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CHAPTER 1

The Imperid Star Destroyer moved silently through the blackness of space, itslights dimmed, its huge
sublight engines blazing with the urgency of itsmission.

The man standing on the command wakway could fed 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, asworried as he himsdlf felt.

Though for entirely different reasons. For him, thiswas a persond matter, the frustration of a
professond dedling with falible beings and the capriciousness of a universe that refused to aways 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 aswith al errors, there would likely be unpleasant consequencesriding inits
wake.

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

Or possibly they were merdly 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 akilometer in front of him. He could remember
the days when the mere sight of one of these shipswould 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 il refused to believe that. Under Supreme Commander Pellaeon’sfirm
guidance, the Empire had signed atreaty with the New Republic, and was no longer any more
threatening than the Bothans or the Corporate Sector or anyone else.

Almogt unwillingly, he smiled as he gazed dong the Star Destroyer’ slong prow. Of course, eveninthe
old days of the Empire, this particular ship would probably have inspired more bewilderment than fear.

It was, after dl, hard to take abright red Star Destroyer very serioudly.

From behind him, audible even over the rumble of the engines, came the sound of clumping boots.
“Okay, Karrde,” Booster Terrik grunted as he cameto ahdt at hisside. “The comm’ sfindly fixed. You
can transmit whenever you want.”

“Thank you,” Talon Karrde said, turning back toward the crew pits and trying hard not to blame
Boogter for the state his equipment wasin. An Imperia 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 caled back from the comm board, her fur fluffing dightly as her clawed



fingerstouched the keys. [ Transmission complete. Shdl | begin derting 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 dl he could for the moment. Turning again to face the gars, he
folded hisarms across his chest and tried hard to cultivate his patience. “It' [l be dl right,” Booster
murmured from beside him. “We |l be around this star in haf 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 ahand. “ Sorry. I’ m just—you
understand.”

“Sure” Boogter said. “But relax, dl right? Thisis Luke and Marawe 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, isit? The point isthat | messed up. | don't like it when that happens.”

Boogter shrugged his massive shoulders. “Like any of therest of usdo?’ he asked pointedly. “Y ou have
to face thefacts, Karrde, and Fact Number Oneisthat you smply 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.
Thiswhoale thing had gotten completely out of hand.

He d garted out modestly enough, merdly 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 thefirst couple of years everything had gonejust 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 redlly 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 aswdll. 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 “Maybenot,” hetold Boogter. “But evenif | can’t handle everything persondly, it' s<till my

respongbility.”
“Ah,” Booster said knowingly. “Soit’ syour pridethat’ s hurt, isit?’

Karde eyed hisold friend. “ Tell me, Booster. Has anyone ever told you you' re truly irritating when you
try to be sympathetic?’

“Y eah, the subject’ s come up once or twice,” Booster said, grinning. He dapped Karrde' s back.
“Comeon. Let’sgo down to the Transis Corridor and I’ 1l buy you adrink.”

“Assuming the drink dispensers are working today,” Karrde murmured as they headed back aong the



command walkway.

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

* * *

As cantinas went, Mara Jade Skywalker thought as she sipped her drink, thiswas definitely one of the
strangest she’ d ever beenin.

Part of that might smply have been dueto the locde. Herein 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, al of it set
againg abackground decor consisting mainly of polished droid parts dating back to before the Clone
Wars.

Asfor the unbreakable mugs and the heavy, stone-topped table she was seated at, the smoothed-over
blaster scarsin the wals and ceiling were more than enough explanation. When the patrons dived under
the tablesin the middle of afirefight, they would want those tables to afford them some protection. And
they wouldn’t want to find themsalves itting on bits of broken crockery, either.

Therewasno rationae at al, 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 hisway
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 letsup for aminute.”

“I suppose not,” Maraagreed. He didn’t fool her for a second; even without Force sensitivity shewould
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.

“Yesah, it'scrazy out here,” Huxley went on, taking anoisy 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 al
that. Or at least you used to.” He eyed her over the rim of hismug. “What' s so funny?’

“Oh, nothing,” Marasaid, not bothering to erase the amile that had caught the other’ sattention. “| was
just thinking about what atrusting person you are.”

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

“Your drink,” Marasaid, gesturing to hismug. “ Y ou go away and leave it one with me, and then you
just come back and tossit down without even wondering if I’ ve put something init.”

Huxley’ s lips puckered, and through the Force Mara caught ahint of his chagrin. He hadn’t worried
about hisdrink, of course, because he’ d had her under close surveillance the whol e time he was gone.
He aso 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 aman likethis, Maraknew, there was no point in glaze-coating it. “I’m here on behalf of Taon
Karrde,” she said. “He wanted meto thank you for your assistance and that of your organization over the
past ten years, and to inform you that your serviceswill no longer be required.”

Huxley'sface didn’t even twitch. Clearly, he’ d dready suspected thiswas coming. “ Starting when?’ he
asked.

“Starting now,” Marasaid. “ Thanksfor the drink, and I’ Il be on my way.”

“Not sofast,” Huxley said, lifting ahand.

Marafroze hafway 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 a the bar. Blasters that were, not surprisingly,
pointed at her. “ Sit down,” he ordered.

Carefully, Maraeasad back into her chair. “Was there something else?’ she asked mildly.

Huxley gestured again, more emphatically thistime, and the off-key background music shut off. Asdid
al conversation. “So that’ sit, isit?” Huxley demanded quietly. In the sudden silence, even asoft voice
seemed to ring against the battered walls. “Karrde' s going to toss us aside, just like that?”

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

“Y eah,he does't need,” Huxley said with a sniff. “What about whatwe need?’

“l don't know,” Marasaid. “Whatdo you need?’

“Maybe you don’'t remember what it'slikein 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. Y ou work for one group,
period, or you don't work at al. 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. “L ook, you had to have known thiswas
coming. Karrde's made no secret of the direction he' s been taking.”

“Yeah, right,” Huxley said contemptuoudly. “Like anyone beieved he' d redly go sraight.”

He drew himsdf 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 ese.”

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

“Five hundred thousand.” Hislip twisted dightly. “In cash credits.”
Marakept her face expressionless. She' d come here prepared for something like this, but that number

wasway beyond reason. “ And where exactly do you expect meto get thislittle tide-me-over?’ she
asked. “1 don't carry that much spending money on me.”



“Don’'t get cute,” Huxley growled. “Y ou know aswell as| do that Karrde' s got a sector clearinghouse
over on Gonmore. They’ Il have dl the credits there we need.”

He dug into a pocket and produced a hold-out blaster. “Y ou’ re going to call and tell them to bring it to
us,” hesaid, leveling the weapon at her face acrossthe table. “Haf amillion. Now.”

“Redly.” Casudlly, keeping her hands visble, Maraturned her head to look behind her. Most of the
cantina’ s nonsmuggler patrons had dready made a quiet exit, she noted, or €l se had gathered into groups
on either Sde of the confrontation, staying well out of the potentia lines of fire. Of moreimmediate
concern was the group of about twenty humans and dienswho had spread themsalves out in asemicircle
directly behind her, dl of them with weapons trained on her back.

All of them & so showing varying degrees of wariness, she noted with a certain malicious amusemen.
Her reputation had apparently preceded her. “Y ou throw an interesting party, Huxley,” she said, turning
back to face the smuggler chief. “But you don't redlly think you' re equipped to dedl with a Jedi, do you?’

Huxley smiled. A very evil amile. A surprisingly evil amile, actudly, given the circumstances. “Matter of
fact, yeah, | do.” Heraised hisvoice. “Bas?’

There was a brief pause. Marareached out with the Force, but al 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 ina
poorly lit area at the far end of the bar began to rise ponderoudy toward the celling, reveding an
open-sded keg lift coming up from the storage cdllar below. Asit rose, something metallic cameinto
view, its shine muted by the patina of age.

Marafrowned, trying to pierce the gloom. The thing was tall and dender, with apair of armsjutting out
from the Sdesthat gave it a not-quite-humanoid slhouette for dl its obvious mechanica origins. The
design looked vaguely familiar, but for thosefirst few seconds she couldn’t placeit. Thelift continued to
rise, revealing hip-bone-like protrusions at the base of the object’ slong torso and atrio of curved legs
extending outward benesth 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.

Shelooked back at Huxley, to find that his smile had widened into agrin. “That' sright, 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 redlly, no,” Maraconceded, running a practiced eye over the droideka as the lift reached the top
and wheezed to ahalt. It had arrived fully open in combat stance, she noted, instead of rolled into the
more compact whed form used to move into position. That could mean it wasn't able to maneuver
anymore,

Did that mean its gunswouldn't track, either? Experimentally, she leaned back in her seat.

For amoment nothing happened. Then the droideka sleft arm twitched, itstwin blasters shifting angle to



match her movement.
So the weapons could indeed track, though they appeared to be under someone' s manua control
instead of acentral computer’ s or anything on board the droidekaitself. In the dim lighting, she couldn’t

tell whether or not its built-in deflector shield was functioning, but it dmost didn’t matter. The thing was
armed, armored, and pointed straight at her.

Huxley wasright. Even the Jedi of that erahad gone out of their way to avoid fighting these things.

“But of course| should have,” she continued, turning to face Huxley again. “ This placeislittered with old
droid parts. Stands to reason someone would have scraped together enough piecesto make a
reasonable copy of adroidekato scare people with.”

Huxley’ s eyes hardened. “Y ou try something cute and you' || see how good acopy itis.” Helooked over
at the group of casua observersto hisright, and his eyeslocked on someonein the crowd.
“Y ou—Sinker!”

A kid maybe sixteen years old stepped out from aknot of older men. “Yes, Sr?’

Huxley gestured toward Mara. “Get her lightsaber.”

Thekid goggled a Mara. “ Get—uh—7?"’

“You deaf?’ Huxley bit out. “What are you afraid of 7’

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

“Just takeit!” Huxley bellowed.

In asingle desperate motion Sinker ducked down, unhooked her lightsaber from her belt, and
scampered backward with it. “There,” Huxley said sarcadtically. “ That wasn't o hard, now, wasit?’

“Wasn't so useful, either,” Marasaid. “ Y ou think that' s al it takesto stop a Jedi? Taking her
lightssber?’

“It sadart,” Huxley said.
Mara shook her head. “It'snot 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 thesnap-hiss asthe brilliant blue blade blazed into existence.
Rather to her surprise, he didn’t drop the weapon and run, but held gamely on toit. “ Sinker, what the
frost are you doing?’ Huxley snapped. “ That' s not atoy.”

“I'mnot doing it,” Sinker protested, his voice running about an octave higher than it had been before.

“He sright,” Mara confirmed as Huxley drew in another bellow’ sworth of air. “He snot doing this,
ather.”



She reached out to the lightsaber again, making it weave back and forth in Sinker’ sgrip. The kid wove
back and forth with it, hanging on with the grim air of someone who'sfound himsdf astride an angry
acklay with no ideahow to get off.

Therest of the crowd was probably fegling much the same way. For thosefirst few seconds there had
been amad scramble by everyone near Sinker to get out of range of the weapon bobbing in his hands
like adrunken crewer. They had mostly stopped moving now, though afew of the smarter ones had
decided it wastimeto 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. “Y ou hear me? Knock itoff.”

“And what do you planto doif | 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 threet,
she knew, but Huxley himsalf might forget what hisgoasand prioritieswere here.

It was arisk worth taking. With every eyein the cantinaon Sinker and his disobedient lightsaber, no one
was paying the dightest attention to the droideka standing stolid guard across the room.

Not the droideka, and certainly not the barely vishbletip of brilliant green light sedthily dicing acircle
through thelift floor around its curved tripod feet.

“I'll blast you into amillion soggy pieces, that’swhat I'll do,” Huxley shot back. “Now, let him go, or
I—"

He never finished the threst. Across the room, with asudden creaking of stressed metdl, 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, legping up from the cdllar to land on the edge of the newly carved hole. Helifted the short
cylinder in his hand to sdlute position, and with anothersnap-hiss, agreen lightsaber blade blazed.

Huxley reacted ingtantly, and in exactly the way Marawould have expected. “ Get him!” he shouted,
stabbing afinger back toward the newcomer.

Hedidn’t have to give the order twice. From the semicircle of gunners behind Mara erupted a blistering
staccato of blasterfire. “Andyou —” Huxley added over the noise. Helifted his blaster toward Mara, his
finger tightening on thefiring sud.

Marawas dready in motion. Rising hafway 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 harmlesdy over Mara s head to gouge yet another holein the celling behind
her. Mara heaved the table allittle higher, and Huxley’ s eyes abruptly widened as he redlized she intended
to drop itsfull weight squarely into hislap, pinning him helplesdy into his chair and then crushing himto
thefloor.

Hewaswrong. Even as he scrambled madly to get out of his chair and away from the faling table before
it wastoo late, Marakicked her own chair back out of her way. Using her grip onthetable edgeasa



pivot point, shelifted her feet and swung hersdlf forward and downward.

With alighter table, the trick wouldn’t have worked, and she would have smply landed on her rear in
front of her chair with thetablein her 1ap. 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 whereit 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 asingle yelp before Maralunged forward, dapped hisgun
hand aside with her left hand, and then grabbed afistful of his shirt and hauled him down into cover with
her. Her right hand snaked up her |eft deeve, snatched her smal deeve gun from itsarm holster, and
jammed the muzzle up under hischin. *Y ou know thedrill,” shesad. “Let’ sheer it.”

Huxley, his eyes on the edge of terror, filled hislungs. “Huxlings! Ceasefire! Ceasefirel”

There was a second of apparent indecison. Then, around the room, the blastersfell quiet. “Very good,”
Marasaid. “What's part two?’

Huxley’slip twisted. “ Drop your wegpons,” he growled, opening his hand and letting his own blaster fdll
to thefloor. “Y ou hear me? Drop ‘em.”

There was another brief pause, then adull clatter as the othersfollowed 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. Kegping 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 membersaquick 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 seethat droideka before Huxley lifted it up here?’ she asked.

“Oh, | saw it,” Luke Skywaker acknowledged, closing down hislightsaber but keeping it ready in his
hand.

“Aml?i
Luke shrugged. “| was curiousto see whether it till worked. Did it?’

“Wedidn't get acompletefied test,” Marasaid. 1t didn’t look very mobile, and I’ d guessitstracking is
on manud instead of automatic. But it probably firesjust fine.”

“Fired,” Luke corrected. “It'sgoing to need alittle reworking.”

“That' sokay,” Maraassured him, diding her deeve gun back into its concedled 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 dightly but managed to
maintain hisbaance. “Here sthe dedl. Beforel leave, I'll credit twenty thousand to your account. Not
because Karrde owes you anything at al, but smply asathanksfor your years of serviceto his
organization.”

“Karrde salittle softhearted that way,” Luke added.



“Yes, heis” Maraagreed. “I, on the other hand, am not. You'll takeit, you' | be happy with it, and you
will never eventhink about making trouble for any of usagain. Clear?’

Huxley had the look of aman chewing droid parts, but he nodded. “Clear,” he muttered.
“Good.” Maraturned to Sinker and held out her hand. “My lightsaber, please?’

Bracing himsdf, Sinker walked toward her, the lightsaber till humming in hisgrasp. He offered it to her
a arm’ slength; taking it, she closed down the blade and hung it back on her belt. “Thank you,” she said.

Across the room, the door did open, and ayoung 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 asignd in for someone named Mara. It was

from—
“lt wasfrom Taon Karrde,” Luke cut in. “Hewants Marato contact him aboard theErrant 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 dightly open. “Uh. . . yeah,” he bresthed. “ That' sright.”

“Yes” Luke said, dmost offhandedly. “Oh, and it camein under the Paspro-five encrypt. That’ sthe one
that starts out usk-herf-enth—well, you know therest.”

Thekid' sjaw 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
theway,” she added, looking back at Huxley. “It’'snotJade anymore. It' sJade Skywalker. Thisismy
husband, L uke Skywalker. The Jedi Magter. HE' s even better at this stuff than | am.”

“Yeah,” Huxley muttered, eyeing Luke. “Y eah, | got the message.”

“Good,” Marasaid. “Good-bye, Huxley.”

She and L uke headed toward the door through awide 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
watingJade Sabre. “When did you start being ableto pull detailslike that out of other people’ sminds?’

“It’' s easy enough when you know how,” Luke said with astraight face.
“Uh-huh,” Marasaid. “Let me guess. Karrde sent you the same message”?”’
Luke nodded. “1 got it in relay from the ship while | was poking around the Storage cellar.”

“That' swhat | thought,” Marasaid. “ And so when the opportunity presented itsalf, you couldn’t resst



playing the Omniscient Jedi trick.”

Luke shrugged. “It never hurtsfor these fringe typesto have alittle hedthy fear of Jedi.”
“1 suppose not,” Maraagreed hesitantly.

Lukelooked sideways at her. “You don’t agree?’

“I don’'t know,” she said. “ Something about it bothers me. Maybe because Pal patine aways ruled
through fear.”

“| seeyour point,” Luke admitted. “But thisisn’t quite the same. It' s more like putting the fear of jutice
into them. And of course, | would never pull anything like thiswith regular people.”

“I know,” Marasaid. “And it should help keep Huxley in line. | suppose that’swhat counts.”

She waved an impatient hand. “Never mind. I’ m just feding the weight of my pagt, | guess. So what
exactlywas this message from Karrde?’

“Badicdly just what | said inthere,” Luketold her. “We re to meet him and Booster at Domgrin as
quickly aswe can get there.”

“And he sent it to theSabre and Huxley’ s people both?’

“Apparently so.” Luke shook his head. “He must redlly be anxiousto tak to usif he' sdoubling up
messagesthisway.”

“| wasjust thinking that,” Marasaid. “ And that’ snot like him. Unless” she added thoughtfully, “there's
some crigsbrewing.”

“lan't theredways?’ Luke asked dryly. “Come on, let’ s get these funds of yourstransferred and get out
of here”

CHAPTER 2

The bright red Star Destroyer was waiting slently in the Distance as L uke brought theJade Sabre out of
hyperspace. “ Thereit is,” he said, nodding at the curved forward canopy. “What do you think?’

“I'm picking up some mining and trangport shipsin the area,” Mara said, peering & the long-range



scanner. “We' d better get alittle closer if we don’t want eavesdroppers.”
“Y ou want to take usin, or shdl |7’

“I'll doit,” Marasaid. Taking aquick look at the monitors, she got agrip on the control stick and
pushed it forward. Luke leaned back in his seat, hunching his shoulders once to stretch tired muscles, and
watched hiswife work.

Wife. For amoment 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 coursg, it had hardly been three years the way norma couples counted time. Even Han and Lelg,
who'd dedlt with crisis after crigsearly intheir marriage, had at least been fighting those battles at each
other’sside. In Luke and Mara's case, his responsibilities at the Jedi academy and her need to disengage
hersdlf in an orderly fashion from theintricate workings of Talon Karrde' s organization had kept them
gpart dmost as much as they’ d been before their wedding. Their moments together had been few and
precious, and they’ d had only ahandful of the longer periods of togetherness that Han had once privately
referred to as the breaking-in period.

That wasin fact one of the reasons L uke had suggested he accompany Maraon this particular trip. She
would still beworking, 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 aready noticed how strangethisis” Marasaid into hismusings. “ Even if we push the
Sabre for al she sworth, we' re a least aweek away from Coruscant. Whatever thisnew crisisis, we're

too far away to be of any useto anyone.”

“Especialy since | madeit clear to Leiaat the start that we weren’t supposed to be disturbed unlessit
was aflat-out invason,” Luke agreed. “ Of coursg, if thisisn't Leig, 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 trivid.”

“Lelaand Karrde maketwo,” Luke said. “Who' sthisthird option?’
She threw him asideways look. “We re meeting Karrde aboard theErrant Venture, remember?’
Luke made aface. “Booster.”

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

“Ded.”
Shethrew him adightly evil smile and returned to her piloting.

Luke turned back to the canopy, smiling out at the stars. Despite dl the time they’ d spent apart, he and
Marahad a distinct advantage: They were both Jedi. And because of that, they shared amental and



emotiona bond that was far deeper than most couples were ableto forge in an entire lifetime together.
Deeper and stronger even than anything L uke had experienced in his doomed relationships with Gaeridl
Captison or the long-departed Callista.

He still remembered vividly the moment that bond had first ppeared, hammered into existence asthe
two of them fought those combat droids deep under the fortresstheir 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 alife-and-death Situation. It was
only afterward, when the battle was over but the bond remained, that he' d redized 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 hoursit had brought the two of them into as degp an understanding of each other asit was
possibleto have. But in the three years since then, he'd come to redlize that he had just barely scratched
the surface. Marawas far more complex ahuman being than he' d ever suspected. As, infact, he himsdlf
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 along timeto come. In dl likelihood, alifetime sworth of time. He was very much looking
forward to thejourney.

And yet, a the same time, he couldn’t help but feel asmal twinge of uncertainty. His marriageto Mara
fdtright to him, in every respect. . . but hovering in the background behind dl their happiness and
success was the distant echo of Y oda' s stories of the old Jedi Order during Luke' straining on Dagobah.

Specificdly, the part about Jedi keegping themsalves out of precisdy thiskind of love relationship.

He hadn’t given those teachings much weight at the time. The Empire wasin control of the known
gdaxy, Darth Vader was breathing down the Rebel Alliance' s collective neck, and dl histhoughts were
focused on hisown surviva and the surviva of hisfriends. When Han and Leiahad gotten married, Leia
having Force skills hadn’t seemed like abig deal. She was certainly strong in the Force, but she hadn't
progressed nearly far enough in her training to call hersalf aJedi.

But it was different with Luke. Hehad been a Jedi when he’ d asked Marato marry him. True, their
chances of survivad at the time had been somewnhat uncertain, but that hadn't affected the sincerity of his
proposal or the depth of hisfedingstoward her. And despite these occasiona twinges, he' d certainly
found peace in hisdecision and in their subsequent marriage.

Could Y oda have been wrong about how Jedi relationships were supposed to work? That wasthe
easiest answer. But that would mean the entire Jedi Order had been wrong about it. That didn’t seem
likely, unlesson someleve dl of them had lost the ability to hear the Force clearly.

Could that particular dictum have ended with thefall of that particular group, then? Y oda 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?

Hedidn't have the answers. He wondered if he ever would.

“Okay, they'reon us,” Maraannounced, leaning back in her seat. “ Got an antennaswiveling for atight
beam. I’ ve been wondering how far avay a Star Destroyer’ s sensors could pick us up.”



Lukeforced histhoughts back to the Situation at hand. “ Though with theErrant Venture you dways
haveto alow for malfunctions” he reminded her.

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

“It'scertainly bright enough.” Luke shook hishead. “1 am never,ever, going to get used to that color.”
“I kind of likeit,” Marasaid. “Especidly given whereit came from.”

“Y ou mean Boogter strong-arming Generd Bd Iblisto refit and repaint?’

“I wasthinking of the paint itsdlf,” Marasaid. “ Did you know the New Republic bought al of it from
Karrde?’

Lukeblinked. “You' rekidding. Did Bd 1blisknow?’

“Don’t bedlly,” Marasaid with alopsided smile. “Y ou know Bel Iblis. HE d have had afit on genera
principlesif he' d known Karrde had made any money on thisdedl. No, Karrde played it dl very cool
and through at least three intermediaries and adummy corporation. | don’t think even Booster knows.”

“Trust me, hedoesn't,” Luke said. “ Corran once told me that one of Booster’ s gresat joysin life these
daysisteling people how he managed this whole thing without any help or interference from the greeat
Taon Karrde. | wonder what he' d say if he knew that was Karrde' s Paint on hishull.”

“I know whatKarrde would say,” Marawarned. “ Both beforeand after he nailed my hideto the hull.
Oneof his great joysiswatching Boogter strut around blissfully unaware of the ways he' sdipped in and
out of the old pirate’ slife over theyears.”

Luke shook hishead. “They’ re amatched pair. Y ou know that?’

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

Shetouched afew keys. There was a second beep, and suddenly the comm display lit up with Karrde's
familiar face.

Hewaan't amiling.
“Mara; Luke,” he greeted them, hisvoice as grim as he looked. “ Thank you for coming so promptly. I'm
sorry | had to drag you out here like this, away from your schedule. Especidly you, Luke; | know how

much you went through to free up time for this.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Marasaid for both of them. “ The trip was getting alittle routine anyway. What's
up?’

“What'supisthat I’ velost amessage,” Karrde said bluntly. “Four days ago my sector relay post at
Comra picked up atransmission, marked urgent, and addressed to you, Luke.”

Lukefrowned. “Me?’

“So the chief of the gtation says,” Karrde replied. “ But that was about al he got. Before he or anyone



else could passit on down thelineg, it vanished.”
“Youthink it was stolen?’ Luke asked.

Karrde' slips 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?’

“Does't sound familiar,” Luke said, searching hismemory. “Mara?’
“No,” Marasaid. “Who ishe?’
Karrde shook his head. “Unfortunately, | don’t know, either.”

“Wait asecond,” Marasaid. “Thisis one of your people, and you don’'t know everything thereisto
know about him?’

The corner of Karrde' slip twitched. “I didn’t know everything aboutyou when | hired you, ether,” he
pointed out.

“Sure, but | was aspecia case,” Maracountered. 1 thought you knew better with everyone else. Do
we have any ideawhere the message originated or who sent it?”

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

Lukefdt hisforehead creasing, a strange sensation trickling through him. Nirauan: Thrawn's private
base, full of Imperials and warriors of Thrawn’s own people, the Chiss. Thefortress he and Marahad
escaped from by the skin of their teeth three years before.

And Admird Voss Parck, the onetime Imperia captain whom Thrawn had |eft in command of that base
before hisdeath. They’ d had abrief run-in with Parck during their time on Nirauan, too, right after the
admira had tried to recruit Marato their side.

“| seethat nameis familiar to both of you,” Karrde said. 1’ ve dways had the feding | didn’t get the
complete story of your little vist out that way.”

Luke could sense Mard s sudden discomfort. “That was my doing,” he said. “I ingsted we keep most of
the detail s from everyone except the highest-ranking New Republic officids.”

“I quite understand,” Karrde said camly. “ Actualy, with Parck’ sname | think | can probably re-create
mogt of the missing pieces mysdf. He was a close associate of Grand Admird Thrawn's, wasn't he?’

“Actudly, hewastheVictory -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,” Marasaid. “He
was so impressed with Thrawn’ stactical skill that he took a chance and brought him to Papatine. When
Pd patine himself later exiled Thrawn back to the Unknown Regions, Parck was one of the officerswho
was sent out there with him.”

“Exiled,” Karrde murmured. “Yes. And | take it whatever Thrawn'’ strue mission was, Parck stayed
behind to completeit?’



“Badcaly,” Luke conceded. So much for the clever little cover story Pa patine had created to explain
Thrawn' s departure from the Empire. But then, Karrde had always been good at reading between the
lines. “1 wish | could be more specific.”

“That'sdl right.” Karrde smiled. “1 suppose the New Republic has to havesome secrets.”

“Not that they have very many from you anymore,” Marasaid. “ So what’ sthe story on this Dean
Jnde?

Karrde shrugged. “He' samiddle-age man, somewherein hissixties. Quiteintdligent, though he's
gpparently never made much of aname for himself in any profession or system. He traveled around quite
ahit during the Clone Wars, though the details of his activities are Sketchy. He joined the organization
about ayear ago with certificatesin comm tech, droid maintenance, and hyperdrive tech.”

“Impressive credentials,” Maracommented. “Doesn’'t sound like the sort of person you'd stick inan
Outer Rim Dead Zone dtation.”

“Wadll, that' swhereit getsinteresting,” Karrde said heavily. “When | pulled up hisfile, | discovered that
about eight weeks ago he himsalf asked for atransfer to that particular post.”

Luke and Maraexchanged looks. “Now, thatis interesting,” Marasaid. “ Eight weeks, you say?’

“Yes” Karrdesaid. “1 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 acertificate in creative eavesdropping, too,” Marasaid. “I
presume we have someone digging up everything we can on him?’

“Wedo,” Karrde said. “ Unfortunately, it’ s going to take time. In the meantime, Admiral Parck has
gpparently sent you amessage important enough for Jinzler to consider worth seding. The questionis
what exactly we do about it.”

“1 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 Jnzler might want with it.” He shrugged. “ So | guesswe re off to Nirauan.”

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

“Not exactlychased out,” Luke said. “On the other hand, I'll admit I’ ve never felt we' d be especidly
welcome if we went back. But the Stuation’ s changed. If Parck has amessagefor us, | assumehe Il at
least wait until he' sddlivered it before he tries to shoot us out of the sky.”

“Not funny,” Maramuttered.

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

“Why can’t you just signa him from here?’ Karrde asked. “ Between theVenture and the HoloNet, we
should be able to boost asignal 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 impliesit’'s something he doesn’t
want lesking out.”

“A littlelatefor that,” Karrde murmured.

“Even s0, we can't risk running any of this through regular communications channdls,” 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'regoing, we d better do it,” she said, her voice under careful contral. “Thanksfor the
heads-up.”

“Under the circumstances, it seemed theleast | could do,” Karrde said. “It also occurred to me that if

you went, you might prefer to use that aien ship you brought back from there. I’ ve sent Shada andWild
Karrde to go pick it up.”

“A nicethought,” Luke said. “But | don’t think we ve got timeto wait for it.”

“Definitey not,” Maraagreed. “ Thanks anyway. How many people have you told about that ship, by the
way?'

“Just Shada,” Karrde said. “No onedse.”
“Good,” Marasaid. “I’d liketo keep it asecret alittle longer, if we can.”

“No problem,” Karrde assured her. “1f and when we dig out information on Jinzler, shal | send acourier
to Nirauan to meet you?’

“Don't bother,” Luke said. “Chances are we' Il be heading straight back to Coruscant within a couple of
daysanyway.”

“And never mind Jnzler’ shistory,” Maraadded. Y ou just concentrate on tracking down the man
himsdlf. The last time secret information dipped through our fingers, we nearly ended up with acivil war.”

Karrdewinced. “Y es; the Caamas Document,” he said. “Don’t worry, we' |l find him.”
“Good,” Lukesad. “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' sface vanished. “Well, like you said, the trip was starting to
get routing,” he commented.

Maradidn’t answer. “| takeit you' re not happy about all this?” Luke suggested as he punched for the
nav computer.



“Y ou mean about going to Nirauan?’ Maraasked, her voice thick with sarcasm. “Nirauan, wherel
single-handedly destroyed their whole docking bay deck for them? 1’ m sure Parck’ sjust dying to seeme

agan.”

“Oh, comeon,” Luke soothed. “I'm sure he' s gotten over that by now. Anyway, it’sredly Baron Fel
you should be worried about. He was probably the onein charge of the fighters you wrecked.”

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

“ Somebodyhasto be,” Luke said, giving her atotaly innocent look.

Mara held the glare another moment. Then her face softened. “Y ou'reasworried as| 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.”

Maranodded. “ The unidentified enemy he told me was coming thisdirection,” she said. “The one that
had both him and Fel serioudy concerned.”

“Unlessthey were lying about that,” Luke suggested. “ Theywere trying to talk you into joining them,
remember.”

Maraturned to look out at the canopy. “No,” she said. “No, they were convinced. They might have
been wrong, but they were sncerely 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,” Marasaid firmly. “Besides, | know Leiaisalot more
comfortable having him aboard during this stage of Jaina sflight training.”

Behind Luke, the computer beegped completion of itstask. “Herewe go,” he said, feeding the course
seiting into the helm.

“It' samost funny, you know,” Maracommented thoughtfully. “Y ou actudly cdled it, not fifteen minutes
ago. Remember?’

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

“SoI'veheard,” Marasaid. “Let’ sjust hope that was you talking and not the Force. Come on; let’ s get
thisover with.”

Two days|ater, they reached the Nirauan system.



“Looks quiet enough,” Luke said asthey flew through space toward the battle-scarred planet itsdlf. “No
fighter patrols or anything esel can pick up.”

Marawas slent amoment, and L uke could sense her reaching out with the Force. “I’m not getting
anything, either,” shesaid. “I get the bad feding Parck wasn't expecting us.”

Lukefrowned at her. “1 thought youdidn’t want him waiting for us”

“I didn’'t want hisfighters waiting for us,” Mara corrected. “But the complete lack of awelcoming
committee impliesthat the message he sent was completein and of itself. He may be annoyed to find he

hasvigtors”

“Well, there' soneway to find out,” Luke said, adjusting the comm for one of the frequenciesthe
Imperials and Chiss had been using the last time they were here. “Let’ sknock and seeif anyone's

home”

Hetapped the key. “Thisis Luke Skywalker, Jedi Master of the New Republic, to Admiral Voss Parck.
Repest; thisis Luke Skywaker caling Admird Parck. Please respond.”

He leaned back in his seat. “Now, | guesswe wait until—"

Abruptly, the comm display came on, revealing the blue face and glowing red eyes of a Chiss. “Hello,
Skywaker,” the dlien said. His eyes seemed to burn into Luke sface. “And Jade is here, too, | see,” he
added, hisface turning dightly to gaze at Mara. “Thisis Kres ten' tarthi, commander of

Mitth'raw’ nuruodo’ s household phalanx for the Empire of the Hand. Thisis certainly asurprise.”

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

“Yes, | knew,” Kres ten'tarthi said. “ The admira will be herein amoment. In the meantime, would you
careto land and join us?” Hisface seemed to tighten dightly. “Don’t worry, the docking bay has been
completely repaired snceyour lagt vist.”

“Thanksfor your hospitdity,” Marasaid before Luke could answer. “I think we' |l stay here.”
The Chissinclined hishead. “Asyou wish.”
The display blanked. “Y ou 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 weretalking to me. | think he took it personally when you came charging to the
rescue.”

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

“We have friends al over thiswholeregion of space,” Mararetorted. “Don’t forget, the rest of
Thrawn’s people are out there somewhere. Whole star systems full of Chiss, whom | 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” Marasad. “Interesting term Stent used. Did you notice?’
“Empire of the Hand,” Luke said, nodding. “ Probably relates to the Hand of Thrawn.”

“Obvioudy,” Marasaid. “1 was wondering more about theEmpire part. Y ou and your Rebel friends
certainly had plenty of trouble with P patineg s Empire. Y ou suppose the Chiss might be having smilar
problemswith Thrawn’ s?”

“Could be,” Luke said doubtfully. Grand Admira Thrawn—Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo,to give hisfull Chiss
name—had been arguably the greatest military geniusthe galaxy had ever known, certainly the greatest
the Empire had ever had in its ranks. Palpatine had sent him and atask force out into the Unknown
Regions before the Rebd Alliance had been formed, ostensibly in punishment for abreach of palace
politics, but in redity with the secret misson of exploring and conquering new systemsfor future Imperia

expangon.

Ontheir last visit to Nirauan, Luke and Marahad learned just how well he had succeeded at that task.
Injust those few short years he had opened up huge expanses of territory, putting them under the control
of hisImperia forces and the handful of Chiss such as Stent who had remained loya to him. The origind
secrecy of the project had aso been maintained, with the leaders of the Imperial Remnant on Bagtion
having never even heard of the project up to that point.

Now, three yearslater, Supreme Commander Pellaeon and a handful of trusted advisers had had some
limited contact with Parck and the Nirauan offshoot of their former regime. Leiaand some of the other
top peoplein the New Republic aso knew of its existence, though L uke suspected neither government
had any idea how extensive the new territory actualy was. Only he and Maraknew that, and for the
moment they had decided to keep it private.

The designationEmpire of the Hand for the region, however, was anew one on them. “| can't see
Thrawn becoming that kind of tyrant, though,” he went on, thinking back over the New Republic' sown
struggles againgt the Grand Admiral. “He never struck me asthe sort to rule by terror or suppression.”

“Doesn’'t mean he couldn’t have learned,” Mara pointed out. “ Pal patine was an excellent teacher. Or if
not Thrawn himsdf, maybe those who succeeded him went in that direction. Happensall thetime.”

“I suppose,” Luke conceded. “ Still—"

He broke off asthe comm display came on again, thistime revealing a gray-haired human with alined
face and quick, shrewd eyes. “Hello, Mara,” he said. “Master Skywaker. Thisisasurprise, | must say. |
assumed you' d be well on your way to Crustai by now.”

Lukefrowned. “Crusta?’

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

“Unfortunately, it took awrong turn,” Maratold him. “ Someone named Dean Jnzler made off with it
before anyone el se could see the contents.”

“Redly,” Parck murmured, looking back and forth between them. “Y ou know this man?’



“Never heard of him before,” Marasaid. “| take it this message was worth steding?’

“In the proper hands, it could very well be,” Parck said, hislips compressing briefly. “Thisis not good at
al”

“Yes, that’ sbasically the concluson we cameto,” Maraagreed. “Y ou want tofill usin?’

“Of course,” Parck said, histhoughts clearly still on the wayward message. “ Though if the Chiss. . .” He
seemed to shake himsdlf. “Well, what’ sdoneisdone,” he said briskly. “Redlity must dways be dedlt
with, whether we likeit or not. Tell me, Skywalker, have you ever heard of something called Outbound
Hignt?’

“Yes, | think s0,” Luke said dowly, thinking hard. “I came across areferenceto it when | was searching
for information on Jorus C’ baoth, back when his clone was working with—was trying to kidnap Leid s
twins,” he corrected himsdlf quickly. C baoth’s former connection with Thrawn, and especidly his
connection with Thrawn’s death, might not be awise subject to bring up. “Wasn't it some grand effort a
few years before the Clone Wars to send an expedition to another gaaxy?’

“Very good,” Parck said. “Yes, that was basicdly it. The project consisted of six brand-new
Dreadnaughts, clustered together in ahexagona pattern around a central storage core. The personnel
conssted of Six Jedi Masters and adozen Jedi Knights, including C'baoth himself, plus somefifty
thousand others, crewers and their families.”

Lukeblinked. “Andtheir families?”
“Travding to another gdaxy would taketime,” Parck reminded him. “Especidly 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 afew colonies asthey went.”

“Ah,” Luke said, nodding. “Hencethe design.”

“Correct,” Parck sad. “If acolony wasindeed formed, one of the Dreadnaughts could be easily
detached from the cluster to provide the colonists with protection and mobility.”

“Yes” Lukesaid. “Aside from that, about al | know isthat the expedition never returned. Did they
make it to another galaxy?’

Besde him, Maradtirred. “ They didn’t even makeit 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 Chisswere not pleased, to say the least. Thrawn was nearly exiled
on the spot, though he apparently was able to talk hisway out of it somehow.”

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

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

* % *



For along moment, Marajust stared at the screen, ahundred different thoughts and emotions twisting
themsalves through her mind. “No,” she said, the word popping out without conscious effort. “That's
impossible. It hasto be atrick.”

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

“It' simpossible” Maraingsted again. “Y ou told me Thrawn destroyed Outbound Hight. 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 remainsthat the Chiss
say they’ ve found Outbound Fight. The description Formbi gave certainly fits the design, and there’ sno
other reason | can think of why even asingle Dreadnaught should be out thisfar.”

Helifted an eyebrow. “The hows and whys are questions none of us can answer right now. The only
guestion you have to dedl with iswhat you' re going to do about it.”

“Whatwe' re going to do?’ Luke asked. “It seemsto methisis something for the entire New Republic
leadership, not a couple of Jedi.”

“Perhaps,” Parck said. “But perhaps not. Outbound Fightwas abrainchild of the Jedi, after al, not the
Old Republic Senate or even Palpatine. That’swhy Formbi asked that you be contacted and invited to
jointheofficid expedition to the ste of theremains”

“He asked forLuke?” Mara asked.

“Specificaly,” Parck confirmed, turning to look toward a screen to hisright. “Here s the entire message:
‘To Luke Skywalker, Jedi Magter, Jedi academy, Y avin Four; from Chaf’ orm’ bintrano, Aristocra of the
Fifth Ruling Family, Sarvchi. A patrol from the Chiss Expangonary Defense Fleet haslocated what
appearsto be the remnants of the expeditionary mission known to you as Outbound Hight deep insde
Chissterritory. Asatoken of repect, and with deep regret for Chissinvolvement in its destruction, we
offer you the opportunity to join the officid examination of the vessdl. | will await you at the world
Crustai’—here he gave the coordinates—' for the next fifteen days, a which time wewill travel together
to Outbound Flight' slocation. | urge you to attend, so that through you we may discuss arrangements for
the return of the remainsto your people.” End of message.”

“Andthisal camefrom this Chaf’ orm’ whatever?” Mara asked. “ The address and everything?’

“Chaf’ orm’ bintrano,” Parck supplied. “Call him Formbi. Obvioudy, | supplied the location of the Jedi
academy for him. The Chiss know virtudly nothing about the New Republic, and certainly nothing about
itsworlds”

“Y et 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 ongood speaking terms,” Parck hedged. “Officia Chisspolicy istill that Thrawn



was a renegade who brought nothing but dishonor on the rest of his people.”
“Tell that to Stent,” Luke murmured.

Parck shrugged. “1 didn’t say dl the Chissagreed. | amply said that wasthe officia line. But Formbi and
| have spoken on occasion, and the conversations have been reasonably civil.”

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

“Thank you,” Luke said. “If you don’'t mind, we' |l discussit and get back to you.”

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

Hewas till Sitting there, gazing a them, when Luke switched off the comm.

Marakept her eyes on the planet, feding L uke s unspoken question hanging in the air between them.
“What do you think?’ she asked instead.

“It'sanintriguing offer,” Lukesaid. “Asfar as| could tdll, the whole Outbound Hight Project was
wrapped in secrecy. There was hardly anything even in the Coruscant archivesthat | could find.”

“There salot we don’t know anymore about that whole era,” Marasaid. “The Clone Wars and
Pd patine’ s purge saw to that.”

“That’smy point,” Luke said. “If even apart of Outbound Hight survived, there' s a chance that some of
itsrecords survived with it. This could be the kind of glimpse into the past that we ve dways wanted.”

“Thatwe' ve dwayswanted?’ Mara countered, looking at him. “ Or thatyou’ ve dways 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,” shereminded him darkly, turning back to the canopy.
“Personaly, there’ salot about that erathat | don’t want to know.”

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

“What potentia?” Mara scoffed. “ The chance for the Chissto assuage their guilt over letting Thrawn run
wild aslong asthey did?’

“I’'m surethat’ s part of it,” Luke said. “ The Chiss claim to be an honorable people. Even Thrawn made
apoint of not killing or destroying more than he thought was necessary. But | have astrong fedling that
there’ smoreto thisthan just asmple act of atonement.”

1] sjd] %?’

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know. It may be that the Chiss are looking to open diplomeatic relations with the
New Republic, and finding Outbound Flight has given them the opening they needed to do s0.”



“Redly,” Marasaid. “Well, inthat case, my dear, they’re going about it in an awfully strangeway. 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 dert Coruscant before we flash-tailed it out to the Unknown Regions.
Andthey wouldn’t have had time to even organize adiplomatic misson, let done get it in spaceintime.
Faceit, Luke: Formbi doesn’twant the New Republic involved, at least not on any officid level.”

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

“1fParck’ stdling thetruth,” Marasaid. “It dso could be that he' slying through histeeth.”

“There soneway to find out,” Luke pointed out. “I doubt he could hide that massive a deception from
both of usin person.”

“WEe re not going down there” Marasaid flatly. “ Thelast time| sat in the same room with him hefirst
tried to recruit me, then amost had me shot with those wonderful little charric fire gunsthe Chisscarry.
Thanks, but | 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 dl we ve got to go on iswhat he says.”

“I know,” Maramuttered. “1 just don't likeit.”

Luke shrugged. “It'sagamble,” hesaid. “Buit | think it' sworth taking.” He cocked his head to the side,
and again Maracould fed hismind pressing at hers. “Unless you have something more solid to go on,
oneway or the other?’

“Y ou mean am | getting something from the Force?” Maragrimaced. “1 wish | was. But dl I'vegot is
my own naturd suspicion.”

“No, it'snot just that,” Luke corrected her thoughtfully. “ There' s something el se there, something deeper
than just caution or suspicion. It fedsalittle like theway | felt when Y odatold mel would haveto face
my father before | would truly be a Jedi.”

“But I've already been through that,” Mara protested. “Y ou told me that that transition had to do with
sacrifice. | mademine.” Shejabbed afinger toward the planet in front of them. * Right down there.”

“I know,” Luke said, and Marafet anew warmth flow into his concern. That sacrifice, after dl, was
what had finally made thiswhole relationship possible. “But it wasn't the sacrifice aspect | wasthinking
of. It was more the—I don’t know. Call it the need to face the past.”

Marasnorted. “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. 1 just said that waswhat it fdlt like, that’sal.”
Marasighed. “Y ou want to go, don’t you?’
L uke reached over and took her hand. “I think we haveto,” he said. “If Parck wasright about an enemy

moving in toward us, we' re going to need dl the alies we can get. If there' s even achance of getting the
Chisson our side, we need to take it.”



“Yes” Marasad, ashiver running up her back. “Unless Parck was lying about that, too. Wdll, 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

TheJade Sabre was capable of somewhat better than 0.3 past lightspeed, and they made it to Crustal
with nearly aday to spare. Here, unlike the apparently more casua situation they’ d found at Nirauan,
therewas awe coming committee waiting.

There werefive of them, in fact: dlien fighters, midway in size between an X-wing and a Skipray
blastboat, moving up behind theSabre as L uke brought the ship out of hyperspace. “Identify yoursdlf,” 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 Marahad pulled up. The fighters had moved negtly into flanking positions around theJade
Sabre, amovethat could easily bejustified as an innocent escort formation, but which would serve
equally well for attack if necessary. “We re here at the request of Aristocra Chaf’ ormy’ bintrano of the
Hfth Ruling Family.”

“Welcome, Magter Skywalker,” the voice said. “Wewill escort you to the Aristocra s diplomatic
courier vessdl. Y ou 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 courseto follow. “What do you think?’ he
asked.

“If they’ ve borrowed any of our technology, it sure doesn’t show,” Marasaid, 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 acouple of small missilesracked together on the underside.”

“Proton torpedoes?’ L uke suggested, studying the schematic the sensors had drawn for them.

“Seemsabit big for that, but | can't tll for sure,” Marasaid. “I definitely wouldn't want to go up against



one of thesethingsin combat, though, let donefive of them.”

“WE |l do our best to avoid that,” Luke agreed. “ Seems odd that they haven't used any of our stuff,
though, congdering Thrawn’ s relationship with the Empire.”

“Y ou heard Parck,” Marareminded 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. “Mogt peopl€ s principles don’t extendthat far.”

Marashrugged. “Maybe we vefinaly found asociety of people wherethey do.”

The courier ship the fighter pilot had mentioned, like the fighters themsaves, turned out to be something
of asurprise. It was bigger than Luke had expected, for onething, nearly haf again asbig asthe
Cordlian 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 dl planes and corners and sharply defined angles,
rather likeaMon Cadamari star cruiser roughly carved out of stone before the sculptor began smoothing
the surface into the proper curves.

“Interesting design,” Maracommented asthey flew toward it. “It would be great for hiding in asteroid
fidds”

“Itwould blend in pretty well, wouldn't it?” Luke said, nodding. “1 was just thinking that it wouldn't be
eadly mistaken for anything e se. That's something else you want in adiplomatic ship.”

“Maybe,” Marasaid. “ Or maybe the Chissjust like lumpy ships. Does make me wonder what the
docking bay’ sgoing to belike, though.”

Luke winced. Back when he' d first presented theJade Sabre to Mara, after she' d thanked him for it,
she'd madeit casualy clear what would happen to anyone who so much as scraiched the paint. This
could betrouble.

Fortunately, it wasn't. The starboard-side docking bay they were escorted to—more of a haf port,
redly, than afull-sized bay—was smooth-walled, without any decorative angles or cornersintruding on
the approach. It also had maneuvering room to spare, and Mara got theSabre' s noseinto position and
locked into the clamps on her first try. “We rein,” she announced. “Now what?’

“Lookslike they’ re moving atransfer tunnel toward the portside haich,” Luke said, craning his neck to
peer out the side of the canopy. “Let’s go meet our host.”

It took afew minutes for them to shut the ship down to standby and then make their way back to the
hatchway. Someone was aready waiting there, tapping politely and discreetly on the metd. “Herewe
go,” Luke murmured, and touched the release.

The hatchway did up to reved ayoung Chissfemae dressed in an exoticaly cut jumpsuit composed of
shades of ydlow. “Welcometo the Diplomatic Vessd Chaf Envoy,” she said. Her Basic wasfar better
than the fighter pilot’ s had been, with only atrace of an exotic accent flavoring the words. “1 am
Chaf’ ees aklaio, aide to Aristocra Chaf” orm'’ bintrano. | would be honored if you would call me by my
core name, Feesa”

“Thank you,” Luke said. “I’'m Luke Skywalker—call me Luke. ThisisMara Jade



Skywaker—Mara—my wife and fellow Jedi.”

“Luke; Mara.” Feesarepeated the names, bowing low from her waist. “We are honored by your
presence. Please; comethisway.”

She turned and headed down the tunnel. “Y ou speak our language very well,” Luke commented ashe
and Marafdl into step behind her. “Isit common among your people?’

“Not at dl,” Feesasaid. “It was introduced many years ago by the Vigtors, but only afew havefdt the
desretolearnit.”

“TheVigtors?” Maraasked. “Y ou mean the people aboard Outbound Flight?’
“No; the Vidtors,” Feesasaid. “ The ones who came before.”
“ BeforeOutbound Hight?” Maraasked, frowning. “Who would have come out here before that?’

“1 do not know their names.” Feesa haf turned to regard Mara over her shoulder. “But it isnot my place
to speak of such things,” she added. “Y ou must not ask me anything more.”

“Our gpologies,” Luke said, sending awarning thought at Maraand sensing in return aflicker of
frudtration at histacit suspension of her investigation. Probing for information was one of Maral's

Specidties.

Ahead, the tunnel cameto an end at awide hatchway opening up into alarge 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 aflicker in the Force, abrief and unfocused sense of danger. But it was enough.
Reflexively, he threw himsdf forward into alow dive as something whipped through the space he' d just
vacated.

Feesa gasped something as L uke hit the deck and rolled onto his back, kicking off the flooring with his
heds. The momentum of hiskick pushed him backward away from the point of danger, smultaneoudy
shoving him back up off the cold metal. Half a second later he was back on hisfeet, poised in combat
gtance with hislightsaber blazing ready in front of him.

Hisfirst concern was Mara. To hisrelief, he saw shewas till in the tunndl, just insde the protection of
the hatchway, her lightsaber ignited and ready. For amoment 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. Mentdly warning Marato stay where
shewas, 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 celling was swinging
ponderoudy adongside the wal, apparently having come loose just as L uke was stepping through the
hatchway. Grimacing with amixture of relief and annoyance, he closed down hislightsaber. “It' sdl
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 camethrough, al right, but in typica Marafashion. She waited four of the five seconds, then
suddenly legpt out and up, spinning 180 degrees around in midair. As the cable siwung past, she dashed



upward with her lightsaber.

He' d expected her to cut the end completely off asamark of her displeasure at what had just happened.
But the blue blade merely dashed past the flying cable without any apparent effect at all.

She landed back on the deck, the cable clattering noisily dong thewall asit swung past her. “You all
right?’ she asked Luke, closing down her lightsaber and returning it to her belt.

“I'mfing” Luke assured her. “I wasfeding like alittle exercise anyway.”

A movement to hisright caught his eye, and he turned to see apair of Chiss males enter the room
through a high archway, both considerably older than Feesa, both wearing elaborate outfits that were
amogt certainly robes of state. The shorter Chiss, his blue-black hair liberdly sprinkled with white, wore
along, flowing robe in subdued shades of yellow with gray trim. Thetaler Chiss soutfit was shorter,
more like along tunic than an actud robe, and was predominantly black, though with smal swatches of
dusky red at various places on the deeves and upper shoulders. “Greetings to you, Jedi of—" the
black-clad Chiss began.

He broke off abruptly, his eyes narrowing, asthe last echo of hiswords bounced briefly between the
highwadls. “What isthis?’ he demanded.

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

“I see” the Chiss said, the threatening tone fading from hisvoice. “My apologies, Master Skywalker.
Areyou injured?’

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

The Chiss shook hishead. “1 am General Prard' ras kieoni of the Chiss Defense Fleet,” he said stiffly.
“Military commeander of this expedition.”

He hdf turned to the Chissinydlow.” This, ” he sad, “is Aristocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrano.”

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

“Hardly necessary,” the other said easily. “No one would expect you to know one Chissfrom ancther. |
trust you had an uneventful journey?’

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

“Addefromthislast bit,” Marainterjected, nodding toward the cable still swinging dong thewall. “You
speak our language well, Aristocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrano. Did you dso learn it from the Visitors?’

“From the Viditors, and others,” the Chisssaid. “ Since the arrival of your people a Nirauan, it hasby
necessity become asmal but growing field of study. All personnd aboard thismission are familiar withit,
infact, and | have ingtructed 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 rewelcome,” Chaf’ orm’ bintrano said. “ Following that same pattern of courtesy, | would also
request that you address me by my core name, Formbi. | believe that will make our conversations
ease.”

“It will indeed,” Luke assured him, feding adefinite rdief a Formbi’ sthoughtfulness. HE d never been
nearly as good with aien languages and pronunciations as Leia or even Han, and C-3PO was along way
away at the moment. “Again, | thank you.”

“It'sonly areasonable courtesy,” Formbi continued, asif feding he had to somehow justify the decison.
“After dl, full names are mainly reserved for forma occasions, for strangers, and for those who are our
socid inferiors. As representatives of the New Republic, dl of you must surely be consderedtobeon a
level with the very highest of the orders”

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

“Good,” Formbi said. “Y ou may likewise address Generd Prard'ras kleoni as General Drask.”

Lukelooked at the generd, 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 socia order as
Formbi was.

Or esehejust 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 Feesatakes 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,” Maracommented as they passed under the archway and into a curving halway. Unlikethe ship’'s
outer hull, theinterior surfaceswere dl smooth and even. “Our shipsusualy can't afford to waste that

much space.”

“Do you view courtesy and formality as awaste, then?’ Drask growled. “ Perhaps politenessis
unnecessary, too, or positionsor socid levels—’

“Generd.” Formbi spoke thetitle quietly, but there was something in hisvoice that instantly silenced the
other. “Our guests don’t do things as we do. Obvioudy, they don’t understand.”

Helooked back at Mara. “Thisisadiplomatic vessd of the Fifth Ruling Family, and we often welcome
high-positioned officials aboard. Each socia and professiond position requiresits own proper expanse,
decor, and pattern. In each of those Situations the reception area can be automaticaly reconfigured and
decorated before the guest’ sarriva.”

He shrugged. “Asit is, the room isbarely large enough to properly welcome abrother or sster of one of
the Nine Families. Fortunately, most of them travel but little, and then mainly in vessdls of their own.”

“l seg” Marasaid.



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

“No, not a al,” Luke hastened to assure him. *“ Officials of our position don’t require any formd rituas
or treatment.”

“Especidly not on amisson likethisone,” Maraadded. “If we' re ever in asituation where ceremony is
required, we' Il inform you then, and instruct you in the proper patterns.”

“Aswe of coursewill expect you to do for usif the Stuation isreversed,” Luke said. “ Until then,
congder usto 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 asatrilling group of tones cut through the air. “Incoming vessel,” agentle voice announced
from somewhere above them.” Paskla -class, unknown configuration.”

Drask muttered something under his breath. “ Combat preparations,” he cdled toward the ceiling ashe
took off at arun down the corridor.

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

He led them through a dozen twists and turnsto asmall balcony overlooking aroom that was, as near as
Luke could judge, buried nearly dead center in the core of the ship. It was about the same size asthe
reception area had been, but with amuch lower celling. Unlike the reception room, it was crammed full
of consoles, displays, wal monitors, and Chiss. Most of the aliens were dressed in the same black as
Genera Drask, though their outfits were tighter fitting, less e aborate, and clearly more functiond. Luke
gpotted Drask himself on acircular podium in the center of the room, conferring with a Chisswearing an
outfit amilar to his but with green patches where the generd’ s uniform showed red.

“Thisisthe command center,” Formbi said, ascalm asif hewasleading atour through an interesting
display of painted shdlfish. “ The officer wearing green patchesis Captain Bragt’ dshi’ barku, theline
commander of this vesse—you may address him as Captain Tdshib. Andthat,” he added, pointing
acrossto the largest of thewall digplays, “is apparently our incoming vessd.”

Luke focused on theimage. The dien ship looked like adightly squashed sphere, light-colored but with
aclose-order pattern of dark spots covering the hull that could have been viewports, vents, or even just
decoration. There was no scae on the display that he could see, but if the ships now swarming around it
were more of thefightersthat had run escort for theJade Sabre, then the intruder was decently sized.

“Doesn't look likeawarship,” Maracommented from beside him. “They usudly have a least one
low-silhouette, high-firepower plane available to present to an approaching enemy. That thing’ sgoing to
be a perfect target no matter what direction it comes at you from.”

“Y ou forget the Death Star,” Luke reminded her. *1t was shaped more or lesslike that.”

“And itsdesign stunk, too,” Mararetorted. “1t just happened to be big enough and mean enough to get



away withit.”
“Moglly,” Luke couldn’t resst saying.

“Whatever.” Maragestured. “ Thisthing, 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 thisinteregting.”

“I obey,” Feesasaid, bobbing her head in aquick bow and then hurrying off.

“The ambassador?’ Maraasked.

“Yes,” Formbi said. “Did | understand you to say you knew of avessd of thistype?’
“No, just abattle sation of asmilar shape,” Luke said.

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

She was interrupted by another trilling tone, adifferent combination of notes than the one they’ d heard
ealier. “Signd dert,” Formbi identified it. “ They’ retrying to communicate.”

One of the smdler displaysto the side cleared to reved apair of dien faceswith large violet eyes,
flattened earsrisng high on the skull, and apair of smal mouths set just above the jawline. The skin was
light tan, with ahint of exotic gold marbling about the jaw and cheeks. “What arethey?’ Luke asked.

“It'snot aspecies |’ ve seen before,” Formbi said, leaning forward alittle asif trying to see theimage
better.

“| thought you were the dominant species out here,” Marasaid. “Don’'t you know all your neighbors?’

“We have asgnificant number of starsand star systems, yes,” Formbi said. There was neither arrogance
nor gpology in hisvoice, hewas smply sating afact. “But the Nine Families have long discouraged our
people from probing or prying into the territories of others. Certainly the Defense Fleet and al officia
personnd are required to stay within our own borders.”

He shrugged. “Besides which, there are dso many smdl groupsin thisregion 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 agreat undertaking to try to know them
al”

“There are ahundred different threats out there that would freeze your blood if you knew about them,”
Maramurmured.

Formbi frowned &t her. “I beg your pardon?’

“I wasjust remembering something a Chissonce told me,” Maraexplained. “ A warrior named Stent,
back on Nirauan.”

“Yes” Formbi said, histone alittle odd. Perhaps he didn’t like being reminded that Parck had alot of



renegade Chissworking with him. “In actua fact, he may have underestimated the number. The gaaxy
outsde Chissterritory isnot avery safe placeto be”

On the display, one of the dliens opened his mouths, and aflow of melodic sounds suddenly filled the
room. Luke stretched out with the Force, wondering if he could get a sense of the wordstheway he'd
once done with the Qom Qae and Qom Jhaof Nirauan.

But those species communication had had a Force component to it. Thisone 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' sthat, atrade language?’ Maraasked.

“Exactly,” Formbi said, glancing at her with an gpproving look. “Minnisat isthe chief trade language
among the various peoples of thisarea. Most Chissknow at least some of it, particularly those who live
on border worldslike Crugtai.”

“What'she saying?’ Luke asked.

Formbi pursed hislips. “ * Greetings to the noble and compass onate people of the Chiss Ascendancy,” “
hesaid dowly. “ ‘1 am Bearsh, first sseward of the Geroon Remnant.” “

From the podium, Genera Drask was speaking now. It seemed to be the same language, though his
voice was consderably lessmelodic than the Geroon's. * ‘| am Generd Prard'ras kleoni of the Chiss
Expansonary Defense Fleet,” “ Formbi trandated. “ *What isyour busnessin Chissterritory? “

To Luke sears, 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
aarmed tone, a sense that Formbi’ strandation merely confirmed. “ “We mean no affront. Please do not
harm our vessd. 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?’ hecdled. “ Areyou familiar with the event he refersto?’

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

The generd turned and began speaking again. “1 thought you didn’t go out of your way to help people
outside your territory,” Marasaid.

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

“Wait aminute,” Luke said, turning to Mara. “| thought you said Thrawn destroyed Outbound FHight.”

“That’ swhat Parck told me,” Mara confirmed. “ Maybe he waswrong.”

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



Drask was speaking again. “ Genera Drask is asking who their endaverswere,” Formbi said, a
thoughtful tonein hisvoice. “I wonder. . .”

Hisvoicetrailed off. “Y ou know something?’ Mara prompted.

“I have athought,” Formbi said. “Let’ sfirst see what the Geroon says.”

Bearsh answered, stepping back from the holocam and waving his handsin acomplicated pattern.
“What' sthat behind him?’ Luke asked, frowning as he tried to see past the two adien facesthat were
now only partidly filling the screen. The area behind them seemed to be alarge open room, possibly even
larger than the reception area he and Mara had come through earlier. The walls and ceiling were colored
awhite-textured blue, and he could just see the tops of some kind of open structures abovethe diens
heads.

And then, as he watched, two small figures moved into view, climbing hand over hand on the nearest
Sructure. “Whet in the—?’

“It' saplayground,” Mara breathed. “It’ sachildren’ s playground.”
“You'reright,” Luke said. One of the smal Geroons reached the top of the Structure he was climbing,
pulling ared headband from around his ears as he did so and waving it in triumph. “Lookslike averson

of Hilltop Emperor.”

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

“TheVagaari,” Formbi murmured.
“What?’ Luke asked, turning to him.

Formbi gestured to the display. “He has just confirmed my expectations,” the Chiss said darkly. “He
saysit wasthe Vagaari who endaved them.”

“| takeit thatis a species you' ve seen before?’” Mara asked.

“Not seen, but far too familiar with,” Formbi said. “They were a great race of nhomadic conquerors and
daverswho onceflew fredly through this region of space, taking and destroying a will, particularly
among the smaller speciesand worlds.”

“Arethey sill around?” Luke asked.

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

Luke and Maraexchanged startled looks. “They were at that battle?’ Luke asked.
“And on whose side?’” Maraadded. “ Outbound Flight's, or the Chiss s?’
“Therewasno ‘Chiss side of the battle, Jedi Skywaker,” Formbi countered, hisred eyesflashing at

her. “ There was only Syndic Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo and his onevery smal picket force. They did not
represent the Chiss Defense Heet, or the Nine Ruling Families, or any other group of the Chiss people.”



“Y es, we understand that,” Luke assured him hagtily. “Marawas smply wondering how exactly the
battle lineswere drawn up.”

Formbi shook hishead. “I arrived after the battle was over, after all the destruction had aready taken
place.” Herumbled deep in histhroat. “ Syndic Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo was not very informative on what
exactly had taken place.”

“Soit’ s possible that the Jedi aboard Outbound FHight redlydid help them againgt the Vagaari?” Luke
asked.

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

L uke looked back at the display and the pleading Geroons. Faced with both a pirate gang and Thrawn’s
forces, threatened by both, whatwould the Jedi have done?“ I’ m sure they would havetried to help,” he
said dowly. “How much they could have done. . . | don’t know.”

“Though the Geroons clearly think they did something significant,” Mara pointed out. “Y ou suppose
Outbound Hight and Thrawn could have combined forces|ong enough to ssomp the Vagaari before
Thrawn turned on them?’

Luke shrugged. “I supposethat’ spossble,” he said. “Hard to believe he could have conned six Jedi
Magtersinto wagting their strength againgt pirates when he knew al dong he was going to attack them
afterward.”

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

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

“Ah,” Formbi said, turning. “Here heisnow.”

Luke turned to see Feesa coming toward them. Striding along behind her was amedium-tall human mae
with slver hair and a close-cropped slver beard, hisface lined and dark with the evidence of too many
of hisyears spent under unforgiving suns. “Welcome, Ambassador,” Formbi greeted him. “We seem to
have more vigtors.”

“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 seethat his eyeswere

an unusud shade of gray. “Interesting. Do we know them?’

“They cdl themsavesthe Geroons,” Formbi said, turning back as someone caled hisname. “Excuse
me, but I'm needed below. Come, Feesa.”

“Introductions?” Maramurmured, her eyes on the newcomer.

“I"'msorry,” Formbi said as he and Feesa paused at the top of the short stairway that linked the bal cony
to the main floor of the command center. “ Ambassador, may | present Jedi Master Luke Skywalker and
Jedi Knight Mara Jade Skywalker.”

Therewas aflicker of something in the man'seyes, 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, “isthe person Coruscant and the New Republic have sent astheir
representative.

“ Ambassador Dean Jnzler.”

CHAPTER 4

Formbi hurried off down the stairway to where Generadl Drask was waiting, Feesafollowing close
behind.

L eaving the three humans gazing at each other.
Jnzler broke the sllencefird. “1 seeyou' ve been talking to Tdon Karrde,” he said.
“What makesyou say that?’ Luke asked, hisvoice giving nothing away.

“Your expressons,” Jnzler said. He smiled faintly. “Or, rather, your complete lack of them. You
probably want to know what thisisall about.”

“Why don't you tdl us?’ Luke suggested. From the camnessin hisvoiceit was clear Luke waswilling
to give the man the benefit of the doubt, at least for the moment.

Which was afull moment longer than Mara hersdf wasinterested in giving him. She threw aquick glance
down at the command floor, wondering what L uke would say if she called Formbi back up here and
denounced Jinzler on the spot.

But Formbi seemed to be having aquiet, three-way argument with Drask and Ta shib on the podium.
I nterrupting them at this point might not be asmart thing to do.

“For starters, let me assure you I’m not here for any kind of financia gain,” Jnzler said. “1’m not looking
for power or influence or blackmail, either.”

“Wadll, that cutsout dl theinteresting possibilities,” Marasaid tartly. “How about teling us what youare
herefor?’

“I can dso promise you that | won't make any trouble,” Jnzler continued. “I won't try to influence the
Chissor get in theway of whatever negotiations or other diplomatic plansyou have.”



“You're dready making trouble, just by being here” Maratold him.
“You'readso gdling,” Luke said. “What do you want?’

Jinzler took adeep bresth, let it out in acontrolled huff. “1 have to see Outbound Flight,” he said quietly,
his gaze drifting to the display and the image of the Geroon ship. “1 haveto. . .”

He closed hiseyesbriefly. “I'm sorry, but it' s extremely persond.”

“Very touching,” Marasaid. “ Also very inadequate. Let’ stry it from adifferent direction. Why areyou
impersonating aNew Republic officid?’

Jnzler sthroat tightened. “Because I’m anobody,” he said, atouch of bitterness edging into hisvoice.
“ And because the only way to get to Outbound Flight is aboard an officid Chissship, at the invitation of
the officid Chissgovernment. Y ou redlly think they’d let me aboard if they knew the truth?

“I don't know,” Luke said. “Why don't wetry it?’

Jnzler shook hishead. “1 can't risk it,” he said. “| have to seethat ship, Master Skywaker. | haveto. .
" He shook hishead again.

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

“I thought you might not get the message in time and would miss Formbi’ sdeadling,” Jnzler said. “If you
did makeit—" He shrugged uncomfortably. “I hoped you’ d understand.”

“Understand what?’ Mararetorted. “Y ou won't even tell uswhat it iswe' re supposed to understand.”
“I know.” He smiled wanly. “Pretty foolish of me, | guess. But it wasdl | had.”

Maralooked past him at Luke, a sour taste in her mouth. An accomplished actor, she knew, could pull
off aperformance 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 aJedi. Try as she might, she couldn’t
ignore the fact that her senses were picking up the same earnest emotional struggle in hismind aswas
coming out in hisface and words.

The man was rash, not much of along-range thinker, possibly even an out-and-out fool. But hewas aso
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 nations of corrupt officials and Rebelsdike, with all
the sincerity anyone could ever have asked for.

No, sincerity done didn’t count for much. In fact, when you cameright down to it, it didn’t count for
anythingat dl.

“Mara?’ Lukeinvited.



“No,” shesad firmly. “Unlesshe swilling to tell us—right now—exactly why he wants aboard, | say he
getstossed off.”

Shelifted her eyebrows at Jnzler. “Well?’

Thelinesaround Jnzler’ s eyes degpened, and his shoulders seemed to sag alittle. “I can't,” he said
softly. “It' sjust—"

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

Maraturned to see Formbi climbing back up the steps toward them, an odd tightnessin his face and
tread. “They're coming with us” he said.

“What, dl of them?’ Luke asked.

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

“What happened?’ Jinzler asked.

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

“Likethe Caamad,” 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 anew world where they may liveagainin

pesce.
“That’ sterrible,” 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 Chissterritory where they can settle”

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

“He' snot pleased at al,” Formbi agreed with awry smile. “Though to be honest, he’ s not pleased to
have al you humans aboard, ether. But in the end, my counsdl prevailed.”

“What about their request to vist Outbound FHight?’ Luke asked.

“WEell dlow their vessdl to accompany usto the edge of the cluster where the remains are located,”
Formbi said. “ At that point, | may need to have another discussion with Genera Drask. Still, I'm sure at
least asmall delegation of their peoplewill 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 find farewdls”



It wasal Maracould do to keep from jerking backward. The sudden flood of emotion that erupted
from Jnzler’ smind was like astun burst from ablaster rifle.

Shelooked at him sharply. But aside from atwitching musclein his cheek, hisface showed nothing of
the sudden anguish and heartache that had been triggered by Formbi’ s comment.

To pay their respects. To say their fina farewells. . .

“At any rate, with al now assembled, we may findly proceed,” Formbi continued. “ Feesawill show you
to your persona quarters, Master Skywalker.”

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

Again, there was asour tastein Mara s mouth. But there' d been something in Jnzler’ ssilent 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, aswell, Aristocra Formbi,” she said. “We'll look forward to
gpending more time with you.”

She had the minor satisfaction of catching the surprise from both men at her comment. “Y ou're quite
welcome,” Formbi said, oblivious to what was going on benesth the surface. “We shdl meet againina
few hours. There will be areception dinner; Feesawill meet you at your quarters shortly beforehand to
escort you there. | will then introduce you to the rest of the vessdl’ s officers and diplomatic staff.”

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

“Yes,” Maraagreed, looking pointedly a Jinzler. “And I’'m surewe || have achance there to talk more
fully, Ambassador.”

Because shewould find out about this man, she promised herself as Feesaled 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 Feesatook them to were small but well laid out, with a compact conversation areaas well
asthe usua deeping 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” Marasad, watching the door dide shut behind her, her thoughts till on Jinzler and hisdisturbing
emotional reaction.



“You'renot even looking at it,” Luke said, stepping through an archway into the bedroom and flopping
backward onto the bed. “L et me guess. Jinzler?’

“Since when does a Jedi Master have to guess?’ Maraasked dryly, trying to shake away the questions
long enough for at least a perfunctory glance around the room. Overdl, the decor was smple, asone
would expect of shipboard accommodations. But at the same time it had the small touches of elegance
that showed someone had put thought and careinto it. The Chiss, apparently, took their host
responghilities serioudly.

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

“What an appetizing image,” Marasaid. “And with dinner—" Shelooked at the chrono on thewall.
“—dtill dmogt three hours away. Maybe there' s a cantina aboard where | could get asnack.”

“Y ou want to talk about it?" Luke asked.

She shrugged. “1 don’t think he’sacon man,” she said. “Too emotionaly connected to thewholething. |
can't see him acting as an agent for someone else, either, for the same reason. | suppose—"

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

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

“Any ideawhy?’

“Not redly.” Shelooked around the room, asmall shiver running through her. “ Or maybe it hasto do
with this place. Going back to Nirauan; and now the Chiss—"

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

Lukedidn’t reply, but she could sense hisinvitation. Crossing the room, shelay down on the bed beside
him. He dipped his arm around beneath her shoulders, and for aminute they just lay snuggled together,
their minds and emotions wrapping around each other in much the sameway. “Maybeit’ sthe 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 dedl with it. That’ s happened to me once or
twice”

“I suppose,” Marasaid. “1 just wish the Force would pick atime when things are quieter if it' sgoing to
push meinto something.”

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

“You'll bethefirst,” 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 hisfingertips, “just



remember that I’'m herefor you. For whatever you need from me.”

She squeezed hishand. “1 know,” she said, feding hiswarmth and strength and commitment flowing into
her, flooding into the dark areasthat 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 done.

They lay there together for afew minutes. Then, with asigh, Maraforced her mind back to business.
“S0,” shesad. “What do you think of the rest of this setup?’

“Wadll, it’ sdefinitely not as cheering aswe might like,” he said. “Did you notice the way Formbi |ooked
when he came up after that talk with General Drask and Captain Tashib?’

Marathought back. She' d been concentrating mainly on Jinzler at the time, and al she could remember
about Formbi was his general expression. “Helooked tired,” she said.

“Itwas morethan that,” Luke said. “It was asif he'd just fought a battle, and wasn't sure whether he'd
won or logt.”

“Mm,” Marasaid, dightly annoyed at hersdf. Usudly she was better at catching detailslike that. “ Y ou
think Drask and Tashib aren’t happy about having al these aliens aboard a Chiss ship and are giving
Formbi ahard time about it?’

“They’re certainly not happy aboutsomething,” Luke said. “ Though it soundsto me like an Aristocrais
higher in rank than agenerd.”

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

“So havel,” Lukesaid. “We'll want to keep an eye on things and see how Drask does aswe go aong.”

“Uh-huh,” Maramurmured. “ Tell me, do you think Drask might be annoyed enough about usto actualy
do something about it?’

“Such as?’

“Such asthat accident with the cable in the reception room,” Marasaid. “ The timing there was amost
too good to be coincidence.”

For afew seconds Luke didn’t answer. Mara listened to the silence, watching the kaleidoscope of
thought and emoation go through his mind as he examined the possibilities. “I don’'t know,” hesaid a 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 atimewhile | went into aheding trance.”

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

“Hewould have had atough job sdlling it,” Luke pointed out. “It’ s pretty clear Formbi wantsusaong.”

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



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

“Where areyou going?’ Luke cdled after her, propping himsdf up on an ebow.
“Back to the reception room,” Marasaid. “1 want acloser ook at that cable.”
“Y ou want me to come with you?’ Luke asked, starting to stand up.

“Better not,” Marasaid, shaking her head. “ One Jedi poking around isidle curiogty; two of themisan
officid investigation. Ther€ sno point in adding fud to Drask’ sfire”

“I suppose.” Reluctantly, Luke sat back down on the bed. “Whistle if you need any help.”
“Of course” Marasaid, giving him an innocent look. “Don't | ways?’

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

* k% %

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 dien gppearance, but even that small handful said nothing asthey passed by. Either the culture was
just naturaly polite, or else Formbi had given gtrict instructions as to how his guests were to be treated.

It was interesting, though, how much more of their emotiond states she was able to pick up thistime
around. Back on Nirauan, during her first brush with groups of Chiss, she'd barely even been ableto
sense their presence. Experience and practice apparently paid off inthisarea.

Of course, back then she hadn’t been atrue 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 aready been reattached.

She stood just inside the archway for amoment, eyeing the cable. It was nestled into a cable groove
between the celling and the bulkhead, a good six meters off the deck. That wasn't an impossible jump for
aJedi, but asmplejump wouldn't accomplish very much. She needed to be able to st there for aminute
or two in order to examine the end where it had either broken or been cut. And asfar 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 automaticaly
reconfigured and decorated for arriving guests. . .

It took aminute for her to find the control pand, set into the bulkhead just insde the archway and hidden
behind a plate colored the same neutra gray asthe rest of the paneling. The controls consisted of adozen
buttons, each labeled with an dien mark. Experimentaly, she pushed one of them.

Smoothly, and in complete slence, 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 againgt the bulkheads with the patterns now showing. Parts of the celling likewise
swung free to hang like flags or else began to lower asrectangular or circular columnsto various heights,
leaving the room with a sort of stylized staactite |ook.

The deck itself underwent the most dramatic changes. Instead of large panelsflipping or rotating or
otherwise changing, tiny lightsthat had hitherto been invisble cameto life, forming intricate spirds 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. Maralooked around at the entirely new room that had appeared,
impressed in spite of herself, wondering which leve of Chissofficid could command this particular brand
of welcome.

Shetried two more buttonsin turn. Each time, she noted, the room went back to neutra before changing
into its new configuration.

Unfortunately, none of the changes did anything with the cable she wanted to examine. Throughiit al,
that particular edge of celling 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 celling columns and counting off the seconds to hersalf. It would just be possible, she decided.
And in her philosophy, anything that was possible might aswell betried.

She put the room back into neutral and prepared herself for action.One Jedi poking around isidle
curiosity, she' dtold Luke. Shewondered if Formbi would redly takeit 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 afew degrees open, legping up
and grabbing itstop edge with her fingertips. Her first fear, that it would break off under her weight and
dump her ignominioudy onto the deck, didn’'t happen. She didn’t give it the chance to changeits mind,
ether, but quickly pulled hersdf partway up and then shoved off it, lunging toward the next pane ameter
to her right. She caught the top of this one about a quarter of the way open, again pulled hersdlf up, and
again shoved off for the next in the climbing pattern she’ d worked out. By the time her last stepping-stone
pand was about to swing closed, she was where she needed to be. Pushing off onefind time, she legpt
across ameter and a half of empty space and wrapped her arms around the side of the nearest of the
lowered ceiling columns.

For amoment 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 agood grip and, like thewall
pands, 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 Chisswandering in and catching her hanging
up herelike 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 celling sections that was now hanging straight down. Using it asapivot point, she swung
over to acolumn hanging down in the corner.



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

She squinted at it, wishing she' d thought to bring alight. The room itsdf waswell lit, but the end where
the cable had been reattached to its connector wasinconveniently lying in shadow from the celling column
she was hanging on to.

Still, aJedi was never entirely without resources. Looking awkwardly over her shoulder toward her
wai s, 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, sheignited it.

Thesnap-hiss somehow sounded louder than usud in the corner of aquiet room. The lightsaber didn’t
put out al 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 howhad it come apart?

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

Adjusting her grip on the column, she freed one hand and gingerly extended afinger into the opening.
Nothing. She moved the finger around in acircle insde the opening, searching for the machinery or
electronic connectors or heet radiator vanesthat should naturally be behind any opening on aship.

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

She was gtill working through the possibilities when aflicker 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. Severa sets, by the sound, but in too close astep to be Chissona
casud groll around the ship. Thisgroup was definitely military.

And here shewas, trgpped in acompromising position Sx metersin 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
gdeof it, infull view of the room below. She would have to work her way around to thewall sideiif she
was going to have any chance of concealment; and from the speed those footsteps were approaching,
shewasn'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 hersalf around toward
thefar sde.

Shewas dmost hafway around when the intruders marched in beneath the archway. Shefrozein place,



shifting her gaze downward to |ook.
As shedid 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 insde the reception room in aloose box formation. The
onein the center was a human mae, young looking, wearing agray Imperia 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, asudden flood of memories whipping around her like stones
and debrisin ahurricane-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; occasiondly, she'd

led smdl groups of them on specia missons.
She' d stood by and watched asthey killed.

It wasimpossible. It had to be. The elite cadre of stormtrooperswasall but extinct, wiped out in the
long war againgt the Empire. Mogt 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 aterrible

wave of death and destruction upon the galaxy.

And yet, there they were. It wasn't anillusion, or afraud, or atwisting of her own memories. They stood
like stormtroopers, they held their BlasTech E-11 blaster rifleslike stormtroopers, they wore
stormtrooper armor.

The stormtroopers were back.

Theyoung Imperia was|ooking around the room, his hand resting on the belted DH-17 blaster pistol
riding his hip. One of the sormtroopers murmured something, and helooked up. “Ah,” he called. His
voice sounded young, too. “Thereyou are, Jedi Skywaker. Areyou al right?’

With asupreme effort, Marafound her voice. “Sure,” she called back. “No problem. Why?’



He seemed a bit taken aback. “We heard the sound of alightsaber being activated,” he said. “With a
Jedi, that usudly meansthere strouble.”

“Trouble for whom?’” Maraasked pointedly.

“Just troublein general.” The Imperia seemed better on balance now. “Do you need any help getting
down from there?’

“Who said | wanted to come down?’ Mara countered.

He snorted under his bresth, and Mara caught ahint of annoyance. “Fine,” he said. “Haveit your way. |
just thought you might be interested in talking, that’ sdl.”

“About. .7

“About what you' re doing up there, for Sarters,” the young man said. “Maybe we could discussthis
whole crazy misson, 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 dready decided how much smple
sincerity wasworth.

Stll, if these Imperialswere out to kill her, the smplest timeto try it had already passed. And if sheand
they were on the same side, comparing cards might not be abad idea. “Fine,” shesaid. “| was mostly

done anyway.”
“Y ou need any hep?’

“No, thanks,” Marasaid, setting her teeth asit occurred to her that there was perhaps one more tactical
advantage he was waiting for before ordering his stormtroopersto open fire. Time for asmall calculated
risk. “On second thought, you can hold my lightsaber for me. Here—catch.”

Shetossed 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 stormtroopersraised his BlasTech and started shooting.

She sarted breathing again. So they reallydidn’t mean any mischief. At least, not yet. “ Okay,” she
cdled. “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 hersalf over to one of the other columns as
hers retracted toward the ceiling, then pushed off and down to grab hold of aswinging wall pand. A brief
pause to catch her balance, and she jumped down to the next onein line. Three panelslater, she landed
on the deck.

“Thanks,” she said, stretching out her hand to the Imperia, her senses dert for alast-second betrayal .



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

“It'salittle more functiond than that,” Marasaid. Up close, helooked even younger than he had from
the cailing, no older than his midtwenties.Like a kid playing soldier, the irreverent thought struck her.
“Didn’'t Formbi explainit to you? Or didn’t you get one of these rooms when you camein?’

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

“Generd Drask doesn't seem very easy to thrill,” Marasaid. Stepping past the group to the control
pandl, she keyed the room back to its origina neutral mode. “ So,” she said, turning back to face them.
“Y ou going to tell me who you are? Or do | have to guess?”’

“Oh, I'msorry.” He tiffened to full attention. “I' m Commander Chak Fdl, warrior of the Hand. You
may remember meeting my father a couple of yearsago.”

“Very wel,” Marasad, smiling tightly at the memory. “I’m sure Generd Baron Fel remembersime, as
wdl.”

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

“Thanks, but I've had my fill of Imperia service” Maratold him.* Any Imperia service. So you knew |
was going to be here?’

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

“Hedidn’t let you know we' d contacted him afew days ago?’

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

“Which brings usto the rest of your party,” Marasaid, looking at the sllent stormtroopers.

“Oh, yes.” Fdl waved ahand to encompass his escort. “ Thisis Unit Aurek-Seven of the Imperial
Five-Oh-Firgt Stormtrooper Legion.”

Marafdt her somach tightening. The Imperia 501st: Vader's persond stormtrooper unit during the
Rebdlion. Dubbed “Vader' sFig,” itsvery arriva in astar system had often caused Rebel forces and
corrupt Imperid officidsaliketo 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
diens had impressed itsdf inddibly onto the combat psychology of al his sormtrooper legions, but even
more so on the soldiers of the 501<t.

And so, of course, that was the specific unit Parck had revived for his Empire of the Hand. That said a
lot right there asto how the admira was running things. “1 guesstheold saying isright,” she said tiffly.



“The one about old units never redly dying.”
Fel shrugged noncommittally. “ So what exactly were you doing up there?”

Maraglanced around. Still no Chissin sight, but that wouldn’'t last forever. “Not here,” shetold 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 peoplein the
New Republic thought, asif it were amental 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 redized just what kind of company it was.
Asusud, herecovered quickly. “Helo,” he said camly, nodding in greeting. “I’m Luke Skywalker.”

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

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

“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 peopl e see stormtroopers hanging around outside our quarters.”

“Good point,” Fel agreed, giving the stormtroopers ahand signdl. “ 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,” Marasaid, waving Fel toward the conversation area as the door did shut behind him. “Let’s
gart with you, Commander. What are you doing here?’

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

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

Fel shrugged. “Actudly, Formbi didn’t seem to have aproblem. As| said, it was mostly Genera Drask
who objected.”

“He doesn't seem too happy with our presence, either,” Luketold him.
“Or Ambassador Jinzler's,” Maraadded, watching Fel closdly.

But there was no bump of reaction at the mention of Jnzler’ sname. “Yes, I’venoticed,” Fel said.
“Frankly, | don’'t think Drask likes anyone. Certainly not diens. Possibly not even Formbi.”



“So why did Parck send you and a bunch of ssormtroopersinstead of coming himself?” Mara asked.
“Theway Formbi talks about it, you' d think Outbound Flight was the diplomatic high point of the year.
Or does Parck just likeirritating Chiss generds?’

“Not ahobby!’d like,” Fel said. Therewas aflicker of something— “Actudly, | redly don’t know why
we' re here”

Liar.Maradidn't haveto 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’ stry this, then. Why didn’t Parck mention you when he
talked to us?’

Fd shook hishead. “1 don't know that, either. | more or less assumed he had.”
That one, at least, did seem to be the truth. “But then—" Mara began.

“Just amoment,” Fel said, cutting her off with alifted finger. “I’ ve answered awhole batch of questions.
It'syour turn now. What were you doing climbing around the ceiling of the entry chamber that way?’

Mara had aready decided there was no point in playing coy with thisone. If Fel wasinvolvedinthe
cableincident, he aready knew what had happened. If not, there was no reason for him not to know.
“There was asmdl accident when wefirgt arrived,” she said. “A heavy cable attached to the celling came
loose and nearly knocked my husband across the room.”

Fd’seyes shifted to Luke, gave him aquick once-over. “No, it missed me,” Luke assured him. “But as
Marasaid, it was close.”

“I wanted to seeif the cable might have been ddliberately cut,” Mara continued. “ It had aready been put
back up, so that’swhere| had to go to look at it.”

“What did you find? Fel asked.

“No evidencethat it had been cut, but it also shouldn’t have come loose by itself,” Marasaid. “ Still, |
did find indentations on the end like you might get if it had been held in aspring clip for awhile.”

“Um,” Fe murmured thoughtfully. “ Asif someone had had it dready disconnected and heldinaclip, so
that they could rleaseit at just the right time. Unless they swapped out the entire cable?’

Marashook her head. “1 marked the origina with my lightsaber before we |eft the area,” shetold him.
“Jugt anick intheinsulation, but visible enough if you know where to look. No, it was the same cable.”

“S0 you suspect it was adeliberate attack framed to look like an accident,” Fel said. “ Just aswell—"
He broke off.

“Just aswdl what?’ Marademanded.

Fel reddened. “I’'m sorry,” he said. 1 wasn't supposed to tell you. Admira Parck sent us along because
he thought you might be in danger on thistrip.” He smiled self-conscioudy. “We re sort of your escort.”

Maralooked at Luke, saw her same surprise mirrored there. Unlike hers, though, hissurprise had a
touch of amusement to it. “Very kind of Admira Parck,” Marasaid tartly. “ Y ou can tel him thankson
your way out.”



“Now, Jedi Skywaker—"

“Don'tJedi Skywalker me,” Mararetorted. “We don’t want a bunch of stormtroopers clattering aong
behind us everywhere we go. Drask is already glowering morethan | like. So climb aboard whatever
shuttle you camein on and get out.”

Fel looked pained. “I’m afraid it’s not as easy asthat,” he said. “Y es, we' re here to protect you—"
“Whichwedon't need.”

“No, | agree completely,” Fel said. “Theideaof us protecting Jedi. . . but at the sametime, I’ m under
Imperid orders, not yours.”

“Besdes, Formbi’ s aready given them permission to come dong,” Luke pointed out.
“Sowhat?’ Mara demanded.

Luke shrugged. “Y ou and | werewondering if Formbi was using this mission as a pretext for opening full
diplomatic relations with the New Republic,” he reminded her. “Maybe he' slooking to do the same thing
with the Empire of the Hand.”

“What makes you think Parck evenwants diplomatic relations with the Chiss?” Mara countered.
“Wedo,” Fd said quietly. “Very much.”

Maraglared a 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. “Thisisn't my ship. You
want to hang around, fine. Just don’t get in our way.”

“Undergtood,” Fel said. “Do you want meto start any inquiries asto who aboard might have wanted
Master Skywalker injured?’

“Absolutely not,” Marasaid. “We'll handlethat. Y ou just stay in the background and keep quiet.”

Fd smiled dightly. “Asyou wish,” hesaid, getting to hisfeet. “If you'll excuse me, then, I’ll return to our
transport and prepare for dinner.”

“WE€ |l sseyouthere)” Luke said.

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

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

“Oh, | don't know,” Luke said soothingly. “I1t's no worse than agroup of Noghri following us around.”

“Of courseit' sworse,” Mararetorted. “Noghri at least know how to beinvisible. You ever seea
stormtrooper who wasn't as obvious as aWookiee a aforma dinner?’

“Well, they’ re here, and we might aswell get used toit,” Luke said. “Now, what about this cable?’



“It was ddliberately dropped,” Marasaid, reuctantly changing gears. Shewas't redlly finished ranting
about Fel yet, but she was practical enough to redize there were higher-priority matters that needed to
be dedlt with. “ There was a so a hole bored in the celling where the spring clip would have come through

to hold the cable.”
“So it could have been handled by remote control ?”

“Eadly,” Marasaid. “Which means Drask himsalf might have been the oneto trigger it.”

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

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

“Doeshe?’ Luke asked. “Or ishe under orders from above that he himsalf doesn’t necessarily agree
with?’

“Point,” Mara conceded, frowning as she thought back to their encounters with the Aristocra. “1 don’t
know, though. He seemed genuinely pleased to have ushere.”

“Yes, but there' s something €l se going on below the surface,” Luke said. “ Some extratenson he strying
to hide. Of course, that could be nothing more than the fact he' s having to deal with so many diens”

“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'sleft? Drask?’

“Who's|eft isbasically everyone except the Geroons,” Marasaid. “ And only because they weren't here
at thetime. It could have been Drask, Jinzler, or Fel and hisgroup.” She snorted. “ The Five-Oh-First.

Can you imagine Parck revivingthat one?| guessold unitsdie hard.”

Luke shrugged, alittletoo casudly. “ Old unitsaren’t the only thing,” he murmured.

“What wasthat?’ Mara asked suspicioudy.

“| wasjust noticing how easily you dipped into therole of Imperia commander afew minutes ago,”
Luke said. “You led them here, you ordered the ssormtroopers away, and you basicdly told Fel what

you wanted him to do.”

“So?" Marasaid with ashrug of her own. “ Since when have | been shy abouit tellinganyone what |
wanted them to do?’

“I' know,” Luke said. “I’'m just pointing out how comfortably you took back that role, that’sdl. I'm not
saying anything dse”

“You'd better not be,” Marasaid darkly. But whether he said it or not, she could sense there was
something €l se behind hiswords. Something not entirely comfortable with the way she' d behaved.

Her firgt impulse wasto haveit out right now, to insst 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 was't the proper time or place for that kind of
discusson.

Or perhaps she wasn't so sure shecould knock them al down.

Hewasright in away. Shehad found it disturbingly easy to dip back into that role. It had been
refreshing to deal with soldierswho took orders without question, instead of amixed group of humans
and Bothans and Devaronians and Mon Cadls, dl of whom had their own prejudices and perspectives and
who sometimes heard or obeyed ordersin entirely different ways.

I’ ve had my fill of Imperial service,she'dtold Fdl. But had she? Redlly?

“Anyway, we should probably go back to theJade Sabre and seeif we ve got anything that’ |l passas
forma wear,” Luke went on. Apparently, he didn’t want to haveit out yet, either. “Dinner’ sgoing to be
served soon, and we' |l want to be ready when Feesa comesto get us.”

CHAPTER 6

After the size of the reception room, Luke had expected theChaf Envoy’ s main dining sdlon to be
equally grand and expansive. To hissurprise, it wasin fact built more dong the lines of astandard ship's
wardroom, though decorated with the same sort of elegant touches he' d aready noted in their quarters.
Apparently, once the high-level dignitaries had been ushered aboard in proper style, the pomp and
ceremony diminished consderably.

Perhaps the dignitaries’ wardrobes were supposed to make up for it. Formbi and Drask were dressed
even more el aborately than they had been at theJade 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 regd,
with much of the tunic’s upper left covered with rows of colored bits of metd that apparently denoted
specific campaigns or victories. Jinzler had done equdly well, with alayered robe-tunic that would have
fit right in with adiplomatic reception on Coruscant. Marawas't too far behind him, with her flowing
wraparound gown and embroidered bolero jacket.

It made Luke fed decidedly out of placein hisplain dark jumpsuit and deeve ess, 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

dong.

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 Sde of
them. Both alienswore smple 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, aso had what
appeared to be acomplete dead animal thrown over his shoulders, itslong-snouted head and clawed
forepaws hanging down across his chest nearly to hiswaist, while most of the torso and hind legs hung
down behind hisback. An eaborate blue-and-gold collar glittered around the animal’ s neck, about the
only red decoration anywhere in the Geroon’ s outfit.

“I trust thefood is pleasing?’ Feesaasked from her seat a LUuke seft.

“It'sexcellent, thank you,” he assured her. In actual fact, it was alittle too spice-heavy for histaste, and
the combination fork-knife he' d been given to use left an oddly metdlic aftertaste after each bite. But it
was S0 clearly an attempit to creaste 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 iswearing,” Jinzler commented from Feesa' s other side. “ That deed
animd thing?’

“Thewolvkil, yes” Feesasaid, nodding. “I heard Steward Bearsh say they were aferd variant of a
predator creature the Geroons once domesticated as pets. The one he wearsisamark of honor that has
beenin hisfamily for four generations”

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

“I doubt that will happen soon,” Feesasaid, anote of sadnessin her voice. “ All remaining wolvkilsdied
with the Geroon world.”

“I see” Jnzler murmured, and again Luke caught aflicker of emotion from him. For al hissurface calm,
he was clearly aman who fdt things deeply. “ A terrible tragedy, that. Was Aristocra Formbi ableto help
them find anew world?’

“Our knowledge of the regions outside our bordersisvery limited,” Feesasaid. “I don't believe anything
suitable was found.”

“I hopethe Aristocraisn’t giving up thisquickly,” Jnzler said, anote of chalengeinhisvoice. “They
couldn’t have had more than a couple of hoursto study your star charts.”

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

Acrossthetable Bearsh stirred and looked over at Luke, linking hisfingers and dipping both hands and
head in a sort of unified bow. Luke nodded in reply; and as he did, the Geroon picked up hisfluted 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 hismouths. “Am | correct in the belief that you are Jedi Master Luke

Skywaker?’

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

The Geroon opened his mouths dightly, showing adouble row of smal teethin 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 thisvessel could understand it.”



“Yes, they do,” Luke agreed, feeling suddenly like a hope ess bumpkin who' d just been dropped off the
bantha cart at the edge of town. He understood probably a dozen languages, but al 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 hisrepertoire.

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

But then, to befair, thiswas hardly astuation he would normaly have expected to find himsdlf in. At
least not without C-3PO or some other protocol droid along to assist with language duties.

“Itistheir way of honoring those of Outbound Fight, no doubt,” Bearsh said, anote of reverencein his
voice. “If I may intrude, | overheard you and Feesa speaking of our search for aworld for our people.”

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

“Asdo| and dl the Geroon Remnant,” Bearsh said, anote of sadnessreplacing the reverence. “That is
indeed why | came acrossto seeyou. | hoped you might be willing to help.”

“Inwhat way?’

Bearsh waved his hand, nearly spilling hisdrink in the process. “1 am told your New Republic has great
resources and vast territories within its borders. Perhaps when you are finished with your mea you would
be kind enough to search your recordsto seeif any of your worlds near thisregion of space might be
avallablefor 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 al Geroons stand ready to serve with their hands and mindsand
bodies until any such debt isrepaid.”

“If wefind asuitable world, I'm sure something can beworked out,” Luke assured him. “Actudly, I'm
finished now if you' d like to accompany meto my ship.”

The Geroon started back. “Y ou would take me aboard your vessel?’ he breathed.

“Would that be aproblem?’ Luke asked cautioudy, wondering if he' d made someterrible mistakein
etiquette. Were the Geroons afraid of strangers and strange ships? And yet, they werehere, aboard a
Chissship. “Becauseif it would make you uncomfortable—"

“Ah, no,” Bearsh said, dropping suddenly onto one knee and bowing his head low to the deck. Thistime
some of hisdrinkdid dosh up over the rim and dribble down over hisfingers. “It istoo much. Thereis

too much honor for one Geroon. | cannot accept.”

“Maybe | 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 aong, too.”

“Y ou would bewilling to adlow usto honor you?’ Bearsh asked eagerly. “Y ou would come aboard our
humble vessd?’

“Certainly,” Luke said, touching his mouth with his ngpkin and standing up. “ Shdl we go?’

“Thehonor isgreat,” Bearsh said, bowing repestedly as he stepped back. “ The honor is great.”



“You' rewelcome,” Luke sad, feding decidedly awkward. The sooner he got himsdlf and this groveling
Geroon out of here, the better.

Heturned to Mara, who was practicaly radiating her amusement at his fumbling. “I’ll see you back at
our quarters” hetold her, sending her asilent warning with his eyesthat she ignored completely. “If you
need me, I’ll bein the Geroons' shuttle.”

“Understood,” Marasaid blandly. At least her voice was polite enough. “I'll seeyou later. Have fun.”

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

The Geroon shuttle, asit turned out, was docked on the starboard side of theChaf Envoy about twenty
meters aft of theJade Sabre. Luke ducked into theSabre 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 Eidey spaceport, he could remember gazing at the
Millennium Falcon and wondering how aship that looked like that could even be permitted to fly the
Imperial space lanes. Now hisfirst reaction to the Geroon shuttle was that such thoughts had done the
Falcon adisservice. Not onlyshould thisthing not be flying, he couldn’t see how it evencould beflying.

The entire interior was a patchwork of repaired, reworked, or readapted equipment, patched pipes and
conduits, and power cablesthat would have had aNew Republic safety ingpector scrambling for
emergency cutoff switches. Two of the bunkrooms and a storage compartment had been sedled 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 al wasafaint odor that seemed to be amixture of lubricating
compound, battery solution, maneuvering fud, and hydraulic fluid. It was, Luke thought more than once,
agtonishing that the thing had managed to make it here from the main Geroon ship.

Or perhaps theChaf Envoy had areally 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 actualy been greeily restrained. The other Geroons
clustered around him practicaly from the moment he ducked through the rusty hatchway, blathering
excitedly and repesting 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 beenin hislife.

Severa times hetried gently to explain that he wasn't redlly someone who deserved such adulation. But
al it did wasingpire fresh salvos of praise even more indgstent and pathetic than what had gone before.

Eventualy, he gave up. Whatever those aboard Outbound Hight 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 endureit, try
not to let it go to his head, and hope they would eventualy run out of adjectives.

“All right,” he said when they had findly quieted down enough to sit around asmall table together. “1I’ve
pulled dl theinformation | have on Outer Rim systems. Just bear in mind thet alot of these sysemsaren’t



members of the New Republic, and alot more give only token alegiance. But if we can help you, we
will. Now, what sort of world exactly are you looking for?’

“Onewith arr likethis” Bearsh said, waving ahand around him. “Less full and flavorful than the Chiss
ar.”

Probably meant alower oxygen content, Luke decided. “Okay,” he said, keying that parameter into the
datapad. “1 presume you need water, too. What about climate and terrain?’

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

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

Heturned back to Luke. “Y ou must excuse Estosh,” he said quietly. “He has never known life anywhere
but within our vessd.”

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

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

“Actually, there was nothing specia needed onthisone,” Luke said. “We saw your earlier conversation
with the Chiss. Any people who would put aplayground right in their command center must certainly
carealot for ther children.”

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

He draightened his head and shoulders, his eyes unfocusing asif gazing into the future. “But one day,” he
sadfirmly. “One day wewill haveareal placefor 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 hisdreams. “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 apicky 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 adistant thunderclap echoed faintly through the open hatchway.



“Anexploson,” Luketold him, jumping to hisfeet 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 congternation in that direction, somewherein 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 seeif
| canhelp.”

“I'll joinyou,” Luke said, clearing the end of the entry tunndl and heading for the nearest cross-ship
corridor. “Any ideawhat’ s back there?’

“Fd’strangport, for onething,” Maratold him. “No ideawhat else, but from the way Drask took off I'd
guess something serious. Vita equipment, or possibly fuel storage.”

Lukewinced. “Right. See you there.”

Theair 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 ahat behind a dozen Chiss with handheld extinguishers
running into a haf-open door through which smoke was pouring. He spotted Mara off to one side with
Fel and eased hisway past a Chissin military dress uniform shouting ordersin a sharp, staccato
language. “ Situation?’ he caled to Mara.

“Thefire sright by anexus of maneuvering jets and their fud supply,” shetold him grimly. She'd
stripped off her fancy jacket and gown, and was dressed now only in the gray combat leotard and
soft-boots she' d been wearing underneath the formal wear. “The stormtroopers are dready insde with
extinguishers, trying to keep it away from the tanks.”

Luke looked over a Fdl. The young Imperia was wearing a stormtrooper’ s headset comlink, an intense
expression on hisface as he sared through the open door. “Don’t they have automatic extinguisher
sysems?’ he asked.

“They used to,” Marasaid. “ Apparently, amalfunction in the sysem was what caused the explosionin
thefirst place”

“That’ suseful,” Luke said, blinking back tears as the acrid smoke stung his eyes. Some of the Chisswho
had gone into the fire zone were sarting to come out now, most of them staggering dightly asthey trailed
plumes of smoke. “How come the stormtroopers are in there?”

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

“We can handle afew minutes” Luke said. “Less, if there salot of physica or menta 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 tanksisolated for the moment, but the fire's got too much of ahead start and it’s
pushing in on them. They think they’ ve located the extinguisher sysem—"

“Theythink?”

“That’ swhy the work needsto be ddlicate,” Fd said. “Otherwise, they’ d just blast the lines open and be
donewith it. What we need isfor you to lightly scratch the conduits, just enough to let out afew drops so



we can see exactly what kind of liquid' singde. The last thing we want isto dump more fudl or something
dseflanmable”

“Nokidding,” Marasaid. “ Assuming they’ re right, then what?’

“Then you cut them dl theway open,” Fdl said. “1t looks like the explosion only warped the area around
the main spray valves, 0 if you can open the lines behind them we should be able to flood the
compartment and put it out in short order.”

L uke looked over at the dress-uniformed Chiss, now huddled with apair of crewers strapping on air
tanks and breather masks. Protocol, he knew, probably dictated that they clear thiswith one of the ship's
officersbeforegoing in.

But the officer looked too busy to listen to passengers. And if the fire was already getting closeto the
fud tanks. . . “All right,” he said, coming to adecison. “How do | find the conduit?’

“How dowe find it?” Mara corrected, her lightsaber aready in hand.
“Mara—"
“Don't eventhink it,” shewarned. “Besides, I'm better with delicate work than you are.”

Unfortunately, she wasright. With an effort, Luke forced back hisingtinctive reaction to shield her from
danger wherever possible. “Fine,” he said. “How dowe find the conduit?’

“They’ll guideyou in,” Fd told him. “Watch for abright light.”

“Right.” Unhooking hislightsaber from his belt, L uke took a deep breath and stretched out to the Force.
Helifted his eyebrows a 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 thefire, the crackling of flames punctuated by the hissfrom fire extinguishers.
Squinting against the smoke, he dipped 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 therewas another doorway angling off to the right where the fire was
burning even more intensdy. Even as he sent a questioning thought toward Mara, adim light suddenly
shone out from the room, the narrow beam fighting its way through the smoke.

Marahad seen it, too. Luke caught her wordless signa, sent back an equally wordless confirmation, and
garted picking hisway through gapsin the flames. He managed it with only afew minor burns, and a
minute later eased into the room.

Thefour stcormtroopers were standing in the far corner, arranged in acombat semicircle with their backs
to an extensve array of fud 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 asthe
two Jedi camein and flipped the light upward, centering the beam on one of a set of five conduits snaking
their way acrossthe ceiling. Luke nodded acknowledgment and |ooked for away 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 Marawere getting dangerously close to them. He could use the Forceto lift his
lightsaber to the conduit, of course, but hewasn't at al sure he would have enough control at that range
for the delicate scratch Fel wanted. The only other option he could see would beto lift Marathere
directly and let her do thejob.

It would be risky. That much activity would put asevere strain on his system in his current
oxygen-deprived sate, quickly running himto the limit of his breath control and leaving him & the mercy
of the smoke till filling the room. If the smoke a so contained toxic gases, he could be in serioustrouble.

Hewould have to chanceit. Turning to Mara, he replaced his lightsaber on hisbelt 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 againgt the various pieces of equipment jutting
down from the celling, he moved her into position. She had her lightsaber ignited before he eased her to a
stop, giving the conduit aquick and amost casua-looking dash with thetip of the blade.

For along moment nothing happened. Then, through the haze of smoke, Luke saw afew drops of liquid
collect on the underside of the conduit. They codesced into asingle large drop and fell onto the deck
below.

With asizzle audible even over the crackle of the flames, the particular tongue of flame directly below
flickered and went out.

Maradidn’t wait for further ingructions. Her lightsaber dashed again, dicing the conduit lengthwise; and
suddenly the room wasfilled with anoisy spray of liquid, splattering against the celling and walsand
showering down onto thefire.

It was dmost too late. Luke svision was starting to waver now as hisbody ran out of air, and it wasdl
he could do to keep from dropping Mara onto the dying flames and fire-heated deck below her.

Clenching histeeth, he hung on.A few more seconds, hetold himsdf sternly. A few more seconds and
the firewould 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 firewould 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. . .

Hejerked as something suddenly came down over his head. He blinked; but even as his eyesregistered
the vison-enhancing eyepiecesin front of them, his skin registered something far more important: the fed
of clean, cool air being blown at hisface.

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 dready 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.

Hetook a deep, careful bregth. The air smelled as good as it felt. He took another breath, and another,



filling hislungs 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 sormtrooper standing on the
hot but no longer burning deck benesth her. He eased his Force-hold on her, lowering her down into the
Imperid’ swaiting arms.

Therewereapair of hands on his shoulders now, haf guiding, haf pushing him back the way he'd come.
A moment later they reached the doorway and stepped through. “I’m al right,” he called, taking onefind
bresth and pushing the helmet away. I1ts owner caught it onitsway up, and Luke got just aglimpse of an
intense, dark-skinned face before the other did the helmet back down over his own head again. He
glanced back over his shoulder to make sure Marawas dl right—

And froze, fedling his mouth drop open in astonishment. Like him, Mara had taken afew breaths of
clean air and was in the process of returning the borrowed stormtrooper helmet to its owner.

Only the head gticking up out of the white armor wasn't human. It was green with touches of orange,
dominated by large eyes and anarrow highlighting of glistening black scalesthat curved over thetop and
sdes of the head dmogt to the nose. He caught sight of Luke staring a him and his mouth gaped openiin
what had to beagrin.

Luke could only stare back. The 501st Stormtrooper Legion—V ader’ s Fist—the absol ute epitome of
Emperor Papatine s hatred of nonhumans and his determination to bring them under human domination.

And one of its own memberswas an dien. . .

Under the circumstances, Luke had to privately admit, General Drask was surprisingly polite about the
wholething. “We gppreciate the assstance,” he said, sanding likeasmall, immovable pillar in the
smoke-stained corridor asasmall river of Chiss moved past and around him on cleanup duty. Hisvoice
was under careful control, but there was no mistaking the smoldering firein hisglowing red eyes. “But in
the future, you will not take action aboard this vessdl without specific authorization from mysdf, Aristocra
Chaf’ orm’ bintrano, Captain Brast’ dshi’ barku, or another command-rank officer. Isthat understood?’

“Clearly,” Fel said before either Luke or Mara could say anything. “1 gpologize for overstepping our
bounds.”

Drask nodded shortly and brushed past them, heading aft toward the damaged area. “Comeon,” F¢
saidto Luke, lip twitching in anironic haf smile. “ Our work here gppearsto be done.”

They headed forward. “ Certainly agracious bunch, aren't they,” Mara commented sourly as more Chiss
hurried past them going in the other direction.

“You havetolook at it from hispoint of view,” Fel reminded her. “First of al, we're supposed to be
honored diplomatic guests, not volunteer firefighters.”

“That' sFormbi’ s point of view, not Drask’s,” Mara countered. “At least thehonored partis”

“Doesn’'t matter how he persondly feds,” Fel said. “He has his orders, and when a Chiss accepts orders
he carriesthem out, period. Still, that said”—he smiled suddenly—"1 suspect he' s chewing hull fasteners



right now. He doesn’t like anything about the Empire of the Hand or humansin generd, and it hasto gall
him no end for usto have saved his ship for him.”

“Which brings up amore serious question,” Luke said. “Namely, what exactly happened back there?
Accident, or sabotage?’

“I'm surethey’ll belooking into that,” Fel said. “But if it was sabotage, it was a pretty poor job of it.
Evenif those tanks had ruptured, it would only have put one rdatively minor sector of the ship out of
action. It certainly wouldn’t have killed everyone aboard or anything so dramatic.”

“Unlessthat’ s al the damage the saboteur needed,” Mara suggested. “Maybe al he wanted to do was
scuttle the mission, or delay it while another ship was brought out for usto use.”

“Fine, but why would anyone want to delay the misson?’ Fel asked reasonably. “ Everyone aboard
seems pretty eager to get onwith it.”

“ Seemsbeing the operative word,” Mara pointed out. “ Someone could easily befaking.”
“Redly,” Fe said, frowning. “I thought you Jedi could pick up on thingslikethat.”

“Not aswell aswe d sometimeslike,” Luke said. “We can pick up on strong emation, but not
necessaily subtlelies. Especidly if theliarisgood at it.”

“Or maybe our saboteurdoes want to get to Outbound Flight, but doesn’t want al the rest of us getting
therewith him,” Marasaid thoughtfully. “1f he could manage dternate transport for himself whilewe were
left hanging, that again might be dl he needs”

“But what would getting to Outbound FHight first gain him?’ Luke asked. “ Besides, the Chisshave
aready been there, haven't they?’

“Actudly, al they did was along-range fly-by,” Fdl said. “They got enough readingsto figure out what
they’ d found, then hightailed it out of there and forwarded the data to the Nine Ruling Familieswith a
request for ingtructions. The Families held aquick debate, declared the area off limits, and put Formbi in
charge of getting intouch with dl of us”

“Then let’ stry backing up astep,” Luke suggested. “What isit about Outbound Flight that anyone might
particularly want?’

Mara shrugged. “1t' s Old Republic technology,” she pointed out. “ Fifty-plus years out of date. That
makesit pretty much of historica vaueonly.”

“Only to thethree of ushere,” Fd said. “A lot of the culturesin this part of space are pretty primitive,
technologically. Any one of them could learn alot from a set of Dreadnaughtsin even margina condition.
| daresay even the Chiss military would learn something if they had the time to take everything apart and

sudy it

“Or maybe the Geroonsfigure they can trade what’ s left for anew home.” Luke shook his head. “1 wish
we had moreinformation.”

“Wedo,” Fd said, sounding puzzled. “Or rather,| do.”



Lukelooked at himin surprise. “Y ou do?’

“Sure” Fd said. “Before we left, Admird Parck went looking in Thrawn' srecordsfor anything he might
have on Outbound Flight. Turns out he had acomplete copy of the project’ s officid operationd manual.”

“Thewholething? Luke asked, frowning.

“Thewholething,” Fel confirmed. “Four data cards covering personnd lists, inventory manifests,
technica readouts and maintenance guides, flight operations checklists and procedures,
schematics—everything. Y ou want to take alook?’

“| thought you'd never ask,” Marasaid dryly. “Let’'sgo.”
The Imperid transport was docked in amirror image of the half port and reception room thatthe Jade
Sabre was using on the opposite side of the ship. The stormtroopers were dready insde in the ready

room, stripping off their armor to check for damage from their baitle against the fire and talking quietly
together about the incident.

“You know, | don’t think I’ ve ever seen astormtrooper without hisarmor before,” Luke commented as
Fd led the way through the ready room and into anarrow corridor. “Not a conscious one, anyway.”

“Theydo come out on occasion,” Fel said with agrin. “ Though never in public, of course.”

“Fine, but why stormtroopers?” Maraasked. “Why didn’t you just design and create your own elite
forceif that’ swhat you wanted?’

Fd shrugged. “Mainly because the psychologica advantage was dready in place,” he said. “ Thrawn had

brought severd stormtrooper legions out here, and used them very effectively against awhole series of
troublemakers. Once potential enemies came to respect and fear men in stormtrooper armor, it paid to

kespusngit.”
“Evenif not al thoseingde the armor are men anymore?’ Luke asked.
Fd amiled. “Y es—Su-mil. Also goes by the warrior name Grappler.”
“Y our sormtroopers have names?’ Mara asked. “| thought they were just assigned operating numbers.”

“Even some of Palpatine’ s ssormtroopers had names,” Fel told her. “We dl have names here. In case
you' re interested, Aurek-Seven consists of Grappler, Watchman, Shadow, and Cloud.”

“Colorful,” Maracommented. “1 hope you don’t expect usto keep track of them in public.”

“Especidly sincethey don’t seem to have gotten around to imprinting their names on their helmets,”
Luke added.

“And they never will,” Fel said. “Wedon't put that kind of identification on stormtrooper armor. That
way, no one can tell whether the ssormtroopers he' sfacing are the absol ute best the Empire of the Hand
hasto offer or aset of freshly trained recruitsfacing their first genuine action. It kegps our enemiesfrom
playing the odds againgt us.”

“Were Su-mil’ s people one of those enemies?’ Mara asked.



“Not at al,” Fel assured her. “ Su-mil isan Eickarie, one of the latest peoplesto join the Empire of the
Hand. They were afragmented triba people whom we helped liberate from the domination of avery
organized warlord with ardative handful of disciplined troops.”

“Helped how?" Maraasked. “ Threw him out, then moved in yourselves?’

“Hardly,” Fel said. “The Eickarieswere actually very good fighters. They’ d just gotten used to fighting
among themsalves 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 dl therest.”

“And once they were free they smply decided to join up with you?’ Luke asked.

“WEe re not Palpatine' s Empire, either, Master Skywalker,” Fel said. “We re more like a confederation
than atrue empire, in fact, with dliesinstead of conquered peoples. We keep the name, again, mainly for
the historical aspects.”

“And the psychologicd vaue, of course” Maramurmured.

“Of course,” Fel agreed. “If you’ ve gotten used to the notion of the Empire of the Hand being
unbesatable, you're likely to give up that much sooner when a Star Destroyer appears over your planet or
asquad of stormtroopers blows a hole through your defensive perimeter. Frankly, our philosophy isthat
the best battles are those where the enemy gives up before any shots haveto befired at all.”

“You gtill don't strike me as astormtrooper officer type,” Luke commented. “What does your father
think of your career choice?’

Fd shrugged. “Actudly, I'min thefleet end of the Imperid military,” he said. “My usud commandisa
fleet-arm of clawcraft.” He grinned again. “ And my father isvery proud of me.”

They emerged from the corridor onto a deserted command deck. “No one on duty?” Luke asked,
looking around.

“Isthere anyone on duty in your ship?’ Fel countered reasonably as he crossed to what appeared to be
the main sensor station and waved hisgueststo apair of chairs at nearby consoles. “Actudly, we don't
have a separate flight crew. Thiskind of trangport is designed for a stormtrooper unit to be ableto fly by
itsdlf, a least on routine operations. Takes some of the strain off our pilot cadre.”

“Doesthat mean you're low on trained personnd?” Mara asked as she and L uke sat down.

“Everyone sdwayslow on skilled pilots,” Fel said, sitting down and swiveling his chair toward arack of
datacards. “I doubt the New Republic' sany different. But at the moment we' re doing al right. There are
at least two alien groups within the Empire that have shown very good aptitude for generd flight
operations. ..

Hetrailed off, and Luke caught a sudden dark flicker in Fel. “What isit?" he asked.
Sowly, Fe swiveled back to face them. “Well,” he said, hisvoice studioudly conversationd. “1 think |

know now what that fire was al about. Whoever it wasfigured the Imperia Five-Oh-First would go
charging back to help, nobly obliviousto our own safety.”



“What are you taking about?” Mara demanded.

Fel gestured to the rack of data cards. “ The Outbound FHight operational manua,” hesaid. “It'sgone.”

CHAPTER 7

Maralooked at Luke, to find him looking back at her. “Redly,” she said, looking over a Fdl. “That's

“lan’'tit, though,” Fel said. Hisvoice was till quiet, but hisface suddenly seemed older and harder.
More mature, somehow, than Mara sfirst impression of him asakid playing soldier. “Yes, that's
certainly oneway of putting it.”

“I take it you don’t have another copy?’ Luke asked.
“Thiswas the copy,” Fel said. “ The origind records are back on Nirauan.”
“Of course,” Luke said. “What | 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'mjudt. . . | messed up. | hate when | mess up.”

“Wecometo theclub,” Marasaid, an odd fedling flickering through her. In dl her time with the Empire,
shewondered, had sheever heard an Imperid officer actualy admit to having made amistake?“Let’'s
skip the finger pointing and see if we can figure out who'sgot it. Y ou have any ideahow many people
are aboard?”’

“Not that many,” Fel said, sounding alittle more on balance. “1 think thissize ship runsacrew of only
thirty to thirty-five. There ssemsto be an honor guard running around, too—call it two squads of six
warriors each. Typical ambassador’ s staff runsto twenty, plus Formbi, so that’ s Sxty-eight Chiss, max.”

“Plusfive Geroons, you and four stormtroopers, Jinzler, and us,” Luke said. “Unlessthere’ s someone
elsewe don’t know about.”

“Right,” Fe said.

“Wait asecond,” Marasaid, frowning in concentration as she searched her memory. “Y ou said Formbi
had a staff of twenty?’



“| said that wastypica for an ambassador,” Fel corrected. “1 haven't actualy run the numbers mysdf.”

“And | presume most of them would be from Formbi’ sfamily,” she said. “That meansthey’d dl be
wearing ydlow, right?’

“That’ sthe Chaf family color, yes” Fe confirmed. “Why?’

“Because | didn’t see more than four yellow ouitfits at dinner tonight,” Mara said. “Formbi, Feesa, and
two others. Everyone el se was wearing black.”

“She'sright,” Luke agreed. “Which family wears black?’

“Noneof them,” Fel said, frowning. “ That' sthe Chiss Defense Fleet. Black’s acombination of al
colors, sncethe military drawsfrom dl the families”

“What about his honor guard?’ Maraasked. “Would they be from hisfamily?’

Fel shook hishead. “ All honor guards wear military black. Huh. I wonder what he’ s done with the rest
of hisentourage.”

“Maybe he had to leave them behind,” Luke suggested. “With amission of this sort the Nine Families
might not have wanted any one family too heavily represented.”

“I suppose that would make sense,” Fel agreed dowly. “ There' s always been atricky balance of power
among thefamilies”

“We can do ahead count in the morning,” Marasaid. “Let’sgo on. How many of these assorted people
might have known you had those files?’

Fd grimaced. “ That’ s not going to narrow it nearly as much asyou think. | wastalking about it to
Ambassador Jnzler this evening in the reception corridor before we were seated for dinner.”

“YoutoldJinder about it?” Marabit out.

“Yes” Fel sad, frowning at her vehemence. “| wanted to know if he' d brought any records of hisown |
could compare againgt ours. Why, shouldn’t | have done that?’

Marawaved ahand in disgust. Of course Fel had no way of knowing the man was afraud. “ Skip it,”
shesad. “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 discusson?”’

Fe exhded noisly. “ Couldeveryone have been able to overhesr it, you mean,” he said. “Thewhole
dinner crowd was milling around the corridor being socigble.”

“Y es, but the whole dinner crowd wasn’'t paying atention,” Mara countered. “ Tell uswho was.”

Fel frowned into space, searching his memory. “ For starters, of course, there were severd Chiss,” he



said dowly. “I remember Feesapassing by at one point—I think she’ d just brought you two in. Then
there was—"

“Wait aminute,” Luke said, straightening in hischair alittle. “We were there by then?’

“Yes, but you were dl theway acrossthe corridor,” Fel said. “ Taking with Formbi, | think.”

“That' snot the point,” Luke said, looking at Mara. “What do you think?’

“Worth atry,” she agreed. “ Just hold those thoughts aminute, Fel. We |l 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. . .

Thereit was. Formbi stepping forward to greet them as Feesa brought them into the gathering. She and
L uke speaking with him, assuring him their quarters were quite satisfactory and that, no, they didn’t know
very much about Outbound FHight but were looking forward to the voyage.

And in the background, Fel and Jinzler across the corridor by onewall, deep in conversation.

She froze theimage, sudying it. Then, dowly, shelet it run forward again, watching everything and
everyone around them.

All too soon, she had her answer. With asigh, she dipped out of the trance and looked over at Luke.
He was dready finished with his own memory enhancement. “What do you think?’ he asked.

“He sright,” shesaid indisgust. “1t' d be smpler to figure out whodidn’t know. | spotted at least two
Geroons close enough to listen in, plus a couple of the Chiss crewers and two command-rank officers.”

“Including Genera Drask,” Luke agreed. “ About the only likely suspects who couldn’'t have known
were Formbi and us.”

“And, of course, Feesaworksfor Formbi,” Marareminded him. “ She could have clued himin at any
time”

Lukelifted ahand, let it fal into hislap. “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 aso need a datapad to read them with. That leaves only Jinzler.”

“ Andthe Geroons,” Luke said. “1 wastalking to them when the explosion went off, and | 1eft my
datapad behind in their shuttle.”

“Sorry, but that' s adead end, too,” Fel spoke up, pointing to another rack above the console.
“Whoever took the data cards aso helped himsdlf to adatapad.” He brightened suddenly. “Which means
it'snot Jinzler or the Geroons,” he said. “Like you said, they wouldn't need to take one.”

“Unlessthey ddiberately took it to throw us off thetrail,” Luke pointed out gently.



Fd’ sface dropped. “Oh. Right.” He muttered something under his bregth. “ Sorry. This sort of thingisa
little outsde my area of expertise.”

“Qurs, too,” Luke assured him. “Don’'t worry, we' ll figureit out. If necessary, we can dways 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 thiswhere you can hide something
assmall asfour datacards,” he pointed out. “Or the thief could easily have copied them into adifferent
system—adroid, even—and then gotten rid of the originas.”

“The Chissdon’'t have droids,” Fel said. “But | see your point.”

“Onthe other hand,” Luke went on, “if wedon't make afuss, the thief won't know whether or not
we ve even missed them. That might give us awhole different set of advantages.”

“Maybe,” Fe said, not sounding entirely convinced.
“Trust me,” Luke assured him. “Knowledge of any sort is power, as Taon Karrde dways says.”
“As Grand Admira Thrawn usualy proved,” Fel rejoined.

“Don’t remind us,” Luke said ruefully. “ Do you know if this ship carries any hypercapable transports or
shuttles?’

“I believethis classusudly carriesone,” Fd said, forehead wrinkling in concentration. “The
commander’ sglider, it's called, though on adiplomatic ship like thisit would probably be assgned to
Formbi instead of Captain Tashib. Why?’

“Y ou might still be right about someone trying to delay us and get ahead start,” Luke explained.
“Especialy now that he' s got an operationa manual in hand. If so, he' d need away to get there once
he’ d disabled the ship. With your transport, ours, and Formbi’s, that means he’ sgot at least three to
choosefrom.”

“Plusthe Geroons' shuttle and whatever Jnzler used,” Maraput in.

“Y ou can forget the Geroons' shuttle,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I wouldn't trust it to fly to the far
gdeof theChaf Envoy.”

“That bad, isit?’ Maraasked.

“It makes my old T-sixteen look good by comparison,” Luke said wryly. “Anyway, | don't think it hasa
hyperdrive”

“Okay, so that leaves Jinzler’ s ship,” Maraconcluded. “Fel, do you know what he’ s got?’

“Actudly, | don’'t think he hasaship,” Fel said. “I didn’t see him arrive—he got here before we
did—hbut I believe Formbi mentioned he' d gotten aride from someone.”



“Hegot aride?” Luke asked increduloudy. “Outhere?”
Fe shrugged. “All | know iswhat Formbi said. Maybe he contacted Nirauan and Admiral Parck

arranged something.”
“Maybe,” Marasaid. Personaly, shedidn’t believe that for aminute, but there was no point arguing

about it. “ So what’ s our next move?’
“ Our next moveisto go back to our quarters,” Luke said firmly. “1 don’t know about you, but I’ ve got a

few small burnsthat 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. “1 didn’t even think about—"
“No, no, that’sdl right,” Luke hastened to assure him. “We don’t need medicd help. We |l be ableto
fix ourselves up just fine overnight with a Jedi healing trance.”
“Oh.” Fel stopped short, and Mara could sense his embarrassment. “I’'m sorry. | guess| don’'t know as
much about Jedi as| thought | did.”
“Have you ever even met one before?” Maraasked.
“Wdll, no,” Fel admitted. “But | have read up on them. | mean, on you. | mean—"

“We know what you mean,” Luke said, smiling dightly. “Don’t worry about it.” He stood up. “Mara?’
“WE |l see you tomorrow, Commander,” Marasaid, getting to her feet.

“All right,” Fel said. “I'll seeyou out.”
“Don't bother,” Luke said. “We can find the way. Y ou’ d better go seeto your men.”

“Maybe discuss some new security arrangements,” Mara added.

Fel made aface. “Point taken. Good night.”

The stormtroopers had vanished from the ready room as L uke and Mara passed through, their armor
hung nestly on therackslining thewals. “ That last comment was alittle unfair, you know,” Luke
commented as they walked down the corridor toward their quarters. “1’m sure hedid have some security

setup.”
“That’ swhy | said they needed anew set of arrangements,” Mara countered. “ The old ones obvioudy

weren't good enough.”
“Mm,” Luke said. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

Maralooked sideways a him. “Y ou have athought?’
He shrugged, glancing casualy behind them. “I don’t know if it occurred to you, but we only have Fel’s

word that there were any data cards herein thefirgt place.”



“Or that heredly did talk to Jnzler about them before dinner,” Maraagreed. “He could just be venting
waste gases here, trying to get usto look suspicioudy at everyone except him. Y ou think we ought to pay
alittlevist to Jnzler before welock down for the night?’

Luke shook hishead. “Not worth it. We definitely need to talk with him sometime before we get to
Outbound Hight, but | 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
Jnzler knew about the misson. If Jinzler didn’t have anything, but said he wanted to see Fel’ srecords—"

“Records Fdl didn’t have,” Mara murmured.

“Right—records he didn’t have,” Luke said, “then Fel would still have to fake arobbery. It'd be easier
to fakeit to usthan wait until Jnzler cameby.”

“Except that we might catch him at it,” Marapointed out.

“Y ou' re forgetting the sequence of the conversation,” Luke reminded her. “It wasn't until wetold him
we couldn’t dways catch peoplein liesthat he even mentioned he had the data cards.”

Mara played back the memory. Blasted if he wasn't right. “Y ou’ re redly making me look bad tonight,”
she growled. “I thoughtl was the one who was supposed to have had the investigative training.”

“It'sdl thetime |’ ve spent hanging around Corran Horn,” Luke said dryly. “ Some of it rubs off ona
person. Besides, you' ve got other things on your mind.”

Marafdt her muscles stiffen. “What do you mean?’ she asked cautioudy.

He shrugged, too casudly. “1 was hoping you' dtellme,” hesaid. “All | know isthat there’ s something
gill churning around behind those beautiful green eyes of yours.”

Mara snorted under her breath. “ So it’ sflattery now, isit? That'sa sure sign you' ve run out of logica
arguments and persuasive skill.”

“Or dseit’'sasgn of my sncerity and commitment to your continued happiness as my wife and
companion,” Luke countered.

“Ooh—I likethat,” Marasaid approvingly. “ Commitment to my continued happiness. Make sure you
use that one again sometime.”

“I'll makeanote,” Luke promised. His smile faded into seriousness. “Y ou know that I'm aways ready
toligen.”

She caught hishand, squeezed it. “1 know,” she assured him. “And it'sno big dea—redly itis't. | just
have to do some thinking on my own before | can talk about it, that’ s all.”

“Okay,” Luke said, and she could fed his concern fading alittle. But only alittle. “Oh, and there’sone
more factor here we shouldn’t forget. Fel’ s stormtrooper squad isn't exactly homogeneous.”

Marafrowned. “ Are you taking about that dien, Su-mil?’

“Yes” Lukesad. “Wedon't know anything about him or his people, after adl. It' s possible he' srunning



with hisown agenda.”

“Possble, but unlikely,” Marasaid, shaking her head. “The Five-Oh-First wasn't exactly your
run-of-the-gtar-lane stormtrooper unit. They were an dite among elites, and | can’t imagine Parck
reviving it without holding to those Sandards.”

“I didn’t say it waslikely,” Luke reminded her mildly. “1 would hope that Fel hadn’t just thrown chance
cubeswhen he picked his people for thismission. | just thought it was something we should kegpin
mind.”

They did make one short side trip on the way back, stopping by theJade Sabre to make sure she was
properly locked down against intruders. After that admittedly snide comment to Fel, Maraknew she
would never liveit down if her own ship got broken into. Back in their quarters, they were preparing for
bed when Formbi’ s officia 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
ass stance the Chiss had received in battling the blaze; nor was there any comment asto the cause of the
explosion that had started the fire in thefirst place.

Later, lying beside Luke in the darkness, Marastared at the ceiling and wondered what exactlywas
goingoninsde her.

It had come on so quickly, thisquiet feding of guilt that had suddenly taken hold of her like ahand gently
gripping her throat. Suddenly, al the things she' d done through the years she was Pal patine’ s agent were
coming back to haunt her. The heavy-handed investigations; the casua brushing aside of even the limited
rightsthat had existed under the Empire; the summary judgments.

Thesummary killings.

But she'd put dl that behind her. Hadn't she? She’ d never truly been on the dark side, after all—Luke
himsdlf had pointed that out to her three years ago. She' d served Pal patine and the Empire as best and as
honestly as she’d known how, based on the admittedly danted 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 wasit that was bringing al thisback? Fel and his ssormtroopers, the most visibleimage of
Imperid rule and excesses? The misson itsdf and its constant reminder that the destruction of Outbound
Hight had been one of Palpatine' s early atrocities?

Or wasit something € se entirely, something more subtle? After al, Palpatine had paid for his deedswith
hislife. So had Darth VVader and Tarkin and dl the other Grand Moffs. Even Thrawn, whom she now
realized had probably been nobler than al 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 celling to the

darkness on the far Sde of the room.Survivor’ s guilt, she remembered hearing someone cdl it once.
Wasthat what Fel and Outbound Flight had sparked in her? If true, it was pretty stupid, particularly at



thislate date.

Unlessit waswhat Luke had suggested earlier. That there were il things about the Empire that she was
reluctant to let go of.

Shetook adeep breath, let it out quietly. Luke was sill awake, too, she knew, watching her emotions
swirl around, ready to join her in her struggle whenever she wasready to invitehimin.

She reached over and found his hand. “We re supposed to be doing Jedi healing trances, right?’ she
murmured.

Hetook the hint. “Right,” he murmured back. “1 love you.”
“I loveyou, too,” shesaid. “Good night.”
“Good night.”

She closed her eyes, sttling hersaf more comfortably against the pillow and stretching out to the Force.
After al, Luke had accepted her, dark past and dl. If he could do it, she certainly ought to be able to.

* * *

Mard s breathing dowed, her mind and emotions quieting as she dipped into the hedling trance. Luke
watched her lovingly as she went slent, then gently disengaged his hand from hersand rolled over to face
the opposite wall. It had been along and busy day, and he had his own burnsto deal with. He d best get
toit.

But the calmness and concentration necessary for the healing trance refused to come. Something was
going on aboard this ship, something wrapped in adark and murky purpose. Someone aboard—maybe
more than one someone—was going to Outbound Fight for some other reason besides respect or

penance.

He shifted his shoulders uncomfortably benesth the weight of the blankets. But then, to be perfectly
honest, didn’'t he have an ulterior reason of hisown for being here?

Of course he did. Outbound Hight was arelic from the last, turbulent days of the Old Republic, its
existence and records offering the chance to fill in some of the gapsin the New Republic’s history of that
period. But even more importantly, it might offer adetailed look into the ways and organization of that
last generation of thefull Jedi Order. There might be information aboard that would fill inthe gapsin 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, asfar 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 wasit that he had been |oaded with
the respongbility for rebuilding something that had taken past generations centuries or more to create?



Because he had been dl that there was, that was how.When gone am |, Y odahad said in thosefina
moments,the last of the Jedi will you be. Pass on what you have |earned.

He' d done hisbest to live up to Y oda s command. But sometimes—too many times—his best hadn't
been enough.

Y oda straining had hel ped, but not enough. The Holocron had hel ped, but not enough. Advice and
correction from Leiaand Mara had helped, but not enough.

Was there something that had survived aboard Outbound Hight that might dso help? He didn’t know.
To be honest, hewas amogt 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’ sinvitation, 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 Hight.

And who could tell’? Maybe there was even something aboard that would findly 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 aswell arrive hedthy. Taking adeep breeth,
|etting the doubts and concerns dide away from him, he stretched out to the Force.

* * %

All the noise and bustle in the corridors outside had died down by thetime Dean Jnzler put asde his
datapad and started getting ready for bed. It had been along, strange day, full of odd people and odd
events, and he wastired with the kind of weariness that had haunted him for so much of hisadult life.

And yet, at the same time, there was afresh excitement underlying the fatigue. An excitement, and a
darkly smmering dread.

Outbound Flight. After hdf acentury, hewasfinally 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, hewould even be able to catch an echo of theideaor goa that had
captured her own imagination, and to which she had dedicated her life.

And he would see where that al-too-short life had ended.

He gazed at hisreflection in the refresher station mirror as he cleaned hisface and teeth. Behind the lines
and wrinkles, he could gtill see ahint 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 al. The hard set to his mouth hadn’t been there, of
course, way back then.

Or maybeit had. He d carried this edge of quiet bitternesswith him for along time.



Rather like that young woman he' d met earlier, the stray thought occurred to him: that Mara Jade
Skywalker. Therewasan air of old and bittersweet memory about her, too. For al the evidence of
recent smoothing he could seein her face, it was clear that some of those memorieswould take along
timeto fade.

Some memories, of course, never faded completely, no matter how much one might wish them to. He
was living proof of that.

Hefinished in the refresher and stepped back into the bedchamber. And yet, for all the traces of old
hardness and cynicism he could seein her face, he aso knew that it had been Marawho had made the
find decision not to expose him to Formbi.

That made him nervousal by itself. Compassion was something he’ d long ago learned to didike, 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 peopl€ s characters and attitudes with asingle glance.
Could they dso read minds and thoughts and intentions? If so, what exactly had Mararead in him?

He snorted. Nonsense. How in the name of Outer Rim bug-eaters could she possibly read hisfedlings
when he himsdlf couldn’t even sort them out?

Hedidn’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 himin to Formbi after dl.

No. The chance cube had been thrown, and al he could do now wasto sit back and seeit through to
the end. And asfor the Jedi, his best bet would be to smply keep his distance from both of them.

Turning off thelight, he settled himself down into the bed. And tried to push back the memorieslong
enough to deep.

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 continua 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 Hight, but their stories seemed so confused and haf 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.

Hedidn't see Maramuch 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 amethodical study of theChaf Envoy
and itscrew.

Her first task had been to confirm some numbers. It turned out Fel had been right about the crew
complement: besides Generd Drask there were four officers, thirty other crew members, and twelveline
soldiers, making atota of forty-seven wearing the black Defense Fleet uniforms. Formbi’ s steff, in
contrast, conssted only of Feesaand two other members of the Chaf family.

She never did get aproper explanation asto why Formbi was traveling so light, though Feesadid
mention that under norma circumstances the entire ship’s crew would have been Chaf, with no Defense
Fleet personnel present at dl. Eventudly, she and L uke concluded that he had been right about the Nine
Families reluctanceto have asingle family get too much of the credit for the Outbound Hight expedition.
The credit, or anything el se 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 dippage in proper behavior toward
the Aristocra s guests.

Formbi was even busier than the generd, spending most of histime consulting in private with his other
two staffers, Drask, or Tashib and the other ship’s officers. Marasaw him afew times, but only a a
distance, and usudly in deep conversation with someone else. After that first formal evening med
together, he as0 began edting e sewhere, leaving his host duties mainly to Feesaand Tashib’ s officers.

Asnear as she could tell, Fel and his stormtroopers aso kept largely to themsalves and mostly out of
sight of everyone else. On the handful of occasions outside of medltimeswhen sheraninto Fdl, hewas
cordia 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 proveit, she aso had the distinct impression that Dean
Jnzler wasavoiding her.

If 0, Luke mused, and particularly under the current circumstances, it was probably not the smartest
move he could have made. Though Maradidn't actualy say o, it wasn't hard for him to read between
the lines and see that by the middle of the second day she had set hersdlf the task of deliberately seeking
Jinzler out wherever and whenever she could.

Even with that, though, the man was mostly successful in not letting himsdlf be found. That irritated Mara
al themore, and at one point Luke had to endure aprickly late-night hour in their quarters when he
suggested to her that she might want to ease back abit.

Finaly, thankfully, late in the evening of the second day, Formbi summoned his passengersto the
command center observation deck. But not, asit 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 meta floating in the center of the main viewing display.
“It ishere where you must dl pause and congder.”

There was amultiple buzz from the Geroons, like acluster of honey-darters hovering over apromising
flower bush. “Pause and consider what?’ Bearsh asked. “ Are we not arrived at Outbound Fight?’

“Wearenot,” Formbi said. “As| said, you are here to consider.”

“But we weretold we had arrived,” Bearsh persisted, sounding as upset as L uke had ever heard him.
Small wonder, redly, given the extent to which the Geroons had dressed for the occasion. Not only were
they wearing el aborate robes covered with tooled metal filaments that |ooked to be twice as heavy as
their usua garb, but dl of them had aso come to the meeting outfitted with their own shoulder-dung
wolvkil body. Added to the dready 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 afind decision whether you wish to proceed.”

“ But_n

“Petience, 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 hasto say,
ghdl we?’

“Thank you, Ambassador,” Formbi said, inclining his head toward Jinzler. He gestured behind him, and
the double-pyramid station vanished from the display.

Lukeinhaed sharply asamurmur of similar astonishment rippled through the assembled dignitaries.
Centered on the display was a stunningly beautiful globular cluster, hundreds of starstightly packed into a

compact sphere.

“The Redoubt,” Formbi identified it. “Within thisgroup of starsliesthelast refuge of the Chiss people
should our forces ever be overwhelmed in battle. It isimpregnable, impossible for even adetermined
enemy to quickly or easly penetrate, with war vessels and firepoints scattered throughout. There are dso
other surprisesthat natureitsalf has created for the unwary.”

“Starting with someredlly tricky navigation,” Fel commented. “ Those stars are awfully close together.”

“Correct,” Formbi said. “ And that iswhere the principa danger lies, to usaswell asany potentia

He gestured again at the display. “Asyou say, the stars lie close together, and the routes between them
have not been entirely mapped out. Wewill need to travel dowly, making many stops aong the way for
navigationa readings. Thejourney will take gpproximeately four days.”

“| thought your ships had aready located the planetoid where Outbound Flight crashed,” Fel reminded
him. “ Can’'t we just follow their course?’



“Weindeed will usetheir dataas our Sarting point,” Formbi confirmed. “But insde the Redoubt, nothing
isever congtant or stable. Thereisagreat ded of radiation to which we will be subjected each timewe
halt for readings. There are dso many planetoids and large cometary bodies that travel on unpredictable
paths, driven by the congtantly changing battle of gravitationa forces. These, too, pose a significant
hazard.”

“We wastetime,” Bearsh spoke up. The annoyance had passed, and his voice was cam again. “ Those
of Outbound Fight gave their livesfor us. Shal the Geroons shy away from danger as we seek to honor
their memory?’

“Agreed,” Fd sadfirmly. “Weregoingin.”

“Asam|,” Jnzler added.

“We'rein, too,” Luke said, making it unanimous.

“Thank you,” Formbi said, inclining his head toward them. “ Thank you dl.”

Lukefelt astrange shiver run up his back. Formbi’ sthanks, of course, had been addressed to al of
them. But at the same time, he had the oddest feeing that the words had somehow been specificaly
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 vessdl. They cannot accompany us farther, but must wait here for our return.”

“I understand,” Bearsh said. “If you will prepare asigna frequency, | will speak with them.”

Formbi nodded and gestured again. For afew seconds the Redoubt cluster remained centered on the
display. Then theimage cleared away to reveal a Geroon standing in front of the children’ s playground
they had seen earlier. *'Y ou may spesk,” Formbi said.

Bearsh drew himsdlf up to hisfull height and began speaking in an dien language whose Singsong tones
ran mostly to two-part harmony. The kind of language, L uke decided, that a species with twin mouths
might logicaly be expected to cregate.

Formbi had drifted off to one side and was gazing down into the command center. Trying to be
unobtrusive, Luke drifted over tojoin him.

“Magter Skywalker,” Formbi greeted him softly. “1’m pleased you will be accompanying us the rest of
theway.”

“That’' swhy we came,” Luke reminded him. “| was wondering exactly how tricky the navigation isgoing
to befor thistrip.”

Formbi smiled, his glowing eyes glittering in the relative dimness of the observation deck. “1t won't be
ample, but it certainly won't beimpossible, either,” he said. “Why do you ask?’

“There are some Jedi techniquesthat can help with hyperspace navigation,” Luketold him. “Especidly
with something as complicated and crowded as this Redoubt cluster. We can sometimes find easier or
safer routes than anav computer can come up with.”



“Aninteresting thought,” Formbi said. “1 wish we could have borrowed some of you Jedi when wefirst
St 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 makeasmal 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 | will also say that it has only been in the past fifty yearsthat 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 Hight made its appearancein thisarea.
Wasthe Old Republic the “ determined enemy” that had worried the Chiss so much that they’ d Sarted in
earnest to build aplace to hide? Or could they have foreseen the rise of Pa patine 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 aman as arrogant as Grand Moff Tarkin might have
hesitated before taking his Death Star into amaze like that. “1 see now why your people don’t need to
bother with preemptive strikes,” he commented. “With arefuge like this, you can afford to let any enemy
takethefirst shot.”

Formbi swiveled sharply to face him. “ That has nothing to do with the Redoubt,” he said tiffly. “Itis
completely and purely amatter of honor and morality. The Chissarenever to be the aggressor people.
We cannot and will not make war againgt any until and unless we have been attacked. That has been our
law for athousand years, Master Skywaker, and we will not bend from it.”

“l understand,” Luke said hagtily, 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 mefor not making mysdf clear.”

“Yes, of course,” Formbi said, thefirein hiseyesfading somewhat as he pulled himsalf back under
control. “And forgive mein turn for my outburst. The subject. . . let’ ssmply 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 atonethat said,Drop the subject. “ At any rate, | thank you for your offer of
assistance, but your Jedi powers of navigation should not be needed.”

Luke bowed. “Asyou wish, Aristocra. If you choose to reconsider, we stand ready to assist.” Turning,
he headed back toward where Marawas standing, wondering yet again how Leiacould make this
diplomacy stuff look so smple.

The Geroons, he noted, seemed to be near the end of their conversation. The dien on the display was
humming something that sounded like a cross between amilitary fanfare and a Huttese opera excerpt,
and Bearsh had just sarted hisequaly musicd reply.

“What wasthat al about?’” Maraasked as L uke came up beside her.
“| was offering Formbi our help in navigating the Redoubt,” Luke said, frowning. Therewasanew

tenson in hiswife sface that hadn’t been there when he' d left aminute ago. “He saysthey cando it
themsalves What' swrong?’



“l don't know,” Marasaid, her eyes narrowed as she swept her gaze dowly around the room.
“Something just hitme. . .”

“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, | don’t think, at least
not inand of itsdf. Judt. . . 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 al 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 Fight' s sacrifice?’

“What use, indeed,” Formbi agreed. Turning toward the command floor, helifted hisvoice. “Weare
ready, Captain Talshib,” he cdled. “ Take usto Outbound Hight.”

* * %

Feesa had called this place the forward observation lounge during their inspection tour of theChaf
Envoy, Jnzler remembered as he spped 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, aswell asalarge collection of comfortable-looking chairs and couches, and
he’ d made amental note to come back later after things had quieted down.

Now, of course, haf astandard hour into their trip to Outbound Hight, the view wasn't nearly so
interesting. Hyperspace, after al, looked pretty much the same anywhere you went.

But the couch was till comfortable, he had his drink and his solitude, and they were on their way to
Outbound Flight. At the moment, that was dl he asked out of life.

Helifted his glassto the mottled patterns of hyperspace streaming by. To Lorana, he gave asilent toast.
Behind him, the lounge door did open. “Hello?’ avoice caled tentatively.

Jnzler sighed. So much for the solitude part. “Hello,” he caled back. “ Thisis Dean—Ambassador
Jnzler,” he corrected himsdf.

“Oh,” the other said tentatively, and as Jinzler turned he could see a shadowy figure move into the
darkness. “I am Estosh. Do | intrude?’

Oneof the Geroons. Theyounges, in fact, if Jinzler was remembering the introductions correctly. “No,
of coursenot,” he assured the dien. “Comein.”

“Thank you,” Estosh said, groping hisway through the maze of furniture to Jinzler’ s couch. “What do



you do here?’

“Nothing, redly,” Jnzler said. “1 wasjust watching the light-yearsfly past, and thinking about Outbound
Hight.”

“They were agreat people,” Estosh said softly, sitting gingerly down beside Jinzler. “Which of course
makes you yourself agreat person,” he hastened to add.

Jnzler grimaced in the dark. “ Perhaps,” he said.

“You aregreat,” Estoshinssted. “Evenif you do not fed it.”

“Thank you,” Jnzler said. “Tell me, what do you know about what happened?’

“I wasnot yet dive at that time, so | know only what | have beentold,” Estosh said. “1 know that long
before your people arrived the Vagaari came to our worlds, conquering and destroying and taking
everything of vaue to themsalves. They used us as laborers and craftspeople and daves. They sent us
into unsafe mines and dangerous mountains, and forced usto walk before them on warfidds that we
might dieinstead of them.” He gave ashiver that shook the whole couch. “They wore us down until we
were dmogt nothing.”

“And then Outbound Flight came?’

Estosh sighed deeply, asound like awhistlein adeep cave. “Y ou cannot imagine it, Ambassador
Jnzler,” he said. “ Suddenly they were there before us, wegpons blazing from al directions, shattering our
oppressors  vessals and destroying them.”

Ahead, the churning hyperspace sky faded abruptly into starlines, and the sarlines collgpsed into a
brilliant mass of sars. “Must be one of the navigation stops Aristocra Formbi mentioned,” Jnzler
commented, gazing out at theview. “Impressive, isn't it?’

“Indeed,” Estosh sad. “It isashame the Chiss have no worlds here they would be willing to give us. To
live here among such beauty—"

“Quiet,” Jnzler cut him off, listening hard as aquiet warning bell went off in the back of hismind.
Something waswrong. . .

Abruptly, it clicked. “The engines,” he said, scrambling to hisfeet.
“You fed that? They' re sputtering.”
“Yes,” Estosh breathed. “Yes, | do. What doesit mean?’

“It means something’ swrong with them,” Jinzler said. “ Or with the control lines. Or,” he added grimly,
“with the people in the command center.”

* % *

Marahad just pulled off her bootsin preparation for bed when the deck seemed to shiver benesth her



fedt.
She paused, stretching out to the Force, dl her sensesdert. “Luke?’

“Yes” hemurmured, frowning in concentration. “ Fedslike something funny’ s going on with the
engines”

“They’ve picked up awobble,” Marasaid, flipping her legs up over the edge of the bed and rolling
acrossto Luke sside, the side that had the comm pand. Stretching out, she jabbed the button.
“Command center, thisis Jedi Skywaker,” she cdled. “What' sgoing on?’

“Thereisnothing to be worried about, Jedi Skywalker,” a Chissvoice answered. “ Thereisaproblem
with the control linesto the aft end of the vessdl.”

“What kind of problem?’

“Itisnot your concern,” the voice said tartly. “ 1t isasmdl problem only, and we will ded withit. Stay in
your quarters.”

There was aclick as the connection was cut from the other end. “I can hear the soothing tones of

Genera Drask’svoicein 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?’ Maraasked, rolling back to where she'd |eft her boots.

“Actudly, | wasthinking we might try adifferent gpproach,” Luke said, finishing with hisshirt and
reaching for his lightsaber. “We ve dready seen one noisy diversion aboard this ship, and there’ salot of
the same smdl to thisone.”

“I agree,” Marasaid, picking up her own lightsaber. “He said the problem is aft. We go forward?’

“Right,” Luke said. “Y ou' ve been studying the ship. What' s up there someone might be interested in?’

“All sorts of good stuff,” shetold him. “Forward navigationa sensors, meteor defense systems, shidd
generators, some crew quarters, and bulk storage.”

“Including food?’

“Right,” Marasaid. “Best of all, not very far back from the bow isthe commander’ sglider.”

“The hyperdrive-capable boat Fel told us about?’

“That’ stheone,” Marasaid. “Pick your target.”

“Well, you can't expect him to makeit easy onus,” Luke said philosophicdly. “Here sthe plan. You
head for the bow aong the main starboard corridor, watching for anyone or anything suspicious. I'll
backtrack past the Geroon shuttle, seeif there' sany unusud activity in that area, then cross over to port
sde and check out the Imperials transport. If everything looks okay, I'll head forward aong 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 Maramade her way forward, her senses dert for
trouble. Mogt 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 obvioudy not been turned out implied that Drask did indeed consider the problem to
be aminor one. Just the sort of low-key, not-quite-crisis-level event their mysterious data card thief might
usefor hisnext bit of deight of hand.

Shejust wished she knew which of the possible targets he was after thistime. Still, with alittle luck,
maybe she’ d get achanceto ask him.

Shewas nearly to the bow when the corridor lights abruptly went out.

Shefrozein her tracks, pressing her back against the side wall in apocket 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 definitey
moving around nearby. Maybe two someones.

Maybe even three.

She scowled to hersdlf, peering into the darkness as she fought to push the hazy impressionsinto
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
shewassensing?

And then, from aside corridor in that direction, came abarely audibleclink, asif someone had brushed
the bulkhead with something hard. Holding her lightsaber ready, she dipped toward the archway leading
into the corridor, keeping to the shadows as much as she could.

There was another faintclink 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 asecond 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 hersdlf facing an Imperid stormtrooper as he smultaneoudy swung out from behind a coolant
pump into the same stance, his BlasTech E-11 pointed squarely back at her.

Mard sfirst impulse, from somewhere deep in the dark corners of her mind, wasto lower her weapon
and order him to lower his. Her second impulse, from amore recent frame of reference, wasto dash the
blue lightsaber blade forward and cut him in half. Her fina impulse, as her brain findly caught up with the
conflicting reflexes, wasto smply do nothing.

Fortunately, perhaps, the stormtrooper himself seemed to have no such confusion of loyalties or
responses. Even as Marafought back the urge to kill, he snapped the muzzle of hisweapon upward
away from her. “ Jedi Skywaker,” he said. “My gpologies.”

“No problem,” Marasaid, fighting the words out through amomentarily stiff throat as she closed down



her lightsaber. That unexpected surge of past patterns had been incredibly disconcerting. “What are you
doing here?’

“Commander Fdl heard of the problem with the ship’s engines and ordered me to secure the bow from
potentia danger,” hesaid. “You?’

“Samething,” Marasaid, peering down the darkened corridor over his shoulder. “Y ou find anything?’

“The areaaround the glider appears secure,” he said. “ My intention was to continue forward and check
the shidd generators.”

“Fine” Marasaid. “WEe Il go together.”

“Acknowledged,” he said. Without asking, he stepped past her and moved into point position, ahead
and dightly to Mara sleft. 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 sght-enhancement techniques asthey stopped. It hadn’t been a
movement she' d seen, exactly, but something else.

The stormtrooper, with hishelmet’ s own vison 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
shdl.”

“Right,” Maraagreed, trying to overlay the view ahead onto her mental schematic of this part of the ship.
A reflection off the semi-spherical cap of the shield generator meant someone was ingde the room,
moving port and possbly 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 asmal cluster of crew quarters,
and thethird all the way across the chamber to amirror-image archway into the portside corridor. Three
possible ways out, with only her and one stormtrooper available to cover them al.

Except that Luke should be on hisway toward that far portside exit.Luke? She sent out the mental cal.

Coming,the reply came, accompanied by a glimpse of the portside corridor. It was apparently as dark
over there asit 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 ssormtrooper. “Y ou
keep going straight ahead. Make sure he doesn’t double back and get out through the starboard archway
up there. If it lookslike you can do it without risking him getting behind you, go ahead and sweep him
portsde. I’ [l head back to that |ast cross corridor and try to cut him off before he can get out through the
monitor room.”

“Acknowledged,” the stcormtrooper said. Lifting his BlasTech, he moved cautioudy forward.

Maradidn'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 severd jogsin it asit wended itsway
around and between rooms of various sizes and shapes. That meant more cover for her, of course;
unfortunately, it dso meant shewouldn't get aglimpse of the exit she wastrying to block until shewas



practicaly ontop of it. Setting her teeth, stretching out to the Force, she headed in.
Shel d gone maybe five stieps when the whole thing fell completely apart.

From somewhere ahead came a sharp shout and the sudden scuffle of running feet. Breathing acurse,
Mara ducked ahead around the next jog in the corridor, coming into view of the generator room exit just
intime to see the reflected blue flash of a Chiss charric heat weapon. Someplace in the distance, over the
ruckus, she heard the distinctivesnap-hiss of Luke' s lightsaber. Sprinting to the doorway, she ducked
through—

Therewasjust 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!” aharsh Chissvoice countered. “|dentify!”
“Who do you think?” Mara shot back. “How many people have you got aboard with lightsabers?’

For amoment there was no reply. But at least the shooting had stopped. “Very well, Jedi Skywalker,”
the Chiss said in asomewhat more polite tone. “ Come forward.”

Warily, Marastepped into the room. Over by the starboard shield generator to her right were two
armed Chissdressed in leisure clothing, gpparently having come straight from the crew quarters acouple
of corridors away. Behind them was the sormtrooper 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 usua 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 sredly nothing to tell,” Jinzler protested as Maraled him to one of the lounge' s couches and
gave him a not-entirely-gentle push down onto it. “| was Sitting right here, watching the stars, when the
lightswent out.”



“Wereyou done?’ Luke asked, stretching out with the Force. The man clearly knew hewasin trouble,
yet was amazingly cam for al that. It wasthe sort of calm Luke had seen before, sometimesin aperson
who no longer had anything to lose.

Unfortunately, he'd also seen it in people with hidden tricks up their deeves, or in people who fully
believed they could lietheir way out of anything. So far, he till couldn’t tell which category Jnzler fit into.

“By thenl 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. | stayed here until the lightswent out, as| said, a which point | 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, | know.” Jnzler shrugged. “I didn’t redlly think about it, | suppose. At any rate, | heard someone
moving around in the darkness and went to investigate.”

“Likeacompleteidiot,” Marapointed out, standing behind him. “ Suppose he' d taken a shot at you?”
Jnzler' slips compressed briefly. “I guess| didn’t think about that, either.”

Maraglowered alook over hishead at L uke. Luke shrugged microscopically: he couldn’t detect any lie
ether.

Which, unfortunately, wasn't conclusive proof oneway or the other. “All right, so you heard someone,”
he said. “What did you see?’

Jnzler 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 | got there. | was|ooking around, trying to seeif | could spot
anything out of place, when dl of you burst inon me.”

L uke 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
Imperia asthey could without abandoning the doorway entirely. “Thank you all for your assstance,” he
told them. “ Jedi Skywalker and | will handleit from here. Y ou may return to your other duties.”

“Hewasfound in aredtricted 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, | 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.”

“Hewaswith me” Marasaid. “Or were you planning to deny ambassador’ s privilegesto me, aswell?’

The Chisslooked at each other, and Luke held his breath. Technically, neither he nor Marahad any



officid standing here, gpart from being Formbi’ s guests. He till didn’t know what had gone wrong with
theChaf Envoy' s lights and engines, but he suspected Drask would be perfectly justified in declaring a
dtate of emergency and confining al non-Chissto their quarters.

Inwhich case, Mara s atempt to pull rank might be looked upon very suspicioudy, reflecting not only
on them but on Formbi aswell. 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 achalenge out of it. “Wewill wait in the
corridor,” thefirst Chisssaid. “When you are finished here, we will escort you back to the public areas of
thevesd.”

Helooked at the stormtrooper. “ The faceless soldier isinvited to return to his proper place right now,”
he added.

The stormtrooper stirred, asif 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 acrisp military about-face, the scormtrooper 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, wastheir willingnessto ingtantly and unquestioningly obey orders. It was, of course, also one of
the worst things about them. “All right, Jnzler,” he said, pulling achair up in front of the older man and
gtting down facing him. “We ve been very patient with you up to now. But gametimeis over. We want
to know who you are and what you' re doing here.”

“I know you' ve been patient,” Jnzler said, nodding. “And | very much appreciateit. | know you' ve both
stuck your necks out for me—"

“Staling timeisover, too,” Marainterrupted, coming around from behind the couch to face him,
remaining on her feet as sheleveled the full weight of her saredown at him. “Let’ sheer it.”

Jnzler sghed, some of the stiffness going out of his shoulders as he dropped his gaze to the deck. “My
name s Dean Jinzler, just as| told you,” he said. “1 work sort of on the edges of Talon Karrde's
intelligence organization—"

“Weknow dl that,” Maracut him off again. “What are you doing here?’

“A gentleman cameto mealittle over eight weeksago,” Jnzler said. “ A rather old gentleman, flying a
spacecraft of atypel’d never seen before.”

“What was hisname?’ Luke asked.

Jnzler hestated. “He said he didn’t want me spreading it around. . . but | suppose you two would be dll
right. He said hisname was Car’ das.”

Lukelooked at Mara, feding aripple of shock from her that echoed his own surprise. That was aname
he remembered quite well.

“Car'das?” Marademanded.” Jorj Car’ das?’



“That’sthe one,” Jnzler said, nodding. “He said he' d once been an associate of Karrde's. Do you know
him?’

“Never met theman,” Marasaid, her voice carefully neutral. “Though not from lack of trying. How do
you know him?’

“I don't, redly,” Jinzler said. “I' d never seen him before that day. He came to me and
suggested—strongly—that | put in for atransfer to the sector relay post at Comra. He said there would
likely be a message coming through soon that would be of great persond interest to me.”

“Andyou just went?’” Luke asked. “Not even knowing who hewas?’

“I know it sounds crazy,” Jinzler admitted. “But frankly, | had nowhere elseto be just then. Besides,
there was something about him. . .” Hetrailed off.

“Okay, so you transferred to Comra,” Marasaid. “| takeit this message he mentioned was the
transmission addressed to L uke that you filched?’

Jnzler winced. “Yes,” he admitted. “It showed up about, oh, | guessit wasalittle over aweek ago now.
|—" Helooked up a Mara, hislip twitching in adightly 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 makeit,” Luke commented.

Jnzler blinked. “How did you know that?’

“We're Jedi,” Luke reminded the other pointedly. “What happened?’

“The hyperdrive gave out in the Hachariasystem,” Jnzler said. “It would have taken me more than a
week to repair it by mysdlf, and | didn’t have enough money to hire out the job. Fortunately, at that point
Car’ das showed up again and offered me alift.”

“Redly,” Marasad. “What an intriguing coincidence.”

Jnzler lifted ahand, pam upward. “Maybe he was following me to make sure | got here okay. | never
saw him on my sensors, but with a courier that doesn't mean awholelot. He did say—" He broke off.

“Hedid say what?’ Luke prompted.

“It didn’'t make any senseto me,” Jnzler said. “ All he said wasthat he wastrying to fulfill apromisehe'd
been neglecting for avery long time.”

“Did he say what that promise was?” Mara asked. “ Or to whom it had been made?’

“Neither,” Jnzler said. “Actudly, theway he sad it, | had the odd impression he wasn't talking to me so
much as hewastaking to himsdf.”

“Okay,” Lukesad. “Go on.”

“That'sdl thereis, redlly,” Jnzler said. “We cameinto the outer Crustai system and Car’ das sent a



messagein. Formbi came out in theChaf Envoy’ s glider and picked me up.”

“What did he think of Car’ das?” Maraasked. “Or had Car’ das |eft by then?’

“Actudly, the two of them had along talk together while | wastransferring acrossto the glider,” Jnzler
said. “I didn’'t understand the language, but it sounded alot like the one the Geroons were speaking when
they firgt arrived. They finished their conversation, | introduced mysdlf as Ambassador Jnzler from
Coruscant, and Formbi brought me back to the ship. And that was that.”

L uke nodded. Straightforward enough, and they could presumably confirm some of the detallswith
Formbi. Assuming Formbi waswilling to talk about it, of course. “ Okay, that’ sthehow,” he said. “Now
let’s hear thewhy.”

“There was a Jedi aboard Outbound Hight,” Jinzler said. “Well, actudly there were severa Jedi aboard.
This particular one was named LoranaJnzler.”

He seemed to brace himsdlf. “ Shewas my sgter.”
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 sad. “ So what was so dark and persond that you couldn’t tell us earlier?’

Jnzler lowered his eyes, his hands wrapping tightly together in hislap. “Wedidn't part on. . . very good
terms” hesaid at last. “I' d rather not say any moreif you don't mind.”

Lukefdt hislip twist. More evasion, which seemed to be an integral part of thisman.

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 |et that part Sit for now.
But.”

Helet theword hang in the air amoment 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, youwill tel us
everything. Cleer?’

Jnzler graightened up. “ Clear,” he agreed. “ And thank you.”

“Don't thank usyet,” 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 panelsto call
itin,” Maraadded. “If you’ d done that, we might have caught him.”

“I| undergtand,” Jnzler said. “I’ll seeyou inthe morning.”

He crossed the lounge and disappeared into the corridor. “Well?” Luke asked as the door did shut
behind him. “What do you think?’



“For garters, I’ m getting tired of this piecemed approach,” Maragrowled, stalking over to the viewport
and leaning againgt it as she stared out at the stars. “I’ d like nothing better than to St 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 coursenot,” shesaid withasigh. “I just wish we could, that'sdl.”

“At least we ve got afew new puzzle piecesto work with,” Luke pointed out. “Let’s start with Jorj
Car’ das. Y ou think thisis the same man Karrde asked you and Lando to try to track down ten years

ago?’

“Who e se could it be?” Mara countered. “ Contacting someone working for Karrde' s organi zation and
flying aship that wasn't aNew Republic design? No, it’sgot to be him.”

“What makes you think his ship wasn't aNew Republic design?’

“Jnzler has acertificate in hyperdrive tech,” Marareminded him. “Ifhe didn’t recognize the ship, it had
to be something pretty exotic.”

“Mm,” Luke said. “| don’t suppose you ever got Karrde to open up about who Car’ das actually was.”

“Karrde, no,” Marasaid. “But |was able to coax abit out of Shada a couple of years ago. Apparently
sometimein 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 mysterioudy
disappeared, and one of hislieutenantstook over for him.”

“Karrde?’

“Right,” Marasaid. “No one gpparently heard anything of or from Car’ das until you found that beckon
cal 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 theWild Karrde and went out hunting for him
themsdves”

“Did they find him?’

“Shadawas rather evasive on that point, but it seems clear that they did,” Marasaid. “ Reading between
thelines, I'd adso guess Car’ das had something to do with the dramatic collapse of that
Return-of-Thrawn hysteriathat happened while we were out on Nirauan. She aso mentioned ahuge
datacard library that she said rivaled the official New Republic archives on Coruscant.”

“Karrde' sformer mentor,” Luke murmured thoughtfully. “ And Karrde with his degp and abiding interest
in gathering information. It fits, | suppose.”

“What fits?” Mara asked. “The bit about Car’ das knowing something was in the works and pointing
Jnzler to exactly theright place at the right time to intercept an incoming message?’

“Guessing theright place, at least, wouldn’'t have taken anything special,” Luke pointed out. “ Comra's
thelogica spot to pick up atransmission 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 itsway,” Mara pointed out.

“Right,” Luke agreed. “And that partwould have taken something specid. Though even thereyou'll
notice he seemed to be abit off on histiming. Jinzler was at the station agood 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. “Y ou 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
Jnzler and hissgter.”

“Yes—Jnzler ssger,” Maragrowled. “1 presume you' ve noticed that up until acouple of daysago
there would have been a perfect way to check out that part of his story.”

Luke nodded. “Fel’ s Outbound Flight operationa manua and its personnel ligts.”

“Except that it was stolen,” Marasaid. “And now al of asudden he comes up with asister. Convenient
timing, wouldn't you say?’

“I might,” Luke had to admit. “But that’ s not proof that he took the manual.”

“WEe re not exactly rolling in proof on any part of this,” Marapointed out. “ Still, if Jnzler didn't take the
cards, who did? And why?’

“I don't know,” Luke said, haf 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. Unlessyou think Jinzler
made that part up to try to deflect suspicion from himself.”

“Oddly enough, | don’'t,” Marasaid dowly. “He strikes me as being too smart to trot out such alame
story without dressing it up abit.”

Luke frowned. “ Dressing it up how?’

“ Suppose he wanted to do some mischief in the shield generator room,” Marasaid. “ Say, someplace
over at the starboard end. Thefirst thing area professiona would do when he got insde would beto go
to theportside end and open one of the storage cabinets there. Not too obvioudy, but enough to see if
you were looking for it. Then, if he gets caught, he till spins his story about chasing down an intruder, but
addsthat he got a glimpse of someone over by the portside cabinets before he took off.”

“Theinvestigators go to ook, and they find the open cabinet,” Luke said, nodding his understanding.

“Right,” Marasaid. “Not only doesit make his story play better, but it dso automaticaly shirts attention
away from hisred target.”

Luke nodded. “Simple, but effective.”

“All the best tricksare,” Maraagreed. “It’ sbascally 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 thingwas adiverson.”

“Alsotrue,” Maraadmitted. “It could just aswell be that that was a genuine accident, and that Jinzler or
someone ese smply took advantage of it to do some late-night skulking.”

Luke shook hishead. “ Thisis sarting to make my head hurt,” he said. “If Jnzler set thefireto sted Fel’s
Outbound Hight data, shouldn’t that have been the end of it? What would he have needed to do up
here?’

“Who knows?’" Marasaid. “He may be on some special mission, either for Car’ das or someone else,
and had to sted the operationa manua first so that we couldn’t crack his story.”

“And since mogt of what we know comes solely from him, we wouldn’t even be able to guess from that
what he' sredly upto.”

“Actudly,everything we know about him comes solely from him,” Mara corrected. “Karrdetold us
about Dean Jnzler’ s background, but we only have our gray-eyed friend’ sword for it that heredlyis
Dean Jnzler.”

Luke hissed between histeeth. That one hadn’t even occurred to him. “Which meanswhat | said about
us having afew more puzzle piecesis meaningless, isn't it?’

“They could be piecesto an entirely imaginary puzzle,” Maraagreed. “And it getsworse. It could even
be we havetwo different setsof late-night skulkers, each with different agendas, working either parald 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 scormtroopers, aswell.”

“Andif Jnzler stdling the truth, one of the Geroons,” Luke reminded her. “All we re missing is Formbi
and Drask to round out the suspect list.”

“Right,” Marasaid. “On the other hand, Jnzler’ sthe 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'sactudly not asfar-fetched asit sounds,” Luke said. “If therewas a Jedi in hisfamily, he could easly
be Force-sengtive enough to be nudged to the right place a the right time without knowing how or why
he' d doneit. Not many people know enough about Jedi family patternsto spin that sort of subtlety into a
lie, ether.”

“Car’ das might have known,” Marasaid. “ And whatever he senses or doesn't sense, Jinzler still needed
Car’ das sadviceto get himsdf transferred to Comraintime.” Shewaved ahand. “Yes, | know that’s
not the samething.”

“Still, we do keegp coming back to Car’ das, don’'t we?’ Luke murmured. “1 wonder what he and Formbi
might have had to talk about.”

“Noidea,” Marasad. “Asfar as| know, Karrde himself never did any work out in the Unknown
Regions. If Car’ das madeit out thisfar, 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.”

Marashook her head. “1 don't think the generators were the target,” she said. “1 think it was something
dse”

“Any ideawhat?’

“Not redly,” Mara conceded. “But if | had to vote, I’ d vote for someone putting atap on the sensor
lines. Remember when we were cdled into the command center earlier this evening and Formbi was
listing al the dangerswe would befacing indgde the cluster?’

“Yes” Luke said, wondering where she was going with this.

“Among the various natural hazardsto life and happiness, he dso mentioned something called firepoints,”

she went on. 1’ ve been meaning to ask him what exactly those are, but | think | may havefigured it out.”
She pointed out the viewport. “ Y ou see that asteroid over there? The one with al the dark spots?’

Luke peered out into the brilliant starscape. A spotted asteroid. . . “Yes,” he said as he picked it out of
the shadows.

“Tento oneit’ seither amissile cluster or afighter nest,” Marasaid. “ Those dark spots are dmost
certanly the ends of launching tubes”

“A firepoint,” Luke murmured, studying the asteroid. There were alot of dark spotsonit, too. “Aptly
named.”

“Very aptly named,” Maraagreed. “ An unfriendly ship that stops herefor anav check isgoing to bein
for aworld of hurt.”

Shelooked at Luke, her expression grim in the reflected sarlight. “ Anyone who might be thinking about
taking on the Chisswould have a definite interest in locating as many of those defenses as possible.”

Lukefet hisstomach tighten. “Fe?’

“Or the Geroons might have an interested client with an unused planet to swap them,” Marasaid.
“Jnzler could befronting for someone, too.”

1] Ca.’ dml?1

She shrugged. “Could be. We do know that Car’ das likes collecting information. Thiswould 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?“| think we' ve pushed this
st of puzzle pieces around as much aswe can. Let’s go seeif we can pick up another piece or two.”

Mara pushed away from the viewport. “Formbi?’



Luke nodded. “Formbi.”

They found the Aristocrain aservice corridor midway between the control center and the main engines,

watching in slence asapair of Chiss crewers dug into an open conduit access pand with long, tonglike
probes. A third crewer stood expectantly by with asedled metal container. “Ah, our noble Jedi,” Formbi
said as they maneuvered past the workers in the cramped space and cameto hisside. “I understand
you' ve been busy thisevening.”

“| seeyou have, too, Aristocra,” Luke pointed out. “Have you found the problem?’

Formbi nodded. “Line creepers, as we suspected.”

“Line cregpers?’

“Long, dender creaturesthat chew their way into power and control systems and live on the dectrical
power generated within,” Formbi explained. “They’ re avermin we ve worked very hard to destroy or
contain.”

“Sounds like conduit worms,” Maracommented. “ That' satype of verminwe' ve tried hard to destroy.”

“With no more success than we' ve had, | suspect,” Formbi said.

“True,” Luke said. “What wasthis particular batch working on? The engine control lines?’

“Yes” Formbi said. “ That' swhat caused the flutter you apparently felt earlier. We re clearing them out

“What about the lightsin the forward part of the ship?’ Mara asked. “Did they get in there, too?’
“No,” Formbi said. “It appears someone merely shut them down.”
“Accidentaly?’ Mara asked.

Formbi’ s glowing eyes seemed to blaze a bit brighter as he looked at her. “What do you think?” he
countered.

“Wethink theChaf Envoy has some serious problems,” Luke said. “We re not sure everyone aboard
wants this misson to succeed.”

He stretched out to the Force, hoping for atelling reaction. But Formbi merely shook hishead. “You're
wrong, Magter Skywalker,” he said quietly. “ Everyone aboard very much wishesthe mission to
succeed.”

“Maybe s0,” Marasaid. “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 afew minutes ago?’ Luke asked.



“I have,” Formbi said. “ Captain Tashib isaready searching for damage or theft in that part of the
vessH.”

“Good,” Marasaid. “What did you and Jorj Car’ dastak about?’

L uke had been trying, without success, to spark areaction from the elderly Chiss. Mard s attempt was
just asfutile. “ Jorj Car’ das?’ Formbi asked, lifting his eyebrows politely, his composure not even
flickering.

“The human who brought Ambassador Jinzler to Crustai,” Marasaid. “ The ambassador said you two
spoke e length.”

Formbi smiled faintly. “And you suspect something sinister about it?” He shook hishead. “Not at al. He
introduced the ambassador to me and listed his credentials and honors. | greeted himin turn, and
welcomed him on behdf of the Chiss Ascendancy.”

“And you did dl thisin that trade language, Minnisa?’

“At thetime | doubt he was aware | could speak your New Republic Basic,” Formbi said.

“And you’ d never met Car’ das before?” Mara persisted.

“How could | possibly know anyone from the New Republic?’ Formbi asked patiently. “I’ ve never
been farther than afew light-years outside Chiss space. Ah.”

He pointed over Luke' s shoulder. Luke turned to see one of the workers pull along, segmented worm
from the conduit with histongs. The third Chiss had his container open, and the first eased the worm
carefully into the opening. “A line creeper,” Formbi identified it asthe third crewer sedled the container
again. “A young one, too, fromitssize. If left undisturbed long enough, they can grow to beaslong asan
adult Chiss and thick enough to nearly fill aconduit that sze.”

“| can see why you don’'t want them around,” Luke said. “ Any ideahow it got in there?’

“Not yet,” the Arigtocrasaid. “We |l begin athorough search of the vessdl inthe morning.” Hiseyes
bored into Luke's. “ Of our vessdl, and al others associated with it.”

“Of course,” Luke said, sensing Mara s sudden wariness. “May | ask exactly what this search will
ental?

“For you, it will most likely be noninvasive,” Formbi assured them. “Line cregpers exhde adidtinctive
mixture of gasesthat is quite easy to detect. If none of those gasesis detected in your vessdl’'s
compartments, that will be the end of the procedure.”

“Andif youdo detect any?’ Mara asked.

“Thenwewill 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 vessal elsewhere in thisregion of space,
it shighly unlikely you could have picked up any vermin. But we must check nevertheless”

“Weundersand,” Luke said. “Actudly, if one of these thingsis aboard theSabre, we' d bejust asglad



for you to get rid of it. Isthere anything we can do to help?’
“Thank you, but no,” Formbi said. “We'll adert you before entering your vessd, of course.”
“Wethank you inturn,” Luke said, sensing the dismissd in histone. “We |l see you in the morning, then.”

“One other thing,” Formbi said asthey turned to go. “I’m informed that both you and Jedi Skywalker
activated your lightsabers during your search thisevening.”

“Yes, wedid,” Marasaid. “We were hunting a possible saboteur, if you recdl. Not to mention
defending oursalves againgt a Chisswarrior with atwitchy trigger finger.”

“Yes—that,” Formbi said, sounding embarrassed. “ An unfortunate occurrence. The warriors have been
gpoken to, and it will not happen again.”

Something seemed to flicker through the Aristocral s eyestoo fast for Luketo catch. “But in return, |
must ask you hot to activate your weapons again aslong as you are aboard avessdl of the Chiss
Ascendancy.”

Lukefrowned. “Not at al?’

“Not at al,” Formbi said flatly.

“What if we'rein danger?” Marademanded. “ Or if you or one of your peopleisin danger?’

“Then of course you may do whatever you deem necessary,” Formbi said. “But General Drask has
ingsted that the casuad waving of aien wegpons aboard theChaf Envoy will no longer be tolerated.”

“ Casual?” Maraechoed disbelievingly. “ Aristocra—"

“We understand,” Luke hurriedly cut her off. “We |l do our best to comply with the genera’ s order.”

“Thank you,” Formbi said, dipping hishead dightly. “Until the morning, then.”

The corridors were deserted as they made their way back. Just the same, Luke waited until they werein
the privacy of their quarters before breaking the silence. 1t made for better security, and aso gave his
quietly seething wifetimeto cool down. “What do you think?" he asked when the door was solidly
sedled behind them.

“My low opinion of Generd Drask just dropped afew points,” she said darkly. “Of al the stupid,
childish—"

“Takeit easy,” Luke soothed, stting down on the bed and pulling off hisboots. “And don’t blame
Drask, at least not directly. | don’t think he was the one who gave the order.”

Marafrowned. “Then who did? Formbi?’
Luke nodded. “That’ sthe fedling | was getting.”

“Interesting,” Maramurmured thoughtfully. “ And the reason?’



“Noidea,” Luke said. “But don’t forget how annoyed Drask was when we hel ped the Five-Oh-First put
out thefire. Formbi may be playing politics again, trying to give Drask fewer thingsto complain about.”

“Terrific,” Maramuttered as she started again to get ready for bed. “I1t’s so nice to spend time with an
honorable people like the Chiss”

“It could beworse,” Luke pointed out. “We could be doing thiswith Bothans. What did you think about
hisgtory?’

“The one about Car’ das?” Marasnorted under her breath. “He' slying through his teeth on that one, too.
There sno reason to let Car’ dasrattle off Jnzler' slist of dleged credentialsin an exatic trade language
when he understands Basic. He could have switched languages anywhere along the way, just as soon as
it was histurn to spesk.”

“| wasthinking that, too,” Luke said. “ The obvious conclusion isthat they didn’t want Jinzler to know
what they were talking about.”

“Exactly,” Marasaid. “You'll dso notice Formbi never actualy answered my question asto whether he
knew Car’ das from somewhere else. And don't forget that they held their little rendezvousin the outer
Crugtai 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
deviousand nasty.”

“I know,” Luke said, pulling her down onto the bed beside him and wrapping hisarm around her. “Do
you want to leave?’

“Of coursenot,” shesaid. “| ill want to see Outbound Fight, assuming that part of the story isn’t alie,
too. Besides, if there' s some trgp being spun here—whether for us, Fel, or Drask—we re redly the only
onesavailableto stop it.”

She shifted position to nestle herself more comfortably against hisside. “Unless, of course, you want to
leave that to the Geroons?’ she added.

Luke smiled at the thought. “No, | think we' d better handleit,” he agreed. “Pleasant dreams, Mara.”
Hislast menta image, as he drifted off to deep, was adarkly amusing one of Bearsh and Estosh and the

other Geroons shaking in terror asthey stood huddled in one of the ship’s corridors, trying desperately to
hold blasters steadly.

Fel looked up from his desk as Grappler sat down acrossfrom him. “Y es?’

“Itisinplace” the other said, hislarge eyesreflecting the light from Fel’ s desk lamp. “ Tapped into the
navigationa repester lines.”

Fel laid asde the datapad he' d been reading. “ That was quick,” he commented. “ Any chance of the
Chissgpotting it?”



The orange highlights of Grappler’ s green skin faded to yellow, the Eickarie equivaent of ahead shake.
“Not by any casud search,” he said. “It isin aconduit behind acabinet, not directly behind an access

pand.
Fel nodded. “Nicely done,” he said. “What about our Jedi? Do they suspect anything?”

“Of coursethey suspect,” Grappler said, the highlights becoming orange again. “But they know nothing.”
His mouth opened in asardonic grin. “ Jedi Skywalker asked meto 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 Admira Parck. They're sharp, they’ re quick, and they’re very, very deadly.”

“I would haveit 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. Timeto sit back and let it play. “You'll get your
chance,” he promised Grappler softly. “I guaranteeit.”

CHAPTER 10

The vermin search began early the next morning, with four pairs of Chiss armed with aamosphere sniffers
gtarting at the bow and stern and checking every room, storage compartment, conduit, access pandl, and

supply package aboard theChaf Envoy. They reached theJade Sabre about midday, and Marawatched
in polite but stolid Slence asthey made their methodica way through her ship.

Fortunately, Formbi’ s prediction proved to be correct. No line cregpers were found, and within haf a
standard hour the search team had departed down the transfer tunndl, leaving nothing behind but afaintly
metalic aromafrom their equipment.

Fe’sImperia transport was searched with equal speed and efficiency. The Geroon shuttle, in contrast,
took nearly threetimes aslong 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 virtualy 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 hisfirgt visit hadn’t been
open to space behind their vacuum-sedled doors. The Chiss confirmed the doors pressure readings,
assured Luke that line cregpers 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 asthey sat together in the forward
lounge watching the hyperspace sky roll past. “Either asingle group of line cregpersgot in and ignored
everything € se while they worked their way nearly to the center of the ship, or €lse someone brought
themin and ddliberatdly let them loosein that spot.”

“Guesswhich optionl’d pick,” Marainvited.

“I know which oneyou'd pick,” Luke said dryly. “What bothers me isthat our saboteur seemsto have
had only that one group. What if he hadn’t accomplished whatever he d intended thefirst time around
and had needed to creste another diverson?’

“Maybe he had afew spares and spaced them before the search started,” Mara suggested.

“Which meanswhat?’ Luke asked. “That helost his nerve and dumped the evidence even though he
waan't finished with it?’

“Morelikely that hedid accomplish what he set out to do last night,” Marasaid. “ And that onereally
bothersme.”

“Why?

“Because | 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 diverson gain anyone?’

Luke stroked thoughtfully at his cheek. “Maybe Drask islooking in the wrong place,” he suggested.
“Maybe we relooking at atwo-stage diversion: line creepersin the control lines and doused lightsin the
bow, while the actua work went on somewhere dse.”

“Fine” Marasaid. “But where? And what? Don't forget, the Chiss checked every cubic centimeter of
the ship today.”

“Looking for line creepers.”

“Looking at everything,” Maracorrected. 1 watched them go through theSabre, 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 Il bet that goes double for the Imperials
and Geroons.”

“Probably triple for the Imperids,” Luke conceded. Outside, the mottling vanished into starlines and
collapsed into gars. Y et another navigational stop, apparently. Idly, he wondered what sort of firepoints
the Chiss had waiting at thisone. “ So what’ s our next move?’

“Unfortunately, that’ s probably up to him,” Marasaid, not sounding at al happy about it. “ Theinitiative
always lieswith the attacker. About all we can do is be ready—"

She broke off as araucoustrilling tone suddenly diced 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 therefirst. “ThisisMaster



Skywadker,” hesad. “What’ sgoing on?’
“This does not concern you—"

“Thisis Aristocra Formbi, Master Skywalker,” Formbi’ s voice cut into the circuit. “Please cometo the
Geroon vess asquickly aspossible”

“On our way,” Luke promised. “What' s happened.”

Therewas ahint of asigh from the spesker. “One of the Geroons has been shot.”

* % %

There were adozen Chiss swarming about the corridor outside the Geroon shuttle when Luke and Mara
arrived. Two of them, Feesaand someone in Defense Fleet black, were kneeling beside the writhing and
moaning figure of aGeroon, working on him with one of the ship’s medpacs. Formbi, looking grim, was
standing off to the Sde where he’' d be out of the way. “What happened?’ Luke asked asthey were
passed through the outer circle of Chiss.

“He was shot with acharric as he left hisvessd,” Formbi told them. “ Upper back, left Sde. We're
searching for the weapon now.”

L uke stepped around Feesa and looked down, his heart sinking inside him as he got alook at the
victim’ sface. It was Estosh, the youngest of the Geroons, hisfeaturestwisted in pain at the charred and
blackened skin across his|eft shoulder.

“YouareaJdedi,” Formbi went on. “I’m told Jedi have hedling powers.”

“Some of usdo,” Luke said, knedling beside Estosh and studying theinjured area. Behind him, he could
fed Mard s sympathetic pain as she gazed down at the wound. She' d been shot with a Chiss charric
once hersdf and knew exactly how it fet. “ Unfortunately, neither of us hasany specid skillsinthat area.”

“Isthere nothing you can do?’ Feesa asked.

Luke pursed hislips, trying to think. With himself or another Jedli, a hedling trance would be the obvious
answer. He might even bewilling to risk it with Fel or one of the human stormtroopers, if the victim had
been one of them.

But with an dien, especidly one with unknown physiology and amenta and emotiona structure he was
unfamiliar with, it would be far too dangerous unless there was no other choice. “ Can you tel me how
baditis?’ heasked Feesa “Isit life threatening, or only very painful ?”

“Itiscertainly painful,” Feesasaid iffly. “1 do not know the rest. What doesit matter?’

“It matters agreat deal,” Luketold 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?’

“Inddetheir vessdl,” Formbi said. “They say they are afraid for their lives.”



Luke grimaced. But he supposed he couldn’t redlly blame them. “ Someone go tell them to get out here,”
hesad. “Tdl them there snothing to be afraid of .”

“They will not come,” one of the Chiss said contemptuoudly. “ They fear now that the whole of the Chiss
Ascendancy stands against them.” He made a clicking sound in the back of histhroat. “They are an easlly
terrified species”

“They can beterrified on their owntime,” Luketold him shortly. “ Right now, | need someonetotel me
how bad thisis.”

“I'll go,” Maravolunteered, crossing toward the entryway room. “If they don't trust the Chiss, maybe
they’ Il trust ahuman.”

Whatever it was she said to them, it obvioudy worked. Two minutes later Bearsh and the others
emerged hesitantly from the transfer tunnd, looking around like children in afestivd frighthouse. “Come
here, Bearsh,” Luke said, beckoning. “I need to know how bad thisinjury is”

“Itisterrible,” Bearsh moaned as he sdled nervoudy past the Chissto Estosh’ sside. “How could
someone do thisto him?’

“We hopeto learn that soon,” Formbi said. “1n the meantime, Master Skywaker needsto know if his
injuriesarelife threstening.”

Bearsh knelt down gingerly, hisfingers probing the edges of the burned skin. Estosh tensed, but said
nothing. “No,” Bearsh said after amoment. “But heisin great pain.”

“I know,” Luke said rdluctantly. “But I'm afraid there’ snothing | can do for that. Jedi hedling powers
can be dangerousto use. | can't risk it if he'll most likely head by himself.”

“Of coursenot,” Bearsh said, his voice sounding bitter. “Heis only a Geroon, after al.”

“I meant it would be dangerousfor him,” Luke said, trying hard not to beirritated. None of thiswashis
fault, after dl. “About dl | can doishdp you get himinsde.”

“That would be most kind,” Bearsh murmured, hisflash of bitterness subsiding. “ Thank you.”
“No problem.” Luke stretched out to the Force, reaching for amenta grip on Estosh—

“That won't be necessary,” Formbi said suddenly before he could begin lifting. “ A medicd litter isonits
way. My peoplewill take himinsde.”

Bearsh stood up. “Wewould prefer the human's help,” he said stiffly. “Wewould prefer the Chiss not
enter our spacecraft again.”

“Youdon't haveachoice” Formbi saidflatly. “TheChaf Envoy isavessd of the Fifth Family of the
Chiss Ascendancy. Astravelerswithin that vessal, you come under Chiss law and custom. If we choose
to enter your vessdl, we will do so.”

For along moment the two diens stood facing each other in silence, Bearsh looking ridiculoudy small
and fragilein front of thetdl, regd Chiss. Then, with asigh, Bearsh’ s shoulders seemed to sag. “ Of
course,” he murmured, turning away. “Asyou wish.”



Luke stirred, arting to take astep 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 a her, caught the smilarly warning look in her eyes.

Hisintended protest died away unsaid. Itwas Formbi’ s ship, after dl. If the Aristocrawanted to make
that point obviousto everyone present, it wasn't Luke' s place to argue with him.

From down the corridor came two Chiss guiding afloating medica cart between them. Luke looked a
Maraagain, caught thefractionad 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 slence.

“That'sall, then,” Formbi said, turning his glowing eyes on Luke and Maraas the party disappeared
down the transfer tunnel. “Thank you for your assstance.”

With asupreme effort, Luke merely nodded. “Y ou’' rewelcome,” he said. “1 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.”

“l see” Lukesad. “Pleaselet usknow 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 oneit’ sback initsrack or holster or wherever it wastaken
from.”

“Y ou think that’ swhat our friend last night was looking for?” Maraasked. “A wegpon?’

“Maybe, only hedidn’t take it then,” Luke said. “If he had, the search parties today would have noticed
it was missing. No, al he wanted yesterday was to find where awegpon was conveniently located so that
he could grab it tonight, shoot the first Geroon who came out of their shuttle, then put it back beforeit
could be missed.”

“But why shoot a Geroon, of al people?’

“I don’'t know,” Luke said in disgust. “ Maybe someone wants to drive awedge between them and the
Chiss. Or maybe just between them and Formbi. Someone who doesn’t want to see them get aworld of
their own.”

“Or maybe someone looking to stir up trouble between Formbi and us,” Mara pointed out. “Y ou were
within haf aheartbeat of arguing with himin front of hisown people. Y ou think he could have let you get
away with that?’

“Hewasbeing petty,” Luke said with asigh. “But you' reright. His ship; hisrules. Anyway, good guests



don’'t argue with their hosts.”

“So beagood guest,” Marasaid, taking hisarm soothingly asthey waked. “ And while we do that, we
can a so see about watching his back.”

He gave her asdewayslook. “Y ou think Formbi’ sin danger?’

“Someon€ strying to scatter chaos around this ship,” shereminded him. “A magjor political nation,
or even just an attempt, would pretty well end the whole thing, don’t you think?’

Luke shook hishead. “1 wish | knew what was on Outbound Flight that’ s so important.”

“Me, too,” Marasaid. “I guesswe' Il find out soon enough.”

* % *

The searchersfound the charric half an hour later in aventilation intake afew meters down the corridor
from where Estosh had been shot. Further investigation showed it had been stolen from an armslocker in
the stern of the ship near the main engines, alocker whose fasteners had been carefully gimmicked for
quick opening. Luke s guess, Mara had to admit, had been right on the nose.

Therewas, of course, no indication as to who had actualy taken the wespon 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 casud conversations
with everyone who would talk to her.

Theinterviews were, unfortunately, lessthan illuminating. Most of the crewers had stopped being neutra
toward her and her questions and gave halfhearted answers or none a al. The non-Chiss passengers
werefriendlier 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 aso spoke twice with Estosh, trying to draw out amore compl ete 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 theinjury itself seemed to have thrown an extralayer 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 wasfrugtrating to hit so many blind dleys. And yet, paradoxicdly, she found the processitsdlf
grangdy exhilarating. In many waysthiskind of investigation was exactly what she' d been trained for,
back when Pal patine had been preparing her to be his silent agent. Certainly it had been one of the most
gtimulating aspects of her serviceto him.

Only now it was even better. Here, there was none of the brooding air of hopelessness that had seemed
to be the norma state of affairs under Palpatine s Empire, a hopelessnessthat had hung like ablack
cloud over every job and every mission. No one aboardChaf Envoy cringed as she gpproached, 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 till seemed to heartily didike the Imperias. But it was a contemptuous
didike, born of a sense of superiority of culture and purpose, not the terrified, hopeless hatred those
under the Empire’ shed had displayed toward their masters. Fdl, in response, walked about with his head
held high, not with the arrogance of a Grand Moff or Imperia genera, 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 seenin Han or Leia, or in the pilots of Rogue Squadron, or even in Luke himself.

And as she observed and analyzed it dl, she couldn’t help but compareit 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 pogition and supremacy on Coruscant that constantly siphoned off energy and resourcesthat could be
far better spent in other ways.

Pd patine had been hateful, vicious, and destructive, especidly toward the hundreds of dien species
under hisdomination. But she had to admit that, at |east on apurdy practica leve, the efficiency and
order of his Empire had been avast 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 Pal patine? What could that efficiency and order have accomplished, for that
matter, in the hands of someonelike Thrawn, himsdf anonhuman?

And more than once, late at night as shelay in bed beside L uke, she found herself wondering what it
would have been like to serve an empire like that.

What it wouldbe like to serve an empire like that.

It wasthe late part of ship’snight after one of those speculative moments that the room’s comm panel
buzzed them abruptly awake. Twitching away from her, Lukerolled over to key it on. “Yes?' hecdled.

“Thisis Aristocra Formbi,” the voice noted. “Y ou and Jedi Skywalker may wish to wake and get
yoursalves dressed.”

“What' swrong?’ Maracaled.

“Nothing' swrong,” Formbi said. “We ve arrived.”

* * %

“There,” Formbi said, pointing at the main command center Display. “ There, just to the right of center.
Doyou seeit?

“Yes” Luke sad, peering at theimage. Therewas aship there, dl right, its once shiny hull blackened
and crackled with multiplelaser and missileimpacts. It lay poised just over the crest of asteep hill onthe
planetoid’ s surface, asif it had been somehow frozen in the act of toppling over the edge.

And astheChaf Envoy continued itsinward spira, he saw how it was the ship managed to stay



suspended in midair. From points near the bow and the stern dender tubes could be seen extending from
the underside of the hull, stretching downward at a shallow angle and connecting with another vessdl
mostly buried in the rubble at the foot of the hill. Midway aong 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.

“Isthat your Outbound FHight?” Formbi asked quietly, Luke nodded. The ship was a Dreadnaught, all
right: six hundred meterslong, 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, hefelt astirring of distant pain for those
who had been aboard when this had happened. “I think so,” he told Formbi. “It fits the description,

anyway.’

“Engineslook mogtly intact,” Maracommented. Her voice was cam, dmost clinical, but Luke could fedl
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 actualy be ableto fly again.”

“The vessel on the surface appears capable of sustaining life,” Formbi agreed. “ The sensorsindicate it
has air and heat, and isusing low levels of power. The other vessdl, the one haf visble at the foot of the
hill, exhibits none of those characteristics”

“No surprisethere,” Luke murmured. “Y ou 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?” Jnzler asked. “1 understood Outbound Hight was composed of six
Dreadnaughts.”

“Therest must be underground,” Fdl said. “What' sleft of them, anyway.”

“Underground?’ Bearsh echoed, sounding awed. “Thisvessd can even travel underground?’

“No, of course not,” Formbi said. “Perhapsit would be more accurate to say the rest of it is beneath
the—" He hissed thoughtfully. “1 don’t know the right word. Theloose, fine sonein the valey between
thehills”

“The scree?’ Luke suggested. “Moraine?’

“Scree, | think,” Formbi said dowly. “At any rate, our instruments indicate the loose Soneis very deep
inthat place and that there is definitely meta beneethit.”

“Do you have any ideawhat shapeit’sin?’ Jnzler asked. “ The partsthat are underground, | mean.”
“Our instruments cannot say,” Formbi said. “We will haveto wait until we are aboard to determine that.”

“ Assuming the connecting tubes under therock arein better shape than those others,” Luke pointed out.
“If they are, we may be ableto follow them around the circle. If not, we Il haveto dig.”

“ Assuming enough of the circle of shipsisthereto makeit worth the effort,” Fel said.

“How did it get herein the first place, though?’ Maraasked. “ That’ swhatl want to know.”



“That remainsamystery,” Formbi conceded. “ Obvioudy, Thrawvn must have had it towed herefor future
examination. Y et there is no evidence he or anyone else ever returned for any such study.”

“I was actualy thinking more about the mechanics of the operation,” Marasaid. “Y ou said he was
commanding asmall picket force at thetime. Did every junior Chiss officer know how to get in and out
of the Redoubt cluster?’

“Absolutely not,” Formbi said. “Hewould have had to search deep into high-ranking information
archivesto have gained such information.”

“That certainly soundslike Thrawn,” Fel commented. “Information was his passion.”
“Yes” Marasad grimly. “And killing was hisbusness.”

A quiet shiver ran up Luke sback. According to Admird Parck, there had been fifty thousand people
aboard those six Dreadnaughts when Outbound Hight 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 Rebd and Imperia soldierskilled in battle. Here most of the
deseths would have been civilians, possibly including children.

With an effort, he shook away the thought. Whatever was there, he would smply have to ded withiit.
“So what' sthe plan?’ he asked.

“The planetoid istoo smdl to hold significant atmosphere,” Formbi said, nodding toward the display.
“Wewill therefore land theChaf Envoy on top of the hill beside the upper vessel and run atransfer tunnel
to the portside docking port near the aft end. Then al those who will be going aboard will do so0.”

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 ashort ceremony in which | will recount the Chiss part in the
vesse’ s destruction and express the depth of our regret,” he went on. “1 will then ask for forgivenesson
behdf of the Nine Ruling Families and the Chiss Ascendancy, and formally return the vessd’ sremainsto
Ambassador Jinzler, representing the New Republic, and Master Skywalker and Jedi Jade Skywalker,
representing the Jedi Order.”

“And us?’ Bearsh asked anxioudy. “Will there be aplace in the ceremony for the Geroon peopleto
express our gratitude?’

“Whether or not you are permitted to speak will be adecision for Ambassador Jinzler,” Formbi said
gravdly.

“Of courseyou may,” Jnzler assured the Geroon, smiling encouragingly a him. “Aswill you,
Commander Fel,” he added, nodding to Fdl. “Though I'm ill not certain what exactly your interestisin
Outbound Hight.”

“Remembrances comein al sizesand shapes,” Fel said obliquely.

“Asdo acts of repentance and atonement for past failures. Regardless, we' |l be honored to participatein
the ceremony.”



“Then | suggest dl return to your quarters or vessas and prepare,” Formbi said. “In one hour, we shall
begin.”

Landing theChaf Envoy beside the exposed Dreadnaught was a straightforward enough operation,
though there had been some concern that the loose rock wouldn't adequately support itsweight,
especidly given the possbility that a structuraly damaged vessd might be buried beneeth it. Fortunatdly,
everything seemed solid enough. Setting up the connecting tunnel was handled with equa efficiency.

At that point, they ran into an unexpected problem. The docking bay hatchway Drask had selected,
which had |ooked 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 adow process. Even the relaively thin hatchway of an Old Republic warship wasincredibly
tough, and the need to maintain amargin of safety in the enclosed arealimited 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 hislightsaber instead. It would be easier and cleaner and alot faster.

But each time he suppressed the impulse. The Aristocra s midnight discussion about the casud waving of
aien wegponswas gtill fresh in hismind, and he' d aready learned enough about Chiss pride to know that
Formbi and the otherswould probably rather do it their way than accept his help. Particularly when that
help wasn't redlly 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 afew days worth of data.on Geroon biochemistry he was less certain asto whether there
would be any adverse effects on them, and there was some talk of rigging protective suitsfor the four
who would be coming aboard.

But Bearsh declined the offer. The proper ritud clothing would be impossible to wear ingde such suits,
he stated, and assured Formbi that he and his people were willing to take whatever risks were necessary.

With dl the ddlays, it was actudly closer to three hours before the party wasfinally ready to go.

A gtrange-looking party they were, too, L uke reflected as they lined up on the Chiss side of the transfer
tunndl. Drask and Formbi were dressed in the same Stately outfitsthey’ d worn at the first night's
reception dinner, while Feesaand a black-uniformed Chisswarrior carrying an elaborate banner on a
pole wore much smpler and more functional clothing. Fel was back in his dress uniform, and L uke 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 smpler and less condrictive, and Luke
found himsdlf wondering if the older man was expecting dirt and close quarters aboard the Dreadnaught
or whether hewasjugt tiring of his ambassadoria play-acting.

Each of the four Geroons who would be attending wore one of the blue-and-gol d-collared wol vkil
bodies over the shoulders of histhick brown robe, making an odd contrast to Estosh and the bandages
he was wearing onhis shoulder. The young Geroon had argued at length with Bearsh in their melodic
language about going aong, and was clearly still not happy that he was merely there to see the others off.



He stood of f to one side, nursing his shoulder and |ooking even more lost and pathetic than usud.

Lukewas back in hisdark jumpsuit and duster, but Mara had passed up her forma gown in favor of a
jumpsuit smilar to Luke sthat she could move morefredy in if necessary. Still, her natura poiseand
elegance made him fed asif shewere far better dressed than hewas. “Next trip,” Luke murmured to her
asthe Chiss standard-bearer led the way into the tunnel, “remind meto pack acouple of forma outfits.”

“I've aways said you and Han are the scruffiest heroes I’ ve ever met,” she murmured back.

Helooked sideways at her. The comment was typica Mara—that sarcastic manner that had proved so
useful in distracting and irritating opponentsin the past.

But thistime 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, L uke 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 areathat was probably half again the size of
even the extravagant equivaents aboard theChaf Envoy. A few boxes were gill stacked along the
bulkheeds, their markings somewhat faded with age, but most of the room was empty. Everything
seemed to be coated with athin 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 meta walls.
“Shouldn’t there be more dust?’

“Must be some housekeeping droids il functioning,” Fel said. “Or at least there were. Repair droids,
too—see where they’ ve patched the cracksin the hull?”

“These machines can gtill function after al these years?’ Bearsh asked in wonderment. “With no oneto
supervise or repair them?’

“Everything aboard Outbound Flight waswell automated,” Fel said. “I1t was dl internd rather than being
linked to alot 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 vessd islessthan haf thissize, yet it carriesmore
than sixty thousand Geroons.”

“Sure, but thiswasn't just acolony 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 histhroat. Fel took the hint and subsided.

“On behdf of the Nine Ruling Families of the Chiss Ascendancy, | welcome you dl to thissolemn and
sorrowful occasion,” the Aristocra began, his voice deep and resonant. “We stand today on the deck of
an ancient vessd that lies here asa symbol of human courage and Chissfailing. . .”

Lukelet 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 theChaf Envoy inthefirst place. Surdly this short atrip wouldn’t have strained his
injuriesthat much. About the only thing he could come up with was the fact that the positioning of
Egtos' sinjuries precluded hiswearing one of the ceremonia 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 dien culture had to make senseto 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 hisrespect if not necessarily his approval.

And then, without warning, something touched Luke smind. The last sensation he would ever have

expected.

He twisted his head to look at Mara. One glance at her widened eyeswas adl he needed to show she'd
caught it, too. “Luke—?" she whispered tightly.

“What isit?’ 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—humanminds, not Chiss—somewhere deep beneath them. A lot of
them. “We re not alone, Aristocra Formbi. There are survivors aboard.”

CHAPTER 11

Someone gasped, asharp intake of air, just as quickly cut off. “What did you say?’ Bearsh demanded,
his comlink sagging forgottenin hisgrip. “You say. . .survivors?”

“Unless the Chiss are running a vacation trangport service,” Marasaid, stretching out harder to the
Force as shetried to sort out the twisting tapestry of sensations. “ There are humans down there, at least
ahundred of them. Probably more.”

“But that’ simpossible,” Jnzler said, hisvoice hoarse. “ This ship died fifty years ago. Itdied.”

Marafrowned, drawing some of her concentration away from the distant mindsto focus on Jnzler. His
lined face wastight, his sense swirling like storm cloudsin acrosswind, every menta barrier stripped
away in astrange 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 emotiona groundquake



through him?*“Maybe the ship died, Ambassador,” shetold him. “But not everyone aboard died with it.”
“Wadl,” Fd sad, hisvoice studioudy matter-of-fact. “ This complicates things.”

“It doesindeed,” Formbi said, his glowing eyes narrowed in concentration. “1t complicates things
tremendoudy.”

Maracaught Luke seye. “What do you think?" she asked. “ Shall we |leave them here to discussthe
diplomatic ramificationswhile you and | 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 aone.”

“Absolutely not,” Drask agreed, gesturing to the standard-bearer. * Y ou—return to theChaf Envoy and
ingtruct Captain Bragt’ dshi’ barku to issue adrace-two aert. He isto prepare three squads—"

“Wait aminute,” Luke interrupted. “'Y ou can't bring a contingent of soldiersin here.”

“Thisvesd isdill the property of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Drask said, glaring warningly at him. “Wewill
do whatever we please.”

“I’'m not disputing that,” Luke said. “I’m simply concerned about what the passengers may do if they see
agroup of armed Chiss coming down the corridors toward them.”

“Herasesafair point,” Formbi said reluctantly. “ They may remember that it was a picket unit of the
Chiss Defense Fleet that destroyed their vessd.”

“And so they will be afraid until we can speak with them and assure them of our intentions,” Drask said
impatiently. “1 do not think afew minutes of fear istoo much to ask of them.”

“| wasn't worried about how they would fed,” Luke said. “I was thinking about what they mightdo if
they saw acorridor full of armed Chiss. Bearing in mind what happened thelast time they saw agroup
likethat.”

“Syndic Mitth' raw’ nuruodo did not send warriors aboard,” Drask said. “Thereis no record in any
testimony of hisdoing 0.”

“But they would have seensomeone with blue skin and red eyes,” Marapointed out. “ Either Thrawn
himsdf 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,” Marasaid. “ So they’ll have known who the enemy was.And they’ ve had fifty yearsto prepare
for attack.”

“And as Commander Fel pointed out, Dreadnaughts were designed as warships,” Luke added.

There was amoment of slence from the others asthe implications of that finaly sank in. “What do you
suggest?’ Formbi asked.



“What Marajust said,” Luketold him. “Sheand | go find them. Alone.”

“No,” Bearsh pleaded. “Y ou 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,” Maratold him. “Once we' ve explained the Situation—"
“No,” Bearsh repeated, starting to become agitated. “Y ou must not leave us apart.”

“Your planisunacceptable to us, aswell,” Drask put in. “1 accept your reasoning as to why we should
not bring afull boarding party. But Aristocra Chaf” orm'’ bintrano and | must at least be present at your
first contact with these survivors. And the Aristocra must have aguard.”

“He |l havethe Five-Oh-Firdt, Generad,” Fel reminded him. “They can handle anything these people can
throw at us”

“Y our assurances are welcome but insufficient,” Drask said iffly. “Wewill bring ahaf squad of three
Chisswarriors. No fewer.”

Helooked achdlenge at Luke. “ Do you argue that, Jedi?’

“No,” Luke said, giving up. “Threewarriors should be dl right. | take it you're coming, too,
Ambassador?’

“Absolutdy,” Jnzler said firmly. Histenson had faded a bit into the background of hismind, but it was
definitdy till there. “My s—my superiors on Coruscant would ingst oniit.”

“Thenit'sunanimous,” Fel commented. “ Good. Now dl we re doing iswagting time.”

“After fifty years, | do not think afew more minuteswill 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 theChaf Envoy and sgnddrace-two dert,” the generd said. “Then order the
Number Two Honor Squad to report to this chamber. They must be standing ready in the event we
requireimmediate assstance.” His blazing eyes dared anyoneto argue with him.

No onedid. “Very wdll, then,” Formbi said. “Let usal return to theChaf Envoy and obtain such
equipment as each person wishesto carry on thisjourney through the past.” He glanced down at his
elaborate robes. “ And perhaps achange of clothing would bein order, aswell,” he added. “We will
reassemble herein thirty standard minutes and begin our search.”

* * %

Thefirst 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 asthey stepped briefly indde for alook. Most of the roomswere
loaded with silent equipment or dusty storage boxes. Occasionally they came across adeeping areawith



rows of empty bunks and persona items scattered on the deck around them.

Marawalked up front with Luke, trying to read beyond the reach of her glow rod beam and wondering
alittle how this particular marching order had been set up. She and L uke were the most reasonable ones
to take point, of course, and she had no particular problem with Formbi, Drask, and Jnzler following
directly behind them.

But then came Fdl, 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 al four stormtroopers at the back, where they could act asarear guard in case of trouble from
that direction. If Fel till inssted on detaching one of his men, that spare ssormtrooper 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,

Twicein that firg stretch she thought about halting the party and caling for arearrangement. But both
times something stopped her, and eventudly she gave up on theidea. Fel’ smilitary training was certainly
more recent than hers, and it was possible the Empire of the Hand' s tacticians had come up with amore
efficient military doctrine than she d been taught.

After thefirg fifty meters, travel aoruptly became more difficult. Shattered dabs of insulation materid,
buckled bulkheads, and twisted support beams seemed to be everywhere, littering the corridors and
sometimes blocking doorways and the smaller sde corridors completely.

“What happened here?’ Feesamurmured as L uke carefully pushed aside a set of dangling power cables
covered with splintered armor shegths.

“WEe' ve reached the part of the ship where the main turbolasers were located,” Fel told her. “You
remember Mara pointing out that the weagpons blisters had been severely damaged? They would have
been Thrawn’ s primary target.”

“Hedid athorough job, too, | 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
sad. “The survivors must have decided it wasn't worth the trouble to clear it awvay themsdves.”

“Or were unable to work in safety,” Drask added. “With so many starsin such close proximity to each
other, the radiation levels are higher ingde the Redoubt cluster than most humans are accustomed to.”

“Arewethereforein danger?’ Bearsh asked nervoudly.

“Wewon't be herelong enough for that,” Luke assured him. “The outer hull isthick enough to stop most
of theradiation. Y ou’ d have to live here months or years before you started having problems.”

“Which probably explainswhy they decided to livein one of the lower Dreadnaughts,” Maraput in.
“Whatever the hull doesn’t block, al that rock out there should be able to handle.”

“Or e sethe other Dreadnaughts aren’t damaged thisbadly,” Fel said.

Luke shrugged. “We I find out.”



“Isthat wherewe re going?’ Jinzler asked. “To the lower ships?’

“That seemsto be wherethe survivorsare,” Luke said. “ Before we try to find the way down, though,
I"d like to see if we can work our way up afew levelsto the command deck. If it’sin decent shape,
there may berecords|eft that'll tell us exactly what happened.”

Bearsh made a subdued whistling sound in the back of histhroats. “ And whét truly isthe 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 turbolaserswas dl he
needed.”

Jnzler turned his head. “What in the worlds are you talking about?’” he demanded. “ All heneeded? What
did heneed to destroy Outbound Hight for in the first place?”

“Hehad hisreasons,” Fd inssted.

“He had reasonsfor 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 dong?
Andyou.” Heturned hisglare on Formbi and Drask. Y ou Chiss. What didyou do to stop him?’

“That’ s enough, Ambassador,” Maraput in, flashing awarning a him with her eyes. Formbi had aready
sad the Chisswere carrying their own load of guilt over thisthing. There was no need to hammer it into
the ground. “The past isover and done with.”

“Isit?” Jnzler asked her pointedly. “Isit redly?’

“Yes,” Lukeput infirmly. “And bringing up anyone sfailures—anyone’ s—isn't going to accomplish
anything. Let’s concentrate on finding these people and seeing what we can do for them, al right?’

“Of course” Jnzler muttered. “I’m sorry. I'm just—"

“Something’s coming,” the stormtrooper beside Fel cut in, swinging his BlasTech toward a haf-crushed
equipment crawl space branching off the corridor to their right.

The other three stormtroopers were at hissde in an instant, spreading themsdlvesinto adefensive
semicircle between the crawl space 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 onesto start it.”

Soft but steady footsteps could be heard now. Maradrew 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 alow-dung, badly dented box about half a meter long and a
few centimeters high rolled into view on battered treads. “ A waking droid with abad limp?’ Luke
suggested as one of the treads gave a softthunk that sounded exactly like afootstep. “What isthat, a
floor cleaner?’



“Probably doesfloors and small-object retrieva,” Fel said, stepping back asthe droid rolled past his
feet toward apile of shattered plagtic insulation, leaving faint tread marksin the dust asit went. “ Part of
the main cleaning system, I'd guess”

“I see,” Luke said, looking over a Mara.

She nodded back. Given the layer of dust on everything, it seemed unlikely that their group had shown
up just asthe cleaner was arting its monthly or yearly run. It was far more likely that the droid had been
equipped with aholocam and comlink and sent to check out the intruders.

Either as an observer, or as adecoy.

She shifted her attention away from the droid, searching the corridor ahead. There was too much debris
to seevery far, but it looked like the passageway widened a short way ahead. A perfect placefor an
ambush. She caught Luke' s eye and nodded toward it; he nodded back and dipped past her into the
corridor.

“Itistruly amazing,” Bearsh said, shaking his head in wonderment as they watched the cleaner droid
extend apair of dender arms and begin sorting through pieces of theinsulation. “ So that isadroid. And it
runsal by itsdf?

One of the stormtroopers looked over at L uke as he disappeared behind a section of hanging ceiling
material, the armored chest lifting dightly as he took a bregth to speak. Mara shook her head in warning;
his helmet dipped dightly in acknowledgment and he remained silent. “ This one’ s probably connected to
acentra housekeeping computer,” Jnzler told the Geroon. “Small unitslike thisdon’'t havethelogic
capacity to run completely on their own.”

“I see,” Bearsh said. “But thereare those that do, correct?’

“All sorts,” Jnzler confirmed. “Everything from protocol droidsto astromech droidsto medica droids.”
“And battle droids and droidekas?’ one of the other Geroons asked. “ Did they also run independently?’

“Some of the later versons could,” Jnzler said. “But again, most of them were run off acentral computer
%/Se’n."

“A terrifying weapon,” Bearsh murmured.

“Not redly,” Fel said. “Thewhole 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 sysems till use droidekas,” Jnzler said. “Mostly smdler colonies on undeveloped worldsin
Wild Space where people need perimeter guards at night to protect against native predators.”

Bearsh shivered. “ Such awesome power in your hands. Y et you make no use of it?’
“WEe re not in the conquering business anymore, Steward,” Jinzler reminded him.

“Besides, power’sonly one part of the equation for good soldiers,” Fel said. “ The problem with battle
droidswasthat they wereredlly pretty stupid. . .”



Marafdt the urgent touch of her husband’ s mind. Leaving Fel to hislecture, she dipped quietly down
the corridor.

L uke 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 aong the left-hand bulkhead. “Looks alittle too neat for random
debris” he murmured back. “Booby trap?’

Mararan through the Jedi sensory-enhancement techniques and took asow, careful breath. The subtle
background smells of the ship suddenly jumped into full focus: dust, plastic, metd, rust, agenera odor of
age. Shetook another breath, sorting through them dll.

And thistime she caught the faint but unmistakable tang of explosives.

“If it snat, it'saterrific imitation of one,” she confirmed, | etting the odors fade into the background
agan. “ Remote-triggered, you think?’

“Y ou're the demolitions expert in the family,” he reminded her. “ They can’t haveit on timer, though, and
| can’t see anyone wasting adroid to comein and set them off.”

“Me, neither,” Maraagreed. 1 presume we' re not stupid enough to just rush the stack?”

“I don’'t even think we' re stupid enough to get anywhere neer it,” Luke said. “Let’ sback up abit and
seeif we can find another route.”

“I don’'t know,” Mara said doubtfully, looking around at the devastation. “ There' s enough damage here
inthe centra corridor. The other, smaller passageways are likely to be even worse.”

“Only until we get through the wegpon and shield sections,” Luke said. “ The rest of the ship may bein
better shape. Actudly, thisisone of four centra corridors through this part of the ship. They run parale
to each other on opposite sides of the centerline, collapsing down to two main corridors as you get closer
to the bow.”

“Redly,” Marasaid, frowning. “ Since when do you know so much about Dreadnaughts?’
“Since Han and | had arunning battle with a bunch of Imperias aboard theKatana,” Luketold her

dryly, “You learn alot about aship’ s architecture when you' re dodging blaster bolts. Comeon, let’ sgo
tell the others.”

Fd had finished hislecture by the time they rgjoined the group. “ Thereyou are,” Drask said, hiseyes
flashing. “Wheredid you go?’

“Just scouting ahead,” Luke assured him. “Looks like we' re going to have to crossto one of the other
corridors.”

Drask’ s eyes narrowed. “Why?’
Luke looked over at the housekeeper droid, still picking through the rubble. “ There sabooby trap in

there,” hesaid. “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’ |l get us back to thisone.”



“Thereisatrap?”’ 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 doistry to avoid trouble until we can explain it
tothem.”

“Until then, we must make certain such ameeting doesin fact take place,” Drask said grimly, pulling out
acomlink.

“Waitaminute,” Fel said. “What are you doing?’
“Summoning an escort,” Drask said. “Thisisno longer ametter for diplomats.”
“Wehave an escort,” Fel countered. “ Trust me: the Five-Oh-Firgt can handle things.”

“That isnot sufficient,” Drask insgsted. “ Evenif they are as good as you claim, they cannot adequately
protect usdl. We require astronger force.”

“That might not be agood idea, Generd,” Luke warned. “If the inhabitants are monitoring our progress,
ashow of that much force might be taken as athreat.”

“He sright,” Formbi said, not sounding particularly happy about it. “ Leave the warriorsin reserve for
now, Genera Drask. W€ |l retreat and use the route Master Skywalker suggests.”

“I disagree completdly,” Drask growled. But he put the comlink away without further argument. “Very
well, Master Skywalker. Lead theway.”

The side corridors Luke had chosen weren't any easier to navigate than the main corridor had been.
Therewasless actual debrislying 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 anglesinto 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 thern more than an hour to pick their way through that first 150 meters. They saw two more
droidsin that time, both of them housekeeping types, both of them diciting 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 L uke had hoped, whoever was monitoring the droids had gotten
the message that their visitorshad no ill intentions toward them.

Or esethey were Smply preparing amore memorable reception farther in.
As expected, once they were past the main turbolaser batteries the damage began to drop off

congderably. Fifty meters after that, it became no worse than asort of dusty clutter. “What isthis place?’
Bearsh asked asthey passed through alarge room lined with consoles and monitor displays.



“Thisisthefleet tactical room,” Fdl said. “In abattle, thisiswhere this ship would coordinate combat
with therest of its companion ships.”

“The Vagaari must have had rooms like this aboard their vessels,” one of the other Geroons said.
“Larger eventhan this, perhaps. They had huge fleets.”

“Yes” Bearsh agreed, ashiver running through him. “ They darkened the sky when they passed through
theair of our world.”

“This appearsto bein aworkable state,” Drask commented, stepping over to one of the consolesfor a
closer look. “Would this be a place Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo might have deliberately spared?’

“It' spossble” Fel said. “ The six Dreadnaughts were presumably coordinated directly from the primary
command ship, without any need for thisroom to even be crewed.”

“Unlessthisis 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 aflicker of a presence lurking somewhere ahead
of them. But the sensation came and went, asif the person was appearing and then disappearing.
Someone only half conscious, perhaps?

“Might beworth trying to start them up,” Luke suggested, throwing aglance at Mara. So he’ d caught
the tentative contact, too. “What do you think, Commander?’

Fd’ sforehead 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'relooking at, Generd—Iet’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’ sseenow. . .” Tentatively, he keyed afew
switches. The console beeped twice, and afew of itsindicators came reluctantly to life. “Okay. Let’ stry
this...”

Luke, Mara noted, was dready gone. She waited until the entire group was watching Fdl, then dipped
out after him.

Hewaswaiting for her just outside the tactical room. “Y ou felt her, to0?’ he asked quietly.

Her?Mara smind flashed back to Jnzler’ s story about hissigter. “1 felt something, but it kept coming
and going,” shesad. “Youthink it sawoman?’

“A girl, actudly,” hesaid. “Too young to be Lorana. Sorry.”

“Wdl, itwas along shot,” Mara conceded, trying not to fed too disgppointed. “Let’s seeif we can find
her before we' re missed.”

“Toolate,” avoice murmured darkly from behind her.



She glanced at L uke, caught his grimace. “Hello, Generd,” she said as she turned around.

Drask was standing alonein the corridor, his posture tiff. “Y ou must think we arefools,” he bit out.
“Y ou and Commander Fel both. Do you redly think the Chiss can be so easily deceived in the same way
twice?’

“Forgiveus,” Luke said, bowing to him. “We were merely concerned for your safety.”

“I do not need my safely guarded,” Drask countered. “1 do not know how you humans do such things,
but Chissleaders do not merdly St behind the young warriors and watch them fight.”

“I understand,” Luke said. “Perhaps | misspoke. | meant we were concerned for the Aristocra s safety.”

“Better,” Drask rumbled. “But be advised: thisis till a Chissvessdl, and you will not again move ahead
Of rr\e.”

“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' sjust ahead,” she warned Luke, peering a the equipment and
occasiona piles of debrisas shetried to pin down the girl’ slocation. Five meters ahead, the corridor
opened into alarge room with its door frozen partialy open, and she could see more of the same type of
consoles asthey’d found in the tactical room.

“She must bein the sensor room,” Luke said, pointing toward the frozen door. “Y ou want to hang back
while General Drask and | check it out?’

Marabit back aretort. Obvioudy, Luke was being diplomatic. “ Sounds good,” she said. Stepping to the
sde, she planted her back against the corridor wall. Luke and Drask continued forward, the genera’s
hand resting on the charric belted at hiswaist. They stepped to the sensor room door and L uke ducked
down and started to ease his way beneath it—

“Areyou Jedi?” asoft voice asked from behind Mara.

Mara spun around, old combat reflexes flaring as her hand automaticaly went to her lightsaber. The girl
standing quietly in the corridor was no older than ten, plainly but neatly dressed, her dark auburn hair
gligening in the light. She waslooking at Marawith bright, unblinking blue eyes.

Standing in the corridorbehind Mara. How in blazes had she managedthat?

Marafound her voice. “Yes, weare,” shetold the girl. “We re here to help you.”

“Oh,” the girl said. For amoment she seemed to sudy 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 aBlue One,” shewent on. “Areyou hereto hurt us?’

“No onewill hurt you,” Drask assured her. “ Asthe Jedi said, we are hereto help.”



“Oh,” the girl said, her voice completely matter-of-fact. “Well, you can tell him that.” She gestured to an
acovejus behind her. “He swaliting for you.”

“WEe I look forward to seeing him,” Luke said, wondering who she was talking about. The survivors
leader, perhaps? “What' s your name?’

“I'm Evlyn,” shesad. “Will you follow me, please?’
“Wemust first dert the others of our group,” Drask added, pulling out his comlink.

“They'll bedl right,” Evlyn assured him as she stepped into the acove. “They’ |l be brought through right
behind us”

Shetouched acontrol. Thewall blocking the far end of the acove did smoothly up into the celling,
reveding ashort corridor with another door at the far end. “Comeon,” sheinvited, stepping inside and
heading for the door in the opposite wall.

Marafrowned. Aside from the door at the far end and another one midway aong the left-hand wall, the
corridor was completely bare. A security trangit, perhaps, with hidden sensors that would allow whoever
was beyond to get aclose look at prospective visitors?

Possibly. It could aso be another booby trap.

Stll, unlessthe 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 sthoughts were mirroring hers. “Mara, you and the generd 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 cal back and adert the rest of the party.”

“No,” Drask indgsted, brushing past Luke in turn and striding into the corridor ahead of him. “Y ou donot
go ahead done.”

Evlyn had reached the far end and was reaching for asmall control pand set into thewall 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 thiswhole thing waslegitimate, it wouldn't hurt to be separated from
the othersfor afew minutes, especialy with Fel and the 501t there to guard them. If it was atrap, two
Jedi always had a better chance than one. “We can cal them on the way,” she decided, stepping in
behind Drask.

Shewasjust in time. Even as she ducked beneath the door, it did down behind her. “Hurry,” Evlyn said,
beckoning them forward. Maratook along step to catch up to Luke—

She caught the warning flicker an ingtant before it happened. But it wastoo late. Even as she and Luke
grabbed for their lightsabers, two doors abruptly dammed down from the ceiling, onein front of Drask,
the other behind Mara, cutting the corridor into thirds and trapping them in the center section.

With alurch, the floor dropped out from under them.



CHAPTER 12

“Jedi!” Drask bellowed, making the word a curse. “Do something!”

But for that firgt terrifying second there was nothing either of them could do. Luke fought for balance,
feding Mara s chagrin mixing with hisown. Theroom kept faling, far faster than the planetoid’ sown
weak gravity could possibly have pulled it. Too late, now, he redlized they’ d been decoyed into a
disguised turbalift 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 pand beside the side door. “Good
day, Blue One”

“We are calledChiss,” 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” Maracommented. “Y ou at least going to come
out where we can talk face to face?’

“Whom | deal withismy decison, not yours,” Pressor said. “For the moment, that’ s not going to be
you.”

“For averyshort moment,” Mara countered. “Or do you really expect this box to hold usfor long?’
“Long enough,” Pressor assured her. “Let me explain. The reason you' ve stopped moving isthat your
turbolift car is currently stting at agravity eddy point being balanced by two equal and opposite focused

repulsor beams. If ether of them iscut off, you'll be ingtantly shot through the tube to smash into elther
the Dreadnaught you just |eft or the Dreadnaught you were intending to trave to. Either way, it will be

very messy.”

“For your vessel aswell asfor us,” Drask warned. “ Such an impact may do serious damage to your
gructurd integrity.”

“I don't think so,” Pressor said. “Of course, none of you would ever know for certain.”

“True,” Luke conceded. 1 presume there s more?’



“1 know about Jedi lightsabers,” Pressor said. “1 know you could normally cut your way out of the car
with ease. In this case, however, I’ d strongly advise againg trying it. The power and control cablesfor
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.”

Lukelooked at Mara. “Y ou’ ve spent alot of time thinking thisout,” he said. “Have you had alot of Jedi
vigtorsin the past fifty years?’

“Wehaven't had any vidtorsat dl,” Pressor said, hisvoice suddenly cold and bitter. “But I' ve dways
known that someday the Republic would send someone to hunt us down. It seemed only prudent to take
precautions.”

Luke shook hishead. “You' vegot it al wrong,” he said, putting al the persuasion he could into his
voice. “We're not herefor revenge or retribution or whatever. We' re—"

“Don’t bother trying to communicate with the rest of your people, either,” Pressor interrupted him. “ Al
comlink frequencies are being jammed. Make yourselves comfortable, and cultivate that renowned Jedi
patience.”

Therewas aclick, 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 dl. Apparently, he was mistaken.”

“Very much mistaken,” Luke agreed, looking dowly around the car. Up close, the walls appeared to be
solid metd, 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 metd. “ There are any number of peoplewho
don’t like Jedi,” he continued, lifting his eyebrows at Mara. She nodded to the control pane, then put her
hands together in aright angle.

So she' d come to the same conclusion he had. Nodding back, Luke dipped 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,
S0 of course those groups hate us.”

“Corrupt politicians don’t like us much, either,” Luke added, digging benegath the ration bars and water
tubes and pulling out hisliquid-cable dispenser. Marawas dready ready with her contribution: her
medpac’ s tube of synthflesh wound hedler. “I wonder which category Pressor falsinto.”

“Maybe none of them,” Mara said. Stepping to a corner of the room, she began laying athin bead of the
gynthflesh into the line between celling and wall. “Maybe he just doesn't think talking to uswould get him

anywhere”

“Maybe,” Luke said, coming up beside hiswife and playing out an equdly thin line of liquid cable on top
of the synthflesh before it could solidify. “Not here in Chiss space, anyway.”

“If they even know wherethey are,” Marasaid. “ Maybe once we' ve persuaded them we' re here to help



we can al sit down together and hear the whole story.”

An uncomfortable silence descended on the car. Marareached the corner and continued on along the
next wall, Luke right beside her. Liquid cable, which solidified ingtantly 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 againgt the age cracks and
anything that might be hidden behind them.

Once they finished with thewadlls, it would be a smple matter to block the view from the control pane
with one of their al-temperature cloaks. If Pressor didn’t interfere, they should befinished in afew
minutes.

Pressor didn't, and they were. “ There” Luke said at last, stepping back to admire their handiwork.
“That should at least kegp them from watching us.”

“A useful gart,” Drask said, histone neutra. Clearly, hewasn't dl that impressed. “ Y et we are ill
ingde. What now?’

“Now,” Luke said, amiling tightly at Mara, “you' |l get to see how Jedi do things.”

* * %

From somewhere ahead came adistantclunk. “What wasthat?’ Feesa asked, looking up.

“Machinery,” Grappler said, lifting his BlasTech and taking a step toward the passageway L uke and
Mara had disappeared down afew minutes earlier. “Possibly adoor sedling.”

“The Skywdkerd” Jnzler said sharply, looking around. “They’ re gone!”

“It'sdl right, Ambassador,” Formbi said camly. “ They went with General Drask to scout ahead.” He
peered in that direction. “It’ stime wejoined them.”

Fel suppressed agrimace. He' d assumed the two Jedi would be back before they were missed, or at
least before it was time to move on. Thiswas 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. *Y ou”—he gestured to the three
Chisswarriors—"come with me.”

Without waiting for comment or argument, he strode off down the corridor, one of the Chisswarriors
taking point two steps ahead of him asthe other two moved into position on either sde of him.

Fel hissed between histeeth as Jinzler, Feesa, and the Geroons moved off behind the procession. He
hated being stuck al the way in the back thisway. “ Rearguard formation,” he ordered the stormtroopers.

He was gtriding aong behind Bearsh when ayoung, auburn-haired girl stepped out of concealment in
front of the lead warrior, bringing the whole group to an aorupt hdt. “Hello,” she said cdmly, asif vistors
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. “Isthe Guardian the one we need to see?’

“Yes” thegirl confirmed. “Come; I'll take you to him.”

She turned and headed down the corridor toward the forward sensor room. “Who are al of you?’ she
asked over her shoulder.

“I am Arigtocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrano of the Fifth Ruling Family of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Formbi
identified himsdlf. “Thisismy aide, Chaf’ ees aklaio. This'—he gestured to Jinzler—"is Ambassador
Dean Jinzler of the New Republic. Our expedition aso includes representatives of the Geroon Remnant
and the Empire of the Hand.”

“So many people hereto see us,” the girl commented, turning into an alcoveto her |€ft.
“Yes” Formbi said. “May | ask your name?’

“I’'m Evlyn,” shesaid. “Thisway, please.” She touched a control on thewall, and adoor did openin
front of her. Gesturing the othersto follow, she stepped inside.

Fdl 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’ salot 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
thewall on theright. Formbi, the Chisswarriors, and two of the Geroons were right behind the girl, while
Jnzler, Feesa, Bearsh, and the fourth Geroon had falen 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 did up in front of her. “We |l stay back
here and—"

He never finished the sentence. Evlyn stepped through the door; but instead of staying open, the pane
dammed violently down right in Formbi’ sface. Even as Fel drew hisblaster, another door dropped out
of agrooveintheceiling in front of Cloud, cutting the Imperias off from the rest of the party. He spun
around in time to see the door they’ d come though dam down in turn, isolating them from the rest of the
ship.

Aningtant later, the floor seemed to drop out from under him astheir newly created prison began to fall.
It braked to a stop before he had time for more than asingle curse. “Good day,” avoice said from a
speaker in the control pand. “My nameis Guardian Pressor. You'rein aturbolift car that isbeing held in
suspens on between two opposing repulsor beams. Do you understand this?’

“Perfectly,” Fdl said, trying to keep hisvoice cam. “I’'m Commander Chak Fel of the Empire of the
Hand. Interesting trap you' ve got here.”

“Merdy 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,” Fd said. “I takeit this pylon you mentioned is the connecting tube between these particular two
Dreadnaughts?’

“Thewiring that feeds power to the repul sor beams a so wraps randomly around the outside of the car,”
Pressor said, ignoring the question. 1’ d therefore advise againgt trying to shoot or cut your way out.”

“Undergtood,” Fel said. Clearly, Pressor wasn't interested in along conversation. “What isit you want
fromus?’

“From you, nothing,” Pressor said. “1’ [l speak with you again when I’ ve come to adecision concerning
your group.”

“Very well,” Fd said, looking casudly around the car. Therewould be at least one hidden monitor in
here, he knew. “Would it help to tel you we comein peace, and in the hope of hel ping you and your
people?”’

“Not redlly, no,” Pressor said.

The spesker clicked off. “Anyone?’ Fd invited sourly.

“They’rejamming our comlinks,” Shadow offered. “| can't raise any of the others.”
“Big surprisethere,” Fel said. “What about monitors?’

“One,” Grappler said, pointing his BlasTech toward the control pandl. “I mark the monitor system feed
inthere”

“Concur,” Watchman agreed.

Fel nodded. “All right, then,” he said, digging into hisemergency pack. “The others are off by
themselves, out of our reach and protection. That is unacceptable.”

Hisfingerslocated 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. Asfar as Fel was concerned, the Empire
of the Hand hadinvented that particular operationa philosophy. “ So let’ smake oursdves alittle

privacy,” he continued, crossing toward the hidden monitor, “and then see what exactly we can do about
this”

“...s0I'dadvise againgt trying to shoot your way out,” Pressor said, wiping the sweet from hisforehead
in the hot room as he once again ran through the warning message he' d prepared. “Isthat understood?’

“Clearly,” the Blue One—Chiss—who had identified himself as Aristocra something-or-other said
camly. He' d ended up in the Number Four Turbolift Car, aong with three more Chiss and two of the
other, unknown diens. “We Il await your decison,” the Aristocra continued. “| would smply say that
we' ve come here to help you, not to harm you.”



“1 understand,” Pressor said. “I’ [l 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 facesweren’t here to harm anyone, or the Jedi weren't here to harm anyone.

Jedli.

For along 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 al the passion and rigidity of asystem
kept dive 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 Hight al those years ago.

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Of course, he' d only been four when Outbound Hight died, and
admittedly nowhere near the center of the action. But till, he remembered those Jedi.

Or at least, he remembered one of them.

The control room door did open, letting in ablast of even hotter air, and Evlyn stepped insde. “Do we
havedl of them?’ she asked.

“Every one,” Pressor assured her, gazing back at his niece' sbright blue eyes. They might look
innocent—Evlyn hersalf might look innocent—but Pressor wasn't fooled. There was something odd
about the girl, something he' d been aware of since she wasthree years old. Something the others would
eventudly notice, too.

“Good,” Evlyn said, taking another stop toward Pressor to dlow the door to dide shut behind her. “It's
alot cooler in here”

“A little cooler, anyway,” Pressor said. “ The repul sorlift generators are running pretty hot.”
“That’ snot good, isit?’ Evlyn asked, peering over his shoulder a 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 afast 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’ snot going to help,” Evlyn said. “ The man in the gray uniform put a piece of cloth over the
monitor. | saw himdoit asl wascomingin.”

Pressor glared over hisshoulder at her. “And you didn’t say anything?’

“What could you have done about it if | had?’



Disgustedly, he turned back around. She wasright, of course, but that wasn't the point. “Next time you
see something important, tell me,” he growled. Thelow conversation coming from the Number Six
speaker had vanished dong with the video image, he noted, disappearing into afaint hum. Cranking up
the volume did nothing but increase the intengity of the hum. “Did they do something to the voice pickup,
t00?" he asked Eviyn.

“I didn't seeanything,” she said, sounding puzzled. “ That sounds alot like the hum from the repul sor
generators, though.”

“Of courseit does,” Pressor growled as the explanation hit him. The cloth they were using to block the
camerawas heavy enough to pick up the vibration from the wal and amplify it over the voice pickup,
deafening him aswel as blinding him with asingle move. So much for keeping tabs on the armored
soldiersand their officer.

And from the looks of things, the two Jedi were trying to shut him down, too. “Blast them al, anyway.”

“You could,” Evlyn reminded him.

Pressor grimaced. Y es, he could blast them, dl right. He could blast dl of them. A flick of aswitch, and
they would be dammed down the turbolift pylon hard enough to turn theminto jelly. “We Il let them be
for now,” hetold the girl. “ Anyway, whether we can see them or not, they’ re fill trapped.”

He shifted his attention to the Number Five Car’ s monitor. The man the Aristocra had identified as
Ambassador Jnzler wasin there, plus ayoung-looking Chiss and two of the alienswith the twin mouths,
one of whom was currently pounding on the control pandl asif trying to break it open.

Taking with them would be arisk, he knew, especidly if thisNew Republic they’ d mentioned was
anything like the Republic Outbound Hight had left al those years ago. But he had to talk tosomeone.
And of dl thosein the boarding party, at least none of this particular group was carrying any wesgpons.

“Go ahead and release Number Five,” hetold Evlyn. “Actudly, give me acouple of minutesto talk to
them and then release it. Y ou remember how to deactivate the trap and put the car back on normal ?”

“Sure,” she said, reaching into apocket and pulling out the command stick he' d given her.
“Saven-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 astep backward. The door behind her did open, letting in another blast of hot
air, and shewas gone.

Pressor reached for the comm control, checking over the readings one last time. Ambassador Jinzler
—he repeated the namein hismind, making sure he had it right. JinZer. JinZer.

Hisfingersfroze acentimeter from the comm switch.Jinder?

He sucked in alungful of hot air, staring at the man on the display. Ambassador Jinzler, here aboard his
ship. Jedi Loranawas how he'd known her, but her full name had been Jedi Lorana Jinzler.

With an effort, he forced hisfingersto travel that last centimeter. “Hello, Ambassador Jnzler.”



* % *

Without warning, two huge pands dammed down in front of and behind them, the resonatingthud as

they hit the floor cutting across Feesa s sudden scream of fright. “1t'sdl right,” Jnzler said reflexively,
reaching out an arm to catch her around her shoulders as she hdf fell, haf lunged againgt hissde. She
jerked at histouch, but didn’t pull away. “I1t'sdl right,” he repeated as soothingly as he could.

It wasn't soothing enough, evidently. Her body was trembling as she pressed againgt him, her glowing
eyes narrowed. Jinzler tightened his grip around her shoulders, looking helplessy at Bearsh and the other
Geroon who'd wound up trapped in here with them.

But neither alien wasin any shapeto give him any assstance. Bearsh’ s companion had pulled his heavy
wolvkil drapery haf over hishead, gripping it by its blue-and-gold collar, asif indinctively preparing to
throw off the extraweight and makearunfor it, or esejust asirrationaly hoping that he could hide
underneath it. Bearsh himsdf was hdf crouched beside the door, his twin mouths repegting the same
agitated tones over and over as he clutched the other Geroon’ s arm with one hand and pounded
uselesdy on the small control board beside the door with the other.

Jinzler looked around, searching for some clue asto 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 pane itsalf didn’t offer much, either. There were only five optionsfor
stops, marked D-4-1, D-4-2, D-5-1, D-5-2, and SC, plus the usual emergency buttons and adroid
socket that would do them no good without adroid. Jinzler himself was unarmed, though what he would
have done with ablaster even if he’ d had one he couldn’t guess. He did have acomlink connected to the
Chaf Envoy, but whoever had sprung thistrap would surely have thought to jam their communications.

Stll, it wasworth atry. Slowly, carefully, he dug into the proper pocket of hissurvival pack.

Therewas aloudclick from the control pandl. Bearsh jumped back, twitching asif he' d been stung.
“Hello, Ambassador Jinzler,” aman’svoice said. “My nameis Pressor, Guardian of this colony.”

“Hello, Guardian,” Jinzler said, trying to keep hisvoice cam. “This has been something of asurprise”

“I'msaureit has,” Pressor said. “ And | apologize for that. But I’ m sure you understand that we haveto
take precautions.”

“Of course,” Jinzler said, though hedidn’t, entirely. “May | ask what' s happened to the rest of my
party?

“They're perfectly safe,” Pressor assured him. At least for now. What ultimately happensto dl of you,
of course, isdtill undecided. I’d liketo bring you out for adiscussion, if | may.”

An unpleasant thrill tingled across Jnzler' s skin.Ambassador JinZer. He d started thiswhole charade
purdy to get himself aboard Formbi’ s expedition. Quite unintentionally, he’ d apparently sold these
people on that story, aswell.

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 along second panic bubbled in histhroat. He wasn't adiplomat, trained in mediation or negotiation.
Hewas only an electronicstech. Mostly afailed one, too, like he' d been afailure at everything esehe'd
tried. Luke and Mara should be handling any talks with Guardian Pressor. Them, or Aristocra
Formbi—after dl, thisterritory 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 abad idea, and admitting
his deception would be even worse. Whether heliked it or not, it was up to him. “Certainly,” hetold the
disembodied voice. “ Just tell me what you want meto do.”

“When the door opens you will step outside,” Pressor said. “The girl who met you earlier will take you
to anearby 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 refinished.”
Feesa gave a soft whimper. “Please,” shewhispered. “Please. No.”
“Y ou cannot leave us here done,” Bearsh agreed softly. “ Please, Ambassador Jinzler.”

Jnzler grimaced. This could get very awkward. “I understand your concerns, Guardian,” he said. “But
my companions. . . they’ re not exactly what you' d cal heroic.”

“We have no need of heroes here, Ambassador,” Pressor said, his voice dark. “We don't need them,
and wedon't likethem.”

“Of course” Jnzler said hastily. “My point isthat it’sgoing to be a severe hardship for them to stay here
aone. Besdeswhich,” he added asingpiration findly struck, “First Steward Bearsh and the other
Geroons came along way to pay you honor for saving them from davery to the Vagaari dl those years
ago. | know they would very much like to be present at our discussions.”

Therewas no answer. Jinzler remained motionless, holding on to Feesaand mentaly crossing hisfingers.
“Very well,” Pressor said at last. “ They may al accompany you, provided they remain silent. | trust you
arewilling to guarantee their behavior?’

“I am,” Jnzler said firmly. “No one wantsto hurt any of you. We re only hereto help.”

Pressor snorted. “ Of courseyou are.”

With onefina ddlicate dice of her lightsaber, Mara cut away the twenty-centimeter-square section of the
turbalift car wall she' d been working on, leaving everything behind it untouched. The piece of metd fell
inward, stopping abruptly in midair as Luke caught it in aForce grip. “Okay,” he said, easing it to the
floor aswarm air flowed in through the opening. “Let’ s see what we ve got.”



“Mostly alot of wires” Marasaid, switching off her lightsaber and stepping closer to the wall.

Luke moved to her side. Shewasright: 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.

“Hesurewasn't,” Maraagreed, 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 weleft the car, we would still be suspended
inmidar.”

“Sure, but as long aswe stayed out of the repulsor beams, we' d bedl right,” Luketold 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 sdes of the tube we can use to get down.”

“Except that the wires prevent usfrom reaching them,” Drask said tartly. “Have you any other ideas?’

“WEe re not finished with thisone yet,” Maracountered, just astartly. “What do you think, Luke? Should
mine be on the other Sde?”’

“Yes,” Luke agreed. “Back to back always seemsto work best.”
“Rigl,.ltl”

Crossing to the opposite side of the car, Maraignited her lightsaber again. With the delicacy of asurgica
droid, she began to cut a second opening. “And thiswill accomplish what?’” Drask asked.

“If wedoit right, it'll get usout of here,” Luketold him.
“Andif wedon't,” Maraadded helpfully, “at least it’ll kill usquickly.”

Drask didn’t reply.

Watchman ran hisinduction meter to the lower edge of the rear wal and straightened up. “Wdl?’ Fd
asked.

“Thetopside repulsor cable comes around the corner right about here,” the stormtrooper reported,
marking the spot with adaub of synthflesh from his medpac. “It’ sin dightly worse shape than the power
lineto the underdgde generator—the fidd leskage 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 isright about the differentid inleakagelevds, it
appears the opposing sets of power cables were dropped into a cross-connection pattern right after the



door closed behind us.”
“Soif wetry to forceit open, we break one of the circuits?’ Fel suggested.

“Actudly, we d eventually bresk both of them,” Watchman said dryly. “At least in theory. In actud
practice, we d probably be dammed into something solid one direction or the other before the second

circuit popped.”

“Let’stry to avoid that,” Fel said, trying not to sound sarcastic. His stormtroopers  apparently casua
atitude, 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 alesslethd suggestion to offer?’

There was amoment of silence. Then Cloud cleared histhroat. “1’m not as tech-trained as Watchman
and Grappler,” hesaid. “But if we drain some of the power to one of the repulsors, wouldn't the strength
of the beam diminish?’

Fdl rubbed his cheek thoughtfully. That was an interesting direction to go. “Watchman?’

“I don’'t think s0,” the stormtrooper said dowly. “Not with the power cablesthemsalves.”

“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 cablesif they’reaso
wrapped around the car. Y ou think they were careless enough to do that?’

“| don’'t know,” Fel said. “Let’sfind out.”

The place Evlyn led them to reminded Jinzler of the meal room back at the Comrarelay post: adrab,
viewportless place enclosed in undecorated metd, furnished only with along, plain table and a handful of
equdly plain chairs.

Seated in the chair at the far end of the table was adark-haired man in his midfiftieswith alined,
brooding face, dressed in the same smple fashion asthe girl.

“Good day,” Jinzler said with anod, trying to remember how diplomats usudly talked on the holodramas
he' d liked to watch in the days when such entertainments could till interest him. “Do | have the honor of
addressing Guardian Pressor?’

“Youdo,” Pressor acknowledged. His eyesflicked to Feesa and the Geroons, lingered a moment on the
wolvkilsdung over the aliens shoulders, then came back to Jnzler. “ St down.”

“Thank you,” Jnzler said, choosing a seat midway down the table. Feesatook the chair beside him;
Bearsh, perhaps sensing the lack of welcome, sat himsalf and his compatriot at the far end of thetable, as
far from Pressor as possible.

“Let’smakethissmple, Ambassador,” Pressor said asthe group settled in. “First of dl, | don't trust



you. Any of you. Y ou arrive suddenly and without warning, invading my ship without even attempting to
communicate with usfirs.”

“| understand your fedings and your concerns,” Jinzler said. “But the fact is, we didn’t know anyone
was here until we were dready aboard. Even then, if it hadn’t been for the Jedli, we probably wouldn't
have known about you until we sumbled over Evlyn here”

“Yes,” Pressor murmured. “Wel, we'll let that passfor the moment. Right now, I’ d liketo hear why |
should permit any of you to come farther into our world.”

Jnzler smiled faintly. Thiswas starting to sound and fed dmost familiar. Maybe Pressor had learned his
diplomatic technique from the holodramas, too. “Don’'t you mean, why should you permit any of usto
live?’ he suggested. “ Because thet redllyis the question, isn't it?’

At least Pressor had the grace to blush. “1 suppose s0,” he admitted gruffly. “What can you offer that's
worth risking the betrayal of my people?’

At thefar end of the table Bearsh stirred in his seet. 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
obviousyou've dl suffered tremendoudy. But I’ m here—we' rehere—in the hope of bringing that
aufferingtoanend.”

“And thenwhat?’ Pressor demanded. “ A glorious return to the Republic? Most of us volunteered for
thisvoyage specificaly toescape the very thing you' re offering.”

“WEe re not the Republic you left,” Jinzler said. “We retheNew 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?’

Jnzler hesitated. What exactly was he supposed to say?“ Of course we still have abureaucracy,” he
sad carefully. “1t’ simpossible to operate a government without something of that sort. And there are
certainly gill squabbles and factions. But we ve dready tried the other option: rule by asingle, monolithic
Empire. Most of us prefer the dternative.”

“An Empire?’ Pressor asked, frowning. “When was this?’

“The whedswere dready in motion when Outbound Hight left Coruscant,” Jnzler said, wondering how
much he should say. His god wasto convince Pressor that the New Republic offered hope to these
people, not to give the full history of one of the paliticians more spectacular failures. “ At first, Papatine
only seemed to want peace—"

“ Palpatine?”’ Pressor cut him off. “ SupremeChancellor Pdpatine?’
“That' sthe one,” Jnzler confirmed. “As| 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’ sthe past. Thisisthe present. And I'm ill waiting to hear agood
reason why we should trust you.”



Jnzler took adeep breath. “Because you're dl done out here,” hesaid. “Y ou'rein foreign territory,
surrounded by the hazards and lethal radiation of atightly packed globular cluster, sitting in aruined and
usdessship.”

“Thisshipishardly usdess,” Pressor said tiffly. “With dl the work my father and the droids put into it,
this particular Dreadnaught is pretty much ready tofly.”

“Then why haven't you loaded everyone aboard and left?” Jinzler countered. “I’ll tell you why. You
haven't |eft because you have no ideahow to get out.” He locked gazes with the other man. “The bottom
lineisthis, Guardian. If you don't trust us—if you kill us, or evenif you just send us away, you and your
descendants will be hereforever.”

Pressor’slip twitched. “I can think of worsefates.”

“Andif it werejust you, | wouldn’t have any problem with that decison.” Jinzler turned to look at Evlyn,
ganding slently justinddethedoor. “But itisn't just you, isit?’

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 ahand as Jinzler opened his mouth. “Never mind. | guessthat’s how the game has dways
been played.”

“I’m not trying to push you into anything,” Jnzler said quietly. “We re not in any rush, and you don't
have to make any decisonsright now. But ultimately, you have to be aware that your decison isgoing to
affect more than just your own life”

Pressor didn’t reply. Jinzler listened to the sllence, trying to think of something elseto say. “Whileyou're
thinking,” he said as hefindly found something, “we d very much like to meet the rest of your people and
seeyour ship. I’ satestimony to your ingenuity and perseverance that you were dl ableto survivefor so
long, particularly after suffering so much devastation.”

For another long minute Pressor gazed at him with narrowed eyes, asif trying to decide whether the
request was genuine or smply one more diplomats word game. Then, abruptly, he nodded. “All right,”
he said, pushing back his chair and getting to hisfeet. “'Y ou want to see our home? Fine; let’ sgo seeit.”

“What about the others?’ Jnzler asked, standing up aswell. “The Skywalkers and Aristocra Formbi and
theret?”

“They’ll keep for now,” Pressor said, circling the table toward the door. “If we decide we' re going to
ded withyou, I'll releasethem.”

“It would be anice gesture to at least release Aristocra Formbi,” Jnzler said, pressing the point
cautioudy. “You'rein Chiss space, and he' s a high-ranking member of the Chiss government. You'll
certainly need their help beforethisisover.”

Pressor’ slips compressed briefly. “I suppose,” he said reluctantly. “ All right. The Aristocraand his
group can join us. But the Jedi will stay wherethey are.” He considered. “ So will those armored soldiers,
| think. I don’t much like the looks of them.”

Jnzler 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 al he liked about how his Empire of the Hand wasn't
the despotic tyranny Pd patine had created. Maybe he was even tdlling 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, hisvoice
pitched just abit too casudly. “Y our name: Jnzler. Any rdation to the Jedi Knight Lorana Jnzler?’

Jnzler felt ahard lump form around hisheart. “Yes” he said, forcing hisvoice to be as casua as
Pressor’s. “Shewas my sster.”

Pressor nodded. “ Ah.”

Heturned around again. “ Thisway.”

CHAPTER 13

“What wasthat?’ Drask asked abruptly. “Did you hear something?’

Acrossthe car, Maraclosed down her lightsaber. Luke stretched out with the Force, straining to hear.
There was the sound of adoor closing. . . one of the repulsorlift generators seemed to change pitch
subtly. . .

“One of the turbolift carsismoving,” Marasaid, her head cocked to listen. “Down, | think.”

“Which one?’ Drask demanded. “ Can you tell which one?’

L uke frowned with concentration. The sense of thosein the car. . . but between the Geroons and Chiss,
there was too much dienness dl around for him to get agood reading. “I don't know,” he said. “Mara?’

“I think Jinzler saboard,” she said, shaking her head dowly. “1 can’t get anything else.”

Drask muttered something under his breath. “We must get out of here,” he said. “Aristocra
Chaf’ orm’ bintrano may bein grave danger.”

“We reworking asfast aswe 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
colonigts should be talking to? Had that been Jinzler’ s plan the whole time, in fact—to be the oneto
make first contact with them?



He shook the thought away. No—that was ridiculous. How could Jnzler have possibly known there
was anyone |eft aboard?

Stll, even if there was no madice in the man, there was aso no diplomatic training. “Mara?’ he
murmured.

“Working asfast as| can,” she reminded him, scratching thetip of her lightsaber blade gently acrossthe
metd.

L uke grimaced, but he knew aswell 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 Jnzler or
anyone dse. Hefingered hisown lightsaber hilt, cultivating his Jedi patience,

And then, al at once, the square of meta popped out of thewall. Caught dightly by surprise, Lukelet it
fal 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,” Marasaid, closng down her lightsaber and stepping aside. “ Y our turn.”

“Right.” Stepping to the spot Mara had just vacated, heignited hislightsaber. Stretching out to the
Force, he eased thetip of the blade between the crisscrossing of wires behind thewall.

“Careful,” Drask warned, taking a haf step toward him. “If you touch the wrong wire—"
“Don’t worry,” Marasaid, waving him back. “He knowswhat he' sdoing.”

Luke pursed hislips. He knew what he was doing, certainly, at least in theory. Whether he could actualy
pull it off was another question entirely.

Just above the lightsaber blade a bright red wire stretched horizontaly across the opening. Preparing his
mind, he twitched the blade toward it.

Not close enough to actualy 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 angle brief ingtant, he could fed a sudden pressure against the soles of hisfest.
“Red wire powers the upper repulsor,” he announced, closing down the lightsaber and stepping back.

“Right,” Marasaid, going to the opening and marking the indicated wire with abit of the dark brown
coating from one of her ration bars. “Oneto go.”

Luke nodded and turned around toward the first opening she' d made in the wall. Choosing ablue wire
thistime, heignited hislightsaber and again twitched thetip of the blade toward it.

Nothing.

Hetried again with agreen wire, then ared wire, then another blue wire, with smilarly negative results.
Then, findly, he waved the blade toward a black-striped white wire and felt a brief sensation of the floor
dropping out from under hisfeet. “There,” hetold 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 aswe |l 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 amoment,” Drask said, sounding more than alittle darmed. “What exactly do you plan here?’
“It should be clear enough, Generd,” Marasaid. “We re going to cut the power lines.”

“But—" Drask broke off. “Y ou really can do this?’

Luke could fed Mara sred-gold hair shift against the back of his neck as she turned to face the Chiss.
“Trugt us” shesaid.

Her hair resettled itself as she turned back to her target, and with asnap-hiss sheignited her lightsaber.
And with asensation Luke still found astonishing, he felt her mind flow into, around, and through his.

For that exquisitdy stretched-out moment in time they were truly asingle mind, asingle 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 dashing through its targeted power
cablein perfect synchronization.

Therewasadight jerk, moreimagined than truly felt; and with adecided fedling of anticlimax, the
turbolift car began to sink downward. Luke took a deep breath. . .

Assuddenly asit had begun, the melding ended. The sensation of oneness faded away, leaving only the
warmth of the memory behind. “There,” Marasaid. To Luke sears, her voice sounded alittle strained as

she, too, worked to regain mental and emotiona balance after their moment of unity. “See? No
problem.”

“What do you mean, no problem?’ Drask bit out. “Weare falling.”

“Don't worry,” Marasaid. “Now that we' re traveling at anormal speed, there are built-in safetiesto
catch us at the other end. The problem was that Pressor’ s repul sors would have dammed us down too

fast for them to trigger.”
“That was a dangerous chanceto take,” Drask growled.
“Y ou want out of here or not?’ Mara countered.

The Chiss hissed between histeeth. “Y ou Jedi have the arrogance of untested power,” hetold her
bluntly. “One day, you will take one too many chances, and it will destroy you.”

There was agentle jolt from above, asif the car had momentarily shivered. “What wasthat?’ Luke
asked, glancing at the celling.

“We have changed direction,” Drask said, cocking his head oddly to the sde. “We are now traveling
more verticaly than before.”

“How do you know?" Luke asked. Standing in the car’ s artificial gravity, he couldn’t fed anything



different.
“I amply know,” the Chisssaid. “1 cannot explain. It smplyis.”

“All right, fine.” Thelast thing Luke wanted right now was something else to argue about. “But in that
case, wherearewe going?’

“Perhaps Guardian Pressor enjoyslayering histraps,” Drask said, hishand on hischarric. “Thismay
lead to aspecia place reserved for anyone who defeatsthe first layer.”

“I don't know,” Marasaid, looking around. “ Seems alittle like overkill. Luke, do you remember what
this setup looked like from the outside? There were apair of curved tubes |leading off the main one,
right?’

“Right,” Luke confirmed, pulling up the image from hismemory. “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 centra supply core,” Luke said, nodding as the explanation suddenly hit
him. “ Of course: the SC button on the control panel.”

“Right,” Maraagreed. “That must be wherewe regoing.”

The wordswere barely out of her mouth when the car abruptly jerked again, and the floor seemed to
drop gently out from under them. Reflexively, L uke tensed, then relaxed as he realized what had
happened. Now that the car was out of the main tube and Pressor’ strap, it had been grabbed by the
branch tube' s normal repulsor beam and was being pulled sedately downward toward the storage core.
“Weareturning over,” Drask said, again doing that head-cocking thing.

“Must belining up with the storage core sgravity direction,” Luke said.
“Isthat good?’

“Definitdy,” Luke assured him. “ Shipboard gravity isusudly tied in with the rest of the environmenta
system. If the gravity isworking, chances are the core sgot air and hest, too.”

A few seconds later the car settled to a stop, and the door did open to reveal alarge, musty-smelling
cavern.

L uke stepped out of the car, lightsaber ready in his hand. The room stretching out in front of him was
only dimly lit, with perhaps athird of the permlight emergency panels till 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 spaceright in front of the turbolift was reasonably open, but
the rest of the room had been partitioned by agrid of floor-to-ceiling meshwork pand s dividing the floor
gpace into three-meter-by-three-meter sections. A few of the sections had been partially or completely
emptied, but most till held stacks of crates.

“Haven't made much of adent, have they?’ Luke commented as the others stepped out to join him.



“Thisfacility was supposed to supply fifty thousand peoplefor up to severd years,” Marareminded him.
“I’'m surprised they got even thisfar into it.”

“Thismay have been used up during the first part of the voyage, when al were ill dive,” Drask said,
moving the beam from hisglow rod down the labels of one of the stacks. * Surely not many of the origina
crew could have survived.”

“Howanyone survived is still beyond me,” Luke said, shifting hisglow rod to point at the aft bulkhead.
Just visible at the edge of the beam were two doorways. one human sized, the other obvioudy built for
cargo. “Let’' shead aft and see what e seis back—"

He broke off asthe comlink at hiswaist emitted an odd chirping noise. He pulled it from his belt,
peripherdly aware that Mara and Drask were doing the same with theirs, and clicked it on.

A burgt of gatic crackled at him, and he quickly shut it off again. “ That’ s strange,” he said, frowning &t it.
“It sounded like something was coming through just then.”

“Same here,” Marasaid, turning her comlink over in her hand. *Y ours, too, Generd ?’
“Yes,” Drask said, sounding thoughtful. “1t was asif—" He stopped.
“Asif? Maraprompted.

“Asif someone had used a—I do not know the proper word in your language,” the Chisssaid. “Itisa
sgna that stretches across dl 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 asacomlink.”

“Do Chiss comlinks have that capability?’ Luke asked Drask.
The other hesitated. “ Certain of them do,” he said. “Those | equipped our party with do not.”

“Let’sputit adifferent way,” Marasaid. “ Are there any of these more sophisticated comlinks aboard
theChaf Envoy?”

Drask looked away. “There are,” he conceded.

Maralooked back at Luke. “Terrific,” she said. “ So someone' s able to communicate with the ship. Only
that someoneisn’'t us”

“Maybeit wasjust the survivorstaking among themsdves,” Luke suggested, hunting for aless ominous
explanation. “Maybe Pressor needed to send asignal to one of the other Dreadnaughts.”

Mara shook her head. “Intership comms ought to be hardwired.”
“Unless some of the linesare out.”
“Maybe,” shesaid. Clearly, shedidn’t believe that for a second.

Unfortunately, despite what she still sometimes called hisfarmboy naiveté, neither did Luke.



Someone aboard Outbound Flight was communicating through Pressor’ sjamming. The question was,
who?

And what were they saying?

Helooked at Mara, but she just shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it right now,” she said. “Come on,
let’s see what' s back thisway.”

* % *

“In hindsight, | suppose we shouldn’t have been surprised to find you here,” Ambassador Jinzler
commented as Pressor |ed the group back toward the Number Five Turboalift Car. “Even in the most
adverse of conditions, humans always seem to find away to survive.”

“Yes,” Pressor said, keeping hisvoice neutral as he waved the others ahead of him into the car. Thetwo
Geroons, he noticed, hesitated before stepping through the doorway. Jinzler himsalf didn’t even break
gride. The man was either very trugting, very overconfident, or very stupid. “ Though the fact welived
through al of that certainly was't for lack of trying onsomebody’ 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 thisal happened is one of the thingswe hopeto find out.”

“Perhapsyou |l 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 did open.

The three black-clad Chissin 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 asif they’ d been separated for
yearsingead of just afew minutes. The older Chiss, the one dressed in yellow and gray, merdly turned
casudly toward Pressor and nodded. “ Good day,” he said, his Basic oddly accented but quite
understandable. “1 am Aristocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrano of the Fifth Ruling Family, representing the Chiss
Ascendancy. Y ou may address me as Aristocra Formbi. Do | have the honor of addressing Guardian
Pressor?’

“Youdo,” Pressor said, returning the nod. The least he could do was show himself to be as cultured and
polite as hisvisitors. “I welcome you to Outbound Flight, Aristocra Formbi, and apologize for the
necessity of greeting you as| did.”

“No gpology required,” the Aristocra assured him. Those glowing red eyesflicked to the femae Chiss
gill hovering closeto Jnzler, asif checking to see that shewasal right. “'Y our caution is completely
understandable.”

“Guardian Pressor is going to take usto see his people,” Jinzler spoke up. “After that, | presumewe
be discussing the possibility of their return to the New Republic.”

The Aristocrafrowned. “ The possibility?’



“That’s correct,” Pressor said. “1’m not at al sure we'll choose to go back to the Republic. Or to go
anywhereat dl, for that matter.” He made an adjustment on the command stick.

“Youdidn't tell him wherethey are?’ Formbi asked, hiseyeson Jnzler.

Pressor paused, hisfinger poised againgt the activation button. “What do you mean, wherewe are?’ he
asked.

“I'm afraid our conversation didn’t get that far,” Jnzler admitted.

Pressor looked at Formbi, feding aknot forming in his scomach. “Why don't you tel me now?’ he
invited.

Formbi’ s mouth twitched. *Y ou’ re deep within a high-security defensive position of the Chiss
Ascendancy,” he said. “ Traveling hereis forbidden without specia authorization. Now that we know
about you, I'm afraid you can't be permitted to stay.”

Theknot in Pressor’ s ssomach tightened. “1 see,” he said, putting his voice back into neutra mode. “And
if werefuseto leave?’

“I would hope you wouldn't,” Formbi said, matching Pressor’ stone. “Wewill, of course, give you any
assstance you might require in moving your people wherever you wish to go. It'slittle 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 bethe oneswho'll makethefind decison.”

Jinzler cocked his head. “Who is Director Uliar?”’

“He sthe head of the colony,” Pressor told him, pressing the activation button on his command stick.
Behind him the door to the dcove did shut and the double car began to descend.

“I see,” Formbi said. “1’m sorry—I’ d assumedyou were the leader.”

“I'm the Guardian,” Pressor said. “My Peacekeepers and | keep order within the colony. Director Uliar
and the Managing Council make dl the policy decisions.”

“Sounds rather like a corporation,” Jinzler commented.

“And why not?’ Pressor retorted. “ Corporations work alot better than the political messwe left
behind.”

“Yes, of course” Jnzler said hadtily.
“How many of you are there?’ Formbi asked.

Pressor turned hisface away from them. “I think | should let Director Uliar handle any further
questions”

The car fdl slent except for the distant creaks and rumblings of the turbolift equipment, and the melodic
murmuring of the four Geroons as they huddled together in aback corner. Probably ill assuring each



other that they were all right, Pressor decided, eyeing the dead animals wrapped across their shoulders
with amixture of distaste and fascination.

With araucous squesk and a vibrating thump, the double car came to a stop, snapping Pressor out of
histhoughts. “Thisway,” he said, touching the door release on the command stick. “Well go find
Director Uliar.” He stepped outside—

And cameto 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
amply nervous.

Standing in asilent group beside them were Director Uliar and the two Survivor members of the
Managing Council. Beside Uliar, her auburn hair glinting in the corridor’ slight, was Instructor Rosemari
Tabory. Pressor’ ssigter, and Evlyn’ s mother.

Andthat part Pressor had most certainlynot prearranged.

“Director Uliar,” he said in greeting as he crossed the lobby toward the group, trying to keep hisvoice
steady. “Councilor Tarkosa; Councilor Kedly,” he added, nodding to each of the other two old menin
turn. “What bringsyou here?’

“Don’'t act the innocent, Guardian,” Uliar advised, the age wrinkles around his eyes degpening 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 aquick look at his sister. Rosemari’ s expression was
giff, with ahint of paenessto her skin. “ Thisishardly the place for a historic diplomatic meeting, you
know.” Helooked significantly at the two councilors. * Or the correct attendance for one, either.”

“The entire council will be summoned in due course,” Uliar said. “Buit | think those of uswho actualy
lived through the Devadtation have first rightsto face our destroyers.”

“Thisisamgor event, with amgjor decision attached to it,” Pressor indsted, keeping hisvoice low.
“Probably the most significant thing that’ s happened since we arrived here. The Charter specificaly
requires that the entire Managing Council, Survivorand Colonist members, be present.”

“And they will be,” Uliar promised. He twitched asmile. “Until then, | daresay Instructor Tabory can act
asobserver for the Colonists.”

“ Bl,[t—”

“Which onesarethe Jedi?” Kedy cut in, his nervous eyes darting back and forth across the group that
had now paused alittle uncertainly by the turbolift door. “ Guardian? Which ones are the Jedi?”

“None of those here,” Pressor told him. “The Jedi are il being held in one of the turbalift cars.”

“NoonehereisaJdedi, you say?’ Uliar said. “Not even—?Why look, Instructor Tabory; there' syour
daughter. Imaginethat.”

Pressor felt his ssomach tighten as he glanced behind him. Evlyn was just emerging from the car behind
the last of the Geroons, the camnessin her facein sharp contrast to the tension in her mother’s. “ She



wasassisting me,” he said, looking back at Uliar.

“Wassheredly,” Uliar said, asif it were asurprise to him. *'Y ou took your niece up to Four, exposing
her to dl the extra radiation up there? Not to mention putting her at risk from potentialy dangerous
intruders? What an extraordinary thing to do.”

“Shelikes spending time with her uncle Jorad,” Rosemari put in, her voice firm for al the concernin her
face. “Shedwayshas”

“Indeed,” Uliar said as Evlyn dipped past Jnzler and Formbi and came to stand beside her mother.
“Hello there, Evlyn. How areyou?’

“I’'mfine, Director Uliar,” Evlyn said with aseriousness that |ooked strangely out of place on someone
S0 young. But the quick hug she gave her mother was pure ten-year-old. “Y ou don’t have to worry
about me. Uncle Jorad did everything just right. | wasn't in any danger.”

“I’'m sureyou 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? Y ou were hel pful
to your uncle then, too, if | remember correctly.”

“You do,” Pressor confirmed, feding swesat starting to gather beneath his collar. So Uliar had noticed
Evlyn' s ahilities, too. He should have known the old Survivor would catch on. And of al the possible
times for him to decide to make an issue of it—

Hefdt histhroat tighten. Or had Uliar in fact deliberately chosen this moment? A moment when there
were outs ders—including Jedi—aboard his ship for thefirst timein fifty years? Outsders who, not
knowing the redlities aboard Outbound Hight, might be willing and able to confirm his suspicions about
Eviyn?

“Indeed,” Uliar said. “Y ou have astrange way of returning your niece' s affection, Guardian.”

“I needed her help today,” Pressor said. “The same help | needed from her back then: to act as decoy.
It wasn’t ajob any of my Peacekeepers could handle.”

“But your own niece?’ Uliar perssted. “Why not pick someone el se?’

He smiled crookedly, the giveaway sign that he was about to close the jaws of hisverbd trap. “Or,” he
said smoothly, “does she have specid qudifications or talents that make her suited for such tasks?’

“My daughter has many specia talents, Director,” Rosemari put in, her arm wrapped protectively
around her daughter’ s shoulders. “For one thing, she doesn’t panic under pressure. She'squick and
smart, and she knows Four aswell as anyone esein the colony. Certainly now that most of thework is
done and almost no one goes up there anymore.”

“Did she dso join the Peacekegperswhile | wasn't looking?” Uliar countered, throwing aquick glarein
her direction. Histrap had been set for Pressor, and he clearly didn’t appreciate Rosemari jumping in and
blunting itsteeth. “ Aslong aswe re quoting from the Charter, Guardian, | believe it explicitly states that
you and your Peacekeepers are the ones who are supposed to stand between the colony and potential
dangers”

“Hejust 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 Peacekegpers standing uncomfortably at the
edge of the debate. “Y ou think they would have just walked into adisguised turbolift behind Trilli or Oliet

or Ronson?”’

She shifted her finger to point squardly at Uliar’' s chest. “Or should he have asked someone €l se? One of
your granddaughters, maybe?’

“A decoy shouldn’'t have been necessary,” Uliar ingsted. “ 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
al thetime 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 teke
usout of here someday?’ she demanded. “ Are you so comfortablein your private little kingdom that you

want to keep usal here?’

“Slence, woman,” Tarkosarumbled, hiseyes glinting ominoudy benegth his bushy eyebrows. “Y ou have
no ideawhat you're talking about.”

“Yes, bedlent,” Uliar seconded gruffly. “1 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, asmall part of him starting to enjoy
this. “Meanwhile, our guests are waiting.”

Uliar’ slips pressed briefly together as his eyesflicked over Pressor’ s shoulder. “Very well,” he said
reluctantly. “Introduce us”

“Certainly,” Pressor said, haf turning and waving the othersforward. 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 |
present the representative of the New Republic,” Pressor said, watching Uliar’ s expression closdly.

“Ambassador Dean Jnzler.”

The director was good, al right. There was barely atwitch from the corners of his eyes asthe name
registered. “ Ambassador,” he said smoothly. “I’'m Chas Uliar, current director of the Outbound Flight
Colony. These are Councilors Tarkosaand Kedly, two of the origina Survivors of the Devadtation.”

“Honored, Director,” Jnzler said, bowing from thewaist like adiplomat from some old holodrama.
“We're pleased to find you dive.”

“Yes” Uliar said, alittletoo dryly. “I’'m sureyou are.”

“Thisis AristocraFormbi of the Chiss Ascendancy,” Pressor went on, “and First Steward Bearsh of the
Geroon Remnant, dong with their assstants.”

“Such avaried group,” Uliar commented as he exchanged nods with Formbi and Bearsh. “| understand



you brought two Jedi along with you, aswell.”
“Yes” Jnzler said. “ Guardian Pressor informs usthey’ re il being held, dong with the others.”
“Others?’ Uliar asked, looking questioningly at Pressor.

“Five others, in aseparate car,” Pressor confirmed. “ Representatives of agovernment calling itself the
Empire of the Hand.”

“Empire of the Hand,” Uliar repeated, asif to himsdf. “Interesting. | presume, Ambassador, that you'll
wish both groups released at once to join you?”

Pressor held hisbreath. A smple, obvious suggestion; but he’ d long ago learned not to trust smplicity
when it cameto dedling with Uliar. Was the director’ s question in fact an attempt to find out who was
redly in charge of thisexpedition?

Jnzler hestated, perhaps dso sensing atrap. “I’ m sure they’ re fine where they are, Director,” he said
carefully. “We Il want them released eventudly, of course, but we can certainly begin our discussons
without them.”

“Good,” Uliar murmured. Apparently, Jnzler had passed thetest. “Well, then. The Managing Council
chamber islocated a short distance back thisway. If you'll follow me?. . .”

“Thank you,” Jinzler said, bowing again.

Uliar turned and headed aft down the corridor, the two councilorsfaling into step beside him, Jinzler and
Formbi following acouple 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 Chisswere dready walking in amilitary-precise, lockstep line behind Formbi,
with the Geroons following somewhat more tentatively and not at al in step with the rest of the group or
even each other. “We re certainly starting off with abang,” Pressor muttered to Rosemari asthe
procession marched away. “Y ou’ d better take Evlyn and—"

He broke off as he glanced down at hissister’ ssde. Evlyn was nowhere to be seen.” Blast her,” he
snarled under his bregth, looking around. There shewas, of course, halfway down the corridor, walking
between Aristocra Formbi and the three black-clad Chiss striding along behind him. “How does shedo
that?’

“I don’t know,” Rosemari murmured grimly. “But if she doesn't quit it, Uliar won't need any help figuring
out whet sheis”

“No kidding,” Pressor said, atightness settling into his ssomach. “Y ou' d better catch up and go with

“What, to acouncil meeting?’ Rosemari countered. “1’m not authorized to bein there.”

“Sureyou are,” Pressor told her. “ Y ou' re representing the Colonists in these negotiations, remember?
Uliar said s0.”

“And that was as much of afraud as asking why you keep using Evlyn for these stunts,” Rosemari shot
back. “ Speaking of which—"



“Saveit,” Pressor cut her off. “Look, if youdon't go, Evlyn’sgoing to crash the party by herself. What
do you think Uliar will say when he findly notices her and doesn't remember seeing her coming in?’

“You'reright,” 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’sweird,” Trilli murmured, stepping to hisside, hisown comlink in hand. “Y our comlink just say
something, Chief 7’

“I thought it did,” Pressor said, tapping the switch. On the norma channd was only the satic of his
jamming, while on the specid twist-frequency command line there was Sllence. * Strange.”

“Want to know what’ s stranger?” Trilli pointed down the corridor at the departing crowd. 1 saw Jinzler
and Formbi go for their comlinks, too.”

Pressor frowned, an uncomfortable fegling cregping across his back. With thejamming still in place,
there shouldn’t have beenany communications getting through. Not toanyone' s comlinks. “ Get back
upstairs and double-check the jamming,” he ordered Trilli. “ Our guests may have atrick or two we don'’t
know about.”

13 Rigl,]t.”

Trilli started to go; stopped again as Pressor caught hisarm. “ And while you' rethere,” the Guardian
added quietly, “put alock 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. “Y ou 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 Fight
and till 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 aposition to notice if someone dipped up to Four and
garted playing with control switches.

“Yeah,” Pressor said softly to Trilli. * Or something.”

* * *

With a disconcerting thump, the turbolift car began moving. “ Steedy,” Fel warned, putting ahand on the
vibrating wall for balance and watching closely as Watchman and Grappler adjusted the power splitters
they’ d cobbled together. “Takeit real easy. We'renot in any particular hurry.”



“We rekeeping it dow,” Watchman assured him. “It’ srunning red 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 usto head for the storage core?” Grappler asked.

“If you can manageit, 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 inthering. It didn’t seem
likeit would be agood ideato just burst in full-bore behind them, especidly 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 againg the rumbling.

“My comlink just chirped,” Cloud said.

“Mine, too,” Shadow confirmed. “ Sounded like someone sending amessage burst.”

Fd 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 onit?” he asked. “Either direction or
disance?’

“Negative,” Cloud said. “My gear wasn't rigged for that.”

“Wadll, rig it now,” Fel ordered, looking around. Suddenly, the car seemed alittle smaler and alot more
vulnerable. “And let’ srisk alittle more speed,” he added. “If Pressor’ stalking to hisfriends, | want us
out of here as soon as possble.”

“Andif it wasn't Pressor?’ Shadow asked.

Fd looked up at the ceiling. “Then | want usout 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. “1t' s one thing to talk about
ten years worth of suppliesfor something thisbig,” Luke commented as they walked past the stacked
crates toward the next door leading &ft. “It's something el se to actua ly see them.”

“Andthisisjust onelevel,” Maramurmured, 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.

“ HW?’

She shook off the mood. Luke waslooking at her, concernin hisface. “You dl right?’ he asked.
“Sure” sheassured him. “I’'m fine”

Like she could actudly fool him. “More ghosts from the past?’ he asked quietly.

Shelooked over a Drask, off examining astack of crates afew metersaway. “It'sstrange,” shetold
her husband softly. “I thought I’ d been through thisaready. That I'd put it al behind me. But back on the
Chaf Envoy, | actudly started fedling. . . | don’'t know. It'shard to explain.”

“Y ou started feding comfortable?’ Luke suggested.

Maratried out the word in her mind. “Yes, | supposethat’sit,” she agreed. “Fe and this new
Five-Oh-Firgt Legion seemed o different from what Palpatine had created that it felt like something |
could actudly enjoy being apart of.”

Luke sforehead creased. “Y ou' re not serioudy thinking of taking Parck up on his offer of ajob with the
Empire of the Hand, are you?’

“Of course not.” Marahesitated. “Well, no, that’s not entirely accurate,” she confessed. “I mean, |
certainly wouldn’t go anywhere without you. But at the sametime. . .” She shook her head.

“I know,” he said. “The New Republic hasn't exactly been a shining example of how to run agaaxy
lady, hasit?”

Mara snorted. “ The understatement of the month,” she said. “ All those stupid little brush warsand
conflicts—I thought they’ d dl die down after we finally found that intact copy of the Caamas Document.
But haf of them are till Smmering, and the Senate hasn't done athing to stop them.”

“That'snot entirely true,” Luke said. “But you do have apoint. Thingswere alot quieter under the
Empire, weren't they?’



“Atleast until your Rebellion got going,” Maracountered. “ Then it got noisy again.”

“Wetried,” Luke said, smiling back. The smile faded, and he shrugged fractionally. “Y ou can’'t play the
what-ifs, Mara. Papatine may have suppressed al those regiona conflicts, but he al'so suppressed
freedom and justice, especidly for nonhumans. If someone else had beenin charge. . . but we' |l never
know.”

“I understand dl that,” Marasaid. “But that' s not redlly the point. The point isthat | wasjust starting to
fed kindly, even nogtdgic, toward the Empire.”

She gestured at the dusty stacks of crates around her. “ And then | come face to face with something like
this. supplies carefully laid in for people he knew he was going to have murdered.” Shelet her hand drop
to her sde. “ There was just something about the col d-bloodedness of it that was a sudden kick in the
teeth, that'sall.”

“I know,” Luke said, taking her hand and squeezing it gently. “Y ou never redly saw the results of
Pdpatine s palicies, did you?’

“No, not usudly,” Mara said with asigh. “Not the big ones, anyway. Alderaan and that sort. Mostly |
dedt with individuas or smdl groups, and haf of them were Imperid officids suspected of embezzlement
or treason. | never saw anything on Outbound Hight' s scade.”

“It makes sense that he shielded you from as much of that as possible,” Luke pointed out. “Y ou might
have started having doubts, and he couldn’t risk that.”

“Jedi?’ Drask called.

Maraturned 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 calling. “ Come.”

“What isit?’ Luke asked as he and Mara crossed to the other.

“Thesetwo stacks,” Drask said, indicating them with his glow rod. “ They have been moved here from
somewheredse”

Marafrowned a Luke, getting asmilarly puzzled ook 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
severd particular types, clothing, replacement components, various other types of supplies, emergency
equipment, and so on. They were dl placed in specific positions, with the proportions of each type
dwaysthesame.”

Lukelooked at Mara. “Isthis making any senseto you?’ he asked.

“Actudly, yes” shesad. “If you proportion out each room according to the rate of expected supply
usage, you can more or less empty one area at atime and don’t have to keep going back and forth
among half adozen storeroomsfor what you want. That would aso make it quicker and easier to
gpportion thingsif you decided to plant a colony somewhere.”

“Ah,” Luke said, nodding. “I getit. Y ou 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,” Marasaid. “And you say these stacks are out of order?’

“Yes.” Drask gestured. “ This group consists of eectrica and fluid maintenance supplies. It should
instead be foodstuffs.”

“I'll take your word for it,” Luke said, looking around. “Wdll, it doesn’'t look like they came from
anywherein here”

“Unless someone rearranged the whole room,” Mara pointed ouit.
“No,” Drask said. “The other stacks are properly placed.”

“Maybe the next room back, then,” Luke suggested. “Let’ stake alook.” He led the way back to the
smdler of the two aft doors and touched the release.

Nothing happened.
“That' sfunny,” he said, frowning as he touched the release again. Again, the door didn’t budge.

“Let’stry 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 usto see,” Drask suggested, hisvoice
ominous. “Y ou have lightsabers. Cut it open.”

“Let’snot betoo hasty,” Luke said, running ahand adong the smaller door. “Maybe we can do it the
easy way. Mara?’

Marapulled her lightsaber from her belt and stepped to the doorway. “Ready.”

“Okay.” Luketook adeep breath, and Mara could sense him stretching out to the Force. A moment
later, with a creak of meta that had been dtting too long in one spot, the door began to dide up into the

cdling.

Marawas ready. The gap was barely waist-high when she ducked under therising pand, igniting her
lightsaber as she legpt into the room.

But there was nothing there except another storeroom, empty except for the usual stacks of boxes,
exactly like dl the previous four storeroomsthey’ d looked at.

She frowned, lowering the lightsaber blade alittle. No; not exactly. Back toward the center of the room,
half adozen sections of the mesh had been cleared out.

Andinsdethem. ..

“Mara?’



“All clear,” she cdled, closng down her lightsaber and looking around. Lying against the near wall wasa
piece of dightly twisted girder. Stretching out to the Force, she lifted it and set it upright beneath the door
Lukewasdtill holding up. “Seeif 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.”

“Y ou haven't seen anything like this, either,” Marasaid as Drask camein behind Luke. “ Take alook.”

“Furniture storage?’ Drask asked, frowning past Luke' s shoulder.

“It' salittle more interesting than that,” Marasaid as the three of them crossed over to the cleared
sections. The contents were little more than ajumbled mess of broken furniture and tangled furnishings.
But to her the sgnswere obvious. *Y ou can seethree cotsin that first one—they’ ve been alittle 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 asmall table,” Luke said, pointing. “I don’t see any chairs,
though.”

“Perhaps they had only stools,” Drask suggested. “ Those short pieces, perhaps.”

“Right,” Maraagreed. “ There are probably alot 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. Y et the vessels
above are adequatdy intact. Why would anyone have chosen to live here instead?’

“Maybe dl the Dreadnaughts were too badly damaged right after the battle,” Luke suggested. “It may
have taken awhilefor the droids to make them livable again.”

Mara shook her head. “Y ou’ re both missing the point. What did we have to do to get in here?’
“Wehadto lift—" Luke broke off. “ Are you saying thiswas aprison?’

“What ese?” Maraasked. “ Smal cubicleswith minima furnishings and not much privacy, stuck avay
from everywhere dsein the place, dl of it behind adoor that doesn’t open. What else could it be?’

“Interesting,” Drask commented. “1t would seem that your Outbound Fight experiment was afalure
from the start. For there to have been aneed for a prison so quickly implies the passengers were not well
chosen.”

“QOr that something drastic happened to them,” Marasaid. “ Some kind of space madness or something.”
“Any chanceit could have been amedical quarantine instead?’ L uke suggested.

“Unlikely,” Drask said. “ There are not enough beds herefor alarge disease outbreak. A smaler
problem would surely have been better dedlt with inthe vessels own facilities”



“He' sright,” Maraagreed. “Besdes, | don't see any sign of medica equipment in here.” She gestured
into the area. “And you seewhat elseisn’'t here?’

Lukefrowned. “No.”
“I see,” Drask said grimly. “There are no bodies.”

“Or even theremains of bodies,” Mara confirmed. “Which ether means someone got in through that
door sometime in the past fifty years and disposed of the dead—"

“—Or dsethey got out on their own,” Luke finished for her.

“That’ swhat I'm thinking,” Maraagreed soberly. “I’'m dso wondering if the timing of the breakout might
have had an effect on the battle.”

“Or perhapsit is connected with the unexplained appearance of thisvessd in Chiss space,” Drask
pointed out. “ That mystery has till not been solved.”

“No, it hasn't,” Marasaid. “Luke, do you have any ideawhat sort of justice system wasin place during
that era? Specificaly, what sort of people might the Jedi on Outbound FHight have locked up thisway?’

“I don’'t know,” Luke said, shaking hishead. “But | can’t see why anyone but the most violent or
psychoatic sorts would be buried thisfar away from the rest of the expedition. There would certainly have
been abrig on each of the Dreadnaughts for dealing with standard lawbreakers.”

A whisper of sensation touched Mara s mind. “ Someone' scoming,” she said, unhooking her lightsaber
from her belt.

“Who?’ Drask asked, drawing his charric. “Guardian Pressor and hisforces?’

Marafocused her mind, trying to isolate and identify the approaching minds. They definitely seemed
familiar, but they were ill too far away to identify.

Luke got therefirst. “It' sdl right,” he said, returning his own lightsaber to hisbdlt. “It's Fdl and the
stormtroopers.”

“Is Aristocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrano with them?’ Drask asked.

“No,” Marasaid. “Neither are Feesa or the Geroons. It s just the five Imperias.”

“They pledged to protect him,” Drask said ominoudy. “Why arethey not with him?’

“1 don't know,” Luke said, heading for the propped-open door. “Let’ sgo 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 findyou 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
areyou not protecting him?’



Fel seemed taken aback. “Relax, Generad,” he said. “He' s hardly aone up there. Y our three warriors
arewith him, remember?’

“Bedides, if Pressor wanted any of us dead, he could have done it long before now,” Mara added.
“She'sright,” Fel agreed. “I’'m surethe Aristocra sfine.”
“Your calmnessisvery reassuring,” Drask bit out. “Do you even know where heis?’

“Not exactly,” Fel said. “But from the sounds their turbolift car made asit headed down, we' re pretty
surethey’ re on D-Five, the next Dreadnaught around the circle from where we camein.”

“Then why did you not follow them after you made your own escape?’ Drask asked.

“Because | thought it might make more tactical senseto comein from adirection they weren't
expecting,” Fel said, starting to sound alittle annoyed himsdlf. “ There are three other turbolift tubeswe
can useto get up to D-Five: one straight aft aong this deck, the other two fore and aft around that
direction.” He gestured to hisright.

“Wait aminute,” Marasaid. “If the Dreadnaughts are in aring, shouldn’t the turbolift connections be on
alower deck instead of this one?’

Fd shook hishead. “It hasto do with the way the gravity directionswere set up,” he explained. “All the
Dreadnaughts are oriented with their bellies pointing inward toward the supply core, while the supply
corerunsitsown gravity toward its own center, sort of likeacylindrica planet, with the lower decks
‘down’ from the upper ones. That meansthat from any of the Dreadnaughts, ‘down’ isawaystoward
the core, while from the core ‘up’ isadwaystoward the nearest Dreadnaught.”

“Strange approach,” Maracommented.

Fd shrugged. “My guessisthat they probably figured doing it any other way would mean attaching the
connecting pylonsin different places on each of the Dreadnaughts. Thisway, al 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 port-side belly, fore and &ft. It certainly doesn't matter to the crew; dl the
gravity changes are handled automatically asyou 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-Fivefor short. The one we came into from theChaf Envoy was
D-Four.”

“So that wasn't the primary command ship?’
Fel shook hishead. 1 assumed it would be, too, but the Iabel s on the turbolift controls clearly showed
we camein on either D-Four or D-Five. Given the ships orientations, the one on the surface is definitely

D-Four.”

“| presume you are getting thisinformation from the Outbound Hight data cards you have in your
possession?’ Drask asked.



“The data cards thatused to bein my possession, yes,” Fd corrected. “ Fortunately, we' d studied the
layout before they were stolen.”

“They werestolen?” Drask asked, his eyes narrowing. “When?’

“While we were helping put out that fire just after weleft Crugtai,” Fel said. “Whoever st it gpparently
did so asadiversion to get aboard our transport.”

Drask looked at Luke and Mara, then back at Fel. “Why was| not informed?’

Mara sensed Fdl’ s hesitation, and wondered if he would have ether 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 ingtead. “ It didn’t seem likely the thief

could befound regardiess,” he explained. “1 thought we might have an advantageif the cul prit didn’t
know we d noticed the loss.”

“What advantage did you expect to have?’

“I don’t know, exactly,” Fel conceded. “1 just thought there might be one.”

“Y ou justthought there might be one.” In abeing of lesser inherent dignity, Marareflected, Drask’s
words and tone might have sounded small-minded or even childish. But from acommand officer of the
Chiss, it came across as bitingly and righteoudy angry. A nedt trick, that. “In the future, Commander Fd,
youwill notthink when aboard avessd of the Chiss Ascendancy. Y ou will instead bring any and all
concerns of this sort to the commanding officer a once.He will decide what thinking isto be done. Isthat
understood?’

“Completely, Genera,” Fdl said, hisvoice under careful contral.

“Good,” Drask said, not sounding particularly mallified. “Now. Y ou will lead usto these dterndtive
turbolifts so that we may rejoin Aristocra Chaf’ ormy’ bintrano.”

“Just amoment,” Luke said. “Would the command ship have been designated D-One?”’
“Right,” Fd sad.

“So with six Dreadnaughts, D-Four would be dl the way on the far Sde of the circlefrom it?” Luke
persisted.

“Right again,” Fdl said, hisforehead wrinkling.

“Isthisimportant & this precise moment?’ Drask put in impatiently.

“It might be, yes” Luketold him. “Because, logicdly, D-Oneiswhere they should have been flying
Outbound Fight from. So why isthat ship the one that ended up farthest underground when they
crash-landed?’

“Interesting question,” Fdl agreed thoughtfully. “They must have been having some serious control
problemsthere a theend.”



“Maybe,” Luke said. “Or maybe they had unwanted hel p on the command deck.”

“Indeed,” Drask said, the impatience in his voice temporarily subdued by atouch of interest. “The
criminas, perheps?’

“Criminas?’ Fel asked, blinking.

“There seems to be a makeshift prison back there,” Luke said, gesturing aft. “No human or dien
remans, though.”

“Hmm,” Fd said. “ And cons dering 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,” Marawarned. “Maybe theprisoners werethe onesin
command, and someone &l se managed to get Outbound Fight flipped over thisway trying to stop them.”

“Interesting speculation,” Drask said. The moment of interest had passed, and he was getting impatient
agan. “But thisisal ancient history.”

“Perhaps,” Luke said. “But then, ancient history iswhy we' re here, isn't it?’
“We mugt rejoin Aristocra Chaf’ orm'’ bintrano,” Drask indsted.
“Wewill,” Luke promised. “But firdt, | want to go have alook a D-One. Anyone going with me?’

Maralooked around the group. From Fel’ s expression she could tell that he wanted to go, and she
could sense definite interest from the four ssormtroopers, aswell.

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' |l wait for the second tour,” he said, turning to Drask. “Whenever
you' re ready, General, we'll escort you to D-Five.”

For amoment Drask’ seyes bored into Luke' sface, asif estimating his chances of either talking him or
ordering him out of going on what he clearly considered atime-wasting sdetrip. Apparently, he decided
it wasn't worth trying. “ Thank you, Commander,” he said, turning back to face Fel. “Y ou said there were
three other turbolifts available?”

“Yes” Fd said. “Actudly, the best approach would probably beto go alittle farther around the core
and escort Luke and Marato the turbolift they’ || 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 asif that will be alonger trip than going directly to D-Five,” Drask pointed out.

“It will be, alittle,” Fel conceded. “But it' s occurred to me that if Pressor’ s people are hiding any
surprises we ought to know about, they’ Il most likely be on either D-One, D-Two, or D-Six.”

“Why?

“Because they’ re the three farthest underground, which meansthey have the best radiation shielding,”
Fel explained. “Luke and Marawill aready be checking out D-Oneg; if we at least take alook at D-Six



on our way to D-Five, we Il havetwo 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.”

“Wel just take aquick look,” Fel promised. “If they’re using the other Dreadnaughtsfor anything at all,
it should be obvious pretty quickly.”

“Very well,” Drask said again. “Lead on.”

Fel nodded. “ Stormtroopers. escort formation. Thisway, General.”

CHAPTER 15

“Thisisthe main school area,” Uliar said, pointing across the corridor toward aroom with asmal plague
beside the door identifying it as AA-7 FIRE CONTROL ROOM. A nestly printed sign had been
fastened to the wall above the plaque that read PRELIMINARY TIERS. “All the lower tiersarein the
complex of rooms back there,” he went on. “There' saso auniversity of sortstwo 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 alook.
“What courses do you teach?’

“Everything we can, of course,” Uliar said, haf turning to look at Evlyn and her mother, walking silently
behind Formbi. “Thisisactudly Instructor Tabory’ sfield of expertise. Instructor, would you careto
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.”

Shewaved 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, gaactic languages, politica science, and afew
others—the usua curriculum of a Republic school back home. At the university level—though of course
it'snot areal university—we teach mechanics and dectronics, higher mathemeatics, basic astrogation and
gtarship operation, plusthe sorts of thingswe' |l need when wefindly get out of here and settledown ona
red world again.”

“Ah,” Jnzler sad. “ And you were trained as an ingtructor?’



She shrugged. “ That’ swhat | do now, but my actud training isin 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 | am. And
of course, there are alot of advanced maintenance classes”

“That being particularly important to our surviva,” Councilor Tarkosaadded gruffly, glaring briefly at
Rosemari. Apparently, her comment about leaving Outbound Fight wasn't sitting well with him. “Even
with many of the old droids till functiond, this ship still chews up ahuge number of worker-hoursin
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 dl of that in abundance,” Uliar said. “ The centrd 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 spesk asif you werethere,” Formbi suggested.

Uliar favored him with asomewhat brittle smile. “Yes, | was” he said. “I was twenty-two, in fact, when
your people vicioudy attacked and destroyed us.”

It took every bit of Jinzler' s strength to keep hisface from reacting. With al of Uliar’ s politeness and
hospitdity, and the amost 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. “ Y es,” Formbi murmured. “Though it was not thewill of either the Nine
Ruling Families or of the Chiss people that that happen.”

“Wdl, it wasthewill of someone with blue skin and red eyes” Uliar said bluntly. “And I’ m congtrained
to point out that even after al that, knowing that it had happened, you waited until now to come see what
had become of us.”

He peered closely at Formbi. “Oris thisyour firgt time here? Have you actudly been waiching usal
aong, just for your own amusement?’

“Not a al,” Formbi said, hisvoice even. “Wedidn’t even know this vessd had survived until afew
handfuls of days ago. Even then, we had no reason to assume anyone had survived.”

“Thenwhydid you come?’” Uliar countered. “Wasit the ship itsdf you wanted? Secrets from the
Republic you hoped to plunder?’

Heturned his unblinking stare on Jnzler. “Or wasit you and this so-called New Republic of yours?
Wereyou the ones who wanted it?’

Jnzler shook hishead. “We came solely from adesire to see the place where so many of our people
had died,” he said, trying to match Formbi’ s calm diplomeatic tone.

“And to honor those who gave their lives defending our people,” Bearsh spoke up from therear.
“That's correct,” Jnzler said. “No one here wants to take anything away from you.”

Uliar smiled coldly. “No. Of course not.”



The smilevanished. “ At the very least I’ m sure you didn’t expect to find anyone aboard who till
remembered,” he said. “Y ou see, Ambassador Jnzler, | recognize your name. | knew that other Jinzler,
too, the one who deserted us at our time of greatest need. Who was she, ardative? Sister? Cousin?’

“Shewasmy sgter,” Jnzler said, staring at himin disbelief. Lorana, desert these people in the middle of
trouble? No—that had to be amistake.

“Your sster,” Uliar repeated, the darknessin his voice degpening. “ Deeply beloved, of course, whichis
why you've come dl thisway to honor her memory.” He crossed his arms across his chest defiantly.
“Wdl, wedon’t honor her memory here, Ambassador. Are you still so eager to help us?’

Jnzler took acareful breath. “ Shewas't beloved,” he said, fighting to control the trembling of emotion
flowing into hisvoice. “At least, not by me”

Uliar lifted his eyebrows with polite skepticism. “No?’
“No.” Jnzler looked the other man straight in the eye. “Asamatter of fact, | hated her.”

The statement seemed to throw Uliar completdly off his stride. He blinked, then frowned; opened his
mouth, then closed it again. “ Of courseyou did,” he said a lagt, clearly just to have something to say. He
eyed Jnzler another moment, then turned resolutely back to Formbi. “ The fact remainsthat 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 yoursintend to do about that?’

Formbi opened his mouth— “1"d like to see the school,” Jinzler put in, suddenly tired of hearing Uliar
talk. “Aslong aswe' re here anyway.”

Again, Uliar seemed to falter. Helooked at Jinzler, hesitated, then nodded. “ Certainly,” he said.
“Ingtructor Tabory, perhaps you' d be kind enough to show the ambassador around?’

“Uh. .. sure” Rosemari said, her face puckering uncertainly. Jinzler’ s comment about hissister had
apparently thrown her for aloop, too. “ Thisway, Ambassador.”

She turned and headed toward the door at a quick walk, her daughter beside her. Jinzler followed,
fighting hisway through the images and memories swirling around him. . .

“Thisisthe second-tier classroom.”

Jnzler blinked theimages away, to find himsalf standing in alow-ceilinged room equipped with perhaps
adozen smal desksarranged in acircle. In the center of the circle was a holoprojector showing atree
with three animals of various species standing beneeth it. The children at the desks, four- and

five-year-olds by the look of them, were busily scribbling away on their datapads while ayoung woman
wandered around the outside of the circle slently inspecting their work.

“I see” Jnzler said, trying to generate some genuine interest in the proceedings “ Art class?’

“Art, plus elementary zoology and botany,” shetold him. “We combine disciplines and lessons as much
aspossible. Thethird-tier classroom isthrough here.”

Sheled the way through an archway into another room with larger desks and no students or teachers.



“Run out of thirders?’ Jnzler asked.

“They must beon afied trip,” she said, crossing over to alarger desk in the corner and peering down at
adatapad lying there. “Y es; they’ re down in the nursery today learning about the proper care and feeding
of babies”

“Soundslikefun,” Jinzler commented. “ And the art of proper changing, too, no doubt. Y ou saiddown? |
thought we were on the lowest deck.”

“The nursery’ son Six, the next Dreadnaught down,” Pressor’ svoice said. Jnzler turned, vaguely
surprised to see the Guardian walking behind him. Preoccupied with his memories, he hadn't even
noticed the other follow them insde. “ There sless solar radiation down there, so that' swhere dl the
pregnant women and those with children under three are housed.”

“And their families, too, of course,” Rosemari added. “We d al move down there except that it suffered
S0 much more damage in the battle that there' sless usable space for peopleto live in. And besides,
Director Uliar doesn’t want usliving too closeto—"

“Rosemari,” Pressor cut her off sharply.
Rosemari flushed. “Sorry.”
“Sorry for what?” Jnzler asked.

“So, did you redly want to see the school?” Pressor asked. “ Or was that just an excuse to get away
from Uliar and hisranting?’

Jnzler hestated, studying Pressor’ sface. The man’s eyes were hard, his expression set in pale stone. It
would not, he decided suddenly, be agood ideato lie to thisman. “Mostly the latter,” he conceded. “He
SeEMS 0. . . 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,” Jnzler said. “Are he and the other two the last of the original survivors?’

“No, there areten left,” Pressor said. “But the other seven are old and weak and keep pretty much to
themsdves”

“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 pans, whichis
why there are only ten left.”

“WEe re talking about the adults, of course,” Pressor added. “ There were also severa children like me
who were dive during the Devastation but were too young to know what exactly was going on. We
certainly didn't have any plansfor our livesyet.” Hiseyesbored into Jinzler. “Though of course, plansor
otherwise,our liveswere pretty well destroyed, too.”

“Tdl it to AristocraFormbi,” Jnzler advised, holding his gaze evenly.” He' s the one accepting guilt for all
this, not me.”



Tohismild surprise, Pressor actualy smiled. “You'reright,” he said without gpology. “1”’m sure Uliar will
remember to bring that up.”

“Didyou redly hate your sster?” Evlyn asked.

Jnzler looked down at the girl. She was gazing up at him, her eyes steady, her face expressionless.
“Yes” hesad. “Doesthat frighten you?’

“Why should it frighten me?’ she asked.
“Maybe you' rewondering if | hate dl Jedi,” Jnzler suggested. “Maybe you' rewondering if | hateyou.”

“No,” Pressor hit out before Evlyn could answer. “Whatever you' re thinking, stop it right now. There's
absolutely nothing speciad about her.”

Jinzler frowned. An unexpectedly harsh reaction, far more vehement than the comment deserved. “1 just
meant—"

“No,” Pressor said, his voice softer and under better control now but just asfirm. *Y ou' reimagining
things. Leaveit done.”

Jnzler looked a Evlyn; and in hismind' s eye he saw her calmly leading them into the turbolift trap.
Unafraid of armed dien strangers, asif she somehow knew they wouldn't shoot her the minute her back
was turned.

And then stepping casudly through the doorway with exquisitdly precisetiming asthe trap was triggered.
Helooked at Rosemari.“ Am | imagining things?’ he asked.

Rosemari sent ahooded look at her brother. * Jorad worries about things,” she said obliquely.

“There snothing to worry about,” Jnzler assured her. “If she has Jedi abilities—’

“I saidtolet it lone,” Pressor warned harshly. “ Shel snot going to have that kind of life. | won't let her.
Nether will Rosemari. Y ou hear me?’

Jnzler swallowed. The Guardian, he suddenly noticed, had his hand wrapped around the grip of his
blagter, and the knuckleswere white. “1 hear you,” he said quietly. “But you' re making amistake.”

“Y ou just keep your mouth shut,” Pressor said. Hisvoice was il tight, but his gun hand seemed to have
relaxed ahbit. *'Y ou hear me?’

Jnzler sghed to himsdif. “Yes. | won't mention it again.”
“Why did you hate your sster?” Evlyn asked.

Jnzler looked at her again, feding atightnessin his chest like alogjam starting to break up. For more
than haf a century he d kept these thoughts and fedings locked away in the dark privacy of hisown
mind, never speaking of them to family or friends or confidants. The closest he' d ever cometo even
hinting at them before today had been his admission to Luke and Marathat he and Lorana hadn’t parted
on good terms.



Perhaps he' d kept dl of it intoo long.

“Shewasmy older sgter,” he said. “Third of four children, if you care. | wasthe youngest. Welived on
Coruscant, pretty much in the shadow of the Jedi Temple. My parents worked there, in fact, as
mai ntenance engineers on the eectrica 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—practicaly worshiped them, infact.”

“Did the Jedi return the affection?’ Pressor asked.

Jnzler snorted. “What makes you think the grand exalted guardians of the Republic even noticed a
couple of lowly workers scurrying around benesth their feet?” He shook his head. “ Of course not. They
had better thingsto do with their time.

“But that didn’t matter to my parents. They ill loved the Jedi, and they thought the greatest thing in the
universewould beif they could have aJedi 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.”

“Wasyour sster the only one who madeit?” Rosemari asked.

Jnzler nodded. “Right at ten months,” he said, histhroat aching. “It was the happiest day of my parents
life”

“How old were you when that happened?’ Evlyn asked.

“I wasn't even bornyet,” Jinzler said. “ Parents weren't alowed to even see their children once they'd
been taken into the Temple, and my parentslost their jobs. Still, they would hang around outside and
finagle aglimpse of her every once in awhile as she passed by. | wasfour when | first saw her.”
“Thesame age | waswhen | first met her,” Pressor murmured.

Jnzler blinked. “Y ou remember her?”’

“Of course,” Pressor said, sounding surprised that he would even haveto ask. “ Jedi Lorana, we called
her. What, | 100k too young to you?’

“No, of coursenot,” Jinzler said. “It’ sjust that so much has happened since then that it seemslike. . .
you know. So what did you think of her?’

Pressor shrugged, too casudlly. “ She seemed nice enough,” he said, hisvoice guarded. “At least, for a
Jedi. | didn’t know any of them very well, of course.”

“Yes, | suppose she could have become anice person by then,” Jinzler said, and immediately regretted
it. “No, that’ s not fair,” he amended. “ She was probably just as nice when shewassix. | just. . . |
suppose | was't in apogition to notice.”

“Let meguess,” Pressor said. “You' d dready failed your own test.”



“Very good,” Jnzler said sourly. “My parents never said anything about it, but | knew without asking
that they were disgppointed. Anyway, when | was four they brought meto the Temple. The Jedi were
coming out for some kind of public holiday. We waited and waited.”

Hetook adeep breath. “And then, finally, there shewas.”
He closed his eyes, awhole flood of hated memories sweeping back through him. The rustling of

Lorana srobes as she walked by them, atall Jedi striding aong watchfully beside her; the sudden tight
grip of hismother’ s hands on his shoulders as she bent down and whispered Lorana snamein hisear.

“They were proud of her,” hewent onin alow voice. “So very proud of her.”

“I takeit you weren't impressed?’ Pressor asked.

Jnzler shrugged. “ Shewas six. | was four. How impressed should | have been?’
“What happened?’ Rosemari asked. “Did shetalk to you?’

“No,” Jnzler 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 disgppointing,” Rosemari murmured.

“You' dthink so, wouldn't you?’ Jinzler said, hearing the bitternessin hisvoice. “But not withmy parents.
Even as she disgppeared into the crowd of Jedi | could fedl them practically swvimming 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, t00.”

Even after dl these years, Jnzler’ sthroat ached at the memories. “I don’t know,” hetold her quietly.
“I"'m sure they—I think they tried. But the wholetime | was growing up it was clear that Loranawasthe
rea center of their universe. She wasn't even there, but she was still their center. They talked about her
al thetime, held her up as an example of what people could make of their lives, practicaly made ashrine
to her in acorner of the conversation room. | can't even count the number of times a scolding included
the wordsnot something your sister Lorana would ever do somewhereinthe middle of it.”

“ Setting a tandard none of the rest of you could ever live up to,” Rosemari said.
“Not achanceinthegdaxy,” Jnzler agreedtiredly. “| tried, you know. | went into my father’sown
fiddd—eectronics—and pushed mysdlf until I’ d gone farther than he' d ever madeit. Farther than he'd

ever hoped to go. Droid repair and pattern design, starship e ectronics maintenance, comm equipment
architecture and repair—"

“And politics?’” Evlyn murmured.
Jnzler looked down at her, sartled. She was gazing at him with adisturbingly knowing look.

Abruptly, he got it. Ambassador Jnzler. In the rush of ache and memory and old bitternesshe’'d
completely forgotten the role he was playing here. “1 tried ashard as | could to make mysdlf into



someone they could love asmuch as her,” he said, wrenching himsdlf 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 | could seein their
eyesthat | fill didn’t measure up. Not to Lorana s standards.”

“Did you ever see her again?’ Rosemari asked. “Lorana, | mean.”

“| saw her acouple moretimes at the Temple,” Jinzler told her. “ Always at adistance, of course. Then
we met just before Outbound Flight Ieft the Republic.” Helooked away. “1 don’t want to talk about
that.”

For along moment no one spoke. Jinzler stared at the empty classroom, watching the memories il
parading themsdlvesin front of his eyes, wondering why exactly he’ d just bared his soul to atrio of total
strangersthat way. He must be getting old.

It was Pressor who eventually broke the silence. “We should get back to the others,” he said, hisvoice
sounding odd. “Uliar’ s suspicious enough of usasit is. We don't want him to think we' re planning some

conspiracy againg him.”

Jnzler took adeep breath, willing the ghosts of the past to go away. The ghosts, as usud, ignored him.
“Yes” hesad. “Of course”

They retraced their steps through the classrooms, Rosemari |eading the way with Evlyn beside her. Not
held quite so closdly to her sde, Pressor noted as he fell in behind Jinzler like agood Peacekeeper
should. Apparently, hissigter didn’t fedl quite as nervous about their visitor as she had afew minutes ago.

Asfor Pressor himsdlf, 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, al that nice convenient caution had been thrown for atwist. True, Jnzler’ s story just now
could have been acompletelie, 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 asfar asthe rest of the group was concerned. He' d caught the
subtle hint in Evlyn’s question about palitics, clearly, Jinzler was no ambassador, or &t |east nobody
who' d been officialy sanctioned in that post. Either he was part of some complicated plot, which was
seeming lessand lesslikely, or ese he' d wormed hisway into this expedition under fase pretenses.

Either way, thelogica conclusion wasthat the chief Chiss, Formbi, wasthe onein actua charge here,

and so far Pressor hadn't been ableto read him at al. Hopefully, Uliar was making some progress on
that front. The outer school door did open, and Rosemari stepped out into the corridor—

And nearly collided with Trilli as he shot past at afast jog.

“Sorry,” the Peacekeeper muttered, managing to avoid running them down. He caught sight of Pressor
and came to an abrupt hdt. “Jorad, | need to talk to you,” he said.

Pressor glanced at Jinzler. Letting the pseudo-ambassador wander around aone would not be agood



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 hissigter. “I’'ll bedong in
aminute”

“Certainly,” Rosemari said. “Thisway, Ambassador.” Waking Sde by side, she, Evlyn, and Jinzler
headed down the corridor.

“What isit?" Pressor asked when he judged the group far enough out of earshot.

“I went to lock down the turbalift controlslike you said,” Trilli said, hisvoicetight. “ The other two trap
cars—Two and Six—aren’t midtube anymore.”

Pressor felt his ssomach tighten. “'Y ou mean they—? No, that’ simpossible. We d have heard the crash.”

“I'"d surethink so,” Trilli agreed. “But if the carsaren’t there, and they didn’t smash themsdvesto a
group pulp, it means the Jedi and Imperias somehow ungimmicked them and got out.”

Pressor hissed softly between histeeth. Thiswas not good. Thiswasvery not good. “All right,” he said
dowly. “They didn’'t come down here—there are enough people wandering around that we' d surely have
heard about it if they had. That meansthey either went back up to Four, or esethey’ 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 haveto physicaly go in there and see”

“Yeah,” Pressor said. “Okay, go scare up a couple of maintenance droids and send them into the shaft,
onein each direction. Then get hold of Bels and Amberson and have them lock down dl accessfrom
Four. If they went up, they’ re probably planning to come back with reinforcements.”

“Andif they went down?’

Pressor grimaced. From the supply core, the intruders would have access to both the main colony here
on Five aswell asthe nursery on Six. And, of course—

“Y ou 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?’

“Wdll, we sure as vacuum can't let them get back there,” Trilli warned darkly. “If they find those
people—worsg, if they spring them. . .” He shook his head.

“Right,” Pressor said grimly. “Whao' s on Quarantine duty?’

“Perry and Quinze,” Trilli said. “Y ou want meto send reinforcements?’
Pressor snorted. “Like who?’

“Yeeh,” Trilli ssid with asigh. “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 al we can doiswarn



them. Better dert the maintenance crewsto be on the lookout, too. Wired comms only on those; | want
the comlink jamming kept in place for now.”

“Right,” Trilli said. “Thiscould get ugly, Jorad.”

Pressor looked the other way down the corridor, where glimpses of hissister and niece and Jinzler could
gtill be seen through colonists going about their business. “Yes,” hesaid. “1 know.”

CHAPTER 16

The last ten meters of the turbalift pylon leading to the command Dreadnaught were crushed and
twisted, asif that part of the pylon had been hit with a powerful impact. The find 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 a the wrong time. Even with lightsabers, it was a delicate task to cut enough of it away to get
through. “Findly,” Mara said as she diced through one last section of car wall to reved the tube doors,
asmangled and distorted as the tube itsdlf. “ Maybe we should have gone aft and tried the pylon back
there”

“| doubt it would have been any fagter,” Luke said, stepping forward and carefully sniffing the air drifting
in through the dightly open door. It smelled dank and std e, but otherwise livable. The door markings
were upside down, he noted, which meant that the turbolift car hadn’t made the usud rotation asit
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 smdlling just the leakage from the rest of the Outbound Fight
complex. They would have to make sure they didn’t get oxygen-starved. “Don’t forget al the debriswe
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 amess of the turbolaser
and shidd sections on thisone.”

“I suppose.” With deft flicks of her lightsaber, Mara carved an opening through the door. “ Shall we?’

It was't as bad as L uke had expected, at least asfar asbasic travel difficulties were concerned. It was
grange to walk aong the celling 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 itsdf didn’t present any particular problems. The
bulkheads and floors were horrendoudy crumpled and twisted, but there was relaively little actua debris
lying around to contend with. Occasiondly they had to usetheir lightsabersto clear awvay a support strut
that was blocking a doorway, and twice they had to use the Force to move awayward console that had
broken away from its connections and was lying, dust-covered, acrosstheir path. But most of the



obstacleswere easily dedlt with, and ahandful of the permlights had survived to supplement the
illumination from their glow rods.

The debrisitself 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 battleshe'd
been through in hislifetime. After five decades, there wasllittle left but piles of bones and scraps of
clothing to show where someone had falen. Sometimes he could see evidence of how death had come:
severdy broken skullsfrom flying equipment, or pulverized bone showing where a hit from alaser or
missile blast had turned part of theinner hull into deadly shrapnd.

Most of the time, though, the remains showed no indication of what had happened. Those crewers, most
likely, hed either died of suffocation or from the impact when the Dreadnaught had dammed into the
grave pile where Outbound Hight now lay.

“Y ou 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 professiond, precisaly
following thejagged hull cracks. “Repair droids?’

“Definitely,” Maraagreed. “ The attack must have smashed the hull in enough placesto bypassthe blast
doors and emergency compartmentalization system, which then suffocated any of the crew and
passengers <till dive. But it didn’t put dl 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,” Marasaid as
Luke diced open yet another frozen blast door. “ There normally wouldn’t have been this many people
thisfar forward.”

“Especialy snce most of the ones on duty would have been farther forward on the command deck,”
Luke agreed, eyeing her closdly. “How are you doing?’

“I'mdl right,” shesaid. “Why? Shouldn't | be?’

“I just wondered,” he said. “I mean, down herewith more. . .”

“With more evidence of what Thrawn and Pd patine did to these people?’

Lukewinced. “ Something like that.”

“Oddly enough, I'm dl right,” Marasaid, her eyes drifting around the room. “1 guess | must have dready
worked through al that up above.” She gestured toward an upside-down arch ahead of them, adoorway
partialy blocked by a half-closed blast door. “Looks like we re getting near the end of theline.”

“I think you'reright.” Slipping through the opening, Luke looked around. It was alarge room, with alot
of scattered chairs and broken consoles that had once apparently been lined up in neat rows, dl of it

covered with the samethick layer of dust that existed everywhere down here. “ Definitely the monitor
anteroom,” heidentified it as Marajoined him. “That would put the bridge just ahead, through that other



archway inthe middle of thefar wal.”

“What'sleft of it, anyway,” Marasaid, looking around. “1t may be my imagination, but it lookslike
there sless actual battle damage here.”

“It does, doesn'tit,” Luke agreed, frowning. She wasright: asde from afew of the droid-repaired
fissures, most of the destruction seemed to be impact damage. “ Either it happened when Outbound Hight
plowed into thisrock pile, or ése Thrawn did some ship ramming during the battle.”

“Thrawn, or someonedse,” Marasaid. “Don’t forget that according to Bearsh, the Vagaari were dso at
that battle.”

“True.” Luke surveyed the wreckage, astrange feeling of emptinessflowing 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 | can’t see how anything like that could have survived.”

“Doesn’'t look promising, doesit?” Marasaid. “ Still, aslong as we re here, we might aswell go the
whole way. Y ou 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 meta door blocking it. Igniting hislightsaber, he diced it open.

It wasindeed the bridge, very much as he remembered from his brief time aboard theKatana 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 haf aslong as the other one had been.

“Now,that’s impressive,” Marasaid. “1 don’t think I’ ve ever even heard of aship being crushed this
badly, let done seenit. They must have been really scorching space when they hit.”

“Yes,” Luke murmured. “Question is, whose ideawasit to hit this hard?’
“You il thinking about those prisonersin 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 thewreckage 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 Hight, and yet Thrawn was ill able to beat them. | keep wondering if
there’ s some connection.”

“It could bethat Thrawn had abigger fleet than anyone wantsto 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 isaso lugging around about two bantha-weights of corporate Chiss guilt over thewhole

incident,” Mara countered, moving on to the next console. “Maybe there was more officia Chiss
involvement than he! sletting on.”



“Could be,” Luke said, squatting down among the transparisted shards. Thereit was. Gingerly, he
reached into the debrisand got agrip oniit.

Hefroze. Notit; them. There were two objects buried in the rubble, both archaic in design and yet
instantly recognizable asthey lay among two distinct sets of broken bones.

Mara picked up instantly on his emotiond reaction. “What isit?’ she asked, abandoning her survey and
coming to hissde.

“Exhibit One,” Luke sad, lifting up adented cylinder that could only be alightsaber. “And,” he added
quietly, holding up atarnished, dented hand wesgpon, “ Exhibit Two.”

Marainhded sharply. “Isthat what | think itis?’

“I think s0,” Luketold her, standing up and turning the weapon over in hishand. “1t’safew decades out
of date, but the style isunmistakable.

“It' saChisscharric.”

For amoment neither of them spoke. Then, still wordlessly, Maraheld out her hand. Luke placed the
unknown weapon in it, and for another minute she Sudied it in Slence. “Yes” shesaid a last. “You can
see Chisslettering onit. It sacharric, al right.”

“Sowhat’sit doing here?’ Luke asked. “ Drask told us Thrawn never sent alanding party aboard.”

“And how exactly would Drask know whether he did or didn’t?” Mara pointed out. “Hewasn'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 hismind. . .

“Not much we can tdll from the skeleton, either,” Maracommented, squatting down and gently touching
one of the bones the charric had been lying beside. “Humanoid, but definitely not human. That coversa
lot of species, unfortunately.”

“Including the Chiss,” Luke said. “Tell me, Mara. Y ou spent alot of timetalking to the Chisson thetrip
here. Did any of them ever say they’ d actudlyseen any of the VVagaari? Or seen holos of aVagaari, 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
sad. “Infact, | remember Formbi specificaly saying they hadn’t been seen anywherein the region since
Outbound Hight. Though to befair, | never actualy asked anyone that particular question.”

“Well, I did ask Bearsh once,” Luke said. “None of his generation of Geroons ever saw aVagaari,
ether.”

“Which would make senseif they all disappeared fifty yearsago,” Mara pointed out. “Are you going



anywhere specid with this?’

“The Chisswere a Outbound Hight,” Luke said. “According to Bearsh and Formbi, so werethe
Vagaari.”

Helifted hiseyebrows. “What if they werein fact the same people?”’
Marablinked. “ Are you suggesting the Chissare the Vagaari?’

“Why not?’ Luke asked. “Or at least, some particular group of Chisswere. We both know how
devious and crestive Thrawn was. Would it have been that hard for him to invent acompletely fictitious
racefor his own purposes?’

“Probably wouldn’t have been more than alazy afternoon’swork for him,” she conceded. “But why
would he do that?’

“ That’ sthe real question, isn'tit?’ Luke conceded. “I don’t know. | just find it oddly suspiciousthat
when Outbound Hight disappeared, so did the Vagaari.”

“Mm,” Maramurmured, frowning off into infinity. “Maybe we should st Formbi down in aquiet corner
somewhere when we get back to the rest of the group. It's about time he was straight with us about
what’ sgoing on.”

“It swell pasttime” Luke said. “And we' ll need to get him off aone. | don’t think we'Il want Drask
ligeningin.”

“That goes without saying.” Maragestured to the dusty weaponsin his hands. “ Either of those ill
work?’

“I don’'t know.” Aiming at an empty spot across the room, Luke squeezed the charric’ sfiring 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’ ssnap-hiss sounded wesk and rather asthmatic. But the green blade that blazed out
gppeared functiona enough. “Whoever built thisbuilt it to last,” he commented, closing it down and
peering more closely at it. “I wonder if it was C baoth’s”

1] Ci Mthi Sl?l

“He was apparently the senior Jedi Master on the expedition,” Luke reminded her. “Thisis probably
where he would have been during the attack. And look.” He pointed to the activator. “ See this? Looks
like somekind of gem.”

“You'reright,” Marasaid, leaning toward him for acloser look. “ An amethy4, | think.”

“I'll take your word for it,” Luke said, diding the lightsaber into his belt beside the charric. “Come on,
let’ sfinish and get back upstairs. That talk with Formbi is starting to sound more and more interesting.”

* % *



The turbolift creaked and moaned asit arrived a Dreadnaught-6, but it settled into place with only a
couple of smal bumps. “They’ ve definitely been using thiscar,” Fel commented.

“Aswe had aready concluded below,” Drask said pointedly.

With an effort, Fel held histongue. Yes, Drask had noticed that the core' s stack of supplies near this
particular turbolift tube had been systematicaly raided; and,yes, Fel had agreed then with the generd’ s
conclusion that this probably meant at least part of D-6 wasin use. But it didn’t mean extra evidence
shouldn’t be noted and commented upon.

With alittle more creaking, the doors did open. Grappler, a point, stepped out into the corridor, his
helmet turning back and forth as he scanned the area. “ Clear,” he reported, moving asdeto 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 al,
our chief purposein being down here”

With an effort, Fel controlled histemper. Drask had been nothing but ablue-skinned lump of impatience
and disgpprova since he' d left Luke and Maraand linked up with the Imperials. Maybe, he thought
unkindly, that was why the two Jedi had been so eager to go down to D-| and foist him off on the
Imperias. “Well get to D-Five, Generd,” he said with all the patience he could scrape together. “But as
long aswe're here, it wouldn't hurt to do alittle looking around.”

Drask rumbled something deep in histhroat. “Y ou do not understand,” he bit out.

Fd looked aft dong 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, hewould
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’ sfleet tactical room, he could see aglow
that seemed stronger than anything permlights could put out. “Lookslike thelocd civilization is back that
way,” he sad, pointing. “ Stormtroopers?’

There was a short pause as the stormtroopers turned their sensorsin that direction. “Infrared and
gas-spectrum andysis readings indicate gpproximately thirty to forty humans,” Grappler reported.

“Picking up voices, too,” Cloud added. “The pitch would suggest mostly femaes and infants.”
Fe frowned.Infants? “Let’ stake alook.”
Drask rumbled again. “ Commander Fe—’

“WEe re going to take alook, Generd,” Fel said shortly, sending the Chiss sglareright back at him. “1f
you choose to argue with me every third or fourth step, it’sgoing to take alot longer.”

“Very wdl, Commander,” Drask said, hiseyesblazing. “Asyou wish. Y ouare in command of thisunit,
after dl.”

And don’t you forget it. Again leaving the words unsaid, Fel gestured the 501t 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

squed s and gurgles and femae conversation. A few steps after that, and he was able to see thelight he'd
noticed spilling gently out into the corridor from alarge room he tentatively identified asthe 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 et mego first.”

Grappler nodded, and the three stormtroopers in the lead s owed their pace and moved apart. Fel
passed through the middle of the formation; to his annoyance, Drask stayed right at hisside. “ Generd—"

“If you pause to argue, thiswill take longer,” Drask countered. “Let usfinish and go to D-Five”

Fd squeezed his hand into afist. Having a stranger drop in on unsuspecting women and children would
be bad enough; having two strangers, one of them a glowing-eyed aien, would be an order of magnitude
Worse.

But therewas a set to Drask’ s jaw implying that further argument would be awaste of time. Sighing to
himsdlf, Fel stepped into the archway.

Even at firg glance it was clear why Cloud had picked up only femae and infant voices: by itsfurnishings
and decor, the room was clearly alarge 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,
therest just as clearly monitoring the activities of aherd of infants, crawlers, and toddlers. There were
also about adozen older children in the seven-to-elght-year-old range, that group standing in ahdf circle
around another woman asif listening to astory or alesson. He had just enough time to see every eyeturn
to him, and to catch the startled or frightened expressions on severa of the women—

The atack came as adtuttering burst of full-auto blasterfire from somewhere farther aft, ascreaming
volley of red bolts Szzling and spattering across the sormtroopers armor. Ingtinctively, Fel ducked
down, grabbing for Drask’sarm only to find that the general’ s combat reflexes were better honed than
Fel’sand had dready 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
theair in the other direction.

“Ceasefirel” Fel shouted over the din. “ Stormtroopers: ceasefirel”
“No!” Drask barked. “Lay down protective fire and retreat to the fleet tactica room. Fel, come.”

Before Fel could even form aprotest, 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
onefind burgt of covering fire, the four sormtroopers wereinside aswell.

“Report,” Fel ordered, fedling like an idiot and hoping the effects of the exertion would adequately cover
his embarrassment. Getting shot at was hardly anew experience for him, but usualy he wasin the
cockpit of aclawcraft at those times, with afamiliar 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 reservesfor fifty years, | guess” Fel said. “All right, | guess
that’ sthat. Let’s seeif we can get back to the turbolift without getting ourselves blasted.”

“No,” Drask said. “We go back.”

Fd felt hisjaw drop acouple of centimeters. “What are you talking about? We re here to help these
people, not trade shots with them.”

Drask eyed him curioudy. “Interesting,” he said. “Y ou have more restraint than | would have expected
from onetrained under Syndic Mitth’ raw’ nuruodo’ s authority.” He gestured down the corridor. “But in
this particular situation, such restraint isingppropriate. Those warriors are protecting something. | wish to
learnwhat it is”

Fel took adeep bresth, his opinion of Drask’ s soldiering skills dropping afew notches. “They were
protecting that nursery,” he said, asif explaining it to asmall 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 positionsthisfar forward.”

“We passed at least three of them,” Drask countered. “1 am aground soldier, Commander. Such things
aremy business.”

“He sright, Commander,” Watchman put in. “Actudly, for that matter, the position they were firing from
wasn't very secure. Best guessisthat they were on their way forward from somewhere else when they
raninto 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 aong the corridor. “In fact, | 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, dl right,” Fel confirmed, his estimation of Drask reluctantly returning to its previous
level. “Lookslike just two of them.”

“Then let usmove 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 attacksin general was unacceptable to the Chiss,” Fel muttered under his bresth as
he gestured the stormtroopers forward.

“They fired first,” Drask reminded him coolly. “They are now fair game. Do we go?’

Fd clenched histeeth. “We go,” he confirmed. “Watchman? Clear out those snipers. Try todo it
without killing them.”

“Copy, Commander,” the stormtrooper said promptly. “ Grappler, Shadow, Cloud: Overrun Peattern



Three. Go.”

Grappler touched hisfingertipsto his hdmet in acknowledgment and swung hafway 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 hisbregth. Five seconds later came the ditinctive sputtering Sizzle of astun blagt, and the firing
abruptly ceased.

“All clear,” Grappler announced, getting to hisfeet and disappearing down the corridor toward his
comrades.

Silently, Fd let out the breath he' d been holding. He' d worked with units of the 501t on severa
occasions, but never under actua combat conditions. Thiswas going to be an educationa experience.
“Let’'sgo, Generd.”

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
knedling 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 bedl right,” Shadow
reported as he stood up. “ Shal | leave them their weapons?’

Fd looked down at the antique blasterslying beside the degping 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 amakeshift ledge a meter and ahalf above the deck that was supporting some
reworked cable connections. “We don’t want some kid from the nursery finding them.”

“Yes dr.”

He watched as the stormtrooper complied, fully expecting Drask to object to his decision. But the Chiss
sad nothing. “Cloud?’

“I’m not picking up anyone ese nearby,” the stormtrooper reported. “ There salot 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 choicesfor an ambush postion,” Fel said.

“Yes, dr,” Watchman agreed. “ Shdl we go clean it out?’

Fdl 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 501t did dl the dangerous

work made alot of tactical sense.

But he couldn’t do that. Not with Drask standing there listening. “We'll go together,” he told Watchman.



“Yes, dr,” the other said. “ Stormtroopers. escort formation. Move out.”

* * %

The council meeting chamber was smpler than Jnzler had expected it to be. Therewasalong
rectangular table in the center ringed by a dozen padded wire-mesh chairs, with another eight or nine
chairslined up against each of the two sidewalls. In each corner of the room were apair of pedestals
with oddly shaped scul ptures sitting on them, clearly handmade, while afew more pieces of locd art hung
onthewadls.

Uliar was seated at the far end of the table, flanked on one side by Councilor Tarkosaand on the other
by Councilor Kedly. 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 alosing battle with
disllusonment. The other three Geroons were seated together in the chairs dong the left-hand wall,
looking equally dgjected, while the three Chisswarriors sat fiffly againgt thewall to the right. Each of the
two latter groups had one of Pressor’ s Peacekeepers standing watch besideits 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 usfifty years of exile and deprivation,
not to mention the loss of nearly fifty thousand of our companions' lives. If you genuindy wish to atone
for thisatrocity, you' | need to do far more than that.”

Helooked up a Jinzler. “ Ah—Ambassador,” he greeted him gravely, gesturing to the chair beside
Feesa. “Did you enjoy your tour?’

“Yes, thank you,” Jnzler said, moving reluctantly forward. Thislooked like adiscusson heredly didn’t
want to get involved in, and for amoment he wondered if he should try to come up with another excuse
to get out of it.

But the door had dready did shut behind him, and the otherswere dl looking at him with varying
degrees of expectation. He was apparently in for the duration.

S0, it gppeared, 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’ sforehead wrinkled dangeroudly at that, but he apparently decided it wasn't worth
making an issue of. “Wewere just discussing the extent of reparations the Chiss government will be
providing in contrition for the Devastation,” he said instead.

“And as |’ ve dready explained, | cannot make the sort of agreement you seek,” Formbi said. “1 have no
ingtructions or mandate for the Situation we find oursalvesin here. | can offer acertain level of monetary
compensation from my own family’ s resources, the amount of which I’ ve dready stated. But | can make
no promisethat will bind the other families”

“On the other hand, the Nine Ruling Familieshad agreed to turn Outbound Flight’ s remains over to the
New Republic,” Jnzler pointed out as he sat down beside Feesa “It shouldn’t be siretching that offer too
much to include returning al the Colonists, aswell.”

“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 youor your New Republic?’
“Then whatdo you want?” Jinzler asked.

“In aperfect world, we d want the dow executions of everyone involved with what was doneto us,”
Tarkosabit out. “But Aristocra Formbi informs us that most of them are unfortunately aready dead. So
we |l sattlefor aship.”

Jnzler blinked. “A ship?’

“Not just any ship, of course,” Uliar cautioned. “We want aship at least asbig as one of our
Dreadnaughts—no, make that twice as big—equipped with the best and most modern equipment
avalable”

“And weapons,” Kedy murmured, his eyes staring darkly at something in the table gpparently only he
could see. “Lots of wegpons.”

From Jinzler' s belt came asoft chirp, the same odd sound he' d heard back in the turbalift foyer just after
they’ d been brought down here. He glanced at Bearsh acrossthe table, but if the Geroon’s comlink had
made any such noise hewasn't reacting to it.

“Yes” Uliar agreed. “Plenty of wegpons and defenses.”

“Y ou dready 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.”
“Whatdo you need, then?’ Formbi asked. “What exactly do you want with this new ship?’

“Tofulfill our mission, of course,” Tarkosasaid. “Fifty years ago, we were commissioned to travel
through the Unknown Regionsto the edge of the galaxy and beyond in asearch for new life and new
worlds.”

He glared at Formbi from beneath his bushy eyebrows. “The Chiss denied us that opportunity. We will
therefore makeit for oursaves”

Jnzler threw astartled look at Formbi. The Aristocra s face was settled in diplomatic neutra, but Jinzler
could seeahint of surprisein hisglowing eyes. “ That’ sarather ambitious project, Director,” he said
carefully, turning back to Uliar. “Especidly for agroup assmdl asyours.”

“And what if your people don't wish to go?’ Formbi added.

“The peoplewill come,” Kedly said, hiseyes till focused on thetable. “If we lead them, they will follow.
All of them.”

“Of course” Jnzler said, ashiver running up his back. Was the councilor going senile? Or had the long
exile driven him completely insane?“Wewill, of course, need to consult with our governments,” he said
aoud, deciding the best approach right now would be to stal and hope he didn’t improvise himsdlf into a
corner. “We |l need to discuss how to locate and deliver aship that will suit your needs.”



“Good,” Uliar said, leaning back in his seet. “ Go ahead. WE Il wait.”
“It'snot quite that smple,” Formbi put in. “First of all—’

“Of course, of course.” Uliar lifted ahand in an imperious gesture toward the young man standing beside
the Chiss. * Peacekeeper Oliet? Y ou may turn off the jamming.”

The Peacekeeper reached for the antique comlink in his belt; hesitated. “I’ m sorry, Director, but | don't
think I should do that without Guardian Pressor’s permission.”

Uliar' sface darkened. “Then get it,” he said, hisvoice rumbling ominoudy.

To Jnzler’ sleft, the door again did open, and with perfect timing Pressor stepped ingde. “ Thereyou
are)” Uliar said, histone making the words an accusation. “Release the jamming. Ambassador Jinzler
needs to contact his government.”

“It'snot the jamming that’ s the problem,” Formbi said before Pressor could reply. “ The fact isthat
communication with the outsde galaxy isimpossible from insde the Redoubt. If Ambassador Jnzler and
| are to consult our governments, we' |l need to leave Outbound Hight.”

Uliar' seyes narrowed. “Will you, now,” he said, hisvoice dmost silky smooth. “How very convenient.
Perhaps you won't find it so necessary if | 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 cameto a hat at Pressor’ s side. He grabbed the Guardian’sarm and
began murmuring urgently to him. “Guardian?’ Uliar demanded. “Guardian!”

“Y our pardon, Director; Councilors,” Pressor said, mogt of his attention on the man till whispering to
him. “A small matter that needsto be dedlt with. I’ [l be back in amoment.”

He flashed ahand 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.

Jnzler 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 buit of his blaster. Whatever was going on, it was
gpparently 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 Imperids.

Swallowing, he turned back to Uliar. “Well,” he said, searching for something to say. “Aslong aswe
have afew minutes, Director, why don't we get some details. I'd like to hear exactly what kind of ship
you'relooking for.”



CHAPTER 17

Marawas on her knees, studying the scattered bones and trying to visuaize 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 generd roiling fog. She worked harder at it,
trying to pull back from the detailsto get abigger picture.

The larger view refused to come, and amoment later the sensation itsalf 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 L uke. His eyeswere till closed, his mouth tight as he, too, chased
after thelast wisps of the vision. She waited, fingering her lightsaber and fighting for patience, until hetoo
had lost the contact. “How many?” she asked.

“Severd,” he said, climbing hastily to hisfeet. “No injuries, either, just degths. Quick ones, too, asif the
victims were ambushed.”

“Youthink it'sredl, then? Mara asked asthey headed back across the bridge and into the monitor
anteroom. “1 mean, it couldn’t have been something from the past, could it?’

“Y ou mean like an echo of what happened to Outbound Hight fifty yearsago?’ Luke shook his head.
“No. One of us might possibly pick up something like that, but not both of us at the sametime. 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 afew minutes they
were once again insde. “Were you ableto tell where it happened?” Maraasked asthe car began moving
duggishly upward.

“No,” Luke said. “ Someplace above us, but it al went by too quickly to pin it down any better than that.
You?

Marashook her head. “All | could tell was that the deaths didn’t seem human, somehow.”
“Redlly,” Lukesaid, looking at her thoughtfully. “Interesting. | had something of that samefedling, but |
couldn’t decide whether that part was red or just the fact that there are so many Chiss and Geroons

around.”

“Or maybeit wasalittle of both,” Marasaid. “1f 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 ahalt in the storage core. “Where exactly are we headed?’ Mara asked asthey



hurried through the silent storage rooms.

“WE I 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 dready figured out,” Marasaid. “I was asking which of the two Dreadnaughts you
think we should gtart with.”

“I don’'t know,” Luke said asthey reached the turbolift lobby where they’ d taken their leave of the
Imperids. “Fd went to D-Six; Jinzler and Formbi are probably on D-Five. Pick one.”

The turbolift door did hafway open and stopped. “Let’smake it D-Five,” Mara decided asthey
queezed ingde. “Even with three Chisswarriors aong, 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 partialy closed, he tapped the key
for D-5.

Thecar didn't move.

“Uh-oh,” he said, trying the key again. Still nothing.

“Terrific,” Maragrowled, pulling out her comlink. A quick on-off showed that the jamming was till in
place. “Wdll, 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 till working.”

“Or to continue around to the turbolift Pressor had ustrapped in,” Luke reminded her. “ Actudly, given
that we' ve dready cut some of the repulsor controlsin that pylon, it might be the easier oneto climb.”

“Probably safer, too,” Mara pointed out, pushing the doors open again.

“Right,” Luke agreed asthey squeezed back out into the turbolift lobby and took off at arun toward the
next turbolift [obby over. “I1t would be alittle tricky to play Hilltop Emperor if the repulsor beams came
back on.”

Mara gtiffened. Suddenly, unbidden, ahorrible revelation had come like athundering of blaster bolts
chewing their way into her somach. The Geroon ship—Bearsh’ sfarewel| to the rest of his people asthe
Chaf Envoy prepared to head into the Redoubt—the vague and namel ess puzzle that had bothered her
o tantdizingly a thetime—

And theimage of a Geroon child triumphantly waving ared headband.

“What isit?’ Luke asked, hisown step fdtering at the abrupt spike hefdt in her. “Mara?’

“ Blagtit,” she hit out, printing past him as she doubled her speed. “ Come on—no time to waste. Blast
themal.”

“What—?’

But she had left Luke and his bewildered question behind her. So smple; so embarrassngly smple.



And yet Mara Jade Skywalker, former Emperor’ s Hand, had missed it completely. Musing on the
Empire that had been, and her former placein 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.Seady, histhought came, flowing camness over her as he tried to soothe some of

her agitation.

But even Jedi cam couldn’t help her now. People had already died because of her cardlessness. Unless
they hurried, otherswould suffer the same fate.

Maybe even dl of them.

The turbolift |obby was amost completely dark when Pressor and Trilli arrived. “ Thisis crazy,” Pressor
declared, looking around in dishdief. Even some of the emergency permlights were out, which should
have been well-nigh impossible. “What could have caused dl this?’

“Yougot me” Trilli said. “The power’sal right at the generators—that was the first thing the techs
checked. I’ sjust getting lost somewhere dong theway.”

“So, what, we ve got ashort in the wiring?’

“It'd take alot more than just one,” Trilli pointed out. “ And that wouldn't explain the permlights,
anyway.”

“Yes,” Pressor conceded. “Have we got atech crew on the way?’

“One sdready here” Trilli told him. “They’ readeck up, checking out the turbolifts. Apparently, that's
where the outages started.”

Pressor scratched his cheek. “The turbolifts that the two Jedi and Imperid s were able to get past?”’
“| thought about that, too,” Trilli said. “But the power was just fine earlier after they got out.”

“Maybeit’s some sort of delayed reaction,” Pressor suggested. “ Something they set up to cover their
tracks.”

“I don't know,” Trilli said doubtfully. “ Seemskind of awaste of effort. Especidly for Jedi.”

Acrossthelobby, the faint sound of aventilator fan went silent. “ There goes another one,” Pressor said,
peering in that direction. “'Y ou know wheat this reminds me of ? That infestation of conduit wormswe had

afew yearsfter the landing.”
“That’simpossible,” Trilli indsted. “We exterminated them thirty years ago.”
“Unlesswe ve just imported anew batch,” Pressor said, jerking his head back down the corridor.

Trilli muttered something under hisbreeth. “Uliar’ snot going to be happy about thisat dl.”



“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. “'Y ou want meto wait here while you go tell Uliar the good news?’

Pressor made aface. “Let’ sboth wait,” he said. “ There sno point in starting rumors until we know for
sure what we' ve got.”

“Begdeswhich, you don’t want to spring thison Uliar done?’

Pressor keyed the wal 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 amost perfectly clear.

“They’ve definitdy been using thisone,” Watchman commented as the group made their cautious way
aft. “Not very much traffic, but it' s steady.”

“How do you figurethat?' Fel asked.

“From the pattern of dust on the deck,” Drask told him. “ There are places where occasiond footsteps
have lifted or moved it. No more than twenty people come thisway each day. Possibly fewer.”

“Possibly asfew asten,” Watchman agreed. “ The two guards we left stunned back there, running three
shiftsaday, plusafew morewould pretty well cover it.”

“Commander?’ Grappler, inthelead, caled back over his shoulder. “1’'m picking up voices ahead.”
“Extend formation,” Watchman ordered. “ Not too far—make sureto stay in sight.”

“I seealight,” Grappler announced. “Lookslikeit's coming from one of the crew bunkrooms.”
“Watch for trouble,” Fel warned. “They may have had time to get reinforcementsin postion.”
Apparently, they hadn’t. A minute later, the group had arrived.

At aprison.

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 al. The door to the old crew quarters had had apair of narrow dits
cut intoit, one at eye level for observation, the other just above the floor and wide enough to pass atray
of food through. Supplementing the door’ s origina lock was a heavy add-on with the kind of twin access
portsthat implied two separate codes were necessary to open it.



“Hello?” awoman’ svoice caled tentatively from behind the door. * Perry? Isthat you?’

Fel stepped to the door and pressed hisface to the upper dit. 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 dit, had been set up as arecreation areg, with chairs, a
couple of small tables, games, and toys. Seated in two of the chairswere apair of women, onein her
twenties, the other much older, watching as four children with ages ranging between six and ten yearsold
played or talked. The younger woman was leaning toward the door, squinting to try to see Fel through
the narrow dit.

Abruptly, she stiffened. “Y ou're not Perry,” she said, her voice quavering alittle. “Who are you?’

“I'm Commander Chak Fel of the Empire of the Hand,” Fel identified himsdlf asthe children al paused
inther 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 hereto help,” Fdl 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 dot. In many ways the room reminded him of the nursery they’ d passed down the
corridor, in fact, or perhaps a specia classroom of some sort. “Who are you people?’

“WEe re the remnant of the Republic mission caled Outbound Hight,” the older woman said.

“Yes, we know that part,” Fel said. “1 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’ swhy they’rein Quarantine. We're
just here to take care of them, poor dears.”

“The dangerous ones, huh?’ Fel asked, eyeing the children. Asfar ashe could tell, they looked like any
other kids he' d ever known. “What exactly did they do?’

“They didn’'tdo anything,” the older woman said quietly. Apparently she’ d been at thislong enough for
her bitternessto decay into resgnation. “All they werewas alittle bit different from everyonedse. That's
al. Director Uliar’ simagination and hatred did dl therest.”

“And what exactly does hisimagination and hatred tell him?” Fel asked. “What does he think they are?”

“Why, pureevil, of course,” the younger woman said. “ Or at least, that’ swhat he’ s afraid they’ Il grow
uptobe”

Fel looked at the kids again. “Pure evil?’ he asked.
“Yes,” the older woman added, her forehead creasing asif it should be obvious. *Y ou know.

H‘mi .”



CHAPTER 18

Fd 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. . .”

Hetrailed off. Both women were looking a him asif 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 actudly seethis hgppen?’ Fd peragted. “Or isit just something you heard from—7"
“Commander,” Drask said.
Fel turned away from the observation dit. “What?" he snapped.

“For the moment, thisisirrdevant,” the generd said quietly. “We can learn more about their history
when the Aristocra and ambassador are once again safely under our protection.”

Fd fdt hisjaw tighten in frustration. But the Chisswasright. “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. “1 just—of course not. Back to the turbolift?’

“Yes,” Drask sad, his eyesflashing with quiet anger toward the locked room. “We have seen what we
came hereto see”

Fel nodded. He hated to just |eave these people here, prisoners of some insane half-remembered myth
or persond vendetta. But Drask was right. It could be dedlt 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. “Y our pardon, Commander,” he said, his
voice sounding even more dlien than usud. “1 was. . . remembering.”

“Remembering what?’
“My people.” Grappler gestured fractiondly toward the Quarantine door with his BlasTech. “The

Warlord took away many such innocents who were of no genuine threat and put them in placeslikethis.
Most were never heard from again.”



“I understand,” Fdl said, leveling his gaze at the white faceplate. “ But the best thing we can do right now
isfind Formbi and Jinzler and make sure they know about this. Rule Oneisthat diplomats dways get first
crack at this sort of problem.”

“Andif they are unable or unwilling to do anything?”

Fel looked back at the locked door. “Rule Two isthat soldiers get second crack,” he said darkly.
“Moveout.”

Outbound Flight’ s designers had clearly never considered the possibility that anyone would ever wish to
travel through the connecting turbolift pylonswithout an actud turbolift car or at least amaintenance
repulsorlift pack. Asaresult, they had kept the tube interior smooth, without any of the access ladders
L uke had assumed would be there. There were dso no other built-in handholds, and adl the wiring was
buried behind protective metdl pandls.

Fortunately, Jedi had their own resources.
“How’'sit going?’ Luke grunted as he hauled himsalf another arm’ slength up the thick power cable.
“1’mdoing fine,” Mara countered from above him. “Question is, how areyou holding up?’

“I’'mfine, 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: aman hauling
himself hand over hand up aset of power cables while agrown woman sat high atop his shoulderslikea
smadl child watching aVictory Day parade.

But slly looking or nat, it was working, and faster even than Luke had anticipated. With the metal
access panelslong since frozen shut by age and rust, there was no way to reach the cables beneath them
except viaalightsaber wielded by asteady hand. Any other approach they could have used would have
required each of them to cut away a section of panding, haul him- or hersaf up to that level viathe newly
exposed cables, and then pause to cut away the next section. Thisway, Marawas able to concentrate on
the task of precision cutting while Luke could give hisfull attention to the climb itsdf.

Or at least he could do s0 aslong as his arms held out. Stretching out to the Force, letting its strength
flow into hismuscles, he kept going. It was just aswell, he reflected, that they hadn’t had to get out of the
rigged turbolift car thisway. Drask would never have madeit.

“Watch it,” Marawarned. “We re hitting the edge of another eddy.”

“Right,” Luke said, making sureto 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 carswith 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 aready forded
two of them—but getting caught unprepared could be trouble.

“I wish these thingsweren't tied into the ships environmenta system,” he muttered as he fdlt 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 hersdf with agrip on Luke scallar. “Without gravity in the pylon, we could
have just floated up to D-Five.”

“It would have taken us hdf aday just to find dl the redundancies and shut them down,” Mara pointed
out, waving her free hand cautioudly above her. “ Okay, there' sthe 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 thisisall about?’ he asked.

Even over the humming of her lightsaber he heard Maral ssigh. 1t was that scene on theChaf Envoy' s
observation deck,” she said. “ Just before we headed into the Redoubt, when Bearsh and the Geroons
were saying good-byeto their ship.”

“I remember,” Luke said. “ Y ou said a the time something about that wasn't right.”

“I just wish I’d caught it sooner,” Marasaid, an edge of sdf-recrimination in her voice. “Ishould 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” Lukesad, replaying the scenein hismind. “It looked dl right to me.”

“Oh, it looked just fing,” Marabit 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 thesame children playing on the structure,” she said. “Doing the samethings, in exactly the same
weay.”

Luketightened his grip on the cables. “The whole thing was arecording?’

“Yougot it,” Marasad bitterly. “There are no children aboard that ship, L uke. Bearsh was lying through
histeeth.Both sets of teeth.”

“And | missed it completely,” Luke said, feding like afoal. “1 wasn't even paying atention.”

“Why should you have been?’” Mara pointed out. “ There wasn't any reason to suspect them of
anything.”

“I till should have been moredert,” Luke said, refusing to be mollified. “ Especidly after everything that
was going on aboard theChaf Envoy. So what exactly doesit mean?’

“It meansthe Geroons arefrauds,” Marasaid. “ It meansthat ship of theirsisn’t arefugee ship at dl.
Asdefromthat, | have noidea.”

“Bearsh said the ship was mostly composed of smdl 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 wastelling
the truth about that. What sort of ship would be composed of mostly small rooms?’

“A prison ship, maybe?’ Marasuggested. “Or maybe a cargo ship like Outbound Hight' s storage core?



That' sbasicaly aseries of smal rooms.”

“I wish we knew what size roomsthey are,” Luke said. “Y ou 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,” Marasaid.

“Maybe hedid, only not to us,” Luke said, visuaizing the Geroon ship in hismind. Big and spherica,
with aregular pattern of dark spots covering the hull. Viewports, he d tentatively identified them at the
time. Or vents, or decoration—

Hedrew in asharp breath. “Or gection ports,” he said aloud.

“What?'

“Ejection ports,” herepeated. “ Those dark spots on the hull are just like the oneswe saw on that
firepoint asteroid on our way into the Redoubt.”

“Ejection portsfor fighters,” Marabit out. “Thething’ sacarrier.”
“And weleft it Stting right next to the Brask Oto Command Station,” Luke reminded her grimly.
“Terrific,” Maragrunted. “ 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,” hetold her. “ The kind Drask said sounded like someone
communicating over the jamming. It came from your comlink.”

“I missed it,” she said, thetone of her lightsaber changing dightly as she diced avay more of the metal.
“The Geroons, you think?’

“I don't think anyone else haslied to us as consstently asthey have,” Luke said grimly.
“Not even Formbi?”’
“Not even Jnzler,” hesaid. “And I’ m getting a very bad fedling about this. How much farther?”

Her weight shifted dightly on his shoulders as she peered upward. “Fifteen minutes at thisrate,” she said.
“Maybe more.”

Luke st histeeth, stretching out to the Force for strength. “Let’ smakeit less.”

* % *

“No.” With acontemptuousflick of hiswrist, Tarkosa sent Jinzler’ s datapad diding back acrossthe



tabletop toward him. “ Completely unacceptable, al of them.”

“What' swrong with the Rendili Battle Horn -class?” Jinzler asked, struggling to remain cam. Thiswhole
thing was starting to get ridiculous. “It’ sgot the Size you want, it’ s got the speed—"

“It safreighter,” Tarkosasaid flatly.

“It'sabulk cruiser, not afreighter,” Jinzler corrected. “It' sarmed, it' sarmored, it sgot therange, it's
got the capacity—"

“It’ sunacceptable,” Uliar cut in. * Show us something ese”

Jnzler 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
extremdly irritated with the whole bunch of them. “Fine,” he said, keying for Mon Cd ship designs.
Maybe there would be somethinghere that the crotchety old Survivors could live with.

Of course, there would then be the whole question of persuading ether the Chissto buy such aship or
the New Republic to donate it to the cause. But that would be a crisisfor another day.

From his comlink came another chirp. “Whatis 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 dl your comlinks have frequency bleed-through or
something?’

“I repesat, what are you talking about?” Uliar countered.” You' re doing that, not us.”

Jnzler frowned. “What areyou talking about? WEe re not—"

“Ah, yes” Bearsh murmured, standing up. “Aswasthe beginning, soistheend.”

Jnzler shifted hisfrown to the Geroon. “What?’

“Aswasthe beginning, soisthe end,” Bearsh repeated. Ducking his head forward, he did thelimp
wolvkil body off his shouldersand let it thump onto the tablein front of him. Against thewall behind him,
his three compatriots had dso taken off their wolvkils, laying them on the floor, and Jinzler had the
sudden irrationa thought that they were about to present the dead animalsto Uliar asagift 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 callar.

And with asudden, brief shudder, thewolvkil cameto life.

Someone gasped asthe anima scrambled to itsfeet; one of the Survivors, Jnzler thought dimly asthe
wolvkil shook itself like awet karfler. Or maybeit had been Jinzler himself. For the moment, hisbrain
was too frozen with shock to process anything but the impossibility that was now staring him inthe eye

aong itslong, tooth-filled muzzle. At thefar wall, he was vaguely aware that the other three wolvkils had
amilarly and inexplicably revived.



For a tretched-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,” heheard Uliar bresthe. “It can’'t—"

The four wolvkilslespt.

Ingtinctively, Jinzler shoved himsdf back from the table asthe nearest anima jumped toward him, fully
expecting aterrible stab of pain asitsjaws closed around his neck. But the furry missile shot past without
even grazing him with its outstretched claws. The momentum of Jnzler’ s push sent hischair tipping over
backward, and as his shoulder and head dammed 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
blagterfire. There was aululating roar, another scream; and suddenly he found himsalf being hauled to his
feet.

It was Tarkosa, his eyeswild, his age-lined face etched with fear and rage. “ Get back, you fool,” he
snarled, giving Jnzler’ sarm asingle tug toward the back of the room and then letting go and backing up
hetily himself. Blinking onceto clear hiseyes, Jnzler looked behind him.

The calm scene of afew seconds before had dissolved into chaos. The three Chisswarriors 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 aready down, lying motionlessin awidening
pool of blood, hisblaster 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’ sjaws and fire
point-blank into itstorso. But the wolvkil shrugged off the shot without even asnarl, itsteeth and claws
continuing to tear at the warrior’ sarm and chest. Across the room by the other sde 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 asthe third sat on his chest, rhythmically beating his head againgt the
deck.

From behind Jnzler came asizzling hiss, and astreak 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 Jnzler ducked reflexively away as one of the wolvkils abandoned the injured Chisshe'd
been attacking and leapt past him. He spun around—

To seethewolvkil dam into Formbi, its snarling jaws snapping shut around the Aristocra sgun arm.

The impact staggered Formbi backward, but he managed to stay on hisfeet. Ignoring the blood
suddenly flowing onto his deeve, he twisted hisarm around and tossed the charric to hisfree hand.
Pressing the muzzle to the wolvkil’ s head, hefired.

That one at least wrenched ahowl from the animd. 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 redize it was no longer
holding on to the proper arm. With onelast tearing bite, it let go and reached out for Formbi’ s other arm.

It never had a chance to connect. Even asits jaws opened, Feesa appeared out of nowhere, a streak of
yelow-clad blue that dammed into the wolvkil’ sside, tearing it off Formbi and sprawling both of them
onto the deck.



Thewolvkil howled in fury, twisting like asnake asit tried to buck her away. Feesawas fagter, throwing
her arms around its Sdes and burying her facein the fur of its back. The creature howled again, twisting
its head back and forth asit tried to reach her. But Feesaheld on, shouting in the Chisslanguage as
Formbi fired round after round of bluefireinto the wolvkil’ s body.

And with that, the paralysis holding Jinzler rooted to the floor abruptly snapped.

Bearsh was standing by himsdlf in alittle bubble of calmness, hishands on his hips as he coolly surveyed
the carnage going on around him. “ Call them off,” Jnzler sngpped, a sudden fury blazing ingdehim ashe
strode toward the Geroon. “Y ou hear me? Call themoff.”

“I hear you, human,” Bearsh said. The nervous, sdf-effacing voice Jnzler had become accustomed to
aboard ship had suddenly changed to something harsh and arrogant. “ Y ou are asbig afool asthey are.
Stay back, or die now in agony instead of later in cold and darkness.”

“You'rethe onewho'sgoing to die,” Jnzler bit out, feding his hands curling into fists. Bearsh might be
younger, but Jinzler was agood head taller and at least fifteen kilos heavier, and the Geroon wouldn't
have the element of surprisethey’ d had againgt the young Peacekeeper getting his brains beaten in. He
would hammer the Geroon until he called off the attack. Would hammer him al the way to desth, if that
waswhat 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 hisleft deeve. Jnzler
tensed, lengthening his stride, trying to best the Geroon to whatever weapon he was reaching for.

Bearsh’ s hand reached the deeve; but instead of drawing aweapon, he merely ripped the outer layer of
cloth away. Jnzler had just enough time to see that the arm was covered with what appeared to be lumpy
packing materid, haf black and yelow, half trand ucent—

And abruptly the arm exploded into a hundred angrily buzzing insects.

Hewas barely able to wrench himself to ahalt in time. For asecond or two the insects swarmed
amlesdy before codescing into aspherica pattern swirling around Bearsh. * Careful, human,” the Geroon
warned softly. “Bevery careful. | don’t know what schostri stings would do to ahuman, but they’re
quickly fatal to most other lifeformswe ve used them againgt.”

His mouths curved in a sardonic double smile. “ Of course, if you wish to serve asatest 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, asif geneticaly
programmed to recognize him astheir hive or queen.

Jnzler took a cautious step forward, keeping awary eye on the insects. Another few steps, and Bearsh
would be within reach of the injured Peacekeeper’ s dropped blagter. If he got to the weapon firgt, 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 smply didn’t think it was relevant, since the only
ones close enough to reach it were dready fighting for their lives againgt the wolvkils.



Everyone except Dean Jinzler.

He eased hisway toward the gun, Striving to be asinvisible 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
smileturn to pain and then to death.

Still no one seemed to have noticed him. Another few steps. . .
“Ambassador!” Formbi called.

Jnzler 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 Feesawere with
them, the Aristocra staggering dightly as blood continued to pour from his mangled arm. The wolvkil he
hed been fighting lay still on the deck, itsfur dmost uniformly black from multiple charric burns. Rosemari
and Evlyn were dready back in the corner, Rosemari’ sarms visibly trembling as she clutched her
daughter closeto her. “Ambassador!” Formbi called again. “ Come. Quickly.”

“Shh!” Jnzler hissed a him. Didn’t they see what he wastrying to do?
“Y es, Ambassador, go,” Bearsh agreed.

Jnzler turned back. Bearsh was standing beside the now motionless second Peacekeeper, the boy’s
blaster pointed casudly in Jnzler’ sdirection. “ Or would you prefer to die now in agony?’

Jnzler hestated. But if the Geroons wanted them all dead, there was nothing and no one left to stop
them anyway. Clenching his hands onelast time, thistime into fists of impotent rage and defest, he
backed away.

“Bring chairs,” Uliar cdled. “Quickly.”

With hisfull attention till 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 Chisswarriors 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 Jnzler with unblinking eyes asthey 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 alow barrier. What they wanted with the chairs was quickly evident as Uliar and Tarkosa stacked
them like sections of aroof over the top of the triangle-shaped gap they’ d created behind the table, using
the back walls and the scul pture pedestals for support. The Geroons had gathered together now aswell,
watching in sllence asthey completed their task. “Now get insde,” Bearsh ingtructed asthe last roofing
chair was set in place. “ Quickly.”

Silently, the prisoners complied, crawling through a gap that had been | eft between one end of the table
and the bulkhead. Uliar, thelast onein, pulled afind chair into the gap behind him.

And there they were, Jinzler thought bitterly. Caged animds, in acage 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 hisleft arm stretched out to the side,
and the swarming insects were beginning to settle back into their placesthere. “Even humans are capable
of following orders”



No onereplied. “All right, you' ve got us,” Jnzler said, deciding thatsomeone should find out what was
going on. “What do you want?’

Bearsh’' smouths twisted crookedly. “| want you al dead, of course,” he said. “The only question
remaining isthe method.”

He gestured behind him, to where the other Geroons were dathering some kind of salve on the one
Formbi had shot. “Purpsh, for instance, would very much like to gun you dl down right here so that he
can enjoy your screams. Especialy yours, Aristocra Formbi. But I’ ve decided to |et you choose exactly
how you will die”

“Youwon't get awvay with this” Uliar said. The words were defiant, but to Jnzler hisvoice merely
sounded old.

“Oh, | think we will,” Bearsh said camly as he rewrapped his deeve over the now quiescent insects.
“Y our precious Jedi and Imperial stormtroopers should al be dead by now—our sabotage of the
turbolift cars they were trapped in will have taken care of that problem. Who eseisthereto stop us?’

“Wewill,” Uliar growled. “We ve been ready for trouble for fifty years. Y ou don’t think we can take
you?”

“| doubt it,” Bearsh said. “At any rate, we re not likely to find out. With your communications jamming
gl 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 belong gone.” He smiled. “Andyou will be well on the road to adark and
icy death.”

He reached down and shook hisrobe. There was a soft clatter as some small objectsfell to the deck.
“A smdll present for the survivors of Outbound Flight,” he said. “We have used some dready on the
turbolifts; these should take care of this particular area.”

Frowning, Jnzler turned his head sdeways, pressing his cheek against the chair above himto try to see
over the edge of the table. There were half a dozen threadlike objects on the deck, he saw, spreading out
asthey skittered their way toward the walls.

He caught his breeth. “Line cregpers.”

“Very good, Ambassador,” Bearsh said approvingly. “After al, | promised that you would diein cold
and darkness, didn’t 177

“What are line cregpers?’ Uliar asked.
“They'relike conduit worms,” Jinzler told him, feding his ssomach tightening. “ Only worse. Bearsh
dipped afew into the contral lines aboard theChaf Envoy and nearly shut it down.” Helifted his

eyebrows. “Thatwas you, wasn't it?’

“We |l betraveing through your vessel for awhile longer, distributing the rest of our little petsfor
maximum effect,” Bearsh said to Uliar, ignoring the question. “ After that, we'll leave you to your doom.”

“There’ sno need to destroy these people or their home, Bearsh,” Formbi said. His voice was deadly
cam, with only ahint of the agony he must be feding from historn arm. “1f you want theChaf Envoy,



takeit.”

Bearsh snorted. “Y ou underestimate us, Aristocra. We have bigger gamein mind than asimple Chiss
diplomatic vessd.”

He waved toward the wolvkils. * And speaking of game, we' Il be leaving our pets behind to make sure
you stay here quietly until we arefinished. | trust you noticed how difficult they areto kill. If not, or if
some of you decide you' d prefer aquicker degth than the onewe' |l beleaving you, I'm certain they’ll
enjoy theexercise”

“Bearsh—" Formbi said again.

But Bearsh merely turned his back on them and strode away. Again peering out through the chairs,
Jnzler saw the other Geroonsfal 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 diding shut behind them.

Jnzler shifted his attention to the three remaining wolvkils. They were padding around now, continuing to
clean themsdlves, occasonaly sniffing at their falen victims. But it was clear they were dso keeping an
eye on the prisoners behind their barrier.

“I don’'t understand,” Rosemari said, her shaking voice barely above awhisper. “What do they want
from us?’

Uliar sghed. “Vengeance, Ingructor,” he said. “Vengeance for crimesreal and crimesimagined.”
“What crimes?’ Rosemari asked. “What did we ever do to the Geroons?’

“We did nothing to the Geroons,” Uliar said bitterly. “That’ sthe problem.”

Jinzler turned around to Sare at him. “What?’

“Didn’t you know, Ambassador?’ Uliar bit out, his eyes dark as he glared past Rosemari’ s shoulder.
“Bearsh and hisfriends aren’t Geroons.

“They're Vagaari.”

CHAPTER 19



Jnzler blinked a him, the collected images of the voyage flashing through his mind. How could Uliar

eventhink that such excruciatingly humble travel companions could possibly be members of arace of
pirates and davers?

But even before the question formed in hismind, that last vivid image of Bearsh settled like aheavy
curtain over dl the rest: Bearsh standing placidly by as hiswolvkils daughtered their way acrossthe
meeting chamber. “How did you know?’ he asked.

“Their voices,” Uliar said as he stared into space, adistant agony reflected in his eyes. “Or rather, their
speech, when they spokein their own language just before their attack. | only heard it once, but it's
something I’ [l never forget.” The eyes came back to ahard focus. Y ou genuinely didn’t know who they
were?’

“Of coursenot,” Jinzler said. “Y ou think we would have let them aboard Outbound Hight 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 thefirgt place.”

“Ridiculous,” Formbi said, his voice taut with suppressed pain. He waslying on his side along the back
wall, his head cradled in Feesal slap, the bloodstains on his deeve growing steadily larger. “I’ vetold you
before: the Chiss Ascendancy had nothing to do with your destruction. Thrawn acted totally on hisown.”

“Perhaps,” Uliar said. “But what aboutyou, Aristocra? On whose behalf areyou acting?’

“Why do we waste time with unimportant matters?’ Feesacut in angrily. “We must get medicd attention
for Aristocra Chaf’ orm’ bintrano. Whereisyour medical center?’

“What difference doesit make?’” Uliar growled. “ Those thingswill kill anyonewho triesto leave.”

“No,” Feesasaid. “During the battle they attacked only those who carried weapons. Aslong aswe
leave unarmed and make no threatening movements, | believe we may pass safely among them.”

“Interesting theory,” Tarkosa said scornfully. “ Areyou prepared to risk dl our liveson it?’

“It need be no one' srisk 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. | think hetold it not to let any of us
leave”

“Redly,” Uliar said, histone suddenly subtly different. “ And how would you know that?’

“I don'tknow,” Evlynsad. “I sad Ithink”

“I amwilling to teketherisk,” Feesaingsted.

“I'mnot,” Formbi told her, reaching up to touch her arm with hisfingertips. “You'll say here.”
“BU"

“That’ san order, Feesa,” Formbi said, his breathing starting to sound heavy as the loss of blood began



totakeitstoll. “Wewill dl stay here”

“Isthat how Blue Onesface hard choices?” Tarkosasaid scornfully. “To smply St and do nothing until
they die?’

“Maybe that’ swhat they’ re hoping,” Kedly muttered. “Maybe their line cregpers aren’t as bad asthey
want usto think. Maybe they hope we Il go charging out there and get torn to bits.”

“So instead we it here and die?’ Tarkosa shot back.

“No one' sgoing anywhere,” Jnzler said firmly. “There’ sno need. The Jedi and Imperidsare ill free,
They'll find us”

Kedy snorted. “ Jedi,” he said, biting out the name like acurse.

“Therearen’'t any Jedi,” Uliar said. “Y ou heard Bearsh. They're dready dead.”

“I'll believethat when | seeit,” Jnzler said, turning around to peer through the chairs. The wolvkils had
finished their postdaughter grooming and had moved closer to the makeshift refuge, probably drawn by
the voices. They were prowling a arm’ s length away from the table barrier, their ears straight up, their
jaws haf open.

“We need awegpon,” Uliar murmured. “ That’ swhat we need. A weapon.”

“Those men and Chiss had wegpons, too,” Jinzler reminded him, looking past the wolvkilsto the dead
bodies scattered about the far end of the room. “What we redly need ishelp. . .”

Hetrailed 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 hisvoice. “If we had one of the
Peacekeepers comlinks, could we shut off thejamming?’

“Ifwe had one, yes,” Uliar said. “ There' saspecid twist-frequency command line built into those
comlinksthat alowsfor communication with other Peacekeepers and the command system.”

“Do you know how to operateit?’
“Of course,” the director growled. “1 served my share of Peacekeeper duty.”

“Except that the nearest comlink isten metersaway,” Tarkosa pointed out. “Were you hoping to
convince one of the animasto bring it to you?’

“No.” Jnzler looked at Evlyn. “Not one of the animals.”

The girl looked back a him; and for the first time since they’ d met he saw an edge of fear in her eyes.
“No,” shewhispered. “1 can't.”

“Yes, you can,” Jnzler told her firmly. “Y ou must.”



“No,” Rosemari cut in emphaticdly. “You heard her. She can't.”
“Can’'t what?’ Uliar demanded, his voice suddenly watchful.
“There snothing specid about her,” Rosemari indsted, glaring warningly at Jinzler.

“Yes, thereis” Jnzler said, just asfirmly. “Y ou know that aswell as| do. Rosemari, it's our best
chance.”

“No!” Rosemari bit out, clutching her daughter tightly to her.
“Sol wasright,” Uliar said softly.

Rosemari whirled on him. “Leave her done,” sheflared a him, her voice trembling. “Y ou’ re not going to
send her to Threeto die. You'renot.”

“Do you dare defy the law?’ Uliar thundered.

“ She hasn'tdone anything!” Rosemari shot back. “How can you condemn her when she hasn't even
done anything?’

“She'saledi!” Tarkosasnarled. “That'sall thelaw requires.”
“Thenthelaw isafoadl,” Jnzler sad.

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?’

“Isthat your reason for denying your children their birthright?” Jinzler demanded. “ For keeping them
from using and devel oping the talents they were born with? Isthat your excuse—something that
happened fifty years ago? Before any of them were evenborn?”

“No,” Evlyn said, her face pleading, her eyes shimmering with tears. “ Please, Ambassador. | don’t want
to do this. | don’'t want to be a Jedi.”

Jnzler shook hishead. “You don’'t have achoice,” hetold her quietly. “None of us getsto choose which
talents and abilities we' re born with. Our only choice iswhether we take those gifts and usethemto 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
skinwasicy cold. “Y ou can use the Force, Evlyn,” hesaid. “It’ sone of the greatest and rarest gifts that
anyone can ever be given. You can't smply throw it away.”

Shelooked up at him, blinking back tears. Her face was so tight, he saw, and yet so controlled. . .

And suddenly, it was asif he werefour years old again, gazing acrossthe distance at hissister Lorana's
eyesfor thefirg time. Watching the wariness and uncertainty in her own face as she turned away; fedling
himsdlf seething with confusion and resentment at the specid place she clearly held in his parents’ hearts.

Orwas that as clear as he d thought?



Hefdt hishand tighten around Evlyn’ s as memories hel d spent years pushing away rushed in, washing
over hiscarefully congtructed view of himsdlf and hislife like amountain stream cutting through loose
mud. Animage of his mother praisng him for his near-perfect grade evauation in fourth tier. Another
imaege, thisone of hisfather, complimenting him on hisingenuity asthey worked together to rewirea
section of the family holoviewer. More images—dozens of them—all showing that hislong-held belief in
parental neglect hadn’t beentrue at all.

It fact, it had been an out-and-out lie. A lie he' d created and repeated to himsalf over and over until he'd
genuindy believed it. A lie he'd created for one reason, and one reason only.

Jedlousy.

He hadn’t hated Loranaat al, he saw now. He' d smply hated what she’ d become, because it was what
he had longed to be but never could.

Heclosed hiseyes. Sosmple. . . and yet it had taken him most of hislifeto finally recognize the truth.

Or perhapsit had smply taken that long for him to admit it to himsalf. Perhaps, down deep, he'd known
itdl dong.

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 Stting inside aruined starship, huddled behind a makeshift barrier,
holding alittlegirl’ shand.

Heturned to Uliar. “ She has the power of the Jedi, Director Uliar,” he said. “ She dwayswill. You
should be honored to know her.”

The other’ seyesbored into him like a pair of hungry duracrete dugs. But there was agpparently
something in Jnzler’ s expression that warned againgt further argument. The director merely gavea
contemptuous snort and turned his face away without spesking.

Jnzler looked at Tarkosaand Kedly 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 finaly, he turned back to Rosemari. “ There sonelast thing,” he said. * She needs the approval of
the people sheloves. More importantly, she deservesit.”

Rosemari swallowed visibly. She didn’t like this—that was abundantly clear in the lines etched across
her face. But benegath the fear and pain, he could see some of the same toughness he remembered in his
own mother. “It'sdl right, Evlyn,” she said softly. “It'sal right. Go ahead and. . . and use what you
I,.a/e.”

Evlyn looked up into her mother’ sface, asif mentdly testing her sincerity. Then shelowered her gazeto
Jnzler. “What do you want meto do?’

Jnzler took adeep breath. “ The Peacekeeper over there by the wdl has acomlink on hisbelt,” hetold
her. “Doyou seeit?’

Evlyn wiggled around to where she could peer through the mesh of the chair plugging the gap between
table and bulkhead. “ Yes.”



“It' sthe only thing that can shut off thejamming and let uscdl to our friendsfor help,” Jnzler said. “We
need you to bring it to us”

“Your friendsare dead,” Kedy murmured.

“No,” Jnzler said. “Not these Jedi. I've heard of stories about them, Councilor. They can’'t bekilled
nearly as easily as Bearsh thinks”

“And there are ill Chisswarriors aboard our ship,” Feesaadded. “Many of them. They can help us,
too.”

“But only if we can cdll them,” Jnzler said, gazing into Evlyn’seyes. “ Only ifyou can bring usthat
comlink.”

Evlyn st her jaw. “All right,” shesaid. “I’ll try.”

Jnzler fdt histhroat ache with an old, old pain.Do or do not. Thereisno try. Hisfather had quoted that
Jedi dictum to him over and over again as he was growing up. But never before now had he been ableto
get past his own resentment and see the encouragement embedded in those words. Pressing his cheek
agang the chairs above him, wincing as one of the wolvkils snorted a bresth of fetid air practicaly in his
face, helooked across the room.

At the Peacekeeper’ s Side, the comlink twitched.

Uliar grunted something under his breath. The comlink twitched again, harder thistime; and then,
suddenly, it popped free of its clip and clattered onto the deck.

Thewolvkils paused in their pacing, al three shaggy heads turning toward the sound. * Steedy,” Jinzler
murmured. “Let it 9t thereaminute.”

Evlyn nodded silently. A few seconds later, with nothing more to draw their attention, the wolvkils
resumed their pacing. “All right,” Jnzler said. “Now dart it toward us. Sowly, and as steady asyou can.”

Sowly, though not at al steadily, the comlink began to move across the deck. One of the wolvkils
paused again asit jerked its way to within three meters of the table, the anima’ s dark eyes watching the
samall cylinder with obvious curiogity. But none of its enemies was making any of the threstening movesit
had been taught to react to, and itstrainers clearly hadn’t anticipated a Stuation quitelikethis. The
wolvkil watched for amoment longer as the comlink rolled and bumped itsway aong, then lost interest
and returned its attention to the creatures cowering behind their barrier. Again, Jnzler found himsalf
holding his breath.

Then, dmost anticlimacticaly, the comlink was at the chair. Reaching out carefully, Evlyn plucked the
devicein through one of the gapsin the mesh.

And an ingtant later jerked backward with agasp as asnarling wolvkil dammed his snout into the chair,
nearly knocking it out of postion.

“Giveittome” Jnzler snapped, snatching the comlink out of the startled girl’shand. If aloose comlink
rolling acrossthe floor wasn't on thewolvkils' list of threats, something being held in an enemy’ shand
obvioudy was. “Here,” he added, tossing it to Uliar as he swung hislegs over and braced hisfeet against



the chair. Thewolvkil hit it again, but he'd gottentoiitintimeand it held stedy. “ Shut off the jamming.”

Uliar'sreply, if he made one, was lost asa set of snarling jaws and a clawed paw abruptly dapped into
the chair directly above Jnzler’ s heed. “ Brace the chairs,” Formbi caled, struggling to St upright and
getting a one-handed grip on the back of the nearest one. Just in time; the third wolvkil legpt up onto the
array of chairs above them, howling furioudy asit bit and shoved its snout at them, trying to find away
through. One of its hind legs dipped down between two of them, and the anima howled even more
furioudy asit flailed around trying to extricate itsdf. The clawed paw dashed with random viciousnessin
the enclosed space, and Feesa gasped asit caught her across the shoulder, spilling aline of blood onto
the bright ydlow of her tunic.

“It'soff!” Uliar cdled over the noise.

Holding grimly onto one of the chair backs with one hand, Jinzler thumbed on his comlink with the other,
keying for genera broadcast. “ L uke—Mara—Commander Fel,” he called. They couldn’t be dead. They
couldn’t. “Emergency!”

* % *

Beneath her, Luke gave onefinal tug on the cables, bringing Mara s eyeslevel with the lower edge of the
turbolift door. “How’ sthat?’ he called.

“Good,” Maracalled back, running her fingertips aong the corroded metal at the sde of the door. In
actud fact, another pull or two might have been alittle better for what she needed. But it had been along
climb, and even with al 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 Srain alittle
hersdlf and let him conserve what he had |eft for whatever lay ahead.

Becauseif they were right about that soundless cry they’ d both sensed aminute ago, there was serious
trouble up here.

Ah—thereit was. “Got it,” she announced. Wrapping her fingertips around the manual release, she gave
it acareful tug. Therewasaclick asit cameloose; stretching out to the Force, she pried the door open.

But ingtead of opening to the cheery or at least adequate light of astandard turbolift lobby, it opened into
amost totd darkness.

“How comeit'sso dark?’ Luke asked.

“Probably because there aren’t any lights,” Maratold him, looking around as she got agrip on the edge
of the opening and pulled hersalf up and through. Strangdly, 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
asecond,” she added, peering down the corridor. “1 can see some lights way aft. Maybe everybody’s
back there.”

“Or maybethey’re not,” avoice came from the darknessto her right. “ Just stay where you are.”

Maraturned toward the sound—



And flinched back asthe beam of aglow rod blazed to lifein her face.

Shereacted ingtantly, dropping and throwing hersdlf to her left in aflat 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 afraction of a second
she was able to see padt the light to the shadowy figure behind it, and to the weapon hewas holding in his
other hand.

Firgt thingsfirst. Reaching out with the Force, she got agrip on the wegpon and twisted its muzzle away
from her.

To her surprise, ingtead of fighting againgt the push as most people ingtinctively did, the figure continued
rolling his hand in the same direction, rotating at wrist and elbow and twisting out of her Force grip ashe
would have from anormal combat wrist lock. He swung the arm back around in atight circle, and was
bringing it back to bear when the glow rod beam came back to her face. “1 saidstay put,” he snapped.

“Nicemove,” Maracomplimented him, shielding her eyesfrom the light. Thistime, she recognized the
voice. “Guardian Pressor, | presume?’

“Put down the lightsaber,” Pressor ordered. “ Then move avay—"

He broke off with agasp of pain, hisglow rod twisting wildly in hisgrip and coming to rest pointed at the
ceiling. Marablinked away the last remnants of the sparklesin her eyesin timeto see his blaster wrench
itself out of his hand and go flying toward the turbalift. “ Sorry,” Luke apologized, pulling himself the rest
of the way out of the shaft and catching the weagpon in his outstretched hand. “But | don’t think we' ve got
timefor adebate. Something' s gone wrong up here.”

“Obvioudy,” Pressor growled, rubbing hiswrigt. “What did you do to the power?’

“Itwasn't us” Marasad. “ All we did was ungimmick the car you left usin—"

She broke off as a beep came from her belt. “The jamming seemsto be stopped, too,” she added,
pulling out her comlink and touching the switch.

“—ara—Commander Fdl,” Jinzler’ svoice came urgently. “ Emergency!”

“We're here)” Marasaid, throwing asharp look at Luke. There were panicky voices and the sounds of
serious commoation in the background. “ Report.”

“WEe rein the council meeting chamber,” Jnzler said, clearly fighting to keep hisvoice steedy. “Bearsh
has us trapped by those wolvkils of theirs—"

“Wait aminute,” Luke sad into hisown comlink. “Thewolvkils? What wolvkils?’

“The ones they’ ve been wearing everywhere,” Jinzler ground out. “ They weren't dead, just in somekind
of suspended animation—very dick, 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.



“Thewolvkilsaretrying to get to us,” Jnzler said. “We ve got them blocked, but | don’t know how
much longer we can keep them out.”

Maralooked 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 hisblaster. “ Jinzler? We re on our way.”

“Watch out for Bearsh and the others,” Jinzler warned as they followed Pressor down the corridor.
“They left al thewolvkilsin here with us, but they’ ve got some nasty-looking stinging insectsthey use for
persona protection. They might have other weapons, too.”

“Got it,” Luke said. “Any ideawhere they were heading?’

“They just said they’ d be wandering around,” Jinzler said. 1t ssemsthey aso brought asupply of line
creepers.”

“Terrific,” Luke muttered, glancing into a darkened doorway asthey passed. “Fel?'Y ou there?’
“Right here, Luke,” Fel’ s voice came promptly. “We caught the gist. What do you want usto do?’
“We'reon D-Five” Luke said. “Where areyou?’

“D-Six, about midway back along the starboard corridor,” Fel told him. *'Y ou want us to head back to
the turbolifts and join you up there?’

“Theforward group isn't working,” Luketold him. “From the way the lights and power have gone out,
I’d say Bearsh has been here already with hisline cregpers. Guardian, are the aft turbolifts operationa ?’

“They should be,” Pressor said. “1’ ve got everything locked down between Four and Five, but from Six
up to here they should till work.”

“You copy that?’ Luke called.

“Copy,” Fel confirmed. “Generd Drask’ s cdlling theChaf Envoy for the rest of hiswarriors. If we hurry,
maybe we can catch Bearsh and hisfriendsin apincer.”

“Except that Pressor’ slocked down all the turbolifts from D-Four,” Marainterjected. “ Thatwas what
you said, wasn't it?’

“Itwas,” Pressor confirmed, punching keys on his own comlink. “Maybe I’ d better confirm that was
actudly done. Trilli?”

Someone answered in avoice too quiet for Marato hear. Pressor lowered his own voice, haf 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.

“Wedon't havetimeto be creative,” Marasaid. “Not with Jinzler and the others under attack. Straight
inisabout al we ve got to work with.”



“Agreed,” Luke said. “Unlesswe want to layer the attack, with usleading the charge and the
Five-Oh-Firgt, 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, aswell asthe mgority of the regular lights.
The line cregpers must not have gotten astranglehold on thisareayet. “ The Chissin particular are going
to have to gear up from stage zero. Who knows how long that' |l take?”

“Let’sfind out,” Lukesaid, lifting the comlink to hislipsagain. “Fel, did you hear the question?’

“Yes, but it appearsto beamoot point,” Fel said grimly. “Drask can’'t make contact with the ship. No
answer, on any channd, from anyone.”

Maralooked at Luke, her heart suddenly tight in her chest. He was staring back at her, a haunted
expression on hisface. Theflurry of deaths they’ d both sensed while they weredownon D-l. ..

“Luke?’

“Yes, we heard,” Luke said. “ Better get your team up here on the double. There' sagood chance they
may dready have taken out theChaf 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 Peacekeepersare missing.”

“Six out of how many?’ Maraasked.

Pressor snorted gently. “Eleven, including me. We weren't exactly a serious fighting force to begin with.”
Hewaved his blagter. “ But they werehere the whole time, either in the turbolift or with my people. When
could any of them have dipped away, either back to your ship or to hit my men?’

“Thekey isthat theyweren’t al here,” Luketold him. “We had to leave one of them behind.”

“Because of injuries sustained in a mysterious sneek attack,” Maraadded sourly. “What do you think,
Luke? They shot Estosh themselves?’

“It' sstarting 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 dement of surprise anymore.”

“They apparently had it long enough,” Pressor said hitterly.
“Don’t worry, wée' |l get them,” Marasaid. “What did you tell your people?’
“I told the oneswho are | eft to hold position, observe, and stand ready to defend those around them if

attacked,” Pressor said, hisjaw 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 | have a better ideawhat we' re up

agang.”



If he was expecting an argument, he was disappointed. “| agree,” Luke said. “Actudly, right now we
need their eyes and ears around the ship more than we need the extra firepower.”

“Absolutdy,” Maraagreed. “ After dl, how much trouble can four or five Vagaari make?’

She would remember that rhetorical question for along time afterward. With Pressor in the lead, they
rounded ajog 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 hisusua robe and tunic, minus hiswolvkil, 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 morewovein and out of their formation like afighter escort.

The two groups spotted each other at the same moment. “Halt!” Pressor ordered, snapping his blaster
up to point at Bearsh.

The Vagaari hdted, dl right, in exactly the way Marawould have expected trained soldiersto. The four
in front dropped instantly to one knee, giving the ones behind them aclear shot asall seven raised their
wegponsin slent warning. The wolvkils hated more reluctantly, their eyes glaring baefully at the humans,
their tailsswishing restlesdy.

“Easy,” Luke murmured, reaching out ahand to gently push Pressor’ sblaster out of line. At the same
time, he subtly eased a shoulder in front of the other where he would be in aposition to protect him if and
when the Vagaari decided to start shooting. Hislightsaber 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 hewas at al 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?’ Maraasked, apart of her mind studying the Vagaari soldiers and trying to work through the
unexpected numbers. Only five Vagaari had been invited aboard theChaf Envoy; that much she was
sure of. So where had the rest been hidden?

“Because it would have meant a quicker and less painful deeth for you,” Bearsh said. “Now it will
involve much more suffering.”

“Why does anyone haveto die?’ Mara asked reasonably. “Why don’t you tell us what you want?
Maybe we can work something out.”

Beardh' seyesflashed. “Youfool,” hebit out. “ Y ou think the Vagaari can be bought off like trinket
dedersin the marketplace?’

“Wdll, you came on thismisson forsome reason,” Mara pointed out. “What wasit?’

Bearsh snorted. “ The avenging of fifty yearsof Vagaari humiliation,” he said. “ The achieving of fifty years
of Vagaari desire. Doesthat tdl you anything?’



“More than you' d think,” Maraassured him. It did nothing of the sort, of course, at least not yet. But
one of thefirst 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
overal puzzle. “ And have you achieved those noble goa s?’

Bearsh'stwin mouths curved in abitter 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”

“Soundsintriguing,” Marasaid encouragingly. “How about letting usin on the secret? We redl going to
die soon anyway, right?’

Beard' seyes shifted to Luke. “Isthis Jedi heroism?’ he asked contemptuoudy. “To let yourfemale
speak while you cower in slence?’

Lukedtirred. “I'm hardly cowering,” he said mildly. “I let Mara do the talking because she' s better at
this sort of thing than | am. Comes of being trained to interrogate prisoners.”

The Vagaari’ssmile turned smug. “Y ou 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 wolvkilsin the lead legpt forward. Mara caught aflicker
in Luke s sense as he prepared for combat— “No,” shetold him, brushing his chest with her fingertips as
shetook along step to put herself between him and Pressor and the charging animals. “ Y ou did dl the
climbing. Thisone smine”

Before he could argue the point she took another long step forward, stretching out to the Force as she
gauged the distance and timing. Earslaid back, saivating jaws wide open, thewolvkils paws hit the
deck onefind time and legpt straight for her throat—

With aquick sidestep, Maraignited her lightsaber and cut both of them in half.

Sheturned to the Vagaari asthe remains of the animals hit the deck behind her with sickening multiple
thuds. “Now,” she said conversationdly, holding her lightsaber in ready position. “What was that about
someone dying?’

Beardh' seyeswere wide, hisfacerigid with shock. The smug smile had vanished completely. His
mouths worked amoment, and with a sort of strangled gasp he spat something in his own language.

In answer, seven aien weagpons opened fire.

Marawas ready. Her lightsaber flashed as she opened her mind to the Force, Ietting it guide her hands,
dashing the brilliant blue blade across the mixture of red and blue bolts. Her sharp focus on the thregt in
front of her gave her asort of tunnel vison, but though she couldn’t see him she could sense that Luke
was at her sdewith hisown lightsaber deflecting the boltsinto bulkheads and deck and celling. Dimly,
she sensed someone e sefiring nearby, and noticed one of the Vagaari stagger in hisarmor, hisweapon
twisted to fire usdlesdy into the celling. Pressor, sheredized in adistant sort of way, firing through the
defensive barrier she and Luke had set up in front of him. There was another shout of aien language,
ringed by a sense of rage and desperation—

The remaining wolvkils legpt forward, apparently oblivious to the blaster bolts scorching the air around



them as they charged toward the defenders. Maratook a step forward as L uke took one backward, her
lightsaber never missing a beat of their defense as L uke closed down hiswegpon and dropped to one
knee behind her. She might be better than he was at detailed lightsaber work, but even after along climb
he was far and away the best she’ d ever seen at thiskind of focused accuracy with the Force. If the
Vagaari weren't dready 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 legp straight at her—

They squedled like small 1ap dokriks, coming to an abrupt and smultaneous hat as L uke stretched out

with the Force to momentarily scramble their nervous systems. Asthey stood stunned, he sent a second,
more precise mentd jolt into their systems, his mind searching out and focusing on their deep centers.

With agroup sigh, the animas' legs collapsed beneath them and they dropped unconscious to the deck.

Luke got back to hisfeet. “Well?’ he chalenged.

Farmboy—the word ran affectionatdly through Mara s mind. She hersalf had been trained in
ruthlessness, taught never to risk hersdf for those who threatened her and who, by definition, had
thereforeforfeited their right to live.

But Luke didn’t see thingsthat way. Even asthe 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 hisfarming background as an insult.

But for her, the title was an acknowledgment of hismoral high ground, alarge part of what sheloved
and admired most about her husband. And at the end of the day, she dept better for knowing that even
their deadliest opponents had been given every chance they could possibly hopeto receive.

But in this case, the chance was wasted. Bearsh's only response was to scream another order. His
soldiers only response wasto intensify their rate of fire.

And as the shots began to come periloudy closeto her face, Maraknew that this particular battle had
cometoanend.

That end camein the form of alightsaber whipping through the air beside her, deftly dipping between the
frenetic dicing movements of her own wegpon. It flashed down the corridor, spinning like ablazing crop
harvester disk, dicing through the V agaari 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 till lurking nearby. But Luke had done what was necessary
with hisusud efficency.

It was only then that she saw that Bearsh wasn't among thefalen.

“Wheredid he go?’ she demanded, taking another 1ook.

“Who?" Luke asked, looking up from the wolvkil he had knelt to examine.

“Bearsh,” Marasaid. “He' sgone.” Sheturned to look at Pressor. “Guardian?’



Pressor didn’t answer. He was staring at the crumpled Vagaari bodies, hisjaw hanging open in disbelief.
“Pressor?” Maratried again.

With an effort, he raised hiseyesto her. “What?’

“Bearsh,” Mararepested, trying to stifle her impatience. After fifty yearswithout Jedi, these people had
apparently forgotten what they were capable of.

“Right,” Pressor said, visibly pulling himsalf together. “He, uh, hetook off right after”—he shot Lukea
furtive glance—" after you put the animasto deep. 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,” Marasad grimly. “Luke?’

“Go ahead,” hetold her, moving to the next wolvkil. “I want to make sure they won’t wake up until
we're ready to dedl with them. Go on—I’ll catch up.”

“Okay,” Marasaid, tarting down the corridor. “Come on, Pressor—you have to show me wherethis
mesting roomis,” she added, pulling out her comlink and flicking it on. “ Fel, stay on your toes” she
caled. “It looks like we ve got more Vagaari to deal with than we were expecting.”

There wasno answer. “Fel?’ shetried again.

Still nothing. “1 would say,” Pressor said quietly, “that they’ ve probably aready 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 tubesweren't very far, the area was passable enough, and the
501t was what the training manuaswould have cdled “inspired.” They madeit to the turbalift |obby
without further incident, and in probably record time.

Fd had keyed the cdl 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 inssted, the side of his helmet pressed against the
turbolift door. “It sounds. . . it just soundswrong.”

“Wrong how?’ Fel demanded impatiently. Hewas dl for caution, but at the same time he didn’t want to



gtart jumping at moss creakings, either. Not with Formbi and the othersin danger up there. “Does it
sound old, rusty, cranky—what?’

“It'stoo heavy,” Watchman decided suddenly, his helmet pressed to the door alongside Grappler’s.
“There stoo much weight there for an empty car.”

Fd shot aglance a Drask. “Could it be a problem with the repul sorlift generators?”
“No,” Watchman said. “ There' s some of that, too, but not enough. The car is definitely loaded.”

“And we must assumeit isloaded with enemies,” Drask said. “I suggest, Commander, that we take
cover.”

Fd grimaced. To run and hide felt cowardly somehow, especidly since he still was't convinced there
was anything but an empty turbolift car on the way. Still, it wouldn’t do Jnzler and Formbi any good if he
and the 501t got themsalves daughtered like amateurs. And since it was Drask who had suggested it
and not he himsdlf, hewouldn’t haveto put up with any of the generd’ scriticism later. “ Defensive
positions,” he ordered. Glancing around, he located alikely doorway afew meters back down the
corridor and headed to it.

The room gppeared to be asmal duty galey for the engine crews, with dust and broken serving
crockery everywhere. Settling himsalf into a position haf 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. Theturbolift’ s hum changed subtly asthe car settled into position. . .

And with abrilliant 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 boltsin a scatter pattern
asthey came.

Fd inhaed sharply. After Jinzler’ swarning he had naturally expected the intruders to be some of
Bearsh' sdisguised Vagaari cronies. But he' d expected the short robe-and-dead-animal-clothed beings
they’ d gotten used to seeing aboard theChaf Envoy, not afully equipped war party. Another pair of
Vagaari charged out on the hedls of thefirst 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
dightly as one of the random shots Szzled off the bulkhead near him, hefilled hislungs. “Hat!” 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 hisvoice, al four wespons till spitting
fire asthey tracked him. Coolly, centering his muzzle on the nearest Vagaari’ s chest, Fel squeezed the
firing sud.

The dien staggered back asthe blaster bolt blew acloud of dust and partialy vaporized armor from his
chestplate. A fraction of asecond later Fel had to dodge back around the door controls again asahail of



fire scorched the air where he' d been standing. He ducked down lower and siwung hisarm around the
corner to fireacouple of blind shotsin their direction. Out in the corridor, the sounds of the Vagaari
wespons had been joined by the BlasTechs' digtinctive nasa stutter, and a different sound he assumed
was Drask’ s charric. Still firing, he eased an eye cautioudy around the doorway to refine hisaim—

Jugt in time to see one of the wolvkilslesping directly for him.

He dodged backward into the galley. The wolvkil’ s charge overshot the doorway, and Fel got aclean
shot into the anima’ sflank asit passed.

But the wolvkil merely hit the deck and skidded to astop, its claws scrabbling for purchase. Without any
sgnthat it had just taken what should have been akilling shat, it turned back toward him. With aroar, it
opened itsjaws and leagpt.

Fd backed up, firing another pair of ineffective shotsinto the wolvkil’ s head and shoulders, then dodged
to hisright, trying to avoid the anima’ 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
fireonelast time, it wason 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 itsteeth
could reach him. The animal twisted its head to the Sdein midair, itsjaws clamping hard around Fel’ s
right forearm.

Fd gasped as a stab of pain shocked through him. The anima’ s momentum shoved him backward,
knocking him off his balance and toppling them both toward the deck. Hisflailing 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 sideinstead of with the wolvkil landing on top of him.

Another thud of pain shot through Fel’ s side from the impact, ajolt punctuated by severa sharper, more
localized jabs from the bits of broken servingware beneath them. Again, thewolvkil didn’'t even seemto
notice.

Fd tightened hisgrip on the animd’ sfur, trying desperately to come up with aplan. His knees and feet
were too hemmed in by the wolvkil’ s body for him to try kicking it, evenif he' d had someideawhereits
vulnerable areas were. Hisright arm was trapped and usdless, and hisleft hand was effectively
immobilized by the need to keep holding on to the wolvkil’ s neck.

But the animd’ s eyes were within reach. Maybe.

Fd 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 hisright arm entirely, and with only one functioning arm the end
would come very quickly. Bracing himself, mentally crossing hisfingers, helet go with hisleft hand and
grabbed for the wolvkil’ s eyes.

That had apparently been precisaly the move the animal had been waiting for. With atriumphant growl, it
instantly let loose of Fel’ sright arm; with its head and neck free, it arched its back, its bloody jawsaming
sraight at Fel’ sthroat. Fel had just enough timeto jerk back, knowing that he’ d gambled and lost—

Asawhite armored hand abruptly appeared in front of the darting jaws.



Thewolvkil snarled asit clamped down onrigid plastoid-alloy compositeingtead of a soft human neck.
The snarl quickly turned into a startled yip asit was hauled straight off the deck by itsjaws and the scruff
of itsneck. “Ready?’ the sormtrooper caled, holding the wiggling anima at arm’ slength.

“Ready,” another voice called back. With agrunt, the first ssormtrooper heaved the anima over his head
toward the far corner of the room. There was a sputter of multiple blasterfire, and then silence.

“Nicejob,” Fel said, breathing hard as he started to get shakily to hisfeet. The stormtrooper till
standing over him—Shadow, he was able to identify him now—grabbed his uninjured arm and helped
him therest of theway up. “ Perfect timing and everything. Thanks.”

“Don’'t mention it, 9r,” Shadow said. “How bad isit?’

“I'll live,” Fel assured him, studying hisarm. It looked terrible, he had to admit, but it didn’t fed too bad.
Though that could be the effect of the adrendine till filling his bloodstream. It would probably hurt alot
more in aminute or two. “What happened out there?’

“Wegot them dl,” Cloud said, stepping to his side with abandage and synthflesh tube from his medpac.
“Seemstheir armor wasn't designed with BlasTechsin mind.”

“What about Generd 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.”

“Aslong asit got here eventudly,” Fel said, wincing as Shadow tore back hisdeeve. “| shot it acouple
of times, but it didn’t seem to do any good. Look, Cloud, just stop the bleeding and kill the pain, all
right? Aslong as| can useit, everything el se can wait until later. So where are the vital pots on these

things, anyway?”

“I’'m not sure thereare any vita spots,” Watchman said as Cloud put away the synthflesh tube and
concentrated on the bandage. “ They look like normal animals, but their interna structure seemsto be
highly decentrdized, with their nervous systems and vita organs distributed throughout their bodies. Y ou
have to basicdly turn the whole animal into chopped mest to stopit.”

“I'll remember that,” Fel said, eyeing the handful of fresh scorch marks on Watchman'sarmor. “ Anyone
hurt?’

“A few nicks,” Watchman said, displaying asection of hisleft forearm where atiny hole had been
punched completely through. “ They can wait until we get back to the ship.”

Fel looked at Drask. “ Assuming there’ s till aship to go back to.”

“Therewill be,” Drask assured him darkly. “There are ill Chisswarriors aboard the vessdl. It, and they,
will be waiting when we return.”

“I hopeyou'reright,” Fel said. “ Okay, that’ s good enough,” he added as Cloud finished thefirst layer of
bandage and started in on asecond. “Isthat turbolift car fill operationd, or did that little entrance of
theirswreck it?’

“It looked dl right,” Watchman said. “Grappler’ s doing amore complete check on it now.”



“Oh, and the Jedi tried to reach us during the battle,” Shadow added.

Fd hadn't even heard the call sgnd from his comlink. “What did they want?’

“They were warning usthere 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 0,” Watchman said. “1 think we were dl too busy at thetime.”

“Undergandable,” Fd said, retrieving his blaster from the deck where he' d dropped it. “We'll check in
with them on theway up.”

Grappler was waiting by the shattered turbolift door, his hdmet swiveling back and forth as he kept
watch aong the various corridors for any other surprisesthe Vagaari might decide to throw at them. “The
turbolift isoperationd,” he confirmed.

“Good,” Fel said, leading theway insde. “Let’'sgo.”
“What then isthe plan?’ Drask asked asthe car began its dightly tentative rise toward D-5.

Fd braced himsdf. Thiswent againgt everything he' d been taught, and was going to be embarrassing
besides. But he' d dready concluded it was the only way. “ The plan, Generd Drask,” he said quietly, “is
that I’m requesting you to take command of the Five-Oh-Firgt for the duration of this beattle.”

It was, he reflected, possibly the most surprised he' d ever seen Drask get. “You are asking. . .
command?”

“Asyou yoursdlf pointed out, you' re aground officer,” Fel reminded him evenly. “I'm aflight officer.
Thisisyour area of expertise, not mine.”

“Y et they are your command,” Drask said. “Do you so easily surrender them to another?’

“Not easly at al,” Fel admitted. “But it would be the height of arrogance and prideto risk their lives, not
to mention the lives of our companions, by insisting on amateur leadership when aprofessond is standing
by. Don’'t you agree”?’

For amoment Drask just gazed at him, his glowing red eyes narrowed. Then, to Fel’ s surprise, the
generd actualy smiled. Thefirst genuine smile, to the best of Fel’ srecollection, that any of the Chiss had
given any of the Imperids sincether arriva aboard theChaf Envoy. “Well and artfully spoken,
Commander Fdl,” Drask said. “| hereby accept command of thisunit.”

Helifted afinger. “But,” he added, “whereas | know ground combat, you are far more versed in the
design and layout of the particular battleground we find ourselvesin. It will therefore be ajoint
command.”

Fe inclined hishead. In practice, he knew, joint commands were usudly adisaster, spawning conflicting
orders, dueling egos, and general chaos. But in this case, he aso knew that none of those problemswas
going to arise. He would be content to feed Drask tactical data and let the generd direct the action.



Drask obvioudy knew that, too. Which meant that the offer of joint command had been made soldly asa
face-saving gesture for Fel himsdlf, to protect his position and his status among his men.

There were some aspects of the Chisswarrior philosophy that <till drove Fel crazy. But clearly, there
were other aspects he could learn to live with. “Very well, Generd,” he said. “1 accept.”

“Good.” Drask’ s eyes glittered as helifted his charric. “ Then et us show the Vagaari what it meansto
wage war on the Chiss Ascendancy and the Empire of the Hand.”

Fe amiled, looking a his stormtroopers. “Yes,” he said softly. “Let’s”

* % %

They attacked Maratogether, dl three wolvkils charging across the council meeting room like furry
proton torpedoes. They legpt to the attack, their primary target clearly the hands holding the strange
blue-bladed wegpon.

Dodging coally to the side, she cut them down with three quick dashes.

Acrossthe room, Jnzler and the othersin the makeshift refuge were aready 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’sarm. “ Aristocra Chaf’ ormy’ bintrano is badly hurt.”

Mara closed down her lightsaber and hurried over, throwing aquick look at the three Chisswarriors
and two young men sprawled on the floor as she passed them. Pressor was aready knedling beside one
of the men, but it was clear to her that al five of them were beyond help.

They had pushed over the table and Feesawas hel ping a shaky and blood-soaked Formbi out when
Maraarived. “Everyoneesedl right?’ she said, glancing around for other sgnsof injury asshe
refastened her lightsaber to her belt.

“Noonedseishurt,” Feesa confirmed, apparently ignoring the line of blood across her own shoulder.
“Pease, hdphim.”

“Just relax,” Mara soothed her, taking a moment to study the three old men who had |eft the refuge and
gathered together against the back wall, asif trying to stay asfar away from her asthey could. Probably
some of the origina survivors of the Outbound Hight' s destruction, she decided.

“Luke? Mara?’

Shelifted Formbi’sarm with one hand for a closer look as she pulled out her comlink with the other.
“Right here, Fdl. You dl right?’

“We had a brief tusde with some of the Vagaari and their furry little pets,” Fdl said. “Watch out for those
wolvkils—they’ re extremely hard to kill.”

“Not if you have alightsaber,” Maratold him.

“I'll make anote to start issuing them to the troops,” Fdl said dryly. “ Anyway, we're clear, and heading



to D-Fivein one of the &t turbolifts. Any new ingtructions?’

“For the moment, just take out any Vagaari you runinto,” Maratold him. “We still don’t know how
many there are, though, so make sure you don’t get trapped in an atrition zone. And if you run into any

colonigts, try to move them somewhere safe”

“Copy. W€ reon our way.”

“WE |l be pushing our way back toward you soon,” Marasaid. “Luke?’

“Right here,” hisvoice came back. “I’ve put dl the wolvkilsto deep, and I'm on my way. What' s your
gtuation?’

“Under control,” Maratold him. “Y ou might aswell not even stop here. Keep going and seeif you can
drivethe Vagaari back toward the Five-Oh-Firgt. I ll finish here and catch up with you.”

" Right,”

Marareturned her comlink to its pouch and gently let Formbi’sarm down. “It' sbad, dl right,” she
agreed. “1 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 medica attention,” shetold him, wondering at his sudden changein attitude.
“Where are your fecilities?’

“Y ou mean our medical facilities?’ Pressor growled. “For the wounded?’

Marafrowned; and then, belatedly, she got it. Pressor, knedling 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 suppliesto help an dien?’ one of the older men by the wall demanded
bitterly. “The very aien who was responsible for bringing these murderers aboard our ship?’

Maraturned to face him. “Look,” she said, fighting to keep her voice and temper under control. “I
understand your anger. But there' satimefor analysis and blame setting, and thisisn't it. You've lost two

men—’
“Six,” Pressor corrected harshly.

“You'velogsix men,” Mara snapped, resisting the temptation to remind him that none of them would
have died at dl 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 afighting 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 fadt, they’reall going to die. Isthat 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’ sway,” she said. “We do thistogether, or wedon't doiit at dl. Our part isto fight.



Pressor’ s part isto tell uswherethe enemy is, and to assst us.”

Sheleveled afinger at the three of them.” Your part isto 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 hedl your
wounded. Asyou command.” He drew himself up. “But when thisis over, youwill leave us. Isthat

understood?”

“Perfectly,” Marasaid, turning her back on himin disgust. “All right, Feesa, you and the Aristocracan
go with them. Y ou, too, Ambassador.”

“A moment, if | may?’ Jnzler asked, stepping up to her. “I'd like to ask you afavor,” he added,
lowering hisvoice.

Maragared & himin disbdief. Afavor? “Jnzler, wedon't havetimefor this”
“It' savery smdl favor,” he assured her. “1 want you to take Evlyn with you.”

Marafrowned past his shoulder at the woman and the girl huddling together uncertainly behind Feesa
and Formbi. “Y ou must bejoking.”

“Not a al,” Jnzler ingsted. “ She has rudimentary Force abilities. And you' ve aready seen how Director
Uliar and the other Survivorsfed about Jedi. | think she' |l be safer with you than with them.”

“She'll be safer inawar zone?’ Mara countered pointedly.
Jnzler seyes were steady on her. “Please?’

Marashook 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 fed the gnawing fear
within them, aswell. A fear that seemed more persond than just the fact that there were armed Vagaari

running loose aboard their ship. “Fine,” she said with asigh. “But she saysway behind mewhereit’ll be
at least hdfway safe”

“Thank you,” Jnzler said, beckoning to the girl. “Evlyn? Comeon.”

Marashook her head again asthe girl hurried toward her.How to make a difficult situation even
harder, in one easy lesson. Shejust hoped it would be worth it.

“Mara?’

She turned to see Pressor coming toward her. “Y es?’ she asked in atone 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
apair of comlinkstoward her. “Like you said, we have to work together here. These will connect you



directly to me and to the other Peacekeepers.”

“And there sachannd that cuts through jamming, too,” Jinzler added. “ Just in case Bearsh findsthose
controlsand turnsit on again.”

“It'shere,” Pressor said, pointing out the setting.
“Thanks” Marasaid, suffing the comlinksinto her belt.

“Becareful.” Pressor glanced at hisniece, then over at the old men glaring at them from acrossthe
room. “And,” he added, lowering his voice, “may the Force bewith you.”

* * *

There were three armored Vagaari standing guard in the turbolift lobby when Fel, Drask, and the 501t
arived. They weren't standing guard for long.

“Power levels seem fine,” Watchman said, glancing around. “ Their line cregpers must not have gotten
thisfar aft yet.”

“Thiswill bethelast place they will spread them,” Drask said. “ The Jedi said that the forward turbolifts
have aready been compromised. The Vagaari must make certain these remain operationd if they hopeto
escape again to the surface.”

“Makessense,” Fel agreed, visudizing the ship’slayout in hismind. “To be specific, they need the
turbolift that connectsto the starboard side. That’ sthe only oneleft that' Il get them to D-Four.”

“Which meansthey will have committed alarge number of troopsto its defense,” Drask said
thoughtfully. “What do you think, Commander? Would that be agood place for an ambush?’

“Maybe,” Fel said doubtfully. “Of coursg, it'saso the most likely place for them to beexpecting an

“| did not say anattack,” Drask said, hiseyesglittering mdicioudy. “| said anambush. The &ft turbolift
cluster conssts of six cars, doesit 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 |ooked at the stormtroopers. “We will assign two to each mission, | think,” he said. “Normally |
would prefer three or more for the ambush unit, but the Five-Oh-First has shown itself capable of
handling unusud odds.”

“And if wedon't have at least two of them here with us, the VVagaari may notice and get suspicious,” Fe
agreed. “Watchman and Shadow, how would you like to take awalk?’



“Ready and willing, sir,” Watchman said. “ Once we ve reached the turbolift pylon, what exactly do you
want usto do?’

“Y ou 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. Asthey lift toward D-Four, we will aert you, and you will destroy them in transit. Can thet be
done?’

“I think so,” Watchman said. “It should be easy enough to lock down one of the carsjust below the
intersection point and climb the rest of the way into position.”

“And aslong as you have that one car tucked away out of the line of fire, you can shoot up any of the
othersthat you need to,” Fel added. “But make sure that one car stays tucked away, or wewon't be
ableto 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
arelikely to have wired thisgroup, aswell.”

“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,” Fe sad. “Everyone clear onther job?’

There werefour nods. “ Then carry out your orders,” Drask said. “Maintain comm slence 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 plansfor therest of us?’

“Firgt, we borrow these.” Stooping, Drask relieved one of the dead Vagaari of his blaster carbine and

helmet. “The armor, unfortunately, istoo smal for us. Still, the weapons may be enough. Choosea
weapon for yoursalf, Commander, and let us plot out our best approach to the enemy.”

* * %

Cautioudy, L uke eased an eye around the jog in the corridor just ahead of him. Somewhere nearby he
could senseapair of vagudly hostiledien minds. . .

Therewas aflicker of warning from the Force, and he ducked back just asapair of red bolts blew
pieces of the corner past hisface.

“Okay,” he murmured doud to himsdlf. So they were closer than he' d redlized, and more than just
vaguely hogtile. That was handy to know.

“Anyone ever tel you that talking out loud when you' redoneisabad sgn?” Maramurmured from
behind him.

“When the Forceisyour dly, you're never truly done,” Luke said gravely, turning around and blinking in



mild surprise as he caught Sght of the girl trailing slently behind hiswife. “We have company?’
“Soitwould seem.” Maragestured to the girl. *Y ou remember Evlyn, don’'t you?’
“Quitewd|,” Luke sad. “Hello, Evlyn.”

“Helo,” thegirl said, abit timidly. “I’m sorry about. . . earlier.”

“That'sdl right.” Lukelooked a Mara, lifting his eyebrows questioningly.

“It'salong story,” shesaid, “and | only have hdf of it myself. The short versonisthat Jnzler thinks
she Il be safer with usright now than with her own people.”

“All right,” Luke said, setting his curiosity asidein favor of more pressing business. “Did you get the
message from Fe?’

“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 gppearsthat aslong asthe Colonists stay out of their way, the
Vagaari aren’t bothering to shoot them.”

“Rather havethem diedowly, | guess” Luke sad.

Maranodded. “ 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 dready cometo that conclusion. “We'll just have to do what we can,” he said. “ And the faster we
finish off the Vagaari, theless of aproblemwe' |l have. Are any of Pressor’ s peoplegoingto beina
position to help when we start our push?’

“Not redly,” Marasaid. “Four of them areinside current VVagaari territory, but | 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 asthey passed through D-Six and are up and
functional again. That helped Pressor’ smood alittle.”

“Happy dliesaregood to have,” Luke said. “Let’skeep him that way by telling his people to stay put.
Outnumbered and undergunned is a bad combination.”

“Already done,” Maraconfirmed. “Though one bright side isthat they’ re probably not as undergunned
asthey might have been. The fact that the Vagaari are using charrics and old Republic blasters againgt us
impliesthey didn’t bring any real weapons of their own, but had to loot theChaf 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,” Marasaid. “ Even 0, the outnumbering remains.” She hefted her lightsaber. “So | guessit' sup
tous”

“And the Five-Oh-First.” Luke paused, frowning as adistant sound caught his attention. “Y ou hear
that?’



“Soundslike blagterfire,” Marasaid, her forehead wrinkled in concentration. “And lots of it.”
“Maybe they’ ve decided some of the Colonists need to dieright now after al,” Luke said grimly.

“Or else one of Pressor’s people decided to be ahero,” Mara agreed. “Either way, | think that’ s our
cue”

“Right.” Lukeignited hislightsaber. Thetwo Vagaari were ill there, he knew, but it was unlikely they
would be expecting astraight-out charge. “ Ready?’

“Ready.”

“Agan,” Drask ordered.

Fel nodded and fired again, sending ashort burst from his borrowed carbine into the corridor wall afew
metersin front of him, listening to the dightly wheezy and very distinctive sound of the ancient wesgpon.

“Arything?

“They sound agitated,” the general said, holding his appropriated VVagaari helmet up to his ear.
“Ah—thereisan order.”

Fd frowned. “How can you possibly know that?’ he asked. “Y ou don't even speak their language.”

“Thereisatone of command that isthe samein dl languages,” Drask said. “Now we need only wait and
seeif it isthe 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 aclatter of armor, they were there: five armored Vagaari, charging to what they thought
wastheir comrades aid. They got off asingle, sartled 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 saseries of emergency battery rooms back that way,” Fel said dubioudy. “You aren't redly
intending to try this sametrick twice, are you?’

“Not at dl,” Drask assured him. “It istime to take the battle to the enemy. The other stormtroopers
should be in position by now; let us seeif we can drive the Vagaari into reach of their weapons.”



“Ah,” Fd sad. “Inthat case, we probably want the fluid systems service corridor instead of the battery
rooms. There are two access panelsin particular we might find useful: one opening into one of the
cross-corridors on this side of the starboard turbalift lobby, the other door opening into the lobby itself.”
“How likely arethe Vagaari to have set up pickets at the entrance to this corridor?’

“Not very,” Fd 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,” Fdl told him. “We
could hold off asmdl army from ether place.”

“Excdlent,” Drask said. “ Take usthere.”

Cautioudy, 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 | don’t understand iswherethey’redl coming from,” Fel said, stroking his bandaged right arm
restlesdy 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
animétion technology the answer isobvious.”

“But if they didn't—oh.” Fel broke off, embarrassed. Itwas obvious. “ Those three sealed rooms aboard
their shuttle, the onesthey claimed were open to vacuum.”

“Yes” Drask confirmed. “Though undoubtedly asmall portion of eachwas indeed open to space.”

“Right—the part by the door sensor and access port,” Fdl 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 resedl 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 redllydid shoot him,” Fel reminded him. “These people are
serioudy 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 redized with atwinge of apprehension, with barely enough room for the

stormtroopersto get through without scraping their shoulders on the piping and access manifoldslining
thewalls. Far too narrow for any of them to pass any of the others.



Which meant that if they had to retrest, it would be Fel and hisinjured 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 sgns of enemy presence in the corridor. In fact, from al appearances, the place might not have
been visited in years, and severd times Fel had to fight back areaction to the drifting dust being kicked
up by their passage. It would be ashameto put this much effort into sneaking up on the enemy only to
announce thelr presence with a coughing fit.

They madeit to their target pand without incident. Drask motioned the stormtroopersto take up
gde-to-sde positionsin front of it, BlasTechs at the ready. Then, reaching around past them, he punched
therelease.

Thisdoor, fortunately, opened without any difficulty at al. The stormtroopers were ready, opening fire
the ingtant the diding pand 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 dammed into his men, leaving blackened marks on the clean white armor. The targets
were clearly plentiful—Fel could see both stormtroopers rhythmically swinging their wegpons 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 alarge percentage of them were right
here.

And even the legendary 501t had alimit to what it could handle.

It took only afew more seconds for Drask to come to the same conclusion. Again reaching past the
stormtroopers, he punched the control. The door did shut, the meta 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 istime to make our own.”

“Right.” Fel turned around—

And froze. Moving stedthily through the passage toward them was aline of Vagaari warriors.

Apparently, the enemy hadn’t missed this bet after all.

CHAPTER 21



Gathering hisfeet beneath him, Luke ducked out of the doorway he’ d been hiding in and sprinted ahead
and down the corridor toward the next room inline. Asheran, ahail of blaster bolts scorched the air
around him, scattering from hislightsaber 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 agame 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'sal right,” he assured them. “Don’t worry, you' re safe now.”

None of them replied. With asigh, he leaned back out into the corridor for another cautious look. He
had hoped this strange aversion to Jedi was confined to the origind group of Outbound Flight survivors.
But whatever the reason for their hatred, they’ d clearly done agood job of passing it on to successive
generations.

Unfortunately, if Jinzler wasto be believed, it dso meant thiswas yet another place where it might not be
safeto leave Evlyn done. It was starting to look like they were going to haveto drag her dl the way back
to the turbalifts.

Behind him, Marasignaded that they were ready. Raising hislightsaber again, he stepped back into the
corridor.

Again, the Vagaari opened fire. But thistime, the shots were coming from a set of doorway's farther
down the corridor. He and Maramight 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 Maraand Evlyn ducked into the room he'd just
left. “ Clear!” Maracalled.

Stepping back again, Luke joined them. “Everyone still okay?’ he asked.

“Yes” Marasaid. Evlyn looked alittle winded, but seemed dl 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?’

“Sometimein the past few minutes, | think,” Marasaid. “1 tried to call Fel while you were clearing this
last section and could get only Stetic.”

“Tearific,” Luke muttered.

“Not asterrific asthey think,” Marasaid, pulling one of the Old Republic comlinks out of her belt and
handing it to him. “We can till keep in touch with Pressor and the Peacekeepers with these.”

“That's something, anyway,” Luke agreed, diding the comlink onto his belt beside his own. “What do
you suppose they’ re up to?’

“I don't know,” Marasaid. “It might not be anything more sinister than Bearsh deciding he wastired of
coordinated attacks.”

“Thenagain, it might,” Luke pointed out grimly. “And Fel and the Five-Oh-First are back there dl
done”



He caught the flicker of concern from hiswife. Apparently, she’ d grown fond of the Imperids. “We'd
better pick up our pacealittle,” she said.

“Right,” Luke said, stepping back to the doorway. “Here goes. . .”

* % *

The Vagaari inthefront of theline jerked back asablaster bolt found agap in hisarmor; he toppled
over backward, his weapon blazing madly away as hefell. One of the shots Sizzled past Fel’ shead ashe
crouched down in the corridor, and he winced away as he dammed afresh Tibanna gas cartridge into his
blaster. One more Vagaari down; awhole line of the aliens standing ready to take his place. “Report!” he
shouted as he took another waddling step backward, trying to keep hishead clear of hisalies fire.

“We're. . . dill good, sr,” Grappler called. But al 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 till on hisfeet, till firing, and till
retreating in an orderly fashion. Grappler, Fel suspected, was't in much better shape.

Fel and Drask were dtill largely unscathed, crouched down asthey werein order to give the
sormtroopersaclear field of fire. But that couldn’t [ast, either, and unarmored asthey were, asingle
well-placed shot could easily put either of them out of action.

It would have been niceif they could have used their grenades. The stormtroopers had a complete set of
them, aong 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 Hight' s remaining populace. The blasterswere
risky enoughin here.

And ontop of dl that, the Vagaari had finaly begun jamming their comlinks. The only mystery waswhy
they hadn’t gotten around to it earlier.

So here they were, trapped in anarrow corridor with enemies on al sides and no way to cal for
assistance.

And as Fdl 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 desth was aways present in combat, of course, and
there had been many times when he' d gazed out his clawcraft’ s canopy at the enemy shipsrising to meet
him and wondered if thiswould be the time. But in space combat there was dways a chance of survivd,
evenif your ship was blown completely out from under you.

Here, there would be no such chance. If the VVagaari blasters found him, he would be dead.

Dead.

“Whereisthis second access door?’ Drask shouted into his ear.



Fd glanced around, getting his bearings. “ Another two or three meters,” he said. “ Same side of the
corridor asthelast one.”

“Understood.”

Fd resumed firing, wondering at the Chiss's composure. The exit into the engine room that Fel had so
confidently told him about was al the way at the other end of the corridor, too far awvay for them to
reasonably expect to make before the Vagaari numerica superiority finaly took them down.

But the access door into the turbolift lobby itself was only afew meters dong the corridor. And so that
was where Drask had ordered them to go.

The lobby would befull of Vagaari, of course. But anyplace they could reach would likely have that
same problem. At least in the lobby they would have alittle more room to maneuver.

And maybe the Jedi would comein time. Maybe.

* % *

The medic straightened up, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, Ambassador, but that’sal | can do.”

Jnzler nodded slently, gazing down at the trestment table. Formbi waslying till, hiseyesclosed, his
breathing labored. The medic had mostly gotten the bleeding stopped, though Jinzler could see traces il
seeping out through the bandages. But the Chiss had already lost alot of blood, and there was no way to

replaceit.

At least not now. Not until they could get back to theChaf Envoy and its medical supplies, or esefinda
Chiss crewer with the same blood type.

Assuming any of the crewers aboard theChaf Envoy weredill dive.
“What about bacta?’ he asked, looking up at the medic again. “Isthere any available?’

The medic looked at him in astonishment. “Y ou must bejoking,” she said. “Mogt of the bactawe had
waslost or corrupted in the battle and aftermath. We used up what was |eft probably twenty years ago.”

“The ambassador isn't joking,” adark voice came from the corner. “He' smost serious.”

Jnzler turned around. Councilor Kedly 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 Jnzler isafriend of
al,” Kedly continued, staring at the deck. “Didn’t you know? He' safriend to Blue Ones, to Jedi, evento
murdering Vagaari. Y es, Ambassador Jinzler likes everyone.”

Helifted abaeful glareto Jnzler. “This Blue Oneisthe redl reason your Jedi friends are so anxiousto
get to the turbalifts, isn't it?” he demanded, nodding at the table. “ So that you can get himto hisship to
be patched up. Once that happens, you'll dl just fly away and leave us hereto die”

“That’snot true,” Jinzler said, keeping his voice steady. He' d had doubts about Kedly’ s mental stability
even before the Vagaari had unleashed their wolvkils on him and the rest of the Council. Now hewas



even less sure about it. “ There are a so people aboard the Chiss ship who can get rid of the line creepers
the Vagaari areleaving behind. The faster we get them down here, the sooner we can restore your ship
to full power.”

Kedy snorted. “Oh, yes. It sounds so reasonable.” Abruptly, he stood up. “But then, your entire
profession is based around your ability to lieto people, isn't it?’

“St down, Kedly.”

Jnzler looked over at the room’ swaiting area, where Uliar and Tarkosa had been talking together in low
tones. The conversation had ceased, and both men were gazing at Kedly, their expressions unreadable.
“Sit down,” Uliar repeated. “ Better yet, go back to your rooms.”

“But he'saliar, Chas,” Kedy ingsted. “ By definition, that means he'sbeen lying to us”

“Very possbly,” Uliar agreed coldly. “But you will till St down.”

For amoment the two men locked gazes. Then, with anoisy huff, Kedly 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 strainin her face. “I'm
going to run asample of hisblood,” shetold him. “It might be possible to synthesize at |east some of the
basic plasmafor him. It wouldn't be whole blood, but it would be better than nothing.”

“It would certainly help,” Jnzler acknowledged. “ Thank you.”

The medic gave him aflicker of asmile and walked away. Feesamoved into the spot by the table where
the woman had been standing, her face etched with worry as she gazed down at Formbi. “He' Il makeit,”
Jnzler assured her, knowing even as he said it that it was probably alie. Maybe Kedly was right about
him. “He s strong, and they’ ve got the bleeding stopped. HE Il makeit.”

“I know,” Feesasaid, and Jinzler could hear in her voice that she knew she was speaking alie, too. “It's
just...”

“He sardative of yours, isn't he?” Jnzler asked, searching for something less painful to talk about.
“You know, | don't think | ever heard how Chiss families are set up. Especialy those who make up the
Ruling Families”

Shelooked a him blankly. “The Nine Ruling Families are like any other families” she said. “Blood and
merit create Sblings and cousins and ranking distants. Some are released, others are rematched, others
areborntotriad. The same asany other family.”

She lowered her eyesto Formbi again. “ Thiswasn’t supposed to happen. None of thiswas supposed to
happen.”

On thetable, Formbi’ s eyesfluttered partway open. “Feesa,” he murmured. “No more.”
“What do you mean?’ Jnzler said, frowning. “No more what?’

Feesaturned 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’ sgoing on?’

“Peace, Ambassador,” Formbi murmured. “I will tell you. . . everything. . . later. But not. . . now.” His
head turned dightly to the Sde.

Toward where Kedy was dill staring at the deck, muttering to himself.

Jnzler fet his bresth catch in histhroat, apart 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, Jnzler
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
sad quietly, feding cold al over. “Later will dofine”

* * %

“Therel” Drask’ svoice shouted in Fd’sear. “There!”

Fd glanced to hisright 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
sdeways glance to locate the release control. Thereit was, half ameter above his head. “Grappler!” he
shouted. “ Stun grenade!”

“ Shak,” the stormtrooper muttered back, his voice Strained.

The Eickarieword forready, Fel recalled uneasily. Apparently, Grappler wastoo far gone to even be
ableto trandate into Basic. Fel could only hope he was dert enough to remember to arm the stun
grenade before he threw it. “ Ready—" He lunged up and dapped the rdlease “—qo!”

The door creaked dightly asit began to dide open. Fel got aglimpse through the opening of armored
Vagaari turning their wegpons toward the noise; and then Grappler |obbed the grenade through the
opening. Fe hit the release again, reversing the door’ s direction. There were sounds of sudden
congternation outside asthe pand did 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 did open again, dl the way thistime, and he dived
Sdewaysthroughit.

He landed on the deck of the turbolift lobby between two groggy Vagaari who lay twitching wherethe
force of the concussion had thrown them. Scrambling to his feet, ignoring the protest of cramping leg
muscles, he turned and hel ped pull Drask through the opening. “What wasthat?’ the Chiss asked, taking
astumbling step over the nearest Vagaari.



“Concussion grenade,” Fdl said, looking around as he did hislast Tibanna cartridge into his blaster.
“Knocks everyoneflat for acouple of minutes.”

“And then allows them to awaken?’ Drask demanded as Grappler saggered through the opening. Fel
grabbed the stormtrooper’ s arm to steady him, grimacing at the dozens of pits and scorch marks
discoloring hisarmor. “What sort of wegpon isthat for awarrior?’

“The sort awarrior 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 hisarm and pulled him bodily
through. “Come on, we need to get out of here.”

But it wastoo 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 asthey could before
they werekilled.

“Ligten!” Drask murmured urgently. “I hear aturbolift car gpproaching.”

Fd 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 themsalves alittle cover.

Infact, if the Vagaari in thelobby stayed groggy |ong enough, they might even have a chance of using the
car to get away. “Go,” hetold Drask, giving atug on Cloud’' sarm to get him moving.

They picked their way through the maze of stunned V agaari, the stormtroopers ssumbling drunkenly, Fel
doing hisbest to help and hurry them aong. Drask, unencumbered with injured comrades, made the trip
consderably faster and was standing ready at the door when it did open. He siwung around the edge to
lean into the car, his charric spitting bluefire as he laid down akilling pattern.

The pattern broke off dmost before it started. “Empty,” he called, swinging back around again to cover
the Vagaari il getting to their feet. A shot blistered past his head; shifting hisaim, he fired onceto
dlencethe gunner. “Hurry!”

The Chiss had shot three more Vagaari, and the room was starting to fill with blaster bolts by the time
Fd and the ssormtroopers stumbled through the open door. “We'rein,” Fel shouted as he guided his
chargesto therear of the car. The enemy firewas 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, il firing as he ducked insde.

“Yes” Fd said. Whatever reinforcements Bearsh had would undoubtedly be up on D-4, and Fel had no
interest in taking them on just now. “Comeon, hitit.”

Drask did so.



Nothing happened.

Drask hit it again, and again, then tried the switch to D-4. Still nothing. “What' swrong?’ Fel demanded,
hurrying to hisside,

“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,” Fdl said, grabbing Drask’sarm
and dragging him to the back of the car. So that wasit. The enemy had anticipated their final move, and
they were now well and truly trapped. Fel had failed his men, failled Admird Parck, failed Aristocra
Formbi and the rest of the Chiss.

But if the Vagaari expected them to die quietly, they werein for arude shock. Cloud and Grappler had
sunk to the floor, semiconscious, their BlasTechs hanging loosdly 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 garting to move purposefully around, fully in control now and probably setting up their
pattern for arush on the car. Leveling the BlasTech toward the opening, Fel braced himsdlf. . .

And with a sudden shattering of meta and plastic, the front part of the car’ s celling exploded inward.

Ingtinctively, Fel twisted his head away, squeezing his eyes shut againgt the flying debris. Theroar 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 Imperia stormtroopers.

Watchman and Shadow had arrived.

There were, Fel had estimated, about thirty Vagaari in the turbolift [obby. They never had a chance. The
two stormtroopers stood shoulder to shoulder in the doorway, fresh and uninjured, taking the enemy’s
attack unflinchingly asthey systematicaly raked the lobby with blagterfire.

Fe sank down onto the floor beside Cloud and Grappler, the BlasTech faling loosein hishands ashe
listened to thefirefight, the combat tension findly beginning to drain out of him.

And asit did, he dowly became aware of pain digging into his body from a dozen different placeson
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.

* * %

Thetwo 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 blaster-fire from aminute earlier had gone ominoudy
quiet. Wrapped in the tunnel vision of combat, he couldn’t tell what the outcome had been, but it was
beginning to look asif he and Marawere aready too late to be of any help there.

The Vagaari intengfied their fire. Setting histeeth, he struggled to keep up with the attack—



And suddenly, the screaming of their wegpons was joined by blasterfire of amore modern pitch and
rhythm. For ahandful of seconds the two sounds played adeadly duet, and then all wegponsfdl abruptly
glent.

“Luke? Mara?’

Lukelet hislightsaber dow to ahat in ready postion, hislungs heaving as he rdaxed histight focus and
began opening up hismind again. The voice and the sense accompanying it had been very familiar. . .

“We're here, Fd,” Maracalled out as she and Evlyn came up behind him. “Come on, Luke, they're
hurt.”

Luke blinked swest 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 VVagaari Luke had
been dowly pushing back. “ These the last of them?’ one of the ssormtroopers asked, gesturing at them
with hisBlasTech.

“Asfar as| know, yes” Luke said, eyeing him and the others with concern and abit of awe. All four
stormtroopers had been through the wars, al right, with blaster burns scattered and clustered all across
their once-deek armor. On two of them, the white color of their breastplates had been amost 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 dive, let done more or less on their feet. Fel didn't ook to bein terrific
shape, either, and though he seemed to be walking on his own Luke could see that Drask was standing
ready to offer him ahelping hand. “1 see you' ve been busy,” he said. The words sounded rather bland,
but somehow seemed to fit the casud dignity and bravery he could sensefrom al six of thegroup. “I'm
sorry weweren't able to get to you faster.”

“We managed,” Fdl said, hisvoicerigid with the strain of someonefighting back pain and determined not
to show it. “Afraid we left amess 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 &t the others. There was a general murmur of agreement. “He
must have madeit to D-Four before we were able to deal with their rear guard.”

“Rear guard?’ Maraasked. “Y ou saying there are till more of them up there?’

“Definitely,” one of the scormtroopers said. “We could hear them working in the turbolift pylon while we
were bringing thecar in.”

“1 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 arough calculation, however,” Drask said. “From the size of the three inaccessible rooms
aboard the Vagaari vessd, | estimate Bearsh could have brought as many as three hundred troops with
him”



Lukewhistled. “ Threehundred? They must have been stacked like data cardsin there.”
“With their hibernation technology, that would be entirely possible,” Drask agreed.
“What were they doing in the pylon?’ Evlyn asked.

They al looked a her. “What?" Fel asked.

“Y ou said they wereworking in the turbalift pylon,” the girl reminded them. “Y ou said you didn’t count
them, but didn’t you at least look to see what they were doing?’

The two dightly-less-injured stormtrooperslooked at each other. “Not redlly,” 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 dl wegot.”

“We had more pressing things to think about at thetime,” the other stormtrooper added.

“Well, let’ sthink about it now,” Luke said. “What could Bearsh be up to?’

“Maybe there' saquick way to find out,” Marasaid, stooping beside one of the Vagaari bodies and
pulling off hishdmet. “Let’ sask him.”

She glanced over the controls, then keyed on the built-in comlink. “Hello, Bearsh,” she cdled toward the
voice pickup. “ Thisis Mara Jade Skywaker. How' sit going up there?’

Therewasalong pause. “Bearsh?’ she cdled again. “Come on, Vagaari, look dive.”

“I'm sorry, but Genera Bearshisunavailable at thistime,” avoice replied, sounding distant and oddly
hollow asit came from the helmet’ s headphones. “ So you il live, Jedi?’

Luke grimaced. General Bearsh, noless. “That' sright, Estosh,” Marasaid. “We till live, you're up and
around again—it'sjust agloriousday for usdl.”

“Not for dl, Jedi,” Estosh said, an edge of mdicious pleasurein hisvoice. “But for the Vagaari, thisis
indeed aday of satisfaction. Where precisdy are you?’

“WEe re standing around on aV agaari-free Dreadnaught,” Maratold him. *'Y ou want something more
precise?’

“No need,” Estosh said. “I see you now, therein 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 hemets. “What do you mean,Vagaari-free?” Estosh went on.

“Oh, didn’'t you know?’ Marasaid. “Y our rear guard’ sdead. All of them.”
“Redlly,” Estosh said. “Interesting. Y ou Jedi are more effective warriors than we redlized. Our mistake.”

“A mistake others paid for,” Mara pointed out. “But | supposethat’ stypical. | don’t supposeyou're
brave enough to come down here and take any of the risks yoursalf?’



Estosh chuckled melodioudy. “Thank you for your invitation, but no. The Supreme Commander never
takes the samerisks asthe common soldiers. | have my duty, and they have theirs.”

“Supreme Commander, you say,” Marasaid. “I’m impressed. Speaking of duty, you surely didn’t
sacrifice forty-odd troops just to kill off a couple of hundred humans and afew Chiss, did you?’

“Of coursenot,” Estosh said. “Tell me, is Master Skywalker there with you?’

Luke hedtated, sensing the trap lying benegth 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 ligtening, his own freedom of movement would be
severely limited, at least for the length of the conversation. With Fel and the ssormtroopers largely out of
commission, it would be abad ideato let the Vagaari pin both him and Maradown to this one particular

Spot.

Mara, he could sense, had come to the same conclusion. Fortunately, she’ d aso 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 arapid couple of steps aft down the corridor as he pulled the matching
devicefrom hisown bdt. Clicking hers on, Maraheld 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 wastime, he decided, to see what
exactly was going on up there. “1 merely didn’'t want to haveto repest al of thisfor you later. You're
right, we did indeed come here for revenge. But certainly not for the few ragged handfuls of humanswho
will soon be dying alongside you. No, our revenge will be againgt the entire Chissrace.”

The colonists, Luke saw, were beginning to emerge now from the various nooks and cranniesthey’d
been hiding in. Mogt of them shied back again at the'r first sght of him. “Niceto have godsinlife,” Mara
commented. “But | find it hard to believe there’ s anything aboard Outbound Hight 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 redly mean anything?’

“Mock medl youwish, Jedi,” Estosh snarled. “Butl am up here, andyou are down there.”

Luke had reached the turbolift lobby now. There was a single car waiting there behind the piles of
Vagaari bodies, acar 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 | do?’

Hisfirgt ingtinct wasto tell her to get back to Marawhere 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 alook for himself. If
they’ d left areception committee watching that approach, it could get messy.

But there was something about the expression on the girl’ sface that was stirring old memories. . .

“And up there is about asfar asyou're going to get,” Mara s voice scoffed over the comlink, the tone
carefully designed to draw Estosh out till 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 asthe memory clicked.l want to go with you. He could till 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 aone to shut down the tractor beam that was preventing theMillennium Falcon from

escaping.
And thereby going to his deeth.

Would things have been different if he' d allowed Luke to go along? Of course they would. Leiamight
never have been found and rescued, for one thing. Han certainly wouldn’t have gone out on alimb for her
back then, at least not aone.

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 ableto defeat or at least neutralize Vader, then go
onto free Leiafrom her cell, then take R2-D2 and the precious Death Star datato 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 | underestimated.”

Therewasredly no question asto what the logical, practica decision should be. Evlynwould be at risk
up there, aswell asbeing apossibly crucid distraction for Luke himself.

And yet, despite dl thelogic, hisingtincts were whispering the exact opposite.
Trust your instincts, Luke. . .

“Get ready to stop the turbolift,” hetold her. Bending his knees, stretching to the Force for strength, he
jumped through the ragged opening up onto the car’ sroof. The reason for the odd shape of the hole
became clear the ingtant he saw the multicol ored wires crisscrossing the roof. Like the forward turbolifts,
this one had been wired as atrap. 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 | tell you to get out of here, youimmediately 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 itsway toward D-4, “downward” from where Luke was currently sitting.
Pulling out his glow rod, he adjusted it to tight beam and waited.

“That' salittle unfair, Estosh,” Fel’ s voice came from the comlink. “Even Jedi can’t be expected to know



everything. That' swhy they have dlieslike us. Y ou see, we know all about the recorder you tapped into
the navigationd repeeter lines.”

Luke frowned at the comlink. A recorder in the navigationa lines, that Fel and the 501st had known
about?

And that they hadn’t mentioned to anyone else?

“Ah, so that’ swhat the diversion with the line creeperswas al about,” Marasaid. Even at this distance,
L uke could sense her own surprise and annoyance that Fel hadn’t let them in on the secret. But nothing
but interested professonalism was coming out in her voice. “Y ou knew you might be leaving this party
early, so you made sure you’ d have arecording 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
closeto 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 ingtaling the device. Master Skywalker, are you il 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 dl the way out of the Redoubt, you know. We were hdf an hour into the
flight beforeyou got it tiedin.”

“That last part will be easy enough,” Etosh said offhandedly. “ L eaving the edge of astar cluster isnot
nearly asdifficult as navigating one' sway insde.”

The turbolift car had hit the main gravity eddy field now and was rotating around in the darkness. A
moment later it finished itsturn, leaving Luke with aclear line of Sght al the way to the curve wherethe
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 al was silence. Whatever the Vagaari had been doing, they
were gpparently finished.

That was probably abad sign. Flicking on hisglow rod, he shined it upward.

And caught his breath. There, packed around the tube afew meters out from the curve, he could seea
solid ring of flat gray boxes.

Boxes like the ones he and Mara had run into on their initia trip through D-4. Boxes Marahad identified
asbeing full of explosves

The Vagaari had mined the pylon.



CHAPTER 22

Luke gazed upward, feding histhroat tighten. There was undoubtedly an orderly and systematic method
for detaching Dreadnaught-4 from the rest of Outbound Hight. Clearly, the Vagaari weren't interested in
finding out what that procedure was.

The car was approaching the ring now. “ One thing that puzzlesme, Estosh,” Luke said into his comlink,
holding hisfree hand horizontaly over the hole in the ceiling where Evlyn could seeit. “ Y ou couldn’t have
known any of the Dreadnaughts would even be in one piece when we set off on thistrip, let alone ready
to fly. And you certainly didn’t need al these troops just to track theChaf Envoy’ s path into the
Redoubt.” The car reached the explosives, and he jabbed at the air with hisfinger. Evlyn was ready, and
the car settled tentatively to amidair hdlt.

“That'sright,” Marasaid. Luke could sense her concern as she picked up on his sudden tension, but
againdl of it was carefully filtered out of her voice. “ So whatwas the origina plan? Just out of curiosity,
of course.”

“Y ou humans are strange creatures,” Estosh said, his mel odious voice starting to pick up an edge of
suspicion. “Here you are, about to die, and yet ingtead of struggling to postpone your fate, you st quietly
and ask about things that cannot possibly help you.”

Sowly, Lukeran thelight from hisglow rod aong the explosives. The detonator wiring seemed
graightforward enough, the kind of arrangement he' d seen demalitions techs use during the Rebellion. In
theory, he should be ableto smply pull it out of al the packages within reach.

The problem was that the detonator box itself was a quarter of the way around the tube from him.

Thereis no emotion; there is peace. Taking acareful breath, Luketried to think. He could, of course,
eadly use the Force to maneuver hislightsaber over to the box and cut it away from the boxes of
explogves. But the Vagaari might have wired it with a collgpsing release to prevent any last-minute
tampering. If it wasrigged that way, cutting it free would instantly trigger a detonation.

In addition, there was something el se pressed up against the metal benesath the boxes, something he
could see but couldn’t get to without disassembling everything on top of it. Unknowns were dwaysto be
considered dangerous, especialy in explosveswork.

“Thething s, you see, we Jedi don’t die nearly aseasly asyou might like,” Maratold Estosh camly.
“There' sagood chance we' Il be seeing you again, and the more we know about you, the eesier it’'ll be
for usto ped 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 hisweight. The cluster of buried cables he and Marahad used for their
climb up the forward pylon weren't Situated close enough to the box, elther. He probably could have
rigged up something out of liquid cable, but he'd used up most of his supply when he and Marahad
seded off the edges of that firgt turbolift car.



But if hisparticular car wastoo far away, one of theother carsin the cluster should be positioned to
passright next toit. 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 hislightsaber 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, hisvoice suddenly slky smooth. “My only regret isthat | will
not actualy witness your deaths. Farewell, Jedi.” Therewas aclick from Luke' s comlink asthe Vagaari
broke the connection—

And suddenly, below him, the turbalift pylon erupted in an eerie, flickering greenish-blue light and the
sound of metdlic hissng.

“Lukel” Maracdled over the comlink. “What' sgoing 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, aong with the gap the car they wereriding
would normaly dipinto. “Y ou know any type of detonator that hisses and gives off blue-green light?’

“Sounds like ascorch gtick,” Marasaid. “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 thissze?’
“Haf aminute,” Marasad. “Maybe alittle more. If you' re anywhere near it, get out now.”

Luke listened to his heart thudding in histhroat as he weighed his options. If he could just get to the
detonator before the scorch stick finished its burn. . .

But no. Not in haf aminute. Certainly not with Evlyn along to dow him down.

He shouldn’t have brought her with him. For thefirst timein along time, hisingtincts hed played him
fdse

But thiswasn'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 hislightsaber from hisbelt 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 alarge hole in the metd before the curvein the
tube blocked it from his sight. The car dropped past the ring of explosives—

And with ajolt, he saw that Mara had overestimated how much time they would have. The scorched
section aready extended over more than haf the circle, with the flickering fire seeming to pick up speed
asit worked itsway around toward the detonator.



They had maybe five more seconds before it finished.

“Onthefloor,” Luke shouted to Evlyn, jumping in through the holein the roof. The car wouldn't be
nearly enough protection from the explosive power about to be unleashed, he knew, but it was dl they
had. “ Come on, get on thefloor,” he repeated.

But to his surprise, Evlyn ignored him, remaining by the control pand as she punched keyson a
command stick she' d plugged into the droid socket. He reached out a hand for her, wondering if she
didn’'t undergtand or if she’'d amply frozenin fear.

But even as hishand closed on her arm, he caught the sense of desperate determination inthe girl. Ashe
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 asthe floor dropped out from under them.
The car hit the main gravity eddy and began itsturn, blocking hisview of the explosives and thefiery
blue-green glow.

Aningant later, the pylon blew up.

The car floor seemed to legp up a him, damming hard into his face and body, the impact knocking most
of theair out of hislungs. Hewas il holding Evlyn’sarm; reflexively, he pulled her closebesdehim as
the shock wave from the explosion washed over them.

Hewas gtill holding her that way, ears ringing from the shock wave, when the car’ ssde wall
disntegrated.

He gasped as the pieces dammed 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 et the Force flow into her,
trying to suppress some of her pain. Therain of shrapne stopped, the buffeting faded away, and Luke
risked alook upward through what was |ft of the ceiling. The lower curvein the pylon was visible above
them, with the safety of D-5'sturbolift lobby just beyond it. Shakily but steadily, the car continued
upward.

It was then he suddenly noticed that he couldn’t bregthe.

He expanded his chest, trying to fill hislungs. 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.

Seady, Luketold himsef gernly, forcing himsdlf to rlax. Hisbody’ s cdlls 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 hisown trust in the Force ease into her and dow her
breathing. A few seconds | ater, the car settled into its place in the turbaolift |obby.

The door remained closed.

Luke st histeeth, glaring up at it. But of courseit wouldn’t open on its own, not with anear vacuum on
one sde. It would haveto be pried past its safety interlocks. Stretching out to the Force, he got agrip on
the pand and pulled.

The door quivered once, but remained closed.



Luketried again, trying to gather more strength. But between the effects of the concussive blagt, the pain
from the shrapnd 4till throbbing through his body, and the oxygen deprivation, he couldn’t focus the

Necessary power.

Hisvison was starting to go hazy. Another few seconds and he would sink into unconsciousness. He
gretched out onefina time—

And with athud that shook the whole car, the door dammed open. Luke opened his eyes, squinting
through the rush of air blowing suddenly in hisface.

Mara, her eyesblazing with fear, concern, and, yes, anger at him, grabbed hisarms and pulled him
through the door. Pressor wasright beside her, lifting his niece through to safety.

The door dammed shut as Marareleased her grip on it. “Hi, sweetheart,” Luke said, managing asmile.
Hl!m mm”

She shook her head. “ Skywalker—"

“I know,” Luke said. Still smiling, he let the darkness take him.

* * *

The medica bay recovery room door did open, and Mara stepped inside. “How arethey?” Jinzler
asked, looking up from hischair by the sdewadll. “1 heard one of the medics say they werein pretty bad

shape.”

“It looked worse than it redly was,” Mara assured him. Jnzler’ sface looked cam enough, she noted,
but his handsin hislap were opening and closing restlesdy. “Most of Evlyn'sinjuries were superficia and
should hedl pretty quickly,” shewent on. “L uke had some deeper cuts, but they caught it al before he
lost too much blood. HE sgoneinto aJedi hedling trance while they finish patching him up.”

Fel grunted. “Must be a nice thing to be ableto do.”

“It can be handy,” Mara agreed, looking around the room. They were, she decided, about as sorry alot
asshe'd seeninalong time. Formbi was lying on one of the recovery tables, hiseyes only occasiondly
fluttering open, his breathing deep and dow. 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 aback corner beside
gtacks of their mangled armor and were working their way through their own list of injuries. Thedien
stormtrooper, Su-mil, she noted with interest, had pale orange blood.

“So,” Marawent on, raising her voice alittle. “ Aslong as we seem to have some time on our hands,
why don't we dl have anice long talk together?’ Shelooked at Fdl. *Y ou can start, Commander. Did |
hear you say earlier that you caught the Vagaari wiring arecorder into theChaf Envoy’ s navigationd
lines?”

“Wedidn't actudly catch themintheact,” Fel said. “ Su-mil found the recorder after it had aready been
planted.”



“| gtand corrected,” Marasaid. “ So why didn’t you say anything to anyone?’

“To be perfectly honest, because we didn’'t know whom it was safeto tell,” Fel said evenly. “Wedidn't
know whether Bearsh had puit it there, or Generd Drask, or Aristocra Formbi, Ambassador Jnzler—"
Helooked Mara straight in the eye. “—or you.”

“| see” Marasaid, accepting his gaze and sending it straight back at him. “All right, then, let’ stry this
one. You told us once that you didn’t know why Parck had sent you on thismission. Y ou lied. Then you
changed your story and said you' d been sent to protect us. | think you lied that time, too. Y ou want to
takeonemore stab at it?’

Fd’slip twitched. “Admira Parck told us the mission would be going into great danger. We were sent
to give added protection to Aristocra Formbi. And that wasall we weretold,” he added firmly. “We
didn’t even know what direction the danger was going to be coming from.” He grimaced. “If we had, |
guarantee Bearsh and hisfriends would be locked up in binders right now.”

“Yes” Maramurmured, stretching out with the Force. It did indeed seem to be the truth thistime. Or at
leadt, the truth as Fel knew it, which might not be the same thing. “1 suppose this clears up the mystery of
your missing operationd manud, t0o.”

Fel nodded. “ Apparently the VVagaari wanted to know everything they could about Outbound Hight
beforewe arrived.”

“Right,” Maraagreed. “All of which brings up an even more interesting point.”

Sheturned to face the three Chiss. “As| think about it, Aristocra Formbi, you asked for an amazing
amount of muscle to accompany you on thistrip. 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 aunit of the best ssormtroopers he had available.”

“And it wasindeed fortunate dl of you were here,” Drask said, nodding his head gravely. “We oweyou
our lives”

“Yes, you do,” Maraagreed. “But here' sthe question. How exactly did you know you were going to
need dl thishdp?’

“I do not understand what you are asking,” Drask said evenly. But there was anew tightness at the
corners of hiseyes. *Y ou were invited to take possession of Outbound Hight. That isdl.”

Marashook her head. “ Sorry, Generd, 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 usto just cut it open, which we could have
donein afraction of thetimeit took the techswith their torches.”

“Yes” Jnzler put in, sounding suddenly thoughtful. “1 remember thinking about that mysdlf a thetime,
wondering if it was someform of tiff-necked Chisspride.”

“That waswhat | thought, too,” Marasaid, smiling tightly. “In fact, | thought it right up to the minute
Bearsh told meto die and casudly sent hiswolvkilscharging at me. . . and | cut them in half.”

Jnzler inhaled sharply. “Y our lightsaber,” he said in sudden understanding.” He' d never seen a



lightsaber. ”

“That’sright, he hadn’t,” Maraagreed. “Because Formbi madevery surethey never saw usin action.
That, plusour Jedi abilitiesin generd—which they aso never redly sasw—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 iffly. “Y ou may not make such unsupported
accusations againg a senior member of the Fifth Ruling Family.”

“Feesa,” Jnzler murmured suddenly.

Maralooked at him. “What?’

“Feesa,” Jinzler repeated, nodding asif an odd puzzle piece had suddenly falleninto place. “In the
turbolift, right after Pressor sprang histrap, she was frightened far more than seemed reasonable. It was

because we were dl done in there with Bearsh and another Vagaari, wasn't it?’

Feesadidn’'t answer. “I see,” Marasaid, eyeing Formbi closely. “So | waswrong. It wasn't the
Arigtocrarunning thisscam at al. It was Feesa”

The Arigtocra s closed eyelids twitched. “ And since she' s obvioudy too young to be a senior member of
aRuling Family or anything else” Marawent on, “1 guessit’s perfectly dl right for me to make such
accusations againgd—"

“Enough,” Formbi said quietly.

“Please, Aristocra Chaf’ ormy’ bintrano,” Feesa said, an edge of urgency in her voice. “It'sal right. I'm
not afraid to admit my part inthis.”

“Y our loyalty honors me, second niece,” Formbi said, reaching over to touch her hand. “But it was my
plan, and my decision. | cannot and will not alow othersto take the responsbility for my actions.”

Heturned his head dightly. “ Jedi Skywalker: approach where | may see you, and ask what you will.”

Mara stepped up beside Feesa. “Y ou knew they were Vagaari, didn’'t you?’ she said, determined not to
let hisdrawn face or the 0ozing blood on hisarm influence her. *Y ou knew it right from the start.”

Formbi nodded. “Yes.”
“But you told me you' d never seen one before,” Jinzler objected.

“That wastrue,” Formbi acknowledged. “But | had received a detailed description from one whohad
seenthem.” Heamiled a Jnzler. “You, of dl of us, should understand.”

Marastared at Formbi asit suddenly hit her. “Y ou mean. . .Car’ das?”

Again, the Aristocranodded. “He and | spoke briefly when he brought the ambassador to theChaf
Envoy” hesad. “When the Vagaari then appeared, | knew it wasindeed them.”



“Car’ das gets around more than I’ d realized,” Mara commented. “Is he aso the one who clued the
Vagaari in onthisinthefirs place?”

“No,” Formbi said. “When | sent the messageto Admira Parck requesting Master Skywaker’s
presence, | 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 hiseyesagain. “ The Vagaari are aviolent people, Ambassador,” he said wesarily. “ They
have killed many, endaved many others, and driven al who know them to terror and despair. Worse,
they may dready have made dliances with powers even more dangerous than they are. If Bearsh
succeeds in escaping with even a partid route into the Redoubt, | have no doubt that knowledge will be
used againg usto terrible advantage.”

“So the Vagaari need to be dapped down hard,” Marasaid, frowning. “ So what’ s the problem?’

Formbi smiled wanly. “The problem is Chiss military doctrine, Jedi Skywalker,” he said. “ Specificaly,
the decree that no potential adversaries may be attacked until and unlessthey first act againgt Chiss
interests within Chiss space.”

Marastared a him. “Y ouwanted them to make amove againg you,” she said, not quite sure she
believed it. “Y ou invited them aboard one of your shipsand into your most critical military base, hoping
they’d pull thisexact stunt.”

Drask snorted. “ Thisexact stunt? That had betternot be the case.”

“Of coursel didn’'t expect what actualy occurred,” Formbi assured him. “My expectation wasthat the
five Vagaari we permitted aboard would attempit to take control of theChaf Envoy at some point after
we reached Outbound Hight. That would have been sufficient provocation for usto act.”

“Especidly when you add in the daughter of afew unarmed crewers?” Fel putin.

“Lossof life was neither necessary nor expected,” Formbi insisted, some heat seeping through the
fatigue into hisvoice. “My ship had been specidly prepared for thismisson. All crewers had been
provided with hidden areas near their duty stations where they could protect themsalves from attack as
they watched for the Vagaari to betray themselves. With asquad of warriorsin the Dreadnaught docking
bay, | dso expected there to be ample warning if Bearsh and the others attempted to return to the vessdl.
We expected to merely catch them in the act of attempted theft or sabotage, which would have satisfied
the rules of engagement.”

He closed hiseyes. 1 did not expect such a massive attack to come from the other direction,” he said,
the heat fading away. “ The warriorswhom | stationed in the Dreadnaught are certainly dead. So perhaps
aredl who we left aboard. Their blood now lies on my hands.”

“It'shardly your fault that you didn’t know about the Vagaari suspended animation trick,” Jnzler pointed
out. “ Car’ das must have missed that one.”

“Hemerdy met them,” Formbi said. “Hewasn't given atour of their technicd facilities”



“He' Il haveto do better next time,” Mara said. “What about the others? Feesa and General Drask and
your other aides?’

“Feesaknew the entire plan,” Formbi said. “ That waswhy | inssted she come adong, so that if anything
happened to me she could direct the operation. No one € se knew more than you yourself weretold.”

Hesmiled dightly. “Though | believe Generd Drask was able to deduce much of the truth.”

“Much, but not dl,” Drask rumbled. “1t would have been better if you had taken meinto your full
confidence.”

“If I had, you would have been as guilty as | of manipulating eventsto bring about thisend.” Formbi
shook his head. “No. On my hands, and mine done, must thisrest.”

“Y ou can sort al that out when you get home,” Marasaid. “ 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,” Marasad. “I’d hate to have to go through this again just because we' d missed something in the
fine print. In that case, there' sjust onelittle loose end left. That faling cable that nearly knocked Luke
across the room when we first came aboard theChaf Envoy. | trust you' re not going to try to blamethat
oneonthe Vagaari?’

Drask cleared histhroat self-conscioudy. “I am afraid | 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 sad. “However, | did not entirdly trust histales of Jedi abilities”
“So you arranged a demondtration,” Mara said. “ Did we meet with your approva ?’

“Let ussmply say that you did not disgppoint.” Drask smiled dightly. “The demondration arranged
today by the Vagaari gave you afar better opportunity to prove yourseves.”

“Yes,” Maramurmured. “1 should hope s0.”

Behind her, the door did open and Evlyn and Rosemari stepped in, Pressor close behind them. “There
you are,” Marasaid. “How areyou feding?’

“I'mal right,” the girl said, looking around at the others as the door did shut again. Possibly comparing
bandage counts, Marathought with a brief flicker of amusement. “IsLukedl right?’ she asked. “1 mean,
Master Skywalker? He saved my life, pulling me down and protecting me when the pylon exploded.”

“He' sfine,” Maraassured her as her mother steered her to one of the other recovery tables. “And asfar
assaving lives goes, | 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.”
“Shemod certainly did,” Marainssted. “ 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
thewall, and alot more high-speed debris would have gotten through. That kind of prescient timing can
only come from the Force.”

“But you won't tdl 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.”

“Wedon't just not like them, Commander,” Pressor said grimly. “If the council sticksthe Jedi [abel on
someone, they get immediately sent over to Three.”

“Y ou mean D-Three?’ Jinzler asked. “The Number Three Dreadnaught?’

“That’ sthe one,” Pressor said. “The pylons between it and the rest of Outbound FHight were destroyed
or collapsed during the attack and crash, leaving it isolated from everything else. So Uliar and the other
Survivors st it up as a place where anyone with Jedi traits could be safely banished.”

“I thought that was what the Quarantine on D-Six wasfor,” Fd said.

Pressor shook his head. “ Quarantineisfor people they suspect of using the Force” hesaid. “Threeis
where they get sent once they’ re pretty sure.”

“ Pretty sure,you say?’ Su-mil asked softly, hisalien expression very ill. In someways, Mara
reflected, he looked even more dangerous without hisarmor. “ And how certain exactly isthat?’

Pressor looked away from him.” They’re completely sure,” he said. “The Managing Council is. | can't
gpeak for therest of us”

Helooked a Mara. “And it' s not a death sentence, redly,” 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 livetherefor alifetimein reasonable comfort.”

“But in completeisolation,” Su-mil said darkly. *'Y ou sentence these peopleto alife of loneliness.”

Pressor Sghed. “We ve only doneit twice,” hesaid. “ At least, up to now.”

“They’ re not going to send her there, Jorad,” Rosemari said. “They can't.”

Shelooked suddenly at Mara. “Y ou can take her with you, can’t you?” she asked. “Y ou can take her
whenyou leave.”

“The plan wasto takeall of you with us,” Maratold her. “ Unfortunately, unless we can get out of here
and back to theChaf Envoy, neither option has much of afuture.”

“1 gpoke to the techs afew minutes ago,” Pressor said. “Most of the blast doors stopped working years
ago, and most of the onesthatdid work have now been locked open by those cursed conduit worms,



Unlesswe can get afew of them working again, we' re not going to be able to get either the turbolift
doorsor any of the outer hatchways open without losing dl our air.”

Helooked at Drask. “I take it there’ s till no word from your own ship?’

The generd shook hishead. “No,” hesaid. “And | no longer believe they will be coming.”

“Youthink they're all dead?’ Pressor asked.

Drask closed his eyes. “Including crew members, there were thirty-seven warriors aboard theChaf
Envoy,” hesaid. “The Vagaari may have had as many asthree hundred.” He opened hiseyesinto
dender cracks of glowing red. “ They would not have been prepared for such a devastating assault.”

Marafdt her somach tighten. The sudden multiple deaths she and L uke had sensed aboard D-I could
have been dl the Chiss, or asizable fraction of them, or just the squad of warriors Drask had I€eft in the
D-4 docking bay. There hadn’t been any way to tell at thetime, and there till wasn't.

Though if therewere 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. “ Al
right. Pressor, you said D-Three wasisolated from the rest of Outbound Flight. That means you must
have vac suitsto get back and forth. Any of them still in working condition?’

“A couple dozen of them are,” hesaid. “But as| told you, we can’t get the hatches open.”

“Wedon't haveto,” Maratold him. “All you need to do isbuild asmall caisson around one of the
turbolift doorswith meinit. I can cut through the hull, climb up the pylon, and make my way
cross-country to theChaf Envoy.”

“And how do you get back in?’ Drask asked.
“I'll figurethat out later,” Maratold him. “What do you think?”

Abovethem, thelightsflickered. “ Terrific,” Pressor muttered, glancing up. “ They must be getting to the
generator.”

“What, we' re running on generator power already?’ Maraasked.

“Weareinthispart of the ship,” Pressor said. “ They’ ve dready gotten into the main power conduits.”
“Wait aminute,” Jnzler said, frowning. “Y ou 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 himsdf. “Get them together as
quickly asyou can—al of them—and set them out aong the corridors.”

“Connected to what?’ Pressor asked, sounding confused.

“Connected to anything you want,” Jnzler 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 cregpers 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'sright,” Jnzler 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 sat water. The wormswill crawl in, short out their organic capacitors, and die.”

“You'rekidding,” Pressor said. “I’ ve never even heard of that.”

Jnzler shrugged. “It’ satrick we came up with when | was bumming around Hadar sector after the
Clone Wars. It' sfairly disgusting, but it works.”

“I'll get thetechson it right away,” Pressor said, pulling out hiscomlink. “Y ou’ ve certainly had avaried
career, Ambassador.”

Jnzler sanswer, if he made one, was lost as a sudden surge of distant emotion yanked at Mara's
attention. “ Something’ swrong,” she said, pulling her lightsaber from her belt and heading for the door.
Pressor got there ahead of her, dapping the release and ducking through.

It was then that they heard the shouting in the distance ahead.
“Comeon,” Pressor growled, drawing his blaster as he and Mara sprinted down the corridor.

They rounded aturn and nearly collided with adozen techs and civilians running in the other direction.
“They’re back!” one of the techs gasped, jabbing afinger behind him as he dodged around Pressor. “In
the turbolift. They'retrying 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.”

“Thisdoesn’'t make sense,” Maraobjected, trying to stretch out to the Force as she ran. But the flavor
of the aien mindswastoo faint to sort out againg 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 al,” Pressor said grimly. “If so, they’regoing to
pay heavily for the privilege”

One of the other Peacekeepers was waiting in the darkness when they arrived at the turbolift obby, 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 mouith, the
door suddenly gave aviolent creak and cracked a centimeter open. Three pry bars werein 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 twigting al four muzzlesto point into opposite corners
of the lobby. “Don’'t shoot. They'refriends.”

She stepped into the middle of the standoff as athird armored figure emerged into the room. “Welcome
to Outbound Hight, Captain Bragt’ dshi’ barku,” she said, bowing dightly to the newcomer. “1 thought
you'd never get here”

CHAPTER 23

“We never even heard the Vagaari leave,” Captain Talshib said disgustedly, hisred eyesblazing even
more brilliantly in the dim glow of the recovery room permlights. “Wewere stting likefoolsin
concealment in the command center, waiting for them to make their move. But they smply exited their
own vessdl, scattering line cregpers dong the way, and | eft. Apparently they had aready decided to take
the Old Republic vessd and had no time to waste with us.”

“Y es, Bearsh would have informed Estosh of the new plan by that time,” Drask agreed. “They had had
the foresight to appropriate a set of gpecia operations communicators before traveling to Outbound
Fight and were able to send pul se messages through the humans' jamming.”

“I wish | had known,” Tashib rumbled. “We could have deployed to intercept them.”

“It'sjust aswell you didn’t,” Maracommented from the other sde of Formbi’srecovery table. “You
saw what happened to the squad we | eft in the Dreadnaught’ s docking bay. They never even had a
chance.”

“Perhgps,” Tdshib said rluctantly. Warriors' pride, Jnzler thought as he leaned againgt thewall by the
open doorway watching the discussion. Or perhapsjust pride in genera. Tashib would probably have
preferred an overwhelming enemy attack, evenif it had meant dying in combat, to the Stuation he
currently found himsdf in.

Mara must have sensed that, too. “Noperhaps 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.”

Tdshib snorted. “ Thus permitting you to travel fredy from one dead vessd to another.”

“Neither of themwill be dead for long,” Drask put in firmly. “If Ambassador Jnzler’ stechnique works,
both vessal's should be functional within amatter of days.”



Tashib snorted again. That was probably agood ded of his attitude problem, Jnzler had dready
decided. The Vagaari line creepers had wiped out theChaf Envoy’ s communicationswith the landing
party and otherwise crippled the ship before the crew, lurking in their hidey-holes, had even redized they
were under attack.

And then, asif that weren’t embarrassment enough, it was human ingenuity that was going to clear out
hisship for him.That had to redlly gal him, and Jinzler was alittle surprised that Drask had gone out of
hisway 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 generd’ 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 afew paces down the corridor. “No; two of
them. No; it' sawhole crowd.”

Jnzler moved away from the wall and the discussion and crossed to her side. In the much brighter light
blazing away from arack above the portable generator, he could see agroup of perhaps twenty line
creeperswriggling their way across the deck toward the enticing aroma of eectric current.

“Careful,” he warned as Evlyn started toward them. “If you get too close your own bioglectrical 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 thewide, flat basin the generator’ s stubby legs were resting in. One by one, they
dropped into the salt water, twitched afew times, and went ill. “That’ sreally cool,” she commented.

“Effective, too,” Jnzler agreed absently, most of his attention still back on the snatches of conversation
he was able to hear of Formbi’swar council. Drask and Ta shib were discussing their options now, with
Mara, Formbi, and Fel occasionally putting in acomment or suggestion. Luke, till in his Jedi trance, was
acrossthe 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 Hight might speed up the
decontamination process aboard theChaf Envoy, but even so the best possible projected completion
point was at |east three days away. Unlessthe Vagaari had mechanical trouble along the way, the stolen
Dreadnaught would have far too much of ahead start for theChaf Envoy to catch up with it before it
reached the Brask Oto Command Station and escaped from the cluster.

“You'll beleaving soon, won't you?’

Jnzler shifted hisfull atention back to Evlyn. “Weal will,” hetold her. “Y ou, your mother—all of us”
“I mean as soon as the Blue—I| mean the Chiss ship isfixed, you and Maraand Luke will beleaving.”

“But we'll beback,” Jnzler promised. “Or at least, some Chisstrangportswill be. They’ll take you
anywhere you want to go.”

She shook her head. “1t won't make any difference,” she said quietly. “No matter where we go, Uliar



will find somekind of Threeto put mein.”

“They’renot going to do that,” Jinzler ingsted. “ Surely they learned alesson from thiswhole thing. If it
wasn't for you, agood many more people might have died.”

“That won't make any difference,” she said again. “Not to them.” She sighed. “1 wish you’ d never come
here. If you hadn't. . .” Shetrailed off.

“If we hadn't, what?" Jnzler prompted. “Y ou would have gone on living alie€?’

“I could have pretended,” she said. “Lots of people pretend.” Shelooked squardly up into his eyes.
“Evenyou do.”

An edge of guilt dug up under Jnzler’srib cage. “ That’ sdifferent,” hesaid. “If | hadn’t told them | was
an ambassador, the Chiss might not have let me come aong.”

“But you're here now,” she reminded him. “Y ou could have stopped pretending along 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 apile of sacks across one forearm. “I brought you anew collection bag,” he
said, pedling one off the stack and handing it to Evlyn. “These are plasticized, so they won't get as

“Thanks,” shesad, taking it and handing him her partidly full onein return.

“I redly 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?’

“Wouldyou be?” Evlyn said pointedly.

The corners of Rosemari’s mouth tightened. “I suppose not,” she conceded. “ Director Uliar’ s probably
been talking to people dready.”

“I'm sure he has,” Pressor said. “Buit I" ve been thinking, and there may till be away to backtrack on
this”

“What do you mean?’ Rosemari asked.

“Wadll, 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 actualy Ambassador Jnzler who did that.”

“Except that I’'m not aJedi,” Jinzler pointed out.

“Maybe you lied about that,” Pressor countered. “Or maybe you didn’t even know yoursdlf that you had
the power.”



“And youare the brother of aknown Jedi,” Rosemari added thoughtfully. “ That hasto count for
something. Maybe your pep talk in the meeting room actualy stimulatedyour powers, not Evlyn's.”

“Areyou suggesting | liefor your daughter?” Jinzler asked.

Rosemari held his gaze without flinching. “Why not?” she said. “It was you and your people who got her
into thismess”

“It' snot amess,” Jnzler indgsted. “It’'s an opportunity.”

Besde him, Evlyn stirred. “ Ambassador Jinzler says| shouldn’t be ashamed of who | am.”
“Ambassador Jnzler doesn't have to live among these people,” Pressor retorted, glaring a Jinzler.

“I do for the moment,” Jinzler pointed out ruefully. “A moment that could stretch out considerably, |
might add. We won'’t know until the line cregpers have al been cleaned out whether or not they caused
any permanent damage. We could conceivably find out that theChaf Envoy will never fly again.”

“That could be aproblem, dl right,” Pressor grunted. “I don’t suppose it occurred to you to bring a
spare hypercapable vehicle with you?’

“We brought three, actudly,” Jnzler said with agrimace. “ The commander’ s glider, the transport the
Imperids camein, and Luke and Mara s ship. The Vagaari hit adl 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'sjust it,” Jnzler 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 VVagaari might well be planning to destroy that on their way out. If
they succeed, it might be months before anyone comes back out thisway.”

“That would solve the problem, wouldn't it?” Evlyn murmured.

They all looked at her. “What?" Pressor asked.

“That would solve the problem,” Evlyn repested. “Becauseif you stay, they’ d have to put Luke and
Marain Threeif they put methere. And they couldn’t do that, could they?’

“| doubt it serioudy,” Jnzler agreed hesitantly. That hadn’t even occurred to him.

“And then they could teach me how to be ared Jedi,” Evlyn continued, looking up a 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’ shair, an oddly pinched expression on her face. “Evlyn. . .”

“That’ swhat you want, isn't it?” Evlyn pressed. She turned back to Jinzler. “It' swhat you warnt, too,
i'tit?’

“Certainly, | want you to develop your gift,” Jinzler agreed. “But we' re the only oneswho 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”

“Isthat important?’ Evlyn said, astrange edge of chalengein her voice.

“Of courseit’simportant,” Rosemari said. Her voice seemed sad, almost resigned, yet at the sametime
had a sense of peaceto 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 sigter, hisjaw dropping in astonishment. “We ve got awhat?”

“A Ddta-Tweve Skysprite,” she repeated. “ It’ s atwo-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 | don’t think anyone knows why it was even aboard. Dad
certanly didn't.”

She looked at Jinzler. “The problem isthat the Managing Council made Dad disassemble the hyperdrive.
They knew they’ d never be able to find away out of the cluster, and they didn’t want one of their exiled
Jedi to figureit out and get away.”

Jinzler took acareful breath. A hypercapable ship. . . “Y ou say the ring was disassembled, not
destroyed? Are dl the parts still there?’

“I"'m sure Dad didn't break anything,” Rosemari said. “He was being very careful. And when hewas
done, he put everything into a storage locker. If you could get it to work, someone might at least be able
togofor hep.”

“Soyou'djust let usgo?’ Jinzler asked, eyeing her closdly. “Even though keeping us here might help
your daughter?’

“Agang your will?” Rosemari asked quietly. “And at the cost of dl those Chisslives?” She shook her
head. “Not for me. Not even for my daughter.Jedi serve othersrather than ruling over them, for the
good of the galaxy. ”

She looked down at her daughter, a bittersweet smile on her lips. “Y ou 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.
Jnzler took adeep breath. “Mara?’ he called.

Three seconds later Mara appeared at the recovery room doorway, Captain Talshib right behind her.
“What isit?" she demanded, glancing around for trouble.

“Rosemari saysthere'saDelta-Twelve tucked away over in D-Three,” hetold her. “Y ou ever hear of
that particular modd?’

“Sounds vagudly familiar,” Marasaid, frowning in concentration. “Remind me.”



“It wasfrom Kuat Systems,” hetold her. “They manufactured the entire Ddltaline, including the

Ddta-Seven Aethersprite the Jedi used as sarfighters during the early days of the Clone Wars. None of
the Deltas had an interna hyperdrive, but TransGaMeg Industries made ahyperdrive ring for it to dock
into. The Twelve was basicdly alarger, two-person version of the Seven that had its wegpons stripped

off for the civilian market.”
“I'll take your word for it,” Marasaid. “ So what’' sthe question?’
“The question iswhether you or Luke could fly it,” Jnzler said.
“But the hyperdrive doesn’t work,” Pressor reminded him.
“I’ll fix the hyperdrive,” Jnzler said tartly. “Canyou fly it?’
“Don’'t worry,” sheassured him grimly. “If you can fix it, we can fly it.”
“You canfix it?" Evlyn asked, her voice sounding awed.

Jnzler looked at her. She was gazing up a 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 ahyperdrive.

Suddenly hewas staring at hissister again, al those years ago.
“Pretty exotic training for an ambassador,” Pressor murmured.

Jnzler turned to face him; and ashe did so, he felt himself drawing up to hisfull height. “I’m not an
ambassador, Guardian,” he said, his voice ringing clearly down the corridor with apride and sdlf-respect

he' d never, ever fdt before. “1I’m an dectronicstechnician.”

Helooked down at Evlyn and amiled. “Like my father before me.”

* * %

Asif from deepinsgde awell, afamiliar voice caled their sandard code phrase. “1 love you.”

Luke blinked his eyes open, fighting the equaly standard surge of disorientation. It was dark in the
operating room, with only adim permlight glowing off to one sde, but he had no trouble recognizing the

faceleaning over him. “Hi, Mara,” he said, working moistureinto hismouth. “How’ sit going?’

“Better than | would have thought when you went under,” shetold him. “First thingsfirst. How do you
fed?’

Experimentaly, Luke took adeep breath. “Mostly heded, | think,” hetold her. “Muscles and skin seem
fine” Hewiggled his shoulders. “ Except for my |eft shoulder blade.”

“Y ou took abig piece of shrapnd there,” Marasaid, rolling him haf up onto hisright side and probing
the haf-hedled injury with her fingertips. “ That on€e' |l take alittle more work.”



“We seem to havetime,” Luke pointed out, glancing around the darkened room. Apparently, Bearsh's
line cregpers had gotten a solid grip on Outbound Flight' s eectrica systems. “Y our turn.”

“The Vagaari didn’t bother to kill any of the Chisswhen they |eft theChaf Envoy except the squad we' d
left in the Dreadnaught docking bay,” Marasaid. “ That ambush is pparently what we felt while we were
poking around D-One. They did dump awhole bunch of line cregpers, though, which have pretty well
incapacitated everything over there” She made aface. “Including theSabre, of course.”

“Of course,” Luke agreed, eyeing her face and wincing for Estosh’ s chancesif Maraever caught up with
him again. Messing with hiswife' s ship was not a healthy thing to do. “ So we' re basically stuck here?’

“Not as stuck as Bearsh was hoping,” Marasaid. “ Jinzler taught us alittle trick to draw the line creepers
out of the conduits and kill them. Another three or four days and we should have al the ships cleaned

She smiled tightly. “Even more interesting is that Outbound Flight had asmall starship tucked away. A
DetaTwelve Skysprite.”

“Never heard of it,” Lukesad. “Isit functiond ?’

“They’rerunning the final diagnosticson it now,” Marasaid. “ Jinzler’ s stcopped being an ambassador, by
the way, and gone back to being alowly hyperdrive tech.”

“Sounds like amore useful profession at the moment,” Luke said. “What about the others? Did
everyone makeit out of the battle dl right?’

“Y es, though no one s going to be doing any strenuous dancing for awhile,” Maraassured him. “The
Five-Oh-First took the most damage, but Fel saysthey should befine. The big question right now is
whether you fed uptoalittletrip.”

Luke had dready figured out where the conversation was heading. “Y ou mean to try to whistle up an
aert onthe Vagaari before they get out of Chiss space?”’

“Preferably before they even get out of the Redoubt,” Marasaid. “Don’t forget they’ ve got awhole
bunch of disguised fighterswaiting for them at that command station.”

“Right.” Luke had forgotten that, actualy. “ Y ou figurethey’ll try to destroy the station on their way out?’
“lwould, if | weretrying to sneak out with astolen warship,” Marasaid. “But right now they’ ve only got
asgx-hour head gtart on us. They're dso 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 dightly. “Y ou don’t sound convinced.”

“Just thinking,” he said. “What about food and air? 1 seem to remember Deltas not having alot of
range.”

“It has enough,” Maraassured him. “ Anyway, we only have to makeit out of the cluster.”



“Right,” Luke said, ill considering. “How about recognition signas? | presume that the Chiss on Brask
Oto aren't just going to take our word for any of this.”

“Hardly,” Maraagreed. “Formbi’ sdready given me arecorded message to transmit to them, with
Drask and Captain Tashib cosigning onit. Drask’ saso given me his private emergency prefix sgnd, or
rather the onethat’ |l be current on the day we reach Brask Oto: two-space-one-space-two.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Luke grunted, easing himsdlf up into asitting position. “ Do we have timeto eat
before we take off?’

“They’ve packed usalunch,” Marasaid. “We need to get going as soon as Jinzler givesthe okay.”
“Thenthat timeishere” Jinzler said, stepping through the doorway. “ The Skysprite checks out just—"

He broke off. “What isit?’ Luke asked, frowning at the sudden surge of emotion in Jnzler’ sface and
sense.

“That lightsaber,” Jinzler said, hisvoice suddenly siff. “May | seeit?’

“Sure,” Lukesaid, pulling the relic from his belt. “We found it down on D-One, in what was lft of the
bridge.”

“Wethink it might have been Jorus C baoth’s,” Maraadded.

“No,” Jnzler said quietly as he carefully turned the old wegpon over in hishands. “It was Lorand s”

Lukefdt his heart tighten. “I’m sorry” was dl he could think of to say.

Jnzler shrugged, afractiond lifting of hisshoulders. “I knew she hadn’t madeit,” hesaid. “All thishatred
and prejudice would have disappeared years ago if they’ d had atrue Jedi living and working in their
midst. Do you know how she died?’

L uke shook his head. “ The bridge was pretty well wrecked, and of course any evidence that might have
been thereis half a century old. There was no way for usto tell whether she died in the crash or before.”
He hesitated. “We did find some dien 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'msorry,” Luke said again. “Would you like to haveit?’

For amoment Jinzler continued to gaze at the lightsaber, and L uke could sense the Struggle going on
within him. Something that had been hissister’s; possibly hislast link to that part of hisown life. . .

He took a deep breath. “Yes, | would,” he said, handing it back to Luke. “But not now. Y ou might need
it; and | rather like theidea of Lorand s lightsaber being used against those who hel ped destroy her. You
can bring it back to mewhenthisisal over.”

“I'will,” Luke promised, taking the weapon back with anew reverence.



“And you d better get going,” Jinzler added. “ The ship’ still over in D-Three, so you'll need vac suitsto
get toit. I'll take you to where Pressor’ sgot apair 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 aquick assessment of their individua 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 smilarly transferred back to theChaf Envoy for more speciadized
treatment than the Outbound Hight medics could provide, with Feesaas dways Staying at the Aristocra' s
sde. Director Uliar and the rest of the council had rather pointedly retired to D-6 aswell, 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 acouple of slent techsand apair of Chisswarriors 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 timeto try to draw the girl out alittle.
Mara, he knew, would definitely have done so. But with the VVagaari already hours ahead of them,
personal and socid consderations 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 sedlant tent and field air lock that theChaf Envoy’s crew
had ingtalled, then escorted them over the rough terrain of the planetoid’ s surface to the docking bay
where the Ddlta-12 was waiting.

Thirty minutes later, after aquick test of the control systemsand afina diagnostic check, Luke eased the
Skysprite out of the docking bay and turned its nose upward.

“You ever ridein anything likethis?’ he asked asthey drove toward the brilliant starscape.

“No,” Marasaid, unsedling one of the salf-hegating food packets Jinzler and the Outbound Flight techs
had put aboard for them. “ According to Jinzler, Kuat sold the Deltaline 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.”

“Likewiththeold TIE fighters” Luke said, his ssomach growling as he sniffed at the aromasrisng from
the packet. Karkan ribenes with tomo-spice; one of hisfavorite meals. Maramust have had ahand in the
menu arrangements. “I never thought the TIE design made much sense.”

Mara shrugged as she laid out the tray of ribenes, set agolden platfruit besideit, and pulled out two
bottles of flavored water. “ They were cheap to make, and Palpatine didn’t mind spending pilots. Lunchis
served. Digin.”

Luke st a the meal with enthusiasm, tearing the ribenes off the dab and devouring them right down to
the bone, aternating with bites of the plaitfruit. It had been along time since he d esten, and hedling



trances were dways hard on energy reserves. Maratook a couple of the smaler ribenes, but from the
way she nibbled at them it was clear she must have already eaten aboard Outbound Flight and was
amply being companionable.

Midway through the med 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 aflash of
garlinesthey were off.

They chatted about inconsequentid things asthey ate, mostly just enjoying the chance to spend afew

minutes of tranquility together. Luke finished off the ribenes and plaitfruit, and Mara produced apair of
choclimetwists for dessert. “So,” she commented as L uke bit into his. “When are you going to tell me
about that deep reveation back in the recovery room?’

“Nothing deep or surprising,” he told her, savoring the swest tang. “It was just arandom thought.”

“Such as?’ she asked, taking abite 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 theywere known for toughness, and | doubt Thrawn took outall the
weaponsin hisattack. Even if the Sation isderted, it’sgoing to have ahard time taking both a
Dreadnaughtand aVVagaari battle carrier.”

“Agreed,” Marasaid. “ 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’ sfor sure.”

“No, it soundstoo crazy even for us,” Maraagreed 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 | were retreating down the pylon, |
threw my lightsaber into one of the D-Four turbolift doors, opening it to space. Assuming theloca blast
doors are working, that should have isolated the whole |obby area from the rest of the ship. We
maneuver thisthing into what’ sleft of the pylon, go insde, resedl theholel cut, repressurize, and we're
in”

“Great,” Marasaid. “Then adl we haveto dois cut our way through two hundred V agaari soldiers and
take over the ship.”

“Something likethat,” Luke agreed. “Y ou game?’

Marashrugged. “ Sure, why not? | didn’t have anything el se planned for after lunch.”

“Good,” Luke said, wiping hisfingers and mouth with his napkin and dropping it into the empty ribene
container. “ Then al we have to dois plot out our intercept point, maybe use some Jedi navigation

technique to make up alittle more time, and we'll bein.”

“Right,” Marasaid, dipping the last haf of her choclimetwist back into itswrapper and resedling it.



“Except thatl’ll be doing dl that. Your job right now isto finish heding.”

Luke grimaced. But shewasright. “Fine,” he said with athesatrica sgh as he adjusted hischair to
horizonta position. “Y ou dways get dl the fun stuff.”

“I know,” Marasaid swestly. “And | appreciate you indulging me that way. Now, go to deep.”

“Okay.” Luke took adeep breath and stretched out to the Force. “Just don’t forget to wake me when
we get there.”

“You'll bethefirst to know,” she promised. “Pleasant dreams.”

Hislast view before the darkness of the hedling trance folded over him was of her red-gold hair
shimmering in the light as she bent over the navigation console.

CHAPTER 24

“I loveyou.”

Luke jerked dightly as he came out of his hedling trance. “ Arewethere?’ he asked, working moisture
into hismouth.

“We'rethere,” she confirmed. “More importantly, so is our wayward Dreadnaught. It came into the
systemn 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 haf 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?”

“Actudly, we were alittle ahead of them,” Maratold him. “ They weren't anywherein sght, ol
gambled that they hadn’t picked up an hour or two somewhere a ong the way and settled in to wait.”

“Good,” Luke said, stretching again and bringing his seat back to agtting 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
dhipintime”



“Okay, s0it’ll beachdlenge” Luke said, offhandedly. “1 think we can handleit.”

Marafrowned suspicioudly a him. “Y ou're not going al super-Jedi on me, are you?’

Luke gave her an innocent look. “Me?’

“Skywaker—" she said warningly.

He grinned once, then sobered. “No, of course not,” he assured her. “1 just don't think they’re going to
fhugr:p that much resistance, that’ s al. We pretty well proved aboard Outbound Flight that we can take

“We proved it to the oneswho didn't survive,” Mara pointed out. “I’m not convinced Bearsh and
Estosh will have gotten the message. Y ou're not really expecting them to just surrender, are you?’

“No, not redlly,” Luke said regretfully. “But | don't think their troopswill just stand there and get
themselves daughtered, either. If we can push them back to the bridge, I’'m going to offer Estosh aded:
we'll let him and his people leave the Dreadnaught, get back into their carrier, and leavein peace.”

“Under Chissescort, of course,” Marasaid. “And if he doesn’'t go for it?’
Luke grimaced. “Then wée ll just haveto take them out.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Marasaid. “Come on; you' ve got just enough time for aquick snack before we
have to get ready.”

They werein 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 gpparently pushing the ancient ship for dl it wasworth.

“Okay,” he muttered, watching the huge mass of meta lumber past and trying to gauge the best moment
to swing out of their partia concedment. The massive sublight engines blazed into view—

He threw power to the Skysprite’ s drive, blasting them away from the asteroid on a vector pardlding
the Dreadnaught’ s course. Keeping them clear of the larger ship’sion emissions, he swung them around
the starboard side and underneath. The stumps of the four broken turbolift pylonslooked like sections of
amodd 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,” Marareported. “ Of course, the aft sensorsare the onesthe
Colonists would probably have skipped if they hadn’t felt like fixing everything.”

“Or they may just have skipped the point-defense wegponry 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 himto lift the Skysprite Straight upward, canopy-first, as he would into a standard docking bay.

But if he rotated the ship ninety degrees, sanding it on its drive nozzles and taking it in nose-firdt. . .

“I hope,” Marasaid, “that you' re not thinking what | think you' re thinking.”

“I am,” Lukesad. “Hang on.”



He gave the engines a burst of power, pushing the small craft ahead adozen meters dong the
Dreadnaught’ s underside. Then, shutting down the main drive, he shifted power to the forward-ventra
maneuvering jets, pitching the Skysprite’ s nose upward. The pylon ssump did past, and he fired onefind
burst from the main drive, running them straight upward into the tube.

To the accompaniment of a horrendous screech of torn metd.

Luke fought back awince as he activated the forward landing claw, firing it past the turbolift carsto a
more solid connection with the wall. “Wasthat the hyperdrivering?’ he asked as he took in the cable
dack, winching the Skysprite another couple of metersinto the pylon.

“Let’sjust say we' d better not need aquick exit,” Marasaid. “Asde from that, it was aclassy
manewver.”

“Thanks,” Luke said, shutting the Skysprite' s systems back to standby and making sure hisvac suit was
sedled. “ At least we don’t have to wonder whether or not they heard us coming. Grab the sealant kit and
let'sgo.”

The Skysprite’ s canopy was, fortunately, reasonably flat, and they were ableto get it openin the
cramped space without having to cut their way out. Working hisway up thelanding claw cable, Luke
maneuvered between the parked turbolift cars to that |ast-second gash he d carved with histhrown
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 afraction of asecond before the blade had closed down,
swinging it up and nicking asmal holein thelobby ceiling.

“Nice,” Marasaid, nodding to the latter as she handed L uke the sedlant kit through the opening and then
eased her own way through it. “Y ou cut off not only the turbolift lobby, but a section of the next deck up,
too. Anything up there they would have particularly missed?’

“Jugt the next turbolift lobby up,” Luke said, looking around. Hislightsaber waslying over in acorner
beside four dead VVagaari who had been in the wrong place when the Dreadnaught broke free and the
lobby depressurized. The blast doorsthat had reacted to the emergency were about five meters away
down each of the three corridorsleading away from thelobby. “1 think one of the aft e ectronics supply
roomsisjust 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.”

Maragrunted. “It would have been alot smpler if none of them had worked,” she pointed out, taking
the sedlant kit back from him and opening it. “Then the whole ship would have depressurized, and they'd
al have died right then and there.”

“Which they obvioudy didn’t, ancethe ship isstill under power,” Luke pointed out, retrieving his
lightsaber and taking aquick look at the alien bodies.

“I didn't say | believed it,” Marasaid. 1 just said it would have been smpler. Anyone we know?’

“Nope,” Luke sad, experimentdly igniting the lightsaber. The green-white blade flashed to existence
with gratifying strength. “Good,” he said, closing it down again and hooking it onto hisbelt next to



Lorana s. “I was afraid the activator might have stuck on and drained al the power. Y ou need any help?’

“No, I'vegot it,” Marasaid, unfolding the patch to the proper size and starting to sedl its edges around
the gash. “ Y ou 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.
Therewere dien mindsin that direction, he could tell, and a high degree of maliciousness. But that wasall
he could read. Holding hislightsaber ready, he waited.

No attack had come by the time Marafinished laying out the patch and checking itsintegrity. “ Ready?”
L uke asked as she packed the kit away.

“Ready,” Maraconfirmed. “Y ou sure you don’t want to use the emergency oxygen tanksto
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, sedant kits, and medpacs. “1’d rather leave that in reserve,” hetold her. “ Depending on
how much of afight the Vagaari put up, we may wind up needing extra oxygen somewhere ese dong the
line”

“Okay.” Igniting her own lightsaber, she took up aready stance acouple of metersin 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 sde.”

“Right.” Standing asfar off to the Sde as he could, feding awkward in the confines of hisvac suit, Luke
jabbed the end of the green-white blade through one corner of the thick door.

There was a sudden hissing noise, and astream 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 hisvac suit, wondering if the Vagaari might have tried poisoning the air on this deck. But there was
nothing. A minute |ater the whistling faded away as the pressures equaized.

“Anything?’ Maraasked.
L uke 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
auit. “I hatetrying to move in these things. Watch for company, will you?’

A minute later shewasfinished. A minute after that, both vac suits were off and piled negtly back near
the turbolift doors. “Herewe go,” Luke commented as Maratook 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. Ponderoudly, the blast doors began to dide back into
thewdls.

And from adozen standing and knedling V agaari five meters back came awithering hail of blasterfire.

Luke was ready, keying the doors instantly closed again as Mara scattered away the shots that had



madeit in. “Well, that answersthat question,” she commented.

“Partidly, anyway,” Luke corrected. “ Did you happen to notice the little flat boxes lying dong the sdes
of thewd|s?’

She shook her head. * Observation wasyour job,” shereminded him.* My job was Staying dive.”

“Right,” Luke said. “Anyway, they werejust like thelittle gray boxes they used to mine the turbalift,
except that these were white.”

“White?” Marafrowned, then nodded. “ Of course—repainted to blend in with the corridor walls. How
many were there?’

“I didn’t get an actud count,” Luke said, studying the imagein his memory. “But they were spaced a
meter or two gpart and ran all the way down to where the corridor jogsto theright.”

“Cute,” Marasaid. “ So the next time we open the blast doors, we' |l probably seethe Vagaari in full
retreat. We' |l chase them, watching for blaster shots, and whoever’ s handling the detonators will have his
choice of when to blow usto bits”

“Something likethat,” Luke said, looking at the celling above them. “What do you think? We go up?’

“They’ll probably have something ready up there, too,” Marasaid, her voice and sense suddenly
thoughtful. “ After dl, they’ ve seen what lightsabers can do.”

“You haveanidea?’ Luke prompted.

Shefavored him with an evil amile. “What theyhaven’t seenisthis” she said. Letting go of her
lightsaber, shelevitated it in front of her.

“Okay,” Lukesaid. “So?’

Mara sreply was atwitch of her head back toward the turbolift lobby. Frowning, Luke followed. She
stepped to the Vagaari bodiesin the corner and, stretching out to the Force, levitated one of them
upright. Focusing her control, she moved itsarms and legs, keeping it acouple of centimeters above the
floor, making it stride rather shakily acrossthelobby asif it was il dive.

Or, rather, asif he and Marahad put on their enemies’ armor as adisguise.

Shelifted her eyebrows questioningly. “Doesn't look al that redistic,” he pointed out doubtfully,
levitating one of the other bodies for himself and sending it acrossthe deck. Hisdidn't look any more
divethan hersdid. “But if we keep them moving, the Vagaari may not notice.”

“I think it' sworth atry, anyway,” Marasaid.

“Définitely,” heagreed. “Let'sdoit.”

Moving their puppets to the blast doors, they settled them into standing position. “Quickly, now,” Mara

said, crouching down beside thewall where her presence wouldn’t be immediately obvious. “We don't
want anyone getting aclear look.”



Luke nodded. Stretching out to the Force, he keyed open the doors.

Mard s prediction had hit it exactly. The Vagaari who had been firing from just outside the doorswere
dready hafway down the corridor, firing wildly behind them in full retreat. Mara sent her puppet charging
after them, itsarms and legs pumping madly. Luke swasright behind it. The gpparently terrified
retreating Vagaari disappeared around the distant corner—

And with an earsplitting blast, the entire corridor exploded in aburst of fire and smoke.

Lukewinced, feding his puppet twist around as it was buffeted violently by the blast before sprawling
out of his control onto the deck. His earsringing, 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 diens 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 Sxteen.”

“Which might actualy be asignificant number if we knew how many there wereto begin with.” Mara
nudged one of the bodies with her boot. “ Recognize anyone?’

Luke frowned at the dien face. “Isthat Bearsh?’

“Surelookslike him,” shesad. “These guysare alot more impressive in combat armor than in those silly
robes, aren't they?”’

“Most speciesare,” Luke said. “Looks like he wasleading this particular charge persondly. That'sa
good sign.”

“How 07’

“Egtosh cdled him agenerd,” hereminded her. “If he' s sending generalsto handle field operations, it
might imply he hasn't got dl that many warriorsleft.”

“Good point,” Mara agreed. “ Between the dent we made in his troops on Outbound Hight and the
people he absolutely has to have crewing the Dreadnaught’ s duty stations, he may very well be hurting for
bodiesto throw at usright now.”

“Right,” Luke said. “ Either that, or Bearsh was smply being overconfident.”

“You are s0 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 L uke 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 fed the malevolent, brooding presence of
Vagaari dl over the Dreadnaught, scattered through hismind like vaguely defined bubbles of hest ina
cold room. But none seemed to be very close. “1’m not picking up anyonein there,” he said.

“Nether an1,” Maraconfirmed reluctantly. “I till don't likeit.”

“Then let’ sget through it quickly.” Throwing alast look at the empty corridor behind them, he rounded
the corner and headed forward.

Hewasjust passing the middle set of doors when the |eft-hand door ahead of him did open, and five
growling wolvkils padded into the corridor.

He braked to a hdlt, lifting hislightsaber warningly toward the animas. From behind Maracamethe
sound of another door opening, and he glanced back as four more of the predators filed in from one of
the aft set of doorsto block their retrest.

“Wel, thisiscute,” Maramurmured. “Y ou see what the stylish wolvkil iswearing this season?’

Luke hadn’t; but now hisjaw tightened as he spotted the fragmentation grenade dung under each
wolvkil’sbelly. “1 was wondering what they thought thiswas going to accomplish,” he commented,
adjusting hisgrip on hislightsaber as hetried to think. So far the wolvkils didn’t seem inclined to attack,
but were contenting themsalves with growling from adistance. But that could change a any moment.

Mara had come to the same conclusion. “Let’ stry a strategic withdrawa while we think thisout,” she
suggested, easing up to Luke' sright and tapping the release on the door beside him. It did open, and
Luke sensed her concentration as she gave the interior aquick check. “Clear,” shesad. “Comeon.”

Together, they eased into the room, lightsabers ready. The wolvkils made no moveto follow. Mara
touched the inner door control, and the panel did shut. In the glow from hislightsaber Luke found the
light pad, flicked it on, and closed down his wespon.

They were in what appeared to be one of the many pumping stations that were by necessity scattered
around any ship thissize. Setsof conduits snaked aong the walls and high celling, most of them running
into one or the other of two huge and slently chugging rectangular boxes with rounded corners set against
the bulkhead across from the door. “Cozy,” Luke commented, looking around. There were no other
exitsfrom the room, but of course that didn’t mean anything to a Jedi with alightsaber. “Let's seeif we
can carve ourselves aback door,” he suggested. Stepping to the forward wall, heignited hislightsaber—

“Wait,” Marasad.
L uke paused, looking over his shoulder at her. “What?’ he asked.

Shewas gazing a thewall in front of him, her sensetight and suspicious. “Luke, what' sthe usua
procedure for seding ahull breach?’

Hefrowned. “Y ou send some repair droids to the vicinity, close the blast doors behind them, pump out
the air to equalize pressures, then open the inner doorsto give them accessto the leak.”

“Right,” Marasaid, nodding. “The Vagaari have had four daysto sed the gash you cut in the turbolift
lobby. We know there are housekeeping droids still working, and we know therewer e enough repair



droidsrolling around at onetimetofix al the damage Thrawn did to the hull. And anyway, evenif none
of them works anymore, Estosh surely brought a pressure suit or two aong they could haveusedtogoin
themsdvesand fix it.”

“But they didn’t,” Luke said thoughtfully. “Why not?

“Because if we' d come up the pylon and found your gash dl sewn up, we might have decided to come
aboard somewhere ese,” Maraconcluded grimly. “ Thisway, they could reasonably predict where we' d
comein, and could concentrate on making this one corridor as much of adegth trap asthey could.”

She nodded toward thewdll 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 ascratch al the way through the bulkhead. And it was
indeed avery good thing he'd let her go fird.

“Terrific,” shesad darkly, sniffing at the liquid trickling down thewall. “ Secondary reactant fuel, which
most certainly wouldn't normaly be stored next to apump room. Estosh iskindly offering usthe
opportunity of immolating oursalves”

“How generous of him,” Luke said, looking up at the ceiling. “1 wonder if they’ ve ever seen how high a
Jedi canjump.”

“I don’t think s0,” she said. “But it wouldn't take a Jedi to climb that maze of pipesfastened to thewall.
If they were being thorough, they’ d certainly have booby-trapped the celling, too.”

“Right,” he conceded. “What about down? Any ideawhat’ s below us?’

“Usudly it would be substructure, environmenta equipment, and other bulk stuff,” Marasaid. “Not a
place you want to go randomly swinging lightsabers.”

“So we can’'t go down, up, or Sdeways, and outside the door there’ s nothing but wolvkils and
fragmentation grenades,” Luke concluded, looking around for ingpiration.

“ Andwe ve got areactant fud leak going,” Marareminded him. “Any ideas?’

Luke' s gaze paused on the two humming pumps. Each of them was nearly two meterstall and ameter
wide, with acasing built of heavy metal and afront access cover shaped like arectangular, flat-bottomed
bow! with rounded corners and edges. “Actudly, yes,” hetold her, popping the release on one of the
covers and swinging it open. The cover was as strongly built asthe rest of the casing, with a
ten-centimeter lip al the way around the perimeter. “Let’ s get these doors off.”

Igniting his lightsaber, he diced off the hinges, catching the cover in aForce grip asit started to fall
ponderoudy toward him. “I hope you' re not planning to use these things as shields,” Marawarned as she
cut the other cover free. “There are an awful lot of grenades out there.”

“No, I’ ve got something elsein mind,” Luke assured her, leaning the cover up againgt thewall by the
door and closing down hislightsaber. “ Timeto go for the high ground.” Getting agrip on two of the pipes
fastened to the wall, he started to climb.



Marafollowed slently, 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
coversto hover intheair just beneath him and Mara, their bowl sidesup. “Y ou ready?’ he said.

Her answer was thesnap-hiss of her lightsaber. Reaching over to the dripping bulkhead, she dashed the
blade through it.

With asudden gurgle, the trickle became aflood, the aromatic fud flowing down thewall and running
acrossthe floor. “Watch your timing,” Luke warned as the doshing pool began tofill the small room.
“Remember, the lips on these things are only about ten centimeters high.”

“I know,” Maraassured him. She had her lightsaber closed down and back on her belt now, with her
deeve gun drawn. “Get ready. . .now.”

Abruptly, the door did open at her Force command, the pool of fuel flowing out into the corridor. There
was a surprised yel p from one of the wolvkils—

And Marafired asingle shot from her blagter into theliquid.

It ignited with atremendous roar, the flames shooting nearly ameter off the deck. Even with the hovering
covers protecting them, Luke found himsdf wincing at the rush of heet that washed over and past him.
The yelp outside had become ahowl of pain and fear, and he could hear Sartled Vagaari voicesmixedin
with those of thewolvkils. The height of the flames diminished as the blazing liquid continued to flow out
into the corridor, settling down to perhaps thirty centimeters.

It wastimeto go. “ Taketheright one,” he called to Maraover the noise of the flames, pointing to the
hovering cover nearest her. Hefelt her take itsweight. Then, focusing al 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 acrouch as he landed. The flames crackled al around him,
flowing nearly to theleve of the cover’slip, giving him the sudden feding of being in aboat floating on a
river of fire. Recovering his balance, he straightened up and looked around.

The entire corridor wasfilled with fire and smoke and the screams and howls of the injured. Through the
shimmering heet haze to hisleft he could see flame-sheathed Vagaari writhing in agony asthey staggered
around trying to find away out of the ralling river of fire. To hisright, the blast doors reflected back the
light of the flames, making metallic pinging noises as the sudden hest crested uneven expansonin the
metdl.

Surprisingly, he saw only acouple of wolvkil bodieslying burning in theinferno. Apparently, the animals
speed was as good for escape asit was for attack.

Turning back to the room, he again stretched out to the Force, taking the second cover from Mara's
grip. Siding it over his head through the blocked doorway, he maneuvered it dong the corridor and set it
downintheflamesjust in front of the blast doors. “Okay,” he cdledto Mara. “Let’'sgo.”

Bending hisknees, he legpt over the fireto land in the center of this second meta boat. He glanced back
to see Maraland safely in the cover he' d just vacated, then turned and slapped the blast door release.



There were no Vagaari waiting on the other Sde, though if there had been the flaming liquid now
streaming out aong the floor toward them would probably have sent them running anyway. Luke made
another jJump 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 thefina part of
the trip in two quick back-to-back lesps, landing on the deck beside him. Even before she was down, he
stretched back out to the control and closed the blast doors again.

“Wall, that wasfun,” 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 asmall pool that was busily
burning itself out. “Uliar’ s going to have afit when he seeswhat we ve doneto his Dreadnaught.”

“Hecan hill us,” Luke said, looking around. “| vote we get out of this corridor. The command deck’s
another four decks up anyway.”

“Seconded and gpproved,” Marasaid. “| takeit you'll want to avoid the turbolifts?’

“Absolutely,” Luke said, looking up at the high celling. “ But as you pointed out, they haven't yet seen
how high we can jump.”

Igniting hislightsaber, he locked the switch on and hurled it spinning into the ceiling, carving out aneat
hole just wide enough to pass comfortably through. “Therewe go,” he said, catching the weapon and
closing it down as Marafielded the circle of deck metal asit tumbled toward them. “Let’sgo.”

* * %

They made it to the command deck’ sleve without further trouble. Either the Vagaari had been thrown
into disarray by theturning of their firetrap against them, or e'se Mara had been right about their defenses
being focused on that single corridor.

Stll, therewas alot of distance yet to cover before they reached the command deck, and a potentialy
large number of Vagaari ill available for Estosh to throw at them. Sensesdert, lightsabersheld a the
ready, they started forward.

But for awhile, Luke began to wonder if the dliens had indeed given up. Asthey’ d aready discovered
on the lower decks, the damage was greatest in the Dreadnaught’ s midsection, where Thrawn'’ s attack
had methodicaly taken out the turbolaser blisters and shield projectors. The debris and twisted
bulkheads made for ided ambush points, yet the Vagaari made no attempt to use them. There were
occasona stacksor lines of explosives, but laid out hurriedly and with no attempt at subtlety or
camouflage, dmost asif smply dropped there by Vagaari trying desperately to get out of the path of the
approaching Jedi. The two clustersthat couldn’t be bypassed were quickly disarmed.

They made it through the midsection and continued on into the forward operations and crew aress. Here
the resstance was dightly better organized: teams of three to five Vagaari would lurk in doorways or
curvesin the corridor, firing concerted volleys of blasterfire as Luke and Mara cameinto view. But again,
Jedi senses and reflexes were more than adequate to the task, and it usualy took only afew seconds of
firefor the diensto redize that their surprise had failed and to bresk off, scattering away into the



shadows. From all appearances, it would seem Estosh wasin the last stages of helpless desperation.

Maradidn't believeit, either. “He' sup to something,” she muttered asthey 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 courseheis,” Luke said, glancing in both directions as they reached yet another cross-corridor. No
onelying inwait inthisone. “The question is, what? What € se could Outbound Hight' s organizers have
brought aboard that he could use against us?’

“WEe'll find out soon enough,” Marasaid. “ Another couple of cross-corridors and we should be there.”
They moved ahead cautioudy. Three minutes | ater, they reached the command deck.

It was the same setup asthey’ d seen earlier on D-I, minus the extensive damage that the impact with the
planetoid’ sgrave 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 sedled blast door set into the bulkhead directly in front of
their portside corridor. Thirty metersto their right wasasmilar entryway, this one set in front of themain
starboard corridor. Beyond the two blast doors would be the monitor anteroom with itslong rows of
consoles; from the far Sde of the anteroom, a single archway and even heavier blast door would lead
onto the bridge proper.

“They'reinthere, dl right,” Luke said, stretching out toward the thick bulkhead with hismind. “Quitea
few of them. | get the feding they’ re expecting us.”

“They got that part right, anyway,” Marasaid. “How do you want to work this?’

L uke looked down the cross-corridor toward the starboard entryway, considering their options. The
fact that the VVagaari had seded the anteroom blast doorsimplied 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 aduplicate trap at each of the two doors, or else they’ ve saved everything for the bridge proper.
Either way—"

“Holdit,” Maracut him off, her head cocked. “Y ou hear something?’

Luke frowned. A new sound had been added to the background noises of acapital ship inflight, a
metallic rumbling coming from their right. He looked again down the cross-corridor toward the other
anteroom door—

And suddenly, agiant whed-like machine rolled into view from the starboard corridor. It braked to a
halt and began to open like astrange meta flower.

“Oh, no,” Marabreathed, tossing her lightsaber to her left hand and snatching out her deeve gun.

But she wastoo late. Even as shefired, the machine finished unfolding, its curved head rearing up over
itstripod legs, itsjointed forearms settling themsavesinto horizonta position, the hazy sphere of its
deflector shidd flickering to life and spattering Mara s shot into the ceiling. The head shifted dightly
toward them, asif noticing the intrudersfor thefirst time, the arms swiveling their permanently mounted
blastersto point in their direction.

It was adroideka. But unlike the one they’ d so recently faced in Jerf Huxley’ s canting, thisone



gppeared to befully functiond.

And it was hunting them.

CHAPTER 25

Maradtill had her lightsaber in her left hand as the droideka opened fire. She swung it around, trying to
Oet it to guard position—

Just asthe green blade of Luke' slightsaber cut in front of her, deflecting the shots that had been aimed
at her torso. “Come on!” he shouted.

Shedidn’t need to be told twice. Moving as quickly asthey could while till defending against the
sudden hail of fire, they ducked back into the portside corridor they'd just left. “Wdll, that' s just—"

“Later,” Luke snapped. “I hear it folding up again.”

Mara swore under her breath, jamming her deeve blaster back into its holster as she took off down the
corridor. “Wait asecond,” she said as athought suddenly occurred to her. “Keep going,” she added,
ducking into an open doorway to her right.

Luke broke gtride. “What—7?’
“I'm playing ahunch,” 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 al happy about leaving her aone
likethis. But as she could sense his doubts, he could also sense her confidence that it was agamble
worth taking. Giving her aquick nod, he resumed his sprint away from the command deck. Listening
closdly, Mara heard the droideka s rumbling change pitch asit made atight turn around the corner and
rolled into the corridor behind her husband. The pitch changed again asit spotted L uke in the distance
and headed in pursuit. Taking a couple of steps backward into the room, hopefully putting hersalf out of
range of the droideka s sensors, Mara pulled out her blaster again and leveled it at the doorway. She
could very literdly have only oneshat. . .

Abruptly, ablur of shiny metal flashed into view. Letting the Force guide her hand, shefired.
The droidekawas gone again dmost before it registered in her vision, and from the direction it had

disappeared came an abrupt cacophony of metal on meta asit scrabbled to a sudden halt to dedl with
this unexpected menace on its flank. Marajumped to her feet and charged for the doorway, hoping she



might get in afollow-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 whed!
around toward her. Aiming for the sensor clugter inits head, she fired.

Too late. The droidekaagain got its shield up in time, ricocheting the shot away. It finished itsunrolling
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 dightly—

And suddenly the machine staggered as something big and dark came flying down the corridor and
dammed into its shield from behind, sending itsfirst volley into the deck. Mara backed away down the
corridor, blocking the droideka s shots asit waddled awkwardly after her. A moment later, she'd made
it back to the cross-corridor outside the command deck. A second object dammed 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 afriend 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 infront of her, palm upraised. “It'sdl right,” hesaid. “It’snot following.”

“You'd better beright,” she said, breathing hard as she dowed to ahalt. “ Thanksfor the assist. What
were you throwing & it, anyway?’

“Whatever odds and ends were handy,” hetold her, glancing around and pointing her to a nearby
electronics repair room. “ The first one was a power converter, | think, and the second was atwo-meter
piece of structura bracing girder that had been broken off and waslying around.”

“Nether of which isexactly alightweight,” Mara pointed out grimly asthey stepped insde the room. “If
hitting it that hard didn’t do anything but spail itsaim for a couple of shots, we can forget about that asa
way to takeit down.”

“I think you'reright,” Luke agreed. “What about you? Any luck with that sucker shot?’

Mara shrugged. “I’'m pretty sure | hit the sensor head, but | don’'t know what kind of damage | 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 whilethey'rerolling?’

“Right,” Marasaid. “About dl they can do with their shiddsup isthat little waddle thing. Problemis, in
whesdl form they're just too fast for agood killing shot.”

“Certainly not from ablaster that smdl,” Luke said. “Maybe we should seeif we can find something with
alittle more power and try it again.”

“Maybe” Marasad doubtfully. “But then you' re going to run into adifferent limitation. With blagters,
the more power it’ sgot, the bigger and heavier it is. Even with the Force | had enough trouble hitting it
with my deeve 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 shidd?’



Marashook her head. I’ ve never seen the specs, but from what I’ ve heard it sounds like it would take
something alot bigger than that to do thetrick.”

“So we're back to hitting it when it'son the move,” Luke concluded. “ Maybe you should have tried that
ambush trick with your lightsaber instead of your blaster.”

“Wouldn't have worked,” Marasaid. “| 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 hatetotry it,” Marasaid hesitantly. “There are severa different types of sensors grouped
there—composite radiation, vibration, and | think one or two more. It can aim and fire using any
combination of them.”

“Terrific,” Luke said, Sarting to sound alittle frustrated. “We can't use blasters, and we can't use
lightsabers. So howdid the Jedi of that eradea with them?’

Marafdt her lipstighten. “Mostly, they ran away,” shesaid. “1 can’'t remember asingle story of a Jedi
taking out a shielded one on hisown.”

L uke seemed taken aback. “Oh.”

“ Oh,indeed.” Maraleaned her head back out of the room to peer down the corridor. “Y oudid say it
had stopped, right?’

Luke nodded. “1 heard it unroll. From the direction of the sound, I"'d guessit’ s Sitting midway between
the two command deck doors.”

“Like abig metal vornskr on guard duty.”

“Exactly,” Luke said, starting to sound back on track again. “ At least now we know what €lse
Outbound FHight' s organizers packed aboard. Where in the worlds did they get a droideka, anyway? |
thought only the Trade Federation had them back then.”

“They did, but you forget that the Trade Federation had been alegedly rehabilitated after the Naboo
incident,” Marapointed out. “ They were dl sweetness and light—well, they weredl grudging
cooperation, anyway—until the Separatists dropped the hammer at Geonosis and the Clone Wars
began. Someone probably persuaded them to donate afew to Outbound Flight with an eye toward
sentry use on any new coloniesthey might set up.” She gestured. “ Fortunately, it looks like the V agaari
only have one of them working.”

“Oneisplenty for me,” Luke assured her dryly. “I’m surprised they got even that far.”

“I’'mnot,” Marasaid sourly. “Or at least, | shouldn’t have been. The more | think about it, the more |
think droid technology was what Estosh came here looking for in thefirst place.”

“What makesyou say that?’ Luke asked, frowning.

“It wasright after that first cleaner droid appeared on D-Four and you dipped away to scout out our
path,” Marasaid, feding yet another twinge of professona embarrassment. Like the fake Geroon



refugee ship, this was something she should have ingtantly caught on to. “We got to talking about droids
in genera, and one of the Vagaari asked specificaly about droidekas. There' s no place he could have
picked up that term except from Fel’ s operationa manual.”

“Okay,” Luke said dowly. “But we dready know they’ re the oneswho stoleit.”

“Right,” Marasaid. “But there were four densely packed data cardsin that set. What are the odds they
would have sumbled across alist of droid designations unless they were specificaly looking for them?’

“Even less than the odds they’ d find the maintenance and activation procedures,” Luke said, nodding.
“So thiswhole fussis over nothing but afew droids?”

“They’re only afew droidsto 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 Chissdon't, probably no
one dse out here does, ether. If the Vagaari can learn how to build and field adroid army, they’ re going
to have ahuge advantage, especialy among the less developed cultures who seem to be their preferred

prey.

“I guessyou'reright,” Luke said. “So the original plan was probably to kill everyone aboard theChaf
Envoy, spread out through Outbound Flight to collect al the droids they could find, then sneak back
through the Redoubt before we were gone long enough to have raised any darms.”

“That'smy guess,” Marasaid. “It was just pure luck they got aworking Dreadnaught as a bonus.”

Luke grimaced. “ Some bonus. The chief Vagaari’ s going to bereally pleased to have this show up on his
doorstep.”

“Not if we can hepit,” Maradeclared. “Come on, you' re the Jedi Magter. Think of something.”

“Maybe we don't actualy haveto destroy it,” Luke said. “ All weredly want to do isto get onto the
command deck and take control of the ship.”

“And, what, we just persuade the droideka to turn its head for aminute?’

Luke smiled tightly. “Asameatter of fact,” hesaid, “I think we can do exactly that.”

* * *

Carefully, Luke eased hisway to the end of the starboard corridor. Directly in front of him wasthe
archway and access door into the command deck, while somewhere out of Sght to hisleft the droideka
was standing guard.

He stretched out hismind to Mara, sensed that she wasin mirror-image position thirty metersaway in
the portside corridor. The droidekawas now directly between them. . . and the way itsarmswere
hinged, it could only firein one direction at atime. Bracing himsdf, he ignited hislightsaber and stepped
out into the cross-corridor.

The droidekawas, as he' d surmised earlier, sanding with its back to the command deck wall midway
between the two access doors. Its shield popped on as its sensors detected L uke' s movement, its guns



swivding asit tracked toward him. “Yes, it sme,” Luke caled, lifting hislightsaber to guard position as
he took another two steps toward the machine. “Come on; have at it.”

The droideka obliged with aburst of blagterfire. Luke' s lightsaber flashed back and forth, deflecting the
shots as he dowly reversed direction back the way he’' d come. He made it back to the corner and
ducked back to safety. Closing down hislightsaber, 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 dowed to ahdlt, 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 pitsin the metal
walls. But in that single brief glimpse Luke had seen that the droideka hadn’t budged from the spot where
he'dleftit.

Retreating afew 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, doesit?’ her voice answered.
“No, it'sapparently happy right whereitis,” Luke said. “Y ou want to giveit atry?’

“Not worth the effort,” Marasaid. “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 on€' s unaccounted for. | was afraid we were going
to run into that problem.”

“It was dill worth atry,” Luke said. “Onto Plan Two, | guess. Y ou ready?’
“Ready,” she answered. “Watch yoursdf.”

“Right.” Luke shut off the comlink and returned it to his belt. Stepping back to the corner, helifted his
lightsaber, braced himsaf—

And spun 180 degrees around afraction of a second before the burst of blasterfire erupted toward him
from far down the corridor. Another Vagaari hit squad had launched its assault, gpparently 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 dliens retreated,
dragging their wounded comrade with them.

Hetook a deep breath. With the combat tunnel vision fading, he could sense Mara' s sudden anxiety. He
sent her aquick mental assurance, plus awordless 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 droidekamust have expected arepesat of Luke s earlier, more cautious appearance. Itsfirst spatter
of fire passed harmlesdy behind him as he sprinted across the cross-corridor and skidded to ahalt in
front of the anteroom door. The droideka s second volley found the range, and Luke set histeeth firmly
together as he swung hislightsaber across the multiple shots coming at him. He didn’t dare split awvay
enough of his attention to look behind his attacker; but if Marawas on schedule, she was even now
moving stealthily from her corridor to the portside anteroom door. . .



Abruptly, thefire coming at L uke broke off as the droideka pivoted around. Luke had just enough time
to see Marain the distance, stabbing her lightsaber into the edge of the blast door, asthe droideka
opened fire.

Hefdt hisbreath catch in histhroat. But Mara had been expecting that move, and had her lightsaber
back up in timeto defend hersdif.

And now, with the droideka s attack pointed in the other direction, it was Luke sturn. Lifting his
lightsaber to point horizontally, keeping awary 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, Marawould have returned to her own assault on the command deck. If
the droideka continued to play this game, eventudly both of them would makeit through.

The droideka had apparently figured that out, too. Firing onelast volley at Luke, it dropped its shield,
folded back into whed shape, and charged down the cross-corridor toward Mara. Luke set off in
pursuit—

And bardly got hislightsaber back up in time asthe droideka s blastersfired atwin burst a him.

He managed to block the shots, his stride faltering with the sheer unexpectedness of it. He hadn’t
redized it was possiblefor droidekas to shoot whilein whed shape. The machine fired arolling burst a
Mara, then another at Luke asthe positioning of its blasters came back to the right spot initsrotation. It
fired another shot at Mara—

Lukeinhaed sharply, breaking into an al-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 reflexeswouldn't be fast enough to
handle the shots. Run, he thought desperately toward her.Get away. Now.

Maradidn’t move. She'd figured out the droideka s plan, too, he could sense; but instead of trying to
get away, she waswaiting for it, lightsaber ready, preparing to meet the destroyer head-on. Luke
breathed a curse that was haf anger and half fear and leaned into his sprint, driving himself desperately
toward hiswife. The droidekawas nearly on her now—

Then, even asit fired one find time from the whedl position and screeched to ahat abare two meters
away, Marafindly moved. She legpt forward and to the Side, moving out of itsline of rolling fire and
lunging toward it with her lightsaber.

Once again, the droideka s mechanica reflexesweretoo fast. It had its shield up even beforeit finished
unrolling, bouncing her lightsaber blade usdlesdy off the hazy surface. The droideka continued uncurling,
its blasters swinging up and out into full maneuverability again as Maratried to bring her lightsaber upin
time. The blasters pat fire—

And with afina 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 ahdt, snatching back hisweapon 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 L uke had expected. Behind them, he could hear the sounds asthe
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’ sfollowing us,” Mara panted.
“I know,” Luke panted back. “Keep going. We may haveto try that lightsaber ambush after al.”

Maradidn’t reply. Maybe she was thinking about pointing out that the droideka s sensors were
obvioudy dill functiona enough to make that gesture usdess. More likely, she was conserving her air.

Again, he caught the sounds behind him just in time. “Watchit,” he sngpped, skidding to ahdt and
spinning around. The droideka had stopped a couple of metersinto the corridor and was in the process
of unfolding. “Inthere,” 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 amoment they leaned Side by side againgt the cool meta 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 bottlethemup. . .

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 dmost leisurdly back around the corner into the
command deck corridor. “Thisisn't working,” he commented.

“No kidding,” Maragrowled back. “Thanks for getting me out of that, by theway. | thought | might
have achanceto get in akilling thrust beforeits shield went up.”

“| guessit saw you coming,” Luke said. “Did you know it could shoot whilerolling that way?’

“No,” Marasaid. “Either that was a very well-kept secret, or eseit’'s something new that someone built
into this particular modd. It’snot dl 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.” Marashook her head. “We need a new approach, Luke. We keep playing this
game, and eventudly it’sgoing to wear usdown.”

“Or aVagaari sniper squad will get uswhilewe re being distracted,” Luke agreed. “Let’ sthink it
through. We know we can't get it with the shield up. That means we have to get it before then, either
whileit’ still rolling or elseright asit sops and sartsto unfold.”

“And aswejust saw, it can put its shield up beforeit finishes unfolding if it senses an attacker nearby,”
Mara pointed out.

“Which meanswe can't et it see the attack coming,” Luke agreed. “Which brings us back to some kind



of ambush.”

“Right,” Maraagreed. “Problem: the only place around here to hideisinsde one of the rooms off the
corridor.”

“Which we dready tried.”

“Right,” Marasaid. “What we need isfor it to follow us someplace more promising. Maybe &ft to the
turbolaser blisters, wherewe ve got al that wreckageto set up in.”

Luke shook his head. “1t’ snot going to let usdo that,” he said. *Y ou saw what it did just now. With
both of usclearly in sight, it still opped two metersin from the command deck corridor, fired afew
times, then went back to guard duty.”

“Itdid, didn’t it?"” Maracommented, her expression changing subtly as she stared at thewall across
from them. 'Y ou think you could pick out the exact spot where it stopped?’

Luke pulled up the memory. “Eadly,” he said. “Both timesit stopped about two metersin, right in the
center of the corridor where it’s as safe from possible ambush asit can get. Of course, there’ sno
guaranteeit’ |l go to the same spot the next time.”

“Oh, | think thereis” Marasaid, smiling asudden, private smile. “Even if thisis one of the modelswith
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 suspicioudy. He knew that look, and it generally meant trouble. “But
there still no cover anywhere nearby for an ambush.”

“That'sokay,” she said. “For this one, we're not going to need cover. Here' sthe plan. . .”

* * %

Getting afirm grip on hislightsaber, Luke once again stepped out into the command deck corridor.

Thedroideka s head swiveled toward him, asif not believing he was actudly going to try thisagain.
Luke took another step; the droideka responded by tracking its blasters toward him. “ Get ready,” Luke
murmured. He took athird step, sensing Mara stepping into the corridor directly behind him—

And suddenly dl 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 thesnap-hiss behind him as Maraignited her own

weapon.

The droidekareacted 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 aburst 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 changesin pitch asit altered direction to continue the
chase, and put some extra peed into his running. If he hadn’t been right about the droideka s positioning
thelast time, or if the machine wasn't as precisaly programmed as Marawas hoping, thiswasn't going to
work.

The sound of the rolling whedl abruptly hated. “ Thereit goes” Maracalled, braking to ahat in front of
him.

Luke stopped and spun around, lightsaber ignited and ready. The droidekawas standing in the center of
the corridor, exactly where it had been the last two timesit had chased them in this direction, its hazy
deflector shield up asit finished the process of unfolding into attack position.

And beneath it, lying on the deck beside one of itstripod feet where Marahad carefully placed it before
they’ d launched ther little feint, was their secret wesgpon.

LoranaJnzler' sold lightsaber.
Lyinginside the droideka s deflector shield.

Luke lifted his lightsaber; but in salute, not defense. Even asthe 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
aghmaticsnap-hiss the green blade blazed to life, dicing into the droideka s heavy aloy body—

Luke had just afraction of asecond of premonition. “Down!” he snapped, grabbing Marain aForce
grip and pulling her down onto the deck beside him with their backs to the doomed machine.

And with athundering explosion, the droideka disintegrated.

Luke squeezed his eyes shut, wincing as the blast washed over him like adesert sandstorm, the hest
singeing the back of his neck, the concussion lifting him up off the deck and damming him back down
again, thetiny hits of shattered metal whipping across his back and legs and arms like maddened
gingflies. A wave of acrid smoke followed behind the blagt, curling hisnogtrils. A second later cooler air
flowed across him in the opposite direction toward the partia vacuum, causing a brief moment of
turbulence.

And then, everything was once again still. Cautioudy, he opened his eyes and |ooked back over his
shoulder.

The droidekawas gone. So was Lorand s lightsaber, he noted with atwinge of guilt.
So was most of the portside blast door.

“Comeon,” hesaid to Mara, dragging himself upright. Hefdt alittle woozy, but otherwise he seemed all
right. “Let’sget in there before they recover.”

“What?" Maraasked vaguely, rubbing at her cheek as she got shakily to her feet and turned around.
“Oh. That could be useful.”



“Right.” Lukelooked around for hislightsaber, which had somehow ended up another three meters
down the corridor, and stretched out to the Forceto call it to hishand. “1 takeit that bulb thing with dll
the bronzium armor was the droideka s mini-reactor?’

“Yougot it,” Marasaid, sooping and retrieving her own lightsaber. “1 wasjust trying to shut it down. |
didn’t mean to shut it down quite that violently.”

“Y ou must have hit one of the power regulators,” Luke said, taking a couple of deep bresths ashe
looked her over. Her clothing was badly scorched, but aside from afew minor cuts and burns she
seemed uninjured. She il had some of the same blast-induced fogginess he himsdf wasfighting, but it
was rapidly fading away. “Come on—we haveto get in there,” he repested.

“Right,” Marasaid, her voice firmer thistime. Taking adeep breath, she sarted forward. “Let’'sdo it.”

The left Sde of the blast door had been collapsed inward, crumpling the thick metal and leaving agap
big enough for two people to step through together. He and Maradid just that, lightsabersready in front
of them.

Therewas, asit turned out, no need for caution. Outside, the concussion shock wave from the exploding
droideka had had along, wide corridor to spread out into asit disspated 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 sorawled over their consoles or lying twitching on the deck, the wave must
have done somefairly 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 seeif we can get insde before Estosh redlizes
we're here”

“Go ahead,” Marasaid, nodding to the left where one of the consoles had suddenly started beeping. “I
want to see what's coming through over there.”

L uke nodded, threading hisway through the rows of consoles toward the door. He was nearly there
when there was a hollow metdlic clank, and with a ponderous rumble the door began to dide open.

“ Ss91” Luke hissed awarning to Maraas he jumped to agroup of consoles a couple of metersto the
right of the door. Closing down his lightsaber, he dropped into concealment behind one of the cabinets
and peered cautioudy around the Side.

Behind the opening door were apair of nervous-looking Vagaari pointing heavy blaster carbines out into
the monitor anteroom. At their feet, growling deep in their throats, were apair 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 wasworth 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
ganding intheir 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 insde 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 asthey did so, one of the wolvkilsturned its head and looked straight at L uke.

Luke looked back, stretching out to the Force. Back aboard Outbound Flight, he' d touched the nerve
centers of agroup of the predators, searching out the pathways that would let him put them harmlesdy to
deep. Now, though, he needed something subtler, something that would suppresstheir curiogity or their
aggressive ingtincts without doing anything as obvious as dropping them like a couple of softdolls.
Carefully, quickly, hetraced dong awolvkil’ snervous system. . .

And then, across the room, someone moaned.

Thetwo Vagaari jerked in unison toward the noise, their weapons jerking with them. The moan came
again, more gurgling thistime. One of the aliens murmured something to the wolvkils, and Luke was
suddenly forgotten asthe two animals headed in that direction. The Vagaari followed, wespons held
ready. Behind them, the door to the bridge reversed its direction and began to dide closed.

And with atight smile, Luke rose from his conceal ment, took two quick steps behind the oblivious
soldiers, and dipped 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 transparisted
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.

Thediensat the consoles soun in their seats, goggling. Luke lifted hislightsaber 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
amed and, mindful of the critica 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 werein, 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; aflurry of shotslater, two more of them lay sprawled on the deck.
Behind him, Luke sensed Mara sprinting to the archway to assst—

“ Amacriger!”

Abruptly, thefiring ceased. Luke held his stance, sensesdert. “Y ou are remarkable warriorsindeed,
you Jedli,” one of the Vagaari said calmly from midway across the room as he holstered his weapon.
“Had | not witnessed it mysdlf, | would not have believed it.”

“Everyone needs alittle amazement in their lives, Estosh,” Luke commented. “Y ou look good in that
uniform.”

“I appear now as| truly am,” Estosh countered, straightening up proudly. “Not the pathetically eager
drone | made mysdlf to be.”

“It was anice performance,” Maracommented as she dipped in through the doorway to stand beside
Luke. “1 do think you overplayed it alittle, though.”

“No matter,” Estosh said, starting to stroll casudly acrossthe bridge. “1t fooled you dl into thinking we
were harmless. That was al that mattered.”

“Actudly, you didn’t fool everyone,” Maracorrected him. “ Aristocra Formbi was on to you right from
the gtart.”

Estosh stopped short. “You lie”

Mara shook her head. “No, but go ahead and believe whatever you want. So. Y ou’ ve got your droids,
and you' ve even got yoursdlf a Dreadnaught to carry them in. What' sthe rest of the plan?’

Estosh' smouthstwisted. “ Again you chooseto let your female carry out your interrogation?” he sneered
a Luke as he resumed his pacing.

“She' sjust making conversation,” Luke said, fedling hisforehead creasing. Estosh wasn't just pacing
amlesdy, heredized suddenly. He was heading somewhere specific.

“Speechisfor dronesand prey,” Estosh said contemptuoudly. “ The conversation of warriorsisin ther
actions”

“We liketo think we' re pretty good at both,” L uke 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 specia weapon Estosh was hoping
to get hold of ? Or was there an important course change he wanted to make?

Alternatively, therewere two live Vagaari glaring silently at the Jedi from twin consoles alittle farther
along the same projected path. Could Estosh be hoping to drop down behind them, using them asliving
shiddswhile he did something clever?

Either way, it wastimeto put astop to it. Luke shifted hisweight, preparing to head off on an intercept



path—
“Let him go,” Maramurmured from beside him.

Frowning, Luke glanced at her. There was agleam in those brilliant green eyes, amicroscopic smile
creasing the corners of her mouth. Sheflicked her eyes briefly toward his, and crinkled her nose
sgnificantly.

“Truewarriors do not careif they talk well,” Estosh said scornfully.

Luke turned back to Estosh, running through his Jedi sensory-enhancement techniques. The Vagaari’s
meaninglesstirade grew painfully loud in hisears, but Luke wasn't interested in sounds right now. Inhding
dowly, he sorted though the drifting aromas of age and dust, human and V agaari, searching for whatever
it was Mara had already spotted.

Thereit was, very faint and distant. Heinhaled again, trying to identify it. . .

And dtiffened. It wasn't the digtinctive 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 sameto the
victims' lungs. It was alast-ditch weapon, lethal to defender and attacker dike, used only when defeat
was inevitable but alowing an opponent victory was unthinkable.

He sent aquick, furtive look around the room. There were Jedi techniques for detoxifying poisons,
techniques he had successfully used anumber of timesin the past. Problem was, they generdly didn’t
work againgt corrosive poisons like this one. The acidic matrix meant that both detoxification and healing
techniques had to be used s multaneoudy, 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 virtudly anywhere on the bridge, remote-triggered by any of the
Vagaari. With the traces he and Mara had detected dready filling the air, there was no way for them to
track it down to its source.

Helooked questioningly at Mara. She nodded, that gleam still in her eye, and for an ingtant their minds
touched, possibilities and contingencies and plans swirling wordlesdy between them.

“—who have no strength or cunning of their own,” Estosh continued, sill strolling dong on his
random-looking walk.

“Oh, I don't know,” Marasaid. “I’ll grant you have afair amount of brute strength, but your level of
cunning is pretty pathetic. Aristocra Formbi knew about you from the start; and Luke and | know all
about thefighter carrier you |eft a the Brask Oto Command Station.”

“The point being that you’ re outgunned and outmaneuvered,” Luke said, picking up on Mara scue. If
they tried to negotiate with him, he would be lesslikely to suspect they were also on to thislast-ditch
effort of his.



And if he could actualy be persuaded to surrender, so much the better. “ So you might aswell give up
now,” Lukewent on. “If you do, we'll promise you and your people safe passage outside Chiss
territory.”

“Yourremaining people, that is,” Mara added. “ Take too much time arguing the point, and that
number’ slikely to shrink some more.”

“Perhaps,” Estosh said, coming to acasua stop in front of the helm console. * But perhaps none of us
expect to leave thisvessd dive anymore.”

He leaned forward with hisforearms resting on the front edge of the console, his hands dangling casudly
acouple of centimeters above the controls. “ Perhaps the future glory of the Vagaari Empirewill bea
sufficient payment for our efforts”

“No,” Luke said quietly. “Y ou won't even get that.”

“Weshdl see” Estosh said. Hetook a deep breath, straightening up to hisfull height. Ashedid so, his
fingers dipped suddenly to the controls beneath them. There was aquiet beep; and a second later, the
hyperspace sky flowing past the viewport turned into starlines and then into sars.

In the distance, Luke could see the lights of the Brask Oto Command Station directly ahead. The
dation, and thefaint glow of ahundred starfighter drives spirding around it. Even as hefelt histhroat
tighten, he spotted the multiple flash of laserfire.

“Thevictory isours,” Estosh said camly. Helifted hisarms toward them. “ And now,” he added, “you
will die”

He clenched his handsinto fists; and from each of his deevesathin 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.
Thetwo Vagaari nearest their commander, he noted, had aready dumped over, twitching violently with
the effects of the poison. He angled to the side; Estosh responded by shifting hisarmsto aim the spray
more directly toward Luke sface. Clearly, he too was holding his bregth, hoping to live long enough to
waich hisenemiesdie.

With a suddenness that startled even Luke, Mara slightsaber flashed past overhead, spinning itsway
acrossthe bridge. Reflexively, Estosh ducked, his head turning to follow the weapon’s motion.

And as he looked away, L uke took along step toward him, ducking low to stay beneath the poison
spray. With two quick dashes of hislightsaber, he diced open Estosh’ s deeves and the gas canisters
strapped to hisforearms.

With an explosivepoof! the directiona spray became abillowing green cloud as the entire contents of the
canisters were dumped at once. The fog enveloped Estosh' s head, roiling outward as L uke took along
step backward. Estosh spun back toward him, hisface 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 hislungs despite his
effortsto keep it out. For amoment his eyeslocked with Luke s—



And then, acrossthe bridge, Mara s thrown lightsaber hit the transparisted viewport, dicing it open.

In an ingtant the bridge became the center of awindstorm asthe 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 dammed shuit.

The twisting vortex blew Estosh off hisfeet, dumping him to sprawl onto the deck. He turned around to
face Luke, hands scrabbling desperately and uselesdy across the meta, hisface amask of pain and
hatred. “ Jedi!” he spat out hoarsdly, hislast bresth a curse.

But Luke was dready gone. Even as the windstorm erupted around him he began legping over and
around the control consoles, letting thewind at his back add to his speed as he raced across the bridge
toward the hole Mara had cut. Her lightsaber was bouncing precarioudy aong the edge; reaching out
with the Force, he closed down the wegpon and drew it back to him, jamming it into hisbelt dlongside
his. Hislungs were starting to ache asthe 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
theair into his outstretched hand.

The gale, which had subsided to afaint whisper, began to pick up again asthe oxygen tanks acrossthe
room flooded more air into the escaping flow. Luke counted out afew more seconds to make sure al of
the poison gas had been flushed out, then pulled open the patch and dapped it across the hole.

Therewas asizzling sound, more fdlt than redlly heard in the painfully thin atmosphere. The swirling wind
subsided, and hefdt the ar pressure returning to norma. He exhaed the rest of the air he' d been holding
in reserve and took a cautious breath. There was just aresidual hint of the poison, drifting through the
bridge like abad memory, far too dilute to pose any danger.

He looked around the bridge. The Vagaari lay acrosstheir consoles or in contorted poses on the deck.
All were dead.

He sighed.Jedi respect all life, inany form. . .

“Snap out of it, Luke,” Maracdled. “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 | thought he would,” Maratold him, and he sensed her grim satisfaction asshe
straightened up. “Okay, | caught it intime.” She nodded at the viewport. “Now we just have to figure out
what we' re going to do aboutthat.”

Luke turned and looked. During the past few minutes, Estosh' sfind 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 acomplex dancelike pattern that made them nearly impossible to
hit. So far the base' s shields were holding, but from the methodica 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 sSide, drifting along outside of the attack pattern, wasthe VVagaari colony ship,
looking like a strange spherical skeleton now that its brood of fighters had been launched.

“And that’ s after only afew minutes of combat,” Maramurmured. “These guys are good.”
“The beeping console in the anteroom?’ L uke asked.
She nodded. “It was the comm monitor, indicating asigna 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 acampaign against these people.”

“I don’t think they’ Il need more of an excuse than they’ ve already got,” Luke declared, crossing to one
of thewegpons gations. “ Can thisthing il fight?”

“What, againgt shipsthat small?” Mara countered. “Not achance. Certainly not with just the two of us
torunit. Besides, dl we' relikely to have are the anti-meteor laser cannon and maybe one or two of the
amaller point-defense stuff. Thrawn demolished dl the heavy weaponry fifty yearsago.”

Acrossthe bridge, one of the consoles pinged, and aVagaari voice began speaking faintly from its
speakers. “They’ ve spotted us,” Mara said, stepping toward it. “Y ou have anything you want to say to
them?’

“Just asecond,” Luke said, an idea popping into the back of hismind. “No, don’t answer. Find mea
sensor gtation and tell me what’ s happening with the Vagaari carrier.”

He sensed Mara s puzzlement, but she headed off across the bridge without comment. L uke 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,” Maracalled, and he
looked over to see her leaning over another console. “ The carrier’ sin pretty bad shape, actualy. Power
output minima; life support systems minima; serious damage to its north and south poles.”

“Probably where its own heavy wegponswere,” Luke said with satisfaction. “| was hoping the Chiss
had gotten in some good shots before they were surrounded.”

“Fine, but that gtill leavesthefighters,” Marapointed out. “ And uswith no weapons.”
“Wewon't need any,” Luke assured her. “Get back to the helm—"

He broke off as a stutter of laserfire raked suddenly acrossthe hull just below and forward of the bridge.
“What the—?"

“Chissfighters,” 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 hislip. 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 acrossthe hull. “If they believe it—"

“No!” Luke cut her off, looking around him. Ithad 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’ saproblem?’

“Yes,that'saproblem.” Benegth him, the deck started to sway dightly as Marakeyed in the evasive
maneuvers he' d caled for. “We need to look like aship that can’'t communicate, where Estoshistill in
command—ah,” heinterrupted himsdlf. There it was, nestled between the ion cannon and forward
deflector shield consoles: the anti-meteor |aser cannon. “Keep usevasive,” he ordered, keying the
activation switches. The board shifted to green with gratifying speed. “Okay. What was Drask’ s
emergency prefix code agan?’

“Two-gpace-one-gpace-two,” Maratold him. “And you' ve lost me completely.”

“Jugt cross your fingers.” The Chissfighterswere swinging around for another pass. Mentally crossing
hisown, Luke aimed the laser cannon just astern of the group and fired: pulse-pulse; pulse; pulse-pulse.

For along moment nothing happened. The fighters completed their turn and regrouped, heading back for
another grafing run. Lukefired the pattern a second time, again aming just wide of the group. They kept
coming; hefired athird time—

And then they were on him, flashing over the Dreadnaught’ s surface, pouring volleys of laserfireinto the
hull.

Only thistime there were no thuds as sections of hull metal vaporized explosvely away. No impacts; no
shaking of the ship; no nothing.

“I'll bearoasted 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 acrossthe bridge in a search pattern again. “1 could learn to
like working with these people.”

“They’re coming around for another pass,” Marareported. “Y ou want to keep it evasve?’

“Right,” Luke confirmed. The console he waslooking for. . .there. “Where are the Chiss fighters?’ he
caled as he keyed for activation.

“Off our portsde stern.”



“Good,” Luke said. “Bring our flank around to portside, asif we're running interference for the
Vagaai.”

“Got it.”

The view ahead turned as the huge ship began rotating duggishly 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 VVagaari were beginning to break off their attack on the
dation. “Keep going,” he ordered, hearing the excitement in hisvoice. “Keep us between the Chissand
the Vagaari.”

“The Chissarefiring again,” Marareported. “ Again, just for show.”

“Perfect,” Luke said, hisfull attention on the VVagaari. They were definitely abandoning the station now,
pulling away in an orderly fashion and forming up again asthey 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 benegth them, he heard the faint sound of metal grinding against metal asthe forward
starboard hangar deck doors did reluctantly open.

Across the room, he heard Mara s huff. “Y ou' re not serious,” shesaid. “You redly think they’Il just—?
No.”

“Of coursethey will,” Luke said. “Remember, their own carrier iswrecked. What else are they going to
do?’

He looked up as she stepped to hisside. “ Y ou 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 acompliment,” Marasaid. “ That was a pretty serious risk you took.”

“Not redly,” Luke said. “Remember, | know how starfighter pilotsthink. Theruleis, any friendly portin
abattle” He smiled lopsidedly. “And asfar asthey know, we' re asfriendly asthey get.”

Together they stood and watched until the last of the VVagaari 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’ Il want to be aboard to help us give the Vagaari pilots the bad
news.”



Station Commander Prard’ enc’iflar was atall Chiss with agenerous helping of white in hisblue-black
hair and ahighly intimidating look in hisglowing red eyes. Hewas aso, if Marawas reading the name
and facid structures correctly, arelative of Generd Drask.

“Weare grateful for your assstancein thismatter,” he said rather stiffly, hiseyes 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 counsd was well thought.”

“Though | daresay you didn’t think so at thetime?’ Mara suggested.

The glowing red eyesflicked briefly to her. “ Past thoughts are irrelevant to the redities of the present,”
he said, looking away again. “Y ou have aided usin 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 secretsare safe, are they not?”’

“Almost certainly,” Luke assured him. “We had a chance to look a the communicationslog while you
were coming aboard. Estosh made only that one transmission, and that was a short-range signd to his
carrier here at Brask Oto.”

“And he couldn’t have sent anything earlier,” Maraadded. “Not from insde the Redoubt’ s natural
interference.”

“I see” Prard’ enc’iflar murmured. “Wewill hope you are reading the data correctly.”

Mara caught Luke s eye, sensang hiswry amusement. For dl hisofficid gratitude, it was clear the
commander privately wasn't al that impressed by humans and their abilities. Much theway Drask himsdlf
had been, in fact, early on inthe mission.

It wastimeto givethat attitude alittle nudge.
“So what happens now?’ she asked. “| mean, asfar asthe Vagaari are concerned?’

“They have committed multiple acts of war againgt the Chiss Ascendancy,” he said flatly. “Even aswe
speak astrikeforce is being assembled, and scout ships are being sent to search for the enemy’s
location.”

“That' Il taketime,” Mara pointed out. “There' salot of territory out there for the Vagaari to hidein. By
the time you find them, there sagood chance they’ |l redize Estosh’ steam is overdue and fade back into

the background hum.”

“Haveyou an dternative to suggest?’ Prard’ enc'iflar demanded. “ Or do the mind tricks Aristocra
Chaf” orm'’ bintrano spesks of alow you to pull thelocation of the Vagaari base from dead minds?’

“Actudly, we can't even do it with liveminds,” Marasaid. “But we don’'t haveto.”
She pointed to the hdm console. “The location isright in there.”

“Sothat’ s what hewas 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 confusionin

Prard’ enc’iflar’ sface. “Y ou see, Commander, Estosh knew it was over as soon as we reached the
bridge. He had alast-ditch weapon that he thought would kill all of us, so hefigured thet at least we
wouldn’t win. But even if he died in the process, he till 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 aso where most of their heavy warshipsarewaiting.” Maragestured again to the
helm console. “Would you like meto pull the coordinates for you?’

For along moment Prard’ enc’iflar just stood there gazing at her. Then, with the twitch of alip, he gave
her asmall bow. “Thank you,” he said softly. “1 would like that very much.”

CHAPTER 27

“So therewas nothing left at dl?” 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. | know how
much it meant to you.”

“It' sdl right,” Jnzler told him. And for awonder, it redlly was. That lightsaber had been thelagt thing
that had belonged to hissigter. Hislast link to her life,

And yet, thelosswasn'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 werefindly
beginning to heal themselves,

Andto hed him.

“Actudly, it’ srather fitting,” he added. “ L orana came aboard Outbound Flight dedicating hersdf to
protect and nurture the people here. It's only fitting that her lightsaber be sacrificed for them, just as she
hersdlf was”

Luke and Mara exchanged glances, and he could see the caution in their expressions. Asfar asthey
were concerned, there was till no way of knowing how Loranahad died, or what she had been doing at
thetime of her death.



But Jnzler didn’t care.He knew she' d died defending Outbound Hight. That was all that mattered.
From somewhere down the corridor came a multiple thump of dropped boxes, and a strangled curse.
“Moving day issuch fun, isn't it?” Maracommented, peering down the corridor in the direction of the
noise.

“Especidly when hdf the tenants are convinced they’ re being evicted,” Jnzler agreed ruefully.

“Uliar and the Managing Council still don’t want to leave?’ Luke asked.

“The Chissare practicaly having to drag them out by their hedls” Jinzler said. “I know; it'scrazy.”

“Not that crazy,” Marasaid, her eyesthoughtful. “Even if there s nothing here for them anymore, it’ s il
been their homefor fifty years.”

“It'sdl about familiarity,” Luke agreed soberly. “No matter how unpleasant or dreary a place might
have become, it's dways hard to give up something you' ve become so used to.”

Jnzler nodded, remembering back to his childhood. “ Coruscant.”
“Tatooine” Luke said.
“The Empire,” Maraadded quietly.

Lukethrew her an odd look, but turned back to Jinzler without commenting. “ Speaking of empires, |
undergtand you' re going to the Empire of the Hand with them?’

“I"'m going with Rosemari and Evlyn,” he corrected. “ Since they indst on staying with the rest of the
Colonigts, | guessthat’' swhere I’ m going, t0o.”

“I wishyou'd talk to them,” Luke said. “Nothing againgt the Empire of the Hand, but they don’t have
any way to give her proper Jedi training.”

Jnzler lifted his hands, pdms upward. “ The Colonists don’t want to go to the New Republic,” he
reminded Luke. “It’s got the wordRepublic initsname, and it' sgot Jedi. End of argument.”

“I understand,” Luke said. “I just don't like letting Evliyn go off without a proper ingtructor, that’ sdl.
Keep working on them, will you?’

“For whatever good it'll do.” Jnzler smiled lopsidedly. “Actualy, | suspect that Commander Fel’ sgoing

to be working the opposite direction, hoping that Evlyn’s presence will induceyou to come over to his
Side and set up an academy there.”

“Did he say that?” Luke asked, frowning.

“Not in so many words,” Jnzler said. “But hedid ask meto tell you that Admiral Parck’ s offer of ajobis
dill open.”

“Right,” Luke said, throwing another sdewayslook at Mara. “Be sure to thank him the next time you
sehim.”



“That may beawhile,” Jinzler warned. “1 understand he and the Five-Oh-First have aready |left with
Generd Drask.”

“Probably goneto join up with the Vagaari attack force,” Luke said.

“Probably,” Jnzler agreed. “Both Drask and Fdl strike me as the sort of people who like to seethings
through to their conclusion.”

“Rather likeyou?’ Mara suggested.

“Hardly,” Jnzler admitted, glancing around the ancient meta corridor. “I may have come hereto seethe
end of Outbound FHight, but | didn’t do avery good job of being there for the middle. Or the beginning,
for that matter.”

“| was referring to your decision to stick with Rosemari and Evlyn,” Marasaid.

Jnzler blinked. “Oh. Well. . . maybe. | guesswe' |l seehow | do.”

“Anyway, keep intouch,” Luke said, taking Maral sarm. “ TheChaf Envoy’ s taking Formbi out of here
in about an hour, and we need to say afew quick good-byes before we take off.”

“I'll try,” Jinzler said dubioudly. “I don’t know how well any messages would get through, though.”
“They’ll dofine” Luke assured him. “I know Parck has some contact with Bastion these days, and after
this| think the Nine Ruling Families may be willing to discuss diplomatic relations with Coruscant. We
should get anything you send.”

“Provided some hotshot in arelay station doesn't intercept it dong the way,” Mara added.

Jnzler fdt hisface redden. “ There sthat, of course,” he conceded. “ Another good reason for meto St
out in the Empire of the Hand for awhile.”

“Don’'t worry, we' |l square thingswith Karrde,” Luke assured him. “Y ou just take care of Rosemari and
BEviyn”

“I will.” Jinzler held out hishand. “Good-bye. And thank you. For everything.”

* * %

Thetrip back through the Redoubt was, thankfully, uneventful. By the time theChaf Envoy emerged at
the Brask Oto station, the news was waiting that the Chiss strike force had successfully located and
attacked the V agaari warships gathered together for their anticipated rendezvous with Estosh’ steam.
Genera Drask reported that the enemy had been taken by surprise and destroyed.

Of course, Luke reminded himsdlf privately, that was probably what Thrawn had reported fifty years
ago, too. Whether the Vagaari would still be athreat somewhere down the line would remain to be seen.

He and Maratook their leave of their hogts, accepting one find thanks from the still bedridden Formbi,
and headed for home.



TheJade Sabre was cruising through hyperspace, and they were lying together in bed in their stateroom,
when Luke finally asked the question he knew hiswife had been expecting for days. “ So,” he said,
deciding on the casua approach. “ Have you made your decision yet?’

“Decison?’ Mara asked, apparently deciding to play it coy.

“Y ou know what decison,” 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?” Maracommented thoughtfully. “ All those people on
Coruscant who never redly liked or trusted me would have a Harvest Day special with that one.”

“I'm being serious,” Luke said.
“Hey, rdlax,” she soothed. “I’m joking. Y ou know I'm staying with you.”

“I know that.” He braced himsdlf. “What | meant was. . . if you redly need to be there, I'm willing to go
withyou.”

“I know,” she said quietly, reaching over and taking his hand. “ And you don’t know how much it means
to methat you are.”

She hesitated. “I won't deny that the idea has some attraction,” she admitted. “Ever since thiswhole
thing started, I’ ve been fighting some strange survivor’ sguilt over the fact thet | lived through the

Empire s destruction when so many other peopledidn’t. | kept wondering if | wasjust lucky, or whether
there was some other reason behind that.”

“Of coursetherewas,” Luke said.

Hefdt the subtle muscle movements as she amiled. “1 meant some reason besides completing your life
and making you happier than you ever thought possible.”

“Ah,” hesad dryly. “And what did you conclude?’

“I don’'t know,” she conceded. “All I know isthat | was given about as clear a choice as anyone could
hope to have. On one side was the chance to again serve an empire, thistime an empire that had al the
srengths I’ d aways admired but none of the evil. A chanceto 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 skillsin the first place.”

“And on the other Sde, you have the New Republic,” Luke murmured. “ Squabbling, political brushfires,
Bothan back-blading, and an occasional diehard whostill doesn't trust you.”

“That wasthe choice, dl right,” Marasaid. “But no matter how nice and ordered and comfortable the
Empire of the Hand might look, I’ ve decided that my place right now iswith the New Republic.”

“You'resure?’ Luke asked, onelast time.

“I’'m pogitive,” she said. “Besdes, how could | drag you away from your Sster and everything you
fought so hard for?’



“It would have been tricky,” he admitted. “But | could have adapted. | guess|’m just surprised that after
al thistime you would sill even have to make such adecison.”

“| wondered about that mysdlf,” Maraagreed. “But | could fed the Forcein this, right from the very
beginning. Maybe it was that lingering survivor’' s guilt that had to be dedlt with. Or maybe the New
Republicisin for somerough timesand | needed to be clear in my own mind exactly where| 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 e se dive?’

“Ther€ sthat, too,” Maraagreed. “| dwayslikeit when | get to accomplish three things at the same
time. It makeslife so much more efficient.”

“Yes,” Luke murmured. “And I’ d bethe first to say that the New Republic is certainly whereyou're
needed the most. So isthat findly settled?’

“It'ssettled,” she confirmed. “We' rein for the duration, dear.” She squeezed hishand. “I’'m just sorry
your own quest didn’t turn out so well.”

He shrugged. “No, but it’snot redly over yet. | still think there must be useful records of the old Jedi
somewher e aboard Outbound Hight. 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 beawhile,” Marawarned. “1t could take the Chissyearsto dig it out of that rock pile,
especidly with the shapeit’sin.”

“That’sokay,” Luke said. “We velived thislong without it. We can wait afew more yearsif necessary.
Petienceisavirtue”

“Never had much usefor it mysdlf,” Marasad lightly.
“Yes, I'venoticed.” Luke paused. “Y ou want to tell me the rest of it now?’
“What rest of it?’

“The other thing that’ s had you walking around like akid in acemetery a midnight,” he said. “ Thething
you' ve been trying to bury where you hope | won't noticeit.”

He could sense her sudden discomfort. Clearly, she had indeed been hoping hewouldn't notice. “It's
nothing, redly,” she hedged. “Just aweird thought from my overly suspiciousimagination that | can’t
quiteget rid of .”

“Origin and caveats noted,” Luke said. “Quit staling and let’ shaveit.”

“Okay,” shesad reluctantly. “Did it ever occur to you—I mean, did you everreally think about it—just
how sneaky and convoluted this whole scheme of Formbi’ swas?’

“Y ou forgot to addunder handed.”

“Oh, absolutely underhanded,” Maraagreed. “ The idea of dangling Outbound Hight and the Redoubt in
front of the Vagaari precisaly so they could push the Chissjust that little bit too far is about as devious as



you can get. Especidly when you add the extratouch of bringing us aboard as the ultimate wild card for
Formbi to play againgt them.”

“Deviousand ahadf,” Luke agreed. “ So7’
She took adeep bresth. “ So who do we know who speciaized in exactly that kind of convoluted plan?’

“I don’'t know,” Luke said, hisvoice frowning. “Car’ das, maybe? Y ou said he used to work with
Karrde, who's dways been pretty good at the devious approach himself. And we aready know he was
the one who maneuvered Jinzler aboard.”

“| supposeit could have been him,” Mara said. “ Though from what Shada said it sounded like he mostly
keeps out of gaactic affairsthese days. | was thinking more about someone with a proven record for
drategic and tactical finesse.”

Luke tensed as he suddenly saw where shewas going. “No,” heinsisted reflexively. “It couldn’t be. We
destroyed that clone, remember?’

“We destroyeda clone,” Mara corrected him. “But who' sto say he didn’t have another one stashed
away somewhere?’

“No,” Lukesaid firmly. “It' simpossible. 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 usinto fighting shape for some danger looming out
there at the edge of the galaxy. Maybe he figures we're as ready aswe're going to be and has decided to
concentrate on clearing out some of the locd troublemakers from his own backyard.”

“Or maybe the Vagaari were morethan just locals,” Luke said, fedling his somach tighten. Thiswas
making far more sense than he cared for. “Maybe they’ ve dready been in contact with the threat Parck
and Fel mentioned to you.”

“Could be,” Maraagreed. “Of course, that would just give the Chiss one more reason to squash the
Vagaari asquickly as possible. Not only would it eiminate part of the threat, but they might dso learn
something about possible new enemies when they sifted through the rubble.”

Luke shook his heed. “I wish you' d mentioned thiswhile we were sill aboard theChaf Envoy” he said.
“We could have asked Formbi about it.”

“That’ sexactly why Ididn’t mention it then,” Maratold him. * Because we probablywould have asked,
and frankly I don’t want to know. If Thrawn’sback, | think we can assume he’s more or less on our
Sde”

She exhaled between her teeth. “If he' snot back, | guesswe' |l al just have to make do on our own.”

“Yes” Luke murmured. “But we ll dodl right.”

“I know.” Mararolled onto her sdeto press hersdf closer againgt her husband, and Lukefelt the

warmth of her body and spirit flowing into his. “ Because whatever it iswe wind up facing, we' |l befacing
it together.”



He reached hisarm around to stroke her cheek. Y es, they would indeed. Because whatever prohibitions
and redtrictions the Jedi Order had imposed on its members during the Old Republic, he knew now in the
core of hisbeing that, somehow, those restrictions no longer applied to him and hisfellow Jedi. Thiswas
the New Jedi Order, and he and Marawere walking together in as perfect a harmony with each other
and with the Force as he could ever expect. “ The Force will bewith you always, Mara,” he murmured in
her ear. “And sowill I.”

“Yes” shemurmured back. “Whatever the future brings.”

They were till holding on to each other asthey fell adeep.
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nearly 70 short stories and novelettes, 19 novels, and three short fiction collections, and won the 1984
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How long hasit been since your last Star Wars book? How doesit fed to be back in that galaxy
long, ago and far, far away?

The Hand of Thrawn duology was published in 1997 and 1998, so it's been dmost six years. | have
doneafewSar Wars short storiesin that time, though, so it isn't like I've been out of the GFFA entirely.



You mentioned The Hand of Thrawn. That series, along with its predecessor, The Thrawn
Trilogy, remains hugely popular with fans. What isit that setsyour Star Wars books apart?

That's aquestion you'd have to ask the fans, because | redlly can't tel you. Asan author, | smply do my
best to create a story with an interesting plot, characters the reader will care about, lots of action, and
maybe afew twists dong theway. At that point, al | can do is hope that what I've done will connect with
thereaders. So far, I've been very fortunate.

Your new novel,Survivor's Quest , isalso concer ned with Admiral Thrawn—or, rather, with the
consequences of certain actionstaken by him. How doesthisbook fit into theStar Wars
timeline? Isit adirect sequel to your two previous seriesor only tangentially related?

All of mySar Wars books have sort of melded into a single series, dealing with the same characters and
some of the same events. . . or, asyou say, the consequences of those events. Once the Outbound
Hight book isfinished, the bookswill form aloose septology spanning roughly fifty years of Sar Wars

history.

Tell usalittle about Outbound Flight and the part it playsin the nove.

Outbound Hight was a project to send an expedition to another galaxy in the days before the Clone
Wars, aproject pushed strongly by Jedi Master Jorus Cbaoth. On itsway through the Unknown
Regions, it was attacked and destroyed by the young Chiss commander Mitth'raw'nuruodo, better
known to us as Thrawn. InSurvivor's Quest , the Chiss have discovered the remains of Outbound Flight
aconsiderable distance from where it was destroyed, and invite L uke and Mara Jade Skywalker to
accompany them on the officid voyage to examine the wreckage. Also aong are representatives of an
alien specieswho wantsto pay their last respects, agroup of stormtroopers from Thrawn's Empire of the
Hand, and aNew Republic ambassador with some private ghosts of hisown.

Lukeand Mara are «ill basically newlyweds asthe novel opens. They both have doubtsto
wor k throughnot about their lovefor each other, but about their own pasts, and the
still-mysterious past of the Jedi order. Can you talk a little bit about this element of the novel?

Though Marahasfully joined the New Republic, there are still parts of her past Imperia service that
hold adraw for her, particularly the order and discipline the Empire offered, and she discovers she il
hasto work through some of those fedlings. Luke, for his part, istill struggling with questions about his
roleas"the" Jedi Master of the New Republic, aswell ashow some of the rules and traditions of the old



Jedi order relate to the new Jedi Order he'strying to build.

InwritingSurvivor's Quest , you'relimited in what can happen to Lukeand Mara by future
events already set down by other writersin bookslike The New Jedi Order series. Did you find
that constraint to be a troublesome one? How do you keep up the suspense when readers
already know what's going to happen to your charactersin the future?

| didn't find that a particular problem, since | suspect most readers dready know I'm not going to kill
Luke or Mara, or even lop off alimb or two. However, even though the Skywa kers may be safe, there
are il quite afew secondary characters who the readers will hopefully aso cometo root for. And their
fates arein no way guaranteed.

What isthereationship of the Empire of the Hand to the Empire of Palpatine?

The Empire of the Hand is Thrawn's legacy, hisversion of the Empire of Pdpatine that he brought to the
Unknown Regions. Since Thrawn didn't have Pd patine's megal omania and xenophobia, there are some
interesting differences between the two indtitutions

Tdl usabout Fel, who commands a squad of stor mtrooper sfrom the Empire of the Hand. Will
we be seeing mor e of him in thefuture?

Chak Fel isone of the sons of the legendary Baron Fel, created by Mike Stackpole and shamelesdy
borrowed by me every chance| get. Asto whether well be seeing more of him, | guessthat'll depend on
whether or not he lives through the book!

In addition to the novel, you've written an eBook novella,Fool's Bargain , set beforethe
action of Survivor's Quest begins. Isthisa preludeto the novel, or a stand-alone adventure?

It's sort of aprelude, telling the backstory of one of the stormtroopersin the book, an dien, and how he
first cametojoin up.

Isthereany formula you follow to create your alien charactersand races?



Not redly. | usualy check the variousStar Wars dien listingsfirst to seeif | can use an existing species.
If I can, great; if not, | make up my own. Asto specific characters, | create them pretty much as| do
human characters. give 'em ajob to do in the book, and let them do it. Of course, | a0 try to come up
with afew interesting non-human characterigticsto give them, aswell.

What can you tell usabout the next book in the series?

The next book will actudly be thefirst chronologicaly in myStar Wars septology: the story of Outbound
Flight, which takes place about fifty years beforeSurvivor's Quest . Interestingly enough, because of the
way the publication schedule fell out, there are several mysteries and questionsraised inSurvivor's Quest
about what happened to Outbound Fight that won't be answered until that book. But, hey -- if prequels
are good enough for George L ucas, they're certainly good enough for me!

Any other Star Wars projectson the horizon?

I'm currently working on atwo-part Clone Wars-erastory for theStar Wars Insider featuring Obi-Wan
and Anakin. After that, of course, there's the Outbound Flight book. Aside from those, there's nothing

else pending.

Fans of your Star Wars work may be pleasantly surprised to learn that your talentsaren't
restricted toStar Wars . Tell usabout some of your other projects.

The second book of my six-book young-adult Dragonback series,Dragon and Soldier , will be
published this coming May or June. (Thefirst book,Dragon and Thief , comes out in paperback in
March.) | dso have asort of modern-day SF/fantasy book calledThe Green and the Gray , whichis
due out in September. My three military SF Cobrabooks, which have been out of print for awhile, will
a so be published in September in an omnibus edition.

Asa successful writer, with a Hugo Award to your credit, you obvioudy don't need to writeStar
Wars books. What keeps you coming back, and keepsthe universe and char actersfresh?

What kegpsSar War s fresh isthe same thing that keeps any other writing project fresh: chdlenging
storiesto write, interesting and likeable characters to cregte or revisit, and, of course, avast and intricate



universeto play in. Since that first awesome Star Destroyer overflight back in 1977, Sar Wars has been
an important and enjoyable part of my life. | see no reason why that should change any time soon.
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A dangerous mission to salvage
a8 piece of Jedi past threatens
to make Luke and Mara Jade

Skywalker history. . . .
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