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"I"mhere to make your day a |lucky one" Joram said.

The head he addressed had sharp, intelligent features surrounded by a neatly trimred bl ack
beard and nustache. The nan who owned it had the door to his quarters open only a few

centinmeters so Joramcouldn’t seethe rest of his body.

The man said nothing. He glanced over Joram s shoul der to the | and-speeder |ane beyond, a
city thoroughfare that was crowded with fast-noving speeders and sl ower delivery flats.

Joramrepeated, "I'’mhere to nake your day..."

The door slid fully open, revealing the nman to be of Jorami s above-average height. He was
as broad in the shoul der as Joram but nore nuscul ar. He wore close-fitting black garments
that were conpletely out of style on this color-mad, confort-conscious world. He seized
the collar of Joram s tunic and yanked.

Joram coul dn’t help but |ean forward, but caught hinself on the doorjanmb with one hand.
"...a lucky one,’" he concl uded.

"Get in here."
"Countersign.”
"I"myour nission conmander, and | say get in here instantly"

Joramgrinned. "My blaster in your gut says | stay here until | hear the correct
countersign."

The man | ooked down. A hol dout blaster, small enough to be dwarfed by Joranis right hand,
was i ndeed pressed into his stomach."l amvery proficient in the conmbat arts and | knew
that was there," the man said. "I could have taken it fromyou at any time."
"Countersign." Joramheld his smle. A red dot danced around on the chest and neck of the
man he faced, but the fellow couldn’t see it. If he tried to seise the blaster, he would
di e.

The man sighed. "You don’t need |uck when you're as well-placed as | ant

"Correct." Joramreturned the blaster to the hol ster against the base of his spine.

“"Now get in here."

"And my partner?”

"Part ner?"

The one in the alley across the | andspeeder |ane. The one with the laser rifle pointed at
you; eye."

The man gl ared over Joram s shoulder. "Ch, him | was wondering if you neant a second
partner. Sure, have hi mover."

Joram crooked two fingers over his shoul der and beckoned.

Monents | ater, Mapper dodged traffic to cross the | andspeeder |ane and join them He was a



well-built man with dark hair, beard, and mustache that made his features seem broodi ng;
he wore the lightweight, flow ng garnents commn to this world of Tarhassan and carried an
el ongated case with the words "Pebdy Pl unmbing Supplies" stenciled on the side. The owner
of the dwelling turned to | ead Joram and Mapper i nside.

The main |iving chanber was decorated in an even nore nisnmatched and gari sh fashion than
the spaceport had been. The room s gol d- brown tikki wod paneling clashed with the
overstuffed red-and-white-striped furniture that rem nded Joram of overweight tourists at
a beach resort. Two people were already there, a man and a woman arrayed upon and, in the
worman’ s case, al nost swall owed by the billow furniture.

"Al'l right, we're all here," their host said. "Let's get back to it. Qur objective-"
"Maybe introductions first?" Joram said.

The man stood still for several nonments, saying nothing, but his lips noved. It took Joram
a nonent to realize that he was counting to ten.

"Al'l right, all right,"” the man said. "I’m Cherek Tuhm" He cocked his head, |ooking at
Joram as though waiting for a response.

Joram of fered his hand.
"Joram Kithe. And this is ny partner, Mpper Gann."

Mapper gave the others a curt nod; he didn't speak. He sel dom did, except to Joram Mapper
wasn't confortable in nmost social situations. Only Joram and his superiors knew t hat
Mapper was a clone trooper, one of the thousands of warriors bred to fight the Republic’'s
wars. Mapper had belonged to a unit of enhanced clones, men with note personal initiative
than nost of their cohorts. Injured in the mssion where he'd met Joram he' d been unabl e
to rejoin his unit for several weeks, so his supervisors had assigned himto Joram as
bodyguard and partner-in part so that Joram coul d conti nue evaluating the virtues of clone
troopers. Now operating with a new nane, Mapper was unused io |living outside the

regi mented and honogeni zed society of his peers. At least he did a fair job of concealing
hi s unease.

Cherek ignored Joram s hand. He gestured to the woman.
"Ti man Hant her."

She was of |ess-thatvaverage hei ght and sl ender, niddle-aged, with aristocratic features
and intelligent hazel eyes. She wore expensive jade-green garnments in the local style,
plus a turban to match. She offered Joram and Mapper a brief smile and a nod.

Qovi ously wearying of the social niceties that were keeping himfromhis briefing, Cherek
gestured dism ssively at the | ast person present.

"And Livintius Sazet. Can | stop wasting tine now? |I'monly the m ssion comander."

Li vintius was humanoi d but not human. Al so m ddl e-aged, the Falleen wore his graying bl ack
hair long in a ponytail. His skin had a greenish tinge to it, and his eyes, though human
in configuration, had a reptilian aloofness to them H's features were broad, his forehead
hi gh. He wore local garnents in blues that contrasted well with his skin tone. He gave
Joram and Mapper a little smle.

"You are correct, Cherek. You are only the m ssion comander. Now we'll vote to see
whet her or not you may proceed.”

"That’s not funny." Cherek flopped into one of the overstuffed chairs. As he sank into it,
it settled with a noise like an asthmatic bantha letting out a long breath. "You two, sit."

Joram di d. Mapper set his rifle case against a bare section of wall and stood there.
Cherek shook his head a | ong nonment, his nanner that of a parent who has finally despaired
of his children ever acconplishing anything in life, then | eaned forward, making his chair
wheeze agai n.

"Here’'s the situation,” he said. "As you know, this world of Tarhassan has recently
declared itself for the Separatists, a surprise to the Republic.”



Joram frowned. "Why didn’t the Republic Intelligence team here warn us about their
defection?" Every world within the Republic had an Intelligence team even if that team
consi sted of a pair of agents who spent nost of their tinme watchi ng broadcast

entertai nments.

"Aha!" Cherek said. H s expression suggested that his children mght not be irredeemable
after all. The Intelligence team here di sappeared six days before the government announced
for the Separatists. Qur goal istofirid him"

"Hi n?" Ti ni an | ooked of fended. The entire team here was just a hinml"

Cherek nodded. "His nane is Edbit Teeks. His partner retired a few nonths ago, and, things
being so settled and tane here. Intelligence didn't get around to worryi ng about a

repl acenent for several weeks. It was during those weeks that the Cl one Wars began. At
that point, allocation of resources becane problemtic."

"So," Joram asked, "what do we know about this Teeks' di sappearance?"

Li vintius shook his head. "No, no, no. That’s not next."

"Not next?" Joram repeated

"On the agenda." At Joramis blank stare, Livintius continued, "I've drawn up a forma
agenda for this nmeeting. Here." He reached behind his seat, causing the furniture to whuff
and sigh, then | eaned forward to hand Joram a printout.

Joram gl anced over it. It began:

Republic Intelligence Meeting

Tar hassan, Quarters of Cherek Tuhm

1. Gathering of Operatives

a. Cher ekTuhm

b. Ti ni an Hant her

c. Livintius Sazet

d. Joram Kithe

2. Pre brief ing Synopsis

a. Were W Are

b. Wiy W' re Here (M ssion (bjectives)

3. CGetting to Know You

4. Formal Briefing

a. bjective Sunmary

b. Resources

c. Break for Snacks (Optional)

d. Presentation of Pre-Gathered Information

Joramread on and on. The agenda, printed in small text, filled the page.

"l apol ogi ze," Livintius said, "for not including the nane of your partner on the agenda.
| didn't know he’d be coming. You can be certain that the updated version will include it."

Joramcleared his throat. "I don’t mean to criticize..."

"Don’t feel at all bad about it, young man," Livintius said. "I’malways striving to



| mprove ny work. Take your best shot. The worst that can happen is that my next agenda
will be even better."

"Yes. Well, | have no objection to the agenda as such. But let’'s say that you were nabbed
by our counterparts in PlanSec, Tarhassan Planetary Security, shortly after you printed
this. They'd know the rest of our names and where we were neeting. They'd be able to grab
us up, too."

Li vintius sat back, his brow furrowed, thinking hard. "I'll be... You re entirely cor
reel. That woul d have been disastrous. Let’s bring this up again when we get to ' New
Busi ness. "

"You're, um new to Intelligence, aren’t you?"

Li vintius brightened. "Wich brings us right into Item Three, Getting to Know You. Yes, |
am As are we all.’

Joram | ooked at the others. "How s that again?"

Tinian smiled. "Well, not to put too fine a point on it, but our Intelligence careers, and
the creation of this tenporary unit, are all results of your success on Pengal an. Yes, we
know who you are and what you’'ve done, Joram™

What Joram had done - was acconpany a nmilitary expedition to the world of Pengal an. That
canpaign to win the world back fromthe Separatists had failed, and Jorarn had been
stranded there with a squadron of clone troopers. Joram theri an accountant fromthe

M nistry of Finance, had worked with the troopers, and their comnbined skills had allowed a
nunber of themto get off that world alive. "So, in running away successfully, I..."

"No, not that." She shook her head, and her voice took on a condescendi ng tone. "Your
success denonstrated the degree to which an operative from Finance could contribute to
Intelligence operations. Immediately after your report was eval uated, a subcommittee of
the Republic Senate reconmended that Intelligence begin a pilot programto evaluate the
suitability of experts from other governnent divisions."

Joram felt his heart sink. "So not one of you was in Intelligence prior to my nission on
Pengal an. "

"That’ s right,"” Cherek said. "Though the intensive training we’'ve received, our persona
conpetence, and pure intellect nore than nakes up for any deficits of experience."

"More than make up," Livintius said. "Subject-verb agreenent, Cherek."
"Yes, yes."

Joram decided that it might underm ne the group’s confidence if he were to cradle his head
in his hands. Sobbing woul d probably nmake the situation even worse.

"So," he managed to choke out, "where are you all from originally?"

"Mnistry of Licenses and Permits,"” Cherek said. "But |’ve been training in hand-to-hand
conbat all my life. 1've been the Mnistry of Licenses and Pernmts hand-to-hand com bat
chanpi on for eight consecutive years."

“I"'mfromthe Departnent of Health,"” Tinian said, pride in her voice. "Flora. | specialize
in grains.”

"I"ve held positions in both the Mnistry of Public Information and the Mnistry of
Education," Livintius said. "In truth, |1've spent ny entire adult life in the hall owed
hal | s of education, and let ne tell you, transferring to Intelligence was just the
opportunity |I needed to couple practical experience with the cool perspective of academ a."

"Your background we know," Tinian said. "And your partner?"

"Mapper’s an ex-trooper," Joramsaid. "He's been on the front lines,"

Cherek turned a cold | ook on Mapper. Joram supposed the nman felt threatened by the
presence of someone with actual, rather than tournanment, conbat experience. Mapper ignored
hi m



"Well," Cherek said, "I think we ve acconplished Getting to Know You. Next?"
Li vintius beaned. "ltem Four, Formal Briefing. Sub-ltem A, bjective Summary."

Cherek took over. "W know that Edbit Teeks was reported missing by his |over, Zazana
Renkel, a | ocal wonan; her statement indicated that she saw hi mbei ng grabbed off the | ane
in front of her quarters. Alittle research into her background reveals that she’'s a
menber of PlanSec. And since the Book says that an Intelligence operative should not get
emptionally involved with | ocals, we can presune that Teeks believed he was working her

wi t hout her know edge when she was, in fact, aware of his true role and working him

Qovi ously, she arranged for his arrest.”

Joram frowned. "If she had himgrabbed, why file a report about his di sappearance and
| eave a trail back to hersel f?"

"Aha!" Cherek said. "To establish her innocence in the face of further inquiry, of course.
And she obviously fool ed you. But not nme. Now - where was |?"

"Arranged for bis arrest," Tinian said. "Do keep up, Cherek."

"Right, right. So our task is to grab her and force her to tell us where he is. Once she’'s
done that, we'll find it easier to reacquire him™"

Li vintius nodded sagely. "Rescue missions are nuch nore efficaci ous when one knows where
the object is being held."

Joramlistened with half his attention. The other half struggled with the sense of doom
that had descended on him and with questions: Was it sinple inconpetence or sone sort of
secret effort to undernine the Republic’'s Intelligence community that had led to the
establ i shnent of this tean? And what crinme had he, Joram committed to be attached to it?
"No nore new busi ness?" Cherek asked.

The others all shook their heads, even Mapper. The trooper was finally in one of the
chairs. He | ooked as though he were contenplating the heat-entropy death of the gal axy.

Joram was nunb. Hi s butt was nunmb from hours of sitting. His mind was nunb from hours of
adherence to parlianmentary procedure.

Cherek heaved a happy sigh. "Final item then. Setting up a tine and place for our next
neeting. | recomend reconvening here, imediately after we’ ve grabbed Zazana Renkel ."

"When will that be?" asked Livintius.

"W can’t be sure," Cherek said. 'The operation to grab her is pretty sinple, but there
are tine-related variables."

Livintius’ mouth turned down. "These minutes, which constitute a portion of our officia
report, would be better if we could indicate a precise tine."

Cherek considered. "You're right. How about mdnight, local tinme, or imrediately after we
return from grabbing the Renkel wonan, whichever is |ater?"

Livintius brightened again. "That' Il work."

"Before we vote on that," Tinian said, "how about we set it for after we’ve interrogated
the Renkel woman? That way, we' |l have set up the inclusion of her responses into the next
set of mnutes."”

"CQoh," Livintius said. "Good idea."

"Let’s nake this march," Cherek said. "lncorporating Tinian’s revision, all in favor?”
"Wait," Tinian said, "no one seconded."

Livintius raised his hand. "I second."

"Al'l in favor?" Cherek repeated



There were five ayes.

"Move to adjourn," Cherek said.

"Second," Tinian said.

"Al'l in favor?"

There were five ayes.

"Before we go," Cherek said, "everyone get into whatever you use for stealth-dress, hit
the fresher, and visit the snack table again." He heaved hinself upright, his chair

sighing in relief, and headed toward one of the other roons in the apartment Tinian noved
off toward another room and Livintius materialized beside the snack table.

Joram | ooked at Mapper. "Kill ne."

"You kill ne first."

"I"msenior, and I want you to kill ne."

"Cherek’s the nission conmander. Let’s both kill him"
"l second. Al in favor?"

There were two ayes.

Joram deci ded that Tarhassan was a pretty world by night as well as by day. As he and his
team crui sed the skyways of the city of Nehass, he could see a horizon-to-horizon vista of
i ghts and buil dings. The Tarhassans were obviously fond of colorful illumnations: One
nei ghbor hood woul d have pol e-suspended streetlights in green, another in orange-yell ow,
the business district had nmany buildings that rose to altitudes of sixty or eighty
stories, their curved architectural elenments and bevel ed coiners subtly Iit in blue.

In the dark, however, he couldn’t see all the civic activities he’'d glinpsed on his
initial trip to Cherek’s quarters-the construction of hardened gunnery bunkers, the
drilling of infantry, the setup of watch-stations on tall buildings, all part of the

pl anets preparations for war.

In fact, he could enjoy only a portion of the night view, stuck as he was in the rear seat
of the closed-top airspeeder. Cherek insisted on controlling the vehicle, and Livintius
had shrieked "Gunnery seat!" as soon as they approached the vehicle. Consequently,
Livintius had some sort of right to sit in the front passenger seat, so Joram and Mapper
were stuck in the back with Tinian

Crammed in the back was nore like it. The airspeeder was a conpact nodel w th powerful
engi nes, but it had a passenger conpartnment ideally suited for two adults in front and
shoppi ng bags in back.

Joram said, "Where does this Renkel woman go?"

"Eh?" Cherek said.

"There's really not nuch roomfor a hostage back here. How big is the cargo conpartnent ?"
"No cargo conpartnent,” Cherek said. "W rented this one for speed."

"And style," Livintius added. "Intelligence agents should have style."

"Besi des," Cherek said, "she's not a hostage. She's a prisoner of war."

"So where does the prisoner go?"

Cherek and Livintius | ooked atone another. "Across your |aps? 1 Cherek said.

"l don’t think so," Joram said.

"I"’'mthe mssion | eader, and | say..."



"We'll vote on it, as usual. But there're three of us in the back, and we're the ones
who' Il have her across our laps, so | predict we'll all vote against."” Joram got an

i medi ate nod from Mapper, and, after a nonent of consideration, a matching nod from
Ti ni an. " See?"

Cherek sighed, vexed. "All right. W'll put Tinian up here between ne and Livintius. Then
you can have the hostage..."

"Prisoner of war," Livintius corrected.

"...prisoner of war between you. That way everyone's equally unconfortable. Ah, here we
are."

Cherek pushed the controls forward and sent the airspeeder into a power dive. Joram
grabbed at the restraining straps. They held himin place but sonehow | et his stomach
drift alarmingly within his body. The ground got bigger fast, its |andspeeders starting as
di stant toys but growing in seconds to fast-noving traffic.

Joram | ooked over at Mapper; the trooper was holding on to his own straps with one hand
and the seat back in front of himw th!he other. and Tinian was desperately holding on to
hi m

Then the world tilted again, and the | andspeeders they were diving toward becane

| andspeeders rushing straight at them Joramfelt the airspeeder shudder as its hul
scraped the ground. They were skidding, turning the world beyond the wi ndscreen into a
whirl of lights that wobbled and shook. Finally they were still.

"Good job," Livintius said. "Not far froma parking slot." The agi ng academ ¢ seened cal m
al though his skin had become reddish. It now began to fade back to its normal hue.

They were on a | andspeeder | ane, parked at an incorrect angle a neter fromthe raised

wal kway on one side. On the other side was a residential building. Al though a mdget by
Coruscant standards, it rose high enough to | oom over surrounding residences, twenty
stories at |least, and had a marquee sign on the front that read "Liezder Towers." A nonent
| ater the words faded and were replaced by "Coruscant Living at Tarhassan Rates."

"I"'mgoing to throw up," Tinian said.
"Wait until we get back to nmy quarters," Cherek suggested. "Now, we have to-what’'s the
sub- agenda, Livintius?"

“Item One, enter the building without being seen. Two, elininate anyone who sees us. Does
that nean we get to kill thenP"

"I f absolutely necessary."

Livintius offered a sigh of satisfaction. "Three, deternine which quarters belong to
Zazana Renkel. Four, proceed to that set of quarters. Five, enter those quarters. Six,
deternmi ne whet her Renkel is there. And now we branch. |If she’s there..."

"That’ s enough for now," Cherek said. "Let's start on the operational details. Entering
wi t hout bei ng detected."

"There she is," said Mapper

"We could pretend to be comink repairers,” Tinian said. "W’'l|l need to acquire service
unifornms. W'd enter the | obby and tefl the security personnel that Renkel has reported a
conl i nk outage."

"So he calls heron his conlink, and she denies it," Livintius said.

Cherek shook his head. "Back it up a step. Before that, we kill the power to the building
so the conmink outage is plausible.™

Ti ni an considered. "Then we’'d need to be power-grid repairers, wouldn't we?"

"There she is," Mapper said again. He was pointing through the air-speeder’s
transpari steel w ndscreen. A woman, tall, |ean, and dark-haired, dressed in a dark blue



uniformw th orange trim was thirty meters fromthe front of the building and approaching
it at a rapid walk.

"Yes, yes," Cherek said, "Livintius, when she goes in, you can strike Item Six and the
"she’s not hone yet’ branch. Now, how do we get to the building s power controls?"

"But we can grab her now," Joram said
"What, and spoil the plan?"

Joramgrow ed to hinself, a credible initation of a hol odrana rancor. "Mapper, go get her
standard tal k and pop."

"Thank you," Mapper said. The relief in his voice suggested he'd been given a reprieve
froma death sentence. He hit the button beside him and the airspeeder door slid up and
out of the way.

"Wait, wait," Cherek sard.

Mapper didn't wait. He unstrapped hinself in an instant, untangled hinmself fromTinian s
grip in another, and nmoved toward the woman.

Joramtook a | ook around. There were pedestrians on this wal kway and others on the one
opposite, but rone within forty or fifty neters. He drew his Intelligence-issued

bl aster-his primry weapon, not the hol dout weapon-and switched it over to its stun
setting.

"You can't do this," Cherek said. "You can’'t just jettison the plan we spent so nuch tine
creating. That way |lies anarchy and confusion."

"He's right, you know," Tinian said.

"You' ' re denpnstrating a marked tendency toward rebellion arid aggression, Li vintius said.
Tini an | ooked thoughtful. "A dietary inbal ance could be contributing to your bad attitude,
Joram "

Joramignored them Over on the wal kway, Mapper and the woman now st ood together. Mapper
gestured up and down the | andspeeder lane like a lost tourist, 3 role he' d played before.
Joram steadi ed his blaster in the viewport frame of the aircar and squeezed the trigger

A blast of light sizzled across to strike the woman in the torso. She jerked in a
full -body spasm and began to fall backward.

Mapper caught her, swi nging her armup over his shoul ders, tucking her in close to him as
t hough she were a close friend who'd had too nuch to drink. Still tal king, Mapper haul ed
her back toward the airspeeder

Joram | owered his blaster out of sight and took stock of the potential wtnesses. Severa
of them had obviously heard the noise of the blaster and were | ooking around. Two, not far
away, were staring at Mappei and the unconsci ous wonan in some confusion. But there was no
vi sual evidence to convince themthat a crinme was being conmtted. Tinian, you need to be
in the front seat."

"Right." She snapped out of what |ooked |ike a nomentary trance. She slid out Mpper’s
door and noved around to stand beside the front passenger door. "Livintius, let ne in."

The aged Fal |l een opened it and stood as Mapper reached the air-speeder. This is very
irregular...”

"Qunnery seat!" Tinian said. Her face was suddenly alight with a victorious smle.

"Ch, blast you." Livintius got back into the airspeeder and slid over to take the mddle
seat. Tinian hopped in beside him | ooking smug.

Mapper | evered the unconscious woman in through the opc-n door. Joram dragged her in
besi de him WMapper crowded in and seal ed the door. "Ready to go," Joram said.

Wth a snarl, Cherek returned his attention to the controls. In a nonent they were



airborne. "Joram |’'mgoing to report your insubordination and insolence to our superior
as soon as we get back to the safe house. And you’'ll be shipped out of here with a bl ack
mark on your record. O you can prom se not to countermand ny explicit orders, or the
explicit plans worked up by this commttee, ever again. What’'s it going to be?"

"So ny experience and initiative, which have saved you hours and linited danger to this
unit, don't nean anything to you."

"No, they don't You re nor our intellectual equal. Your experience is obviously irrel evant
and your initiative is nothing but rebellion. Now, you can obey or go hone in disgrace.
What's it going to be?"

Joram set his jaw. He wanted Cherek to send himhone. It nmight keep himfrom getting
killed.

But then Cherek, Tinian, and Livintius would foul up their mssion, and they would be
caught or killed. Maybe Mapper, too. Cherek hadn’t said anythi ng about sendi ng Mapper
back. And if he ordered Mapper to stay, the |loyal and determ ned cl one trooper m ght just
feel obligated to obey.

"Wl | ?" Cherek repeated

Finally Joramwas able to work his jaw again. "All right," he said. "I promse."

"Not good enough. | want your word of honor. Repeat ny instructions back to me so we're
all on the same itemon the agenda."

Cherek’ s neck | ooked very vul nerable. Joramcould reach up, give the man’s head a tw st,
and snap it. He had been taught how.

Every word was |like a stone he had to cough up fromhis guts. "All right. | give ny word
of honor that | will not countermand your direct orders or the agreed-upon plans of
this... committee."

"Good enough," Cherek said. "For now. "

"I don’t know where he is," the woman protested.

She was in one of the chairs in Cherek’s rented quarters, and just binding her there had
been quite a feat. The billowy furniture had no | oops, holes, distinct |egs or other
conponents that would permt ropes to be firmy attached, so instead of ropes they'd had
to use broad silver binder-tape. Layer upon layer of the stuff adhered her linbs to the
furniture. More |ayers crossed her forehead, hol ding her head back agai nst the puffy
headr est .

Zazana Renkel was a good-| ooki ng wonan, Joram deci ded, not hol o-drama beautiful, but
every-man- wor ki ng-wi t h- her-woul d-gravitate-to-her attractive, with dark brown eyes and a
manner of expressing herself that suggested intelligence. She was doi ng what she could to
hi de the fact that she was very afraid.

O course she was afraid. Joramwould be afraid, too, if he were being interrogated by
five masked | unatics.

The masks were cheap rubber things Livintius had bought. They all bore the sane face, a
broad set of male features marked with horizontal bands of war paint in red, yellow and
bl ack. Livintius had said that they comenorated a hero from Tarhassan mel odranmas. So in
addition to everything else, the spies were interrogating the wonan with the face of one
of the local cultural icons.

"Don’t pretend you didn't know Edbit was with Republic Intelligence," Cherek said
Renkel ' s eyes opened wi de. "What ?"

Joram sighed silently. In his peripheral vision, he saw Mapper begin to bang his head on
the wall.

"W don’t much care for liars, you know. " Cherek drew a deep breath and expelled it as if
bani shing the denmons of petty irritation. "But we mght forgive you if you tell us where
you're interrogating him"



"I don"t... | didn"t... | really don"t..."

"Ch, cone on," Cherek said. "Don't tell me you didn't get lots of praise and a big bonus
for bringing in the sole Republic Intelligence agent on your planet."

"But..."

Joram grabbed Cherek by his shirt and yanked, hauling the nan down the short hall and into
the ground-fl oor bedroom Cherek uttered a protracted "Hey..." as he was drawn al ong.

Joram slid the door shut behind the two of themand pulled his mask off. He tried very
hard to keep his voice reasonable. "Cherek, do you know what you just did wong?"

Cherek pulled his own mask off. His face was flushed, but it |ooked as though he was
nerely overheated fromthe nmask. "You re wal ki ng dangerously close to insubordination
again."

"No, I"'mwithin the paranmeters of my promise. Listen. In the course of this interrogation
you' ve given her nmore information than you' ve received. If she didn't know before that
Teeks was Intelligence, she does now And even if she did, she m ght not have known that
he was the only Intelligence officer on-world... and she does now. You see?"

Cherek considered. "Un,..dam."

"So when we go out there again, either | can take over the questioning-"

"Or | can continue, inplenenting your suggestions. Wich is what we’ll do. Thank you." The
| ast two words sounded slightly | ess grudgi ng than usual

Joram turned away, put his mask back on, and slid the door open again

In the main room Renkel was saying, "So Tarhassan rates only one Intelligence officer?
Total ? | nean, not even support personnel ?"

Livintius, his voice soothing, said, "Don't take it so hard, young lady. |'msure you're
really a wy dangerous world at heart. There are five nore now, is that better?"

Behi nd Joram Cherek said, "Livintius, you idiot."

Everyone in the roomturned to | ook at him Joram seeing Mapper’'s eyes w den behind his
eye-slits, also turned.

Cherek’s face was now flushed with anger as well as heat. Joram could see this because the
man’s mask was still in his hand.

Cherek charged forward, grabbed Livintius by the arm and haul ed himback into the
bedroom Tm an fol | owed.

Mapper put his head into his hands. H s shoul ders shook as he trisd to repress sobs.

Joramreturned to the bedroomand listened to Cherek repeat Joranis own words of a nonent
ago.

As Cherek reached the end of the spiel and took a breath, Joram said, "And there' s another
probl em Now she’s seen your face and heard Livintius nane."

"Eh?" Cherek | ooked at him then glanced at the mask still in his hand. "Oh. Yes, that is
a problem™

"She can identify us," Livintius said. He sounded breathless. He pulled off his own mask.
H s eyes were shining. "W have to kill her."

"WAait, no," Tinian said.
Cherek | ooked unconfortable. "I don’'t know. "

"W’ ie not going to get anything nore out of her,
kill her now "

Livintius said. "She's tough. Let’s



"That’s not right," Tm an said.

"Not a good idea," Joramsaid. "You and she both belong to the sane intelligence
conmunity, even though you' re on opposite sides right now But in six nonths, five years,

you nmay be working together... or you nmay be on opposite sides but have a conmmpn eneny.
You' Il need to have relationships with people in the trade you can trust-within [imts.
Peopl e you know won’t kill unnecessarily."

Li vintius shook his head, vigorous in his new desire. "This is absolutely necessary,"” he
sai d. "She can endanger our m ssion and our departure fromthis world. W have to kil
her. Kill kill kill."

Cherek’s troubl ed expression cleared. "I hate to say it, but Livintius is right."

"Have you ever killed a prisoner of war?" Joram asked.

"Well," Cherek said, "of course |'ve killed. | amvery..."

"Proficient in the conmbat arts," Livintius and Tinian said.

Cherek glared at them

"But have you ever killed a prisoner?" Joram continued. "Soneone who is hel pl ess?"
"No. "

Li vintius and Tinian al so shook their heads.

"Do you want to?"

"Well, it’s not... sporting," Cherek said.

"Though it would be interesting to watch," Livintius said.

"Then leave it to Mapper." Joram | ooked toward the Iiving roomas if he could see through
the intervening walls. "He's a nerciless killer. He'll not only elininate her, he’l

di spose of her in such a way that they'Il never find the body. He's very fond of
construction sites and duracrete foundations."

"“Ah," both men said, new wi sdom and respect in theii voices, Tinian said nothing. She
glared at all of them

Joram put his nmask back on.
"No need for that now, " said Cherek

"Yes, there is. If we all three go out there with our nasks off, she'll know that we
intend to kill her. She’s a cunning PlanSec operative, renenber?"

"Ch, right." Cherek nodded in confused agreenent.

When they returned to the main chanber, Mapper was kneeling beside Renkel’s chair. She was
t al ki ng,

"...snatched himoff the street. | was wal ki ng hone as usual and couldn’t catch up to
their speeder. | don’t know why he was taken. And | don’t know why you ve taken nme. |'m
only a civilian enployee. | don't have access to any inportant infor mation. | do

statistical analyses of crimnal activity databases."

"Qoh," Livintius whispered. "Now |I'msorry we have to kill her. The conversations we could
have..."

"Shhhh, " Cherek cauti oned.
"So," Renkel continued, "he couldn't just have been using nme. There would be no point to

it, would there?! think he loved me. I know | love him" There was desperation in her
voi ce, and she stared into Mapper’s half-conceal ed eyes as if seeking affirmation in them



"I suspect you're right," Mapper said. "I mean, the nost he could get fromyou would
be-what ? lIdentification docunents that would get himinto your building?" Renkel nodded,
and Mapper continued, "And if that was all he wanted, then he’d have taken it and | eft
you. Correct’"

"Yes!" There was relief in her voice.

"So I'’msure his feelings for you were genuine," Mapper said.

"Do you think he's hurt?" she asked.

Livintius said, "Probably being tortured. Do you think he’'d stand up well to torture?"
"W don’'t torture people!"

"Of course you do," Livintius ihot back. "Everyone but the Republic tortures captives."
"He's kidding," Joramsaid. "You d know better than we would, right?"

Renkel nodded agai n.

Mapper, his voice soothing, continued, "So he's been | ocked up, and he’'s fine, and he's
waiting for this war to be over so he can rejoin you. It's as sinple as that,"

Renkel let out a Iong sigh of relief. "How nuch |onger are you going to hold me?"

Joram noved around behind her and silently drew his blaster. He checked to make sure that
it was still on its stun setting.

“"Not |ong," Mapper said. "You ve been very cooperative..."

Joram ai med. Mapper stepped back and away fromthe wonan. Joram shot her again and wat ched
the bail oonlike chair convul se as the shock hit her system

“"I't mght be better to kill her now," Livintius said, his voice breathy. He pulled his
mask free.

The others followed suit. Joram shook his head. "Forensics mght detect mnute traces of
carboni zed flesh in this chanber if we did. Belter to kill her well away from here.™

Mapper stared at him w de-eyed. Joramallowed a sinister smle to play across his |ips.
"Li ke those guys we took out to get into the spacecraft bay on Pengalan. W'll do the sane
to her... only worse."

Mapper thought about it and his expression cleared. They d done nothing nore than hamrer
those two nmen unconscious and | eave themtied up. "So I'Il need..."

"Just a blaster pistol...and the nedical bag." Joramtried to nake the two words sound as
though they’'d originated in some nmythol ogical hell. In his peripheral vision, he saw
Ti ni an shudder. Livintius smled.

"Til cone with you as backup,"” Joramcontinued, "if the boss permts | expect the three of
themwill all be needed to work out the operational details for the next step of the plan.

"Right," Mpper said,
"What is our next step?" Livintius asked.

"Teeks was snatched by PlanSec," Cherek said. "Wthout question. So we need to plan a
rescue raid on the main PlanSec building here in the capital. They wouldn't inprison him
in any place less inmportant.”

"We're working for idiots,” Mapper said. "And you promi sed to do everything they said.” He
was in control of the airspeeder, maneuvering it at legal rates along well-posted
sky-rout es above Nehass.

Joram shook his head. "I promised to obeyCherek’s orders and the dictates of their
horrible committee. | didn't promse to do anything else they said. | didri’t prom se not
to figure out howto get themto do what | want... which | have. And | didn't prom se not



to do things on ny own. Speaking of which..." He opened up hisdatapad. "I'mbringing up a
map. | want you to drop nme off there."

"Beamit to the nav conputer. Wuat is it?"

"Edbit Teeks’ home. I'’mgoing to give it a close | ook while you make Renkel confortable.

That trio of irredeenmmbl es thinks that Teeks had no | ocal resources, which is an
i mpossibility I need to disprove. Wen you' re done, cone back for me,"

Mapper smled. "Now | feel better."

Mapper dropped Joram off a short distance fromthe housing tower that had been Edbit

Teeks’ public address. Mapper returned to the air as soon as Joram seal ed the door. It

woul dn’t do to remmin on the ground | ong enough for a pedestrian to see the woman- shaped
di sposal bag stretched across the back seat. Renkel, under the influence of the seda-tives
fromthe nmedi cal bag, would remmin asleep for hours, perhaps the better part of a day.
Mapper would find a place to conceal her where she was likely to remain undi scovered unti
hours past the Intelligence teanis departure from Tarhassan. Joram woul d ensure that the
team woul d | eave before tomorrow was very ol d.

Teeks’ buil ding was shorter and broader than Renkel’s. Its duracrete face, stippled and
dyed to resenble natural stone, was dark from age. The north face, thick with bal conies,
over|l ooked a park. No one wal ked in the park, and guardsnen, dressed in the fluttery
orange-and-gol d livery of Tarhassan’s armed forces, stood watchfully in the northeast and
sout hwest corners. The west face, which was where the primary buil ding entrance was

| ocated, had no bal conies, but nany broad viewports gave its residents a fine | ook down at
the | andspeeder | ane bel ow.

The buil ding | obby was unguarded, wall sensors permtting access to its turbolifts.
Renkel ' s pockets had yiel ded up a transpansteel cylinder containing nany of the planet’s
coi n- shaped magneti c access di sks, and when Joram held the cylinder up to a sensor, the
turbolift doors opened.

Teeks’ quarters were on the sixth floor. H's door, a powered slider, was sealed by a
magneti ¢ coupler marked "Planetary Security." Joramtook a nmonent to assure hinself that
no one was novi ng down the floor’s hallway, then went to work di sengagi ng the coupl er
This was one of many skills he'd acquired since joining Republic Intelligence, and the
coupl er, designed to keep the mldly curious out or alert security forces if the very
curious forced their way through, soon di sengaged. Then Renkel’'s cylinder of disks gave
hi m access to the darkened interior

The quarters were lightly furnished. The fact that there wasn't rmuch furniture meant that
thei e was not much wreckage to clean up; someone had put the place through an anmateurish
and destructive search. The two sofa-chairs in the main room one a single and the other a
doubl e-wi de, had been sl ashed open, their stuffing pulled free; no | onger restrained by
the chair coverings, the stuffing had swelled to three times or nore its nornal vol une,
nmaki ng portions of the roomlook like an artificial fungus forest. The thick green

foam carpet on the floor contributed to the inpression

The tabl e between the exterior viewport and the narrower sofa-chair had been knocked down.
A table lamp with a distinctive sw ng-out gl owodarmwas on the floor, toppled but intact.
In the bedchanber, the plush, freestanding mattress had been shredded, and its swollen
contents nade the chanber appear to be full of the prinordial ancestors of the main
chanber’s fungal grow hs.

The wreckage held little interest for Joram It would have been thoroughly sifted through
by PlanSec. It was not |likely there would beany-thing for himto find. In fact, he was

| ooking for one crucial thing the security forces were less likely to detect, and he' d

al ready seen it.

From t he bedchanber, he recovered an intact |ow table. He positioned this beside the front
vi ewport, put the lanp atop it, swung the armout so that the glowod was directly in

front of thetransparisteel, and switched the |anp on. The glowod was still intact, and
suddenly the mai n chanber was il | um nat ed.
The light was risky. There might still be security personnel on duty watching this place.

The | anp was a signalling device, used in a standard procedure to signal an agent’s |oca
resources. It was plausibly a reading | anp; Teeks could sit in the sofa-chair beside the



viewport, keep the lanp armnear him and read. But when circunstances called for it, he'd
swing the armout so that it shone in the viewport, as Joram had just done.

Joramsat in the ruined chair. He drew his blaster and waited

A knock, light and tentative, awoke Joram He reached over to turn the glowod off, then
called, "lIt’'s not sealed."

The hal | way door opened. A dimnutive male stood there, his silhouetted features
i ndistinct. He noved in quickly, letting the door slide shut behind him "Geetings," the

man said, his voice deep, out of proportion to his snall stature. "I’mnot sure | have the
correct building. I’'ve conme about the rental quarters?”

"No need for a cover story," Joramsaid. "The |anp signal was deliberate. You're a |loca
working with Teeks. What do | call you?"

The sil houette sagged just a little, perhaps in relief. "Tharb."

"l don’t think I've run into that name before."

"It’s not a name. It’'s a code nanme. It’s a bug. A Tarhassan bug."

"Ah. How |l ong has it been since you've been conpensated?"

"Since Teeks was taken."

Wth his free hand, Joramfished around in a pocket and brought up some credchi ps, generic
ones he’d exchanged for gold at the spaceport, not traceable to him He calculated their
val ue agai nst what he knew were standard rates for |ocal infornmer services and put two of
themon the table with the lanp. "You can have these when |’ m gone."

"Thank you."

"Why was Teeks taken?"

Tharb shrugged. "PlanSec investigators showed up at the restaurant, Corgan’s Gustatorium
where | usually nmake exchanges with him | happened to be there."

You work there, Joram decided. Now Icon find you again

"They asked very specific questions about his visits to the restaurant, about anyone he
m ght have net there regularly.”

But no one could remenber any patron he met regularly. And since you're free, no one
renmenbered that you were his regul ar server.

"I raced over here as soon as | could get free, but | was del ayed by circunstances."

You hod to wait until you shift was over.

"And | saw themtake him"

Joram consi dered. "By any chance, did you follow them when they took hi maway?"

"Yes, | did."

Joram added another two credchips to the little pile on the table. Either you sold hi mout
and risked nothing by following them or you' re a daring resource and we badly want to
keep you. "Were did they take hinP"

"The main office of Planetary Security, downtown."

Jorarn managed to keep an expression of dismay off his face-an irrelevant effort, since
his visitor couldn’'t see his features in the dark. Cherek, for all the wong reasons, had
been ri ght about where Teeks was. It was going to hurt like hell to admt that. "Is there

anything you can tell nme about that building?"

"I can give you partial plans. Miin entrance, interrogation areas, hol ding areas. Nothing
about the vehicle bays, computer areas, anything like that.’



You’re an ex-convict who's been there as a prisoner, and are now working as a food server,
Joram t hought. "Good. On your data pad?”

"On ny data pad."
Joram brought out his own datapad. "Beamit over."

Joram and Mapper reentered Cherek’s quarters sonme three hours after they' d left. Mapper
coached in the role he was now to play, kept his features cold and still. Cherek, Tinian,
and Livintius regarded the two of themw th expressions mxing admration with dread.

Tm an’s manner was wei ghted nore toward horror as she watched Mapper. Joramsniled. Their
expressions would really beconme alarned if they knew that the supposed victimlay w apped
in blankets mthe utilities shed of an abandoned construction site, sleeping off her
drug-i nduced stupor

"It’s done," Joram said.

"“About tine. | hope Joramdidn’t slow you down too nuch. Mapper." Cherek gestured at the
chanber’s tabl e, which now was only hal f-covered with snack food. The other half was
littered with sheets of flinmsi covered in hand-scraw ed notes. "W do have a plan for the

next stage of the investigation. Voted on, sealed, and approved."
"Sorry we didn’t wait for you," Livintius said. "But we were all in agreenent..."

"And with three voting in unison, our votes weren't needed," Joramsaid. "But | have sone
news. | hope it doesn’'t interfere with your operational plans.”

Cherek | ooked offended by the possibility. "Wat news?"

"The Renkel woman confessed all before the poison took hold." Joram offered up a shudder
at the pretended nenory. "She admitted that she’'d turned in her lover to PlanSec. He's
being interrogated at the mamfacility. You were right all along, Cherek."

"l knew that."

"So what's our plan?" Mapper asked.

"Well, there are holes in it," Cherek said There was weary adm ssion in his voice. "And
until we plug them we can’t | aunch our rescue. For instance, we need to know the | ayout
of the building."

"Ch, | have that," Mapper said. "It was on Renkel’'s datapad. Just the section of the
buil ding she was famliar with. The cells and interrogation areas, nostly."

Cherek cane half up out of his chair. "You still have that?"
"Of course. | took all her personal effects to dispose of separately. They're still in the
speeder. "

Cherek’s sm | e suggested that he was ready to adopt Mapper and make himhis heir. "Good
work. Livintius, fill himin."

The acadeni c Fall een preened, happy to be the center of attention. "Item One, Sub-Item A,
Sunmary: Rescue Edbit Teeks from Planetary Security Building. Sub-lItem B, Resources, The
five of us, one rental air-speeder, this set of rented quarters, personal weapons and
gear. Mapper, do you have expl osives?"

"I do. W have only half a dozen shaped charges, though, all | could snuggle in."

"That might do.... Sub-ltem C, Procedures. Dress one of us in sinmulated PlanSec uniform
That one acconplishes entry into PfanSec building, makes his way to an unobserved exterior
portal, and admits the others. Seize PlanSec personnel and force themto lead the way to
Teeks’ cel|. Force open Teeks’ cell, Exit building; necessary inprovisation here. Exit
vicinity. Make inmediate trip to spaceport for extraction."

"And now that we have a real, not simulated, PlanSec uniform" Cherek said, "we know who's
going to performthe initial intrusion. If you're up toit, Tinian. You re the only one
even close to Renkel’'s size."



Ti ni an consi dered, then nodded. "1'Il do it. That woman gave her life so that Teeks could
be rescued. I'"'mnot going 10 let that be a waste.”

Her tone surprised Joram Renkel’'s supposed death had obviously shattered her naivete.
There may be some hope for you after all, he decided.

But he had to find sone way to acconpany her into the PlanSec buil dings. O herw se, she
was not likely to get out alive.

In what el sewhere was the qui etest hour before the gol den-orange Tarhassan dawn, the
| andspeeder lane in front of the Planetary Security building was busy with a shift change.

Ti ni an gul ped, exited the airspeeder, and mngled with the crowmd. She marched up the green
duracrete stair? to the building’ s arched entrance. C osely follow ng Mapper’s

i nstructions, she wal ked fast but not conspicuously so, her attention apparently on the
dat apad in her hand,

As she neared the main entryway, she held up Renkel’'s identity disk, waving it with
si mul ated unconcern in front of the sensor, and passed into the | obby.

There was no alarm no outcry, no sudden surge of officers toward the |obby. Joram in the
back seat, realized that he was holding his breath. Finally he let it out.

“"No matter how nmany tinmes you do this, it’s never easy, huh?" asked Cherek. H s tone
suggested that he was one weary veteran tal king to another

Joram gestured toward the entrance. "Let’'s stay here to see if any-thing bad happens.™
"No, let's get to our waiting point." Cherek put the airspeeder in notion, noving a bl ock
down the | andspeeder lane, pulling it to the streetside around the first corner

Cherek’s comink beeped, indicating an incomng signal. He pulled it fromits clip on his
| apel. This is Gintaash-One, go."

Tin ian's voice, hushed, cane across the comink’s tiny speaker: "I'min the basenent."
"That was fast. Basenent? You' re supposed to be headed toward the cell block."

"I found out ny identity disk doesn’t get nme into the secure hall to the building s
interior. But | saw a worker com ng out of a door to the basenent near the hall access. |
kept the door fromclosing and he didn’t notice. There's no one clown here. | can nove
around wi t hout being seen.”

"Tinian," Cherek’s voice was a pained whine. "That... wasn’t... the plan. "

"I know, |I'msorry. That was all | could do."

Cherek’s lips nmoved silently, and Joram recogni zed that the man was counting to ten again
This time Cherek got to fifteen before he said, "Wat about accesses?"

"“I"ve found one door frame already, but it’'s blocked with a duracrete slab. It's hard to
rnove dround down here. It’'s all caged areas filled with boxes of what 1 think is old
evidence and files." They heard a quiet, high-pitched sneeze over the cotnlnk. "Sorry.
Dusty, too."

"Let me know when you’ ve got something we can use. Gintaash-One, out." Cherek repl aced
the comink on his lapel, then | ooked confused. "Did | call her Gintaash-Two, or by her
name, the first time?"

Mapper said, "Her nane."
Cher ek began counting again

"I have a door," Cherek’'s | apel whispered. "It's heavy netal and it has all sorts of
noni toring devices on it."

Cher ek undi pped the com ink again. "Good, good. |'’mgoing to give you to Mapper. Maybe
Mapper can tal k you through disabling them Mpper’'s a good agent."



Mapper asked Ti ni an questions about the security array on the door, then began providing
detailed instructions on howto deal with the devices. Joram half-listened but kept nost
of his attention on the surroundi ng speeders and pedestrians. Traffic was increasing, and
four people sitting for a protracted period in a parked airspeeder would eventual |y becone
conspi cuous.

"I think I'"ve got it," Tinian said.’ The last display is green now It reads "Cear.’"

"Good joh," Mapper said. "lI'’mgiving you back to the boss." He handed the comink over.
' The door’s about hal fway al ong the north wall. She hears speeder traffic, so it’'s
exterior,"

"W're com ng for you, Gintaash-Two," Cherek said. He exited the airspeeder. Mapper and
Joram fol | owed. Livintius scooted over to be behind the controls. He had been thrilled to
be made the speeder-man, the unit’s getaway specialist, for this operation

On the short wal kover, Cherek said, "Now, how do we get fromthe basenent to the cel
bl ock?"

They wal ked in silence for a mnute while Joramformul ated his response. Finally he said,
"I have an idea-a partial idea, anyway. But there's a problemwth it that | just can't
work out. So it probably won't succeed."

"Probably not," Cherek agreed. "Let's hear it."

"We have Livintius watch the front entrance for a few mnutes. At the point a unit of

Pl anSec agents brings in one or nore prisoners, we have Tinian and anot her one of us stand
by at the basenent door, peeking out. She and the other fall in behind the agents and
their prisoner, and see if they can get into the secure hall on their shirttails.
Livintius can run back to the speeder then."

"Ah," Cherek said. "But Tinian’s the only one of us in uniform Even if they let her in
why would they let the other one in "

"He's her prisoner, see. Hands bound behind his back, he puts on a perpetrator face... you
know. "

Cher ek nodded, considering. "So what’s the insoluble problemw th this plan?”

"Well, of the three of us, none of us is dunb enough | ooking, or disreputable enough
| ooking, to pass as a crimnal."

"Ah." Cherek thought about that as they turned the corner, crossed the narrow traffic |ane
bet ween the security building and the building adjacent to it, and reached what had to be
the access to Tinian's door - a flight of duracrete steps descending into shadow The three
of them | ooked around, naking sure that no one was watching, and trotted down the stairs.

Chetek said, "Joram it's time for you to redeemyourself. |I'’msure you can pull off that
role. It’s alnbpst no acting required."

Joram nmade his voice light, his tone naive. "You really think so?"
"l do." Cherek clapped himon the shoul der, then capped on the door

Her hand on the small of his back, occasionally shoving to propel himforward, Tinian kept
Joram cl ose behind the trio of uniformed PlanSec agents and their prisoner, a spindly
worman who persisted in conplaining that she'd divorced the man, that he was now renarri ed
on Corellia, that she had no Republic | eanings.

The secure portions of the building seemed packed with PlanSec agents, all energetic, al
di scussing the war to come. Snatches of defense plans, evacuation plans, and retaliation
plans drifted past. Joram knew that he had to be pallid and sweating but decided that it
woul d merely lend authenticity to bis role.

Then they were past the first set of offices and cross-corridors, |eaving nost of the
crowd behi nd.

A uniforned officer up ahead-tall, balding, with a build like an athlete twenty years



younger than his apparent age-noticed them "Wat’ya got there, guardswoman?"

"Prisoner delivery," Tinian said. "From Dandahass, that’s ny station. Thisguy was named by
one of your prisoners and wants to work a deal. He's a Republic Intelligence contact,"

"One of our prisoners?" The officer eyed Joram specul atively. Joramheld his gaze for a
nonent but then broke eye contact as if unable to withstand the man’s stare.

They were cl ose enough now to the man that Tinian could drop her tone. "Yes, your guy
is..." She consulted her datapad, unnecessarily. "EdbitTeeks. This one, VarpoPrabb, admts
to being his main connection anong native Tarhassi ans."

"Good, good."The officer gestured for themto follow, then | ed them down the corridor
' Teeks. Fine work. Conme into my office."

Joram and Tinian foll owed, Joramtaking a; fast an inpression as he could of the office.
He saw a semi -opaque viewport for privacy, chairs that seenmed skel etal conpared to all rhe
others he’'d encountered here, a desk heaped with stacks of reports, datachips, odd-shaped
kni ckknacks.

For the nonent, they were out of sight of anyone in the hallway, Tinian drew her
bl aster- Renkel’s bl aster. "Don’t nove."

The officer froze. Joramcould see himcalculating-was it worth it to shout and warn his
fellows when it might nmean death? Was there any chance this woman woul d hesitate, not fire
at all’

Joram kneed the officer in the groin, putting all his mass into it. The officer folded
forward. H's groan was |oud enough to carry, but the noise fromthe hallway was al so | oud.
Joramtwi sted his wists out of the bonds | oosely wapped around them and tapped the wall
button; the door slid shut with a whoosh. Then he took a nmetal nodel of a PlanSec corvette
fromthe desktop and brought it down on the back of the man's head. It took three bl ows,
but the officer finally fell unconscious.
"Joram |I'mnot sure I'mfit to do this," Tinian said. Her voice was shaky. She | ooked at
the blaster in her hand as if puzzling out what to do with it next. "I'mnot a killer like
you and Mapper."

"We're not killers like us, either.” Joram weighed matters. Conpartnentalizing information
was usually a good idea, but not when it caused distrust anbng a Hi es one depended on for
survival. 'The Renkel woman is still alive."

"What ?"

"She is.Cherek and Livintius don’t know. Listen, you re doing fine. Get this man’s
restraints fromhis beit clip and bind him Then gag him" Joramreached down to pull the
nman’ s datapad fromhis belt pouch. "Let's find Teeks. "

At this hour, the second-floor cell and interrogation area were lightly guarded and
trafficked. Tinian, again working her prisoner-delivery story, put Joramin front of an
outer-perineter guard, then an inner-perinetei guard. Each tinme, while pretending to hand
the guard her datapad with the documents on her prisoner, she lured the guard into
reaching through the bars for it. Joram grabbed each man in turn, dragged himinto the
bars, and held himthere while Tinian stunned himw th Renkel’'s blaster. Then the identity
di sk of the officer they d captured downstairs gave them access into the detention area
beyond.

Finally, they stood outside the cell marked with the nunber that corresponded to Teeks.
Joram coul d see through the transparisteel panel in the door; a mddl e-aged man of nedi um
build, a Iight and unkenpt beard on his face, dressed in prisoner pastel violet, was
asleep on the cell’s bunk. On the far wall, a high viewport admitted exterior light. Joram
waved the officer’s identity disk in front of the door sensor, but its readout renmained
resolutely red.

Joram keyed hisconmink. "Gintaash-Five to One, cone in."
"This is Gintaash-Four." It was Mapper’'s voi ce,

"Four, where’'s One?"



"Asl eep."
Joram grinned. "How d that happen?"
"I didn’t nmake himany prom ses, Five. He bunped his head,"

"Right. W're just outside the pickup point. W re going to need a distraction as soon as
possi ble. A big, loud one. Do that, then exit. W’I| becom ng out on the north face, too.
Three, are you ready to stand by?"

"Moving into position." Livintius's voice was unnaturally high. "Wat do you nean, he's
sl eepi ng?"

"Well, he’s waking up. Still a bit groggy. And he’s going to be rnad. 1'l|l be ready with
your distraction in thirty seconds."

"Set it off, don't wait for further instructions."
setting up his explosive charge on the cell door

Joram pocketed his comink, then began

Monents |later, there was a nmuffl ed boomfrombelow. It seened tc have little effect. There
was a faint vibration in the floor, but there were no shrieks, no rattling of ceilings and
wal | s, no cascades of duracrete dust from above.

Then the sirens started. They were shrill whooping noi ses, a constant cycle of auditory
pai n. The com ink Joram had stolen fromthe unconscious officer blared with its own
nmessage: "Intruders, basenment |evel. W' ve had an expl osion event. Repeat, an expl osion
event."

Suddenly there was a face on the other side of the viewport: Teeks, awake but sl eepy,
confused. Joram keyed the comlink on the door. "Teeks, get against the far wall, cover
yourself with your mattress."

Teeks nodded and di sappear ed.

Joram set the timer on his charge, then he and Tinian withdrew along the corridor and
around the first corner. Faces now filled nost of the cell viewports. Some of these men
and worren were hanmmering, others tal king, sonme pleading with nothing but their
expressions. Joramignored them

He and Tinian were barely in place when the charge blew, hurling netal fragnments all al ong
the corridor. They rushed back into the cell

Teeks rose frombehind his inprovised barrier. "Tell ne this is a rescue.
"This is a rescue," Joramsaid. "I'mJoram This is Tinian." He sl apped his other
expl osive charge on the exterior wall just beside Teeks' knees, He set the tiner for
thirty seconds. "Tinian, cover the hallway."

Teeks noved away fromthe new expl osive. He took his mattress with him "Do you know
anyt hing about ny girlfriend? Is she under suspicion? Underarrest?”

"No, she's not. She's safe." Joram noved away fromthe explosive, watched its tiner count

down, and something clicked into place for him Renkel should be under suspicion. The fact
that she’s not suggests that PlanSec’s certain that she’s innocent. Wich they shouldn’'t.

Unl ess they have inside informati on about Teeks’ personal |ife and knew she wasn't part of

his team But how woul d they know that and yet not know to pickup contacts |ike Thoib?

An agent woul d include personal details in his reports, but keep information about his
resources, his contacts, secret.

So Pl anSec has access to information from Teeks' reports to his Intelligence superior
Maybe to the reports themnsel ves.

Ti ni an sai d,
"Five."

n \Mat ?u



"Four," she said.

"Ch." Joramjoined her and Teeks behind the nattress.
"Three. Two. One,"

The wal |l bl ew out, this explosion sending duracrete dust into the air-nmostly outward.
Bef ore the echoes had faded, Joramran forward and peered out through the hole.

Bel ow, the wal kway and | andspeeder |ane were littered with-chunks of duracrete, Cherek’s
rented airspeeder was parked twenty neters off to the right, directly in front of the
baserment doorway access. Mapper and Cherek, the latter staggering slightly, were already
emerging fromthe stairwell

"Are you ft for a one-story drop?" Joram asked. He had to shout; his hearing wasn't what
it should be, and be assuned that the hearing of his conpanions was simlarly affected.

"Rather too late to ask," Teeks shouted. "But yes."

"After you," Tinian shouted.

Joramslid feet-first through the hole, its broken edges scraping across his back, and
dropped. He | anded on the unyiel ding wal kway and continued his notion into a forward roll
alittle clumsy-his back woul d be bruised tomorrow. But it was better than having a broken
ankl e or twi sted knee. He stood.

Teeks hit the wal kway behind him rolled ninbly to his feet, and gestured up for Tinian to
fol | ow.

Ahead, Mapper, on the street side of the airspeeder, and Cherek, on the wal kway side, had
its doors open.

Then a uniformed PlanSec officer, a young man with dark hair, |eaped as if catapulted up
fromthe basenent stairway and planted his blaster in Cherek’s side. Even with his
di m ni shed hearing, Joramcould hear the nan’'s shout of:

"Do not rmove!"

Joram grinaced. It was amateur against amateur. No well-trained guardsman with a bl aster
woul d get that close to a perpetrator. And Cherek didn't have the sense to-Cherek raised
his hands as if to surrender, then nmade a nove to knock the bl aster aside.

The guardsman fired. Cherek, his chest snoking, a surprised |look on his face, fell. The
guardsman adj usted his aimtoward Mapper and Livintius.

Tinian's blaster shot struck himacross the neck and shoul ders. The man jerked and fell

Mapper bad Cherek in the back seat before Joram and the others reached the airspeeder
Livintius had the airspoeder in motion before they’' d dogged the doors cl osed.

And they had a kil oneter between them and the Pl anSec building before the first security
speeder |eft the building.

Mapper strai ghtened from besi de Cherek: bed. They were back in the dubious and tenporary
security of Cherek’s chanbers. "I think he’'ll live," Mapper said.

But Cherek did not respond to the hopeful pronouncenent; his chest bandaged, his eyes
cl osed, he remmined in the sleep of the badly injured.

Teeks rose fromthe room s puffy chair. "I don't mean to sound ungrateful, but you'd
better get off-world before they bave enough information to catch you."

"W can’t leave him" Livintius said. He continued to eye Jofamwi th suspicion, as if
Joram had shot Cherek by renote control

"Yes, you can," Teeks said. "Get himinto the speeder and I'Il take himto a safe house.
have safe houses, cover identities, noney accounts all over."



Li vintius shook his head. "They're found to be conpronised. By your dead |over."

"Zazana doesn’t know anythi ng about ny work." Teeks shrugged, "I expect to tell her about
it when | propose to her."

Livintius pointed an accusing finger at Joram "You didn't tell him.."

Joram put a finger to his lips to sbush the acadeni c.

Joramdidn't begin to relax until he could see Tarhassan shrinking in the hol ocam vi ew on
the screen in the transport’s main cabin. In ninutes, they' d be junping to hyper space,
headed for a planet that renmmi ned neutral as war flared up all around it. Fromthere, they
coul d make their way back to Coruscant. Meanwhile, he’'d privately warned Teeks agai nst
conmuni cating with Republic Intelligence or accessing accounts he'd nmentioned in his
reports-at |least, not until Joramcould form an inpression of how Teeks had been exposed.

The sound of tapping distracted himfromthe screen. He | ooked over to seeTi nian working
on berdatapad. "What's this?"

She gave hima smle
"My report,”

"What ?" He | ooked down at its dimnutive screen. "It’s not in proper outline format. Nor
do | see any contributions fromLivintius."

"He can file his own report. In the nmeantinme, mne will become the official truth of the
m ssion to Tarhassan."

"What is the official truth? So nmy truth natches your truth, that is."

"Cherek planned, Livintius and | researched, you and Mapper executed, all until the big
show at the end. Then we all executed and Cherek got shot playing hero. | also nention
that Livintius, Cherek, and | could use nore training, sonme nentoring by senior agents. In
any case, everybody did good."

"Did well," Joramcorrected, absently. "You learn fast."

"l suspect I'’mgoing to need to,"

He reached over to shake her band.

"Wl conme to Intelligence."



