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CHAPTER 1

THE IMPERIAL STAR DESTROYER MOVED SILENTLY THROUGH the blackness of space, its lights dimmed, its huge sublight engines blazing with the urgency of its mission.

The man standing on the command walkway could feel the rumble of those engines through his boots as he listened to the muttered conversation from the crew pits below him. The conversation sounded worried, too, as worried as he himself felt.

Though for entirely different reasons. For him, this was a personal matter, the frustration of a professional dealing with fallible beings and the capriciousness of a universe that refused to always live up to one’s preconceived notions as to what was fitting and proper. An error had been made, possibly a very serious error. And as with all errors, there would likely be unpleasant consequences riding in its wake.

From the starboard crew pit came a muffled curse, and he stifled a grimace. None of that mattered to the Star Destroyer’s crew. Their worries stemmed solely from their performance, and whether they would be facing a pat on the back or a boot in the rear at journey’s end.

Or possibly they were merely worried about the sublight engines blowing up. On this ship, one never knew.

He shifted his attention downward, his gaze leaving the grandeur of the starscape and coming to rest on the bow of the Star Destroyer stretching out more than a kilometer in front of him. He could remember the days when the mere sight of one of these ships would send shivers up the spines of the bravest of fighters and the most arrogant of smugglers.

But those days were gone, hopefully forever. The Empire had been rehabilitated, though of course many within the New Republic still refused to believe that. Under Supreme Commander Pellaeon’s firm guidance, the Empire had signed a treaty with the New Republic, and was no longer any more threatening than the Bothans or the Corporate Sector or anyone else.

Almost unwillingly, he smiled as he gazed along the Star Destroyer’s long prow. Of course, even in the old days of the Empire, this particular ship would probably have inspired more bewilderment than fear.

It was, after all, hard to take a bright red Star Destroyer very seriously.

From behind him, audible even over the rumble of the engines, came the sound of clumping boots. “Okay, Karrde,” Booster Terrik grunted as he came to a halt at his side. “The comm’s finally fixed. You can transmit whenever you want.”

“Thank you,” Talon Karrde said, turning back toward the crew pits and trying hard not to blame Booster for the state his equipment was in. An Imperial Star Destroyer was a huge amount of ship to take care of, and Booster never had nearly enough personnel to do the job right. “H’sishi?” he called. “Go.”

[Yes, Chieftain,] the Togorian called back from the comm board, her fur fluffing slightly as her clawed fingers touched the keys. [Transmission complete. Shall I begin alerting the rest of the network now?]

“Yes,” Karrde said. “Thank you.”

H’sishi nodded and returned her attention to the board.

With that, Karrde knew, he’d done all he could for the moment. Turning again to face the stars, he folded his arms across his chest and tried hard to cultivate his patience. “It’ll be all right,” Booster murmured from beside him. “We’ll be around this star in half an hour and be able to jump to lightspeed. We can be in the Domgrin system in two standard days, tops.”

“Assuming the hyperdrive doesn’t break down again.” Karrde waved a hand. “Sorry. I’m just—you understand.”

“Sure,” Booster said. “But relax, all right? This is Luke and Mara we’re talking about, not some fresh-hatched Neimoidian grubs. Whatever’s going on, they’re not going to be caught flat-footed.”

“Maybe,” Karrde said. “Though even Jedi can be surprised.” He shook his head. “But that’s not the point, is it? The point is that I messed up. I don’t like it when that happens.”

Booster shrugged his massive shoulders. “Like any of the rest of us do?” he asked pointedly. “You have to face the facts, Karrde, and Fact Number One is that you simply can’t know everyone who works for you anymore.”

Karrde glared out at the mockingly cheerful red ship stretched out in front of him. But Booster was right. This whole thing had gotten completely out of hand.

He’d started out modestly enough, merely offering to provide timely information to the leaders of the New Republic and Empire so that both sides could be assured that the other wasn’t plotting against them. And for the first couple of years everything had gone just fine.

The trouble had come when the various planetary and sector governments within the New Republic had woken up to the benefits of this handy service and decided they wanted aboard, too. After the near civil war that had broken out over the Caamas Document, Karrde hadn’t really felt like turning them down, and with permission from his clients on Coruscant and Bastion he’d gone ahead and expanded his operations.

Which naturally meant expanding his personnel as well. In retrospect, he supposed, it had only been a matter of time before something like this happened. He just wished it hadn’t happened to Luke and Mara. “Maybe not,” he told Booster. “But even if I can’t handle everything personally, it’s still my responsibility.”

“Ah,” Booster said knowingly. “So it’s your pride that’s hurt, is it?”

Karrde eyed his old friend. “Tell me, Booster. Has anyone ever told you you’re truly irritating when you try to be sympathetic?”

“Yeah, the subject’s come up once or twice,” Booster said, grinning. He slapped Karrde’s back. “Come on. Let’s go down to the Transis Corridor and I’ll buy you a drink.”

“Assuming the drink dispensers are working today,” Karrde murmured as they headed back along the command walkway.

“Well, yeah,” Booster conceded. “Always assuming that.”

AS CANTINAS WENT, MARA JADE SKYWALKER THOUGHT AS SHE sipped her drink, this was definitely one of the strangest she’d ever been in.

Part of that might simply have been due to the locale. Here in the Outer Rim, culture and style weren’t exactly up to the standards of Coruscant and the rest of the Core Worlds. That might explain the gaudy wall hangings juxtaposed with ancient plumbing woven around modern drink dispensers, all of it set against a background decor consisting mainly of polished droid parts dating back to before the Clone Wars.

As for the unbreakable mugs and the heavy, stone-topped table she was seated at, the smoothed-over blaster scars in the walls and ceiling were more than enough explanation. When the patrons dived under the tables in the middle of a firefight, they would want those tables to afford them some protection. And they wouldn’t want to find themselves sitting on bits of broken crockery, either.

There was no rationale at all, of course, for the very loud, very off-key music.

A brush of air touched her shoulder, and a heavyset man appeared from behind her, pushing his way through the milling crowd. “Sorry,” he huffed as he circled the table and landed his bulk back in the seat across from her. “Business, business, business. Never lets up for a minute.”

“I suppose not,” Mara agreed. He didn’t fool her for a second; even without Force sensitivity she would have spotted the furtiveness hidden behind the noise and bustle. Jerf Huxley, master smuggler and minor terror of the Outer Rim, was up to something unpleasant.

The only question was how unpleasant he was planning for that something to be.

“Yeah, it’s crazy out here,” Huxley went on, taking a noisy swallow of the drink he’d left behind when he hurried off on the mysterious errand that had taken him away from their table. “ ’Course, you know all that. Or at least you used to.” He eyed her over the rim of his mug. “What’s so funny?”

“Oh, nothing,” Mara said, not bothering to erase the smile that had caught the other’s attention. “I was just thinking about what a trusting person you are.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, frowning.

“Your drink,” Mara said, gesturing to his mug. “You go away and leave it alone with me, and then you just come back and toss it down without even wondering if I’ve put something in it.”

Huxley’s lips puckered, and through the Force Mara caught a hint of his chagrin. He hadn’t worried about his drink, of course, because he’d had her under close surveillance the whole time he was gone. He also hadn’t intended for her to know that. “All right, fine,” he said, banging the mug back onto the table. “Enough with the games. Let’s hear it. Why are you here?”

With a man like this, Mara knew, there was no point in glaze-coating it. “I’m here on behalf of Talon Karrde,” she said. “He wanted me to thank you for your assistance and that of your organization over the past ten years, and to inform you that your services will no longer be required.”

Huxley’s face didn’t even twitch. Clearly, he’d already suspected this was coming. “Starting when?” he asked.

“Starting now,” Mara said. “Thanks for the drink, and I’ll be on my way.”

“Not so fast,” Huxley said, lifting a hand.

Mara froze halfway to her feet. Behind Huxley, blasters had abruptly appeared in the hands of three of the men who had hitherto been minding their own business at the bar. Blasters that were, not surprisingly, pointed at her. “Sit down,” he ordered.

Carefully, Mara eased back into her chair. “Was there something else?” she asked mildly.

Huxley gestured again, more emphatically this time, and the off-key background music shut off. As did all conversation. “So that’s it, is it?” Huxley demanded quietly. In the sudden silence, even a soft voice seemed to ring against the battered walls. “Karrde’s going to toss us aside, just like that?”

“I presume you read the news,” Mara said, keeping her voice calm. All around her, she could sense the single-minded animosity of the crowd. Huxley had apparently stocked the place with his friends and associates. “Karrde’s getting out of the smuggling business. Has been, for the past three years. He doesn’t need your services anymore.”

“Yeah, he doesn’t need,” Huxley said with a sniff. “What about what we need?”

“I don’t know,” Mara said. “What do you need?”

“Maybe you don’t remember what it’s like in the Outer Rim, Jade,” Huxley said, leaning over the table toward her. “But out here, you don’t split things three ways against the ends. You work for one group, period, or you don’t work at all. We burned our skyarches behind us years ago when we started working for Karrde. If he pulls out, what are we supposed to do?”

“I expect you’ll have to make new arrangements,” Mara said. “Look, you had to have known this was coming. Karrde’s made no secret of the direction he’s been taking.”

“Yeah, right,” Huxley said contemptuously. “Like anyone believed he’d really go straight.”

He drew himself up. “So you want to know what we need? Fine. What we need is something to tide us over until we can get back in the business with someone else.”

So there it was: a simple and straightforward pocket-shake. Nothing subtle from this bunch. “How much?” she asked.

“Five hundred thousand.” His lip twisted slightly. “In cash credits.”

Mara kept her face expressionless. She’d come here prepared for something like this, but that number was way beyond reason. “And where exactly do you expect me to get this little tide-me-over?” she asked. “I don’t carry that much spending money on me.”

“Don’t get cute,” Huxley growled. “You know as well as I do that Karrde’s got a sector clearinghouse over on Gonmore. They’ll have all the credits there we need.”

He dug into a pocket and produced a hold-out blaster. “You’re going to call and tell them to bring it to us,” he said, leveling the weapon at her face across the table. “Half a million. Now.”

“Really.” Casually, keeping her hands visible, Mara turned her head to look behind her. Most of the cantina’s nonsmuggler patrons had already made a quiet exit, she noted, or else had gathered into groups on either side of the confrontation, staying well out of the potential lines of fire. Of more immediate concern was the group of about twenty humans and aliens who had spread themselves out in a semicircle directly behind her, all of them with weapons trained on her back.

All of them also showing varying degrees of wariness, she noted with a certain malicious amusement. Her reputation had apparently preceded her. “You throw an interesting party, Huxley,” she said, turning back to face the smuggler chief. “But you don’t really think you’re equipped to deal with a Jedi, do you?”

Huxley smiled. A very evil smile. A surprisingly evil smile, actually, given the circumstances. “Matter of fact, yeah, I do.” He raised his voice. “Bats?”

There was a brief pause. Mara reached out with the Force, but all she could sense was a sudden heightened anticipation from the crowd.

Then, from across the room ahead and to her right came the creak of machinery. A section of floor in a poorly lit area at the far end of the bar began to rise ponderously toward the ceiling, revealing an open-sided keg lift coming up from the storage cellar below. As it rose, something metallic came into view, its shine muted by the patina of age.

Mara frowned, trying to pierce the gloom. The thing was tall and slender, with a pair of arms jutting out from the sides that gave it a not-quite-humanoid silhouette for all its obvious mechanical origins. The design looked vaguely familiar, but for those first few seconds she couldn’t place it. The lift continued to rise, revealing hip-bone-like protrusions at the base of the object’s long torso and a trio of curved legs extending outward beneath them.

And then, suddenly, it clicked.

The thing was a pre–Clone Wars droideka—one of the destroyer droids that had once been the pride of the Trade Federation army.

She looked back at Huxley, to find that his smile had widened into a grin. “That’s right, Jade,” he gloated. “My very own combat droideka, guaranteed to blast the stuffing out of even a Jedi. Bet you never expected to see one of those here.”

“Not really, no,” Mara conceded, running a practiced eye over the droideka as the lift reached the top and wheezed to a halt. It had arrived fully open in combat stance, she noted, instead of rolled into the more compact wheel form used to move into position. That could mean it wasn’t able to maneuver anymore.

Did that mean its guns wouldn’t track, either? Experimentally, she leaned back in her seat.

For a moment nothing happened. Then the droideka’s left arm twitched, its twin blasters shifting angle to match her movement.

So the weapons could indeed track, though they appeared to be under someone’s manual control instead of a central computer’s or anything on board the droideka itself. In the dim lighting, she couldn’t tell whether or not its built-in deflector shield was functioning, but it almost didn’t matter. The thing was armed, armored, and pointed straight at her.

Huxley was right. Even the Jedi of that era had gone out of their way to avoid fighting these things.

“But of course I should have,” she continued, turning to face Huxley again. “This place is littered with old droid parts. Stands to reason someone would have scraped together enough pieces to make a reasonable copy of a droideka to scare people with.”

Huxley’s eyes hardened. “You try something cute and you’ll see how good a copy it is.” He looked over at the group of casual observers to his right, and his eyes locked on someone in the crowd. “You—Sinker!”

A kid maybe sixteen years old stepped out from a knot of older men. “Yes, sir?”

Huxley gestured toward Mara. “Get her lightsaber.”

The kid goggled at Mara. “Get—uh—?”

“You deaf?” Huxley bit out. “What are you afraid of?”

Sinker made as if to speak, looked furtively at Mara, swallowed visibly, then stepped hesitantly forward. Mara kept her face expressionless as she watched him approach, his nervousness increasing with each step, until he was visibly shaking as he stopped beside her. “Uh … I’m—I’m sorry, ma’am, but—”

“Just take it!” Huxley bellowed.

In a single desperate motion Sinker ducked down, unhooked her lightsaber from her belt, and scampered backward with it. “There,” Huxley said sarcastically. “That wasn’t so hard, now, was it?”

“Wasn’t so useful, either,” Mara said. “You think that’s all it takes to stop a Jedi? Taking her lightsaber?”

“It’s a start,” Huxley said.

Mara shook her head. “It’s not even that.” Looking over at Sinker, she reached out with the Force.

Abruptly, the lightsaber ignited in his hand.

Sinker’s startled squeak was mostly lost in the snap-hiss as the brilliant blue blade blazed into existence. Rather to her surprise, he didn’t drop the weapon and run, but held gamely on to it. “Sinker, what the frost are you doing?” Huxley snapped. “That’s not a toy.”

“I’m not doing it,” Sinker protested, his voice running about an octave higher than it had been before.

“He’s right,” Mara confirmed as Huxley drew in another bellow’s worth of air. “He’s not doing this, either.”

She reached out to the lightsaber again, making it weave back and forth in Sinker’s grip. The kid wove back and forth with it, hanging on with the grim air of someone who’s found himself astride an angry acklay with no idea how to get off.

The rest of the crowd was probably feeling much the same way. For those first few seconds there had been a mad scramble by everyone near Sinker to get out of range of the weapon bobbing in his hands like a drunken crewer. They had mostly stopped moving now, though a few of the smarter ones had decided it was time to get out entirely and were making tracks for the exits. The rest were watching Sinker warily, ready to move again if necessary.

“Knock it off, Jade,” Huxley snarled. He wasn’t smiling anymore. “You hear me? Knock it off.”

“And what do you plan to do if I don’t?” Mara countered, continuing to swing the lightsaber even as she kept an eye on Huxley’s blaster. The others wouldn’t shoot her without orders or an immediate threat, she knew, but Huxley himself might forget what his goals and priorities were here.

It was a risk worth taking. With every eye in the cantina on Sinker and his disobedient lightsaber, no one was paying the slightest attention to the droideka standing stolid guard across the room.

Not the droideka, and certainly not the barely visible tip of brilliant green light stealthily slicing a circle through the lift floor around its curved tripod feet.

“I’ll blast you into a million soggy pieces, that’s what I’ll do,” Huxley shot back. “Now, let him go, or I’ll—”

He never finished the threat. Across the room, with a sudden creaking of stressed metal, the lift floor collapsed, dropping the droideka with a crash back into the cellar.

Huxley spun around, screeching something vicious.

The screech died in midcurse. From the direction the droideka had disappeared, a black-clad figure now appeared, leaping up from the cellar to land on the edge of the newly carved hole. He lifted the short cylinder in his hand to salute position, and with another snap-hiss, a green lightsaber blade blazed.

Huxley reacted instantly, and in exactly the way Mara would have expected. “Get him!” he shouted, stabbing a finger back toward the newcomer.

He didn’t have to give the order twice. From the semicircle of gunners behind Mara erupted a blistering staccato of blasterfire. “And you—” Huxley added over the noise. He lifted his blaster toward Mara, his finger tightening on the firing stud.

Mara was already in motion. Rising halfway out of her chair, she grabbed the edge of the stone-topped table and heaved it upward. A fraction of a second later Huxley’s shot ricocheted off the tabletop now angled toward him, passing harmlessly over Mara’s head to gouge yet another hole in the ceiling behind her. Mara heaved the table a little higher, and Huxley’s eyes abruptly widened as he realized she intended to drop its full weight squarely into his lap, pinning him helplessly into his chair and then crushing him to the floor.

He was wrong. Even as he scrambled madly to get out of his chair and away from the falling table before it was too late, Mara kicked her own chair back out of her way. Using her grip on the table edge as a pivot point, she lifted her feet and swung herself forward and downward.

With a lighter table, the trick wouldn’t have worked, and she would have simply landed on her rear in front of her chair with the table in her lap. But this one was so massive, with so much inertia, that she was able to swing under the edge now falling backward toward her, land on the floor beneath where it had been standing, and get her hands clear before the edge crashed into the floor behind her.

This put the heavy tabletop neatly between her and the twenty-odd blasters that had been trained on her back.

Huxley, still completely off stride, had time for a single yelp before Mara lunged forward, slapped his gun hand aside with her left hand, and then grabbed a fistful of his shirt and hauled him down into cover with her. Her right hand snaked up her left sleeve, snatched her small sleeve gun from its arm holster, and jammed the muzzle up under his chin. “You know the drill,” she said. “Let’s hear it.”

Huxley, his eyes on the edge of terror, filled his lungs. “Huxlings! Cease fire! Cease fire!”

There was a second of apparent indecision. Then, around the room, the blasters fell quiet. “Very good,” Mara said. “What’s part two?”

Huxley’s lip twisted. “Drop your weapons,” he growled, opening his hand and letting his own blaster fall to the floor. “You hear me? Drop ’em.”

There was another brief pause, then a dull clatter as the others followed suit. Mara stretched out with the Force, but she could sense no duplicity. Huxley had caved completely, and his gang knew better than to try to second-guess his decisions. Keeping her blaster pressed under his chin, she got to her feet, hauling Huxley up with her. She gave each of the half-sullen, half-terrified gang members a quick look, just to make it clear what rash heroics would cost, then turned to the man in black as he walked up to her. “So didn’t you see that droideka before Huxley lifted it up here?” she asked.

“Oh, I saw it,” Luke Skywalker acknowledged, closing down his lightsaber but keeping it ready in his hand.

“And?”

Luke shrugged. “I was curious to see whether it still worked. Did it?”

“We didn’t get a complete field test,” Mara said. “It didn’t look very mobile, and I’d guess its tracking is on manual instead of automatic. But it probably fires just fine.”

“Fired,” Luke corrected. “It’s going to need a little reworking.”

“That’s okay,” Mara assured him, sliding her sleeve gun back into its concealed holster. “Huxley’s people will have some time on their hands.”

She gave Huxley a push away from her, letting go of his shirt. He staggered slightly but managed to maintain his balance. “Here’s the deal. Before I leave, I’ll credit twenty thousand to your account. Not because Karrde owes you anything at all, but simply as a thanks for your years of service to his organization.”

“Karrde’s a little softhearted that way,” Luke added.

“Yes, he is,” Mara agreed. “I, on the other hand, am not. You’ll take it, you’ll be happy with it, and you will never even think about making trouble for any of us again. Clear?”

Huxley had the look of a man chewing droid parts, but he nodded. “Clear,” he muttered.

“Good.” Mara turned to Sinker and held out her hand. “My lightsaber, please?”

Bracing himself, Sinker walked toward her, the lightsaber still humming in his grasp. He offered it to her at arm’s length; taking it, she closed down the blade and hung it back on her belt. “Thank you,” she said.

Across the room, the door slid open, and a young man darted in. He got two steps before everything seemed to register, and he faltered to a confused halt. “Uh … Chief?” he called, looking at Huxley.

“This better be important, Fisk,” Huxley warned.

“Uh …” Fisk looked around uncertainly. “It’s—I just got a signal in for someone named Mara. It was from—”

“It was from Talon Karrde,” Luke cut in. “He wants Mara to contact him aboard the Errant Venture as soon as possible at—” He narrowed his eyes as he gazed across the room at the boy. “—in the Domgrin system.”

Fisk’s mouth was hanging slightly open. “Uh … yeah,” he breathed. “That’s right.”

“Yes,” Luke said, almost offhandedly. “Oh, and it came in under the Paspro-five encrypt. That’s the one that starts out usk-herf-enth—well, you know the rest.”

The kid’s jaw was hanging even lower now. Blinking once, he nodded.

“We’d better get going then,” Mara said. She started to step around the table, then paused. “Oh, and by the way,” she added, looking back at Huxley. “It’s not Jade anymore. It’s Jade Skywalker. This is my husband, Luke Skywalker. The Jedi Master. He’s even better at this stuff than I am.”

“Yeah,” Huxley muttered, eyeing Luke. “Yeah, I got the message.”

“Good,” Mara said. “Good-bye, Huxley.”

She and Luke headed toward the door through a wide path that magically opened up for them through the crowd. A moment later, they were out in the cool evening air.

“Very impressive,” she commented as they headed down the street toward the spaceport and the waiting Jade Sabre. “When did you start being able to pull details like that out of other people’s minds?”

“It’s easy enough when you know how,” Luke said with a straight face.

“Uh-huh,” Mara said. “Let me guess. Karrde sent you the same message?”

Luke nodded. “I got it in relay from the ship while I was poking around the storage cellar.”

“That’s what I thought,” Mara said. “And so when the opportunity presented itself, you couldn’t resist playing the Omniscient Jedi trick.”

Luke shrugged. “It never hurts for these fringe types to have a little healthy fear of Jedi.”

“I suppose not,” Mara agreed hesitantly.

Luke looked sideways at her. “You don’t agree?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Something about it bothers me. Maybe because Palpatine always ruled through fear.”

“I see your point,” Luke admitted. “But this isn’t quite the same. It’s more like putting the fear of justice into them. And of course, I would never pull anything like this with regular people.”

“I know,” Mara said. “And it should help keep Huxley in line. I suppose that’s what counts.”

She waved an impatient hand. “Never mind. I’m just feeling the weight of my past, I guess. So what exactly was this message from Karrde?”

“Basically just what I said in there,” Luke told her. “We’re to meet him and Booster at Domgrin as quickly as we can get there.”

“And he sent it to the Sabre and Huxley’s people both?”

“Apparently so.” Luke shook his head. “He must really be anxious to talk to us if he’s doubling up messages this way.”

“I was just thinking that,” Mara said. “And that’s not like him. Unless,” she added thoughtfully, “there’s some crisis brewing.”

“Isn’t there always?” Luke asked dryly. “Come on, let’s get these funds of yours transferred and get out of here.”


CHAPTER 2

THE BRIGHT RED STAR DESTROYER WAS WAITING SILENTLY IN the distance as Luke brought the Jade Sabre out of hyperspace. “There it is,” he said, nodding at the curved forward canopy. “What do you think?”

“I’m picking up some mining and transport ships in the area,” Mara said, peering at the long-range scanner. “We’d better get a little closer if we don’t want eavesdroppers.”

“You want to take us in, or shall I?”

“I’ll do it,” Mara said. Taking a quick look at the monitors, she got a grip on the control stick and pushed it forward. Luke leaned back in his seat, hunching his shoulders once to stretch tired muscles, and watched his wife work.

Wife. For a moment he listened to the word as it bounced around his brain, marveling at the sound of it. Even after nearly three years of marriage there was something that felt strange and awesome about the whole concept.

Of course, it had hardly been three years the way normal couples counted time. Even Han and Leia, who’d dealt with crisis after crisis early in their marriage, had at least been fighting those battles at each other’s side. In Luke and Mara’s case, his responsibilities at the Jedi academy and her need to disengage herself in an orderly fashion from the intricate workings of Talon Karrde’s organization had kept them apart almost as much as they’d been before their wedding. Their moments together had been few and precious, and they’d had only a handful of the longer periods of togetherness that Han had once privately referred to as the breaking-in period.

That was in fact one of the reasons Luke had suggested he accompany Mara on this particular trip. She would still be working, of course, meeting with groups of Karrde’s current and former associates. But between meetings he’d hoped they would be able to spend some decent stretches of time together.

It had actually worked pretty well. Up until now.

“I trust you’ve already noticed how strange this is,” Mara said into his musings. “Even if we push the Sabre for all she’s worth, we’re at least a week away from Coruscant. Whatever this new crisis is, we’re too far away to be of any use to anyone.”

“Especially since I made it clear to Leia at the start that we weren’t supposed to be disturbed unless it was a flat-out invasion,” Luke agreed. “Of course, if this isn’t Leia, it only leaves one possibility.”

“Two, actually,” Mara corrected. “And I’d certainly hope Karrde knows better by now than to flag us for anything trivial.”

“Leia and Karrde make two,” Luke said. “Who’s this third option?”

She threw him a sideways look. “We’re meeting Karrde aboard the Errant Venture, remember?”

Luke made a face. “Booster.”

“Right,” Mara said. “And Booster might not know better. If he doesn’t, shall we make a pact right now to make sure he does before we leave this system?”

“Deal.”

She threw him a slightly evil smile and returned to her piloting.

Luke turned back to the canopy, smiling out at the stars. Despite all the time they’d spent apart, he and Mara had a distinct advantage: They were both Jedi. And because of that, they shared a mental and emotional bond that was far deeper than most couples were able to forge in an entire lifetime together. Deeper and stronger even than anything Luke had experienced in his doomed relationships with Gaeriel Captison or the long-departed Callista.

He still remembered vividly the moment that bond had first appeared, hammered into existence as the two of them fought those combat droids deep under the fortress their old adversary Grand Admiral Thrawn had set up on the planet Nirauan. At the time Luke had thought it was nothing more than a temporary melding of their minds created by the heat and pressure of a life-and-death situation. It was only afterward, when the battle was over but the bond remained, that he’d realized it had become a permanent part of their lives.

Even then, he hadn’t completely understood it. He’d assumed that it had sprung forth complete; that in those few hours it had brought the two of them into as deep an understanding of each other as it was possible to have. But in the three years since then, he’d come to realize that he had just barely scratched the surface. Mara was far more complex a human being than he’d ever suspected. As, in fact, he himself was.

Which meant that, Jedi or not, Force-bond or not, there was going to be more for them to learn about each other for a long time to come. In all likelihood, a lifetime’s worth of time. He was very much looking forward to the journey.

And yet, at the same time, he couldn’t help but feel a small twinge of uncertainty. His marriage to Mara felt right to him, in every respect … but hovering in the background behind all their happiness and success was the distant echo of Yoda’s stories of the old Jedi Order during Luke’s training on Dagobah.

Specifically, the part about Jedi keeping themselves out of precisely this kind of love relationship.

He hadn’t given those teachings much weight at the time. The Empire was in control of the known galaxy, Darth Vader was breathing down the Rebel Alliance’s collective neck, and all his thoughts were focused on his own survival and the survival of his friends. When Han and Leia had gotten married, Leia having Force skills hadn’t seemed like a big deal. She was certainly strong in the Force, but she hadn’t progressed nearly far enough in her training to call herself a Jedi.

But it was different with Luke. He had been a Jedi when he’d asked Mara to marry him. True, their chances of survival at the time had been somewhat uncertain, but that hadn’t affected the sincerity of his proposal or the depth of his feelings toward her. And despite these occasional twinges, he’d certainly found peace in his decision and in their subsequent marriage.

Could Yoda have been wrong about how Jedi relationships were supposed to work? That was the easiest answer. But that would mean the entire Jedi Order had been wrong about it. That didn’t seem likely, unless on some level all of them had lost the ability to hear the Force clearly.

Could that particular dictum have ended with the fall of that particular group, then? Yoda had also said something about the Force having been brought back into balance, though he’d been somewhat vague about the details. Could this have rendered that part of the Jedi Code no longer applicable?

He didn’t have the answers. He wondered if he ever would.

“Okay, they’re on us,” Mara announced, leaning back in her seat. “Got an antenna swiveling for a tight beam. I’ve been wondering how far away a Star Destroyer’s sensors could pick us up.”

Luke forced his thoughts back to the situation at hand. “Though with the Errant Venture you always have to allow for malfunctions,” he reminded her.

“True,” she agreed. “Sometimes I think of that ship as one massive red warning light.”

“It’s certainly bright enough.” Luke shook his head. “I am never, ever, going to get used to that color.”

“I kind of like it,” Mara said. “Especially given where it came from.”

“You mean Booster strong-arming General Bel Iblis to refit and repaint?”

“I was thinking of the paint itself,” Mara said. “Did you know the New Republic bought all of it from Karrde?”

Luke blinked. “You’re kidding. Did Bel Iblis know?”

“Don’t be silly,” Mara said with a lopsided smile. “You know Bel Iblis. He’d have had a fit on general principles if he’d known Karrde had made any money on this deal. No, Karrde played it all very cool and through at least three intermediaries and a dummy corporation. I don’t think even Booster knows.”

“Trust me, he doesn’t,” Luke said. “Corran once told me that one of Booster’s great joys in life these days is telling people how he managed this whole thing without any help or interference from the great Talon Karrde. I wonder what he’d say if he knew that was Karrde’s paint on his hull.”

“I know what Karrde would say,” Mara warned. “Both before and after he nailed my hide to the hull. One of his great joys is watching Booster strut around blissfully unaware of the ways he’s dipped in and out of the old pirate’s life over the years.”

Luke shook his head. “They’re a matched pair. You know that?”

“Don’t tell them that, either,” Mara said. There was a beep from the board. “Okay, here we go. Encrypt Paspro-nine …”

She touched a few keys. There was a second beep, and suddenly the comm display lit up with Karrde’s familiar face.

He wasn’t smiling.

“Mara; Luke,” he greeted them, his voice as grim as he looked. “Thank you for coming so promptly. I’m sorry I had to drag you out here like this, away from your schedule. Especially you, Luke; I know how much you went through to free up time for this.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mara said for both of them. “The trip was getting a little routine anyway. What’s up?”

“What’s up is that I’ve lost a message,” Karrde said bluntly. “Four days ago my sector relay post at Comra picked up a transmission, marked urgent, and addressed to you, Luke.”

Luke frowned. “Me?”

“So the chief of the station says,” Karrde replied. “But that was about all he got. Before he or anyone else could pass it on down the line, it vanished.”

“You think it was stolen?” Luke asked.

Karrde’s lips compressed briefly. “I know it was stolen,” he said. “We even know the name of the man who stole it, because when the message disappeared from the station, so did he. Have you ever heard of anyone by the name of Dean Jinzler?”

“Doesn’t sound familiar,” Luke said, searching his memory. “Mara?”

“No,” Mara said. “Who is he?”

Karrde shook his head. “Unfortunately, I don’t know, either.”

“Wait a second,” Mara said. “This is one of your people, and you don’t know everything there is to know about him?”

The corner of Karrde’s lip twitched. “I didn’t know everything about you when I hired you, either,” he pointed out.

“Sure, but I was a special case,” Mara countered. “I thought you knew better with everyone else. Do we have any idea where the message originated or who sent it?”

“Actually, we have both,” Karrde said, his voice going even darker. “The planet of origin was Nirauan.” He paused. “The sender was an Admiral Voss Parck.”

Luke felt his forehead creasing, a strange sensation trickling through him. Nirauan: Thrawn’s private base, full of Imperials and warriors of Thrawn’s own people, the Chiss. The fortress he and Mara had escaped from by the skin of their teeth three years before.

And Admiral Voss Parck, the onetime Imperial captain whom Thrawn had left in command of that base before his death. They’d had a brief run-in with Parck during their time on Nirauan, too, right after the admiral had tried to recruit Mara to their side.

“I see that name is familiar to both of you,” Karrde said. “I’ve always had the feeling I didn’t get the complete story of your little visit out that way.”

Luke could sense Mara’s sudden discomfort. “That was my doing,” he said. “I insisted we keep most of the details from everyone except the highest-ranking New Republic officials.”

“I quite understand,” Karrde said calmly. “Actually, with Parck’s name I think I can probably re-create most of the missing pieces myself. He was a close associate of Grand Admiral Thrawn’s, wasn’t he?”

“Actually, he was the Victory-class Star Destroyer captain who found Thrawn at the edge of the Unknown Regions after he’d been exiled by the rest of his people forty-odd years ago,” Mara said. “He was so impressed with Thrawn’s tactical skill that he took a chance and brought him to Palpatine. When Palpatine himself later exiled Thrawn back to the Unknown Regions, Parck was one of the officers who was sent out there with him.”

“Exiled,” Karrde murmured. “Yes. And I take it whatever Thrawn’s true mission was, Parck stayed behind to complete it?”

“Basically,” Luke conceded. So much for the clever little cover story Palpatine had created to explain Thrawn’s departure from the Empire. But then, Karrde had always been good at reading between the lines. “I wish I could be more specific.”

“That’s all right.” Karrde smiled. “I suppose the New Republic has to have some secrets.”

“Not that they have very many from you anymore,” Mara said. “So what’s the story on this Dean Jinzler?”

Karrde shrugged. “He’s a middle-age man, somewhere in his sixties. Quite intelligent, though he’s apparently never made much of a name for himself in any profession or system. He traveled around quite a bit during the Clone Wars, though the details of his activities are sketchy. He joined the organization about a year ago with certificates in comm tech, droid maintenance, and hyperdrive tech.”

“Impressive credentials,” Mara commented. “Doesn’t sound like the sort of person you’d stick in an Outer Rim Dead Zone station.”

“Well, that’s where it gets interesting,” Karrde said heavily. “When I pulled up his file, I discovered that about eight weeks ago he himself asked for a transfer to that particular post.”

Luke and Mara exchanged looks. “Now, that is interesting,” Mara said. “Eight weeks, you say?”

“Yes,” Karrde said. “I don’t know if it means anything, but that was just about the time my researchers finished pulling together the material I’d asked for on Nirauan, Thrawn, and associated topics.”

“Sounds like our boy Jinzler may have a certificate in creative eavesdropping, too,” Mara said. “I presume we have someone digging up everything we can on him?”

“We do,” Karrde said. “Unfortunately, it’s going to take time. In the meantime, Admiral Parck has apparently sent you a message important enough for Jinzler to consider worth stealing. The question is what exactly we do about it.”

“I don’t see that we have any choice,” Luke said. “Until we know what the message says, we can’t even begin to guess what Jinzler might want with it.” He shrugged. “So I guess we’re off to Nirauan.”

Beside him, Mara stirred in her chair, and he sensed her sudden tension. But she remained silent. “I was afraid you’d say that,” Karrde said heavily. “Given all I don’t know about your last trip there, I do know that you were chased out of the system. True?”

“Not exactly chased out,” Luke said. “On the other hand, I’ll admit I’ve never felt we’d be especially welcome if we went back. But the situation’s changed. If Parck has a message for us, I assume he’ll at least wait until he’s delivered it before he tries to shoot us out of the sky.”

“Not funny,” Mara muttered.

“Sorry,” Luke apologized. “I’m open to other suggestions.”

“Why can’t you just signal him from here?” Karrde asked. “Between the Venture and the HoloNet, we should be able to boost a signal that far.”

Luke shook his head. “No. He sent the signal through your station, not the regular HoloNet. And he addressed it to me, not the Senate or anyone else on Coruscant. That implies it’s something he doesn’t want leaking out.”

“A little late for that,” Karrde murmured.

“Even so, we can’t risk running any of this through regular communications channels,” Luke said. “And under the circumstances, we’d better not trust your network with it, either. Jinzler may have left friends behind in case of follow-up messages.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Karrde said reluctantly. “Mara? Thoughts or comments?”

“Only that if we’re going, we’d better do it,” she said, her voice under careful control. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

“Under the circumstances, it seemed the least I could do,” Karrde said. “It also occurred to me that if you went, you might prefer to use that alien ship you brought back from there. I’ve sent Shada and Wild Karrde to go pick it up.”

“A nice thought,” Luke said. “But I don’t think we’ve got time to wait for it.”

“Definitely not,” Mara agreed. “Thanks anyway. How many people have you told about that ship, by the way?”

“Just Shada,” Karrde said. “No one else.”

“Good,” Mara said. “I’d like to keep it a secret a little longer, if we can.”

“No problem,” Karrde assured her. “If and when we dig out information on Jinzler, shall I send a courier to Nirauan to meet you?”

“Don’t bother,” Luke said. “Chances are we’ll be heading straight back to Coruscant within a couple of days anyway.”

“And never mind Jinzler’s history,” Mara added. “You just concentrate on tracking down the man himself. The last time secret information slipped through our fingers, we nearly ended up with a civil war.”

Karrde winced. “Yes; the Caamas Document,” he said. “Don’t worry, we’ll find him.”

“Good,” Luke said. “We’ll talk to you when we get back to civilization.”

“Right,” Karrde said. “Good luck.”

“And happy hunting to you,” Luke said.

He touched the comm switch, and Karrde’s face vanished. “Well, like you said, the trip was starting to get routine,” he commented.

Mara didn’t answer. “I take it you’re not happy about all this?” Luke suggested as he punched for the nav computer.

“You mean about going to Nirauan?” Mara asked, her voice thick with sarcasm. “Nirauan, where I single-handedly destroyed their whole docking bay deck for them? I’m sure Parck’s just dying to see me again.”

“Oh, come on,” Luke soothed. “I’m sure he’s gotten over that by now. Anyway, it’s really Baron Fel you should be worried about. He was probably the one in charge of the fighters you wrecked.”

She turned a high-voltage glare on him. “You’re just dripping with cheer and good humor today, aren’t you?”

“Somebody has to be,” Luke said, giving her a totally innocent look.

Mara held the glare another moment. Then her face softened. “You’re as worried as I am, aren’t you?” she asked quietly.

Luke sighed. “I can think of only one reason Parck would suddenly want to talk to us,” he admitted. “Probably the same reason that’s already occurred to you.”

Mara nodded. “The unidentified enemy he told me was coming this direction,” she said. “The one that had both him and Fel seriously concerned.”

“Unless they were lying about that,” Luke suggested. “They were trying to talk you into joining them, remember.”

Mara turned to look out at the canopy. “No,” she said. “No, they were convinced. They might have been wrong, but they were sincerely wrong.”

“You’re probably right,” Luke agreed. “I wish now we’d brought Artoo with us. He came in pretty handy the last time we were there.”

“We’re not going down to the planet itself,” Mara said firmly. “Besides, I know Leia is a lot more comfortable having him aboard during this stage of Jaina’s flight training.”

Behind Luke, the computer beeped completion of its task. “Here we go,” he said, feeding the course setting into the helm.

“It’s almost funny, you know,” Mara commented thoughtfully. “You actually called it, not fifteen minutes ago. Remember?”

Luke grimaced. Especially since I made it clear to Leia at the start that we weren’t supposed to be disturbed unless it was a flat-out invasion. “The Force is strong in my family,” he murmured.

“So I’ve heard,” Mara said. “Let’s just hope that was you talking and not the Force. Come on; let’s get this over with.”

TWO DAYS LATER, THEY REACHED THE NIRAUAN SYSTEM.

“Looks quiet enough,” Luke said as they flew through space toward the battle-scarred planet itself. “No fighter patrols or anything else I can pick up.”

Mara was silent a moment, and Luke could sense her reaching out with the Force. “I’m not getting anything, either,” she said. “I get the bad feeling Parck wasn’t expecting us.”

Luke frowned at her. “I thought you didn’t want him waiting for us.”

“I didn’t want his fighters waiting for us,” Mara corrected. “But the complete lack of a welcoming committee implies that the message he sent was complete in and of itself. He may be annoyed to find he has visitors.”

“Well, there’s one way to find out,” Luke said, adjusting the comm for one of the frequencies the Imperials and Chiss had been using the last time they were here. “Let’s knock and see if anyone’s home.”

He tapped the key. “This is Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master of the New Republic, to Admiral Voss Parck. Repeat; this is Luke Skywalker calling Admiral Parck. Please respond.”

He leaned back in his seat. “Now, I guess we wait until—”

Abruptly, the comm display came on, revealing the blue face and glowing red eyes of a Chiss. “Hello, Skywalker,” the alien said. His eyes seemed to burn into Luke’s face. “And Jade is here, too, I see,” he added, his face turning slightly to gaze at Mara. “This is Kres’ten’tarthi, commander of Mitth’raw’nuruodo’s household phalanx for the Empire of the Hand. This is certainly a surprise.”

“I don’t know why it should be,” Luke said evenly. “Or didn’t you know Admiral Parck had sent me a message?”

“Yes, I knew,” Kres’ten’tarthi said. “The admiral will be here in a moment. In the meantime, would you care to land and join us?” His face seemed to tighten slightly. “Don’t worry, the docking bay has been completely repaired since your last visit.”

“Thanks for your hospitality,” Mara said before Luke could answer. “I think we’ll stay here.”

The Chiss inclined his head. “As you wish.”

The display blanked. “You know him?” Luke asked.

“Yes, though I’d only heard his core name, Stent,” Mara said. “He was one of the Chiss on guard duty when Parck and Fel were talking to me. I think he took it personally when you came charging to the rescue.”

Luke shook his head. “We have friends all over this planet, don’t we?”

“We have friends all over this whole region of space,” Mara retorted. “Don’t forget, the rest of Thrawn’s people are out there somewhere. Whole star systems full of Chiss, whom I notice haven’t exactly been eager to make their presence known to the New Republic.”

“Maybe they’ve got enough troubles of their own, and figure they don’t need to share ours,” Luke offered.

“Maybe,” Mara said. “Interesting term Stent used. Did you notice?”

“Empire of the Hand,” Luke said, nodding. “Probably relates to the Hand of Thrawn.”

“Obviously,” Mara said. “I was wondering more about the Empire part. You and your Rebel friends certainly had plenty of trouble with Palpatine’s Empire. You suppose the Chiss might be having similar problems with Thrawn’s?”

“Could be,” Luke said doubtfully. Grand Admiral Thrawn—Mitth’raw’nuruodo, to give his full Chiss name—had been arguably the greatest military genius the galaxy had ever known, certainly the greatest the Empire had ever had in its ranks. Palpatine had sent him and a task force out into the Unknown Regions before the Rebel Alliance had been formed, ostensibly in punishment for a breach of palace politics, but in reality with the secret mission of exploring and conquering new systems for future Imperial expansion.

On their last visit to Nirauan, Luke and Mara had learned just how well he had succeeded at that task. In just those few short years he had opened up huge expanses of territory, putting them under the control of his Imperial forces and the handful of Chiss such as Stent who had remained loyal to him. The original secrecy of the project had also been maintained, with the leaders of the Imperial Remnant on Bastion having never even heard of the project up to that point.

Now, three years later, Supreme Commander Pellaeon and a handful of trusted advisers had had some limited contact with Parck and the Nirauan offshoot of their former regime. Leia and some of the other top people in the New Republic also knew of its existence, though Luke suspected neither government had any idea how extensive the new territory actually was. Only he and Mara knew that, and for the moment they had decided to keep it private.

The designation Empire of the Hand for the region, however, was a new one on them. “I can’t see Thrawn becoming that kind of tyrant, though,” he went on, thinking back over the New Republic’s own struggles against the Grand Admiral. “He never struck me as the sort to rule by terror or suppression.”

“Doesn’t mean he couldn’t have learned,” Mara pointed out. “Palpatine was an excellent teacher. Or if not Thrawn himself, maybe those who succeeded him went in that direction. Happens all the time.”

“I suppose,” Luke conceded. “Still—”

He broke off as the comm display came on again, this time revealing a gray-haired human with a lined face and quick, shrewd eyes. “Hello, Mara,” he said. “Master Skywalker. This is a surprise, I must say. I assumed you’d be well on your way to Crustai by now.”

Luke frowned. “Crustai?”

“The rendezvous point,” Parck said, his forehead furrowing as he frowned in turn. “Didn’t you get my message?”

“Unfortunately, it took a wrong turn,” Mara told him. “Someone named Dean Jinzler made off with it before anyone else could see the contents.”

“Really,” Parck murmured, looking back and forth between them. “You know this man?”

“Never heard of him before,” Mara said. “I take it this message was worth stealing?”

“In the proper hands, it could very well be,” Parck said, his lips compressing briefly. “This is not good at all.”

“Yes, that’s basically the conclusion we came to,” Mara agreed. “You want to fill us in?”

“Of course,” Parck said, his thoughts clearly still on the wayward message. “Though if the Chiss …” He seemed to shake himself. “Well, what’s done is done,” he said briskly. “Reality must always be dealt with, whether we like it or not. Tell me, Skywalker, have you ever heard of something called Outbound Flight?”

“Yes, I think so,” Luke said slowly, thinking hard. “I came across a reference to it when I was searching for information on Jorus C’baoth, back when his clone was working with—was trying to kidnap Leia’s twins,” he corrected himself quickly. C’baoth’s former connection with Thrawn, and especially his connection with Thrawn’s death, might not be a wise subject to bring up. “Wasn’t it some grand effort a few years before the Clone Wars to send an expedition to another galaxy?”

“Very good,” Parck said. “Yes, that was basically it. The project consisted of six brand-new Dreadnaughts, clustered together in a hexagonal pattern around a central storage core. The personnel consisted of six Jedi Masters and a dozen Jedi Knights, including C’baoth himself, plus some fifty thousand others, crewers and their families.”

Luke blinked. “And their families?”

“Traveling to another galaxy would take time,” Parck reminded him. “Especially at the low speeds Dreadnaughts were capable of making. In addition, since they would be passing through the Unknown Regions on the way, there was some suggestion of planting a few colonies as they went.”

“Ah,” Luke said, nodding. “Hence the design.”

“Correct,” Parck said. “If a colony was indeed formed, one of the Dreadnaughts could be easily detached from the cluster to provide the colonists with protection and mobility.”

“Yes,” Luke said. “Aside from that, about all I know is that the expedition never returned. Did they make it to another galaxy?”

Beside him, Mara stirred. “They didn’t even make it out of ours,” she said quietly. “Thrawn intercepted the mission at the edge of Chiss space and destroyed it.”

“Yes,” Parck said. “The rest of the Chiss were not pleased, to say the least. Thrawn was nearly exiled on the spot, though he apparently was able to talk his way out of it somehow.”

“Yes, I remember the history lesson from the last time I was here,” Mara said. “The Chiss are fanatics on the topic of preemptive strikes. So what does a fifty-year-old tragedy have to do with us?”

“Just this.” Parck’s eyes bored into hers. “The Chiss have found the remains of Outbound Flight. And they want to give it back.”

FOR A LONG MOMENT, MARA JUST STARED AT THE SCREEN, A hundred different thoughts and emotions twisting themselves through her mind. “No,” she said, the word popping out without conscious effort. “That’s impossible. It has to be a trick.”

Parck shrugged. “I agree it sounds odd. But Aristocra Formbi seemed sincere when he contacted me.”

“It’s impossible,” Mara insisted again. “You told me Thrawn destroyed Outbound Flight. When Thrawn destroys something, he does a very thorough job of it.”

“Which I would know far better than you,” Parck returned pointedly. “The fact remains that the Chiss say they’ve found Outbound Flight. The description Formbi gave certainly fits the design, and there’s no other reason I can think of why even a single Dreadnaught should be out this far.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “The hows and whys are questions none of us can answer right now. The only question you have to deal with is what you’re going to do about it.”

“What we’re going to do?” Luke asked. “It seems to me this is something for the entire New Republic leadership, not a couple of Jedi.”

“Perhaps,” Parck said. “But perhaps not. Outbound Flight was a brainchild of the Jedi, after all, not the Old Republic Senate or even Palpatine. That’s why Formbi asked that you be contacted and invited to join the official expedition to the site of the remains.”

“He asked for Luke?” Mara asked.

“Specifically,” Parck confirmed, turning to look toward a screen to his right. “Here’s the entire message: ‘To Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master, Jedi academy, Yavin Four; from Chaf’orm’bintrano, Aristocra of the Fifth Ruling Family, Sarvchi. A patrol from the Chiss Expansionary Defense Fleet has located what appears to be the remnants of the expeditionary mission known to you as Outbound Flight deep inside Chiss territory. As a token of respect, and with deep regret for Chiss involvement in its destruction, we offer you the opportunity to join the official examination of the vessel. I will await you at the world Crustai’—here he gave the coordinates—’for the next fifteen days, at which time we will travel together to Outbound Flight’s location. I urge you to attend, so that through you we may discuss arrangements for the return of the remains to your people.’ End of message.”

“And this all came from this Chaf’orm’whatever?” Mara asked. “The address and everything?”

“Chaf’orm’bintrano,” Parck supplied. “Call him Formbi. Obviously, I supplied the location of the Jedi academy for him. The Chiss know virtually nothing about the New Republic, and certainly nothing about its worlds.”

“Yet he knew Luke’s name?”

“Well, no, not exactly,” Parck said. “Formbi asked for the name of the New Republic’s most prominent Jedi. That would of course be Master Skywalker.”

“So you and Formbi are on good speaking terms?” Mara pressed.

“I wouldn’t say we’re on good speaking terms,” Parck hedged. “Official Chiss policy is still that Thrawn was a renegade who brought nothing but dishonor on the rest of his people.”

“Tell that to Stent,” Luke murmured.

Parck shrugged. “I didn’t say all the Chiss agreed. I simply said that was the official line. But Formbi and I have spoken on occasion, and the conversations have been reasonably civil.”

He glanced somewhere offscreen. “I’ve run the numbers on travel to the Crustai system. Assuming you can make at least point three in that ship, you should have just enough time to get there before Formbi’s fifteen days are up.”

“Thank you,” Luke said. “If you don’t mind, we’ll discuss it and get back to you.”

“As you wish,” Parck said. “I hope to speak with you again soon.”

He was still sitting there, gazing at them, when Luke switched off the comm.

Mara kept her eyes on the planet, feeling Luke’s unspoken question hanging in the air between them. “What do you think?” she asked instead.

“It’s an intriguing offer,” Luke said. “As far as I could tell, the whole Outbound Flight Project was wrapped in secrecy. There was hardly anything even in the Coruscant archives that I could find.”

“There’s a lot we don’t know anymore about that whole era,” Mara said. “The Clone Wars and Palpatine’s purge saw to that.”

“That’s my point,” Luke said. “If even a part of Outbound Flight survived, there’s a chance that some of its records survived with it. This could be the kind of glimpse into the past that we’ve always wanted.”

“That we’ve always wanted?” Mara countered, looking at him. “Or that you’ve always wanted?”

“All right, fine,” Luke said, clearly puzzled by her reaction. “I admit it: I’d like to know more about the Jedi of that time. Wouldn’t you?”

“That’s also when Palpatine came to power,” she reminded him darkly, turning back to the canopy. “Personally, there’s a lot about that era that I don’t want to know.”

“I understand,” Luke said gently. “But on the other hand, we can’t ignore the potential of this offer.”

“What potential?” Mara scoffed. “The chance for the Chiss to assuage their guilt over letting Thrawn run wild as long as they did?”

“I’m sure that’s part of it,” Luke said. “The Chiss claim to be an honorable people. Even Thrawn made a point of not killing or destroying more than he thought was necessary. But I have a strong feeling that there’s more to this than just a simple act of atonement.”

“Such as?”

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know. It may be that the Chiss are looking to open diplomatic relations with the New Republic, and finding Outbound Flight has given them the opening they needed to do so.”

“Really,” Mara said. “Well, in that case, my dear, they’re going about it in an awfully strange way. I’ve been running some numbers, too, and even if that message had been delivered when it was supposed to be, we’d barely have had time to alert Coruscant before we flash-tailed it out to the Unknown Regions. And they wouldn’t have had time to even organize a diplomatic mission, let alone get it in space in time. Face it, Luke: Formbi doesn’t want the New Republic involved, at least not on any official level.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Luke conceded. “Still, if the Chiss consider Outbound Flight to have been a Jedi project, it makes sense for them to ask for me instead of someone from the Senate.”

“If Parck’s telling the truth,” Mara said. “It also could be that he’s lying through his teeth.”

“There’s one way to find out,” Luke pointed out. “I doubt he could hide that massive a deception from both of us in person.”

“We’re not going down there,” Mara said flatly. “The last time I sat in the same room with him he first tried to recruit me, then almost had me shot with those wonderful little charric fire guns the Chiss carry. Thanks, but I can hear him just fine from up here.”

“Okay, don’t get excited,” Luke said. “I’m not in any rush to go down there again, either. Just bear in mind that in that case all we’ve got to go on is what he says.”

“I know,” Mara muttered. “I just don’t like it.”

Luke shrugged. “It’s a gamble,” he said. “But I think it’s worth taking.” He cocked his head to the side, and again Mara could feel his mind pressing at hers. “Unless you have something more solid to go on, one way or the other?”

“You mean am I getting something from the Force?” Mara grimaced. “I wish I was. But all I’ve got is my own natural suspicion.”

“No, it’s not just that,” Luke corrected her thoughtfully. “There’s something else there, something deeper than just caution or suspicion. It feels a little like the way I felt when Yoda told me I would have to face my father before I would truly be a Jedi.”

“But I’ve already been through that,” Mara protested. “You told me that that transition had to do with sacrifice. I made mine.” She jabbed a finger toward the planet in front of them. “Right down there.”

“I know,” Luke said, and Mara felt a new warmth flow into his concern. That sacrifice, after all, was what had finally made this whole relationship possible. “But it wasn’t the sacrifice aspect I was thinking of. It was more the—I don’t know. Call it the need to face the past.”

Mara snorted. “I’ve never even been to Chiss space. How can going out there possibly have anything to do with my past?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said. “I just said that was what it felt like, that’s all.”

Mara sighed. “You want to go, don’t you?”

Luke reached over and took her hand. “I think we have to,” he said. “If Parck was right about an enemy moving in toward us, we’re going to need all the allies we can get. If there’s even a chance of getting the Chiss on our side, we need to take it.”

“Yes,” Mara said, a shiver running up her back. “Unless Parck was lying about that, too. Well, if we’re going to go, we’d better go.”

Squeezing Luke’s hand once, she let go and reached for the comm switch. “Let’s contact Parck and get those coordinates.”


CHAPTER 3

THE JADE SABRE WAS CAPABLE OF SOMEWHAT BETTER THAN 0.3 past lightspeed, and they made it to Crustai with nearly a day to spare. Here, unlike the apparently more casual situation they’d found at Nirauan, there was a welcoming committee waiting.

There were five of them, in fact: alien fighters, midway in size between an X-wing and a Skipray blastboat, moving up behind the Sabre as Luke brought the ship out of hyperspace. “Identify yourself,” a hard voice snapped from the comm in passable Basic.

“Jedi Master Luke Skywalker and Jedi Knight Mara Jade Skywalker,” Luke replied, glancing at the tactical plot Mara had pulled up. The fighters had moved neatly into flanking positions around the Jade Sabre, a move that could easily be justified as an innocent escort formation, but which would serve equally well for attack if necessary. “We’re here at the request of Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano of the Fifth Ruling Family.”

“Welcome, Master Skywalker,” the voice said. “We will escort you to the Aristocra’s diplomatic courier vessel. You will dock there and go aboard.”

“Thank you,” Luke said.

One of the fighters broke formation and moved out in front of the group, angling off to the left toward the edge of the planet directly ahead. Taking the cue, Luke shifted course to follow. “What do you think?” he asked.

“If they’ve borrowed any of our technology, it sure doesn’t show,” Mara said, leaning over the sensor scan she’d done of the fighters. “Most of the weapons are registering as unknowns, but they seem to be mainly energy and projectile types, with a couple of small missiles racked together on the underside.”

“Proton torpedoes?” Luke suggested, studying the schematic the sensors had drawn for them.

“Seem a bit big for that, but I can’t tell for sure,” Mara said. “I definitely wouldn’t want to go up against one of these things in combat, though, let alone five of them.”

“We’ll do our best to avoid that,” Luke agreed. “Seems odd that they haven’t used any of our stuff, though, considering Thrawn’s relationship with the Empire.”

“You heard Parck,” Mara reminded him. “They don’t think much of Thrawn out here.”

“Yes, but you’d think they’d at least swallow their pride where useful technology is concerned,” Luke said. “Most people’s principles don’t extend that far.”

Mara shrugged. “Maybe we’ve finally found a society of people where they do.”

The courier ship the fighter pilot had mentioned, like the fighters themselves, turned out to be something of a surprise. It was bigger than Luke had expected, for one thing, nearly half again as big as the Corellian corvettes that the New Republic routinely used for such tasks. In addition, instead of the corvette’s smooth lines, the Chiss ship seemed to be all planes and corners and sharply defined angles, rather like a Mon Calamari star cruiser roughly carved out of stone before the sculptor began smoothing the surface into the proper curves.

“Interesting design,” Mara commented as they flew toward it. “It would be great for hiding in asteroid fields.”

“It would blend in pretty well, wouldn’t it?” Luke said, nodding. “I was just thinking that it wouldn’t be easily mistaken for anything else. That’s something else you want in a diplomatic ship.”

“Maybe,” Mara said. “Or maybe the Chiss just like lumpy ships. Does make me wonder what the docking bay’s going to be like, though.”

Luke winced. Back when he’d first presented the Jade Sabre to Mara, after she’d thanked him for it, she’d made it casually clear what would happen to anyone who so much as scratched the paint. This could be trouble.

Fortunately, it wasn’t. The starboard-side docking bay they were escorted to—more of a half port, really, than a full-sized bay—was smooth-walled, without any decorative angles or corners intruding on the approach. It also had maneuvering room to spare, and Mara got the Sabre’s, nose into position and locked into the clamps on her first try. “We’re in,” she announced. “Now what?”

“Looks like they’re moving a transfer tunnel toward the portside hatch,” Luke said, craning his neck to peer out the side of the canopy. “Let’s go meet our host.”

It took a few minutes for them to shut the ship down to standby and then make their way back to the hatchway. Someone was already waiting there, tapping politely and discreetly on the metal. “Here we go,” Luke murmured, and touched the release.

The hatchway slid up to reveal a young Chiss female dressed in an exotically cut jumpsuit composed of shades of yellow. “Welcome to the Diplomatic Vessel Chaf Envoy,” she said. Her Basic was far better than the fighter pilot’s had been, with only a trace of an exotic accent flavoring the words. “I am Chaf’ees’aklaio, aide to Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano. I would be honored if you would call me by my core name, Feesa.”

“Thank you,” Luke said. “I’m Luke Skywalker—call me Luke. This is Mara Jade Skywalker—Mara—my wife and fellow Jedi.”

“Luke; Mara.” Feesa repeated the names, bowing low from her waist. “We are honored by your presence. Please; come this way.”

She turned and headed down the tunnel. “You speak our language very well,” Luke commented as he and Mara fell into step behind her. “Is it common among your people?”

“Not at all,” Feesa said. “It was introduced many years ago by the Visitors, but only a few have felt the desire to learn it.”

“The Visitors?” Mara asked. “You mean the people aboard Outbound Flight?”

“No; the Visitors,” Feesa said. “The ones who came before.”

“Before Outbound Flight?” Mara asked, frowning. “Who would have come out here before that?”

“I do not know their names.” Feesa half turned to regard Mara over her shoulder. “But it is not my place to speak of such things,” she added. “You must not ask me anything more.”

“Our apologies,” Luke said, sending a warning thought at Mara and sensing in return a flicker of frustration at his tacit suspension of her investigation. Probing for information was one of Mara’s specialties.

Ahead, the tunnel came to an end at a wide hatchway opening up into a large room beyond. Feesa stepped through into the room and moved to the side of the hatchway, making room for the other two to enter. Luke stepped through—

His only warning was a flicker in the Force, a brief and unfocused sense of danger. But it was enough. Reflexively, he threw himself forward into a low dive as something whipped through the space he’d just vacated.

Feesa gasped something as Luke hit the deck and rolled onto his back, kicking off the flooring with his heels. The momentum of his kick pushed him backward away from the point of danger, simultaneously shoving him back up off the cold metal. Half a second later he was back on his feet, poised in combat stance with his lightsaber blazing ready in front of him.

His first concern was Mara. To his relief, he saw she was still in the tunnel, just inside the protection of the hatchway, her lightsaber ignited and ready. For a moment their eyes met, exchanging assurances that each was unhurt. Feesa, he noted peripherally, was sprawled on the deck; apparently Mara had used the Force to shove her down where she’d hopefully be out of danger. Mentally warning Mara to stay where she was, he shifted his attention to search for the source of the attack.

It wasn’t hard to find. A thick, heavy-looking cable anchored to the high ceiling was swinging ponderously alongside the wall, apparently having come loose just as Luke was stepping through the hatchway. Grimacing with a mixture of relief and annoyance, he closed down his lightsaber. “It’s all right,” he called to Mara, measuring the swing of the cable with his eyes. Another five seconds and it would cut back across the hatchway, but until then it would be safe to cross. “Come on through.”

Mara came through, all right, but in typical Mara fashion. She waited four of the five seconds, then suddenly leapt out and up, spinning 180 degrees around in midair. As the cable swung past, she slashed upward with her lightsaber.

He’d expected her to cut the end completely off as a mark of her displeasure at what had just happened. But the blue blade merely slashed past the flying cable without any apparent effect at all.

She landed back on the deck, the cable clattering noisily along the wall as it swung past her. “You all right?” she asked Luke, closing down her lightsaber and returning it to her belt.

“I’m fine,” Luke assured her. “I was feeling like a little exercise anyway.”

A movement to his right caught his eye, and he turned to see a pair of Chiss males enter the room through a high archway, both considerably older than Feesa, both wearing elaborate outfits that were almost certainly robes of state. The shorter Chiss, his blue-black hair liberally sprinkled with white, wore a long, flowing robe in subdued shades of yellow with gray trim. The taller Chiss’s outfit was shorter, more like a long tunic than an actual robe, and was predominantly black, though with small swatches of dusky red at various places on the sleeves and upper shoulders. “Greetings to you, Jedi of—” the black-clad Chiss began.

He broke off abruptly, his eyes narrowing, as the last echo of his words bounced briefly between the high walls. “What is this?” he demanded.

“There was an accident, noble sir,” Feesa said, jumping quickly to her feet. “The cable broke and nearly struck Master Skywalker.”

“I see,” the Chiss said, the threatening tone fading from his voice. “My apologies, Master Skywalker. Are you injured?”

“No,” Luke assured him as he and Mara crossed to meet the newcomers. “Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano, I presume?”

The Chiss shook his head. “I am General Prard’ras’kleoni of the Chiss Defense Fleet,” he said stiffly. “Military commander of this expedition.”

He half turned to the Chiss in yellow. “This,” he said, “is Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano.”

Luke shifted his attention to the other Chiss. Alien ages were always hard to judge, but there was something about Chaf’orm’bintrano that marked him as being much older than the general. A presence, perhaps, or something in his face or stance. “My apologies, Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano,” he said.

“Hardly necessary,” the other said easily. “No one would expect you to know one Chiss from another. I trust you had an uneventful journey?”

“Quite uneventful, thank you,” Luke said. Chaf’orm’bintrano’s accent was somewhat thicker than Feesa’s, but his ease in speaking indicated he knew the language better even than she did.

“Aside from this last bit,” Mara interjected, nodding toward the cable still swinging along the wall. “You speak our language well, Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano. Did you also learn it from the Visitors?”

“From the Visitors, and others,” the Chiss said. “Since the arrival of your people at Nirauan, it has by necessity become a small but growing field of study. All personnel aboard this mission are familiar with it, in fact, and I have instructed them to use it whenever possible as a courtesy to you.”

“Thank you, Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano,” Luke said, nodding his head. “That’s an unexpected but welcome kindness.”

“You’re welcome,” Chaf’orm’bintrano said. “Following that same pattern of courtesy, I would also request that you address me by my core name, Formbi. I believe that will make our conversations easier.”

“It will indeed,” Luke assured him, feeling a definite relief at Formbi’s thoughtfulness. He’d never been nearly as good with alien languages and pronunciations as Leia or even Han, and C-3PO was a long way away at the moment. “Again, I thank you.”

“It’s only a reasonable courtesy,” Formbi continued, as if feeling he had to somehow justify the decision. “After all, full names are mainly reserved for formal occasions, for strangers, and for those who are our social inferiors. As representatives of the New Republic, all of you must surely be considered to be on a level with the very highest of the orders.”

Luke glanced at Mara, caught the flicker that showed she’d spotted it, too. All of you? Shouldn’t he have said both of you? “That’s certainly one way to look at it,” he agreed.

“Good,” Formbi said. “You may likewise address General Prard’ras’kleoni as General Drask.”

Luke looked at the general, caught the brief hardness about the other’s mouth before he carefully smoothed it away. Apparently, Drask wasn’t nearly as happy with upsetting the normal social order as Formbi was.

Or else he just didn’t like humans.

“But come,” Formbi added, gesturing back toward the archway he and Drask had entered by. “Let me show you the public areas of the vessel before Feesa takes you to your personal quarters.”

He turned and led the way back across the room toward the archway. “Pretty big room for an entry area,” Mara commented as they passed under the archway and into a curving hallway. Unlike the ship’s outer hull, the interior surfaces were all smooth and even. “Our ships usually can’t afford to waste that much space.”

“Do you view courtesy and formality as a waste, then?” Drask growled. “Perhaps politeness is unnecessary, too, or positions or social levels—”

“General.” Formbi spoke the title quietly, but there was something in his voice that instantly silenced the other. “Our guests don’t do things as we do. Obviously, they don’t understand.”

He looked back at Mara. “This is a diplomatic vessel of the Fifth Ruling Family, and we often welcome high-positioned officials aboard. Each social and professional position requires its own proper expanse, decor, and pattern. In each of those situations the reception area can be automatically reconfigured and decorated before the guest’s arrival.”

He shrugged. “As it is, the room is barely large enough to properly welcome a brother or sister of one of the Nine Families. Fortunately, most of them travel but little, and then mainly in vessels of their own.”

“I see,” Mara said.

Formbi frowned at her, and Luke caught a sudden ripple of uncertainty. “Did you expect some ceremony of that sort?” he asked. “Admiral Parck told me that Jedi neither required nor wished such recognition. Was he incorrect?”

“No, not at all,” Luke hastened to assure him. “Officials of our position don’t require any formal rituals or treatment.”

“Especially not on a mission like this one,” Mara added. “If we’re ever in a situation where ceremony is required, we’ll inform you then, and instruct you in the proper patterns.”

“As we of course will expect you to do for us if the situation is reversed,” Luke said. “Until then, consider us to be merely fellow travelers come to see the remains of an ancient Republic ship.”

Formbi nodded, the uncertainty smoothing away. “Then we shall do that,” he declared. “Now that all have arrived—”

He broke off as a trilling group of tones cut through the air. “Incoming vessel,” a gentle voice announced from somewhere above them. “Paskla-class; unknown configuration.”

Drask muttered something under his breath. “Combat preparations,” he called toward the ceiling as he took off at a run down the corridor.

“Come,” Formbi said, gesturing them forward as Drask disappeared from view around a curve. “We were going to the public areas anyway. We might as well begin with the command center.”

He led them through a dozen twists and turns to a small balcony overlooking a room that was, as near as Luke could judge, buried nearly dead center in the core of the ship. It was about the same size as the reception area had been, but with a much lower ceiling. Unlike the reception room, it was crammed full of consoles, displays, wall monitors, and Chiss. Most of the aliens were dressed in the same black as General Drask, though their outfits were tighter fitting, less elaborate, and clearly more functional. Luke spotted Drask himself on a circular podium in the center of the room, conferring with a Chiss wearing an outfit similar to his but with green patches where the general’s uniform showed red.

“This is the command center,” Formbi said, as calm as if he was leading a tour through an interesting display of painted shellfish. “The officer wearing green patches is Captain Brast’alshi’barku, the line commander of this vessel—you may address him as Captain Talshib. And that,” he added, pointing across to the largest of the wall displays, “is apparently our incoming vessel.”

Luke focused on the image. The alien ship looked like a slightly squashed sphere, light-colored but with a close-order pattern of dark spots covering the hull that could have been viewports, vents, or even just decoration. There was no scale on the display that he could see, but if the ships now swarming around it were more of the fighters that had run escort for the Jade Sabre, then the intruder was decently sized.

“Doesn’t look like a warship,” Mara commented from beside him. “They usually have at least one low-silhouette, high-firepower plane available to present to an approaching enemy. That thing’s going to be a perfect target no matter what direction it comes at you from.”

“You forget the Death Star,” Luke reminded her. “It was shaped more or less like that.”

“And its design stunk, too,” Mara retorted. “It just happened to be big enough and mean enough to get away with it.”

“Mostly,” Luke couldn’t resist saying.

“Whatever.” Mara gestured. “This thing, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be even half the size of a Dreadnaught.”

Formbi turned to Feesa. “Feesa, please go and ask the ambassador to join us,” he said. “He, too, may find this interesting.”

“I obey,” Feesa said, bobbing her head in a quick bow and then hurrying off.

“The ambassador?” Mara asked.

“Yes,” Formbi said. “Did I understand you to say you knew of a vessel of this type?”

“No, just a battle station of a similar shape,” Luke said.

“It was destroyed a long time ago,” Mara added. “Now, about this ambassador?”

She was interrupted by another trilling tone, a different combination of notes than the one they’d heard earlier. “Signal alert,” Formbi identified it. “They’re trying to communicate.”

One of the smaller displays to the side cleared to reveal a pair of alien faces with large violet eyes, flattened ears rising high on the skull, and a pair of small mouths set just above the jawline. The skin was light tan, with a hint of exotic gold marbling about the jaw and cheeks. “What are they?” Luke asked.

“It’s not a species I’ve seen before,” Formbi said, leaning forward a little as if trying to see the image better.

“I thought you were the dominant species out here,” Mara said. “Don’t you know all your neighbors?”

“We have a significant number of stars and star systems, yes,” Formbi said. There was neither arrogance nor apology in his voice; he was simply stating a fact. “But the Nine Families have long discouraged our people from probing or prying into the territories of others. Certainly the Defense Fleet and all official personnel are required to stay within our own borders.”

He shrugged. “Besides which, there are also many small groups in this region of space, remnants of pirate attack or refugees of mass destruction by other aggressors. Plus, of course, there are those same pirates and aggressors. Even if we wished to do so, it would be a great undertaking to try to know them all.”

“There are a hundred different threats out there that would freeze your blood if you knew about them,” Mara murmured.

Formbi frowned at her. “I beg your pardon?”

“I was just remembering something a Chiss once told me,” Mara explained. “A warrior named Stent, back on Nirauan.”

“Yes,” Formbi said, his tone a little odd. Perhaps he didn’t like being reminded that Parck had a lot of renegade Chiss working with him. “In actual fact, he may have underestimated the number. The galaxy outside Chiss territory is not a very safe place to be.”

On the display, one of the aliens opened his mouths, and a flow of melodic sounds suddenly filled the room. Luke stretched out with the Force, wondering if he could get a sense of the words the way he’d once done with the Qom Qae and Qom Jha of Nirauan.

But those species’ communication had had a Force component to it. This one did not, and his efforts were of no use.

“Ah,” Formbi said. “At least they’ve been around the region long enough to pick up Minnisiat.”

“What’s that, a trade language?” Mara asked.

“Exactly,” Formbi said, glancing at her with an approving look. “Minnisiat is the chief trade language among the various peoples of this area. Most Chiss know at least some of it, particularly those who live on border worlds like Crustai.”

“What’s he saying?” Luke asked.

Formbi pursed his lips. “ ‘Greetings to the noble and compassionate people of the Chiss Ascendancy,’ ” he said slowly. “ ‘I am Bearsh, first steward of the Geroon Remnant.’ ”

From the podium, General Drask was speaking now. It seemed to be the same language, though his voice was considerably less melodic than the Geroon’s. “ ‘I am General Prard’ras’kleoni of the Chiss Expansionary Defense Fleet,’ ” Formbi translated. “ ‘What is your business in Chiss territory?’ ”

To Luke’s ears, Drask’s question hadn’t seemed particularly angry or threatening. The Geroon, though, apparently heard something different than he did. Bearsh’s voice abruptly took on what seemed to be an alarmed tone, a sense that Formbi’s translation merely confirmed. “ ‘We mean no affront. Please do not harm our vessel. We wish merely to honor those who died to free our people.’ ”

Drask looked up from his podium, his eyes searching briefly before locating Formbi on the observation balcony. “Aristocra?” he called. “Are you familiar with the event he refers to?”

“I have no knowledge of any such event,” Formbi called back. “Ask him to explain.”

The general turned and began speaking again. “I thought you didn’t go out of your way to help people outside your territory,” Mara said.

“We don’t,” Formbi said. The Geroon spoke again, and Formbi’s glowing eyes narrowed as he listened. “I see,” he said. “Interesting. Listen: ‘We have heard you have located the bones of the Republic vessel known as Outbound Flight. The people who traveled in it sacrificed their lives that we might be freed from our enslavers.’ ”

“Wait a minute,” Luke said, turning to Mara. “I thought you said Thrawn destroyed Outbound Flight.”

“That’s what Parck told me,” Mara confirmed. “Maybe he was wrong.”

“Or maybe this happened before Thrawn got to it?” Luke suggested.

Drask was speaking again. “General Drask is asking who their enslavers were,” Formbi said, a thoughtful tone in his voice. “I wonder …”

His voice trailed off. “You know something?” Mara prompted.

“I have a thought,” Formbi said. “Let’s first see what the Geroon says.”

Bearsh answered, stepping back from the holocam and waving his hands in a complicated pattern. “What’s that behind him?” Luke asked, frowning as he tried to see past the two alien faces that were now only partially filling the screen. The area behind them seemed to be a large open room, possibly even larger than the reception area he and Mara had come through earlier. The walls and ceiling were colored a white-textured blue, and he could just see the tops of some kind of open structures above the aliens’ heads.

And then, as he watched, two small figures moved into view, climbing hand over hand on the nearest structure. “What in the—?”

“It’s a playground,” Mara breathed. “It’s a children’s playground.”

“You’re right,” Luke said. One of the small Geroons reached the top of the structure he was climbing, pulling a red headband from around his ears as he did so and waving it in triumph. “Looks like a version of Hilltop Emperor.”

“Complete with flag and loud gloating,” Mara agreed. “What in the world is a playground doing aboard a starship?”

“The Vagaari,” Formbi murmured.

“What?” Luke asked, turning to him.

Formbi gestured to the display. “He has just confirmed my expectations,” the Chiss said darkly. “He says it was the Vagaari who enslaved them.”

“I take it that is a species you’ve seen before?” Mara asked.

“Not seen, but far too familiar with,” Formbi said. “They were a great race of nomadic conquerors and slavers who once flew freely through this region of space, taking and destroying at will, particularly among the smaller species and worlds.”

“Are they still around?” Luke asked.

“They and their deeds have not been seen for many years,” Formbi said. “Not since the battle where the Outbound Flight was destroyed, in fact.”

Luke and Mara exchanged startled looks. “They were at that battle?” Luke asked.

“And on whose side?” Mara added. “Outbound Flight’s, or the Chiss’s?”

“There was no ‘Chiss’ side of the battle, Jedi Skywalker,” Formbi countered, his red eyes flashing at her. “There was only Syndic Mitth’raw’nuruodo and his one very small picket force. They did not represent the Chiss Defense Fleet, or the Nine Ruling Families, or any other group of the Chiss people.”

“Yes, we understand that,” Luke assured him hastily. “Mara was simply wondering how exactly the battle lines were drawn up.”

Formbi shook his head. “I arrived after the battle was over, after all the destruction had already taken place.” He rumbled deep in his throat. “Syndic Mitth’raw’nuruodo was not very informative on what exactly had taken place.”

“So it’s possible that the Jedi aboard Outbound Flight really did help them against the Vagaari?” Luke asked.

Formbi shrugged. “You know the Jedi,” he said. “You must tell me whether that is possible.”

Luke looked back at the display and the pleading Geroons. Faced with both a pirate gang and Thrawn’s forces, threatened by both, what would the Jedi have done? “I’m sure they would have tried to help,” he said slowly. “How much they could have done … I don’t know.”

“Though the Geroons clearly think they did something significant,” Mara pointed out. “You suppose Outbound Flight and Thrawn could have combined forces long enough to stomp the Vagaari before Thrawn turned on them?”

Luke shrugged. “I suppose that’s possible,” he said. “Hard to believe he could have conned six Jedi Masters into wasting their strength against pirates when he knew all along he was going to attack them afterward.”

“Unless they knew that, but decided to risk it anyway in order to save the Geroons,” Mara suggested. “You Jedi Masters get all noble and self-sacrificing at the oddest moments.”

“Thank you,” Luke said dryly. “The question is—”

“Ah,” Formbi said, turning. “Here he is now.”

Luke turned to see Feesa coming toward them. Striding along behind her was a medium-tall human male with silver hair and a close-cropped silver beard, his face lined and dark with the evidence of too many of his years spent under unforgiving suns. “Welcome, Ambassador,” Formbi greeted him. “We seem to have more visitors.”

“I see,” the man said, looking past the group toward the command center’s displays. His voice was deep and rich, full of intelligence and quiet confidence. Up close now, Luke could see that his eyes were an unusual shade of gray. “Interesting. Do we know them?”

“They call themselves the Geroons,” Formbi said, turning back as someone called his name. “Excuse me, but I’m needed below. Come, Feesa.”

“Introductions?” Mara murmured, her eyes on the newcomer.

“I’m sorry,” Formbi said as he and Feesa paused at the top of the short stairway that linked the balcony to the main floor of the command center. “Ambassador, may I present Jedi Master Luke Skywalker and Jedi Knight Mara Jade Skywalker.”

There was a flicker of something in the man’s eyes, but his smile showed nothing but easy friendliness. “Pleased to meet you,” he said. “I’ve heard many things about you both.”

“And this,” Formbi continued, “is the person Coruscant and the New Republic have sent as their representative.

“Ambassador Dean Jinzler.”


CHAPTER 4

FORMBI HURRIED OFF DOWN THE STAIRWAY TO WHERE GENERAL Drask was waiting, Feesa following close behind.

Leaving the three humans gazing at each other.

Jinzler broke the silence first. “I see you’ve been talking to Talon Karrde,” he said.

“What makes you say that?” Luke asked, his voice giving nothing away.

“Your expressions,” Jinzler said. He smiled faintly. “Or, rather, your complete lack of them. You probably want to know what this is all about.”

“Why don’t you tell us?” Luke suggested. From the calmness in his voice it was clear he was willing to give the man the benefit of the doubt, at least for the moment.

Which was a full moment longer than Mara herself was interested in giving him. She threw a quick glance down at the command floor, wondering what Luke would say if she called Formbi back up here and denounced Jinzler on the spot.

But Formbi seemed to be having a quiet, three-way argument with Drask and Talshib on the podium. Interrupting them at this point might not be a smart thing to do.

“For starters, let me assure you I’m not here for any kind of financial gain,” Jinzler said. “I’m not looking for power or influence or blackmail, either.”

“Well, that cuts out all the interesting possibilities,” Mara said tartly. “How about telling us what you are here for?”

“I can also promise you that I won’t make any trouble,” Jinzler continued. “I won’t try to influence the Chiss or get in the way of whatever negotiations or other diplomatic plans you have.”

“You’re already making trouble, just by being here,” Mara told him.

“You’re also stalling,” Luke said. “What do you want?”

Jinzler took a deep breath, let it out in a controlled huff. “I have to see Outbound Flight,” he said quietly, his gaze drifting to the display and the image of the Geroon ship. “I have to …”

He closed his eyes briefly. “I’m sorry, but it’s extremely personal.”

“Very touching,” Mara said. “Also very inadequate. Let’s try it from a different direction. Why are you impersonating a New Republic official?”

Jinzler’s throat tightened. “Because I’m a nobody,” he said, a touch of bitterness edging into his voice. “And because the only way to get to Outbound Flight is aboard an official Chiss ship, at the invitation of the official Chiss government. You really think they’d let me aboard if they knew the truth?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said. “Why don’t we try it?”

Jinzler shook his head. “I can’t risk it,” he said. “I have to see that ship, Master Skywalker. I have to …” He shook his head again.

“How did you expect to get away with it?” Luke asked. “Did you think we wouldn’t notice you weren’t a properly credentialed ambassador?”

“I thought you might not get the message in time and would miss Formbi’s deadline,” Jinzler said. “If you did make it—” He shrugged uncomfortably. “I hoped you’d understand.”

“Understand what?” Mara retorted. “You won’t even tell us what it is we’re supposed to understand.”

“I know.” He smiled wanly. “Pretty foolish of me, I guess. But it was all I had.”

Mara looked past him at Luke, a sour taste in her mouth. An accomplished actor, she knew, could pull off a performance this good. So could most of the good con men she’d known throughout her life.

But acting ability and deep sighs weren’t nearly enough to fool a Jedi. Try as she might, she couldn’t ignore the fact that her senses were picking up the same earnest emotional struggle in his mind as was coming out in his face and words.

The man was rash, not much of a long-range thinker, possibly even an out-and-out fool. But he was also completely sincere.

But then, she’d been sincere, too, the whole time she’d served Palpatine as the Emperor’s Hand. She’d done everything he’d ordered her to, including assassinations of corrupt officials and Rebels alike, with all the sincerity anyone could ever have asked for.

No, sincerity alone didn’t count for much. In fact, when you came right down to it, it didn’t count for anything at all.

“Mara?” Luke invited.

“No,” she said firmly. “Unless he’s willing to tell us—right now—exactly why he wants aboard, I say he gets tossed off.”

She lifted her eyebrows at Jinzler. “Well?”

The lines around Jinzler’s eyes deepened, and his shoulders seemed to sag a little. “I can’t,” he said softly. “It’s just—”

He broke off, his gaze flicking over Mara’s shoulder. “Aristocra Formbi,” he said, the indecision and pain abruptly gone from his voice, though not from his sense. “What’s the situation with our guests?”

Mara turned to see Formbi climbing back up the steps toward them, an odd tightness in his face and tread. “They’re coming with us,” he said.

“What, all of them?” Luke asked.

“Apparently, that is exactly what you are seeing,” Formbi said soberly. “The Geroon Remnant, all that remain of their people, packed into that single vessel.”

“What happened?” Jinzler asked.

Formbi shrugged. “Apparently, their release from slavery by those aboard Outbound Flight came too late,” he said. “The Vagaari had already caused too much damage to their world for it to continue to support life.”

“Like the Caamasi,” Luke murmured. “Or the Noghri.”

“I’m not familiar with those peoples,” Formbi said. “At any rate, in the end, after plagues and starvation, they had no choice but to leave. Even now they search for a new world where they may live again in peace.”

“That’s terrible,” Jinzler murmured. “Can you help them?”

“Perhaps,” Formbi said. “A delegation will come aboard presently to examine some of our star charts. Perhaps we can find an uninhabited world outside Chiss territory where they can settle.”

“I take it General Drask isn’t too pleased with that?” Jinzler asked.

“He’s not pleased at all,” Formbi agreed with a wry smile. “Though to be honest, he’s not pleased to have all you humans aboard, either. But in the end, my counsel prevailed.”

“What about their request to visit Outbound Flight?” Luke asked.

“We’ll allow their vessel to accompany us to the edge of the cluster where the remains are located,” Formbi said. “At that point, I may need to have another discussion with General Drask. Still, I’m sure at least a small delegation of their people will be continuing on with us.”

“What exactly do they want there?” Jinzler asked.

Formbi sighed. “To pay their respects to those who saved them,” he said. “To say their final farewells.”

It was all Mara could do to keep from jerking backward. The sudden flood of emotion that erupted from Jinzler’s mind was like a stun burst from a blaster rifle.

She looked at him sharply. But aside from a twitching muscle in his cheek, his face showed nothing of the sudden anguish and heartache that had been triggered by Formbi’s comment.

To pay their respects. To say their final farewells …

“At any rate, with all now assembled, we may finally proceed,” Formbi continued. “Feesa will show you to your personal quarters, Master Skywalker.”

“Thank you,” Luke said. He looked at Mara, a question in his eyes.

Again, there was a sour taste in Mara’s mouth. But there’d been something in Jinzler’s silent burst of emotion that had touched a part of her she hadn’t even known was there.

Or perhaps she had. Perhaps it was her own past as the Emperor’s Hand, and her own reluctance to talk about it, that his presence had brought to mind.

She took a deep breath, caught the expectation in Luke and the quiet dread in Jinzler as she did so. Both of them knew exactly what she was about to say.

Both of them were wrong. “I thank you, as well, Aristocra Formbi,” she said. “We’ll look forward to spending more time with you.”

She had the minor satisfaction of catching the surprise from both men at her comment. “You’re quite welcome,” Formbi said, oblivious to what was going on beneath the surface. “We shall meet again in a few hours. There will be a reception dinner; Feesa will meet you at your quarters shortly beforehand to escort you there. I will then introduce you to the rest of the vessel’s officers and diplomatic staff.”

“Thank you, Aristocra,” Luke said. “We’ll look forward to both the dinner and the meetings.”

“Yes,” Mara agreed, looking pointedly at Jinzler. “And I’m sure we’ll have a chance there to talk more fully, Ambassador.”

Because she would find out about this man, she promised herself as Feesa led them back down the curving corridor. She would find out about him, and she would find out the reason he was here.

And she would do so before they reached Outbound Flight. Guaranteed.

THE QUARTERS FEESA TOOK THEM TO WERE SMALL BUT WELL laid out, with a compact conversation area as well as the usual sleeping room and refresher station. “Not bad,” Luke commented as he looked around. “A lot roomier than some shipboard berths I’ve been put up in.”

“Yes,” Mara said, watching the door slide shut behind her, her thoughts still on Jinzler and his disturbing emotional reaction.

“You’re not even looking at it,” Luke said, stepping through an archway into the bedroom and flopping backward onto the bed. “Let me guess. Jinzler?”

“Since when does a Jedi Master have to guess?” Mara asked dryly, trying to shake away the questions long enough for at least a perfunctory glance around the room. Overall, the decor was simple, as one would expect of shipboard accommodations. But at the same time it had the small touches of elegance that showed someone had put thought and care into it. The Chiss, apparently, took their host responsibilities seriously.

“Even Jedi Masters sometimes have trouble sorting through a plate of prunchti noodles,” Luke countered, just as dryly. “That’s about what you’re looking like right now.”

“What an appetizing image,” Mara said. “And with dinner—” She looked at the chrono on the wall. “—still almost three hours away. Maybe there’s a cantina aboard where I could get a snack.”

“You want to talk about it?” Luke asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t think he’s a con man,” she said. “Too emotionally connected to the whole thing. I can’t see him acting as an agent for someone else, either, for the same reason. I suppose—”

“I meant you,” Luke interrupted her gently. “Your reaction.”

Mara grimaced. One of the minuses of having a Jedi husband was that you were never completely alone. “I don’t know,” she confessed. “There was just something in Formbi’s comment about paying respects that got to me somehow.”

“Any idea why?”

“Not really.” She looked around the room, a small shiver running through her. “Or maybe it has to do with this place. Going back to Nirauan; and now the Chiss—”

“And Thrawn?”

“Maybe Thrawn,” she agreed. “Though I don’t know why that should bother me so much.”

Luke didn’t reply, but she could sense his invitation. Crossing the room, she lay down on the bed beside him. He slipped his arm around beneath her shoulders, and for a minute they just lay snuggled together, their minds and emotions wrapping around each other in much the same way. “Maybe it’s the Force, then,” Luke suggested. “Maybe there’s something you need to work through, something you’ve been putting off or suppressing, and the time has come for you to deal with it. That’s happened to me once or twice.”

“I suppose,” Mara said. “I just wish the Force would pick a time when things are quieter if it’s going to push me into something.”

She sensed his smile. “Me, too,” he said. “If you ever figure out how to schedule things that neatly, let me know.”

“You’ll be the first,” she promised, reaching up to pat the hand around her shoulder.

He caught her hand and held it. “Until then,” he said quietly, stroking her hand with his fingertips, “just remember that I’m here for you. For whatever you need from me.”

She squeezed his hand. “I know,” she said, feeling his warmth and strength and commitment flowing into her, flooding into the dark areas that Jinzler’s emotions had opened in her.

One of the plusses of having a Jedi husband, she thought contentedly, was that you were never completely alone.

They lay there together for a few minutes. Then, with a sigh, Mara forced her mind back to business. “So,” she said. “What do you think of the rest of this setup?”

“Well, it’s definitely not as cheering as we might like,” he said. “Did you notice the way Formbi looked when he came up after that talk with General Drask and Captain Talshib?”

Mara thought back. She’d been concentrating mainly on Jinzler at the time, and all she could remember about Formbi was his general expression. “He looked tired,” she said.

“It was more than that,” Luke said. “It was as if he’d just fought a battle, and wasn’t sure whether he’d won or lost.”

“Mm,” Mara said, slightly annoyed at herself. Usually she was better at catching details like that. “You think Drask and Talshib aren’t happy about having all these aliens aboard a Chiss ship and are giving Formbi a hard time about it?”

“They’re certainly not happy about something,” Luke said. “Though it sounds to me like an Aristocra is higher in rank than a general.”

“That’s never stopped anyone else from complaining,” Mara pointed out. “And I’ve seen a higher-ranking person give in just to shut the complainer up.”

“So have I,” Luke said. “We’ll want to keep an eye on things and see how Drask does as we go along.”

“Uh-huh,” Mara murmured. “Tell me, do you think Drask might be annoyed enough about us to actually do something about it?”

“Such as?”

“Such as that accident with the cable in the reception room,” Mara said. “The timing there was almost too good to be coincidence.”

For a few seconds Luke didn’t answer. Mara listened to the silence, watching the kaleidoscope of thought and emotion go through his mind as he examined the possibilities. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “It probably wouldn’t have killed me even if it had hit me dead-on. But it could easily have put me out of action for a time while I went into a healing trance.”

“Which would have left me more or less on my own,” Mara said. “Alternatively, it might have given Drask an excuse to kick us off the mission completely.”

“He would have had a tough job selling it,” Luke pointed out. “It’s pretty clear Formbi wants us along.”

“Maybe, but at least it would have given him an added lever,” Mara said.

Abruptly, she came to a decision. “I’ll be back,” she said, making sure her lightsaber was securely fastened to her belt as she headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Luke called after her, propping himself up on an elbow.

“Back to the reception room,” Mara said. “I want a closer look at that cable.”

“You want me to come with you?” Luke asked, starting to stand up.

“Better not,” Mara said, shaking her head. “One Jedi poking around is idle curiosity; two of them is an official investigation. There’s no point in adding fuel to Drask’s fire.”

“I suppose.” Reluctantly, Luke sat back down on the bed. “Whistle if you need any help.”

“Of course,” Mara said, giving him an innocent look. “Don’t I always?”

She managed to get out of the room before he could come up with a suitably sarcastic reply.

THE CORRIDORS BACK TO THE RECEPTION ROOM WERE FAIRLY quiet. Mara saw perhaps a dozen black-uniformed Chiss on her way, and most of them pretty much ignored her. A few seemed interested or intrigued by her alien appearance, but even that small handful said nothing as they passed by. Either the culture was just naturally polite, or else Formbi had given strict instructions as to how his guests were to be treated.

It was interesting, though, how much more of their emotional states she was able to pick up this time around. Back on Nirauan, during her first brush with groups of Chiss, she’d barely even been able to sense their presence. Experience and practice apparently paid off in this area.

Of course, back then she hadn’t been a true Jedi, either. Maybe that was part of the difference.

Not surprisingly, the reception room was deserted when she reached it. Somewhat more surprising was the fact that the loose cable that had nearly hit Luke had already been reattached.

She stood just inside the archway for a moment, eyeing the cable. It was nestled into a cable groove between the ceiling and the bulkhead, a good six meters off the deck. That wasn’t an impossible jump for a Jedi, but a simple jump wouldn’t accomplish very much. She needed to be able to sit there for a minute or two in order to examine the end where it had either broken or been cut. And as far as she knew, even Jedi couldn’t hover in midair.

But there might be another approach. Formbi had said that the reception area could be automatically reconfigured and decorated for arriving guests …

It took a minute for her to find the control panel, set into the bulkhead just inside the archway and hidden behind a plate colored the same neutral gray as the rest of the paneling. The controls consisted of a dozen buttons, each labeled with an alien mark. Experimentally, she pushed one of them.

Smoothly, and in complete silence, the room began to change. A dozen wall sections of various sizes and shapes began to swing outward, exposing intricate symbols or painted patterns on their other sides, then settled back against the bulkheads with the patterns now showing. Parts of the ceiling likewise swung free to hang like flags or else began to lower as rectangular or circular columns to various heights, leaving the room with a sort of stylized stalactite look.

The deck itself underwent the most dramatic changes. Instead of large panels flipping or rotating or otherwise changing, tiny lights that had hitherto been invisible came to life, forming intricate spirals and patterns of color. As she watched, the patterns altered, giving a sense of water flowing from the hatchway over to the arch.

A minute later, it was finished. Mara looked around at the entirely new room that had appeared, impressed in spite of herself, wondering which level of Chiss official could command this particular brand of welcome.

She tried two more buttons in turn. Each time, she noted, the room went back to neutral before changing into its new configuration.

Unfortunately, none of the changes did anything with the cable she wanted to examine. Through it all, that particular edge of ceiling stayed where it was, with the cable remaining firmly out of reach.

Which meant she was going to have to be clever.

She went back to the first button she’d tried, studying the positions of the swinging wall panels and lowering ceiling columns and counting off the seconds to herself. It would just be possible, she decided. And in her philosophy, anything that was possible might as well be tried.

She put the room back into neutral and prepared herself for action. One Jedi poking around is idle curiosity, she’d told Luke. She wondered if Formbi would really take it that way if he caught her.

Taking a deep breath, she touched the button and ran.

She caught the lowermost of the panels before it had swung more than a few degrees open, leaping up and grabbing its top edge with her fingertips. Her first fear, that it would break off under her weight and dump her ignominiously onto the deck, didn’t happen. She didn’t give it the chance to change its mind, either, but quickly pulled herself partway up and then shoved off it, lunging toward the next panel a meter to her right. She caught the top of this one about a quarter of the way open, again pulled herself up, and again shoved off for the next in the climbing pattern she’d worked out. By the time her last stepping-stone panel was about to swing closed, she was where she needed to be. Pushing off one final time, she leapt across a meter and a half of empty space and wrapped her arms around the side of the nearest of the lowered ceiling columns.

For a moment she just hung there, catching her breath and stretching out to the Force to draw renewed strength into her muscles. The column’s texture was rough enough for a good grip and, like the wall panels, seemed perfectly capable of handling her weight. Getting a grip on the lower part of the column with her knees, she started up.

The going wasn’t particularly easy, but the thought of some Chiss wandering in and catching her hanging up here like an oversized mynock added motivation to the climb. Halfway up, she reached another column and switched to a back-and-feet chimney-style ascent. Reaching the top, she grabbed on to one of the flaglike ceiling sections that was now hanging straight down. Using it as a pivot point, she swung over to a column hanging down in the corner.

And with that, she finally had a close-up view of the rogue cable.

She squinted at it, wishing she’d thought to bring a light. The room itself was well lit, but the end where the cable had been reattached to its connector was inconveniently lying in shadow from the ceiling column she was hanging on to.

Still, a Jedi was never entirely without resources. Looking awkwardly over her shoulder toward her waist, she reached out through the Force and unhooked her lightsaber from her belt. Levitating it carefully, she maneuvered it over to the corner, turning the handle over so that the blade would be pointing safely downward. Then, eyeing the stud, she ignited it.

The snap-hiss somehow sounded louder than usual in the corner of a quiet room. The lightsaber didn’t put out all that much light, but it was enough.

The cable had not, in fact, been cut, which had been her first suspicion. On the other hand, the connection appeared to be a double screw-type linkage, which was almost impossible for vibration or tension to work loose.

So how had it come apart?

Moving the lightsaber as close to the connection as she could without risking damage, she peered at it. On the side of the cable, just above the connector, was a slight indentation. Lifting her gaze to the ceiling itself, she spotted a small round opening above and to the right of the groove.

Adjusting her grip on the column, she freed one hand and gingerly extended a finger into the opening. Nothing. She moved the finger around in a circle inside the opening, searching for the machinery or electronic connectors or heat radiator vanes that should naturally be behind any opening on a ship.

Or rather, the equipment that should be behind any opening that was part of a ship’s actual design. The lack of anything up there strongly implied that this particular hole had been put in as an afterthought.

She was still working through the possibilities when a flicker of sensation touched her mind.

Instantly, she closed down the lightsaber, shutting off its gentle hum. In the sudden silence, she could hear footsteps coming her way. Several sets, by the sound, but in too close a step to be Chiss on a casual stroll around the ship. This group was definitely military.

And here she was, trapped in a compromising position six meters in midair.

She looked around her, biting back an old curse from her days with the Empire. The column she was hanging on to was the only cover anywhere within reach. Problem was, she was hanging on the wrong side of it, in full view of the room below. She would have to work her way around to the wall side if she was going to have any chance of concealment; and from the speed those footsteps were approaching, she wasn’t likely to have enough time.

Reaching out her free hand, she grabbed her lightsaber and reestablished a firm two-armed, two-kneed grip on the column. Then, moving as quickly as she could, she started maneuvering herself around toward the far side.

She was almost halfway around when the intruders marched in beneath the archway. She froze in place, shifting her gaze downward to look.

As she did so, her heart seemed to turn to stone.

Those weren’t Chiss soldiers, sent by General Drask to hunt her down. They weren’t even Chiss soldiers on routine patrol, searching for suspicious activities.

There were five figures below her, standing just inside the reception room in a loose box formation. The one in the center was a human male, young looking, wearing a gray Imperial uniform modified with rings of red and black trim on the collar and cuffs.

The other four were Imperial stormtroopers.


CHAPTER 5

MARA STARED DOWN AT THE STORMTROOPERS, A SUDDEN FLOOD of memories whipping around her like stones and debris in a hurricane-strength wind. She’d worked with stormtroopers many times through the years she served Palpatine as his Emperor’s Hand. She’d ordered them to do her bidding; occasionally, she’d led small groups of them on special missions.

She’d stood by and watched as they killed.

It was impossible. It had to be. The elite cadre of stormtroopers was all but extinct, wiped out in the long war against the Empire. Most of the cloning tanks used to create them so many years ago were gone, too, tracked down and destroyed so that no one else would ever again unleash such a terrible wave of death and destruction upon the galaxy.

And yet, there they were. It wasn’t an illusion, or a fraud, or a twisting of her own memories. They stood like stormtroopers, they held their BlasTech E-11 blaster rifles like stormtroopers, they wore stormtrooper armor.

The stormtroopers were back.

The young Imperial was looking around the room, his hand resting on the belted DH-17 blaster pistol riding his hip. One of the stormtroopers murmured something, and he looked up. “Ah,” he called. His voice sounded young, too. “There you are, Jedi Skywalker. Are you all right?”

With a supreme effort, Mara found her voice. “Sure,” she called back. “No problem. Why?”

He seemed a bit taken aback. “We heard the sound of a lightsaber being activated,” he said. “With a Jedi, that usually means there’s trouble.”

“Trouble for whom?” Mara asked pointedly.

“Just trouble in general.” The Imperial seemed better on balance now. “Do you need any help getting down from there?”

“Who said I wanted to come down?” Mara countered.

He snorted under his breath, and Mara caught a hint of annoyance. “Fine,” he said. “Have it your way. I just thought you might be interested in talking, that’s all.”

“About … ?”

“About what you’re doing up there, for starters,” the young man said. “Maybe we could discuss this whole crazy mission, too.”

She frowned, stretching out with the Force. It was hard to read a stranger, especially at this distance. But as near as she could tell he seemed sincere.

Though she’d concluded the same thing about Jinzler, and had already decided how much simple sincerity was worth.

Still, if these Imperials were out to kill her, the simplest time to try it had already passed. And if she and they were on the same side, comparing cards might not be a bad idea. “Fine,” she said. “I was mostly done anyway.”

“You need any help?”

“No, thanks,” Mara said, setting her teeth as it occurred to her that there was perhaps one more tactical advantage he was waiting for before ordering his stormtroopers to open fire. Time for a small calculated risk. “On second thought, you can hold my lightsaber for me. Here—catch.”

She tossed it toward him. The young man stepped forward and deftly caught it.

There was no shout of triumph as he held her only defensive weapon in his hand. More importantly, none of the stormtroopers raised his BlasTech and started shooting.

She started breathing again. So they really didn’t mean any mischief. At least, not yet. “Okay,” she called. “Stand clear.”

She shifted her gaze to the control panel in the corridor behind them and stretched out with the Force, activating one of the buttons.

Once again, the room began to reconfigure. Mara swung herself over to one of the other columns as hers retracted toward the ceiling, then pushed off and down to grab hold of a swinging wall panel. A brief pause to catch her balance, and she jumped down to the next one in line. Three panels later, she landed on the deck.

“Thanks,” she said, stretching out her hand to the Imperial, her senses alert for a last-second betrayal.

But he merely handed over her lightsaber, most of his attention on the room itself. “Impressive,” he commented as the room hit neutral and then began shifting into the mode Mara had keyed it for. “Instant redecoration, whenever the mood strikes you.”

“It’s a little more functional than that,” Mara said. Up close, he looked even younger than he had from the ceiling, no older than his midtwenties. Like a kid playing soldier, the irreverent thought struck her. “Didn’t Formbi explain it to you? Or didn’t you get one of these rooms when you came in?”

“We haven’t talked to Formbi much,” the young man said. “Or any of the other Chiss. We’ve been trying to keep a low profile since we came aboard.” He smiled tightly. “I don’t think General Drask is exactly thrilled by our presence here.”

“General Drask doesn’t seem very easy to thrill,” Mara said. Stepping past the group to the control panel, she keyed the room back to its original neutral mode. “So,” she said, turning back to face them. “You going to tell me who you are? Or do I have to guess?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” He stiffened to full attention. “I’m Commander Chak Fel, warrior of the Hand. You may remember meeting my father a couple of years ago.”

“Very well,” Mara said, smiling tightly at the memory. “I’m sure General Baron Fel remembers me, as well.”

“With the greatest respect and admiration,” Fel assured her. “He asked me to send you his greetings, and to tell you he still has hopes that you’ll bring your talents to the Empire of the Hand someday.”

“Thanks, but I’ve had my fill of Imperial service,” Mara told him. “Any Imperial service. So you knew I was going to be here?”

“I hoped you would be,” Fel said. “Admiral Parck told me you and Master Skywalker had been invited, though he wasn’t sure you’d be willing or able to come.”

“He didn’t let you know we’d contacted him a few days ago?”

“No,” Fel said. “Of course, we were already on our way. Maybe he didn’t think it was worth recalling us at that point.”

“Which brings us to the rest of your party,” Mara said, looking at the silent stormtroopers.

“Oh, yes.” Fel waved a hand to encompass his escort. “This is Unit Aurek-Seven of the Imperial Five-Oh-First Stormtrooper Legion.”

Mara felt her stomach tightening. The Imperial 501st: Vader’s personal stormtrooper unit during the Rebellion. Dubbed “Vader’s Fist,” its very arrival in a star system had often caused Rebel forces and corrupt Imperial officials alike to run for cover. Nonhumans of every sort, even innocent bystanders, quickly learned to tremble at the sight of those white armored face masks. The Emperor’s bias against aliens had impressed itself indelibly onto the combat psychology of all his stormtrooper legions, but even more so on the soldiers of the 501st.

And so, of course, that was the specific unit Parck had revived for his Empire of the Hand. That said a lot right there as to how the admiral was running things. “I guess the old saying is right,” she said stiffly. “The one about old units never really dying.”

Fel shrugged noncommittally. “So what exactly were you doing up there?”

Mara glanced around. Still no Chiss in sight, but that wouldn’t last forever. “Not here,” she told Fel. “Follow me.”

Turning her back on them, she headed down the corridor. A moment later, without complaint or question, they had formed up behind her.

The Force connection between her and Luke wasn’t nearly as clear and precise as most people in the New Republic thought, as if it were a mental comlink conversation. He became aware of her approach as she neared their quarters, and she could tell he was also aware that she was bringing company.

But it wasn’t until he opened the door for her that he realized just what kind of company it was.

As usual, he recovered quickly. “Hello,” he said calmly, nodding in greeting. “I’m Luke Skywalker.”

“Commander Chak Fel,” Fel said, nodding in return. “This is my escort guard, Unit Aurek-Seven of the Five Hundred and First.”

Mara caught Luke’s flicker of recognition at the name and the unit designation. But he merely nodded again. “Honored, Commander,” he said. “Won’t you come in?”

“Just the commander,” Mara said before Fel could reply. “There’s no room for everybody, and I’d just as soon not have Drask’s people see stormtroopers hanging around outside our quarters.”

“Good point,” Fel agreed, giving the stormtroopers a hand signal. “Return to the ship.”

“Acknowledged,” one of them said in that flat, mechanically filtered voice that was one of the marks of a stormtrooper. Turning in perfect unison, they marched away.

“Now,” Mara said, waving Fel toward the conversation area as the door slid shut behind him. “Let’s start with you, Commander. What are you doing here?”

“I thought I’d explained that,” Fel said, lowering himself into one of the chairs. “Admiral Parck wasn’t sure you’d be coming, so he sent me to act as his representative.”

“And Formbi went along with it?” Mara asked, sitting down beside Luke across from the young Imperial.

Fel shrugged. “Actually, Formbi didn’t seem to have a problem. As I said, it was mostly General Drask who objected.”

“He doesn’t seem too happy with our presence, either,” Luke told him.

“Or Ambassador Jinzler’s,” Mara added, watching Fel closely.

But there was no bump of reaction at the mention of Jinzler’s name. “Yes, I’ve noticed,” Fel said. “Frankly, I don’t think Drask likes anyone. Certainly not aliens. Possibly not even Formbi.”

“So why did Parck send you and a bunch of stormtroopers instead of coming himself?” Mara asked. “The way Formbi talks about it, you’d think Outbound Flight was the diplomatic high point of the year. Or does Parck just like irritating Chiss generals?”

“Not a hobby I’d like,” Fel said. There was a flicker of something—“Actually, I really don’t know why we’re here.”

Liar. Mara didn’t have to look at Luke to know he’d caught it, too. “All right,” Luke said, not giving any hint that they’d caught Fel’s prevarication. “Let’s try this, then. Why didn’t Parck mention you when he talked to us?”

Fel shook his head. “I don’t know that, either. I more or less assumed he had.”

That one, at least, did seem to be the truth. “But then—” Mara began.

“Just a moment,” Fel said, cutting her off with a lifted finger. “I’ve answered a whole batch of questions. It’s your turn now. What were you doing climbing around the ceiling of the entry chamber that way?”

Mara had already decided there was no point in playing coy with this one. If Fel was involved in the cable incident, he already knew what had happened. If not, there was no reason for him not to know. “There was a small accident when we first arrived,” she said. “A heavy cable attached to the ceiling came loose and nearly knocked my husband across the room.”

Fel’s eyes shifted to Luke, gave him a quick once-over. “No, it missed me,” Luke assured him. “But as Mara said, it was close.”

“I wanted to see if the cable might have been deliberately cut,” Mara continued. “It had already been put back up, so that’s where I had to go to look at it.”

“What did you find?” Fel asked.

“No evidence that it had been cut, but it also shouldn’t have come loose by itself,” Mara said. “Still, I did find indentations on the end like you might get if it had been held in a spring clip for a while.”

“Um,” Fel murmured thoughtfully. “As if someone had had it already disconnected and held in a clip, so that they could release it at just the right time. Unless they swapped out the entire cable?”

Mara shook her head. “I marked the original with my lightsaber before we left the area,” she told him. “Just a nick in the insulation, but visible enough if you know where to look. No, it was the same cable.”

“So you suspect it was a deliberate attack framed to look like an accident,” Fel said. “Just as well—” He broke off.

“Just as well what?” Mara demanded.

Fel reddened. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you. Admiral Parck sent us along because he thought you might be in danger on this trip.” He smiled self-consciously. “We’re sort of your escort.”

Mara looked at Luke, saw her same surprise mirrored there. Unlike hers, though, his surprise had a touch of amusement to it. “Very kind of Admiral Parck,” Mara said tartly. “You can tell him thanks on your way out.”

“Now, Jedi Skywalker—”

“Don’t Jedi Skywalker me,” Mara retorted. “We don’t want a bunch of stormtroopers clattering along behind us everywhere we go. Drask is already glowering more than I like. So climb aboard whatever shuttle you came in on and get out.”

Fel looked pained. “I’m afraid it’s not as easy as that,” he said. “Yes, we’re here to protect you—”

“Which we don’t need.”

“No, I agree completely,” Fel said. “The idea of us protecting Jedi … but at the same time, I’m under Imperial orders, not yours.”

“Besides, Formbi’s already given them permission to come along,” Luke pointed out.

“So what?” Mara demanded.

Luke shrugged. “You and I were wondering if Formbi was using this mission as a pretext for opening full diplomatic relations with the New Republic,” he reminded her. “Maybe he’s looking to do the same thing with the Empire of the Hand.”

“What makes you think Parck even wants diplomatic relations with the Chiss?” Mara countered.

“We do,” Fel said quietly. “Very much.”

Mara glared at him. There are a hundred different threats out there that would freeze your blood if you knew about them … “All right, fine,” she said between clenched teeth. “This isn’t my ship. You want to hang around, fine. Just don’t get in our way.”

“Understood,” Fel said. “Do you want me to start any inquiries as to who aboard might have wanted Master Skywalker injured?”

“Absolutely not,” Mara said. “We’ll handle that. You just stay in the background and keep quiet.”

Fel smiled slightly. “As you wish,” he said, getting to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, then, I’ll return to our transport and prepare for dinner.”

“We’ll see you there,” Luke said.

“Good talking with you.” Fel crossed to the door, opened it, and left.

“Great,” Mara growled. “Just what we needed. Our own private entourage.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Luke said soothingly. “It’s no worse than a group of Noghri following us around.”

“Of course it’s worse,” Mara retorted. “Noghri at least know how to be invisible. You ever see a stormtrooper who wasn’t as obvious as a Wookiee at a formal dinner?”

“Well, they’re here, and we might as well get used to it,” Luke said. “Now, what about this cable?”

“It was deliberately dropped,” Mara said, reluctantly changing gears. She wasn’t really finished ranting about Fel yet, but she was practical enough to realize there were higher-priority matters that needed to be dealt with. “There was also a hole bored in the ceiling where the spring clip would have come through to hold the cable.”

“So it could have been handled by remote control?”

“Easily,” Mara said. “Which means Drask himself might have been the one to trigger it.”

“Or Feesa,” Luke pointed out. “She was in the best position to handle the timing.”

“I thought she was Formbi’s assistant, though,” Mara pointed out. “Formbi’s the one who wants us aboard.”

“Does he?” Luke asked. “Or is he under orders from above that he himself doesn’t necessarily agree with?”

“Point,” Mara conceded, frowning as she thought back to their encounters with the Aristocra. “I don’t know, though. He seemed genuinely pleased to have us here.”

“Yes, but there’s something else going on below the surface,” Luke said. “Some extra tension he’s trying to hide. Of course, that could be nothing more than the fact he’s having to deal with so many aliens.”

“Possibly with the future of the whole Chiss diplomatic structure hanging on how well he does?”

“That could be part of it,” Luke agreed. “So if we leave Formbi off the list, who’s left? Drask?”

“Who’s left is basically everyone except the Geroons,” Mara said. “And only because they weren’t here at the time. It could have been Drask, Jinzler, or Fel and his group.” She snorted. “The Five-Oh-First. Can you imagine Parck reviving that one? I guess old units die hard.”

Luke shrugged, a little too casually. “Old units aren’t the only thing,” he murmured.

“What was that?” Mara asked suspiciously.

“I was just noticing how easily you slipped into the role of Imperial commander a few minutes ago,” Luke said. “You led them here, you ordered the stormtroopers away, and you basically told Fel what you wanted him to do.”

“So?” Mara said with a shrug of her own. “Since when have I been shy about telling anyone what I wanted them to do?”

“I know,” Luke said. “I’m just pointing out how comfortably you took back that role, that’s all. I’m not saying anything else.”

“You’d better not be,” Mara said darkly. But whether he said it or not, she could sense there was something else behind his words. Something not entirely comfortable with the way she’d behaved.

Her first impulse was to have it out right now, to insist that he bring his thoughts on the subject out into the open where she would have the chance to knock them down one by one.

But something held her back. Perhaps she sensed it wasn’t the proper time or place for that kind of discussion.

Or perhaps she wasn’t so sure she could knock them all down.

He was right in a way. She had found it disturbingly easy to slip back into that role. It had been refreshing to deal with soldiers who took orders without question, instead of a mixed group of humans and Bothans and Devaronians and Mon Cals, all of whom had their own prejudices and perspectives and who sometimes heard or obeyed orders in entirely different ways.

I’ve had my fill of Imperial service, she’d told Fel. But had she? Really?

“Anyway, we should probably go back to the Jade Sabre and see if we’ve got anything that’ll pass as formal wear,” Luke went on. Apparently, he didn’t want to have it out yet, either. “Dinner’s going to be served soon, and we’ll want to be ready when Feesa comes to get us.”


CHAPTER 6

AFTER THE SIZE OF THE RECEPTION ROOM, LUKE HAD EXPECTED the Chaf Envoy’s main dining salon to be equally grand and expansive. To his surprise, it was in fact built more along the lines of a standard ship’s wardroom, though decorated with the same sort of elegant touches he’d already noted in their quarters. Apparently, once the high-level dignitaries had been ushered aboard in proper style, the pomp and ceremony diminished considerably.

Perhaps the dignitaries’ wardrobes were supposed to make up for it. Formbi and Drask were dressed even more elaborately than they had been at the Jade Sabre’s landing, though each maintained the same color scheme he’d been wearing then. Fel had switched to a dress uniform that bordered on the regal, with much of the tunic’s upper left covered with rows of colored bits of metal that apparently denoted specific campaigns or victories. Jinzler had done equally well, with a layered robe-tunic that would have fit right in with a diplomatic reception on Coruscant. Mara wasn’t too far behind him, with her flowing wraparound gown and embroidered bolero jacket.

It made Luke feel decidedly out of place in his plain dark jumpsuit and sleeveless, knee-length duster. Next trip, he made a mental note, he was going to have to make sure to bring a couple of fancier outfits along.

Still, he was far from being the worst-dressed guest at the party. The two Geroons on the far side of the wide circular table looked positively shabby in comparison with the Chiss staffers seated on either side of them. Both aliens wore simple but heavy-looking brown robes of some kind of thick material over long tan tunics. One of them, the Geroon who had spoken to Formbi from the refugee ship, also had what appeared to be a complete dead animal thrown over his shoulders, its long-snouted head and clawed forepaws hanging down across his chest nearly to his waist, while most of the torso and hind legs hung down behind his back. An elaborate blue-and-gold collar glittered around the animal’s neck, about the only real decoration anywhere in the Geroon’s outfit.

“I trust the food is pleasing?” Feesa asked from her seat at Luke’s left.

“It’s excellent, thank you,” he assured her. In actual fact, it was a little too spice-heavy for his taste, and the combination fork-knife he’d been given to use left an oddly metallic aftertaste after each bite. But it was so clearly an attempt to create a New Republic–style banquet that he certainly wasn’t going to quibble over minor details. More than once, he wondered if Parck had supplied the recipes.

“Interesting trophy Steward Bearsh is wearing,” Jinzler commented from Feesa’s other side. “That dead animal thing?”

“The wolvkil, yes,” Feesa said, nodding. “I heard Steward Bearsh say they were a feral variant of a predator creature the Geroons once domesticated as pets. The one he wears is a mark of honor that has been in his family for four generations.”

“Pets, huh?” Jinzler shook his head. “Frankly, I don’t think I’d even like to meet it in the woods, let alone have it curled up by my bed.”

“I doubt that will happen soon,” Feesa said, a note of sadness in her voice. “All remaining wolvkils died with the Geroon world.”

“I see,” Jinzler murmured, and again Luke caught a flicker of emotion from him. For all his surface calm, he was clearly a man who felt things deeply. “A terrible tragedy, that. Was Aristocra Formbi able to help them find a new world?”

“Our knowledge of the regions outside our borders is very limited,” Feesa said. “I don’t believe anything suitable was found.”

“I hope the Aristocra isn’t giving up this quickly,” Jinzler said, a note of challenge in his voice. “They couldn’t have had more than a couple of hours to study your star charts.”

“Perhaps more study will be scheduled,” Feesa said diplomatically. “Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano has not told me his plans.”

Across the table Bearsh stirred and looked over at Luke, linking his fingers and dipping both hands and head in a sort of unified bow. Luke nodded in reply; and as he did, the Geroon picked up his fluted drink glass and got up from his seat. Circling the table, he came up behind Luke. “Good evening,” he said, the words coming out from both his mouths. “Am I correct in the belief that you are Jedi Master Luke Skywalker?”

Luke blinked in surprise. Back in the command center, he’d only heard the Geroon speak in the Chiss trade language. “Yes, I am,” he managed. “Please forgive my surprise. I didn’t realize you spoke Basic.”

The Geroon opened his mouths slightly, showing a double row of small teeth in each. A smile? “Should we not know at least a portion of the language of our liberators?” he countered. “It was we who were surprised to learn that the Chiss aboard this vessel could understand it.”

“Yes, they do,” Luke agreed, feeling suddenly like a hopeless bumpkin who’d just been dropped off the bantha cart at the edge of town. He understood probably a dozen languages, but all were anchored solidly to the cultures that dominated the Core Worlds and Inner Rim. It had never even occurred to him to try to add an Outer Rim trade language to his repertoire.

Which now meant that everyone else out here was having to go out of their way to accommodate his shortcomings.

But then, to be fair, this was hardly a situation he would normally have expected to find himself in. At least not without C-3PO or some other protocol droid along to assist with language duties.

“It is their way of honoring those of Outbound Flight, no doubt,” Bearsh said, a note of reverence in his voice. “If I may intrude, I overheard you and Feesa speaking of our search for a world for our people.”

“Yes,” Luke confirmed. “I hope you will succeed.”

“As do I and all the Geroon Remnant,” Bearsh said, a note of sadness replacing the reverence. “That is indeed why I came across to see you. I hoped you might be willing to help.”

“In what way?”

Bearsh waved his hand, nearly spilling his drink in the process. “I am told your New Republic has great resources and vast territories within its borders. Perhaps when you are finished with your meal you would be kind enough to search your records to see if any of your worlds near this region of space might be available for our use.” He ducked his head. “We would of course pay for any world you might find to offer us. Our resources are small, but all Geroons stand ready to serve with their hands and minds and bodies until any such debt is repaid.”

“If we find a suitable world, I’m sure something can be worked out,” Luke assured him. “Actually, I’m finished now if you’d like to accompany me to my ship.”

The Geroon started back. “You would take me aboard your vessel?” he breathed.

“Would that be a problem?” Luke asked cautiously, wondering if he’d made some terrible mistake in etiquette. Were the Geroons afraid of strangers and strange ships? And yet, they were here, aboard a Chiss ship. “Because if it would make you uncomfortable—”

“Ah, no,” Bearsh said, dropping suddenly onto one knee and bowing his head low to the deck. This time some of his drink did slosh up over the rim and dribble down over his fingers. “It is too much. There is too much honor for one Geroon. I cannot accept.”

“Maybe I should just give you the data cards, then,” Luke suggested. “Though you might not be able to read them,” he added as that thought belatedly struck him. “I’d have to bring a datapad along, too.”

“You would be willing to allow us to honor you?” Bearsh asked eagerly. “You would come aboard our humble vessel?”

“Certainly,” Luke said, touching his mouth with his napkin and standing up. “Shall we go?”

“The honor is great,” Bearsh said, bowing repeatedly as he stepped back. “The honor is great.”

“You’re welcome,” Luke said, feeling decidedly awkward. The sooner he got himself and this groveling Geroon out of here, the better.

He turned to Mara, who was practically radiating her amusement at his fumbling. “I’ll see you back at our quarters,” he told her, sending her a silent warning with his eyes that she ignored completely. “If you need me, I’ll be in the Geroons’ shuttle.”

“Understood,” Mara said blandly. At least her voice was polite enough. “I’ll see you later. Have fun.”

“Thanks,” Luke growled, turning back to the still-bobbing Geroon. And Leia made this diplomatic stuff look so easy. “Lead the way, Steward Bearsh.”

THE GEROON SHUTTLE, AS IT TURNED OUT, WAS DOCKED ON THE starboard side of the Chaf Envoy about twenty meters aft of the Jade Sabre. Luke ducked into the Sabre as they passed and grabbed a set of astrogation data cards and a datapad, then followed Bearsh back to their ship.

Twenty-two years before, back at the Mos Eisley spaceport, he could remember gazing at the Millennium Falcon and wondering how a ship that looked like that could even be permitted to fly the Imperial space lanes. Now his first reaction to the Geroon shuttle was that such thoughts had done the Falcon a disservice. Not only should this thing not be flying, he couldn’t see how it even could be flying.

The entire interior was a patchwork of repaired, reworked, or readapted equipment, patched pipes and conduits, and power cables that would have had a New Republic safety inspector scrambling for emergency cutoff switches. Two of the bunkrooms and a storage compartment had been sealed off with vacuum-leak warnings on the doors, and half the displays on the control deck seemed to have been permanently shut down. Overlaying it all was a faint odor that seemed to be a mixture of lubricating compound, battery solution, maneuvering fuel, and hydraulic fluid. It was, Luke thought more than once, astonishing that the thing had managed to make it here from the main Geroon ship.

Or perhaps the Chaf Envoy had a really good set of tractor beams.

There were three other Geroons in the ship when he and Bearsh arrived, and it was quickly evident that the steward’s adulation in the dining salon had actually been greatly restrained. The other Geroons clustered around him practically from the moment he ducked through the rusty hatchway, blathering excitedly and repeating over and over again how much of an honor it was to have him aboard, until he was about as embarrassed as he’d ever been in his life.

Several times he tried gently to explain that he wasn’t really someone who deserved such adulation. But all it did was inspire fresh salvos of praise even more insistent and pathetic than what had gone before.

Eventually, he gave up. Whatever those aboard Outbound Flight had done for these people, it was so deeply ingrained that even after fifty years there was no holding it back. All he could do was endure it, try not to let it go to his head, and hope they would eventually run out of adjectives.

“All right,” he said when they had finally quieted down enough to sit around a small table together. “I’ve pulled all the information I have on Outer Rim systems. Just bear in mind that a lot of these systems aren’t members of the New Republic, and a lot more give only token allegiance. But if we can help you, we will. Now, what sort of world exactly are you looking for?”

“One with air like this,” Bearsh said, waving a hand around him. “Less full and flavorful than the Chiss air.”

Probably meant a lower oxygen content, Luke decided. “Okay,” he said, keying that parameter into the datapad. “I presume you need water, too. What about climate and terrain?”

“We need places for the children to play,” one of the other Geroons put in eagerly. “Many places, for many children to play.”

“Peace, young one,” Bearsh soothed, his mouths opening in another toothy Geroon smile. “On an entire world, there will be plenty of places for the children.”

He turned back to Luke. “You must excuse Estosh,” he said quietly. “He has never known life anywhere but within our vessel.”

“I understand,” Luke said. “I can tell your people put great store in your children, too.”

“How do you know that?” Bearsh asked, his face puckering oddly. Then it cleared. “Ah—of course. The great and renowned powers of the Jedi.”

“Actually, there was nothing special needed on this one,” Luke said. “We saw your earlier conversation with the Chiss. Any people who would put a playground right in their command center must certainly care a lot for their children.”

“Ah,” Bearsh said. “Yes. Our vessel was originally built for scientific surveys. That space was designed to contain the center for instrument responses.” His face puckered again. “It was the only place large enough for a proper play and exercise area. All the rest of the vessel is composed of small rooms for the singles and families. We had no need for the instruments, so we took them out and gave the space to the children.”

He straightened his head and shoulders, his eyes unfocusing as if gazing into the future. “But one day,” he said firmly. “One day we will have a real place for the children. And then you will see, Jedi Master Skywalker, what the Geroon people can become.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Luke promised. “Now, about terrain?”

Bearsh seemed to come back from his dreams. “We will live in whatever grounds you find for us,” he said. “Mountains or lakes, woodlands or plains—it does not matter.”

“All right,” Luke said. They certainly weren’t a picky lot. “What about temperature ranges?”

Again, Bearsh waved his hand. “The temperature in this vessel is somewhat warm for us,” he said. “But we will adapt and adjust to whatever—”

He broke off as the deck beneath them gave a sudden gentle jolt. “What was that?” Estosh asked fearfully, looking quickly around.

A second later they had their answer as a distant thunderclap echoed faintly through the open hatchway. “An explosion,” Luke told him, jumping to his feet and sprinting toward the entry tunnel, stretching out to the Force as he pulled out his comlink. The opposite side of the ship, he estimated from the sudden surge of consternation in that direction, somewhere in the aft quarter. “Mara?”

“We’ve got an explosion and fire on the aft port side,” her voice came back. “I’m heading back to see if I can help.”

“I’ll join you,” Luke said, clearing the end of the entry tunnel and heading for the nearest cross-ship corridor. “Any idea what’s back there?”

“Fel’s transport, for one thing,” Mara told him. “No idea what else, but from the way Drask took off I’d guess something serious. Vital equipment, or possibly fuel storage.”

Luke winced. “Right. See you there.”

The air began to smell of smoke before he was halfway down the main portside corridor. He kept going; and then, suddenly, he was there, braking to a halt behind a dozen Chiss with handheld extinguishers running into a half-open door through which smoke was pouring. He spotted Mara off to one side with Fel and eased his way past a Chiss in military dress uniform shouting orders in a sharp, staccato language. “Situation?” he called to Mara.

“The fire’s right by a nexus of maneuvering jets and their fuel supply,” she told him grimly. She’d stripped off her fancy jacket and gown, and was dressed now only in the gray combat leotard and softboots she’d been wearing underneath the formal wear. “The stormtroopers are already inside with extinguishers, trying to keep it away from the tanks.”

Luke looked over at Fel. The young Imperial was wearing a stormtrooper’s headset comlink, an intense expression on his face as he stared through the open door. “Don’t they have automatic extinguisher systems?” he asked.

“They used to,” Mara said. “Apparently, a malfunction in the system was what caused the explosion in the first place.”

“That’s useful,” Luke said, blinking back tears as the acrid smoke stung his eyes. Some of the Chiss who had gone into the fire zone were starting to come out now, most of them staggering slightly as they trailed plumes of smoke. “How come the stormtroopers are in there?”

“They were the first ones on the scene with self-contained breathing equipment,” Fel said before Mara could answer. “Speaking of breathing, how are Jedi in oxygen-poor atmospheres?”

“We can handle a few minutes,” Luke said. “Less, if there’s a lot of physical or mental exertion involved. What do you need?”

“Some delicate lightsaber work.” Fel pointed to the doorway through which the smoke was pouring. “They’ve got the fuel tanks isolated for the moment, but the fire’s got too much of a head start and it’s pushing in on them. They think they’ve located the extinguisher system—”

“They think?”

“That’s why the work needs to be delicate,” Fel said. “Otherwise, they’d just blast the lines open and be done with it. What we need is for you to lightly scratch the conduits, just enough to let out a few drops so we can see exactly what kind of liquid’s inside. The last thing we want is to dump more fuel or something else flammable.”

“No kidding,” Mara said. “Assuming they’re right, then what?”

“Then you cut them all the way open,” Fel said. “It looks like the explosion only warped the area around the main spray valves, so if you can open the lines behind them we should be able to flood the compartment and put it out in short order.”

Luke looked over at the dress-uniformed Chiss, now huddled with a pair of crewers strapping on air tanks and breather masks. Protocol, he knew, probably dictated that they clear this with one of the ship’s officers before going in.

But the officer looked too busy to listen to passengers. And if the fire was already getting close to the fuel tanks … “All right,” he said, coming to a decision. “How do I find the conduit?”

“How do we find it?” Mara corrected, her lightsaber already in hand.

“Mara—”

“Don’t even think it,” she warned. “Besides, I’m better with delicate work than you are.”

Unfortunately, she was right. With an effort, Luke forced back his instinctive reaction to shield her from danger wherever possible. “Fine,” he said. “How do we find the conduit?”

“They’ll guide you in,” Fel told him. “Watch for a bright light.”

“Right.” Unhooking his lightsaber from his belt, Luke took a deep breath and stretched out to the Force. He lifted his eyebrows at Mara, got her confirming nod, and ducked through the doorway.

The smoke was considerably thicker inside the room than Luke had expected, swirling madly around as the compartment’s venting system tried its best to clear it away. Ahead, through another half-open door, he could see the blaze of the fire, the crackling of flames punctuated by the hiss from fire extinguishers. Squinting against the smoke, he slipped through the second doorway, dodging around staggering crewers and trying to stay clear of the flames as he looked around for the stormtroopers.

There was no sign of them. But there was another doorway angling off to the right where the fire was burning even more intensely. Even as he sent a questioning thought toward Mara, a dim light suddenly shone out from the room, the narrow beam fighting its way through the smoke.

Mara had seen it, too. Luke caught her wordless signal, sent back an equally wordless confirmation, and started picking his way through gaps in the flames. He managed it with only a few minor burns, and a minute later eased into the room.

The four stormtroopers were standing in the far corner, arranged in a combat semicircle with their backs to an extensive array of fuel tanks, sending short bursts of spray from their extinguishers at any tendril of flame that threaded its way too close. The one shining his light through the doorway looked over as the two Jedi came in and flipped the light upward, centering the beam on one of a set of five conduits snaking their way across the ceiling. Luke nodded acknowledgment and looked for a way through the flames.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t one.

He peered into the smoke, listening to his heartbeat counting out the seconds. Even Jedi breath control had its limits, and he and Mara were getting dangerously close to them. He could use the Force to lift his lightsaber to the conduit, of course, but he wasn’t at all sure he would have enough control at that range for the delicate scratch Fel wanted. The only other option he could see would be to lift Mara there directly and let her do the job.

It would be risky. That much activity would put a severe strain on his system in his current oxygen-deprived state, quickly running him to the limit of his breath control and leaving him at the mercy of the smoke still filling the room. If the smoke also contained toxic gases, he could be in serious trouble.

He would have to chance it. Turning to Mara, he replaced his lightsaber on his belt and gestured toward the conduit. He could sense her own doubts, but she knew better than to waste time arguing. She nodded her readiness, and he stretched out to the Force to lift her gently off the deck. Keeping her as high over the flames as he could without banging her head against the various pieces of equipment jutting down from the ceiling, he moved her into position. She had her lightsaber ignited before he eased her to a stop, giving the conduit a quick and almost casual-looking slash with the tip of the blade.

For a long moment nothing happened. Then, through the haze of smoke, Luke saw a few drops of liquid collect on the underside of the conduit. They coalesced into a single large drop and fell onto the deck below.

With a sizzle audible even over the crackle of the flames, the particular tongue of flame directly below flickered and went out.

Mara didn’t wait for further instructions. Her lightsaber slashed again, slicing the conduit lengthwise; and suddenly the room was filled with a noisy spray of liquid, splattering against the ceiling and walls and showering down onto the fire.

It was almost too late. Luke’s vision was starting to waver now as his body ran out of air, and it was all he could do to keep from dropping Mara onto the dying flames and fire-heated deck below her.

Clenching his teeth, he hung on. A few more seconds, he told himself sternly. A few more seconds and the fire would be out, or near enough. Then he could set Mara down and they could both start breathing again.

Unless between the lingering smoke and the extinguisher spray the room contained nothing but those toxic gases he’d wondered about earlier. In that case, he would just have to hope that the fire would be mostly gone before he blacked out, or at least that the stormtroopers would notice and pull him out of anything before he burned to death. A few more seconds …

He jerked as something suddenly came down over his head. He blinked; but even as his eyes registered the vision-enhancing eyepieces in front of them, his skin registered something far more important: the feel of clean, cool air being blown at his face.

He reached a hand up to his head, the fingertips bumping against something hot and hard. But the reaction had been pure reflex anyway, because he’d already figured out what was happening. One of the stormtroopers, recognizing his desperate need for air, had come to his side and put his own helmet over Luke’s head.

He took a deep, careful breath. The air smelled as good as it felt. He took another breath, and another, filling his lungs and replenishing the oxygen in his bloodstream. His thoughts flicked to Mara, but before he could ask he sensed that she, too, was being given the same care by a stormtrooper standing on the hot but no longer burning deck beneath her. He eased his Force-hold on her, lowering her down into the Imperial’s waiting arms.

There were a pair of hands on his shoulders now, half guiding, half pushing him back the way he’d come. A moment later they reached the doorway and stepped through. “I’m all right,” he called, taking one final breath and pushing the helmet away. Its owner caught it on its way up, and Luke got just a glimpse of an intense, dark-skinned face before the other slid the helmet back down over his own head again. He glanced back over his shoulder to make sure Mara was all right—

And froze, feeling his mouth drop open in astonishment. Like him, Mara had taken a few breaths of clean air and was in the process of returning the borrowed stormtrooper helmet to its owner.

Only the head sticking up out of the white armor wasn’t human. It was green with touches of orange, dominated by large eyes and a narrow highlighting of glistening black scales that curved over the top and sides of the head almost to the nose. He caught sight of Luke staring at him and his mouth gaped open in what had to be a grin.

Luke could only stare back. The 501st Stormtrooper Legion—Vader’s Fist—the absolute epitome of Emperor Palpatine’s hatred of nonhumans and his determination to bring them under human domination.

And one of its own members was an alien …

UNDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES, LUKE HAD TO PRIVATELY ADMIT, General Drask was surprisingly polite about the whole thing. “We appreciate the assistance,” he said, standing like a small, immovable pillar in the smoke-stained corridor as a small river of Chiss moved past and around him on cleanup duty. His voice was under careful control, but there was no mistaking the smoldering fire in his glowing red eyes. “But in the future, you will not take action aboard this vessel without specific authorization from myself, Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano, Captain Brast’alshi’barku, or another command-rank officer. Is that understood?”

“Clearly,” Fel said before either Luke or Mara could say anything. “I apologize for overstepping our bounds.”

Drask nodded shortly and brushed past them, heading aft toward the damaged area. “Come on,” Fel said to Luke, lip twitching in an ironic half smile. “Our work here appears to be done.”

They headed forward. “Certainly a gracious bunch, aren’t they,” Mara commented sourly as more Chiss hurried past them going in the other direction.

“You have to look at it from his point of view,” Fel reminded her. “First of all, we’re supposed to be honored diplomatic guests, not volunteer firefighters.”

“That’s Formbi’s point of view, not Drask’s,” Mara countered. “At least the honored part is.”

“Doesn’t matter how he personally feels,” Fel said. “He has his orders, and when a Chiss accepts orders he carries them out, period. Still, that said”—he smiled suddenly—“I suspect he’s chewing hull fasteners right now. He doesn’t like anything about the Empire of the Hand or humans in general, and it has to gall him no end for us to have saved his ship for him.”

“Which brings up a more serious question,” Luke said. “Namely, what exactly happened back there? Accident, or sabotage?”

“I’m sure they’ll be looking into that,” Fel said. “But if it was sabotage, it was a pretty poor job of it. Even if those tanks had ruptured, it would only have put one relatively minor sector of the ship out of action. It certainly wouldn’t have killed everyone aboard or anything so dramatic.”

“Unless that’s all the damage the saboteur needed,” Mara suggested. “Maybe all he wanted to do was scuttle the mission, or delay it while another ship was brought out for us to use.”

“Fine, but why would anyone want to delay the mission?” Fel asked reasonably. “Everyone aboard seems pretty eager to get on with it.”

“Seems being the operative word,” Mara pointed out. “Someone could easily be faking.”

“Really,” Fel said, frowning. “I thought you Jedi could pick up on things like that.”

“Not as well as we’d sometimes like,” Luke said. “We can pick up on strong emotion, but not necessarily subtle lies. Especially if the liar is good at it.”

“Or maybe our saboteur does want to get to Outbound Flight, but doesn’t want all the rest of us getting there with him,” Mara said thoughtfully. “If he could manage alternate transport for himself while we were left hanging, that again might be all he needs.”

“But what would getting to Outbound Flight first gain him?” Luke asked. “Besides, the Chiss have already been there, haven’t they?”

“Actually, all they did was a long-range fly-by,” Fel said. “They got enough readings to figure out what they’d found, then hightailed it out of there and forwarded the data to the Nine Ruling Families with a request for instructions. The Families held a quick debate, declared the area off limits, and put Formbi in charge of getting in touch with all of us.”

“Then let’s try backing up a step,” Luke suggested. “What is it about Outbound Flight that anyone might particularly want?”

Mara shrugged. “It’s Old Republic technology,” she pointed out. “Fifty-plus years out of date. That makes it pretty much of historical value only.”

“Only to the three of us here,” Fel said. “A lot of the cultures in this part of space are pretty primitive, technologically. Any one of them could learn a lot from a set of Dreadnaughts in even marginal condition. I daresay even the Chiss military would learn something if they had the time to take everything apart and study it.”

“Or maybe the Geroons figure they can trade what’s left for a new home.” Luke shook his head. “I wish we had more information.”

“We do,” Fel said, sounding puzzled. “Or rather, I do.”

Luke looked at him in surprise. “You do?”

“Sure,” Fel said. “Before we left, Admiral Parck went looking in Thrawn’s records for anything he might have on Outbound Flight. Turns out he had a complete copy of the project’s official operational manual.”

“The whole thing?” Luke asked, frowning.

“The whole thing,” Fel confirmed. “Four data cards covering personnel lists, inventory manifests, technical readouts and maintenance guides, flight operations checklists and procedures, schematics—everything. You want to take a look?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Mara said dryly. “Let’s go.”

The Imperial transport was docked in a mirror image of the half port and reception room that the Jade Sabre was using on the opposite side of the ship. The stormtroopers were already inside in the ready room, stripping off their armor to check for damage from their battle against the fire and talking quietly together about the incident.

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a stormtrooper without his armor before,” Luke commented as Fel led the way through the ready room and into a narrow corridor. “Not a conscious one, anyway.”

“They do come out on occasion,” Fel said with a grin. “Though never in public, of course.”

“Fine, but why stormtroopers?” Mara asked. “Why didn’t you just design and create your own elite force if that’s what you wanted?”

Fel shrugged. “Mainly because the psychological advantage was already in place,” he said. “Thrawn had brought several stormtrooper legions out here, and used them very effectively against a whole series of troublemakers. Once potential enemies came to respect and fear men in stormtrooper armor, it paid to keep using it.”

“Even if not all those inside the armor are men anymore?” Luke asked.

Fel smiled. “Yes—Su-mil. Also goes by the warrior name Grappler.”

“Your stormtroopers have names?” Mara asked. “I thought they were just assigned operating numbers.”

“Even some of Palpatine’s stormtroopers had names,” Fel told her. “We all have names here. In case you’re interested, Aurek-Seven consists of Grappler, Watchman, Shadow, and Cloud.”

“Colorful,” Mara commented. “I hope you don’t expect us to keep track of them in public.”

“Especially since they don’t seem to have gotten around to imprinting their names on their helmets,” Luke added.

“And they never will,” Fel said. “We don’t put that kind of identification on stormtrooper armor. That way, no one can tell whether the stormtroopers he’s facing are the absolute best the Empire of the Hand has to offer or a set of freshly trained recruits facing their first genuine action. It keeps our enemies from playing the odds against us.”

“Were Su-mil’s people one of those enemies?” Mara asked.

“Not at all,” Fel assured her. “Su-mil is an Eickarie, one of the latest peoples to join the Empire of the Hand. They were a fragmented tribal people whom we helped liberate from the domination of a very organized warlord with a relative handful of disciplined troops.”

“Helped how?” Mara asked. “Threw him out, then moved in yourselves?”

“Hardly,” Fel said. “The Eickaries were actually very good fighters. They’d just gotten used to fighting among themselves over the years, and the Warlord took advantage of that to keep them working at cross-purposes. All we did was help organize and arm them. They did all the rest.”

“And once they were free they simply decided to join up with you?” Luke asked.

“We’re not Palpatine’s Empire, either, Master Skywalker,” Fel said. “We’re more like a confederation than a true empire, in fact, with allies instead of conquered peoples. We keep the name, again, mainly for the historical aspects.”

“And the psychological value, of course,” Mara murmured.

“Of course,” Fel agreed. “If you’ve gotten used to the notion of the Empire of the Hand being unbeatable, you’re likely to give up that much sooner when a Star Destroyer appears over your planet or a squad of stormtroopers blows a hole through your defensive perimeter. Frankly, our philosophy is that the best battles are those where the enemy gives up before any shots have to be fired at all.”

“You still don’t strike me as a stormtrooper officer type,” Luke commented. “What does your father think of your career choice?”

Fel shrugged. “Actually, I’m in the fleet end of the Imperial military,” he said. “My usual command is a fleet-arm of clawcraft.” He grinned again. “And my father is very proud of me.”

They emerged from the corridor onto a deserted command deck. “No one on duty?” Luke asked, looking around.

“Is there anyone on duty in your ship?” Fel countered reasonably as he crossed to what appeared to be the main sensor station and waved his guests to a pair of chairs at nearby consoles. “Actually, we don’t have a separate flight crew. This kind of transport is designed for a stormtrooper unit to be able to fly by itself, at least on routine operations. Takes some of the strain off our pilot cadre.”

“Does that mean you’re low on trained personnel?” Mara asked as she and Luke sat down.

“Everyone’s always low on skilled pilots,” Fel said, sitting down and swiveling his chair toward a rack of data cards. “I doubt the New Republic’s any different. But at the moment we’re doing all right. There are at least two alien groups within the Empire that have shown very good aptitude for general flight operations …”

He trailed off, and Luke caught a sudden dark flicker in Fel. “What is it?” he asked.

Slowly, Fel swiveled back to face them. “Well,” he said, his voice studiously conversational. “I think I know now what that fire was all about. Whoever it was figured the Imperial Five-Oh-First would go charging back to help, nobly oblivious to our own safety.”

“What are you talking about?” Mara demanded.

Fel gestured to the rack of data cards. “The Outbound Flight operational manual,” he said. “It’s gone.”


CHAPTER 7

MARA LOOKED AT LUKE, TO FIND HIM LOOKING BACK AT HER. “Really,” she said, looking over at Fel. “That’s handy.”

“Isn’t it, though,” Fel said. His voice was still quiet, but his face suddenly seemed older and harder. More mature, somehow, than Mara’s first impression of him as a kid playing soldier. “Yes, that’s certainly one way of putting it.”

“I take it you don’t have another copy?” Luke asked.

“This was the copy,” Fel said. “The original records are back on Nirauan.”

“Of course,” Luke said. “What I meant—”

“I know what you meant.” Fel passed a hand across his face; and when he had lowered it, some of the hardness had faded. “Sorry. I’m just … I messed up. I hate when I mess up.”

“Welcome to the club,” Mara said, an odd feeling flickering through her. In all her time with the Empire, she wondered, had she ever heard an Imperial officer actually admit to having made a mistake? “Let’s skip the finger pointing and see if we can figure out who’s got it. You have any idea how many people are aboard?”

“Not that many,” Fel said, sounding a little more on balance. “I think this size ship runs a crew of only thirty to thirty-five. There seems to be an honor guard running around, too—call it two squads of six warriors each. Typical ambassador’s staff runs to twenty, plus Formbi, so that’s sixty-eight Chiss, max.”

“Plus five Geroons, you and four stormtroopers, Jinzler, and us,” Luke said. “Unless there’s someone else we don’t know about.”

“Right,” Fel said.

“Wait a second,” Mara said, frowning in concentration as she searched her memory. “You said Formbi had a staff of twenty?”

“I said that was typical for an ambassador,” Fel corrected. “I haven’t actually run the numbers myself.”

“And I presume most of them would be from Formbi’s family,” she said. “That means they’d all be wearing yellow, right?”

“That’s the Chaf family color, yes,” Fel confirmed. “Why?”

“Because I didn’t see more than four yellow outfits at dinner tonight,” Mara said. “Formbi, Feesa, and two others. Everyone else was wearing black.”

“She’s right,” Luke agreed. “Which family wears black?”

“None of them,” Fel said, frowning. “That’s the Chiss Defense Fleet. Black’s a combination of all colors, since the military draws from all the families.”

“What about his honor guard?” Mara asked. “Would they be from his family?”

Fel shook his head. “All honor guards wear military black. Huh. I wonder what he’s done with the rest of his entourage.”

“Maybe he had to leave them behind,” Luke suggested. “With a mission of this sort the Nine Families might not have wanted any one family too heavily represented.”

“I suppose that would make sense,” Fel agreed slowly. “There’s always been a tricky balance of power among the families.”

“We can do a head count in the morning,” Mara said. “Let’s go on. How many of these assorted people might have known you had those files?”

Fel grimaced. “That’s not going to narrow it nearly as much as you think. I was talking about it to Ambassador Jinzler this evening in the reception corridor before we were seated for dinner.”

“You told Jinzler about it?” Mara bit out.

“Yes,” Fel said, frowning at her vehemence. “I wanted to know if he’d brought any records of his own I could compare against ours. Why, shouldn’t I have done that?”

Mara waved a hand in disgust. Of course Fel had no way of knowing the man was a fraud. “Skip it,” she said. “Did he?”

“What, have any records?” Fel shook his head. “No. He said everything useful the New Republic might once have had had been lost or destroyed.”

“Probably true,” Luke murmured. “Could anyone have been able to overhear this discussion?”

Fel exhaled noisily. “Could everyone have been able to overhear it, you mean,” he said. “The whole dinner crowd was milling around the corridor being sociable.”

“Yes, but the whole dinner crowd wasn’t paying attention,” Mara countered. “Tell us who was.”

Fel frowned into space, searching his memory. “For starters, of course, there were several Chiss,” he said slowly. “I remember Feesa passing by at one point—I think she’d just brought you two in. Then there was—”

“Wait a minute,” Luke said, straightening in his chair a little. “We were there by then?”

“Yes, but you were all the way across the corridor,” Fel said. “Talking with Formbi, I think.”

“That’s not the point,” Luke said, looking at Mara. “What do you think?”

“Worth a try,” she agreed. “Just hold those thoughts a minute, Fel. We’ll be right back to you.”

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and stretched out to the Force. The memory-enhancement technique the Emperor had taught her only worked on short-term memories, but the reception corridor ought to be recent enough to be accessible. She let the pictures flow backward through her mind’s eye: the fire, the dinner, the flow of conversation before dinner …

There it was: Formbi stepping forward to greet them as Feesa brought them into the gathering. She and Luke speaking with him, assuring him their quarters were quite satisfactory and that, no, they didn’t know very much about Outbound Flight but were looking forward to the voyage.

And in the background, Fel and Jinzler across the corridor by one wall, deep in conversation.

She froze the image, studying it. Then, slowly, she let it run forward again, watching everything and everyone around them.

All too soon, she had her answer. With a sigh, she slipped out of the trance and looked over at Luke.

He was already finished with his own memory enhancement. “What do you think?” he asked.

“He’s right,” she said in disgust. “It’d be simpler to figure out who didn’t know. I spotted at least two Geroons close enough to listen in, plus a couple of the Chiss crewers and two command-rank officers.”

“Including General Drask,” Luke agreed. “About the only likely suspects who couldn’t have known were Formbi and us.”

“And, of course, Feesa works for Formbi,” Mara reminded him. “She could have clued him in at any time.”

Luke lifted a hand, let it fall into his lap. “Which leaves you and me. Dead end.”

“Not necessarily,” Mara said as a sudden thought struck her. “Okay, so they got the data cards. But they’d also need a datapad to read them with. That leaves only Jinzler.”

“And the Geroons,” Luke said. “I was talking to them when the explosion went off, and I left my datapad behind in their shuttle.”

“Sorry, but that’s a dead end, too,” Fel spoke up, pointing to another rack above the console. “Whoever took the data cards also helped himself to a datapad.” He brightened suddenly. “Which means it’s not Jinzler or the Geroons,” he said. “Like you said, they wouldn’t need to take one.”

“Unless they deliberately took it to throw us off the trail,” Luke pointed out gently.

Fel’s face dropped. “Oh. Right.” He muttered something under his breath. “Sorry. This sort of thing is a little outside my area of expertise.”

“Ours, too,” Luke assured him. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out. If necessary, we can always ask Formbi to search the ship.”

“What do you mean, if necessary?” Fel asked, frowning. “Don’t we want him to do that anyway?”

Luke shrugged. “There are any number of places aboard a ship like this where you can hide something as small as four data cards,” he pointed out. “Or the thief could easily have copied them into a different system—a droid, even—and then gotten rid of the originals.”

“The Chiss don’t have droids,” Fel said. “But I see your point.”

“On the other hand,” Luke went on, “if we don’t make a fuss, the thief won’t know whether or not we’ve even missed them. That might give us a whole different set of advantages.”

“Maybe,” Fel said, not sounding entirely convinced.

“Trust me,” Luke assured him. “Knowledge of any sort is power, as Talon Karrde always says.”

“As Grand Admiral Thrawn usually proved,” Fel rejoined.

“Don’t remind us,” Luke said ruefully. “Do you know if this ship carries any hypercapable transports or shuttles?”

“I believe this class usually carries one,” Fel said, forehead wrinkling in concentration. “The commander’s glider, it’s called, though on a diplomatic ship like this it would probably be assigned to Formbi instead of Captain Talshib. Why?”

“You might still be right about someone trying to delay us and get a head start,” Luke explained. “Especially now that he’s got an operational manual in hand. If so, he’d need a way to get there once he’d disabled the ship. With your transport, ours, and Formbi’s, that means he’s got at least three to choose from.”

“Plus the Geroons’ shuttle and whatever Jinzler used,” Mara put in.

“You can forget the Geroons’ shuttle,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t trust it to fly to the far side of the Chaf Envoy.”

“That bad, is it?” Mara asked.

“It makes my old T-sixteen look good by comparison,” Luke said wryly. “Anyway, I don’t think it has a hyperdrive.”

“Okay, so that leaves Jinzler’s ship,” Mara concluded. “Fel, do you know what he’s got?”

“Actually, I don’t think he has a ship,” Fel said. “I didn’t see him arrive—he got here before we did—but I believe Formbi mentioned he’d gotten a ride from someone.”

“He got a ride?” Luke asked incredulously. “Out here?”

Fel shrugged. “All I know is what Formbi said. Maybe he contacted Nirauan and Admiral Parck arranged something.”

“Maybe,” Mara said. Personally, she didn’t believe that for a minute, but there was no point arguing about it. “So what’s our next move?”

“Our next move is to go back to our quarters,” Luke said firmly. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve got a few small burns that need to be attended to.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Fel said, getting up quickly from his chair and starting toward one of the medpacs fastened to the wall beside the emergency oxygen tanks. “I didn’t even think about—”

“No, no, that’s all right,” Luke hastened to assure him. “We don’t need medical help. We’ll be able to fix ourselves up just fine overnight with a Jedi healing trance.”

“Oh.” Fel stopped short, and Mara could sense his embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I guess I don’t know as much about Jedi as I thought I did.”

“Have you ever even met one before?” Mara asked.

“Well, no,” Fel admitted. “But I have read up on them. I mean, on you. I mean—”

“We know what you mean,” Luke said, smiling slightly. “Don’t worry about it.” He stood up. “Mara?”

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Commander,” Mara said, getting to her feet.

“All right,” Fel said. “I’ll see you out.”

“Don’t bother,” Luke said. “We can find the way. You’d better go see to your men.”

“Maybe discuss some new security arrangements,” Mara added.

Fel made a face. “Point taken. Good night.”

The stormtroopers had vanished from the ready room as Luke and Mara passed through, their armor hung neatly on the racks lining the walls. “That last comment was a little unfair, you know,” Luke commented as they walked down the corridor toward their quarters. “I’m sure he did have some security set up.”

“That’s why I said they needed a new set of arrangements,” Mara countered. “The old ones obviously weren’t good enough.”

“Mm,” Luke said. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

Mara looked sideways at him. “You have a thought?”

He shrugged, glancing casually behind them. “I don’t know if it occurred to you, but we only have Fel’s word that there were any data cards here in the first place.”

“Or that he really did talk to Jinzler about them before dinner,” Mara agreed. “He could just be venting waste gases here, trying to get us to look suspiciously at everyone except him. You think we ought to pay a little visit to Jinzler before we lock down for the night?”

Luke shook his head. “Not worth it. We definitely need to talk with him sometime before we get to Outbound Flight, but I don’t want to do it with these burns distracting us. Besides, even if Fel did talk to him about Outbound Flight, it doesn’t prove anything. By Fel’s own admission he was trying to see what Jinzler knew about the mission. If Jinzler didn’t have anything, but said he wanted to see Fel’s records—”

“Records Fel didn’t have,” Mara murmured.

“Right—records he didn’t have,” Luke said, “then Fel would still have to fake a robbery. It’d be easier to fake it to us than wait until Jinzler came by.”

“Except that we might catch him at it,” Mara pointed out.

“You’re forgetting the sequence of the conversation,” Luke reminded her. “It wasn’t until we told him we couldn’t always catch people in lies that he even mentioned he had the data cards.”

Mara played back the memory. Blasted if he wasn’t right. “You’re really making me look bad tonight,” she growled. “I thought I was the one who was supposed to have had the investigative training.”

“It’s all the time I’ve spent hanging around Corran Horn,” Luke said dryly. “Some of it rubs off on a person. Besides, you’ve got other things on your mind.”

Mara felt her muscles stiffen. “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously.

He shrugged, too casually. “I was hoping you’d tell me,” he said. “All I know is that there’s something still churning around behind those beautiful green eyes of yours.”

Mara snorted under her breath. “So it’s flattery now, is it? That’s a sure sign you’ve run out of logical arguments and persuasive skill.”

“Or else it’s a sign of my sincerity and commitment to your continued happiness as my wife and companion,” Luke countered.

“Ooh—I like that,” Mara said approvingly. “Commitment to my continued happiness. Make sure you use that one again sometime.”

“I’ll make a note,” Luke promised. His smile faded into seriousness. “You know that I’m always ready to listen.”

She caught his hand, squeezed it. “I know,” she assured him. “And it’s no big deal—really it isn’t. I just have to do some thinking on my own before I can talk about it, that’s all.”

“Okay,” Luke said, and she could feel his concern fading a little. But only a little. “Oh, and there’s one more factor here we shouldn’t forget. Fel’s stormtrooper squad isn’t exactly homogeneous.”

Mara frowned. “Are you talking about that alien, Su-mil?”

“Yes,” Luke said. “We don’t know anything about him or his people, after all. It’s possible he’s running with his own agenda.”

“Possible, but unlikely,” Mara said, shaking her head. “The Five-Oh-First wasn’t exactly your run-of-the-star-lane stormtrooper unit. They were an elite among elites, and I can’t imagine Parck reviving it without holding to those standards.”

“I didn’t say it was likely,” Luke reminded her mildly. “I would hope that Fel hadn’t just thrown chance cubes when he picked his people for this mission. I just thought it was something we should keep in mind.”

THEY DID MAKE ONE SHORT SIDE TRIP ON THE WAY BACK, STOPPING by the Jade Sabre to make sure she was properly locked down against intruders. After that admittedly snide comment to Fel, Mara knew she would never live it down if her own ship got broken into. Back in their quarters, they were preparing for bed when Formbi’s official announcement came over the shipwide speaker system that the fire damage had been repaired and that the mission would continue without interruption. He made no mention of the assistance the Chiss had received in battling the blaze; nor was there any comment as to the cause of the explosion that had started the fire in the first place.

Later, lying beside Luke in the darkness, Mara stared at the ceiling and wondered what exactly was going on inside her.

It had come on so quickly, this quiet feeling of guilt that had suddenly taken hold of her like a hand gently gripping her throat. Suddenly, all the things she’d done through the years she was Palpatine’s agent were coming back to haunt her. The heavy-handed investigations; the casual brushing aside of even the limited rights that had existed under the Empire; the summary judgments.

The summary killings.

But she’d put all that behind her. Hadn’t she? She’d never truly been on the dark side, after all—Luke himself had pointed that out to her three years ago. She’d served Palpatine and the Empire as best and as honestly as she’d known how, based on the admittedly slanted information he’d given her. Certainly the fact that she was now a Jedi seemed to support the view that her actions were redeemable.

So what was it that was bringing all this back? Fel and his stormtroopers, the most visible image of Imperial rule and excesses? The mission itself and its constant reminder that the destruction of Outbound Flight had been one of Palpatine’s early atrocities?

Or was it something else entirely, something more subtle? After all, Palpatine had paid for his deeds with his life. So had Darth Vader and Tarkin and all the other Grand Moffs. Even Thrawn, whom she now realized had probably been nobler than all the rest of them put together, was gone. Only she, Mara Jade, the Emperor’s Hand, had survived.

Why?

She rolled uncomfortably over onto her side, transferring her stare from the darkness of the ceiling to the darkness on the far side of the room. Survivor’s guilt, she remembered hearing someone call it once. Was that what Fel and Outbound Flight had sparked in her? If true, it was pretty stupid, particularly at this late date.

Unless it was what Luke had suggested earlier. That there were still things about the Empire that she was reluctant to let go of.

She took a deep breath, let it out quietly. Luke was still awake, too, she knew, watching her emotions swirl around, ready to join her in her struggle whenever she was ready to invite him in.

She reached over and found his hand. “We’re supposed to be doing Jedi healing trances, right?” she murmured.

He took the hint. “Right,” he murmured back. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said. “Good night.”

“Good night.”

She closed her eyes, settling herself more comfortably against the pillow and stretching out to the Force. After all, Luke had accepted her, dark past and all. If he could do it, she certainly ought to be able to.

MARA’S BREATHING SLOWED, HER MIND AND EMOTIONS QUIETING as she slipped into the healing trance. Luke watched her lovingly as she went silent, then gently disengaged his hand from hers and rolled over to face the opposite wall. It had been a long and busy day, and he had his own burns to deal with. He’d best get to it.

But the calmness and concentration necessary for the healing trance refused to come. Something was going on aboard this ship, something wrapped in a dark and murky purpose. Someone aboard—maybe more than one someone—was going to Outbound Flight for some other reason besides respect or penance.

He shifted his shoulders uncomfortably beneath the weight of the blankets. But then, to be perfectly honest, didn’t he have an ulterior reason of his own for being here?

Of course he did. Outbound Flight was a relic from the last, turbulent days of the Old Republic, its existence and records offering the chance to fill in some of the gaps in the New Republic’s history of that period. But even more importantly, it might offer a detailed look into the ways and organization of that last generation of the full Jedi Order. There might be information aboard that would fill in the gaps in his own knowledge and understanding, showing him what he was doing right.

And, more importantly, what he was doing wrong.

He grimaced in the darkness. Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master. The Jedi Master, as far as most of the New Republic was concerned. Founder, teacher, and leader of the resurgent Jedi Order.

How in the worlds had he wound up in this position, anyway? How was it that he had been loaded with the responsibility for rebuilding something that had taken past generations centuries or more to create?

Because he had been all that there was, that was how. When gone am I, Yoda had said in those final moments, the last of the Jedi will you be. Pass on what you have learned.

He’d done his best to live up to Yoda’s command. But sometimes—too many times—his best hadn’t been enough.

Yoda’s training had helped, but not enough. The Holocron had helped, but not enough. Advice and correction from Leia and Mara had helped, but not enough.

Was there something that had survived aboard Outbound Flight that might also help? He didn’t know. To be honest, he was almost afraid to find out.

He was going to search for it just the same, because he had to. He and Mara had both felt the gentle but unmistakable leading of the Force in accepting Formbi’s invitation, and he knew too well that ignoring that nudge would bring bitter regret somewhere down the line. For good or evil, they were going to Outbound Flight.

And who could tell? Maybe there was even something aboard that would finally lay to rest his questions about Jedi marriage. Dissenting opinions from other Jedi Masters, perhaps, or even an indication that the whole Order had been wrong in the prohibition.

But he wouldn’t know until they arrived. And he might as well arrive healthy. Taking a deep breath, letting the doubts and concerns slide away from him, he stretched out to the Force.

ALL THE NOISE AND BUSTLE IN THE CORRIDORS OUTSIDE HAD died down by the time Dean Jinzler put aside his datapad and started getting ready for bed. It had been a long, strange day, full of odd people and odd events, and he was tired with the kind of weariness that had haunted him for so much of his adult life.

And yet, at the same time, there was a fresh excitement underlying the fatigue. An excitement, and a darkly simmering dread.

Outbound Flight. After half a century, he was finally going to see the huge, mysterious project that had taken Lorana away from the Republic. He would stand where she had stood, see what she had seen. Perhaps, if he was very lucky, he would even be able to catch an echo of the idea or goal that had captured her own imagination, and to which she had dedicated her life.

And he would see where that all-too-short life had ended.

He gazed at his reflection in the refresher station mirror as he cleaned his face and teeth. Behind the lines and wrinkles, he could still see a hint of the much younger face that had sneered at Lorana and resented her for so many years, the face that had sent her off without even a proper farewell. The eyes gazing back at him—had her eyes been that same shade of gray? He couldn’t remember. But whatever the color, he knew her eyes hadn’t been cold and hard like his, but warm and alive and compassionate. Even toward him, who hadn’t deserved any compassion at all. The hard set to his mouth hadn’t been there, of course, way back then.

Or maybe it had. He’d carried this edge of quiet bitterness with him for a long time.

Rather like that young woman he’d met earlier, the stray thought occurred to him: that Mara Jade Skywalker. There was an air of old and bittersweet memory about her, too. For all the evidence of recent smoothing he could see in her face, it was clear that some of those memories would take a long time to fade.

Some memories, of course, never faded completely, no matter how much one might wish them to. He was living proof of that.

He finished in the refresher and stepped back into the bedchamber. And yet, for all the traces of old hardness and cynicism he could see in her face, he also knew that it had been Mara who had made the final decision not to expose him to Formbi.

That made him nervous all by itself. Compassion was something he’d long ago learned to dislike, and compassion from Jedi was even more ominous. Jedi, if you believed the old stories and New Republic propaganda, were supposed to be able to read people’s characters and attitudes with a single glance. Could they also read minds and thoughts and intentions? If so, what exactly had Mara read in him?

He snorted. Nonsense. How in the name of Outer Rim bug-eaters could she possibly read his feelings when he himself couldn’t even sort them out?

He didn’t have an answer. Maybe she would, if he asked her.

Or maybe she would just decide that her mercy and second chances would be better spent on someone else, and turn him in to Formbi after all.

No. The chance cube had been thrown, and all he could do now was to sit back and see it through to the end. And as for the Jedi, his best bet would be to simply keep his distance from both of them.

Turning off the light, he settled himself down into the bed. And tried to push back the memories long enough to sleep.


CHAPTER 8

THE NEXT TWO DAYS WENT BY QUIETLY. LUKE SPENT MUCH OF the time with the Geroons, poring over New Republic planetary listings and trying hard to be patient with their continual and wearying mixture of hero worship and eagerness to please. Between world searches he tried to draw out some details of their encounter with Outbound Flight, but their stories seemed so confused and half mythic that he soon gave up the effort. Clearly, none of these particular Geroons had been there, and those who had hadn’t done a very good job of reporting the event.

He didn’t see Mara much during that time except at meals and in the evenings after they had settled in for the night. But a comparison of notes showed she was doing far better at the task of information gathering than he was. With Feesa as her guide, she had begun a methodical study of the Chaf Envoy and its crew.

Her first task had been to confirm some numbers. It turned out Fel had been right about the crew complement: besides General Drask there were four officers, thirty other crew members, and twelve line soldiers, making a total of forty-seven wearing the black Defense Fleet uniforms. Formbi’s staff, in contrast, consisted only of Feesa and two other members of the Chaf family.

She never did get a proper explanation as to why Formbi was traveling so light, though Feesa did mention that under normal circumstances the entire ship’s crew would have been Chaf, with no Defense Fleet personnel present at all. Eventually, she and Luke concluded that he had been right about the Nine Families’ reluctance to have a single family get too much of the credit for the Outbound Flight expedition. The credit, or anything else that might come out of it.

The Chiss, for the most part, seemed fairly neutral to Mara’s presence and the various questions she put to them during her tour. Drask continued to be gruffly polite when she ran into him, though there was no way of knowing how much of the courtesy was because of Mara’s own status and how much was the fact that Formbi’s aide was standing right there, ready to report any slippage in proper behavior toward the Aristocra’s guests.

Formbi was even busier than the general, spending most of his time consulting in private with his other two staffers, Drask, or Talshib and the other ship’s officers. Mara saw him a few times, but only at a distance, and usually in deep conversation with someone else. After that first formal evening meal together, he also began eating elsewhere, leaving his host duties mainly to Feesa and Talshib’s officers.

As near as she could tell, Fel and his stormtroopers also kept largely to themselves and mostly out of sight of everyone else. On the handful of occasions outside of mealtimes when she ran into Fel, he was cordial enough, though she reported sensing a certain preoccupation beneath the surface. Neither of them mentioned the stolen data cards.

And though she readily admitted she couldn’t prove it, she also had the distinct impression that Dean Jinzler was avoiding her.

If so, Luke mused, and particularly under the current circumstances, it was probably not the smartest move he could have made. Though Mara didn’t actually say so, it wasn’t hard for him to read between the lines and see that by the middle of the second day she had set herself the task of deliberately seeking Jinzler out wherever and whenever she could.

Even with that, though, the man was mostly successful in not letting himself be found. That irritated Mara all the more, and at one point Luke had to endure a prickly late-night hour in their quarters when he suggested to her that she might want to ease back a bit.

Finally, thankfully, late in the evening of the second day, Formbi summoned his passengers to the command center observation deck.

But not, as it turned out, for the reason everybody thought.

“I WELCOME YOU TO BRASK OTO COMMAND STATION,” FORMBI announced, gesturing to the double-pyramid-shaped mass of glistening white metal floating in the center of the main viewing display. “It is here where you must all pause and consider.”

There was a multiple buzz from the Geroons, like a cluster of honeydarters hovering over a promising flower bush. “Pause and consider what?” Bearsh asked. “Are we not arrived at Outbound Flight?”

“We are not,” Formbi said. “As I said, you are here to consider.”

“But we were told we had arrived,” Bearsh persisted, sounding as upset as Luke had ever heard him. Small wonder, really, given the extent to which the Geroons had dressed for the occasion. Not only were they wearing elaborate robes covered with tooled metal filaments that looked to be twice as heavy as their usual garb, but all of them had also come to the meeting outfitted with their own shoulder-slung wolvkil body. Added to the already uncomfortable heat of the Chiss ship, they must have been sweltering under their loads.

“We have arrived at the point where the difficult part of the journey begins,” Formbi told him patiently. “All must hear of the dangers we will face, then make a final decision whether you wish to proceed.”

“But—”

“Patience, Steward Bearsh,” Jinzler soothed the Geroon. Even here, Luke noted, Jinzler was standing as far away from the two Jedi as he could without being obvious about it. “Let’s hear what he has to say, shall we?”

“Thank you, Ambassador,” Formbi said, inclining his head toward Jinzler. He gestured behind him, and the double-pyramid station vanished from the display.

Luke inhaled sharply as a murmur of similar astonishment rippled through the assembled dignitaries. Centered on the display was a stunningly beautiful globular cluster, hundreds of stars tightly packed into a compact sphere.

“The Redoubt,” Formbi identified it. “Within this group of stars lies the last refuge of the Chiss people should our forces ever be overwhelmed in battle. It is impregnable, impossible for even a determined enemy to quickly or easily penetrate, with war vessels and firepoints scattered throughout. There are also other surprises that nature itself has created for the unwary.”

“Starting with some really tricky navigation,” Fel commented. “Those stars are awfully close together.”

“Correct,” Formbi said. “And that is where the principal danger lies, to us as well as any potential enemy.”

He gestured again at the display. “As you say, the stars lie close together, and the routes between them have not been entirely mapped out. We will need to travel slowly, making many stops along the way for navigational readings. The journey will take approximately four days.”

“I thought your ships had already located the planetoid where Outbound Flight crashed,” Fel reminded him. “Can’t we just follow their course?”

“We indeed will use their data as our starting point,” Formbi confirmed. “But inside the Redoubt, nothing is ever constant or stable. There is a great deal of radiation to which we will be subjected each time we halt for readings. There are also many planetoids and large cometary bodies that travel on unpredictable paths, driven by the constantly changing battle of gravitational forces. These, too, pose a significant hazard.”

“We waste time,” Bearsh spoke up. The annoyance had passed, and his voice was calm again. “Those of Outbound Flight gave their lives for us. Shall the Geroons shy away from danger as we seek to honor their memory?”

“Agreed,” Fel said firmly. “We’re going in.”

“As am I,” Jinzler added.

“We’re in, too,” Luke said, making it unanimous.

“Thank you,” Formbi said, inclining his head toward them. “Thank you all.”

Luke felt a strange shiver run up his back. Formbi’s thanks, of course, had been addressed to all of them. But at the same time, he had the oddest feeling that the words had somehow been specifically directed at him and Mara.

Formbi turned to the Geroons. “And now, Steward Bearsh, you and your companions must say farewell to those aboard your vessel. They cannot accompany us farther, but must wait here for our return.”

“I understand,” Bearsh said. “If you will prepare a signal frequency, I will speak with them.”

Formbi nodded and gestured again. For a few seconds the Redoubt cluster remained centered on the display. Then the image cleared away to reveal a Geroon standing in front of the children’s playground they had seen earlier. “You may speak,” Formbi said.

Bearsh drew himself up to his full height and began speaking in an alien language whose singsong tones ran mostly to two-part harmony. The kind of language, Luke decided, that a species with twin mouths might logically be expected to create.

Formbi had drifted off to one side and was gazing down into the command center. Trying to be unobtrusive, Luke drifted over to join him.

“Master Skywalker,” Formbi greeted him softly. “I’m pleased you will be accompanying us the rest of the way.”

“That’s why we came,” Luke reminded him. “I was wondering exactly how tricky the navigation is going to be for this trip.”

Formbi smiled, his glowing eyes glittering in the relative dimness of the observation deck. “It won’t be simple, but it certainly won’t be impossible, either,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

“There are some Jedi techniques that can help with hyperspace navigation,” Luke told him. “Especially with something as complicated and crowded as this Redoubt cluster. We can sometimes find easier or safer routes than a nav computer can come up with.”

“An interesting thought,” Formbi said. “I wish we could have borrowed some of you Jedi when we first set out to study the cluster. Many lives would undoubtedly have been saved.”

Luke frowned. “Are you saying you only just started building this haven?”

“I make a small joke,” Formbi admitted. “No, we began studying the cluster more than two hundred years ago, before we even knew of your existence.” He turned back to gaze at the Geroons on the display. “Though I will also say that it has only been in the past fifty years that the work has been set at the current pace of urgency,” he conceded. “Fortunately, it now nears completion.”

“I see,” Luke said. Fifty years ago: just about the time Outbound Flight made its appearance in this area. Was the Old Republic the “determined enemy” that had worried the Chiss so much that they’d started in earnest to build a place to hide? Or could they have foreseen the rise of Palpatine and the Empire? Thrawn might have, certainly, if the other leaders had been willing to listen to him.

It would probably have worked, too. Even a man as arrogant as Grand Moff Tarkin might have hesitated before taking his Death Star into a maze like that. “I see now why your people don’t need to bother with preemptive strikes,” he commented. “With a refuge like this, you can afford to let any enemy take the first shot.”

Formbi swiveled sharply to face him. “That has nothing to do with the Redoubt,” he said stiffly. “It is completely and purely a matter of honor and morality. The Chiss are never to be the aggressor people. We cannot and will not make war against any until and unless we have been attacked. That has been our law for a thousand years, Master Skywalker, and we will not bend from it.”

“I understand,” Luke said hastily, taken aback by the vehemence of Formbi’s response. No wonder Thrawn and his aggressive military philosophy had rubbed these people backward. “I didn’t mean to imply anything else. Please forgive me for not making myself clear.”

“Yes, of course,” Formbi said, the fire in his eyes fading somewhat as he pulled himself back under control. “And forgive me in turn for my outburst. The subject … let’s simply say that it’s been a matter of strenuous discussion in recent days among the Nine Ruling Families.”

Luke lifted an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Yes,” Formbi said in a tone that said, Drop the subject. “At any rate, I thank you for your offer of assistance, but your Jedi powers of navigation should not be needed.”

Luke bowed. “As you wish, Aristocra. If you choose to reconsider, we stand ready to assist.” Turning, he headed back toward where Mara was standing, wondering yet again how Leia could make this diplomacy stuff look so simple.

The Geroons, he noted, seemed to be near the end of their conversation. The alien on the display was humming something that sounded like a cross between a military fanfare and a Huttese opera excerpt, and Bearsh had just started his equally musical reply.

“What was that all about?” Mara asked as Luke came up beside her.

“I was offering Formbi our help in navigating the Redoubt,” Luke said, frowning. There was a new tension in his wife’s face that hadn’t been there when he’d left a minute ago. “He says they can do it themselves. What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Mara said, her eyes narrowed as she swept her gaze slowly around the room. “Something just hit me …”

“Something bad?” Luke suggested, stretching out to the Force as he tried to read the pattern of her thoughts. “Something dangerous?”

“Something not right,” she said. “Something very much not right. Not dangerous, I don’t think, at least not in and of itself. Just … not right.”

Across the observation deck, the two-toned music stopped. “Thank you, Aristocra Formbi,” Bearsh said, switching back to his stilted Basic. After the Geroon language, the words sounded startlingly drab. “My people express regret that they cannot all pay homage to the heroes of Outbound Flight, but we understand your concerns.”

His mouths made quick chopping motions. “At any rate, our vessel would most certainly not survive the voyage. And if the Geroon people perish, what use then would be Outbound Flight’s sacrifice?”

“What use, indeed,” Formbi agreed. Turning toward the command floor, he lifted his voice. “We are ready, Captain Talshib,” he called. “Take us to Outbound Flight.”

FEESA HAD CALLED THIS PLACE THE FORWARD OBSERVATION lounge during their inspection tour of the Chaf Envoy, Jinzler remembered as he sipped the drink he’d brought with him and gazed out the curved viewport stretching across the entire end of the room in front of him. It had had a spectacular view of the Chiss starscape at the time, as well as a large collection of comfortable-looking chairs and couches, and he’d made a mental note to come back later after things had quieted down.

Now, of course, half a standard hour into their trip to Outbound Flight, the view wasn’t nearly so interesting. Hyperspace, after all, looked pretty much the same anywhere you went.

But the couch was still comfortable, he had his drink and his solitude, and they were on their way to Outbound Flight. At the moment, that was all he asked out of life.

He lifted his glass to the mottled patterns of hyperspace streaming by. To Lorana, he gave a silent toast.

Behind him, the lounge door slid open. “Hello?” a voice called tentatively.

Jinzler sighed. So much for the solitude part. “Hello,” he called back. “This is Dean—Ambassador Jinzler,” he corrected himself.

“Oh,” the other said tentatively, and as Jinzler turned he could see a shadowy figure move into the darkness. “I am Estosh. Do I intrude?”

One of the Geroons. The youngest, in fact, if Jinzler was remembering the introductions correctly. “No, of course not,” he assured the alien. “Come in.”

“Thank you,” Estosh said, groping his way through the maze of furniture to Jinzler’s couch. “What do you do here?”

“Nothing, really,” Jinzler said. “I was just watching the light-years fly past, and thinking about Outbound Flight.”

“They were a great people,” Estosh said softly, sitting gingerly down beside Jinzler. “Which of course makes you yourself a great person,” he hastened to add.

Jinzler grimaced in the dark. “Perhaps,” he said.

“You are great,” Estosh insisted. “Even if you do not feel it.”

“Thank you,” Jinzler said. “Tell me, what do you know about what happened?”

“I was not yet alive at that time, so I know only what I have been told,” Estosh said. “I know that long before your people arrived the Vagaari came to our worlds, conquering and destroying and taking everything of value to themselves. They used us as laborers and craftspeople and slaves. They sent us into unsafe mines and dangerous mountains, and forced us to walk before them on warfields that we might die instead of them.” He gave a shiver that shook the whole couch. “They wore us down until we were almost nothing.”

“And then Outbound Flight came?”

Estosh sighed deeply, a sound like a whistle in a deep cave. “You cannot imagine it, Ambassador Jinzler,” he said. “Suddenly they were there before us, weapons blazing from all directions, shattering our oppressors’ vessels and destroying them.”

Ahead, the churning hyperspace sky faded abruptly into starlines, and the starlines collapsed into a brilliant mass of stars. “Must be one of the navigation stops Aristocra Formbi mentioned,” Jinzler commented, gazing out at the view. “Impressive, isn’t it?”

“Indeed,” Estosh said. “It is a shame the Chiss have no worlds here they would be willing to give us. To live here among such beauty—”

“Quiet,” Jinzler cut him off, listening hard as a quiet warning bell went off in the back of his mind. Something was wrong …

Abruptly, it clicked. “The engines,” he said, scrambling to his feet. “You feel that? They’re sputtering.”

“Yes,” Estosh breathed. “Yes, I do. What does it mean?”

“It means something’s wrong with them,” Jinzler said. “Or with the control lines. Or,” he added grimly, “with the people in the command center.”

MARA HAD JUST PULLED OFF HER BOOTS IN PREPARATION FOR bed when the deck seemed to shiver beneath her feet.

She paused, stretching out to the Force, all her senses alert. “Luke?”

“Yes,” he murmured, frowning in concentration. “Feels like something funny’s going on with the engines.”

“They’ve picked up a wobble,” Mara said, flipping her legs up over the edge of the bed and rolling across to Luke’s side, the side that had the comm panel. Stretching out, she jabbed the button. “Command center, this is Jedi Skywalker,” she called. “What’s going on?”

“There is nothing to be worried about, Jedi Skywalker,” a Chiss voice answered. “There is a problem with the control lines to the aft end of the vessel.”

“What kind of problem?”

“It is not your concern,” the voice said tartly. “It is a small problem only, and we will deal with it. Stay in your quarters.”

There was a click as the connection was cut from the other end. “I can hear the soothing tones of General Drask’s voice in that order,” Luke said, grabbing his shirt and starting to put it back on. “Sounds like he’s been talking to his people about us.”

“We going to check it out anyway?” Mara asked, rolling back to where she’d left her boots.

“Actually, I was thinking we might try a different approach,” Luke said, finishing with his shirt and reaching for his lightsaber. “We’ve already seen one noisy diversion aboard this ship, and there’s a lot of the same smell to this one.”

“I agree,” Mara said, picking up her own lightsaber. “He said the problem is aft. We go forward?”

“Right,” Luke said. “You’ve been studying the ship. What’s up there someone might be interested in?”

“All sorts of good stuff,” she told him. “Forward navigational sensors, meteor defense systems, shield generators, some crew quarters, and bulk storage.”

“Including food?”

“Right,” Mara said. “Best of all, not very far back from the bow is the commander’s glider.”

“The hyperdrive-capable boat Fel told us about?”

“That’s the one,” Mara said. “Pick your target.”

“Well, you can’t expect him to make it easy on us,” Luke said philosophically. “Here’s the plan. You head for the bow along the main starboard corridor, watching for anyone or anything suspicious. I’ll backtrack past the Geroon shuttle, see if there’s any unusual activity in that area, then cross over to port side and check out the Imperials’ transport. If everything looks okay, I’ll head forward along the port-side corridor and meet you at the bow.”

“Sounds good,” Mara said. “See you there. And watch yourself.”

“You, too.”

The starboard corridor was largely deserted as Mara made her way forward, her senses alert for trouble. Most of the on-duty crewers were apparently aft, dealing with the engine trouble, while the rest were either snugged comfortably in their beds or engaged in other late-evening relaxations. The fact that the whole crew had obviously not been turned out implied that Drask did indeed consider the problem to be a minor one. Just the sort of low-key, not-quite-crisis-level event their mysterious data card thief might use for his next bit of sleight of hand.

She just wished she knew which of the possible targets he was after this time. Still, with a little luck, maybe she’d get a chance to ask him.

She was nearly to the bow when the corridor lights abruptly went out.

She froze in her tracks, pressing her back against the side wall in a pocket of shadow thrown by a misaimed emergency light. Wisps of sensation seemed to swirl around her as she stretched out with the Force, marking the presence of thoughts and emotions somewhere ahead. Someone was definitely moving around nearby. Maybe two someones.

Maybe even three.

She scowled to herself, peering into the darkness as she fought to push the hazy impressions into something solid. Between the Chiss and Geroons, the presence of so many unfamiliar minds surrounding her was severely limiting her ability to focus. There, ahead and to the right? Was that one of the beings she was sensing?

And then, from a side corridor in that direction, came a barely audible clink, as if someone had brushed the bulkhead with something hard. Holding her lightsaber ready, she slipped toward the archway leading into the corridor, keeping to the shadows as much as she could.

There was another faint clink as she reached the archway, this one much closer. She pressed her back to the wall and lifted her lightsaber high, thumb ready on the activator.

For a second she held the pose. Then, in a sudden smooth surge of motion, she swung around, igniting her lightsaber as she rotated, and planted herself in combat stance squarely in the center of the archway—

To find herself facing an Imperial stormtrooper as he simultaneously swung out from behind a coolant pump into the same stance, his BlasTech E-11 pointed squarely back at her.

Mara’s first impulse, from somewhere deep in the dark corners of her mind, was to lower her weapon and order him to lower his. Her second impulse, from a more recent frame of reference, was to slash the blue lightsaber blade forward and cut him in half. Her final impulse, as her brain finally caught up with the conflicting reflexes, was to simply do nothing.

Fortunately, perhaps, the stormtrooper himself seemed to have no such confusion of loyalties or responses. Even as Mara fought back the urge to kill, he snapped the muzzle of his weapon upward away from her. “Jedi Skywalker,” he said. “My apologies.”

“No problem,” Mara said, fighting the words out through a momentarily stiff throat as she closed down her lightsaber. That unexpected surge of past patterns had been incredibly disconcerting. “What are you doing here?”

“Commander Fel heard of the problem with the ship’s engines and ordered me to secure the bow from potential danger,” he said. “You?”

“Same thing,” Mara said, peering down the darkened corridor over his shoulder. “You find anything?”

“The area around the glider appears secure,” he said. “My intention was to continue forward and check the shield generators.”

“Fine,” Mara said. “We’ll go together.”

“Acknowledged,” he said. Without asking, he stepped past her and moved into point position, ahead and slightly to Mara’s left. In silence, they continued forward.

They had gone perhaps ten more meters when Mara caught a glimpse of something ahead. “Hold,” she murmured, running through the Jedi sight-enhancement techniques as they stopped. It hadn’t been a movement she’d seen, exactly, but something else.

The stormtrooper, with his helmet’s own vision enhancements, got it first. “We’re looking through the archway into the shield generator room,” he murmured back. “That was a reflection from the generator shell.”

“Right,” Mara agreed, trying to overlay the view ahead onto her mental schematic of this part of the ship. A reflection off the semispherical cap of the shield generator meant someone was inside the room, moving port and possibly aft.

Unfortunately, there were three other exits from the compartment in that direction: one heading aft toward the shield monitor room behind it, one heading forward toward a small cluster of crew quarters, and the third all the way across the chamber to a mirror-image archway into the portside corridor. Three possible ways out, with only her and one stormtrooper available to cover them all.

Except that Luke should be on his way toward that far portside exit. Luke? She sent out the mental call.

Coming, the reply came, accompanied by a glimpse of the portside corridor. It was apparently as dark over there as it was on this side of the ship, but he seemed to be making good progress and she had the sense that he was nearby.

At any rate, they couldn’t afford to wait any longer. “All right,” she murmured to the stormtrooper. “You keep going straight ahead. Make sure he doesn’t double back and get out through the starboard archway up there. If it looks like you can do it without risking him getting behind you, go ahead and sweep him portside. I’ll head back to that last cross corridor and try to cut him off before he can get out through the monitor room.”

“Acknowledged,” the stormtrooper said. Lifting his BlasTech, he moved cautiously forward.

Mara didn’t wait to see how he fared, but turned and moved as quickly and silently as possible back to the cross-corridor. Unlike the main passageway, this one had several jogs in it as it wended its way around and between rooms of various sizes and shapes. That meant more cover for her, of course; unfortunately, it also meant she wouldn’t get a glimpse of the exit she was trying to block until she was practically on top of it. Setting her teeth, stretching out to the Force, she headed in.

She’d gone maybe five steps when the whole thing fell completely apart.

From somewhere ahead came a sharp shout and the sudden scuffle of running feet. Breathing a curse, Mara ducked ahead around the next jog in the corridor, coming into view of the generator room exit just in time to see the reflected blue flash of a Chiss charric heat weapon. Someplace in the distance, over the ruckus, she heard the distinctive snap-hiss of Luke’s lightsaber. Sprinting to the doorway, she ducked through—

There was just the briefest flicker of warning, and she barely got her lightsaber ignited in time to block another charric blast that would have burned her upper right shoulder if it had gotten through. “Hold it!” she snapped, ducking back into the relative protection of the doorway as another pair of charric bolts shot past her face.

“Halt!” a harsh Chiss voice countered. “Identify!”

“Who do you think?” Mara shot back. “How many people have you got aboard with lightsabers?”

For a moment there was no reply. But at least the shooting had stopped. “Very well, Jedi Skywalker,” the Chiss said in a somewhat more polite tone. “Come forward.”

Warily, Mara stepped into the room. Over by the starboard shield generator to her right were two armed Chiss dressed in leisure clothing, apparently having come straight from the crew quarters a couple of corridors away. Behind them was the stormtrooper she’d sent in, his BlasTech held in ready position across his chest. Possibly the reason they’d stopped shooting at her, the cynical thought crossed her mind.

She turned her head to her left. At the far end of the generator room, Luke was coming toward the party from the portside archway, his lightsaber blade looking brighter than usual in the gloom.

And in the long gap between Luke and the Chiss, standing straight and tall and yet looking strangely vulnerable and forlorn, was Dean Jinzler.


CHAPTER 9

“THERE’S REALLY NOTHING TO TELL,” JINZLER PROTESTED AS Mara led him to one of the lounge’s couches and gave him a not-entirely-gentle push down onto it. “I was sitting right here, watching the stars, when the lights went out.”

“Were you alone?” Luke asked, stretching out with the Force. The man clearly knew he was in trouble, yet was amazingly calm for all that. It was the sort of calm Luke had seen before, sometimes in a person who no longer had anything to lose.

Unfortunately, he’d also seen it in people with hidden tricks up their sleeves, or in people who fully believed they could lie their way out of anything. So far, he still couldn’t tell which category Jinzler fit into.

“By then I was,” Jinzler said. “A little earlier I’d been talking with one of the Geroons—Estosh, the young one—but he left when the engines started acting up. He said he was worried there was going to be another fire. I stayed here until the lights went out, as I said, at which point I decided something serious must be happening and started back toward my quarters.”

In the ceiling above them, the lights abruptly came back on. That part, at least, was apparently fixed. “Why did you go through the Chiss quarters?” Luke asked. “Why didn’t you use one of the outer corridors? They’re better lit.”

“Yes, I know.” Jinzler shrugged. “I didn’t really think about it, I suppose. At any rate, I heard someone moving around in the darkness and went to investigate.”

“Like a complete idiot,” Mara pointed out, standing behind him. “Suppose he’d taken a shot at you?”

Jinzler’s lips compressed briefly. “I guess I didn’t think about that, either.”

Mara glowered a look over his head at Luke. Luke shrugged microscopically: he couldn’t detect any lie either.

Which, unfortunately, wasn’t conclusive proof one way or the other. “All right, so you heard someone,” he said. “What did you see?”

Jinzler shook his head. “Nothing, I’m afraid. Whoever it was must have heard me coming, because there was no one in the generator room when I got there. I was looking around, trying to see if I could spot anything out of place, when all of you burst in on me.”

Luke looked back at the lounge door, where the stormtrooper and the two Chiss were silently observing the interrogation. The Chiss, he noted, had made a point of standing as far away from the armored Imperial as they could without abandoning the doorway entirely. “Thank you all for your assistance,” he told them. “Jedi Skywalker and I will handle it from here. You may return to your other duties.”

“He was found in a restricted area,” one of the Chiss said stiffly. “He must answer to General Drask.”

“He’s an ambassador from the New Republic government,” Luke countered. “There are certain rights and privileges associated with that title. Furthermore, I don’t remember General Drask or Aristocra Formbi saying anything about any part of the ship being restricted.”

“What about him?” the other Chiss demanded, jabbing a contemptuous finger toward the stormtrooper. “He cannot claim ambassador’s privileges.”

“He was with me,” Mara said. “Or were you planning to deny ambassador’s privileges to me, as well?”

The Chiss looked at each other, and Luke held his breath. Technically, neither he nor Mara had any official standing here, apart from being Formbi’s guests. He still didn’t know what had gone wrong with the Chaf Envoy’s lights and engines, but he suspected Drask would be perfectly justified in declaring a state of emergency and confining all non-Chiss to their quarters.

In which case, Mara’s attempt to pull rank might be looked upon very suspiciously, reflecting not only on them but on Formbi as well. In the subtle pull-war going on between the two Chiss leaders, that might have long-reaching consequences.

But for now, at least, the crewers didn’t seem inclined to make a challenge out of it. “We will wait in the corridor,” the first Chiss said. “When you are finished here, we will escort you back to the public areas of the vessel.”

He looked at the stormtrooper. “The faceless soldier is invited to return to his proper place right now,” he added.

The stormtrooper stirred, as if choosing from among the various possible responses. “Go ahead,” Mara said before he could pick one. “Please thank Commander Fel for your assistance.”

“Acknowledged.” Swiveling in a crisp military about-face, the stormtrooper disappeared out the door. The two Chiss gave short bows and followed.

Quietly, Luke let out the breath he’d been holding. One of the best things about stormtroopers, he reflected, was their willingness to instantly and unquestioningly obey orders. It was, of course, also one of the worst things about them. “All right, Jinzler,” he said, pulling a chair up in front of the older man and sitting down facing him. “We’ve been very patient with you up to now. But game time is over. We want to know who you are and what you’re doing here.”

“I know you’ve been patient,” Jinzler said, nodding. “And I very much appreciate it. I know you’ve both stuck your necks out for me—”

“Stalling time is over, too,” Mara interrupted, coming around from behind the couch to face him, remaining on her feet as she leveled the full weight of her stare down at him. “Let’s hear it.”

Jinzler sighed, some of the stiffness going out of his shoulders as he dropped his gaze to the deck. “My name’s Dean Jinzler, just as I told you,” he said. “I work sort of on the edges of Talon Karrde’s intelligence organization—”

“We know all that,” Mara cut him off again. “What are you doing here?”

“A gentleman came to me a little over eight weeks ago,” Jinzler said. “A rather old gentleman, flying a spacecraft of a type I’d never seen before.”

“What was his name?” Luke asked.

Jinzler hesitated. “He said he didn’t want me spreading it around … but I suppose you two would be all right. He said his name was Car’das.”

Luke looked at Mara, feeling a ripple of shock from her that echoed his own surprise. That was a name he remembered quite well.

“Car’das?” Mara demanded. “Jorj Car’das?”

“That’s the one,” Jinzler said, nodding. “He said he’d once been an associate of Karrde’s. Do you know him?”

“Never met the man,” Mara said, her voice carefully neutral. “Though not from lack of trying. How do you know him?”

“I don’t, really,” Jinzler said. “I’d never seen him before that day. He came to me and suggested—strongly—that I put in for a transfer to the sector relay post at Comra. He said there would likely be a message coming through soon that would be of great personal interest to me.”

“And you just went?” Luke asked. “Not even knowing who he was?”

“I know it sounds crazy,” Jinzler admitted. “But frankly, I had nowhere else to be just then. Besides, there was something about him …” He trailed off.

“Okay, so you transferred to Comra,” Mara said. “I take it this message he mentioned was the transmission addressed to Luke that you filched?”

Jinzler winced. “Yes,” he admitted. “It showed up about, oh, I guess it was a little over a week ago now. I—” He looked up at Mara, his lip twitching in a slightly shamefaced smile. “—I filched it, grabbed one of our courier ships, and headed for the rendezvous point Formbi had specified.”

“Only the ship didn’t make it,” Luke commented.

Jinzler blinked. “How did you know that?”

“We’re Jedi,” Luke reminded the other pointedly. “What happened?”

“The hyperdrive gave out in the Flacharia system,” Jinzler said. “It would have taken me more than a week to repair it by myself, and I didn’t have enough money to hire out the job. Fortunately, at that point Car’das showed up again and offered me a lift.”

“Really,” Mara said. “What an intriguing coincidence.”

Jinzler lifted a hand, palm upward. “Maybe he was following me to make sure I got here okay. I never saw him on my sensors, but with a courier that doesn’t mean a whole lot. He did say—” He broke off.

“He did say what?” Luke prompted.

“It didn’t make any sense to me,” Jinzler said. “All he said was that he was trying to fulfill a promise he’d been neglecting for a very long time.”

“Did he say what that promise was?” Mara asked. “Or to whom it had been made?”

“Neither,” Jinzler said. “Actually, the way he said it, I had the odd impression he wasn’t talking to me so much as he was talking to himself.”

“Okay,” Luke said. “Go on.”

“That’s all there is, really,” Jinzler said. “We came into the outer Crustai system and Car’das sent a message in. Formbi came out in the Chaf Envoy’s glider and picked me up.”

“What did he think of Car’das?” Mara asked. “Or had Car’das left by then?”

“Actually, the two of them had a long talk together while I was transferring across to the glider,” Jinzler said. “I didn’t understand the language, but it sounded a lot like the one the Geroons were speaking when they first arrived. They finished their conversation, I introduced myself as Ambassador Jinzler from Coruscant, and Formbi brought me back to the ship. And that was that.”

Luke nodded. Straightforward enough, and they could presumably confirm some of the details with Formbi. Assuming Formbi was willing to talk about it, of course. “Okay, that’s the how,” he said. “Now let’s hear the why.”

“There was a Jedi aboard Outbound Flight,” Jinzler said. “Well, actually there were several Jedi aboard. This particular one was named Lorana Jinzler.”

He seemed to brace himself. “She was my sister.”

He stopped. Luke frowned at Mara, caught her own suspicious puzzlement. “And?” he prompted.

“What do you mean, and?” Jinzler asked.

“So your sister died with Outbound Flight, and you wanted to go pay your respects to her memory,” Luke said. “So what was so dark and personal that you couldn’t tell us earlier?”

Jinzler lowered his eyes, his hands wrapping tightly together in his lap. “We didn’t part on … very good terms,” he said at last. “I’d rather not say any more if you don’t mind.”

Luke felt his lip twist. More evasion, which seemed to be an integral part of this man.

But at the same time there was the sense of truth to his pattern of thought and emotion. He glanced a question at Mara, caught her reluctant agreement. “All right,” he said. “We’ll let that part sit for now. But.”

He let the word hang in the air a moment like a threatening sandstorm in the distance. “We may need to hear more before we’re done here,” he continued. “If and when that time comes, you will tell us everything. Clear?”

Jinzler straightened up. “Clear,” he agreed. “And thank you.”

“Don’t thank us yet,” Luke warned, nodding toward the door. “The Chiss are waiting. Go back to your quarters.”

“And the next time you think you hear something suspicious, use one of the corridor comm panels to call it in,” Mara added. “If you’d done that, we might have caught him.”

“I understand,” Jinzler said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

He crossed the lounge and disappeared into the corridor. “Well?” Luke asked as the door slid shut behind him. “What do you think?”

“For starters, I’m getting tired of this piecemeal approach,” Mara growled, stalking over to the viewport and leaning against it as she stared out at the stars. “I’d like nothing better than to sit him down and drag the whole story out of him. With hydrogrips, if necessary.”

“You really think that’s the best way to approach it?” Luke asked, crossing to the viewport to stand beside her.

“No, of course not,” she said with a sigh. “I just wish we could, that’s all.”

“At least we’ve got a few new puzzle pieces to work with,” Luke pointed out. “Let’s start with Jorj Car’das. You think this is the same man Karrde asked you and Lando to try to track down ten years ago?”

“Who else could it be?” Mara countered. “Contacting someone working for Karrde’s organization and flying a ship that wasn’t a New Republic design? No, it’s got to be him.”

“What makes you think his ship wasn’t a New Republic design?”

“Jinzler has a certificate in hyperdrive tech,” Mara reminded him. “If he didn’t recognize the ship, it had to be something pretty exotic.”

“Mm,” Luke said. “I don’t suppose you ever got Karrde to open up about who Car’das actually was.”

“Karrde, no,” Mara said. “But I was able to coax a bit out of Shada a couple of years ago. Apparently sometime in or around the Clone Wars era Car’das started up a smuggling operation, building it up into something that rivaled even the Hutts’ organizations. A few years after that, he suddenly and mysteriously disappeared, and one of his lieutenants took over for him.”

“Karrde?”

“Right,” Mara said. “No one apparently heard anything of or from Car’das until you found that beckon call on Dagobah after Thrawn’s return and Karrde sent Lando and me out hunting for him. When the Caamas Document crisis hit three years ago and the New Republic started to tear itself apart over what to do about the Bothans, Karrde and Shada took the Wild Karrde and went out hunting for him themselves.”

“Did they find him?”

“Shada was rather evasive on that point, but it seems clear that they did,” Mara said. “Reading between the lines, I’d also guess Car’das had something to do with the dramatic collapse of that Return-of-Thrawn hysteria that happened while we were out on Nirauan. She also mentioned a huge data card library that she said rivaled the official New Republic archives on Coruscant.”

“Karrde’s former mentor,” Luke murmured thoughtfully. “And Karrde with his deep and abiding interest in gathering information. It fits, I suppose.”

“What fits?” Mara asked. “The bit about Car’das knowing something was in the works and pointing Jinzler to exactly the right place at the right time to intercept an incoming message?”

“Guessing the right place, at least, wouldn’t have taken anything special,” Luke pointed out. “Comra’s the logical spot to pick up a transmission coming from Nirauan or Chiss space. If Car’das knew or guessed Formbi would be contacting us, that’s where the message would come through.”

“That assumes he knew the message was on its way,” Mara pointed out.

“Right,” Luke agreed. “And that part would have taken something special. Though even there you’ll notice he seemed to be a bit off on his timing. Jinzler was at the station a good seven weeks before the message came through.”

“Maybe Formbi had to argue with the Nine Families longer than he expected before he got permission to contact us,” Mara suggested. “You can’t dock Car’das points for someone else’s bureaucracy.”

“I suppose not,” Luke conceded. “There’s also the question of how he could have found out about Jinzler and his sister.”

“Yes—Jinzler’s sister,” Mara growled. “I presume you’ve noticed that up until a couple of days ago there would have been a perfect way to check out that part of his story.”

Luke nodded. “Fel’s Outbound Flight operational manual and its personnel lists.”

“Except that it was stolen,” Mara said. “And now all of a sudden he comes up with a sister. Convenient timing, wouldn’t you say?”

“I might,” Luke had to admit. “But that’s not proof that he took the manual.”

“We’re not exactly rolling in proof on any part of this,” Mara pointed out. “Still, if Jinzler didn’t take the cards, who did? And why?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said, half turning to look back toward the lounge exit. “Right now, I’m more intrigued by the question of what someone was doing lurking in the dark up here. Unless you think Jinzler made that part up to try to deflect suspicion from himself.”

“Oddly enough, I don’t,” Mara said slowly. “He strikes me as being too smart to trot out such a lame story without dressing it up a bit.”

Luke frowned. “Dressing it up how?”

“Suppose he wanted to do some mischief in the shield generator room,” Mara said. “Say, someplace over at the starboard end. The first thing a real professional would do when he got inside would be to go to the portside end and open one of the storage cabinets there. Not too obviously, but enough to see if you were looking for it. Then, if he gets caught, he still spins his story about chasing down an intruder, but adds that he got a glimpse of someone over by the portside cabinets before he took off.”

“The investigators go to look, and they find the open cabinet,” Luke said, nodding his understanding.

“Right,” Mara said. “Not only does it make his story play better, but it also automatically shifts attention away from his real target.”

Luke nodded. “Simple, but effective.”

“All the best tricks are,” Mara agreed. “It’s basically the same thing we assumed our saboteur was doing right from the start: drawing attention to the engines, then going and hitting something in the bow.”

“Right,” Luke said. “Assuming the engine thing was a diversion.”

“Also true,” Mara admitted. “It could just as well be that that was a genuine accident, and that Jinzler or someone else simply took advantage of it to do some late-night skulking.”

Luke shook his head. “This is starting to make my head hurt,” he said. “If Jinzler set the fire to steal Fel’s Outbound Flight data, shouldn’t that have been the end of it? What would he have needed to do up here?”

“Who knows?” Mara said. “He may be on some special mission, either for Car’das or someone else, and had to steal the operational manual first so that we couldn’t crack his story.”

“And since most of what we know comes solely from him, we wouldn’t even be able to guess from that what he’s really up to.”

“Actually, everything we know about him comes solely from him,” Mara corrected. “Karrde told us about Dean Jinzler’s background, but we only have our gray-eyed friend’s word for it that he really is Dean Jinzler.”

Luke hissed between his teeth. That one hadn’t even occurred to him. “Which means what I said about us having a few more puzzle pieces is meaningless, isn’t it?”

“They could be pieces to an entirely imaginary puzzle,” Mara agreed. “And it gets worse. It could even be we have two different sets of late-night skulkers, each with different agendas, working either parallel or at cross-purposes to each other. Don’t forget, we had not only Jinzler up here but at least two Chiss crewers and one of Fel’s stormtroopers, as well.”

“And if Jinzler’s telling the truth, one of the Geroons,” Luke reminded her. “All we’re missing is Formbi and Drask to round out the suspect list.”

“Right,” Mara said. “On the other hand, Jinzler’s the only one who got caught where he wasn’t supposed to be. How does that story about just happening to head through the Chiss quarters strike you?”

“It’s actually not as far-fetched as it sounds,” Luke said. “If there was a Jedi in his family, he could easily be Forcesensitive enough to be nudged to the right place at the right time without knowing how or why he’d done it. Not many people know enough about Jedi family patterns to spin that sort of subtlety into a lie, either.”

“Car’das might have known,” Mara said. “And whatever he senses or doesn’t sense, Jinzler still needed Car’das’s advice to get himself transferred to Comra in time.” She waved a hand. “Yes, I know that’s not the same thing.”

“Still, we do keep coming back to Car’das, don’t we?” Luke murmured. “I wonder what he and Formbi might have had to talk about.”

“No idea,” Mara said. “As far as I know, Karrde himself never did any work out in the Unknown Regions. If Car’das made it out this far, it was before he and Karrde met.”

“Or after Car’das disappeared,” Luke pointed out. “We don’t know anything about him during that period, either.”

“Maybe we should go ask Formbi,” Mara suggested.

“Sure, why not?” Luke said. “We need to warn him to check the shield generators, anyway.”

Mara shook her head. “I don’t think the generators were the target,” she said. “I think it was something else.”

“Any idea what?”

“Not really,” Mara conceded. “But if I had to vote, I’d vote for someone putting a tap on the sensor lines. Remember when we were called into the command center earlier this evening and Formbi was listing all the dangers we would be facing inside the cluster?”

“Yes,” Luke said, wondering where she was going with this.

“Among the various natural hazards to life and happiness, he also mentioned something called firepoints,” she went on. “I’ve been meaning to ask him what exactly those are, but I think I may have figured it out.” She pointed out the viewport. “You see that asteroid over there? The one with all the dark spots?”

Luke peered out into the brilliant starscape. A spotted asteroid … “Yes,” he said as he picked it out of the shadows.

“Ten to one it’s either a missile cluster or a fighter nest,” Mara said. “Those dark spots are almost certainly the ends of launching tubes.”

“A firepoint,” Luke murmured, studying the asteroid. There were a lot of dark spots on it, too. “Aptly named.”

“Very aptly named,” Mara agreed. “An unfriendly ship that stops here for a nav check is going to be in for a world of hurt.”

She looked at Luke, her expression grim in the reflected starlight. “Anyone who might be thinking about taking on the Chiss would have a definite interest in locating as many of those defenses as possible.”

Luke felt his stomach tighten. “Fel?”

“Or the Geroons might have an interested client with an unused planet to swap them,” Mara said. “Jinzler could be fronting for someone, too.”

“Car’das?”

She shrugged. “Could be. We do know that Car’das likes collecting information. This would certainly come under that heading.”

“Point,” Luke said, taking one last look around at the stars. The last refuge of the Chiss people, Formbi had called it. Who out there would be interested in learning its secrets? “I think we’ve pushed this set of puzzle pieces around as much as we can. Let’s go see if we can pick up another piece or two.”

Mara pushed away from the viewport. “Formbi?”

Luke nodded. “Formbi.”

THEY FOUND THE ARISTOCRA IN A SERVICE CORRIDOR MIDWAY between the control center and the main engines, watching in silence as a pair of Chiss crewers dug into an open conduit access panel with long, tonglike probes. A third crewer stood expectantly by with a sealed metal container. “Ah, our noble Jedi,” Formbi said as they maneuvered past the workers in the cramped space and came to his side. “I understand you’ve been busy this evening.”

“I see you have, too, Aristocra,” Luke pointed out. “Have you found the problem?”

Formbi nodded. “Line creepers, as we suspected.”

“Line creepers?”

“Long, slender creatures that chew their way into power and control systems and live on the electrical power generated within,” Formbi explained. “They’re a vermin we’ve worked very hard to destroy or contain.”

“Sounds like conduit worms,” Mara commented. “That’s a type of vermin we’ve tried hard to destroy.”

“With no more success than we’ve had, I suspect,” Formbi said.

“True,” Luke said. “What was this particular batch working on? The engine control lines?”

“Yes,” Formbi said. “That’s what caused the flutter you apparently felt earlier. We’re clearing them out now.”

“What about the lights in the forward part of the ship?” Mara asked. “Did they get in there, too?”

“No,” Formbi said. “It appears someone merely shut them down.”

“Accidentally?” Mara asked.

Formbi’s glowing eyes seemed to blaze a bit brighter as he looked at her. “What do you think?” he countered.

“We think the Chaf Envoy has some serious problems,” Luke said. “We’re not sure everyone aboard wants this mission to succeed.”

He stretched out to the Force, hoping for a telling reaction. But Formbi merely shook his head. “You’re wrong, Master Skywalker,” he said quietly. “Everyone aboard very much wishes the mission to succeed.”

“Maybe so,” Mara said. “But it may not be the same mission as the one you have scheduled.”

“I presume you’ve heard of the incident in the bow a few minutes ago?” Luke asked.

“I have,” Formbi said. “Captain Talshib is already searching for damage or theft in that part of the vessel.”

“Good,” Mara said. “What did you and Jorj Car’das talk about?”

Luke had been trying, without success, to spark a reaction from the elderly Chiss. Mara’s attempt was just as futile. “Jorj Car’das?” Formbi asked, lifting his eyebrows politely, his composure not even flickering.

“The human who brought Ambassador Jinzler to Crustai,” Mara said. “The ambassador said you two spoke at length.”

Formbi smiled faintly. “And you suspect something sinister about it?” He shook his head. “Not at all. He introduced the ambassador to me and listed his credentials and honors. I greeted him in turn, and welcomed him on behalf of the Chiss Ascendancy.”

“And you did all this in that trade language, Minnisiat?”

“At the time I doubt he was aware I could speak your New Republic Basic,” Formbi said.

“And you’d never met Car’das before?” Mara persisted.

“How could I possibly know anyone from the New Republic?” Formbi asked patiently. “I’ve never been farther than a few light-years outside Chiss space. Ah.”

He pointed over Luke’s shoulder. Luke turned to see one of the workers pull a long, segmented worm from the conduit with his tongs. The third Chiss had his container open, and the first eased the worm carefully into the opening. “A line creeper,” Formbi identified it as the third crewer sealed the container again. “A young one, too, from its size. If left undisturbed long enough, they can grow to be as long as an adult Chiss and thick enough to nearly fill a conduit that size.”

“I can see why you don’t want them around,” Luke said. “Any idea how it got in there?”

“Not yet,” the Aristocra said. “We’ll begin a thorough search of the vessel in the morning.” His eyes bored into Luke’s. “Of our vessel, and all others associated with it.”

“Of course,” Luke said, sensing Mara’s sudden wariness. “May I ask exactly what this search will entail?”

“For you, it will most likely be noninvasive,” Formbi assured them. “Line creepers exhale a distinctive mixture of gases that is quite easy to detect. If none of those gases is detected in your vessel’s compartments, that will be the end of the procedure.”

“And if you do detect any?” Mara asked.

“Then we will of course need to examine those areas more thoroughly,” Formbi said. “But you should have nothing to be concerned about. If you haven’t opened your vessel elsewhere in this region of space, it’s highly unlikely you could have picked up any vermin. But we must check nevertheless.”

“We understand,” Luke said. “Actually, if one of these things is aboard the Sabre, we’d be just as glad for you to get rid of it. Is there anything we can do to help?”

“Thank you, but no,” Formbi said. “We’ll alert you before entering your vessel, of course.”

“We thank you in turn,” Luke said, sensing the dismissal in his tone. “We’ll see you in the morning, then.”

“One other thing,” Formbi said as they turned to go. “I’m informed that both you and Jedi Skywalker activated your lightsabers during your search this evening.”

“Yes, we did,” Mara said. “We were hunting a possible saboteur, if you recall. Not to mention defending ourselves against a Chiss warrior with a twitchy trigger finger.”

“Yes—that,” Formbi said, sounding embarrassed. “An unfortunate occurrence. The warriors have been spoken to, and it will not happen again.”

Something seemed to flicker through the Aristocra’s eyes too fast for Luke to catch. “But in return, I must ask you not to activate your weapons again as long as you are aboard a vessel of the Chiss Ascendancy.”

Luke frowned. “Not at all?”

“Not at all,” Formbi said flatly.

“What if we’re in danger?” Mara demanded. “Or if you or one of your people is in danger?”

“Then of course you may do whatever you deem necessary,” Formbi said. “But General Drask has insisted that the casual waving of alien weapons aboard the Chaf Envoy will no longer be tolerated.”

“Casual?” Mara echoed disbelievingly. “Aristocra—”

“We understand,” Luke hurriedly cut her off. “We’ll do our best to comply with the general’s order.”

“Thank you,” Formbi said, dipping his head slightly. “Until the morning, then.”

The corridors were deserted as they made their way back. Just the same, Luke waited until they were in the privacy of their quarters before breaking the silence. It made for better security, and also gave his quietly seething wife time to cool down. “What do you think?” he asked when the door was solidly sealed behind them.

“My low opinion of General Drask just dropped a few points,” she said darkly. “Of all the stupid, childish—”

“Take it easy,” Luke soothed, sitting down on the bed and pulling off his boots. “And don’t blame Drask, at least not directly. I don’t think he was the one who gave the order.”

Mara frowned. “Then who did? Formbi?”

Luke nodded. “That’s the feeling I was getting.”

“Interesting,” Mara murmured thoughtfully. “And the reason?”

“No idea,” Luke said. “But don’t forget how annoyed Drask was when we helped the Five-Oh-First put out the fire. Formbi may be playing politics again, trying to give Drask fewer things to complain about.”

“Terrific,” Mara muttered as she started again to get ready for bed. “It’s so nice to spend time with an honorable people like the Chiss.”

“It could be worse,” Luke pointed out. “We could be doing this with Bothans. What did you think about his story?”

“The one about Car’das?” Mara snorted under her breath. “He’s lying through his teeth on that one, too. There’s no reason to let Car’das rattle off Jinzler’s list of alleged credentials in an exotic trade language when he understands Basic. He could have switched languages anywhere along the way, just as soon as it was his turn to speak.”

“I was thinking that, too,” Luke said. “The obvious conclusion is that they didn’t want Jinzler to know what they were talking about.”

“Exactly,” Mara said. “You’ll also notice Formbi never actually answered my question as to whether he knew Car’das from somewhere else. And don’t forget that they held their little rendezvous in the outer Crustai system where Drask and the rest of the Chiss couldn’t eavesdrop.”

She shook her head. “They’re planning something, Luke,” she said darkly. “Something devious. Possibly devious and nasty.”

“I know,” Luke said, pulling her down onto the bed beside him and wrapping his arm around her. “Do you want to leave?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I still want to see Outbound Flight, assuming that part of the story isn’t a lie, too. Besides, if there’s some trap being spun here—whether for us, Fel, or Drask—we’re really the only ones available to stop it.”

She shifted position to nestle herself more comfortably against his side. “Unless, of course, you want to leave that to the Geroons?” she added.

Luke smiled at the thought. “No, I think we’d better handle it,” he agreed. “Pleasant dreams, Mara.”

His last mental image, as he drifted off to sleep, was a darkly amusing one of Bearsh and Estosh and the other Geroons shaking in terror as they stood huddled in one of the ship’s corridors, trying desperately to hold blasters steady.

FEL LOOKED UP FROM HIS DESK AS GRAPPLER SAT DOWN ACROSS from him. “Yes?”

“It is in place,” the other said, his large eyes reflecting the light from Fel’s desk lamp. “Tapped into the navigational repeater lines.”

Fel laid aside the datapad he’d been reading. “That was quick,” he commented. “Any chance of the Chiss spotting it?”

The orange highlights of Grappler’s green skin faded to yellow, the Eickarie equivalent of a head shake. “Not by any casual search,” he said. “It is in a conduit behind a cabinet, not directly behind an access panel.”

Fel nodded. “Nicely done,” he said. “What about our Jedi? Do they suspect anything?”

“Of course they suspect,” Grappler said, the highlights becoming orange again. “But they know nothing.” His mouth opened in a sardonic grin. “Jedi Skywalker asked me to thank you for my assistance to her.”

“Don’t underestimate them,” Fel warned. “I’ve heard stories about these two, both from my father and from Admiral Parck. They’re sharp, they’re quick, and they’re very, very deadly.”

“I would have it no other way,” Grappler assured his commander, stiffening his shoulders proudly. “I look forward to learning their full measure in combat.”

Fel took a deep breath. So the game had begun. Time to sit back and let it play. “You’ll get your chance,” he promised Grappler softly. “I guarantee it.”


CHAPTER 10

THE VERMIN SEARCH BEGAN EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, WITH four pairs of Chiss armed with atmosphere sniffers starting at the bow and stern and checking every room, storage compartment, conduit, access panel, and supply package aboard the Chaf Envoy. They reached the Jade Sabre about midday, and Mara watched in polite but stolid silence as they made their methodical way through her ship.

Fortunately, Formbi’s prediction proved to be correct. No line creepers were found, and within half a standard hour the search team had departed down the transfer tunnel, leaving nothing behind but a faintly metallic aroma from their equipment.

Fel’s Imperial transport was searched with equal speed and efficiency. The Geroon shuttle, in contrast, took nearly three times as long to be cleared. Most of that was due to the fact that so much of the vessel had been repaired, rebuilt, or replaced that there were virtually none of the sealed equipment modules that most ships carried and that would normally not have to be checked. The search would have taken even longer if the bunkrooms and storage compartment Luke had noticed on his first visit hadn’t been open to space behind their vacuum-sealed doors. The Chiss confirmed the doors’ pressure readings, assured Luke that line creepers couldn’t survive in vacuum, and moved on.

The whole procedure took most of the day. In the end, they found nothing.

“So we apparently have two options,” Luke commented to Mara as they sat together in the forward lounge watching the hyperspace sky roll past. “Either a single group of line creepers got in and ignored everything else while they worked their way nearly to the center of the ship, or else someone brought them in and deliberately let them loose in that spot.”

“Guess which option I’d pick,” Mara invited.

“I know which one you’d pick,” Luke said dryly. “What bothers me is that our saboteur seems to have had only that one group. What if he hadn’t accomplished whatever he’d intended the first time around and had needed to create another diversion?”

“Maybe he had a few spares and spaced them before the search started,” Mara suggested.

“Which means what?” Luke asked. “That he lost his nerve and dumped the evidence even though he wasn’t finished with it?”

“More likely that he did accomplish what he set out to do last night,” Mara said. “And that one really bothers me.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t figure out what that was. Drask’s been over every piece of equipment in the forward third of the ship and hasn’t found anything. So what did the diversion gain anyone?”

Luke stroked thoughtfully at his cheek. “Maybe Drask is looking in the wrong place,” he suggested. “Maybe we’re looking at a two-stage diversion: line creepers in the control lines and doused lights in the bow, while the actual work went on somewhere else.”

“Fine,” Mara said. “But where? And what? Don’t forget, the Chiss checked every cubic centimeter of the ship today.”

“Looking for line creepers.”

“Looking at everything,” Mara corrected. “I watched them go through the Sabre, Luke. Even when they were sampling the air they were looking around. If there’d been any spare weapons or explosives or anything else out of place in there, they’d have spotted it. And I’ll bet that goes double for the Imperials and Geroons.”

“Probably triple for the Imperials,” Luke conceded. Outside, the mottling vanished into starlines and collapsed into stars. Yet another navigational stop, apparently. Idly, he wondered what sort of firepoints the Chiss had waiting at this one. “So what’s our next move?”

“Unfortunately, that’s probably up to him,” Mara said, not sounding at all happy about it. “The initiative always lies with the attacker. About all we can do is be ready—”

She broke off as a raucous trilling tone suddenly sliced like a vibroblade through the lounge. “Alert T-Seven!” a Chiss voice snapped over the speakers. “Arc twelve-two. Repeat: Alert T-Seven; arc twelve-two.”

The nearest comm panel was at the far end of the next couch over. Luke got there first. “This is Master Skywalker,” he said. “What’s going on?”

“This does not concern you—”

“This is Aristocra Formbi, Master Skywalker,” Formbi’s voice cut into the circuit. “Please come to the Geroon vessel as quickly as possible.”

“On our way,” Luke promised. “What’s happened.”

There was a hint of a sigh from the speaker. “One of the Geroons has been shot.”

THERE WERE A DOZEN CHISS SWARMING ABOUT THE CORRIDOR outside the Geroon shuttle when Luke and Mara arrived. Two of them, Feesa and someone in Defense Fleet black, were kneeling beside the writhing and moaning figure of a Geroon, working on him with one of the ship’s medpacs. Formbi, looking grim, was standing off to the side where he’d be out of the way. “What happened?” Luke asked as they were passed through the outer circle of Chiss.

“He was shot with a charric as he left his vessel,” Formbi told them. “Upper back, left side. We’re searching for the weapon now.”

Luke stepped around Feesa and looked down, his heart sinking inside him as he got a look at the victim’s face. It was Estosh, the youngest of the Geroons, his features twisted in pain at the charred and blackened skin across his left shoulder.

“You are a Jedi,” Formbi went on. “I’m told Jedi have healing powers.”

“Some of us do,” Luke said, kneeling beside Estosh and studying the injured area. Behind him, he could feel Mara’s sympathetic pain as she gazed down at the wound. She’d been shot with a Chiss charric once herself and knew exactly how it felt. “Unfortunately, neither of us has any special skills in that area.”

“Is there nothing you can do?” Feesa asked.

Luke pursed his lips, trying to think. With himself or another Jedi, a healing trance would be the obvious answer. He might even be willing to risk it with Fel or one of the human stormtroopers, if the victim had been one of them.

But with an alien, especially one with unknown physiology and a mental and emotional structure he was unfamiliar with, it would be far too dangerous unless there was no other choice. “Can you tell me how bad it is?” he asked Feesa. “Is it life threatening, or only very painful?”

“It is certainly painful,” Feesa said stiffly. “I do not know the rest. What does it matter?”

“It matters a great deal,” Luke told her, looking around the corridor. The rest of the Geroons, he noted with surprise, were nowhere to be seen. “Where are Bearsh and the others?”

“Inside their vessel,” Formbi said. “They say they are afraid for their lives.”

Luke grimaced. But he supposed he couldn’t really blame them. “Someone go tell them to get out here,” he said. “Tell them there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“They will not come,” one of the Chiss said contemptuously. “They fear now that the whole of the Chiss Ascendancy stands against them.” He made a clicking sound in the back of his throat. “They are an easily terrified species.”

“They can be terrified on their own time,” Luke told him shortly. “Right now, I need someone to tell me how bad this is.”

“I’ll go,” Mara volunteered, crossing toward the entryway room. “If they don’t trust the Chiss, maybe they’ll trust a human.”

Whatever it was she said to them, it obviously worked. Two minutes later Bearsh and the others emerged hesitantly from the transfer tunnel, looking around like children in a festival frighthouse. “Come here, Bearsh,” Luke said, beckoning. “I need to know how bad this injury is.”

“It is terrible,” Bearsh moaned as he sidled nervously past the Chiss to Estosh’s side. “How could someone do this to him?”

“We hope to learn that soon,” Formbi said. “In the meantime, Master Skywalker needs to know if his injuries are life threatening.”

Bearsh knelt down gingerly, his fingers probing the edges of the burned skin. Estosh tensed, but said nothing. “No,” Bearsh said after a moment. “But he is in great pain.”

“I know,” Luke said reluctantly. “But I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do for that. Jedi healing powers can be dangerous to use. I can’t risk it if he’ll most likely heal by himself.”

“Of course not,” Bearsh said, his voice sounding bitter. “He is only a Geroon, after all.”

“I meant it would be dangerous for him,” Luke said, trying hard not to be irritated. None of this was his fault, after all. “About all I can do is help you get him inside.”

“That would be most kind,” Bearsh murmured, his flash of bitterness subsiding. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” Luke stretched out to the Force, reaching for a mental grip on Estosh—

“That won’t be necessary,” Formbi said suddenly before he could begin lifting. “A medical litter is on its way. My people will take him inside.”

Bearsh stood up. “We would prefer the human’s help,” he said stiffly. “We would prefer the Chiss not enter our spacecraft again.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Formbi said flatly. “The Chaf Envoy is a vessel of the Fifth Family of the Chiss Ascendancy. As travelers within that vessel, you come under Chiss law and custom. If we choose to enter your vessel, we will do so.”

For a long moment the two aliens stood facing each other in silence, Bearsh looking ridiculously small and fragile in front of the tall, regal Chiss. Then, with a sigh, Bearsh’s shoulders seemed to sag. “Of course,” he murmured, turning away. “As you wish.”

Luke stirred, starting to take a step forward. Formbi was being completely unreasonable—

No.

He stopped in midthought and midstep as Mara’s urgent warning flowed into his mind. He looked back around at her, caught the similarly warning look in her eyes.

His intended protest died away unsaid. It was Formbi’s ship, after all. If the Aristocra wanted to make that point obvious to everyone present, it wasn’t Luke’s place to argue with him.

From down the corridor came two Chiss guiding a floating medical cart between them. Luke looked at Mara again, caught the fractional tilt of her head, and stepped away from the injured Geroon to give them room. A minute later, they had Estosh on the litter and were moving him inside. The rest of the Geroons walked beside them in stony silence.

“That’s all, then,” Formbi said, turning his glowing eyes on Luke and Mara as the party disappeared down the transfer tunnel. “Thank you for your assistance.”

With a supreme effort, Luke merely nodded. “You’re welcome,” he said. “I don’t suppose Estosh saw who shot him?”

Formbi shook his head. “He told Feesa the shooter fired as he entered the corridor. He wasn’t even certain where the shot came from. We’re searching for the weapon now.”

“I see,” Luke said. “Please let us know if you find it.”

“Of course,” Formbi said. “Good night.”

“They won’t find anything,” he muttered to Mara as they threaded their way through the milling Chiss and headed toward their quarters. “Ten to one it’s back in its rack or holster or wherever it was taken from.”

“You think that’s what our friend last night was looking for?” Mara asked. “A weapon?”

“Maybe, only he didn’t take it then,” Luke said. “If he had, the search parties today would have noticed it was missing. No, all he wanted yesterday was to find where a weapon was conveniently located so that he could grab it tonight, shoot the first Geroon who came out of their shuttle, then put it back before it could be missed.”

“But why shoot a Geroon, of all people?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said in disgust. “Maybe someone wants to drive a wedge between them and the Chiss. Or maybe just between them and Formbi. Someone who doesn’t want to see them get a world of their own.”

“Or maybe someone looking to stir up trouble between Formbi and us,” Mara pointed out. “You were within half a heartbeat of arguing with him in front of his own people. You think he could have let you get away with that?”

“He was being petty,” Luke said with a sigh. “But you’re right. His ship; his rules. Anyway, good guests don’t argue with their hosts.”

“So be a good guest,” Mara said, taking his arm soothingly as they walked. “And while we do that, we can also see about watching his back.”

He gave her a sideways look. “You think Formbi’s in danger?”

“Someone’s trying to scatter chaos around this ship,” she reminded him. “A major political assassination, or even just an attempt, would pretty well end the whole thing, don’t you think?”

Luke shook his head. “I wish I knew what was on Outbound Flight that’s so important.”

“Me, too,” Mara said. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

THE SEARCHERS FOUND THE CHARRIC HALF AN HOUR LATER IN a ventilation intake a few meters down the corridor from where Estosh had been shot. Further investigation showed it had been stolen from an arms locker in the stern of the ship near the main engines, a locker whose fasteners had been carefully gimmicked for quick opening. Luke’s guess, Mara had to admit, had been right on the nose.

There was, of course, no indication as to who had actually taken the weapon or fired the shot.

For the next two days Mara did some quiet poking around on her own, examining the scene of the attack, learning everything she could about charrics and their operation, and holding casual conversations with everyone who would talk to her.

The interviews were, unfortunately, less than illuminating. Most of the crewers had stopped being neutral toward her and her questions and gave halfhearted answers or none at all. The non-Chiss passengers were friendlier but even less helpful. Most had been alone at the time of the shooting, with no way of corroborating their stories. Only the stormtroopers claimed to have been together in Fel’s ship, and even there careful questioning established that they weren’t in sight of each other during much of the critical period.

She also spoke twice with Estosh, trying to draw out a more complete description of the incident. But he, too, was of little help. He’d been facing away from the shooter, his thoughts on other matters, and the shock and pain of the injury itself seemed to have thrown an extra layer of haze over his memories. About the only positive thing that came out of those discussions was the fact that he was definitely on the path to recovery.

It was frustrating to hit so many blind alleys. And yet, paradoxically, she found the process itself strangely exhilarating. In many ways this kind of investigation was exactly what she’d been trained for, back when Palpatine had been preparing her to be his silent agent. Certainly it had been one of the most stimulating aspects of her service to him.

Only now it was even better. Here, there was none of the brooding air of hopelessness that had seemed to be the normal state of affairs under Palpatine’s Empire, a hopelessness that had hung like a black cloud over every job and every mission. No one aboard Chaf Envoy cringed as she approached, hating and fearing her, or else welcomed her with the false courtesy of someone hoping to twist her authority to his own private ends.

True, most of the Chiss crewers still seemed to heartily dislike the Imperials. But it was a contemptuous dislike, born of a sense of superiority of culture and purpose, not the terrified, hopeless hatred those under the Empire’s heel had displayed toward their masters. Fel, in response, walked about with his head held high, not with the arrogance of a Grand Moff or Imperial general, but with a sense of pride about who he was and what he and the Empire of the Hand had accomplished. It was the same kind of pride that she’d often seen in Han or Leia, or in the pilots of Rogue Squadron, or even in Luke himself.

And as she observed and analyzed it all, she couldn’t help but compare it to the very different flavor of life she’d left behind in the New Republic. To the squabbling in the Senate that mirrored the hundreds of tensions and clashes between neighboring star systems, or to the factions and power centers maneuvering for position and supremacy on Coruscant that constantly siphoned off energy and resources that could be far better spent in other ways.

Palpatine had been hateful, vicious, and destructive, especially toward the hundreds of alien species under his domination. But she had to admit that, at least on a purely practical level, the efficiency and order of his Empire had been a vast improvement over the bloated bureaucracy and bribe-driven operation of the Old Republic that had preceded it.

What would that Empire have been like, she couldn’t help wondering, if people like Parck and Fel had been in command instead of Palpatine? What could that efficiency and order have accomplished, for that matter, in the hands of someone like Thrawn, himself a nonhuman?

And more than once, late at night as she lay in bed beside Luke, she found herself wondering what it would have been like to serve an empire like that.

What it would be like to serve an empire like that.

It was the late part of ship’s night after one of those speculative moments that the room’s comm panel buzzed them abruptly awake. Twitching away from her, Luke rolled over to key it on. “Yes?” he called.

“This is Aristocra Formbi,” the voice noted. “You and Jedi Skywalker may wish to wake and get yourselves dressed.”

“What’s wrong?” Mara called.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Formbi said. “We’ve arrived.”

“THERE,” FORMBI SAID, POINTING AT THE MAIN COMMAND CENTER display. “There, just to the right of center. Do you see it?”

“Yes,” Luke said, peering at the image. There was a ship there, all right, its once shiny hull blackened and crackled with multiple laser and missile impacts. It lay poised just over the crest of a steep hill on the planetoid’s surface, as if it had been somehow frozen in the act of toppling over the edge.

And as the Chaf Envoy continued its inward spiral, he saw how it was the ship managed to stay suspended in midair. From points near the bow and the stern slender tubes could be seen extending from the underside of the hull, stretching downward at a shallow angle and connecting with another vessel mostly buried in the rubble at the foot of the hill. Midway along each of the tubes, he noticed, another pair of curved tubes veered off, stretching down and inward and coming together as they disappeared into the rocky hillside.

“Is that your Outbound Flight?” Formbi asked quietly.

Luke nodded. The ship was a Dreadnaught, all right: six hundred meters long, armed with an awesome array of turbolasers and other weapons, capable of carrying and supporting nearly twenty thousand crewers and passengers.

Or it had been once. Not anymore. Gazing at the battered hull, he felt a stirring of distant pain for those who had been aboard when this had happened. “I think so,” he told Formbi. “It fits the description, anyway.”

“Engines look mostly intact,” Mara commented. Her voice was calm, almost clinical, but Luke could feel the pain and turmoil behind the words. “The turbolaser blisters and shield bays were pretty well pounded, but the rest doesn’t seem too bad. With some work, it might actually be able to fly again.”

“The vessel on the surface appears capable of sustaining life,” Formbi agreed. “The sensors indicate it has air and heat, and is using low levels of power. The other vessel, the one half visible at the foot of the hill, exhibits none of those characteristics.”

“No surprise there,” Luke murmured. “You can see a dozen places where the connecting tubes between it and the upper ship have been blasted open.”

“What about the rest of it?” Jinzler asked. “I understood Outbound Flight was composed of six Dreadnaughts.”

“The rest must be underground,” Fel said. “What’s left of them, anyway.”

“Underground?” Bearsh echoed, sounding awed. “This vessel can even travel underground?”

“No, of course not,” Formbi said. “Perhaps it would be more accurate to say the rest of it is beneath the—” He hissed thoughtfully. “I don’t know the right word. The loose, fine stone in the valley between the hills.”

“The scree?” Luke suggested. “Moraine?”

“Scree, I think,” Formbi said slowly. “At any rate, our instruments indicate the loose stone is very deep in that place and that there is definitely metal beneath it.”

“Do you have any idea what shape it’s in?” Jinzler asked. “The parts that are underground, I mean.”

“Our instruments cannot say,” Formbi said. “We will have to wait until we are aboard to determine that.”

“Assuming the connecting tubes under the rock are in better shape than those others,” Luke pointed out. “If they are, we may be able to follow them around the circle. If not, we’ll have to dig.”

“Assuming enough of the circle of ships is there to make it worth the effort,” Fel said.

“How did it get here in the first place, though?” Mara asked. “That’s what I want to know.”

“That remains a mystery,” Formbi conceded. “Obviously, Thrawn must have had it towed here for future examination. Yet there is no evidence he or anyone else ever returned for any such study.”

“I was actually thinking more about the mechanics of the operation,” Mara said. “You said he was commanding a small picket force at the time. Did every junior Chiss officer know how to get in and out of the Redoubt cluster?”

“Absolutely not,” Formbi said. “He would have had to search deep into high-ranking information archives to have gained such information.”

“That certainly sounds like Thrawn,” Fel commented. “Information was his passion.”

“Yes,” Mara said grimly. “And killing was his business.”

A quiet shiver ran up Luke’s back. According to Admiral Parck, there had been fifty thousand people aboard those six Dreadnaughts when Outbound Flight was destroyed.

Would the bodies still be aboard, lying where they’d fallen? Certainly he’d seen dead bodies before, but most of those had been the remains of Rebel and Imperial soldiers killed in battle. Here most of the deaths would have been civilians, possibly including children.

With an effort, he shook away the thought. Whatever was there, he would simply have to deal with it. “So what’s the plan?” he asked.

“The planetoid is too small to hold significant atmosphere,” Formbi said, nodding toward the display. “We will therefore land the Chaf Envoy on top of the hill beside the upper vessel and run a transfer tunnel to the portside docking port near the aft end. Then all those who will be going aboard will do so.”

He gazed at the display, where the Dreadnaught was growing steadily larger as the Chiss ship closed the gap. “Once we’re aboard, there will be a short ceremony in which I will recount the Chiss part in the vessel’s destruction and express the depth of our regret,” he went on. “I will then ask for forgiveness on behalf of the Nine Ruling Families and the Chiss Ascendancy, and formally return the vessel’s remains to Ambassador Jinzler, representing the New Republic, and Master Skywalker and Jedi Jade Skywalker, representing the Jedi Order.”

“And us?” Bearsh asked anxiously. “Will there be a place in the ceremony for the Geroon people to express our gratitude?”

“Whether or not you are permitted to speak will be a decision for Ambassador Jinzler,” Formbi said gravely.

“Of course you may,” Jinzler assured the Geroon, smiling encouragingly at him. “As will you, Commander Fel,” he added, nodding to Fel. “Though I’m still not certain what exactly your interest is in Outbound Flight.”

“Remembrances come in all sizes and shapes,” Fel said obliquely. “As do acts of repentance and atonement for past failures. Regardless, we’ll be honored to participate in the ceremony.”

“Then I suggest all return to your quarters or vessels and prepare,” Formbi said. “In one hour, we shall begin.”

LANDING THE CHAF ENVOY BESIDE THE EXPOSED DREADNAUGHT was a straightforward enough operation, though there had been some concern that the loose rock wouldn’t adequately support its weight, especially given the possibility that a structurally damaged vessel might be buried beneath it. Fortunately, everything seemed solid enough. Setting up the connecting tunnel was handled with equal efficiency.

At that point, they ran into an unexpected problem. The docking bay hatchway Drask had selected, which had looked completely functional, turned out to be warped just enough to be impossible to open, and the Chiss ended up having to use cutting torches to carve out an access.

It was a slow process. Even the relatively thin hatchway of an Old Republic warship was incredibly tough, and the need to maintain a margin of safety in the enclosed area limited how much power the Chiss could run to their torches. More than once as he watched them work, Luke considered going to Formbi and offering to do the job with his lightsaber instead. It would be easier and cleaner and a lot faster.

But each time he suppressed the impulse. The Aristocra’s midnight discussion about the casual waving of alien weapons was still fresh in his mind, and he’d already learned enough about Chiss pride to know that Formbi and the others would probably rather do it their way than accept his help. Particularly when that help wasn’t really necessary.

And so the company waited as the crewers finished the job. Once they’d broken through the hatchway there was another short delay as the ship’s medic tested the atmosphere, confirming that none of the microorganisms, trace gases, or suspended particulates present would be dangerous to Chiss or human. With only a few days’ worth of data on Geroon biochemistry he was less certain as to whether there would be any adverse effects on them, and there was some talk of rigging protective suits for the four who would be coming aboard.

But Bearsh declined the offer. The proper ritual clothing would be impossible to wear inside such suits, he stated, and assured Formbi that he and his people were willing to take whatever risks were necessary.

With all the delays, it was actually closer to three hours before the party was finally ready to go.

A strange-looking party they were, too, Luke reflected as they lined up on the Chiss side of the transfer tunnel. Drask and Formbi were dressed in the same stately outfits they’d worn at the first night’s reception dinner, while Feesa and a black-uniformed Chiss warrior carrying an elaborate banner on a pole wore much simpler and more functional clothing. Fel was back in his dress uniform, and Luke would swear that the four stormtroopers had put extra effort into making sure their armor was gleaming. Jinzler had discarded his earlier layered robe-tunic in favor of something simpler and less constrictive, and Luke found himself wondering if the older man was expecting dirt and close quarters aboard the Dreadnaught or whether he was just tiring of his ambassadorial play-acting.

Each of the four Geroons who would be attending wore one of the blue-and-gold-collared wolvkil bodies over the shoulders of his thick brown robe, making an odd contrast to Estosh and the bandages he was wearing on his shoulder. The young Geroon had argued at length with Bearsh in their melodic language about going along, and was clearly still not happy that he was merely there to see the others off. He stood off to one side, nursing his shoulder and looking even more lost and pathetic than usual.

Luke was back in his dark jumpsuit and duster, but Mara had passed up her formal gown in favor of a jumpsuit similar to Luke’s that she could move more freely in if necessary. Still, her natural poise and elegance made him feel as if she were far better dressed than he was. “Next trip,” Luke murmured to her as the Chiss standard-bearer led the way into the tunnel, “remind me to pack a couple of formal outfits.”

“I’ve always said you and Han are the scruffiest heroes I’ve ever met,” she murmured back.

He looked sideways at her. The comment was typical Mara—that sarcastic manner that had proved so useful in distracting and irritating opponents in the past.

But this time he could tell that the words were pure reflex. There was something going on behind her eyes, some strange concentration.

Shifting his eyes back forward, Luke stretched out to the Force. If something was bothering Mara, he’d better get up to speed, too.

They emerged from the tunnel into an entryway and storage area that was probably half again the size of even the extravagant equivalents aboard the Chaf Envoy. A few boxes were still stacked along the bulkheads, their markings somewhat faded with age, but most of the room was empty. Everything seemed to be coated with a thin layer of dust. “Amazingly clean,” Jinzler commented, looking around as the group gathered in the center of the room. His voice echoed strangely from the bare metal walls. “Shouldn’t there be more dust?”

“Must be some housekeeping droids still functioning,” Fel said. “Or at least there were. Repair droids, too—see where they’ve patched the cracks in the hull?”

“These machines can still function after all these years?” Bearsh asked in wonderment. “With no one to supervise or repair them?”

“Everything aboard Outbound Flight was well automated,” Fel said. “It was all internal rather than being linked to a lot of other ships. Otherwise they would have needed probably sixteen thousand people on each Dreadnaught just to crew it.”

“So few?” Bearsh asked, looking around. “Our own vessel is less than half this size, yet it carries more than sixty thousand Geroons.”

“Sure, but this wasn’t just a colony ship with everyone packed tightly inside,” Fel pointed out. “The Dreadnaughts were warships, the biggest the Old Republic had before the Clone Wars, with weaponry and equipment—”

Formbi cleared his throat. Fel took the hint and subsided.

“On behalf of the Nine Ruling Families of the Chiss Ascendancy, I welcome you all to this solemn and sorrowful occasion,” the Aristocra began, his voice deep and resonant. “We stand today on the deck of an ancient vessel that lies here as a symbol of human courage and Chiss failing …”

Luke let his eyes drift around the group as Formbi continued his speech. Off to the side, he noticed, Bearsh was murmuring into a bulky comlink in the melodic Geroon language. Probably giving Estosh a running commentary on the ceremony, he decided, and found himself wondering why the young Geroon had been left aboard the Chaf Envoy in the first place. Surely this short a trip wouldn’t have strained his injuries that much. About the only thing he could come up with was the fact that the positioning of Estosh’s injuries precluded his wearing one of the ceremonial wolvkils.

Personally, Luke considered that a rather ridiculous reason to leave him behind. But he’d been with the New Republic long enough to know that not every aspect of an alien culture had to make sense to him. It was enough that such rules and customs were important to the people who lived under them, and that as such they were worthy of his respect if not necessarily his approval.

And then, without warning, something touched Luke’s mind. The last sensation he would ever have expected.

He twisted his head to look at Mara. One glance at her widened eyes was all he needed to show she’d caught it, too. “Luke—?” she whispered tightly.

“What is it?” Formbi demanded, cutting off his speech in midsentence. “What’s happened?”

Luke took a deep breath. “It’s Outbound Flight,” he said, stretching out harder to the Force. No mistake. They were there: minds—human minds, not Chiss—somewhere deep beneath them. A lot of them. “We’re not alone, Aristocra Formbi. There are survivors aboard.”


CHAPTER 11

SOMEONE GASPED, A SHARP INTAKE OF AIR, JUST AS QUICKLY cut off. “What did you say?” Bearsh demanded, his comlink sagging forgotten in his grip. “You say … survivors?”

“Unless the Chiss are running a vacation transport service,” Mara said, stretching out harder to the Force as she tried to sort out the twisting tapestry of sensations. “There are humans down there, at least a hundred of them. Probably more.”

“But that’s impossible,” Jinzler said, his voice hoarse. “This ship died fifty years ago. It died.”

Mara frowned, drawing some of her concentration away from the distant minds to focus on Jinzler. His lined face was tight, his sense swirling like storm clouds in a crosswind, every mental barrier stripped away in a strange combination of hope and dread and guilt.

And in that moment she knew that he hadn’t been lying, at least not about his sister having been aboard.

Or was she possibly still aboard? Was that the thought that was sending this emotional groundquake through him? “Maybe the ship died, Ambassador,” she told him. “But not everyone aboard died with it.”

“Well,” Fel said, his voice studiously matter-of-fact. “This complicates things.”

“It does indeed,” Formbi said, his glowing eyes narrowed in concentration. “It complicates things tremendously.”

Mara caught Luke’s eye. “What do you think?” she asked. “Shall we leave them here to discuss the diplomatic ramifications while you and I just go find these people?”

The gambit worked. “No,” Formbi insisted, snapping out of whatever deep thoughts he’d been working on. “You cannot go alone.”

“Absolutely not,” Drask agreed, gesturing to the standard-bearer. “You—return to the Chaf Envoy and instruct Captain Brast’alshi’barku to issue a drace-two alert. He is to prepare three squads—”

“Wait a minute,” Luke interrupted. “You can’t bring a contingent of soldiers in here.”

“This vessel is still the property of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Drask said, glaring warningly at him. “We will do whatever we please.”

“I’m not disputing that,” Luke said. “I’m simply concerned about what the passengers may do if they see a group of armed Chiss coming down the corridors toward them.”

“He raises a fair point,” Formbi said reluctantly. “They may remember that it was a picket unit of the Chiss Defense Fleet that destroyed their vessel.”

“And so they will be afraid until we can speak with them and assure them of our intentions,” Drask said impatiently. “I do not think a few minutes of fear is too much to ask of them.”

“I wasn’t worried about how they would feel,” Luke said. “I was thinking about what they might do if they saw a corridor full of armed Chiss. Bearing in mind what happened the last time they saw a group like that.”

“Syndic Mitth’raw’nuruodo did not send warriors aboard,” Drask said. “There is no record in any testimony of his doing so.”

“But they would have seen someone with blue skin and red eyes,” Mara pointed out. “Either Thrawn himself or some other envoy. Unless you’re suggesting he would have attacked without even offering them the chance to surrender?”

Drask glared at her. “No,” he growled. “Not even Mitth’raw’nuruodo would have done that.”

“Right,” Mara said. “So they’ll have known who the enemy was. And they’ve had fifty years to prepare for attack.”

“And as Commander Fel pointed out, Dreadnaughts were designed as warships,” Luke added.

There was a moment of silence from the others as the implications of that finally sank in. “What do you suggest?” Formbi asked.

“What Mara just said,” Luke told him. “She and I go find them. Alone.”

“No,” Bearsh pleaded. “You must not leave us apart. We wished to pay tribute to the memories of these brave people. How much more should we not pay tribute to the people themselves?”

“We can bring you down afterward,” Mara told him. “Once we’ve explained the situation—”

“No,” Bearsh repeated, starting to become agitated. “You must not leave us apart.”

“Your plan is unacceptable to us, as well,” Drask put in. “I accept your reasoning as to why we should not bring a full boarding party. But Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano and I must at least be present at your first contact with these survivors. And the Aristocra must have a guard.”

“He’ll have the Five-Oh-First, General,” Fel reminded him. “They can handle anything these people can throw at us.”

“Your assurances are welcome but insufficient,” Drask said stiffly. “We will bring a half squad of three Chiss warriors. No fewer.”

He looked a challenge at Luke. “Do you argue that, Jedi?”

“No,” Luke said, giving up. “Three warriors should be all right. I take it you’re coming, too, Ambassador?”

“Absolutely,” Jinzler said firmly. His tension had faded a bit into the background of his mind, but it was definitely still there. “My si—my superiors on Coruscant would insist on it.”

“Then it’s unanimous,” Fel commented. “Good. Now all we’re doing is wasting time.”

“After fifty years, I do not think a few more minutes will make any difference,” Drask said acidly. He turned back to the standard-bearer, who had stopped when the discussion began and was standing awaiting orders. “Return to the Chaf Envoy and signal drace-two alert,” the general said. “Then order the Number Two Honor Squad to report to this chamber. They must be standing ready in the event we require immediate assistance.” His blazing eyes dared anyone to argue with him.

No one did. “Very well, then,” Formbi said. “Let us all return to the Chaf Envoy and obtain such equipment as each person wishes to carry on this journey through the past.” He glanced down at his elaborate robes. “And perhaps a change of clothing would be in order, as well,” he added. “We will reassemble here in thirty standard minutes and begin our search.”

THE FIRST STRETCH OF THE TRIP WENT SMOOTHLY ENOUGH. THE place felt like an extended tomb, with the bare metal decks and bulkheads dully reflecting the dim glow of the permlight emergency panels set into the ceilings and the brighter light from the party’s own glow rods. But at least the passageways were open and relatively uncluttered by debris. Various rooms opened off the main corridor, some of them large enough for the glow rod beams to fade into the darkness, and the distant walls and ceilings of those larger rooms echoed their footsteps eerily as they stepped briefly inside for a look. Most of the rooms were loaded with silent equipment or dusty storage boxes. Occasionally they came across a sleeping area with rows of empty bunks and personal items scattered on the deck around them.

Mara walked up front with Luke, trying to read beyond the reach of her glow rod beam and wondering a little how this particular marching order had been set up. She and Luke were the most reasonable ones to take point, of course, and she had no particular problem with Formbi, Drask, and Jinzler following directly behind them.

But then came Fel, Feesa, and one of the stormtroopers, with the Geroons behind them. At the very back, walking silently despite their armor, came the other three stormtroopers.

The more she thought about it, the more the arrangement bothered her. Her own training would have put Fel and all four stormtroopers at the back, where they could act as a rear guard in case of trouble from that direction. If Fel still insisted on detaching one of his men, that spare stormtrooper ought to be closer to the front, probably directly behind her and Luke, where his firepower would be available without him having to worry about shooting around Jinzler and both of the senior Chiss.

Twice in that first stretch she thought about halting the party and calling for a rearrangement. But both times something stopped her, and eventually she gave up on the idea. Fel’s military training was certainly more recent than hers, and it was possible the Empire of the Hand’s tacticians had come up with a more efficient military doctrine than she’d been taught.

After the first fifty meters, travel abruptly became more difficult. Shattered slabs of insulation material, buckled bulkheads, and twisted support beams seemed to be everywhere, littering the corridors and sometimes blocking doorways and the smaller side corridors completely.

“What happened here?” Feesa murmured as Luke carefully pushed aside a set of dangling power cables covered with splintered armor sheaths.

“We’ve reached the part of the ship where the main turbolasers were located,” Fel told her. “You remember Mara pointing out that the weapons blisters had been severely damaged? They would have been Thrawn’s primary target.”

“He did a thorough job, too, I see,” Formbi said. “Why haven’t the maintenance machines fixed this?”

“None of the droids they had aboard would have been big enough to handle damage this extensive,” Fel said. “The survivors must have decided it wasn’t worth the trouble to clear it away themselves.”

“Or were unable to work in safety,” Drask added. “With so many stars in such close proximity to each other, the radiation levels are higher inside the Redoubt cluster than most humans are accustomed to.”

“Are we therefore in danger?” Bearsh asked nervously.

“We won’t be here long enough for that,” Luke assured him. “The outer hull is thick enough to stop most of the radiation. You’d have to live here months or years before you started having problems.”

“Which probably explains why they decided to live in one of the lower Dreadnaughts,” Mara put in. “Whatever the hull doesn’t block, all that rock out there should be able to handle.”

“Or else the other Dreadnaughts aren’t damaged this badly,” Fel said.

Luke shrugged. “We’ll find out.”

“Is that where we’re going?” Jinzler asked. “To the lower ships?”

“That seems to be where the survivors are,” Luke said. “Before we try to find the way down, though, I’d like to see if we can work our way up a few levels to the command deck. If it’s in decent shape, there may be records left that’ll tell us exactly what happened.”

Bearsh made a subdued whistling sound in the back of his throats. “And what truly is the chance of that?” he asked darkly. “We see here how thoroughly this Thrawn was committed to its destruction.”

“Thrawn never destroyed more than was absolutely necessary,” Fel said. “There would have been no reason to wreck the command deck if taking out the shield generators and turbolasers was all he needed.”

Jinzler turned his head. “What in the worlds are you talking about?” he demanded. “All he needed? What did he need to destroy Outbound Flight for in the first place?”

“He had his reasons,” Fel insisted.

“He had reasons for killing civilians?” Jinzler shot back. “Men, women, and children who never did him any harm? What, he just needed some target practice that day and they conveniently happened along? And you.” He turned his glare on Formbi and Drask. “You Chiss. What did you do to stop him?”

“That’s enough, Ambassador,” Mara put in, flashing a warning at him with her eyes. Formbi had already said the Chiss were carrying their own load of guilt over this thing. There was no need to hammer it into the ground. “The past is over and done with.”

“Is it?” Jinzler asked her pointedly. “Is it really?”

“Yes,” Luke put in firmly. “And bringing up anyone’s failures—anyone’s—isn’t going to accomplish anything. Let’s concentrate on finding these people and seeing what we can do for them, all right?”

“Of course,” Jinzler muttered. “I’m sorry. I’m just—”

“Something’s coming,” the stormtrooper beside Fel cut in, swinging his BlasTech toward a half-crushed equipment crawl space branching off the corridor to their right.

The other three stormtroopers were at his side in an instant, spreading themselves into a defensive semicircle between the crawlspace and the rest of the party, their weapons leveled at the opening. “Steady,” Fel warned. “If there’s going to be shooting, we don’t want to be the ones to start it.”

Soft but steady footsteps could be heard now. Mara drew her lightsaber but didn’t ignite it, stretching out to the Force. There didn’t seem to be any presence that direction that she could detect. “Probably a droid,” she said.

“What kind of walking droid could fit through that opening?” Fel objected.

A few seconds later he got his answer as a low-slung, badly dented box about half a meter long and a few centimeters high rolled into view on battered treads. “A walking droid with a bad limp?” Luke suggested as one of the treads gave a soft thunk that sounded exactly like a footstep. “What is that, a floor cleaner?”

“Probably does floors and small-object retrieval,” Fel said, stepping back as the droid rolled past his feet toward a pile of shattered plastic insulation, leaving faint tread marks in the dust as it went. “Part of the main cleaning system, I’d guess.”

“I see,” Luke said, looking over at Mara.

She nodded back. Given the layer of dust on everything, it seemed unlikely that their group had shown up just as the cleaner was starting its monthly or yearly run. It was far more likely that the droid had been equipped with a holocam and comlink and sent to check out the intruders.

Either as an observer, or as a decoy.

She shifted her attention away from the droid, searching the corridor ahead. There was too much debris to see very far, but it looked like the passageway widened a short way ahead. A perfect place for an ambush. She caught Luke’s eye and nodded toward it; he nodded back and slipped past her into the corridor.

“It is truly amazing,” Bearsh said, shaking his head in wonderment as they watched the cleaner droid extend a pair of slender arms and begin sorting through pieces of the insulation. “So that is a droid. And it runs all by itself?”

One of the stormtroopers looked over at Luke as he disappeared behind a section of hanging ceiling material, the armored chest lifting slightly as he took a breath to speak. Mara shook her head in warning; his helmet dipped slightly in acknowledgment and he remained silent. “This one’s probably connected to a central housekeeping computer,” Jinzler told the Geroon. “Small units like this don’t have the logic capacity to run completely on their own.”

“I see,” Bearsh said. “But there are those that do, correct?”

“All sorts,” Jinzler confirmed. “Everything from protocol droids to astromech droids to medical droids.”

“And battle droids and droidekas?” one of the other Geroons asked. “Did they also run independently?”

“Some of the later versions could,” Jinzler said. “But again, most of them were run off a central computer system.”

“A terrifying weapon,” Bearsh murmured.

“Not really,” Fel said. “The whole droid army concept is pretty well outmoded these days, at least in the Empire of the Hand. How about in the New Republic, Ambassador?”

“A few systems still use droidekas,” Jinzler said. “Mostly smaller colonies on undeveloped worlds in Wild Space where people need perimeter guards at night to protect against native predators.”

Bearsh shivered. “Such awesome power in your hands. Yet you make no use of it?”

“We’re not in the conquering business anymore, Steward,” Jinzler reminded him.

“Besides, power’s only one part of the equation for good soldiers,” Fel said. “The problem with battle droids was that they were really pretty stupid …”

Mara felt the urgent touch of her husband’s mind. Leaving Fel to his lecture, she slipped quietly down the corridor.

Luke was standing just inside the wide area she’d spotted earlier. “What’ve we got?” she murmured.

He pointed at a stack of flat gray boxes along the left-hand bulkhead. “Looks a little too neat for random debris,” he murmured back. “Booby trap?”

Mara ran through the Jedi sensory-enhancement techniques and took a slow, careful breath. The subtle background smells of the ship suddenly jumped into full focus: dust, plastic, metal, rust, a general odor of age. She took another breath, sorting through them all.

And this time she caught the faint but unmistakable tang of explosives.

“If it’s not, it’s a terrific imitation of one,” she confirmed, letting the odors fade into the background again. “Remote-triggered, you think?”

“You’re the demolitions expert in the family,” he reminded her. “They can’t have it on timer, though, and I can’t see anyone wasting a droid to come in and set them off.”

“Me, neither,” Mara agreed. “I presume we’re not stupid enough to just rush the stack?”

“I don’t even think we’re stupid enough to get anywhere near it,” Luke said. “Let’s back up a bit and see if we can find another route.”

“I don’t know,” Mara said doubtfully, looking around at the devastation. “There’s enough damage here in the central corridor. The other, smaller passageways are likely to be even worse.”

“Only until we get through the weapon and shield sections,” Luke said. “The rest of the ship may be in better shape. Actually, this is one of four central corridors through this part of the ship. They run parallel to each other on opposite sides of the centerline, collapsing down to two main corridors as you get closer to the bow.”

“Really,” Mara said, frowning. “Since when do you know so much about Dreadnaughts?”

“Since Han and I had a running battle with a bunch of Imperials aboard the Katana,” Luke told her dryly. “You learn a lot about a ship’s architecture when you’re dodging blaster bolts. Come on, let’s go tell the others.”

Fel had finished his lecture by the time they rejoined the group. “There you are,” Drask said, his eyes flashing. “Where did you go?”

“Just scouting ahead,” Luke assured him. “Looks like we’re going to have to cross to one of the other corridors.”

Drask’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

Luke looked over at the housekeeper droid, still picking through the rubble. “There’s a booby trap in there,” he said. “I’d just as soon not have to take the time to disarm it. There’s another cross-corridor we can use about ten meters ahead that’ll get us back to this one.”

“There is a trap?” Bearsh gasped. “But why would anyone wish to hurt us? We have come to honor them.”

“Yes, but they don’t know that,” Luke said. “All we can do is try to avoid trouble until we can explain it to them.”

“Until then, we must make certain such a meeting does in fact take place,” Drask said grimly, pulling out a comlink.

“Wait a minute,” Fel said. “What are you doing?”

“Summoning an escort,” Drask said. “This is no longer a matter for diplomats.”

“We have an escort,” Fel countered. “Trust me: the Five-Oh-First can handle things.”

“That is not sufficient,” Drask insisted. “Even if they are as good as you claim, they cannot adequately protect us all. We require a stronger force.”

“That might not be a good idea, General,” Luke warned. “If the inhabitants are monitoring our progress, a show of that much force might be taken as a threat.”

“He’s right,” Formbi said, not sounding particularly happy about it. “Leave the warriors in reserve for now, General Drask. We’ll retreat and use the route Master Skywalker suggests.”

“I disagree completely,” Drask growled. But he put the comlink away without further argument. “Very well, Master Skywalker. Lead the way.”

THE SIDE CORRIDORS LUKE HAD CHOSEN WEREN’T ANY EASIER to navigate than the main corridor had been. There was less actual debris lying around underfoot, but the state of the bulkheads and ceiling more than made up for it. Many of the bulkheads had buckled, twisting wall plates out at crazy angles into the corridor, many of them broken and sharp-edged. Something in here must have exploded during the battle, Mara decided as the group eased gingerly past the rubble.

It took them more than an hour to pick their way through that first 150 meters. They saw two more droids in that time, both of them housekeeping types, both of them eliciting words of amazement from the Geroons. It was clear, at least to Mara, that someone was indeed watching their progress.

But there were no other booby traps, at least none that they were able to detect. Certainly nothing went off in the confining spaces. Perhaps, as Luke had hoped, whoever was monitoring the droids had gotten the message that their visitors had no ill intentions toward them.

Or else they were simply preparing a more memorable reception farther in.

As expected, once they were past the main turbolaser batteries the damage began to drop off considerably. Fifty meters after that, it became no worse than a sort of dusty clutter. “What is this place?” Bearsh asked as they passed through a large room lined with consoles and monitor displays.

“This is the fleet tactical room,” Fel said. “In a battle, this is where this ship would coordinate combat with the rest of its companion ships.”

“The Vagaari must have had rooms like this aboard their vessels,” one of the other Geroons said. “Larger even than this, perhaps. They had huge fleets.”

“Yes,” Bearsh agreed, a shiver running through him. “They darkened the sky when they passed through the air of our world.”

“This appears to be in a workable state,” Drask commented, stepping over to one of the consoles for a closer look. “Would this be a place Mitth’raw’nuruodo might have deliberately spared?”

“It’s possible,” Fel said. “The six Dreadnaughts were presumably coordinated directly from the primary command ship, without any need for this room to even be crewed.”

“Unless this is the command ship,” Jinzler reminded him.

“And of course, we don’t know whether any of these consoles actually works,” Mara added, frowning as she stretched out to the Force. There seemed to be a flicker of a presence lurking somewhere ahead of them. But the sensation came and went, as if the person was appearing and then disappearing. Someone only half conscious, perhaps?

“Might be worth trying to start them up,” Luke suggested, throwing a glance at Mara. So he’d caught the tentative contact, too. “What do you think, Commander?”

Fel’s forehead furrowed briefly, then cleared as he caught on. “Sure, why not?” he agreed with false enthusiasm. “In fact, it might be easier to find records back here than it would on the command deck. That console you’re looking at, General—let’s see if we can get it started.”

Drask stepped back and gestured toward the board. “Go ahead.”

“Right,” Fel said, pulling out the chair and sitting down. “Let’s see now …” Tentatively, he keyed a few switches. The console beeped twice, and a few of its indicators came reluctantly to life. “Okay. Let’s try this …”

Luke, Mara noted, was already gone. She waited until the entire group was watching Fel, then slipped out after him.

He was waiting for her just outside the tactical room. “You felt her, too?” he asked quietly.

Her? Mara’s mind flashed back to Jinzler’s story about his sister. “I felt something, but it kept coming and going,” she said. “You think it’s a woman?”

“A girl, actually,” he said. “Too young to be Lorana. Sorry.”

“Well, it was a long shot,” Mara conceded, trying not to feel too disappointed. “Let’s see if we can find her before we’re missed.”

“Too late,” a voice murmured darkly from behind her.

She glanced at Luke, caught his grimace. “Hello, General,” she said as she turned around.

Drask was standing alone in the corridor, his posture stiff. “You must think we are fools,” he bit out. “You and Commander Fel both. Do you really think the Chiss can be so easily deceived in the same way twice?”

“Forgive us,” Luke said, bowing to him. “We were merely concerned for your safety.”

“I do not need my safety guarded,” Drask countered. “I do not know how you humans do such things, but Chiss leaders do not merely sit behind the young warriors and watch them fight.”

“I understand,” Luke said. “Perhaps I misspoke. I meant we were concerned for the Aristocra’s safety.”

“Better,” Drask rumbled. “But be advised: this is still a Chiss vessel, and you will not again move ahead of me.”

“Understood,” Luke said. “Again, our apologies.”

“Very well.” Drask glanced back over his shoulder. “Then let us continue before the others notice our absence.”

They had gone perhaps ten meters when the wisp of sensation again touched Mara’s mind. Luke had been right: it was definitely female. “She’s just ahead,” she warned Luke, peering at the equipment and occasional piles of debris as she tried to pin down the girl’s location. Five meters ahead, the corridor opened into a large room with its door frozen partially open, and she could see more of the same type of consoles as they’d found in the tactical room.

“She must be in the sensor room,” Luke said, pointing toward the frozen door. “You want to hang back while General Drask and I check it out?”

Mara bit back a retort. Obviously, Luke was being diplomatic. “Sounds good,” she said. Stepping to the side, she planted her back against the corridor wall. Luke and Drask continued forward, the general’s hand resting on the charric belted at his waist. They stepped to the sensor room door and Luke ducked down and started to ease his way beneath it—

“Are you Jedi?” a soft voice asked from behind Mara.

Mara spun around, old combat reflexes flaring as her hand automatically went to her lightsaber. The girl standing quietly in the corridor was no older than ten, plainly but neatly dressed, her dark auburn hair glistening in the light. She was looking at Mara with bright, unblinking blue eyes.

Standing in the corridor behind Mara. How in blazes had she managed that?

Mara found her voice. “Yes, we are,” she told the girl. “We’re here to help you.”

“Oh,” the girl said. For a moment she seemed to study Mara, an uncertain look on her face. Then she shifted her gaze to Drask and Luke, eyeing her in turn as they stood together by the sensor room door. “And a Blue One,” she went on. “Are you here to hurt us?”

“No one will hurt you,” Drask assured her. “As the Jedi said, we are here to help.”

“Oh,” the girl said, her voice completely matter-of-fact. “Well, you can tell him that.” She gestured to an alcove just behind her. “He’s waiting for you.”

“We’ll look forward to seeing him,” Luke said, wondering who she was talking about. The survivors’ leader, perhaps? “What’s your name?”

“I’m Evlyn,” she said. “Will you follow me, please?”

“We must first alert the others of our group,” Drask added, pulling out his comlink.

“They’ll be all right,” Evlyn assured him as she stepped into the alcove. “They’ll be brought through right behind us.”

She touched a control. The wall blocking the far end of the alcove slid smoothly up into the ceiling, revealing a short corridor with another door at the far end. “Come on,” she invited, stepping inside and heading for the door in the opposite wall.

Mara frowned. Aside from the door at the far end and another one midway along the left-hand wall, the corridor was completely bare. A security transit, perhaps, with hidden sensors that would allow whoever was beyond to get a close look at prospective visitors?

Possibly. It could also be another booby trap.

Still, unless the rest of the survivors were prepared to sacrifice the girl, it ought to be safe enough. Provided, of course, she and the others got inside with the girl before she disappeared through the far door.

Again, Luke’s thoughts were mirroring hers. “Mara, you and the general had better stay here,” he said as he stepped into the corridor behind Evlyn, taking long strides as he tried to catch up without looking too obvious about it. “He can call back and alert the rest of the party.”

“No,” Drask insisted, brushing past Luke in turn and striding into the corridor ahead of him. “You do not go ahead alone.”

Evlyn had reached the far end and was reaching for a small control panel set into the wall beside the door. Mara hesitated, stretching out to the Force, trying to reach back to Formbi’s group behind them. There was no fear or sudden surprise back there that she could detect.

Abruptly, she made up her mind. If this whole thing was legitimate, it wouldn’t hurt to be separated from the others for a few minutes, especially with Fel and the 501st there to guard them. If it was a trap, two Jedi always had a better chance than one. “We can call them on the way,” she decided, stepping in behind Drask.

She was just in time. Even as she ducked beneath the door, it slid down behind her. “Hurry,” Evlyn said, beckoning them forward. Mara took a long step to catch up to Luke—

She caught the warning flicker an instant before it happened. But it was too late. Even as she and Luke grabbed for their lightsabers, two doors abruptly slammed down from the ceiling, one in front of Drask, the other behind Mara, cutting the corridor into thirds and trapping them in the center section.

With a lurch, the floor dropped out from under them.


CHAPTER 12

“JEDI!” DRASK BELLOWED, MAKING THE WORD A CURSE. “Do something!”

But for that first terrifying second there was nothing either of them could do. Luke fought for balance, feeling Mara’s chagrin mixing with his own. The room kept falling, far faster than the planetoid’s own weak gravity could possibly have pulled it. Too late, now, he realized they’d been decoyed into a disguised turbolift car.

Then, so unexpectedly and abruptly that he nearly fell over, the car braked to a halt.

“Good day, Jedi.” The disembodied voice came from the control panel beside the side door. “Good day, Blue One.”

“We are called Chiss,” Drask corrected the voice tartly.

“Ah,” the voice said. “Good day, then, Chiss. I’m Jorad Pressor, Guardian of the People.”

“Interesting way you have of greeting peaceful visitors,” Mara commented. “You at least going to come out where we can talk face to face?”

“Whom I deal with is my decision, not yours,” Pressor said. “For the moment, that’s not going to be you.”

“For a very short moment,” Mara countered. “Or do you really expect this box to hold us for long?”

“Long enough,” Pressor assured her. “Let me explain. The reason you’ve stopped moving is that your turbolift car is currently sitting at a gravity eddy point being balanced by two equal and opposite focused repulsor beams. If either of them is cut off, you’ll be instantly shot through the tube to smash into either the Dreadnaught you just left or the Dreadnaught you were intending to travel to. Either way, it will be very messy.”

“For your vessel as well as for us,” Drask warned. “Such an impact may do serious damage to your structural integrity.”

“I don’t think so,” Pressor said. “Of course, none of you would ever know for certain.”

“True,” Luke conceded. “I presume there’s more?”

“I know about Jedi lightsabers,” Pressor said. “I know you could normally cut your way out of the car with ease. In this case, however, I’d strongly advise against trying it. The power and control cables for both repulsor beams are wrapped in random patterns around the car. Cut any of the wires, upsetting the balance of forces, and it will be the last thing you ever do.”

Luke looked at Mara. “You’ve spent a lot of time thinking this out,” he said. “Have you had a lot of Jedi visitors in the past fifty years?”

“We haven’t had any visitors at all,” Pressor said, his voice suddenly cold and bitter. “But I’ve always known that someday the Republic would send someone to hunt us down. It seemed only prudent to take precautions.”

Luke shook his head. “You’ve got it all wrong,” he said, putting all the persuasion he could into his voice. “We’re not here for revenge or retribution or whatever. We’re—”

“Don’t bother trying to communicate with the rest of your people, either,” Pressor interrupted him. “All comlink frequencies are being jammed. Make yourselves comfortable, and cultivate that renowned Jedi patience.”

There was a click, and the voice was gone.

“Interesting,” Drask commented, turning to face Luke. “Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano has often stated that the Jedi are honored and admired by all. Apparently, he was mistaken.”

“Very much mistaken,” Luke agreed, looking slowly around the car. Up close, the walls appeared to be solid metal, with no signs of tampering. If their captors were monitoring them, the holocams and voice pickups had to either be hidden in the control board or else buried in the line where the walls and ceiling met, where numerous age cracks had opened up in the metal. “There are any number of people who don’t like Jedi,” he continued, lifting his eyebrows at Mara. She nodded to the control panel, then put her hands together in a right angle.

So she’d come to the same conclusion he had. Nodding back, Luke slipped off his emergency-kit backpack and popped it open.

Mara picked up the explanation: “Of course, most of them are criminals or warmongers.” She had her own backpack off now, her fingers sorting through the contents. “Jedi are supposed to keep the peace, so of course those groups hate us.”

“Corrupt politicians don’t like us much, either,” Luke added, digging beneath the ration bars and water tubes and pulling out his liquid-cable dispenser. Mara was already ready with her contribution: her medpac’s tube of synthflesh wound healer. “I wonder which category Pressor falls into.”

“Maybe none of them,” Mara said. Stepping to a corner of the room, she began laying a thin bead of the synthflesh into the line between ceiling and wall. “Maybe he just doesn’t think talking to us would get him anywhere.”

“Maybe,” Luke said, coming up beside his wife and playing out an equally thin line of liquid cable on top of the synthflesh before it could solidify. “Not here in Chiss space, anyway.”

“If they even know where they are,” Mara said. “Maybe once we’ve persuaded them we’re here to help we can all sit down together and hear the whole story.”

An uncomfortable silence descended on the car. Mara reached the corner and continued on along the next wall, Luke right beside her. Liquid cable, which solidified instantly on contact with the air, was designed specifically not to be sticky so that it wouldn’t hang up on anything as it was being extruded. The synthflesh, on the other hand, was designed just as specifically to stick solidly to wounds, protecting them from the air and further injury. Together, they made a perfect barrier against the age cracks and anything that might be hidden behind them.

Once they finished with the walls, it would be a simple matter to block the view from the control panel with one of their all-temperature cloaks. If Pressor didn’t interfere, they should be finished in a few minutes.

Pressor didn’t, and they were. “There,” Luke said at last, stepping back to admire their handiwork. “That should at least keep them from watching us.”

“A useful start,” Drask said, his tone neutral. Clearly, he wasn’t all that impressed. “Yet we are still inside. What now?”

“Now,” Luke said, smiling tightly at Mara, “you’ll get to see how Jedi do things.”

FROM SOMEWHERE AHEAD CAME A DISTANT CLUNK. “WHAT WAS that?” Feesa asked, looking up.

“Machinery,” Grappler said, lifting his BlasTech and taking a step toward the passageway Luke and Mara had disappeared down a few minutes earlier. “Possibly a door sealing.”

“The Skywalkers!” Jinzler said sharply, looking around. “They’re gone!”

“It’s all right, Ambassador,” Formbi said calmly. “They went with General Drask to scout ahead.” He peered in that direction. “It’s time we joined them.”

Fel suppressed a grimace. He’d assumed the two Jedi would be back before they were missed, or at least before it was time to move on. This was going to play havoc with his marching order. “Stormtroopers, form up,” he ordered. “Two and two, front and rear.”

“I’d prefer they hold rearguard position, Commander,” Formbi said. “You”—he gestured to the three Chiss warriors—“come with me.”

Without waiting for comment or argument, he strode off down the corridor, one of the Chiss warriors taking point two steps ahead of him as the other two moved into position on either side of him.

Fel hissed between his teeth as Jinzler, Feesa, and the Geroons moved off behind the procession. He hated being stuck all the way in the back this way. “Rearguard formation,” he ordered the stormtroopers.

He was striding along behind Bearsh when a young, auburn-haired girl stepped out of concealment in front of the lead warrior, bringing the whole group to an abrupt halt. “Hello,” she said calmly, as if visitors dropped by Outbound Flight every day. “Are you here to see the Guardian?”

Formbi glanced at Jinzler, then back to the girl. “We’re here to see the survivors of Outbound Flight, and to help them,” he said. “Is the Guardian the one we need to see?”

“Yes,” the girl confirmed. “Come; I’ll take you to him.”

She turned and headed down the corridor toward the forward sensor room. “Who are all of you?” she asked over her shoulder.

“I am Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano of the Fifth Ruling Family of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Formbi identified himself. “This is my aide, Chaf’ees’aklaio. This”—he gestured to Jinzler—“is Ambassador Dean Jinzler of the New Republic. Our expedition also includes representatives of the Geroon Remnant and the Empire of the Hand.”

“So many people here to see us,” the girl commented, turning into an alcove to her left.

“Yes,” Formbi said. “May I ask your name?”

“I’m Evlyn,” she said. “This way, please.” She touched a control on the wall, and a door slid open in front of her. Gesturing the others to follow, she stepped inside.

Fel stepped close beside Cloud as Formbi and the others filed through the doorway. “Are you picking up Drask or the Jedi anywhere?” he murmured.

“I have no sensor contact,” the stormtrooper murmured back. “But there’s a lot of metal and electronic equipment in here. It may be shielding them.”

“Maybe,” Fel said, pulling out his comlink as he and the stormtroopers reached the doorway. The opening led into a short corridor, he saw, with another door at the far end and a third door midway down the wall on the right. Formbi, the Chiss warriors, and two of the Geroons were right behind the girl, while Jinzler, Feesa, Bearsh, and the fourth Geroon had fallen a couple of paces behind the leaders as they looked around the empty corridor. “Cloud, Grappler: go catch up to Formbi,” he ordered quietly. At the far end of the corridor, Evlyn touched a control, and the door slid up in front of her. “We’ll stay back here and—”

He never finished the sentence. Evlyn stepped through the door; but instead of staying open, the panel slammed violently down right in Formbi’s face. Even as Fel drew his blaster, another door dropped out of a groove in the ceiling in front of Cloud, cutting the Imperials off from the rest of the party. He spun around in time to see the door they’d come though slam down in turn, isolating them from the rest of the ship.

An instant later, the floor seemed to drop out from under him as their newly created prison began to fall.

It braked to a stop before he had time for more than a single curse. “Good day,” a voice said from a speaker in the control panel. “My name is Guardian Pressor. You’re in a turbolift car that is being held in suspension between two opposing repulsor beams. Do you understand this?”

“Perfectly,” Fel said, trying to keep his voice calm. “I’m Commander Chak Fel of the Empire of the Hand. Interesting trap you’ve got here.”

“Merely making use of limited resources,” Pressor said. “The six turbolift cars running through this pylon were designed to operate independently, but could also be connected together for large cargoes.”

“Ah,” Fel said. “I take it this pylon you mentioned is the connecting tube between these particular two Dreadnaughts?”

“The wiring that feeds power to the repulsor beams also wraps randomly around the outside of the car,” Pressor said, ignoring the question. “I’d therefore advise against trying to shoot or cut your way out.”

“Understood,” Fel said. Clearly, Pressor wasn’t interested in a long conversation. “What is it you want from us?”

“From you, nothing,” Pressor said. “I’ll speak with you again when I’ve come to a decision concerning your group.”

“Very well,” Fel said, looking casually around the car. There would be at least one hidden monitor in here, he knew. “Would it help to tell you we come in peace, and in the hope of helping you and your people?”

“Not really, no,” Pressor said.

The speaker clicked off. “Anyone?” Fel invited sourly.

“They’re jamming our comlinks,” Shadow offered. “I can’t raise any of the others.”

“Big surprise there,” Fel said. “What about monitors?”

“One,” Grappler said, pointing his BlasTech toward the control panel. “I mark the monitor system feed in there.”

“Concur,” Watchman agreed.

Fel nodded. “All right, then,” he said, digging into his emergency pack. “The others are off by themselves, out of our reach and protection. That is unacceptable.”

His fingers located the insulator blanket and emergency food paste he’d been looking for. So Pressor was proud that he could make use of limited resources? Fine. As far as Fel was concerned, the Empire of the Hand had invented that particular operational philosophy. “So let’s make ourselves a little privacy,” he continued, crossing toward the hidden monitor, “and then see what exactly we can do about this.”

“… SO I‘D ADVISE AGAINST TRYING TO SHOOT YOUR WAY OUT,” Pressor said, wiping the sweat from his forehead in the hot room as he once again ran through the warning message he’d prepared. “Is that understood?”

“Clearly,” the Blue One—Chiss—who had identified himself as Aristocra something-or-other said calmly. He’d ended up in the Number Four Turbolift Car, along with three more Chiss and two of the other, unknown aliens. “We’ll await your decision,” the Aristocra continued. “I would simply say that we’ve come here to help you, not to harm you.”

“I understand,” Pressor said. “I’ll speak with you soon.”

He cut off the speaker, scowling blackly at the fuzzy image that was the best the turbolift monitors could handle anymore. Of course they weren’t here to harm anyone. Just like those strange soldiers with their white armor and hidden faces weren’t here to harm anyone, or the Jedi weren’t here to harm anyone.

Jedi.

For a long minute Pressor stared at the image of the two Jedi on the Number Two display. It was hard to tell on the ancient and failing equipment, but they looked young, probably younger than he himself was.

But of course, age didn’t mean anything. According to Director Uliar, the Jedi culture and methods were centuries old, passed down from one generation to the next with all the passion and rigidity of a system kept alive through sheer inertia. If these two were following in that same tradition, they would be exactly like the Jedi who had set out with Outbound Flight all those years ago.

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Of course, he’d only been four when Outbound Flight died, and admittedly nowhere near the center of the action. But still, he remembered those Jedi.

Or at least, he remembered one of them.

The control room door slid open, letting in a blast of even hotter air, and Evlyn stepped inside. “Do we have all of them?” she asked.

“Every one,” Pressor assured her, gazing back at his niece’s bright blue eyes. They might look innocent—Evlyn herself might look innocent—but Pressor wasn’t fooled. There was something odd about the girl, something he’d been aware of since she was three years old. Something the others would eventually notice, too.

“Good,” Evlyn said, taking another step toward Pressor to allow the door to slide shut behind her. “It’s a lot cooler in here.”

“A little cooler, anyway,” Pressor said. “The repulsorlift generators are running pretty hot.”

“That’s not good, is it?” Evlyn asked, peering over his shoulder at the monitors.

“Not if one of them gets hot enough to fail, no,” he conceded, swiveling back around in his creaky chair. “At least it would be a fast way to die.”

He glanced over the bank of monitors, frowning. One of the displays was suddenly showing nothing except black, the one in the Number Six Car. Muttering a curse at the antiquated equipment, he reached for the controls.

“That’s not going to help,” Evlyn said. “The man in the gray uniform put a piece of cloth over the monitor. I saw him do it as I was coming in.”

Pressor glared over his shoulder at her. “And you didn’t say anything?”

“What could you have done about it if I had?”

Disgustedly, he turned back around. She was right, of course, but that wasn’t the point. “Next time you see something important, tell me,” he growled. The low conversation coming from the Number Six speaker had vanished along with the video image, he noted, disappearing into a faint hum. Cranking up the volume did nothing but increase the intensity of the hum. “Did they do something to the voice pickup, too?” he asked Evlyn.

“I didn’t see anything,” she said, sounding puzzled. “That sounds a lot like the hum from the repulsor generators, though.”

“Of course it does,” Pressor growled as the explanation hit him. The cloth they were using to block the camera was heavy enough to pick up the vibration from the wall and amplify it over the voice pickup, deafening him as well as blinding him with a single move. So much for keeping tabs on the armored soldiers and their officer.

And from the looks of things, the two Jedi were trying to shut him down, too. “Blast them all, anyway.”

“You could,” Evlyn reminded him.

Pressor grimaced. Yes, he could blast them, all right. He could blast all of them. A flick of a switch, and they would be slammed down the turbolift pylon hard enough to turn them into jelly. “We’ll let them be for now,” he told the girl. “Anyway, whether we can see them or not, they’re still trapped.”

He shifted his attention to the Number Five Car’s monitor. The man the Aristocra had identified as Ambassador Jinzler was in there, plus a young-looking Chiss and two of the aliens with the twin mouths, one of whom was currently pounding on the control panel as if trying to break it open.

Talking with them would be a risk, he knew, especially if this New Republic they’d mentioned was anything like the Republic Outbound Flight had left all those years ago. But he had to talk to someone. And of all those in the boarding party, at least none of this particular group was carrying any weapons.

“Go ahead and release Number Five,” he told Evlyn. “Actually, give me a couple of minutes to talk to them and then release it. You remember how to deactivate the trap and put the car back on normal?”

“Sure,” she said, reaching into a pocket and pulling out the command stick he’d given her. “Seven-three-three-six.”

“Right,” he said. “Bring them back up here and take them to the pilot ready room. I’ll be waiting for them there.”

“Okay,” she said, taking a step backward. The door behind her slid open, letting in another blast of hot air, and she was gone.

Pressor reached for the comm control, checking over the readings one last time. Ambassador Jinzler—he repeated the name in his mind, making sure he had it right. Jinzler. Jinzler.

His fingers froze a centimeter from the comm switch. Jinzler?

He sucked in a lungful of hot air, staring at the man on the display. Ambassador Jinzler, here aboard his ship. Jedi Lorana was how he’d known her, but her full name had been Jedi Lorana Jinzler.

With an effort, he forced his fingers to travel that last centimeter. “Hello, Ambassador Jinzler.”

WITHOUT WARNING, TWO HUGE PANELS SLAMMED DOWN IN front of and behind them, the resonating thud as they hit the floor cutting across Feesa’s sudden scream of fright. “It’s all right,” Jinzler said reflexively, reaching out an arm to catch her around her shoulders as she half fell, half lunged against his side. She jerked at his touch, but didn’t pull away. “It’s all right,” he repeated as soothingly as he could.

It wasn’t soothing enough, evidently. Her body was trembling as she pressed against him, her glowing eyes narrowed. Jinzler tightened his grip around her shoulders, looking helplessly at Bearsh and the other Geroon who’d wound up trapped in here with them.

But neither alien was in any shape to give him any assistance. Bearsh’s companion had pulled his heavy wolvkil drapery half over his head, gripping it by its blue-and-gold collar, as if instinctively preparing to throw off the extra weight and make a run for it, or else just as irrationally hoping that he could hide underneath it. Bearsh himself was half crouched beside the door, his twin mouths repeating the same agitated tones over and over as he clutched the other Geroon’s arm with one hand and pounded uselessly on the small control board beside the door with the other.

Jinzler looked around, searching for some clue as to what he should do. But with the exception of the door and the control panel Bearsh was still pounding on, the room was completely devoid of decoration or instrumentation. The control panel itself didn’t offer much, either. There were only five options for stops, marked D-4-1, D-4-2, D-5-1, D-5-2, and SC, plus the usual emergency buttons and a droid socket that would do them no good without a droid. Jinzler himself was unarmed, though what he would have done with a blaster even if he’d had one he couldn’t guess. He did have a comlink connected to the Chaf Envoy, but whoever had sprung this trap would surely have thought to jam their communications.

Still, it was worth a try. Slowly, carefully, he dug into the proper pocket of his survival pack.

There was a loud click from the control panel. Bearsh jumped back, twitching as if he’d been stung. “Hello, Ambassador Jinzler,” a man’s voice said. “My name is Pressor, Guardian of this colony.”

“Hello, Guardian,” Jinzler said, trying to keep his voice calm. “This has been something of a surprise.”

“I’m sure it has,” Pressor said. “And I apologize for that. But I’m sure you understand that we have to take precautions.”

“Of course,” Jinzler said, though he didn’t, entirely. “May I ask what’s happened to the rest of my party?”

“They’re perfectly safe,” Pressor assured him. “At least for now. What ultimately happens to all of you, of course, is still undecided. I’d like to bring you out for a discussion, if I may.”

An unpleasant thrill tingled across Jinzler’s skin. Ambassador Jinzler. He’d started this whole charade purely to get himself aboard Formbi’s expedition. Quite unintentionally, he’d apparently sold these people on that story, as well.

And unless he was misreading the tone of Pressor’s voice, he was about to be dropped into negotiations regarding the fate of everyone aboard the expedition.

For a long second panic bubbled in his throat. He wasn’t a diplomat, trained in mediation or negotiation. He was only an electronics tech. Mostly a failed one, too, like he’d been a failure at everything else he’d tried. Luke and Mara should be handling any talks with Guardian Pressor. Them, or Aristocra Formbi—after all, this territory belonged to the Chiss, not the New Republic. Even Commander Fel probably had more experience with foreign cultures than he did.

But he was the one Pressor had chosen. Arguing the point would probably be a bad idea, and admitting his deception would be even worse. Whether he liked it or not, it was up to him. “Certainly,” he told the disembodied voice. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

“When the door opens you will step outside,” Pressor said. “The girl who met you earlier will take you to a nearby room. I’ll be waiting for you there.”

“I understand,” Jinzler said, glancing down at the top of Feesa’s head. “What about those in here with me?”

“They’ll have to wait there until we’re finished.”

Feesa gave a soft whimper. “Please,” she whispered. “Please. No.”

“You cannot leave us here alone,” Bearsh agreed softly. “Please, Ambassador Jinzler.”

Jinzler grimaced. This could get very awkward. “I understand your concerns, Guardian,” he said. “But my companions … they’re not exactly what you’d call heroic.”

“We have no need of heroes here, Ambassador,” Pressor said, his voice dark. “We don’t need them, and we don’t like them.”

“Of course,” Jinzler said hastily. “My point is that it’s going to be a severe hardship for them to stay here alone. Besides which,” he added as inspiration finally struck, “First Steward Bearsh and the other Geroons came a long way to pay you honor for saving them from slavery to the Vagaari all those years ago. I know they would very much like to be present at our discussions.”

There was no answer. Jinzler remained motionless, holding on to Feesa and mentally crossing his fingers. “Very well,” Pressor said at last. “They may all accompany you, provided they remain silent. I trust you are willing to guarantee their behavior?”

“I am,” Jinzler said firmly. “No one wants to hurt any of you. We’re only here to help.”

Pressor snorted. “Of course you are.”

WITH ONE FINAL DELICATE SLICE OF HER LIGHTSABER, MARA cut away the twenty-centimeter-square section of the turbolift car wall she’d been working on, leaving everything behind it untouched. The piece of metal fell inward, stopping abruptly in midair as Luke caught it in a Force grip. “Okay,” he said, easing it to the floor as warm air flowed in through the opening. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

“Mostly a lot of wires,” Mara said, switching off her lightsaber and stepping closer to the wall.

Luke moved to her side. She was right: in just the small section she’d opened up there were no fewer than eight wires of different colors crisscrossing their way across the gap. “Guardian Pressor wasn’t kidding about the power cables being wrapped around the car,” he commented.

“He sure wasn’t,” Mara agreed, pushing experimentally on one of them. It gave about a centimeter and then stopped. “Wrapped pretty tightly, too. We’re not going to be able to push them far enough out of the way to squeeze between them.”

“What good would that do anyway?” Drask asked. “Even if we left the car, we would still be suspended in midair.”

“Sure, but as long as we stayed out of the repulsor beams, we’d be all right,” Luke told him. “All we’d have to deal with along the edges would be standard ship’s gravity, and there should be access ladders built into the sides of the tube we can use to get down.”

“Except that the wires prevent us from reaching them,” Drask said tartly. “Have you any other ideas?”

“We’re not finished with this one yet,” Mara countered, just as tartly. “What do you think, Luke? Should mine be on the other side?”

“Yes,” Luke agreed. “Back to back always seems to work best.”

“Right.”

Crossing to the opposite side of the car, Mara ignited her lightsaber again. With the delicacy of a surgical droid, she began to cut a second opening. “And this will accomplish what?” Drask asked.

“If we do it right, it’ll get us out of here,” Luke told him.

“And if we don’t,” Mara added helpfully, “at least it’ll kill us quickly.”

Drask didn’t reply.

WATCHMAN RAN HIS INDUCTION METER TO THE LOWER EDGE OF the rear wall and straightened up. “Well?” Fel asked.

“The topside repulsor cable comes around the corner right about here,” the stormtrooper reported, marking the spot with a daub of synthflesh from his medpac. “It’s in slightly worse shape than the power line to the underside generator—the field leakage is definitely stronger.”

“Right.” Fel shifted his attention to Grappler as he ran his own sensor over the edges of the door. “Anything there?”

“Yes, but not promising,” the other said. “If Watchman is right about the differential in leakage levels, it appears the opposing sets of power cables were dropped into a cross-connection pattern right after the door closed behind us.”

“So if we try to force it open, we break one of the circuits?” Fel suggested.

“Actually, we’d eventually break both of them,” Watchman said dryly. “At least in theory. In actual practice, we’d probably be slammed into something solid one direction or the other before the second circuit popped.”

“Let’s try to avoid that,” Fel said, trying not to sound sarcastic. His stormtroopers’ apparently casual attitude, he knew, was just that: apparent. Beneath the surface they were all working as hard as he was to sort through the facts and options. “Anyone have a less lethal suggestion to offer?”

There was a moment of silence. Then Cloud cleared his throat. “I’m not as tech-trained as Watchman and Grappler,” he said. “But if we drain some of the power to one of the repulsors, wouldn’t the strength of the beam diminish?”

Fel rubbed his cheek thoughtfully. That was an interesting direction to go. “Watchman?”

“I don’t think so,” the stormtrooper said slowly. “Not with the power cables themselves.”

“But we may be able to do something with the control lines,” Grappler suggested. “If we can adjust them enough to lower their output, we may be able to lower the car to ground level.”

“Right,” Watchman concurred. “Of course, we’ll only be able to get to the control cables if they’re also wrapped around the car. You think they were careless enough to do that?”

“I don’t know,” Fel said. “Let’s find out.”

THE PLACE EVLYN LED THEM TO REMINDED JINZLER OF THE meal room back at the Comra relay post: a drab, viewportless place enclosed in undecorated metal, furnished only with a long, plain table and a handful of equally plain chairs.

Seated in the chair at the far end of the table was a dark-haired man in his midfifties with a lined, brooding face, dressed in the same simple fashion as the girl.

“Good day,” Jinzler said with a nod, trying to remember how diplomats usually talked on the holodramas he’d liked to watch in the days when such entertainments could still interest him. “Do I have the honor of addressing Guardian Pressor?”

“You do,” Pressor acknowledged. His eyes flicked to Feesa and the Geroons, lingered a moment on the wolvkils slung over the aliens’ shoulders, then came back to Jinzler. “Sit down.”

“Thank you,” Jinzler said, choosing a seat midway down the table. Feesa took the chair beside him; Bearsh, perhaps sensing the lack of welcome, sat himself and his compatriot at the far end of the table, as far from Pressor as possible.

“Let’s make this simple, Ambassador,” Pressor said as the group settled in. “First of all, I don’t trust you. Any of you. You arrive suddenly and without warning, invading my ship without even attempting to communicate with us first.”

“I understand your feelings and your concerns,” Jinzler said. “But the fact is, we didn’t know anyone was here until we were already aboard. Even then, if it hadn’t been for the Jedi, we probably wouldn’t have known about you until we stumbled over Evlyn here.”

“Yes,” Pressor murmured. “Well, we’ll let that pass for the moment. Right now, I’d like to hear why I should permit any of you to come farther into our world.”

Jinzler smiled faintly. This was starting to sound and feel almost familiar. Maybe Pressor had learned his diplomatic technique from the holodramas, too. “Don’t you mean, why should you permit any of us to live?” he suggested. “Because that really is the question, isn’t it?”

At least Pressor had the grace to blush. “I suppose so,” he admitted gruffly. “What can you offer that’s worth risking the betrayal of my people?”

At the far end of the table Bearsh stirred in his seat. Jinzler threw him a sharp look, and he subsided without speaking. “I don’t know exactly what happened to you,” he said, turning back to Pressor. “It’s obvious you’ve all suffered tremendously. But I’m here—we’re here—in the hope of bringing that suffering to an end.”

“And then what?” Pressor demanded. “A glorious return to the Republic? Most of us volunteered for this voyage specifically to escape the very thing you’re offering.”

“We’re not the Republic you left,” Jinzler said. “We’re the New Republic.”

“And, what, you no longer have squabbles among factions and members?” Pressor countered. “The bureaucracy no longer exists? The leaders are wise and benevolent and just?”

Jinzler hesitated. What exactly was he supposed to say? “Of course we still have a bureaucracy,” he said carefully. “It’s impossible to operate a government without something of that sort. And there are certainly still squabbles and factions. But we’ve already tried the other option: rule by a single, monolithic Empire. Most of us prefer the alternative.”

“An Empire?” Pressor asked, frowning. “When was this?”

“The wheels were already in motion when Outbound Flight left Coruscant,” Jinzler said, wondering how much he should say. His goal was to convince Pressor that the New Republic offered hope to these people, not to give the full history of one of the politicians’ more spectacular failures. “At first, Palpatine only seemed to want peace—”

“Palpatine?” Pressor cut him off. “Supreme Chancellor Palpatine?”

“That’s the one,” Jinzler confirmed. “As I was saying, at first he only seemed to want to bring the Republic together. It was only afterward, in hindsight, that we were able to see how he was drawing more and more power to himself.”

“Interesting,” Pressor said. “But that’s the past. This is the present. And I’m still waiting to hear a good reason why we should trust you.”

Jinzler took a deep breath. “Because you’re all alone out here,” he said. “You’re in foreign territory, surrounded by the hazards and lethal radiation of a tightly packed globular cluster, sitting in a ruined and useless ship.”

“This ship is hardly useless,” Pressor said stiffly. “With all the work my father and the droids put into it, this particular Dreadnaught is pretty much ready to fly.”

“Then why haven’t you loaded everyone aboard and left?” Jinzler countered. “I’ll tell you why. You haven’t left because you have no idea how to get out.” He locked gazes with the other man. “The bottom line is this, Guardian. If you don’t trust us—if you kill us, or even if you just send us away, you and your descendants will be here forever.”

Pressor’s lip twitched. “I can think of worse fates.”

“And if it were just you, I wouldn’t have any problem with that decision.” Jinzler turned to look at Evlyn, standing silently just inside the door. “But it isn’t just you, is it?”

Pressor muttered something under his breath. “Well, one thing hasn’t changed between the Old and New Republics,” he said. “The politicians and diplomats still know how to fight dirty.”

He waved a hand as Jinzler opened his mouth. “Never mind. I guess that’s how the game has always been played.”

“I’m not trying to push you into anything,” Jinzler said quietly. “We’re not in any rush, and you don’t have to make any decisions right now. But ultimately, you have to be aware that your decision is going to affect more than just your own life.”

Pressor didn’t reply. Jinzler listened to the silence, trying to think of something else to say. “While you’re thinking,” he said as he finally found something, “we’d very much like to meet the rest of your people and see your ship. It’s a testimony to your ingenuity and perseverance that you were all able to survive for so long, particularly after suffering so much devastation.”

For another long minute Pressor gazed at him with narrowed eyes, as if trying to decide whether the request was genuine or simply one more diplomats’ word game. Then, abruptly, he nodded. “All right,” he said, pushing back his chair and getting to his feet. “You want to see our home? Fine; let’s go see it.”

“What about the others?” Jinzler asked, standing up as well. “The Skywalkers and Aristocra Formbi and the rest?”

“They’ll keep for now,” Pressor said, circling the table toward the door. “If we decide we’re going to deal with you, I’ll release them.”

“It would be a nice gesture to at least release Aristocra Formbi,” Jinzler said, pressing the point cautiously. “You’re in Chiss space, and he’s a high-ranking member of the Chiss government. You’ll certainly need their help before this is over.”

Pressor’s lips compressed briefly. “I suppose,” he said reluctantly. “All right. The Aristocra and his group can join us. But the Jedi will stay where they are.” He considered. “So will those armored soldiers, I think. I don’t much like the looks of them.”

Jinzler bowed his head. “Thank you, Guardian,” he said. To be perfectly honest, he didn’t much like the looks of the stormtroopers, either. Fel could talk all he liked about how his Empire of the Hand wasn’t the despotic tyranny Palpatine had created. Maybe he was even telling the truth. But Jinzler had lived under an empire once, and he’d long ago learned that words cost nothing to produce.

Pressor reached the door. Then, abruptly, he turned back around. “One other thing,” he said, his voice pitched just a bit too casually. “Your name: Jinzler. Any relation to the Jedi Knight Lorana Jinzler?”

Jinzler felt a hard lump form around his heart. “Yes,” he said, forcing his voice to be as casual as Pressor’s. “She was my sister.”

Pressor nodded. “Ah.”

He turned around again. “This way.”


CHAPTER 13

“WHAT WAS THAT?” DRASK ASKED ABRUPTLY. “DID YOU HEAR something?”

Across the car, Mara closed down her lightsaber. Luke stretched out with the Force, straining to hear. There was the sound of a door closing … one of the repulsorlift generators seemed to change pitch subtly …

“One of the turbolift cars is moving,” Mara said, her head cocked to listen. “Down, I think.”

“Which one?” Drask demanded. “Can you tell which one?”

Luke frowned with concentration. The sense of those in the car … but between the Geroons and Chiss, there was too much alienness all around for him to get a good reading. “I don’t know,” he said. “Mara?”

“I think Jinzler’s aboard,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “I can’t get anything else.”

Drask muttered something under his breath. “We must get out of here,” he said. “Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano may be in grave danger.”

“We’re working as fast as we can,” Luke pointed out, trying to suppress the sudden misgivings circling his stomach. If Jinzler was on the move, did that mean Guardian Pressor had decided he was the one the colonists should be talking to? Had that been Jinzler’s plan the whole time, in fact—to be the one to make first contact with them?

He shook the thought away. No—that was ridiculous. How could Jinzler have possibly known there was anyone left aboard?

Still, even if there was no malice in the man, there was also no diplomatic training. “Mara?” he murmured.

“Working as fast as I can,” she reminded him, scratching the tip of her lightsaber blade gently across the metal.

Luke grimaced, but he knew as well as she did that this couldn’t be rushed. If she cut too far through the metal and nicked one of the repulsor power lines, none of them would be helping Formbi or Jinzler or anyone else. He fingered his own lightsaber hilt, cultivating his Jedi patience.

And then, all at once, the square of metal popped out of the wall. Caught slightly by surprise, Luke let it fall nearly to the floor before he was able to nab it in a Force grip and lower it more gently the rest of the way. “Okay,” Mara said, closing down her lightsaber and stepping aside. “Your turn.”

“Right.” Stepping to the spot Mara had just vacated, he ignited his lightsaber. Stretching out to the Force, he eased the tip of the blade between the crisscrossing of wires behind the wall.

“Careful,” Drask warned, taking a half step toward him. “If you touch the wrong wire—”

“Don’t worry,” Mara said, waving him back. “He knows what he’s doing.”

Luke pursed his lips. He knew what he was doing, certainly, at least in theory. Whether he could actually pull it off was another question entirely.

Just above the lightsaber blade a bright red wire stretched horizontally across the opening. Preparing his mind, he twitched the blade toward it.

Not close enough to actually touch it, of course. But close enough to activate the short-range prescience that gave the Jedi what appeared to be superfast reflexes.

And for that single brief instant, he could feel a sudden pressure against the soles of his feet.

“Red wire powers the upper repulsor,” he announced, closing down the lightsaber and stepping back.

“Right,” Mara said, going to the opening and marking the indicated wire with a bit of the dark brown coating from one of her ration bars. “One to go.”

Luke nodded and turned around toward the first opening she’d made in the wall. Choosing a blue wire this time, he ignited his lightsaber and again twitched the tip of the blade toward it.

Nothing.

He tried again with a green wire, then a red wire, then another blue wire, with similarly negative results. Then, finally, he waved the blade toward a black-striped white wire and felt a brief sensation of the floor dropping out from under his feet. “There,” he told Mara, backing away. “Black-striped white.”

“Got it,” she confirmed, marking it as she had the red wire on the other side. “Okay. We ready?”

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Luke agreed, getting into position again facing the black-striped white wire. Mara stepped behind him, pressing her back to his as she faced the other side and the red wire he’d identified.

“Just a moment,” Drask said, sounding more than a little alarmed. “What exactly do you plan here?”

“It should be clear enough, General,” Mara said. “We’re going to cut the power lines.”

“But—” Drask broke off. “You really can do this?”

Luke could feel Mara’s red-gold hair shift against the back of his neck as she turned to face the Chiss. “Trust us,” she said.

Her hair resettled itself as she turned back to her target, and with a snap-hiss she ignited her lightsaber.

And with a sensation Luke still found astonishing, he felt her mind flow into, around, and through his.

For that exquisitely stretched-out moment in time they were truly a single mind, a single spirit poured into two separate bodies. They thought as one; they felt as one; they moved as one.

And their lightsabers struck as one, each of the two glowing blades slashing through its targeted power cable in perfect synchronization.

There was a slight jerk, more imagined than truly felt; and with a decided feeling of anticlimax, the turbolift car began to sink downward. Luke took a deep breath …

As suddenly as it had begun, the melding ended. The sensation of oneness faded away, leaving only the warmth of the memory behind. “There,” Mara said. To Luke’s ears, her voice sounded a little strained as she, too, worked to regain mental and emotional balance after their moment of unity. “See? No problem.”

“What do you mean, no problem?” Drask bit out. “We are falling.”

“Don’t worry,” Mara said. “Now that we’re traveling at a normal speed, there are built-in safeties to catch us at the other end. The problem was that Pressor’s repulsors would have slammed us down too fast for them to trigger.”

“That was a dangerous chance to take,” Drask growled.

“You want out of here or not?” Mara countered.

The Chiss hissed between his teeth. “You Jedi have the arrogance of untested power,” he told her bluntly. “One day, you will take one too many chances, and it will destroy you.”

There was a gentle jolt from above, as if the car had momentarily shivered. “What was that?” Luke asked, glancing at the ceiling.

“We have changed direction,” Drask said, cocking his head oddly to the side. “We are now traveling more vertically than before.”

“How do you know?” Luke asked. Standing in the car’s artificial gravity, he couldn’t feel anything different.

“I simply know,” the Chiss said. “I cannot explain. It simply is.”

“All right, fine.” The last thing Luke wanted right now was something else to argue about. “But in that case, where are we going?”

“Perhaps Guardian Pressor enjoys layering his traps,” Drask said, his hand on his charric. “This may lead to a special place reserved for anyone who defeats the first layer.”

“I don’t know,” Mara said, looking around. “Seems a little like overkill. Luke, do you remember what this setup looked like from the outside? There were a pair of curved tubes leading off the main one, right?”

“Right,” Luke confirmed, pulling up the image from his memory. “They looked like they were heading toward each other when they disappeared into the hill.”

“One coming off each side of the tube,” Mara added. “Like they were branch routes you could take from either of the two Dreadnaughts.”

“Branch routes heading to the central supply core,” Luke said, nodding as the explanation suddenly hit him. “Of course: the SC button on the control panel.”

“Right,” Mara agreed. “That must be where we’re going.”

The words were barely out of her mouth when the car abruptly jerked again, and the floor seemed to drop gently out from under them. Reflexively, Luke tensed, then relaxed as he realized what had happened. Now that the car was out of the main tube and Pressor’s trap, it had been grabbed by the branch tube’s normal repulsor beam and was being pulled sedately downward toward the storage core. “We are turning over,” Drask said, again doing that head-cocking thing.

“Must be lining up with the storage core’s gravity direction,” Luke said.

“Is that good?”

“Definitely,” Luke assured him. “Shipboard gravity is usually tied in with the rest of the environmental system. If the gravity is working, chances are the core’s got air and heat, too.”

A few seconds later the car settled to a stop, and the door slid open to reveal a large, musty-smelling cavern.

Luke stepped out of the car, lightsaber ready in his hand. The room stretching out in front of him was only dimly lit, with perhaps a third of the permlight emergency panels still operating. The nearest true bulkhead was ten meters away toward the forward end of the core, with another bulkhead twenty meters in the other direction toward the rear. The space right in front of the turbolift was reasonably open, but the rest of the room had been partitioned by a grid of floor-to-ceiling meshwork panels dividing the floor space into three-meter-by-three-meter sections. A few of the sections had been partially or completely emptied, but most still held stacks of crates.

“Haven’t made much of a dent, have they?” Luke commented as the others stepped out to join him.

“This facility was supposed to supply fifty thousand people for up to several years,” Mara reminded him. “I’m surprised they got even this far into it.”

“This may have been used up during the first part of the voyage, when all were still alive,” Drask said, moving the beam from his glow rod down the labels of one of the stacks. “Surely not many of the original crew could have survived.”

“How anyone survived is still beyond me,” Luke said, shifting his glow rod to point at the aft bulkhead. Just visible at the edge of the beam were two doorways: one human sized, the other obviously built for cargo. “Let’s head aft and see what else is back—”

He broke off as the comlink at his waist emitted an odd chirping noise. He pulled it from his belt, peripherally aware that Mara and Drask were doing the same with theirs, and clicked it on.

A burst of static crackled at him, and he quickly shut it off again. “That’s strange,” he said, frowning at it. “It sounded like something was coming through just then.”

“Same here,” Mara said, turning her comlink over in her hand. “Yours, too, General?”

“Yes,” Drask said, sounding thoughtful. “It was as if—” He stopped.

“As if?” Mara prompted.

“As if someone had used a—I do not know the proper word in your language,” the Chiss said. “It is a signal that stretches across all parts of the communications range in an attempt to penetrate jamming.”

“Some kind of full-spectrum burst,” Mara said, nodding. “We use that technique ourselves sometimes. Usually between vehicles or ships, though—I’ve never seen it used on anything as small as a comlink.”

“Do Chiss comlinks have that capability?” Luke asked Drask.

The other hesitated. “Certain of them do,” he said. “Those I equipped our party with do not.”

“Let’s put it a different way,” Mara said. “Are there any of these more sophisticated comlinks aboard the Chaf Envoy?”

Drask looked away. “There are,” he conceded.

Mara looked back at Luke. “Terrific,” she said. “So someone’s able to communicate with the ship. Only that someone isn’t us.”

“Maybe it was just the survivors talking among themselves,” Luke suggested, hunting for a less ominous explanation. “Maybe Pressor needed to send a signal to one of the other Dreadnaughts.”

Mara shook her head. “Intership comms ought to be hardwired.”

“Unless some of the lines are out.”

“Maybe,” she said. Clearly, she didn’t believe that for a second.

Unfortunately, despite what she still sometimes called his farmboy naïveté, neither did Luke.

Someone aboard Outbound Flight was communicating through Pressor’s jamming. The question was, who?

And what were they saying?

He looked at Mara, but she just shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it right now,” she said. “Come on, let’s see what’s back this way.”

“IN HINDSIGHT, I SUPPOSE WE SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN SURPRISED to find you here,” Ambassador Jinzler commented as Pressor led the group back toward the Number Five Turbolift Car. “Even in the most adverse of conditions, humans always seem to find a way to survive.”

“Yes,” Pressor said, keeping his voice neutral as he waved the others ahead of him into the car. The two Geroons, he noticed, hesitated before stepping through the doorway. Jinzler himself didn’t even break stride. The man was either very trusting, very overconfident, or very stupid. “Though the fact we lived through all of that certainly wasn’t for lack of trying on somebody’s part,” he added.

“Indeed,” Jinzler murmured as he and the female Chiss stepped to one of the rear corners of the car. “Exactly how this all happened is one of the things we hope to find out.”

“Perhaps you’ll have that chance,” Pressor said, pulling out his command stick and plugging it into the droid socket on the control board. “Unfortunately, most of the records were ruined in the attack.” He touched a button, and the barrier between Cars Four and Five slid open.

The three black-clad Chiss in the car reacted like dolls on twitch-strings, spinning around as one of the walls of their prison vanished, their hands darting to their holstered weapons. The two Geroons, in contrast, lifted their arms and surged forward toward their compatriots as if they’d been separated for years instead of just a few minutes. The older Chiss, the one dressed in yellow and gray, merely turned casually toward Pressor and nodded. “Good day,” he said, his Basic oddly accented but quite understandable. “I am Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano of the Fifth Ruling Family, representing the Chiss Ascendancy. You may address me as Aristocra Formbi. Do I have the honor of addressing Guardian Pressor?”

“You do,” Pressor said, returning the nod. The least he could do was show himself to be as cultured and polite as his visitors. “I welcome you to Outbound Flight, Aristocra Formbi, and apologize for the necessity of greeting you as I did.”

“No apology required,” the Aristocra assured him. Those glowing red eyes flicked to the female Chiss still hovering close to Jinzler, as if checking to see that she was all right. “Your caution is completely understandable.”

“Guardian Pressor is going to take us to see his people,” Jinzler spoke up. “After that, I presume we’ll be discussing the possibility of their return to the New Republic.”

The Aristocra frowned. “The possibility?”

“That’s correct,” Pressor said. “I’m not at all sure we’ll choose to go back to the Republic. Or to go anywhere at all, for that matter.” He made an adjustment on the command stick.

“You didn’t tell him where they are?” Formbi asked, his eyes on Jinzler.

Pressor paused, his finger poised against the activation button. “What do you mean, where we are?” he asked.

“I’m afraid our conversation didn’t get that far,” Jinzler admitted.

Pressor looked at Formbi, feeling a knot forming in his stomach. “Why don’t you tell me now?” he invited.

Formbi’s mouth twitched. “You’re deep within a high-security defensive position of the Chiss Ascendancy,” he said. “Traveling here is forbidden without special authorization. Now that we know about you, I’m afraid you can’t be permitted to stay.”

The knot in Pressor’s stomach tightened. “I see,” he said, putting his voice back into neutral mode. “And if we refuse to leave?”

“I would hope you wouldn’t,” Formbi said, matching Pressor’s tone. “We will, of course, give you any assistance you might require in moving your people wherever you wish to go. It’s little enough compensation for what you’ve suffered.”

“I see,” Pressor said again. “Well, you can present your case before Director Uliar and the Managing Council. They’ll be the ones who’ll make the final decision.”

Jinzler cocked his head. “Who is Director Uliar?”

“He’s the head of the colony,” Pressor told him, pressing the activation button on his command stick. Behind him the door to the alcove slid shut and the double car began to descend.

“I see,” Formbi said. “I’m sorry—I’d assumed you were the leader.”

“I’m the Guardian,” Pressor said. “My Peacekeepers and I keep order within the colony. Director Uliar and the Managing Council make all the policy decisions.”

“Sounds rather like a corporation,” Jinzler commented.

“And why not?” Pressor retorted. “Corporations work a lot better than the political mess we left behind.”

“Yes, of course,” Jinzler said hastily.

“How many of you are there?” Formbi asked.

Pressor turned his face away from them. “I think I should let Director Uliar handle any further questions.”

The car fell silent except for the distant creaks and rumblings of the turbolift equipment, and the melodic murmuring of the four Geroons as they huddled together in a back corner. Probably still assuring each other that they were all right, Pressor decided, eyeing the dead animals wrapped across their shoulders with a mixture of distaste and fascination.

With a raucous squeak and a vibrating thump, the double car came to a stop, snapping Pressor out of his thoughts. “This way,” he said, touching the door release on the command stick. “We’ll go find Director Uliar.” He stepped outside—

And came to an abrupt halt. At the back of the turbolift lobby, as he’d prearranged, three of his Peacekeepers were standing ready, their faces displaying expressions ranging from wary to hostile to simply nervous.

Standing in a silent group beside them were Director Uliar and the two Survivor members of the Managing Council. Beside Uliar, her auburn hair glinting in the corridor’s light, was Instructor Rosemari Tabory. Pressor’s sister, and Evlyn’s mother.

And that part Pressor had most certainly not prearranged.

“Director Uliar,” he said in greeting as he crossed the lobby toward the group, trying to keep his voice steady. “Councilor Tarkosa; Councilor Keely,” he added, nodding to each of the other two old men in turn. “What brings you here?”

“Don’t act the innocent, Guardian,” Uliar advised, the age wrinkles around his eyes deepening as he gazed at the group emerging from the turbolift car. “It doesn’t suit you. So these are our visitors, are they?”

“These are some of them,” Pressor said, flicking a quick look at his sister. Rosemari’s expression was stiff, with a hint of paleness to her skin. “This is hardly the place for a historic diplomatic meeting, you know.” He looked significantly at the two councilors. “Or the correct attendance for one, either.”

“The entire council will be summoned in due course,” Uliar said. “But I think those of us who actually lived through the Devastation have first rights to face our destroyers.”

“This is a major event, with a major decision attached to it,” Pressor insisted, keeping his voice low. “Probably the most significant thing that’s happened since we arrived here. The Charter specifically requires that the entire Managing Council, Survivor and Colonist members, be present.”

“And they will be,” Uliar promised. He twitched a smile. “Until then, I daresay Instructor Tabory can act as observer for the Colonists.”

“But—”

“Which ones are the Jedi?” Keely cut in, his nervous eyes darting back and forth across the group that had now paused a little uncertainly by the turbolift door. “Guardian? Which ones are the Jedi?”

“None of those here,” Pressor told him. “The Jedi are still being held in one of the turbolift cars.”

“No one here is a Jedi, you say?” Uliar said. “Not even—? Why look, Instructor Tabory; there’s your daughter. Imagine that.”

Pressor felt his stomach tighten as he glanced behind him. Evlyn was just emerging from the car behind the last of the Geroons, the calmness in her face in sharp contrast to the tension in her mother’s. “She was assisting me,” he said, looking back at Uliar.

“Was she really,” Uliar said, as if it were a surprise to him. “You took your niece up to Four, exposing her to all the extra radiation up there? Not to mention putting her at risk from potentially dangerous intruders? What an extraordinary thing to do.”

“She likes spending time with her uncle Jorad,” Rosemari put in, her voice firm for all the concern in her face. “She always has.”

“Indeed,” Uliar said as Evlyn slipped past Jinzler and Formbi and came to stand beside her mother. “Hello there, Evlyn. How are you?”

“I’m fine, Director Uliar,” Evlyn said with a seriousness that looked strangely out of place on someone so young. But the quick hug she gave her mother was pure ten-year-old. “You don’t have to worry about me. Uncle Jorad did everything just right. I wasn’t in any danger.”

“I’m sure you weren’t,” Uliar said, eyeing Pressor again. “Just as you weren’t in any danger two years ago, hmm? Back when Javriel went crazy and tried to take the entire nursery hostage? You were helpful to your uncle then, too, if I remember correctly.”

“You do,” Pressor confirmed, feeling sweat starting to gather beneath his collar. So Uliar had noticed Evlyn’s abilities, too. He should have known the old Survivor would catch on. And of all the possible times for him to decide to make an issue of it—

He felt his throat tighten. Or had Uliar in fact deliberately chosen this moment? A moment when there were outsiders—including Jedi—aboard his ship for the first time in fifty years? Outsiders who, not knowing the realities aboard Outbound Flight, might be willing and able to confirm his suspicions about Evlyn?

“Indeed,” Uliar said. “You have a strange way of returning your niece’s affection, Guardian.”

“I needed her help today,” Pressor said. “The same help I needed from her back then: to act as decoy. It wasn’t a job any of my Peacekeepers could handle.”

“But your own niece?” Uliar persisted. “Why not pick someone else?”

He smiled crookedly, the giveaway sign that he was about to close the jaws of his verbal trap. “Or,” he said smoothly, “does she have special qualifications or talents that make her suited for such tasks?”

“My daughter has many special talents, Director,” Rosemari put in, her arm wrapped protectively around her daughter’s shoulders. “For one thing, she doesn’t panic under pressure. She’s quick and smart, and she knows Four as well as anyone else in the colony. Certainly now that most of the work is done and almost no one goes up there anymore.”

“Did she also join the Peacekeepers while I wasn’t looking?” Uliar countered, throwing a quick glare in her direction. His trap had been set for Pressor, and he clearly didn’t appreciate Rosemari jumping in and blunting its teeth. “As long as we’re quoting from the Charter, Guardian, I believe it explicitly states that you and your Peacekeepers are the ones who are supposed to stand between the colony and potential dangers.”

“He just said he needed someone to decoy them,” Rosemari said, her voice starting to match the director’s own annoyance level. She gestured to the three Peacekeepers standing uncomfortably at the edge of the debate. “You think they would have just walked into a disguised turbolift behind Trilli or Oliet or Ronson?”

She shifted her finger to point squarely at Uliar’s chest. “Or should he have asked someone else? One of your granddaughters, maybe?”

“A decoy shouldn’t have been necessary,” Uliar insisted. “Guardian Pressor has assured us over and over that between the various traps and the droid surveillance, Four is perfectly secure.”

“Oh, so now you want to set off explosives and wreck it completely?” Rosemari asked scornfully. “After all the time and effort my father and the others poured into putting it back together?”

She drew herself up to her full 1.58-meter height. “Or don’t you mean it when you say you want to take us out of here someday?” she demanded. “Are you so comfortable in your private little kingdom that you want to keep us all here?”

“Silence, woman,” Tarkosa rumbled, his eyes glinting ominously beneath his bushy eyebrows. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, be silent,” Uliar seconded gruffly. “I didn’t bring you here to listen to you make excuses for your brother.”

“Then you apparently don’t know her very well,” Pressor told him, a small part of him starting to enjoy this. “Meanwhile, our guests are waiting.”

Uliar’s lips pressed briefly together as his eyes flicked over Pressor’s shoulder. “Very well,” he said reluctantly. “Introduce us.”

“Certainly,” Pressor said, half turning and waving the others forward. Uliar hadn’t given up, he knew. All he’d done was abandon this particular probe, at this particular time.

But he would be back. He would definitely be back.

Walking at the head of the group, Jinzler stepped to Pressor’s side and stopped expectantly. “May I present the representative of the New Republic,” Pressor said, watching Uliar’s expression closely. “Ambassador Dean Jinzler.”

The director was good, all right. There was barely a twitch from the corners of his eyes as the name registered. “Ambassador,” he said smoothly. “I’m Chas Uliar, current director of the Outbound Flight Colony. These are Councilors Tarkosa and Keely, two of the original Survivors of the Devastation.”

“Honored, Director,” Jinzler said, bowing from the waist like a diplomat from some old holodrama. “We’re pleased to find you alive.”

“Yes,” Uliar said, a little too dryly. “I’m sure you are.”

“This is Aristocra Formbi of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Pressor went on, “and First Steward Bearsh of the Geroon Remnant, along with their assistants.”

“Such a varied group,” Uliar commented as he exchanged nods with Formbi and Bearsh. “I understand you brought two Jedi along with you, as well.”

“Yes,” Jinzler said. “Guardian Pressor informs us they’re still being held, along with the others.”

“Others?” Uliar asked, looking questioningly at Pressor.

“Five others, in a separate car,” Pressor confirmed. “Representatives of a government calling itself the Empire of the Hand.”

“Empire of the Hand,” Uliar repeated, as if to himself. “Interesting. I presume, Ambassador, that you’ll wish both groups released at once to join you?”

Pressor held his breath. A simple, obvious suggestion; but he’d long ago learned not to trust simplicity when it came to dealing with Uliar. Was the director’s question in fact an attempt to find out who was really in charge of this expedition?

Jinzler hesitated, perhaps also sensing a trap. “I’m sure they’re fine where they are, Director,” he said carefully. “We’ll want them released eventually, of course, but we can certainly begin our discussions without them.”

“Good,” Uliar murmured. Apparently, Jinzler had passed the test. “Well, then. The Managing Council chamber is located a short distance back this way. If you’ll follow me? …”

“Thank you,” Jinzler said, bowing again.

Uliar turned and headed aft down the corridor, the two councilors falling into step beside him, Jinzler and Formbi following a couple of paces behind them. Pressor caught the eyes of his three Peacekeepers and nodded toward Uliar; nodding back, Ronson and Oliet moved into flanking positions beside the three Survivors. The black-clad Chiss were already walking in a military-precise, lockstep line behind Formbi, with the Geroons following somewhat more tentatively and not at all in step with the rest of the group or even each other. “We’re certainly starting off with a bang,” Pressor muttered to Rosemari as the procession marched away. “You’d better take Evlyn and—”

He broke off as he glanced down at his sister’s side. Evlyn was nowhere to be seen. “Blast her,” he snarled under his breath, looking around. There she was, of course, halfway down the corridor, walking between Aristocra Formbi and the three black-clad Chiss striding along behind him. “How does she do that?”

“I don’t know,” Rosemari murmured grimly. “But if she doesn’t quit it, Uliar won’t need any help figuring out what she is.”

“No kidding,” Pressor said, a tightness settling into his stomach. “You’d better catch up and go with her.”

“What, to a council meeting?” Rosemari countered. “I’m not authorized to be in there.”

“Sure you are,” Pressor told her. “You’re representing the Colonists in these negotiations, remember? Uliar said so.”

“And that was as much of a fraud as asking why you keep using Evlyn for these stunts,” Rosemari shot back. “Speaking of which—”

“Save it,” Pressor cut her off. “Look, if you don’t go, Evlyn’s going to crash the party by herself. What do you think Uliar will say when he finally notices her and doesn’t remember seeing her coming in?”

“You’re right,” Rosemari conceded reluctantly. “But you’d better be there, too.”

“I fully intend—”

Pressor broke off as the comlink at his belt gave an odd twitter. Frowning, he reached down and pulled it free.

“That’s weird,” Trilli murmured, stepping to his side, his own comlink in hand. “Your comlink just say something, Chief?”

“I thought it did,” Pressor said, tapping the switch. On the normal channel was only the static of his jamming, while on the special twist-frequency command line there was silence. “Strange.”

“Want to know what’s stranger?” Trilli pointed down the corridor at the departing crowd. “I saw Jinzler and Formbi go for their comlinks, too.”

Pressor frowned, an uncomfortable feeling creeping across his back. With the jamming still in place, there shouldn’t have been any communications getting through. Not to anyone’s comlinks. “Get back upstairs and double-check the jamming,” he ordered Trilli. “Our guests may have a trick or two we don’t know about.”

“Right.”

Trilli started to go; stopped again as Pressor caught his arm. “And while you’re there,” the Guardian added quietly, “put a lock on the controls for the forward trap cars’ repulsors. Make sure no one but us can turn them on or off.”

“Sure,” Trilli said, sounding puzzled. “You afraid someone’s going to accidentally bump into them or something?”

Pressor gazed at Uliar’s receding back. Uliar, who had lived through the destruction of Outbound Flight and still carried the scars from that event. Uliar, who knew where the Jedi and Imperials were currently being held.

Uliar, who was leading the way toward a meeting room far from the turbolifts and the turbolift controls, where Pressor and the others wouldn’t be in a position to notice if someone slipped up to Four and started playing with control switches.

“Yeah,” Pressor said softly to Trilli. “Or something.”

WITH A DISCONCERTING THUMP, THE TURBOLIFT CAR BEGAN moving. “Steady,” Fel warned, putting a hand on the vibrating wall for balance and watching closely as Watchman and Grappler adjusted the power splitters they’d cobbled together. “Take it real easy. We’re not in any particular hurry.”

“We’re keeping it slow,” Watchman assured him. “It’s running real smooth.”

“Good,” Fel said, not entirely sure he believed it. The car’s vibration seemed to be increasing, and a low-pitched rumble had started in from somewhere.

On the other hand, if the trick failed, they would probably be dead before it even registered. Comforting.

“You still want us to head for the storage core?” Grappler asked.

“If you can manage it, yes,” Fel said. That other car they’d heard, the one with Jinzler and possibly Formbi aboard, seemed to have gone straight down to the next Dreadnaught in the ring. It didn’t seem like it would be a good idea to just burst in full-bore behind them, especially if Pressor had other surprises prepared for unwanted company. Far better if they could bypass that ship entirely and find a way to come up on it from below.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cloud’s head twitch. “Commander?” the stormtrooper asked. “Did you get that?”

“Get what?” Fel asked, straining his ears against the rumbling.

“My comlink just chirped,” Cloud said.

“Mine, too,” Shadow confirmed. “Sounded like someone sending a message burst.”

Fel frowned. He hadn’t heard any such noise from his own comlink; but then, the pervasive rumbling could easily have masked it. The stormtroopers, with their comlinks built into their helmets, would be less affected by outside noises. “Could you get any kind of fix on it?” he asked. “Either direction or distance?”

“Negative,” Cloud said. “My gear wasn’t rigged for that.”

“Well, rig it now,” Fel ordered, looking around. Suddenly, the car seemed a little smaller and a lot more vulnerable. “And let’s risk a little more speed,” he added. “If Pressor’s talking to his friends, I want us out of here as soon as possible.”

“And if it wasn’t Pressor?” Shadow asked.

Fel looked up at the ceiling. “Then I want us out of here even faster.”


CHAPTER 14

THE DOORWAY OPENED INTO ANOTHER STORAGE ROOM, IDENTICAL to the one they’d come in through except that in this one there was no turbolift access door. It also didn’t appear that any of the supply crates piled behind their meshwork panels had ever been touched.

Neither had the crates in the next room back. Or in the room behind that. “It’s one thing to talk about ten years’ worth of supplies for something this big,” Luke commented as they walked past the stacked crates toward the next door leading aft. “It’s something else to actually see them.”

“And this is just one level,” Mara murmured, an odd sensation creeping through her as she gazed at the rows of stacked cartons. All those people—nearly fifty thousand of them—all gone. Destroyed in a matter of seconds or minutes or hours.

Murdered on the orders of the man she’d once proudly served.

“Hey?”

She shook off the mood. Luke was looking at her, concern in his face. “You all right?” he asked.

“Sure,” she assured him. “I’m fine.”

Like she could actually fool him. “More ghosts from the past?” he asked quietly.

She looked over at Drask, off examining a stack of crates a few meters away. “It’s strange,” she told her husband softly. “I thought I’d been through this already. That I’d put it all behind me. But back on the Chaf Envoy, I actually started feeling … I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”

“You started feeling comfortable?” Luke suggested.

Mara tried out the word in her mind. “Yes, I suppose that’s it,” she agreed. “Fel and this new Five-Oh-First Legion seemed so different from what Palpatine had created that it felt like something I could actually enjoy being a part of.”

Luke’s forehead creased. “You’re not seriously thinking of taking Parck up on his offer of a job with the Empire of the Hand, are you?”

“Of course not.” Mara hesitated. “Well, no, that’s not entirely accurate,” she confessed. “I mean, I certainly wouldn’t go anywhere without you. But at the same time …” She shook her head.

“I know,” he said. “The New Republic hasn’t exactly been a shining example of how to run a galaxy lately, has it?”

Mara snorted. “The understatement of the month,” she said. “All those stupid little brush wars and conflicts—I thought they’d all die down after we finally found that intact copy of the Caamas Document. But half of them are still simmering, and the Senate hasn’t done a thing to stop them.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Luke said. “But you do have a point. Things were a lot quieter under the Empire, weren’t they?”

“At least until your Rebellion got going,” Mara countered. “Then it got noisy again.”

“We tried,” Luke said, smiling back. The smile faded, and he shrugged fractionally. “You can’t play the what-ifs, Mara. Palpatine may have suppressed all those regional conflicts, but he also suppressed freedom and justice, especially for nonhumans. If someone else had been in charge … but we’ll never know.”

“I understand all that,” Mara said. “But that’s not really the point. The point is that I was just starting to feel kindly, even nostalgic, toward the Empire.”

She gestured at the dusty stacks of crates around her. “And then I come face to face with something like this: supplies carefully laid in for people he knew he was going to have murdered.” She let her hand drop to her side. “There was just something about the cold-bloodedness of it that was a sudden kick in the teeth, that’s all.”

“I know,” Luke said, taking her hand and squeezing it gently. “You never really saw the results of Palpatine’s policies, did you?”

“No, not usually,” Mara said with a sigh. “Not the big ones, anyway. Alderaan and that sort. Mostly I dealt with individuals or small groups, and half of them were Imperial officials suspected of embezzlement or treason. I never saw anything on Outbound Flight’s scale.”

“It makes sense that he shielded you from as much of that as possible,” Luke pointed out. “You might have started having doubts, and he couldn’t risk that.”

“Jedi?” Drask called.

Mara turned around. The general had moved to another stack of crates near the aft set of doors and was shining his glow rod on one about halfway to the ceiling. “Come.”

“What is it?” Luke asked as he and Mara crossed to the other.

“These two stacks,” Drask said, indicating them with his glow rod. “They have been moved here from somewhere else.”

Mara frowned at Luke, getting a similarly puzzled look in exchange. “What do you mean?” Luke asked. “How do you know?”

“In the previous storerooms these stacks all followed a specific pattern,” Drask said. “Foodstuffs of several particular types, clothing, replacement components, various other types of supplies, emergency equipment, and so on. They were all placed in specific positions, with the proportions of each type always the same.”

Luke looked at Mara. “Is this making any sense to you?” he asked.

“Actually, yes,” she said. “If you proportion out each room according to the rate of expected supply usage, you can more or less empty one area at a time and don’t have to keep going back and forth among half a dozen storerooms for what you want. That would also make it quicker and easier to apportion things if you decided to plant a colony somewhere.”

“Ah,” Luke said, nodding. “I get it. You give your colonists a Dreadnaught and, say, two levels’ worth of supplies. No sorting needed: you just take aboard everything from those two levels.”

“Right,” Mara said. “And you say these stacks are out of order?”

“Yes.” Drask gestured. “This group consists of electrical and fluid maintenance supplies. It should instead be foodstuffs.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Luke said, looking around. “Well, it doesn’t look like they came from anywhere in here.”

“Unless someone rearranged the whole room,” Mara pointed out.

“No,” Drask said. “The other stacks are properly placed.”

“Maybe the next room back, then,” Luke suggested. “Let’s take a look.” He led the way back to the smaller of the two aft doors and touched the release.

Nothing happened.

“That’s funny,” he said, frowning as he touched the release again. Again, the door didn’t budge.

“Let’s try the big door,” Mara suggested, moving over to the cargo hatchway and tapping the release for that one.

It didn’t move, either. “Now that,” Luke said thoughtfully, “is very peculiar. All the other doors have worked just fine.”

“Perhaps there is something in there the survivors do not wish us to see,” Drask suggested, his voice ominous. “You have lightsabers. Cut it open.”

“Let’s not be too hasty,” Luke said, running a hand along the smaller door. “Maybe we can do it the easy way. Mara?”

Mara pulled her lightsaber from her belt and stepped to the doorway. “Ready.”

“Okay.” Luke took a deep breath, and Mara could sense him stretching out to the Force. A moment later, with a creak of metal that had been sitting too long in one spot, the door began to slide up into the ceiling.

Mara was ready. The gap was barely waist-high when she ducked under the rising panel, igniting her lightsaber as she leapt into the room.

But there was nothing there except another storeroom, empty except for the usual stacks of boxes, exactly like all the previous four storerooms they’d looked at.

She frowned, lowering the lightsaber blade a little. No; not exactly. Back toward the center of the room, half a dozen sections of the mesh had been cleared out.

And inside them …

“Mara?”

“All clear,” she called, closing down her lightsaber and looking around. Lying against the near wall was a piece of slightly twisted girder. Stretching out to the Force, she lifted it and set it upright beneath the door Luke was still holding up. “See if that’ll hold it,” she said.

Carefully, Luke lowered the door onto the girder. The metal creaked but held. “Odd thing to have lying around,” he commented, frowning at the girder as he ducked under the door and into the storeroom. “I haven’t seen anything like that in any of the other rooms.”

“You haven’t seen anything like this, either,” Mara said as Drask came in behind Luke. “Take a look.”

“Furniture storage?” Drask asked, frowning past Luke’s shoulder.

“It’s a little more interesting than that,” Mara said as the three of them crossed over to the cleared sections. The contents were little more than a jumbled mess of broken furniture and tangled furnishings. But to her the signs were obvious. “You can see three cots in that first one—they’ve been a little broken up, but there are definitely three of them. Looks like there were four in the next. Probably four in that back one there, too.”

“That round thing was probably part of a small table,” Luke said, pointing. “I don’t see any chairs, though.”

“Perhaps they had only stools,” Drask suggested. “Those short pieces, perhaps.”

“Right,” Mara agreed. “There are probably a lot of other pieces tangled in with those blankets and draperies, too. And of course, those boxy things have got to be portable ‘fresher stations.”

“But this makes no sense,” Drask objected. “What you are describing are living quarters. Yet the vessels above are adequately intact. Why would anyone have chosen to live here instead?”

“Maybe all the Dreadnaughts were too badly damaged right after the battle,” Luke suggested. “It may have taken a while for the droids to make them livable again.”

Mara shook her head. “You’re both missing the point. What did we have to do to get in here?”

“We had to lift—” Luke broke off. “Are you saying this was a prison?”

“What else?” Mara asked. “Small cubicles with minimal furnishings and not much privacy, stuck away from everywhere else in the place, all of it behind a door that doesn’t open. What else could it be?”

“Interesting,” Drask commented. “It would seem that your Outbound Flight experiment was a failure from the start. For there to have been a need for a prison so quickly implies the passengers were not well chosen.”

“Or that something drastic happened to them,” Mara said. “Some kind of space madness or something.”

“Any chance it could have been a medical quarantine instead?” Luke suggested.

“Unlikely,” Drask said. “There are not enough beds here for a large disease outbreak. A smaller problem would surely have been better dealt with in the vessels’ own facilities.”

“He’s right,” Mara agreed. “Besides, I don’t see any sign of medical equipment in here.” She gestured into the area. “And you see what else isn’t here?”

Luke frowned. “No.”

“I see,” Drask said grimly. “There are no bodies.”

“Or even the remains of bodies,” Mara confirmed. “Which either means someone got in through that door sometime in the past fifty years and disposed of the dead—”

“—Or else they got out on their own,” Luke finished for her.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Mara agreed soberly. “I’m also wondering if the timing of the breakout might have had an effect on the battle.”

“Or perhaps it is connected with the unexplained appearance of this vessel in Chiss space,” Drask pointed out. “That mystery has still not been solved.”

“No, it hasn’t,” Mara said. “Luke, do you have any idea what sort of justice system was in place during that era? Specifically, what sort of people might the Jedi on Outbound Flight have locked up this way?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said, shaking his head. “But I can’t see why anyone but the most violent or psychotic sorts would be buried this far away from the rest of the expedition. There would certainly have been a brig on each of the Dreadnaughts for dealing with standard lawbreakers.”

A whisper of sensation touched Mara’s mind. “Someone’s coming,” she said, unhooking her lightsaber from her belt.

“Who?” Drask asked, drawing his charric. “Guardian Pressor and his forces?”

Mara focused her mind, trying to isolate and identify the approaching minds. They definitely seemed familiar, but they were still too far away to identify.

Luke got there first. “It’s all right,” he said, returning his own lightsaber to his belt. “It’s Fel and the stormtroopers.”

“Is Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano with them?” Drask asked.

“No,” Mara said. “Neither are Feesa or the Geroons. It’s just the five Imperials.”

“They pledged to protect him,” Drask said ominously. “Why are they not with him?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said, heading for the propped-open door. “Let’s go ask them.”

They met up with the Imperials two rooms back toward the turbolifts. “Well, well,” Fel commented as the two groups crossed the room toward each other. “I certainly wasn’t expecting to find you three here. Not that I’m displeased, of course. What did you think of our host’s little trap?”

“Where is Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano?” Drask cut in before either Luke or Mara could answer. “Why are you not protecting him?”

Fel seemed taken aback. “Relax, General,” he said. “He’s hardly alone up there. Your three warriors are with him, remember?”

“Besides, if Pressor wanted any of us dead, he could have done it long before now,” Mara added.

“She’s right,” Fel agreed. “I’m sure the Aristocra’s fine.”

“Your calmness is very reassuring,” Drask bit out. “Do you even know where he is?”

“Not exactly,” Fel said. “But from the sounds their turbolift car made as it headed down, we’re pretty sure they’re on D-Five, the next Dreadnaught around the circle from where we came in.”

“Then why did you not follow them after you made your own escape?” Drask asked.

“Because I thought it might make more tactical sense to come in from a direction they weren’t expecting,” Fel said, starting to sound a little annoyed himself. “There are three other turbolift tubes we can use to get up to D-Five: one straight aft along this deck, the other two fore and aft around that direction.” He gestured to his right.

“Wait a minute,” Mara said. “If the Dreadnaughts are in a ring, shouldn’t the turbolift connections be on a lower deck instead of this one?”

Fel shook his head. “It has to do with the way the gravity directions were set up,” he explained. “All the Dreadnaughts are oriented with their bellies pointing inward toward the supply core, while the supply core runs its own gravity toward its own center, sort of like a cylindrical planet, with the lower decks ‘down’ from the upper ones. That means that from any of the Dreadnaughts, ‘down’ is always toward the core, while from the core ‘up’ is always toward the nearest Dreadnaught.”

“Strange approach,” Mara commented.

Fel shrugged. “My guess is that they probably figured doing it any other way would mean attaching the connecting pylons in different places on each of the Dreadnaughts. This way, all the ships could be modified in exactly the same way, with two turbolift pylons connecting to the starboard belly, fore and aft, and the other two to the portside belly, fore and aft. It certainly doesn’t matter to the crew; all the gravity changes are handled automatically as you travel from one place to another, with the turbolift cars rotating so that you’re matched with your destination by the time you get there.”

“So Formbi and the others are where, exactly?” Luke asked.

“Dreadnaught-Five,” Fel said. “D-Five for short. The one we came into from the Chaf Envoy was D-Four.”

“So that wasn’t the primary command ship?”

Fel shook his head. “I assumed it would be, too, but the labels on the turbolift controls clearly showed we came in on either D-Four or D-Five. Given the ships’ orientations, the one on the surface is definitely D-Four.”

“I presume you are getting this information from the Outbound Flight data cards you have in your possession?” Drask asked.

“The data cards that used to be in my possession, yes,” Fel corrected. “Fortunately, we’d studied the layout before they were stolen.”

“They were stolen?” Drask asked, his eyes narrowing. “When?”

“While we were helping put out that fire just after we left Crustai,” Fel said. “Whoever set it apparently did so as a diversion to get aboard our transport.”

Drask looked at Luke and Mara, then back at Fel. “Why was I not informed?”

Mara sensed Fel’s hesitation, and wondered if he would have either the honesty or the audacity to tell Drask that he hadn’t been told because he was one of the suspects. She rather hoped he would; Drask’s reaction would probably be very interesting.

To her mild disappointment, Fel went with the diplomatic answer instead. “It didn’t seem likely the thief could be found regardless,” he explained. “I thought we might have an advantage if the culprit didn’t know we’d noticed the loss.”

“What advantage did you expect to have?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” Fel conceded. “I just thought there might be one.”

“You just thought there might be one.” In a being of lesser inherent dignity, Mara reflected, Drask’s words and tone might have sounded small-minded or even childish. But from a command officer of the Chiss, it came across as bitingly and righteously angry. A neat trick, that. “In the future, Commander Fel, you will not think when aboard a vessel of the Chiss Ascendancy. You will instead bring any and all concerns of this sort to the commanding officer at once. He will decide what thinking is to be done. Is that understood?”

“Completely, General,” Fel said, his voice under careful control.

“Good,” Drask said, not sounding particularly mollified. “Now. You will lead us to these alternative turbolifts so that we may rejoin Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano.”

“Just a moment,” Luke said. “Would the command ship have been designated D-One?”

“Right,” Fel said.

“So with six Dreadnaughts, D-Four would be all the way on the far side of the circle from it?” Luke persisted.

“Right again,” Fel said, his forehead wrinkling.

“Is this important at this precise moment?” Drask put in impatiently.

“It might be, yes,” Luke told him. “Because, logically, D-One is where they should have been flying Outbound Flight from. So why is that ship the one that ended up farthest underground when they crash-landed?”

“Interesting question,” Fel agreed thoughtfully. “They must have been having some serious control problems there at the end.”

“Maybe,” Luke said. “Or maybe they had unwanted help on the command deck.”

“Indeed,” Drask said, the impatience in his voice temporarily subdued by a touch of interest. “The criminals, perhaps?”

“Criminals?” Fel asked, blinking.

“There seems to be a makeshift prison back there,” Luke said, gesturing aft. “No human or alien remains, though.”

“Hmm,” Fel said. “And considering the shape the Dreadnaughts would have been in after the battle, they might well have been in the best position to get to the command deck and make trouble.”

“Or we could have it completely backward,” Mara warned. “Maybe the prisoners were the ones in command, and someone else managed to get Outbound Flight flipped over this way trying to stop them.”

“Interesting speculation,” Drask said. The moment of interest had passed, and he was getting impatient again. “But this is all ancient history.”

“Perhaps,” Luke said. “But then, ancient history is why we’re here, isn’t it?”

“We must rejoin Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano,” Drask insisted.

“We will,” Luke promised. “But first, I want to go have a look at D-One. Anyone going with me?”

Mara looked around the group. From Fel’s expression she could tell that he wanted to go, and she could sense definite interest from the four stormtroopers, as well.

But Drask’s agitation was practically bouncing off the stacks of crates, and once again Fel’s sense of diplomacy won out. “Thanks, but we’ll wait for the second tour,” he said, turning to Drask. “Whenever you’re ready, General, we’ll escort you to D-Five.”

For a moment Drask’s eyes bored into Luke’s face, as if estimating his chances of either talking him or ordering him out of going on what he clearly considered a time-wasting side trip. Apparently, he decided it wasn’t worth trying. “Thank you, Commander,” he said, turning back to face Fel. “You said there were three other turbolifts available?”

“Yes,” Fel said. “Actually, the best approach would probably be to go a little farther around the core and escort Luke and Mara to the turbolift they’ll need to get to D-One. We can use the same one to get to D-Six, from which we can then travel to D-Five.”

“It sounds as if that will be a longer trip than going directly to D-Five,” Drask pointed out.

“It will be, a little,” Fel conceded. “But it’s occurred to me that if Pressor’s people are hiding any surprises we ought to know about, they’ll most likely be on either D-One, D-Two, or D-Six.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re the three farthest underground, which means they have the best radiation shielding,” Fel explained. “Luke and Mara will already be checking out D-One; if we at least take a look at D-Six on our way to D-Five, we’ll have two of the three covered.”

Drask hesitated, then nodded. “Very well,” he said. “Provided you do not propose to search the entire Dreadnaught with only the six of us.”

“We’ll just take a quick look,” Fel promised. “If they’re using the other Dreadnaughts for anything at all, it should be obvious pretty quickly.”

“Very well,” Drask said again. “Lead on.”

Fel nodded. “Stormtroopers: escort formation. This way, General.”


CHAPTER 15

“THIS IS THE MAIN SCHOOL AREA,” ULIAR SAID, POINTING across the corridor toward a room with a small plaque beside the door identifying it as AA-7 FIRE CONTROL ROOM. A neatly printed sign had been fastened to the wall above the plaque that read PRELIMINARY TIERS. “All the lower tiers are in the complex of rooms back there,” he went on. “There’s also a university of sorts two decks above us, up where the main scientific and technical sections of the ship were.”

“Interesting,” Jinzler said, looking at the door and wondering if he dared ask to go in and take a look. “What courses do you teach?”

“Everything we can, of course,” Uliar said, half turning to look at Evlyn and her mother, walking silently behind Formbi. “This is actually Instructor Tabory’s field of expertise. Instructor, would you care to elaborate?”

“Many of the records were lost in the Devastation, of course,” Rosemari said. “Either destroyed or buried in the wreckage of D-One where we couldn’t get to them.”

She waved at the schoolroom door. “But the Survivors had fair amounts of skills and knowledge among them, so as soon as they could they set up a school to teach the children what they would need to know. In the lower tiers we teach history, science, reading, galactic languages, political science, and a few others—the usual curriculum of a Republic school back home. At the university level—though of course it’s not a real university—we teach mechanics and electronics, higher mathematics, basic astrogation and starship operation, plus the sorts of things we’ll need when we finally get out of here and settle down on a real world again.”

“Ah,” Jinzler said. “And you were trained as an instructor?”

She shrugged. “That’s what I do now, but my actual training is in meteorology and music. I’m not very good at the latter, though.” She smiled down at the girl beside her. “Evlyn’s much better than I am. And of course, there are a lot of advanced maintenance classes.”

“That being particularly important to our survival,” Councilor Tarkosa added gruffly, glaring briefly at Rosemari. Apparently, her comment about leaving Outbound Flight wasn’t sitting well with him. “Even with many of the old droids still functional, this ship still chews up a huge number of worker-hours in repairs and maintenance. And the droids need constant maintenance of their own.”

Jinzler nodded. “What about basic life necessities?” he asked. “Food, water, and energy?”

“Fortunately, we have all of that in abundance,” Uliar said. “The central storage core suffered only minor damage in the Devastation, and we were able to bring the D-Five and D-Six fusion generators back online before the emergency power supplies were exhausted.”

“You speak as if you were there,” Formbi suggested.

Uliar favored him with a somewhat brittle smile. “Yes, I was,” he said. “I was twenty-two, in fact, when your people viciously attacked and destroyed us.”

It took every bit of Jinzler’s strength to keep his face from reacting. With all of Uliar’s politeness and hospitality, and the almost homey atmosphere of the place as the inhabitants had fixed it up, he’d nearly forgotten what had actually happened here. Hearing Uliar’s straightforward reminder had hit him harder than he would have expected. “Yes,” Formbi murmured. “Though it was not the will of either the Nine Ruling Families or of the Chiss people that that happen.”

“Well, it was the will of someone with blue skin and red eyes,” Uliar said bluntly. “And I’m constrained to point out that even after all that, knowing that it had happened, you waited until now to come see what had become of us.”

He peered closely at Formbi. “Or is this your first time here? Have you actually been watching us all along, just for your own amusement?”

“Not at all,” Formbi said, his voice even. “We didn’t even know this vessel had survived until a few handfuls of days ago. Even then, we had no reason to assume anyone had survived.”

“Then why did you come?” Uliar countered. “Was it the ship itself you wanted? Secrets from the Republic you hoped to plunder?”

He turned his unblinking stare on Jinzler. “Or was it you and this so-called New Republic of yours? Were you the ones who wanted it?”

Jinzler shook his head. “We came solely from a desire to see the place where so many of our people had died,” he said, trying to match Formbi’s calm diplomatic tone.

“And to honor those who gave their lives defending our people,” Bearsh spoke up from the rear.

“That’s correct,” Jinzler said. “No one here wants to take anything away from you.”

Uliar smiled coldly. “No. Of course not.”

The smile vanished. “At the very least I’m sure you didn’t expect to find anyone aboard who still remembered,” he said. “You see, Ambassador Jinzler, I recognize your name. I knew that other Jinzler, too, the one who deserted us at our time of greatest need. Who was she, a relative? Sister? Cousin?”

“She was my sister,” Jinzler said, staring at him in disbelief. Lorana, desert these people in the middle of trouble? No—that had to be a mistake.

“Your sister,” Uliar repeated, the darkness in his voice deepening. “Deeply beloved, of course, which is why you’ve come all this way to honor her memory.” He crossed his arms across his chest defiantly. “Well, we don’t honor her memory here, Ambassador. Are you still so eager to help us?”

Jinzler took a careful breath. “She wasn’t beloved,” he said, fighting to control the trembling of emotion flowing into his voice. “At least, not by me.”

Uliar lifted his eyebrows with polite skepticism. “No?”

“No.” Jinzler looked the other man straight in the eye. “As a matter of fact, I hated her.”

The statement seemed to throw Uliar completely off his stride. He blinked, then frowned; opened his mouth, then closed it again. “Of course you did,” he said at last, clearly just to have something to say. He eyed Jinzler another moment, then turned resolutely back to Formbi. “The fact remains that it was your people who attacked us,” he said, apparently trying to get back on course with his earlier tirade. “What do you and these Nine Ruling Families of yours intend to do about that?”

Formbi opened his mouth—“I’d like to see the school,” Jinzler put in, suddenly tired of hearing Uliar talk. “As long as we’re here anyway.”

Again, Uliar seemed to falter. He looked at Jinzler, hesitated, then nodded. “Certainly,” he said. “Instructor Tabory, perhaps you’d be kind enough to show the ambassador around?”

“Uh … sure,” Rosemari said, her face puckering uncertainly. Jinzler’s comment about his sister had apparently thrown her for a loop, too. “This way, Ambassador.”

She turned and headed toward the door at a quick walk, her daughter beside her. Jinzler followed, fighting his way through the images and memories swirling around him …

“This is the second-tier classroom.”

Jinzler blinked the images away, to find himself standing in a low-ceilinged room equipped with perhaps a dozen small desks arranged in a circle. In the center of the circle was a holoprojector showing a tree with three animals of various species standing beneath it. The children at the desks, four- and five-year-olds by the look of them, were busily scribbling away on their datapads while a young woman wandered around the outside of the circle silently inspecting their work.

“I see,” Jinzler said, trying to generate some genuine interest in the proceedings. “Art class?”

“Art, plus elementary zoology and botany,” she told him. “We combine disciplines and lessons as much as possible. The third-tier classroom is through here.”

She led the way through an archway into another room with larger desks and no students or teachers. “Run out of thirders?” Jinzler asked.

“They must be on a field trip,” she said, crossing over to a larger desk in the corner and peering down at a datapad lying there. “Yes; they’re down in the nursery today learning about the proper care and feeding of babies.”

“Sounds like fun,” Jinzler commented. “And the art of proper changing, too, no doubt. You said down? I thought we were on the lowest deck.”

“The nursery’s on Six, the next Dreadnaught down,” Pressor’s voice said. Jinzler turned, vaguely surprised to see the Guardian walking behind him. Preoccupied with his memories, he hadn’t even noticed the other follow them inside. “There’s less solar radiation down there, so that’s where all the pregnant women and those with children under three are housed.”

“And their families, too, of course,” Rosemari added. “We’d all move down there except that it suffered so much more damage in the battle that there’s less usable space for people to live in. And besides, Director Uliar doesn’t want us living too close to—”

“Rosemari,” Pressor cut her off sharply.

Rosemari flushed. “Sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” Jinzler asked.

“So, did you really want to see the school?” Pressor asked. “Or was that just an excuse to get away from Uliar and his ranting?”

Jinzler hesitated, studying Pressor’s face. The man’s eyes were hard, his expression set in pale stone. It would not, he decided suddenly, be a good idea to lie to this man. “Mostly the latter,” he conceded. “He seems so … angry.”

“Wouldn’t you be?” Pressor countered. “The universe turned upside down, with everything you’d planned to do with your life suddenly cut off at the knees?”

“I suppose,” Jinzler said. “Are he and the other two the last of the original survivors?”

“No, there are ten left,” Pressor said. “But the other seven are old and weak and keep pretty much to themselves.”

“Most of the fifty-seven Survivors were either injured in the attack or suffered badly in the months after Outbound Flight arrived here,” Rosemari said. “It affected both their health and their life spans, which is why there are only ten left.”

“We’re talking about the adults, of course,” Pressor added. “There were also several children like me who were alive during the Devastation but were too young to know what exactly was going on. We certainly didn’t have any plans for our lives yet.” His eyes bored into Jinzler. “Though of course, plans or otherwise, our lives were pretty well destroyed, too.”

“Tell it to Aristocra Formbi,” Jinzler advised, holding his gaze evenly. “He’s the one accepting guilt for all this, not me.”

To his mild surprise, Pressor actually smiled. “You’re right,” he said without apology. “I’m sure Uliar will remember to bring that up.”

“Did you really hate your sister?” Evlyn asked.

Jinzler looked down at the girl. She was gazing up at him, her eyes steady, her face expressionless. “Yes,” he said. “Does that frighten you?”

“Why should it frighten me?” she asked.

“Maybe you’re wondering if I hate all Jedi,” Jinzler suggested. “Maybe you’re wondering if I hate you.”

“No,” Pressor bit out before Evlyn could answer. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop it right now. There’s absolutely nothing special about her.”

Jinzler frowned. An unexpectedly harsh reaction, far more vehement than the comment deserved. “I just meant—”

“No,” Pressor said, his voice softer and under better control now but just as firm. “You’re imagining things. Leave it alone.”

Jinzler looked at Evlyn; and in his mind’s eye he saw her calmly leading them into the turbolift trap. Unafraid of armed alien strangers, as if she somehow knew they wouldn’t shoot her the minute her back was turned.

And then stepping casually through the doorway with exquisitely precise timing as the trap was triggered.

He looked at Rosemari. “Am I imagining things?” he asked.

Rosemari sent a hooded look at her brother. “Jorad worries about things,” she said obliquely.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Jinzler assured her. “If she has Jedi abilities—”

“I said to let it alone,” Pressor warned harshly. “She’s not going to have that kind of life. I won’t let her. Neither will Rosemari. You hear me?”

Jinzler swallowed. The Guardian, he suddenly noticed, had his hand wrapped around the grip of his blaster, and the knuckles were white. “I hear you,” he said quietly. “But you’re making a mistake.”

“You just keep your mouth shut,” Pressor said. His voice was still tight, but his gun hand seemed to have relaxed a bit. “You hear me?”

Jinzler sighed to himself. “Yes. I won’t mention it again.”

“Why did you hate your sister?” Evlyn asked.

Jinzler looked at her again, feeling a tightness in his chest like a logjam starting to break up. For more than half a century he’d kept these thoughts and feelings locked away in the dark privacy of his own mind, never speaking of them to family or friends or confidants. The closest he’d ever come to even hinting at them before today had been his admission to Luke and Mara that he and Lorana hadn’t parted on good terms.

Perhaps he’d kept all of it in too long.

“She was my older sister,” he said. “Third of four children, if you care. I was the youngest. We lived on Coruscant, pretty much in the shadow of the Jedi Temple. My parents worked there, in fact, as maintenance engineers on the electrical equipment.”

His gaze drifted away from his audience to one of the empty desks, where a spare datapad was lying. “My parents adored Jedi,” he said, the words coming out with difficulty. “Adored them, honored them—practically worshiped them, in fact.”

“Did the Jedi return the affection?” Pressor asked.

Jinzler snorted. “What makes you think the grand exalted guardians of the Republic even noticed a couple of lowly workers scurrying around beneath their feet?” He shook his head. “Of course not. They had better things to do with their time.

“But that didn’t matter to my parents. They still loved the Jedi, and they thought the greatest thing in the universe would be if they could have a Jedi child of their own. As soon as each of their children was old enough, they hustled us over there and had them run us through the tests.”

“Was your sister the only one who made it?” Rosemari asked.

Jinzler nodded. “Right at ten months,” he said, his throat aching. “It was the happiest day of my parents’ life.”

“How old were you when that happened?” Evlyn asked.

“I wasn’t even born yet,” Jinzler said. “Parents weren’t allowed to even see their children once they’d been taken into the Temple, and my parents lost their jobs. Still, they would hang around outside and finagle a glimpse of her every once in a while as she passed by. I was four when I first saw her.”

“The same age I was when I first met her,” Pressor murmured.

Jinzler blinked. “You remember her?”

“Of course,” Pressor said, sounding surprised that he would even have to ask. “Jedi Lorana, we called her. What, I look too young to you?”

“No, of course not,” Jinzler said. “It’s just that so much has happened since then that it seems like … you know. So what did you think of her?”

Pressor shrugged, too casually. “She seemed nice enough,” he said, his voice guarded. “At least, for a Jedi. I didn’t know any of them very well, of course.”

“Yes, I suppose she could have become a nice person by then,” Jinzler said, and immediately regretted it. “No, that’s not fair,” he amended. “She was probably just as nice when she was six. I just … I suppose I wasn’t in a position to notice.”

“Let me guess,” Pressor said. “You’d already failed your own test.”

“Very good,” Jinzler said sourly. “My parents never said anything about it, but I knew without asking that they were disappointed. Anyway, when I was four they brought me to the Temple. The Jedi were coming out for some kind of public holiday. We waited and waited.”

He took a deep breath. “And then, finally, there she was.”

He closed his eyes, a whole flood of hated memories sweeping back through him. The rustling of Lorana’s robes as she walked by them, a tall Jedi striding along watchfully beside her; the sudden tight grip of his mother’s hands on his shoulders as she bent down and whispered Lorana’s name in his ear.

“They were proud of her,” he went on in a low voice. “So very proud of her.”

“I take it you weren’t impressed?” Pressor asked.

Jinzler shrugged. “She was six. I was four. How impressed should I have been?”

“What happened?” Rosemari asked. “Did she talk to you?”

“No,” Jinzler told her. “The Jedi who was with her spotted us, and leaned over to say something. She looked in our direction, hesitated a second, and then the two of them turned and headed off. She never even got within ten meters of us.”

“That must have been disappointing,” Rosemari murmured.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Jinzler said, hearing the bitterness in his voice. “But not with my parents. Even as she disappeared into the crowd of Jedi I could feel them practically swimming in love and respect and adoration. None of it, of course, directed at me.”

“But they loved you, too, didn’t they?” Evlyn asked, her voice low and earnest. “I mean … they must have loved you, too.”

Even after all these years, Jinzler’s throat ached at the memories. “I don’t know,” he told her quietly. “I’m sure they—I think they tried. But the whole time I was growing up it was clear that Lorana was the real center of their universe. She wasn’t even there, but she was still their center. They talked about her all the time, held her up as an example of what people could make of their lives, practically made a shrine to her in a corner of the conversation room. I can’t even count the number of times a scolding included the words not something your sister Lorana would ever do somewhere in the middle of it.”

“Setting a standard none of the rest of you could ever live up to,” Rosemari said.

“Not a chance in the galaxy,” Jinzler agreed tiredly. “I tried, you know. I went into my father’s own field—electronics—and pushed myself until I’d gone farther than he’d ever made it. Farther than he’d ever hoped to go. Droid repair and pattern design, starship electronics maintenance, comm equipment architecture and repair—”

“And politics?” Evlyn murmured.

Jinzler looked down at her, startled. She was gazing at him with a disturbingly knowing look.

Abruptly, he got it. Ambassador Jinzler. In the rush of ache and memory and old bitterness he’d completely forgotten the role he was playing here. “I tried as hard as I could to make myself into someone they could love as much as her,” he said, wrenching himself out of his meanderings and back to the point. “And of course, they said they were proud of me and of what I’d done. But I could see in their eyes that I still didn’t measure up. Not to Lorana’s standards.”

“Did you ever see her again?” Rosemari asked. “Lorana, I mean.”

“I saw her a couple more times at the Temple,” Jinzler told her. “Always at a distance, of course. Then we met just before Outbound Flight left the Republic.” He looked away. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

For a long moment no one spoke. Jinzler stared at the empty classroom, watching the memories still parading themselves in front of his eyes, wondering why exactly he’d just bared his soul to a trio of total strangers that way. He must be getting old.

It was Pressor who eventually broke the silence. “We should get back to the others,” he said, his voice sounding odd. “Uliar’s suspicious enough of us as it is. We don’t want him to think we’re planning some conspiracy against him.”

Jinzler took a deep breath, willing the ghosts of the past to go away. The ghosts, as usual, ignored him. “Yes,” he said. “Of course.”

THEY RETRACED THEIR STEPS THROUGH THE CLASSROOMS, Rosemari leading the way with Evlyn beside her. Not held quite so closely to her side, Pressor noted as he fell in behind Jinzler like a good Peacekeeper should. Apparently, his sister didn’t feel quite as nervous about their visitor as she had a few minutes ago.

As for Pressor himself, he didn’t know what to think anymore. He’d been fully prepared to hate Jinzler and the others, or at the very least to be extremely distrustful of them, their words, and their motives.

But now, all that nice convenient caution had been thrown for a twist. True, Jinzler’s story just now could have been a complete lie, a performance carefully calculated to lull suspicions and evoke sympathy. But Pressor didn’t think so. He’d always been good at reading people, and something about Jinzler’s revelation had struck him as genuine.

Still, that didn’t necessarily mean anything as far as the rest of the group was concerned. He’d caught the subtle hint in Evlyn’s question about politics; clearly, Jinzler was no ambassador, or at least nobody who’d been officially sanctioned in that post. Either he was part of some complicated plot, which was seeming less and less likely, or else he’d wormed his way into this expedition under false pretenses. Either way, the logical conclusion was that the chief Chiss, Formbi, was the one in actual charge here, and so far Pressor hadn’t been able to read him at all. Hopefully, Uliar was making some progress on that front. The outer school door slid open, and Rosemari stepped out into the corridor—

And nearly collided with Trilli as he shot past at a fast jog.

“Sorry,” the Peacekeeper muttered, managing to avoid running them down. He caught sight of Pressor and came to an abrupt halt. “Jorad, I need to talk to you,” he said.

Pressor glanced at Jinzler. Letting the pseudo-ambassador wander around alone would not be a good idea, he knew. But the look in Trilli’s eyes was one that demanded immediate attention, and in private. “Rosemari, will you escort the ambassador to the meeting chamber?” he asked his sister. “I’ll be along in a minute.”

“Certainly,” Rosemari said. “This way, Ambassador.” Walking side by side, she, Evlyn, and Jinzler headed down the corridor.

“What is it?” Pressor asked when he judged the group far enough out of earshot.

“I went to lock down the turbolift controls like you said,” Trilli said, his voice tight. “The other two trap cars—Two and Six—aren’t midtube anymore.”

Pressor felt his stomach tighten. “You mean they—? No, that’s impossible. We’d have heard the crash.”

“I’d sure think so,” Trilli agreed. “But if the cars aren’t there, and they didn’t smash themselves to a group pulp, it means the Jedi and Imperials somehow ungimmicked them and got out.”

Pressor hissed softly between his teeth. This was not good. This was very not good. “All right,” he said slowly. “They didn’t come down here—there are enough people wandering around that we’d surely have heard about it if they had. That means they either went back up to Four, or else they’re down in the storage core. Could you tell where the cars ended up?”

Trilli shook his head. “We messed up all the positioning sensors when we rewired the cars way back when. We’d have to physically go in there and see.”

“Yeah,” Pressor said. “Okay, go scare up a couple of maintenance droids and send them into the shaft, one in each direction. Then get hold of Bels and Amberson and have them lock down all access from Four. If they went up, they’re probably planning to come back with reinforcements.”

“And if they went down?”

Pressor grimaced. From the supply core, the intruders would have access to both the main colony here on Five as well as the nursery on Six. And, of course—

“You think they know about Quarantine?” Trilli asked, echoing Pressor’s own thought.

“I don’t know how they could,” Pressor said. “But they’re Jedi. Who knows what they know?”

“Well, we sure as vacuum can’t let them get back there,” Trilli warned darkly. “If they find those people—worse, if they spring them …” He shook his head.

“Right,” Pressor said grimly. “Who’s on Quarantine duty?”

“Perry and Quinze,” Trilli said. “You want me to send reinforcements?”

Pressor snorted. “Like who?”

“Yeah,” Trilli said with a sigh. “We don’t exactly have an army here, do we?”

“Hardly,” Pressor agreed, frowning back over Trilli’s shoulder. In the distance, in the direction of the forward turbolift lobby, some of the lights seemed to have gone off. Odd. “About all we can do is warn them. Better alert the maintenance crews to be on the lookout, too. Wired comms only on those; I want the comlink jamming kept in place for now.”

“Right,” Trilli said. “This could get ugly, Jorad.”

Pressor looked the other way down the corridor, where glimpses of his sister and niece and Jinzler could still be seen through colonists going about their business. “Yes,” he said. “I know.”


CHAPTER 16

THE LAST TEN METERS OF THE TURBOLIFT PYLON LEADING to the command Dreadnaught were crushed and twisted, as if that part of the pylon had been hit with a powerful impact. The final two meters of that, in addition, were blocked by what seemed to be the remains of a car that had been caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Even with lightsabers, it was a delicate task to cut enough of it away to get through. “Finally,” Mara said as she sliced through one last section of car wall to reveal the tube doors, as mangled and distorted as the tube itself. “Maybe we should have gone aft and tried the pylon back there.”

“I doubt it would have been any faster,” Luke said, stepping forward and carefully sniffing the air drifting in through the slightly open door. It smelled dank and stale, but otherwise livable. The door markings were upside down, he noted, which meant that the turbolift car hadn’t made the usual rotation as it arrived, and D-1’s gravity wasn’t functioning. If the gravity was off, the rest of the environmental system probably was, too, with the air he was smelling just the leakage from the rest of the Outbound Flight complex. They would have to make sure they didn’t get oxygen-starved. “Don’t forget all the debris we had to wade through when we first came in up on D-Four,” he reminded her as he stepped back and gestured in invitation toward the doors. “Thrawn probably made even more of a mess of the turbolaser and shield sections on this one.”

“I suppose.” With deft flicks of her lightsaber, Mara carved an opening through the door. “Shall we?”

It wasn’t as bad as Luke had expected, at least as far as basic travel difficulties were concerned. It was strange to walk along the ceiling with the deck above them, and of course the planetoid’s own gravity was far weaker than what they were used to, but that in itself didn’t present any particular problems. The bulkheads and floors were horrendously crumpled and twisted, but there was relatively little actual debris lying around to contend with. Occasionally they had to use their lightsabers to clear away a support strut that was blocking a doorway, and twice they had to use the Force to move a wayward console that had broken away from its connections and was lying, dust-covered, across their path. But most of the obstacles were easily dealt with, and a handful of the permlights had survived to supplement the illumination from their glow rods.

The debris itself wasn’t the tough part. The tough part was the bodies.

Not really bodies, of course, at least not the sort Luke had seen in the aftermath of the many battles he’d been through in his lifetime. After five decades, there was little left but piles of bones and scraps of clothing to show where someone had fallen. Sometimes he could see evidence of how death had come: severely broken skulls from flying equipment, or pulverized bone showing where a hit from a laser or missile blast had turned part of the inner hull into deadly shrapnel.

Most of the time, though, the remains showed no indication of what had happened. Those crewers, most likely, had either died of suffocation or from the impact when the Dreadnaught had slammed into the gravel pile where Outbound Flight now lay.

“You can see where the hull’s been repaired,” Mara commented as they picked their way forward toward the command deck. “See the weld marks?”

Luke looked where she was pointing her glow rod. The marks were very professional, precisely following the jagged hull cracks. “Repair droids?”

“Definitely,” Mara agreed. “The attack must have smashed the hull in enough places to bypass the blast doors and emergency compartmentalization system, which then suffocated any of the crew and passengers still alive. But it didn’t put all the droids out of commission, and they automatically began emergency repairs. By the time anyone else got here, enough of the ship was airtight again for them to fly it.”

The damage seemed to increase as they moved forward. So did the number of bones. “The crew must have been trying to escape up here as Thrawn took out the turbolaser and shield blisters,” Mara said as Luke sliced open yet another frozen blast door. “There normally wouldn’t have been this many people this far forward.”

“Especially since most of the ones on duty would have been farther forward on the command deck,” Luke agreed, eyeing her closely. “How are you doing?”

“I’m all right,” she said. “Why? Shouldn’t I be?”

“I just wondered,” he said. “I mean, down here with more …”

“With more evidence of what Thrawn and Palpatine did to these people?”

Luke winced. “Something like that.”

“Oddly enough, I’m all right,” Mara said, her eyes drifting around the room. “I guess I must have already worked through all that up above.” She gestured toward an upside-down arch ahead of them, a doorway partially blocked by a half-closed blast door. “Looks like we’re getting near the end of the line.”

“I think you’re right.” Slipping through the opening, Luke looked around. It was a large room, with a lot of scattered chairs and broken consoles that had once apparently been lined up in neat rows, all of it covered with the same thick layer of dust that existed everywhere down here. “Definitely the monitor anteroom,” he identified it as Mara joined him. “That would put the bridge just ahead, through that other archway in the middle of the far wall.”

“What’s left of it, anyway,” Mara said, looking around. “It may be my imagination, but it looks like there’s less actual battle damage here.”

“It does, doesn’t it,” Luke agreed, frowning. She was right: aside from a few of the droid-repaired fissures, most of the destruction seemed to be impact damage. “Either it happened when Outbound Flight plowed into this rock pile, or else Thrawn did some ship ramming during the battle.”

“Thrawn, or someone else,” Mara said. “Don’t forget that according to Bearsh, the Vagaari were also at that battle.”

“True.” Luke surveyed the wreckage, a strange feeling of emptiness flowing into him. “I’d hoped we’d be able to find some intact records down here. Something about the Jedi of that time, maybe some details about how they’d been organized. But I can’t see how anything like that could have survived.”

“Doesn’t look promising, does it?” Mara said. “Still, as long as we’re here, we might as well go the whole way. You said that was the door to the bridge?”

“Should be,” Luke said, ducking under a section of collapsed deck and stepping over to the archway and the warped metal door blocking it. Igniting his lightsaber, he sliced it open.

It was indeed the bridge, very much as he remembered from his brief time aboard the Katana some thirteen years before. Except, of course, that this particular bridge was littered with bones and broken consoles and ankle-deep in powdery dust.

And it was only about half as long as the other one had been.

“Now, that’s impressive,” Mara said. “I don’t think I’ve ever even heard of a ship being crushed this badly, let alone seen it. They must have been really scorching space when they hit.”

“Yes,” Luke murmured. “Question is, whose idea was it to hit this hard?”

“You still thinking about those prisoners in the storage core?”

“Off and on,” Luke said, frowning toward the crushed bow. There was something glinting dully over there amid the shards of the shattered observation bubble, something that didn’t seem to fit with the rest of the wreckage they’d seen. “We know they escaped somehow,” he continued, stepping carefully through the debris, wincing as something snapped beneath his boot. “We also know that there were eighteen Jedi aboard Outbound Flight, and yet Thrawn was still able to beat them. I keep wondering if there’s some connection.”

“It could be that Thrawn had a bigger fleet than anyone wants to admit,” Mara suggested, leaning over one of the consoles for a closer look.

“Formbi said it was just his picket force,” Luke reminded her.

“Formbi is also lugging around about two bantha-weights of corporate Chiss guilt over the whole incident,” Mara countered, moving on to the next console. “Maybe there was more official Chiss involvement than he’s letting on.”

“Could be,” Luke said, squatting down among the transparisteel shards. There it was. Gingerly, he reached into the debris and got a grip on it.

He froze. Not it; them. There were two objects buried in the rubble, both archaic in design and yet instantly recognizable as they lay among two distinct sets of broken bones.

Mara picked up instantly on his emotional reaction. “What is it?” she asked, abandoning her survey and coming to his side.

“Exhibit One,” Luke said, lifting up a dented cylinder that could only be a lightsaber. “And,” he added quietly, holding up a tarnished, dented hand weapon, “Exhibit Two.”

Mara inhaled sharply. “Is that what I think it is?”

“I think so,” Luke told her, standing up and turning the weapon over in his hand. “It’s a few decades out of date, but the style is unmistakable.

“It’s a Chiss charric.”

FOR A MOMENT NEITHER OF THEM SPOKE. THEN, STILL WORDLESSLY, Mara held out her hand. Luke placed the unknown weapon in it, and for another minute she studied it in silence. “Yes,” she said at last. “You can see Chiss lettering on it. It’s a charric, all right.”

“So what’s it doing here?” Luke asked. “Drask told us Thrawn never sent a landing party aboard.”

“And how exactly would Drask know whether he did or didn’t?” Mara pointed out. “He wasn’t there. Was he?”

“Not that I’ve heard,” Luke admitted, taking the charric back from her. An odd thought was starting to take shape around the edges of his mind …

“Not much we can tell from the skeleton, either,” Mara commented, squatting down and gently touching one of the bones the charric had been lying beside. “Humanoid, but definitely not human. That covers a lot of species, unfortunately.”

“Including the Chiss,” Luke said. “Tell me, Mara. You spent a lot of time talking to the Chiss on the trip here. Did any of them ever say they’d actually seen any of the Vagaari? Or seen holos of a Vagaari, or even heard a description of one?”

Mara frowned, and he could sense her stretching to the Force as she searched her memory. “No,” she said. “In fact, I remember Formbi specifically saying they hadn’t been seen anywhere in the region since Outbound Flight. Though to be fair, I never actually asked anyone that particular question.”

“Well, I did ask Bearsh once,” Luke said. “None of his generation of Geroons ever saw a Vagaari, either.”

“Which would make sense if they all disappeared fifty years ago,” Mara pointed out. “Are you going anywhere special with this?”

“The Chiss were at Outbound Flight,” Luke said. “According to Bearsh and Formbi, so were the Vagaari.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “What if they were in fact the same people?”

Mara blinked. “Are you suggesting the Chiss are the Vagaari?”

“Why not?” Luke asked. “Or at least, some particular group of Chiss were. We both know how devious and creative Thrawn was. Would it have been that hard for him to invent a completely fictitious race for his own purposes?”

“Probably wouldn’t have been more than a lazy afternoon’s work for him,” she conceded. “But why would he do that?”

“That’s the real question, isn’t it?” Luke conceded. “I don’t know. I just find it oddly suspicious that when Outbound Flight disappeared, so did the Vagaari.”

“Mm,” Mara murmured, frowning off into infinity. “Maybe we should sit Formbi down in a quiet corner somewhere when we get back to the rest of the group. It’s about time he was straight with us about what’s going on.”

“It’s well past time,” Luke said. “And we’ll need to get him off alone. I don’t think we’ll want Drask listening in.”

“That goes without saying.” Mara gestured to the dusty weapons in his hands. “Either of those still work?”

“I don’t know.” Aiming at an empty spot across the room, Luke squeezed the charric’s firing stud.

Nothing happened. “Dead as Honoghr,” he said, sticking it into his belt. Pointing the lightsaber away from him, he touched the activator.

The weapon’s snap-hiss sounded weak and rather asthmatic. But the green blade that blazed out appeared functional enough. “Whoever built this built it to last,” he commented, closing it down and peering more closely at it. “I wonder if it was C’baoth’s.”

“C’baoth’s?”

“He was apparently the senior Jedi Master on the expedition,” Luke reminded her. “This is probably where he would have been during the attack. And look.” He pointed to the activator. “See this? Looks like some kind of gem.”

“You’re right,” Mara said, leaning toward him for a closer look. “An amethyst, I think.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Luke said, sliding the lightsaber into his belt beside the charric. “Come on, let’s finish and get back upstairs. That talk with Formbi is starting to sound more and more interesting.”

THE TURBOLIFT CREAKED AND MOANED AS IT ARRIVED AT Dreadnaught-6, but it settled into place with only a couple of small bumps. “They’ve definitely been using this car,” Fel commented.

“As we had already concluded below,” Drask said pointedly.

With an effort, Fel held his tongue. Yes, Drask had noticed that the core’s stack of supplies near this particular turbolift tube had been systematically raided; and, yes, Fel had agreed then with the general’s conclusion that this probably meant at least part of D-6 was in use. But it didn’t mean extra evidence shouldn’t be noted and commented upon.

With a little more creaking, the doors slid open. Grappler, at point, stepped out into the corridor, his helmet turning back and forth as he scanned the area. “Clear,” he reported, moving aside to let the others emerge. “Which way, Commander?”

“The most direct path to D-Five, of course,” Drask growled before Fel could answer. “That is, after all, our chief purpose in being down here.”

With an effort, Fel controlled his temper. Drask had been nothing but a blue-skinned lump of impatience and disapproval since he’d left Luke and Mara and linked up with the Imperials. Maybe, he thought unkindly, that was why the two Jedi had been so eager to go down to D-1 and foist him off on the Imperials. “We’ll get to D-Five, General,” he said with all the patience he could scrape together. “But as long as we’re here, it wouldn’t hurt to do a little looking around.”

Drask rumbled something deep in his throat. “You do not understand,” he bit out.

Fel looked aft along the corridor, trying to ignore him. The game of diplomacy, he decided, was rapidly losing whatever faint charm it once might have possessed. As soon as he reasonably could, he would indeed get back to the others, turn Drask back over to Formbi, and be done with him.

In the distance, somewhere beyond this particular Dreadnaught’s fleet tactical room, he could see a glow that seemed stronger than anything permlights could put out. “Looks like the local civilization is back that way,” he said, pointing. “Stormtroopers?”

There was a short pause as the stormtroopers turned their sensors in that direction. “Infrared and gas-spectrum analysis readings indicate approximately thirty to forty humans,” Grappler reported.

“Picking up voices, too,” Cloud added. “The pitch would suggest mostly females and infants.”

Fel frowned. Infants? “Let’s take a look.”

Drask rumbled again. “Commander Fel—”

“We’re going to take a look, General,” Fel said shortly, sending the Chiss’s glare right back at him. “If you choose to argue with me every third or fourth step, it’s going to take a lot longer.”

“Very well, Commander,” Drask said, his eyes blazing. “As you wish. You are in command of this unit, after all.”

And don’t you forget it. Again leaving the words unsaid, Fel gestured the 501st forward.

They headed down the corridor, Grappler in the lead, Cloud and Shadow behind him, Watchman bringing up the rear behind Fel and Drask. The general maintained a stony silence, and possibly because of that they hadn’t gone more than a handful of steps before Fel began to hear the sounds of infant squeals and gurgles and female conversation. A few steps after that, and he was able to see the light he’d noticed spilling gently out into the corridor from a large room he tentatively identified as the forward sensor analysis complex. “Easy, everyone,” he murmured as Grappler neared the archway leading into the room. “We don’t want to scare them. Better let me go first.”

Grappler nodded, and the three stormtroopers in the lead slowed their pace and moved apart. Fel passed through the middle of the formation; to his annoyance, Drask stayed right at his side. “General—”

“If you pause to argue, this will take longer,” Drask countered. “Let us finish and go to D-Five.”

Fel squeezed his hand into a fist. Having a stranger drop in on unsuspecting women and children would be bad enough; having two strangers, one of them a glowing-eyed alien, would be an order of magnitude worse.

But there was a set to Drask’s jaw implying that further argument would be a waste of time. Sighing to himself, Fel stepped into the archway.

Even at first glance it was clear why Cloud had picked up only female and infant voices: by its furnishings and decor, the room was clearly a large and well-equipped nursery. Perhaps twenty women were visible in the nearer section, sitting on comfortable-looking couches and chairs, some of them clearly pregnant, the rest just as clearly monitoring the activities of a herd of infants, crawlers, and toddlers. There were also about a dozen older children in the seven-to-eight-year-old range, that group standing in a half circle around another woman as if listening to a story or a lesson. He had just enough time to see every eye turn to him, and to catch the startled or frightened expressions on several of the women—

The attack came as a stuttering burst of full-auto blasterfire from somewhere farther aft, a screaming volley of red bolts sizzling and spattering across the stormtroopers’ armor. Instinctively, Fel ducked down, grabbing for Drask’s arm only to find that the general’s combat reflexes were better honed than Fel’s and had already put him flat on the deck. The stormtroopers’ reactions were just as quick: Watchman shouted something Fel didn’t catch, and suddenly a set of green blaster bolts was scorching the air in the other direction.

“Cease fire!” Fel shouted over the din. “Stormtroopers: cease fire!”

“No!” Drask barked. “Lay down protective fire and retreat to the fleet tactical room. Fel, come.”

Before Fel could even form a protest, Drask had the two of them back on their feet, rapidly retreating behind the stormtroopers’ moving defensive screen. They reached the fleet tactical room, and with a quick look inside Drask shoved Fel through the doorway and jumped in after him. A second later, with one final burst of covering fire, the four stormtroopers were inside as well.

“Report,” Fel ordered, feeling like an idiot and hoping the effects of the exertion would adequately cover his embarrassment. Getting shot at was hardly a new experience for him, but usually he was in the cockpit of a clawcraft at those times, with a familiar collection of sensors, shields, and weapons at his fingertips. Being attacked in dress uniform had startled him more than he would have expected. “Injuries?”

“No armor damage,” Watchman reported. “Those bolts were weaker than standard.”

“Comes of using the same Tibanna gas reserves for fifty years, I guess,” Fel said. “All right, I guess that’s that. Let’s see if we can get back to the turbolift without getting ourselves blasted.”

“No,” Drask said. “We go back.”

Fel felt his jaw drop a couple of centimeters. “What are you talking about? We’re here to help these people, not trade shots with them.”

Drask eyed him curiously. “Interesting,” he said. “You have more restraint than I would have expected from one trained under Syndic Mitth’raw’nuruodo’s authority.” He gestured down the corridor. “But in this particular situation, such restraint is inappropriate. Those warriors are protecting something. I wish to learn what it is.”

Fel took a deep breath, his opinion of Drask’s soldiering skills dropping a few notches. “They were protecting that nursery,” he said, as if explaining it to a small child. “Women and children. Remember?”

“No,” Drask said. “If that had been their purpose, they would have been positioned between the turbolift and that room.”

“Maybe there aren’t any good defensive positions this far forward.”

“We passed at least three of them,” Drask countered. “I am a ground soldier, Commander. Such things are my business.”

“He’s right, Commander,” Watchman put in. “Actually, for that matter, the position they were firing from wasn’t very secure. Best guess is that they were on their way forward from somewhere else when they ran into us.”

Fel stepped to the doorway and hooked a cautious eye around it. Beyond the open nursery door, he could see two figures jump-stopping toward them along the corridor. “In fact, I would suspect they are right now taking advantage of the lull to move to better positions closer to us,” Drask said from behind him.

“They’re coming, all right,” Fel confirmed, his estimation of Drask reluctantly returning to its previous level. “Looks like just two of them.”

“Then let us move quickly,” Drask urged. “If we hesitate too long before launching a counterattack, the subsequent battle will take place near the nursery and risk injury to the women and children. That is unacceptable.”

“I thought launching attacks in general was unacceptable to the Chiss,” Fel muttered under his breath as he gestured the stormtroopers forward.

“They fired first,” Drask reminded him coolly. “They are now fair game. Do we go?”

Fel clenched his teeth. “We go,” he confirmed. “Watchman? Clear out those snipers. Try to do it without killing them.”

“Copy, Commander,” the stormtrooper said promptly. “Grappler, Shadow, Cloud: Overrun Pattern Three. Go.”

Grappler touched his fingertips to his helmet in acknowledgment and swung halfway out into the corridor, dropping onto one knee and opening up with his BlasTech on full auto. The other two stormtroopers gave the pattern half a second to settle in, then ducked out into the corridor and charged out toward the waiting enemy, Shadow adding his own blasterfire to the barrage.

Fel held his breath. Five seconds later came the distinctive sputtering sizzle of a stun blast, and the firing abruptly ceased.

“All clear,” Grappler announced, getting to his feet and disappearing down the corridor toward his comrades.

Silently, Fel let out the breath he’d been holding. He’d worked with units of the 501st on several occasions, but never under actual combat conditions. This was going to be an educational experience. “Let’s go, General.”

The women and children, he noted as they passed the nursery, had retreated to the farthest part of the room and were standing huddled together, some of them visibly trembling. He considered pausing to try to reassure them, decided that anything he could say or do would only scare them more, and continued on without breaking stride.

The two gunners were sprawled on the floor as he and the others reached the spot. Shadow was kneeling beside them, checking for the heart palpitations that sometimes occurred with stun blasts, while Cloud stood guard with his BlasTech pointed aft down the corridor. “They’ll be all right,” Shadow reported as he stood up. “Shall I leave them their weapons?”

Fel looked down at the antique blasters lying beside the sleeping men. Disarming the enemy was standard procedure, of course. But he hadn’t come here to fight these people, and there was a chance that what had just happened had been some kind of misunderstanding. “Just put them up there,” he ordered, pointing to a makeshift ledge a meter and a half above the deck that was supporting some reworked cable connections. “We don’t want some kid from the nursery finding them.”

“Yes, sir.”

He watched as the stormtrooper complied, fully expecting Drask to object to his decision. But the Chiss said nothing. “Cloud?”

“I’m not picking up anyone else nearby,” the stormtrooper reported. “There’s a lot of the same sort of structural damage back there that we ran into on D-Four, though, and that could be masking them.”

“Not to mention providing them with lots of choices for an ambush position,” Fel said.

“Yes, sir,” Watchman agreed. “Shall we go clean it out?”

Fel very much wanted to say yes. Antique weapons or not, those blaster bolts could still do considerable damage to an unarmored body if they connected. Staying here while the 501st did all the dangerous work made a lot of tactical sense.

But he couldn’t do that. Not with Drask standing there listening. “We’ll go together,” he told Watchman.

“Yes, sir,” the other said. “Stormtroopers: escort formation. Move out.”

THE COUNCIL MEETING CHAMBER WAS SIMPLER THAN JINZLER had expected it to be. There was a long rectangular table in the center ringed by a dozen padded wire-mesh chairs, with another eight or nine chairs lined up against each of the two side walls. In each corner of the room were a pair of pedestals with oddly shaped sculptures sitting on them, clearly handmade, while a few more pieces of local art hung on the walls.

Uliar was seated at the far end of the table, flanked on one side by Councilor Tarkosa and on the other by Councilor Keely. Facing them from the other end of the table, the end nearest the door, were Formbi, Feesa, and Bearsh, the latter hunched over in his seat like someone fighting a losing battle with disillusionment. The other three Geroons were seated together in the chairs along the left-hand wall, looking equally dejected, while the three Chiss warriors sat stiffly against the wall to the right. Each of the two latter groups had one of Pressor’s Peacekeepers standing watch beside its row.

The conversation, or perhaps more accurately the confrontation, was already under way as the door wheezed open and Jinzler, Rosemari, and Evlyn stepped into the room. “Not good enough, Aristocra Formbi,” Uliar was saying. “The actions of your people have cost us fifty years of exile and deprivation, not to mention the loss of nearly fifty thousand of our companions’ lives. If you genuinely wish to atone for this atrocity, you’ll need to do far more than that.”

He looked up at Jinzler. “Ah—Ambassador,” he greeted him gravely, gesturing to the chair beside Feesa. “Did you enjoy your tour?”

“Yes, thank you,” Jinzler said, moving reluctantly forward. This looked like a discussion he really didn’t want to get involved in, and for a moment he wondered if he should try to come up with another excuse to get out of it.

But the door had already slid shut behind him, and the others were all looking at him with varying degrees of expectation. He was apparently in for the duration.

So, it appeared, were Rosemari and Evlyn. Out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the Geroons bound eagerly from his chair and smilingly usher the mother and daughter to chairs beside the Chiss warriors. Uliar’s forehead wrinkled dangerously at that, but he apparently decided it wasn’t worth making an issue of. “We were just discussing the extent of reparations the Chiss government will be providing in contrition for the Devastation,” he said instead.

“And as I’ve already explained, I cannot make the sort of agreement you seek,” Formbi said. “I have no instructions or mandate for the situation we find ourselves in here. I can offer a certain level of monetary compensation from my own family’s resources, the amount of which I’ve already stated. But I can make no promise that will bind the other families.”

“On the other hand, the Nine Ruling Families had agreed to turn Outbound Flight’s remains over to the New Republic,” Jinzler pointed out as he sat down beside Feesa. “It shouldn’t be stretching that offer too much to include returning all the Colonists, as well.”

“And what makes you think we want to return to that part of the galaxy?” Uliar asked. “What makes you think we want anything to do with you or your New Republic?”

“Then what do you want?” Jinzler asked.

“In a perfect world, we’d want the slow executions of everyone involved with what was done to us,” Tarkosa bit out. “But Aristocra Formbi informs us that most of them are unfortunately already dead. So we’ll settle for a ship.”

Jinzler blinked. “A ship?”

“Not just any ship, of course,” Uliar cautioned. “We want a ship at least as big as one of our Dreadnaughts—no, make that twice as big—equipped with the best and most modern equipment available.”

“And weapons,” Keely murmured, his eyes staring darkly at something in the table apparently only he could see. “Lots of weapons.”

From Jinzler’s belt came a soft chirp, the same odd sound he’d heard back in the turbolift foyer just after they’d been brought down here. He glanced at Bearsh across the table, but if the Geroon’s comlink had made any such noise he wasn’t reacting to it.

“Yes,” Uliar agreed. “Plenty of weapons and defenses.”

“You already have most of that list,” Formbi reminded him. “According to Guardian Pressor, the uppermost Dreadnaught has been made capable of flight.”

“Capable of flight, yes,” Tarkosa said. “Capable of what we need, no.”

“What do you need, then?” Formbi asked. “What exactly do you want with this new ship?”

“To fulfill our mission, of course,” Tarkosa said. “Fifty years ago, we were commissioned to travel through the Unknown Regions to the edge of the galaxy and beyond in a search for new life and new worlds.”

He glared at Formbi from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “The Chiss denied us that opportunity. We will therefore make it for ourselves.”

Jinzler threw a startled look at Formbi. The Aristocra’s face was settled in diplomatic neutral, but Jinzler could see a hint of surprise in his glowing eyes. “That’s a rather ambitious project, Director,” he said carefully, turning back to Uliar. “Especially for a group as small as yours.”

“And what if your people don’t wish to go?” Formbi added.

“The people will come,” Keely said, his eyes still focused on the table. “If we lead them, they will follow. All of them.”

“Of course,” Jinzler said, a shiver running up his back. Was the councilor going senile? Or had the long exile driven him completely insane? “We will, of course, need to consult with our governments,” he said aloud, deciding the best approach right now would be to stall and hope he didn’t improvise himself into a corner. “We’ll need to discuss how to locate and deliver a ship that will suit your needs.”

“Good,” Uliar said, leaning back in his seat. “Go ahead. We’ll wait.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” Formbi put in. “First of all—”

“Of course, of course.” Uliar lifted a hand in an imperious gesture toward the young man standing beside the Chiss. “Peacekeeper Oliet? You may turn off the jamming.”

The Peacekeeper reached for the antique comlink in his belt; hesitated. “I’m sorry, Director, but I don’t think I should do that without Guardian Pressor’s permission.”

Uliar’s face darkened. “Then get it,” he said, his voice rumbling ominously.

To Jinzler’s left, the door again slid open, and with perfect timing Pressor stepped inside. “There you are,” Uliar said, his tone making the words an accusation. “Release the jamming. Ambassador Jinzler needs to contact his government.”

“It’s not the jamming that’s the problem,” Formbi said before Pressor could reply. “The fact is that communication with the outside galaxy is impossible from inside the Redoubt. If Ambassador Jinzler and I are to consult our governments, we’ll need to leave Outbound Flight.”

Uliar’s eyes narrowed. “Will you, now,” he said, his voice almost silky smooth. “How very convenient. Perhaps you won’t find it so necessary if I tell you that one of you will be required to remain while—”

He broke off as, with a squeak of boots on decking, the Peacekeeper who’d taken Pressor aside earlier appeared from the corridor and came to a halt at Pressor’s side. He grabbed the Guardian’s arm and began murmuring urgently to him. “Guardian?” Uliar demanded. “Guardian!”

“Your pardon, Director; Councilors,” Pressor said, most of his attention on the man still whispering to him. “A small matter that needs to be dealt with. I’ll be back in a moment.”

He flashed a hand signal to the two Peacekeepers standing guard over the Chiss and Geroons. Then he and the messenger hurried from the room, the door wheezing shut behind them.

Jinzler looked across the room at the guard beside the Geroons. The young man’s face was suddenly tight and nervous, and his hand was now resting on the butt of his blaster. Whatever was going on, it was apparently far more serious than Pressor was admitting.

And it seemed to Jinzler that there were only two places trouble could be coming from right now. The Jedi, or the Imperials.

Swallowing, he turned back to Uliar. “Well,” he said, searching for something to say. “As long as we have a few minutes, Director, why don’t we get some details. I’d like to hear exactly what kind of ship you’re looking for.”


CHAPTER 17

MARA WAS ON HER KNEES, STUDYING THE SCATTERED BONES and trying to visualize what the owner of the charric might have looked like, when she felt the faint and distant sensation.

She paused, closing her eyes as she stretched out to the Force. Bits and pieces flowed into focus—fear, surprise, anger, violence—then flowed away again into the general roiling fog. She worked harder at it, trying to pull back from the details to get a bigger picture.

The larger view refused to come, and a moment later the sensation itself faded into the darkness and dust and ancient bones. But that moment had been enough.

Somewhere nearby, someone had died. Violently.

She opened her eyes and looked at Luke. His eyes were still closed, his mouth tight as he, too, chased after the last wisps of the vision. She waited, fingering her lightsaber and fighting for patience, until he too had lost the contact. “How many?” she asked.

“Several,” he said, climbing hastily to his feet. “No injuries, either, just deaths. Quick ones, too, as if the victims were ambushed.”

“You think it’s real, then?” Mara asked as they headed back across the bridge and into the monitor anteroom. “I mean, it couldn’t have been something from the past, could it?”

“You mean like an echo of what happened to Outbound Flight fifty years ago?” Luke shook his head. “No. One of us might possibly pick up something like that, but not both of us at the same time. No, this was real, and it happened just now.”

They had to do some climbing through the rubble at the bottom of the turbolift shaft in order to reach their car, but they’d made sure to leave adequate hand- and footholds, and within a few minutes they were once again inside. “Were you able to tell where it happened?” Mara asked as the car began moving sluggishly upward.

“No,” Luke said. “Someplace above us, but it all went by too quickly to pin it down any better than that. You?”

Mara shook her head. “All I could tell was that the deaths didn’t seem human, somehow.”

“Really,” Luke said, looking at her thoughtfully. “Interesting. I had something of that same feeling, but I couldn’t decide whether that part was real or just the fact that there are so many Chiss and Geroons around.”

“Or maybe it was a little of both,” Mara said. “If someone decided to start shooting at Jinzler or the Five-Oh-First, they wouldn’t be likely to let Formbi and Bearsh just walk away.”

The car lumbered to a halt in the storage core. “Where exactly are we headed?” Mara asked as they hurried through the silent storage rooms.

“We’ll try the turbolift Fel and the stormtroopers used to go to D-Six,” Luke said over his shoulder. “We should be able to reach either D-Six or D-Five with that one.”

“Yes, that part I’d already figured out,” Mara said. “I was asking which of the two Dreadnaughts you think we should start with.”

“I don’t know,” Luke said as they reached the turbolift lobby where they’d taken their leave of the Imperials. “Fel went to D-Six; Jinzler and Formbi are probably on D-Five. Pick one.”

The turbolift door slid halfway open and stopped. “Let’s make it D-Five,” Mara decided as they squeezed inside. “Even with three Chiss warriors along, the civilians are likely to be harder pressed if things have gotten messy.”

“Sounds good,” Luke said. Using the Force to pull the doors at least partially closed, he tapped the key for D-5.

The car didn’t move.

“Uh-oh,” he said, trying the key again. Still nothing.

“Terrific,” Mara growled, pulling out her comlink. A quick on–off showed that the jamming was still in place. “Well, so much for the easy approach,” she said. “Looks like our choices are to climb the shaft or head aft and hope the turbolifts back there are still working.”

“Or to continue around to the turbolift Pressor had us trapped in,” Luke reminded her. “Actually, given that we’ve already cut some of the repulsor controls in that pylon, it might be the easier one to climb.”

“Probably safer, too,” Mara pointed out, pushing the doors open again.

“Right,” Luke agreed as they squeezed back out into the turbolift lobby and took off at a run toward the next turbolift lobby over. “It would be a little tricky to play Hilltop Emperor if the repulsor beams came back on.”

Mara stiffened. Suddenly, unbidden, a horrible revelation had come like a thundering of blaster bolts chewing their way into her stomach. The Geroon ship—Bearsh’s farewell to the rest of his people as the Chaf Envoy prepared to head into the Redoubt—the vague and nameless puzzle that had bothered her so tantalizingly at the time—

And the image of a Geroon child triumphantly waving a red headband.

“What is it?” Luke asked, his own step faltering at the abrupt spike he felt in her. “Mara?”

“Blast it,” she bit out, sprinting past him as she doubled her speed. “Come on—no time to waste. Blast them all.”

“What—?”

But she had left Luke and his bewildered question behind her. So simple; so embarrassingly simple.

And yet Mara Jade Skywalker, former Emperor’s Hand, had missed it completely. Musing on the Empire that had been, and her former place in it, she had missed it completely.

She was nearly to their target turbolift, and over her panting breath she could hear Luke’s footsteps as he caught up to her. Steady, his thought came, flowing calmness over her as he tried to soothe some of her agitation.

But even Jedi calm couldn’t help her now. People had already died because of her carelessness. Unless they hurried, others would suffer the same fate.

Maybe even all of them.

THE TURBOLIFT LOBBY WAS ALMOST COMPLETELY DARK WHEN Pressor and Trilli arrived. “This is crazy,” Pressor declared, looking around in disbelief. Even some of the emergency permlights were out, which should have been well-nigh impossible. “What could have caused all this?”

“You got me,” Trilli said. “The power’s all right at the generators—that was the first thing the techs checked. It’s just getting lost somewhere along the way.”

“So, what, we’ve got a short in the wiring?”

“It’d take a lot more than just one,” Trilli pointed out. “And that wouldn’t explain the permlights, anyway.”

“Yes,” Pressor conceded. “Have we got a tech crew on the way?”

“One’s already here,” Trilli told him. “They’re a deck up, checking out the turbolifts. Apparently, that’s where the outages started.”

Pressor scratched his cheek. “The turbolifts that the two Jedi and Imperials were able to get past?”

“I thought about that, too,” Trilli said. “But the power was just fine earlier after they got out.”

“Maybe it’s some sort of delayed reaction,” Pressor suggested. “Something they set up to cover their tracks.”

“I don’t know,” Trilli said doubtfully. “Seems kind of a waste of effort. Especially for Jedi.”

Across the lobby, the faint sound of a ventilator fan went silent. “There goes another one,” Pressor said, peering in that direction. “You know what this reminds me of? That infestation of conduit worms we had a few years after the landing.”

“That’s impossible,” Trilli insisted. “We exterminated them thirty years ago.”

“Unless we’ve just imported a new batch,” Pressor said, jerking his head back down the corridor.

Trilli muttered something under his breath. “Uliar’s not going to be happy about this at all.”

“No kidding.” Pressor started to reach for his comlink, remembered the jamming in time and headed instead toward one of the wall-mounted comms. “We’d better get a couple more tech teams down here,” he said. “If it’s conduit worms, we want them gone, and fast.”

“Right,” Trilli said. “You want me to wait here while you go tell Uliar the good news?”

Pressor made a face. “Let’s both wait,” he said. “There’s no point in starting rumors until we know for sure what we’ve got.”

“Besides which, you don’t want to spring this on Uliar alone?”

Pressor keyed the wall comm for the tech section. “Something like that.”

THE CENTER PORTSIDE CORRIDOR ON D-6 WAS AS SNARLED with rusted debris as anything Fel had seen up on D-4. The center starboard corridor, in contrast, was almost perfectly clear.

“They’ve definitely been using this one,” Watchman commented as the group made their cautious way aft. “Not very much traffic, but it’s steady.”

“How do you figure that?” Fel asked.

“From the pattern of dust on the deck,” Drask told him. “There are places where occasional footsteps have lifted or moved it. No more than twenty people come this way each day. Possibly fewer.”

“Possibly as few as ten,” Watchman agreed. “The two guards we left stunned back there, running three shifts a day, plus a few more would pretty well cover it.”

“Commander?” Grappler, in the lead, called back over his shoulder. “I’m picking up voices ahead.”

“Extend formation,” Watchman ordered. “Not too far—make sure to stay in sight.”

“I see a light,” Grappler announced. “Looks like it’s coming from one of the crew bunkrooms.”

“Watch for trouble,” Fel warned. “They may have had time to get reinforcements in position.”

Apparently, they hadn’t. A minute later, the group had arrived.

At a prison.

Fel hadn’t been particularly impressed by Luke’s claim that there had been an old prison down in the supply core, and Drask’s description of the setup hadn’t done anything to modify that skepticism. But about this place he had no doubts at all. The door to the old crew quarters had had a pair of narrow slits cut into it, one at eye level for observation, the other just above the floor and wide enough to pass a tray of food through. Supplementing the door’s original lock was a heavy add-on with the kind of twin access ports that implied two separate codes were necessary to open it.

“Hello?” a woman’s voice called tentatively from behind the door. “Perry? Is that you?”

Fel stepped to the door and pressed his face to the upper slit. The bunkroom had been divided into at least three sections, two of which were currently closed off by light, hand-movable panels. The center section, the one visible from the observation slit, had been set up as a recreation area, with chairs, a couple of small tables, games, and toys. Seated in two of the chairs were a pair of women, one in her twenties, the other much older, watching as four children with ages ranging between six and ten years old played or talked. The younger woman was leaning toward the door, squinting to try to see Fel through the narrow slit.

Abruptly, she stiffened. “You’re not Perry,” she said, her voice quavering a little. “Who are you?”

“I’m Commander Chak Fel of the Empire of the Hand,” Fel identified himself as the children all paused in their activities and turned to see what was going on. “Don’t worry, we aren’t going to hurt you.”

“What do you want?” the older woman asked.

“We’re here to help,” Fel assured her, frowning as he looked around. These certainly didn’t look like hardened criminals who deserved to be kept behind a double-coded lock and supplied through a zoo-style feeding slot. In many ways the room reminded him of the nursery they’d passed down the corridor, in fact, or perhaps a special classroom of some sort. “Who are you people?”

“We’re the remnant of the Republic mission called Outbound Flight,” the older woman said.

“Yes, we know that part,” Fel said. “I mean you and the children. What are you doing in there?”

“Why, we’re the dangerous ones, of course,” the younger woman said bitterly. “Didn’t you know?” She waved a hand to encompass the children. “Or rather, they are. That’s why they’re in Quarantine. We’re just here to take care of them, poor dears.”

“The dangerous ones, huh?” Fel asked, eyeing the children. As far as he could tell, they looked like any other kids he’d ever known. “What exactly did they do?”

“They didn’t do anything,” the older woman said quietly. Apparently she’d been at this long enough for her bitterness to decay into resignation. “All they were was a little bit different from everyone else. That’s all. Director Uliar’s imagination and hatred did all the rest.”

“And what exactly does his imagination and hatred tell him?” Fel asked. “What does he think they are?”

“Why, pure evil, of course,” the younger woman said. “Or at least, that’s what he’s afraid they’ll grow up to be.”

Fel looked at the kids again. “Pure evil?” he asked.

“Yes,” the older woman added, her forehead creasing as if it should be obvious. “You know.

“Jedi.”


CHAPTER 18

FEL JUST STARED AT HER, HIS BRAIN REFUSING TO FORM WORDS. Pure evil? Jedi? “Who told you Jedi were evil?” he demanded. “Some of them may have their moments, but …”

He trailed off. Both women were looking at him as if he’d just told them that red was green. “Don’t you know anything?” the younger woman said. “They destroyed us. They betrayed and destroyed us.”

“Did you actually see this happen?” Fel persisted. “Or is it just something you heard from—?”

“Commander,” Drask said.

Fel turned away from the observation slit. “What?” he snapped.

“For the moment, this is irrelevant,” the general said quietly. “We can learn more about their history when the Aristocra and ambassador are once again safely under our protection.”

Fel felt his jaw tighten in frustration. But the Chiss was right. “Understood,” he said reluctantly. “So we just leave them here?”

“Would you prefer we take them with us?” Drask countered.

“No, of course not,” Fel conceded reluctantly. “I just—of course not. Back to the turbolift?”

“Yes,” Drask said, his eyes flashing with quiet anger toward the locked room. “We have seen what we came here to see.”

Fel nodded. He hated to just leave these people here, prisoners of some insane half-remembered myth or personal vendetta. But Drask was right. It could be dealt with later. “All right, stormtroopers, form up. We’re heading back to the forward turbolifts.”

He started to turn, and, as he did, something about Grappler’s stance caught his attention. “Grappler?” he asked.

Reluctantly, he thought, the Eickarie came back to attention. “Your pardon, Commander,” he said, his voice sounding even more alien than usual. “I was … remembering.”

“Remembering what?”

“My people.” Grappler gestured fractionally toward the Quarantine door with his BlasTech. “The Warlord took away many such innocents who were of no genuine threat and put them in places like this. Most were never heard from again.”

“I understand,” Fel said, leveling his gaze at the white faceplate. “But the best thing we can do right now is find Formbi and Jinzler and make sure they know about this. Rule One is that diplomats always get first crack at this sort of problem.”

“And if they are unable or unwilling to do anything?”

Fel looked back at the locked door. “Rule Two is that soldiers get second crack,” he said darkly. “Move out.”

OUTBOUND FLIGHT’S DESIGNERS HAD CLEARLY NEVER CONSIDERED the possibility that anyone would ever wish to travel through the connecting turbolift pylons without an actual turbolift car or at least a maintenance repulsorlift pack. As a result, they had kept the tube interior smooth, without any of the access ladders Luke had assumed would be there. There were also no other built-in handholds, and all the wiring was buried behind protective metal panels.

Fortunately, Jedi had their own resources.

“How’s it going?” Luke grunted as he hauled himself another arm’s length up the thick power cable.

“I’m doing fine,” Mara countered from above him. “Question is, how are you holding up?”

“I’m fine, too,” Luke assured her, taking a moment to look up at the woman sitting on his shoulders. It would have looked utterly ridiculous, he knew, had there been anyone around to see them: a man hauling himself hand over hand up a set of power cables while a grown woman sat high atop his shoulders like a small child watching a Victory Day parade.

But silly looking or not, it was working, and faster even than Luke had anticipated. With the metal access panels long since frozen shut by age and rust, there was no way to reach the cables beneath them except via a lightsaber wielded by a steady hand. Any other approach they could have used would have required each of them to cut away a section of paneling, haul him- or herself up to that level via the newly exposed cables, and then pause to cut away the next section. This way, Mara was able to concentrate on the task of precision cutting while Luke could give his full attention to the climb itself.

Or at least he could do so as long as his arms held out. Stretching out to the Force, letting its strength flow into his muscles, he kept going. It was just as well, he reflected, that they hadn’t had to get out of the rigged turbolift car this way. Drask would never have made it.

“Watch it,” Mara warned. “We’re hitting the edge of another eddy.”

“Right,” Luke said, making sure to get an extra-firm grip with each pull upward. With the storage core and each of the Dreadnaughts running its own gravity direction, the tube had been designed to align incoming cars with the proper “up” before they arrived at their various destinations. The gravity eddy fields required for such an operation weren’t too difficult to get past—he and Mara had already forded two of them—but getting caught unprepared could be trouble.

“I wish these things weren’t tied into the ships’ environmental system,” he muttered as he felt the eddy current tugging at his body, trying to turn him around. Mara had abandoned her lightsaber work for the moment in favor of steadying herself with a grip on Luke’s collar. “Without gravity in the pylon, we could have just floated up to D-Five.”

“It would have taken us half a day just to find all the redundancies and shut them down,” Mara pointed out, waving her free hand cautiously above her. “Okay, there’s the upper edge of the eddy.”

Luke eased them past the interface and they continued on their way. “So when are you going to tell me what this is all about?” he asked.

Even over the humming of her lightsaber he heard Mara’s sigh. “It was that scene on the Chaf Envoy’s observation deck,” she said. “Just before we headed into the Redoubt, when Bearsh and the Geroons were saying good-bye to their ship.”

“I remember,” Luke said. “You said at the time something about that wasn’t right.”

“I just wish I’d caught it sooner,” Mara said, an edge of self-recrimination in her voice. “I should have caught it earlier. Remember when the Geroon ship first arrived, and on the comm display behind Bearsh we saw some children playing Hilltop Emperor?”

“Yes,” Luke said, replaying the scene in his mind. “It looked all right to me.”

“Oh, it looked just fine,” Mara bit out. “Problem is, a couple of days later, when the Geroons were saying their farewells, the same scene was going on in the background.”

Luke frowned. “What do you mean, the same scene? More children playing on the structure?”

“I mean the same children playing on the structure,” she said. “Doing the same things, in exactly the same way.”

Luke tightened his grip on the cables. “The whole thing was a recording?”

“You got it,” Mara said bitterly. “There are no children aboard that ship, Luke. Bearsh was lying through his teeth. Both sets of teeth.”

“And I missed it completely,” Luke said, feeling like a fool. “I wasn’t even paying attention.”

“Why should you have been?” Mara pointed out. “There wasn’t any reason to suspect them of anything.”

“I still should have been more alert,” Luke said, refusing to be mollified. “Especially after everything that was going on aboard the Chaf Envoy. So what exactly does it mean?”

“It means the Geroons are frauds,” Mara said. “It means that ship of theirs isn’t a refugee ship at all. Aside from that, I have no idea.”

“Bearsh said the ship was mostly composed of small rooms,” Luke said, trying to think it through. “That kind of structure is something our sensors might be able to check out, so we can assume he was telling the truth about that. What sort of ship would be composed of mostly small rooms?”

“A prison ship, maybe?” Mara suggested. “Or maybe a cargo ship like Outbound Flight’s storage core? That’s basically a series of small rooms.”

“I wish we knew what size rooms they are,” Luke said. “You ever ask Drask if he took any sensor readings of their ship?”

“No, but you’d think he would have said something if it didn’t check out,” Mara said.

“Maybe he did, only not to us,” Luke said, visualizing the Geroon ship in his mind. Big and spherical, with a regular pattern of dark spots covering the hull. Viewports, he’d tentatively identified them at the time. Or vents, or decoration—

He drew in a sharp breath. “Or ejection ports,” he said aloud.

“What?”

“Ejection ports,” he repeated. “Those dark spots on the hull are just like the ones we saw on that firepoint asteroid on our way into the Redoubt.”

“Ejection ports for fighters,” Mara bit out. “The thing’s a carrier.”

“And we left it sitting right next to the Brask Oto Command Station,” Luke reminded her grimly.

“Terrific,” Mara grunted. “So much for the Geroons being peace loving.”

From behind Luke’s head, barely audible over the sound of Mara’s lightsaber, came a soft chirp. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Hear what?”

“Another of those comlink chirps,” he told her. “The kind Drask said sounded like someone communicating over the jamming. It came from your comlink.”

“I missed it,” she said, the tone of her lightsaber changing slightly as she sliced away more of the metal. “The Geroons, you think?”

“I don’t think anyone else has lied to us as consistently as they have,” Luke said grimly.

“Not even Formbi?”

“Not even Jinzler,” he said. “And I’m getting a very bad feeling about this. How much farther?”

Her weight shifted slightly on his shoulders as she peered upward. “Fifteen minutes at this rate,” she said. “Maybe more.”

Luke set his teeth, stretching out to the Force for strength. “Let’s make it less.”

“No.” WITH A CONTEMPTUOUS FLICK OF HIS WRIST, TARKOSA sent Jinzler’s datapad sliding back across the tabletop toward him. “Completely unacceptable, all of them.”

“What’s wrong with the Rendili Battle Horn-class?” Jinzler asked, struggling to remain calm. This whole thing was starting to get ridiculous. “It’s got the size you want, it’s got the speed—”

“It’s a freighter,” Tarkosa said flatly.

“It’s a bulk cruiser, not a freighter,” Jinzler corrected. “It’s armed, it’s armored, it’s got the range, it’s got the capacity—”

“It’s unacceptable,” Uliar cut in. “Show us something else.”

Jinzler reached over and snagged the datapad, swallowing the retort he so very much wanted to say. Uliar and the two councilors had shot down every single suggestion he’d made, and he was becoming extremely irritated with the whole bunch of them. “Fine,” he said, keying for Mon Cal ship designs. Maybe there would be something here that the crotchety old Survivors could live with.

Of course, there would then be the whole question of persuading either the Chiss to buy such a ship or the New Republic to donate it to the cause. But that would be a crisis for another day.

From his comlink came another chirp. “What is that noise you people keep making on our comlinks?” he demanded.

“What are you talking about?” Uliar asked.

“That little chirping sound,” Jinzler said. “Do all your comlinks have frequency bleed-through or something?”

“I repeat, what are you talking about?” Uliar countered. “You’re doing that, not us.”

Jinzler frowned. “What are you talking about? We’re not—”

“Ah, yes,” Bearsh murmured, standing up. “As was the beginning, so is the end.”

Jinzler shifted his frown to the Geroon. “What?”

“As was the beginning, so is the end,” Bearsh repeated. Ducking his head forward, he slid the limp wolvkil body off his shoulders and let it thump onto the table in front of him. Against the wall behind him, his three compatriots had also taken off their wolvkils, laying them on the floor, and Jinzler had the sudden irrational thought that they were about to present the dead animals to Uliar as a gift to try to get him to cooperate. “Once, victims,” Bearsh went on. “Now, victors.” Reaching to the wolvkil’s neck, he broke off its decorative blue-and-gold collar.

And with a sudden, brief shudder, the wolvkil came to life.

Someone gasped as the animal scrambled to its feet; one of the Survivors, Jinzler thought dimly as the wolvkil shook itself like a wet karfler. Or maybe it had been Jinzler himself. For the moment, his brain was too frozen with shock to process anything but the impossibility that was now staring him in the eye along its long, tooth-filled muzzle. At the far wall, he was vaguely aware that the other three wolvkils had similarly and inexplicably revived.

For a stretched-out second no one moved. Bearsh murmured something reverent sounding in that melodious, two-toned language of theirs; from the Survivors’ end of the table came another soft gasp. “No,” he heard Uliar breathe. “It can’t—”

The four wolvkils leapt.

Instinctively, Jinzler shoved himself back from the table as the nearest animal jumped toward him, fully expecting a terrible stab of pain as its jaws closed around his neck. But the furry missile shot past without even grazing him with its outstretched claws. The momentum of Jinzler’s push sent his chair tipping over backward, and as his shoulder and head slammed against the deck a brief burst of stars blurred his vision. Through the sound of the blood roaring in his ears he heard screams and shouts and the sputter of blasterfire. There was a ululating roar, another scream; and suddenly he found himself being hauled to his feet.

It was Tarkosa, his eyes wild, his age-lined face etched with fear and rage. “Get back, you fool,” he snarled, giving Jinzler’s arm a single tug toward the back of the room and then letting go and backing up hastily himself. Blinking once to clear his eyes, Jinzler looked behind him.

The calm scene of a few seconds before had dissolved into chaos. The three Chiss warriors were bent over or on their knees, wrestling with the snarling wolvkils, clearly fighting for their lives. The Peacekeeper who had been standing guard over them was already down, lying motionless in a widening pool of blood, his blaster lying on the deck beside his limp hand. Even as Jinzler stared in horror one of the Chiss managed to twist his charric far enough around in the grip of his attacker’s jaws and fire point-blank into its torso. But the wolvkil shrugged off the shot without even a snarl, its teeth and claws continuing to tear at the warrior’s arm and chest. Across the room by the other side wall, the remaining Peacekeeper had been knocked prone by the three Geroons whom he had been guarding. Two of them were pinning down his gun hand as the third sat on his chest, rhythmically beating his head against the deck.

From behind Jinzler came a sizzling hiss, and a streak of blue fire shot past his shoulder to impact squarely in the center of the third Geroon’s back. The Geroon screamed something vicious sounding and rolled forward off the Peacekeeper’s chest. A second shot struck his shoulder, blackening his robe and eliciting another scream—

And once again Jinzler ducked reflexively away as one of the wolvkils abandoned the injured Chiss he’d been attacking and leapt past him. He spun around—

To see the wolvkil slam into Formbi, its snarling jaws snapping shut around the Aristocra’s gun arm.

The impact staggered Formbi backward, but he managed to stay on his feet. Ignoring the blood suddenly flowing onto his sleeve, he twisted his arm around and tossed the charric to his free hand. Pressing the muzzle to the wolvkil’s head, he fired.

That one at least wrenched a howl from the animal. But if the injury affected either its strength or resolve, it didn’t show. Formbi fired a second time; and then the wolvkil seemed to realize it was no longer holding on to the proper arm. With one last tearing bite, it let go and reached out for Formbi’s other arm.

It never had a chance to connect. Even as its jaws opened, Feesa appeared out of nowhere, a streak of yellow-clad blue that slammed into the wolvkil’s side, tearing it off Formbi and sprawling both of them onto the deck.

The wolvkil howled in fury, twisting like a snake as it tried to buck her away. Feesa was faster, throwing her arms around its sides and burying her face in the fur of its back. The creature howled again, twisting its head back and forth as it tried to reach her. But Feesa held on, shouting in the Chiss language as Formbi fired round after round of blue fire into the wolvkil’s body.

And with that, the paralysis holding Jinzler rooted to the floor abruptly snapped.

Bearsh was standing by himself in a little bubble of calmness, his hands on his hips as he coolly surveyed the carnage going on around him. “Call them off,” Jinzler snapped, a sudden fury blazing inside him as he strode toward the Geroon. “You hear me? Call them off.”

“I hear you, human,” Bearsh said. The nervous, self-effacing voice Jinzler had become accustomed to aboard ship had suddenly changed to something harsh and arrogant. “You are as big a fool as they are. Stay back, or die now in agony instead of later in cold and darkness.”

“You’re the one who’s going to die,” Jinzler bit out, feeling his hands curling into fists. Bearsh might be younger, but Jinzler was a good head taller and at least fifteen kilos heavier, and the Geroon wouldn’t have the element of surprise they’d had against the young Peacekeeper getting his brains beaten in. He would hammer the Geroon until he called off the attack. Would hammer him all the way to death, if that was what it took.

Perhaps Bearsh saw that in his eyes as he approached. His expression changed, and with a speed Jinzler wouldn’t have expected he lifted his hands from his hips and grabbed for the end of his left sleeve. Jinzler tensed, lengthening his stride, trying to beat the Geroon to whatever weapon he was reaching for.

Bearsh’s hand reached the sleeve; but instead of drawing a weapon, he merely ripped the outer layer of cloth away. Jinzler had just enough time to see that the arm was covered with what appeared to be lumpy packing material, half black and yellow, half translucent—

And abruptly the arm exploded into a hundred angrily buzzing insects.

He was barely able to wrench himself to a halt in time. For a second or two the insects swarmed aimlessly before coalescing into a spherical pattern swirling around Bearsh. “Careful, human,” the Geroon warned softly. “Be very careful. I don’t know what schostri stings would do to a human, but they’re quickly fatal to most other life-forms we’ve used them against.”

His mouths curved in a sardonic double smile. “Of course, if you wish to serve as a test case, come ahead.”

Casually, he turned his back on Jinzler, crossing toward the Geroon whom Formbi had shot and the two uninjured ones still beating on the Peacekeeper. The swarm moved with him, as if genetically programmed to recognize him as their hive or queen.

Jinzler took a cautious step forward, keeping a wary eye on the insects. Another few steps, and Bearsh would be within reach of the injured Peacekeeper’s dropped blaster. If he got to the weapon first, any hope of stopping them and the wolvkils would be gone.

But the Geroon had apparently forgotten there was another spare weapon lying loose on the deck, the one dropped by the other Peacekeeper. Or maybe he simply didn’t think it was relevant, since the only ones close enough to reach it were already fighting for their lives against the wolvkils.

Everyone except Dean Jinzler.

He eased his way toward the gun, striving to be as invisible as possible. Even if he shot Bearsh, he knew, the swarm of insects might well take vengeance on him. But it would be worth it to watch Bearsh’s smile turn to pain and then to death.

Still no one seemed to have noticed him. Another few steps …

“Ambassador!” Formbi called.

Jinzler twisted his head back around. Uliar and the two councilors had flipped the long conference table onto its side and were dragging it toward one of the room’s back corners. Formbi and Feesa were with them, the Aristocra staggering slightly as blood continued to pour from his mangled arm. The wolvkil he had been fighting lay still on the deck, its fur almost uniformly black from multiple charric burns. Rosemari and Evlyn were already back in the corner, Rosemari’s arms visibly trembling as she clutched her daughter close to her. “Ambassador!” Formbi called again. “Come. Quickly.”

“Shh!” Jinzler hissed at him. Didn’t they see what he was trying to do?

“Yes, Ambassador, go,” Bearsh agreed.

Jinzler turned back. Bearsh was standing beside the now motionless second Peacekeeper, the boy’s blaster pointed casually in Jinzler’s direction. “Or would you prefer to die now in agony?”

Jinzler hesitated. But if the Geroons wanted them all dead, there was nothing and no one left to stop them anyway. Clenching his hands one last time, this time into fists of impotent rage and defeat, he backed away.

“Bring chairs,” Uliar called. “Quickly.”

With his full attention still on the blaster in Bearsh’s hand, Jinzler groped blindly for some of the fallen chairs and came up with two of them. All the Chiss warriors were lying broken and bloody on the deck now, he noted distantly, their own battles over. The wolvkils who had killed them stood panting, watching Jinzler with unblinking eyes as they licked their bloody muzzles and paws.

The Survivors had the table in position by the time he arrived, set on its edge across the back corner to form a low barrier. What they wanted with the chairs was quickly evident as Uliar and Tarkosa stacked them like sections of a roof over the top of the triangle-shaped gap they’d created behind the table, using the back walls and the sculpture pedestals for support. The Geroons had gathered together now as well, watching in silence as they completed their task. “Now get inside,” Bearsh instructed as the last roofing chair was set in place. “Quickly.”

Silently, the prisoners complied, crawling through a gap that had been left between one end of the table and the bulkhead. Uliar, the last one in, pulled a final chair into the gap behind him.

And there they were, Jinzler thought bitterly. Caged animals, in a cage of their own construction.

There was the sound of footsteps, and Bearsh’s face appeared through the latticework of chairs above them. “There, now, you see?” the Geroon said sardonically. He had his left arm stretched out to the side, and the swarming insects were beginning to settle back into their places there. “Even humans are capable of following orders.”

No one replied. “All right, you’ve got us,” Jinzler said, deciding that someone should find out what was going on. “What do you want?”

Bearsh’s mouths twisted crookedly. “I want you all dead, of course,” he said. “The only question remaining is the method.”

He gestured behind him, to where the other Geroons were slathering some kind of salve on the one Formbi had shot. “Purpsh, for instance, would very much like to gun you all down right here so that he can enjoy your screams. Especially yours, Aristocra Formbi. But I’ve decided to let you choose exactly how you will die.”

“You won’t get away with this,” Uliar said. The words were defiant, but to Jinzler his voice merely sounded old.

“Oh, I think we will,” Bearsh said calmly as he rewrapped his sleeve over the now quiescent insects. “Your precious Jedi and Imperial stormtroopers should all be dead by now—our sabotage of the turbolift cars they were trapped in will have taken care of that problem. Who else is there to stop us?”

“We will,” Uliar growled. “We’ve been ready for trouble for fifty years. You don’t think we can take you?”

“I doubt it,” Bearsh said. “At any rate, we’re not likely to find out. With your communications jamming still in place, you won’t be able to summon your pitiful little colony to the attack. By the time they wake up to what’s happened, we’ll be long gone.” He smiled. “And you will be well on the road to a dark and icy death.”

He reached down and shook his robe. There was a soft clatter as some small objects fell to the deck. “A small present for the survivors of Outbound Flight,” he said. “We have used some already on the turbolifts; these should take care of this particular area.”

Frowning, Jinzler turned his head sideways, pressing his cheek against the chair above him to try to see over the edge of the table. There were half a dozen threadlike objects on the deck, he saw, spreading out as they skittered their way toward the walls.

He caught his breath. “Line creepers.”

“Very good, Ambassador,” Bearsh said approvingly. “After all, I promised that you would die in cold and darkness, didn’t I?”

“What are line creepers?” Uliar asked.

“They’re like conduit worms,” Jinzler told him, feeling his stomach tightening. “Only worse. Bearsh slipped a few into the control lines aboard the Chaf Envoy and nearly shut it down.” He lifted his eyebrows. “That was you, wasn’t it?”

“We’ll be traveling through your vessel for a while longer, distributing the rest of our little pets for maximum effect,” Bearsh said to Uliar, ignoring the question. “After that, we’ll leave you to your doom.”

“There’s no need to destroy these people or their home, Bearsh,” Formbi said. His voice was deadly calm, with only a hint of the agony he must be feeling from his torn arm. “If you want the Chaf Envoy, take it.”

Bearsh snorted. “You underestimate us, Aristocra. We have bigger game in mind than a simple Chiss diplomatic vessel.”

He waved toward the wolvkils. “And speaking of game, we’ll be leaving our pets behind to make sure you stay here quietly until we are finished. I trust you noticed how difficult they are to kill. If not, or if some of you decide you’d prefer a quicker death than the one we’ll be leaving you, I’m certain they’ll enjoy the exercise.”

“Bearsh—” Formbi said again.

But Bearsh merely turned his back on them and strode away. Again peering out through the chairs, Jinzler saw the other Geroons fall into step behind him, the two uninjured ones supporting the third. The door wheezed open, and Bearsh looked briefly out into the corridor. A moment later they were gone, the door sliding shut behind them.

Jinzler shifted his attention to the three remaining wolvkils. They were padding around now, continuing to clean themselves, occasionally sniffing at their fallen victims. But it was clear they were also keeping an eye on the prisoners behind their barrier.

“I don’t understand,” Rosemari said, her shaking voice barely above a whisper. “What do they want from us?”

Uliar sighed. “Vengeance, Instructor,” he said. “Vengeance for crimes real and crimes imagined.”

“What crimes?” Rosemari asked. “What did we ever do to the Geroons?”

“We did nothing to the Geroons,” Uliar said bitterly. “That’s the problem.”

Jinzler turned around to stare at him. “What?”

“Didn’t you know, Ambassador?” Uliar bit out, his eyes dark as he glared past Rosemari’s shoulder. “Bearsh and his friends aren’t Geroons.

“They’re Vagaari.”


CHAPTER 19

JINZLER BLINKED AT HIM, THE COLLECTED IMAGES OF THE VOYAGE flashing through his mind. How could Uliar even think that such excruciatingly humble travel companions could possibly be members of a race of pirates and slavers?

But even before the question formed in his mind, that last vivid image of Bearsh settled like a heavy curtain over all the rest: Bearsh standing placidly by as his wolvkils slaughtered their way across the meeting chamber. “How did you know?” he asked.

“Their voices,” Uliar said as he stared into space, a distant agony reflected in his eyes. “Or rather, their speech, when they spoke in their own language just before their attack. I only heard it once, but it’s something I’ll never forget.” The eyes came back to a hard focus. “You genuinely didn’t know who they were?”

“Of course not,” Jinzler said. “You think we would have let them aboard Outbound Flight if we had?”

“I don’t know,” Uliar said darkly. “Some of you might have.” He turned his gaze toward Formbi. “Possibly the heirs of those who tried to destroy Outbound Flight in the first place.”

“Ridiculous,” Formbi said, his voice taut with suppressed pain. He was lying on his side along the back wall, his head cradled in Feesa’s lap, the bloodstains on his sleeve growing steadily larger. “I’ve told you before: the Chiss Ascendancy had nothing to do with your destruction. Thrawn acted totally on his own.”

“Perhaps,” Uliar said. “But what about you, Aristocra? On whose behalf are you acting?”

“Why do we waste time with unimportant matters?” Feesa cut in angrily. “We must get medical attention for Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano. Where is your medical center?”

“What difference does it make?” Uliar growled. “Those things will kill anyone who tries to leave.”

“No,” Feesa said. “During the battle they attacked only those who carried weapons. As long as we leave unarmed and make no threatening movements, I believe we may pass safely among them.”

“Interesting theory,” Tarkosa said scornfully. “Are you prepared to risk all our lives on it?”

“It need be no one’s risk but mine,” Feesa shot back, starting to shift position in the cramped space. “I will go.”

“No, don’t,” Evlyn said. “I saw one of them talking to the animals. I think he told it not to let any of us leave.”

“Really,” Uliar said, his tone suddenly subtly different. “And how would you know that?”

“I don’t know,” Evlyn said. “I said I think.”

“I am willing to take the risk,” Feesa insisted.

“I’m not,” Formbi told her, reaching up to touch her arm with his fingertips. “You’ll stay here.”

“But—”

“That’s an order, Feesa,” Formbi said, his breathing starting to sound heavy as the loss of blood began to take its toll. “We will all stay here.”

“Is that how Blue Ones face hard choices?” Tarkosa said scornfully. “To simply sit and do nothing until they die?”

“Maybe that’s what they’re hoping,” Keely muttered. “Maybe their line creepers aren’t as bad as they want us to think. Maybe they hope we’ll go charging out there and get torn to bits.”

“So instead we sit here and die?” Tarkosa shot back.

“No one’s going anywhere,” Jinzler said firmly. “There’s no need. The Jedi and Imperials are still free. They’ll find us.”

Keely snorted. “Jedi,” he said, biting out the name like a curse.

“There aren’t any Jedi,” Uliar said. “You heard Bearsh. They’re already dead.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Jinzler said, turning around to peer through the chairs. The wolvkils had finished their postslaughter grooming and had moved closer to the makeshift refuge, probably drawn by the voices. They were prowling at arm’s length away from the table barrier, their ears straight up, their jaws half open.

“We need a weapon,” Uliar murmured. “That’s what we need. A weapon.”

“Those men and Chiss had weapons, too,” Jinzler reminded him, looking past the wolvkils to the dead bodies scattered about the far end of the room. “What we really need is help …”

He trailed off, his eyes focusing on the nearest of the dead Peacekeepers and the comlink hooked to his belt.

The comlink the boy had reached for when Uliar had ordered the jamming to be shut off.

“Director,” he said, trying to keep the sudden excitement out of his voice. “If we had one of the Peacekeepers’ comlinks, could we shut off the jamming?”

“If we had one, yes,” Uliar said. “There’s a special twist-frequency command line built into those comlinks that allows for communication with other Peacekeepers and the command system.”

“Do you know how to operate it?”

“Of course,” the director growled. “I served my share of Peacekeeper duty.”

“Except that the nearest comlink is ten meters away,” Tarkosa pointed out. “Were you hoping to convince one of the animals to bring it to you?”

“No.” Jinzler looked at Evlyn. “Not one of the animals.”

The girl looked back at him; and for the first time since they’d met he saw an edge of fear in her eyes. “No,” she whispered. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” Jinzler told her firmly. “You must.”

“No,” Rosemari cut in emphatically. “You heard her. She can’t.”

“Can’t what?” Uliar demanded, his voice suddenly watchful.

“There’s nothing special about her,” Rosemari insisted, glaring warningly at Jinzler.

“Yes, there is,” Jinzler said, just as firmly. “You know that as well as I do. Rosemari, it’s our best chance.”

“No!” Rosemari bit out, clutching her daughter tightly to her.

“So I was right,” Uliar said softly.

Rosemari whirled on him. “Leave her alone,” she flared at him, her voice trembling. “You’re not going to send her to Three to die. You’re not.”

“Do you dare defy the law?” Uliar thundered.

“She hasn’t done anything!” Rosemari shot back. “How can you condemn her when she hasn’t even done anything?”

“She’s a Jedi!” Tarkosa snarled. “That’s all the law requires.”

“Then the law is a fool,” Jinzler said.

The three Survivors turned furious eyes on him. “Keep out of this, outlander,” Tarkosa ordered. “What do you know about us, or what we went through?”

“Is that your reason for denying your children their birthright?” Jinzler demanded. “For keeping them from using and developing the talents they were born with? Is that your excuse—something that happened fifty years ago? Before any of them were even born?”

“No,” Evlyn said, her face pleading, her eyes shimmering with tears. “Please, Ambassador. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be a Jedi.”

Jinzler shook his head. “You don’t have a choice,” he told her quietly. “None of us gets to choose which talents and abilities we’re born with. Our only choice is whether we take those gifts and use them to live and grow and serve, or whether we bury them in the ground and try to pretend they were never there.”

Awkwardly, he shifted around in the cramped space and took the girl’s hand. It was shaking, and the skin was icy cold. “You can use the Force, Evlyn,” he said. “It’s one of the greatest and rarest gifts that anyone can ever be given. You can’t simply throw it away.”

She looked up at him, blinking back tears. Her face was so tight, he saw, and yet so controlled …

And suddenly, it was as if he were four years old again, gazing across the distance at his sister Lorana’s eyes for the first time. Watching the wariness and uncertainty in her own face as she turned away; feeling himself seething with confusion and resentment at the special place she clearly held in his parents’ hearts.

Or was that as clear as he’d thought?

He felt his hand tighten around Evlyn’s as memories he’d spent years pushing away rushed in, washing over his carefully constructed view of himself and his life like a mountain stream cutting through loose mud. An image of his mother praising him for his near-perfect grade evaluation in fourth tier. Another image, this one of his father, complimenting him on his ingenuity as they worked together to rewire a section of the family holoviewer. More images—dozens of them—all showing that his long-held belief in parental neglect hadn’t been true at all.

It fact, it had been an out-and-out lie. A lie he’d created and repeated to himself over and over until he’d genuinely believed it. A lie he’d created for one reason, and one reason only.

Jealousy.

He hadn’t hated Lorana at all, he saw now. He’d simply hated what she’d become, because it was what he had longed to be but never could.

He closed his eyes. So simple … and yet it had taken him most of his life to finally recognize the truth.

Or perhaps it had simply taken that long for him to admit it to himself. Perhaps, down deep, he’d known it all along.

He opened his eyes; and as he did so, the image of Lorana’s face vanished back into the mists of memory, leaving him once again sitting inside a ruined starship, huddled behind a makeshift barrier, holding a little girl’s hand.

He turned to Uliar. “She has the power of the Jedi, Director Uliar,” he said. “She always will. You should be honored to know her.”

The other’s eyes bored into him like a pair of hungry duracrete slugs. But there was apparently something in Jinzler’s expression that warned against further argument. The director merely gave a contemptuous snort and turned his face away without speaking.

Jinzler looked at Tarkosa and Keely in turn, silently daring each of them to object. But whatever it was Uliar had seen, they saw it, too. Neither of them spoke.

And finally, he turned back to Rosemari. “There’s one last thing,” he said. “She needs the approval of the people she loves. More importantly, she deserves it.”

Rosemari swallowed visibly. She didn’t like this—that was abundantly clear in the lines etched across her face. But beneath the fear and pain, he could see some of the same toughness he remembered in his own mother. “It’s all right, Evlyn,” she said softly. “It’s all right. Go ahead and … and use what you have.”

Evlyn looked up into her mother’s face, as if mentally testing her sincerity. Then she lowered her gaze to Jinzler. “What do you want me to do?”

Jinzler took a deep breath. “The Peacekeeper over there by the wall has a comlink on his belt,” he told her. “Do you see it?”

Evlyn wiggled around to where she could peer through the mesh of the chair plugging the gap between table and bulkhead. “Yes.”

“It’s the only thing that can shut off the jamming and let us call to our friends for help,” Jinzler said. “We need you to bring it to us.”

“Your friends are dead,” Keely murmured.

“No,” Jinzler said. “Not these Jedi. I’ve heard of stories about them, Councilor. They can’t be killed nearly as easily as Bearsh thinks.”

“And there are still Chiss warriors aboard our ship,” Feesa added. “Many of them. They can help us, too.”

“But only if we can call them,” Jinzler said, gazing into Evlyn’s eyes. “Only if you can bring us that comlink.”

Evlyn set her jaw. “All right,” she said. “I’ll try.”

Jinzler felt his throat ache with an old, old pain. Do or do not. There is no try. His father had quoted that Jedi dictum to him over and over again as he was growing up. But never before now had he been able to get past his own resentment and see the encouragement embedded in those words. Pressing his cheek against the chairs above him, wincing as one of the wolvkils snorted a breath of fetid air practically in his face, he looked across the room.

At the Peacekeeper’s side, the comlink twitched.

Uliar grunted something under his breath. The comlink twitched again, harder this time; and then, suddenly, it popped free of its clip and clattered onto the deck.

The wolvkils paused in their pacing, all three shaggy heads turning toward the sound. “Steady,” Jinzler murmured. “Let it sit there a minute.”

Evlyn nodded silently. A few seconds later, with nothing more to draw their attention, the wolvkils resumed their pacing. “All right,” Jinzler said. “Now start it toward us. Slowly, and as steady as you can.”

Slowly, though not at all steadily, the comlink began to move across the deck. One of the wolvkils paused again as it jerked its way to within three meters of the table, the animal’s dark eyes watching the small cylinder with obvious curiosity. But none of its enemies was making any of the threatening moves it had been taught to react to, and its trainers clearly hadn’t anticipated a situation quite like this. The wolvkil watched for a moment longer as the comlink rolled and bumped its way along, then lost interest and returned its attention to the creatures cowering behind their barrier. Again, Jinzler found himself holding his breath.

Then, almost anticlimactically, the comlink was at the chair. Reaching out carefully, Evlyn plucked the device in through one of the gaps in the mesh.

And an instant later jerked backward with a gasp as a snarling wolvkil slammed his snout into the chair, nearly knocking it out of position.

“Give it to me,” Jinzler snapped, snatching the comlink out of the startled girl’s hand. If a loose comlink rolling across the floor wasn’t on the wolvkils’ list of threats, something being held in an enemy’s hand obviously was. “Here,” he added, tossing it to Uliar as he swung his legs over and braced his feet against the chair. The wolvkil hit it again, but he’d gotten to it in time and it held steady. “Shut off the jamming.”

Uliar’s reply, if he made one, was lost as a set of snarling jaws and a clawed paw abruptly slapped into the chair directly above Jinzler’s head. “Brace the chairs,” Formbi called, struggling to sit upright and getting a one-handed grip on the back of the nearest one. Just in time; the third wolvkil leapt up onto the array of chairs above them, howling furiously as it bit and shoved its snout at them, trying to find a way through. One of its hind legs slipped down between two of them, and the animal howled even more furiously as it flailed around trying to extricate itself. The clawed paw slashed with random viciousness in the enclosed space, and Feesa gasped as it caught her across the shoulder, spilling a line of blood onto the bright yellow of her tunic.

“It’s off!” Uliar called over the noise.

Holding grimly onto one of the chair backs with one hand, Jinzler thumbed on his comlink with the other, keying for general broadcast. “Luke—Mara—Commander Fel,” he called. They couldn’t be dead. They couldn’t. “Emergency!”

BENEATH HER, LUKE GAVE ONE FINAL TUG ON THE CABLES, bringing Mara’s eyes level with the lower edge of the turbolift door. “How’s that?” he called.

“Good,” Mara called back, running her fingertips along the corroded metal at the side of the door. In actual fact, another pull or two might have been a little better for what she needed. But it had been a long climb, and even with all the strength he’d been able to draw from the Force Luke’s shoulders beneath her legs had been trembling with muscle fatigue for the past five minutes. Better that she strain a little herself and let him conserve what he had left for whatever lay ahead.

Because if they were right about that soundless cry they’d both sensed a minute ago, there was serious trouble up here.

Ah—there it was. “Got it,” she announced. Wrapping her fingertips around the manual release, she gave it a careful tug. There was a click as it came loose; stretching out to the Force, she pried the door open.

But instead of opening to the cheery or at least adequate light of a standard turbolift lobby, it opened into almost total darkness.

“How come it’s so dark?” Luke asked.

“Probably because there aren’t any lights,” Mara told him, looking around as she got a grip on the edge of the opening and pulled herself up and through. Strangely, even most of the permlights that should have been in the area seemed to be out. “We may have been wrong about this being the main living area. Wait a second,” she added, peering down the corridor. “I can see some lights way aft. Maybe everybody’s back there.”

“Or maybe they’re not,” a voice came from the darkness to her right. “Just stay where you are.”

Mara turned toward the sound—

And flinched back as the beam of a glow rod blazed to life in her face.

She reacted instantly, dropping and throwing herself to her left in a flat half roll that brought her back up into a squatting position with her lightsaber ready in her hand. The man with the glow rod tried to track the beam to her motion, but the half roll fooled him and the beam overshot her. For a fraction of a second she was able to see past the light to the shadowy figure behind it, and to the weapon he was holding in his other hand.

First things first. Reaching out with the Force, she got a grip on the weapon and twisted its muzzle away from her.

To her surprise, instead of fighting against the push as most people instinctively did, the figure continued rolling his hand in the same direction, rotating at wrist and elbow and twisting out of her Force grip as he would have from a normal combat wrist lock. He swung the arm back around in a tight circle, and was bringing it back to bear when the glow rod beam came back to her face. “I said stay put,” he snapped.

“Nice move,” Mara complimented him, shielding her eyes from the light. This time, she recognized the voice. “Guardian Pressor, I presume?”

“Put down the lightsaber,” Pressor ordered. “Then move away—”

He broke off with a gasp of pain, his glow rod twisting wildly in his grip and coming to rest pointed at the ceiling. Mara blinked away the last remnants of the sparkles in her eyes in time to see his blaster wrench itself out of his hand and go flying toward the turbolift. “Sorry,” Luke apologized, pulling himself the rest of the way out of the shaft and catching the weapon in his outstretched hand. “But I don’t think we’ve got time for a debate. Something’s gone wrong up here.”

“Obviously,” Pressor growled, rubbing his wrist. “What did you do to the power?”

“It wasn’t us,” Mara said. “All we did was ungimmick the car you left us in—”

She broke off as a beep came from her belt. “The jamming seems to be stopped, too,” she added, pulling out her comlink and touching the switch.

“—ara—Commander Fel,” Jinzler’s voice came urgently. “Emergency!”

“We’re here,” Mara said, throwing a sharp look at Luke. There were panicky voices and the sounds of serious commotion in the background. “Report.”

“We’re in the council meeting chamber,” Jinzler said, clearly fighting to keep his voice steady. “Bearsh has us trapped by those wolvkils of theirs—”

“Wait a minute,” Luke said into his own comlink. “The wolvkils? What wolvkils?”

“The ones they’ve been wearing everywhere,” Jinzler ground out. “They weren’t dead, just in some kind of suspended animation—very slick, very advanced. And they’re not Geroons, either. They’re Vagaari.”

Pressor hissed something under his breath. “Vagaari?”

There was a muffled crash from the background. “What’s happening?” Luke asked.

“The wolvkils are trying to get to us,” Jinzler said. “We’ve got them blocked, but I don’t know how much longer we can keep them out.”

Mara looked at Pressor. “Which way?”

“There,” Pressor said, pointing back toward the lighted area Mara had spotted earlier.

“Show us,” Luke told Pressor, handing him back his blaster. “Jinzler? We’re on our way.”

“Watch out for Bearsh and the others,” Jinzler warned as they followed Pressor down the corridor. “They left all the wolvkils in here with us, but they’ve got some nasty-looking stinging insects they use for personal protection. They might have other weapons, too.”

“Got it,” Luke said. “Any idea where they were heading?”

“They just said they’d be wandering around,” Jinzler said. “It seems they also brought a supply of line creepers.”

“Terrific,” Luke muttered, glancing into a darkened doorway as they passed. “Fel? You there?”

“Right here, Luke,” Fel’s voice came promptly. “We caught the gist. What do you want us to do?”

“We’re on D-Five,” Luke said. “Where are you?”

“D-Six, about midway back along the starboard corridor,” Fel told him. “You want us to head back to the turbolifts and join you up there?”

“The forward group isn’t working,” Luke told him. “From the way the lights and power have gone out, I’d say Bearsh has been here already with his line creepers. Guardian, are the aft turbolifts operational?”

“They should be,” Pressor said. “I’ve got everything locked down between Four and Five, but from Six up to here they should still work.”

“You copy that?” Luke called.

“Copy,” Fel confirmed. “General Drask’s calling the Chaf Envoy for the rest of his warriors. If we hurry, maybe we can catch Bearsh and his friends in a pincer.”

“Except that Pressor’s locked down all the turbolifts from D-Four,” Mara interjected. “That was what you said, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Pressor confirmed, punching keys on his own comlink. “Maybe I’d better confirm that was actually done. Trilli?”

Someone answered in a voice too quiet for Mara to hear. Pressor lowered his own voice, half turning away and speaking rapidly as he brought the person on the other end up to date.

Luke caught Mara’s eye. “What do you think?” he asked.

“We don’t have time to be creative,” Mara said. “Not with Jinzler and the others under attack. Straight in is about all we’ve got to work with.”

“Agreed,” Luke said. “Unless we want to layer the attack, with us leading the charge and the Five-Oh-First, the Chiss, and Pressor’s Peacekeepers coming in backup waves.”

“We may not have any choice on the layering part,” Mara pointed out. They’d reached a section of the ship where most of the permlights were functioning, she noted, as well as the majority of the regular lights. The line creepers must not have gotten a stranglehold on this area yet. “The Chiss in particular are going to have to gear up from stage zero. Who knows how long that’ll take?”

“Let’s find out,” Luke said, lifting the comlink to his lips again. “Fel, did you hear the question?”

“Yes, but it appears to be a moot point,” Fel said grimly. “Drask can’t make contact with the ship. No answer, on any channel, from anyone.”

Mara looked at Luke, her heart suddenly tight in her chest. He was staring back at her, a haunted expression on his face. The flurry of deaths they’d both sensed while they were down on D-1 …

“Luke?”

“Yes, we heard,” Luke said. “Better get your team up here on the double. There’s a good chance they may already have taken out the Chaf Envoy.”

“Understood,” Fel said grimly. “We’re on our way.”

Luke clicked off the comlink. “Guardian?”

“Looks like you can scratch most of our help, too,” Pressor said darkly as he jammed his comlink back onto his belt. “Six of my Peacekeepers are missing.”

“Six out of how many?” Mara asked.

Pressor snorted gently. “Eleven, including me. We weren’t exactly a serious fighting force to begin with.” He waved his blaster. “But they were here the whole time, either in the turbolift or with my people. When could any of them have slipped away, either back to your ship or to hit my men?”

“The key is that they weren’t all here,” Luke told him. “We had to leave one of them behind.”

“Because of injuries sustained in a mysterious sneak attack,” Mara added sourly. “What do you think, Luke? They shot Estosh themselves?”

“It’s starting to look that way,” Luke agreed, pausing to look down a cross-corridor before passing it by. “But at least they don’t have the element of surprise anymore.”

“They apparently had it long enough,” Pressor said bitterly.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get them,” Mara said. “What did you tell your people?”

“I told the ones who are left to hold position, observe, and stand ready to defend those around them if attacked,” Pressor said, his jaw set belligerently. “Two of them were in that room with your people, and I’m not going to risk the others on some bantha-brained attack until I have a better idea what we’re up against.”

If he was expecting an argument, he was disappointed. “I agree,” Luke said. “Actually, right now we need their eyes and ears around the ship more than we need the extra firepower.”

“Absolutely,” Mara agreed. “After all, how much trouble can four or five Vagaari make?”

She would remember that rhetorical question for a long time afterward. With Pressor in the lead, they rounded a jog in the corridor and ran straight into the Vagaari.

But not four Vagaari. Not even five Vagaari.

There were eight of them, Bearsh and seven others, striding down the corridor toward them about ten meters away. Bearsh was still dressed in his usual robe and tunic, minus his wolvkil, but the others were outfitted like soldiers, with helmets and full combat armor, armed with an eclectic mix of Chiss charrics and Old Republic blasters and carbines. Two wolvkils prowled ahead of them like advance scouts, while five more wove in and out of their formation like a fighter escort.

The two groups spotted each other at the same moment. “Halt!” Pressor ordered, snapping his blaster up to point at Bearsh.

The Vagaari halted, all right, in exactly the way Mara would have expected trained soldiers to. The four in front dropped instantly to one knee, giving the ones behind them a clear shot as all seven raised their weapons in silent warning. The wolvkils halted more reluctantly, their eyes glaring balefully at the humans, their tails swishing restlessly.

“Easy,” Luke murmured, reaching out a hand to gently push Pressor’s blaster out of line. At the same time, he subtly eased a shoulder in front of the other where he would be in a position to protect him if and when the Vagaari decided to start shooting. His lightsaber was ready in his hand, Mara noted, but as yet unignited. “Hello, Bearsh,” he called to the Vagaari. “I see you’ve brought some friends.”

“Ah—the Jedi,” Bearsh said. If he was at all worried by their sudden appearance, it didn’t show in his face. “So you survived the turbolift, after all. I’m very sorry for you.”

“Why?” Mara asked, a part of her mind studying the Vagaari soldiers and trying to work through the unexpected numbers. Only five Vagaari had been invited aboard the Chaf Envoy; that much she was sure of. So where had the rest been hidden?

“Because it would have meant a quicker and less painful death for you,” Bearsh said. “Now it will involve much more suffering.”

“Why does anyone have to die?” Mara asked reasonably. “Why don’t you tell us what you want? Maybe we can work something out.”

Bearsh’s eyes flashed. “You fool,” he bit out. “You think the Vagaari can be bought off like trinket dealers in the marketplace?”

“Well, you came on this mission for some reason,” Mara pointed out. “What was it?”

Bearsh snorted. “The avenging of fifty years of Vagaari humiliation,” he said. “The achieving of fifty years of Vagaari desire. Does that tell you anything?”

“More than you’d think,” Mara assured him. It did nothing of the sort, of course, at least not yet. But one of the first rules she’d been taught about interrogation technique was that every bit of information that could be coaxed out of an unwary or talkative subject was a piece that might later prove important to the overall puzzle. “And have you achieved those noble goals?”

Bearsh’s twin mouths curved in a bitter smile. “Beyond our most optimistic hopes,” he said. “The human remnant we leave behind will spend their last hours cursing themselves for how they have unwittingly served us.”

“Sounds intriguing,” Mara said encouragingly. “How about letting us in on the secret? We’re all going to die soon anyway, right?”

Bearsh’s eyes shifted to Luke. “Is this Jedi heroism?” he asked contemptuously. “To let your female speak while you cower in silence?”

Luke stirred. “I’m hardly cowering,” he said mildly. “I let Mara do the talking because she’s better at this sort of thing than I am. Comes of being trained to interrogate prisoners.”

The Vagaari’s smile turned smug. “You have it upside down, Jedi,” he said softly. “And we have wasted enough time with you. Now, die.”

He murmured something, and abruptly the two wolvkils in the lead leapt forward. Mara caught a flicker in Luke’s sense as he prepared for combat—“No,” she told him, brushing his chest with her fingertips as she took a long step to put herself between him and Pressor and the charging animals. “You did all the climbing. This one’s mine.”

Before he could argue the point she took another long step forward, stretching out to the Force as she gauged the distance and timing. Ears laid back, salivating jaws wide open, the wolvkils’ paws hit the deck one final time and leapt straight for her throat—

With a quick sidestep, Mara ignited her lightsaber and cut both of them in half.

She turned to the Vagaari as the remains of the animals hit the deck behind her with sickening multiple thuds. “Now,” she said conversationally, holding her lightsaber in ready position. “What was that about someone dying?”

Bearsh’s eyes were wide, his face rigid with shock. The smug smile had vanished completely. His mouths worked a moment, and with a sort of strangled gasp he spat something in his own language.

In answer, seven alien weapons opened fire.

Mara was ready. Her lightsaber flashed as she opened her mind to the Force, letting it guide her hands, slashing the brilliant blue blade across the mixture of red and blue bolts. Her sharp focus on the threat in front of her gave her a sort of tunnel vision, but though she couldn’t see him she could sense that Luke was at her side with his own lightsaber deflecting the bolts into bulkheads and deck and ceiling. Dimly, she sensed someone else firing nearby, and noticed one of the Vagaari stagger in his armor, his weapon twisted to fire uselessly into the ceiling. Pressor, she realized in a distant sort of way, firing through the defensive barrier she and Luke had set up in front of him. There was another shout of alien language, ringed by a sense of rage and desperation—

The remaining wolvkils leapt forward, apparently oblivious to the blaster bolts scorching the air around them as they charged toward the defenders. Mara took a step forward as Luke took one backward, her lightsaber never missing a beat of their defense as Luke closed down his weapon and dropped to one knee behind her. She might be better than he was at detailed lightsaber work, but even after a long climb he was far and away the best she’d ever seen at this kind of focused accuracy with the Force. If the Vagaari weren’t already sufficiently impressed, she thought as she continued to deflect their shots, this ought to do it. The wolvkils reached their jumping-off spot and started to leap straight at her—

They squealed like small lap dokriks, coming to an abrupt and simultaneous halt as Luke stretched out with the Force to momentarily scramble their nervous systems. As they stood stunned, he sent a second, more precise mental jolt into their systems, his mind searching out and focusing on their sleep centers.

With a group sigh, the animals’ legs collapsed beneath them and they dropped unconscious to the deck.

Luke got back to his feet. “Well?” he challenged.

Farmboy—the word ran affectionately through Mara’s mind. She herself had been trained in ruthlessness, taught never to risk herself for those who threatened her and who, by definition, had therefore forfeited their right to live.

But Luke didn’t see things that way. Even as the years had grown and matured and hardened him, the inner core of idealism and mercy he’d brought with him out of that moisture farm on Tatooine had never faltered. Others might sneer at that, she knew, or use his farming background as an insult.

But for her, the title was an acknowledgment of his moral high ground, a large part of what she loved and admired most about her husband. And at the end of the day, she slept better for knowing that even their deadliest opponents had been given every chance they could possibly hope to receive.

But in this case, the chance was wasted. Bearsh’s only response was to scream another order. His soldiers’ only response was to intensify their rate of fire.

And as the shots began to come perilously close to her face, Mara knew that this particular battle had come to an end.

That end came in the form of a lightsaber whipping through the air beside her, deftly slipping between the frenetic slicing movements of her own weapon. It flashed down the corridor, spinning like a blazing crop harvester disk, slicing through the Vagaari weapons and armor and bodies.

Two seconds later, it was over.

Mara straightened from her combat stance, breathing hard as she studied the fallen soldiers, stretching out with the Force for signs of any surprises still lurking nearby. But Luke had done what was necessary with his usual efficiency.

It was only then that she saw that Bearsh wasn’t among the fallen.

“Where did he go?” she demanded, taking another look.

“Who?” Luke asked, looking up from the wolvkil he had knelt to examine.

“Bearsh,” Mara said. “He’s gone.” She turned to look at Pressor. “Guardian?”

Pressor didn’t answer. He was staring at the crumpled Vagaari bodies, his jaw hanging open in disbelief. “Pressor?” Mara tried again.

With an effort, he raised his eyes to her. “What?”

“Bearsh,” Mara repeated, trying to stifle her impatience. After fifty years without Jedi, these people had apparently forgotten what they were capable of.

“Right,” Pressor said, visibly pulling himself together. “He, uh, he took off right after”—he shot Luke a furtive glance—“after you put the animals to sleep. Or whatever you did to them. The rest cranked up their rate of fire, and he took off back down the corridor.”

“We’d better get after him,” Mara said grimly. “Luke?”

“Go ahead,” he told her, moving to the next wolvkil. “I want to make sure they won’t wake up until we’re ready to deal with them. Go on—I’ll catch up.”

“Okay,” Mara said, starting down the corridor. “Come on, Pressor—you have to show me where this meeting room is,” she added, pulling out her comlink and flicking it on. “Fel, stay on your toes,” she called. “It looks like we’ve got more Vagaari to deal with than we were expecting.”

There was no answer. “Fel?” she tried again.

Still nothing. “I would say,” Pressor said quietly, “that they’ve probably already figured that out.”


CHAPTER 20

THE AFT SECTIONS OF D-6 WEREN’T AS WELL MAINTAINED AS the corridor between the nursery and the Jedi Quarantine had been. But the aft turbolift tubes weren’t very far, the area was passable enough, and the 501st was what the training manuals would have called “inspired.” They made it to the turbolift lobby without further incident, and in probably record time.

Fel had keyed the call button, and they were waiting for the car to arrive, when they got their first hint of imminent trouble.

“It doesn’t sound right, Commander,” Grappler insisted, the side of his helmet pressed against the turbolift door. “It sounds … it just sounds wrong.”

“Wrong how?” Fel demanded impatiently. He was all for caution, but at the same time he didn’t want to start jumping at moss creakings, either. Not with Formbi and the others in danger up there. “Does it sound old, rusty, cranky—what?”

“It’s too heavy,” Watchman decided suddenly, his helmet pressed to the door alongside Grappler’s. “There’s too much weight there for an empty car.”

Fel shot a glance at Drask. “Could it be a problem with the repulsorlift generators?”

“No,” Watchman said. “There’s some of that, too, but not enough. The car is definitely loaded.”

“And we must assume it is loaded with enemies,” Drask said. “I suggest, Commander, that we take cover.”

Fel grimaced. To run and hide felt cowardly somehow, especially since he still wasn’t convinced there was anything but an empty turbolift car on the way. Still, it wouldn’t do Jinzler and Formbi any good if he and the 501st got themselves slaughtered like amateurs. And since it was Drask who had suggested it and not he himself, he wouldn’t have to put up with any of the general’s criticism later. “Defensive positions,” he ordered. Glancing around, he located a likely doorway a few meters back down the corridor and headed to it.

The room appeared to be a small duty galley for the engine crews, with dust and broken serving crockery everywhere. Settling himself into a position half straddling the doorway where he could see without exposing more of himself than necessary, he braced his blaster hand against the door controls and waited. The turbolift’s hum changed subtly as the car settled into position …

And with a brilliant flash of white, the door exploded outward.

Reflexively, Fel ducked back as shrapnel and pieces of burning plastic clattered down the corridor. Apparently, Watchman and Grappler had been right. The sound of the explosion faded away, and he swung his eye and blaster back around the jamb.

Two armored figures charged out through the ragged opening, firing red blaster bolts in a scatter pattern as they came.

Fel inhaled sharply. After Jinzler’s warning he had naturally expected the intruders to be some of Bearsh’s disguised Vagaari cronies. But he’d expected the short robe-and-dead-animal-clothed beings they’d gotten used to seeing aboard the Chaf Envoy, not a fully equipped war party. Another pair of Vagaari charged out on the heels of the first two, four snarling and definitely not dead wolvkils emerging with them.

So far, the Imperials hadn’t returned fire. It was, Fel decided, about time to change that. Wincing back slightly as one of the random shots sizzled off the bulkhead near him, he filled his lungs. “Halt!” he bellowed.

He hadn’t expected any response except possibly better-directed enemy fire, and he wasn’t disappointed. All four enemy helmets swung toward the sound of his voice, all four weapons still spitting fire as they tracked him. Coolly, centering his muzzle on the nearest Vagaari’s chest, Fel squeezed the firing stud.

The alien staggered back as the blaster bolt blew a cloud of dust and partially vaporized armor from his chestplate. A fraction of a second later Fel had to dodge back around the door controls again as a hail of fire scorched the air where he’d been standing. He ducked down lower and swung his arm around the corner to fire a couple of blind shots in their direction. Out in the corridor, the sounds of the Vagaari weapons had been joined by the BlasTechs’ distinctive nasal stutter, and a different sound he assumed was Drask’s charric. Still firing, he eased an eye cautiously around the doorway to refine his aim—

Just in time to see one of the wolvkils leaping directly for him.

He dodged backward into the galley. The wolvkil’s charge overshot the doorway, and Fel got a clean shot into the animal’s flank as it passed.

But the wolvkil merely hit the deck and skidded to a stop, its claws scrabbling for purchase. Without any sign that it had just taken what should have been a killing shot, it turned back toward him. With a roar, it opened its jaws and leapt.

Fel backed up, firing another pair of ineffective shots into the wolvkil’s head and shoulders, then dodged to his right, trying to avoid the animal’s charge. But the wolvkil wasn’t going to be taken in by the same maneuver twice. It hit the ground and instantly made a right-angle turn. Before Fel could do more than fire one last time, it was on him.

More by luck than by skill he managed to deflect the clawed forelegs from his face as he dropped his blaster and thrust his arms forward in a desperate attempt to grab the wolvkil’s neck before its teeth could reach him. The animal twisted its head to the side in midair, its jaws clamping hard around Fel’s right forearm.

Fel gasped as a stab of pain shocked through him. The animal’s momentum shoved him backward, knocking him off his balance and toppling them both toward the deck. His flailing left hand caught a handful of neck fur; tugging hard as he twisted the rest of his body, he managed to turn the animal far enough that they hit the deck side by side instead of with the wolvkil landing on top of him.

Another thud of pain shot through Fel’s side from the impact, a jolt punctuated by several sharper, more localized jabs from the bits of broken servingware beneath them. Again, the wolvkil didn’t even seem to notice.

Fel tightened his grip on the animal’s fur, trying desperately to come up with a plan. His knees and feet were too hemmed in by the wolvkil’s body for him to try kicking it, even if he’d had some idea where its vulnerable areas were. His right arm was trapped and useless, and his left hand was effectively immobilized by the need to keep holding on to the wolvkil’s neck.

But the animal’s eyes were within reach. Maybe.

Fel stared at the dark eyes, trying to push back the agony long enough to think. Letting go of the wolvkil’s neck would be dangerous, possibly even fatal. But it seemed to be the only chance he had. If he didn’t do something fast, he could lose his right arm entirely, and with only one functioning arm the end would come very quickly. Bracing himself, mentally crossing his fingers, he let go with his left hand and grabbed for the wolvkil’s eyes.

That had apparently been precisely the move the animal had been waiting for. With a triumphant growl, it instantly let loose of Fel’s right arm; with its head and neck free, it arched its back, its bloody jaws aiming straight at Fel’s throat. Fel had just enough time to jerk back, knowing that he’d gambled and lost—

As a white armored hand abruptly appeared in front of the darting jaws.

The wolvkil snarled as it clamped down on rigid plastoidalloy composite instead of a soft human neck. The snarl quickly turned into a startled yip as it was hauled straight off the deck by its jaws and the scruff of its neck. “Ready?” the stormtrooper called, holding the wiggling animal at arm’s length.

“Ready,” another voice called back. With a grunt, the first stormtrooper heaved the animal over his head toward the far corner of the room. There was a sputter of multiple blasterfire, and then silence.

“Nice job,” Fel said, breathing hard as he started to get shakily to his feet. The stormtrooper still standing over him—Shadow, he was able to identify him now—grabbed his uninjured arm and helped him the rest of the way up. “Perfect timing and everything. Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it, sir,” Shadow said. “How bad is it?”

“I’ll live,” Fel assured him, studying his arm. It looked terrible, he had to admit, but it didn’t feel too bad. Though that could be the effect of the adrenaline still filling his bloodstream. It would probably hurt a lot more in a minute or two. “What happened out there?”

“We got them all,” Cloud said, stepping to his side with a bandage and synthflesh tube from his medpac. “Seems their armor wasn’t designed with BlasTechs in mind.”

“What about General Drask?” Fel asked, trying to look past the two stormtroopers to the door.

“I am unhurt,” Drask said, moving into view around Cloud. “I am sorry your rescue was delayed.”

“As long as it got here eventually,” Fel said, wincing as Shadow tore back his sleeve. “I shot it a couple of times, but it didn’t seem to do any good. Look, Cloud, just stop the bleeding and kill the pain, all right? As long as I can use it, everything else can wait until later. So where are the vital spots on these things, anyway?”

“I’m not sure there are any vital spots,” Watchman said as Cloud put away the synthflesh tube and concentrated on the bandage. “They look like normal animals, but their internal structure seems to be highly decentralized, with their nervous systems and vital organs distributed throughout their bodies. You have to basically turn the whole animal into chopped meat to stop it.”

“I’ll remember that,” Fel said, eyeing the handful of fresh scorch marks on Watchman’s armor. “Anyone hurt?”

“A few nicks,” Watchman said, displaying a section of his left forearm where a tiny hole had been punched completely through. “They can wait until we get back to the ship.”

Fel looked at Drask. “Assuming there’s still a ship to go back to.”

“There will be,” Drask assured him darkly. “There are still Chiss warriors aboard the vessel. It, and they, will be waiting when we return.”

“I hope you’re right,” Fel said. “Okay, that’s good enough,” he added as Cloud finished the first layer of bandage and started in on a second. “Is that turbolift car still operational, or did that little entrance of theirs wreck it?”

“It looked all right,” Watchman said. “Grappler’s doing a more complete check on it now.”

“Oh, and the Jedi tried to reach us during the battle,” Shadow added.

Fel hadn’t even heard the call signal from his comlink. “What did they want?”

“They were warning us there were more Vagaari than we might expect,” Watchman said.

“I think we got the message,” Fel said, starting for the door. “Did anyone answer them?”

“I don’t believe so,” Watchman said. “I think we were all too busy at the time.”

“Understandable,” Fel said, retrieving his blaster from the deck where he’d dropped it. “We’ll check in with them on the way up.”

Grappler was waiting by the shattered turbolift door, his helmet swiveling back and forth as he kept watch along the various corridors for any other surprises the Vagaari might decide to throw at them. “The turbolift is operational,” he confirmed.

“Good,” Fel said, leading the way inside. “Let’s go.”

“What then is the plan?” Drask asked as the car began its slightly tentative rise toward D-5.

Fel braced himself. This went against everything he’d been taught, and was going to be embarrassing besides. But he’d already concluded it was the only way. “The plan, General Drask,” he said quietly, “is that I’m requesting you to take command of the Five-Oh-First for the duration of this battle.”

It was, he reflected, possibly the most surprised he’d ever seen Drask get. “You are asking … command?”

“As you yourself pointed out, you’re a ground officer,” Fel reminded him evenly. “I’m a flight officer. This is your area of expertise, not mine.”

“Yet they are your command,” Drask said. “Do you so easily surrender them to another?”

“Not easily at all,” Fel admitted. “But it would be the height of arrogance and pride to risk their lives, not to mention the lives of our companions, by insisting on amateur leadership when a professional is standing by. Don’t you agree?”

For a moment Drask just gazed at him, his glowing red eyes narrowed. Then, to Fel’s surprise, the general actually smiled. The first genuine smile, to the best of Fel’s recollection, that any of the Chiss had given any of the Imperials since their arrival aboard the Chaf Envoy. “Well and artfully spoken, Commander Fel,” Drask said. “I hereby accept command of this unit.”

He lifted a finger. “But,” he added, “whereas I know ground combat, you are far more versed in the design and layout of the particular battleground we find ourselves in. It will therefore be a joint command.”

Fel inclined his head. In practice, he knew, joint commands were usually a disaster, spawning conflicting orders, dueling egos, and general chaos. But in this case, he also knew that none of those problems was going to arise. He would be content to feed Drask tactical data and let the general direct the action.

Drask obviously knew that, too. Which meant that the offer of joint command had been made solely as a face-saving gesture for Fel himself, to protect his position and his status among his men.

There were some aspects of the Chiss warrior philosophy that still drove Fel crazy. But clearly, there were other aspects he could learn to live with. “Very well, General,” he said. “I accept.”

“Good.” Drask’s eyes glittered as he lifted his charric. “Then let us show the Vagaari what it means to wage war on the Chiss Ascendancy and the Empire of the Hand.”

Fel smiled, looking at his stormtroopers. “Yes,” he said softly. “Let’s.”

THEY ATTACKED MARA TOGETHER, ALL THREE WOLVKILS CHARGING across the council meeting room like furry proton torpedoes. They leapt to the attack, their primary target clearly the hands holding the strange blue-bladed weapon.

Dodging coolly to the side, she cut them down with three quick slashes.

Across the room, Jinzler and the others in the makeshift refuge were already pushing aside the chairs that had made up the roof. “Hurry, please,” Feesa pleaded, pushing away one of the chairs and then bending back down to take Formbi’s arm. “Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano is badly hurt.”

Mara closed down her lightsaber and hurried over, throwing a quick look at the three Chiss warriors and two young men sprawled on the floor as she passed them. Pressor was already kneeling beside one of the men, but it was clear to her that all five of them were beyond help.

They had pushed over the table and Feesa was helping a shaky and blood-soaked Formbi out when Mara arrived. “Everyone else all right?” she said, glancing around for other signs of injury as she refastened her lightsaber to her belt.

“No one else is hurt,” Feesa confirmed, apparently ignoring the line of blood across her own shoulder. “Please, help him.”

“Just relax,” Mara soothed her, taking a moment to study the three old men who had left the refuge and gathered together against the back wall, as if trying to stay as far away from her as they could. Probably some of the original survivors of the Outbound Flight’s destruction, she decided.

“Luke? Mara?”

She lifted Formbi’s arm with one hand for a closer look as she pulled out her comlink with the other. “Right here, Fel. You all right?”

“We had a brief tussle with some of the Vagaari and their furry little pets,” Fel said. “Watch out for those wolvkils—they’re extremely hard to kill.”

“Not if you have a lightsaber,” Mara told him.

“I’ll make a note to start issuing them to the troops,” Fel said dryly. “Anyway, we’re clear, and heading to D-Five in one of the aft turbolifts. Any new instructions?”

“For the moment, just take out any Vagaari you run into,” Mara told him. “We still don’t know how many there are, though, so make sure you don’t get trapped in an attrition zone. And if you run into any colonists, try to move them somewhere safe.”

“Copy. We’re on our way.”

“We’ll be pushing our way back toward you soon,” Mara said. “Luke?”

“Right here,” his voice came back. “I’ve put all the wolvkils to sleep, and I’m on my way. What’s your situation?”

“Under control,” Mara told him. “You might as well not even stop here. Keep going and see if you can drive the Vagaari back toward the Five-Oh-First. I’ll finish here and catch up with you.”

“Right.”

Mara returned her comlink to its pouch and gently let Formbi’s arm down. “It’s bad, all right,” she agreed. “I think you’re going to need more than our medpacs can handle. Pressor?”

Pressor looked up from his examination of the other young Peacekeeper, his eyes smoldering. “What?”

“Aristocra Formbi needs medical attention,” she told him, wondering at his sudden change in attitude. “Where are your facilities?”

“You mean our medical facilities?” Pressor growled. “For the wounded?”

Mara frowned; and then, belatedly, she got it. Pressor, kneeling beside one of his dead Peacekeepers … “I’m sorry about your friend,” she said gently. “But there’s nothing we can do for him now.”

“So we should instead give our supplies to help an alien?” one of the older men by the wall demanded bitterly. “The very alien who was responsible for bringing these murderers aboard our ship?”

Mara turned to face him. “Look,” she said, fighting to keep her voice and temper under control. “I understand your anger. But there’s a time for analysis and blame setting, and this isn’t it. You’ve lost two men—”

“Six,” Pressor corrected harshly.

“You’ve lost six men,” Mara snapped, resisting the temptation to remind him that none of them would have died at all if Pressor hadn’t locked her and Luke away in that turbolift car. “That’s the way warfare goes. They were armed, and they at least had a fighting chance.”

She nodded back at the door. “That’s more than you can say for the rest of the people out there. Unless we move, and move fast, they’re all going to die. Is that what you want?”

“So go help them, Jedi,” the old man bit out. “Who’s stopping you?”

Mara shook her head. “We’re not going to do this piecemeal, running around at cross-purposes and getting in each other’s way,” she said. “We do this together, or we don’t do it at all. Our part is to fight. Pressor’s part is to tell us where the enemy is, and to assist us.”

She leveled a finger at the three of them. “Your part is to stay behind the battle line, treat the wounded, and protect our civilians until we get back. If that’s unacceptable, we can leave right now.”

“So nothing has changed,” one of the other old men murmured.

“Apparently not,” the spokesman agreed, his voice edged in bitterness. “Very well, Jedi. We’ll heal your wounded. As you command.” He drew himself up. “But when this is over, you will leave us. Is that understood?”

“Perfectly,” Mara said, turning her back on him in disgust. “All right, Feesa, you and the Aristocra can go with them. You, too, Ambassador.”

“A moment, if I may?” Jinzler asked, stepping up to her. “I’d like to ask you a favor,” he added, lowering his voice.

Mara stared at him in disbelief. A favor? “Jinzler, we don’t have time for this.”

“It’s a very small favor,” he assured her. “I want you to take Evlyn with you.”

Mara frowned past his shoulder at the woman and the girl huddling together uncertainly behind Feesa and Formbi. “You must be joking.”

“Not at all,” Jinzler insisted. “She has rudimentary Force abilities. And you’ve already seen how Director Uliar and the other Survivors feel about Jedi. I think she’ll be safer with you than with them.”

“She’ll be safer in a war zone?” Mara countered pointedly.

Jinzler’s eyes were steady on her. “Please?”

Mara shook her head in exasperation. But even in her annoyance, she could sense that Jinzler was deadly serious.

And now that she was focusing her attention on the woman and girl, she could feel the gnawing fear within them, as well. A fear that seemed more personal than just the fact that there were armed Vagaari running loose aboard their ship. “Fine,” she said with a sigh. “But she stays way behind me where it’ll be at least halfway safe.”

“Thank you,” Jinzler said, beckoning to the girl. “Evlyn? Come on.”

Mara shook her head again as the girl hurried toward her. How to make a difficult situation even harder, in one easy lesson. She just hoped it would be worth it.

“Mara?”

She turned to see Pressor coming toward her. “Yes?” she asked in a tone designed to warn him away from any further arguments.

But to her mild surprise, he hadn’t come to argue. “Here—you might need these,” he muttered, thrusting a pair of comlinks toward her. “Like you said, we have to work together here. These will connect you directly to me and to the other Peacekeepers.”

“And there’s a channel that cuts through jamming, too,” Jinzler added. “Just in case Bearsh finds those controls and turns it on again.”

“It’s here,” Pressor said, pointing out the setting.

“Thanks,” Mara said, stuffing the comlinks into her belt.

“Be careful.” Pressor glanced at his niece, then over at the old men glaring at them from across the room. “And,” he added, lowering his voice, “may the Force be with you.”

THERE WERE THREE ARMORED VAGAARI STANDING GUARD IN THE turbolift lobby when Fel, Drask, and the 501st arrived. They weren’t standing guard for long.

“Power levels seem fine,” Watchman said, glancing around. “Their line creepers must not have gotten this far aft yet.”

“This will be the last place they will spread them,” Drask said. “The Jedi said that the forward turbolifts have already been compromised. The Vagaari must make certain these remain operational if they hope to escape again to the surface.”

“Makes sense,” Fel agreed, visualizing the ship’s layout in his mind. “To be specific, they need the turbolift that connects to the starboard side. That’s the only one left that’ll get them to D-Four.”

“Which means they will have committed a large number of troops to its defense,” Drask said thoughtfully. “What do you think, Commander? Would that be a good place for an ambush?”

“Maybe,” Fel said doubtfully. “Of course, it’s also the most likely place for them to be expecting an attack.”

“I did not say an attack,” Drask said, his eyes glittering maliciously. “I said an ambush. The aft turbolift cluster consists of six cars, does it not, operated singly or in groups?”

“Should be the same setup as the forward ones, yes,” Fel said, nodding.

“And the starboard tube connects with D-Four, D-Five, and the storage core?”

Fel smiled tightly as he finally understood. “Yes, sir, it does,” he said. “How do you want to proceed?”

Drask looked at the stormtroopers. “We will assign two to each mission, I think,” he said. “Normally I would prefer three or more for the ambush unit, but the Five-Oh-First has shown itself capable of handling unusual odds.”

“And if we don’t have at least two of them here with us, the Vagaari may notice and get suspicious,” Fel agreed. “Watchman and Shadow, how would you like to take a walk?”

“Ready and willing, sir,” Watchman said. “Once we’ve reached the turbolift pylon, what exactly do you want us to do?”

“You will take up position at the point where the tube from the storage core connects with the tube running between D-Four and D-Five,” Drask told him. “We will attempt to drive the Vagaari back into the cars. As they lift toward D-Four, we will alert you, and you will destroy them in transit. Can that be done?”

“I think so,” Watchman said. “It should be easy enough to lock down one of the cars just below the intersection point and climb the rest of the way into position.”

“And as long as you have that one car tucked away out of the line of fire, you can shoot up any of the others that you need to,” Fel added. “But make sure that one car stays tucked away, or we won’t be able to get back to the surface ourselves.”

“And watch out for the same kind of trap Pressor had set in the forward cars,” Grappler warned. “They are likely to have wired this group, as well.”

“No problem,” Watchman assured him. “Now that we know how it works, we should be able to get up onto the roof of the car and either bypass or reroute the wiring.”

“Good,” Fel said. “Everyone clear on their job?”

There were four nods. “Then carry out your orders,” Drask said. “Maintain comm silence unless absolutely necessary—the enemy may be able to locate your transmissions and thereby anticipate your movements. May warriors’ fortune smile on your efforts.”

Stiffening briefly to attention, Watchman and Shadow returned to the turbolift car. “Now,” Fel said as the car’s creakings faded into the distance. “What are your plans for the rest of us?”

“First, we borrow these.” Stooping, Drask relieved one of the dead Vagaari of his blaster carbine and helmet. “The armor, unfortunately, is too small for us. Still, the weapons may be enough. Choose a weapon for yourself, Commander, and let us plot out our best approach to the enemy.”

CAUTIOUSLY, LUKE EASED AN EYE AROUND THE JOG IN THE CORRIDOR just ahead of him. Somewhere nearby he could sense a pair of vaguely hostile alien minds …

There was a flicker of warning from the Force, and he ducked back just as a pair of red bolts blew pieces of the corner past his face.

“Okay,” he murmured aloud to himself. So they were closer than he’d realized, and more than just vaguely hostile. That was handy to know.

“Anyone ever tell you that talking out loud when you’re alone is a bad sign?” Mara murmured from behind him.

“When the Force is your ally, you’re never truly alone,” Luke said gravely, turning around and blinking in mild surprise as he caught sight of the girl trailing silently behind his wife. “We have company?”

“So it would seem.” Mara gestured to the girl. “You remember Evlyn, don’t you?”

“Quite well,” Luke said. “Hello, Evlyn.”

“Hello,” the girl said, a bit timidly. “I’m sorry about … earlier.”

“That’s all right.” Luke looked at Mara, lifting his eyebrows questioningly.

“It’s a long story,” she said, “and I only have half of it myself. The short version is that Jinzler thinks she’ll be safer with us right now than with her own people.”

“All right,” Luke said, setting his curiosity aside in favor of more pressing business. “Did you get the message from Fel?”

“The one about us pushing the Vagaari back toward the turbolifts?” She nodded. “Pressor’s also heard from one of his people back there. It appears that as long as the Colonists stay out of their way, the Vagaari aren’t bothering to shoot them.”

“Rather have them die slowly, I guess,” Luke said.

Mara nodded. “And to that end, they’re also apparently scattering line creepers by the bucketful.” She hesitated. “We may not be able to save this place, Luke.”

He’d already come to that conclusion. “We’ll just have to do what we can,” he said. “And the faster we finish off the Vagaari, the less of a problem we’ll have. Are any of Pressor’s people going to be in a position to help when we start our push?”

“Not really,” Mara said. “Four of them are inside current Vagaari territory, but I doubt their antiquated blasters have enough power to punch through that armor. Oh, and it turns out that two of the missing Peacekeepers had only been stunned by the Five-Oh-First as they passed through D-Six and are up and functional again. That helped Pressor’s mood a little.”

“Happy allies are good to have,” Luke said. “Let’s keep him that way by telling his people to stay put. Outnumbered and undergunned is a bad combination.”

“Already done,” Mara confirmed. “Though one bright side is that they’re probably not as undergunned as they might have been. The fact that the Vagaari are using charrics and old Republic blasters against us implies they didn’t bring any real weapons of their own, but had to loot the Chaf Envoy and D-Four’s armory for what they needed.”

“Makes sense,” Luke said. “They couldn’t risk the Chiss picking up odd power readings when they went through scanning their shuttle for line creepers. And of course, that leaves them with the same overage Tibanna gas problem the Peacekeepers have.”

“Right,” Mara said. “Even so, the outnumbering remains.” She hefted her lightsaber. “So I guess it’s up to us.”

“And the Five-Oh-First.” Luke paused, frowning as a distant sound caught his attention. “You hear that?”

“Sounds like blasterfire,” Mara said, her forehead wrinkled in concentration. “And lots of it.”

“Maybe they’ve decided some of the Colonists need to die right now after all,” Luke said grimly.

“Or else one of Pressor’s people decided to be a hero,” Mara agreed. “Either way, I think that’s our cue.”

“Right.” Luke ignited his lightsaber. The two Vagaari were still there, he knew, but it was unlikely they would be expecting a straight-out charge. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

“AGAIN,” DRASK ORDERED.

Fel nodded and fired again, sending a short burst from his borrowed carbine into the corridor wall a few meters in front of him, listening to the slightly wheezy and very distinctive sound of the ancient weapon. “Anything?”

“They sound agitated,” the general said, holding his appropriated Vagaari helmet up to his ear. “Ah—there is an order.”

Fel frowned. “How can you possibly know that?” he asked. “You don’t even speak their language.”

“There is a tone of command that is the same in all languages,” Drask said. “Now we need only wait and see if it is the command we are hoping for.”

“They’re coming,” Grappler murmured, cocking his head toward the corner he and Cloud were waiting beside.

“Stand ready.” Drask gestured to Fel. “Fire again.”

Fel did so, trying to watch both ends of the corridor at once. Between bursts he could hear rapid footsteps approaching …

Suddenly, with a clatter of armor, they were there: five armored Vagaari, charging to what they thought was their comrades’ aid. They got off a single, startled volley before the two stormtroopers cut them down.

“Good,” Drask said, surveying their handiwork with satisfaction. “That diminishes the enemy somewhat. Where do you recommend we go next?”

“There’s a series of emergency battery rooms back that way,” Fel said dubiously. “You aren’t really intending to try this same trick twice, are you?”

“Not at all,” Drask assured him. “It is time to take the battle to the enemy. The other stormtroopers should be in position by now; let us see if we can drive the Vagaari into reach of their weapons.”

“Ah,” Fel said. “In that case, we probably want the fluid systems service corridor instead of the battery rooms. There are two access panels in particular we might find useful: one opening into one of the cross-corridors on this side of the starboard turbolift lobby, the other door opening into the lobby itself.”

“How likely are the Vagaari to have set up pickets at the entrance to this corridor?”

“Not very,” Fel said. “It’s narrow and probably not well marked.”

“And it offers an avenue of retreat?”

“It has doors to both the main engine room and the secondary command complex,” Fel told him. “We could hold off a small army from either place.”

“Excellent,” Drask said. “Take us there.”

Cautiously, keeping an eye out for stray Vagaari, Fel led the way through a series of small utility rooms. They reached the entrance to the service corridor, only to find it jammed shut.

“What I don’t understand is where they’re all coming from,” Fel said, stroking his bandaged right arm restlessly as he watched Grappler and Cloud work on the door. “That ship of theirs couldn’t have followed us here, could it?”

“It could not, and did not,” Drask told him. “But surely now that we know about their suspended animation technology the answer is obvious.”

“But if they didn’t—oh.” Fel broke off, embarrassed. It was obvious. “Those three sealed rooms aboard their shuttle, the ones they claimed were open to vacuum.”

“Yes,” Drask confirmed. “Though undoubtedly a small portion of each was indeed open to space.”

“Right—the part by the door sensor and access port,” Fel said, nodding. “Otherwise, a secondary test by your people would have shown that the readings were fake.”

“They would have had a secret way to reseal the rooms, of course,” Drask said. “That was why they pretended Estosh had been attacked, to give him an excuse to stay behind.”

“Only it wasn’t just pretending—they really did shoot him,” Fel reminded him. “These people are seriously out for revenge.”

“Perhaps,” Drask murmured. “Or perhaps they are motivated by something more practical.”

There was a hollow popping sound from the door. “Got it,” Cloud announced.

“Good,” Drask said. “Proceed.”

Cloud led the way, followed by Grappler, Drask, and Fel. The corridor was narrower than it had looked on the blueprints, Fel realized with a twinge of apprehension, with barely enough room for the stormtroopers to get through without scraping their shoulders on the piping and access manifolds lining the walls. Far too narrow for any of them to pass any of the others.

Which meant that if they had to retreat, it would be Fel and his injured gun arm who would be running point.

But at least the Vagaari did seem to have missed this particular back door. There were no sentries or other signs of enemy presence in the corridor. In fact, from all appearances, the place might not have been visited in years, and several times Fel had to fight back a reaction to the drifting dust being kicked up by their passage. It would be a shame to put this much effort into sneaking up on the enemy only to announce their presence with a coughing fit.

They made it to their target panel without incident. Drask motioned the stormtroopers to take up side-to-side positions in front of it, BlasTechs at the ready. Then, reaching around past them, he punched the release.

This door, fortunately, opened without any difficulty at all. The stormtroopers were ready, opening fire the instant the sliding panel was clear of their muzzles. “Can you see anything?” Fel shouted to Drask over the BlasTechs’ stuttering screams.

“Vagaari,” Drask shouted back succinctly. Return fire was starting to come now, and Fel winced as burst after burst slammed into his men, leaving blackened marks on the clean white armor. The targets were clearly plentiful—Fel could see both stormtroopers rhythmically swinging their weapons back and forth—but at the same time the return fire seemed to be increasing rather than decreasing. However many troops Bearsh had brought along, it was starting to look like a large percentage of them were right here.

And even the legendary 501st had a limit to what it could handle.

It took only a few more seconds for Drask to come to the same conclusion. Again reaching past the stormtroopers, he punched the control. The door slid shut, the metal ringing with the impact of belated Vagaari fire. “We have done what we can to encourage their retreat,” he said, nudging Fel back toward the direction they’d come from. “It is time to make our own.”

“Right.” Fel turned around—

And froze. Moving stealthily through the passage toward them was a line of Vagaari warriors.

Apparently, the enemy hadn’t missed this bet after all.


CHAPTER 21

GATHERING HIS FEET BENEATH HIM, LUKE DUCKED OUT OF THE doorway he’d been hiding in and sprinted ahead and down the corridor toward the next room in line. As he ran, a hail of blaster bolts scorched the air around him, scattering from his lightsaber blade. He made it to the doorway without getting hit and ducked inside the room.

It was another bunkroom, he saw, this one having been converted into a game area. In the back corner four young couples sat huddled together on the floor, their fear radiating toward him like a set of permlights. “It’s all right,” he assured them. “Don’t worry, you’re safe now.”

None of them replied. With a sigh, he leaned back out into the corridor for another cautious look. He had hoped this strange aversion to Jedi was confined to the original group of Outbound Flight survivors. But whatever the reason for their hatred, they’d clearly done a good job of passing it on to successive generations.

Unfortunately, if Jinzler was to be believed, it also meant this was yet another place where it might not be safe to leave Evlyn alone. It was starting to look like they were going to have to drag her all the way back to the turbolifts.

Behind him, Mara signaled that they were ready. Raising his lightsaber again, he stepped back into the corridor.

Again, the Vagaari opened fire. But this time, the shots were coming from a set of doorways farther down the corridor. He and Mara might not be taking down many of the enemy with this maneuver, Luke reflected as he took a step toward them, but they were definitely pushing them back.

There was the sound of running feet behind him, and Mara and Evlyn ducked into the room he’d just left. “Clear!” Mara called.

Stepping back again, Luke joined them. “Everyone still okay?” he asked.

“Yes,” Mara said. Evlyn looked a little winded, but seemed all right otherwise. “By the way, did you notice the Vagaari have their own jamming system up and running?”

“No, I hadn’t,” Luke said, frowning. “When did this happen?”

“Sometime in the past few minutes, I think,” Mara said. “I tried to call Fel while you were clearing this last section and could get only static.”

“Terrific,” Luke muttered.

“Not as terrific as they think,” Mara said, pulling one of the Old Republic comlinks out of her belt and handing it to him. “We can still keep in touch with Pressor and the Peacekeepers with these.”

“That’s something, anyway,” Luke agreed, sliding the comlink onto his belt beside his own. “What do you suppose they’re up to?”

“I don’t know,” Mara said. “It might not be anything more sinister than Bearsh deciding he was tired of coordinated attacks.”

“Then again, it might,” Luke pointed out grimly. “And Fel and the Five-Oh-First are back there all alone.”

He caught the flicker of concern from his wife. Apparently, she’d grown fond of the Imperials. “We’d better pick up our pace a little,” she said.

“Right,” Luke said, stepping back to the doorway. “Here goes …”

THE VAGAARI IN THE FRONT OF THE LINE JERKED BACK AS A blaster bolt found a gap in his armor; he toppled over backward, his weapon blazing madly away as he fell. One of the shots sizzled past Fel’s head as he crouched down in the corridor, and he winced away as he slammed a fresh Tibanna gas cartridge into his blaster. One more Vagaari down; a whole line of the aliens standing ready to take his place. “Report!” he shouted as he took another waddling step backward, trying to keep his head clear of his allies’ fire.

“We’re … still good, sir,” Grappler called. But all the confidence in the galaxy couldn’t hide the fact that the stormtrooper was hurting, and hurting badly. Too many enemies, too much blasterfire, and even the tough composite that made up stormtrooper armor was starting to disintegrate under the assault. Cloud had stopped replying entirely to questions and orders, though he was still on his feet, still firing, and still retreating in an orderly fashion. Grappler, Fel suspected, wasn’t in much better shape.

Fel and Drask were still largely unscathed, crouched down as they were in order to give the stormtroopers a clear field of fire. But that couldn’t last, either, and unarmored as they were, a single well-placed shot could easily put either of them out of action.

It would have been nice if they could have used their grenades. The stormtroopers had a complete set of them, along with gas-powered launchers built into their BlasTechs to speed them on their way. The problem was that an explosion among pipes filled with coolant and other working fluids would probably kill the attackers, the defenders, and half of Outbound Flight’s remaining populace. The blasters were risky enough in here.

And on top of all that, the Vagaari had finally begun jamming their comlinks. The only mystery was why they hadn’t gotten around to it earlier.

So here they were, trapped in a narrow corridor with enemies on all sides and no way to call for assistance.

And as Fel opened fire on the next Vagaari in line, it occurred to him that he was probably going to die.

It was an odd sensation, that. The possibility of death was always present in combat, of course, and there had been many times when he’d gazed out his clawcraft’s canopy at the enemy ships rising to meet him and wondered if this would be the time. But in space combat there was always a chance of survival, even if your ship was blown completely out from under you.

Here, there would be no such chance. If the Vagaari blasters found him, he would be dead.

Dead.

“Where is this second access door?” Drask shouted into his ear.

Fel glanced around, getting his bearings. “Another two or three meters,” he said. “Same side of the corridor as the last one.”

“Understood.”

Fel resumed firing, wondering at the Chiss’s composure. The exit into the engine room that Fel had so confidently told him about was all the way at the other end of the corridor, too far away for them to reasonably expect to make before the Vagaari numerical superiority finally took them down.

But the access door into the turbolift lobby itself was only a few meters along the corridor. And so that was where Drask had ordered them to go.

The lobby would be full of Vagaari, of course. But anyplace they could reach would likely have that same problem. At least in the lobby they would have a little more room to maneuver.

And maybe the Jedi would come in time. Maybe.

THE MEDIC STRAIGHTENED UP, SHAKING HER HEAD. “I’M SORRY, Ambassador, but that’s all I can do.”

Jinzler nodded silently, gazing down at the treatment table. Formbi was lying still, his eyes closed, his breathing labored. The medic had mostly gotten the bleeding stopped, though Jinzler could see traces still seeping out through the bandages. But the Chiss had already lost a lot of blood, and there was no way to replace it.

At least not now. Not until they could get back to the Chaf Envoy and its medical supplies, or else find a Chiss crewer with the same blood type.

Assuming any of the crewers aboard the Chaf Envoy were still alive.

“What about bacta?” he asked, looking up at the medic again. “Is there any available?”

The medic looked at him in astonishment. “You must be joking,” she said. “Most of the bacta we had was lost or corrupted in the battle and aftermath. We used up what was left probably twenty years ago.”

“The ambassador isn’t joking,” a dark voice came from the corner. “He’s most serious.”

Jinzler turned around. Councilor Keely was sitting there, holding a salve bandage to his elbow where he’d somehow scraped it raw during the battle in the meeting room. “Ambassador Jinzler is a friend of all,” Keely continued, staring at the deck. “Didn’t you know? He’s a friend to Blue Ones, to Jedi, even to murdering Vagaari. Yes, Ambassador Jinzler likes everyone.”

He lifted a baleful glare to Jinzler. “This Blue One is the real reason your Jedi friends are so anxious to get to the turbolifts, isn’t it?” he demanded, nodding at the table. “So that you can get him to his ship to be patched up. Once that happens, you’ll all just fly away and leave us here to die.”

“That’s not true,” Jinzler said, keeping his voice steady. He’d had doubts about Keely’s mental stability even before the Vagaari had unleashed their wolvkils on him and the rest of the Council. Now he was even less sure about it. “There are also people aboard the Chiss ship who can get rid of the line creepers the Vagaari are leaving behind. The faster we get them down here, the sooner we can restore your ship to full power.”

Keely snorted. “Oh, yes. It sounds so reasonable.” Abruptly, he stood up. “But then, your entire profession is based around your ability to lie to people, isn’t it?”

“Sit down, Keely.”

Jinzler looked over at the room’s waiting area, where Uliar and Tarkosa had been talking together in low tones. The conversation had ceased, and both men were gazing at Keely, their expressions unreadable. “Sit down,” Uliar repeated. “Better yet, go back to your rooms.”

“But he’s a liar, Chas,” Keely insisted. “By definition, that means he’s been lying to us.”

“Very possibly,” Uliar agreed coldly. “But you will still sit down.”

For a moment the two men locked gazes. Then, with a noisy huff, Keely dropped back into his chair. “Liar,” he muttered, turning his gaze back to the deck.

The medic looked back at Jinzler, and he thought he could detect a hint of fresh strain in her face. “I’m going to run a sample of his blood,” she told him. “It might be possible to synthesize at least some of the basic plasma for him. It wouldn’t be whole blood, but it would be better than nothing.”

“It would certainly help,” Jinzler acknowledged. “Thank you.”

The medic gave him a flicker of a smile and walked away. Feesa moved into the spot by the table where the woman had been standing, her face etched with worry as she gazed down at Formbi. “He’ll make it,” Jinzler assured her, knowing even as he said it that it was probably a lie. Maybe Keely was right about him. “He’s strong, and they’ve got the bleeding stopped. He’ll make it.”

“I know,” Feesa said, and Jinzler could hear in her voice that she knew she was speaking a lie, too. “It’s just …”

“He’s a relative of yours, isn’t he?” Jinzler asked, searching for something less painful to talk about. “You know, I don’t think I ever heard how Chiss families are set up. Especially those who make up the Ruling Families.”

She looked at him blankly. “The Nine Ruling Families are like any other families,” she said. “Blood and merit create siblings and cousins and ranking distants. Some are released, others are rematched, others are born to trial. The same as any other family.”

She lowered her eyes to Formbi again. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. None of this was supposed to happen.”

On the table, Formbi’s eyes fluttered partway open. “Feesa,” he murmured. “No more.”

“What do you mean?” Jinzler said, frowning. “No more what?”

Feesa turned her face away. “Nothing,” she said, her voice suddenly sounding oddly muffled.

The back of Jinzler’s neck began to tingle. “Feesa?” he prompted. “Feesa, what’s going on?”

“Peace, Ambassador,” Formbi murmured. “I will tell you … everything … later. But not … now.” His head turned slightly to the side.

Toward where Keely was still staring at the deck, muttering to himself.

Jinzler felt his breath catch in his throat, a part of that conversation behind their wolvkil barrier flashing suddenly to mind. You genuinely didn’t know who they were? Uliar had asked. Of course not, Jinzler had replied, angry and frightened and indignant. You think we would have let them aboard Outbound Flight if we had? Some of you might have, Uliar had countered. Possibly the heirs of those who tried to destroy Outbound Flight in the first place.

And then, suddenly, Feesa had broken in and changed the subject.

You really didn’t know who they were? You really didn’t know who they were? “Yes, Aristocra,” he said quietly, feeling cold all over. “Later will do fine.”

“THERE!” DRASK’S VOICE SHOUTED IN FEL’S EAR. “THERE!”

Fel glanced to his right in mild surprise. Preoccupied with defense, he hadn’t even noticed that they’d reached the access door. He fired two more quick shots down the service corridor, then risked another sideways glance to locate the release control. There it was, half a meter above his head. “Grappler!” he shouted. “Stun grenade!”

“Shak,” the stormtrooper muttered back, his voice strained.

The Eickarie word for ready, Fel recalled uneasily. Apparently, Grappler was too far gone to even be able to translate into Basic. Fel could only hope he was alert enough to remember to arm the stun grenade before he threw it. “Ready—” He lunged up and slapped the release “—go!”

The door creaked slightly as it began to slide open. Fel got a glimpse through the opening of armored Vagaari turning their weapons toward the noise; and then Grappler lobbed the grenade through the opening. Fel hit the release again, reversing the door’s direction. There were sounds of sudden consternation outside as the panel slid closed—

And then the whole service corridor bulkhead seemed to bow inward toward them as the grenade went off.

“Now!” Fel shouted, hitting the release again as he switched his blaster to rapid fire and emptied it into the Vagaari at the other end of the corridor. The door slid open again, all the way this time, and he dived sideways through it.

He landed on the deck of the turbolift lobby between two groggy Vagaari who lay twitching where the force of the concussion had thrown them. Scrambling to his feet, ignoring the protest of cramping leg muscles, he turned and helped pull Drask through the opening. “What was that?” the Chiss asked, taking a stumbling step over the nearest Vagaari.

“Concussion grenade,” Fel said, looking around as he slid his last Tibanna cartridge into his blaster. “Knocks everyone flat for a couple of minutes.”

“And then allows them to awaken?” Drask demanded as Grappler staggered through the opening. Fel grabbed the stormtrooper’s arm to steady him, grimacing at the dozens of pits and scorch marks discoloring his armor. “What sort of weapon is that for a warrior?”

“The sort a warrior uses when he doesn’t know whether or not the enemy has hostages,” Fel snapped. Cloud seemed to be having trouble with the door; reaching in, Fel grabbed his arm and pulled him bodily through. “Come on, we need to get out of here.”

But it was too late. Even as he turned Cloud toward the turbolift doors and the corridor leading out of the lobby, he saw that the Vagaari in that direction were starting to stagger to their feet, their weapons tracking unsteadily toward the intruders. At the speed Cloud and Grappler were probably capable of, the enemy would be back to full strength long before they could run that gauntlet. The same went for the corridor leading aft and the cross-corridor leading portside.

Which basically left only the option of standing here and taking out as many Vagaari as they could before they were killed.

“Listen!” Drask murmured urgently. “I hear a turbolift car approaching.”

Fel grimaced as he caught the telltale sound, too. Approaching full of enemies, no doubt, but he didn’t have anything better to offer. If they could clear the car before those inside knew what was happening, they would at least have bought themselves a little cover.

In fact, if the Vagaari in the lobby stayed groggy long enough, they might even have a chance of using the car to get away. “Go,” he told Drask, giving a tug on Cloud’s arm to get him moving.

They picked their way through the maze of stunned Vagaari, the stormtroopers stumbling drunkenly, Fel doing his best to help and hurry them along. Drask, unencumbered with injured comrades, made the trip considerably faster and was standing ready at the door when it slid open. He swung around the edge to lean into the car, his charric spitting blue fire as he laid down a killing pattern.

The pattern broke off almost before it started. “Empty,” he called, swinging back around again to cover the Vagaari still getting to their feet. A shot blistered past his head; shifting his aim, he fired once to silence the gunner. “Hurry!”

The Chiss had shot three more Vagaari, and the room was starting to fill with blaster bolts by the time Fel and the stormtroopers stumbled through the open door. “We’re in,” Fel shouted as he guided his charges to the rear of the car. The enemy fire was still highly random, but the Vagaari would be getting both their balance and their aim back any minute. “Hit the control—there.”

“Storage core?” Drask asked, still firing as he ducked inside.

“Yes,” Fel said. Whatever reinforcements Bearsh had would undoubtedly be up on D-4, and Fel had no interest in taking them on just now. “Come on, hit it.”

Drask did so.

Nothing happened.

Drask hit it again, and again, then tried the switch to D-4. Still nothing. “What’s wrong?” Fel demanded, hurrying to his side.

“It does not function,” Drask snarled. “The Vagaari have locked it down.”

A burst of enemy fire splattered off the edge of the door. “Come on,” Fel said, grabbing Drask’s arm and dragging him to the back of the car. So that was it. The enemy had anticipated their final move, and they were now well and truly trapped. Fel had failed his men, failed Admiral Parck, failed Aristocra Formbi and the rest of the Chiss.

But if the Vagaari expected them to die quietly, they were in for a rude shock. Cloud and Grappler had sunk to the floor, semiconscious, their BlasTechs hanging loosely from their hands. Fel grabbed Cloud’s weapon, checked the power indicator, and swung it around to point at the door. Outside, he could see the Vagaari starting to move purposefully around, fully in control now and probably setting up their pattern for a rush on the car. Leveling the BlasTech toward the opening, Fel braced himself …

And with a sudden shattering of metal and plastic, the front part of the car’s ceiling exploded inward.

Instinctively, Fel twisted his head away, squeezing his eyes shut against the flying debris. The roar of the blast faded and he turned back, blinking open his eyes.

At the front of the car, barely visible through the roiling dust, stood a pair of Imperial stormtroopers.

Watchman and Shadow had arrived.

There were, Fel had estimated, about thirty Vagaari in the turbolift lobby. They never had a chance. The two stormtroopers stood shoulder to shoulder in the doorway, fresh and uninjured, taking the enemy’s attack unflinchingly as they systematically raked the lobby with blasterfire.

Fel sank down onto the floor beside Cloud and Grappler, the BlasTech falling loose in his hands as he listened to the firefight, the combat tension finally beginning to drain out of him.

And as it did, he slowly became aware of pain digging into his body from a dozen different places on arms, legs, and torso. Apparently, he wasn’t as uninjured as he’d thought.

By the time the battle was over, he needed Drask’s help to even stand up.

THE TWO VAGAARI FIRED ANOTHER BURST, THEIR BLASTER bolts scattering from Luke’s lightsaber blade. He pressed forward grimly, letting the Force manipulate his defense, shortening the gap between him and the attackers. In the distance, the sounds of multiple blasterfire from a minute earlier had gone ominously quiet. Wrapped in the tunnel vision of combat, he couldn’t tell what the outcome had been, but it was beginning to look as if he and Mara were already too late to be of any help there.

The Vagaari intensified their fire. Setting his teeth, he struggled to keep up with the attack—

And suddenly, the screaming of their weapons was joined by blasterfire of a more modern pitch and rhythm. For a handful of seconds the two sounds played a deadly duet, and then all weapons fell abruptly silent.

“Luke? Mara?”

Luke let his lightsaber slow to a halt in ready position, his lungs heaving as he relaxed his tight focus and began opening up his mind again. The voice and the sense accompanying it had been very familiar …

“We’re here, Fel,” Mara called out as she and Evlyn came up behind him. “Come on, Luke, they’re hurt.”

Luke blinked sweat out of his eyes as he closed down his lightsaber and joined the other two hurrying down the corridor. He could sense the pain now: waves of it, sweeping toward him.

The two groups met around the next jog in the corridor, beside the bodies of the three Vagaari Luke had been slowly pushing back. “These the last of them?” one of the stormtroopers asked, gesturing at them with his BlasTech.

“As far as I know, yes,” Luke said, eyeing him and the others with concern and a bit of awe. All four stormtroopers had been through the wars, all right, with blaster burns scattered and clustered all across their once-sleek armor. On two of them, the white color of their breastplates had been almost completely obliterated, with at least a dozen spots on each where the armor had been burned clean through. It was hard to believe they were even alive, let alone more or less on their feet. Fel didn’t look to be in terrific shape, either, and though he seemed to be walking on his own Luke could see that Drask was standing ready to offer him a helping hand. “I see you’ve been busy,” he said. The words sounded rather bland, but somehow seemed to fit the casual dignity and bravery he could sense from all six of the group. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to get to you faster.”

“We managed,” Fel said, his voice rigid with the strain of someone fighting back pain and determined not to show it. “Afraid we left a mess by the turbolifts that someone’s going to have to clean up.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Luke assured him. “What about Bearsh? Did you see him?”

“I didn’t, no,” Fel said, glancing around at the others. There was a general murmur of agreement. “He must have made it to D-Four before we were able to deal with their rear guard.”

“Rear guard?” Mara asked. “You saying there are still more of them up there?”

“Definitely,” one of the stormtroopers said. “We could hear them working in the turbolift pylon while we were bringing the car in.”

“I don’t suppose you got a head count,” Luke said.

The stormtrooper shook his head. “We were too busy getting the car moving and laying out the flash paste to give them much attention.”

“I have done a rough calculation, however,” Drask said. “From the size of the three inaccessible rooms aboard the Vagaari vessel, I estimate Bearsh could have brought as many as three hundred troops with him.”

Luke whistled. “Three hundred? They must have been stacked like data cards in there.”

“With their hibernation technology, that would be entirely possible,” Drask agreed.

“What were they doing in the pylon?” Evlyn asked.

They all looked at her. “What?” Fel asked.

“You said they were working in the turbolift pylon,” the girl reminded them. “You said you didn’t count them, but didn’t you at least look to see what they were doing?”

The two slightly-less-injured stormtroopers looked at each other. “Not really,” one of them confessed. “We could see the lights, and they were definitely working on the tube and not on any of the cars. But that was all we got.”

“We had more pressing things to think about at the time,” the other stormtrooper added.

“Well, let’s think about it now,” Luke said. “What could Bearsh be up to?”

“Maybe there’s a quick way to find out,” Mara said, stooping beside one of the Vagaari bodies and pulling off his helmet. “Let’s ask him.”

She glanced over the controls, then keyed on the built-in comlink. “Hello, Bearsh,” she called toward the voice pickup. “This is Mara Jade Skywalker. How’s it going up there?”

There was a long pause. “Bearsh?” she called again. “Come on, Vagaari, look alive.”

“I’m sorry, but General Bearsh is unavailable at this time,” a voice replied, sounding distant and oddly hollow as it came from the helmet’s headphones. “So you still live, Jedi?”

Luke grimaced. General Bearsh, no less. “That’s right, Estosh,” Mara said. “We still live, you’re up and around again—it’s just a glorious day for us all.”

“Not for all, Jedi,” Estosh said, an edge of malicious pleasure in his voice. “But for the Vagaari, this is indeed a day of satisfaction. Where precisely are you?”

“We’re standing around on a Vagaari-free Dreadnaught,” Mara told him. “You want something more precise?”

“No need,” Estosh said. “I see you now, there in the corridor beside the Number Two Turbolaser Coolant Room.”

Luke glanced at the marker beside the nearest door in mild surprise. Apparently, the Vagaari had very precise locators built into their troops’ helmets. “What do you mean, Vagaari-free?” Estosh went on.

“Oh, didn’t you know?” Mara said. “Your rear guard’s dead. All of them.”

“Really,” Estosh said. “Interesting. You Jedi are more effective warriors than we realized. Our mistake.”

“A mistake others paid for,” Mara pointed out. “But I suppose that’s typical. I don’t suppose you’re brave enough to come down here and take any of the risks yourself?”

Estosh chuckled melodiously. “Thank you for your invitation, but no. The Supreme Commander never takes the same risks as the common soldiers. I have my duty, and they have theirs.”

“Supreme Commander, you say,” Mara said. “I’m impressed. Speaking of duty, you surely didn’t sacrifice forty-odd troops just to kill off a couple of hundred humans and a few Chiss, did you?”

“Of course not,” Estosh said. “Tell me, is Master Skywalker there with you?”

Luke hesitated, sensing the trap lying beneath the question. Estosh was willing to talk, but only if he knew he didn’t have a Jedi running loose and unaccounted for.

On the other hand, if Luke confirmed he was here listening, his own freedom of movement would be severely limited, at least for the length of the conversation. With Fel and the stormtroopers largely out of commission, it would be a bad idea to let the Vagaari pin both him and Mara down to this one particular spot.

Mara, he could sense, had come to the same conclusion. Fortunately, she’d also come up with the answer. Smiling wickedly at Luke, she pulled out the comlink Pressor had given her and lifted her eyebrows.

He nodded understanding, taking a rapid couple of steps aft down the corridor as he pulled the matching device from his own belt. Clicking hers on, Mara held it near the helmet’s voice pickup and nodded. “Yes, I’m here, Estosh,” Luke said into his comlink. “What do you want?”

“Nothing in particular,” Estosh said offhandedly, his voice coming more faintly now from the comlink as Luke continued down the corridor toward the aft turbolift lobby. It was time, he decided, to see what exactly was going on up there. “I merely didn’t want to have to repeat all of this for you later. You’re right, we did indeed come here for revenge. But certainly not for the few ragged handfuls of humans who will soon be dying alongside you. No, our revenge will be against the entire Chiss race.”

The colonists, Luke saw, were beginning to emerge now from the various nooks and crannies they’d been hiding in. Most of them shied back again at their first sight of him. “Nice to have goals in life,” Mara commented. “But I find it hard to believe there’s anything aboard Outbound Flight that’s going to help you take down the Chiss Ascendancy. Or are the Vagaari in the habit of using high-flying words that don’t really mean anything?”

“Mock me all you wish, Jedi,” Estosh snarled. “But I am up here, and you are down there.”

Luke had reached the turbolift lobby now. There was a single car waiting there behind the piles of Vagaari bodies, a car with an oddly shaped hole blown in the front part of the roof. He stepped inside and turned back toward the control panel.

It was only then that he saw that Evlyn had followed him.

He blinked at her in surprise, cutting off his comlink’s voice pickup. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I want to help,” she said. “What can I do?”

His first instinct was to tell her to get back to Mara where she’d be safe. The only way he was going to be able to find out what the Vagaari were up to would be to go up to D-4 and take a look for himself. If they’d left a reception committee watching that approach, it could get messy.

But there was something about the expression on the girl’s face that was stirring old memories …

“And up there is about as far as you’re going to get,” Mara’s voice scoffed over the comlink, the tone carefully designed to draw Estosh out still further. “Or had you forgotten we’re in the middle of the Chiss Redoubt?”

“I want to go with you,” Evlyn said. “Please?”

Luke smiled as the memory clicked. I want to go with you. He could still remember his eagerness and frustration as he’d said those same words to Ben Kenobi, way back on the first Death Star. But Ben had refused him, going alone to shut down the tractor beam that was preventing the Millennium Falcon from escaping.

And thereby going to his death.

Would things have been different if he’d allowed Luke to go along? Of course they would. Leia might never have been found and rescued, for one thing. Han certainly wouldn’t have gone out on a limb for her back then, at least not alone.

Still, there had been many times over the years when he’d lain awake in the dark hours of the night, visualizing how he and Ben together might have been able to defeat or at least neutralize Vader, then go on to free Leia from her cell, then take R2-D2 and the precious Death Star data to Yavin 4.

“Ah, so there are things even the great Jedi don’t know,” Estosh scoffed back. “Perhaps it was merely your basic combat skills I underestimated.”

There was really no question as to what the logical, practical decision should be. Evlyn would be at risk up there, as well as being a possibly crucial distraction for Luke himself.

And yet, despite all the logic, his instincts were whispering the exact opposite.

Trust your instincts, Luke …

“Get ready to stop the turbolift,” he told her. Bending his knees, stretching to the Force for strength, he jumped through the ragged opening up onto the car’s roof. The reason for the odd shape of the hole became clear the instant he saw the multicolored wires crisscrossing the roof. Like the forward turbolifts, this one had been wired as a trap. The stormtroopers who had made the hole had rearranged and extended some of the lines, then shaped their explosive ribbon to avoid damaging the rest of them. “And if I tell you to get out of here, you immediately take the car back down and get Mara and the Imperials, without question or argument. Understood?”

Evlyn nodded. Stretching to the Force again, Luke reached down through the opening and keyed the switch.

The car began to lumber its way toward D-4, “downward” from where Luke was currently sitting. Pulling out his glow rod, he adjusted it to tight beam and waited.

“That’s a little unfair, Estosh,” Fel’s voice came from the comlink. “Even Jedi can’t be expected to know everything. That’s why they have allies like us. You see, we know all about the recorder you tapped into the navigational repeater lines.”

Luke frowned at the comlink. A recorder in the navigational lines, that Fel and the 501st had known about?

And that they hadn’t mentioned to anyone else?

“Ah, so that’s what the diversion with the line creepers was all about,” Mara said. Even at this distance, Luke could sense her own surprise and annoyance that Fel hadn’t let them in on the secret. But nothing but interested professionalism was coming out in her voice. “You knew you might be leaving this party early, so you made sure you’d have a recording of the route back to the Brask Oto Command Station. And your little chat with Jinzler in the forward observation lounge was because he happened to be too close to the action?”

“Yes,” Estosh said, sounding grudgingly impressed that she’d caught on so quickly. “If he’d left at the wrong moment, he would have seen Purpsh installing the device. Master Skywalker, are you still there?”

Luke clicked the comlink voice pickup back on. “Still here, Estosh,” he assured the other. “But even that recording isn’t going to get you all the way out of the Redoubt, you know. We were half an hour into the flight before you got it tied in.”

“That last part will be easy enough,” Estosh said offhandedly. “Leaving the edge of a star cluster is not nearly as difficult as navigating one’s way inside.”

The turbolift car had hit the main gravity eddy field now and was rotating around in the darkness. A moment later it finished its turn, leaving Luke with a clear line of sight all the way to the curve where the pylon entered the underside of D-4.

He frowned. Even though he couldn’t see the far end of the tube, he ought to be able to hear the sounds of any activity going on around the curve. But all was silence. Whatever the Vagaari had been doing, they were apparently finished.

That was probably a bad sign. Flicking on his glow rod, he shined it upward.

And caught his breath. There, packed around the tube a few meters out from the curve, he could see a solid ring of flat gray boxes.

Boxes like the ones he and Mara had run into on their initial trip through D-4. Boxes Mara had identified as being full of explosives.

The Vagaari had mined the pylon.


CHAPTER 22

LUKE GAZED UPWARD, FEELING HIS THROAT TIGHTEN. THERE was undoubtedly an orderly and systematic method for detaching Dreadnaught-4 from the rest of Outbound Flight. Clearly, the Vagaari weren’t interested in finding out what that procedure was.

The car was approaching the ring now. “One thing that puzzles me, Estosh,” Luke said into his comlink, holding his free hand horizontally over the hole in the ceiling where Evlyn could see it. “You couldn’t have known any of the Dreadnaughts would even be in one piece when we set off on this trip, let alone ready to fly. And you certainly didn’t need all these troops just to track the Chaf Envoy’s path into the Redoubt.” The car reached the explosives, and he jabbed at the air with his finger. Evlyn was ready, and the car settled tentatively to a midair halt.

“That’s right,” Mara said. Luke could sense her concern as she picked up on his sudden tension, but again all of it was carefully filtered out of her voice. “So what was the original plan? Just out of curiosity, of course.”

“You humans are strange creatures,” Estosh said, his melodious voice starting to pick up an edge of suspicion. “Here you are, about to die, and yet instead of struggling to postpone your fate, you sit quietly and ask about things that cannot possibly help you.”

Slowly, Luke ran the light from his glow rod along the explosives. The detonator wiring seemed straightforward enough, the kind of arrangement he’d seen demolitions techs use during the Rebellion. In theory, he should be able to simply pull it out of all the packages within reach.

The problem was that the detonator box itself was a quarter of the way around the tube from him.

There is no emotion; there is peace. Taking a careful breath, Luke tried to think. He could, of course, easily use the Force to maneuver his lightsaber over to the box and cut it away from the boxes of explosives. But the Vagaari might have wired it with a collapsing release to prevent any last-minute tampering. If it was rigged that way, cutting it free would instantly trigger a detonation.

In addition, there was something else pressed up against the metal beneath the boxes, something he could see but couldn’t get to without disassembling everything on top of it. Unknowns were always to be considered dangerous, especially in explosives work.

“The thing is, you see, we Jedi don’t die nearly as easily as you might like,” Mara told Estosh calmly. “There’s a good chance we’ll be seeing you again, and the more we know about you, the easier it’ll be for us to peel your epaulets back for good when we do.”

Still, Luke decided, unknowns or not, if he could get over to the box he stood a good chance of figuring out how to disarm it. The problem was that the turbolift pylon was perfectly smooth, with no protrusions anywhere nearby that would hold his weight. The cluster of buried cables he and Mara had used for their climb up the forward pylon weren’t situated close enough to the box, either. He probably could have rigged up something out of liquid cable, but he’d used up most of his supply when he and Mara had sealed off the edges of that first turbolift car.

But if his particular car was too far away, one of the other cars in the cluster should be positioned to pass right next to it. All he and Evlyn had to do was continue up to D-4, where the Vagaari had presumably locked the rest of the cars, transfer to the correct one, and ride it back down again. He wouldn’t even have to expose them to enemy fire by going into the lobby; he could use his lightsaber to cut through the sides of the cars until they reached the one they needed.

He looked down into the car and gestured upward. Evlyn nodded and touched the switch, and the car began to rise again. They lifted past the explosives, around the curve—

“How very confident of you,” Estosh said, his voice suddenly silky smooth. “My only regret is that I will not actually witness your deaths. Farewell, Jedi.” There was a click from Luke’s comlink as the Vagaari broke the connection—

And suddenly, below him, the turbolift pylon erupted in an eerie, flickering greenish-blue light and the sound of metallic hissing.

“Luke!” Mara called over the comlink. “What’s going on?”

“I think they’re about to blow the pylons,” Luke said grimly, gesturing Evlyn to stop the car. The other five cars of the cluster were visible now directly above him, along with the gap the car they were riding would normally slip into. “You know any type of detonator that hisses and gives off blue-green light?”

“Sounds like a scorch stick,” Mara said. “It’s an acid-based, high-temperature paste used to burn a score mark in something to help the explosives crack it more cleanly.”

“How long until it burns around a pylon this size?”

“Half a minute,” Mara said. “Maybe a little more. If you’re anywhere near it, get out now.”

Luke listened to his heart thudding in his throat as he weighed his options. If he could just get to the detonator before the scorch stick finished its burn …

But no. Not in half a minute. Certainly not with Evlyn along to slow him down.

He shouldn’t have brought her with him. For the first time in a long time, his instincts had played him false.

But this wasn’t the time for questions or recriminations. “Right,” he said, jabbing downward. “We’re on our way.”

Evlyn didn’t need to be told twice. She hit the switch, and the car headed down again. On sudden impulse, Luke snatched his lightsaber from his belt and ignited it. If the Vagaari were going to get away, at least they weren’t going to get away clean. Using the Force to hold down the switch, he hurled the weapon upward toward the gap in the cluster of cars. It hit the upper part of the turbolift lobby, and he had just enough time to see the wobbling blade carve out a large hole in the metal before the curve in the tube blocked it from his sight. The car dropped past the ring of explosives—

And with a jolt, he saw that Mara had overestimated how much time they would have. The scorched section already extended over more than half the circle, with the flickering fire seeming to pick up speed as it worked its way around toward the detonator.

They had maybe five more seconds before it finished.

“On the floor,” Luke shouted to Evlyn, jumping in through the hole in the roof. The car wouldn’t be nearly enough protection from the explosive power about to be unleashed, he knew, but it was all they had. “Come on, get on the floor,” he repeated.

But to his surprise, Evlyn ignored him, remaining by the control panel as she punched keys on a command stick she’d plugged into the droid socket. He reached out a hand for her, wondering if she didn’t understand or if she’d simply frozen in fear.

But even as his hand closed on her arm, he caught the sense of desperate determination in the girl. As he started to pull her down, she touched one last key on the command stick—

And Luke found the two of them abruptly floating in midair as the floor dropped out from under them. The car hit the main gravity eddy and began its turn, blocking his view of the explosives and the fiery blue-green glow.

An instant later, the pylon blew up.

The car floor seemed to leap up at him, slamming hard into his face and body, the impact knocking most of the air out of his lungs. He was still holding Evlyn’s arm; reflexively, he pulled her close beside him as the shock wave from the explosion washed over them.

He was still holding her that way, ears ringing from the shock wave, when the car’s side wall disintegrated.

He gasped as the pieces slammed into him, some of them hitting like clubs, others digging into his back and arms and legs like knife blades. Beside him he heard Evlyn cry out and let the Force flow into her, trying to suppress some of her pain. The rain of shrapnel stopped, the buffeting faded away, and Luke risked a look upward through what was left of the ceiling. The lower curve in the pylon was visible above them, with the safety of D-5’s turbolift lobby just beyond it. Shakily but steadily, the car continued upward.

It was then he suddenly noticed that he couldn’t breathe.

He expanded his chest, trying to fill his lungs. But there was nothing there. With the car shredded and the far end of the tube blown open, he and Evlyn had only the planetoid’s thin atmosphere available to them.

Steady, Luke told himself sternly, forcing himself to relax. His body’s cells contained enough oxygen for at least another half minute, he knew, and Jedi techniques could stretch it to triple that time. He shifted his hand to the back of Evlyn’s neck, trying to let his own trust in the Force ease into her and slow her breathing. A few seconds later, the car settled into its place in the turbolift lobby.

The door remained closed.

Luke set his teeth, glaring up at it. But of course it wouldn’t open on its own, not with a near vacuum on one side. It would have to be pried past its safety interlocks. Stretching out to the Force, he got a grip on the panel and pulled.

The door quivered once, but remained closed.

Luke tried again, trying to gather more strength. But between the effects of the concussive blast, the pain from the shrapnel still throbbing through his body, and the oxygen deprivation, he couldn’t focus the necessary power.

His vision was starting to go hazy. Another few seconds and he would sink into unconsciousness. He stretched out one final time—

And with a thud that shook the whole car, the door slammed open. Luke opened his eyes, squinting through the rush of air blowing suddenly in his face.

Mara, her eyes blazing with fear, concern, and, yes, anger at him, grabbed his arms and pulled him through the door. Pressor was right beside her, lifting his niece through to safety.

The door slammed shut as Mara released her grip on it. “Hi, sweetheart,” Luke said, managing a smile. “I’m home.”

She shook her head. “Skywalker—”

“I know,” Luke said. Still smiling, he let the darkness take him.

THE MEDICAL BAY RECOVERY ROOM DOOR SLID OPEN, AND MARA stepped inside. “How are they?” Jinzler asked, looking up from his chair by the side wall. “I heard one of the medics say they were in pretty bad shape.”

“It looked worse than it really was,” Mara assured him. Jinzler’s face looked calm enough, she noted, but his hands in his lap were opening and closing restlessly. “Most of Evlyn’s injuries were superficial and should heal pretty quickly,” she went on. “Luke had some deeper cuts, but they caught it all before he lost too much blood. He’s gone into a Jedi healing trance while they finish patching him up.”

Fel grunted. “Must be a nice thing to be able to do.”

“It can be handy,” Mara agreed, looking around the room. They were, she decided, about as sorry a lot as she’d seen in a long time. Formbi was lying on one of the recovery tables, his eyes only occasionally fluttering open, his breathing deep and slow. Beside him on opposite sides of the table sat Drask and Feesa, the former looking drained above his own collection of bandages, the latter merely looking exhausted and apprehensive. Fel and the stormtroopers had gathered together in a back corner beside stacks of their mangled armor and were working their way through their own list of injuries. The alien stormtrooper, Su-mil, she noted with interest, had pale orange blood.

“So,” Mara went on, raising her voice a little. “As long as we seem to have some time on our hands, why don’t we all have a nice long talk together?” She looked at Fel. “You can start, Commander. Did I hear you say earlier that you caught the Vagaari wiring a recorder into the Chaf Envoy’s navigational lines?”

“We didn’t actually catch them in the act,” Fel said. “Su-mil found the recorder after it had already been planted.”

“I stand corrected,” Mara said. “So why didn’t you say anything to anyone?”

“To be perfectly honest, because we didn’t know whom it was safe to tell,” Fel said evenly. “We didn’t know whether Bearsh had put it there, or General Drask, or Aristocra Formbi, Ambassador Jinzler—” He looked Mara straight in the eye. “—or you.”

“I see,” Mara said, accepting his gaze and sending it straight back at him. “All right, then, let’s try this one. You told us once that you didn’t know why Parck had sent you on this mission. You lied. Then you changed your story and said you’d been sent to protect us. I think you lied that time, too. You want to take one more stab at it?”

Fel’s lip twitched. “Admiral Parck told us the mission would be going into great danger. We were sent to give added protection to Aristocra Formbi. And that was all we were told,” he added firmly. “We didn’t even know what direction the danger was going to be coming from.” He grimaced. “If we had, I guarantee Bearsh and his friends would be locked up in binders right now.”

“Yes,” Mara murmured, stretching out with the Force. It did indeed seem to be the truth this time. Or at least, the truth as Fel knew it, which might not be the same thing. “I suppose this clears up the mystery of your missing operational manual, too.”

Fel nodded. “Apparently the Vagaari wanted to know everything they could about Outbound Flight before we arrived.”

“Right,” Mara agreed. “All of which brings up an even more interesting point.”

She turned to face the three Chiss. “As I think about it, Aristocra Formbi, you asked for an amazing amount of muscle to accompany you on this trip. First you called Parck and asked for Luke and me, only the message got waylaid. Then, when it looked like we weren’t going to show, you called him back and got him to send a unit of the best stormtroopers he had available.”

“And it was indeed fortunate all of you were here,” Drask said, nodding his head gravely. “We owe you our lives.”

“Yes, you do,” Mara agreed. “But here’s the question. How exactly did you know you were going to need all this help?”

“I do not understand what you are asking,” Drask said evenly. But there was a new tightness at the corners of his eyes. “You were invited to take possession of Outbound Flight. That is all.”

Mara shook her head. “Sorry, General, but that won’t fly. After that incident with the line creepers, the Aristocra gave us specific orders not to use our lightsabers aboard the ship. Even when we couldn’t get into the Dreadnaught’s docking bay, neither of you asked us to just cut it open, which we could have done in a fraction of the time it took the techs with their torches.”

“Yes,” Jinzler put in, sounding suddenly thoughtful. “I remember thinking about that myself at the time, wondering if it was some form of stiff-necked Chiss pride.”

“That was what I thought, too,” Mara said, smiling tightly. “In fact, I thought it right up to the minute Bearsh told me to die and casually sent his wolvkils charging at me … and I cut them in half.”

Jinzler inhaled sharply. “Your lightsaber,” he said in sudden understanding. “He’d never seen a lightsaber.”

“That’s right, he hadn’t,” Mara agreed. “Because Formbi made very sure they never saw us in action. That, plus our Jedi abilities in general—which they also never really saw—gave us an edge they were completely unprepared for.”

She looked back at the three Chiss. “So again: how did you know we’d need that edge?”

“I do not appreciate the tone of your words,” Drask said stiffly. “You may not make such unsupported accusations against a senior member of the Fifth Ruling Family.”

“Feesa,” Jinzler murmured suddenly.

Mara looked at him. “What?”

“Feesa,” Jinzler repeated, nodding as if an odd puzzle piece had suddenly fallen into place. “In the turbolift, right after Pressor sprang his trap, she was frightened far more than seemed reasonable. It was because we were all alone in there with Bearsh and another Vagaari, wasn’t it?”

Feesa didn’t answer. “I see,” Mara said, eyeing Formbi closely. “So I was wrong. It wasn’t the Aristocra running this scam at all. It was Feesa.”

The Aristocra’s closed eyelids twitched. “And since she’s obviously too young to be a senior member of a Ruling Family or anything else,” Mara went on, “I guess it’s perfectly all right for me to make such accusations against—”

“Enough,” Formbi said quietly.

“Please, Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano,” Feesa said, an edge of urgency in her voice. “It’s all right. I’m not afraid to admit my part in this.”

“Your loyalty honors me, second niece,” Formbi said, reaching over to touch her hand. “But it was my plan, and my decision. I cannot and will not allow others to take the responsibility for my actions.”

He turned his head slightly. “Jedi Skywalker: approach where I may see you, and ask what you will.”

Mara stepped up beside Feesa. “You knew they were Vagaari, didn’t you?” she said, determined not to let his drawn face or the oozing blood on his arm influence her. “You knew it right from the start.”

Formbi nodded. “Yes.”

“But you told me you’d never seen one before,” Jinzler objected.

“That was true,” Formbi acknowledged. “But I had received a detailed description from one who had seen them.” He smiled at Jinzler. “You, of all of us, should understand.”

Mara stared at Formbi as it suddenly hit her. “You mean … Car’das?”

Again, the Aristocra nodded. “He and I spoke briefly when he brought the ambassador to the Chaf Envoy,” he said. “When the Vagaari then appeared, I knew it was indeed them.”

“Car’das gets around more than I’d realized,” Mara commented. “Is he also the one who clued the Vagaari in on this in the first place?”

“No,” Formbi said. “When I sent the message to Admiral Parck requesting Master Skywalker’s presence, I made sure the transmission had enough edge leakage to be intercepted in the regions where we suspected the Vagaari were gathering their strength.”

“And even knowing who they were, you let them aboard your ship?” Jinzler demanded, sounding more surprised than angry.

Formbi closed his eyes again. “The Vagaari are a violent people, Ambassador,” he said wearily. “They have killed many, enslaved many others, and driven all who know them to terror and despair. Worse, they may already have made alliances with powers even more dangerous than they are. If Bearsh succeeds in escaping with even a partial route into the Redoubt, I have no doubt that knowledge will be used against us to terrible advantage.”

“So the Vagaari need to be slapped down hard,” Mara said, frowning. “So what’s the problem?”

Formbi smiled wanly. “The problem is Chiss military doctrine, Jedi Skywalker,” he said. “Specifically, the decree that no potential adversaries may be attacked until and unless they first act against Chiss interests within Chiss space.”

Mara stared at him. “You wanted them to make a move against you,” she said, not quite sure she believed it. “You invited them aboard one of your ships and into your most critical military base, hoping they’d pull this exact stunt.”

Drask snorted. “This exact stunt? That had better not be the case.”

“Of course I didn’t expect what actually occurred,” Formbi assured him. “My expectation was that the five Vagaari we permitted aboard would attempt to take control of the Chaf Envoy at some point after we reached Outbound Flight. That would have been sufficient provocation for us to act.”

“Especially when you add in the slaughter of a few unarmed crewers?” Fel put in.

“Loss of life was neither necessary nor expected,” Formbi insisted, some heat seeping through the fatigue into his voice. “My ship had been specially prepared for this mission. All crewers had been provided with hidden areas near their duty stations where they could protect themselves from attack as they watched for the Vagaari to betray themselves. With a squad of warriors in the Dreadnaught docking bay, I also expected there to be ample warning if Bearsh and the others attempted to return to the vessel. We expected to merely catch them in the act of attempted theft or sabotage, which would have satisfied the rules of engagement.”

He closed his eyes. “I did not expect such a massive attack to come from the other direction,” he said, the heat fading away. “The warriors whom I stationed in the Dreadnaught are certainly dead. So perhaps are all who we left aboard. Their blood now lies on my hands.”

“It’s hardly your fault that you didn’t know about the Vagaari suspended animation trick,” Jinzler pointed out. “Car’das must have missed that one.”

“He merely met them,” Formbi said. “He wasn’t given a tour of their technical facilities.”

“He’ll have to do better next time,” Mara said. “What about the others? Feesa and General Drask and your other aides?”

“Feesa knew the entire plan,” Formbi said. “That was why I insisted she come along, so that if anything happened to me she could direct the operation. No one else knew more than you yourself were told.”

He smiled slightly. “Though I believe General Drask was able to deduce much of the truth.”

“Much, but not all,” Drask rumbled. “It would have been better if you had taken me into your full confidence.”

“If I had, you would have been as guilty as I of manipulating events to bring about this end.” Formbi shook his head. “No. On my hands, and mine alone, must this rest.”

“You can sort all that out when you get home,” Mara said. “Can we assume the rules of engagement have been satisfied?”

“They have been more than satisfied, Jedi Skywalker,” Drask said darkly. “We have been attacked without justification or mercy. A state of war now exists between the Chiss Ascendancy and the Vagaari.”

“Good,” Mara said. “I’d hate to have to go through this again just because we’d missed something in the fine print. In that case, there’s just one little loose end left. That falling cable that nearly knocked Luke across the room when we first came aboard the Chaf Envoy. I trust you’re not going to try to blame that one on the Vagaari?”

Drask cleared his throat self-consciously. “I am afraid I am to blame for that incident, Jedi Skywalker,” he confessed. “When Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano asked Admiral Parck who of the New Republic would be the best warriors to have at hand against possible trouble, he recommended you and Master Skywalker.”

“He seemed to have firsthand knowledge of your fighting skill,” Formbi murmured.

“Yes,” Drask said. “However, I did not entirely trust his tales of Jedi abilities.”

“So you arranged a demonstration,” Mara said. “Did we meet with your approval?”

“Let us simply say that you did not disappoint.” Drask smiled slightly. “The demonstration arranged today by the Vagaari gave you a far better opportunity to prove yourselves.”

“Yes,” Mara murmured. “I should hope so.”

Behind her, the door slid open and Evlyn and Rosemari stepped in, Pressor close behind them. “There you are,” Mara said. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m all right,” the girl said, looking around at the others as the door slid shut again. Possibly comparing bandage counts, Mara thought with a brief flicker of amusement. “Is Luke all right?” she asked. “I mean, Master Skywalker? He saved my life, pulling me down and protecting me when the pylon exploded.”

“He’s fine,” Mara assured her as her mother steered her to one of the other recovery tables. “And as far as saving lives goes, I think the two of you come out pretty even on that scoring.”

“What do you mean?” Rosemari asked, an odd edge to her voice. “Evlyn didn’t do anything.”

“She most certainly did,” Mara insisted. “Evlyn reactivated that turbolift trap at exactly the right moment to shoot the car down the tube and into the eddy rotation just before the explosives detonated. If she hadn’t done that, it would have been the fractured ceiling that took the brunt of the explosion instead of the wall, and a lot more high-speed debris would have gotten through. That kind of prescient timing can only come from the Force.”

“But you won’t tell them, will you?” Rosemari pleaded. “Please?”

“They don’t like Jedi here, Mara,” Fel said quietly. “I don’t know exactly why, but they don’t.”

“We don’t just not like them, Commander,” Pressor said grimly. “If the council sticks the Jedi label on someone, they get immediately sent over to Three.”

“You mean D-Three?” Jinzler asked. “The Number Three Dreadnaught?”

“That’s the one,” Pressor said. “The pylons between it and the rest of Outbound Flight were destroyed or collapsed during the attack and crash, leaving it isolated from everything else. So Uliar and the other Survivors set it up as a place where anyone with Jedi traits could be safely banished.”

“I thought that was what the Quarantine on D-Six was for,” Fel said.

Pressor shook his head. “Quarantine is for people they suspect of using the Force,” he said. “Three is where they get sent once they’re pretty sure.”

“Pretty sure, you say?” Su-mil asked softly, his alien expression very still. In some ways, Mara reflected, he looked even more dangerous without his armor. “And how certain exactly is that?”

Pressor looked away from him. “They’re completely sure,” he said. “The Managing Council is. I can’t speak for the rest of us.”

He looked at Mara. “And it’s not a death sentence, really,” he added with an odd combination of earnestness and embarrassment. “The place has been set up with plenty of food and power. A person could live there for a lifetime in reasonable comfort.”

“But in complete isolation,” Su-mil said darkly. “You sentence these people to a life of loneliness.”

Pressor sighed. “We’ve only done it twice,” he said. “At least, up to now.”

“They’re not going to send her there, Jorad,” Rosemari said. “They can’t.”

She looked suddenly at Mara. “You can take her with you, can’t you?” she asked. “You can take her when you leave.”

“The plan was to take all of you with us,” Mara told her. “Unfortunately, unless we can get out of here and back to the Chaf Envoy, neither option has much of a future.”

“I spoke to the techs a few minutes ago,” Pressor said. “Most of the blast doors stopped working years ago, and most of the ones that did work have now been locked open by those cursed conduit worms. Unless we can get a few of them working again, we’re not going to be able to get either the turbolift doors or any of the outer hatchways open without losing all our air.”

He looked at Drask. “I take it there’s still no word from your own ship?”

The general shook his head. “No,” he said. “And I no longer believe they will be coming.”

“You think they’re all dead?” Pressor asked.

Drask closed his eyes. “Including crew members, there were thirty-seven warriors aboard the Chaf Envoy,” he said. “The Vagaari may have had as many as three hundred.” He opened his eyes into slender cracks of glowing red. “They would not have been prepared for such a devastating assault.”

Mara felt her stomach tighten. The sudden multiple deaths she and Luke had sensed aboard D-1 could have been all the Chiss, or a sizable fraction of them, or just the squad of warriors Drask had left in the D-4 docking bay. There hadn’t been any way to tell at the time, and there still wasn’t.

Though if there were surviving Chiss, it might not make any difference. Even if the Vagaari hadn’t bothered to hunt down and kill everyone aboard, they would certainly have made a point of wrecking the ship on their way out. “So in other words, we should assume we’re on our own,” she concluded. “All right. Pressor, you said D-Three was isolated from the rest of Outbound Flight. That means you must have vac suits to get back and forth. Any of them still in working condition?”

“A couple dozen of them are,” he said. “But as I told you, we can’t get the hatches open.”

“We don’t have to,” Mara told him. “All you need to do is build a small caisson around one of the turbolift doors with me in it. I can cut through the hull, climb up the pylon, and make my way cross-country to the Chaf Envoy.”

“And how do you get back in?” Drask asked.

“I’ll figure that out later,” Mara told him. “What do you think?”

Above them, the lights flickered. “Terrific,” Pressor muttered, glancing up. “They must be getting to the generator.”

“What, we’re running on generator power already?” Mara asked.

“We are in this part of the ship,” Pressor said. “They’ve already gotten into the main power conduits.”

“Wait a minute,” Jinzler said, frowning. “You have portable generators? How many?”

“Probably ten that still work,” Pressor said. The lights flickered again—“Better make that nine.”

“I never even thought to ask,” Jinzler said, sounding disgusted with himself. “Get them together as quickly as you can—all of them—and set them out along the corridors.”

“Connected to what?” Pressor asked, sounding confused.

“Connected to anything you want,” Jinzler said. “Lights, heaters—anything. Just crank them up to full power and then shut down the main reactors.”

“It will not work,” Drask declared. “Even if the generators succeed in drawing the line creepers out, there are too many of them. They will quickly overload and destroy the generators’ wiring, then return to the larger sources of power.”

“That’s right,” Jinzler said, smiling tightly. “If the worms actually get to them.”

He turned back to Pressor. “But they won’t, because around each generator you’re going to create a moat of salt water. The worms will crawl in, short out their organic capacitors, and die.”

“You’re kidding,” Pressor said. “I’ve never even heard of that.”

Jinzler shrugged. “It’s a trick we came up with when I was bumming around Hadar sector after the Clone Wars. It’s fairly disgusting, but it works.”

“I’ll get the techs on it right away,” Pressor said, pulling out his comlink. “You’ve certainly had a varied career, Ambassador.”

Jinzler’s answer, if he made one, was lost as a sudden surge of distant emotion yanked at Mara’s attention. “Something’s wrong,” she said, pulling her lightsaber from her belt and heading for the door. Pressor got there ahead of her, slapping the release and ducking through.

It was then that they heard the shouting in the distance ahead.

“Come on,” Pressor growled, drawing his blaster as he and Mara sprinted down the corridor.

They rounded a turn and nearly collided with a dozen techs and civilians running in the other direction. “They’re back!” one of the techs gasped, jabbing a finger behind him as he dodged around Pressor. “In the turbolift. They’re trying to break in.”

Pressor swore under his breath, thumbing on his comlink. “All Peacekeepers to the forward starboard pylon,” he ordered. “The Vagaari are back.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Mara objected, trying to stretch out to the Force as she ran. But the flavor of the alien minds was too faint to sort out against the clamor of civilian panic throbbing in the air around her. “Why would they have come back?”

“Maybe they decided they wanted to watch us die after all,” Pressor said grimly. “If so, they’re going to pay heavily for the privilege.”

One of the other Peacekeepers was waiting in the darkness when they arrived at the turbolift lobby, the beam from his glow rod twitching back and forth as he fidgeted with apprehension. “They’re coming through,” he hissed, turning the beam on one of the doors. “I can hear them working on it. What do we do?”

Pressor never had a chance to answer. Almost before the words were out of the other’s mouth, the door suddenly gave a violent creak and cracked a centimeter open. Three pry bars were in place before it could close again; and with another series of creaks the door was forced open. Pressor and the Peacekeeper leveled their blasters at the opening, and suddenly two combat-armored figures leapt out of the gloom, their own glow rods swinging back and forth. Behind the lights, Mara could see hand weapons tracking as they searched for targets—

“No,” she snapped, reaching out to the Force and twisting all four muzzles to point into opposite corners of the lobby. “Don’t shoot. They’re friends.”

She stepped into the middle of the standoff as a third armored figure emerged into the room. “Welcome to Outbound Flight, Captain Brast’alshi’barku,” she said, bowing slightly to the newcomer. “I thought you’d never get here.”


CHAPTER 23

“WE NEVER EVEN HEARD THE VAGAARI LEAVE,” CAPTAIN TALSHIB said disgustedly, his red eyes blazing even more brilliantly in the dim glow of the recovery room permlights. “We were sitting like fools in concealment in the command center, waiting for them to make their move. But they simply exited their own vessel, scattering line creepers along the way, and left. Apparently they had already decided to take the Old Republic vessel and had no time to waste with us.”

“Yes, Bearsh would have informed Estosh of the new plan by that time,” Drask agreed. “They had had the foresight to appropriate a set of special operations communicators before traveling to Outbound Flight and were able to send pulse messages through the humans’ jamming.”

“I wish I had known,” Talshib rumbled. “We could have deployed to intercept them.”

“It’s just as well you didn’t,” Mara commented from the other side of Formbi’s recovery table. “You saw what happened to the squad we left in the Dreadnaught’s docking bay. They never even had a chance.”

“Perhaps,” Talshib said reluctantly. Warriors’ pride, Jinzler thought as he leaned against the wall by the open doorway watching the discussion. Or perhaps just pride in general. Talshib would probably have preferred an overwhelming enemy attack, even if it had meant dying in combat, to the situation he currently found himself in.

Mara must have sensed that, too. “No perhaps about it, Captain,” she said firmly. “If you hadn’t been around to rig that sealant tent across the broken pylon, we’d still be trying to figure out how we were going to get out of here.”

Talshib snorted. “Thus permitting you to travel freely from one dead vessel to another.”

“Neither of them will be dead for long,” Drask put in firmly. “If Ambassador Jinzler’s technique works, both vessels should be functional within a matter of days.”

Talshib snorted again. That was probably a good deal of his attitude problem, Jinzler had already decided. The Vagaari line creepers had wiped out the Chaf Envoy’s communications with the landing party and otherwise crippled the ship before the crew, lurking in their hidey-holes, had even realized they were under attack.

And then, as if that weren’t embarrassment enough, it was human ingenuity that was going to clear out his ship for him. That had to really gall him, and Jinzler was a little surprised that Drask had gone out of his way to mention where the plan had come from.

Unless Drask had done it on purpose, a not-so-subtle reminder to his subordinate that even the Chiss could learn from other species on occasion. Certainly the general’s politely unfriendly attitude toward humans seemed to have warmed perceptively over the past few hours. Jinzler could only wonder what had happened to cause that change.

“Here comes another one,” Evlyn stage-whispered from a few paces down the corridor. “No; two of them. No; it’s a whole crowd.”

Jinzler moved away from the wall and the discussion and crossed to her side. In the much brighter light blazing away from a rack above the portable generator, he could see a group of perhaps twenty line creepers wriggling their way across the deck toward the enticing aroma of electric current.

“Careful,” he warned as Evlyn started toward them. “If you get too close your own bioelectrical energy might distract them.”

“Okay,” she said, backing up again. Together they watched as the fragile-looking creatures climbed briskly up over the lip of the wide, flat basin the generator’s stubby legs were resting in. One by one, they dropped into the salt water, twitched a few times, and went still. “That’s really cool,” she commented.

“Effective, too,” Jinzler agreed absently, most of his attention still back on the snatches of conversation he was able to hear of Formbi’s war council. Drask and Talshib were discussing their options now, with Mara, Formbi, and Fel occasionally putting in a comment or suggestion. Luke, still in his Jedi trance, was across the corridor in the operating room where they’d finished patching him up.

Unfortunately, none of the options being batted around sounded particularly hopeful, at least not from where he was standing. Borrowing extra generators from Outbound Flight might speed up the decontamination process aboard the Chaf Envoy, but even so the best possible projected completion point was at least three days away. Unless the Vagaari had mechanical trouble along the way, the stolen Dreadnaught would have far too much of a head start for the Chaf Envoy to catch up with it before it reached the Brask Oto Command Station and escaped from the cluster.

“You’ll be leaving soon, won’t you?”

Jinzler shifted his full attention back to Evlyn. “We all will,” he told her. “You, your mother—all of us.”

“I mean as soon as the Blue—I mean the Chiss ship is fixed, you and Mara and Luke will be leaving.”

“But we’ll be back,” Jinzler promised. “Or at least, some Chiss transports will be. They’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

She shook her head. “It won’t make any difference,” she said quietly. “No matter where we go, Uliar will find some kind of Three to put me in.”

“They’re not going to do that,” Jinzler insisted. “Surely they learned a lesson from this whole thing. If it wasn’t for you, a good many more people might have died.”

“That won’t make any difference,” she said again. “Not to them.” She sighed. “I wish you’d never come here. If you hadn’t …” She trailed off.

“If we hadn’t, what?” Jinzler prompted. “You would have gone on living a lie?”

“I could have pretended,” she said. “Lots of people pretend.” She looked squarely up into his eyes. “Even you do.”

An edge of guilt dug up under Jinzler’s rib cage. “That’s different,” he said. “If I hadn’t told them I was an ambassador, the Chiss might not have let me come along.”

“But you’re here now,” she reminded him. “You could have stopped pretending a long time ago.”

“Yes, well, we’re not talking about me, young lady,” he reminded her firmly. “We’re talking about you. And the point is, you shouldn’t be ashamed of what you can do.”

“Maybe not.” Pressor’s voice came from behind them. “But that doesn’t mean she should announce it from the command deck, either.”

Jinzler turned. Pressor and Rosemari were coming down the corridor toward them, Pressor with a pile of sacks across one forearm. “I brought you a new collection bag,” he said, peeling one off the stack and handing it to Evlyn. “These are plasticized, so they won’t get as soggy.”

“Thanks,” she said, taking it and handing him her partially full one in return.

“I really think you ought to go join the rest of the people down on Six, Evlyn,” Rosemari said, eyeing her daughter’s bandages. “Don’t you think you’d be more comfortable there?”

“Would you be?” Evlyn said pointedly.

The corners of Rosemari’s mouth tightened. “I suppose not,” she conceded. “Director Uliar’s probably been talking to people already.”

“I’m sure he has,” Pressor said. “But I’ve been thinking, and there may still be a way to backtrack on this.”

“What do you mean?” Rosemari asked.

“Well, think about it,” Pressor said. “Besides the stuff in the turbolift, which no one else saw, the only thing Evlyn did was pull that comlink across the meeting room deck. We could easily churn the water by saying it was actually Ambassador Jinzler who did that.”

“Except that I’m not a Jedi,” Jinzler pointed out.

“Maybe you lied about that,” Pressor countered. “Or maybe you didn’t even know yourself that you had the power.”

“And you are the brother of a known Jedi,” Rosemari added thoughtfully. “That has to count for something. Maybe your pep talk in the meeting room actually stimulated your powers, not Evlyn’s.”

“Are you suggesting I lie for your daughter?” Jinzler asked.

Rosemari held his gaze without flinching. “Why not?” she said. “It was you and your people who got her into this mess.”

“It’s not a mess,” Jinzler insisted. “It’s an opportunity.”

Beside him, Evlyn stirred. “Ambassador Jinzler says I shouldn’t be ashamed of who I am.”

“Ambassador Jinzler doesn’t have to live among these people,” Pressor retorted, glaring at Jinzler.

“I do for the moment,” Jinzler pointed out ruefully. “A moment that could stretch out considerably, I might add. We won’t know until the line creepers have all been cleaned out whether or not they caused any permanent damage. We could conceivably find out that the Chaf Envoy will never fly again.”

“That could be a problem, all right,” Pressor grunted. “I don’t suppose it occurred to you to bring a spare hypercapable vehicle with you?”

“We brought three, actually,” Jinzler said with a grimace. “The commander’s glider, the transport the Imperials came in, and Luke and Mara’s ship. The Vagaari hit all three on their way out. Talshib says they even took the time to sabotage their own shuttle, and it wasn’t even hypercapable.”

Pressor shook his head. “They’re thorough, you have to give them that. So how long until the rest of the Chiss come hunting for you?”

“That’s just it,” Jinzler said. “Formbi was playing this so close to the table that I’m not sure the rest of the Chiss even know we’re out here. There are some aboard the command station we passed on our way into the cluster, of course, but the Vagaari might well be planning to destroy that on their way out. If they succeed, it might be months before anyone comes back out this way.”

“That would solve the problem, wouldn’t it?” Evlyn murmured.

They all looked at her. “What?” Pressor asked.

“That would solve the problem,” Evlyn repeated. “Because if you stay, they’d have to put Luke and Mara in Three if they put me there. And they couldn’t do that, could they?”

“I doubt it seriously,” Jinzler agreed hesitantly. That hadn’t even occurred to him.

“And then they could teach me how to be a real Jedi,” Evlyn continued, looking up at her mother. “Then we wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore about what they might do to me, because they couldn’t.”

Rosemari reached up to stroke her daughter’s hair, an oddly pinched expression on her face. “Evlyn …”

“That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Evlyn pressed. She turned back to Jinzler. “It’s what you want, too, isn’t it?”

“Certainly, I want you to develop your gift,” Jinzler agreed. “But we’re the only ones who know about the Vagaari and what they’ve found out about the Redoubt. If we get stuck here, it may mean the deaths of many more Chiss.”

“Is that important?” Evlyn said, a strange edge of challenge in her voice.

“Of course it’s important,” Rosemari said. Her voice seemed sad, almost resigned, yet at the same time had a sense of peace to it. “Ambassador … there may be another hypercapable transport available. We have a Delta-Twelve Skysprite sitting in one of the docking bays over on Three.”

Pressor turned to his sister, his jaw dropping in astonishment. “We’ve got a what?”

“A Delta-Twelve Skysprite,” she repeated. “It’s a two-passenger sublight transport with a connecting hyperdrive ring. Dad showed it to me once when we were working over there together.”

“I didn’t know there was anything like that aboard Outbound Flight,” Pressor said.

“Not many people do,” Rosemari said. “And I don’t think anyone knows why it was even aboard. Dad certainly didn’t.”

She looked at Jinzler. “The problem is that the Managing Council made Dad disassemble the hyperdrive. They knew they’d never be able to find a way out of the cluster, and they didn’t want one of their exiled Jedi to figure it out and get away.”

Jinzler took a careful breath. A hypercapable ship … “You say the ring was disassembled, not destroyed? Are all the parts still there?”

“I’m sure Dad didn’t break anything,” Rosemari said. “He was being very careful. And when he was done, he put everything into a storage locker. If you could get it to work, someone might at least be able to go for help.”

“So you’d just let us go?” Jinzler asked, eyeing her closely. “Even though keeping us here might help your daughter?”

“Against your will?” Rosemari asked quietly. “And at the cost of all those Chiss lives?” She shook her head. “Not for me. Not even for my daughter. Jedi serve others rather than ruling over them, for the good of the galaxy.”

She looked down at her daughter, a bittersweet smile on her lips. “You see?” she said. “I even know the Code.”

Evlyn wrapped her arms around her mother. “I knew you’d do the right thing,” she murmured.

Jinzler took a deep breath. “Mara?” he called.

Three seconds later Mara appeared at the recovery room doorway, Captain Talshib right behind her. “What is it?” she demanded, glancing around for trouble.

“Rosemari says there’s a Delta-Twelve tucked away over in D-Three,” he told her. “You ever hear of that particular model?”

“Sounds vaguely familiar,” Mara said, frowning in concentration. “Remind me.”

“It was from Kuat Systems,” he told her. “They manufactured the entire Delta line, including the Delta-Seven Aethersprite the Jedi used as starfighters during the early days of the Clone Wars. None of the Deltas had an internal hyperdrive, but TransGalMeg Industries made a hyperdrive ring for it to dock into. The Twelve was basically a larger, two-person version of the Seven that had its weapons stripped off for the civilian market.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Mara said. “So what’s the question?”

“The question is whether you or Luke could fly it,” Jinzler said.

“But the hyperdrive doesn’t work,” Pressor reminded him.

“I’ll fix the hyperdrive,” Jinzler said tartly. “Can you fly it?”

“Don’t worry,” she assured him grimly. “If you can fix it, we can fly it.”

“You can fix it?” Evlyn asked, her voice sounding awed.

Jinzler looked at her. She was gazing up at him, her eyes as awed as her voice. A girl who had the power of the Jedi … and yet she was awed and impressed that he could fix a hyperdrive.

Suddenly he was staring at his sister again, all those years ago.

“Pretty exotic training for an ambassador,” Pressor murmured.

Jinzler turned to face him; and as he did so, he felt himself drawing up to his full height. “I’m not an ambassador, Guardian,” he said, his voice ringing clearly down the corridor with a pride and self-respect he’d never, ever felt before. “I’m an electronics technician.”

He looked down at Evlyn and smiled. “Like my father before me.”

AS IF FROM DEEP INSIDE A WELL, A FAMILIAR VOICE CALLED their standard code phrase. “I love you.”

Luke blinked his eyes open, fighting the equally standard surge of disorientation. It was dark in the operating room, with only a dim permlight glowing off to one side, but he had no trouble recognizing the face leaning over him. “Hi, Mara,” he said, working moisture into his mouth. “How’s it going?”

“Better than I would have thought when you went under,” she told him. “First things first. How do you feel?”

Experimentally, Luke took a deep breath. “Mostly healed, I think,” he told her. “Muscles and skin seem fine.” He wiggled his shoulders. “Except for my left shoulder blade.”

“You took a big piece of shrapnel there,” Mara said, rolling him half up onto his right side and probing the half-healed injury with her fingertips. “That one’ll take a little more work.”

“We seem to have time,” Luke pointed out, glancing around the darkened room. Apparently, Bearsh’s line creepers had gotten a solid grip on Outbound Flight’s electrical systems. “Your turn.”

“The Vagaari didn’t bother to kill any of the Chiss when they left the Chaf Envoy except the squad we’d left in the Dreadnaught docking bay,” Mara said. “That ambush is apparently what we felt while we were poking around D-One. They did dump a whole bunch of line creepers, though, which have pretty well incapacitated everything over there.” She made a face. “Including the Sabre, of course.”

“Of course,” Luke agreed, eyeing her face and wincing for Estosh’s chances if Mara ever caught up with him again. Messing with his wife’s ship was not a healthy thing to do. “So we’re basically stuck here?”

“Not as stuck as Bearsh was hoping,” Mara said. “Jinzler taught us a little trick to draw the line creepers out of the conduits and kill them. Another three or four days and we should have all the ships cleaned out.”

She smiled tightly. “Even more interesting is that Outbound Flight had a small starship tucked away. A Delta-Twelve Skysprite.”

“Never heard of it,” Luke said. “Is it functional?”

“They’re running the final diagnostics on it now,” Mara said. “Jinzler’s stopped being an ambassador, by the way, and gone back to being a lowly hyperdrive tech.”

“Sounds like a more useful profession at the moment,” Luke said. “What about the others? Did everyone make it out of the battle all right?”

“Yes, though no one’s going to be doing any strenuous dancing for a while,” Mara assured him. “The Five-Oh-First took the most damage, but Fel says they should be fine. The big question right now is whether you feel up to a little trip.”

Luke had already figured out where the conversation was heading. “You mean to try to whistle up an alert on the Vagaari before they get out of Chiss space?”

“Preferably before they even get out of the Redoubt,” Mara said. “Don’t forget they’ve got a whole bunch of disguised fighters waiting for them at that command station.”

“Right.” Luke had forgotten that, actually. “You figure they’ll try to destroy the station on their way out?”

“I would, if I were trying to sneak out with a stolen warship,” Mara said. “But right now they’ve only got a six-hour head start on us. They’re also flying a Dreadnaught, which weren’t exactly known for their speed even under the best of circumstances. And we know the course they’re on. If we can get out of here in the next hour or two, there’s a good chance we can beat them to the station.”

“Yes,” Luke murmured.

Mara cocked her head slightly. “You don’t sound convinced.”

“Just thinking,” he said. “What about food and air? I seem to remember Deltas not having a lot of range.”

“It has enough,” Mara assured him. “Anyway, we only have to make it out of the cluster.”

“Right,” Luke said, still considering. “How about recognition signals? I presume that the Chiss on Brask Oto aren’t just going to take our word for any of this.”

“Hardly,” Mara agreed. “Formbi’s already given me a recorded message to transmit to them, with Drask and Captain Talshib cosigning on it. Drask’s also given me his private emergency prefix signal, or rather the one that’ll be current on the day we reach Brask Oto: two-space-one-space-two.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Luke grunted, easing himself up into a sitting position. “Do we have time to eat before we take off?”

“They’ve packed us a lunch,” Mara said. “We need to get going as soon as Jinzler gives the okay.”

“Then that time is here,” Jinzler said, stepping through the doorway. “The Skysprite checks out just—”

He broke off. “What is it?” Luke asked, frowning at the sudden surge of emotion in Jinzler’s face and sense.

“That lightsaber,” Jinzler said, his voice suddenly stiff. “May I see it?”

“Sure,” Luke said, pulling the relic from his belt. “We found it down on D-One, in what was left of the bridge.”

“We think it might have been Jorus C’baoth’s,” Mara added.

“No,” Jinzler said quietly as he carefully turned the old weapon over in his hands. “It was Lorana’s.”

Luke felt his heart tighten. “I’m sorry” was all he could think of to say.

Jinzler shrugged, a fractional lifting of his shoulders. “I knew she hadn’t made it,” he said. “All this hatred and prejudice would have disappeared years ago if they’d had a true Jedi living and working in their midst. Do you know how she died?”

Luke shook his head. “The bridge was pretty well wrecked, and of course any evidence that might have been there is half a century old. There was no way for us to tell whether she died in the crash or before.” He hesitated. “We did find some alien bones in the same area, though. They may or may not be connected with her.”

“They probably were,” Jinzler murmured. “She would have died trying to protect her people.”

“I’m sorry,” Luke said again. “Would you like to have it?”

For a moment Jinzler continued to gaze at the lightsaber, and Luke could sense the struggle going on within him. Something that had been his sister’s; possibly his last link to that part of his own life …

He took a deep breath. “Yes, I would,” he said, handing it back to Luke. “But not now. You might need it; and I rather like the idea of Lorana’s lightsaber being used against those who helped destroy her. You can bring it back to me when this is all over.”

“I will,” Luke promised, taking the weapon back with a new reverence.

“And you’d better get going,” Jinzler added. “The ship’s still over in D-Three, so you’ll need vac suits to get to it. I’ll take you to where Pressor’s got a pair laid out for you.”

LUKE HAD EXPECTED TO SEE MOST OF THEIR COMPANIONS ON the way out, with the opportunity for both a proper farewell and also a quick assessment of their individual injuries.

It didn’t work out that way. Fel and the stormtroopers had been moved down to D-6 with most of the rest of the colony, where they would be more comfortable while they recovered from their battle wounds. Drask and Formbi had been similarly transferred back to the Chaf Envoy for more specialized treatment than the Outbound Flight medics could provide, with Feesa as always staying at the Aristocra’s side. Director Uliar and the rest of the council had rather pointedly retired to D-6 as well, leaving behind an unspoken but distinct impression that they wouldn’t be returning to D-5 until it was free again from the taint of the Jedi and their influence.

Which meant that aside from a couple of silent techs and a pair of Chiss warriors guarding the turbolifts, the only ones there to see them off were Jinzler, Pressor, Rosemari, and Evlyn. Only Evlyn seemed to have anything to say, and she seemed too shy or troubled to say very much of it.

Under other circumstances, Luke would probably have taken the time to try to draw the girl out a little. Mara, he knew, would definitely have done so. But with the Vagaari already hours ahead of them, personal and social considerations would have to wait.

Ten minutes after arriving at the turbolift lobby they were suited up and ready to go. One of the Chiss guided them up the broken turbolift tube to the sealant tent and field air lock that the Chaf Envoy’s crew had installed, then escorted them over the rough terrain of the planetoid’s surface to the docking bay where the Delta-12 was waiting.

Thirty minutes later, after a quick test of the control systems and a final diagnostic check, Luke eased the Skysprite out of the docking bay and turned its nose upward.

“You ever ride in anything like this?” he asked as they drove toward the brilliant starscape.

“No,” Mara said, unsealing one of the self-heating food packets Jinzler and the Outbound Flight techs had put aboard for them. “According to Jinzler, Kuat sold the Delta line around forty years ago to Sienar Systems. They got most of the starfighter contracts under Palpatine, and they either built the hyperdrive into the hull or left it out completely.”

“Like with the old TIE fighters,” Luke said, his stomach growling as he sniffed at the aromas rising from the packet. Karkan ribenes with tomo-spice; one of his favorite meals. Mara must have had a hand in the menu arrangements. “I never thought the TIE design made much sense.”

Mara shrugged as she laid out the tray of ribenes, set a golden plaitfruit beside it, and pulled out two bottles of flavored water. “They were cheap to make, and Palpatine didn’t mind spending pilots. Lunch is served. Dig in.”

Luke set at the meal with enthusiasm, tearing the ribenes off the slab and devouring them right down to the bone, alternating with bites of the plaitfruit. It had been a long time since he’d eaten, and healing trances were always hard on energy reserves. Mara took a couple of the smaller ribenes, but from the way she nibbled at them it was clear she must have already eaten aboard Outbound Flight and was simply being companionable.

Midway through the meal the control board pinged with the announcement that the Skysprite had reached the edge of the planetoid’s gravity well. Mara keyed in the hyperdrive, and with a flash of starlines they were off.

They chatted about inconsequential things as they ate, mostly just enjoying the chance to spend a few minutes of tranquillity together. Luke finished off the ribenes and plaitfruit, and Mara produced a pair of choclime twists for dessert. “So,” she commented as Luke bit into his. “When are you going to tell me about that deep revelation back in the recovery room?”

“Nothing deep or surprising,” he told her, savoring the sweet tang. “It was just a random thought.”

“Such as?” she asked, taking a bite of her twist.

“Such as, why should we settle for just warning the Brask Oto station?” he said. “Dreadnaughts might not have been known for speed, but they were known for toughness, and I doubt Thrawn took out all the weapons in his attack. Even if the station is alerted, it’s going to have a hard time taking both a Dreadnaught and a Vagaari battle carrier.”

“Agreed,” Mara said. “So option two is?”

He smiled at her. “We intercept the Dreadnaught en route, get aboard, and take it back ourselves.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “Just the two of us?”

Luke shrugged. “They won’t be expecting it, that’s for sure.”

“No, it sounds too crazy even for us,” Mara agreed dryly. “Any particular ideas on how we would get aboard without them noticing and massing fire against us?”

“Already taken care of,” Luke assured her. “Back when Evlyn and I were retreating down the pylon, I threw my lightsaber into one of the D-Four turbolift doors, opening it to space. Assuming the local blast doors are working, that should have isolated the whole lobby area from the rest of the ship. We maneuver this thing into what’s left of the pylon, go inside, reseal the hole I cut, repressurize, and we’re in.”

“Great,” Mara said. “Then all we have to do is cut our way through two hundred Vagaari soldiers and take over the ship.”

“Something like that,” Luke agreed. “You game?”

Mara shrugged. “Sure, why not? I didn’t have anything else planned for after lunch.”

“Good,” Luke said, wiping his fingers and mouth with his napkin and dropping it into the empty ribene container. “Then all we have to do is plot out our intercept point, maybe use some Jedi navigation technique to make up a little more time, and we’ll be in.”

“Right,” Mara said, slipping the last half of her choclime twist back into its wrapper and resealing it. “Except that I’ll be doing all that. Your job right now is to finish healing.”

Luke grimaced. But she was right. “Fine,” he said with a theatrical sigh as he adjusted his chair to horizontal position. “You always get all the fun stuff.”

“I know,” Mara said sweetly. “And I appreciate you indulging me that way. Now, go to sleep.”

“Okay.” Luke took a deep breath and stretched out to the Force. “Just don’t forget to wake me when we get there.”

“You’ll be the first to know,” she promised. “Pleasant dreams.”

His last view before the darkness of the healing trance folded over him was of her red-gold hair shimmering in the light as she bent over the navigation console.


CHAPTER 24

“I LOVE YOU.”

Luke jerked slightly as he came out of his healing trance. “Are we there?” he asked, working moisture into his mouth.

“We’re there,” she confirmed. “More importantly, so is our wayward Dreadnaught. It came into the system about fifteen minutes ago and is angling around the star to get into position for the next jump. It should be crossing our bow in about half an hour.”

Luke peered out the canopy at the asteroid Mara had settled the Skysprite beside. “Nice location,” he complimented her. “How’d you manage to sneak in without them spotting you?”

“Actually, we were a little ahead of them,” Mara told him. “They weren’t anywhere in sight, so I gambled that they hadn’t picked up an hour or two somewhere along the way and settled in to wait.”

“Good,” Luke said, stretching again and bringing his seat back to a sitting position. “Where exactly are we?”

“Well, that’s the bad news,” Mara admitted. “We’re only another hour or two outside the Brask Oto Command Station. If we let them get back into hyperspace, we’re going to be pushing it to take back the ship in time.”

“Okay, so it’ll be a challenge,” Luke said, offhandedly. “I think we can handle it.”

Mara frowned suspiciously at him. “You’re not going all super-Jedi on me, are you?”

Luke gave her an innocent look. “Me?”

“Skywalker—” she said warningly.

He grinned once, then sobered. “No, of course not,” he assured her. “I just don’t think they’re going to put up that much resistance, that’s all. We pretty well proved aboard Outbound Flight that we can take them.”

“We proved it to the ones who didn’t survive,” Mara pointed out. “I’m not convinced Bearsh and Estosh will have gotten the message. You’re not really expecting them to just surrender, are you?”

“No, not really,” Luke said regretfully. “But I don’t think their troops will just stand there and get themselves slaughtered, either. If we can push them back to the bridge, I’m going to offer Estosh a deal: we’ll let him and his people leave the Dreadnaught, get back into their carrier, and leave in peace.”

“Under Chiss escort, of course,” Mara said. “And if he doesn’t go for it?”

Luke grimaced. “Then we’ll just have to take them out.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Mara said. “Come on; you’ve got just enough time for a quick snack before we have to get ready.”

They were in their vac suits and back at their chosen control boards when the Dreadnaught appeared around the side of the asteroid. It was, Luke noted, nearly five minutes ahead of Mara’s estimate. Estosh was apparently pushing the ancient ship for all it was worth.

“Okay,” he muttered, watching the huge mass of metal lumber past and trying to gauge the best moment to swing out of their partial concealment. The massive sublight engines blazed into view—

He threw power to the Skysprite’s drive, blasting them away from the asteroid on a vector paralleling the Dreadnaught’s course. Keeping them clear of the larger ship’s ion emissions, he swung them around the starboard side and underneath. The stumps of the four broken turbolift pylons looked like sections of a model maker’s mounting stand in the light from the distant star. “Anything?” he asked as he swung toward the aft-portside tube.

“No course twitching; nothing tracking us,” Mara reported. “Of course, the aft sensors are the ones the Colonists would probably have skipped if they hadn’t felt like fixing everything.”

“Or they may just have skipped the point-defense weaponry back here,” Luke reminded her, easing up to the shattered end of the pylon for a closer look. It didn’t look like there was going to be enough room for him to lift the Skysprite straight upward, canopy-first, as he would into a standard docking bay.

But if he rotated the ship ninety degrees, standing it on its drive nozzles and taking it in nose-first …

“I hope,” Mara said, “that you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

“I am,” Luke said. “Hang on.”

He gave the engines a burst of power, pushing the small craft ahead a dozen meters along the Dreadnaught’s underside. Then, shutting down the main drive, he shifted power to the forward-ventral maneuvering jets, pitching the Skysprite’s nose upward. The pylon stump slid past, and he fired one final burst from the main drive, running them straight upward into the tube.

To the accompaniment of a horrendous screech of torn metal.

Luke fought back a wince as he activated the forward landing claw, firing it past the turbolift cars to a more solid connection with the wall. “Was that the hyperdrive ring?” he asked as he took in the cable slack, winching the Skysprite another couple of meters into the pylon.

“Let’s just say we’d better not need a quick exit,” Mara said. “Aside from that, it was a classy maneuver.”

“Thanks,” Luke said, shutting the Skysprite’s systems back to standby and making sure his vac suit was sealed. “At least we don’t have to wonder whether or not they heard us coming. Grab the sealant kit and let’s go.”

The Skysprite’s canopy was, fortunately, reasonably flat, and they were able to get it open in the cramped space without having to cut their way out. Working his way up the landing claw cable, Luke maneuvered between the parked turbolift cars to that last-second gash he’d carved with his thrown lightsaber and squeezed through it.

The damage turned out to be even more impressive than he’d expected. The lightsaber handle had apparently bumped the top of the door a fraction of a second before the blade had closed down, swinging it up and nicking a small hole in the lobby ceiling.

“Nice,” Mara said, nodding to the latter as she handed Luke the sealant kit through the opening and then eased her own way through it. “You cut off not only the turbolift lobby, but a section of the next deck up, too. Anything up there they would have particularly missed?”

“Just the next turbolift lobby up,” Luke said, looking around. His lightsaber was lying over in a corner beside four dead Vagaari who had been in the wrong place when the Dreadnaught broke free and the lobby depressurized. The blast doors that had reacted to the emergency were about five meters away down each of the three corridors leading away from the lobby. “I think one of the aft electronics supply rooms is just down the corridor from it, though, and a droid maintenance facility is off in the other direction,” he added, starting across the lobby. “Depending on which blast doors reacted up there, either or both of those might have been locked away from them, too.”

Mara grunted. “It would have been a lot simpler if none of them had worked,” she pointed out, taking the sealant kit back from him and opening it. “Then the whole ship would have depressurized, and they’d all have died right then and there.”

“Which they obviously didn’t, since the ship is still under power,” Luke pointed out, retrieving his lightsaber and taking a quick look at the alien bodies.

“I didn’t say I believed it,” Mara said. “I just said it would have been simpler. Anyone we know?”

“Nope,” Luke said, experimentally igniting the lightsaber. The green-white blade flashed to existence with gratifying strength. “Good,” he said, closing it down again and hooking it onto his belt next to Lorana’s. “I was afraid the activator might have stuck on and drained all the power. You need any help?”

“No, I’ve got it,” Mara said, unfolding the patch to the proper size and starting to seal its edges around the gash. “You just stand there and be ready for trouble. They may try to pull something cute even before we get the lobby repressurized.”

“Right.” Moving to the blast door blocking the corridor leading forward, he stretched out to the Force. There were alien minds in that direction, he could tell, and a high degree of maliciousness. But that was all he could read. Holding his lightsaber ready, he waited.

No attack had come by the time Mara finished laying out the patch and checking its integrity. “Ready?” Luke asked as she packed the kit away.

“Ready,” Mara confirmed. “You sure you don’t want to use the emergency oxygen tanks to repressurize? It would let us get out of these suits before we have to do any serious fighting.”

Luke looked over at the red-rimmed emergency cabinet fastened to the side wall with its collection of oxygen tanks, sealant kits, and medpacs. “I’d rather leave that in reserve,” he told her. “Depending on how much of a fight the Vagaari put up, we may wind up needing extra oxygen somewhere else along the line.”

“Okay.” Igniting her own lightsaber, she took up a ready stance a couple of meters in front of the blast doors. “Remember, just nick it. Enough to let the air in but not enough to trigger anything they might have on the other side.”

“Right.” Standing as far off to the side as he could, feeling awkward in the confines of his vac suit, Luke jabbed the end of the green-white blade through one corner of the thick door.

There was a sudden hissing noise, and a stream of air began to blow in through the opening, its edges swirling white as water vapor condensed and froze in the vacuum. He glanced at the atmosphere tester on his vac suit, wondering if the Vagaari might have tried poisoning the air on this deck. But there was nothing. A minute later the whistling faded away as the pressures equalized.

“Anything?” Mara asked.

Luke checked the tester again. “Looks clear,” he said.

“Good.” Laying her lightsaber on the deck, Mara popped her helmet and started stripping off the vac suit. “I hate trying to move in these things. Watch for company, will you?”

A minute later she was finished. A minute after that, both vac suits were off and piled neatly back near the turbolift doors. “Here we go,” Luke commented as Mara took up a stance a couple of meters back from the blast door, her lightsaber humming in front of her. “Let’s see what the Vagaari have come up with.”

Reaching out with the Force, he keyed the control. Ponderously, the blast doors began to slide back into the walls.

And from a dozen standing and kneeling Vagaari five meters back came a withering hail of blasterfire.

Luke was ready, keying the doors instantly closed again as Mara scattered away the shots that had made it in. “Well, that answers that question,” she commented.

“Partially, anyway,” Luke corrected. “Did you happen to notice the little flat boxes lying along the sides of the walls?”

She shook her head. “Observation was your job,” she reminded him. “My job was staying alive.”

“Right,” Luke said. “Anyway, they were just like the little gray boxes they used to mine the turbolift, except that these were white.”

“White?” Mara frowned, then nodded. “Of course—repainted to blend in with the corridor walls. How many were there?”

“I didn’t get an actual count,” Luke said, studying the image in his memory. “But they were spaced a meter or two apart and ran all the way down to where the corridor jogs to the right.”

“Cute,” Mara said. “So the next time we open the blast doors, we’ll probably see the Vagaari in full retreat. We’ll chase them, watching for blaster shots, and whoever’s handling the detonators will have his choice of when to blow us to bits.”

“Something like that,” Luke said, looking at the ceiling above them. “What do you think? We go up?”

“They’ll probably have something ready up there, too,” Mara said, her voice and sense suddenly thoughtful. “After all, they’ve seen what lightsabers can do.”

“You have an idea?” Luke prompted.

She favored him with an evil smile. “What they haven’t seen is this,” she said. Letting go of her lightsaber, she levitated it in front of her.

“Okay,” Luke said. “So?”

Mara’s reply was a twitch of her head back toward the turbolift lobby. Frowning, Luke followed. She stepped to the Vagaari bodies in the corner and, stretching out to the Force, levitated one of them upright. Focusing her control, she moved its arms and legs, keeping it a couple of centimeters above the floor, making it stride rather shakily across the lobby as if it was still alive.

Or, rather, as if he and Mara had put on their enemies’ armor as a disguise.

She lifted her eyebrows questioningly. “Doesn’t look all that realistic,” he pointed out doubtfully, levitating one of the other bodies for himself and sending it across the deck. His didn’t look any more alive than hers did. “But if we keep them moving, the Vagaari may not notice.”

“I think it’s worth a try, anyway,” Mara said.

“Definitely,” he agreed. “Let’s do it.”

Moving their puppets to the blast doors, they settled them into standing position. “Quickly, now,” Mara said, crouching down beside the wall where her presence wouldn’t be immediately obvious. “We don’t want anyone getting a clear look.”

Luke nodded. Stretching out to the Force, he keyed open the doors.

Mara’s prediction had hit it exactly. The Vagaari who had been firing from just outside the doors were already halfway down the corridor, firing wildly behind them in full retreat. Mara sent her puppet charging after them, its arms and legs pumping madly. Luke’s was right behind it. The apparently terrified retreating Vagaari disappeared around the distant corner—

And with an earsplitting blast, the entire corridor exploded in a burst of fire and smoke.

Luke winced, feeling his puppet twist around as it was buffeted violently by the blast before sprawling out of his control onto the deck. His ears ringing, he caught Mara’s eye and nodded. She nodded back, and together they sprinted ahead through the smoke and heat.

They met the returning Vagaari just around the corner as the aliens headed back to check the results of their handiwork. The battle was over very quickly.

“Twelve down,” Luke commented as he looked down the corridor. There were no signs of trouble or activity, at least not up to the next jog some ten meters ahead. “Plus the four from the turbolift lobby makes sixteen.”

“Which might actually be a significant number if we knew how many there were to begin with.” Mara nudged one of the bodies with her boot. “Recognize anyone?”

Luke frowned at the alien face. “Is that Bearsh?”

“Sure looks like him,” she said. “These guys are a lot more impressive in combat armor than in those silly robes, aren’t they?”

“Most species are,” Luke said. “Looks like he was leading this particular charge personally. That’s a good sign.”

“How so?”

“Estosh called him a general,” he reminded her. “If he’s sending generals to handle field operations, it might imply he hasn’t got all that many warriors left.”

“Good point,” Mara agreed. “Between the dent we made in his troops on Outbound Flight and the people he absolutely has to have crewing the Dreadnaught’s duty stations, he may very well be hurting for bodies to throw at us right now.”

“Right,” Luke said. “Either that, or Bearsh was simply being overconfident.”

“You are so very helpful sometimes,” Mara said, shaking her head in mock annoyance. “I’m surprised you didn’t go into politics. Come on, let’s get moving before they come up with something else.”

They reached the corridor jog Luke had noted without further incident and paused there, looking carefully around the bend. Still no signs of enemies, but twenty meters ahead another set of blast doors had been closed across their path. “Looks clear,” he murmured.

“There are three sets of doors leading off each side of the corridor, though,” Mara pointed out. “Perfect place to hide while you’re waiting to pounce.”

Luke closed his eyes, stretching out his senses. He could feel the malevolent, brooding presence of Vagaari all over the Dreadnaught, scattered through his mind like vaguely defined bubbles of heat in a cold room. But none seemed to be very close. “I’m not picking up anyone in there,” he said.

“Neither am I,” Mara confirmed reluctantly. “I still don’t like it.”

“Then let’s get through it quickly.” Throwing a last look at the empty corridor behind them, he rounded the corner and headed forward.

He was just passing the middle set of doors when the left-hand door ahead of him slid open, and five growling wolvkils padded into the corridor.

He braked to a halt, lifting his lightsaber warningly toward the animals. From behind Mara came the sound of another door opening, and he glanced back as four more of the predators filed in from one of the aft set of doors to block their retreat.

“Well, this is cute,” Mara murmured. “You see what the stylish wolvkil is wearing this season?”

Luke hadn’t; but now his jaw tightened as he spotted the fragmentation grenade slung under each wolvkil’s belly. “I was wondering what they thought this was going to accomplish,” he commented, adjusting his grip on his lightsaber as he tried to think. So far the wolvkils didn’t seem inclined to attack, but were contenting themselves with growling from a distance. But that could change at any moment.

Mara had come to the same conclusion. “Let’s try a strategic withdrawal while we think this out,” she suggested, easing up to Luke’s right and tapping the release on the door beside him. It slid open, and Luke sensed her concentration as she gave the interior a quick check. “Clear,” she said. “Come on.”

Together, they eased into the room, lightsabers ready. The wolvkils made no move to follow. Mara touched the inner door control, and the panel slid shut. In the glow from his lightsaber Luke found the light pad, flicked it on, and closed down his weapon.

They were in what appeared to be one of the many pumping stations that were by necessity scattered around any ship this size. Sets of conduits snaked along the walls and high ceiling, most of them running into one or the other of two huge and silently chugging rectangular boxes with rounded corners set against the bulkhead across from the door. “Cozy,” Luke commented, looking around. There were no other exits from the room, but of course that didn’t mean anything to a Jedi with a lightsaber. “Let’s see if we can carve ourselves a back door,” he suggested. Stepping to the forward wall, he ignited his lightsaber—

“Wait,” Mara said.

Luke paused, looking over his shoulder at her. “What?” he asked.

She was gazing at the wall in front of him, her sense tight and suspicious. “Luke, what’s the usual procedure for sealing a hull breach?”

He frowned. “You send some repair droids to the vicinity, close the blast doors behind them, pump out the air to equalize pressures, then open the inner doors to give them access to the leak.”

“Right,” Mara said, nodding. “The Vagaari have had four days to seal the gash you cut in the turbolift lobby. We know there are housekeeping droids still working, and we know there were enough repair droids rolling around at one time to fix all the damage Thrawn did to the hull. And anyway, even if none of them works anymore, Estosh surely brought a pressure suit or two along they could have used to go in themselves and fix it.”

“But they didn’t,” Luke said thoughtfully. “Why not?”

“Because if we’d come up the pylon and found your gash all sewn up, we might have decided to come aboard somewhere else,” Mara concluded grimly. “This way, they could reasonably predict where we’d come in, and could concentrate on making this one corridor as much of a death trap as they could.”

She nodded toward the wall in front of him. “So why should this part of it be any different?”

“Good question,” Luke agreed, closing down his lightsaber and stepping aside. “In that case, you’d better do this.”

It took three delicate strokes for her to tease a scratch all the way through the bulkhead. And it was indeed a very good thing he’d let her go first.

“Terrific,” she said darkly, sniffing at the liquid trickling down the wall. “Secondary reactant fuel, which most certainly wouldn’t normally be stored next to a pump room. Estosh is kindly offering us the opportunity of immolating ourselves.”

“How generous of him,” Luke said, looking up at the ceiling. “I wonder if they’ve ever seen how high a Jedi can jump.”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “But it wouldn’t take a Jedi to climb that maze of pipes fastened to the wall. If they were being thorough, they’d certainly have booby-trapped the ceiling, too.”

“Right,” he conceded. “What about down? Any idea what’s below us?”

“Usually it would be substructure, environmental equipment, and other bulk stuff,” Mara said. “Not a place you want to go randomly swinging lightsabers.”

“So we can’t go down, up, or sideways, and outside the door there’s nothing but wolvkils and fragmentation grenades,” Luke concluded, looking around for inspiration.

“And we’ve got a reactant fuel leak going,” Mara reminded him. “Any ideas?”

Luke’s gaze paused on the two humming pumps. Each of them was nearly two meters tall and a meter wide, with a casing built of heavy metal and a front access cover shaped like a rectangular, flat-bottomed bowl with rounded corners and edges. “Actually, yes,” he told her, popping the release on one of the covers and swinging it open. The cover was as strongly built as the rest of the casing, with a ten-centimeter lip all the way around the perimeter. “Let’s get these doors off.”

Igniting his lightsaber, he sliced off the hinges, catching the cover in a Force grip as it started to fall ponderously toward him. “I hope you’re not planning to use these things as shields,” Mara warned as she cut the other cover free. “There are an awful lot of grenades out there.”

“No, I’ve got something else in mind,” Luke assured her, leaning the cover up against the wall by the door and closing down his lightsaber. “Time to go for the high ground.” Getting a grip on two of the pipes fastened to the wall, he started to climb.

Mara followed silently, clearly puzzled but willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Midway through their climb, he could sense when she suddenly caught on. “Okay,” he said when they were about two meters off the deck. Looking down over his shoulder, he stretched out to the Force and lifted the two covers to hover in the air just beneath him and Mara, their bowl sides up. “You ready?” he said.

Her answer was the snap-hiss of her lightsaber. Reaching over to the dripping bulkhead, she slashed the blade through it.

With a sudden gurgle, the trickle became a flood, the aromatic fuel flowing down the wall and running across the floor. “Watch your timing,” Luke warned as the sloshing pool began to fill the small room. “Remember, the lips on these things are only about ten centimeters high.”

“I know,” Mara assured him. She had her lightsaber closed down and back on her belt now, with her sleeve gun drawn. “Get ready … now.”

Abruptly, the door slid open at her Force command, the pool of fuel flowing out into the corridor. There was a surprised yelp from one of the wolvkils—

And Mara fired a single shot from her blaster into the liquid.

It ignited with a tremendous roar, the flames shooting nearly a meter off the deck. Even with the hovering covers protecting them, Luke found himself wincing at the rush of heat that washed over and past him. The yelp outside had become a howl of pain and fear, and he could hear startled Vagaari voices mixed in with those of the wolvkils. The height of the flames diminished as the blazing liquid continued to flow out into the corridor, settling down to perhaps thirty centimeters.

It was time to go. “Take the right one,” he called to Mara over the noise of the flames, pointing to the hovering cover nearest her. He felt her take its weight. Then, focusing all his attention on the other one, he maneuvered it into the center of the doorway and settled it down onto the deck. Bracing himself, he jumped.

He hit the cover dead center, dropping into a crouch as he landed. The flames crackled all around him, flowing nearly to the level of the cover’s lip, giving him the sudden feeling of being in a boat floating on a river of fire. Recovering his balance, he straightened up and looked around.

The entire corridor was filled with fire and smoke and the screams and howls of the injured. Through the shimmering heat haze to his left he could see flame-sheathed Vagaari writhing in agony as they staggered around trying to find a way out of the rolling river of fire. To his right, the blast doors reflected back the light of the flames, making metallic pinging noises as the sudden heat created uneven expansion in the metal.

Surprisingly, he saw only a couple of wolvkil bodies lying burning in the inferno. Apparently, the animals’ speed was as good for escape as it was for attack.

Turning back to the room, he again stretched out to the Force, taking the second cover from Mara’s grip. Sliding it over his head through the blocked doorway, he maneuvered it along the corridor and set it down in the flames just in front of the blast doors. “Okay,” he called to Mara. “Let’s go.”

Bending his knees, he leapt over the fire to land in the center of this second metal boat. He glanced back to see Mara land safely in the cover he’d just vacated, then turned and slapped the blast door release.

There were no Vagaari waiting on the other side, though if there had been the flaming liquid now streaming out along the floor toward them would probably have sent them running anyway. Luke made another jump to get past the edge of the expanding fire and turned back around, ready in case Mara needed assistance.

She didn’t. Without having to pause to open the blast doors as Luke had had to, she did the final part of the trip in two quick back-to-back leaps, landing on the deck beside him. Even before she was down, he stretched back out to the control and closed the blast doors again.

“Well, that was fun,” she said, breathing hard after her trip through the smoke. With its source of new fuel now blocked, the fire on this side of the blast doors had settled into a small pool that was busily burning itself out. “Uliar’s going to have a fit when he sees what we’ve done to his Dreadnaught.”

“He can bill us,” Luke said, looking around. “I vote we get out of this corridor. The command deck’s another four decks up anyway.”

“Seconded and approved,” Mara said. “I take it you’ll want to avoid the turbolifts?”

“Absolutely,” Luke said, looking up at the high ceiling. “But as you pointed out, they haven’t yet seen how high we can jump.”

Igniting his lightsaber, he locked the switch on and hurled it spinning into the ceiling, carving out a neat hole just wide enough to pass comfortably through. “There we go,” he said, catching the weapon and closing it down as Mara fielded the circle of deck metal as it tumbled toward them. “Let’s go.”

* * *

THEY MADE IT TO THE COMMAND DECK’S LEVEL WITHOUT FURTHER trouble. Either the Vagaari had been thrown into disarray by the turning of their firetrap against them, or else Mara had been right about their defenses being focused on that single corridor.

Still, there was a lot of distance yet to cover before they reached the command deck, and a potentially large number of Vagaari still available for Estosh to throw at them. Senses alert, lightsabers held at the ready, they started forward.

But for a while, Luke began to wonder if the aliens had indeed given up. As they’d already discovered on the lower decks, the damage was greatest in the Dreadnaught’s midsection, where Thrawn’s attack had methodically taken out the turbolaser blisters and shield projectors. The debris and twisted bulkheads made for ideal ambush points, yet the Vagaari made no attempt to use them. There were occasional stacks or lines of explosives, but laid out hurriedly and with no attempt at subtlety or camouflage, almost as if simply dropped there by Vagaari trying desperately to get out of the path of the approaching Jedi. The two clusters that couldn’t be bypassed were quickly disarmed.

They made it through the midsection and continued on into the forward operations and crew areas. Here the resistance was slightly better organized: teams of three to five Vagaari would lurk in doorways or curves in the corridor, firing concerted volleys of blasterfire as Luke and Mara came into view. But again, Jedi senses and reflexes were more than adequate to the task, and it usually took only a few seconds of fire for the aliens to realize that their surprise had failed and to break off, scattering away into the shadows. From all appearances, it would seem Estosh was in the last stages of helpless desperation.

Mara didn’t believe it, either. “He’s up to something,” she muttered as they passed the site of the latest would-be ambush, stepping over the bodies of the two Vagaari who had been unlucky enough to have their shots reflected straight back at them.

“Of course he is,” Luke said, glancing in both directions as they reached yet another cross-corridor. No one lying in wait in this one. “The question is, what? What else could Outbound Flight’s organizers have brought aboard that he could use against us?”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Mara said. “Another couple of cross-corridors and we should be there.”

They moved ahead cautiously. Three minutes later, they reached the command deck.

It was the same setup as they’d seen earlier on D-1, minus the extensive damage that the impact with the planetoid’s gravel pit had created down there. A wide cross-corridor ran across the width of the ship just aft of the command deck, with an archway and sealed blast door set into the bulkhead directly in front of their portside corridor. Thirty meters to their right was a similar entryway, this one set in front of the main starboard corridor. Beyond the two blast doors would be the monitor anteroom with its long rows of consoles; from the far side of the anteroom, a single archway and even heavier blast door would lead onto the bridge proper.

“They’re in there, all right,” Luke said, stretching out toward the thick bulkhead with his mind. “Quite a few of them. I get the feeling they’re expecting us.”

“They got that part right, anyway,” Mara said. “How do you want to work this?”

Luke looked down the cross-corridor toward the starboard entryway, considering their options. The fact that the Vagaari had sealed the anteroom blast doors implied they weren’t going to give up their territory quite so easily. “We go straight in,” he decided. “Whatever they’ve got planned, they’ve either got a duplicate trap at each of the two doors, or else they’ve saved everything for the bridge proper. Either way—”

“Hold it,” Mara cut him off, her head cocked. “You hear something?”

Luke frowned. A new sound had been added to the background noises of a capital ship in flight, a metallic rumbling coming from their right. He looked again down the cross-corridor toward the other anteroom door—

And suddenly, a giant wheel-like machine rolled into view from the starboard corridor. It braked to a halt and began to open like a strange metal flower.

“Oh, no,” Mara breathed, tossing her lightsaber to her left hand and snatching out her sleeve gun.

But she was too late. Even as she fired, the machine finished unfolding, its curved head rearing up over its tripod legs, its jointed forearms settling themselves into horizontal position, the hazy sphere of its deflector shield flickering to life and spattering Mara’s shot into the ceiling. The head shifted slightly toward them, as if noticing the intruders for the first time, the arms swiveling their permanently mounted blasters to point in their direction.

It was a droideka. But unlike the one they’d so recently faced in Jerf Huxley’s cantina, this one appeared to be fully functional.

And it was hunting them.


CHAPTER 25

MARA STILL HAD HER LIGHTSABER IN HER LEFT HAND AS THE droideka opened fire. She swung it around, trying to get it to guard position—

Just as the green blade of Luke’s lightsaber cut in front of her, deflecting the shots that had been aimed at her torso. “Come on!” he shouted.

She didn’t need to be told twice. Moving as quickly as they could while still defending against the sudden hail of fire, they ducked back into the portside corridor they’d just left. “Well, that’s just—”

“Later,” Luke snapped. “I hear it folding up again.”

Mara swore under her breath, jamming her sleeve blaster back into its holster as she took off down the corridor. “Wait a second,” she said as a thought suddenly occurred to her. “Keep going,” she added, ducking into an open doorway to her right.

Luke broke stride. “What—?”

“I’m playing a hunch,” she hissed back. “Get going before it sees you talking to an empty room.”

She could tell he didn’t understand and that he furthermore wasn’t at all happy about leaving her alone like this. But as she could sense his doubts, he could also sense her confidence that it was a gamble worth taking. Giving her a quick nod, he resumed his sprint away from the command deck. Listening closely, Mara heard the droideka’s rumbling change pitch as it made a tight turn around the corner and rolled into the corridor behind her husband. The pitch changed again as it spotted Luke in the distance and headed in pursuit. Taking a couple of steps backward into the room, hopefully putting herself out of range of the droideka’s sensors, Mara pulled out her blaster again and leveled it at the doorway. She could very literally have only one shot …

Abruptly, a blur of shiny metal flashed into view. Letting the Force guide her hand, she fired.

The droideka was gone again almost before it registered in her vision, and from the direction it had disappeared came an abrupt cacophony of metal on metal as it scrabbled to a sudden halt to deal with this unexpected menace on its flank. Mara jumped to her feet and charged for the doorway, hoping she might get in a follow-up shot before it could recover its balance.

But the machine was too fast. By the time she emerged into the corridor, it had already started to wheel around toward her. Aiming for the sensor cluster in its head, she fired.

Too late. The droideka again got its shield up in time, ricocheting the shot away. It finished its unrolling and rose again, weapons tracking toward her. Mara dropped her blaster, igniting her lightsaber and bringing it back up in front of her. The droideka’s blasters lifted slightly—

And suddenly the machine staggered as something big and dark came flying down the corridor and slammed into its shield from behind, sending its first volley into the deck. Mara backed away down the corridor, blocking the droideka’s shots as it waddled awkwardly after her. A moment later, she’d made it back to the cross-corridor outside the command deck. A second object slammed into the droideka, and she took advantage of the distraction to dodge to her left and run full-speed toward the starboard corridor. Hoping fervently that the droideka didn’t have a friend waiting in ambush, she rounded the corner.

No one was waiting, droideka or Vagaari. She’d made it two cross-corridors back when Luke stepped out in front of her, palm upraised. “It’s all right,” he said. “It’s not following.”

“You’d better be right,” she said, breathing hard as she slowed to a halt. “Thanks for the assist. What were you throwing at it, anyway?”

“Whatever odds and ends were handy,” he told her, glancing around and pointing her to a nearby electronics repair room. “The first one was a power converter, I think, and the second was a two-meter piece of structural bracing girder that had been broken off and was lying around.”

“Neither of which is exactly a lightweight,” Mara pointed out grimly as they stepped inside the room. “If hitting it that hard didn’t do anything but spoil its aim for a couple of shots, we can forget about that as a way to take it down.”

“I think you’re right,” Luke agreed. “What about you? Any luck with that sucker shot?”

Mara shrugged. “I’m pretty sure I hit the sensor head, but I don’t know what kind of damage I did. Probably not very much—it sure didn’t have any trouble lining up its blasters on me afterward.”

“So they can’t keep their shields up while they’re rolling?”

“Right,” Mara said. “About all they can do with their shields up is that little waddle thing. Problem is, in wheel form they’re just too fast for a good killing shot.”

“Certainly not from a blaster that small,” Luke said. “Maybe we should see if we can find something with a little more power and try it again.”

“Maybe,” Mara said doubtfully. “But then you’re going to run into a different limitation. With blasters, the more power it’s got, the bigger and heavier it is. Even with the Force I had enough trouble hitting it with my sleeve gun. It would be that much harder to move even a carbine fast enough to keep up with a droideka’s speed and maneuverability.”

“How about if it wasn’t moving?” Luke asked. “Could that same carbine punch through the shield?”

Mara shook her head. “I’ve never seen the specs, but from what I’ve heard it sounds like it would take something a lot bigger than that to do the trick.”

“So we’re back to hitting it when it’s on the move,” Luke concluded. “Maybe you should have tried that ambush trick with your lightsaber instead of your blaster.”

“Wouldn’t have worked,” Mara said. “I would have had to stand right at the doorway to reach it, and it would have picked me up long before it got within range.”

“How about now that its sensors are damaged?”

“I’d hate to try it,” Mara said hesitantly. “There are several different types of sensors grouped there—composite radiation, vibration, and I think one or two more. It can aim and fire using any combination of them.”

“Terrific,” Luke said, starting to sound a little frustrated. “We can’t use blasters, and we can’t use lightsabers. So how did the Jedi of that era deal with them?”

Mara felt her lips tighten. “Mostly, they ran away,” she said. “I can’t remember a single story of a Jedi taking out a shielded one on his own.”

Luke seemed taken aback. “Oh.”

“Oh, indeed.” Mara leaned her head back out of the room to peer down the corridor. “You did say it had stopped, right?”

Luke nodded. “I heard it unroll. From the direction of the sound, I’d guess it’s sitting midway between the two command deck doors.”

“Like a big metal vornskr on guard duty.”

“Exactly,” Luke said, starting to sound back on track again. “At least now we know what else Outbound Flight’s organizers packed aboard. Where in the worlds did they get a droideka, anyway? I thought only the Trade Federation had them back then.”

“They did, but you forget that the Trade Federation had been allegedly rehabilitated after the Naboo incident,” Mara pointed out. “They were all sweetness and light—well, they were all grudging cooperation, anyway—until the Separatists dropped the hammer at Geonosis and the Clone Wars began. Someone probably persuaded them to donate a few to Outbound Flight with an eye toward sentry use on any new colonies they might set up.” She gestured. “Fortunately, it looks like the Vagaari only have one of them working.”

“One is plenty for me,” Luke assured her dryly. “I’m surprised they got even that far.”

“I’m not,” Mara said sourly. “Or at least, I shouldn’t have been. The more I think about it, the more I think droid technology was what Estosh came here looking for in the first place.”

“What makes you say that?” Luke asked, frowning.

“It was right after that first cleaner droid appeared on D-Four and you slipped away to scout out our path,” Mara said, feeling yet another twinge of professional embarrassment. Like the fake Geroon refugee ship, this was something she should have instantly caught on to. “We got to talking about droids in general, and one of the Vagaari asked specifically about droidekas. There’s no place he could have picked up that term except from Fel’s operational manual.”

“Okay,” Luke said slowly. “But we already know they’re the ones who stole it.”

“Right,” Mara said. “But there were four densely packed data cards in that set. What are the odds they would have stumbled across a list of droid designations unless they were specifically looking for them?”

“Even less than the odds they’d find the maintenance and activation procedures,” Luke said, nodding. “So this whole fuss is over nothing but a few droids?”

“They’re only a few droids to us because we’re so used to having them around,” Mara pointed out. “Remember what Fel said about the Chiss not having droid technology? If the Chiss don’t, probably no one else out here does, either. If the Vagaari can learn how to build and field a droid army, they’re going to have a huge advantage, especially among the less developed cultures who seem to be their preferred prey.”

“I guess you’re right,” Luke said. “So the original plan was probably to kill everyone aboard the Chaf Envoy, spread out through Outbound Flight to collect all the droids they could find, then sneak back through the Redoubt before we were gone long enough to have raised any alarms.”

“That’s my guess,” Mara said. “It was just pure luck they got a working Dreadnaught as a bonus.”

Luke grimaced. “Some bonus. The chief Vagaari’s going to be really pleased to have this show up on his doorstep.”

“Not if we can help it,” Mara declared. “Come on, you’re the Jedi Master. Think of something.”

“Maybe we don’t actually have to destroy it,” Luke said. “All we really want to do is to get onto the command deck and take control of the ship.”

“And, what, we just persuade the droideka to turn its head for a minute?”

Luke smiled tightly. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “I think we can do exactly that.”

CAREFULLY, LUKE EASED HIS WAY TO THE END OF THE STARBOARD corridor. Directly in front of him was the archway and access door into the command deck, while somewhere out of sight to his left the droideka was standing guard.

He stretched out his mind to Mara, sensed that she was in mirror-image position thirty meters away in the portside corridor. The droideka was now directly between them … and the way its arms were hinged, it could only fire in one direction at a time. Bracing himself, he ignited his lightsaber and stepped out into the cross-corridor.

The droideka was, as he’d surmised earlier, standing with its back to the command deck wall midway between the two access doors. Its shield popped on as its sensors detected Luke’s movement, its guns swiveling as it tracked toward him. “Yes, it’s me,” Luke called, lifting his lightsaber to guard position as he took another two steps toward the machine. “Come on; have at it.”

The droideka obliged with a burst of blasterfire. Luke’s lightsaber flashed back and forth, deflecting the shots as he slowly reversed direction back the way he’d come. He made it back to the corner and ducked back to safety. Closing down his lightsaber, he turned aft and started running down the corridor, listening between the thudding of his footsteps for the sounds of the droideka giving chase.

The sounds didn’t come. Frowning, he slowed to a halt, listening more closely. Still no pursuit. Reversing direction again, he returned to the corner and eased an eye around it.

The droideka’s response was another round of blasterfire that gouged a fresh set of pits in the metal walls. But in that single brief glimpse Luke had seen that the droideka hadn’t budged from the spot where he’d left it.

Retreating a few paces down the corridor, he pulled out his comlink and thumbed it on. “Mara?”

“It doesn’t seem to want to come out and play, does it?” her voice answered.

“No, it’s apparently happy right where it is,” Luke said. “You want to give it a try?”

“Not worth the effort,” Mara said. “It’s already seen that there are two of us, and it’s smart enough not to get suckered into chasing one of us when the other one’s unaccounted for. I was afraid we were going to run into that problem.”

“It was still worth a try,” Luke said. “On to Plan Two, I guess. You ready?”

“Ready,” she answered. “Watch yourself.”

“Right.” Luke shut off the comlink and returned it to his belt. Stepping back to the corner, he lifted his lightsaber, braced himself—

And spun 180 degrees around a fraction of a second before the burst of blasterfire erupted toward him from far down the corridor. Another Vagaari hit squad had launched its assault, apparently hoping to sneak up on him while he was concentrating on the droideka.

Like the previous attacks, this one was over quickly. Luke could sense the pain that indicated one of the deflected bolts had returned to its source, then sensed the distance change as the aliens retreated, dragging their wounded comrade with them.

He took a deep breath. With the combat tunnel vision fading, he could sense Mara’s sudden anxiety. He sent her a quick mental assurance, plus a wordless warning to watch her own back. Stepping to the corner again, lightsaber held ready, he charged suddenly toward the archway in front of him.

The droideka must have expected a repeat of Luke’s earlier, more cautious appearance. Its first spatter of fire passed harmlessly behind him as he sprinted across the cross-corridor and skidded to a halt in front of the anteroom door. The droideka’s second volley found the range, and Luke set his teeth firmly together as he swung his lightsaber across the multiple shots coming at him. He didn’t dare split away enough of his attention to look behind his attacker; but if Mara was on schedule, she was even now moving stealthily from her corridor to the portside anteroom door …

Abruptly, the fire coming at Luke broke off as the droideka pivoted around. Luke had just enough time to see Mara in the distance, stabbing her lightsaber into the edge of the blast door, as the droideka opened fire.

He felt his breath catch in his throat. But Mara had been expecting that move, and had her lightsaber back up in time to defend herself.

And now, with the droideka’s attack pointed in the other direction, it was Luke’s turn. Lifting his lightsaber to point horizontally, keeping a wary eye on the droideka, he jabbed the blade into the blast door beside him.

Again, the droideka reacted, swiveling back around toward him. Luke brought his lightsaber up, dropping into combat focus again as the quadruple blasters began laying down their withering rain of fire. Behind the droideka, he knew, Mara would have returned to her own assault on the command deck. If the droideka continued to play this game, eventually both of them would make it through.

The droideka had apparently figured that out, too. Firing one last volley at Luke, it dropped its shield, folded back into wheel shape, and charged down the cross-corridor toward Mara. Luke set off in pursuit—

And barely got his lightsaber back up in time as the droideka’s blasters fired a twin burst at him.

He managed to block the shots, his stride faltering with the sheer unexpectedness of it. He hadn’t realized it was possible for droidekas to shoot while in wheel shape. The machine fired a rolling burst at Mara, then another at Luke as the positioning of its blasters came back to the right spot in its rotation. It fired another shot at Mara—

Luke inhaled sharply, breaking into an all-out run as the droideka’s strategy suddenly became clear. It was going to roll right up to Mara, moving so close that even Jedi reflexes wouldn’t be fast enough to handle the shots. Run, he thought desperately toward her. Get away. Now.

Mara didn’t move. She’d figured out the droideka’s plan, too, he could sense; but instead of trying to get away, she was waiting for it, lightsaber ready, preparing to meet the destroyer head-on. Luke breathed a curse that was half anger and half fear and leaned into his sprint, driving himself desperately toward his wife. The droideka was nearly on her now—

Then, even as it fired one final time from the wheel position and screeched to a halt a bare two meters away, Mara finally moved. She leapt forward and to the side, moving out of its line of rolling fire and lunging toward it with her lightsaber.

Once again, the droideka’s mechanical reflexes were too fast. It had its shield up even before it finished unrolling, bouncing her lightsaber blade uselessly off the hazy surface. The droideka continued uncurling, its blasters swinging up and out into full maneuverability again as Mara tried to bring her lightsaber up in time. The blasters spat fire—

And with a final desperate lunge, Luke hurled his lightsaber forward directly in front of the blasters, blocking the shots. “Come on!” he shouted.

Mara needed no encouragement. She jumped past the droideka, plucking Luke’s lightsaber out of midair as she passed it, and hit the deck running. Luke braked to a halt, snatching back his weapon from her as she shot past him. A second later, they were sprinting together toward the safety of the starboard corridor.

Only it might not be as safe as Luke had expected. Behind them, he could hear the sounds as the droideka once again folded up and set itself in motion. Now that it had both of them in sight, it had apparently decided to go on the offensive.

They reached the starboard corridor and ducked around the corner. “It’s following us,” Mara panted.

“I know,” Luke panted back. “Keep going. We may have to try that lightsaber ambush after all.”

Mara didn’t reply. Maybe she was thinking about pointing out that the droideka’s sensors were obviously still functional enough to make that gesture useless. More likely, she was conserving her air.

Again, he caught the sounds behind him just in time. “Watch it,” he snapped, skidding to a halt and spinning around. The droideka had stopped a couple of meters into the corridor and was in the process of unfolding. “In there,” Luke ordered, nodding to a cross-corridor cutting across their path a couple of meters behind them.

The droideka opened fire as they backed toward it, but at this distance Jedi reflexes were more than adequate to handle the attack. A few seconds later, they were into the corridor and out of its sight.

For a moment they leaned side by side against the cool metal wall, panting hard. In the distance, Luke could hear the droideka starting to fold up again, and risked a quick look around the corner. If it thought it could bottle them up …

But with the enemy temporarily out of its sight, the machine had apparently decided to go back to guard duty. Luke watched it finish its reconfiguration and roll almost leisurely back around the corner into the command deck corridor. “This isn’t working,” he commented.

“No kidding,” Mara growled back. “Thanks for getting me out of that, by the way. I thought I might have a chance to get in a killing thrust before its shield went up.”

“I guess it saw you coming,” Luke said. “Did you know it could shoot while rolling that way?”

“No,” Mara said. “Either that was a very well-kept secret, or else it’s something new that someone built into this particular model. It’s not all that effective—you saw it could only fire straight along its path, and only at the spot in its rotation when the blasters were turned to the right spot.”

Luke grunted. “It was effective enough for me.”

“No argument there.” Mara shook her head. “We need a new approach, Luke. We keep playing this game, and eventually it’s going to wear us down.”

“Or a Vagaari sniper squad will get us while we’re being distracted,” Luke agreed. “Let’s think it through. We know we can’t get it with the shield up. That means we have to get it before then, either while it’s still rolling or else right as it stops and starts to unfold.”

“And as we just saw, it can put its shield up before it finishes unfolding if it senses an attacker nearby,” Mara pointed out.

“Which means we can’t let it see the attack coming,” Luke agreed. “Which brings us back to some kind of ambush.”

“Right,” Mara agreed. “Problem: the only place around here to hide is inside one of the rooms off the corridor.”

“Which we already tried.”

“Right,” Mara said. “What we need is for it to follow us someplace more promising. Maybe aft to the turbolaser blisters, where we’ve got all that wreckage to set up in.”

Luke shook his head. “It’s not going to let us do that,” he said. “You saw what it did just now. With both of us clearly in sight, it still stopped two meters in from the command deck corridor, fired a few times, then went back to guard duty.”

“It did, didn’t it?” Mara commented, her expression changing subtly as she stared at the wall across from them. “You think you could pick out the exact spot where it stopped?”

Luke pulled up the memory. “Easily,” he said. “Both times it stopped about two meters in, right in the center of the corridor where it’s as safe from possible ambush as it can get. Of course, there’s no guarantee it’ll go to the same spot the next time.”

“Oh, I think there is,” Mara said, smiling a sudden, private smile. “Even if this is one of the models with an autonomous brain, the Vagaari can’t possibly have the skill to have programmed anything fancy into it. I’m guessing it’s been given its patrol parameters and is going to stick with them down to the half centimeter.”

“Okay,” Luke said, eyeing her suspiciously. He knew that look, and it generally meant trouble. “But there’s still no cover anywhere nearby for an ambush.”

“That’s okay,” she said. “For this one, we’re not going to need cover. Here’s the plan …”

GETTING A FIRM GRIP ON HIS LIGHTSABER, LUKE ONCE AGAIN stepped out into the command deck corridor.

The droideka’s head swiveled toward him, as if not believing he was actually going to try this again. Luke took another step; the droideka responded by tracking its blasters toward him. “Get ready,” Luke murmured. He took a third step, sensing Mara stepping into the corridor directly behind him—

And suddenly all other sensations and awareness vanished as the droideka opened fire.

Luke’s lightsaber flashed back and forth, deflecting the blasts as he continued to sidle toward the starboard anteroom door. He reached it, dimly hearing the snap-hiss behind him as Mara ignited her own weapon.

The droideka reacted instantly. Even as Mara stabbed her lightsaber blade into the blast door, it ceased fire, folded up, and began rolling full-speed toward them. Luke watched its approach, trying to judge the timing—“Go!” he snapped at Mara. He deflected a burst of rolling fire as he heard her close down her weapon and take off back to the relative safety of the corridor. He held position another half second, then broke out of combat stance and charged after her.

The droideka kept coming. Luke heard the subtle changes in pitch as it altered direction to continue the chase, and put some extra speed into his running. If he hadn’t been right about the droideka’s positioning the last time, or if the machine wasn’t as precisely programmed as Mara was hoping, this wasn’t going to work.

The sound of the rolling wheel abruptly halted. “There it goes!” Mara called, braking to a halt in front of him.

Luke stopped and spun around, lightsaber ignited and ready. The droideka was standing in the center of the corridor, exactly where it had been the last two times it had chased them in this direction, its hazy deflector shield up as it finished the process of unfolding into attack position.

And beneath it, lying on the deck beside one of its tripod feet where Mara had carefully placed it before they’d launched their little feint, was their secret weapon.

Lorana Jinzler’s old lightsaber.

Lying inside the droideka’s deflector shield.

Luke lifted his lightsaber; but in salute, not defense. Even as the droideka’s blasters settled into firing position, he felt Mara stretch out to the Force, twitching Lorana’s lightsaber off the deck and rotating it to point upward toward the large bronzium-armor bulb at the base of the droideka’s abdomen. With an asthmatic snap-hiss the green blade blazed to life, slicing into the droideka’s heavy alloy body—

Luke had just a fraction of a second of premonition. “Down!” he snapped, grabbing Mara in a Force grip and pulling her down onto the deck beside him with their backs to the doomed machine.

And with a thundering explosion, the droideka disintegrated.

Luke squeezed his eyes shut, wincing as the blast washed over him like a desert sandstorm, the heat singeing the back of his neck, the concussion lifting him up off the deck and slamming him back down again, the tiny bits of shattered metal whipping across his back and legs and arms like maddened stingflies. A wave of acrid smoke followed behind the blast, curling his nostrils. A second later cooler air flowed across him in the opposite direction toward the partial vacuum, causing a brief moment of turbulence.

And then, everything was once again still. Cautiously, he opened his eyes and looked back over his shoulder.

The droideka was gone. So was Lorana’s lightsaber, he noted with a twinge of guilt.

So was most of the portside blast door.

“Come on,” he said to Mara, dragging himself upright. He felt a little woozy, but otherwise he seemed all right. “Let’s get in there before they recover.”

“What?” Mara asked vaguely, rubbing at her cheek as she got shakily to her feet and turned around. “Oh. That could be useful.”

“Right.” Luke looked around for his lightsaber, which had somehow ended up another three meters down the corridor, and stretched out to the Force to call it to his hand. “I take it that bulb thing with all the bronzium armor was the droideka’s mini-reactor?”

“You got it,” Mara said, stooping and retrieving her own lightsaber. “I was just trying to shut it down. I didn’t mean to shut it down quite that violently.”

“You must have hit one of the power regulators,” Luke said, taking a couple of deep breaths as he looked her over. Her clothing was badly scorched, but aside from a few minor cuts and burns she seemed uninjured. She still had some of the same blast-induced fogginess he himself was fighting, but it was rapidly fading away. “Come on—we have to get in there,” he repeated.

“Right,” Mara said, her voice firmer this time. Taking a deep breath, she started forward. “Let’s do it.”

The left side of the blast door had been collapsed inward, crumpling the thick metal and leaving a gap big enough for two people to step through together. He and Mara did just that, lightsabers ready in front of them.

There was, as it turned out, no need for caution. Outside, the concussion shock wave from the exploding droideka had had a long, wide corridor to spread out into as it dissipated its energy. Here, however, it had had only the relatively confined space of the monitor anteroom to bounce around in. From the looks of the twenty or so Vagaari sprawled over their consoles or lying twitching on the deck, the wave must have done some fairly serious bouncing.

“They’ll keep,” Luke decided, looking across the rows of chairs and monitor consoles toward the archway and blast door leading into the bridge. “Let’s see if we can get inside before Estosh realizes we’re here.”

“Go ahead,” Mara said, nodding to the left where one of the consoles had suddenly started beeping. “I want to see what’s coming through over there.”

Luke nodded, threading his way through the rows of consoles toward the door. He was nearly there when there was a hollow metallic clank, and with a ponderous rumble the door began to slide open.

“Sss!” Luke hissed a warning to Mara as he jumped to a group of consoles a couple of meters to the right of the door. Closing down his lightsaber, he dropped into concealment behind one of the cabinets and peered cautiously around the side.

Behind the opening door were a pair of nervous-looking Vagaari pointing heavy blaster carbines out into the monitor anteroom. At their feet, growling deep in their throats, were a pair of wolvkils.

Luke held his breath, recognizing the opportunity that had just been handed to them. Protected by thick bulkheads from any damage from the exploding droideka, the Vagaari in the bridge had nevertheless certainly noticed the blast. Estosh had apparently decided it was worth the risk of sending someone out to see what was going on.

Which meant the bridge now lay wide open to them, with only a couple of soldiers and their pet wolvkils standing in their way.

The question was how best to take advantage of that.

One of the soldiers said something back over his shoulder. Another voice replied from inside the bridge. Reluctantly, Luke thought, the two Vagaari stepped through the doorway and started across the room toward the wrecked blast door, their weapons clutched tightly in their hands.

And as they did so, one of the wolvkils turned its head and looked straight at Luke.

Luke looked back, stretching out to the Force. Back aboard Outbound Flight, he’d touched the nerve centers of a group of the predators, searching out the pathways that would let him put them harmlessly to sleep. Now, though, he needed something subtler, something that would suppress their curiosity or their aggressive instincts without doing anything as obvious as dropping them like a couple of soft-dolls. Carefully, quickly, he traced along a wolvkil’s nervous system …

And then, across the room, someone moaned.

The two Vagaari jerked in unison toward the noise, their weapons jerking with them. The moan came again, more gurgling this time. One of the aliens murmured something to the wolvkils, and Luke was suddenly forgotten as the two animals headed in that direction. The Vagaari followed, weapons held ready. Behind them, the door to the bridge reversed its direction and began to slide closed.

And with a tight smile, Luke rose from his concealment, took two quick steps behind the oblivious soldiers, and slipped through the closing door.


CHAPTER 26

THE MOVE WAS SO SMOOTH AND QUIET THAT FOR THAT FIRST half second no one in the bridge even seemed to notice him. Luke took that moment for a quick assessment of the situation: ten Vagaari dressed in brown uniforms standing or sitting at various of the multitude of control consoles, the huge transparisteel viewport in front of them still showing the mottled sky of hyperspace, the big status board curving around the starboard bulkhead showing three more minutes to breakout.

And then the Vagaari who had been working the blast door controls suddenly focused on him and managed a strangled gasp.

The aliens at the consoles spun in their seats, goggling. Luke lifted his lightsaber and ignited it; and abruptly, every one of them hauled out a blaster and opened fire.

Most of that first panicky volley went wide. Luke easily blocked the three shots that had been accurately aimed and, mindful of the critical equipment filling the room, took care to send the deflected shots directly back to their sources. The next volley was even more poorly aimed as the surviving Vagaari, suddenly recognizing the danger they were in, scrambled for some semblance of cover. Luke took advantage of the unintended lull to send the Vagaari operating the blast door controls sprawling to the deck, reaching out to the Force to key the door open again. The rest of the Vagaari, now crouched beside consoles or behind chairs, opened fire again; a flurry of shots later, two more of them lay sprawled on the deck. Behind him, Luke sensed Mara sprinting to the archway to assist—

“Amacrisier!”

Abruptly, the firing ceased. Luke held his stance, senses alert. “You are remarkable warriors indeed, you Jedi,” one of the Vagaari said calmly from midway across the room as he holstered his weapon. “Had I not witnessed it myself, I would not have believed it.”

“Everyone needs a little amazement in their lives, Estosh,” Luke commented. “You look good in that uniform.”

“I appear now as I truly am,” Estosh countered, straightening up proudly. “Not the pathetically eager drone I made myself to be.”

“It was a nice performance,” Mara commented as she slipped in through the doorway to stand beside Luke. “I do think you overplayed it a little, though.”

“No matter,” Estosh said, starting to stroll casually across the bridge. “It fooled you all into thinking we were harmless. That was all that mattered.”

“Actually, you didn’t fool everyone,” Mara corrected him. “Aristocra Formbi was on to you right from the start.”

Estosh stopped short. “You lie.”

Mara shook her head. “No, but go ahead and believe whatever you want. So. You’ve got your droids, and you’ve even got yourself a Dreadnaught to carry them in. What’s the rest of the plan?”

Estosh’s mouths twisted. “Again you choose to let your female carry out your interrogation?” he sneered at Luke as he resumed his pacing.

“She’s just making conversation,” Luke said, feeling his forehead creasing. Estosh wasn’t just pacing aimlessly, he realized suddenly. He was heading somewhere specific.

“Speech is for drones and prey,” Estosh said contemptuously. “The conversation of warriors is in their actions.”

“We like to think we’re pretty good at both,” Luke said, wondering what the other was up to. One of the Vagaari who’d been killed in that first volley was sprawled across a console in Estosh’s path; the helm, he tentatively identified it. Could the dead Vagaari be carrying a special weapon Estosh was hoping to get hold of? Or was there an important course change he wanted to make?

Alternatively, there were two live Vagaari glaring silently at the Jedi from twin consoles a little farther along the same projected path. Could Estosh be hoping to drop down behind them, using them as living shields while he did something clever?

Either way, it was time to put a stop to it. Luke shifted his weight, preparing to head off on an intercept path—

“Let him go,” Mara murmured from beside him.

Frowning, Luke glanced at her. There was a gleam in those brilliant green eyes, a microscopic smile creasing the corners of her mouth. She flicked her eyes briefly toward his, and crinkled her nose significantly.

“True warriors do not care if they talk well,” Estosh said scornfully.

Luke turned back to Estosh, running through his Jedi sensory-enhancement techniques. The Vagaari’s meaningless tirade grew painfully loud in his ears, but Luke wasn’t interested in sounds right now. Inhaling slowly, he sorted though the drifting aromas of age and dust, human and Vagaari, searching for whatever it was Mara had already spotted.

There it was; very faint and distant. He inhaled again, trying to identify it …

And stiffened. It wasn’t the distinctive tang of explosives, as he’d expected, but something far more virulent.

Poison.

Not just any poison, either. The acidity of the scent betrayed this as a corrosive poison, one designed to burn straight through the protection of a breath mask or atmosphere filter and then do the same to the victims’ lungs. It was a last-ditch weapon, lethal to defender and attacker alike, used only when defeat was inevitable but allowing an opponent victory was unthinkable.

He sent a quick, furtive look around the room. There were Jedi techniques for detoxifying poisons, techniques he had successfully used a number of times in the past. Problem was, they generally didn’t work against corrosive poisons like this one. The acidic matrix meant that both detoxification and healing techniques had to be used simultaneously, something that was nearly impossible for even an experienced Jedi to do without losing control of one or the other procedure.

And the poison could be concealed virtually anywhere on the bridge, remote-triggered by any of the Vagaari. With the traces he and Mara had detected already filling the air, there was no way for them to track it down to its source.

He looked questioningly at Mara. She nodded, that gleam still in her eye, and for an instant their minds touched, possibilities and contingencies and plans swirling wordlessly between them.

“—who have no strength or cunning of their own,” Estosh continued, still strolling along on his random-looking walk.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Mara said. “I’ll grant you have a fair amount of brute strength, but your level of cunning is pretty pathetic. Aristocra Formbi knew about you from the start; and Luke and I know all about the fighter carrier you left at the Brask Oto Command Station.”

“The point being that you’re outgunned and outmaneuvered,” Luke said, picking up on Mara’s cue. If they tried to negotiate with him, he would be less likely to suspect they were also on to this last-ditch effort of his.

And if he could actually be persuaded to surrender, so much the better. “So you might as well give up now,” Luke went on. “If you do, we’ll promise you and your people safe passage outside Chiss territory.”

“Your remaining people, that is,” Mara added. “Take too much time arguing the point, and that number’s likely to shrink some more.”

“Perhaps,” Estosh said, coming to a casual stop in front of the helm console. “But perhaps none of us expect to leave this vessel alive anymore.”

He leaned forward with his forearms resting on the front edge of the console, his hands dangling casually a couple of centimeters above the controls. “Perhaps the future glory of the Vagaari Empire will be a sufficient payment for our efforts.”

“No,” Luke said quietly. “You won’t even get that.”

“We shall see,” Estosh said. He took a deep breath, straightening up to his full height. As he did so, his fingers dipped suddenly to the controls beneath them. There was a quiet beep; and a second later, the hyperspace sky flowing past the viewport turned into starlines and then into stars.

In the distance, Luke could see the lights of the Brask Oto Command Station directly ahead. The station, and the faint glow of a hundred starfighter drives spiraling around it. Even as he felt his throat tighten, he spotted the multiple flash of laserfire.

“The victory is ours,” Estosh said calmly. He lifted his arms toward them. “And now,” he added, “you will die.”

He clenched his hands into fists; and from each of his sleeves a thin spray of pale green mist shot outward.

“Go!” Mara snapped, jumping sideways toward the red-rimmed emergency cabinet fastened to the wall beside the blast door.

Luke took a deep breath, holding it as he charged through the maze of control consoles toward Estosh. The two Vagaari nearest their commander, he noted, had already slumped over, twitching violently with the effects of the poison. He angled to the side; Estosh responded by shifting his arms to aim the spray more directly toward Luke’s face. Clearly, he too was holding his breath, hoping to live long enough to watch his enemies die.

With a suddenness that startled even Luke, Mara’s lightsaber flashed past overhead, spinning its way across the bridge. Reflexively, Estosh ducked, his head turning to follow the weapon’s motion.

And as he looked away, Luke took a long step toward him, ducking low to stay beneath the poison spray. With two quick slashes of his lightsaber, he sliced open Estosh’s sleeves and the gas canisters strapped to his forearms.

With an explosive poof! the directional spray became a billowing green cloud as the entire contents of the canisters were dumped at once. The fog enveloped Estosh’s head, roiling outward as Luke took a long step backward. Estosh spun back toward him, his face nearly invisible behind the cloud, his body starting to twitch and contort as the acid burned his skin and the poison worked its way into his lungs despite his efforts to keep it out. For a moment his eyes locked with Luke’s—

And then, across the bridge, Mara’s thrown lightsaber hit the transparisteel viewport, slicing it open.

In an instant the bridge became the center of a windstorm as the air streamed violently out into space. The expanding poison cloud swirling around Estosh was whipped away with the rest of the atmosphere, turning into thin green tendrils as it was sucked toward the gap. Behind Luke, reacting to the sudden loss of pressure, the bridge blast doors slammed shut.

The twisting vortex blew Estosh off his feet, dumping him to sprawl onto the deck. He turned around to face Luke, hands scrabbling desperately and uselessly across the metal, his face a mask of pain and hatred. “Jedi!” he spat out hoarsely, his last breath a curse.

But Luke was already gone. Even as the windstorm erupted around him he began leaping over and around the control consoles, letting the wind at his back add to his speed as he raced across the bridge toward the hole Mara had cut. Her lightsaber was bouncing precariously along the edge; reaching out with the Force, he closed down the weapon and drew it back to him, jamming it into his belt alongside his. His lungs were starting to ache as the air pressure dropped nearly to zero, and he again stretched out to the Force for strength. Reaching the viewport, he skidded to a halt beside the crack and spun around.

Across the room, Mara had the emergency cabinet open, one hand poised on the oxygen lever, the other holding a patch kit. At Luke’s nod she pulled down on the lever and sent the kit spinning through the air into his outstretched hand.

The gale, which had subsided to a faint whisper, began to pick up again as the oxygen tanks across the room flooded more air into the escaping flow. Luke counted out a few more seconds to make sure all of the poison gas had been flushed out, then pulled open the patch and slapped it across the hole.

There was a sizzling sound, more felt than really heard in the painfully thin atmosphere. The swirling wind subsided, and he felt the air pressure returning to normal. He exhaled the rest of the air he’d been holding in reserve and took a cautious breath. There was just a residual hint of the poison, drifting through the bridge like a bad memory, far too dilute to pose any danger.

He looked around the bridge. The Vagaari lay across their consoles or in contorted poses on the deck. All were dead.

He sighed. Jedi respect all life, in any form …

“Snap out of it, Luke,” Mara called. “We’ve still got work to do.”

Luke focused on her. She was leaning over the helm console, the one Estosh had made such an effort to reach before he died, working feverishly at the controls. “Right,” he said, coming toward her. “What did he do there?”

“Exactly what I thought he would,” Mara told him, and he sensed her grim satisfaction as she straightened up. “Okay, I caught it in time.” She nodded at the viewport. “Now we just have to figure out what we’re going to do about that.”

Luke turned and looked. During the past few minutes, Estosh’s final helm command had continued to drive them toward the Chiss command station.

And from their new vantage point he could see that the defenders were in desperate straits. The Vagaari fighters swarming around it were as maneuverable as X-wings, but with considerably more firepower, and they whipped around the base in a complex dancelike pattern that made them nearly impossible to hit. So far the base’s shields were holding, but from the methodical way the fighters were hammering at it he knew it wouldn’t be long before they’d battered the defenses down far enough to begin causing serious damage. Off to one side, drifting along outside of the attack pattern, was the Vagaari colony ship, looking like a strange spherical skeleton now that its brood of fighters had been launched.

“And that’s after only a few minutes of combat,” Mara murmured. “These guys are good.”

“The beeping console in the anteroom?” Luke asked.

She nodded. “It was the comm monitor, indicating a signal being sent out from the bridge,” she confirmed. “It had to have been Estosh’s attack order.” She shook her head. “No wonder Formbi wanted an excuse to launch a campaign against these people.”

“I don’t think they’ll need more of an excuse than they’ve already got,” Luke declared, crossing to one of the weapons stations. “Can this thing still fight?”

“What, against ships that small?” Mara countered. “Not a chance. Certainly not with just the two of us to run it. Besides, all we’re likely to have are the anti-meteor laser cannon and maybe one or two of the smaller point-defense stuff. Thrawn demolished all the heavy weaponry fifty years ago.”

Across the bridge, one of the consoles pinged, and a Vagaari voice began speaking faintly from its speakers. “They’ve spotted us,” Mara said, stepping toward it. “You have anything you want to say to them?”

“Just a second,” Luke said, an idea popping into the back of his mind. “No, don’t answer. Find me a sensor station and tell me what’s happening with the Vagaari carrier.”

He sensed Mara’s puzzlement, but she headed off across the bridge without comment. Luke went the other direction, toward where the weapons consoles were located. Maybe Thrawn’s attack had missed something.

But no. All the turbolaser and ion cannon status boards showed red. “Got it,” Mara called, and he looked over to see her leaning over another console. “The carrier’s in pretty bad shape, actually. Power output minimal; life support systems minimal; serious damage to its north and south poles.”

“Probably where its own heavy weapons were,” Luke said with satisfaction. “I was hoping the Chiss had gotten in some good shots before they were surrounded.”

“Fine, but that still leaves the fighters,” Mara pointed out. “And us with no weapons.”

“We won’t need any,” Luke assured her. “Get back to the helm—”

He broke off as a stutter of laserfire raked suddenly across the hull just below and forward of the bridge. “What the—?”

“Chiss fighters,” Mara snapped, grabbing the console for balance as the deck shook with another set of impacts. “At least twenty of them, coming in from behind.”

Luke bit down hard on his lip. He’d had a perfect plan; only now here came the Chiss threatening to ruin it.

And maybe to blow the Dreadnaught out from under them in the process. “I’ll transmit Formbi’s message,” Mara shouted as another volley stuttered across the hull. “If they believe it—”

“No!” Luke cut her off, looking around him. It had to be on this side of the bridge somewhere. “No communications, to anyone. Get back to the helm and get us an evasive course toward the station.”

“What? Luke—”

“Don’t argue,” Luke snapped, crossing back to the turbolaser control console and looking at the consoles near it. “If we say anything to the Chiss, the Vagaari will know we can transmit.”

“And that’s a problem?”

“Yes, that’s a problem.” Beneath him, the deck started to sway slightly as Mara keyed in the evasive maneuvers he’d called for. “We need to look like a ship that can’t communicate, where Estosh is still in command—ah,” he interrupted himself. There it was, nestled between the ion cannon and forward deflector shield consoles: the anti-meteor laser cannon. “Keep us evasive,” he ordered, keying the activation switches. The board shifted to green with gratifying speed. “Okay. What was Drask’s emergency prefix code again?”

“Two-space-one-space-two,” Mara told him. “And you’ve lost me completely.”

“Just cross your fingers.” The Chiss fighters were swinging around for another pass. Mentally crossing his own, Luke aimed the laser cannon just astern of the group and fired: pulse-pulse; pulse; pulse-pulse.

For a long moment nothing happened. The fighters completed their turn and regrouped, heading back for another strafing run. Luke fired the pattern a second time, again aiming just wide of the group. They kept coming; he fired a third time—

And then they were on him, flashing over the Dreadnaught’s surface, pouring volleys of laserfire into the hull.

Only this time there were no thuds as sections of hull metal vaporized explosively away. No impacts; no shaking of the ship; no nothing.

“I’ll be a roasted nerf,” Mara breathed. “They’ve cranked their lasers down to minimal power. They figured out the message.”

“And at the same time were smart enough not to give the game away to the Vagaari,” Luke said, abandoning the laser console and heading off across the bridge in a search pattern again. “I could learn to like working with these people.”

“They’re coming around for another pass,” Mara reported. “You want to keep it evasive?”

“Right,” Luke confirmed. The console he was looking for … there. “Where are the Chiss fighters?” he called as he keyed for activation.

“Off our portside stern.”

“Good,” Luke said. “Bring our flank around to portside, as if we’re running interference for the Vagaari.”

“Got it.”

The view ahead turned as the huge ship began rotating sluggishly to the left, and Luke shifted his attention to the attacking Vagaari. If they reacted the way every other squadron he’d ever served with would react under these circumstances …

He caught his breath. In twos and threes, the Vagaari were beginning to break off their attack on the station. “Keep going,” he ordered, hearing the excitement in his voice. “Keep us between the Chiss and the Vagaari.”

“The Chiss are firing again,” Mara reported. “Again, just for show.”

“Perfect,” Luke said, his full attention on the Vagaari. They were definitely abandoning the station now, pulling away in an orderly fashion and forming up again as they headed away at full attack speed.

Moving straight for the Dreadnaught.

Mara had spotted the new maneuver, too. “Uh … Luke?” she said hesitantly.

“Trust me,” he said. Reaching down to his console, he keyed a switch.

And deep beneath them, he heard the faint sound of metal grinding against metal as the forward starboard hangar deck doors slid reluctantly open.

Across the room, he heard Mara’s huff. “You’re not serious,” she said. “You really think they’ll just—? No.”

“Of course they will,” Luke said. “Remember, their own carrier is wrecked. What else are they going to do?”

He looked up as she stepped to his side. “You have got to be the most brazen con artist I’ve ever met,” she said, shaking her head.

“Better even than Han?” Luke asked innocently. “Why, thank you.”

“It wasn’t necessarily meant as a compliment,” Mara said. “That was a pretty serious risk you took.”

“Not really,” Luke said. “Remember, I know how starfighter pilots think. The rule is, any friendly port in a battle.” He smiled lopsidedly. “And as far as they know, we’re as friendly as they get.”

Together they stood and watched until the last of the Vagaari fighters had come aboard. “There we go,” Luke said, keying the massive docking bay door closed again. “Now we can send that message of Formbi’s off to the station. I’m sure they’ll want to be aboard to help us give the Vagaari pilots the bad news.”

STATION COMMANDER PRARD’ENC’IFLAR WAS A TALL CHISS with a generous helping of white in his blue-black hair and a highly intimidating look in his glowing red eyes. He was also, if Mara was reading the name and facial structures correctly, a relative of General Drask.

“We are grateful for your assistance in this matter,” he said rather stiffly, his eyes mostly following his own people as they moved around the Dreadnaught’s bridge inspecting the equipment. “It is evident now that Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano’s counsel was well thought.”

“Though I daresay you didn’t think so at the time?” Mara suggested.

The glowing red eyes flicked briefly to her. “Past thoughts are irrelevant to the realities of the present,” he said, looking away again. “You have aided us in the protection of our people and of our military secrets. That is high service from those who are not Chiss.” He looked suddenly back at them again. “The secrets are safe, are they not?”

“Almost certainly,” Luke assured him. “We had a chance to look at the communications log while you were coming aboard. Estosh made only that one transmission, and that was a short-range signal to his carrier here at Brask Oto.”

“And he couldn’t have sent anything earlier,” Mara added. “Not from inside the Redoubt’s natural interference.”

“I see,” Prard’enc’iflar murmured. “We will hope you are reading the data correctly.”

Mara caught Luke’s eye, sensing his wry amusement. For all his official gratitude, it was clear the commander privately wasn’t all that impressed by humans and their abilities. Much the way Drask himself had been, in fact, early on in the mission.

It was time to give that attitude a little nudge.

“So what happens now?” she asked. “I mean, as far as the Vagaari are concerned?”

“They have committed multiple acts of war against the Chiss Ascendancy,” he said flatly. “Even as we speak a strike force is being assembled, and scout ships are being sent to search for the enemy’s location.”

“That’ll take time,” Mara pointed out. “There’s a lot of territory out there for the Vagaari to hide in. By the time you find them, there’s a good chance they’ll realize Estosh’s team is overdue and fade back into the background hum.”

“Have you an alternative to suggest?” Prard’enc’iflar demanded. “Or do the mind tricks Aristocra Chaf’orm’bintrano speaks of allow you to pull the location of the Vagaari base from dead minds?”

“Actually, we can’t even do it with live minds,” Mara said. “But we don’t have to.”

She pointed to the helm console. “The location is right in there.”

“So that’s what he was doing at the helm,” Luke said, and Mara could sense his sudden understanding. “I thought he was just bringing the ship out of hyperspace.”

“No, he was going for something more long range,” Mara said, studying the confusion in Prard’enc’iflar’s face. “You see, Commander, Estosh knew it was over as soon as we reached the bridge. He had a last-ditch weapon that he thought would kill all of us, so he figured that at least we wouldn’t win. But even if he died in the process, he still wanted to get this ship to his people.”

“So we let him key in an automatic course heading to take the ship to wherever their rendezvous point was,” Luke said.

“Which is probably also where most of their heavy warships are waiting.” Mara gestured again to the helm console. “Would you like me to pull the coordinates for you?”

For a long moment Prard’enc’iflar just stood there gazing at her. Then, with the twitch of a lip, he gave her a small bow. “Thank you,” he said softly. “I would like that very much.”


CHAPTER 27

“SO THERE WAS NOTHING LEFT AT ALL?” JINZLER ASKED, JUST to be sure.

Luke shook his head, his expression pained. “No,” he said. “We searched the debris pretty thoroughly afterward. We couldn’t even find a piece of the amethyst to bring back to you. I’m sorry. I know how much it meant to you.”

“It’s all right,” Jinzler told him. And for a wonder, it really was. That lightsaber had been the last thing that had belonged to his sister. His last link to her life.

And yet, the loss wasn’t hurting nearly as much as he would have expected it to. Perhaps because he no longer needed objects to remember her by. Perhaps because all those painful memories were finally beginning to heal themselves.

And to heal him.

“Actually, it’s rather fitting,” he added. “Lorana came aboard Outbound Flight dedicating herself to protect and nurture the people here. It’s only fitting that her lightsaber be sacrificed for them, just as she herself was.”

Luke and Mara exchanged glances, and he could see the caution in their expressions. As far as they were concerned, there was still no way of knowing how Lorana had died, or what she had been doing at the time of her death.

But Jinzler didn’t care. He knew she’d died defending Outbound Flight. That was all that mattered.

From somewhere down the corridor came a multiple thump of dropped boxes, and a strangled curse. “Moving day is such fun, isn’t it?” Mara commented, peering down the corridor in the direction of the noise.

“Especially when half the tenants are convinced they’re being evicted,” Jinzler agreed ruefully.

“Uliar and the Managing Council still don’t want to leave?” Luke asked.

“The Chiss are practically having to drag them out by their heels,” Jinzler said. “I know; it’s crazy.”

“Not that crazy,” Mara said, her eyes thoughtful. “Even if there’s nothing here for them anymore, it’s still been their home for fifty years.”

“It’s all about familiarity,” Luke agreed soberly. “No matter how unpleasant or dreary a place might have become, it’s always hard to give up something you’ve become so used to.”

Jinzler nodded, remembering back to his childhood. “Coruscant.”

“Tatooine,” Luke said.

“The Empire,” Mara added quietly.

Luke threw her an odd look, but turned back to Jinzler without commenting. “Speaking of empires, I understand you’re going to the Empire of the Hand with them?”

“I’m going with Rosemari and Evlyn,” he corrected. “Since they insist on staying with the rest of the Colonists, I guess that’s where I’m going, too.”

“I wish you’d talk to them,” Luke said. “Nothing against the Empire of the Hand, but they don’t have any way to give her proper Jedi training.”

Jinzler lifted his hands, palms upward. “The Colonists don’t want to go to the New Republic,” he reminded Luke. “It’s got the word Republic in its name, and it’s got Jedi. End of argument.”

“I understand,” Luke said. “I just don’t like letting Evlyn go off without a proper instructor, that’s all. Keep working on them, will you?”

“For whatever good it’ll do.” Jinzler smiled lopsidedly. “Actually, I suspect that Commander Fel’s going to be working the opposite direction, hoping that Evlyn’s presence will induce you to come over to his side and set up an academy there.”

“Did he say that?” Luke asked, frowning.

“Not in so many words,” Jinzler said. “But he did ask me to tell you that Admiral Parck’s offer of a job is still open.”

“Right,” Luke said, throwing another sideways look at Mara. “Be sure to thank him the next time you see him.”

“That may be a while,” Jinzler warned. “I understand he and the Five-Oh-First have already left with General Drask.”

“Probably gone to join up with the Vagaari attack force,” Luke said.

“Probably,” Jinzler agreed. “Both Drask and Fel strike me as the sort of people who like to see things through to their conclusion.”

“Rather like you?” Mara suggested.

“Hardly,” Jinzler admitted, glancing around the ancient metal corridor. “I may have come here to see the end of Outbound Flight, but I didn’t do a very good job of being there for the middle. Or the beginning, for that matter.”

“I was referring to your decision to stick with Rosemari and Evlyn,” Mara said.

Jinzler blinked. “Oh. Well … maybe. I guess we’ll see how I do.”

“Anyway, keep in touch,” Luke said, taking Mara’s arm. “The Chaf Envoy’s taking Formbi out of here in about an hour, and we need to say a few quick good-byes before we take off.”

“I’ll try,” Jinzler said dubiously. “I don’t know how well any messages would get through, though.”

“They’ll do fine,” Luke assured him. “I know Parck has some contact with Bastion these days, and after this I think the Nine Ruling Families may be willing to discuss diplomatic relations with Coruscant. We should get anything you send.”

“Provided some hotshot in a relay station doesn’t intercept it along the way,” Mara added.

Jinzler felt his face redden. “There’s that, of course,” he conceded. “Another good reason for me to sit out in the Empire of the Hand for a while.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll square things with Karrde,” Luke assured him. “You just take care of Rosemari and Evlyn.”

“I will.” Jinzler held out his hand. “Good-bye. And thank you. For everything.”

THE TRIP BACK THROUGH THE REDOUBT WAS, THANKFULLY, UNEVENTFUL. By the time the Chaf Envoy emerged at the Brask Oto station, the news was waiting that the Chiss strike force had successfully located and attacked the Vagaari warships gathered together for their anticipated rendezvous with Estosh’s team. General Drask reported that the enemy had been taken by surprise and destroyed.

Of course, Luke reminded himself privately, that was probably what Thrawn had reported fifty years ago, too. Whether the Vagaari would still be a threat somewhere down the line would remain to be seen.

He and Mara took their leave of their hosts, accepting one final thanks from the still bedridden Formbi, and headed for home.

The Jade Sabre was cruising through hyperspace, and they were lying together in bed in their stateroom, when Luke finally asked the question he knew his wife had been expecting for days. “So,” he said, deciding on the casual approach. “Have you made your decision yet?”

“Decision?” Mara asked, apparently deciding to play it coy.

“You know what decision,” Luke growled, not really in the mood for coy. “About whether you’re going to take Parck up on his offer to join the Empire of the Hand.”

“That would certainly be something, wouldn’t it?” Mara commented thoughtfully. “All those people on Coruscant who never really liked or trusted me would have a Harvest Day special with that one.”

“I’m being serious,” Luke said.

“Hey, relax,” she soothed. “I’m joking. You know I’m staying with you.”

“I know that.” He braced himself. “What I meant was … if you really need to be there, I’m willing to go with you.”

“I know,” she said quietly, reaching over and taking his hand. “And you don’t know how much it means to me that you are.”

She hesitated. “I won’t deny that the idea has some attraction,” she admitted. “Ever since this whole thing started, I’ve been fighting some strange survivor’s guilt over the fact that I lived through the Empire’s destruction when so many other people didn’t. I kept wondering if I was just lucky, or whether there was some other reason behind that.”

“Of course there was,” Luke said.

He felt the subtle muscle movements as she smiled. “I meant some reason besides completing your life and making you happier than you ever thought possible.”

“Ah,” he said dryly. “And what did you conclude?”

“I don’t know,” she conceded. “All I know is that I was given about as clear a choice as anyone could hope to have. On one side was the chance to again serve an empire, this time an empire that had all the strengths I’d always admired but none of the evil. A chance to give back some of my time and ability to the heirs of the people who’d spent so much time and energy teaching me those skills in the first place.”

“And on the other side, you have the New Republic,” Luke murmured. “Squabbling, political brushfires, Bothan back-blading, and an occasional diehard who still doesn’t trust you.”

“That was the choice, all right,” Mara said. “But no matter how nice and ordered and comfortable the Empire of the Hand might look, I’ve decided that my place right now is with the New Republic.”

“You’re sure?” Luke asked, one last time.

“I’m positive,” she said. “Besides, how could I drag you away from your sister and everything you fought so hard for?”

“It would have been tricky,” he admitted. “But I could have adapted. I guess I’m just surprised that after all this time you would still even have to make such a decision.”

“I wondered about that myself,” Mara agreed. “But I could feel the Force in this, right from the very beginning. Maybe it was that lingering survivor’s guilt that had to be dealt with. Or maybe the New Republic is in for some rough times and I needed to be clear in my own mind exactly where I stood before it happened. Good enough reasons for the Force to send us out here.”

“Not to mention the fact that we were needed to keep Formbi and everyone else alive?”

“There’s that, too,” Mara agreed. “I always like it when I get to accomplish three things at the same time. It makes life so much more efficient.”

“Yes,” Luke murmured. “And I’d be the first to say that the New Republic is certainly where you’re needed the most. So is that finally settled?”

“It’s settled,” she confirmed. “We’re in for the duration, dear.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m just sorry your own quest didn’t turn out so well.”

He shrugged. “No, but it’s not really over yet. I still think there must be useful records of the old Jedi somewhere aboard Outbound Flight. We’re just going to have to wait until we get hold of the entire thing and can go through it console by console.”

“Which could be a while,” Mara warned. “It could take the Chiss years to dig it out of that rock pile, especially with the shape it’s in.”

“That’s okay,” Luke said. “We’ve lived this long without it. We can wait a few more years if necessary. Patience is a virtue.”

“Never had much use for it myself,” Mara said lightly.

“Yes, I’ve noticed.” Luke paused. “You want to tell me the rest of it now?”

“What rest of it?”

“The other thing that’s had you walking around like a kid in a cemetery at midnight,” he said. “The thing you’ve been trying to bury where you hope I won’t notice it.”

He could sense her sudden discomfort. Clearly, she had indeed been hoping he wouldn’t notice. “It’s nothing, really,” she hedged. “Just a weird thought from my overly suspicious imagination that I can’t quite get rid of.”

“Origin and caveats noted,” Luke said. “Quit stalling and let’s have it.”

“Okay,” she said reluctantly. “Did it ever occur to you—I mean, did you ever really think about it—just how sneaky and convoluted this whole scheme of Formbi’s was?”

“You forgot to add underhanded.”

“Oh, absolutely underhanded,” Mara agreed. “The idea of dangling Outbound Flight and the Redoubt in front of the Vagaari precisely so they could push the Chiss just that little bit too far is about as devious as you can get. Especially when you add the extra touch of bringing us aboard as the ultimate wild card for Formbi to play against them.”

“Devious and a half,” Luke agreed. “So?”

She took a deep breath. “So who do we know who specialized in exactly that kind of convoluted plan?”

“I don’t know,” Luke said, his voice frowning. “Car’das, maybe? You said he used to work with Karrde, who’s always been pretty good at the devious approach himself. And we already know he was the one who maneuvered Jinzler aboard.”

“I suppose it could have been him,” Mara said. “Though from what Shada said it sounded like he mostly keeps out of galactic affairs these days. I was thinking more about someone with a proven record for strategic and tactical finesse.”

Luke tensed as he suddenly saw where she was going. “No,” he insisted reflexively. “It couldn’t be. We destroyed that clone, remember?”

“We destroyed a clone,” Mara corrected him. “But who’s to say he didn’t have another one stashed away somewhere?”

“No,” Luke said firmly. “It’s impossible. If there was another clone of Thrawn running around, we would have heard about it by now.”

“Would we?” Mara countered. “Remember, according to Parck, the only reason Thrawn came back to attack the New Republic in the first place was to whip us into fighting shape for some danger looming out there at the edge of the galaxy. Maybe he figures we’re as ready as we’re going to be and has decided to concentrate on clearing out some of the local troublemakers from his own backyard.”

“Or maybe the Vagaari were more than just locals,” Luke said, feeling his stomach tighten. This was making far more sense than he cared for. “Maybe they’ve already been in contact with the threat Parck and Fel mentioned to you.”

“Could be,” Mara agreed. “Of course, that would just give the Chiss one more reason to squash the Vagaari as quickly as possible. Not only would it eliminate part of the threat, but they might also learn something about possible new enemies when they sifted through the rubble.”

Luke shook his head. “I wish you’d mentioned this while we were still aboard the Chaf Envoy,” he said. “We could have asked Formbi about it.”

“That’s exactly why I didn’t mention it then,” Mara told him. “Because we probably would have asked, and frankly I don’t want to know. If Thrawn’s back, I think we can assume he’s more or less on our side.”

She exhaled between her teeth. “If he’s not back, I guess we’ll all just have to make do on our own.”

“Yes,” Luke murmured. “But we’ll do all right.”

“I know.” Mara rolled onto her side to press herself closer against her husband, and Luke felt the warmth of her body and spirit flowing into his. “Because whatever it is we wind up facing, we’ll be facing it together.”

He reached his arm around to stroke her cheek. Yes, they would indeed. Because whatever prohibitions and restrictions the Jedi Order had imposed on its members during the Old Republic, he knew now in the core of his being that, somehow, those restrictions no longer applied to him and his fellow Jedi. This was the New Jedi Order, and he and Mara were walking together in as perfect a harmony with each other and with the Force as he could ever expect. “The Force will be with you always, Mara,” he murmured in her ear. “And so will I.”

“Yes,” she murmured back. “Whatever the future brings.”

They were still holding on to each other as they fell asleep.
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IT HAD BEEN DRIZZLING AS THE STORMTROOPERS OF THE IMPERIAL 501st Legion assembled at their various jump points for what all hoped would be the final battle of this latest war. By the time the orders had been given and the individual companies began to make their way to their parts of the assault line, the drizzle had widened into a full-scale storm, complete with driving winds and a sky nearly black enough to turn the twilight of the city and surrounding countryside into full night.

“Looks like something out of a bad legend,” Choral of Unit Aurek-Four murmured from the right-hand line of stormtroopers seated on the rack benches against the wall as the disguised troop carrier rolled cautiously along the quiet city streets.

“What does?” Dropkick of Aurek-Three asked from half a dozen men down the line.

“What do you think?” Choral countered, nodding toward the viewscreens showing the scene out the transport’s nose.

Behind his helmet faceplate, Twister, unit commander of the four-man group designated Aurek-Seven, frowned slightly as he studied the image. Choral had a point, he had to admit. The fortress rising out of the ground at the edge of the city had always had something of a ghostly, unreal air about it. Now, as brief glimpses of the gray-and-red towers came to them between the city’s buildings, the whole scene lashed by winds and surrounded by sporadic flashes of lightning, that sense of otherworldliness seemed even sharper.

On Twister’s left, his unit-mate Watchman gave a soft snort. “Personally, I’ve always liked tackling legends,” he said. “It’s so much fun to let the air out of them.” He gestured toward the viewscreen. “I just hope the son of a lizard is actually in there.”

“Well, if he isn’t, this is going to be a serious waste of effort,” Cloud grumbled from Watchman’s far side. “Especially with the Eickaries finally on the move. If it were up to me, I’d give them another month to chase the Lakra back into these reinforced beetle holes of theirs, then drop all two hundred of ’em into piles of rubble and go home.”

“And how many more Eickaries would die in another month of fighting?” Shadow, Aurek-Seven’s fourth man, asked from Twister’s right. “If we’re going to arm a people and then turn them loose against oppressors, we have a certain obligation to see they don’t just go charging into a meat grinder.”

“I understand that,” Cloud agreed. “But Kariek is their world, after all, not ours. After putting up with the Warlord and his thugs all these years, it seems to me they should have the honor of kicking them out.”

“Kicking them out or executing them,” Watchman said. “I imagine Eickarie common law will demand a particularly gruesome death for the Warlord.”

“I’d buy a ticket,” Cloud said dryly. “That still doesn’t explain why we don’t just blast the whole fortress to rubble. Getting buried by a few tons of rock ought to be a gruesome enough death to satisfy even the Eickaries.”

“I’m sure the generals have their reasons,” Twister said, putting just enough edge to his voice to warn the other three to drop the subject.

“I know,” Cloud muttered, apparently not yet quite ready to let it go. “I just don’t think this guy is worth any more Imperial lives than he’s already cost.”

Twister didn’t answer. The others took the hint, and the conversation finally subsided.

But the question, he could tell, was still weighing on them. It was weighing on everyone in the transport, for that matter.

It wasn’t just the forty men of Aurek Company who were involved in this. Not by a long shot. There were hundreds of Imperial troops setting up for battle, including three more companies of the 501st. Most of them were out in the woods and plains on the other side of the fortress, preparing for a straight-in assault with massive air and ground support. The Empire of the Hand was making a serious effort to capture the tyrant who had oppressed this world and its people for the past fifty standard years.

But why?

Cloud had a point. Strong though these ancient Eickarie fortresses were, they hadn’t been designed to withstand the kind of firepower the Empire of the Hand could bring to bear. If Intelligence thought he was in there, a couple of hours of serious bombardment would turn the fortress into a heap of charred rock, dead Lakran mercenaries, and an equally dead Warlord. Once the leader himself was out of the way, the remaining pockets of resistance would be easy enough to deal with, especially with the whole planet finally united against the mercenaries. It would be quick, efficient, and a lot easier on the stormtroopers and other ground soldiers.

Obviously there was some very important reason why the Empire of the Hand wanted or needed the Warlord alive. The question was: what was that reason?

Mentally, Twister shook his head. The typical soldier, he knew, wouldn’t even be having these thoughts, or at the very least would be keeping them to himself. Soldiers were uniformly taught to accept orders without question and to carry them out without hesitation.

To a certain point, of course, that was true of Imperial stormtroopers as well. But only to a point. This wasn’t Palpatine’s Empire, and the stormtroopers lining the transport’s armored sides weren’t simply the unfeeling, unthinking killing machines he had once unleashed on the Republic. The elite troopers of the Empire of the Hand were selected for intelligence as well as combat skill, trained to walk that fine line between obedience and initiative, between honest question and unquestioning trust.

Slowly, Twister sent his gaze across the forty armored men seated silently around him. He’d been with Aurek Company for nearly six years now, two of them as Aurek-Seven’s commander, and in that time he’d learned that there was very little Imperial stormtroopers couldn’t accomplish once they set their minds to it. They had been ordered to go in and capture the Warlord, and he had no doubt they would succeed. None of them, certainly not Twister himself, needed to know the reasons behind the order.

But the questions remained.

“One minute,” the driver called.

There was a soft flurry of activity as the stormtroopers made one final check of their BlasTech E-11 blaster rifles and other equipment. The transport slowed to a crawl, and the rear doors swung open. Silently, in groups of four, the stormtroopers began to drop out into the downpour, slipping away to their assigned positions through the deserted streets.

Aurek-Seven was the last unit out. Twister hit the ground in a jog, taking a couple of steps to brake himself to a halt as he gave the area a quick scan. The buildings rising around them showed only a few lights, and were as silent as the streets themselves. “Looks like the Eickaries have figured out that the Warlord’s vicinity isn’t a healthy place to be,” Cloud commented from beside him.

“Let’s hope so, for their sake,” Twister said, finishing his visual scan and checking his bearings. “Move out.”

Their designated position was two streets away, in a narrow alley between a five-story apartment house and one of the city’s many grimy, low-class cantinas. From that location, according to the surveillance holos, they should have a view of the eastern approach to the building designated Watchtower Two.

The two watchtowers were a peculiarly Eickarie military concept, one that most of the stormtroopers didn’t think very highly of. Disguised as ordinary apartment or office buildings, they were in fact high-tech sentry and spy stations for the fortress two kilometers away at the edge of town, connected to it by armored underground passageways. In the not-too-distant past, when vicious tribal warfare had been a part of Kariek’s everyday life, the watchtowers had allowed whoever was currently occupying the fortress to keep an eye on members of opposing tribes in the city for trade or social calls or possibly a sneak attack. When the Warlord had taken possession of all the fortresses, he and his mercenaries had used the watchtowers in much the same way, except that to them every Eickarie was a potential member of the opposition. Many a dissatisfied citizen, complaining privately with a friend in the street about the Warlord’s cold-handed rule, discovered too late that he had been observed, recorded, convicted, and sentenced, sometimes before the conversation was even over.

The watchtowers themselves were of no particular strategic value, given that the recently formed United Tribes Command already had control of the city itself. Their importance, and the reason most of the stormtroopers considered them a bad strategic concept, lay in the tunnels connecting them to the fortress. If Aurek Company could capture either or both watchtowers, they would have a vector into the Warlord’s refuge that wouldn’t involve running the gauntlet of heavy defenses arrayed against the rest of the Imperial forces gathered outside the city.

Of course, the Warlord wasn’t stupid, either. He would certainly have rigged as strong a set of defenses in those tunnels as he could manage, including mines, booby traps, and as many blasters and Lakran mercenaries as he could squeeze in. But this was the 501st Legion, the legendary “Vader’s Fist.” They’d handled worse in their long history. They would handle this, too.

Aurek-Seven reached their target alley, and Twister gave it a quick look. Spaced out along the base of the apartment building were half a dozen stairways leading down to garden apartments or small shops, all dark, while the cantina was showing only the normal security lights of a closed business. No one was visible anywhere. Holding his blaster rifle high across his chest, Twister slipped into the alley, the others fanning out behind him.

They were nearly to the cantina door when a flicker from his helmet’s sensor display strip caught Twister’s eye. “Watch it—someone’s in there,” he warned the others, shifting his BlasTech to point in that direction as he gave the display another look. Unfortunately, with the pouring rain skewing the infrared data and wiping out any chance of a gas-spectrum analysis, there was no way to distinguish between a harmless Eickarie and a seriously hostile Lakra. “Stay sharp.”

He’d barely finished the warning when the cantina door swung open and a young Eickarie male stepped out into the alley, the rain cascading off the glistening band of black scales that curved over the top and sides of his otherwise mostly green face. He was dressed not in the usual brightly colored layered evening robes but dark, close-fitting slacks, low boots, and a loose serape jacket. “Good evening, Imperials,” he said in passable Basic. “May your tribe find joy.”

“May your tribe find wealth.” Twister gave the traditional reply, frowning as he notched up his helmet’s vision enhancers. It was hard to tell in the gloom, but he couldn’t see any of the color fluctuations in the orange facial highlights that conveyed most of the Eickaries’ emotional information. The young alien was calm and composed—not the usual reaction of a simple citizen suddenly and unexpectedly coming face to face with four Imperial stormtroopers.

Which implied either that the Eickarie was drunker than he had any right to be this early in the evening, or else that the encounter wasn’t as unexpected as it appeared. “May I ask what you’re doing here?” he asked the native.

The orange highlights turned a dark pink, the equivalent of an ironic smile. “Odd,” he said. “I was about to ask you the same question.”

He lifted a hand before Twister could answer. “But this is no place for a conversation,” he went on. “I am certain you would be more comfortable inside.”

“We appreciate your concern,” Twister said, making a subtle hand signal. Around him, he could sense the movements as the others casually turned into an outward-facing defensive square. Despite his fifty-year record of brutal tyranny, and despite the recent alliance of all of Kariek’s major tribal leaders, the Warlord still enjoyed a small but not insignificant degree of support among ordinary Eickaries. Some were collaborators, whose profits and lives would be at risk if he was finally overthrown, but most were simply people who feared and resisted change of any sort, even change for the better. If this was a trap …

“Apartment building,” Watchman murmured from behind him. “Slow and casual.”

Twister cautiously turned to look.

The empty stairways leading down to the shops had stopped being empty. Each of them had sprouted three or four Eickaries, all dressed in the same dark clothing, all armed with blasters or antique tribal projectile weapons or grenade launchers.

All the weapons, of course, were pointed at the stormtroopers.

“As I said,” the first Eickarie repeated calmly. “This is no place for a conversation. Please: the first stairway?”

Twister pursed his lips, his mind sifting rapidly through his options. Under normal circumstances, he would already have used the tongue switch to click on his comlink headset and call for backup. Aurek-Four and Aurek-Nine were one alley away and could be here in ninety seconds.

But in this case, the entire Imperial attack force was under strict comlink silence. The Warlord had a highly sophisticated comm-detection system, and even with the Imperials’ encryption rendering their communications unreadable he would likely be able to triangulate on any signals and so deduce his opponents’ locations. If he hadn’t already been tipped off about tonight’s attack, that would pretty much do the trick.

Alternatively, Twister could order his men to open fire, trusting their armor to withstand the Eickarie assault long enough for the threat to be neutralized. But the sound of weapons fire coming from the shadow of his watchtowers would be far more compromising than even triangulated transmissions.

Besides, the Imperials were here to free these people, not kill them.

“As you wish,” he said, hand-signaling his men to stand easy.

“You sure we want to do this?” Cloud asked quietly.

“If they were on the Warlord’s side, they wouldn’t have invited us in for a chat,” Twister pointed out. “They’d have opened fire and been done with it.”

“Just because they’re not on his side doesn’t mean they’re on our side,” Watchman reminded him warily. “And I don’t like the fact that our sensors didn’t pick them up skulking around in there.”

“The rain might have interfered,” Twister said, looking at the display strip. The Eickaries were registering just fine now.

“It didn’t interfere with him,” Watchman reminded him, nodding toward the lone Eickarie still waiting calmly in the downpour for his captives to make their decision.

“We can ask them about it inside,” Twister said, making it an order. Cloud was right, he had to admit; he wasn’t at all sure he wanted to do this. But at the moment, there didn’t seem to be a lot of other options. “Lower your weapons and let’s go.”

THE STAIRWAY LED DOWN A DOZEN STEPS INTO A SMALL TAILOR’S shop that looked as if it had been abandoned years ago. Inside, a dozen more Eickaries were waiting in a circle against the walls, all of them as heavily armed as the ones outside. The young spokesman circled around the four stormtroopers as they filed into the room, crossing to a rusty seam-sealing table and hopping up to sit on it. “I ask again,” he said, looking at each of them in turn. “What are you and your fellows doing in our city tonight?”

“Is this the hospitality of the Eickarie people?” Twister countered, trying to remember everything he’d read about the local culture on the flight here two months ago. Up to now Aurek Company hadn’t had much direct interaction with the natives, but he had a feeling that the next few minutes were more than going to make up for it. “To ask questions before we have even exchanged names?”

“Do not reply!” an older Eickarie along the wall warned sharply, his orange highlights shifting to red and then purple. “He speaks left-handed, seeking your name to offer in trade to the Warlord.”

Twister frowned; and then it clicked. Left-handed was Eickarie slang for a lie; right-handed the corresponding term for the truth. “I do not speak left-handed,” he insisted. “If there’s a question I’m not permitted to answer, I’ll tell you that. But I will never speak left-handed to you.”

The older Eickarie sniffed. “And would not a left-handed speaker also say he would never—?”

“Peace, Ha-ran,” the Eickarie seated on the table cut him off. “His question about our hospitality, at least, is right-handed.” He looked back at the stormtroopers. “I am Su-mil,” he said. “And you?”

“I am called Twister,” Twister told him. “These are my unit-mates Shadow, Cloud, and Watchman.”

He turned to look at Ha-ran. “And with respect to your tribe and its princes,” he added, “if you believe we’re here to make any trades with the Warlord, you haven’t been paying attention to the events of your world over the past eight months. Our people have been fighting tirelessly at the side of the Eickaries, working to tear the Warlord’s grip from your throat.”

“Then why do you physically assault his stronghold?” Ha-ran spat. “Why not simply destroy it with him inside? Why do you risk your lives to meet him face to face?”

Twister grimaced behind his helmet. Everyone on the planet seemed to be wondering the same thing tonight. “Why did you risk your lives to meet us face to face?” he stalled.

It was not, as it turned out, the best thing he might have said. “We called you here to learn what you are doing,” Ha-ran said, his highlights turning nearly black. “And to perhaps seek an accommodation with you. Is that what you seek with the Warlord?”

“What sort of accommodation could we possibly want with him?” Watchman objected. “We came to this world to destroy him.”

“Did you?” the old Eickarie retorted. “Or did you merely seek to conquer him?”

“For what reason?” Watchman persisted. “What could he possibly have—?”

“Watchman,” Twister said quietly.

The other broke off. “We don’t know why we’re here tonight,” Twister told Ha-ran honestly. “None of us is high enough in the counsels of our tribe’s princes to be given such answers.”

“They are called ‘generals,’ not princes,” Su-mil put in. “And you have no tribes, but only the single Empire of the Hand. Do not patronize us, stormtrooper.”

Twister turned back to face him. There was something vaguely comical about the Eickarie’s stance, a small part of his mind noted, sitting up there on the sealing table with his feet dangling half a meter off the floor.

But at the same time, there was a strength and resolve in his eyes and posture that silenced any inclination toward laughter. “You’re right,” Twister acknowledged. “I was merely attempting to speak in terms your people would be familiar with.”

“We are familiar with many terms,” Su-mil said.

“As I now understand,” Twister said. “I ask your forgiveness for my unintended offense.”

For a moment the other studied him. Then, his orange highlights faded to amber. “My forgiveness is given,” he said. “You admit, then, that you seek to meet the Warlord face to face?”

“Our orders are to penetrate the fortress and take him alive,” Twister told him. “As I said, I haven’t been told the reason behind those orders.”

“Then let me tell you what we think,” Su-mil said. “We think your Empire of the Hand is hoping to make a bargain with the Warlord—a fool’s bargain, which will bring ruin on all who raise a hand to it. We think you have united the Eickarie people this way solely to obtain a stronger bartering position for yourselves.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Twister insisted reflexively. “I can’t believe my prin—my generals would do such a thing.”

“Why not?” Ha-ran demanded. “Are the plundered relics and treasures of the Eickarie people worth nothing to you who travel the stars?”

“Or perhaps the Warlord is already an ally of yours,” Su-mil added. “None of the Eickaries has ever seen him outside his armor. For all the evidence we have, he could even be a human like yourselves.”

Twister took a deep breath. Unfortunately, that was another very good point. As far as he knew, none of the Imperials knew what kind of being was walking around inside the Warlord’s fancy armor, either.

But the possibility that it could be a renegade Imperial had never even occurred to him. “I don’t know the reasons for my orders,” he said. “But this is my third campaign for the Empire of the Hand, and I’ve studied the histories of many others. Certainly my leaders have made mistakes, but I have never known them to betray those who trusted them.”

“So for you it comes down to a matter of trust?” Su-mil asked.

“Ultimately, that’s what it comes down to for any of us,” Twister told him. “Trust in your leaders and allies, and loyalty to those who have put their trust in you.”

He gestured toward the door. “And right now, there are soldiers out there who have put their trust in us, relying on us to protect their flank from attack. I would humbly request that you allow us to leave and fulfill that trust.”

For a long moment the room was silent. Su-mil eyed him, his highlights subtly changing shade as he considered. Then, suddenly, they returned to their original orange. “I offer a bargain of my own,” he said. “In the dungeons of this fortress you seek to penetrate are hundreds of Eickaries who have been imprisoned over the years by the Warlord and his soldiers. Most committed no offense but to resist his tyranny. Will you commit yourself and your fellow stormtroopers to releasing them before you carry your battle to the Warlord’s inner stronghold?”

Twister felt an unpleasant shiver run through him. He wasn’t trained to negotiate with these people. He certainly wasn’t authorized to make tactical arrangements with them.

Trained to walk that fine line between obedience and initiative …

“I’m not sure I can commit to such a promise,” he said carefully. “My orders are very clear, and the lives of my fellow soldiers lie in the balance. Most of the fortress’s outer defenses are controlled from the Warlord’s inner stronghold; the sooner we can capture it, the sooner the battle will be over.”

“We will certainly release the Eickarie prisoners,” Shadow added. “We just may not be able to do so before we face the Warlord.”

“I understand your conflict,” Su-mil said. “Let me perhaps make the bargain sweeter to your lips. If you will right-handedly make to me this promise, I will lead you inside the fortress along a path the Warlord knows nothing about.”

A murmur rippled through the assembled Eickaries, an echo of the stir Twister could sense going through his own men. Apparently, Su-mil’s offer had taken everyone by surprise. “What kind of path are we talking about?” he asked. “Is it nearby? Surface, aerial, underground?”

“Do not tell him!” Ha-ran snarled. “This is our fight, not theirs. Our responsibility, not theirs.”

“It is nearby,” Su-mil said, his large eyes unblinkingly on Twister.

“This is a fool’s bargain, Su-mil—”

“Be silent, Ha-ran,” Su-mil said calmly, cutting him off. “For here, and for now, I command. What say you, Imperial? I will not tell you more until you have agreed.”

Twister took a careful breath. Obedience and initiative … “I have no authority to bind anyone but myself and my unit,” he told the Eickarie. “But if you can indeed get us in past the Warlord’s defenses, I pledge that Unit Aurek-Seven of the Five-oh-First Stormtrooper Legion will do whatever we can to assist in the release of your prisoners.”

“And I’ll bet we won’t be helping you alone, either,” Shadow put in. “The commander will definitely want to know about this.”

“Yes,” Twister said. “We can’t risk using comlinks, but I’ll send one of my men back to contact Aurek Company’s commander and report on our situation and your offer.”

“We cannot accept more delay,” Su-mil warned. “Already this discussion has devoured precious time.”

“Three of us can go with you right now,” Twister offered. “If the commander decides to send in more forces, they can catch up.” He gestured to Cloud. “Get back and report the situation, and strongly urge that he send in backup. Su-mil, can they come here to get directions to this secret back door?”

“I will leave two of my soldiers behind to guide them,” Su-mil said.

My soldiers. Twister felt a new shiver run up his back. This wasn’t just some group of vigilantes or gang of would-be plunderers, then. That could be good, or it could be very dangerous.

But at the moment, he had more important things to worry about. “Go,” he told Cloud, giving the proper hand signal to confirm the order. Cloud nodded acceptance; crossing the room, he stepped through the circle of Eickaries and headed out again into the rain.

Twister looked back at Su-mil. “I have made the best bargain that I can,” he said. “The decision to accept or reject it is now yours.”

Again, Su-mil seemed to study him, as if there were anything he could learn by staring at stormtrooper armor. “I accept,” he declared, lifting his right hand and tracing out a complicated pattern in the air. “I, Su-mil of the Family Meen-tris, Clan Sav-ro, Tribe Hu-shi-crive, do make this bargain with you.”

“And I, Jorm Whistler Mackenni of Unit Aurek-Seven of the Five-oh-First Legion of the Imperial Stormtroopers of the Empire of the Hand, make this bargain with you,” Twister replied in turn. It felt strange to speak his real name while in full armor, but the situation clearly demanded it. “Where exactly is this back door?”

Su-mil’s highlights went pink in another Eickarie smile. “It is directly behind you,” he said. “Unknown to the Warlord, this particular fortress had three watchtowers.”

“FOUR CENTURIES AGO, THE CRO-SAL-TREI TRIBAL CHIEF COMMANDING the fortress found himself attacked by two other tribes,” Su-mil explained as the three stormtroopers and twenty of the Eickaries made their way down the dark tunnel. “When it was clear that the battle was lost, he and his family and supporters attempted to flee. Unfortunately for them, the attacking tribes knew about the third watchtower and were able to trap them inside the tunnel.”

Twister winced as his foot crunched something underfoot. Another bone, probably. The floor was littered with the things, along with rusted twists of metal and occasional scraps of brightly colored clothing. “It would seem they lost that battle, too.”

“There was no battle,” Su-mil said. “The attackers merely sealed both ends of the tunnel and left them here to die.”

Behind Twister, Watchman muttered something. “Would you have preferred many have died in unneeded combat?” Su-mil demanded, half turning to glare at the other.

“Please keep your voice down,” Twister said, throwing Watchman a warning hand signal. Confined inside a narrow tunnel, outnumbered seven to one by a group of Eickarie paramilitaries with the Warlord’s mercenaries not all that far away, was not the time to have a discussion on military ethics. “There might be listening devices at the other end.”

“They will hear nothing,” Su-mil said, still glowering. “The tunnel is heavily protected against detection and attack. We may seem primitive to you of the Empire of the Hand, but we are not savages.”

“I never believed that you were,” Twister assured him. That explained why they hadn’t picked up Su-mil’s soldiers until they’d emerged onto the stairways. The entire watchtower building probably incorporated the same sensor-blocking materials as the tunnel itself. “Why didn’t the next owner unseal it and put it back in operation?”

“It was not known what survival equipment the trapped enemies might have taken inside with them,” Su-mil said. “It was therefore thought prudent to leave the tunnel sealed for at least a year. Unfortunately, before that year ended the victors were overthrown in a sudden attack by yet another tribe.”

Twister nodded his understanding. “Who didn’t know anything about the third watchtower.”

“Correct,” Su-mil said. “And they could not learn otherwise because their victims had already altered the floor plans. This newest group of occupants unwittingly repeated the omission with their own diagrams, and the truth has been hidden ever since.”

“How come you know about it?” Shadow asked.

“The family who had the honor of the first tribal leader’s final defeat was mine,” Su-mil said, an unmistakable note of pride in his voice. “It is a history that has been passed down among us.”

With an eye toward holding it as a trump card against some future enemy, no doubt, Twister decided. Little could they have anticipated what sort of enemy that would turn out to be.

“Air vent coming up on the right,” Watchman murmured.

“We need to be extra quiet now, Su-mil,” Twister warned. “Vents are good at piping sound places where you don’t want it to go.”

“I see no vent,” Su-mil said, craning his neck forward.

“It’s recessed,” Watchman told him. “But I can see the eddy pattern in the dust.”

“You see remarkably well,” Su-mil said, lifting a hand over his head and tracing out a pattern with his fingers. Abruptly, the muffled noises of Eickarie footsteps and the softer sounds of weapons rubbing against clothing ceased completely. The aliens became shadows moving in the darkness, quieter even than the stormtroopers.

The vent was there, all right, its grille recessed just as Watchman had predicted. Twister gave it a quick check as the group filed past, but didn’t spot any evidence of the warning sensors any reasonable tyrant ought to have installed there. Apparently, the Warlord really didn’t know about this tunnel.

They were twenty meters past the vent before Su-mil spoke again. “Your companion has remarkable eyesight,” he murmured. “I could not see the vent myself until we were within three arms’ reach of it.”

“Our helmets incorporate various types of sensors,” Twister explained. “Watchman is the unit’s tech specialist, which among other things means he has a more advanced set.”

“Tech specialist,” Su-mil repeated as he looked more closely at Watchman. “I have heard the term, but always assumed it merely meant one who dealt with weapon and vehicle maintenance.”

“Not at all,” Twister assured him. “You’d be amazed at some of the things they can do.”

“We’re getting close,” Watchman warned.

Twister took the hint and stopped talking. A hundred meters of silence later, they reached the end of the tunnel, blocked by a heavy-looking metal door, gritty with the corrosion of age. For a few minutes the others stood by as Watchman and Shadow examined it, consulting between themselves in clipped technical phrases. Their consultation complete, Shadow pulled out his tube of flash paste and began stuffing it carefully into the cracks around the door. Twister touched Su-mil’s arm and motioned him and his soldiers back to a safe distance.

The paste worked with its usual gratifying speed and efficiency, burning the door’s edges far enough back for the two stormtroopers to pry the panel free and drag it out of the way. Beyond the door was a second barrier, this one composed of stone blocks cemented together by slabs of grayish mortar a good centimeter thick. “I don’t suppose you and your friends had a plan for getting through this one, did you?” Twister murmured to Su-mil as Watchman ran his fingers experimentally over the mortar.

“Of course,” Su-mil said, reaching beneath his serape jacket and pulling out a tube of his own. “Catalytic mortar solvent. Of no use against modern structures, but it should be effective against materials of this era.”

“We’ll find out in a minute,” Twister said, passing the tube to Watchman. The other unsealed it and began laying out a thin bead along the grayish lines, and a soft sizzling sound wafted its way into the silence. A minute later the blocks began to sink slowly downward as the mortar separating them softened and trickled down the sides of the stone like melted candle wax. Two minutes after that, the process was complete, with the wall reduced to nothing more than a simple stack of discolored blocks.

The vertical compression following the loss of the mortar had left a small gap right at the tunnel ceiling. Twister checked his sensors, confirmed that the air flowing in on them wasn’t poisoned, and gave Watchman a hand signal. The other nodded back, already pulling out the fiber-op spyscope from its compartment on his belt. He plugged one end into the jack on his helmet and slid the other up through the opening. For a few seconds he moved it back and forth, examining whatever was beyond. “Looks like an old torture chamber,” he said quietly. “Probably unused—lots of dust.”

“Keep it quiet anyway,” Twister said, nodding. “Go ahead and—”

He broke off as a handful of the Eickarie soldiers brushed past him, politely but firmly shouldering the stormtroopers aside. Reaching up through the gap, they got a grip on the topmost blocks and started pulling them inside.

Watchman looked at Twister, his stance one of silent protest. Twister sent him an equally silent calming gesture; reluctantly, the other stepped out of the aliens’ way.

The Eickaries had removed the first tier of stones and were starting on the second when the comlink activation ping sounded in Twister’s headset. “All units: attack!” a voice ordered.

“Better snap it up, Su-mil,” Twister said as a flow of orders and tactical reports and the faint sounds of weapons fire began to come from his headset. “Aurek Company’s started its attack.”

“They are working as quickly as possible,” Su-mil replied, his orange spots going a little darker with a sudden emotional intensity. “Does this mean they will send no reinforcements to us?”

“I don’t know,” Twister said, touching the tongue switch that shut off his comlink again and motioning the others to do the same. They couldn’t afford to get distracted by the sounds of a battle they weren’t a part of. “I could call the commander and ask, but that might compromise our position.”

“Then do not do so,” Su-mil said, the orange going darker yet. “If we must do this alone, we will.”

Three minutes later, the Eickaries had cleared away enough of the stones to allow passage. Shadow and Watchman went first, darting one at a time through the gap with their BlasTechs held ready. Su-mil was right behind them, the rest of his soldiers filing through with him before Twister could find a gap in the flow.

He finally got inside and nudged his way through the circle of Eickaries to the door. Shadow and Watchman were listening at the panel, Su-mil standing close behind them. “Report,” he ordered, trying hard to keep his annoyance at the Eickaries out of his voice. The three stormtroopers were clearly the best equipped of the group to lead the way into possible danger, and Su-mil surely knew it.

Still, as Cloud had pointed out earlier, Kariek was their world. He supposed that gave them the right to go rushing foolishly forward in its defense.

Watchman lifted his helmet away from the door. “Lots of activity out there,” he reported. “All of it a fair distance away, though. From the echo pattern, I’m guessing there’s a fairly wide corridor leading straight out from us for five to fifteen meters and then intersecting with a cross corridor.”

“The noise is probably reinforcements heading to the watchtowers,” Shadow added. “I can’t see any other reason for so many people to be this far underground, especially with a major attack under way above.”

Twister turned to Su-mil. “You know where the dungeons are?”

“To the right,” Su-mil said, gesturing with that hand. “They should not be far.”

Twister nodded. If they could avoid the mercenaries and keep the element of surprise, there was a chance they could spring the prisoners and be on their way to the Warlord’s inner stronghold before the Lakra tumbled to the fact that they had intruders in their midst. “Is that door locked?”

“It was,” Shadow said, swinging the panel open a couple of centimeters.

Twister got a firm grip on his BlasTech. “Go.”

Shadow opened the door another couple of centimeters, peered out, then pulled it wide and ducked into the corridor, Watchman and Su-mil right behind him. This time, Twister managed to get ahead of the rest of the pack.

The corridor was wide, low-ceilinged, and dimly lit, with the cross corridor Watchman had deduced about eight meters ahead. The sounds of thudding Lakran feet filled the air, echoing off the stone walls and making it difficult to get a fix on direction or distance. Still, Twister thought as they hurried toward the cross corridor, the entrances to the other watchtowers ought to be at least a couple of corridors away from their current position, and both of them somewhere off to their left. If the infiltrators could make it to the cross corridor undetected, they would then be moving away from the main focus of activity as they headed for the dungeons.

They were nearly to the cross corridor when their luck ran out.

The six armored mercenaries who came thundering along down the cross corridor nearly ran down Shadow as he started to ease his helmet around the corner. There was a screech of surprise from one of them as they skidded to an uneven halt that left them spread out in a line across the intersection. They fumbled with their blasters, trying to bring them to bear on the unexpected intruders.

Watchman and Shadow were already firing, their BlasTechs sending a rapid-fire stutter of blaster bolts into the torso plates of the two Lakra at their end of the line. Automatically, Twister focused his attention on the other end of the shooting gallery, sending a multiple burst of fire across that mercenary’s chest. Beside him, Su-mil was firing at the Lakra beside Twister’s opponent, the heavy thuds of his projectile weapon forming a counterpoint to the high-pitched whine of the Imperial blasters.

It was only as his target Lakra began to stagger under his assault that Twister realized that none of the other Eickaries was firing.

Which left two of the Lakra completely unopposed as they brought their weapons around.

The first salvo caught Twister squarely across the chest. But with their weapons still in motion only a small number of the energy bolts actually connected with his armor, the rest under- or overshooting him. There was a sudden gurgle from behind him as one of the Eickaries apparently caught some of the wild shots—

Then Su-mil shifted his aim, abandoning his original target and booming a pair of rounds into each of the as-yet-untouched Lakra.

It wasn’t nearly enough to stop them, not as fully armored as they were. But unlike the BlasTechs, the projectile weapon packed a heavy punch. The impact sent the two Lakra staggering, deflecting their own fire into the ceiling for perhaps half a second.

Half a second was enough. Watchman and Shadow had finished off their opponents and now opened fire on the two Su-mil had just rocked back on their heels. Twister shifted his fire back to his original and not-quite-silenced enemy, noticing Su-mil do the same with his.

Three seconds later, it was all over.

Shadow and Watchman were out in the cross corridor straddling the smoking Lakran bodies as they checked both ends of the hall. “Clear,” Watchman announced. “But it won’t be for long.”

“Acknowledged,” Twister said, looking behind him at the Eickaries.

They were just standing there, some of them twitching a little, others fingering their weapons uncertainly, all of them staring at the dead enemies.

Enemies they themselves hadn’t lifted a finger to help kill.

Twister let his gaze linger another second, then turned to Su-mil. “You called them soldiers?” he asked pointedly.

Su-mil’s orange highlights had gone a dusky brown. “They froze with surprise,” he said, his voice unreadable. Explanation or excuse, Twister couldn’t tell which. “I apologize for their failure. It will not happen again.”

“I’d really like to believe that,” Twister told him. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I can take that chance.”

“Do you mean to go back on your promise?” Su-mil asked bluntly.

Twister hesitated. The Eickaries placed great store in promises made between those who had exchanged full names. But at the same time, he had a mission and orders of his own to deal with. “We’ll still free your prisoners,” he said. “But only after we’ve captured the Warlord.”

Su-mil didn’t answer. Twister eyed him another second, giving him every opportunity to argue his case. “Then you had best depart,” the Eickarie said at last.

“Footsteps,” Watchman snapped, he and Shadow stepping back into the partial cover of the corner.

“Direction?” Twister demanded, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as he moved forward to join them.

“Could be either,” Watchman told him, swiveling his head back and forth. “All these echoes—”

“Never mind.” Twister cut him off, coming to a sudden decision. The bulk of the Lakra would still be congregating off to their left to oppose Aurek Company’s attack. Therefore, he and his unit would go right. “Head right. Maybe we can skulk our way past them.”

He stepped around the corner and hurried down the corridor, the other two stormtroopers forming up behind him. Ten meters ahead, another corridor cut across theirs at an angle. They could hear more thudding footsteps, some of them definitely coming closer—

“Halt!” Su-mil’s voice barked suddenly from behind him. “Lower your weapons!”

Twister turned, sheer surprise bringing him to a stop. Su-mil and his soldiers had poured into the corridor behind the Imperials and assembled themselves into a classic two-tier firing wall. “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

And then, ten meters behind the Eickaries, a dozen Lakra suddenly appeared around a corner, surging down the passageway toward them like a bad-tempered river. There was another burst of noise from behind him, and Twister turned back to see another mercenary squad appear from the angled corridor ahead.

Unit Aurek-Seven of the 501st had been trapped.

“Lower your weapons to the ground,” Su-mil repeated, lifting his rifle to point squarely at Twister’s face. “Do it now, or you will die.”

There didn’t seem to be many options. “Do it,” Twister growled to Shadow and Watchman, crouching down and setting his BlasTech onto the floor.

Shifting his rifle to a one-handed grip, Su-mil lifted the other hand above the heads of his soldiers and gestured toward the approaching Lakra. “Fellow servants of our Glorious Majesty!” he shouted. “We have captured them!”

* * *

THE FIRST WAVE OF LAKRA PICKED THEIR WAY PAST THE BODIES of their comrades at the intersection and came to a halt behind the Eickaries, their weapons trained warily on the natives’ backs. Leaving the rest of his squad on guard, the mercenary leader strode through the group to Su-mil’s side, shoving aside anyone not quick enough to get out of his way. “What have we here?” he growled in a voice that sounded like rocks being run through a fruit blender, the heavy blaster in his massive hand holding steady on Twister’s chest. “Imperial stormtroopers. An interesting catch.”

He looked sideways at Su-mil. “If they were indeed caught,” he added pointedly. “Who are you, and what are you doing uninvited in His Glorious Majesty’s home?”

“I am Su-mil.” Su-mil’s aim shifted slightly, as if he no longer needed to keep as close a watch on the Imperials now that the Lakra had arrived. “I am a loyal subject of His Glorious Majesty, who finds heartache in the invasion of my home by Imperial intruders.”

“That may be as it may be,” the squad leader said. “Why are you here?”

“Ah, that is a tale of extreme Eickarie courage,” Su-mil said proudly. “We found them on the street, clearly intent on attacking our Glorious Majesty’s home. They pointed their weapons at us and demanded we lead them inside.”

Twister frowned. That wasn’t at all the way it had been. What was Su-mil trying to do, make himself and his friends look more heroic?

“And you did so?” the Lakra prompted.

Again, Su-mil’s aim twitched fractionally to the side. “We showed them where the tunnel was hidden and brought them through it,” he said.

“How?” the Lakra asked. “Both towers were guarded.”

“There is an unguarded entrance.”

“You will take us to this entrance as soon as these enemies have been secured,” the squad leader said ominously. “Did more of them come in?”

“No,” Su-mil said. “These three were all we brought in.”

“Yet others may follow,” the Lakra said, turning halfway around and giving a brief order in his own language. One of the mercenaries grunted a response, and a third of them turned and hurried back the way they’d come. Again stepping carefully over the bodies of their fallen comrades, they returned to the corner where they’d first appeared and set up a defensive position. “And these?” the leader continued, gesturing back toward the dead Lakra. “What happened to them?”

“The Imperials shot them down,” Su-mil said, his voice contemptuous. Again, his weapon shifted. “I and my people played no part in the slaughter.”

“Despite these weapons you carry?” the squad leader snapped, his voice suddenly heavy with suspicion. “And how do you come by them, if the invaders merely stopped you on the street?”

Su-mil’s weapon shifted aim again. “The weapons are ours,” he conceded. “We told the Imperials we would agree to assist them.” Once more, his aim shifted. “But we would never use such weapons against our Glorious Majesty and our fellow servants.”

Twister grimaced. He was a traitor, all right, a traitor to his own people as well as to the Imperials who were bleeding and dying to try to help them. And a shameless smooth-talker on top of it, standing there looking calmly at his victims as he pointed his weapon at Twister’s left eye.

His left eye?

Twister stiffened as it suddenly clicked. The weapon’s apparently arbitrary movement wasn’t arbitrary at all. It was, instead, Su-mil carefully alternating his aim between Twister’s left and right eyes.

Left-handed: a lie. Right-handed: the truth.

Quickly, he ran back through the conversation, this time paying attention to where the weapon had been pointed at each exchange. We have captured them—a lie. I am Su-mil—the truth. I am a loyal subject of His Glorious Majesty—a lie. We found them on the street, clearly intent on attacking our Glorious Majesty’s home—the truth. They pointed their weapons at us and demanded we lead them inside—a lie. We showed them where the tunnel was hidden—the truth. I and my people played no part in the slaughter—a lie. We told the Imperials we would agree to assist them—the truth.

We would never use such weapons against our Glorious Majesty and our fellow servants—a lie.

And for the first time since Aurek-Seven had run into Su-mil and his soldiers, Twister felt a tight smile creasing his face. A clever and resourceful fellow, this Su-mil. And he was obviously hoping Twister and his fellow Imperials were the same.

Because it was suddenly clear what the Eickarie had in mind. He’d told the truth about an unguarded entrance into the fortress, but the Lakran squad leader had jumped to the conclusion that that entrance was connected to one of the two known tunnels. The fact that he’d sent some of his troops back to guard against any further intrusion from that direction was proof.

Which meant that if Aurek Company had sent reinforcements, they might be emerging any moment now into the middle of a split enemy force.

Both parts of which were facing the wrong direction.

Reaching out with his tongue, he touched his comlink switch. “Cloud: report,” he murmured, pitching his voice low enough to be inaudible outside his helmet.

Cloud’s voice in his ear was the most welcome thing he’d heard for days. “We’re in the room beyond the wall,” Cloud’s voice came promptly in his ears. “Situation?”

“Pinned to right of first cross,” Twister said, sensing Shadow and Watchman stir slightly as their comlinks came on and they picked up the news of the approaching reinforcements. “Enemy split: four-eight. Friendlies pinned with us to right.”

“Acknowledged,” Cloud said. “On our way.”

“It’s good to know the Glorious Majesty has such loyal supporters,” the Lakran squad leader rumbled to Su-mil with only a hint of sarcasm. “You will put your weapons on the floor now.”

“But we face very dangerous enemies,” Su-mil protested, his weapon shifting to Twister’s right eye. “We cannot know when it will be necessary to fire.”

“The Lakra will do any firing that is necessary,” the squad leader assured him, turning his blaster away from Twister and pressing the muzzle against the side of Su-mil’s neck. “Now. Put down your weapons.”

“You’ll have no trouble on that score anyway,” Twister said, lifting his right hand and pointing his forefinger straight at Su-mil’s right eye. “When you see your friends falling in front of you, you’ll know the time of death has arrived.”

“Silence!” the squad leader spat, sending a baleful glare at the stormtroopers. From Twister’s headset came a pair of acknowledging double-clicks as Shadow and Watchman confirmed his veiled order. “Very soon now, you will be begging for the time of death to be allowed you.”

“Countdown: three,” Cloud’s voice murmured in Twister’s ear.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Twister said proudly, raising his voice to fill the corridor and help cover any inadvertent footfalls. “Somehow, I don’t think so.”

And as the last word rang through the air, a group of white-armored men boiled into the corridor behind the Eickaries.

Twister didn’t wait to see any more. Even as the reinforcements began firing at both ends of the split Lakran force, he and the rest of Aurek-Seven threw themselves flat onto the floor.

Leaving a direct line of fire between the mercenaries behind them and the Eickarie firing wall.

Su-mil had promised that his soldiers wouldn’t freeze the next time. He was right. Twister hadn’t even gotten a grip on his dropped weapon when the hodgepodge of Eickarie weapons opened up, laying down a blaze of fire at the Lakran squad. By the time he had scooped up the BlasTech and rolled over ready to use it, the battle was over.

He scrambled hastily to his feet. “Report,” he called into his comlink.

“Clear,” Cloud’s voice came back. “No casualties.”

The same, unfortunately, couldn’t be said for the Eickaries. Of the twenty soldiers Su-mil had brought in with them, six were on the floor, four writhing silently in pain, the other two already dead. Even outnumbered as they’d been, the Lakran squad had given a good account of themselves.

At least, he hoped all the casualties had been caused by the Lakra. It would be very unfortunate if some of the rescuers had accidentally overshot their targets.

“This way, Twister,” Cloud called. Twister looked up from the Eickarie casualties to find the rest of the stormtrooper squad moving back along the corridor toward the intersection where the newly dead Lakra were lying. “The company’s meeting heavy resistance in the tunnels,” he went on. “New orders are to attack from this end and try to break up their defenses.”

Twister looked at Su-mil. The Eickarie was standing over the body of the Lakran squad leader, his eyes on Twister, his orange highlights gone dark again. “I’m sorry, but we can’t do that,” he told Cloud. “I made a deal with Su-mil to clear the dungeons first.”

Cloud stopped short, turning around to look back at his unit leader. “Twister, this was a direct order,” he warned.

“Understood,” Twister said. “Good luck. We’ll join you when we can.”

One of the other stormtroopers had paused beside Cloud. “Yet you said you would not help us,” Su-mil reminded Twister quietly.

“That was when I wasn’t sure I could rely on your soldiers,” Twister told him. “You’ve now proven that I can.” A movement caught his eye: Cloud and the other stormtrooper had finished their conversation, and Cloud was jogging back down the corridor toward them as the rest of the stormtroopers resumed their march in the other direction. “I hope you’re not here to argue,” he warned as Cloud came to a halt in front of him.

“Hardly,” Cloud assured him. “I decided that if they can manage without three of us, they can probably manage without four.”

“And whole-unit court-martials are so much more efficient?” Shadow said dryly.

“Something like that,” Cloud agreed. “Let’s move.”

SU-MIL DETAILED THREE OF HIS SOLDIERS TO TAKE THEIR DEAD and wounded back into the relative safety of the tunnel. Then, with Su-mil and Twister in the lead, the twelve remaining Eickaries and four stormtroopers set off for the dungeons.

They met no further resistance. Apparently, the squad that had burst in on them from this direction had been the last Lakra who hadn’t already been summoned to either the tunnel defenses or to the surface. Alternating his attention between the distant battle reports, his helmet sensors, and the hallways themselves, Twister wondered if he dared hope that even the dungeon guards might have been called away to active service.

No such luck. At Su-mil’s murmured warning, he and Shadow swung out around the last corner to find two armored Lakra standing at attention beside a massive metal door, blaster carbines slung over their shoulders.

A direct assault on the dungeons was apparently the last thing anyone in the Warlord’s command structure was expecting. The two stormtroopers got off a solid volley before the guards had time to do more than scramble madly for their weapons. As the blaster bolts shredded the mercenaries’ armor, Su-mil stepped out of concealment and finished the job with a pair of shots from his projectile weapon. “We must hurry,” the Eickarie said as the two Lakra thudded to the floor.

“Wait a second,” Cloud said as Watchman headed for the door. “We agreed to get you to the dungeons—”

“You agreed to assist in freeing the prisoners,” Su-mil cut him off. “Come. Now.”

“Twister?” Cloud asked, his mind clearly on their comrades fighting in the tunnels a quarter of the fortress away.

“You heard him,” Twister said, suppressing his own impatience. “Come on.”

The outer door opened onto a wide landing from which a dozen steps led down to a large, circular cavern with more locked doors spaced around its circumference. “How fast can you open them?” Su-mil asked, looking around.

“Very,” Watchman assured him, stepping to a desk at one side of the landing and picking up a knife-blade-shaped data card. “All it takes is the key.”

“Go,” Twister told him, turning the muzzle of his BlasTech toward the door they’d entered through. “We’ll watch for trouble here.”

With the key in hand, the release did indeed go quickly. But as the imprisoned Eickaries began to emerge, blinking, into the brighter light of the cavern, Twister could sense that something was wrong. Many of them, not surprisingly, cringed back at the sight of Watchman’s armor as he opened their doors, staring with the same fascinated suspicion at the other three stormtroopers grouped together on the landing. More baffling was the fact that they seemed to be avoiding not only their fellow prisoners but Su-mil and his soldiers as well.

It was Shadow who caught on first. “They’re all from different tribes,” he murmured.

“And they were captured before the United Tribes Agreements were put together,” Twister said, a sour taste in his mouth as he understood. “Which means they’re still fighting their petty little tribal disputes.”

He thought he’d been speaking quietly. Apparently, not quietly enough. “Our disputes are not petty,” Ha-ran insisted, glowering up at the stormtroopers from his position at the foot of the stairs.

Twister frowned down at him. After his loud complaints in the tailor shop, the older Eickarie hadn’t said a word during the trip through the tunnel. As Twister thought about it, though, he realized that, silent or not, Ha-ran had always been close at hand, hovering at Su-mil’s elbow.

He was just wondering what that might mean when Ha-ran started up the steps, his gait suddenly stiff. “Move away,” he ordered the stormtroopers, gesturing them back. “Su-mil?”

Su-mil was instantly at his side, taking his arm and assisting him up the steps. “Was he hit?” Shadow asked quietly.

“I didn’t think so,” Twister said, looking Ha-ran up and down. There certainly weren’t any bloodstains or scorch marks on his clothing.

“He is merely old,” Su-mil said, gesturing the stormtroopers back as he and Ha-ran reached the landing. “Older than you realize. Move back, please. Prince Ha-ran wishes to address the prisoners.”

Twister felt his jaw drop. “Prince Ha-ran?”

Ha-ran ignored him, turning instead to face the mass of Eickaries below. “Ha-ran mish-ra hee-sae sha-kae drof-si-shae-ral,” he called, holding a hand out over the crowd.

Twister frowned in concentration. Aurek Company had gotten a two-day crash course in the main Eickarie trade language on the trip here, which had so far served him fairly well in his limited contacts with the natives. Unfortunately, Ha-ran was going way too fast for him to keep up.

Apparently, the others weren’t doing any better. “Where’s a protocol droid when you need one?” Cloud muttered as Ha-ran continued speaking.

“He said, ‘I am Ha-ran of the Family Mish-ra, Clan Sha-kae, prince of the Tribe Si-shae-ral,’ ” Su-mil said softly from beside them. “ ‘I am here to speak of the present and of the future.’ ”

Cloud stirred. “Twister, we don’t have time for speeches.”

“Quiet,” Twister ordered, gazing at Ha-ran with new eyes. Eickarie princes rarely went into combat, and never without fifty thousand soldiers along for the ride. This was definitely one for the record lists. “Go on, Su-mil.”

“ ‘The present is that we are in our final battle against our oppressors,’ ” Su-mil continued, translating, as Ha-ran’s proud voice echoed from the dingy stone. “ ‘But unless you embrace the new future that we the United Tribes of Kariek have forged, we will be no better off than we were before they came.’ ”

“I don’t get it,” Shadow murmured. “Why do we even care what a bunch of shaggy prisoners think? Shouldn’t they be grateful enough at being sprung that they’ll do what they’re told?”

“You do not understand,” Su-mil said, his orange patches going a dark yellow. “These are not ordinary criminals or even ordinary opponents to the Warlord’s tyranny. Many of these Eickaries are nobles and elders, taken as hostages to ensure the good behavior of their tribes.”

“It didn’t work very well, did it?” Watchman put in. “Hostages or not, pretty much the whole planet signed on to the United Tribes Agreements.”

“The Warlord might still choose to execute them, or use them as living shields to ensure his own escape,” Su-mil pointed out. “That was the reason we feared your unexpected attack, and why I insisted they be freed before the Warlord was routed from his inner sanctum.”

“I understand,” Twister said. “You couldn’t just let them be slaughtered; but you also couldn’t afford to let them come out and try to pick up their lives where they left off. If they did, you might slip right back into the old cycle of endless tribal warfare.”

Su-mil looked closely at him. “That is indeed the danger,” he confirmed. “You are more perceptive than I had realized.”

“And you in turn are rather deeper than I realized,” Twister returned. “Let me guess: none of these prisoners is from your own tribe?”

“That is correct,” Su-mil said. “The most important are from Ha-ran’s tribe and its allies, which is why he volunteered to come with us tonight. Of all those who might have spoken to them of peace, he has the greatest chance of convincing them.”

“How’s it working?” Shadow asked.

Su-mil gazed down at the crowd. “Not well, I fear,” he conceded. “Those of the Tribe Si-shae-ral are listening closely, but many of the others seem impatient and closed-minded. They may believe it to be a deception.”

“In the meantime we have a job of our own to do,” Cloud said grimly. “And I don’t think we can afford to hang around here any longer.”

Twister nodded reluctant agreement. From the running dialogue of orders and reports streaming through his headset, it sounded like the rest of Aurek Company was in an uphill battle back in the two main tunnels. “He’s right, Su-mil,” he said. “We’ll have to leave you to sort things out on your own.”

He was starting to turn away when a sudden thought struck him. “Unless,” he went on, “you’d like to invite them to come along and see what can be accomplished by people who don’t fight among themselves.”

Su-mil’s highlights went to a shade of green only slightly lighter than the rest of his face, the Eickarie version of a frown. “You refer to the soldiers of your Empire of the Hand?”

“Of course,” Watchman said, catching on. “We’ll show them how we work together to defeat the Lakra who subjugated them.”

“And maybe even capture the Warlord along with it,” Shadow added.

Su-mil’s highlights warmed from green to pink in a tight smile. “They might indeed find that instructive,” he agreed. “Perhaps Ha-ran should invite his tribesmen to assist, as well.”

“Why not?” Twister agreed casually. “I’m sure they’d enjoy watching history in the making as the Hu-shi-crive and Si-shae-ral tribes overthrow the Warlord.”

“I will suggest it.” His highlights fading back to orange, Su-mil turned and began speaking quietly to Ha-ran.

Twister gestured to Watchman and Shadow. “There has to be an armory around here somewhere for the guards,” he said. “Go find it.”

The others nodded acknowledgment and left. “This had better not take long,” Cloud warned, his hands fingering his BlasTech restlessly.

“Understood,” Twister said, gazing out on the crowd and trying to gauge their reaction to Ha-ran’s new suggestion. “But if this works, I think it’ll be worth the wait.”

It worked, all right, and faster than Twister had expected. Faced with the possibility that some other tribes would grab more than their share of the glory, the newly freed prisoners barely let Ha-ran finish his comments before they were clamoring to be allowed to assist. At Twister’s suggestion, the prince split the new fighting force into three groups, with each group lining up along traditional tribal alliances as much as possible. By the time the squads were ready, Watchman and Shadow had the guards’ armory open.

Five minutes later, they were ready. Two of the groups, under Shadow’s and Cloud’s command and bolstered by some of Su-mil’s soldiers, headed toward the two tunnel exits where Aurek Company was still trying to break through the Lakran resistance. The third group, including Twister, Watchman, and the rest of Su-mil’s force, headed inward toward the Warlord’s central stronghold.

“I do not trust the apparent safety,” Su-mil commented as the group slipped through the empty corridors. “Surely they must expect an attack in this direction.”

“That depends on whether anyone’s figured out yet how we got in,” Twister told him, keeping a sharp eye out for trouble. “Remember, the first report from the two squads that had us pincered would have indicated the attack had come from a secret way in through one of the known tunnels.”

“And since the first report was also the last,” Watchman added, “we’ve got a fair chance of getting pretty far in before they figure out what’s happening.”

“But surely they will not assume that the attackers at those tunnels will not break through,” Su-mil objected. “Surely they will be prepared for more fighting.”

“Oh, they will,” Watchman said, suddenly putting up a hand. “And I’d say they’re prepared for it right about here.”

Twister peered into the gloom as the group came to a halt. Three meters ahead, the corridor they were traveling along opened up into a large, high-ceilinged room whose stone walls were decorated with colorful flags and imprint shields. Probably those of the last tribe to own the fortress, Twister guessed, before the Warlord had come in and booted them out. There were several long and heavy-looking wooden tables laid out throughout the room, with equally heavy wooden chairs surrounding them. In the wall directly across from their corridor was a large metal door.

“It is the storm banquet chamber,” Su-mil identified it, keeping his voice low. “A place for feasting in comfort and safety when the spring storms endanger the towers.”

Twister nodded. According to the floor plans the Eickarie leaders had drawn for them, the fortress’s inner stronghold was a round room completely surrounded by a larger circular area that was broken up into four segments. From the curve of the wall he could see from where they stood, it looked like this storm banquet chamber was one of those four circular segments. “We’re almost there,” he said. “Booby-trapped?”

“Not too seriously,” Watchman said, his helmet moving back and forth as he examined the room. “There’s a scent of explosives: grenades under some of the tables or chairs.”

“Command frequencies?” Twister asked.

“Nope,” Watchman said regretfully. “No carriers, either, so I’m guessing they’re not remotes. Probably fused with proximity triggers.”

“Too bad,” Twister said. With remotes, the Imperials could often find and lock down the control frequencies, rendering such devices useless. There wasn’t much they could do with proximity fuses except identify and locate them. “I guess they’re learning. What else?”

“Two sniper hollows, one on each side of the door behind those long banners, with one Lakra hiding in each,” Watchman said. “The door itself is running enough current to kill a bantha, and the Warlord probably has fifty Lakra inside the stronghold with him. Aside from that, it seems pretty clear.”

Beside Twister, Su-mil stirred. “Do we simply stand here?” he demanded.

“Patience,” Twister advised, frowning across the room at the electrified metal door. There was something about this whole thing that didn’t feel quite right. “He’s trying to locate the grenades.”

One of the released prisoners growled something. “He says that is not possible,” Su-mil translated.

“Tell him he’d be amazed at what’s possible for the Empire of the Hand,” Twister said, still studying the door.

Su-mil turned to the other Eickarie, murmuring in their trade language, and Watchman stirred. “All right,” he said. “There are grenades beneath those chairs”—he pointed at two of the ones closest to them—“that end of that table”—he indicated one of the tables to the right—“and those chairs there and there,” he finished, pointing to two chairs on opposite sides of the hidden sniper hollows. “Those last two are probably there to blast anyone trying to sneak up on the snipers from the side. There are a few more, but they’re off to the sides, away from our optimal attack vectors.”

“Okay,” Twister said, running his eyes across the blast points and working out a sequence. The sniper and under-chair grenade combination was a trick they’d seen the Lakra use before: if an attacker came in high, the sniper would get him; if he came in low to avoid the sniper, he was right in position to take the full brunt of the grenade blast. “We’ll send the Eickaries back a ways down the corridor and blow the two closest grenades. The blasts should give us enough cover to move in toward the door, avoiding the booby-trapped table. Once we’re in front of the door, we’ll use whipcords to grab the two chairs on the sides, pull them in front of the sniper hollows, and detonate their grenades. That should either take the snipers out of the game completely or at least slow them down long enough for us to get the door open.”

“Sounds good,” Watchman said, shifting his BlasTech to one hand and getting his whipcord thrower ready. “Su-mil, get them back.”

Su-mil gave a brief order over his shoulder, and the rest of Eickaries backed up a few steps. “How do we detonate the grenades?” he asked, making no move to join the rest of his people. “It will not be easy to shoot through those chairs.”

“Just watch,” Twister said, wondering if he should insist Su-mil go back with the others. But the young Eickarie would probably refuse, and they didn’t have time to argue. “Watchman?”

“Ready,” the other said.

“Go.”

With a faint hiss of compressed air, Watchman’s whipcord snapped outward toward one of the two booby-trapped chairs. The grapple on the end caught the backrest just above the seat, and with a flick of his wrist Watchman pulled backward. The chair tipped sideways toward him and toppled onto the floor, putting the heavy wooden seat squarely between the stormtroopers and the hidden grenade.

As the room echoed with the thud, Twister lobbed a concussion grenade over the edge of the seat into the path of the other grenade’s proximity sensor.

The double blast was deafening, or at least it would have been without the sonic cutoff protection of their helmets. The physical effect on the room was equally spectacular, the force of the blast rocking everything in its path and sending clouds of splinters and dust into the air. The sound of the blast had barely faded away before Watchman disengaged the grapple and fired the whipcord into the second of the nearest rigged chairs. Another yank, another toppled chair, and a second blast and cloud of debris joined the first.

Half a heartbeat later the two stormtroopers were on the move, cutting across the room at a sharp angle to avoid the booby-trapped table, then cutting back and braking to a halt directly in front of the electrified door. Twister had his whipcord thrower out, fumbling his BlasTech slightly as he tried to handle both devices at once.

“Pull the chair over,” Su-mil’s voice shouted in his ear. “I will detonate it.”

Twister blinked in surprise. Su-mil had followed right behind them and was crouched between the two stormtroopers, his own weapon held ready. “Right,” he shouted back, setting down his BlasTech and firing his whipcord. The grapple caught, and with both hands free it was a simple job to pull it over and drag it to just in front of the hidden sniper hollow. “Go!”

Su-mil fired, and Twister winced slightly as the edge of the explosion slammed into him, threatening to knock him off his feet. He glanced into his rear display, confirming that his armored body had shielded Su-mil, just as another blast rocked him from the other direction. “Clear,” Watchman called. “Cover me, and I’ll start on the door.”

“Right,” Twister said, scooping up his BlasTech again. The grenade’s explosion had ripped the concealing banner from the wall, revealing a concave metal door with narrow viewing and firing slits in it. Nothing seemed to be stirring within; apparently the grenade had punched enough stuff through the openings to knock the sniper inside at least temporarily out of commission.

They hadn’t been so lucky with the other sniper, though. Twister turned to see a heavy blaster poke its nose through the lower slit, swiveling toward the intruders by the door. “Get behind me!” he snapped to Su-mil, swinging up his own weapon and firing a burst across the viewing slit.

There was no effect. The blaster continued to track toward them—

And then, suddenly, a withering hail of fire erupted from the corridor. The Eickaries whom Su-mil had sent down the corridor for safety were on the move, targeting the Lakran sniper as they charged across the room.

The Lakran sniper reacted to the new threat exactly the way Twister would have expected a trained soldier to. Abandoning his attack on the stormtroopers, he shifted his aim to the advancing Eickaries, and several of them toppled over with grunts or shrieks of pain as his blaster began to take its toll.

But there were too many of them, and the Lakra had too little time. Even as Twister added his BlasTech’s firepower to theirs, three of the former prisoners made it all the way across the shooting gallery. With their backs pressed against the wall to either side, they jammed the muzzles of their weapons into the slits and fired half a dozen bursts each. There was a single dying stutter from the sniper’s weapon, and then the muzzle abruptly tipped upward and slipped back inside.

“Sha-mees craa shes-ayi,” Su-mil called. “I have praised their valor in your name,” he added to Twister. “I trust that is acceptable.”

“Absolutely,” Twister assured him as another pair of Eickaries ran to the quiet sniper hollow, firing a few volleys into the slits to make sure it stayed quiet. “Add our thanks for the timely assist, and then tell them to spread out and stand guard while we get this door open.”

Su-mil called out another order, and the Eickaries obediently spread out across the room, pushing over tables and chairs for cover and digging in for combat. Old rivalries or not, Twister thought wryly, there was nothing like a common enemy to draw people together.

He shifted his attention back to the door. Watchman was kneeling in front of it, his BlasTech on the floor beside him, nearly finished assembling the components he would need to safely short out the current. “Status?”

“Almost ready,” Watchman reported.

Twister nodded and turned back to Su-mil. “Another minute—”

He broke off. Su-mil was staring at the door, his highlights a very dark green. “What’s the matter?”

“This door,” Su-mil said slowly. “There is something not right about it.”

Twister felt a tingle at the back of his neck. One soldier with a bad feeling might be nerves or overreaction. Two soldiers with the same bad feeling was something worth paying attention to. “Can you tell what it is?”

“No,” Su-mil said, his highlights going a shade darker as he frowned a little harder.

“Hold it a second, Watchman,” Twister said, his eyes running methodically across the door. The sensors still read it as solid metal charged with a high-voltage current. The lock? No; that looked all right.

He looked around the room where the Eickaries were preparing for battle, painfully aware that precious seconds were ticking away. The Warlord would have to be both deaf and stupid not to realize his sanctum had been breached, and no matter how badly his mercenaries might be pinned down he would absolutely find a way to shake some of them loose to deal with this threat.

In fact, they were almost certainly on their way. Twister glanced back at the corridor they’d come in by, half expecting to find a mass of armored Lakra already marching toward them. But the corridor was still deserted, as far back as he could see.

As far back as he could see …

He snorted with exasperation. So simple, and so obvious. “Put it away,” he told Watchman. “This isn’t the door.”

“What?” the other demanded, sounding stunned as he looked up.

“It’s a decoy,” Twister said, pointing behind him. “Would you put the door to your stronghold right at the end of a long hallway, where your enemies would have a fifty-meter running start to slam a battering ram into it?”

“Or a clear shot for a missile barrage,” Su-mil added, his highlights fading again to dark orange. “Of course. The real door will be concealed, and offline with any of the hallways.”

Twister nodded. “So let’s find it.”

It didn’t take long. Now that he knew what to look for, he quickly spotted the subtle cracks in the mortar between the stones a couple of meters to the side of the rightmost sniper hollow. “Here it is,” he announced, gesturing to the others with his BlasTech.

“We must hurry,” Su-mil warned as the two stormtroopers started stuffing flash paste around the door. “There may be other ways through which they can escape.”

“None that your people know about, anyway,” Twister told him, focusing his attention for a moment on the streaming reports coming in through his headset. “Even if there are, it won’t gain them anything. Aurek Company’s just broken through both tunnels and are forming up now with Cloud and Shadow and the rest of your people. Another minute and they’ll be on their way here.”

“You think we should wait for them?” Watchman asked.

“No,” Su-mil said firmly, his large eyes shining. “We have come this far. Let us be the ones to present to them the prize.”

“Besides, they’re still controlling their main defenses from in there,” Twister reminded him. “The sooner we take him, the sooner we can shut them down.”

Thirty seconds later, they were ready. “Stand clear,” Watchman cautioned the Eickaries, who had gathered together in front of the hidden door. “When it goes, it’ll go hard.”

“And tell them to let us go in first,” Twister added as Su-mil translated Watchman’s warning. “They’ll still have plenty of firepower waiting in there, and we’re the only ones in armor.”

Su-mil gave another order. “Do not worry,” he told Twister, switching back to Basic. “We will do what is necessary.”

“Okay,” Twister said, taking another step back himself. “Watchman: go.”

The other squeezed the detonator, and the flash paste lit up with its usual destructive brilliance. Twister checked his sensors one final time, half expecting some of the Lakra inside to have slipped out through one of the stronghold’s other doors and launch a last-minute sortie. But apparently the Warlord preferred to keep all his bodyguards between him and the attackers.

The flash paste hit its final crescendo, and Twister caught a glimpse of the sudden network of stress cracks in the stone before the entire door abruptly shattered into a spray of blackened gravel. Reflexively, he winced back as the shower of rocks washed over him—

And was nearly knocked off his feet as the Eickaries surged past him. Screaming in defiance, they charged through the opening.

“Wait!” Twister shouted. “Su-mil—”

But Su-mil had already joined the general rush through the door. “Our world!” he called back over his shoulder. “Our ways!”

With that he was gone, vanished into the stronghold and the heavy weapons fire now coming from inside. Snarling a curse, Twister regained his balance and tried to force his way through the rear of the Eickaries’ formation, listening helplessly to the sounds of gunfire and the screams of the casualties.

Then, as abruptly as it had begun, the firing ceased. Shouldering his way past the last cluster of Eickaries, Twister finally made it inside.

The stronghold was a scene of carnage. Eickarie bodies were everywhere, some still twitching, others lying motionless with the heaviness of death. Another dozen were still standing, several of them clutching painfully at torsos or limbs. Sprawled on the floor beyond them were a dozen Lakra bodies, the last of the Warlord’s bodyguard. None of those bodies were twitching.

And beyond them, still wearing his fancy full-body armor, was the Warlord himself.

He was lying on his back on the floor, his dark faceplate turned upward, his arms spread to the sides. Standing over him, his feet pinning the Warlord’s wrists to the floor, his projectile weapon held ready for action, was Su-mil.

But his gun wasn’t pointed at the Warlord, prepared to deliver the final killing shot that Eickarie honor demanded. It was pointed instead at the semicircle of Eickaries facing him.

His eyes turned to Twister as the stormtrooper stepped through the ring of Eickaries. “I have told them,” he said, his voice wheezing; and only then did Twister notice the blackened section of clothing on his left side. “We made a bargain. You freed our people; I have left the Warlord alive.”

“Thank you,” Twister said, touching his comm tongue switch as he stepped to Su-mil’s side and turned to face the other Eickaries. Over by the main status board, he noted peripherally, the thudding of heavy circuit breakers could be heard as Watchman began closing down the fortress’s defenses. “Command; Aurek-Seven,” he called. “We’ve penetrated the stronghold, and are shutting down the remotes.”

“Acknowledged, Aurek-Seven,” a crisp voice came back. “What about the Warlord?”

Twister felt Su-mil sag against his side. “We have him,” he told the commander. “Thanks to the Eickaries.”

SU-MIL WAS TAKING A REST BREAK AT THE REHAB ROOM’S RESISTANCE machine when Twister finally tracked him down. “There you are,” he said, coming up behind the Eickarie. “You may not have heard, but the doctors say you’re healthy enough to leave here.”

“I have heard, thank you,” Su-mil replied. “But I have chosen to stay until my injury is completely healed.” His highlights turned pale blue with curiosity as he looked Twister up and down. “Even in a hospital you wear your armor?”

“Orders,” Twister said. “Your new leaders aren’t very happy that the Warlord hasn’t been turned over to them for trial and execution. Some of the people seem inclined to take out their frustration on anyone they catch wandering out in the open.”

“It is not only you who are so affected,” Su-mil said ruefully. “My role in those events has also been cast in an unflattering light.” He gestured around him. “One reason why I remain here instead of returning to my own home.”

“Your role was to help end the war and lift the oppression of your world,” Twister reminded him.

“That aspect seems unimportant to many,” Su-mil said. “All they see is that I made a fool’s bargain that cost the Eickarie people their right of vengeance.”

“If you ask me, it’s this whole right of vengeance thing that’s kept your tribes tangled in wars all these centuries,” Twister pointed out. “Anyway, whether or not your people understand the bigger picture right now, history will vindicate your actions. And your bargain.”

“Perhaps,” Su-mil said. “But history is a long way off. Until it arrives, I must endure the looks and the whispers and the faded orange of my people.”

“Oh, that future might arrive sooner than you think,” Twister said thoughtfully. “Your newly formed InterTribal Council has been invited to a meeting this afternoon where they’ll find out why exactly we wanted the Warlord taken alive.”

“And that reason is?”

“Because, just like you, we had no idea who or what he was,” Twister said. “The way he walked around encased in that armor, we couldn’t tell whether he was another Lakra, a rogue Eickarie, or someone from a species we hadn’t run into before. And if it was the latter, we needed to find out what he was, where he came from, and whether he was an aberration or whether his whole species liked to go off conquering other planets.”

“And?” Su-mil prompted.

“Box Number Three,” Twister said grimly. “Brand-new species, not in any of our files. He’s been pretty blustery, but we’ve managed to pry the location of his home system out of him, and we’re putting together a task force to head over there and make contact.”

“I trust you will be careful.”

“Don’t worry,” Twister assured him. “Even the cockiest people tend to go a little quiet when they find a couple of Star Destroyers cruising by overhead. If they’re a threat, we’ll find out and deal with them appropriately.”

“I have never seen a Star Destroyer,” Su-mil commented. “I hope to someday have that privilege.”

“As a matter of fact, I think that can be arranged,” Twister said, his voice studiously casual. “I’ve been instructed to ask whether you might be interested in applying for a commission in the Imperial Five-oh-First.”

Su-mil’s highlights turned dark red in surprise. “I?”

“Why not?” Twister countered. “You’re intelligent, discerning, combat-skilled, and able to think on your feet. On top of that, you’re willing to trust your leaders or comrades and obey orders even if you don’t fully understand the reasons behind them. Put all those together and you’ve got a pretty rare package, one the Five-oh-First is always on the lookout for.”

“And you accept nonhumans into your ranks?”

“Like I said, it’s a rare combination,” Twister said. “As long as your world is a member of the Empire of the Hand, you’re eligible.”

“You assume Kariek will join you.”

Twister glanced around, making sure no one else was within earshot. “Actually, those negotiations have already started,” he told Su-mil, lowering his voice. “I get the feeling your leaders would like to have a permanent Imperial presence in the system as soon as possible, just in case the Warlord’s people turn out to be as unfriendly as he was.”

Su-mil turned to gaze out the window. “Don’t get me wrong,” Twister warned. “An offer like this doesn’t automatically entitle you to a commission. You’ll have to work, and work hard, before you earn the right to wear the white armor.”

“If I succeed, I will no doubt be perceived by some as having deserted my people,” Su-mil pointed out quietly. “And if I fail, those perceptions will still be there.”

“That’s possible,” Twister conceded. “Even if your leaders decide to join the Empire of the Hand, it may be a long time before the common people really accept that.”

“And so you offer me yet another fool’s bargain,” Su-mil said, his highlights going pink with a wry smile.

Twister shrugged. “Sometimes those bargains work out in the end,” he said. “Think about it, and let me know when you’re ready.”

“I am ready now,” Su-mil said, standing up. “As you no doubt have already foreseen.”

Twister smiled behind his faceplate. “As it happens, I have a transport waiting.”
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LABYRINTH OF EVIL

by James Luceno




CAPTURING TRADE FEDERATION VICEROY—AND SEPARATIST Councilmember—Nute Gunray is the mission that brings Jedi Knights Obi-Wan Kenobi and Anakin Skywalker, with a squad of clones in tow, to Neimoidia. But the treacherous ally of the Sith proves as slippery as ever, evading his Jedi pursuers even as they narrowly avoid deadly disaster. Still, their daring efforts yield an unexpected prize: a unique holo-transceiver that bears intelligence capable of leading the Republic forces to their ultimate quarry, the ever-elusive Darth Sidious.

Swiftly taking up the chase, Anakin and Obi-Wan follow clues from the droid factories of Charros IV to the far-flung worlds of the Outer Rim … every step bringing them closer to pinpointing the location of the Sith Lord—whom they suspect has been manipulating every aspect of the Separatist rebellion. Yet somehow, in the escalating galaxy-wide chess game of strikes, counterstrikes, ambushes, sabotage, and retaliations, Sidious stays constantly one move ahead.

Then the trail takes a shocking turn. For Sidious and his minions have set in motion a ruthlessly orchestrated campaign to divide and overwhelm the Jedi forces—and bring the Republic to its knees.


CHAPTER 1

DARKNESS WAS ENCROACHING ON CATO NEIMOIDIA’S WESTERN hemisphere, though exchanges of coherent light high above the beleaguered world ripped looming night to shreds. Well under the fractured sky, in an orchard of manax trees that studded the lower ramparts of Viceroy Gunray’s majestic redoubt, companies of clone troopers and battle droids were slaughtering one another with bloodless precision.

A flashing fan of blue energy lit the undersides of a cluster of trees: the lightsaber of Obi-Wan Kenobi.

Attacked by two sentry droids, Obi-Wan stood his ground, twisting his upraised blade right and left to swat blaster bolts back at his enemies. Caught midsection by their own salvos, both droids came apart, with a scattering of alloy limbs.

Obi-Wan moved again.

Tumbling under the segmented thorax of a Neimoidian harvester beetle, he sprang to his feet and raced forward. Explosive light shunted from the citadel’s deflector shield dappled the loamy ground between the trees, casting long shadows of their buttressed trunks. Oblivious to the chaos occurring in their midst, columns of the five-meter-long harvesters continued their stalwart march toward a mound that supported the fortress. In their cutting jaws or on their upsweeping backs they carried cargoes of pruned foliage. The crushing sounds of their ceaseless gnawing provided an eerie cadence to the rumbling detonations and the hiss and whine of blaster bolts.

From off to Obi-Wan’s left came a sudden click of servos; to his right, a hushed cry of warning.

“Down, Master!”

He dropped into a crouch even before Anakin’s lips formed the final word, lightsaber aimed to the ground to keep from impaling his onrushing former Padawan. A blur of thrumming blue energy sizzled through the humid air, followed by a sharp smell of cauterized circuitry, the tang of ozone. A blaster discharged into soft soil, then the stalked, elongated head of a battle droid struck the ground not a meter from Obi-Wan’s feet, sparking as it bounced and rolled out of sight, repeating: “Copy, copy … Copy, copy …”

In a tuck, Obi-Wan pivoted on his right foot in time to see the droid’s spindly body collapse. The fact that Anakin had saved his life was nothing new, but Anakin’s blade had passed a little too close for comfort. Eyes somewhat wide with surprise, he came to feet.

“You nearly took my head off.”

Anakin held his blade to one side. In the strobing light of battle his blue eyes shone with wry amusement. “Sorry, Master, but your head was where my lightsaber needed to go.”

Master.

Anakin used the honorific not as learner to teacher, but as Jedi Knight to Jedi Council member. The braid that had defined his earlier status had been ritually severed after his audacious actions at Praesitlyn. His tunic, knee-high boots, and tight-fitting trousers were as black as the night. His face scarred from a contest with Dooku-trained Asajj Ventress. His mechanical right hand sheathed in a tight-fitting glove. He had let his hair grow long the past few months, falling almost to his shoulders now. His face he kept clean-shaven, unlike Obi-Wan’s, whose strong jaw was defined by a short beard.

“I suppose I should be grateful your lightsaber needed to go there, rather than desired to.”

Anakin’s grin blossomed into a full-fledged smile. “Last time I checked we were on the same side, Master.”

“Still, if I’d been a moment slower …”

Anakin booted the battle droid’s blaster aside. “Your fears are only in your mind.”

Obi-Wan scowled. “Without a head I wouldn’t have much mind left, now, would I?” He swept his lightsaber in a flourishing pass, nodding up the alley of manax trees. “After you.”

They resumed their charge, moving with the supernatural speed and grace afforded by the Force, Obi-Wan’s brown cloak swirling behind him. Victims of the initial bombardment, scores of battle droids lay sprawled on the ground. Others dangled like broken marionettes from the branches of the trees into which they had been hurled.

Areas of the leafy canopy were in flames.

Two scorched droids little more than arms and torsos lifted their weapons as the Jedi approached, but Anakin only raised his left hand in a Force push that shoved the droids flat onto their backs.

They jinked right, somersaulting under the wide bodies of two harvester beetles, then hurdling a tangle of barbed underbrush that had managed to anchor itself in the otherwise meticulously tended orchard. They emerged from the tree line at the shore of a broad irrigation canal, fed by a lake that delimited the Neimoidians’ citadel on three sides. In the west a trio of wedge-shaped Acclamator-class assault cruisers hung in scudding clouds. North and east the sky was in turmoil, crosshatched with ion trails, turbolaser beams, hyphens of scarlet light streaming upward from weapons emplacements outside the citadel’s energy shield. Rising from high ground at the end of the peninsula, the tiered fastness was reminiscent of the command towers of the Trade Federation core ships, and indeed had been the inspiration for them.

Somewhere inside, trapped by Republic forces, were the Trade Federation elite.

With his homeworld threatened and the purse worlds of Deko and Koru Neimoidia devastated, Viceroy Gunray would have been wiser to retreat to the Outer Rim, as other members of the Separatist Council were thought to be doing. But rational thinking had never been a Neimoidian strong suit, especially when possessions remained on Cato Neimoidia the viceroy apparently couldn’t live without. Backed by a battle group of Federation warships, he had slipped onto Cato Neimoidia, intent on looting the citadel before it fell. But Republic forces had been lying in wait, eager to capture him alive and bring him to justice—thirteen years late, in the judgment of many.

Cato Neimoidia was as close to Coruscant as Obi-Wan and Anakin had been in almost four standard months, and with the last remaining Separatist strongholds now cleared from the Core and Colonies, they expected to be back in the Outer Rim by week’s end.

Obi-Wan heard movement on the far side of the irrigation canal.

An instant later, four clone troopers crept from the tree line on the opposite bank to take up firing positions amid the water-smoothed rocks that lined the ditch. Far behind them a crashed gunship was burning. Protruding from the canopy, the LAAT’s blunt tail was stenciled with the eight-rayed battle standard of the Galactic Republic.

A gunboat glided into view from downstream, maneuvering to where the Jedi were waiting. Standing in the bow, a clone commander named Cody waved hand signals to the troopers on shore and to others in the gunboat, who immediately fanned out to create a safe perimeter.

Troopers could communicate with one another through the comlinks built into their T-visored helmets, but the Advanced Recon Commando teams had created an elaborate system of gestures meant to thwart enemy attempts at eavesdropping.

A few nimble leaps brought Cody face-to-face with Obi-Wan and Anakin.

“Sirs, I have the latest from airborne command.”

“Show us,” Anakin said.

Cody dropped to one knee, his right hand activating a device built into his left wrist gauntlet. A cone of blue light emanated from the device, and a hologram of task force commander Dodonna resolved.

“Generals Kenobi and Skywalker, provincial recon unit reports that Viceroy Gunray and his entourage are making their way to the north side of the redoubt. Our forces have been hammering at the shield from above and from points along the shore, but the shield generator is in a hardened site, and difficult to get at. Gunships are taking heavy fire from turbolaser cannons in the lower ramparts. If your team is still committed to taking Gunray alive, you’re going to have to skirt those defenses and find an alternative way into the palace. At this point we cannot reinforce, repeat, cannot reinforce.”

Obi-Wan looked at Cody when the hologram had faded. “Suggestions, Commander?”

The ARC made an adjustment to the wrist projector, and a 3-D schematic of the redoubt formed in midair. “Assuming that Gunray’s fortress is similar to what we found on Deko and Koru, the underground levels will contain fungus farms and processing and shipment areas. There will be access from the shipping areas into the midlevel grub hatcheries, and from the hatcheries we’ll be able to infiltrate the upper reaches.”

Cody carried a short-stocked DC-15 blaster rifle and wore the white armor and imaging system helmet that had come to symbolize the Grand Army of the Republic—grown, nurtured, and trained on the remote world of Kamino, three years earlier. Just now, though, areas of white showed only where there were no smears of mud or dried blood, no gouges, abrasions, or charred patches. Cody’s position was designated by orange markings on his helmet crest and shoulder guards. His upper right arm bore stripes signifying campaigns in which he had participated: Aagonar, Praesitlyn, Paracelus Minor, Antar 4, Tibrin, Skor II, and dozens of other worlds from Core to Outer Rim.

Over the years Obi-Wan had formed battlefield partnerships with several Advanced Recon Commandos—Alpha, with whom he had been imprisoned on Rattatak, and Jango-tat, on Ord Cestus. Early-generation ARCs had received training by the Mandalorian clone template, Jango Fett. While the Kaminoans had managed to breed some of Fett out of the regulars, they had been more selective in the case of the ARCs. As a consequence, ARCs displayed more individual initiative and leadership abilities. In short, they were more like the late bounty hunter himself, which was to say, more human.

In the initial stages of the war, clone troopers were treated no differently from the war machines they piloted or the weapons they fired. To many they had more in common with battle droids poured by the tens of thousands from Baktoid Armor Workshops on a host of Separatist-held worlds. But attitudes began to shift as more and more troopers died. The clones’ unfaltering dedication to the Republic, and to the Jedi, showed them to be true comrades in arms, and deserving of all the respect and compassion they were now afforded. It was the Jedi themselves, in addition to other progressive thinking officials in the Republic, who had urged that second- and third-generation ARCs be given names rather than numbers, to foster a growing fellowship.

“I agree that we can probably reach the upper levels, Commander,” Obi-Wan said at last. “But how do you propose we reach the fungus farms to begin with?”

Cody stood to his full height and pointed toward the orchards. “We go in with the harvesters.”

Obi-Wan glanced uncertainly at Anakin and motioned him off to one side.

“It’s just the two of us. What do you think?”

“I think you worry too much, Master.”

Obi-Wan folded his arms across his chest. “And who’ll worry about you if I don’t?”

Anakin canted his head and grinned. “There are others.”

“You can only be referring to See-Threepio. And you had to build him.”

“Think what you will.”

Obi-Wan narrowed his eyes with purpose. “Oh, I see. But I would have thought Senator Amidala of greater interest to you than Supreme Chancellor Palpatine.” Before Anakin could respond, he added: “Despite that she’s a politician also.”

“Don’t think I haven’t tried to attract her interest, Master.”

Obi-Wan regarded Anakin for a moment. “What’s more, if Chancellor Palpatine had genuine concern for your welfare, he would have kept you closer to Coruscant.”

Anakin placed his artificial hand on Obi-Wan’s left shoulder. “Perhaps, Master. But then, who would look after you?”
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STAR WARS—The Expanded Universe

You saw the movies. You watched the cartoon series, or maybe played some of the video games. But did you know …

In The Empire Strikes Back, Princess Leia Organa said to Han Solo, “I love you.” Han said, “I know.” But did you know that they actually got married? And had three Jedi children: the twins, Jacen and Jaina, and a younger son, Anakin?

Luke Skywalker was trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi and Yoda. But did you know that, years later, he went on to revive the Jedi Order and its commitment to defending the galaxy from evil and injustice?

Obi-Wan said to Luke, “For over a thousand generations, the Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic. Before the dark times. Before the Empire.” Did you know that over those millennia, legendary Jedi and infamous Sith Lords were adding their names to the annals of Republic history?

Yoda explained that the dreaded Sith tend to come in twos: “Always two, there are. No more, no less. A Master, and an apprentice.” But did you know that the Sith didn’t always exist in pairs? That at one time in the ancient Republic there were as many Sith as Jedi, until a Sith Lord named Darth Bane was the lone survivor of a great Sith war and created the “Rule of Two”?

All this and much, much more is brought to life in the many novels and comics of the Star Wars expanded universe. You’ve seen the movies and watched the cartoon. Now venture out into the wider worlds of Star Wars!

Turn the page or jump to the timeline of Star Wars novels to learn more.
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The light freighter Bargain Hunter moved through space, silver-gray against the blackness, the light of the distant stars reflecting from its hull. Its running lights were muted, its navigational beacons quiet, its viewports for the most part as dark as the space around it.

Its drive gunning for all it was worth.

“Hang on!” Dubrak Qennto barked over the straining roar of the engines. “Here he comes again!”

Clenching his teeth firmly together to keep them from chattering, Jorj Car’das got a grip on his seat’s armrest with one hand as he finished punching coordinates into the nav computer with the other. Just in time; the Bargain Hunter jinked hard to the left as a pair of brilliant green blaster bolts burned past the bridge canopy. “Car’das?” Qennto called. “Snap it up, kid.”

“I’m snapping, I’m snapping,” Car’das called back, resisting the urge to point out that the outmoded nav equipment was Qennto’s property, not his. As was the lack of diplomacy and common sense that had gotten them into this mess in the first place. “Can’t we just talk to them?”

“Terrific idea,” Qennto bit out. “Be sure to compliment Progga on his fairness and sound business sense. That always works on Hutts.”

The last word was punctuated by another cluster of blaster shots, this group closer than the last. “Rak, the engines can’t hold this speed forever,” Maris Ferasi warned from the copilot’s seat, her dark hair flashing with green highlights every time a shot went past.

“Doesn’t have to be forever,” Qennto said with a grunt. “Just till we have some numbers. Car’das?”

On Car’das’s board a light winked on. “Ready,” he called, punching the numbers over to the pilot’s station. “It’s not a very long jump, though—”

He was cut off by a screech from somewhere aft, and the flashing blaster bolts were replaced by flashing starlines as the Bargain Hunter shot into hyperspace.

Car’das took a deep breath, let it out silently. “This is not what I signed up for,” he muttered to himself. Barely six standard months after signing on with Qennto and Maris, this was already the second time they’d had to run for their lives from someone.

And this time it was a Hutt they’d frizzled. Qennto, he thought darkly, had a genuine talent for picking his fights.

“You okay, Jorj?”

Car’das looked up, blinking away a drop of sweat that had somehow found its way into his eye. Maris was swiveled around in her chair, looking back at him with concern. “I’m fine,” he said, wincing at the quavering in his voice.

“Of course he is,” Qennto assured Maris as he also turned around to look at their junior crewer. “Those shots never even got close.”

Car’das braced himself. “You know, Qennto, it may not be my place to say this—”

“It isn’t; and don’t,” Qennto said gruffly, turning back to his board.

“Progga the Hutt is not the sort of person you want mad at you,” Car’das said anyway. “I mean, first there was that Rodian—”

“A word about shipboard etiquette, kid,” Qennto cut in, turning just far enough to send a single eye’s worth of glower at Car’das. “You don’t argue with your captain. Not ever. Not unless you want this to be your first and last tour with us.”

“I’d settle for it not being the last tour of my life,” Car’das muttered.

“What was that?”

Car’das grimaced. “Nothing.”

“Don’t let Progga worry you,” Maris soothed. “He has a rotten temper, but he’ll cool off.”

“Before or after he racks the three of us and takes all the furs?” Car’das countered, eyeing the hyperdrive readings uneasily. That mauvine nullifier instability was definitely getting worse.

“Oh, Progga wouldn’t have racked us,” Qennto scoffed. “He’d have left that to Drixo when we had to tell her he’d snatched her cargo. You do have that next jump ready, right?”

“Working on it,” Car’das said, checking the computer. “But the hyperdrive—”

“Heads up,” Qennto interrupted. “We’re coming out.”

The starlines collapsed back into stars, and Car’das keyed for a full sensor scan.

And jerked as a salvo of blaster shots sizzled past the canopy.

Qennto barked a short expletive. “What the frizz?”

“He followed us,” Maris said, sounding stunned.

“And he’s got the range,” Qennto snarled as he threw the Bargain Hunter into another series of stomach-twisting evasive maneuvers. “Car’das, get us out of here!”

“Trying,” Car’das called back, fighting to read the computer displays as they bounced and wobbled in front of his eyes. There was no way it was going to calculate the next jump before even Qennto’s luck ran out and the fuming Hutt back there finally connected.

But if Car’das couldn’t find a place for them to go, maybe he could find all the places for them not to go …

The sky directly ahead was full of stars, but there was plenty of empty black between them. Picking the biggest of the gaps, he punched the vector into the computer. “Try this one,” he called, keying it to Qennto.

“What do you mean try?” Maris asked.

The freighter rocked as a pair of shots caught it squarely on the aft deflector. “Never mind,” Qennto said before Car’das could answer. He punched the board, and once again the starlines lanced out and faded into the blotchy hyperspace sky.

Maris exhaled in a huff. “That was too close.”

“Okay, so maybe he is mad at us,” Qennto conceded. “Now. Like Maris said, kid, what do you mean, try this one?”

“I didn’t have time to calculate a proper jump,” Car’das explained. “So I just aimed us into an empty spot with no stars.”

Qennto swiveled around. “You mean an empty spot with no visible stars?” he asked ominously. “An empty spot with no collapsed stars, or pre-star dark masses, or something hidden behind dust clouds? That kind of empty spot?” He waved a hand toward the canopy. “And out toward the Unknown Regions on top of it?”

“We don’t have enough data in that direction for him to have done a proper calculation anyway,” Maris said, coming unexpectedly to Car’das’s defense.

“That’s not the point,” Qennto insisted.

“No, the point is that he got us away from Progga,” Maris said. “I think that deserves at least a thank-you.”

Qennto rolled his eyes. “Thank you,” he said. “Such thanks to be rescinded if and when we run through a star you didn’t see, of course.”

“I think it’s more likely the hyperdrive will blow up first,” Car’das warned. “Remember that nullifier problem I told you about? I think it’s getting—”

He was cut off by a wailing sound from beneath them, and with a lurch the Bargain Hunter leapt forward like a giffa on a scent.

“Running hot!” Qennto shouted, spinning back to his board. “Maris, shut ’er down!”

“Trying,” Maris called back over the wailing as her fingers danced across her board. “Control lines are looping—can’t get a signal through.”

With a curse, Qennto popped his straps and heaved his bulk out of his seat. He sprinted down the narrow aisle, his elbow barely missing the back of Car’das’s head as he passed. Poking uselessly at his own controls, Car’das popped his own strap release and started to follow.

“Car’das, get up here,” Maris called, gesturing him forward.

“He might need me,” Car’das said as he nevertheless reversed direction and headed forward.

“Sit,” she ordered, nodding sideways at Qennto’s vacated pilot’s seat. “Help me watch the tracker—if we veer off this vector before Rak figures out how to pull the plug, I need to know about it.”

“But Qennto—”

“Word of advice, friend,” she interrupted, her eyes still on her displays. “This is Rak’s ship. If there are any tricky repairs to be made, he’s the one who’ll make them.”

“Even if I happen to know more about a particular system than he does?”

“Especially if you happen to know more about it than he does,” she said drily. “But in this case, you don’t. Trust me.”

“Fine,” Car’das said with a sigh. “Such trust to be rescinded if and when we blow up, of course.”

“You’re learning,” she said approvingly. “Now run a systems check on the scanners and see if the instability’s bled over into them. Then do the same for the nav computer. Once we get through this, I want to make sure we can find our way home again.”

It took Qennto over four hours to find a way to shut down the runaway hyperdrive without slagging it. During that time Car’das offered his help three times, and Maris offered hers twice. All the offers were summarily refused.

Sometime during the first hour, as near as Car’das could figure from the readings tumbling across the displays, they left the relatively well-known territory of the Outer Rim, passing into a shallow section of the far less well-known territory known as Wild Space. Sometime early in the fourth hour, they left even that behind and crossed the hazy line into the Unknown Regions.

At which point, where they were or what exactly they were flying into was anyone’s guess.

But at last the wailing faded away, and a few minutes later the hyperspace sky collapsed into starlines and then into stars. “Maris?” Qennto’s voice called from the comm panel.

“We’re out,” she confirmed. “Running a location check now.”

“I’ll be right there,” Qennto said.

“Wherever we are, we’re a long way from home,” Car’das murmured, gazing out at a small but brilliant globular star cluster in the distance. “I’ve never seen anything like that from any of the Outer Rim worlds I’ve been to.”

“Me, neither,” Maris agreed soberly. “Hopefully, the computer can sort it out.”

The computer was still sifting data when Qennto reappeared on the bridge. Car’das had made sure to be back at his own station by then. “Nice cluster,” the big man commented as he dropped into his seat. “Any systems nearby?”

“Closest one’s about a quarter light-year directly ahead,” Maris said, pointing.

Qennto grunted and punched at his board. “Let’s see if we can make it,” he said. “Backup hyperdrive should still have enough juice for a jump that short.”

“Can’t we work on the ship just as well out here?” Car’das asked.

“I don’t like interstellar space,” Qennto said distractedly as he set up the jump. “It’s dark and cold and lonely. Besides, that system up there might have a nice planet or two.”

“Which means a possible source of supplies, in case we end up staying longer than we expect,” Maris explained.

“Or a possible place to settle down away from the noise and fluster of the Republic for a while,” Qennto added.

Car’das felt his throat tighten. “You don’t mean—?”

“No, he doesn’t,” Maris assured him. “Rak always talks about getting away from it all whenever he’s in trouble with someone.”

“He must talk that way a lot,” Car’das muttered.

“What was that?” Qennto asked.

“Nothing.”

“Didn’t think so. Here we go.” There was a screech, more genteel than the sound from the Bargain Hunter’s main hyperdrive, and the stars stretched out into starlines.

Silently, Car’das counted off the seconds to himself, fully expecting the backup hyperdrive to crash at any time. But it didn’t, and after a few tense minutes the starlines collapsed again to reveal a small yellow sun directly ahead.

“There we go,” Qennto said approvingly. “All the comforts of home. You figure out yet where we are, Maris?”

“Computer’s still working on it,” Maris said. “But it looks like we’re about two hundred fifty light-years into Unknown Space.” She lifted her eyebrows at him. “I’m thinking we’re going to have a stack of late-delivery penalties when we finally get to Comra.”

“Oh, you worry too much,” Qennto chided. “It won’t take more than a day or two to fix the hyperdrive. If we push it a little, we shouldn’t be more than a week overdue.”

Car’das suppressed a grimace. Pushing the hyperdrive, if he recalled correctly, was what had wrecked the thing to begin with.

There was a twitter from the comm. “We’re being hailed,” he reported, frowning as he keyed it on. He threw a look at the visual displays, searching for their unknown caller—

And felt his whole body go rigid. “Qennto!” he snapped. “It’s—”

He was cut off by a deep rumbling chuckle from the comm. “So, Dubrak Qennto,” an all-too-familiar voice rumbled in Huttese. “You think to escape me so easily?”

“You call that easy?” Qennto muttered as he keyed his transmitter. “Oh, hi, Progga,” he said. “Look, like I told you before, I can’t let you have these furs. I’ve already contracted with Drixo—”

“Ignore the furs,” Progga cut in. “Show me your hidden treasure hoard.”

Qennto frowned at Maris. “My what?”

“Do not play the fool,” Progga warned, his voice going an octave deeper. “I know your sort. You do not simply run from something, but run rather to something else. This is the lone star system along this vector; and behold, you are here. What could you have run to but a secret base and treasure hoard?”

Qennto muted the transmitter. “Car’das, where is he?”

“A hundred kilometers off the starboard bow,” Car’das told him, his hands shaking as he ran a full scan on the distant Hutt ship. “And he’s coming up fast.”

“Maris?”

“Whatever you did to shut down the hyperdrive, you did a great job,” she said tightly. “It’s completely locked. We’ve still got the backup, but if we try to run and he tracks us again—”

“And he will,” Qennto growled. Taking a deep breath, he switched the transmitter back on. “It wasn’t like that, Progga,” he said soothingly. “We were just trying to—”

“Enough!” the Hutt bellowed. “Lead me to this base.

Now.”

“There isn’t any base,” Qennto insisted. “This is the Unknown Regions. Why would I set up a base out here?”

A light flashed on Car’das’s proximity sensor. “Incoming!” he snapped, his eyes darting back and forth among the displays as he searched for the source of the attack.

“Where?” Qennto snapped back.

Car’das had it now, coming from directly beneath the Bargain Hunter: a long, dark missile arrowing straight toward them. “There,” he said, pointing a finger straight down as he stared at the display.

It was only then that his brain caught up with the fact that this wasn’t the vector a missile would take from the approaching Hutt ship. He was opening his mouth to point that out when the missile burst open, its nose ejecting a wad of some kind of material. The wad began to expand as it cleared the shards of its container, opening like a fast-blooming flower into a filmy wall stretching over a kilometer across.

“Power off!” Qennto snapped, lunging across his board to the row of master power switches. “Hurry!”

“What is it?” Car’das asked, grabbing for his board’s own set of cutoffs.

“A Connor net, or something like it,” Qennto gritted out.

“What, that size?” Car’das asked in disbelief.

“Just do it,” Qennto snarled. Status lights were winking red and going out now as the three of them raced against the incoming net.

The net won. Car’das had made it through barely two-thirds of his switches when the rippling edges came into sight around the sides of the hull. They folded themselves inward, curling around toward the bridge—

“Close your eyes,” Maris warned.

Car’das squeezed his eyes shut. Even through the lids he saw a hint of the brilliant flash as the net dumped its high-voltage current into and through the ship, sending a brief coronal tingling across his skin.

And when he carefully opened his eyes again, every light that had still been glowing across the bridge had gone dark.

The Bargain Hunter was dead.

Through the canopy came a flicker of light from the direction of the Hutt ship. “Looks like they got Progga, too,” he said, his voice sounding unnaturally loud in the sudden silence.

“I doubt it,” Qennto rumbled. “His ship’s big enough to have cap drains and other stuff to protect him from tricks like this.”

“Ten to one he’ll fight, too,” Maris murmured, her voice tight.

“Oh, he’ll fight, all right,” Qennto said heavily. “He’s way too stupid to realize that anyone who can make a Connor net that big will have plenty of other tricks up his sleeve.”

A multiple blaze of green blasterfire erupted from the direction of the Hutt ship. It was answered by brilliant blue flashes vectoring in from three different directions, fired from ships too small or too dark to see at the Bargain Hunter’s range. “You think whoever this is might get so busy with Progga that they’ll forget about us?” Maris asked hopefully.

“I don’t think so,” Car’das said, gesturing out the canopy at the small gray spacecraft that had taken up position with its nose pointed at the freighter’s portside flank. It was about the size of a shuttle or heavy fighter, built in a curved, flowing design of a sort he’d never seen before. “They’ve left us a guard.”

“Figures,” Qennto said, glancing once at the alien ship and then turning back to the green and blue flashes. “Fifty says Progga lasts at least fifteen minutes and takes one of his attackers with him.”

Neither of the others took him up on the bet. Car’das watched the fight, wishing he had his sensors back. He’d read a little about space battle tactics in school, but the attackers’ methodology didn’t seem to fit with anything he could remember. He was still trying to figure it out when, with a final salvo of blue light, it was over.

“Six minutes,” Qennto said, his voice grim. “Whoever these guys are, they’re good.”

“You don’t recognize them, either?” Maris asked, looking out at their silent guard.

“I don’t even recognize the design,” he grunted, popping his restraints and standing up. “Let’s go check on the damage, see if we can at least get her ready for company. Car’das, you stay here and mind the store.”

“Me?” Car’das asked, feeling his stomach tighten. “But what if they—you know—signal us?”

“What do you think?” Qennto grunted as he and Maris headed aft. “You answer them.”


THE OLD REPUBLIC
 (5,000–33 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: 
A NEW HOPE)

Long—long—ago in a galaxy far, far away … some twenty-five thousand years before Luke Skywalker destroyed the first Death Star at the Battle of Yavin in Star Wars: A New Hope … a large number of star systems and species in the center of the galaxy came together to form the Galactic Republic, governed by a Chancellor and a Senate from the capital city-world of Coruscant. As the Republic expanded via the hyperspace lanes, it absorbed new member worlds from newly discovered star systems; it also expanded its military to deal with the hostile civilizations, slavers, pirates, and gangster-species such as the slug-like Hutts that were encountered in the outward exploration. But the most vital defenders of the Republic were the Jedi Knights. Originally a reclusive order dedicated to studying the mysteries of the life energy known as the Force, the Jedi became the Republic’s guardians, charged by the Senate with keeping the peace—with wise words if possible; with lightsabers if not.

But the Jedi weren’t the only Force-users in the galaxy. An ancient civil war had pitted those Jedi who used the Force selflessly against those who allowed themselves to be ruled by their ambitions—which the Jedi warned led to the dark side of the Force. Defeated in that long-ago war, the dark siders fled beyond the galactic frontier, where they built a civilization of their own: the Sith Empire.

The first great conflict between the Republic and the Sith Empire occurred when two hyperspace explorers stumbled on the Sith worlds, giving the Sith Lord Naga Sadow and his dark side warriors a direct invasion route into the Republic’s central worlds. This war resulted in the first destruction of the Sith Empire—but it was hardly the last. For the next four thousand years, skirmishes between the Republic and Sith grew into wars, with the scales always tilting toward one or the other, and peace never lasting. The galaxy was a place of almost constant strife: Sith armies against Republic armies; Force-using Sith Lords against Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights; and the dreaded nomadic mercenaries called Mandalorians bringing muscle and firepower wherever they stood to gain.

Then, a thousand years before A New Hope and the Battle of Yavin, the Jedi defeated the Sith at the Battle of Ruusan, decimating the so-called Brotherhood of Darkness that was the heart of the Sith Empire—and most of its power.

One Sith Lord survived—Darth Bane—and his vision for the Sith differed from that of his predecessors. He instituted a new doctrine: No longer would the followers of the dark side build empires or amass great armies of Force-users. There would be only two Sith at a time: a Master and an apprentice. From that time on, the Sith remained in hiding, biding their time and plotting their revenge, while the rest of the galaxy enjoyed an unprecedented era of peace, so long and strong that the Republic eventually dismantled its standing armies.

But while the Republic seemed strong, its institutions had begun to rot. Greedy corporations sought profits above all else and a corrupt Senate did nothing to stop them, until the corporations reduced many planets to raw materials for factories and entire species became subjects for exploitation. Individual Jedi continued to defend the Republic’s citizens and obey the will of the Force, but the Jedi Order to which they answered grew increasingly out of touch. And a new Sith mastermind, Darth Sidious, at last saw a way to restore Sith domination over the galaxy and its inhabitants, and quietly worked to set in motion the revenge of the Sith …

If you’re a reader new to the Old Republic era, here are three great starting points:


• The Old Republic: Deceived, by Paul S. Kemp: Kemp tells the tale of the Republic’s betrayal by the Sith Empire, and features Darth Malgus, an intriguing, complicated villa,in.

• Knight Errant, by John Jackson Miller: Alone in Sith territory, the headstrong Jedi Kerra Holt seeks to thwart the designs of an eccentric clan of fearsome, powerful, and bizarre Sith Lords.

• Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, by Drew Karpyshyn: A portrait of one of the most famous Sith Lords, from his horrifying childhood to an adulthood spent in the implacable pursuit of vengeance.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Old Republic era.
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CHAPTER 1

SHIGAR KONSHI FOLLOWED the sound of blasterfire through Coruscant’s old districts. He never stumbled, never slipped, never lost his way, even through lanes that were narrow and crowded with years of detritus that had settled slowly from the levels above. Cables and signs swayed overhead, hanging so low in places that Shigar was forced to duck beneath them. Tall and slender, with one blue chevron on each cheek, the Jedi apprentice moved with grace and surety surprising for his eighteen years.

At the core of his being, however, he seethed. Master Nikil Nobil’s decision had cut no less deeply for being delivered by hologram from the other side of the galaxy.

“The High Council finds Shigar Konshi unready for Jedi trials.”

The decision had shocked him, but Shigar knew better than to speak. The last thing he wanted to do was convey the shame and resentment he felt in front of the Council.

“Tell him why,” said Grand Master Satele Shan, standing at his side with hands folded firmly before her. She was a full head shorter than Shigar but radiated an indomitable sense of self. Even via holoprojector, she made Master Nobil, an immense Thisspiasian with full ceremonial beard, shift uncomfortably on his tail.

“We—that is, the Council—regard your Padawan’s training as incomplete.”

Shigar flushed. “In what way, Master Nobil?”

His Master silenced him with a gentle but irresistible telepathic nudge. “He is close to attaining full mastery,” she assured the Council. “I am certain that it is only a matter of time.”

“A Jedi Knight is a Jedi Knight in all respects,” said the distant Master. “There are no exceptions, even for you.”

Master Satele nodded her acceptance of the decision. Shigar bit his tongue. She said she believed in him, so why did she not overrule the decision? She didn’t have to submit to the Council. If he weren’t her Padawan, would she have spoken up for him then?

His unsettled feelings were not hidden as well as he would have liked.

“Your lack of self-control reveals itself in many ways,” said Master Nobil to him in a stern tone. “Take your recent comments to Senator Vuub regarding the policies of the Resource Management Council. We may all agree that the Republic’s handling of the current crisis is less than perfect, but anything short of the utmost political discipline is unforgivable at this time. Do you understand?”

Shigar bowed his head. He should’ve known that the slippery Neimoidian was after more than just his opinion when she’d sidled up to him and flattered him with praise. When the Empire had invaded Coruscant, it had only handed the world back to the Republic in exchange for a large number of territorial concessions elsewhere. Ever since then, supply lines had been strained. That Shigar was right, and the RMC a hopelessly corrupt mess, putting the lives of billions at risk from something much worse than war—starvation, disease, disillusionment—simply didn’t count in some circles.

Master Nobil’s forbidding visage softened. “You are naturally disappointed. I understand. Know that the Grand Master has spoken strongly in favor of you for a long time. In all respects but this one do we defer to her judgment. She cannot sway our combined decision, but she has drawn our attention. We will be watching your progress closely, with high expectations.”

The holoconference had ended there, and Shigar felt the same conflicted emptiness in the depths of Coruscant as he had then. Unready? High expectations? The Council was playing a game with him—or so it felt—batting him backward and forward like a felinx in a cage. Would he ever be free to follow his own path?

Master Satele understood his feelings better than he did. “Go for a walk,” she had told him, putting a hand on each shoulder and holding his gaze long enough to make sure he understood her intentions. She was giving him an opportunity to cool down, not dismissing him. “I need to talk to Supreme Commander Stantorrs anyway. Let’s meet later in Union Cloisters.”

“Yes, Master.”

And so he was walking and stewing. Somewhere inside him, he knew, had to be the strength to rise above this temporary setback, the discipline to bring the last threads of his talent into a unified design. But on this occasion, his instincts were leading him away from stillness, not toward it.

The sound of blasterfire grew louder ahead of him.

Shigar stopped in an alley that stank like a woodoo’s leavings. A swinging light flashed fitfully on and off in the level above, casting rubbish and rot in unwanted relief. An ancient droid watched with blinking red eyes from a filthy niche, rusted fingers protectively gathering wires and servos back into its gaping chest plate. The cold war with the Empire was being conducted far away from this alley and its unhappy resident, but its effects were keenly felt. If he wanted to be angry at the state of the Republic, he couldn’t have chosen a better place for it.

The shooting intensified. His hand reached for the grip of his lightsaber.

There is no emotion, he told himself. There is only peace.

But how could there be peace without justice? What did the Jedi Council, sitting comfortably in their new Temple on Tython, know about that?

The sound of screams broke him out of his contemplative trance. Between one heartbeat and the next he was gone, the emerald fire of his lightsaber lingering a split instant behind him, brilliant in the gloom.

LARIN MOXLA PAUSED to tighten the belly strap on her armor. The wretched thing kept coming loose, and she didn’t want to take any chances. Until the justicars got there, she was the only thing standing between the Black Sun gangsters and the relatively innocent residents of Gnawer’s Roost. It sounded like half of it had been shot to pieces already.

Satisfied that nothing too vulnerable was exposed, she peered out from cover and hefted her modified snub rifle. Illegal on Coruscant except for elite special forces commandos, it featured a powerful sniper sight, which she trained on the Black Sun safehouse. The main entrance was deserted, and there was no sign of the roof guard. That was unexpected. Still the blasterfire came from within the fortified building. Could it be a trap of some kind?

Wishing as always that she had backup, she lowered the rifle and lifted her helmeted head into full view. No one took a potshot at her. No one even noticed her. The only people she could see were locals running for cover. But for the commotion coming from within, the street could have been completely deserted.

Trap or no trap, she decided to get closer. Rattling slightly, and ignoring the places where her secondhand armor chafed, Larin hustled low and fast from cover to cover until she was just meters from the front entrance. The weapons-fire was deafening now, and screaming came with it. She tried to identify the weapons. Blaster pistols and rifles of several different makes; at least one floor-mounted cannon; two or three vibrosaws; and beneath all that, a different sound. A roaring, as of superheated gases jetting violently through a nozzle.

A flamethrower.

No gang she’d heard of used fire. The risk of a blaze spreading everywhere was too high. Only someone from outside would employ a weapon like that. Only someone who didn’t care what damage he left in his wake.

Something exploded in an upper room, sending a shower of bricks and dust into the street. Larin ducked instinctively, but the wall held. If it had collapsed, she would have been buried under meters of rubble.

Her left hand wanted to count down, and she let it. It felt wrong otherwise. Moving in—in three … two … one …

Silence fell.

She froze. It was as though someone had pulled a switch. One minute, nine kinds of chaos had been unfolding inside the building. Now there was nothing.

She pulled her hand in, countdown forgotten. She wasn’t going anywhere until she knew what had just happened and who was involved.

Something collapsed inside the building. Larin gripped her rifle more tightly. Footsteps crunched toward the entrance. One set of feet: that was all.

She stood up in full view of the entrance, placed herself side-on to reduce the target she made, and trained her rifle on the darkened doorway.

The footsteps came closer—unhurried, confident, heavy. Very heavy.

The moment she saw movement in the doorway, she cried out in a firm voice, “Hold it right there.”

Booted feet assumed a standing position. Armored shins in metallic gray and green.

“Move slowly forward, into the light.”

The owner of the legs took one step, then two, revealing a Mandalorian so tall his helmeted head brushed the top of the doorway. “That’s far enough.”

“For what?”

Larin maintained her cool in the face of that harsh, inhuman voice, although it was difficult. She’d seen Mandalorians in action before, and she knew how woefully equipped she was to deal with one now. “For you to tell me what you were doing in there.”

The domed head inclined slightly. “I was seeking information.”

“So you’re a bounty hunter?”

“Does it matter what I am?”

“It does when you’re messing up my people.”

“You do not look like a member of the Black Sun syndicate.”

“I never said I was.”

“You haven’t said you aren’t, either.” The massive figure shifted slightly, finding a new balance. “I’m seeking information concerning a woman called Lema Xandret.”

“Never heard of her.”

“Are you certain of that?”

“I thought I was the one asking questions here.”

“You thought wrong.”

The Mandalorian raised one arm to point at her. A hatch in his sleeve opened, revealing the flamethrower she’d heard in action earlier. She steadied her grip and tried desperately to remember where the weak points on Mandalorian armor were—if there were any …

“Don’t,” said a commanding voice to her left.

Larin glanced automatically and saw a young man in robes standing with one hand raised in the universal stop signal.

The sight of him dropped her guard momentarily.

A sheet of powerful flame roared at her. She ducked, and it seared the air bare millimeters over her head.

She let off a round that ricocheted harmlessly from the Mandalorian’s chest plate and rolled for cover. It was hard to say what surprised her more: a Jedi down deep in the bowels of Coruscant, or the fact that he had the facial tattoos of a Kiffu native, just like she did.

SHIGAR TOOK IN THE confrontation with a glance. He’d never fought a Mandalorian before, but he had been carefully instructed in the art by his Master. They were dangerous, very dangerous, and he almost had second thoughts about taking this one on. Even together, he and a single battered-looking soldier would hardly be sufficient.

Then flame arced across the head of the soldier, and his instincts took over. The soldier ducked for cover with admirable speed. Shigar lunged forward, lightsaber raised to slash at the net that inevitably headed his way. The whine of the suit’s jetpack drowned out the angry sizzling of Shigar’s blade as he cut himself free. Before the Mandalorian had gained barely a meter of altitude, Shigar Force-pushed him sideways into the building beside him, thereby crushing off the jet’s exhaust vent.

With a snarl, the Mandalorian landed heavily on both feet and fired two darts in quick succession, both aimed at Shigar’s face. Shigar deflected them and moved closer, dancing lightly on his feet. From a distance, he was at a disadvantage. Mandalorians were masters of ranged weaponry, and would do anything to avoid hand-to-hand combat except in one of their infamous gladiatorial pits. If he could get near enough to strike—with the soldier maintaining a distracting cover fire—he might just get lucky …

A rocket exploded above his head, then another. They weren’t aimed at him, but at the city’s upper levels. Rubble rained down on him, forcing him to protect his head. The Mandalorian took advantage of that slight distraction to dive under his guard and grip him tight about the throat. Shigar’s confusion was complete—but Mandalorians weren’t supposed to fight at close quarters! Then he was literally flying through the air, hurled by his assailant’s vast physical strength into a wall.

He landed on both feet, stunned but recovering quickly, and readied himself for another attack.

The Mandalorian ran three long steps to his right, leaping one-two-three onto piles of rubbish and from there onto a roof. More rockets arced upward, tearing through the ferrocrete columns of a monorail. Slender spears of metal warped and fell toward Shigar and the soldier. Only with the greatest exertion of the Force that Shigar could summon was he able to deflect them into the ground around them, where they stuck fast, quivering.

“He’s getting away!”

The soldier’s cry was followed by another explosion. A grenade hurled behind the escaping Mandalorian destroyed much of the roof in front of him and sent a huge black mushroom rising into the air. Shigar dived cautiously through it, expecting an ambush, but found the area clear on the far side. He turned in a full circle, banishing the smoke with one out-thrust push.

The Mandalorian was gone. Up, down, sideways—there was no way to tell which direction he had chosen to flee. Shigar reached out through the Force. His heart still hammered, but his breathing was steady and shallow. He felt nothing.

The soldier became visible through the smoke just steps away, moving forward in a cautious crouch. She straightened and planted her feet wide apart. The snout of her rifle targeted him, and for a moment Shigar thought she might actually fire.

“I lost him,” he said, unhappily acknowledging their failure.

“Not your fault,” she said, lowering the rifle. “We did our best.”

“Where did he come from?” he asked.

“I thought it was just the usual Black Sun bust-up,” she said, indicating the destroyed building. “Then he walked out.”

“Why did he attack you?”

“Beats me. Maybe he assumed I was a justicar.”

“You’re not one?”

“No. I don’t like their methods. And they’ll be here soon, so you should get out of here before they decide you’re responsible for all this.”

That was good advice, he acknowledged to himself. The bloodthirsty militia controlling the lower levels was a law unto itself, one that didn’t take kindly to incursions on their territory.

“Let’s see what happened here, first,” he said, moving toward the smoke-blackened doorway with lightsaber at the ready.

“Why? It’s not your problem.”

Shigar didn’t answer that. Whatever was going on here, neither of them could just walk away from it. He sensed that she would be relieved not to be heading into the building alone.

Together they explored the smoking, shattered ruins. Weapons and bodies lay next to one another in equal proportions. Clearly, the inhabitants had taken up arms against the interloper, and in turn every one of them had died. That was grisly, but not surprising. Mandalorians didn’t disapprove of illegals per se, but they did take poorly to being shot at.

On the upper floor, Shigar stopped, sensing something living among the carnage. He raised a hand, cautioning the soldier to proceed more slowly, just in case someone thought they were coming to finish the job. She glided smoothly ahead of him, heedless of danger and with her weapon at the ready. He followed soundlessly in her wake, senses tingling.

They found a single survivor huddled behind a shattered crate, a Nawtolan with blaster burns down much of one side and a dart wound to his neck, lying in a pool of his own blood. The blood was spreading fast. He looked up as Shigar bent over him to check his wounds. What Shigar couldn’t tourniquet he could cauterize, but he would have to move fast to have any chance at all.

“Dao Stryver.” The Nautolan’s voice was a guttural growl, not helped by the damage to his throat. “Came out of nowhere.”

“The Mandalorian?” said the soldier. “Is that who you’re talking about?”

The Nautolan nodded. “Dao Stryver. Wanted what we had. Wouldn’t give it to him.”

The soldier took off her helmet. She was surprisingly young, with short dark hair, a strong jaw, and eyes as green as Shigar’s lightsaber. Most startling were the distinctive black markings of Clan Moxla tattooed across her dirty cheeks.

“What did you have, exactly?” she pressed the Nautolan.

The Nautolan’s eyes rolled up into his head. “Cinzia,” he coughed, spraying dark blood across the front of her armor. “Cinzia.”

“And that is …?” she asked, leaning close as his breathing failed. “Hold on—help’s coming—just hold on!”

Shigar leaned back. There was nothing he could do, not without a proper medpac. The Nautolan had said his last.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You’ve no reason to be,” she said, staring down at her hands. “He was a member of the Black Sun, probably a murderer himself.”

“Does that make him evil? Lack of food might have done that, or medicine for his family, or a thousand other things.”

“Bad choices don’t make bad people. Right. But what else do we have to go on down here? Sometimes you have to make a stand, even if you can’t tell who the bad guys are anymore.”

A desperately fatigued look crossed her face, then, and Shigar thought that he understood her a little better. Justice was important, and so was the way people defended it, even if that meant fighting alone sometimes.

“My name is Shigar,” he said in a calming voice.

“Nice to meet you, Shigar,” she said, brightening. “And thanks. You probably saved my life back there.”

“I can’t take any credit for that. I’m sure he didn’t consider either of us worthy opponents.”

“Or maybe he worked out that we didn’t know anything about what he was looking for in the safehouse. Lema Xandret: that was the name he used on me. Ever heard of it?”

“No. Not Cinzia, either.”

She rose to her feet in one movement and cocked her rifle onto her back. “Larin, by the way.”

Her grip was surprisingly strong. “Our clans were enemies, once,” Shigar said.

“Ancient history is the least of our troubles. We’d better move out before the justicars get here.”

He looked around him, at the Nautolan, the other bodies, and the wrecked building. Dao Stryver. Lema Xandret. Cinzia.

“I’m going to talk to my Master,” he said. “She should know there’s a Mandalorian making trouble on Coruscant.”

“All right,” she said, hefting her helmet. “Lead the way.”

“You’re coming with me?”

“Never trust a Konshi. That’s what my mother always said. And if we’re going to stop a war between Dao Stryver and the Black Sun, we have to do it right. Right?”

He barely caught her smile before it disappeared behind her helmet.

“Right,” he said.


RISE OF THE EMPIRE
(33–0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: 
A NEW HOPE)

This is the era of the Star Wars prequel films, in which Darth Sidious’s schemes lead to the devastating Clone Wars, the betrayal and destruction of the Jedi Order, and the Republic’s transformation into the Empire. It also begins the tragic story of Anakin Skywalker, the boy identified by the Jedi as the Chosen One of ancient prophecy, the one destined to bring balance to the Force. But, as seen in the movies, Anakin’s passions lead him to the dark side, and he becomes the legendary masked and helmeted villain Darth Vader.

Before his fall, however, Anakin spends many years being trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi. When the Clone Wars break out, pitting the Republic against the secessionist Trade Federation, Anakin becomes a war hero and one of the galaxy’s greatest Jedi Knights. But his love for the Naboo Queen and Senator Padmé Amidala, and his friendship with Supreme Chancellor Palpatine—secretly known as the Sith Lord Darth Sidious—will be his undoing …

If you’re a reader looking to jump into the Rise of the Empire era, here are five great starting points:


• Labyrinth of Evil, by James Luceno: Luceno’s tale of the last days of the Clone Wars is equal parts compelling detective story and breakneck adventure, leading directly into the beginning of Star Wars: Episode III Revenge of the Sith.

• Revenge of the Sith, by Matthew Stover: This masterfully written novelization fleshes out the on-screen action of Episode III, delving deeply into everything from Anakin’s internal struggle and the politics of the dying Republic to the intricacies of lightsaber combat.

• Republic Commando: Hard Contact, by Karen Traviss: The first of the Republic Commando books introduces us to a band of clone soldiers, their trainers, and the Jedi generals who lead them, mixing incisive character studies with a deep understanding of the lives of soldiers at war.

• Death Troopers, by Joe Schreiber: A story of horror aboard a Star Destroyer that you’ll need to read with the lights on. Supporting roles by Han Solo and his Wookiee sidekick, Chewbacca, are just icing on the cake.

• The Han Solo Adventures, by Brian Daley: Han and Chewie come to glorious life in these three swashbuckling tales of smuggling, romance, and danger in the early days before they meet Luke and Leia.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rise of the Empire era.
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MURKHANA. FINAL HOURS OF THE CLONE WARS

Dropping into swirling clouds conjured by Murkhana’s weather stations, Roan Shryne was reminded of meditation sessions his former Master had guided him through. No matter how fixed Shryne had been on touching the Force, his mind’s eye had offered little more than an eddying whiteness. Years later, when he had become more adept at silencing thought and immersing himself in the light, visual fragments would emerge from that colorless void—pieces to a puzzle that would gradually assemble themselves and resolve. Not in any conscious way, though frequently assuring him that his actions in the world were in accord with the will of the Force.

Frequently but not always.

When he veered from the course on which the Force had set him, the familiar white would once again be stirred by powerful currents; sometimes shot through with red, as if he were lifting his closed eyes to the glare of a midday sun.

Red-mottled white was what he saw as he fell deeper into Murkhana’s atmosphere. Scored to reverberating thunder; the rush of the wind; a welter of muffled voices …

He was standing closest to the sliding door that normally sealed the troop bay of a Republic gunship, launched moments earlier from the forward hold of the Gallant—a Victory-class Star Destroyer, harried by vulture and droid tri-fighters and awaiting High Command’s word to commence its own descent through Murkhana’s artificial ceiling. Beside and behind Shryne stood a platoon of clone troopers, helmets fitting snugly over their heads, blasters cradled in their arms, utility belts slung with ammo magazines, talking among themselves the way seasoned warriors often did before battle. Alleviating misgivings with inside jokes; references Shryne couldn’t begin to understand, beyond the fact that they were grim.

The gunship’s inertial compensators allowed them to stand in the bay without being jolted by flaring anti-aircraft explosions or jostled by the gunship pilots’ evasive maneuvering through corkscrewing missiles and storms of white-hot shrapnel. Missiles, because the same Separatists who had manufactured the clouds had misted Murkhana’s air with anti-laser aerosols.

Acrid odors infiltrated the cramped space, along with the roar of the aft engines, the starboard one stuttering somewhat, the gunship as battered as the troopers and crew it carried into conflict.

Even at an altitude of only four hundred meters above sea level the cloud cover remained dense. The fact that Shryne could barely see his hand in front of his face didn’t surprise him. This was still the war, after all, and he had grown accustomed these past three years to not seeing where he was going.

Nat-Sem, his former Master, used to tell him that the goal of the meditative exercises was to see clear through the swirling whiteness to the other side; that what Shryne saw was only the shadowy expanse separating him from full contact with the Force. Shryne had to learn to ignore the clouds, as it were. When he had learned to do that, to look through them to the radiant expanse beyond, he would be a Master.

Pessimistic by nature, Shryne’s reaction had been: Not in this lifetime.

Though he had never said as much to Nat-Sem, the Jedi Master had seen through him as easily as he saw through the clouds.

Shryne felt that the clone troopers had a better view of the war than he had, and that the view had little to do with their helmet imaging systems, the filters that muted the sharp scent of the air, the earphones that dampened the sounds of explosions. Grown for warfare, they probably thought the Jedi were mad to go into battle as they did, attired in tunics and hooded robes, a lightsaber their only weapon. Many of them were astute enough to see comparisons between the Force and their own white plastoid shells; but few of them could discern between armored and unarmored Jedi—those who were allied with the Force, and those who for one reason or another had slipped from its sustaining embrace.

Murkhana’s lathered clouds finally began to thin, until they merely veiled the planet’s wrinkled landscape and frothing sea. A sudden burst of brilliant light drew Shryne’s attention to the sky. What he took for an exploding gunship might have been a newborn star; and for a moment the world tipped out of balance, then righted itself just as abruptly. A circle of clarity opened in the clouds, a perforation in the veil, and Shryne gazed on verdant forest so profoundly green he could almost taste it. Valiant combatants scurried through the underbrush and sleek ships soared through the canopy. In the midst of it all a lone figure stretched out his hand, tearing aside a curtain black as night …

Shryne knew he had stepped out of time, into some truth beyond reckoning.

A vision of the end of the war, perhaps, or of time itself.

Whichever, the effect of it comforted him that he was indeed where he was supposed to be. That despite the depth to which the war had caused him to become fixed on death and destruction, he was still tethered to the Force, and serving it in his own limited way.

Then, as if intent on foiling him, the thin clouds quickly conspired to conceal what had been revealed, closing the portal an errant current had opened. And Shryne was back where he started, with gusts of superheated air tugging at the sleeves and cowl of his brown robe.

“The Koorivar have done a good job with their weather machines,” a speaker-enhanced voice said into his left ear. “Whipped up one brute of a sky. We used the same tactic on Paarin Minor. Drew the Seps into fabricated clouds and blew them to the back of beyond.”

Shryne laughed without merriment. “Good to see you can still appreciate the little things, Commander.”

“What else is there, General?”

Shryne couldn’t make out the expression on the face behind the tinted T-visor, but he knew that shared face as well as anyone else who fought in the war. Commander of the Thirty-second air combat wing, the clone officer had somewhere along the line acquired the name Salvo, and the sobriquet fit him like a gauntlet.

The high-traction soles of his jump boots gave him just enough added height to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Shryne, and where his armor wasn’t dinged and scored it was emblazoned with rust-brown markings. On his hips he wore holstered hand blasters and, for reasons Shryne couldn’t fathom, a version of the capelike command skirt that had become all the rage in the war’s third year. The left side of his shrapnel-pitted helmet was laser-etched with the motto LIVE TO SERVE!

Torso markings attested to Salvo’s participation in campaigns on many worlds, and while he wasn’t an ARC—an Advanced Reconnaissance Commando—he had the rough edges of an ARC, and of their clone template, Jango Fett, whose headless body Shryne had seen in a Geonosian arena shortly before Master Nat-Sem had fallen to enemy fire.

“Alliance weapons should have us in target lock by now,” Salvo said as the gunship continued to descend.

Other assault ships were also punching through the cloud cover, only to be greeted by flocks of incoming missiles. Struck by direct hits, two, four, then five craft were blown apart, flaming fuselages and mangled troopers plummeting into the churning scarlet waves of Murkhana Bay. From the nose of one gunship flew a bang-out capsule that carried the pilot and co-pilot to within meters of the water before it was ripped open by a resolute heat seeker.

In one of the fifty-odd gunships that were racing down the well, three other Jedi were going into battle, Master Saras Loorne among them. Stretching out with the Force, Shryne found them, faint echoes confirming that all three were still alive.

He clamped his right hand on one of the slide door’s view slots as the pilots threw their unwieldy charge into a hard bank, narrowly evading a pair of hailfire missiles. Gunners ensconced in the gunship’s armature-mounted turrets opened up with blasters as flights of Mankvim Interceptors swarmed up to engage the Republic force. The anti-laser aerosols scattered the blaster beams, but dozens of the Separatist craft succumbed to missiles spewed from the gunships’ top-mounted mass-drive launchers.

“High Command should have granted our request to bombard from orbit,” Salvo said in an amplified voice.

“The idea is to take the city, Commander, not vaporize it,” Shryne said loudly. Murkhana had already been granted weeks to surrender, but the Republic ultimatum had expired. “Palpatine’s policy for winning the hearts and minds of Separatist populations might not make good military sense, but it makes good political sense.”

Salvo stared at him from behind his visor. “We’re not interested in politics.”

Shryne laughed shortly. “Neither were the Jedi.”

“Why fight if you weren’t bred for it?”

“To serve what remains of the Republic.” Shryne’s brief green vision of the war’s end returned, and he adopted a rueful grin. “Dooku’s dead. Grievous is being hunted down. If it means anything, I suspect it’ll be over soon.”

“The war, or our standing shoulder-to-shoulder?”

“The war, Commander.”

“What becomes of the Jedi then?”

“We’ll do what we have always done: follow the Force.”

“And the Grand Army?”

Shryne regarded him. “Help us preserve the peace.”
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Murkhana City was visible now, climbing into steep hills that rose from a long crescent of shoreline, the sheen of overlapping particle shields dulled by the gray underbelly of the clouds. Shryne caught a fleeting glimpse of the Argente Tower before the gunship dropped to the crests of the frothing waves and altered course, pointing its blunt nose toward the stacked skyline and slaloming through warheads fired from weapons emplacements that lined the shore.

In a class with Mygeeto, Muunilinst, and Neimoidia, Murkhana was not a conquered planet but a host world—home to former Senator and Separatist Council member Passel Argente, and headquarters of the Corporate Alliance. Murkhana’s deal makers and litigators, tended to by armies of household droids and private security guards, had fashioned a hedonistic domain of towering office buildings, luxurious apartment complexes, exclusive medcenters, and swank shopping malls, casinos, and nightclubs. Only the most expensive speeders negotiated a vertical cityscape of graceful, spiraling structures that looked as if they had been grown of ocean coral rather than constructed.

Murkhana also housed the finest communications facility in that part of the Outer Rim, and was a primary source of the “shadowfeeds” that spread Separatist propaganda among Republic and Confederacy worlds.

Arranged like the spokes of a wheel, four ten-kilometer-long bridges linked the city to an enormous offshore landing platform. Hexagonal in shape and supported on thick columns anchored in the seabed, the platform was the prize the Republic needed to secure before a full assault could be mounted. For that to happen, the Grand Army needed to penetrate the defensive umbrellas and take out the generators that sustained them. But with nearly all rooftop and repulsorlift landing platforms shielded, Murkhana’s arc of black-sand beach was the only place where the gunships could insert their pay-loads of clone troopers and Jedi.

Shryne was gazing at the landing platform when he felt someone begin to edge between him and Commander Salvo, set on getting a better look through the open hatch. Even before he saw the headful of long black curls, he knew it was Olee Starstone. Planting his left hand firmly on the top of her head, he propelled her back into the troop bay.

“If you’re determined to make yourself a target, Padawan, at least wait until we hit the beach.”

Rubbing her head, the petite, blue-eyed young woman glanced over her shoulder at the tall female Jedi standing behind her. “You see, Master. He does care.”

“Despite all evidence to the contrary,” the female Jedi said.

“I only meant that it’ll be easier for me to bury you in the sand,” Shryne said.

Starstone scowled, folded her arms across her chest, and swung away from both of them.

Bol Chatak threw Shryne a look of mild reprimand. The raised cowl of her black robe hid her short vestigial horns. An Iridonian Zabrak, she was nothing if not tolerant, and had never taken Shryne to task for his irascible behavior or interfered with his teasing relationship with her Padawan, who had joined Chatak in the Murkhana system only a standard week earlier, arriving with Master Loorne and two Jedi Knights. The demands of the Outer Rim Sieges had drawn so many Jedi from Coruscant that the Temple was practically deserted.

Until recently, Shryne, too, had had a Padawan learner …

For the Jedi’s benefit, the gunship pilot announced that they were closing on the jump site.

“Weapons check!” Salvo said to the platoon. “Gas and packs!”

As the troop bay filled with the sound of activating weapons, Chatak placed her hand on Starstone’s quivering shoulder.

“Use your unease to sharpen your senses, Padawan.”

“I will, Master.”

“The Force will be with you.”

“We’re all dying,” Salvo told the troopers. “Promise yourselves you’ll be the last to go!”

Access panels opened in the ceiling, dropping more than a dozen polyplast cables to within reach of the troopers.

“Secure to lines!” Salvo said. “Room for three more, General,” he added while armored, body-gloved hands took tight hold of the cables.

Calculating that the jump wouldn’t exceed ten meters, Shryne shook his head at Salvo. “No need. We’ll see you below.”

Unexpectedly, the gunship gained altitude as it approached the shoreline, then pulled up short of the beach, as if being reined in. Repulsorlifts engaged, the gunship hovered. At the same time, hundreds of Separatist battle droids marched onto the beach, firing their blasters in unison.

The intercom squawked, and the pilot said, “Droid buster away!”

A concussion-feedback weapon, the droid buster detonated at five meters above ground zero, flattening every droid within a radius of fifty meters. Similar explosions underscored the ingress of a dozen other gunships.

“Where were these weapons three years ago?” one of the troopers asked Salvo.

“Progress,” the commander said. “All of a sudden we’re winning the war in a week.”

The gunship hovered lower, and Shryne leapt into the air. Using the Force to oversee his fall, he landed in a crouch on the compacted sand, as did Chatak and Starstone, if less expertly.

Salvo and the clone troopers followed, descending one-handed on individual cables, triggering their rifles as they slid to the beach. When the final trooper was on the ground, the gunship lifted its nose and began to veer away from shore. Up and down the beach the same scenario was playing out. Several gunships failed to escape artillery fire and crashed in flames before they had turned about.

Others were blown apart before they had even offloaded.

With projectiles and blaster bolts whizzing past their heads, the Jedi and troopers scurried forward, hunkering down behind a bulkhead that braced a ribbon of highway coursing between the beach and the near-vertical cliffs beyond. Salvo’s communications specialist com-linked for aerial support against the batteries responsible for the worst of the fire.

Through an opening in the bulkhead hastened the four members of a commando team, with a captive in tow. Unlike the troopers, the commandos wore gray shells of Katarn-class armor and carried heftier weapons. Hardened against magnetic pulses, their suits allowed them to penetrate defensive shields.

The enemy combatant they had captured wore a long robe and tasseled headcloth but lacked the sallow complexion, horizontal facial markings, and cranial horns characteristic of the Koorivar. Like their fellow Separatists the Neimoidians, Passel Argente’s species had no taste for warfare, but felt no compunction about employing the best mercenaries credits could buy.

The burly commando squad leader went immediately to Salvo.

“Ion Team, Commander, attached to the Twenty-second out of Boz Pity.” Turning slightly in Shryne’s direction, the commando nodded his helmeted head.

“Welcome to Murkhana, General Shryne.”

Shryne’s dark brows beetled. “The voice is familiar …,” he began.

“The face even more so,” the commando completed.

The joke was almost three years old but still in use among the clone troopers, and between them and the Jedi.

“Climber,” the commando said, providing his sobriquet. “We fought together on Deko Neimoidia.”

Shryne clapped the commando on the shoulder. “Good to see you again, Climber—even here.”

“As I told you,” Chatak said to Starstone, “Master Shryne has friends all over.”

“Perhaps they don’t know him as well as I do, Master,” Starstone grumbled.

Climber lifted his helmet faceplate to the gray sky. “A good day for fighting, General.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Shryne said.

“Make your report, squad leader,” Salvo interrupted.

Climber turned to the commander. “The Koorivar are evacuating the city, but taking their sweet time about it. They’ve a lot more faith in these energy shields than they should have.” He beckoned the captive forward and spun him roughly to face Salvo. “Meet Idis—human under the Koorivar trappings. Distinguished member of the Vibroblade Brigade.”

“A mercenary band,” Bol Chatak explained to Starstone.

“We caught him … with his trousers down,” Climber continued, “and persuaded him to share what he knows about the shoreline defenses. He was kind enough to provide the location of the landing platform shield generator.” The commando indicated a tall, tapered edifice farther down the beach. “Just north of the first bridge, near the marina. The generator’s installed two floors below ground level. We may have to take out the whole building to get to it.”

Salvo signaled to his comlink specialist. “Relay the building coordinates to Gallant gunnery—”

“Wait on that,” Shryne said quickly. “Targeting the building poses too great a risk to the bridges. We need them intact if we’re going to move vehicles into the city.”

Salvo considered it briefly. “A surgical strike, then.”

Shryne shook his head no. “There’s another reason for discretion. That building is a medcenter. Or at least it was the last time I was here.”

Salvo looked to Climber for confirmation.

“The general’s correct, Commander. It’s still a medcenter.”

Salvo shifted his gaze to Shryne. “An enemy medcenter, General.”

Shryne compressed his lips and nodded. “Even at this point in the war, patients are considered noncombatants. Remember what I said about hearts and minds, Commander.” He glanced at the mercenary. “Is the shield generator accessible from street level?”

“Depends on how skilled you are.”

Shryne looked at Climber.

“Not a problem,” the commando said.

Salvo made a sound of distaste. “You’d trust the word of a merc?”

Climber pressed the muzzle of his DC-17 rifle into the small of the mercenary’s back. “Idis is on our side now, aren’t you?”

The mercenary’s head bobbed. “Free of charge.”

Shryne looked at Climber again. “Is your team carrying enough thermal detonators to do the job?”

“Yes, sir.”

Salvo still didn’t like it. “I strongly recommend that we leave this to the Gallant.”

Shryne regarded him. “What’s the matter, Commander, we’re not killing the Separatists in sufficient numbers?”

“In sufficient numbers, General. Just not quickly enough.”

“The Gallant is still holding at fifty kilometers,” Chatak said in a conciliatory tone. “There’s time to recon the building.”

Salvo demonstrated his displeasure with a shrug of indifference. “It’s your funeral if you’re wrong.”

“That’s neither here nor there,” Shryne said. “We’ll rendezvous with you at rally point Aurek-Bacta. If we don’t turn up by the time the Gallant arrives, feed them the building’s coordinates.”

“You can count on it, sir.”


REBELLION
(0–5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

This is the period of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy—A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi—in which a ragtag band of Rebels battles the Empire, and Luke Skywalker learns the ways of the Force and must avoid his father’s fate.

During this time, the Empire controls nearly the entire settled galaxy. Out in the Rim worlds, Imperial stormtroopers suppress uprisings with brutal efficiency, many alien species have been enslaved, and entire star systems are brutally exploited by the Empire’s war machine. In the central systems, however, most citizens support the Empire, weighing misgivings about its harsh methods against the memories of the horror and chaos of the Clone Wars. Few dare to openly oppose Emperor Palpatine’s rule.

But the Rebel Alliance is growing. Rebel cells strike in secret from hidden bases scattered among the stars, encouraging some of the braver Senators to speak out against the Empire. When the Rebels learn that the Empire is building the Death Star, a space station with enough firepower to destroy entire planets, Princess Leia Organa, who represents her homeworld, Alderaan, in the Senate and is secretly a high-ranking member of the Rebel Alliance, receives the plans for the battle station and flees in search of the exiled Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi.

Thus begin the events that lead her to meet the smuggler and soon-to-be hero Han Solo, to discover her long-lost brother, Luke Skywalker, and to help the Rebellion take down the Emperor and restore democracy to the galaxy: the events of the three films A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi.

If you’re a reader looking for places to jump in and explore the Rebellion-era novels, here are five great places to start:


• Death Star, by Michael Reaves and Steve Perry: The story of the construction of the massive battle station, touching on the lives of the builders, planners, soldiers, and support staff who populate the monstrous vessel, as well as the masterminds behind the design and those who intend to make use of it: the Emperor and Darth Vader.

• The Mandalorian Armor, by K. W. Jeter: The famous bounty hunter Boba Fett stars in a twisty tale of betrayal within the galactic underworld, highlighted by a riveting confrontation between bounty hunters and a band of Hutts.

• Shadows of the Empire, by Steve Perry: A tale of the shadowy parts of the Empire and an underworld criminal mastermind who is out to kill Luke Skywalker, while our other heroes try to figure out how to rescue Han Solo, who has been frozen in carbonite for delivery to Jabba the Hutt.

• Tales of the Bounty Hunters, edited by Kevin J. Anderson: The bounty hunters summoned by Darth Vader to capture the Millennium Falcon tell their stories in this anthology of short tales, culminating with Daniel Keys Moran’s elegiac “The Last One Standing.”

• Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor, by Matthew Stover: A tale set shortly after the events of Return of the Jedi, in which Luke must defeat the flamboyant dark sider known as Lord Shadowspawn while the pilots of Rogue Squadron duel his servants amid tumbling asteroids.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rebellion era.
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CHAPTER 1

THE CORELLIAN QUEEN WAS A LEGEND: THE GREATEST luxury liner ever to ply the spaceways, an interstellar pleasure palace forever beyond the grasp of all but the galaxy’s super-elite—beings whose wealth transcended description. Rumor had it that for the price of a single cocktail in one of the Queen’s least-exclusive dining clubs, one might buy a starship; for the price of a meal, one could buy not only the starship, but the port in which it docked, and the factory that had built it. A being could not simply pay for a berth on the Corellian Queen; mere wealth would never suffice. To embark upon the ultimate journey into hedonistic excess, one first had to demonstrate that one’s breeding and manners were as exquisite as would be the pain of paying one’s bar bill. All of which made the Corellian Queen one of the most irresistible terrorist targets ever: who better to terrorize than the elite of the Elite, the Powers among the powerful, the greatest of the Great?

And so when some presumably unscrupulous routing clerk in the vast midreaches of the Nebula Line corporation quietly offered for sale, to select parties from Kindlabethia to Nar Shaddaa, a hint as to the route of the Corellian Queen’s upcoming cruise, it attracted considerable interest.

Two pertinent facts remained concealed, however, from the winning bidder. The first pertinent fact was that this presumably unscrupulous routing clerk was neither unscrupulous nor, in fact, a routing clerk, but was a skilled and resourceful agent of the intelligence service of the New Republic. The second pertinent fact was that the Corellian Queen was not cruising at all that season, having been replaced by a breakaway disposable shell built to conceal a substantial fraction of a starfighter wing, led by—as was customary in such operations—the crack pilots of Rogue Squadron.

IT WAS APPROXIMATELY THE MOMENT THAT R4-G7 squalled a proximity alarm through his X-wing’s sensor panel and his HUD lit up with image codes for six TIE Defenders on his tail that Lieutenant Derek “Hobbie” Klivian, late of the Alliance to Restore Freedom to the Galaxy, currently of the New Republic, began to suspect that Commander Antilles’s brilliant ambush had never been brilliant at all, not even a little, and he said so. In no uncertain terms. Stripped of its blistering profanity, his comment was “Wedge? This plan was stupid. You hear me? Stupid, stupid, stu YOW—!”

The yow was a product of multiple cannon hits that disintegrated his right dorsal cannon and most of the extended wing it had been attached to. This kicked his fighter into a tumble that he fought with both hands on the yoke and both feet kicking attitude jets and almost had under control until the pair of the Defenders closest on his tail blossomed into expanding spheres of flame and debris fragments. The twin shock fronts overtook him at exactly the wrong instant and sent him flipping end-over-end straight at another Defender formation streaking toward him head-on. Then tail-on, then head-on again, and so forth.

His ship’s comlink crackled as Wedge Antilles’s fighter flashed past him close enough that he could see the grin on the commander’s face. “That’s ‘stupid plan, sir,’ Lieutenant.”

“I suppose you think that’s funny.”

“Well, if he doesn’t,” put in Hobbie’s wingman, “I sure do.”

“When I want your opinion, Janson, I’ll dust your ship and scan for it in the wreckage.” The skewed whirl of stars around his cockpit gave his stomach a yank that threatened to make the slab of smoked terrafin loin he’d had for breakfast violently reemerge. Struggling grimly with the controls, he managed to angle his ship’s whirl just a hair, which let him twitch his ship’s nose toward the four pursuing marauders as he spun. Red fire lashed from his three surviving cannons, and the Defenders’ formation split open like an overripe snekfruit.

Hobbie only dusted one with the cannons, but the pair of proximity-fused flechette torpedoes he had thoughtfully triggered at the same time flared in diverging arcs to intercept the enemy fighters; these torpedo arcs terminated in spectacular explosions that cracked the three remaining Defenders like rotten snuffle eggs.

“Now, that was satisfying,” he said, still fighting his controls to stabilize the crippled X-wing. “Eyeball soufflé!”

“Better watch it, Hobbie—keep that up, and somebody might start to think you can fly that thing.”

“Are you in this fight, Janson? Or are you just gonna hang back and smirk while I do all the heavy lifting?”

“Haven’t decided yet.” Wes Janson’s X-wing came out of nowhere, streaking in a tight bank across Hobbie’s subjective vertical. “Maybe I can lend a hand. Or, say, a couple torps.”

Two brilliant blue stars leapt from Janson’s torpedo tubes and streaked for the oncoming TIEs.

“Uh, Wes?” Hobbie said, flinching. “Those weren’t the flechette torps, were they?”

“Sure. What else?”

“Have you noticed that I’m currently having just a little trouble maneuvering?”

“What do you mean?” Janson asked as though honestly puzzled. Then, after a second spent watching Hobbie’s ship tumbling helplessly directly toward his torpedoes’ targets, he said, “Oh. Uh … sorry?”

The flechette torpedoes carried by Rogue Squadron had been designed and built specifically for this operation, and they had one primary purpose: to take out TIE Defenders.

The TIE Defender was the Empire’s premier space-superiority fighter. It was faster and more maneuverable than the Incom T-65 (better known as the X-wing); faster even than the heavily modified and updated 65Bs of Rogue Squadron. The Defender was also more heavily armed, packing twin ion cannons to supplement its lasers, as well as dual-use launch tubes that could fire either proton torpedoes or concussion missiles. The shields generated by its twin Novaldex deflector generators were nearly as powerful as those found on capital ships. However, the Defenders were not equipped with particle shields, depending instead on their titanium-reinforced hull to absorb the impact of material objects.

Each proton torpedo shell had been loaded with thousands of tiny jagged bits of durasteel, packed around a core of conventional explosive. On detonation, these tiny bits of durasteel became an expanding sphere of shrapnel; though traveling with respectable velocity of their own, they were most effective when set off in the path of oncoming Defenders, because impact energy, after all, is determined by relative velocity. At starfighter combat speeds, flying into a cloud of durasteel pellets could transform one’s ship from a starfighter into a very, very expensive cheese grater.

The four medial fighters of the oncoming Defender formation hit the flechette cloud and just … shredded. The lateral wingers managed to bank off an instant before they would have been overtaken by two sequential detonations, as the explosion of one Defender’s power core triggered the other three’s cores an eyeblink later, so that the unfortunate Lieutenant Klivian was now tumbling directly toward a miniature plasma nebula that blazed with enough hard radiation to cook him like a bantha steak on an obsidian fry-rock at double noon on Tatooine.

“You’re not gonna make it, Hobbie,” Janson called. “Punch out.”

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Hobbie snarled under his breath, still struggling grimly with the X-wing’s controls. The fighter’s tumble began to slow. “I’ve got it, Wes!”

“No, you don’t! Punch out, Hobbie—PUNCH OUT!”

“I’ve got it—I’m gonna make it! I’m gonna—” He was interrupted by the final flip of his X-wing, which brought his nose into line with the sight of the leading edge of the spherical debris field expanding toward him at a respectable fraction of lightspeed, and Hobbie Klivian, acknowledged master of both profanity and obscenity, human and otherwise, not to mention casual vulgarities from a dozen species and hundreds of star systems, found that he had nothing to say except, “Aw, nuts.”

He stood the X-wing on its tail, sublights blasting for a tangent, but he had learned long ago that of all the Rogues, he was the one who should know better than to trust his luck. He reached for the eject trigger.

Just as his hand found the trigger, the ship jounced and clanged as if he had his head trapped inside a Wookiee dinner gong at nightmeal. The metaphorical Wookiee cook must have been hungry, too, because the clanging went on and on and kept getting louder, and the eject still, mysteriously, didn’t seem to be working at all. This mystery was solved, however, by the brief shriek of atmosphere through a ragged fist-sized hole in the X-wing’s canopy. This hole was ragged because, Hobbie discovered, the fragment that had made this opening had been slowed by punching through the X-wing’s titanium-alloy ventral armor. Not to mention the X-wing’s control panel, where it had not only ripped away the entire eject trigger assembly, but had vaporized Hobbie’s left hand.

He glared at his vacant wrist with more annoyance than shock or panic; instead of blood or cauterized flesh, his wrist jetted only sparks and smoke from overheated servomotors. He hadn’t had a real left arm since sometime before Yavin.

Of more concern was the continuing shriek of escaping atmosphere, because he discovered that it was coming from his environment suit’s nitroxy generator.

He thought, Oh, this sucks. After everything he had survived in the Galactic Civil War, he was about to be killed by a minor equipment malfunction. He amended his previous thought: This really sucks.

He didn’t bother to say it out loud, because there wasn’t enough air in his cockpit to carry the sound.

There being no other useful thing he could do with his severed left wrist, he jammed it into the hole in his canopy. His suit’s autoseal plastered itself to the jagged edges, but the nitroxy generator didn’t seem mollified; in fact, it was starting to feel like he had an unshielded fusion core strapped to his spine.

Oh, yeah, he thought. The other hole.

He palmed the cockpit harness’s snap release, twisted, and stretched out his left leg, feeling downward with the toe of his boot. He found a hole—and the rising pressure sucked the entire boot right out the bottom of his fighter before the autoseal engaged to close that hole, too. He felt another impact or two down there, but he couldn’t really tell if something might have ripped his foot off.

It had been a few years since he’d had his original left leg.

With the cockpit sealed, his nitroxy unit gradually calmed down, filling the space with a breathable atmosphere that smelled only faintly of scorched hair, and he began to think he might live through this after all. His only problem now was that he was deharnessed and stretched sideways in an extraordinarily uncomfortable twist that left him unable to even turn his head enough to see where he was going. “Arfour,” he said quietly, “can you please get us back to the PRP?”

His current position did let him see, however, his astromech’s response to the task of navigating toward the primary rendezvous point, which was a spit of gap sparks and a halo of sporadic electrical discharge from what was left of its turret dome. Which was slightly less than half.

He sighed. “Okay, ejection failure. And astromech damage. Crippled here,” he said into his comm. “Awaiting manual pickup.”

“Little busy right now, Hobbie. We’ll get to you after we dust these TIEs.”

“Take your time. I’m not going anywhere. Except, y’know, thataway. Slowly. Real slowly.”

He spent the rest of the battle hoping for a bit of help from the Force when Wedge sent out the pickup detail. Please, he prayed silently, please let it be Tycho. Or Nin, or Standro. Anyone but Janson.

He continued this plea as a sort of meditation, kind of the way Luke would talk about this stuff: he closed his eyes and visualized Wedge himself showing up to tow his X-wing back to the jump point. After a while, he found this image unconvincing—somehow he was never that lucky—and so he cycled through the other Rogues, and when those began to bore him, he decided it’d be Luke himself. Or Leia. Or, say, Wynssa Starflare, who always managed to look absolutely stellar as the strong, independent damsel-sometimes-in-distress in those prewar Imperial holodramas, because, y’know, as long as he was imagining something that was never gonna happen, he might as well make it entertaining.

It turned out to be entertaining enough that he managed to pass the balance of the battle drifting off to sleep with a smile on his face.

This smile lasted right up to the point where a particularly brilliant flash stabbed through his eyelids and he awoke, glumly certain that whatever had exploded right next to his ship was finally about to snuff him. But then there came another flash, and another, and with a painful twist of his body he was able to see Wes Janson’s fighter cruising alongside, only meters away. He was also able to see the handheld imager Janson had pressed against his cockpit’s canopy, with which Janson continued to snap picture after picture.

Hobbie closed his eyes again. He would have preferred the explosion.

“Just had to get a few shots.” Janson’s grin was positively wicked. “You look like some kind of weird cross between a starfighter pilot and a Batravian gumplucker.”

Hobbie shook his head exhaustedly; dealing with Janson’s pathetic excuse for a sense of humor always made him tired. “Wes, I don’t even know what that is.”

“Sure you do, Hobbie. A starfighter pilot is a guy who flies an X-wing without getting blown up. Check the Basic Dictionary. Though I can understand how you’d get confused.”

“No, I mean the—” Hobbie bit his lip hard enough that he tasted blood. “Um, Wes?”

“Yeah, buddy?”

“Have I told you today how much I really, really hate you?”

“Oh, sure—your lips say ‘I hate you,’ but your eyes say—”

“That someday I’ll murder you in your sleep?”

Janson chuckled. “More or less.”

“It’s all over, huh?”

“This part is. Most of ’em got away.”

“How many’d we lose?”

“Just Eight and Eleven. But Avan and Feylis ejected clean. Nothing a couple weeks in a bacta tank won’t cure. And then there’s my Batravian gumplucker wingman …”

“You’re the wingman, knucklehead. Maybe I should say, wingnut.” Hobbie sighed again. “I guess Wedge is happy, anyway. Everything’s proceeding according to plan …”

“I HATE when you say that.”

“Yeah? How come?”

“Don’t know. It just … gives me the whingeing jimmies. Let me get this tow cable attached, and you might as well sleep; it’s a long cruise to the PRP.”

“Suits me just fine,” Hobbie said, closing his eyes again. “I have this dream I really want to get back to …”

“GOOD JOB, WEDGE.” GENERAL LANDO CALRISSIAN, commander of Special Operations for the New Republic, nodded grave approval toward the flickering bluish holoform of Wedge Antilles that hovered a centimeter above his console. “No casualties?”

“Nothing serious, General. Hobbie—Lieutenant Klivian—needs another left hand …”

Lando smiled. “How many does that make, all told?”

“I’ve lost count. How’s it going on your end?”

“Good and less than good.” Lando punched up his readout of the tracking report. “Looks like our marauders are based in the Taspan system.”

Wedge’s brilliant plan had become brilliant entirely by necessity; the usual method of locating a hidden marauder base—subjecting a captured pilot or two to a neural probe—had turned out to be much more difficult than anyone could have anticipated. Shadowspawn seemed very determined to maintain his privacy; through dozens of raids over nearly two months, many deep inside Republic territory and costing thousands of civilian lives, not one of Shadowspawn’s marauders had ever been taken alive.

This was more than a simple refusal to surrender, though the marauders had shown a distressing tendency, when they found themselves in imminent danger, to shout out words to the effect of For Shadowspawn and the Empire! Forward the Restoration! and blow themselves up. Forensic engineers examining wreckage of destroyed TIE Defenders hypothesized that the starfighters were equipped with some unexplained type of deadman interlock, which would destroy the ship—and obliterate the pilot—even if the pilot merely lost consciousness.

The brilliant part of Wedge’s brilliant plan had been to conceal hundreds of thousands of miniature solid-state transponders among the flechettes inside Rogue Squadron’s custom-made torpedoes, before giving the marauders a fairly decent pasting and letting the rest escape. Unlike ordinary tracking devices, these transponders gave off no signal of their own—thus requiring no power supply, and rendering them effectively undetectable. These transponders were entirely inert until triggered by a very specific subspace signal, which they then echoed in a very specific way. And since the only transponders of this very specific type in the entire galaxy were loaded in Rogue Squadron’s torpedo tubes, drifting at the ambush point in deep space along the Corellian Run, and lodged in various parts of the armored hulls of a certain group of TIE Defenders, locating the system to which said Defenders had fled was actually not complicated at all.

Wedge’s holoform took on a vaguely puzzled look. “Taspan. Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it …”

“The Inner Rim, off the Hydian Way.”

“That would be the less-than-good part.”

“Yeah. No straight lanes in or out—and most of the legs run through systems still held by Imperials.”

“Almost makes you wish for one of Palpatine’s old planet-killers.”

“Almost.” Lando’s smile had faded, and he didn’t sound like he was joking. “The Empire had a weapons facility on Taspan II—it’s where they tested their various designs of gravity-well projectors—”

“That’s it!” The image snapped its fingers silently, the sound eliminated by the holoprojector’s noise filter. “The Big Crush!”

Lando nodded. “The Big Crush.”

“I heard there was nothing left at Taspan but an asteroid field, like the Graveyard of Alderaan.”

“There’s an inner planet—Taspan I is a minor resort world called Mindor. Not well known, but really beautiful; my parents had a summer house there when I was a kid.”

“Any progress on this Shadowspawn character himself?”

“We’ve only managed to determine that no one by that name was ever registered as an Imperial official. Clearly an assumed identity.”

“The guy’s got to be some kind of nutjob.”

“I doubt it. His choice of base is positively inspired; the debris from the Big Crush hasn’t had time to settle into stable orbits.”

“So it is like the Graveyard of Alderaan.”

“It’s worse, Wedge. A lot worse.”

Wedge’s image appeared to be giving a low whistle; the holoprojector’s noise filter screened it out. “Sounds ugly. How are we supposed to get at them?”

“You’re not.” Lando took a deep breath before continuing. “This is exactly the type of situation for which we developed the Rapid Response Task Force.”

Wedge’s image gave a slow, understanding nod. “Hit ’em with our Big Stick, then. Slap ’em good and run like hell.”

“It’s the best shot we’ve got.”

“You’re probably right; you usually are. But it’ll sting, to not be there.”

“Right enough. But we have other problems—and the RRTF is in very capable hands.”

“Got that right.” Wedge suddenly grinned. “Speaking of those capable hands, pass along my regards to General Skywalker, will you?”

“I will do that, Wedge. I will indeed.”


THE NEW REPUBLIC
(5–25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of Emperor Palpatine—the climactic conclusion of Return of the Jedi—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the loyal Imperials settles in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters found a galactic governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and warships are donated to the cause, as New Republic military leaders forge plans to seize Imperial fortress worlds, invade the Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually, the Imperial Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the New Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and democratic government to the galaxy.

At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own lives. Han and Leia marry … but before the birth of their twins, Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again torn asunder by war, as the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against the New Republic. Even after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial forces forge on, harrying the New Republic and Luke’s nascent Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi Order from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue warlords add to the chaos and push the New Republic back a step for every two steps it takes forward in its quest for peace and prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the New Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name Anakin, after his grandfather, is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom he helps bring into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry.

Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the young galactic government and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic and the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the answer to the question … “What happened after the movies?”

If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here are three great starting points:


• X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that switch smoothly and easily between entertaining repartee and tense battlefield action.

• Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the elements that made the movies great—space battles, intriguing villains, and derring-do.

• Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic heroes Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything from military forensics to the nature of the Force.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Republic era.
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1

You’re good, Corran, but you’re no Luke Skywalker. Corran Horn’s cheeks still burned at the memory of Commander Antilles’s evaluation of his last simulator exercise. The line had been a simple comment, not meant to be cruel nor delivered that way, but it cut deep into Corran. I’ve never tried to suggest I’m that good of a pilot.

He shook his head. No, you just wanted it to be self-evident and easily recognized by everyone around you. Reaching out he flicked the starter switches for the X-wing simulator’s engines. “Green One has four starts and is go.” All around him in the cockpit various switches, buttons, and monitors flashed to life. “Primary and secondary power is at full.”

Ooryl Qrygg, his Gand wingman, reported similar start-up success in a high-pitched voice. “Green Two is operational.”

Green Three and Four checked in, then the external screens came alive projecting an empty starfield. “Whistler, have you finished the navigation calculations?”

The green and white R2 unit seated behind Corran hooted, then the navdata spilled out over Corran’s main monitor. He punched a button sending the same coordinates out to the other pilots in Green Flight. “Go to light speed and rendezvous on the Redemption.”

As Corran engaged the X-wing’s hyperdrive, the stars elongated themselves into white cylinders, then snapped back into pinpoints and began to revolve slowly, transforming themselves into a tunnel of white light. Corran fought the urge to use the stick to compensate for the roll. In space, and especially hyperspace, up and down were relative. How his ship moved through hyperspace didn’t really matter—as long as it remained on the course Whistler had calculated and had attained sufficient velocity before entering hyperspace, he’d arrive intact.

Flying into a black hole would actually make this run easier. Every pilot dreaded the Redemption run. The scenario was based on an Imperial attack on evacuation ships back before the first Death Star had been destroyed. While the Redemption waited for three Medevac shuttles and the corvette Korolev to dock and off-load wounded, the Imperial frigate Warspite danced around the system and dumped out TIE fighters and added bombers to the mix to do as much damage as they could.

The bombers, with a full load of missiles, could do a lot of damage. All the pilots called the Redemption scenario by another name: the Requiem scenario. The Warspite would only deploy four starfighters and a half-dozen bombers—known in pilot slang as “eyeballs” and “dupes” respectively—but it would do so in a pattern that made it all but impossible for the pilots to save the Korolev. The corvette was just one big target, and the TIE bombers had no trouble unloading all their missiles into it.

Stellar pinpoints elongated again as the fighter came out of hyperspace. Off to the port side Corran saw the Redemption. Moments later Whistler reported that the other fighters and all three Medevac shuttles had arrived. The fighters checked in and the first shuttle began its docking maneuver with the Redemption.

“Green One, this is Green Four.”

“Go ahead, Four.”

“By the book, or are we doing something fancy?”

Corran hesitated before answering. By book, Nawara Ven had referred to the general wisdom about the scenario. It stated that one pilot should play fleethund and race out to engage the first TIE flight while the other three fighters remained in close as backup. As long as three fighters stayed at home, it appeared, the Warspite dropped ships off at a considerable distance from the Korolev. When they didn’t, it got bolder and the whole scenario became very bloody.

The problem with going by the book was that it wasn’t a very good strategy. It meant one pilot had to deal with five TIEs—two eyeballs and three dupes—all by himself, then turn around and engage five more. Even with them coming in waves, the chances of being able to succeed against those odds were slim.

Doing it any other way was disastrous. Besides, what loyal son of Corellia ever had any use for odds?

“By the book. Keep the home fires burning and pick up after me.”

“Done. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” Corran reached up with his right hand and pressed it against the lucky charm he wore on a chain around his neck. Though he could barely feel the coin through his gloves and the thick material of his flight suit, the familiar sensation of the metal resting against his breastbone brought a smile to his face. It worked for you a lot, Dad, let’s hope all its luck hasn’t run out yet.

He openly acknowledged that he’d been depending quite a bit on luck to see him through the difficulties of settling in with the Alliance forces. Learning the slang took some work—moving from calling TIE starfighters “eyeballs” to calling Interceptors “squints” made a certain amount of sense, but many other terms had been born of logic that escaped him. Everything about the Rebellion seemed odd in comparison to his previous life and fitting in had not been easy.

Nor will be winning this scenario.

The Korolev materialized and moved toward the Redemption, prompting Corran to begin his final check. He’d mulled the scenario over in his mind time and time again. In previous runs, when he served as a home guard to someone else’s fleethund, he’d had Whistler record traces on the TIE timing patterns, flight styles, and attack vectors. While different cadets flew the TIE half of the simulations, the craft dictated their performance and a lot of their initial run sequence had been preprogrammed.

A sharp squawk from Whistler alerted Corran to the Warspite’s arrival. “Great, eleven klicks aft.” Pulling the stick around to the right, Corran brought the X-wing into a wide turn. At the end of it he punched the throttle up to full power. Hitting another switch up to the right, he locked the S-foils into attack position. “Green One engaging.”

Rhysati’s voice came cool and strong through the radio. “Be all over them like drool on a Hutt.”

“I’ll do my best, Green Three.” Corran smiled and waggled the X-wing as he flew back through the Alliance formation and out toward the Warspite. Whistler announced the appearance of three TIE bombers with a low tone, then brought the sound up as two TIE fighters joined them.

“Whistler, tag the bombers as targets one, two, and three.” As the R2 unit complied with that order, Corran pushed shield power full to front and brought his laser targeting program up on the main monitor. With his left hand he adjusted the sighting calibration knob on the stick and got the two fighters. Good, looks like three klicks between the eyeballs and the bombers.

Corran’s right hand again brushed the coin beneath his flight suit. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then settled his hand on the stick and let his thumb hover over the firing button. At two klicks the heads-up display painted a yellow box around the lead TIE fighter. The box went green as the fighter’s image locked into the HUD’s targeting cross and Whistler’s shrill bleat filled the cockpit. Corran’s thumb hit the button, sending three bursts of laser bolts at the lead fighter.

The first set missed but the second and third blasted through the spherical cockpit. The hexagonal solar panels snapped off and spun forward through space while the ion engines exploded into an expanding ball of incandescent gas.

Corran kicked the X-wing up in a ninety-degree snap-roll and sliced through the center of the explosion. Laser fire from the second fighter lit up his forward shields, making it impossible for him to get a good visual line on the TIE. Whistler yowled, complaining about being a target. Corran hurried a shot and knew he hit, but the TIE flashed past and continued on in at the Korolev.

Time to write a new chapter for the book on the Requiem scenario. Corran throttled back almost all the way to zero and let the X-wing decelerate. “Whistler, bring up target one.”

The image of the first TIE bomber filled his monitor. Corran switched over to proton torpedo target control. The HUD changed to a larger box and Whistler began beeping as he worked supplying data to the targeting computer for a missile lock.

“Green One, your velocity is down to one percent. Do you need help?”

“Negative, Green Two.”

“Corran, what are you doing?”

“Making the book a short story.” I hope.

The HUD went red and Whistler’s tone became constant. Corran punched the button and launched the first missile. “Acquire target two.” The HUD flashed yellow, then red, and the pilot launched the second missile.

Numbers scrolled away to zero as the missiles streaked in at their targets. Two kilometers away the first missile hit, shredding the first TIE bomber. Seconds later the second missile hit its target. A novalike explosion lit the simulator’s cockpit, then melted into the blackness of space.

“Acquire target three.”

Even as he gave the order he knew the rate of closure between the bomber and his ship would make the last missile shot all but impossible. “Cancel three.” Corran throttled up again as the third bomber sailed past and brought his ship around. He switched back to laser targeting and climbed right up on the bomber’s stern.

The dupe’s pilot tried to evade him. He juked the double-hulled ship to the left, then started a long turn to the right, but Corran was of no mind to lose him. He cut his speed, which kept the bomber in front of him, then followed it in its turn. As he leveled out again on its tail, he triggered two laser bursts and the targeting computer reported hull damage.

The bomber’s right wing came up in a roll and Corran did the same thing. Had he continued to fly level, the X-wing’s lasers would have passed on either side of the bomber’s fuselage, giving the bomber a few seconds more of life. Keeping the bomber centered in his crosshairs, Corran hit twice more and the bulky craft disintegrated before him.

Pushing his throttle to full, Corran scanned for the fighter he’d missed. He found it two klicks out and going in toward the Korolev. He also found five more TIEs coming in from the other side of the corvette, eighteen kilometers away. Damn, the bomber took more time than I had to give it.

He brought the torpedo targeting program back up and locked on to the remaining fighter. The HUD seemed to take forever before it went red and acquired a lock. Corran fired a missile and watched it blast through the fighter, then turned his attention to the new TIEs.

“Green One, do you want us to engage?”

Corran shook his head. “Negative, Two. Warspite is still here and could dump another flight.” He sighed. “Move to intercept the fighters, but don’t go beyond a klick from the Korolev.”

“On it.”

Good, they can tie the fighters up while I dust these dupes. Corran studied the navigational data Whistler was giving him. The Korolev, the bombers, and his X-wing formed a shrinking triangle. If he flew directly at the bombers he would end up flying in an arc, which would take more time than he had and let them get close enough to launch their missiles at the corvette. That would be less than useless as far as he was concerned.

“Whistler, plot me an intercept point six klicks out from the Korolev.”

The R2 whistled blithely, as if that calculation was so simple even Corran should have been able to do it in his head. Steering toward it, Corran saw he’d have just over a minute to deal with the bombers before they were in firing range on the Korolev. Not enough time.

Flicking two switches, Corran redirected generator energy from recharging his shields and lasers into the engines. It took the acceleration compensator a second to cycle up, so the ship’s burst of speed pushed Corran back into the padding of his command seat. This better work.

“Green One, the Warspite has hyped. Are we released to engage fighters?”

“Affirmative, Three. Go get them.” Corran frowned for a second, knowing his fellow pilots would make short work of the TIE fighters. They would deny him a clean sweep, but he’d willingly trade two TIEs for the corvette. Commander Antilles might have gotten them all himself, but then he’s got two Death Stars painted on the side of his X-wing.

“Whistler, mark each of the bombers four, five, and six.” Range to intercept was three klicks and he had added thirty seconds to his fighting time. “Acquire four.”

The targeting computer showed him to be coming in at a forty-five-degree angle to the flight path of his target, which meant he was way off target. He quickly punched the generator back into recharging lasers and his shields, then pulled even more energy from his quartet of Incom 4L4 fusial thrust engines and shunted it into recharging his weapons and shields.

The resource redirection brought his speed down. Corran pulled back on the stick, easing the X-wing into a turn that brought him head-on into the bombers. Tapping the stick to the left, he centered the targeting box on the first of the dupes.

The HUD started yellow, then quickly went red. Corran fired a missile. “Acquire five.” The HUD started red and Whistler’s keen echoed through the cockpit. The Corellian fired a second missile. “Acquire six.”

Whistler screeched.

Corran looked down at his display. Scrolling up the screen, sandwiched between the reports of missile hits on the three bombers, he saw a notation about Green Two. “Green Two, report.”

“He’s gone, One.”

“A fighter got him?”

“No time to chat …” The comm call from the Twi’lek in Green Four ended in a hiss of static.

“Rhysati?”

“Got one, Corran, but this last one is good.”

“Hang on.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Whistler, acquire six.”

The R2 unit hissed. The last bomber had already shot past the intercept point and was bearing in on the Korolev. The pilot had the wide-bodied craft slowly spinning, making it a difficult target for a missile lock. The Korolev, being as big as it was, would present large enough of a target that even a rolling ship could get a lock on it.

And once he has that lock, the Korolev is so much space junk. Corran switched back to lasers and pushed his X-wing forward. Even though two klicks separated them, he triggered a couple of laser blasts. He knew his chances of hitting were not good at that range, but the light from the bolts would shoot past the TIE and give the pilot something to think about. And I want him thinking about me, not that nerf-vette grazing there.

Corran redirected all power back into the engines and shot forward. Two more laser blasts caused the TIE bomber to shy a bit, but it had pushed into target-acquisition range. The ship’s roll began to slow as the pilot fixated on his target, then, as Corran brought his lasers to bear, the bomber jinked and cut away to port.

The Corellian’s eyes narrowed. Bror Jace has got to be flying that thing. He thinks it’s payback time. The other pilot, a human from Thyferra, was—in Corran’s opinion—the second best pilot in the training squadron. He’s going to kill the Korolev and I’ll never hear the end of it. Unless …

Corran pulled all his shield energy forward and left his aft as naked as the shieldless TIE bomber. Following Jace through a barrel roll, he kept the throttle full forward. As they leveled out again Corran triggered a snapshot at the bomber. It caught a piece of one wing, but Jace dove beneath the X-wing’s line of fire. Here we go!

Corran shoved his stick forward to follow the bomber’s dive, but because his rate of speed was a good twenty percent faster than that of Jace’s ship, the X-wing moved into a broad loop. By the time Corran inverted to finish the turn off, Jace’s bomber came back up and banked in on the X-wing’s tail.

Before the bomber could unload a missile or two into his aft, Corran broke the fighter hard to port and carved across the bomber’s line of fire. Basic maneuver with a basic response. Without even glancing at his instruments, and paying no attention to Whistler’s squealed warning, Corran cut engine power back into recharging his shields. One more second.

Jace’s response to Corran’s break had been a reverse-throttle hop. By bringing the nose of the bomber up in a steep climb, then rolling out in the direction of the turn, Jace managed to stay inside the arc of the X-wing’s turn. As the bomber leveled off, it closed very quickly with the X-wing—too quickly for a missile lock, but not a laser shot.

The TIE bomber shrieked in at the X-wing. Collision warning klaxons wailed. Corran could feel Jace’s excitement as the X-wing loomed larger. He knew the other pilot would snap off a quick shot, then come around again, angry at having overshot the X-wing, but happy to smoke Corran before taking the Korolev.

The X-wing pilot hit a switch and shifted all shield power to the aft shields.

The deflector shield materialized as a demisphere approximately twenty meters behind the X-wing. Designed to dissipate both energy and kinetic weapons, it had no trouble protecting the fighter from the bomber’s twin laser blasts. Had the bomber used missiles, the shields could even have handled all the damage they could do, though that would have been enough to destroy the shields themselves.

The TIE bomber, which massed far more than the missiles it carried, should have punched through the shields and might even have destroyed the fighter, but it hit at an angle and glanced off. The collision did blast away half the power of the aft shield and bounced the X-wing around, but otherwise left the snubfighter undamaged.

The same could not be said of the unshielded bomber. The impact with the shield was roughly equivalent to a vehicle hitting a ferrocrete wall at sixty kilometers per hour. While that might not do a land vehicle much damage, land vehicles are decidedly less delicate than starfighters. The starboard wing crumpled inward, wrapping itself around the bomber’s cockpit. Both pods of the ship twisted out of alignment so the engines shot it off into an uncontrolled tumble through the simulator’s dataspace.

“Green Three, did you copy that?”

Corran got no response. “Whistler, what happened to Three?”

The R2 unit gave him a mournful tone.

Sithspawn. Corran flipped the shield control to equalize things fore and aft. “Where is he?”

The image of a lone TIE fighter making a strafing run on the Korolev appeared on Corran’s monitor. The clumsy little craft skittered along over the corvette’s surface, easily dodging its weak return fire. That’s seriously gutsy for a TIE fighter. Corran smiled. Or arrogant, and time to make him pay for that arrogance.

The Corellian brought his proton torpedo targeting program up and locked on to the TIE. It tried to break the lock, but turbolaser fire from the Korolev boxed it in. Corran’s HUD went red and he triggered the torpedo. “Scratch one eyeball.”

The missile shot straight in at the fighter, but the pilot broke hard to port and away, causing the missile to overshoot the target. Nice flying! Corran brought his X-wing over and started down to loop in behind the TIE, but as he did so, the TIE vanished from his forward screen and reappeared in his aft arc. Yanking the stick hard to the right and pulling it back, Corran wrestled the X-wing up and to starboard, then inverted and rolled out to the left.

A laser shot jolted a tremor through the simulator’s couch. Lucky thing I had all shields aft! Corran reinforced them with energy from his lasers, then evened them out fore and aft. Jinking the fighter right and left, he avoided laser shots coming in from behind, but they all came in far closer than he liked.

He knew Jace had been in the bomber, and Jace was the only pilot in the unit who could have stayed with him. Except for our leader. Corran smiled broadly. Coming to see how good I really am, Commander Antilles? Let me give you a clinic. “Make sure you’re in there solid, Whistler, because we’re going for a little ride.”

Corran refused to let the R2’s moan slow him down. A snap-roll brought the X-wing up on its port wing. Pulling back on the stick yanked the fighter’s nose up away from the original line of flight. The TIE stayed with him, then tightened up on the arc to close distance. Corran then rolled another ninety degrees and continued the turn into a dive. Throttling back, Corran hung in the dive for three seconds, then hauled back hard on the stick and cruised up into the TIE fighter’s aft.

The X-wing’s laser fire missed wide to the right as the TIE cut to the left. Corran kicked his speed up to full and broke with the TIE. He let the X-wing rise above the plane of the break, then put the fighter through a twisting roll that ate up enough time to bring him again into the TIE’s rear. The TIE snapped to the right and Corran looped out left.

He watched the tracking display as the distance between them grew to be a kilometer and a half, then slowed. Fine, you want to go nose to nose? I’ve got shields and you don’t. If Commander Antilles wanted to commit virtual suicide, Corran was happy to oblige him. He tugged the stick back to his sternum and rolled out in an inversion loop. Coming at you!

The two starfighters closed swiftly. Corran centered his foe in the crosshairs and waited for a dead shot. Without shields the TIE fighter would die with one burst, and Corran wanted the kill to be clean. His HUD flicked green as the TIE juked in and out of the center, then locked green as they closed.

The TIE started firing at maximum range and scored hits. At that distance the lasers did no real damage against the shields, prompting Corran to wonder why Wedge was wasting the energy. Then, as the HUD’s green color started to flicker, realization dawned. The bright bursts on the shields are a distraction to my targeting! I better kill him now!

Corran tightened down on the trigger button, sending red laser needles stabbing out at the closing TIE fighter. He couldn’t tell if he had hit anything. Lights flashed in the cockpit and Whistler started screeching furiously. Corran’s main monitor went black, his shields were down, and his weapons controls were dead.

The pilot looked left and right. “Where is he, Whistler?”

The monitor in front of him flickered to life and a diagnostic report began to scroll by. Bloodred bordered the damage reports. “Scanners, out; lasers, out; shields, out; engine, out! I’m a wallowing Hutt just hanging here in space.”

With the X-wing’s scanners being dead, the R2 droid couldn’t locate the TIE fighter if it was outside the droid’s scanner range. Whistler informed Corran of this with an anxious bleat.

“Easy, Whistler, get me my shields back first. Hurry.” Corran continued to look around for the TIE fighter. Letting me stew, are you, sir? You’ll finish the Korolev then come for me. The pilot frowned and felt a cold chill run down his spine. You’re right, I’m no Luke Skywalker. I’m glad you think I’m not bad, but I want to be the best!

Suddenly the starfield went black and the simulator pod hissed as it cracked open. The canopy lifted up and the sound of laughter filled the cockpit. Corran almost flicked the blast shield down on his helmet to prevent his three friends from seeing his embarrassed blush. Nope, might as well take my punishment. He stood and doffed his helmet, then shook his head. “At least it’s over.”

The Twi’lek, Nawara Ven, clapped his hands. “Such modesty, Corran.”

“Huh?”

The blond woman next to the Twi’lek beamed up at him. “You won the Redemption scenario.”

“What?”

The grey-green Gand nodded his head and placed his helmet on the nose of Corran’s simulator. “You had nine kills. Jace is not pleased.”

“Thanks for the good news, Ooryl, but I still got killed in there.” Corran hopped out of the simulator. “The pilot who got you three—Commander Antilles—he got me, too.”

The Twi’lek shrugged. “He’s been at this a bit longer than I have, so it is not a surprise he got me.”

Rhysati shook her head, letting her golden hair drape down over her shoulders. “The surprise was that he took so long to get us, really. Are you certain he killed you?”

Corran frowned. “I don’t think I got a mission end message.”

“Clearly you have too little experience of dying in these simulators because you’d know if you did.” Rhysati laughed lightly. “He may have hit you, Corran, but he didn’t kill you. You survived and won.”

Corran blinked, then smiled. “And I got Bror before he got the Korolev. I’ll take that.”

“As well you should.” A brown-haired man with crystal blue eyes shouldered his way between Ooryl and Nawara. “You’re an exceptionally good pilot.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The man offered Corran his hand. “Thought I had you, but when you shot out my engines, your missile caught up with me. Nice job.”

Corran shook the man’s hand hesitantly. The man wore a black flight suit with no name or rank insignia on it, though it did have Hoth, Endor, and Bakura battle tabs sewn on the left sleeve. “You know, you’re one hot hand in a TIE.”

“Nice of you to say, Mr. Horn—I’m a bit rusty, but I really enjoyed this run.” He released Corran’s hand. “Next time I’ll give you more of a fight.”

A woman wearing a Lieutenant’s uniform touched the TIE pilot on the arm. “Admiral Ackbar is ready to see you now, sir. If you will follow me.”

The TIE pilot nodded to the four X-wing pilots. “Good flying, all of you. Congratulations on winning the scenario.”

Corran stared at the man’s retreating back. “I thought Commander Antilles was in that TIE. I mean it had to be someone as good as him to get you three.”

The ends of Nawara Ven’s head tails twitched. “Apparently he is that good.”

Rhysati nodded. “He flew circles around me.”

“At least you saw him.” The Gand drummed his trio of fingers against the hull of Corran’s simulator. “He caught Ooryl as Ooryl fixed on his wingman. Ooryl is free hydrogen in simspace. That man is very good.”

“Sure, but who is he?” Corran frowned. “He’s not Luke Skywalker, obviously, but he was with Rogue Squadron at Bakura and survived Endor.”

The Twi’lek’s red eyes sparked. “The Endor tab had a black dot in the middle—he survived the Death Star run.”

Rhysati looped her right arm around Corran’s neck and brought her fist up gently under his chin. “What difference does it make who he is?”

“Rhys, he shot up three of our best pilots, had me dead in space, and says he’s a bit rusty! I want to know who he is because he’s decidedly dangerous.”

“He is that, but today he’s not the most dangerous pilot. That’s you.” She linked her other arm through Nawara’s right elbow. “So, Corran, you forget you were a Security officer and, Nawara, you forget you were a lawyer and let this thing drop. Today we’re all pilots, we’re all on the same side”—she smiled sweetly—“and the man who beat the Redemption scenario is about to make good on all those dinner and drink promises he made to talk his wingmates into helping him win.”


THE NEW JEDI ORDER
(25–40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: 
A NEW HOPE)

A quarter century after A New Hope and the destruction of the Death Star, the galaxy is free of wide-scale conflicts—but the New Republic must contend with many regional brushfires. And Luke Skywalker’s Jedi Order faces its own growing pains: Some New Republic officials want to rein in the Jedi, leading Luke to wonder if the Jedi Council should be restored.

On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet with a mysterious rabble-rouser named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties, but she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to him in the Force: nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there.

Anor is a secret agent of the Yuuzhan Vong, powerful warriors from another galaxy who regard technology as blasphemous, relying on biological constructs to serve as their starships, weapons, and communicators. Long ago, a devastating war destroyed much of the Yuuzhan Vong’s galaxy and cut them off from the Force, sending their clans across the intergalactic void in search of a new home. Now they are at the edge of the Star Wars galaxy, ready to invade.

As head of the New Jedi Order, Luke is central to the galaxy’s defense; Leia’s skills as a former Chief of State and respected political adviser are also called on. The five-year war shakes the galaxy to its foundations. Technologically advanced worlds within the Yuuzhan Vong invasion corridor are subjected to the newcomers’ biotechnology and altered into strange hybrids combining what they had been with the new Yuuzhan Vong ecosystem. Entire species are enslaved—or eradicated. The New Republic is ill prepared to meet the extragalactic threat, with regional rivalries, political dissension, and concern over the Imperial Remnant limiting the effectiveness of its military response. Wrangling in the Senate snarls the war plans, as do disagreements between planetary fleets and armies, while assassination and war thin the ranks of the New Republic’s leaders. Officers and pilots who battled for so long against the Empire, such as Admiral Ackbar and Wedge Antilles, work feverishly to figure out how to outmaneuver their new enemies.

The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it upon themselves to meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and some of those skirt the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear as the Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to recognize the Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin hunting them down using New Republic traitors and bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi are the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their own right. By the time the war is over, the Solo family will never be the same again.

The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles and tragedies. Luke fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected with a Yuuzhan Vong–engineered disease—and for that of his newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s losses are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children risk everything to stop the Yuuzhan Vong.

If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan Vong war and the era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to start is with the first book in the series:


• The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan Vong and immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion are in mortal danger.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi Order era.
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ONE
Fraying Fabric

It was too peaceful out here, surrounded by the vacuum of space and with only the continual hum of the twin ion drives breaking the silence. While she loved these moments of peace, Leia Organa Solo also viewed them as an emotional trap, for she had been around long enough to understand the turmoil she would find at the end of this ride.

Like the end of every ride, lately.

Leia paused a moment before she entered the bridge of the Jade Sabre, the new shuttle her brother, Luke, had built for his wife, Mara Jade. Before her, and apparently oblivious to her, Mara and Jaina sat comfortably, side by side at the controls, talking and smiling. Leia focused on her daughter, Jaina, sixteen years old, but with the mature and calm demeanor of a veteran pilot. Jaina looked a lot like Leia, with long dark hair and brown eyes contrasting sharply with her smooth and creamy skin. Indeed, Leia saw much of herself in the girl—no, not girl, Leia corrected her own thoughts, but young woman. That same sparkle behind the brown eyes, mischievous, adventurous, determined.

That notion set Leia back a bit, for she recognized then that when she looked at Jaina, she was seeing not a reflection of herself but an image of the girl she had once been. A twinge of sadness caught her as she considered her own life now: a diplomat, a bureaucrat, a mediator, always trying to calm things down, always working for the peace and prosperity of the New Republic. Did she miss the days when the most common noise around her had been the sharp blare of a blaster or the hiss of a lightsaber? Was she sorry that those wild times had been replaced by the droning of the ion drives and the sharp bickering of one pride-wounded emissary after another?

Perhaps, Leia had to admit, but in looking at Jaina and those simmering dark eyes, she could take vicarious pleasure.

Another twinge—jealousy?—caught her by surprise, as Mara and Jaina erupted into laughter over some joke Leia had not overheard. But she pushed the absurd notion far from her mind as she considered her sister-in-law, Luke’s wife and Jaina’s tutor—at Jaina’s own request—in the ways of the Jedi. Mara was not a substitute mother for Jaina, but rather a big sister, and when Leia considered the fires that constantly burned in Mara’s green eyes, she understood that the woman could give to Jaina things that Leia could not, and that those lessons and that friendship would prove valuable indeed to her daughter. And so she forced aside her jealousy and was merely glad that Jaina had found such a friend.

She started onto the bridge, but paused again, sensing movement behind her. She knew before looking that it was Bolpuhr, her Noghri bodyguard, and barely gave him a glance as he glided to the side, moving so easily and gracefully that he reminded her of a lace curtain drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. She had accepted young Bolpuhr as her shadow for just that reason, for he was as unobtrusive as any bodyguard could be. Leia marveled at the young Noghri, at how his grace and silence covered a perfectly deadly fighting ability.

She held up her hand, indicating that Bolpuhr should remain out here, and though his usually emotionless face did flash Leia a quick expression of disappointment, she knew he would obey. Bolpuhr, and all the Noghri, would do anything Leia asked of them. He would jump off a cliff or dive into the hot end of an ion engine for her, and the only time she ever saw any sign of discontentment with her orders was when Bolpuhr thought she might be placing him in a difficult position to properly defend her.

As he was thinking now, Leia understood, though why in the world Bolpuhr would fear for her safety on her sister-in-law’s private shuttle was beyond her. Sometimes dedication could be taken a bit too far.

With a nod to Bolpuhr, she turned back to the bridge and crossed through the open doorway. “How much longer?” she asked, and was amused to see both Jaina and Mara jump in surprise at her sudden appearance.

In answer, Jaina increased the magnification on the forward screen, and instead of the unremarkable dots of light, there appeared an image of two planets, one mostly blue and white, the other reddish in hue, seemingly so close together that Leia wondered how it was that the blue-and-white one, the larger of the pair, had not grasped the other in its gravity and turned it into a moon. Parked halfway between them, perhaps a half a million kilometers from either, deck lights glittering in the shadows of the blue-and-white planet, loomed a Mon Calamari battle cruiser, the Mediator, one of the newest ships in the New Republic fleet.

“They’re at their closest,” Mara observed, referring to the planets.

“I beg your indulgence,” came a melodic voice from the doorway, and the protocol droid C-3PO walked into the room. “But I do not believe that is correct.”

“Close enough,” Mara said. She turned to Jaina. “Both Rhommamool and Osarian are ground based, technologically—”

“Rhommamool almost exclusively so!” C-3PO quickly added, drawing a scowl from all three of the women. Oblivious, he rambled on. “Even Osarian’s fleet must be considered marginal, at best. Unless, of course, one is using the Pantang Scale of Aero-techno Advancement, which counts even a simple landspeeder as highly as it would a Star Destroyer. Perfectly ridiculous scale.”

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, her tone indicating that she had heard more than enough.

“They’ve both got missiles that can hit each other from this close distance, though,” Mara continued.

“Oh, yes!” the droid exclaimed. “And given the proximity of their relative elliptical orbits—”

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said.

“—they will remain within striking distance for some time,” C-3PO continued without missing a beat. “Months, at least. In fact, they will be even closer in two standard weeks, the closest they will be to each other for a decade to come.”

“Thank you, Threepio!” Mara and Leia said together.

“And the closest they have been for a decade previous,” the droid had to slip in, as the women turned back to their conversation.

Mara shook her head, trying to remember her original point to Jaina. “That’s why your mother chose to come out now.”

“You’re expecting a fight?” Jaina asked, and neither Leia nor Mara missed the sparkle in her eye.

“The Mediator will keep them behaving,” Leia said hopefully. Indeed, the battle cruiser was an impressive warship, an updated and more heavily armed and armored version of the Mon Calamari star cruiser.

Mara looked back to the screen and shook her head, unconvinced. “It’ll take more than a show of force to stop this catastrophe,” she replied.

“Indeed, it has been escalating, by all reports,” C-3PO piped up. “It started as a simple mining dispute over mineral rights, but now the rhetoric is more appropriate for some kind of a holy crusade.”

“It’s the leader on Rhommamool,” Mara remarked. “Nom Anor. He’s reached down and grabbed his followers by their most basic instincts, weaving the dispute against Osarian into a more general matter of tyranny and oppression. Don’t underestimate him.”

“I can’t begin to give you a full list of tyrants like Nom Anor that I’ve dealt with,” Leia said with a resigned shrug.

“I have that very list available,” C-3PO blurted. “Tonkoss Rathba of—”

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, too politely.

“Why, of course, Princess Leia,” the droid replied. “I do so like to be of service. Now where was I? Oh, yes. Tonkoss Rathba of—”

“Not now, Threepio,” Leia insisted, then to Mara, she added, “I’ve seen his type often.”

“Not like him,” Mara replied, somewhat softly, and the sudden weakness in her voice reminded Leia and Jaina that Mara, despite her nearly constant bravado and overabundance of energy, was seriously ill, with a strange and thankfully rare disease that had killed dozens of others and against which the best doctors in the New Republic had proven completely helpless. Of those who had contracted the molecular disorder, only Mara and one other remained alive, and that other person, being studied intently on Coruscant, was fast dying.

“Daluba,” C-3PO went on. “And of course, there was Icknya—”

Leia started to turn to the droid, hoping to politely but firmly shut him up, but Jaina’s cry stopped her abruptly and swung her back to face the screen.

“Incoming ships!” Jaina announced, her voice full of surprise. The telltale blips had appeared on her sensor viewer as if from nowhere.

“Four of them,” Mara confirmed. Even as she spoke, the warning buzzers began to go off. “From Osarian.” She turned her curious expression up to Leia. “They know who we are?”

Leia nodded. “And they know why I’ve come.”

“Then they should know to leave us alone,” Jaina reasoned.

Leia nodded again, but understood better. She had come to the system not to meet with the Osarians—not at first, at least—but with their principal rival, Nom Anor, the cult figure stirring up trouble on Rhommamool. “Tell them to back off,” she instructed Mara.

“Politely?” Mara asked, smiling, and with that dangerous twinkle in her eyes.

“New Republic shuttle,” a halting voice crackled over the comm. “This is Captain Grappa of Osarian First-Force.”

With a flick of a switch, Mara put an image of the captain on the viewscreen, and Leia sighed as the green skin, spiny head ridge, and tapirlike snout came into view.

“Wonderful,” she remarked sarcastically.

“The Osarians have hired Rodians?” Jaina asked.

“Nothing like a few mercenaries to quiet things down,” Leia replied dryly.

“Oh, dear me,” C-3PO remarked, and he shuffled aside nervously.

“You come with us,” Grappa insisted, his multifaceted eyes sparkling eagerly. “To Osa-Prime.”

“Seems the Osarians want to talk with you first,” Mara said.

“They’re afraid that my meeting with Nom Anor will only heighten his stature, both among the Rhommamoolians and throughout the sector,” Leia reasoned, a notion not without credence, and one that she had debated endlessly before making the decision to come here.

“Whatever the reason, they’re closing fast,” Mara replied. Both she and Jaina looked to Leia for instructions, for while the Jade Sabre was Mara’s ship, this was Leia’s mission.

“Princess Leia?” an obviously alarmed C-3PO asked.

Leia sat down in the chair behind Mara, intently studying the screen, which Jaina had switched back to a normal space view. The four approaching fighters were clearly visible.

“Lose them,” she said determinedly, a request that neither of the pilots needed to hear twice. Indeed, Mara had been eager to put the shuttle, with its powerful twin engines and state-of-the-art maneuvering systems, through a real test.

Green eyes sparkling, smile wide, Mara reached for the controls, but then retracted her hands and put them on her lap. “You heard her, Jaina,” she said.

Jaina’s mouth dropped open; so did Leia’s.

“You mean it?” Jaina asked.

Mara’s only reply was an almost bored expression, along with a slight yawn, as if this whole thing was no big deal, and certainly nothing that Jaina couldn’t easily handle.

“Yes!” Jaina whispered, clenching her fists, wearing a smile nearly wide enough to take in her ears. She rubbed her hands together, then reached out to the right, rolling her fingers over the floating-ball control of the inertial compensator. “Strap in,” she ordered, and she dialed it down to 95 percent, as fighter pilots often did so that they could gain a tactile feel to the movements of their ships. Reading the g’s, Jaina had heard it called, and she always preferred flying that way, where fast turns and mighty acceleration could push her back in her seat.

“Not too much,” Leia said with concern.

But her daughter was in her element now, Leia knew, and she’d push the shuttle to its limits. Leia felt the lean as Jaina veered right, angling away from the approaching ships.

“If you run, we shoot you down!” came the uneven voice of Grappa.

“Z-95 Headhunters,” Mara said derisively of the closing craft, an antiquated starfighter, and she flipped off the comm switch and looked back at Leia. “Can’t shoot what you can’t catch,” she explained. “Kick them in,” she added to Jaina, motioning to the primary thrusters, thinking that a burst of the powerful engines would shoot the Jade Sabre right past the befuddled Rodians and their outdated starfighters.

Even as she spoke, though, two more blips appeared on the sensors, streaking out from the shadows around Rhommamool, angling right in line with the Jade Sabre.

“Mara,” Leia said with concern. At that, Mara did reach for the controls. But only for a moment, and then she looked Jaina right in the eye and nodded for the young woman to proceed.

Leia lurched forward in her seat, held back only by the belt, as Jaina reversed throttle and kicked the etheric rudder right. There came a metallic thump behind them—C-3PO hitting the wall, Leia guessed.

Even as the Jade Sabre came to a sudden halt, nose turned starboard, Jaina pumped it out to full throttle and kicked the rudder back to the left, then hard right, fishtailing the ship about in a brutal one-eighty, then working the rudder hard and somewhat choppy in straightening out her direct retreat. As they turned, a laser cannon blast cut across their bow.

“All right, the first four are on our tail,” Mara instructed calmly. The Jade Sabre jolted, hit aft, a blow the shields easily held back.

“Try a—” Mara started to say, but she lost the words, and nearly her lunch, as Jaina pulled a snap roll right, and then another right behind it.

“Oh, we’ll be killed!” came C-3PO’s cry from the doorway, and Leia managed to turn her head to see the droid leaning in against the metal jamb, and then to see him fly away, with a pitiful cry, as Jaina kicked the etheric rudder again, putting the ship into another sudden fishtail.

A pair of Headhunters streaked past the viewscreen, but just for a split second, for Jaina vectored away at a different angle, and at single-engine full throttle, pressing Leia back in her seat. Leia wanted to say something to Jaina then, some words of encouragement or advice, but found her words stuck in her throat. And not for any g forces.

It was the sight of Jaina, the fire in her brown eyes, the determined set of her jaw, the sheer concentration. At that moment, Leia knew.

Her daughter was a woman now, and with all the grit of her father and mother combined.

Mara glanced over her right shoulder, between Jaina and Leia, and both followed her lead long enough to see that two of the initial four had altered course accordingly and were fast closing, laser cannons blasting away.

“Hold on,” a confident Jaina warned, and she pulled back the stick, lifting the Jade Sabre’s nose, then shoved it forward, dropping the shuttle into a sudden, inverted loop.

“We’re doomed!” C-3PO cried from the hallway—the hallway ceiling, Leia knew.

Halfway around, Jaina broke the loop with a snap roll, then kicked her into a fishtail and a barrel roll, bringing her about to nearly their original course, but with the initial four behind them. Now she did kick in both ion drives, as if to use sheer speed to split the gap between the two incoming fighters.

Both angled out suddenly, then turned back in, widening that escape route but giving them a longer shooting angle at the shuttle, and an easier turn to pursue.

“They’re good,” Mara warned, but, like Leia, she found her words lost in her throat, as Jaina, teeth gritted to fight back the g’s, reversed throttle.

“Princess—” The plaintive cry from the corridor ended abruptly in a loud crash.

“Coming in hot!” Mara cried, noting the fighter fast approaching to port.

Jaina didn’t, couldn’t even hear her; she had turned inward now, was feeling the Force coursing through her, was registering every movement of her enemies and reacting instinctively, playing the game three moves ahead. Before Mara had even begun to speak, Jaina had hit the forward attitude adjustment jets, lifting the nose, then she pumped the throttle and kicked the rudder, lifting the Jade Sabre and bringing her nose about to starboard, to directly face the other incoming Headhunter.

And that eager Rodian did come in at them, and hard, and the Jade Sabre’s defensive array screeched and lit up, warning of a lock-on.

“Jaina!” Leia cried.

“He’s got us!” Mara added.

But then the closer ship, coming from port, passed right under the Jade Sabre, and Jaina fired the repulsorlifts, bouncing the Jade Sabre up and sending the poor Headhunter into a wild, spinning roll.

The closing ship from starboard let fly its concussion missile, but it, and the Headhunter, zipped right underneath the elevated Jade Sabre.

Before the three women could even begin to catch their breath, another ship streaked in, an X-wing, the new XJ version of the starfighter, its own laser cannons blasting away from its wingtips. Not at the Jade Sabre, though, but at the Headhunter that had just gone past.

“Who is that?” Leia asked, and Jaina, equally curious, brought the Jade Sabre about hard.

The Headhunter snap-rolled left and dived, but the far superior X-wing stayed on her, lasers scoring hit after hit, depleting her shields and then blasting her apart into a million pieces.

“A Jedi,” Mara and Jaina said together, and Leia, when she paused to collect the Force sensations about her, concurred.

“Fast to the Mediator,” Leia instructed her daughter, and Jaina swung the Jade Sabre about yet again.

“I didn’t know there were any Jedi in the sector,” Leia said to Mara, who could only shrug, equally at a loss.

“Another one’s out,” Jaina informed them, watching the blips on her sensor screen. “And two others are vectoring away.”

“They want no part of a Jedi showing a willingness to shoot back,” Mara remarked.

“Maybe Rodians are smarter than I thought,” Leia said dryly. “Smooth it out,” she instructed her daughter, unbuckling and climbing unsteadily to her feet.

Jaina reluctantly dialed the inertial compensator back to full.

“Only one pursuing,” Jaina informed them as Leia made her way to the door.

“The X-wing,” Mara added, and Leia nodded.

In the hallway outside the bridge, Leia found C-3PO inverted and against the wall, his feet sticking up in the air, his head crunched forward so that his chin was tight against his chest.

“You have to learn to hold on,” Leia said to him, helping him upright. She glanced across the way to Bolpuhr as she spoke, to find the Noghri still standing calmly in the exact spot she had assigned him.

Somehow, she wasn’t amazed.

Jaina took the Jade Sabre at a swift but steady pace toward the distant Mediator. She checked often for pursuit, but it quickly became obvious that the Rodians in their outdated Headhunters wanted no part of this fight.

Leia rejoined them a short while later, to find Jaina in complete control and Mara resting back in her seat, eyes closed. Even when Jaina asked her aunt a question about docking procedures, the woman didn’t respond, didn’t even open her eyes.

“They’ll guide you in,” Leia interjected, and sure enough, a voice from the Mediator crackled over the opened comm, giving explicit directions for entry vector.

Jaina took her in, and Jaina took her down, easily—and after the display of flying she had just given them out with the Headhunters, Leia wasn’t the least bit surprised by her ability to so smoothly tight-dock a ship as large as the Jade Sabre.

That final shudder as Jaina eased off the repulsorlifts and settled the shuttle onto the docking bay floor stirred Mara from her rest. She opened her eyes and, seeing where they were, rose quickly.

And then she swayed and seemed as if she would fall.

Leia and Jaina were there in an instant, catching and steadying her.

She regained her balance and took a deep breath. “Maybe next time you can dial down the inertial compensator to ninety-seven instead of ninety-five,” she said jokingly, straining a smile.

Jaina laughed, but Leia’s face showed her deep concern. “Are you all right?” she asked.

Mara eyed her directly.

“Perhaps we should find a place where you can rest,” Leia said.

“Where we all can rest,” Mara corrected, and her tone told Leia to back off, a reminder that Leia was intruding on a private place for Mara, a place she had explicitly instructed all of her friends, even her husband, not to go. This disease was Mara’s fight alone, to Mara’s thinking, a battle that had forced her to reconsider everything she thought about her life, past, present, and future, and everything she thought about death.

Leia held her stare for a moment longer, but replaced her own concerned expression with one of acceptance. Mara did not want to be coddled or cuddled. She was determined to live on in an existence that did not name her disease as the most pressing and important facet of her entire life, to live on as she had before, with the illness being relegated to the position of nuisance, and nothing more.

Of course, Leia understood it to be much more than that, an internal churning that required Mara to spend hours and tremendous Force energy merely holding it in check. But that was Mara’s business.

“I hope to meet with Nom Anor tomorrow,” Leia explained, as the three, with C-3PO and Bolpuhr in tow, headed for the lower hatch, then moved down to the landing bay. A contingent of New Republic Honor Guard stood waiting there, along with Commander Ackdool, a Mon Calamarian with large, probing eyes, a fishlike face, and salmon-colored skin. “By all reports, we should all be rested before dealing with him.”

“Believe those reports,” Mara said.

“And first, it seems I get to meet with our savior Jedi,” Leia added dryly, looking back behind the Jade Sabre to see the X-wing gliding in to rest.

“Wurth Skidder,” Jaina remarked, recognizing the markings under the canopy on the starfighter.

“Why am I not surprised?” Leia asked, and she blew a sigh.

Ackdool came over to them, then, and extended his formal greetings to the distinguished guests, but Leia’s reaction set him back on his heels—indeed, it raised more than a few eyebrows among the members of the Mediator’s Honor Guard.

“Why did you send him out?” Leia snapped, motioning toward the docking X-wing.

Commander Ackdool started to answer, but Leia continued. “If we had needed assistance, we would have called for it.”

“Of course, Princess Leia,” Commander Ackdool said with a polite bow.

“They why send him out?”

“Why do you assume that Wurth Skidder flew out at my command?” the cool Commander Ackdool dared to respond. “Why would you assume that Wurth Skidder heeds any order I might give?”

“Couple o’ ridge-head parachutes floating over Osarian, if those Rodians had any luck,” came the singsong voice of Wurth Skidder. The cocky young man was fast approaching, pulling off his helmet and giving his shock of blond hair a tousle as he walked.

Leia stepped out to intercept him and took another quick step for no better reason than to make the Jedi stop short. “Wurth Skidder,” she said.

“Princess,” the man replied with a bow.

“Did you have a little fun out there?”

“More than a little,” the Jedi said with a wide grin and a sniffle—and he always seemed to be sniffling, and his hair always looked as if he had just walked in from a Tatooine sandstorm. “Fun for me, I mean, and not for the Rodians.”

“And the cost of your fun?” Leia asked.

That took the smile from Wurth Skidder’s face, and he looked at Leia curiously, obviously not understanding.

“The cost,” Leia explained. “What did your little excursion cost?”

“A couple of proton torpedos,” Wurth replied with a shrug. “A little fuel.”

“And a year of diplomatic missions to calm down the Osarians,” Leia retorted.

“But they shot first,” Wurth protested.

“Do you even understand that your stupidity likely escalated an already impossible situation?” Leia’s voice was as firm and cold as anyone present had ever heard it. So cold, in fact, that the always overprotective Bolpuhr, fearing trouble, glided closer to her, hanging back just behind her left shoulder, within fast striking distance of the Jedi.

“They were attacking you,” Wurth Skidder retorted. “Six of them!”

“They were trying to bring us down to Osarian,” Leia harshly explained. “A not-so-unexpected response, given my announced intentions here. And so we planned to avoid them. Avoid! Do you understand that word?”

Wurth Skidder said nothing.

“Avoid them and thus cause no further problems or hard feelings,” Leia went on. “And so we would have, and we would have asked for no explanations from Shunta Osarian Dharrg, all of us pretending that nothing had ever happened.”

“But—”

“And our graciousness in not mentioning this unfortunate incident would have bought me the bargaining capital I need to bring some kind of conciliation from Osarian toward Rhommamool,” Leia continued, anger creeping in thicker with each word. “But now we can’t do that, can we? Now, so that Wurth Skidder could paint another skull on the side of his X-wing, I’ll have to deal with an incident.”

“They shot first,” Wurth Skidder reiterated when it became apparent that Leia was done.

“And better that they had shot last,” Leia replied. “And if Shunta Osarian Dharrg demands reparations, we’ll agree, with all apologies, and any monies to be paid will come from Wurth Skidder’s private funds.”

The Jedi squared his shoulders at the suggestion, but then Leia hit him with a sudden and devastating shot. “My brother will see to it.”

Wurth Skidder bowed again, glared at Leia and all around, then turned on his heel and walked briskly away.

“My apologies, Princess Leia,” Ackdool said. “But I have no real authority over Jedi Skidder. I had thought it a blessing when he arrived two weeks ago. His Jedi skills should certainly come in handy against any terrorist attempts—and we have heard rumors of many—against the Mediator.”

“And you are indeed within striking distance of surface missiles,” C-3PO added, but he stopped short, this time catching on to the many disapproving looks that came his way.

“I did not know that Jedi Skidder would prove so …” Ackdool paused, searching for the right word. “Intractable.”

“Stubborn, you mean,” Leia said. As they all started away, Leia did manage a bit of a smile when she heard Mara behind her tell Jaina, “Maybe Nom Anor has met his match.”

C-9PO, a protocol droid, its copper coloring tinged red from the constantly blowing dusts of Rhommamool, skittered down an alley to the side of the main avenue of Redhaven and peeked out cautiously at the tumult beyond. The fanatical followers of Nom Anor, the Red Knights of Life, had gone on the rampage again, riding throughout the city in an apparent purge of landspeeders on their tutakans, eight-legged lizards with enormous tusks that climbed right up past their black eyes and curled in like white eyebrows.

“Ride the beasts given by Life!” one Red Knight screamed at a poor civilian as the wrinkled Dressellian merchant was dragged from the cockpit and punched and pushed to the ground.

“Perversion!” several other Red Knights cried in unison. “Life-pretender!” And they set upon the landspeeder with their tubal-iron pummelstaves, smashing the windshield, bashing in the side moldings, crushing the steering wheel and other controls, even knocking one of the rear drive’s cylindrical engines from its mounts.

Satisfied that the craft was wrecked beyond repair, they pulled the Dressellian to his feet and shoved him to and fro, warning him to ride creatures, not machines—or, better still, to use the legs that nature had provided and walk. Then they beat him back down to the ground and moved on, some climbing back atop the tutakans, others running beside.

The landspeeder continued to hover, though it had only a couple of repulsors still firing. It looked more like a twisted lump of beaten metal than a vehicle, tilting to one side because of the unequal weight distribution and the weakened lift capacity.

“Oh, dear me,” the protocol droid said, ducking low as the contingent stormed past.

Tap, tap, tap came the ringing of metal on metal against the top of the droid’s head. C-9PO slowly turned about and saw the fringe of the telltale black capes, and the red-dyed hides.

With a screech, the droid stood up and tried to run away, but a pummelstave smashed in the side of his leg and he went facedown in the red dust. He lifted his head, but rising up on his arms only gave the two Red Knights a better handhold as they walked past, each scooping the droid under one shoulder and dragging him along.

“Got a Ninepio,” one of the pair called out to his lizard-riding buddies, and a cheer went up.

The doomed droid knew the destination: the Square of Hopeful Redemption.

C-9PO was glad that he wasn’t programmed to experience pain.

* * *

“It was a stupid thing to do,” Leia said firmly.

“Wurth thought he was helping us,” Jaina reminded, but Leia wasn’t buying that argument.

“Wurth was trying to find his own thrills,” she corrected.

“And that hotshot attitude of his will reinforce the ring of truth to Nom Anor’s diatribes against the Jedi,” Mara said. “He’s not without followers on Osarian.” As she finished, she looked down at the table, at the pile of leaflets Commander Ackdool had given them, colorful propaganda railing against the New Republic, against the Jedi, and against anything mechanical and technological, and somehow tying all of these supposed ills to the cultural disease that engulfed the society of the planet Osarian.

“Why does Nom Anor hate the Jedi?” Jaina asked. “What do we have to do with the struggle between Osarian and Rhommamool? I never even heard of these planets until you mentioned that we’d be coming here.”

“The Jedi have nothing to do with this struggle,” Leia replied. “Or at least, they didn’t until Wurth Skidder’s antics.”

“Nom Anor hates the New Republic,” Mara added. “And he hates the Jedi as symbols of the New Republic.”

“Is there anything Nom Anor doesn’t hate?” Leia asked dryly.

“Don’t take him lightly,” Mara warned yet again. “His religious cry to abandon technology and machines, to look for truth in the natural elements and life of the universe, and to resist the joining of planets in false confederations resonates deeply in many people, particularly those who have been the victims of such planetary alliances, like the miners of Rhommamool.”

Leia didn’t disagree. She had spent many hours before and during the journey here reading the history of the two planets, and she knew that the situation on Rhommamool was much more complicated than that. While many of the miners had traveled to the inhospitable red planet voluntarily, there were quite a number who were the descendants of the original “colonists”—involuntary immigrants sent there to work the mines because of high crimes they had committed.

Whatever the truth of the situation, though, Leia couldn’t deny that Rhommamool was the perfect breeding ground for zealots like Nom Anor. Life there was tough—even basics like water could be hard to come by—while the prosperous Osarians lived in comfort on white sandy beaches and crystal-clear lakes.

“I still don’t understand how any of that concerns the Jedi,” Jaina remarked.

“Nom Anor was stirring up anger against the Jedi long before he ever came to Rhommamool,” Mara explained. “Here, he’s just found a convenient receptacle for his wrath.”

“And with the Jedi Knights scattered throughout the galaxy, and so many of them following their own agendas, Nom Anor might just find plenty of ammunition to add to his arguments,” Leia added grimly. “I’m glad that my brother is thinking of reestablishing the Jedi Council.”

Mara nodded, but Jaina seemed less convinced. “Jacen doesn’t think that’s such a good idea,” she reminded her mother.

Leia shrugged. Her oldest son, Jaina’s twin, had indeed expressed serious doubts about the course of the Jedi Knights.

“If we can’t bring some sense of order to the galaxy, particularly to isolated planets like Osarian and Rhommamool, then we’re no better than the Empire,” Mara remarked.

“We’re better than the Empire,” Leia insisted.

“Not in Nom Anor’s eyes,” Jaina said.

And Mara reiterated her warning to Leia not to take the man lightly. “He’s the strangest man I ever met,” she explained, and given her past exploits with notorious sorts like Jabba the Hutt and Talon Karrde, that was quite a statement. “Even when I tried to use the Force to gain a better perspective on him, I drew …” Mara paused, as if looking for some way to properly express the feeling. “A blank,” she decided. “As if the Force had nothing to do with him.”

Leia and Jaina looked at her curiously.

“No,” Mara corrected. “More like he had nothing to do with the Force.”

The perfect disconnected ideologue, Leia thought, and she expressed her feelings with a single sarcastic word:

“Wonderful.”

He stood on the platform surrounded by his fanatical Red Knights. Before him, ten thousand Rhommamoolians crowded into every open space of the great public square of Redhaven, once the primary trading spaceport of the planet. But those facilities had been leveled in the early days of the uprising, with the Rhommamoolians declaring their independence from Osarian. And more recently, since the coming of Nom Anor as spearhead of the revolution, the place had been renamed the Square of Hopeful Redemption.

Here, the citizens came to declare freedom from Osarian.

Here, the followers came to renounce the New Republic.

Here, the believers came to renounce the Jedi.

And here, the fanatics came to discredit progress and technology, to cry out for a simpler time, when the strength of a being’s legs, and not the weight of his purse, determined how far he could travel, and the strength of his hands, and not the weight of his purse, allowed him to harvest the gifts of nature.

Nom Anor loved it all, the adulation and the fanatical, bordering on suicidal, devotion. He cared nothing for Rhommamool or its inhabitants, cared nothing for the foolish cries for some ridiculous “simpler time.”

But how he loved the chaos his words and followers inflicted upon the order of the galaxy. How he loved the brooding undercurrent of resentment toward the New Republic, and the simmering anger aimed at the Jedi Knights, these supercreatures of the galaxy.

Wouldn’t his superiors be pleased?

Nom Anor flipped his shiny black cape back from his shoulder and held his fist upraised into the air, drawing shrieks of appreciation. In the center of the square, where once had stood the Portmaster’s Pavilion, now was a huge pit, thirty meters in diameter and ten deep. Whistles and whines emanated from that pit, along with cries for mercy and pitifully polite words of protest—the voices of droids collected by the folk of Rhommamool and dropped into the hole.

Great cheers erupted from all corners of the square as a pair of the Red Knights entered from one avenue, dragging a 9PO protocol droid between them. They went to the edge of the pit, took up the poor 9PO by the arms and the legs, and on a three-count, launched him onto the pile of metal consisting of the astromech and mine-sniffer droids, the Redhaven street-cleaner droids, and the personal butler droids of the wealthier Rhommamoolian citizens.

When the hooting and cheering died down, Nom Anor opened his hands, revealing a single small stone. Then he clenched his fist again, squeezing with tremendous power, crushing the stone in his grasp so that dust and flecks of rock splinters slipped out the sides.

The signal to begin.

As one the crowd surged forward, lifting great chunks of stone, the debris from the wreckage of the pavilion. They came to the edge of the pit one after another and hurled their heavy missiles at the pile of droids.

The stoning went on for the rest of the afternoon, until the red glare of the sun thinned to a brilliant crimson line along the horizon, until the dozens and dozens of droids were no more than scrap metal and sparking wires.

And Nom Anor, silent and dignified, watched it all somberly, accepting this great tribute his followers had paid to him, this public execution of the hated droids.


LEGACY ERA
(40+ YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

The Yuuzhan Vong have been defeated, but the galaxy has been slow to recover from their depredations, with powerful worlds chafing at the economic burdens and military restrictions put upon them by the nascent Galactic Alliance, once-powerful species seeking to rise again, newly prosperous worlds testing their influence, and long-buried secrets coming to light. The result of all this instability is civil war. Faced with a Galactic Alliance that has fallen away from its values, Luke and the Jedi Order must decide where their loyalties lie—and so, too, must the heroes of the Rebellion.

While hostilities spread across the Core Worlds, lurking in the shadows is a Sith adept who wastes no time in taking advantage of the galactic chaos to wage a very personal war against the Skywalkers and the Solos. Luke will face terrible loss, Han and Leia will be tested as never before, and their daughter, Jaina, will learn just what it means to fulfill her destiny as “the Sword of the Jedi.” And even as the Galactic Alliance pulls the galaxy back from the brink of total disaster, the Skywalker–Solo clan will never be the same again.

The mop-up is difficult. Luke Skywalker is exiled from Coruscant, and while he and his son, Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker, set out on a quest to discover what caused such darkness to befall the galaxy and their family, Han and Leia are left to raise their granddaughter, Allana, and help shepherd the government back into some semblance of order. But little do any of them know that a long-lost tribe of Sith is making its way toward the Core, determined to fulfill their destiny of dominance over the galaxy … and that both Sith and Jedi are about to run headlong into a terrifying creature of untold Force abilities and an insatiable appetite for power …

If you’re a reader new to the Legacy era, here are four great starting points:


• Legacy of the Force: Betrayal, by Aaron Allston: The first in the nine-book Legacy of the Force series, setting the stage for galactic civil war and a fall to darkness.

• Millennium Falcon, by James Luceno: Han Solo’s famous freighter becomes a character in her own right as Han, Leia, their granddaughter Allana, and the droid C-3PO set out on an adventure that brings to light the ship’s colorful, mysterious past.

• Crosscurrent, by Paul S. Kemp: A remnant of the Old Republic comes into Luke Skywalker’s time in a tale of insane clones and time-traveling Jedi and Sith.

• Fate of the Jedi: Outcast, by Aaron Allston: The nine-book Fate of the Jedi series blasts off with the new adventures of Luke and Ben Skywalker—Jedi Master and apprentice, father and son—in search of answers to a terrifying question.



Read on for excerpts from Star Wars novels set in the Legacy era.
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chapter one

CORUSCANT

“He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any conscious thought or effort on his part, Luke Skywalker sat upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated chamber.

There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even Masters such as Luke, didn’t accumulate much personal property. Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit computer screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice weapons; a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, notes scrawled on scraps of flimsi, datachips holding reports from various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not at all accurate sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from Tatooine. Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding his and Mara’s limited selection of clothes. Their lightsabers were behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard of their bed.

His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and equipment, of course. Disguises, weapons, communications gear, falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given up the trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t sure where she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such details.

Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but there was no sleepiness in her eyes when they opened. In brighter light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing green. “Who doesn’t exist?” she asked.

“I don’t know. An enemy.”

“You dreamed about him?”

He nodded. “I’ve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s not just a dream. It’s coming to me through currents in the Force. He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark hooded cloak, but more than that, shadows of light and …” Luke shook his head, struggling for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And he brings great pain to the galaxy … and to me.”

“Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to feel it.”

“No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke sighed and lay down again. “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, when I try to peer into the future to find him, I can’t.”

“Because he doesn’t exist.”

“That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation.

“Could it be Raynar?”

Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed dead during the Yuuzhan Vong war, had been discovered a few years earlier—horribly burned during the war, mentally transformed in the years since through his involvement with the insectoid Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent one, and the Jedi order had had to deal with him. Now he languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi Temple, undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions.

Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, Raynar was becoming something new, and Luke’s presentment pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become.

Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this vision, I don’t sense Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the possiblity that it’s my father.”

“Darth Vader.”

“No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost focus as he tried to recapture the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds me of the features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes … as I watch, they turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use and anger …”

“I have an idea.”

“Tell me.”

“Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.”

Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing slowed, an effort to return to sleep.

Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of natural sleep.

But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, through dozens of floor levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of Coruscant above—and searched for any hint, any flicker of what it was that was causing her husband worry.

She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept.

ADUMAR

The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and warm air bearing an aroma that advertised death and destruction washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben Skywalker, and their guide.

Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this subterranean factory were not the smells of corrupted flesh or gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but those of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a missile manufacturing center for decades, and no amount of rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to eliminate the odors of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite materials, solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled the air.

Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then walked the handful of steps up to the rail overlooking the chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi cloak would billow a little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the metal flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and guide would be left behind for a moment. This was a performance for his guide and all the other representatives of the Dammant Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his role quite well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained properly intimidated. But he didn’t know whether to attribute his success to his bearing and manner, his lean, brooding, and handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, Han Solo, went a very long way.

His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, moved up to the rail to Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull grays and blues that were common on this factory’s walls and its workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with its nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise orange of X-wing fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with purple crisscross lines breaking it down into a flickering expanse of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and scarf were a gleaming gold.

Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed attempt to conceal the man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan.

“You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan conditions.”

Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine conditions.”

Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it had taken him little time to learn and understand the Adumari accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep the Adumari off-balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor below his full attention.

The room was large enough to act as a hangar and maintenance bay for four full squadrons of X-wing snubfighters. Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes, each of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through small portals in the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous white conveyor belts, and eventually exited through portals on the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts and worked on the materials as they passed.

On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials being worked on appeared to be compact visual sensor assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units and stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into the units and turned to look into monitors, which showed black-and-white images of jumpsuited waists and worker hands. The workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that the sensors were properly calibrated.

One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The worker on that unit unplugged it and set it on a table running parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the other workers on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt jerked into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to the next station.

One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, carrying sensor unit housings along. The workers on that belt, fewer in number than the sensor testers, reached out occasionally to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior for cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along the line, rapped each housing with a small rubber-headed hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening for a musical tone he could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise from the floor.

Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in jumpsuits but in full-coverage hazardous materials suits of a lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker outfit. Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls the size of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the workers time to plunge needle-like sensors into each ball. They, too, checked monitors for a few seconds before withdrawing the needles to allow the balls to continue on. Jacen knew that poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari manufacturers used to fabricate the concussion missiles they exported.

While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide occupied. “Do you wax your beard?” he asked.

“I do not.”

“It just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?”

Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. I condition it. And I brush it.”

“Do you brush it with butter?”

Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. Ben was thirteen standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, with a fine-featured freckled face under a mass of flame-red hair. Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen, then said, “The Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the minimum, the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort standards of a Galactic Alliance military contractor.”

Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role was to pretend to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual function was to convince the locals that adult Jedi were even more aloof and mysterious than they had thought.

“No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing away a little perspiration. “We are wall above minimam standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any explosive farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. Workar shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old days.”

Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged.

Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe to gape open, revealing the lightsaber hanging from his belt.

Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly worried. “Your apprentice—” Unsure, he looked to Ben again. “You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such a weapon?”

Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.”

“Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood.

And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen-year-old with a deadly cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s defenses slipped enough that the worry began to pour through.

It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha.

Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the banthas—or, rather, a place he wasn’t supposed to go, even to think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp down on the thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told Jacen that they must be nearer to the source of his concern than during previous parts of their factory tour.

When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and said, “There is something here. Something wrong.” They were the first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence.

Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.”

Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the chamber. It was gray and regular, a series of metal panels each the height of a man and twice as wide stacked like bricks. He began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation chamber directly opposite the turbolifts by which they had entered, and continued along the wall to the left.

As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the observation balcony, he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the boy, though nowhere near as sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling.

Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the ringing of his boots and billowing of his cloak were a side effect of his speed rather than an act.

“You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to keep up. His anxiety was growing, and there was something within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of a murky pond.

Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within.

It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from above as men and women—in dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead of its closing. When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen saw ahead of him in the here and now.

Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts betray you.”

Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.”

Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more steps, and skidded to a halt in front of one of the wall sections.

It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond.

Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a faint glimpse of the future, and he and his apprentice would be in peril beyond.

He jerked his head toward the wall.

Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap-hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full length.

Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it around in a large circle.

Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice weapon.”

Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point of view. He does practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was understanding him clearly now.

Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high section he’d outlined a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit chamber, clanging on the floor beyond; the edges still glowed with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them.

Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan muttering—doubtless an alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother to interfere. They’d just been within clear sight of hundreds of workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan wouldn’t keep the alarm from being broadcast.

The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a corridor, four meters wide and eight high, every surface made up of the same dull gray metal rectangles found in the outer chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. To the left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end was heavily packed with tall plasteel transport containers. They were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, QUANTITY 24.

To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and then opened up; the rail and drop-off at the end suggested that it opened onto another observation balcony above another fabrication chamber.

Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and running toward them were half a dozen troops armed with blaster rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent of X-wing pilot uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, torsos, lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper speeder bike armor painted the wrong color.

And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then another eight …

Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the incandescent green of his blade was reflected as highlights against the walls and the armor of the oncoming troops. “Stay behind me,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned.

The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and wrists, shouted, his voice mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you are! This saction is restricted!”

Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving his lightsaber blade around in front of him in a pattern vaguely reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back, “Could you speak up? I’m a little deaf.”

Ben snickered. “Good one.”

“You may not entar this saction!”

They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers ahead.

Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer people will be hurt if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of ritual thing to say. Massed enemy forces almost never backed down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the Jedi prospered under Luke Skywalker’s leadership.

The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, Jacen would have felt tragedy surround him when his actions resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common guards. But over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability to leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful enemies. It had been happening as long as there were violent leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people became one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his sense of tragedy had largely evaporated.

He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, “Fire!”

The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, to his awareness of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with the men and women trying to kill him.

He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them angling in toward him, he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and batted them away, usually back toward the crowd of troopers. In the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh began to fill the corridor.

Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t shift his attention; he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to be able to protect the inexperienced youth, but the boy was good at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a Jedi whose skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had to trust.

Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and batted it toward the trooper commander. It struck the man in the helmet and caromed off, burning out against the ceiling; a portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked out, darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was probably not fatal—protected by his helmet, the man would have forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion, but he was unlikely to die.

The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their commander fall. They continued firing but also exchanged looks. Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver stripes on his helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a withdrawal.

Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the flow of the Force, Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, felt it being slapped aside, saw and felt it as it hit the wall to his right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder.

But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of them was around the corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. He strode up to it.

Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line pit, where line after line of munitions components was being assembled—though at the moment all the lines were stopped, their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen.

Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight of the orange-and-green defenders, who were now arrayed in disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he reached the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter formation allowed them to concentrate their fire, and Jacen found himself deflecting more shots than before.

He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but no blaster bolts came at him from that direction. “What now?” Ben asked.

“Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade near the hilt; unable to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash down into the assembly area. It hit a monitor screen. The men and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit an explosives package. As inured as he was to causing death, he didn’t want to cause it by accident.

“But you’re in charge—”

“I’m busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more maneuvering and swinging space and concentrated on his attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now, to defend a broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the ranks of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall.

There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to glance over his shoulder. Ben stood at the railing, staring down into the manufacturing line, and to his eye he held a small but expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy.

As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began talking: “Um, this is Ben Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the Dammant Killers plant under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not being reported to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t supposed to be getting them. Dammant is breaking the rules. Oh, and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to kill us.”

Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster-versus-lightsaber conflict.

“Is that enough?” Ben asked.

Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while you’re doing it, figure out what we’re supposed to do next.”

“I was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.”

With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that was crackling in toward his right shin. He popped the blast back toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster rifle, searing it into an unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor momentarily to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow soldiers patting out her flames. Now there were fewer than fifteen soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders.

“Good. How?”

“Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.”

“Correct.”

“And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen if you can avoid it.”

Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han Solo, a man whose wisdom was often questionable—except on matters of personal survival. “Also correct.”

“So … the ends of those assembly lines?”

“Good. So go.”

Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. Not waiting, Jacen leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of and below him, Ben was just landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which was loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees and a little upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben raced forward, reflexively swatting aside the grasping hand of a too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through the diminutive portal at the end of the line.

Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts hitting the assembly line behind him. He swung his lightsaber back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force of the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring line.

No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was squeezing through the portal.
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GALACTIC ALLIANCE DIPLOMATIC SHUTTLE, HIGH CORUSCANT ORBIT

ONE BY ONE, THE STARS OVERHEAD BEGAN TO DISAPPEAR, swallowed by some enormous darkness interposing itself from above and behind the shuttle. Sharply pointed at its most forward position, broadening behind, the flood of blackness advanced, blotting out more and more of the unblinking starfield, until darkness was all there was to see.

Then, all across the length and breadth of the ominous shape, lights came on—blue and white running lights, tiny red hatch and security lights, sudden glows from within transparisteel viewports, one large rectangular whiteness limned by atmosphere shields. The lights showed the vast triangle to be the underside of an Imperial Star Destroyer, painted black, forbidding a moment ago, now comparatively cheerful in its proper running configuration. It was the Gilad Pellaeon, newly arrived from the Imperial Remnant, and its officers clearly knew how to put on a show.

Jaina Solo, sitting with the others in the dimly lit passenger compartment of the government VIP shuttle, watched the entire display through the overhead transparisteel canopy and laughed out loud.

The Bothan in the sumptuously padded chair next to hers gave her a curious look. His mottled red and tan fur twitched, either from suppressed irritation or embarrassment at Jaina’s outburst. “What do you find so amusing?”

“Oh, both the obviousness of it and the skill with which it was performed. It’s so very, You used to think of us as dark and scary, but now we’re just your stylish allies.” Jaina lowered her voice so that her next comment would not carry to the passengers in the seats behind. “The press will love it. That image will play on the holonews broadcasts constantly. Mark my words.”

“Was that little show a Jagged Fel detail?”

Jaina tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. He could have come up with it, but he usually doesn’t spend his time planning displays or events. When he does, though, they’re usually pretty … effective.”

The shuttle rose toward the Gilad Pellaeon’s main landing bay. In moments, it was through the square atmosphere barrier shield and drifting sideways to land on the deck nearby. The landing place was clearly marked—hundreds of beings, most wearing gray Imperial uniforms or the distinctive white armor of the Imperial stormtrooper, waited in the bay, and the one circular spot where none stood was just the right size for the Galactic Alliance shuttle.

The passengers rose as the shuttle settled into place. The Bothan smoothed his tunic, a cheerful blue decorated with a golden sliver pattern suggesting claws. “Time to go to work. You won’t let me get killed, will you?”

Jaina let her eyes widen. “Is that what I was supposed to be doing here?” she asked in droll tones. “I should have brought my lightsaber.”

The Bothan offered a long-suffering sigh and turned toward the exit.

They descended the shuttle’s boarding ramp. With no duties required of her other than to keep alert and be the Jedi face at this preliminary meeting, Jaina was able to stand back and observe. She was struck with the unreality of it all. The niece and daughter of three of the most famous enemies of the Empire during the First Galactic Civil War of a few decades earlier, she was now witness to events that might bring the Galactic Empire—or Imperial Remnant, as it was called everywhere outside its own borders—into the Galactic Alliance on a lasting basis.

And at the center of the plan was the man, flanked by Imperial officers, who now approached the Bothan. Slightly under average size, though towering well above Jaina’s diminutive height, he was dark-haired, with a trim beard and mustache that gave him a rakish look, and was handsome in a way that became more pronounced when he glowered. A scar on his forehead ran up into his hairline and seemed to continue as a lock of white hair from that point. He wore expensive but subdued black civilian garments, neck-to-toe, that would be inconspicuous anywhere on Coruscant but stood out in sharp relief to the gray and white uniforms, white armor, and colorful Alliance clothes surrounding him.

He had one moment to glance at Jaina. The look probably appeared neutral to onlookers, but for her it carried just a twinkle of humor, a touch of exasperation that the two of them had to put up with all these delays. Then an Alliance functionary, notable for his blandness, made introductions: “Imperial Head of State the most honorable Jagged Fel, may I present Senator Tiurrg Drey’lye of Bothawui, head of the Senate Unification Preparations Committee.”

Jagged Fel took the Senator’s hand. “I’m pleased to be working with you.”

“And delighted to meet you. Chief of State Daala sends her compliments and looks forward to meeting you when you make planetfall.”

Jag nodded. “And now, I believe, protocol insists that we open a bottle or a dozen of wine and make some preliminary discussion of security, introduction protocols, and so on.”

“Fortunately about the wine, and regrettably about everything else, you are correct.”

At the end of two full standard hours—Jaina knew from regular, surreptitious consultations of her chrono—Jag was able to convince the Senator and his retinue to accept a tour of the Gilad Pellaeon. He was also able to request a private consultation with the sole representative of the Jedi Order present. Moments later, the gray-walled conference room was empty of everyone but Jag and Jaina.

Jag glanced toward the door. “Security seal, access limited to Jagged Fel and Jedi Jaina Solo, voice identification, activate.” The door hissed in response as it sealed. Then Jag returned his attention to Jaina.

She let an expression of anger and accusation cross her face. “You’re not fooling anyone, Fel. You’re planning for an Imperial invasion of Alliance space.”

Jag nodded. “I’ve been planning it for quite a while. Come here.”

She moved to him, settled into his lap, and was suddenly but not unexpectedly caught in his embrace. They kissed urgently, hungrily.

Finally Jaina drew back and smiled at him. “This isn’t going to be a routine part of your consultations with every Jedi.”

“Uh, no. That would cause some trouble here and at home. But I actually do have business with the Jedi that does not involve the Galactic Alliance, at least not initially.”

“What sort of business?”

“Whether or not the Galactic Empire joins with the Galactic Alliance, I think there ought to be an official Jedi presence in the Empire. A second Temple, a branch, an offshoot, whatever. Providing advice and insight to the Head of State.”

“And protection?”

He shrugged. “Less of an issue. I’m doing all right. Two years in this position and not dead yet.”

“Emperor Palpatine went nearly twenty-five years.”

“I guess that makes him my hero.”

Jaina snorted. “Don’t even say that in jest … Jag, if the Remnant doesn’t join the Alliance, I’m not sure the Jedi can have a presence without Alliance approval.”

“The Order still keeps its training facility for youngsters in Hapan space. And the Hapans haven’t rejoined.”

“You sound annoyed. The Hapans still giving you trouble?”

“Let’s not talk about that.”

“Besides, moving the school back to Alliance space is just a matter of time, logistics, and finances; there’s no question that it will happen. On the other hand, it’s very likely that the government would withhold approval for a Jedi branch in the Remnant, just out of spite, if the Remnant doesn’t join.”

“Well, there’s such a thing as an unofficial presence. And there’s such a thing as rival schools, schismatic branches, and places for former Jedi to go when they can’t be at the Temple.”

Jaina smiled again, but now there was suspicion in her expression. “You just want to have this so I’ll be assigned to come to the Remnant and set it up.”

“That’s a motive, but not the only one. Remember, to the Moffs and to a lot of the Imperial population, the Jedi have been bogeymen since Palpatine died. At the very least, I don’t want them to be inappropriately afraid of the woman I’m in love with.”

Jaina was silent for a moment. “Have we talked enough politics?”

“I think so.”

“Good.”

HORN FAMILY QUARTERS, KALLAD’S DREAM VACATION HOSTEL, CORUSCANT

Yawning, hair tousled, clad in a blue dressing robe, Valin Horn knew that he did not look anything like an experienced Jedi Knight. He looked like an unshaven, unkempt bachelor, which he also was. But here, in these rented quarters, there would be only family to see him—at least until he had breakfast, shaved, and dressed.

The Horns did not live here, of course. His mother, Mirax, was the anchor for the immediate family. Manager of a variety of interlinked businesses—trading, interplanetary finances, gambling and recreation, and, if rumors were true, still a little smuggling here and there—she maintained her home and business address on Corellia. Corran, her husband and Valin’s father, was a Jedi Master, much of his life spent on missions away from the family, but his true home was where his heart resided, wherever Mirax lived. Valin and his sister, Jysella, also Jedi, lived wherever their missions sent them, and also counted Mirax as the center of the family.

Now Mirax had rented temporary quarters on Coruscant so the family could collect on one of its rare occasions, this time for the Unification Summit, where she and Corran would separately give depositions on the relationships among the Confederation states, the Imperial Remnant, and the Galactic Alliance as they related to trade and Jedi activities. Mirax had insisted that Valin and Jysella leave their Temple quarters and stay with their parents while these events were taking place, and few forces in the galaxy could stand before her decision—Luke Skywalker certainly knew better than to try.

Moving from the refresher toward the kitchen and dining nook, Valin brushed a lock of brown hair out of his eyes and grinned. Much as he might put up a public show of protest—the independent young man who did not need parents to direct his actions or tell him where to sleep—he hardly minded. It was good to see family. And both Corran and Mirax were better cooks than the ones at the Jedi Temple.

There was no sound of conversation from the kitchen, but there was some clattering of pans, so at least one of his parents must still be on hand. As he stepped from the hallway into the dining nook, Valin saw that it was his mother, her back to him as she worked at the stove. He pulled a chair from the table and sat. “Good morning.”

“A joke, so early?” Mirax did not turn to face him, but her tone was cheerful. “No morning is good. I come light-years from Corellia to be with my family, and what happens? I have to keep Jedi hours to see them. Don’t you know that I’m an executive? And a lazy one?”

“I forgot.” Valin took a deep breath, sampling the smells of breakfast. His mother was making hotcakes Corellian-style, nerf sausage links on the side, and caf was brewing. For a moment, Valin was transported back to his childhood, to the family breakfasts that had been somewhat more common before the Yuuzhan Vong came, before Valin and Jysella had started down the Jedi path. “Where are Dad and Sella?”

“Your father is out getting some back-door information from other Jedi Masters for his deposition.” Mirax pulled a plate from a cabinet and began sliding hotcakes and links onto it. “Your sister left early and wouldn’t say what she was doing, which I assume either means it’s Jedi business I can’t know about or that she’s seeing some man she doesn’t want me to know about.”

“Or both.”

“Or both.” Mirax turned and moved over to put the plate down before him. She set utensils beside it.

The plate was heaped high with food, and Valin recoiled from it in mock horror. “Stang, Mom, you’re feeding your son, not a squadron of Gamorreans.” Then he caught sight of his mother’s face and he was suddenly no longer in a joking mood.

This wasn’t his mother.

Oh, the woman had Mirax’s features. She had the round face that admirers had called “cute” far more often than “beautiful,” much to Mirax’s chagrin. She had Mirax’s generous, curving lips that smiled so readily and expressively, and Mirax’s bright, lively brown eyes. She had Mirax’s hair, a glossy black with flecks of gray, worn shoulder-length to fit readily under a pilot’s helmet, even though she piloted far less often these days. She was Mirax to every freckle and dimple.

But she was not Mirax.

The woman, whoever she was, caught sight of Valin’s confusion. “Something wrong?”

“Uh, no.” Stunned, Valin looked down at his plate.

He had to think—logically, correctly, and fast. He might be in grave danger right now, though the Force currently gave him no indication of imminent attack. The true Mirax, wherever she was, might be in serious trouble or worse. Valin tried in vain to slow his heart rate and speed up his thinking processes.

Fact: Mirax had been here but had been replaced by an imposter. Presumably the real Mirax was gone; Valin could not sense anyone but himself and the imposter in the immediate vicinity. The imposter had remained behind for some reason that had to relate to Valin, Jysella or Corran. It couldn’t have been to capture Valin, as she could have done that with drugs or other methods while he slept, so the food was probably not drugged.

Under Not-Mirax’s concerned gaze, he took a tentative bite of sausage and turned a reassuring smile he didn’t feel toward her.

Fact: Creating an imposter this perfect must have taken a fortune in money, an incredible amount of research, and a volunteer willing to let her features be permanently carved into the likeness of another’s. Or perhaps this was a clone, raised and trained for the purpose of simulating Mirax. Or maybe she was a droid, one of the very expensive, very rare human replica droids. Or maybe a shape-shifter. Whichever, the simulation was nearly perfect. Valin hadn’t recognized the deception until …

Until what? What had tipped him off? He took another bite, not registering the sausage’s taste or temperature, and maintained the face-hurting smile as he tried to recall the detail that had alerted him that this wasn’t his mother.

He couldn’t figure it out. It was just an instant realization, too fleeting to remember, too overwhelming to reject.

Would Corran be able to see through the deception? Would Jysella? Surely, they had to be able to. But what if they couldn’t? Valin would accuse this woman and be thought insane.

Were Corran and Jysella even still at liberty? Still alive? At this moment, the Not-Mirax’s colleagues could be spiriting the two of them away with the true Mirax. Or Corran and Jysella could be lying, bleeding, at the bottom of an access shaft, their lives draining away.

Valin couldn’t think straight. The situation was too overwhelming, the mystery too deep, and the only person here who knew the answers was the one who wore the face of his mother.

He stood, sending his chair clattering backward, and fixed the false Mirax with a hard look. “Just a moment.” He dashed to his room.

His lightsaber was still where he’d left it, on the night-stand beside his bed. He snatched it up and gave it a near-instantaneous examination. Battery power was still optimal; there was no sign that it had been tampered with.

He returned to the dining room with the weapon in his hand. Not-Mirax, clearly confused and beginning to look a little alarmed, stood by the stove, staring at him.

Valin ignited the lightsaber, its snap-hiss of activation startlingly loud, and held the point of the gleaming energy blade against the food on his plate. Hotcakes shriveled and blackened from contact with the weapon’s plasma. Valin gave Not-Mirax an approving nod. “Flesh does the same thing under the same conditions, you know.”

“Valin, what’s wrong?”

“You may address me as Jedi Horn. You don’t have the right to use my personal name.” Valin swung the lightsaber around in a practice form, allowing the blade to come within a few centimeters of the glow rod fixture overhead, the wall, the dining table, and the woman with his mother’s face. “You probably know from your research that the Jedi don’t worry much about amputations.”

Not-Mirax shrank back away from him, both hands on the stove edge behind her. “What?”

“We know that a severed limb can readily be replaced by a prosthetic that looks identical to the real thing. Prosthetics offer sensation and do everything flesh can. They’re ideal substitutes in every way, except for requiring maintenance. So we don’t feel too badly when we have to cut the arm or leg off a very bad person. But I assure you, that very bad person remembers the pain forever.”

“Valin, I’m going to call your father now.” Not-Mirax sidled toward the blue bantha-hide carrybag she had left on a side table.

Valin positioned the tip of his lightsaber directly beneath her chin. At the distance of half a centimeter, its containing force field kept her from feeling any heat from the blade, but a slight twitch on Valin’s part could maim or kill her instantly. She froze.

“No, you’re not. You know what you’re going to do instead?”

Not-Mirax’s voice wavered. “What?”

“You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with my mother!” The last several words emerged as a bellow, driven by fear and anger. Valin knew that he looked as angry as he sounded; he could feel blood reddening his face, could even see redness begin to suffuse everything in his vision.

“Boy, put the blade down.” Those were not the woman’s words. They came from behind. Valin spun, bringing his blade up into a defensive position.

In the doorway stood a man, middle-aged, clean-shaven, his hair graying from brown. He was of below-average height, his eyes a startling green. He wore the brown robes of a Jedi. His hands were on his belt, his own lightsaber still dangling from it.

He was Valin’s father, Jedi Master Corran Horn. But he wasn’t, any more than the woman behind Valin was Mirax Horn.

Valin felt a wave of despair wash over him. Both parents replaced. Odds were growing that the real Corran and Mirax were already dead.

Yet Valin’s voice was soft when he spoke. “They may have made you a virtual double for my father. But they can’t have given you his expertise with the lightsaber.”

“You don’t want to do what you’re thinking about, son.”

“When I cut you in half, that’s all the proof anyone will ever need that you’re not the real Corran Horn.”

Valin lunged.
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The Star Wars adventure doesn't end here!
Read Star Wars: The New Jedi Order.
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