attacking and raised his blade, much as Ben had in the belly of the Death Star.

Unlike Vader, Luke shut off his blade. The hum stopped, and the sound of labored breathing echoed in
the near-empty room.

"Kill me," Brakiss snapped.



"I have no desireto kill you," Luke said. "1 would rather bring you back with meto Yavin 4."
"Kill me, Magter Skywalker." All trace of sarcasm was gone from hisvoice. "Kill me. End it now."

"Weadl havetoface oursdves," Luke said. He extended hisleft hand. "Cometo Y avin 4 with me. | will
help you."

Then Brakiss shook his head, asif hewere coming out of adeep deep. "It'stoo late for me," he said.
"It's never too late.”

Brakiss smiled, awistful look. "It isfor me." He swallowed. "I don't belong on Yavin 4. | belong here. |
am better off without contact, alone."

"Comewith me, Brakiss," Luke said. "Y ou can't be happy here."

"Happy?'Brakiss said. "No. But | am satisfied. | can be creative here. And that is enough.” He bolstered
hislightsaber. "l was paid to get amessage to you. That'swhy you've been following my trail. You're
supposed to go to Almania. The answers you want are there.”

"Who wantsmein Almania?"

Brakiss shivered. The movement wasfine, dmogt invisble, but Lukefdt it aswdl assaw it. Brakiss
wasn't afraid of Luke. Hewas afraid of the person who had sent L uke the message. The person who
wanted Lukein Almania

"If | were you, Master Skywalker," Brakiss said, "1'd go back to Yavin 4. I'd forget about everything
else. Turninto Obi-Wan and retire. Leave the fighting to those who are ruthless. They'll win anyway.”

Then he turned and walked out of the room.

Luke clipped his lightsaber to his belt and waited, hoping Brakiss would return. But Brakissdidn't. Luke
started to follow, and then stopped. He couldn't help Brakiss. Not yet. Brakiss had again turned down
hisoffer toreturnto Yavin 4.

But Brakiss was getting closer. Brakiss would come eventualy. The Brakiss who had stopped fighting,
the Brakisswho had spoken thislast, was the Brakiss Luke was trying to save.

Luke had never seen such defeat in aman. Or perhaps that wasn't defeat speaking. Perhaps Brakiss
was giving him a hidden message.

Perhaps not.
Almania. Luke had never heard of it.
But he knew that he had to go there.

Or dietrying.



Brakissfet the door close behind him. He leaned on the metd wall in the utility tunnel and let himsdlf
shake. Never again did he want to be between Skywaker and Kueller.

Never again.

Thelinewastoo fine to walk, and Skywalker was adept at reading him. Skywalker had amost
convinced himto return to Yavin 4. In the space of a conversation, Brakiss nearly had abandoned

everything.
For Skywalker.
Never again.

If Kudler let him, he would renounce the Force. He would go on to make droids, to live the kind of life
his mother wanted for him, aquiet life, lived in obscurity.

It was the best he could hope for aslong as Kueller and Skywalker were in the universe. He was not as
powerful asether of them, and he knew it.

He put ahand over hisface. Kueller had wanted him to move with finesse, to make Skywalker want to
go to Almania. Ingtead, Brakiss had warned him away. Hisfedlings got too confused around Skywal ker.
It wasdmost asif Skywalker could turn him with afew words, aglance, anidea.

In the end, Darth VVader returned to the light. So could you.

So could you.

But something had compelled VVader away from the dark side. Rumors were that something was
Skywalker.

If that was the case, then Skywalker was more powerful than both Kueller and Brakiss gave him credit
for. Brakiss had gone into the meeting wanting to kill Skywalker. By the middle of it, he had begged
Skywalker to kill him.

How humbling.

How humiligting.

Magter Skywalker gill controlled him. And he had warned the man away from Almania.

If Skywalker didn't go, what would Kueller say?

What would Kueller do?

Brakiss wasn't sure he wanted to find out.

TWENTY-ONE

Colelet the laser wrench fall from hishands. It landed with a clank in the X-wing. He faced the security
guards, none of whom he recognized, and said, "My nameis Far-dreamer. | work here."



R2 had inched closer to the X-wing. He moaned.

"Only Kloperians are authorized on the new X-wings," said the Kloperian guard. It was holding three
blastersinitstentacles.

"Not exactly true," Cole said. "A number of engineerswork on the X-wings. | was supposed to check
this one's computer system.”

"Who gave the order?’ the Kloperian asked.
"Luke Skywaker," Cole said. "President Organa Solo's brother.”

The Kloperian clucked. One of the human guards lowered his blaster. "Keep it on the suspect,” the Mon
Cadamari guard said. "We have no proof of his statement.”

"Besides, what would a hero of the Rebellion be doing giving engineering orders?' the Kloperian asked.
"When he believes someone is tampering with the equipment, he hastheright to give orders,” Cole said.
He knew hewas on alimb here, but he had to keep going. He had to talk them through this. They didn't
look friendly with those blasters trained on him. Heamost felt asif he were back on Tatooinein the days
of Jabbathe Hutt'sregime. Thisdidn't fed like Coruscant at all.

"No one has been tampering with the equipment,” the Kloperian said.

"Someone has," Cole said. "Look." He nodded down toward the X-wing itself. The Kloperian dithered
forward. It peered indde. "l see nothing."

"Thenlookagain," Colesad. "Theresadetonating device with an Imperid insgniaingde the guidance
computer.”

The Mon Caamari guard came over. It trained its huge eyes on the computer. "The Empire never
announced its presence like this" it said. " Such a device would have no need of an Imperid insgnia
unless someone wastrying to lead us astray.”

"There are rumorsthat the new senate members, the oneswho are former Imperias, were behind the
bombing," said another guard. "What if they weren't? What if someone just wanted to make it look that

wey?

The Kloperian prodded Cole with one of its blasters. "Who hired you to sabotage this X-wing, human?'
"Noone" he said.

"Skywaker?'

"Luke Skywalker isahero of the New Republic,” Cole said. He could fed the shock down to histoes.
"Skywalker is above reproach,” the Mon Cadamari said. "But he makes agood cover for this boy."

"] don't need acover,” Cole said.

"Stop, boy. The more you say the more trouble you'll bein. We caught you in the act of sabotaging this



ship.”

"l haven't done anything." His voice was risng. Through the corner of hiseye, he saw R2 dowly move
away from him. He had to keep talking, just so that they wouldn't notice R2. "I just discovered the
problem in areconditioned X-wing. | was checking to seeif the same problem existed in anew X-wing.
So | checked the prototype. If | were going to sabotage a ship, don't you think 1'd sabotage one
someone was going to use?"

"I have no ideawhat you would do, boy," the Mon Calamari guard said.

"He might have apoint,” said the dight woman guard beside the Kloperian. She had said nothing until
now. "We don't know if he's sabotaging or experimenting.”

R2 had ducked behind one of the other X-wings. Cole had to be careful not to look directly at thelittle
droid.

"That's not for usto discover,” the Mon Caamari said. "L et someone with authority make that
judgment.”

"By dl means,” Cole said. "Contact Genera Antilles. Hell want to know about this.”
"Y ou know Generd Antilles?!
"No, but | work for him."

"WEell go to your supervisor,” the Kloperian said. "I'm sure helll inform us that you were not authorized
to make these changes."

R2 had reached the wall. His smdl arm came out, and he jacked into the computer.

"Luke Skywadker said that if anyone wasto question me," Cole said, hoping that his haf-truth wasn't
obvious, "l wasto tdl them to contact Generd Antilles.”

The Mon Cdamari sghed. "We cannot ignore this."

"We should,” the Kloperian said. "It'san obviouslie."

"Hey!" one of the other guardsyelled. "What's that droid doing?"

Cole didn't even have a chance to answer. The Kloperian turned al three blasters on R2 and fired at
once. The blasts hit him full-force. R2 screamed as bright red light surrounded him. The computer panel
flared, scorched, and popped asthe interior overheated. R2's jack shot out and the little droid rocked.
Then, when the light faded, he listed to the right side. Tendrils of smoke floated from his head.

"R2!" Colesaid. "R2!"

Thedroid didn't answer.

Helooked at the guards, feeling both an absurd sense of loss, and fear that Skywa ker would never trust
him again.



"That was the biggest mistake you could have made,” Cole said. "Y ou just destroyed L uke Skywalker's
favoritedroid.”

The Jawas gave them three blasters and one badly used speeder bike in trade for ahandful of credits.
They weren't going to bargain at dl until Davis spoke up. Then the Jawas launched into a heated
discussion. Clearly, they were used to dedling with Davis.

Han wasn't. He il didn't fed asif he could trust the guy. But he had no choice.

For now.

The speeder bike hovered well, but it was duggish on low. It barely fit into the corridor leading back to
theFalcon. Chewie kept one paw on the speeder's underside, guiding it through the corridor. None of
them planned to mount it until they reached the tiny room where Han had first seen Davis.

Then Han would use the speeder as adiversion so that Chewie could blast hisway to theFalcon. Han
doubted Davis would help them once they reached the |oading bay.

So he gave Davis the blaster that |ooked the most damaged. They had two blasters each, and Chewie
had a blaster and his bow-caster. That would give them more firepower than the Glottal phibs, and the
speeder would give them surprise.

Han hoped.

Han led the way up the corridor. The corridor had scorch marks from the Glottalphibs, and dried scales
littered the floor. Han was glad for his boots; the scales dug into the soles like thorns. He couldn't imagine
what would happen if they dug into hisfoot.

Fortunately, Chewie's fur and the tough pads on the bottoms of hisfeet prevented any seriousinjury.

The corridor was too hot and smelled of sulfur and dead fish. Han expected a Glottal phib to emerge at
any moment, shoot them, and be donewith it. Chewie clearly felt the same. His blaster was ready.

So far, Han had seen no sign of Sdluss. The Sullustan must have found away around the Glottal phibs.
"They've probably left," Davis whispered.

"l doubt it," Han said. Glottal phibs were known for their tenacity. They were aso known for their love of
glitter. They hadn't been after materid in the sand below.

They had been after Han.

And he wanted to know why.

Findly they reached the main corridor. It was dark. The door to the bay was closed.
The dead-fish smell was stronger here.

Chewie moaned.



Han noted his friend's complaint about the smell, and thistime had no response. It wasavalid concern.
A Glottaphib could hide here, and they wouldn't seeit. They couldn't surpriseit, not with al the noise
they had made coming up the corridor.

Suddenly alight flared. Davisheld asmall glow rod and it filled the room like afire. The walswere
badly scorched, the stone desk shattered, but the three of them were done.

The Glottal phibs had to be waiting outside the closed door.
Han glanced at Chewie. He was thinking the same thing.

Chewie brought the speeder into the corridor. Han mounted it. The engine rattled benegth the seet. The
controlswereloosein hishands. Jawas could fix equipment al right, but they weren't greet at fine-tuning.
He sure hoped this thing went fadt. If it didn't, they'd al be dead in amatter of moments.

"Give me amoment to scatter them, Chewie. Then go out firing.”

Chewie nodded. Davis said nothing. Chewie put a paw on the door. Han gripped the speeder bike's
handles and revved it to low.

"Now, Chewiel" he said.

Chewie pulled the door open and Han turned the speeder bike on high. The engine rumbled between his
thighs. Then the bike shot through the door, twice asfast as he had expected.

Immediately he had to dodge abinary load lifter. He pulled upward, and narrowly missed thewing of an
outmoded cargo ship. A largewall loomed in front of him, and he redlized it was Davissfreighter. He
pulled up again and circled as high as the speeder bike would let him.

Over the roar of the engine, he heard voices, shouting, and screaming. The Glotta phibs surrounded the
Falcon. He dove the speeder down toward them, blaster in one hand, controlsin the other, firing ashe
went.

One Glotta phib shot amouthful of fire at him, and Han twirled the bike. Ground, ship, sky, ground, ship,
sky, and suddenly he was heading toward the Glottal phib again. The Thib had to legp out of hisway.
Another Thib fired ablaster, and Han fired back, hitting the Thib in the mouth. It fell backward against
theFalcon, and then Han couldn't seeit anymore.

The bike was still moving forward. He weaved between cargo ships, and rode under robotic arms. The
front of the bike whapped a box, and the box burst open as he drove under it, showering him in Imperia
blaster bolts.

By the time he got the bike turned, he was hadfway across the bay and no useto Chewieat dl. He
couldn't even see Chewie or theFal con.

Han gripped the handle and headed back toward theFal con, flying under wedge-shaped freighter
edges, and beneath open cargo doors. The piles of boxes he soared past were impressive. Many were
open and reveded stormtrooper helmets, Imperial-style blasters, and other equipment.

Smugglerswerefiring at him now, and many were shouting that he was crazy. The speeder was



Sputtering beneath him, but the controls still worked. He was able to dodge, but not for much longer.

The Glottalphibs till surrounded theFal con, but they were al facing him now, both breathing fireat him
and shooting blasters. He rose, then dropped, then moved sidewaysto avoid all the shots. He was
shooting too, missing often because he wastrying to evade, but occasiondly connecting. Blasters
reflected off Glottaphib hide; he had been lucky to hit that first Thib in the mouth. Thiswould take

precision shooting.

Then one Glottalphib fell forward, abolt from Chewie's bow-caster in its back. Another fell aswell,
another bolt init. Davis snuck up behind the Glotta phib near theFal con's secured door, tapped the Thib
on the shoulder, and blasted it in the mouth when it turned around.

A shot from behind spun the speeder bike. It looped around the edge of theFalcon. Han fought for
control. If hedidn't get it, the speeder would dam into theFalcon. He dropped his blaster and gripped
the controls with both hands. He righted the bike, and looked up as it was heading for the door into the

caves.
He pulled up and the speeder coughed.

"Come on, you bucket of bolts" he muttered, damming the engine with the flat of his hand.
The speeder coughed again, and flew above the doors, narrowly missing the rock walls.
Hewhipped it around, and saw afifth Thib dead at Davissfest.

Other smugglerswere dill shooting at him. Chewie was shouting, saying they should dl board the
Falcon. Han aimed the bike toward theFal con when the engine coughed athird time. It sputtered once,

and died.

Heflew off the speeder, unable to stop his own momentum. He brought hislegs up to his chest and
wrapped hisarms around his head. If he hit wrong, he would die. Smple asthat.

The metad ground loomed. He tucked as best he could, then landed, scraping his elbows, the backs of
his upper arms, hisknees, and his shins on the metal. He was shouting, Chewie was roaring, and blaster

bolts zinged around him.

A hand grabbed hisarmpit and pulled him to hisfeet. He could hardly move.
"Y ou okay, buddy?' Davis asked.

Han nodded.

The speeder hovered above him, amost laughing a him. Then ablaster bolt hit its engine and the
speeder exploded. Flaming parts shot everywhere. Han and Davis ducked under theFal con to prevent

getting hit.
It hurt to move.

Chewie brought the ramp down. He stood on it and waved them in. Davis and Han ran up the ramp,
blood flowing through the ripsin Han's pants.



"What about your ship?' Han asked Davis.
Davisgrinned. "Technicdly it'snot my ship yet."

"Great," Han said. They ran insde. Chewie was dready bringing the ramp up. Han bolted for the
cockpit. Chewie wasfollowing.

"What about Seluss?' Han asked.

Chewie roared.

"l don't care. Weve got to find him before we go.”
"Thereisnt time" Davissad.

"I'm not leaving him here" Han said.

"Being noblewill get you killed."

"It hasn't yet," Han said. "L ook for him, Chewie."
But Chewie wasn't responding.

"Davis, find Chewie."

Nothing. Han's hands were on the controls, his scraped elbows burning, his skin on fire. Through the
cockpit transparisted, he could see smugglers heading toward his ship.

"I don't likethis, guys" Han sad. "Guys?'

Heturned. No one was behind him. He left theFalcon powering up and went into the corridor. There,
the gray-scaled Glottal phib held Chewie and Davis at blaster point. Chewie's fur was smoking, and the
edges were singed.

Beside them, on the floor, was Seluss. His tiny hands were bound together, and the rope then wound
around him and bound his feet. Tape wasinexpertly applied to hismuzzle. Benegth it, he chit-tered. His
words were muffled, but audible.

He had said the Sullustan equivaent of "It's not my fault.”
TWENTY-TWO
Leiahurried down the hal to the ballroom. She had hastily combed her hair back and changed into a

formal pantsuit. She had been practicing with her lightsaber and aremote when the call camein: an urgent
meeting of the Inner Council to be held immediately. She had changed and run down the hall at top

Speed.
Even then she would be late. And Leia Organa Solo was never |ate.

Meido had called the meeting. He had been dlected to the Inner Council afew short days ago by an
overwhelming mgjority of senators. Two other former Imperias had aso been dected to fill the vacancies



|eft by the bombing.

Meido waswithin hisrights; any Inner Council member could call ameseting. But junior members never
took such authority upon themsealves. It was just Not Done. Tradition would have to give way now to the
new order, unless Leiagot tradition written into the procedures of the Inner Council.

Y et another thing to do. Another thing she didn't have timefor.

She skated around a corner and arrived at the ballroom. The doors were closed. She was late. She
made herself take a deep breath. Medo had notified her last, and made it impossible for her to be on
time. That had thrown her off-balance, asit was intended to do. So had his calling the meeting. But she
wouldn't let him see any of her emotions. He wouldn't win on petty politica maneuvering.

Leiasmoothed her hair back and adjusted her tunic. Then she waited until her bresthing was regular.
She shoved open the double doors and stepped into the ballroom.

The room wastoo large for an Inner Council meeting, although it would do well for the full Senate. The
Council met on the platform usudly reserved for the live musicians. A table had been set up, again
without her orders.

Meido sat in her chair at the head of the table. Formal seats had not been assigned here; he never would
have been able to do that in the old Chamber. But here he could plead smple misundertanding. And if
shesat in adifferent chair, she acknowledged hisrisein power. She would not do that. Much as she
hated these games, she would haveto play.

The conversation stopped when she entered. Gno wasin hisusual position beside her chair. So was
C-Godf. Both looked uneasy. Leianodded at them, then let her gaze meet Meido's. His eyes sparkled in
his crimson face. The white lines on his skin seemed brighter than they ever had before.

"l am aware, Senator Meido," Leiasaid, "that your peopl€'s palitica customs differ from mine. But we
run the Senate, the Inner Council, and the government of the New Republic on the precepts of the Old
Republic. It would do you good to learn those precepts.”

"I'mafraid | don't understand, President.” His voice was smooth, hisfeatures guileless.

Leiaclimbed the stairs leading to the chairs and table. She put one hand on the back of hischair and
smiled down at him. "'l thought perhaps it was your ignorance that caused this. The Chief of Stateis
awaysinformed first of any meseting. In fact, the custom isthat meetings are suggested to her, and she
calsthem. I'm sure our colleagues are here because they know you do not yet understand tradition.”

“| was merely following the bylaws," Meido said. Leianodded. "I understand. Now you know for future
meetings." Sheturned to the rest of the Inner Council. "Forgive my tardiness, my friends. | only learned of
this meeting afew moments ago." She waited, her hand on the chair. Gno leaned over to Meido.

"Senator, it iseader to run the meeting from the head of thetable."

Meido'swhite lines grew even whiter. He dipped out of the chair and moved to a different spot at the
table. Wwebyls and R'yet Coome, the other new Council members, watched him, frowns on their faces.

Leatook her chair regdly, nodding once to thank Gno for making adifficult moment easier. "Now that
you have caled this meeting, Senator, | think we can dispense with the preiminaries, and find out what it



isthat you consider so urgent.”

He clasped his two-fingered hands and put them on the table. He looked so contrite, so humbled, that
Leias stomach did aflip. He was il playing games. "Theinitia results of our independent investigation
arein," hesad.

"So soon?' C-Godf asked. "Our people are till sorting the rubble. They say thisisamassive
investigation and are unwilling to make any judgments until they have al thefacts.”

"Thelr cautioniswise," Medo sad. "But they lack one piece of information.” He leaned forward, his
narrow gaze on Leia. "Presdent, whereis your husband?'

The discomfort in her somach grew. Her hands were cold. "He and Chewbacca are following alead on
the bombing.”

"But where arethey, Presdent?’
She wouldn't be able to dodge this, much as she wanted to. "They went to Smuggler's Run.”

"Smuggler's Run?' The edges of Meido's mouth curved upward. Sightly. Ever so dightly. ™Y our
husband used to do business on Smuggler's Run, didn't he?'

"Thisisnot ameeting about Han," Lelasaid.
"I'm afraid it is, Presdent. Please answer me. Didn't your husband do business on Smuggler's Run?!

Shedidn't like the direction this was taking. Meido had control, and she was still severd steps behind.
"Of course he did business on the Run, Senator. Back in the days when you worked for the Empire.”

Her words hung in the room. They sounded petty, and maybe they were. But the New Republic had
never judged Han for his smuggling, just asthey hadn't judged Luke and Leiafor their relationship to
Vader. Meido, of all people, should want to avoid referencesto the past.

"I amply lived under the Empiresrule,” Medo said. "'l never was anyoneimportant. | was never a
renowned person, like your husband. A successful smuggler, who, it seems, never |eft the profession.”

The chill in Leids hands moved up her arms. She knew where thiswas going. She didn't want ittogoin
that direction, but she knew. She knew.

"You'd better have apoint,” C-Godf said. "Genera Solo isahero of the Republic.”
"My pointissmple," Meido said. "Generd Solo isbehind the bombing of the Senate Hall."

Leiadammed her pamson the table as she stood. "I wasin that Hall. Are you suggesting my husband
wastrying to kill me?'

Gno grabbed at her deeve. She shook him off. The room was deadly quiet.
"Y ou weren't serioudy injured, President.”

"And neither were you, Meido. Isthat acrime?’



"The bulk of the blagt hit the seats, not the floor. If he knew you'd be there—

"I'd be quiet now," Gno said. "Generd Soloiswell respected. His affection for hisfamily isextremey
wdl known. He has jeopardized hislife for the New Republic more often than anyone el se except
perhaps President Organa Solo and her brother. Games like this may have been popular in the Empire,
but they are not popular here. We work on mutual respect in this Council. Respect, Meido, not idle
recriminations.”

The crimson had dmost completely faded from Medo's face. The white lineswere blurring together. "I
am not making idle accusations. I'm sorry, but | am not. | wish | were."

The softness of hisvoice caught al of them. Leiacould seeit. Her supportershad al leaned back in their
chairs.

"You said thisisapreliminary report,” Gno said. ™Y ou cannot have proof.”

"But | do," Meido said. Helooked up at Leia, hiseyespde. "I'm sorry, President. Truly | am.”
Thething of it was, she believed him. She believed he was sorry. Perhaps she could fed hisregret
through the Force or perhaps he was sending it through his body language. She didn't know. Sowly she
sat down.

Meido passed out severa copies of asingle sheet of paper. "My people intercepted this message. | have
sent it to your persona computers. Y ou can verify its authenticity through your own systems.”

Leiatook the paper. Her hand was shaking.
CARGO DELIVERED. FIREWORKS SPECTACULAR.
SOLO KNOWS. WE CAN COUNT ON HISINVOLVEMENT.

Lando. Lando had betrayed them again. Over the years she had learned to trust him, but that trust had
awaysfdt avkward, dways dightly misplaced.

No. Lando wouldn't betray Han. What had he said? That he'd never make up for betraying Han. Ever.
The information must have come to Meido some other way.

"Theres nothing here that says Han isinvolved with the bombing," she said.

"Thiswas sent by aship called theSpicy Lady just asit wasleaving our section of space on the day of
the bombing,” Meido said. "TheSpicy Lady isowned by asmuggler named Jarril, who was seenin Solo's
company at thetime of the bombing. Shortly after Jarril left, Solo left, ostensibly in search of him.”

It looked bad. She had known it looked bad when Lando

showed it to her. She should have done something then, but Lando had assured her he had everything
under control.

"Thisisn't proof,” Gno sad.



"Thisissuspicious," said R'yet Coome. "I would suggest that we put out anotification for Solo'sarrest.”
"We can't do that," C-Gosf said. "He'sahero.”

"He'satraitor," Meido said.

"He'smy husband,” Lelasaid. "He would never do anything to harm me. Someoneistrying to set him
up." She clasped her shaking handsin her lap. "What €lse does your report say?!

"We have only prdiminary results, Presdent,” Meido said. Hisvoicewas gtill gentle, till filled with
gpology. He accused her own husband of trying to murder her and to destroy everything they al had
worked for, and he was acting sorry for her.

"What are those results, Senator?* Leid's voice was cold.

"That there was more than one detonation point.”

"Weknow that," Lelasaid. "Our results say the same thing. Have you anything besides this message that
links my husband to the scene?"

"He was seen with—"

"Haveyou?'

Gno put hishand on Leids. She shook him off.

"Have you evidence that he planted abomb? Have you evidence that Jarril isinvolved in this bombing?
Do you know whether Jarril sent that message or whether someone e se did? Can you prove that this
isn't some scheme to get my husband or to divide us?'

"Leig" Gno said softly.

"This seems conclusiveto me," Meido said.

"Itisnot conclusive," Lelasaid. "It ismere speculation. | could devise amessage tonight and send it
along channelsthat would make it ook asif you planted the bomb. Such things are easy. My husband

and | are often targets for strange behavior. | don't think we should make decisions about this until we
have the whole truth.”

"Leig" Gnosadagan.
Sheturned on him so fast that her hair swung loose of itstie. "What?' she asked.
"Y ou can't be objective about this."

"Objective?' Leiawas shaking dl over with theforce of containing her anger. "This man, thisformer
Imperial, hasjust accused my husband of treason, and you think | should be objective?’

"Yes" Gnosad. "l do. You'rethe head of government. We need your camness.”



"Camness? Camness? Thisis not agtuation for camness, Gno. Thisis exactly what we feared when
we brought the Imperidsinto thisbody. They'redividing us. Can't you al seethe ploy?’

"Leia" Gno sad.

Meido's entire face had gone white, except for crimson lines near his eyes and mouth. "I'm sorry,
President."

"I will not accept your gpology. How dare you—"

"He dares because he is doing the right thing." C-Gosf stood beside Lelaand put a ddlicate arm around
her shoulders. "Better he discussesthis here, in the Inner Council, than among the other senators. Better
that we do what we can to silence these rumors than alow them to spread all over Coruscant. For if we
do, General Solo will dways be under suspicion, even if we later learn of hisinnocence.”

All of her supporters were siding with Meido. "I'm sorry, President,” he said again.

"Han had nothing to do with this," she snapped.

"Lea"Gno said, "'l think you need to absent yoursdlf from this discussion. None of us can be objective
about the ones we love, no matter how hard wetry."

Her heart was pounding. "Y ou believe Meido. Y ou believe him."

"I believe we need to investigate this, Lela” Gno looked away from her. "I'm sorry. But the chargeistoo
seriousto let dip.”

She looked around the room, at her closest remaining aliesin the government. Familiar faces, and three

unfamiliar faces, eected after the bombing. Meido, R'yet, and Wwebyls watched her warily. Her friends
had sympathetic expressions on their faces. Even those who normally opposed her were looking at her

with pity.

"Isthisal it takes?' she asked. "An accusation, and agood man isfound guilty of acrime hedidn't
commit? Thisisnot proof, and eveniif it were, you al know Han. Y ou know he's not capable of this."

"Leig, please, don't makethisdifficult,” Gno said.

"What do you want meto do, Senator?' she asked, using hisformd title. "Resign?’
"No," hesaid. "Absent yoursdf from any proceedings concerning Han."

"Andif | don't?'

Gno looked away from her. C-Gosf squeezed Leiaclose and then let go. "Think about it, Leia. WEll
meet in the morning. By then this newswon't be quite as shocking.”

"The newsisn't shocking," Lelasaid as she stood. "What's shocking to meis your willingnessto believe
it

"Forgive me, President,” Meido said. "But whoever planted that bomb had to have accessto the
Chamber. Very few people had such access. The person who set the bomb will be onewetrust. | can



guarantee that, just from the circumstances. And | think when you're cdm you'll redlize that too."

Leiastood dowly, drawing upon al her regd training to stare down Meido. "When | was eighteen years
old, | stood beside Grand Moff Tarkin as he gave one order from the depth of space and wiped out
Alderaan, my home planet, with asingle blast from the Degth Star. Until that moment, | had believed the
destruction of aplanet in an instant was impossible. So don't tell me what hasto be true, Meido. | am
Force-sengtive. If my husband were to betray me or the Republic, | would know. And so would my
brother, who isa Jedi Master. We till don't know what happened in the Hall that day. And until we do,
we can't be certain if afriend betrayed us, or if someone tested a new weapon. But if | wereyou, |
would stop making basd ess accusations now. Such accusationswill only divide us. And now, more than
ever, we need to be unified.”

She met everyone's gaze individudly. Borsk Fey'lyawas leaning back in his chair, hiseyes bright. Bel
Ibliswasn't looking at her. ChoFi" was studying his hands. C-Gosf's whiskers were trembling, and she
wouldn't meet Leias gaze. Gno was the only one of her friendswho smiled at her, in an attempt to
reassure her.

They would not do any more than they aready had. She could count on them to hear the evidence,
nothing more.

Leianodded once. "This meeting is adjourned until tomorrow morning. By then," she said, "I expect
answers. Not accusations. Concreteinformation. Am | clear?”

Leladidn't give them achance to respond. She turned and walked out of the room, holding herself as
proudly as she could. But once she was alone, she let the shaking overtake her.

It had begun. The unity she vaued above everything except her family was shattering.

Just as she had known it would.

AsthelLady Luck landed on Skip 1, Lando visualy scanned the docking bay for theMillennium
Falcon. TheFalcon had features that were obvious even next to the same modd Corellian stock light
freighter. Lando saw none of those.

Blast Solo. It would be like him to be gone by the time Lando decided to do the heroic thing. Still,
Lando wouldn't be able to track him any other way.

He hoped Han was dl right.

ThelLady Luck bounced her way onto the surface. Landing without dave circuitry and only relying on
outdated tractor equipment was more of arisk than he had thought it would be. He cursed and resisted
the urge to run a check on his ship.

When the ship stabilized, he went to the cargo door and opened it from theinside.

Sinewy Ana Blue stood outside, one hand on one dender hip. Shelooked good in her shorts and tightly
tied shirt, alittle older, but no wiser. He grinned. He had always been unable to resst Blue.

"That cargo list was one of the most embarrassing I've ever seen,” she said. "It's clear you haven't been



doing much with yoursdlf snceyou left here”

"I don't have timefor chitchat, Blue," he said. "'l need to fix this baby and get off thismud ball before
Nandreeson discovers I'm here.”

"It's probably too late," Blue said. "Nandreeson keepstrack of al the traffic around the Run. Youd
better hope he's busy with something ese.”

"Yeah, wel, | didn't have much of achoice,” Lando said. "Most of the circuitry quit. | need some
repairs.”

Blue shook her head. "Y ou won't get any with that cargo list. Nothing worth trading. What have you got
inyour hold?'

"Nothing. I've been out of the businessalong time.”

Shegrinned. "That'sright. Y ou went legit. Just like Solo. So be straight with me, Lando. Y ou hereto be
with your old buddy?'

"I'm here because theLuck's down." He had to play this coal. "Why're you asking about Han?"

"Because he and that furball of a partner of his showed up afew days back. Figured you wouldn't be
long behind."

"And since Solo regjected her, she's hoping for your blood.” Kid DXo'ln leaned his balding head around
the door. "How yabeen, Cdrissan?’

"Up and down."

"Y eah, heard about that gas mining on Bespin. Turning legit hasits rewards, huh?'

"| lost that little property to the Empire," Lando said. He ducked under the partialy open door, and
stopped. Two dozen smugglers were at the base, blasters trained on him. He raised an eyebrow. "You

folks sure know how to make an old friend fed welcome."

"You'renot afriend, Carissan," Zeen Afit said. He was standing near the Kid at the base of the ramp.
"You're hereto spy on us."

"For whom?"
"Whoever paysthe mogt,” the Kid said.
"Don't accuse him of things when you have no proof,” Blue said.

"I just want to get theluck fixed," Lando said, even though his excuse was beginning to sound lame,
eventohim.

"Yeah?' Zeen said. "Y ou know how it works around here. Y ou don't have enough cargo to trade for
bantha dung, let done arepair.”

"l know that," Lando said. "But | have alot of creditsto offer.”



"So why didn't you do that up front?' someone yelled from the side.
"Because, in my day, offering money to the Run was the best way to show you didn't belong.”

Blue walked up the ramp and did her arm through his. "It's il that way, Lando,” she said. "Don't let
them scare you off."

"I'm not,” hesaid. "But | do want to know if | can get repairs.”
"It1l cost you," Zeen said. "Ten thousand credits.”
"Ten thousand?' Lando pulled Blue closer. "Y ou don't even know what'swrong yet."

"Don't haveto,” Zeen said. "Figure you want to keep that ship away from Nandreeson's people. Theten
thousand isjust for protection.”

Lando snorted. "Asif you can protect me from Nandreeson. How many of his drones have blasters on
meright now?'

"None," the Kid said. "Nandreeson's got Skip 6. We don't let him near Skip 1."

"Right," Lando said. "And you guysal work for free now."

"Lando, things have changed,” the Kid said.

"Not that much. Don't insult my intelligence just because I've been away, and | won't insult yours. I've
got alegitimate problem with my ship or | wouldn't be on the Run. So you find me the best mechanic
around here, and I'll guard theLuck mysdf."

"How much you willing to pay?'

"Asmuch asit takesto do thisfast,” Lando said. Then he frowned at Blue. She seemed convinced, even
if no oneesedid. "What were you saying about Solo?"

"Y ou know he's here, Lando.”

"] don't see theFalcon.”

"l didn't know you werelooking for it."

"How dsedid he get here?!

"Lando, don't play dumb.”

"I'm not playing dumb,” he said. ™Y ou want to check my ship yoursef? | haven't spokento Haninalong
time. I've been trying to set up alegitimate mining operation on Kessd." He pulled away from her and
adjusted hiscape. "But if Han ishere, | would love to see him. Chewie knows as much about theLady

Luck as he does theFalcon. He could help me repair her, and then | won't bother anyone.”

Blue studied him amoment, her magnificent eyestaking in dl of him. Then she amiled, dowly,



seductively. "Y ou've dways been amystery to me, Lando. | likethat inaman.”

"You like anything in aman,” Zeen said from below. "Don't believe any of that about Han. Lando's here
for him. Something's going down.”

Lando shook hishead. "I know I'm not going to convince you, Zeen, but at least Blue believes me. Just
leed meto Han and I'll leave dl of you done.”

Zeen blocked the edge of the ramp, hisblaster pointed at Lando's heart. ™Y ou're not going anywhere,
Cdlrissan. Y ou're wanted by Nandreeson, and you haven't been to the Run in dmogst twenty years. That
makes you an outsider. We don't like outsiders much.”

Lando's mouth went dry. "I don't like having ablaster pointed at me either, Zeen. Y ou want to put that
asde?'

"No can do, Cdrissan."
"Put down the blaster, Zeen," Blue said. "He's my respongbility.”

"Fine" Zeen said. "Y ou stay with him on his precious ship, then. And well dl wait for Solo to return.
Then Cdrissan can leave usin peace.”

"What are you so afraid of mefor, Zeen?' Lando asked.

"We don't need Nandreeson's people here," Zeen said.

"Too late." The voice that had spoken before, the one Lando hadn't been able to place, spoke again. A
Rek stepped out from the crowd. His dender, whiplike body blended in with the crowd, but his orange
eyes blazed like afreighter's running lights. In hisrope-thin hands, he held ablaster, trained on Lando.

"Y ou're coming with us, Carissian. Nandreeson will be happy to seeyou.”

Another Rek stepped out from against the wall. Then another, and another, until thirty Reks surrounded
the group of smugglers. "Very happy,” one of the Reks said. "' About two million credits worth.”

"Wow," Bluesad. "If I'd known you were worth that much, I'd've turned you in mysdlf.”

The sum gtartled Lando, too. "It was only fifty thousand last | heard.”

"Come with us peacefully,” thefirst Rek said, "and | will leave your ship done."

"What good will that do me?' Lando asked. "'l can't useit if I'm dead." He reached for his own blagter,
but arubbery appendage wrapped itself around hiswrist. He looked down. Another Rek had twisted its
arm around hisskin. Its ditted mouth opened in aRek'sverson of asmile. This Rek wasfemae; her
purple eyes gave away her gender.

"I wouldn't try it, big boy," she said. "Y ou're till worth amillion credits to Nandreeson dead.”

"All right," Lando said to Blue. She was his only hope now. "No more pretense. I've got to find Han.
Hesin big trouble.”

"I'll say," thefemae Rek said. "He's going to meet us on Skip 6. I'm sure your reunion will be a happy



one.

Blue backed away, holding her hands up. "Sorry, Lando,” she said. "'l never get involved in
Nandreeson's business.”

"Somefriend you are," Lando said.

"I never said | wasafriend,” Blue said. "Just an interested party. Y ou never should have come here,
Lando."

"Don't | know it," hesaid.
TWENTY-THREE

Four new languagesin the last day. 3PO sat at his computer bay in the Solos apartments. He had had
no duties since the children left, and he was using the time to catch up on the new languages. Two were
from recently discovered planets, and two were new droid languages. That made eighteen new droid
languagesin the last week, or 2.571 languages per day.

The computer bay was near the children's quarters. 3PO sat in the chair because Jaina had once insisted
he do s0. Anakin had pasted stickers of heroes of the Old Republic onto the bay walls. 3PO had asked
him to remove them, but Anakin had "forgotten,” aword he often used when he meant that he did not
want to.

A tiny icon flashed on the corner of the screen. It wasasmall R2 unit. 3PO pressed akey with agolden
finger and theicon covered the screen. Then he pressed another key and theicon turned into asingle

blinking message:

EMERGENCY

EMERGENCY

EMERGENCY
There was asmal code tagged onto they. 3PO opened the code, and binary covered the screen. The
message was from R2. He was in the cargo bay with someone named Cole Fardreamer, and they were

being accused of sabotage. The message was new, and it kept repeating, over and over.

3PO pressed two more keys. R2 was il on-line. 3PO started to send a message back when the screen
went blank. Then nothing.

R2 was gone.

It amazed him how quickly the credits disappeared. Kudler sat at his desk on Almania. The curtains
were open, reveaing the lights of the city below. The towers of the JEhar were black blotches againgt the
night skyline. Emptiness. Ruins. A sign of Kudler'stremendous power.

But wedlth supported power. He would have to strip Pydyr of itstreasures and sell them on the open
market. His agents were already sending out discreet federsto the greatest collectorsin the galaxy. If he



could sdll the homes of Pydyr as a set, the gems of Pydyr as another, and the clothing of Pydyr asathird,
he would have enough credits to complete Phase 3 of the operation.

Phase 1 was over, and Phase 2 was underway.

Kudler leaned back in his chair. His gloves were on the table beside the five small computer screens.
His handslooked pdeinthe artificia light. A young man's hands. Not the hands of the most powerful

man inthe galaxy.
Not yet.

But soon. Very soon.

A chime rang softly on his private line. He touched the screen in response. Brakisss face appeared. His
blond hair was touded, and his eyes|ooked tormented. Brakiss had faced Skywalker, then. Kueller

knew thesgns.

"So," Kudler said, not waiting for Brakissto spesk, "heraised questionsin your tormented heart.”

Brakissflinched. If Skywalker could tempt Brakiss, aman who had loved the Empire with dl of his
twisted heart, he could tempt anyone. Kudler had made the right choice: Destroying Skywalker and dl

who believed in him was the next step. Kueller would not succeed without doing so.

"Is he your master now, Brakiss?' Kueller asked.

"No!" Brakiss actually backed away from his screen. Hisimage was sma ler—Brakiss seemed smaller.

"Then who isyour master, Brakiss?'

"No one," Brakiss said. His mouth was athin line, hiseyesfull of terror and sadness. "I want out this
time, Kudler. I'm done."

Kudler let hisdeath mask smile, even though his own irritation was deep. "What did Skywaker do to
you?"

"Nothing," Brekisssaid.
"Then why this sudden loss of faith?'

"It'snot sudden, Kudler. You wouldn't et mekill him."

"Eventhoughyoutried.”

Brakissflinched again.

Kueller leaned forward, knowing the movement would make his degth's-head mask fill Brakisss
viewscreen. "Y ou tried and you failed, and Skywalker, out of the goodness of his Jedi heart, let you live.
And now you are grateful to your old master, and you wonder how anyone could best him, and you are

not certain whether anyoneshould best him, am | right, Brakiss?”',

"I hate Skywalker," Brakiss said.



Kueller shook hishead. "Y ou don't hate Skywalker. Y ou hate the way he makesyou fed. Y ou hate
yoursdlf, Brakiss. Y ou hate what you've become.”

Brakissraised hischin. "He says| could go back to the academy. He says| could abandon the dark
sde. He says Vader did."

"Of course Vader did," Kudler said, hisvoice calm, even though he felt like shredding Brakissfor even
listening to Skywalker. "Vader was dying. Skywa ker was beside him. The Emperor was gone. Vader
had nothing left. He had no power and no hope. He took what Skywalker offered. He had no red
choice”

"Skywadker sayshedid.”

"Skywalker wastrying to take you into his power. Did he succeed, Brakiss?!

Brakiss crossed hisarms. "Y ou can't tdll ?!

Kudler smiled, glad he had not used the holoprojector. He seemed bigger on the screen, more powerful,

and he needed al that power at this moment. "1 think Skywalker could have taken you back if hetruly
wanted to, but he did not. HE's not interested in you. Y ou are nothing to him. Y ou aren't even worth

killing."

Brakissflinched again. So Brakiss had |eft himself open, made it easy for Skywaker to kill him. And the
virtuous L uke Skywalker had not.

"Skywaker wantsme," Kueller said. "He knows that to maintain his power, he must defeat me.”

"He doesn't even know you exist," Brakiss said. Histone had defiancein it. Just enough defiance to
make him il useful.

"Oh, heknows," Kudler said. "Y ou sent him to me, didn't you?"

"I warned him away from you." Brakisss eyes widened even as the words left his mouth. He apparently
hadn't planned on telling Kudller that.

"Good," Kudler said. " Skywalker is more gpt to come to me now. Y ou did well, Brakiss."
"We|?' Brakiss sounded stunned.
"Yes" Kudler said. ™Y ou did my work even better than | had hoped you would.”

"Th—then | can stay here?' Brakiss sammered like asmdl child. Heloved thefactory. It gavehima
peace that Kudler found very useful.

"Isthat what you want?' Kueller asked.
Brakiss nodded, dowly, asif hewas afraid to reveal himsdlf to Kudler.

"Then of course you can stay, Brakiss. Y ou have served mewell."



"And you won't send anyone el se here?

Kudler smiled. "No one el se needsto come. Tdti isyours, Brakiss. | will continueto subsidizeit for
you. And you will continue to work for me, asyou aways have. And we will never again discuss
Skywalker, the academy, or Yavin 4. Isthat what you want?"

"I want Skywalker to stay away."

"Youll dways be donethere. Y our Forcetalentswill go to waste, but that will be your loss, Brakiss, not
mine. Y our usefulnessisdone.

"And Skywalker?' Brakiss couldn't seemto let it done. Skywalker must have made an impression.
More of animpression than Kud ler was comfortable with.

"Skywaker isminenow," Kudler said. "Soon hewill bother no one ever again.”
TWENTY-FOUR

The Glotta phib smiled a Han. Smoke seeped between hislong yellow teeth, narrowly missing thewalls
of theFalcon. "Well, Generd S0lo," he said. "We meset again.”

Han had to struggleto recall hisname. Y ou're outnumbered, lisner.”

Chewiewas gtill growling. Hisfur had stopped smoking, but there were missing patches where the flame
the Glotta phib had used had burned through. His paws were up, just as Daviss hands were. Seluss had
scooted as close to the metal walls as he could get.

"I don't think I'm outnumbered,” lisner said. "One deep burst of flame and your friends here will be of no
useto you. And whilel fry them, | can turn my blaster on you. Imagine, ahero of the Rebellion forgetting
hisblegter.”

Han cursed. His blaster wasin the cockpit.

"Such language, Generd Solo,” lisner said. "And when | am here on acourtesy vist.”

Han kept his gaze on lisner. He had to buy time. TheFalcon was his ship; he would be able to get them
al out of thisif he only had amoment to think up aplan.

"It seems I'm dways explaining mannersto you," Han said. "Threatening to kill my friendsis not paolite.”

"I merely do thisto protect mysdlf,” lisner said. "My bosswould not understand if you refused his
invitation."

Chewbaccadowly unsheathed his claws. Their tips touched the low ceiling. Han kept his features
impassive, so that lisner wouldn't notice Chewie.

"What does Nandreeson want with me?"

lisner breathed out dightly. Licks of flame caressed the gray scales near his nogtrils. "He doesn't want
you, precisaly. Heis most interested in your position. He believesthat he can help the New Republic.”



"Oh, he does, does he?'

lisner nodded. "He hasinformation that your people might find of value."

Chewie inserted one claw between the wall and the door to a secret cargo hatch.
"What kind of information?* Han asked.

"Now, Generd Solo, if | knew that, | would tell you. But | am merely an assistant, an underling with no
real power. | have been ingtructed to bring you to Skip 6—"

"And | told you before that I'll meet Nandreeson on Skip 1."

Chewie had inserted another claw. The process was painstakingly dow. Seluss had moved even closer
to Chewi€eslegs. Daviswaswatching lisner'sblaster intently. If Chewie didn't act quickly, Davis
probably would. And then they would have a disaster.

"I must tdl you the truth, General Solo." Steam came out of lisner's mouth when he said, " Solo.”

“Nandreeson does not like to travel to the other Skips. The accommodations are, shal we say, lacking?'

"I'm not asking him to deep over,” Han said. "We can meet on theFalcon if hewants. | just don't planto
goto Skip 6. | learned along time ago to stay off Nandreeson's persond turf. No offense, lisner.”

"None taken. Y our friend Calrissian would have done better to have shown the same restraint.”
Chewie had insarted two more clawsinto the area
"Nandreeson's ill holding agrudge against Lando?' Han asked.

"A grudge is perhaps the wrong word,” lisner said. "A debt marker would be more accurate. They have
ascoreto setle”

"I'm surethey do," Han said. "But tell your bossit has nothing to do with me." He nodded at Chewie,
who tugged with &l hisWookiee strength. lisner looked up. The door to the cargo space fell on him.
Flame blew out of his mouth. Chewie dodged to the Ieft, Davisto theright, and Seluss cringed. The
flames scorched the wall and the top of Seluss's head. Davis dammed into Han and they both went
rolling down the corridor.

Flamesroared from under the door, hesting the meta, burning Han's already-damaged skin.

He swore and grabbed thewall rungs, pulling himsdf off the metd. Davisran, curang, dl theway into
the cockpit. Chewie stepped on top of the cargo door, crushing lisner. Seluss was chittering and
pounding his smoking head againgt thewall.

Chewie reached down and pulled Sdluss againgt him, crushing the Sullustan's burns against Chewie's
furry chest. The metd flooring was glowing bright red, and the air smelled of burning flesh and seared
Glottaphib.

The flames faded, and then went out. Han climbed across the wall using the rungs, careful to keep his
boots off the metal floor. When he reached Chewie, he stopped, leaned down, and took the blaster out



of lisner's motionless hand. The handle of the blaster was hot.

"Solo?" lisner's voice sounded from below. "Make your friend get off me."
More flameslicked out from under the door.

"Get off him, Chewie."

Chewie shook his head and roared. Han trained the blaster on lisner.

"I'll bedll right,” Han said. "Take Sdlussto the storage lockers and see if you can find the medical kit.
We need to put something on those burns.”

Chewieroared in protest.
IIGO! n

Chewie wrapped one shaggy arm around Sdluss, and gripped the wall rungs with the other arm. Then he
moved across thewall, just as Han was doing.

lisner crawled out from under the cargo door. Webbed burn marks matching the pattern on the meta
floor crisscrossed his chest and arms. His gray scales were flaking off his back. He looked weak and

dizzy.
"Tdl mewhat Nandreeson wantswith me," Han said. "The truth."

lisner climbed onto the door, and |eaned against the wall. Smoke floated out of his nogtrils. He looked
beaten. "He wanted to use you to get to Calrissan.”

"Lando?"
lisner nodded. "Hefigured if you were here, Calrissan wasn't far behind.”

"Sometimes Nandreeson livesin the past,” Han said. "Lando and | arerarely in the same place a the
sametime”

More scales flaked off lisner's kin. "'l need awater bath."

"One more question," Han said, "then you can go to your own people. Who's behind dl the credits that
have comeinto the Run?'

"Not Nandreeson," lisner said. His voice was weak. Smdll flames burned through histeeth, asif he
couldn't control them. "Nandreeson hates this."

"So why doesn't he stop it?”
"It'stoo big to stop.” lisner raised asmall hand. "1 need care, Solo."
"All right,” Han said, motioning to the door with his blaster. "Get out of here.”

lisner made hisway cautioudly across the cooling floor. When he reached the door, Han shoved the



blaster againgt hisback. "Y ou forgot to name the credit source.”
"Youwon't believeit, Solo."
llTry rT.E.II

lisner whirled his big head and opened hislong mouth. Flame started beneath the teeth, and then a
blagter bolt hit lisner in the throat. lisner fell back, eyes open, clearly dead.

Han turned.

Daviswas standing in the hal, wearing a pair of protected mining boots, and still holding hisblaster.
"What the hell were you doing?' Han asked.

"Hewasgoing to kill you."

"Hewas going to tak to me."

Davis shook hishead. "Glotta phibs are hard to kill, Solo. He was going to fry you now, ask questions
later, then take theFalcon to Skip 6 so that Calrissan would think you were there.”

"How do you know?"' Han asked.

"Because I've seen them do thisbefore," Davissaid. "They let their prey think they're dying, and then
they'll goinfor thekill. You'd have been fried consort if | hadn't Seppedin.”

"Or maybe I'd have been just alittle bit wiser," Han said. "Mighty convenient of you to kill lisner at that
moment. Who are you working for, Davis?'

"Mysdf, Solo."
"Yoursdlf and who ese?' Han had turned so his blaster was on Davis.

Davis noted the move. He set his own blaster down. Sowly. Then herosejust asdowly, keeping his
hand flat, showing that he was unarmed. "I don't work for anyone."

"Right," Han said. "So what are you doing here?"

Davis swalowed. He had his hands up, just as he had when lisner had the blaster on him. " A buddy of
minewaskilled on Skip 5. I'm trying to find out why."

"Nicetry." Thefloor looked cool now. Han put a booted foot onit. It was coal. "In fact, excellent try.
Y ou knew | would be real sympathetic to that one. But it was alittle too obvious. Try again.”

Davis shook his head. "I'm being straight with you, Solo. My friend died in an explosion on the bay just
days before you got here.”

"And you're agood guy, trying to solve the mystery, a no cost to yoursdf." Han brought the other foot
down. It felt good to be standing again.



"Judt likeyou, Solo."
"Y ou seem to know alot about me."

Davis nodded. "I knew that you were coming here. Just like Nandreeson's people. Everyone's watching
you, Solo. They expect you to betray the Run somehow.”

Han tightened hisgrip on hisblaster. "Thisisn't about me. We were discussing you. And what you're
doing here."

"|l—ah—I actualy came here to meet you."

"To Skip 57
"Yesh"

"| thought your buddy waskilled here."

"Hewas," Davissaid. "But | already looked into that. It seemed like an accident, but there've been alot
of accidentslikethat. Too many, | think. And when | heard you were here to investigate a buddy's degth,
then | thought maybe—"

"I'm not investigating anybody's deeth,” Han said. "I'm here because Jarril asked meto come.”

"And whereishe?' Davis asked.

Seluss chittered. Han looked over his shoulder. Seluss's round head had bandages wrapped loosely
around it. Chewie stood behind him, some of his fur matted down with burn cream.

"See?' Davissad. "Even your Sullustan friend says Jarril is dead, and he should know."

"He doesn't know," Han said. "He's working on supposition, just like the rest of us. Which reminds me,
Sdluss. How did you get into theFalcon? Better yet, how did lisner get in?!

Seluss chittered, and as he did, he backed up, his pawsraised in adefensive posture asif he believed
Han would hit him. Chewie blocked Seluss's backward movements.

"Y ou came back against my orders," Han said, "using codes from Jarril's ship?' That meant Jarril still had
theSpicy Lady. Han could put atrace onit, to seeif Jarril was somewhere nearby.

Sd uss chittered again, repesting that it wasn't hisfaullt.

"Sure" Hansaid. "A Glottaphib just happened to follow you in." He Sghed. "This partnership isn't
working out, Seluss."

Sdluss chittered some more.
"When we get to Skip 1, you're going to the infirmary, and I'm getting out of here."

"Let'snot be so quick to decidethat," Davissaid. "'l would like your help.”



"Oh, yeah," Han said. "Y ou have amurder to solve.”
"l need aship," Davissaid. "l want to hire yours."

Han amiled. "I haven't hired theFalcon out in years, kid. I'm not about to do it now. And you could find
aless conspicuous ship.”

"l want theFalcon," Davissaid. "l need the New Republic's support behind me. | need it if I'm going to
take you to the supplier.”

Han studied him for amoment. Davis was young, but not too young. He'd clearly been around. And he
waslying. Han could fed it.

"No," Han said. "Now take your Glottaphib and get off my ship.”
"He'snot my Glottaphib," Davissad.

"Heisnow. Door prize. Take him and get out."

"Ligten, Solo, you need me. | know my way around the Run."

"I've been here once or twice mysdlf,” Han said. "Chewie and | do just fine. Now get off my ship before
Chewie hasto help you off."

Davis opened his mouth as Chewie roared. Davis hurried toward Han. "All right. I'll get off. But if you
change your mind—"

"l won't," Han said. He hit the control panel, and the door did up. Davis started to leave. "Remember
your friend here”

Davisflashed an angry look at Han, then grabbed lisner by onelimp arm. Davis dragged the dead
Glottalphib off theFalcon. Han waited until the Glottalphib's large feet were through the door before
dogngit.

Sdusswas staring at him asif Han had just given away every credit he had ever owned.

"l know what I'm doing," Han said.

Sedluss chittered softly, then went into the cockpit. Chewie followed. Han holstered his blagter, trying to
cool histemper. He didn't need any reminding about their Situation. Nandreeson would be after him for
killing lisner and the others. And Han was no closer to knowing who was behind al the credits than he
had been before.

But he couldn't trust Davis. Davis's appearance was just too convenient. And Han hated the convenient.

Something was up. And with Nandreeson on his back, time had just gone from short to nonexistent.

"Okay," Han said as he headed into the cockpit. "We're going back to Skip 1."

And maybe, just maybe, he'd be able to get some answers.



The stench got him first. Fetid and sour, it smelled like standing water combined with rotted vegetation
and rotten eggs. Lando walked between seven Reks. Instead of tying him, they wrapped their whiplike
arms around his, holding him back. Their skin fdt like lukewarm rubber, yet he could fed thelife pulsing
through them. Until thistrip, he had never been so close to aRek. They had brought himin their small,
bubblelike ship, crossing the distance between the asteroids asiif it were ahighway on Coruscant. They
had disembarked into this chamber, which felt lesslike acavern and more like atropica nightmare.

The air was so humid that it condensed on his skin and made his clothesfed clammy. Water dripped
down the cavern walls. Insects combed the area. Flies buzzed past him, and small clusters of gnats
created black spotsin the air. The Reks led him along anarrow ledge that overlooked a stagnant pool.
Beneath the water's surface, he could see carved stairs and moss-coated furniture. This part of the
cavern was surprisingly empty, but he knew that somewhere ahead, Nan-dreeson waited for him.

Then the Reks would collect their bounty and Lando would be abandoned with the most powerful crime
lord on the Run. A crime lord who had hated him for nearly twenty years.

The ledge was dippery. Lando's boots were made for metal floors, not water-and-dime-covered rock.
The Reks helped him keep his balance, but if they let go, he might fal into the green-coated water. The
thought made him shudder.

They rounded a corner and were suddenly in a closed chamber. Chairs were carved into the rock on the
walls. Hiesthe sze of Lando's thumb clung to the ropy moss on thewall closest to Lando. More gnats
hung in the air, and agroup of water bugs skated across the surface of the water. The sulfur smell was
stronger here, and it mixed with the faint tinge of ozone.

Nandreeson szt at the far end of the pool. Algae grew inches degp in the water around him, and giant lily
pads covered his scaly body. Therocks on the wall behind him had singe marks.

Nandreeson hadn't changed. Hislong green snout had fingernail-sized scales, and his eyes were too
closetogether. The knobs on hisforehead gave him aquizzical expresson. Histiny hands floated on the
water's surface, beside the lily pads. The scales on his chest were golden because they were wet. He
appeared to be sitting on a couch under the water.

"Calrisssssssan,” Nandreeson said with asmile, letting steam rise from his mouth as he spoke the
shilants. "Y ou look prosperous.”

"l look like I'm wrapped in rubber vines," Lando said. Bravado at al costs. Nandreeson didn't need to
know that Lando's heart was pounding double time.

"Ah, yes, my faithful Reks." Nandreeson nodded at them. Lando could fed them back away from him.
They were gpparently afraid of the flamesthat could shoot from his mouth. "Toss Cdrissan in the drink
and go back to your ship. Y our credits will be waiting for you."

"No—!" Lando started, but the word wasn't completely out of his mouth before he found himself
arborne. The Rekstossed him high. He flew into aswarm of gnats, and haf of them got into his mouth,
choking him. He was spitting them out as he hit the water.

It was hot and dimy and it tasted of doughy bread. He sank quickly, scraping againgt the moss-covered
rocks, and fedling the heat grow the deeper he went. A bubble rose past him, and he redized with



sudden fear that this pond was fueled by an underwater heat source, one that he was diding into.

Heflapped hisarms, and got caught in his cgpe. Panic. Panic. Panic will kill you, he thought to himsdlf.
His chest ached with the need to breathe. He could last. He knew he could last. He reached up and
unfastened his cape. It did into the hole where the bubble had emerged from, but he could move now.
Hetilted hishead. Light filtered in from the lamps on the cavern's ceiling. He swam up toward it. His
lungs burned with the need for air, hisarms ached, and black spots danced before his eyes. That moment
of panic had cost him alot of air. He didn't think he would make it when he suddenly broke the surface,
spewing foul-tasting water out his mouth and taking deep breaths.

Somehow he had twisted around. Nandreeson was behind him, and on the side of the cavern, six
Glottaphibs sat, their large feet soaking in the water. Their mouths were open and they were grinning.

Athim.
"What are you staring at?" he asked, his brain too addled to think of a better insult.

"Why, you, human,” Nandreeson said from behind him. "I never redlized you creatures had such alow
tolerance for water."

"Liar." Lando was treading water. He turned dowly so that he could face Nandreeson. "And thisisn't
water. Thisisliquid dime.”

Nandreeson'stiny eyeswere following Lando's every move. "This," he said with consderable pride, "is
the product of years of experimentation. | can only hope that your body chemistry hasn't ruined the
ddicate baance of my poal.”

"Y ou should have thought of that before you had the rubber men tossmein here," Lando said. He
looked at the sides of the pond. The rocks were higher than his head and covered with a greenish moss
that looked extremely dippery. The only stairs were near the door on the far side of the pool, past the
guards. It didn't matter. He wanted to save his strength, not tread water until his energy gave out.

He turned and flutter-kicked behind him, beginning the neat crawl that he had learned asaboy. A huge
flame seared the water in front of him. Steam rose, blinding him, and the heat burned him. He stopped.

"Ah, Cdrissan. Y ou seethe price of disobeying me."

"You never said that | had to stay in thismud hole.” Lando kicked away from the steaming water, and
moved closer to Nan-dreeson.

Nandreeson opened his snout; his tongue emerged and snapped up amouthful of gnats. He swallowed
and groaned with delight. "I never said you could leave, either. Y ou are mine now, Carissan. Y ou had
best get used to it.”

"All right,"” Lando said. "Get me out of this pond, and well discussthe price of my freedom.”

Flame curled out of Nandreeson's nogtril. Lando had learned along time ago that tiny fireswerethe sign
of Glottaphib temper. "The price of your freedom, Carissan, isyour degth.”

Lando's arms ached. He stopped moving them, and kept himself afloat by kicking hislegs. The water's
viscosity aso buoyed him. But if hewas going to stay in it much longer, he would have to shed some of



his heavier clothing. Y ou're being a bit dramatic, Nandreeson. | was ayoung smuggler trying to prove
my worth. | had no ideawhom | was stedling from. I'vetried to pay you back over the years, but your
goons wouldn't even take the message to you. I'm here now. Let'stalk like reasonable people. I'll repay
what | took from you, plusinterest. At ten percent compounded over twenty years, you'll be making a
consderable profit.”

"I'm not interested in profit,” Nandreeson said. The flameslicking out of his nose were even longer now.

"Don't kid me," Lando said. He had sunk to his chin. He had to crane his neck to keep his mouth out of
thewater. "Y ou're dwaysinterested in profit."

"All right." Nandreeson pulled hislong, scaly body out of the water. "1 will be honest with you,
Cdrissan, snceyou do not havelong to live. lam interested in profit, and Iwill profit from you. After
you die, everything you own will become mine. Y ou have no heirs, no mate, no family. No onewill argue
with me. No onewill dare.”

"I don't think the New Republic would like that."

"I don't think they will interfere.” Nandreeson sat on the dimy rock ledge, hisbig feet dangling inthe
water. He picked afly off the nearby wall with onetiny hand. "They will betoo busy fighting anew
rebdlion.”

Lando began treading water with his hands again. He was in good physica shape, but he hadn't beenin
water for along time. His muscleswere dready aching from the unfamiliar strain. "New rebdlion?!

"Of course." Nandreeson took down another fly and munched it thoughtfully. "Every government must
dedl with armed rebellion a some point inits career. For your friends on Coruscant, the rebellion will
come sooner rather than later.”

"Weve been fighting the Imperids since the Empirefolded,” Lando said. "They'll give up soon.”

"I'm sure they will," Nandreeson said. The flameswere gone. Hewas smiling again. "But | am talking of
arebdlion, Carissan. From theinsde. Y ou remember. Theway your friend Leia Organa Solo operated
when shewasin the Imperiad Senate. Arebdllion, fully armed, fully ready, with idedismonitssde.”

Lando dowed histreading. "There's no reason to rebel," he said. "The Republic isagood government. It
treatsits people well."

"Doesit?" Nandreeson asked. "The people on the Run are terrified of the New Republic, afraid that it
will interfere with freetrade.”

"The Run has always hated the government, from the Empire to the Old Republic. Smugglers hate rules,”
Lando said.

"And then, of course, there are places like Almania, a planet that sent your New Republic adistress
sgna astheruling Jehar began a systematic daughter of al who opposed them. The Republic never
responded.”

"The New Republic tries not to interfere with locdl rule,” Lando said.

"Even when that loca government is committing genocide? Redlly, Carissian, for heroes, your New



Republic isdoing quite poorly."
"Who areyou to say?' Lando asked. "Y ou are nothing more than—"

Fame shot into the water al around him, sending smoke and steam into the air. He coughed, then wiped
his face with his hand. He was going to drown before this day was over if he didn't think of something.

The flame stopped, and the smoke gradually cleared.

"Y ou should redlly consder what you're going to say before you say it," Nandreeson said. "I do control
your life"

"Y ou've made your point, Nandreeson. Now let me out of here and let's ded.”

"| apparently have not made my point,” Nandreeson said. "1 will not be dealing with you." He did back
into the water and swam toward Lando, staying far enough away that Lando couldn't grab him, but close
enough that one temperamental burst of flame would scorch Lando's face. "When Jabbathe Huitt died, |
could have become the most influentia crime bossin al the gdaxy, and | would have, except for you,
Cdrissan.”

"I haven't come near you in years," Lando said.

"Exactly. Nandreeson isthe best crimelord in the Run. Nan-dreeson is well-known throughout the
gdaxy. But Nandreeson isn't omnipotent. Nandreeson can be bested. Why, someone asinept as Lando
Cdrissan stole afortune from Nandreeson when Calrissan was amere boy. If it could be done once, it
could be done again." The flameswerelicking out of Nandreeson's nostrils again. Lando moved
backward very, very dowly.

"Killing mewon't changethat,” Lando said.

"Oh, but it will. My colleagues here will spread thetale of your death, the ways you suffered, and how,
at the end, you begged me for mercy. We may even defile your corpse—humansfind that disagreegble,
don't they?—and leaveit on Skip 1 for al to see. And then, of course, | will confiscate al you own, and
there will be no opposition. Instead of saying | can be bested, they will say that Nandreeson waitsfor his
revenge, and then he makesit very, very swedt."

Lando shook his head, got water in his mouth, and spat, nearly hitting Nandreeson. "To make up for the
last twenty years, you'd haveto kill me ahundred times." Then he winced. That was no way to convince
Nandreeson, especidly now that flames were flowing between Nandreeson's teeth.

"You think | will favor you, don't you, Calrissan?' Nandreeson said, the fire spreading around hisface.
"You think that | will appreciate your intelligence, your courage, your superior abilitiesin defying me. You
think that you will escapethis. But the one thing you must know isthat | have spent the last twenty years
hating you."

A lick of flame came so close to Lando that he had to duck underwater to avoid it. His lungs still ached
from the last time he had been submerged. Nandreeson hadn't moved, nor had he inflamed the water
again. Lando was about to come up when aredlization hit him. Hislungs should have recovered by now.
He should fed abit of strain from the treading, but he had been breathing regularly for sometime.

Only the oxygen had to be thin here. Or polluted with something else. Or the Glottal phibs kept burning it



away. With the exertion and the thinner air, Lando didn't have as much time as he thought.

He scanned the water, and saw only agae, green particles, and Glotta phib feet soaking in the pool. No
escape unless he wanted to try that hole from which the bubbles emerged. And he wasn't sure he could
stand the hest.

He resurfaced, and blew the foul-tasting water from his nose and mouth.
"Hiding underwater will do no good," Nandreeson said. "1 can come after you much more easily there.”

"If you're going to kill me, Nandreeson," Lando said, "just get it over with." If Nandreeson made a
move, it might point Lando toward escape.

"Youd like that, wouldn't you?' Nandreeson said. "But you will die dowly, Carissian, and | will enjoy
every moment of it."

"Well, if you have something planned for me, Nandreeson, get to it." The quicker they got him out of the
water, and out of this cavern, the better off he would be.

"I have gotten to it, as you so quaintly say.” Nandreeson was smiling at him now, hisscaly lips pulled
back to reved smoke-blackened, pointed teeth. "WEell see how long you survivein my world, Carissan.
Glottaphibslivein the water. We est there. We deep there. We mate there. Humans, as| understand it,
cannot tolerate the water."

"l cantolerateit just fine.”

"But it will kill you if you aren't careful. How long can you keegp swimming, Calrissan? Without food,
without rest, without help of any kind? How long?"

A terror Lando never knew he had rose in him. He couldn't swim forever. He would drown. "'l can
survivelong enough,” hesaid.

And that, at least, was true. He would survive long enough to get Nandreeson, or to dietrying.
TWENTY-FIVE

The guards had alowed Coleto climb out of the prototype X-wing. He, in turn, had convinced them to
contact General Antilles. Not that Cole knew what he would say to the general when he arrived.
Skywaker's droid hunched near the computer terminal, tendrils of smoke leaking out of the droid's round
head compartment. If the blaster shots were as bad as they looked, they might have caused damage to
the droid's memory, which, from what Skywalker said, had to be the part of the droid he vaued the
most.

"Enough waiting," the Kloperian said. "L et's take him to detention like any other saboteur.”

"No." The voice came from the back of the room. The guards turned and so did Cole. Genera Antilles
stood there, wearing full-dress uniform, hisdark hair neatly combed. Histwo persona guards stood
beside him. He surveyed the room. His gaze rested on Cole for amoment, searching, appraising, and
clearly not recognizing him, before turning to the droid. "Isthat R2-D27"

The Mon Cadamari guard shrugged its narrow shoulders.



"WedI?' Genera Antillesasked.
The guardslooked at Cole.

Heglanced a all of them before feding that it was safeto respond. "Yes, Sir. Luke Skywalker left it with
me to supervise the repairs on his X-wing."

Genera Antilles put ahand on top of R2's dome, then let hishand dip off dowly, asif he regretted the
condition R2wasin. "Y ou"—he said to the Kloperian—"get thislittle droid running again."

"l beg your pardon, sir,” Cole said, "but R2 has had some bad experiences with the Kloperians.
He—it—he—saysthey tried to kidnap him afew daysago."

The generd's eyes narrowed. "Who did thisto R2?"
"l did,” the Kloperian said. "It wastrying to escape.”
"Escape?" the generd asked.

"We found these two in the middle of sabotaging the X-wing prototype,” said the femae guard. "They
put a detonator in the computer.”

"R2 did that?' the general asked. "I find that hard to believe. Who are you, son, and why did you send
forme?'

Cole swdlowed. "My nameis Cole Fardreamer, Sir. | work on the X-wings normally. Luke Skywalker
spoke highly of you, and | thought when they camein herethat you at least would listento me."

"Were you sabotaging the prototype?’

Cole shook hishead. "I was checking it. R2 and | found abomb in the Jedi Master's X-wing, and we
found another in a second recongtituted X-wing, and | thought maybe it might be in the new onestoo and
| was checking it when the guards appeared. They wouldn't listen to me, ar.”

The Mon Cadamari guard walked over to the X-wing and pointed at the computer. "If you examinethis,
gr, you'll seewhat thisyoung man and hisdroid were up to. Thereisan Imperia insigniaon the back of
this computer. It isadetonation unit.”

Generd Antillesleaned over the X-wing. He examined the computer. Cole couldn't see hishands, didn't
know if the genera was moving things he shouldn't be. Col€'s heart was pounding.

"Becareful, gr," he said. "The wrong move might et it off."
"Thanks," the generd said. But he didn't move. The entire room was hushed. Cole could hear hisown
breething, and the small rustling sounds the general made. "This Imperid deviceisbuilt into the

computer.”

He stood. His body was thin and powerful, and he had the hardened look of a man who had seen too
many fights, too many difficult days. His gaze drilled into Cole once more.



"Where did you assemble the computer?”

"I didn', sir. They're ordered in bulk. We just ingd| them.”

Then the door hissed open, and a protocol droid entered, its golden handsin the air.

"Oh, dear, oh, dear, oh dear," it said, stopping in front of R2. "They've destroyed R2."

"It can't be asbad asdl that,” awoman replied as she entered. She was smdl and thin, her hair flowing
around her in acurtain. She wore ripped fatigue pants and a shirt that wastoo large for her. It took Cole

amoment to recognize President Leia Organa Solo.

Up close, shelooked young, vulnerable, and beautiful, a princess to be sure, but not a political leader of
great power. And certainly not the veteran of haf a dozen battles against the Empire.

"Laa" Generd Antillessad.

She glanced over a him, and amiled, but the smile only accented the exhaustion in her face. "Wedge.
What are you doing here?"

"We have somekind of problem,” the generd said.

"| can seethat." So far she apparently hadn't noticed Cole. She walked over to R2. The protocol droid
was moaning over him, aternating between accusing him of getting into the wrong mess, and worrying
that he would never recover. The Chief of State crouched in front of R2. "R27?" She rubbed some of the
carbon scoring off hissmdl head. "R2?7"

"He'sgone, Midtress Leia. The Kloperians have destroyed him.”

"He certainly is damaged, 3PO, but | suspect we can repair him." She reached insgde one of R2's panels
and hit areboot switch. Thelittle droid screamed. The President backed away and the protocol droid
toppled over. Then R2 rocked back and forth on hiswheels.

The President patted him on the heed. "It'sdl right, R2. Itl bedl right."

But thelittle droid kept screaming. The high-pitched wailing sound had the guards cringing and the
generd placing hishands over hisears. Colefdt asif hisingdeswere being wrung out. He had caused

the damageto the little droid by getting him into this mess.

The protocol droid sat up. "R2, if you don't cease this needless screaming, MistressLeiawill haveto
shut you down again.”

R2's head swiveled, and he quieted. Then he saw the Kloperian and beeped. The begps grew in
intensity until they began to sound like alinked scream.

"Stop, stop, stop!™ the protocol droid said, scrambling to itsfeet. "I'll trandate. He says he was attacked
by aKloperian, that thisis the second time, and that he will not be responsible for what happensif
another Kloperian gets near him.”

"You'redismissed," Genera Antilles said to the Kloperian guard.



"But, dr, you might need me. This man was committing sabotage—"

"You are dismissed. | would advise you to leave before | have to take your name and guard number.”
The Kloperian's fishlike mouth pursed. Then it nodded its head. "Asyou say, Sr.”

It waddled out, its tentacles wrapped around its body in true Kloperian high indignation.

"Whyever did he hurt R2?" the President asked. She was looking at the generdl.

"l wasjust getting to that,” the generd said. "Apparently the guards found this young man and R2
working on this X-wing. The guards claim they were sabotaging it.”

"R2 would never do that," the President said.

"Nonethd ess, thereis an Imperia detonator insde the computer.”

"A detonator?' the President's voice had gone down to awhisper. She hurried across the room, and
leaned into the X-wing with al the assurance of a pilot. Then she looked a Cole. Her gaze was even
more demanding than the generd's. Suddenly Cole understood why no one crossed Leia Organa Solo.

"Y ou're the one who sabotaged this X-wing?' she asked, her voice cold.

He shook his head. His mouth was suddenly dry. "No, maam. R2 and | found the sabotage.”

"R2? And where did you get him?"

R2 beeped, and chirruped.

"He saysthat Master Luke left him here to work with Master Fardreamer,” the protocol droid said.

"You're Fardreamer?" the President asked.

"Yes, mdam."

"And what's your connection to my brother?"

"l wasrepairing his X-wing."

"Thisign't hisX-wing."

"No, maam."

"What'swrong with Luke's X-wing?' the generd said.

Cole swallowed. Having the two of them stand over him was dmost worst than facing dl the guards
blagters. "Nothing, gr. It was being reconditioned as per your orders and then Jedi Master Skywalker
came here, complaining that we had tampered with his X-wing. He said hiswas specid, and that he
didn't want it overhauled, and would | put it back the way it was? He left R2 to help me. As| was

removing the compuiter, | found a detonator. Since the computers come as one piece, preassembled, |
thought perhaps the detonator wasn't targeted at the Jedi Master, but at X-wingsin general. So | looked



at the computer on another reconditioned one and found the same thing. Then | wondered if the new
ones had the same device, and the only new X-wing | had accessto wasthe prototype, so | camein

I,He.ll
"R2," the Presdent said without turning around. "Isthistrue?'

R2 waobbled on hiswheds. Hetried to come toward her, but his circuits groaned. He beeped softly.
"Y ou had best answer her and worry about your hedth later,” the protocol droid said.

R2 beeped, then chirruped, then rocked on hiswhedls asif he was emphasizing his point.

"R2 confirms the young man'stale," the protocol droid said. "Heisworried that these new computers
are part of aplot to destroy the best pilotsin the fleet. He suggests that we see who ordered the

recommissoning—"
"l did," the generd sad.
"Oh, dear," the protocol droid murmured.

Oh dear wasright. The President's face flushed as she turned toward the generd. "Y ou what, Wedge?"'

The generd shrugged. "Wdll, it wasn't just me," he said. "The chiefs of saff met. We'd had some
problemswith the X-wings. Mechanicd troubles, mostly because they're not aging well. Since the market
for eectronic component parts has gone down, we thought we could rebuild some X-wings, and then

buy the othersthat we needed.”

"l wasn't informed of this," the President said.

"Leia" the generd said. "Weissued amemo. It wasn't redly apolicy change.”

"Perhaps not,” she said, "but it must have been expensive. The New Republic isn't rich.”

"That'swhat I've been trying to tell you," the generd said. "The costs on this project were unusualy low.
That'swhy | promoted it in thefirst place. | thought it would benefit us. It certainly took the X-wing pilots

out of danger from the mechanica failuresweve been seeing lately.”

The President'slipsthinned, and her eyes narrowed. She clearly wasn't going to argue with himin front
of the guards. She turned to Cole.

"Do you believethis detonator isin al X-wings?"

He swallowed. She was magnificent, her style so different from her brother's. She was hard-edged
where he made his demands with a deceptive softness. There was nothing soft in the President's manner.
Cole would never have argued with her as he had argued with her brother.

"The detonator isin the new computers, maam. That's the one item we've replaced in every X-wing we
touched."

"If you've touched those computers al day long, why haven't you discovered this before now?”



"Because," Colesaid, "I've never had occasion to take apart acomputer before now."

"Wedge," the President said, "I need you to be honest with me. Whoseideawasiit to replace the
computers?’

"Ming" hesad.

"Wedge." Her voice had awarning toneinit. "We don't have timefor games. | need to know."

"Lela”" He put hishand on her arm. "It was my idea. I'm the one who discovered the problems with the
old X-wings. I'm the one who thought of the reconditioning. I'm even the one who talked to the
military-issuesbuyer. It wasme, Leia"

"l won't believe you ordered sabotage,” she said.

"l didn't.”

Hiswords hung in the air. The guardslooked away. Only the protocol droid watched them, his golden
eyestaking in everything.

Colehit hislower lip. He had to speak up. "I beg your pardon, maam," he said, "but the genera could
have made the order without knowing of the sabotage.”

"I know," she said. "The computers arrive assembled.”

"Yes, maam," Colesaid, "and in such away that you'd have to belooking for it in order tofind it. |
wouldn't have found it if Luke Skywaker hadn't objected to the computer change specificaly. And even
then, | didn't find it. R2 did."

"MidressLea," the protocol droid said, "the Kloperians have apolicy against astromech droidsin the
maintenance bay."

R2 whistled.

The President closed her eyesfor amoment, then she asked, "How long have we been doing this?’

"Quiteawhile" the generd said. "1 could look it up.”

She shook her head. "L uke's X-wing was brought in thistime. He's been to Coruscant enough that we
can assume the change was made since his last meeting. Still, that'salong time. Mr. Fardreamer, how

many X-wings do you think have the new computer system?”

"Most of them, malam,” he said. "I was surprised to see one as old asthe Jedi Master's without an
overhaul."

"Most of them." She whispered the sentence. Her hands were clasped together so tightly that the
knuckles showed white. "And what about the new X-wings? How many arein use?'

"All but ahandful, Leia," the generd said.

"l wantfthem all checked. All of them. | dso want the rebuilt X-wings checked.”



"Y ou don't think that every X-wing hasabomb insde," the generd said.

"That's precisely what | do think," the President said. "And | want them removed.”

"That could ground our X-wing fleet for awhile"

"Better grounded than destroyed,” the President said. "Can you do this, Mr. Fardreamer?’
"Yes, maam." Cole stood. "But | think we might have abigger problem here."

Her face became perfectly till, her eyes huge, as she waited for him to elaborate.

"Not al the X-wings are here with the fleet. A number of them are out.”

She swalowed. "Do you think these need aremote detonator?’

He understood where she was going. If aremote detonator was needed, then the X-wings away from
Coruscant were probably safe.

"No, maam. This detonator is designed to go off when a certain combination of commandsis made."
"Do you know what that combination is?

Cole shook his head.

"Then every X-wing pilot'sin danger,” the President said.

"I'll issue an order grounding them immediately,” the generd said.

"Be sure to send oneto Jedi Master Skywalker," Cole said.

"Luke?" Thistime, the panic in the President's voice was evident.

"Y es, maam. The X-wing hetook is an exact replica of the prototype here, right down to the
computer.”

"Oh, Luke," she said. Then shelooked up at the generd. "I don't even know where heis.”

The genera put hisarm around her. "Well find him," he said. "We have no other choice.”

Almanialoomed in his viewscreen, alarge white-and-blue planet surrounded by clouds. Its three moons
were smdler than Almania, and colored differently. Two had alot of green mixed with the blue.

Luke's chartstold him that all three moons supported life, and had long-established cultures. Pydyr was
the most famous, both for its exclusiveness and for its wedth. He had never heard of the other two, or of
Almania, for that matter, until Brakiss had told him abouit it.

Oddly enough, hetrusted Brakisssinformation. Brakiss still had athread of goodnessin him, athread he



fought, but one that existed. L uke was afraid, though, that one day Brakiss would overcome that
goodness, and would use dl of his considerable powersfor evil. All Luke could do was help where he
might, and let Brakiss know that Luke wasthere. Letting his students go was the hardest part of teaching:
alowing them to make their own mistakes, alowing them to be themselves, alowing them to choose their
own paths. Brakiss had agreat ded to fight from his past; L uke hoped that Brakiss would make the
correct choice for the future.

But Brakiss had once again gone into Luke's past, except for hiswords about Almania. You're supposed
to go to Almania. The answers you want are there. And then, later:Leave the fighting to those who
areruthless. They'll win anyway.

Whoever wanted Luke in Almaniawas ruthless, so ruthlessthat he terrified Brakiss. Not even Luke
terrified Brakiss, not on that deep level. A part of Brakiss valued Luke, or he never would have given
Luke that warning.

But Brakiss didn't value the person who paid him to bring Luke to Almania. Brakiss feared that person.
That doneintrigued Luke. Thewarning intrigued him more.

He had spent the entire flight researching Almania. There wasn't alot to learn. Almaniawas on thefar
dde of the gdaxy. Nether the Empire nor the New Republic had paid it much attention. The Empire had
once contacted Pydyr to help finance campaigns, but Pydyr had sent a carefully worded message about
noninvolvement. Normally something like that would have set the Emperor off, but it didn't. Even with dl
itswedlth, Pydyr wastoo far away for the Empire to bother with.

While Pydyr saw itsdlf as noninvolved, Almania consdered itsdf loosdly tied to the Rebdlion, and later
to the New Republic. The Jehar, who had led Almania during the fight against the Empire, had sent
weapons and funds to several Rebel bases, including the one on Hoth. But the Jehar's leadership
changed shortly after the New Republic defeated Grand Admira Thrawn, and the communications from
Almaniastopped. Some reportstold of hideous brutality under Almanias new regime. Others spoke of
daughter on amass scae. But no one asked for help until later, and by that time, the New Republic was
busy with the Y evetha threat. Almania, ignored in the best of times, was forgotten.

Something nagged L uke about the timing, though. Before he had built his retreat in the Manari

Mountains, but after Callista, he had taught awide range of promising students, including Brakiss. Brakiss
had |eft during that time. Luke had thought that perhaps Brakisswastied to Almania, but he could find
nothing to link them. There was nothing in Brakisss mother's storiesto link them, either. And the Empire
had not had a presence on Almania, so Brakiss could not have gone there during his Imperid service.

Or could he?

Brakisswas, after dl, aspy.

Did Brakiss have something to do with the change in the Jehar? Brakiss had warned that Luke was
walking into atrap, and Brakiss was part of that trap. But was the warning part of it? Luke had not felt
that level of deceptionin Brakiss.

Only fear.

Leave thefighting to those who are ruthless.



They'll win anyway.

They hadn't in the past. In the past, Luke had been able to defeat them. From Vader to Papatine, from
Thrawn to Dada, from Waru to Nil Spaar, Luke and hisfriends had dealt with the ruthless and defeated
them. Y oda had taught him that there was great strength in the Force, strength that came from
compassion, not from hatred. In that hatred aone, the ruthless weskened themsalves.

"They won't win," Luke whispered to Brakiss, wishing he had thought to say thisin the droid factory. "I
can guaranteeit.”

Although Luke didn't know quite yet what he was facing. He only had the remembered pain of the blast,
the fear that had risen in Coruscant, and throughout the New Republic.

Ashegot closer to Almania, hefelt adigtinct chill. He checked the temperature in the X-wing. It was
normd. The chill emanated from his stomach, and wound itsalf around his heart. It was nothing like the
chill that had blasted him when al those people died.

Andyet it was.

The chill settled into his back and shoulders. He was nearing Pydyr. He opened a channel, expecting to
be challenged for being so close to such a private planet.

But his comm picked up nothing.

No scrambled signals.

No local broadcasts.

Nothing.

Nothing at dl.

And he should have gotten something.

He scanned the planet below. The buildings remained, and he got severd life-form readings. But only
about ten.

Ten on the entire moon.

When there should have been thousands.

Millions.

The chill gripped his heart. The cries had come from here. From Pydyr.
Hewould haveto investigate. Almania could wait aday.

Then hefdt the tendrils of apresence. It felt familiar, but too far away to be clear. And it felt amost asif
it were being filtered through a dense atmosphere. He had fdlt it before.

On Tdlti.



Just before he saw Brakiss.

But thiswasn't Brakiss. That much he knew. Thiswas someone el se. Someone equally familiar.
And more powerful. Much more powerful to befelt from so far away.

Thefeding had amaevolenceinit, though, that was unfamiliar. Except around Emperor Palpatine. Luke
had felt it then.

But thiswasn't Palpatine. Thiswas someone ese. Someone L uke had known...

He punched the coordinates for Pydyr into the navicomputer, and the X-wing swung around, veering off
itsnormal course and heading toward Pydyr. The answerswould be there.

Thefeding grew stronger, both familiar and unfamiliar. The dark sde was strong near Almania. Almost
asif the entire planet were awash in it. Luke's mouth was dry. Perhaps he should go back to Coruscant
and get help. Leia, Han, anyone. Going into this done would be very destructive and difficult.

But he could handle Pydyr. With only ten life-forms on the planet, he wasn't about to run into al of them
a once. He would see what happened on Pydyr, and make his decision from there.

The X-wing broke into the atmosphere. This side of Pydyr was awash in light. Buildings stood bel ow
him, with expansive avenues between them. Avenues wide enough to land an X-wingin.

Empty avenues.

An odd shuddery fedling ran up his back. He took control away from the navicomputer and began the
landing procedures himself. Thiswould take hands-on work. Even the automatic-guidance systems
wouldn't hep him here.

A light flashed on the screen. He glanced at it only to have it disappear. He frowned, wishing he had his
old X-wing, then he returned his attention to the landing. Precision landing of akind he hadn't donein
years. He pulled the joystick—

—and fdlt the X-wing shudder beneath him.

The buildings were close on both sides. The X-wing shuddered again, and the computer locked. The
screenswent dark. Luke reached for the gect button only to find it was missing.

There was no droid gect either, of course.

He was stuck.

He grabbed for the hatch. He would open it by hand. He had no other choice. The ground spun closeto
him—

—asthe X-wing exploded.

TWENTY-SX



Thistimeit was Leldsturnto call an Inner Council meeting on short notice. She decided to hold it in the
Ambassadoria Dining Room. The X-wing problem had to be dedlt with quickly, and she picked the
room closest to the bays.

The corridors here were highly polished, and the plants around the pillars well-tended. The dining room
was often used for state dinners, and the entrance always had to ook spectacular.

Leia hated the formality of the area, even though she had helped design it.

She and Wedge had reached the grand staircase leading up to the dining room when shefelt cold. Her
vison blurred, and she sumbled, clutching the mahogany railing for support.

A faceformed in the air before her. The same white face she had seen before the bombing. It smiled, its
black, empty eyes glittering their amusement.

Leaan unfamiliar voicesaid in her ear.Lea.

And then she collgpsed, her elbows and knees hitting the marble edges of the airs. She thudded down
to thefloor, the marble cutting into her aready-ripped military fatigues.

"Leid" Wedge said. He bent over her, his strong hands bracing her shoulders. "Areyou dl right?’
Her teeth were chattering. "Evacuate the building.”

"What?'

"Evacuaethe building,” shesad.

"On the basis of what?'

"That face." She sat up. Her hands were shaking. "I had the same vision before the bombing.”

But it had been different. Then she had heard voices scream and had been overwhelmed by cold. The
destruction that had sent Luke to Coruscant before the actua bomb went off.

"All right," Wedge sad. "I'll—"

"No, wait." She passed ahand over her face. The owner of that Skeletal mask wanted her to panic. She
had to think. She had to set her emotions aside and think. "Thisis an unscheduled meeting. No one
would know were here."

"Still," Wedge said, "we should change locations.”

Lelashook her head. The disorientation was till there, but it wasn't as strong. She used Wedge'sarm to
help hersdlf to her feet. "No. It fed s different. That face. It was warning me of something else.”

And she could almost grasp what that something else was. Almost, but not quite. It would cometo her,
though. She was certain of that.

"Let's have the meeting,” shesad.



"All right." Wedge sounded confused, but he obvioudy wasn't going to ask more questions. "At least |et
me post some more guards.”

Leiashook her head. "We did that before the bombing, too. For al | know, thisvison is stress-related. |
was feding stressed before the Senate mesting.”

"And now, too, huh?'

She smiled a him. "'l don't like these detonators, Wedge. Whoever planted them has found yet another
way to penetrate my home. Coruscant isno longer safe”

"It never redly was, Leia"

"1 know. But until recently | could go about my businesswithout fedling the threet of death hanging over
me. Now | worry about everything. | worry about the children'srooms. | worry about the hallways. |
worry about Han and theFalcon. If the X-wings were tampered with, what €l se was? How much more
of thisarewe going to find, Wedge?'

" think the key isdiscoveringwho did it."

"l suppose.” Lelagtraightened her shoulders. "Although | think | know."

Wedge said nothing. He had made his thoughts clear in the maintenance bay. He agreed with one of the
guards. The Empire rarely announced its presence so conveniently.

They climbed the sairsto the dining room, but at awak instead of arun. The other Council members
were already inside, but they weren't seated. Leia said nothing as she passed them. She went to her
chair, sat down, and waited until they did the same.

Wedge stood behind her, as support and verification.

She called the meeting to order.

"It'sirregular,” R'yet Coome said, "to have anonmember present.”

"Generd Antillesishereat my request,” Lelasaid. "We discovered something rather disturbing this
afternoon.”

Wedge opened a pouch and set the detonators on the table. C-Gosf waved a delicate hand over them.
"What're these?"

"Wefound these in our X-wings. The entire squadron is outfitted with them, apparently,” Lelasad.
"They're detonators," Wedge said.
"With Imperial markings,” Gno said. He sounded stunned.

Meido's crimson face did not change color. He peered at the detonators, then smiled at Leia. "Nicetry,
President.”

The chill shehad felt earlier returned. "Try?"



"Try," he said. "We accuse General Solo and you find a different device that pointsto the Empire. How
very convenient.”

"What do these detonators have to do with the bombing of the Senate Hall?' Wwebyls asked.

Meido shot him awithering look. "Everything, Wwebyls. The President istrying to show usthat her
husband had nothing to do with the X-wings, and so by implication, we are to assume he had nothing to
do with the Senate Hall."

Leiaclenched her fists under the table. Meido was going to oppose her at every turn. "Generd Antilles
has warned the squadrons to bring the X-wingsin, but there are some he's been unable to raise. | want to
send agenerd distress sgna throughout the New Republic's planets so that we can bring home those
who might bein danger.”

"What triggers these detonators?' Gno asked.

"Wedon't know," Leiasad. "We're working on that right now."

"And they'rein every X-wing?"

"Webdieve s0."

"Oh, dear," Fey'lyasaid. "If they'rein each X-wing, where ese might they be?'

"Good question," Medo said. "Why don't we ask the President.”

"Lelawouldn't know that," C-God said. "Shewould if she planted them."

"You'vegonetoo far,” Bel Iblissaid. "Y ou owe the President an apology.”

Leiawaved ahand to silence Bdl. "Actualy, I'd like to hear why Senator Meido believes| have
suddenly become atraitor to the Republic.”

"Y our husband, President, and his attack on the Hall. Even you have said he would do nothing without
your gpprova.”

"What are they accusing Han of 7" Wedge whispered.

"Treason," ChoFi whispered back.

"Han Solo! 2" Wedge had stopped whispering. "That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard. Han Solo was
risking hislifefor the Rebelion while these cowards were hiding under the wings of the Empire. Y ou,
Meido, have no right—"

"Wedge," Lelasaid softly. "Y oure aguest. Y ou don't have permissonto talk.”

"| can't believe you tolerate this stupidity,” Wedge said.

"Not everyone believesit's supidity,” Meido said. "Who better to betray the New Republic than
someone who is one of its most-trusted members. Y ou forget that Pal patine was a senator when he



overthrew the Old Republic.”

"None of us hasforgotten that,” Gno said. "Thisisdifferent.”

"Isit?'

"| think you're being too zedlous," Fey'lyasaid to Medo. "I know you're trying to prove you're worthy

of your Council seat. But attacking President Organa Solo is not theway to do it. She and | have had our
differencesin the past"—and he smiled a Leiaas he said this—"but even | would never impeach her

good name.”

"Y ou wouldn't haveto,” Meido said. "I'm glad you caled this meeting, President, because | was about to
cal onemysdf. Y ou need to know that there's a no-confidence movement in the Senate. Therewill bea
vote shortly.”

"What's a no-confidence movement?' Wedge asked.

"It means" C-Gosf said, "that the government will say it no longer has confidencein Leidsleadership. If
the no-confidence vote passes, Lelawill have to step down. The leaders of the vote will forceit.”

"They can't do that,” Wedge said. "Y ou're Mon Mothma's chosen successor.”

"Yes, they can,” Gno said. "Chaosen or not, shewasratified by avote.”

Everything was moving too fast for Leia. It was dl spinning out of control. She could handle the big,
obviousthreets, but the treacheries hidden everywhere, evenin little bugs insde machines, were too
much. Leidsfingernalswere digging into her pam, shewould maintain asemblance of calm, evenif she
weren't realy cam. She would regain control. Thefirgt place to do so wasinsde thisroom.

She turned to Meido. "What's the no-confidence vote based on?"

"Onthe preliminary bombing results” he sad.

"Redlly?' Her voice was cold. She made hersdlf as haughty and regd as she could, even though she
wanted to tear him from limb to limb. "And how did the full Senate get those results, consdering that they
were part of aprivate meeting of the Inner Council?'

Theroom suddenly became very slent.

"|l—ah—I don't know, President.” Meido said. Now the crimson was fading from hisface. Shefindly
decided that she liked that trait. It broadcast his emotions.

"You don't know?' she asked. "And yet the full Senate will be voting based on facts from a closed
session of the Inner Council? A votel didn't know about. How did you find out?"

"Presdent,” R'yet said softly, "Meido, Wwebyls, and | are new to the Inner Council. We don't know dl
therules™

"That argument held last mesting, Ryet,” Leiasaid. "l won't accept it thistime. Y ou know therules. You
have just decided to play differently. Well, it won't work. Thisis not the Empire. We do things
aboveboard here."



"Except,” Meido mumbled, "sabotage.”

"President Organa Solo has done nothing wrong,” Gno said.
"Nether hasHan," Leiasad.

"Our evidence says otherwise."

"Y our evidence could have been planted. Given your callous disregard for the rules of the Senate, you
might have shown the same disregard for the rules of law here on Coruscant.”

"Y ou have no right to make that charge,Princess,” Meido said.

"Just as you had no right to reved private documents from this meeting, Senator.” Lelaignored his use of
her former title, even though he was doing so to remind others of the arrogance often displayed by
aristocracy, athough never by anyone from Alderaan.

"Thisarguing will get usnowhere,” Fey'lyasaid. "We have saverd issues on the table: the sabotage of the
X-wings,; the bombing; the no-confidence vote; and the indiscreet mouths of some Council members” He

turned hisface toward the new members. "I movethat if we have any new leaks, the new members be
expdled.”

"l second,” Gno said.

"All right,” Leiasad. "All infavor say yes™

Every member of the Council, except for the three newcomers, chorused "Yes.”
"Opposed?’ she asked swestly.

Meido spoke hisno softly, asdid R'yet Coome and Wwebyls.

"The motion passes. Any more leaked information will result in your expulsion from thisbody. Isthat
understood?'

"Oh, it'sunderstood,” Meido said. "Y ou blame everything on us, Princess, because we lived under your
former enemies. Now al someone hasto do isleak more information and we no longer belong to this
body. How convenient for you. Just as those detonators with an Imperia stamp are convenient. How
many other convenient ways are you going to find to undermine the changes in the Senate?"

"You'rebeing unfar,” C-Gosf sad.

"Am|?' Medo'swhitelines glared off hisface. "I guessit really doesn't matter, because by the next time
this august body meets, the good princess will no longer be amember. Shewill berecalled, her
leadershipinruins. It'sasmal priceto pay,Princess, for killing your colleagues.”

"l didn't," she said. She was shaking. She kept her hands under the table. "I can't believe you're accusing
me of that."

"And | can't believe you think we're smplistic enough to think that you can let go of your enmity toward



your former enemies. How many Imperia soldiersdid you kill on Endor, Princess? How many minor
bureaucrats died when the Death Star blew?"

"Those weren't innocent people,” Bel Iblissaid.
"Redly?' Medo sad. "Many of them werejust doing their jobs."
"If their jobs were to run amachine of degath, then they deserved to die," C-Gosf said.

"| certainly hope you don't bdievethat," Fey'lyasad. "Becauseif you do, then logicdly, any fighter pilot
should die aswell. The X-wings are star fighters. They were built for that, just asthe Death Star was built
to destroy planets. That both an X-wing and a Death Star can be used for transport is merely incidental.”

Leiacould barely bresthe. She shook her head. The discord in the room felt persond, asif she had
caused it. " Senator Meido has apoint. Things are never as smple asthey seem. Not even in accusing
another member of this Council of sabotage. Have your no-confidence vote. Y ou can put apolitical spin
on anything. But | will stand by my record. Since the Battle of Endor | have served this Republic, and
since | was eighteen, | served the Rebdllion against the Emperor. And | have served it well. Y ou can play
al the political gamesyou want, Meido. Y ou can manipulate things behind the scenes. Y ou can destroy
the unity that has marked this body from the beginning. And while that might give you persona power, it
will only hurt the New Republic. | hope you understand that. | hope you factor that into what you're
doing."

"I know what I'm doing,” Meido said. "I don't plan to harm the New Republic. | planto hepit.”
"Y our methods leave alot to be desired,” Leiasaid.

"And so0 do yours,Princess. So do yours."

Night had fallen on Coruscant. The streetlights were on, but they cast apale glow over the rubble that
still marred the outside of the Senate Hall. 3PO stopped outside the restricted area, but R2 kept going,
his heedlamp making acirde of light through the gloom.

"I will not go any farther,” 3PO said. "That blaster shot damaged your circuits. I'm going to report you to
MigressLeia"

R2 blasted araspberry at him.
"R2, redlly, thisisnonsense. Master Cole is quite an efficient technician, but heisnot adroid repairman.
Hewouldn't know if your memory chipswere damaged. Y ou need to have someone professiona go

over your circuits. You're not acting like yoursdlf." 3PO waited outside the lines marking off the restricted
area. R2 cast his headlamp on some of the rubble, then continued forward.

IIRZ!II
R2 blegped a him.

3PO gasped. "Y ou mafunctioning little twerp! Y ou have no right to call me names, not when | have your
own best interest at heart.”



R2 beeped three times.

"Y ou do not have the Republic'sinterest at heart. Y ou don't have a heart!™

R2 disappeared into the ruined building.

"You can't gointherel” 3PO said. "It's not safe! The roof will cavein onyou!”
R2 whistled. The sound echoed from inside.

"Found something?' 3P0 said. "How could R2 find something when the investigators didn't?* He
stepped over the line and into the rubble. "'I'm coming, R2!"

R2 did not respond. 3PO tilted his body and rested a golden hand againgt the rubble to brace himself.
"R2, wait for mel"

R2 whigtled again, then beeped.
"I'm going asfast as| can!" 3PO said, and then added softly, "Save driver.”

A huge pile of rubble blocked the door. The rubble was made up of parts of the celling, permacrete, and
masonry that had broken off during the explosion. Much of it was covered with blood.

A faint light shone through the dirt-strewn corridor. Pieces of droids—mostly protocol droids—littered
the floor. Hands stuck through the broken masonry. Charred heads stared darkly at the gloom.

R2 chirruped a caution.

"l am being careful of thewires" 3PO said, "dthough | can't believethey'd fill belive. It would help if
you camein here and cast alight on my path.”

R2 beeped.

"No, | am not being unreasonable.”

R2 beeped again.

"And no, | am not following you. | am keeping an eye on you. Someone hasto. Y ou sustained serious
damage, and I'm till not certainif you'rein your right circuitry.”

R2 raspberried him again.

"l don't care what you cal me. Most droids would need three days of maintenance just to get the carbon
scoring off thelr plates. Y ou go bustling off after afew moments, muttering something about having the
solution to the bombing. | don't understand how getting hit with a blaster would give you any kind of
Lolutionat dl.”

3PO rounded the corner. R2 was standing near the rubble closest to the door of the Senate Hall. Most
of the dirt had been cleared away, leaving dectronic parts, broken metal, and ruined communications
devices. Bitsof furniture were mixed in: the desks designed for multilimbed senators; the perches made



for birdlike representatives; the trandators for those who didn't speak Basic.

R2 had hisjack in the middle of the pile. His scanner was out, and it was flashing asit moved. His
headlamp was trained on the pilein front of him.

"Surely theinvestigatorsfiltered through that junk,” 3PO said. "Asusud, you're making too much of all
of this. Sometimes, R2, | wonder why Master L uke tolerates you. Y ou've become much too eccentric.”

R2 beeped.

"No, of course | don't want him to replace you with anew droid. Those new droids are stuck-up.” 3PO
stopped beside the pile R2 was working on.

R2 moaned softly.
"Y ou wereright?' 3PO asked. "About what?"

R2 pulled hisjack out from the rubble. Init, he hdld asmall detonator of the same type found in the
X-wing.

"It hasan Imperia signature,” 3PO said. "Oh, dear. Midtress Laeaisn't going to likethis."
R2 beeped.
"No, | don't like it much either. Will those Imperid monsters never leave usaone?

R2 didn't answer. He et the detonator on asmall patch of bare floor, then began to rummage through
the pileagain.

"| thought you found what you were looking for. We should leave, tell, someone about this." 3PO
started toward the door. When he stepped into the darkness, he turned. R2 was till digging through the
pile. "R2, you've doneall you can. Weneed to tell MigtressLeia”

R2 beeped long and loud.

"What do you mean | don't understand? | understand perfectly.”

R2 chirruped.

3PO came back into the room. A bit of rubblefell off the ceiling and he ducked. "It's not safe here. You
have enough.”

R2 beeped.

"There hasto be more what? The detonator isall you—oh." 3PO leaned againgt apile and then sprang
away when it moved. "l see. The detonator in the X-wingsworked in concert with the computer. Y ou
need to know what this detonator worked with. Move aside, then. Well both look.

"And," he added softly, "I hope we don't get blown up in the process.”

TWENTY-SEVEN



Luke wrapped hisarms around his head as he soared through the air. Bits of flaming shrapnd fell all
around him. He had barely opened the X-wing's hatch when the ship exploded. If he had beeninsde, he
probably would have broken his neck againgt the shatterproof glass.

It felt asif hefel forever. His skin burned where the shrapnd hit him. He couldn't control thefdl. There
was nowhere soft to land. He braced himself, using al of his Force strength, but something was
interfering. He felt asif he were wrapped in cotton.

And then he landed. Legsfirgt, the bonesin hisleft ankle snapping. He tucked and rolled, the carved
pavement biting his back, his shoulders. He kept rolling until he dammed into abuilding, and he lay there
for amoment, unable to breathe from the shock of it all.

The main section of the X-wing had landed near him. More parts rained around him, sparks flying.
Curtainsin the building beside him burned. Smoke rose up the mudbrick walls, scorching them. More
burning pieces of the X-wing were scattered al along the sandstone strest.

The smoke had an acrid smdll. Sweat ran down Luke's face. His whole body hurt, and he still had
trouble drawing a breath. Sparks were dancing all around him. He peered at them, saw bits of materia in
the flame, and then swore.

Theback of hisflight suit was burning.

Herolled over onto hisback, trying to smother the flames while undoing the fasteners. His hands shook.
He couldn't move fast enough. The heat on his back was stunningly painful. His fingers kept working,
working, working, and findly he had the suit loose. He pulled it down to hiswa<, then twisted and
dapped the burning materia with hisartificia right hand.

Theflameswent out.

He closed hiseyes.

That was close.

The crackling of the nearby fires kept him focused. A bang resounded from far away/as part of the
X-wing collapsed.

No one had come to gawk at the explosion. No one had cometo put out thefire.

No one had cometo help him.

His readings had been right, then. Pydyr was nearly empty.

He opened his eyes, and assessed the damage. Hisleft ankle was broken and swollen to twiceitssize.
Ever since his experience on theEye of Palpatine, hisleft leg had been wesk, vulnerable to too much
pressure. His knee ached dso, but that felt like asympathetic injury.

He had alot of bruises. Too many to count, too many even to allow himsdlf to fed. He didn't want to

think about the possibilities of interna injuries. Hisleft hand was dightly burned—he must have touched
the flames with hisreal hand—and his back felt raw. He wasthirsty, abad sgn.



But while Pydyr's popul ation was gone, its buildings weren't. He would probably be able to find water.
Maybe he would find some burn cream, too, something to ease the pain in hisback and his hand.

Still no one had arrived. The flames burned on in the odd light, the sparks swarming liketiny bugs. He
had to get away from here. The flames were spreading, had already spread to the building he had landed

againg.

The emptiness bothered him. He patted his side for hislight-saber, and found it, dightly scorched, but
fine

Theatificid skin had burned off hisright hand, reveaing the mechanica workings. He baled his hand
into afist and braced himsdlf on hisknuckles as he rose. The strength in hisarm would help him for the
moment. He would need a crutch of somekind, but for now, he could limp.

He braced hims=lf on the nearest building and hobbled away from the flames. Histhirst was growing. He
made himsdlf ignore it, as best he could.

The emptiness appalled him more than the crash did. He assumed some of that was shock. Y &, there
was an eerieness here that he had only felt afew times before. This street was meant to havelifeinit.
These buildings were meant to house families, to hold laughter and conversation and warmth. The street
should befull of voices, of vendors, of people going about their business. He should smell dien cuisine,
unusua perfume, even unfamiliar garbage.

Instead, the only smell was smoke from his destroyed X-wing, the only sound the snap of flames, and his
own ragged breathing.

He ducked into an archway, and leaned against the column. It too was made of mudbrick and decorated
with tiny stones. He leaned his forehead on them. Spots danced in front of his eyes. He didn't know the
proper burn treatments. Hed always had R2 for information, the medical pak for emergencies, and a
whole battery of medica personne on the inhabited planets.

Here he had no one.

Except himsdlf.

Even on theEye of Palpatine, he had had Callista

He pushed thoughts of her from his mind. He couldn't afford to think of her, especidly not now.

He caught his breath and went insde the building. The smoke hadn't gotten here yet, and the only acrid
scent came from his own clothing.

Hewasin an entry, filled with brown carved tile. The walls were covered with frescoes, mostly of a
humanoid people with ova faces and dmond eyes; long, flowing arms; and smal mouths that didn't seem
to smile. Yet their entire demeanor radiated joy. Wooden chairs stood in the hall. They were covered
with dugt.

A stand near the door held walking sticks and canes. He pulled one out and leaned on it, thankful that it
could take some of hisweight.



He had to find a source of water. He was getting dizzy. His back throbbed. He rounded a corner,
walking carefully on thelong red rugs that covered the flooring. If it weren't for the dust, the house would
be spotless. Yet it looked lived-in and cared-for.

What had happened to these people?

He went through two more archways and carefully decorated rooms before discovering akitchen. It
resembled the kitchens he had seen among the wealthy on Coruscant. Modern appliances gleamed from
thewalls. Knobs, dids, and keyboards substituted for the crude cooking facilities he used on Yavin 4. All
the pots and pans here were for decoration. But there was awater recycler and a purifying pot near the
cooking pad. He staggered over to it, grabbed a porcelain mug, and turned on the recycler.

It groaned, then hummed to life. In amoment, he had clear, fresh water.

Hedrank it down quickly. One glass, then two, then three. He had never tasted anything so good. The
dizzinesswas fading, and his mind was clearing. He studied the keypad. If it was likethe oneson
Coruscant, it wouldn't have just kitchen information. It would aso tell him what supplieswerein the
house, afamily history, and ahistory of Pydyr. It would aso carry news feeds and anything else he
needed to know.

Heleaned his hips against the counter, and used hisright hand to activate the keyboard. Hisfinger was
al metal now, except for the charred pieces of synthetic skin hanging off it. He hoped the keypad wasn't
activated by fingerprint or retind scan.

The screen sprang to life.

STRANGER. YOU ARE NOT IN OUR RECORDS.

Luketyped: | AM NEW HERE. Y OUR OWNERS ARE GONE.

WE KNOW. IT HASBEEN SILENT HERE. BUT WE ARE INSTRUCTED NOT TO GIVE
INFORMATION TO STRANGERS EXCEPT IN CASE OF EMERGENCY .

ITISAN EMERGENCY, Luketyped. | AM INJURED, MAYBE DYING. | NEED MEDICAL
ATTENTION. HAVE YOU A MED KIT?

WE HAVE A MEDICAL DROID.
Luke started. He had seen no droids.

THE DROIDS APPEAR TO BE MISSING ASWELL, hetyped. HAVE YOU MEDICAL
INFORMATION IN YOUR STORES?

CERTAINLY, STRANGER. AND A MEDICAL KIT IN THE CABINET ABOVE THE KEYPAD
YOU ARE USING.

Luke sought out the medical kit, found it, and removed the burn cream. He longed for adroid, but knew
that he had to tend himsalf. He cleaned off his burns, wincing as he did so, then applied cream and a
bandage. When he finished that, he devised asplint for hisankle.

Then helooked up. The screen held asingle message.



PLEASE, STRANGER. TELL USWHERE OUR MASTERSHAVE GONE.
L uke shook his head and typed, THE PLANET ISEMPTY .

The screen shut itsdlf off with adight moan. Hefdt for amoment asif he werewith R2. R2 would have
had asimilar reaction. R2 would fed lossif Lukedied.

How curious. The change had happened so fast that thisfamily hadn't had time to inform its house
computer. He remembered the chill and the voices. The Death Star had destroyed the planet. This new
weapon |eft the planet, and destroyed dl life.

Or at least dl humanoid life.

Hefdt aflash of a presence again, the same presence he had felt when he had entered the Almanian
system. It was watching him.

"Show yoursdlf." hesad.

"Show yourself," he said. But no one did.

Han landed theFalcon on the far side of Skip 1'slanding strip. He had Chewbacca bundle Seluss off to
theinfirmary, such asit was, without promising to pay for Seluss's care. Han hoped that Chewie would
pay for abit of care himsdlf. That singed fur worried Han.

He was hanging upside down under theFalcon's power core. The scarred metal looked asif it hadn't
been touched, but he wanted to be certain. On the way back to Skip 1, he had run a scan of theFalcon

to make sure Seluss, the Glottalphib, or Davis hadn't tampered with it. He could see no obvious
sabotage, but that didn't mean it wasn't there.

He hated being on the Run. It made him even more paranoid than usud.

He needed to get some information about Davis and about the Jawas, but he would do that after Chewie
came back. Han wasn't about to leave theFalcon again. He suspected he would need to make aquick
getaway. Nandreeson wasn't the type to give up.

The hatch hissed. Han grabbed his blaster, and pulled himsdlf out of the well near the power core. Then
he heard Chewie bark hisname.

"Back here, Chewie!"

Chewieroared and Han sighed. Once, just once, held like to do what he wanted, when he wanted.
"I'll go into the Skip when I'm done here," he said.

Chewieroared again.

"Impatient sack of bones," Han muttered. He climbed across the well and onto the floor grid. "I'm
coming!”



He rounded the corner to find that Chewie had dready |eft theFalcon. The hatch was till open. Han
ducked ouit.

Chewie stood at the bottom of the ramp.

"Y ou could have waited," Han said.

Chewie put along, hairy finger to his mouth and then pointed. Han followed the direction. On the far
side of the bay, smugglers were working, much asthey had on Skip 5. Han frowned at Chewie, then got
off the ramp and edged past afew other vehicles parked on the bay.

Han hid under thewing of amodified Gizer freighter. The metal was rusted and pockmarked and
provided perfect viewing without allowing him to be seen.

Zeen Afit was carrying computer parts. Blue followed, gingerly carrying screens. Wynni was afew yards

behind, her furry arms wrapped around four chairsthat had boltsin their bases. Two more smugglers,
both Sullustan, were carrying the cushions on top of their heads.

They were stripping aship. In Han's day, smugglers never did that unless they had been betrayed by the
ship's owner or unless the owner was dead.

Something about this stripping had bothered Chewie, though, and Han couldn't see the ship from his
hiding place. After the procession passed, he dipped out from under the wing, and moved closer.

The ship looked familiar. She was a space yacht that had seen better days. Her Sdes were battered and

her hull damaged from what appeared to be adifficult landing. Her name had been scratched off the Side,
but Han could Htill read it.

ThelLady Luck.

Lando had been here.

OntheRun.

And there was only one reason he would have come
Han.

Only Han wasfree.

Lando would never betray his smuggling friends, at least not intentiondly. And for dl their bluster, the
smugglers on the Run were Lando's friends, as much as smugglerslike that could be friends.

Which only left one option.
Lando had arrived alone—
—and Nandreeson had been waiting for him.

TWENTY-EIGHT



Femon would have laughed at him, and told him he was afraid of his own imaginings. Sometimes Kueller
missed her. She had been with him avery long time. He could still hear her voicein his head, admonishing
him.

He missed her, but he didn't regret killing her. Some thingsjust had to be done.

He was standing on the very spot where she had died, in the control center on Almania. He had
replaced the death masks she loved on the walls, and added afew of his own. His guards stood behind
him, sllently watching. Hisemployees beieved in him, but afew fanaticswere dl it took. He didn't want
to bevigilant al thetime. So he had hisguards. They would protect him, and they would make no
mistakes.

He frightened them.
But hedidn't frighten Luke Skywalker.

Kudler pulled his chair out and sat down, extending hislong legs under the console. The screen before
him showed the wreckage of Skywalker's X-wing. It had landed near some of the most valuable houses
on Pydyr, houses whose wedlth had not yet been plucked. For afew moments, Kueller had been afraid
that he would lose that wedlth, but he thought it asmall priceto pay for Skywaker.

Skywalker, injured, on Pydyr.
Perfect.

He punched a button and said to one of his undersecretariesin communications, "1 want an interstellar
link to Coruscant. | want you to get President Leia Organa Solo. Tell her it's about her brother, and then
have her hold for me."

"Yes, ar," the undersecretary said. Theimage winked away.

Kudler returned his gaze to the house that Skywalker had crawled into. Femon would have chided him:
What are you so afraid of, Kueller? not redizing that the limping man with the burned back had
survived the crash.

A lessar man would not have.

Kueller had expected Skywaker to cometo Almania. His decision to land on Pydyr had been a
surprise, as had the explosion. Kueller had watched it dl on the monitor. He had felt it in hisgut.

At least he knew the detonators worked. He just hadn't expected Skywalker to execute the destruct
command by accident.

Kueller had blocked the Force repercussions as best he could. He wanted President Organa Solo to
sense that something was wrong, but not to know what that something was. Kudller would never have
been able to achieve thiswith Skywalker himsdf, but Organa Solo had neglected her Jedi training. She
was deficient in many important aress, areas Kueler meant to use to his own advantage.

And after he reached her, he would go to Skywalker. Even though the man was injured, even though he
had lost everything, he would still be aformidable opponent.



But the injury made other things possible. Theinjury did weaken Skywaker, and it would weaken his
resolve. He might need some fadt, easy strength. Kueller might succeed where the Emperor had not.

Kudler might be able to turn Luke Skywalker to the dark side.
And then they would rule together: Kueller as Emperor, and Luke as his Darth VVader.

How very appropriate.

Leiafdt asif she were back on Hoth, working on the Rebd base. She and Wedge were seated side by
sde, the computers before them humming with activity. Admira Ackbar sat at another terminal and so
did the other high-ranking military officias. They were tracking down the remaining X-wings, the ones
that had left Coruscant after the reconditioning. Admiral Ackbar had suggested having some of the
lower-grade officers doing this, but Leiawouldn't hear of it. She knew she could trust the peoplein the
room. She didn't know many of the other officers, and she didn't know if she could trust them.

Too many liveswere at stake. She had to know this was doneright.

Besides, it gave her something el se to concentrate on besides her anger at Meido. The no-confidence
vote would be held the next day, and Senator Gno wanted her to campaign. She would: asinglerousing
gpeech just before the vote was held. She remembered no-confidence votes from her daysin the Old
Republic. They were often based on gut fedling. If she could make the remaining senators fedl good
about her, shewould win thevote.

For now, though, she had to stay busy, even though it didn't seem to be helping asit normdly did.
Beneath her anger at Meido, she felt adeep unease. The keletd face she had seen in the hallway kept
resurfacing in her vison, and each timeit did, shefelt alow-gradefear, asif Han or one of the children
were in grave danger. But she had contacted Anoth, and Winter had assured her that the children were
fine. And she would know if something serious had happened to Han.

At least that waswhat she told herself.

"President Organa Solo." A lieutenant bent over her station. He looked impossibly young, and hisvoice
had atremor when he spoke to her. She still wasn't used to making people nervousjust by being who
shewas. "Thereisamessage for you. Would you liketo teke it privately?

She glanced around the room. These people were her most-trusted friends. She had no secrets from
them. "I'll takeit here.”

"I'll haveit relayed. It's holo-coded.” Hel€ft.

Wedge looked up from his station, afrown on hisface. "Holo-coding. | haven't seen much of that since
the Empire”

Leianodded. She pushed her chair back. There was an open space on the floor between the terminals.
The holo would show there.

Suddenly the air rippled. Then it smoothed into a see-through wall.



"It'scoming from along distance away,” Admira Ackbar said.

Leadared a it intently. Thefeding of unease that had followed her since the meeting was growing.
Findly the ripples codesced into aface.

Lelagasped. It wasthe skeletdl face of her visons. Its eyes were dark, endless, and its mouth was athin
black line. Its cheeks were concave and its forehead gleamed like bone. The facefilled the center of the

room.

"LeiaOrgana Solo." The mouth moved in timeto the words. Thiswas no mask like the one Vader had
worn. Thisseemed redl.

"I'm President Organa Solo," she said, rising to her full height.

Therewasabrief slence before hisreply. "My nameis Kueller. I'm sure you have not heard of me, but
you havefdt my presence.”

A shudder ran down her back. How hadhe known that?

"Youfdt it when | destroyed the people of Pydyr in asingle moment, without using anything as crude as
aDeath Star or a Star Destroyer. | prefer elegant, smple weapons, don't you?”

Leiajutted out her chin. She had to look regd and unafraid before this madman. "What do you want?"
She used the same cold voice she had used on Meido.

Again, there was the pause. Then the desth mask smiled at her. ™Y our attention, madam.” She had the
sense that the mask was part of Kueller and not part of Kudler. It chilled her.

"Y ou have that. For the moment.”
"Good." Kueller'sface winked out. A ripple replaced it.
"Did we lose the transmission?' Wedge asked.

Admird Ackbar shook his head. "No. He's doing something else. It'safunction of the distance. Just like
the moments of silence before hisreplies. It istaking timefor thistransmissonto carry.”

"We have instant communication al over thisgdaxy,” the lieutenant said.
"Not dl over," Wedge said softly.

Animage waved, then coaesced into asmall form collapsed on the floor. A small building burned beside
it, and in the distance some metal burned.

Leiasguatted. Thefigure was Luke. Hisflight suit was off and in rags. His back looked like amass of
raw flesh. He wasn't moving.

A wave of pain and anger hit her. She reded backward, felt abit of terror mixed with it, and through it
al, shefdt Luke.



Luke! she sent.
Lecce—
Luke's mental voice was cut off, replaced by a deep, throaty laughter Leia had never heard before.

Hisimage winked away. Theripply see-through wall resppeared. And then the skeletal face was back,
the laughter dying onitslips.

"No mental games, President Organa Solo. Y our brother lives. For now."
"What have you doneto him?"' she asked.

The deeth's head amiled. Theimage was s0 large she felt asif she could fall into the mouth and never
comeout. "l did nothing. His ship conveniently destroyed itself.”

"The X-wing," Wedge whispered. Admira Ackbar shushed him.

"1 would have preferred that he land abit closer to home, but he did not. Still, he's on my property now,
and on my property he will stay. Unlessyou do two things. First, you must disband your inefficient
government. And second, you must turn power over to me."

"Why would we do that?"

"Because | will kill your brother if you do not.”

Leafdt cold. Ice-cold. "Y ou think | will trade millions of livesfor one, no matter how much it meansto
me?'

"1 know your heart, President. Y our brother means as much to you as your husband. Asyour children. |
could kill them now, if you like. Would that help you decide?"

Lelaforced hersdlf to swallow. Shewould not allow him to intimidate her with idle threats. But she had
to be careful in case histhreatsweren't idle. Y oure very far away to be making such threats, Kudler."

The smile grew wider. "Are you testing me, Presdent? Because | warn you, | do not bluff.”

"What do you redly want?"

"l believe your government logt its effectiveness years ago. | want to return efficient rule to thisgaaxy.”
"And you're the man to do so?" she asked.

The smileleft the desth's head. "'l am theperson to do so, President. | have done so on my homeworld. |
cando it anywheredse.”

"I've never heard of you," Lelasaid. "How do | know you're capable of such wisdom?”

"No one had heard of young L uke Skywalker before he rescued you from the Death Star. Or of the
brash Han Solo before he joined Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi. There were even planets that had



not heard of you before the Rebdlion, President. Sometimes reputations develop late.”

"What will you doif | refuseto turn the New Republic over to you?'

The smilereturned. "1 will kill your brother. And your husband. And your children.”

Leiaput her hands behind her back. She used a Jedi cadming method so that her emotionsremained in
check. Shewould fed terror and anger later. Now she had to be aleader. The best leader the New
Republic had ever known. And sometimes being aleader meant knowing when to ask the right question.
"What if | «ill refused?'

The death's head tilted, and part of its forehead disappeared out of the holo frame. She had surprised
thisKudler."Y ou would refuse?'

"I haven't made any decisonsyet," she said, keeping her voice cam. "'l smply want to know my

options.”
"Then | will destroy your subjects, Presdent.”
"Why would you want to do that?' Leiaasked. "Even if you succeeded, you'd have no oneleft to rule.”

"There are dways more worlds. With the wedlth | would have from the New Republic, | can find those
worlds.”

"Y ou can't kill everyonein the Republic,” Wedge said. "The Emperor tried to intimidate everyoneinto his
power, and it took years."

The deeth's heed's smile grew. "1 can kill al of them at once."
"That's hundreds of worlds,” Admiral Ackbar said. "Y ou can't kill that many beings a the sametime.”

"Ah, but | can." The death's head turned and looked at something in itsview, but its head suddenly faced
Admira Ackbar. The mouth gave an order in alanguage Lelawas unfamiliar with.

Shelooked to Wedge in confusion. He shrugged, and as he did so, awave of terror hit her. It was
mixed with cold and voices screaming. She felt abetraya and shock so deep that it devastated her. Not
again, shethought. The weight of it made her stagger.Sop! she thought, or maybe she screamed. She
didn't know. The cold grew deeper.

And then the voices were silent.

Shewas stting on the floor, tears she hadn't known she had shed on her cheeks. The othersin the room
were staring at her in astonishment. Wedge helped her up. "What happened?'

The face had atriumphant look. The blackness behind the eyes seemed deeper. It felt more powerful
than before.

Force-sengtive. Kudler could use the Force.

And heusad it for thedark side.



Asthat redization filled her, the desth mask smiled. "I am stronger than you will ever be, President. | am
more powerful than you can dream.”

"What did you do to her?" Wedge shouted.

"I'mdl right." Leiaworked to keep her voice calm. Shelet go of hisarm.

"I did nothing to President Organa Solo. | merely gave you ademonstration of my powers.
Overpopulation is such aproblem, don't you think?1 just rid the galaxy of at least amillion lives. More
room for the rest of us."

"A million lives?" Ackbar murmured.

"That is my second demondiration. Y ou remember that feding from thefirst time, don't you, President?”

"How can you?' Leiaasked. "Those were people. Living, breathing people.”

"Wadl, actudly, most of them didn't breathe,” Kueller said, "at least not in the way you do. But they no
longer have to worry about breathing, through lungs or gills or airholes. See how good | am for the

galaxy?’
"No," Leiasad.

"I will not argue methods with you, President. Y ou have heard my demands. Either you acquiesce, or in
three days time, | will kill your brother.”

"You can't kill Luke Skywalker," Wedge said.
"Why not? Because heisa Jedi Master? Or because heisyour friend?’
Wedge didn't answer.

The death mask turned its empty eyesto Leia. "Y ou have three days, President. | give you time because
| respect you." The head nodded. "Until then, President.”

And theimage was gone.

Leialet hersdf sink to thefloor. A million lives. A million morelives as ademonstration to her.
Like Grand Moff Tarkin's demongtration of the Death Star.

Tarkin had taken her father. Kudler threatened her new family.

Shewouldn't et him win. Han and Luke and her children would come hometo her. And the New
Republic would remain hers. Shejust didn't know how yet.

TWENTY-NINE

Luke had just finished asmall med from the canned rations till in the house. He was resting, regaining
his strength as best he could. The feding of being watched was gone, for the moment, but he knew it
would return.



And it had something to do with Almania

After helet the food settle, he would question the house's computer again. He was hoping it knew of a
bactatank or the Pydyrian equivaent. Anything to help him heal faster. He had to do more than Jedi
practices. He knew that he would need dl of his strength.

Once he found the bacta tank, he would start a search for anew ship. Hewasn't sureif he would
proceed to Almania, or if he would go back to Yavin 4 until he hedled. He didn't know how much time
he had; he wasn't even certain what he was searching for, and that made him uneasy.

Thiswholething made him unessy.

Luke?

Lela, reaching toward him from along distance away, her mind filled with concern.

Leia?

But the connection broke; shattered asit never had before. He couldn't fedl her. He reached with his
mind, feding for her familiar sense, and she wasn't there. It was asif someone had built awall around his
mind.

Lea?

She couldn't be dead, could she? Her thought for him had been filled with concern, but he thought the
concern was for him, not because she wasin trouble.

Lea?

He sought out the children, and could fed them, squabbling happily on Anoth. He even got asense of his
students back on Y avin 4, but not of Leia

Or of anyone closeto her. Something was blocking him. Something purposeful.

He sighed. Something more to seek out. Something else to sap his strength. He rubbed his eyes, taking a
deep breath before trying again. He leaned forward in the chair made for aform smdler than hiswhen the
blagt hit him. It knocked him backward, and he yelped with pain asthe floor hit hisinjured skin. But theat
pain was nothing compared with theice-cold pain that overwhemed him. Pain, terror, the shock of
betrayal, al at once, expressed in thousands of mental voices that were suddenly, irrevocably silenced.

Thechill filled him. Then he remembered Anakin:\We made the room hot.

Hot.

He sent heat into the cold, begting it back, cringing from the pain, hisarms around his head to protect
himsdf from the pink goo, from the stinging, from the cold, awful pain of death.

Desth.

Desth.



The chill disappeared, leaving asour residuein his mouth. He raised his head, uncertain how long he had
been on thefloor.

It had happened again. Another planet destroyed.
Hesent for Leiaagain, but didn't fed her. That block: hard, firm, powerful.

He stood, shaking. He had to find a computer connected to the nets or something that would give him
information. Even though he knew, deep down, that nothing had happened to Coruscant.

That blast had been deeper, colder, more powerful than the first one. It had been closer.
Much closer.
And he even knew the source of the destruction.

Almania, and the presence that was waiting for him there.

"Who wasthat?' Admiral Ackbar asked.

"l don't know," Leiasaid. She brushed off her combat fatigues, and pushed back astrand of hair. She
was Sitting once more a her computer station, sending messages to Han, who didn't respond, and to the
children, who did. Winter said they too had felt the blast, and this time she had known how to help them.
She dso said that Luke had helped them on histrip to Coruscant and, while they were shaken, they
weren't asterrified asthey had been thefirgt time,

Leiaspoke to them, reassuring them that she wasfine, and then signed off.

"That death mask looked familiar,” Wedge said.

"We used to have a collection of them in the National Museum on Alderaan,”" Lelasad. "It comesfrom
one of the farthest reaches of the gdaxy.”

"How do we know it'samask?' the lieutenant asked. "It moved like amouth.”

"Wedont," Lelasaid. "Do you know of any peopleswho look like that? Or use masks like that to cover
their faces?'

"Not off the top of my head,"” Admira Ackbar said, "but we should check for it."

"We need to check for many things," Leiasaid. "We aso need to find out where that transmission
originated from." Her hair had dipped again. She pushed it back. Her hands were till shaking. "We dso
need to find out who died.”

"| felt nothing, Lela" Wedge said.

"l know, Wedge. ThisKueller, whoever heis, has some Force capability. He knew that | would fedl
those desths. That was his demongtration.”



"How do we know he didn't do some sort of sending, something that would have made you fed as
though people died?" Admird Ackbar said.

"Wedont," Leiasad. "But | can't imagine anyone having that kind of talent.” She shuddered, the chill
dill numbing her heart.

"There are no reports of exploded planets,” the lieutenant said, "either now or just before the bombing of
the Senate Hall."

"Kueller said he used an elegant weagpon,” Wedge said. He dipped back into his chair. "We'relooking
for something too big. We need to know what planets haven't been heard from lately or what unusua
events have transpired in nearby space.”

"Lots of reports of midspace collisonsin thelanding areaaround Auyemesh,” Ackbar said.

"And no response from their space-traffic-control unit,” said Wedge, his voice rising with excitement.

"All atemptsto contact others on the planet failing,” the lieutenant said.

"Where's Auyemesh?' Leiaasked.

"It'satiny planetin afar system,” Ackbar said. "It's on the Coruscant side of the Almanian system.”

"The Almanian sysem?" Leiahated it when she wasignorant of the galaxy. She thought she knew every
place. Wasthisthe Almania Lando mentioned?

"I haven't heard of it either,” Wedge said, "and | thought 1'd been everywhere.”

"It's beyond the Rim Worldsin distance," Ackbar said. "The Old Republic was going to make Almaniaa
member, but several senatorsfought it, saying the distance to the system wastoo great.”

"Great distance," Leiawhispered. "Admird, you said that transmission came from agreat distance.”
Ackbar nodded. "The Almanian system isfar enough away to have that sort of effect. Infact,

hol o-coding would be the preferred method of communication from that distance because it coversthe
other obvioustdls of along-distance communication.”

"Because holo-coding is often dower than regular messaging,” Wedge said.

"Precisdly. It takes an expert to recognize the differences between coding problems and distance
problems.”

"All right," Lelasaid. "That gives us somekind of lead.”

"President,” said the lieutenant, "1've been running the name Kueller through our database. | have
nothing."

"Kegptrying," Leiasad.

"Try dl filesinstead of smply current files™ Admiral Ackbar said.



"Laa"Wedge's voice was soft. "The computer identified the buildings around Luke. They're Pydyrian.”
"Pydyrian?'
Wedge nodded. "That'sdso in the Almanian system.”

"And Leia?' Admird Ackbar said. "Wejust had it confirmed. The transmission came from Almania
itself.”

"Almania" she said. "What would anyone so far away want with us?'
"I think that's obvious," Wedge said. "The question is, how doesthis Kueller know you?"
"Perhaps you do know him," Ackbar said. ""Perhaps that's why his face was hidden by the mask."

"If it was hidden by the mask," Lelasaid. She gill wasn't convinced. She was good with voices, and she
didn't recognize his. Holo-coding usudly provided an accurate representation of everything, including the
voice.

"We have something on Kueller," the lieutenant said. "But you aren't going to likeit."

"Tdl meanyway," Lelasad.

"Kueller was an Almanian army genera hundreds of years ago. He overtook Almania, and then the
entire sector. In hislater years, he was abeloved leader, known for his compassion and his decisveness.
But early on, when he was conquering, he was one of the most ruthless peoplein the history of the
galaxy. He would do anything to consolidate power," said the lieutenant.

"So thisKueller is someone s, invoking ahistorical namesake,” said Wedge.

"It fitswith hisintentions,” Ackbar said. "'If he wantsto take over the New Republic, heisletting us
know hewill doitas ruthlesdy as he can. And then, he believes, he will be compassionate and decisive.”

"Decisive and ruthless go together,” Leiasaid, "but compassonate and ruthless do not. Ishetied to the
Empire?'

"Not sofar as| cantell at the moment,” the lieutenant said. "Almaniaisvery far avay. The Emperor
bascaly ignoredit.”

"But it would be agood sitefor Imperidsto hide," Ackbar said. "I'll check.”

"There have been reports of ssormtroopersin that section of thegalaxy,” the lieutenant said.
"Stormtroopers?’ Lelaasked. "Will they never go away?'

"Leia," Ackbar said, "we're now getting more reports from Auyemesh. The shipsthat managed to land
found bodies everywhere. They were giving more details when al communication to the planet was shut

down."

"Another killing?' Leia asked.



Ackbar shook hisbig head. "No. It was asif someone wanted just that much information out, and then
stopped it.”

"We haveto be prepared for the assumption that thisisal ahoax.”

"A rather elaborate one, don't you think, Wedge?' Leiaasked. "No, thisKueller isred. | have seen his
face before. He's been haunting me for awhile now. He'sredl, and he means business. We need to find
out as much about him aswe can.”

The emotions she had been holding back rose inside her. She checked her own screen to seeif she had
had areply from Han yet. Nothing. But he had told her he would be impossible to reach aslong as he
was on the Run.

The Run wasfar from Almanian space. She hoped he was safe.

"Admiral Ackbar, will you contact Mon Mothmafor me, and tell her | want to see her in my chambers?
Leiaasked. She was shaking too badly to do it herself. She had to leave now. "I'll contact you all for
moreinformation after | meet with her."

"Areyou dl right, Leia?" Ackbar asked.

Leiagmiled tightly at him. "I don't think any of uswill bedl right until we do something about this

"Wewill," Ackbar said with complete certainty.

She wished she had the same certainty. This Kueller had more Force capability than anyone she had
encountered in years. Except Exar Kun, and he had been a spirit. Kueller was alive. He was using these
desths to replenish hisown well of hatred. The dark side ate people from within, but whileit did so, it
gave them much too much power.

He appeared to have more power than she had. More power than Luke.

Luke. The echo of hismenta voice sill reverberated in her mind. He was probably on Pydyr.

Shewould help him, if it wasthe last thing she ever did.

THIRTY

A pile of chips, scorched wires, and broken meta toppled on 3PO. The weight of it activated the
sensorsin his chest. They flared, warning that the weight had to be moved or he would suffer damage.

"R2?"' 3PO's voice sounded muffled.

There was no corresponding beep. R2 hadn't even noticed when the pile fell on 3PO. R2 was chirruping
softly to himsdf on the other side of the hallway, digging through apile of rubble with dl of his extensions.

"R2! | say, R2!"

R2 whigtled at him.



"Not inamoment! Now! Can't you seeI'm trapped here?"

R2 chirruped. Then R2 hurried across the floor, moving carefully to avoid the debris.
A door opened on the side. R2's head swiveled.

"Hurry, R2!" 3PO gpparently couldn't get himsalf out of the pile.

A Kloperian did ingde. He was wearing aguard uniform.

Suddenly R2's chirrups turned to submissive beeps. The Kloperian frowned at the debris pile.
"ROI

R2 moaned.

The Kloperian grunted, and swept the rubble off 3PO. 3PO sat up. "It's about time—"
He stopped when he saw the Kloperian.

"What're you doing here?" the Kloperian asked. "Thisisaredtricted area”

"|—ah—I was trapped,” 3PO said.

"Yeah. | noticed. But before that. How'd you get in here?!

"I followed him."

R2 blatted at him.

"He seemed intent on something insde. When | queried him, he said he had seen something or someone,
s0 | thought we'd better investigate. Surely we did nothing wrong.”

The Kloperian crossed four tentacles over itsgray chest. It frowned, making a hundred extrawrinkles
on itsaready wrinkly face. "This place isrestricted because it's dangerous. I'm not even supposed to be
ingde. It could kill aliving being. But snceyou'readroid, | suppose there'sno harm. Unless | get killed.
Just get out.”

"Gladly, gr,” 3PO sad. "Gladly."

He climbed out of the remaining rubble and toddled down the corridor. "Come dong, R2."

R2 whistled.

"Whatever it is, it will haveto wait," 3PO said. "The good Kloperian hastold usto leave, and leave we
shall. No more of this heroic nonsense. Leave that to Master Luke and MistressLeia"

R2 beeped extensively.

"Yes, yes, | agree, droids can be heroes too, but not when they're disobeying Kloperians.”



R2 chirruped, then blatted.

"l suggest you save that language for the next timewe're done,”" 3PO whispered. "Do you remember our
lagt run-in with aKloperian?'

"Iseverything dl right?' the Kloperian asked. He started to follow them.

"Fine, g, fine. I'm just trying to get this astromech unit to follow me. He's quite ing stent about trouble
ingde"

"Thetroubleisthat this building will collapse soon,” the Kloperian said, "at least this section. | keep
telling them that, when all those investigators comein here, but they don't lisento me."

"Investigators?' 3PO asked. "Were they |ooking into the bombing?”

"Isthere anything e se?' the Kloperian asked. "But they work ingde the Hall itsef whereit'sal unstable.
Therés even openingsin theroof. | kegp expecting to come on to my shift at night and find abunch of
them dead because the roof collapsed.”

"Y ou mean, they never investigated the halway?'

"At the pace they're going, they'll never get outside the door. At least not in my lifetime. Maybein
yours." Then the Kloperian laughed, a squishy, rather sickening sound.

It had followed them all the way out. Once they were outside, it closed what remained of the door. "Y ou
better get back to your masters before | report you missing. That's standard, you know, for wandering
droids"

"Maybe on Kloper," 3PO said, "but not on Coruscant.”

"No one's updated your files lately, have they, protocol droid? There's a curfew for everyone at night,
and that includes droids. This place has been different since the bombing, | tell you. Y ou could trust folks
once, at least the ones not associated with the Empire. But not anymore. To attack the government like
that. I'm just glad it happened during the day. If it'd happened on my shift—"

"No onewould have gotten killed," 3PO said.

R2 made hislittle chuckling beeps.

The Kloperian blinked its fishy eyesa him, and then uncrossed two of itstentacles. "Y ou got a point,
don't you, droid? | never thought of it that way. Guessthat'swhy you have logic circuitsand | don't. I've

been thinking of myself again. The wives dways accuse me of doing that too."

"I'm sure they do," 3PO said. "Ah, thank you for rescuing me. My counterpart hadn't even noticed | was
introuble.”

"Hewas too busy scavenging parts,” the Kloperian said. "Don't think | didn't notice. | may not have any
logic circuits, but | know when adroid works for smugglers. Next time | won't go so easy on you two, if
you catch my meaning.”



"We don't redly work for smugglers,” 3PO started, but R2 interrupted him with ablegp. 3PO shot him a
glare. R2 blegped again. "Redly, R2—"

"l don't care who you work for," the Kloperian said. "l wasjust telling you. Don't come back here, a
least not on my shift.”

"Oh, don't worry," 3PO said. "We won't. Come along, R2." He put his hand on R2's round head and
pushed him forward. They crossed the restricted line into the street. The Kloperian watched from the
doorway. "I hadn't heard of the curfew, had you, R2?"

R2 bleeped, then chirruped, and ended with a blat.

"I'm not fond of it ether,” 3PO said, "but | do think we should return home."

R2 swiveded his head, hisown small verson of no. He extended his servicearm, and in it, he held four
more detonators.

"R2!" 3PO ydped. Then heforced himsdf to lower hisvoice. "If were caught with those, you and
Master Colewill be charged with sabotage for certain.”

R2 bleeped.

"I don't careif they are smdler. They're ill evidence, aren't they?"

R2 cheebled.

" think that's the best suggestion you've had al day," 3PO said. "Do let'sfind Mistress Leia. Shelll be
ableto help us. And in the future, do not interrupt me when I'm about to give her name. Had we done
that thefirgt time we met with the Kloperians, we wouldn't have gotten into that fix."

R2 gave him araspberry.

"And don't use language like that with me. Y ou've gotten quite persnickety in your old age. | daresay
you're even more peculiar than you were on Tatooine."

R2 blecbled indignantly.
"Yes, | know you were on amission. But you're not on one now, are you? Y ou're trying to give yourself
an importance because you're insecure now that Master L uke no longer needs you to navigate his

X-wing.”

R2 beeped.

"There's no guarantee that the detonator isin al the X-wings," 3PO said. "I'm sure Master Luke will
upgrade when he returns. They say the new X-wings are much better."

R2 whined.
3PO stopped walking. "What do you mean, if he returns?’

R2 beeped an explanation.



"Oh," 3PO said. "l see. | hadn't thought of that. But you don't think Master Luke would take an X-wing
with a detonator, do you? He would know, wouldn't he?"

R2 moaned.

"Good heavens,” 3P0 said. "Thisisamuch bigger messthan | thought.”

By his best guess, he had been treading water for most of aday. But he had no real way to tell time. He
could only judge by how often Nandreeson ate. And Nandreeson ate alot. A sweet fly here, amouthful
of gnatsthere, agarbage snipe as a snack. Lando had never seen so much disgusting food. Hewas using
it asabarometer, away of keeping himself occupied.

He had to. Treading water was strenuous, but it didn't occupy the mind.

Although his mind had turned to surviva awhile back. He could tell because his concentration would
move from hislimbsto his scomach to his desperate need for deep. He didn't float much because he was
afraid he would doze. Y et he needed to rest. When he floated on his back, he counted the watumba bats
onthe celling. They were gray, constantly shifting, and provided quite a challenge. He believed there
were 350 of them, but the insect population in the room belied that. Watumba bats ate algae and rock
dust. They acted as host for severa flying parasitic bugs, including the parfue gnats that swvarmed near the
caling. If there were 350 watumba bats, the cavern would be black with parfue gnats.

Perhaps Nandreeson had eaten them all.

Lando'sarmsfdt asif they had grown in size. Hislegs ached, and his lungs burned. He was hungry, too.
At least the water, disgusting asit was, was fresh enough to drink. No sdt, which would poison him, and
no other trace mineras that would make him even thirgtier. The water would sustain him until he came up
withaplan.

It had something to do with the watumba bats. Something about watumba bats, Glottalphibs, and sweet
flies. Something he couldn't quite remember.

But it would cometo him.

Two Glottal phibs guarded the pool, as they had since the Reks had thrown him in. Nandreeson spent
much of histimethere, but he would leave on occasion to conduct his business. Lando saw thet asa
good sgn. If Nandreeson truly believed that Lando was going to die, he would conduct businessin front
of him. But Nandreeson had enough doubt to go to adifferent cavern. And Nandreeson's doubt gave
Lando confidence.

Lando dipped his head underwater. The pool's heat dso lulled him, so he dunked himsdlf on occasion to
keep himsdlf awake. Surfacing aways cooled him a bit. He floated on his back, the Glottal phibs watching
his every move.

If Nandreeson had doubits, that meant the plan wasn't fool proof. There was away out of the pool
besides the steps carved near Nandreeson's couch. Or perhaps Nandreeson just believed that Lando
would find away to overwhelm his guards and escape. Maybe Nandreeson had, over the years,
remembered Lando as mightier than he truly was.



Lando hated to disappoint. He would have to prove that he was worthy of Nandreeson's fear, worthy of
Nandreeson's hatred over all the years.

If only he could think of aplan.

Hewas dozing. He could fed hisbody sink into deep. Herolled, dousing himself inthe smdly liquid. It
no longer shocked him. The exhaugtion wastaking itstoll.

Lando was ahedthy man in good physica condition. But Nandreeson was right about one thing: Human
beings were not meant to spend along timein water, especialy with no food and no deep.

Eventualy Lando would |ose consciousness, sink beneath the water, and drown. Not avery glamorous
way to go. Not even very exciting. But satisfying for Nandreeson.

Lando rolled off his stomach and onto his back. The watumba bats were swarming across each other.
He had to concentrate.

He had to find a solution soon.

Or hewould die.

THIRTY-ONE

Leiapaced in her chamber. Still no response from Han. She checked her messages every few moments,
but she knew nothing would come. Han still had to be on Smuggler's Run. He wouldn't ignore her
message unless he hadn't received it.

Auyemesh wastoo far away for him to have been on it when Kueller took everyoneslife.

At least she hoped s0.

Han would have contacted her when heleft the Run.

She had meant what she said to him just before he |eft. Sometimes she wished they were anormal
couplewith norma concerns. Then sitting down to dinner at night with her children would be routine, not
the unusua. Sleeping beside her hushand would happen every night instead of afew nights every other
month.

But shewas asloath to give up their life as he was.

Except at momentslike these.

The chamber computer bonged. "MistressLeia," it said with 3PO'sinflections and Han's voice. She
hadn't bothered to repair Anakin's tampering. Somehow the absurd prank he had pulled made her fed
closer to her son. "Mon Mothmais hereto seeyou.”

"Letherin,” Leasad.

Shetook one more glance at her messages. Only updates from Admira Ackbar. All communication with
Auyemesh had ceased. No one could raise anything from Pydyr, either, athough on Pydyr, the



communication system was not blocked. Attempts to contact Kueller on Almaniawere met with a
reproduction of his death's-head mask, and silence.

"Leia?' Mon Mothma stood at the door. She looked older; the pain she had suffered when Ambassador
Furgan poisoned her still showed in her face. "I came assoon as| could.”

Leianodded, unable to speak for amoment. Of al of her friends on Coruscant, only Mon Mothma
would understand the dilemma Lelafaced. And not even Mon Mothma, for al her savvy, could know
how deeply the destruction of Auyemesh affected Leia. It brought al the fedings about Alderaan back.
Fedlingsthat then, as now, Leiahad no timeto ded with.

"Child, what can| do?"

Leiaswallowed, then made hersalf smile. "That'swhat | want to talk with you about,” she said. "'l need
your help."

"WEéII catch this madman before he attacks your family,” Mon Mothmasaid.

Leas hands were clammy. She wiped them on her fatigue pants. "Hear me out,” she said.
Mon Mothma nodded.

"Kueller contacted me. Not the government. Me. He holds my brother prisoner.”
"Have we verified that?' Mon Mothma asked.

"Luke last reported into Y avin 4 after he had left a planet named Telti. He said he was heading toward
Almaniaand would check in as soon as he arrived. No one has heard from him since.”

Mon Mothmalet out asigh and sank her elegant body onto Leias vanity chair. "I had hoped that Kueller
wasbluffing.”"

"He il might be" Leiasaid. "Luke might be near him, and threstening him instead of imprisoned by him.
We'retoo far awvay, and we have none of our people there. We have no way to verify this."

Mon Mothma nodded.

"It seemsto me" Lelasaid, "that Kudler has made this persona. He will destroy my family if he doesn't
get hisway. It was only as an afterthought that he threstened the people of the New Republic.”

"Ackbar showed me atape of the holocording,” Mon Mothma said. "It seemed that way to measwell.”
Leiasat on the edge of the bed. "I think Kueller wastrained as a Jedi.”
Mon Mommas eyes widened. "Have you evidence of that?'

"Nothing concrete," Leiasaid. "But he's contacted me before. In waysthat Luke would train his students
to use. And he managed to shut off communication between me and Luke.”

"A ysdamiri would do that,” Mon Mothmasaid.



"Y es, and so could someone versed inthe dark side.” Leialet her words hang for amoment. "Thereis
no record of aKudler from Almaniaon Y avin 4. But Luke haslost anumber of Sudents—Jedi training is
hard—and it wouldn't be inconceivable that some of them would go to the dark side.”

"But why threaten you?'

Lelafrowned. Thiswas hard to articulate. "We're the most visible Jedi, Lukeand I," she said. "Luke has
brought back the Jedi Knights, and | am raising new Jedi. Luke has shown again and again that his
powerswill defeat someone strong in the dark side.”

"But if Kueller destroys you, he scatters the Jedi, and becomes the strongest in the Force in the galaxy.”
"Or o hethinks," Lelasaid.

"It sounds plausible.”

"Yes." Then Lelasmiled at hersdlf. "But | am rattled. It might be much more smplethan that. Kueller
might misunderstand the way the New Republic works. He might think I'm an autocrat and that my word
islaw. Then threatening my family might get meto force my hand.”

"He doesn't know you well, does he?' Mon Mothma said softly. "Threats to your family always make
you stronger.”

Leias eyes burned. She rubbed at them. She didn't want sympathy. Not yet, anyway. Later, when she

had time. "In either case," she said, choosing not to respond to Mon Mothmas last sentence, "the
solution isthe same. | need to step down as Chief of State.”

Mon Mothma clasped her handsin her I1ap. ™Y ou can't do that now, Leia. | have had word from my
sourcesin the Senate. Unless you campaign, you'll lose that no-confidence vote. They're looking to
blame someone, anyone, for that bombing, and they'll blame Han, which meansthey'll blame you.”

"I've thought thisthrough,” Leiasaid. She rubbed her hands together, nervous habits she hadn't used in
years. "If | sep down, thevoteisnull, right?”

"W, technically, it'snull only if you resgn, Lela. A temporary standing asde will dlow the vote to go
forward."

Leianodded. She had been afraid of that, but it didn't matter. Luke mattered. Protecting her children
mattered.

Han mattered.

For thefirst time since she had become head of the New Republic, she could serve her family better asa
private citizen than as a public one.

"I'll resign, then,” she said. "The vote's caled off, and Kueller can no longer use the New Republic ashis
excusefor targeting my family."

"What if he'sredly after the New Republic?' Mon Mothmasaid.

"Thenwell find out. Helll thresten something else. But I'll wager he doesn't know as much about the



other leeders of our government. I'll wager my resignation throws himinto apanic.”

"Y ou're probably right.”

Lealicked her lips, then turned. "I want you to take my place.

"I'm no longer an dected officid,” Mon Mothma said.

"Y ou weren't one when you restarted the Provisiona Council, either,” Leiasaid. "We have no proviso
other than dections for agtuation like this. We just had emergency dections. We don't need another. |
want you to step in. No one will fight you. Y ou're too respected for that."

"A few days ago, someone could have said that about you."

Leiashook her head. " The opposition to my government began when the Imperials were el ected to the
Senate. Thisisn't redlly a surpriseto me, much asit hurts. Everyone loses power eventualy.”

"This new Senateisn't going to stand for aleader arbitrarily chosen.”

"Probably not," Leiasaid. "But you can convince them of the crisis. Set adate for an election, and say
you're stepping in until then. I'll turn over my government to you in aformal recorded presentation.”

"Recorded, Leia? Why not hold a special session tomorrow?"
"Because" Leiasad, "l won't havetime.”
Mon Mothmatilted her regal head. "Whét are you planning, my child?’

Leamet her gaze squardly. "I'm going after my brother.”

Skip 6 was shaped like agiant seething mud hole, floating in the middle of the asteroid belt. The top of
the Skip oozed dime adong its surface, leaving particles on its ride through space. Landing theFalcon
there would have been impossible. But Han hadn't brought theFal con. Instead, he had appeded to
Sinewy Ana Blue's conscience (or what was | eft of it) and got to use her Skipper.

Smugglerswho spent alot of timein the Run built ships perfect for the asteroid belt. They were small,
narrow vehiclesthat didn't carry alot of cargo, but helped smugglers move from place to place. The
ships could land on any surface, including mud, and could take off in most conditions, even the constant
swirling rock storms around Skip 52.

Blue's ship had been specialy modified for her personal needs. It had awider cargo bay than most, and
larger crew quarters. Still, it was alandspeeder compared to theFalcon. Chewie had to bend double just
tofitindde.

Thefit wastight for dl of them. Han had brought Zeen, Kid, « Wynni, and Chewie. Blue came, she said,
because she had hated giving Lando to those Reks. Han had to badger Zeen and Kid (at blaster point)
into remembering how much they owed Lando. (Including al the new furnishingsin their persona rooms.
Lando could fight to refit theLady Luck if and when he returned from his rendezvous with Nandreeson.)
Wynni came because Chewie was dong. Chewbacca had complained about that, but Han warned him to



put up with it. Rescuing Lando came first. Dedling with unwanted romance was second.

Still, as Han was pressed against the unfinished metal wall of Blue's Skipper, he wondered if he had
made the right decision. He couldn't breathe through the two pelts of Wookiee fur in front of him, and he
couldn't see over Wynni's back. The crew quarters, about the size of theFalcon's head, stank of swesaty
humans and excited Wookiee. The heat wasintolerable.

Blue had landed the Skipper ddicately in the mud swamp. It wouldn't have mattered if she had landed
hard. They were packed in s0 tight that nothing short of an explosion would free them. To make matters
worsg, it took her along time to open the crew door.

Zeen and Kid staggered out, but Wynni was holding Chewbacca back. He was trying to shake her off.
"Wynni," Han said in hisdriest voice. ™Y ou might want to wait for some privecy.”

Her fur stood instantly on end, the Wookiee version of ablush. Shelet go of Chewi€sarm and heran
out of the room asfast as a doubled-over Wookiee could move.

Wynni roared at Han, and he shrugged. "I'm not trying to interfere with romance, Wyn," he said. "But
Chewie hasamate, and | just want to get Lando out in one piece.”

Wynni growled about the likelihood of that. Han ignored her assessment. Wynni had never liked Lando
much, but she was an artist with abowcaster, and bowcasters seemed to have awonderful effect on
Glottaphibs.

Han had been here once before, in an encounter with Nandreeson that he had done his best to forget.
This had been before the Rebdllion, even before Chewie. As he and Blue had poured over amap of Skip
6 it had become clear that the Skip hadn't changed.

Therewere tunnels leading to Nandreeson'slair, but he would have those guarded. The only other
entrances were mud dides. Chewie had dready lodged his complaint about those: Wookiee fur would
get matted, and when it dried, it would limit his movements. Wynni had brought specid suitsfor both of
them, but she wouldn't let Chewie get hisuntil he agreed to let her help him removeit. He had given Han
atrapped look. Han had grinned, and Chewie had growled at him. But he had agreed.

Han later promised that he would help Chewie get out of the agreement, although he wasn't sure how.

Yet.

The Wookiees were in the cargo bay, putting on the suits. Han wished he had one too. He went to the
door. Therest of the crew was aready there, peering at the hole that led into the dide. Warm, wet mud
bubbled around the opening. Steam rose from the Sides.

"Y ou want usto go through that?* Zeen asked.

"You'd rather face the Reks?' Han asked.

"I'd rather wait for you here."

"Theré's no guarantee Cdrissian survived,” Kid said.



"Lando made Nandreeson mad for years," Han said. "Theré's no way hell give Lando the satisfaction of
aquick, easy death."

"Han'sright,” Blue said. "Lando hasn't been gone that long. HEl be alive. He may not have much of a
body left, but hell bedive."

"If wedothis" Zeen sad, "well never be able to face Nandreeson again.”
"Isthat aproblem?' Han asked.
"l just don't want the scaly butcher to come after me," Zeen said.

"If he comes after anyone,”" Kid said sweetly, "it'll be our dear Snewy AnaBlue. It's her ship weve
landed on thismud hole."

"Thanks," Blue said. "That means Han and | are going. Y ou guys better cometoo. Y our life would be
miserable without me."

"It would certainly belessinteresting,” Zeen said.

"And probably sefer,” Kid sad.

Chewbacca roared indignantly from the cargo bay. Two large hairy paws grasped the edge of the bay
and levered Chewie out. He looked like a giant baby trussed up in the naming clothes Leiahad inssted
on using for the children, only hiswas silver and had no lace. Hisfur was combed back and hidden in the
outfit's hood. Ties around the neck, wrists, and ankles were done so tightly that Han grinned.

"If I put helium into that outfit, will you turn into agiant WWookiee baloon?" he asked.

Chewie snarled. His mood was bad just from the proximity of Wynni. Han's jokes wouldn't make it any
better.

"Charming look, Chewbacca," Blue said. "A bit overdone, don't you think?!
Chewie growled again, and reached for the hood.

"No," Han said. "I don't care what indignities you have to suffer. Y ou leave that thing on. Put the face
mask down."

Chewie shook hishead.
"Put it down, Chewie. Y ou want to be able to see, don't you?"
Chewie growled.

Han put up his hands, in a submissive/protective gesture. "Okay, okay. No need to get testy about it. It's
your fur, and your decision.”

"The bowcasteris wrapped, just like you requested,” Zeen said, handing it to him. "I've got Wynni's here
too. Where's she?'



She growled from below.
Han suppressed agrin. "What did you do to her, Chewie?"

Chewie shrugged, took his bowcaster, and dung it over his shoulder. The wegpon itsalf was protected,
but the strap remained.

Blue pushed past him and looked into the cargo bay. "Chewbaccal That's not funny. Untie her.”
Chewie gave Han apitiful glance.

"We need her, pa. Sorry."

Chewie pressed the button beside the bay. The floor rose, dowly, reveding apink package of femae
Wookiee, face mask down, armswrapped around her chest in amock hug, the wrist ties holding her

hands behind her like rope. Her legs were crossed and tied together at the ankles.

She was cursing, the mask poofing with each breath, the WWookiee words coarser than anything Chewie
had ever used, even under extreme duress.

Bluewent behind her to untie her.
"Wait!" Han said.

He yanked up her face mask. Her blue eyes were narrow. She cursed him, his ancestors, hiswife, his
children, and hisship.

"Watchit,” Han said. "No one talks about theFal con that way. Not in my presence.”
Wynni snarled. Blue shoved her from behind. "If you want out of this, you'd better shut up.”
"Promiseto leave Chewie done, and well untieyou,” Han said.

Wynni clamped her muzzle shut.

"Promise" Blue hissed.

Wynni nodded once.

"Chewie, you promiseto leave Wynni done," Han said.

Chewbacca howled.

"Promise," Han repested.

Chewie crossed hisarms, straining the fabric over his shoulders. He growled.
"That'sthat then,” Han said. "Untie her, Blue."

Blue pulled the strings, and Wynni's arms dropped. Her paws did out of the deeves and she lunged at
Chewbacca. He moved backward. She tripped. Han and Blue caught her before she hit the ground.



She was heavy. Han staggered under her weight. She was snapping, growling, and snarling. "Apologize,
Chewie"

Chewbacca shook his head.
Wynni grabbed at Han's leg, missed, and swiped again. "Apologize, blagt it, she'sgoing to kill me."
Chewiewailed an gpology.

Wynni stopped moving. Then she used Han and Blue to brace hersdlf as she stood. She growled, and
Zeen bent to untie her feet.

"| think we should |eave the Wookiees here,” Kid said.

Chewie yowled.

"| think that's abad idea," Han said. He stretched. Wynni was strong, stronger maybe than Chewie. "l
think you two need to settle your differences when we return to Skip 1. Until then, you have atruce. Is

that clear?"

Chewie nodded. Wynni glared. Her pink hood had come askew, and her fur hung over her eyes. She
brushed it away.

"Wynni?Isthat clear?"

She nodded.

"Good," Han sad. "Let'shopethislittle diverson didn't give the Rekstimeto get here.”
"Y ou think Nandreeson knows we're here?" Zeen asked.

"Y ou think anything happens on this Skip without Nandreeson knowing?' Han asked.
"Good point," Zeen said. He handed Wynni her bowcaster. "L et's go, then.”
"Someone needs to head thismisson,” Han said.

"Y ou're the only one with military experience, Generd,” Blue said. "It'sdl yours."

Hanfdt aninterna relief. Chewie and Wynni had just acted out hisworst nightmare. Thelast thing he
wanted wasfor dl of them to get down below, and to fight among themsalves asto the right thing to do.

"All right," hesaid. "Into themud.”

"Y ou take us such exciting places," Blue said as she grabbed her nose with one hand and leaped out the
Skipper's door. Shelanded in the center of the mud hole and did in, her long hair disappearing last.

"Man, thisisadream day for me," Zeen said. "First we get al muddy, then we face off with
Nandreeson. All over Cdrissan, whom | justlove. Next time, Solo, bring your government friends.”



Zeen jumped and landed on the edge of the hole. He lost his balance and dlid, back-first, down the
opening.

Kid stepped into place at the door, but Wynni shoved him aside and jumped without saying anything.
She landed so hard she splattered mud into the Skipper. The splatter hit Han in the face. The mud was
hotter than he had expected, and smelled vaguely of rotten eggs. He wiped the mud off with the back of
hisarm.

"Chewie," he asked swestly, "you want to go next?'

Chewieyarled.

"I'll go," Kid said, and jumped. He did into the hole asif it had been greased just for him.
"Better you than me, pal, stuck between two Wookiees," Han said under his breath.
Chewie growled.

Han shook hishead. "I'm last, Chewie. It's better that way. | can face any problemswe might have on
the surface. If | don't make it down, you guys can get Lando out.”

Chewie snorted, brought a paw up to his nose, and grabbed it. Somehow hislook was less el egant than
Blue's had been. He closed his eyes, stepped out, lost his balance, and belly flopped into the mud. The
splat doused Han, and made Chewie roar in surprise. He staggered, tried to stand, and then dipped into
thehole.

Han wiped hisface again, set the door on automatic as Blue had showed him to do, and jumped.

The mud was hot and dimy. It coated him instantly, but he was diding right away. Therewasair inthe
tube, swvampy, stale, foul air, but air, which he could breathe as long as his nose and mouth were clear.
He did round and round and round, corkscrewing hisway deeper into the mud hole. The light from the
top faded, and he was in complete darkness, surrounded by stinky mud, and diding faster and faster
toward the bottom.

Maybe he had made amistake. Maybe these tubes were longer than he thought. Maybe they narrowed
and dl of hisfriendswere stuck in the middle, piled on top of each other, and suffocating.

He had ahorrible vison of Chewie and Wynni coming to blows as the oxygen left them, killing Zeen and
Kid in the process. Blue, of course, would have been squished dmost from the start.

Then he did out in agush of mud, tumbled through comparatively cool ar, and landed, face-firg, inthe
dirtiest water he had ever seen. He sank like aboat with ahole inits bottom, his eyes open. Sediment
swirled around him. Sediment, agae, and long black hair.

Blue was dtill below, her foot caught in ahole. Her eyeswere wide, her cheeks bulging with air, but she
wasn't panicked, not yet. Her hands were pulling at the weeds clinging to her ankle.

Han pulled the small vibroblade from his boot and dove down beside her, touching her arm for
reassurance. He cut the weeds away, then yanked her foot. Shelet out amouthful of air, bubbles
surrounding them, and then she did panic, using his back asleverage to propel hersdlf to the surface.



The force of her shove sent hisarm into the hole that had caught her foot. The heat made hisskin
prickle, but his arm wasn't trapped. He pulled free, and kicked to the surface, hislungs bursting.

He gasped amouthful of air. It was warm and humid and tasted good. But he didn't seem to be able to
get enough. It wasthin.

"Nice place, Solo," Zeen said. He was treading water next to the Kid, whose bald head was covered
with green dlgee.

"Y eah, you shouldawarned uswe'd be swimming,” Kid said.

Theair in Chewie's suit kept him afloat. Apparently Wynni had gotten ahole in hers. Both their hoods
were off.

Wookiees looked smaller when wet.
Han felt asmile begin on hisface, and Chewie growled it away.
"Where's Blue?' Han asked.

"Here, you son of agarbage scow.” Shewasfurioudy treading water. She would lose dl her air quickly
if she continued the rapid flailing motion. "I nearly died down there.”

"Ah, Blue, you'd have gotten yoursdlf out.”

"And for no reason.” She spat as she spoke. Her black hair streamed around her face, and her makeup
had run. Shelooked years younger. Only her blue tooth reminded him that she was Sinewy AnaBlue.
"I'm not going to get rich off thistrip. Even now, Nandreeson's people are probably stripping my
Skipper. And there's no way out of thisrock pond. Have you noticed that?'

Han looked around. The water went al the way to the edge of the cavern walls. But he saw signs of
Glottalphibs. Algee. Lily pads. Gnats.

"There hasto be." He swam forward, rounded arock wall, and found himsdlf in an even bigger cavern.
Six Glottalphibs sat on the rock ledge surrounding the pond, and another
Gl ottal phib—Nan-dreeson—was wai st-deep in water.

Lando wasin the middle of the pond, his head barely above water. Hisface was gray with exhaustion,
shadows deep under his eyes, hismovements duggish. Still he managed his Cdrissian amile.

"Some rescue, Han," Lando said.

"Y ou should never criticize people who are doing you afavor,” Han said. Chewie swam up, followed by
Wynni. The smell of wet Wookiee overpowered everything.

"Solo," Nandreeson said. "'l was going to give up on getting you. | had Calrissan. That was enough. But
since you're here now— He waved atiny hand and al six Glotta phibs blasted the water with flame.

Han ducked under and watched the algae burn on the water's surface. He till hadn't gotten enough air.
Chewie had apparently stayed above. He splashed the flames out.



Han surfaced.

"Next time, why don't you just call ahead?' Lando said. "WEell prepare awe coming party for you."
"Stop the sarcasm, pd," Han said. "It waslucky | found out you were here."

"Yeah?' Lando asked. "Lucky for whom?"

"Me, of course,” Nandreeson said. "Now | get my old nemesis Cdrissian and his buddy Solo. Killing
you, Solo, will give me an added cachet. The princess's consort—"

"Husband," Han mumbled.

"—will be quite acoup for me."

"What's going on here?' Han asked. "Is he playing water hockey and you're the puck?"
"Close," Lando sad. "He's planning to watch me drown.”

"Nice" Han said. "Lacks drama, but makes up for it in cregtivity."

"Not redly,” Lando said. "He'sa Glotta phib. Hed think of drowning first Snce hisentirelifeis Stuated
around water."

"] don't need this," Nandreeson said.

"It does have the added charm of being escape-proof,” Lando said.

"Nothing is escape-proof,” Han said. "There's sairs beside Nandreeson."

"Right," Lando said, "if we can get to them. But his hot-mouthed buddies keep stopping me.”
"That's because you haven't thought thisthrough,” Han said.

"And you have?' Nandreeson leaned forward, disturbing the water around him. ™Y ou've only been here
afew moments, Solo. Y ou think you have me figured out.”

"Not much to figure, Nandreeson,” Han said. "Y ou're greedy, rapacious, and not very bright. If you had
half the brains Jabba had, you'd own the Run by now."

"l do," Nandreeson said.
Han shook his head. "Naw. If you owned the Run, then how would | have been able to recruit ateam?”

"You didn't." Zeen had Han's arm. Han turned, and found himsalf nose-to-nose with Zeen'sblaster. The
Kid had his blaster on Chewie, and Wynni had her bowcaster out and |oaded.

"Grest rescue," Lando said. "Excellent rescue. In fact, the best rescue I've ever experienced.”

"l warned you about the sarcasm,” Han said. He glanced at Chewie, who looked as stunned as he fdt.



"Y ou know, Solo," Nandreeson said, "you'reright. This drowning method lacks origindity. I'm tired of
watching aman diedowly. Let'sspeed it up, shdl we?'

Han raised his hands. "Now, Nandreeson, | didn't mean—"
And then he ducked as the shooting started.
THIRTY-TWO

Luke couldn't find a bactatank, but he found something better: a Pydyrian healing stick. He had
forgotten that Pydyr was the place that had invented the hedling stick. It had been used dl over the glaxy
long before the bacta tank came into being, and some thought the healing stick was much better.

Hefound hisupgairsin the house he was staying in. The hedling stick waslong, thin, and white. When
rubbed againgt a surface, awhite residue remained behind. The computer had assured him the residue
had healing properties. What he was learning, as he gingerly applied the stick to hisinjured back, was
that it had soothing properties. Most of the pain from the burn faded.

If only he could repair his hand. He had peded most of the artificia skin off, but the moving meta parts
reminded him, abit too painfully, of the price he had paid to become a Jedi.

He was nearly done with the healing stick when he felt adisturbancein the Force. A familiar presence
was nearby. Thiswas the presence he had felt on Tdlti, the presence that had haunted him when he
arrived in Almanian space, the presence that had lured him from Coruscant to here, this desolate side of
nowhere.

A student. That much he was sure of now. He prided himself on his ability to remember dl of his
students, but this one till uded him. If hetold himself the truth, he remembered dl the sudentswho
completed the training. The students who |eft became faces, amemory, and, Lelawarned, someday they
would become a gatigtic.

He set down the hedling stick and put his shirt back on. Hislightsaber had never left hisside. He glanced
inthe mirror. His back was covered with white residue. It was foaming. The computer had warned him
that a person must rest for the healing stick to work. Luke hoped he would get that chance.

Sowly helimped hisway down the sairs. He was fiff from thefal, his muscles aching with pain. The
mistmakers had weakened his system; the burns and the fall had made him lose even more strength. If he
was at ten percent of hisnormal power, he was high.

Size matters not, Y oda had told him.

He hoped that applied to strength aswell.

The presence had neared. It was strong in the dark side. He could fed the ripples, fed apower he
hadn't felt in aliving being since he encountered the Emperor. Luke had never had astudent that
powerful, of that he was certain. Whoever it was became powerful after he had left the academy.

So powerful that aman like Brakiss, who had so much talent in the Force that the Empire had taken him,
asababy, to trainin the dark side, wasterrified of him.

Once Leiahad asked Luke what it felt like when he knew someone steeped in the dark side was nesr.



He hadn't been trained enough as ayoung Jedi to understand the feeling. It was only later, ashe grew in
srength, that he understood. And he couldn't explain it then.

He could now.

It felt asif atornado had struck in the middle of abeautiful day. It felt like ablast of cold air inawarm
room. It felt asif someone beloved had just died.

Hefollowed thefeding. It grew closer as he approached its source. He grabbed hiswalking stick,
limped outside the house, into the Pydyrian sunshine, and stopped near the arch.

In the Street, aman stood aone. He wastdler than Luke-many people were taller than Luke—and he
wore along black cape, shiny military boots, and body armor reminiscent of the Empire's. Only hisface
was different. He wore a Hendanyn desth mask. Luke had only seen them in museums, never on aface.
The mask molded to the skin. The Hendanyn wore the mask after they reached old age, partidly to hide
the aging, and partidly to store memories before desth. The information in the mask could be removed
after death. The Hendanyn masks L uke had seen had never been used.

This one had molded itsdlf to the man'sface. The cheekbones were raised, the eyes were black and
empty, thelipsthin and hard. The mask was white with black accents. It had tiny jewelsin the corners of
the eyedits. Behind the jewd s, if Luke's memory served, lay the chips that absorbed the persondity of
the wearer.

"You il don't recognize me, do you,Master Skywalker?'

The voice had a depth and resonance that was unfamiliar. But the inflections were familiar. Thiswasan
adult voice. Luke had been familiar with the young adult's voice, one that hadn't yet reached itsfull depth.

"Dolph?" he said, guessing with as much certainty as he could muster.

The death mask's mouth closed. Luke felt the surprise in the man across from him. Dolph had counted
on not being recognized.

"Y ou're better than | redized," Dolph said. Hisresonating voicefilled the street. A dry wind made his
caperipple behind him. "My nameis Kueller now."

Everything depended on how L uke played the next few moments. Dol ph had been an extremely talented
student who had dways had a darkness in him. Such darkness wasn't unusua. All of Luke's students had
to fight the dishonorable parts of themsaves. Most won that beattle. But Dolph hadn't stayed at the
academy long enough to develop the talent or dispel the darkness. He had |eft in the middle of the night
after recaiving newsfrom home.

"Y ou left before | had the chance to give you my condolences over the desths of your family,” Luke
sad.

Dolph—L uke refused to think of him as Kudller just yet— smiled. The desth mask moved with startling
reaness. "Thank you,Master," hesaid. And then his smile faded as quicklyas it had appeared. The effect
was stunning. The death mask had a powerful, primitive terror built into it. Theloss of the smile
amost—amost— made L uke take a step backward. 1t would have overwhelmed alesser man.

"But," Dolph continued, "your sympathies are both false and too late. The JEhar brutaly daughtered my



family. They did not die quickly. My parents were staked to the bridge leading to the Jehar palace, and
left to rot in the hest. It took them aweek to die. | didn't hear about it until afterward, but the Jehar 1eft
the bodiesfor meto find. Y ou wouldn't know what that islike, seeing the burned and broken skeletons
of the people who raised you, a stench rising from them that should never come from any living being.

Y ou don't know what that does to aman.”

The memory of Aunt Beru and Uncle Owen as he had last seen them rosein Luke's mind. Their bodies
were burned beyond recognition, smoke still rising from them. The only comfort he took in the years that
followed was that they had died side by side, asthey had lived.

"No," Luke said, "I don't suppose | do know what that doesto aman.” He knew what it had doneto
him. It had forced him to grow up in amoment, forced him to fight the evil that had caused hisfamily's
desths.

It had not turned him into amonster. He understood Dolph's pain, but not hisreaction toit.

"When | came home," Dolph said asif Luke hadn't spoken, "I buried my family, and | vowed vengeance
on the Jehar. Vengeance | took without your help. | am stronger now, Skywalker. | will be stronger than
you."

"Isthat important to you?' Luke asked. He was|eaning harder on his cane than he needed to. He
wanted Dolph to think he was wesker than he redlly was.

"Of courseitis," Dolph said. "Y our government condoned the actions of the Jehar. Y our sister opened
trade with them, and treated them as a reputable government instead of the terrorists they were. It took
me, acting first done, and then with my own people, before the Jehar were reveded for what they were."

"And what'sthat?' L uke asked.

"Mongters," Dolph whispered. "Mongters, Skywalker. But you wouldn't understand that.”

"No," Lukesaid. "l don't." Hewalked afew steps closer to Dolph. Dolph's cape snapped in the breeze,
reveding alightsaber at hisside. "Tel me, Dolph, what's the difference between the JEhar and you?'

The desth mask's mouth thinned, making the skeleta face dmost rigid. "Does speaking in riddlies amuse
you, Skywaker? Or do you do it to buy time?"

"l doit," Lukesaid, "because | am truly curious. Y ou've destroyed every being on this planet. | suspect
that in thetime | was here, you destroyed another planet as well. The JEhar murdered people who didn't
agree with its policieson Almania. Murder is murder, Dolph, at least to me. Isit to you?”

The death mask shivered, dmost asif it were separating itself from theface. "My nameisKudler."

"Your nameisDolph,” Lukesaid. "And | will only talk to Dolph. The Dolph | met was agifted, loving
boy who had avast future before him. That's the person | want to talk to."

"That Dolphisdead,” Dolph said. "The JEhar murdered him when they murdered hisfamily."
"And left Kudler in hisplace?’

"Yes" Dolph whispered.



"But you don't need Kudler," Luke said. "Kudler helped you survive, but you don't need him anymore.
Y ou have me. Come with me, Dolph, back to Yavin 4. We can heal those wounds the JEhar put in your

The death mask didn't move, although behind the mask, red eyes glinted. L uke could seetheir reflection
but not their shape and color. Then the flash disappeared.

"Y ou can heal the wounds?' The voice wasfull of sarcasm. The eyes were gone again, deep black pools
intheir place. "Y ou can resurrect my family, Skywaker? | doubt that. Not even Jedi tricks can bring the
dead back to theworld of theliving."

"Weall experience deep pain," Luke said. "It'sthe price of surviving. How we handle that pain iswhat
metters.”

"I've handled it my own way," Dolph said. "I will continueto do so. | will make certain no onelikethe
Jehar appear in the galaxy again.”

"How do you plan on doing that?'

Dolph swept his gloved hand around. "The Jehars of the universe shall disappear, dong with those who
serve them. Those like your sster and her government.”

"Leiahad nothing to do with your family's murder,” Luke said.
"Precisdy." Dolph's voice grew even lower. "And she was one of the few who could have prevented it.”

The hatred had festered so deep in him that it fueled the dark side. No wonder he had grown so strong
S0 quickly.

Luke stopped afew meters from Dol ph. "Brakiss said you wanted me to come here."

Dolph nodded. He let hisarm fal dowly. "I want to give you a choice, Master Skywaker. | need your
grength. Join me, and rid this universe of the evils of beingslike the Jehar. Together we can makethisa
better place.”

"I will joinyou," Luke said, "if you renounce the dark sde.”

Dol ph laughed. The sound was deep, echoey, and icy-cold. "Y ou should have learned long ago,
Skywalker. Thereisno dark side. The rules you placed on the Force were placed on you by aweak and
frightened old man, placed so that you would never grow to your full potentia. Join me, Skywaker, and
you can become what you were meant to be—the strongest man in the galaxy. The Force will be with
you. It will guideyou. It will giveyou everything you want."

"It dready has," Luke said.

"Hasit?' Dolph's voice was soft. "Redly, Master Skywalker? Y our sster hasthree children and a
husband who loves her. Y ou embrace no one. Y ou have companions, but no family. Y ou teach tricks
you learned long ago, and search the galaxy for chalenges. Y ou have no real home. Isthat what you
want, Skywaker?'



"Everyonéslife canbe made to sound bad, Dolph,” Luke said. "I enjoy mine. | vaueit, and | wouldn't

changeit."
"Not even to makeit better?"
"Not your way," Luke said.

"So beit, then." The mask hardened and became part of Dolph. Luke could see the physical
transformation, and knew then that he was watching Kueller, the man Dol ph had become. Therewould
be no more reasoning with the boy L uke had known.

Sowly Kudler drew hislightsaber, the hissfilling the street. Its blade burned blue.
"I don't want to fight you, Dolph,” Luke said.

"Y ou won't befighting Dolph," Kueller replied. He dashed at Luke. In one quick movement, Luke
grabbed his lightsaber and blocked Kudller's swipe with his own blade. The eectric clang of the sabers
filled theair, sending sparks al around them. Each movement ripped at L uke's back, but he focused on
the blade instead: parrying, defending, blocking, never redlly atacking. Hewould wait until Kuedller was
open before making his move.

Kudler hit at Luke's|eft, then hisright, then hisheart. But Luke kept blocking. Kudler pushed Luke
backward, toward the house. Luke stumbled on hisweak leg, and collapsed on the knee. A river of pain
ran through histhigh. Kueller brought hislightsaber down onto Luke's shoulder, but Luke rolled away
fromit, hisback burning as dirt from the road ground into his wounds.

He pushed himself up and swiped at Kueller, singeing his cape. The hum of lightsabersfilled the air.
Sweat ran down Lukesface. His strength was gone. He had gone through too much in the last few days.
But he concentrated on Kueller's movements, lived for Kudler's movements, blocked them, anticipated
them, and held his ground.

In aseriesof five rapid thrusts, Kueler moved Luke backward again. Luke parried, parried, parried, but
couldn't keep hisbaance. His ankle was clearly broken and unable to support him. Kueller jabbed at
Luke'sleft Sde. Luke swiveled to dodge, and Kueller jabbed again. Luke's ankle buckled, but he didn't
fal. Kudler pushed closer, and knocked L uke's lightsaber from his hand.

Kudler hed hisblue blade beneath Luke's chin. Luke could fed its heat, smell its electric tang.

"I should kill you now," Kueller said.

Lukewas breathing hard, but hefelt no fear. He could cal the lightsaber to him, and continue the battle,
but somehow he knew that Kueler wasn't yet ready to kill him.

He met Kudler'sdark, empty gaze. "Killing mewill not strengthen you.”
Themask smiled in askeletdl imitation of death. "Ah, but it will, Master Skywalker."
"No," Luke said. "A Jedi welcomes desth. He does not fear it."

"Areyou telling me that, Skywaker, or yoursdf?*



"Y ou, Dolph."

"l am not Dolph!"

"Asyou wish," Luke said. He was standing on his broken bone. The entire leg had gone numb.
"I should kill you," Kueller said again, "but | need you to lure your sster here.”

"Y ou don't want to face two of us, Dolph.”

Kueller sngpped hisfingers. Dozens of stcormtroopers, their white uniforms gleaming in the sun, emerged
from the surrounding buildings. "Take himto Almania.”

"That'salot of soldiersfor oneman," Luke said, with some amusement.

"I know who you are, Skywalker." Kudler kept thetip of the lightsaber near the tender skin under
Lukeschin. "l will never underestimate you."

The stormtroopers surrounded him. He braced himself, about to jump free, when something pricked the
back of hisneck. He brought up his hand, turned in surprise, and saw a stormtrooper behind him, holding
adight needle.

"Good night, Master Skywalker," Kueller said, as L uke collapsed onto the ground.

Lelawas nearly finished outfittingAl deraan. The ship was designed especialy for her, an escape vehicle
when she needed it, an emergency vehicle when thetimes called for it, asthey had when Hethrir had
gtolen her children. Alderaan had no markings on her outside, and her name was known only to afew.
Shewasidentified by her number, and her owner was listed as awoman named Ldlila Leilawas actudly
Leias nickname from childhood, her second identity, one that had served her well in her search for her
own children not so long ago.

It would serve her well now, in her search for her brother.
Luke?she sent again, but again, she received nothing in return.

Luke had appeared so badly injured in that holo. Perhaps he was dead. Perhaps he hadn't survived the
explosion of his X-wing.

Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. She couldn't live with perhaps. Her brother had been given up for dead
many times. She had learned to believe that he could survive the most impossible circumstances. She had
learned that when she and Lando had found him hanging upside down from awegther vane below Cloud

City.

She sent afina coded message dong al computer channdls, trying to find R2. He was probably ill in
repair. Those Kloperians had nearly destroyed him twice, and she had |eft an order—one of her last
officid acts—that the Kloperians who worked in the ship docks be relieved of their duties until shewas
certain that they were not guilty of any tampering. She suspected them because of their behavior toward
her droids. If they had |eft the droids done, she would have thought them innocent victims, like everyone
dse



If R2 didn't arrive soon, shewould go done. Time was the most important factor here. If Luke was
aive, but badly wounded, he might not be able to defend himsalf. Sometimes his powers seemed magical
to those around him, but she knew benegth it al that Luke was as human as anyone else.

And asvulnerable,

Death took even the greatest Jedi Knights. She had watched Obi-Wan die, raising hislightsaber, and
dlowing Vader to dice him through.

That image had stayed with her al these years. For while Luke had come to see that moment asasign of
Ben's power, Leiahad always seen it as an example of power's limitations.

She had never spoken to Obi-Wan Kenobi when he was dive. Only when hewas aghostly vision, like
her real father and Y oda. Obi-Wan hadn't seemed strong then. A guide, ateacher, and little more.

A knock on the hatch made her whirl. No one knew she was here, except Mon Mothma, and she
wouldn't come here. R2, if he had received Leas message, wouldn't knock.

She tapped her exterior screen. Wedge stood there, wearing his generd's uniform, hishair dicked back,
his hat tucked under hisarm. He looked very officid.

Her mouth went dry. Silly to be afraid of afriend, but she was suddenly. She didn't want him to tell her
to stay, and she didn't want him to notify anyone that she had left—at |east not thisearly on.

Stll, she couldn't deny him. She opened the hatch and waited for him in the cockpit.
He had to duck under the door as he stepped in. "Leia?’ he said. "Mon Mothma sent me."

"I'm not staying, Wedge," she said. "No matter how much you argue. Lukeisin trouble, | can't raise
Han, and by the time the Senate votesto help, Luke will be dead.”

Wedge put his hat on the copilot's chair. "I know, Leia. Y ou don't have to justify your actionsto me.
Mon Mothmadidn't send me here to prevent you from leaving. She sent me to accompany you."

Leiashook her head. "That won't be necessary, Wedge. It's better for meto go done. But if you can
find R2, I'd appreciate that."

"Y ou don't understand,” Wedge said. "Mon Mothmais sending me and a fleet with you.”

Leaslegsfet suddenly weak. She leaned against the controls. "A fleet? She can't do that. It takesfull
approvd of the Senate.”

"Technicaly,” Wedge said. "There are dways ways around that, as you well know."
"But she doesn't dare. The Imperidsin the Senate will crucify her.”
"They won't know if we do it soon," Wedge said. "The fleet will belong gone by the time they object.”

"And then they'll throw her out. Wedge, thisis precisdly the kind of thing | wanted to prevent when |
asked her to take my place.”



"Trust Mon Mothma, Leia. She managed to unify adiverse group of Rebels and make them into area
government. She hasadevioussde."”

That caught Leia. She frowned. "What's her plan?”

"Tolet usgo. The shipsare dready being prepared. She believes we need to get rid of thisKueller as
quickly aswe can. Under your leadership, we can do thet, Leia"

"Wheat's o devious about that?"

"If wewin, youll get the credit. It will stop the no-confidence vote when you return. Il allow you to
remain Chief of State.”

"And if welose?'

" She denounces us. We become rogues who went off on our own, trying to save the New Republic, and
falling." Wedge leaned toward her, hisexpresson sncere. "'If wefail, Lea, our reputations won't matter."

"They will to my children,” Lelasad.

"Y our children will be protected. Mon Mothmaknows how preciousthey are. It'slucky that they're not
on Coruscant for this. It means Mon Mothma can manipul ate the information any way she wants."

"A flegt," Lelasaid, the plan dowly sinking in. With afleet, she might actudly have achance. Kudller
would expect her to givein, or to wait for his next message. If he knew her aswdll as he thought he did,
he might even guessthat she would try to rescue Luke. But he would never imagine afleet. "What about
the X-wings?'

"Mogt are unusable,” Wedge said, "but weve rebuilt afew. Mostly the team will be relying on
Headhunters, A-wings, B-wings, and Y -wings."

"Thissoundslikealargeflegt,” Leiasad.

"Lukesimportant.”

She smiled softly. "And Mon Mothma reviewed the holocord-ing, and believesthat Kueller isabig
threat. Y ou forget how often I've fought at her side, Wedge. She has never beieved in Sitting still. She
believesin fighting. She bdievesin having the advantage of surprise.”

"Then weld better get moving," Wedge said. "Do you want to fly in the flagship?'

Leiashook her head. "I've never been amilitary commander, Wedge. Y ou have the charge of this
mission. I'm takingAlderman. Let me focuson Luke. Y ou can remind Kueller that we took down the
Empire. A small, petty demagogue on afaraway planet poses no threat to usat dl.”

"Y ou don't believe he's that weak, do you?' Wedge asked.

"No." Leiagmiled ruefully. "I think he's one of the worst threats we've ever faced.”

THIRTY-THREE



Thewater churned with blaster fire. As Han dove under the water, Chewie grabbed Wynni's
bow-caster. Han didn't see if Chewie was able to wrestle it from her. Instead, he swam deep, grabbed
Zeen'slegs, and tugged him under.

Zeen immediately kicked a him, but Han hung on. He pulled with al his strength, and got Zeen next to
him. Zeen's blaster dowly sank beside them. Zeen flailed at Han with hisarms. Han just clung. Hislungs
burned from the struggle, but Zeen's mouth was open. He wouldn't last aslong as Han.

Zeen'sfigt connected with Han's chin, but the water softened the blow. Han put his hands on Zeen's
shoulders and shoved him downward. Zeen grabbed for Han but missed. The momentum of the water,
and the sinkhole, pulled Zeen deeper.

Han swam to the surface. Lando had Kid in an armlock, and they were struggling, both going under then
coming up and spitting out water. Laser bolts were sizzling the water dl around them. Chewbaccawas
firing Wynni's bowcaster at the Glottal phibs. One lay dead on the ledge, while another floated facedown
on the pond, ablack stain swelling around its body. The other Glottal phibs were shooting fire a the
water, boiling it. The heat wasincredible. Han couldn't tell if hisface was covered with pond water or
swedt.

Nandreeson wasfiring at them with hisblaster. Wynni was unconscious, but floating on her back in the
scummy water, her snout safely intheair.

Han grabbed the blaster out of Kid's hands, punched him in the face, and pushed him under as he had
Zeen. Then Han grabbed Lando and pulled him up.

"Bregthe, buddy."

Lando was breathing, hard, but he nodded and swam free. Han handed him the blaster, and then
grabbed his own blaster from its pouch around hiswaist. He was treading water and firing at the
remaining Glottal phibs, aiming for the centers of the mouths,

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Lando float on his back, take aim, and blast the ceiling.

Han whirled, about to tell him not to waste his shots, when a million watumba bats swooped down.
Chewbaccaroared, and immediately covered his head with his paws. The bats dove at the water, into
the smoke, and then followed the flames.

The Glotta phibs started honking in unison and dapping at the bats with their tiny arms. Thefire stopped.
Nandreeson did under the water and Han started after him, when Lando grabbed hisarm.

"Don't," Lando said. "He wants us under there so he can kill us better."

The bats were egting the fire as they made their way toward the remaining Glottaphibs. The first bats
had aready reached one Glottaphib, and flew into its mouth. The Glotta phib's honking got louder and
louder as more bats covered it. Suddenly it stopped honking. It fell over backward, squashing some bats.
The othersflew away, leaving agray, desiccated Glotta phib. The three other Glotta phibs were fleeing
down thetunndl, honking in fear.

Han shoved Chewi€e's back. "They're watumba bats, you big baby. They eat dgae, insects, and fire, not
Wookiees."



Chewiemewled a him.

"Comeon," Lando said. He started to swim forward when he stopped as if arope weretied around his
foot. "l don't like this—"

And then he went under.

"Nandreeson!" Han said. He dove too. Nandreeson had Lando by the foot and was watching him flail.
Han grabbed Lando's hand and pulled, but Lando wasn't moving. Han held afinger to hislips, mimed
holding still, and went back to the surface.

"Give methe bowcadter," Han said.

Chewieroared.

"Wedon't have timeto argue. Nandreeson'll kill him."

Chewie whined, then dove, loading the bowcaster as he went. Han swam around Lando's front,
stopping afew meters from Nandreeson and then kicking at the Glottal phib's snouit.

Lando was turning red. He mimed strangulation. Han ignored him. He kicked Nandreeson again, and
Nandreeson roared. As he opened his mouth, an energy quarrel bubbled through the water and lodged in
the back of Nandreeson's throat.

Fire spewed from his mouth, instantly doused by the water. He let go of Lando'sleg and Lando swam
for the surface. Nandreeson made burbly strangling sounds, grabbed at his mouth, and sank deep into the
muck.

Han didn't wait to see any more. He tugged Chewi€'s suit and together they swam to the surface. Lando
was aready climbing the stairs. He reached the ledge, leaned back, and closed his eyes.

"I never thought I'd be ableto St again.”
"We're not done yet," Han said. He had to grip the rock sides as he climbed. The stairs were dippery.

"Indeed werre not,” Blue said. She was standing on the ledge behind them, clinging to thewall. "Have
you thought about how were going to get back to my Skipper?'

Chewieroared a her.
She shrugged in response.

"Playing both ends againgt the middle, Blue?' Han asked, essentialy rephrasing Chewi€s remark in more
politeterms.

Blue smiled prettily at him. "1 did think it wasin my best interest to see who was going to win that little
skirmish, don't you, Han?"

"I think if we could've trusted you, you'd've been here fighting for us, Blue."



"Don't expect too much of thegirl," Lando said, hisvoice heavy with exhaugtion. "At least she didn't
shoot at us."

"See, Han? One man understands my side.”
"He won't when he sees pieces of theLady Luck al over your Skipper.”

Lando opened hiseyes and sat up. "Y ou raided my ship? Hand me the blaster, Han. The woman
deservesto die”

Blue held open her hands, her blaster gripped only in her right thumb and forefinger. "I thought you were
dead. Nandreeson wasn't going to let you live."

"You havenofaith, Blue," Lando said.

"You'd have done the same," she said.

"She'sgot you there," Han said.

"Maybe before Cloud City," Lando said. "I'm agood guy now."

"A cardlessgood guy.” Han sat beside him. "What did you come herefor?"

"Cameto get you, buddy. Heard you were in some trouble. Thought I'd help.”

"We can discuss your persond lifelater. | just want to know how you plan to get out of here," Blue said.
"How'd you get on the rock?" Han asked.

“Climbed," she said. "Y ou missed the handholds near the cavern door."

Chewie roared his agreement. He doshed hisway up the stairs, stood over Han, and howled.
"All right, dl right, well leave" Han said.

"How do you plan to get out of here?" Lando asked.

Why did everyonethink he dways had a plan? Han sighed. "1 thought maybe you knew where
Nandreeson's favorite Skipper was."

"He brought meinit, but he left afew Reksbesdeit.”
"They should be gone by now," Blue said. "They hate watumba bats as much as Glottaphibs do.”

"Not accurate, Blue," Lando said. "Glottal phibs love watumba bats. They're host to haf adozen
Glottaphib ddlicacies. They just hate it when watumba bats notice them."

Bluelaughed. "Good point."

Chewie was aready doshing hisway to the cavern door. He stopped on awide ledge and stripped out
of the suit Wynni had given him, tossing it into the pond with an expressive and extremely vulgar



Wookiee curse.
Blue glanced a Wynni. "Think shelll bedl right?'
Chewbacca added another sentiment to the one he'd just expressed.

"Let'sdrag her onto the ledge," Han said. "At least shelll have afighting chance when Nandreeson's
henchmen return.”

Chewbacca cursed again, then stomped across the ledge and used a nearby stick to pull Wynni to the
water's edge. He reached down and hauled her out, grunting as he did so.

"Nice of you, Chewie. | thought | would haveto nag," Han said.

Chewbacca growled.

"You know," Lando said softly, "you once told me never to make a\Wookiee angry.”

"Right," Han said.

"Y ou seemto ignorethat advicefairly regularly.”

"He owes mealift debt," Han said. "It would be dishonorable for him to kill me."

"l suppose,” Lando said, "but would that stop him from ripping off your arms?

"It hasso far,” Han said, "but |et's not give him any idess, shal we?!

Chewbacca growled again, then left Wynni's sde. She was still unconscious, but Han could see her
pink-covered chest moving up and down. Blue stepped over her gingerly. Despite soaking in filthy water,

Blue looked fresh and dignified. Even her wet hair looked planned.

She was clutching her blaster and used her other hand to guide her dong the rock wall. "Wheresthe
Skipper?' she asked.

"Two tunndsup,” Lando said. "I'll lead the way."

Helooked asif he couldn't move amuscle. Han had never seen Lando's skin so gray. But Lando
climbed acrosstherocks asif he hadn't been exercising at all. Apparently the thought of freedom

appeded to him.

"What about the other Glottalphibs?' Han asked.
"I don't think we have to worry about them,” Lando said.

Han joined him in the cavern door. Dozens of Glotta phibs were sprawled on the rocks and in the pond.
Most of their long snouts were open, and the insides picked clean.

"Watumba bats did that?* Han asked. "Why would the Glottal phibs keep them around?”

"Sometimes you have to takerisks for agood med," Lando said.



The stench of smoke, dead Glotta phib, and rotting greenery was overpowering.
Chewie began to growl.
"I know, | know," Han said. "It stinks."

"That's an understatement,” Blue said. She had her hand over her nose. "I don't want to be here when
these things decay.”

They picked their way across the bodies. The opening into the next cavern was also full of Glottalphib
bodies, and five Skippers, al of which were unattended.

Blue amiled. "Reks. Y ou've gottalove them. They only think of themsalves.”
"Rather like you, huh, Blue?' Han said.
She patted his shoulder. "1 do agood deed now and then, Solo. | didn't haveto bring you here."

He moved her hand away from him. "Y ou could have worked harder to rescue me, Blue. | saved your
life"

"A favor for afavor, Han. | figured we were even at that point.”

Lando and Chewie were looking at the Skippers. "Thisoneisready to go,” Lando said. "If you know
how to hot-wire these things."

"Theres dways an access code," Blue said. "And with Nan-dreeson, it should be obvious.”
She pushed them aside, and studied the small voice monitor.
"Y ou don't think it has voice recognition, do you?' Han asked.

Bluelaughed. "All Glottaphibs sound dike." She tapped the edge. "What are Nandreeson's favorite
things, Lando?"

"Why ask me?' hesaid. "l hadn't seen the man for years."
"| thought you'd know his obsessons,” she said.
"l only knew of one," Lando said.

"All right." She leaned againgt the jamb and said, "Kill Caris-san,” in aremarkable approximation of a
nasal Glottalphib voice.

The door did back. She grinned. "Waell, gentlemen, let's go back to Skip 1 and seeif they stripped the
Falcon in our absence.”

C-3PO and R2-D2 had returned to the Solos chambersto discover that Leia had left. The computer



informed them that she had resigned her position as Chief of State and had given ordersto shut down the
gpartments until afamily member returned, then it threw the droids out.

Mon Mothma had replaced Mistress Leia, and the droids were in her anteroom now, along with a
collection of senators aides, well-wishers, and employment seekers. The antechamber was packed. 3PO
leaned against the wall, next to ametal sculpture that looked suspicioudy like adroid'sinnards, and R2
rocked beside him. They were the only droids, except for the receptionist droid, anew model who
refused to acknowledge 3PO at al. On her ligt, she kept adding the sentientsfirst, from the Kloperian
guard Leiahad relieved of duty (and from whom R2 had hidden behind an Y chthytonian) to awinged
Ageethat had flown into the room on alark.

When the Kloperian went into Mon Mothmas chambers, R2 began rocking. Hard.

"Settle down, R2," 3PO said. "'I'm sure Mon Mothmawill see us. She knows how important we are.”

R2 whistled and the conversation in the room stopped. Heads swiveled, and focused on the droids.
3PO put his hands up asif nothing had happened, and the conversations resumed. Except for the
receptionist. She continued to stare at 3PO asif he had committed amgor breach of etiquette.

"Now you've doneit,” 3PO said. "Y our rudeness will get ustossed out of here.”

R2 cheebled and rocked, hiswheds clanging on thetilefloor.

"That isabit melodramatic, even for you. No oneisgoing to die smply because werewaiting inline.”

R2 blatted at him, and the Y chthytonian looked down at him.

"Yer littlefriend iskind of agitated.”

3PO nodded. "He bdlieves we've found—"

R2 ghrilled.

TheY chthytonian put al four hands over his ears. Some of the humans cringed. The Agee flew out of
the room as quickly as she had arrived.

"That'sit," the receptionist droid said as she stood. "Y ou droids can leave.”

"Seewhat you've done?' 3PO hissed at R2. "Now | have to go convince her that we should stay. It
won't be an easy battle, what with dl the names you've caled her. Most droids, no matter what their
designation, didike being termed traitor, you know. She's only doing her job, and rather well at that, if |
might say 0."

He left R2's side and pushed hisway to the desk. The receptionist droid was standing, her bronze arms
crossed. "Y ou have no business here," she said. "The President is only dedling with important matters
today."

"Thisisimportant,” 3PO sad.

"I'mcertainitistoyou,” the receptionist said. "But whatever the problemis; it can wait."



"I'm afraid it can't,” 3PO said. Helowered hisvoice. "Y ou see, my counterpart and | have found the
cause of the bombing in the Senate Hall. We were going to report thisto President Leia Organa Solo,
but she has stepped down. So we came to her successor.”

"Delusond," the receptionist said. "They really should have retired your make ageneration ago. | had
heard that your type was given to hyperbole. | hadn't believed it until now."

"Thisisnot hyperbolel" 3PO said, pulling himsdlf up to hisfullest height. "Thisisfact. Y ou should know
the difference”

"If you don't move from my desk, | shall have you removed by force," the receptionist droid said.

"Youwill not,” 3PO said. "l am the persond droid of President Leia Organa Solo, and my counterpart
belongsto her brother, the Jedi Master Luke Skywalker. We are above your petty bureaucratic power
gambits. If you tamper with us, you'l be tampering with some of the most important peoplein
Coruscant.”

"Y our counterpart?' the receptionist droid asked. "Do you mean the astromech droid that was squedling
rudely afew moments ago?'

"Yes," 3PO said. "He's eccentric, but he's ahero of severad battles and is quite well-known."
"Well, then you shouldn't have any trouble finding him," the receptionist droid said.
"Hndinghim?'

"Heleft when you came up here.”

3PO spun. "R2? R2!"

The room had quieted as the petitioners watched the exchange between the receptionist droid and 3PO.
Therewasagap in the wall near the sculpture where R2 had been. The'Y chthytonian pointed histop left
arm toward the door.

"She'sright,” hesaid. "Yer little buddy zoomed out while you were arguing. He was heading toward the
pilots turbolift.”

"The pilots turbolift?' 3PO said. "Oh, dear. Oh, dear." He started out, then stopped, and turned to the
reception droid. "I expect you to inform Mon Mothmathat we were here. If you do not, | will personaly
make certain that you are demoted to working as atrandator for mechanical garbage compactors.”

Then he hurried out of the room, cdling for R2. The hallway wasfull of more petitioners arriving to see
Mon Mothma. Apparently the change in leadership meant that opportunists were trying to seeif Mon
Mothmawould help them where Mistress Leia had not. 3PO pushed past severa young humans, a
Gosfambling, and a Llewebum, and stopped in front of the pilots turbolift.

It was called that becauseit led directly into the shipyard. The Emperor's pilots had been on cal al the
time. Any threat to the Empire had the pilots on the turbolift, going down kilometersto the ships, and
taking off to defend Coruscant. The New Republic had deemed the lift useful, and had kept both it and
itsname.



The turbolift wasjust returning to thisfloor.
"R2," 3PO said softly, "when | catch up with you, | am going to recommend arestraining bolt.”

The turbolift doors opened, and 3PO stepped on. He hit Express and braced himself asthe car plunged.
At the bottom, the doors opened. 3PO peered through them.

The doorsinto the pilots wing were opened, the pand on the computer-locking system on the ground.
R2 had been in ahurry; normaly he replaced such things. Machinery hummed at the far end of the wing.

3PO scurried down the halway. 1t was empty. He did into the bay. Dozens of X-wingswerein various
states of disrepair. Master Luke's stood near the space doors, as if waiting for him to return.

Beyond that were other shipsin various states of disrepair. And no sign of R2,

"Oh, dear," 3PO said. "l don't like this."

He stepped over power cables and computer parts. Then a movement flashed in the next room. 3PO
hurried toward it. R2 was standing near astock light freighter. It appeared newly reassembled. Someone
had taken the time to clean the carbon scoring and space dirt off the sides.

"What are you thinking, R27*

R2 whigtled.

"l can't pilot afreighter. Y ou know droids can't. We need help, R2."

R2 chirruped.

"They aren'tignoring you. R2, you must see someonein chargel™

R2 beeped again. 3PO hurried toward the freighter.

"R2, redlly. Just because you couldn't speak to Mon Mothmawhen you wished doesn't mean that you
can't wait. It would have been only amoment longer, and | would have gotten you inside.”

R2 bleebled.

"Of courseyou havetime. Therésawaystime.”

R2 moaned.

"Surely it can't be asbad asdl that, R2!"

R2 warbled.

"Let metak with Mon Mothma," 3PO said. "'I'm sure shelll send someone—"
R2 emitted along, lengthy raspberry.

"R2, redly. What were you planning to do? Wait for the owner to return? Y ou have no ideawhat sort of



person flies this contraption—"

R2 beeped indignantly.

"All right," 3PO said. "So | don't know what your planis. But | believethat if wetakethe officia
route—"

R2 warbled. The sound was amost happy.

Footsteps sounded behind them.

3PO turned.

Cole Fardreamer stood in the doorway, wiping his hands on arag. "l suppose the cryptic message Luke
Skywaker left for me on the systems computer actudly came from you, R2, since Master Skywalker
isn't hereto meet me."

R2 cheebled.

"R2," 3PO said softly, "you aren't supposed to tamper with the equipment. And using Master Luke's
codes!"

"| think the chiding can wait. The message sounded urgent,” Cole said.
R2 swiveled his head and beeped.

"R2 wants to know who owns the stock light freighter,” 3PO said, "dthough | don't know why. Frankly,
Magter Far-dreamer, R2 has acted strangely since he was hit with that blaster fire.”

"R2 hasgood indtincts,” Cole said. He cameinto the room.

"Thefreighter was stolen, and we impounded it. I've been fixing it up. No oneredly ownsit. | think well
trytosdl it

R2 churbled and rocked.
"R2," 3PO sad. "Redlly, Magter Fardreamer, hel's not himself."
Coleamiled. "l think you might want to trandate for me."

3PO glanced at R2. R2 wailed. "Oh, dl right,” 3PO said. "R2 believes he knows who bombed the
Senate Hall. He saysif we don't go thereimmediately, there will be another explosion.”

"Tothe Senate Hall ?"

"No," 3PO said, asif Colewere dow. "To the place that the detonators came from."
R2 cheebled urgently.

"He wantsto know, g, if you can help us."



Cole Fardreamer frowned at the stock light freighter. "I don't know," he said after amoment. "But | can
certanly try."

THIRTY-FOUR

Leiahad sx military personnd on her small ship. Wedge had inssted that she have them in case of
attack, but she suspected they were dl on board to guard her. Wedge—and Mon Mothma—weren't
certain what she was going to do, and they wanted to keep her from doing something crazy.

She had never let anyone stop her before.
They wouldn't stop her now.

Even though the young lieutenant, Tchiery, had inssted on piloting, Leiahad rebuffed him. She needed
the control. Thiswas her mission, even though she was letting Wedge lead the flegt. She wanted to know
the course, and the plan, and not veer fromiit.

Unless she wanted to.
Once she saw Almania, she would know what to do.

Her new crewvmemberswerein the galley, arguing over dinner. The cockpit was blessedly slent,
alowing her to think. The copilot's chair ill bore the impression from Tchiery's body. He was aFarnym.
Farnymswere creatures noted for their bowling-ball roundness, and the incredible strength behind their
unusud shape. They had close-cut fur, small snouts, and large orange eyes. Tchiery was no different.
They dso had apeculiar odor, like ginger mixed with san-dalwood, an odor that remained in the cockpit
long after Tchiery was gone.

The fleet fanned out behind her, thirty strong. How Mon Mothmawas going to justify Wedge taking
most of theworking shipsin the arsend was beyond Leia. Wedge and his commanders rode in three
large ships, and were accompanied by squadrons of smaller ships, mostly A- and B-wings. It was
amazing how many ships he and Admiral Ackbar had been able to scrape together quickly.

Admiral Ackbar had opted to remain behind. He would cover ther tracks as best he could, but surely
Meido and his gang would natice thirty shipsleaving Coruscant smultaneoudy. What they would not
notice was thetiny, unmarkedAlderaan. Leia counted on that. She didn't want anyone to know she was
part of thismission until it wastoo late to recall the ships.

She leaned back in the pilot's chair, took a handful of her long hair, and quickly tied it into aponytail. It
wasthe third time she had made a ponytail. She kept pulling out the twist, a nervous habit from childhood
that she thought she had lost. A lot of nervous habits had returned since Kueller had destroyed that
second planet. She knew that when she returned she would have to dedl with al the fedings those habits
hid.

If shereturned.

She had no ideawhat sort of weapon Kueller was using. The planets remained, but the people seemed
to disappear. That wasn't a Death Star or a Sun Crusher. No great single weapon to destroy with a bolt.
The fleet couldn't bomb it out of existence because they didn't know what it was.

They couldn't bomb Almaniaout of existence ether. That would make the New Republic no better than



the Empire had been.

Lelawasn't certain Wedge had thought al those detail s through. She would send his military personnel
back with amessage to his ship, theYavin, when they reached Almanian space. No overdl bombing until
the target was sighted. If the target was obvious, then of course she wouldn't even send the message. But
if it wasnt, the crew would go back to Wedge, and she would disappear into Al-manias atmosphere.

Tofind Kudler herdf.

Because she gill wasn't certain if he was after the New Republic or if he was after her family. Hewas
gtrong in the Force, which made him a powerful enemy. For the thousandth time, she wished she had
listened to L uke and completed her Jedi training. She wouldn't be able to outnegotiate Kueller, at least
not for the long term. But she might be able to outfight him, with Lukée's help.

She pulled the twist out of her hair, and the strands cascaded down her back. The stars|ooked no
different. Evenin hyperdrive, the distance to Almaniawas incredible. It was amazing that Kudler had
even consdered his planet part of the New Republic. Planetsthisfar out usudly liked to retain their
independence. Almania had maintained itsindependence from the Empire. It should have continued such
behavior under the New Republic.

Y et another detail that didn't make sense.

So many details about Almaniadidn't make sense, partly because the information about the planet was
sketchy. She suspected that the Jehar had aigned themsalves with the Rebdllion for form's sake and to
protect their government, not because of any red alegiance or caring about the fight againgt the Empire.
So far as she could tdl, no Almanian joined the military on either Sde.

But someone had mentioned that Almanians had sent a distress message to her government years ago
that never got aresponse. Perhaps that was why Kueller had come after the New Republic.

Perhapsit had nothing to do with her family at al.

All the nagging worries. She had athousand of them. She hadn't been able to find R2 before she | eft,
and she had counted on him. It would have been nice to have the little droid beside her inAlderaan. 3PO
might have been helpful, too, at least as adigtraction. But they were both missing. R2 had |eft the
maintenance facility shortly after he checked in, and 3PO had gone with him. No one had seen them
snce.

Just as no one had heard from Han. He hadn't answered any of her messages. Shefinaly had to leave
him one saying that she would be out of touch for awhile, but she would find him. It was essentia that the
fleet have communications silence, but it worried her. Han's mission to Smuggler's Run had taken way
too long, and with that cryptic message trying to frame Han, Lelawondered if the delay was bad news.

She hadn't reached Lando, either. Lando, who had put hislifein jeopardy for Han's. She could only
hope that Lando had found Han and they were both dl right, tracking down the person or personswho
had gone after Han.

And then there was L uke. She had been reaching for him ever since she had seen that holocording from
Kudler. Except for that plaintive, pain-filled call, she hadn't heard from Luke. The Sllence was unnerving.

Every oncein awhile, though, she would get strange aches and pains. Her |eft ankle gave out on her as



shefinished the final check in the cockpit, sending severe pain up her leg. But when she checked it, she
discovered nothing wrong. Shortly after takeoff, she had relaxed in her pilot's chair, and cried out asa
thousand needles poked into her back. Again, the sensation was gone in amoment, and there was no
visble sign of injury (or of needles embedded in her chair). Both times she had gotten a sense of Luke
before the pain faded.

Hewas dive. She knew that much. But she also knew he was badly injured, and alone.

She had to reach him soon. Even though they were straining theAlderaan's engines, they weren't going
fast enough for her.

She had to reach her brother before he died—or worse.

Luke awoke to abardy lit room. He was on his stomach, his back aching fiercely. His head throbbed
and his mouth tasted fuzzy. The shot shouldn't have worked, but it did, mostly due to his own weakened
sate. He hadn't had enough energy to fight Dolph/Kueller and to maintain consciousness againgt the
power of the medication.

And now they had him here.

Wherever here was.

Heblinked. Even hiseyesfdt grimy. Hewas till dehydrated. He could fed it in each movement, in each
throb of hishead. But the rest had given him some strength back. He could get beyond this weakness.
He would be able to defend himsalf now.

The palet was only afew inches above the floor. The floor was covered with dirt, and benegth it, the
surface was made of wood. How unusual.

Thelight that filtered in, giving the room its grayish-brown color, came from grates above. He suspected
the grates opened into another room or the light would have been brighter.

Heforced himsdlf to St up dowly, the very movement pulling on his back, reminding him of the source of
his pain. His X-wing was gone. It had exploded over Pydyr, and when he was there, he hadn't been able
to figure out what happened.

But as he had dept, the redization struck him.

Someone must have tampered with the X-wing on Tdti. Brakiss couldn't have doneit. He had been with
L uke during most of that time. But one of the droids could have, under Brakisss orders.

And if the X-wing had exploded on Almania, as planned, Brakiss would have taken care of both of the
men he feared: Luke Skywaker and Kueller.

Luke brushed hisface, and hit something prickly. He brought his hand down. Straw. He looked down.
The pallet was covered in straw.

How odd.



And his hands weren't bound.
Neither were hisfedt.
But his lightsaber was gone.

So. Kudller believed there was no escape from this place, but he also believed that L uke might have had
usefor the lightsaber.

Which meant that Luke would not be alonefor long.

He got up dowly, moving with caution so that the throbbing he felt wouldn't turn into dizziness. The splint
enabled him to put some weight on hisankle. Sowly he crept forward.

The room was more like aseries of rooms. The ceilings were high enough that he didn't want to try to
jump them with hisinjured ankle, and the walls were smooth. Y et fresh air flowed in, dong with the scent
of raw mest.

The thought of such food made his stomach churn, but he knew that food would have vaue for him, not
so much for itsnutritional content, but for its moisture. He followed the scent, and discovered more straw
on the far sde of the room he had awakened in.

Mixed in with the straw were long white hairs, and the faint smell of animals.

The next room was dark. The scent of meat was stronger here. 1t mixed with the anima odor. Luke
wasn't sure he would like what he was going to find. He squinted, forcing hiseyesto adjust.

Nothing.

The room was emptier than thefirst, with only one pile of straw, and no pallet at al. The raw-meat smell
came from acorner filled with large, empty bowls, but no mest rested there. Obvioudy the meat had
been esten. Only the smell lingered.

The hair on the back of hisneck prickled. He was aone, but it didn't fed asif he were alone.

Hedidnt likethefeding.

He limped back to his pallet and sat down. There was no way to tell how long he had been out. Or
exactly where he was. His only hope was to engage one of the guards and to escape by stedling one of
Dolph/Kudler'sships.

But before he did that, he would want to find the source of Kueller's disturbing power. It had to be near
Kudler somewhere. He wouldn't let it too far out of hissght, whatever it was.

A faint snuffling echoed from the far room. Luke looked up. A large white creature sat in the doorway,
nearly filling it. If the creature stretched on itshind legs, it might be able to reach the grates. It obvioudy
had no desireto.

The snuffling continued. Then Luke redized that it was sniffing the air.

It wassmdling him.



He sat very 4ill. Hislack of restraints made him nervous. This, then, wasthe thing Kueller had planned
for him.

It rose on dl fours, standing twice his size. Chewbaccawould betiny next to thisthing. It had asmallish
face (compared to its body), short ears, and ditted blue eyes. Its shoulders were broad, and its back flat.
Its hair was white and flaked off with each movement. It had along, thin tail that Luke suspected carried
alot of power.

Maybeif hedidn't move, it wouldn't harm him. Most creatures, when faced with amongter like this one,
ghrieked and ran. Thefirst best gamble was awaysto wait it out.

The creature came closer. Drool dripped off its mouth, landing in giant puddles near itsfeet. It continued
snuffling, following the path that L uke had made to the door and then to the straw.

Luke worked to control hisown bresthing, keeping it shallow. Hewilled himsdf invisible, but he didn't
know how to send that vision to the thing in front of him. He couldn't yet tell if it had any red intelligence.

It followed his scent from the straw to the pallet, and it stopped in front of him, sniffing the air. Drool
landed on hisfeet, soaking them in warm, dimy liquid. He didn't move.

The creature kept sniffing. Its Sze was amazing. If he stood, he might be able to reach its barrel chest.
Fortunately its mouth was small, or he would be egten in one chomp.

The creature followed the scent downward, finaly focusing on Luke. It shoved itsmuzzle a him. The
cold nose covered him from forehead to stomach. He resisted the urge to shove it away, but instead he
sat, forcing himself to remain calm. It sniffed him, pausing for amoment at hisback. He closed hiseyes.

The wet nose-dime did down hisarms, and pooled near hisfeet. He could drown in this cresture's bodily
fluids

Thenit pulled back. He let out asmall Sigh. It hadn't registered him as anything different from the straw
or thepallet. If he could remain till alittle longer, hewould be dl right.

The creaturetilted its head, itseyes glinting at him. Luke made eye contact.
That was his mistake.

With one quick movement, the cresture took him in its jaws, and bit down.
Hard.

THIRTY-FIVE

Luke'slegs disappeared into the Thernbee's mouth. Kueller turned away from the screen. Except for his
new assistant, Kueller was donein Femon's control room. The masks glimmered at him from the wall.
Hedidn't like this place. He could till fed her presence. He would need to make some other place the
center of hiscommand.

"l want aguard on himat al times."

Hisnew assstant, Y anne, a dender man whose lined face and gray hair marked him asyears older than



Kudler, leaned forward. "I don't think well need it."”

Kudler had chosen Y anne because Y anne was one of the few of his people who actudly expressed the
opinion he had rather than the one Kudller wanted to hear. For the moment, it was arefreshing trait.

"Redlly, gr, only amiracle would save that man now. The Thernbee will toy with him, crushing one bone
at atime, giving him the occasiona illusion of escagpe, but never dlowing him to dissppear.”

"I know how aThernbeekills," Kudler said. He had grown up around them, large white menacesin the
Almanian mountains. "'l want that guard.”

"It'sawagte of manpower," Yanne said.

Kudler nodded asif he had heard. "Y ou're right. We'd best put four guards on the Thernbee cages.”

"Four! Sir, you can't be serious. Even if the man survived the Thernbee, he'd be too weak, too
debilitated to do any harm. Wed be better off placing most of our peoplein battle positions. There are
reports—"

"I've heard the reports,” Kueller said. "I'm prepared for them. But we have Luke Skywaker below. |
only put him with the Thernbee because | need him dive until hissster arrives. But, aslong asLuke
Skywalker isdive, thereisawaystherisk that he will defeat his adversary. We must be prepared for this
risk."

"He was wounded when we put himin there. A few bats from the Thernbee and helll be dead.”

"It won't bethat smple,” Kudler said.

"No man isthat powerful," Yanne said.

Kudler turned to him, no longer amused by Y anne's mouth. He stared a the man until Y anne'sface
turned ashen.

"Exce