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"Kai ne!" Karl Ancher’s voice boormed over the shrill whine of a defective exhaust rocket.
Anticipating trouble, technicians and tourists paused to watch, snarling the flow of
traffic through Oman’s hectic starport.

Besi de him Drake Paul sen flinched, startled by the harsh quality of the Corellian’s

voi ce. Enbarrassed by the sudden focus of attention, the 15-year-old Socorran groaned,
covering his face with the wide, black collar of his desert duster. Ahead of them he
recogni zed his father’'s lean figure, framed by the battered hull of their freighter, Mss
Chance. The outdated YT-1300 sat al one on a private nooring dock, shadowed by the mammot h
starport generators.

Shirtl ess except for a hand-tool ed | eather vest, Kaine Paul sen’s |ean, muscul ar frane
glistened with sweat. A repulsorlift cargo bed full of unmarked crates sat beneath the
freighter’s hull where he had | eft them "How are you, LonP?" he asked playfully, using
Drake’s Coynite nane.

"Ancher’s on the war path," Drake whispered. "Wat’'s going on?"

Troubl ed by the haunted rings beneath his son’s eyes, Kaine whispered, "Don't worry,"
af fectionately caressing Drake's neck and shoul ders. Then he coolly net the Corellian’s
rut hl ess gaze. "Ancher. |’ve been expecting you. Thanks for bringing Drake al ong."

Cold recognition fluttered in the old snuggler’s eyes. "Damn right you’ ve been expecting
me! If you thought | was going to stand by and watch you nake the biggest, dunbest m stake
of your life, then you don't think very much of me, Kaine Paul sen!" Gathering his wits and
his breath, Ancher snapped his fingers in Kaine’'s face. "I didn't waste ny tine and

| earning to see you go soft on refugees trying to honestead on sone niserable, forgotten
rock! Lofahchu ets pyroni vyoryn viske!" he grunbled, slipping into a dialect of AQd

Corel lian.

Kai ne | aughed suddenly. "Loyalty is a snuggler’s worst vice?"

Ancher’s face expl oded with violence. "The worst! And don’t you forget it!" Silver-white
hair crowned Ancher’s handsone face, which was well weathered by a lifetine of scars and
wri nkl es. Dark eyebrows arched above his eyes, nmature, green eyes, clouded by mld regret.
Pi qued, he crossed his arms over his chest, as if shielding hinself froma blowto the
heart. Hi s foot tapped querul ously against the netal docking plates, an irrefutable sign
of the snmuggler’s agitation. Despite the furor of incom ng and outgoi ng spacecraft about
them Drake could hear the distinctive drone of Ancher’s cybernetic | eg, synchronizing
with the Corellian’s foot.

By sharp contrast, Kaine's handsonme face, so deeply tanned by the Socorran sun, was snooth
and fl awl ess, radiating good charm Unruffled by the Corellian’s tenper, he whispered,
"Ancher, those people on the Thrugii outpost need food, nedical supplies, and anything
else | can think of to help them.."

"Those peopl e need a serious psych-eval!" Ancher spat. "Anybody who thinks they could make
a living on that forsaken rock is crazy! And any fool sruggler who woul d deliver goods,
encouraging themto stay, is even crazier! How much are they paying you?"



"Not hi ng right now," Kai ne whi spered, chided by his mentor and friend. Cautiously, he
added, "But when the mine gets started, they offered..."

"When the mne gets started? Kaine, that rock’s already killed seven generations of
m ners! Do you really think..."

"Dam it, Anch! |1’m not some kid you picked up on one of your smuggling adventures. |I'’ma
man, a father," he brushed a reckless brown curl from Drake’s face, "And a damm good
pilot."

"I'f those claimjunpers woul d nake peace with the sector authorities, they could get their
own pilot and | eave you out this ness."

"You know t hat woul d never happen,” Kaine said quietly. Atrio of Inperial stormntroopers
wal ked past, briefly observing them "The sector authority has that planet |ocked down
tighter than a Coynite chastity belt!" he whispered, cautiously observing the
storntroopers "That’'s why they need a smuggler and a good one." Kaine recogni zed t he

expl osion escalating in the old man’s eyes. "Ancher, | don’t need your perm ssion to nake
this run!™

"You don't need ny perm ssion?" Ancher’s face flushed several shades of crinson. "Wat
about those noney-hungry sector officials? The ones who claimthe rights to Thrugii, the
asteroid belt and even the open spaces in between. Wat about them Kaine?" The Corellian
propped his hands on his hip, visibly shaken by the Socorran pirate’s tenacity. "Even
Abdi - Badawzi .. ."

"Let's | eave Abdi out of this, shall we?" Kaine frowned with with nmention of his
arch-rival, the Twi'lek crime lord who ran Socorrco’s illicit underground. "Besides, he's
too busy filling his own pockets to bother with exploiting a hunmanitarian cause."

"Listen to me, Kaine!" Ancher snapped. "You're ruffling the wong tail feathers this tinme.
Those private owners have noney, political |everage, nercenaries; they m ght even have

| mperial connections You don't want this one, boy." Suddenly, his face softened as he
attenpted to change his approach. "You' ve got a good heart, Kaine You're a better man than
nme to even think about this run. But you better think long and hard about the fol ks you're
crossi ng and what what you stand to lose." Gently, he ran his fingers through Drake’s hair
cl ucki ng the anxi ous boy beneath the chin. "Swallow your pride. Loyalty is the worst vice
a smuggler can fall into."

Cradl i ng Drake agai nst him Kaine whispered evenly, "Muybe, Corellians think that way, but
Socorran integrity goes too deep for that garbage. | wouldn't expect you to understand."
He hesitated, stunbling over the insult. "It's just an excuse for not getting involved,
and why? Because there’s no nobney init!"

"Drake, scratch a little gravel," Ancher grow ed, his eyes intent on Kaine's face

Wanting nothing nore than to stay between them Drake hesitated. His father snled,
soot hing reassurance into his rigid shoulders. "How s your Woki ee?" he asked.

Startled by the question, Drake stamered, "My Wokiee?"

"There's a problem over by the guard house. Go see if you can help themout,"” he

whi spered, pushing Drake away. "Ask for Seth.’ As he noved away, Drake gl ared at Ancher
hol ding the Corellian solely responsible for the tension threatening to divide his

| oyal ti es.

"Go on," Kaine persisted.

Rel uctant to | eave either of them even the cantankerous Ancher, Drake wal ked toward the
port entrance. "Are you so eager to nake your fortune?" he heard Ancher hiss with venom
"What about the boy?"

"Drake understands," Kaine retorted, "just like his nother."

"That little girl twi sted you up good, didn't she?" Ancher barked. "She didn't nake her
final junp soon enough to please nme!"

"You don’t mean that."



"Dam right | nmean it!"

"Watch your nouth, old man!" Kaine sputtered, fists balled against violence. "If you
hadn’t tanpered with the hyperdrive..."

"I told you that drive was unreliable! How was | supposed to know she’d birth the boy
right there on the deck plates! | didn't tell her to get on that ship with you. She knew
the risks and the consequences!” From a di stance, Drake watched them arguing. Since early
chil dhood, he had |ived aboard ship with his father, flying the trade routes and | earning
the dangerous thrill of snuggling. Wen not acconpanying his father, the young Socorran
had spent his free tine in strategic nmental ganmes with Ancher, plotting Kessel Runs and
cheating smalltime ganglords. He knew each man intimately, fanmiliar with their npods and
eccentricities.

There had been ot her explosive quarrels between his father and the overly protective
Corellian that were tantanpbunt to sinilar argunents between Kai ne and Drake. But none had
ever gone so far as to nerit insult. Frustrated, Drake thrust his hands into his pockets,
powerl ess to stand between them and their dom nant personalities. Not even the famliar
sil houette of the M ss Chance, docked beyond them could confort the i measurabl e sense of
foreboding that threatened to consume the anxi ous boy.

Sul l en, Drake nmoved out of the hangar arena, stepping up to the port entrance where the
guard house was situated. Barely |arge enough to contain a full conplenment of staff, the

smal |, one-roomstructure offered a quiet place for the port guards to rest between
shifts. Drake approached the group of arned men gathered outside. "I’mlooking for Seth,"
he whi spered.

"That' Il be ne," huffed a portly, hunan man. He stared into Drake's face with foca

intensity. "Aren't you Kai ne Paul sen’s boy?" The security director grinned astutely,
sweeping his gaze fromside to side. "Do | need to ask? You look just like him Do you
under st and Whoki ee?"

Dr ake shrugged absently, catching a quick glinpse of his father and Ancher still arguing
by the Mss Chance. Though the dock was barely 10 neters away, the continual echo of bl ast
rockets and wel di ng equi prrent drowned out their voices.

"Come on in and whatever you do, don’t spook," Seth cautioned, nmoving his stout body
through the narrow bul khead that framed the blast door. "Stay cal mand nove slow "

Bef ore Drake coul d question the peculiar directives, he felt a blast of hot air escaping
fromthe small conpound. Wth horror, he realized that it was not a breeze, but a voice,
boomi ng fromthe back of the room Dodging several projectiles, the young Socorran
backtracked, falling into Seth’s waiting arnms. "Now steady on there!" Seth scol ded,
shi el ding the boy against the wall

Per pl exed, Drake realized that Seth was not speaking to himdirectly, but to the figure
standing only neters away fromthe blast door. A formidable 2.4 neters tall, nuscles

twi tching beneath a deep |l ayer of black fur, the territorial Wokiee dropped to one knee.
As the muzzle leveled off at chest | evel, Drake could see that the bowcaster was set and
fully charged

"Tell himto put the gun down!" Drake cried

"He’'s a she, young Paul sen,"” Seth |aughed. "And besides, you' re the expert. You tell her
to put the gun down."

Dr ake straightened his coat, noving away fromthe guardsman’s support. "She should
under stand Basic," he whi spered nervously. "Don't you?"

The Wboki ee bawl ed insufferably. It was a sound that Drake could only translate as intense
| onel i ness and abandonnment. "She's scared." The reaction to his translation was inmediate;
relieved to be understood by soneone, she propped the bowcaster against the chair, openly

expl ai ni ng her desperate situation. "And she's hungry."

Seth scoffed, "What does one feed a Wokiee?"

Dr ake approached her cautiously, reaching into his pocket for his |last protein bar
"Easy," he soothed, offering it to her. "It’s not much, but we can get you nore."



Her face brightened, silver highlights showing at her brow and nobly set cheekbones.
Framed by a m xture of black and silver fur, her opaque blue eyes were cloudy with
exhaustion and sorrow. She took the bar, gingerly sniffing at the contents. Drake
delighted in the nonmentarily contact, feeling the snooth warnth of her shaggy nane agai nst
his hand. Bawling in a sedate voice, the Woki ee moaned and returned the dehydrated bar
"No, you can have it," he assured her, nervously taking that noment to ruffle the fine,
bl ack fur beneath his inquisitive fingers. Intrigued, the boy stared up at her, admring
the silver accents that swept through her neck and arns, down across her broad shoul ders
and over her back. "Were' d she cone fron®"

"Space tranp dropped her off here," Seth replied, settling his heavy frane into a chair by
the door. "Tells me to find transport for her. He enphasized safe transport and hauls 24
cases of Corellian ale into ny office to nake sure the job gets done.”

Drake whistled, inmpressed by the paynent. "Wy the trouble?"

"Evidently the old nman’s hyperdrive was ready to inplode, sending him her, and nost of
his crewinto the final junp with a bang!" He cl apped his hands together. "According to
him the Wok held the drive together with nothing but a few pins, a little Jawa snot, and
an enperor’s ransom of good luck. AOd man clains his hyperdrive hasn't run that well in
over 20 years."

"So you're a tech, huh?" Drake teased the Wokiee.

She shrugged, gingerly biting into the ration bar. Al nost inmediately, her nose winkl ed
with the bitter taste. As hunger won out over reluctant appetite, Drake watched in
fasci nation.

"Wy’ s she of fworl d?"
"Her fol ks snuggl ed her out,"” Drake replied, listening to her strained voice, "shortly
after the Enpire took over Kashyyyk. She’'s been on the run ever since."

"I guess so," Seth chuckl ed deeply, "what with the bounty being offered for free Wokiees."
Wth nmention of a bounty, the Wokiee bellowed fiercely, snatching her bowcaster and

anyt hing el se she could grasp as ammunition. Dodgi ng an assault barrage of tin cups,
storage containers, and power packs, Seth flipped over, shattering the chair beneath his
substantial bul k.

"N kaede!" Drake scol ded gently, prying a snoke grenade from her |arge hands. "He was
ki dding." Scowing at the security official, he demanded, "You were kidding, werent you?"

"Honest, Wyok!" Seth grinned, remaining under the table. "No love for the Enpire here."
Successfully retrieving the grenade, Drake asked, "Wat have you arranged?"
"Transport to Tatooi ne."

"Mbs Eisley?"
"I't’s an agreeabl e atnosphere,” Seth grunted, struggling to his feet. "And if she's really
a good tech, | can set her up working nodified ships out of port."

"Tatooine’s a good place to hide," Drake whispered. "No Inperial paperwork. And if you're
handl i ng ship nodifications for snugglers, no one will bother, not even tracers." Then
rem nded of the seclusion that often plagued him he selfishly added, "But | know an even
better place. You could conme back to Socorro with nme." The Woki ee yow ed inquisitively.
"My dad’s the best pilot in the business, but an average technician. He could use a good
mechani c. "

Ni kaede how ed i mredi ate appreciation, sweeping the young Socorran into her massive arns.
Feeling his rib cage bendi ng beneath the Wokiee's m ght, Drake croaked, "Sure N k, we
just need to figure a way to get you of fworld."

"Leave that to ne," Seth al nost sang with great cerenony.



"Boss!" crackled a voice over Seth’s comink. "Boss!" Briefly, the sound of blaster fire
echoed out si de the door

"Storntroopers!" Drake cried, recognizing the distinctive pulse of Inperial-issue
weaponry. Quickly taking the bowaster fromthe chair, he stowed it beneath a pile of

di scarded flight suits. "Stay calm" he whispered to N kaede, pinning the Woki ee between
hi nsel f and the wall

Rattling like predatory teeth against the netal, white-arnored fingers forced their way
through the blast door. Visibly stunned, two starport guards slunped to the floor. "I'min
conmand here," Seth’'s operatic voice booned. "By whose authority..."

Qut fl anki ng each other, the stormroopers hurried into the room Their squad | eader

mar ched t hrough the bl ast door, violently thrusting his rifle into Seth’s sternum "This
station falls under the jurisdiction of..." his voice trailed off, shocked into silence by
the Wooki ee and the boy standing in the back of the conpound. Two other storntroopers
stepped into the room flanking the walls. "Cease your fire!" the ranking sol dier
screeched, as they leveled their weapons at the Wokiee. "You mght hit the boy."

"Yes, you might indeed hit the boy," Seth grunbled. "And cause an incident that would take
mllions of credits to hide. Not to nention enbarrass your superiors..."

"Quiet!" The storntrooper noved away suddenly, then returned, thrusting his rifle butt
into the security official’s chest. Drake was helpless to act as Seth collapsed to the
floor. "You!" the storntrooper pointed to Drake. "Were's the permt for that aninal?"

"Perm t?" Drake piped, his voice raising an octave hi gher than he expected.

Breat hl ess, Seth groaned, "The boy hasn't got a permit. Wat do you expect? His uncle only
purchased the creature a few nonents ago." He pointed to the stacked cases of Corellian
ale in the corner. "I was acquainting the child with conmands and i nportant hygi ene
instructions. There’'s no crine in that." The security man hesitated, staring at the
storntrooper. "Or is there?"

"What' s going on here!" denmanded a gruff voice.

“Uncl e Ancher!" Drake whined. Mustering all his energy for a childhood tantrum the boy
cried, "Uncle Ancher, tell the soldiers. You bought the chumani for me! They want to take
her away." Silently inploring Ancher to play along with the ruse, he added, "You won't |et
them wll you? After you paid for her. Twenty-four cases of Corellian ale is a lot, isn't
it, Uncle Ancher? That's what you told ne. You said nothing was worth 24 cases of your
Corellian ale, not even an Inperial bribe..."

"Koccic sulng!" Ancher spat to silence the insipid prattle. Despite the rough indignity of
a blaster rifle wedged agai nst his spine, he turned on the stormtroopers, feigning a

di sgruntled Inperial citizen. "Since when did the Enperor allow his forces to traumati ze
children and hel pl ess ani nal s!"

"This creature belongs to you?" the squad | eader denanded.

"I bought her for the boy, his chumani." He hesitated, staring into the soldier’s

unr eadabl e face. "Chumani, gentlenen, is Od Corellian for conpanion; or so |’ve been
told." Ancher |eaned toward the stormrooper, whispering, "Conme, cone man, have a little
conpassion. The boy just lost his nother day before last." Pulling a chit of credits from
hi s pocket, he straightened, saying, "I understand there is a question of tariffs to pay,
permts..."

"Al'l licensing takes place at the Bureau of Custons. You will acconpany us there
i medi ately."

Ancher hesitated. "I see," he sniffed, glaring at Drake. "Lead on mnmy good man."

Though the presence of storntroopers was a conmon phenonmenon on Oman, a culturally

di verse planet, the presence of a Wokiee, a boy, and an ol der nman bei ng herded between a
squad of Inperial soldiers proved to be sonmething of a spectacle. During the brief walk
across the starport intersection, the storntroopers pressed through throngs of curious
tourists who stunbl ed across their path. Never breaking formation, they led the prisoners
through the narrow streets and into the Bureau of Custonis antiseptically clean front
stati on.



An Imperial clerk was sitting behind a spaci ous desk as they were brought into the
buil ding. "Hold pl ease,” he snarled, never bothering to glance up. Drawn into a | ong
frown, his gnarled, haggard face wore the unpl easant expression of overwork and genera
dislike for the public.

Safely eclipsed by N kaede's shadow, Drake |eaned agai nst Ancher, whispering, "Did ny dad
get off the dock?"

Cautiously, Ancher hummed inpatiently, nodding positively to acknow edge his request,
while effectively getting the Inperial clerk’s attention

"What can | do for you?" the agent asked in a | ow nasal tone.

"These people need to register an exotic animal,” the stormrooper replied, shoving Ancher
toward the desk.

"Type of aninmal ?"
"A Woki ee," Ancher grow ed.

"How wi || the animal be used?" the clerk continued, punching the necessary codes into the
dat apad. "Concubi ne. Laborer. House servant. Hunting. Breeding stock."

"Chumani, " Drake replied.
The I nperial agent | ooked up, managing to glare down his protracted, irregular nose. "A
chumani ?"

Ancher curbed his tenper and whi spered, "A conpanion." Then glaring at Drake, he added, "A
child s conpanion."”

The clerk rolled his eyes, exasperated, then scanned the datapad before him "That will be
1,000 credits for a tenporary offworld permt. Vaccinations, physical exanm nations, and
temperanent adjustnents are extras. Do you wish to...'

n l\b. n
"Then that will be an additional 500 credits."”
"But | don’t want the vaccinations or..."

"The fee is not for any of those services. It’s a calanity insurance surcharge." The

adj utant began formatting the tenporary registration, officially notarizing the documents
with the Inperial seal. "If the animl should get |oose and injure someone, you'll be
partially covered."

“I'f the animal gets |oose, you won't have to worry about injury!" Ancher snapped. "You'l
be dead, along with anybody el se fool enough to get in a Wokiee s way."

"Ancher," Drake cautioned him The Corellian relented, retrieving the credit chit fromhis
pocket .
"Thumb inmprint here, please,”
tourist.

the clerk directed, handing the datapad to the irascible

Drake stifled a protest, recognizing the personal identification unit. Designed to tap
into a galactic reservoir of information, the mechani smgranted access to background data,
crimnal records, or mlitary status. Though Ancher’s reputation anong peers was a topic
of envy, worthy of enulation by woul d-be snmugglers, his record as a gal actic fel on was,

wi t hout exception, on the verge of |egendary proportions. The young Socorran felt faint
with the realization that one inprint would | ead authorities and bounty hunters right to
the Corellian.

Casual ly reaching up to scratch his ear, Ancher pressed his thunb agai nst the sensor pad,
throwi ng Drake a mischievous grin. Al npst imediately, the nmachine bl eeped in protest,
unable to register the print. "That’s the third tinme today!" the clerk hissed, snatching
the datapad fromthe civilian. "W'Il have to do it manually! Get their names," he snapped
at the nearest office aide.



"No need," another officer cooed in an even baritone. Approaching fromthe rear, an
Imperial official entered the front room followed by an entourage of stormntroopers.
Oobedi ent to the snapping of his fingers, all the stormroopers raised their rifles,
targeting the subjects at the desk.

"Col onel Veesle!" the clerk gushed, finding hinself in the I[ine of fire.
"Tal k about being put on a hurt vector,” Ancher hissed through a half smle.

The I nperial straightened, his tall, thin figure framed by broad shoul ders. Sparse
insignia, pinned with nmeticul ous regard, betrayed an insidious nature. "H s nanme? Karl
Mat hi eu Ancher. Honmewor| d? Corellia. Age? Oh, |I'd say 57 years. Cccupation? Il1]lega
trafficking of controlled commodities.” Thoughtfully, Veesle slapped a | eather thong

agai nst the polished sheen of his boots. "The data fromhis crimnal record could disable
or destroy the processing systens of a Victory-class Star Destroyer."

"Col onel Weasel!" Ancher grinned, purposely mspronouncing the nanme. "After all these
years, you still renmenber ne. Boy, nmeet an old friend of mne, Colonel Wasel." He wi nked,
"By the way, Weasel, how s that pretty wife of yours?"

Still indignant with the Corellian's illicit affair with his then new ywed bride, Veesle
ball ed his fist, striking the snuggler in the nouth. Stunned by the officer’s sudden
vi ol ence, the storntroopers were slowto react, closing to restrain Drake and the Woki ee.

Temper in check, Ancher recovered, rubbing his bruised jaw. "Well," he spat blood on the
pol i shed floors, "still meaner than a rancor with a bad tooth."
"Lt. Criss," Veesle addressed the clerk, "every purebred hound has fleas. | want you to

nmeet one of mne." Arrogantly, he took the identification pad fromthe agent’s slack hands
and rubbed the sensor face against Ancher’s coat. "Watch very carefully Lieutenant," he
warned. "You' re about to learn a very inportant |esson; a critical |esson every successfu
smuggl er inherits fromhis nentor." Veesle snapped his fingers, waving his hand toward the
Corellian. Two of his storntroopers shoul dered their weapons and grasped Ancher’s arms,
restraining the smuggl er between them "Wen processing any type of background

i nformati on, never take your eye off the suspect. Never let themtouch their eyes," he

wi ped at his narrow eyes, "their ears," he scratched inside his ears, "or behind their
ears. Don’t even let themtouch their nouths or noses." Rubbing the thin | ayer of ear wax
and grease across the surface of his thumb, he pressed it against the sensor pad.

| mredi ately, the machine bl eeped inconclusive results. "Any type of oil or waxy residue
wi Il disable the scanner and wi thout knowing it, you could give inportant docunents to a
known gal actic felon."

"I had no idea," Criss groveled, fearing repercussions.

"I wouldn’t expect you to," Veesle replied snidely, wiping the grease fromthe disabled
scanner. He pressed Ancher’s thunb against the clean surface. "I spent the whole of ny
junior grade tracking down this and other scoundrels, learning the tricks they enployed."
@ oating, the haughty officer whispered, "There's a terrible price to be paid by the
hunter who, in order to be successful, beconmes very nuch like his prey."

The 1D sensor blinked erratically, correlating the processed information. Criss exam ned
the garbl ed nuddl e of codes and the returning nessage. "This could take some tine," he
whi spered. "W’ ve been experiencing some interference with the signal. If there’ s any
information, it should arrive by norning."

Veesl e’ s face darkened. "Until then," he hissed, "I want him held."
"And t he boy?"

“I"mstaying with you, Ancher," Drake whispered, glaring at the Inperial officer
"N kaede?"

The Wboki ee bawl ed, delivering a scathing insult to the stormroopers as they cautiously
noved toward her.

“I'f only a third of the Enperor’s citizens would show the loyalty found anpong these
crimnals, the Rebellion would have been crushed years ago. Take themto the hol ding
cells,” Veesle directed. "I’Il return in the norning for Karl Ancher. As for the boy and



t he Woki ee, you may deal with themin any way you w sh."

Veesl e and his armed entourage retreated into an adjacent section of the Bureau. Wary, the
Bureau security guards herded Drake, Ancher, and N kaede into a separate passage, |eveling
their weapons primarily at the Wokiee. "Wll ain't that a heinous thing to say to nme?"
Ancher grunbl ed. Avoiding the | ow bul khead, he wal ked into the darkened cell. "I've been
called many things in ny tinme, but never a flea."

A glowrod ignited in the cell. "That's ’'cause everyone knows, it’s the old fleas that
nmake you scratch the worst." There was | aughter fromthe dark ri mbeyond the |ight.

Ancher spun slowy, shielding Drake behind him "I know that cocky snicker." Throwi ng a
restrai ni ng hand agai nst the defensive Woki ee, he whispered, "Tait? Tait Ranson®"

"None other,"” the srmuggler said slowy, offering his hand to the Corellian. "Bad to see
you, Ancher. Never figured you to do tine in an Inperial |ockup."

"Drake, conme over here," Ancher beaned, noving into the light. "This here is the best
damed smuggl er |1’ ve ever had the chance to cheat." The aging Corellian w nked playfully,
el bowi ng the boy in the chest. "The only nman with guts enough to even rival your pop."

Dr ake shook the stranger’s hand, marvelling at the raven black hair that flowed in thick
waves around the handsone face. Dark skin franmed even darker eyes, casting an odd, swarthy
aura over a |lean, powerful figure. He was ol der than Drake, perhaps a bit younger than his
father, surrounded by the agel ess atnosphere of a nan used to living on the edge. "This is
Ni kaede, " he introduced the Wokiee. "What are you doi ng here?" Ancher demanded.

"I just got nominated to a hard-tine acadeny. The bl ackheads caught ne lifting sone there
speci al gear. Arnor. \Wapons. The expensive stuff." Ransom shrugged nervously. "They're
shi pping ne off to Vizcarra."

"The Inperial prison planet?"

"Yep," Ransom whi spered. "And here | sit, picking my nose hairs, with half of ny crew
docked across the street, waiting for ne. By dawn, ny co-pilot will figure | got snuffed
on the job and will jump planet."”

"Tait," Ancher scolded, "ain't like you to be caught wi thout a plan. \Wat happened?"

"Thi s happened,"” Ransomreplied. He threw a cylindrical object toward him "O rather it
didn’t happen." Ancher deftly caught the personal transponder in his hand. "Wen the

I mperial arnory alarnms went off, that transponder was supposed to alert my back-up team"
Frustrated, he whispered, "Sonehow it got busted in the shakedown and without the signal
the Boys in Wiite tracked us down faster than old Jabba could lay claimto a debt. No
backup, no chance, no way out."

"Where are they?" Drake asked timdly, staring around at the enpty cells. "The other half
of your crew?"

Ransom pursed his thick |ips together, handsome, even the mdst of a frown. "Permanently
retired, kid. Since | was the | eader, they kept nme alive to nake an example."

"Can't you fix it?" Ancher questioned, exam ning the unit.

“If it were a ship’s transponder, | could fix it, change it, make it sing the Republic
ant hem " Ransom shook his head, as a few dark strands fell into his eyes. "That thing?
haven’t got a clue.”

"Can | see that transponder?" Drake took the unit from Ancher, handing it to the Wokiee.
“Can you fix it'?"

"Hol d on now, " Ransom pr ot est ed.

Drake silenced himwith a dism ssive gesture. Holding the glow rod over a nearby cot, he
wat ched Ni kaede pull the delicate |eads through the top section. Yowing to herself, the
Wooki ee began to inspect each wire, sniffing out the defective cord. She carefully

di sconnected a stray cable, nmaking a rough assessnent of the damage, then pronptly set
about wapping the wire around the | ead heads, continuing to peel the housing apart.
"Tait," the Socorran boy whi spered, "you better help her. | don’t know rmuch about



transponder codes. She's afraid she might alter the signal."

Movi ng besi de Ancher, Drake | eaned agai nst the scuffed plastishield enclosure. The cel
wal | was constructed of a clear plastic fiber, reinforced with antiquated steel bars that
had been wel ded agai nst the structure. The old smuggler’s eyes were di stant and stony,
seei ng not hi ng beyond t he darkness. "Whatcha thinking, Ancher?"

The Corellian sniffed, a smle playing across his lips. "I was just thinking of all the
stupid stunts I've pulled in nmy lifetime. Al the suicidal runs, the friends |I nade... and
enem es,"” he grow ed, frowning suddenly. Then the characteristic smrk returned. "And of
course the ladies," Ancher sighed nostalgically. "You know, when that report cones in
tonmorrow, there could be enough warrants against me to total 300,000 credits." He
hesitated. "I used to think that was a mark of distinction."

"What changed your m nd?"

"The value of life, Drake. The value of nmy life." He ruffled the boy's hair. "And the few
people | care about."

"I's that why you and nmy dad argued today? You re worried about hin®"

"Drake, | don't agree with what your father is doing. He's asking for too much trouble
bad trouble." He averted his gaze. "The sane kind of trouble that started this bad bl ood
between ne and that Inperial stiff. Sonmebody tried to warn nme, telling me it wasn’t worth
it, not for one night with a pretty gal." He shrugged, eyes clouding with the nenory. "But
at the tine," he whispered, conjuring a nmental imge of the young woman, "it certainly
seened worth it."

"He only wants to hel p those people, Ancher."

"What will he prove? What will he have when it’'s over, if he survives."
"He won’t know that until it’s done." Drake hesitated, hearing his father’s bitter tone in
his own voice. "Ancher, you ve been living on Socorro all these years and you still don't

understand. Maybe a Corellian snuggler could | ook the other way, but a Socorran snuggl er
can’t. It goes agai nst our nature."

"That’ s what your father said!"

"Because there’s a difference, Ancher. You call it pride. | call it honor." Drake took a
shuddering breath. "Wy do you think bounty hunters avoid Socorro? Because you and ot hers
i ke you are protected by Socorran tradition, a tradition that kneels to no government, no
authority, no law "

Subdued, the Corellian noved away, shielding the pride behind his eyes. "Dammed if you're
not just like him"

Ginning, Drake replied, "Wiy should that surprise you?" Behind them he heard N kaede’'s
| ow voi ce, miserably yow ing defeat.

"You did your best, Wok," Ransom consol ed, needing no translation to define her
surrender. "Damm it!" he spat, roughly brushing his hands through thick, black hair
"There's got to be another way!"

"“Ancher," Drake whispered. He | eaned his head agai nst the snuggler’s chest. "W can’t stay
here."

"We're not, Drake," Ancher soothed, cradling the boy against him "Tait, we don’t need

that dammed thing. Risking a few lunps, we could ditch this place and get to the starport.™
"We'|| take nore than few |l unps," Ransom chuckl ed. "They keep at |east six arned security
men and two storntroopers overnight."

Staring up at the Wboki ee, Ancher grinned. "The odds sound right about even." Chall enging
Ni kaede, he whi spered, "Wy don’t you go over there to them bunks and show us how you fee
about the Inperials taking over your homeworld. "

Ni kaede hunphed inquisitively, inclining her head to one side. "W need a distraction,
Ni kaede, " Drake explained. "Go on, show them how you feel about being | ocked up in here.”



Howl i ng a maniacal war cry, N kaede threw a side kick, high and wi de, smashing the
exterior wi ndow and bendi ng the bars beyond the building. Retractable clinbing claws
sprang forward, slicing walls and ripping through beddi ng. Denolishing the small cell, she
snatched at the bunks, easily ripping the bottomtier fromthe wall. For a nonent, Drake

t hought the Wokiee had really berserked, watching pensively as she swng the cot over her
head.

Ancher grabbed the young Socorran, pulling himinto a safe corner. "Help! he started

shouting. "Sonebody hel p!"

"The shag’s gone bl oody!" Tait screaned, slapping his hands against the cell wall. "You
pl astic heads get ne out of here!"™ He flinched visibly as N kaede grasped the top bunk
tier and yanked, shattering plaster and cenent as she ripped the bolts fromthe floor
Sunmoned by the al arned voi ces, four guards and a storntrooper burst into the cellbl ock
br andi shi ng weapons.

"She’'s berserk," Ancher said calmy. "It happens when they get penned up like this."

"You idiots put her in here!"™ Ransom screamed. "Get her out before she comes after ne
next!"

"10- 33, Code Blue," the storntrooper reported over the comink. "Get themout!" he snapped
to the security team

Accessing the keypad, the sentry opened the door, pulling Drake and Ancher out of the
cell. As the other storntrooper and the remmining sentries rushed to the scene, another
guard grabbed Ransom by the sl eeve, forcing the snuggler behind the security team and out
of danger. Storm ng the deranged Wokiee, the first storntrooper secured his rifle and
fired a quick burst.

"No!" Drake screaned and |unged at the guard beside him Sw nging his fists in wde,
controll ed arcs, he nanaged to dislodge the rifle. The result was a wild ricochet that
bounced off the corner wall before striking the Wokiee. N kaede howled in pain as the
bolt struck her shoul der and arm

Dodgi ng the storntrooper, Ancher reached for the blaster rifle. But before he could
acconplish his goal, the ragi ng Wokiee snatched the rifle fromthe storntrooper’s frantic
hands, breaki ng the weapon over his head. Shrugging off the singed burns, N kaede roared,
charging the door with the wecked rifle |ocked in her grip

Ransom | eaped agai nst the plasti-shield wall, unexpectedly rebounding onto the astonished
guards. Beneath his flailing fists and el bows, two nen fell to the fl oor unconscious.
"Drake!" Negotiating a spinning back kick, he knocked the second stormrooper into the
wall. Unfortunately, as the storntrooper fell, he took three of the other guards and Drake
to the floor with him Westling through a tangle of |egs and arns, Ransom qui ckly grasped
the storntrooper by the head and twi sted sharply, effectively breaking the Inperial’s neck
and renovi ng the conbat hel net.

Al armed by the sight of Drake being held and beaten by the remaini ng guards, Ancher
grabbed one of themfromthe floor, slamming his fist into the man’s jaw and smashing his
knee agai nst another sentry’'s nmouth. N kaede swarned through the guards with unmtigated
vi ol ence, fracturing skulls beneath her fingers.

"1’ m okay," Drake whispered, as she pulled himfromthe carnage.

"Rusty!" Ransom screamed into the conmandeered conlink. He nanipul ated the signa
transmtter. "Rusty?"

"Tait, we heard you got snuffed!" came the startled reply. "Were are you?"

"I'n the Inperial playpen across the street.'
| mperial hot foot."

Ransom chuckl ed. "Look, Rusty, | got alittle

"What’'s their ETA?"

Ransom stared at the alarmthat tripped when the stornmtrooper fired his blast rifle.
"About 10 minutes for themto get here," he replied. "Five to figure out what happened and
another five to start closing down the port."



"Acknow edged, 1'll have Seth clear a path for us."

"Don’t worry, ny boys'lIl handle it," Ransom urged, ushering Drake and the Wokiee to the
door. "Just run!"

They followed the outside walls of the Bureau jail, staying in the shadows. The streets
were qui et except for a herd of distracted Ithorian tourists, who were exam ning a series
of carbonite plaques displayed against the starport wall. Darting across the street, they
slipped into the port entrance, using the Ithorians to dodge a squad of stormtroopers
running toward the exit signs, which led to the outside street.

I nsi de the hangar arena, Ransom recogni zed the portly security executive. Standing beside
a security seal ed dock that was reserved for port authority ships, Seth quickly notioned
to one of his guards. He acknow edged the all clear sign fromthe El omi n and nodded,

wavi ng the fugitives into the nmassive shadow of the starport generators. Leading theminto
the inner recesses of the port docks, he scolded, "Tait Ransom sonehow you al ways seemto
stir up trouble when you're around."

"I had a good teacher," Ransomreplied, throwi ng an accusing | ook at Ancher

Gui di ng Drake by the shoulder, Seth led themto Omman’s governnent controlled dock. "I've
rel ayed our energency coordi nates to your co-pilot. Here," he surrendered the bowcaster to
the Wooki ee. "Hopefully, you won't need this before you get off the planet."

"How is the traffic?" Ransom asked breathl essly, scanning the starport floor for
storntroopers.

"Clear," Seth reported. "So don't bother to declare your departure. The tower is aware of
the problem"

"I owe you, Seth. We all owe you a big one."
"I"lIl expect a few cases of Socorran raava to arrive within the next 24 hours."

"Agreed," Ancher snapped, ushering Drake and the Woki ee onto the dock. "Even if | have to
fly it here nyself!"

The rotund security director bowed deeply, "C ear skies, gentlenmen and |ady." H s shadow
pl ayed agai nst an adjoining corridor wall, then vanished in the darkness beyond the access
t unnel

"Come on!" Ransom holl ered. An omi nous Corellian gunship sat noored at the dock, | ocked
tight and seal ed for departure, except for the cargo bay. Sprinting up the ranp, Drake
tripped and slid across the polished floor as the pressurized seal began to cl ose.

"Go, go!" Ransom screaned as the boy recovered. Bracing thensel ves across the interior
hull wall, the fugitives struggled against the turbul ence of the gunship' s sudden liftoff.

"Where to, Boss?" Rusty’'s voice echoed in the enpty cavern of the cargo bay.

"Socorro!" Ransom screanmed over the wail of nodified ion drives The cargo deck pl ates
runbl ed violently beneath himas the gunship | shifted to the side. "Rusty, what's the
update on traffic?"

"Seth arranged for a small diversion on the other side of the planet." The co-pilot’s
di senbodi ed voice snorted mrthfully over the coom "W have a free ride."

Exhausted, Ransomslid to the floor, holding his head between his arns and knees. "Yhew"
he exclainmed. "This ought to put a hefty price on all our heads." Turning to Drake, he
ruffled the boy’s hair. "Congratul ations, kid, you just made the billboards."

* ok 0k

Beneath the shrewd, cloudl ess skies of his bel oved Socorro, curled beneath his favorite
wool en bl anket, Drake shivered in the cold air blasting fromthe circulation vents. A
drowsy smile curled over his lips as he lay against the pillows, reliving those exciting
monents in the cluttered confines of his mnd. Exhausted, he stretched beneath the warnth
of his conforters, savoring the grainy sensation of Socorran sand between his toes.



Near by, he heard Ni kaede's gentle snores and he sighed, wondering what new adventures
tomorrow woul d bring for himand the overly sensitive Woki ee.

Monentarily startled, the young Socorran was fully awakened by Tait Ransonis charismatic
voi ce, echoing fromthe nain sitting area beyond his bedroom Funbling through the

dar kness, he stumbl ed over the sleeping Wokiee. N kaede yawned, exposing a nout hful of
glistening fangs. Rolling to her side, she embraced the bowcaster protectively against her
chest and fell back to sleep. Relieved, Drake tiptoed to the wall, easing into the
shadows. As his consci ousness sharpened, he focused on the whispered voices and heard his
nanme, his father, and sonething about the M ss Chance.

"Are you sure, Tait?" Ancher groaned.

"I"'mtelling you, Ancher, as soon as we broke from hyperspace, we picked up his signal and
followed it into the asteroid belt.” Ransomgrowed irritably, forcing the words fromhis
throat. "We kept getting closer and closer, until finally we were sitting right on top of
the signal."

"He was hiding then," the old guard argued. "Some of those asteroids are enornous. You
m ght have been sitting right on top of him"

"W were sitting on top of him Ancher." Ransom slunped into a nearby chair, cradling his
head beneath his knees. "On top and right in the mddle. There wasn't nuch left."

Di straught, he sat up, unable to shake the inages of the gutted freighter, drifting
through the erratic course of the asteroid belt.

Ancher cl osed his eyes, guarded against tears. "I told himnot to go. Warned himthere' d
be trouble."

"What about the boy, Ancher?" Tait whispered.

"Drake?" Ancher gasped. Firmy shaking his head, he blurted, "I can’t tell him I... |
woul dn’t know what to say."

Drake felt his heart clench, his chest tightening beneath his hands. "You don’t have to
say anything, Ancher," the young Socorran whi spered. Forcing a breath into his lungs, he
wal ked into the nain room

"Drake," Ancher cried, "I don't know... sorry isn’'t enough, boy." Nunmb, Drake mpbved into
the i nner antechanber, avoi ding Ransonis intense gaze.

"Drake," he heard the Corellian whisper, a note of command in his voice. Before Ransom
could stop and reason with him he snatched his boots fromthe outer wall and sprinted
into the cold dawn. Socorro’s ever intruding sands sucked at his feet, weighing himdown
as he raced up the face of the dune to the enmpty landing field beyond the conpound. There
were no signs of the Mss Chance. Exaggerated by the ascendi ng sun, the desert swells
forned fal se nobuntain ranges agai nst the stony surface of the planet.

Breat hl ess, Drake sank to his knees, beating his fists into the sand. Raised on a gentle
zephyr, a spray of sand sifted into his eyes, sunmoning i mediate tears. "I won't let you
go!" Drake screanmed to the sun. "I won’t let you go," he cried, surrendering to the
enbrace of the bl ack sands.

It was eventide before Drake stirred. Stretched out on the sweltering sand, he lay face
down with no shelter or shirt to protect his shoulders and back. His skin burned wth
intensity, inflamed by Socorro’s unrelenting sun. Gitting his teeth, he endured this

sel fi nduced puni shnent, a purification meant to burn the guilt fromhis heart, if not from
his mnd. Dazed by the extrene heat, the boy sat up, startled to find N kaede sitting

near by on the dune.

Perched on the ridge, she seened no nore out of place than the sand, her black pelt

bl ending into the Socorran | andscape. Drake rose to his feet, wi ncing as the burns across
his back pulled and twinged with every notion. Wal king with deliberate slowness, he noved
up the crest, nomentarily staring into the Wokiee's eyes. Close to tears, injured both
physically and enotionally, he sat down on the dune beside her

N kaede tipped her head back against her shoul ders, howing in a | ow, nournful voice that
echoed within her throat. G owi ng steadily |louder, it was not an unpl easant sound and
seened to linger, reverberating against the dunes and the clear sky.



"I's that how Woki ees mourn their dead?" Drake asked, intrigued by the bizarre act. He
listened intently as Ni kaede expl ai ned how her people gathered by honor famlies, howing,
wai | i ng, even challenging death, to bring solidarity to the survivors. The grieving boy
shrugged agai nst the tightening burns across his shoulders. In silence, he listened to the
nanes of Wboki ee uncl es and cousi ns, grandparents and playmates, nmarking themall in
menory, as was the tradition. Alittle smle forced its way to his |lips when the Woki ee
how ed an odd nel ody that vaguely resenbled his father’s namne.

"Drake!" Ancher called. The Corellian appeared just over the dune crest. Behind him Tait
Ransom stiffly navigated the unsteady ridge of sand, |eaving his | andspeeder humm ng
nearby on the desert floor. Sullen, the rogue snuggl er paused sel f-consciously, staring
into the young Socorran’s face. Abruptly, he took Drake's hand, pressing a 1,000 credit
chit into the boy’s palm "Before my old nan took off for the other side of the gal axy, he
put 1,000 credits in ny hand and told me to go burn in a rancor pit." He shifted uneasily
in the sand. "There was no | ove | ost between us - - but that’'s the way it usually goes
with those of us who run the shadows."

Shaki ng his reckl ess black mane, Ransom stared into the setting sun, as if gathering his
courage. "I learned the runner’s trade from Ancher. Right here on Socorro. | left to nake
a nane for nyself, outside the shadow of Kaine Paul sen. Don’t nuch matter what the untold
histories will wite about yesterday, today, or tonmorrow." He thrust his hands into his
pockets. "I'Il always be second best to him.. and you." Ransom chuckl ed, clucking the boy
on the chin. "I don't have it in ny genes to be the greatest pirate in Socorran history."
He cleared his throat of tears. "They’' ||l be watching you, Drake. Jabba, Abdi-Badawzi, from
Nal Hutta to Tatooine, they' Il have their eyes on you ’'cause they want what you’' ve got...
what your father had. Take that 1,000, it’s a rough start, but that’s the one thing we all
have in comon."

Staring at Ancher, Ransom forced a breath through his wi de nostrils. "You were right to
put ole Ancher in his place. There is sonething different about Socorrans, sonething that
separates themfromthe rest. If it’s heart, then go where your heart takes you, kid." The
smuggl er retreated, starting back down the dune to his vehicle. "Don’t never regret what
you’' ve done or what you will do. And don’t never | ook back." Ransom hesitated as he
clinmbed into the | andspeeder. "Clear skies, kid." Revving the engine a fewtines, he sped
into the badl ands, leaving a billowed, black cloud in his wake.

"He’s a good man, "
one feisty fighter.

Ancher whi spered, noved by Ransonis gesture. "Not nuch of a pilot, but
" Cradling Drake against him he asked, "How are you feeling?"

"I don't feel anynore, Ancher. There just doesn't seemto be any reason," he replied
i ncredul ously. "No cause."

"The only good cause is a dead cause, |I'mafraid. It’'s the only kind that brings people
t oget her. ™"
Staring across the darkening horizon, Drake asked, "WII | know ny cause? "

"When the domino falls, it’s every nman for hinmself," Ancher replied. "Wen the tinme cones,
you' Il know it, boy."

Drake sank weakly to his knees. "But what if | nake a mistake? What if | don't |isten when
| shoul d? Take on a job that’'s too big?"

"Drake," the old guard smuggl er chuckled softly, "making choices is all about nmaking
m st akes. Everybody’s guaranteed to nake a few. That's why they call it living." The
smuggl er shuffled away, |eaving Drake and N kaede al one with the com ng ni ght w nd.

Staring into the expansive badl ands, Drake contenplated Socorran traditions, whose
intricate ties with the tragically short lives of pirates and smugglers left no roomfor
dramatic ceremony. There would be no savage wild fires or elaborate rituals to celebrate
the death of Kaine Paul sen. No nonment of silence, not even a screamin the night, to
commenorate the spirit of a dead pirate. There would just be nenories, offworld nenories,
and hushed whi spers of fallen glory.

Abruptly, the wind was still. For one tranquil nonment, no grain of sand shifted. The
ever - changi ng face of Socorro remai ned unchanged.

Then, as abruptly as it had ceased, the breeze swept in fromthe badl ands, carrying a



chill. "N kaede, | need your help," Drake whispered. "I have to do sonething," he
hesitated, "and | can’t do it al one."

Ni kaede pounded a fist against her broad chest, bellow ng a staunch oath of fealty to the
young pirate. As if daring the waning glory of Socorro’s sun to challenge the integrity of
her honor, she raised her bowcaster and uttered a tremendous war cry to the di nm ng skies.
Intrigued, Drake grinned, whispering, "Was that a life debt?" H's smile wi dened and a deep
sense of conpletion began to swell within him Shaking the sand from his | eggings, the
young Socorran stood up. "Come on," he whispered and started wal king into the om nous
stretches of the Doaba Badl ands.

It was nearly dawn when they reached the hidden entrance to the dormant vol cano. Filtered
sunlight illumnated the volcanic crown, sifting down through the darkness. In the
baserment hollow, the delicate rays faintly sketched the sil houette of a Ghtroc freighter.
Moored on a nodified set of strut supports, the radi ant visage of the Steadfast stirred
Drake’s nenories of late-night flight schedules with his father, prepping the ship for her
first smuggling runs.

Intrigued by the custom zed renovati ons, N kaede exam ned the quiet, exterior lines of the
freighter, inpressed with the power boosters jutting fromthe tail section. "You can play
wi th the engi nes another tine," Drake chuckl ed, guiding the nmesnerized Wokiee toward t he
bridge. In the narrow corridor, he shivered as the cooler air aboard the ship blew over
his bare skin. Pulling his father’s flight jacket fromthe console, he shrugged the rough
fabric over his inflaned shoulders and slowy sat on the edge of the pilot’s chair. In the
famliar interior of the Steadfast’s flight cabin, he thought he could hear his father’s
voi ce, echoing starchart cal cul ati ons and instructions.

"Go ahead," he chuckled, offering the co-pilot’s chair to the anxi ous Woki ee. Leani ng
into the plush | eather chair, Drake suddenly sat upright, feeling a disconforting bul ge
agai nst the small of his back. Reaching behind him he felt the warm heel of a heavy

bl aster against his palm "By all the noons of Nal Hutta!" Drake gasped, echoing one of
Ancher’s preferred expressions. Raising the blaster fromits holster, he recognized it as
Ancher’s nost prized possession, the only weapon to survive 30 years of the Corellian's
dangerous lifestyle. Brought out for only the nbst auspicious ventures, the nodified

bl aster was form dable, even without its power pack. "How did he know where..." Drake

gri nned m schi evously, know ng that the tenaci ous snuggl er had ways of know ng everything
that transpired above or beneath the sands of Socorro.

Beneath the bl aster, inside the custom zed hol ster, Drake found an anti quated, persona
dat apad. Before the days of keypads and data-punch boards, the obsolete instrunent used a
magnetic stylus to inprint information directly onto the di mscreen. Perusing through the
entries, Drake was astounded by the neat cal cul ations and astrogati on nmaps scrolling
before him Every route that Kaine Paul sen had ever explored and used for snuggling, from
the nost bizarre entries to the routine, were recorded there.

"These were the short cuts," Drake whispered. The last entry was a detail ed schematic of
the Thrugii asteroid belt. "N kaede, what s on the cargo mani fest?" he asked, staring

bl ankly through the ship viewscreen. "Not the main cargo bay, ship's stores." Distracted,
the Socorran stood up, strapping the blaster around his waist. "Six nonths of consumabl es?
Emergency rations." Ginning roguishly, he ordered, "Realign the relays and set the
proximty alarnms to maxi mum We'|I|l need a constant-active sweep to avoid the sector
authority sensor tags."

The astute Woki ee recogni zed variations in the codes, nodifications radically opposed to
the normal coordinate planes of space. Shrugging, she input the peculiar headi ng and
barked to her captain, adding a sharp yow to punctuate her inquiry.

"Yep, we're going to the Thrugii outpost,"” he replied.

Listening to the gentle whistle of the Steadfast’s engines, Drake toggled the |ift
controls, guiding the freighter through the narrow crown of the vol cano. Socorro’s sun net
themat the rim throwi ng an acute glare across the unsullied hull, as the starship sped
across the dark shadow of the Doaba Badl ands. "Bring up the running lights," he ordered,
"all of the them including the search beacons."

Profiled by her exterior running lights, the Steadfast banked sharply below the skyline,
speedi ng over the uneven nounds of the Doaba Badl ands. Brilliantly illum nated search
beacons crisscrossed the | and of Kaine Paulsen’s birth in a silent tribute, heralded only
by the thunder of the freighter’s engines. As the Steadfast sped over the external flight



pad outside of Ancher’s hone, Drake caught a glinpse of the old Corellian waving a gl ow
rod in the darkness, signaling the traditional wi sh for clear skies.

Nearly inperceptible against the first glances of dawn, the Steadfast’s shadow faded
quickly as the freighter abruptly ascended into the red and yel |l owed at nosphere above the
pl anet. Drake Paul sen kept his eyes on the open space before him harboring no regrets as
the shadowy face of Socorro dissipated beneath him Finger poised over the hyperdrive cue,
he activated the system instinctively, wthout thinking and w thout | ooking back



