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Standi ng at one end of a ten-vehicle speeder barn, Ryley Ancum fol ded both arns around the
neck of his bass vye. He listened closely as a slow, dusk-tenpo ballad replayed through
Hannis D lund' s expertly tweaked touchboard. Ry, Hannis, and their friend Erik Laudersl ag
had forned the band, Far Cry, three seasons ago.

They weren't just "good for two sixteen-year-olds and a seventeen.” |If Ry knew anything
about dusk rmusic - and this year he’d nade dusk nmusic his life - then they were good.
Unqual i fi ed.

Now i f they could just get this offworld gig, without alerting any Inperials to Ry's
contacts in the Alliance underground.

Dark eyes, deeper than starlight Warm thoughts caress ny soul ..

Ry squeezed his eyes shut, pressing the vye against his chest, and tracked the bass |ine
he had just recorded - not only for its nusicality, but for the first two notes of each
nmeasur e.

He no | onger doubl e-checked in terns of, How long is the first note? Does it nmove up or
down in pitch, and how long is the second note by conparison? Wth practice, those

t hought s had becone second nature, like reading letters off a page. Now, when he cl osed
out the music - which wasn’t easy, because Erik had witten a gettingly good song - he
heard letters and breaks transnmitted in bass code. Hi s mind gradually formed words hidden
in the playback of "Dark Eyes, Warm Thoughts"

Ten kilotons [strategic netal] shipping Corellia next nonth. Runmbr new warship project.
Feeling as if he were energing froma trance, Ry opened his eyes. H's friend Hannis sat on
a stool near the touch board...a misnomer, since it wasn't necessary to touch the
instrument at all. Thick-set and nuscular, with blond hair that dangled over his eyes,
Hanni s was the group’s el dest nenber.

"Good bass line," he said as the song ended. "Gettingly ragged."

Ry shrugged.

"Thanks," he said, but inwardly he was delighted. Hannis was an expert at all things

el ectronic, but Ry hadn’t told himor Erik about the intelligence he hoped to pass to a

| ocal cell of the Alliance to Restore the Republic. If Hannis and Erik thought ofthe bass
line as nmusical - as gettingly ragged - then his canoufl age was perfect.

A gust of wind rattled the barn’s main door. Ry flinched, then stroked the neck of his
bass to cover it. He really didn't think there was any danger that Inperial enforcers
would stormin and arrest them not even if they sat and listened to a performance. H s
forner bass teacher, Tet Tranmys, had invented the bass code. It was only used in the Six
Local Systens, and only by one small intelligence cell

That didn't keep himconpletely calm He didn’t mind a little adrenaline, but he did know
that enem es of the Enpire sonetinmes di sappeared.

Erik, Ry’s tallest classmate, |ounged on a small repulsor "throne" in the mdst of his
percs and crashers. He hadn't finished nuscling out yet, but he could twirl a stick with
the best of them and every song he turned out got better than the one before.

"Ragged, " he agreed, echoing Hannis’s praise. "And | like the synth, Hannis."



Erik stretched out one |ong hand and slid a stick along the rimof a suspended crasher.
The brass di sk rang sweet and | ow.

"Think Keth Beamis will buy it?" he asked.

"Ch yeah." Ry unstrapped his vye and set it agai nst one wall of the speeder barn. H's
guardi an had ordered several aides to clear the barn so Far Cry could practice inside, but
it still snelled like exhaust. This was the first tine Ry had actually found anything

i mportant enough to relay through the scheduled Alliance scout. He was eager to prove his
worth, both as snoop and as relay. Tet Tranys had recruited Ry shortly after | ast
circuit’'s talent conmpetition, and Ry felt that watching for "real" information was giving
hima better education that he was picking up at tech-ed school

This al so gave hima chance to swi ng back at the bureaucracy that had lured his parents
of f wor | d.

“I"mactually anazed," said Hannis, switching the touchboard over into rest node by waving
his left hand. A force field sprang up over its surface, repelling dust notes that m ght
damage its delicate circuitry.

"W’ ve hardly had two paying gigs all season. How did this Inperial talent scout hear
about us?"

Ry shrugged.

"I applied."

And he’s had nme on his scout list ever since he left Tuttin Iv. It’s about tinme | found
sonet hing to send

"They need acts for the SLS officers’ club circuit," he added. The Six Local Systens had
one I mperial CGovernor, who happened to be Ry’'s legal guardian. Ry's parents, |owranking
I mperial servants, had wanted himto finish tech-ed school here.

That still jagged him

The Governor’s wing of the Admin Center had all the anenities, including this speeder
barn, but Ry still felt as if Tendis and Jioi e Ancum had abandoned him When career
advancenent called, they left Tuttin IV. H's nother had told Ry he’d understand soneday.

But that line of thought only led into an asteroid belt of frustration and pain. He braked
it.

"Fromthe top," he said. "We want this perfect."

Hannis grinned, and in that noment - for the first tinme-Ry realized he could be putting
his friends in danger w thout their knowl edge. He needed to tell them about the nmessages
they were secretly passing. They'd understand. They didn't |ike the Enpire any nore than
he di d.

Not yet, he told hinmself. Maybe after the audition

* k%

Two days later, perfornming for real, Ry slid his hand down the bass’s narrow neck,
finishing the song with a deep slide. He held the bottomnote | ong enough to punch it a
fewtinmes with his right el bow, over the FX spot, then jerked his head. Erik, watching for
that cue, slammed the tenor perc with a final riff. Hannis’s hands froze in m d-dance over
the touchboard. Tuttin Tech-Ed fed a | arge student body in the ness hall where Keth Beam s
had deci ded to hold auditions.

Wth its multicolored dining furniture pushed to one end, this hall m m cked the acoustics
of a midsized auditorium

Keth Beanmis laid his data pad on a table.
"CGood, " he said.

Beam s wore a droopi ng nustache and sported a blond ponytail, worn |low at the nape of his



neck. Ry didn't know nuch about him beyond the fact that he gathered intelligence for the
Rebel Alliance...and that he had a good ear for all styles of contenporary nusic: Core
drive, mnga, flaunt - and dusk, Far Cry’ s specialty.

"How | ong you been pl ayi ng together?"

"Three seasons." Ry spoke up, awed to finally neet this nman that Tet had mentioned with
such respect. He added, "Tet Tranys help us put together our first cover arrangenents."”

It couldn’t hurt to remind Keth Beam s of their nutual contact.

"Li ke your sound." Beamis’s |ong nose and high forehead made himl ook like a Core Wrld
aristocrat. "Good bal ance, and surprisingly mature for your age. D iund, | hope you stick
around for a while after you graduate. Don't go off and | eave these two. | think you m ght
qualify to do some full-time performing in the very near future.”

Hanni s bobbed his head, letting hair flop into his eyes. He cracked his knuckl es over his
touchboard, a gesture that nmeant he was thoroughly pleased.

Erik clutched his perc sticks in one hand and hel d them agai nst his pale green shirt.
"Do we get the job, then?"

Beamis smled wyly.

"It’s too early to tell, since |I've still got other systems to visit. But | think you' ve
at least earned a final audition at the home base on Beltrix. That’s assum ng all your
famlies will let you travel."

"Yes!" Erik slammed a crasher.

Hannis grinned. Beltrix wasn’t far, but Erik had never been off Tuttin IV.

"Best clear the, uh, stage."

Beami s made a part-the-waters gesture with both hands, glancing at the tables and seats
stacked along the near wall. Behind the piled furniture, Ry could see bits of the nural
some previous class had painted, portraying Enperor Pal patine striding fromplanet to

pl anet, approaching cratered gray planets and | eaving a wake of beautifully devel oped,
fertile, wealthy worlds as his New Order spread. Too bad things hadn’t actually turned out
that way.

"There’'s another band waiting to set up," Beam s added.

"Whoa." Erik glanced at the wall chrono and grabbed the tenor perc array. "I'mlate for
smashbal | practice. Help ne pack these up, guys."

Ry dropped his bass in a soft case and started unclipping Erik’s crashers. I'll tell them
tonmorrow, he deci ded.

After they finished |oading everything onto Hannis's | andspeeder, Ry meandered back into

the school ness room Beanis still sat at his table near the enbarrassing nmural, fingering
hi s mustache as an ol der band played. Ry got a closer |ook at the nusicians and
hal f-smiled. This was a b’ssa nuuvu group, with the traditional fizz, kloo, bandfill, and

ommi instrumentation. The nuscul ar kl oo horn player rocked fromside to side, sw nging
his horn in front of him Ry wondered if b’ssa nuuvu players, too, slipped out of reality
into a space-tine state where only their nusic existed.

And now Ry recogni zed him Onjo Fegel had dined at Governor Shran Etison's table, which
made sense, since CGovernor Etison was a b’ ssa nuuvu fan. Etison seened deternined to give
Rya proper social education... and maybe convert himto his own nusical tastes.

Life had been different before his parents left. He' d thought he got along well with them
better than nearly any of his friends and their el ders.

The chairs behind Beamis were vacant. Ry slid into one and sl unped down, bracing both feet
agai nst the seat of another chair

After Beam s shooed Onjo’s group offstage, two bl ack-uniformed Tuttin System Security



Force officers pushed into the ness room
"Keth Beam s?" called the | eader.

Ry slid back to sit straighter. What woul d TSSF want with a bunch of nusicians?...Unless
they' d found out about Beami s's Alliance connections.

Beam s stood up, stretched casually, and flexed his fingers, giving his head a toss that
sent the ponytail over one shoul der

"Hell o, officers. What can | help you with?"

"You can come with us," answered the TSSF man who’' d spoken

The bl ack uniform made his skin | ook pasty-pale with a pink undertone. He beckoned again
"So can you, kid. W have sone questions."

Ry’s heart started pounding a core-drive beat.

Keth Beam s arched his eyebrows.

“I"d be happy to talk with you here," he offered, his voice so cal mthat Ry suddenly
doubted he was an Alliance spy at all

"Well, we’'ll see how far we get."
The pinky-pale TSSF officer rested one foot on a vacant turquoise chair while his backup
stepped toward the hall’s main double door. Ry wondered if they expected Beams to bolt.

Ry’'s pul se kept driving. He hoped he didn’t do anything stupid, like taking a run for it
hi nsel f.

"You cane to the Tuttin systemfrom Thabit." Pinky eyed a dat apad.
"That's correct."”

“You made inquiries there about a wonan named Maiferri Tag?"
Agai n the eyebrows arched

"I wasn’'t able to find her," said Beanm s. "She schedul ed an audition several nonths in
advance, but she didn’t show | hope nothing happened to her."

The backup officer strolled closer, keeping one hand too casually near his blaster.

"What happened, " he said, "was that she got herself arrested on an espi onage charge.
Beamis, we'd better talk, and not here."

Hs lip curled.
"Privately."

There' d been a tine, pre-Enpire, when Ry thought TSSF officers were tough, strong, and
virtuous. Recently, the TSSF had attracted people who just wanted to bully other folks.

Beam s sniled pleasantly.

"One good thing about having nothing to hide is that you have nothing to fear. Go on hone,
Ry. I'"Il talk with these gentlenen."

"The boy comes too," said Pinky.
"Uh, sure.™

Ry shrugged, trying to m mc Beanis's appearance of utter unconcern. He dangl ed both hands
at his sides as he followed the lead officer to a waiting patrol speeder, a recent

bl ue- and-whi te nodel that seened to have sprouted nmultiple cooling fins all over the
engi ne conpartment. Ry slid into a rear seat with Pinky on his right and Beam s sitting
beyond him If the TSSF really was worried, they woul d’ve put binders on him Wuldn't



t hey?
Maybe not. Maybe they’d blast first and ask questions |ater.

It was a short ride back to the white marble Adm n Center. Nestled at the foot of gray
cliffs that had attracted mining concerns in a previous century, the Center’s west w ng
hel d Governor Etison’s nmansion. Pinky's backup steered themto the east wing and officia
of fices, where they rode a lift down several |evels.

Ry marched obediently down a gray corridor that termnated in a broad waiting area. Al ong
one wall was a |ine of energy-fenced detention cells.

"Thabit Security won't get here for a couple nore hours," said Pinky. "Meanwhile, we just
don’t want you taking unauthorized vacations." He gestured toward one detention cell

Beam s took a step forward

"Sir, you can't detain |law abiding citizens of the Enpire w thout adequate cause. |'1|
gi ve you a pl edge of good conduct"

"I think this time the cause is adequate. Inside, Beams. You too, kid. Three cells down.
For all | know, you' re an accessory."

"Accessory?" Ry echoed, panic finally getting himby the throat. "I'm

he’s... listen, call Governor Etison. He'll vouch for us both. | was just auditioning
for a performng job. He’'s a nusic scout - "
"And I’ mthe Enperor’s aged grandnother." Pinky's backup grasped Ry’'s shoul der and gave
hima push. Ry stunbled into the nearest cell. He turned around quickly. By then, the
energy barrier was buzzing and sparking. The officers led Beamis to a cell farther down
the line.

"There's been a mistake," Beam s insisted, stepping into the cell. "Ry, don’'t worry. W'l
talk to the people from Thabit, and then you' Il get hone for a |ate dinner."

An admi nistrative aide, sitting at a data terninal several neters away, glanced up as the
officers left, then turned back to his term nal

Ry blinked, too stunned to do much el se. What had just happened, and why was Keth Beam s
acting so cool about it? Ry |ooked back up the line of cells. Keth Beanis was sitting
down, facing the opposite direction. It |ooked Iike a warning not to try to communi cate.
Ry faced the other direction and stared at the aide, who worked silently. The underground
hush nade Ry feel as if he were snothering under a heavy bl anket, wearing earplugs and a
bl i ndf ol d. He humred a few bars of "Dark Eyes, Warm Thoughts" and wondered where his
parents were. Tendis Ancumis pronotion had put himin charge of a factory. Ry’'s nother had
al ways pitched in as an assistant, but she was al so a classical nusician, a sweet-voiced
soprano who coul d nove the stoni est audience to tears.

Ry clenched a fist, determined not to cry now He still couldn’t believe his parents
hadn’t taken himw th them Their nessages al ways included apol ogies for not correspondi ng
often, but that was small confort. Qther than Hannis and Erik, he felt alone in his own
city.

He stopped hunming. Dusk was the wong kind of nusic when you were already snothering in
your own hurt and fear.

He hadn’t sat |ong when the admi nistrative aide stood up and strolled in his direction
The man punched a code sequence into the touch panel outside Ry's door, and abruptly the
spar ki ng and snappi ng stopped.

"Etison says he’'ll vouch for you," he said. "Get hone. You re wanted for dinner. Just
don’t | eave town."

"Not a problem™
Ry gestured up the line of cells.

"How about hi n?" he asked softly. H's voice broke on the last word. "Can’t he join ne?"



"No," said the aide.

Ry clenched both hands to keep themfromtrenbling. This was no adrenaline rush. This was
fear for a friend, and he didn't like it.

* k%

Ry’s dinner sat like a rock at the pit of his stomach. He’'d called Erik and Hannis as soon
as he finished eating, and now they perched on his bed. After agoni zing over how nmuch to
tell them he decided to spill everything. H's friends wouldn’'t tell on him and they
woul d be careful

"I could get a ferret into Governor Etison's database,” he finished. "I'’msure | could get
Beam s’ s cell unlocked | ong enough to get in and get himout."

Erik’s head was still shaking. Ever since Ry swore himto secrecy and expl ai ned the bass
codes, he’'d stared down at the bedcover.

"l don't know," he said.

"This sounds awful |y dangerous. My fol ks could get canned fromthe school if | got in this
ki nd of trouble. And what about Teki ?"

Erik’s little sister was only four |ocal years old.

"This is just too big, Ry."

Hanni s snorted.

"Too big? For us? | think it's gettingly good."

Hanni s’ s grandparents had been Core Wirld aristocrats under the Republic. H s parents had
fled to the Inner RRmas the Enpire tightened its grip, and he’'d always considered life
sonet hing of a gane. His expertise with electronics - especially nmusic and conmuni cati ons

- gave himplenty of toys.

"No." Erik rarely tal ked about his past. Now his eyebrows arched as he pl eaded, "Guys, you
could get killed. Think what that would do to your parents.”

To his parents? Ry snorted.

"My parents don’t give a Ranat’s whi sker - "

The com ink buzzed on his wall

"What ?" he dermanded.

"Ryley."

The voi ce bel onged to Governor Etison’ s aide, Captain Hall
"You're wanted in Governor E's office.”

“I"I'l be right there, ma’am" he told the comink. Then he lowered his voice. "You see?
Sonething’s m xing. Go on back hone, and 1'll do what | can. By nyself"

"Call me," Hannis insisted.
“I"'mthere for you, too," Erik added. "But be careful."

Three mnutes later, Ry stood at his sponsor’s desk. Shran Etison wore Inperial khaki with
an unconfortable air - no surprise, since he’'d been born on a backwater mning world. He
had a reputation as a conpetent adnministrator, and now and then Ry saw hints that Governor
Eti son had faint doubts about Enperor Pal patine and his New O der.

No doubt or hesitation showed tonight. The Governor sat in front of his black-suited aide,
resting both hands on his desktop. Hi s broad shoul ders, wide jaw, and faintly scarred
tenple hinted at his early career as a smashball hero. Hs fingers twitched rhythmcally.



"I hope the audition went well?"

Ry sat down in his extra chair. He longed to ask what happened to Keth Beam s

"Pretty well. The talent scout thought we might have a chance at |anding a real touring
job."
Covernor Etison’s hands stopped tw tching. He glanced up at Captain Hall, a stout woman

with gray braids wapped around the back of her head.

"Ry, I"'mafraid Keth Beanis nay have just conplicated that possibility."
Ry raised one eyebrow with what he hoped was an air of mild curiosity.
"What happened? It sure seened odd that he was arrested.”

Covernor Etison |ooked up at the aide. Ry thought his sponsor’s face | ooked grayer, his
worry |ines deeper than usual

"Tell him Captain Hall." Hall brandi shed her datapad.

"The Thabit people had a nunber of questions for him Evidently he'd tried to contact a
worman who recently was reveal ed as a Rebel spy. He tried to talk about your band, instead."

"Us?" Ry’'s lip twitched. Was he back in trouble?

"Under certain persuasions, Rebel agents start tal king and keep tal king. Standard
procedure," she added.

A chill raced down Ry's spine. If they' d used truth drugs on Beanis, he was cooked. Not
even Governor Shran Etison could save himif Beamis had inplicated him..but come to think
of it, wouldn't he already be under arrest if that happened?

"We think," Hall continued, "that he wanted to tal k about your band to keep his nind on
safe subjects.”

"What do you mean?"
Calm Be calm

Governor Etison |eaned forward. When he clasped his hands on the desktop, he flexed his
shoul ders.

"It’s looking as if your friend Keth Beam s was involved in a Rebel spy ring, Ry."

Ry gaped, exaggerating the expression. That reaction would make himl ook |ike a kid, but
he’ d better appear as innocent as possible.

"So when he tried to tal k about your band instead of Maiferri Tag," continued the aide,
"they let himrun on for a while. It’s best to let the.

subj ect warmup and get used to talking. He was just insisting you were ready for the
circuit, and that he would ve loved to offer you a contract."

That was no way to finish an expl anati on.

“And t hen?"

Governor Etison sighed.

"He pulled a standard Rebel trick. He suicided before he could reveal any rea

informati on. We found an affide crystal under his tongue. Very fast poison. Security tells
nme those can be hidden under a waterproof barrier inside a drilled tooth. He nust’ve been
working it out with his tongue while he rattled on about your band. I'msorry, Ry. He was
usi ng you."

Beam s was dead? Ry shut his mouth. Obviously, Beam s suicided rather than betray Ry and
his friends, or any other onsite agents. Rather than tell the Inperials that Ry couldn’t



be sent offworld because a Rebel cell needed himhere, gathering information-especially on
the "new warshi p" Ry had just told himabout - he'd taken the Final Junp.

For a nonent, Ry hated hinmsel ffor getting involved. Then his need to bl ame soneone slid
around and rested on his parents. They'd foll owed the Enpire blindly, and they’'d abandoned
him If they'd still been here, this wouldn't have happened.

Hal | | eaned heavily on the CGovernor’s desk, hyperextending both el bows.

"So we have a chance for you to serve the Enpire, Ry."

Covernor Etison waved a hand in the air

"Yes, and still indul ge your nunber-one passion. | have fond menories of my own perform ng
days, " he added softly.

Twenty planetary cycles ago, Etison had a little b’ssa nuuvu band of his own. It was one
reason he' d i ndul ged Ryand his friends.

Ry made an effort to | ean back in his chair and cross one ankle over the other knee. Serve
the Enpire? Not after it broke up his famly, however willingly his parents had gone. But
he wanted to keep perform ng. Wanted it worse than anything else in his life.

"Look, Ry." Etison picked up a witing stylus and twirled it down the fingers of his left
hand. "Wth this devel opment back on Thabit, there’'s suspicion that Beanis's tal ent agency
on Beltrix is a Rebel intelligence center. But it’s only a suspicion. W want you and your

friends to set a trap. I'lIl send ahead word that you could be bringing in illega
information, and we'll see who neets you... and what they do about it. Don't worry," he
added quickly. "I'Il include orders that you aren’'t to be harned, under the strictest
penal ties."

"Thanks." Ry hated it when his voice shook this way. "No one woul d suspect you boys of
working for me. Do you see that?"

"Sure."

"Good. And if you'll help, I'Il arrange for Far Cry to take the next year conpletely off
fromtech-ed school. You can performthat circuit, with or without the talent agency’s
contract. Even if they get put out of business, | still have contacts in the officers’

clubs. This is your big break."

Ry swal | oned not hing, connecting a dry nouth with a parched throat.

"You are so right," he managed. "Thank you!"

* % %

One day later, Far Cry boarded a transport for Beltrix. Standing inside an echoi ng hangar
Hannis glared as Onjo Fegel hoisted his kloo horn case onto the boardi ng conveyor. Unti
this norning, Ry hadn’t known that Onjo Fegel graduated fromthe Inperial Service
Acadeny...in Intelligence. For the duration of this trip, Far Cry had been burdened with
the services of a nusically gifted - but conpletely out of place - kloo horn player.

They were a dusk band, not b’ssa nuuvu! If Governor Etison was still trying towin Ry to
his own nusical taste, he'd just |ost several parsecs of whatever ground he’d gai ned. They
had rehearsed once before riding out to the spaceport. They sounded sick

When Ry thought about Keth Beamis, he felt even sicker. And what about his old friend Tet
Tramnys?

He had to warn themto dunp all suspicious files and send away anyone who mi ght be

recogni zed. But all day, Onjo had stuck to himlike a mynock on a power cable, keeping him
fromtalking to Hannis or Erik about sending a coded nessage ahead. And they woul d have
only one day on board to figure out how to make Far-Cry-with-a-Kl oo-Horn sound less like a
herd of giddies in heat.

He strapped down on a frayed, padded seat in the transport’s passenger conpartnent.

There were no viewports. Only a series of clangs, then a garbled voice over the cabin



speakers, confirmed takeoff was inmmnent. Shortly, the transport started shaking. It
rattled for several minutes, followed by a series of lurches that made Ry glad he'd
ski pped | unch.

A flashing |ight signaled the end of strap-down. Onjo got up, stretched left and right,

then straightened his flight suit. Ry had never noticed how subtly conical his slightly
rounded cheeks and small nose made his face | ook. Hi s stubby hands stuck out at the ends
of too-short sleeves.

"W nust have a Chadra-fan pilot," he said dryly.

"You ki ds hungry?"

Ry wasn’t, not at all, but he foll owed Onjo downship to a mess cabin. Like the passenger
conpartnent, it had no viewports, no external screens - nothing to give hima glinpse of
the light years they were crossing. One nore dirty trick fromthe universe.

Long tables were filling rapidly, and the transport’s crew was handi ng out a
one-nenu-suits-all tray lunch. Onjo steered themfromthe pickup line to a spot near one
bul khead. He touched the heat control on his lunch tray, then raised the Iid with a
dramatic gesture.

"Wonderful ," he exclained. "Mystery nmeat nunber twelve."
Hannis smled wanly. Ry didn't find Onjo particularly funny either. He picked at the neal.

After eating silently for ten or twelve mnutes, Onjo sliced off a bite of nmeat and waved
it at Erik.

"What you need," he pronounced, "is a brighter riff on those crashers. You' re putting
peopl e to sl eep back there."

"It’s dusk, not b’ssa nuuvu." Erik, normally one of the nobst patient people Ry knew,
rolled his eyes. "Look, Onjo, we understand this isn't a real gig, not any nore. But don’t
try to make Far Cry sound |ike sonmething it isnt."

"For this market, b’'ssa nuuvu is a better groove any day."
time and then chonmped down on it.

Onj o waved the bite one fina
"Officers. Od people, or getting old fast. Even older than ne." He grinned as if he'd
nmade anot her | oke.

Hannis nuttered sonething into his plate.

"What was that?" Onjo asked around his mout hful.

Hanni s raised his chin

"Keth Beamis didn’t give this audition to your b’ssa nuuvu band.” Onjo | eaned over the
t abl e.

"There’s a lot nore to auditioning than standing still with your eyes shut. You aren't
ready for the real thing."

"W are prepared,” Ry insisted.
Onj o raised an eyebrow.
"Prepared? This fromthe boy who assunes that the Hol strum Tal ent Agency on Beltrix has an

anp to loan himfor his bass? Think again, why don’t you? They can’'t let every outsystem
begi nner borrow their equi pnent."

Anmp? But -
In that noment, a solution flashed across Ry’s mind. He silenced Erik’'s inpending retort
with one fast shin-kick. The tall perc player blinked, raised his eyebrows, then | eaned
back agai n.

Ry’s thoughts whirled. H's bass vye was a recent invention, self-amplified...kind of a



return to acoustics, but with the conveni ences of artistic distortion. Onjo had confused
this instrunent with the bass mando, a b’ssa nuuvu axe that was barely audible above a
solid set of percs unless you anp-linked it.

"Kessel! You're right," he exclained.
He was getting a |lot of practice pretendi ng i gnorance these days.

"Do you think I rmade a mi stake, counting on then? | didn’t really think they wanted me
bringing a bass anmp on board. W used up our weight allowance on Hannis and Erik’s gear."

It sounded narginally |ogical, and apparently Onjo bought it. Ry submtted to ten mnutes
of stories about nusicians who showed up unprepared for gigs, and the dire consequences.
Finally, Onjo went for a cleanup droid.

Ry caught Erik's attention with a drumroll offingers on the tabletop.

"Distract himfor a few mnutes," he whispered.

As Onjo returned, Erik scranmbled to his feet.

"You know," he said, "I’'ve always wondered what sets the b’ssa nuuvu beat apart from
m nga. You woul dn’t have any recordi ngs al ong?"

Onj o squared his shoul ders, stretched his neck, and managed to | ook down his nose at Erik
who was half a head taller

"Of course | do," he said.

"You serious?"

"You' ve gotta always be learning. O you' re dead on the peres."

Onjo half smled

"That’s the best sense |’'ve heard out of any of you boys. Erik, you' ve got potential."
He laid an armon Erik’s shoul der.

"W'll see you two in a few," he told Ry and Hannis.

To Erik's credit, he didn't cringe away fromthe armor even winkle his nose at Onjo’s
fresh attenpt at hunor.

Ry sat still until Erik and Onjo disappeared out the mess hall’s main hatch. Then he bent
toward Hannis, speaking softly. He wouldn’'t have put it past Onjo or Etison to plant other
ears anong the passengers.

"“I"ve thought of a way to warn our people there’'s a spy on board. But | need to know the
ship’s conm frequency. Do you have any idea what they send on?"

"Sure." Hannis shrugged, smling. "Spotted it pre-boarding."

"I figured." Ry whacked his friend s shoulder. "Then let’s get to the baggage conpartnent.
Fast."

Ry flashed Governor Etison’s permission slip at the primtive security droid who guarded
t he baggage conpartnent, and they were admtted. He and Hannis swept inside, puffing.

"He's got nme pegged for a bass mando," Ry explained as he dug into his vye case. "G ve ne
that frequency. And how fast could you switch a comink’s cover plate with one for a power
poi nt ?"

"No time at...oh!" Hannis nodded vigorously. "You' re going to plug into the conmink and
nake t hat ponpous shroob think you' re using a power source to anplify! | shoul d ve thought
of that."

"You woul d’ve. This tine | thought of it first."



Ry hesitated only a noment before going to work on his beloved instrument. As Hannis
popped cover plates off the bul khead, Ry pulled a multitool out of his pocket and
carefully slit into the instrunent’s black plastene wave box, near the spot where its neck
joined the body. Nestled inside was a snall, netal-wound internal anplifier. He studied it
carefully. He was a player, not a circuit-slicer..

"There." Hannis sprang away fromthe bul khead. "Looks |ike you're using a sinple anp
circuit. Perfect for fooling a sinple kloo horn player. Having trouble there?"

"I want to recalibrate this to transmt on your frequency, but -

"Easy." Hannis grabbed the instrument and the nultitool. "It'Il take me two
seconds. . . done. "

He handed it back just as the hatch slid open. Erik and Onjo joined them

"All right," Ry declared, casually snapping his bass back together and holding it to his
chest. "We've got less than an hour to try to nake this group sound |ike a band again."

Ry hel ped Erik assenble his peres and crashers around the repul sor-munted "t hrone."
Hanni s dug his touchboard out of a pile of |luggage. Onjo assenbl ed the kl oo horn

Then Ry counted off a slow groove for their audition numnber.

There wasn't time to work out a genuinely nusical bass line in code. Ry’s new |line was
full of sour notes, but he couldn’t help that now. Letter by letter, he coded in a new
nmessage, sending it out over the comink as he played: Beam s dead. Spy aboard. Raid

pl anned. Destroy records.

When they’'d finished, Hannis thrust both hands through his |ongish hair

"That was awful ."

"Sorry," answered Ry. "Not used to hearing a kloo horn in there."

He tossed a shrug at Onjo.

"Try again."

This time, knowi ng in advance what he needed to say, he did a little better job of picking
initial notes that would settle into a sustain that fit the song’s chord structure. There
was still one note so sour that even Onjo grinaced. Ry answered with a pai ned expression
of his own, but as they finished the nunber, having sent off the warning twi ce, he started
to feel better.

Now i f only soneone had been |listening. And hopefully, no one in the cockpit cared if
nmusi ¢ cane off the ship’s transmitter. Judging by the condition of its interior, the crew
didn't care much about nuch at all. This was a lowpriority supply run

"Onjo," Hannis sighed, "couldn’t you at least try to make your line fit our style? Cone
on. | bet you could play dusk in your sleep."

Ojo’s round little eyes narrowed.

"As a matter of fact, | could.”

This time through, Ry played his original bass line, the one with the message about the
netal going offworld. Wiy not? If anyone on Beltrix was listening, they mght as well get
the whol e story.

"Huh," said Onjo as he laid down his horn. "I have to adnmit, that was a better blend."
Hanni s cracked his knuckl es over the touch board.

"I thought so, too."

He gl anced sidelong at Ry, and Ry gave themall a thunbs-up sal ute.

A horn blared fromthe comink panel, and for a nercy, Onjo didn’'t seemto notice that the



com i nk had a power-point cover.

"Time to strap down," he announced. They secured their instrunments, then hustled back into
the seating area. Ry harnessed in, then settled back to wonder what really waited on
Beltrix Ill... whether the "talent agency" was destroying records, or if a squad of

| nperials was headed for the | oading dock.

The transport |urched and shook. Overheads rattled. Ry clutched the arnms of his seat and
wi shed he were sonewhere el se

"Hanni s," he muttered, "you d better switch those panels back on the ride hone."
"Right," nmunbl ed Hanni s.

After the shaking stopped, the strap-down |ight kept flashing. The passenger compartnent
grew quiet, then slowy filled with suspicious murnmnurs. Ry heard, "...lost baggage?..."
and "...wong termnal ?"

Eri k craned his neck, then murrmured, "Onjo isn’t here."

Ry gritted his teeth.

"Then we’ d better hope they heard the nusic."

* k%

Onj o Fegel qui ckstepped down the boarding ranp toward three spaceport enforcers. He didn't
care that the kids knew he was only along to keep themfromspoiling Etison’s trap. But en
route, he’'d changed his mnd. Instead of going through with a painful, humliating
performance, he could hit the so-called talent agency now.

"The kids are strapped down," he announced as they boarded a speeder. "They can’t warn
anybody, even if they are involved."

"We' || soon know, sir," said the enforcer sharing his seat.

It was a fast cross-town hop to the talent agency. A young man sat at the reception desk,
his dark blond hair just |longer than Onjo coul d approve.

"Wl conme, " he said, sweeping out both hands. "Gentlenen, what can the Hol strum Agency do
for you? Conbo? Duo? Perhaps a pair of battle droids to Iiven a convention?"

Onjo flashed his ID and wal ked around the counter toward the data term nal
"Step back," he ordered.

"Of course. "

The man swept out his hands and got up

"Perhaps you'd like to check our talent listings yourself."

Onj o waved one of the local enforcers forward. The nman keyed rapidly, inserting a ferret
into the systemthat would sniff out arcane activities. Onjo glanced around the reception
room Blue walls displayed a constantly changing array of billing posters. Acoustic panels
fl oated beneath a sl oped ceiling.

And it was all just a front. He could al nbst taste his next pronotion.

hopefully to a Core world, where b’ssa nuuvu was appreci at ed.

The enforcer | ooked up fromthe data term nal, conpressing his lips in a straight l[ine. He
eyed Onjo.

"Sorry, sir. It looks like you made this trip for nothing, unless you wanted to hire a
juggler.™”

"What do you mean?"



"They're clean, sir.
Onj o pushed the enforcer aside.
"l think not."

Five minutes later, he slunped over the terminal. He'd failed. The Rebels had to be
el sewhere, but his only potential informer... Beanis... was dead. It was back to square
one. Once nore fromthe top. First neasure, and what key were they playing in this tine?

For this, he'd spent two days with three kids who didn’t know b’ssa nuuvu from m nga?

* k%

A pair of brilliant overhead |ights separated Far Cry fromthe rest of the gal axy. Facing
three nmurky sil houettes seated behind a long table, Ry counted off the intro to "Dark
Eyes, Warm Thoughts."

To everyone’s relief, Onjo had announced he woul d skip the actual audition, and he was
nowhere in this dark, cranmped room Ry suspected he was somewhere el se in the building,
checki ng out b’ssa nuuvu groups, and so Hannis hadn’t even bothered to set up a fake anp
for Ry’s "bass mando."

One uniformed enforcer did sit staring over the talent scouts’ shoulders, but Ry could
ignore him If anyone had intended to arrest himand Erik and Hannis, they woul d’ ve
already done it. So for the next five mnutes, there would be only nusic.

And after two interm nable rehearsals with Onjo Fegel, this was nusic. Hannis's touchboard
glisses fell slowy to settle each cadence, eking every shred of enotion fromeach |ine.
Eri k drunmed a sl ow, steady beat on the tenor array, riding one crasher for the choruses.
Beneath themall, Ry’s bass line sang out a solid bottom..the original bass line,
naturally.

To Ry, "Dark Eyes"woul d al ways be about netals going offworld.

Hannis held the final chord infinitesimally |onger than usual, and Ry let the bass ring
out before el bowing the FX spot. They'd turned up nothing for Governor Etison; their
chance for fame had evaporated, but for this nmoment, they stood as professionals anong
prof essional s. Nothing ever felt so good.

Two of the scouts stood up and wal ked around the table toward the band.
"Good job," pronounced the man in front.

H's gait and build rem nded Ry of his old friend, Tet Tranys, but Tet hadn’t worn a goatee

Then he caught the grin behind those new whiskers. It was Tet! Ry clutched the neck of his
vye and grinned back. Even with an enforcer watching, he had every right to bask in these
conpliments. Erik |ounged over his tenor set, beam ng

The second scout, a |ong-haired worman, stood just out of the circle of |ight, behind Tet.
Qddly, she was humm ng sonething in a sweet soprano voice. Her riff sounded nore |ike
b’ ssa nuuvu than anything el se.

"Doo-dit, doo, doo..."

Ry straightened, careful not to stare at the wonan's sil houette. Was that bass code?
Finally, she stepped into the light. Ry got a good |ook at her face and nearly fainted.
She’ d changed her hair color and style, and he’d never seen her wearing anything renotely
i ke this beaded shift-snock before -

But that woman was hi s nother.

Did she honestly work at Hol strum Tal ent Agency, or was she covering for an Alliance agent
who' d just skipped town... or was she an Alliance agent? Maybe she and his father left him
on Tuttin IV to keep himout of danger when the Alliance recruited them Maybe now she
could see that he, too, was ready to be trusted on the front |ines.



"Di-di-dit, dumm"

Shutting her eyes, she tossed the long hair. Tet turned aside. He said something to
Hannis. He m ght as well have been speaking droid dialect for all the attention Ry paid
hi m

Good job, good job. Ry finally caught the rhythm of the humed code. He sniled, though he
kept | ooking at Hannis and Tet. He felt like his brain was swimrng in blue nmilk, blow ng
funny little bubbles. H's nother hadn’t acknow edged him but he could see fromthe |ines
around her eyes and crossing her forehead that she was barely keeping herself fromtaking
arun at him arns flung out, just |like she used to do.

Need you home, for now, he heard. Good job, Ry. So proud.

Tet turned away from Hannis and Erik

"CGettingly good," he announced, "and |I'msorry, but we’'ve got three dusk bands on the
circuit already. Try again next year."

Ry groaned, just as the enforcer woul d expect.

"Thanks anyway," he said. "Thanks for |istening."

"Qur pleasure."

Hi s nmother put so nuch pride into those two words that Ry's last doubts flitted away for
good. He ached to sit down and talk with her...and with Tet...but with that enforcer stil
sitting behind the table, he couldn’t. He cased his bass and hel ped Erik | oad peres. As
they exited the gaudy reception room he glanced back over his shoul der

Hi s nmother had foll owed themout. She barely lifted one hand.

He nodded vi gorously, eyeing the ani mated di spl ays on the advertising wall. Hannis would
figure out a way to send code between systens.

He had a I ot of catching up to do.



